
        
            
                
            
        

    
		
			
				“Once upon a time, there lived three witches....”

				As a child, Amarrah loved her grandmother’s stories of three witches who were members of the king’s harem. But they were more than just stories. Amarrah knows she was there with them…and now their legacy, along with an ancient box that once belonged to them, lies in her hands.

				Charged with keeping the box safe, Amarrah is heartbroken when it is stolen from her while she moves to America. Years later, she is shocked to see it on TV and is determined to get it back. Tracking the artifact leads her to Sergeant Harrison Brockson, a handsome soldier who stirs memories of a man she knew centuries ago in ancient Babylon. Is Harrison the key to finding the box—or could he be her destiny?

				Prequel novella to Maggie Shayne’s exciting trilogy, The Portal.
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				Dear Reader,

				I cannot tell you how excited I am to bring you this brand-new series, The Portal, about two subjects near and dear to my heart: witchcraft and the ancient Near East, in this case Babylon. It’s a series about magic, about reincarnation and about the greatest power of all: the power of love.

				The series begins with this special prequel, Legacy of the Witch, the tale of Amarrah, slave girl to the harem. The series then continues with three full-length novels: Mark of the Witch, Indira’s story; Daughter of the Spellcaster, Magdalena’s tale; and Blood of the Sorceress, the saga of Lilia and the cursed Demetrius.

				I’m launching a big gorgeous new website focused on this series and the art of magic, at www.theportalbooks.com. There you’ll find videos, music, excerpts and collectible trading cards, as well as lots of information about real magic.

				I hope you enjoy these stories. I’ve had an absolutely magical time writing them.

				Blessed be!

				Maggie Shayne
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				Chapter One

				1981, Baghdad, Iraq

				“Once upon a time, a long time ago, not very far away
					from here, there lived three witches,” my gidaty said, as she had so many times
					before. The story she told was an old and familiar one.

				The first time my grandmother told me the tale of the three
					harem slaves of Babylon, I’d replied, “I know this story already.”

				Her old eyes—not as old as they were now, of course, for I’d
					been only five years old then, and I was thirteen now—had widened at my innocent
					words. “You know the story, Amarrah? How, my little one?”

				“I was there.”

				Gidaty had been stunned, I could tell. “You were, were
					you?”

				I’d nodded. I remember how clearly I’d been able to see it all
					in my mind. The glittering city of Babylon and the luxurious harem quarters
					where I’d been a servant. Slave girl to the slave girls. “I was a palace slave
					before,” I’d told my increasingly astounded grandmother. “I worked in the
					kitchens. But the other servants were mean to me. I had to do all the nastiest
					jobs. But then one day Lilia, the king’s favorite harem slave, asked him to send
					me to serve her and the others in their quarters. And from then on, I was so
					much happier.”

				Gidaty had cupped my face and stared into my eyes. “I’ve not
					told you this story before, have I, child?”

				“No, Grandma. I knew them. Lilia and Magdalena and Indira. I
					told you, I was there.”

				She blinked and nodded. “Perhaps you were at that.”

				Later, as I grew older, I came to believe it had been my
					imagination, that I was just very good at storytelling even then. That belief
					had led me to want to be a writer when I grew up. Over time, I’d forgotten which
					parts of the story my gidaty had told me and which parts I had told her. They
					had all blended together into a single compelling tapestry. But to me, it was
					all fiction.

				But beloved fiction.

				I knew the tales of the three harem slave witches so well I
					could have told them to my grandmother, instead of the other way around. And on
					days when her illness was very bad, she asked me to. I never refused. But that
					night when I was thirteen, when her voice weakened and I held the water glass to
					her lips, she didn’t ask me to take over. She sipped and swallowed, then fell
					back against her pillows, closing her eyes so I wouldn’t see her pain.

				But I didn’t have to see it. I felt it.

				I took the glass away when she’d finished. “They were the most
					beautiful women in all of Babylon, and beloved by the king, but they were
					keeping dangerous secrets,” I said, picking up where she’d stopped, even though
					she hadn’t asked me to. “The practice of magic was the right of the high priest
					alone. For anyone else to cast and conjure was considered witchcraft, and it was
					forbidden. And so were their loves.

				“Indira had fallen secretly in love with a young priest of
					Marduk, the sun god. Very bad mojo, that. Magdalena loved the prince—the son of
					the very king she was bound to serve. That might have worked out all right, if
					things had been different. The king would have given her to his son had the
					prince but asked. But time ran out for them because of Lilia, who loved a
					soldier—the king’s most trusted, his First.”

				Gidaty held up a hand to stop me. “We have to skip to the end
					this time, Amarrah. I don’t have much time.”

				Frowning, I looked at the clock beside the bed, as if it would
					tell me something. It sat ticking softly beside the heavy black telephone. But
					in a heartbeat I understood. I was thirteen, after all. It wasn’t the ticking of
					the clock that had my grandmother rushing but the slowing, stuttering beats of
					her own heart.

				“Should I call for help?”

				“There’s no one to call. It’s my time, child, and you mustn’t
					be sad. All will be well, you’ll see. And we’ll be together again. Just like
					those poor cursed harem witches in our story.” She closed her hand more tightly
					around mine and whispered, “There’s so much I must tell you. Above all else
					this. It’s not a story at all, my girl. It’s true. All of it. But I think you
					already know that.”

				My eyes widened, and I wondered if the drugs she took for pain
					were making her talk crazy. “Don’t be silly, Grandmother. Of course it’s a
					story.”

				“You know it’s not. You knew the story before I’d ever told it
					to you. You were there.”

				“That was just my overactive imagina—”

				“You knew their names. Before I ever spoke them to you, you
					knew their names. Indira, Magdalena, Lilia. You knew, child.”

				I lowered my eyes.

				“We’ve kept the legacy of the three witches alive, kept their
					story alive, down through generations of our family. And something else, too,
					though I don’t know yet how it all fits, I think it will reach its culmination
					with you, my precious Amarrah. So you must listen to me now and swear to do as I
					say, or you will fail all those generations of your ancestors and the
					long-suffering spirits of those three women you once loved.”

				I blinked back tears and told myself to just humor her, even
					while part of my mind was hungrily absorbing all she said. And believing,
					because part of me did believe. Part of me, perhaps, knew.

				“Go to the painting, child.” Gidaty lifted a weak hand,
					pointing beyond the foot of her bed at the portrait on the wall. It was of the
					three women from our beloved story, three harem girls standing on a cliff,
					watching the sun rise over the desert. I’d always thought my grandmother’s story
					had been inspired by the painting. But now she said it had been painted by her
					grandmother, who had handed the tales down to her mother, who in turn had handed
					them down to her.

				“Behind it,” she told me.

				Frowning, I tried to lift the bottom of the painting away from
					the wall so I could peek behind, but instead it opened like a door, and there
					was a wall safe behind it. I was shocked. I’d had no idea it was there in all
					the years I had lived with my grandmother. I had gone to live with her in 1973,
					when I was five and my parents had vanished, as so many did in Iraq in those
					times.

				“Gidaty, what is this?”

				“Turn the dial, Amarrah. One to the left, then all the way
					around sunwise, stopping at the nine the second time around. Back then to the
					six, and right once again, stopping at the two.”

				I followed her instructions, then tried the lever, and the safe
					opened. I peered inside, wondering what secrets my grandmother had been keeping
					from me all this time.

				There, inside, was a box. It looked like a miniature treasure
					chest, an ancient one. It was a couple of feet long, maybe half that deep, with
					a top that curved and was banded in black iron. It was locked with a hasp and
					antique padlock. I took it out of the safe with great care and brought it to the
					bed. “What is it, Gidaty?”

				“I don’t know. I’ve never known. That box has been handed down
					through our family, from mother to daughter, for longer than I have ever known.
					You must take it now.”

				I frowned. “And do what with it?”

				“Keep it safe.”

				“But—”

				“Hush, now. Listen and I’ll tell you all I know, though it’s
					very little. That box belongs to the witches of our story. They will come to
					claim it one day. I know not when nor how. But I do know there are others, dark
					forces, who do not want them to have it, and who will try to take it from
					you.”

				“So I have to hide it?”

				“Yes. Hide it, and tell no one you have it. Keep it safe.”

				“But how will they find it? When are they coming? How will I
					know them?”

				She smiled softly. “You sound just like me when my own mother
					gave me the box. I didn’t know the answers then. I don’t know them now. I only
					know that you will know exactly what to do when the time is right.”

				I nodded, wrapping the box in my arms, holding it against my
					chest. “All right, Gidaty. I don’t understand it, but I’ll do it.”

				“Promise me, child. Promise me you will keep the witches’ box
					safe.”

				“I promise, Tata.”

				“Good,” she said softly. “Good.” She relaxed back on her
					pillows, closed her eyes and exhaled the words “I love you, Amarrah. You’re a
					very special girl.”

				She didn’t breathe in again.

				* * *

				I was all packed and ready, the box hidden—as well as
					something that size could be—in my largest suitcase. I’d spent hours alone,
					trying to get it open in between long sessions of crying my heart out for my
					beloved grandmother, who’d gone and left me all alone, and full of fear over
					what would become of me now. The box had a padlock without a keyhole, and odd
					images painted in a grid pattern on the underside. Short of destroying the
					witches’ box, there was no way to get inside it. And part of me thought opening
					it would be a bad idea anyway.

				My gidaty’s burial had been arranged before her death, and my
					airline ticket pre-purchased. Now that she was at rest, I was going to a world I
					knew nothing about, to live with cousins I had never met.

				Part of me wanted to run away.

				Later, when the rifle-toting security officer at the airport
					crooked his finger at me, calling me closer, I thought I should have listened to
					that part. “I need to see what’s inside this bag,” he said. He had eyes like
					black marbles, a moustache that covered his lips. He didn’t look like an honest
					man to me.

				“It’s only my personal things,” I said.

				“All the same.” He opened my case while I stood there, helpless
					to argue. Then his eyes fell upon the box and lit with greed. “What is
					this?”

				“A family heirloom. It was my grandmother’s.”

				He picked up the precious box, and I lunged for him, reaching
					out, but his arm—the one holding his rifle—shot out, and the cold metal barrel
					pressed across my chest.

				“Open it,” he said.

				I swallowed past the lump in my throat. “I can’t. I’ve tried
					and tried, but there’s just no way. It feels empty, though.”

				He held the box up near his ear and shook it. “No, there’s
					something. Light, but still…. I’m going to have to confiscate this.”

				“But it’s mine!”

				“You’ll get it back,” he said. “Once I’ve cleared it with the
					Department of Antiquities. People are constantly smuggling treasures from our
					ancient sites, selling them on the black market.” He set the box down. My gaze
					remained pinned to it as I searched my brain for a solution.

				Pulling a pad and pen from his uniform pocket, he handed them
					to me. “Write down the address of the place where you are going in the U.S. I
					will see to it that this is shipped to you once it has been cleared.”

				I obediently jotted the address, and then a symbol, one my
					grandmother had taught me, because I wasn’t entirely powerless. It was a minor
					hex of sorts—for along with the history of the witches, a few of their skills
					had been handed down through the generations of my family. It was part of our
					legacy, and my grandmother had taught me all the bits and pieces of magic that
					had come down to her with the tales. So I drew the sign that would ensure he
					would know no peace until he returned the box to my hands.

				I eyed the box, and while my head was down, muttered in a
					whisper, “I bind you now, oh box, to me, by the power of three times three,
					return return return to me.”

				“What was that?”

				“I was praying,” I said, straightening and handing him the
					paper. “That you would take mercy on an innocent orphan girl and not steal from
					her the last thing her dead grandmother gave to her.”

				His eyes held mine for a long moment.

				“I promise you will regret it if you don’t,” I added, letting
					my fury show in my face.

				His marble eyes narrowed angrily. “It will be shipped to you
					when it clears the Department of Antiquities. Now go, before you miss your
					flight.”

				I kept on staring. He thrust out an arm. “Go!” he shouted.

				I knew I would be arrested if I stayed, so I went, feeling I
					had failed my grandmother utterly.

				I didn’t see the box again for ten years.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Two

				1992, Cortland, NY

				I wasn’t much for television. At twenty-four, I was
					more concerned with finishing my final semester of university and doing
					freelance editing for a small publishing house on the side. It kept my writing
					skills honed, and it paid decently. And since I intended to be a successful
					author one day, it was nice to be working in what I considered my field.

				Thoughts of Babylonian witches and curses and such rarely
					entered my busy brain anymore. And though the memory of that treasure chest
					haunted me, I’d pretty much written off the story—the mission—that had been
					given to me along with it. My grandmother had been only a few breaths away from
					her last, and heavily medicated. The stories she’d been telling and retelling to
					me, the ones her own mother had told to her and that went all the way back to
					the roots of our family tree, had probably seemed real to her, just as they had
					to me in my childhood. But it was easy to confuse a story that old, that much a
					part of the family, for something true, especially in a dying, morphine-muddled
					mind. And easy for a child of four—or one of thirteen—to get swept up in the
					delusion.

				So I tried not to think too much about how I’d lost the box or
					how I’d failed to keep my vow to my dying grandmother, and I told myself it
					didn’t matter so much.

				Until I saw the box again.

				As I said, I wasn’t much for television, but I shared a house
					with seven other students, so the thing was always on. And as I walked through
					the living room one evening on my way to the library, feeling stylish in my
					black leggings with a long sweater over them and my backpack slung over my
					shoulder, I stopped in my tracks, fixated on the TV screen, where my gidaty’s prize possession was being handled by a TV
					show host.

				“It’s a reproduction,” the man said, turning the box this way
					and that, examining it as if he were a doctor and my grandmother’s treasure
					chest his patient. “But a very good one.”

				“How can you be sure?” asked the gorgeous blonde who’d handed
					it to him. She had big hair. I wondered how she got it so high. In the nineties
					women in the U.S. had become like male lions, the bigger the mane, the more
					status they had. And hers was massive. Or she was from Texas. One or the other.
					My own hair was perpetually flat, sleek and black. There was nothing I could do
					about that.

				“See these paintings on the bottom?” the man said as he turned
					the box over. “Someone added these after the box was made, so it’s not in its
					original condition. I believe they’re the images of various Tarot cards—except
					this one, which looks Egyptian. And the locking mechanism is…something I’ve
					never seen before. This padlock here—” he jiggled the black iron lock in his
					hand “—it’s got no keyhole. I have no idea how this box would open, or if it
					even does.”

				The blonde blinked like a cartoon kitten. I could almost hear
					the plink-plunk of strings that went along with the
					motion. “Why would anyone make a lock that doesn’t open?”

				“I have no idea. As a joke, perhaps?” The man set the box on
					the table. “You say you’ve never opened it?”

				“No. But we haven’t had it that long.”

				“It’s a fascinating piece,” he said. “Where did you ever find
					it?”

				“My fiancé brought it back from the Gulf War.”

				I shivered.

				The host nodded. “Please thank him for his service for us. I
					think this box’s true value is something other than monetary.” He slid it across
					the table toward her.

				“Are you saying it’s not worth anything?”

				Wide eyes now. And kind of empty. Like her head, I thought.

				“Two hundred dollars, perhaps. But I think your husband should
					keep it.”

				“Fiancé,” she corrected.

				One of the roommates had been saying my name over and over, but
					I was ignoring her because the lettering on the bottom of the screen had the
					woman’s name: Glenda Montgomery from Akron, Ohio. I burned it into my mind as
					the show went to a commercial.

				“Amarrah, are you okay? What’s up? You never watch TV.”

				I blinked. “I thought I knew her. But, um, I was wrong.”

				I have to go to Ohio, I
					thought.

				But you can’t. You’ve got finals coming
						up.

				Not for two weeks. That’s plenty of time
						to get there and get back.

				Don’t be ridiculous. How will you even
						find her?

				Not her. Him. She said it belonged to her
						fiancé.

				Still…

				All the way to the library I was having this inner argument. I
					didn’t have a lot of money, but Ohio wouldn’t be an impossible drive, and I did
					have a decent car. I could take my books with me, try to get as many assignments
					in advance as I could and cram for finals on the road.

				It could be done.

				The notion just wouldn’t leave me alone. And when I slept that
					night, I swore my grandmother was standing over my bed, shouting at me. “You
					must go, Amarrah! You must go and get the box! You promised me!”

				And from there I dissolved into an image from the story. I was
					thirteen and very dirty, dressed in rags, with bruises on my arms and face. I’d
					finished my chores and run to play along the edges of the riverbank, where the
					grasses were tall and lush, and there I’d spotted a beautiful boy swinging a
					sword as if in the heat of battle with some invisible enemy.

				Hiding behind the tall reeds, I watched, fascinated by him,
					until he tripped over a stone and fell on his face. I couldn’t quite suppress my
					giggle.

				He spotted me, frowned and pushed himself up, brushing the dust
					off his clothes. “Come on out, girl. I see you hiding there.”

				Bashful, and wondering if I’d just earned myself another
					whipping, I stepped out into his view, painfully aware of my disheveled state. I
					tried to smooth my hair back, but it was of little use. “I didn’t mean to spy on
					you,” I said. “It’s just that I’ve never seen a boy so young wield a sword with
					so much skill.” Flattery, I thought, might save me from punishment. But even so,
					it was no less than the truth.

				He smiled a little. “Even if I did make a fool out of myself at
					the end.”

				“You were intent on your form. You didn’t see that stone.”

				“Did it seem…good?” he asked. “My form, I mean.”

				I met his eyes, touched that my opinion was of any interest to
					him. “To me it did. I couldn’t look away.”

				He smiled wider and came closer. “I’m Harmon, son of Brock. My
					father’s one of the most skilled swordsmen in the king’s guard. He’s been
					training me to join him in the ranks.”

				“You’ll be a soldier, too, then?”

				“I hope to be, yes.” He looked me up and down. “And you…you’re
					a servant girl, yes?”

				I nodded. “Amarrah. I’ve been a kitchen slave since I can
					remember, but today was my last day. Tonight I get to move into the harem
					quarters, to be slave girl to the slave girls.” I smiled when I said it, and he
					did, too, getting the joke.

				“Bet they’ll clean you up some. I’ve never seen a dirty slave
					in the harem quarters.”

				“You’ve been inside?” I asked.

				“No. I meant…no.” He moved closer to me, then, bending, dipped
					his hand into the sacred river. Rising, he wiped my face with his wet
					fingertips. He did this a few times, then stood back. “You’re going to fit in
					there,” he said. “I see beauty under all that dirt.”

				I felt the blood rush straight to my cheeks. He had returned my
					compliments with one of his own, though he could not have known how deeply it
					had touched me.

				Then someone called my name. The fat cook, who’d warned me
					earlier that she had orders to get me cleaned up and dressed appropriately for
					my move into the harem quarters.

				“I have to go.”

				“If the old bat beats you again,” he said with a sharp eye on
					my bruises, “kick her in the shins and run away. You should not have to take
					that. At least not anymore.”

				“If she does, it will be the last time. The ladies of the harem
					are kind. I’ll be grateful to them forever for taking me away from the
					kitchens.” The cook called again, and I turned. “I’d better go.”

				“I’ll see you again, Amarrah,” he said.

				“I don’t know how.” The harem quarters were off-limits to most.
					“But I hope so. Goodbye, Harmon, son of Brock.”

				“Goodbye, Amarrah, slave girl to the slave girls.”

				I met his eyes one last time and felt like a bolt of lightning
					shot from his to mine, jolting my heart into a stronger beat. One so startling
					that I woke up.

				I was alone in my bedroom. My gidaty’s photo, a picture of her in her younger and happier days,
					stood framed on my nightstand. I looked into her eyes, and she seemed to stare
					intently back at me.

				“All right, Tata. All right, I’ll do it.”

				Maybe I had lost my mind. Or maybe not. But I was going ahead
					with my plan, and nothing would stop me. I had promised my grandmother, after
					all.

				* * *

				Akron was a lot bigger than Cortland, but otherwise not
					so different. The U.S. had a very homogenized quality to it. One place wasn’t a
					lot different from the next, not like my homeland, where miles might as well
					have been light-years.

				I bought a city map from a gas station as soon as I was close,
					then stopped at a telephone booth to look up the number for the library. I
					needed to know who Glenda Montgomery’s fiancé was, and I figured my best bet was
					to go through the engagement announcements in the local newspapers. The
					library’s microfiche would have what I needed.

				It took hours, but I found it. An engagement announcement
					featuring that doe-eyed blonde with the empty head and her gorgeous hero soldier
					in full uniform. The clip was more than a year old, which was why it took me so
					long to find it.

				“Mrs. Dulcet Montgomery is pleased to announce the engagement
					of her daughter, Glenda, to Staff Sergeant Harrison Brockson. The wedding will
					take place after Sergeant Brockson finishes his upcoming tour of duty in
					Kuwait.”

				The man had obviously finished his tour and come home safely.
					Their wedding could be any day now. In fact, it could have happened already for
					all I knew. Those TV shows were probably recorded long before they aired.

				I stared at the man in the photo and frowned as an odd little
					itch formed in the back of my brain. As if I knew him from somewhere but just
					couldn’t quite remember. He was handsome, and when I stared at his eyes, my
					heart beat a little faster. Dark eyes. Familiar.

				I removed the microfilm from the machine, and dutifully
					returned it to its container and put it away. Then I asked for a phone directory
					from the reference desk.

				And there it was. Harrison Brockson’s number was listed, and so
					was his address. 355 Water Street in the suburb of Tallmadge.

				I wrote it down on a slip of scrap paper, thanked the librarian
					and turned to head out the door to my car.

				But once I got in I just sat there, drumming my fingers on the
					wheel. “All right, I know where he lives. Now what?”

				Just drive out there and see what the
						place is like. Then come up with…something.

				I closed my eyes for just a moment and decided that yes, that
					idea felt like the right one. The next logical step. So I opened my map and
					located Tallmadge, and then Water Street. It would be dark soon, but it wouldn’t
					take long to get there.

				It was just dusk, the sky turning to twilight purple, when I
					drove my very-out-of-place car through the wealthy neighborhood. Every house was
					like something out of Beautiful Homes, all of them
					huge, many of them fenced in. I suspected they all had alarm systems and guard
					dogs but told myself I was being overly dramatic.

				Scanning the numbers on the mailboxes and driveway pillars, I
					slowed as I drew closer, and then came around a sharp curve in the neat, narrow
					lane to see 355 in gold-colored digits on a brick driveway post. It was part of
					a pair that flanked the paved drive and had lights on top as if to tell me I’d
					arrived.

				The driveway curved away from the road, splitting a lush green
					lawn that rose gradually to the house perched on top. Gorgeous, like the rest,
					but very different from them. It was an architect’s dream, all stained wood,
					unexpected angles and huge windows.

				All this? For a soldier? I didn’t know much about the army, but
					I didn’t think staff sergeants made that much money.

				Well, I’d found the place. Now, how was I going to get
					inside?

				Just do it, child. You
					promised!

				Tata’s voice, of course, egging me on. And more real than a
					whispered thought or memory. It was as if she was in the car, in the passenger
					seat, giving orders.

				I pulled into the driveway and headed up to the house, racking
					my brain for a reason why I might be there and falling on the simplest. I was
					lost. I needed to use a telephone, or maybe ask for directions to someplace.
					Shutting my car off, I stiffened my spine, stared at the house and spoke without
					intending to, the words just sort of spilling from my lips, surprising me. I
					didn’t know I still remembered them.

				“I bind you now, oh box, to me, by the power of three times
					three, return return return to me.”

				Then I got out of the car and marched right up to the door.

				The man who opened it was not the same man I’d seen in the
					newspaper. That was my first thought. And then, as I stared at him, my eyes
					moving up and down his face, I realized that he was the same being, just not the same person. His time in Kuwait
					had changed him. He’d left a carefree young man, but now he was…darker. Harder.
					And far more attractive than I’d been expecting. And still there was that
					niggling familiarity.

				I’d sensed it from the engagement photo, but in person there
					was something more. Something that made my throat go dry and made my heart start
					pounding faster. Maybe it was that shadow of beard just starting to cover his
					strong jawline and chin. Or the intensity of his sapphire-blue eyes—eyes that
					kept changing like a mirage to dark brown, then near black, in my
					imagination.

				Who is he?

				“It’s about time,” he said. “You’re over an hour late.”

				I blinked, my semi-formed excuses flying from my mind as my
					brain sought ways to handle this new situation. He seemed…angry.

				He looked past me at my car, frowned a little. Like he knew a
					ten-year-old Pinto didn’t belong here, but then shrugged as if it didn’t matter.
					“What, no excuses? No apologies?”

				“I’m, um…sorry. I got lost.”

				His eyes narrowed on me, and I had to avert mine. Do I dare just run with this? What if the person he’s really
						expecting shows up?

				I looked his way again. He wasn’t in uniform, I noted. Jeans
					and a button-down shirt that he’d been in the process of buttoning up before I’d
					interrupted him. The bit of his chest I could see tried to capture my eyes, and
					I had to jerk my gaze elsewhere and hope he hadn’t noticed.

				And still there was this ache in the pit of my stomach that I
					couldn’t make sense of.

				His eyes had shifted past me again, as if checking to be sure I
					was alone. Then they returned to me, and he looked from my head to my toes.
					Finally he gave a nod. “Okay. Come on in. I’ll show you what we’ve got to work
					with.”

				“All right.”

				I walked in when he stepped aside and took a look around me.
					The place was more breathtaking on the inside than on the outside. There was a
					giant fireplace on one wall made of perfect rectangles of gleaming granite.
					Leather furniture, lush and brown. Hardwood floors lined with oriental rugs. I
					could see straight through to the dining room and the kitchen beyond it.

				“This place is…fantastic.”

				He nodded. “Thank you. You need anything before we get to work?
					Bathroom? Coffee?”

				I lifted my brows. “Can I have both?”

				His lip quirked up at one corner, an almost smile that made my
					heart turn over. So familiar. And dear. How?

				“Through there.” He pointed toward a hall leading off the back
					of the living room, but I got stuck looking at his hand, the strength and
					breadth of it. The long, slender fingers. Then I snapped out of it and followed
					where that gorgeous hand was pointing. “Thanks. I’ll be quick, promise.”

				He nodded and closed the entry door behind me as I walked
					through the house, looking all around as I did. It shouldn’t seem suspicious, I
					thought. The place was breathtaking; who wouldn’t
					look it over?

				I’d seen no alarm panel near the door. But I saw no sign of my
					grandmother’s treasure box, either. When I reached the far end of the living
					room, I headed down the short hall and spotted the bathroom immediately.

				The lights came on automatically, revealing a spotless half
					bath, with tan fixtures, a beige rug, nothing on the walls besides a medicine
					cabinet over the sink, and light-colored wood trim, like pecan or something.
					There were merlot towels on the rack and a bar of hand soap on the soap dish.
					Irish Spring.

				Closing my eyes, I leaned back against the door. “What is it he
					thinks I’m here to do?” I couldn’t even imagine. Maybe he’d hired a maid or a
					nanny or a party planner or…oh, a house sitter! That would be marvelous, a house
					sitter. Then he could just get out and leave me to search for the witches’
					box.

				I took a few minutes, washing my hands with the green soap and
					thinking about the guy in the commercial, standing in the hills of Ireland and
					slicing off the edge of the bar with his pocketknife to show us that it had
					those striations clear through, though why we should care, I couldn’t fathom.
					The stuff smelled great, though. Drying my hands on the seat of my pants because
					I didn’t want to mess up one of those gorgeous towels, I looked into the mirror
					and realized I needed a touch-up.

				I shrugged my bag off my shoulder and fixed my makeup, then
					tried to untangle my jet-black hair. It was dead straight and completely out of
					style. I couldn’t make it “big” no matter what I did to it. Or curly,
					either.

				I popped a breath mint for good measure and opened the bathroom
					door, then peeked into the living room.

				He wasn’t there.

				I stepped out, looking around, walking through the room and
					taking my time. There wasn’t a lot of clutter, and I saw only a few places where
					the chest might be hidden. A closet near the front door, a pair of end tables
					with doors on the front that must have storage space inside.

				I moved past the staircase, into the dining room, noting the
					large hutch—two possible drawers there—and the china closet. That had a drawer,
					too. Then into the kitchen where, of course, every cupboard was a
					possibility.

				Stainless steel fixtures, white appliances and more of that
					same light wood. The countertop looked like marble and matched the pattern of
					the floor. White with black swirls. There was a note stuck to the fridge with a
					magnet in the shape of an American flag, and I moved a little closer.

				6/21, 6:00 pm, help arrives.

				Today’s date. It was 7:30. Obviously he thought I was the help
					he’d been expecting.

				Footsteps behind me made me jump guiltily and turn around.

				“Sorry if I scared you before. I’m antsy about this. Deadline’s
					breathing down my neck, and it’s taken me three months to realize I don’t know
					what the hell I’m doing. So…”

				“Don’t worry. Now that I’m here it will…be done in no time.”
						Just as soon as I figure out what it is, I thought.

				He moved past me to the counter, poured coffee into two mugs,
					then moved aside with his in his hand. “Help yourself to cream and sugar.”

				I moved forward, standing awfully close to him, but he didn’t
					move away. I added cream and sugar to my mug and inhaled as I stirred. “It’s
					good,” I said after my first sip.

				He nodded, his eyes on me and way too intent. “A little late
					for this, I guess, but I’m Harry,” he said, and extended a hand.

				“Amarrah,” I said.

				“I probably shouldn’t ask, Amarrah, but are you…Middle
					Eastern?”

				I lifted my brows and withdrew my hand before it reached his,
					instantly offended, as I so often was since Operation Desert Shield had begun.
					“That’s because I’m Iraqi. Do you have a problem with that?”

				“Not at all,” he said. “In fact, that makes you even more
					qualified to help with the project, don’t you think? It’s good to meet you,
					Amarrah.” He reached forward again. This time I let him clasp my hand in
					his…

				…and something happened in my brain. There was a flash, and I
					was that little girl again.

				I was standing in the garden off the harem
						quarters, with a pool and a fountain. Walls surrounded it, hallways leading
						in all directions. Three walls were formed by the quarters themselves, and a
						fourth stood between me and the outdoors, higher than my head.

				It was over that wall that he
					came.

				Harmon, the soldier’s son. He leaped the
						wall and landed softly on his feet. It was well after dark, and I was
						surprised to see him.

				And delighted, because I knew I was
						beautiful now. My lovely harem mistresses, Lilia, Magdalena and Indira, had
						braided baubles into my hair, lined my eyes with kohl, dressed me in their
						own cast-off trailing garments of soft fabric in exotic colors, even draped
						me in their old jewels. I looked like one of them, and not all that much
						younger.

				Harmon said, “I’ve been watching for you
						to come out, so I could see how you are doing.” And then he stopped, looking
						me up and down, his eyes widening. His mouth opened, but no words
						emerged.

				I pressed a palm to my chest, spreading my
						trailing skirts with one hand and twirling so they flew around me. “Do you
						like it?”

				“I can barely breathe,” he
					said.

				I frowned at him. “Does that mean you like
						it?”

				“It means I like it. Yes. You are more
						beautiful than I could have imagined, Amarrah. I almost wish I wasn’t
						already promised to another.”

				I lowered my head. “You are?”

				“A foreign general’s daughter. But…but our
						wedding is a long way off. I don’t want to talk about that now.”

				“No? What do you want to talk
						about?”

				He shrugged. “When you can slip away, so
						we can see each other for more than a few minutes.”

				My heart warmed. He liked me, I knew it.
						“What about right now? My chores are finished. I was just on my way to bed.
						No one will notice if I disappear for a short while.”

				He smiled, nodding and holding out his
						hand. “We’ll walk outside the city, into the desert, under the stars. It
						will be magic.”

				I took his hand, and I thought that it
						already was.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Three

				I was staring down at our joined hands as if I’d gone
					into a trance, and I couldn’t let go.

				“Amarrah?”

				“Yes?”

				“I hope I didn’t offend you. I’m glad you’re Iraqi. I wasn’t
					being sarcastic.”

				“Of course not.” It wasn’t until that very moment—as I shook
					off the dream or vision or delusion or whatever it had been and refocused on the
					immediate situation—that I realized how this would look if he caught on to my
					deception. I was Iraqi. He was a decorated veteran of Desert Shield. And I was
					here under false pretenses. I might easily be labeled a spy, and given the
					current climate in the U.S. where my country was concerned, I could land in
					serious trouble.

				I would have to find the witches’ box quickly, then get out
					just as quickly. No time for exploring this odd feeling that I knew him, that he
					was somehow a part of…of all of it. Everything.

				But he only shrugged. “I’m particularly fond of the Iraqi
					people,” he said. “I got very attached to a lot of them while I was there.” He
					lowered his eyes. Painful memories washed through him. I felt it as clearly as
					if he’d spoken them aloud. “Your English is flawless.”

				“I’ve been here since I was thirteen.”

				“Ahh. Your family immigrated?”

				“Died,” I told him. “I came here to be with distant cousins,
					the American branch of my family.” I sipped more coffee. “How did it look? My
					country? I haven’t been back in over ten years.”

				Again he lowered his eyes. “It’s rough. The bombing has taken a
					toll.” He put a hand on my shoulder. “I’m sorry, Amarrah. It’s a beautiful
					place. I’m sure this is tearing you apart.”

				“I try not to watch the news. Or any television, because the
					news constantly interrupts. But it sometimes feels as if I can hear the cries of
					my people.” I blinked against the emotion I rarely gave voice. How was it that I
					was discussing these feelings with him when I never discussed them with anyone?
					Ever. “Can we talk about something else, please? The work I’ve come to do,
					perhaps?”

				He studied my face for a moment, and I thought he was searching
					for something to say to erase the pain that undoubtedly showed in my eyes. But
					he must have decided nothing could do that, because he gave up with a sharp nod.
					“Sure. Let’s get right to it. This way.”

				Turning, he walked out of the kitchen, through the dining room
					and over to the wide staircase. His big, sock-covered feet moved soundlessly up
					the thickly carpeted steps.

				I started to follow, then paused.

				He doesn’t think I’m a prostitute, does
						he? I replayed everything he’d said so far in my mind, or tried
					to.

				Sensing my hesitation, I think, he turned. “Anything
					wrong?”

				“No, of course not.”

				“Well, come on, then. The office is right up here.”

				Office. Phew. Okay, great. I got myself moving again and
					remembered to keep a keen eye out for the box as he led me down the second story
					hallway, past a handful of closed doors I presumed were bedrooms to an open one
					at the far end.

				His office must have been intended as the master suite. He’d
					converted it, and beautifully. A huge desk took up one corner, rich dark walnut,
					clearly an antique. A squat fat computer monitor sat atop it, the tower on the
					floor nearby. A smaller, more modern desk sat in another corner, also sporting a
					computer, and there was a table in between that held a printer, a fax and a
					small copier.

				The carpet in here was the same thick plush beige as the stairs
					and hall, soft and cushiony under my feet. Big windows filled the triangular
					peak facing front, letting in tons of light.

				“There’s a walk-in closet there, with most of the office
					supplies. And the master bath has everything you should need.” Then he frowned.
					“Did you leave your bags in the car? The agency did tell you this job includes
					room and board for the duration, didn’t they?”

				This was getting better and better. And scarier, too. I was
					expected to stay here? For how long? And with this man, who seemed to get inside
					my brain, unleashing parts of the story I’d never known before. Parts my gidaty had never told me. Parts I hadn’t made up to
					tell her. Parts that felt more like memories of that dark-eyed man-boy, Harmon.
					“Yeah. Uh, yeah, they’re in the car.”

				The telephone on the big desk rang. He held up a finger to me
					and went over to pick it up, while I prayed in silence, Don’t let it be the agency he just mentioned.

				He spoke briefly, then hung up. “I’m sorry. I have to go out
					for a bit. So I guess you get a reprieve. Look, your room is back down the hall,
					first door on the left. Mine’s at the opposite end. Take some time to get
					settled in. Make yourself at home. And maybe?” he picked up a stack of printed
					pages “…give it a read. See what you think. All right?”

				“All right.”

				“Thanks, Amarrah. I’ll see you in a few hours.”

				And then he left. I watched out the window, where I had a clear
					view of the driveway and the two-car garage that matched the rich gleaming wood
					of the house itself and sat kitty-corner to it, with a covered walkway in
					between. One of its doors rolled up slowly, and a sporty looking red Jeep came
					speeding out of it, darting down the drive and out to the road, its motor
					growling loudly with each shift.

				He was gone, and I was alone in the house.

				The phone rang. I picked it up hesitantly. “Sergeant Brockson’s
					residence,” I said.

				“Hi, there. This is Linda from Sumner Temps. I need to speak
					with Harrison Brockson, please?”

				This must be the agency! “He’s not here, but I can take a
					message and see that he gets it.” I twisted the twirly telephone cord around my
					forefinger as I listened.

				“All right. Please give him my apologies. The temp we had lined
					up had a family emergency—gave us no notice at all. We’re scrambling to find him
					another—”

				“Actually,” I interrupted, thinking fast, “we have several
					agencies finding us several temps, and I’m new here, so can you be more
					specific? What job exactly was this temp you were sending supposed to do?”

				“I didn’t realize he was working with more than one
					agency.”

				“Well, not for the same job, naturally,” I said.

				She sniffed. I thought I’d made her angry. “She’s supposed to
					be doing some proofreading and copyediting, that sort of thing. I believe he’s
					writing a memoir?”

				“Oh, that temp,” I said as if I
					knew. My gaze flew back to that stack of pages with a sharpened interest.
					“Actually, we were going to call you and cancel that one anyway, so it all
					worked out just fine.”

				“Oh?” The woman sounded surprised. “Did he…hire someone from
					another agency?”

				“No, no, an old friend came in from out of town for an extended
					visit, an English Lit professor, actually,” I said, thinking of my own English
					Lit professor, Susan O’Shaughnessy, and how much I admired her snow-white
					complexion, red curls and sharp mind. “So she offered to help. Thanks for
					calling,” I said, not wanting to explain further or answer any more questions.
					“You have a great day.”

				“You, too,” she said, and I hung up the phone.

				I clapped my hands together and turned my attention to the
					stack of papers on the desk. A Soldier’s Story, by Sgt.
						Harrison Brockson.

				I blinked. He was writing…his own story. What a perfect way to
					get to know more about him! My eyes sped over the first few lines. It was indeed
					a memoir. His experience in Iraq. My homeland. And maybe it would even include
					the story of how he’d come to find my heirloom chest.

				I was dying to do just what he’d asked and read the manuscript,
					but I was here for a reason. And reading this man’s book was not it.

				I had to find the witches’ box.

				Except I didn’t. Two hours later I’d searched the entire house,
					and there was no miniature treasure chest to be found. No safe anywhere, no
					mysterious hidden or locked rooms. I’d learned a little something about Sergeant
					Harrison Brockson, though. He was a neat freak. The place was as spotless as if
					no one really lived in it, like a model home or something. He was also a fitness
					nut. One entire room was devoted to workout equipment, and none of it was used
					to hang jackets from, like the solitary treadmill at my temporary apartment,
					where all the roomies insisted on keeping the thing, and none of them ever set
					foot on it.

				Harrison used his equipment. There
					was a bathroom off the gym, with stacks of towels, and a minifridge full of
					nothing but ice cubes, bottled water and Gatorade. His workout clothes had a
					drawer all to themselves in his dresser, and he kept his running shoes in the
					box they’d come in, in the closet, next to the fireproof security box—and no, I
					couldn’t see what was inside that. But it wasn’t big enough to hold my treasure
					chest.

				Okay, no luck, but I’d learned something about the man. He was
					neat and athletic. And a war hero, if the medals and framed citations were
					anything to go by. But not vain about it. They were all piled on closet shelves,
					collecting his home’s only visible dust, not displayed on walls or in
					cabinets.

				He had uniforms in his closet, freshly cleaned and still in the
					dry cleaner’s plastic. Still on active duty, then?

				There were a few family photos, a couple with their three
					little blond-haired, blue-eyed boys seemed to be his favorite subjects, as there
					were several of those around. One of an older couple taken on their golden
					anniversary—the man was in uniform. Had to be his parents. But not a single
					photo of the fiancée from the antiques show on TV.

				Interesting.

				I wound up back in the office, staring at the stack of pages on
					the desk. I’d intended to reclaim my ancient chest and be out of here by the
					time he returned, but that hadn’t worked out. And if I was still here when he
					got back, I supposed I ought to have read the thing, since that was ostensibly
					what I had come here to do.

				Besides, I was burning with curiosity. So I sat down, kicked
					off my shoes and began.

				And pretty soon I was turning the final page, and shaking my
					head in awe and wondering if this man was really someone from whom I had the
					nerve to steal. He’d written about his experiences the way I suspected a police
					officer fills out his reports at the end of the day. Just giving facts without
					embellishment—minimizing his own heroics, if anything. But he’d carried a
					wounded comrade through heavy gunfire to a helicopter to get him to safety. He’d
					breached the enemy line to rescue a young man who’d somehow become pinned down
					on the other side. He’d run into a burning building to rescue an innocent
					family.

				Nothing about how he’d felt. Nothing about the thoughts running
					through his mind, no emotion. Just simply-stated facts, like he was writing down
					a grocery list.

				He’d played it all down, probably left out a lot. And even from
					that cold recounting, I could tell he was a hero.

				Always has been…

				That odd voice inside my head whispered the thought, and even
					before I could start to analyze it, my mind was whisking me into the familiar
					world of the harem.

				I’d been sent out by Magdalena to fetch
						some water from the river. We had a water boy who filled our tall, ornate
						jugs and left them just beyond our doors each morning. But Magdalena said he
						must have been rushed this morning, because the water was muddy.

				This was another example of the kindness
						of these women I had so grown to love. Magdalena could have sent a message
						to the palace, asking for clean water, but that would have resulted in the
						water boy being beaten, or worse. And she would rather drink mud than cause
						the boy pain.

				So I was sent out with a single jug, a
						strap running from its slender neck to its base so I could carry it over my
						shoulder.

				I wasn’t supposed to leave the harem
						quarters, but since my mistress had sent me, I thought it would be all
						right. And she’d told me, too, to take my time about it. So I had. I’d
						knotted my long skirt up around my waist, so it hung only to my thighs, and
						I waded into the sacred river, enjoying the cool rush of its waters over my
						legs. I waded far out from the sandy shore and into the pebble strewn depths
						where the water was clearer, and I filled the jug there. It was heavier than
						I had expected it to be, and as I turned to heft it up onto my shoulder I
						slipped on a rock and fell with a huge splash and a soft squeal. And then
						the current swept the jug away, and with its strap still around my shoulder
						and one arm, it swept me right along with it.

				Faster and faster it seemed to drag me,
						and each time I pulled my head up for a gulp of air, the jug yanked me down
						again. I was choking, flailing my arms uselessly, trying to save myself but
						growing more and more exhausted, until I was certain there was no hope for
						me. I was going to drown in the sacred waters.

				And then, from nowhere it seemed, strong
						arms grabbed hold of me, lifting my head above the water, dragging me
						shoreward as I coughed and gasped. I felt relief as the jug was scooped up
						out of the river, disentangled from my body. And then I was scooped up, too,
						and he was carrying me, sloshing through the shallows of the river toward
						the shore.

				I blinked water from my eyes until I could
						see, and was not surprised to see Harmon, the young man I was already sure I
						would love forever. His jawline, so sharp and strong, his nose already big
						like a man’s nose, very straight and proud. Surely he had the blood of kings
						in his veins, I thought. For no king could be more beautiful.

				As we reached the shore he lowered me to
						the ground, removed the jug from his strong shoulder and stood it nearby,
						and then he was kneeling beside me, pushing the hair from my eyes, speaking
						to me in the voice that sent chills right up my spine. “Are you all right,
						beautiful Amarrah?”

				I would always remember just the way my
						heart felt at that moment. As if it would burst from joy over what I saw in
						his eyes as he looked at me. Concern, caring—passion. It was… It was a
						moment I vowed I would never forget.

				And then I was in the present again, blinking away the vision.
						The memory?

				It had gone dark outside, and the only light came from the desk
					lamp I’d turned on. I’d been so mesmerized by the man’s story, and then by the
					fantasy it had inspired in my brain, that I’d lost track of the time. For some
					reason my visions of the boy were very much a younger version of the man whose
					story I’d been reading.

				I heard footsteps below and thought he’d come back, so I set
					the manuscript aside and got up, walking toward the doorway, unreasonably eager
					to see him, and reaching around the corner for the light switch in the hall.

				But my hand went still when I saw the flashlight beam on the
					first floor. Frozen in place, I stared over the railing into the living room
					below, following the beam to its source, a gloved hand, and then my gaze moved
					up the arm to the face. Despite it being barely visible in the darkness, I could
					see enough to deduce that it was covered up by a black ski mask.

				And there was another man following close behind him.

				This is a break-in.

				I jerked backward into the office, moving as quietly as I could
					while shaking from my head to my toes. Scuffing my sock feet over the thick
					carpet, I got back to the desk, and reached out for the lamp. I needed to shut
					it off before they saw it and realized I was up here and—

				Click! said the lamp.

				I cringed at the noise, and then I heard them whispering loudly
					to each other as they came up the stairs, summoned by my stupid, stupid, stupid noise. What had I gotten myself into?

				I looked around wildly, but it was too far to the closet, and
					they were coming down the hall now. I could see their flashlight beams coming
					closer. With nowhere else to go, I ducked low and scrambled underneath the desk,
					though even the sound of my jeans on the carpet seemed louder than gunfire.

				The desk was solid in front, so I was hidden. I hoped.

				The two thugs came into the office.

				“I know I heard something,” said one.

				“Who the hell cares? Let’s just find the thing and get out of
					here.”

				They moved to the closet, opened it and rifled around in there,
					not being nearly as careful as I had been when I’d searched it myself earlier.
					Then one of them came over to the desk, swiping everything to the floor as I
					curled up even tighter, making myself as small as possible. He circled around to
					the back of the desk—my side of the desk!—and bent to yank open one drawer, then
					another.

				“Hey, ass-wipe, it’s too big to be in a desk drawer.”

				“Yeah, well, maybe there’s a clue in here.”

				“A clue? Who’re you, Magnum, P.I.?”

				“Come on over here and I’ll show you a—” He looked at me then,
					just happened to shift his head the right way and met my eyes under the desk,
					just like that. Bam. I was discovered.

				“Well, well, well. What’ve we got here?”

				He aimed the flashlight beam in my eyes, blinding me. “Come on,
					little thing. Come on out of there now.”

				I tried to swallow, but my throat was too dry. I crawled out
					from under the desk, and he grabbed my arm and pulled me upright.

				The other one stopped what he was doing and stared at me. “We
					were told the sarge lived alone.”

				I opened my mouth once or twice, but no words came out.

				“So who are you, then? You a burglar, too?”

				I shook my head.

				“You mute?”

				“N-no. J-j-just scared.”

				“You’re gonna be more than scared if you don’t start talking,
					little lady. Who are you and what’re you doin’ here?”

				“I…w-work here.”

				“You work here.” He looked me up and down, then looked at his
					partner. “She works here.”

				“Yeah, I’ll bet she does.”

				“Well, that’s good, that’s good. Maybe you can help us out.
					We’re looking for a box. Looks like an old treasure chest, only smaller. You
					seen anything like that around here?”

				I lowered my eyes, shook my head.

				“Interesting. Interesting, huh, Joe?”

				“The way she couldn’t look you in the eye when you asked her
					that? Yeah, very.”

				“I know a liar when I see one, lady. You’ve seen that chest
					we’re looking for. When and where?”

				I shook my head again. “You’re crazy. I don’t know what you’re
					talking abou—”

				He hit me with the flashlight, though it felt more like a
					baseball bat. Caught me right across the jaw, snapping my head back hard. My
					knees buckled under me, and I crashed to the floor, butt first. But the guy had
					me by the blouse, pulling me right up onto my feet again. “When and where have
					you seen that box?” He buried his hand in my hair, twisting it cruelly and
					pulling hard, bending my head to the side.

				And still I said nothing.

				“I don’t know, Joe, she ain’t talking, even though I belted
					her. Whaddya think?”

				“Belt her again.”

				He lifted the flashlight and brought it down again. I cringed,
					ducked, got tangled on the desk chair, would have fallen if he hadn’t had me by
					the hair.

				But the blow never landed, and he just let go, because
					something sailed through the darkness and clocked him right between the eyes. He
					dropped like a sack of feed, and so did I. When I looked, the other one was
					being jerked, flipped and nailed to the floor.

				Then the man I had come here to rob was kneeling beside me.
					“Are you okay?”

				Just like before. Just like after he pulled me out of the
					river. Those same eyes. That same face, only older now.

				How can this be…?

				“I think…they’re getting away,” I managed, though my mind was
					spinning, and not just with fear and pain.

				The two thugs were on their feet and running for their lives.
					He went after them, but I knew they got away when I heard a car’s tires
					screeching and its engine roaring. I pulled myself up to my feet, clasping the
					desk, limping around it and finally turning on the light.

				I heard Harrison swear, then looked up to see him in the
					doorway staring at me just before my world went black.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Four

				I was there again, in the secret garden in the midst of
					the harem, splashing in the warm water of the pool, this time by the dead of
					night. I kept a scrub brush nearby. Should anyone question me, I was to tell
					them I was cleaning away the algae. Lilia had made a loud fuss over having
					“filthy old housemaids” sullying the pool’s pure waters, worked the others up
					into a real fit about it, and then slyly suggested the job be made one of my
					many duties.

				She was always doing that, my Lilia. Finding out what I loved
					to do best and then conniving a way to make it my duty. Often times other, less
					pleasant, tasks had to be moved aside to make room. My life of servitude was
					becoming a life of fun. Doing things I loved and calling them work. So, since
					I’d nearly drowned playing in the waters of the sacred river, she’d decided to
					find a way to allow me to frolic in the waters of the harem pool, which was
					supposed to be for the use of the king’s harem slaves alone. Its waters were
					said to contain minerals that enhanced their already breathtaking beauty.

				I didn’t mind at all giving the pool a scrub while I was
					basking in it. It was a far better job than scrubbing the stone floors or
					washing the bed linens.

				This night, however, my fun was interrupted by the arrival of
					someone who jumped nimbly down from the wall, as he had so many times before,
					and landed softly, his bare feet slapping the wet stone.

				He smiled, and my heart melted the same way it always did. I
					crossed my arms in front of me, painfully aware that I was wearing only a scrap
					of cloth around my chest and another around my hips.

				He was aware of it, too, and appreciative. I felt a rush of
					heat and power, and thought perhaps I understood another of Lilia’s frequent
					cryptic comments—this one about what she called feminine magic. “The woman who
					can wield her own womanhood can bring any man to his knees,” she told me. Over
					and over, she told me this.

				“Hello, slave girl,” he said.

				“Hello, soldier boy.” I lowered my head shyly but could not
					dislodge my eyes from his. “Join me in the water?”

				“And lose my head for it?”

				“Everyone’s asleep. They won’t know.”

				He looked around. There was only darkness, stone walls, water
					trickling from the fountain in the center of the pool. Arching doorways led off
					in several directions, all of them dark. It was dark in the courtyard, too,
					where we were. The crescent moon was above us, waning, hanging low in the
					sky.

				Giving a nod, he set down the shoulder pack he’d been carrying,
					stripped off his garment and revealed the white fabric that was his
					undergarment. It twisted around his lean hips, down between his legs and up
					again, the untucked end hanging like a short curtain over his man parts. And
					then he was sliding into the pool with me, his breath rushing out of him as he
					closed his eyes. “Oh, you are so right. This is good.”

				“Yes, I know. My Lilia made it part of my duties to clean the
					pool, so if I’m caught, I have my scrub brush nearby.”

				“You are not only beautiful but smart, little Amarrah.”

				I blushed with pleasure.

				“What will be my explanation if I
					am caught, clever one?” he asked.

				I thought for a minute as he sloshed through the water, closer
					to me. When I looked up again he was standing very near. And something inside my
					belly went all molten. “You won’t need an excuse. You can run like a gazelle,
					leap the wall and be gone before anyone gets a close look at you.”

				“And leave you to be whipped for cavorting with an unknown male
					in the harem, where men are forbidden to set foot?”

				“I would say you were an intruder. That I was about to scream
					for help.”

				“That might work.”

				“If not, whipping isn’t so bad. I can take it.” I said it
					proudly, but my words made his expression darken.

				“How often have you been whipped, Amarrah?”

				“Not once—since I came to the harem. Before that?” I lowered my
					head. “No, I do not want to think about before.”

				“It was bad, in the king’s palace?”

				I nodded. “Never the king, though. The other servants.”

				“Wrinkled old hags, jealous of you being the most beautiful
					female in all of Babylon.”

				My eyebrows rose high. “I…you…think I’m…”

				“More than the harem girls, more than anyone. So beautiful that
					I have not been able to stop thinking of you. And I would have come to you
					anyway, even if I did not have…dire news to share.”

				I blinked, torn between wanting to know what this dire news was
					and wanting to pursue the topic of his apparent fascination with me.

				Responsibility first. Always. Duty to those I served was my
					only reason for being. This I had been taught from the very cradle. And now that
					I was slave girl to the slave girls, I was willing—even eager—to serve them.

				“What is this dire news, Harmon?”

				He lowered his head. “There’s talk in the ranks. It’s been
					suggested that your beloved Lilia has been unfaithful to the king—with one of
					his soldiers, no less.”

				My hand flew to my lips and my eyes widened, for I knew it to
					be absolutely true. I had to warn her! I turned toward the pool’s edge, but
					Harmon stopped me with a hand on my arm.

				“There’s more,” he said.

				I turned to face him, tears already burning in my eyes. “Hurry,
					then. I must warn Lilia before it’s too late.”

				“It might already be, Amarrah. I came as soon as I could,
					but—”

				“Just tell me. What else is there to know?”

				He took a deep breath, nodded resignedly. “It’s been whispered
					that they are witches—Lilia and her two sisters, as well. The high priest has
					been told. This harem is a very dangerous place for you now, Amarrah. I want you
					to leave with me—tonight. I’ll find a way to hide you, to disguise you, until
					this has all been forgotten.”

				I went very still, tipping my head to one side, staring at his
					beautiful dark eyes, thick lashes, dark skin. “You would do that for me? Risk
					your father’s wrath—and the king’s—along with your future?”

				He held my eyes, said nothing, just nodded.

				“Why?” I asked him.

				And then his gaze lowered. “Because you have somehow burrowed
					your way into my heart, and I cannot get you out. So please come with me,
					Amarrah.”

				Tears burned, and my throat squeezed so tightly I could barely
					force words through. “I can leap that wall as easily as you, my beloved soldier
					boy. But I cannot leave this place until I have warned my friends. They’ve been
					so good to me. I owe them that.”

				“They would not do the same for you.”

				“I think they would.”

				He held my eyes, then finally nodded. “You have more honor than
					any man in the king’s guard. More courage, too. No wonder I love you.” And then
					he clasped my head in his hands, pulled me close and kissed me.

				It was my first kiss. And I heard a whisper inside my mind, a
					vow. I will never forget this moment, this feeling, not
						even if I live a thousand thousand lifetimes.

				And I didn’t.

				* * *

				“Amarrah, are you all right?”

				I blinked up at him, and for just a moment his face swam in
					front of my eyes. In that odd, surreal, timeless instant, I was the little girl
					from that…that vision or hallucination…and he was the boy. My young hero.
					Harmon, son of Brock. All grown up.

				Such a feeling of déjà vu washed over me that I was momentarily
					dizzy as I stared at him and leaned in closer, my eyes falling closed, awaiting
					his kiss.

				He leaned in, too, his lips moving so close to mine that I felt
					his breath, warm and unsteady. Then he seemed to pause, and he straightened away
					again.

				I opened my eyes, and bit by bit the puzzle pieces of the here
					and now fit back into place. When I looked into his eyes, I saw the confusion
					there. He’d almost kissed me, and he was trying to figure out why.

				“Are they gone?” I asked, recalling the break-in, along with
					all the rest. Why those men had been here. Why I was here myself.

				“Yeah, they took off.” He slid his arms under mine, helped me
					to my feet, but having him holding me that closely made my heart begin to
					hammer. This was too real.

				It’s a childhood fantasy. I spun it from
						the strands of that story Gidaty was always telling me. It’s not
						real.

				“Did they get the box?” I asked, nearly panicking at the
					thought.

				He frowned at me.

				“They came for the box. The one that looks like a miniature
					treasure chest, with the odd symbols painted on the bottom, and the old iron
					lock.”

				He narrowed his eyes. “How do you know about that?”

				I looked at the floor. “They were asking me about it.”

				“I heard that part. I was coming up the stairs. They didn’t
					describe it—not the way you just did.” He let go of my shoulders and took a step
					back, away from me. “How did you know what it looks like, Amarrah?”

				I drew a deep breath, then lowered my head and blew the air out
					of my lungs all at once. “I’ve never been any good at deception. That’s how I
					lost the thing to begin with.”

				“Lost…?”

				I forced myself to meet his eyes. “I should have told you the
					truth to begin with. I—” My knees buckled, and I clasped his shoulders
					instinctively to keep from falling down.

				He swore softly, then scooped me up off my feet and carried me
					back through the house, down the stairs. He settled me onto the big cushy sofa
					and went to the kitchen. I heard water running, pans clattering. When he
					returned two minutes later he had a steaming mug in each hand and the scent of
					chocolate surrounding him.

				He handed me one. I sat up straighter, and he took the other
					end of the sofa, leaning back against the arm and facing me.

				“Okay,” he said. “Start talking.”

				I nodded. “I grew up in Iraq. My parents…they disappeared. A
					lot of people did in those days. So my grandmother raised me. On her deathbed
					she gave me the box and made me swear to keep it safe for my entire life.”

				“My box? Are you sure it’s the same
					one?”

				I nodded. I was dying to ask him how he had gotten it himself
					and where it was now, but I owed him an explanation first. “Then she died, and I
					was sent to relatives here in the States. I was thirteen. At the airport, before
					I left my country for the last time, a customs agent confiscated it. I never saw
					it again until the other day on one of those antique shows on TV, and I assume
					that’s where those burglars saw it, too.”

				“So you’re not here to help me with my book.”

				I met his eyes. “No. And I cancelled the temp who was supposed
					to come, when the agency phoned earlier to explain why the original person
					hadn’t shown up, because I thought I would need to remain here long enough to
					find the box.”

				He tipped his head back—in frustration, I thought. “It’s not
					here.”

				“I know. I searched the entire house.” I lowered my head,
					ashamed, blushing hot. “I’m very sorry.”

				He shrugged as if it didn’t matter all that much. His face was
					pensive, and so very handsome in the firelight. “What’s the big deal with this
					box, anyway?”

				“I don’t know. I only know it’s very important, and that my
					grandmother said I would have to keep it safe, that evil forces wanted it, and
					that I must never let them have it.”

				“What are you supposed to do with it when you get it?”

				“Grandmother said I would know when the time came.”

				“And you know nothing about why these guys broke in and tried
					to steal it?”

				I shook my head. “No, I don’t.” I sighed, and let a moment of
					silence tick awkwardly past. Then I asked, “Where is it, Harrison?”

				“Last I knew, it was at my former fiancée’s place.”

				“You gave it to her?” I asked, mortified. And then,
					“Former?”

				“Yes, former. And no, I didn’t give it to her, just took it by
					to show her. She was interested in antiques, and frankly, it’s something I’m
					proud of because of where it came from. She was supposed to return it to me when
					we broke things off, but she hasn’t followed through. You say you saw it on
					TV?”

				“Yeah. A blonde woman was having it appraised. You know, on
					that show where people bring in stuff they’ve found lying around their attic to
					have it appraised? They told her it wasn’t worth anything, though.”

				He nodded. “It’s priceless to me. And apparently to you,
					too.”

				I nodded. “How did…how did you end up with it?”

				“I…helped a woman and her kids get out of a burning house near
					the Kuwaiti border. Her husband had been an Iraqi official, but he was accused
					of spying for Kuwait and taken away. His wife left behind a mansion, a fortune,
					but she took that little box with her as she tried to find a way to get herself
					and her kids across the border. She said she never knew how he got the chest,
					but she always felt there was something special about it. In fact, I almost lost
					her because she wouldn’t leave the house without it. It was kind of an obsession
					with her.”

				“Somehow, she knew,” I whispered.

				“I was stunned when she gave it to me. To thank me for saving
					her children.” He lowered his head.

				“Did they make it—into Kuwait?” I asked softly.

				He nodded. “I made sure of it, though if you ever tell a soul,
					I’ll swear you’re making it up.”

				I blinked at him. “You’re a hero, aren’t you?”

				“I don’t know why it is that when a man does the right thing
					he’s always called a hero. What was the alternative? Let them burn? Leave them
					to be persecuted for the alleged crimes of the father? What kind of person would
					have done anything different?”

				I lifted my brows. “I read your memoir, Harrison. And even
					though you played down every single heroic incident, I can see through you.”

				He made a pssht noise and shook his
					head.

				“It’s good, you know.”

				“Right. What do you know about memoir writing?”

				“Quite a lot, actually. I’m only a few credits shy of my BA in
					English, and I’m freelance editing for a small publishing house to pay my
					tuition.”

				His brows went up, and he looked interested.

				“Sort of like kismet, isn’t it?” More and more I was sure it
					was exactly that. This really was fate. I’d known this man before. Lifetimes
					ago. God, could that be true? “Maybe we can help each other,” I suggested.

				“How?”

				“I’ll help you finish and polish your memoir if you’ll help me
					find that treasure box. I don’t even want to take it from you, I just want to
					make sure it’s safe until I know what I’m supposed to do with it.”

				“It was stolen from you. It’s rightfully yours. I’ll help you
					get it back. You don’t have to do anything in return.”

				His eyes met mine then, and I felt a rush of emotion rising up
					in my heart, and I would have sworn a matching look filled his eyes. Before I
					could even acknowledge it, he blinked and said, “Shit.”

				“What?”

				“My ex. Glenda. If you saw her on that show, they sure as hell
					did, too.” He set the mug down, shooting to his feet. “She’s liable to be their
					next stop,” he said, finding his jacket, pulling it on, patting down his pockets
					in search of keys. “She’s in danger. I have to go.”

				“I’m coming with you,” I said.

				He didn’t argue.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Five

				I wondered many things as we barreled over the smooth
					roads in his sporty red Jeep that night. I wondered, of course, if I would
					finally recover the witches’ box, and I wondered if I would ever know what to do
					with it if I did. I wondered what had happened between Harrison Brockson and his
					beautiful fiancée, and whether the worry and fear on his face meant that he
					still loved her. I wondered why that thought stabbed me in the heart with a pang
					that felt like jealousy. And I wondered about the meaning of the other things
					spinning through my mind as we drove through the darkness.

				Chapters of the harem witch stories unfolded in my mind, but
					not episodes that my gidaty had ever told me. Nor
					had I ever told them to her. And I swear to you, they didn’t feel like fiction.
					They felt like…like memory.

				“You must come with me,” Harmon begged of
						me that night by the harem pool. “I won’t leave you.”

				“Just let me warn them, and then I’ll
						come. I promise. They’ve been good to me.”

				He stared at me, his eyes so full of
						feelings that it took my breath away. Fourteen, so young now, but in those
						times fourteen wasn’t young at all. Girls my age were entering the harem, or
						the temple as priestess trainees. They were marrying and having babies of
						their own. It was a different world.

				But at that moment I was in love in a
						giddy teenage way that has stayed the same through the ages.

				When I looked at Harrison Brockson behind the wheel, I felt
					that love again. But this time it was all grown-up, full-blown, deep. Old.

				And then the memory came rushing back to me.

				We’d dried off. He was dressed, and I was
						wrapped in a sarong. Together we were heading into the hallway that led to
						the chambers of my three favorite harem girls. Lilia, Magdalena and Indira.
						But the sound of stomping feet from another hallway brought us up short, and
						we ducked into an alcove as soldiers appeared in the garden we had just
						left.

				At that moment Magdalena and Indira came
						rushing past us, and I reached out to grab Indira’s trailing gown. She
						spotted me where I hid, her eyes flashing wider when they fell on
						Harmon.

				“I was coming to warn you—”

				“Shhh!” She glanced toward the soldiers.
						Magdalena was already facing them. “Get yourselves out of sight. Bad things
						are happening this night.” She shot a look at Harmon. “Hide her
						well.”

				And then she went out to face the
						soldiers, and Harmon tugged me the other way, weaving and dodging through
						the vast corridors of the harem quarters until we emerged from a rear door
						into the dark bleakness of the night.

				“I know a cave where you can hide,” he
						said. “I’ll bring you food, blankets, but you’ll be safely out of
						sight.”

				“I don’t want to leave them,” I insisted,
						turning back. I heard the raised voices of the soldiers and the cry of one
						of the women I adored, and I lunged as if to go back, but Harmon held
						me.

				“It won’t do them any good. You can’t
						fight an army. You’ll only suffer, too, and your beloved ladies will suffer
						more because of it. They want you safe. Give them that gift.”

				Tears were streaming down both my cheeks,
						but I saw the wisdom of his words.

				“If they are arrested, I’ll get you in to
						see them. I promise you I will.”

				I looked into his eyes, and I knew he was
						telling the truth. “All right,” I said. “I trust you, Harmon.”

				“Good. Let’s go, then.” He tugged my hand
						and led me away from the oasis that was our city, into the desert, up into
						the craggy foothills that were the farthest-reaching fingertip of the
						distant mountains. And there he led the way into a cave. Vast, cool—cold
						even—and dark as pitch.

				I hugged my arms and shivered.

				“I don’t want to leave you here,” he said.
						Then he wrapped his arms around me and held me close to him, warming me with
						his body. “I promise I won’t be gone long. I’ll return with a lamp,
						blankets, food and water. It might take an hour or more, but…here.” He took
						off his cloak, draping it around my shoulders. “Be still, and promise me you
						will not return to the city. Wait for me right here, all right?”

				“Yes.”

				“Promise?”

				“I promise.”

				Nodding, he turned to go, but I caught his
						shoulder. “Will you check on them? Tell me what is happening?”

				“I will,” he said.

				“And…and…”

				He tipped his head sideways. “And
						what?”

				I lowered my eyes. “And…before you leave,
						will you kiss me again?”I should have felt guilty, I supposed. He was
						promised to another, after all. But I didn’t. They’d never even met, and I
						knew his heart belonged to me.

				He smiled, catching my chin on his
						forefinger and tipping my head up. “And again when I return,” he
						promised.

				And then he kissed me, and I tried to take
						comfort in it, even though my blissful existence was, I thought, coming to
						an end. As, I feared, were the lives of the women I loved most in all the
						world.

				“This doesn’t look good,” Harrison said.

				His voice snapped me out of my fantasy, and I looked at the
					house in front of us, realizing the Jeep was sitting still. There was a police
					car in the driveway of the little Cape Cod, its lights flashing. The front door
					stood open, and light spilled from inside.

				He opened his door, glanced down at me, and when I looked in
					his eyes I knew for sure they were the same eyes I’d seen in the fantasy, the
					memory, that illusion…. He was the same boy, just grown-up. And I was the same
					girl. Slave girl to the slave girls.

				“I—I’ll stay here,” I said, thinking his feelings for his ex
					were none of my business. And yet they were. He belonged with me.

				He nodded but gave a look around. “Lock the door. Blow the horn
					if you see anyone, okay?”

				“Okay.”

				He closed his door. I pushed the locks down and watched
					intently.

				I saw the blonde woman appear in the doorway, fling her arms
					around his neck and bury her face in his chest. My belly tightened. And then a
					man stepped up behind her, and she stepped away from my soldier and into the other man’s embrace, even as he reached
					around her to shake Harrison’s hand. The two police officers spoke to Harrison
					briefly, and then, after a final word with the blonde, he returned to the
					Jeep.

				I unlocked his door to let him in.

				“They were here. And they got the box,” he said.

				“Oh, no!”

				He backed out the driveway and started driving back the way
					we’d come. “Who was the man with your ex?”

				“Her husband.”

				I blinked.

				“They fell in love while I was overseas.”

				“That must have been devastating for you.”

				He looked at me. “Oddly, it felt more like relief.” Then, with
					a glance at my eyes, he added, “I’m starting to think maybe it was for the best.
					I’d have hated like hell to have met you and been married to someone else.” He
					quickly looked back at the road. “That was probably way out of line.”

				“No, it wasn’t,” I said, way too quickly.

				He smiled at that. “You feel it, too, then? It’s like there’s
					something between us, and it almost feels like something that’s been going on
					for a long, long time. Like it’s…I don’t know. Familiar. Right. Weird, huh?”

				“Maybe. But I’ve been feeling it, too.” I lowered my head. “If
					only we could have gotten there in time to— Ohmygod, look out!” A woman was
					standing right in the middle of the road. Harrison hit the brakes, bringing us
					to a sideways stop without hitting her, but she never moved. She was dressed all
					in white, with pale blond hair and a glow around her. I shot a look at Harrison,
					but he was looking at me as if I’d lost my mind.

				“What is it?” he asked.

				The woman was still there, and she was pointing. I looked at
					him. “You don’t see her?”

				“See who?”

				“The woman. Right there in the road, in front of us. She’s…” I
					squinted, leaning closer to the windshield. Her eyes met mine and beamed into
					me, and I could see beyond her current appearance. Somehow I could see who she
					really was, even though she’d been olive skinned, raven haired and ebony eyed
					when I had known her before.

				“It’s Lilia,” I whispered.

				He blinked at me. “Amarrah, maybe we need to take you in to
					have your head looked at. That thug might have hit you harder than I
					realized.”

				“It’s not my head. It’s real. It’s…just trust me on this,
					Harmon.”

				“Harrison,” he said.

				“Well, yeah, now. Go left.”

				Lilia nodded, and her eyes held mine. Inside my head, I heard
					her whisper, but her lips never moved.

				“St. Mary’s,” I told him. “It’s a big church with red doors and
					a statue of—”

				“I know what it looks like,” he said. “I’ve seen it
					before.”

				“I haven’t.”

				He frowned at me, the worry in his eyes growing bigger, but he
					drove.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Six

				There were lights on inside the church, and two
					vehicles in the driveway. Harrison pulled the Jeep to a stop just a little way
					past, and we got out and hurried back to the entry. At the top of the stone
					stairs he pushed the red door slightly open, and we crouched, peering
					inside.

				The two thugs I remembered so well, minus their ski masks, were
					handing the witches’ box over to a man dressed as a priest. But I did not
					believe was a priest at all.

				“Here is it, Father Dom, just like we promised.”

				The priest, his dark hair a contrast to his pale blue eyes,
					took the box as if he were accepting a long sought after prize. He tipped it up
					and examined the bottom. I remembered the symbols painted there, pictures like
					those found on the cards of the Tarot.

				“This is it. This is really it.” He reached into his shirt and
					pulled out a fat wad of cash, handing it over to them. Both thugs reached for
					it, but the skinny one was quicker and got it first. “Well done.”

				“Now what, Padre?” asked the shorter thug.

				“Now you forget you ever saw me. Get out of here. Never utter
					my name again. Tell no one of this. Go spend your cash.”

				They looked at each other.

				“And what about the box?”

				“Yeah, we’re dying to know what’s inside.”

				I all but perked up my ears, wondering what the answer would
					be, but the priest merely pointed at the door. “Your job is done. Get out.”

				The two thugs shrugged and came toward us. Harrison pulled me
					aside. We crouched low as the door swung open in front of us, and the two crooks
					trotted down the stairs, got into their car and left, never looking back.

				As soon as they were out of sight we peered inside again, only
					to see the priest vanishing, box in hand, through a door in the back of the
					sanctuary.

				In my head, I heard Lilia whispering.

				“We have to go after him. He’s going to destroy it,” I
					said.

				Harrison looked at me but didn’t bother to doubt. “You’re going
					to have to tell me how you do that sometime.”

				“I’m going to have to tell you a lot more than that,” I
					said.

				We crept through the church and chose the same door the priest
					had, which revealed a set of rickety stairs leading down into a dank basement.
					Harrison went first—of course he did. Protecting me, just as he had done before.
					We reached the bottom: stacked stone walls, dirt floor, in the distance, heat
					and light.

				There was a furnace. And the priest was in front of it, pulling
					open a door, lifting the treasure box as if to shove it inside.

				I lunged at him, but not by choice. It felt for all the world
					as if a pair of very real human hands had pushed me from behind, even though
					they hadn’t needed to. As I reached him, the priest turned, swinging the box,
					hitting me upside the head with it and knocking me flat to the floor.

				Everything was blurry after that. Harrison and the priest,
					locked in combat, the box lying on the floor near me. I let them fight, turning
					onto my side, reaching for the box as my vision swam, pulling it to my chest,
					and closing my eyes.

				It had been two days, and though I was lonely and frightened in
					that cave, Harmon had brought me enough supplies to make it comfortable. Though
					a cave could never compare with the luxury of the harem quarters, I knew my life
					there was over for good.

				This night, though, I was leaving the cave for the first time.
					This night I was going to see my beloved ladies again.

				Harmon had brought me a dark cloak, and I’d wrapped up inside
					it and felt as invisible as a breath of night air. I felt safe, too, with him
					beside me. Though just a boy, he was, to me, a hero of mythical proportions. So
					we slid silently through the night together, down from the rocky peak, through
					the dunes, into the glittering jewel-like city of Babylon and then beyond its
					beautiful face to its dankest bowels. The underworld. The subterranean prisons
					were not beneath the palace, as I’d heard some dungeons were, but scattered
					about the city in several locations, like the burrows of a pack of rats. Our
					king preferred to keep his prisoners farther from his abode, not that he ever
					kept them there long. Prisoners in Babylon had the life expectancy of an insect.
					If not executed, they were left to starve.

				The passage to which Harmon led me was guarded, of course.
					Visitors who were willing to pay for the privilege were sometimes allowed, but
					since he feared they might still be seeking me for questioning in regard to the
					goings-on within the walls of the harem quarters, he didn’t want me seen. I hid
					behind a nearby dune as he spoke to the guard outside the stone rectangle that
					was the entrance. A doorway into the earth itself.

				The guard nodded, quickly leaving his post on whatever false
					errand my hero had sent him, and Harmon watched him go, then waved me over. I
					hurried to him. “You’ll have to go alone,” he said. “Take this lamp, light it
					from the third torch. There won’t be others. When you’re ready to come out, I’ll
					be here. Throw a pebble at me, and I’ll distract the guard so you can slip past.
					All right?”

				“Yes. Yes, all right.”

				“Are you afraid?”

				I lifted my chin, met his eyes. “Not enough to stop me from
					going.”

				The admiration in his gaze made my heart swell. “Go on, then,
					and be quick and quiet.”

				“Thank you,” I said, and, rising up on my toes, I kissed his
					cheek, then turned, holding the lamp to my breast as I faced the dark entrance,
					flanked by stone jackals with onyx eyes and lolling tongues. I shivered, but I
					pushed myself forward, and soon I was walking downward as the floor sloped away
					ahead of me. At the first left turn I found the third torch mounted to the wall,
					filling the air with its smoke and heat. Lifting my lamp, its wick sticking out
					the spout end, I stole flame from the torch, then carried it with me as I moved
					on.

				The walls were built of stone, as was the floor of the
					corridor, which was just a narrow pathway slanting downward, turning left,
					slanting, turning left, slanting further, then turning left again. Its spiraling
					progress ended as it widened into an actual room lined with a handful of stone
					cells that had only two openings each. A single small hole for a window and a
					door of heavy wood, barred from the outside, secured with locks the likes of
					which I had never seen.

				I went to the windows of the first and found myself having to
					hop to see inside. Empty. As was the next, and the next two after that, until
					finally I found Indira, curled in the corner of the final hole. The others were
					not here.

				“Indy!” I called hoarsely. “Indira, it’s me, Amarrah!”

				She seemed startled at first, then got to her feet and rushed
					to the little window to look out at me. “Amarrah! It soothes my heart to see
					you, child, but what on earth are you doing here? Lilia would have a fit!”

				“I had to see you. I want to help. If I could unlock the
					door—”

				“I could not leave, my little one. If I did, they would kill my
					sisters. They’ve locked us up in separate places, you see.”

				“But we could find them. We could—”

				“It’s too late, my young friend. It’s too late.” Her eyes
					shifted toward the way I had come, nervous, but she seemed to make a decision
					and nodded once. “But there is something you can do. Something far more
					important than mounting a rescue. But I must explain things to you first.
					Darling, my sisters and I are to be sacrificed to the sun god tomorrow.”

				“No!” I cried loudly, no longer caring if I was heard, and I
					shifted my attention to the door of her cell and yanked on the lock, twisting
					and tugging at it until my hands were raw.

				And all the while Indira was speaking softly to me, saying,
					“Amarrah, Amarrah, please, you must listen. There’s so little time.”

				Eventually I heard her and, swiping my eyes, gave up on the
					lock and went back to the window. “I won’t let it happen,” I declared.

				“Sweet, sweet Amarrah, every last one of us now living is going
					to die. And while ordinary people think of the Land of the Dead as a place to be
					feared—a place like, well, like this one, I suppose—we witches know better.”

				I sniffled. “You do?”

				“Yes. Death is nothing to fear, little one. It’s a glorious
					release, a blissful awakening to a world beyond anything we can even imagine
					while here in this one.”

				My brows rose, and I stared into her eyes, holding the lamp
					higher, looking for evidence she was lying to me.

				“It’s true,” she said, and her eyes were sincere. “We don’t
					fear death. But what they plan to do to poor Demetrius, our dear Lilia’s true
					love, is much worse than any death. The high priest intends to strip him of his
					soul and then imprison him in a truly dark place, a dimension of demons and
					evil, for all eternity. That, we cannot allow.”

				“But…how can you stop him?”

				“Only in death, child. Only when death frees us from our
					shackles and the bonds of our bodies. Before we cross into that blissful
					afterlife I’ve described to you, we intend to snatch back Demetrius’s soul and
					split it between us, hiding it within magical objects, binding those objects to
					our own spirits to go with us into the afterlife, to be kept with us for all
					eternity until the time when we can free him from his prison and try to restore
					his human soul to him.”

				I nodded slowly, as if I understood, though I really didn’t. It
					was like a nightmare, the things she described, and yet she said them as if they
					were perfectly ordinary.

				“Someday our spirits will be reborn to an earthly life again.
					But we might not remember all that happened in this lifetime. So I’ve recorded
					it, all of it, on scrolls that will be hidden in the cave near the place of…of
					our executions. You know where it is, do you not?”

				I nodded. Sacrifices to the gods were always pitched from the
					cliffs of Mount Zucaris, far to the north of our city. Often people gathered to
					watch. The offerings were most often goats or bulls, but sometimes humans were
					tossed to their deaths on the jagged rocks below, enemy soldiers taken captive
					in battle, traitors to the king. Witches.

				“There’s a special chest, a treasure chest. The scrolls will be
					inside it. You must take it from the cave after the rituals are over and keep it
					with you wherever you go. You must leave it to someone you trust at the end of
					your life, with these same instructions, and so on down through the generations,
					the ages, until the time when my sisters and I can return and set things
					right.”

				“But how will you get the chest to the cave?”

				“I have a friend who will put it there. He will not know who
					you are, nor may you know who he is, for the safety of you both.”

				“And how will you find it again in some future lifetime?” I
					asked.

				“Just the same way I’ll find you, little Amarrah. By witch’s
					magic.” She extended an arm through the opening and ran her hand over my hair.
					“So, do you accept this sacred task?”

				I bit my lip and nodded firmly. “I do. I won’t let you down,
					Indira. I won’t let any of you down.”

				“I know you won’t,” she told me. “Now go, before you’re caught
					down here. That would ruin our whole plan.”

				I clasped her hand, moved it from my head to my lips and
					pressed kisses to it. “I love you, Indira. And Magdalena and Lilia, too. I love
					you all so dearly. Please tell them that for me when you see them. And that I’m
					so grateful for all you did to make my life better. I will never forget you.
					Tell them.”

				“I’ll tell them.”

				“I don’t want you to go,” I sobbed as she took her hand
					away.

				“There’s no need to grieve, child. We’ll return.”

				With a vengeance, I thought, but I didn’t say it out loud.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Seven

				“Now you remember.”

				It was Lilia’s voice I heard, even though I knew that was
					impossible. I was still lying on that basement floor, and I was staring up at
					Lilia, all silvery blonde, not dark like before, but aglow, like an angel. She
					wasn’t real—and yet she was.

				“I remember,” I whispered. Vaguely, I was aware of the sounds
					of violence—Harrison and the priest, fighting it out. The box, though…the box
					was still in my arms.

				“Then you know how important it is that you get the box to
					safety. It won’t be long now before Indira will return. She’ll need it.”

				“How long?” I asked her.

				“Within your lifetime.”

				“Shall I keep it, then?”

				“They’ll never leave you alone if you do. Father Dom, others
					like him, they’re obsessed. But I know a safe place.”

				“Where?”

				“With a woman. Her name is Meredith Guillome. She works at
					Cornell University. She has a calico cat with her wherever she goes. She’s a
					witch. Give it to her. No one else.”

				“I will. Will I see you again, Lilia?”

				“Twenty years,” she told me. “If all goes well, that is.” And
					then she looked toward the fighting men. “Best save your dear soldier before
					it’s too late. He was always such a brave one.”

				And then she shimmered and was gone.

				I scrambled to my feet to see the two men struggling and knew I
					had only been out for a few seconds. And I also knew that my beautiful Harrison
					had risked his life to save mine before.

				I spotted a shovel in the corner and, setting my precious box
					down, snatched it up, raced over to the men and swung it hard.

				The priest went down like a sack of feed.

				And Harrison just stood there staring at me like he’d never
					seen me before. “Wow. That was…that was…awesome.”

				I smiled. “Just returning the favor.”

				He frowned a little, but came closer as I set the shovel down
					and bent to pick up the box again. “I’ll carry it. It’s not exactly light.” He
					took it from me, tucking it under an arm, and I just stood there, staring up at
					him and loving him with everything in me.

				“This isn’t the first time you’ve helped me find that box, you
					know.”

				He blinked. “It isn’t?”

				“No.” I kept watching, waiting, thinking he would remember like
					I had when I’d held the delicate treasure. But I didn’t see any rush of
					recognition in his eyes. Instead I saw something else.

				He slid his free arm around my waist and held me close to his
					side as we turned and started up the basement stairs, then through the church
					and out to his Jeep. “So what happened last time?”

				“We ran away together to some faraway land beyond the
					desert.”

				“Oh, so this happened in Iraq?”

				“Before it even was Iraq. It was another lifetime.”

				“You don’t say. So we rescued the box, and then we ran off
					together.”

				“Mmm-hmm.”

				He opened the car door for me but didn’t let me in. Instead he
					set the box on the seat and looked me in the eye. “And then what?”

				“We got married and had a pile of kids and lived happily ever
					after.”

				He smiled. “You remember all that?”

				“I do now.”

				“You mind if we put the marriage part off for a few months?
					Maybe date for a while first?”

				“I don’t mind at all. We’ve got all the time in the world.
					Lifetimes, apparently.”

				“Come here,” he said, and he pulled me into his arms and kissed
					me, long and slow. It was heaven. It was perfect. It was full circle.

				Indira was right. Death was not the end. It never had been.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Epilogue

				The old woman with the calico cat knew the young couple
					was surprised to see her pushing her cleaning cart through the hallowed halls of
					Cornell University’s Uris Library. But she thought they were wise enough not to
					judge. She knew, as soon as she saw the way they looked at her, and then at her
					cat, that they were the ones she’d been told to wait for.

				She didn’t know what any of it was about. Only that they would
					be coming, they would give her something important, and she would put
					it…away.

				The girl, clearly in love, seemed reluctant to part with the
					ancient looking box. Pretty thing, she was. As exotic in appearance as the
					miniature treasure chest.

				“You’re Meredith Guillome?” the girl asked.

				“Would you like to see my ID?” As she said it, Merry held up
					her name badge, which bore her smiling photo, minus a tooth in the front.
					Dropping the tag, she held out her hands for the box.

				The girl looked at the man—and a strikingly handsome man he
					was, too. What a beautiful couple. He nodded at her, and she reluctantly handed
					the box over.

				“Don’t worry, child,” Merry told her. “Don’t you worry at all.
					I know your family have been the keepers of this box for a long, long time now.
					Well, I belong to a long line of keepers, too. Secret keepers. We’ve had lots of
					secrets entrusted to us since this university was inaugurated back in
					eighteen-sixty-eight. And we know well how to keep ’em safe. Trust me on that
					now.”

				And she winked and she twinkled, and knew the girl saw it. Then
					she tucked the box under some towels in her cart and walked away.

				* * *

				As we watched the old woman go, I felt the most intense
					feeling of relief. As if a huge burden had been lifted from my shoulders. I
					turned to my Harrison and said, “We did it. We actually did it.”

				He wrapped his arms around me and held me close to him. “I have
					the feeling there’s not much we couldn’t do together, Amarrah.”

				“I have the same feeling,” I told him.

				“Lilia said it would be another twenty years, if all went well.
					I hope I get to see them again.”

				“I hope to be right by your side when you do,” he said softly.
					“What do you think my chances are?”

				I looked up at my beloved and smiled. “We’ve been together for
					three thousand, five hundred years, one way or another,” I said. “What’s another
					twenty?”

				He kissed me then, and I knew we would be together forever,
					lifetime after lifetime, and beyond.

				* * * * *

				Look for Indira’s story in MARK OF THE WITCH, Volume One of “The
					Portal,” the new trilogy from New York Times
					bestselling author Maggie Shayne, available in October from Harlequin MIRA
					
wherever books are sold.

			

		

	
		
			
				Don’t miss the rest of The Portal series, coming soon from Maggie Shayne and MIRA Books:

				Mark of the Witch

				(October 2012)

				Daughter of the Spellcaster

				(December 2012)

				Blood of the Sorceress

				(February 2013)
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