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    From The Author 
 
      
 
    Since the book takes place in a fantasy world from 800BC to 300AD and English hasn’t been invented at the time, the degree of historical language used is a happy medium that wouldn’t make the writing stilted, pompous or too obsolete for current readers yet still maintains a voice of ancient times. 
 
    As an Egyptian myself, who has a degree in Egyptology from Egypt and has been once a tour guide, I hope you will see that some concepts which the western world and even some Eastern cultures think they are unrelated or inaccurate to the ancient Egyptian culture such as heaven and hell, the growing of sunflowers and existence of some animals, the certain skin color of natives etc…, are in fact authentic to the Ancient Egyptians. I respect everyone’s perspective as I hope you will respect mine. In the end, history is controversial, and to each their own. 
 
      
 
    I did my best to bring accuracy to the story. However, this book remains a fantasy with elements of alternate history, and the characters are completely fictitious.   


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
    A sound I’d long missed echoed against my ribs. Intensified. Not the slow, faint beat of which I’d become unaware. 
 
    Is it time? 
 
    My ancestors built formidable tombs where their dead bodies would lie preserved, anticipating their resurrection into another life. 
 
    A better one. 
 
    For the same reason, I followed their lead. Except when I’d been laid in my tomb, I was still alive. 
 
    A madness I’d destined myself to for one hundred years. 
 
    That was how long I had to wait to be safe and finally live the life I’d envisioned. 
 
    How long we had to wait. 
 
    Ankh and the stars had gifted me not one but three companions who were sworn to serve me, their lives to Queen’s life inconsequential.  
 
    My escort, Redamun. My apprentice, Nur. And my handmaid, Tia. 
 
    They wouldn’t leave their ruler alone in the unknown future that awaited her. Brave enough to venture into a path longer and more daring than the Nile itself. A journey no one risked imagining, let alone making. 
 
    Even though we might never wake again. 
 
    A troubling question only to be answered after a hundred years. 
 
    Yet with being alone, unchanging, confined in a cold, gold box inside a sarcophagus, with nothing but my mind to keep me company, time meant absolutely nothing.  
 
    Waiting wasn’t my enemy in the Long Sleep. Memories were. 
 
    A never ending loop of what had brought me here in the first place; the moment I’d made the decision to run and hide instead of continuing to fight a lost battle in an endless war, hoping for a second chance of living in peace. 
 
    Here on this earth, not in the afterlife. 
 
    With different people. At a better time. 
 
    A time without Bessen Ra, my half-brother. 
 
    If only he hadn’t chosen to… 
 
    My thoughts halted as another pulse set in my chest. 
 
    Stronger. 
 
    I gasped. 
 
    Yes. I gasped. A slow, short intake of breath under the linen layers but the most powerful and lively action my body had performed since the day I had been put to sleep. 
 
    One hundred years of patience. Of wonder. Of fear. A test of faith. 
 
    Had I succeeded?  
 
    Was I able to preserve the living as my ancestors mummified the dead? 
 
    I gasped again, my heartbeat growing into a consistent rhythm. 
 
    Yes. This is happening. 
 
    Even though my eyes wouldn’t open, and my limbs wouldn’t move yet, I could feel the very little dry air around me spreading in my lungs, bidding my blood to course through my veins. 
 
    I could hear it run. How magnificent! 
 
    How was that even possible? I’d never thought anyone could hear their blood running. Yet again no one had lived in dead silence for a century either. 
 
    A little laugh gurgled in my throat, and I wanted to scream. 
 
    In elation. 
 
    In victory. 
 
    Awakening Day has come, my friends. I haven’t failed you. I haven’t wasted your precious lives. 
 
    Any moment now, my fingers would come back to life and press the secret hinge that unlocked the sarcophagus from the inside. A precautious measure I’d taken in case none of Ari’s descendants were here on time to open the tomb. 
 
    If they came at all. 
 
    A hundred years were too long to believe and never lose faith or hope. To bear the burden of our secret. To pass it on to one generation after another, risking everything for one moment that might never have come. 
 
    Even for the strongest of believers like Ari, the only priest that hadn’t conspired against my reign. The one I’d entrusted with the live mummification formulation along with my future. 
 
    He’d sacrificed the opportunity to accompany me on the legendary path to perform the process on the four of us instead, with a promise to keep things in order for when we’d wake.  
 
    To protect my legacy, to keep my history unmaimed. To teach his family the truth about what really happened to me, Queen Meha. To keep my most valuable knowledge safe from the usurper of my throne. 
 
    My so-called brother. 
 
    A wave of anger washed over me, and I was grateful for the feeling. Any feeling at this moment was a blessing, even if it was the sense of betrayal and the tragedy of losing what was rightfully mine. 
 
    My eyes twitched. A tremble ran through my fingers. My stiff bones burned, and I felt as if a hole was being dug in my chest. 
 
    Pain. 
 
    Heaps of it. 
 
    Nothing I hadn’t anticipated when I put my body in a state of incomplete death. Coming back from it wasn’t going to be a breeze. 
 
    I welcomed it, though. The heat. The slow, excruciating spasms of my muscles. The dryness of my throat and my skin. The pounding in my skull. The haze in my brain. 
 
    If that’s what it takes to be alive again, so be it. 
 
    My fingers pulsed one by one, tapping the gold underneath. My arms were wrapped freely from my body and not crossed over my chest like the dead. Thankfully, they were stretched straight on either side of me, which expedited their resurrection. My breaths hitched as I regained sensation in my palms, my eyes beseeching my lids to open. 
 
    I should be waiting for my blood to get my organs back in motion at its own natural speed, but I couldn’t. A hundred years in this grave had run me out of patience. 
 
    I took a breath as deep as I could. It hurt, but it was necessary to power this body to move. Moaning in pain, yet grateful my hand responded to my adamant attempts to make it function before its time, I dragged it across the box, feeling my way to the hinge.  
 
    Find the snake on the right. Three engravings to the left. Go down till you touch the sunflower. Then press the bud. 
 
    I reminded myself as though I’d forget the spell to my freedom. I hadn’t forgotten anything at all. My memory, all these years, remained untouched.  
 
    Would I say the same about my body? That was yet to be examined and determined. 
 
    The slick drawings felt like ice under my fingertips as I found the snake. By the piercing tingling in my hand, I’d say that thing came to life with me and bit me.  
 
    I didn’t care. I got used to the pain quickly; it was becoming more bearable by the moment. 
 
    My hands stretched three engravings to the left, and when I felt the gold sunflower petals, my heart raced. I circled the bud with a shaking thumb and pressed. 
 
    A slow, agonized crack thundered in the tomb and through my bones. Then the granite top lifted the tiniest bit above my head. I could tell by the warm draft sneaking around my wrapped hair and ears. 
 
    My too dry eyes wouldn’t open still. But I knew by the time the water clock built in the sarcophagus declared the allocated period to regulate the air inside and outside the box had passed, I’d be able to use my eyes again. 
 
    I wasn’t dead or decaying. No toxic fumes would come out when I was freed. The sarcophagus, like its inner design, was unique and flawless, with accurate measurements that allowed perfect temperature regulation and air filtering. 
 
    However, the air in the tomb wasn’t the same. 
 
    Worried someone would find this secret place and ruin my chances of remaining hidden, I couldn’t have it in any way different from a regular commoner tomb—not even a royal one. 
 
    And it worked. 
 
    The only problem of coming in instant contact with the air in a sealed place for a hundred years was that it could have caused my body to enter a state of shock. Especially that it’d been preserved this long in a fine line between life and death. Who could anticipate for certain what might happen? 
 
    Regardless of how meticulous my calculations were, and that the architects who designed this work of art—Ari himself and one of his sons—couldn’t have been better, there was no absolute way to predict the outcome of this experiment. 
 
    The enormous weight of the sarcophagus top screeched on its axis and lifted higher, yet my heart leapt at another sound. 
 
    Footsteps. 
 
    From outside the burial chamber. 
 
    I could hear them clearly over the deafening sound of stone sliding above me, approaching, climbing down one step after another. 
 
    My palms braced against the box as the footsteps stopped at the entrance.  
 
    The sarcophagus lid moved again, and light from the eternal burning zebaq lamps traveled over my body and my shut eyelids, revealing me to whoever was about to open the door to my tomb. 
 
    One of Ari’s descendants? 
 
    A raider? 
 
    Someone else entirely? 
 
    My closed eyes yawed frantically under their lids, willing my dry, stuck lashes to part. Now that I had enough space to move, I reached behind my head to remove the linen wrapping my face. 
 
    Then I stopped midway. 
 
    Should I be removing it now or play dead until the intentions of that visitor were revealed? 
 
    The burial chamber door rumbled open, and the decision had been made for me. 
 
    I couldn’t see. I had no time to fully unwrap my body. The wisest choice was to remain dead. Besides, if this was an intruder or a raider, a live mummya would scare them so much that their feces might fall out of their intestines. 
 
    I held my breath and listened carefully. 
 
    One step. 
 
    Two steps. 
 
    A gasp. 
 
    Manly. 
 
    A swallow. 
 
    Racing heartbeats. 
 
    A faint smell of sweat mixed with a stronger essence of rosewater and lavender oil. 
 
    Another step. 
 
    Putting the best alive mummya performance I could muster—not that I’d seen a mummified body move before—I tilted my head toward the man’s side as slowly as possible; I was not able to move any faster in the first place. 
 
    And the loudest scream I’d ever heard echoed against the forsaken walls. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
    “Daughter of the Sun, the burial chamber lies in the darkness till thy light appears. From the Throne of Silence send us comfort. Seratis, beloved, banish all our fears,” the man murmured. 
 
    Hearing that name again disturbed me. 
 
    Seratis. 
 
    The divine lie. 
 
    The fable that threw me off the throne. 
 
    Was he really praying…to me? Did people still believe I was a goddess? 
 
    The angry waves hit again. This time they were so powerful my eyes teared. 
 
    One more time, I was grateful for the overwhelming emotions. There was an upside even for fury and pain. The tears moistened my lashes, and I could finally open my eyes. Why hadn’t I thought of crying right from the start? 
 
    Through the tight linen, I saw a blur of the man as he stumbled back, almost falling down. 
 
    “Mother of Gods! Have your eyes moved, Goddess? Or is it the delusions of my mind? The curse of entering your sacred tomb?” 
 
    He believed the tomb curse was real, too? We engraved horrific warnings on the walls and the sarcophagi only to scare away raiders. There was no real curse. How silly was that man? 
 
    A few moments ago, I was hoping this visitor was a member of Ari’s family. Now, I wished for the opposite. An intruder, a raider even. Anything was better than someone I’d thought would be my usher to the new world while he was nothing but an ignorant, uneducated disappointment. 
 
    I sighed. 
 
    “Huh! You…you’re breathing,” he said. 
 
    “Yes, I am, and you’re not mad,” I slurred through the thick fabric, my throat on fire, my tongue dry as a rock. “Would you remove these off of me?” 
 
    “Holy…” His breathing accelerated as he scurried toward the sarcophagus. 
 
    I heard something hit the ground with a muffled thud, and then his shaking fingers touched my face. 
 
    He reached behind my head, lifting it with gentleness. The rhythm of his heart quickened while he undid the linen, slowly, carefully unwrapping it. He might be a scared, simple-headed man, but he wasn’t clumsy. 
 
    The last piece of cloth on my face hit my chin, and I opened my eyes to the light, savoring it after what seemed to be an eternity of darkness. It didn’t matter how dim and blurry the light inside the tomb was. To me, in this moment, it felt like the brightest of suns. 
 
    “You must be thirsty,” he said. Then I felt glass and cold water droplets on my lips. I fought the urge to gulp on it as I had no perception of how my body would react. 
 
    And after years of desiccation, it did taste so good. Miraculous. Like nothing I’d ever tasted before. 
 
    “Thank you.” I blinked for a better vision and took in the face before me. 
 
    Black hair. Short but thick. Wide forehead. Furrowed brows and arched up at the same time. Big blue eyes. Blue? That was strange. I blinked again for confirmation. Yes. Blue with shades of green. The color of a turquoise sea. They shone against his young olive skin with an astonishing contrast.  
 
    Eccentric. Beautiful. 
 
    He had a beard, defined around his gaping mouth and fleshy lips. If he closed that mouth and didn’t look so idiotic at the moment, I’d say he was a very…charming man. 
 
    “Amazing.” His brows eased down as his gaze adhered to mine. 
 
    The way he looked at me decreased my apprehension to ask about my…aging condition. Perhaps I had been a mummya for a hundred years, but I still remembered how a man would look at a woman he found beautiful. “How has the grave touched me?” 
 
    “What grave? You’re mesmerizing,” he whispered, and then his lashes fluttered as if, suddenly, he became aware of his ridiculous staring. “I mean…you haven’t changed at all.” 
 
    “You do know how I looked like before?” 
 
    “Yes. I know everything about you and your companions, Goddess.” 
 
    “Don’t call me that.” I rose to my knees and flung mummya arms in the air.  
 
    Without having to ask him, he stood and unfolded them bare. I studied the back of my hands, then my palms. Several times. Marveled at them. No wrinkles. No sagginess. No swelling. Nothing. Exactly the way I remembered them. 
 
    “I really didn’t age at all.” I laughed in surprise. “A complete success. How wondrous!” 
 
    “Wondrous indeed.” 
 
    A pungent scent mixed with a tinge of sickening sweetness rushed through my nose. The smell of death that had surrounded me for a hundred years, yet from which I was protected. “Except for the smell.” 
 
    “It’s from the tomb, not from you.”  
 
    I smiled at him. “You are Ari’s bloodline, aren’t you?” 
 
    He swallowed. “Yes. Apologies, my Queen. For not introducing myself properly…and for being late. I fear it took me more time than anticipated to find my way through the traps and reach the right entrance. I’m Drusus, one of Ari’s great great great…” His lips pressed shut. “I’m one of Ari’s great grandsons.” 
 
    I grunted. As much as I was disappointed that one of the brightest minds and greatest teachers of his time had such a…an intellectually unimpressive offspring, I was more than thankful for this man’s presence today. 
 
    For the loyalty that wasn’t deformed by time. 
 
    For the faith. 
 
    For the dedication. 
 
    “Pleasure to meet you, Drusus.” I started to remove the not-white-anymore cloth off of me. “An odd name you have.” 
 
    “For Your Majesty, yes. A lot has changed since you’ve been…asleep, my Queen. My name is a quite common one now. It means strong.” 
 
    “In what tongue?” 
 
    He gulped. “In… Uh…in…” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter.” A smirk tugged at the corner of my lips as I studied his figure. Tall. At least an arm taller than myself. Broad shoulders. Enormous muscles in his bare arms, calves and the little exposed area of his thighs. His red tunic barely fit him as his chest and abdomen strained against the thin fabric. Over all, I could see where he got his name. 
 
    “Names might have changed, but clothes not so much.” My gaze, clear as a cloudless sky now, fell over the bulging sac on the ceramic tiles. This must have been the item he’d laid on the ground and made that thud earlier. I rose and stepped out of the pooling linen around my feet, the pain that was taking over my body almost nonexistent. “Do you happen to have any in there? I hate to wear anything of what was buried with me. It must be outdated.” 
 
    His big eyes grew bigger. His jaw fell low, and he uttered a peculiar sound at the back of his throat. 
 
    I chortled as his heart skipped a beat, his awe-struck expression more than amusing. The outline of his growing erection was even more entertaining. 
 
    And…remarkable. 
 
    Perhaps he wasn’t bestowed with much in his brains, but he was compensated heavily in his manhood. 
 
    “How much longer are you going to stare at me before you speak?” I asked. 
 
    His cheeks turned crimson, and his gaze dropped. “Apologies, Goddess,” he rattled and squatted to untie the sac. 
 
    “I’m not a goddess. Immortality only comes in the afterlife. How could you possibly believe in that? Hasn’t Ari taught you anything?” 
 
    “He did. He taught us everything about you, Queen Meha. How your blood runs pure from noble kings and queens, not the divine myth only found in story and song. A pure human and one rightful queen. How you reject the false divinity cloak under which pharaohs hid. But…” He brought a royal blue dress out of the sac and handed it to me, his eyes still down. 
 
    “But what?” I slid the silk drapes over my head. “You never truly believed it was true?” 
 
    “Oh, we believed. We believed with all our hearts, Godde… Majesty.” He shook his head, his arm digging inside the sac. “It’s just… It’s hard to explain. I don’t know what to believe anymore.” 
 
    “What do you mean?”  
 
    “When I came here, I didn’t know what to expect. And in all honesty, I was hoping Ari’s teachings were nothing but a senile, mad scholar’s hallucinations because this is beyond sanity.” He finally stopped digging and gave me a hand mirror he’d brought out of the sac. “But you’re here, awaking from a grave, looking like this. I mean, look at you.” 
 
    Panicking or not, it was such a nice gesture from him to bring a mirror. I was dying to see for myself how I looked.  
 
    Evening my breaths, I stepped out of the sarcophagus and grabbed the mirror.  
 
    “Neither time nor burial has touched your face.” He cleared his throat. “Or…body.” 
 
    I scolded him with a pointed look, but I was laughing on the inside. 
 
    “Uh… I mean your hair, your long black hair hasn’t thinned or grayed. It’s shining for Gods’ sakes.” He jumped to his feet. “Your lips were dry and cracked and white when I arrived. Now look at them. They’re bright red.”  
 
    The high pitch of his voice pierced my ears as I traced the reflection of my features he was describing. I didn’t know whether I was more sensitive to sounds since I woke or his astonishment was annoyingly excessive. 
 
    He did have a point about the swift recovery of my flesh and skin, though. I couldn’t help but link that note with the rapid vanishing of my muscle and bone aches. 
 
    “Your skin is milky white, not pale, milky and flawless without a single line,” he continued, and I touched my cheeks, studying them in the mirror. 
 
    My glance lifted to him. “Which is exactly the outcome we anticipated and hoped for. The goal of the mummification from the start. Complete preservation of the body. This should confirm Ari’s story not make you skeptical.” 
 
    “I think we both know the outcome is a little more complicated than mere preservation. I’m not the brightest person in the room—in any room—but if I can deduce that you didn’t only stop aging, so can you, Majesty.”  
 
    I looked back at my image, examining the delicate details. The corners of my eyes. The shade of my skin. The shape of my mouth. 
 
    Free of pain. No imperfections of any kind. Unaffected by time or the Long Sleep. 
 
    “To prove what I’m saying, here.” He dug through his sac again and got out a piece of papyrus. “As far as I was taught, you loved the sun. You had a darker skin in the few pictures Ari had drawn for you.” 
 
    He unfolded what turned out to be a colored drawing of my face. I didn’t need to inspect it to know he was speaking the truth. 
 
    “If your body wasn’t working at all, you should be waking up in the same state you were when you…slept,” he said. 
 
    “You’re right. The current color of my skin was the one I was born with. Not the one I had when I was buried,” I said, my mind running with endless speculations. “But it doesn’t prove what I think you’re saying. It could be the result of various possibilities.” 
 
    He shook his head. “Did you have any scars, Queen Meha, before the burial?” 
 
    Many. I was at war with my half-brother. One in particular I could never forget. 
 
    Bessen Ra’s arrow had missed my heart by a digit. The wound had barely healed by the mummification time, leaving a hideous scar on my breast. 
 
    I touched my chest, feeling the mark that should have been there, reluctant to expose my skin and see the evidence with my own eyes. 
 
    My stomach tied in a knot when I couldn’t find any traces of the wound. I pushed away the thin, silk drapes, almost tearing them in pieces. 
 
    A gasp escaped my mouth. 
 
    “You had one here, and now it’s vanished, hasn’t it?” he asked. 
 
    My chest heaved as my eyes lifted to him. He tore his gaze from my half-exposed breast, biting his lips. 
 
    Swiftly, I adjusted the silk to cover myself, glaring at him, distracting myself from a discovery I wasn’t ready for. “Haven’t you seen a woman before?” 
 
    He swallowed. “Yes. But I certainly haven’t seen a goddess till now.” 
 
    “Stop being absurd.” 
 
    “I don’t think it’s absurdity that’s controlling my behavior at the moment. I feel like…I’m out of willpower.” His gaze locked with mine. “And these big, bright eyes, these bottomless black abysses you possess. With what I know, I should have known better not to look into them.” His voice hushed now. “The way they—” 
 
    “No!” Something rumbled inside me. 
 
    Not rage. 
 
    Energy that had gone wild. 
 
    A force so strong and unique. 
 
    Dangerous. 
 
    Startled, he stared at me, his forehead glistening with sweat. “Apologies if I’ve upset you, Majesty. I surely didn’t mean to. Are you well?” 
 
    I held onto my brains, the mind that made this wondrous dream a reality, and used it as a shield from the unrecognized power engulfing me. 
 
    “The mummification process might have affected me in an ambiguous way yet to be examined, but it is definitely not what you have in mind,” I said. 
 
    “Your Majesty must understand how difficult it is to believe otherwise.” 
 
    “Don’t you dare think that way. All that nonsense about Seratis, the Goddess of Sleep, the mesmerizing eyes that put men under my spell and commanded them to do whatever I wanted, was never true. A filthy myth.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “I’m not divine or magical.” I used all the strength left in me to stop myself from bursting in his face, and with that foreign force inside me, it seemed I could literally explode. “No human ever has been. I’m a woman and Queen. Nothing else.” 
 
    “No queen has returned from the dead before.” 
 
    “I wasn’t dead.” 
 
    “I know. You were mummified. Alive. I also know about the legend—” 
 
    “Fable,” I interrupted. “Not legend.” 
 
    “Of course. Yes, the Seratis fable Bessen Ra created to make people fear and hate you. But this… You…” His exotic eyes trailed over me, his heart banging violently, annoyingly. “Ari’s teachings were nothing but big fat lies he’d passed on for a thousand years—” 
 
    “Enough!” I growled. “All your facts are muddled, and your little brain would rather ridicule a great knowledge master such as your great grandfather, believe in an outrageous lie than to understand the truth.” I clenched my teeth. “And it’s a hundred years, not a thousand.” 
 
    He ran a thumb over his eyebrow. “Uh… Um…about that—” 
 
    “Not another word. I’d like you to stop stammering now, give me something to wear on my feet and help me wake my friends. Their time has almost come.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
    Regeneration. 
 
    That must be the answer. 
 
    The mummification didn’t only preserve my body. It revived it. With an accelerated effect that repaired each and every physical damage had ever been there. 
 
     Healed it. 
 
    An amazing yet frightening possibility. 
 
    Did it only take effect after I’d wakened? Or had it been building slowly in my sleep? How did it happen in the first place? How did— 
 
    “Majesty?” Drusus interrupted the questions jamming my head. “Have you forgotten the spell to open the secret door?” 
 
    I glanced from the engravings on the wall tiles before me to him, and then back at the wall. The only barrier that separated my burial chamber from my companions’. “Of course not. I’m only a little distracted.” 
 
    “Allow me. I’ve always wanted to do that,” he said quickly, already reaching for the tiles. 
 
    “Are you certain you can open this chamber without sinking us into a pit instead? You said you had trouble earlier finding your way around the traps inside the tomb.” 
 
    His eager hands stopped in their tracks. Then he stared at me for a moment before giving me a huge grin, his teeth unrealistically white against his skin color. “Good thing Your Majesty is here now to save our ars…souls. To save our souls if I initiated a trap by accident.” 
 
    I laughed under my breath. Somehow, I found his silliness humorous. “Go ahead.” 
 
    His eyes sparkled. “Thank you, my Queen.” 
 
    I listened to him as he recited a prayer followed by the sequence to open the door, making sure he did know it. 
 
    “Ankh. Udjet. Khebri. Protect the guard, the scholar, and the servant. Find the rays to the sun, and let the rebirth begin,” he started. 
 
    I nodded in confirmation and reassurance. Despite the composure of his body, I detected a huge sum of nervousness coming from underneath. I didn’t know how, but I could feel this man. His energy. Only by standing next to him. 
 
    He touched the first symbol. Ankh. The key of life. Then Udjet. The eye of Horus. The symbol of healing. And finally, the scarab. Khebri, protector of the heart. 
 
    A sequence hidden in a prayer to protect my faithful friends. 
 
    The stone rumbled as the first bolt on the other side of the wall moved and unlocked one of the two wooden locks securing the chamber. 
 
    “Good. Proceed. Find the rays to the sun to unlock the second one,” I said. 
 
    “This one is a little more complicated.” His gaze roamed the symbols. “There are no rays or sun hieroglyphs.” 
 
    “Look closely. The answer to this riddle is very simple,” I encouraged him. 
 
    “I know, and I read it somewhere in Ari’s notes, but it’s slipped my mind.” 
 
    “All right. I shall give you a hint. What else resembles the sun, Drusus?” 
 
    He swept the wall with his eyes. Then they landed exactly where they should. “Of course. The sunflower, Your Majesty’s favorite plant.” He chuckled, shaking his head. “I’m such an idiot sometimes.” 
 
    Sometimes? I bit my lip on a laugh. 
 
    He rushed to press the tile. 
 
    “No!” I stopped him. “Don’t touch it yet. That would have opened the pit.” 
 
    His face contorted in panic. “Sorry.”  
 
    I would reprimand him, but I didn’t wish to. Watching this strong man, who could tear down this wall with all his huge muscles if he had to, vulnerable like that evoked a strange feeling inside me. Along with the clarity of the energy emanating from him—it was as if I could read how he felt—it formed some sort of… 
 
    I didn’t know what to call it. And I didn’t know why I wished to give him a hug. 
 
    “It’s all right,” I finally said and dragged my gaze off his face. I could push the right tile myself, but I wouldn’t. I wanted to help him solve the riddle, give him the confidence that he could accomplish this task himself. “Find the rays to the sun, not press the sunflower. If you look up, you will find—” 
 
    “Spears.” His eyes shone with the discovery. “Slated like rays.” 
 
    I smiled. “Exactly. Trace them to see where they point.” 
 
    His index finger tracked an invisible line over a row of tiles. “Here, but there are many of them. Which one would… Oh, I know.” A grin of triumph painted his lips. “The blue lotus, the symbol of rebirth.” 
 
    “Let the rebirth begin,” I confirmed. 
 
    He touched the right engraving, and the wall shook with a thunderous tremor, torturing my sensitive hearing. 
 
    We stepped back, allowing space for the door that protruded from the wall and sprayed us with debris. 
 
    He pushed the door open as I dusted myself. Then we entered the second burial chamber.  
 
    A wave of joy and gratitude engulfed me as I spotted the three sealed sarcophagi. “Excellent job, Drusus. Do you want to solve more riddles and help set my friends free?” 
 
    “Thank you, Majesty. Yes, I’d love to.” 
 
    “I shall open my guard’s. You do the rest.” 
 
    Approaching Redamun’s grave carefully, I could hear him breathing inside. I could hear them all, feel them all come back to life. 
 
    My heart danced as I unlocked my loyal protector’s sarcophagus while Drusus worked on the other two. 
 
    Time to see my companions again. To reunite in the new world. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
    “Remarkable,” Redamun, now clothed in a tunic similar to Drusus’s, eyed himself in the mirror. “We haven’t aged a day, and I feel as strong as ever. Perhaps even stronger.” 
 
    I gazed at my escort with admiration like I always had. At his beautiful black hair that hit his broad shoulders. His hazel eyes and long lashes. His body that had always made me feel tiny yet safe whenever he was around—and he was always around me. 
 
    Protecting me. 
 
    Keeping my secrets. 
 
    Endlessly listening to my madness without tiring. 
 
    I had missed him so much. 
 
    All of them. 
 
    “It’s amazing.” Tia twirled in her new, white dress, her chin-length hair swirling over her little face. “But as much as I love it, being so alive and seeing my Queen again, I think I might be hallucinating from the stiff air. I could swear I heard Your Majesty talking in the other chamber before I regained full consciousness. And I truly believe I’m hearing each and everyone’s heartbeat in this chamber.” 
 
    “I don’t think you’re hallucinating, Tia. It’s either that or we’re both having the same illusions.” Nur folded his arms across his chest, his big brown eyes narrowed. 
 
    “Me too.” Redamun nodded in agreement, his expression an unspoken question. 
 
    “Did Your Majesty experience anything similar as you woke?” Nur, my student, an insatiable scholar like myself, couldn’t restraint his curiosity. 
 
    They were all looking at me now, anticipating my answer. I wished I’d had something to say better than the truth to ease their minds. 
 
    And my own. 
 
    I was hoping these inexplicable consequences of the mummification had affected only myself. A probable error in my burial process. 
 
    Now, the signs all over my companions shattered my hopes. Whatever was happening to us was a result of the procedure itself. 
 
    “Yes,” I answered blatantly. “We all have awoken with unexpected results.” 
 
    “Such as?” Nur stepped forward, taking his place next to Redamun. They looked almost like brothers with their sturdy bodies, bronzed skin, and mouths sculpted to perfection each in its own way. 
 
    Their eyes were different, though, and Nur had cropped hair and was half a forearm shorter than my guard. 
 
    What struck me was the shape of Redamun’s nose. He used to have a straight one like Nur’s, but it was broken in a stupid inn fight he had before he joined my service. It never healed properly and had become crooked ever since. 
 
    Now it was one of the straightest noses I’d ever seen. 
 
    “I beg your pardon, Majesty, did you hear my question?” Nur asked. 
 
    I blinked. “Yes. I can’t confirm anything without proper testing, but I think we’re experiencing sharper senses than normal…among other things.” 
 
    “Healing,” Drusus suddenly said, his excited high pitch piercing. “You are invincible.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “What silly joke is that?” 
 
    “There is no such nonsense as being invincible.” 
 
    My three companions said at once. 
 
    My head whipped toward Drusus as he stood in the corner with his brows shot far up his forehead, his sac between his legs. I was so taken by the joy of the reunion that I’d forgotten he was still here. “Did I tell you to speak?” 
 
    He shook his head, stunned. “Apologies, Majesty. I was unable to contain my exhilaration.” 
 
    My fists clenched as I gave him a pointed look, that strange energy stirring in me. Then I glanced back at Tia and the men. 
 
    “Who is this again?” Redamun glared at him. 
 
    “Drusus, one of Ari’s descendants,” I said. 
 
    Drusus came forth. “His great great great—” 
 
    “He does not look or sound like Ari in any way.” Nur interrupted. “Is there any truth in his words?” 
 
    “Yes. Is he even who he says he is?” Redamun stepped between me and Drusus. 
 
    “Are you calling me a liar?” Drusus exclaimed. “How dare you? You might be a superior being but that doesn’t give you the right to—” 
 
    “Enough!” My chest heaved with the fire inside me. The wild energy I couldn’t fathom or control. 
 
    They stopped speaking immediately, their heads bowed. Tia came to me and rubbed my arm, comforting me. 
 
    Her touch—my first human touch in a hundred years—soothed me. It seemed to have taken away the edge of my rage, calming it, stopping whatever was taking over me. 
 
    I inhaled the heated, dull air. “Drusus is speaking the truth.” 
 
    “About his identity or the healing? Redamun mumbled. 
 
    “Both.” 
 
    Tia’s hand stilled as Nur looked at me in disbelief. “But, Majesty, this is—” 
 
    “Impossible? Preposterous? Insane? Perhaps. Preserving the living was insanity at our time, and now look at us. Irrefutable walking evidence that it is not.” My gaze lifted to Redamun’s face, and I pointed at his nose. “Here’s your proof we have accelerated healing abilities.” 
 
    I ambled toward Drusus as they studied Redamun’s unbroken nose. “The deepest of my scars has vanished as well. I’m sure if you examine your own bodies, you will find similar effects.” 
 
    “As for this man’s identity, it’s been verified beyond doubt.” My gaze met the blue one. “Ari’s drawing of me you possess has a special signature. Something only he and I used.” 
 
    Drusus mused for a few moments. “The eye of Horus emanating rays at bowed men upside down?” 
 
    “Seratis’s symbol, only written backwards.” I sighed as my mind leafed through the dark memories. “Some sort of a joke between us when the fable started, not knowing people would believe the lie and nothing humorous should have been made out of that tragedy.” 
 
    Nur came forward, his expression saying what he couldn’t put in words. “I apologize for doubting you, Drusus.” He glanced at me. “You’re right as always, my Queen. Redamun’s nose is perfect and none of us has any traces of old scars.” 
 
    “You should have shown gratitude to this man, not distrust. Who else could have known about Awakening Day? Who else would have come here with supplies and clothes to help us on this marvelous day? Who would have known our story and all the secret sequences if it wasn’t for Ari?” 
 
    He shifted his glance to Drusus. “Again, I apologize. You must understand how shocked I was to learn about the…unexpected surprise.” 
 
    “It’s a wonderful surprise.” Redamun flexed and relaxed his bulging arm muscles, laughing. “Imagine never having to worry about a single wound ever again. We should have a huge feast to celebrate.” 
 
    “It’s too early to celebrate anything yet. This could be more complicated than you think,” I said. 
 
    “If sleeping for a hundred years would give me healing powers, I’d be elated not upset, my Queen.” He strode toward me and raised my hand to his lips, sending a chill down my spine. “Your Majesty’s discovery could be the end of human suffering, every ill person’s dream. Every warrior’s. You should be celebrating.” 
 
    Then why did I feel quite the opposite? Even my beautiful guard’s delicate kiss on my hand, a long-missed one, wouldn’t sway this terrible feeling I had inside. 
 
    Drusus shifted on his feet. “About the hun—” 
 
    “Drusus, isn’t it? I owe you an apology, too, for calling you a liar,” Redamun interrupted the poor man again. How many times would he have to endure this before speaking up? 
 
    “It’s—” 
 
    “This is my Queen here, though. My only job is to protect her, and part of it is to be doubtful about any stranger who dares approach her. Let bygones be bygones?”  
 
    “Of course. But this isn’t—” 
 
    “Oh, come on. You’re a tough rnp to please, aren’t you? 
 
    “Would you let me speak?!” Drusus exploded. 
 
    Finally. 
 
    I chortled. 
 
    Redamun lifted his hands between him and Drusus in a backing down sign. “All right, Ari’s blood. Be calm.” 
 
    “Sorry to raise my voice in your presence, Majesty, but this is rather important and displeasing at the same time, and you must be informed about it as soon as possible,” Drusus said. 
 
    “Then speak,” I permitted, alarmed. 
 
    He swept all our faces with a dimmed gaze before he focused on mine. “The formula, the equation had…a time error.”  
 
    “A time error?” I repeated, unable to decide whether there was really a mistake in my equation or Drusus was being Drusus at the moment. 
 
    “Uh…yes. It’s a… Mother of Gods…” He wiped the sweat off of his forehead.  
 
    “What are you trying to say?” Nur asked, jumping into the conversation impatiently. 
 
    “Well, you haven’t been mummified for one hundred years as planned. It’s longer than that. By a lot,” Drusus replied. 
 
    I exchanged a quick glance with my apprentice, earlier words Drusus had spoken and I’d dismissed gathering in my head, my heart sinking to my knees. “How much longer?” 
 
    His silly grin stretched over his face. “One thousand years.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
    My blood rushed out of my face. 
 
    I felt it. 
 
    Saw its movement in my head. 
 
    Heard it. 
 
    Literally. 
 
    Drusus had been trying to tell me from the start, but I refused to listen. 
 
    When he didn’t tell me the tongue of his name. When he kept repeating he was Ari’s great great great… 
 
    How many greats would he have said if he’d finished that sentence? 
 
    Even the color of his eyes screamed at me that something was wrong with time.   
 
    “You’re a mad man.” Redamun jabbed his index finger in Drusus face. 
 
    “I’m truly sorry, but this is the truth. Ari had discovered the error later and wrote about it in his notes.” Drusus opened his sac, got out some papyri and handed them to me. “Yet he couldn’t risk your lives opening the tomb before time to awaken you and try to fix it.” 
 
    Dazed, I took the scrolls and opened them. Nur’s head popped up next to me, not that it would make any difference spotting the mistake now. 
 
    “Is this true, my Queen?” Tia asked, almost sobbing. 
 
    That we were long forgotten? That everything we’d worked for was gone? That I risked their lives and mine for nothing?  
 
    “Please tell me he’s crazy,” Redamun pleaded. 
 
    A lump clogged my throat as I braced myself against the wall, fighting the tears threatening to spill from my eyes. All I could do was shake my head to answer him. 
 
    His lips curled over his teeth as he roared. Then he punched a wall tile next Drusus. 
 
    “Whooa!” Drusus jumped as the tile shattered into pieces, leaving a huge hole in the granite behind it. “Bloody hell. I’ve learnt a lot about your strength, but I never thought you could smash a rock half your size with one bang.” 
 
    Redamun stared at his unharmed knuckles in silence, Tia crying in the background. 
 
    Nur looked up from the scrolls. “So is the tongue still the same? The government system?” He threw his hands in the air in exasperation. “Where are we now? Is this even still Egypt?” 
 
    “Yes, but we are no longer independent.” Drusus bit his lip. “Aegyptus, the Roman province of Egypt is ruled by the Roman Emperor. A prefect is in charge of the province. Alexandria is our capital, and we mostly speak Demotic now, a mix of Egyptian and Greek.” 
 
    “Romans? Greek?” I shouted incredulously. “Who in all Gods’ names would allow the West to rule the East?” 
 
    “Cleopatra, my Queen. She was defeated and took her own life in the end,” Drusus answered. 
 
    I gasped. “Not even killed in battle. What is this madness? A true Egyptian would never do that. A true one would have sacrificed herself for this land rather than ending her life in vain.” 
 
    “Well, she wasn’t Egyptian by blood. She was Greek. They took over for about three hundred years before the Romans.” 
 
    I hid my face in my hands, tears I could no longer fight wetting my cheeks and palms. 
 
    I had lost my war once again before I even started. 
 
    This time, my defeater wasn’t a man to be conquered with enough power. 
 
    It was time itself. 
 
    Unstoppable. 
 
    Immortal. 
 
    The strange energy that balled inside of me with every heightened emotion threatened to leave my body and erupt in this tomb, razing it to the ground. 
 
    I succumbed to my knees, the rubble from Redamun’s wall bang scraping them. My arms circled my body, as if to contain the destructive force. 
 
    “Majesty!” Nur threw the scrolls and crouched down to hold my shoulders. 
 
    I shrugged him off, and when Redamun and Tia hurried toward me, I lifted a hand at them, ordering them to stop. “No one touches me.” 
 
    Their feet stopped before me, and I tilted my chin up in a feeble attempt to hold back the tears and control my temper. 
 
    Nur’s face contorted. “Majesty, are you…crying?” 
 
    Queens don’t cry in public, but I don’t care if anyone sees. Not anymore. 
 
    I was no longer royalty. Not even a citizen of the only kingdom I’d known. 
 
    A foreigner with no claim on this land. 
 
    My gaze traveled among my three confidants, and I could feel their shock, seeing their ruler’s tears for the first time. 
 
    “Daughter of the Sun, Her Majesty, Queen Meha wasn’t born to cry,” Redamun said, his voice sick with emotion. “I know the situation is hard on us and must be much harder on you. But, please, my Queen, nothing is worth your tears.” 
 
    Tia sniffled. Her little mouth curved up with a tender smile through her own pain. “We are here for you, Majesty. Serving you and only you. No matter what.” 
 
    “We’ve already proven we can’t stand living under anyone else’s reign. So, if we must, we will create a kingdom of our own, just for Your Majesty and us.” Nur chuckled, and they joined him. 
 
    The warmth of their words, their love that didn’t falter in calamity melted my heart and tamed the wildfire spread within me. But their aches, even though hidden, led straight to my soul, searing it. 
 
    “I have failed you, and you are trying to cheer me up?” My voice shook. 
 
    “You have not failed us, my Queen. We are awake, aren’t we?” Nur gestured at his body. “Strong. Healthy as wild horses. Unhurt, with a big chance we may remain this way until we die. So fear not. We will find a way to adapt in the new world.” He looked at his friends. “As long we’re together.” 
 
    Drusus cleared his throat, and for the second time today I forgot about his existence with us. “May I say something?” 
 
    Redamun glared at him. “I advise you to speak no more. Every time you open your mouth, you say something that angers Her Majesty. I can’t let you disturb her again.” 
 
    I picked myself up, sniveling, my dress covered in blood and dirt around the knees but no pain there. “It’s all right. Let him speak.” 
 
    “Thank you, my Queen,” Drusus said, mutual eye daggers flying between the two men. “With all due respect, you are all talking and thinking like earthly logic still applies to you. Why does Your Majesty think you can’t rule again? Right now, you’re the strongest person on this planet, if that’s the right term to describe you. Human laws are void when it comes to you.” His gaze shifted among us. “Any of you.”  
 
    “What are you trying to say, Drusus?” I asked. 
 
    He smiled at me, his eyes glistening. “Not only can you rule Egypt again, but you can rule the whole world if you wish. With your powers, you can do anything you want. You are a goddess.” 
 
    “Again with this nonsense.” I rolled my eyes, losing my patience, my friends mumbling their disapproval of his words behind me. 
 
    “Use your mind a little. Do goddesses shed tears?” I picked a shattered tile piece with a sharp edge with one hand and held out the other in front of Drusus. “Do they bleed?” 
 
    Swiftly, I sliced my palm with the sharp rubble and let my blood trickle before him. 
 
    “Majesty,” Drusus gasped. 
 
    “What are you doing, my Queen?” Redamun snatched the tile from my hand, hurting his in the way. 
 
    “Proving a point,” I said. 
 
    He tossed the rubble aside and held my hand in his, his blood joining mine. Then he looked at Nur over his shoulder.  “I need a piece of the linen wrap to tie the wound.”  
 
    My apprentice marched to his sarcophagus while my eyes locked with Redamun’s as we both pretended to forget about our intertwined touches. 
 
    His fingers closed around the back of my hand and squeezed gently. The sound of his breathing and the slight tremble in his lips told me the words he could never say out loud. 
 
    Not now. 
 
    Not a thousand years ago. 
 
    I could feel his scorching desire through the passion of his touch. It had never faded, only grown stronger. 
 
    Perhaps it felt more powerful now because we both had been denied that kind of intimacy, even of a simple touch, for so long. Or because I was no longer a Queen, and we could act upon the forbidden emotions we’d harbored for each other all this time. 
 
    There might be an upside for that misery after all. 
 
    “Here.” Nur tapped on my guard’s shoulder, and then winked at him. “Not that you’ll need it.” 
 
    “Eh?” Redamun stared at him, not leaving my hand. 
 
    “With your permission, my Queen.” Nur caught both our hands and parted them, and then he gave Redamun a mocking glare. “Don’t we heal now? Look, there are no signs of either of your wounds. I’m sure Majesty’s knees aren’t scraped either, or haven’t you noticed those?” 
 
    Having two manly hands on mine at the same time felt amazing, and I wondered how it would feel if I had more than just their hands on me… 
 
    Holy Gods, I had been dead for so long. And the lack of air in the tomb had messed with my sanity. 
 
    Focus, Meha. Now isn’t the time for sinful muses. 
 
    I looked at my palm with nothing but the blood stains to prove I’d just cut myself, same around my knees. “The revival effect is still in action.” 
 
    “So are the sharp senses. They’re not withering. They’re getting stronger,” Nur said. 
 
    “Magical,” Drusus blurted out. 
 
    I threw my hands in the air. “For the love of the Gods, there is no such thing as magic or goddesses in the shape of humans or any of that garbage ridiculousness in your head.” 
 
    “Perhaps to you there isn’t, my Queen. You’re a mistress of knowledge. You understand things most people can’t. That doesn’t mean you tell them that.” 
 
    My eyes narrowed at him, an old familiar rage spread under my skin. “Are you suggesting what I think you’re suggesting?” 
 
    “Please listen to me, Majesty. This could be your way back to the throne.” He looked at my companions. “We tell the people Her Majesty is a goddess with magical powers. Invincible. Immortal. Even if you bleed in public, you will heal. Instant proof that you’re—” 
 
    “Silence.” I closed my eyes, taking a long breath, and I heard him swallow. 
 
    Then I opened my eyes and gave him my most menacing of stares. “Listen carefully as I shall not say that again.” I moved toward him and stood so closely that I could feel his quivering breaths on my forehead. 
 
    His big chest moved up and down as he stepped back and his back hit the wall. I could sense not only the intimidation I’d planted in him with one look but also his…need.  
 
    Much to my surprise, it triggered mine. 
 
    As much as that strange connection that made me feel Drusus’s precise emotions amazed me, it annoyed me as well. 
 
    My gaze raked his humongous body from head to toe, and I almost forgot what I was about to say, lost in more sinful imaginations. 
 
    I blinked myself to awareness, the anger helping me regain my line of thoughts. “I was buried alive, doomed to wake in a time not mine, for two reasons. One is for Bessen Ra to be dead, long gone so I could rule again without him trying to kill me every single day. 
 
    “And two…is for people to forget about Seratis and the ugly lies that ruined my reputation for good.” My eyes bore into his turquoise ones. “I shall not have this mythological tragedy repeated because of you, Drusus, or anyone else for that matter.” 
 
    He nodded, chewing on his lips. Pure lust radiated from the heat of his body. I was never a woman controlled by her desires, but today, with all the heightened emotions and inexplicable energy coursing through me, I was struggling to bridle them.  
 
    And despite all the changes and surprises happening today, seeing my power on a man again made me feel so…alive. 
 
    I dragged myself away as my own heat flooded my cheeks. I stood among my friends and took a deep breath. “We need to get out of here, rebuild my experiment hall and study Ari’s notes as soon as possible. A lot of research is ahead of us. Hopefully, these thousand years have produced enough scholastic progress and tools to rely on while we try to understand the nature of our changes.” 
 
     “Yes, please, Majesty. Let’s get out of here. A thousand years in a tomb is too long,” Tia said, her voice urgent. She never spoke much, neither now nor before, like all maids. But when she did, it meant she really needed what she was asking for. 
 
    “We do need to breathe some fresh air,” Nur agreed. 
 
    “And see the new world,” Redamun added. “One where Bessen Ra no longer exists.” 
 
    I smiled. That alone was a blessing for which I should be thankful for the rest of my life. A life I wouldn’t have had if I hadn’t gone through with this journey. 
 
    No more wars. No more hatred. No more… 
 
    Drusus’s gaze met mine, and a terrible sensation reached me from him. 
 
    “What?” I asked him, a wave of sickness hitting me hard. 
 
    He puckered his lips. “The air is getting really…heavy. We should just leave. You’ve had enough surprises for one day.” 
 
    “Speak,” I hissed. 
 
    His jaw flexed, and then his forehead and eyebrows scrunched as if he was about to cry. 
 
    “It’s about my half-brother, isn’t it?” 
 
    He just stared at me for a moment. Then he nodded, pressing his lips. 
 
    A dull tingling started in my shoulders, down to my arms, and then quickly spread to my whole body. To my very core. 
 
    “Don’t say it,” I barely whispered. “He can’t be…” 
 
    “I’m so sorry, my Queen.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
    Unsure how long I sat on the edge of one of the sarcophagi, grasping onto what Drusus had thrown in my face, I squinted through the mist disseminating inside my skull. Dark shadows with fiery edges loomed in the back of my head. And then inside my soul. 
 
    Scorching. 
 
    Corroding like acid. 
 
    In this instant, I was nothing but a thousand shreds of flaming wrath. 
 
    “There is no possible way for Bessen Ra to be alive after one thousand years, unless…” Nur seethed. 
 
    “He found out about the formula and tortured Ari to give it to him? Yes. That’s exactly what happened,” Drusus said. “He even ordered his men, hired mercenaries and drowned them in gold to kill Ari after the process. Thank the Gods the gold Majesty has left Ari was more than enough to bribe the assassins and buy his life back.” 
 
    The menacing energy blazed in my chest, rapidly searing into my shoulders and arms. Dizzy, with no more control over my feelings or thoughts, I growled as my fingers burned. Instead of smothering whatever that was—as I’d been trying since I woke—I had to let it out. 
 
    Before it consumed me to bits. 
 
    I had less than a moment to register the fire balling, literally, inside my fists before I hurled them across the tomb wall in panic. 
 
    The world stood still. My hands remained in the air, fingers spread. The fire subsided, but not my apprehension.  
 
    The next noise sickened my stomach and launched me into a bigger state of panic. There was a bang, a huge chunk of the wall crumbled down, and Drusus fell from my view. I was stunned for a second, frozen. Then tremors hit me, heart pounding at what I might have done. 
 
    I listened carefully for heartbeats. All five distinct rhythms were there, but one was severely fading. 
 
    Had I just shot fireballs from my hands and…killed a man with them? 
 
    In my head, I screamed. But my throat was too tight to speak, and my body continued to shake involuntarily. 
 
    “What in the names of Basset, Amun and Ra…” Someone said, another coughed, and then feet scampered forward. 
 
    A cloud of debris and smoke had filled the place, but I could breathe and see clearly. Panting, I stared at my hands, and then at Drusus’s body on the ground. Redamun and Nur surrounded it, inspecting the poor man’s breath and pulse. 
 
    I studied my men’s startled faces. “Is he…” 
 
    Unable to say it, I ran toward Drusus. Now was not the time for shock or talk. If I hurt this innocent person, the one who believed in my existence and kept my secrets for a thousand years, I’d never forgive myself. He came all the way here to help me, and this was how I repaid him? By taking his life? 
 
    I knelt, and the men made enough room for me to hold Drusus’s head in my hands. Gray and dark red shades stained his half-scorched face, the smell of his burnt flesh unbearable. 
 
    I tore his tunic off his chest, only to see that his body wasn’t safe from my outburst. Blood streamed out of a big gash under his ribs. The left side of his chest was seared, the skin blackened. His heart was barely audible, and he wasn’t breathing at all. 
 
    “Nur, hit right above his heart with your fist,” I said. “Careful not to break his bones. You’re much stronger than he is now.” 
 
    My apprentice clenched his hand and beat Drusus’s chest. It bounced, but nothing changed. 
 
    “Keep doing in,” I commanded. 
 
    Nur hit him ten times, but his heart wouldn’t regain its beat. My instincts kicked, telling me to breathe into Drusus. Without thinking, I opened his mouth and blew my heated breath inside it. 
 
    “Majesty…” Redamun objected. 
 
    I withdrew and glared at my guard. “I cannot let him die. I have to do something.” 
 
    “By kissing him?” 
 
    “By giving him my breaths to evoke his lungs!” I shouted, my nerves a tangled mess. “Do you have a better idea?” 
 
    He shook his head. “If Majesty thinks this might save him, then let me do it. My Queen shouldn’t be kissing strangers.” 
 
    I backed away, allowing my men to work on Drusus’s body, one stimulating the heart, the other the lungs. 
 
    The moments seemed longer than the thousand years I’d spent in this tomb as I waited to hear Drusus breathe again.  
 
    Yet nothing happened. 
 
    No air coming from his mouth. The faint heartbeat vanishing. 
 
    Redamun and Nur turned their heads to me, hope slipping from their faces. 
 
    “This can’t be happening. There must be something we can do.” Tia squatted next to me. “Aren’t we bestowed with the power of healing now?” 
 
    “Only on ourselves.” Nur banged Drusus’s chest one last time. “And we don’t even know how it functions.” 
 
    “What if we can heal others, too?” I examined my hands, the ones that had caused this catastrophe. “If I can shoot destructive energy from my hands, then I can transmit a good energy like healing as well, right?” I stared at Nur, desperate for any sort of validation, even if it was from my student. 
 
    “It doesn’t hurt to put this theory…” 
 
    Not waiting for Nur to finish, I placed both my palms on Drusus’s body, one on his face, the other on his chest. 
 
    “…to test.” 
 
    Holding my breaths, I focused only on Drusus. I had no idea how my body had the power to heal itself or how I could summon it to heal someone else. So I prayed. 
 
    To the Gods of the past and the present. 
 
    For my energy to manifest and reach Drusus. 
 
    To save his innocent soul. 
 
    To save mine from eternal torture and damnation. 
 
    “Please. Please wake up,” I pleaded to whoever was listening. “Don’t die, Drusus. Please.” 
 
    My heart contracted when I felt nothing coming out of my hands and the sound of his pulse seemed nonexistent. 
 
    “Majesty, I think he’s gone,” Redamun said. 
 
    “No!” Squeezing my eyes shut, I concentrated all my thoughts and feelings on saving Drusus. I envisioned his features. His beautiful skin and eyes. His amazing lips. His perfect cheekbones. Sound. Undamaged. “You can’t die. Not like this.” 
 
    “Majesty—” 
 
    “Don’t leave me now, Drusus. It’s not your time yet. Come back. Please. Just come back.” 
 
    Drowning in my despair, I felt something crawling from within. Then it turned into a jolt in my stomach. 
 
    “Hold on… Do you see what I’m seeing?” Tia asked, and my eyes shot open. 
 
    Blue light. 
 
    Shining underneath my palms. Spreading in a net of rays from my fingers toward Drusus’s wounds. 
 
    A overexcited laugh burst out of me. “It worked!” My gaze wandered among my companion’s faces. “Look. He’s healing.” 
 
    “Magnificent,” Nur murmured, and the other two hummed with him, marveling at the cobweb of light repairing Drusus’s burns and closing the gash. 
 
    The fifth heart rhythm found its way back into the chamber. The sound of Drusus’s breaths was music to my ears. 
 
    I removed my hands—no longer blue-lit—and tilted my head back, allowing myself to breathe again. Then I looked at him. 
 
    His eyes were open, a turquoise ocean staring back at me. “What happened, my Queen?” 
 
    I placed my palms on either side of his face, my gaze dipping to his lips, and I couldn’t resist crushing mine against them. 
 
    His skin was still gray with dirt from the smashed wall, and the blood stains remained. But I didn’t care. Not after those scary moments I had thinking he was dead. 
 
    I tasted his fleshy lips vigorously, releasing the quake of messy feelings inside me. 
 
    Taken aback.  
 
    That was how he felt as our breaths danced in unison.  
 
    He didn’t exchange my kiss at first, but then his mouth moved with mine. And I could feel a lot more than surprise in him. 
 
    Desire. Need. Passion. 
 
    Someone cleared his throat. Redamun, of course, yanking me out of the moment. 
 
    I was glad, though. My control over that flood of energy and emotions surging through me was pathetic. Who would have known what hidden power I might be releasing when I was sexually aroused? 
 
    And I was. 
 
    Aroused by that kiss. Lost in those skilled lips. 
 
    I pulled away, but I didn’t bother looking at my overprotective guard. I didn’t wish to leave Drusus’s gaze. “I almost killed you, Drusus. That’s what happened.” 
 
    Dazed, Drusus was having a hard time focusing on either my eyes or my mouth, his lips swollen. He set one hand on top of mine and planted a soft kiss on my palm. “You should do that more often, my Queen.” 
 
    I laughed. “Looks like I’ve only healed the external damage and haven’t touched your brain. You must be concussed to say something like that.” 
 
    “You certainly didn’t need more wrecking up there,” Redamun mumbled. 
 
    Drusus grinned. “I might be stupid most of the time, but not now. You’re telling me you wouldn’t die for that one kiss?” 
 
    Redamun gritted his teeth, the sound too loud in my ears. “Be quiet before another fireball hits you right in the heart and burns it to flames before Her Majesty can heal it.” 
 
    I exchanged a quick glance with Tia, and we sniggered together. 
 
    “Wait. You think you, too, can do that?” Nur asked. 
 
    “I surely feel that way at the moment.” Redamun glared at Drusus. “And when I shoot it, it won’t be an accident.” 
 
    “Redamun,” I warned, only because I didn’t wish for Drusus to get hurt again. Yet on the inside, I’d always been amused by my escort’s jealousy. Even if he couldn’t act upon it. 
 
    However, a mere show of anger or affection on our sides, all four of us I presumed, had hazardous consequences now. 
 
    Lethal. 
 
    We couldn’t afford to take the luxury of feeling for granted anymore. 
 
    Drusus sat upright, his hand still on mine, debris falling off his body. “Let me get a clearer picture of what happened. Your Majesty shot at me with…fireballs. Then…healed me?” 
 
    I nodded. “I didn’t mean to, though, shoot at you.” 
 
    He chuckled. “That’s… You have amazing powers, Goddess.” 
 
    My eyes rolled. 
 
    “I mean, my Queen,” he amended. 
 
    “For Gods’ sakes.” Redamun arched a brow. “Stop calling her that as well. You may address her as Her Majesty or Queen Meha not this stupid my Queen you keep saying. She’s our Queen, not yours. ” 
 
    “Of course she is my Queen! That’s a line I shall not allow anyone to cross, mighty being or otherwise!” Drusus bellowed before I could intervene. “I almost died for her, by her hands, and I don’t care. Anyone else would be running through those doors, wouldn’t be here in the first place, but I’m still standing before you all. Because she is my Queen.” 
 
    Despite his flaws and rather absurd beliefs, I was growing fond of this man by the moment. He might have a simple mind, but it was open and accepting. His courage unmissed. His heart pure. 
 
    Not to mention he was amazingly beautiful, strong…and a very good kisser. 
 
    He stood and helped me up with him, both my hands in his now.  His gaze traveled among my companions, who, too, rose to their feet. “You might have all served Her Majesty for years, stood by her side, sacrificed your lives for her cause, but my family and I believed in her for one thousand years, without even seeing her, not once.” 
 
    He kept the eye contact with them until he was satisfied, and then looked at me. “We’ve dedicated everything we own, our time, our souls, just for you, my great Queen Meha, the sole ruler we’ve vowed to serve for all eternity.” 
 
    I smiled. “And I shall be forever in debt to your loyalty and your family’s, Drusus.” 
 
    He bowed and kissed my hand.  
 
    “Then, at least, learn the rules of being in her Majesty’s presence.” Redamun slapped Drusus’s hands off of mine. “No touching your Queen without permission.” 
 
    Drusus winced, shaking the pain off his hands. “That hurt. You’re too strong now to do things like that to humans.” Then he bit his lips, glancing at me. “Apologies for my indiscretions, my Queen. I should have asked permission before kissing your hand.” 
 
    “I think I have more pressing matters to address at the moment than to worry about your kisses.” I glanced from Drusus to Redamun. “Or the rules. Or even becoming a Queen again.” 
 
    “Her Majesty is right. There is a plight looming over our heads,” Nur said, and I was glad I could hear someone else’s voice other than these two. 
 
    A voice of reason. 
 
    “Bessen Ra is alive. He is going to wake from a tomb just like us,” Tia said.  
 
    “With powers and abilities like the ones we’ve displayed,” Nur added. 
 
    Redamun glanced at me. “A second war is inevitable I presume?”   
 
    I sighed, unable to fathom that all I’d worked for had been for nothing. The kingdom I was supposed to rule was gone. And not only was the enemy I was supposed to escape still alive, but he was going to be more ruthless and evil with powers no one like him should ever possess. 
 
    “We can’t give him a chance to even know about the new abilities.” Redamun shook his head. “We must capture him and end him, Majesty, before it gets a lot worse than the last war.” 
 
    “Is he buried alone?” I asked Drusus. 
 
    He shook his head. “With High Priest Sekhemre.” 
 
    Of course. Who is a better suited companion for this expedition than the traitor who helped him usurp my throne? 
 
    “The bastard’s mother?” I asked under my breath. 
 
    “No. That wench is long gone.” 
 
    Thank the Gods. Finally, a piece of news that wasn’t disturbing. That serpent of a woman was the mother of all evil. The plotter of the whole conspiracy. “How long do we have before they wake?”  
 
    “Sixty-two days from now, my Queen.” 
 
    A pang set in my chest. “He tortured Ari that long?” 
 
    “If it had been for Ari, he would have let that merciless arse torture him till his demise. It was only when Bessen Ra started to threaten the women and children—” 
 
    I raised a hand, ordering him to stop. I couldn’t listen to any more of this. “I realize I have caused Ari and his family a lot of nuisance and pain. If I had just fought till the end and accepted to die in that war, none of that would have happened.” 
 
    “My Queen, not once have we questioned your decision or thought in those terms. We all have been serving you gladly, generation after the other, learning, waiting for the honor to serve you alive, and help you defeat Bessen Ra once and for all.” 
 
    “And for that, I have made my decision,” I said, my voice thick with emotion but firm. “For Ari. For you. For this land. For the world that won’t be safe as long as that evil man lives.” 
 
    Taking in the faces before me one by one, seeing that their determination was as strong as mine, I took a deep breath and lifted my chin up. “This time, I will not run. I shall fight, and I shall retaliate.” 
 
    The men roared in unison, and Tia bowed her head with a smile on her face. Then the four knelt before me. 
 
    “We are all with you, Your Majesty,” Drusus said. 
 
    “Together and forever.” Nur smiled. 
 
    “Together and forever,” Redamun repeated, and then Tia. 
 
    They stretched their hands and put them above of each other’s, and I put mine on top of them all. “Together and forever.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
    The sun shone in my bones as I exited my tomb. I kicked off the sandals Drusus had given me of my feet and sank them in the scorching sand. My head lifted to the sky, yellow rays penetrating my lids ever so brightly. 
 
    Too brightly for my new eyes when I opened them. 
 
    But it didn’t matter. 
 
    I closed them and breathed the pure, clean desert air. 
 
    How I’ve longed to see you again, Mother of Gods. To drink your eternal power. To thrive under your protection and flourish with your might.   
 
    The music born of such gentle movement of air and sand, the steady soothing tune of nature close by, was melody and chorus all in one. If bodies glowed, mine would exude an aura of happiness. With a smile, I let the dancing rays seep into my pores, wash away a thousand years of darkness. 
 
    I opened my eyes to watch my friends. One look at their faces, and I knew they were as happy as I was. 
 
    Tia spread her arms in the air. “It’s amazing to finally breathe fresh air. What a beautiful day!” 
 
    “Indeed. I’m so grateful we’re back,” Redamun agreed. 
 
    Nur let the sand sift between his fingers. “I will never take another living day for granted again.” 
 
    “We’ve been given a second chance. I’m determined not to make it go to waste. From now on, every moment of our lives count.” My gaze shifted to Drusus. “We must rebuild my experiment hall as soon as we find a dwelling. The sooner we understand our powers, the easier we can design a plan to defeat Bessen Ra.”  
 
    He splashed water from his canteen on his face to wash the blood and dirt residue from the accident. “I’m delighted to tell you that a dwelling of noble standards already awaits the honor of Your Majesty living in it. As for the experiment hall, I am at your disposal, my Queen. Whatever you need.” 
 
    “That dwelling of noble standards is your residence?” 
 
    “No, Majesty. It’s a house we’ve been building for the past few months specially for your return. Not that I wouldn’t be honored for Your Majesty’s stay at mine.” 
 
    I smiled, impressed. “How far is it from here?” 
 
    “Not far. A few hours. We can reach it before sundown if we move now.” 
 
    “Is it safe to use the chariots buried with us without raising suspicion? I didn’t anticipate rides would change drastically after a hundred years, but now…” 
 
    He gestured at the tomb. “Oh, you don’t have to worry about that. My carriage and the camels are right behind the Eastern exit.”  
 
    My smile grew wider. “You came prepared, Drusus.” 
 
    “Your Majesty has no idea how long we’ve been waiting for this day.” 
 
    “Great,” Redamun joined the conversation. “Are there enough beasts to carry our belongings and the gold we were buried with or do we have to make another trip for them later?” 
 
    “I think they’ll do, Guard Redamun,” Drusus answered. 
 
    “Nur, Redamun, lead Drusus back inside and load whatever you can as fast as you can. I’d love to see our new house in the daylight.” 
 
    *** 
 
    The ride in the carriage was much more pleasurable than having to be carried in a chair or standing in an uncovered chariot. 
 
    Tia couldn’t stop grinning as she sat next to me in the luxurious ride. But as I peeked at the boys riding the camels, escorting our cargos, I wouldn’t say they were as excited as she was. 
 
    Even in the comfort of the closed compartments with small windows and sheer curtains they sat in on the backs of the camels. 
 
    Especially Redamun. 
 
    I knew he’d rather be the one in the carriage with me, like he used to escort me everywhere I’d gone, always by my side in the chariot, on a horse or walking next to my carried chair at any of my parades.  
 
    I smiled at him from my own small window. Soon we will be inseparable again, my friend. 
 
    He nodded and smiled back as if he heard my thoughts. 
 
    We passed the gates of Kysis, the city we’d call home for now, with ease. On the way to the house, Drusus bragged about he knew some of the guards well enough to let us in without inspection or paying the allocated customs for our cargos. 
 
    I didn’t need much intelligence to understand he bribed them. 
 
    Kysis was a big city with vast markets and multi-story dwellings for the upper class. 
 
    Villas. That was what they were called. 
 
    People in colorful attires, thousands of them, roamed the busy streets. Merchants yelled, marketing their products. Fresh produce. Fine fabrics. Spices. Honey. Carriages and chariots dragged by donkeys, horses and mules crowded the narrow streets. 
 
    Too much stimulation for my sharp senses on the first day, but I liked the place. No one was looking at us, and we could easily blend in this society without being noticed. 
 
    The horse galloping stopped in front of one of those two-story villas in a rather secluded part of the city, and Drusus hopped off the carriage. “We’re here, Majesty.” 
 
    He opened the compartment and helped me and Tia out of it. Redamun and Nur dismounted the camels once they’d perched. 
 
    “My brothers designed this house.” Drusus started to the entrance. “It’s not as big as Your Majesty’s old palace but comfortable enough. They thought if they made it too big and luxurious, it would draw more attention to it than Your Majesty would prefer.” He opened the yellow and red gates. “The land is spread-out, though. There’s room for expansion if you ever wish to add more to the dwelling.” 
 
    “They thought correctly. Are your brothers architects?” I stepped inside with Tia behind me, instantly smiling. 
 
    He nodded. “This is the vestibulum. The main entrance hall. They did their best to make it look like the old—” 
 
    “Courtyard.” I grinned at the continuous porch of granite pillar rows surrounding the garden and its fountains. “My old palace terraced hall.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “Except it’s much smaller, and the pillars are different.” Redamun arrived and stood next to me, his arms folded across his chest. “They’re squared with peculiar tops and paintings for embellishment. What are these? Sheep horns? Is that how the Romans like their columns now?” 
 
    “I’m afraid so.” Drusus clasped his hands behind his back. 
 
    Nur entered. “Still, not so much different for a thousand-year time gap.” 
 
    Tia shrugged. “I think it’s beautiful, and for me, it feels like home.” 
 
    I ambled down the hall, touching the green grass. The sweet smell of the flowers on the trees flanking the courtyard tickled my nose. The hot wind danced through the branches, creating an ever-changing mosaic of light and shade, as water trickled from the fountains along the way. 
 
    Two marble steps at the end of the porch separated me from the house door. I climbed down and spun around. “I love it. I can’t wait to see what’s inside.” 
 
    Drusus and the rest marched to me, and then he opened the door to another vast hall. Surrounded by high-ceilinged entries, it had a slanted tiled roof with a square opening in the center. Directly below was a shallow, rectangular sunken portion of the floor, lined with marble, and a small mosaic around. A place for gathering rainwater, obviously. 
 
    The walls were painted with people celebrating nature in several positions. No hieroglyphs or Egyptian symbols of any kind. The shades of red, yellow, blue and green gave the area a festive energy. A welcoming reception of sorts with sparse furnishings. To give the effect of a large space, I reckoned. 
 
    “And this is the atrium, where guests are received and greeted,” Drusus explained. “Each of these porticoes leads to a guest room. The main chambers are upstairs.” He pointed to the left. “The kitchen and the servant domus are there. And in the back, there’s a pond and another garden.” 
 
    “What about the experiment hall?” Nur asked. 
 
    “The second story is an open area with a roof. It can be transformed into anything. But if you’d like a place more discreet, the underground cellar and vaults are better suited to the task,” Drusus said. 
 
    “Take me to the underground.” 
 
    “How about you show us to our chambers first? I’d like to inspect the security standards of Her Majesty’s quarters, make sure she is safe here,” Redamun said. 
 
    “Majesty said she didn’t wish to waste any moment of our little time before Bessen Ra comes to life. I’d like to rebuild the experiment hall immediately. Anything else can wait,” Nur argued. 
 
    “Safety first, Nur. We settle down then you can rebuild all you want.” 
 
    Drusus looked at me as I twisted my lips, watching my men fighting with words only to show me who was more dedicated to my service than the other. Regular exchanges I’d seen a hundred times between them. 
 
    I missed many things about these two but not those pitiful arguments. 
 
    “How about a bath?” Tia suggested, and the men chopped off their nagging. 
 
    She blinked with a shy smile on her thin lips. “I think we all need that.” 
 
    “I agree.” I gave the men a pointed look, and they bowed their heads. “Lead the way, Drusus.” 
 
    He started to the colossal stairs in the far end of the atrium, and we followed to the first story. 
 
    A narrow, long corridor greeted us. Down the hall, gold statues of two lions stood guard before closed doors. The walls and the ceiling were painted sky blue with drawings of clouds. As we walked farther, I could smell the fragrance of lotus mixed with wet grass. 
 
    Drusus stopped as he reached the doors down the hall. “Your chambers are here, my Queen. There are three adjacent rooms, where the rest of you can stay, each with a private washroom and bath. But if Majesty prefers more privacy, there are more rooms on the other end of the hall to accommodate your companions.”  
 
    “I must stay close to Her Majesty,” Redamun said quickly. 
 
    Nur narrowed his eyes at him. “All of us must stay close to Her Majesty.” 
 
    “Thank you, Drusus. Show us inside, please,” I demanded before they started again. 
 
    “Yes, Majesty.” He pushed the doors open, and the orange sunset light spilled into the dim corridor. 
 
    I stepped into the chambers, my companions in tow, the lotus fragrance filling my nostrils. I took in the spacious sitting area and the gold plated chairs on beautiful brown and red carpets. A well-lit terrace stretched along the chamber length, and I could see the pond from where I stood. 
 
    Ambling forward, I smiled at the view of the vast garden before me, where the sweet smell was coming. 
 
    The bedchamber was on my right. A fireplace took up half a wall. Marble floors with a rectangular mosaic marked out the enormous, ivory canopy bed. One Egyptian Djed pillar stood on either side of it, not Roman ones, decorated with my beloved home words. 
 
    I touched one of the pillars, feeling the cool granite under my fingertips, reading the symbols. “Daughter of the Sun. Meha Seratis. Queen of the Nile and the Valley. Honor is your name. Glory is your destiny.” 
 
    “My brothers thought that since no strangers approach the bedchamber, a few Egyptian embellishments wouldn’t hurt,” Drusus said. “Had they known how Majesty’s bedchamber looked in the past, they would have designed a replica. But Ari never mentioned it anywhere.” 
 
    I shook my head, placing a hand on my heart, tears of joy and pride betraying me. “It’s beautiful.” Lifting my chin up to stop myself from crying, I gazed at him. “Like you and your family.” 
 
    “Your humble servants, my Queen.” 
 
    “Am I going to meet your family soon?” 
 
    “With your permission, I shall send for them any time you wish. They can’t wait to have this honor.” 
 
    “It will be my pleasure. Once we settle and gain control of our new selves, I shall tell you to send for them. In the meantime, I trust I have your discretion regarding our…situation?” 
 
    “Worry not, Majesty. I’ve been keeping a thousand-year-old secret all my life. It’s what I’m good at.” 
 
    “I trust you, but I want you to understand that you can’t even tell any of your family about our powers.” 
 
    “Fully understand. It’s your secret. Your Majesty alone knows when to share it.” 
 
    I nodded my approval and content. 
 
    “Shall you stay here with us?” Redamun asked. 
 
    “Surely, Guard Redamun. I’m here for anything Her Majesty needs. Guidance through the city, running errands, cooking, cleaning, everything. The house is too big for Majesty’s handmaid to take care of alone, and you cannot exactly have resident servants without the risk of exposure.” 
 
    “Great,” Redamun said through his teeth. “Now, come help us unload our cargos and then show us to our chambers. Let Her Majesty have her bath.” 
 
    Drusus looked at me for confirmation, and I nodded once. 
 
    “The bath is on the left. Fully accommodated. I will come back with clothes. Then I will cook some meals. You must be starving,” he said. 
 
    “Absolutely.” Redamun tapped the man’s back, practically pushing him outside the chamber. Nur chuckled and went after them, leaving me and Tia together. 
 
    As silly as the men were, their conversation brought my attention to a strange fact. 
 
    I wasn’t hungry at all. 
 
    I glanced at my handmaid. “Are you starving, Tia?” 
 
    “No. I don’t think he is either. He only wanted to get Drusus away from Your Majesty.” She giggled and closed the door. “He’s still the same.” 
 
    “Who?” I asked, distracted by my discovery. 
 
    “Guard Redamun.” A sheepish smile drew on her face. “It’s not like it wasn’t obvious back then, but now it’s clear as the sun… how much he…” 
 
    I gave her a cunning look. “Wants me?” 
 
    She shook her head. “It’s beyond desire, Majesty. He worships you.” 
 
    “And you reached that insight how?” 
 
    Her shoulder lifted in bafflement. “I can’t tell for sure, but… It’s like I can literally see it…on him somehow. I don’t know… I’ll go fix Your Majesty’s bath.” 
 
    I mused as she disappeared into the bath chamber. Could she be reading Redamun’s feelings, his energy, like I did with Drusus? Did this connection I thought was unique turn out to be another common power we’d gained from the Long Sleep? 
 
    What else had my experiment changed in our bodies, minds or souls? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER EIGHT  
 
      
 
    The smell of rosewater and cedar oil soothed me, invited me to let go of my worries and queries, even for a brief period of time. I took off my sandals and joined Tia in the bath chamber. 
 
    She helped me out of my dress and held my hand as I stepped down into the bath. Warm water tickled my feet and quickly submerged my hips when I reached the final step. I turned and rested my back against the marble tiles, the water warmth teasing my breasts and my neck. 
 
    I moaned. “The simple pleasures we’ve taken lightly before. I used to take a bath such as this every single day, and not once appreciated any like the one I’m having now.” I gestured for Tia to join me. 
 
    She blushed, her jaw dropping, her heart suddenly pounding. “I’m your humble handmaid, Majesty. I shall have my bath after you’ve enjoyed yours, in the maid’s bathroom where I belong.” 
 
    Closing my eyes, I tilted my head back, my long hair swimming around my sides, water reaching my scalp. “Tia, don’t be ridiculous. Get in.” 
 
    “I know my place, my Queen.” 
 
    I inclined my head toward her and opened my eyes, droplets of water trickling on my cheeks and down my neck. “And your Queen is telling you to join her. Have you seen the size of this thing? Five people can fit in here. It’s simply easier to bathe me while you’re in it. And we’ll save some time if you have your bath now as well.” 
 
    Her lashes fluttered as she started to take off her clothes. She hid her female bits with her hands and carefully tiptoed into the bath. 
 
    My eyes narrowed at her in disbelief. “Are you shy of me, Tia?” 
 
    “Yes,” she whispered. 
 
    I straightened up, unable to hold off my laughter. “That’s silly. You have seen me naked, given me baths, dressed and groomed me for years.” 
 
    “But Your Majesty hasn’t seen me naked before,” she murmured, swiftly covering her body in the water, her eyes down. 
 
    “You have something I don’t have?” 
 
    She chortled and shook her head. Still, she wouldn’t look me in the eye. 
 
    “There’s something else other than shyness. What is it?” 
 
    “Nothing, my Queen.” 
 
    I tried to dig into her soul and read her feelings, testing my powers simultaneously, but I failed. I grunted and turned my back to her. “You can wash my hair now.” 
 
    As she massaged my head with the lined oils and scents on the bath edge, I drifted with the soothing sensation, relaxing all my muscles, banishing the chaos that had invaded my mind. I needed clarity. 
 
    To adapt. 
 
    To conquer. 
 
    To live. 
 
    And for that to happen, I had to forsake every law I’d ever learnt, every belief. The rules of nature didn’t apply any more. My knowledge was an outer crust of something even I hadn’t grasped yet. 
 
    Change. 
 
    Lots of it. 
 
    To survive I had to embrace it, not resist it. 
 
    After washing my hair, Tia’s delicate fingers found my shoulders and fondled them. They slid across my arms, cleaning them softly. The same tingling of joy I experienced when I felt her touch earlier at the tomb traveled over me. 
 
    Sharp senses could come in very handy, an undeniable power for which I was grateful, but this heightened emotions thing was a pain in the rear. 
 
    And awkward. 
 
    At the tomb, I’d convinced myself that my body reacted with this intensity to her touch because it was the first human one I’d had in a millennium. But now… 
 
    Why would I enjoy a woman’s touch so much? One I’d felt on my skin for years without being…aroused. 
 
    Here I said it. 
 
    I was aroused by another woman. My own handmaid. 
 
    Even at the tomb. It wasn’t just a calming sensation. It was sensual. I didn’t want to acknowledge it at the time, but this moment right now was undeniable. 
 
    She was using a washcloth on my back with one hand, the other resting on my waist. I wanted to press back into her, feel her softness against mine. Unconsciously, I moved my hair to the side and tilted my neck, an open invitation for her lips to caress me.  
 
    I laughed under my breath, shaking my head. 
 
    Her hands stilled on my hips. “Are you well, Majesty?” 
 
    I laughed again. “Yes. You may want to work faster, though.” 
 
    “Apologies, my Queen. I will wash your front now.” 
 
    I twirled. The tip of my naked breasts stared at her face. She was shorter than I, and the water covered her from the neck down. I could barely see the outline of her chest under the water. My evil mind groped for a way to make her show me more of her little figure. 
 
    This was wrong on so many levels. 
 
    I tried to think of anything else. A distraction from the desire pooling between my legs. But when she lifted her arms to wash my neck, her breasts perked up. 
 
    That didn’t help at all. 
 
    I bit my lip at the throbbing in my sex, and I dragged my stare up, shifting my concentration to the…ceiling architecture. Anything to stop me from envisioning my mouth on those little, pebbling, brown nipples. 
 
    This is getting ridiculous. Drusus, Redamun and now Tia. What has gotten into me? And why am I picturing all of them naked with me in the bath now? I need to make love. To a man. As soon as possible. As soon as I get out of this bath chamber. 
 
    Her fingertips brushed against my own nipples as she swiped the washcloth over my chest. My belly clenched, and I moaned softly. 
 
    “Enjoying your bath, Majesty?” 
 
    My lips twitched with a smile. “Yes. More than I should.” 
 
    “Would you lift your arms, please?” 
 
    I did, and she moved closer to clean my armpits, our breasts accidentally touching. 
 
    My eyes closed in response, my breaths getting louder. I wanted to place my hands on her, hold her in my arms and…kiss her. I’d never kissed a woman before, and I wondered how Tia’s thin lips would taste and feel between mine. 
 
    My unbridled imagination started the fiery energy inside. I inhaled and exhaled multiple times, concentrating on the cooling water to calm down. 
 
    And cool down. 
 
    “Your beauty is unmatched, my Queen.” Her hands moved up and down my sides and glided over my stomach with a slight tremble. 
 
    I opened my eyes and glanced down at her. She was staring at me, at my heaving chest, swallowing.  
 
    Was she aroused by me, too? 
 
    Sudden heat seared my flesh. 
 
    From her palm. 
 
    Shaking, she hissed and pulled away, her eyes black with fear. “I’m sorry, Majesty.”  
 
    I took one of her hands in mine, held it tightly despite the heat, and lifted her chin with my finger. “Look at me. It’s the energy. I know it’s scary, but I’m right here with you. It’s all right.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. Forgive me, my Queen. I’m so terribly sorry!” She was quivering, her skin burning up. Tears filled her eyes as she kept repeating how sorry she was. 
 
    “Tia…” 
 
    “I didn’t mean to. I swear I don’t know what happened.” 
 
    “Tia…” 
 
    “I have no excuse. I don’t know how I… I’m so sorry—” 
 
    Without thinking, I put my hands on her cheeks and pressed my lips onto hers. 
 
    To shut her up. 
 
    To take down her panic. 
 
    To ease her nervousness… 
 
    Who was I fooling? 
 
    I did it because I wanted to taste her so badly. 
 
    And by how intensely she was kissing me back, I’d say she wanted it, too. 
 
    I inhaled her breath, felt the warmth and the softness of her mouth. Heat rose in her cheeks as her tongue touched mine. I kissed her firmer, more determined, more curious about the new drive that lay within both of us. 
 
    Much to my surprise, the kiss wasn’t awkward or uncomfortable or repulsive as I’d always thought something like that would be. It was soft and hot and breathy, not trying to win a battle but seeking closeness. The sharing of one sensation, one wild moment. 
 
    When I drew back, both our lips were swollen. We were out of breath and words but not fire. The wild energy in her blazed with mine, and I had to take my hands off her face, break our connection before it brought this place to the ground. 
 
     I held her gaze and tried to see through her soul once again. This time, I understood what she meant earlier when she said she saw how Redamun felt. I, too, could see her. Sense her. As if her body was split in two, exposing the insides, and a pipe inserted in there led straight to my soul.   
 
    Just like with Drusus, but stronger. 
 
    “You’re worried. Terrified…and deeply aroused,” I said. 
 
    Her eyes brimmed with tears as she nodded. “I swear on Your Holy Self I’ve never had any…” She sobbed. “I don’t know what has possessed me to feel that way all of a sudden. Please forgive me.” 
 
    “Tia, be calm. I’m not angry at you. Whatever you felt, I felt it, too.” I grinned. “And I liked it.” 
 
    “I liked it, too.” She slapped a hand over her mouth.  
 
    Laughing, I lay on my back and spread my arms in the water. “It’s all right. You can tell me. It’s not like you can hide your emotions from me even if you wish so.” 
 
    “It’s not all right. You’re my Queen, and you’re a woman.” 
 
    “I don’t know what I am anymore. All I know is that we are changing into something unusual. To understand it, we have to let go of what we thought we knew and accept this new force within, not fight it.” I looked into her eyes. “Whatever it takes. Or this fire will eat us up and destroy everything, our souls included.” 
 
    “That force is so powerful, my Queen. I can feel it taking over me already.” 
 
    “All of us, not just you. But rest assured we shall find a way to control it. I felt it so many times today but only unleashed it when I couldn’t control my wrath.” 
 
    “I only felt it now, when I was…aroused,” she said quietly. “I don’t think I could have controlled it if it hadn’t been for Your Majesty’s kiss. It calmed me enough to contain it.” 
 
    “Redamun felt it when he was jealous. He seemed in control, though.” 
 
    “And yet Master Nur hasn’t experienced the fire at all.” 
 
    “Yes.” Thoughts swirled in my head. Too many variables to consider. “That’s odd.” 
 
    She chuckled. “Well, when does Master Nur ever get angry or jealous? He’s a very…composed man.” 
 
    I smirked. “He’s still a man, which means…” 
 
    Tia gasped, blushing. “Majesty.” 
 
    “What? It looks like we can’t have an intimate moment without the threat of setting something on fire, tearing a place down or killing someone. It’s not safe to let out this massive sexual need around an ordinary soul. That means we’re limited to each other in that matter.” I grabbed the washcloth floating in the bath, straightened and finished washing my lower body by myself. “And he’s a very attractive man. You will have a lot of amusement in the process.” 
 
    Her eyes widened. “Me? I don’t know how to seduce Master Nur. He never looked at me that way. And to be honest, and rather insolent, if I have a choice, I prefer to feed my needs…with you, Majesty.” She slapped her mouth again. 
 
    I threw the washcloth at her playfully. “You are far more mischievous than I thought.” 
 
    She dodged it, giggling, water splashing around her. 
 
    I sighed. “Well, if you don’t have the heart for that task, that leaves Redamun and I for it.” 
 
    “I don’t think Guard Redamun is fit for the task of seducing another man.” 
 
    My body shook with laughter. “Neither do I, but… You don’t understand. This can’t be. I cannot do such a thing.” 
 
    “What is it about Master Nur that makes it so forbidden for my Queen to be with him, if I may ask?” 
 
    “With Redamun and you, I’m your Queen. Since I don’t rule for now, it’s fine to cross a few lines. But with Nur, I’ll always be his teacher. It’s so…wicked to even think of him that way.” 
 
    She shrugged, barely holding her laugh. “It’s not wicked if it’s for knowledge and learning purposes, Majesty.” 
 
    The things I’d do for knowledge… 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
    The Egyptian cotton softness dried my wet body, hugging my skin. Delighted our finest of crops was still used in what had become a Roman province, I squeezed the towel with both hands and brushed it over my face to inhale its smell. 
 
    Sitting on the edge on my new bed, I noticed the two dresses Drusus must have left there. One royal blue. The other orange red. 
 
    Feeling the fabric, the silk of the blue one, I realized Drusus had chosen it carefully for me. One of my favorite colors and material to wear. 
 
    Tia took the second dress and placed it on her towel-wrapped body, as if trying it out. “It’s so beautiful. I like the drapes and the color.” 
 
    I slid mine over my head and looked in the mirror covering the opposite wall.  “I like our old draping style better, but these aren’t bad either.” 
 
    Tia’s pale expression and the feelings oozing from her perturbed me. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “I hope Your Majesty will not strip me of the honor of dressing and serving you as I’ve always had after what happened.” 
 
    A sigh of relief left my chest. “Don’t be ridiculous. You will always be my trusted server, Tia. I dressed myself now so I wouldn’t overwhelm you. I’m certain it won’t be long before we can devise a way to regulate the energy, and then all of us can perform our regular duties.” 
 
    “Thank you, Majesty,” she said as if she was going to cry. 
 
    I was going over to her to reassure her more, but a knock on the door interrupted me. 
 
    “Majesty, may I come in?” Drusus’s voice rang. 
 
    I nodded at Tia. 
 
    “One moment.” She got dressed quickly and opened the door. 
 
    Sitting in one of the gold-plated red arm chairs, I saw him approach. He’d showered and dressed in a white tunic with a dark red shawl draped over it, his short black curls beautiful when wet, his turquoise eyes brighter than before. 
 
    He looked at my uncombed, wet hair. “Apologies, my Queen, if I came earlier than I should have. I can come back later.” 
 
    I smiled. “Do you know how to comb a woman’s hair?” 
 
    His silly grin manifested as he scratched the back of his head. “Uh… The only hair I’ve ever combed is my sister’s, and I can’t say I’m very good at it.” 
 
    “How terrible was it?” 
 
    He chuckled. “She threw the comb at my face and called me…names.” 
 
    I joined his laughter. “Tia, give Drusus my hair grooming tools and go tell Nur I shall meet him in the underground after I’m finished here.” 
 
    She stared at me, Drusus too, and then she bowed, biting her lips on whatever she wanted to say. 
 
    “You may want to take a look at your chamber after,” I added. 
 
    “Yes, Majesty,” she whispered, handing Drusus a brush and a comb while holding three small bottles in her other hand. “The castor oil first, mixed with a tad of olive and coconut oils. Then sprinkle the rosewater oil after you finish combing. Don’t overdo it or it will get too greasy,” she told him, holding each bottle as she instructed, her eyes glistening. “Her Majesty loves a sprinkle of lotus essence as well, but I couldn’t find any in the bath chamber.” 
 
    “I will bring some from the market,” he said, dazed. 
 
    “Good.” She practically hit his stomach with the bottles instead of giving them to him. Then she twisted to face me. “Anything else, Majesty?” 
 
    “You may go,” I said. 
 
    She bowed and stalked to the door, her ache a big bubble about to burst. As much as it pained me to hurt her, I knew I was doing the right thing. 
 
    Only for now, my friend. 
 
    As if she heard my thoughts, she looked at me over her shoulder, nodded and left the chamber. 
 
    “Your handmaid seems to be very upset,” Drusus said. 
 
    I rose and walked to the terrace. “She’s going to be fine.” 
 
    His steps followed me as I watched the sun set in the horizon, purple streaks in the dark sky. “How is your hand now?” 
 
    “Which one?” One of the wicker chairs in the corner screeched. I looked behind me and saw he’d placed it for me to sit. Then he grabbed a small table and set the oils and grooming tools on it. 
 
    I sat, looking at him sideways. “The one Redamun smacked at the tomb.”  
 
    He stood before me and flexed his fist. “I’d completely forgotten about that. It feels very well. No signs of pain whatsoever. I guess the smack wasn’t that hard after all, and I was still taken aback by…my fall.” 
 
    “I see.” My gaze drifted to the fading sun. Imaginary danger bells boomed in my head, but I chose to dismiss the assumptions causing them for now. 
 
    Sweating, he opened the castor oil bottle and put some on his palm, rubbed it and smoothed my hair with it. Despite his huge, quivering hands, his touch was tender. 
 
    Sweet. 
 
    The castor oil not so much. With my enhanced level of smelling, it was torture. I put a hand on my nose to stifle it. 
 
    “Am I doing this correctly, Majesty?” 
 
    I could feel his dread. “Oh, it’s perfect. It will take me a while to get used to strong smells, though.” 
 
    His sigh of relief fell warm on my hair. “I’ll close the bottle.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    The coconut oil fell strong on my nose, too, but tolerable, masking the previous smell swiftly. 
 
    His fingers plunged in my locks, untangling them, making sure the oils have reached them all. Then he used the comb. 
 
    “Do you have a woman, Drusus?” 
 
    The ivory teeth slowed down on my scalp. “No, my Queen.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “I…I…” 
 
    “You’re old enough to get married and have a family of your own, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Absolutely, Majesty, I’m nineteen.” He chuckled. “But this is not why I don’t have a woman.” 
 
    “Is it that you’re not wealthy enough? I was wondering how you paid for this house. I shall happily give you enough gold to compensate your efforts. You can then betroth any woman you like if that’s the issue.” 
 
    He stilled. “My Queen, you’ve already left us enough riches to last a lifetime before the burial. I can assure you, we are all very wealthy because of you. Your Majesty paid for everything we have. This house and everything my family and I own are at your disposal. It’s the least we can do. I’m certainly not asking for compensation.” 
 
    “I find this…pure dedication from the entire family you keep talking about hard to believe.” 
 
    “I fear I don’t fully understand.” 
 
    I tilted my head backwards, locking my gaze with his. “I have no doubt you’re fully dedicated to my service, Drusus. But a thousand years is too long. There must have been several skeptics and cynics in the family about me, if not whole branches of it. And I’d like to hear the whole truth now.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TEN 
 
      
 
    Drusus’s pupils dilated, the green in them dark, the blue darker. Beads of sweat formed on his forehead, and his Adam’s apple bobbed. 
 
    “Speak,” I commanded, not leaving his gaze. 
 
    “True,” he whispered. “There have been skeptics and cynics who haven’t believed in the cause or Your Majesty’s return.” 
 
    “Many are alive today?” 
 
    He shook his head. “One great uncle and his offspring, but I’m certain their doubts will be silenced once they see Your Majesty. Nonetheless…” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    His lips twitched. 
 
    I reached for the comb in his cold hand and held both of them, guiding him to stand before me. 
 
    Tossing the comb on the table while keeping his hand in mine, I sensed his afflicted emotions. 
 
    Thrill. 
 
    Anxiousness. 
 
    Hesitancy. 
 
    Fear. 
 
    I held his stare again. “Is it the way I touch you that makes you nervous? Or is it what you’re hiding from me that does?” 
 
    “Both.” 
 
    “What is troubling you this much that you are too afraid to speak of it?” 
 
    His knee hit the floor. “Please don’t be mad about what I’m about to confess. May I speak freely?” 
 
    Leaning forward, I took his free hand and rested it on top of my mine. Now my own hand was nestled between both of his. His touch sent a sweet chill down my spine. “Always.” 
 
    His palms heated in a heartbeat. “First confession, there has been an eternal debate in the family about Seratis.” 
 
    I filled my lungs with as much air as I could, fueling my patience, summoning my strength so I wouldn’t lose my temper. 
 
    “Please tolerate my ignorance, my Queen. The question wasn’t whether you were divine or not. You have been kind enough to demonstrate your humanity for my poor mind.” 
 
    “Then what is the question?” 
 
    “There is no smoke without fire.” He looked at me as if I was the one he was interrogating, not the other way around. “How would Bessen Ra invent that epic myth without a kernel of truth in it?” 
 
    I didn’t see that coming. 
 
    Not from him. 
 
    Not now. 
 
    I leaned back, examining his expression. “Has that been the debate started by your ancestors or your poor mind?” 
 
     “It’s the one question Ari never answered about you, Majesty. No matter how many times he’d been asked.” 
 
    My skin broke in gooseflesh. I was moved by Ari’s devotion, yet disturbed by the past that would always haunt me. “Do you trust me, Drusus?” 
 
    “With my life.” 
 
    Leaning forward again, I smirked. “Then trust me when I tell you some questions are better left unanswered.”  
 
    He stared at me, unblinking, unchanging, but I could feel him without error. Frustration and curiosity mixed with primal desire. 
 
    I brushed his face with the back of my hand, his skin rough with the beard. “What’s the second confession?” 
 
    He squeezed my hand gently. “Huh?” 
 
    I chortled. “You said the debate about Seratis’s truth was the first confession. What’s the second?” 
 
    His cheeks burned as a sheepish smile stretched his lips. “Has Majesty wondered why someone like me was at the tomb and not, let’s say, one of my more intelligent architect brothers?” 
 
    “I might have.” 
 
    “Well, my elders organized a competition for all the family members who have been desperate to have the honor of receiving Your Majesty first. Most of the family youth including myself have been training for it since I can remember.” His passion rose with every word. “When the time came, I couldn’t let anyone beat me to it. Those catamites might be more intelligent, but I’m the strongest, and I beat them all.” 
 
    My hand flew to my chest, and my jaws parted in shock. “Catamites?” 
 
    “Apologies, but these… They really wanted to be there instead of me and thought I’d go down without a fight.” 
 
    I raked the huge muscles covering his body from head to toe, salivating. “You look like you can put up a good fight.” 
 
    “Thanks, Majesty. That’s exactly what I did. I fought them off.” 
 
    “That’s your confession, Drusus? You fought your brothers to meet me at the tomb?” 
 
    “It’s the reason behind it that I’m confessing.” 
 
    “I wonder what that would be.” 
 
    He swallowed. “Forgive my insolence, Majesty. I know it’s so very wrong of me to feel that way, but I have been enchanted with my Queen. That’s my confession and the answer to why I have no woman until now.” 
 
    That was rather insolent, yet flattering. 
 
    And adorable. 
 
    And…nipple-hardening. I raised a brow. “Enchanted?” 
 
    “Since I was a boy, knowing that you will wake in my time, I have…fantasized…” His heart skipped a beat as he let out a heated breath. “Forgive me.”  
 
    “A child’s imagination needs no forgiveness.” 
 
    “But I’m not a child anymore.” He bit his lip. 
 
    My gaze fell to his mouth, his sweet, fleshy lips I’d tasted and now wished to devour. 
 
    We were so close that I could feel his breaths scorching my lips, no boundaries between us. Nothing standing in the way of another delightful kiss. 
 
    Except for the menace inside me. 
 
    The image of Drusus lying limb in the tomb assaulted me, and I withdrew both my hands with a sigh. 
 
    His heart thrashed. “I beg you not to lose your trust in me, my Queen. I’m a simple trader, a commoner, I know I have no chance or right to even wish for my forbidden fantasies to come true.” 
 
    The hot fire inside me, the one that hopped and flared whenever it felt like it, was pulling something fierce in my core. My attraction for Drusus from the moment I’d laid eyes on him was undeniable. Now, with how forbidden he was for me and I for him made this attraction even more appealing. 
 
    Irresistible. 
 
    Threatening. 
 
    “It’s not status that’s stopping me from allowing you your wildest of dreams,” I explained, reminding myself in the way. 
 
    His eyes widened with a sparkle, and the shameless heat coming from him compelled my body to react in the opposite direction of my sensible intentions. 
 
    “Then what is it?” he asked, his voice a whisper laced with lust.  
 
    “I almost killed you today. I’m afraid it will happen again if I let go of one fraction of my desire for you.” 
 
    His breaths caught as he moved closer, his knee touching mine. “But you healed me.” 
 
    The blazing energy bubbled in my belly. My breasts rose and fell, my nipples hardening to the point of pain, as I imagined what we could be doing on this terrace. In that bed. “What if I can’t do it again? In time or at all? Are you willing to risk your life for one moment of pleasure?” 
 
    He inclined his head and drew even closer, his lips parted, dangerously inviting. 
 
     “Majesty!” Redamun’s voice accompanied by a knock on the door made me jump. 
 
    Drusus swore under his breath, and I lifted my gaze to the dark sky, his frustration matching mine. 
 
    I closed my eyes for a moment, disappointed, yet relieved. “Enter.” 
 
    The door screeched open, and Redamun’s steps echoed behind me but slowed on the terrace. Drusus rose to his feet and crossed his hands over his lap. 
 
    Glaring and clenching his teeth at him, my guard stood before me. He, too, had showered, reeking of misk. His skin glowed against the black tunic and golden shawl attire. 
 
    “Master Nur is waiting for Your Majesty,” Redamun said. 
 
    I nodded, my mind elsewhere. These two fine specimens standing tall and hot and masculine within a groping range drove me insane.  
 
    I had to let this fire out somehow. 
 
    Now. 
 
    “You may leave to prepare those meals, Drusus,” I said before Redamun exploded or hurt the man in any way. I didn’t need a special sensing power to know my overprotective guard was enraged by my alone time with Drusus. 
 
    “Yes, my Queen.” Drusus started. 
 
    A smile of mischief danced on my lips. “And tell Nur I shall be running a little late.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
      
 
    Redamun frowned at the comb and oils. “Was he brushing your hair…Majesty?” 
 
    I smirked. “Yes.” 
 
    He folded his arms over his chest, examining my hair with a fuming gaze. “He didn’t do it well. Even I can do a much better job.” 
 
    I stood and ambled toward him, the smell of desire Drusus’s flirtations induced between my thighs strong for my new nose, titillating. 
 
    Did it reach Redamun, too? 
 
    I secretly hoped so. 
 
    Without hesitation, I unfolded his arms and let them circle my waist. “I have a more adventurous task for you.” 
 
    His lips curl into a snarl. “Majesty smells like…” 
 
    “Sex?” 
 
    He ground his teeth. “And castor oil.” 
 
    I laughed loudly. “I hope the former is more powerful than the latter.” 
 
    A troubled sigh escaped him. “Holy Gods, how I’ve missed your laugh.” 
 
    “Is that all you’ve missed?” 
 
    He glanced down at my lips, his arms tightening around me. “No. But I also didn’t miss seeing someone else courting you. That remains the hardest part of my job.” 
 
    “Perhaps now that I’m no longer the ruler of the most powerful kingdom in the world, you won’t see much of that.” My hands traveled along his bare arms, feeling the bulges, contours and sinews. His muscles clenched. His whole body tightened, burning up.  
 
    “I just did,” he mumbled. “Is Majesty going to have him?” 
 
    It didn’t sound like a question. More like a hidden plea for me to say no. 
 
    “None of your concern,” I replied. 
 
    The hazel eyes flashed with heat and fire. 
 
    Pure hunger and rage. 
 
    I loved to tease him like that just to see this look in his eyes. The one that skittered my pulse, bloomed a teasing, tingling heat between my thighs and tickled up my spine. 
 
    “My job is to protect you. Guard you. At all times. Even when you’re in bed. Who joins you in that bed is my concern,” he ground his jaws, “my Queen.” 
 
    “In that case, guarding me would be much easier if you were the one in that bed.” 
 
    He took a long, trembling breath, his eyes smoldering. “Majesty…” 
 
    My hands glided across his chest and then clasped behind his neck, bending his head to mine. “What?” 
 
    “I’ve always found it very hard to fight temptations when it comes to you.” His voice strained with desire. 
 
    The throbbing of his pulse induced mine. “But you’ve managed so far.” 
 
    “With the new enhancements this glorious Awaking Day added to my nature, I can assure you…I shall fail now.” 
 
    I bent his head so low I could feel his breaths searing my cheeks. “I so want you to fail.” 
 
    He swiped his tongue along his bottom lip, his stare locked on my mouth. “Majesty, please. I honestly can’t resist.” 
 
    I stared back at his defined mouth. “Then don’t.” 
 
    Slowly, his head bent even lower, closer. Our heartbeats raced one another, and I could feel both our fires as his kiss set me aflame. 
 
     It was everything I’d imagined and more. Our first kiss. Steeped in a passion that promised realness not a fairytale. The primal desire that lived in us all. And with his lips, he told me he embraced himself, the way he truly was and not a copy of a fictional romantic idol. And with that unique fire we were connected within. 
 
    I could feel Redamun now. Read his soul. The way he felt at the moment took my breath away. I’d always known what he had in his heart for me, but sensing it sifting through my pores, wrapping itself around my heart, sent me to another dimension. 
 
    It wasn’t just lust. 
 
    It wasn’t just admiration. 
 
    It wasn’t just the guard who fell for his Queen. 
 
    It was much more than I could put in words or explain in knowledge. 
 
    Magic. 
 
    The real kind. Not the tricks or the priests’ sorceries. 
 
    Love. 
 
    When we broke away, his eyes were shut, and his fingers felt like hot metal on my waist. 
 
    He removed them quickly. “Did I hurt you?” 
 
    Flushed, I shook my head, my hands still wrapped behind his neck, my mouth dry, my pulse and center throbbing. 
 
    “I want…” He sighed, and then licked his lips. “As much as I loved and have yearned for this moment, your safety is my number one priority. This is not safe, my Queen. There’s a…fire… I can’t explain.” A scowl darkened his face as he gestured at his abdomen. 
 
    “It’s the same wild energy that generated my fireballs. I have it. You have it. Tia, too. And I believe Nur has it as well, only hasn’t been triggered yet.” 
 
    “What’s triggering mine?” 
 
    I chortled. “What do you think?” 
 
    His scowl deepened. “Does this mean that every time I’m…near you… Does this mean I’m a threat to you, Majesty?” 
 
    The possibility terrified him, and I wished there had been a way for me to take away his fear and not just sense it. “We might both burn each other, yet we both can heal. I want to try, Redamun. This experiment will help me understand many things.”  
 
    “Experiment? Is this what I am now? An experiment subject? An animal?” 
 
    “A very alluring animal.” 
 
    “I beg you not to make fun of me, Majesty. Neither my passion for you nor risking your life for an experiment are jokes.” 
 
    “Making fun of our situation is the only thing keeping me sane. Can’t you see, Reda? We are all experiment subjects now.” 
 
    He drew away. “Majesty…” 
 
    “Do you want this or not?” 
 
    His shoulders slumped. “More than anything.” 
 
    I stepped forward and pressed into his body, unable to stay away for another moment. “Then shut up because I’m done talking.” 
 
    There was one instant when he froze, when he struggled. But then instinct took over. He didn’t say another word. His mouth crushed to mine, and his kiss seared possessively across my lips. 
 
    I loved the way my small body—compared to his—melted into him. The way our lips fit. The way he tangled and untangled my hair around his fingers and held me tighter and tighter. His unmistaken desire for me poked me in the stomach, igniting a spark with which I could light the whole world on fire. 
 
    He growled as our kiss grew fierce, lips parting, his tongue seeking mine. His hand slid around the silk covering me as he pulled me to him, like he would never let me go. 
 
    “Tear it off,” I rasped, pushing his shawl off his shoulders. 
 
    With one swift move, he ripped my dress in two, the tearing sound loud. The look in his eyes as he ate my body with them, the blazing fire of animalistic lust, sent sweet shivers down my core, a slick warmth forming between my legs. 
 
    “You are so…” His hands reached for my body but retracted. “It has reached my chest, the fire.” He winced. “I don’t know how to touch you without burning you.” 
 
    I was naked in front of him, hot wind and need sizzling my flesh. My own wild energy blazed violently through me, but I didn’t care.  
 
    I needed him. 
 
    Now. 
 
    “I can stand it.” I took the end of his tunic in my hand to undress him, but I accidentally ripped it off. 
 
    His brows shot up. “Aa’ha.” 
 
    I stared. Ogled at his bulky, sinewy nakedness. At the huge erection jutting blatantly from his shaved body.  “Yes. Aa’ha.” 
 
    Before I knew it, he grabbed me, yanked me into him, scooped me up into his arms and dashed inside my chamber. Searing flesh to searing flesh, we were melting into each other, with the fire, with anticipation. 
 
    He laid me on the bed and aligned his body on top of mine. His eyes locked on my face. His erection, rock hard, pulsed against the wet heat between my thighs. “Your beauty is beyond my imagination, and I have imagined it so many times.” 
 
    I bit my lip. “You’re a perverted guard, fantasizing about your Queen’s body, relieving yourself to your ill visualizations of this very moment. I should have you removed from my service, not invite you to my bed.” 
 
    “Yet here I am,” he approached my ear, “naked with my Queen, about to make love to her sensuous, seductive, fleshy, full-bosomed body.” 
 
    I gasped and trembled as his breaths and inappropriate, yet arousing words ignited hazardous flames inside me. “Guard Redamun, you truly are a pervert.” 
 
    He looked at me, his effect on me evident with the heat flooding my cheeks and the wetness gushing from my opening, and I could tell he was enjoying what he was doing to me.   
 
    His lips parted with a smile. “Yet you seem to like my unabashed side, my Queen.” 
 
    “Yes,” I hissed. “So much. I need you…Guard Redamun.” 
 
    He throbbed, the gleam in his eyes predatory. 
 
    “You like it when I call you that? Guard Redamun?” 
 
    His heart pounded in his heaving chest. “Yes, and this talk I was trying to have to slow down and control this blaze inside seemed to have fueled it more, especially when you call me that.” 
 
    I parted my legs a little and felt his heavy phallus in my palm. “Then stop talking, Guard Redamun.” 
 
    He groaned, his eyes rolling back. “You will tell me if you’re hurting?” 
 
    “Yes.” I moaned into his lips. 
 
    His hands gripped me to him as his tongue found mine. Then it traveled to my neck, my chest, my engorged nipples, suckling, licking, devouring. 
 
    My skin burned, literally, but the pleasure he evoked in me was worth it. I whimpered as he feasted on my breasts, my palm tightening around his long, throbbing, scorching erection. 
 
    I threaded his lustrous, long hair, pushing him farther down. He looked up at me with smoldering eyes, as if saying, “At your service, Majesty.” 
 
    His mouth slid from my breasts down to my belly, leaving a wet trail of kisses, and then he blew a hot breath on my center.  
 
    My stomach clenched, a fresh gush of desire trickled within, and I withdrew both my hands and clutched at the sheets, bracing for what was to come. 
 
    He parted my legs farther, lifting them and letting them rest on his shoulders. As he gazed at my sex, his hands left a burning imprint on my thighs. My eyes squeezed shut while I moaned in pain. 
 
    Then my skin recovered. 
 
    Instantly. 
 
    I’ve never seen anything like that. This is insanity in its purest form. 
 
    He winced. “I can’t stop it from searing you. Just seeing your juicy nether lands sets the fire in my every limb, in my manhood.” 
 
    “Worry not. I’m healing in no time.” I opened my eyes. His thirsty, tormented expression aroused me even more. “It’s you I’m worried about. Seeing you like this, listening to your hungry words makes me about to shoot fireballs from down there.” 
 
    “My Queen, you can shoot whatever you wish in my face.” He dove in, nose, lips, tongue, smelling, licking, eating. 
 
    I writhed and squirmed and whimpered, ripping the cotton sheets in pieces. With this pleasure, with this torture he unleashed in my sex, he owned me. That possessive thirst in him, in this unique, intimate moment was… intoxicating. Not smothering like it might be with any other man. With Redamun, my loyal protector, it dazed and dazzled me, knowing that I was his in a way that felt so safe and so dangerous simultaneously. 
 
    His hands slid off me as he drew back, half of his skin melting and in the next moment rebuilding. 
 
    I gasped at the sight of his face, of the flaming balls forming in his hands.  
 
    “I’m so sorry. I can’t contain it.” His eyes widened in panic, searching desperately for a place where he could release the energy. Then he raced out of the bed. 
 
    I jumped after him, my breasts and buttocks bouncing with me. “Where are you going?” 
 
    He stared at me for one moment before he spun and darted toward the terrace. But he didn’t stop there. He hopped and paddled in the air, his flailing arms on fire. 
 
    I flew to the banister. “Redamun!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
      
 
    If someone told me a man could jump off a two-story house and fly in the air, defying the planet’s Holding Force, with arms on fire, I’d lock him up in a madhouse. 
 
    But this was happening before my eyes. 
 
    Redamun was swimming in the air with an invisible force holding him up until he was above the pond. Then he cannoned in the dark water with a massive splash, turning it orange red, like a fire star hitting the earth. 
 
    My heart thrashed as I watched the fire glare, and then fade, with no sign of Redamun. 
 
    Cold sweat covered my naked body as I waited for what seemed to be an eternity. 
 
    Yet he didn’t come up. 
 
    Should I shout for help? Should I go down? Should I jump like he— 
 
    A water splash interrupted me. 
 
    Followed by a loud gasp. 
 
    Then his head bolted above the water surface. 
 
    I exhaled a big sigh of relief as he glanced up at me, grinning from ear to ear, running his hands through his soaking hair. 
 
    “What are you so happy about? You scared me to death,” I whispered, knowing he would hear me. 
 
    “Apologies for that, My Queen. I can assure you I’m unharmed,” he whispered back. 
 
    “Thank the Gods.” 
 
    He waved at me to come down. “Majesty should try it. The rush is exhilarating.” 
 
    My jaws parted at the absurdity of his suggestion, but then the wild energy stirred, reminding me of my new self. 
 
    I didn’t take long to measure the chances. An essential quality in a knowledge seeker was the ability to take risks, and I’d proven I was one of the biggest risk takers in all history. 
 
    If Redamun could do it, all four of us could do it. I should experience every change, every power myself. To feel it. Comprehend it. Use it. 
 
    Control it. 
 
    His excitement as he kept gesturing for me to come down reached me, and I took a few steps back and inhaled a deep breath. 
 
    Then I sprang forward and jumped in the air. 
 
    My heartbeats echoed through me, and I heard nothing but them for an unknown period of time.  
 
    Something was dragging me down. The Holding Force. My arms stretched. My feet kicked. Yet I was falling. 
 
    Was I going to hit the ground? Die? 
 
    A sudden jolt of dread hit me, and I pushed my cold body forward as hard as I could. 
 
    To reach the water, at least. It would reduce the impact, minimizing the damages. 
 
    My eyes flickered at Redamun as he mouthed, “You can do it.” 
 
    Then at the approaching ground. 
 
    That is going to hurt. 
 
    I shifted my gaze quickly and focused on Redamun’s hazel eyes and the dark water, fear powering me forward. 
 
    Not the fear of death. Even if I broke every bone of mine, I would heal. I would not die. It was the fear of failure. Loss. Humiliation and pain. 
 
    Two arms away from losing my pride and falling to pieces, my vanity ripped something inside me. Triggered a new power that transformed my physicality and chemistry. 
 
    The air felt lighter, easier to course through. Manipulate. As if I could touch it. Feel its parts. Put them together and make a path. 
 
    And I could…walk it. 
 
    Precisely, crawl it. On it. 
 
    A chill ran through my spine while I thrust forward and flipped in the air, my laughter filling the silence of the night. 
 
    Redamun lifted his gaze to me with a smile, and I dove in the pond. 
 
    He was absolutely right. 
 
    What a rush! 
 
    I surfaced and flung my arms around him. “This was amazing. I bet we can walk on water, too. With this ability, the possibilities to what we can do are limitless. Amazing.” 
 
    He squeezed me in his arms and kissed me on the head. “Your Majesty is amazing.” 
 
    I heard something melancholic in his voice, which his feelings confirmed. My head tilted back so I could look into his eyes. “Why aren’t you as excited as you were a moment ago?” 
 
    He pulled away. “The fire. It’s restarting.”  
 
    The sorrow and regret dulling his expression pierced me. I wished I could have told him I didn’t care about what might happen if we touched again right away. 
 
    But that would have been a lie. 
 
    We could light this house on fire and raze it to the ground. 
 
    We could hurt an innocent soul that possessed no powers to stand ours. 
 
    That was not a risk I was willing to take. No matter how much I desired this beautiful, perfect man before me. 
 
    “I wish I’d said to hell with the rules and had you when I still could,” he said, his pain and regret spearing my own chest.  
 
    I held his hand and tried to smile. “It’s only our first day in the new world, and our first attempt together. We have sixty-one more days to try.” 
 
    “When I drank you, my flesh was melting off of my face, and my arms were set aflame. What happens when I’m inside you?” 
 
    The answer, I didn’t have. Only hope. Refusal to surrender to despair. 
 
    “There has to be a way,” I reassured myself before him. 
 
    “How, when we are no longer human, my Queen?” 
 
    I gave him a warning stare. “Yes, we are. Don’t ever forget that, Redamun. Do you not remember what happened the last time I was called inhuman?” 
 
    “Yes, Majesty, but—” 
 
    “No! I have sacrificed everything for my principles, refusing to delude my people and live an atrocious lie. I have not been buried alive for one thousand years to be called a goddess again, and neither have you. Do you understand?” 
 
    He nodded, his head bowed. 
 
    I rubbed my temples and closed my eyes to stave off the rage ball burning inside me. “I know it’s frustrating. I feel the same way and more. But even if we can’t behave like one now, I know in my heart we shall find a way to act human again. Because that’s what we are.” 
 
    Footsteps from the house hurried toward us, and Redamun glanced over my shoulder. “It’s Nur and Drusus. Let the water cover you, Majesty. No one should see you like this.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes, not knowing whether to like my guard’s overprotective possessiveness and eagerness to defend my honor at the moment or give him a hard time about it. 
 
    Either way, he was right. No one should see me naked without my invitation or permission. I swirled, my body lowering in the pond, and peered at the two men coming forth. 
 
    “Are you well, my Queen?” Drusus darted a look at Redamun, suspicion lacing his expression. 
 
    “I’m standing right next to Her Majesty. If she wasn’t well, do you not think I’d be doing something to help her?” Redamun scoffed. “What brought you here in the first place?” 
 
    “I saw the fire in the sky, and then heard Majesty shout. I was worried.” Drusus approached the pond rim. “Am I not allowed to worry about my Queen, Guard Redamun?” 
 
    “Of course, you are.” I elbowed my escort before he would utter another word. “Thank you so much, Drusus. I am more than well. However, I’d like you to bring Guard Redamun and myself more clothes. Ours were destroyed during an experiment.” 
 
    “With pleasure, Majesty.” He gave Redamun a pointed look and wheeled back into the house. 
 
    Redamun gritted his teeth. “What about you, Master Nur? You, too, saw the fire and heard Majesty? From the underground?” 
 
    “I was stacking our belongings to have enough space for setting the experiment hall when I felt something peculiar.” Nur frowned at him, crossing his arms over his chest, his dark tunic straining against his well-built figure. “I felt you. You were…in heat.” 
 
    In more than one way. I bit my lips on a laugh. 
 
    Bewilderment and embarrassment filled Redamun. “How could you… Is that a new power?” 
 
    “No.” I ran a hand through my wet hair and smoothed it backwards. “It is a power but not new.” 
 
    Nur’s gaze shifted toward me. “Majesty can feel him, too?” 
 
    “Not just him. Tia and Drusus as well.” 
 
    “Drusus?” Redamun stared at me. “But he’s not one of us.” 
 
    “Not all our induced powers are exclusive to the four of us. Apparently, we have the power to sense people’s emotions, read their energies in general. Can either of you sense me?” I glanced at both men. 
 
    “No, Majesty,” Nur answered as Redamun shook his head. “What about, Tia?” 
 
    “She can sense Redamun.” 
 
    “Great! Everybody can read my emotions.” The water heated as he slapped it. “I reckon you all can know how I bloody feel about it.” 
 
    “It is a violating ability but can be very powerful,” Nur said. 
 
    Redamun jabbed his index finger in the air, water droplets splattering. “It’s an evil ability. That’s what it is.”  
 
    “You need to calm down.” 
 
    “You’re not the one whose soul is exposed for everyone to see, Nur. Tell me about how calm you would be when I was the one reading you.” 
 
    “You’re right, Reda. I certainly wouldn’t be pleased if any person could know how I felt whenever they wanted, even if that person was one of you—my trusted three.” 
 
    “Thank you, my Queen! Finally, a voice of wisdom.” He shook his head. “I bet Majesty’s handmaid had felt me while we experimented. That’s why she hasn’t come running for help like the others. She knew exactly what was happening.” 
 
    The idea alone put lustful images in my head. Tia sensing Redamun’s desire, knowing he was with me, getting aroused herself, especially after our encounter in the bathroom. What if she was enjoying it in the privacy of her own chamber? Picturing us? Touching herself for sweet release?  
 
    What if I got to see that? Let her join us next time we united in bed? To watch and be watched? To participate? 
 
    “Majesty, the water is boiling.” Redamun yanked me out of my filthy wonders. 
 
    I chortled as I realized I was too consumed in my sinful wishes to feel my own fire was about to blaze. Good thing I woke from the Long Sleep and was not sent to the afterlife. If I had, I would have been burning in hell and tortured in the Netherworld. 
 
    At least, when I burned now I could heal. 
 
    Drusus appeared, a stack of folded clothes and towels on his spread-out hands. “The things you demanded, my Queen.” 
 
    I nodded at Nur to take them. Then I plunged my body in the hot water from head to toe for a moment or two, willing my fire to still and my mind to clear. 
 
    When I surfaced, I had more prominent thoughts that didn’t involve my nether lips. 
 
    I had to know why none of the trusted three could read my energy while I could sense them all except for Nur. Was it connected to the wild energy? Did Nur even have it in him? 
 
    We all had gone through the same mummification process. We all had to have gone through the same changes. So what was causing the discrepancies? 
 
    Too many variables to test, but I was certain of one thing. Whatever was standing between the others and my emotions, and between Nur and his fire, was the means to control our powers. 
 
    The key to summon them on demand and put them to a halt whenever we wanted. 
 
    To conquer our enemy. 
 
    To live. 
 
    Without anger. 
 
    Without fear. 
 
    With love. 
 
    All I had to do now was find that key. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
    Led by Nur, I climbed down the narrow staircase that led to the underground cellar. The walls slick with humidity.  The sound of water flowing in Roman pipes everywhere. 
 
    “That’s the cellar?” I squinted with the flickering torch lights on the walls. 
 
    “No, it’s a drained irrigation tunnel called an aqueduct, Majesty. A little dingy here but it gets better.” 
 
    We marched through the dim shaft, a colonnade and many statues escorting us along the way. 
 
    “Who are these?” I pointed at the granite forms. 
 
    “The new Gods. Apollo, Hades, Aphrodite and… I don’t know.” He waved a dismissive hand. 
 
    One virtue I admired about my student, he never fell under the divinity spell of our ancestors. Like I, he knew beyond doubt no human was born a God. 
 
    “No Seratis?” I chortled. 
 
    “According to Drusus, his brothers wanted to make one, if not all of the statues, a tribute to the Goddess of Sleep. But they refrained, following Majesty’s strict instructions scripted in Ari’s scrolls.” 
 
    “How magnanimous and obedient of them,” I mocked. “I can’t believe this. If the descendants of Ari, the priest who had all the true answers about my nature, still believe I am a goddess, what does that leave the common people?” 
 
    “Regardless of the truth or how clear and evident it is, people will believe whatever they want to believe, Majesty.” Nur turned at what seemed to be a small cave that ended with a door. “Who knows? These delusions they choose to believe might serve us well in the future.” 
 
    I didn’t favor the underlying inferences of his words, but I wouldn’t address them now. I had more important issues to attend. 
 
    He grabbed two of the lit torches on the stone walls and pushed open the door at the end of the shaft. “After you, my Queen.” 
 
    I lifted my dress above my feet, bent and crossed to the other side. Nur entered as I straightened, the light spilling in the darkness, revealing what seemed to be an entire wing of the villa, not just a cellar, buried here. 
 
    A labyrinth of corridors, vaulted chambers, and a domed hall entombed underground. 
 
    I took a few steps, studying the area, and then I stopped. “Is it just me or this place truly follows the structure of an authentic Egyptian tomb?” 
 
    “That’s precise, Majesty. It looks an awful lot like one of our tombs.” He waved one of the torches to illuminate the wall. “Except for the art.” 
 
    Mythological beasts and odd figures extended along the walls and down to the floor. What artists would clamber down here with torches and go through the trouble of painting these drawings in a forsaken, unused place such as this? 
 
    And why? 
 
    Did Drusus’s brothers forestall I’d be using this place for my research purposes? If so, why had they decorated it with foreign art and not Egyptian embellishments like they had done with my chambers? No stranger was allowed in my experiment hall without permission either. 
 
    I sighed, making a mental note to seek clarification from Drusus about this matter. “Have you explored this place, Nur?” 
 
    “Mostly, yes. Drusus gave us a map.” Nur reached inside his pocket and brought out a small scroll. Unrolling it, he stood next to me and placed it in front of my eyes. Then he pointed to one of the vaults. “Redamun and I stored the gold, papyri and our belongings down here.” His finger moved to the second. “And here is where we can set the experiment hall.” 
 
    My eyes traced the map lines, reading this maze. “There are five passages but only two vaults in here. I assume one of the other three passages is a back exit.” I lifted my eyes to him. “To where?” 
 
    “The back garden. There’s a hidden door under untrimmed shrubberies. Completely covert.” 
 
    I tracked another passage on the scroll. “This one is false and leads absolutely nowhere.” 
 
    “True. In fact, it’s a trap.” 
 
    “What kind? A hidden hole?” 
 
    His eyes narrowed as he smirked. “With a head wire. Egyptian Royalty style.” 
 
    I blinked. “What?” 
 
    “Drusus and his family might be avid believers of the divine lies, but they surely don’t take the security of their Goddess or her secrets and treasures lightly.” 
 
    “I see.” I took a deep breath, my lungs unbothered by the stiff, humid air. “And what lies at the end of the last passage?” 
 
    “I haven’t reached that part yet, Majesty.” 
 
    “Has Drusus not informed you about it?” 
 
    Nur shook his head. “He only showed us to the first vault and warned us about the false passage and hidden traps. He said he had to cook.” 
 
    I grunted. “Are you hungry, thirsty or sleepy?” 
 
    “Not at all.” 
 
    “As far as I checked, none of us are. Do you not find this fact strange?” 
 
    “Very much. It’s as if our bodies are still…sleeping, mummified.” 
 
    “But we are not. We’ve exerted enough effort today to consume energy, to need restoration.” 
 
    “I have two possible theories to be tested. The first is based on an expectation rather than an assumption. We’ve anticipated that our bodies might need an adjustment period to function regularly and consume energy at appropriate levels.”  
 
    “Unlike what they’ve been accustomed to in the Long Sleep as formulated, yes. It’s taking so long, though. It’s been hours.” I started through the corridors that led to the second vault. “Unless… All the mummification equations were meant to last for one hundred years, not a thousand…” 
 
    “The time error could be the reason why the adjustment period is taking longer than we anticipated.” He finished the thought for me. 
 
    “What’s your second assumption?” 
 
    He passed me and gestured for me to stop. Then he lowered one of the torches to the mosaic floor and jumped to cross the three tiles painted as a snake.  
 
    After that he held the two torches with one hand and stretched the other toward me. 
 
    One thing I loved about Nur was that he didn’t need many words to communicate with me. We’d always understood each other well through silent gestures such as now. He didn’t have to explain I was facing a trap—from the look of it, it seemed like a pitfall—and he trusted I’d take his hand without a question. 
 
    With his grip firm on mine, I hopped to where he stood. 
 
    I must have underestimated my new body strength and jumped too fast. My landing was so embarrassingly off balance that Nur had to catch me before I crumbled us both to the ground. 
 
    Enfolding me with his arm, pressing me to his chest, he stared at me with his deep, brown eyes, the torch flames dancing in them. 
 
    He was tall and large enough to cast a shadow over me while I stilled in his embrace. Apart from an occasional, formal hand holding or kissing, this was the first time we were physically close. 
 
    Suddenly, his heart throbbed…and I saw something I’d never seen before in the eyes of my student. 
 
    Everyone else received the calm—sometimes cold—calculating side of Nur. With me he was warmer. More open. A hungry learner. A good friend. 
 
    When necessary, a protector. 
 
    Our bond was far from constricted by our statuses, yet not once I’d noticed his eyes steal a glance at my lips and smolder with a forbidden secret as they did now. 
 
    Lust. 
 
    For his teacher. 
 
    For his Queen. 
 
    In a heartbeat, his look softened as he hid his emotions behind whatever barrier he’d built inside him in all these years. 
 
    Too late, though. 
 
    I’d seen it. 
 
    Even if I hadn’t, his body betrayed him. 
 
    Firmly. 
 
    Body to body like this. Our hot breaths clashing against one another. My breasts pressed into his broad chest. His manhood throbbing against my belly. 
 
    Undeniably fire-stirring. Completely inappropriate. 
 
    I should pull away, but I wouldn’t move a finger. 
 
    I didn’t wish to. 
 
    Neither did he. 
 
    My gaze succumbed to my desires and lusted over his sculpted lips. The distance between our mouths shrank, and my hammering heart started my fire. 
 
    And just as I was about to abandon all tradition and cross the last boundary between us, his lips parted…to speak.  
 
    “According to the formulation, in case of casualty or lack of immediate support, Majesty has designed a precautious practice. It allows our bodies during the Long Sleep to accumulate and store enough energy to last and survive without food, drink or sleep on Awakening Day.” 
 
    I blinked, and then blinked again. “What?” 
 
    “The second assumption.” He swallowed. 
 
    A laugh burst out of my mouth as I retreated, leaving his grip, my cheeks warm with embarrassment and desire. “Uh…yes. That.” 
 
    His arm slid off of my back, and he covered his mouth, clearing his throat.  
 
    I twisted my lips, my brows hooked, allowing myself some time to recover from this…whatever that was, and think in scholastic terms. “The allocated time for that precaution is one day at most. I couldn’t make it function to store enough energy for any moment longer.” 
 
    “Again, with the time error, everything is possible. The amount accumulated might be much more than needed.” 
 
    “If your assumption is correct, and the formulation has worked mathematically, we could last for ten whole days without food, water or sleep.” 
 
    He shrugged. “There is one way to know for sure.” 
 
    “To tell Drusus to eat all our suppers for ten days.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
      
 
    Nur and I reached the second vault in silence. After that awkward encounter, I didn’t have much to say, and the chances to subtly test Nur’s wild energy had slimmed. 
 
    Perhaps a more blunt and straightforward method would garner better results. 
 
    And hopefully, unlike how they were with my guard, satisfactory. 
 
    I smiled to myself at my mischievous thoughts. 
 
    Nur walked in the vast, rectangular chamber toward a set of large wooden crates against the opposite wall. “I stored all the tools that had been buried with us in here.” 
 
    I took in the place, my eyes well-adjusted to the dim light. Festooned with fresco grapevines and pomegranates, bewailed by red and blue tragic masks, guarded by mosaic gods, this vault was a mockery garden with the smell of a tomb. 
 
    Nur hung the torches on the wall. “This place is the most suitable one in the house for setting the experiment hall. Enough space. Away from any distractions or intrusions.” 
 
    “If we can get used to the smell,” I said. 
 
    His nose scrunched. “It does smell like a burial chamber, but considering where we had been in the past thousand years, it won’t be difficult to get accustomed to it.” 
 
    I smiled in agreement. I’d have thought breathing well was going to be a challenge down here, but I was wrong. 
 
    We were both breathing just fine. 
 
    “With Majesty’s permission, I’ll set some tables and will see if I can make a few shelves tonight. Without the need to rest or recharge, I believe I can turn this forsaken vault into a decent experiment hall in a day and a half at most.” 
 
    “Very well. You might want to find a way to insulate the walls or this place won’t stand any of our physical experiments.” 
 
    A line appeared between his eyebrows. “Yes, my Queen. I haven’t paid attention to that detail.” 
 
    “Because you haven’t experienced the fire yet?” I glanced at him over my shoulder, and his scowl deepened. 
 
    “I have no valid assumptions about why that hasn’t happened till now.” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    He strode toward me, filling my nostrils with a more pleasant odor—the calm yasmine fragrance he always smelled like—that almost overpowered that ugly smell of death. “Enlighten me, Majesty. Please.” 
 
    I scrutinized his face, deciding on the best approach to reach our common goal without further discomfiture. “How do you like Tia? Do you find her attractive?” 
 
    His brows cocked and then hitched. “Tia?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I’m sure she’s a fine woman, but what does she have to do with my implicit energy?” 
 
    “Answer the question.” 
 
    He hesitated for a moment. “Like I said, she is a fine woman, Majesty, but I’ve never thought of her that way.” 
 
    I stepped closer. “What about me? Do you find me attractive?” 
 
    His eyes widened, but, instantly, he looked away, bowing his head. “Majesty, if this is about…that irresponsible moment at the passage, I deeply apologize. I have no excuse for my behavior and accept whatever punishment Majesty sees fit.” 
 
    I do love to give that spectacular bottom of his a good, old-fashioned spanking. 
 
    With my index finger, I tilted his chin up. He stared at me with so much tension that it bordered on fear, not only shame. 
 
    I smiled at him, hoping to ease away his concerns, but I didn’t seem to succeed. He looked as if he was a moment away from collapsing. 
 
    “It’s all right. You can tell me,” I whispered. 
 
    His spine stiffened. “I can’t.” 
 
    My smile turned into a smirk. “And if I tell you that your sexual drive could be the only igniter of your wild energy?” 
 
    His lashes fluttered. “I am very confused at the moment. What are you asking of me, Majesty?” 
 
    “To forget about who we are and behave like a man in the solitary company of a woman he finds alluring.” My eyes narrowed at his lips. “How much more clarity do you seek?” 
 
    His heart skipped a beat as he gulped, a little tremor spreading through him. “That’s a very difficult task for me, Majesty.” 
 
    “Unless that moment at the passage was a mere reflex, it won’t be.” 
 
    He exhaled a shuddering sigh. “Majesty, I beg you to understand my situation and have mercy on me.” 
 
    I held his gaze, determined to sabre his emotions even if I couldn’t dissect them with my new power. “What is your situation, Nur? I do not see your predicament unless…your loins stir for someone else such as…Redamun.”  
 
    “No! No.” He shook his head vigorously. “No.” His voice lowered, his tone firm. 
 
    My finger dropped off of his chin as I tilted up mine. “Then I can’t understand. I’m giving you permission to do something many men would kill for, and you’re refusing it.” 
 
    “My Queen…I’m not aloof to your beauty.” His deep eyes trailed on me with the same intensity they showed at the passage. “Never been.” 
 
    The way he said it, with passion I’d rarely felt from him for anything other than knowledge, sent a familiar tingling down my core. “Never been? But you’ve never showed it before, not once.” 
 
    “How could I have? Majesty has been generous enough to take me under her wings and nourish me with her knowledge and wisdom. You have chosen me to be your apprentice of all the temple students, trusted me with your most valuable secrets. How could I have betrayed that sacred bond?”  
 
    I didn’t need a special power to sense the sincerity of his internal battles. He’d been struggling with the same conflict that hit me the moment Tia suggested I seduce him. The only difference was that I’d had it for a few hours. 
 
    He? Years. 
 
    Something about that made Nur more enticing to me. Tormented, unrequited emotions that would last this long had an appeal more intense and pure than that of hopeful ones. 
 
    The memory of the almost kiss in the passage, and the struggle I saw in his restless hands now, advancing and retreating in the small space between us, as if he was going to touch me then backed down the last instant, added to my building arousal. 
 
    Add all of the above to the equation and a man with a body like that… 
 
    Although the preternatural fire in me didn’t blaze, the womanly one did. 
 
    My intentions had changed. This endeavor wasn’t about learning purposes any longer. 
 
    I wanted Nur. 
 
    The man who dreamed about his Queen and never showed it out of fear. 
 
    The student who lusted over his teacher and hid it out of respect. 
 
    I wanted him with all his composure and secret passions. With all the strength and the sweetness. 
 
    On top of me. 
 
    Inside of me.  
 
    Right here. Right now. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
     
 
    I spun in a small circle around Nur, close enough for him to smell the heat between my legs, and for me to enjoy the backside of his figure as well as the front. “In your thoughts, in your heart, you have betrayed that sacred bond.”  
 
    “I have created a cage inside me ever since, where I locked it all up. And when that didn’t work, I built a wall around it. Year by year, the wall became higher, and the cage darker,” he said. 
 
    “A cage and a wall?” I mused, pausing before his eyes. 
 
    “Yes, Majesty. It was the only way.” 
 
    “You know? I have developed something similar, not around my desires but around my true emotions. The cold act every Queen must keep so no one could read her. I wonder if that’s the reason behind the discrepancies.” 
 
    He took a few pensive moments before he spoke again. “It does make sense. My body has been accustomed for years to block my desires, my feelings. It must be doing the same to the energy.” 
 
    “And mine blocks anyone from knowing how I feel. That’s why none of you can sense me.” I grinned. “If this is true, it will be the answer I’m looking for.” 
 
    “The answer?” 
 
    “Yes. Each one of us has a cage or a wall around something. A feeling, a desire, a secret, a fear, a tragedy. Whatever it is, we can use that blocking force, channel it to control our energy…and our powers.” 
 
    Finally, a smile found its way to his face. “Majesty and the rest shall have to practice. A lot.” 
 
    “Majesty and the rest? What about you?” 
 
    “I have yet to find my fire before I try to contain it.” 
 
    Deciding not to wait another moment, I took two steps forward and rested my hands on his hips. “Awakening Day. Second hour after dark. Experiment two. Subject: Nur. Theory to be tested: ability to generate fireballs due to overwhelming sensations.” 
 
    “Majesty—” 
 
    “Hush.” I put my index finger on his lips. They were much softer than I’d imagined, and I couldn’t wait to feel them on various places of my body. 
 
    He wet his lips, and his tongue touched my finger on the way, making my skin tingle. Reflexively, I lowered my finger. 
 
    “I’ve never imagined if Majesty ever grants me this ultimate wish, it will be methodical. A means to prove a theory.” 
 
    “How did you imagine it?” I whispered, deliberately, fanning his face with my breaths. 
 
    His gaze wandered to my hair, and then his hand followed, touching it ever so softly. “I can show you, my Queen.” 
 
    “Yes.” Please. 
 
    His fingers, featherlike, felt my ear, my face, traced the lines of my forehead, cheekbones and jaws, and then fell to my neck. His palm crawled down until it stilled on my heart and remained there. 
 
    Then his soft lips claimed me. 
 
    We breathed into each other, his hands strong against my frame, one squeezing around my heartbeat, the other my waist. The vault’s toxic smell melted with Nur’s calm scent. And with the depth of his kiss, my head felt light. 
 
    Never taking his mouth away from mine, he secured his forearm under my buttocks and lifted me to him. My hands wrapped behind his neck for support, my legs around his hips as he walked us to a wall. 
 
    When he made sure my weight was braced against the stone behind it, he broke our kiss and took both his hands to my shoulders, peeling my dress off, feeling me up, stripping me bare in his grip. “Satin over satin.” 
 
    I smiled and untangled my legs from him to let the dress hanging around my calves drop. He gripped my backside to keep me from toppling on the ground, his strong fingers digging into my skin. 
 
    As my feet touched the floor, his hands explored my body slowly, meticulously, with enticing skill. I loved every moment of it. The way he rolled my breasts under his palms. The way his eyes darkened like never before as he squeezed the fleshy part of my waist and traveled down my buttocks. The way his breath labored with every move. 
 
    My gaze wandered to his covered figure. I wanted to see and feel his body like he did mine. And as if he’d heard my thoughts, he took off his tunic and stood before me in only his undergarment. 
 
    My fingers curled against his shoulder, my fingernails marking into his flesh, as I ogled him. Then I couldn’t stop myself from feeling this work of art. The sculpted chest. The grooves of his muscled abdomen. The narrow cut of his hips. 
 
    The firm, chiseled buttocks. 
 
    It was time for me to claim his mouth. I stretched on my toes and kissed him until his hardness ached against my stomach. My hands tight in his cropped hair, over his skull and back around his neck. 
 
    I rested my back on the wall, climbed up, and my legs wrapped around his bare waist. My breasts so close to his mouth that he’d have devoured them if only he wasn’t currently occupied with my lips. 
 
    Unwrapping one hand from his neck, I reached for his hardness, bearing it so roughly that he growled against my mouth. 
 
    My nipples hardened as the harsh breathing and sweat forming sounds drowned out the world. “I want you. Now.”  
 
    He kicked his undergarment away, revealing one of the thickest erections I might have ever seen. 
 
    And he pressed it against my throbbing sex. 
 
    My heart pumped my blood dangerously, and it rushed to my core. My wild energy could take over any moment. All thought narrowed to a screaming, fiery need.  
 
    He did this, kindled this flame that was about to consume me. This mind-churning need that glazed over my eyes. These jolts of desire that quivered my thighs. 
 
    This abyss of frustration. 
 
    “Do you feel your fire, Nur?” 
 
    “Yes. The one a woman such as Your Majesty can ignite in any man. That I feel,” he whispered against my neck, teasing my slit with his velvety tip. 
 
    “Break your wall for me. I want to unleash your power.” 
 
    “And I want to unleash your pleasure.” His thumb slithered into my sex. “Would Majesty let me see her cream?” 
 
    I gasped, the fire already in my belly. The suggestion alone was so intimate and tantalizing. A man selflessly inducing my climax, watching me come to pieces in sweet pain. “I wish I could, but I think I’ll burn you off.” 
 
    “It’s all right.” His thumb already moved in circles inside me. “I can take it.” 
 
    A small moan escaped my throat. Then I kissed him again, my fist around his shaft, the nagging feeling inside my sex pulsing. 
 
    I closed my eyes and tilted my head back, moving his tip up and down between my nether lips. A nice friction that rippled through me along with the sensations his thumb was arousing. 
 
    He nibbled my earlobe. “My Queen, my teacher is wet for me.” 
 
    “Oh, yes. Wet and burning at the same time.” 
 
    He pushed in a little more, parting me farther. “I want to see your eyes when you’re wet like this, my Queen.” 
 
    I opened my eyes, moaning loudly, and he was wincing. “Am I melting you already?” 
 
    “Don’t mind me.” His voice shook. “I can feel Majesty’s nub protruding. Let me have this glorious moment, please.” 
 
    It was impossible to focus or resist with the pressure building in my belly and the fire blazing my whole body up and down. 
 
    His thumb vibrated over me, and my fist moved faster. His free hand rested on my inner thigh, running the fingertips over my skin, breaking it into gooseflesh. 
 
    Sweat dripped from our bare skin. The moist air teased my face, my neck, and the tops of my aching breasts. 
 
    I pressed against him, my heart galloping. My hips undulated at the sudden deluge of heat between my legs. His thumb moved faster and faster, and I thought of what would have happened if it hadn’t been the only thing entering me, if that long, hard erection was fully in, too. 
 
    A shudder took over me as Nur drove me over the edge. A moment I’d yearned for yet feared. I screamed at the top of my lungs, and he watched me contort and whimper and beg. 
 
    His erection and pouch swelled, until it was him ready to whimper and beg. 
 
    I couldn’t keep my eyes open. The world stopped around me. There was nothing but this commanding sensation. My body arched to the unseen sky, surrendering to an explosion of pleasure and fire and— 
 
    Cold air hit me as Nur’s body was ripped away from mine, and I fell. My eyes snapped open, the world coming into focus to reveal my apprentice now flat on his back, trails of smoke dancing off him in the dark. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
    “Seriously?” I shook my head, kneeling next to Nur’s body, examining the burns, his heartbeat steady. “How many people am I going to scorch in one day?” 
 
    Assessing the damages, I twisted my lips, my nose rucked up at the smell of grilled flesh. Unlike Redamun, Nur received a full fireball, not just some searing fluids. Thus my student would take longer to heal. 
 
    I placed my hands on his chest and focused on healing him, like I’d done with Drusus at the tomb. My power along with Nur’s would expedite the process. 
 
    The blue light from my hands appeared faster this time. The blackened skin wilted and peeled as new layers formed under it. Then Nur’s body was as good as new. 
 
    Third time today—almost fourth with Tia—and I still hadn’t gotten used to the miraculous act. 
 
    Nur’s chest rose with a sharp intake of breath, and then he bolted upright. His hands flew around his body, phallus first, inspecting. 
 
    I looked at the shebr-long manhood. “It’s still working, I hope?” 
 
    He laughed. “I have yet to put it to test, but from the external examination, I’d say the prospects are very high.” 
 
    Touching it myself, it rose and pulsed in my grip. “It’s working fine.” 
 
    “You are an exceptional woman, Your Majesty.” 
 
    I shrugged, my lips pursed. “Indeed. I’m awfully sure no one else can shoot fireballs from her sex.” 
 
    He laughed harder. I had no idea what he picked from my tone, the mockery or the frustration. 
 
    Rising to my knees, I reached for my clothes. His hand around my wrist stopped me. 
 
    I glanced from it to his eyes. They shone with an anticipating gleam. “What are you doing?” 
 
    He raised my palm to his lips and planted a kiss there. “I haven’t found my wild energy yet nor have I finished showing Majesty how I’ve imagined my dream coupling with her.” 
 
    My buttocks rested on my heels, and I cupped his masculinity. “You have big ones in your pouch, I give you that.”  
 
    His eyes flashed, and his nostrils flared with a feral intent that sent a bolt of lightning through me. Kneeling, he grabbed his tunic and spread it on the mosaic floor. 
 
    An invitation my body accepted without consulting my brain. 
 
    I lay on my back, the floor coldness sifting through the fabric of his clothes and into my bones. He pushed me apart and held my tingling thighs open before him, the sudden rush of air against my swollen sex agonizing. 
 
    He bared his teeth, his eyes narrow on my slick opening, the tip of his tongue brushing his teeth hungrily. “You’re still wet, Majesty.” 
 
    “A man who dares spread his Queen’s legs for her after burning by her fireballs deserves her honey.” 
 
    He ran his index finger along my slit, and then sucked the glistening fingertip slowly. “It’s hot.” 
 
    Scorching. 
 
    A new gush burst out of me. 
 
    He placed his palms under me, cupping my rear, squeezing and then pulling me to him. Then he leaned forward, his heavy arousal pressing against me, throbbing together. 
 
    My legs wound around his back, and I couldn’t wait to feel the fullness of him. 
 
    Taking one hand of mine, he placed it on the left side of his chest. “The last brick of the wall is about to collapse. I believe Majesty can sense me then.” 
 
    Part of me wanted to know exactly how Nur felt. Despite how violating it was, that power was unusually beautiful. Especially, when the one about to penetrate my most intimate place was as discreet and internal as my apprentice. Reading him was the only way to know how he truly felt without any room for speculations or false perceptions. 
 
    Another part of me, the part that wasn’t selfish or vain, didn’t want Nur to suffer through the changes forced upon us. At least, he could have his privacy. The luxury of keeping a secret. 
 
    On the terms of sparking his fire, I was conflicted, too. Without it, he would have the ability to be angry without killing an innocent soul. To make love to whomever he wanted whenever he wanted without fatal risks. 
 
    However, Nur would be a weak link in our circle. A vulnerable point where our ruthless enemy would attack when the time came. 
 
    Nur’s hand returned under my buttocks, snatching me out of my concerns for the future and placing me in the sweet present, when we were both naked and about to make love after one thousand years of dryness.  
 
    His tip snaked its way into my folds. Kissing me, he thrust forward. 
 
    My breaths snagged with a moan. Not only out of the unexpected way he felt inside me, filled me to the core, but also because of the deluge of his emotions flooding into my soul. 
 
    “Majesty feels so…” He bit his lower lip, his eyes closed as if he were in a bliss. 
 
    He felt incredibly gratifying, too. With his heart before his body. 
 
    What Nur felt for me was much more that I could have ever expected or learnt through words. Underneath this calmness that seemed to—even for a little while—soothe my flames to a steady heat instead of the consuming hell that had raged within, unable to quell, was a hell of his own. 
 
    He’d had these defenses for so long, effective for others, keeping them out, yet I had my own door. 
 
    How rude of me to have entered without an invitation? 
 
    He hated it to the point of anger. 
 
    Yes. It hurt that he had to imagine a distance instead of seeing me right there. Yet he was glad when he allowed himself the occasional dream. 
 
    Such joy and such pain.  
 
    Equally spread. 
 
    The bond of friendship and respect.  
 
    The awe. 
 
    The desire. 
 
    With his eyes and soul. With his heart and every future dream. 
 
    All blurred into a big circle of light. 
 
    Of belonging. 
 
    As if his universe began and ended with me. As though he could run forever, search forever, but in the end, every path led right back to me. 
 
    Finally, I understood why a strong seventeen-year-old with his looks and brains, who he had his whole life ahead of him, would do everything in his might to jump alive into a tomb. 
 
    It was normal for my guard not to hesitate; it was his job to protect me at all costs. For my orphaned handmaid; she’d have been either killed or enslaved. The unknown destiny with its slim potential was a much better choice. 
 
    But not for Nur. 
 
    Ari was the one who was supposed to accompany me, not Nur. But my apprentice begged to take that fourth spot. 
 
    It wasn’t because of the glory of the experiment or because of all the sentimental notions he put in Ari’s head, convincing him he was a family man and needed to stay with them. 
 
    It was because of his feelings. 
 
    For me.  
 
    Should I tell him that I could sense him now or wait until we were finished? The way he moved on top of me, inside of me, was so delectable that I didn’t wish to disturb it or deter him in any way. 
 
    Ever. 
 
    As his movement grew faster and his emotions higher, my eyes glistened on the verge of tears. What he harbored inside was too much. No wonder he had to lock it up and hide it with such ferocity. And it was overwhelming me. I had to unload it somewhere. I cupped his face and tried to match his passion with a kiss. 
 
    “You can feel me now, my Queen, can’t you?” he breathed. 
 
    Panting, I nodded. 
 
    He licked his lips and looked up for a moment. Then he smiled at me. “Now Majesty knows he is not the only one who is in love with you.” 
 
    I should have been pleased. Any woman would be delighted to hear a man say he loved her. But he said it as if it were a curse. 
 
    I had no words to consolidate him. 
 
    “If Majesty is alerted I might get jealous, you can already tell I’m not. Never will be, not like that.” His lips pressed on mine. “You’re the sun. We are honored and lucky to revolve around you.” 
 
    “Then why are you so distraught?” 
 
    “Because Majesty might have bestowed me with the sweetness of her flesh, but I’ll never share a place in her heart.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
    His heart skipped a beat. 
 
    I buried my face in his shoulder, wrapping my arms around him, embracing him as hard as I could. 
 
    It was funny how things remain invariable for years and change in one day. A few hours ago I was troubled by the idea of flirting with my own student, knowing nothing about his own feelings. Then my body screamed with desire for him so much that I had to have him instantly. And now that he had opened his heart to me, mine had changed as well. 
 
    I put my hands on his bottom and pushed him deeper. Sweat dripped from both our skins, slick and hot, trickling on the floor. Every muscle in his body tightened with desire, and the passion in his kisses poured alcohol on my fire. 
 
    How could he not have his fire with all this? His body, heart and soul were reacting as any man who was extremely aroused and in need. It didn’t make any sense. 
 
    “Stop,” I instructed. 
 
    He stilled. “Did I do something wrong?” 
 
    I tried to read his energy, search deeply to get my answer to no avail. “You might have demolished the wall but haven’t opened the cage yet.” 
 
    He just looked at me. 
 
    “You have other desires you’re hiding. What are they?” 
 
    His Adam’s apple bobbed, his eyes and jaws hard. 
 
    Fine. 
 
    My new powers might fail me, but my old ones would not. I held his gaze until it softened. “What are they?” 
 
    His lips trembled with unspoken words. 
 
    Without taking my eyes off of him, I sat up. “You said you’d show me you’ve imagined it. Show me now. Drop your guards and show me your secret desires, Nur.” 
 
    “If that’s Majesty’s wish, so be it.” Braced on his elbows, he slid out of me. I winced at the sudden emptiness, the humid air tormenting my sensitive skin. 
 
    “Turn,” he said. 
 
    The authority in his tone took me by surprise. “What?” 
 
    “Flip on your stomach.” 
 
    Now, what had I gotten myself into? 
 
    “Why? You wish to fornicate as animals?” I couldn’t hide my astonishment. 
 
    “No. But I want to fuck your cunt, take it so roughly while my fingers tangle in your hair and around your neck. And I want to hear you scream and rasp my name while I do it.” 
 
    I didn’t swear. Not even in my head. Some nonsense about being a female royalty. But if I did swear, that would be the best moment for it. 
 
    Some things were better left unsaid and unknown and unimagined. 
 
    A gurgle of disbelief escaped my throat. Much to my surprise, as if my body moved at its own accord, I did flip on my stomach. 
 
    What in the name of all Gods?!  
 
    Was I willing to submit to this filthy fantasy because I really wanted to help Nur find his powers? Or did I secretly like hearing the foul words and anticipate the sexual excursion that awaited me? 
 
    Rough sex. Violent gestures in fornication. 
 
    I’d never had any of that before. 
 
    The new endeavor itself was intriguing, despite the repugnancy of its nature. I certainly would like to— 
 
    I gasped as he lifted me to my knees and bent my head down in a bowing position. Then he moved my hair to the side. 
 
    A sudden rush of ecstasy hit me. The wild energy pulsed through and took hold. I couldn’t determine if it was out of arousal or instinct. A response to desire or danger. 
 
    Or both. 
 
    His chin rested on my shoulder as he sniffed under my ear, a coyote about to devour a prey. “Your smell has always driven me insane.” 
 
    His whisper and the hungry kisses he trailed along my back made me shiver. Then his breaths close to my nether lips sent a sharp tingle down my spine. “And now that I’ve smelled you wet…” He growled. 
 
    I inhaled and exhaled deeply. So far so good. Nothing out of the ordinary except for the few foul words and the failure to address me properly. I braced my weight on my palms and stretched forearms, my breaths catching as he licked my folds. When he decided he’d drunk enough, his weight fell on my back, his mouth to my ear again. “Do you trust me?” 
 
    I chortled. 
 
    His fingers clawed around the back of my neck. “Do you trust me?” he repeated, his tone low and firm. 
 
    Trust. A colossal word. Earned by blood. 
 
    But when my own blood betrayed me, trust had become a foreign concept. 
 
    Yet Nur was neither the father that denied me my birth right and wished to give it to his bastard, nor was he the half-brother who convinced the whole realm I was an evil harlot of a Goddess, usurped my throne and battled me to death. 
 
    Nur was the one who had never swayed to Bessen Ra’s side like the rest of my court. The one who fought by my side and sacrificed his youth, his life, his everything for me. 
 
    He was one of the three people who taught me what real trust was and how it was truly earned. The trusted three that, whatever happened on this earth, would never part away from me. 
 
     And now his hand was on my neck. 
 
    The question wasn’t whether I trusted him. The right question was whether I should continue to do so. 
 
    Without lifting my head, I inclined it as far as I could to meet his eyes. 
 
    Then I nodded once. 
 
    His arm folded around my abdomen in a warm embrace. “I love you,” he whispered in my ear and then kissed it. “Take a deep breath.” 
 
    The damp air filled my nostrils, and he filled me with his massive erection. I tried to swallow, but his fingers tightened around my throat, clogging it. 
 
    At first reaction, I didn’t feel anything. A slight pressing on my neck. Constricting but nothing else. But with Nur’s groaning and vigorous pounding in and out of me, his grip compressed my wind pipes harder. Time after time. thrust after thrust. Until I struggled to breathe.  
 
     My ears rang, and a dull pressure wound me tightly, yet the wild energy roiled and darted with all force down to my sex, releasing something…more, something I couldn’t hold back even if I wanted to. 
 
    An intense feeling that pushed all of my nerve endings at once. It hurt and pleased at the same time. 
 
    “Oh, Nefertsheps…I can feel it.” He raised his head, slowing down. “It starts as a spark in the pit of my stomach, then it evolves, multiplies.” 
 
    The utter delight surging through him as he’d finally found his fire eased the tension in my muscles. Barely breathing, I bucked, urging him not to stop, happy for him. With him. 
 
    The cage had finally been unlocked. No more secrets. No more holding back. 
 
    The four of us possessed the power to defeat our enemy before he got the chance to ignite his own. 
 
    Nur relaxed our embrace, sliding his hand up to my chest, and pinched and flicked my hard nipples one by one.  
 
    I moaned, out of breath. 
 
    His pinches found my butt cheek, and then he smacked it. 
 
    My head whipped up, reflexively, my hair ruffling on my back, and he released my neck. A wild cough took over me as I gasped for air. 
 
    “Nake kossek is the best feeling I’ve ever had in my life,” he whispered. 
 
    I gasped again. Had he literally said fucking your cunt to his Queen? Again? 
 
    And why did I keep getting wetter when he spoke like that? 
 
    He grabbed my hair, twisted it around his wrist and fist, and smacked my other buttock. 
 
    Moaning, I licked my lips in thirst for his. He choked me whilst kissing me, our fires united in the most intimate way. 
 
    He grabbed and released my throat several times, each one longer than the next. We met each other’s needs with fierceness powered by the wildness flowing at every point our bodies touched. Sex was amazing; but this sex, charged with unfathomed power and losing control of it, was miraculous. 
 
    Who knew this well-behaved, composed man could have all this passion and unruly, aggressive needs in making love? A foul mouth and dominant urges in bed? 
 
    Who knew that a Queen like myself, proud and controlling, would enjoy submitting to a man in affection, let alone her own student? 
 
    He tensed around me, inside me, our slick skins ablaze. “You’re clamping around zebby. It’s happening, Nefertsheps.” 
 
    “Ye-s-s. Now.” 
 
    Panting, he gave me one final thrust and pulled out of me. My head whipped back. We stared into each other’s eyes, screaming each other’s names as both our fires released together.


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
    Basking in the sun, I sat in my chair by the pond, reading yet another history book Drusus had brought with him from Bibliotheca Alexandrina itself. The biggest library in the world located in Alexandria, the newfound capital of Egypt. 
 
    Tia and Drusus perched on the grass on either side of me, while Redamun strolled around. Small flames flared and faded in his fists in no particular pattern as he practiced calling his fire on demand by the safety of the pond. A challenge only Nur seemed to have mastered so far. 
 
    My apprentice had been hunkering in the vault most of the time. Especially after Redamun gained the ability to sense him. Nur didn’t get jealous, but my guard was a different case. And, except in combat, he was volatile.  
 
    For each of us to stay focused, I commanded them to stay from each other as much as possible. 
 
    “Majesty remains unhungry?” Drusus asked. 
 
    “Um-hum.” My eyes traced the Greek lines. It only took me a few days to brush the dust off my Greek and Latin and learn the new Demotic tongue. 
 
    Sharp memory of past events and newly-added knowledge in all sensory forms. Another enhancement added to our growing list.  
 
    “It’s been ten days and ten nights already, my Queen.”  
 
    I slammed the leather clad papers shut. “Do you think I don’t know that?!” 
 
    His eyes widened. “Apologies, Majesty. I was just wondering—” 
 
    “I, too, am wondering. A lot more than you are.” 
 
    Redamun was standing by one of the new tall walls—the three men had added more bricks for more privacy after the night Redamun flew aflame in the sky—but, of course, could hear us. “Perhaps Majesty’s body doesn’t need to rest, but her mind does.” He fast-tracked in my direction. “How about a nap?” 
 
    “I’m not sleepy!” I hurled the book in the air before I torched it to ash. “Feel free to take one if you are.” 
 
    He shrugged, crouching before me. “I’m not, and I don’t think any of us is going to be any time soon.” His eyes shifted toward Tia for validation. 
 
    She shook her head, rising to her knees, and took off my sandals. “Majesty is so tense. How about a foot rub?” 
 
    I sighed, nodding my approval. That she could handle now without accidents. Baths not so much. 
 
    “And some wine?” Redamun flashed one of his best cryptic smiles. “The fact that we can survive for…uncountable days without food or drink doesn’t mean we don’t need to have some for enjoyment.” 
 
    I was going to explain for the umpteenth time that for the tests to work properly they had to fast. But when I saw Tia licking her lips, and felt Drusus’s eagerness to serve, I bit my tongue on the words. 
 
    How long were these tests going to take? Another day? Another ten days? No one should suffer for the sake of my endless experiments. Nevermore. 
 
    Like Redamun said, it wasn’t like the energy of any of us was withering. Ten days and ten nights, still we remained as energized as we had been on Awakening Day. 
 
    I alone would be sufficient as a test subject. The results we would gather could be applied to the rest of us. Nonetheless, I knew Nur wouldn’t leave me to be the only subject in this experiment. Or any to come. 
 
    Again, I nodded my approval at my guard. 
 
    “Aiwa! Thank you, my Queen,” he hollered, clapping, and then elbowed Drusus. “Quickly, before Majesty changes her mind, bring us some of that fine wine you gulp on every day. The smell of that Greek vinery alone in those flasks has set me drooling for days.” 
 
    Drusus glared at him. Then he stood, casting a huge shadow over the three of us, his gaze on me. “Some cheese or fruit with it, Majesty?” 
 
    I gave him a small smile. 
 
    “Right away, my Queen,” he said and darted another baleful look at Redamun. “Majesty’s wishes are my command.” 
 
    While Drusus marched away, my guard swore under his breath. Then he kissed my hand. The only part he allowed himself to touch after that night. Despite my approval, he wouldn’t try anything more until he mastered control over his wild energy. “Now that he’s gone, what is really troubling, my Queen?” 
 
    “Why do you not like him?” I asked. 
 
    “Because, even though Majesty trusts him, I do not.” 
 
    “I of all people know exactly how it is to be betrayed by the ones you think you can trust, how the ones you thought were close to you could turn on you in one day. I do not trust Drusus. I trust evidence and facts. And I wish to know which of these you have on him to be so wary.” 
 
    “That I can’t answer with solid proof, only my instincts. Majesty still trusts those?” 
 
    “They have never failed to protect me before,” I assured him. “Yet I don’t see a reason to doubt Drusus. Neither in actions nor in feelings. As you can see, he’s not very hard to read. Besides, I can sense him, and so can the rest of you.” 
 
    He embraced my hand between his and smiled. “Why don’t you leave the doubting and skepticism to me then, my Queen, and tell me why you’re so agitated?” 
 
    I pointed at the book I’d thrown away. “This was the hundredth book I’ve read that mentions the obnoxious myth but fails to say anything about me, Queen Meha, or the usurper Bessen Ra.” 
 
    “History is almost always falsified, Majesty. Who cares what’s written in books when we are here, witnesses of the truth?” 
 
    “You don’t understand. It’s been ten days since I woke, yet I haven’t set foot outside this villa. Instead, I’m basking in a sun that would tan my skin never again, learning foreign tongues, a foreign time system, reading about the farces of history to understand the new world in which I’m supposed to learn to belong,” I shook my head, “when every piece of evidence, every bit of my body screams at me, telling me it is impossible.” 
 
    “I fear my intelligence has failed to follow yours, Majesty. May you explain further? Why is it impossible to belong in the new world? We are practicing day and night to control our powers. I thought that was the only obstacle standing between us capturing and defeating Bessen Ra and then reclaiming the kingdom.” 
 
    A troubled sigh seeped out of my chest. “But how can the Gods walk among the humans, Redamun?” 
 
    He stared at me, Tia, too, her hands slowing around my toes. She was about to say something but retreated when Drusus’s steps resonated back to us. 
 
    He presented a silver tray with a wine flask, four silver goblets, a platter of strawberries, grapes of all colors and strong cheeses. 
 
    I could hear my companions salivate at the delicious sight. 
 
    Drusus filled the goblets and took the first sip. “To give you some peace, Guard Redamun.” 
 
    A smile with no teeth stretched Redamun’s lips, and I rolled my eyes. 
 
    Drusus served me my goblet. I couldn’t ignore the shake of his fingers and the distraught he felt. 
 
    “I shall continue to fast. You can have it.” I lifted my gaze to him. “Are you well?” 
 
    “Yes.” He grinned from ear to ear, his emotions in utter contrast to his face. 
 
    “If there’s something you wish to tell me in private, feel free to ask.” 
 
    “Thank you, Majesty for your concern. I can assure you I’m fine.” 
 
    “Very well. Enjoy this little feast then.” I rose. “I’m joining Nur in the experiment hall.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
      
 
    “Nur?” I pushed the vault door open. Only the scattered papyri, vessels, copper blades, needles and pins on the examination table greeted me. 
 
    I spun around, looking for new burn marks on the basalt and wool covering the old mosaics on the walls and the floor. 
 
    There were none. 
 
    If he hadn’t been experimenting with his fire or analyzing blood, where did he go? 
 
    Bracing my palms against the table edge, I eyed one of the pins and the alcohol bottle next to it. Testing my own blood sounded more productive than wasting time listening for his heartbeat or locating his energy; he’d come back here sooner or later. 
 
    My thumb pointed up, and I grabbed the pin and alcohol. Looking around, I couldn’t find any cotton to pour the alcohol on for sterilization. “We had a huge pile here somewhere. Where did it— 
 
    “Majesty?” 
 
    The pin dropped on the insulated floor with a faint thud as I flinched. I barely salvaged the alcohol bottle from spilling all over everything, twisting toward Nur’s voice. 
 
    He strode and took the bottle of my hand. “Apologies for startling you, my Queen.” 
 
    “How did you get back in here? I didn’t hear you come in.” 
 
    “Uh…” He scratched behind his ear. “I… I’d better show Your Majesty.” 
 
    I was not in the mood for stammering or games. I needed answers to the questions banging my skull. “Show me what?” 
 
    “A new power I only discovered this morning. It’s amazing.” 
 
    “Invisibility?” I mocked. 
 
    His eyes narrowed for a moment. “No, but I wonder if we might be able to do that, too.” 
 
    “Nur, I don’t have time for jokes.” 
 
    “I swear I am not.” 
 
    I knew that. Many abilities were more possible with our new energy including but not limited to the ability to not be seen. In fact, there were no limits my mind could imagine.  
 
    Yet I didn’t want to discuss more of what we could do. I was only interested in discussing what we could not do. 
 
    “Please, you have to see this,” he urged. 
 
    Although his excitement reached me, it failed to alter my temper. “Go ahead but be swift.” 
 
    A grin painted his face as his hands turned into fists. He closed his eyes and crossed his arms diagonally on his chest. 
 
    Then he vanished. 
 
    Completely. 
 
    No body. No breathing sounds. No heartbeat. 
 
    Wherever he’d gone, it was far from my hearing range.  
 
    A few moments later, he reappeared across the vault. Laughing, he marched in my direction, a little off-balance. “I have just been to my chamber and back. With a little more focus, I can train myself to land on the same spot in and out. Have you witnessed that, my Queen?” 
 
    “Yes,” I uttered. 
 
    His laughter lowered. “Isn’t it amazing? How we could go anywhere only by thinking about it?” 
 
    I took in a deep breath, my hand reaching for another pin. “Where’s the cotton?” 
 
    “There’s a whole bale in the back.” 
 
    “Go fetch some.” 
 
    “I don’t understand. Majesty is not surprised or a little bit curious about the catechism of such marvelous ability?” 
 
    “The same way we defy the Holding Force and fly or walk on water. Visualize the path, summon your energy to manipulate the particles of time and matter, will it, and you get anywhere you wish whenever you wish. I already know the catechism of such marvelous ability. The cotton, Nur.” 
 
    Disappointment and frustration replaced his earlier excitement. He didn’t say anything as he stalked to a tied bale lying next to the storage shelves in the back. Yet I could almost hear his roiling thoughts and inquiries. 
 
    He gave me a handful of the white fluff when he returned. “Suffice to say Majesty can—” 
 
    “Jump.” I pressed a piece of cotton on top of the alcohol bottle and tilted them until I felt the cold liquid on my fingertips. “That’s what I call it.” 
 
    He took the pin from my hand and sterilized it, while I did my thumb. Then he closed the bottle. “If I may ask, why hasn’t Majesty shared this valuable information with any of us?” 
 
    I hit the cold wood with my fist, holing it, tools clinking on it. “Because my only wish is to smother that energy not to expand it!” 
 
    His eyes widened at my sudden outburst. “Calm down, Majesty, if you please. There’s no reason to be that upset.” 
 
    “No reason?” I turned, one hand on my hip, the other running into my hair, my chest burning painfully. “Do you realize that every ability we have Bessen Ra will have, too?” 
 
    “I do.” He came and stood in front of me. “For that alone, Majesty should allow us and herself to unleash all our potential before trying to control it. Otherwise, we’re only limiting ourselves, giving our enemy an advantage he doesn’t deserve. Just like the first war.” 
 
    My wild energy thundered inside me. “What are you saying?” 
 
    “Forgive my candor, my Queen. We could have easily won that war, but Majesty was too occupied with disproving the rumors. It meant a lot more to you than winning.” 
 
    “Well, forgive me if I have a conscience, Master Nur.” 
 
    “Majesty, please, I mean no disrespect. I only—” 
 
    “Do you even remember what started that war?” 
 
    He folded his arms across his chest. “That khara High Priest Sekhemre and Sharmi, Bessen Ra’s serpent mother, convinced the people Majesty was an evil goddess, which turned them on you and led them to fight with the half-brother against you.” 
 
    “But why?” 
 
    “Because Bessen Ra wanted to be King instead of you, and Majesty had already refused to marry him. He had no other option but to tarnish your reputation so that the people would overthrow Your Majesty themselves.” 
 
    “That’s only part of the truth. Have you ever asked yourself why High Priest had teamed with a harlot and a bastard against a pure-blooded queen?” 
 
    His lips twisted, and his gaze fell to the floor.  
 
    I placed one fist on my chest. “Because of that conscience, Nur. My belief in the right to know. My intention to tell the whole kingdom there were no gods, only humans. No magic, only knowledge. One anyone could gain and use, not just the priests. That’s what started the war, my brilliant pupil.” 
 
    “True teaching is not an accumulation of knowledge; it is an awakening of consciousness.” He glanced back up at me. 
 
    “Glad you still remember what I’ve been trying to teach you all those years.” 
 
    “But back in our time, such knowledge was exclusive to royalty and priests. Majesty’s plan to expose the lies of the Temple and generalize learning for the commoners would have stripped the priests out of their only power over the masses.” 
 
    “Obviously, my biggest mistake. It cost me the kingdom.” 
 
    “That and not utilizing Majesty’s only power that could have made us win.” He glanced up back at me. “High Priest was scared of Your Majesty. Not because of the planned exposure, but mainly because he knew what you could do.” 
 
    A now familiar black hole of wrath and anxiety set in my stomach. 
 
    “Majesty could have put the whole world under her command, but no. You chose to smother one of the most valuable powers any human could possess, pretend it never existed, just like you’re doing now,” he said, his voice high with suppressed rage. 
 
    Flames gathered in my grip, and my whole body shook with them. “I’ve heard enough.” 
 
    “How to beat a person who can control your mind, compel you to do anything she wants? Easy, compel her first. Make her afraid of using her powers in the first place,” he continued, defying me. “High Priest played you so well, my Queen, knowing beyond doubt how much you cared about what people thought of you. How you would stop being Seratis the second people didn’t accept her, erase her even from your own head.” 
 
    “I said enough!” I wanted to throw my fireball at him, but I didn’t. Instead, I focused on his mass and the air between him and the next wall, manipulating every part of it until I could lift Nur off the ground. Then I pushed him against the wall. 
 
    He bellowed as his back crashed with it, and he plopped down on his rear. 
 
    “You want me to use my powers, Nur. Here they are.” I switched my gaze to one of the blades on the table, willed it up in the air, and hurled it a digit away from his left eye. 
 
    He ducked, his hands protecting his face. “Majesty!” 
 
    I stopped the blade before it pierced the wool on the wall and commanded it back in my grip. “What are you afraid of, my dear friend? Even if I stab your eye, it will heal back. Let’s throw caution out of the window and unleash our powers. Isn’t that what you aspire to?” 
 
    Panting, he uncovered his face and stared at me. “Yes, Majesty, but not like that. This is—” 
 
    “Dangerous? Wrong? Yes, Nur. It’s wrong. And when you’re a ruler, wrong is an indulgence of which you can’t meet the expense.” I dropped the blade on the floor and went to him, the fire in my hand gone. It seemed that using some of that wild energy subdued it. 
 
    Stretching my hand, I helped him up. “So yes, I’d rather risk my life to live in a new time, when no one knows who Seratis is or what she can do, than to win a war in a way that has my entire kingdom believe beyond doubt I am her.” 
 
    He dusted off his clothes. “Perhaps Majesty had made the right choice. But what if after defeating the usurper Majesty have compelled the people to see the truth about Seratis and not the rumor? You were never that evil goddess who made men do awful things for her and then threw them as blood sacrifices in the Nile.” 
 
    “Or I could have compelled them to love me as that sadistic demon my brother had brilliantly drawn. Or better yet, I could have compelled the other kings and queens of the world to submit to my will. I could have made them believe they were cats and donkeys if I had wished.” A sarcastic laugh flew out of my throat. “To what avail? To live a lie after lie? An eternal life of deceit?” 
 
    He pursed his lips, and then he bowed, bending a knee. “Forgive me, Majesty. All this time under your service, and I’ve failed to learn from your wisdom. I was blind by my vision of what’s right. Now that I see it from Majesty’s eyes, I know how ridiculous I’ve been.” 
 
    “And now that I see the truth from your eyes, I say you have a point.” 
 
    His dark gaze, reluctantly, sought clarification, twitching up at me. 
 
    “I was too absurd, too conceited to think I could have won a war fighting fairly with someone who knew nothing about fairness,” I confessed. 
 
    “It was the right thing to do.” 
 
    “Since I’m no longer a ruler, I now can afford to do the wrong thing.” 
 
    He rose, his brows hooked, his heartbeat racing. “What do you mean, my Queen?” 
 
    “Every day I spend on this earth I grow assured the world doesn’t need or care for Meha. No one ever has. Only Seratis.” 
 
    His gaze tightened, scrutinizing my expression. “I do.” 
 
    I chortled. “You have just shown me how desperately you are in need of the goddess not the human.” 
 
    “Seratis might win wars and rule the world, but Meha…” 
 
    “Yes, Nur, what can Meha do?” 
 
    His glistening eyes, so deep, so full of emotions gazed at me. “She rules our hearts.” 
 
    The warmness I felt through him failed to deflate my anger or shake my fresh resolution. “Your two assumptions about the missing need to recharge turned out to be invalid.” 
 
    He swallowed. “I’m sorry to have failed you, my Queen.” 
 
    “I don’t need apologies. I need answers,” I said. “Draw my blood, and then take a break. Have a glass of wine and some strawberries with the rest. Have a swim in the pond or play a game of chess with Redamun, I don’t care. But after that, you don’t stop analyzing that blood until you present me with a proper hypothesis that explains how on earth we have become like this.”


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 
      
 
    “I wish I could feel you the same way you feel me, Majesty.” Redamun pulled me closer to his body as we lay, my back to his front, in my bed. 
 
    As much as I wanted to demolish my own wall and let my companions in, I could not. It was my duty to keep that wall up. To carry burdens so heavy on my own. To spare my loyal friends the pain, the trouble of questions and the bitterness of the truth. 
 
    Perhaps one day I could choose which brick to take down to let them sense only the deep, beautiful emotions I had for them. 
 
    For I loved them. 
 
    All three of them. 
 
    So much. 
 
    Gracefully and sinfully. 
 
    Equally. 
 
    My gaze drifted to the blue and orange streaks of dawn, a secret wish in my chest with the beginning of a new day. “I’m in your arms. Isn’t that enough?” 
 
    It was a moment before he spoke. “No.” 
 
    I rolled on my side, facing him. “No?” 
 
    He shook his head, and then slid my hair off of my bare shoulder and kissed me on the shoulder blade. 
 
    Even his simplest of kisses had never failed to send a jolt of desire down my spine. “Is this the wine talking?” 
 
    He chuckled against my neck, his breaths tickling. “It might be.” 
 
    I pressed into his bare chest, savoring his heat through my skin. “You should drink everyday then.” 
 
    His fingers caressed the back of my head as his lips found mine. His other hand unlaced my dress, exposing my bosoms. “As you wish, my Queen.” 
 
    Fondling my plump flesh, he moaned. “I love your body.” 
 
    I pushed his linen undergarment out of the way to see him in full, freeing his hardness. “Not as much as I love yours.” 
 
    Swiftly, he undressed me and rolled me on my back, leaving me completely naked under him. His erection snaked between my thighs, and his hazel eyes glinted with primal need.  
 
    I tensed, wrapping my head at the fact Redamun was finally surrendering to his desires over caution. For days, he wouldn’t even try, and now, over the course of a few moments, our legs were tangled together, his hard and heavy erection about to enter me. 
 
    No time for preparation or overthinking.  
 
    Only hunger that needed to be filled. 
 
    I grabbed the rippling muscles on his bottom and parted my legs, my wild energy swirling. 
 
    The tip of his erection sank into my wetness with a hot hiss out of his mouth. “Ya lahwey-y.” 
 
    I laughed under my breath. His eyes rolled back, and my whole body tingled with arousal. 
 
    He pushed forward, blowing out a long, fiery breath. “Majesty’s… It’s so…” 
 
    The slow way he was penetrating me made me feel every part of his hardness, every friction with my folds. And it felt utterly amazing. “Yours is so very good, too,” I said, my voice all breath.  
 
    Wincing, he tilted his head back, shaking it. “All this training and I still can’t control myself around you. One look, one touch, and I’m burning.” 
 
    “No, Redamun. You can’t stop now,” I urged him. “I need you as much as you need me.” 
 
    “My Queen, you’re killing me.” His eyes squeezed as he retracted and then thrust into me again. And again. Each time with a louder groan from the both of us.  
 
    And a more searing threat. 
 
    His hands glowed bright red, and I could tell he was about to set the sheets on fire. 
 
    “Fine. Stop,” I grumbled. 
 
    Slowly, he slid out of me and buried his face in my hair. His devastation burned me more than his heat.  
 
    “I hate this,” he said, his voice muffled, but I could hear him well. “I hate that he can please you more than I can. I want to be able to be a man to you like he is.” 
 
    I moved a little to the side and stroked his hair, yet he wouldn’t look at me. “Redamun, you’re my soldier, my protector. Who’s more man here than you are?” 
 
    “Please. Majesty knows what I mean.” 
 
    “I understand the frustration, but this is only one thing among a thousand others that make a man. Does it really mean this much to you?” 
 
    “It means everything to me,” he answered too quickly. 
 
    The male mentality reduced to one and only task. If a man couldn’t mate, nothing else mattered. I was not a man and probably would never understand what motivated and drove one. For that I wouldn’t judge or try to reason.  
 
    I nodded at my guard, Nur’s words resonating in my head. 
 
    Majesty could have put the whole world under her command, but no. You chose to smother one of the most valuable powers any human could possess, pretend it never existed, just like you’re doing now. 
 
    Watching Redamun suffer like that was unnecessary. Not to deny that ending his pain wasn’t the only reason I was settled to do what I was about to do. I wanted him, too. Desired him beyond need. 
 
    Yet even though I couldn’t control my fire, if I had to, I could certainly control my libido—a simple term that summed up too many deep and complicated and dangerous drives in one Latin word. 
 
    However, Redamun’s soul crushing ache was the main reason I would break an ancient promise I’d made. To myself. 
 
    It wasn’t like I hadn’t done it twice already since I woke. 
 
    Once with Drusus to find out the truth about his family. 
 
    And the second time was with Nur to help him find his fire. 
 
    Now, I’d do it to help Redamun extinguish his own. 
 
    I touched his chin with my finger. “Very well. Open your eyes and look at me. I can help.” 
 
    He raised his head, his eyes intrigued but alarmed at the same time. “How?” 
 
    A smirk curved up one corner of my lips as I locked my gaze with his. “You know how.” 
 
    His quizzical expression lasted for a moment or two before it stretched and softened with comprehension and reverence. “Thank you, Majesty. Yes. Please, I beg you.” 
 
    Why would any person in their right mind beg someone to take hold of them like this? For sex? For love? For happiness? 
 
    Was anything worth losing the birth right of free will? 
 
    No matter how much you loved and trusted me, my beautiful guard, why would you agree to let go of such a precious gift? 
 
    And most importantly, how could you still trust me after? 
 
    This was too much power for one human to possess. 
 
    And I did possess it. 
 
    It might have not corrupted me yet, but if I chose to use it more often, it would. I was no goddess immune to sins. I’d always been a human that could be tempted. With judgment able to be clouded. With my vanity and pride, I might descend into an inferno of injustice and cruelty. 
 
    And blood. 
 
    Of my own creation. 
 
    For a pathetic whim or a great cause. It wouldn’t matter at all.  
 
    “Please, Goddess. Do it. Compel me,” he insisted. 
 
    My teeth ground together. Angry pressure banged my skull. “If you ever call me goddess again, I’ll rip your tongue out of your throat. You know better.” 
 
    He chuckled and then swallowed. “Yes, Majesty. I apologize.” 
 
    “Don’t make me regret what I’d offered.” 
 
    “I won’t, my Queen.” 
 
    I tsked. “In bed…call me Meha.” 
 
    He stared back at me with a different glint I couldn’t interpret, his erection pulsing hard. “Anything you wish, my beloved. I’m yours.” 
 
    His feelings brightened with a new level of intimacy and affection that hit me right in the heart. In the sweetest way ever, slowly melting away my rage, numbing my never ending battles of the conscience. 
 
    Holding his face between my hands, I dug deep into the corners of his mind, searching for the parts that stirred his fire. 
 
    They weren’t very difficult to find. Redamun’s consent and his readiness for me made his brain an open path for me to stroll. 
 
    His pupils dilated as I took charge of his will. His mind, his body, I compelled to follow my command and not their own. 
 
    “While we touch, your fire will remain asleep under your skin, blazing inside but never out,” I said. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    I smiled. “Go ahead.” 
 
    He crushed his lips into mine, his heart echoing. Our fingers intertwined while he plunged into my hot folds. 
 
    Pushing all thoughts aside, I took him all in. 
 
    How had I lived this long without this man’s physical love? If my compulsion power had brought me any delights and wasn’t a pure moral curse, it would be this. 
 
    Redamun was the kind of man wet dreams were made of. He owned a body that wrecked homes and drove priestesses to hell furnaces with a smile on their no longer innocent faces. 
 
    And I had my legs wrapped around his waist, and his erection where I needed it most. I rocked with him, rubbing my nub against the throbbing hardness. His hands gripped my hips almost painfully, and I cried out in pleasure. 
 
    “Your sounds of pleasure are more intoxicating than wine to me, my sweet Meha.” He slowed down, gazing into my eyes. “Touch me. All of me.” 
 
    My hand slid down his muscled back, feeling every curve. He kissed and licked his way down from my lips to my breasts. Everywhere I touched, everywhere he kissed, sparks flowed from him into me, shooting pulses straight to my core. 
 
    I gasped and moaned against the sensation. Swollen and filled with his thickness, my sex felt as if it was going to burst if he wouldn’t take me faster right this instant. “Need you, Guard Redamun.”  
 
    But he wouldn’t be hurried. 
 
    “Be unwearied, unceasing. Alive, you and your own true love.” He pulled my nipple into his mouth and sucked. “Let not the heart be troubled during your sojourn on Earth, but seize the day as it passes, my love.” He flicked my other nipple with his fingers. 
 
    I moaned harder. “Never taken you for a poet, Reda.” 
 
    “I am for you, Daughter of the Sun.” 
 
    A handmaid who lusted over a woman. A scholar who was as profane as a prostitute and dominant as an alpha wolf. A soldier who was as romantic and soft as spring poets. 
 
    My friends, you never cease to amaze me. 
 
    Almost pushed over the edge, I gripped Redamun’s hair, yanking at it. “Not that I don’t find it beautiful and surprisingly arousing, but I really need you to speed up before my fire takes over.” 
 
    He growled, his pouch brushing my nether lips, and I moaned again. 
 
    “Damn,” he ground out. 
 
    Despite my words, he still built a slow, delicious rhythm that was both the greatest pleasure and the worst torture he’d ever inflicted upon me. He watched as he slid in and out of my wetness, and I watched with him. My back arched to take him as deeply as I could, the sight too much to bear. 
 
    When my cries grew breathier and louder, he moved faster, thrusting in and out. “I’ve imagined doing this since the day I met you,” he confessed. “But I never imagined it to be this mesmerizing.” 
 
    I clenched around him, and my body shuddered, control already slipping away, awareness of anything but he disappeared. 
 
    “I want to go inside you so deeply there’s no more me or you. Only us.” He held my hips with both hands in a hard grip and pounded into me as hard as he could, any reason or concern apparently lost to him. Only the need to fill me with his seed. To solidify our connection. To prove he was a man. 
 
    My man. 
 
    I was hot and so was the energy, both burning for release. Summoning all my will power, I altered the direction of the fire toward my hands. He thrust inside me as deeply as he wished, my climax only hindered by my blazing hands. 
 
    Not without difficulty, I used what was left of my concentration to command the fireballs to find their way to and in the pond. 
 
    He pulsed and jerked, groaning out my name, as I convulsed, milking him with my clasping folds. My body stiffened in his grip, my back arched, my screams in succession. Then I softened with the pleasure overwhelming him, of release mixed with the satisfaction of fulfilling a long needed, almost impossible task. 
 
    He held me as if afraid I was going to disappear. “Merr-i-ten, Meha.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
      
 
    Redamun hopped out of the bed, heading to prepare a bath for the both of us. Then he stopped in his tracks, a low groan in his throat. 
 
    I grabbed the sheets over my body and sat up. “What is happening? What did you stop?” 
 
    “I swear this power will make a mad man out of me.” His fingers quivered with flames. “What in the name of Amun? Tia!” 
 
    “Something bad happened to Tia?” I’d shunned all external influences when I was with him and focused all my energy in the moment; I didn’t sense or hear or see anyone else but him. 
 
    Finding my handmaid’s heartbeat, I connected with her feelings. Then I eyed his sticking erection and chortled. 
 
    He tried to cover his groins, but his hands were on fire. He blew on them, and I laughed some more. 
 
    “Majesty is amused?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    In her chamber, Tia rose to a crescendo of erotic moans. Warmth flooded my cheeks out of laughter…and arousal. 
 
    “Oh, Tia, please keep it down,” he grumbled. 
 
    I twisted and buried my face in a pillow, trying not to squeal like a little girl. 
 
    “Seriously? Majesty doesn’t find this irritating at all?” 
 
    “Considering what we’ve been doing an hour ago, no. It’s probably what… She felt us and got in heat. She has every right to let it out.” I stared at him over my shoulder. “The question is, why are you picturing her? That’s obscene.” 
 
    “The pictures forced themselves into my head. And I’m not picturing her. Not…alone.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    A sheepish smile crossed his face. “I know how she feels about Your Majesty. I’m picturing what she’s picturing. It’s wrong of me, I know. But I can’t help it with all…” he waved his flaming hands at the adjacent wall to Tia’s chamber, “that.” 
 
    My stomach clenched with laughter. “Oh my.” 
 
    Tia’s voice finally died, and I turned, my hand over my mouth, my eyes watering. 
 
    Redamun shook his head, starting to the bathroom. “That connection the four of us have is unhealthy.” 
 
    “Yes. Too much exposure,” I said, my voice recovering from laughter. 
 
    Footsteps approached the door. A quick knock and a faint screech. Then Tia rushed in. “You wanted something, Guard Redamun? You were calling for me.” 
 
    “Holy Mother of Gods.  Tia!” he yelled, succumbing to the floor, his arms attempting to cover his erection, his hands still ablaze. 
 
    She arched a brow, staring at him, her hair ruffled, her forehead sweaty. “That’s impressive.” She turned to me, patting her lashes. “And I can never unsee that.” 
 
    I burst into another frenzy of titters. 
 
    His hands flew in the air. “What did I tell you, Majesty? Unhealthy.” 
 
    “Ahhh I’m going to die.” I grabbed his toga spread on the bed next to me and threw it at his semi-hardness. 
 
    He secured it around his lower body with his knees and elbows, the fire around his fingers gradually fading.  
 
    Tia cocked another brow at him. “No need to conceal anything on my behalf. I’m sure you already know it is not my cup of tea.” She glanced back at me. “If Majesty doesn’t need me, I’ll leave now.” 
 
    An image flashed before my eyes. Tia in the bath with me, and Redamun, stroking the long, hard erection I saw while he thought of me and her together, eventually coming inside of me with my name on his lips and my fingers on and inside her. 
 
    My sex clamped at the thought. “Actually Tia. You can wait. We are about to take a bath. I think you need one, too.” 
 
    A small smile painted her expression along with a beautiful blush. 
 
    Redamun’s eyes widened. “I beg your pardon, my Queen?” 
 
    “You heard me well. Go fix that bath,” I said. 
 
    His jaw hanged low. Then he lifted his glance at Tia. “You’re fine with that?” 
 
    Her shoulder lifted with a slight shrug, her smile now a grin. “Queen’s orders. I follow them gladly.” 
 
    I smirked at her short body, undressing her with my gaze, happy to see her hard nipples through the white drapes of her gown. Gesturing for her to come closer, I imagined the things I’d do to her and she me.  
 
    As she stood by my bed, I sat on the edge and tucked her short hair behind her ear. “If you have any issues with a man watching you—because Redamun will be, in details—fear not and say them now. I shall never force you to do anything you find uncomfortable.” 
 
    “I don’t mind at all as long as Majesty finally allows me to…be with her.” She bit her lips on a smile. “All I beg for is that only Majesty touches me.” 
 
    “Of course,” I assured her. 
 
    “In that case, I don’t mind if all the men in the house are watching.” She giggled. 
 
    At the suggestion, more images formed in my head. If I would have two together, why wouldn’t I have all three of them? If Drusus wasn’t that vulnerable to our powers, I would have added him to the scene, too. 
 
    “What?” Redamun mumbled, on his feet, the thick fabric covering him from the waist down. “I do mind, Majesty.” 
 
    I smiled at him. “Is it so wrong that I find the idea very appealing? That I want more? All of you. Separately and together. Even Drusus.” 
 
    A throat cleared. From the garden. My gaze darted at the terrace. Nur’s distinct heartbeat came into my recognition. 
 
    He cleared his throat again. “I must say I can hear this conversation, Majesty.” 
 
    Half embarrassed, half entertained, I twisted my tongue inside my mouth. “Even better. Come up.”  
 
    Redamun stared at me, shaking his head. “This is not good for my sanity.” 
 
    “Or mine.” I shrugged, laughing. “I’ve never had these thoughts before.” 
 
    Scratching his chin, he kept staring at me, his eyes bulging. “It’s the fire. It must be. That energy is wicked.” 
 
    “Yes.” Blame it all on the fire. “Hypocrisy is wicked, too.” 
 
    “What? What did I do now?” 
 
    “You find being with two naked women together gleeful but add in another male and you’re threatened?” 
 
    “I’m not threatened by a pupil or a Roman, Majesty,” he said incredulously. “The fact that Majesty believes that I am is offensive to tell the truth.” 
 
    “Then what is the issue?” 
 
    “Yes, Guard Redamun, what is the issue?” Nur jumped into my bedchamber and bowed to me. “My Queen.” 
 
    “Majesty knows what the issue is.” Redamun pursed his lips, lowering his head for a moment, his fire no longer there. Then our gazes locked, and I could feel him beyond all the sex. “I don’t wish to see you with someone else. Ever. Not even with your trusted handmaid. Nonetheless, I’m a man. I confess that Tia being a woman, having bits appealing to one attracted to women, would dull my jealousy to the point of numbness and even joy.” 
 
    “Well, I can fix this for you the same way I did with the energy. I can even make you find man bits attractive.” 
 
    The rhythm of his heart faltered, and probably for the first time, I saw real panic in my guard’s eyes. “Please don’t. To both.” 
 
    “If I may, I have the same request.” Nur rushed into the conversation. “These things are to be done only with uncompelled consent.” 
 
    I grunted. “I don’t see either of you chanting about Seratis’s beautiful powers any more. The mesmerizing Goddess has lost her charm already with the gentlemen.” My gaze shifted to my handmaid. “You should have seen them doing everything in their might to evoke her, beg her when it was something to their liking they wanted.” I narrowed my eyes at the two men. “Now that it is something she likes, they are afraid of her.” 
 
    “Seratis is to be feared, and so are you, Queen Meha. After all, you’re one,” Nur said. “I admit that, despite my earlier beliefs, every day I learn Majesty has made the right choice not to become the Goddess of Sleep and erase her from existence.” 
 
    Redamun glanced at Nur and then back at me. “I, on the other hand, am grateful for what she’s bestowed me with today.  That hour has been the most precious gift I’ve ever had.” He swallowed and wet his lips. “Saying so, Seratis is too powerful to be trusted or loved. My Queen, though, I trust her with my life and love her with all my heart.” 
 
    I took a deep breath, thoughts of years had passed and ones to come swirling in my mind. A moral conundrum as old as time had been tormenting me since I discovered the power of compulsion. 
 
    Now with an epiphany that sprouted in the most unexpected, unrehearsed situation, it would all end. 
 
    My fingers twined with my handmaid’s, and she wrapped the sheets over me as I stood. Taking another breath, I approached my men. “Meha or Seratis, both names are mine. I was a fool to think I could chop off my name and live in peace. From now on I embrace my whole name.” I stared at each set of eyes in front of me one at a time, putting all my resolution and firmness there. “You cannot devote yourself to one and not the other.” 
 
    They exchanged glances. Each had a risen conflict, and each I had sensed. 
 
    Tia was the first to move. She kissed my hand she was holding and knelt. “You are my Queen. And now you’re my Goddess, too.” 
 
    “Thank you, Tia, but I demand no worship, only faith.” 
 
    “You’ve always had that from me, Majesty.” 
 
    I nodded at her with a smile. 
 
    “Since the day I dedicated my life to the seeking of knowledge, I stopped believing in magic or gods,” Nur said. “But with you, my teacher, Nefertsheps Queen Meha Seratis, my one and only Queen as long as I shall live, I’ve witnessed enough to believe in you.” He bent a knee. “Whatever Majesty wishes, by her will I abide.” 
 
    “Your loyalty and dedication have always come from logic before heart. Something I admire and shall always be grateful for,” I said. 
 
    Redamun’s jaw flexed as I glanced at him. “I wish I was dressed properly for this moment.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but chortle at the hilarity of both our attires—a sheet and a toga wrapped carelessly around our skins. “Me too.” 
 
    “I must say this warm moment won’t stop me from insisting Seratis cannot be trusted,” he said. 
 
    I held my breath, the muscles around heart squeezing. “What are you saying, Guard Redamun?” 
 
    He held my free hand and pressed it gently. “I’m sorry. I have to stand by my words.” 
 
    The wild energy screamed inside me. “Are you saying what I think you’re saying?” My voice and chin trembled. 
 
     “I’m saying that knowing Meha and Seratis are one, I trust the Queen’s wisdom and integrity to command the Goddess and her inevitable whims, not the other way around.” His knee found the mosaicked floor, and a grin stretched on his face. “As for me, I do not have a choice whether to devote myself to my Queen. Even if Your Majesty decides to let me go, I cannot leave. I won’t know what to do with myself. I’m yours, Majesty. Together and forever.” 
 
    Allowing myself to breathe again, I met his sparkling hazel eyes. “Always and forever.” 
 
    “Now if you’ll excuse me, I’ll go fix that bath now.” 
 
    “I’ll help,” Tia offered. 
 
    “Me too,” Nur said. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
 
      
 
    As water streamed, filling the bath to its half, I told the boys to strip. 
 
    They stood in all their perfection, one next to the other, bulging with muscles, exuding sex. Their shafts, even in their flatness, promised any girl a dazing pleasure. 
 
    As much as I’d love having these delicious masculine treats again, I was dying for a more feminine time. A territory I’d never thought to explore yet had dominated my imagination since Awakening Day. 
 
    With the last drop of water filling the bath, my heart thudded, our breaths loud in the bathroom. 
 
    Tia walked slowly from the bath toward me, wringing her hands. I could feel her nervousness from across the chamber. And that of the boys, too. 
 
    I was no exemption. I had butterflies fluttering in my stomach. Thank the Gods none of my companions could sense me. How nervous I was. How…shy and clueless.  
 
    Yes, I got those feeling, too. Yet I could never show them. My image as a mighty Queen would have shaken in their eyes, and I’d have died out of embarrassment. 
 
     Rule number one of being a Queen: pretend you were made of stone. 
 
    The world may tumble around you, but you had to be as grounded as a thousand-year-old tree. No crying. No laughing. No fear. No love. No heat. Nothing could show. 
 
    Unless to serve a purpose, of course. 
 
    With kings, it was much simpler. But for women, there were rules upon rules upon rules. Never ending. Prohibiting the enjoyment of every single pleasure with suffocating pretentiousness and calculation. 
 
    Which made me grateful for today. For the adventure that allowed me to have this moment. About to have the greatest sex of my life. 
 
    I took Tia’s trembling hand in mine and glanced at the men. “Have either of you done this before?” 
 
    Redamun’s lips twisted with a smile. “Done what exactly?” 
 
    Nur rolled his eyes. “I have never been with two women at the same time, and definitely haven’t been with any with another man in the room.” 
 
    “Never?” my guard exclaimed. 
 
    “In case you haven’t noticed, I was a student, at the Temple. Sexual ventures weren’t exactly popular there. Even a peck on the cheek was something to brag about. And just so you know, I was one of the very few who lost their virginity back then.” Nur shook his head. “To a woman, at least,” he added. “What? Have you shared girls with your brothers in arms?” 
 
    Redamun narrowed his eyes at him. “Not to sound like the sleaze you want Majesty to think I am, but yes. I have. Had you been a soldier, you would have understood. It’s different in the army. Sharing is a principal, privacy isn’t of any value, and girls go wild when they see the armor.” He turned to me. “And since we’re being honest, Majesty must know I’ve had an encounter with a brother once, too.” 
 
    I raised my brows in wonder. “Guard Redamun, you’re full of surprises. Did you like that encounter in particular?” 
 
    “I can’t say that I did, my Queen. It was rather painful and regrettable.” 
 
    “Perhaps you were with the wrong person. If you try again with someone else you might find different results,” Nur said. 
 
    Redamun narrowed his eyes at him again. “I’d rather be with my Queen, thank you very much.” 
 
    “I’m only saying results can’t be conclusive with one experiment. I wasn’t offering anything. I have no intentions to be with anyone but our Queen.” 
 
    I left the boys to their rivalry and concentrated on my handmaid. Watching Tia and I explore with intimacy would surely silence them. 
 
    Lifting her hand to my lips, I peered at her. My lips shook as I pressed them to the center of her palm. She, too, trembled, as I kissed each of her fingertips, each knuckle. 
 
    Now that I had tasted the skin of her hand, I could not stop. I hooked an arm around her waist and drew her to me. Then I pressed my mouth over hers. 
 
    Heat rolled over my skin like warm water, dulling and heightening my senses at the same time. I cried out softly against her mouth, closing my eyes and losing myself in the smoothness of her lips. 
 
    When I drew back, she swiped her tongue across her lips, her eyelids hooded as she savored my taste. I caressed her little chin and lifted it to see her eyes. “Was I all you were thinking about earlier in your chamber?” 
 
    Shyness flushed her face. “Yes, my Queen.” 
 
    “Show me.” 
 
    Panting, she leaned in and kissed me again. Her tongue teased my lips apart, the unhurried firmness of her request sending a shiver through my body.  She took the time to explore the inside of my mouth, cupping one hand at the small of my back and pulling me tight against her warm, lean body. 
 
    Our tongues danced, intertwined. This soft, teasing acceptance seemed to drive her wild with desire. The sounds of flames filled the air, and I was too unfocused to notice where it was coming from. 
 
    Breaking our kiss but not our embrace, I looked around to see that even though the men had eyes as big as the moon and hard rods sticking out from their groins, the fire was coming from the neck of the girl in my arms. 
 
    “I can control your energy if you’d like me to,” I offered. 
 
    She closed her eyes for a few moments, and the flames twirling to her short hair dimmed. “I’d like to try my best first,” she whispered, her gaze fastened on my breasts. “May I undress you, Majesty?” 
 
    My fingers fumbled over the drapes of her dress, feeling her covered body first, the swell of her breasts, the curve of her waist, her belly, the bulge of her buttocks. I wanted to learn her body in every way possible, not only naked. And she pressed my hands at every stop. 
 
    The heat in her dark eyes pulsed through me, and my heart drummed at the brushing of our bodies as I studied her figure. I guided her hands and let her feel me up as well, hoping to return some of the feelings she was giving me. 
 
    Her chest swelled with air, and she took one of my thumbs in her mouth as her hands circled my flesh. 
 
    She sucked on my thumb, her lips gliding up and down, sending hot wetness down my core. 
 
    Nur gulped, and Redamun groaned. Their flames might not be visible yet, but I could feel them hissing internally. 
 
    That along with Tia’s touch tripled my own fire and left it on the brink of explosion. “Yes, Tia. You may undress me now.” 
 
    She found the knot of the sheet tied on the side under my armpit and with one swift move removed it off of me. 
 
    I stood completely naked before her—before them—self-conscious for the first time in my life. I might have never been shy around each of them individually, and they had all seen me naked before, but never like this. 
 
    “Oh, my Queen,” Redamun murmured. “The sight of your curves will never fail to take my breath away.” 
 
    “Please. You’ve just been sweating all over those curves,” Nur said, leering at me, stroking himself. “You couldn’t possibly—” 
 
    “Yes, I could. I’ve just been with Majesty, and yet seeing her beautiful bare body again in such short interval knocks the air out of my chest. This is how much I love her.” Redamun dragged his eyes off me and to Nur. “How much power she has on me.” Then he slapped Nur’s hand that was on his hardness. “Have some respect, will ya?” 
 
    The men continued their fight, but it fell deaf on my ears. At this instant, I was more interested in Tia’s expression and emotions. 
 
    Her teeth speared her lip as she dropped the sheet on the marble tiles, her gaze devouring me. 
 
    I, too, desired to see her. 
 
    Gripping the hem of her dress with shaking hands, I pulled it up and over her head, letting it fall to the floor beside me. 
 
    Words were slayed. Breaths were held. I stood before her while we both watched, trembling. 
 
    For different reasons. 
 
    Embarrassment coursed through her soul and found its way on her face, while my wild energy went crazy with all the arousal her nudity set in me. 
 
    “Please, Majesty, you start. You touch me as I can’t bring myself to come near you like that. I don’t know how to…cross the lines with my own Queen.” Her gaze fell to her sandals. 
 
    Part of me realized that making love to Tia would always have this element of power. She was a handmaid. I wasn’t only her ruler, her owner, too. 
 
    And it burned her with desire as much as it did me. 
 
    It was as though I was only attracted to prohibited affairs. My guard, my student and my handmaid. Each was a scandal on its own. What were the odds of me having each of such taboo excursions, let alone a gathering of all of them together?  
 
    One huge forbidden expedition, and I loved every instant of it. 
 
    The last of the doubts weighing on conscience fell away. I did not care how shameless my behavior or hers appeared. I pulled her and caught her mouth in a bruising kiss. Our bodies touched fully, skin to skin, woman bits to woman bits, for the first time.  
 
    My chest ached with sweetness as she panted against my neck. I cupped her bottom and walked to the bath. Then we fell into the water with a heavy splash.  
 
    I kissed her under water and above, unable to keep my hands to myself. My palm crept up her stomach, gently encircling her breast. She gasped, quivering, pushing herself into my grip. 
 
    My fingers tangled into her black hair as I kissed down her neck, tasting her shoulder. From the corner of my eye, I saw the men approaching. They sat on the edge of the bath, their legs dangled in the water, their feet fully immersed. 
 
    The clear liquid glistening from the men’s erections, and the water droplets trickling on Tia’s brown nipples drove my attention to the gushes of desire between my warm thighs. 
 
    Gently, I pushed her head down to my chest, prompting her to suckle on me. My eyes closed as she took the rigid peak of my breast into her hot mouth, both of us sighing as one with pleasure. 
 
    To make her feel this with me, I reached a hand between our bodies, feeling the smoothness of her hip, the point of her hipbone. My fingers wandered around her waist, moving lower and squeezing the swell of her backside with both hands. 
 
    She moaned around my nipple and released her lips with a pop. 
 
    “Am I going too fast for you?” I asked, hoping the answer was no. 
 
    Shaking her head, she stroked my cheek with her fingers, pressing the tips to my mouth. 
 
    I bit at them gently. “Good.” 
 
    I wished to go even faster, but that look in her eyes, that smoldering innocence, tempted me to do the exact opposite.  
 
    To have that look for as long as I could, with my hand between her legs, I caressed her inner thigh, not moving upwards even when I sensed her pleading need. She took my other breast into her mouth, sparks shooting in my belly, while my hands charted her legs and hips yet refused to explore more. 
 
    For now. 
 
    “Please, Majesty. I’m dying for your touch,” she begged between suckles, almost in tears.  
 
    “Yes, please. I’m dying here, too,” Redamun said, his voice low and breathy. 
 
    Finally, I moved my hand up, cupping and squeezing. A flood of scalding hot wetness greeted my touch. 
 
    She made this sound in the back of her throat that had me moaning. I pressed between her folds, and her lips parted with a gasp. 
 
    Her palm slid down my slick back, rubbing soothing circles over my hot skin. “I vow Your Majesty will be the only one to touch me.” 
 
    My thumb grazed over her protruded spot, and her hips jerked upwards. “Oh,” she moaned, her body too hot now. 
 
    I stilled. “Do you want me to stop?” 
 
    She dared touch my buttocks with a shaking squeeze. “No.” 
 
    “No!” Redamun said with the same urgency. 
 
    Giving my guard a mocking glare, I slipped a second finger into place and pushed forward, filling her with a slow, burning stretch. Her body offered no resistance as I moved inside of her, curling my fingers. “Oh, Tia, you’re so soft and warm. Feeling you is driving me mad.” 
 
    After a few testing strokes, I found a place against her front wall that seemed to trigger her most arousing sounds. I hooked my fingers against it, dragging a sharp cry from her throat. The pad of my thumb continued circling just above. 
 
    She reached down and redirected me to her swelling nub. “Please, it’s too intense to bear. Finish me before I burst.” 
 
    “Holy Gods.” Redamun’s hands fisted and unclenched several times. Then he punched Nur’s arm. 
 
    Nur’s head whipped toward him. “What?” 
 
    “Tanaha. How could you be that cold with all this happening right in front of you, Master…cucumber?” 
 
    “I’m not! I’m only showing the respect you demanded. I don’t want to get into another fight with you.” 
 
    “Well…thank you.” Redamun shifted his gaze toward me. “May I get in? My fire is about to burst. Majesty only compelled it to remain inside when I’m touching her.” 
 
    I moaned. “All right. But you can’t touch me yet.” 
 
    Frustration darkened his soul. “What about the fire?” 
 
    “The water will help,” I said briefly, Tia having my full attention. 
 
    “How?” 
 
    I quickened the pace inside Tia as I glanced at Nur. He was as calm and patient as ever on the outside, twisted with need on the inside. “Do you know the answer to that one?” I asked him, too busy and engrossed in the moment to talk anymore. 
 
    Tia rocked against my hand, trying to take me deeper. Her inner muscles clasped greedily around my fingers, pulling tightly around them as she screamed with pleasure. 
 
    “If you know the answer, you might as well say it now,” Redamun yelled. 
 
    “Oh my. Yes…the answer.” Nur wiped a hand over his forehead. “Energy can be transferred. Instead of blazing, channel all your wild energy and direct to the water. It’s the best medium to subdue fire,” he said, not taking his gaze off of me or what I was doing to my handmaid. 
 
    “And how do you suggest I do that?” Redamun slipped into the bath. 
 
    “Either you let the water energy in and let it wash away the fire, or will your fire out before you blaze, and the water will take it for you. It’s all a matter of concentration and timing.” 
 
    “That easy, huh?” Redamun taunted. 
 
    “Just stick it to the water, Redamun.” 
 
    “You’re a pompous ass, you know that?” 
 
    Nur hopped in and splashed his way to Redamun. “Here,” he spread his arms, “hold on to me. I’ll take it from you.” 
 
    Redamun’s brows hooked, and his nose scrunched as if he smelled something bad. “Not a chance.” 
 
    Tia’s moans echoed against the walls. “Majesty! I don’t think I can hold the flames any longer. I feel as though I’m swelling out of my own skin.” 
 
    “It’s all right. Don’t hold back. I can stand your fire, and I’d love to make you come,” I encouraged her. 
 
    “Master Nur, can you take it from me? Please?” she moaned as her pink folds raveled around my fingers. 
 
    “Will you let me touch you?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes. Yes!” 
 
    He held her shoulders and wet his lips. “All right.” He inhaled and exhaled. “I…I feel it. Oh…it’s too damn hot.” 
 
    “I can’t…” Panting, she shuddered. Her eyes locked with mine as her screams filled the room and released all of herself to my fingers. 
 
    Nur lifted his palms off of her and dove under the water. Then I held her in my arms, planting kisses to every part of skin I could reach. 
 
    She buried her face in my shoulder. “I had never known that anything could feel this blissful, Majesty.” 
 
    My lips found her palm, and then I placed it on my cheek, hoping it would convey the words I couldn’t utter. With the amount of energy rippling around me, the need she evoked in me, and my own fire I was attempting to control, I had no power for anything else.  
 
    Nur’s head rose above the surface. He blew out a long breath as he looked at the both us. “That was a lot to take…and probably the most sensual thing I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    Redamun cleared his throat. “Not to ruin the moment, but you might want to get out of the bath. I don’t know how much longer I can hold on to these.” 
 
    I was so lost with Tia’s climax around my fingers that I failed to notice the fireballs in his hands. 
 
    “You should have let me take that for you. Who’s the pompous ass now?” Nur hopped gracefully out of the water and helped Tia out. She was really spent. 
 
    I cleared the bath for Redamun to kill his fireballs. Water pooled from my hair around my feet, and heated fluids did between my legs. 
 
    Nestling between my handmaid and my student, I let them both fold their arms around me in a tight embrace. Now that I had experienced what a man and a woman could do to my body, I yearned to feel their effect on me simultaneously. 
 
    I gave Tia another kiss before I turned to Nur. Facing him, Tia holding me from behind, I bent his head to me and took his lips between mine. 
 
    “You’re burning, Majesty,” he said against my lips. “Open up to me. Let me take some of that energy so Majesty can enjoy herself longer.” 
 
    To do that, I would have to break my wall, and all my emotions along with my fears would be on display. I wasn’t that selfish to burden any of them in that way. “I’ll be fine. You don’t have to worry about me. I can channel it on my own. And once I contain it and summon it on demand like you do, I’ll be able to take it from the rest as well.” My tongue moved across his upper lip then the lower, tasting them in the slowest way possible. 
 
     His heart thudded as he jerked against my stomach in response. “Now, I’m burning.” 
 
    I tilted my head backwards, resting it on Tia’s shoulder, and he started kissing my neck. “Good. Glad to see I can overpower you in something.” 
 
    He chuckled, his hands caressing my waist. “In something? Majesty doesn’t know how much it takes to stay composed around her. It’s tremendously difficult and takes all my will power not to set whole Kysis on fire.” His wet lips trailed down the other side of my neck. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d say Majesty is jealous.” 
 
    Closing my eyes, I had one hand on Tia’s back, the other on his, fondling their slick, hot skins. “I am. You can’t keep outsmarting me like that using the wild energy. You make me look incompetent.” 
 
    His lips paused on my neck. “That’s a word that shall never describe a woman like you. I don’t have half of your powers. Majesty can’t possibly be jealous of me or anyone else.”  
 
    Tia moaned. “Speaking of jealous…” 
 
    I straightened and peered at the bath. The strength of the emotion coming from Redamun made us all stop. 
 
    He pierced me with his eyes, his chest rising and falling rapidly with every breath. 
 
    Slipping away from the two bodies that encircled me, I smiled at my guard. I walked back to the bath, but he lifted a hand, signing for me to stop. 
 
    His gaze continued to pierce me. “I think I’m going to release another fireball.” 
 
    I stepped into the bath, the water hotter than my own scorching skin. “Come here.” 
 
    “Majesty—” 
 
    “Come here.” 
 
    He yielded and moved toward me, but he kept a small distance between us. I closed it without a thought and wrapped my arms around his shoulders, kissing him hard. 
 
    He reciprocated with violent passion until he shuddered, as if letting out all his angst in this one possessive, aggressive kiss. 
 
    As if telling me, “you’re mine.” 
 
    “I can’t,” he said, breaking. “Knowing he’s touching you is torment, watching it… I just can’t.” 
 
    “Your jealousy comes from a lot of love, I know.” I placed my hand on his heart, the rhythm overwhelming. “But I want this so much. With you. Would you try for me?” 
 
    A scowl contorted his beautiful face, and he looked down. 
 
    In defeat. 
 
    In ache. 
 
    I waved for Tia and Nur to join us, hoping that when we all bonded in this most intimate way, Redamun’s pain would ease. 
 
    As soon as they got in the water, all three of us touched and kissed with endless thirst. My hands on Tia’s breasts. Her hand and Nur’s on mine. His thick, throbbing hardness poking me in the back. Her tongue gliding on my mouth. 
 
    “Join us, Redamun,” I panted.  
 
    He came closer and stood on my side. His gaze, bleak, wandered from us to the opposite wall. “What do you wish me to do, Majesty?” 
 
    I pulled away from Tia’s lips and took his instead, guiding his hand to my inner folds. 
 
    His fingers were so tense at the beginning but gradually softened, finding the perfect rhythm inside me. 
 
    With all the heat I could feel from the three as they lusted over me and the intense desire I had for them, I’d never been that aroused my entire life. 
 
    And just when I finally started to enjoy myself without care or concern, the moment was brutally disrupted. 
 
    It was when Nur bent to take my nipple in his mouth that Redamun pulled his fingers out of me so fast it hurt. “No, Majesty. I can’t. I just can’t.” 
 
    “For the love of Her Majesty!” Nur huffed. 
 
    Redamun jabbed a finger in the air. “You’d better shut up right now or I swear I’ll—” 
 
    “You’ll what? Hit me?” Nur glided toward him. “Do it. Get it all out. Let’s end this ridiculous competition the only way you know how.” 
 
    “Enough. None of that,” I cried out. 
 
    They both looked at me, their breaths almost made of fire. 
 
    I glared at them. “When I suggested this, it was for sheer pleasure and bond strengthening, not breaking. I’ve had enough of this, and I won’t let either of you ruin this for me.”  
 
    “Apologies, Majesty. I have no idea how to do what you’re asking me to do. My blood is literally simmering right now. I have no control over it,” Redamun said. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, I cupped his face with my hands and stretched on my toes to kiss him. Our lips burned together. Then I looked into his eyes, the yellow and green in them melting. “This ends now. I’ll make it much easier for you.” 
 
    His heart thrashed as his gaze widened. “You’re going to compel me now even if I don’t want to be, aren’t you, Majesty?” 
 
    I could feel the eyes of the other two digging holes in the back of my head, the sound of their breathing and the rhythm of their heartbeats deafening. 
 
    They were waiting, and so was Redamun. 
 
    For me to make the decision that would either piss on everything they believed in or solidify it for good. 
 
    For their Queen to show her true colors. What she was really capable of. 
 
    If she was or was not trustworthy. 
 
    If she deserved their devotion. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 
 
      
 
    The tricky part was I could compel my companions to do whatever I wanted, and then make them forget all about it. 
 
    I could betray their trust, and they would never know I did. I could get whatever I wished no matter how unholy it was and still have their loyalty and trust. 
 
    Who wouldn’t use that power to fulfill every selfish whim of theirs while having the love and respect of the ones they admired the most? 
 
    Who wouldn’t indulge in their guilty pleasures, the harmless and the evil, if no redemption was necessary? 
 
    Who? 
 
    Most people didn’t commit crimes because of the guilt. It was the fear of getting caught that stopped them. And here I stood, able to do anything and everything wherever and whenever I desired without a single loss or consequence. 
 
    No one with this power would think twice before obeying their hearts over their consciences. 
 
    Yet I did.  
 
    Not because I was not tempted or had no demons whispering in my ears. I was a human holding a power that would corrupt the gods themselves. And I so wanted to have my companions all together in the dirtiest ways I could imagine. 
 
    But I thought twice because of these eyes and souls surrounding me. All these feelings. All this love I certainly wouldn’t deserve if I followed my own needs with no regard to theirs. 
 
    My thumbs stroked Redamun’s cheekbones, and I smiled. “You don’t have to be here if you don’t want to. We’ll always have our alone time, and nothing will change between us.” I gave him another kiss. “You’re free to leave.” 
 
    He gulped. “Thank you, my Queen.” 
 
    My hand fell back, and I headed back to Tia and Nur. The water burbled, announcing my guard’s retreat. 
 
    Swiftly, I threw myself in my companions’ arms, silencing my demons, before I’d succumb to temptation and drag Redamun back here. 
 
    As I stood between them, Tia rested her back on bath edge while Nur held to my hips. I bent forward and tasted her little, brown nipple, flicking the other with my fingers. At the same time, Nur lowered himself to his knees and started to gently bite the fleshy parts of my backside. 
 
    Releasing her, I pressed back into his mouth and then forward into her breasts, loving every part of this. The swell of Tia’s breasts on my own, the friction of our hard nipples. Nur’s firm grip and tantalizing teeth. 
 
    Then I felt cold air on my bottom crack as his hands parted my cheeks. They clenched, reflexively. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “I’ll lick it. And once it’s wet and inviting, you decide what you want me to do with it,” he said. 
 
    I blinked. “What?” 
 
    His tongue around my rosebud answered me. I gasped at the tickling, wet sensation, my body thrusting forward on Tia. Her face frozen with a stunned smile. 
 
    He groaned. “Teezek. What do you want me to do with it?” 
 
    “Master Nur!” Tia blushed. 
 
    “Sorry about the confusion, Tia. I was asking Majesty.” 
 
    “I know that! But…you can’t say…” 
 
    He squeezed my flesh and gave me another lick. “Dirty, foul words like teez, koss, zeb…nake?” 
 
    Gushes and spasms took hold of my sex with every word and every lick. 
 
    Tia looked like she was going to faint. “Majesty approves of this?” 
 
    Lightheaded, I bit my lip on a smile. “I sort of like it.” 
 
    Her thin brows shot up. “Oh.” 
 
    Tucking her hair behind her ear, I leaned in closer. “Is it too much for you?” 
 
    “I’m not going to lie. Yes. I’m not used to hearing such profanity.” The back of her hand brushed my cheek. “Yet watching Majesty getting…excited…excites me as well.” 
 
    My heart throbbed. “You know what else excites me?” 
 
    She shook her head, her cheeks the color of beetroot. 
 
    “You, touching me all you want, Tia. Without permission or boundaries. Right now I’m your lover, not your owner. You don’t have to hide anything from me.” 
 
    Her breaths caught, a glint of tears in her eyes. “I’d like to do that very much. Thank you, Majesty.” She mashed her lips against mine. Her sweetness mixed with raw passion I wasn’t used to with her. Grabby and needy, her hands reconnoitered my body with a thorough appetite. 
 
    Nur groaned against my rear hole again. “I could eat this all day.” 
 
    “What if I eat the…other opening at the same time?” Tia whispered in my ear. 
 
    “Look at that. Tia is quickly joining the filthy side.” His tongue glided from my crack to my slit in a long, teasing move. 
 
    My knees quivered. The idea seemed very enticing. “We have to drain the bath a little for that.” 
 
    “Not really. Majesty can bend over the first step. I’ll sit under you, and Master Nur can resume his position behind you,” Tia said. 
 
    My lips parted for a moment. Then I nuzzled her neck, pinching her nipple. “As much your shyness has a direct way to my nether lips, your mischievous side is much more alluring.” Cupping her sex, I found she was as wet as I was. “Perhaps I’ll eat you, too, later.” 
 
    Her breasts rose and fell with a heavy breath. “It’s an honor, Majesty.” 
 
    I looked at my apprentice over my shoulder. “Let’s try this.”  
 
    Climbing up the bath steps, I pictured endless shameless possibilities. Especially if Redamun was still here. He would be touching me, too, and whilst they would be eating me, I’d be sucking him. Then I’d let the men please me with their massive erections as I feasted on my beautiful woman. 
 
    If only… 
 
    I sighed, dipped from the knees down in water, all fours, my palms on the first step. Tia settled under me, her head exactly below my belly, and Nur’s in my rear. 
 
    “Ready?” His breaths teased my hole. 
 
    How could one be ready for that? I just nodded. 
 
    They started together with incredible precision, and I tensed, almost losing my bearings. Two wet, hot tongues consuming my orifices with insatiable hunger. Soft and thick moans flaring against my body. I should really learn to swear for these moments. 
 
    My mouth opened with silent gasps. The wild energy playing with my nerve endings like a restless child. My fists and eyes squeezed. “In the name of everything that’s holy! What you’re doing to me is so unbelievably fantastic.” 
 
    Both their tongues weren’t only licking me now. They dove inside of me, teasing me with the tips before fully entering. My walls and folds contracted, and I knew those tongues could easily make me come. 
 
    “Oh yes.” My toes curled. “Keep it going. Y—” 
 
    Scorching lips crushed mine, silencing me, yanking me out of my thoughts. Quickly, sensing his big hands on my face, I opened my eyes. “You’re back.” 
 
    Redamun was squatting down before me, his hair still wet, body naked, gaze locked with mine. “I couldn’t stay away knowing there’s something I can do to please you and not do it.” 
 
    My heart fluttered, the love coming from my guard overpowering me. 
 
    Nur grunted as he stopped licking me, and I could picture his eyes rolling in my head. “Great. Now we’ll all burn before we get to do anything pleasurable to Majesty or ourselves.” 
 
    Tia chuckled, pausing as well. 
 
    My guard’s nostrils flared, his anger and jealousy already roiling. “Not if I let you take some of that fire from me.” 
 
    “Really?” Nur asked. 
 
    “Yes, pansyhead. I’m finally granting you your wish, giving you some of it. I know you’re dying to get your hands on me.” 
 
    “Not in the slightest. I have no interest in climbing mountains. I prefer my lovers to do the climbing not the other way around.” 
 
    “If you try again with someone taller than you, you might find different results; they can’t be conclusive with one experiment or in your case zero experiments.” 
 
    Nur approached him and puckered his lips. “Is that an offer, my beloved?” 
 
    Redamun snarled and pushed Nur’s face away, sending him spiraling back. 
 
    Laughing, I patted my guard’s knee. “All banter aside, you don’t have to do this, Reda.” 
 
    “Yes, I do.” He unclenched his hand and took in my face as though seeing it for the first time. “If having the three of us together pleases Your Majesty, so be it. I shall do it, with my free will, no matter how much it hurts. Majesty’s pleasure is worth my pain.” 
 
    Nur kneaded my flesh. “Pleasure can be found in pain.” 
 
    His statement wasn’t aimed at Redamun alone, I presumed. He was reminding me of what he did to me the first time at the vault, and perhaps encouraging me to accept what he had in mind for that virgin part of my body. I had no doubt he wanted to explore it with his phallus as much as he did with his mouth. 
 
    In the past life, I would have never experimented with that. The way animals procreated didn’t entice me at all. Besides, fatal diseases and excruciating pain were not on my list of arousing acts. Perhaps then, I might have enjoyed the violence and dominance in Nur’s previous moves but never rear fornication. 
 
    With my new body and powers, physical pain and illness were momentary, nothing to worry about anymore. Yet I failed to decide whether I’d find any sort of joy, allowing a man to violate me like this. 
 
    There was only one way to know. 
 
    And it was going to happen in a foursome. 
 
    How lucky. 
 
    How damned. 
 
    Smiling at Redamun, I saw a sparkle form in my eyes. “All right. Get in the water and let Nur help you. I can’t wait for you to fill me again.” 
 
    He kissed me and slid into the bath, and I straightened my back. Tia sat on the step, and my hand plunged in her hair, pushing her gently to my sex. 
 
    Gliding her palms up the insides of my thighs, she curled her delicate fingers under my bottom and dragged my hips forward, giving herself the best possible view of my sacred folds. 
 
    Behind me, water bubbled with heat, and then Redamun’s hands gripped my shoulders. “I’m ready.” 
 
    Droplets sprinkled on my back, and Nur breathed in. “Me too.” 
 
    I smoothed my hair back, moving it all to one side, exposing my neck. “My whole body has primed for all of you.” 
 
    Nur took my lips in his while Redamun slid his tongue up the side of my throat, each had one of my breasts in their hands. Tia lifted her eyes to my face, kissing her way down to my opening and then gliding her tongue back up. 
 
    The moans falling from my mouth grew needier as she circled her tongue around my bud and Nur broke away from my lips to suck my engorged nipples. 
 
    When I met Redamun’s lips, she inserted a finger into my scorching wetness. A gasp flew out of her chest as I thrust down against her hand. 
 
    Holy hell, this is going to be so very good. 
 
    I needed this. All of it. 
 
    The surrender and forsaking all control. All the love and passion and lust. 
 
    To take my mind and my soul somewhere out of this world. 
 
    So I could face what was to come. 
 
    Before I drifted to endless waves of questioning, I adjusted my legs, parting them wider, encouraging Tia to kiss me deeper between the thighs, to bury her face in my warmth. 
 
    Redamun stole my nipple from Nur, who stopped and watched hungrily as Redamun and I felt each other’s chests. Our hands and mouths on each other’s skin with unbridled passion. Tia’s grip the only thing keeping me from falling down. 
 
    My apprentice sucked the whole length of his middle finger and went behind me. He teased my rosebud with his wet finger and rested his chin on my shoulder. “Would you like to try this with me, my Queen?” He nibbled my earlobe. 
 
    I didn’t wish to think, so I nodded fast. I’ll have it all, thank you very much. 
 
    His hands slithered around my neck for a moment, his breaths rough, his skin, suddenly, scorched. He must have wanted this so badly, needed it.  
 
    Slowly, he pressed his finger to my anus, circling its away inside. He clenched his teeth. “What a tight band of flesh.” 
 
    “Keep your comments to yourself,” Redamun seethed. 
 
    Nur’s finger slid deeper inside, and I couldn’t help a long moan. 
 
    Redamun wiped both his hands over his face. “Would you please let me inside you now? I need…” He smoothed his hair to the back, his eyes smoldering. “This is so difficult, my Queen.” 
 
    “I have a better idea.” I grabbed his erection and stroked the shaft. “Tia, lie under me like you were positioned before.” I glanced up at Redamun. “And you get on that step.” 
 
    When Tia moved, I bent over on my knees. Then Redamun perched down in front of me. 
 
    “You need to squat lower for this,” I instructed. 
 
    He went down another step and knelt, putting himself at just the right height for me to taste his hardness. “That’s about it.” 
 
    “Majesty, what are you… Oh…” His head fell back with a groan as I took him in as deeply as I could in my mouth, sucking him, one palm on the step, the other on the swelling pouch. 
 
    The taste of him, so manly and delicious and hot, drove me wild. 
 
    Nur moved his finger in and out, slowly at first, then increasing the rhythm only when I was relaxed enough to handle it. 
 
    Two fingers. 
 
    Three. 
 
    I rotated my hips around my handmaid’s mouth and fingers, sucking my guard’s swollen erection, dragging throaty rasps from my student’s throat as my rosebud stretched around his digits. 
 
    “I can’t stand this any longer. I’m desperate to be inside teezek,” Nur said with urgency. 
 
    A growl, a deep, murderous one snarled from Redamun’s lips. “Khara! If you don’t stop talking, I’ll drown you right in this bath.” 
 
    Without asking, Nur reached a free arm to Redamun, gesturing at him to give him his hand, his fingers in place inside me. 
 
    Redamun banged a fist on the mosaic next to him, his eyes hooded and hazy with rage and arousal. Then he gripped Nur’s hand. 
 
    Shaking his head, he closed his eyes as he transferred his rumbling energy to Nur. 
 
    “Be with me, Reda. Are you enjoying my mouth on you?” My tongue slid along his full length. 
 
    “Yes, Majesty,” he said as if he was breaking. 
 
    “I told you to call me Meha when you’re making love to me.” 
 
    He opened his eyes. “But I’m not even touching you.” 
 
    “Do it.” 
 
    He yanked his hand out of Nur’s and dipped it in my hair. I filled my mouth with his thickness, and he ran his tongue along his lower lip. 
 
    Releasing him for a heartbeat, I glanced at Nur over my shoulder and nodded at him to start. 
 
    Carefully removing his fingers, he pushed the head of his phallus against the hole, and then inside slowly. 
 
    “It’s the tightest I’ve ever felt a woman before,” Nur whispered. 
 
    “Stop speaking,” I demanded. 
 
    “I didn’t say anything, Majesty,” he said, his voice strained, his hand braced on the small of my back. 
 
    My brows came together with a scowl. I could swear I heard him say what he said. Was I imagining things now? I looked at Redamun for confirmation, and he shook his head. “Not this time, he didn’t.” 
 
    “All right. Carry on.” I sucked Redamun again, glancing down at Tia. She’d stopped kissing my nether lips, gazing back at me with a smile, her beautiful breasts undulating as her fingers rocked inside of me. 
 
    Nur’s heart pounded and his hands trembled on my back while he pushed the rest of him all the way. 
 
    For I moment I couldn’t breathe. At all. Then the pain hit, tearing me apart. I screamed as hard as I could. 
 
    I quivered over Tia and Redamun, Nur frozen in place. 
 
    “Are you hurting her, you son of a filthy—” 
 
    “It’s all right.” I interrupted my guard, my lips unwrapping from his hardness. “It was only for an instant.” 
 
    “Tell him to stop, Meha. My beloved, why are you doing this?” 
 
    I let go of his shaft. “Because it’s intense, and I like it. Now, let’s all enjoy this without any more interruptions.” 
 
    Taking back Redamun’s penis in my mouth, I bucked against Nur, encouraging him to continue. 
 
    Nur grabbed hold of my hips and pumped into me with deep, long strokes, his manhood sheathed tightly inside. 
 
    I listened to the manly grunts and Tia’s soft moans as she watched me fall apart and make sounds I’d never made in my entire life. 
 
    I used my fist to rub Redamun instead of my mouth, afraid I might bite him in the heat of things. Then I heard Nur talking. 
 
    “The sounds you make…  The tightness closing around the base of zebby… I’m going to release fire in teezek.” 
 
    Finding his face, I could tell his mouth wasn’t moving. On top of that, the sound of his breathing was too loud to be happening while he was speaking. 
 
    Was I…hearing his thoughts? 
 
    “Stop,” I told him, my gaze locked on him. 
 
    “Yes, my Queen,” he panted, throbbing inside me. Thank you. 
 
    He didn’t utter those two last words. 
 
    “Holy…” 
 
    “Yes. It’s marvelous,” he said. 
 
    For some inexplicable reason, being able to hear Nur’s thoughts, any thoughts, set my walls clenching more than all of the erotic actions of the three combined. 
 
    Suddenly, I wanted more. Much more than all this craziness. 
 
    An epic release. 
 
    An inferno. 
 
    “Tia, get up. I want to feel your breasts in my hands when I come. Redamun, make love to me with that big rod you have. Now.” 
 
    Instantly, they switched places. And without breaking Nur’s hold on me, I sat on Redamun, taking him all in with a slow, deep moan. Tia stood, her feet on either side of Redamun’s body, and I filled my grip with her breasts.   
 
    Redamun pushed his pelvis up and down while Nur thrust in and out of me, both of them hitting my walls and teasing each other. My fingers curled around Tia’s flesh. I closed my eyes, my skin painful and hot and tingling, my entire body a ball of energy that craved every move, every sensation in this union. 
 
    The four of us weren’t bodies in motion. We were something more. 
 
    Bigger than the whole world. 
 
    And I could feel it getting even stronger by the instant. 
 
    And I could feel them all. 
 
    With one loud guttural sound, I was the first to explode. Then in succession, the three of them followed as we all burned together.  
 
    Then healed together.


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 
 
      
 
    I linked arms with my apprentice, strolling in the back garden, warm sunlight on my cheeks, my guard and handmaid behind us, my stomach tied in a thousand knots. “Tell me everything, Nur. What have you discovered?” 
 
    He looked at me sideways. “How does Majesty know I concluded my research?” 
 
    “You wouldn’t leave the vault unless you did. I don’t assume you came out this morning for a little promenade?” 
 
    “No, I did not. I came to share my results with Majesty.” 
 
    “Yet you indulged for hours in our escapade without saying a word, and now you’re escorting me on a walk, doing your best to block your emotions from me.” I paused, glancing up at him. “I can assure you it’s not working. So tell me. How terrible is it?”   
 
    His jaw flexed as the afternoon warm air filled his nostrils. “It depends on Majesty’s interpretation. But knowing my Queen, I know you’re not going to be pleased.” 
 
    I wished I could have heard his thoughts now—it didn’t happen after those incidents in the bath—and got this whole matter over with. Then I wished I would have never heard those particular thoughts. The dismay dripping from his reluctance, tinting his soul, hinted that we might have reached the same conclusion I couldn’t bring myself to believe. 
 
    In the past two days, I’d come up with a theory of my own about our new selves. Because of its atrocity, I refused to share it with any of my companions. Even Nur.  
 
    Instead, I’d been sedating my mind with all the sinful pleasures, burying my head in the sand, dismissing my assumptions, afraid to test them myself. 
 
    Scared I’d prove them to be true. 
 
    Now the time had come to stand face to face with my own fears. 
 
    I couldn’t run anymore. 
 
    “What could be so terrible Majesty isn’t going to like?” Redamun approached us, Tia trailing behind him.  
 
    Nur looked at me for permission to speak. 
 
    Was I ready for the truth? Were they? Would we ever be? 
 
    We had fifty more days before we confronted Bessen Ra. Should we live them in oblivion? In a false state of peace of mind? Or should we confront ourselves before our enemy? 
 
    Redamun took a closer step toward me. “What’s happening, Majesty? Should we be worried?”  
 
    I nodded at Nur once. “We’re all in the same boat. Speak freely.” 
 
    “I fear there has been a malfunction in the mummification process,” he said. 
 
    “Other than the time error?” Redamun inquired. 
 
    “Unfortunately, yes. The whole mummification process was based on slowing our bodies to consume the minimum amount of energy possible during the early stages of the Long Sleep until they froze completely.” 
 
    “Like the dead. We know that.” 
 
    “Yet as a precaution, our bodies would store a tiny fraction of that energy over the course of the Long Sleep to get us to—” 
 
    “Wake and survive on Awakening Day,” Redamun interrupted. “We’d gone through this a hundred times before we set foot in that tomb. What’s the problem now?” 
 
    “Would you let me finish?!” Nur’s hands clawed in the air. “This is a serious matter, so stop interrupting me and listen.” 
 
    Redamun didn’t comment or start a fight as he normally would. Perhaps he’d felt Nur’s rare anxiety and realized my well-composed apprentice wouldn’t have been that nervous if it hadn’t been for something grave. 
 
     “With the time error, we thought we’d accumulated enough of that to last for ten days instead of one. It turned out we were wrong,” Nur continued. 
 
    “For how long then?” Tia asked. 
 
    “I don’t know yet. There is…no practical way to tell for sure.” 
 
    Redamun exchanged glances with Tia and then with me. “Am I missing something here? This doesn’t sound like the calamity you forebode.” He turned to Nur. “What is the real issue?” 
 
    Nur’s eyes dimmed. “Our bodies realized that we hadn’t been dead. They’d developed an unexpected conditioning method.” 
 
    “What would that be, Master Nur?” His unease filled Tia’s voice. 
 
    I knew the answer before he said it. I could feel it from the moment I woke. It continued to happen every day since then. But I had deluded myself from the truth when it was as clear as the sun. Another conditioning method but for mind to keep its sanity. 
 
    For now, at least. 
 
    The sound of  Nur’s gulp contracted the muscles around my heart. “Behaving as if still alive and in need of energy to survive, our bodies were afraid to run out of said energy…so they turned into storage vessels for it.” 
 
    “I don’t understand… Does that resemble when a person is trying to lose their weight rapidly but their body won’t cooperate, shocked at the sudden loss?” Tia asked. 
 
    Blood slipped from my head and face, and I suddenly felt so cold. “Instead of losing the weight, it guards all the fat even if the person is not eating.” 
 
    How did I miss that? 
 
    “I still don’t see the issue. Camels do that all the time, store fat and water inside them so they would last in the desert for months.” Redamun shrugged. “So we stored some energy more than we needed at the moment, which, unlike camels, has given us some unearthly powers. It’s a blessing not a curse.” 
 
    Nur winced. “A blessing?” 
 
    “Yes. Obviously, no human body could take all that sum of energy without some changes…what do you call that? Yes…adaptations. And so we turned into these…evolved versions of ourselves. The only problem here, other than the damn fire, is the number of cows we would have to eat to sustain that energy and not run out. I don’t think there’s enough in whole Kysis.” He chuckled. 
 
    “Your sense of humor eludes me right now. We’ve been accumulating this energy for one thousand years, Redamun.” Nur pressed a trembling palm to his chest. “It’s all here, and it’s not going anywhere.” 
 
    Redamun ran a thumb over his brow, scratching his chin with the other hand. “We’re not all scholars here. Would you for the love of all the Gods out there explain why this is such a bleak misfortune?” 
 
    “Because we’re not camels!” Nur pinched the bridge of his nose. “It’s not months we’re talking about here. It’s all eternity.”  
 
    My head spun in circles, pressed by an invisible rock twice my weight. The delusion I’d tricked myself to believe dissolved when I heard what I feared the most spoken out. Nur’s words made it all undeniable for me to see. No mind tricks would conceal the dreadful truth now. 
 
    My worst nightmares had gathered and manifested in one that was huge and obnoxious. And real. 
 
    “We evolved into energy-sucking creatures,” Nur mocked bitterly. “Our bodies are now conditioned to endlessly absorb and accumulate energy from any source. The sun, the water, the earth, everything.” 
 
    Redamun narrowed his eyes at him and then shifted his gaze toward me. “What?” 
 
    “Don’t you see it yet? We will not run out, my friend. Even if we want to.” I gripped his shoulders, bracing myself, lifting my head to the sky so I wouldn’t burst into tears. “We will remain unchanged. All of us.” 
 
    “Majesty, I…” my student sighed. “I could be wrong, my Queen. There is no one else to test but us.” 
 
    A hysterical laugh exploded out of my throat. “Except there is. And just like the four of us…” I took my hands off my guard as fireballs crackled in them. “…that son of a dirty whore won’t die.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 
 
      
 
    With flames flying off of me everywhere, at the top of my lungs, I let out a bellowing scream and a frenzy of swears in all the tongues I spoke. 
 
    “Majesty, please!” someone said, but I didn’t pay attention who. Arms enfolded me along with hisses of pain. Wrath blinded from seeing whose they were. 
 
    This was all my doing. I cursed all humanity with one vain act; I refused to die, and now a monster that had no issue killing his own blood for his gain would walk this world. 
 
    Invincible. 
 
    Undying. 
 
    And I would have to live with that. 
 
    Endlessly. 
 
    I should have died when I could have. 
 
    The flames burned out as my mind gained back its awareness of the surroundings. The pond a pit of hell. Parts of the grass exhaling smoke. Drusus coming out of nowhere, running around with basins of water. The three of my friends all over me, taking the fire from me. 
 
    I fell to my knees, taking them down with me, my chest burning with a thousand other fires. “Let me burn, my friends. Let the earth crack open and swallow me whole. Drown me in the Nile and feed me to the crocodiles. Let me burn for what I’ve done.” A long moan seeped out of my mouth. “Holy Gods, what have I done?” 
 
    Nur tightened his embrace around me. “Majesty, please. We still have time to figure out a solution. There must be something we can do to defeat Bessen Ra. There has to be.” 
 
    Redamun cupped my face, his hands firm yet gentle, ushering me to look into his eyes. “My Queen, my love, you’re the most intelligent person I’ve ever seen. You shall find a way. As long as it takes. Even if I have to imprison him and guard his dungeon myself until you do.” 
 
    I stared at him, my head spiraling. “And if I don’t?” 
 
    “Then I’ll do it for all eternity if that’s what it takes to keep you safe.”  
 
    “He can’t be immortal and neither can we, right?” Tia’s lips trembled with a reluctant smile. “Majesty has always said there’s no such a thing.” 
 
    My eyes twitched as one thought dominated my mind. I slid out of their grasp and rose. 
 
    “Majesty?” she whispered. 
 
    “Majesty, where are you going?” Redamun stood. 
 
    Without looking at any of the three, I started through the burning garden. “Stay here.” 
 
    “Majesty…” Nur’s voice and feet trailed behind me. His heart skipped a beat. Trepidation filled his core. He must have deduced what I was about to do. My brilliant pupil who had always understood me without words. 
 
    “No!” He hurried after me, the other two following. 
 
    I spun, raising my hands at them, yanking them up and throwing them all the way to the opposite wall. “I said stay here!” 
 
    While their shocked yelps filled the air, I entered their minds. “And don’t follow me until I get back.” 
 
    If I get back. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE 
 
      
 
    With one goal in my mind, I jumped to the kitchen. I tripped at one of the preparation tables as I landed, realizing I hadn’t visited this part of the house since I set foot in it. 
 
    Dizzy from the jump, I scanned the room, looking for the one thing that might terminate all our sufferings. 
 
    Where did Drusus keep the knives? 
 
    My teeth clenched. Drusus. I only compelled the others and forgot all about him. He would be coming after me now. 
 
    It didn’t matter, though. I’d just have to work faster. 
 
    The sun speckled on something shiny on the table. I darted toward it and saw it was a cleaver with its blade dug inside a skinned cow thigh. 
 
    Even better. 
 
    I snatched it out of the meat, slicing the bone without intention. “That sharp, huh? Exactly what I need.” 
 
    My companions’ shouts calling out Drusus’s name turned into an incoherent noise in the background. Separating my consciousness from the surroundings, I focused only on the blade in my hand. 
 
    I closed my eyes and filled my lungs with the hot kitchen air. I shall test that theory right now. 
 
    With one hand squeezing the table thick edge, and the other jerking up to my neck, I grated and grumbled and made a bunch of other sounds I didn’t realize I was making. 
 
    This was not as easy as I thought. 
 
    Footsteps scurried, approaching fast. Drusus’s. I could smell his sweat, hear his banging heartbeat, his voice screaming, “Majesty, don’t.” 
 
    “Just one swift slit. You can do this. I have to do this.” My throat bobbed as the piercing blade grazed it. 
 
    My fist tightened around the handle. “Gods at the crossing, I hail thee. Guide me in death as in life. May I walk in truth and balance that my heart is pure and light upon the scale. Turn not thy face away from me.” 
 
    Squeezing my eyes shut, I tilted my head back. Then I speared the cleaver in my neck and, with all my force, slit sideways. 
 
    “Majesty, no!” 
 
    In the darkness, the world grew silent for a moment. 
 
    Only one. 
 
    And just when I thought I’d finally found peace, the sounds crawled back into my ears. 
 
    One clink. 
 
    One gasp. 
 
    Two distinct heartbeats. 
 
    Three yelling voices. 
 
    A thousand body particles buzzed like a swarm of bees, working diligently. 
 
    My eyes snapped wide open, stunned Drusus filling my vision. 
 
    He gaped at me. “Holy. Mother. Of Gods.”  
 
    Another clink. 
 
    I put my hand on my throat, my blood warm and sticky on my hand. My gaze fell to the floor. To the blood spots there. To the red piece of blade that had just fallen from my neck. 
 
    That my neck had spitted out of the wound as it closed. 
 
    “I didn’t die.” I glanced up at him. “Did I?” I groped for the nonexistent opening I’d just made on my skin. 
 
    “No, Majesty. Thank the Gods.” 
 
    The shouting stopped. 
 
    I looked down again at the cleaver blade that was now in two pieces. “What are you thankful for? My tissue broke a sharp blade in half and healed itself faster than my slit speed.” My voice quivered.  
 
    Drusus swallowed. “I’m thankful for your existence. For your magic. For your immortality, Goddess Seratis.” 
 
    With all the pain and anger and shock I had in me, I grabbed his neck and lifted him off the ground. “I’ve warned you many times, Drusus. I might have accepted my powers and embraced my full name, but I’m neither a magician nor an immortal.” 
 
    His eyes bulged and his limbs flailed in the air. “Deny it all you want. It’s the truth.” 
 
    Magic? Immortality? 
 
    The things I’d been fighting and ridiculing all my life now defined me. 
 
    And my enemy. 
 
    No. 
 
    I refused to believe it. I wouldn’t accept it. 
 
    There had to be a different interpretation. And I wouldn’t rest till I found it. 
 
    “Please…put me down,” he rattled. “You’re too…strong…for a human like me.” 
 
    Despite my infuriation, I set him down. An innocent soul wasn’t the right field where I could let out my rage. The only person who deserved to unleash my wrath upon lay sleeping in a tomb and shared half of my blood. 
 
    Drusus coughed, bending over, clutching at the table. I waited until he could breathe and stand again. I needed his full attention for my next question. 
 
    He straightened. “Thank you for your mercy, Goddess.” 
 
    “You shall see no more of it if you keep calling me that.” 
 
    His jaws tightened. “As you say, my Queen.” 
 
    “Now tell me.” I dropped the cleaver handle on the floor and stepped forward. “Where’s Bessen Ra buried?” 
 
    Drusus’s blood pumped and beat as if it was trying to escape a double-headed serpent monster. “If I may ask, what’s the need to that question at the current circumstances, my Queen?” 
 
    Alarm owned me, pushed against me like an invisible desert storm. “You may not. Answer the question.” 
 
    Sweat trickled down his forehead and his dark face paled. His shoulders slumped with a heavy, unseen demon of dread. 
 
    A sudden realization dawned on me, and never in my life had I felt as such a fool. “What lies in the fifth passage, Drusus?” 
 
    His big eyes broadened to the size of porcelain plates. 
 
    Words left me as I stared into those strange, blue eyes as if I’d seen them for the first time. 
 
    How could I not see the answer for myself until now? 
 
    So much for the royal intelligence. I’d proven myself to be an unwise woman blind with conceit and naivety. 
 
    “I trusted you.” I volunteered no more than that. 
 
    Before he could utter a defense, I pictured the passage to Bessen Ra’s burial chamber and jumped. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX 
 
      
 
    I stumbled over one of the four zebaq lamps lighting the chamber, breaking it in my landing. The light dimmed a little, leaving a corner black. The rest shone by the other three lamps and the vibrant yellow on the walls. The various drawings of the usurper on the four regions. East. West. North. South. Each one with tales ranging from his death to his afterlife journey. The stories sung about him as a divine king with a divine right to rule. How the gods had blessed his blood and carved their immortality on every part of his flesh. 
 
    My hair is Nu. My face is Ra. My eyes are Hathor. My ears are Maat. My nose is Sheks who presides over her lotus leaf. My lips are Anubis. My molars are Selkis. My arms are Isis. My breasts are Neith. My back is Seth. My phallus is Osiris… 
 
    I shall piece that phallus into twelve, but I won’t put them back together like Isis did with Osiris. 
 
    …my chest is greatly majestic. My belly and my spine are Sekhmet. My buttocks, thighs and calves are Nut. My feet are Ptah. My toes are Horus. There is no member of mine devoid of a god, and Thoth is the protection of all my flesh. 
 
    The gold sarcophagus with the most obnoxious face I couldn’t wait to tear apart stared back at me. On its marble pedestal. Vulnerable and mighty at the same time. 
 
    I touched and traced the gold spells strewn on the black granite. The silver liquid from the broken lamp spilled on the ground, and I knew it wouldn’t be long for toxic vapor to fill this chamber that already reeked with death. 
 
    “Your protection spells and magic bane won’t hurt me now, little brother. What happens if I break your peaceful bed, wake you before your time, doom you to remain flawed through your years? Your too long years? Would Thoth still be the protection of all your flesh?” 
 
    I took a deep breath, the bleak smell of the tomb and poison suffocating my injured soul, not my lungs. I lay on top of the sarcophagus, belly down, face to face with the golden mask. “Do you remember how we used to be when you were little? How you used to hide in my chambers when Father was too rough on you? How many lashes I’d taken for you?” 
 
    Tears betrayed me all of a sudden, and I wiped my face quickly before they streamed down my face, as if afraid he would see them. 
 
    “I never hated you back then. Your whore of a mother Father married right after the death of my own, yes. I hated her as one would hate blindness. Yet you, my half-blooded prince, I felt protective of you.” 
 
    I chortled at myself. “My folly goes a long way. To think for once you were an innocent soul worthy of protection. Worthy of love.” My fingers swiped angrily at my eyes that wouldn’t stop their empathy. “You see? I might have never said it to you, Bessen Ra, but I loved you. Not the unholy, deceitful love you said you had for me when you asked me to marry you and make you king. I loved you the love only the ropes of blood could make.” 
 
    My teeth clenched so tightly that my jaw ached. “So why didn’t you protect me back, brother? Why were you the one who betrayed me? And for what? For you to fail at ruling my kingdom and lie buried here, waiting to wake only to fail again?” 
 
    Silence mocked me and my queries. “I would have ruled better, and perhaps, Egypt would have been our kingdom still until today. But you had to be you, and I had to be me.” 
 
    Each instant passed on me staring at that silent mask blazed my anger. I truly wished to smash that unlively face, bore a hole in this false coffin and into his greatly majestic chest. “Do you know how much I loathe you now? How brutally I wish you dead?” 
 
    Seething, I shut my eyes and squeezed the cold surface, almost grinding it into dust. Oh, the blissful feeling I’d have when I crushed his ribs and gnawed at his heart. When I torched him to smoke. When I heard him scream and come back only so I could repeat the ache. 
 
    “But I won’t do it now.” I sat up and rose off the sarcophagus. “I won’t wake you just yet.” My hand stroked the golden cheek as if it had been real. “I won’t kill you just yet.” 
 
    “Hate is an unholy path that we shall leave without a single footprint. There is no prize worth the corruption of soul; hate brings only the cycle of destruction upon us all. The temptation to walk it a platter of compelling reasons, ones that shine the vanity and frame false champions.” 
 
    The corner of my mouth curved up. “I’m not a false champion, my brother, my nemesis. My hate for you is the manifestation of my own shame of the lack of courage to face you in the past. Now I shall let you live, grow into the immortal you yearned to be. So when I defeat you, you will have no excuse or anyone to blame but your lowly self.” 
 
    I studied the chamber one more time before turning my back on the ugly figure. “Enjoy the hell I shall create for you, brother.” 
 
    As I closed my eyes and steadied to jump out of here, another breath shared the chamber. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t a breath. 
 
    A quiet gasp was more precise to describe it. 
 
    Accompanied by a heartbeat with a clumsy rhythm. 
 
    And a smell I’d always recognize. 
 
    Could that be happening? 
 
    Could he be here now? 
 
    Slowly, I opened my eyes, my own heart not faltering like his at the menace lurking. I spun and glared at the unexpected guest. “Drusus. How did you emerge inside like that?” 
 
    “I d-do not… M-m-a…” His body quaked on the ground. His heart brawled with a ruckus of fright and shock. 
 
    For a friction of a moment, I hesitated to reach and help him, unsure if his state and emotions were real and not a forged mask to hide something else from me. 
 
    My instincts overpowered my doubts, and I darted for his aid. Holding his arms, I skimmed his brain and grabbed hold of an open path. “Be calm.” 
 
    Bathing in sweat, he relaxed in my grip, his eyes wide and unmoving. 
 
    “Tell me what happened,” I commanded. 
 
    “I was running in the tunnels, trying to get here to apologize and illuminate Your Majesty about the tomb. Then…it was as if I was sucked into a portal, a whirlwind that threw me out here.” 
 
    Suspicion washed over me. “You jumped?” 
 
    “No, Majesty. I was running…” 
 
    I gestured for him to stop talking. “Sit up.” 
 
    He obeyed, and I examined his neck. No marks from my fingers whatsoever were there. 
 
    An earlier observation I’d deliberately dismissed on my first day in this house alerted me. Redamun had slapped Drusus’s hand, hurting him with the new strength. Yet by the time we had arrived, Drusus’s hand was fully restored. “What else have you been lying to me about?” 
 
    “Majesty, I swear I—” 
 
    “How long have been healing like us?” I raised my voice. 
 
    His Adam’s apple dipped. “Two days. When I was cutting the cheese to serve Majesty and her companions the other day, I hurt my hand. But in a few moments, the wound vanished.” 
 
    I remembered his anxiousness when he was serving the platter. I also remembered how he drew on his silly grin and pretended nothing was happening when I specifically asked if he was all right. “Why did you conceal it from me?”  
 
    “I did not know what to say. Majesty was too disturbed that day, and, in all honesty, I was scared myself. I still am.” 
 
    I might have lost my trust in Drusus but not in my power. I was compelling him, and he was telling the truth. He did not know about his transformation earlier, and he was truly terrified. 
 
    “I’m not lying, Majesty. Please believe me.” 
 
    My remaining hand on his arm fell back, as though it mattered. “I wish you were.” 
 
    “Why? What’s happening to me, my Queen?” 
 
    How was I supposed to answer? With hopeful speculations that would be proven invalid and be replaced by ominous ones only to turn out to be the abhorrent truth? 
 
    Pains exploded within as this day hadn’t ceased to slap me in the face and kick me in the loins. Wasn’t it enough I had damned myself and the people who trusted me with their lives to an eternal hell? Wasn’t it enough that I had created an invincible monster? 
 
    I almost killed Drusus. Then I healed him. Or thought I had. How senseless had I been to think something good could have come out of my lethal abilities? 
 
    I didn’t heal this helpless follower. I infected him. 
 
    “Energy can be transferred,” I managed.   
 
    “Forgive my intellectual limitations, my Queen. I don’t understand what that means.” 
 
     “To heal you, Drusus, I touched you. We all did. We all sent our energy, our power, to your body to revive it.” 
 
    “And it stayed?” 
 
    “Obviously.” 
 
    His eyes twitched. “Can Majesty take it out of me?” 
 
    I cocked a brow. “You don’t want it?” 
 
    “These powers in the right hands could change the earth into heaven. In the wrong hands it will turn it into hell.” 
 
    “Who said yours are the wrong ones? 
 
    “I have ignorant hands, my Queen. I won’t know what to do with it.” 
 
    Drusus had a simple mind, yet he was one of the most sensible men I’d met. 
 
    “Regretfully, I cannot take it out of you. It had already altered you, like it did to us. For that, and for infecting you with my curse in the first place, I sincerely apologize.”  
 
    “I’d bury myself in the mud in shame if I ever seek an apology from my Queen. It’s I that owe Majesty one. Building your domus on Bessen Ra’s tomb was my brothers’ idea. They thought it was the safest thing to do.” 
 
    “Come to think of it, I believe it’s a brilliant idea. Hide the tomb, stay inconspicuous and remain close to the enemy and in control all the time. It’s not the notion that maddened me, Drusus. It’s the concealment of it.” 
 
    “My brothers had told me to keep this fact from you on Awakening Day so Majesty wouldn’t reject dwelling here. I was supposed to tell you after you settled, yet that never happened.” 
 
    “That was not your decision to make or theirs.” 
 
    “Please forgive me, my Queen.” He grabbed my hands and kissed them fervently. “I was going to reveal it to you, Majesty, only when you were ready, I swear.” 
 
    I removed my hands away from his lips. 
 
    “Majesty is upset with me still?” 
 
    “I’ve just told you you’re infected with an ailment that can’t be cured, a curse that had no expelling spell, and all your concern is whether I’m upset with you?” 
 
    “You have cursed my heart before my flesh, my Queen. 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “My doom is not the forever you’ve given me. It’s the eternity you won’t let me have with you.” 
 
    “Drusus…” 
 
    “My Queen, if you shun me, I must obey. But then I’ll be living my hell on earth. Eternally.”  
 
    Now was the time to relieve my mind from duty and listen with a warm heart. Time to hear the fear and respond with the compassion below the anger. To pardon the sinner as he repented. 
 
    For a chance to be forgiven in return. 
 
    Would you forgive me, too, Drusus? 
 
    He kneeled and bowed his head to my feet. “Daughter of the Sun, I beg of you, mighty Queen, my owner, my goddess. I open my chest to your mysteries with honor and love. Beauty of holiness, through countless ages, ever renewing, I come from your body, heart and soul. Restore me to the perception of truth. The truth of your spirit. The truth of your presence. The truth of your love.” 
 
    How many times should I tell him I am no goddess before he’d listen? To stop saying it with his heart before his tongue? 
 
    I give up. 
 
    “Drusus, you poor soul. You have fallen helplessly in love with a myth.” 
 
    Keeping his knees on the floor, he gazed up at me. “Perhaps that was the truth…before I laid my eyes on the mummya representing that myth.” 
 
    “And you fell in love with the mummya?” 
 
    “Oh the temptation a good scare can induce in a man.” 
 
    I laughed against my will. “You melt my heart, Drusus, with all your flaws. What shall I do with you now?” 
 
    “Anything.” He kissed my toes one by one. “I’m all yours, if you’ll have me.” 
 
    I lifted his chin with my index finger, and he straightened his back. Our faces and eyes leveled. “The only barrier that was stopping me from having you is gone,” I said. 
 
    His beseeching eyes lit with a gleam of joy. He crawled closer, and our knees touched. “Majesty shall give me that honor?” 
 
    My head tilted to the side. A memory forever carved itself in my skull haunted me as I looked at Bessen Ra’s grave. “Only if you consent to receive that honor here.” 
 
    He cleared his throat. “Here?” 
 
    My glance returned to him. “Yes, here.” 
 
    An awkward smile twitched his lips. “Majesty, we shouldn’t be here in the first place, let alone… Regardless of the dweller, this chamber remains sacred.” 
 
    “You can’t be afraid of the tomb curse when you have a goddess here with you, can you?” I mocked. 
 
    “Majesty… Please don’t misunderstand me. I want nothing in this world more than the marvelous moment I become one with you in the union of love…” 
 
    “I certainly hope it will last longer than one moment.” 
 
    He scowled, his struggle not to be missed. 
 
    Softly, I touched the thickness of his hair. “To ease your suffering, I shall share with you a secret.” 
 
    “What secret, Goddess?” he asked without losing his frown. 
 
    “Words Bessen Ra told me before the great war.” 
 
    “What did the damned usurper say?” 
 
    The recollection set a pang to my chest. “What shall end you is not an arrow shot by a soldier in your chest or my sword sheathed in your neck. It will be my phallus, defiling you bloody in both openings until your heart stops from screaming. Then I will defile your lifeless body again in its pitiful tomb, leaving it so unpure the Gods won’t let it in their eternal kingdoms… Except he wasn’t that polite with his choice of words.” 
 
    The look in his eyes, I recognized. The fire seed that would grow in the pits of his stomach until it came out as blazing as Bennu or any phoenix had ever flamed, and then burn him into ash. An inferno more than his heart could stand. 
 
    “You still believe this is a sacred place not to be desecrated?” I asked. 
 
    With his eyes a pain untold, he cradled my face in his hands and his fleshy lips devoured mine. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT 
 
      
 
    I laid my naked back on the cold stone, the curvatures and arches of Bessen Ra’s gold, sculpted figure and features stabbing my skin. Yet I didn’t complain. 
 
    The need to humiliate my defeater was bigger than pain. 
 
    Bare of any fabric, Drusus straddled me, his feet on the pedestal. He touched a strand of my hair cascading on the sarcophagus side, almost touching the floor. “Jewels of the night.” His fingers felt my lips. “Divine jewels of love.” 
 
    I smiled and drew imaginary lines on his cheeks. 
 
    “Fingertips as lotus petals.” He held my hand and kissed inside my palm. Then he leaned over me. My lips parted for a kiss, but he didn’t close the distance between my mouth and his. “Breaths of heaven.” 
 
    “Leave the songs to my guard. Poetry is not what I demand in this instant.” 
 
    “I’m not singing. I’m praying to my Goddess. And like a good priest, I shall worship at her northern temple.” He filled his grip with my breasts and kissed me on the lips, squeezing with strong hands. Then he licked the line between my breasts and the sides onward to the nipples. “And the southern.” 
 
    His tongue glided down my ribs. It halted at my navel and circled inside, inducing a quiver of desire in my…southern temple. Without releasing my breasts, he pushed back and drew a horizontal line across my pelvis with his tongue. Then it slid along my pubic bone and into my entrance. 
 
    I held to the sides of Bessen Ra’s inanimate thighs, a shiver dominating me, my pelvis rising in the air, allowing infinite oral pleasure. My eyes met my lover’s eccentric gaze that shone brighter in the dark than in light. 
 
    “If she sees me, I’m young,” he murmured against my folds, and then his tongue fluttered around my nub. 
 
    I clenched harder than I ever had by a man’s mouth. “Oh, Drusus…” 
 
    He slurped on my fluids. “If she speaks, I’m strong.” 
 
    “I’m so close so quickly. No.” My fingers threaded his thick hair, and I pulled him to me, his lips and chin wet with my arousal. “I want to taste myself,” my hand found his hardness, and it pulsed in my fist, “while you’re inside of me.” 
 
    His chest touched my breasts instead of his hands, his big figure not weighing me down as I’d presumed. He might have been infected by my strength, yet I remained stronger. 
 
    His lips dropped my nectar on my tongue, and my arms flung around his back as his firm tail snaked between my thighs.  
 
    The moan out of his throat yelled over mine. Our tongues danced whilst he filled me, pushed and pulled in and out of my folds. 
 
    “Holy Mother of Gods, I am one with my maker. In her embrace, evil forsakes my heavy heart. Seratis, Daughter of the Sun, in and out of you lies my remedy and my health.” 
 
    Words I would refuse no more. Words of a man who literally worshipped the woman he loved. They came from his soul, a bridge to my own. I saw into his core, his beauty and the damage. A spirit caged yet strong. Boundless generosity at a cost to himself.  
 
    Each push a promise of eternity, each pull an assurance of sweet release. 
 
    A burning lit from his chest. No. I needed no interruptions. 
 
    Commanding his fire to sleep was simple and easy as making love to him. Mine, on the other hand, was tricky. Yet, every day, with every intimacy or rage, I could see it better, manipulate it faster. Not to the mastery level I sought, but the progress was evident. 
 
    By the time the corpse beneath me had risen, I would have become the capable conqueror for it. The Goddess I had rejected would rise with you, brother. For you. To end you. 
 
    Whatever it takes.  
 
    Squirming, I moaned, the moment of relief knocking my doors. “Listen to me moan for a man and turn your grave as sinful as you’ve been, my forbidden blood. Feel the heart you shattered heal. Taste the bitterness of your promised defeat. For soon you will be kneeling before your ruler, begging and weeping, eaten by regret.” 
 
    “Till the end of times, you filthy beast,” Drusus cried out, thrusting with all his power as deeply as he could, bidding my climax free. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE 
 
      
 
    ONE NIGHT AWAY FROM THE USURPER’S AWAKENING DAY  
 
      
 
    Gazing at the stars in the moonless sky—even the night was not happy with the darkness rising with the next dawn—I sighed, lying on a canopy bed Drusus recently set in the garden a few arms from the pond. Since I didn’t sleep, beds had different, more useful, more entertaining purposes. Stargazing was one of them. 
 
    Redamun juggled a fireball right and left between his hands, his bare feet in the pond. “Now that I can control and aim and such, what if I burn him? Repeatedly?” 
 
    “We’ve gone through this a thousand times. Adhere to the plan,” Nur said, out of my vision range.  
 
    I don’t wish to hear that number ever again. 
 
    My guard lit the water with his fire, the flare reflecting in the sky. “I cannot see how we are supposed to defeat him if we are not able to kill him.” 
 
    “Are you serious right now?” Nur’s voice emerged form a different direction, yet his frame remained unseen. “Wasn’t this your idea from the start? We can’t give him a chance to even know about the new abilities. Aren’t those your words?” 
 
    “Yes,” Redamun mumbled. 
 
    “That’s why Majesty will be keeping him compelled so we can have more time to find a way to end his miserable soul. Till then, he cannot know any of us has powers, only Majesty. Otherwise, he will suspect himself, too, to be…invincible. Neither Bessen Ra nor Sekhemre are stupid.” 
 
    No doubt invincible wasn’t Nur’s first word of choice. Yet he couldn’t bring himself to utter the initial word that came to his mind. 
 
    Immortal. 
 
    A concept neither of us could fully accept, unlike the rest who seemed to have embraced it without effort. 
 
    Redamun looked heavenwards. “But how would he know if I burned him to death?” 
 
    My apprentice finally appeared, standing against one of the bed posts, his arms folded on his chest. “Even if you burn him to ash, how can you foretell he will die? Energy doesn’t perish and cannot be destroyed. It will linger in the ashes. Who can confirm they won’t be restored and revived?” 
 
    The water burbled with Redamun’s kick, and I dragged my gaze to him. “Both of you, stop arguing.” My stare traveled to Nur. “And parading your powers. As glad as I am you’ve mastered commanding your fire without compulsion and can now jump with ease, it’s distracting me.” 
 
    His arms unfolded. “Apologies. We’re only practicing, Majesty, as we’ve been doing every day.” 
 
    “We should be fully fit in case of any unforeseen outcomes, my Queen,” Redamun added. 
 
    “You are not going to need any of these practices tomorrow morning. If you need to train for anything, it’s the ability to pretend you are your old selves,” I instructed. “No outcomes will deviate if you follow my orders and play your part. Tomorrow is a game of minds, not power.” 
 
    Grinning from ear to ear, Drusus sped into the garden, his strides the pace of a cheetah’s. “It’s completed, Goddess. Do you wish to see it?” 
 
    Elbow up, I rolled on my side and braced my head on my palm. “You must do something about your speed like the rest of us or I shall not allow you in the burial chamber tomorrow.”  
 
    His smile vanished. “Of course. I was too excited to compose myself, I believe. I assure you I’m doing my best, yet Goddess can always compel me to her will if I fail.” 
 
    “Or you can sit this one out.” Redamun bounced up and stalked forth. “Wouldn’t that be best, my Queen?” 
 
    I arched a brow. “How about all of you sit this one out?” 
 
    He halted in place. 
 
    I left the comfort of my rest. “No more juvenile exchanges among you. We are all in this together. Our strength comes in the unity not in the ploys and tricks coursing in our bloods. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes, Majesty,” the three said in unison. 
 
    “And yes, Drusus, I’d very much love to see it.” I held his hand and jumped to the atrium.   
 
    His landing was heavy on my arm, but my steadiness held us up perfectly. Despite Drusus’s outstanding acceptance of his new powers, he was the slowest to learn how to use them. 
 
    Before I lectured him, the white and golden colors of the chair in front of me me stole my attention. 
 
    “My Queen. My holy Goddess.” Tia quit polishing the chair and bent a knee in greeting. 
 
    I nodded once, my fingertip softly brushing her nose. “Maiden of the Sun.” 
 
    She blushed as she rose and gestured at the chair. “Your Majesty’s throne. The Gold Throne.” 
 
    Made of ivory and plated with gold—my ancient gold—the throne bellowed in the dimmed light of the atrium. Crested with blue and red jewels, an elegant coat of arms. The sitting rectangle guarded by small lion-shaped sculpted endings. The connectors between the arms and the sitting place drawn stories. Of me and my short reign with my name Meha Seratis on all sides. 
 
    I touched it. Smelled the fresh colors and the material. Felt the carvings and the texture. The engravings and the embellishments.  
 
    The main scene of the throne had Seratis’s symbol engraved in the upper middle of the backrest, and then drawn elaborately on the rest of the gold-plated ivory. The eye of Horus as big as a solar disc. Rays emerging from it, ending with human hands of three bowed men and one woman.  
 
    I smiled at the delightful addition to the symbol I had once resented. 
 
    The drawings represented me in a blue composite crown with yellow sun disks set on a horizontal ram horn, flanked by two ostrich feathers and two snakes bearing more sun disks upon their heads. The crown of war designed to terrorize my enemies. With symbols of eternity, might and wisdom, and indeed, snakes for protection. 
 
    My dress a voluminous garment draped over my arms to elbows, a wide blue wskh collar that covered most of my shoulders and chest, and sandals. 
 
    The four legs of the throne adopted a leonine form, resuming the two lion heads protruding from the front to give the impression I was flanked by two real lions with all features of ferocity, power, and wildness. 
 
    Their paws, facial features, manes, ears, and inlaid eyes were made out of lapis lazuli, precious stones that had always been used in royal Egyptian art.  
 
    Authentic with the taste of home. 
 
    Beautiful with the essence of nobility. 
 
    “I did not know you were such a good artist, Drusus,” I said. 
 
    “My brother Hector taught me a few things. In all honesty, these are all his illustrations. I only gave them life.” 
 
    “He drew those?” 
 
    “Yes. He expedited their arrival all the way from Alexandria so that, as Majesty wishes, the throne is ready before he arrives and receives the honor of meeting you.” 
 
    “I trust he and the rest of your family are on their way here soon?” 
 
    “Indeed, as you commanded, Goddess.” 
 
    “Good.” I sat in the chair, sinking in its comfort, becoming one with every piece, every word, every symbol. 
 
    “It’s marvelous. You’re marvelous up there, Goddess,” Tia murmured. 
 
    Drusus wasn’t blinking as though under a spell or my compulsion. “Never in my life have I seen a ruler so mighty and fit to their throne like I do now.”  
 
    My guard and student manifested, and instantly, fell under the same awe. 
 
    “The beams of your light wave with the undulating pleats, yet in truth they are strong and true, giving life, giving form. As the moments pass, the intensity rises, bold yet gentle.” Redamun knelt and bowed. 
 
    Mesmerized, Nur followed. “Yes.” 
 
    Tia and Drusus did the same, and the room resembled the symbol engraved in the throne. 
 
    Seratis and her devotees. 
 
    And unlike in my former life, I was sinfully proud of every moment that passed on me in this scene. 
 
    Only one thing stood between me and savoring this pleasure to its last drop.  
 
    Although the seat of Queen was impressive, it was a mere stool compared to the throne I sought to retake. 
 
    Once I chained my enemy for all eternity. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THIRTY 
 
      
 
    As the sun cracked the darkness with the early rays of birth, I stood before the wall mirror in my bedchamber, getting dressed for the moment I’d been preparing for since Awakening Day. 
 
    My long, black hair braided and threaded with the colors of royal blue and gold. Turquoise beads fitted in the front braids. My royal wskh cleaned out of the chests along with two snake arm bracelets, and four wrist bracelets, one with Ankh, one with the Eye of Horus, one with a cartouche of my name, and the last with a sunflower, my favorite floral trinket. 
 
    Tia jeweled my hands and arms, fitted the wskh and tied the royal belt around my waist. Golden and blue triangles cascaded from the belly down on the front of my white dress. 
 
    She helped with the stripes of my sandals, and then I sat and closed my eyes for her to frame my eyes with kohl. 
 
    Since my Awakening Day, I’d forsaken all sorts of beauty and vanity tools. No wigs. No jewelry. No powders or colors. Barely using scented oils. Even stopped braiding my hair. And in my daily exchanges with my companions, I’d humbled myself, sometimes to the edge of equality with no fear of shame. 
 
    After the shocking truths that had tumbled on my shoulders since I woke, I needed the modesty to purify the poisons of the sins that had brought all these misfortunes upon us.  
 
    My vanity. My pride. 
 
    Yet today, I would hold on to every speck of conceit and self-absorbance that had ever run in my veins. 
 
    Today, I am Meha Seratis, Queen of Egypt, Daughter of the Sun, Goddess of Sleep. 
 
    “I’ve finished, Goddess,” Tia said. 
 
    I opened my eyes to the hand mirror she held before me. My smile painted the royal reflection. The face I’d missed for long. “Do you have the crown?” 
 
    “Guard Redamun wouldn’t let go of it.” 
 
    My smile widened. “Of course. The protector of the crown.” 
 
    “It’s not like I am going to steal it.” Tia scowled. “I’m neither a thief nor a threat.” 
 
    “Tia, you can’t be upset. It’s his job.” 
 
    Her hooked brows didn’t relax. “Apologies, Goddess.” 
 
    I rose and started out of the chambers. Marching down the hall, Tia behind me, I spotted the men, standing at attention at the bottom of the stairs, Redamun holding my crown padded case. 
 
    Gracefully, I climbed down, indulging in the stares of fascination upon their faces as they spun in my direction. Three loyal, strong, protective and beautiful men. All would fall and rise with one word from my lips. All in love with my heart, my mind and my appearance.  
 
    All mine. Forever. 
 
    I reached the last step, and the three knelt and kissed my hand each in their turn. 
 
    “When we defeat our enemy once and for all, only then we can live in peace and rule the new world like we did the old,” I said. “Rise, my beautiful soldiers. Today we secure a small triumph that shall be the first of a long chain of larger victories, and ultimately…” I placed Redamun’s hand on Tia’s and Nur’s on Drusus’s, and then I held both sets of hands in mine, “the great victory over the traitor and usurper Bessen Ra.” 
 
    Our hands squeezed together, and so did our energies. A song of love and faith. Of power and resolution. 
 
    I glanced at the pale white and blue sunlight about to spill through the glass. “It’s time.” 
 
    In unison, our chests rose with freshest of air, and we jumped to the half-brother’s burial chamber. 
 
    My throne sat before the sarcophagus as I ordered, awaiting my arrival. New oil lamps set on the walls—I wanted my brother to clearly see the look on my face when I’d bring him to his knees. 
 
    The secret door to Sekhemre’s adjacent burial chamber already opened. Let that backstabber watch what I’d do to the one he betrayed me for and taste some of the humiliation they both deserved. 
 
    I took my place in the seat of nobility, the sound of my bracelets moving on my wrists breaking the dead silence. 
 
    “Your crown, my Queen.” Redamun presented me with the case. 
 
    Without taking my eyes off of the sarcophagus, I said, “Only when it’s done.” 
 
    He bowed and stepped back to his place by my side, joining my companions. 
 
    A heartbeat I never wished to hear again pulsed in the coffin. Then, as restoration pains took place, the sounds of Bessen Ra’s squirms streamed like a sweet harp melody. 
 
    A familiar slow, agonized crack bellowed in the tomb and through my bones. Then the granite top lifted. 
 
    I wished to wrench that top and smash it to pieces. To let him suffocate on the sudden flow of air. To rip off the linen and shove it down his throat. 
 
    Not just yet, I reminded myself 
 
    Patiently, as his heart gained its lively rhythm, I listened, anticipation tingling my skin. 
 
    Transform and rise, little brother, only to descend in my hell.    
 
    The heavy top screeched open, finally revealing the ugly mummya. 
 
    The world froze. Even time seemed not to pass. 
 
    “Who’s there?” 
 
    With the muffled voice, my heart leapt. I sat on the edge of my throne, holding my breaths, waiting. 
 
    Mummya hands felt their ways along the outline of the outer surface of the sarcophagus. “Sekhemre? High Priest, is that you?” 
 
    Was the traitor meant to wake before him? Or was that another trick of Ari’s, to convince him High Priest would be there to receive him when he certainly wouldn’t? 
 
    A rather more important question knocked on my brains. Who was meant to usher them both to the new world? 
 
    And where were they if not here? 
 
    Perhaps they died or failed to keep a dedicated generation till today. Perhaps they lived and the house deluded them to lose their way. Or was there no one at all from the start, and Bessen Ra had been more vain than I was to think he needed no help? 
 
    Whatever the case was, I’d be informed about it in a heartbeat. 
 
    “I can hear you breathing. All four of you. Unfold me and reveal yourselves.” Bessen Ra’s muffled voice came like distant donkey noise. 
 
    I nodded at Drusus and Nur to get him before he became aware of his sharp hearing. 
 
    One grabbed my brother’s shoulders, the other his ankles, and carried him out of the coffin. 
 
    “Let go of me.” The mummya writhed in their grip, and they dropped him on the floor. 
 
    “Unfold the linen,” I commanded. 
 
    Bessen Ra stilled. “Meha…is that…you?” 
 
    “Your filthy tongue may never utter my holy name again.” My teeth gritted as I nodded at the men one more time. 
 
    They ripped off the tightly-folded cloth all at once, leaving my brother nude on the cold tiles. 
 
    With no effort to cover his lean, brown flesh, he rose on his knees and elbows, his hair a mess of nightly curls covering the nape of his neck. Crawling, palms fumbling through the way, he shook. “I’m cold, and I cannot see you, sister.” 
 
    “Cold? That’s the first thing that comes up to your mind to say to the sister you strived to eradicate from all history? What do you expect of me? To fetch you some bloody covers?” 
 
    “To tell you anything with meaning, I must look you in the eye. When I regain my sight, I shall speak.” He stopped a tile away from my sandals. “As of now, I remain the last king of our dynasty. If you truly are the queen you’ve always called yourself, you will respect that and clothe me in front of the present commoners.” 
 
    “Respect?” 
 
    “Yes,” he hissed as he stood to his feet, but instantly he tumbled on mine. 
 
    My grip pounced on his face, my fingers clawed around his jaws. “That is one of the many things you will never have as long as we both shall live.” 
 
    “Advance on me in my weakest state…how noble.” A rattle clogged his throat as his closed eyes strained to open. 
 
    His provocative attempt fell empty on me. When my free thumb and index finger touched his eye, he flinched. I stretched his sealed eyelids one by one, tearing the petrified lashes apart, his groans of pain a song in my ears. “Now you see me, little brother. Speak.”  
 
    The bottomless chasms of his black eyes stared back at me, into me, devoid of any attribute that made a human. His lips moved, quivered, yet his tongue mute. The sound of him trying to swallow joined the angry hearts surrounding us. “I have one thing to say.” 
 
    I arched a brow. “I’m listening.” 
 
    His gaze yawed right and left, landing on my handmaid’s face and then on my guard’s before it settled on the throne. I sensed him at this moment. The depth of his envy. The intensity of his loathing. 
 
    And when I dug deeper, the hidden fear. 
 
    Were the conditions of the moment what razed his wall? Or did he not have one in the first place? 
 
    Unlike a true king, he failed in even protecting his emotions. What a disgrace. 
 
    “How are you still alive?” he rasped. 
 
    My eyes narrowed at him. “I’ve always thought you’re many things, stupid isn’t one of them. We are alive the same way you are. My knowledge you’ve always ridiculed saved the soul you wanted dead, and your sorry one.” 
 
    “That’s not what I meant,” he slurred. “I had my men slaughter your precious priest after the mummification and gave them enough gold to last a hundred years to slaughter you too when you rise.” 
 
    “Ari didn’t die, you catamite, and all your men are long gone,” Drusus snarled, coming forth. Nur placed his hand on Drusus’s shoulder before he blazed and revealed our secret to the enemy.  
 
    Drusus backed down, acknowledging my warning stare, realizing he might ruin my plan if he didn’t compose himself. 
 
    The screech of the second sarcophagus burst in my ears. “Huh, what do we have now? Your treacherous ball of ghella shall rejoice in our beloved reunion.” 
 
    A dark flame from inside Bessen Ra burned cold in his stare, waiting for the next opportunity to destroy. 
 
    A flame of animosity. 
 
    I have learnt such strong hatred was only born when love is betrayed or destroyed in some manner. When have you ever loved me, brother, to hate me this much? 
 
    On my command, Drusus dragged Sekhemre’s mummya to this chamber. When Drusus let go of him next to the usurper, High Priest’s fat body plopped on the floor like a sack of potatoes. 
 
    Nur then handled the linen and the eyes. 
 
    Sekhemre’s bald head glinted with the zebaq light and the undulating fire on the walls as he rested on his knees. His heart shivered like a little boy with a fever. 
 
    I smirked at his snake eyes. “Behold your king. On his knees. Naked. At my feet. Behold the offender you betrayed me for, me, your Queen. Was he worth it, my teacher, my secret keeper?” 
 
    He couldn’t meet my face, sweat beading the hairless sides in front of his ears and down his chin. 
 
    “Where are the acolytes you promised me when I’m awaken?” Bessen Ra struggled as he spoke. 
 
    “Silentio!” I tightened my grip around his jaws. 
 
    His eyes lifted to me, his brows hooked in a question. 
 
    “Oh, I forgot you haven’t become aware of the time yet.” I glanced at my apprentice. “Do the honors.” 
 
    “We haven’t slept for a hundred years but a thousand. Our beloved kingdom you almost killed us to rule now belonged to the Romans, and Egyptians no longer speak our tongue,” Nur said. 
 
    The past months hadn’t eased the slicing of my heart every time I was reminded of those facts. My hand clutched at my chest, at the aches that would never fade. “The loss of our home will always be on your hands. Both of you.” 
 
    Both chests of Sekhemre and Bessen Ra heaved with rage and shame. 
 
    With dormant fires. 
 
    They might have been disloyal to a certain ruler that didn’t work in their benefit, yet they remained loyal to the realm. Egyptians were born in that fashion. We would sacrifice our last breath for the land.  
 
    “How do you feel now, traitors?” I fought the urge to tear the face I was holding into shreds. “You couldn’t just let me keep my reign, could you? It had to be you on that seat. And look what you’ve done with it.” I pushed him on the floor and rose. 
 
    My own fire scorched my gizzards as I stared down at Sekhemre. “Behold what you’ve done, High Priest, Guard of the Temple, Keeper of the Kingdom.” 
 
    He bent over, grasping my ankles, and stained my toes with his slimy kisses like a guilty dog. 
 
    I kicked him off of me, my stomach flipping. Then I entered his treacherous mind. 
 
    It wasn’t as easy as it had been with my companions. Sekhemre was a knowledge master and the greatest politician of our time. He knew how to protect the corners of his head. 
 
    If it hadn’t been for his shame and defenselessness in this instant, I would have struggled to compel him, perhaps even exposed myself. Yet the stars worked in my favor. I grasped onto the gyri of his brains and hit hard. “Sleep.” 
 
    Without effort, he surrendered and swam in the short death. 
 
    Now onto the usurper’s mind. Let’s see what lurked in the darkness of his evil. 
 
    Bessen Ra’s eyes widened in fear. “What did you to him?” 
 
    A gloating smile tugged at the corners of my lips as I headed toward him. “You mean you do not know?” 
 
    With his arse on the floor, he paddled away until he hit the wall. “I created that myth. It cannot be true.” 
 
    The fear that was wrenching his heart traveled in the air like the aroma of sunflowers and water lilies to me. “There is no smoke without fire. Another thing of which you are not aware. I am Seratis.” 
 
    Frantically, he shook his head. “No.” 
 
    “Yes, brother. Sekhemre wasn’t telling you the whole truth when you fabricated your atrocious stories. Even though I’d never done any of the awful things you made up about me, I am the Goddess of Sleep. I can compel any man to my wish, and you, the miserable last king of our dynasty, are not immune to my powers.” 
 
    “Wait!” He stared at the throne. “Have you claimed your reign back? Despite the presence of this chair, my guts tell me you haven’t.” 
 
    “None of your concern.” I started penetrating his head before his fear or anger triggered his fire. 
 
    “Meha, please, I can help you claim back that throne.” 
 
    Examining his dark features, I smirked. “How desperate are you?” 
 
    “Listen to me. We need to put our differences aside for the sake of—” 
 
    “Not a word.” 
 
    He bared his teeth at me. “Then kill me and put me back me in my tomb. I’d rather die than to be your captive slave.” 
 
    “I have better plans for you, brother. A better use to that body than lay it lifeless in await of the afterlife.” 
 
    Panic flashed in his eyes. “What plans?” 
 
    I pasted the most villainous smile I could muster on my lips, using images of the many he’d given me to imitate. “You shall see.” 
 
    He held on to my wrists, squeezing. “Kill me. Finish me now, you whore!” 
 
    Redamun darted at him and slapped him so hard his head whipped. 
 
    Blood trickled from Bessen Ra’s obnoxious grin. “Come to defend your concubine’s honor?” 
 
    My guard was about to lunge at him, but my hand was faster on his chest, stopping him in his tracks. “Redamun, no!” 
 
    Another blow from Redamun, and my scheme would succumb to a terrible end. I had to find a quick entrance to grab hold of Bessen Ra’s mind before the wound in his gums healed.  
 
    “Really, sister? What’s happening here? You should be dancing on my bloody corpse not protecting me? I surely would if the roles were reversed. Why am I very important to you and your plans?” 
 
    Focus, Meha. The greatest of arts is to control your enemy, and the key to victory is to go through the vulnerable spots of his mind. 
 
    I snatched my other wrist from the usurper’s fist. Working fast, I knew where to search his brains. His weakest points. The father who molded him into a ruthless animal. The serpent that made him the evil malice he was today. 
 
    He held his hands up between me and him, closing his eyes, as if shielding himself from my powers. 
 
    How silly! 
 
    I roamed the memories, clawing my powers into the darkness. 
 
    Then his eyes opened against his will, dilated in defeat. 
 
    Locking my gaze with his, I commanded, “Sleep.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE 
 
      
 
    I wore my crown with pride all the way to the vault as my companions carried the limp bodies of my captives. 
 
    The first battle had been concluded with ease. Other than Redamun’s and Drusus’s flickers of rage, the plan worked. The odds to come out at the end of the long journey ahead of us triumphant were in our favor. 
 
    Why I’d waited this long to embrace my powers eluded my perception. I’d never regretted anything more than my past lapse of judgment. The mistake we would continue to pay for as long as we walked this earth. 
 
    It was upon me not to make another soul suffer because of it, and I would carry that burden gladly.   
 
    In the past fifty days, my throne wasn’t the only new built item in the house. The experiment hall had been relocated to the roof, and the vault was turned into a dungeon for the usurper. 
 
    The second vault had been emptied of my valuables, which were secured in a recently-designed treasury next to the experiment hall, and was fitted as a second cage for the traitor. 
 
    Placing the two together or even within the vicinity of their preternatural hearing range was out of question. These two would live and die in the dark about their powers. 
 
    Redamun and Nur chained my sleeping brother to the wall, while Drusus and Tia moved Sekhemre to the other vault. 
 
    My guard tugged at the steel shackles. “I forged them as fortified as I could. But if he becomes aware of—” 
 
    “He won’t,” I interrupted. “As long as I’m not experimenting on him, he will be kept unconscious. No exceptions.” 
 
    Nur pointed up at the top of the wall. “Worry not, Guard Redamun, if the usurper tugged hard on the chains under any circumstances, rocks twice his size will fall over his head, burying him alive.” 
 
    Redamun touched the restraints of wood and iron around Bessen Ra’s wrists. “What about these…riddled locks that architect designed? What’s his name, the donkey head’s brother?” 
 
    “Hector, and do not call Drusus that,” I warned. 
 
    His jaws tightened and flexed. “Apologies, my Queen, but I still do not trust him or his family. What if the bastard solved those riddles? Why not lock the chains with regular keys I can keep guarded at all times?” 
 
    “How would he discover the nature of the locks? Look at them. They seem as any regular-fashioned locks with keyholes and everything,” Nur said. “Let’s even assume he became aware of the riddles. One wrong move would squeeze his wrists hard enough to crush his bones and not chop off his hands so he would remain trapped and in intolerable pain.”   
 
    “Drusus and his brothers built this house over the usurper’s tomb, helped us from the day we woke, designed Majesty’s throne and devised these work of art locks. I think they’ve spared nothing in power or resource to be in our aid. Even the poor thing you call donkey head has forsaken his trades, lived with us, lost his natural life for good, yet he hasn’t complained, not once,” he added. 
 
    “Why would he complain? He gets to…” Redamun shifted is gaze to Bessen Ra, shaking his head. 
 
    “Your personal feelings are compromising your judgment. Should I be worried?” I asked. 
 
    Redamun’s head jerked toward me. “No, my Queen. My judgment has never been affected by my emotions. Never will be.” 
 
    “What about that moment in the burial chamber?” 
 
    He blew out a short sigh. “My Queen, the bastard was calling you names.” 
 
    “He was provoking us on purpose!” 
 
    His hands clasped behind his back. “Fine. I might have made the wrong move. Won’t happen again.” 
 
    “Very well. As for the Aris, a little caution is required, but there’s no reason you should distrust them this much.” 
 
    “Yes, Majesty.” He glanced back at Bessen Ra. “May I torch him now? I have a lot of fire to release. His body seems a far better host than the pond.” 
 
    I exchanged a glance with Nur, who shrugged. I walked to my captive and moved his head right and left. It fell over his chest after I released it, confirming his sleep. I even pulled his hair and stomped on his toe, yet he didn’t flinch. 
 
    “All right. Day Sixty-two. The usurper Bessen Ra’s Awakening Day. Third hour after dawn. Experiment five hundred twenty-four. Subject: Bessen Ra. Theory to be tested…” I filed my lungs with air. “Ability to die. Trial one: death by fire.” 
 
    I stepped to the side, making enough room for the experiment. Then I peered at my guard. “Be my guest.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO 
 
      
 
    An empty noose hanged from the vault ceiling, and the usurper curled up under it in a fetal position, blubbering like the frightened boy he’d always been. 
 
    “Why can’t I just die?” His question sounded more of a plea than an inquisition. 
 
    “You don’t know how much I want to grant you your wish,” I said. 
 
    “Then put a sword through my neck! End my misery, you useless cunt!” 
 
    Seething, I hurled a fireball at his body to silence him.  “I tried that already, and it failed. You just don’t remember!” 
 
    I dipped a feather in ink and scratched out trial hypothesis number twenty-seven. Death by strangulation.  
 
    Thirteen days and thirteen nights of research. Of scrolls with scratched out hypotheses and piles of useless documentations. 
 
    Burning. Poison. Stabbing with eleven different kinds of blades that all broke before reaching the seventh layer of his skin. Decapitation. Drowning. Freezing. Starvation. Desiccation. Blood drainage. Seven different predatory animal attacks he survived while they didn’t. And now the strangulation.  
 
    Throwing the feather on the table, I took a seat. As the seared flesh of my nemesis was restored, I compelled him to forget the hanging trial and commanded him back to sleep. 
 
    Nur knocked on the door with unmistakable calmness. I’d recognize it anywhere even if I were blind to see his face, deaf to hear his heart and lost the sense of smell to identify the yasmine scent always covering him. 
 
    “Enter!” 
 
    He manifested inside. 
 
    “You’re the only one who doesn’t need permission to be here. Why do you keep knocking?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Respect.” 
 
    I sighed in frustration. “Spare me the nonsense.” 
 
    His gaze scrutinized my expression for a moment. “Majesty is upset.” He approached the table and glanced at my recent inscrolled lines. Then he peered from the noose to Bessen Ra. “I see why.” 
 
    Without another word, he lifted the usurper and chained him back on the wall. Then he took a seat at the table. 
 
    “Is it wrong that I want him dead?” I barely met his eyes. “To seek closure? Revenge even?” 
 
    “What you give out, expect to receive.” 
 
    A dull pressure resonated in my core. “This can go both ways.” 
 
    “He started it. Majesty didn’t give out hate or destruction. He did. His death won’t be revenge. It will be justice.” He leaned forward. “I think Master Ari was right to mummify the usurper. It’s the right punishment for him, to live only to die again and again.” 
 
    I glanced at him, taking my time before I spoke. “And ours.” 
 
    “Majesty…” 
 
    My hand lifted to silence him. “What did you come down here to tell me?” 
 
    “Yes…our first guests have arrived.” 
 
    Quickly, I peered at his hands. A frown upset my face when I noted they were bare. “Have you received them?” 
 
    He left his seat and stood behind mine. His fingers found my shoulders and started fondling them in a soothing rhythm. “Drusus is doing the honors, and worry not, my Queen, he’s been wearing his gloves all day.” 
 
    I relaxed a bit. “Do you think they will help?” 
 
    “I cannot be entirely certain. The gloves act like a shield, a very fragile and thin shield, but…”  
 
    My eyes closed as I sighed. 
 
    “They will be a last resort to absorb the energy first if we fail to stop transferring it out of our bodies in the first place. However, the only successful way I know of to do so is containing the energy like we do with the fire. If we master that, I believe we won’t infect any other Ari.” 
 
    You’re so tense. I should do something about that. You don’t need a shoulder rub. You need a koss rub. I know I need to give you one for I’ve missed you so much. 
 
    My eyes snapped open, and I bit my bottom lip, picturing him doing exactly what he yearned for. I chortled, shaking my head. 
 
    He paused. “Did I make a wrong move?” 
 
    “No… Nur, I have to share a secret with you.” 
 
    He moved to my front and knelt. “Yes, Majesty?” 
 
    “All right. There is no easy to say this, and I need you not to panic.” 
 
    “Now you have me worried. What is the matter, Majesty?” 
 
    I wet my lips. “I can hear your thoughts.” 
 
    A deep line appeared between his brows. Then his face turned red. 
 
    “I should have told you earlier, but I didn’t wish to scare you as much as I don’t wish to scare the Aris and tell them the truth about our touches,” I said. 
 
    “I’m not scared of my Queen. Not like this.” His head lowered. “I’m ashamed.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t be. I enjoy imagining the things you want to do to me.” 
 
    He pressed his lips, running a thumb over his brow. “Please forgive me, Majesty. I’m…” 
 
    “Believe me, I do. Not that I listen to them all the time. It happens randomly.” 
 
    “Is that…” He cleared his throat. “Is that a Seratis thing?” 
 
    A few incidents crossed my memory and negated the assumption. The first incident took place on our journey from the tomb to this house with Redamun. The second with Tia after our first bath. And the ones with Nur at our last escapade. 
 
    “I don’t believe so. I think it’s an Awakening thing. Another connection of sorts. With the right practice, I think we can all have a direct link to each of our heads where we can not only listen but converse covertly with each other,” I said. 
 
    “Another violating yet outstanding ability,” he mused. 
 
    A soft knock on the door interrupted us. Tia’s. She must have come here to rush me to be dressed for meeting the guests. 
 
    “It appears the next trial will have to wait.” I sighed, my eyes set on sleeping Bessen Ra. “You’re spared for the day, little brother.” 
 
    “What’s next on the list?” Nur scoured the scrolls. “Organ dismembering?” 
 
    My index finger glided down the scroll to the very bottom and tapped on the last number. “Not just any organ.” 
 
    He blinked once. “Majesty has lost her patience?” 
 
    “I must know whether there’s truly an end. If this method fails, nothing else will succeed.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE 
 
      
 
    In my bedchamber, Tia fitted silk gloves lined with fireproof wool over my hands and forearms. Then she added the jewelry. 
 
    “How many have arrived?” I raised my braids so she could place the crown. 
 
    “Drusus has the precise count, but I’d say around forty.” She covered my head, the weight of the war crown heavy on my scalp. 
 
    “Have you seen any yourself?” 
 
    She straightened the turquoise and golden pleats of my Egyptian gown around my hips. “A few glimpses. From what I’ve seen, there are youths and elders, whole families with children—” 
 
    My head whipped over my shoulder, almost knocking the crown off. “Children?!” 
 
    She gulped, her hands paused in the air. “Yes.” 
 
    All my excitement to meet my devotees had turned into apprehension. How could children keep secrets such as ours? And how could I protect their little bodies from the menace we harbored with every breath? 
 
    My heart thrashed. “It seems that Drusus is not the only one lacking brains in that bloodline. What an offspring you have, Ari.” 
 
    “They worship you, Goddess. They are excited to finally be in your divine presence after a thousand years of blind faith.” 
 
    “What in the…. Tia, go fetch Drusus unless you want me to torch this feast before it starts.” 
 
    “Yes, Goddess,” she whispered. 
 
    When she opened the door, I gestured for my guard to enter my chamber. 
 
    He closed the door behind Tia and stood before me in a white Egyptian tunic reaching below his knees, a head cover with blue and red triangles, and a matching belt with a sword sheathed across his waist. Black lines accentuated his hazel eyes and long lashes. The smell of sandalwood and misk added to his appeal. “At your dis—” 
 
    I mashed my lips with his until I met teeth. No more words. Only raw passion to take the edge and help me get through the day. 
 
    Turning into a furnace, Redamun clutched my waist, his tongue hungrily searching for mine. One of his hands smoothed down my back and cupped my bottom. I arched in his touch as his lips and tongue worked an alchemy that incited my core. I could remain in the sphere that was us until the rest of the day. 
 
    “Goddess.” Drusus knocked. 
 
    Redamun’s swollen lips and mine put a temporary hold on their obsession, frustration coursing through both our veins. 
 
    “You light my fire and leave me be? Not fair, Goddess,” he said with a smile. 
 
    I licked his taste off of my lips. “You know I’m burning too, but I must. This fool has brought children in the house.” 
 
    Drusus cleared his throat behind the doors. 
 
    “Yes, you are a big fool. Enter,” I commanded. 
 
    He hurried in, dressed in a yellow tunic and a shawl the color of ivory. An attire matching his leather gloves—at least he was wearing those. Kohl lined his eccentric eyes, and the smell of rosewater reeked out of him.  
 
    “Before you scold me, Goddess, I confess I did not know how to tell them not to bring the children in my letters,” he said. “Goddess should see how thrilled and desperate they are to meet you. It would have broken their hearts not to be included in such a holy feast.” 
 
    A grunt of disbelief escaped my throat. “Bringing them here could result in much more than the sentimental injury. What were you thinking? Why were you thinking?” 
 
    He bowed in shame. “Forgive my recklessness, Goddess. I’ve instructed all never to touch any of the divines and keep their distance at all times. As for me, despite the gloves, I haven’t touched anyone myself, even my brothers.” 
 
    “They’re here?” 
 
    “Yes. Hector and Ammonios, the ones who built the house, and Lamnia and Matela, my sisters. Except for Hector, their spouses and children have arrived as well, and they are, with no exception, impatiently waiting for the moment you bestow them with your appearance.” 
 
    “What happened to Hector’s family?” 
 
    “Oh, he is not wedded, Goddess.” 
 
    “I see. Have you seen each to their dwellings?” 
 
    “Yes, Goddess. The guest chambers are swarming and so is the servants’ domus. They will help with the feast tonight.” Glee poured out him like sunshine through fine, white linen. 
 
    “Is there enough food and wine?” 
 
    “More than enough. The families have brought more with their gifts as well. Tonight Goddess will feast upon ostrich meat, drink the finest of Roman wines, and hear music worthy of the most beautiful of women.” 
 
    My eyes narrowed. “Gifts?” 
 
    “Of course. All living Ari’s descendants have come all the way to Kysis to do you homage. I have no clue where to store them, though. The new treasury isn’t large enough.” 
 
    “Speaking of the treasury, have you instructed them the underground and the roof are not to be approached?” 
 
    “And so are your chambers, Goddess,” he said with pride. 
 
    I glanced at my guard. “Is there anything you’d like to add?”  
 
    He shook his head with a soothing smile. “Like I always say to my Queen, leave the worry to me. I’m always standing next to Your Majesty. Your safety and the guests’ are my priority. The prisoners will be guarded by the other three. All you have to do is enjoy your day and be worshipped.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR 
 
      
 
    Colors. 
 
    Silence. 
 
    A sea of black, green and blue eyes watched me, wary, expressionless. 
 
    Hundreds of different emotions that all said one thing. 
 
    Not admiration or infatuation. Not surprise or shock. Not love or devotion. 
 
    Awe. 
 
    Man, woman, old, young, as I appeared with my companions behind the banister of my chambers hall, they all stared at me in awe. 
 
    “Make way for the Divine Three and Her Majesty Queen Meha, Daughter of the Sun and Goddess of Sleep.” Drusus shouted out at the crowd as he climbed down the stairs. 
 
    I descended on the Persian carpet cascading to the atrium floor, flanked by my men robed in similar attires, followed by my handmaid dressed in an unembroidered black gown and a braided wig. When I reached the last step, Drusus stepped to the side and told his people to clear the path one more time. 
 
    Men moved and mothers ushered their children to stand before them and secured them with their arms. Drusus led us to where my throne stood. On the way I noted the stares of the adults and the smiles of the children.  
 
    I marched through the echoes of wondering chests and whispering minds. Then I and took my seat on the Gold Throne. “Welcome, Aris.” 
 
    As if they had rehearsed it a thousands of times, the people undulated in a calm wave of kneeling and bowing. 
 
    I smiled at my companions as they took their places around me. “You may rise, Aris. You have waited a thousand years for this moment, and so have I. As a simple reward for your patience, I shall remain seated here until each of you is introduced. I’d like to meet and know each of you personally.” 
 
    Though overwhelming the number of emotions I was receiving in one chamber, the joy my words incited in the people was enough to ease my stress. 
 
    Drusus announced the names, cities of residence and family lines of each devotee in their turn. They had all come from Ari’s seed and remained Egyptians at heart, yet bloods had been mixed and lands had no longer the essence of home. 
 
    Boxes, crates and trunks of gifts had piled around and in the corners of the atrium with each greet with the promise of more in storage. With every present came a motif easily disclosed by my abilities. 
 
    Love. Fear. Bribery. Tribute. Supplication. Cant. Loyalty. Respect. 
 
    Anything and everything. 
 
    The outside world had assembled before me in this little mass with both its parts. The good and the evil.  
 
    “The family of Etay. Great Uncle, Etay of Quena. Fourth of his name. Second bloodline to Ari,” Drusus introduced a man of at least six decades and leaned in for a whisper. “The skeptics.” 
 
    Drusus’s uncle was a languid, elegant man with a bald head and fingers crusted with rubies, opals, and jades. Four younger men followed him, and behind them walked five ladies with two girls and a boy. 
 
    “From my family.” Etay knelt and thrust a jewel box into my face. I took it by reflex. The box was carved wood, its pearl lid inlaid with jasper and chalcedony. I opened it. Within was a glittering green scarab carved from emerald. “You are too generous.” 
 
    He stood. “For the Goddess of Sleep, no gift is too generous.”  
 
    Interesting. I glanced at his offspring, the hesitant smiles on their faces and the blank ones on their children’s. Then I peered at the old man. “You’ve never once believed in my awakening or powers, and now you gift me this precious artifact, acknowledging I am Seratis herself.” I snapped the lid shut, and he flinched, all the blood leaving his wrinkled face. 
 
    “Daughter of the Sun—” 
 
    “Which should I believe?” I interrupted him. 
 
    “Your Majesty, if I may speak?” one of his sons requested. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “You are a woman of knowledge and wisdom. We might have had our doubtful moments, and they will remain a shame on our family, but people aren’t created equals. Some of us need to see before we believe. Now that we have seen Your Majesty, it is now engraved not only in our hearts but also in minds, you, Queen Meha, Daughter of the Sun and Goddess of Sleep, are our one and true Queen. We are devoted to your service as much as the rest. Even more.” 
 
    I listened to his heart and read his energy. He was telling the truth, and perhaps one day, he would be an ally I could use. But I knew his kind too well to trust it. I was a woman of knowledge, yet I had no doubt faith didn’t come from proof. I’d learned the hard way how people would turn on their beloved rulers in the span of one day when false evidence was spawned. 
 
    “What’s your name?” I asked. 
 
    “Mallawany, my Queen.”   
 
    “For the sake of your children, Mallawany, whom I hope you’d teach better than your father did with you, your honesty as your family’s generosity won’t be underappreciated. I accept you and your gifts in my house. But that’s all I offer. As for any cynics left in here, tonight as we feast, there shall be no more space for doubts. Only facts you shall see with your own eyes.” 
 
    The Etays took their leave, and the rest of the Aris and their gifts were presented. At last came the turn of Drusus’s family themselves. Hector and Ammonios, the ones who built the house, and the other two sisters. 
 
    Lamnia and Matela were beautiful ladies with two beautiful daughters who had their black hair braided and tied with silk ribbons. Their grins were the brightest I’d ever seen. Ammonios had two little boys, one an infant cradled in his mother’s arms while the other was the height of a five-year-old. 
 
    Hector looked a little younger than Ammonios—Drusus remained younger than both. 
 
    The young architect had the same eccentric blue eyes. They didn’t contrast his skin like Drusus’s. His was three shades fairer. But they did contrast his soft, long, raven black hair and thick eyebrows and heavy beard. 
 
    The eyes weren’t new to me anymore, and they were not why I was holding their deep gaze. It was the gaze itself that spilled secrets of forbidden dreams about to unravel.  
 
    His nose was small and so were his lips. Yet his energy was not small by any means. There was something about this man that exuded confidence and…dangerous appeal.  
 
    His frame wasn’t bulging with muscles yet didn’t lack them either. As if he was carefully weighed and measured to proportion. Nothing more, nothing less. 
 
    He knelt, almost too close to my feet. “My Queen, the moment has finally come to bend the knee for you. Please accept this humble present from your worshipper.” He held out a red velvet box.  
 
    I permitted him to rise and opened his gift box. “A cartouche in my divine name and a silver necklace with Seratis’s symbol. They are beautiful.” 
 
    “It’s you who are beautiful, Your Majesty,” the little boy said. 
 
    “Oh, how adorable,” I cooed, grinning. A chorus of chortles and giggles followed. 
 
    “When I grow up I want to be a queen just like you, Your Majesty,” one of the sisters’ daughters said. 
 
    “Why can’t we touch you?” the other girl asked innocently. 
 
    Except for the rumbling hearts, the room shrank in silence.  
 
    “Apologies, Goddess.” Her mother paled. 
 
    I smiled at her and then at the girl. “You want to know why you can’t touch me?” 
 
    The girl nodded, her mother squeezing her little shoulders too hard. 
 
    “Because you, little princess, are far more powerful than I am. If you touch me, you will melt my heart with your sweetness and beauty.” I grinned. 
 
    Finally, the mother grip relaxed around her daughter’s shoulders and the girl’s face brightened with a smile again.  
 
    My gaze shifted to the two brothers. “Which of you fine men had come with the idea of building this house at this unique spot?” 
 
    “I did,” Hector answered. “It seemed like a sensible idea at the time.” 
 
    “Well, I thank you both for the comfort of this dwelling and the cleverness behind its construction.” I rose, and every person in the atrium, except for my companions, bowed . “It was my pleasure to have met you all. It’s time for you to rest from the labors of your travels until we shall feast together tonight.”  
 
    I headed to the vestibulum, Drusus and the trusted three with me. Then I stopped at the door and spun. “Hector, walk with me.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE 
 
      
 
    I dismissed Nur, Tia and Drusus to guard the prisoners and attend to our guests while I strolled under the Roman arches of the vestibulum with Hector—in Redamun’s protective company for sure. 
 
    “One of my powers is to read emotions, and you’re swarming with them,” I started. “Their nature is not innocent.” 
 
    Hector cleared his throat, rubbing his forehead, chuckling. “In my defense, Your Worship’s beauty has haunted every man’s obsession even your brother’s, let alone an artist.” 
 
    His perception about Bessen Ra shocked me. My brother did have fantasies about me. Even though it appalled me, it was a common practice for the half-brother to marry the sister to keep the royal bloodline pure. It was a practice of duty not passion. What was uncommon was that brother having impure thoughts about his sister before that. However, my surprise didn’t come from the assumption—my brother could be sick like that. It came from how Hector could have easily seen to the usurper’s mind and assumed something that was rather true.  
 
    “My brother’s?” I exclaimed. 
 
    “Of course. Why would he follow Your Worship through time if he wasn’t?” 
 
    “From Ari’s notes I learnt he had been a failed king. He hadn’t been loved and the people turned on him in the end. The Long Sleep was his only form of a second chance.” 
 
    He shrugged. “My theory is different. I truly believe he was obsessed with Your Worship. Still is.” His turquoise eyes shone at me. “Who wouldn’t be?” 
 
    A chill ran through me as I found myself drifting to the green of his eyes. No. I had no time for this. “Enough with that and enough with him.” I listened to the chirping sparrows on the trees and the water streaming through the fountains. “I rarely come to this part of the house even though I’m quite fond of it.”  
 
    “I’ve learnt Your Worship hasn’t left the domus since arrival. Is that the reason?” Hector ambled by my side. 
 
    “Part of it. The main part is that it reminds too much of the home that will never be.” 
 
    “It will,” he said. “You are a Queen, a knowledge mistress and a goddess. Anything you wish for can happen. That’s what we’re all here for. To serve you and make your wishes realities.” 
 
    A goddess who is not divine. A Queen who has failed over and over to conquer her enemy. A knowledge mistress that doesn’t know. An immortal who cannot live. 
 
    I stopped by a bird fountain under a yasmine tree. “Why? What do you hope to gain in return?” 
 
    “Gain?” He shook his head. “Your Worship…we believe in you. Our gain is to see you and this kingdom receive the justice and the treatment you deserve. I can’t speak for others but what my family and I want is to have Egypt run by a just,  true Egyptian that values the land our ancestors shed their blood to protect. And for that ruler to be you, Queen Meha.” 
 
    Every word he said was calculated even the way he addressed me. All designed to get me to like him. To captivate my mind and my heart. It was as if he studied me, my teachings, my person, all his life and came up with the perfect tongue to reach me. 
 
    To unlock my guarded doors. 
 
    I must say in my past life—perhaps even before I’d become aware of my mistakes and embraced my powers—it would have worked. 
 
    Not today. 
 
    I resumed my stroll. “What if I do not do that?” 
 
    He faltered. “I beg your pardon?” 
 
    “What if I do not reclaim the throne of Egypt?” 
 
    Dazed, he stared me. “Your Worship…what sick joke is that?” 
 
    Redamun’s posture tensed. “Speak properly in the presence of your Queen.” 
 
    Hector took a deep breath and squinted at the midday sun. “I apologize.” 
 
    I held his gaze. “You are a clever man, Hector. I can tell you have big plans for yourself once I sit on the now Roman throne. But what if I have other plans? More important ones? Would you listen to my wisdom and obey the wishes of your Queen, your Goddess, even if they object to your will?” 
 
     A deep grimace distorted his face. “It is my duty to warn Your Worship that if said plans do not include taking back our land from those who occupied it, you shall lose many of your allies, and someone, sooner or later, is bound to betray you.” 
 
    “This is not what I asked.” 
 
    He swallowed and took a knee. “You will always be my Queen and Goddess, and I shall follow your wisdom with all my heart.” 
 
    For the first time since I’d wakened, I could not read a feeling with certainty, and I failed to decide whether he was being truthful. “You’re nothing like your brother.” 
 
    He rose to his feet. “Your Worship says that as though it’s unfortunate.” 
 
    I smirked. “Not necessarily.” 
 
    “If I may ask, what is the nature of the more important plans than reclaiming the usurped throne?” 
 
    “Tonight at the feast, you shall have your answer.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX 
 
      
 
    The air in the atrium was thick and hot on this summer night. A fire torched in the rows of oil lamps on the walls. Yet most of the heat came from the bodies of the guests, jammed in along the benches that every man or woman who lifted a drinking cup poked their neighbor in the ribs. 
 
    On my orders, all the children had been put to bed, and the chambers were locked. 
 
    Soft music of harps and flutes played in the center, nothing too loud, while the guests’ house boys and girls danced. 
 
    The feast began with a lentil soup, followed by a salad of figs, radishes, onions, and leafy greens. Then came the diced salted fish marinated in tomato juice and vinegar. Red and white wine and beer flowed in abundance like the Nile’s flood to wash everything down before the ox tails and honey-glazed ostrich meat arrived. 
 
    I sat at the high table with the divine three and Drusus, watching husbands and wives eat from the same plate, drink from the same cup, their kisses and laughter at the intermissions between dishes. Drusus’s family seemed to be the happiest and with the most appetite save Hector. He barely touched his food and merely sipped on his wine. 
 
    “Your brother is unamused by this feast?” I asked Drusus. 
 
    He stopped chewing on the glazed meat and turned his sight toward Hector.  “That catamite.” Drusus swallowed his meat and half rose before I ordered him to sit back. 
 
    “You can’t force someone to have fun.” 
 
    “But what’s not to enjoy? That ungrateful—” 
 
    “Has he shared any concerns with you? Is there something troubling him?” 
 
    “He has shared nothing at all with me. Goddess wishes me to ask him?” 
 
    “Not now.” More serious matters occupied my mind. 
 
    His eyebrows furrowed as he glanced over my plate. “Goddess hasn’t tasted anything either. My brother’s appetite should not affect yours.” 
 
    I gave him a warning glare. 
 
    “Not that I’m saying it does,” he amended. 
 
    “You should eat something, my Queen. You’ll need your strength,” Nur said. 
 
    I lifted a silver goblet at him. “It’s not like I’ve run out.” 
 
    His cup clinked with mine. “Aiwa.” 
 
    “What do you say, my dear friend? Should we replace the dance with a visual story of the Powers of Seratis and the Divine Three?” I took a sip of red wine. “Or should we skip to the bloody ending?” 
 
    “I believe a preliminary path to that ending is necessary, Majesty, so not to shock our guests too much.” 
 
    “Very well.” I rose to my feet. 
 
    Music stopped. Forks and knives dropped, and the room stood with me. 
 
    I raised a hand. “Bloods of Ari, you’ve come all the way with lavish offerings to be blessed by your Goddess and to serve her wishes as best as you could. Your dedication will not go unrewarded. And what’s better than justice for a reward? Tonight, the time has come to watch the enemies who have wronged us all receive what they deserve.” 
 
    A roar of approval greeted my pronouncement. 
 
    “But before that I must prepare you, even warn you, what you are about to see is not for the faint of heart,” I said. “If the sight of magic is too heavy for you, you have your leave to enter your chambers and lock them behind you.” 
 
    There were a few laughs and smiling glances, yet no one left. 
 
    “And if the sight of blood, even if it is our enemy’s, conflicts you, you are advised to the do the same,” I added. 
 
    The gleeful sounds died. 
 
    My gaze roamed the quizzical faces and blinks. A few women left their chairs, bowed at me and joined their children. Yet I’d sensed a bunch of men faking their courage to stay. 
 
    “No one is going to see you as a coward if you abhor violence. To the contrary, it is a quality I admire in a man,” I said. 
 
    Relieved, the bunch of men took their leaves. 
 
    “Now we shall begin.” I dismissed the entertainers and nodded at Nur and Drusus. “Bring them.” 
 
    In a flash, they jumped and with their landing back brought the sleeping usurper and his priest. I set my goblet aside, joined hands with my guard and handmaid and jumped us three to the center of the hall. 
 
    Yelps of shock and fear along with chairs screeching back erupted. 
 
    “You call me Goddess and believe my companions are divine. Yet my powers and theirs came from knowledge not from the lights of the gods or the sorceries of the priests,” I assured my guests. “So only fear if you do not believe that within your Goddess lies as well the wisdom to use the knowledge for good and not malice.” 
 
    A nod from one encouraged a second and a third like an infectious laugh. And the thudding hearts blossomed as the droplets of sweats dried. 
 
    Drusus and Nur sat the two prisoners to their knees and held them for me to wake them, and I did, filling my guests with more awe and curiosity. 
 
    Pulling the silk fingers off of my hands, I circled Sekhemre with my steps. The naked, yellow round lump of ghee he was plopped with every restless shift on his knees, his chains locking his hands before him, Drusus locking his shoulders immobile. 
 
    “High Priest called my knowledge magic, and I was doomed to a dark end for daring call it by its real name.” I cupped his chin, lifting it to make him meet my eyes. “Tonight, behold as it sends you where all treacherous demons such as you belonged.” 
 
    I looked the snake in the eye as it slithered with sweat to my pipes of fear not sound. “When you come face to face with a cobra that could pounce on you before you recognized, what would you do if running was not an option?” 
 
    “Kill it!” 
 
    “Chop its head off!” 
 
    “Death to the snake!” 
 
    “Death to the snake!” The words repeated endlessly. 
 
    As I let Sekhemre’s slippery chin fall, I nodded at Redamun. “The people have spoken. Death to the snake.” 
 
    My guard placed his hands behind his back and stood at attention. “High priest Sekhemre, on the authority of Queen Meha, Daughter of the Sun and the Goddess of Sleep, for your sins of treachery and plotting you are sentenced to a merciless death.” 
 
    Then, without pause or hesitation, Redamun fisted the traitor’s chest, wrenching out his heart. 
 
    Gasps and names of ancient Gods and new flared in the air as Sekhemre fell to the side, blood staining his lifeless flesh, breath leaving his hollow chest for good. 
 
    I hoped. 
 
    Bessen Ra’s chest heaved at the heart bleeding at my guard’s hand and the fire balled in the other. 
 
    Before the widened eyes, Redamun torched the traitor’s heart to flames and let the ambers fly and fall with the air. 
 
    “Meha, you are not a killer. Please.” My brother’s forehead touched my foot. “I beg of you, my Queen, my Goddess, spare me and let me serve you…sister.” 
 
    My brows lifted in surprise as my bitter smile mocked him. “Now I’m your Queen, Goddess and sister? Now you remember the blood we share and the right given to me by birth?” I was smiling, but on the inside I was fighting my tears with all the power I had in me. “Now you beg to serve the sister you swore to defile?” 
 
    I could see in his eyes when they lifted to mine he was broken. He had led an army. He had been proud. Yet he bowed with tears falling on the foot of the woman he thought he’d defeated. He bore the same expression he had had every time he begged me to hide him from Father and take the beating for him. 
 
    Had you always thought I was stronger, little brother? Or had you been using the pure love I had for you? Anything to escape the beating, right? 
 
    Some things would never change. 
 
    Had you thought I was stronger, you wouldn’t have fought me for my throne. Had you seen me as your blood, you wouldn’t have spilled it for a chair.  
 
    From that moment, those bonds that let me have mercy on you had dissolved between us. 
 
    “They told me you were evil. Not a goddess but a demon that killed all these men. They warned me if you didn’t name me king, you would kill me too,” he blubbered. 
 
    “You’ve just said I’m not a killer.” 
 
    “Meha, I’d been wrong. I swear before you all I’d made a mistake. Please, let me atone.” 
 
    “They told you Ari would kill you too, and so you tortured his women and children for the formulation?” Drusus scoffed angrily. “Is that why you told your men to kill him even after giving you what you wanted?” 
 
    “Yeah!” the guests roared and swore. 
 
    “Death to the usurper!” 
 
    “Liar!” 
 
    “No mercy!” 
 
    “Child murderer!” 
 
    I raised a hand. “Behold the man I wouldn’t dare name a king. Kings don’t beg and blubber like children and petty thieves. Kings don’t lose their lands.” 
 
    The atrium roared again. 
 
    I took one last glance at the half-brother, never wishing for something to happen and not to happen at the same time like now. 
 
    I’m not like you, Bessen Ra. Our bonds might have dissolved, yet our blood comes from the same spine. I do not know how to remove it from my heart. 
 
    Despite everything, I wish the real gods would forgive you and let you in their kingdoms, little brother. 
 
    I dragged my moist gaze to Redamun. “The people have spoken.” My heart squeezed, the words to come bitter on my tongue. “Death to the usurper.” 
 
    Instantly, my eyes fell back to Bessen Ra as my guard sentenced him. 
 
    “One last word if I may,” Bessen Ra requested. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “For your ears only.” 
 
    Nur was holding my brother’s shoulders like Drusus had done with the traitor, and his hands were secured as well. Despite Redamun’s head shake, I saw no harm in approaching. Granting a dying man his last wish was an act of mercy I’d like to perform. 
 
    Slowly, I lowered my ear close enough for Bessen Ra to whisper. 
 
    His snagging breaths sent a shiver down my spine. “I was never…your brother. I was the bastard son of a drunken blacksmith my whore of a mother had cunningly pinned on your divine father. And he believed her because he was desperate for the boy your honorable mother couldn’t give. Live with that, you ugly whore. Your father favored a commoner’s son and named him king over you.” 
 
    He retracted before I had straightened, a gloating smirk on his smug face. 
 
    My fists clenched so hard my knuckles whitened. The fire blazed red in my cheeks. Yet I wouldn’t allow the man who deceived and threatened and vowed to defile me the pleasure of watching me break and regret every moment I’d loved him for. 
 
    I would thank him instead. 
 
    I approached this ear this time. “Thank you. If I had any conflict about what I’ve planned for you, thanks to your kind words, it’s gone.” 
 
    We would never speak again, and this moment would sustain me from now on. 
 
    I rose erect, and with my nod, Redamun gutted the usurper’s heart and torched it to ash.


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN 
 
      
 
    The usurper’s words were a savage blow to my past. Yet I hadn’t shook.  
 
    And as, with my own eyes, I saw his black heart grow back under his bloody ribs, he served me a more savage blow to my hopes. Yet I remained calm. 
 
    My companions had heard the shameful secret, and my guests had seen the immortality of their enemy. 
 
    What to do next was my decision alone. 
 
    “Goddess, the prisoners aren’t dead. Are they immortal like you?” someone asked. 
 
    My head rose to the voice, and I saw it belonged to one of the Etays. 
 
    The silence I volunteered encouraged someone else to speak. “Even if that’s true, our Queen is the Goddess of Sleep. She must know how to end the usurper immortal or otherwise.” 
 
    I listened to the wonders and speculations, to the demands and defenses. To see through the people they called themselves mine. To sift through the lies and half-truths I’d been swimming in all my life.  
 
    My focus shifted to Hector, who had remained silent as well, keeping his spirit protected from me. Behind me, I heard the prisoners waking as they had after every trial. 
 
    Time to end this night and cross out another line off my list. 
 
    I walked by the feast tables. “My beloved guests, since the usurper’s Awaking Day I’ve been asking myself the same question. Is our enemy immortal? For thirteen days and thirteen nights, I’ve been finding ways to kill the bastard and his priest, to clean the world of their dirt. Yet I haven’t found the answer I deem right. For I shan’t accept another but the one I wish. The one we all wish for!” 
 
    “Yeah!” The men banged their cups on the tables while the women cheered. 
 
    I spun and glared at the prisoners. “I shall not rest or take a throne until I deliver their unholy souls to Anubis himself. May they find no guidance in the underworld.” Penetrating their heads, I put Bessen Ra and Sekhemre back to sleep. 
 
    I twisted and stared at Hector as the cheers and roars rose higher. “This is my purpose on this earth, to eradicate the evil that blatantly lived among us so there will be peace and not war! So we can live without fear of the traitors poison! So there will be no more children dying in any of our names!” I centered the atrium. “The nature of my plans has been revealed, Aris. Who is with me?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT 
 
      
 
    “An Inspiring demonstration of power, and an inspiring speech you gave, Your Worship.” Hector came forth through the back garden where I sat on my stargazing bed, Tia and Redamun flanking me. 
 
    “What’s truly inspiring is the amount of support, love and obedience I received from your family,” I said, the scent of cloves and honey he wore filling my nostrils. “Shouldn’t you be sleeping like the rest?” 
 
    The silver light danced in his eyes as he reached me. “I’d like a word with Your Worship, if she may.” 
 
    “Speak.” 
 
    He hesitated, his gaze flickering at my companions. 
 
    “Even if I order them away, which I won’t do, they can still hear you.” I pointed at my ear. “Divine hearing.” 
 
    A wry smile appeared on his mouth. “Divine? That you bestowed on them, Goddess Seratis?” 
 
    So you truly don’t believe in the human divinity farce? I might start liking you more now? “You may say so.” 
 
    It was my creation after all that made them what they’d become. 
 
    “So all Ari’s teachings about Queen Meha were false? How your blood runs pure from noble kings and queens, not the divine myth only found in story and song. How you rejected the false divinity cloak under which ancient rulers hid. All these were not true?” 
 
    “No, they are. But I see divinity from a different perspective now. I do not have to descend from real gods to be one. If I possess their powers, I can retain the title.” 
 
    “What of your original title that has been usurped? Why the great Goddess of Sleep cannot be Queen Meha of Egypt at the same time?” 
 
    “Are you questioning my decisions, young Hector the Architect?” I warned. 
 
    “I’d be damned if I did,” he said with passion. “All I ask for is a chance to make me see what you see.” 
 
    “Does it mean you’re like the Etays? You need to see before you belive?” 
 
    “Your Worship knows it’s not that. I’ve believed in you all my life.” 
 
    “Yet your sight is short, and you’re impatient. All you must do is trust in me and follow until the wisdom is unraveled. There are many things you do not know.” 
 
    He stepped forward. “Like why my brother hasn’t laid a hand on me since I arrived here? Like the apprehension that crosses Your Worship’s eyes every time you see a child? Like the gloves with which all five of you are protecting your hands? Or is it not your hands you are protecting?” 
 
    I raked him from head to toe, the energy he carried manipulative. Every time I was close to this person, my mind was set like a war horn, yet my body behaved like a sunflower to sunshine. “You are a very clever man, young Hector the Architect.” 
 
    “Again, Your Worship say that as though it was a bad thing.” 
 
    “It might be with your other qualities.” 
 
     “Goddess…if my sight is short, enlighten me. If I’m impatient, teach me not to be. My Queen,” he knelt, “I’m offering myself to Your Worship.” His eyes beseeched me. “Make me one of you.”  
 
    “Oh, Hector.” I lifted my frustration to the sky and the moon and the stars. “You have no idea what you are asking for.” 
 
    “Don’t turn me away. Drusus is not the only one who has been enchanted with Your Worship his whole life. He is not the only one who can serve you with the devotion you seek.” 
 
    Temptation played its games on me for I desired him despite my best judgment. My eyes returned on his stern face, and he met them with ardent thirst. 
 
    “I’ll be your most dedicated soldier in the army you will soon need. Just give me the chance, I beg of you. I would do anything,” he murmured. 
 
    I reached a glove-silked hand to his face. Here came those war horns again, accompanied by my guard’s emotions, surprisingly not of jealousy but fury and offense. 
 
    I withdrew my hand almost instantly. “You want a chance, Hector, you must be patient. This is my final my word to you.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE 
 
      
 
    After the events of this long week days trying not infect any of the Aris or their children and longer nights trying to end my prisoners, I took off my blue crown and threw myself stomach down on the royal bed. 
 
    In the chamber lit only by the silver light and our dark visions, Nur and Redamun worked on my back, undressing me and massaging my muscles. The flesh itself wasn’t tired or tense courtesy of the healing power. I was. 
 
    My chin rested on the pillows. My eyes closed. My mind drifted with the wonders. “You heard what he whispered in my ears at the feast, didn’t you?” 
 
    “He said what he said out of spite.” Nur started with my foot. 
 
    “Not that it makes any difference. Half-brother or not, he is the usurper.” Redamun’s fingers fondled my shoulders. 
 
    My guard was right. I had made yet another mistake when I didn’t stop calling that monster brother with the first war. In my heart, I believed I did not try hard enough to finish him when I had the chance. Something in me kept looking for ways to defeat him without killing him because of the lie of blood. 
 
    The stars align in paradox. In the past life, I thought the usurper was my blood so I didn’t kill him when he could be killed. In the new life, I know he isn’t, and I’m trying everything in my might to bury his soul, yet he couldn’t be dead. 
 
    “What if I cannot kill him?” The question fell off my tongue.  
 
    “You will,” Redamun replied without a speck of doubt, his fingers working miracles around my coccyx. 
 
    “He grew a heart in the name of everything that is holy. What if there is no way to end them? Ever? No closure. No justice. Nothing.” The possibility alone made me cringe. 
 
    Nur paused for a moment from pressing my toes. “Then we shall lock him up. Keep him a prisoner till the end of times. Make sure he would never see another sun ray.” 
 
    An ominous feeling invaded me. “What kind of life would that be? To live as jailers and nothing else? Wouldn’t that make us his prisoners as well?” 
 
    The fondling stopped. The notion must have disturbed them. The next moment, Redamun’s kisses covered my back, and then he met my face. “How about we put him back to sleep in a tomb? For another thousand years? And when he wakes, we put him there again?” 
 
    “That’s…not such a bad idea.” Nur resumed rubbing my foot. 
 
    “Actually, it’s a very good idea. We are bound to stay on this earth for a very long time, perhaps even till the end of times. We cannot spend it locked in a house guarding a usurper and a traitor.” My mind eased with what might be the solution to all my problems with the enemy. 
 
    If we couldn’t walk, we might as well learn to fly. 
 
    I rolled on my side and kissed Redamun’s lips. “Thank you. You’ve always been my savior.” 
 
    He kissed me back. His warm lips pressed against mine as his slick tongue slipped between. My hands wrapped around the back of his neck instinctively. Yet the image of Tia came through my brain reprimanding me for my impatience. 
 
    I pulled back. “We have to wait for Tia. I promised her I wouldn’t start without her.” 
 
    Nur’s fingers reached my calves and the little dip behind my knee. “A little warming wouldn’t hurt.” 
 
    The cotton surface sank on my side as he climbed on the bed. The two men embraced me between them on the softest of sheets. Their tongues, lips and fingers finding all my fire-igniting spots. 
 
    “This is not a little warming.” I chortled. What’s taking her so long? She was only confirming Drusus, whose turn is to stand guard for the first time tonight, is all right. 
 
    The ominous feeling returned to invade me so roughly that I had to push my men off of me. “Something isn’t right.” 
 
    I grabbed my dress and slipped it back on. As my feet touched the mosaic, Tia manifested in the room. 
 
    “Here she is, Majesty. We can enjoy the night now,” Nur said. 
 
    It was dark, yet I could see the glistening of her eyes. The sound of her panting and the absence of her words froze me in place. 
 
    “What has happened?” I asked hoping against hope she would tell me a different story that the one I predicted before she told it. 
 
    “I’m terribly sorry, Goddess,” she whispered. 
 
    “What is wrong, Tia? Speak up,” Redamun shouted. 
 
    Her sobs echoed in the chamber. “The prisoners… They’re gone.” 
 
    “Aa’ha!” Redamun swore. 
 
    “How?!” Nur hopped off the bed. 
 
    “I knew we couldn’t trust that khawal.” Redamun swore again. 
 
    My head spun. I felt as though I was going to faint, but my body wouldn’t give me that luxury. “No, Redamun. It’s not Drusus. You distrusted the wrong brother.” 
 
    His hand went through one of the Djed pillars, rendering a hole in it. “Bloody, treacherous Hector.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPETR FORTY 
 
      
 
    At the vault where Bessen Ra was kept, I inspected the shackles. They were intact, the locks unriddled. Hector was the only one beside us who knew how to open them, but that wouldn’t explain how he managed to rid the two prisoners of my compulsion, drag them out to the secret passage and escape from the back garden.  
 
    Drusus sat on his knees, his face bowed. “He has turned.” 
 
    Readmun grabbed his hair and tilted his back. “By you?” 
 
    Tears draw a path over the dark stains on his faces. “I never touched him.” 
 
    I eyed the dry blood and black smudges on his flesh and burnt clothes “What exactly happened in here, Drusus?” 
 
    “I was watching the vaults, alternating between this one and the other when I heard some noise near the traitor’s. I jumped there, and Hector…” His eyes squeezed. “He lunged at me, took me by surprise, burning me with fireballs before I could even think.” He shook his head in sorrow, tears flowing. 
 
    “And then what happened?” Redamun growled. 
 
    “When I healed and woke, Sekhemre was gone. I jumped here, and it was empty as well. 
 
    “But how did he turn?!” 
 
    “I swear I do not know. I kept my gloves on every day and every night. Even with them I haven’t touched anyone.” He peered at me, his eyes never been darker. “I’m sorry, Goddess. I have failed you, and I deserve any punishment you sentence me. I’m so sorry.” 
 
    I placed my palm over his head, and he burst into tears. “Be calm. If anyone knows how it feels to be betrayed by their own blood, it’s me.” 
 
    “If none of us has turned that treacherous sodomizer, then how did he become like us?” Redamun growled again.  
 
    “We’re not the only one who could have turned him. The energy runs in the prisoners,” I muttered. 
 
    My guard grimaced. “But how did he reach them?” 
 
    “Hector built this house. He must have had keys to the vaults. He touched one of them and waited for the transformation to happen. And when it did…” I let out a long, slow moan, my chest burning with a tangle of darkness that wouldn’t leave me be. 
 
    Hector had been playing me even before I’d met him. He didn’t build this house on Bessen Ra’s tomb for me. He built here for this moment. The time who would see which of the two rulers would serve him best. 
 
    Every corner was designed for a double purpose. The modern art on the vault walls to mislead me so I wouldn’t recognize the tomb and stay here doubtless. The vaults built to be the only secure places fit to be dungeons, of which of course he had spare keys. The secret exit to the back garden for his escape. The riddled locks he could solve. 
 
    If my companions hadn’t built the new treasury themselves, that disloyal arse would have robbed me dry as well. 
 
    “In my case, the transformation took days to happen. Does it mean he entered vaults before?” Drusus asked. 
 
    “He must have. Lurked in the dark, waiting for the moment Tia or Nur weren’t looking,” I answered. 
 
    Redamun burst with curses and foul threats. “And how did he wake the prisoners?” 
 
    “The only way to wake them without my power is to kill them and wait for their revival. Hector must have noticed that at the feast and used his new abilities on them,” I said, running out of patience.  
 
    “But why? Why would he do that? How could he do that?” Drusus whimpered in disbelief. 
 
    “Because he wanted power I said I wouldn’t give. He couldn’t wait or learn. He didn’t have the faith to follow!” I took a deep breath, keeping my fire inside. There was no use dwelling on whys and whats. “He made his choice and sided with my enemy. Thus he becomes my enemy, too.” 
 
    What’s done is done. Now I have to deal with it. 
 
    I locked gazes with Drusus. “The question is, which side are you on?” 
 
    He winced and swallowed. Then his eyes burned with flames of wrath. “Yours, Goddess. Always.” 
 
    I asked the Aris the same question and waited patiently for the answer. It was not to be rushed. A decision not to be made in haste. 
 
    “I won’t rest until my enemy is beaten, and I don’t mean just beaten down, I mean dead,” I said. “For that to happen, as much as I’ve tried to avoid it, a second war is in order. So make your choice now. Choose the side you wish to serve for all eternity.” 
 
    To my surprise, no one left. The skeptic stayed before the loyal. Once I spoke, no word was raised against mine. These were my people now. My soldiers. 
 
    Run all you want, Bessen Ra. There isn’t a place you can hide, I will find you, destroy you. I don’t much care how it happens, or how much I will make you suffer, I will have your cold black eyes extinguished from this universum. 
 
      
 
    TO BE CONTINUED… 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Thanks for Reading! 
 
    What a ride  I hope you enjoyed reading Seratis as much as we loved writing it. 
 
    You just finished the first book in Seratis the Goddess of Egypt Series, and I LOVE YOU for that! 
 
    I have three things I’d love for you to do. Join the Royal Vault for updates on the series, extra POV scenes, and giveaways. 
 
     Write a review on amazon or Goodreads 
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 GLOSSARY 
 
      
 
    Zebaq: mercury 
 
    Mummya: mommy 
 
    Rnp: man 
 
    Aa’ha: a word of objection to something incredible good or bad as in “what the hell?” but more powerful. 
 
    Yasmine: jasmine 
 
    Shebr: a length measurement unit equivalent to the length of five fingers, around 6-7 inches/15-20cm 
 
    Nefrtsheps: beautiful and of noble origin 
 
    Nake: f*ck/f*cking 
 
    Koss-ek: Vagina, your vagina 
 
    Zebb-y: penis, my penis 
 
    Aiwa: an enthusiastic expression of approval  
 
    Khara: shit 
 
    Ya lahwy: expression to indicate a person likes something or hates something extremely It’s like saying, “it’s so good I’m going to die.” 
 
    Merr-i-ten: I love you said to a female 
 
    Tanaha: indifference and the ability to show no expressions to an emotional situation 
 
      Teez-ek: Butt, your butt 
 
    Wskh: an ancient Egyptian collar that covers the chest and shoulders and not the neck, normally colorful 
 
    Ghella: balls of natural fertilizers (animal feces) 
 
    Khawal: an insult to men meaning lacking man attributes
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