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        For my mother, June.

      

        

      
        This story is about motherhood and how people are affected by the women in their lives.

        Little did I know that as I finished this tale,

        I would lose my own very special mother.

      

        

      
        May the Great Mother be with you, Mata Hari,

        wherever you travel.
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      Northern Egypt

      

      “Wake up, Amara,” a familiar voice called. “Daddy’s home, and he’s giving you one last chance.”

      Amara blinked to consciousness. She was surprised to hear the voice of her master. She turned her head toward the sound and was even more surprised to see him strolling through the shadows of the hypostyle hall of the Egyptian temple where her body was held prisoner. She thought she had been rid of Simeon Avare, but here he was again, her worst nightmare come true. Panic streaked through her.

      “Surprised to see me?” Simeon’s silver eyes glittered in the gloom of the temple.

      Surprised was an understatement. She was horrified.

      Amara jerked to a sitting position, fighting the grogginess of the spell she had been under and trying to focus her bleary eyes. In the flickering light of the wall sconces, she could just make out the lines of Simeon’s figure. Eyes watering, she scanned him, looking for weapons he might use to torture her. She spotted nothing but a cloth in his left hand. Did he mean to smother her this time?

      “I’ll bet you thought you’d seen the last of me, didn’t you, Amara?”

      She swallowed, unable to speak because of the spell that still clung to her.

      “And I bet you thought you’d gotten the best of me.” He snickered. “Sorry to disappoint.”

      She glared at him, her soul smoldering with hatred. The last time she had seen Simeon, she had trapped him in her magic cards, hoping that he would never find his way out. But here he was. And she was certain he would make her pay for what she had done to him.

      Her glance swept over him. When she had trapped Simeon in her cards, he had been wearing a frock coat, breeches, and a chestnut wig made of human hair taken from the head of an enemy. Now he was attired in a much shorter jacket of simple design and a pair of trousers that went all the way to his shoes. He no longer sported a wig, and his natural ash-colored hair—if shape-shifter hair could be termed natural—was worn fairly long and slicked back behind his ears.

      Judging by Simeon’s mode of dress, she guessed more than a few years had gone by since her last awakening. Perhaps even centuries had elapsed.

      Still, her master projected the same age as always—hovering in his early forties—and he was still as slender and tall as ever. He’d always towered over his brethren—and over her—and had used his height to intimidate all those around him.

      Once he had even intimidated her. But she had been a child then. Twenty years of cruelty had annealed her fear into unmitigated loathing. She was a lioness now, pacing her cage, awaiting the day the lock would go unfastened, awaiting the moment she would leap up and rip out the throat of the master who had mistreated her.

      Amara shifted to the side, poised to leap off the slab of alabaster on which she sat.

      “How is it that you walk the Earth?” she gasped. She could finally speak, but her words were slurred by her supernatural sleep.

      “I’ve been freed.”

      She could hear gloating in his voice.

      “But how?”

      “What does it matter—how?” he snapped. “It only matters that I am free to move upon the Earth again. And free to settle the score between us.”

      Amara’s blood ran cold.

      “You really pissed me off, Amara.”

      Pissed him off? She had never heard the phrase. But she could tell he was livid, even if she did not thoroughly understand his words.

      “Pissed you off?” She played dumb, hoping to give her body a chance to adjust to sensation and movement.

      “I’m pissed off. Really upset. With you.”

      Warily, Amara watched him walk closer. She clenched her muscles, ready to spring backward into the darkness. There was no telling what punishment Simeon had in mind for her.

      In the oldest of days, her punishment had been whipping. In the time they had spent in a plague-stricken land called Saxony, it had been the rack. In the 1500s, it had been dousing in a cold river. In the 1700s, he had dropped hot tar on her legs.

      The secret to surviving his cruelty was in knowing the pain would end, and that she would live through it. But if Simeon meant to punish her this time, he would have to chase her down.

      She was not normally free to move when awakened by Simeon. But when she had trapped him in her magical deck of cards, she had caught him in the midst of performing the Ceremony of Deepest Sleep. He had not yet bound her in the usual linen windings or covered her with the syrupy unguents and cumbersome jewelry that comprised the final steps of the ritual. The unfinished ritual allowed her more freedom of movement than ever before. And now that her body had time to fully awaken, she was ready to make her move.

      Amara slipped off the alabaster slab and landed on the cool floor of the temple, keeping the stone bench between them. Her gossamer gown shimmered in folds around her sandals, and her long black hair fell over one eye. She tried to make herself small enough to hide behind the veil of hair. She tried to make herself disappear.

      “Do not make the mistake again of thinking you are a match for me, Amara. You know that you are not. You are nothing but a bungler who got lucky.” Simeon stepped around the end of the bench. “In fact, you have proved to be the single most incompetent oracle I have ever encountered.”

      Amara made no response to the insult. Instead, one of the scars on the sole of her left foot throbbed in answer. She had been thirteen when he’d punished her for trying to run away. She hadn’t been able to walk for nearly a year afterward.

      “I can’t recall one prediction you’ve made lately that has come true,” he added.

      She stepped backward, keeping her distance. “I never claimed to be an expert.”

      “I always assumed you would come into your power, given enough time. But you’re thirty now, and haven’t changed one iota.”

      “Then perhaps it is time you faced the truth.” She threw back her shoulders. Her right shoulder caught and clicked, never having healed properly after being dislocated. “I cannot move the world with the cards. And now I do not even have possession of them. You are a fool to keep me.”

      Simeon’s silver eyes narrowed. “I would watch my tongue, if I were you.”

      “Why? Because you will punish me?” Her words rang off the temple walls, mocking them both. She licked her dry lips. She shouldn’t taunt him, but her endurance was at an end. After four thousand years of being kept behind bars, she was sick to death of being a prisoner. Seeing Simeon again made her realize she would rather die at his hand than suffer another century trapped by his magic.

      “I’ll pretend I didn’t hear that.” He crossed his arms. “In fact, I’ll even look past your recent transgression.” He leveled his gaze upon her. “If you do something for me.”

      “Never.” She raised her chin. “I have done enough for you.”

      “Even if it might mean your freedom?”

      She glanced at him in surprise. In all the centuries she had known him, he had never mentioned freeing her.

      “You want your freedom, Amara.” Simeon moved closer, tapping his fingers on the crook of his left arm. “I know you do. It’s all you think of, isn’t it? I can smell it on you.”

      Amara moved back again, toward the corridor behind her.

      “All you have to do is one more reading.”

      “I do not have my cards.”

      “You don’t need the cards. In fact, I don’t believe you’re all that good with the cards.”

      “If I am not, then again, I am of no use to you.”

      “Ah, but there are times you can be quite sensitive, Amara, able to read people and the world around you. I’ve seen it. Tap into that sensitivity now, and you shall be rewarded.”

      He smiled, but the expression remained lodged at the sides of his mouth and didn’t reach the corners of his eyes. He looked every inch the reptile she knew him to be.

      “You do one last thing for me, Amara, and I will grant you your freedom.”

      She stared at his mouth, sure that this was just another one of his tricks.

      “Are we in agreement, Amara?”

      She swallowed. Her tongue stuck to the roof of her mouth. Something was not right about all of this. Her unease deepened. But to gain her freedom, she would do almost anything.

      “All right,” she murmured.

      “Good.” He smiled again and raised his hand. With a flourish, he displayed the square of fabric, less than two feet across.

      Amara regarded the cloth, wondering what significance it had to Simeon.

      He dangled it in the air between them. “Tell me all you know of this object.”

      “I know nothing of it. I have never seen such a cloth.”

      “Touch it.” He held it closer. It appeared to be a scarf of some kind, with a shining ribbon border stitched around the edges. “Tell me what you sense. If you tell me what I need to know, you will have your freedom.”

      She glanced at him, still wary of his words, and made sure she did not look directly into his hypnotic silver eyes.

      “If you tell me something useful, I will set you free. Today.”

      Amara’s heart leapt into her throat. But just as quickly, she doused her hopes. Nothing Simeon said was to be believed. Not until she was really free, not until she could feel sunlight on her skin and know that she was hundreds of miles away from his accursed Egyptian temple, would she trust such a promise.

      She glanced at the cloth. In the dim light of the lamps, it appeared to be a pale blue. It looked harmless. She reached for it. The fabric was fashioned of feather-light yarn. She took it into her hands. Warmth flooded up her arms. She drew the fabric to her face. The cloth was so soft and fragrant, she couldn’t help but sink her nose into the folds. She breathed in, and when she did, a shaft of longing soared straight to her womb.

      This blanket belonged to a child. To a baby. To a baby boy and a life with a child that she would never know. Amara’s entire being ached with maternal love that would never have an outlet.

      Tears welled in Amara’s eyes as her starved emotional state threatened to overwhelm her. She crushed the blanket closer to hide her reaction from Simeon and turned away.

      “Where is he?” Simeon asked.

      The words “Lake Tahoe” appeared in her mind, more a sound than an image. She had never heard of such a place. But as soon as the name came to her, she snapped off the sensation, worried that Simeon would pick up on it. He had an uncanny knack for reading people’s thoughts.

      “You feel something, don’t you?” Simeon’s voice sounded far too intimate.

      Amara realized she had let her emotional lapse allow Simeon to get close enough to touch her. She lunged away, but he grabbed her hair and yanked her backward.

      “Oh, no you don’t,” he snarled.

      “Let me go!”

      She pivoted and tried to pull out of his grasp. But with a quick turn of his wrist, Simeon transformed her hair into a rope that bound her to him. She was his prisoner yet again.

      “I need to know where the boy is.” Simeon leaned over to reach for the blanket. “Just tell me where he is, and you are a free woman.”

      Simeon snatched the blanket away. The fabric swept across her palm, taking all hope with it. She had been a fool to think she could escape Simeon. Freedom was not to be hers. She knew now that nothing but more pain and loneliness loomed in her future.

      “Where is he?” Simeon repeated, giving her hair another turn and dragging her toward him.

      “If you think I will tell you,” she retorted. “Then you do not know me.”

      “You could be free!”

      “And damn another child to the life I have led?” She shook her head. “I will not.”

      “One last time, Amara. Where is the boy? Tell me and you can walk out of here. In one moment, you could be free.”

      Full of despair, Amara crossed her arms over her chest, closed her eyes, and began to chant to the Great Mother for strength.

      “The Great Mother isn’t going to help you,” Simeon hissed in her ear. “She never has and she never will.”

      Amara ignored him. She was already plunging deep into a trance where all was beautiful turquoise water, and pain would soon be just a throbbing line on the horizon—far, far away.
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      The Sierra Nevada Mountains, a few days later

      

      The sun dissolved into an orange sea on the horizon and then vanished. Within seconds, Max Griffin heard the small motor on his back lose power. He glanced at his watch and grinned. Then, banking, he headed toward the clearing he’d had his eye on for the last ten minutes. Max glided as far as possible before hitting the ground at a trot, his arms outstretched and his legs pumping as fast as they could, until he came to a complete stop in the meadow. He straightened, looked at his odometer, and whooped out loud.

      He’d just flown two hundred and ten miles in his newest solar-powered invention, without using a single drop of oil or gas and without polluting a single square inch of the atmosphere. Granted, he’d flown far beyond his destination of Reno, Nevada, but that was only a minor upset. He’d pushed the craft to its limits, and it had performed with astounding results.

      Max pulled a tiny cell phone from his chest pocket and called his assistant.

      “Barney, I’m down. Can you see my location?”

      “Chief, you’re in the middle of a national forest. Near Lake Tahoe.”

      “Send the chopper, would you?”

      “No can do unless it’s a medical emergency. Not in a national forest. State law, boss.”

      Max glanced around, gauging whether or not he could survive here for the night. He’d come down in a dry gulch near a range of hills that ran north and south. Like the rest of the Sierra Nevada in this area, the gulch and hillsides were dotted with Jack pine and granite outcroppings. A number of caves pockmarked the slope at his right and below them was the telltale sign of water: a cluster of cottonwoods and a patch of green. Just his luck, he’d likely landed in bear paradise, Nevada.

      Max scowled and turned back to his phone. “The prototype is out of power. I’ll have to wait for morning light to get back.”

      “You could tell me you have a broken leg, chief.”

      “I don’t, Barney, but thanks for the suggestion.” Max unhooked the halter at his chest. “I’ll wait it out here for the night.”

      “Are you sure, chief? It might get pretty cold where you are tonight.”

      “I can take it.”

      Still fired up by his successful voyage, Max tucked the phone into his pocket and finished slipping out of the solar wings. If he could make the invention practical enough and affordable, he planned to put it on the market and call it “Icarus,” after the mortal in Greek mythology who tried to fly to the sun and become a god. But getting the Icarus to market meant getting investors interested. And that meant getting some good PR. And that meant achieving his goal this winter: circumnavigating the globe in a balloon and doing it faster than any human being—dead or living.

      Flying always made Max feel kind of god-like. Only in the sky was he unfettered to old memories down below. Only in the clouds did he escape the reminders of the frustrated failure he’d been most of his adult life.

      Max clenched his jaw. The worst thing about being out in the middle of nowhere was being alone with himself.

      He headed for the cottonwoods, hoping to find water to wash off the dust of his journey, and a place to rest for the night. He had a protein bar with him and his journal to write in. If he could manage to sleep a few hours, he’d be fine.

      Max ducked into the grove of cottonwoods and climbed over the boulders to a small pool that was filled by a meager trickle—all that remained of a much larger stream that coursed through the gulley during the spring. He squatted at the edge of the pool and splashed water over his face. But as he started to rise back up, he noticed an odd color out of the corner of his eye—something that didn’t belong in the high desert landscape. Peeking out from under a ledge of rock was something red, something that appeared to be a woman’s purse.

      Max threw a quick glance around. Surely, he was alone in the wilderness. Surely there couldn’t be a woman out here.

      Suddenly, Max was aware of the stillness around him. Not a bird chirped, not a breath of air ruffled the tufted grass, not a single leaf rustled above him. At the preternatural quiet, a chill ran down his spine, and for a moment Max paused at the edge of the pool, wondering at his strange reaction. He wasn’t the kind of guy to get spooked easily. But something in the air had definitely shifted to the wrong side of normal.

      He stared at the bag. What was a woman’s purse doing out here? He had a bad feeling that he might find more than just a purse out here. Maybe even a body.

      He stepped over the stream and scrambled through a jumble of rocks toward the purse. The red leather was weathered and cracked and the strap was hanging on by mere threads. It looked as if the purse had been lost or abandoned a long time ago. But then again, the summer sun and winter snow out here in the wilderness could do a lot of damage in a short time.

      Max swooped down and grabbed the purse’s shoulder strap, and was surprised at how heavy the bag felt as he pulled it out from under the rock. The purse must be full of sand. He lifted it into the air. But before he had time to grasp the body of the bag with his free hand, the strap broke and the purse fell, hitting the ground and spilling its contents over a stretch of gravel.

      “Shit!” Max swore. The last thing he wanted to do was sort through a woman’s personal belongings. The mere smell of lipstick could still make him flush with self-loathing. Grimacing, he bent over to gather up the spilled contents of the purse.

      Luckily for him, the owner of the purse seemed to have been neat and organized. He didn’t find the usual jumble of cosmetic containers, feminine hygiene products and loose change that he knew a lot of women carried around in their bags. Instead, he picked up a black wallet, sunglasses in a case, a packet of tissue that had petrified into a flat sheath, and a cosmetic bag.

      But then the dying light glinted off something not so normal, something that had tumbled to the edge of the gravel patch—a tattered package wrapped in parchment and copper wire.

      The first thing that went through Max’s mind was that he had stumbled upon a drug deal gone bad. But what drug dealer wrapped his goods in copper wire? Mystified, he reached for the bundle.

      Before he got a good grip on the packet, the copper wire broke with a sudden ping, and the weathered parchment disintegrated. A jumble of what looked like golden playing cards scattered around his shoes.

      “What the heck?” Max gasped. He bent to pick up the nearest card just as a puff of wind flipped it out of his grasp. Each time he reached for a card, it skidded out of range until he was not only frustrated but also fascinated—until a lone card was left gleaming in the middle of the gravel patch.

      “Gotcha,” he exclaimed, lunging for the card. Something deep inside him warned him to be careful. But he shrugged off the feeling. He wasn’t the type of person to let his imagination run wild. He snatched up the card before the wind could tease him again, and straightened to look at the prize he’d won.

      The card felt heavy in his hand. Judging by the weight, Max guessed the intricate design on the back of the card had been painted with real gold. He recognized the Egyptian symbol of the Eye of Horus, surrounded by dozens of glyphs he couldn’t decipher. Curious to see the face of the card, he flipped it over.

      His breath caught in his chest.

      A woman stared at him. He knew he was looking at an illustration, but the expression in the woman’s face seemed eerily alive. She appeared to be staring directly at him, as if she knew him intimately, from his hopes and dreams to the deepest recesses of his nightmares. He tried to drag his stare off the card but was mesmerized by the vision before him.

      The woman was veiled, showing only a determined mouth and a throat ringed by a golden collar. She wore a blue and gold headdress that looked like something King Tut would have kept in his closet. Half her body was uncovered, showing a slender arm adorned with golden bands, and a graceful waist and hips bound by a golden belt and girdle. The other half of her figure was cloaked by a translucent panel of striped gauze, from her shoulder to her toes. She sat on a simple bench between two ornate columns, one black and ridged, the other smooth and white. Behind her glowed a crescent moon, glinting off the strange crown she wore on her head—a combination of metal flanges, amber, and moonstone. Besides the unnerving knowing expression of her veiled eyes, Max was struck by the sight of her clenched fists—as if the woman was ready to launch herself off the bench and into his world.

      “Oh, no,” Max muttered to himself as well as the card. “No, you don’t, lady.”

      What was he doing talking out loud to a fortune-teller’s card? He flipped the card over so he couldn’t see the face. His heart was pounding.

      Before he could make another move, his phone rang.

      “Chief?” Barney’s familiar voice came over the line. Max had to admit he was glad to hear his assistant’s voice.

      “Yes?”

      “We’ve been scanning the area. There’s actually someone right over the ridge from you. Due west. An anthropologist working on a dig. Her name is Claire Coulter. She says she’d be happy for some company.”

      Max looked down at the card that burned in his hand.

      To be honest, he’d be happy for some company himself, especially a fellow scientist—even if she were a female. He needed some sense talked into him—the sooner the better.

      “Okay, thanks, Barney. I’ll check it out.”

      He stashed his phone, stuffed the now docile cards into the purse, and retrieved the Icarus prototype. He collapsed the feather light wings of the prototype, folded the contraption down to its three-foot size and carefully stowed it in a Tyvek bag he pulled from his pocket. Then he got out his phone one more time, opened the compass app and set off due west to find his wilderness dinner companion. He’d have to hurry, though, if he wanted to locate her camp before dark.

      An hour later, as night settled over the Sierra Nevada, Max trotted down the backside of the ridge. He could see a tent pitched beside a glowing campfire. A single figure with dark hair moved around the camp. She lifted a lid from a pot at the side of the fire, and the smell of simmering beans wafted upward, making his mouth water.

      “Hello!” Max called, waving.

      The woman looked up and then got to her feet, bracing her hands behind her back and displaying a belly beginning to swell with child. She watched him approach.

      Max tried not to gape at her stomach.

      “Max Griffin,” he announced, holding out his hand.

      “Claire Coulter,” she replied, sizing him up as they shook hands. “Your assistant said you might pay a visit.”

      “Hope you don’t mind the intrusion.”

      “Of course not. It’s nice to meet you. I’ve read some of your articles about energy conservation.”

      “Really?” Surprise washed over him. She hadn’t said that she’d seen him on television, or that he looked shorter in person. She’d actually mentioned his work.

      Claire glanced at his left hand. “And that’s my purse you have there!”

      “Yours?” He raised the battered purse in the air.

      “Yes!” She reached for it. “I lost it months ago! Where did you find it?”

      “On the other side of the ridge. In a dry stream bed.”

      Claire opened the bag and peered into it as Max watched, wondering what kind of person carried around a deck of golden cards.

      He heard her suck in a breath. “The cards!” She glanced at him. “They’re loose!”

      “Sorry. I dropped the bag, and they fell out.”

      “You didn’t look at any of them, did you?”

      Max shrugged. “I couldn’t help but look. I had to pick them up.” He gave an uneasy laugh. “What kind of cards are they, anyway?”

      “Dangerous cards. Magical cards.” She snapped the bag shut. “They’re called the Forbidden Tarot.” Claire’s face paled as she studied his eyes. “Did you look at any card in particular—I mean really look at one?”

      Max thought back to the illustration of the woman on the bench with the penetrating stare, and once again a chill raced down his back.

      “Kind of, but don’t worry about it.”

      “If you really looked⁠—”

      He cut her off with a wave of his hand. “Magic is a two way street, Ms. Coulter. For it to work, you have to have a magician and someone who believes in the tricks the magician is pulling.” He smiled and set down the Icarus prototype. “And I’m not the type to get swept away by cheap tricks.”

      She didn’t reply, but just stood there staring at him. Then she threw worried glances around the campsite.

      “What’s the matter?” Max asked.

      She looked over her shoulder at him. “You may not believe in the supernatural, Mr. Griffin, but I guarantee that you will meet whatever being you saw in that card. And soon.”
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      Temple of Set in Egypt – January

      

      “Amara.”

      A voice drifted into Amara’s consciousness. The first flicker of life shifted within her like a butterfly stirring in a cocoon. That’s what she was, really—a butterfly wrapped in a chrysalis of linen and spices and precious gems, bound by magic that defied the passage of time.

      And kept her prisoner.

      “Amara, hear me and awaken.”

      Lethargy dragged her down, weighing heavily in her limbs even as the drugs and incense quickened her heartbeat. She felt her breasts rise and fall as she took her first deep breath of what she guessed was a new century—like a baby just pulled from a mother’s womb. The breath fanned through her body, firing the flesh of her torso and then her arms. Her fingers flexed and her eyelids fluttered. But she did not open her eyes. She knew how shattering light and memory could be after being shut away from both for so great a time by the magic of Simeon’s ritual.

      Frankincense and myrrh. Sandalwood and cedar. The familiar smells of the awakening ritual drifted upon the smoky air, beckoning her back to the world of the living after countless years of dreamless supernatural slumber. The light of the temple lamps danced beyond her lids, but still she did not open her eyes.

      Slowly, the cloth that bound her was unwound as her master chanted the familiar words of the ritual. After her last confrontation with him, he must have returned her to her magical sleep, to her linen windings and musky unguents. Thankfully, she could not recall what he had done to her as punishment for defying him.

      Cool air off the Eastern Desert, more seductive in its promise of life than any sorcerer’s spell, whispered over her now bare shoulders. The air carried with it the scent of the Nile—that piquant, verdant smell she loved so much—and it wafted over her face, refreshing her, calling to her. Amara’s spirit longed to leap out of her skin, fling itself into that breeze, and soar far away from the world she was about to enter. But her flesh was trapped by a spell, as it had been for four thousand years. She was not going anywhere.

      “Amara. Awaken, I command you.”

      “No!” A voice inside her cried out. “I will not awaken for you! I will not!” But the sound never made it to her tongue. She sank back into the blackness. At least her master could not follow her into the netherworld.

      “Amara. Time is of the essence!”

      The sound of her name and the tone in which it was spoken induced her to drift back toward consciousness. She could hear the mumbled chanting of a male voice as he rushed through the lines of the ancient spell. But as her hearing grew more acute, she realized the voice was not that of her master. This voice was softer, more urgent, and totally unfamiliar. Who was performing the awakening ritual?

      As possibilities raced through Amara’s mind, she heard the incantation continue above her. “Shadow traveler, I call you from your deepest sleep.”

      The man dabbed oil laced with electrum upon her throat, her lips and her temples. He placed the Eye of Isis on her forehead, just above her brows. The emerald lay like a pound weight on her skull.

      “I grant you the power to breathe, to speak, to remember,” the man chanted. He continued to anoint her body. “To walk among the living and serve the master who awakens you.”

      “No!” Amara struggled to blot out the voice and pull away from the anointing. But her limbs would not obey her.

      She clenched her jaw—the only movement she could make voluntarily—and ground a frustrated promise between her teeth. One day she would cease being a slave. One day, she would gain the freedom to live life on her own terms and die a natural death like a real human being.

      But she did not have the strength to fight the powerful spell this time. She’d never had the strength, though she had endured this ritual twenty times over.

      Like a bad dream, Amara was dragged into the world of man—and thrust back into the living nightmare that was her life.

      She opened her eyes, only to be blinded by the light and struck senseless by total disorientation of time and place.

      As her senses swirled around her, she forced her thoughts to coalesce into a single bright star, as lustrous as the stone between her eyes. Something was different this time. She was certain it was not her wicked master who had awakened her. But if that were true, who had discovered how to perform the awakening ritual?

      Amara blinked back tears that spilled from her light-sensitive eyes as the emerald was lifted from her brow. She strained to bring her vision into focus, anxious to see what man stood above her. If he was anyone but her master, she might be able to break away. This could be the moment she had been waiting for—the chance to gain her freedom—or die trying.

      Her vision cleared enough to make out the lines of a tall, angular man standing close to her head and peering down at her. He had gray hair, dark blue eyes and weathered, wrinkled skin. He was so thin that his shirt hung off his shoulders like a sack. But what drew her attention the most was the haunted fire glowing in his eyes and the expression of wonder on his face as he watched her awaken. Who was this man that dared use her master’s magic?

      “Who are you?” she gasped in French.

      “Un ami. A friend,” he replied, glancing over his shoulder. He chose to speak in English, a tongue Amara had always found complicated. Then he looked back down at her. “Can you sit up? Can you walk?” He reached for her arm. “We have to get out of here as soon as we can.”

      “What year is it?” she asked.

      “Two thousand and ten.”

      Amara forced her sluggish mind to calculate the passage of time. Except for her recent awakening when Simeon had announced his freedom from her cards, she’d been spellbound for over two hundred years, nearly as long as she normally was, had her master been fully vested in his powers. “Where is Simeon?”

      “Resting at the enclave. He just returned from the United States.”

      “So he has broken free for good.”

      “Yes, and he’s got a baby.”

      “A what?” Amara bolted up to a sitting position. Her senses swirled.

      “A baby.” The older man steadied her with a hand to her shoulder.

      “A child, you say?”

      “Yes. Only a few months old. You’ve got to help me get it away from him.”

      Simeon had found the baby after all. He must have read her mind, even though she had fought to close it to him.

      Amara blinked and stared at the far wall as the implications of a child in her master’s hands rolled out like a dark wave. She’d once been a child at the mercy of her cruel master—not as young as this one, but young enough to be completely subjugated by him. Fear and outrage roiled inside her, obliterating all thoughts of her own freedom.

      “A child,” she muttered, her blood turning cold. “Not again!”

      “Unfortunately, yes.” The man urged her to stand, and she slid from the platform where she’d been lying throughout the ritual. Her knees wobbled, unaccustomed to bearing any weight, but she marshaled her limbs into obedience. There was no time to indulge in any weakness. She forced herself to keep standing as the man who had awakened her quickly unwound the last of her bindings.

      “I didn’t know his true nature, Amara. I was his student for half my life and I never knew!”

      “He fools even the most clever humans.”

      “But the more I learned about you, the more I hoped you might help me stop him. In fact, you might be the only one who can stop him.”

      “That is yet to be seen. I have never triumphed over him. I have only detained him.” Amara clutched the man’s bony arm. “What is your name?” she demanded.

      “Robert.”

      “Robert, is it day?”

      “Just after four o’clock,” the man replied. “I know it’s late, but I had to wait for the correct celestial aspect.”

      Amara nodded grimly. “Then we must act swiftly. Before the sun sets. That is when my master is at his most powerful—during the evening hours.”

      “I know. I know the man.”

      Amara stood up straight, threw back her shoulders and took a deep breath, filling her hungry lungs with air and her thudding heart with determination. She clenched her hands into fists at her sides and closed her eyes, willing her being to come into full consciousness. She felt surprisingly complete, as if her spirit—her ba—was not still trapped in the cards. Could it be possible that someone had released her?

      She took another breath and decided not to bother worrying about how she’d achieved integration with her ba. It was enough to know that her physical body—or ka—had been awakened, that she was whole, and that she was in control of her skills, however untutored they were. She would need every scrap of power she possessed—and a good deal of luck—to snatch a child away from the man who called himself her master.

      Amara opened her eyes. “I am ready, Robert,” she said, “May the Great Mother protect us in what we set in motion this day.”
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      January – Eastern Desert, Egypt

      
      Just before the storm hit over the Eastern Desert of Egypt, Max Griffin spotted a figure stumbling across the terrain below his hot air balloon. Two things were wrong with the scenario on the ground. One, any sane person traveling over desert scrubland would be driving an all-terrain vehicle or riding a camel. And two, from Max’s position in the pilot seat, he could see a black maelstrom plowing toward the figure. A wall of wind and sand like that could grind the edges off granite boulders. God only knew what such a wind could do to a human being.

      Or a hot-air balloon.

      As if to answer his question, a sudden downdraft swept the capsule of Max’s balloon toward the earth, setting off an alarm.

      “Shit!” Max flipped off the buzzer and scanned the sky for an escape route. It was Day 13 of his flight around the world. He was close to the finish line—and close to breaking the world record. But this sandstorm could destroy his dreams of success yet again.

      As Max’s hopes dwindled, the atmosphere darkened and an eerie silence descended. For a moment, all he could hear was his heart pounding. Then the next moment, the maelstrom whipped his aircraft out of the clouds like a fly zapped by a frog tongue. Every buzzer and alarm went off, including the ones in his head.

      The Victoria plunged toward the ground at a sickening angle, each thousand feet windier and darker than the last. Max had never plummeted so quickly in such a vertical direction. And that’s what had him terrified.

      Balloons had no landing gear, no flaps, and no brakes. He tried to calculate the velocity he would achieve before he crashed, but physics had never been his strong suit. It was probably best that he couldn’t work it out.

      “Log entry,” Max barked at the microphone embedded in the console. “January 4th, 3 pm.” He fought back a wave of nausea. “Losing altitude in storm. Fear of heights at an all time high.” He struggled with the controls, but there was nothing he could do to stop his fall.

      Moments later, with every safety alarm blaring, the capsule of Max’s balloon hit the ground, nearly knocking him out of his seat. He grabbed the arms of his chair and held on for dear life as the gondola bumped along the earth. When it finally came to a stop, Max looked around in amazement. Like a miracle, he’d landed without injury.

      For a second, Max couldn’t believe he was still alive. Then he broke from his stunned surprise to flip off the blaring alarms. His hands were shaking. Moisture trickled down his temples and back. Until that moment, he hadn’t realized how much he’d been sweating.

      The wind turned then, allowing him a glimpse of what he’d narrowly missed hitting: a rocky embankment that would have crushed his lightweight craft—and him—had he collided with it.

      “Jesus!” Max swore, realizing how easily he could have been killed. Then again, he’d always hoped to die instantly and sooner rather than later. But he had no time for self-reflection. If he didn’t secure the Victoria immediately, she would be ruined.

      Normally, his ground crew took care of the lines and envelope, but they were miles away, waiting for him off the coast of Port Said, expecting to toast the end of his record-breaking flight. Unfortunately, it looked as if the champagne quaffing would have to be called off—maybe for good. Max threw open the hatch and jumped out of the capsule of the Victoria.

      Sand hit him in a barrage of pinpricks and wind plastered his hair against his skull. He slammed the hatch shut, hoping to keep his sensitive equipment free of the stinging sediment, and turned to secure the balloon.

      Max grabbed a drop line that flailed in the wind. He glanced around for something to tie it to. Stakes wouldn’t hold the lines in the sand. He’d have to use rocks as anchors.

      He reached for a large stone, and saw to his amazement that the figure he’d spotted earlier was still on its feet and slogging toward him. In fact, he could see now that the figure was actually comprised of two people, a man and a woman wrapped in a cloak. They staggered toward his balloon, their clothes whipping around their silhouettes and their eyes glowing like halogens in the deepening gloom of the storm.

      “Help!” the woman called out.

      A man half-draped over her slender frame dwarfed her, and she looked as if she had been walking for days. But Max had to ignore her cry for assistance. He simply had to attend to his balloon if he hoped to make it out of the desert alive. And time was running out. The storm made it difficult to see and soon would make it impossible to breathe. His priorities were balloon first, damsels in distress later.

      After Max anchored the last drop line, he turned to do the same with the burner bag. The red and white Jailar—the feather-light, high-tensile fabric he’d invented and named after his father—flapped like a throttled bird against the cliff face he’d nearly crashed into. As he bent to grab an edge of the fabric, he felt his small journal drop out of his chest pocket, hit his knee, and disappear in a blast of the sandpaper wind.

      “Shit!” Max glared after the journal, realizing the folly of clinging to his old ways. He should have taken Barney’s advice and kept notes on his handheld instead of writing longhand into a leather bound journal.

      “Please help us!” The woman staggered closer.

      Through the flapping Jailar, Max could see that she struggled to support a skinny old man whose shirt was stained with a dark blotch.

      “Get him inside!” Max yelled, indicating the hatch. He placed the last stone on the Jailar as the woman stumbled toward the capsule. Max dashed to the hatch and yanked it open. Then he helped carry the older man into the gondola, where he guided him into a controlled fall onto the bunk. He could see now that the man had been shot. The woman hovered beside him, panting, trying to catch her breath.

      Max scrunched his spare frame past her and slammed the hatch shut, grateful to get out of the blasting sand. His eyes watered, flooding out the grit that had lodged beneath his lids, and for a moment he was lost to a silvery blindness.

      Once Max’s vision had cleared, he glanced down at the woman, curious about a person who would trek through a desert without so much as a canteen.

      The woman looked like an escapee from an exotic movie set. She was covered from head to toe in shimmering lightweight cloth the color of the sky at dawn—a delicate lavender color he’d never seen replicated before. She wore sandals that glinted in the dim light, as if decorated with crystals or gems. Gold cuffs surrounded both her wrists, and rings sparkled on most of her fingers.

      Max’s gaze swept up her robe to her face. It was difficult to discern how old she was. Her flawless skin, with its unusual golden tone, displayed no signs of aging, and her dark hair was pulled back from a wide forehead pierced in the center by a widow’s peak and crossed by a gold circlet. He would have liked to see more, but his inspection was cut short by the gauzy purple wrap that covered the lower part of her face and encircled her neck.

      It was then he noticed she was studying him just as thoroughly as he studied her. Above her gauzy veil, two serious eyes stared back at him.

      And what eyes they were.

      For a moment, Max forgot the howling wind and hammering stones. All he could see were those clear topaz eyes staring at him. They were the eyes of a lioness—evaluating him without a trace of fear or friendliness glinting in their golden depths. They were eyes that took in everything but revealed nothing. He gaped at her, unable to look away.

      Max couldn’t remember the last time he’d been struck by the eyes of a woman—other than the unnerving experience with the tarot card a few months ago—or even the last time he’d given a female a second glance. He’d stopped looking at women the day he buried Christine. He’d assumed that for him, one serious relationship was all he was going to get in this lifetime—all that he deserved to get. But now, looking down at the delicate woman in front of him, he felt the ice caps on his emotional landscape doing a polar shift.

      Shaken by his reaction to the woman, Max dragged his stare off her and bent down to the wounded man. He surveyed the guy’s bloody torso. Max was no doctor, but he knew the man required medical attention. Just as he began to unbutton the bloody shirt, he felt the injured man grip his wrist with a startling amount of strength.

      The man pulled down the scarf that covered his mouth. “Help her!” he panted, rolling his eyes toward his companion. “Save her!”

      “Save her?” Max pulled out of his grasp. “From what?”

      “The—” the man paused for breath, licked his cracked lips, and closed his eyes. “—The one who calls himself⁠—”

      “Robert, save your strength!” the woman commanded. She placed her hand on his forehead and frowned. Then her golden gaze rose to Max’s, and he knew exactly what she was thinking. The man she called Robert wouldn’t last much longer if he didn’t get help in the next few hours.

      The storm shifted then. The vortex swirled directly above them, and they plunged into a thundering nightmare. Even with the lights of the cockpit glowing, he could barely see, and couldn’t hear a thing above the keening of the wind. The storm wailed around them, peppering the capsule with pebbles. The flying stones sounded like machine gun rounds, making such a racket that it was impossible to say anything more. If they hadn’t taken cover in the capsule, they would have been torn to shreds by flying debris.

      For what seemed like an eternity, Max stood hunched in the balloon capsule, wondering if the Victoria would withstand the pummeling, wondering if would he die here, and wondering if he would finally get out of this life and on to the next one where he belonged.

      His dark thoughts were interrupted when the woman reached out and touched his shoulder. He felt a jolt, like a faint electric shock. Surprised, he glanced down at her.

      “It will be over soon.” She let her fingers rest on the hard curve of his shoulder. It had been years since anyone had touched him with such gentleness. “I can hear it.”

      “Hear what?”

      “The wind saying farewell.”

      “What?” he shouted, sure that he had misunderstood her words in the din.

      “The wind is saying good-bye!” she called back. At his incredulous stare, she let her hand slide from his shoulder.

      Max frowned at the bad luck that had forced him to the ground at this particular place. He was stuck in the middle of the Eastern Desert with a dying man and an alluring but very strange woman. The sooner he got help for them and sent them on their way, the better.

      As the storm passed overhead, he felt for the cell phone in his chest pocket. It was still there. Thank God he hadn’t lost it in the gale. Max unzipped his pocket, drew out the phone and turned it on, glad to see the battery was still half-charged. Then he waited for the phone to connect to the nearest satellite.

      “Barney, pick up,” he muttered, glancing over at the man lying on the bunk. He couldn’t see if Robert was still breathing. “Pick up!”

      
      “Hey, chief,” Barney greeted as usual when he finally answered the phone. Max was relieved to hear his young assistant’s jaunty tone. “What’s going on?”

      “I’m down. Hit a storm. Came out of nowhere.”

      “Sorry to hear it. You were making such great time!”

      “Don’t I know.” Max bit back his disappointment. “Can you see my coordinates?”

      “I’m locking in.” Barney paused. “Are you okay, chief?”

      “Yes. But I’m in a bit of a rush. There’s an older guy here.” He glanced at Robert again. “He needs a hospital. Immediately.”

      At the word “hospital,” the woman came to attention. “Hospital?” she repeated, her voice sharp with alarm. “No hospital!”

      Max shot her a questioning stare while Barney’s voice came back over the phone with the requested information. The locations shocked him.

      “Port Said or Ismailia?” Max repeated in surprise. The Victoria had been blown much farther off course than he’d guessed—almost to the shores of the Mediterranean Sea. “We’re that close?”

      “No hospital!” the woman clutched his forearm. Her golden eyes flashed at him. “We cannot go where we can be traced!” The gauze covering her mouth puffed out at the vehemence of her words.

      Max studied her for a moment, wondering if she and Robert had committed a crime and were running for their lives. The woman’s intense eyes bore into him, squelching the idea as soon as it hatched. He couldn’t see a single flicker of guilt or weakness in her eyes.

      “An oasis,” she added. “A place of water and plants. Find that instead.”

      Max blinked, trying to decide if he should submit to her demands or do what he thought was right for all concerned—get the injured guy into the hands of medical professionals and his balloon back into the sky. Barney’s voice broke into his musing.

      “Chief, there’s an oasis pretty close to you, actually.”

      Max scowled, annoyed by his assistant’s inconvenient resourcefulness. Barney must have heard the woman’s voice in the background. And the proximity of the oasis made it hard to say no to her. It was winter as well, so the place probably contained plenty of fresh water. Not such a bad alternative to a city. He could leave the man and woman there and arrange for them to be rescued, if they wanted to be. But they might not want outside intervention. The woman’s comments and requests had been strange, so she probably had a strange agenda as well.

      He shot a glance at her. Nothing wrong with a woman with an agenda—as long as her plans didn’t involve him.

      “Ok, Barney,” he finally replied as a bad feeling uncurled in his gut. He had a hunch this slight detour might have serious consequences. “Give me the coordinates for the oasis.”

      Max memorized the longitude and latitude and then zipped his phone back into his pocket. He crawled out of the capsule into the now bright sunshine to assess the sky and possible flight parameters.

      Barney would have laughed at him for not relying on his instruments for the flight plan. But Max still liked to perform real-time human assessment. He was a hands-on kind of guy, no matter how advanced technology became—in fact, in spite of how advanced it became. He still trusted human intelligence and judgment over any computer chip.

      Max looked around. The storm rolled toward the Red Sea, bruising the horizon with purple and black bands, but the sky above was as clear and blue as glacial ice. He turned to the northeast, in the direction of the oasis. The sky was clear there as well. He grimaced as he considered his options.

      The bad news was, his voyage had been compromised and his journal was gone. The good news was, the storm had blown him so far east that he still had a chance at beating the world record—if he could quit wasting time and get aloft.

      Max made quick work of the rocks holding down the envelope and lines, and then ducked back into the capsule.

      He glanced at Robert, who lay on the narrow bunk with his eyes closed. His breathing
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