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Isobel groaned as she dragged herself from her narrow pallet bed. Why her life-force persisted on this earth was beyond her comprehension. She had long since given up all hope of bringing peace to the land. What use was there in living? The shame of her behaviour at the palace of the Israeli King was impossible to shake. It had been many years since Isobel had seen her daughter, or her granddaughter and they still were yet to discover if she was alive.

The time for plans and schemes had passed and Isobel waited for death. There had been a period when she had been drunk with the power of her talents. Then her husband had become deranged with delusions of grandeur and she had longed to be away, to restore purpose to the world she believed the gods had long since abandoned, if they had ever truly ruled in this place.

For a moment the old woman thought she heard a familiar voice. She smiled to herself, accepting her time must be near for she was hallucinating. 

‘Samara.’ She heard the name as a whisper in the depths of her consciousness.

‘Isobel, I have told you before, Isobel is my name now.’ Her face took on a serene expression as she allowed her mind to drift away, into whatever awaited her after death. 

‘Samara, it is time.’ The voice spoke again, this time more clearly, more tangible, more real.

Isobel opened her eyes and looked around her old familiar damp cave; the same cave she had pulled the soldier Brent’s consciousness to when the Israeli King’s sister had been in danger; the same forsaken place she had returned to when she had nearly killed a King and a fellow servant of the mysteries along with a dear old friend, all to fulfil a prophecy she had wished to control, to bring about in her own time.

‘Who is there?’ Isobel peered into the darkness with nothing but the glow of embers to light her way. She heard nothing, but she felt a familiar presence. ‘I knew you would seek me out Narayana. Is my death to come at your hand my old friend?’
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Jezebel embraced the weightlessness that came with her dreams. They had to be dreams, she told herself. How else could anyone fly? She floated over the great tombs of her homeland, through the expansive halls of the gods with the carved stone passages and ornate statues. She felt the presence of Amun-Ra, the God of her people. He was the God of mysteries and magic. He was the protector of the Egyptian people and with His presence she could feel her anxiety abating. 

When she thought of her past, she could remember so little and this frustrated her.  

When she watched her daughter play, she felt only sadness. Jezebel would tell herself to be happy, that her daughter was growing into a beautiful child, yet her stomach would roll and knot as she wondered over the girl’s father... who he was, where he was. Whenever she raised the subject, no one would answer, instead they would avoid the question and change the subject. They thought she had not noticed.

As she awoke, Jezebel sensed the weight of her body yet the fear and tension were now left behind.  She felt free once more to awaken to reality feeling light and refreshed. Francesca had taught her the meditation technique and it often helped. Yet there was an increasing longing within her to know her past and no-one, not even the kind Priestess seemed willing to unravel it for her. 

Lately, she had grown aware of how the men around her watched her and this had made her feel empowered, elevating her anxiety. Jezebel found Salaman particularly interesting. He so obviously adored Nina, the King’s sister, yet Nina was adamant about her warrior Priestesses and not even Salaman could distract her from her vision. He was handsome, with dark eyes and a strong jaw. He was quick with a jest and his confident manner excited Jezebel in a way she could not fully explain. 

She rose from her bed and splashed her face with water. Her daughter Naamah was already playing with Martinez’s son Tikvah in the training ground. The old fortress of Shiloh was a haven for the lost. Jezebel smiled at the thought. The walls were high, the Priestesses trained with sword, spear and bow constantly. The men were mostly old and unthreatening and there were seldom visitors to the Holy place. Naamah was free to run and play at her whim and Jezebel could not explain it, but this security set her mind at ease. It was as though she harboured an irrational fear for her child’s future that could not be understood.

Jezebel peered into the mirror at her reflection, splashing her face with water she attempted to freshen her appearance and her mood. In that moment, a cold sensation chilled her like cold water running down her spine; she shivered involuntarily. 

The darkness came quickly from all sides, spilling into the mirror’s surface like a flood. As the shiny reflection became a dark pool, Jezebel realised the dark liquid was blood, deep red and thick. She screamed as the flood leapt from the mirror spreading over her face, into her mouth and further down into her chest, stifling her breathing. As she lost consciousness all she could see were hands groping at her body, tearing first the clothing, then the flesh from her bones. 
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'Go on, take her now, she has been begging for it for years.' Daniel nudged Amnon, pushing him forward towards Tamar who sat as she often did, watching her brother’s train.

'I do not think so brother. You know how much trouble we got into when we were boys.' 

'Yet we are boys no longer.' Daniel smiled but it did not reach his eyes.

'It is true. She has captivated my heart since we were children. She risks everything to watch us train. Even when the laws forbid it.' Amnon tried not to stare, but Tamar was beautiful, even with her headscarf wrapped loosely over her hair and around her neck, he could see her soft brown eyes and silky hair. 

'Exactly, she is begging you to take her.' Daniel pushed his brother forward once more. 'Why do you think she still comes to watch the training?'

'Father will never approve of a marriage between us. Let us speak no more of it today. You are always trying to get me into trouble brother.' 

'You two, what are you doing talking when you should be training?' Both young men looked up to find Absalom, hands on hips an expression of disapproval on his face.

'Who died and made you General?' Daniel goaded his oldest brother.

'Your mouth offers insults that your body and skill cannot possibly defend Daniel. It always has.' Absalom smiled to soften his words, yet it was true. Daniel and Amnon were inseparable most of the time, and most of that time they were getting each other into all sorts of mischief. 

Absalom always found it tough being the oldest son of the great King of Israel. Yet he realised it was even more difficult for the younger heirs to the throne. They were noble by birth yet they existed in no man's land, unlikely to rule, yet never to be accepted as regular soldiers or average men by the rest of the King's army. 

Absalom sighed with the weight of responsibility. He missed Martinez, the infamous general had retired when the Assyrian King was killed and David’s bodyguard Katzu was revealed to be the Prince of the Hittite nation in exile. They had all been children then and Martinez had always been a solid rock for Absalom and his brothers. He had been there when their father had been too preoccupied with politics. 

Absalom recalled the day that the King had named him heir apparent; it had sent a ripple through the King's Counsel and Bathsheba, David’s Queen had been inconsolable. 

Absalom pushed the memory from his mind. He had watched the exchange between Amnon and Daniel over Tamar and it unsettled him. There had been a time when their father had promised to raise his concerns about the unhealthy attraction, yet he had once more been side-tracked by his political commitments. 
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‘How goes the training Absalom, are the men ready?’ David approached his son with the charismatic smile of a seasoned leader, not the face of a father.

‘It goes well Sir. The men would train better if Martinez were here, but I do what I can with them.’

‘I am working on getting him to return once more Absalom. The young soldier raised a quizzical eyebrow and David continued. ‘A conversation for another day, for now let us ensure the men are prepared. War is coming, I can feel it.’ 

David turned and left the training ground. As he departed, Absalom saw the Prophet Nathaniel meet him at the side of the arena. He did not like the man, all ambition and not a Godly bone left in his body, of that he was sure.
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‘What is it Nathaniel? Surely you could have waited until I had finished my inspection?’ David still struggled to warm to the Prophet. There had been a time when he would have trusted the man completely, that was before he had tried to have Francesca stoned to death and long before the Priest had rewritten the Torah Law with so many rules which served to stifle the people of Israel.

‘I am sorry Sir, but this is rather important.’

‘It always is with you Priest. Always.’ David did not hide his frustration; there was no need. Nathaniel knew David did not particularly like him, yet the Priest knew it mattered not. 

It was a peculiar alliance between the King of Israel and the Priests and Prophets who appointed him. The King was the figure-head, yet the Priests and Prophets held all the real power. However one could not rule without the other and neither held absolute power. It was a symbiotic relationship where both endured the other for the betterment of the people, or so it was thought. 

‘What is the issue this time? Do you need another law passed?’

‘No, not that I am aware of.’ Nathaniel frowned as though he might have missed something. 

‘What is so important then?’ David continued to drive the conversation.

‘A vision, a prophecy. One of great concern.’ 

It was not a new prophecy, Nathaniel had known of it for many years. The Queen Bathsheba had tried to force him to announce it earlier, yet Nathaniel knew God would reveal to him when the time was right. 

Shortly after the King had announced that Absalom would be the heir apparent, Bathsheba had all but gone mad. She had tried to bed the Priest, an attempt that had frightened the man for more reasons than he cared to consider. It had not been the first time. She had tried shortly after David remarried Absalom’s mother. Nathaniel had avoided being alone with her ever since, especially as she had attempted to get him to arrange the assassination of Absalom, a foul business which still left a bitter taste in his mouth. 

No, now was the time to announce the vision because now was the time to see that Solomon should have a clear claim to the throne. 

‘Well, in that case, you should accompany me to the atrium. We will not speak of prophecy out in the open.’

Nathaniel nodded and the two men made their way to the King’ s meeting chambers. The walls were high and light with white sandstone and marble floors. The pond with the floating lilies calmed the King as soon as he entered and he pushed all annoyance from his mind. 

David took one big stride and mounted the few steps to the dais that was laid out with a moulded stone divan covered in scatter cushions and a central table which Martinez always seemed to use as a foot stool. Thoughts of Martinez made David smile momentarily, until he turned to take a seat and saw Nathaniel climbing the stairs behind him.

There was no doubt Nathaniel received true and divine prophecy, what was in doubt was what he chose to do with the knowledge. David called for refreshments before beckoning the Priest to join him. There had been a time when Katzu his bodyguard and Martinez his first general would have been at his side during such an interview, yet that time had long since passed. 

Katzu was now back in the Hittite lands, serving his nephew as bodyguard and King’s Counsel, while Martinez was enjoying his well-earned retirement. David had not found it in his heart to replace either and he often wondered why.

‘What prophecy have you received Nathaniel?’ David sat back with a goblet of watered wine in his hand with an ample chunk of soft goat’s cheese and lavash bread in his mouth.

‘It is the temple Sir.’

‘For heaven’s sake Nathaniel, you dragged me aside for another vision of God’s temple.’ The King’s words were muffled through his full mouth. ‘We have been over this; a fancy gold encrusted monolith will not bring the people closer to God.’ 

Nathaniel’s obsession with building a temple for God was one of those visions that David wondered over. There had been a time when David had done everything the Priest had told him to do. He had ordered the temple started, he had left his family to seek out the Ark of the Covenant of God and he had brought it home. 

All through those times of obedience to the Priest, he had almost lost one of his closest friends and her unborn son. He had returned to find his Kingdom in turmoil with religious infighting amongst the Priests. The temple had been cancelled and Nathaniel had been heart-broken. David knew not a day went by without the man fixating over the half built shrine.

‘No, Sir, you misunderstand. The vision shows the temple yes, but it is Solomon who is of concern.’ David leant forward to hear more. Solomon was a touchy subject for the King. His mother Bathsheba had either been a gift from God or Satan himself for she had driven the King to make choices he knew were ungodly, yet she had given him Solomon and the boy had grown to be a beautiful soul. 

‘Go on.’ David coaxed.

‘He is to be King. You are to name him your heir.’ There was an uncomfortable silence that hung heavily in the room.

‘You are the Prophet, yet I would like to hear the vision explained for I have already named Absalom my heir and I have no intentions of changing that decision.’

Nathaniel explained the vision he had seen nearly ten years earlier. A vision of the temple growing up from the ground with Solomon at the peak, surrounded by divine light. The King listened intently, unspeaking for some time.

‘I cannot go back on my word. Let us wait on God in this. If I am to name Solomon as Heir, the choice will be made for me. That is God’s way.’

‘So be it Sir, I only thought it was right to let you know.’

‘Very well Nathaniel, that will be all.’ The King waved his hand and Nathaniel was gone without another word. He could not change his mind. Miriam would be shattered. Her father, King Saul had ruled before David and naming Absalom had been the obvious political choice. He was not only of David’s bloodline; he was also Saul’s grandson. No, if God wanted him to change his decision, he was going to have to give him no choice.
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Martinez had heard of the threat against Israel from the Egyptians but he had not thought for a second that David would use Naamah and Jezebel as a bargaining piece. There had been a time when the general would have done anything to support the young King, but he was a young and optimistic King no longer. 

The only reason the Egyptians waged war against David was because he had used his relationship with Katzu and the young King Rez to take over the Assyrian lands after King Adad-nirari had been killed. Katzu had wanted revenge for years of oppression of the Hittite people and David had been more than happy to oblige him. It had taken many years, but now the Egyptians saw David and his links to the Hittite and Assyrian stronghold as a real threat and it made perfect military sense as far as Martinez could see that they would seek to slow down the growth of the Israeli nation and secure their own border against possible threats.  

He now had to explain to Francesca what David was asking and he knew she would find David’s actions reproachable. Worse than that, it might be time to unlock a little of Jezebel’s past for Naamah was her daughter and she had no idea yet that he was her father.
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Jezebel felt no pain and the initial fear at the feelings of suffocation had abated as her mind had regained consciousness in this strange place. There was something calming, even familiar in her surroundings, yet she could not understand why.

‘So good to see you my dear.’ 

Jezebel spun in the air towards the voice, her long black hair floating behind her like a trailing silk ribbon. The man before her was neither young nor old. His face was timeless with unnaturally pale skin that almost glowed in the darkness. He had black lines around his eyes, a gold cap on his otherwise bald head and a bare chest with an ornate circle of gold and gems around his neck. His lower body was covered in robes that swayed in the weightlessness.

‘Who are you? Where am I?’ Jezebel remained unnaturally calm. Her own features were creased with obvious confusion.

‘You do not remember me? That is a shame.’

‘You did not answer my question.’ Jezebel felt unexpectedly bold.

‘Your friends are not your friends at all my dear. They have denied you your past, your future.’ The man’s dark eyes gleamed.

‘Still, no answer to my question. Where are we?’

‘Ah, a little of the old Jezebel survives I see. We are in the Underworld. I have brought you here to speak with you, without hindrance.’

‘What hindrance could there be in Shiloh?’

‘Shiloh is how should I say, protected. No one truly understands by whom. Then there are the eyes and ears of the Holy men and women within.’

‘You brought me here in a most violent manner and now you speak in riddles. You said I did not remember you, I ask again, who are you, why should I know you?’

‘We played together as children, when I apprenticed to your father. We enjoyed much then. I have missed you.’

Jezebel tried to remember; she could not make her mind open up to her past. There was a sense of anticipation, yet fear was drifting in on her and she pushed herself back from the man before her.

‘Take me back.’ 

‘Oh, now the Princess emerges.’

‘Princess, what in the world are you talking about?’ 

‘They have told you nothing then?’

‘I said take me home.’

The man approached Jezebel and touched her before she could move away. Her body felt suddenly heavy and her mind began to fog. 

‘I will not reveal all to you just yet my dear. I will take you home but not without a taste of your past.’

The world began to spin and Jezebel saw images flashing before her. There was blood, so much blood. Hanging from shackles was the body of a young woman with her heart torn from her chest. Her vision blurred and as it cleared she saw nakedness, so much lust and fear and pain all rolled into one. 

‘This is your world Jezebel and the new Pharaoh wants you and your daughter to be returned to it.’

The scream left her lips as her body fell to the ground before her wash-basin. 
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Imhotep knew the new Pharaoh Smendes II was useless. He would not last long in power, but this was no reason Imhotep should not use him while he could. As the Pharaoh’s Priest and Chief Magician he had complete freedom to do whatever he wanted and he was taking full advantage of the power.

Jezebel was still as beautiful has he remembered her to be. They had played together as children. Years of slavery had finally come to an end for the boy when he had become one of the Princesses most favourite pets. It had been a very enjoyable time yet not as much as when her father Jambres had taken him on as his apprentice. Jambres had been the Pharaoh’s Chief Magician at the time and what he did not know of the dark arts was not worth learning.

Smendes did not want Jezebel back in Egypt, yet Imhotep certainly did, for more than one reason. If he was to rid the palace of the little snotty nosed Pharaoh with no talent for leadership, then he was going to need a claim to the bloodline of past Pharaohs. Jezebel carried the blood of Ramesses, one of the most revered Pharaohs of all. Once he took her as his bride and saw to Smendes death, claiming his place on the throne of Egypt would not be difficult. 

Imhotep closed the Black Book, resting his hand on the intricately carved leather cover for a moment. He held his eyes closed and allowed the image of Jezebel’s body writhing beneath him to warm his blood. Yes, there were two reasons to bring the sorceress home. You were always mine Jezebel, always.

He smiled as he gently, almost lovingly lifted the tome of his art from the pedestal and placed it carefully into the chest on the table. He clicked the lock, securing the book away from prying eyes and turned to the young woman cowering in the corner of his chambers. 

‘Jezebel you are not, yet you will have to do for now my dear.’ The girl pulled her legs up to her chest and attempted to make herself invisible against the hard, cold stonewall. 

‘Now, now my dear. I am not a tyrant.’ The girl buried her face below her dark hair and clasped her arms tightly around her knees, desperately trying to hide her nakedness. 

‘I promise, when we are done you will be a different woman, one who understands the pleasure found in a little pain.’ 
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Salaman was first into Jezebel’s room. He gently scooped her up in his arms and lifted her to her bed. Martinez and Francesca were only moments behind. The children were too far away to have heard the scream and the Priestess closed the door of Jezebel’s rooms, locking it behind her. 

Jezebel was unconscious and her colour was not good. 

‘What is it?’ Martinez looked to his wife for guidance. 

‘I have no idea.’ Francesca touched Jezebel’s forehead to check her temperature and recoiled at the visions which greeted her. ‘Someone has attempted to unlock her memories, someone very powerful. We have waited too long Martinez. We should have told her sooner.’

‘When? How?’ Martinez expressed his frustration. He still had not had the chance to talk to Francesca of David’s letter.

‘Too little too late people.’ Salaman shrugged as he spoke. ‘You have had more chances than you have a right to, yet you all found it so much easier to just keep the woman in the dark.’

‘Now is not the time Salaman. You of all people should know all about keeping things in the dark and holding secrets close.’ Francesca glared at the man who once tried to kill the King of Israel. The would-be assassin held his hands up in feigned defeat. 

‘Can’t you do anything?’ Martinez touched Francesca’s arm as he asked the question he knew the answer to. She could help, but walking the past and future and spending time in other people’s consciousness had always brought pain to his wife and he was loth to ask her to do so again, especially not for Jezebel. So much had happened and Francesca had given too much already. 

Knowing that this woman was once evil and deceitful and might well become so again; this same woman had tricked him into fathering her daughter, had killed countless innocents and trapped Francesca in the Void, a place of no pleasure or pain or emotion or power risking the life of their son in the process. 

Yet Francesca had closed off Jezebel’s mind from the madness which she had brought on herself and protected her, even going so far as to care for the witch’s daughter as her own. It was such a monumental expectation to place on her shoulders. 

Francesca nodded. ‘I will try.’ She took Jezebel’s hand gently in an attempt to stay a little further from her mind so she might plan and judge what she might be drawn into. She closed her eyes and allowed her own consciousness to blend with the woman who was once the dark witch who had sent King Saul mad and tried to kill David. 

She forced her mind to clear itself of all malicious thought. Francesca focussed on the aura of Jezebel’s soul and allowed the innocence of it to blend with her own. Francesca now understood what she had failed to comprehend as a young Priestess full of her own power and purpose. Each soul was a child of God, good to the core yet each had been dragged through the world in a different way and each had drawn to itself whatever blackness and darkness and evil it could find. 

Some, more than others were capable of repelling the evil, while others drew it in unawares. Some, just a few embraced it and engaged with it in a most unhealthy way. Jezebel had been one of those souls, yet she had known no other way. 

Some said a soul could never be saved once it had gone black, but Jezebel was proof that it could be. Well, Francesca hoped this was the case. Until now, her past had been taken from her, therefore it had not been her choice to unburden her soul from darkness. Francesca had secretly hoped to never put the woman to the test, yet circumstance, fate or maybe even divine intervention were forcing her to allow Jezebel to choose for herself. 

Having seen what goodness looked like and having spent the last ten years living a life of service and raising a daughter selflessly, Francesca hoped that Jezebel would be strong enough to make the right choice for if she weren’t, they were all going to pay dearly for it.

Now as she touched the last few moments of Jezebel’s memory she could see the cause of the pain. Someone from her past was haunting her. Francesca gently unlocked and released a little of Jezebel’s past, she hoped only enough to help not hinder her recovery. 

The Priestess opened up the memory of Naamah’s birth and details of how Narayana had taken care of them both. With any luck this memory would provide some sense of trust in the wise old man, for it would be he whom Francesca would call upon to help explain to Jezebel why they had kept her past from her.

‘She needs to rest and I need to find Narayana. Where on earth is he anyway? His ability to just pop through the Void to wherever he wants, whenever he wants can be downright annoying at times.’ 

‘I think he said something about finding an old friend?’ Salaman offered. 

‘Well we need to find him, now, before Jezebel awakens.’

‘I need to speak with you Francesca, about a letter I received from the King.’ Martinez touched his wife’s hand as he spoke.

‘Very well, let us find a quiet spot to talk.’ Francesca had not missed the use of David’s formal title. Amongst friends they nearly always spoke of him by his name, even with Salaman present. Martinez was not happy; she could feel it. Something was wrong and now was not a good time for more to go wrong.
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Jezebel floated free of her body, watching as the little Holy man Narayana bathed her brow and held her hand. She heard her own incoherent mutterings about her daughter being a woman of power. That she would one day be a queen. She smiled as she heard Narayana speak gently to her madness and she almost cried when her daughter was born only to be held in the arms of a woman who felt nothing. Not love, not pain, not frustration, not anger. Was that really me?

‘It was you my child.’ A voice spoke but Jezebel could not find the source. She whirled around in the darkness, looking up and down and side to side yet as the vision of Naamah’s birth faded, the form of a woman with violet eyes took its place.

‘Who are you?’ Jezebel tried to create distance but she could not navigate in this place. The woman seemed to be able to move freely and she approached Jezebel, holding her there and embracing her like a long lost friend. 

‘You do not remember me yet, but you will soon.’

‘It seems today is the day for old acquaintances, though I am not sure I want to know any of you.’ 

‘That is true, when you realise who I am, you may very well wish you had not recalled me at all. You said others have revealed themselves to you? Who else?

‘A slave boy, said he was my father’s apprentice. Why on earth am I telling you this?’

‘It matters not. Narayana has sent me. He always seems to have impeccable timing.

Jezebel was somewhat set at ease by the mention of Narayana, yet there was something not quite right about this woman. ‘What timing?’

‘You need to return to your daughter. She will need your protection. All those around her now would die for her, yet there are others who seek to harm her, or worse, control her; for she is a child of prophecy. Your mind has been purposely closed to you for your own protection. As it unravels you will be unsure whom to trust. Of all those around you I implore you to trust Narayana for you have seen what he has done for you and in time you will understand the difficulties he faced in doing so. He risked everything. Do not waste your time believing anyone but him, even me.’

The woman faded away and the darkness slowly became light.

‘Water! Please, I am so thirsty.’ Jezebel croaked as she opened her eyes to see Salaman at her bedside and daylight streamed in through her window.

He handed her a cup of water and lifted her head so she could take a sip. ‘Nice to see you back with us.’

‘How long have I been asleep?’

‘A few days. Francesca said your mind was healing, whatever that means.’

Jezebel nodded. Salaman stood up to leave. ‘I should go and get her now for you. She asked me to tell her as soon you awoke.’

‘No.’ Jezebel reached out and touched Salaman’s arm. ‘Narayana, is he here?’ Salman nodded. 

‘I will get him for you.’ 
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‘I have been thinking about how you can get Tamar alone, she wants you, you know she does.’ Daniel lent in closely as he handed a cup of ale to Amnon.

‘I do not know if getting Tamar alone is a good idea Daniel I am not sure I want to marry her.’

‘Oh, that is just silly. Of course you can never have her as your wife. Father will not have it and you know it.’

‘Exactly, now can you let this madness go!’

‘Well at least hear me out. Surely you want to know if she feels the same way too?’

Amnon thought about his brother’s question a moment. True, Tamar had watched him train for years. Surely she cared for him as much as he cared for her? Maybe knowing once and for all would allow him to put the matter behind him forever and move on.

‘Alright, you have me curious now, what is your big plan?’

Daniel laid out his idea in great detail. It was a ruse to get Tamar and him alone and Amnon had to admit it might just do the trick. 

‘When do we do it?’ Amnon asked. 

‘I will need to do a little work and preparation. Give it a few days and I believe we can organise everything. Remember this will be your only chance at this. If it does not go to plan, everyone will be wizened up to the situation and we will not get another
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