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Fate and Destiny

Fate and destiny intertwine

Fulfilling a curse lost in the sands of time

Two lovers destroyed in a jealous rage

Are rejoined in a new day and age

The evil magician returns as well

Assured he'll keep them in his curse's hell

The passing years reveal a way to defend

Proving love conquers all in the end

© Cindy J. Smith

Prologue
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Egypt, 1198 BC

The scorching sun was high in the sky, but Tanakhmet relaxed in the shade fanned by his servants. He watched the builder slaves trudging along in the hot sun, carrying rocks upon their backs, building the pharaoh’s final resting place.

Tanakhmet was the closest to the pharaoh, who was on his sickbed, and there was no question that he would be the Grand Vizier of the next pharaoh. The pharaoh’s son had been groomed from birth to take his father’s place, but he was too young to rule. The pharaoh’s younger brother, Prince Akhmose, would be his regent until he’d come of age. But because Akhmose cared more about art and sports than learning how to rule, Tanakhmet made sure that the prince needed him and couldn’t rule without him.

Tanakhmet gazed upon the land that would be under his rule. His soon to be wife would elevate his and his future children’s status, being of royal blood. She was a princess of a land Egypt had conquered, and she was sent to appease him and secure the alliance. Although he was the second most powerful man of Egypt, the thorn of resentment burrowed deeper and deeper into his heart every time he was reminded that royal blood didn’t flow in his veins.

When his future wife arrived and Tanakhmet gazed upon her the first time, he didn’t hide his disappointment. The princess was petite and average looking. Breasts barely lifting the light tunic and hips narrow as that of a young boy's, she lacked the beauty he so desired. She was nothing but an obligation, a means to an alliance. Tanakhmet assigned her a luxurious living quarters in the palace with a beautiful lotus pond in the courtyard, far away from his quarters, and he provided an adequate number of servants to fit her high status. He would see her again on their wedding day. 

Glancing at the beautiful young slave kneeling at his feet, his loins immediately stirred with desire. Her skin had a sun-kissed glow and a pleasantly round body, which was soft in just the right places. Her shaved head downcast as she held out a cup of wine. He loved to see the look of defiance in her eyes, wondering what words would tumble from her lips if she was allowed to speak. She would be killed on the spot for her insolence if those words that clearly showed in her eyes ever left her lips. She was but a slave, a possession. She obeyed him, yet her gaze only held hate and disgust.

Why can’t she accept her fate? He often questioned, but deep down, he enjoyed the absolute power he had over her. Even after she bore his child, she remained obedient, but cold and distant toward him.

“I want you in my room tonight. It’s time to give your meowing pup to the wet nurse and return to my bed,” he said, watching the daggers in her eyes that clearly reflected her feelings.

She bowed her head in submission at his sharp gaze, stood up, and quietly retreated. Tanakhmet reserved a forced, kind expression only to royals, but those of lower status knew his true, savage nature. Having been born to a servant out of wedlock and greedily watching the privileged life of the royal family, he swore he would reach a high status one day. When the old Grand Vizier noticed his eagerness to learn, the aging man began teaching him all he knew. Soon, Tanakhmet made himself indispensable to the pharaoh and the entire court by creating healing potions and casting spells. When there was nothing more he could learn from the Vizier, Tanakhmet added a few deadly herbs to his master’s wine. He didn’t even feel a twinge of guilt or sorrow. In his mind, the Vizier had served his purpose by elevating his status and became disposable.

A servant approached holding a piece of papyrus. Tanakhmet’s eyes narrowed as he read the urgent message. The pharaoh was sending him to negotiate a treaty with not a minute delay. He glanced once more at the retreating slave, stood up and strolled out without another word. He hated that he had to obey the order of the pharaoh, but he knew the time will come when he would give the orders, and everyone will obey—including the pharaoh’s successor.

Chapter One
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Present time

Layla Lockhart, a petite slender woman, emerged from the bathroom, bare feet slapping against the wooden floor. Teal-blue silk pajamas swished softly on her slender body as she walked toward the kitchen, eyes swollen from sleep and hair messy from the restless night. 

The smell of frying bacon filled the air and her stomach rumbled at the scent. The small TV was on in the living room. The cheerful voice of the channel six weather reporter announced, “Another beautiful, sunny morning, the temperature is a balmy seventy degrees.”

“How could anyone be so damn cheerful in the morning?” Layla mumbled walking into the kitchen, raking her fingers through her tangled, long, jet-black hair. “Ouch!” she exclaimed as her hand got caught in a snag.

“Top o’ the mornin’ to you, too!” her roommate called out and smiled at Layla, holding a greasy spatula.

“Sheesh, Mara! You don’t have to yell.” Layla rubbed the back of her neck as she made her way to the table.

“Here,” Mara giggled as she poured steaming coffee into Layla's favorite cup and handed it to her. “This will get you out of the morning fog.”

Sighing, Layla plopped down onto the squeaky kitchen chair and lifted the cup to her lips but froze when she heard Mara's shout, “Hey, it's hot! You'll burn your mouth.”

“What would I do without you?” Layla's grumpy expression softened looking at the redheaded woman lovingly.

“You’d go hungry, a lot. That’s for sure!” Mara laughed as she filled Layla’s plate with fried eggs and crispy bacon. She winked before turning her eyes to her own plate, her curly un-tamable mane moving as if it had a mind of its own. Unlike Layla, Mara was a morning person. As soon as her eyes opened and feet touched the floor, she was ready to go. “Eat up! You have a long, busy day ahead of you,” she said, handing her friend a slice of toast.

Mornings were always rough for Layla, she needed some time to shake the foggy, morning mood. “Yeah, another boring day at a boring job.” Her head fell onto the table. “For all those tedious years studying for my Masters in Egyptology only to get a job cataloging artifacts and restoring broken pottery.”

“Oh, don’t be such a sourpuss!” Mara whacked her hand playfully with the back of her fork. “Now listen here! Most of the people of your graduation class are either teaching kids with their fancy degrees or shoveling sand in the desert somewhere in Egypt, in a ‘going nowhere’ job.”

Layla lifted her head and sighed. Mara was right... again. Mara was always there to help her to put her mind straight. “You’re right, I was lucky to get in. It’s just so depressing when I have all this knowledge and I can’t use it to discover something new and exciting.”

“Let’s face it, girlfriend, you’re a true introvert. Can you picture yourself living in a tent with ten other people in a hundred and twenty degrees with no AC in sight, or being in a classroom with rowdy, overgrown teenagers?” Mara took a sip of coffee and continued, “This position in the museum suits you. You can work by yourself and have little interaction with others.”

Layla paled at her words, neither of the two situations sounded good. She would take cataloging alone in a clean museum any day over having to spend months brushing the sand from broken pottery with a competitive team or being in a crowded classroom giving the same lecture year after year.

“You’re right... again.” Layla caught Mara’s bright grin and hid a frown behind her coffee cup. She wouldn’t trade their friendship for anything in the world. Even with just a few words from Mara, she was already feeling better. She winked and flashed a warm smile over her coffee cup, “I don’t know how you put up with me for all those years. You’re my best friend, you know.”

Mara snickered, “Because you’re the only person who doesn’t annoy the hell out of me.” She motioned around the relatively quiet apartment, “I have enough ‘peopling’ to do at the hospital. When I get home, I love the quietness and knowing you’re always there for me.”

Layla laughed, “I’m not a chatterbox, that’s for sure.” 

“Definitely not, but that’s the way I like it.” 

Layla loaded her fork and stuffed the food into her mouth, “And your superpower is to make fried eggs and bacon so damn tasty.” 

“That’s for sure!” Mara laughed.

They ate quickly, the hands on the clock seemed to be moving faster as they polished off the food. Layla made a move to clear the plates, but Mara snatched them first. She made a motion with her hands, “Now shoo, get ready for work. I’m off today, I’m going to do some food shopping. We’re running low on everything.” 

Layla stood up, hugging Mara before hurrying back to her room to get ready. “I hope we’ll stay best friends, forever,” Layla whispered.

“You bet! You’re stuck with me for life,” Mara said lovingly.
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Meeting Mara was probably one of the best things that had ever happened to Layla. Her parents decided to move to the United States after the death of her maternal grandparents. Despite only knowing Egypt as her home, her father wanted to move back to the United States. Her mother, who now had no more ties to Egypt, agreed. Shortly after her ninth birthday, Layla found her home away from home in Boston. 

It wasn’t easy to fit in. She felt sad leaving her home and friends but as soon as she started the school year in Boston and met Mara, everything fell into place. The red-haired freckled girl inherited her Irish ancestors’ cheery mood and positive outlook on life. They became best friends and Mara helped the timid, shy Layla ease into her new life. The two became inseparable. 

It was impossible to stay together all the time, but they made a promise that they would always be close. That promise lasted through high school and well into college. The best friends moved to Albany and rented an apartment together. Mara, fulfilling her childhood dream, entered nursing school, and Layla, to her mother’s delight, chose to study Egyptology. 

Their apartment looked nothing like a usual, uniformly furnished home. Scouring for furniture that they could get at a relatively low price, they collected pieces at yard sales, second-hand shops, and wherever they could find usable chairs, tables, beds, shelves, and anything else they needed. They ended up with an apartment that looked like an antique shop, but they liked it that way. Mara’s unique paintings hung on every light-maroon colored wall and Layla’s ancient Egyptian style statues, scroll replicas, and vases made the apartment feel like a cozy home, even in Albany style standards.

Chapter Two
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Present time

The morning traffic was crazy, as usual. Layla tapped the steering wheel with anxious fingers and kept looking at the dashboard clock. “I'm going to be late... I'm so going to be late,” she mumbled, mentally pushing the cars in front of her to move faster.

Finally, she turned her small, secondhand Lyme-green car into a parking space, and the sounds of the noisy street cut off as soon as the heavy door to the museum closed behind her. The thud echoed through the wide corridor across the marble floors. Her shoes clicked rapidly as she hurried toward a large storage room that housed her studio as well.

She had barely thrown her bag onto a chair when her door slammed open. Jerome, her balding, overweight boss in his early fifties, rushed into the studio, exasperated. “Ms. Lockhart! You’re not going to believe this!” His face was flushed, his eyes bright with excitement. His voice squeaked, “Guess!”

“What’s going on?” Layla asked, as she observed the usually stoic man’s exhilarated fidgeting. He’s going to have a heart attack, she thought observing his red face and shaking hands. She felt concerned.

“We’re getting the well-preserved mummy of Prince Akhmose, the son of Queen Takhat. Dr. Wilson just phoned me last night from Cairo.” The words continued to spill out of his mouth at an unnaturally fast rate as if he were trying to tell her everything at once. He took a deep breath and continued, “He was at the dig site with no phone, until yesterday,” he said. “Finally, his lawyers got the paperwork done a week ago, and because he’s the benefactor of our museum, Prince Akhmose’s sarcophagus will be displayed here. The crates will arrive today.”

Layla’s heartbeat quickened. “This is an invaluable treasure that our humble museum could ever hope receiving!” she announced and held her breath. “If I remember correctly, Prince Akhmose, son of Queen Takhat, was the brother of Amenmesse who ruled from 1201 to 1198 BC. He was the fifth pharaoh of the Nineteenth Dynasty. Not much is known about him because he ruled for such a short time, but I remember reading about Prince Akhmose in a scroll. The only mention about him was that Pharaoh Amenmesse mourned his brother who died young.”

Jerome let out a nervous laugh, scratched his balding head and replied in a calmer tone, “Well, if he’d been a pharaoh or a well-known prince, I doubt the Egyptian government would’ve given us the right to transport his mummy out of the country.” He smiled brightly and his face started to return to a normal color, “Regardless, I’m happy that they did.”

“Yes, me too! I’m looking forward to deciphering the hieroglyphs on his sarcophagus and hopefully, we’ll get some scrolls as well.” She glanced at the broken pottery pieces on her table. The possibility of working on something great made her excited. 

“Oh, yes! You’re fluent in the 19th dynasty dialect. I knew hiring you would come in handy someday,” Jerome cackled, wringing his chubby fingers. “Let’s get busy. Pack away everything you’ve been working on. Our priority is now Prince Akhmose. You’ll catalog everything and start working on decoding while I’ll organize the preparation of the green room. Oh, my! I’ll get everything we have from the 19th dynasty transferred to the green room. It’s going to be a fantastic display.” Jerome turned and rushed out of Layla’s studio.

Layla hummed as she worked to carefully pack away the broken pottery pieces. There was no rush to restore them, and she had to stop a few times to calm her excitement. Finally, there will be something I could really enjoy working on. Her stomach felt like it was tied in knots and could hardly wait for the crates to arrive. 

Chapter Three
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Present time

The crates arrived in mid-afternoon sending everyone buzzing and into action. The transporting crew carefully unpacked the crates making sure not to get in Layla’s way as she took pictures of every single item from different angles. Jerome was at her side, placing handwritten labels on every item the helpers placed on the large table and shelves. The crates were carried out of the room as soon as they were empty and moved into the large storage room.

Jerome kept slipping between the workers and constantly warned them, “Be careful,” which resulted in many annoyed eye rolls and sighs.

After hours of hearing him only say those few words and being constantly underfoot, one of the older helpers finally snapped, “We are careful!”

Jerome’s face reddened and he muttered an apology, never taking his eyes off the ancient artifacts. “Sorry, I’m just so excited.” He was as sincere as he could be given the fact that he was surrounded by one of the greatest treasures ever delivered to the museum. The helpers merely shrugged, they had gotten used to him over the years and went back to unpacking all the crates. 

Layla gasped as the beautifully decorated sarcophagus was uncovered. It had stood against the time well, showing little weathering. The colors were still bright and the hieroglyphs easily readable. If she didn’t know better, she would have guessed that it was recently painted. 

She tore her eyes away from the sarcophagus as they unpacked a smaller crate that revealed the canopic jars. Each jar carved from limestone was about five inches tall, decorated with depictions of the four sons of Horus: Imsety, Hapy, Duamutef, and Qebehsenuef. 

His back turned to her; Jerome didn’t see Layla’s shocked face as she lifted a fifth jar from the crate. It was different, masterfully carved from green marble. The lid depicted a young man’s head inlaid with gold. The body of the jar had rows of hieroglyphics carved into it.

She had mastered the hieroglyphs of the 19th dynasty, studied the language and culture, and sometimes longed to be a part of that ancient civilization. I’ve never heard of having five canopic jars placed in the tomb with any mummy in any dynasty. Her eyes glazed over with amazement, there was so much that she could discover. She didn’t say anything to Jerome and making a haste decision, she hid the marble jar in her desk. She wanted to start deciphering the fifth jar’s writings without Jerome’s meddling. She had wished for so long that she could be part of something exciting, and now it was finally happening. 

When the crates were empty and everything carefully labeled and cataloged, Jerome looked around with great pride. “This is fantastic! Look at all those funerary items and the sarcophagus! That will be the focus of the tours when we have everything organized and displayed in the green room.”

Layla smiled, “Yes, it will be spectacular.” 

Jerome rubbed his hands. “Okay, let’s get busy! You can continue cataloging and then start decoding, and I’ll call the company that supplies us with the climate-controlled display cases. I need to order one for the mummy before we open the sarcophagus.” He hurried out of the room and Layla sat by her computer to organize and print the photos she took.
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Time flew by, and a few hours later Jerome opened her door a crack and poked his head in. “Let’s go home and get a good night’s sleep. We’ll have a busy day tomorrow.”

Layla glanced back and forth between her boss and the computer before speaking in a small voice, “I’m not finished yet. I’ll stay a bit longer.”

He wasn’t swayed and took a step further into the room. “No, you’re not staying here all by yourself, again! You’ll finish it tomorrow. Let’s go.” He motioned for her to move. 

Layla stayed glued to her chair and started to object, “But...” but Jerome’s stern expression stopped her. 

She hung her head in defeat. She was itching to be alone to take a closer look at the fifth jar, but she knew what that look meant. There was no way he would let her stay, even for a minute because if he did, he knew that she’d get right back to work. He knew her too well. There were mornings in the past when he had found her hunched over her work, unaware that she had spent the entire night in the studio. But then, she was useless the entire day, yawning and dozing off at her desk. 

Layla wanted to read the inscription on the marble jar so badly but couldn’t say no to Jerome. He was the boss. I’ll get to you first thing tomorrow, she thought as she reached into the drawer and ran her fingers on the carved symbols of the cool marble jar. She shut down her computer, grabbed her backpack and followed Jerome. On their way out they said goodnight to Joe, the security guard, and walked to the entrance. Joe locked the door behind them.

Jerome looked exhausted, but the expression of the good kind of exhaustion and satisfaction lingered on his face.

Layla quickened her steps and enjoyed the hum of anticipation running through her. “Goodnight Jerome, I can hardly wait until tomorrow!”

He chuckled, “Get some sleep. I’ll need you in tip-top shape tomorrow.”

Layla unlocked her car and slid into the driver's seat. Thankfully, her work hours usually meant that she avoided the afternoon rush hours, but she couldn’t seem to find the motivation to start the car. Her mind was drawn back to the fifth jar that was sitting in her office drawer. I can’t wait until tomorrow; I wouldn’t sleep a wink. I want to read the inscription, now. But I can’t... she thought, chewing on her lower lip when suddenly, she remembered. Her fingers wrapped around a cool metal key in her pocket. It was the service door key she forgot to give back to Jerome after she locked the door behind the delivery people. Should I... she played with the thought. The delivery crew accidentally busted the security camera, so I could get in and out without Joe and the other guard seeing me on the monitors. She contemplated this sneaky but enticing act.

Her decision was made, she waited for Jerome’s car to pull out of the parking lot before she got out of her car and walked toward the service entrance. Her legs were a bit shaky. If Joe catches her, she’ll lose this amazing opportunity, but she was drawn to the jar. She couldn’t wait, she had to know why it was in the tomb. Out of the hundreds of archeological digs she either participated in or learned about, there had never been a fifth canopic jar found. 

She quickly unlocked the heavy door and punched in the security code before the alarm could go off and reached her studio without any problems. She grabbed the marble jar with trembling fingers and put it in her backpack.

She tiptoed by the sarcophagus in the eerie, dark room clutching her backpack that held the precious canopic jar. The fear of getting caught made her palm sweaty and she could hear the blood rushing through her head, but the desire to decrypt the ancient hieroglyphics was stronger than any rational thought she had at the moment. She held her backpack tightly as she crept toward the door.

Suddenly, a bright, narrow light beam swept the floor a few feet from her, and then she heard the light footstep and soft humming of the night guard. Layla quickly crouched down behind a large Anubis statue trying to hold her breath. Luckily, Joe, the stocky, middle-aged man, was too lazy to walk through every single room. He just shined his flashlight around looking for any movement. Not that he was expecting ancient mummies or statues to suddenly walk around at night in the museum, but he had to be watchful for artifact thieves. Just like myself, Layla thought. 

As soon as she heard Joe walking down the corridor toward the guards’ room, she crept to the door and peeked. She watched Joe disappear at the corner and hurried toward the service door. Carefully locking the heavy door behind her, she ran to her car.

She could hardly wait to get home. It had taken all her self-control to keep her from taking the jar out of her backpack. She reached in and caressed the carved symbols with her fingertips.

Chapter Four
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Present time

On the drive home, Layla kept tapping the steering wheel in anticipation. Thankfully, the traffic was light, and it was only a short drive, but every moment that precious artifact rested in her bag, was another moment that delayed her from examining it. She could hardly wait to get home and bury herself into translating the hieroglyphics. She was expecting to find Mara home, and, in her mind, Layla ran through some excuses she would tell Mara so she could lock herself in her room. However, she knew, she wouldn’t get past Mara, who’d sense her excitement, and force it out of her. Mara knew she could get herself totally immersed in her projects, but also understood that for Layla, it was like exploring a whole new world, a world that didn’t exist anymore.

The moment Layla walked into the apartment; she felt the weight of her actions. She had just taken an exceedingly rare artifact out of the museum. What if something happened to it while it was out of the museum? How was she going to explain what she had discovered? What if someone questioned why she was so late leaving the parking lot? She hung her keys on the hook and cradled her bag. She started to tiptoe to her room, hoping that she could stash the bag before Mara noticed.

Her hopes of getting to the room unnoticed vanished when Mara called out from the kitchen, “Hey, you’re late. Want me to make you a sandwich?” 

Layla gulped and started to peel her jacket off. She cleared her throat, “Um... yeah, sure, thanks.”

Mara appeared at the door. “What’s wrong?” she demanded; her brows raised with worry as she leaned against the wall.

Layla took one look at Mara’s worried expression and crumbled to the floor. “I’m a thief! I’ll be in so much trouble if Jerome finds out.” Layla’s hands started to shake as she tugged at the zipper of her bag and biting her lip to stop her from crying out. With tender hands, she pulled the canopic jar from her backpack and showed it to her friend.

Mara marveled at the handcrafted piece. “It’s beautiful!” she exclaimed, but her awe was quickly replaced with disbelief. “You stole it?” Knowing Layla so well, she couldn’t believe that her friend would do such a thing.

Layla picked at her shoelaces, “Um... well... I kind of borrowed it because I couldn’t wait until tomorrow.” Layla clutched the marble jar to her chest. “I hid and didn’t catalog this piece, so Jerome doesn’t even know about it.” She confessed, bowing her head. 

Mara started walking out of the hallway, beckoning Layla to follow. She asked, “Why is this statue, or whatever it is, so important?”  

Layla got up on shaky legs and followed her friend to the kitchen. On her way, she carefully placed the jar on the coffee table. Her stomach loudly rumbled as she straightened up, making her realize that she forgot about lunch. She felt famished and slid into the kitchen chair, wincing as it creaked. “Because no one has ever found five canopic jars in any tomb before. She took a deep breath and tried not to rush all the words out, “The four jars contain the organs of the mummy decorated with depictions of the four sons of Horus: Imsety, with a human head, protects and carries the liver to the afterlife. Qebehsenuef, with a falcon's head, carries and protects the intestines. Hapy, with the head of a baboon, carries and protects the lungs. And Duamatef, with the head of a jackal, carries and protects the stomach.”

Mara nodded as she opened the fridge door and took out the sliced ham and the mayonnaise jar. “What did they do with the other vital organs? Did they leave them in the mummy?”

“No. According to their beliefs, the brain was just mush and they extracted it through the nose. The Egyptians believed the heart to be the seat of the soul, and so it was left inside the body.”

While listening intently, Mara made ham sandwiches and put a plate in front of Layla, a distinct look on her face. “Interesting,” she observed and sat across from Layla, “Are you going to decode the hieroglyphics on the jar? Can I watch? There is nothing worth watching on TV.”

“Sure,” Layla smiled and mouthed thanks as she stood up, picked up the plate and started walking to the living room. “But I warn you, it’s a tedious, boring job,” she warned. “I might be up half the night.”

“You’re such a child!” Mara laughed, picked up her plate and followed her friend. “You can’t even sit for five minutes to eat your food before you start playing with your favorite toy.”

“I’m so excited about this,” Layla admitted putting her plate on the coffee table and sat on the carpet crossed legged. “But are you sure you want to stay at home? It’s your day off. Go, have some fun.” 

“It’s okay, I have nothing better to do.” Mara sighed, “We might be the only single ladies staying home every night without a date.”

“What happened to that surgeon, Dave?” Layla inquired as she bit into her sandwich. She swallowed the mouthful of food and glanced at her friend.  “You went out with him last night. He didn’t ask you on a second date?”

Mara plopped on the couch and Layla nearly dropped her sandwich as she almost knocked the jar to the floor. Layla moved the jar out of the way of her friend.

Mara stared up at the ceiling. “Well, you were sleeping by the time I got home, and I didn’t have a chance to tell you in the morning, but he turned out to be a real jerk.” she frowned. “We had dinner at Paolo’s, and I could hardly wait for the night to be over. It was boring as hell. All he talked about was how successful he is. He wasn’t interested in me, he simply wanted to get into my pants for a quicky. I ended up punching him in the mouth when he got too frisky in the car. I had to grab a Taxi to get home.”

Layla snorted. Mara rolled her eyes and playfully kicked her thigh. “Ouch!” Layla called out and rubbed her leg. “I meant to say that he was an ass, and I’m sorry that happened to you. I was laughing because I pictured what his face might have looked like when you socked him in the mouth.”

Mara laughed, “He looked like he couldn’t believe what happened, and then he screamed like a girly girl holding his bloody nose. Ugh, I have no clue what made me think he’s an honorable person. He’s just another pompous, self-centered ass.” Mara chuckled lightly, “Now finish your sandwich so we can get to the good part of this sad evening. By the way, you haven’t had a date since... have you heard from Baahir? You haven’t mentioned him for months.”

“It’s been a year already since he left.” Layla’s expression saddened. “The last time I spoke to him was about three months ago. The dig, he’d found a collector to sponsor, was going well. Anyway, although we went out a few times, we’ve never become close enough to miss each other.”

“Oh, then what were those tears you shed for weeks after he left for Egypt?” Mara teased. 

Layla rolled her eyes and took a huge bite while reverting her gaze to the jar that was patiently sitting in front of her. “Yeah, I was sad for a while, but I got over it.” She shoved the rest of the sandwich in her mouth and wiped her hands on her pants. Placing the plate to the side, she carefully picked up the jar. 

It had taken her but a few minutes to realize that the hieroglyphics didn’t make any sense. She had tried to read it as fluently as she always had, when she realized that there were no sentences, only rows of jumbled words. She had paused a bit and tried to decipher them slowly, one by one. When she finished writing down the approximate meanings of the words, she exclaimed, feeling frustrated, “It doesn’t make any sense!”

Mara sat up and leaned against her side, studying the small jar, “What doesn’t make sense?” 

“The human and animal figures face toward the left, so it should be read from left to right. I’m reading the upper symbols and then the lower ones, and it’s still just a jumble of words.” She tried reading it backward, sideways, grabbing and writing down every other word, and then every third word. “Nothing makes sense!” she cried out in frustration. She flipped the jar and looked at the bottom. “Tanakhmet,” she deciphered the name.

“At least you can read something.” Mara nudged her friend, “What does it mean?”

“It’s a name.”

Mara leaned closer to take a better look, “It’s not in a cartouche.” 

Layla impatiently sighed but immediately felt ashamed. If she’d be talking about how the kidney works, I would ask questions as a layperson, too. She flashed a warm smile at Mara and replied, “The cartouche was preserved for Kings and Queens.” Hoping the explanation would be enough and Mara wouldn’t ask more questions, she placed the jar on the table and stood up. She crouched next to the table, eyeing the jar, “What is your secret?” 

She stared at the beautiful, ancient piece, squinting her eyes. “What a...” She scrambled to pick up her notepad and pen. 

How had she missed that some of the carved symbols and pictures stood higher than others? It was a rookie mistake. Without her professional magnifying glass, she wouldn’t be able to accurately gauge the depth by looking at it, so she closed her eyes and ran her fingers over the carved hieroglyphs. Doing so revealed that there were three different heights. 

First, she wrote down the meaning of the picture groups that were the highest and read it out loud, “I, Tanakhmet, the Grand Vizier of Pharaoh Amenmesse, curse Prince Akhmose, son of Queen Takhat. I curse him to forget the names of the forty-two underworld judges.” Layla sat stunned as she held the small jar in her hands. She whispered, “This is a curse!” 

Mara stifled a yawn and asked, “What are those judges?”

Layla smiled and recited a passage from the Book of the Dead: “If the dead can’t demonstrate that they know each of the judges’ names, they can’t prove that they’re pure and free of sin. Anubis, the god of death and the afterlife, weighs their hearts against the feather of Maat. If their hearts are heavier than the feather, they will be devoured by the Goddess Ammit, permanently destroying their souls. They will not be presented to Osiris, who could admit them into the Sekhet-Aaru, the Field of Reeds, which is the heavenly paradise where Osiris rules.”

Mara seemed to forget how sleepy she was and nudged her friend, “Read more!” 

Layla ran her finger over the hieroglyphs again, concentrating on the characters that were carved a little lower than the first group was. She touched the carved vulture with a human head and showed it to Mara, “See this? This is Ba, the symbol of the soul. See this?” Layla touched the circle character with a base. “This means eternity. And this one similar to the Ankh means protection.”

Mara’s eyes were wide with amazement. “Wow!” 

Layla smiled; this was the most awake she’d seen her friend at home at this time of the night. Usually, she would be getting ready to go to bed soon. Layla gnawed on her fingernail. “Okay, I need to concentrate.” 

“I’ll zip up and just listen!” Mara promised. “Pretend I’m not even here.”

Layla wrote the decrypted words down one by one and concentrated putting the group of characters in order. “This is the sign of Tether, that one is Feather, but I don’t remember this one.” Layla stood up to get her books, scouring for the symbol. She let out a gasp when she found it, “Oh, this is the symbol of rope. But what does it mean in the sentence?” she mumbled.

After hours of searching and reading the hieroglyphs over and over, she cried out, feeling excited, “I think I got this part!”

Mara’s eyes lit up in anticipation. “What does it say?” 

“It says, but mind you, it’s just a rough translation. It says, “His heart is heavier than the feather of Maat but will not be devoured by Ammit. This spell will protect it. His soul will be tethered for eternity and never enter Sekhet-Aaru.”

“Oh, my! Translate the rest. I can hardly wait to hear it. I’ll make a margarita while you work on it.”

Layla looked at her friend and quickly diverted her eyes back to the jar, mumbling, “That’ll be nice.”

The third part proved to be the hardest to decode. After three margaritas and finishing a book she started to read a week ago, Mara dozed off on the couch. Layla covered her softly snoring friend with Grandma’s quilt and continued puzzling the words and word groups together to make sense of the pictorial writing.

“Oh, my, God!” Layla shouted as her old grandfather's clock struck midnight. Her blood ran cold as she jumped up and stood frozen, staring at the canopic jar.

Mara’s eyes popped open, and she looked around the room with a panicked expression, “Who... what happened?” She sat up and threw the quilt to the floor. “What is it?” she asked. Seeing the terror on Layla’s face, Mara stood up and grabbed her friend’s shoulders. “Layla! What’s wrong? You’re scaring me!”

Layla’s body trembled as she looked at Mara, and then relaxed a little. She stuttered, “I... finished... the... the translation. You’re not going to believe it.”

Layla was pale, almost too pale. Mara grabbed her shoulders and shook her. “What is it? Tell me!” she demanded. 

They sat down on the couch, side by side, and Layla glanced at her notes. “This is a powerful spell and I’m not sure if I should take this seriously or...” She grabbed Mara’s hand and continued. “It says, “My curse will be unlocked when the one who was born at midnight awakens our souls. I Tanakhmet, curse Akhmose to walk the Earth as a restless ghost, forever. I curse him to fall in love with the one who was born at midnight, to never have her. My soul will take a body, and I will possess her, the reincarnated soul of Anakhmun.”

Mara, rubbing the last morsel of sleep from her eyes asked, “What does it mean? Who is this ‘born at midnight’ person?”

“The name Layla means ‘born at night’ in ancient Egyptian. My mom gave me this name because I was born at midnight, twenty-six years ago. Could I be the reincarnated soul of Anakhmun?”

Chapter Five
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Present time

The old church bell chimed twelve times, the sound echoed through the silent museum, weaving its way into Layla’s half-dark studio. Akhmose stretched and sat up feeling groggy and disoriented. He looked around the large room that was lit by the full moon through the window. Where am I? What is this strange place? he thought, feeling confused. How did I get here?

He looked toward the window. The pale moon and the chirping sounds of the night birds and insects spoke of serenity. Akhmose stood up and started walking toward the window but felt as if he was walking on air. Looking down at his legs, he realized that his feet didn’t touch the ground. Startled, he concentrated on standing with feet firmly on the ground. When he descended, he felt the floor under his bare feet. What is going on? Am I dreaming?

As his eyes adjusted to the moonlight, he looked around and saw a sarcophagus in the middle of the room. How strange. This place doesn’t look like a burial chamber. He walked back to the sarcophagus and dropped his hand to the surface, only to watch his fingers sink into the solid wood with no resistance. Yanking his hand back, he stared at the large sarcophagus in total confusion. He could see the face painted on the exterior, and at that moment, he realized that the sarcophagus was made for him. But I’m not dead. I’m dreaming. He sighed in relief. That’s it! This place is not a burial chamber and can’t be the beautiful place of the afterlife, the Sekhet-Aaru. And besides, even if I were dead, the sarcophagus shouldn’t be closed, not until my body was placed inside. 

“Where am I?” His voice echoed in the room, but it was only met with silence. Panic started to set in, not knowing why he was brought to this strange place. He buried his face in his hands and felt the smooth skin and muscles beneath. My body feels solid and real, yet everything around me feels as soft as clouds. Why? 

His steps made no sound as he walked toward the walls. Shelves upon shelves were filled with papyrus rolls but they looked old and faded. He saw strange symbols painted on small paper squares, but he couldn’t read them. None of the figures made any sense. He felt anxious and lost.

Then, he saw colorful hieroglyphics. They were so clear and real and beautiful. Whoever painted them must have been schooled by a really great teacher. He tried to unroll one of the papyri open, but his hands kept sinking into it. He gave up and turned away.

Suddenly, a bright light beam swept across the floor and then the walls. He froze as his eyes followed the light. Was it a sign? What caused this strange bright light? It looked to be as pure as the sun, but how could it be seen at night? Was he in the realm of the gods? Heavy footsteps approached, and he moved toward the sound. A large man in strange clothes held a torch that didn’t burn with flames. That’s no torch with fire! Akhmose decided. How could they trap the sunlight in that small cylindrical object the man is holding? The strange man looked old and worn, paying no attention to him. Akhmose crossed his arms and commanded, “Tell me what this place is!” 

His face burned when the man refused to reply, or even glance in his direction. How dare he? He was Akhmose, brother of the Pharaoh of Egypt! He took a step closer to the man trying to avoid the bright light. Standing in front of the man, he shouted, “Can you hear me?”

The stocky looking man didn’t even blink. What’s wrong with this man? Those who own this place, why are they employing the blind and deaf? Akhmose sighed and leaned against the wall. He had given up on trying to get the man’s attention. All his life, few dared to ignore him, and even fewer who were not punished for said transgressions. 

His gaze was drawn to the moon and smiled. He was in a place where nothing was familiar except the moon staring down at him. He tried to relax and ease the building tension. A troubled mind attracts confusion, but a level head draws the solution. His father had told him many times and it had always worked for him. He tried to make it work for him, again.
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