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[image: image]


Wearing other people’s souls makes someone look different, their eyes shimmer like caged animals, full of vibrancy and fear while the rest of their bodies seem poised. Chloe couldn’t look away. Not only was this the first time she had ever been to such an ornate place, it was also the first time she had seen someone soul wearing. These people are so rich that they don’t think twice about stealing a soul to experience someone else’s lens of their own life. How arrogant and wasteful, Chloe thought, how am I going to get through this operation without gawking. 

Run away. The small voice in the back of her mind whispered it once, and then again, the words syncopating with her heartbeat as her breath quickened. Run away. Run away. Run away. Run away. 

No. 

Chloe was determined not to let anything, including her thoughts, run away today. She steeled herself to stay in this moment, adjusting her demeanor as she glanced around trying to fit into what felt like such a foreign place. 

“It’s just dinner,” Fox had said.

And now you are here, with him, with these people-and you are not safe. You need to run. 

No.

Remember why you’re here: you need to find out why the Hunters came to your community and why their forces are growing. 

This is just a first date!  

Your heart thinks you are on a first date with the Fox – but your head knows that you are only here to gather information. Your community is counting on you. 

Chloe cleared her throat and her thoughts as she followed Fox further into the piano bar. Fox was obviously well known by the staff and patrons. As she moved through the crowd of people milling about, Chloe took notice of every nod, wave, and greeting. 

Fox is one of them.

Every gesture confirmed that her inner voice was right, and Chloe felt the fear and anger of that weighty admission as it settled into her bones. 

“Your favorite table, sir.”

“Thank you.” 

Fox gestured to the raised, open-scallop table in the corner of the dining hall. A smooth and cool pearl raised in the center provided a table while the surrounding scallop had been carved into an elegant bench, perfect for seating just two.  

If this is his favorite table, how many others has Fox brought here for “just dinner” Chloe thought. She gently glided onto her piece of the scallop, still subtly casting her eyes around to make sure she moves and sits in a way that blends in. She exhaled softly, intentionally setting aside her instinct to run, in her thoughts and with her strong legs that were currently restricted in a silver mermaid gown made from repurposed fabric she gathered from various bits of projects she had worked on in the past.

Tuxedo-clad waiters quietly scurried around the cavernous room, offering wine goblets and champagne as the musicians readied their instruments for tonight’s performance. As the sound of the music slowly rose, gold painted attendants emerged from the sides of the room. Chloe noticed that some clutched what looked like jugs of wine while others carefully offered champagne.  The gold paint on their bodies seemed like a protection almost, a way for naked servants to remain untouched despite their circumstance that many in power would misinterpret as an opportunity. 

Chloe settled comfortably into her habit of people watching instead of admitting to herself that she was avoiding Fox. She drank in the sound of the piano as her eyes moved around the room, watching people watching her. This is obviously a place that people come to see and be seen. 

But which one am I?  

Chloe felt Fox reach his hand toward hers under the pearl table and her inner voice slipped away. She steeled herself to not allow his hands to melt her resolve. He lightly brushed the top of her hand, splaying his fingers across the top of her skin. Chloe raised her eyes to his. 

Do not get lost, Chloe.

But it was difficult not to get lost when Fox had been her longing for so long. They shared a year of friendship working at the diner, but then Chloe discovered his connection to the Hunters and that had led to an almost immediate birthday dinner invitation. And she had said yes. Why had she said yes. That question floated around in her thoughts as a cold shiver gradually made its way up her spine. 

Someone is watching us. 

Everyone is watching everyone, she silently scolded her inner voice and once again shrugged away the feeling of danger. 

“You look beautiful, as you always do.” 

Chloe met his eyes with a crooked a smile, “Thank you.” 

She was lost in the feeling of his fingers slowly stroking the delicate skin of her knuckles. 

“Would you like to hear our specials this evening?” 

Chloe snatched her hand back to the top of the table as Fox turned and nodded casually to the waiter. 

“Our first course tonight features lion stew,”

What?

“...followed by your choice of panda or giraffe steak...” 

Hunting endangered species is against the law. 

I’m going to be sick. 

Chloe smiled as she scooted out of her seat on the scallop bench, “I am sorry gentlemen, I need to go freshen up.” Fear began to roll inside her as she stumbled toward the direction that she thought the powder room should be. 

She concentrated on her breathing as that icy feeling of being watched returned. Exhaling deeply, Chloe turned the golden knob into an unlabeled door, she saw a group of chattering women exit moments before and barely contained her gasp at the sight before her. A giant tub brimming with bubbles and surrounded by golden columns filled the space. 

A literal bath room, Chloe thought as she stared openly at the tub. Steam rose from the collection of bubbles. A hot bath. How wonderful that would be...

Stay focused, Chloe!

Turning to the sink, Chloe splashed cold water on her face and closed her eyes as she concentrated on her breathing, inhaling and exhaling slowly to calm her nerves.  She opened her eyes feeling refreshed, but her gaze was unexpectedly met by two well dressed women in the golden mirror. Chloe’s slight smile faded as she took in the panic of their shimmering eyes. They were obviously soul wearing, but this was different, their wildness seemed amplified in the same way an animal responds when it senses danger. When you see an animal react to danger, trust their instinct, and trust your own. Her grandmother’s words echoed in her mind as her inner voice shouted at her to run. 

Chloe quickly moved to the door to leave but as she grabbed for the knob, the door swung inward along with Fox and two other men dressed in Hunter fatigues. She had never seen Fox like this - hollow and serious. She searched her memory for any glint of a moment that could have hinted that this was who he really was. All the hours spent working together, talking, building trust, being friends...none of that added up to the Fox who was standing before her. 

I guess I don’t know everything about him like I thought I did...

He doesn’t know everything about you either. 

Instincts, fear, and curiosity warred within her as Chloe launched her body forward, throwing her shoes off her feet, dress ripping and arms pumping as she tried to escape. 

One of the Hunter’s reached her first, jerking her body back and slapping his hand across her mouth as she screamed for help. The Hunter spun her around and walked her backward out a side door and into an alley. 

Chloe met Fox’s eyes and defiantly didn’t look away as he gagged her mouth and bound her hands. He glanced at the group of Hunters now gathered around. 

“It’s her.” 

This entire date was a setup, you should’ve run when you had the chance! 

Chloe shoved her shoulder back into Fox’s chest and tried to run but was caught and pushed back into Fox’s arms. His hands held her fast as he whispered to her, “Be still.” 

Rage coursed through her veins. I will not be still. I will not be taken. 

This is just like yesterday when you fought the intruder! You can get out of this! Think, Chloe. What do I have that they want?  She forced her thoughts forward. I will not be a victim; I will win in the end. I will get away, I will share what I have seen, and my community and I will find another way to deal with the Hunters. 

The Hunters dispersed into a convoy of armored vehicles as Fox lifted her into the back of a truck that had an old light flickering above where she sprawled on the floor. Fox slammed the door behind her as Chloe struggled to turn and face him, willing him to meet her eyes as she wriggled the gag down from her mouth. 

“This is what you were doing?” Chloe yelled, her voice breaking, “all this time have you been hunting me?” 

Fox’s eyes shifted back to hers as he leaned forward, gaze steady.

Then there was a flash. 

And then there was nothing. 
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Chloe heard drums; big, loud, thumping drums. She could hear waves, too. The waves seemed to be harmonizing with the drumming. Everything was far away from her except for those two noises. She didn’t know where she was. She knew that something bad had happened. She knew that something was missing. 

What is missing? 

The thought came to her and floated away. The room felt hot, but her body felt cold. Chloe didn’t shiver. She didn’t rub her arms. She didn’t move. She didn’t want anything. 

All she knew was the sound of drums. 

All she knew was the sound of waves.

Some distant consciousness alerted her again that she was supposed to be feeling more than this and that she needed to come back to the here and now. Instinct urged her not to get lost in the drums and the waves but to look around, pay attention; and to remember. 

Save yourself.

She looked around with heavy eyelids. Something was happening; the room didn’t feel hot anymore. Men were talking quickly and angrily in front of her.  They are pointing at me, she thought, and they are angry. 

She craned her head. 

There is another man on the side. The other man is calm and handsome. As he watched the other two men arguing, he carefully maneuvered a solid mist out of the device and into a mostly empty water bottle. 

Chloe was too tired to see more. 

She looked away again and closed her eyes.

Drums and waves.

Drums and waves.

Chloe thought she was thirsty, but she couldn’t be sure, and she didn’t really care. 

She closed her eyes. Maybe I’ll just sleep. Her head dropped forward, and she thought that she might have hurt her neck. 

It doesn’t matter...nothing matters. 

She hung her head there on her chest listening to the drums and the waves. 

~
[image: image]


A SOUND STIRRED CHLOE awake. She thought she should remember her surroundings and tried to lift her eyelids, but she couldn’t do either. 

I don’t want to see those men. I don’t want to see anything. 

Chloe thought about water again. I’m thirsty, so thirsty – drums and waves...

Waves are water. 

She lifted her head and opened her eyes. The two frantic men were gone. Her voice constricted as she tried to say something to the handsome man standing beside her. 

“Water?” She croaked in an unfamiliar voice.

The man turned to her, a sad desperation in his eyes as he quickly but gently poured water into her mouth and she swallowed, grateful for the coolness on her throat. 

Chloe looked up. 

The man was talking to her, pleading with her. She tried to hear what he was saying but couldn’t make out any of the words. 

This poor man: I wonder what happened to him. 

The man had regret in his beautiful eyes. He must be old, she thought, or wise, though she wasn’t quite sure what those things meant anymore. Her thoughts floated away again so she closed her eyes, giving herself over to the drums and waves.

She felt strong arms circle around her, scooping her out of the chair. She wanted to open her eyes but didn’t have the energy. It doesn’t really matter where I’m going, Chloe thought as she heard another drum sounding close to her ear. 

She felt herself being curled and tucked into a folded, carried embrace. The jolting motions felt like she was being carried somewhere quickly. I know this feeling, she thought, it feels like running. She decided weakly that the sad man must be carrying her and running. 

Why are we running? 

...too many thoughts...just listen to the waves.

One arm left her and strained to open something. She felt herself being placed on a seat and positioned upright. She tried to lie down but was immediately pushed back up. A belt was secured around her chest and lap. I know this feeling, she thought, I know this...but her thoughts couldn’t sharpen, and her eyes stayed closed.

Drums and waves.

Drums and waves.

Her head dropped forward onto her chest, she listened to the sounds thinking of nothing but feeling peaceful, and only a little aware that she should work to learn more about what was happening. She wanted to open her eyes, but the waves and the drums were comforting, familiar and rhythmic.

Drums and waves.

I’ll just listen for a while.

~
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SOMEONE WAS SHAKING her. She opened her eyes wearily. The sad man with kind and knowing eyes continued shaking her with one arm and driving with another. 

What do I know that is real? The thought arrived, uninvited, pulling her from the chanting she had melted into for what seemed like forever.   

I don’t know what is real her inner voice conceded, as her thought trail wandered. Chloe tried to concentrate. 

Something must be real, find what is real. 

She breathed deeply. 

We are going fast in a truck. It is dark outside. There are no lights anywhere. I can see the moon and all the stars. 


She dropped her head to the window, exhausted by the effort it took to gather those ideas. Survive. 


Her inner voice nudged her back into the moment and she suddenly felt a desperate need to touch something. 

Maybe if I touch something then I’ll remember anything.

The thought almost floated away. Chloe reached out for the man. He jolted at her touch, then grabbed her hand with purpose and brought it to his lips, fiercely. 

She couldn’t hear him, but she could feel his lips moving against her knuckles, talking to her. He kissed the back of her hand again, this time tenderly and pulled her palm to his chest. She felt his heartbeat vibrate through the bones of her hand; the pounding felt like drums.

The drums.

My heartbeat! I’m hearing my heartbeat! 

She held fast to the thought. 

That is real. 

He still held her hand as he took a deep breath in.

The waves.

The waves are my breath. 

I’m hearing my heartbeat and my breath! Chloe wanted to cry in relief as pieces began to fit together in her thoughts. 

I am still alive. I am still here. I am not empty. I know things. 

The sad man...I don’t know him...do I? 

I don’t know. 

What do you know? 

I know I am with the man with the beautiful, sad eyes. He is holding my hand to his chest even now, one hand on the wheel, eyes on the road, going somewhere quick and secret in the dark. I am cold but I don’t want to move. Moving is heavy. 

Chloe watched as they turned onto a red clay road; her eyes strained in the moonlight to find a large cabin hidden in the trees. 

The truck bumped along, gradually approaching the house. Chloe could see the forest opening and the white tips and moonlight shimmers of waves crashing further back. The man parked the truck inside a garage behind the wooden house and unbuckled her. 


He scooped her out and she closed her eyes as the man rushed inside the cabin with her. She felt him carrying her up a set of stairs.


Chloe opened her eyes. It was dark in the cabin except for the moonbeams streaming in the open windows. 

Maybe I’ve seen the moonlight with this man, she thought. But I can’t remember when. Thinking felt exhausting and her eyelids felt heavy. She could still hear the drums and the waves pulling her back into nothing. She felt herself slipping away again. 

The man’s arms left her as he turned on a nearby lamp, the light filled dark spaces of the room in a way that roused her from her cozy in-between space. 

He leaned over her and opened a strange-looking bottle of water. A mist that looked both liquid and airy flowed out and into his hands. That’s not what water is supposed to look like, she thought, trying hard to concentrate on what she was seeing. 

Keep your eyes open. 

No, they are too heavy and I don’t know what I am seeing, she argued with her inner voice as she closed them again, allowing herself to melt into the soft parts of the chair. 

Her body jolted. 

Something changed. 

The drums and waves were gone. Her fingertips felt prickly, and her limbs felt heavy. Her body began to tremble as her eyes opened, heat and sound came flooding in. She was warm again. Warm enough to realize that she hadn’t recognized how cold she was before. 

Chloe’s senses were overwhelmed as she began to shiver uncontrollably. 

Fox wrapped her in his arms as she strained to adjust her position and find his gaze. 

I remember him. He is familiar, warm and strong. 

She strained to stop her body from shaking. 

He is talking too fast. He must be making excuses, she thought. The whispered suspicion brought in a flood of memories. Working at the diner, The Hunters invasion, a connection to the Hunters, a birthday date invitation, “it’s just dinner”, naked servers, champagne flutes, a giant bathtub, a kidnapping...

He stole my soul! 

Stormy emotions rushed through her mind even as she felt suddenly very tired, unnaturally so, in a way that was different than before with the waves and drums. Even as her eyelids started drooping, she curled away from Fox, remembering everything.

“...so sorry, Princess. My trap worked. They found us. I did what I had to do to get them to leave. They think that I stole your soul. They think I betrayed you. But it’s going to be ok. You’re going to be ok. I’m going to stay with you and watch over you. You need to trust me. You know me,” Fox’s words rushed out before Chloe could make sense of them.

She nodded wearily because she was shivering.She had been so cold and now she was so warm, she was so peaceful and now there was only jumble and chaos in her mind. 

Even her inner voice was still. 

She tried to listen to what he was saying but everything seemed confusing, and she was scared. Fox is right, I know him, she thought. He did something wrong to do something right...maybe.

And then she let go of trying to understand, her eyes closed, and she felt like she was falling.
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My eyes open. I am looking into a highly polished bronze mirror. My servants are arranging my hair and applying makeup around my eyes. I am naked under a loose-fitting robe, lightly perfumed and bejeweled, waiting to be rolled into a rug. I am nervous, but I am strong, and I feel powerful and radiant. The bracelets, rings, and necklace I am wearing sparkle in the candlelight. 

I know this plan will work.

The man I am sending myself to is powerful and power will keep my people safe. The strength of his magnitude will protect everyone, even me. If this works, he will keep me safe. 

I will make him love me. 

I turn from the mirror and remove my robe, I lie down on the carpet, arms stretched, and breath held. I feel glamorous but afraid.

My servants sense it too, that frazzle of uncertainty. I breathe out and the process of packaging begins. 

I feel myself being taken into the city, into the palace, then into the Great Room. I hear their muffled voices announcing the presentation of my gift for Caesar. I hear him speak. The arrogance in his voice is astounding yet his charm is still apparent through the many layers of carpet. I am pleased. 

This will be easier than I thought; pride is attracted to pride.

My servants ask that Caesar have the room cleared to see the carpet, insisting that its beauty is only fit for his eyes. Though he hesitates a moment, he demands all but his personal bodyguard to leave. I breathe in and close my eyes.

I am lowered to the floor and slowly unrolled. As my body reaches the air, I seductively unfurl myself from the shield of my hiding place. Splaying myself, naked, at his feet with my hands almost touching his sandals, my true gift to him is revealed.

I look up at him expectantly under my long and decorated lashes. Having rehearsed this many times over, my servants calmly bow out of the room. Caesar now commands his guard to exit and stand watch at the door.

Caesar looks back at me; his handsomeness enhanced by his air of power. Our eyes do not break from each other. After a moment, I know I have won. Mirth brings mischief and sparkle to my eyes. His look reflects the desire I know he sees in my own. 

I smile and inhale deeply. 

I close my eyes.

~
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I OPEN MY EYES. 

The day is breaking. A balmy warmth has settled over the water. From my balcony, I can see ships coming in. The waves selfishly crest and fall, as do my hopes. I always start and end my day like this, looking for his ship.

I hear quick steps behind me and turn. One of my servants is holding a scroll. I do not speak. I snatch the scroll. He backs away, knowing that my anger is not directed at him but towards the contents of the scroll. 

I open it.

Yet another pathetic plea for forgiveness from Caesar; more promises. I cannot abide his velvet lies. This time he does not say he will return. Instead, he is sending a party of servants and soldiers to take me to Rome.

I am Pharaoh! 

I will not be escorted to Rome by anyone other than Caesar! He cannot treat me this way. Scrolls and summons are not the way back into my heart. I am tired of his scrolls. Words are not enough to tame my anger and lead me back to him. I refuse to believe he abandoned me for Rome.

We could have united the great powers of Rome and Egypt. We could have conquered the world together...

I exhale sharply and fling the scroll into the nearest torch, watching it go up in flames; the same fate has befallen every other scroll he’s sent. Burning his words is a mild retribution for his leaving Egypt the way he did. Watching his carefully recorded words burn in such a reckless way hardens my heart further.

I know that if I kept his scrolls, I would read them all day and suffer the pain of trying to decipher the meaning of each word, trying to understand more of what happened and why he left.

I refuse to do that. I am Pharaoh; and so they burn.

Soft baby giggles float in from the side room. I glance to the doorway to see my son with his nurse, playing. I smile to myself. Caesar may rule Rome, but I have a precious little secret that he would be interested in knowing.

My smile deepens. My anger recedes, and I feel my spirits lifting. I beckon my handmaiden, “We're going to Rome.”

~
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MAKING THE JOURNEY is not as tedious as I thought it would be. Planning our arrival makes the time pass quickly, but I am relieved to step foot onshore in Rome. I feel a buzz of excitement knowing that he's here, knowing that I have our beautiful child tucked into my robes, sleeping quietly, as we rush to find the way to Caesar.

I have covered myself in a heavy cloak, my secret huddled safely sleeping in my arms. I keep myself centered among my servants and guards, moving forward, and focused through the streets.

This is Rome. It is dirty and ambiguous. There is nothing you can look at and say, "This is Roman."  Rome has stretched her power to grab as much as she can hold, grown in strength, and then grabbed onto more. Rome is but an idea and has nothing that makes it definitively, “Roman” - except for Caesar.

I smile to myself. Polysemy is not a problem for Egypt. Egypt is herself; a providing mother, caring for her own. 

This careening mob of shopkeepers and salespersons may be citizens of Rome and subjects of Caesar. This may be his dream, but I rule the most ancient and beautiful land in
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