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Prologue
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THE CHILDREN STOOD huddled before her in the moonlight on the balcony of the Window of Appearances. The portal where, in happier days before she’d fallen into disfavor, she and her husband had once appeared to the people of the city, the place where they would honor their deserving servants and subjects and reward them with jewels and gold before the public. That was in the good times, though, when the people had still loved them.

A long time ago.

The children’s shaved heads and delicate faces seemed fragile in the eerie light; their frightened eyes glowed like rubies. The moon hung above them, a snow-white oval tinged in blood. Most of them were naked, having been called so recently in the middle of the night from their beds. They were shivering, for the desert nights were cool. The servants were waiting in the next room to dress them in their finest gowns and jewels, to bring out the wigs and the kohl, the perfume and the eye-shadow pots.

They could not receive the great General Horemheb, who was now said to be pharaoh, and his army, naked. Ankhesenaton, Neferneferuaton, Nefernefrure, Setepenaton. Princesses all, with the sacred blood flowing through their veins. One had even been a queen, a goddess, for a short time. She had almost been a mother herself but both daughters had died prematurely.

Not like their mother, the woman looking out over her city with anguish on her face. She’d been a queen for a long time. Since she’d been fifteen. A pawn in one of the greatest games in history. Played her part well, with good Aye’s help, and won. Until now. Aye had been a wise man, but an old man. Now Aye, her protector, could no longer shield her and her daughters. The real trouble had begun. For, once King Aye died, and his great magic with him, Horemheb would obliterate everything and everyone that her husband and she’d cherished. Revenge because she would not take Horemheb as her husband, and consort. Would not take him into her bed. But how could she? How could she put a commoner, a mere mortal, on the throne? Unlike her gifted father and guardian, Aye, Horemheb was no more than her servant. Coarse and crude. Vicious. He would rule tyrannically.

How could she make a servant pharaoh? But prideless, faithless Beketaton, her husband’s unmarried sister, they said, might, and Horemheb then would have that which he most desired. To be pharaoh. Or so her spies told her.

Because her daughter Ankhesenaton’s second husband, Pharaoh Tutankhamun, was dead and now Ankhesenaton’s new husband, Aye, was rumored to be dead as well. Nefertiti didn’t know. She did not have proof.

Aye. Her father, Ankhesenaton’s grandfather. He was a strong man, ever a strong ruler. No warrior, he. But a scholar and a wise ruler. But old.

Not like her own long dead husband, Akhenaten, who’d been an unwise ruler. He’d been so wrapped up in his one god, Aton, his prayers, he had been an imprudent pharaoh. In the end his obsessive religion of his one god had been his downfall.

Yet his blood was that of the ancient pharaohs and he’d been a gentle, intelligent man, a good husband, in their early years. He’d never cared what people said of him, or her. Only in these last years, as he saw power slipping from his grasp, health and youth, and as his one god seemed to forsake him and Egypt, he’d become a stranger to her and some of his daughters. The ones he couldn’t take to wife or have children with. He’d sent her, his old Queen, away. Some gossiped it was because she’d never given him a son. Perhaps. She’d never know. He would no longer see or talk to her. Turned her pleas away as he’d turned away his face and heart from her. She could not ask him why. No one realized how much this had wounded her.

But, in his reign, the people had grown to hate him, his grand new city, his selfish god, and everything he’d ever created. Even this city.

She gazed out into the night. Screams carried on the air and chilled her blood. The soldiers.

They were sacking her beautiful city between the cliffs and the Nile...leveling it to the ground, into a pile of rubble. Erasing all and everything she and her divine husband, their children after them, had believed in or loved. Desecrating the holy temple to their beloved Aton. Chiseling away from the stone the metals of shimmering gold, even from the walls of their tomb, her name and her husband’s. Mutilating the faces that artists had so lovingly carved from the limestone in those tombs.

She sighed. Her heart remembered the old days when she was loved and when she loved. When Egypt was her sanctuary and haven. When her own mother and father were strong and alive and her husband’s parents ruled. When Egypt—everyone—was happy.

A tear glistened in her eyes as she recalled her coronation day at her husband’s side. She’d been so young. So innocent. So proud as her father, Aye, had gazed down at her as the crown was set upon her head. He’d smiled. A rare smile. All he’d ever dreamed of for her had finally come true. That day the world had been hers. Ah, for she’d truly believed her husband, melancholy and brooding, plain child that he had been, would be the best pharaoh that Egypt had ever seen.

Wrong. So wrong.

If only he were still alive.

Smenkhkare was now dead, too; Tutankhamun, her husband’s half-brothers. His parents. Two of her daughters. So many gone and dead. Like the good years, dust in the desert winds.

So many losses.

Now Amarna was falling under Horemheb’s sword. Their golden city of the sun. Horemheb and the priests of Amon no longer wanted a rival to Thebes. Wanted to finally strike back for all the years they’d suffered under her husband’s rule. Revenge. Amarna would be given back to the desert, as if no one had ever lived, loved, and been happy here these last twenty years. To destroy such a place of beauty was worse than a sacrilege. It tortured her heart.

The woman moved up against the pillar behind her as she watched the city die. Tears stained her still lovely face. A face someday everyone in the world would know and call exquisite. Though she’d never know that. Her long ebony wig brushed against her bare shoulders.

A solid band of gold circled her head. Decorated with delicate cloisonné rosettes and hanging ribbons of gold, it was topped by the pharaonic cobra. She usually wore very little, if anything at all. Her land was so hot. Yet tonight she had on a soft gown that molded her voluptuous figure, a sheath of linen so sheer it was almost transparent. A girdle formed of golden cowrie shells hung about her full hips. Around her upper arms she wore bands fashioned from gold and inset with cut pieces of turquoise, carnelian, and lapis lazuli. Always she looked like the great queen she was. Age had been her friend.

She knew that soon Horemheb and his army would be at the palace gates. Very soon.

Her daughter, Ankhesenaton, came up and touched her hand. A pretty girl who looked, and was dressed, much like her mother, but whose simpler wreathlike crown was of twisted flowering vines with tiny cloisonné flowers threaded on gold wires.

“Mother, we should flee now. Horemheb is a monster. His heart knows no pity or mercy,” she whispered so the others wouldn’t hear. “To save ourselves, we must leave now!”

The older woman’s face was hard. “Flee? Flee the Egyptian army?” She laughed bitterly, turning to look at the younger woman. “And where would we go, little queen? Who would dare to shelter us now? Now that the full wrath of the people and the priests of Amon are openly set against us. Now that their demons have been unleashed to pursue us even to the ends of the world and into eternity.” Her deep brown eyes were sad, resigned, but still held the pride she was famous for.

The girl blurted out, her face full of desperation, “We could hide in the valley of the tombs—”

“With the dead themselves?” Again her mother’s laugh was caustic. “Shall we climb into their sarcophaguses as well?

“Or,” the woman shrugged her shoulders, her voice edged with sharper sarcasm, “why not hide in the walled village itself along with the slaves that serve the tombs and the dead?”

She was speaking of the necropolis. The city’s forbidden zone; the place where the tomb slaves lived their wretched lives and died as wretchedly. Prisoners of the dead, as much as of those mummified remnants of once-living creatures, children, servants, and faithful pets, that inhabited all the corners of the dark tombs themselves. She shuddered to think upon it.

Her daughter acted as if the dead and those that served the dead didn’t bother her, brushing aside her mother’s words like smoke. The priests’ conjured demons, she didn’t fear them; as her father before her, she believed only in the sun god, Aton. Not other gods, not demons of the underworld. They were only myths created to keep the people and the slaves in line. Then her voice hushed, her eyes lowered. “But no one would dare to follow us into the necropolis. Would they?”

The Queen looked at her beautiful daughter with sudden compassion. She was so young. She wanted to live so badly, wanted to be able to see her own children someday grow into adults.

“Horemheb would dare! He fears no one, nothing, unless it be the priests of Amon themselves.” His ultimate masters, the ones who would set the double cobra and vulture crown upon his traitor’s head.

“And my father, your grandfather, and his magic can no longer protect us,” she breathed out softly, reminding the young woman.

“So you are afraid of the city of the dead and its ghostly denizens? Of the evil magic rumored to live there. If we are to run it must be to someplace else then,” Ankhesenaton said thoughtfully. “Where?”

“There is no place where we could hide where Horemheb could not find us.”

“Why, Mother, then could we not at least escape into the desert and seek sanctuary with one of Father’s other vassals? The King of Mitanni? They were once Grandmother’s people. Or the King of Babylon?

“We could escape Horemheb’s soldiers, I know it,” the girl begged, still not giving up hope.

The woman’s shoulders fell as she said, “No. They are all too busy fighting off the Hittites. When he could have, your father failed to send armies to help save them and their cities. They have not forgotten or forgiven. We would not be welcomed by any of them.”

In truth there was no place in Egypt or its neighboring countries that would protect them. All were afraid of Horemheb and his wrath.

“We have nowhere to run.” Nefertiti’s face looked as passionless and unyielding as stone. It was no use. She’d already made her decision. The Queen shook her head, turned, and looked at her children’s terrified faces in the flickering light. They were not used to fear. Not used to being the hunted.

“Come.” She reached out a hand to the youngest, still a child in her eyes. “We must get ready now to receive them. Before they are at our doorstep. We cannot let them see us like this. Scared. Unprepared.

“And I warn you, all of you, I want no whimpering. No tears. Remember whose daughters you are. Remember your ancient blood. Be brave. No matter what happens. Never let it be said by our enemies that we were cowards.” Her manner, her tone, frightened them even more.

The girls were weeping. All but Ankhesenaton. Her lovely face reflected only rage and confusion. Her mother knew she had more pride than any of the others. She was a fighter. She would refuse to give up.

But Nefertiti knew in her heart that Horemheb would never show any of them mercy. Not even the young ones.

“Something terrible will come of this. We should escape now, Mother, while there is still a chance.”

Her daughter seemed frantic to make her understand that they were in grave danger, but she wouldn’t listen.

It was hopeless after all.

Once they were dressed and prepared, as the cries from the city grew more piercing, the Queen gathered her daughters up and herded them through the dark palace and into the throne room lit with the smoky flame of torches. 

Outside came the sound of many horses’ hooves. Of cries, of cursing, and of agony. The soldiers were butchering everyone they could gather up or run down. The squeak of leather and the hollow clatter of the chariot wheels haunted the night air. The wind had the stink of blood upon it. The mist that crept along the palace floor was so heavy with blood and death it was scarlet.

The Queen and her children, their hands covering trembling mouths, waited. The noises came closer.

Their servants melted away into the shadows. Some slipped from the palace and ran out into the night, terrified of the soldiers who would be collecting the cut-off hands of their enemies; some before they were slain. But many stayed to share their mistress’s fate, whatever it would be. The faithful ones. They hung their heads and shivered.

The Queen sat silently on her gilded throne, erect, the serpent and vulture crown of Lower and Upper Egypt upon her head, crook and flail held crossed over her chest, as befitted a pharaoh’s greater wife; her children grouped about her. No one would ever say she was afraid. She had lived as a queen, she would die as one, if need be. She would never bow down to Horemheb. Never.

The palace fell as silent as a passageway carved deep inside a pharaoh’s sealed tomb.

As they awaited their enemy.
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1994

FAYE SUMMERS HAD KNOWN about the entity hidden inside her for most of her life. Since she had been a child she’d felt as if she weren’t alone. So when she’d actually seen the creature when she’d been sixteen or so, it had all simply fallen into place.

She’d been at one of those rock dances they used to hold weekly at Collinsville Park with a bunch of her rowdy friends. They’d had a lot of dances, inside and outside, during those years. A sultry August night, she remembered that, too. So hot that her makeup had practically melted on the way to the dance in her friend’s cherry red convertible. The sun still high in the sky glaring down on them. Baking them.

For some reason the ghost, the thing, or whatever it was that haunted her, rarely showed itself; usually only when something traumatic had happened—or when it was hot. Never in the winter. Odd, that.

Terribly hot, like it is now, she thought, and wiped sweat off her face with a rag she’d tucked in the waistband of her shorts. They were in the middle of a summer heat wave of unbelievable proportions. It hadn’t been this hot since...that summer.

With a sigh, she went back to her housekeeping. She hated cleaning. There were more important things to do with one’s time. Laying the rag down on the bar’s wooden counter, she stretched up on the tips of her toes and counted the bottles of whiskey on the highest shelf that had liquid remaining in them.

Frowning slightly, she thought, Nick should be doing this. The bar, its stock, and its management were his jobs; like the account books. Entertainment was hers. She’d never liked worrying about money or whiskey, especially since she’d sworn off booze altogether. Drinking blurred things too much, but it came with the territory. All those years playing out in the bars, traveling. Booze had been a big part of it. A performer didn’t want to make a customer angry by refusing a complimentary drink, nor did the owner of a bar. It had been time to quit drinking, though. She’d had a few really bad episodes before she’d put the bottle down five years ago. Lost hours. Hell, lost days. She had to admit that her life had been better since. She was more in control, somehow.

She hated being out of control.

It was so damn hot. Too hot to be cleaning anyway. She glanced at the clock above her. A little early, but she’d turn the air conditioning on now anyway. Flipping a switch, she listened for a moment to the whooshing of the cool air through the vents. It felt better already.

Thinking of the sweltering heat sent her mind to the distant past. The last few days, the smell of the air, like hay; the very feel of the heat kept reminding her of those nights at Collinsville Park...in fact, of the night she’d met her future husband, Nicholas. 1966. During the height of the psychedelic sixties. The Del-Rays, a product of those wild times, had been playing. Hard driving rock, big sound, and laced with what they once used to call freak-outs. Faye had been a fan of theirs for years. Had followed them as they’d carted equipment from one dim dance hall to another. She’d memorized all their songs. Their harmonies. Had a crush on the lead singer because he’d looked like John Lennon and could play a mean horn.

At least once a month, always a Friday night, the Del-Rays had done a gig at Collinsville Park. They’d been one of the better bands to play there. Played a lot of Chicago’s stuff because they had the brass, and Bee Gees tunes. Beatles. Superb voices. But they could also do The Who or the Rolling Stones. So you could dance your heart out, which was what it had been all about anyway. Gyrating across the floor, showing your clothes and body off. Like a mating dance.

The weekend shindigs were what the teenagers lived for all week. Where you were going. What band was playing. Who was going with you. What outfit and jewelry you were going to wear. And most important...would you meet the boy? Romance was in the air, brand-new, blood-pounding and heart-racing, heady as any illicit drug you’d ever take. God, the sixties. The country had been vibrant and morally strong. Respected by the world in those days. It’d been a honor to be an American. Nothing like now when half the world envied or loathed us.

Faye pitied the teenagers these days. They’d never know such a heady time. For those had been the days.

Magic. Pure magic. To be young, pretty, and full of life. The world lying out there for you to conquer. Thinking you could do anything if you just set your mind to it. So much energy. Age had a way of jading that optimism. You never felt exactly the same way again. 

Faye wished, gazing at the dusty bottles above her and the smudged mirror behind dully reflecting the rest of her small club, that she’d just possess a part of that energy these days. She could use it.

Grimacing at her melancholy yearning for the old days, she finished her tally and strolled towards the raised bandstand where her trio—Canyon—played four nights a week. She picked up her acoustic guitar and brushed dirty fingers lightly against the strings. Tuned it absentmindedly for a few minutes, sang a few bars of her newest song, still couldn’t get those last few notes right, and then carefully laid it back in its case. The scent of the aged wood soothing to her restless spirit. She didn’t understand why she was dwelling so much lately on the past.

And that night.

That night so long ago had also been the night the Del-Rays had first let her stand in, sing a couple of Marianne Faithfull tunes. A song by Linda Ronstadt, something about a different drum. Her first touch of fame. And she’d been hooked. She was going to be a singer. Hearing her voice climb and spread over the room through the microphone, the way it sounded when the lead singer’s voice jumped in and melded with hers in harmony, had sent shivers right through the core of her being, sent her adrenaline sky-high. The surprised faces of the people in the crowd when they realized she was good, really good, satisfied her like nothing ever had or ever would. Except for being in love and having her son, that is. Or, much later, actually writing the songs she sang.

She remembered quite clearly, as well, what she’d been wearing that night. She’d been told enough that she resembled Cher Bono, with her long dark hair, bangs, and heavily made-up cat eyes, like Cleopatra’s; so she’d often played the part. Tight black stretch pants had covered her long legs. A full-sleeved, white silk blouse underneath a fake leopard vest, huge silver dangling earrings, turquoise and silver bracelets and rings.

The truth was, she’d probably looked like an eccentric Gypsy, and she smiled softly now in the murky club, musing on it. Probably one of the reasons Cody, the lead singer of the Del-Rays, had asked her to sing. He’d been ahead of her in school by two years, but had caught her in his senior year in the school talent show. Had heard her sing.

Faye settled her butt on the stage in the darkened club and propped her chin in her hand, her eyes sleepy.

Anyway, at the end of their last set Cody had invited her to come up on stage and give it a try. What the heck. He’d had a terrible cold and his voice had finally given out. The place had about emptied for the night. Too hot because the hall had no air conditioning. In those days few places did. The band only had another twenty minutes to kill until they could pack up and gratefully head for their homes. Cody had had to coax her, practically drag her up on stage, but, in the end, she’d swallowed her fright and sung to the crowd.

She’d done good for an amateur. Damn good. She hadn’t gone off key once or forgotten words. Voice strong. The music, her excitement, had carried her away. She’d been a hit. Magic.

She’d ended up sitting in a great deal with the band until they broke up two years later.

A boy had been in the dwindling crowd, watching her with thoughtful eyes. Tall, skinny, with his black shirt and Beatle boots. Long blond hair, narrow face. He’d been shadowing her all night, but hadn’t made a move until after she’d sung. Nicholas.

After that night she’d never been the same.

It wasn’t only that she’d known without a doubt that singing would become her life, forget the art school and advertising, or that a charismatic young man named Nicholas would become the one true love of that life, but then, she’d learned that she shared her body, maybe her very soul, with someone else. A mystery woman from the ancient past. By her clothes, size, and skin color, Faye speculated later, perhaps Egyptian.

It’d been quite a shock.

She’d finished her singing, had stepped down from the stage in a sort of daze from the unexpected applause, the accepting smiles and open admiration from the rest of the band. So hot from the heat and the excite­ment that sweat was running down her body in streams. But she’d done it! Cody had whispered something to her about maybe making it to their next rehearsal and that they might use her again.

Faye had been flying, her eyes full of happy tears as she stumbled around the empty tables down one side of the hall, heading toward the round table where her two girlfriends, Sherry and Karen, were still clapping and beaming at her, but standing with their purses, ready to go. 

The house lights would flicker on in seconds. The band was packing up. Time to go home. Silence had fallen. The place felt like a tomb.

It was then she saw her for the first time. The ghost, the creature who lived inside her.

The walls were covered with mirrors, heavy ornate things that had been there for years, since the big bands of the forties had played the hall. And in the gloom Faye caught herself floating in one of those tall mirrors for a heartbeat of time.

But it hadn’t been Faye who’d looked back at her.

It had been a stranger. A tiny, no more than four and a half feet tall by Faye’s reckoning, lithe, beautiful woman in a flowing white robe, long dark hair like hers, but blacker, in elaborate braids adorned with live flowers and bright ribbons. A wig, it had to be. Her skin a tawny apricot hue. Blood red lips. Silver and white-gold jewelry sparkled at wrists, fingers, and golden hoops hung from pierced ears. Huge dark eyes outlined in black, full of mystery and suffering. Deep, deep pain that almost made Faye wince, shudder, as if the woman’s pain were somehow hers. Or had been hers once, long ago. In another time and place.

A pungent scent...citrus...hung heavy around the woman like a fog. Flowers were tucked everywhere on her, in her hair, around her neck a garland fashioned into a kind of wide collar, in the folds of her sheath-like gown held up by a single shoulder strap. A gown so sheer Faye could see the woman’s body as clearly as if she had nothing on at all. Underneath its hem tiny golden sandals peeked out.

The creature had raised her brown arms to Faye, as if she were pleading for something. Help? Compassion? Acknowledgment? In one slender hand she held, of all things, a large ostrich plume.

This is someone very important. The thought had jumped into Faye’s stunned mind as she’d stared at the woman’s misty reflection before it had dissolved back into her own face.

The exotic, sad woman was gone. And with her the wave of hopeless desperation that had left Faye breathless and anguished.

The experience had rocked Faye to her soul. That first time. But somehow, blank-faced, she’d made it back to the table, retrieved her purse, and had followed the other two girls out into the summer’s night, her mind reeling with questions and wonder.

Then the fear. Fear of the unknown. Who had the woman been? What had she been? A ghost or her imagination? Too much excitement? And what did it want?

Or was she going insane?

Nicholas had trailed them out, introduced himself. Faye had brushed him off, out in the parking lot, in front of Sherry’s convertible. Her mind full of the music, the applause and the thing she’d seen in the mirrors.

He’d disappeared into the dark of the parking lot as the car had moved away. A pale oval face fading into the blackness.

But Nicholas would be there the next Friday, waiting for her. Waiting for her to fall in love with him. She’d marry him three years later when she was nineteen. They’d have a son, a club, and a life together.

Her friends had screeched off into the night, with her lost in thought in the rear seat as they’d chattered on and on about her singing debut, in the front seat, unaware of how silent she’d been since she’d left the stage.

They’d frequented the usual places that night. The small town filled with other teenagers, driving through, looking for further adventures now that the dances had let out. At the local Dairy Queen they’d eaten hamburgers and sipped chocolate malts in the harsh neon light that teemed with bugs, smiling and flirting with the boys that roared past them in souped-up cars, waving and yelling from open windows. The usual Friday night ritual.

But Faye had slumped in the back seat the rest of the night, strangely silent, meditating about the evening, mulling over the unexpected apparition in the mirrors and what it had meant. What it would mean. She had the premonition that she hadn’t seen the last of the ghostly stranger. She’d been right.

Over the years that followed, she’d learned to live with the entity—mostly. Sometimes it had been a trial. A heavy burden. The woman seemed to appear at the worst times. In the mirror as Faye was putting on makeup on a clammy summer morning, in glass doors as she passed by them in the warm rain, during traumatic events, times of trouble, accidents and death. Periods of great stress or sadness.

She never came when Faye was truly happy. Maybe that was why Faye hadn’t seen her in the last five years. She’d been too content.

Oh, it was a peculiar haunting because the ghost never spoke to her. Never told her what she wanted. Why she just wouldn’t leave her alone, this persistent spook. Tailing her like a lost shadow through the corridors of her life. Waiting. Watching. Living in her head and tearing at her heart. Why? The great question of Faye’s life. Why?

Sometimes in her hands would be flowers, sometimes the enigmatic feather. Faye had mulled endlessly on what that meant until, assuming the girl was Egyptian, she’d looked up Egypt in several history books. Discovered that the ancient Egyptians had believed the goddess of justice and wisdom, Maat, used an ostrich plume, or a feather, to weigh in the hearts of the dead and to see if they’d be accepted into the Underworld. If they’d been evil in this life, they’d fail the test and be denied eternal life and a place in the land of the dead. So the feather stood for justice. So perhaps the ghost was seeking revenge, or to have a great wrong righted.

Then why was the spirit haunting Faye? How could she give her justice?

In the long years since that first appearance, Faye had become an expert on ancient Egypt. Trying to find the answers. But without the haunt’s identity it was like searching for a microscopic dirt speck in a shag carpet. She’d never found the answers.

Faye heaved herself up off the stage, shaking her head, and began to take the chairs down from the tabletops, placing them on the floor where they belonged. She wondered why she was thinking about the entity so much lately, when she hadn’t seen her or felt her presence in years.

Later she would remember that thought and she’d understand why.

The chairs on the floor, she centered the candles on the oak tables and looked possessively around the place.

She’d come a long way from that night. Seen a lot, done a lot. Traveled with a string of bands over the years, all over the country, even though her parents had wanted her to go to college, to be something, other than a vagabond chanteuse. Some of those places had been real dives. She’d made some money. Been cheated a lot. Once her band had been waylaid in their bus and robbed. Another time two of its members had gotten rip-roaring drunk, torn up the place where they’d been playing, and had been tossed in jail for a couple of days. She’d had to cancel a whole week’s engagements. Ooh, she’d been angry at them. She smiled, remembering it now. She could write a book. Maybe two.

Yet she’d despised the town-hopping, even with her husband along as a roadie and sometime fill-in bass player to keep her company. One anonymous town after another, day after day, year after year. It’d almost made her an old woman.

But the road had taught her, too. Taught her how to grow up. Make a living. Taught her about people and life. Valuable knowledge you couldn’t get in a classroom.

The rock singing eventually matured into her own style, sound, and songs. What some people called the new style of country. But nowadays she played about anything. A baby boomer, she’d grown up with Dylan, Journey, Heart, and Hank Williams, Jr.

The three of them had eventually settled down, Nick, Faye, and Joshua, their son, in a lonely, desolate place, a sleepy Western town called—of all things—Cairo. She’d thought the town’s name amusing. It was possible that her Egyptian shadow might have lived, after all, near the real Cairo. They’d bought their own club, fixed it up, and she’d formed a new band, Canyon, to headline it four nights a week. Fate.

Their bar. Their place. Nick & Faye’s.

Right now, in the middle of the afternoon, it was empty, but wouldn’t be later. The last few years she and her small classic rock band were pulling them in pretty good. Fans came from miles away in beat-up trucks and rusty Fords to drink a few beers and listen to the music. They had their devoted regulars. They weren’t exactly rich, but they were doing fine, even stashing some away for retirement, and she was living the life she’d dreamed of all those years ago. Only better. The best of all worlds. A home, her family, and her music.

But these days, she grinned into the cloudy mirror over the bar, with her curly brown hair and simple shirt tucked into faded jeans, she looked a lot more like Bonnie Raitt than Cher. Near forty. But well preserved.

Josh, her son, said she wasn’t bad for an old lady.

Faye took one last hard look at her bar, then, switching off the rest of the lights, went out the back door into the fading sunlight, toward the house sitting a distance behind the bar. Home.

She opened the door and slipped in with a sigh. The air conditioning sent welcome shivers up her skin. She had more than enough time to bathe, fix her hair, and open the bar before nine o’clock. Of course, Nick was always there to help. He was downtown at the moment, picking up more soda and snacks for the night, and would return soon.

Before she took her bath she glanced out the bathroom window that faced the smaller building behind.

Josh’s bachelor pad. Twenty-one years old, he’d graduated, by the skin of his teeth, though he was a smart kid, from high school two years before, and still hadn’t decided what he wanted to do with his life. Nothing like her and his father, he had no musical talent whatsoever, no dreams, and didn’t see the sense in going on to college. But Faye believed that that was only because he was still young, innocent of the harsh realities of the adult world. One day he’d wake up and he’d know what path to take. What he wanted. When that day came she and Nick would try to help him if they could. Until then she’d just be his mother. Wait for him to grow up. Enjoy his living so close. Their being friends.

Josh spent most of his time working on old cars. Faye had to admit, watching him out there hunched over the open hood of yet another junk yard special he’d brought back to life, that he did have a knack for it. He could fix anything that had four wheels. Or two. He’d kept their old truck running for years, heaven knew how. Cars and his girlfriend, Callie, seemed to be the only things he cared about lately. Except for his family.

Last summer he and his dad had converted the old garage into a one room apartment, working side by side and doing a fine job of it. A young man needed his privacy, especially when he had a girl, she’d told her son. And Josh had blushed, but hadn’t denied what she’d said.

He’s a good son and she loved him dearly, even if he’ll never be a doctor or a famous musician, she thought with a wistful smile, and went to take her bath. Who really cared, as long as he was a decent human being and happy? Was able to make a good living. Though she wished that when he did discover what he wanted to be, he’d go back to school for it. These days education was the way to guarantee a better future. Couldn’t push it, though. She and Nick had never gone to college, and as Josh pointed out, they were doing fine. Josh just had to find his talent, that was all. Maybe it was cars. Maybe it was something else.

She heard her husband come in a little while later. “Honey,” she called out. “I’m in the bedroom getting ready.”

A moment passed and Nick stood behind her as she brushed out her hair. He was grinning.

“Okay. What’s up?” In the mirror her cinnamon brown eyes smiled at her husband. He didn’t look much different than he had that first night, to be truthful. He still had the long blond hair, the narrow face, and smiling blue eyes that reminded her of pale neon. But these days he wore a bushy mustache, filled out his Harley Davidson tee shirts and jeans a little better, and the gray at his temples blended almost perfectly with the blond. A tiny dark cross hung from his left earlobe. The pierced ear, a recent addition, still amused her, but she’d discovered she’d liked it.

Since Nick had hit forty, he’d been doing a lot of unusual things. Last year he’d gone off to one of those Soldier of Fortune soirees out in Arizona while Faye had stayed and, with Josh’s help, had kept the bar running. Nick had served, like most of the boys in her generation, in Vietnam, though by nature he’d always been a gentle man. He never picked a fight, but never ran from one. The war had taught him that you had to be able to protect yourself. He owned guns, but rarely used them. Pieces of art, he called them. And he’d had a good time in Arizona with all of his old war buddies, al­though he’d been saddened at how many of them had never assimilated into society. How many of them lived in the past, their war days their glory days. Nick was a man who lived in the present, or even the future.

They’d spun their stories and had tipped a couple of glasses to their dead comrades, the ones who’d never made it back. Played war games out in the woods; camped out and did the man thing, leaving the real world far behind. Nick had had a good time.

Faye hadn’t minded his going. Life, she always told him, was for living. So live. If there’s something you want to do, do it. While you have the time. Within reason anyway. Before you got too old.

It wasn’t that Nick was unhappy. It was there in his face, his contentment with her and their life, anyone could see that. He was still in love with her, and she with him. After many years of marriage, two of the lucky ones.

“Nothing’s up, just saved us a mess of money, that’s all. Caught most of the stuff we needed on sale. It’s already over there, waiting for the customers.”

He came up and slid his arms around her, his eyes watching her in the mirror. He bent over and kissed her neck.

“You’re a good husband,” she teased.

“Thank you.” The grin softened. “It’s Thursday night, hon. Almost eight-thirty. Better get a move on. Your adoring fans await you.”

The band played on Thursday, Friday, Saturday, and Sunday.

“I know. I’m hurrying,” she said, and squeezed his hands before he moved away. “Almost ready.” She put the brush back in her purse and stood up, turning to look at him. Golden hoop earrings dangled at her ears. A delicate gold chain glittered around her neck. She’d carefully drawn on eyeliner and shadow. Worn her best jeans and silky green blouse. Fixed her hair wispy and wild like he liked it. He said the wispy look set off her thin face and large eyes. Her hair was really getting long again. Past her shoulders. She fretted over the long hair, now that she was getting older, but Nick liked it long and it looked great. Maybe a few more years, then she’d cut it.

“Wow, what a doll I’m married to. Wish we had time to—’’

“Later. I promise.” She reached up and touched his cheek, giving him a smile.

“And I’ll hold you to that, believe me.” He pulled her into his arms and buried his face in her hair. She was wearing red lipstick, he didn’t want to smear it, so he ended up kissing her on the cheek gently before he let her go. He was proud of her, proud that she took care of herself, was pretty. Proud that she could charm anyone with her smile and her songs.

She looked up at him with grinning eyes. She was a tall woman, but Nick was taller. Outside she could hear the katydids singing their own night song. The distant sounds of car wheels crunching rock, the voices floating beyond the windows, reminded her of their responsibilities. Customers were arriving.

The two of them turned off the lights, locked up the house, and hand in hand ambled across the dry grass to the bar. As usual there were people already waiting by the doors or sitting on the hoods of their cars and trucks, talking, sipping cold beer, humming to music only they could hear. Dressed in their best like peacocks and anxious to begin the evening.

Faye and Nick knew most of them by name, though the crowd had been steadily growing in size the last year or two. She’d read that twenty-seven hundred regular bars had closed over the last two years, but an amazing thing was occurring across the United States; cozy small town bars were hot again. Real hot. People who last year were going to the big bars were now seeking out, in droves, the quaint smaller places where they could dance and listen. Get to know all the regulars that showed up every weekend. Where they would be welcome in their cowboy hats and boots, or in worn blue jeans and silk shirts. Dancing the Country Strut, the Wagon Wheel Waltz, the stroll or the latest dance. It didn’t matter. All sorts of people came to their bar. The country folk and the city folk.

Business had never been so good. The bar wasn’t merely a job to them, but a way of life. They loved it.

Laughter. More car doors slamming as the last rays of the sun dissolved.

“Hi, Norma, Jessie.” Faye greeted the couple in white fringe with a wave right before Nick opened the door and let them in, turning on the lights and jukebox as he went. The place smelled like pretzels and beer. Wood and green plants. Voices immediately filled the emptiness.

“Sam, Ellen. Billy.” Giant Sam with his straggly beard, his tiny wife with her shiny black hair floating to her thin waist, were right behind them as they filed in.

“Hot enough for ya all?” Faye asked, noting how wilted they looked.

“Too hot, if you ask me,” Jessie said, wiping the sweat off his face with the back of his hairy hand. “You’re singing tonight, aren’t you, Faye?”

“Tonight’s Thursday, isn’t it?” She smiled at them as he and his girlfriend went to claim their usual table in the corner. An old John Anderson song was playing softly on the jukebox and some of the customers were already line-dancing to it as the box’s flashing lights tinted their clothing.

Nick stood behind the bar fixing drinks for the early birds. He’d turned on the strings of miniature colored lights that roped their way around the mirrors behind him and traveled to the far corners of the club, twinkling up the gloom.

The bar was a small, but comfy place. Soft light beamed from hidden ceiling lamps. Lots of mirrors and wood, splashes of bright colors everywhere. Flowers and plants. Faye and Nick had done it all themselves, using the best of everything they could find at flea markets and estate sales. They kept it nice, too. Clean and repaired. The restrooms were checked regularly. Always paper and towels. They were cleaned up quickly if someone hadn’t held their liquor down. No one would ever say their establishment was lacking for anything.

In honor of the bar’s house band, along one whole wall was a mural of a pasture full of wild mustangs heading into a narrow canyon, storm clouds racing overhead. One of the locals, Herbert Landis, had painted it the year the club opened. The man was quite an artist; the painting was breathtaking. He’d confided in Faye once that the canyon was a place he’d wandered into by accident, up in the Montana hills somewhere nearby, when he’d been a boy lost on his pinto pony. He’d spent the night there and had been witness to the wild Mustangs coming home to it the next morning at dawn. A sight he’d never forgotten, though he was bordering on eighty years old now. One of the last of the old cowboys. Said he’d tried finding the place again years later, but never could. As if it had never existed or as if he’d dreamed it. He’d painted the herd from memory; even the leader, a white stallion with gray mane and tail. The horses looked real, dwindling away into the canyon and rocks, their coats a satin sheen, the grass lush and green, the sky full of brilliant cloud formations that looked at one minute like faces, the next like tiny dancing cats in ballet shoes. Faye could sit and stare at the mural for hours in the muted light from the jukebox and colored light strings, she loved it so. When she sang with the band, she made sure she faced it, and remembered the stories Herbert had spun about the magic cliffs.

The bar’s tables were circles of well-worn oak, a bowl of real flowers centered in the middle of each one. Faye loved flowers. She had them brought in fresh every day. Sometimes they were wildflowers she and Nick had picked from the fields behind their house, yellow daisies or those tiny wild bramble roses. Blobs of red and saffron. The floor was polished wood, every inch danceable, though there was a corralled fenced in section where most of the sober ones danced the line dances that were still so popular. But by the end of the night usually every inch of floor space was utilized, sometimes even the table tops. Faye never stopped them as long as they weren’t actually destructive.

She loved to see her customers having a good time.

Faye headed for the stage to tune up. The other two members of her band, Jim and Dave, weren’t anywhere to be seen. She looked. Wasn’t a surprise. Jim usually strolled in about five minutes before they were supposed to start each night, and Dave five minutes after. Pretty normal for musicians. She’d worked with some that never showed up at times at all. Jim and Dave were mostly dependable. Though they were sometimes late, they’d never missed a night since she’d hired them.

She’d begun singing in the club five years ago with Jim to back her. He’d been with her the last few years on the road, and after his divorce, he’d decided to stay with her, relocate, and settle down in Cairo. Nick had long ago abdicated his place in the band once Faye’s talent had matured, leaving him far behind. He hadn’t minded, he’d never wanted to be a professional anyway. She played guitar, six and twelve string, slide, and the keyboards. A little fiddle when the song had a country flavor. She wrote and performed her own songs, only doing other people’s stuff if the song was requested.

Jim was not only an accomplished musician but a computer whiz and he’d programmed a rhythm and drum machine with the basic rhythms for all their songs, while he sang harmony with her and played bass or backup. It gave them a much fuller sound.

Then one night out of the crowd Dave had materialized. Skinny little guy with shaggy salt-and-pepper hair and a shy grin. Older than Faye, nearer fifty than forty. He’d had a harmonica cradled in his hands and had wanted to sit in, jam a bit. Something in the way he’d stood, the look in his eyes had told Faye that he knew what he was doing, so she let him. She’d seen that look before.

He played that harmonica so good it hurt. His harp blowing was passionate and reminded Faye of the greats like Big Walter, “Sonny Boy” Williamson, and Muddy Waters. There wasn’t much tonal variety in a harmonica, which was one of its drawbacks, but Dave was absolutely astounding the way he mixed things up. It was easy to see that he favored traditional blues, but he seemed able to play anything. With heart and soul. He’d played “I Just Want to Make Love to You” that first night, with the most amazing harmonica solos she’d ever heard. The solo a screaming heartache, Dave breathing hard into the microphone, adding overtones of distortion that she thought the harp was incapable of delivering. Listening to Dave play that harp was absolutely thrilling. Faye had sent her voice into the mixture up and down the melody line, scattering all rhythmic control. Later, Nick had said that that first song had made him want to weep. It’d been that good.

In a matter of a couple songs, Jim had settled in and was wrapping Faye’s voice and Dave’s harp in enveloping guitar arpeggios that complemented the arrangements. Dave’s harmonica, especially on the choruses, was irresistible.

Not only could he play it like nobody’s business, but, a real surprise from the ragged looks of him, he had a voice like Don Williams. Seemed to know all the songs, and those he hadn’t been familiar with, Faye’s compositions, he’d simply fallen into, hardly missing a beat. He’d sat in that night and had been with them ever since. Their voices, hers rough, bluesy, and melancholy, his smooth as good whiskey, complemented each other. And her lyrics, chronicles of broken hearts, plus the music, gave stunning results. Magic.

That night the true Canyon had been born. And a couple of months ago they’d decided to take some of Faye’s best original songs and buy time in a local studio. They were going to cut an album. Nothing fancy. It would be a rough cut, on CD, to showcase Faye’s writing and the group’s playing, sell to their fans for extra cash, and maybe hook a publishing company to back them on a real album.

Faye was excited about it, but cautious. She wanted the trappings that went with notoriety, but she’d been around long enough to know that many searched for the elusive grail of fame and fortune and never found it. Or had found it and been ruined by it. She’d always been a person who knew her priorities. She dreamed all right, but never let the dream get in the way of her life, her family, and making a living.

If they made it, they made it, if they didn’t, they didn’t. The trying, like the music, was reward enough. She’d read somewhere once that success wasn’t a destination but a journey you never stopped traveling. The truth of it had appealed to her.

She finished tuning up her guitars, turned on the stage spotlights, checked the P.A. system, and covertly watched her husband waiting on the customers.

Everyone loved Nick. He could talk about anything to anybody. Make them feel special. Sometimes he’d make some of the women feel too special, and Faye would get a little jealous. Not that she had anything to worry about with Nick, it was just that he was like a big friendly puppy, couldn’t help himself; and some women could be so damn forward. It made her hopping mad.

Nick thought it was funny.

Men.

The evening was a good one. Jim and Dave were both a little late. Jim had had car trouble. Dave never did say what had kept him, but it hadn’t hurt business any, so Faye never did get around to asking. She’d started the set alone with a couple of solos, just her and her guitar. Slow love ballads. Then the other two had shown up and jumped in.

Nick had grinned and waved at her from the bar as she had turned up the amplifiers, and the place had rocked. The people danced the two-step and the Tush Push, the latest line-dances, arms intertwined, shoulder to shoulder, and all kicking their boots in unison amidst the laughter. Then the very next song the crowd would do the newer dances when the band did something more contemporary. Everyone was happy.

A darn good night. No real bad fights and only one lover’s quarrel. No one threw up anywhere.

When they closed the doors at two o’clock and said their last goodbyes, Faye was more than ready to call it a night. But she had to clean and lock up while Nick made the run to the bank to drop the money in the night deposit. They never kept an evening’s receipts in the till overnight. Too dangerous. Never had been robbed, but they’d known enough business people and other club owners over the years to know their luck wouldn’t last forever.

They were right.

Faye was behind the bar putting the last of the clean beer glasses away down below when she heard the window break. Heard a man cussing. He’d cut himself.

Those first awful seconds, when the truth hit her that someone was breaking in, she froze, still crouched behind the bar, not so much out of fear as indecision. Hide, face the intruders, or run for it? She wasn’t given the time to decide.

“Ma’am, I seen ya. I know you’re back there,” a hard, whispery voice said. “Just stand up real slow and easy like.

“I got a gun.”

Faye stood up. Her eyes as cold as the man’s voice.

It was only one man. Not even as tall as her. Dirty, hacked-off dark hair under a baseball cap, and a two day beard. Normal looking except for the fact that he was wearing a torn denim jacket in the heat, and had a mad glint in his eyes. The eyes of a loser. A desperate loser. Worst kind.

“Don’t want to hurt ya, though. Wasn’t planning to if ya do lik’n I tell ya.” He licked his thin lips and the gun in his hands shook. She could see he was scared.

“You alone here?”

“Yes.” Though he didn’t really seem to care one way or another. “But my husband will be back any moment.” Cool. Keep calm.

Faye wondered if she knew him. If he knew her. She stared at him. She didn’t think so. He was a stranger. It’d be different if he’d been someone she’d known, maybe she could have talked him out of it. Glittering, distant eyes. The eyes of someone beyond help. Fat chance.

“What do you want?” She acted nonchalant as if he didn’t have a loaded thirty-eight pointed at her chest. Easy. Treat him like a human being and maybe you can get out of this somehow.

All her life she’d fantasized what she’d do if she were ever in this situation. Someone trying to rob or hurt her. Rape her. When she was young and still idealistic about the goodness in human nature she’d almost
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