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      The magic of ancient Egypt and a time traveler’s pocket watch…spark two adventures of spells, passion, and peril.

      

      From the hot sands of Ancient Egypt, walk along with Seshat, a seductive priestess, and Ricard, a French Restoration/Regency gentleman…she can’t resist…as they discover a love that enflames their souls.

      

      And follow Felicity, the Victorian Lady Egyptologist, and Heru, the Ancient Egyptian epitome of male perfection who makes her breathless… on their steamy, time travel journey.

      Will these two couples overcome time itself or will their love be lost to the centuries between them?
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          CHAPTER 1

        

      

    

    
      “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 as 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.

      It’s a living, breathing woman.

      He dropped the ankh and it fell against her chest, which now rose and fell with heaving breaths. Ricard managed to step back on shaky legs. He gaped at her, unable to think or speak. Alive.

      The priestess shrieked. Her eagle-brown eyes glinted with anger. “Come near me, you Hyksos cobra, and you will die!” she warned in Old Egyptian.

      “Hyksos?” Ricard shook his head. “I must be dreaming.”

      A tall, alluring lady with shiny ebony hair falling to her narrow waist stood where the statue had been. Her wide-eyed, wandering gaze swept over them and everything in the storeroom. “Where?” she asked in Old Egyptian.

      “What is happening?” Jean François shifted his gaze back and forth, from the woman transformed from stone to the empty crate.

      “How?” Ricard blinked, but it didn’t change what he saw. The woman was anything but stone, an earthy flesh-and-blood seductress, aglow from the golden undertone to her smooth complexation. The defined bone structure of her oval face appeared chiseled by the finest artist. He looked away from her revealing garments. To gape at stone was one thing, but to stare at a stranger’s body was unheard of. Unthinkable. He had been raised better.

      “Jean François, do you see what I see?”

      “Do you see a living woman?” The conservator wore a disoriented expression as he glanced at Ricard. “An ancient Egyptian?”

      “Oui. She is half-naked and gorgeous.” Ricard stared at the outline of her breasts and the nipples showing through the white linen garb draped over her hourglass figure. “Real.” His heart beat erratically. He fought to school his composure.

      An inner voice scolded him for gawking at her body. He’d never seen a nude or near-nude woman before. Those few times he had lecherously indulged in such pleasures, the women wore full gowns and simply lifted their skirts and petticoats. He’d never seen this much skin on any woman.

      “Did you hear her also?” Jean François’s eyebrows arched prominently above his eyes, wide with shock and disbelief. “She thinks we are Hyksos soldiers.”

      “When?” she asked in Old Egyptian.

      “We don't know when. You came in a box that has been stored here, in the Louvre.” Ricard pointed to the large open crate. “We are not Hyksos.” He spoke Old Egyptian to the woman in a soothing tone.  “We are not your enemy.” He turned to his mentor. “So, Jean François, are we seeing and hearing the same things?”

      “Oui.” Jean François flung his hands in the air.

      “So, I am not mad.” Ricard shrugged to hide his confusion.

      “Either you aren’t, or we are both crazy.” Jean François let out a loud sigh. “I’m going to grab a bottle of brandy from my office.” Shaking, he left Ricard alone with the woman.

      “Who are you?” Ricard asked in Old Egyptian as his gaze clung to hers. He steeled his desire to look anywhere else.

      “I am Seshat, priestess of the temple at Djeba. Beware, my magic is strong and powerful. I will turn you into a beetle if you come near me.”

      “Djeba? Oui, in Egypt.” He took a deep breath as he stood face to face with her. “It is called Edfu now. Napoleon’s scientist discovered you there.”

      “I do not recognize your Hyksos king.” She threw her head back, flinging her black hair over her shoulders, and set her hands on her shapely hips. “I only serve the pharaoh.”

      Ricard’s cheeks felt hot from embarrassment as he found himself admiring her body again. “Well, he was an emperor, actually, Napoleon, but no longer. He is dead. As are all the pharaohs. They haven’t existed for hundreds of years. Our king is Charles the Tenth.”

      “There will always be a pharaoh, Hyksos liar,” she spewed at him.

      Jean François entered holding a bottle and three glasses. “Hyksos liars, are we? Oui, this should help us all get along.” He filled all three glasses then handed two to Ricard. “Brandy.”

      “Priestess Seshat.” Ricard held out a glass to her. “It is like Egyptian beer, but a little different.”

      She took it but waited until the men drank from their glasses before taking a sip from hers. Though she sipped slowly at first, she soon finished her brandy. As Ricard refilled her glass, she downed the second in three gulps. Her shoulders relaxed, her eyes widened, and her brows arched. The fear he’d seen in her earlier changed to curiosity as she swept her gaze down his body, lingering on each piece of his clothing. It pleased him immensely, and he felt like strutting about like a peacock.

      He glanced at his mentor. “May I introduce our esteemed visitor, Seshat, priestess of the temple at Djeba? Apparently, she will turn us into beetles if we come near her.” He smiled at her. “Seshat, this is Jean François Champollion, conservator of the Egyptian collection here at the Louvre, which includes you.”

      Jean François offered her a slight bow. “It is my pleasure, priestess.”

      “And I am Ricard Dubois at your service, a former student and now assistant to Monsieur Champollion.”

      The dark bangs fringing her face emphasized her exotic, kohl-lined eyes that bored into him. He longed to run his fingers through the soft strands of her thick, black hair. His heart hammered as he viewed her plump, rounded breasts and the pink tips pressing like dagger points against the sheer linen. He knew his thoughts were uncouth, yet he couldn’t stop imagining that her golden-brown skin would feel like the smoothest satin. He drew in a long breath to school his emotions. She nodded slightly at his introduction. In turn, Ricard poured more brandy into the empty glass she held in her dainty hand.

      As she sipped, she stepped over to a crate with a book lying on it. Setting the crystal glass on the crate, she lifted the book’s leather cover and flipped through the pages. Her eyes came to rest on a picture of the Sphinx. While she ran her finger along the printed words, her eyes glinted with the light of understanding, as if grasping it was a type of writing, like the hieroglyphs.

      Jean François moved to Ricard’s side. “What are we to do with this woman? No one will believe she is in fact from ancient Egypt, and she cannot walk the streets of Paris dressed like that.”

      “Oui, I will call on my tailor tomorrow and have him recommend a seamstress to fit her with proper apparel.” Ricard rubbed his chin. Minute by minute, it took every ounce of his self-control to remain a gentleman as he could no longer tear his gaze away from her body, all but bare, hidden by nothing but sheer linen, revealing the only undergarment she wore, a loincloth.

      Jean François rubbed his forehead. “What are we to do with her tonight?”

      Thrilled at the possibility of taking the priestess home with him, Ricard’s heart raced. “With you married and the way she is dressed, I do not think your wife will willingly accept her as a guest. I will have to take her home with me. If I can convince her I’m not a Hyksos warrior.”

      Jean François shrugged. “Oui, it is a clue to her time period though, the Hyksos invaded Egypt sometime between 1720 and 1710 BC.”

      Ricard knew he should be thrilled at the chance to speak with an ancient Egyptian and unlock the mysteries of old, but at that moment the only secrets he longed to discover were those her body held.

      “She does not look that old.”

      Jean François laughed richly. “Non, she looks twenty or younger, and she seems calmer now.” The conservator glanced back at her. “Priestess, it is important you understand I am not a Hyksos soldier. I am not Hyksos at all. I am French.”

      “I do not know of any French. Are you allies of the Hyksos?” She observed them with a sharp, critical eye.

      “No, we are friends to the Egyptians.” Ricard’s lips curved up, though he feared his expression might look more like the grin of a hungry wolf than a friendly smile.

      “You lie.” She crossed her arms. “I would have heard of you if it were so.”

      “It’s a very long story, several eons in fact.” Jean François rolled his eyes. “For now, it is important you know you are safe with us.”

      “Are we in your pharaoh’s palace?” She cocked her head.

      “A grand palace in the distant past, but now it is a museum. Its doors are open to the people to view paintings and sculptures, which previously belonged to the royal family and aristocrats who fled the country.” Jean François lifted his chin with pride. “Our king, Charles the Tenth, added exhibition spaces and appointed me as the conservator of the Egyptian collection here.”

      “Am I to be kept as a slave or prisoner in this place?”

      “Non.” Ricard stepped forward. “You are to be my houseguest. I have more brandy and food there, and tomorrow I will get you proper clothes as well.” A tinge of sadness hit him at the thought of a billowy dress covering the soft curves of her luscious body, though a proper dress would make matters much easier for both him and Seshat.

      “I do like the brandy, and I am so hungry I could eat a hippopotamus.” She uncrossed her arms and rubbed her flat stomach.

      “Ah, well, I am sure my cook can come up with something just as satisfying.” He was relieved his cook had worked for him for some time and seen many strange things, so he wouldn’t have to explain Seshat’s clothing or appearance to her.

      The other servants were all mechanical. Always concerned with the status system and mistreatment of the working class, he had built automated creatures, brass men, for the running of his small household.

      He gestured for her to come forward and, taking off his brown veston, he wrapped it around her shoulders. “You must wear this, for the air is chilly and it is better if people do not see you dressed as an ancient priestess.”

      She looked at him askance.

      “For now,” he answered the silent question in her gleaming eyes.

      “Let me walk out with you,” Jean François said to Ricard.

      Seshat scanned the paintings in gilded frames as they strolled down the hall. Jean François opened the large door. A brisk, swirling wind hit them hard. Ricard grabbed his top hat before it blew away. He knew she had never known cold weather like this. She pulled the veston tighter around her neck and followed him and Jean François to his steam-driven carriage parked on the side of the street near a horse-drawn black carriage waiting for its passenger. Ricard climbed up and offered Seshat a hand.

      She plopped down on the padded seat. “What manner of contraption is this? It has large wheels like a Hyksos chariot, but more, four instead of two, and rather than standing up, it has a long, soft seat, and no horses to pull it.”

      “No horses needed.” Ricard sat where a driver would usually hold the reins and instead, he pulled the levers there. The carriage clanged and hummed as shiny cogs and wheels spun rapidly.

      “So many wonders and strange things, I must be in the Land of the Dead.” Her wide eyes held a glint of amazement.

      “Non, you are in Paris.” He spoke loudly to be heard over the metallic clanking and rattling.

      She placed her hands over her ears. “Why does it roar? Is it a chariot or a strange beast?”

      “We are at the dawn of a new age. Wonderful contraptions are popping up all the time. This is one of several machines I’ve built for convenience. It will take us home.”

      Seshat shook her head, showing she couldn’t hear.

      Ricard gestured to her to take her hands off her ears.

      “Oui, Ricard is not only a great linguist, he dabbles in mechanical inventions as well.” Jean François pointed at the strange machine with steam rising above the shiny brass gears, which turned as the carriage clanked and hissed in a lively rhythm. “My little Zoraide loves it, she begs Uncle Ricard to take her for a ride all the time.”

      “Oui, his daughter loves to ride, as will you. Give it a try, it won’t hurt you. It’s just a machine.” A surge of heat shot through Ricard as her elbow brushed against his arm when she turned toward him.

      “In my time, the Hyksos invented a remarkable contraption that made them invincible in war, the chariot. Now you have invented one that needs no horse. But you do not use it for war?”

      “War? Non.” Ricard shook his head. “I am a man of peace.” He glanced back at the conservator. “Jean François, have a good evening. I certainly believe mine will be memorable.”

      “Oui, and try to find out how this all came about.” The conservator held onto his top hat with one hand, and with the other he pulled his dark coat tighter about him. “How she came to be turned into stone, headless, and in a crate in our storeroom.”

      He swallowed as he watched the wind fluff her jet-black hair about her well-molded face. “It’s a wonder she’s in one piece, though I cannot see anything wrong with her.”

      “Oui.” Jean François nodded briskly then shifted his focus toward the woman. “Do not fear, Seshat, Ricard will watch over you.” He waved good-bye.

      “Au revoir.” Ricard pulled the other lever and with a wheeze, the carriage rolled along. Seshat peered about, hungrily taking in the wondrous sights of Paris.
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      With its gears churning and steam spurting like magic mist, Ricard drove the horseless carriage to his townhouse. Pushing the long brass lever down, he shut off the compact boiler. He stepped down and clutched Seshat’s waist to help her out of the carriage. He found the warmth and softness of her skin beneath the sheer linen almost unbearable, for his palms ached to explore the soft curves of her body.

      After guiding her into his home, he slipped his brown veston off her shoulders and showed her to the dining room.

      A plump woman walked in and curtsied mechanically. “Bonsoir.” Tilting her head to one side, she stole a slanted look at Seshat.

      “Hello,” Seshat answered in Old Egyptian as she stepped up to the roaring blaze in the brick fireplace.

      The middle-aged cook turned her head toward Ricard. “Monsieur Dubois, the woman is not dressed.”

      “It is Egyptian attire, Charlotte. In her time...I mean in her land, it is appropriate.” He stared with longing at Seshat and at what he thought of as very fitting apparel. “It suits her well.”

      His cook cleared her throat loudly and admonished him with her scowl.

      He added, “But of course she will be fitted for proper clothes befitting a lady of her station in the morning.”

      “As you say, Monsieur.” Charlotte’s forehead furrowed. “If not, I shall have to leave your employ…for my own reputation. I am no domestic servant, nor am I a pile of junk brass animated by your tinkering.” She scrutinized their guest, who was busy examining the red wallpaper and the paintings in all shapes and sizes encased in gilded frames. “I am the cook of a gentleman’s household, not a kitchen maid in a cat house.”

      He tilted his head back. “My dear Charlotte, I did not know cat houses had kitchen maids. I can honestly say I have never dined in one.” He leaned his head forward and met the gaze of the square-faced cook. “The high-born lady is from Egypt, not a brothel. Her morals are not in question, only her apparel. I assure you, I shall see to it that she will be clothed in proper garments on the morrow.” He pulled out a chair at the table and sat down. “She will be staying with us for a few weeks,” Ricard paused and mumbled under his breath, “or forever, if I have anything to say about it.”

      “Very well sir, as long as we have an understanding.” Charlotte tugged on her white bib top apron, tied over a full, floor-length solid blue work dress. “Will the lady be dining with us this evening?”

      “Indeed, she will.” His thoughts weren’t on food, he hungered for Seshat. He inhaled the evocative blend of her musky, soft floral scent. As he imagined the taste of her sweet lips and the salty flavor of her skin, his pulse raced as he scanned down the voluptuous curves of her body. Ricard’s face was hot with embarrassment. He had invited this fine lady, a priestess of ancient Egypt, into his home as a guest and he must restrain these lecherous thoughts.

      “Very well, I shall have one of those brass creatures set another place at the table.” The plump cook retired to the kitchen.

      Two small brass men with iron faces and steam pistons rotating on their sides, a large spinning flywheel in each of their shiny chests, and steam spraying from open stove-pipe top-hats on their heads, sluggishly marched into the room. Each held trays of food.

      Seshat screamed and ran to the far corner of the dining room. With her back pressed against the wall, she yelled at them, “If you evil beasts harm me, I shall put a curse on you. May a donkey violate you, a hippopotamus crush you into little pieces, and a crocodile devour what’s left of you.”

      “Not beast.” He had to yell over the roar of the steam servants. “They serve a wonderful purpose. You see, as an educated man, I know servants work long hours at dangerous labor and it is wrong for men of any station to be condemned to a life of drudgery. I built these mechanical men to do all distasteful and dangerous tasks, from cleaning, washing, waxing, chimney sweeping and lighting fires, to hauling and lifting. I have only one human servant, Charlotte, and all she does is cook, everything else is handled by my steam servants, even chopping onions and peeling garlic cloves.”

      Seshat stepped out of the corner. Her eyes no longer glittered with fear and her body lost the stiffness, the tension, she’d had but a moment before, yet she still held her hands over her ears.

      “Oui, they are quite loud.” He smiled and managed to coax her into a chair at the dining table, or it might have been the aroma of Charlotte’s broiled partridges with hot sauce that impelled her to take a seat.

      He didn’t typically favor partridges—not much meat and all those small bones, too delicate, but he relished this meal for the hot pepper sauce. Noticing Seshat’s round breasts and perky, peach-tipped nipples that strained against the sheer linen of her gown heated the blood rushing to his groin. A small voice inside chided him for looking, again. He hoped the added spice of Charlotte’s sauce would cause him to break a sweat and ease these ungentlemanly thoughts.

      A shudder of embarrassment shot through him as his aroused flesh hardened like a horn. At least seated at the table, neither the cook nor Seshat could see the evidence of his desire. She dug hungrily into her food with her fingers. He watched her lick her lush lips. His breath caught in his throat as she slipped her finger in her mouth and clamped her lips around it, licking it dry of sauce. Her soft appreciative moans as she devoured the meal heightened the burning need within him. He bit into the spicy meat. It helped sate his appetite for Seshat. Soon they had both emptied their plates.

      Charlotte instructed the steam servants to clear the table, then asked Ricard, “Was the food to your liking?”

      “Marvelous.” Ricard flashed a bright smile. “We will take brandy in the parlor.”

      “The lady as well?” Charlotte’s eyebrows arched upward.

      “What she likes is Egyptian beer and wine, but the brandy will do.”

      “Well, we don’t have any beer from Egypt, but I’ll have one of those noisy, brass contraptions serve brandy in the parlor.”

      “Oui, and will you also please have a steam man present me with my hookah?”

      Charlotte nodded to him, then patted her chestnut brown hair, neatly packed in a snood. “If I may, Monsieur, I wanted to ask you about the language. The lady and you are not speaking French.”

      “Non, it’s Old Egyptian, an ancient language.”

      The cook placed one hand on her hip. “I do not know that language, Monsieur. Have you been talking about me?”

      “Non, Charlotte, certainly not. If you must know, the lady thinks I am a Hyksos warrior and keeps threatening to turn me into a beetle.”

      “Magic, is it? Well, Monsieur, she looks odd enough that I believe it. If you ever go missing and I see a beetle crawling across the table, I’ll know what happened. Bonsoir, Monsieur.” Charlotte curtseyed and headed toward the hall.
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        * * *

      

      Seshat followed Ricard into the parlor. Her eyes widened as she viewed the crystal chandelier above her head and scanned velvet French tapestries, trimmed with gold, which hung over cream-colored, floral wallpaper. He sank into a comfortable upholstered chair with spindle carved legs. Seshat immediately stepped over to the chaise lounge and reclined on it.

      A steam servant entered with a tray holding a hookah, a silver match holder, a crystal decanter of brandy and two snifters. Curled up on her side, Seshat sipped her brandy. Ricard drank from his snifter between gentle, relaxing puffs on his hookah as tendrils of smoke curled in the air.

      “It is quite sweet.” Seshat’s face twisted into a lemon-sucking expression. She held the glass up and peered at it. “What manner of pottery is this that one can see through?”

      “It is crystal. Charlotte makes all those purchases for me. She says it is her favorite part of her job.”

      “You say Charlotte is your cook. Where is your wife or your concubines?”

      He let out a chuckle. “There are none.” Holding the hookah hose in one hand, he huffed a small cloud of smoke. “I do see women on occasion, but I am not courting anyone.”

      “Does this mean you are not having sex with anyone?” She took another sip from her brandy snifter.

      Shock flew through him. At a loss for words, he stuttered until he could ease his embarrassment with a deep breath. He dropped the hookah hose, grabbed his glass of brandy, and stared into it. “What I mean is it is not polite to discuss debauchery in mixed company.”

      He gazed at her face again, her raven hair, sultry kohl-lined eyes, and henna-painted lips. Enthralled by her long, shapely body, he could make out her belly button, and the curve of her hips, which hugged the linen. His breath grew shallow, and his heart hammered as he imagined those luscious hips grinding into him, the damp, secret place at the apex of her thighs rubbing against his erection. Even now his staff swelled and pulsated with need. He took a long draw of his brandy and steeled his composure.

      “Enough of the here and now.” He set his glass down and puffed on the hookah. “Seshat, you saw a little of what I do today, but tell me, what is it like to be a priestess of the temple at Djeba? What pharaoh sat on the throne during your time?”

      Her eyes grew round, and her brows arched as she gawked at him. “Smoke billows from you as it does the shiny evil beast, but you are not as noisy.” Seshat set her glass down with a clank on the small table in front of her. “I serve Pharaoh Tutimaeus. There is much work in being a priestess. I do not like all of it. I and other priests and priestesses wake when it is still dark and carry in offerings for Horus, clusters of ripe grapes, figs, red pomegranates, heads of lettuce, and white lotus flowers. We light all the lamps, burn incense, and shake sistrums as we chant.” She shifted her body, propping her elbow on the headrest. “When the high priest opens the sanctum, he wakes Horus and bathes the god. I and the other priests lay out bread, baskets of fruit and vegetables, and jars of beer and wine for the god’s morning meal. We allow the god time to eat and then we purify the temple by sprinkling it with water and lighting more incense. We do this for Horus for all three meals, morning, noon, and evening.” She picked up her glass and shook it, swirling the brandy. “As a lector priestess, I spend the rest of the day in the palace library, reading and studying ancient books of magic.”

      “You were a lector priestess.” He leaned forward. “So, you wrote the spell that changed you from stone back into flesh.” The lust for her body throbbing through him subsided as another yearning took over. All his life, he had quested for knowledge of the ancient Egyptians and now he’d come face to face with one. All secrets could be revealed to him. He parted his lips for the hookah and took a few short puffs.

      “I had no time to escape. The Hyksos created a great war machine called a chariot, much like your carriage. In these chariots, they sped toward the temple, shooting double-curved bows. They broke through the fortress and set it aflame.” She took a sip of brandy. “I grabbed a piece of parchment and wrote an incantation for reversing the spell of stone. It was the only way I could save myself until Pharaoh’s army came.” She stood and absently paced the length from her chair to his and back again. “I expected Didu, my friend, a brave standard bearer—he wears the necklace of golden flies from Pharaoh—would read the spell and turn me back. I ran to the garden, held the scrap of parchment in front of my heart, and recited the spell. That is all I remember, until I awoke in the place you call the Louvre, today.” When Seshat reached the chaise once more, she lay on it, still clutching her brandy.

      Ricard set the hookah hose down. “When stone, your head was cut off with a clean break, as if by the blow of a sword.”

      “I do not know what happened.” Seshat held her glass to her full lips and downed the last of the brandy. “I do not remember anything after I recited the spell, until you turned me back today.”

      “It’s astounding.” That soft curving flesh had been stone just earlier this day.

      “I am having trouble believing it myself. I am in the future in a place called France.”

      “Oui, I am afraid you will find modern-day Paris different than the temple of Djeba.” Ricard tilted his glass and swirled the amber liquid. He took another gulp of the warm, heady drink.

      “I am astounded by everything I have seen so far.” Seshat pointed to the tall, slender urn. “Can I try it?”

      “By all means.” He presented the Egyptian water pipe to her. “Take a huff.”

      Seshat curled her slender fingers around the long serpentine hose.

      As he watched her, he swallowed hard.

      Seshat parted her full lips and sucked down on the mouthpiece. She drew in the smoke, then leisurely blew it out. Her body shook as she coughed loudly.

      “Do not swallow the smoke.”

      She grasped her throat and shook her head. “My throat hurts.” Her voice was raw.

      “You took too long a draw for the first time.” He bolted from his chair and hurried to her. “You swallowed the smoke.” Kneeling at her feet, he asked, “Do you need water?”

      Seshat shook her head. “I need to rest. I feel dizzy from everything.”

      He stood and held out his hand to help her.

      Facing him, she took a gulp of air. “It all seems like a dream, and it might be, for I feel like I am sleeping.” She let out a slow, feline-type yawn.

      “Oui, let me show you to your room.” Ricard reached out to take her arm in his and escorted her down the hall. His skin tingled at the contact with her smooth, warm flesh.

      At the door to the guestroom that would be her bedchamber, their eyes met and locked. His breath stopped as he moved his hands to her shoulders. Blood throbbed in his loins. He tilted his head down and brushed his lips against hers. The sensation was delicious. Her red lips were warm and sweet. The kiss was as light and tender as a spring breeze.

      Gently, he lifted his mouth off hers. “Bonsoir.” Ricard turned and walked down the long hall to his room, alone.

      He stopped and glanced back, but she had already shut her door. Shedding his clothes, he hung up his coat, shirt, and trousers in a walnut armoire. His erection swelled and panged with need. He groaned. With his skin hot, his cock hard, he was lightheaded with arousal. Ricard yanked back the soft, hand-stitched Marseilles quilt and climbed into bed, fully nude. Shutting his eyes, he envisioned Seshat lying on top of him, and her perfect oval face with exotic cheekbones and those magnetic eyes, gazing down at him, as the ends of her lustrous, black hair fell against his skin. He imagined if he grasped her waist, her skin would feel as warm and soft as hot butter. He thought, lying that close to her, his flesh would drip with her sweet, alluring scent. He envisioned her hot, wet mouth covering his. His heartbeat erratically as he dreamed that her smooth palm gripped his long, thick erection. In a fast rhythm, she stroked his throbbing flesh, sliding her hand up and down. Her smooth palm shimmied against his erect bulge, tugging gently, as he sucked in panting breaths. His body shuddered and he clenched against her hand.

      His eyes flew open. Ricard realized he held his sated cock in his own drenched palm. He let out a low groan. Now that he had release, he shut his eyes and drifted to sleep.
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