
        
            
                
            
        

    
	From the heart of a timeless exotic land, the romance of the lovely Lady Isis and the awesome Lord Rahotep is kindled. Their passionate saga surges like the deep, ever-flowing River Nile toward the joyous consummation of their hearts’ burning need.

	 

	 

	Lady Isis, eldest daughter of Egypt’s Vizier, is in a dire situation. Her father and Pharaoh Ramesses insist that she marry Lord Rahotep—a man as dangerous and beguiling as Ancient Egypt itself, unparalleled in the arts of war, and of love.

	Being an obedient daughter, she reluctantly agrees. Does she give in out of a sense of duty to her father? Or is it her secret attraction to the seductive Rahotep?

	Even in the sumptuous, lascivious villas of the elite nobility of Thebes where Lady Isis first laid eyes on the powerful warrior, he exuded an intoxicating sensuality. The kiss he stole from her that moonlit night along the Nile was like a brand on her soul, leaving her longing for more.

	He recognizes Isis as the enticing woman whose kisses enflamed his passion, and the married life he once dreaded becomes a world of unexplored pleasures. When an enemy surfaces and a new threat emerges, creating unimagined peril for the lovers, Rahotep realizes that he could very well lose her... and vows to fight for her with all his warrior heart.
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Prologue

	 

	 

	The West Nile River Delta,

	New Kingdom, 20th Dynasty

	Ancient Egypt, 1181 BC

	 

	I must be dead. He must have died from the great battle-axe of his Libyan opponent and entered into the Afterlife. The land was strangely familiar. It smelled of the rich dark soil and fragrant waters of the River Nile, with the sounds of date palms swaying in the breeze. It had to be the Afterlife, for surely the underworld, Duat—a place full of dangers like poisonous snakes, lakes of fire, and executioners—could not smell so sweet. And, he discovered, managing to open his eyes at last, that the Afterlife was blessed with a sky brightened by a luminous moon that cast an eerie glow of blood-red light down upon the earth.

	Rahotep prayed to the Gods that his father and brother had survived, his only family. He realized his hand lay upon cold flesh and he looked to his left. His heart trembled with fear in his chest. He shook and quivered involuntarily with anxiety coursing through his veins—a fire searing into him, heat curling up his spine. His limbs froze. Tears welled in his eyes, for his father, General Maya, lay at his side, dark eyes open and unseeing the sky above them, his torso cleaved in by an enemy’s spear.

	“Father.” He whispered the word in a rough cry of anguish, reaching for his father’s head, his fingers weaving lovingly through the ebony curls that covered it.

	“You cannot leave me. You cannot leave me...”

	He could dress for battle, wield an axe. He was tall and strong, likely to turn out hale and hearty, his father’s men had all said. However, seeing his father dead, he knew he was just a boy with far to go to equal not only his father’s great bravery and strength, but his wisdom, mercy, and judgment as well. But age did not matter, nor could his overwhelming grief change what was.

	Love could not bring back the dead. Then pain set in; he was not dead. He lived. Yet his skull pounded as if it had been split in half. He nearly groaned out loud, yet some instinct kept him silent. He gritted his teeth and gradually, slowly got up on his elbows and looked about the battlefield. Not far from where he lay, light shone from a small fire burning for his comrades who had survived the carnage—his fellow soldiers bandaging their wounds and making plans.

	The moon came from behind the clouds just then, and he could see more of the field of slaughter. Just a few feet away, he saw his older brother, Senefru, once proud and handsome, now stretched across the sweet rich soil of the riverbank, arms splayed as if he reached out to embrace the Afterlife itself.

	“No, Senefru. You cannot leave me too,” he whispered in anguish. “You cannot leave me alone.” A scream rose within him, fierce and terrible. It threatened to rip from his lips. Again, instinct kept him silent. He must not make a sound. He fought down his cry of pain, a sound that would have echoed across the Nile, a loud mournful cry of loss—a moan of fury, rage, and agony. Instinct served him well, and he did not betray himself. He heard footsteps and swallowed down a scream. The pain increased greatly within him and threatened to rob him of his consciousness again.

	Footsteps came secretly in the night—footsteps moving quietly through the reeds and grass on the riverbank. He saw the forms of those who were coming. They began to circle the Egyptian survivors gathered around the fire. He lay still as they passed by him. He waited and watched, and when the last of them disappeared into the darkness, intent upon a silent assault, he began to rise.

	He staggered, nearly passing out from the pain that swept through his head as he came slowly to his feet. He paused, letting the pain subside, gathering his strength and awareness. Then, he too began to move stealthily through the grass. When the Libyans reached the injured Egyptian soldiers’ fire, they suddenly attacked, and in mere minutes, half of the thirty or so warriors lay dead or severely wounded.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	“Praise the Gods,” General Mekhten exclaimed.

	A figure appeared from the shadows. It was General Maya’s son; the general had seen him fall in battle, collapsed atop his father. He had been sure the boy, Rahotep, was dead. But he lived. Streaked with mud and blood, almost fifteen, he stood well above many a full-grown man with the width of shoulder that would eventually fill out with powerful muscle.

	This had been his first test of arms.

	Rahotep reached down for a soldier’s battle-axe. A muscled Libyan warrior laughed, and the young boy charged at the invading soldier, springing forward and running him through the stomach with the axe. The man fell to his knees, shock lighting his eyes until death glazed them over. When another enemy came at him, Rahotep spun around and swung the battle-axe again, killing the Libyan almost instantly. The blood ran thick beneath the firelight, and men tripped upon the bodies of others as they fought the enemy. Suddenly General Mekhten heard the thunder of hoofbeats. The Pharaoh...Pharaoh Ramesses himself had come, and his warriors flung themselves into battle with the enemy, who were now outnumbered.

	“Blessed be the Gods. Who is this boy?” asked the Pharaoh.

	“He is Rahotep, General Maya’s son,” General Mekhten said wearily. “The boy has no more family, so his friends must be his family. I shall see to him.”

	“No,” said Ramesses vehemently. “I will be his guardian now, and I believe that one day he will be a great warrior, then my champion.”

	The King dismounted from his chariot and walked over to where Rahotep stood.

	“So, you are Rahotep, son of General Maya,” Pharaoh said gently.

	Rahotep stared up at the King, bloodied, bruised, and covered in soil and sweat and mud.

	“I am, Divine One,” he muttered, still in shock.

	“Your father was a fine man—a great man. I cherished him as a warrior and a friend. Rahotep, you are now Lord Rahotep, in honour of you family. All here have witnessed your courage and these events. From this night forward, Rahotep, you will be my champion, and I will look out for your interests in the years to come for this night’s victory. When the time is right, my son, there will be much to be gained. Trust me, your journey of life has just begun. There will be many opportunities for you.”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	The frenzied, panting woman beneath him wound her legs tighter around his hips, drawing him deeper into her voluptuous, writhing body. Her naked breasts strained lush and wanton against his palms as Rahotep attempted to satisfy his mistress Lady Sheba’s ravenous desire.

	Pressing her back to the bed, he plunged deep between her welcoming thighs, not surprised to find her wet and pulsing for him. She was flame-hot with desire, begging him in erratic whispers for the intense pleasure he was certain only he could give her. And Rahotep was more than willing to comply. He had called at her elegant villa that day hoping to propose marriage to her.

	But just now he wanted nothing more than to lose himself in the dark grip of passion.

	Something was missing, he thought. He had succeeded with their primitive, restless coupling. His blood surging thick and hot, Rahotep covered her fully with his body, thrusting into her sleek, heated passage with a driving motion of his hips.

	Sheba cried out with hunger. Yet only when he felt her first convulsions ripple around his shaft did he allow himself his own gratifying release. Urgently, Rahotep surged into her, propelling her over the edge to an explosive, cresting pleasure.

	His own climax followed swift and fierce, his muscled body contracting with stabbing pleasure as Sheba quaked and moaned beneath him.

	Even when it was over, he clung to her with feverish strength.

	The oil lamps flickered, sending shadows dancing over her beautiful features. Sheba lay gazing up at him.

	“Is that all you can do?” she asked cruelly.

	Rahotep murmured an oath. He had gratified her lust and his own, he was sure, yet it didn’t seem to have been enough to satisfy her.

	He felt completely devastated. How could it be possible that their recent passionate coupling hadn’t been enough to diminish Sheba’s appetite?

	Despite her cruel remark, he knew what he had hoped for. He was in love with her and contemplated a match between them.

	“I don’t know what you mean,” he said.

	“Surely you must know that it takes more than one coupling to fully gratify any woman?” she hissed. It was as if she was purposefully trying to hurt him.

	“Are you saying you want more?”

	“Yes, of course. No true man ever leaves his lady unpleased,” she replied brusquely.

	“But I love you with all my heart, Sheba. I wish to marry you.”

	He poured out his heart to no avail. Her sneer was indulgent; her jeering laugh was unbearable.

	“You must have realized that you are not the sort of man to appeal to a woman of my discriminating tastes and strong appetites. I am too refined to marry a mere boy. This affair has been no more than a dalliance. You are too tame, too proper and dispassionate for me. I think it is time to end the charade, Rahotep. I have been betrothed to King Ahiram of Phoenicia for the past year. I made a wager with my friends that I could seduce you and get you to fall in love with me before the marriage takes place.”

	Rahotep was horrified to discover the truth. He remained silent. Her words cut him to the core.

	He quickly stood up and began to pull on his kilt. Without a word, he turned to gaze upon Sheba with bitter hatred and fury one last time. He made a vow to never give up his heart again; never allow himself to be that vulnerable again. Wounded and full of anguish, he turned his back to her and strode out of the bedchamber.

	 


Chapter One

	 

	 

	Thebes, City of the Sceptre,

	Eleven years later, 1170 BC

	 

	Lady Isis had escaped her cousin Neferkare’s wedding banquet for the safety of the moonlit garden. She was in a restless mood, and she could not suppress a troubling ache of longing—a mysterious, strong desire for impossible dreams. She rarely regretted her circumstances or felt as dejected she did tonight. What is wrong with me? The bitterness she had known when her suitor Lord Montu had fallen in love with her beautiful cousin Neferkare had softened to regret by now. She was content with her life—she was needed, appreciated, and loved by her family.

	She found pleasure in being a dutiful and obedient daughter and enjoyed quietly spending her evenings with her family. She was thankful that her father, Lord Hetshepsu—a high ranking wealthy nobleman—had noticed her intelligence at a young age and had hired a private tutor to teach her the Arts of the Scribe and the healing Arts of the Physician.

	When there were times, like now, that she felt moments of restlessness... if sometimes she was afflicted by romantic yearnings and the depressing suspicion that life was passing her by, well then, she was usually practical enough to crush them. Except for tonight. Her practicality could not overcome the sense of envy that penetrated her now, nor could it repress the yearning that stirred deep within the secret places of her heart.

	When her former suitor, Lord Montu, had begged her to release him from his promise, she had agreed. At the very least, she’d had a suitor. She and Lord Montu had met during her mother’s illness. They had planned to marry only after an appropriate period of mourning. But when Montu had caught one glimpse of her cousin, Neferkare, he had tumbled head over heels in love with the exquisite woman. What else could she have done? If her heart had withered a little, if his desertion had killed something in her that was indescribable, she did not deceive herself that she was the only woman who had ever been cast off by a suitor. It was her pride that had suffered most.

	She recalled earlier being stunned when Lord Rahotep had strode into the crowded wedding banquet, drawing forth excited feminine whispers and longing sighs. She wondered why quivers were running through her as she stared at him. He looked so splendid dressed in a fine white kilt and cape that her heart shuddered. She’d gazed upon his well-defined sinewy shoulders and powerful thighs—strong enough to control a wild stallion or a woman.

	Most of the company at the wedding banquet tonight had seemed pleasantly excited rather than shocked. Potent, virile, and wickedly handsome, Rahotep captured feminine hearts. People called him Pharaoh’s Champion. Isis found herself studying him. Curly ebony hair had been cropped close to his head. Handsomely formed features—a square jaw with high, broad cheekbones—gave him a rugged and impressive appearance. Captivating light hazel eyes were set beneath well-defined brows.

	Isis had noticed from the first there was something inherently masculine about Lord Rahotep. She realized that despite his youth, he was somehow hardened for his years. She found him to be remarkably compelling and powerfully male.

	What would it be like to be chased by Lord Rahotep? To have him gaze at her with such sincere devotion, to be the object of the devastating charm she’d seen him expend on his chosen partners earlier at the banquet... When she’d glanced across the room and seen him, her pulse had quickened. There was no way she could deny the fact that he was a stunningly attractive man. It was impossible not to imagine how it might feel to be enclosed in his arms and held safe, or to be pinned down by those long, muscled legs.

	Stop it. Stop it now. This is reckless. She had never indulged in erotic thoughts before, but there was something about Lord Rahotep that made it impossible to think about anything else.

	Daydreaming was a perilous game. Just thinking about him aroused her. Only the gods knew what would happen if he showed a small amount of interest or encouragement.

	He gave the impression of easy grace, of strength held tightly under control. She’d sensed his unmistakable presence of raw power—irresistible, captivating, and beguiling. Smoking vitality came from him with an enchanting appeal—a careless, impudent, intoxicating charm.

	Isis knew well that during his military service, Lord Rahotep had risen through the ranks to General. His courage and achievement had earned him the exalted position of Chief Administrator in the Egyptian Government. He was responsible for collecting taxes and finding laborers for large State work projects such as pyramids and temples. Pharaoh Ramesses had bestowed upon Rahotep a large villa in the countryside and twenty slaves—making him a part of the emerging new nobility.

	Earlier that evening, Lady Isis had been standing in a corner talking to her cousin Neferkare—the bride—and her aunt Isetnofret when Lord Rahotep made his way over to their party and introduced himself. As he had turned to stare at her, Isis wondered if he could sense the heat building up in her. His slow smile answered that question, and she wasn’t sure if she was relieved or not when he glanced away for a moment. As their gazes met and locked, Isis shivered inwardly. She was painfully aware of his brute strength and could feel the mighty lord’s desire rippling over her in waves.

	 

	Suddenly, she became aware that Lord Rahotep had come out into the garden. He saw her and strode over.

	“Lady Isis?” he said. “What has brought you out here when a banquet is in progress?”

	Isis found herself catching a deep breath. He was so strikingly gorgeous and tempting, yet his absolute masculine beauty was not the sole reason a woman’s heart beat erratically with curiosity and fascination when this man was near. He had a quality about him that was intently compelling, unpredictable.

	Isis suddenly looked down at her clasped hands. She was surprised to find herself divulging the true reason she’d fled the banquet—to escape the painful sight of her former suitor dancing with his betrothed, her own cousin, Neferkare.

	“I could not stand it any longer. I was engaged to Lord Montu before he saw my lovely cousin and begged me to release him from his promise. I cannot stand the sight of them both so happy together,” she reluctantly confessed on a sigh.

	“I can definitely see why you would not want to witness such a scene. He is a fool for having abandoned you, is he not, my lady?”

	She found herself held captive by his alluring voice as it treacherously moved its way into her senses. She was enthralled by his dark caressing murmur, as sleekly velvet as the night. By Horus, how could he infuse so much warmth into a simple question? It was like being stroked. No woman alive could remain indifferent to those low tones, dripping with honey, warm and potently sensual. Doubtless it was a prime reason for the man’s remarkable success with every female he met. Her cousin had told her that no woman could resist him. However, Isis knew him by reputation only. She did know that most of the company at the banquet tonight had seemed more titillated than shocked by the bewitching lord.

	Isis felt a shameful tightening sensation in her breasts as she pictured his gently roaming hands moving over her skin.

	“I understand that your father is Lord Hetshepsu, Vizier of Egypt,” said Rahotep.

	“Yes, he is a very powerful man.” She was shivering all over with excitement and apprehension.

	“My Lady, you are shaking, are you all right?” he asked, sounding concerned.

	“Yes, perfectly so,” she said angrily. “Why would I not be?”

	“Evidently you have a temper that is easily aroused,” he said, sounding amused.

	“My temper is usually considered quite serene.”

	There was something heated and exciting in his eyes. Dangerous. Isis had never been drawn to such men before. Why did she find this man irresistible? She couldn’t stop the flow of liquid warmth that flooded her body from that charming voice. He was close enough for her to detect his scent, a faint natural fragrance that was disquietingly male.

	“Would you like to be on fire? Would you like to burn at my touch?” he asked, his voice a seductive whisper, resonant and deep, full of temptation.

	Isis glanced away when his stunning gold eyes met her gaze. She felt herself tremble to recognize she’d become the target of his seduction, making her feel disturbingly feminine and fragile.

	“I think I could truthfully promise you would enjoy my attentions, my lady.” His sudden smile, part jackal, was wholly enticing.

	Isis took a step backward, feeling extremely vulnerable. He was far taller than she, broad of shoulder and solidly muscled, and when he turned the full force of his charm on her, she became enthralled. He was remarkably good at this game of seduction, but that was all it was to him, a game. He knew very well his power over women. Over her.

	Isis felt a mutinous flash of stubbornness course through her.

	“You’ll not have any effect on me, I promise you.”

	“No?”

	How did he manage to invest so much carnal promise, such beguiling tenderness, in a single word? In a glance?

	Suddenly the night seemed alive with sound and sensation. Isis was overwhelmingly conscious of how alone they were, of how hazardous this situation had become. What idiocy was she indulging in, remaining out here with such a charismatic man?

	“I should go...” she said rather too breathlessly.

	“No... stay.” He reached up to touch her cheek, a feather-light caress.

	“This... isn’t wise,” she murmured, startled by the delicate sensation.

	“And do you always do what is wise, my lady?”

	“Y-Yes... always...”

	Isis bit her lip. What she feared was the temptation he offered. The timbre of his voice had changed—it was low, muted, as liquid silver as moonlight. She couldn’t stop the warmth that suffused her body upon hearing that enchanting voice.

	She watched, spellbound, as his sultry lashes lowered lazily to shadow his even more sensual eyes.

	“It would be the work of a moment to kindle your passion, my lady.”

	He moved even closer, his voice a tantalizing murmur, hot and deep and full of temptation

	“Would you like me to make you tremble with desire? Does your heart not beat faster with anticipation at the thought of my lovemaking?”

	Her lips parted in a wordless protest, but no sound came out. She couldn’t have spoken had her life been at stake. Nor could she move when, with gentle boldness, his palm cradled her face.

	Isis closed her eyes, trying to resist the hypnotic stroke of his thumb on her cheekbone. His fingertips fluttered across her skin—downward over her lips, his touch lingering and provocative.

	“Look at me, Lady Isis.”

	Helplessly she obeyed, to find him scrutinizing her.

	Isis licked her lips. She had the foolish idea he was going to kiss her. His head was bending, his sensuous mouth descending toward hers. With a mixture of desire and excited apprehension, she waited tensely. Her body was trembling with awareness. When his breath gently blew hot against her lips, Isis gave a shiver of pleasure.

	Her own breath caught as it blended with his. Isis’s gaze strayed to his lips—firm and alluring. Then his mouth lightly touched hers, teasing and tormenting her. The wild sensations that coursed through her were like nothing she’d ever felt before. The arousing assault of his lips made her feel immoral, helpless, and weak. She met his gaze as emotions swirled through her. The way he was looking at her wasn’t helping. Waves of sensuality were coming off him, and his sexual heat rippled around her senses, lowering her guard. It was harder than she had thought to meet his gaze this close up.

	His palm cupping her cheek, he lowered his head once more.

	“Shall I show you what pleasure is?” His voice had dropped to a rough, erotic murmur. Their gazes locked—his eyes were gleaming in the darkness. Lord Rahotep’s words had an alarming effect on her senses. It was like every seduction technique imaginable condensed into a few short words. Reason urged her to resist, to make him stop, yet she didn’t want to resist. She wanted to know what it was to feel desired, to be the object of this magnificent man’s passionate attention. Her silence was all the invitation he needed.

	Anticipation surged through her veins the moment their lips touched. Her pulse quickened when he pulled her closer, into his arms. His mouth covered hers, ravishing her with touching, poignant gentleness. His kiss was a slow, intimate knowing of her mouth. His lips caressed hers, playing a game of sensual pleasure, his passion restrained for the sake of her innocence. Isis felt lost in a thick, dense fog of rapture as he filled her with his tongue in an intense possession. A flowing tide of longing washed over her. The slow slide of his rough, soft tongue was sleek, wet, exhilarating beyond anything she’d ever known, arousing a hot flush of desire and excitement within her.

	Out of instinct, her hands rose to his shoulders, clinging to him for support, while his mouth teased in a slow, erotic dance that explored and skilfully enticed. Her limbs grew warm and languid, her body overcome and weak. His supple fingers moved to caress her shoulders with expert, experienced sexuality, drawing her even closer against him, gently accommodating her body to his and making her feel an ache that began very slightly in her breasts and gradually spread downward to gather between her satiny thighs.

	A quiet whimper unintentionally escaped her lips as she felt the bold press of his body, his maleness. She couldn’t fight the tumultuous feelings he was arousing in her, didn’t want to fight...

	He was caressing her again, gently stroking the length of her throat. She could feel shock waves radiating out from his long, bronze fingertips until every part of her was throbbing, then his hand slid lower to lightly brush her breast. A sweet, longing hunger flowed through her.

	Suddenly, frightened by the untamed sensations speeding through her, Isis gave a soft cry and unexpectedly pulled free from his embrace. She was panting slowly as she stared at him in shock. She could still feel the heat from his lips on hers, and just thinking about his kiss sent shudders racing through her body. There was something about Rahotep that simply kept her blood hot.

	When he finally spoke, his laughter was gentle. “I think we can say you certainly enjoyed that,” he said, somewhat victoriously.

	Isis felt all colour drain from her face. He was entirely in the right—she hadn’t wanted his embrace to end.

	For a few brief moments he’d made her feel special, valued, treasured, prized. Yet his ridicule was a rude awakening. Foolishly, she felt rejected, when she should be thankful he had ended his seduction before it went too far. She understood his intent in kissing her, though. He had meant to prove his power over her.

	She took a deep, calming breath and forced a feeble laugh. “I suppose I should thank you for your instruction, my lord.” She lifted up her chin defiantly. “I found your kiss somewhat disappointing.”

	A scowl of vexation moved over his handsome features, yet before he could reply, a sudden scuffle from beyond some sycamore trees made him turn his head abruptly.

	“Lord Rahotep?” a man’s voice called out. “Are you here, my lord?”

	“Khenti?” he replied severely. “What brings you here? What is the matter?”

	“I’ve come to get you, my lord, the King needs your assistance in negotiations with the Syrian diplomat. Pharaoh commands your presence at once.”

	The long-fingered hand that had so recently caressed her closed on the hilt of his copper dagger. There was no hint of the sensual lover. This man was a stranger, a man of intent and danger.

	 

	He was splendidly naked. His body was ultimate perfection, with wide shoulders, a deep chest and sleekly muscled torso. She couldn’t look away. Her gaze roamed over his muscular arms, slim hips, flat belly and taut buttocks, finally moving down to his groin. He was fully erect, his sex thrusting boldly upwards. Her gaze fell upon his face, hardened now by desire.

	 

	Abruptly, Isis awoke to guilt and shame, still feeling the desire Rahotep aroused nightly. Every night since their meeting, he was the source of heart-rending lovemaking in her dreams.

	She found his rugged beauty extremely exciting. Nothing about him was ordinary—not his penetrating golden eyes, luscious lips, or dark ebony hair. As soon as he neared the bed, she knew what he wanted. He had come to her many times in her dreams. He would lower himself to it, melding their bodies. Immediately a searing, strong sensation would consume her, making her cry out. The extreme heat was unendurable. He would spread her legs with his knees and contract his hips, unyielding in his pursuit of her. Then... nothing. He was gone. Nothing remained but his masculine scent and the memory of his image upon her body and in her mind.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	As Vizier of Egypt, Isis’s father, Lord Hetshepsu, served as the king’s representative in all areas of government apart from religious and military affairs. Being Chief of all the King’s Works and Royal Chancellor, he directed the running of the Empire, including regional authorities, and was responsible for the treasuries and storehouses that were vital to Egypt’s economy.

	He profited from the tributes paid to the Pharaoh and from donations to the Gods. His enormous villa on the east bank across from the City of Thebes included a large vineyard that produced its own Chassis Red wine with the label Star of Horus on the Height of Heaven. His villa had gradually become associated with this name.

	Lord Hetshepsu decided to hold a banquet in order to allow his oldest daughter, Isis, to become better acquainted with her betrothed—the wealthy young Lord Rahotep. Servants had been busily preparing for the banquet for a week—cleaning, baking, and ordering in great amounts of food, wine, and beer.

	 

	Isis and her younger sisters Nafrini and Mayet sat together conversing while watching the entertainment—musicians playing the harp, flute, and oboe, singers, poets, and scantily dressed Indian girls who performed acrobatics.

	The thought of coming face to face with Lord Rahotep again had tormented her all day. It was completely unfair how he could arouse her so easily. Rahotep brought out a sensuality in her that she’d never known before. She felt his body heat as he stepped past her into the room. This was far worse than she’d anticipated, far more potent than any dream. His clean, subtle and masculine scent teased and tantalized her senses. In her dreams his scent didn’t entice her as much as it did now. She caught her breath, striving to gain composure. The sensuous sound of his voice sent shivers all through her.

	Even now, he was spiking heat inside her just sitting there with the other men saying nothing. She felt an overpowering need. Desire was inching up her spine, and she remembered his taste and how she couldn’t get enough of him. How would she ever be able to remain immune to his lethal charm? Isis met his eyes.

	She had felt the heat of his gaze on her, scrutinizing her body, when she had crossed the room to stand looking out at the garden. Gods above help me. Her concentration was on him. How could a man so tall, long-legged, and muscular move with such fluid grace?

	Lord Rahotep had a quality about him that was irresistibly engrossing and untamed. The sound of Lord Rahotep’s deep voice nearly made her jump. She met his gaze, and instantly her body was filled with a deep, throbbing heat.

	Yet again she found herself admiring his clean-shaven perfectly formed bronzed features—a full, sensual mouth, fierce khol-lined hazel eyes flecked with gold, a strong jaw, and square chin. He had dressed himself in a fine white linen kilt for the lavish banquet, with tiny vertical pleats and fringes decorating the edges. A formal white linen cape hung from his broad shoulders. Amulets of gold encircled the biceps of his sleekly muscled arms. His close-cropped, ebony hair gleamed. When Isis’s gaze drifted over his handsome face and latched on to his sensual lips, she couldn’t help remembering those lips and some of the wicked as well as satisfying things they had once done to her at her cousin’s wedding banquet.

	Being a valiant leader of men—a warrior born and bred, like his father—he gave an unmistakable impression of raw strength. He enjoyed proving his power by over women by seducing them. A man of purpose, he had a fierce determination to prove himself worthy of the momentous responsibility of his exalted office of Chief Administrator of the Egyptian Empire.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Lord Rahotep sat together with Lord Hepshetsu and his two sons, Meti and Nebibi. He was surprised to learn that they too had held the rank of General during the battles with the Libyans and the incursions of the Sea Peoples. Lady Isis and Lady Nafrini chatted not far away on ornate stools covered with very thin gold leaf.

	“Never in my life have I seen such a beauty as your daughter Nafrini,” Rahotep quietly confessed to Lord Hetshepsu. The glorious Nafrini had taken his breath away when he had first seen her upon his arrival. He was infatuated with Isis’s younger sister.

	“You would be better off if you marry a woman such as Isis, who can well manage a large household such as yours. I know that every man who sets eyes upon Nafrini wants her, but she knows nothing about organizing and running an enormous villa, and has shown no attraction to you other than the flirtatious interest she shows in any man,” explained Lord Hetshepsu.

	In truth, Rahotep believed that his requirements for a bride were not so extreme. He could promise to give up beauty in a wife if necessary. Perhaps even passion. After seeing the captivating Nafrini, though, he had decided that a union with Lady Isis would not be agreeable in any possible way. She was too innocent and inexperienced for him. An unwanted bride could not expect him to be faithful to the marriage bed. He felt cornered and trapped by his betrothal to Lady Isis—he’d preferred to choose his bride himself, yet he felt bound by duty and honour to his guardian Pharaoh Ramesses, whose wish it was that he marry her.

	He could enjoy his former pursuits, Rahotep thought silently, indignation and frustration flaming again. He would do his duty to the King, but he would bear a marriage in name only.

	“Lord Hepshetsu, I would earnestly prefer Nafrini,” he persisted quietly. Rahotep had known whores, as well as ladies and courtesans. He did not care that he did not know what Nafrini thought about, whether she was intelligent, if she cared about important things, or even if she wanted children. He was passionately fond of women in general and had a strong inclination to the charms of lushly endowed beauties such as Nafrini.

	“I have all the wealth required to allow Nafrini to continue to live in the style to which she has become accustomed,” he boasted. He was disgruntled that his accomplishments did not seem to impress the captivating Nafrini.

	It had not escaped Rahotep’s notice that Nafrini conformed to the classical Egyptian ideal of female beauty. He admired her perfect symmetrical facial features with bold cheekbones, stunning hazel eyes that were scattered with flecks of gold, and a smooth, silky, honey-gold complexion. His gaze roamed over her slender figure, with full, firm breasts, a small waist, and curvy hips. No man hid his admiration for her incomparable beauty. She had cut her dark curly hair short in order to follow the popular fashion at Court of wearing expensive, elaborate wigs made with human hair.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Isis watched as Nafrini flirted outrageously with many men. She was convinced that her younger sister knew the effect her beauty had on them. She believed that her younger sister was extremely conceited, exuding an air of superiority. The unfortunate servants and slaves of the household had to endure her selfish, condescending manner. When Nafrini did not get her own way, she quite often staged temper tantrums and rages.

	“Do not think I’d marry a common ex-soldier, even if you are
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