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“And what does this one
do?” The tall man with the black hair and dark, flashing eyes
picked up a small pottery jar glazed in blue.

“It’s a lotion for dry skin,” Nofer
said. She glanced up at the handsome face above hers, a little
puzzled. Why was the Commander of the Queen’s Guard interested in
face paints and ointments? “I make it with honey, lotus root
powder, and syrup of dates mixed with olive and sesame
oil.”

“Does it taste as good as it
feels?”

Nofer cocked an eyebrow
at Guard Commander Senen. Was he teasing her? Merely pleasing
himself with a dalliance to pass the time while the barge floated
lazily on the Nile’s current? Her quick fingers sorted through the
profusion of tiny jars and pots laid out on the deck before
her.

“You take a strange
interest in perfumes, for a military man,” she said. Ever since
coming aboard the Queen Mother’s royal barque last week, this man
had been underfoot. When she went ashore to buy the herbs and oils
she used in her perfumes, he was sure to be lounging at the bottom
of the gangway, chatting with one of his men. If she got up in the
middle of the night to draw water for her mistress, he would be
leaning on the taffrail, fixing a bowstring. Now, in the middle of
the early afternoon heat, when every other sane person in the royal
retinue was napping, he was here to plague her during the one time
she had hoped to find a moment for herself.

Senen’s quick grin
flashed across his face. “I have spent a good part of my life in a
barracks full of sweaty men,” he said easily. He stretched his legs
out and crossed his ankles. Somehow he seemed to take up all the
room under this awning at the stern of the ship. “I find myself
fascinated by the pursuit of good smells lately.”

“Similar to your pursuit
of every lady of the Queen Mother’s retinue, as well,” she said
dryly. Every maid below decks had been driven to giggling
insensibility by those broad shoulders, that quick laugh. Nofer
held herself above that, but had to admit he cut a fine, masculine
figure in his white linen kilt and wide leather belt. The
well-developed pectorals and flat belly had something to do with
it, too.

“I repeat,” he grinned.
“Barracks full of sweaty men. Now I am close quartered with all
these lovely flowers, of course I will smell them. But I find that
whenever I follow my nose, it ends up here, with you.” He lifted
the jar again. “So. I ask again: does this taste as good as it
smells?”

She would not be taken in
by this flirt, Nofer decided firmly. Best to let him see she would
not dissolve into a pool of nervous idiocy. Emboldened by
impatience, she stuck a finger in the jar and held it up to him.
“Find out for yourself,” she said tartly.

Before she could regret
her impetuous move, his lips closed over her finger. A shock wave
of heat went through her as his wet mouth engulfed it. She could
not move, her eyes held by the mischief in his as his tongue slowly
licked its way up her finger, as he sucked her finger and then let
it slide out of his mouth. The air was cool on her finger and on
her hot cheeks.

“Yes,” he said. His deep voice was
nearly a purr. “Yes, I can taste for myself. Delicious.”

Nofer blinked. Under her
thin gauze dress, she felt her nipples harden as his eyes swept
down her. Well, that had been a mistake, she thought. Or
maybe not.

He picked up another
small jar. “And this one? Is it equally delectable?” He started to
poke a finger into it, but she snatched the jar away.

“That one costs more than
your entire year’s pay,” she snapped.

He only
picked up another. “And this?”

“Will you go through my
entire inventory, then?” she said with exasperation.

He
cocked an eyebrow, stuck a finger into the jar, and examined the
pink smear on the end of it. “Mmm.” He sniffed. “Lotus?
Sheshem-flower? Hard to
tell without a true test.”

His hand shot out and
caught her wrist in a grip of iron. Drawing her closer, he dabbed
the smear on the inside of her wrist and raised it to his face.

“What are you – let go of
me!” she said, annoyed.

He
inhaled deeply. This closely, she saw the deep liquid brown of his
eyes, the ridiculously long eyelashes, the high cheekbones. Under
his long, curled black hair, his skin was bronzed, kissed by the
sun. “Yes, as I thought,” he murmured. It smells better on you than
in the jar. What is this magic?”

Her tart reply died on
her lips as she stared into those mesmerizing eyes. The twitter of
birds from the Queen Mother’s gilded pet cages, the chant of the
sailors at the other end of the boat, even the shush of water
against the hull as the ship drifted lazily on the Nile’s current
seemed to die away. All that was left was this shimmering moment
between them, as his eyes lost their teasing expression and
acquired a deeper, and far more dangerous, glow. His other hand
came up, and then he was holding her by her upper arms, his face
close, his lips parted.

Nofer’s heart hammered in
her chest. Was he going to kiss her? She felt a moment of panic,
then delight, then anxiety. She could not remember the last time
anyone had kissed her – that fumbling scribe at last year’s Feast
of Hathor? And that had not gone well. She usually avoided
flirtations or dalliances, knowing that it was her skill with
potions, not her face or figure, that had won her a place at the
royal mother’s side.

“You – you jest with me,” she said,
struggling for breath. “I am not some wench for you to play with
when you are bored.” She wriggled away from him. “I have important
work to do, and you are distracting me from my duties.”

He released her, but only
reached for another jar. “Then, as Pharaoh’s loyal servant, it is
my duty to help you. This one is ... pungent.” He wrinkled his nose
and blinked his eyes.

“It is
an unguent used for the hair,” she said. “It wards off lice.
Something I suspect you may need often,” she said. “Between the
barracks and the crowding and the sweating men.”

Unlike many men, Senen
did not shave his head but wore his long, curling black hair to his
shoulders. Unmoved by her attempt to put him off, he ran a hand
through it. “I have never had that problem,” he said easily. “But
should it develop, I will certainly consult you, lady.”

He
picked up another jar, removed its carved stone stopper. “Ah, I
know this,” he said, pleased with himself. “This is the ointment
you put on the kitchen girl yesterday, the one who burned
herself.”

Nofer snatched at it, but
he held it overhead, out of reach. “Be silent!” She hissed. "No one
was supposed to know of that! I am not licensed as a healer, only
as a perfumer. If they knew I treated a servant, the scribes would
–”

“Fear not,” Senen said, his expression
sobering. “I won't give you away. But it is
a pity they do not appreciate your talents with herb and
ointment.”

He put aside the jar and
picked up a carved stone container. Lifting the lid, he sniffed,
and then stared at her.

“What is this?” He said. "Magical,
surely.”

She reached for it, but
he moved it out of her reach. It is mandragora and frankincense,”
she said, snatching at it.

He held
onto it, tipping the little flagon so that some of the oil dropped
onto an outstretched finger. The heady, mystical scent of
frankincense immediately filled the air, lending a regal air to the
awning-shaded open deck. Nofer felt a warm feeling sweep over her,
felt her breath quicken as Senen’s gaze swept from her face down
her body and back up. As always, Nofer was wearing a plain white
linen gown for working, but the way his eyes dwelt on her, she felt
naked. “This is a heady brew, lady,” he murmured. “Fit for a queen,
to be sure.”

He leaned forward and
laid his finger on the hollow where her collarbones met. She sat
mesmerized by his touch, his long, strong fingers. He lingered, his
touch a caress, and then boldly and slowly drew his finger down,
down into the deep valley between her breasts.

“How does it smell on a
woman’s skin?” He whispered. Caught like a bird in a cobra’s stare,
Nofer was unable to move. He leaned forward, his hair sweeping
forward to whisper past her chin as he dipped his head, buried his
face between her breasts and inhaled. To steady himself, he circled
her waist with strong, firm hands.

Nofer’s nipples instantly
hardened. The boldness of this rogue! To openly, fondle her, to
anoint her with the Queen’s own scent, and then to nuzzle
–

His head turned, his
cheek brushed against her breast, and the light stubble along his
cheek rasped against her nipple. It rose to a tight, tingling peak.
She felt her center soften, warm, open in response.

"Mmm,”
he hummed. “An aphrodisiac, I see.”

She
pushed him away. “You overstep,” she said as severely as she could
muster. As attractive as he was, Senen’s reputation put her
off. It was beneath a lady who touched the royal person of the
mother of Pharaoh to become merely one conquest among many. Or so
she told herself. She refused to admit that she was intimidated by
him; a man like Senen could light an all-consuming fire in a woman,
one that might leave her burned and heartbroken in his wake. This,
she knew from bitter experience. “I must finish my
work, and you are – obtrusive.”
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