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EGYPT. WHITE WALLS WITH LIFE-SIZE FIGURES IN COLORS SO BRIGHT, THEY HURT.

The floor on which she was lying was cold and getting colder. Chloe attempted to sit up, only to fall back onto the stone, boneless as a rag doll. She looked around again, a feeling of horror and disbelief growing in her.

Something was wrong.

Was she dreaming? But dreams should not be filled with cloying odors. She should not hear singsong voices from beyond this room. She should not be able to taste the blood from a cut on her lip. She should not feel bruised and battered. Something was terribly, horribly, unfathomably wrong…

“A dazzling tale of momentous adventure and unexpected love.… Fans of literate fantasy will revel in the delights of this enthralling tale.”

—Romantic Times

“A dazzling, spectacular, gloriously sumptuous saga of timeless passion—with a delicious surprise twist.”

—Bertrice Small, author of Betrayed

“An unforgettable saga of hope and love and miracles. Dialogue that literally jumps off the page, characters that come to life in the most wonderful ways, and a story that is as magical as it is compelling.”

—Jo Reimer, CompuServe Romance Reviews

“This is incredible. Ms. Frank blends fact and fiction into a story that makes ancient Egyptians breathe with the immortality that they so craved.”

—Heartland Critiques

“A captivating first book that keeps readers up late as they thrill to the tales of ancient Egypt.”

—Fresno Bee

“A fast, exciting read with a moving love story and a fascinating retelling of the biblical escape from Egypt.”

—Roberta Gellis, author of The Roselynde Chronicles

“A brilliant new book … a remarkable story that keeps the reader enthralled for many pleasurable hours. J. Suzanne Frank is a uniquely gifted writer and storyteller.”

—Lake Worth Herald (FL)

“J. Suzanne Frank's first novel is a delicious read, with a devastatingly yummy hero, a spunky heroine, and a fascinating premise. It's an absolute delight.”

—Anne Stuart, author of Prince of Swords

“J. Suzanne Frank has not only a talent for painstaking research and good storytelling, but a sense of historical imagination that makes the marshes of the Nile come alive and peoples the palaces of its plains with physicians, gods, and priestesses—all scheming, conniving, and fornicating in their quest for immortality.”

—Diana Gabaldon, New York Times bestselling author of The Drums of Autumn


To my parents who never said “you can't,” who never doubted I could, and who always loved me, regardless.

Thank you.
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FOREWORD

There is a fissure in time—a channel through which, by certain combinations of astronomy, location, and identity, it is possible to leave the present. The person who travels is not an observer but steps into the body and mind of another, a shadowed reflection …and fulfills another destiny. Like a ripple in a pond, each switch alters the present and the past. Sometimes the changes are miracles. Other times they are nightmares. History comprises both. Which people are the key to the combination? Who intrudes in our world, observing from another century, hidden in the flesh of another, hidden behind our expectations? Hidden because, ultimately, we see only what we expect to see.


PART I


CHAPTER 1

Egypt was gorgeous. Lapis sky, green palms, sands the color of pale gold. The artist in me could appreciate the beauty, never mind that my feet were swollen and my eyes bleary and that I felt as though I'd left my soul about two thousand miles back. It had been a long trip, flying from Dallas to Cairo via New York and Brussels, then taking an overnight train to Luxor, which at one stop had thrown me violently from my bunk to the floor. It went with the territory. I had spent some time growing up in the Middle East, so I knew what to expect and was familiar with the three ruling concepts, namely Inshallah —as God wills it; bukra —tomorrow; and an ever-present, incomprehensible hospitality.

Unfortunately, said hospitality didn't extend to someone helping me with my backpack as I stepped onto the platform at Luxor station. It was a heady moment as the city enveloped me. I had forgotten how the Middle East smelled. I had left in 1987, off to university at age seventeen. The odors drowned me now: spices, incense, unwashed bodies, and urine. They combined into a potent mix that caught me between gagging and smiling. And the noise! The shouts of reuniting families, the babble of tourists, the cacophony of radio stations, and, above us, the Muslim call to prayer. I pushed past the hawkers offering me “very best price, lady,” on cheap hotels, because I knew cheap equaled no door, no closet, and many multilegged sleeping companions. This was Christmas and my birthday, and I had left behind the cool glitter of the Galleria, spiked eggnog, and crackling fires. No way was I staying in some sleazy, doorless hotel.

My sister, Cammy, short for Camille—believe me, I know it's confusing, her Camille, me Chloe—stood across the way. You'd never guess we were sisters, since I'm tall and lean, with copper penny-colored hair, green eyes, and pale skin, as opposed to Cammy, who looks exotic. She's not as tall, but she's statuesque, with chestnut hair and eyes the color of new Levi's. Indigo blue—sometimes they almost look purple. All that and she's brilliant, too. I was here to celebrate her receiving her doctorate in Egyptology. I love Camille; she's been my idol all my life, despite the fact she cursed me with a goofy nickname—kitten.

“Chloe! Hello, sis!” she said, looking into my face, her smile bright against her tan.

“Dr. Kingsley, I presume?”

Cammy threw back her head and laughed, a low throaty sound that garnered more than one appreciative male glance. “I'll bet you've been waiting all day to say that!”

“Actually, I've been waiting most of your life to say it. Is all the toil and sweat worth it? Now that you're finished you've got to find a real job.”

“Not a problem. I believe I'll be employed sufficiently for quite a few years,” she said with a smile Mona Lisa would have envied. She took my daypack and headed to the taxi queue. Further conversation was drowned out by the cries of “Baksheesh!” from a pack of children, their large dark eyes dancing with excitement as they played their game with tourists. Baksheesh was not begging, it was more like a tip. A tip for them being alive, if nothing else.

“Did you bring those pens I wanted?” she asked.

“In the pack.”

Cammy pulled out a handful of cheap, almost worthless ballpoint pens, and the children oohed in awe. With admonishments in Arabic to leave us alone, Cammy distributed the pens, and the children scattered. “You've just bought yourself a handful of helpers,” she said triumphantly.

“All for a few ballpoint pens?”

“Yes. Now when they go to school they will have something with which to write. Keep the pens with you—they're good for reducing the price of anything in bargaining.”

She knew how truly dreadful I was at bargaining. “Cool,” I said.

As I shouldered my bags a taxi screeched to a halt before us, and I climbed in next to Cammy. She gesticulated and argued with the driver before we took off, as he tried to push the ancient machine from zero to thirty-five in something under a half hour. We headed south on the main road, parallel to the river.

Luxor is two cities, one a modern reflection of the other. While the “touristic” part has hotels, restaurants, shops, and a few nightclubs surrounding the ancient sites of Luxor Temple and Karnak Temple, the “native” part consists of ramshackle houses, mosques, and tangled, narrow streets filled with small barefoot soccer players. We charged past several horse-drawn caléches clip-clopping along the waterfront, turned a few streets away from the souq, and drove through the twisting lanes until we finally lurched to a stop before a dilapidated inn with a fluorescent cartouche on the awning.

I couldn't believe it.

Dingy didn't even begin to describe this place. However, exhaustion was taking over, and I cared less about where we were going to stay than when I could rinse my face and lie down. We were settling for “native” versus “touristic,” but at this point I would have slept on a camel if it was still long enough. I hauled my bags out of the taxi and waited while Cammy paid.

I arched my brow. “We're staying here?”

Cammy smiled. “Yes. It's a fun place. It has a rooftop garden with a wonderful reproduction of a statue of Ramses …”

Yep. I was back in the Middle East “Do the doors lock?” I asked.

Cammy continued extolling its nonluxurious, nonamenable virtues. I held up my hand. “Okay, okay. I'll stay here while you're in town, but as soon as you hop that bus to your desert outpost, I am heading to the nicest four-star available!”

She opened the door with a smile and a flourish. “I didn't expect any different, my civilized little sister.”

A nap revived me. We changed clothes, locked the flimsy door that a halfhearted kick from a six-year-old would have popped right open, and headed into the Egyptian night.

The sky had deepened. Golden fingers wove purple, magenta, fuchsia, and rose pink into a tapestry, bleeding to midnight blue with silver stars. I huddled into my jean jacket against the breeze, since the temperature had dropped. We rode in a calèche down to the waterfront, where countless cruise ships moored, casting myriad lights onto the dark water. Immediately upon arriving at the hotel restaurant, we were shown to a table and we ordered one of everything with double the olives. I raised my gaze and looked expectantly at my agitated sister.

“You're about to pop. Excitement is almost an aura around you. What's going on? Anything to do with that cryptic statement about having a long-term job?”

Cammy's eyes widened. “Me? Excited?” Unlike mine, Cammy's face was an open book. Mom and Father never told her about Christmas or birthday gifts because she couldn't keep a secret longer than ten minutes.

“Yep,” I said around an olive.

“You should be excited, you are about to be related to a very famous person.” Her navy eyes were sparkling.

“Did you find another King Tut's tomb?” I asked carelessly.

“Maybe,” she said smugly. She ate a piece of pita, watching me. She had always been overly dramatic.

“Are you going to tell me or just let the curiosity kill me, Cammy?”

“It's weird.”

“Weirder than your monkey?” Her first find had been a small clay monkey from around the time of Ankhenaton, now lost in the vaults of the Egyptian Museum. It was anatomically correct and strategically painted blue. She was still teased about it.

“No,” she said firmly. “It's not like the monkey.” She sighed. “I really can't describe it.”

Oh, great, twenty questions. “Is it animal, vegetable, or mineral?”

“It's papyrus.”

“And … ?” I prompted. Really, she had learned too much discretion.

“Well, let me start with the initial hypothesis. The religious artifacts found at the temple—”

I cut her off. “English, dear sister. Plain, everyday English. No references, no footnotes, no mentioning names like Carter, Petrie, Mariette, nobody. What have you found?”

Cammy opened her mouth, then shut it again. “No references?”

“None.”

She tapped her fingers, thinking. “Right. It is possible there are some undiscovered tombs in the eastern desert. We—” She stumbled, and I knew she was rephrasing. “The university … is excavating out there. It's almost a joke, which is why we have mostly grad students working on it. Then we found this subterranean cavern. It looks like it was inhabited at least once. We found several huge earthenware water jugs leaning against one wall.”

“How big is huge?” I asked between bites of baba ghanouj. I love eggplant.

“About five feet tall.”

“Cool.”

“They reminded me of the jars found in Qumran. Do you remember?”

Yep, I remembered. Summertime by the Dead Sea. It had been around one hundred and twenty degrees in the shade and smelled like a rotten egg farm. We'd hiked all over the wadi, with Mom and Cammy commenting and comparing theories about the dig and the find while Father and I followed, sunburned, peeling, and dehydrated. “Go on,” I said.

“Well, these jars we found are filled with papyri. We brought them back to Luxor to unfold….” Her eyes gleamed fanatically. “It's completely amazing, because according to all our tests, the papyri are from about 1450 B.C.E. That's around the time of Thutmosis the Third,” she said to me, the Egyptologically impaired one. She leaned closer and whispered, “What's so unusual and baffling is that they are depictions like nothing the Egyptians have ever been known to do!”

Citrus and incense teased my nose for just a second.

“They are illustrations,” she continued, with enthusiasm. “However, they are so perfect and so detailed that they look almost like photographs.” She leaned back abruptly. “Then there are the lions.”

I choked on an olive. “Lions?”

Cammy shrugged. “The entire site appears to be where the lions came to die. There are hundreds of bones; generations and generations of lions died there.” Her voice again dropped to a whisper. “I had the eerie sensation they were still watching us.” She shivered.

I took a sip of my bottled water. “Let me get this straight. This is such a marvelous find because you have found photographic-quality illustrations of ancient Egypt?”

“Yes. I think we have, anyway.”

“Are the colors bright? Do they have writing on them, or are they easy to identify as everyday scenes or what?”

Cammy thought for a moment. “We've only unrolled a few. One is a scene of daily life, done in bright colors; another is … well, just unexplainable. Another is a masterpiece of ink and charcoal.”

I felt professional artistic curiosity rise in me. “May I see them?”

Cammy bit her lip, looking at me. “Well, they are kept in high-security cases.”

“But you have the keys?”

“Yeeesss,” she said reluctantly.

“I won't touch them. I'm just curious to see them since I've been drawing Egyptian-style pictures for you since we were kids. Do you realize even your paper dolls were ancient Egyptian?”

Cammy laughed. “So I was a little obsessive. It runs in the family.”

“What am I obsessed with?” I asked foolishly.

“Roots,” she said.

I agreed.

Roots that had kept me connected even while I grew up in alien and foreign lands. Roots that gave me pride in my European heritage and southern family. Roots that consisted of an iron-filled, camellia soft grandmother, Mimi, who had been my best friend and anchor, until her death six months ago.

I woke, not quite rested, my mind still clouded with disturbing dreams. Ancient dreams. Dreams of death, passion, possession. Not my normal fare. I'm more likely to dream about rewriting Cadillac ads and having dinner parties with Monet and Michelangelo. Or better yet, running a Coca-Cola campaign. But the feeling stayed with me. A definite Middle Eastern ambience, exotic, fragrant, and sensual. I shook my head. Apparently fries and chick-pea dip before bed was a really bad idea.

The day passed in a jet-lag blur, but I managed to jot off a few postcards, eat a couple of times, and work halfway through Agatha Christie's ancient Egyptian murder mystery. Then Cammy cracked her whip and the tourist bit began in earnest. She had me walking through the Valley of the Kings by seven in the morning, followed by an extensive tour of Deir El-Bahri, the mortuary temple of Queen Hatshepsut. However, as Camille said, you were either pharaoh, which translated literally to “great house,” or consort. Since there was no word referring to queen as an absolute monarch, every reference to Hatshepsut was masculine. Therefore she was usually depicted as a man.

Camille had taken on her lecturing voice. “No one knows what happened to cause her temple, her obelisks, and her other monuments to be symbolically destroyed—”

I interrupted, “Symbolically destroyed?”

“Yes. You see, her name is obliterated. If she had no name, she would have no part of the afterlife; to destroy her presence here would be to destroy her also in the hereafter. Names were of great consequence; even the gods’ true names were kept secret to protect them. For instance, the name ‘Amun’ literally means ‘Unknowable One,’ which is partially the reason he had such awesome power. So to eradicate Hatshepsut's name would be to make her an unknown, wandering throughout time and eternity.”

I fingered the chipped-away cartouche. “How malicious! I thought pharaoh, regardless of sex, was revered as the incarnation of god on earth? Who would have the authority?”

As I spoke, my stomach churned. I felt a widening around me, a feeling of space, as if I were suspended over a precipice; suddenly I smelled incense and citrus. I blinked rapidly, reaching out to touch the brilliant white stone walls, trying to steady the fuzzy reflections.

I turned to Cammy. “What?”

“I said, ‘You've picked up a lot more about Egypt than you realize, sis,’” Cammy repeated.

“What did you say before that?”

She frowned, apparently confused. “Before?”

“Yeah. You called me something, it began with an ‘R’; a word I haven't heard before. Ray-something? Or maybe it was Ra …?”

Cammy eyed me askance. “Hatshepsut's ghost must be getting to you, Chloe, because I didn't call you anything. Are you feeling well? Do you need to get in out of the sun?”

I looked across the columned porch. “No, I'm fine. I must have heard the wind or something.”

“Probably. It can whip through this site pretty fiercely sometimes.” She caught her blowing hair in one hand, twisted it deftly into a knot, and secured it with her pencil. “To answer your question, most historians and archaeologists suppose that Thutmosis the Third defaced Hat's things out of spite, since she effectively usurped his throne for twenty-something years. It's really a gray area in Egyptology. No one knows and no records exist except what's been left standing.”

In silence we observed the graceful ramps and columns that merged into the craggy rock behind, highlighting the delicacy of the structure and the strength of the cliff. It was a perfect artistic statement. I snapped off some photos, trying different angles and wishing I had sprung for a wide-angle lens before I'd left Dallas.

The temple was a monument to an aberration in Egyptian history, a triumph of art over human desire, because Hatshepsut, despite the best efforts of her descendants, lived on in this architectural masterpiece. This was her immortality.

Cammy wandered through the sunlit porticoes and practiced reading the faded hieroglyphs, while I crouched in the dust and made thumbnail sketches of the soaring columns with their carved female faces. What had I heard before? It had been a soft word, which still whispered, undefined, on the edges of my consciousness. Just the wind, I told myself with a mental shake, and turned back to my notepad.

We were quiet the rest of the visit, each absorbed in her own thoughts.

That afternoon Cammy had to help with some translations at the university. I walked to the Nile and looked out toward Karnak Temple, imagining it in ancient times, garnished with embroidered flags hanging from the vibrantly painted pylons.

As the sun cast a golden-and-rose glow over the city, I caught a taxi back to the inn. Dinner was my treat tonight, since Cammy had treated last.

We met in the darkened hallway to go out. “Do we have time to see your find?” I asked, still curious.

Cammy glanced at her watch. “Well, there is a Christmas party tonight, so I guess I can sneak you in.”

She wasn't overly enthusiastic, but then I had always been the one who got us in trouble. She had more than a healthy respect for the rules. Ironic that I was the one with a military rank and serial number, since I had always been the one willing to bend the rules.

However, officer's candidacy school for this spoiled daughter of an American diplomat had been more than enough to curb me. Not only had I been different from the other officer trainees—definitely more foreign than American—I was also younger. As a twenty-year-old with a degree in art, I had a hard time making friends. I proved to be a whiz, however, at emergency management, my reservist assignment. Whatever the situation, the Kingsley pride kept me going. Kingsleys never gave up, I'd been told, so I persevered.

Military service had actually been my brother's “duty,” but he'd been the black sheep for so long, his name not even spoken, that it was unlikely he'd follow through. My father's family had served since the War Between the States, known to the rest of the country as the Civil War, and it was time for the next generation. I'm not sure my joining the air force reserves was what Mimi had had in mind when she'd told me stories of glory about my southern heritage, however.

At any rate, here I was leading Cammy astray … again. Maybe I wasn't as curbed as I thought.

A few minutes later we stepped into the foyer of her university's dorm and research facility, known as Chicago House. A scraggly artificial Christmas tree stood in the dimly lit room, decorated with glass balls and cut-out cardboard hieroglyphs. Fortunately the place was deserted.

Cammy pulled a hefty ring of keys from her daypack and stepped up to a metal door. She unlocked it, and we walked into the lab. After turning on the light and unlocking another room, Cammy went to a wall-length cabinet, passed an ID card through a scanner, unlocked the door, passed the card again, and entered a code. Finally she opened the door and pulled out a long metal drawer. I helped her set the huge thing on the table.

“This place is tighter than Fort Knox!” I exclaimed. “Is the papyrus plated in gold?”

Camille unlocked the drawer, her hands trembling faintly. “What we have found is far more valuable than gold. It's knowledge. Though, as yet, we have no explanation for what is in these boxes,” she said, gesturing to the drawer. “At the very least, we must protect it.” She opened the top. “The papyri we have unwrapped are lying between sheets of glass. It's a prolific find—we estimate there are more than fifty scrolls altogether.” We stood in semidarkness. “I have a feeling that these scrolls will be as significant as the Dead Sea scrolls,” she murmured as she turned on the specialized overhead light.

They were startlingly un-Egyptian.

I shivered suddenly and reached for my silver ankh necklace, letting its heat seep into my chilled blood. The papyrus scroll was about two feet by three and a half feet. The paper had aged to a pale honey color, the edges curled and ripped.

It was a sketch of a mud-brick village. Instead of the two-dimensional profile paintings typical of Egyptian work, this was rendered in a realistic perspective. The people were not dressed in djellabas, as if it had been drawn today, but wore the kilts and sheaths of ancient Egypt.

Cammy moved the plates, and I stared at painstakingly detailed botanical drawings of pomegranates, figs, grapes, lotus, palm, and several other plants I couldn't immediately identify. Under each was what I assumed to be the name in hieroglyphs. I looked into Cammy's face, stunned.

“Cammy, are you sure these are not modern practical jokes?”

She shrugged. “The papyrus is ancient. I don't know how to explain the content. This next one is the piece de résistance; it was pieced together and wrapped oh the outside, probably because it is more fragile than the rest.”

I stared at the huge unrolled scroll. Unlike the others, it was about five feet long by five feet deep and the entirety was dense with detailed illustration—there was no other word. A broad avenue was filled with people, possessions, and animals. In the distance stood a huge archway, silhouetted against the delicately shaded sky. I looked closely. Unlike a lot of drawings of multitudes, many faces were visible, and each was distinct. A mother and child talked over a gaggle of geese, the woman bent under the weight of an infant on her back, the girl's tousled hair banded with a cloth around her forehead. An old man, his beard halfway down his chest, leaned heavily on his walking stick, surrounded by sheep. To the right of the artist's perspective was a man.

He was frozen in time, looking over his shoulder as if sharing a joke with the artist His face was lean, with high cheekbones that accentuated his long-lashed eyes and thick brows extended by Egyptian makeup. His profile was clean, the straight blade of his nose leading to full lips and a squared jawline. Black hair touched his neck and ear, framing a gorgeous jeweled earring.

I was awed. It was a masterpiece. He was so real. Tiny marks embossed my fingertips as I clenched my necklace. Stubble darkened his chin and cheek, and there were lines around his mouth and eyes. He looked as though at any moment he would share the punch line.

“I can almost hear his laughter,” I whispered.

Camille agreed. “The strangest thing is that although this appears to be a depiction of some Egyptian city, and they are headed to the border of Egypt, symbolized by the gate with the cobra and vulture, not many of the people appear to be ancient Egyptians.”

Cammy laid the others on top of it.

“Is this all you have?”

“Yes,” Cammy said. “There are many other scrolls, but they have not been unrolled yet. It's very painstaking and time-consuming work.” I watched her hide all traces of our unauthorized visit.

“What do you think is the explanation?” I asked when we were back on the street.

“I don't know what to think. There are no records of a mass exodus during the time of Thut the Third—that was in Rameses the Great's time—if it happened. We know that Thut the Third was a conqueror, spending a lot of time outside Egypt, subjugating other peoples. Even if we're wrong on the approximate dates, there are no records from his predecessor Hatshepsut's rule and just basic information from his progeny's rule.”

We turned onto the main thoroughfare. Sounds from the cruise ships along the dock wafted up to us: male and female laughter, piano music, and the ever-present Arabic radio. We walked in companionable silence as I mulled over what I had seen. “Could you be wrong about the dynasty? Could they be from another pharaoh?”

“The papyri date to Thut's reign. There is just no explanation for the work and the way it's done. Is there an aspect of Egypt we are unaware of? Even the most naturalistic art is still two-dimensional.” She sighed, then chuckled. “It makes the science of Egyptology seem like nothing more than educated guesses when we find something like this.”

I spoke without thinking. “That's all it is anyway.”

Cammy sighed in the darkness. “That's your opinion. Our guesses are becoming more educated. We're able to state things with more certainty. There are facts.”

“Like…?” I prompted, intrigued despite myself.

“Like Senmut. He was a grand vizier in Hatshepsut's court. Five years before the end of her reign, there are no more records of him. His picture is both inscribed in and removed from her temple at Deir El-Bahri. His body has never been found. In those last five years there is some hint that Egypt went through internal turmoil, but we don't know what or why. We also know that Hatshepsut died, but we don't know how. She was succeeded by Thut the Third in 1458 B.C.E. Those are facts.”

I looked at my sister, the light from the river reflected in our similar features. “What happens if you discover that Senmut changed his name and continued to live for years? Or that Hatshepsut was banished and became the wife of some foreign king? What you are calling facts just seem like unsubstantiated theory to me. They can't be proved or disproved. My idea of a fact is …” I searched for an example from my world. “Red and blue make purple. No matter how many times, under how many circumstances or ways, if you mix red and blue, you will come up with some shade of purple. Every time.”

Cammy turned to me, exasperated. “Look, Chloe, no one is ever going to know for absolute certain about anything. We can't prove a god exists. We can't prove he or she doesn't. No one will ever come from ancient Egypt and tell us we are right or wrong about the timeline of the pharaohs. Every little bit we learn, whether or not it is your definition of a fact, make us, in our knowledge, more human.”

Impulsively I hugged her. “I miss you, Cammy.”

“I miss you, too.”

We continued walking, arms linked, staring at the stars stretched out across the Nile and the treasure-laden desert beyond. Cammy spoke, her voice dreamy. “One of the reasons I got into Egyptology was because of the feeling of connectedness it gives me. I get chills when I think that four thousand years ago, two sisters very likely walked along this same path, feeling the same love for each other.”

My throat tightened and I squeezed Cammy's arm as we walked along, our images reflected in the dark Nile waters.

That's how the days passed. We talked a little about Mimi, though with her death only six months before, it was painful, especially for Cammy. She had been in the middle of her dissertation and unable to get away. We viewed the sights and relaxed, enjoying the days together. It had been too many years since we had just hung out. Then Cammy had to go, boarding the hot, dusty train for the eastern desert the day before my birthday. We hugged briefly on the platform, and she shoved a small package into my hands. “Happy twenty-fourth, Chloe,” she said, and I waved until she was out of sight.

I immediately checked into the Winter Palace Hotel. It was straight out of Death on the Nile, complete with potted palms, layered silk rugs, and brass samovars. A page out of time.

At dinner I was joined by a guy who was good-looking in a rugged, studious way. He had a lean build, dark tan, and intelligent gray eyes. He was older, maybe late thirties, to judge by the streaks of gray in his longish brown hair.

He was so charming, though. He kissed my hand when we were introduced and proceeded to tell me that he visited Egypt at least once a year—it was in his blood. So I told him about my sister and how Egypt was in her blood, too. Dr. Anton Zeeman was his name; I guessed from his accent that he was Dutch. We chatted through dinner, laughing at the tourist couple at the next table who unwittingly ordered sheep's stomach (the chef was Greek) and insisted it was what they wanted when the server tried to explain. We watched the belly dancer, and I felt Anton's stare, questioning, on me more than once. Over coffee he offered me a cigarette. I usually smoke only when under extreme stress, but when in Rome … I staggered up to my room about two A.M., hoping all my fun would send me straight to sleepy-bye land with no dreams.

It did.

I was haunting the souq the next day after lunch—since it was the only thing still open—enjoying the mixture of cumin, saffron, turmeric, and cinnamon that scented the air. I managed to purchase a sackful of saffron for ten dollars and two ballpoint pens. I would auction it off to my friends when I got home.

Tambourine and drums blasted me from every radio station as I stepped into a shop. Racks of postcards filled the front, and I began looking through them. I collect postcards, use them for all personal correspondence, so I try to keep a lot of interesting ones on hand. These were of an Egypt many years ago, swamped by sand and virtually deserted. The representations were intriguing, the detail work impressive. They were a snapshot in time.

Feeling someone behind me, I turned just as a faintly accented voice spoke. “They are David Roberts's works,” Anton said.

“I recognize his style. I've seen his work,” I replied “I don't know anything about him, though.” I scrutinized the meticulous artistry. “Who was he?”

“One of the many who came to Egypt in the early to mid-1800s,” Anton said. “It became quite a popular destination following the war. France began the trend in 1798 when Napoleon sent a huge cortege over to catalog Egypt's monuments. Tradition claims they are the ones who shot the nose off the Sphinx.” He grinned at me as he stepped back. “Not that you can see it now.”

I gathered up all of David Roberts's postcards. “Really? Where can I learn more? I didn't know Napoleon took artists with him.”

“At the Luxor Museum bookstore,” he said. “It was quite a famous expedition. It awakened interest in Egypt. In the next years those who would create the field of Egyptology visited here.” He ticked off a list that would have been familiar to Cammy but left me clueless. Vivant Denon? August Mariette? Gaston Maspero? Richard Lepsius? Jean-François Champollion? Giovanni Belzoni? Ippolito Rosselini?

The rediscovery of ancient Egypt had all begun with Napoleon's expedition, he said. Interest was heightened by the paintings of David Roberts and others. Anton turned toward a low display of alabaster statuettes, changing the subject. “Have you been to an alabaster factory yet? These are quite good reproductions.”

I looked at the shelf, covered with white, rose, blue, and gray figurines, and reached for one of a seated woman with the head of a cow, a disk between her horns.

“I see you pick the goddess HatHor.”

“What was she the goddess of?” I asked. “Dairy foods?”

Anton grinned. “Well, most writings will say she was like Aphrodite. The goddess of love, childbirth, dance, et cetera. No one knows for sure. Very little is absolutely certain in Egyptology.”

“Yep. My sister says almost everything is subject to debate, though there are a few facts.”

Anton nodded. “That being the case, HatHor could be goddess of anything.”

As I gripped the statue, a cold foreboding rushed through me. For a few seconds I heard a high-pitched keening and the jangling of cymbals. I glanced around in confusion: the dimly lit room seemed to be full of spinning bodies, with long black hair and white robes whipping around them as they twirled like tops. Then, in an instant, the impression was gone.

With suddenly shaky hands I put the statue back among the others: human bodies with the heads of animals. Anton watched me. “Are you unwell?” he asked.

“No, no, I'm fine. It was just a surrealistic mind flash,” I said with a wavering smile. Another weird experience, I thought. Still mystified and wobbly, I crossed the shop to admire the vibrant textiles that decorated the back wall. Nervously I fingered my ankh.

“You want to buy, lady?”

I turned and saw a young boy with a silver tray bearing small Arabic tea glasses. I paid him for the postcards and hurried into the sunlit street.

Anton followed me. “Are you okay?” he asked, concern apparent on his sharp features.

My fingers trembled as I unzipped my daypack and slipped in the postcards. Anton offered me a cigarette, which he lit with a courtly gesture and a gold lighter. No ordinary backpacker, this, I thought momentarily. Then I remembered. The images had been so intense, so real. I had felt a … a displacement of some sort … through to my bones. I was slightly nauseated. I inhaled deeply and enjoyed the sting of the aromatic tobacco as it singed my lungs and probably took another year off my life.

“Yep, I'm okay. It just felt as if time froze for a moment, and I could feel past and present—a window open to another world….” I trailed off, my memory of the twisting and swirling bodies fading rapidly in the bright Egyptian afternoon, filled with the squawk of radios and the honks of car horns. I stubbed out my cigarette, feeling stupid for rambling. “I'm sorry. I sound crazy.” I turned away from Anton.

“Come, I will buy you a coffee and pastry,” he offered.

“Thanks,” I said, and set off with him, trying to shake off the otherworldly feelings.

After spending the afternoon in the Luxor Museum, I bought the Rediscovery of Ancient Egypt, slathered myself with SPF 50, and slipped a CD into my Discman. I sat out by the beautifully sculpted pool to read about Egypt during the French empire, pages about people whose names I'd heard from Cammy most of my life. Old portraits and detailed reproduction artwork filled the chapters. However, I was restless and began playing around with a logo on my sketch pad. It mixed the hieroglyphs for cat into a strangely attractive design. Not quite right, but I was getting there. Kitten, Cammy's nickname for me as a kid, was one of those things you learn to hate. However, the glyphs for it were interesting, so I ignored their meaning. I couldn't spell in ancient Egyptian anyway, but the shapes were great.

The setting sun brought me back to reality.

This close to the equator, the brilliant sunset illuminated the sky for only a few minutes, but the colors were vibrant—pinks, violets, and golds merging for a brief but exquisite moment. Then it was dark, a soft blue-blackness that felt like an engulfing blanket, gleaming with the silver of the first stars. I reluctantly went inside to the artificially cold interior of the hotel. Sleep would be a welcome refuge tonight.

December 23, my birthday. By the time the sun rose I had been up for an hour. I'd breakfasted on the hotel's terrace and made quick sketches of the graceful feluccas racing from shore to shore, their triangular white sails achingly bright in the sunshine.

Anton did not make an appearance at breakfast, not that I was surprised after our coffee the day before. I hadn't said two words—which was strange in itself—and after several attempts at conversation, he had given up. He'd finally excused himself to go visit a mosque, and I had turned down the invitation to join him.

Yesterday had been disturbing.

After my third cup of Turkish coffee, however, I felt ready to face anything, even another day of playing tourist I donned my espadrilles.

The temple at Karnak was amazing. When I'd gone through it with Camille, she had wandered off in the middle of her explanation to stand in awe of the largest temple in the world. I had wanted to return alone. So far I had dodged all the “helpful” tour guides by bribing some kids with my trusty ballpoint pens to protect my privacy. Before being besieged by a group of Italian tourists, I had captured some great sketches of various walls. Snaking my way through the columns and up to the inner sanctum, I found three rooms.

Feeling like Goldilocks avoiding furry carnivores, I poked into them all. Cammy had said they were for the resident gods, the holy family of Luxor: Amun-Ra, the sun god; Mut, his consort; and Khonsu, their child. I tuned out after that, the intricacies of Egyptian religion confusing and alien to me. When we were kids Cammy tried to explain how the different gods and myths all fit together, even as they directly contradicted each other. She would explain at length how people became priests and priestesses because of family connection, not because of any personal devotion to the gold-covered gods. I hadn't cared.

All three rooms were small. In ancient times the god-statue resided there on a barque, an Egyptian papyrus-sheaf boat that angled upward at both ends. The first two rooms were empty, the reliefs on the walls faded to almost nothing, the gold that had once accented them picked off thousands of years before by greedy nonbelievers.

I stepped into the third room. Also like the Goldilocks tale, the third room seemed to fit, why I couldn't say. Wisps of peace, acceptance, and desire wrapped around me. I grabbed the ankh around my throat and rubbed it across my chin. As I looked out the broken window, I realized some amazing pictures could be taken from here. A beautiful sunrise, my mind whispered. One of the many turbaned guards stepped in and told me to leave, but I was determined to return and get those shots.

Still burning inwardly from the feeling of the third room, I left the temple grounds in search of lunch. I saw a small boat restaurant offering the “bestest food in ancient Lucqsur” and ordered the specialty of the house, fish stuffed with figs and pomegranates, my favorite fruits. It seemed fitting to celebrate with an expensive meal. After all, a girl turned twenty-four years old only once. I savored a honey-coated pastry and heavy coffee for dessert as I watched boats race from shore to shore, the whole world bleached by the power of the sun. No wonder the ancient Egyptians had worshipped it as Amun-Ra.

After eating, I sat on one of the many benches that lined the Nile and watched the procession of tour boats, tourists, and Egyptians. Idly I sketched, capturing on paper the sparse waterfowl and the hands of the sailors.

I heard steps behind me.

“Chloe?” he said. “How are you today? Feeling better, I hope?”

“Hello, Anton,” I said with a smile. “I'm much better, thanks. Where are you off to?”

“Nowhere, I think. I am tired,” he said, wiping sweat from his brow. He stepped out of his Birkenstocks and laughed. “So much sand.” He shook his head ruefully. “I think I will go swimming this afternoon and then to the Son et Lumière tonight.”

“Oh?” I said, curious. Cammy had recommended going, but not alone, under any circumstances. “The Sound and Light show? I've heard it's supposed to be wonderful, but what exactly is it?” I gestured for him to join me.

He sat gracefully, stretching his leanly muscled tanned legs before him and laying his backpack on the ground. “It is in Karnak. After dark they lead one through the temple, while describing what it was like to be an ancient Egyptian worshiper, yes? Then it ends by the Sacred Lake about half after ten.”

I grinned inwardly. It was tonight, huh? Maybe my wish to explore that third room was not quite so impossible. Or the sunrise photos… ? Hmmm … did I have the right lenses?

He continued, “It is quite expensive, very crowded, and gets cold, but it is also amazing and should not be missed. It is not Christmas church services, but it promises to be memorable.”

“It sounds great,” I mused. “I think I'll go, too.”

Anton looked at me through his dark sunglasses. “And your sister? Maybe you will both go with me and after we could get a coffee?”

I smiled. I was actually surprised he would give me a second thought since I had been such a doorknob yesterday, but it was a great opportunity. I hedged, since I'd told him Cammy was in town. It wasn't smart to travel alone, being female. “Cammy has been before. It would probably bore her. If the invitation is open to just me, I'd really like to go.”

Anton smiled widely. “I am very pleased.” He looked over my shoulder at my pencil sketches. “You are quite talented,”

One of the curses of being a redhead is that when I blush, the whole world knows it. “Thank you,” I said with wildly rosy cheeks.

He held out his lean hand for the sketchbook. “May I see?” After a second's hesitation I handed him the book. He flipped through exacting renderings of buildings, trees, flowers, and hands, then gave it back. “You have a very strong hand,” he said. “You are obviously an artist.”

I nodded “Advertising. I created the TacoLitos spokes-iguana.” This obviously meant nothing to him. If one didn't live in the southwest part of the United States, my spokes-iguana was unknown.

“Why are there no people in your drawings? Only structures and plants?”

“I don't do people,” I said a little embarrassed.

“Why not?”

“I can't capture their essence, their personality or spirit. They come out very flat, lifeless. Like cartoon characters.” It would have been too much to say I didn't have enough depth as a human being to interpret others’ faces accurately.

“I see.” He lit a cigarette. “I love comics and cartoons.”

I laughed. In silence we watched a boat debark tourists from every nation, fanning their faces rapidly and drinking bottled water. There were Aussies, having escaped their scalding winter on the other end of the planet; German students in shorts and backpacks, thrilling in the sun; American retirees in hats, sunglasses, and cameras; and packs of Asians, immaculately dressed and videotaping madly. I fiddled with my necklace. Anton glanced over.

“What is this necklace you are always touching? Is it for good luck?”

I flushed. “No. I've had it a long time and play with it. It's just a habit.”

He picked up the silver chain and brought the ankh close, looking at the hieroglyphs etched into the silver. “From where did it come?”

“Cairo.”

“So you have been here before?”

“No. Not Luxor. Just Cairo. My father traveled through Egypt when I was about eight and my sister twelve. Lizza, our au pair, took care of us while my parents traveled on diplomatic missions. We were in the souq with Lizza when this woman stepped forward.”

I could see it all as if it were yesterday. The dirty, dusty street, our correct au pair behind us, Cammy and I holding hands, cringing as a wrinkled shop woman, who looked for all the world like a character from the Brothers Grimm, came forward calling out to us, her bright black eyes acknowledging our foreign coloring. She hustled us into a small shop and looked back and forth between us, as if making a decision. Then she held out the silver ankh necklace. Cammy, after a moment, reached for it. The woman screeched and snatched it back. Frightened Cammy started tugging on my arm, but the woman placed the long silver chain around my neck and started laughing.

We were both terrified. Leaving Lizza to pay whatever the old woman wanted we ran through the crowded streets, searching for a way out of the bewildering and smelly market.

“Do you know what it says?” Anton asked breaking into my memory.

“No. Cammy has never wanted to touch it; she claims it burned her as a child” I scoffed. “She regards the whole thing superstitiously. However, she's the only one I know who reads hieroglyphs.”

His angular face was close to mine now, his brow creased in concentration, dark glasses hiding his eyes. “I read hieroglyphs,” he said releasing the necklace but not moving away. I looked at the expanse of tinted glass two inches from my nose … and felt my breath check. Anton licked his lips. “Would you like to know what it says?” he asked softly.

Time stood still, a frisson making me shiver, suddenly cold on this Egyptian afternoon. I felt rather than heard a still, small voice in my head say this was where the road divided What road? Was Anton going to kiss me and change my life? Not likely.

“Tell me,” I said, equally softly.

Anton leaned back and took off his sunglasses, his pupils becoming pinpoints of black in the intensity of the sun. “It is a time.”

“A time?” I blurted out, disappointed.

“Yes. A certain designation of time, and the name of that time. It has to do with Egyptian astrology. Maybe your sister can illuminate it for you.” His gaze was intent on my face.

I looked away. A time? An astrological time? As an imaginative child and even as a young teenager, I had fantasized that it was a secret message, a hidden identity. Something. “A time” was definitely anticlimactic.

Anton rose to his feet, stubbing out his cigarette. “I shall see you later? Yes? Maybe we will walk together?”

“Walk together?”

“To the Son et Lumière?”

“Oh. Yeah,” I said, my disappointment about my necklace having knocked everything else out of my mind. “That would be cool.”

Anton picked up his backpack and leaned toward me. I lifted my head, and he kissed my forehead. Just a gentle peck, like a brother. Then he left, the breeze blowing his faded green T-shirt against his lean body. I sat there, a bit dazed. I didn't want to admit even to myself that I was disappointed. I'm not easy, but who can resist a holiday romance? He was almost across the street when I shouted, “Anton?”

He turned back to me, glasses on and his hand shading his face.

“What was the time?”

He put a hand to his ear and I cupped my hands, ignoring the looks I received. “The time? The astrological time?”

I heard his response as if I were listening underwater. “The RaEmhetep,” he shouted. “The name for the eleventh hour of the night.”

Waving absently, I walked back to my bench. Bizarre! I looked down at the necklace, at the tiny inscription on the one side. The writing was just as clear as it had been sixteen years ago. The silver had not worn at all, despite the fact I couldn't remember ever having taken it off. I mused, staring across the Nile.

The RaEmhetep.

Dismissing it from my mind, along with the ruggedly handsome man who had chosen not to kiss me, I put away my notepad and pencils and started to walk toward Luxor Temple, making my plans for the night.

The mirror was foggy from the steam of my shower, but I could see enough to know I looked striking. With a long nose and squared jaw, my features have always seemed too strong for my coloring, but what could I do?

I had bought the long black skirt, tank, and crocheted tunic less than six hours before my flight. It was from my favorite trendy boutique, an example of impulse shopping at its most dangerous. I put on some copper lipstick and pinched my cheeks. The dry air did wonders for my hair. It swung smoothly from my crown to just below my chin, the bright color reflecting gold and bronze highlights. The contrast of the black outfit and my rosy skin made my angled eyes look even greener and more catlike. I ran a tongue over my freshly brushed teeth and stepped into my sandals.

I made an appropriately dramatic entrance to the lobby and choked back surprise that the charming backpacker now wore linen trousers and a cashmere sweater. And glasses. He kissed me on the cheek and gave me a white flower, then we left on foot.

“So, do you travel for fun or pleasure?” I asked.

He laughed as we dodged a group of begging children, ignoring their cries of “Baksheesh! Baksheesh!”

He looked at me intently for a moment. “Pleasure,” he said. “I am a biochemist, and my specialty is hematology. It is very, um, how do you say, intense? So each year I have several months of holiday and travel.”

“Several months! Wow! You better keep that job,” I said. “I've never heard of a company giving months off at a time. Do you, uh, enjoy working with blood?” The whole idea grossed me out.

Anton chuckled. “Yes, yes.” Enthusiasm filled his voice. “Blood is amazing. It is the essence of who we are as creatures, and it is what we need to live, yet we are quite unknowing about the effects modifying it can have on live beings. Life is in the blood.” He must have seen my involuntary shudder at his words, because he asked what I did.

“I work free-lance, and fortunately the company I am contracting with now is run by a traditional Italian family who basically close down from December fifteenth to January fifteenth.”

A cool breeze blew off the Nile as the first glitter of stars appeared low on the horizon.

“How is it that you travel with no group? Americans always travel in groups, yet you are alone? Especially at this time of year?”

“My sister is here,” I interjected.

“Ahhh, yes, your sister,” he said glibly.

“I'm, I mean, we're, a little bit different from your average American family. My mom is an English archaeologist and my dad is with the State Department. He's originally from Texas and used to be in uniform. He was stationed all over the world, so I've traveled alone to meet my parents since I was a kid. We've lived mostly in Moslem countries; consequently, Christmas has never been that big a deal, unless we were going home. None of us felt like going home this year.”

I looked down the rapidly darkening street, the muffled voices in a variety of languages floating out to meet us. “I guess because I've lived so many different places, when I travel I like to stay longer—really absorb the atmosphere and culture. That's almost impossible to do when you see five countries in three days.”

We laughed together.

“As for my being here … my sister just got her doctorate and suggested I meet her to celebrate.”

“Where are your parents now?”

“Brussels, I think. Their schedule is hard to follow,” I said with a laugh. “We'll meet for the New Year in Greece. My parents have a house there, since that's where they met and married. Aren't you going to miss Christmas with your family?” I asked.

Anton smiled, a little sadly, I thought. “My family is somewhat scattered. I am divorced.”

“Do you have any children?” I was embarrassed at bringing up such an obviously painful topic.

“No. My wife is also a scientist. It worked well for us. At least I thought it did, until she asked for a divorce. She came out of the, um, cupboard, and no longer wanted to be married.”

“The cupboard?” I asked, confused.

“Yes. She has a woman she loves.”

“Oh. I see. You mean she came out of the closet. That must have been very difficult for you.” Talk about your awkward conversations!

“The most difficult part is that I did not know why she no longer wanted to be married,” he said. “We spent almost two years going to counselors, taking romantic vacations; I did not want a divorce.” I felt his shrug. “However, in the end, my wishes were secondary. There were other things about me she also could not live with.” He paused, as if he had revealed too much, then spoke in a rush “However, she is happy now, and we still work well together.” We turned toward the temple and joined the groups of people lining up before the Tourist Police gates in front of Karnak. I was relieved for the change of subject.

Despite, or perhaps because of, the multicultural ragtag gathering before it, Karnak was one of the most impressive places I had ever seen, especially at night. Lights illuminated the lengthy Avenue of Rams, and the whole temple seemed an embodiment of the mysterious and occult I fingered my ankh and felt a companion chill to the one from the souq run down my spine; just for a moment I questioned the wisdom of my evening's plan. Only for a moment, though. I wasn't planning on stealing or defacing anything, I just wanted some unusual shots of the place. Perhaps I could even sell them and make up for some of the cost of this trip.

“Tonight is in French,” Anton said. “I hope that is not a problem for you?”

I smiled. “No, French is my second language, though my accent is definitely not Parisian.”

A sounding boom indicated the “show” was about to start and we joined the throng in buying tickets and moving through the gates. Suddenly we were plunged into darkness… then a smattering of lights spotlighted the foreboding stone pylons.

A sensual feminine voice spoke against a background of dissonant music. “May the breath of Shu soothe your brow, O weary sojourner.” A male voice joined in. “Walk now in the steps of the imperial family of Thebes, entering into the House of the God, a house built for two thousand years for the god, his human family and priesthood alone. Listen to the whispered response of the all-knowing, all-being Creator. Stride forth, Omortal, and behold the hidden glory of the Unknowable Ones.”

Anton took my hand in a warm, dry clasp and we moved forward with the crowd. The light from the moon was hidden as we passed through the inner courtyard, before an enormous statue of Rameses the Great and into the columned porch.

I suddenly became aware of how alien Egypt really was to our modern world, with animal-headed gods, intermarrying brothers and sisters, and everyone walking around half-naked. It seemed so far removed from our Western mind-set. I felt chilled by the strangeness of this place. Not only was it foreign ground, but it all seemed so vividly, disconcertingly, different.

The voice continued to speak over the hushed crowd. “All of the majesty of the dynasties is represented here at Karnak. I am the neter: the father of all, the mother who birthed the fountainhead of all life. I am the sun of day and the defender of the night.” The voices spoke together: “I create that which is, from Chaos. I walk before, so that men should have a path of life. Come, worship the eternal.”

For the next hour or so I imagined the temple in all its glory: shaven-headed priests clad in leopard skins scurrying to and fro to meet the golden god's every imagined need; the never-ending construction as each pharaoh sought to make an everlasting impression on the place; the wealth of gold and jewels that was supposed to have adorned the temple. When the lights came up around the Sacred Lake, I realized I'd better move quickly if I wanted to stay the night and catch the sunrise from Karnak Temple.

We were caught up in the crowd, being ushered through the temple by Tourist Police with polite but firm gestures. Anton put his arm around my waist so I wouldn't get crushed. As we left the ancient temple, still within the modern gates, I saw my chance.

“Anton, I see a ladies’ room. Please excuse me.”

He looked baffled. “You mean the toilet? I never understand these American euphemisms for basic necessities,” he muttered. “You go on, and I will wait.”

Initiating plan two. “Don't be silly. Look, there is a café just outside the gates. You go wait for me there and I will be out in a minute,” I said. He looked at me quizzically, but I decided it was just my guilty conscience for lying to such a nice guy.

He shrugged, gave my waist a quick squeeze, and walked away. I struggled upstream through the people and finally pulled aside to the revolting, overused facilities. Gagging from the stench, I walked away and sat down behind a pillar, upwind of the toilets.

I could see the café, where Anton had selected a table facing the front gate. I swore softly. Time to implement the backup measure.

After scanning the Arab children around me, I picked out a ragamuffin boy and gestured to him. Giving him a note and a ballpoint pen in payment, I instructed him to deliver the folded piece of paper to Anton. The attractive doktor had been drawn into a game of shesh-besh, and for a few minutes I wondered if I should join him. He had been wonderful and entertaining, and he was definitely good-looking in a rugged, intellectual kind of way. Camille would love him, I thought abstractly.

The boy had already reached him, and I watched Anton read my note informing him that I had run into my sister and an old friend and we had gone to my friend's hotel and I would see him for breakfast in the morning. He shrugged, then handed the boy some gum, mussed his hair, and rejoined the game.

I watched as the last of the tourists were escorted out of the gate, and I melted farther back into the shadows, keeping my eyes on the many caretakers milling about the grounds. They shouted back and forth to each other, bidding good night with wide gestures and laughter in their voices.

Satisfied the grounds were empty of tourists, they began to file out, joining the group at the café. The moon had risen high, and feeling safer from discovery now, I stepped into the light and checked my watch: 10:53. I sat quietly, waiting until the lights of the café went out and its doors were also locked.

I felt a moment of trepidation; what had seemed like a childhood prank would not be very funny if I were found out now. I stayed as silent as one of the stone sphinxes.

Finally, all was dark and the only sounds drifted in from the river. I let out a breath I'd been unaware of holding. Certain there must be more guards, I knew I'd have to be cautious.

I passed quickly through the Great Court, its statues given an eerie life in the stillness. Moonlight streamed over my shoulder as I paused in the Hypostyle Hall, not daring to breathe, waiting for sounds of pursuit Had I been discovered? Not a sound. I could hear guards in other parts of Karnak Temple, calling out to one another to be careful of the jinn, the night demons, as they went home after another long, tourist-filled day. They would not be pleased to find me.

I dodged from column to column and crossed an ancient hallway until I found myself beside Queen Hatshepsut's partially blockaded obelisks. With reverent fingers I touched the hieroglyphs and was jolted by an almost physical sensation. Stars sparkled above in the sky, visible through the broken roof. I held my watch up to the moonlight. Although it read 11:20, my military upbringing translated it to 23:20. Dizziness swept over me and I touched the cool stone, controlling the fear and anticipation that raced through my veins and steadying myself. Something else prickled my scalp… déjà vu? Since I'd been here before, I ignored it. I mean, I was in an ancient Egyptian temple, late at night on my birthday, doing something really stupid. Of course I would feel a little creepy! I also felt compelled.

I shifted my daypack. The bag was really heavy, and I briefly reconsidered my pack-rat traveling habits. Switching it to my left shoulder, I took a left at the eross-passage. Almost immediately I found myself at the “Do Not Enter” ropes that barred these three chambers of Karnak. With another backward glance, I stepped over the ropes and passed two of the small rooms in favor of the third.

Again, compulsion overwhelmed me.

The room was dark, lit only with the spotlight brightness of the moon. I sat on a carved stone table, directly in its path. By dawn I would have some awesome pictures of this place, both sketches and photos. I sat quietly, absorbing the atmosphere and wondering what would happen if I got busted for being in here. Like a ghost story, it was both scary and exciting. A breeze blew over me, laden with the same citrus and incense that had followed me since I'd arrived in Luxor.

The shadows of profiled figures were barely visible on the wall; traces of black paint pocked the drawing like scars in the moonlight. As I looked about the room, my eye caught a glitter of metal on the floor. The smell of incense grew stronger as I knelt on one knee, stretching my left hand toward the metal. This action caused my overloaded backpack to shift, and I reached across my chest with my right hand to catch it.

Then it happened—instantly and without warning. My sensations snapped and I was caught in a whirlpool of energy, spinning with so much force that I could taste sound and hear smell. I was being pulled down rapidly. Nausea rose in my throat and pressure built in my head until my ears popped. Through flashes of indescribable color that I could feel, I saw a woman. Dark and elegant, she hurtled toward me from below. In panic I reached out to stop her, seeking the solidity of another body, but I screamed as she passed right through me, through my flesh, my bones, severing me from my body in a bloodless surgery. The last thing I saw before darkness was her mouth, open in the terror of a soundless scream.

PART II

CHAPTER 2

Silence. Seeping coldness. Chloe lay still, trying to overcome the nausea and pain that had racked her body in those last few seconds before thankful oblivion. Once her senses were sorted, she did a mental review of all major appendages and body parts. She could feel very little, and the parts she did feel hurt like hell; she wished they were numb, too. She tried opening her eyes, and after an effort that caused sweat to bead her upper lip, she managed it. Slowly her vision focused.

Egypt. White walls with life-size figures in colors so bright, they hurt.

The floor on which she was lying was cold and getting colder. Chloe attempted to sit up, only to fall back onto the stone, boneless as a rag doll. She looked around again, a feeling of horror and disbelief growing in her.

Something was wrong.

Was she dreaming? But dreams should not be filled with cloying odors. She should not hear singsong voices from beyond this room. She should not be able to taste the blood from a cut on her lip. She should not feel bruised and battered.

Something was terribly, horribly, unfathomably wrong.

Before her was a cleaner version of the last room she had seen. It was in good repair, fresh and colorful. The parading gods and goddesses were painted brilliantly and seemed almost to move in the still air. The room was filled with a muggy odor she couldn't quite place, the star-painted ceiling hazy through the fog of smoke. There was also an acrid smell, a frightening smell … very recognizable, but she couldn't recall it now. Chloe turned around and looked up at the granite table. Her pulse trebled.

A silver statue stood on the table, a perfectly formed female with a horns-and-disk headdress. Before the statue were silver bowls of incense and a large plate with bread, dates, and what looked like a whole roasted bird, complete with head and feet. Several silver goblets were beside it. Chloe looked hard at the statue and felt something in her mind stretch, grasp, and miss. She knew she knew who it was and what it meant; she just couldn't reach it now.

She turned back to the window. Dawn was breaking, sending slivers of pink and rose into the misty silver of the sky, invading the black shroud of night.

As she mentally shrugged away sluggishness, her mind suggested and rejected possibilities for her position. Another indigestion-induced nightmare? Delusion? Serious drugs? Insanity?

Shakily, clutching at what she called an altar, she drew herself to her feet—and promptly fell down again.

Someone rushed to her side. “My lady, my lady? By the gods, what has happened?”

Chloe's fogged mind perceived a girl about fifteen years old, with a heavy black wig and black-ringed eyes, wearing a white dress that exposed one tanned breast, kneeling at her side, holding her hand, and chattering in a voice and words that came and went like a car phone just out of range. Chloe heard rushed footsteps in the corridor, and the girl leaned close to her, her face full of concern, awe, and more than a little fear.

Two men entered the room, dark skinned, wiry, and bald. They were wearing dresses! That was a new twist, even in her sometimes wild dreams. Where in the bloody universe was she supposed to be? She reached for the silver ankh that hung around her neck; her stained fingers gripped it … funny, it hung much lower than usual. She looked down and saw her body, with only a few scraps of white cloth hanging from a belt at her waist and streaks of fresh red what on her skin. Her hands were also coated with it.

What the hell was going on? Chloe's head felt as though it weighed a ton. It kept flopping around as she tried to see the girl and understand what she was saying. The girl spoke rapidly, her hands flying as she talked to the men. Chloe heard the frustration and fear in her voice but had no idea why she was so upset.

The concept Chloe refused to acknowledge pinched, poked, and prodded her consciousness, giving her no choice but to pass out and hope that when she came to, it would be in a ruined temple, helped by somebody named Mohammed carrying a Diet Coke.

No such luck.

Instead a terrible itching woke her and she started, fully expecting large portions of her body to be covered with fire ants. She writhed and whimpered but was unable to tell why she itched so badly.

Suddenly it was over, the burning itching replaced by strong awareness and feeling. Once more she could move her body and feel something besides her face. Her fingers touched the smooth painted wood of her bed and traced the raised design on its edge. She felt the roughness of a linen sheet on her knees, belly, and breasts. Chloe looked around her. The room was all white, with a cloth-covered doorway and a small alcove off to her right. It could be any room, any time, any where.

An insane asylum, she thought. That must be it. Where was her straitjacket? In a movie, when one woke up in a room like this, it was always in a straitjacket.

As her mind cleared, the possibilities and impossibilities crowded in on her. The only rational conclusion was that she had been kidnapped and was on some strong mind-expanding drug. It was understandable she would dream of Egypt, since that was what she had ingested mentally for the past month.

She'd heard rumors of kidnapping and white slavery. Despite government policy against it, it was still practiced in Egypt and the Middle East. Chloe had felt fairly safe, however, since she was the antithesis of what the Middle Eastern mind considered attractive. According to Cammy, the ancient Egyptians had always considered their Satan to be a redhead, and uneducated Egyptians still feared light-colored eyes and red hair. So she'd doubted they'd go for her.

Not to mention she was too tall and too lean for most Egyptian tastes.

Her musings were interrupted when the door curtain was pulled back and the same girl from the temple entered—at least Chloe thought she was the same.

Seeing Chloe awake, she crossed her breast with her forearm and knelt. When Chloe just stared at her, she rose and came toward the bed.

“My sister, are you faring better?” She glanced nervously away from Chloe's eyes and made a small gesture that some part of Chloe's mind identified as a sign against the Evil Eye. Chloe understood the girl, but the words didn't feel familiar. It was as if something were interpreting in her head before the words actually got to her brain, making her very dizzy. That smoke … an incense … where had she smelted it before?

The black-haired girl pulled back the sheet and Chloe saw that her body was clean and naked. Well, she thought it was her body … but the freckles that were the plague of redheads were gone, and her skin was a rich café latte. The girl reached out and felt the pulse at Chloe's throat and men touched the juncture of her thigh.

Chloe tried to jerk away from the familiarity of the touch, but her muscles did not respond. The girl watched Chloe carefully with her black-circled eyes. Pulling the sheet back up, she spoke in a gentle, singsong voice.

“The Sisterhood has been most concerned for you, my lady. To sleep for so many days is quite unhealthy. Even My Most Gracious Majesty has inquired after you. She is sending a foremost magus to heal you. The priestesses have offered special intercession to HatHor for you also. The goddess will not allow her favorite to be sick.” As she spoke she gathered a washbasin, assembled a tray of food, and emptied several jugs of water into the bath in the alcove.

Chloe raised her hands to her head. What was this girl talking about? What sisterhood? Which majesty? A magus? What the hell was that? What did they all have to do with her, and where in the bloody universe was she?

She who was no longer the same color.

Chloe decided she had endured this patiently and the time to speak was now. She would have answers. If this was a dream, some pointed questions should wake her up. If this wasn't … She ignored any possibilities and opened her mouth to speak. Only a strange gurgling came out, though, shocking Chloe and scaring the girl so badly that she yelped.

“Hush now, my lady,” she said in a wavery voice that belied her familiar words. “Please, rest now, and perhaps the hemu neter will drive this kheft from you. Please, eat now.” She placed a tray of breads, figs, and a flagon of milk in front of Chloe. Her stomach rumbled in response. The girl laughed, the first unguarded moment Chloe had seen since she'd opened her eyes.

“Perhaps a kheft has your tongue and so your stomach speaks for you, my lady,” the girl said teasingly. With a strength Chloe would not have thought the girl's body capable of, she eased Chloe into a sitting position. Basha handed her the milk.… Wait, where did that thought come from? Suddenly, in a drowning wave, rushed in thoughts of where and who and why she was, with little order or sense to them.

She knew Basha was her serving girl, and she, Chloe, was actually RaEmhetepet, one of the priestesses to HatHor; that they were in a small room beneath the Karnak Temple compound; that for the Great House to send a magus she must be extremely ill….

What was going on? Where was she getting this information? Was she being hypnotized? Brainwashed? What was this? Chloe punched the bed in frustration, and Basha bolted to the other side of the room. Something told Chloe she would not see Anton at breakfast.

The quaking Basha retrieved her tray and escaped out the curtained door, glancing warily behind her at RaEm … no, Chloe. I am Chloe.

No, the “other” said.

I am, Chloe told the “other.”

Agreed, said the voice, mildly. You are both.

Both?

Both.

How could she be RaEmhetepet and still be Chloe? What had happened to her in the sea of confusion between arriving here, in an altar room, and leaving mere, an old temple? She had not changed her physical location, yet somehow she had been sucked back into time.

Chloe almost slapped herself for that stupid thought. No bloody way.

That was something out of Cammy's Star Trek, not what happened to single tourists on their birthdays. She could understand the language—and it definitely was not English, French, Arabic, or Italian. She couldn't separate her mind long enough from itself to analyze the words. This was too exceedingly strange; there must be another explanation. Could she be going mad?

The insanity theory was looking better and better.

Chloe looked toward the door, if you could call a white sheet a door. No one was there. Grabbing the skin on the back of her hand, she pinched and twisted, digging her nails into her flesh. Her eyes watered and angry half-moon marks showed on her hands. She was awake.

Yanking back the sheet, she looked carefully at her body. There was the scar from Cammy's motorcycle accident on her knee, the countless faint discolorations on her feet from blisters, mosquito bites, and small cuts. She held out a hand. It was the same—long elegant fingers that were hopeless at any keyboard except a computer, short oval nails, and a faint scar on her palm from a long-ago dog bite.

Yet the skin was not fair, not freckled. Cautiously she reached up and tugged some hair away from the band at her nape. It felt the same: thick, coarse, and board straight It was the same length, but instead of copper, it was black, so black as to shine faintly blue. Chloe dropped her trembling hand.

Oh my God.

Before she had time to compose herself, Basha came back through the door with two dark-eyed men. Chloe searched the memories that flooded her mind, trying to place things in some semblance of order, sorting through the “other” mind that was also in her head.

No luck.

One man walked to her side.

“RaEm,” he said, his look taking in her body, “what is this illness that has befallen you?” He sat on the bed beside her and grasped her hand. His words were polite but distant He was young and handsome, a white kilt wrapped around his waist and his upper body impressively muscled. To one-half of her mind he was familiar, his presence comforting but surprising.

The other half of her mind was reeling from the heavy eye makeup and gorgeous jewelry he was wearing, not to mention his elaborate hairstyle. Was he wearing a wig? The other man was older but dressed in the same skirt, his wide shoulders covered in a gold-and-leather collar. He looked on, no expression readable on his fleshy bronze features.

Basha laid a gentle hand on the seated man's shoulder. “My Lord Makab, your sister will be healthy again. She will be singing and dancing before the goddess once more. Do not trouble yourself. She will be well.”

A bolt slid into place. This was her older brother, Makab, a young noble who lived in the country. In accordance with Egyptian custom, she had inherited all the property when their parents died years ago. Hesitantly she returned the pressure of his handclasp. He turned from Basha and focused on Chloe's hand. “You know me, then?” Her affirmative nod brought his glance to her face. Then, startled, he drew back, dropping her hand as though it were a scorpion as he traced ankhs into the air. “Holy Osiris! Your eyes!”

From the corridor came the sounds of many feet. A squat man walked in, torchlight shining onto his bald head. “Make way for the noble Hapuseneb! High Priest of the Great God Amun, who rules Upper and Lower Egypt! Father of Pharaoh Hatshepsut, living forever!” So saying, he banged his staff on the floor and stood back. A taller, older man, clad in a leopard skin and an ankle-length kilt, came into the room.

Everyone stood back and bowed: Chloe sat dumbfounded. She'd always known she had a lot of imagination, but the details in this particular flight of fantasy were incredible.

“My lady,” he said in a low, beautiful voice, “the khefts have left you. This is good.” He stepped closer to her and Chloe dropped her gaze, some instinct warning her that if her “brother” was frightened by her eyes, this priest of Amun might feel even more strongly. Provided he even existed outside her own mind, her left brain railed.

“The Great House is concerned about her defensive priestess. Please tell us what happened.”

Basha stepped forward and made a motion. “Your Eminence, the lady has not regained her voice.”

Hapuseneb gazed thoughtfully at her for a second and then away, back to Chloe. “When you are well, then, we will receive you.” He came closer and Chloe looked intently at his chest, hoping her eyes were lowered enough. Apparently they were. He inclined his head and left the room. An uncomfortable silence filled the chamber, and one by one the ornately dressed and made-up well-wishers bade Chloe a good rest and left.

WASET

THE GOLDEN CHARIOT RACED through the eastern desert, eating up the henti under the benevolent winter sun. Pharaoh held the reins tightly in her red-gloved hands, the ends wrapped around her gold-belted waist. Senmut, her grand vizier, held on to the side, watching not the sands before them but the slender body of the woman who had given him the world. He glanced behind them; two chariots were following, slowly enough to give Pharaoh the illusion of privacy, just as they had camped out of sight last night in the desert He looked over Pharaoh's head as they left the trail and raced across a series of rising dunes. A ridge of mountainous desert framed the horizon. Hatshepsut slowed her speed; her newest toy might lose a wheel in the depths of the warm sand.

A rock face rose rapidly before them, its shade carving a bluish shadow in the sand. Hat secured the horses and jumped down, wiping dust from her face with the back of her gloved hand. Senmut stepped down beside her, his architect's eye taking in the sandstone block that jutted out of the ground, reaching toward the sun. A gods-made obelisk. Hat watched him as he mentally measured.

“Beloved architect,” she said after they had walked around its large base twice, “you have built for me the most splendid of all mortuary temples in the western crescent.”

“It is a minute tribute to your own beauty, Pharaoh,” he replied as they stood in the shadows. She flashed a brief smile.

“However, I fear it would be unwise for me to make it my resting place for all eternity.” Senmut opened his mouth to protest, but she held up a hand in silence. “My nephew Thutmosis hates me. I will not speak ill of him, for he is born of the god and of the royal bed and has my father's sacred blood in his veins. I should just feel safer if I knew my tomb would be undisturbed because it would be unround.”

Senmut looked at the rocks around him. “You would wish to be buried on the east bank of the Nile?” His tone was dubious. Death was synonymous with the west bank, as life was with the east bank. “What if, in future dynasties, they build cities out here? Egypt is growing, and if the irrigation systems are improved, who is to say this could not be arable?”

“I am to say!” she commanded. “I am Egypt!” She turned from him, running her hand across the gritty stone. “Please, precious brother, build a chamber deep under the earth, covered by this rock, so that our rest will be undisturbed.”

Senmut halted a few cubits away, staring at her in shock. Her wide lips, lips he knew so well, spread into a smile.

“We shall be together for all eternity,” she said.

“We?” his staggered thoughts questioned: “We?” He ran to her and fell to his knees, grasping her around the waist, his body trembling with emotion. To be buried with the god-goddess he loved; for all eternity to look at her golden perfection, to serve her … Senmut looked up into her face, her lips parted now in sensual anticipation.

He stood up and pulled off her red leather henhet crown, freeing her long ebony hair to fall about her face. After wrestling with his belt, he left both it and his kilt in the sand and advanced on Hat. She took a step farther back, so she was standing against the stone, her eyes large and dark in her wrenchingly beautiful face. He kissed her face, savoring their mutual hunger, taunting and twisting her gold-dusted breasts until they jutted into his chest. He ran a hand underneath her boy's kilt and found the warm welcome that still shook him with desire.

She moaned and leaned back against the stone, her breath hot pockets in the cool shade. He raised her off her feet as she wrapped her legs tightly around his waist. They began the give-and-take of any man and woman, forgetting for a while the pressures and intrigues of her royal status. She pulled him deeper, and Senmut braced his legs as they began to shudder with release. Her body shook with her suppressed cries, his in delighted surrender. They fell to the ground slowly, still intimately entwined.

When Hat could speak again, she said, “You will build for us, my amazing architect.” It was a statement.

“Aye, My Pharaoh,” he said, and held her close.

They spent another few hours in the sun, the royal architect and his Majesty, pacing around, analyzing how to tunnel far beneath the earth. Hat did not want any outward marker, any temple. She wanted everything underground. The rock itself would be enough of an indicator to any future worshiper. No one would know. It would be their secret.

They coupled again in the sand, slowly and completely, then slept until their tent of shade was broken by the traveling of Ra's barque. Hat gave Senmut the reins, and he headed them back to the Nile, the sand streaked with red and gold as Ra lost his strength at the hour of atmu.

CHEFTU REINED IN HIS HORSES and threw the lead to the waiting slave. He leapt lightly to the ground, then set off quickly to the Great House. Pharaoh had called a meeting, and the messenger had caught Cheftu as he was returning from the house of a dying friend. Cheftu cursed himself as he had been doing since Alemelek's death.

How could he not have known? How could he have been so obtuse? At least the package from the man was safe … for the time being. He passed a quick hand over his headcloth, collar, and earrings as he walked through the palace's empty torchlit corridors. Most of the Egyptian guards had been replaced with Kushites, further indications of how far Pharaoh's paranoia for her throne had gone. He paused before the beaten-gold doors that led to Pharaoh's private audience chamber while his titles were intoned.

“His High Lord Cheftu, Erpa-ha, Hemu neter in the House of Life, Seer of the Two Lands, Healer of Illnesses, Proclaimer of the Future, He Who Speaks in Amun's Ear, Beloved of Ptah, Befriended of Thoth.” With the bang of the chamberlain's staff, Cheftu entered the room.

It looked like a council of war. Pharaoh Hatshepsut, living forever! stalked impatiently across the room, clad in a filmy evening robe of silver cloth, the vulture and cobra of her office firmly upon her brow.

High Priest Hapuseneb sat on a stool, one leg swinging in time to Hat's pacing. His shaved head gleamed in the lamplight, catching a glint of gold in the eyes of the dead leopard that was his badge of office.

His High Chief Steward and Grand Vizier to the King, Senmut, was glaring at some documentation, his strong peasant's back turned to Pharaoh and Cheftu.

Two “royal reporters,” as spies were now called, were eating in the company of another vizier. Hat spun round and faced Cheftu. “Haii, good my Lord Cheftu.” She extended a hand, over which he bowed with a perfunctory kiss.

“My Majesty, living forever! Life! Health! Prosperity! How may I serve?”

Hatshepsut gestured to a silver-gilded chair, and Cheftu seated himself. “I hear you have just lost a dear friend.” Cheftu looked down. “My condolences, physician. May he dance in the fields of the afterworld. Has he been taken to the House of the Dead yet?”

Cheftu, nervous and suspicious, replied with a modicum of his usual aplomb. “Nay, My Majesty. He was from the East and wanted to be buried in the ways of his forefathers.”

Hatshepsut's lips pressed together in an Egyptian distaste for any barbarian custom. “Very well, my lord.”

Cheftu smiled. “My Majesty shows great favor in asking about the details of my poor life. Although I am sure that is not why I was called here.”

Hatshepsut answered with a smile. “Indeed not, my lord. My high priestess of HatHor,” Pharaoh said, and Cheftu felt his stomach knot, “has taken ill in some strange circumstances. Enlighten him, Hapuseneb.”

The high priest sat straight in his chair. “She was serving the goddess, and for all intents and purposes seems to have…” His voice trailed off, the last words spoken quietly: “I know not what.”

Cheftu forced his voice to be even. “Forbidden contact?”

“Only the gods know, Hemu neter.”

“Was she hurt?”

Hapuseneb exchanged a quick glance with his pharaoh. “She was bruised,” he murmured. “Not wounded.”

“She is recovering? Can she tell us who… who is responsible?”

“Aye, she is recovering, but strangely enough, she has no voice to convey what happened.”

“That is a simple enough matter. Hand her papyrus and ink. She is educated and can write her account.”

Hapuseneb glanced at Hat. “I fear it is more complex. My lady seems to be a kheft-maiden.”

In spite of his calm demeanor, Cheftu's grip on the chair's arm intensified for a few moments. “I beg an explanation, Your Eminence.”

“She seems lost and confused. Reports have come to me that she did not recognize her own brother, her serving girl from childhood, or Lord Nesbek, her betrothed. She seems to have forgotten the simplest details of life. It is very strange.”

Cheftu calmed a little. “That is of little account, Your Eminence. In my travels I have seen people who receive a blow to the head and cannot remember their own name and nationality, let alone anyone else's. In time it will return. Has the lady been examined?”

“I too have heard of memory sickness,” Hapuseneb said with a grim smile. “But I have never heard of it changing the color of a person's eyes.”

Cheftu's gut clenched. Was this some trick? Calmly he said, “Eye color?”

Hapuseneb leaned forward, forearms resting on his knees. “I believe you are aware of the appearance of Lady RaEmhetepet?”

Cheftu colored slightly but answered, “I am.”

“Then you are aware her eyes are, or were, of the darkest brown.”

“Aye.”

“Well, they no longer are. They are as green as malachite from Canaan.”

“I see.”

Pharaoh turned to him. “You may not see now, favorite, but you will. We need you to go to the priestess. To examine her and see what you can find. It is simple enough; whether her needs are solely physical or if she also needs to have khefts cast from her, you can heal her.”

“Demons? My Majesty …”

“I know it will be awkward, given your past associations, but since she is once again betrothed, it will be a simple fact-finding mission. Makab is also here, visiting.”

Cheftu bowed his head in acquiescence. He had no choice. This was one of the joys of being the king's favorite seer. However, it would be good to see Makab. It had been many Inundations. He assumed he was dismissed and began to back to the door. No one turned their back on Pharaoh, living forever!

“Cheftu!” Hat called.

“My Majesty?”

“Do the signs declare anything unusual, my seer?”

Cheftu thought for a moment. “Ancient prophecy is about to be fulfilled in the destiny of Kallistae, in the Great Green.”

“The Keftiu? The same who trade here in Waset and Avaris? What prophecy concerns them?”

“The Aztlan empire has been nearly destroyed twice since Chaos, My Majesty. This time the destruction will be complete. I fear its repercussions not only in the Great Green, but even to Egypt. Perhaps these are the unusual portents you speak of?”

Hatshepsut stared at him for a moment, then her gaze darted to Hapuseneb. “No miraculous births?”

“Births, My Majesty?” Cheftu looked at her in slight confusion. “None that are foretold.” His gaze dropped to Hat's concealed waist and then to the floor. She laughed delightedly.

“Have you never erred since I made you Proclaimer of the Future?”

“By the grace of the gods, I have been correct, My Majesty.”

A secret and triumphant smile played around the edges of Hat's wide mouth. “That is well, favorite. I grant the god's discernment and wisdom in your quest.”

Well and truly dismissed, Cheftu crossed his chest in obeisance and left. Once outside he drew his cloak of office around him as a shield against the cool night air. He leapt into his chariot and took the reins, starting up the wide sycamore-shaded avenue to his house, swearing fluently, all thoughts of the priestess gone.

CHLOE WAS AWAKENED AND TAKEN TO HER BATH, where after being soaked, exfoliated, shaved, and massaged she was wrapped in a long white sheath and seated before a makeup table. When they approached her with sandals, Chloe realized she was wearing a dress, not a robe.

What about underwear?

Realizing all the slaves were watching her with more than a little fear, Chloe tried unobtrusively to look at her body in the sheath. The linen was so fine, one could see right through it. She blushed. No wonder they shaved so carefully.

She looked down at the delicate sandals presented to her—and gulped. Size nine was not huge in her day and time—she knew quite a few women with size ten and above—but the way everyone was staring at her long narrow feet, she guessed they were the size of a soldier's today. A male soldier's.

With a weak smile she shoved in her long toes, grasping the thong. Her feet pushed into the upper curve, squished out the sides, and hung out the back. She'd be lucky if she could walk without falling.

She waddled over to the trunk where Basha had pulled out her clothes and opened it. There was nothing except more flimsy, see-through, white wrap dresses. She looked at Basha; you could see every line of her young body through her one-strap dress. And hit, her slave girl, wore only a short shift with beads around her hips.

Apparently, in this hallucination, she was to be an exhibitionist with an enormous podiatry bill.

Sighing, she seated herself at the dressing table and motioned to Irit. Once the girl tore her stare away from Chloe's enormous feet, she painted long black lines of kohl around Chloe's eyes for protection against the sun.

After Chloe's chin-length black hair had dried, Irit plaited strands, periodically winding the ends with silver bands. She reached behind her for a small woven trunk and opened it, revealing a jewelry collection the Louvre would kill for. It was all silver. The “other” admonished her; priestesses of HatHor never wore gold. Bravely Chloe reached for a bracelet and ring.
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