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  Dedication


I dedicate this collection to my mom. 








  
  Introduction

By Denise Tapscott


When creating characters for my first novel, Gypsy Kisses and Voodoo Wishes, I paid attention to certain details, such as the names of major characters. Each character had to have a name that meant something that relates to their personalities or represents something for the reader to gain insight about them. 
When searching for a name for a voodoo priestess in New Orleans in the late 1800s, I first considered an old Southern belle name like Mama Adelaide or Miss Bessie. But they didn’t seem to fit the regal, mysterious older woman I was trying to put together. When filtering through various websites for baby names, I somehow stumbled across the perfect answer for the woman I was constructing.  
Zenobia.  
It felt powerful every time I said it out loud. She was a real person who existed sometime between 240AD and 290 AD. There are many legends about Zenobia, queen of Palmyra (modern day Syria) who defeated Rome briefly, and was loved by her people. Thus, my character was transformed into a fantastic center piece for my novel.
After Gypsy Kisses and Voodoo Wishes was released, quite a few readers had lots of questions about Grandmother Zenobia. I was thrilled to share what I could about her without spoilers for future books. But then I began to think; How cool would it be to have short stories about Zenobia that I couldn’t fit into the novels? 
For example, why does she put out a sexy red shoe on a fence post when she’s available to see clients? So, I excitedly wrote a handful of short stories about this immortal character, those who came across her path, and in some cases stories about what she does, and why. 
Then I began to wonder what it would be like to see Zenobia through other people’s perspectives. As a result, with the help of some absolutely phenomenal writers, I present to you, dear reader, The Friends and Foes of Zenobia. I hope you enjoy these amazing tales that span from ancient times to present day. 






  
  1
Friends & Foes Found

By Linda D. Addison


Snake charmers & fire breathers, 

the Djinn feeding off un-granted wishes,

terror in victim’s eyes, reflecting a full moon, 

warm blood flows, igniting spell

to draw demon to him, her one and only.





Tempestuous anger & sexy laughter,

the Djinn desiring, kissing the demon’s

forehead, bodies wrapped in wings,

join to possess immortal Zenobia,

finding only loss & failure, snakes & dog bites.





Caribbean sea & bright yellow sun,

Zenobia’s dog, Ahy, playing in sand

while loving her time in the ocean,

still remembering her stolen tribe,

leaving thieves screaming, bones cracked.





Sparkly indigo blue skin & iridescent scales,

Ahy petted by the mermaid pirate, Zenobia

recognized, honored, respected by Scarlette,

the day stranger, stranger by the moment,

few escape The Reckoning, she returns to the deep blue.




Deep booms of cannons & high-pitched screams,

the Negro infantry men fighting, hideous battle

endured. One house inherited, underlying stench

of decay, gunpowder, something’s wrong. Bibles

don’t clear the house, Zenobia & Ahy meet ghostly mists.





Making a lot of noise & a big mess to clean up,

Zenobia with a handful of shiny iron buttons,

3 buttons throw, one unruly ghost howls & sizzles,

spirits quarrel, not going into the light over a firearm,

choose peace over ton of iron, mound of salt on bones.





Steamed crawfish & southern deep-fried gator bites,

the Djinn returns hungry for revenge armed with

a rose barrette, Zenobia ruby red, high-heeled shoe

guarding, barrette offered to be blessed, wanting

her love. Vibrations filled barrette with joy, then darkness.





Sulfur & powdered snakeskin & graveyard dirt,

woke slumbering rose barrette, hungry for Zenobia,

gifting the woman with beauty, the man with darkness,

all return to the Purple door, un-welcomed, in agony,

she takes barrette, bathing all in holy water, healing love.








  
  2
A Night Over Egypt

By Kirk A. Johnson


Before becoming a woman, she had dreamed of the joys of love—the discovery of warm touches and flirty smiles from wanton eyes; promises of a brave new world shared in the heat of the night. But when her menstrual flow came, those dreams had changed, and on the nights of her blood-cycle, her brave new world turned into visions of strange and dire things. 
On some nights, she dreamed of Ahy, her dog, whimpering beside her, his nose inches from her head as lighting and smoke raced through the sky. Glooming grays and flashing whites shook overhead, and blood fell from the sky like rain during the flood season. On others, Ahy’s ghostly coat glowed as he stood defiant to the yapping growls echoing from within the darkness. 
And on others still, she heard the familiar sounds of the wild dogs or grim beasts ripping through their prey, tearing meat, or snapping bones. But no matter the night, she always heard a woman’s voice bellow from a black sky with a sliver of madness flavoring her words. 
“What are you?” 
“What bore you? 
“What loves you?”  

      [image: ]Zenobia awakened to Ahy’s wet nose, sniffing her face. His snout dug up into her cotton headwrap as she rubbed his solid, muscled neck. She had forgotten the details of her dream. However, she could still feel more so than see the images flash in and out of her mind’s imagination like far-away lightning. She shuffled off of her pallet and offered a prayer to Sebiumeker, god of protection and fertility, while making her way over to a washbasin, and thanked her again for her uncle’s servants replacing last night’s water. She washed her face, clearing away the grogginess from her mind as Ahy hopped on her pallet and let out his characteristic basenji howl. 
Zenobia quickly scolded him. She was having none of that. “Ahy! You know damn well you aren’t allowed there!” Ahy immediately jumped off and scurried over to her. He nuzzled her feet and then stood on its hind legs. “What is the matter with you? Bad dream?”  
Ahy huffed, dropped his rump to the ground, and then lowered his head with a frustrated sigh. 
“What in the name of all that is holy are you pouting about?” Zenobia asked with her hands on her hips. As he did not answer, she shrugged and decided to take a walk to the river to pick the medicinal water herbs that only she could find. They’ll come in handy for trade at the market. This early in the morning, crocodiles would be too far upriver to pose any threat to her, so it would be a relatively safe task. But that wasn’t what worried her. 
She had just had her fourth blood-cycle, and a year away from her twenties. As far as her family was concerned, it was well past time she entered society as wife and mother. A prospect she wasn’t excited for. She had already seen from her aunts and uncles that it was a burden she wasn’t keen on participating in. 
After a warm bath, she replaced her blooded papyrus roll with a new one, and readied herself for the day. Flinging her shawl over her shoulders and linen wrap dress, she grabbed her basket and opened the door. Ahy, protective as always, dashed through and alertly scanned the trail leading to the river. Zenobia grinned. She doubted if any man could ever sneak up on Ahy. And she was grateful for that, if she was being honest with herself.  

      [image: ]From a hill close to the river, he watched her. A chill bristled up his back as he smelled her scent drift along the morning breeze. It was this strange, sweet fragrance that alerted him to her in the first place. It filled his nostrils with an aroma that aroused the promise of a mystic fulfillment that wrinkled his nose in wet delight. Drooling, he watched her gather reeds by the Nile’s shoreline, wondering how delicious her blood would taste. 
He sat in awe of the luster of her black-brown skin shining in the sun while her braided hair, tied up in a wrap, revealed the smooth, unearthly perfection of her round nose, full lips, and bright smile. He then noticed her little white dog. Its ears perked up. It sniffed in his direction, and he ducked further into the brush. He watched it back into her legs with a low chortle, and he ducked further past the bushes and down the other side of the dune as she turned and looked intently in his direction. 
He held his breath for several heartbeats before peeking over the sandy ridge. He watched her soothe the beast before bending over to pluck a stubborn batch of reeds from the shallows. Soon after, she left. 
Damn clan law, he thought to himself. I must have her. She will be mine alone. He would hunt for this one by himself. And within the city of Thebes, he knew he would find her. And feed. 

      [image: ]For the third time, Zenobia glanced out the corner of her eye. And again, there he was, the handsome man with skin as dark as fertile soil that she had noticed entering the market behind her, and who was now only three stalls away. She wasn’t sure if the man with an unpicked crown of hair was truly following her or just inspecting the fruits and vegetables from the produce booths along the market thoroughfare. 
Pharaoh Ramses was known to hire spies to secretly scrutinize and report on the produce sold under his reign. His warring ways had made him suspicious of all within his domain. Especially when it came to those who weren’t true-born Egyptians. It didn’t help matters that many of the merchants glared at her or ignored her when she approached their wares. They just couldn’t hide their jealousy of a foreign-born merchant finding favor with the ruling dynasty. 
She wouldn’t be surprised at the possibility of someone falsely reporting her to the Pharoah with the accusations of sorcery, and the possibility of this man being a royal spy was sent out to investigate her. She looked around, wondering where Ahy was until she recalled she had left him home. He would have been helpful if not for being banned from the market. That’s what he gets for misbehaving around the meat stalls. He’d probably be a better thief if not for his pure white coat. 
“Pardon. My dear. Are you still interested?”
Zenobia faced forward, remembering she had come to this stall out of curiosity. Awasi, a mature woman with a dark complexion and scarifications along her cheeks, smiled, presenting her with something in both hands. Awasi was a foreign merchant from the far west and known throughout the market to always be in possession of foreign trinkets and knick-knacks, curiosities that always titillated her customers. Its ashy-black pitted surface was as crude as a rock, but for its concave edge, which was smooth and flint sharp. Its wooden handle was well-crafted, but plain. 
“What is this?” she asked as she gently ran her hand over the surface. 
“This, my dear Zenobia, is a sickle made of a special metal.” Awasi whispered this last part. “A merchant from the west brought me a few pieces. He called it iron. Yes, yes. I know it is an ugly thing, but he swears it’s more durable and keeps a sharper edge than bronze. 
“It doesn’t look like much. Truly an ugly thing.” Zenobia lifted it and found it to be lighter than she expected. Its coarse surface underscored its crude smelting. 
“Oh no, my dear,” the tool merchant said, gingerly pointing to the edge. “The blade is keener and harder than copper or even bronze. This will last longer… with some needed maintenance, of course.”
“Of course.” Zenobia said with a cocked eyebrow. Then something like a breeze blew past her ears. A whisper. As if a message on the wind, coming from the gods. “How much?” Zenobia finally asked.
“A twelfth deben of silver.”
“Awasi! For this?” Zenobia turned it over again, and once more, as the urge to have it tickled her imagination. Her neck hairs stood on end, chilled by the mystery of what it could mean for her future. Reluctantly, Zenobia drew a piece of parchment from her leather gathering sack and gave it to the merchant. It was marked by her family’s promissory insignia. Zenobia then took a quill from Awasi’s table, dipped it into a bowl of ink, and drew the price in hieroglyphs with her name as signatory. 
“Come to the Merchant Quarter and present this to the magistrate. There, you will be paid in full.”
“Oh, thank you, my dear. The Diop name is certified throughout the quarter.”
After Awasi placed the parchment in her pocket, she wrapped the iron sickle in camel leather and handed it back to Zenobia. As Zenobia turned away, she saw that the mysterious man hadn’t left his post. He was still inspecting the dates a few stalls behind her when he made the mistake of slightly turning his head towards her and briefly caught her watching him before quickly turning away. Zenobia smiled to herself before deciding to try something mischievous. 
Feigning to have forgotten something, she doubled back while he wasn’t looking and slid up beside him as he picked through some dates. She noticed a strong, musky scent with hints of leather and cinnamon lingering in the air around him. But there was something else. Something she didn’t recognize. He smelled of something seductive… delicious. She could feel it run from her nose through her chest, down into her belly, and nest warmly between her legs. 
Her hand intentionally brushed up against his. He quickly turned and their eyes met. It felt like they were caught on a string, connecting the black pearls of their pupils pulled taunt, drawing each other in. He was about to speak until the tumultuous sounds of chariot wheels and howling shattered the moment.
“Zenobia! Zenobia!”
She turned towards a crowd of shoppers scattering to the side and into stalls, creating a wide berth for a chariot entering the marketplace thoroughfare. Ahy led the way like a messenger spirit announcing the coming of the Ra. And that’s when she saw them. Two princely warriors with wild laughter standing tall in their chariot. 
One wore a shiny blue robe, while the younger one wore a simple bronze breastplate covered in the dust of the road and the splendor of youth. Both wore perfectly styled afros and matching gold earrings. Her eyes brightened at the sight of one of the handsome young warriors waving to her. 
“Memnon!” she cried. “By the gods of Nubia!” 
The robed warrior gracefully sprang from the chariot and sprinted into her wide-opened arms like a child in summer. They embraced, crushing each other with grateful hugs and joyful kisses, paying no heed to the sweat and dust of the road. 
“Zenobia, light of a thousand suns. Daughter of a hundred moons. 
“I see your tongue is still not as agile as your limbs.” 
 “I hoped you’d still be here.”
“Of course,” Zenobia sneered. “Just because His Majesty wages war in Canaan doesn’t mean life must hold its breath.”
“Is your uncle still here? I imagine he will make more than enough coin to supply Pharoah’s military caravan.”
“He is not. He travels with the army as an honored member of the logistics council. This season has been both lucrative for him and bothersome to me. Some locals have complained that we foreigners are taking all the best contracts. They claim we use sorcery for our unfair advantages.”
Memnon gave her a suspicious look. “And have you?” he whispered. 
Zenobia let out an exaggerated gasp as Ahy sniffed her hand. “But of course not! I swear it. You know I have no talent for such mysteries and mystics.” 
Ahy scoffed, turned his head, and growled, sensing something unnatural in the air. But Memnon, mistaking Ahy's reaction as a response to Zenobia’s answer, bent down to one knee and smiled as he rubbed behind his ears. “Smart boy. You know more about her than she knows of herself. A coy smile with fluttering eyes is magic of a intimate sort.”
 Then the bronze-armored charioteer stepped out behind Memnon. He was as tall as Memnon, with broad shoulders and almost as thick armed as the prince. But to Zenobia’s delight, she found him much more handsome. 
“It is unseemly to accost children in the market, my prince.” His voice was a deep bass string plucked from an oud—the voice of someone far older than his appearance.
“Zenobia. This barbarian from the Sudd is my comrade and great friend, Juba. He is as a brother to me as I am to you.” Memnon slapped Juba on his shoulder. “More by affection than by womb.”
Juba sucked his teeth at Memnon’s playful jest before turning to Zenobia. 
Zenobia caught the wariness in his eyes—an aloofness at odds with the smoothness of his deep blue-black skin. It stirred something in her that brightened her heart and lips. “From the Sudd. A dangerous land.” She felt her mouth widen in a smile that was too broad. 
“You have been there?” His vibrating bass melted through her skin.
“No. But many travelers have told me of their trials there. Those who have returned, of course.” She felt stupid for stating the obvious with that goofy grin still in play.
Until a knowing smile cracked Juba’s stoic demeanor, and her heart lifted again.
“The Sudd is not for fools or children.” 
“And which one am I?”
“Are you planning a trip to the Sudd?”
“No. But who knows where our paths may lead?”
Her heart sank when he glared at her. She quietly admonished herself for being too clever. Trying to hide her blush, Zenobia quickly turned back to Memnon, whose cocked eyebrow indicated that he saw right through her playful questions. 
“So, where are you staying?” She finally asked. 
“We found lodging amongst my countrymen within the Nubian Quarter. Luckily, I found enough room and board for my retinue until we leave. I assemble with the rest of my army in Memphis before we head to Pi-Ramesses.”
“So many warriors outside of Ta-seti. Aren’t you afraid it will raise alarm?”
“We carry a guarantee of passage by Pharoah Ramses himself. I convinced him that King Priam would be a valuable ally in Mesopotamia. And that my family still has strong ties with him. Pharoah thought it best to honor their request for aid. So, we both agreed that if he cannot aid Troy, I should. And keep their goodwill. Especially after he regains dominance over the Canaanites once again.”
“I stand corrected. It seems your tongue has matured. At least enough to convince a pharaoh. So once again, you’re off to play at war?”
Memnon let out a hardy laugh. “With the Achaeans this time.”
Zenobia felt a chill shiver up her spine at the mention of the Achaeans. She had heard about the ferocity of the Myceneans and their allies, and she chose to put on a brave face for her friend. “They will surely piss themselves at your arrival.”
“Yes. But before I depart, I had to see my little sister.” His smile was slight. 
“I would curse you to the high heavens and beyond if you didn’t. Let me organize a proper celebration. In honor of your expedition and to implore the gods to show you favor.” 
Memnon looked at Juba and smiled. “Brilliant suggestion.”
“Good.” She began to shoo them away. “Now off you go. Gather your warriors and I shall make the arrangements. Seek out Ka-matef’s estate. In the Nubian Quarter.”
“I have coin—
“You have nothing to offer but your tales and presence. Now go.”
As they spoke, the man with the smell of leather and cinnamon disappeared into the crowd to hide along the edges of the market, downwind from Ahy’s nose. He watched her, following her supple curves as he ran his tongue across his pointed canines. He sniffed the air, delighting in her scent as all the other smells of the market gave way to her hidden sweetness. The two man-boys who had arrived in the chariot looked weak to him, but still dangerous. 
He recognized them to be warriors of an ancient bloodline, bowmen of blessed talent. But it was her dog that gave him the most worry. There was an alertness about the beast that troubled him. He watched as it snuffled about the ground, its white coat glowing like a bringer of doom. That dog would need to be dealt with. As he schemed, he scratched at the furry bristles itching just under his skin.

      [image: ]Leaving the market with Ahy, Zenobia quickly made her way to the Nubian Quarter to prepare for Memnon’s send-off. Through her uncle’s fellow merchant, Ka-matef, and delicate negotiations, she secured a private two-storied villa for Memnon and Juba on the outskirts of the Nubian Quarter. The proprietor provided her the most opulent chambers, with servants, fresh meats, and exquisite wine from Byblos, with just one stipulation: Ahy was kept outside the villa’s walls. 
Zenobia couldn’t besmirch her uncle’s good name, so her friend and protector had to stay outside. She had no time to go home and change, so the proprietor offered her a private room with clothes and perfumes she would need to fashion herself for the evening. Ahy, as clever as ever, found a way to sneak in without anyone noticing until he jumped on Zenobia’s palette and inspected the leather-wrapped bundle Zenobia had tossed on the bed. 
Ahy sniffed and pawed at it until he found the release string. He pulled at it until its tautness turned slack, and it unfurled before him. He stood on the bed and inspected this crude thing. To Ahy, it looked like a great, big claw with a concave edge. That’s when Zenobia turned and caught him jumping up and down in excitement over her iron sickle. 
“What? How did you get in here?” Zenobia cried.
Ahy stopped and stared at Zenobia before taking one good whiff and dashing out of her chamber. 
“You are acting so strange as of late,” she said to herself. She was about to chase after him until a flash of a dream image chilled her to the bone, and she forgot about Ahy and the sickle. All that was on her mind now was getting ready for tonight’s festivity. What better way to occupy my mind, she thought to herself. 
Before they arrived, Zenobia, with the aid of servants, bathed and perfumed, and slipped into her beaded kalasiris sheath dress, which hugged her curves and thighs like a second skin. That was for her. Over this, she donned a silk shawl of Tyrian purple, an expensive luxury she specifically requested. That bit of indulgence was to showoff for others. 
The proprietor explained that he had purchased it from a Phoenician trader a season ago and was all too happy for Zenobia to wear it. She imagined she would wear it again soon as suitors became more abundant. It was her favorite color, and it made her feel like a freeborn woman with joy in her heart. And she finished off her look with a gold septum ring cause she knew it looked alluring.

      [image: ]That night, Memnon and Juba entered with all their warriors from the lodging houses within the neighborhood. It wasn’t as many as Zenobia thought, but enough for a rowdy event. Nubian men and women lounged about from courtyard garden to the second-floor chamber: on cushions within the courtyard, in recess by the altars, and in alcove nooks, while musicians played oud lutes, camel skin tambourines, barrel-shaped drums, and tablas. 
Music, laughter, and wine spilled into the moonlit night as platters of meat and fruit adorned tables and spaces on the floor. Zenobia even got the temple brothels of Bes, Beset, Taweret, Hathor, and Min to send their most delicious of acolytes.  She was told by one of the older handmaids that these “entertainers” were a good mix of both the shy and the bold when it came to offering of sexual distractions—for all manner of appetites. After a long journey from Kerma to Thebes, Memnon had confided in her that they earned a night of boisterous comforts.
Outside, lonely Ahy rested on his forelimbs, huffing miserably to himself. He had just completed his third patrol around the mansion, and luckily for him, everyone was too busy laughing, drinking, and fucking to have seen him. After a few minutes of relaxing to the sounds of rowdy foreplay lulling him to sleep, he caught a whiff of a familiar scent. Immediately, his ears perked up, and a low growl vibrated from his throat. 
It was the same smell from early this morning, and again in the market, filling the air around him. But it was stronger this time. Thicker. He left his post at the front of the entrance and sprinted out into the dimming dusk towards an outcropping of bushes crowning a small hill. The sky was turning blue, with its amber strip of light falling into the horizon by the time he surmounted its summit. And as the moon revealed itself in the sky, an incredibly large hyena sat there waiting for him. It glared at him and grinned with long dagger-like fangs shining wet with drool. Ahy’s back bristled as he growled and bared his own sharp-as-death teeth. 
Ahy charged. His heart raced with the wind, and the smell of violence filled his snout. But the beast did nothing. It sat there as still as a rock. Ahy, jaws opened wide, was a whisker away from its throat before the hyena moved. It was faster than Ahy could ever guess to react. It was a blur of speed and pain that slammed into Ahy’s side. A weight like never before clamped down on the dog’s neck as his fur became warm and wet. The air immediately grew thin, and night descended too fast over his eyes. Where was the sunset? Where’d the moon go? 

      [image: ]Occupying the main chamber not far from the festivities, Zenobia, Juba, and Memnon reclined lazily on wool-covered lounge chairs with plush cushions stuffed with down. Servants brought sweetmeats and wine from the kitchen while the surrounding sounds of hot gasps, passionate moans, pounding flesh, and tambourines filled the air. Zenobia sat across from her two guests, trying to remain as composed and coy as possible. Except for the flirtatious glances she stole at Juba, as he playfully challenged Memnon’s heroic tales to the soft beating of a drum. 
“…three arrows struck the man in the same place, right where his armor missed covering his skin.”
“Why do you keep adding arrows to that tale!!!” Juba laughed. “Two of those were mine. You were still stringing your bow when I cast my first shot!” 
Zenobia noticed the wine had softened his scowl, and to her delight, his smile was just as bright as she had imagined. 
“Scandalous liar! Your arrows were never so quick!” Memnon cried as his cup tipped this way and that, spilling some wine onto Juba’s lap. 
It was then that Zenobia freely gave in to her delight and erupted in a series of deep, full-throated belly laughs. She had missed Memnon’s antics when it came to telling his battle tales: running around the room, arms flying, mimicking a man being chased by an overgrown hippo or his arrows, which was unbelievably ridiculous already. It was a joy to see a man of violent vigor, unbothered by the future, and clown about like a child filled with honey. Until she caught a whiff of something both strong and alluring, like the sweat of the heated arousal that surrounded her. 
She wondered if there was a couple fucking too close to them until she recognized its faintly tinged scent from earlier in the day. It had hints of oud, leather… and cinnamon. She turned to find the man from the market standing before her with two chalices in hand. His kilt was tied at the waist with a piece of hide. He wore no sandals, but his physique was toned and youthful like Memnon and Juba. She blushed at his scent.
“Greetings, Lady Zenobia.” The stranger’s voice was like syrup pouring over her. “It is a pleasure to finally meet you.”
“You know me?” For a stranger to reveal knowledge of her while she knew nothing of him would have alerted her to action, but Memnon and Juba suddenly went quiet. That assured her they were at full attention, just in case she required quick action.
“Who doesn’t know the niece of one of Egypt’s most successful foreign merchants? Possessed of both wealth and beauty—
“What? No mention of my wit?”
“But of course. All know the name of Zenobia Jalio.” He offered her one of his chalices, and she gracefully accepted it with a slight nod. 
“Come join us,” Memnon invited, intentionally making space for the stranger between himself and Juba. The thought of two men she found “interesting” began to titillate her fantasies, filling her mind with kisses under the moon. But her auntie’s words began to echo over in her mind. “A woman must remain demure. Be mindful of your actions when men are involved.”
Zenobia noticed that the stranger instead sat cross-legged on the floor between herself and Memnon. 
“Accepting gifts from strangers without a name is taboo in my land,” Juba said as he placed his hand over the rim of Zenobia’s cup.
“I am not so well-off to have a proper name,” the stranger said. “But I am called Heru by my friends… and family.”
“And what do your enemies call you?” Juba asked with a slight grin. 
“I don’t have enemies,” Heru grinned back with a glint in his eye. “They don’t live long enough to know it.” 
“Ha!” Memnon laughed. “Neither do mine! We make sure of that. Well, I do.” He then nodded his head over at Juba. “This one shoots with his eyes closed.” 
As Juba turned to glare at Memnon’s taunt, Zenobia flirtatiously moved her cup away from Juba’s palm and raised it to Heru. “Praise and welcome to you for your kindness, Heru.” She made sure to smile and flutter her eyelashes. 
As they raised their cups in good cheer, Juba eyed Heru carefully. He noted the man’s black stained fingernails and the ease with which he sat amongst them. He was too comfortable for his liking. And he was taking up too much time with Zenobia. To his surprise, that’s what annoyed him the most. 
Zenobia made sure to sip her wine slowly. Her uncle—and Memnon—had warned her to always keep her wits about when the wine flowed too freely as the night lengthened, especially when men were present. Men, especially warriors, lose themselves in such conditions, allowing their desires to rule their actions. 
Sooner than expected, she was left alone with Juba and Heru. A man and woman, acolytes of Beset, had taken Memnon by the arms and eagerly took him to one of the second-floor rooms reserved just for him. He refused to put up a fight as they escorted him by his phallus.  
“Lady Zenobia,” Heru sidled up closer to her. “You are of marrying age, are you not? Where is your husband?”
“Husband? My uncle and I both agreed I am too valuable to be married off just yet. And I prefer to marry the man I choose.” Zenobia noticed a slight parting of his lips as a woman’s grunt of pleasure punctuated her words.
“That is good to know,” Juba replied before catching himself. “I mean… I…
“He means if you were, we would have been bereft of your presence this evening.” Heru winked. “Are you not married, Juba? A man of your prowess and skill.”
The question took Juba by surprise. And he momentarily lost his composure once he noticed Zenobia lean in closer to him for his response. “I…I haven’t had the time to court.” Someone groaned in ecstasy from a nearby window.
“Is it time or courage that holds you at bay?” asked Heru as he took a sip. 
Again, Juba found himself unable to respond. But to his surprise, Zenobia answered for him. 
“Or perhaps you haven’t met one who can turn your heart to more pleasing pursuits,” Zenobia said, turning to her cup. She felt another chill run up her back—like when Memnon mentioned the Achaeans. The wine did little to ease the feeling that Memnon and Juba were destined for some ill-fated adventure.  

      [image: ]As the night turned late, snores and dimming torches now filled the villa. Zenobia retired to her chambers, and Juba was left to sleep where he lounged. And in the stillness of the estate, Heru’s primal instincts alerted him to act. He focused his mind, tamping down his desires and honing his senses to begin his hunt. A fight with any of these warriors would lead to too much bloodshed and awakening them to his existence would anger his clan. He had to stay a mystery to them. 
Heru was extra cautious when passing Juba, sensing the warrior was a light sleeper. Careful not to awaken any of the young, sleeping revelers to his movements, he crept through the dark corridors. He stepped over outstretched arms and legs, gingerly placing his feet in spaces uncovered by relaxing muscles. Silently climbing the stairs, he picked up on Zenobia’s scent and prowled to her second-floor room. Quietly, he slid open the door and found her still modestly dressed, to his surprise. 
She was in her evening gown, laid out quietly on her palette of fleece and cotton. Compared to his strength, she weighed nothing, as light as a dove and he breathed a sigh of relief. The drug he mixed into her wine was the perfect dosage. He figured she’d be asleep long enough to take her far into the desert, away from human interference. Far enough away for him to have privacy or for anyone to hear her cries. 
Binding her limbs, he hauled her over his shoulder and sprang straight out the window into the courtyard. He landed in between a two drunken bodies laid out under the stars, but the heavy snoring of the inebriated warriors put him at ease. Making his way to the front gates, he heard whimpering. Ahy limped out from the bushes and hissed at him. The dog was much stronger than he should be. He realized the beast was god-blessed, but he had no time to find out which god protected him or finish the job; so, he continued into the night with Zenobia in his arms. 

      [image: ]Zenobia dreamed deeply that night, unbothered by the jostling of Heru’s rush through the desert. She dreamed of darkness and thunder. Lightning branched across the sky with flashes of crimson bolts, shattering her vision with concussive blasts. In the distance, Zenobia saw a great box of fathomless black onyx. She had never seen so deep a blackness. It was like looking into a square void. And every time the sky flashed, she saw its immenseness silhouetted along a horizon that rolled beyond her vision. 
“Finally. Your presence has been anticipated.”
The voice was like a deep rumble of earth with the vibrating surge of godly power. 
“Come and address me properly, child.”
Zenobia’s body stood still as the structure rushed towards her at a blinding speed, billowing her gown from its gust of wind. Then the world spun around and around as the structure abruptly stopped an arm’s length from her unbending frame. She wrinkled her nose at the smell of sulfur and rot. And the hairs on the back of her neck stood erect. 
“You have been watched. And desired.”
Zenobia could hear herself say, “Desired?”
And with a flash of red lightning, she saw a shadow fall over her as quick as a thought. A shadow with great ears rose to the black heavens as glowing red eyes peered down at her, searching—caressing her soul—with an ethereal touch that forced her to quiver with an unknown sensation. A warm yet unfamiliar coziness that caused a sensual moan to escape her full lips. 
“Oh, wicked mortal, I see your womanhood has come full blossom. But still, you are not ready to experience what I have to offer.”
“You offer…,” she gasped. Her heart thumped with a heavy pounding that threatened to burst from her chest. The scent of musk and juniper filled her mind, but no one could smell in a dream. 
“I will not abandon you, my love. We have a future together that must be…consummated.”

      [image: ]Zenobia suddenly awakened, startling Heru, who was caressing her face. Bright eyed and aware, she saw Heru eyes glow from the new moon’s reflection. He was as beautiful as when they first met, even more so with those eyes, and the small fangs peeking out from under his full lips. 
“Heru?”
A low guttural sound vibrated from his throat as he crept away from Zenobia, while admonishing himself for untying her too soon. “You rise earlier than expected. The drug was meant to keep you asleep, but alive.”
“For what purpose?” She smelled the sweat from his skin and noted a brutal tension in his movements. So much like a stalking beast searching for a place to sink his teeth into. Again, Zenobia was drawn to his eyes, and she felt his hunger beam from that amber-bright stare.
“I’ve stalked you for what seems like an eternity.” A string of saliva glistened in the moonlight. “Your skin and hair revealed the lush juice of your body in the wind. A want brought me to you.”
Slowly, Zenobia sat up, bringing her knees up to her chest. She felt the ground with her feet, taking note of the dead, cold grass. She noticed the brush and shrubbery that surrounded her. She was in a hiding place. A secret little clearing encircled by thorn brush, hiding them from the cold open savannah; a killing place. That’s when she saw how bright the moon shined. She felt Heru move closer and turned quickly to stop him. 
“Heru! What do you plan? If my brother finds you, he will show no mercy.”
“Mercy? The strength of mortals is more hubris than truth. Out here, only I can grant mercy.” Heru dropped to his hands and knees, grunting in pain and pleasure as bones cracked underneath his muscular skin. He arched the full length of his torso as spotted fur sprouted from his pores. Bloody claws replaced his dirty nails, and paws replaced fondling fingers. And with a snarl, he spat blood from his mouth, before revealing teeth growing long and sharp with each passing moment. Finally, a boldly spotted great hyena stood in place of Heru under shafts of blue moonlight. 
Zenobia wanted to scream. She wanted to yell out against the madness of the night’s revelation. But instead, she just stood up and covered her eyes with both hands. Tears rolled down her cheeks as she slowly stepped back. 
“Where are you going?” Heru bared his teeth in a grim smile and slowly prowled towards her. His head hung low, but his eyes stayed focused on Zenobia’s paralyzed form. “If you run, I will be quick to chase.”
She could see saliva drool from the corners of his mouth, and a far greater urge ran up her spine. 
A voice whispered in her ear, “Run, my love. This is my land.” 
Without a second thought, Zenobia quickly turned and dashed for the bushes, forcing her way through the brush and bramble. She did not notice that the branches and thorns that would have torn her shawl and dress or scare her skin move to the side. She ran with such ease that when she broke into the open plains, she just kept moving. 
And as he threatened, Heru instantly gave chase. But to his surprise, he lost her as soon as she entered the surrounding bush. He could hear her fearful breathing and frantic footfalls, but could not see her. To him, even the moon seemed to dim overhead to darken his vision. It was as if the gods had intervened with the moon and earth to conspire against him. But as soon as he broke through the thorns and wild brush, he sprinted straight for the solitary figure in the distance.
Zenobia heard him coming, as his heavy breathing filled her ears in the chill night air. She could feel him draw closer and closer as the weight of her impending death became too much for her to bear, she gasped in despair and fell to the cold ground. Heru growled as he prowled over to her feet. He licked her toes. She shivered, unable to scream. Puffs of steam blew from his fanged maw as he moved in and ran his tongue up past her knees towards her quivering thighs.
Until arrows snapped against Heru’s brow and the rumble of chariot wheels broke the silence of the frosty night air. Heru backed away as Zenobia turned her head to the commotion. Through the light of the moon and staff-held torches, she saw Memnon with bow in hand and Juba lashing the reins. 
Leading them was Ahy, whose white coat glowed like the god of vengeance himself. Zenobia ran to Ahy, but didn’t realize he had something gripped between his teeth. She grabbed and hugged Ahy as Memnon sprang from his carriage, releasing more arrows at Heru, while Juba pulled on the reins and halted before her. 
“Zenobia! Get in!” Juba called before jumping out of the chariot with his sword and shield. But Zenobia was too concerned with Ahy’s comforting heartbeats to hear him. 
Heru, unfazed, attacked. Juba, quick as lightning, pushed Memnon out of the way and met Heru’s savagery with his shield braced to take the weight. They collided under the shining moon, Heru’s claws puncturing the hide shield like a lion of the Nubian highlands. 
Arrows broke and splintered against Heru’s hide as Memnon circled them, releasing arrows at blinding speed. Arrows spent, he ran back to the chariot and snatched his own
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