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      The magic of ancient Egypt and a time traveler’s pocket watch…spark a fiery, forbidden love.

      A broken statue transforms before Ricard’s eyes into a stunning woman, who boils his blood and turns his life upside down.

      Seshat, an ancient Egyptian Priestess, though enchanted by the wonders of 19th century Paris, is held spellbound by this Egyptologist/Inventor with a chiseled face and mesmerizing eyes.

      Their fiery passion ignites steamy nights and a sizzling romance.

      But with their love forbidden by the laws of French society, how far will they go to be together?
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      “Monsieur Champollion, I have come to make the extraordinary true. What I am about to show you will exceed your wildest dreams and desires,” the Englishman boasted as he entered the conservator’s office at the Louvre Museum. Clutching a black top hat in one hand, the rotund man plopped down on a wooden chair.

      Jean François Champollion, Curator of the Egyptian Collection, remained seated at his desk as he rubbed his deep chestnut sideburn. A former student of his from Royal College, Ricard, who sat at his side, held his breath as his heart pounded with excitement. But he let his boss speak first.

      “Bonjour, Monsieur. You are, I presume, Alexander Baldwin,” Jean François said in English with a nasal, Parisian accent as he adjusted his frilly white cravat.

      “Indeed I am.” The visitor’s double chin bobbed as he replied in a clipped English accent.

      Jean François stared hard at the short, plump man. “May I introduce my assistant and fellow Egyptologist, Ricard Dubois.”

      Ricard smiled as he thought of how interesting the meeting promised to be. “Monsieur Baldwin, I understand you have something unbelievable to show us.”

      If what Baldwin had hinted at to Jean François when he had requested this meeting was true, this remarkable invention would enable him to study ancient Egypt in ways he could only dream of.

      “Monsieur Champollion.” Mr. Baldwin leaned forward. “I have invented the means that will enable you to gather items for the Louvre, which no other museum will be able to come by. Treasures many believe lost to time.”

      “A time machine,” Ricard spoke up. “That is what you told Jean François.” His heart hammered. “Have you tested it?”

      “I am glad you asked, Mr. Dubois, I am familiar with your work, your marvelous inventions, your horseless carriage, and your steam men. You are another reason I have come here. My time travel invention needs improvements to work properly.”

      “What do you mean?” Jean François entwined his fingers as he rested his hands on his desk.

      Baldwin’s face became red. He seemed flustered. “My dear sir, I can travel anywhere and any place. It is, however, dangerous to travel through time. Any finds I retrieve would be at a high cost, but the Louvre, in turn, would acquire a vast collection of priceless artifacts. I am prepared to lower the cost, if Mr. Dubois will assist me in correcting a minor issue with the device.”

      “Indeed.” Jean François’s brows arched. “Tell me, why have you come to the mere conservator of a collection at the Louvre, and I, a Frenchman at that? Why did you not offer this incredible invention to your soon-to-be child-queen, young Victoria? I’m sure she would be interested.”

      “I am in need of monetary reward and the crown would take any such marvel for queen and country, with little credit to me. Therefore, I have come to you, renowned and famed through the entire world for your brilliant deductions and translations of the Rosetta Stone. A gentleman as brilliant as you will understand the need to offer a fellow genius some compensation for his efforts.”

      “I must say, it is difficult for me to trust an Englishman when it comes to my work. After all, there is the matter of the accusations from Thomas Young, whose views are supported by his countrymen, that I deciphered the hieroglyphs using his earlier work.”

      “I am not Thomas Young. It would be a mistake to turn me away merely because of the country of my birth.” Baldwin shrugged.

      “It is a point well made, Monsieur.” Jean François nodded. “May I see it?”

      Ricard’s hands were itching to hold an invention he had only dreamed about, a means to travel back to ancient Egypt to study his favorite civilization firsthand.

      “Indeed.” Mr. Baldwin pulled out what appeared to be a pocket watch on a thick brass chain. “I keep it turned off, but...” He pushed a large button on top. The faceless watch’s bare gears and cogs spun rapidly as a strange blue light flashed. “It is quite simple, all the gears turn backward and here—” He pointed to a small display area where he changed the number. “I simply set the year I want to travel back to, and AD or BC.” He then pushed down the large button on the top. All the gears came to a sudden halt in the middle of their rotation. “We cannot keep it on too long, or we will be transported back ourselves.”

      “And it works?” Having fashioned some extraordinarily high-caliber machines with brass, bolts and pistons, Ricard found it difficult believing time travel was based on such a simple principle.

      Jean François shook his head. “Monsieur, I must say, I believe you to be a fraud.”

      “Sir.” Mr. Baldwin’s puffy face grew red, and his double chin wobbled as he shook his head. “I take great offense at that accusation.”

      “If you are offended, then challenge me to a duel or stay far from me. For offend you I will. I think you mean to bring us forgeries of artifacts and claim you traveled through time to obtain them. I can see no other reason for you to present this ridiculous idea of time travel.”

      “Jean François, mayhap it is true.” Ricard nodded. ”Stranger things have occurred. We live in an age of wonders no one ever thought possible just ten years ago. Look at the conveniences I have in my life—brass servants and a steam-driven carriage.”

      The corner of Jean François’s mouth twisted. “But time travel, Ricard, do you believe this man?”

      “I would like to.” His head spun with both the dream he had all his life of living in ancient Egypt and his doubts of a pocket watch, with gears rotating backward, taking him there. Ricard tilted his chin toward the Englishman. “Can you offer a demonstration?”

      “Here? Now?” Baldwin’s eyes widened and he shook his chubby hands. “It is most dangerous.”

      “As I thought.” Jean François crossed his arms.

      In one moment, Ricard’s greatest dreams had almost come true, only to have all his hopes destroyed in the next minute. The man was too hesitant. It must be a hoax. There was no time machine. How had he believed such nonsense?

      “Mayhap you should leave, Monsieur Baldwin,” Ricard said.

      “Oui.” Jean François stood and pointed to the door. “Get out of my office and do not call upon me again with this nonsense.”

      Mr. Baldwin stood and popped his top hat back on his head. He wheeled toward the door and stormed out of the museum.

      “I cannot believe he would try to deceive us so.” Ricard rose.

      “You cannot trust these Englishmen.” Jean François adjusted the hang of his frock coat and tugged on the burgundy waistcoat beneath it.

      “Oui.” Ricard brushed his brown waistcoat with his hand to smooth it down and glanced at his blue-and-white striped trousers to ensure no wrinkles had formed. “Professor, now that we are getting back to work, there are many crates to go through. One is quite large. I am most curious to know what is inside it.”

      “These artifacts have been stored since Napoleon brought them back, secret ones the English did not get, did not know about. Even I was unaware of them until the king told me. Can you believe they lay hidden all these years? Oui, we must examine those items at once.” He took a deep breath. “But first, I must tell you that just as you were my best student at Royal College, you are my best assistant here, and I have news that will please you and take your mind off that English charlatan.”

      “Do tell, Monsieur.” Ricard smiled as he listened attentively to his mentor.

      “My good friend and fellow philologist, Ippolito Rossellini, and I have planned an expedition to Egypt, and you shall come with us.”

      A euphoric, bubbling glow flowed through him. “Egypt. Oh, Monsieur, do you mean it?”

      “Why of course. Does that mean you are accepting the post?”

      “Oui, this is the happiest day of my life.” He laughed.

      “I am glad to hear it. Now, my fine assistant, as you say, we have many crates to go through. So, lead the way.”
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        * * *

      

      They walked down the hall into a large storeroom. Ricard picked up a claw hammer and pulled out the nails of the largest crate. Once he had worked the lid loose, he threw the hammer down and slid the wooden top off.

      “Mon dieu, what is this?” He carefully lifted a severed stone head, gazing into seductive eyes, upswept toward the ears. He gasped. “It looks real.” A shiver surged through him at the eerie feeling that he held a human head in his hands. “This workmanship.” No less than a great artist had crafted this, and a modern one, for the paint had not faded or peeled. The exquisite work was the best he’d ever seen. Her hair did not seem like carved rock as much as it did an ebony, crimped wig. The band across her forehead shone like real gold. Rather than red and black paint, the thin black lines rimming her eyes appeared to be kohl and the blush of her cheeks was like the ochre used by women of ancient Egypt. Her bowed lips had been reddened, as if smudged with actual henna.

      Ricard placed the head back in the crate. Then he helped Jean Francois pull out the body of the heavy stone woman and stood her up on the floor. They both gaped in wonder.

      “Certainement. It is a fake.” Jean François ran his fingers across the neckline of the body of the ancient yet untarnished statue. “A clean break.”

      Ricard picked the stone head up again. “Oui. Clearly the head broke off from this body.”

      “Oui, Ricard.” Jean François nodded at his assistant, then glanced back at the stone body. “Look at this dust.” He grabbed a wad of straw from the crate and used it to wipe the headless statue clean. “What do you think of our ancient Egyptian, Ricard?”

      “For a relic dug out of the sand of Egypt, she looks fresh. Other than her severed head, there is not a flaw or mark on her.”

      “Oui, the paint is as bright is if she were just made.”

      “Jean François, it does not look like paint, but flesh. Her breast can be seen under the garment as if real.” The young man gaped at the beautifully formed plump stone mounds and erect, peach-toned nipples straining against the sculptured linen draped over her voluptuous body.

      “Mon dieu, she is stone, Ricard.” Jean François’s admiration locked on her breasts as well. “Yet, so beautiful.”

      “Let us look at her whole for but a moment.” Ricard took a deep breath, then set the statue’s severed head onto its neck, positioning it until if fit like two pieces of a puzzle.

      Ricard stepped back as his gaze devoured the entire woman, though stiff and lifeless. The stone looked like lush, sun-warmed skin. Her oval face was dark and delicate, with full, rosy lips. He admired her long, lithe body, clad in a sheer, white, sleeveless dress, held up only by two delicate linen shoulder straps. He longed to roam his fingers and lips over her high perched breast and the thin waist that flared into curved hips and lithe thighs. Then, down to her pretty legs and her slender feet garbed in white papyrus sandals, of the station she depicted, an Egyptian priestess of the Middle Kingdom. He drank in her beauty, then he noticed the ornament lying in the valley between her breasts, a thick ankh of gold hung from a chain.

      His fingers absently tried to grab hold of the necklace, but it was only part of the statue, no matter how real it seemed. “What is this?” He looked at the plaque in the statue’s stone hands, held beneath the ankh. The last hieroglyphic depicted the symbol for life, an ankh, held up to the woman’s nose.

      Ricard read it silently, sounding it out, Nce xarp wt pwwne Ab etoot abrem... Toujo Abrem etoot pwwne ab... xarp wt au ai ankh qe, and translated it under his breath. “God Horus, as you turned my flesh to stone...God Horus, save me, make me whole...change my stone to flesh...give me the nose breath of life.”

      The room vibrated and an unnatural wind swirled within. Ricard’s hair stood on end, but he could not tear his gaze away from the statue. He grabbed the ankh, and this time it gave way, lifting from the statue’s chest. The curiosity that drove him as a scientist, as an Egyptologist, caught hold and as strange as this all seemed, he felt that since he had come this far, he had to see it through. Laying the ankh against the statue’s small nose, Ricard acted out the last hieroglyphic on the plaque.

      He shuddered at the sound of a gush of breath. A flash of light struck inside the room. The shock knocked the breath out of him. The stone statue moved, but she wasn’t stone anymore. Jean François gasped and stepped back. Ricard couldn’t move.
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