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      1451 BC, Egypt

      The little boy’s breathing was harsh and laboured in the stuffy, dimly lit confines of the two roomed, mud brick cottage, each struggling breath a knife in his sisters anxious heart. The site of the scorpion sting on his pudgy little hand was ugly, red and swollen. Teshret, wiped the site of the sting with a damp cloth again and waited with rising frustration for old Hedj to give his verdict. The scraggy physician pursed his lips and shook his head.

      “But there must be something you can do!” She grabbed his thin wrinkled arm and shook him.

      He stepped back raising his hands. “It is in the lap of the Goddess, Serqet.”

      She swallowed the lump in her throat blinking down at little Djed. He was her baby brother, and her responsibility.

      “There must be something.” She spoke fiercely.

      The old man shrugged and fingered his chin. “Perhaps a black onyx.”

      “Do you have one?” she leaned forward. The wily old buzzard wanted more payment.

      He shook his head.

      “If you did, would you know what to do with it?”

      He shrugged again and shuffled over to his bag of herbs and picked up his wand and staff. “I’ve done all I can.”

      “What will the black onyx do?”

      “The stone sacred to Serqet, it will draw out the poison.”

      “How?” She put her hands on her hips glaring at him in frustration.

      “The ways of heka are not for you to know, mistress Teshret,” he swung his bag over his shoulder and headed for the door.

      “Wait! If I could obtain an onyx stone, could you cure him?”

      He paused at the door. Turning back, he regarded her sourly. “How will you obtain such a thing?”

      “Never you mind! Can you cure him?”

      “Perhaps.”

      “Perhaps! I need something more certain than that. Can you or not?”

      “It will improve his chances. Nothing is absolutely certain. But I’ve seen onyx work miracles before,” he conceded.

      She nodded. “All right. I’ll get one. Stay and watch him, I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

      “I have other clients,” he protested.

      “Stay! I’ll pay you.”

      He frowned at her fierceness and slowly came back to the mattress on which the boy tossed and struggled to breathe. Easing himself down to the floor, he said. “You have until midnight.”

      She nodded, passing him the damp cloth and shoving her feet into her sandals.
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      Ramose tossed and turned in his bed, unable to sleep. He worked himself to death trying to tire himself sufficiently to sleep, but it never lasted long. He would sleep like the dead for a couple of hours and then wake, as now and stare at the moonlight playing over the floor across his bedroom. Sometimes he would lie awake for hours staring at the light as it moved slowly across the floor, creeping closer to the niche in which his bed lay. Sometimes he would dose fitfully. Sometimes he would abandon the bed to prowl about the house. Sometimes he would attempt to seek solace in the temple, where he would pray to his goddess Serqet to forgive him for whatever he had done to offend her. Whichever course he chose, relief was generally elusive. There was no relief to be had, if his goddess could not find it in her heart to forgive him, if she continued to withhold his powers of healing, what point was there to his life?
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      Teshret crept into the room in the dark, with a thumping heart. This was madness! But little Djed needed an onyx and she knew where one was to be had, if the god would but smile on her. Just once, a little luck? She prayed again beneath her breath as she came to a stop in the centre of the room. There was a shaft of moonlight shining through the clerestory windows above her head. Cutting a swathe across the tiled floor, it left the bed, set into the niche at one end of the room, in shadow. It was late, close to midnight, she thought. She had waited until all sounds ceased and lights were doused in the big house before climbing the rear stairs to the second-floor bedroom at the back of the villa.

      She listened intently, trying to determine if there was anyone sleeping in the bed. Not hearing anything, she let out a silent breath and tiptoed barefoot across the tiles to the chest against the wall. The moon gave her sufficient light to see the box resting on top of it. If she was right, the onyx would be in -

      A hand clamped over her mouth, an arm round her middle lifted her off her feet and pressed her back against the lean warm body of a man, who whispered in her ear, “What do you think you’re doing?”

      Her heart tripped and beat a frantic tattoo of fright as she instinctively struggled to free herself. His scent, sandalwood and male sweat, filled her nostrils, his voice registered, low and familiar. Master Ramose. She closed her eyes. The god had ignored her plea, she was done for. Hedj would wait in vain for her return. Little Djed would die and she, well she might as well be dead, they would cut off her hand for a thief…Despair made her slump and a little whimper escaped her throat.

      Her captor spoke quietly in her ear. “I want you to tell me who you are and what you are doing in my bed chamber. Nod if you understand.”

      She nodded.

      He took his hand away from her mouth but did not let her go.

      “Lord Ramose, I’m sorry!” she gasped.

      “I’m sure you are. Now, who are you and what are doing here?” His voice was patient but had an edge. She’d heard that before. He was a patient man up to a point, but she had seen him tried beyond his patience and it wasn’t pretty. She was shaking.

      “It’s for Djed, I just wanted to borrow it.”

      He spun her round and shook her. “What are you talking about?”

      It was then she discovered he was naked. Her eyes widened and she blushed as she took in the full magnificence of his physique, muscular and trim, with dark curling hair across his chest and down…she raised her eyes hastily.

      He tilted her head up to the light, frowning. “Do I know you?”

      She swallowed and nodded. “I’m the house maid. I do the sweeping and dusting.”

      “And you were trying to rob me?” his eyebrows drew together in a frown that made her knees go weak.

      “No! No, I swear I j-just wanted to b-borrow it!” She stammered, her teeth chattering. She was sweating and cold with terror.

      “Borrow what?”

      “The onyx. Your onyx ring. Djed was bitten by a scorpion and Hedj said it would help. Please, he’s going to die and he’s just a little boy!” tears slipped down her cheeks as she fell to her knees. “Please, I’m sorry, I know it’s wrong. I know you will punish me. It doesn’t matter, if you will just let me have it for an hour, for the spell-“

      He frowned down at her.

      “What’s your name?”

      “Teshret.”

      “This boy, Djed, he’s your son?”

      “No, my brother. There’s only the two of us, our parents died of the plague three years ago. I’m all he’s got, please…” she was sobbing freely now, unable to stop.

      He stiffened at her words.

      “Yes, I remember seeing you with the boy in the house.” He turned away to haul a robe off the bed and shrug it over his head, he then shoved his feet into a pair of sandals and stepped round her to the box she had been reaching for when he caught her. She turned her head to watch as he lifted the lid. He held up his hand. “This is what you came for?” He had slipped the black onyx ring onto the middle finger of his right hand.

      She nodded wiping her dripping nose and face and sniffing.

      He grabbed her arm and hauled her to her feet. “Come on.”

      She pulled back, digging in her heels. “Where are you taking me,” thinking he meant to take her to the medjai, lay a complaint against her and get her thrown into prison.

      “You’re taking me,” he said shaking her arm. “Where is your brother?”

      She opened her eyes wide. “You’ll let me borrow the ring?”

      “No I’m coming with you. Now move!”

      She moved.
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      Ramose bent his head to enter the small cottage. It had two rooms, the one at the front was the cooking and storage room. The second room doubled as a sitting room and bedchamber with two mattresses on the floor. An old man sat dozing on one, his back against the wall. On the other, a little boy lay still. Were they too late? With a cry, Teshret leaped forward, falling to her knees by the boy’s mattress. He made a sound, a terrible gasp. The old man jerked awake with a snort.

      Teshret rounded on him like an avenging goddess. “I’ve brought the onyx, Hedj. Work your magic.”

      The old man eyed Ramose uneasily and clambered to his feet, shuffling over to the boy’s bed.

      Ramose held up his hand with the ring on it and the old man frowned, blinking at it in the flickering light of the oil lamp. “Hm, it’ll do.”

      Teshret was bathing the boy’s hand, Ramose could see that was where he had been bitten. She then bathed his head and body gently with the cloth, murmuring soothing words of comfort. She was a pretty girl, with her dusky skin and large dark eyes, which was why he’d recognised her. He had seen her frequently about the villa, sweeping and dusting, tidying and polishing. Shaking out cloths and beating pillows and mattresses, gathering up laundry, with little Djed toddling after her or playing at her feet. He had assumed the boy was her son. She had been hard to ignore, not because she was noisy, but because she had a presence about her, a grace that drew his attention. She was strong and hard-working and responsible. She was also brave and foolish. It had taken courage to come into his room tonight, even if the act itself was wrong, her motives had been pure. His pulse quickened watching her tending the boy with such tender concern.

      Old Hedj was bustling about making preparations for the spell, laying out implements and mixing what looked like a horrid mess of ingredients in a little mortar.

      The boys breathing was getting worse. It was painful to listen to. Was all this too little too late? He frowned trying to recall what might be done for Scorpion stings. The poison stopped the breath by making the air way constrict.

      “Do you have any hollow reeds?” he asked.

      Teshret looked up distractedly. “Yes, over there.” She waved at a pile of basket weaving materials in the corner. “Why?”

      He went over to the pile and sorted through them looking for a suitably wide and strong reed. He found one and taking the knife sitting with the reeds, he cut it at either end to make a tube. Returning to her side, he offered it. “Here, if you insert this into the boys throat it may help him breath, keep the airway open.”

      She looked at the reed and then at him and gave him a big smile of gratitude. It warmed the hollow place in his chest. He tilted the boys head up and held his mouth open, while she inserted the tube. The boy gagged a bit but then seemed to settle, his breath whistling through the tube with easier, more frequent inhalations.

      He smiled across the boy at her and squeezed her hand. Her touch sent a pulse through his body, made his skin prickle and heat stir in his groin. He suppressed it, inappropriate in the circumstances, with the boy so ill, to be thinking lustful thoughts about his sister.

      “Give me the ring,” said old Hedj.

      He handed over the ring and sat back to watch the old physician cast his spell. He chanted over the ring, dunked it in a cup of water, then drizzled some drops of the water into the dry ingredients in the mortar until he had a thick paste. He poured the rest of the water over the boy’s hand, dried it off with a cloth and plastered the paste over the Scorpion sting marks, wrapping the whole in a piece of cloth. Then he recited a spell, waving the onyx ring over the site of the sting, and up and down the boy’s body. With each sweep, he exhorted the poison to fall to the floor, to stop its spread through the boy’s body. He called upon the Goddess Serqet to protect the boy and free him of the poison.

      He stopped his chanting and looked thoughtfully at the boy. Teshret watched him tensely and even Ramose was conscious of holding his breath. Finally the old man said, “Watch him. You will have a result by morning, one way or the other. Expect a crisis as the heka and the poison fight it out. Leave the ring on his chest. It may help.”

      Hedj got to his feet slowly and packed away his things. “That will be one deben of silver,” he said.

      Teshret sat back on her heels her mouth falling open. “That’s outrageous you old charlatan!” she said rising.

      “You said you would pay. You left me with the boy for half the night and did me out of other custom. I’ve just saved the boy’s life. What price do you put on that?”

      Djed’s rasping breathing broke in on his words and Teshret looked back down at her brother. Ramose rose and said curtly, “You look after the boy, I’ll deal with this.”

      Teshret opened her mouth as if she would protest and he smiled at her, patting her shoulder reassuringly. She ducked her head and muttered, “Thank you.”

      Ramose ushered old Hedj to the door and paid him with the silver broach he used to fasten his robe closed. The old man took the broach turned it over and held it up to the moonlight. “Real silver?”

      “Yes, and more than a deben’s worth,” said Ramose retying his robe.

      Hedj smiled for the first time, showing gaps in his teeth. “It’s an ill wind, my Lord.”

      “What does that mean?” frowned Ramose.

      Old Hedj just shook his head and laughed, shuffling off down the alley between the pile of cottages and lean to’s.

      Ramose let down the reed matt curtain, the cottage didn’t boast a wooden door, and went back into the bedroom. The girl knelt by her brother’s bed, the light from the flickering lamp played over her dark skin and threw her face into high relief, a tear glistened on her cheek as she bathed the boy’s face. Ramose swallowed a lump in his throat. Goddess, if you love me at all, restore my powers now, spare the boy or strike me dead…
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      Djed tossed and turned, his skin flushed and dry, his breathing harsh and intermittent even with the pipe. His arm had swelled up and he whimpered in obvious pain. Teshret bathed him and tried to stop him threshing about, afraid he would dislodge the poultice on his hand. She was conscious of Lord Ramose sitting on the other side of the mattress, watching, his face tense and pale in the poor light from the oil lamp. He looked haggard and worried. Her heart skipped and thumped with worry. If a Priest of Serket had given up hope…Djed’s tossing became more violent, he was thrashing about now making terrifying moaning noises. He was going into convulsions. She panicked trying to hold him. Ramose leaned forward, his eyes bright and feverish, his expression grim.

      “Let me,” he put his hands firmly but gently on the boy and breathed out slowly. He closed his eyes and Teshret watched as the heka descended on him. As his grim expression dissolved to one of peace and focus. He opened his eyes, fixing his gaze on Djed and Teshret held her breath as he raised his hands to Djed’s face. The stuffy air of the small hut stirred with a whiff of ozone. The presence of the Goddess was palpable. Teshret swallowed, her eyes stung with unshed tears and her heart shrank with dread. When he spoke, the timbre of his voice made her shiver.

      “Demon, begone from this body. Poison, fall on the floor.” He moved his hands, sweeping them down the boy’s body and shook them as if flinging off water. He repeated the movement and the command three times while Teshret watched, her heart in her mouth.

      With the last movement, Djed’s body stopped convulsing and lay perfectly still. There was no sound. The air was perfectly still. Teshret held her breath, her heart raced and she prayed silently. Please. Please. Please breathe. The silence stretched.

      Then she saw sweat beading on Djed’s skin and heard a faint rattling breath from the tube. She sagged with relief, hot tears rolling down her cheeks and splashing onto her hands.

      She reached out blindly for Ramose hand and took it, squeezing tight. “Thank you.”

      He shook his head. And she saw the tears on his cheeks. “Don’t thank me. Thank the Goddess.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Ramose watched Djed chasing one of the dogs round the courtyard of his villa and smiled as dog and boy fell in a heap and tussled, the boy’s laughter and the dogs barks mingling. His heart swelled with the knowledge that his Goddess had forgiven him and spared the boy. He gave thanks for that every day. In the course of the past weeks, the boy’s happiness had become almost as important to him as his sisters. He turned and moved back into the house heading upstairs to his bedchamber to change, he had an appointment at the palace.

      He pushed aside the curtain over the doorway and came to a stop. Teshret was on her knees swabbing the floor with a damp cloth. Her gown was a coarse weave cloth, not as fine and translucent as a noble lady would wear, but the pure white colour still contrasted beautifully with her dusky skin, still moulded distractingly to her rump and gave him a jolt of pure longing. Ever since the night they spent over Djed’s sick bed and the goddess had restored his powers to him, he had been having recurring fantasies of Teshret, to the point that he found himself thinking of little else.

      He had not acted on them, the girl was his servant, he could take her as a concubine and no one would think it odd. But she had not indicated that his interest was reciprocated, going about her duties with diligent thoroughness and he hesitated to force something on her she did not want. The Goddess had smiled on this girl. She was special.  He had tried to find ways to lighten her burdens but she always insisted on doing the hardest of chores herself. He admired her independence, her strength and determination. And Goddess forgive him, he wanted her in his bed more than he wanted food. The Goddess had restored his powers but what did she intend for this girl? He had prayed for enlightenment but got none. And here he was confronted by temptation yet again.

      Teshret seemed unaware of his presence, absorbed in her task and he knew he should alert her that he was here, but the temptation to just appreciate that rounded bottom and the delights under the cloth of her gown irresistible.  If he acted on the multiple fantasies that plagued him at night…If he moved forward and lifted her skirt and knelt-

      She shifted and looked round. “Oh! Master Ramose.” Her eyes went wide and she blushed. She read my mind. He flushed with embarrassment to be caught ogling her, caught wanting her, and moved towards his clothes chest, putting his back to her.

      “Carry on. I will only be a moment,” he reached into the chest, his heart thumping, trying to suppress the ache of need and heat in his groin and drew out a fresh robe. Keeping his back to her he removed his shirt, flung the robe over his head and removed the kilt from underneath. Dressed and his state of excitement hidden by his loose-fitting robe, he turned and found himself now facing her with a view down the front of her gown instead of her rump. Goddess, what are you doing to me? She had her head down and seemed unaware that from this angle he could see her breasts and tightened nipples…He swallowed a groan as the meaning of that sank in.

      It wasn’t cold in the room, in fact it was hot, the air close and sweat trickled down her neck and into the space between her breasts as she moved to dip and wring out her cloth in the bucket beside her, sitting back on her heels to do so. Those tight nipples showed through her white gown clearly and the air crackled with sudden awareness. She wasn’t looking at him, but she knew he was looking at her.

      He cleared his throat. Understanding slowly dawned. He had to do something, he had been dancing round this for weeks. He had asked the Goddess for guidance in this matter… was he blind to the signs she had been giving? The Goddess had shown her approval of this girl, was there any clearer sign that she was meant for him?

      “Teshret?”

      “Yes lord Ramose?” she looked up.

      He waved her to her feet. “Come here, I have something for you.”

      She rose slowly to her feet, a wary look coming over her face. Why is she afraid of me? Am I wrong?

      He bent to the chest and took out a length of fine linen and held it out to her. “I would like you to have this.”

      She fingered the cloth gently and stared up at him her mouth slightly open. Her lips formed a soft sound of awe. “It’s beautiful my lord.”

      “So are you. You should have beautiful things, Teshret.”

      She shook her head, backing away. “It’s very kind of you, but I couldn’t.”

      “Why not?” Frustration gave his tone a slight edge and he cursed himself for impatience. She was like a gazelle, easily startled.

      She swallowed and looked down a moment. “What do you want in return?” She flushed as she said it, but then she raised her eyes and looked directly at him. He felt as if an arrow had pierced his chest.

      He wanted to say, nothing, I want nothing. But it wasn’t true and she knew that.

      As the silence stretched between them, she finally looked away and bent to pick up the bucket and cloth.

      “Where are you going?” he started after her in alarm, as she moved towards the door.

      She stopped and looked round at him. Her eyes were over bright. “I already owe you so much, I can’t accept more things from you because I have no way to repay you.”

      “But I’ve thought of a way you can.” He spoke hurriedly, desperate to find a way to keep her here.

      “You have?” Her colour drained and a kind of dread came into her eyes. He flinched as if she had stabbed him. He must have misinterpreted the Goddesses message, imagined her interest, imagined the tension from before. He had projected his own longing onto her. His heart ached and he searched frantically for a way to allay her alarm.

      “I noticed that your basket weaving was excellent. Have you thought of selling your baskets?”

      She frowned. “I trade the occasional one, but I haven’t the time to make enough to sell lots of them.”

      “Well, if you were no longer cleaning my house, you might have more time to make baskets, yes?”

      “I see.” She flushed red as a pomegranate and turned her head away, but not before he caught the tell of rapid eye blinking .

      ”You want me to leave.”

      “No!” He caught her arm and turned her back to him. “That is the last thing I want.” He touched her face gently, drawing her closer with his other arm. She stared up at him as if mesmerised. He could see a pulse beating in her neck and with sudden clarity he knew that he had not imagined the tension between them before. Emboldened he lowered his head and set his lips to hers. She froze a moment and with the last shreds of his alarm, he wondered if she would push him away. But with a little sigh, she melted into his arms and offered her mouth to him. Relief and heat swept through his body as he brought her closer against him and moved his lips over hers, seeking and persuading her to surrender her mouth wholly to his.
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      Searing, tingling heat rushed through her body as his mouth came down on hers, as his lips and his tongue persuaded her to surrender and she lost the will to fight this anymore. Melding herself to him, she slid her arms round his neck and let his muscular arms hold her up, because her knees had gone soft and her heart was bursting. His mouth was pure pleasure, his tongue and lips pure delight, she melted and trembled with longing.

      She had wanted this from the moment he pulled her back against his naked body. No, even before that. She had watched him from a distance. So handsome and so far above her. So impossible for a house maid to aspire to the love of a noble man.

      He broke the kiss, breathing hard and whispered, “This is so ill timed. I have an appointment at the palace. Promise me you will wait for me to return and show you how very much I don’t want you to leave?”

      She pulled back, “My lord -“

      “Ramose,” he kissed her neck. “Call me Ramose. Take that length of cloth and fashion yourself a gown to wear. We will dine together and -“

      She pulled herself out of his embrace with an effort, her heart thumping painfully in her chest, her eyes stinging with tears. Yes impossible. He didn’t love her. Wanted her yes…

      “I’m sorry my lord, but I can’t.” She swallowed, she ached to throw herself back into his arms and forget her responsibilities, forget about consequences. She was so tired of being the responsible one…

      “Why not?”

      “I have Djed to take care of, I can’t -.“ She spoke doggedly. No matter what she longed to do. This was the right thing.

      “You and Djed will live here now, you have no need to go back to that hut.”

      “For how long? Until you tire of me?” Her heart thumped painfully the tears threatened to spill over. Her heart felt as if it would burst.

      “No.” He seized her in his arms, stroked the hair from her face and she stared up at him mesmerised. “Until you tire of me, for I swear I will never tire of you.” His expression softened and her heart melted. “I think I fell in love with you that night, but it has taken me till now to realise it. My Goddess gave me a gift in you that I will treasure forever. I will have a contract of marriage drawn up if you will have me Teshret. Will you?”

      All the air left her lungs and she thought for a moment she would faint as her vision dimmed at the periphery. Fortunately, his arms held her too tightly for her to fall.  “Do you mean that?”

      “Yes, Teshret I do. I love you with all my heart.” He kissed her gently. “I never thought that I would say those words to any woman, but the goddess has granted me the greatest treasure a man could possess in you. Please Teshret say you will make me the happiest of men.”

      “Oh Ramose I love you so much,” she sobbed, flinging her arms round his neck again. “I thought you wanted me for a night.”

      “No my love, forever.” He kissed her again, this time with his whole being and she lost herself in the joy of his embrace, dizzy with delight.
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      “Lord Ramose, why are you kissing my sister?”

      Ramose lifted his head and looked down. Djed had appeared beside them and was looking up at them with a frown of disapproval. He grinned at the boy, the darkness that had dogged him for so long banished. “Because I’m going to marry her, it’s the sort of thing married people do.”

      “Oh. Can I have a puppy?” Djed said, losing interest.

      “Yes I think that can be arranged. Don’t you Teshret?” He smiled at her

      “Yes, that would be wonderful, Ramose.” Teshret tucked her head into his shoulder and Ramose reached down to lift the boy up into his arms. His Goddess had blessed him in every way. He was the most fortunate of men.
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MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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