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      ACCLAIM FOR THE NOVELS OF
 SUZANNE FRANK


      SUNRISE ON THE MEDITERRANEAN


      “Colorful … intriguing…. The juxtaposition of modern-day observations and expressions and archaic situations gives a good

         shot of humor to the clever, suspenseful narrative.”

      


      —Publishers Weekly


      “Suzanne Frank triumphs again with another mesmerizing tale of love and adventure in the ancient world….An exceptionally talented

         writer, Frank brings us one thrill after another as she allows us to view history in an amazingly fresh light without sacrificing

         one iota of reality.”

      


      —Romantic Times


      “A delightful twist on biblical history…. Not since Jean Auel’s Ayla has there been a heroine as resourceful as Chloe….Fast

         paced and wildly entertaining, this third book in the series stands alone but makes the reader want to hunt down [the first

         two books].”

      


      —Booklist


      “A compelling time-travel tale full of vivid characterizations, with historically accurate settings and a picturesque backdrop

         illuminating a bygone era …by far the best to date.”

      


      —New-Age Bookshelf


      “A perfect combination of fact and fantasy… . The author’s solid knowledge of the Old Testament mixed with her quirky humor

         will transport you.”

      


      —Kerrville Daily Times (TX)

      


      “Fans and newcomers alike should enjoy this… . Frank effectively uses her knowledge of the Old Testament in her re-creation

         of ancient Israel … recommended.”

      


      —Library Journal


      SHADOWS ON THE AEGEAN


      “Imaginative. Creative. Ingenious. Engrossing. Suzanne Frank has given her readers a brilliantly written, magical story.”


      —Clive Cussler, author of Atlantis Found and Valhalla Rising


      “A top pick—4 1/2 stars! … Everything a romance fan would want and much, much more. A treasure indeed!”


      —Romantic Times


      “An exotic, erotic, breathtaking adventure … wondrously conceived, brilliantly executed. I look forward with great eagerness

         to Suzanne Frank’s next book!”

      


      —Barbara Wood, author of The Prophetess


      “Part Mary Renault, part Jacqueline Susann, Frank delights in re-imagining … lost rituals of love and religion, but she also

         finds moments of refreshing humor in the contrast between Chloe’s modern sensibility and ancient manners… . Fans will stay

         tuned.”

      


      —Publishers Weekly


      “A tour de force of imagination, Shadows on the Aegean brings a magical world to brilliant life. Masterfully told.”

      


      —Douglas Preston and Lincoln Child, authors of The Ice Limit and Riptide


      “Suzanne Frank has absolutely surpassed her debut book with this second novel of rapturous romance and high adventure.”


      —Bertrice Small, author of The Duchess


      “Brings all the splendor and beauty known as Atlantis into our reading world… . If you loved Diana Gabaldon, then this author

         is not one to be missed. Ms. Frank is simply a gifted historical writer. Fantastic! 5 bells!”

      


      —Bell, Book & Candle


      REFLECTIONS IN THE NILE


      “Good storytelling… . Ancient Egypt comes alive!”


      —Diana Gabaldon, New York Times bestselling author of Voyager


      “An adventure you won’t want to put down.”


      —Detroit Free Press


      “Totally engrossing … the characters are exceptional.”


      —Midwest Book Review
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      Shadows on the Aegean
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      GLOSSARY


      adon/adoni (ad-o-nee)—man, sir, dear sir

      


      akchav (ahk-shahv)—Hebrew for emphatic “now”

      


      Ashdod (ash-dohd)—Philistine city


      Ashqelon (ásh-ki-lawn)—Philistine city


      Ashterty (ash-téar-tee)—consort of Ba’al and fertility goddess in the ancient Near East


      avayra goreret avayra (áh-vay-rah gore-er-et áh-vay-rah)— transgression begets transgression

      


      Ba’al (bah’ahl)—Near Eastern god of thunderstorms, among other things


      bereshet (b’ray-shéet)—the first word in the Hebrew Bible, meaning “in the beginning”

      


      b’rith (breet)—covenant

      


      b’seder (bí-say-der)—Hebrew term of agreement

      


      b’vakasha (bih-vak-ah-shah)—Hebrew for “please”

      


      chalev v’d’vash (ha-lev-oo-di-vash)—milk and honey

      


      chesed (hés-said)—lovingkindness

      


      Dagon (day-gone)—fishtailed god of the Pelesti (Philistines)


      Derkato (dér-kay-toe)—mythological consort of Dagon

      


      echad (áy-had)—one

      


      el—god

      


      elohim (el-o-heém)—angelic warriors and divine courtiers

      


      Gaza (gáh-zah)—Philistine city , also known as Aza


      giborim (gíb-or-eem)—David’s private guards

      


      guf— body/flesh

      


      g’vret (give-rett)—lady

      


      ha—the

      


      hakol b’seder (há-coal bih-say-der)—“everything is all right”

      


      hal (hall)—biblical term for devoting something to God through utter destruction

      


      Hamishah (hám-i-shah)—term for the five Philistine cities of the plain


      har—mountain

      


      henti— an Egyptian measure of distance, similar to stadia

      


      herim (háir -eem)—holy war

      


      I AM—the name of God


      isha (eé-shah)—woman

      


      Keftiu (kéf-too)—Crete and the Cyclades islands Kemt—Egyptian for Egypt


      ken—Hebrew for “yes”

      


      kinor (kéen-or)—ten-stringed harp

      


      laylah (lié-lah)—night

      


      Levim (lév-eem)—the Tribes’ priests

      


      lifnay (leáf-nay)—Hebrew for “before” in the chronological sense

      


      lo—Hebrew for “no”

      


      mah—what

      


      melekh (meh-lehch)—king

      


      Moshe—biblical Moses


      nachon (náh-hohn)—enthusiastic Hebrew agreement

      


      nasi (nah-sée)—prince

      


      nefesh (néf-ish)—soul

      


      nishmat ha hayyim (neesh-máht-ha-há-yeem)—the divine breath of God that starts life

      


      Pelesti (páy-lee-stee)—ancient term for the Philistines


      qiryat (kir-ee-yáht)—city

      


      Qiselee (kí-see-lee)—Philistine city


      Rosh Tsor haHagana (rosh tsore ha-hahg-ah-nah)—leader of the army

      


      sela (sáy-lah)—amen

      


      serenim (sáre-i-neem)—the Philistine leaders

      


      Shabat—Hebrew for the Sabbath, sundown on Friday to sundown on Saturday

      


      shalosh (shá-losh)—three

      


      shtyme (shtai-yeem)—two

      


      tani’n (tán-in)—pre-battle pep talk and dance

      


      teraphim (téar-ah-feem)—totem statues Thummim (thóom-eem)—oracular stone

      


      todah (tóe-dah)—thank you

      


      tov (to-ev)—good

      


      Tsidon (sí-don)—modern Sidon


      Tsor (sore)—modern Tyre


      tzadik (zá-dick)—holy man/prophet Urim (érr-eem)—oracular stone Yaffa (yah-fah)—ancient Jaffa

      


      yam (yahm)—Hebrew for “sea”

      


      yelad/im (yéll-ah-deem)—child/children

      


      Zakar Ba’al—the official title of the ruler of Tsor

      


      zekenim (z’káy-neem)—the seventy leaders of the Tribes

      


   

      FOREWORD


      History is known, illuminated. Details that elude the
 historical record sculpt it from the shadows.


      How does this darkness shade what we already know?


      What of things that aren’t documented?


      What of wars that aren’t fought? What of plagues that are
 conquered before they become epidemics?


      What of leaders who escape assassination?


      Are the things that are not transcribed, the truths that are
 never told, the events, good and bad, whose potential is
 never

            realized, equally vital?


      As negative space in art delineates the structure of a
 shape, does what has not happened
 lend line, form, and credence to

            that which has?


            Ultimately, the truths on which we base our lives are half-
known, because we see only what we are told exists.


   

      PART I


   

      CHAPTER 1


      IWAS DROWNING IN SPACE; then space became water.

      


      Okay, at least drowning in water was logical.


      Of course, logical wouldn’t matter much if I were dead. Dead?


      I opened my mouth to scream in protest, only to gag on the aforementioned water. Light surrounded me, blue to one side, pink

         from the other. Which direction was up? I kicked reflexively, propelling myself toward the pink, away from the blue.

      


      I broke through a salmon-tinted glass ceiling, gasping for air, swallowing huge lungfuls of it. All around I saw rosy water,

         ruddy sky. What on earth? Then I felt it, throbbing through my bones and blood: recognition.

      


      There are few places one knows instinctively; this was one of mine. I had played in these waters on almost every coast: Turkey,

         Greece, Italy, Israel, Lebanon, Morocco. The colors were unmistakable, the taste unforgettable.

      


      I was in the Mediterranean. Sunrise was embracing the now blue black sea with fingers of rose, gold, and lavender.


      I wasn’t drowning.


      Nor was I comforted to find myself in the middle of the Med, with neither land nor ship from horizon to horizon. My legs hadn’t

         stopped moving, keeping me afloat. Shivering, I moved through the water, looking for a warm current. I passed through one,

         then turned around to return to it.

      


      “Dagon be exalted!” I saw them at the same time I heard them. Before I could kick away, a wide, flat thing flew at me, covering my head, my arms,

         imprisoning my movements. I flailed, tried to get free, but I was caught. I cursed as I went under, able to use only my legs

         to surface again. In the back of my consciousness I heard a chant, “Dagon, Lord of the Sea, we bow to thee.” My brain was refiring the image I’d seen: a canoe carrying four bearded men in dresses. The thing tightened around me, slipping

         lower, stopping my legs from paddling.

      


      I really was going to drown.


      “Dagon, Lord Dagon, we bring—” The rest of it was submerged with my ears. Water burned in my nostrils, familiar briny Mediterranean seawater. How could

         I have ever known it would be my last—my thought was interrupted as someone yanked my head above water, his hands in my hair,

         half ripping it from the roots.

      


      “She is beautiful as benefits thee. Take her, Dagon—” The chorus continued as I shrieked, then inhaled, desperately forcing myself to not fight off my pseudorescuers. Some factoid

         in my military training reminded me that more people drowned while being rescued. Don’t struggle, Chloe. Don’t. I was coughing up water, my eyes streaming, blurring the world around me.

      


      Arms grabbed me as I was going under for the third time. A hand covered my mouth, another voice crooned for me to be quiet

         and still, they had caught me so that I could be honored. I didn’t want to be honored, I wanted to be free!

      


      It took every ounce of effort not to scream as they pulled my head again, using my hair as a handle. Then they grasped me

         around the elbows and hefted me into the canoe.

      


      “Ha der-kay-toe glows with the beauty of Lord Dagon’s love,” they sang. The vibrations of landing hard on the wood resonated through my body, knocked the wind out of me, left me motionless

         for a moment. I couldn’t see because my hair, wet and heavy, covered my face.

      


      “HaDerkato delights the heart of the Lord of Corn.” I coughed up more water, spewing it through the—net?—I was caught in. I was outraged. I was snared in a net? Like a fish?

         “Dagon, Master of the Sea …” I fought to catch my breath. I twisted within my bonds, then stopped for a moment. Nearly drowning was hard work. I was exhausted.

      


      I sneezed.


      “HaDerkato blesses us,” they said. “Lord Dagon embraces her.” Quickly I did a body inventory. Everything seemed to work—arms, legs, torso, neck. Though my head felt disconnected, still

         I understood the words of the … sailors?

      


      “Dagon, Lord of Corn, this gift we bring to thee… .”


      Daybreak had turned the sky blue, with misty clouds above us. Through squinted eyes I saw that I was dumped in the back of

         the canoe—but it wasn’t really a canoe, it was more like a skiff—and I was lying across a plank in the back, my feet trailing

         an inch above the water. Strapped as I was in the net, I saw only my legs, the sky, and the odd sandaled foot.

      


      Sandals, dresses on men.


      “We implore thee to accept this propitiation.”


      My eyes popped open at that.


      “She’s waking!” someone shouted.


      “Where is her tail?” another male voice asked.


      “Get her before she returns!” The net was ripped off, my wrists and ankles tied, despite my silent struggling.


      Too much of a battle and I would find myself overboard, definitely drowning. “Don’t look in her eyes,” one of them said. I

         opened my mouth to scream.

      


      “Silence her before she calls to Dagon,” someone said. They gagged me with salty rags.


      “Keep your ears blocked, beware of her gaze!” said another, the chanting to Dagon uninterrupted throughout.


      “Why does she have legs?” one of them asked. “As a consort of Dagon, should she not have a flipper, or fins, or a tail?”


      A tail? I stopped struggling and trying to gnaw through my gag, I looked around, wincing as the gag tugged at my hair. I saw

         them, upside down.

      


      Men in dresses, colored and embroidered dresses with sandals. Short hair. Beards. Swords at their sides.


      Okay, men in dresses. However, my mental processes didn’t say, “Okay,” they said, “B’seder.” Were they equivalent?

      


      “Dagon, Progenitor of the Fields …”


      Who was that? Where was Cheftu, my beloved husband, the reason I was here to begin with? I was here with men in dresses. I

         sneezed—no mean trick with a gag—then looked up again, bewildered.

      


      The sky was suddenly tinted red; when I looked down at my legs, the water beyond them, it was also red. Then I realized my

         hair, which was framing everything I saw, was red.

      


      “Dagon, Rapist of the Rivers, creator of the sea-maids …”


      My hair was red?


      My world rocked, canted at a definite forty-five-degree angle. My hair was red! Omigod.


      A shudder coursed through me as I tried to look at my clothes, at my body. Then I felt them—signs of the twentieth century

         in this obviously ancient world: the rayon miniskirt drying in the December breeze, the edge of a pushup bra digging into

         my ribs. Straps around my ankles attached to a ridiculous pair of sandals. The edge of a Day-Glo necklace gleamed spectrally

         in the morning light.

      


      Around my neck! On my body!

      


      I forced myself to breathe slowly, tried to still the racing of my pulse. I was a redhead with parchment pale skin— again—dressed

         like a cheap hooker. And only my thoughts were in my brain!

      


      Another Dagon verse. Dagon. Dagon. A king? A god? A priest? I was drawing total blanks. Fear bottled in my throat.


      Where was Cheftu?


      The skiff began cutting through the water at a fast clip. I get the world’s worst motion sickness on small vessels. Being

         petrified didn’t help my stomach, either. Dagon’s praises continued, like Muzak. I took a firm grip on my mind.

      


      No Cheftu, and you’re a redhead: the rules have changed. I bit back panic again and reasoned with myself. One, you woke up

         in the Mediterranean. Literally in the Mediterranean. Then it struck me: They hadn’t been surprised to find me, they’d apparently been looking for me.

      


      “Dagon, Showerer of the Plains, thy—”


      Dagon. Dagon. My thoughts derailed as we pulled up to a big ship, complete with sails, oars, and cast of hundreds. More men

         in dresses. More Dagon verses. I’d been rescued by some type of sailor. An ancient sailor. I was thrown over a man’s shoulder

         like a catch of tuna, and I bumped against him as he braced himself in the skiff. My head was pounding with all the blood

         flowing to it. After a few shouts, a rope was thrown down.

      


      “Is haDerkato secure?” one of them asked.

      


      The oaf carrying me patted my thigh and shouted back, “Ken! She is secure, but if she falls, haYam will provide another.”

      


      The muscles beneath my stomach shifted as the man began climbing up the rope hand over hand. “You are a weighty goddess, haDerkato,” he huffed.

      


      I had gone stiff as a board to stay over his shoulder: he certainly wasn’t holding me! I tensed my legs and tried desperately

         to keep from swinging out. He grunted and groaned as he pulled us up the ship’s side. Beneath me, the sea, the sailors, and

         the boat grew smaller and smaller. Suddenly a cold breeze blew across me.

      


      “Watch out for her gaze,” the climber gasped out as he tossed me down on yet another wooden deck.
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      When next I opened my eyes, they were grouped around me. Men in dresses, with hairy knees and fish cologne.


      “HaDerkato,” one of them said slowly, as if speaking to a foreigner. “Welcome aboard Dawn’s Battle.”


      I insulted his heritage beneath my gag; my head was killing me.


      “She curses you,” one of them said.


      I looked at him immediately and they all stepped back, averting their eyes.


      What the hell was going on? “Where’s her tail?” one of them whispered, staring at my bare white legs. Thanks to my streetwalker

         attire, there was plenty to see. Why was everyone concerned about my tail? How many people actually had—

      


      Oh, duh, I thought. They pulled me from the sea, they are scared of my voice, they think I’m a mermaid? I couldn’t help it;

         I started laughing, drooling around my gag as I realized they thought I was a sea siren. I doubled over, howling, deaf to

         their reactions.

      


      A mermaid? Oh, this was rich. Priestesses and oracles I have been. Never been a mermaid before.


      Then I sobered.


      Why were they pulling me out of the sea, and who was Dagon?


      And what was this about propitiation?


      As another verse of the Dagon song trickled through my understanding, I remembered. Before I stepped through the red sandstone

         portal, its lintel inscribed with the words of passage, the words of my final prayer in 1996 were, “Please God, let me find

         Cheftu. Give me everything I need, especially language, to be with him again.”

      


      “Dagon, Lord of Corn and Sea …” I understood! My body ran hot, then cold. So if that part of the prayer came true, then Cheftu was here? Somewhere?

      


      With a shout, we set sail. Still trussed up like a Cornish hen, I watched the sails fill with wind. I heard the slow beat

         of the timekeeper as the oars creaked and groaned, speeding up. Big ships, square sails, and men in dresses—it was all vaguely

         familiar.

      


      But who was Dagon?


      The rhythm of the ship rocked me quietly, even though I was spinning with confusion and discomfort—gags are not comfortable.

         Then I heard the whispers. They must have thought I was asleep.

      


      “I don’t understand. Where is her tail?” one man hissed. “She only has it when she’s in the water. How else would Dagon be

         able to stump her?”

      


      The first man grunted, “Are you certain she is ha Find?” Although I’d never heard ha before today, somewhere between hearing it and understanding it, I learned that it was “the.” In this case the “the” was

         a term of honor, as in “the Big Kahuna.”

      


      “She answered to haDerkato, did she not? Besides, who else would be in the middle of haYam on the day of the Find, if not Dagon’s intended?”

      


      Ha, the big “the,” and Yam? Yam was sea. Again, the translation was taking place somewhere between my ear and my brain. This time the internal translator

         wasn’t only explaining the words, but giving me a cultural context as well. To these people the Mediterranean needed no other

         name, for there was no competition. It was the Sea.

      


      “Look at her jewelry; do you think she is less than that? No one save the bride of the king of the seas would have such a

         thing as that. It glows with the light of the moon.”

      


      “Colorful, too,” the other man mused.


      They must have been talking about my neon jewelry. I fought not to smile.


      “She is very pretty,” the suspicious one said. “Ken.”


      I tried not to blush. “Pity she will die.”


      What? “Ach, well, the desires of Dagon.” “B’seder.”


      They walked away, discussing ropes, as I lay there trying to still my racing heart. Pity about me dying? What was going on?

         I grappled against my bonds for a moment, irrationally trying to get free, though there was nowhere to go.

      


      I opened my eyes when it got quiet and was surprised to see that it was dark, yet we were still sailing. Did these people

         sail all night? Ancient Egyptians were notorious for tying up their ships at dusk, I knew this from personal experience. The

         Nile was treacherous enough without compounding the problem with a lack of visibility. But the Egyptians didn’t have ships

         like this.

      


      A low buzz of activity came from over my shoulders and behind my back. The sailors were moving around the ship quickly, shouting

         orders—drop sail, double time, then the anticipated drop anchor.

      


      Stars were sprayed across the blackness of the night. The temperature had dropped too, so now I was freezing. The bonds I

         wore were almost warming. I lay there shivering as the men ran to and fro. The sound of a skiff falling to the water below

         startled me. Just seconds later I was hoisted across another man’s shoulder and carried down another rope ladder. I kept my

         eyes closed. What was unnerving going up in daylight was petrifying going down in the dark with a sailor whose odor of alcohol

         mingled disagreeably with his aroma of fish guts.

      


      They stood in the skiff, sailing into the harbor. Consequently my first view of the city, this time, was upside down between

         a set of hairy knees. Lights sprinkled the hills, lending the scene a sense of being 2-D, like a matte painting for a stage

         production. Again blood rushed into my head, giving me a headache that throbbed in time with his step. Between my head pounding,

         his bony shoulder digging into my stomach, and being in a small boat on a rocky sea, upside down, I felt way sick.

      


      As the revolting taste of hot bile filled my mouth, thump, we were docked. I was handled with the tenderness of a ton of potatoes. I could barely hear the surrounding sailors and

         merchants compliment the men who had captured me. My ears were ringing as I was dumped into the back of a cart. My hair once

         again covered my face, and the smell and taste of near vomit stayed on my gag. I was lying on my side, unable to pull myself

         upright. The cart moved slowly, dragging across rutted dirt paths. Cats, no surprise with our fishy odor, trailed us, swatting

         at my hair hanging over the edge of the cart.

      


      Cart. Think, Chloe, you could be figuring out where you are. Why the hell should that matter? I groused back at myself. Cheftu isn’t here, at least not yet, and I’m in my own body with

         no mental tour guide to wherever I am. Moreover, I think I’m scheduled to be some kind of sacrifice.

      


      The word propitiation haunted me. I’d spent too many summers attending vacation Bible school to not be nervous. Propitiation was compensating for

         doing something wrong, trying to work your way back into someone’s good graces.

      


      I noticed, despite myself, that I was in the back of a two-person, chariot-style cart. I couldn’t tell how many horses it

         had, I couldn’t see them. All the elements were here, though. Men in dresses, sandals, gods, and horse-drawn chariots.

      


      I was back in ancient times.


      Cheftu had to be here. He had to be. I just needed to keep my eyes—


      The vehicle stopped so suddenly that I was pitched out, into the dirt. I felt the abrasion on my face, my shoulder. I wanted

         to cry; I’d been here less than twenty-four hours and already I was bruised. Not to mention tired, hungry, and confused.

      


      Another man threw me over his shoulder—my stomach was getting sore from this treatment—and carried me from the cart into a

         building. Suddenly the flooring was different, as was the lighting, the smell, and the sound. He tossed me down, cracking

         my head against the floor so loudly that I heard the echo.

      


      The sounds around me slowly unfolded into decipherable words. I heard a woman’s voice. “You’re supposed to set her down gently!”

         she shouted at him. “She isn’t a catch!”

      


      “I was being gentle,” he said defensively.

      


      “I hope you didn’t kill her, then we’ll be in worse trouble than we are now!”


      He mumbled something, but I couldn’t discern the words beyond the aching of my head. She told him to get out, he was a lug

         and an oaf. Cool hands touched me. “Sea-Mistress, he shall be punished. He is a sailor; sea urchins have been his parents!

         Please do not hold him against us.”

      


      A pillow was slipped beneath my head—which hurt. My hair was brushed from my eyes—which also hurt. My bonds were cut, and

         as the blood flowed back into my limbs, they hurt, too. My face and shoulder were cleaned off and a salve put on them—which

         hurt. I felt tears squeeze from beneath my lashes.

      


      Silence fell, blessed peace. When the throbbing in my body had settled down, I cautiously opened one eye.


      Holy Isis, here we go again!


      All I had wanted to do was find Cheftu, to be with him. Instead I was in a temple, not like any I’d seen before, but identifiable

         by the smell, the layout, and … the twenty-foot-tall statue of a merman with food, gold, and jewels strewn at his, uh, tail.

      


      This was not Egyptian artwork. Not Aztlantu. Neither Greek nor Roman. Pillars rose up on all sides of me, providing the studs

         for a wall that went up only seven or so feet. Incense clouded the air, filled it with the cloying odor of … coriander? Burned

         coriander? The acrid smell took me back to my childhood in Morocco. Definitely coriander.

      


      The colors were the tints of the sea and sky, blues and greens that blended like watercolors from one into another. A braid

         pattern wrapped around the columns and edged the ceiling. The floor was a mosaic of shells and colored sand. The room was

         pretty, very gentle and soothing.

      


      Where was this temple? My head still throbbed, but the nausea had passed. I was lying on my back, on the top part of a set

         of stairs. To my left was the idol.

      


      He was carved from one piece of marble. It had been broken at least three times around his waist and each arm. Stone must

         be very expensive, I thought as I looked at him. Why else would they use such a blatantly flawed piece? He was kind of clunky

         and block shaped, recognizable as a merman but nothing that would set the art world on fire.

      


      Marks had been pressed into the base of the statue. An ancient language. Then, before my eyes, the duck foot– looking wedges

         re-formed into letters that I understood. Dagon, Lord of Thunder, King of the Sea, Ruler of the Cornfield, Father of Ba’al, Beloved of Derkato.


      Dagon was the merman?


      How did this relate to reuniting with Cheftu? Why else would I be here, in my own skin, unless my prayer had been answered?

         I’d been looking for him. Instead of finding him, though, I’d been fished out of the Mediterranean and left in a temple. Maybe

         Cheftu was a fisherman; or a priest?

      


      However, that would be odd. Cheftu had always been an Egyptian. Always arriving from Egypt. Then again, I’d always been someone

         else, and now I was myself. In my experiences—of which I’d had two, vivid, life-changing ones, when I went back in time, when

         I stepped into history—I had stepped into another person, her body, her voice, her life; I would put on some ancient woman’s

         skin like a cloak.

      


      I felt dazed, because suddenly everything was new— even the rules seemed different. But I’d time-traveled again, despite these

         differences. I noticed the red hair falling over my white-skinned shoulder; I was cloakless. Hello? I asked my echoing cranium. Anybody in there? Yoo-hoo?


      Would Cheftu look the same? He always had before. Now it would be up to me to identify him, for he’d never seen me in my own

         twentieth-century “cloak.”

      


      “Sea-Mistress Derkato, would you care for refreshing?” Glancing up, I saw a young girl, her head bowed, her robe covered in fabric scales. “Water,”

         I said, suspicious of anything else. I didn’t think they would try to poison me, but I wasn’t positive about that.

      


      She looked up at me, then ducked her head and backed away. Unlike the citizens of both other cultures I’d lived in, where

         black hair and dark eyes were the norm, this girl was honey colored. Though she was on the tall side, she was slightly built.

         Long, straight gilded brown hair that matched her eyes hung in elaborate braids to her waist. She gleamed like well-polished

         wood.

      


      “Please,” I called after her. While I thought “Please,” what came from my mouth was b’vakasha. Was that “please” in this language? I lay back down on the mosaic floor, staring up at the ceiling. Flat roof with clerestory

         windows; it was good to be in a place with an architecture I knew.

      


      I was in the Mediterranean. In a temple of Dagon. As a mermaid/goddess who was going to die. When I raised a hand to tuck

         my hair behind my ear, I saw the neon on my arm. I glowed.

      


      Neon. The priestess RaEmhetepet, who had had my body for the past two years, had been on her way to a Ramadan/Christmas party

         in 1996, dressed with her customary bad taste, which I was now wearing, when she had wandered by the portal and gotten sucked

         back. Or something like that, I guessed. In modern times RaEm had become obsessed with neon and electricity and things that

         glittered, which is why I now glowed like some B-film alien.

      


      “Sea-Mistress, your water.” The girl slunk forward, placed a seashell precariously on the floor, and backed away, watching

         expectantly. Was I supposed to lap up the water? Raise the shell to my lips and drink it all?

      


      This was an etiquette question. I could use an “other” right now.


      In each of my previous time-travel experiences, I’d moved into someone else’s body in that time period, complete with her

         knowledge of the culture, the language, and some memories. The liaison between the actual owner’s mind and my own, I’d called

         the “other.” Now, I was otherless.

      


      I was on my own. What did that mean?


      When in doubt fake it, Chloe.


      I lifted the seashell to drink it.


      Instead I spewed it. Salt water? “Fresh water,” I clarified, wiping my mouth with the back of my hand.


      “Sea-Mistress, forgive me!” the girl wailed, falling to her knees and beating her chest. “Find mercy! Please don’t curse us!

         I thought you had to have salt water! Please, take your fury out on me, but spare the people!”

      


      Her eyelashes were about two feet long and curly. She still had babyish innocence in her face, but her body was almost a woman’s.

         “Who are you?” I asked.

      


      “Tamera is how the goddess named me.”


      “Which goddess?” Was there more than one? “The great goddess, Sea-Mistress Ashterty.” She looked up. “B’vakasha, do not curse us.” She looked as though she might start beating her chest again.

      


      Curse her? Over water? “I, I won’t,” I said. She crawled to me on her belly, kissing the mosaic floor by my feet. They could

         bind and gag me, but now they were worried about my cursing them over water? Where was the logic in that? “Find me fresh water,”

         I said. “Then tell me of your people, the ones you seek to save.” It sounded imperious enough without being rude.

      


      Mumbling thanks, she backed away from me and ran from the room.


      Tamera returned in seconds, this time with a clay bowl. It was wide, shallow, and decorated with stylized birds, squares,

         circles, and fish, reminiscent of Aegean designs. The water was cold, refreshing. I sipped it and wondered if they had an

         equivalent of aspirin. My head was killing me.

      


      “HaDerkato is to be honored, so what does she require of me?” Tamera asked, her head bowed once more.

      


      “The men who, uh, I let catch me, where were they sailing?”


      She looked at me, frowning slightly. “It is the day of the Find, haDerkato. They set sail from Gaza. Throughout the way they prayed for a worthy consort for Dagon. A Derkato for him to love. They were sailing to us here in Ashqelon, since the festival takes place here.” Tamera smiled a little.

         “Dagon must be pleased because haYam gave us you!”

      


      Words were flying at me as I strove for comprehension. “Did you find anyone else out there?” I asked. Maybe Cheftu had arrived

         the same way. Then her other words penetrated my mind. “Did you say Gaza? Ashqelon?”

      


      “Ken, haDerkato.”


      Gaza—as in Gaza Strip? Ashqelon—that was a famous Philistine site in Israel! My mother had worked in Ashqelon, long ago and

         far away.

      


      “Sea-Mistress, haYam gave only you to us.” Tamera frowned slightly.

      


      The pieces were falling into place in my brain, knowledge firing at me: Was I in Israel? Were these Philistines? Cheftu hadn’t

         been netted? “And this temple here is … where?”

      


      “We are in Ashqelon, Sea-Mistress.”


      “Why were these men finding someone for Dagon?” I asked, sipping my water, hoping that the last sea-mistress they netted had

         been as inquisitive. As the object of this ritual, should I already know why?

      


      Again she frowned. “It is the tradition, Sea-Mistress.” Tamera looked down at her hands in her lap, twisting at the “scales”

         of cloth on her skirt. “Dagon has been very angry with us.”

      


      Hence the term propitiation, I reasoned. “Why do you say that?”

      


      “The seas are as blood, Sea-Mistress. We think it is because in our last battle with the highlanders they took our teraphim and burned them.” She looked back up at me. “Without the proper sacrifice, we fear Dagon will not bless the corn harvest.”

      


      Sacrifice. The word made the hair on the back of my neck stiffen. “How, exactly, does, uh, Dagon accept his sacrifice?”


      Tamera smiled. “Sea-Mistress, it is not your worry! You are our beloved lady!” She rose up, beaming. “Would you care for food?

         Drink? Would you like to spend time with Dagon, alone?”

      


      I thought of the marble statue looming above us. What did they expect would happen if Dagon and I spent time alone? “That

         isn’t necessary,” I said. “Tell me, when is the corn harvest?”

      


      Tamera frowned again; her face had two expressions. Frown or smile. “The harvest is not for months, Sea-Mistress. But we must

         select the seeds, and for that we need the counsel of Dagon, Progenitor of the Field.”

      


      A few more questions later I realized that good seed meant good corn. If Dagon’s wisdom didn’t prevail, they could plant bad

         corn, then starve all year. “At least you have fish,” I said, feeling the merman’s stony stare on me.

      


      Tamera’s honey brown eyes grew round; she was appalled. “Sea-Mistress, how can we eat sacred food? We would rather die! The

         creatures of the deep are for you, Dagon, the gods and goddesses! We are only mortals, we would not dare.”

      


      “You dared to take me from the sea,” I pointed out.


      She fell to her knees; this kid was going to have seriously bruised kneecaps. “You are a gift from the sea. Only you will

         be able to intercede with Dagon.”

      


      Did they bind and gag all the gifts from the sea? How could I intercede if I were sacrificed? Did they realize how illogical

         their religion was? “Is Dagon, uh, difficult?” I asked, wondering what else I could learn about him. The man was a merman,

         so a lot of the expected problems between man and woman were pretty much null and void.

      


      Change from happy face to frowning face. “He and his son Ba’al have battled often this winter,” she said. “They destroy us

         in their pathway.”

      


      Bah All? Dagon’s son? I pressed a hand to my head, trying to understand through my blinding headache. “How is that?”


      She sighed, a little exasperated with my lack of divine knowledge. “Ba’al throws his bolts of lightning, catching the fields

         of Dagon afire.” Stripping religion out of her language, I gathered there had been massive electrical storms, sea storms,

         and widespread crop failure. The people were compounding the problem by not eating fish.

      


      “The sea churns,” she continued, “crushing our boats, leaving us open for destruction by the Kemti, the Kefti, and the Tsidoni.”


      My heart thudded. Kemt was Egyptian for Egypt. I’d learned that on my first time-travel voyage. However, I’d not known the

         Egyptians to be destructive.

      


      Another thought hit me, almost as hard as my head had hit the mosaic floor: If I was close to Gaza—and Ashqelon, in modern

         times, was—then Egypt was to my south. Cheftu had always been an Egyptian. Did this mean I needed to head south? Could I find

         him there? Of course, this was all based on the theory that Cheftu actually was in this time period.

      


      But I’d arrived here and I spoke the language, so it seemed to follow reasonably. Please God.


      I also knew that Kefti was the Egyptian/Aztlantu word for people from Caphtor. Crete. They were across the Mediterranean from

         where the Philistines were, archaeologically speaking. If the Kefti still inhabited Crete, then had I gone forward or backward

         in time? When I’d left the last time period, the one in which I was an oracle, their culture was pretty much going to hell

         in a handbasket, complete with fire and brimstone.

      


      The name Tsidoni, however, left me blank. She’d named south, west. If we were on the Mediterranean, close to modern-day Gaza,

         where were the Tsidoni from?

      


      “The highlanders desecrated Ba’al, offended Dagon.” Tamera glanced toward the merman. “He punishes us for it. We were not

         strong enough against them. We trusted their words, like fools.”

      


      “Highlanders?” I repeated. Just the term threw my whole theory out the door. Highlanders? Men in kilts with bagpipes? On the

         Mediterranean? The pieces just were not fitting together. Was my understanding of history, of the spread of cultures, that

         skewed? I mean, I knew I’d grown up with a better understanding of Lawrence of Arabia than, say, George III, but was I that

         ignorant? I rubbed my face; I’d trade the lot of them for Excedrin right now.

      


      Tamera’s look was bleak. “For decades we have fought with them. Now spring approaches, and with it the season for renewing

         war battles.”

      


      This was all terribly sad, but what did it have to do with me? Ashqelon was a place I’d never seen, even in modern times.

         Whether it was ancient Palestine or Israel made no difference to me. My purpose here was to find my husband and … what? That

         was the part of the equation Cheftu and I had never actually discussed. What did life hold for us, together? That answer could

         wait. I had to get out of here. War and propitiation were good reasons to hit the road.

      


      “Sea-Mistress, do you see now why it is essential you are here? Why it is such a blessing that we found you? You can intervene

         for us.”

      


      “How can I,” I said, wondering if I was supposed to be mortal or goddess, wondering how many goddesses they found per year,

         wondering what unlucky swimmer had been netted last time, “intervene with a god?”

      


      “You are the favored of his sea maidens, a goddess, are you not? For you he gives the wealth of the sea, such treasures as

         I’ve never seen. You must be his most beloved concubine.”

      


      I looked down at my still glowing neon bracelet, then noticed I was still wearing the necklace, lengths and lengths of it

         wrapped around my throat. It passed through the spectrum of green to blue to purple to pink to orange. The glow had faded

         a little, but it was still flashy.

      


      That was confusing. I had been pulled from the sea to ask Dagon to give these people a break; in fact, I was a gift to him,

         yet I already knew him? “A-am I a hostage?” I stuttered. Her expression froze as we heard a shout from the front of the temple.

      


      “I want to see her!” the person repeated. “I insist!” The voice brooked no disagreement. It was followed by a body, a large

         woman bearing down on me like a steamship on a wooden raft. Tamera—the wimp—fled, leaving me to face this apparition alone.

      


      What an apparition.


      She was almost as wide as she was tall, with black hair elaborately woven and curled, piercing eyes set like Kalamata olives

         in a pan of saffron-tinted dough, from which only a beak of a nose and a bump of a chin stood out. She gleamed with gold,

         smelled like a vegetable garden, and wore the absolute worst shade of cinnamon that I’d ever seen.

      


      But she had presence.


      I raised my chin; I’d seen powerful women in action. I was Dagon’s main squeeze. I was a goddess. I could do this. I was a

         hostage?

      


      “What do you mean by—” the woman began. “On your knees, mortal,” I intoned in my best deep sea-mistress voice. She glared

         at me, then lumbered to her knees. Slaves came running in behind her, fluffing pillows for each kneecap, holding her by her

         wrists as she lowered herself. It was a production—but she was obeying me.

      


      What was that phrase about power? Power corrupts, but absolute power corrupts absolutely. I’d been a goddess for less than

         two minutes, and already I was abusing my authority.

      


      “Sea-Mistress,” she said, though her tone was only slightly more respectful. I gestured for her to continue. “Highlanders

         approach us from the east, yet Dagon is silent, Ba’al removed from our sorrows! We have begged mercy for the destruction of

         the teraphim! What does it take to get you to act?”

      


      “And who,” I said imperiously, “are you?”


      She bristled. “Takala-dagon, the queen of the Pelesti, the royal dowager.”


      Oh. I smiled weakly. “How many more of my sons do I have to lose before your mother’s heart hears my prayers?”


      An interpreter would be handy. What in the world was a ter-ah-feem? Why was the queen asking me questions? “Which son rules

         now?” I asked. “Being royal is hard on your family?”

      


      “My sons have died defending us because Ba’al and Dagon won’t!” she stormed.


      “And”—I need some help here, I protested to the universe—“the highlanders are attacking from the east?” East of the Med—modern-day

         Jordan?

      


      My brain suddenly became a classroom: the lights went down and an overhead projected clicked on. A picture of the city, whitewashed,

         mostly square and built around a dock, suddenly became 3-D as the point of view rose into the air, giving me an eagle’s, or

         maybe an astronaut’s, view of the coastline.

      


      Wedge-shaped letters melted into names. Egypt to the south; Gaza, Ashdod, Ashqelon, Yaffo, and Qiselee on the coastline. Farther

         north, a small island off the shore named Tsor and another city named Tsidon.

      


      “Yamir-dagon is a fine ruler,” she said, “but I would like to see him be a father before he dies! What is Dagon doing? What

         does he want? Why does he ignore us?”

      


      My brain was in overdrive, trying to assimilate the split-second map images. I was stumbling for recognition when two names

         appeared on the map, putting it all into perspective.

      


      They also made me break into a cold sweat.


      The Jordan River. The Dead Sea.


      Holy, holy, holy shit! I was in Israel! Or was it Palestine yet? Were these people the Philistines? The city’s names hadn’t changed ever, so I could be

         in any time. Any ancient time.

      


      Oh God, where is Cheftu? I don’t want to know more, I just want to get him and get out of here.


      “Have you never lost sons?” the portly woman before me asked. I stared at her, spinning mentally: did the when and where matter?

         I shook my head. Takala-dagon dropped her hands and bowed her head, her whole attitude suddenly hopeless.

      


      Immediately I felt guilty. She was a human being, for all her pomposity. She’d lost sons. She mistakenly thought I could do

         some good. How was she to know that I was a barely twenty-six-year-old English American time traveler, whose sole mission

         was to find my husband and get on with my life? I was not a sea-mistress who could intervene with the gods. “I cannot imagine

         your pain,” I said, trying to soften how I’d blown her off.

      


      She raised her head. Her deep-set olive eyes were heavily made up, tear filled. “The highlanders approach again,” she said.

         “How many missives have we written to Egypt, begging for Pharaoh to speak for us, I do not know. The king, my son, is adamant

         that we will fight them again. We must regain face for the destruction of our teraphim.” She sighed, expanding her already voluminous chest. The chains on her skin danced at the movement, catching in the trickles

         of winter sunlight cast down from the clerestory windows.

      


      My ears had perked up at the word Egypt. Was this the way to get to Cheftu? “Perhaps Pharaoh will send an envoy?” I asked.

      


      “For years we have petitioned. Egypt cares nothing for what transpires outside her borders.”


      Having lived as an Egyptian, I knew this was true. “Can we replace the teraphim? That way no one would need to return to battle. Perhaps negotiate something with them?” Since I was here, I might as well

         make suggestions.

      


      She shook her head. “There is little possibility of negotiation. Their mountain god feasts on blood. The highlanders take

         no prisoners; they take no living booty. For them war is herim. Death to all and everything; it is hal.”

      


      Hair-ream? Hall?


      Across a chalkboard in my brain, the word was spelled;


      h-a-l. However, it was spelled first in wedge letters, then in chicken scratchings I couldn’t identify before it became English.

         What was hal?


      As though a page of a dictionary were being copied, words were quickly written on the chalkboard: Hal = The utter giving over of something to God through destruction in a holy war, which is herim. Those who survive the herim are hal.

      


      “Those” … the word sank slowly into my brain. Even people?


      Hal = people & possessions.


      Yikes!


      The silence stretched out. Takala’s beady eyes bored into me. People and possessions? I looked at her again, “What do you

         want me to do? What can I do?” I clarified.

      


      “Intervene,” she said. “With, uh, Dagon?”


      Her glance was the type one reserves for misbehaving children and blithering idiots. One got the impression that in her perspective,

         few people escaped both those categories. “Lo, intervene with the highlander’s ruler, when he arrives.”

      


      Intervene? Like Mata Hari would or like Winston Churchill?


      “He is said to be arrogant, though brilliant,” Takala said. “He has an eye for women in general.” She looked me over from

         head to toe. “A good thing you don’t have a tail,” she murmured. “It is rumored that his hair is the same color as yours,

         so perhaps he will be drawn to you as to a sister.”

      


      Sister, in the Egyptian sense of the word, which was a lover? Or sister because we had the same hair color? My head was starting

         to pound again. “You just want me to meet with him?”

      


      She waved her hands, gesturing for her slaves to haul her upright. Takala planted her fists on either side of her broad hips.

         “You seem to me no more than a mortal,” she said. “But if you are a goddess, or a sea-mistress, then use your wiles on this

         Dadua of the Highlanders. If not, there will be no one to worship you or your fishtailed lover, either, because the Pelesti

         will have been wiped from the land!” She turned and stomped off. Slaves in her wake left gifts for me, clothing, vials of

         perfume, sandals, a small set of scrolls, and fruit.

      


      Not bad for someone who arrived in a net.


      Tamera scurried in, carrying trays of steaming corn products. Corn cakes, corn patties, corn on the cob, corn salad with vinegar,

         creamed corn, corn with yogurt, corn with cucumber.

      


      They had shellfish nearby, and all they ate was corn? Could a goddess change a culture’s eating habits? I was ravenous, so

         I ate corn. More corn. The wine was good; the beer tasted predictably like corn.

      


      While I ate, priests came and sang to me: verses 342–768 of the Dagon song. “Dagon of the mighty thews; Dagon, Rapist of the Rivers; Dagon, beloved of Ursinnahal; Dagon, spewer of salt …” Dagon this and Dagon that.

      


      Apparently he was a real “catch” in this mythology. Ugh, life is bad when you are wincing at your own awful puns. I waved

         away the corn meal, the beer, got refills on wine, and proceeded to plan my escape.

      


      I’d go to Egypt. My lower pyramid of needs had just been met: food, shelter, clothes. Then how would I get out of here? Was

         I a hostage or a guest? Either way, my time was limited. The words of the sailor haunted me: Pity about her dying.


      I’d go to Egypt. Though my husband’s whereabouts were a mystery, it had been only one day. I’d rest tonight, gather more supplies

         tomorrow, then head out at night. We’d find each other. We always had in the past.

      


      Of course, I’d always been someone else in the past. Never nameless, never in my own skin. Never before like now.


      As the afternoon floated by, silence settled on the temple. The priests took a siesta, the singers went to write more verses

         about Dagon, the sun drifted in on motes above me. While I rested in preparation for my journey out of here, I revisited the

         journey that had gotten me in here.

      


      Just twenty-four hours ago I had been lying with my sister, Cammy, on her bed in the Hurghada Hilton. I’d realized pretty

         quickly that she would never really believe that I had time-traveled or traded bodies with RaEmhetepet, that sadistic ancient

         Egyptian priestess.

      


      Could I blame Cammy for her skepticism? Would I have believed her if she had come to me with the same story? Even with the

         questions I raised, which seemed to me to be facts that couldn’t be interpreted any other way, she had alternative explanations.

      


      According to Cammy, I had been kidnapped two years ago. Doctors said that the trauma of the experience had changed my eye

         color, from (my) green to (RaEm’s) brown. Then “I” had refused to leave Egypt and had moved in with an Egyptian playboy no

         one had ever heard of: Phaemon.

      


      Except I, as in me, had heard of Phaemon before. That had been the name of RaEm’s lover in ancient Egypt. A lover who had

         gone missing and was presumed murdered, a man born on the twenty-third of Phamenoth, just like RaEm, Cheftu, and me. A person

         chosen by destiny—or what-ever—to time-travel. Had he traveled, trading with someone else’s body? If so, who? If not, then

         why had the rest of us played a two-year cosmic game of musical bodies and he hadn’t?

      


      Sometimes I had the feeling I was seeing only half of the big picture. The feeling grew every time I woke up in another world.

         My glance fell on the merman. A very different world.

      


      After we had traded bodies, it had taken months before “I”—that is, RaEm—was recovered enough to speak, and then she spoke

         only gibberish. One night in July of 1995, she’d crept out of her hospital room. The next day she’d been found almost dead

         at the Karnak Temple in Luxor.

      


      Better than that, she’d been found by a bunch of tourists, which resulted in lurid headlines in Egypt. AMBASSADOR’S DAUGHTER ATTEMPTS SUICIDE OVER MIDDLE EAST PEACE, DRUG OVERDOSE FOR PRIVILEGED AMERICAN, SPOILED U.S. SLUT DISGRACES

            FAMILY … the slant of the story really depended on the politics at origin.

      


      The second year, RaEm had settled down. She’d divided her time, or rather my time, among various functions in Cairo with boyfriend

         Phaemon and watching television. RaEm had become a TV junkie. She watched the tube incessantly, a habit from her time in the

         hospital. She would watch anything from Greek soap operas to dubbed Discovery Channel programs. Anything at all, until the

         wee hours of the morning. She never turned off Sky TV, Cammy said.

      


      Based on what I knew from inhabiting her body for a year, RaEm wasn’t inquisitive enough or intelligent enough to be interested

         in anything outside herself, even something as inactive as watching TV. Then again, all I had were her nonemotional memories.

         Maybe she just needed to be in a different century to appreciate living? Cammy said she’d also been “well-known” in Cairo.

         By a lot of men.

      


      My father must have wanted to kill her. I knew I certainly did—in two years she’d done an impressive amount of damage to my

         relationships with my parents, my sister, my advertising clients, and the U.S. government. Apparently RaEm had obliterated

         a lifetime of my good behavior in two years of her being herself in my body. I eyed my body nervously. I hoped she hadn’t

         caught anything… .

      


      More priests came in, jarring my thoughts back to the present. They’d found the next verses to the Dagon song. I wondered

         how long I, as a supernatural girlfriend of Dagon and divine bargaining chip, was supposed to suffer through this chanting.

         There wasn’t even much of a melody, just antiphonal recitation of the many, many, many traits of this particular merman-god.

      


      Dusk came and with it the women of the city. They gifted me with little things, from a circlet of flowers or a perfectly whole

         shell to more elaborate gifts like a carved box that was small enough to fit in the palm of my hand or a twist of gold that

         formed a ring for my toe. Each woman had a different concern, a request for insight or wisdom, though most of them were domestic

         and more than a few were related to sexual matters.

      


      Sex.


      I ground my teeth, trying desperately not to let my thoughts go down that pathway. No Cheftu… . Though we’d been married for

         two years now, we had yet to live anything resembling a normal life. At this point I’d settle for just being in the same chronology

         and the same city.

      


      After they left, I stared up at the stars. My fear, when I’d woken up in modern times, was that I had been cast from Cheftu’s

         life. Then, my annoyingly positive side had suggested Cheftu would show up in modern Egypt. On that premise I’d raced off

         to the hotel telephone and called my father to try to mend the multitudes of bridges that RaEm had burned, so that if Cheftu

         arrived in modern times, we would be able to get him a passport, Social Security number, all the necessary paraphernalia.

      


      But Cheftu hadn’t gotten there before me, or I would have seen him or his tracks in the sand, and he didn’t appear after me,

         because I had not left the site for more than ten minutes. That was when I’d made my phone calls and lain on Cammy’s bed.

         Wow, how good a mattress felt.

      


      When I’d realized that Cheftu hadn’t turned up and probably wasn’t going to, I’d concluded the only way for us to be together

         was for me to go find him. Here. Wherever, in the grand scheme of things, here really was. Israel? Palestine? Jordan? Philistine

         land?

      


      Canaan, my internal lexicon corrected.

      


      Cheftu, are you here? I wondered, ignoring the lexicon. Do you sleep close to me and I don’t even know it? I touched my hair,

         still matted but red. I was in my own skin. Be safe, beloved, I thought as my eyes closed. I’m coming for you, so wherever

         you are, be safe.
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      SHE WASN’T SAFE with him, Cheftu thought. Never had he been so persuaded that homicide was a valid consideration. If she complained once

         more, if she whined even one more time, he would take great delight in silencing her forever. With his bare hands.

      


      What had he done to deserve being trapped with this witch? Which god had he offended? What circle of hell was he condemned

         to?

      


      “Are you listening, Cheftu?”


      RaEmhetepet. Dear gods, how did he end up confined on a plot of land not big enough to be called an island with RaEm? He glanced

         at the sky, gray and hazy, and wondered if this was his punishment for some heinous sin he didn’t recall committing.

      


      I’m sorry, he said to the clouds. I beg for mercy. They’d been here for a day. For a full day RaEm had complained. First about

         her burned body, then about the weather, then about him, then about how dirty she was, then about how hungry she was, then

         that she was cold, then starving to death. Her thoughts came full circle, and she’d started complaining about him again. Next

         she began describing meals she had eaten. Cheftu had decided to do something at that point.

      


      Now he tugged at the line dangling in the water, hoping that RaEm’s ear bauble would pass as bait. Please, le bon Dieu, let there be fish. Already his mouth was watering at the thought of food.

      


      It had been days since he’d had a real meal. Days since he’d not been fleeing destruction and death. The time portal had opened

         while he was holding Chloe’s hands, promising her fidelity. Her fingers had slipped from his handhold as she had vanished

         from his sight.

      


      Then light had encapsulated him, pulling him upward through fire and water, wind, and the very earth on which he awoke. The

         lintel that was the indicator for where a time portal was, the lintel that had cast its shadow across their bodies then, was

         broken now. It was a statement to the passage of time. Although for him it had seemed a moment, he knew he’d flown through

         centuries—forward or backward, he wasn’t certain.

      


      A shout, then a gurgle from the sea, had startled him. Scrambling to his knees, he thought he’d seen Chloe. But the creature

         who emerged had been RaEm, his former betrothed, a woman so vile and unfeeling that by her own testimony she’d tried to kill

         her lover. While he was yet within her. Cheftu’s skin crawled at the thought.

      


      RaEm’s stay in Chloe’s modern times did not seem to have improved her.


      “Can’t you at least catch a fish?” she asked in her flat interpretation of Chloe’s American accent. He hated her voice as

         much as he loved Chloe’s. Nor could he ascertain why she would speak English to him—even he and Chloe spoke in ancient tongues

         when they were together.

      


      For hours he had dangled the line in the water, waiting, hardly breathing. His arm ached, and RaEm’s snide comments were no

         assistance. While she had slept, he’d rested his arm, sore, hungry, and discouraged. He now massaged his muscles for a few

         moments, then dunked the line again.

      


      “You might as well be masturbating for all the good you are doing me,” she said from behind him. The demon was awake.


      If his belly weren’t also empty, Cheftu would have thrown in the line. He’d formed it painstakingly by stripping thread after

         thread from the edge of RaEm’s skirt, then tying them together. That had been a battle, too, just to get her to let him have

         a strip of the cloth.

      


      He turned to see her, her hair burned and standing on end, her eyes brown. Crocodile brown. Cheftu looked back at the water.

         He assumed they were still in the Aegean. That’s where he and Chloe had been standing when the portal beneath this lintel

         had opened. When they were now, neither he nor RaEm could guess. Why was also a mystery. Where was Chloe? RaEm said they had

         “passed” each other on the way here. Was Chloe now in her home time and world?

      


      Cheftu would swallow, except his throat was painfully dry. His skin was nearly blue from the wind. He was wearing only a sash,

         and though it did little in the way of protection for his body, it safely held the two oracular stones he’d taken from the

         ruined civilization of Aztlan. All told, he was likely to catch his death of pneumonia—though was that still possible?

      


      The fish line tugged, focusing Cheftu’s thoughts on getting the fish, even as his stomach rumbled at the thought of eating

         it. RaEm assisted in her own way, alternately complimenting and insulting him.

      


      “How are you going to cut it? How are we going to cook it?” RaEm asked. “It’s not even dead yet! What kind of fisherman are

         you? Are we supposed to eat it raw?”

      


      He was hungry enough to bite through the scales but knew he had to cut it open. After a moment he found a sharp enough rock

         to hack through the slippery skin. His stomach cramped as he wondered if Chloe had eaten, if she was warm. Where she was.

      


      They’d vowed to be together again, somehow, some way. Remember your vow, beloved.


      “Are you going to cut it or just stare at it?” RaEm inquired. Cheftu sawed through the fish, filleting it clumsily while his

         mouth watered in anticipation. “So we’re having sushi?” she said, sitting on the rock. Night engulfed them suddenly and, with

         it, more wind, cooler temperatures.

      


      “What is sushi?”


      “Raw fish.”


      “Uncooked?”


      “Wrapped in seaweed and served in little bundles with saki.”


      Cheftu peered through the darkness at RaEm. “I’d always thought Chloe came from a titled, landed family.” He shook his head.

         “It must be awful being poor in her time.”

      


      RaEm snorted again. Cheftu didn’t remember this being one of her habits, and it certainly wasn’t Chloe’s. “The poor? Nay,

         only the wealthy can afford sushi. They eat it in dark bars and discuss business so they can write it off.”

      


      Cheftu handed her a slab of slippery, raw meat. “Regard this as sushi, this rock as your ‘dark bar,’ and tell me what ‘write

         off’ means.” He cut a slab of fish for himself and bit into it. Maybe he could get her to talk about Chloe’s world instead

         of complaining.

      


      His stomach protested the temperature of the fish, his tongue rebelled at the taste, but at least it was food. The nutrition

         would help to keep him warm. Cheftu was growing concerned about freezing off his privates. RaEm chewed silently. “Does it

         taste like sushi?” he asked.

      


      “I don’t know,” she admitted. “All I have are the woman’s emotional memories, only her impressions of America. She left me

         ignorant in her body, so I didn’t dare leave Egypt.”

      


      “There is no sushi in Egypt?”


      She laughed. “Nay. Except for the neon signs and the cars, Egypt is almost the same as during Pharaoh’s time. Feluccas still

         ply the Nile, children still beg in the streets.” He heard her awe in the darkness. “But the power there!”

      


      Cheftu shivered, then hacked another slab of fish. “Whose power?”


      “The electricity!”


      “Eee-lek-trih-city? Who is the Eee-lek-trih- of the city?” RaEm stared at him, the whites of her eyes visible through the

         darkness. “You are an idiot.” Her tone was flat, dismissive.

      


      Cheftu stifled his rage. How dare the ignorant, loud-mouthed little witch ridicule him? “Then please,” he said, coldly, “educate

         me.”

      


      “They have harnessed the power of the lightning to use in their cities. It can be as bright as day in the middle of the night.”


      For the first time in Cheftu’s recollection, RaEm sounded excited, enthusiastic. Her ennui was replaced with a childlike wonder.


      It was appealing, though he knew it was only one small side in a multifaceted woman whose other traits he loathed. “How do

         they harness eee-lek-trih-city? You say it is lightning?” He took another slab of fish. Fishy liquid dripped down his arms,

         sticky and cooling rapidly. At least his stomach was filling up. Now they needed to find a source for fresh water.

      


      Also, a way to get off this island. “The Benjamin Franklin unlocked the key to lightning on a kite.”


      “A kite? The birds that fly over the delta?”


      She sounded a little defensive. “Of course! You ignorant fool, what else could it be?”


      “How did he do that?”


      “Well,” she said in a confidential tone, “he tied the kite to a string, with the key.”


      “A bird, a string, and a key?”


      “To unlock the door to lightning,” she said. “Honestly, you must pay attention.”


      Cheftu glowered. “The kite flew into the heavens, unlocked the door, and then the Benjamin Franklin was able to capture it

         and use it at his will. He colored the lightning, and he boxed it. Even the hieroglyphs of these people are formed of lightning.”

         He heard her scraping for more fish. “But,” she said, swallowing loudly, “he makes it last.”

      


      Snippets of conversation from his nineteenth-century childhood, before his fateful trip to Egypt with his brother, Jean-Jacques,

         were falling into place. These were mentions of people he’d known only through recent history. Franklin and the American Revolution

         had been inspiration for France’s own revolution. How did the esteemed and eccentric statesmen figure in with lightning? And

         a key to unlock it? Cheftu’s mind was switching madly from English to French to ancient Egyptian, trying to understand. Perhaps

         RaEm’s trip through time had addled her wits. “It lasts?” he asked, completely bewildered.

      


      “It doesn’t flash on and off, but it is a steady light. He must be very powerful to have captured lightning. I wonder what

         he looked like, what kind of lover he was… .”

      


      Cheftu rolled his eyes—definitely the same RaEm. Franklin was deceased before Cheftu was even born. Her words still made no

         sense. Apparently she didn’t realize that Cheftu was also a time traveler. How else would he recognize the word city in English? How else would he understand her English?

      


      “What magic he had.” She sighed. “So powerful.” Cheftu was fairly certain science was the cause, but to RaEm magic was the

         only explanation. “Apparently his magic did not die with him?”

      


      “No. It lives in the streets, on the boats that sail the Nile. It is a magic that anyone can hold in their hand.”


      Cheftu frowned into the darkness. “This magic has been given to everyone?”


      “No. Well, yes and no,” she said, sounding confused. “Through the TV I learned all about it. The TV uses it, too.” The confusion

         faded from her voice, replaced by RaEm-style arrogance. “I could control lightning if I wanted to.”

      


      Cheftu refrained from asking about the tee-vee. He’d heard Chloe mention it occasionally, though with her it was usually in

         a derisive tone. His beloved did not seem as appreciative of her century as RaEm was. Nor had she ever mentioned this story

         of a bird flying into the heavens with a key and unlocking lightning. It made no sense. There was a missing element here,

         he was sure of it. What interpretation would be so apparent to Chloe? He wanted to ask her, to hold her while she thought,

         to touch her while she spoke. Aii, Chloe, where are you? “What else about Chloe’s world fascinated you?” he asked.

      


      “Rameses,” RaEm said promptly around her full mouth. “Serve me some more sushi and I’ll tell you.”


      Because this was as close as RaEm came to being pleasant, Cheftu handed her another slab of fish. All that was left were scales

         and head. Should he try to catch another? But it was night now, they needed to rest. Tomorrow he would get more food and ask

         the oracular stones what they should do to survive—he didn’t want to reveal them to RaEm.

      


      Chances of rescue were limited to the miraculous. It was wintertime; no one sailed the Aegean now. The waters were deadly.

         Everyone from Odysseus to Saint Paul had tales of woe from trying to cross in this season. How many more had shipwrecked and

         been forgotten?

      


      He looked out at the limitless sea. Was Chloe out there somewhere? They’d always found each other, though this time Cheftu

         feared it would be more challenging. RaEm was in the skin Chloe had been wearing. So what did his beloved look like? Apparently

         the two women had traded bodies again, leaving RaEm with him and Chloe in 1996—Cheftu still felt a little awed at the date—on

         the stretch of sand where RaEm claimed she’d been strolling.

      


      Except Cheftu knew RaEm. It had been her natal day. He doubted her celebration had been walking alone on a stretch of sand.

         She was lying to him, a reaction that was as natural and common to her as breathing. Nothing she said was to be trusted. Nothing.

      


      “Rameses was glorious!” RaEm gushed. Again her voice was filled with excitement. Perhaps modern times had been the making

         of RaEm. Was he judging her too harshly?

      


      He bit back telling her that he had heard of Rameses— she obviously didn’t realize Cheftu was from her future, from Chloe’s

         past, that according to Chloe Cheftu’s real name was well-known in her world. He knew of Rameses. Indeed, in his own century

         Cheftu had walked through many a temple the smiling pharaoh had built.

      


      RaEm’s voice was warm. “Many reigns after Pharaoh Hatshepsut, life! health! prosperity! there was a pharaoh named Rameses,”

         she explained. “Aii, Cheftu, he was such a man, so magnificent! Egypt was magnificent with him! He built a huge temple before the Second Cataract,

         where he paid homage to his wife. In Chloe’s childhood, the Nile was redirected, so that it wouldn’t hurt the temple Rameses

         had built, the Abu Simbel.”

      


      Cheftu froze. “They redirected the Nile?”


      “Yep. They took this huge temple, this Abu Simbel, and moved it up.”


      “Where? How?” He’d seen Abu Simbel, the monstrosity of it. How could it be moved, ever, save by the hand of le bon Dieu himself?

      


      “Much funding came Frum-A-roundthwerld,” RaEm said. “I saw it on TV.”


      It took a moment for her words to sink in. Did she even have a concept of the world being round? Did she know all the peoples

         who inhabited the planet? She spoke as though the phrases were memorized. How lost she must have been in Chloe’s fast-paced

         world of eating raw fish. “What exactly did you see?” Cheftu asked. She didn’t know what she was talking about, but the concept

         was fascinating. Moving the temple of Abu Simbel?

      


      “They took Rameses’ temple apart and rebuilt it on the cliff overlooking the lake they’d made from the Nile.” She sucked one

         finger dry. “To have been in Rameses’ time, to be loved and honored in the shape of that temple! Imagine the jewelry his wife

         had; the slaves, the power.”

      


      He should have known her fervor stemmed from customary greed. However, he wouldn’t let her smallness bother him; RaEm was

         but a temporary companion.

      


      Chloe would keep her vow. Cheftu needed to keep alert for the green-eyed women who strayed across his path. “More sushi?”

         He offered RaEm the head.

      


      “Nay,” she said, recoiling. “You feed me offal?”


      Cheftu sighed as he tossed the remnants in the water. RaEm spoke after a moment, her tone meditative. “Though I think there

         is more to sushi than just seaweed and raw fish. An avocado.”

      


      “What is that?”


      “I don’t know, something you eat. I told you: I don’t know things, or facts outside language. I just know how she felt about

         them. Avocado must be an emotional memory.”

      


      “Chloe was emotional over avocado?”


      “I want to be a consort, worshiped and adored by a powerful man,” RaEm said, changing the subject back to herself. “I want

         to be remembered throughout history. Do you know how those moderns worship us? The Amazing Ancients, they say. They are in

         wonder over how we built the pyramids, over why we mummified our dead. They live narrow, dark lives yet think we are fascinated

         with death.” She shivered. “It is eerie how much they do not know, how unreal we are to them.”

      


      “Did you think it was easier for you to understand them?” She fell silent, giving Cheftu a moment to marvel that he was having

         a reasonable conversation with this woman. Of course, there was nothing to gain right now, nothing to barter for or with.

         Only because she didn’t know about the stones. He shuddered to think of RaEm with that kind of power.

      


      “Egypt is ruled by a tribe called Arabs, who have a celibate, childless god. I cannot find my roots in their eyes. They are

         merchants and artisans, with no trace of Amun-Ra in their souls.”

      


      Cheftu opened his mouth to agree with her, to relay his wonder when he’d arrived from nineteenth-century France and into the

         people and culture he’d devoted his life to studying.

      


      “If I had had the power, I would have wiped them all away,” she said. “Start all over again. Even with neon and electricity,

         they were nothing special.”

      


      He was stunned. “They are a people,” he said. “An entire nation.”


      “They are groundskeepers,” she said. “They know nothing of real Egypt. Worshiping just one god, a god they can’t even see,

         how could they?”

      


      She didn’t know what she was talking about, Cheftu reasoned. She couldn’t.


      “Phaemon, when he first woke, thought he was in the afterworld, so he fought the demons.”


      Cheftu felt the blood leave his face. “But—”


      “But he wasn’t,” RaEm said. “Of course, he killed half a dozen of them, gutting them as one would do to a demon, before he

         realized it.” He felt her shrug. “Phaemon was distraught, but they were nothing but peasants.”

      


      “How can you be so removed?” Cheftu whispered, horrified.


      He felt RaEm’s gaze on his face. “Power is what matters. They had none, so they were of no consequence. They carried no talismans,

         they knew no magic, they were nothing except fodder.”

      


      The stones against his waist, his talismans, heated through his skin. Their warmth combated the chill this woman was giving

         him. An icy bite greater than the winter wind. “They were human beings.”

      


      “Haii! They were as pebbles.”

      


      Suddenly Cheftu was grateful he was here with RaEm and Chloe was safely gone. RaEm was a demon. He would stay awake, guard

         against her. He hoped someone, preferably ugly and aged, though competent, was guarding Chloe in this Egypt that RaEm would

         gladly destroy. Be safe, beloved.


   

      CHAPTER 2


      MY INTERNAL LEXICON woke me up with the definition for teraphim. Images of statuettes—Lladros, Precious Moments, Hummels, and anything from the Franklin Mint— flashed in a slide show before

         my eyes.

      


      B’seder, so they were the dustables, the collectibles, of this day and age. No, the lexicon said, they were more. They were little

         personal gods, good-luck charms, and the wealth of the household, all wrapped into one easily transportable object.

      


      The Pelesti teraphim that had been burned by the highlanders were not only the little gods the soldiers had brought to the battlefield for good

         fortune, but also the enormous totem statues the priests took into battle. These images were positioned on a hill overlooking

         the field of engagement to serve as encouragement for the soldiers. At the end of the day, or battle, the statues were loaded

         on their palanquins and carted back to the temple.

      


      What a way to wake up, bashed over the head with an encyclopedia.


      You ask, I tell. You wanted to know, it scribbled on the blackboard in my brain.

      


      Yep, I did. But did you have to tell me so early? I rolled over for a few hours’ more sleep.


      The rest of the day had passed uneventfully in perfect safety. Uneventful because people kept showing up; in perfect safety

         because there were priests everywhere, carrying swords. I’d checked them all out, but not a one was Cheftu. Unless, of course,

         he had stepped into someone else’s body this time. But no one even had amber eyes.

      


      The Egyptians believed our eyes were the windows to our souls. Perhaps that was why I always had my own eyes? To not have

         them would be not to be myself? On this theory, Cheftu would be here, possibly in another body but definitely with his bronzy

         brown eyes.

      


      Additionally, I was learning that escape wasn’t going to be easy. Each time I thought I was alone, another person would come

         in, seeking my wisdom and words, leaving me little gifts. I’ve played the part of oracle before, so I just played it again.

      


      The overriding concern was when Dagon would get over being mad at them. Would I intercede? The answer was always yes, though

         I had no idea to what I was agreeing. It didn’t matter, since I was leaving during naptime.

      


      My, or rather RaEm’s, cheap rayon clothing had dried stiff with salt water. My skin felt like scales, and my hair was grimy.

         I wanted a bath before my escape. The little handmaiden brought me a bath, then washed my hair. She seemed mystified that

         I had legs. So I spun some elaborate story about needing salt water in order to regain my fishtail. It seemed to comfort her,

         but now I really had to leave. I didn’t want her to throw me back, just as a test.

      


      She massaged my back and neck while I thought.


      I’d come through water, just as the lintel had predicted. Terrified that I’d misunderstood some part of it and wouldn’t be

         able to get back to Cheftu, I had memorized the passage during my few hours in modern times:

      


      A portal for those of the twenty-third power, those who serve in the priesthood of the Unknown. For those, the power exists

            on earth, mentored by the heavens and directed through the waves. The waters will guide, they will purify, they will offer

            salvation. From the twenty-third decan to the twenty-third decan this doorway remains.


      So was the actual portal beneath the sea in some way? Was that the only way in and out of this time period? Just how many

         of us were floating around in the ether of chronology, displaced?

      


      Chronologically challenged, I amended, coining the phrase. I was drifting to sleep under the mastery of Tamera’s strong hands,

         enveloped in the perfume of singed coriander.

      


      “Sea-Mistress, are you ready to dress?” I woke with a jolt and looked over my shoulder. Immediately I noticed that the day

         was almost gone. Shit! I was here for one more evening? Could I leave tonight? “If the Sea-Mistress would care to dress as

         we do, we could clothe her?” the girl said. The garments I’d had, a blue miniskirt, silver velvet V-neck shirt, and sandals,

         were cleaned and ready for me to wear. However, those clothes were small and good only for a discotheque. My necklace, sadly,

         had faded.

      


      “Sea-Mistress, haDerkato, what would you like to wear?”

      


      I sat up, covering myself with the linen sheet. My mind was sluggish, my heart still pounding from waking so abruptly. “To

         what?” I asked.

      


      “The evening’s feast, haDerkato.”


      Hadn’t they had one last night? One thing about ancient people, they never let a workday get in the way of a feast. “I’m attending?”


      “Ken, haDerkato. First there is a small ritual at sea, then the feast will be at the palace.” Her honey eyes were bright.

      


      “You dress me,” I said. This was wonderful! I would get out of the temple with them and mingle in with the masses before I

         made my getaway to Egypt. Or perhaps I would run into Cheftu here, in Ashqelon. Maybe he wasn’t serving in the temple, which

         was why we hadn’t found each other yet.

      


      “Dress me like you,” I said, smiling. She plucked at her dress. It was a simple, fitted sheath in a dark green. A sash of

         gold, rust, and green stripes encircled her waist, delineating the curve to her hips. An armband of bronze emblazoned with

         swirls matched her necklace and drop earrings. Around her head she wore a headband, whose tassels brushed her shoulders. She

         was barefoot, tiny feet with shell pink nails. She was lovely and elegant.

      


      And a Philistine?


      If I were in Ashqelon, if these were the Philistines, then I knew only a few things about them. They had lived in five cities—Ashqelon

         being one of them, Gaza another—and they were supposed to be pretty. Delilah, the woman who had nagged Samson to death, had

         wooed him first with her beauty. Looking at Tamera, I considered for the first time that maybe the story hadn’t been a fable.

      


      “Ach, ken,” she said. I recognized “Ah yes,” but as the words entered my ears, the lexicon changed them from the language she spoke,

         using visuals. I saw a Barbie, then a Ken doll. The Barbie exploded, but Ken remained, shaking his head up and down. Ken, I surmised hesitantly, was actually “yes”? The Ken doll smiled. The ach was a guttural I’d heard throughout my life in Arabic. What language did the Philistines speak?

      


      “When is your birthday?” I asked. “I was born under the sign of the crab,” she said.


      I didn’t know the zodiac that well, but I was surprised it was in usage already. “And what year were you born?”


      “Year?” she repeated.


      “How old are you?”


      “Old? How old?”


      I rephrased again, striving for clarity. “What year is it now?”


      “The year of the red sea,” she answered eagerly.


      Red sea. That was right, I’d seen how the waters looked like blood. Red tide, I thought. Wasn’t that a band or a football

         team? Wasn’t it a natural phenomenon, due to some plant or animal in the water? “Is the sea often red?”

      


      “Only when we have angered Dagon,” she said. “Then the sea is bloody, the crops fail, and we die.” She looked perfectly cheerful

         discussing the annihilation of her people. “Now you must dress.”

      


      She raced away while I peeled myself off the massage table. I looked out the narrow window. This tiny room was adjacent to

         the main temple. We were high on a point overlooking the rest of the town, the port, and the sea. Crenellated walls embraced

         the city, the two wings extending into the water, so the harbor, filled with ships, seemed to be in the very arms of Ashqelon.

      


      They were strange-looking vessels, with narrow-faced creatures on either end. Was that the kind of ship I’d arrived in? I

         didn’t know. They had the same square sails, though, huge sails to carry hundreds of men across the waters and oars to speed

         the journey.

      


      The city itself reminded me of Greece, with two- and three-storied homes, plain rectangular windows, and attached porches.

         I saw trees in courtyards, flat roofs, and straight streets. Straight anything was an anomaly in the Middle East I had known.

         I heard a noise behind me and turned, expecting Tamera.

      


      It wasn’t Tamera. It was a soldier.


      Only total fear kept me from hiding my nakedness and cowering. If I showed fear, he might realize I was a fraud. That, I couldn’t

         have. He, on the other hand, blushed the color of a pomegranate. I couldn’t see his hair because he wore a headdress of feathers,

         in addition to a breastplate of leather and brass over an A-line kilt that came to a point between his knees.

      


      He was clean-shaven and wore no kohl.


      Though it sounds strange, it was the first time I’d seen a man in a dress without makeup. In Aztlan and Egypt, both men and

         women wore kohl, lipstick, eyeshadow, the whole nine yards. This guy looked almost naked without it.

      


      I reached for my sea-mistress voice again. “You enter without being bidden … mortal?”


      He didn’t know where to look, so he stared at the ground. “My orders, were, are, were to, to come get you,” he said. I guessed

         he was maybe sixteen. His voice had deepened, he’d gotten his height, but he still had the goofiness of a puppy that has yet

         to grow into his paw size.

      


      “El’i!” Tamera screeched from the doorway. “What are you doing here?”


      The girl knew him? But then why should that surprise me?


      “ Following orders,” he said without looking at her for more than a second.

      


      “She is a haDerkato! You don’t just barge in on a goddess! She could turn you into a snail!” Just a snail? Tamera didn’t have much faith in me,

         did she? “Now go, before she changes her mind,” Tamera said, hustling him out.

      


      In the doorway El’i paused. “I will await you outside, Sea-Mistress. Forgive my bad manners.” It was a hint of the man he

         would become: competent, serious, respectful. Before I could respond, even with a gracious Queen Elizabeth wave, Tamera shut

         the door in his face.

      


      She fussed and fumed about El’i while we clothed me. My dress was blue, with a sash of greens, blue, and silver. I wore my

         neon jewelry, which I’d dunked in cold water to revive it, and she’d fixed a band of silver in my hair. I looked at the sandals

         I’d brought with me. They were sexy, strappy, and probably cost at least a month’s salary.

      


      Another reason to kill RaEm. What had she been doing out there that night? According to Cammy, RaEm had gone for a walk in

         the middle of a very lax Ramadan party that had become her birthday party. Had she just stumbled on the portal? What had happened

         to Phaemon?

      


      I slipped on the sandals and suddenly grew three inches. Mimi had once told me that men liked the look of high heels because

         it appeared we couldn’t run away as quickly. As I wobbled in these shoes, I realized she might be right.

      


      Tamera first smoothed color on my eyelids, then decorated with color around my face, swoops and swirls on my temples and forehead,

         my cheeks and chin. I would have to wash my face before I tried melting into the crowd. Finally, at my request, she lined

         my eyes with kohl.

      


      After coating me in the scents of cinnamon and mint, Tamera called for El’i. In the moments she had her back to me, I grabbed

         my little parcel of essentials. With a nod to Dagon, I was escorted out of the temple by El’i.

      


      Though the building was functionally pretty, it had not been fashioned by a race of artists. It had been designed by engineers

         for a minimal amount of fuss.

      


      Painting was perfunctory; there was no gilding, no precious stones. Whitewashed mud-brick walls and stone pillars supported

         a roof of straw and wooden beams. Plain brass incense bowls were attended by a few people wearing fish-head masks. The temple

         was useful, but hardly majestic.

      


      I stepped into the short Mediterranean dusk and climbed into an ox-drawn cart. El’i led the team, their horns decorated with

         shells and bells. It was heavy, slow, giving me time to look around as we lumbered through the city. Apparently everyone was

         going to this ritual. People lined the sides of the streets, whispering at first, chanting—yet more Dagon verses!—then shouting

         that I was going to save them. Dagon was ready to forgive them! I would bring Egypt to the Pelesti! We would get the teraphim back! The crops would never fail!

      


      Ritual. Damn. I started getting nervous as we drove through the straight streets, drawing closer and closer to the sea. I

         could smell the salt, feel a sting of spray in the air. Before we hit the boulevard that ran parallel to the beach, we headed

         south. How could I get away? No matter what they wanted, I couldn’t do it. I knew nothing about farming. I knew less about

         fishing. There was no way a happy ending would come of this. I glanced behind me.

      


      They were grouped five deep, trailing the cart.


      I looked ahead.


      A mass of people sat on the sand, looking out at the water. Between a rocky outcrop on the shore and a huge rock in the Med

         was a shadowy line, lit from below by men in skiffs with lifted torches. Within the rock-formed pool, I saw shapes of creatures

         I associated with Egypt: crocodiles. I didn’t think crocodiles liked salt water. Was it a freshwater pool? Why were they there?

      


      Why was I here?


      I wiped nervous sweat from my forehead. The crowd began shouting a name: “HaDerkato! HaDerkato!” Tamera had called me haDerkato, but what did it mean? Should I have asked that earlier? Did the lexicon know?

      


      We were approaching a canopied chair set on a plateau above the rock. Women wearing fish cloaks swarmed the scene. The ritual

         by the sea; I had a feeling that I was going to be center stage. My nervousness threatened to choke me. What did this mean?

         Hello, lexicon?


      Time was getting short.


      The images were instant, a montage of videos, animation, and artwork from my lifetime. A girl, a handmaid of Dagon, is stolen

         from the sea. Then, after Dagon is notified she’s missing, she is offered back to it. In a rather final fashion.

      


      If she survives, she is believed to be the adored of Dagon, who will then restore the crops. The handmaid will live with the

         people throughout the year, to assure them of Dagon’s favor. If she does not survive, then she is devoured by the sacred fish,

         the crocodile, and returned to Dagon that way.

      


      Survive what? I asked nervously.


      A tightrope.


      That was the shadowy line I saw? A tightrope, suspended between the two rocks? How did I get out of here? Surely they didn’t

         expect me to cross the tightrope? A tightrope? I didn’t know ancients even had tightropes!

      


      We’d arrived, parking the cart inside a solid wall of people. My only hope of escape was to be airlifted out of here. El’i

         helped me from the cart, then up the worn stone stairwell. Help! I cried silently. Cheftu, if you are here, now is the time.

      


      The pause button clicked off on the lexicon. There was more? Like the opening of Star Wars, words started scrolling across the screen in my mind.

      


      During the red tide there is a caveat to the normal procedure.


      The so-called normal procedure being a woman falling to her death and being eaten by crocodiles?


      I had reached the pinnacle of the rock. Hundreds of people crowded the beach, torches raised, their eyes on me. From where

         I stood to the rock in the harbor was a straight distance of about sixty feet, approximately fifteen feet above a pit of crocodiles.

         What was this—I was living a video game?

      


      I could see a pool at ground level about twenty feet off to my left-hand side. There was no guessing at its depth, but it

         was big. The wind blew fiercely, whipping my hair in my face. We were listening to the nine hundredth verse about Dagon.

      


      Really, my choices were narrowing. I couldn’t make it sixty feet on a tightrope. So I would die as crocodile bait? I looked

         over at the pool again, apparently some type of sacred lake within the temple enclosure. Could I land in it without killing

         myself? How would I get from here, this stupid rope, to over there? Would a jump kill me? God, what had I done to deserve

         this?

      


      The song stopped. Tamera came forward, her mouth moving, but her words were swept away by the wind. She knelt before me, then

         gestured to the platform. It was less than eight inches deep, about twelve wide. How many brides of Dagon had died this way?

      


      They were extinguishing the torches beneath me. Tamera’s hand on my shoulder scared me. “Wait, haDerkato. The story must first be told.”

      


      “Take your time,” I said. Surely it wasn’t my destiny to die in some lame proto–circus show? Was Cheftu here, in the crowd,

         watching? Was this how he would identify me? My palms were slick with sweat. Tamera climbed a few steps above me, telling

         the story in song. It was a lovely, lyrical siren’s tune.

      


      Somehow I would have to swing on the tightrope in order to get to the pool. I looked down at the water. Maybe the crocodiles

         were full? Not hungry? The wind was turning my sweat cold as I listened and tried to find a way out.

      


      When the gods of the mountains warred with the gods of the sea,

      


      Our families were cast out, the progenitors of you and me.


      Across haYam we fled their wrath, to settle here where it is peaceful and flat.


      Yet the god of the sea, to him we still owe both life and livelihood, war battle and soul.


      Dagon’s lusts are bottomless, he seduces those he wants. In the form of Mexos, from across haYam,he came to take a maiden to woo her, wed her from among his mother’s people, to win her hand.


      She was Derkato, the fairest of the fair. Her voice was high, like the sea at dawn, like the sea at night was her hair. Mexos-dagon

            sought her, through vineyard, field, and vale. At last he trapped her on this rock; her choices were few.


      Her cries to the mother-goddess were unheeded, she could walk to the rock through air or throw herself to Dagon or embrace

            Mexos as her lover fair.


      While he wept for her love, she fled, seeking the virgin embrace of the sea. Yet when she awoke beneath the waves, her lover

            was there.


      Dagon won the body of the fair Derkato, though her soul was already dead.


      Tamera finished, the last note floating away to the stars, rising to the full moon.


      This was the legend I was named after? This doomed woman? Sixty feet, could I make it? But then what would happen? Ancient

         people and their farming solutions. Shit.

      


      I had to get across. Somehow I had to get across. If I could just tie myself … tie myself! With what? Tamera was still speaking

         or singing or something, as I ran quick hands over my body. There was nothing in my parcel pack. My sash was fragile fabric,

         my dress useless. I slipped off my sandals because they were death traps.

      


      What? What? I looked down at my body and saw the solution.


      Neon!


      The neon necklace was a chemical in a plastic casing— about four feet of it. It wouldn’t hold forever, but maybe it would

         be enough to help me regain my balance if I slipped? Could they see me? Was I breaking rules?

      


      Damn, who cared. With trembling fingers I unfastened the necklace, then dropped into a crouch, one foot on the rope—which

         was about three inches wide—the other still on the platform. I had to tie my ankle so that I had enough of a stride.

      


      This was harebrained, but dying as a crocodile crudité wasn’t an option. I had a promise to keep to Cheftu. My vow in our

         last ancient time had been the same as his: I would go anywhere, any time, just to find him. I kept my promises: I was a Kingsley.
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