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    “Neset! Freeze!” 
 
    Startled, I dropped my brimming leather waterskin, drenching my bare feet and the hem of my skirt, splashing the nearest plants in my rooftop garden. I spun around, peered down the mud–brick stairway into my living quarters. Amennakht, chief scribe of my village – Ta Set Maat, the Place of Truth – was glaring up at me. What was he doing uninvited inside my house at dawn? 
 
    Raised, excited, indistinct voices came from behind him, shattering the early morning calm. Amennakht wasn’t alone. One voice was louder than the rest – my husband Mesedptah was hurling curses. Amennakht pointed a copper–bladed knife at me menacingly. Something was terribly wrong. Mesedptah and two village proctors swung into view at the foot of the stairs. The proctors were struggling to subdue my husband. My cousin Reshpetref was astride Mesedptah’s back, his arms locked around my husband’s neck. Khamose was clutching his waist. Mesedptah was lunging and twisting and thrashing desperately, trying to swing them off. The trio crashed into Amennakht and knocked him to the ground. He cursed too. Reshpetref lost his grip and went flying into a wall with a loud cry. Parahetet leaped to take his place, trying to avoid Mesedptah’s jabbing elbows. Anhirkawi drove his shoulder into Mesedptah’s knees from behind. Everyone tumbled to the ground in a heap. Ipi and Parahetet jumped onto my prone husband’s back. Wadjmose quickly fastened his wrists together behind him with a length of rope. Khamose and Wadjmose ungently jerked him to his feet. Mesedptah stood defiant in their grasp, chest heaving, nostrils flaring, hostile, furious. His captors were gasping for breath and dripping sweat. 
 
    “What’s the meaning of this?” Mesedptah roared. 
 
    Reshpetref got to his feet. His mouth was bloody. He pressed his palm to the beginnings of a large lump on his forehead. He staggered, straightened, confronted Mesedptah chest to chest. “Qenna and Hay both claim you’ve done something bad in the Great Place. We’ve come to discover the truth of it.” 
 
    The Great Place? The barren desert valley less than an hour’s walk from my village where two dozen justified kings and pharaohs slept in golden splendor? What could Mesedptah possibly have done there? 
 
    Anhirkawi, foreman of the village’s left work gang, bounded up the stairs directly to me. He clamped his fingers on my left bicep. 
 
    I jerked my arm free, incensed. “You have no right to come into my house and assault me and my husband! Get out!” 
 
    Anhirkawi yanked a copper blade from his belt. “I have every right!” His white kilt had ripped nearly in two during the fracas. Blood oozed from several long scratches on his dark glistening chest, souvenirs of Mesedptah’s fingernails. “Confess, Neset! Show me where he hid it!” His face was inches from mine, spit flying with every word. “Or I’ll make you pay, you red–haired witch!” He pressed the tip of his knife against my belly hard enough to draw blood. 
 
    Ipi and Wadjmose and Pendau clattered up the stairs. 
 
    “Hid what?” I demanded. I slapped the hand holding the blade aside. Anhirkawi didn’t scare me. None of these men did. 
 
    “The treasure!” 
 
    “Treasure?” 
 
    “Your husband and his gang broke into the tomb of Ramesses the Great!” 
 
    “Ramesses? Gang?” 
 
    “Mose and Qenna and Hay and Weserhat and Pentauret. We’re here to retrieve everything Mesedptah took.” 
 
    “Liar! No one’s stupid enough to steal from a justified pharaoh! The gods would strike him dead!” 
 
    Anhirkawi scanned my roof, now bright with early morning sunlight. 
 
    Dozens of earthenware pots large and small arranged in rows covered most of its surface, planted with vegetables and spices and fruit, and flowers in a rainbow of colors. The plants ranged from knee to chest high. Of all the rooftops in Ta Set Maat, the village that housed the craftsmen who excavated and decorated tombs in the Great Place, mine was the most lush and colorful and beautiful, a virtual oasis in a drab landscape. My grandfather Meniufer, overseer of Pharaoh’s gardens on the east and west banks of the river at nearby Waset, the land’s Southern capital, had passed his gift for making plants grow to me. Several very large pots held small trees. Vines climbed trellises and four tall wooden poles topped by a linen canopy that shaded a corner where Mesedptah and I sometimes slept on linen pallets on hot nights. Bees buzzed in and out of a small hive in one corner. Like most of my neighbors I produced my own honey. 
 
    Anhirkawi snorted. “Plenty of hiding places here. You best tell us where the treasure is, Neset, or it’ll go worse for you when we find it.” His eyes narrowed. “We know you helped Mesedptah.” 
 
    “I don’t know about any treasure!” I insisted. 
 
    “Now who’s lying?” Anhirkawi exclaimed. He shoved me hard. 
 
    I staggered backwards, knocked over half a dozen flowerpots, awkwardly recovered my balance. 
 
    He was a bully who’d courted me vigorously even before I’d become a woman. He resented that I’d been given to Mesedptah eight years ago instead of him. As if I’d had a say. 
 
    Anhirkawi bent and seized one of my specially–prized plants by the stalk and pulled it from its pot and tossed it onto the roof. He took hold of another. 
 
    “No!” I lunged at him and grabbed his arm with both hands. The plant was a descendant of one brought to Ta Set Maat by my ancestor Tjanuni, a scribe who’d accompanied the third Thutmose, mightiest pharaoh of all, on his military expeditions beyond the valley’s borders more than three centuries ago. Anhirkawi had no right to destroy what I and the rest of Tjanuni’s descendants had kept alive all that time. 
 
    Anhirkawi viciously shoved me again. This time, before I could regain my balance, Wadjmose grabbed me from behind. He pinned my arms against my ribs with his and pressed his fists into my belly. I drove my right heel into his shin with all the force I could muster. He yelped, released me for an instant, grabbed me before I could spin away. I tried to twist free but Wadjmose squeezed me so hard I could scarcely breathe. Anhirkawi emptied a pot onto the roof and sifted through the dirt and greenery with his fingers. Ipi and Pendau joined in and before long the northern edge of my roof was entirely denuded and covered with piles of dirt and crushed broken plants. 
 
    Angry tears rolled down my cheeks. I watched, helpless, struggling fruitlessly to escape Wadjmose. 
 
    “Mesedptah’s going to pay!” Pendau hissed as he moved beside me and vindictively emptied an earthenware pot of onions on my feet. “I caught him sleeping with my wife. And then my daughter. He beat me when I threatened to report him. No one would do anything about him – until today!” 
 
    “You’re a liar!” I cried. Mesedptah and other women? Ridiculous! The nights he spent in our village instead of the rest house near the Great Place I never got any sleep. He was a lusty and vigorous and insatiable man. And a tomb robber? Qenna and Hay must be accusing him out of jealousy. After all, Mesedptah was the most accomplished of the craftsmen who painted the carved walls in the royal tombs. And he and I were well–off because of it. 
 
    “You’re a blind fool, Neset,” Pendau retorted. 
 
    The men were rapidly emptying my pots. Green plants were already wilting and shriveling and turning brown in the hot sun in the midst of piles of dirt. Two brawny men were gleefully tearing apart my trellises and several more were crouched near a corner of the wall, gouging the mud–brick with copper chisels. It was going to take me years to set everything on my rooftop right again, if that was even possible. 
 
    While the men continued to destroy my garden Ta Set Maat awakened around us. The three hundred fifty year–old Place of Truth had been the brainchild of King Amenhotep – not until the time of the third Thutmose did the valley’s rulers begin referring to themselves as pharaohs. He’d gathered in this secure place craftsmen with the skills necessary to carve and decorate tombs in the Great Place for himself and his successors. Ever since his death we’d worshiped him and his mother, Ahmes–Nefertari, as village gods. Located in a dusty desert valley between the hill Qurnet Murai on the east and the holy mountain Qurn on the west, the seventy or so mud–brick houses, each resting on a stone foundation, lay within high rectangular walls. A single street ran one hundred–forty yards through the center of the village, from north to south, so narrow I could stand in its middle and nearly touch the houses on either side. The houses, each four rooms deep, with twenty–inch thick common walls between them, all opened onto the street, which was roofed over. The village was much like a fish’s skeleton – the street its spine, the common walls its bones. A second very short street ran east–west, intersecting the main street, marking what had been the southern boundary of the original village before its expansion a century ago. The rear of my house abutted the western wall. From my vantage point on my roof the village looked like a single low dusty–brown building occupying the entire floor of the valley. A narrow path descended eastward from the village, winding between barren rocky hills that rose abruptly to its right and left, crossing the desert to the wide flat cultivated strip that hugged the west bank of the river. The distant river, sun–dappled, sliced through the valley’s heart, both of its banks dotted with groves of palms and lined with emerald–green fields ready to be harvested. Far to the east, well back from the river, desert hills rose ephemeral through a film of dust already being stirred by the morning wind. Waset lay between those hills and the river’s east bank, a drab crowded town stretching between magnificent temple complexes both north and south. The river alongside the town was crowded with boats of all sizes, some with graceful sails billowing in the wind, others with oars churning the water white. 
 
    An ebony–skinned policeman ascended the stairs, glanced at the activity on my rooftop for a moment, then descended. He was one of the Medjay mercenaries from south of the cataract at Abu who protected the Great Place and the pharaohs’ memorial temples along this section of river. This particular Medjay normally guarded Ta Set Maat’s single gate, his job to protect the costly materials and tools used by Pharaoh’s craftsmen that were stored in the village, as well as limit the amount of traffic in and out. Because the craftsmen had excavated and decorated the tombs of royals, tombs now filled with fabulous riches, they couldn’t be allowed to wander the valley freely. 
 
    One of a new pharaoh’s first tasks was to order the construction of his tomb in the Great Place on the far side of the western mountain. No pharaoh dared leave creation of his eternal home to his successor. Once these multi–year projects began craftsmen toiled on the tomb eight of every ten days – except for during the village’s numerous holidays, or days they convinced their foremen they needed to stay home to brew beer or whatever excuse sounded plausible. On work nights they slept in the huts of the rest house on a high plateau overlooking the village so that the next morning they’d have a shorter walk to the tomb. The tomb of the current pharaoh, the third Ramesses, had been completed decades ago, but he’d recently ordered that eight more storage rooms be added. Many men in the right and left gangs had been fully engaged in that task ever since. A handful, though, had continued to labor on tombs for royal wives and children in nearby Ta Set Neferu – The Place of Beauty – or on temples and pylons in the vast sacred complex across the river, Ipet–Isut – Chosen of Places. But today was a rest day and so the village was alive with sound and bustling with activity. Thin columns of smoke drifted skyward from kitchen yards of numerous houses. I saw knots of women and girls gathered atop their own roofs, watching the raiders destroy my garden. I knew every woman and was at least distantly related to most. We were all descended from architects and stonemasons and draftsmen and plasterers and painters and carpenters and goldsmiths and countless other craftsmen who’d been excavating and decorating royal tombs for generations. What was happening to me today would give their sharp tongues fodder for gossip for years to come. 
 
    Pendau emptied the last pot with a flourish and sifted through the remains. “Nothing!” he announced, frustrated. He smashed the pot against a wall. 
 
    “I told you!” I cried, defiant. 
 
    “Bring Neset down into the house,” Anhirkawi ordered Wadjmose. 
 
    “I can walk by myself.” 
 
    Anhirkawi shrugged his shoulders. Wadjmose released me. 
 
    I stalked angrily towards the stairs, sidestepping as best I could the debris of the garden I’d tended so lovingly since the day of my marriage, then stomped down. At the bottom I turned left into my small kitchen yard. The intruders had dug up every square inch. Ashes from the bread oven were scattered atop the dirt. I glanced down the adjacent cellar stairs. Men had ripped every storage container open. Emmer and barley and onions were strewn all over the floor. I moved into the storeroom next to my kitchen. They’d shattered every one of my earthenware bowls and platters and storage jars. They’d scooped all the grain from large earthenware pots set in the floor. They’d emptied jars of animal fat atop the grain. The floor was drenched; they’d smashed our massive water jar and all our small jugs of beer and jars of wine. I bent and reverently picked up a shard decorated with a portrait of Bes, the god who protected pregnant mothers and children – a dwarf with a mask–like face, lion’s ears and mane, broad nose, tongue hanging out of his mouth, short arms, bandy legs and exposed penis. I set the shard on a shelf. 
 
    The vindictiveness of the destruction was overwhelming. Angry and dazed, I stepped into my living room, fifteen feet long and a dozen wide, the ceiling supported by the trunk of a palm tree resting on a stone base. The living room and the similarly–sized reception room just beyond were in shambles. 
 
    Parahetet and a few other intruders were still sifting through the wreckage they’d created, several on their hands and knees. Amennakht was in the middle of the room barking orders. Reshpetref was poking around the domestic altar just inside the front door, which was wide open. Women were gathered in the street directly outside, my neighbors, staring, pointing, gossiping. I’d never been so embarrassed in my life. Sunlight slanted through small slots below the roofline and illuminated my whitewashed and plastered walls, once bright with colorful designs, now marred with deep scratches and gouges. Amennakht’s men had dug up the plaster floors and a low mud–brick bench along a wall that served as seat by day and bed by night. They’d yanked brightly colored textiles from my walls and the bench and scattered them on the floor. They’d overturned and smashed to pieces small stools and chairs, wooden boxes, storage chests, tables and cabinets. They’d split Mesedptah’s and my wooden headrests in two. They’d ripped apart baskets and fans and footstools made of reeds and rushes, and sleeping mats and reed sandals. They’d shredded several large woolen cushions we used on our chairs in wintertime, and our linen sheets and blankets. They’d emptied our clothing from storage chests and ripped every article apart – voluminous woolen cloaks for cold days, linen garments embroidered or edged with colorful weavings, shirts, kilts, skirts, Mesedptah’s red leather slippers, my delicate papyrus sandals.  
 
    Khamose was guarding Mesedptah in a corner, his wrists still bound behind him. I hurried to him, terrified, clutched him tight, pressed my head against his chest. “Why is this happening?” I choked out. 
 
    “They’ve made a terrible mistake, Neset,” he replied angrily. “They aren’t going to find any treasure here.” He addressed his nearest captor, sharply. “You’re going to pay for this, Khonsu. Every one of you in this room is going to pay.” He laughed viciously. “You know what I’m capable of.” 
 
    “I’m just following orders,” Khonsu said defensively. He sounded intimidated. 
 
    I spotted a small bone protruding from the earth in a corner of the room. What have they done? I rushed to it, fell to my knees. “You monsters!” I screamed. They’d desecrated the remains of my first daughter, Ipu, dead within an hour of her birth, buried as most village children were in its own house. Reverently, I rearranged the bone in the makeshift grave, then pushed dirt from the now hole–pocked floor into it and gently smoothed it with my palm. Someone had scraped the hieroglyphs that spelled her name and those of her two stillborn sisters from the nearby wall, condemning them to oblivion. “I hate you all!” 
 
    I got to my feet and pushed roughly past Amennakht into the front room with its stone lintel and red–painted wood door. Reshpetref was rummaging through paintings and stelae and sacrificial plaques and busts of ancestors adorning the domestic altar at the top of three steps just inside the door. The ancestors were Mesedptah’s; he took no interest in mine. Our limestone cult statue of King Amenhotep, painted white except for the blue and white striped nemes and black eyes and eyebrows and false beard, was still in one piece, but the wooden statue of his mother, Ahmes–Nefertari – dressed in a close–fitting tunic, wearing a braided wig and a vulture crown with a uraeus on her brow and holding a lotus blossom fan in her left hand – had been wrenched from its rectangular base. The false door through which the kas of deceased family members visited the house was split in two. I picked up an ostracon of a lute–playing woman wearing a clinging dress, depicted from above. It was the only relic of my family that belonged to me, created by my ancestor Ika during his sojourn in Akhetaten, the city in the middle section of the valley founded by the heretic pharaoh Akhenaten, in the style pioneered during his reign. Reshpetref was studying a votive stone stela Mesedptah had recently commissioned for the local temple, showing Ahmes–Nefertari and Amenhotep in the top register and Mesedptah and me on our knees with our hands lifted in prayer in the bottom. 
 
    “Put that down, Cousin!” I insisted. “It belongs to the gods!” 
 
    Reshpetref hurled it to the floor with all his might. It shattered. “The gods don’t accept offerings from thieves.” 
 
    “Well said!” 
 
    I turned. The neighbor women peering at me through my open door were growing in number – some curious, some gleeful, none sympathetic. Not surprising. They’d mostly shunned me since the day of my marriage – except when they had need of me as a healer or to help them in their birth bowers or in their rooftop gardens. Then they set aside their dislike for Mesedptah, a dislike that had colored their perceptions of me for years. Mesedptah believed he was better than everyone in Ta Set Maat and rarely deigned to so much as greet a passerby, much less offer a kind word. In fact, since I’d become his wife he’d demanded payment before allowing me to act as healer or gardener, two things I’d done as a matter of course before my marriage. I paid the price for his greed and arrogance over and over, spending most of my time by myself, my loneliness eased only by Ta Set Maat’s children. The nights their fathers slept in the rest house on the heights dozens gathered in my rooftop garden to listen spellbound to stories that had been handed down in my family from ancient times, about kings and pharaohs and distant lands. Among the young I was the most popular woman in the village. They filled a gaping void in my life, gave me the affection I craved. I so desperately wanted to have children of my own, but after three dead daughters in the first four years of my marriage and no pregnancies since I’d been forced to accept that the gods didn’t intend for Mesedptah and me to be parents. Husbands of my neighbors didn’t share their wives’ concerns about me; they’d considered me a great prize before my marriage and my marriage hadn’t stopped their leering looks or suggestive comments. Mesedptah reveled in those remarks, purposefully parading me about the village most evenings past men who desired me, his expression proclaiming he’d triumphed over them by obtaining me. I detested those walks. I dropped to my hands and knees and carefully gathered the pieces of the stela and stacked them on the bottom step of the shrine. Just as I rose a few villagers spilled into my house. The street was too small to contain the crowd now. I wanted to curl into the fetal position and hide my face in shame. I’d never live this day down. I hung my head and turned my back to the crowd as the destruction continued. 
 
    “We didn’t find anything on the roof,” Anhirkawi reported to Amennakht. 
 
    “There’s nothing in this room either,” Amennakht admitted. 
 
    “I told you!” Mesedptah shouted angrily. “I’m no thief!” 
 
    “You stole all right!” Pendau snarled. 
 
    “But without proof…” Amennakht said resignedly. 
 
    “What business do you have here?” Anhirkawi snapped. 
 
    I turned. Sitmut was standing just inside the door, her eyes wide. She was fifteen, the most beautiful young woman in Ta Set Maat, five years my junior. Her fine white linen skirt was better than any I owned, as was the gold pendant on a gold chain around her neck. She’d been assigned by the village elders to help with chores around my house and meal preparation the last few years. There were half a dozen girls similarly employed in Ta Set Maat, all rotating from house to house, working in each a day or two every week. But Sitmut worked at my house exclusively, every single day. 
 
    She was staring at the debris. The men were staring at her. 
 
    “Well?” Anhirkawi asked sharply. 
 
    “I clean and cook for My Lord Mesedptah,” Sitmut replied. 
 
    “Maybe she knows,” Pendau said. 
 
    “Knows what?” Sitmut asked. 
 
    “Where did Mesedptah hide the treasure he stole from the tomb of Ramesses the Great?” 
 
    Sitmut tensed. Panic crossed her face. “I don’t know anything about treasure,” she said, her voice quavering. 
 
    Reshpetref stepped to her side and yanked the pendant from around her neck. “Where did you get this? It could have come from Pharaoh’s tomb.” 
 
    Sitmut’s hands were trembling. “A gift, My Lord.” 
 
    “An excessively rich gift. From whom?” 
 
    “I can’t say, My Lord.” 
 
    “Can’t or won’t? Someone in the village? In return for cleaning his house?” Anhirkawi’s eyes narrowed. “Or for something more intimate?” 
 
    Sitmut’s face reddened. She exchanged a brief glance with Mesedptah. 
 
    In that instant I knew. Mesedptah had slept with Sitmut. He’d given her the pendant in return. Probably the skirt, too. And if he’d slept with her, he’d probably slept with Pendau’s wife and daughter, as charged. My husband was a philanderer. If he’d been with these three women without my knowing, what else had he done? Rob tombs? I wished the earth would open up and swallow me and hide me from this humiliation. 
 
    “We’re going to have to beat the truth out of them,” Amennakht said. “All three – Mesedptah and Neset and Sitmut.” 
 
    Me? They were going to beat me because of my lying thieving husband? I didn’t know anything. I didn’t deserve to suffer. 
 
    Amennakht addressed Pendau. “Find me a stout stick.” He eyed Sitmut. “We’ll start with you.” 
 
    She fell to her knees, her hands clasped together. “No! Please, My Lord!” 
 
    “Let her be!” Mesedptah shouted, straining against his bonds. 
 
    Sitmut burst into tears. 
 
    I couldn’t believe Mesedptah was trying to protect her so passionately. With me he was brusque and distant, never tender or affectionate. In fact, he’d never once told me he loved me. Sitmut obviously meant more to him than I did. Everyone in the room could see it.  
 
    Anhirkawi raised Sitmut from the floor and took her in his arms. He held her protectively, pressed her face against his chest, stroked her hair. 
 
    She continued to sob. 
 
    “There’s no need to beat her, Amennakht,” Anhirkawi simpered. He tilted Sitmut’s head back so he could look into her tear–filled eyes. “I’m sure you haven’t done anything wrong. You cleaned my house on occasion several years ago. You eased my wife’s burdens. She likes you. Just tell us – is there someplace besides this house where Mesedptah might hide something he’s stolen?” 
 
    Mesedptah was staring daggers at Sitmut. Anhirkawi was holding her so that her back was to him. She couldn’t see him. 
 
    “Perhaps his tomb, My Lord?” she replied softly. 
 
    Amennakht clapped his hands together and smiled. “Of course!” 
 
    “Can you take us there?” Anhirkawi asked. 
 
    “Don’t you dare!” Mesedptah hissed. 
 
    “I’ve carried the midday meal to him and men working on it on their days off a few times,” Sitmut admitted. 
 
    “Excellent.” Amennakht swept the room with his eyes. “You men – bring Mesedptah along. You’re coming too, Neset. Lead the way, Sitmut.” 
 
    I fell in behind exulting officials and my grim husband and sniffling Sitmut, whispering a prayer to the falcon, god of my family, to show me mercy. No one guarded me particularly, but why should they? There was no place for me to run. And I hadn’t done anything anyway. I wasn’t going to act guilty without reason. I exited my house and stepped into the narrow street and firmly closed my door behind me. A useless exercise, since there was nothing inside worth salvaging. The officials led us towards the village’s single gate, snaking slowly through the jostling jeering crowd that filled the street. 
 
    The name of the long–deceased original owner was inscribed on the limestone doorpost of every house we passed. His descendants for the most part now occupied the structures. Every house was whitewashed, its wooden door painted red. Most doors were currently wide open, the reception rooms just inside packed with neighbors gesturing and shouting at us animatedly. Children were running back and forth between houses and in and out of open doors. I collided with a few. Their parents cursed me, smirking or haughty. For years they’d taken their dislike for Mesedptah out on me, afraid to confront him. This morning they’d watched the destruction on my roof and had clearly judged me guilty without even knowing what Mesedptah and I were accused of. Piercing screams suddenly rose in the street ahead of us. More excited village officials were exiting houses and joining our procession, captives of their own in tow. I recognized Pentauret and Qenna and Weserhat. Mesedptah’s alleged accomplices were being rounded up too. 
 
    We passed through the village gate. The Medjay looked us over suspiciously, one hand resting on the handle of a short sword tucked into his leather belt. Khaemwase, the village gatekeeper, was frantically trying to record the name of everyone who exited on a sheet of papyrus, a clear impossibility. Directly ahead of us, on high ground, were the village’s temples, smaller versions of those belonging to the gods Amen and Mut and Khonsu across the river in Ipet–Isut, the sprawling ancient sacred complex. Some of the temples were hundreds of years old. Each was crammed with thousands of small stelae and statues of villagers made of polished wood or fine white stone, left as offerings to the gods. We turned towards the steep hillside west of the village that descended from the base of a small vertical cliff to nearly touch the village wall. That hillside had served as our village cemetery from the very beginning and was peppered with tomb shafts and mud–brick chapels and miniature pyramids and small white buildings with brightly painted doorways. Some of the tombs were elaborate, some mere openings cut into the hillside or clefts in outcrops. The interiors of many had been magnificently decorated by village craftsmen in their free time. A network of paths, white with dust, switchbacked up the hill through the midst of the tombs. A mountain peak, the Qurn, towered over the hill, home of the goddess Meretseger – She Who Loves Silence. 
 
    We wound up one of the narrow paths, single–file, climbing towards the hill’s crest. It was nearing midday now and the sun was beating down mercilessly, reflected by the light–colored path and hillside. Sweat was pouring off me. Because this wasn’t a workday many men had been laboring since dawn on their own tombs or those of their neighbors. Every craftsman in Ta Set Maat traded labor with his fellow craftsmen, each taking advantage of the other’s particular skill. Currently most men were lounging in the shade inside tomb entrances, eating their midday meals. They watched us pass with curiosity. A few fell in behind me to see what was going on. The tombs along the path were in every stage of construction. Men were excavating some, their hammerstones ringing against copper chisels, their sons lugging limestone chips down the path in reed baskets and dumping them in a heap at the base of the hillside. One man was plastering a tomb; he’d already covered the left hand wall with a thin layer. Once it dried the wall would be ready for decoration. He’d also sealed cracks in the rock on the right side of the tomb to make the surface as even as possible. In another tomb a craftsman had drawn images in black and corrected them in red. A little ways farther on was a tomb already half–painted. Pigments and bowls and reeds lay a few feet inside the entrance but no one was currently working. I recognized the equipment as Mesedptah’s. He’d been decorating the tomb. Someone else was going to have to finish it. 
 
    From so high the view of the village and hills and distant river was magnificent. A line of donkeys was carrying supplies from the river towards the Enclosure of the Tomb, a massive storehouse just outside the village. Scribes were waiting there to take inventory and divide the load into portions for distribution. Everything workers and their family members needed, all five hundred of us – drinking water, wood, grain, fruit, vegetables, clothing, pottery, linen, beer – was delivered to the Enclosure, then parceled out. The donkeys were treading a narrow path through the portion of the cultivated strip set aside to grow vegetables and fruits for the village. East of the cultivation, dozens of boats were docked at quays on both sides of the river, making deliveries to Waset, the rambling town on the east bank of the river, or the storage magazines of half a dozen pharaohs’ temples of millions of years on the west. From those vast storehouses much of the valley was supplied. 
 
    “This is it,” Sitmut said, halting in front of a wooden door enclosing an opening carved into the limestone hillside. 
 
    Reshpetref dragged me past everyone lined up along the edge of the narrow path to where my husband and Sitmut and Amennakht were standing. Sitmut looked terrified, Mesedptah calm, Amennakht anxious. 
 
    I’d never visited Mesedptah’s tomb. I knew he had one because he’d already buried two wives. He was twenty years older than me and he’d taken me to his bed a month after I’d become a woman, barely two months after his second wife’s death in childbirth. After discussions with the village elders, Father had given me to Mesedptah instead of another of my numerous suitors as a means of strengthening bonds between the village’s left and right work gangs, and to align himself with Mesedptah’s far more prominent family. In turn, Mesedptah had given Father his widowed sister, Meresamun, to wife. 
 
    I’d had no say in the matter. My friends had been jealous of what they thought was my good fortune, for Mesedptah was one of the village’s wealthiest craftsmen and they’d envied my perceived future life of luxury. But I’d never wanted to marry anyone from Ta Set Maat or spend the rest of my life trapped in what I considered a prison. From the moment I was old enough to understand and right up to the day she died, my mother had filled my head with marvelous tales about my ancestors and told me over and over that I was special. As proof, she’d pointed to the falcon–shaped birthmark that decorated my upper thigh. Our family had been chosen by the falcon god more than four thousand years ago to represent him on earth, she’d told me, and a handful of my forebears had done truly amazing things in his name. Some had actually changed our world. I wanted to be like them when I grew up, to freely wander the valley from the cataract in the south to the sea in the north, to pursue my own destiny. As a child I’d developed an appetite for freedom as I’d helped Grandfather care for Pharaoh’s gardens, following him daily around the east and west banks, visiting temples and Pharaoh’s per’aa, or royal residence, caught up in the excitement of glimpsing the royal family from afar, watching the great festival parades spellbound at Grandfather’s side. I’d allowed myself to dream that someday he’d arrange a marriage for me with an overseer or official who’d take me away from the stifling confines of the Place of Truth. 
 
    Instead, Father had given me to Mesedptah, a greedy vindictive unaffectionate man. Mesedptah had chosen me over women closer to his own age because he’d expected me to be strong enough to bear him many sons and because my talents as healer and gardener would increase his wealth. The first few years he’d treated me relatively well, though distantly and coldly outside our bed. But as the years passed and I failed to give him an heir he’d become increasingly bitter and resentful, treating me like a burden. I’d come to crave the days he slept at the rest house near the Great Place, apart from me. 
 
    How had I been so unaware of his unfaithfulness? I’d never seen any signs. Then again, I’d never looked for any. I glanced at Mesedptah’s tomb. I’d always assumed I’d share it. Now it seemed just as likely he intended it for Sitmut. Or other women. 
 
    Amennakht smashed the clay that sealed the door shut and yanked it open. 
 
    The tomb went back about thirty–five feet into the hillside, its ceiling arched, high enough for a man to stand erect. Though most of the interior was in shadow, thanks to reflected sunlight I could see the walls were evenly plastered and covered with beautiful bright images of Mesedptah. The entire left hand wall depicted him decorating the walls of the third Ramesses’ tomb, the highlight of his professional career, for he’d been its chief painter. On the right hand wall were images of Mesedptah at leisure – sailing on the river, playing Senet, sitting in a garden, feasting. In each scene he was accompanied by one or more women, none of whom were me. They weren’t his other wives either. The back wall was entirely covered by an image of the god Montu seated on a throne; Mesedptah was kissing the ground at his feet. On the floor, their heads abutting the Montu wall, were three gorgeously–decorated wooden coffins – two belonging to Mesedptah’s dead wives, the third, empty, his. Arranged around them were an ebony bed frame, many highly–polished wooden boxes, several chests, and many jugs of beer and wine. It was jarring that despite our eight years of marriage Mesedptah hadn’t commissioned a coffin for me. 
 
    “How did you afford all this?” Amennakht asked my husband hotly. 
 
    “My friends excavated and plastered my tomb. I painted the walls of their tombs. You saw the one next door – if you hadn’t broken into my house and falsely accused me I’d be working on it right now.” 
 
    “You don’t have that many friends,” Pendau snickered. 
 
    “I have enough. Besides, I’m the best painter in the village,” Mesedptah said proudly. “I’ve lost count of how many tombs I’ve decorated for priests and officials from across the river. I’ve received plenty from them to barter with in return. Hence these grave goods.” 
 
    “And just how much do you charge for painting?” 
 
    “Typically? Two loincloths, two pairs of sandals, three bundles of vegetables, pigment, one mat, a suitable amount of wood, two baskets of grain, several empty baskets.” 
 
    “You expect me to believe you turned those modest items into these spectacular ones?” 
 
    “I don’t care what you believe,” Mesedptah replied. 
 
    Amennakht snorted. “Come with me,” he told Anhirkawi and Pendua. “The rest of you guard my prisoners.” 
 
    I was a prisoner now? I could understand Mesedptah and Sitmut. But I hadn’t done anything. What was Amennakht going to do to me? 
 
    The three men stepped inside the tomb and began rummaging among the boxes. Soon the ground was littered with bolts of linen and loincloths and tunics and cloaks and wigs and a makeup chest and glass and alabaster jars of oil and amulets and pendants and combs and see–faces, not to mention emmer and barley and preserved meat and jars of wine and loaves of bread and dates and grapes and cloves of garlic and onions and juniper and cumin. There was a set of the brushes and containers and pigments Mesedptah used to paint tombs as well. I’d never guessed my husband was so wealthy. He’d never gifted me with anything remotely fine. Unlike Sitmut; I was convinced more than ever that he was the source of her pendant. The men saved the coffins for last; they actually removed the two wives’ mummies and propped them, standing, against a wall. I turned my back on the tomb then, sickened at their sacrilege. For nearly an hour Mesedptah and I and his alleged accomplices and our captors and the curious waited along the path in the hot sun as the three officials turned the tomb into a smaller version of my house, a scene of wanton destruction. Finally the intruders emerged, drenched with sweat, angry, defeated. 
 
    “Found nothing, I see,” Mesedptah said smugly. “Release me! I’m going to bring charges against every one of you before the village kenbet!” 
 
    “There’s something unusual about that image,” Reshpetref told Amennakht. “Don’t you think?” He pointed. 
 
    The angle of the sun had changed since our arrival. Sunlight had crept farther into the tomb, all the way to the middle section. Reshpetref was right. The color in one part of an image of Mesedptah in a boat on the river with three women was slightly different than that surrounding it. 
 
    Reshpetref grabbed a hand–sized rock from the path. He went into the tomb and smashed it against the discoloration. That part of the wall caved in below knee–level. A hidden alcove, plastered over, not solid stone. He knelt, reached inside, pulled out something, showed it to us. Clumps of gold rested on his extended palm, glittering in the sunlight. “There’s more inside!” Reshpetref announced triumphantly. 
 
    “Spare me, My Lords!” Sitmut cried, falling to her knees. “I’ll tell you everything!” 
 
    “Keep your mouth shut!” Mesedptah ordered menacingly. 
 
    “He made me stand watch!” she accused, sidling away from my husband. 
 
    “I’m warning you!” Mesedptah said, stepping towards her. 
 
    Two men restrained him. 
 
    “They brought what they’d taken from the Great Place to this tomb,” Sitmut said. 
 
    “All these men?” Amennakht interrupted. 
 
    “Yes, My Lord. Mose, Qenna, Hay, Weserhat, Pentauret and Mesedptah. They came very late at night. They unsealed the door and lit a fire inside this tomb. They melted down all the golden objects they’d stolen. Then they divided the gold.” 
 
    “Liar!” Mesedptah cried. “Her lover stole it! He put it in my tomb to incriminate me!” 
 
    “Her lover must be a master craftsman if he restored the image on the wall almost perfectly,” Anhirkawi interjected. “Yet so careless, leaving a ceiling stained with smoke.” 
 
    The tomb’s ceiling clearly showed evidence of a fire inside. 
 
    “Did Mesedptah give you the pendant so you wouldn’t say anything?” Amennakht queried. 
 
    “Yes, My Lord.” 
 
    Pendau spat in my husband’s face. “Brought down by a woman!” he crowed. “Your infidelities have caught up to you at last!” 
 
    “Reshpetref, check the rest of the walls for hidden recesses. The ceiling too,” Amennakht ordered. “Pendau – help him. Anhirkawi, Khonsu – put the grave goods back in their containers. We’re taking them with us. Wadjmose – hurry to Djeme. Tell the high priest to assemble a Great Kenbet. Tell him why.” 
 
    The highest–ranking court of judgment in the valley. I shivered. 
 
    “Yes, My Lord!” Wadjmose dashed back down the path we’d taken, kicking up dust. 
 
    For nearly an hour Anhirkawi and Khonsu filled containers with the objects scattered on the floor of the tomb and stacked them outside beside us. Meanwhile, Pendau and Reshpetref attacked the walls with a vengeance. They found no more recesses. But when they were done every bit of painted plaster lay in bits on the ground. The only items that remained untouched were the coffins of Mesedptah’s wives. And those were covered with debris. 
 
    The men stepped outside, soaking wet, coated with plaster dust. “That’s it, My Lord.” 
 
    “Off to Djeme with the lot of you,” Amennakht ordered sternly, indicating Mesedptah and Sitmut and the other accused who’d been dragged up the hillside with us. 
 
    Anhirkawi seized my arm. “Don’t think you’re going to escape justice, Witch!” he exulted. “Whatever Mesedptah stole during your marriage belongs equally to you.” 
 
    I panicked. Was I going to be executed because of Mesedptah’s greed? 
 
    Anhirkawi pulled me into line behind the others. We headed down the hill, the long column snaking back and forth on the dusty path, more than two dozen men balancing containers filled with grave goods on their shoulders. Our destination was Djeme, the massive fortress–temple of the third Ramesses. It lay at the intersection of the desert and cultivated fields half a mile east of my village. We reached the foot of the hill, then continued around the village wall. On the far side of Ta Set Maat the donkeys I’d seen earlier were being unloaded at the Enclosure of the Tomb alongside a path that led to the distant Ramesseum, the temple of millions of years of Ramesses the Great. As well as being a warehouse, the Enclosure functioned as a community center; men met there to arrange private transactions, such as the excavation of tombs or production of grave goods, or to drink beer, or to celebrate, or to receive officials from across the river. It was also where the entire village gathered whenever a new pharaoh was crowned to hear plans for the construction of his tomb and receive suitable gifts. And where the village kenbet met to resolve disputes between villagers. 
 
    The village kenbet was composed of foremen and scribes and such. They judged lesser criminal and civil cases such as theft, unpaid work, unfulfilled claims, adultery and wife beating. Those who appeared before it were either prosecuting the person they were accusing or defending themselves. Judgments were made based on precedents, but the power of the kenbet to enforce the penalties it imposed was limited; a case often had to be taken up repeatedly because the guilty party failed to discharge the obligations put on him. In fact, one dispute had been dragging on for eighteen years so far. It concerned a pot of lard sold by the worker Menna on credit to Mentmose, the Medjay chief of police. Mentmose had originally promised to pay for the lard with barley, but hadn’t. Menna had won the trial but Mentmose still hadn’t honored the kenbet’s order to make payment. But my husband’s transgression was much too serious for the village elders to deal with. Thus, our trip to Pharaoh’s stronghold. 
 
    The donkeys beside the Enclosure were laden with water in leather skins, sacks of grain, vegetables, meat, salt, and fish. Dozens of scribes were busily registering what was being carried into the storehouse. After the donkeys returned to the river the scribes would divide the bulk provisions into rations and distribute them to families in the village. Those rations were our payment for constructing pharaohs’ tombs and memorial temples and various structures in Ipet–Isut. The grain came directly from the storage magazines of the memorial temples, the fish from the village’s fishing boats, the vegetables from the village’s fields. A couple of donkeys bore utensils made by local potters. More carried bundles of firewood or cakes of dried dung mixed with straw to fuel our cook fires and warm our homes. Two village washermen were waiting patiently beside donkeys burdened with the villagers’ clean laundry, preparing to unload them. 
 
    We trod the footpath eastward beyond the base of the hill called Qurnet Murai, its face pockmarked with nearly one hundred–fifty tombs, some hundreds of years old. We passed stables where delivery donkeys were kept, and the mound where we piled our rubbish. The shining river that was the source of life in this narrow valley came into view at the east edge of a half–mile wide cultivated strip, the breeze rippling the emmer and barley growing there like waves on the sea. Both north and south on the plain, at the junction of desert and cultivation, stood memorial temples erected by kings and pharaohs who’d ruled the valley the past nine hundred years. All but three of the temples abutted two canals that ran parallel to the river, each of them joined to the other by smaller perpendicular channels. Those canals enabled cargo boats to deliver goods directly to the temples’ storage magazines. 
 
    I’d become familiar with every structure while assisting Grandfather. Nearly a dozen temples of millions of years were sandwiched between the third Amenhotep’s in the south and the first Seti’s in the north. Amenhotep’s had been the grandest, covering more space than the entire Ipet–Isut complex across the river, though it was now mostly in ruins, its mud–brick walls and limestone buildings felled by an earthquake. Grandfather had been nineteen when the quake rumbled through the valley. He’d barely escaped a collapsing building. The fallen stone in Amenhotep’s temple had been hauled away by subsequent pharaohs to build their temples. Two colossal statues of Amenhotep still towered sixty feet high flanking what had once been the temple’s front gate, with several more, somewhat smaller, still standing amidst the ruins. Magnificent gardens occupied the flats between the front of each temple and the adjacent canal. Thousands of workers were currently swarming the temple precincts, priests and support staff of both sexes who kept the temples functioning each day, porters making deliveries, scribes recording activity. The Ramesseum was the largest and most important of the temples, its gigantic treasury full of storage magazines crammed with goods used to feed and clothe the people of Ta Set Maat and Waset and the nearby valley. Some claimed the Ramesseum held enough grain to support twenty thousand people for a year, as well as precious metals, stone, costly oils, cosmetics, ostrich feathers, skin shields, elephant tusks, baskets of grapes, sacks of nuts – the bounty of a vast and fertile valley. 
 
    Straight ahead of us sprawled Djeme, built and continuously expanded over the last three decades by the current pharaoh, Ramesses. The third to bear the name, he’d erected his walled complex around the Mound of Djeme where eight primordial divinities – the Ogdoad – were buried. They were the ancestors of the god Amen, creator of the world. Amen returned to the mound to be renewed every ten days and so Djeme was a place of pilgrimage. Priests regularly brought his statue across the river from Waset’s spectacular Ipet–Resyt – the Southern Sanctuary – to celebrate his “decade feast.” Three hundred years ago the third Thutmose had erected a small stone temple atop the Mound to host the decade feast; the third Ramesses had restored it and then built his own memorial temple and per’aa adjacent to it. 
 
    We continued on, Djeme growing ever larger as we approached. Nearly one hundred–fifty houses sprawled across the plain outside its walls. Some were occupied by high officials, such as Paweraa, mayor of the west side of the valley, and Kahuti, an army scribe. Others were occupied by priests and fishermen and cultivators and metalworkers and scribes and sandal makers and beekeepers and brewers and woodcutters and herdsmen and goatherds and washermen and potters and a healer and even some of the gardeners who worked for Grandfather. 
 
    Djeme’s nearly fourteen–acre rectangle was surrounded by a high mud–brick and stone wall three–quarters of a mile in length. Its main entrance was on the southeast side; a smaller entrance for workers and deliverymen was in the rear wall directly opposite. Djeme’s centerpiece was Ramesses’ massive memorial temple, its tall pylons and open courtyards and hypostyle halls and storerooms and sanctuary all richly decorated and brightly painted. The forecourt just inside Djeme’s entrance and to its left contained a garden, cared for by Grandfather, and that to the right a small sacred lake and Thutmose’s original stone temple. Inside a second gate and wall beyond the forecourt were stables and a barracks facing Ramesses’ temple. The temple occupied the central section of Djeme, Ramesses’ per’aa its left, and houses and storage magazines and workshops its right. Houses and huts for temple administrators and priests and support staff were located between the memorial temple and Djeme’s outer wall, left of the entrance gate. That’s where Grandfather lived. 
 
    Our procession entered Djeme through a short passageway in the outer wall that was guarded by three high square stone towers. The entrance was supposedly modeled on fortresses found in Setjet, a land north of Ta–mehi, the river’s delta, that bordered the sea. The bases of the towers to right and left of the passageway were decorated with seated statues of the goddess Sekhmet. The passageway tunneled through the bottom level of the third tower, which was at its far end. Two rooms with very large windows were in the upper section of that tower, one stacked atop the other, directly above the tunnel. According to Grandfather, the royals relaxed each evening in those rooms whenever they were in residence, which was usually only during major holidays. They spent the majority of their time in Pi–Ramesses, a mighty city in Ta–mehi founded by the second Ramesses as his capital. When the royals weren’t in Pi–Ramesses or Djeme they temporarily resided in per’aas scattered throughout the valley, participating in local festivals – in fact, those per’aas were known as “mooring places for pharaoh” due to their temporary nature. But the royals came to this section of the valley often. More than sixty holidays were celebrated here annually, including two of the land’s most important – the Opet and the Beautiful Feast of the Valley. The tower rooms caught the evening breeze and offered Pharaoh a birds–eye view of his elaborate garden and stables and temple and harbor and the river and valley, depending on the window he looked from. The harbor was large enough to handle cargo boats that annually carried harvested grain from other parts of the valley to Djeme, each boat sixty–six feet long and twenty–three wide, loaded with numerous sacks of grain gleaned from many farms. The quays lining the harbor enabled rapid unloading and movement of food and supplies. 
 
    I emerged from the tunnel into a small forecourt, still trailing the procession. Scores of people were either milling about there, jeering at we accused, or rushing through the gate just ahead that led to a larger courtyard fronting Ramesses’ temple. News of the upcoming trial had obviously spread quickly and widely. I recognized many villagers in the crowd; I assumed the men and women I didn’t know were workers from nearby temples and farms. I got separated from the procession in the press of people; no one noticed so I proceeded onward at my own pace. Apparently I wasn’t one of the accused after all. Despite Anhirkawi’s earlier assertion, no one had yet bound my wrists as they had the others. 
 
    The scent of flowers from the lush garden and lotus–filled pools to my left wafted on the breeze. That garden had been created for Ramesses by Grandfather. Gardeners under his supervision maintained it to this day. I’d spent many hours caring for it before my marriage. To my right was Thutmose’s small temple, angling slightly away from the gate; on its far side, I knew, my view of it blocked by the temple, was a small sacred lake where priests ritually bathed each morning before visiting the inner sanctuary to awaken and care for the god in his shrine. I continued on and passed through the next gate. To either side were the royal stables – Ramesses enjoyed training horses – cages for his pet lions, and barracks for his bodyguards. A pylon towered over the west end of the courtyard, its shining copper–clad central door flanked by two towers. Four gold–tipped flagpoles were set in recesses in the pylon walls, topped with scarlet banners moving fitfully in the breeze. The right side of the pylon was carved with scenes of Ramesses smiting prisoners before Re–Harakhty, the left with Pharaoh smiting prisoners before Amen–Re. 
 
    Beyond the pylon was the temple’s first courtyard. It was more than one hundred feet wide and one hundred–fifty long, with deeply carved and brightly painted columns to right and left, its top open to the sky. Pharaoh’s per’aa was to my left, its columns and doorframes of sandstone, its walls of mud–brick. Set in one section was the Window of Appearances from which Ramesses addressed his subjects and rewarded them on special occasions. Faience plaques depicting Tjehenuians and Setjetians and Shasu and Retunians and other enemies were inlaid around the window and the per’aa’s doors. I turned to look behind me at the back of the pylon. Ramesses’ victories in Ta–mehi over the Tjehenuian and Meshwesh and Seped coalitions in years six and eleven of his reign were recorded there. The wall was literally covered with images of captives and chariots and archers and soldiers and baskets full of hands and penises cut from enemy dead as a means of counting them. The carvings were magnificent – Ramesses pursuing desert tribesmen in his chariot, holding enemy chieftains by their hair, being presented with captured enemies by his eldest son, presenting those captives to Amen. Ramesses had used the booty from those victories to pay for the creation and later expansion of Djeme, or so Grandfather claimed. 
 
    A second pylon ahead of me at the far end of the first court recorded Ramesses’ battle with the Sea Peoples – the Peleset, Tjeker, Shekelesh, Weshesh, and Denyen. Scenes showed Ramesses inspecting his troops, setting out for war in his chariot, battling against tribesmen invading the valley with their wives and children riding behind them in ox carts, a naval battle with Ramesses shooting arrows at ships from land, Ramesses and his entourage bringing captives home, Ramesses receiving captives brought by his sons, the recording of captives, Ramesses presenting captives to the gods Amen and Mut and Khonsu. 
 
    Grandfather pointed out both walls every time I visited him in Djeme, for he’d been awarded flies of valor three separate times while fighting in the wars depicted there. “I’ve spent my life protecting Pharaoh,” he always said, “just as many of our ancestors protected the rulers and kings and pharaohs of their time. Someday you, too, Neset, may be called upon to do the same.” I couldn’t imagine how I, a mere girl, could protect a pharaoh, even if called to do so, but I’d never argued the point with Grandfather. Instead, I’d promised him I would. 
 
    I passed through the pylon into the second court. Gold–covered door jambs and lintels and copper–clad doors glittered in the sun, too bright to look at directly. I glanced quickly at the rear of the pylon. There were scenes of Ramesses hunting antelope and wild asses and bulls from his chariot. The second court was partially roofed around all four sides, ringed with carved and painted pillars and colonnades. I knew the pillars represented the plants that sprang up each year after the inundation, repeating the cycle of creation. The scenes on the court’s walls depicted festivals held to honor Sokar and Amen–Min. The court was crammed with excited onlookers; more were streaming in. Mesedptah and the other accused were standing at the front of the crowd on the left side of the courtyard, along with their accusers and village officials and several armed Medjay and a smattering of family members. The containers of grave goods were piled to their left. Several officials I assumed were to act as judges were seated in a row of leather–bottomed chairs under the shaded portico directly in front of the prisoners, talking amongst themselves; everyone else was standing in the hot sun. I elbowed through the crowd until I was within a few steps of my husband. He looked angry and defiant. As I watched, Amennakht cut the rope binding his wrists and those of his accomplices. The men accused with Mesedptah looked terrified. So did Sitmut. Anhirkawi had firm hold of her right arm to keep her from running away. 
 
    I’d been inside Djeme countless times in the years before my marriage. I’d helped Grandfather care for Ramesses’ garden and, on special occasions, placed flowers in sacred precincts. Beyond this court were hypostyle halls. On their north and south were rooms to store cult furniture and chapels for the major gods – Ptah, Sokar, Amen, and the deified Ramesses the Great. Other rooms were filled with ointments and gold and clothing. There was a slaughterhouse where priests slew the animals they offered to the gods. Off the second hypostyle hall were rooms associating the third Ramesses with the great god of the Afterlife, Osiris. Sections of the Spells of Emerging in Daytime were inscribed there, with scenes of Ramesses plowing and harvesting in the Field of Reeds. In rooms on the north side Ramesses traveled the sky and the netherworld in a boat along with Re, the vaulted ceiling painted blue and decorated with yellow stars and representations of the hours of the day and night. All the walls and ceilings and statues within the complex were brightly and magnificently painted, the work done by craftsmen from Ta Set Maat. Many objects from doors to lintels to stands for lamps and offerings were completely covered with gold and copper. 
 
    That the trial was being held in Djeme underscored its seriousness. Not only was my husband’s crime too grievous to be held before Ta Set Maat’s kenbet, but it was beyond the capacity of local kenbets too. Those consisted of the area’s governor and priests whose rank in civil or temple administration entitled them to jurisprudence. But seated before us was a Great Kenbet. Normally it was chaired by the vizier himself, the second most powerful man in the land, and composed of his peers. It heard cases regarding murder and property, for property was the source of Pharaoh’s wealth. Because land records were stored in the per’aa, to which the vizier had unlimited access, cases like this could only be resolved at his level. If those records weren’t enough or if a Great Kenbet was unable to reach a decision it could call on the divine oracle – the cult image of Amenhotep – to resolve the case. Kenbets usually doled out punishment consisting of confiscation of property, beatings, forced labor, the cutting off of lips or nose or ears or, in drastic circumstances, execution. 
 
    The judges of this Great Kenbet would prosecute and examine the accused, then pass judgment on them. A priest filed in rather pompously and took a chair in the center of the row. 
 
    “That’s Usermarenakht, First God’s Servant of Amen, the high priest from Ipet–Isut across the river,” someone next to me said. 
 
    Usermarenakht was one of the three most powerful priests in the valley – in his mid–fifties, head shaved, shendyt immaculate, golden broad collar magnificent, eyes stern, mouth unsmiling. 
 
    “Be brave, Child.” 
 
    I turned. My grandfather, Meniufer, had slipped into the space next to me. He was slightly bent and leaning on a cane, his legs and torso scarred from his years as a soldier. Three gold chains with flies of valor glittered around his neck, earned decades ago in service to Ramesses, as well as a nondescript falcon–shaped talisman that had been handed down in my family for more than four thousand years. The talisman was more precious to Grandfather than his awards from Pharaoh. He truly believed it had been given to our original ancestress, Aya, by the falcon god himself. Someday the talisman would be mine, and it would be my responsibility to pass it on to my own child, along with hundreds of family stories reaching all the way back to Aya’s time. Grandfather and Mother had both drilled me on those stories my whole life; I’d memorized every single one. Whenever I saw the talisman I felt I was connected to my ancestors, to everything they’d seen and done in their lives. And some of them had done truly remarkable things. 
 
    Grandfather’s skin was leathery from a lifetime of work in the sun. I remembered the old poem about gardeners: 
 
      
 
    The gardener carries a yoke, 
 
    His shoulders are bent as with age; 
 
    There’s a swelling on his neck 
 
    And it festers, 
 
    In the morning he waters vegetables, 
 
    The evening he spends with the herbs, 
 
    While at noon he toils in the orchard. 
 
    He works himself to death 
 
    More than all other professions. 
 
      
 
    “You’ve heard what Mesedptah did?” I asked grimly. 
 
    Grandfather gave me a wan smile. “Everyone has. On both sides of the river.” His eyes were sympathetic. 
 
    I gripped his arm, grateful for his presence. 
 
    “That’s Pentawere,” he told me as the last official entered. “He’s the son of Pharaoh and his minor wife Tiye, well down the line of succession. He just happened to be here at Djeme, arranging the delivery of supplies from the Ramesseum to the army divisions stationed up north at Pi–Ramesses. He’s responsible for the military facilities there. Since Vizier To and Pharaoh are visiting Abu together right now, Pentawere’s in charge today. Mesedptah’s life is in his hands.” 
 
    Pentawere was moving down the line of judges, greeting each of them by name, sharing a few words, smiling, laughing. He seemed very friendly and engaging, not the image I had of a royal. To me they were distant and aloof and stern and awe inspiring, as different from me as could be. After all, Pharaoh was a living god, Horus on earth. 
 
    “The judges all seem glad to see him,” I observed. 
 
    “Pentawere’s famed for his parties,” Grandfather said. “Men practically kill for an invitation.” 
 
    Pentawere was richly dressed as befit a pharaoh’s son. He wore a gold broad collar on his well–muscled chest and carried a long staff and sekhem scepter, his symbols of office. His shendyt was white and embroidered with designs in turquoise; his nemes headdress was striped blue and yellow. He didn’t look much older than me. I recalled seeing him from a distance at a festival some years ago. Back then he’d been even farther down the line of succession, but after the subsequent deaths of several older brothers he’d risen higher. Now only his half–brothers Ramesses and Amenherkoshef and Meryatum stood between him and the crown. Pentawere was extraordinarily good looking, a little taller than most men, strong, clear–eyed, self–assured. I’d overheard men in Ta Set Maat speak enviously of his prowess with women. I didn’t doubt it. His advances would be hard to resist. Despite his youth he looked like a man who wielded authority easily. Unlike the very grim high priest, Pentawere seemed approachable. 
 
    “Begin,” the First God’s Servant commanded loudly. 
 
    Conversations in the crowd immediately ceased. Usermarenakht was an intimidating man. 
 
    Two village elders stepped forward. 
 
    “Excellencies, I am Amennakht, scribe in Ta Set Maat. This is Khonsu, foreman of the right gang in the Great Place. We have brought six men before Your Excellencies today.” He indicated the prisoners with his hand. “Mesedptah, Mose, Hay, Pentauret, Qenna and Weserhat. And one woman. Sitmut.” 
 
    “Who accuses?” 
 
    “The workman Penanuke.” 
 
    Penanuke reluctantly moved beside Amennakht and bowed low. 
 
    “Speak!” the First God’s Servant ordered. 
 
    Penanuke bowed low again. “You are my superiors, Excellencies, and these men, Amennakht and Khonsu, are administrators of the tomb. Pharaoh Ramesses – life, prosperity, health – my Good Lord, has made me swear an oath of fealty, saying ‘I will not hear anything, I will not see any damage in the great and deep places, and conceal it.’” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” the priest said impatiently with a wave of his hand. “Get on with it.” 
 
    “Mesedptah and Pentauret and Mose and Hay stripped stones from the top of the tomb shaft of the great god, Ramesses the Great – life, prosperity, health – justified. They took golden objects from inside the tomb and melted them and divided the gold amongst themselves. In addition, Mesedptah stole an ox marked with the brand of the temple of Ramesses the Great as well. It’s in his stable.” 
 
    Murmurs swept the crowd. I caught my breath at the audacity of my husband’s crime. 
 
    “Qenna broke the seal and entered the tomb of Ramesses the Great’s sons,” Penanuke continued. “He carried out Weserhat’s plan, and also stole from tombs in Ta Set Neferu where pharaohs’ wives and children lie.” 
 
    More murmurs. Louder. 
 
    “Is this all?” 
 
    “No, Excellency. In addition, Mesedptah had intercourse with three married women – the lady Menat when she was living with Qenna, the lady Taiunes when she was living with Nakhtamun, and the lady Tawerethetepti when she was living with Pentauret.” 
 
    Abject humiliation. I felt the eyes of my neighbors on me, heard their whispers. Grandfather put an arm around my shoulders and pulled me close. My cheeks were burning. Had Mesedptah really done this, slept with so many? These women, in addition to those named by Pendau on my roof? And Sitmut? Had Mesedptah really been so serially unfaithful to me? Most of the looks aimed my way were knowing, not sympathetic. Had everyone in the village been aware of my husband’s infidelities except me? 
 
    The priest eyed the accused. “Which of you is Mesedptah?” 
 
    My husband stepped from the midst of the others. He looked unconcerned. 
 
    “What do you have to say for yourself?” 
 
    “Excellency, if what Penanuke said is true, that I slept with Qenna’s and Pentauret’s wives, would they have robbed tombs along with me? Of course not!” He threw his arms wide and his eyes narrowed. “They’d be the first to accuse me!” 
 
    Qenna and Pentauret both nodded vigorously. 
 
    Either Mesedptah truly hadn’t slept with their wives, or they were more concerned with saving their lives than the honor of their women. 
 
    “He makes a good point,” Pentawere interjected, addressing the First God’s Servant. 
 
    “Besides, Pharaoh owns everything in the valley,” Mesedptah continued, emboldened. “How could we possibly spend our so–called loot?” 
 
    “Excellencies, Mesedptah constructed a fine tomb on the hill overlooking Ta Set Maat,” Penanuke argued. “No doubt he gave what he’d stolen from the justified pharaoh as payment to other craftsmen to excavate and decorate it, and more to those who live in Waset for fine goods to fill it.” 
 
    “These containers are filled with objects from Mesedptah’s tomb,” Amennakht interjected. He opened a reed basket at random and pulled out a handful of pendants. 
 
    “Every craftsman in Ta Set Maat barters his services with his friends to construct each others’ tombs,” Mesedptah said calmly. “That’s how its been done since the days of our forefathers.” He smiled smugly. “Why shouldn’t I have many fine grave goods? I’m the best painter among the craftsmen. I’ve lost count of how many priests and officials from Waset have traded me goods in return for my work on their tombs. They seek me out, in fact.” 
 
    “Is Mesedptah telling the truth about bartering between Ta Set Maat and Waset?” Pentawere asked Amennakht. 
 
    “He is, Majesty,” the scribe admitted. 
 
    “Don’t let Mesedptah wriggle off the hook, Majesty!” Penanuke cried hotly, taking a step towards the judges. “There’s more. Everyone knows that his woman serves beef and honey–sweetened wine almost daily at his table. He wears voluminous woolen cloaks when it’s cold and his linen garments are edged with colored weavings and embroidery and tasseled at the neck. He’s shod in red leather slippers. Where does he get those luxuries?” 
 
    “My wife has given me one child that died within an hour of its birth and two more stillborn,” Mesedptah answered dismissively. “I barter my extra rations for luxuries.” 
 
    Hatred for my husband engulfed me, like water rushing over a dike during the inundation. Bad enough he’d robbed a pharaoh – I was absolutely convinced he had after what I’d witnessed earlier at his tomb. But what had I done to him, that he felt no compunction about casually mentioning my barren womb in public? He didn’t seem to care that he’d just humiliated me in front of friends and neighbors and strangers, and Pharaoh’s officials. I’d been a few months short of thirteen years when my daughter Ipu was born and died. Since the death of my third daughter three years after that I’d been unable to conceive despite my best efforts. I’d tried every fertility treatment the women of my village were aware of – gouging sandstone from temple walls and mixing the grains with water and drinking it, making votive offerings at tombs and temples and shrines, exposing myself before the cult statue of the goddess Hathor to try to assimilate her fertility, wearing amulets representing the gods Bes and Taweret and others in the shape of penises and breasts, writing letters to my dead ancestors pleading for their intercession, even wearing a girdle of cowrie shells. Nothing had worked. Mesedptah had long ago given up any hope of children from me, though that hadn’t dampened the frequency or intensity of his ardor. An ardor he’d apparently expressed with the wives and daughters of other men as well. I wondered if he was as rough and demanding and insatiable with them as he was with me. 
 
    “Every single day a village girl cooks and cleans in Mesedptah’s house, unlike the rest of us who make do with a servant one day each week,” Penanuke continued. “This one. Sitmut.” He pointed at her. “The most beautiful girl in Ta Set Maat.” Penanuke nodded at me. “There’s his wife. Ask her if you don’t believe me.” 
 
    “Come forward,” Pentawere ordered me brusquely. 
 
    I froze, embarrassed, scared. 
 
    Grandfather squeezed my hand and gently nudged me. “Don’t be afraid, Neset. Go ahead. You must answer Pharaoh’s son.” 
 
    I shuffled meekly to stand beside Mesedptah, my eyes focused on the ground. I didn’t look at him. I didn’t want to ever see his face again. I’d served him obediently for eight years in every way a wife should, submitted to him, tolerated him, endured him. But today he’d thoughtlessly and carelessly and purposefully humiliated me. He’d publicly disrespected me. He was going to be convicted of his crimes. His conviction was going to ruin my life and drag me down with him and make me an outcast. I saw that clearly. Standing before the judges of the Great Kenbet and friends and neighbors and strangers, I felt the crushing weight of what Mesedptah had done to me this day. 
 
    In that instant stories Grandfather had told me about my ancestors began racing through my head. Stories about Aya, a mere girl who’d answered the falcon god’s call and saved her band from starvation more than four millennia ago. And Tiaa, who’d put a man on the throne of Nekhen and its surrounding hamlets. And Amenia, who’d escaped Nekhen only hours before her scheduled execution and carried the culture of the South to the North. And Ashayt, who’d given her life so King Narmer could unify the valley. And Merneith, who’d ruled the valley as regent for her son, King Den. And Kanufer, who’d risked his life to retrieve the body of the second King Seqenenre Tao, killed in battle, from under the noses of the Chiefs of Foreign Lands. None of them had been any different than me, ordinary people living ordinary lives. All had been thrust into dire situations and had summoned a previously unguessed at inner strength to overcome them. I shared their ka. Somewhere inside me, deep down, was whatever they’d called upon to rise up and impact their world. In that instant I decided I wasn’t going to let Mesedptah’s crimes define the rest of my life. I was going to define it for myself. I took a breath, threw back my shoulders, tilted my chin proudly, pushed aside all thoughts of shame and humiliation. I stared directly into Pentawere’s eyes, unblinking, unintimidated. 
 
    He swept his eyes over me from head to foot, slowly. He sat straighter; his breathing quickened. He obviously very much liked what he saw. I drew the same reaction from almost every man I met. I was so tired of it. Unlike my husband, I’d never surrendered to anyone who’d tried to seduce me, either before or after my marriage, and there’d been many. I’d never even been tempted. My marital bed was a place of submission, not enjoyment. I had no desire to experience with another what I regularly experienced with my husband. 
 
    “Is everything your husband claimed true?” Pentawere asked me. 
 
    “Majesty. Excellencies. Mesedptah and I do eat much beef and drink much honeyed wine, as Penanuke said. But it’s only our normal ration.” I glanced at the friends and neighbors gathered around me. “Surely we get no different than the rest of you in the village.” 
 
    “Does everyone in Ta Set Maat receive these delicacies?” the First God’s Servant asked Amennakht. 
 
    “Certainly not, Excellency,” he answered indignantly. “Unless Pharaoh – life, prosperity, health – provides them for a festival, through his generosity.” 
 
    “Do you not manage your own household?” Usermarenakht challenged me, glaring. “I warn you – do not try to mislead us to save your husband!” 
 
    Was I now on trial? “Excellency, I manage what I’m given,” I said defiantly. “I don’t ask where it comes from.” I tilted my head towards Mesedptah without looking at him. “He wouldn’t tell me if I did.” 
 
    “No husband has to answer to his wife,” a judge interjected near the end of the row. 
 
    “There’s an adage,” another said. “Let your wife see your wealth but do not trust her with it. Do not open your heart to your wife, for what you say to her in private will be repeated in the street.” 
 
    Muttered assents from men standing around me. 
 
    “What about the serving girl?” Pentawere probed. 
 
    “It’s true, Majesty. Sitmut comes daily.” 
 
    “Is your house so large you require so much of her help?” 
 
    “It’s the same size as every other in Ta Set Maat, Majesty. But I’m rarely there. I spend every morning tending the garden on my roof. It’s the finest in the village.” I looked at Amennakht. “At least, it was until these men destroyed it today out of spite.” I didn’t hide my bitterness. 
 
    Amennakht smiled superciliously. 
 
    “From midday to sunset I tend the rooftop gardens of various neighbors, different ones each day. Unless someone calls upon me as healer. I have more skill than anyone at that in Ta Set Maat. My husband gave me permission to move freely about the village for these reasons. That’s why he arranged for Sitmut to come to my house, beginning three years ago.” 
 
    Pentawere leaned forward in his chair. “Do you know why he chose her specifically?” 
 
    I did now, given the number of women Mesedptah had been accused of taking to his bed, and her beauty. He’d allowed me to care for my neighbors’ gardens simply to get me out of the way so he could be with Sitmut whenever he wanted, in my house, under my nose. Including every evening. Sitmut prepared a meal for Mesedptah on the days he was working in the Great Place and carried it to the rest house on the heights where he slept along with the rest of the village’s men. I recalled vague rumors of drinking parties there. Rumor no more. I glanced at Sitmut, beautiful despite her tear–stained face. Pentawere had already figured out for himself why Mesedptah had chosen her. I wasn’t going to bring more shame on myself by stating the obvious. I shook my head no. 
 
    “What can you tell us about the ox in your husband’s stable?” the First God’s Servant pressed. 
 
    “Excellency, I didn’t know my husband had a stable.” What else had he kept from me? “He rarely lets me leave Ta Set Maat, and never alone. Not even when I go to the riverside market by the quays, to barter with sailors on passing boats the fruits and vegetables I grow on my roof.” 
 
    More murmurs in the courtyard. A few men nodded their heads approvingly. They too kept their wives on short leashes. 
 
    “You must have known your husband was a thief.” Usermarenakht’s voice was hard now, rising in volume. “Surely he showed you his golden treasures. Confess, Woman! He gave you Pharaoh’s gold, didn’t he!” 
 
    “Not to me. To her!” I exclaimed angrily, pointing at Sitmut. 
 
    Amennakht held up the golden pendant Reshpetref had ripped from around Sitmut’s neck and showed it to the judges. It glittered in the sunlight. “Sitmut told us Mesedptah gave this to her. It’s from Ramesses the Great’s tomb.” 
 
    Gasps from the crowd. 
 
    “I didn’t give it to her,” Mesedptah insisted. 
 
    “You did!” Sitmut cried. 
 
    “Who, then?” Pentawere asked. 
 
    “Her lover. She’s trying to protect him by blaming me.” Mesedptah crossed his arms. 
 
    “I’m not!” Sitmut protested. 
 
    “I suppose her lover hid the gold in your tomb so you’d take the blame if it was ever found?” Pentawere asked. 
 
    Mesedptah shrugged. “As you say, Majesty. It seems the likeliest reason.” 
 
    I heard snickers. 
 
    “Who is this mysterious lover, do you think?” Pentawere probed. 
 
    “Majesty, by Penanuke’s own admission, Sitmut is in my house constantly. She knew the location of my tomb.” He pointed at Penanuke. “I charge that he stole those items and forced his lover Sitmut to hide them in my tomb, to make it appear I’m a thief and divert attention from himself!” 
 
    Cries rang through the courtyard at the audacity of the charge. Some saw through it. But many were nodding in support of Mesedptah. I couldn’t believe their gullibility. 
 
    “Why would I try to blame you?” Penanuke challenged hotly. 
 
    “Because you discovered I bed your wife – regularly,” Mesedptah said coolly. 
 
    More snickers and some laughter from the crowd. 
 
    Mesedptah smiled at Penanuke, broadly. “And she told you she prefers me. You wanted revenge.” 
 
    “No!” Penanuke cried, balling his hands into fists. 
 
    “You ordered Sitmut to seduce me as part of your plan,” Mesedptah added. 
 
    I was stunned. It was one thing that so many men had accused Mesedptah of adultery. But he’d just freely admitted it in front of these high officials and my neighbors. With pride! How many of his sexual partners had I learned about today? I was so hurt I couldn’t remember all their names. I’d never be able to hold my head up in Ta Set Maat again. My life was ruined. I looked at Grandfather. I saw pity in his eyes. I knew that’s how everyone in the village would look at me from this day forward. When they weren’t laughing at me. Impulsively, angrily, I launched myself at Mesedptah, furiously beat his chest with my fists, cursed him incoherently in impotent rage. 
 
    He cowered, caught off guard by my onslaught, raised his hands to protect himself. After a moment strong hands yanked me away from him. Grandfather wrapped his arms around me and pulled me back into the fringe of the crowd. I lay my head against his chest and my own heaved as I gasped for breath. I forced myself not to cry. I wasn’t going to give anyone the satisfaction. 
 
    Mesedptah was nonplussed. He pressed his advantage. “Excellencies, I accuse Penanuke of tomb robbery, and perjury in an attempt to convict me and my friends of a crime we didn’t commit! And his accomplice, Sitmut! Everyone accused with me should be released. Penanuke should be sentenced to break rocks in the desert quarry! These grave good stacked before you should be returned to my tomb! Amennakht and his henchmen should be ordered to restore it to the condition it was in before they destroyed its decoration today!” He looked at Penanuke, smug and satisfied. 
 
    The First God’s Servant glanced at the other judges, then addressed the crowd. “Tomb robbing is a heinous crime. Aside from the sacrilege involved, it strikes at the heart of Pharaoh’s finances. The grave goods from just one tomb would allow everyone in Ta Set Maat to live well for the rest of their lives without lifting a finger to work. They’d run away from Waset and no one would remain to construct tombs. This cannot be allowed to happen.” He shook his head. “We’ve just heard charges and countercharges. We’ll not discover the truth by more talking.” He motioned to the Medjay guards standing next to the prisoners. “It’s time for a confession. Start with him.” He pointed at Mesedptah. 
 
    Mesedptah’s face drained of color. 
 
    In an instant he was stretched out face down in the courtyard dirt a few paces in front of the judges, one Medjay holding his wrists, another pinning his ankles. He squirmed futilely. A third came forward with a long slender rod, stepped to one side, struck Mesedptah violently across his bare shoulder blades. Mesedptah winced. An angry red welt appeared. A second blow fell, then a third. The first blow began to turn purple. I turned away, sickened. The Medjay with the rod paused. 
 
    “Do you have anything to confess?” the priest asked. 
 
    “No,” Mesedptah insisted, lifting his head as best he could. 
 
    The priest nodded to the Medjay. Ten more strokes fell between shoulder and waist. Blood began seeping from Mesedptah’s back where several welts crisscrossed. The top half of the rod showed traces of red. He was sweating now and grunting involuntarily with each blow. The remaining accused watched, fear on their faces and terror in their eyes. Sitmut was sobbing, covering her face with her hands. 
 
    “Have you remembered the truth yet?” the priest asked during another pause. “Or should we question the girl?” 
 
    “I’ve spoken it, My Lord,” Mesedptah said through gritted teeth. 
 
    Usermarenakht sighed loudly and nodded. The Medjay holding Mesedptah’s ankles bent his legs so that the soles of his feet were facing the sky. The Medjay with the rod struck them fifteen times hard in quick succession. Blood appeared. 
 
    Mesedptah cried out on the last stroke. “Enough!” 
 
    “The truth?” Usermarenakht queried, turning his head and smiling knowingly at Pentawere, who smiled back. 
 
    “Yes,” Mesedptah said weakly. 
 
    The Medjay released their grips and pulled Mesedptah to his feet. He immediately cried out and dropped heavily to his knees. There was blood on the ground where he’d momentarily stood. He did not look up at the officials but kept his eyes on the dirt before him. 
 
    “Well?” 
 
    “We took our copper tools…” 
 
    “Who is ‘we’?” Pentawere asked sharply. “These men accused with you?” 
 
    “Yes, Majesty.” 
 
    “Any others?” 
 
    “No, Majesty.” 
 
    “Continue.” 
 
    “We took our tools and cut a way into the tomb of Pharaoh, the great god. We discovered his subterranean chamber and climbed down, flaming torches in our hands. We opened his outer sarcophagus and the inner coffins inside it. We found the venerable mummy of Pharaoh, equipped with a crescent–shaped sword.” 
 
    Irate cries rang in the courtyard. 
 
    “Numerous amulets and golden items decorated his neck. He was wearing a gold helmet that entirely covered his face and head. The venerable mummy of Pharaoh was completely covered with gold. His coffins were decorated with gold inside and out and inlaid with every kind of precious stone. We ripped the gold off. We took the stones. We took golden objects. We took items we could barter. Then we climbed from the tomb and returned to the village. We melted the gold in my tomb and bartered most of it and most of the larger items in Waset soon after. Some gold we hid for later.” 
 
    “In your tomb?” 
 
    “Yes, Majesty. My tomb held everyone’s share.” 
 
    The remaining accused blanched. Mesedptah had just sealed their fates. 
 
    Pentawere rose to his feet, angry, eyes blazing. “I’ve heard enough! My father, Ramesses, third of his name, Usermaatre–Meryamen – life, prosperity, health – bears great love for his predecessor, Osiris–pharaoh Usermaatre–Setepenre, the great god justified. He has modeled his reign upon that of the pharaoh known throughout the world as Ramesses the Great. Like his predecessor, Father has conquered the valley’s enemies. He’s built temples to the glory of the gods and endowed them for eternity. He’s expanded trade into Retenu and Setjet and into the far reaches south of the cataract. That his ancestor’s tomb should be violated by you – that his very body should be violated by you – is intolerable! The gods cry out for vengeance!” Pentawere drew himself up to his full height and raised his staff of authority high in the air. He locked his eyes on Mesedptah. “It is the judgment of this Great Kenbet that the six of you be immediately taken to the courtyard before the entrance of this temple and impaled alive there upon stakes, where you shall remain until you are dead.” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “What about the woman?” Amennakht asked. 
 
    “Her too. She tried to cover up the crime.” 
 
    Sitmut screamed. 
 
    All at once the enormity and finality of the sentence hit me, hard. My knees buckled and I fainted. By the time Grandfather revived me the courtyard was empty. 
 
    Not long after that I was a widow. 
 
    Grandfather waited an hour before he escorted me from the temple. A huge crowd was still gathered around the seven posts where my husband and his fellow robbers and Sitmut had been impaled. The crowd sounded festive. Some were jeering and taunting the corpses. 
 
    “Don’t look,” Grandfather warned me. 
 
    I didn’t. We gave the crowd a wide berth. The spectators were too busy celebrating to notice me. 
 
    Once we passed through the tunnel and out of Djeme I told Grandfather I’d make my way back to Ta Set Maat by myself. 
 
    “Are you sure, Neset? You can stay with me.” 
 
    “I just want to go home.” 
 
    As I crossed the plain and wound among the hills towards my village the sun dipped below the Qurn and shadows rapidly spread across the valley. On the river’s east bank Ipet–Isut and Ipet–Resyt and the buildings of Waset faded from gold to black. The few boats still plying the river hurried towards quays and docking places. I retraced my steps from earlier, passed the Enclosure of the Tomb, entered Ta Set Maat. The Medjay guard didn’t challenge me. Khaemwase noted my entrance on his papyrus. I strode down the street in the growing dusk, ignoring the stares of passersby. Children hid their faces and avoided me – the same children who’d listened to my stories most of their lives. Their parents had already turned them against me. I felt like a pariah. All I could think about was reaching my home and slamming my door closed and shutting myself away from the world. I tried not to think about the destruction that awaited me both inside and on the roof. I wanted to curl up on my roof under the stars and lose myself in the oblivion of sleep. Morning would be soon enough to start salvaging what I could of my possessions. 
 
    I passed the house of Pentauret, one of my husband’s accomplices. Its door was open and the reception room was as littered with debris as my own. Tawerethetepti, his widow, was sitting just inside the doorway on the floor, sobbing. Men were inside, arguing. A few doors down Menat, Qenna’s widow, a woman whose garden I tended regularly, was trying to push past Anhirkawi into her house. He was blocking her. 
 
    Menat spotted me. “You cost us everything!” she cried. 
 
    I’d done no such thing. Our husbands had done this to us. But I had no stomach for getting into an argument with her. I hurried past. 
 
    Light spilled into the street from my open door. Loud angry voices came from inside. I entered. Four men were arguing in my living quarters. Two – Amennakht and Reshpetref – were arrayed against Pagerger, Mesedptah’s younger brother. Penanuke, the man who’d brought charges against my husband and the others, was watching them, a satisfied look on his face. 
 
    Amennakht spotted me. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    The men turned towards me. 
 
    “It’s my house.” 
 
    “Not anymore,” Amennakht said gleefully. “I’ve awarded it to Penanuke.” With his hand he indicated the debris. “This too.” 
 
    I was stunned. 
 
    “This house belongs to my family!” Pagerger exclaimed angrily. “It’s been ours for generations! You can’t give it to this… this…” 
 
    “And yet I have,” Amennakht said smugly. 
 
    “This is your fault!” Pagerger spat at me wrathfully. “If you’d given Mesedptah a son he wouldn’t have slept with Sitmut. She wouldn’t have betrayed him!” He pointed his finger at me. “Why didn’t you have the grace to die in childbirth like my brother’s other wives and free him to marry a fertile woman? You’re responsible for everything that happened today.” 
 
    I stifled a laugh. Me? Responsible? Pagerger had always treated me as his brother’s chattel. I’d had enough of him. “Your brother was a no–good lying philanderer and thief! Why the gods didn’t strike him dead for violating Ramesses the Great is beyond me. Who taught him to be so vile, Pagerger? You? Your father? It surely wasn’t me. I honored my marriage. Your brother brought shame and dishonor on me. I never brought either on him.” 
 
    “Go settle your differences elsewhere,” Penanuke ordered me. “You heard Amennakht – this is my house now. Leave.” 
 
    What could I do? I glanced at the wreckage of my life. Today I’d lost my husband and my home. I possessed nothing now but the skirt I was wearing. I departed without a word. From outside I heard Pagerger, still arguing with the others. I set out for my father’s house, a short distance up the street. 
 
    “Amennakht gave my house to Penanuke,” I said when he opened the door at my knock. 
 
    He stepped aside and I entered. My stepmother, Meresamun, was laying out dinner for Father and my two half–brothers and three stepbrothers. One half–sister and two stepsisters were helping her. They all stopped what they were doing and stared at me. None showed the slightest sign of sympathy. 
 
    “Can I stay with you?” I asked Father. 
 
    “Absolutely not!” Meresamun cried before Father could answer. She strode towards me, brow knit in a frown. “You have some nerve even asking! My brother’s dead because of you! And Pharaoh doesn’t provide enough for us and you too!” 
 
    “We can get by for a short time if we have to, Wife,” Father replied calmly. 
 
    Meresamun was incensed. “You’d throw away what little wealth you have for Neset? Are you mad? She’s brought unbelievable shame on our family!” 
 
    “Shame?” Father asked. “Reshpetref approached me an hour ago about marrying Neset. More suitors will come forward tomorrow. The men of Ta Set Maat consider your brother’s death an opportunity for them, not a disgrace for Neset.” 
 
    I was done being chattel. “You’re not going to give me to anyone ever again, Father,” I said firmly. “You gave me away eight years ago. I don’t belong to you anymore. I’m going to make my own decisions from now on.” 
 
    “Are you going to let her talk to you that way?” Meresamun cried. “Go to Reshpetref’s house, Neset. Or any other man who’ll take you in. But leave here. Now!” She glared at me, hands on her hips. 
 
    Father looked at me and shrugged. 
 
    I wasn’t worth fighting for. I closed my eyes. I couldn’t believe this was happening. Add no family to no home and no husband. I cursed Mesedptah under my breath. Then I left. What was I supposed to do now? 
 
    Aimlessly, I wandered down the now dark street in the direction of Ta Set Maat’s entrance. Night had fallen since my arrival. I was sweating; no air stirred in the enclosed lane. Scattered rectangles of light illuminated my steps; as was the custom in the village practically every door was open. People were gathered in reception rooms, drinking and talking and laughing, a few playing instruments and singing. I caught snatches of conversation – “robbers” and “executions” and “treasure” repeated over and over. What my husband and the others had done was the main topic of discussion in the village tonight and would be for years to come. I heard infants crying in a few houses, dodged running children. Cats slunk along the sides of the street. Out on the desert a few jackals yelped, their cries distant and mournful. 
 
    I passed Amennakht’s house. He and his extended family owned several dwellings in this part of the village. He was standing next to his oldest son, Harshire, in a doorway with a limestone lintel inscribed with his family’s name. Amenakht was smiling. Apparently, he’d successfully evicted Pagerger from my house and come home for dinner, no doubt to recount for his family his memorable and triumphant day. I noted a partly–decorated coffin in his reception room. Amennakht and his nine sons painted them for priests and officials and their fellow workers. He bartered his skill, just as Mesedptah had. 
 
    Amennakht’s youngest son, To, stepped into the street along with his daughter Beketaten and his wife, a daughter of an aged former gang foreman, Hay. I’d served as midwife at Beketaten’s birth nine years ago. Amennakht had named To after Vizier To, the official in charge of the southern section of the valley. Not surprisingly, because Vizier To had appointed Amennakht as Ta Set Maat’s chief scribe. To saw me and immediately headed back into his house. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Neset,” Beketaten said sympathetically. 
 
    I nodded, grateful. The first kind word I’d heard all day, except from Grandfather. 
 
    Beketaten’s mother grabbed her arm and dragged her back into her house. 
 
    A dozen yards farther on I passed my former home. Penanuke and half a dozen friends were tossing the debris inside the reception room atop a pile alongside a wall. I quickened my steps. 
 
    “Neset? Is that you?” 
 
    My aged neighbor, Naunakht, peered at me from her doorway. She was one of the most respected women in the village, in her early sixties, gray haired and a bit stooped. Her first husband, Kenhirkhopeshef, had served over the course of four decades as scribe for three pharaohs – the second Ramesses, his son Merenptah, and his son, the second Seti. He’d married Naunakht when he was sixty and she but twelve and had doted on her for the remaining quarter century of his life. He’d even adopted her as his daughter to make sure she’d inherit his goods, among them an impressive library of papyrus documents. Her second husband, Khaemnum, a member of one of the work gangs, had passed away a decade ago. They’d had eight children. Her eldest and favorite son was the namesake of her first husband. 
 
    “They kicked me out of my house, Naunakht,” I said dispiritedly. “Then Father and Meresamun turned me away. I don’t have anywhere to go.” 
 
    “You’ll stay with me, Child,” Naunakht said. 
 
    “Everyone will shun you for helping me.” 
 
    “I’m a Lady of the House and far more influential than any woman and most of the men in Ta Set Maat,” Naunakht replied crisply. “No one would dare cross me.” 
 
    Grateful, I stepped inside. 
 
    Naunakht put an arm around me. “We’ll be cooler on the roof,” she said. “Bring food and drink,” she ordered a young granddaughter. 
 
    We climbed her stairs, sat in leather–bottomed chairs alongside the wall that separated her roof from what had been mine when I’d awakened this morning. The moon was rising, nearly full, illuminating the rooftops of the village and the surrounding valley and the tombs dotting the adjacent hillside and the heights in the west. The chairs faced a garden I tended for Naunakht, lush and green and fragrant. I had no desire to look over the wall at the remnants of mine. 
 
    “Mesedptah robbed the tomb of Ramesses the Great, Naunakht! He slept with other women! Lots of women. And girls!” I cried bitterly. 
 
    “Men of a certain status believe they’re entitled to do whatever they want, without consequence,” Naunakht said. “Including my first husband.” 
 
    “Kenhirkhopeshef? Really?” 
 
    “I’ve never told you about him?” 
 
    “Plenty. But nothing unsavory.” 
 
    Naunakht chuckled. “He came to the village when he was fifteen years old, an orphan. The scribe Ramose and his wife Wia adopted him. He was eventually promoted to full scribe, then succeeded Ramose in the fortieth year of Ramesses the Great’s reign. He served as chief scribe in this village for the next forty and recorded the construction of three royal tombs. I know for a fact that he took bribes from one of Mesedptah’s ancestors, Paneb, in his later years.” 
 
    “I thought everyone respected him.” 
 
    Naunakht shrugged. “He wasn’t very popular towards the end of his career, Neset. He became lax in his duties. He forced men who worked in the tombs to labor on his private projects. In fact, I still remember a tomb painter named Parahotep confronting him right about where you’re sitting. He said ‘I’m like a donkey to you. If you have beer you can’t be bothered with me. But if there’s work to do you send for me.’ But that’s how things work in this village, Child. Those who hold power make the rules, just like that bunch that destroyed your garden and took your house.” 
 
    I slept that night on Naunakht’s roof. Or tried to sleep. I lay on my back on a pallet, stared at the river of stars flowing across the sky, my hot skin caressed by a cooling breeze. The flower–scented breeze rustled the tall plants growing all around me. My mind was whirring. What had happened to me? I’d awakened this morning on a pallet beside Mesedptah in my house next door, a wife, a gardener, a healer. Now I was a widow with nothing in the world to call my own. I wasn’t part of Ta Set Maat’s workforce anymore either; I had no call on rations or supplies provided by Pharaoh to the village. I had no permanent place to sleep – I couldn’t stay with Naunakht forever. Was Meresamun right? Was I doomed to marry whatever man in Ta Set Maat would deign to take me in so I wouldn’t starve to death? Mesedptah had paid for his crime today – was I going to pay for it the rest of my life? 
 
    At dawn I rose and leaned with my forearms on the wall facing the villagers’ graves and watched the craftsmen troop up the path towards the Great Place to work on the modifications to Pharaoh’s tomb. They wouldn’t return to Ta Set Maat for eight days. I was thankful; I’d have a brief respite from men who were certain to court me. If the past was any indication they’d be relentless and I’d be miserable. After a quick breakfast I started watering and pruning and weeding Naunakht’s garden. Hopefully, following my normal daily routine would keep at bay at least for a few hours thoughts of what a mess my life had become, and how uncertain my future. 
 
    Naunakht joined me beneath the linen sunscreen on the roof for the midday meal. I was grateful for the break; the sun was fierce and I was sweat–soaked. I drank down half a jar of water without pausing and poured the rest over my head. The wet strands of my long hair were cool against my back and shoulders. 
 
    “Villagers have discovered you’re staying with me,” Naunakht said as I took a seat beside her. “All morning the women whose gardens you tend have been sending their children to tell you the same thing.” 
 
    “Let me guess. They don’t need my help anymore.” 
 
    “They don’t want a beautiful unattached woman tempting their husbands.” 
 
    “That’s me, Naunakht. So desperate to find a man to take care of me I’ll seduce any man I see.” I shook my head. “It’d serve them right, for watching Mesedptah cheat on me and not telling me.” 
 
    We ate, mostly in silence, watching the sun glimmer on the distant river and the breeze ripple the endless fields of emmer. Other women were eating on their nearby roofs; they ignored me. The shouts of playing children and the occasional cry of an infant and the trilling of birds and buzzing of insects in the garden were the only sounds. The village was a much quieter place with the men gone. A neighbor’s cat jumped onto the top of the wall separating its house from Naunakht’s and settled there with its paws tucked under and watched us, inscrutable. 
 
    “Will you read something to me?” Naunakht asked after we finished our meal. 
 
    Kenhirkhopeshef had been extraordinarily interested in the valley’s past. During his long life he’d accumulated a massive library of papyrus documents – some originals, some copies he’d made. Naunakht had let me browse them to my heart’s content ever since I’d become her neighbor after my marriage to Mesedptah. The past few years, nearly every time I’d tended her garden I’d read to her, for her eyesight had begun to fail. 
 
    “What shall it be today?” I asked. “The story of Ramesses the Great’s victory over the Hittites at Qadesh? Dreams and their interpretations? The list of pharaohs and their sons? The medical texts? Spells? Hymns? Letters? Poetry? Love songs? Household hints?”  
 
    “I’m in the mood for dreams,” Naunakht said. 
 
    I went downstairs to fetch the requested scroll. Her library was impressive. Some of its documents were extremely old – Kenhirkhopeshef had copied the story of Qadesh on the back of a papyrus originally inscribed five hundred years earlier. I found what I was seeking and hurried back to the roof. 
 
    Everyone in the valley knew dreams were sent by gods to predict the future. According to Grandfather, some of my ancestors who’d borne the talisman he wore around his neck had been sent dreams by the falcon god – dreams that had always come exactly true. One ancestress, Tiaa, had seen herself confirming a man as ruler of Nekhen close to three thousand years ago, even though she’d never been to Nekhen nor even heard the name. She had in fact confirmed him. Another, Amenia, had seen herself sitting beside her husband in the delta, Ta–mehi, watching the sun set, their child in his arms. Years later they’d been the first Southerners to establish a delta estate. A third, Maetkra, had seen a barbarian wearing a dress she’d made for her – a net of beads – and entering the banquet hall of King Khufu, builder of the valley’s greatest pyramid, to the acclaim of his court. That barbarian had become Khufu’s third wife. So, I’d always taken dreams seriously. 
 
    I’d read this particular scroll to Naunakht many times. “As we know,” I began, “if a dream is bad the dreamer can avoid catastrophe by eating fresh bread soaked in beer as soon as he awakens, while chanting the appropriate magic spell – ‘Come to me, come to me Mother Isis. See, I perceive things that are far from my city.’” 
 
    “One my husband used often,” Naunakht said. 
 
    I took a sip of beer to wet my mouth, read. 
 
    “If a man sees himself in a dream digging, it’s good. He shall be prosperous. 
 
    If a man sees himself in a dream drinking warm beer, it’s bad. He shall have sorrow. 
 
    If a man sees himself in a dream eating crocodile meat, it’s good. He will become an official. 
 
    If a man sees himself in a dream looking in the mirror, it’s bad. He shall have a new woman. 
 
    If a man sees himself in a dream lying dead, it’s good. He’ll have a long life.” 
 
    “Read the magic spell against evil spirits that cause headaches,” Naunakht requested. 
 
    I searched. “Back, Shehakek, you who come from the heavens and the earth. Nedrachse is the name of your mother, Dshubest the name of your father. If he attacks me I will call on all the gods to help me.” 
 
    “I wonder, Neset. Do you recall any spells to force children to take care of their parents?” 
 
    “I don’t.” 
 
    “A pity.” Naunakht sighed. “Only five of my eight children have looked out for me since Khaemnum died. I’ve decided to leave my goods only to them.” 
 
    “Let me guess – your sons Maaynakhtef and Amennakht, and your daughters Wosnakhte and Manenakhte. And Kenhirkhopeshef, of course.” 
 
    Naunakht laughed. “He’s gone out of his way, over and over, so I’m leaving him a bronze bowl on top of everything else. But my son Neferhotep and daughters Henshene and Khanub won’t get anything.” She shook her head. “At least not from me. All eight will inherit a share of their father’s belongings, of course.” 
 
    I read to Naunakht for another hour, as the sun crawled across the sky and bees buzzed from the flowers in her garden to beehive and back, over and over. The cat fell asleep atop the wall. 
 
    “Would you sing for me, Neset?” Naunakht asked as I set aside the last sheet of papyrus. 
 
    I wasn’t in the mood. But Naunakht had taken me in last night when no one else would, and she was a good friend, and she’d been like a second mother to me since my mother’s death. In fact, she’d taught me most of the songs I knew. 
 
      
 
    “One unique is the sister, without her equal, more beautiful than all women. 
 
    Behold her like the constellation, having appeared in glory at the beginning of a good year. 
 
    Shining of excellence, luminous of hue; 
 
    Beautiful of eyes when glancing, sweet her lips when speaking – for her no word is excessive. 
 
    Long of neck, luminous of chest; true lapis is her hair, 
 
    Her arms putting on gold, her fingers like lotuses.” 
 
      
 
    “Another.” 
 
      
 
    “The aroma that Ptah exudes. 
 
    Just as Geb has caused his perfection to endure in every body, 
 
    So has Ptah made this with his two hands to be the joy of his heart. 
 
    The water channels are filled with water anew, and the land is inundated with his love.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t stop.” 
 
      
 
    “When I see you my eyes shine and I press close to look at you, 
 
    Most beloved of men who rules my heart. 
 
    Oh, the happiness of this hour, may it go on forever! 
 
    Since I have slept with you, you have raised up my heart. 
 
    Never leave me!” 
 
      
 
    “Now my favorite.” 
 
      
 
    “I see my sister coming. 
 
    My heart exults and my arms open to embrace her. 
 
    My heart pounds in its place just as the red fish leaps in its pond. 
 
    Oh night, be mine forever, now that my lover has come.” 
 
      
 
    “One more.” 
 
      
 
    “The sky and the stars make their music for you 
 
    While the sun and the moon praise you. 
 
    The gods exalt you 
 
    And the goddesses sing their song to you.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Neset. Your voice is so lovely. You should have been a chantress in one of the temples.” 
 
    “You’re too kind.” 
 
    “I believe I’ll go downstairs and take a nap now. Would you do me a favor later?” 
 
    “Of course. Anything.” 
 
    “Will you carry the evening meal to my sons at the rest house? I hate sending it with my granddaughters. They’re young and fearful and it’s usually dark by the time the men finish eating and they set out to return to the village.” 
 
    “You prepare food for your sons, instead of their wives?” 
 
    “All four have infants at the breast,” Naunakht replied. “I remember what that was like.” She laughed. “Seems like a century ago.” 
 
    “I’ll do it. Gladly,” I assured her. 
 
    “There’ll be food in the basket for Hay, too. I’ve sent his dinner ever since his wife died a decade ago.” 
 
    “He hasn’t been foreman for five or six years,” I noted. “What’s he doing at the rest house?” 
 
    “Mostly he swaps stories after dinner with the men who used to work for him. The village is too lonely for him. It’s not really home. After all, he spent the majority of his time at the rest house for more than four decades. During the day, while the men are working in the Great Place, he carves shabati for priests and officials to put in their tombs. As well as offering stelae for villagers.” 
 
    “Mesedptah commissioned our stela from Hay,” I told her. “Reshpetref smashed it to pieces in front of me yesterday out of spite.” I laughed. “Can you believe it – by the time I returned to the village last night he’d approached Father about marrying me! Like I’d agree after the way he brutalized me.” 
 
    A few hours before sunset I ascended the narrow dusty well–worn footpath over the western hills that linked Ta Set Maat to the Great Place, burdened with a heavy reed basket containing food and several jars of beer. Dozens of women were proceeding up the track, similarly burdened. They ignored me. Our destination was the rest house, a group of huts on the heights halfway between the village and the pharaohs’ tombs. The rest house had been erected in the middle years of Ramesses the Great’s reign. Ever since, women had been carrying dinner to their husbands and sons and brothers nightly. I’d delivered Mesedptah’s for years – until Sitmut started working at my house. Then she’d taken it. I wondered if the two of them had laughed at my gullibility as they’d shared their nightly food and beer. 
 
    The huts were atop the saddle of the pass where the track from Ta Set Maat turned away from the river valley and ran down into the Great Place. Above loomed the Qurn, the peak known as the “gate of heaven,” home of the goddess Meretseger. The path divided the huts in two. The multiple huts on each side shared a common roof, giving them the appearance of beehives. A small temple honoring the first King Amenhotep was on one side of the path, and an area containing small workshops the other. I spotted many types of grave goods in various stages of completion there. Hay was not the only man who worked on commissions in his spare time on the heights. 
 
    Apparently, the men of the left gang used the huts on one side of the path and the right the other. I saw the two foremen, Anhirkawi of the left and Khonsu of the right, settling down to eat with their men. Father ignored me. My brothers stared at me insolently. Reshpetref leered; he no doubt assumed I’d soon be knocking at his door, begging him to take me in. Seeing him stiffened my resolve to avoid that fate. Women began unloading baskets and laying out repasts for their men. The higher officials sat a little apart from the common workers. 
 
    Khamose, the village proctor, spotted me. He called to me, loudly. “I can’t believe you escaped justice yesterday, Neset.” 
 
    Everyone fell silent and stared. 
 
    “Quite an act you put on, letting Sitmut take the blame.” 
 
    “She was a good one,” Wadjmose muttered. 
 
    “Evenings won’t be the same without her,” added my half–brother. 
 
    “If Pentawere hadn’t been so obviously smitten with you, you’d be rotting on a stake in Djeme’s courtyard right now,” Khonsu said disgustedly. Mesedptah had worked in his gang. “What did you do, Witch? Cast a spell on him?” 
 
    I refused to dignify his outrageous pronouncement with a reply. Pharaoh’s son hadn’t punished me because I hadn’t done anything wrong, not because he’d lusted after me. He’d never seen me before and never would again. Let these craftsmen believe what they would. I hurried on to the largest hut on the saddle, originally erected by Naunakht’s first husband. Hay was sitting on the step. Her four sons were with him. 
 
    “I’ve brought your dinner,” I told them, setting the basket down. 
 
    Kenhirkhopeshef, the eldest, thanked me and began rummaging inside. 
 
    “I warned your father not to marry you to Mesedptah,” Hay said consolingly. “His family’s been rotten for as long as anyone can remember. And I can remember a very long time. But Buneb refused to listen.” 
 
    Hay was nearly eighty, the oldest man in Ta Set Maat. 
 
    “Mesedptah was the best tomb painter who ever worked for me, but he had a wild streak,” Hay continued. “He was exactly like his ancestor, Paneb.” 
 
    “What do you know about Mesedptah’s ancestors?” I asked. “No one’s ever told me anything about them.” 
 
    “Please, sit. Share our meal,” Hay said. 
 
    Kenhirkhopeshef scooted to one side. He was on Hay’s step. His younger brothers Maaynakhtef and Amennakht and Neferhotep were sitting cross–legged on the ground. I squeezed in next to Hay. 
 
    As Hay placed items from the basket onto a plate for me I scanned the valley. From this vantage point I could see hills and desert and river–greened plain and distant Waset, all bathed in the golden light of the setting sun. Directly east, across the river, sprawled Amen’s massive complex, Ipet–Isut. Gold– and electrum–clad obelisks and flagpole tips glittered. Colorful banners and pennants fluttered. Wisps of smoke, probably incense, rose from numerous temples and drifted towards the south. 
 
    I turned my attention to Hay’s hut. Most huts on the heights contained sleeping and sitting chambers, with limestone seats along their walls in a U shape and a floor paved with limestone. Hay’s, the largest, contained a third room, likely used by Kenhirkhopeshef as an office in the years he’d served as scribe overseer for pharaohs’ tombs. Many of the huts’ original builders had inscribed their names on stone seats and stone blocks; their descendants continued to use those same huts. I read the inscription on Hay’s seat: King’s Scribe in the Place of Truth, Ramose, his son who makes his name live, Kenhirkhopeshef. 
 
    I accepted the plate from Hay gratefully. “Naunakht said you make shabati during the day.” 
 
    “And small ancestor statues, and stelae.” He picked up a finished figure, showed it to me. “See the inscription?” 
 
    “In truth, I am here and I will come whenever you call me,” I read out loud. 
 
    “This shabati will work on its owner’s behalf in the Afterlife when the gods call his name.” 
 
    “Mesedptah commissioned you to make a stela of him and me praying to Amenhotep and Ahmes–Nefertari,” I said. 
 
    Hay nodded. “I also make stelae and shabati without inscriptions, on speculation. I add the inscription after someone barters for them.” 
 
    “Were you always a foreman, My Lord?” 
 
    “I owed my position to Kenhirkhopeshef. He chose me to succeed my father, Anhirkawi. Father died the same year as Pharaoh Merenptah – life, prosperity, health, justified. As soon as Merenptah was buried we workmen began excavating a tomb for his successor, his grandson Amenmesse. But Amenmesse’s father Seti disputed the succession – he claimed the throne and ruled the North. Amenmesse ruled here in the South. Anyway, Kenhirkhopeshef was well over seventy then. Amenmesse’s was the third royal tomb he’d been responsible for creating. I began overseeing my work gang when I was thirty–five. I continued as foreman for the next four decades, until the twenty–second regnal year of our current pharaoh.” 
 
    “You said you could tell me about Mesedptah’s family,” I reminded him. 
 
    Hay nodded. “When Kenhirkhopeshef appointed me foreman, the leader of the other work gang was Neferhotep. He and his wife Wabkhet adopted a young stonemason as his successor, Paneb. He’d worked in his gang and came from an old village family. Paneb was Mesedptah’s grandfather. Neferhotep arranged for Paneb to marry one of my relatives, Wa’bet, to strengthen the ties between the two gangs.” 
 
    “The same reason Father married me to Mesedptah,” I said. “Didn’t really work out.” 
 
    “As I said, I warned Buneb it wouldn’t. Anyway, Paneb was wild and unruly. He loved to get drunk and fight. Or fight sober. Everyone called him ‘Paneb the Thug.’ He embraced his nickname. Eventually his behavior drove a wedge between him and Neferhotep. So, when Paneb married Wa’bet and moved to his own house, Neferhotep adopted Hesysenebef, one of his servants, as a second son. Hesysenebef revered Neferhotep. He married Hunro, who’d divorced the painter Pendua, and they named their son and daughter after his adoptive parents.” 
 
    “That must have angered Paneb.” 
 
    “About a dozen years after Paneb’s marriage I witnessed him chasing Neferhotep down Ta Set Maat’s high street.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “No one ever found out what had set him off. Neferhotep ran into his house and barred his door. That door saved him. It took half a dozen neighbors to pull Paneb away. He beat nine men that night, out of frustration and spite. Paneb’s rages were legendary and lasted for days. Neferhotep bypassed the village kenbet and reported Paneb’s attack directly to Amenmose, Pharaoh Merenptah’s vizier.” 
 
    “Why did Neferhotep go around the kenbet?” 
 
    “The village elders hadn’t responded to previous complaints about Paneb. They were afraid of him and his temper. Vizier Amenmose ordered that Paneb be punished. Before the sentence could be carried out Pharaoh died. So Paneb brought a complaint against the vizier. The new pharaoh, Amenmesse, dismissed the vizier.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Then, as now, workers were under oath to report anything untoward in the Great Place. Not reporting was the same as being involved. It’s possible Paneb accused Vizier Amenmose of overlooking irregularities. I, and many others, believe the new pharaoh’s high–ranking courtiers, who wanted to be rid of the prior pharaoh’s vizier, used that as an excuse to remove Amenmose from office.” 
 
    “Which no doubt emboldened Paneb.” 
 
    “It did. Feeling powerful, he set himself against Neferhotep’s family. Four years later Neferhotep was mysteriously killed and the new vizier, Khaemtjitry, appointed Paneb foreman in his place.” 
 
    “Did Paneb kill Neferhotep?” 
 
    “It was never proved one way or the other. But Neferhotep’s younger brother, Amennakht, accused Paneb of bribing Vizier Khaemtjitry with a gift of five servants to promote him to a post Amennakht believed should have been his, for Paneb was only an adopted son, not part of the bloodline.” 
 
    “The same Amennakht who gave my house to Penanuke yesterday?” I asked. 
 
    “No. His grandfather. The scribe was named after him,” Hay said. 
 
    I couldn’t help wonder if Amennakht would have overlooked my husband’s crime if he hadn’t been Paneb’s descendant. Feuds lasted long in Ta Set Maat. 
 
    “Paneb’s promotion split the village into two factions,” Hay continued. “His supporters, and the elder Amennakht’s. Soon after, Amennakht accused Paneb of stealing from the second Seti’s tomb – parts of tomb doors, chariot coverings, incense, wine, statues engraved with Seti’s name. He accused Paneb of sitting drunkenly atop Seti’s sarcophagus after Seti was placed inside.” 
 
    “You mean Paneb stole goods while they were being placed in the tomb before it was even sealed?” That was astounding. 
 
    “That was the accusation.” 
 
    “How did Paneb get away with it?” 
 
    “He repeated before the kenbet the oath he’d taken ‘not to upset a stone in the neighborhood of Pharaoh.’ As a foreman his words were trusted, so the charges crumbled.” 
 
    “That was convenient.” 
 
    “Those were confusing years,” Hay said. “Pharaoh Merenptah was the father of the second Seti. Amenmesse was the son of Seti and his minor wife Takhat. For many years, Amenmesse served as his grandfather Merenptah’s viceroy in Kush. But two years before Merenptah died he replaced Amenmesse with Khaemtjitry.” 
 
    “The same man who was later vizier?” 
 
    “Yes. Anyway, five months after Seti succeeded his father Merenptah on the throne, Amenmesse proclaimed himself pharaoh. Using Viceroy Khaemtjitry’s forces, he seized control of the valley from the cataract all the way to the foot of the delta, leaving Seti in control of only the delta. The valley remained divided for the next four years until Seti, assisted by a royal butler named Bay, eliminated his son Amenmesse and reunited the valley.” 
 
    “I remember my grandfather telling me his father, Semenre, gained position at Ta Set Maat when Pharaoh Amenmesse disappeared.” 
 
    “Seti did indeed demote men who’d supported Amenmesse,” Hay confirmed. “He replaced Khaemtjitry as viceroy with Paraemheb. He set Ta Set Maat’s craftsmen to mutilating Viceroy Khaemtjitry’s monuments. Anyway, two years later Pharaoh Seti died. Now, Seti’s great wife Tawosret hadn’t produced a son. Seti’s only living descendant was his grandson, Siptah, Amenmesse’s son. The royal butler Bay managed to put Siptah on the throne, even though he was young and sickly. Tawosret, his stepmother, served as his regent, assisted by Bay.” 
 
    “According to one of my family stories Siptah executed Bay.” 
 
    Hay nodded. “Tawosret was behind it. Apparently, after putting two men on the throne, Bay believed himself the most powerful man in the kingdom. So Tawosret named him ‘the great enemy’ and killed him in Siptah’s name. Eighteen months later Siptah was dead too, and Tawosret claimed the throne in her own right.” 
 
    “A female pharaoh?” 
 
    “Seti had granted her a tomb in the Great Place as his favored wife. After Tawosret took the throne, she ordered the workmen of Ta Set Maat to enlarge her tomb to a size befitting a pharaoh. Her titles and headgear were recarved on its walls, reflecting her new status. But there were many in the land who disputed her right to rule, and some who accused her of murdering Siptah. Setnakhte, a man of unknown origins, rose from the mist to challenge her. After two years he restored order and took the throne himself.” 
 
    “The third Ramesses’ father?” 
 
    “Yes. I supervised workmen who carved a stela that Pharaoh Setnakhte set up at Abu to commemorate his victory. I still remember the wording: The great assembly of the gods is pleased with his plans, since the land had been in confusion... The great god stretched out his arm and selected his person – life, prosperity, health – from among the millions, dismissing the hundreds of thousands prior to him. Fear of him has seized the hearts of opponents before him – they flee like flocks of sparrows with a falcon after them. On year two there were no more opponents of his person in any lands. They came to inform his person: ‘Let your heart be happy, O lord of this land; those things that the god foretold have come to pass and your foes do not exist in the land.’” 
 
    “Those sound like busy years for the craftsmen.” 
 
    “First Merenptah’s tomb, then Amenmesse’s, then Seti’s. Then Siptah’s and Tawosret’s and even one for Bay. Paneb chose that time to divert workers from the Great Place to build his own tomb.” 
 
    “I suppose he got away with it?” 
 
    “Of course. Even though Amennakht accused Paneb of taking four cut stones from the doorway of Seti’s tomb to use as columns in his own tomb. Paneb again escaped justice.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “While half the village hated Paneb, he maintained a skilled and loyal workforce at a time when an unprecedented five tombs were being constructed. Plus, he supported a large family, was beloved by his men, and was popular with the village’s women. But in this instance the vizier sentenced Paneb’s eldest son, Aaphate, his deputy, to be beaten. Everyone, even the vizier, was afraid to challenge Paneb, so his son paid for his crime. As you can imagine, from that time Aaphate and his father were at odds.” 
 
    “Aaphate was Mesedptah’s father?” I guessed. 
 
    “Yes. Now, one day Aaphate went to the village doorkeeper and charged that his father had made love to the lady Tuy when she was the workman Kenna’s wife, that he’d made love to the lady Hunro both times she was married, first to Pendua, then to Hesysenebef…” 
 
    “Wait – Paneb slept with the wife of the other son Neferhotep adopted? His half–brother, as it were?” 
 
    “That’s right. And Aaphate claimed Paneb had debauched her daughter, Wabkhet, too.” 
 
    Mesedptah had truly followed in his grandfather’s footsteps. 
 
    “Turns out Aaphate had also seduced both Hunro and Wabkhet,” Hay continued. “That’s the reason he brought charges against his father – jealousy.” 
 
    My head was starting to spin. 
 
    “As soon as Setnakht became pharaoh we villagers began working on his tomb. While doing so we accidentally breached Amenmesse’s. Pharaoh Setnakht considered Amenmesse to have been a usurper, and even though Amenmesse hadn’t been buried in his tomb Setnakht ordered us to defile it. We removed statues from inside and chipped images of the gods from the walls. We then enlarged Tawosret’s sealed tomb for Setnakht instead of starting from scratch. He died two years later and the third Ramesses took the throne.” 
 
    “This was thirty years ago?” 
 
    “About. Ramesses’ first vizier was Hori. As soon as Hori was appointed, Amennakht went to him and accused Paneb of sixteen crimes.” 
 
    “So many?” 
 
    “Amennakht claimed Paneb had prevented villagers from making offerings at Foreman Neferhotep’s tomb chapel and threw stones at them and got drunk at parties. He said Paneb had ordered him to feed Paneb’s ox for two months without pay. He said Paneb had taken tools from the Great Place. He claimed Paneb had stripped the lady Yemyemwah – Amennakht’s sister – and raped her. He claimed Paneb had been Hunro’s lover during both of her marriages, as I told you earlier. His final accusation was that Paneb had entered the tomb of Henutmire, daughter of the first Seti and wife of Ramesses the Great, and had taken a gilded goose, Amen’s symbol. After a search, the goose was found in Paneb’s house. Vizier Hori executed both Paneb and Aaphate.” 
 
    “What happened after that?” 
 
    “I continued to oversee my gang. Several elderly men oversaw the other gang in the next decade. The second of them, Ipy, was the brother of Neferabu, a painter blinded by the gods for his impiety. Ipy’s oldest son, another Amennakht, a painter, should have succeeded his father as foreman, but because he was only twenty–five when Ipy died another elderly man, Nekhenmut, a friend of Paneb’s and a member of his former gang, was appointed instead. He died after a few years, but the foremanship was secured by his son, Khonsu.” 
 
    “Who is still foreman of the right gang.” 
 
    “As a consequence, the scribe Amennakht tends to side with villagers who are still at odds with Paneb’s family and friends.” 
 
    “Thus yesterday’s proceedings,” I inferred. “You side with Amennakht, don’t you My Lord?” 
 
    “He’s married to one of my daughters.” 
 
    The workmen had finished eating while Hay and I were talking. Women had gathered bowls and plates and jars and placed them in their baskets and already departed for Ta Set Maat. The men were playing games or talking or working on grave goods. One man was playing a harp. I noted a scribe making notes on ostraca, likely work orders for tomorrow. 
 
    My father approached, trailed by a young boy holding his belly with both hands. I stiffened. 
 
    “This boy carries water to the workers in the Great Place,” Father said. 
 
    No, “did you find a place to sleep last night, Neset, are you well, Neset, I’m sorry for turning you away in your time of need, Neset.” 
 
    “He’s sick. Khonsu wants you to take him home. Khonsu wants you to return in the morning and take his place carrying water. You’ve got nothing better to do.” 
 
    Without giving me a chance to refuse Father spun on his heel and left. 
 
    I sighed, rose, collected the dishes and jars and placed them in the empty basket. “It was a pleasure talking with you, My Lord.” 
 
    “And I you,” Hay said. “You brightened my evening, Neset. Come again. Any time.” 
 
    “I will, My Lord. Tomorrow, apparently.” Taking the boy’s hand I set out on the path to Ta Set Maat. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    I returned to the rest house the next morning before the workmen finished breaking their fast. Soon afterwards they began trudging by twos and threes across the crest of the plateau on the path to the Great Place. 
 
    “Walk with me, Neset,” Hay said, stepping to my side. 
 
    “You’re going too, My Lord?” 
 
    “I oversaw construction of Pharaoh’s tomb three decades ago. I’ve a mind to see what they’re doing to it.” 
 
    We fell in at the end of line. 
 
    “Have you ever visited the Great Place, Neset?” 
 
    “Before I was married I used to sit at the edge of the cliff above Hatshepsut’s temple on the morning of the Beautiful Feast to watch the gods’ barques sail from Ipet–Isut to the west bank. That’s as close as I’ve ever gotten.” 
 
    Our narrow dusty path hugged the edge of the plateau, high above a sandy barren plain. We stopped often so Hay could catch his breath, gradually falling behind the workmen. I didn’t mind. The view was spectacular. Thanks to a cooling breeze the morning was pleasant despite an already hot sun. To my left were hills dozens of miles away that overlooked the Eastern Sea. To my right spread the entire valley – the silver river lined on both banks by green and brown fields, depending on whether they’d been harvested, towns, hamlets, farms, all disappearing in the distance in a haze of dust kicked up off the desert. Shadows were receding from Waset’s buildings and temples as the sun climbed the sky. Sunlight reflected from the gold–clad obelisks and flagpoles of Ipet–Isut, shining beacons visible for miles. The streets of Waset and the temple precincts and the quays were alive with people, ant–like at this distance. Boats were traveling both directions. 
 
    We paused yet again. 
 
    “See the three memorial temples clustered at our feet?” Hay asked. “Mentuhotep’s is the most ancient in the valley. The third Thutmose’s is in ruins because part of this cliff fell on it during an earthquake. Hatshepsut’s is clearly modeled on Mentuhotep’s, but is far more magnificent. It’s a shame Thutmose tore it apart in his spite and jealousy after she died. If not for stories handed down in Ta Set Maat her very name would be forgotten today.” Hay sighed. “Imagine what they were like when they were new, Neset – each surrounded by lush gardens and trees and pools, their scarlet banners waving in the breeze, painted statues beyond counting on their terraces, gold and copper glittering everywhere.” 
 
    “Much like Ipet–Isut and Ipet–Resyt today,” I said. 
 
    “Kings have been building in honor of Amen for a very long time,” Hay said. 
 
    “What are these?” I asked. 
 
    Small stone shrines dotted both sides of the path, rectangular, only a foot or so high, each containing a tiny statuette or stela. 
 
    “Left by workers. Prayers to Meretseger,” Hay replied. “Some date to the craftsmen who constructed the very first tomb in the valley.” 
 
    We continued on. Not far ahead the path moved away from the edge of the cliff. Before long the workmen ahead of us reached the valley’s entrance and began to descend. 
 
    “Does every tomb require so many craftsmen?” I asked. 
 
    Hay laughed. “Usually over a hundred – quarrymen, stonemasons, painters, boys to haul away chips, metalsmiths to sharpen chisels, overseers, scribes, foremen, water carriers. This is a half–crew, since the tomb’s only being modified. The rest of Ta Set Maat’s craftsmen are currently working on part of Khonsu’s temple inside Ipet–Isut. Another of Pharaoh’s projects.” 
 
    We reached three steps at the edge of the cliff, bounded on one side by a stone wall and on the other by a guard post staffed by three unsmiling armed Medjay. 
 
    “These three steps are the boundary between the living and the dead,” Hay told me solemnly. “We call the valley beyond this point ‘the interior.’ See the sealed doors set into the hills on both sides of the valley, all with guards? Those are the royal tombs, the ‘horizons of eternity.’ The valley has its own police force, drawn from the Medjay. You can see their huts, ringing the heights overlooking the valley. Sounds carry at night, so they can hear anyone moving about the tombs without authorization, even if they can’t see them.” 
 
    “Unless, apparently, men are digging into the hillside near tombs,” I said. 
 
    “Or if the Medjay lose their hearing, thanks to a bribe or two,” Hay retorted. 
 
    “What are those structures on the valley floor?” I asked. 
 
    “Huts where scribes get out of the sun to make their records. Storehouses for food, and material and pigments for painters and sculptors, and oil and wicks and bowls to light the interior of the tomb being worked on, and copper chisels and wooden mallets and hammer stones.” 
 
    I helped Hay down the steep hillside path. Men were already going into Ramesses’ tomb. A metalsmith was fanning a fire to life at its side. 
 
    “They’ve already lit bowls of oil inside to light their work,” Hay told me. “Wicks burn for four hours. When they go out it’s time to eat and take the midday break. When the craftsmen return to work they’ll light a second bowl. When it flames out they’ll be done for the day.” 
 
    We reached the bottom of the path. I reported to a scribe stationed there. He recorded my name on a sheet of papyrus. 
 
    “Never had a woman in the interior before,” he said. He looked me up and down appreciatively. 
 
    I pushed past. 
 
    The valley floor was hard and narrow and dusty, its stone burning my feet. I stepped mincingly. The sides of the wadi rose steeply, white, completely barren. Its eastern face was in shadow, its west in bright sunlight. Hay led me to several massive water jars, shaded by a sunscreen, their porous clay dripping, cooling their contents. 
 
    “You’ll spend the day filling waterskins from these jars and carrying them into the tomb,” Hay told me. “It’s a non–stop job. By nightfall your legs will ache from going up and down the path so many times. But you’ll have it easier than the workmen. Conditions inside the tomb are brutal. The heat’s unbearable. When the rock is cut it comes away in large flat slabs following the grain, generating choking dust. Did you know? When rock’s freshly cut you can mark it with a fingernail, but not long after it’s exposed to the desert air it shrinks and becomes hard and brittle.” 
 
    “How do they get water into the valley to fill these jars?” 
 
    “It’s hauled in on donkeys. There’s a second entrance at the far end of the valley along a winding track up a wadi cut by ancient rains. The crevice there is so narrow only one or two people can pass at a time. Getting a sarcophagus and grave goods through is challenging. It’s guarded, of course.” 
 
    Several village boys appeared, lugging reed baskets full of chips from inside the tomb. They dumped them atop a large pile and headed back up the path for their next loads. 
 
    “I’ll be up there,” Hay told me, pointing to a shaded spot halfway up a nearby hill. “Kenhirkhopeshef carved a seat for himself there when he was overseeing construction of Merenptah’s tomb. It’s labeled with his name. Don’t forget to bring me water occasionally.” 
 
    “I won’t, My Lord.” 
 
    I filled two waterskins and strode briskly up the path to the tomb entrance, dodging more boys carrying chips downhill. I went inside. The corridor angled downward towards the rear of the tomb, disappearing into darkness. The first section was steep and fairly bright, illuminated by reflected sunlight. I heard voices farther on and the pounding and ringing of copper chisels against stone. That section was darker, more level, lit by flickering bowls of oil. Five of the required additional rooms were currently being worked on. Three had been finished, their interiors plastered, images painted. They were labeled – The Treasury, The Hall, House of Food. Each looked as if it was filled with the paraphernalia of a per’aa. I wondered if the representations of goods were all Pharaoh intended in them, or if they’d store real objects too. Some of the walls also contained images of Osiris and river gods and agricultural deities and the Field of Reeds, the rim of the night sky where the circumpolar stars never set. 
 
    Every man laboring in the tomb was wearing a coarse linen kilt and heavy leather sandals to protect his feet from sharp stone chips. No one had mentioned that to me. I was barefoot, as always. I picked my way carefully. I stepped inside one of the rooms being excavated. Anhirkawi was supervising. Father was striking a copper chisel with a wooden mallet, slicing off sections of rock. Space was restricted; only six men were working in the room. All were covered with dust from head to toe. I waited while the men passed the skin around. 
 
    “My chisel’s worn out,” Father said, tossing it to me. “Take it to the metalsmith and have him reforge it.” 
 
    Anhirkawi pulled a new chisel from a leather pouch and gave it to Father. A scribe noted the transaction on a sheet of papyrus, and that I’d been given Father’s dulled chisel. 
 
    “Bring a new one when you come back,” Anhirkawi ordered. 
 
    I was hot and tired and sweat had turned the dust to mud all over my back and chest and arms and legs by the time the morning wicks burned out. My skirt was thick with dust and ruined. My feet hurt; despite my care I’d stepped on many sharp stones. My only break from the sweltering heat had been several trips carrying water to Hay; a breeze was blowing high up. 
 
    Hay was waiting at the tomb’s entrance when I followed the last of the workers out, my waterskins empty. He was carrying a lighted torch. “I’m going to look around,” Hay told me. “Been a long time since I was inside. Would you like to join me?” 
 
    I’d been wondering all morning what lay beyond the light cast by the bowls of oil. “I would, My Lord.” 
 
    “Two gangs of a dozen stonemasons excavated this tomb, Neset,” Hay said as we headed into the tomb. “My gang was responsible for the left side and Paneb’s the right. Our men chipped the stone from inside the mountain using copper chisels and wooden hammers, only one or two men in each gang at a time doing the cutting because, as you can see, the space between the walls is narrow. Those chisels wore out quickly, so, like today, metalsmiths were on hand to constantly resmelt them. Anyway, the men who weren’t wielding chisels formed a basket brigade to carry debris from the tomb. Having these boys do the carrying today is a luxury, and only because rooms are being excavated instead of an entire tomb.” 
 
    “I assume there were many more water carriers too.” 
 
    Hay smiled. “Stonemasons are never sure what they’re going to find as they dig, Neset. If the rock is good they excavate swiftly. But sometimes they encounter flint seams. Those wear chisels out quickly. Sharp limestone edges cut and bruise workers’ arms and legs. Sometimes ceilings collapse. Sometimes workers break through rock into an adjacent tomb, since there are no maps of the horizons of eternity and their corridors and chambers angle and twist in many directions.” 
 
    “Thieves like my husband take advantage of those accidental breakthroughs.” 
 
    Hay nodded. “Even though every worker in Ta Set Maat has taken an oath to protect the Osiris–pharaohs and are bound to report any crime.” 
 
    “This corridor is straight as an arrow,” I observed. 
 
    “Masons take great pride in that,” Hay concurred. “Overseers paint control marks on walls and ceilings to keep masons on track. They constantly use carpenters’ squares to check for right angles, plumb bobs for verticality, and strings to measure length. The men who make the initial rough cut are followed by more who accurately align and smooth the walls and ceiling with sandstone abrasives. They fill cracks with clay and plaster. Then more craftsmen apply a thin coat of plaster to the walls to make them perfectly flat for painting and carving. When it’s time to place images on the wall the painters begin by making register lines. They dip a long string in red ocher. One holds each end and a third pulls it back from its center like a bowstring and when he lets it loose it snaps a straight red line onto the wall. Junior craftsmen draw scenes and images in red ink, copying them from the Book of Gates and other texts. Senior craftsmen and master scribes make corrections in black ink. Then the stone and plaster are carved away from the drawings with fine thin–bladed copper chisels the width of a finger or smaller. Finally, the images are painted.” 
 
    “Did Mesedptah really paint this tomb?” I asked. 
 
    “He did. For all his faults he was a talented craftsman. Fairly young when he started work here. He was promoted over more senior men.” 
 
    “No wonder he held such a high opinion of himself.” 
 
    “It usually takes years to complete a tomb, Neset, depending on its size and complexity,” Hay continued. “Unlike Ramesses’, sometimes tombs in the Great Place are unfinished when a pharaoh dies, and then there’s a flurry of activity to finish before the seventy days of mummification are over. And sometimes tombs are modified or increased in size during a pharaoh’s lifetime, as is being done to this one.” 
 
    “Now I understand why it takes so many men, and why they need to be so skilled.” 
 
    “A chief scribe and several assistants track everything – the number of baskets of rubble carried from the tomb, how many wicks were handed out to light the oil lamps, who was given the expensive copper tools, who returned them. They track wear and tear of copper chisels as well – did you know that ten of them are worth as much as a worker’s annual grain ration?” 
 
    “They’re a temptation.” 
 
    “A very great temptation. Scribes also keep records of the presence and absence of each worker.” 
 
    “Like the one who recorded me this morning.” 
 
    Pharaoh’s tomb was spectacular, its drawings superb, the colors bright and vivid, every angle sharp, nearly every inch of every wall decorated. 
 
    “The images and texts must be perfect,” Hay said, studying the walls in the first section of the corridor. “Otherwise, Pharaoh may not achieve eternal life.” 
 
    “Pharaoh will need food and drink and clothing and unguents. These images ensure he’ll receive them daily forever,” I said. “Naunakht explained it to me once.” 
 
    “This section contains scenes of Ramesses with Re–Horakhty,” Hay said. “Do you recognize the texts?” 
 
    “The Litany of Re?” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    Masons had excavated a room in each side of the corridor; the one on the right showed food being prepared, the one on the left boats embarking on a pilgrimage to Abdju, the burial place of Osiris and the first kings who’d ruled the valley after its unification. Hay moved into the next section of the corridor, its walls also etched with the Litany of Re. This was where I’d been lugging water to all morning. The floors of the two rooms currently being excavated were littered with chips; reed baskets were strewn about where boys had dropped them before going to eat.  
 
    Hay led me farther into the darkness, the tomb’s walls and ceiling illuminated by his torch. I wiped sweat from my brow with my forearm; it got hotter and stuffier the deeper we went. Scenes of Ramesses with various gods decorated two rooms in the next section. A little farther on texts from Amduat – The Book of What is in the Underworld – covered the corridor walls, narrating Pharaoh’s passage through the hours of the night. 
 
    Flickering torchlight revealed a deep rectangular well, excavated in the bedrock, spanned by a substantial wooden bridge. 
 
    “What’s the well for?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s intended to keep rainwater from flowing into the burial chamber, and serves as an obstacle to hinder tomb robbers. Once the grave goods and Pharaoh’s body have been carried into the tomb and the mourners leave, this bridge will be removed, cutting off access.” 
 
    Paintings of gods covered the well’s walls. 
 
    Many inscribed pillars supported the ceiling of the next room. Scenes from The Book of Gates decorated its walls. Interspersed among the texts were images of pharaohs and gods. The same decorations continued on the walls of a small room to the right. 
 
    “This fourth section of the corridor contains images of the Opening of the Mouth ceremony,” Hay said. “Ramesses’ ceremony will be conducted just outside the entrance of this tomb before his body’s brought inside.” 
 
    We exited the corridor and stepped into a wide room. 
 
    “The burial chamber, the house of gold,” Hay announced grandly. 
 
    A fine pink sarcophagus occupied the center of the room, its thick heavy lid lying on the floor nearby. An image of Nephthys with outstretched wings was at its head. I peered inside the empty sarcophagus, then studied the walls. The Book of Gates and The Book of the Earth. 
 
    “This chamber doesn’t look like much now,” Hay said. “But when Pharaoh’s buried he’ll be resting inside three nested coffins in the sarcophagus, some solid gold, some cedar covered with sheets of gold and inlaid with faience and jewels. The sarcophagus will in turn be surrounded by four gold–covered wooden shrines of increasing size. The rest of the room will be crammed with grave goods.” Hay raised his torch high. “Past this burial chamber are three large rooms, all etched with images of gods and The Book of Gates. Most of Pharaoh’s treasure will be stored there.” Hay took a last look around the burial chamber, spoke as if to himself – “As remarkable as I remembered.” He sighed. “The men will return to work soon. They’ll need your water.” 
 
    I followed Hay up the long corridor to the outside, the distant pinprick of sunlight through the tomb’s entrance becoming ever larger and brighter as we neared the opening. We were just in time; we met Anhirkawi and Father and the rest entering as we exited. I filled my lungs with fresh air, then headed towards the nearest water jar and filled my waterskins and headed back into the tomb. Hay made his way to his seat high up on the side of the valley. 
 
    Four hours later I trudged up the winding path to the three steps at the entrance of the Great Place, helping Hay scale the steep slope. We paused on the crest. Now the west side of the valley was in shadow and the east sunlit. Whistling wind had replaced overseers’ shouts and workmen’s curses and the banging of chisels against rock and the crunch of rock chips being dumped. A couple of guards walked about on the path overlooking the valley. Aside from that it was desolate, empty, magnificent. 
 
    Women were waiting with food when we arrived back at the rest house. After my day of carrying water, I understood why workmen preferred not to walk all the way back to the village after spending eight hours laboring in a tomb. One of Naunakht’s granddaughters had brought Hay’s and her father’s and her uncles’ meals. I’d planned to continue directly to Naunakht’s but Hay insisted I stay and eat with him. I was grateful; my arms and back and legs ached and I was footsore. 
 
    Not long after the women and girls departed for Ta Set Maat with empty bowls and jars and platters, and the men settled into their leisure, and darkness descended over the heights, another group of women appeared. All were carrying jars of beer or wine balanced on head or shoulder. A few carried torches to light their way. 
 
    “Drinking party tonight!” a craftsman exclaimed. 
 
    He and others took the torches from the women and set their ends in the ground near the campfires. 
 
    I shook my head in disgust. “This is why Sitmut insisted on bringing Mesedptah’s meals to him, isn’t it.” 
 
    “Sorry to say, but yes,” Hay replied. “She and Mesedptah lost their inhibitions after a few hours of drinking.” 
 
    So… many in the village had known about Sitmut and Mesedptah. Including my father and half–brother and stepbrothers. And my husband’s hypocritical younger brother. And these women. But no one had told me. 
 
    The women joined the men to glad welcoming cries and began passing jars around. No one bothered with cups. A few men pulled squealing women onto their laps. Women who weren’t resisting. 
 
    Tawerethetepti and Menat spotted me. Their husbands, Pentauret and Qenna, had been executed along with Mesedptah. Together they arrowed from the group of women to accost me. 
 
    “You have some nerve, Neset!” Menat exclaimed. “Already staked your claim to Hay? Was it Naunakht’s idea for you to beat us here and seduce a wealthy old man?” 
 
    “Worked well for her,” Tawerethetepti observed spitefully. 
 
    “I have no idea what you’re talking about. I carried water in the Great Place today. That’s why I’m here.” 
 
    “Ignorance is your defense for everything,” Menat charged. “You had to know about Sitmut. If you hadn’t let her seduce your husband – if you’d kept him happy – he wouldn’t have turned to that loose–lipped child and gotten our husbands killed. We’ve lost our homes because of you!” Menat looked like she wanted to hit me. She eyed Hay. “But you’ve landed on your feet quite nicely, Neset.” 
 
    “How can you say that?” I asked as calmly as I could. “Amennakht gave my home to Penanuke. My only possession is the skirt I’m wearing.” A filthy ruined skirt after today’s work in the Great Place. 
 
    “Serves you right! See what you’ve brought us to?” Menat queried disgustedly. “We’ve no choice but to come to this drinking party tonight to seduce men into taking care of us. Otherwise, how will we live?” 
 
    Hay regarded them with amusement. “Would it surprise you to know, Neset, that both of these fine self–righteous women were sleeping with Weserhat as well as their husbands?” 
 
    I was shocked. “The man who planned the robberies?” 
 
    “Weserhat slept with Taiunes too,” Hay added. 
 
    “Nakhtamun’s wife?” 
 
    “Probably even more,” Hay said. 
 
    Were there no honorable men in Ta Set Maat? Were there no honorable women? 
 
    “We’re used to husbands and lovers keeping us in style,” Menat said haughtily. She glanced at the men and women gathered around the campfires. “I’m going to figure out which of those men are thieves and convince one of them to be generous to me. Whatever it takes.” 
 
    I was appalled. “You plan to steal from the justified pharaohs? After what just happened?” 
 
    “They don’t need treasure,” Menat replied. “I do.” 
 
    Ipi, one of the workmen, stumbled into our midst. He’d been eyeing me all day and I’d avoided him as best I could. He’d tried to seduce me several times during my marriage. A few times while I was tending his wife’s garden on his roof. Without warning he grabbed me and lifted me to my feet. “Come join our party!” he cried drunkenly. 
 
    Repelled, I shoved him in the chest with both arms. He staggered backwards a few steps, tried to keep his balance, fell. 
 
    Laughter rose from the campfires. 
 
    Embarrassed, angry, I bid Hay a hasty goodbye and stumbled down the dimly moonlit path towards Ta Set Maat. But halfway there I realized the village could never be my home again. Facing my neighbors and my so–called friends day after day would be humiliating. I was a laughingstock now, or, worse, someone to be pitied, a fool. I had nothing. Everything in my house had been destroyed, and it had been taken away. I couldn’t impose on Naunakht’s kindness forever. I sensed that if I returned to the village tonight I’d never escape it. I’d inevitably be forced to stoop to Tawerethetepti’s and Menat’s level and give myself to some man just so I’d have a place to sleep and something to eat. I was rid of Mesedptah now; the thought of binding myself to another man like him was nauseating. No, returning to Ta Set Maat was out of the question. Best to make the break tonight. 
 
    Fortunately, I had Grandfather. I turned onto the path that led to Djeme. After a long walk I passed through its entrance. Bright light and laughter and music and men’s and women’s voices spilled from windows in the tower rooms above my head. Since Pharaoh and his wives were in Pi–Ramesses I assumed Pentawere, the son who’d sentenced Mesedptah to death, must be hosting a party. I’d heard plenty of rumors about how wild they usually were; the noise confirmed it. I emerged from the tunnel under the rooms into the nearly deserted courtyard. To the right the ancient temple built by Thutmose; to the left Grandfather’s garden. I passed through the next gate. The first pylon of Ramesses’ temple complex rose before me. In front of it were seven figures impaled on stakes, indistinct in the darkness. Sitmut was easy to pick out; her body was so much smaller than the rest. I didn’t turn away. I looked at them for a moment, the sand below the stakes darkly stained with blood, then cursed them all for what they’d done to me. I turned left and walked past Pharaoh’s stables. A few horses whinnied and stamped their feet, settling down for the night. I turned right at the end of the stables, entered a lane edging the outside of the per’aa wall crowded with the huts of men and women who worked inside Djeme. 
 
    Grandfather replied to my knock on his door. 
 
    “I have nowhere else to go,” I said. 
 
    Even though I was filthy and stank he wrapped me in his arms. “You’ll stay with me from now on, My Neset,” he told me gently. “You can take care of Pharaoh’s garden here in Djeme. You’re far better at growing plants than the gardener in charge now. You won’t encounter anyone from Ta Set Maat, either.” 
 
    “Thank you, Grandfather.” 
 
    We talked for several hours. I told him about my return to Ta Set Maat, my night at Naunakht’s, my experiences at the rest house and in the Great Place. Then, exhausted, I stretched out wearily on a pallet he laid for me along a wall, opposite his. 
 
    “Tomorrow we’ll see about getting you some clothes and other essentials, Neset. But for now, sleep.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Shemu (Harvest) 
 
    Pentawere 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    “The entire world feared us when the third Thutmose ruled the valley,” I averred. 
 
    Binemwese and Peyes and I were standing inside the fine stone barque shrine Thutmose had erected in Ipet–Isut nearly three centuries earlier to commemorate his many conquests. Binemwese, a Nehesyuian, born and raised south of the cataract, was captain of archers in the Amen Division, based here at Waset. Peyes served as deputy commander of Father’s entire army, subservient to my brother the fourth Ramesses, in charge of the men bivouacked at Pi–Ramesses in the delta – the Seth Division and the chariot corps and cavalry permanently, as well as the Re and Ptah and Amen divisions when the entire army rendezvoused to go on campaign. I worked closely with Peyes daily, for I was in charge of Father’s military workshops and facilities in the delta. Peyes had journeyed to Waset with me to arrange delivery of supplies from the massive storage magazines of the Ramesseum to restock those in Pi–Ramesses in preparation for my brother’s return from his current swing into Retenu with the Ptah Division. Because Ramesses hadn’t anticipated resistance from the towns in Retenu, he’d left the bulk of his army, and Peyes, behind. 
 
    “The pylon we just visited, carved with three hundred bound captives? Each represents a town that surrendered to Thutmose when he led his army against Megiddo and its allies. It was his first campaign after his stepmother died and he regained sole possession of the throne she’d forced him to share.” 
 
    “The woman who named herself pharaoh, Majesty?” Peyes asked. 
 
    “Yes. After she died he erased her name and image from every temple in this valley.” 
 
    “Thutmose knew how to wield power,” Binemwese said approvingly. 
 
    “See this inscription? During the Megiddo campaign Pharaoh Thutmose captured six stallions, more than two thousand mares, close to two hundred foals, more than three hundred prisoners, nearly a thousand chariots, two hundred suits of armor, five hundred bows, almost two thousand cattle, more than twenty thousand sheep – and the royal armor, chariot and tent poles of Megiddo’s king. And that’s just one of the campaigns he recorded in this shrine.” 
 
    “Incredible!” Peyes exclaimed, studying the walls. 
 
    He’d never visited Waset, much less Ipet–Isut. He’d been born and raised in Pi–Ramesses. I’d brought him on this trip with the specific intention of transforming our work–based relationship into a true friendship. I was determined to eventually transfer his loyalty from my brother to me, a step in my larger plan of gaining the loyalty of every one of the army’s top commanders. I’d given two parties in his honor so far. Binemwese had originally served Father as captain of archers in Wawat, the land south of the river’s first cataract. I’d had him transferred to the Amen Division two years ago and had subsequently gained his loyalty. Our friendship was strategic on my part – Binemwese had many acquaintances and comrades in the Far South that I believed might be useful someday to advance my ambitions. 
 
     “So many campaigns, so many towns and cities,” I said. “Damascus, Hazor, Acco, Taanach, Rehob, Tyre, Gezer, Aruna, Sidon, Jebail, Yapu, Khalep, Carchemish, Qadesh. Thutmose’s empire stretched south into Wawat and Kush, and north and east to Retenu and Setjet and the land of the Mitanni. He received tribute annually from Keftiuh and Alashiya in the Wadjet Wer, and from great kingdoms – Babylon and Assyria and the Hittites. No king could afford to be his enemy.” 
 
    “Pharaoh crushed the Mitanni at Khalep, moving there swiftly from the valley when he learned of their rebellion,” Peyes read from the record of one campaign. “Then His Majesty prevailed against these wretches…They fled headlong, falling one over another before His Majesty.” 
 
    “From that day he received tribute from the Hittites,” I said. 
 
    “Look at this one.” Binemwese summarized a long inscription. “Durusha, the cowardly king of Qadesh, organized a rebellion by the major cities in the north of Setjet, backed by the deceitful Mitanni. Pharaoh moved his troops by water. He landed and quickly moved on Tunip. After taking Tunip in a long siege he attacked Qadesh. He killed or captured all those who had risen against him. He executed the King of Qadesh. He returned to the valley in triumph.” 
 
    I turned at a noise behind me. Hednakht, Vizier To’s chief scribe, had unexpectedly slipped into the shrine. He bowed to me. I was glad to see him. I’d been cultivating his friendship for years too. Vizier To was close–mouthed; Hednakht wasn’t. I’d learned much valuable information from him. I needed sources like Hednakht to keep tabs on what was happening at court. I was an inconsequential son. Father never told me anything. 
 
    “I thought I saw you enter the shrine, Majesty.” 
 
    “So you and the vizier have finally returned from Abu,” I chided. “About time. I had to take charge of a Great Kenbet the other day. Tomb robbers.” 
 
    “The vizier and Pharaoh are still at the cataract,” Hednakht corrected. “I came back alone to look after things here in the vizier’s stead. Tomb robbing isn’t the only problem in this land, Majesty. Vizier To heard rumors the Northern vizier was planning a rebellion using mercenaries from south of the cataract. He and your father took swift action. As of a week ago, that vizier’s no longer a problem. To is now Pharaoh’s sole vizier. He’ll be traveling back and forth between Djeme and Pi–Ramesses from now on.” 
 
    “There’ve been two viziers in the valley for centuries, one in the North and one in the South,” Peyes said. “Why would one rebel after all this time?” 
 
    “The better question is why one hasn’t already,” I countered. I swept my hand around the room, indicating all four walls. “Thutmose campaigned outside the valley eighteen times in fifty years. By contrast, Father’s battled our enemies only three times in almost thirty – every single time on our soil. We’re defenders now, not attackers. My brother’s so–called campaign he’s currently conducting in the North? He’s marching a single infantry division around Retenu, trying to cow the rulers of small towns into sending Father tribute. The moment he’s back in the valley they’ll forget he was ever there.” I shook my head, exasperated. “All the towns and kingdoms that sent Thutmose tribute? None send us anything anymore. My friends, I burn to restore the valley to glory. I burn to rebuild Thutmose’s empire. If I led the army instead of my half–brother Ramesses this land would be far wealthier.” 
 
    “Pharaoh doesn’t have enough resources to field an army of conquest,” Hednakht cautioned. 
 
    “Impossible! There’s gold everywhere at Djeme, covering doors and flagstaffs and the decks of boats. And in all the temples around us in Ipet–Isut, and in Ipet–Resyt.” 
 
    “Don’t let rich trappings deceive you, Majesty,” Hednakht cautioned. “Your brother’s army consumes significant resources, whether it’s stationed in Pi–Ramesses or traipsing about. Four divisions of foot soldiers, cavalry, chariots, support facilities and support personnel are costly to maintain. The treasury still hasn’t fully replenished what your father spent suppressing the two Tjehenuian incursions and the Sea Peoples’ invasion.” 
 
    “The last was seventeen years ago, when I was only three. How can the treasury still be empty?” I queried. 
 
    “Mostly because of too many low inundations the past two decades. When crops fail the treasury doesn’t refill.” 
 
     “But still… this vast valley has seemingly limitless resources.” 
 
    “If they’re spent prudently, Majesty. Do you have any idea how much it cost to send your father’s trade expedition to Punt? Or to the copper mines in the Sinai? Do you have any idea how much it cost to construct Djeme?” 
 
    “I know it took a dozen years.” 
 
    “Your father laid the foundation not long after he assumed the throne. The outlay was immense – more than forty boats built to haul stone and supplies, their crews, five hundred masons to quarry stone, three thousand men to construct the temple and fortress, farmers to grow the crops needed to feed everyone, fishermen, bakers, cooks, seamstresses, hunters, herders, washermen, scribes, overseers – you get the idea. Neither men nor quarries nor quays nor canals nor farms nor herds of cattle nor anything else required to erect Djeme materialized out of thin air.” 
 
    “I barely remember it being built. I was so young when we stayed in its per’aa for the first time. Five years old, perhaps? I’ve never given its cost any thought.” 
 
    “You should have,” Hednakht admonished. “That’s the difference between your brother Ramesses and you, Majesty – he may be a warrior, but he’s prepared himself to be an administrator too. Have you considered how many bureaucrats are scattered across the land that Pharaoh supports? Or how many ordinary workers labor at the Ramesseum and Djeme and the rest of the temples of millions of years along the river here at Waset, unloading foodstuffs and materials and moving them to storage magazines, or distributing them? Or how many sailors are required to transport everything and maintain the fleet? And then there’s Ta Set Maat.” 
 
    “A nest of tomb robbers,” I said disgustedly. 
 
    “An expensive but very necessary evil,” Hednakht replied. 
 
    “How so, Scribe?” 
 
    “Hundreds of craftsmen and their families reside in the village. Pharaoh provides absolutely everything they need to live – food, clothing, supplies.” 
 
    “Even though they finished constructing Father’s tomb decades ago,” I interrupted. “Now they mostly work on projects that increase their personal wealth – tombs and grave goods for priests and officials in Waset and each other. I learned about that during the trial. Father still supports them even though – from what I’ve been told – they work on his projects only eighteen out of fifty days – if they aren’t absent for some reason or other. Why should they grow wealthy at his expense? That doesn’t make sense.” 
 
    “They also construct tombs for your brothers and Pharaoh’s wives in Ta Set Neferu, though those take relatively little effort,” Hednakht said. “They work on temples and pylons in Ipet–Isut on occasion.” 
 
    “Does that require an entire village? Why not get rid of them if they’re not doing anything particularly valuable to Father?” 
 
    “Because their expertise and experience can’t be duplicated, Majesty. Their skills have been passed down from fathers to sons for generations. The day your father dies your brother Ramesses will begin his tomb. Taking time to identify and assemble and train new craftsmen would add years to the project. No pharaoh would find the delay acceptable – no pharaoh can count on his successor finishing his tomb.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s not really as difficult to start from scratch as people believe,” I said. “Maybe that’s a myth perpetrated by village craftsmen.” 
 
    “On the contrary, Majesty. It’s based on actual experience. When the heretic pharaoh created his new town in the middle of the valley, Akhetaten, he forced Ta Set Maat’s craftsmen to abandon their village and go with him. They built his temples and constructed royal tombs. The heretic’s son and successor, Tutankhamen, abandoned Akhetaten when he took the throne. He died a few years later. The craftsmen hadn’t been relocated back to Ta Set Maat. So a few were rushed here to hurriedly modify a small tomb where a pharaoh’s wife already lay in which to bury him. At the same time, the bodies of the heretic and his wives and children were moved from their tombs at Akhetaten to the Great Place. Because there were no craftsmen to excavate tombs they had to be placed into existing pharaohs’ tombs alongside their original occupants. Anyway, Tutankhamen’s is said to be the smallest and least–fitting tomb for a ruler in the Great Place. No pharaoh will risk that happening again.” 
 
    “Yet every pharaoh risks the villagers robbing his tomb.” 
 
    “Are you surprised men steal from the justified pharaohs, Majesty?” Hednakht asked. “Imagine how much wealth lies buried in the Great Place. Frankly, wealth your father could put to good use. Do you realize how many festivals he supports in this part of the valley alone? Sixty! Not only is everyone in Ta Set Maat and Waset and Djeme idle those days, but Pharaoh supplies food for the feasts and sacrifices for the gods.” 
 
    “Gods beyond counting,” I noted. 
 
    “Gods – or more correctly, the priests who service the gods – are the greatest drain on the land’s bounty, not a few dozen craftsmen,” Hednakht continued. “Your father has made massive donations of land to the three most important gods and their temples – Ptah’s at Mennefer, Re’s at Iunu, and Amen’s here at Waset. In fact, a third of all cultivable land in the valley belongs to those three gods. Three–quarters of that is Amen’s.” 
 
    “How in the world did that happen?” I asked, amazed at what the priests controlled. 
 
    “Amen used to be a local god known only at Waset,” Hednakht said. “But when King Ahmose’s family, with its roots in Waset, drove the Chiefs of Foreign Lands from Ta–mehi and reunified the valley more than three hundred–fifty years ago they gave Amen credit for their victory. To thank him Ahmose’s son, the first Amenhotep, added on to a small temple that the first Senwosret had erected five hundred years earlier a few paces from where we’re standing. Amenhotep’s son, the first Thutmose, added pylons and courts and obelisks. His successors added more of all three, plus barque shrines and temples. Now, fourteen kings and pharaohs later, all of whom attribute their successes to Amen, we have the sprawl of Ipet–Isut. And innumerable estates and market towns and workers under the Amen priests’ control to support it.” 
 
    “I’m aware Father added a shrine dedicated to himself here, and a sixth pylon, and expanded Khonsu’s temple.” 
 
    “One–time expenses,” Hednakht said. “It’s the endowments past pharaohs created that are depriving your father of resources now. I know the figures; Vizier To and I presented them to your father a couple of weeks ago on the journey to Abu. Ipet–Isut employs more than eighty thousand priests and workers, controls over nine hundred square miles of land, four hundred orchards, more than four hundred thousand head of livestock, sixty–five villages, eighty–three boats, and forty–six workshops. In comparison, the Temple of Ptah at Mennefer controls three thousand men, ten thousand beasts, eleven square miles of fields, five gardens, one market town, and two boats.” 
 
    “That’s ridiculous!” 
 
    “It’s not all, Majesty. So far, during his reign, your father’s granted Amen nearly three hundred thousand sacks of grain, plus gold and copper and semi–precious stones, and wood and blocks of stone and such.” 
 
    “Seems to me if priests continue to accumulate lands and goods at this rate they’ll someday be more powerful than whoever’s pharaoh.” 
 
    “The only check to their power right now is Pharaoh’s Great Wife Iset in her role as God’s Wife of Amen. She controls considerable holdings of her own – estates, villages, workshops. Which means Pharaoh controls them.” 
 
    “Even more reason for me to field an army of conquest, Hednakht!” I slammed my fist into my palm. “Father should turn me loose on the world! I’d refill his treasury with tribute! He’s ruled how long? Twenty–eight years? Less than half as long as Ramesses the Great. Father could sit the throne for three more decades. Thirty more years, a campaign a year – the priests would be paupers compared to Father if I commanded his army.” 
 
    “Or Pharaoh could die tomorrow,” Hednakht said practically. “In the thirty–two years between Ramesses the Great and the start of your father’s reign there were six pharaohs. Your father’s reign has been exceptionally long already. So it may be your brother that you have to convince to let you command the army. Or even his son.” 
 
    “Then that’s what I’ll do,” I vowed. “I’m going to badger all three until one of them gives in. Someday, Hednakht, I will command Pharaoh’s army – whoever Pharaoh is. It’s my destiny.” 
 
    “I wish you luck, Majesty,” Hednakht said. “We all know how obstinate your father and brother can be. At any rate, Vizier To’s report worried your father enough that he’s going to move his court from Pi–Ramesses back to Djeme so he can keep a closer eye on Amen’s priests.” 
 
    “He’s been threatening to do that for years,” I scoffed. 
 
    “Not a threat anymore. He’s already set the move in motion,” Hednakht said. “Perhaps Vizier To will assign you to fill in for him in the North whenever he’s in the South.” 
 
    “I’d be of more use as his proxy than I am watching over the military facilities at Pi–Ramesses and manufacturing weapons,” I said bitterly. “It’s not fair Ramesses gets to go to war and I have to stay behind.” 
 
    “Look at it from your father’s perspective, Majesty. Your eldest brother Ramesses has overall command of his army. The next eldest, Amenherkoshef, commands Ramesses’ cavalry.” 
 
    I snorted. “A few horsemen who scout and carry messages. Underutilized.” 
 
    Hednakht shrugged. “Meryatum is Greatest of Seers at Iunu and is too valuable to ever remove from the priesthood. Setherkopshef is a child, too young to take the throne. The young Amenherkoshef – by the way, why do three men in your family have the same name?” 
 
    “Father’s idea. He named all of us after sons of Ramesses the Great. My brothers have different mothers so he forced it on both of them. The fourth Ramesses named his son, my nephew, in honor of the brother who commands his cavalry.” 
 
    “Anyway, he’s only a year younger than you, but shows no interest in either war or administration. The rest of your brothers are dead. Think of the disruption if Pharaoh let you go to war and his three eldest sons died in battle.” 
 
    “Think instead of what might happen if Father gave me his army and let me use it!” I reiterated. “When the third Thutmose became king our enemies pressed on our borders and hemmed us in this valley. He attacked them relentlessly and created the world’s first empire. He returned from each campaign with booty and annually received tribute from the lands he’d conquered. He received even more from kings who were afraid he’d invade them. Father should invest resources enough to support an invasion of the North. He should let me rebuild Thutmose’s empire. There’d be more than enough tribute to finance it.” 
 
    “Even less costly than an invasion – Pharaoh could simply marry you to the daughter of a foreign king and tie his land to ours,” Hednakht replied. 
 
    “One marriage, one land. A poor return. Besides, I’m going to marry a woman of my own choosing, Hednakht. I will not spend my life shackled to a wretch from outside the valley.” 
 
    “I’m not sure Pharaoh and Vizier To will see it that way, Majesty,” Hednakht cautioned. 
 
    “Then I’ll make them.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    One evening a week later I entered the lower tower room over Djeme’s entrance gate. It and the one above were packed with military officers I was cultivating and prominent local officials and close friends and serving girls and musicians and a bevy of unattached women. I quickly scanned the room. So many women, all beautiful and sensuous and, based on past experience, willing and accommodating. Tonight’s party would be the last of the nine I’d given during my sojourn in the South and I expected it to be memorable. According to Hednakht, Father would arrive in Djeme from Abu in a few days and so tomorrow I’d set out for the North along with Peyes and several boats full of supplies. My life was far more peaceful when the length of the valley lay between Father and me. The tower rooms were well–lit and hot and crowded and noisy, filled with laughter and loud conversation, and young serving girls circulating with platters of treats and jars brimming with wine. Many a couple was already paired off in its corners. 
 
    All the walls were brightly decorated with images of Father and various women. I studied the closest. In one scene, he was playing Senet. In another, women were bringing him broad collars, chanting a hymn, likening his body to precious stones. I read the inscription: Your hair is lapis lazuli; your eyebrows are black hematite; your eyes are green malachite; your mouth is red jasper. That wasn’t the Father I knew. 
 
    “Majesty!” 
 
    “El–ram!” 
 
    He was Father’s chief harem inspector. He hurried to me, closely trailed by half a dozen women. I recognized several – dancers who regularly entertained Father. 
 
    “You’ve outdone yourself, My Friend,” I told him with satisfaction, draping an arm across his shoulders, surveying the room. 
 
    He’d arranged the party, as usual. El–ram had a good eye for women, which wasn’t surprising. He was in charge of Father’s Djeme harem whenever Father was in residence in Pi–Ramesses. Only a select few of Father’s concubines, his current favorites, ever traveled with him; he had a second harem filled with women to keep him company in the North. They lived on an estate in the Fayum – Mi–Wer – originally established by the third Thutmose a day’s journey by boat from Pi–Ramesses. Those Northern concubines not selected to attend Father at court spent their days weaving royal linen. Along with fabric, the estate’s bountiful fields supplied Father’s per’aa in Pi–Ramesses with foodstuffs and wine. 
 
    I’d known El–ram my whole life. We’d both been raised in Father’s harem along with my brothers and sister and various cousins and children of high–ranking courtiers. When I turned fifteen Father had put me in charge of the stables and chariot works and military encampment at Pi–Ramesses. I’d subsequently become acquainted with Peyes and the commanders of the four army divisions. The same year I’d been assigned in the North, El–ram had been sent to Djeme to oversee the Southern harem. I’d kept in touch with him ever since. I’d maintained our friendship specifically so I could keep tabs on what was happening in the harem. Mother was, as a wife of the king, best positioned to know what went on, but she always traveled with Father. I was interested in the gossip that spread throughout Djeme whenever she was absent. El–ram was a ready source and confidant. 
 
    “Luckily, your father’s concubines have plenty of beautiful friends,” El–ram replied. 
 
    I glanced at the women surrounding me, dropped my arm from his shoulders. “You don’t exaggerate.” 
 
    One giggled and linked her arm in mine and looked at me adoringly. I didn’t ask her name; I probably wouldn’t remember it by the end of the evening anyway. 
 
    “My biggest challenge is to keep them out of Pharaoh’s sight so he won’t snatch them for himself,” El–ram said. 
 
    “And deny me their company.” I laughed. 
 
    He nudged me with his elbow. “See that woman over there, talking to Pere, overseer of your father’s treasury?” 
 
    “The one with golden hair?” 
 
    “Maatkare. She’s yours tonight.” 
 
    She was a beauty, legs long, hair thick and shining, dress nearly sheer, bedecked with much jewelry. Dress and jewelry given her by El–ram in my name if past parties were any indication. 
 
    “You’ve chosen well, El–ram. As always.” 
 
    “I could make you forget about her in an instant,” one of the women gathered around me pouted. 
 
    “I just may let you try,” I said suggestively. 
 
    She grasped my bicep with both hands, leaned against me. 
 
    I spotted Oneney at the fringe of the crowd, captain of police on the west bank. I’d met him for the first time during the recent trial. He was speaking to Hednakht, both bending close, trying to make themselves heard over the commotion. I disengaged myself from the woman and sidled over to the two men and led them outside onto the landing atop the steps that served the tower rooms so we’d have a modicum of privacy. A number of couples were entwined on steps nearer the ground. They paid us no attention. 
 
    “Oneney was just filling me in on the trial of the tomb robbers,” Hednakht said. “He says you did well as chief judge, Majesty.” 
 
    “Six men and a woman,” I replied. “The case was straightforward. The men broke into the tomb of Ramesses the Great and stole a great quantity of gold and other items. No doubt about their guilt – they were caught with what they hadn’t been able to barter away. They offered such lame excuses. I almost let the woman go free. She’d obviously been drawn into the plot by the chief thief, Mesedptah. But she knew about the theft and hadn’t reported it. I had to make an example of her.” 
 
    “She sealed her own fate,” Hednakht concurred. “You were fortunate, Majesty. Cases that come before a vizier are rarely so straightforward.” 
 
    “Not as straightforward as I would have liked,” I replied. “Yes, I dealt with the men who robbed the tomb. But they’d already bartered most of what they’d stolen with men in Waset.” I addressed Oneney. “Any idea yet who the tomb robbers were in league with?” 
 
    “Plenty of suspects, Majesty. No evidence. Frankly, as long as the men from the Amen Division you’ve set to patrolling the Great Place and the riverbank day and night continue thieves will lay low. But eventually their commanders will order them to stop.” 
 
    “And thievery will resume. Who are the main suspects?” 
 
    “Ptahemheb, Waset’s mayor. He surely has spies on both banks of the river. If he isn’t involved directly he’s probably taking bribes to look the other way.” 
 
    “Who else?” 
 
    “Khaemwase. He’s Ta Set Maat’s gatekeeper. No one enters or exits the village without him recording their name. Or not recording their name, if someone’s bought his silence.” 
 
    “None of his underlings would check or challenge his scrolls, I presume.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t put it past Amennakht either,” Oneney said. “He’s the chief scribe in Ta Set Maat. He records comings and goings and work done. He’d know if men missed work.” 
 
    “He was the robbers’ chief accuser,” I told Hednakht. 
 
    “Perfect cover,” Oneney said. “Maybe the thieves wouldn’t share what they’d stolen with him. Or maybe he was retaliating for another reason. Mesedptah apparently slept with half the women in Ta Set Maat. Maybe he slept with Amennakht’s wife or daughter.” 
 
    “If I had a wife as distinctive as Mesedptah’s I wouldn’t have strayed,” I said, remembering. “That glorious red hair…” 
 
    I’d been with dozens of women who were far prettier than Mesedptah’s wife – Neset was her name – but none as compelling. I hadn’t noticed her during the trial until I’d called her forward to question her. After that I hadn’t been able to take my eyes off her. She was a bit taller than most women, slim, well–rounded in the right places, long of leg. But it was her dark eyes that had drawn me in, especially when they’d flashed fire. She’d clearly been embarrassed and humiliated by her husband but never once had she lost her pride or dignity. Most women would have dissolved into tears if their husband had publicly disrespected them the way Mesedptah had her, but Neset hadn’t so much as averted her eyes in shame. In fact, she’d hurled herself at him, beat him with her fists. She had strength and resolve. She was the most intriguing and fierce woman I’d ever encountered. I could only imagine how pleasurable it would be to try to tame her. 
 
    “That aside, it’s going to be hard to catch thieves in the future,” Oneney said. 
 
    “Soldiers have checked the seals on the doors of every tomb, both in the Great Place and Ta Set Neferu,” I told Hednakht. “The problem, of course, is the thieves excavated the tombs in the first place. They don’t need to go in the front door. They can dig their way in from anywhere. Fortunately, soldiers haven’t found any suspicious signs so far.” 
 
    “There you are!” 
 
    Binemwese and Peyes and Teynakhte staggered from the room and onto the landing, each with a woman hanging on his arm. Teynakhte was an officer in the Re Division; I’d had my eye on him for some time and had been pleased to discover him here at Djeme by chance a few days ago. All six appeared well on the way to being drunk. I’d given this party with the express intention of drawing the three men closer to me. 
 
    “Oneney, these are some of the army’s top officers. Men, this is Oneney, captain of police here on the west bank. You of course know Hednakht.” 
 
    “A pleasure,” Oneney said. 
 
    I addressed Peyes. “Tomorrow we’re off to Pi–Ramesses.” 
 
    He squeezed his woman tight. 
 
    She squealed. 
 
    “I’m going to miss Djeme, Majesty,” Peyes said ruefully. 
 
    Oneney and Hednakht returned to the party. 
 
    I signaled a serving girl just inside the doorway. She brought me a cup of wine. I downed half of it. Now, to press my case with the three soldiers. “If I commanded Father’s army I’d have built an empire just like the third Thutmose’s already, men. Father would be rich from tribute. I wouldn’t have wasted his army like my brothers have, marching about for show.” 
 
    “I wish we’d been alive in Thutmose’s time too,” Peyes said. “Going to war every year for decades, slashing through Retenu and Setjet, marching all the way to Naharina. Dividing up booty and women.” He properly squeezed his again. 
 
    Good – I was winning him over. “When I gain control of the army the three of you will rarely see this valley – you’ll be helping me forge an empire greater than Thutmose’s.” 
 
    “I wish it was possible,” Peyes said fervently. 
 
    “Wishing doesn’t make anything possible,” I replied. “Only action.” 
 
    “And resources,” Binemwese added. 
 
    “Such as the treasure buried with the justified pharaohs?” I asked. “Maybe I should ally myself with tomb robbers, not execute them.” 
 
    “You can’t be serious, Majesty,” Peyes said, slightly horrified. 
 
    I smiled. “Of course not.” Yet, an interesting idea. If Father wouldn’t let me use his army, why not put together one of my own? 
 
    Binemwese beckoned another very pretty young woman just inside the door. She came outside and joined us. 
 
    “Majesty, have you met my half–sister, Heket?” he asked. “She’s one of your father’s concubines.” 
 
    “I haven’t had the pleasure.” 
 
    Her skin was considerably lighter than the usual Nehesyuian’s – her mother likely came from north of the cataract. She was long–legged and shiny–eyed and well rounded, her dark hair falling halfway down her back. She wore an opaque white dress and was draped in jewels. I guessed her to be about sixteen. 
 
    Heket smiled archly. “All of us in the harem know about you, Majesty.” 
 
    “Oh? And what do you know?” 
 
    “That you’re very much like your father, Majesty,” Heket said coyly. “Only much younger and more… vigorous.” 
 
    “Do you see Father often, Heket? Father has so many women in his harem. He can’t have time for all of you.” 
 
    “That’s true, Majesty. Some of my fellow concubines are captives taken during his military campaigns. Some are daughters sent by kings of other lands to curry favor. But some are women he’s accumulated simply because he desires them.” 
 
    “Which are you, Heket?” 
 
    “I’m not a captive and I’m not from another land, Majesty.” She laughed provocatively. “Pharaoh – life, prosperity, health – sends for me nearly every night he’s in Djeme. He summons me to this tower room often. I’m his favorite Senet partner.” 
 
    “The painting on the wall of Father playing Senet with a woman – that’s you?” I asked. 
 
    “It is, Majesty.” 
 
    “The painting’s accurate?” 
 
    “Quite. Pharaoh sees no reason for clothing when we play alone.” 
 
    Binemwese colored. Heket didn’t. 
 
    “I can see why, Heket,” I said. “You are a most… engaging woman.” 
 
    “Thank you, Majesty.” 
 
    “Why didn’t Father take you with him to Pi–Ramesses?” 
 
    “His wife Iset threw a fit, Majesty. She doesn’t like how much time we spend together.” 
 
    That sounded about right. “Tell me – does my brother Ramesses ever visit Father in this room when he’s in Djeme?” 
 
    “Sometimes. But he leaves every time your father tells me to set up the Senet board. If you don’t mind my saying, your brother is a bit staid and self–righteous. He contents himself with a single wife. I don’t think he intends to visit your father’ harem when it becomes his.” 
 
    “That’ll be his loss,” I said, gazing deep into her eyes. “In his place, Heket, I wouldn’t hesitate to visit.” 
 
    “You’d be welcomed appropriately, Majesty,” Heket rejoined, her voice sultry. 
 
    “I’d enjoy being welcomed.” 
 
    “Majesty.” 
 
    “Tell me, Heket, how do the women of the harem feel about my mother, Tiye?” 
 
    “The truth, Majesty? Most of us prefer her to the Great Wife Iset. Frankly, Iset lords it over everyone. And her mother was a wretch, not pure–blooded like your mother.” 
 
    “Mother longs to be Father’s most prominent wife,” I confirmed. 
 
    “A place she deserves,” Heket said loyally. 
 
    I spied the chief of police again. “Excuse me, Heket. I need to speak with Oneney.” The matter had been too delicate earlier, in Hednakht’s presence. 
 
    “Of course, Majesty.” 
 
    I left Heket and the soldiers and wound through the crowded room to Oneney. By now nearly everyone was quite drunk and many more couples had paired off. 
 
    “Have you located the woman?” I asked Oneney in a low voice. “Neset, Mesedptah’s widow?” 
 
    “I’ve looked everywhere, Majesty. She’s nowhere to be found. Not surprisingly. Her husband shamed her, not just by stealing from Pharaoh but by sleeping with every woman in sight. The village kenbet took her house away – not that anything salvageable remained after Amennakht and his minions trashed it, from what I heard. Her father refused to take her in. She’s disappeared from Ta Set Maat. She didn’t tell anyone where she was going. No one cared enough to ask.” 
 
    El–ram joined us. 
 
    “It wasn’t Neset’s fault her husband was unfaithful,” I told Oneney. “Over and over and over.” 
 
    “Still fixated on the widow?” El–ram asked. “When this room’s full of beautiful women?” 
 
    “I’ve bedded my share this past month, El–ram, but not the one I really want. I’ve never been with a red–headed woman. Or one so fierce. You should have seen how her eyes blazed when she attacked her husband. Such passion! Utterly wasted on him. I’d never treat her the way he did.” 
 
    El–ram laughed hysterically. “The way he did? You condemned him to death, Majesty! Do you really think she’d overlook that and want to be with you?” 
 
    “Maybe she’d thank me for ridding her of him,” I replied. 
 
    El–ram snorted. “Maybe. Keep telling yourself that. In the meantime…” He crooked his finger. 
 
    The woman he’d pointed out earlier in the evening joined us. 
 
    “Majesty, meet Maatkare.” 
 
    “My Lady.” 
 
    “El–ram tells me you’re the youngest son of Pharaoh,” Maatkare said. She’d been drinking, lots; her cheeks were rosy and her eyes shiny. “What does a youngest son do?” 
 
    “I oversee Father’s military installations at Pi–Ramesses – the harbor, the stables, the manufacture of chariots and weapons. Everything needed to support my brother Ramesses’ campaigns.” 
 
    “Have you fought against the wretches, like your brothers?” 
 
    That broke the mood of anticipation. A reminder of my inadequacies. “No,” I said dispiritedly. “I’m returning to the North tomorrow to resume my duties in Pi–Ramesses.” 
 
    “Do you have a wife, Majesty?” 
 
    “Many women, but no wife,” I replied. I finished my cup of wine. “Someday Father will order me to marry a wretch to strengthen a political alliance. That’s my fate.” One I intended to push against. 
 
    “Pharaoh has spared you so far?” 
 
    “There’s too much turmoil beyond the valley’s borders, Maatkare. The Sea Peoples upset the balance of power in the North and East. Until the world stabilizes Father won’t arrange a match. I’m the last unattached son – Father doesn’t want to waste me on a useless alliance.” 
 
    Maatkare took hold of my arm with both hands. “Perhaps, before you’re forced to marry a wretch, you’d like to enjoy yourself with a valley woman, Majesty?” she asked seductively. 
 
    “Why not?” I said without enthusiasm. 
 
    She’d reminded me of my unimportance; it was hard not to hold that against her. I knew I’d forget her name by morning. I’d leave the bed we were about to share long before she awoke and embark for the North and once there resume my meaningless duties. And take up with more nameless forgettable women. That too was my fate. A not entirely unpleasant aspect of it. 
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    In the pre–dawn gloom I scaled the mud–brick steps of the tower overlooking Djeme’s entrance gate. Pharaoh Ramesses usually spent each evening with his wives and children and grandchildren and select concubines in two rooms located in the tower, one atop the other, each with a single very large window. The tower was positioned a little back of and between two guard towers, overlooking the courtyard just inside Djeme’s wall. Pharaoh had been regularly using the rooms the last six months, ever since he’d moved his permanent residence south from Pi–Ramesses. That process had taken close to two years. Djeme’s per’aa and environs bustled now with high–ranking administrators and army commanders and servants and support staff and their families, all relocated here to serve him. While Pharaoh had always spent the valley’s most important annual holidays in Djeme – the Opet Festival, the Beautiful Feast of the Valley, the Days of Demons that spanned the close and beginning of each year – he was now residing here full time, only occasionally traveling to other towns to celebrate their major festivals. 
 
    Flowers in long wooden boxes filled with soil lined the edge of the stairway, with more in large earthenware pots where the steps made abrupt turns. Abutting the foot of the stairs were substantial trees in huge pots. During the day they provided shade. 
 
    I climbed the steps to the upper room and entered and looked out the window. I loved the view from this spot. The sky was beginning to lighten over the eastern desert, the black of night changing to the rose and old gold of morning. Directly east of me were Djeme’s harbor and the two canals that connected it to the river and the justified pharaohs’ temples of millions of years that edged the broad stubble–covered sweep of recently harvested emmer and barley fields that stretched to the still–dark river. The north–south canal intersected the east–west canal immediately before me. 
 
    Pharaoh’s royal barque bobbed gently beside a stone quay in the harbor. It was at present a dark indistinct shape, but I knew it well from having stared at it in awe countless times – two hundred feet long, its yellow hull striped with green bands and decorated with images of Pharaoh trampling his foes, and three falcon–headed gods spearing foreigners, and the goddess Maat with outstretched wings. The large central cabin was also brightly painted. Red pennants fluttered from the gold–tipped mast and poles atop the papyrus–shaped bow and stern. Smaller cabins at bow and stern were decorated with scenes of Pharaoh smiting his foes. The furled sail was decorated with squares of red and white and blue. Both steering poles were attached to painted posts and topped with images of Pharaoh’s head and ostrich feathers. Gold and silver and copper clad countless surfaces. There was no vessel like it in the valley. 
 
    Many boats were moored near Pharaoh’s, belonging to officials from throughout the valley who’d traveled to Waset to celebrate the Days of the Demons with his Southern courtiers. I spotted Sopdet low in the sky, as I’d expected; Grandfather had taught me to predict the star’s annual reappearance, an ability passed down for several hundred generations in my family. Sopdet marked the opening of the year and the beginning of the inundation in the Far South at Abu’s cataract. Before long the river would swell and run swiftly from the cataract all the way to Ta–mehi, the massive river delta in the Far North, overflowing its banks and covering the entire valley from desert plateau to desert plateau. Djeme was going to be a lively place the next five days with so many visitors. 
 
    I scanned the distant eastern hills. They were becoming visible as Re neared the horizon behind them. I glanced at the memorial temples beside the canal. They were beginning to take on color. I turned and moved to the room’s western, inner wall, gazed down on the forecourts of the complex and the temple and stables and barracks, and the garden I’d lovingly tended the past two years. Birds were beginning to chitter and call in the trees that shaded it. 
 
    Pharaoh’s per’aa edged the left side of his temple. It was one of many in the valley; Pharaoh and his family traveled constantly and had small per’aas in every major town, all constructed of mud–brick. Each was provisioned by local officials or temples or Pharaoh’s own estates. I’d been inside Djeme’s per’aa many times the past six months, primarily to decorate Pharaoh’s audience hall and corridors and public spaces with freshly cut flowers before anyone in the royal family awakened. Pharaoh loved flowers and insisted on being surrounded by them. I knew my way around the per’aa as well now as I once had my own village – the anteroom, the audience hall with its raised alabaster dais for Pharaoh’s throne, corridors leading to Pharaoh’s bedroom and bathroom and the harem complex and the rooms occupied by members of his family. All were decorated with brightly colored wall paintings and glazed tiles featuring bound foreign captives – Nehesyuians, Shasu, Hittites, Setjetians, Retunians. Hundreds of pounds of gold and copper and silver covered the walls and doors and statues and gods’ shrines and furnishings throughout the per’aa. Some doors and windows were framed with fragrant richly–grained cedar from the hills near Kepen in Setjet. Ceiling beams in the larger rooms had been transported from there as well. 
 
    Re suddenly leapt above the horizon and kissed the valley and western hills with gold. Sunlight and shadow gave life to deeply carved figures in massive battle scenes on the walls of the pylon at the entrance of Ramesses’ temple. I whispered a prayer to Meretseger, the goddess who watched over the Great Place and the justified pharaohs from on high, asking her to protect me this day. 
 
    I descended to the lower room and moved to the corner nearest the door and bent to my task, softly singing the old hymn to Horakhty – “You shine in heaven, and heaven is luminous, without clouds.” I carefully pulled aside a baffle in a large pottery reservoir. Water began streaming through an earthenware channel into long boxes set on the side of each step, some diverted to slowly soak the flowers planted within, some bypassing that box and flowing into the one on the step below. While I waited for the liquid to reach ground level I lifted a dripping waterskin I’d brought with me and began watering the plants in individual pots along the base of the stairs by hand. 
 
    “I don’t recall there being flowers on these stairs until quite recently.” 
 
    Startled, I turned. An old man, probably in his early sixties, corpulent, his ears decorated with gold earrings, was inspecting the greenery halfway up the stairs. His fine linen shendyt put my rough skirt to shame. I assumed he worked in the per’aa directly for the royals, perhaps as a harem overseer or some such. He wasn’t dressed like a common temple servant. 
 
    “They were my idea,” I explained. “I’m told Pharaoh loves flowers.” 
 
    “A well known fact. He’s been planting trees and establishing gardens throughout the valley for years.” The old man squinted up at me. “And you are?” 
 
    “Neset, My Lord. My grandfather, Meniufer, oversees Pharaoh’s gardens, both in Djeme and the other temples of millions of years on the west bank, and in the great temples on the east bank too.” 
 
    “Ah, yes. Meniufer.” 
 
    “Do you know him, My Lord?” 
 
    “We fought together against Tjehenuians and Sea Peoples.” 
 
    “Then you helped save our valley from wretches, My Lord. All of us owe you a debt of thanks.” 
 
    “Have you ever heard Pharaoh’s account of the battle against the Sea Peoples?” the old man asked. 
 
    I shook my head no. 
 
    “As for those who reached my frontier, their seed is not, their heart and their soul are finished forever and ever,” he recited. “As for those who came forward together on the seas, the full flame was in front of them at the river mouth, while a stockade of lances surrounded them on the shore, prostrated on the beach, slain, and made into heaps from head to tail.” 
 
    “Are you a scribe, My Lord, that you recall the account so well?” 
 
    He laughed. “No. I just have a good memory for that type of thing.” 
 
    “Have you read of Ramesses the Great and his victory over the Hittites?” 
 
    “Of course. You’re familiar with the battle?” 
 
    “The first husband of my neighbor in Ta Set Maat collected many tales. I’ve read the papyrus about Qadesh. It’s stirring.” I lowered my voice. “Though exaggerated. Pharaoh was lucky to escape that battlefield with his life.” 
 
    “Oh? You know this how?” 
 
    “An ancestor, Duaenre, served in Pharaoh’s bodyguard at Qadesh. The tale passed down from him in our family is very different from Pharaoh’s.” 
 
    “No matter. Ramesses proclaimed he’d achieved a great victory for nearly six decades and depicted it in temple after temple. As well as the subsequent peace treaty he forged with the Hittites, recorded on a wall within Ipet–Isut. So, now it is a great victory.” He chuckled. “I take it you’re from Ta Set Maat, Neset?” 
 
    “I grew up there, My Lord. My ancestors have excavated and decorated royal tombs since the founding of the village. But now I live here in Djeme with Grandfather. He finds it hard to get around sometimes. I help him.” 
 
    “How is it you can read?” the old man asked. 
 
    “Almost everyone’s literate in Ta Set Maat, My Lord,” I said. “Our jobs require it.” 
 
    “Even a gardener’s?” 
 
    “Are you familiar with the third Thutmose’s temple, Akh–Menou – Brilliant of Monuments – in Ipet–Isut?” 
 
    “Certainly.” 
 
    “In the room called the Botanical Garden he listed all the plants he’d brought back from his various expeditions outside the valley. In fact, one of my ancestors, Tjanuni, was Pharaoh’s scribe on those expeditions and created the list. Anyway, using it I’ve identified gardens on the west bank that still contain descendants of some of those plants.” 
 
    “To what purpose?” 
 
    “Someday, if Grandfather and Pharaoh approve, I’d like to create a garden with specimens of all that still survive at the entrance of Thutmose’s temple of millions of years. His original garden there has been neglected for generations. It’s drifted over with sand now, completely lifeless.” 
 
    “You’re ambitious for position in Pharaoh’s bureaucracy?” 
 
    “Oh, no, My Lord,” I assured him hastily. “I simply want to honor Pharaoh Thutmose. He was perhaps the mightiest ever to rule the valley, according to his temple inscriptions, conquering hundreds of towns, creating the world’s first empire, receiving tribute beyond counting. Even Ramesses the Great couldn’t surpass him, except perhaps in the building of temples and raising of statues.” I suddenly realized what I’d just said to someone who might directly serve Pharaoh. “Not that his current majesty, Ramesses – life, prosperity, health – isn’t a great pharaoh as well,” I added. “He is. I meant…” 
 
    The old man laughed. “I doubt Pharaoh would dispute the greatness of those particular predecessors. He’d be happy to be mentioned in the same breath as Thutmose and Ramesses. He took Ramesses the Great’s name as his own, after all, even though he’s not descended from him, and named his sons after Ramesses’ sons.” 
 
    “I’m a widow, My Lord. None of my three daughters survived childbirth. A garden would be something to live on after me, to mark that I’d lived.” 
 
    “Our accomplishments do indeed survive us,” the old man concurred. 
 
    “Pharaoh awarded Grandfather flies of valor three separate times, the last at the Window of Appearances in Djeme’s per’aa,” I said proudly. “He earned two fighting against the Sea Peoples and the third fighting against the Tjehenuians. Grandfather commissioned a statue for his tomb on the hill Qurnet Murai showing him wearing them. He still talks about the day he was honored here, of being led by fan bearers and household officials into the temple courtyard to stand before the window, of Pharaoh emerging onto the wooden balcony, of the reliefs on each side of the window that showed Pharaoh smiting his enemies, of the stone heads of those enemies affixed to the wall, of the flies being placed around his neck. He still wears all three sets every day. 
 
    “I was present all three times,” the old man said. 
 
    “Were you honored as well, My Lord?” 
 
    “No.” The old man smiled. 
 
    “I’m sure you were very brave too,” I said consolingly. “Perhaps Pharaoh was too busy to witness what you did in the heat of battle.” I didn’t want to make the old man feel bad. 
 
    He shrugged. 
 
    “Grandfather was horribly wounded in the leg during his final battle – it’s still hard for him to get around – so he couldn’t serve Pharaoh as a soldier anymore. For a while he was assistant to Nedjemger, overseer of the garden in the Ramesseum. Nedjemger was the husband of Naushaat, the chantress of Amen–Re. Grandfather succeeded Nedjemger when he died. Grandfather planted the garden here in Djeme’s forecourt. He designed it.” 
 
    The old man ran his fingers along the wooden box. “Was placing flowers on the stairway and figuring out how to water them so ingeniously his idea?” 
 
    “No, My Lord. It was mine.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “I got the idea from watching farmers bring water to their fields from the river and save it for use after the inundation in great basins. I thought it a good way to water these plants more quickly and thoroughly. Grandfather’s workers built the boxes and reservoir upstairs under my supervision while the royal family was attending a festival in Abu. One gardener fills the reservoir daily and I water the plants.” 
 
    “How long have you been one of Pharaoh’s gardeners?” the old man asked. 
 
    I poured water into a large pot that held a small acacia tree. “Since I became a widow a little over two years ago.” 
 
    “You are a lovely woman, Neset,” the old man said. “Are the men blind in Ta Set Maat that none has claimed you in all that time?” 
 
    I felt myself blush. I bent to water another plant so the old man wouldn’t see. I wasn’t about to explain my history to this stranger, kind as he seemed, nor tell him that I’d vowed never to put myself in another man’s power. Because of Mesedptah I’d never trust any man ever again. “My husband brought great dishonor upon me before he died,” I said simply. “I find it easier to assist Grandfather here and avoid those I once lived among.” 
 
    “It’s their loss, then.” 
 
    “I need to shut off the water now.” I ascended the stairs to the room and closed the baffle. 
 
    The old man followed me. He moved to the window in the west wall and looked out over the garden. “It’s quite beautiful from up here,” he said. “You and Meniufer have done a good job.” 
 
    “Thank you, My Lord. Truth be told, I love being in the garden with my hands in the dirt, digging, fertilizing, watering, making plants and trees grow, seeing petals turn to follow the sun, watching flowers and leaves and palm fronds dance in the breeze, smelling their perfume in the air – far better than observing from on high.” 
 
    “Wait until you’re my age and your knees don’t bend as readily as now,” the old man laughed. 
 
    With the break of day people were beginning to flow into Djeme through the tunnel below us, officials and workmen and deliverymen and others. Guards were sleepily emerging from barracks attached to Pharaoh’s stable. A few horses whinnied. Voices rose from both sides of the gate below my feet, casual conversations. 
 
    “My Lord, do you know Pharaoh personally?” I asked. 
 
    “Certainly.” 
 
    “What’s he like, if you don’t mind my asking.” 
 
    “You’ve never seen him?” 
 
    “Only from a great distance, during festivals. And I’m only inside the per’aa when the royals are asleep. A gardener should hardly be wandering about when they’re awake, don’t you think?” 
 
    “What business do you have in the per’aa, Neset?” 
 
    “I place freshly cut flowers in the audience hall and corridors, to brighten them up. I water the plants growing in earthenware pots.” 
 
    The old man chuckled. “Pharaoh’s been on the throne a long time, close to thirty years. He’ll soon celebrate his first Heb–Sed festival to renew himself. When he was young he fought many campaigns to keep our land safe from those who invaded, as you know so well. He models himself after his predecessor Ramesses the Great – life, prosperity, health – the great god, justified. He seeks to build just as extensively – although, since he’s so far ruled less than half as long there’s much more for him to do. That desire may yet come to pass if the gods give him years enough. His children are far fewer as well. He’s been unfortunate that so many have already gone to the Afterlife.” 
 
    “I’m sorry for that,” I said sincerely. 
 
    “He has surpassed Ramesses the Great in one thing, though – he’s planted more than five hundred–forty gardens throughout this land. He takes great delight in sitting in them.” 
 
    A servant poked his head into the room, spotted us, then approached the old man and bowed low. “Majesty, the high priest awaits you at the entrance of the sanctuary to awaken the god.” 
 
    My heart almost stopped. Majesty? Ramesses? I’d been talking to Pharaoh himself? I fell to my knees, mortified. I covered my face with both hands, bent forward and touched my brow to the floor. “Forgive me, Majesty!” I cried. For all I knew he could have me killed on the spot for my impudence. He was, after all, a god, the breath of life, who made all men live when he shone upon them. 
 
    I heard soft steps, saw his sandaled feet beside me. 
 
    “Rise, Neset,” Pharaoh said gently, then laughed. 
 
    I stood, my face hot, eyes downcast. “I didn’t know who you were,” I explained, trembling. “I’ve never seen Pharaoh… you… life, prosperity, health, Majesty.” 
 
     “If you’d known me I wouldn’t have had such a pleasant and frank conversation.” 
 
    “Majesty…” the servant said uneasily. “The high priest…” 
 
    “Do you come every morning at dawn to water my flowers?” Ramesses asked, ignoring the servant. 
 
    “Yes, Majesty.” 
 
    “I expect when you encounter me here from now on you’ll treat me as the old man you didn’t know, not the pharaoh you think you should fear. Understood?” 
 
    I raised my eyes. “Yes, Majesty. I will. Thank you, Majesty.” 
 
    Pharaoh surveyed the garden again. “I’d like even more flowers throughout the per’aa now that I’m living at Djeme. You’ll see to it?” 
 
    “Yes, Majesty. Of course.” 
 
    “From now on you’ll place the flowers in the audience hall when I’m there listening to petitioners, not when I’m lying abed. I do so like being surrounded by beautiful things… flowers… women...” 
 
    “Yes, Majesty.” 
 
    “Inform Meniufer that to lighten his workload I’ve just appointed you overseer of Djeme’s garden.” 
 
    I couldn’t believe what Pharaoh had just done. I bowed low. “You honor me far beyond what I deserve,” I said humbly. 
 
    “We’ll talk again tomorrow morning, Neset,” Pharaoh said. “I’ll expect you to tell me what changes you’d like to make to this garden below us, now that you’re in charge of it, and perhaps about planting one within the inner courtyard of my per’aa itself. And tell me more about the garden you would plant to honor the third Thutmose.” 
 
    “Yes, Majesty. I will,” I promised, nodding my head vigorously. 
 
    I bowed again as Pharaoh walked to the stairs and descended. I was in shock. I – a widow, a gardener – was now one of Pharaoh’s overseers? Grandfather was never going to believe what had just happened. 
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    I finished arranging freshly–cut flowers in the lower tower room where Pharaoh and his family relaxed each evening after they finished eating dinner in the per’aa. I’d been decorating the room late in the afternoon every day since I’d met Pharaoh, at his request. The guards who stood at the foot of the tower stairs were used to me and let me pass without question. Both rooms in the tower were amazing, the walls etched and brightly painted with images of Ramesses and female musicians and flower bearers and even one of him playing Senet with a concubine. The furniture in the lower room was elaborate and spectacularly beautiful. A slew of ebony chairs were covered with gold or inlaid with faience and precious stones. Highly polished ebony tables were scattered about. Fans were propped in a corner for use by Pharaoh’s fan bearers, their long white ostrich feathers set in gold bases, their shafts ebony. Beside them were numerous musical instruments. The upper room held storage chests full of platters and bowls and serving dishes, and cups of alabaster and gold and copper. Shelves contained jars of wine and beer and various foodstuffs that were replenished daily from the per’aa’s kitchen. The royal family didn’t hunger late at night. Bowls of oil with linen wicks strategically placed in the lower room cast light after night fell, though I’d never been in the tower late enough to see them lit. I was always gone long before the royal family appeared. I was running behind schedule today, though, because flowers hadn’t been delivered to me on time from Grandfather’s fields in the valley. 
 
    I turned to go. Too late. A young boy’s high–pitched voice carried up the stairs, and a sharp one, probably his mother’s, ordering him not to run. I flattened my back against a wall as a clutch of young serving girls hurried into the room. They all wore linen skirts of finer material than I’d ever seen. I fell to my knees as the boy and numerous women entered. Pharaoh’s wives and his youngest son. I’d glimpsed them from afar a few times since their move from Pi–Ramesses, but I’d never been in their presence. The women were all dressed finely and glittered with jewels. None wore wigs. A very beautiful woman entered after them, wearing only a girdle of carnelian beads; based on her age, about eighteen or nineteen I estimated, she was probably a concubine. Likely Pharaoh’s current favorite if she was spending the evening with him and his family. 
 
    “Who are you? What are you doing here?” a woman snapped. 
 
    I glanced at her then immediately lowered my eyes to the floor. Iset, Pharaoh’s Great Wife, God’s Wife of Amen, the most imposing and important woman in the valley. She was over sixty years old, like her husband, yet traces of her youthful beauty remained. “Pharaoh tasked me with placing flowers in these rooms daily, Majesty,” I said in a quavering voice. 
 
    “Look up when you speak to me.” 
 
    I raised my eyes. “Yes, Majesty. The flowers came late today. I was just leaving.” 
 
    “Ramesses gave the order himself?” Iset asked. 
 
    “Yes, Majesty.” 
 
    “Hmph.” She addressed the woman next to her. Tyti. The second–ranked wife. Perhaps a year or two younger. “Seems another serving girl’s caught our husband’s eye.” She turned to the concubine. “Can you believe this is your competition, Heket? She’s not half as pretty as you. Must be the red hair. Either that or you’re not keeping Ramesses satisfied. He doesn’t usually tire of his concubines so quickly.” 
 
    The concubine tensed. Her eyes flashed angrily, both at me and Iset. But she clearly dared not talk back to the great wife. 
 
    “Majesty, I’m not a serving girl,” I corrected. “I’m overseer of His Majesty’s garden in the courtyard below.” 
 
    “You oversee men?” Tiye scoffed. She was the mother of the man who’d condemned my husband to death. The youngest of Pharaoh’s wives, she wasn’t yet forty. She was quite beautiful. 
 
    “Yes, Majesty.” 
 
    “I’ve heard that long ago women supervised female weavers or wig makers or dancers – but never men. There haven’t been female overseers in this valley for hundreds of years,” Iset countered.  
 
    “Neset is indeed an overseer.” 
 
    Pharaoh. I automatically fell to my knees. The boy, probably ten or eleven years old, ran to him and grabbed him around the waist with both hands and hugged him. Ramesses patted him on the back. 
 
    “Why are you surprised, Tiye?” Ramesses asked. “You know I’ve made it easier for women to go about freely in the valley. I appreciate women with talent.” He stepped towards me. “Rise, Neset.” 
 
    I did. “Grandfather?” 
 
    He was standing directly behind Pharaoh, leaning on his cane. 
 
    “I’ve invited Meniufer to spend the evening with me,” Ramesses announced. “You’ll stay too, Neset. I want to talk over plans for several new gardens with the two of you. You’ve saved me some time being here, Neset – I was going to send for you.” 
 
    Ramesses settled himself in the most comfortable chair. The boy climbed onto his lap. The women took adjacent seats. Young female fan bearers moved into position behind them. Though the day’s heat had broken no breeze was stirring and the room was hot. Grandfather hobbled to a vacant seat and I settled in an adjacent one, facing Pharaoh. 
 
    “This is Meniufer, my chief gardener,” Pharaoh told his women. “You’ve already met his granddaughter, Neset.” He addressed Grandfather and me. “These are my wives – Iset and Tyti and Tiye.” 
 
    I kept my eyes averted from Tiye. I’d never told Pharaoh about my thieving husband or his son sentencing Mesedptah to death. I could only imagine what these women would do to me if they ever discovered my background and my omission. As Pentawere’s mother, Tiye was most likely to find out. 
 
    At a noise in the courtyard the boy jumped from Ramesses’ lap and dashed to the window. “That’s Setherkopshef, my youngest son,” Pharaoh chuckled. “Always on the go.” 
 
    A woman entered the room, a few years younger than Tiye, her bearing regal. 
 
    “Ah! My daughter Duatentopet, wife of my son Ramesses,” Pharaoh said. 
 
    The woman who’d someday replace Iset as the land’s chief woman. She nodded perfunctorily at Grandfather and ignored me. She too was a beauty. She wore a pendant depicting Khonsu around her neck. I recalled she was that god’s chantress, a position second in importance only to God’s Wife. 
 
    “Where’s my grandson?” Pharaoh asked. 
 
    “In the stables. As always,” Duatentopet sighed. 
 
    “What does a chief gardener do?” Tiye asked Grandfather disparagingly. “Muck about in the dirt planting things?” 
 
    “I’m in charge of twenty overseers and about three hundred men and women, Majesty,” he replied. 
 
    “It takes that many people to maintain gardens?” 
 
    “Every temple has a garden, Majesty. Pharaoh also has vast fields on the floodplain that my gardeners plant after the inundation and weed during the growing season and of course harvest. My porters and boatmen transport flowers daily to Djeme and the temples of millions of years and Ipet–Isut and Ipet–Resyt. My girls arrange those flowers in the gods’ sanctuaries and temple precincts. Plus, my gardeners care for plantings in tens of thousands of earthenware pots so there will always be fresh flowers available during the months the fields are covered by the inundation.” 
 
    “We grow and arrange more than a million flowers each year just for Ipet–Isut’s festival days,” I interjected proudly. “Bouquets. Flowers in bundles or strings or heaps or loose or inserted in ankh–shaped containers. Wreaths. Lotus garlands to drape around women’s necks during celebrations.” 
 
    “Neset personally places flowers throughout the per’aa,” Ramesses added. 
 
    “An overseer who places flowers?” Tiye snorted. 
 
    “At my request,” Pharaoh reiterated. “Neset has an eye for making pleasing arrangements.” 
 
    “Several gardeners work for me too, Majesty,” I told Tiye. “We meet every morning and I give them directions for the day. Then I oversee them as they water and plant and weed and prune and transplant and fertilize and do everything necessary to keep Pharaoh’s garden in the courtyard and the new one I’m creating inside the per’aa in perfect condition. I make sure the irrigation channels that bring water from the river to fill the garden pools flow freely. I care for bees in a large clay hive in a corner of each garden. I see to the feeding of the sacred geese that paddle about the pools. The last few months I’ve installed stone benches at scenic spots in the midst of flowers and in the shade of trees beside channels and pools so Pharaoh and you have places to rest as you wander through the garden in the courtyard below in the evening. I created winding paths of stone through the beds of flowers. Aside from that, I spend as much time each day as I can on my knees, my hands buried in the rich soil, doing what I love best, working side by side with the others to keep the gardens green and healthy.” 
 
    “The benches and paths are a welcome improvement,” Tyti admitted. 
 
    Setherkopshef returned from the window. The long white scar on Grandfather’s leg caught his eye. “How did you get hurt?” 
 
    “Meniufer and I fought together against the valley’s enemies decades ago,” Ramesses told his son. 
 
    “Like my uncles are doing right now, in Retenu and Setjet?” 
 
    “Yes, Majesty,” Grandfather answered. “I spent the early part of my life protecting your father in battle, just as my ancestors protected the kings and pharaohs they served. Just as my descendants will protect you and your descendents.” 
 
    Tiye eyed me. “How will you protect this family, girl? By squashing insects in your garden?” 
 
    The wives laughed in unison. 
 
    I felt my face grow hot. They were justified in their ridicule. I was just a girl who’d certainly never wield a sword or bow as Grandfather had. But I knew enough of my family history not to discount the possibility that the falcon god would someday use me for that very purpose, to protect a pharaoh, the same way he’d used a number of my ancestors. “However the gods guide me, Majesty.” 
 
    “Well said, Neset,” Pharaoh chuckled. 
 
    “Unfortunately, a wretches’ knife thrust ended my soldiering, Majesty,” Grandfather told Setherkopshef, tracing his scar with a finger. 
 
    “Are those flies of valor?” Setherkopshef asked. 
 
    “They are.” Grandfather removed one of his three necklaces and slipped it over the boy’s head. 
 
    Setherkopshef inspected the flies with delight. 
 
    “Meniufer’s the only man I’ve ever awarded flies to three times,” Pharaoh told his son. 
 
    “Tell us about the battles, Father,” Setherkopshef insisted. 
 
    “I’d like to hear too, Majesty,” I said. 
 
    “Surely Meniufer has told you about our campaigns many times, Neset,” Pharaoh said. 
 
    “Yes. And I’ve read the accounts etched on the walls of Djeme too.” 
 
    Ramesses laughed. “And now you want to see if one or both of us has exaggerated.” 
 
    “You’ve never told me about your wars,” Heket pouted, plopping prettily onto Ramesses lap and putting an arm around his shoulders. 
 
    Iset rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Well past time.” Pharaoh circled Heket’s waist with an arm and rested his hand on her bare hip. “Long before Horus–Narmer unified the valley two thousand years ago the Tjehenuians wandered the desert west of Ta–mehi, herding animals. In spring and summer they moved into Ta–mehi and used our grass and water to fatten their beasts. For the most part we coexisted with them peacefully, bartering with them for the goods of their land and oases in the west. But everything changed when Ramesses the Great established his new capital city, Pi–Ramesses. The delta’s entire agricultural capacity was needed to support the city’s three hundred thousand residents – estates to grow barley and emmer, grazing lands for herds of cattle. Sharing the delta with the Tjehenuians was no longer feasible. In fact, Ramesses’ son and successor, Merenptah, had to send his army to force them back into the western desert. 
 
    “In the fifth year of my reign the Tjehenuians allied themselves with the Meshwesh and Seped. They invaded the delta, bent on seizing its western half. I personally led my army into battle. I met them on the fringe of the western desert. I crushed them. Those I didn’t slay I enslaved.” Pharaoh indicated several serving girls. “Including their fathers.” 
 
    “I have brought those whom my sword spared as numerous captives, pinioned like birds before my horses, also their wives and children in their thousands, and their cattle,” I recited.  
 
    “You’ve memorized the inscription on my temple wall, Neset,” Pharaoh said approvingly. 
 
    “I was a common foot soldier in that war,” Grandfather told the boy. “But I knew the wretches’ language. So I served as His Majesty’s interpreter when he dealt with the defeated leaders.” 
 
    “Don’t be fooled by Meniufer’s modesty, Setherkopshef,” Pharaoh said. “He was a magnificent archer in those days, the best in my army. Before the battle began one enemy commander taunted me from afar. I still remember the long graceful arc of the arrow Meniufer fired. Hit him right in the chest.” 
 
    “I did have some skill,” Grandfather admitted. 
 
    “That’s what brought Meniufer to my attention. Anyway, the Tjehenuian survivors I didn’t enslave melted away into the western desert. But after a few years they began drifting back into Ta–mehi to graze their herds again.” 
 
    Darkness was falling. Serving girls moved about the room, lighting bowls of oil to provide light. 
 
    “Then it was the Sea People’s turn,” I said. 
 
    “Who were they?” Setherkopshef asked. 
 
    “No one knows for sure,” Pharaoh replied. “Some event or series of events, perhaps droughts, perhaps pressure from other peoples, caused tribes who’d resided on the shores of the Wadjet Wer and its islands to begin wandering throughout the North and East sometime during Ramesses the Great’s long reign. They swept through the region in three separate waves. The first was soon after Ramesses took the throne – one tribe, the Sherden, had the audacity to attack Ta–mehi. Ramesses defeated them and took many captives. He later conscripted them into his army. They fought alongside him at Qadesh.” 
 
    “I’ve read the account of his victory carved on the temple wall,” the boy informed me proudly. 
 
    Propaganda, as I’d told Pharaoh before I knew who he was. But I wasn’t going to reiterate that now, not when the boy so clearly idolized the great pharaoh. 
 
    “Ramesses the Great built fortresses along the coast to deter further attacks,” Pharaoh said. 
 
    A serving girl held out a platter of honeyed cakes and he took one and bit into it. 
 
    “But early in his son Merenptah’s reign the Akawasha and Luca and Tursha and Shekelesh formed an alliance with the Tjehenuians and attempted another invasion of the delta. Merenptah killed six thousand wretches and enslaved nine thousand more.” 
 
    “And then it was your turn,” I said. 
 
    Ramesses smiled. “Various tribes – Peleset, Tjeker, Shekelesh, Weshesh, and Denyen – had banded together in search of a new home. Their appearance in the North and East coincided with droughts and crop failures that weakened entire kingdoms – Merenptah, for example, had to send grain to the Hittites, his allies, so they could survive a famine. The Sea Peoples easily conquered them some years later, leveling their capital, Hattusas. Then they overran Qode and Arzawa and Alashiya – they sacked its capital, Enkomi. For a time they settled in Setjet. They captured one of its main towns, Carchemish, and razed Alalakh and Ugarit. For many years they ruled the region as conquerors, despoiling lands and peoples. Finally, they moved towards us, bent on seizing our fertile delta that promised them unequaled prosperity.” 
 
    “In year eight of your reign,” Grandfather interjected. 
 
    Pharaoh nodded. “Spies informed me they were moving towards the delta following the Ways of Horus, the ancient path along the coast – not just men, but their wives and children and all their belongings, in carts. Their sea fleet was keeping pace with them, sailing within sight of land. The Sea Peoples were more like army ants than an army – relentless, unwavering. Each tribe had its own symbols – turbans, caps, helmets sporting horns, elaborate headdresses topped with horsehair or leather strips or reeds. Spies had told me what they’d done in Setjet, to its towns and people. They meant to settle Ta–mehi, push us out, take it for themselves. Our backs were to the wall. Their victory would have meant our annihilation, for half our cultivable land is in the delta.” 
 
    “His Majesty sent me with the squad of archers I commanded and whoever was near at hand to Djahy, in southern Retenu,” Grandfather said. 
 
    “I ordered Meniufer to stand firm there at any cost to buy me enough time to assemble my army and throw it across the enemy’s path. He did. His few men fought so fiercely that the enemy advance slowed to a crawl. For that I awarded Meniufer his first flies of valor.” 
 
    “How did you stop an army with hardly any soldiers?” Heket asked Grandfather. 
 
    “We harassed them constantly, night and day. I moved my men from hill to hill along the enemy’s flanks, hid them in groves of trees and wadis. We fired at anyone who stirred from the main body. We terrorized them. We shot their oxen, so they had to stop frequently and redistribute their belongings among other carts. We ambushed them at waterholes. I lost men, of course. I was never so happy as when I spotted His Majesty and his army approaching over the plain. I was out of ammunition and almost out of men. In fact, we’d been throwing rocks at the enemy for almost a day.” 
 
    “My army defeated theirs easily,” Ramesses said. “But I still had their navy to deal with. And, frankly, their sailors and boats were better than ours, so we had to use trickery to defeat them.” 
 
    “His Majesty hurried the army overland to the mouth of the easternmost branch of the river,” Grandfather said. 
 
    “My fleet was anchored there. When the Sea Peoples’ boats appeared at the river’s mouth my fleet pretended to retreat, sailing south. The Sea People’s boats followed them into the channel, tasting victory, for they outnumbered us. They drew in close to shore, pursuing us fast and carelessly.” 
 
    “Archers I’d hidden behind patches of papyrus and reeds along the riverbank rose from cover and rained arrows onto the decks of their boats,” Grandfather said. “At that very moment our captains turned their boats around and attacked. I was aboard the lead vessel with an entire squad of archers. We poured our arrows onto the enemy boats from close range. The wretches were suddenly receiving fire from two directions. They panicked. I ordered the captain of my boat to row close to the enemy commander’s. When we were close enough we threw grappling hooks over his railing and pulled his boat against ours.” 
 
    “Meniufer was the first man to jump onto the deck of an enemy boat,” Ramesses said admiringly. “Within minutes he and his men had killed or captured every wretch on that vessel. Meniufer personally seized its commander.” 
 
    “After he gave me this.” Grandfather pointed to a long white scar on his chest. 
 
    “Your bravery earned you flies of valor for a second time.” Ramesses lifted his cup in salute. “We were like lions that day, Meniufer, roaring upon the mountaintops.” 
 
    “I miss those days,” Grandfather said earnestly. “To be young and in the midst of battle again, ‘eh, Majesty?” 
 
    Pharaoh laughed. 
 
    “What happened to the Sea Peoples?” Heket prompted. 
 
    “We dispatched them and stripped their bodies. Those who reached my boundary? Now their seed is not. Their hearts and kas are lost for eternity.” 
 
    “But three years later the Tjehenuians rose again,” Grandfather said, shaking his head as if in disbelief at their foolishness. 
 
    “Allied with the Meshwesh and five other tribes. They launched a full scale invasion against the western delta, led by a man named Mesher. We crushed them in another battle. They left two thousand dead on the field.” 
 
    “Grandfather captured Mesher,” I said proudly. 
 
    “For which I awarded Meniufer flies of valor for a third time,” Ramesses said. “I executed their leaders – I cut out their hearts and burned their bodies. In fact, Mesher’s father, Kaper, came to my camp to beg for his son’s life. I executed him too. I sent all the booty I captured, including cattle, here to Waset, to the treasury of Amen, to give thanks for my victory.” 
 
    “In that battle I was wounded in the leg,” Grandfather told Setherkopshef, pointing to the scar the boy had asked about. “Since I could do no more than hobble about after that, His Majesty was gracious enough to make me an assistant gardener at the Ramesseum, and then his chief gardener.” 
 
    “Maybe someday I’ll win flies of valor leading your army, Father, when I’m old enough,” Setherkopshef said, his eyes shining. 
 
    “Hope rather that your borders remain secure and you can spend your reign planting gardens to beautify the valley, and building temples to honor the gods,” Pharaoh said. “Perhaps Neset will be your chief gardener.” He winked at me. “And protect you from insects.” 
 
    “That sounds dull, Father,” Setherkopshef grumbled. 
 
    Pharaoh laughed. “Exactly what I would have said at your age.” 
 
    “The same thing Pentawere says now,” Tiye muttered. 
 
    Pharaoh ignored her comment. 
 
    “What’s this tattoo on your thigh next to your scar?” Setherkopshef asked Grandfather, studying it closely. 
 
    “An image of the ancient god of my family, the falcon, who everyone now knows as Horus,” Grandfather replied. “Being tattooed with the god’s image has been a tradition in my family for more than four thousand years.” He tilted his head towards me. “Neset was born with his image on her thigh. Only the second person in my family so honored by the god.” 
 
    “Show me,” Pharaoh commanded. 
 
    I blushed deeply, slowly pulled my skirt up. The falcon was high on my left thigh. It was one of the reasons Mother had been convinced I was special. 
 
    Pharaoh leaned forward and stared. “Amazing. Horus, protector of pharaohs. And apparently gardeners.” 
 
    Setherkopshef returned the flies to Grandfather and dashed back to the window. I yanked my skirt down. 
 
    Serving girls began circulating through the room, distributing cups of wine. I sipped mine. It was the best I’d ever tasted. 
 
    “You said you wanted to talk about gardens, Majesty?” Grandfather asked. 
 
    “Yes. There are some flowers in the garden of the per’aa at Pi–Ramesses that I’m particularly fond of. Is it possible for them to survive a journey to Waset if I dig them up?” 
 
    “Of course, Majesty,” I replied. “Just as long as they’re dug up properly, and cared for appropriately on the journey here.” 
 
    “Excellent! My eldest son, Ramesses, Duatentopet’s husband, is due to return to Pi–Ramesses from his campaign in Retenu and Setjet in a month. I’m leaving Waset ahead of my officials to make sure my son Pentawere has everything in order for the triumph he’s in charge of to welcome Ramesses and his army home. Vizier To will head north a week after me. I want both of you to travel with him and personally see to my plants.” 
 
    “As you wish, Majesty,” Grandfather replied. 
 
    I could scarcely contain my excitement. “I’m really going to visit Pi–Ramesses? The largest city in the world? On a royal barque?” 
 
    “You are indeed, Neset,” Pharaoh said, smiling. 
 
    I couldn’t believe my good fortune. 
 
    Grandfather placed both hands on his thighs. “I’m old and tired, Majesty. Time for me to seek my bed.” He stood, and I with him. 
 
    “You too,” Pharaoh told his son. 
 
    “I want to stay!” 
 
    “You have lessons with the scribe in the morning, Brother,” Duatentopet told Setherkopshef sternly. They were both children of Minefer, the most prolific of Ramesses’ wives. She’d died shortly after Setherkopshef’s birth. “Off to bed. Besides, the rest of us are leaving too.” 
 
    All the royal women stood. 
 
    “I’ll see you in the morning, Neset, in our regular spot,” Ramesses said. 
 
    “Yes, Majesty,” I acknowledged. 
 
    A couple of wives shot me blistering stares. Just what I needed – the enmity of jealous royal women. As soon as they departed the room I helped Grandfather through the door. 
 
    “Set up the Senet board, Heket,” I heard Ramesses say when we were halfway down the steps. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Grandfather and I boarded the royal barque tied to the quay in Djeme’s harbor. It was the largest and grandest vessel in the entire valley; Pharaoh had traveled to Pi–Ramesses on a smaller faster one. We weren’t the only officials headed to the former capital to welcome Pharaoh’s son Ramesses home from his campaign; the barque was crowded with high priests and important courtiers and their women, as well as a host of servants to see to their needs. The barque would become even more crowded as we sailed north; officials the length and breadth of the valley were embarking on the same journey and we were going to stop at several large towns to pick up the most prominent. Lesser local officials were streaming onto a dozen boats tied beside ours, all of them much smaller, none of them royal. 
 
    Unlike most of the officials, I tried to keep out of the way of the sailors making final preparations for departure instead of making them move for me. I stationed myself in the bow between the railing and the baldachin that occupied part of the foredeck, its sides decorated with images of Pharaoh smiting foes. Grandfather was nearby, stowing a leather pouch containing our meager possessions under a sunscreen where we’d sleep at night. 
 
    I’d gazed in awe at this barque from the tower room window and from the quay many times over the years. I could scarcely believe I was actually standing on its deck. Its cedar timbers glowed darkly, giving off a warm resinous perfume. The deep sheer of the vessel’s profile was beautiful, its high prow and steeply raked stern looming high over my head, carved to represent the rope bindings of the ancient papyrus reed vessels that had plied the river since the dim recesses of time. There was a large cabin amidships which Vizier To and the First God’s Servant were sharing. All five wooden panels on each side were highly decorated, its arched roof supported by thirty–six palmiform columns. A leather canopy extended a dozen yards over the deck in front of the cabin to provide a shaded seating area, littered with chairs and cushions. Gold and copper and silver glittered everywhere. Nearly every surface was decorated. I ran my hand lightly over the side of the boat – the wood was so highly polished I could see my reflection. 
 
    We were carrying the three gods who resided in Ipet–Isut south with us – Amen, his wife Mut, and their son Khonsu. Beginning with King Ahmose’s expulsion of the Chiefs of Foreign Lands from the valley about four hundred years ago, the valley’s rulers had attributed their successes to Amen and so honored him at every opportunity. That’s why his home, Ipet–Isut, had evolved into the largest and richest temple complex in the valley. The gods were presently ensconced in three elaborately and richly decorated shrines just behind the vizier’s cabin, attended by a plethora of high priests and lesser priests and chantresses. The scent of incense and the sound of voices raised in song carried to where I sat. 
 
    The western hills glowed softly in the dusty air of early morning. The river was flowing fast and red, heavy with silt, covering the valley from desert’s edge to desert’s edge, for it was the height of inundation. Water was swirling and eddying around the trunks of palm trees that topped submerged riverbanks, the trees casting long shadows. I recalled Amennakht’s poem about Waset: 
 
      
 
    What do they say everyday in their hearts, 
 
    Those who are far from Waset? 
 
    They spend their day blinking at its name, 
 
    If only we had it, they say – 
 
    The bread there is tastier than cakes made with goose fat, 
 
    Its water is sweeter than honey, 
 
    One drinks of it till one gets drunk. 
 
    Oh! That is how one lives at Waset. 
 
      
 
    When all was ready the captain shouted an order and oarsmen poled the barque away from the quay. Several sailors yanked aboard cowhide bumpers that had cushioned the vessel’s side. Oarsmen took their seats and rowed us from the harbor into the canal that joined it to the river, though once we reached the flooded section I had no idea how the steersman knew to keep to his course and not run aground on an adjacent field. We entered the river directly opposite Ipet–Resyt, the Southern Sanctuary, then swung north into the crowded channel. Because the current was so strong there was no need for the oarsmen to row, so they shipped their oars and relaxed. With the prevailing northerly wind against us our sail remained furled. 
 
    Red pennants fluttered from flagpoles abutting the first pylon of Ipet–Resyt on the east bank, towering over the monumental statues of Ramesses the Great that flanked the temple’s entrance, nearly equal in height to two adjacent obelisks. Sunlight glinted on the golden tips of Ipet–Isut’s far more numerous obelisks and flagpoles three miles to the north. The narrow path that joined the temples was lined with hundreds of sphinxes and flanked by flower gardens and trees, lush greens and yellows and reds and blues in an otherwise stark drab landscape. Those gardens were among the most important that Grandfather was responsible for. Originally, Amen’s and Khonsu’s and Mut’s statues had been carried by priests between the two temples on that path during the annual Opet Festival, but now they went by boat. 
 
    Between the two temples sprawled Waset. Men and women and children and priests who resided in its simple whitewashed mud–brick houses were either sloshing through flooded winding lanes or paddling about on small reed punts, for the inundation was higher than usual this year and had overflowed the riverbank and submerged most of Waset’s streets. The structures’ reflections shimmered as the breeze roiled the water’s surface. I was struck by the differences between Waset and Ta Set Maat – the former sprawling and bustling and drab, the latter small and compact but vividly colored, isolated from the farmers and peasants who made up most of the valley’s residents. 
 
    Boats were moored at the edge of dry land the length of town, ranging in size from fishermen’s punts to cargo vessels, their bows pulled a few feet onto shore, for the quays they normally used were a dozen feet underwater. The area was thick with scribes recording the inventories of heavily–laden cargo boats as dozens of porters unloaded them, the scribes seated cross–legged, scratching with reed pens on long sheets of papyrus spread across their laps. I turned my attention from Waset to the river, crowded with craft. High–prowed boats with shipped masts resting on crescent–ended posts floated northward with the current, while those with large white or decorated sails unfurled moved south before the steady wind, most aided by oarsmen since the current was so strong against them. Larger boats had wooden cabins, their sides brightly painted, most commonly with images of papyrus and lotus. Some simply had lengths of leather stitched together over arched wooden frames in lieu of cabins, some with closed ends, most with open. The vessels of the prosperous had canopies or sunshades amidships supported by four posts. Most boats had benches for oarsmen. The ends of many boats were shaped like papyrus flowers, rising gracefully. Others were nearly horizontal, some with snubbed noses, some slender. Most were decorated with the Eye of Horus. Musicians played on a few decks. On one boat I noticed a sailor aloft in the rigging. 
 
    We soon drew even with Ipet–Isut, a far larger sacred complex than Ipet–Resyt, the roofs of numerous temples and obelisks rising above its walls, gold reflecting the sun, banners waving. Its quay was underwater, the gardens leading from the quay to the complex’s entrance partly submerged. Water had even flowed into the first courtyard. Hundreds of priests and support staff were presently wading into it. 
 
    Once Ipet–Isut disappeared behind us I turned my attention to our fleet. The rest of the boats in the vizier’s entourage were following closely, several towing kitchen barges with round–topped cabins crammed with supplies and food storage crates and earthenware jars full of beer on their decks. On one smoke was rising from a cook fire; on another a woman was grinding grain to make flour for bread while another was preparing mash for beer. We were also accompanied by a military transport boat; several dozen soldiers were lounging on its deck. Shields and long quivers full of spears were attached to its cabin. Grandfather told me the soldiers belonged to the Amen Division, some of the few that had been left behind to guard Waset when the bulk of the division went campaigning in the North with the fourth Ramesses. 
 
    My nautical experience was limited to a small reed punt of Grandfather’s that ferried me and several girls between Waset’s west and east banks on special occasions to place flowers in temples. Aside from that, I’d never sailed any distance on the river nor been more than an hour’s travel on foot from town my entire life. I was determined to make the most of this journey. As this and subsequent days passed I spent every moment near the bow watching everything we encountered – women fetching water at the edge of the inundation in great round jars they balanced on head or shoulder; flocks of sheep and herds of cattle being watered; pomegranate and acacia and tamarisk and date trees and dom palms reflected in the vast river; hunters bringing down geese and ducks using throw sticks. Vultures and falcons and hawks rode updrafts at the edges of desert plateaus; herons and egrets and storks and cranes and ibis fished among patches of reeds; great flocks of smaller birds rose with a fluttering roar as our barque passed flooded groves of acacia and willow. I spotted many rude camps just beyond the reach of the water, temporary homes for farmers whose huts had disintegrated in the flood. I saw small papyrus boats, long and low, the bound reeds at either end rising a bit and painted to look like papyrus blossoms with alternating bands of yellow and green on the stalk, some with cages at their stern holding freshly–caught waterfowl, some with platforms from which to cast nets or spear perch or talapia or eels using bidents. We occasionally passed sanctuaries to the crocodile god Sobek, set up, Grandfather told me, wherever the beasts congregated on the riverbank; passing boatmen used spells and amulets and magic rods to ward them off. He pointed out, in each nome we traversed, a grove of willows sacred to Osiris, for that tree was believed to have sheltered the god’s dead body. 
 
    We landed the first night at Gebtu, a large town on the east bank. 
 
    “Directly across the river on the west bank is what’s left of Nubt,” Grandfather informed me. “Two thousand years ago it was one of the three greatest settlements in the valley, an early kingdom if you will, wealthy thanks to gold mines not far away in the Eastern Desert along Wadi Hammamat, and caravan trails that terminated there from oases in the Western Desert.” 
 
    We sat by the river that evening and watched porters unload a donkey caravan that had emerged earlier in the day from the desert. They carried a variety of goods onto several large cargo boats. I saw ivory, gold, ebony, panther skins, ostrich feathers, frankincense, and myrrh. And a dozen apes and five dwarves. Both were the first I’d ever encountered. After that Grandfather and I visited a mud–brick shrine to Min, the valley’s ancient fertility god. 
 
    “This shrine is extremely old,” Grandfather said reverently. “The original was made of reeds, one of the very first shrines erected to any god in the valley.” 
 
    Two colossal stone statues of Min flanked its outer door, each more than ten feet tall, each holding an erect phallus with its left hand. 
 
    “These were the first large statues erected anywhere in the valley,” Grandfather said. “See how their surfaces have been eroded by windblown sand? That speaks to their great age. Just think, Neset – our ancestors saw these statues when they were brand new.” 
 
    And yet they were far younger than the talisman hanging around his neck, the ancient heirloom passed down in our family for two hundred thirty–nine generations. 
 
    Gebtu was at the apex of a long sweeping eastward curve in the river. In the morning we sailed due west for thirty miles, turning directly north again at Hiw. We were fortunate to be drifting with the current; boats heading upriver had to be rowed on this stretch since they were moving crosswise to the prevailing wind and their sails were useless. 
 
    We camped that night near Abdju. 
 
    Every year a festival of the dead was held throughout the valley; on its first day we villagers of Ta Set Maat aimed model boats in the direction of this very town to carry our ancestors’ spirits here, part of a procession of all the millions who’d ever lived. I’d never expected to see Abdju in person. 
 
    “This is the most sacred city in the entire valley because of its association with Osiris,” Grandfather said. “Priests claim he’s buried here. They say his wife Isis found his head at Abdju after his brother Seth slew him and cut him apart, and with the help of Anubis rejoined it to thirteen other body parts, wrapping them in bandages like a mummy.” Grandfather lowered his voice. “I’ll let you in on a secret, Neset. Osiris was unknown in the valley until a little over a thousand years ago. He was a foreign god who first appeared on the walls of tombs of high officials, and then in almost every private tomb.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Osiris’ followers believed the dead would have a human form in his realm. So his cult spread rapidly. Even kings, who’d been building sun temples to associate themselves with Re, adopted Osiris and began identifying themselves with him instead. A king named Unas was the first to inscribe his pyramid’s walls with spells to ensure his royal afterlife as the personification of Osiris.” 
 
    “What about the Ennead? Did those eight gods exist before Osiris?” 
 
    “They were invented by theologians at Iunu, where Re had his temple, to explain Osiris’ existence to the masses. But those theologians didn’t approve of kings adopting the concrete humanity of Osiris and abandoning the abstract distance of Re. So they made Osiris into a weak god who needs protection – killed by his brother Seth, his body sought after by his sisters Isis and Nephthys and brought back to life. By inventing the Ennead, the theologians brought about a decline in the position of the living king, who was now distanced four generations away from the creator sun–god. Before there had been no one standing between the king and Re.” 
 
    “So theologians simply made up that Osiris had ruled the valley before the first king and was subject to human fate and so, like us, he’d had to die? Then, after he was buried, he’d risen to immortal life? Since he can, so can we?” 
 
    “That’s right, Neset. To mark his new importance, priests decided to claim Osiris was buried at Abdju among the graves of the first human kings. They appropriated King Den’s tomb for him.” 
 
    “Our ancestor King Den?” 
 
    “Yes. His grave lies in an ancient cemetery on the plain near the entrance of the Underworld, along with several of our ancestors – Benerib, King Aha’s wife; their son King Djer; Djer’s daughter Merneith, who was sister–wife to King Djet and regent for their son, King Den; and King Adjib.” 
 
    “Do you really believe we’re descended from those kings, Grandfather? Our family stories are fascinating, but how do you know they aren’t made up?” 
 
    “There’s no way to prove either way,” Grandfather admitted. “But I believe they’re true, Neset. Just like I believe this talisman around my neck was cast from the sky in a fireball by the falcon god for our ancestress Aya to find.” He touched the falcon–shaped object hanging around his neck with his fingertips. “I take it on faith. How could the stories have survived so long and the talisman have been passed on more than two hundred times if a god wasn’t watching over our family? And what about the image on your thigh?” 
 
    The river and quay at the mouth of a canal that led five miles through the heart of the plain to Abdju were crowded with craft of every description, most carrying pilgrims to visit Osiris’ shrine, but officials hurriedly made space for the vizier’s barque and accompanying vessels to land. We spent the night aboard the barque, leaving early the next morning. There wasn’t time for Grandfather and me to visit the town or the ancient graves on the plain. I wished I could have seen them for myself, trod in the footsteps of ancestors who’d figured so prominently in my family stories. 
 
    After departing Abdju, four pleasant days travel between fertile riverbanks lined with date palms and sycamores and pomegranates brought us to Assuit. Then came twenty tense miles where desert cliffs closed in on the river and it rushed whitely between sheer narrow rock walls. Birds swooped at us and oarsmen struggled mightily against wind gusts and giant waves that smashed against the sides of the barque, exacerbated by the speed of the river during inundation. Several times I was drenched by spray from exceptionally powerful waves. Then, just as suddenly as the cliffs had appeared they fell back, leaving a wide cup of land edged by desert plateaus. 
 
    “The ruins of Akhetaten, city of the heretic pharaoh Akhenaten,” Grandfather whispered, his fingers closing around the talisman. 
 
    “Where the line of talisman bearers almost came to an end,” I said solemnly. 
 
    Grandfather nodded. “After Akhenaten succeeded his father, the third Amenhotep, he abolished the cults of the valley’s gods. He declared the Aten, the sun’s disk, was the sole god. In his sixth regnal year he moved his court from Waset and built a new city, Akhetaten, on this virgin plain. He forcibly relocated every craftsman from Ta Set Maat to here to decorate his per’aas and mighty temples and administrative buildings and to cut his family’s tombs and his courtiers’ in the surrounding cliffs.” 
 
    “Including our ancestor Ika.” 
 
    “As soon as Ika arrived at Akhetaten he was apprenticed to Pharaoh’s most important sculptor, Thutmose,” Grandfather said. “Even though Pharaoh demanded that everyone worship only the Aten, many, including Ika, continued to worship the old gods in secret. When Ika’s father died the falcon god’s talisman passed to him. One day he told a woman he was courting about the talisman and its history. He was bragging, trying to impress her. She reported him to Pharaoh. Ika barely escaped Akhetaten with his life. After many adventures he finally made his way back to Waset, where he hid out on a farm. Shortly thereafter Akhenaten died. He was succeeded by his son, Tutankhamen. Tutankhamen returned his court to Waset, but he died after nine years on the throne. Craftsmen hadn’t been relocated to Ta Set Maat from Akhetaten yet. Some were hurriedly sent south to work on Tutankhamen’s tomb. Ika simply reported for duty then and resumed his old life.” 
 
    I gazed at the curve of cliffs well back from the river that bounded Akhetaten. Somewhere atop them was the grave of Bakist, first wife of my ancestor Nykara. According to the family story, she’d died in childbirth aboard his boat after an extremely difficult passage through the canyon I’d just traversed while helping rescue my ancestress Amenia from a death sentence at Nekhen more than two millennia ago. Nykara had later married Amenia. It was almost mind–boggling that as I sailed down the river I was passing so many places connected with my forebears. 
 
    As our barque neared the head of the valley we began to encounter pyramids erected by early kings, towering high over the desert and visible from the river, first at Meidum, then Lisht, then Dahshur. Six generations of my ancestors had helped erect them, either setting stones in place or supporting workers who had. I marveled; landscapes described in family stories were coming to life before my eyes. I could scarcely contain my excitement. And the pyramids! Grandfather had told me many stories about them but I’d never imagined their utter magnificence. I gazed at them in awe. They were like small mountains, unbelievably old, worn by time and weather, yet still amazing. I wondered what they would have looked like when new. I could scarcely imagine the power of the kings who’d conceived them, who’d marshaled the wealth and manpower of the entire valley to build them, who lay at rest within them. 
 
    “These are not the largest,” Grandfather told me. “Those are at Giza, on the plateau north of the valley’s original capital, then called Ineb–hedj, now Mennefer.” 
 
    “Worked on by Pakhar and Maetkra.” 
 
    “That’s right. He was a harbor overseer responsible for unloading blocks of fine limestone delivered from the quarry at Tura. She was a seamstress who made clothing for pyramid workers and, ultimately, for royals.” 
 
    We sailed past Mennefer, originally called “White Walls” after the limestone walls that guarded the central section of the city. It sprawled along the riverbank for miles, overlooked by a line of ancient mastabas atop the Saqqara plateau and the top levels of the Step Pyramid. My ancestor Hemi had labored there. According to a family story he’d carved his name into a block of stone atop the pyramid’s first level. The central section of Mennefer was encircled by limestone walls glittering brilliantly in the sunlight, the roofs of countless houses and temples barely visible above them. 
 
    “When Narmer first unified the valley, this stretch was where the upper and lower river valleys intersected with caravan trails into the eastern and western deserts,” Grandfather said. “It had already been an important trade point for hundreds of years. There were clusters of warehouses and huts and a harbor and boatyard and such scattered haphazardly on both sides of the river.” 
 
    “Our ancestor Djem turned this spot into his brother Narmer’s capital.” 
 
    Grandfather nodded. “As you can see, the valley’s very narrow here. There wasn’t enough cultivable land to support everyone. So Djem had to draw grain and beef and other foodstuffs from estates in nearby Ta–mehi to feed everyone.” 
 
    “Like our ancestor Nykara’s?” 
 
    “His was the very first in the North,” Grandfather affirmed. “He led an exodus of farmers from the South nearly twenty–three hundred years ago. They all established estates. In return for the delta farmers’ food, the men who lived on this stretch of river supplied them with finished goods and materials and supplies. When Narmer became king he ordered Djem to build him a capital city, as you said. Not only did Djem do that, he erected a temple to Ptah within its walls. It’s been rebuilt and expanded many times since. The current version was constructed by Ramesses the Great. He built widely throughout the city, mostly to glorify himself. Those red pennants atop the four flagpoles? They mark the temple’s entrance.” 
 
    The pennants were snapping in the strong breeze. 
 
    “Narmer rarely resided here,” Grandfather continued. “His rule was tenuous, Neset. He traveled constantly, visiting the valley’s elite, reminding them they owed him fealty, collecting from them his share of what they grew or made to distribute to his courtiers and officials and the priests of the various gods. Our ancestors on their delta estate were instrumental in providing him and his immediate successors what they needed to stay on the throne. 
 
    “Mennefer served on and off as capital for centuries. When the Chiefs of Foreign Lands captured the delta they ruled it from Avaris; its ruins are within sight of Pi–Ramesses. After King Ahmose reunited the land, Waset became as much a capital as Mennefer, though Mennefer continued to be the land’s trade emporium. When Ramesses the Great became pharaoh he established Pi–Ramesses as his capital, which it has remained to this day. But with Pharaoh moving his residence back to Waset, Pi–Ramesses will eventually decline and Mennefer will regain its position as capital in the North.” 
 
    It was clear as we sailed past this part of the valley that hundreds of thousands of people had once lived here. The population was still substantial, but in sections houses had been abandoned and fallen to ruin. 
 
    “In this southern district of Mennefer are villas of the elite and houses for high–ranking officials,” Grandfather told me. “Over there’s Hathor’s temple.” We passed the mouth of a west–flowing canal. “That’s the city’s harbor at the canal’s far end. Peru–nefer. Just imagine, Neset! For millennia the wealth of the entire empire passed through this harbor. It was the crossroads of the world’s trade. A little north of Mennefer the many branches of the river constrict after flowing through Ta–mehi, funneling goods south from Retenu and Setjet and Naharina and the islands in the Great Green. Here goods arrive from south of the cataract. Here the caravan trails from the eastern and western deserts intersect the river, conveying the products of those lands.” He pointed north. “There, along the river, are pharaohs’ per’aas and royal estates. Each pharaoh builds his own, which is why there are so many. Per’aas are abandoned when pharaohs die, not leveled. Most workers, particularly wretches, live north of the canal within their own walled areas, with their own specialized markets.” 
 
    “Why are there so many wretches in Mennefer?” 
 
    “Some are descendants of soldiers captured in battle by past pharaohs. Some are descended from sailors who ran off from their crewmates and settled here for a better life. Some traveled here purposefully to share in the valley’s bounty. Anyway, the mud–brick houses in Mennefer are several stories tall, with flat roofs. The city’s streets are laid out in a grid. Usually they’re choked with refuse and the smell is almost unbearable.” Grandfather pointed again. “There’s a canal over there, west of the city, parallel to the river. On its west bank are a series of memorial temples raised by various pharaohs.” 
 
    “I envy that you saw so much of the valley when you were young, Grandfather.” 
 
    “If I hadn’t joined Pharaoh’s army when wretches invaded Ta–mehi I wouldn’t have. I’d have spent my entire life tending Ta Set Maat’s fields. I wouldn’t have come to Pharaoh’s attention and been appointed his gardener.” He smiled. “Who can say where the journey will end when one sets out on an unknown path?” 
 
    Something I could well attest. As a child I’d dreamed of traveling the valley as my ancestors had. Now I actually was. Mesedptah’s death had freed me from the confines of Ta Set Maat and opened the world to me. I wasn’t about to let that freedom go ever again. 
 
    I stared spellbound as we passed Giza less than an hour later. The swollen river lapped the very base of the vast tilted desert plateau, low in the east, high in the west. Three pyramids towered over their surroundings less than half a mile from the eastern edge of the plateau, two of them massive, the third much smaller. Small pyramids and dozens of mastaba tombs clustered beside them. A quarter mile in front of them, as if standing guard, was a mighty Sphinx hewn from rock, only its head and neck protruding from the sand, dwarfing nearby men and the remains of several temples. 
 
    “Supposedly a son of the second Amenhotep, a grandson of the third Thutmose, fell asleep beside the Sphinx one day after hunting,” Grandfather said. “The Sphinx appeared to him in a dream and told him he’d succeed his father as pharaoh if he cleared away the sand and restored the great statue, even though he wasn’t first in line for the throne. He did, then erected a stela recording his dream. He in fact succeeded Amenhotep and ruled as the fourth Thutmose.” 
 
    Sand had re–covered most of the Sphinx and Thutmose’s stela in subsequent centuries. 
 
    “Do you think his dream was real or made up, Grandfather?” 
 
    “Some say Thutmose made it up to justify pushing his older brother aside and seizing the throne. But who can say for sure?” Grandfather replied. “You know the stories from our family – the falcon god has sent dreams to some talisman bearers. They’ve always come true. If their dreams were real, why should we doubt Thutmose’s?” 
 
    But I couldn’t help doubt. Had a dream predicted Thutmose’s future, or had Thutmose forged his own future and justified it by claim of a dream? Had the falcon god really sent my ancestors dreams, or had they made them up to justify an action they wanted to take, or justify one they’d already taken? My faith in the validity of family stories and purported dreams was considerably weaker than Grandfather’s. 
 
    “Our ancestress Maetkra received a dream from the falcon god at this very spot,” Grandfather reminded me. “She and her father Pakhar lived and worked on this plateau almost fifteen hundred years ago during construction of King Khufu’s pyramid. Maetkra saw herself making a beadnet dress for a wretch who’d been taken prisoner by one of the king’s sons. She did, and that wretch ended up married to Khufu.” 
 
    “I remember what happened to them. Pakhar was crushed to death by a massive block of stone being unloaded from a boat in Giza’s harbor. Maetkra rose from seamstress in the pyramid workers’ village to mistress of a delta estate to royal dressmaker.” 
 
    Grandfather swept the plateau with his eyes. “Picture what Giza was like in those days, Neset! A large harbor nestled against the base of the plateau to enable the unloading of fine stone transported from quarries as close as Tura and as far south as the cataract. A smaller harbor to deliver foodstuffs and materials for the pyramid workers. Dozens of quays. Warehouses all along the shore. Hundreds of sweating porters, countless scribes tracking deliveries, overseers barking orders. Villages for the permanent workers and dormitories for the temporary. An administrative town, filled with workshops and kitchens and bakeries and breweries and potteries. A stockyard and a slaughterhouse. A riverside market where boat captains replenished supplies for their voyage home. Hundreds of donkeys hauling wood and water. Fishing boats unloading their daily catch. Thousands of men dragging sledges loaded with stone from the harbor and the Giza quarry up the sides of the pyramid. Skilled masons setting the blocks in place, the cladding blocks so perfectly aligned a sheet of papyrus wouldn’t fit between them. The sides of the completed pyramids shining white, their gold capstones glittering. Columns of smoke rising from workshops and bakeries. Clouds of incense from the offering tables overseen by the priests of the pharaohs’ cults.” 
 
    So much was gone from Giza, but the echoes remained. And the mighty pyramids. I was impressed. 
 
    Within an hour of passing Giza we reached the foot of Ta–mehi, the vast delta, a great silver lake stretching in every direction as far as the eye could see, the waving tips of reeds and papyrus marking the location of submerged riverbanks. For the first time in my life I could see all the way to the horizon, with no hill or mountain or plateau blocking my view. Scattered turtlebacks stood a few feet above the water, isolated islands. 
 
    “This is where the river splits into multiple branches,” Grandfather informed me. “We’re taking the easternmost. See the cluster of buildings on that long turtleback? That estate supplies Mennefer with food.” 
 
    “Was it our ancestor’s?” 
 
    “No. Nykara’s was a little farther north, on a different branch of the river. But his estate was seized by the Chiefs of Foreign Lands five hundred years ago. We never got it back.” 
 
    “How about Maetkra’s?” 
 
    “The estate she inherited from her husband? It was on the westernmost branch.” 
 
    “Where Narmer defeated delta rebels and unified the valley?” 
 
    “So the stories passed down in her husband’s family claimed.” 
 
    I noted that the farther north we sailed the more intensively land was being farmed, based on the number of buildings hugging the crests of turtlebacks. Estates were large and close together. Vineyards and groves of trees topped many ridges. 
 
    “After the inundation recedes great herds of cattle and sheep and goats will darken these plains,” Grandfather said. “They’re grazing now on higher ground on the fringes of the eastern and western deserts, out of reach of the water.” 
 
    Eventually we came even with eight or nine turtlebacks on the east side of the channel, all covered with ruins of large buildings interspersed with mud–brick huts. The turtlebacks were separated from each other by narrow shallow channels that would clearly be dry land once the inundation receded. The largest turtleback was thickly covered with foundations and remnants of buildings. 
 
    “The site of Avaris, capital of the Chiefs of Foreign Lands,” Grandfather announced grandly. “Avaris’ harbor was on the far side of this turtleback. It was much larger centuries ago, but the river has filled most of it with silt. It’s partly usable during the inundation, though. As you can see, people still live among the ruins.” 
 
    We traversed the length of the island and rounded an elevated point where the river veered sharply east. Remains of two extensive mud–brick structures occupied the point. 
 
    “What were those?” 
 
    “The smaller was the per’aa of the Chiefs of Foreign Lands, besieged by kings Kamose and Ahmose – and our ancestors – when they retook the valley. The larger was a per’aa erected by the third Thutmose. Supposedly it was decorated by painters from Keftiuh, an island in the Wadjet Wer. The walls had images of men leaping over bulls and leopards and such – very strange and barbaric.” 
 
    “You’ve seen them?” 
 
    “What’s left. I poked around in the ruins once. I’ve never seen images like them anywhere in the valley. Some claim one of Thutmose’s wives was from Keftiuh and that he built the per’aa for her. But who can tell with certainty after so long?” 
 
    The barque rounded the point and swept east. So much land in Ta–Mehi devoted to agriculture should have prepared me for the immensity of Pi–Ramesses. But it didn’t. The city entirely covered a large island in the middle of the river, just north of two smaller ones. It was thick with buildings, a mix of mud–brick and stone structures interspersed with massive statues and obelisks. Two turtlebacks were directly opposite the island, to its south, covered with ruins. 
 
    “You’ll never see so many people in one place ever again,” Grandfather told me. “Three hundred thousand.” He pointed to a sprawling structure overlooking the southern edge of the island. “That’s Pharaoh’s per’aa, where we’ll be staying.” 
 
    Our boat slipped into a narrow channel between the large island and a small one to its west, drifted directly north, then merged into the east–flowing main channel. 
 
    “That’s the center of town to our right, south of the per’aa,” Grandfather said. “The eastern side of the island is a disorderly collection of houses and gardens and workshops of various sizes. Here on the west is the royal section. It’s dominated by the temple of Amen–Re–Harakhty–Atum. Many courtiers’ houses lie between temple and river.” 
 
    We soon reached a narrow channel that sliced directly into the island, its entrance overlooked by a vast temple complex. That channel led us directly south to Pi–Ramesses’ harbor. I was used to seeing boats moored at Waset’s quays but I’d never dreamed of such variety – some long and slender, others wide, a few with multiple steering oars, some with two–story cabins, some unpainted, most richly decorated. Many looked strange, no doubt belonging to sailors from foreign lands. 
 
    “These vessels belong to officials,” Grandfather said. “Sea–going cargo boats and military vessels dock at a larger harbor farther north on the island. Its banks swarm with porters and sailors – many of them wretches – piled with baskets and containers being loaded and unloaded. The shore is crammed with mud–brick warehouses. A small army of scribes stands beside boats and quays and warehouses, tracking everything.” 
 
    The barque nosed to a spot beside the royal quay and waiting men tied it to mooring posts. Grandfather and I disembarked with the rest of Pharaoh’s officials and followed them to the per’aa. Servants showed us to our room – the walls beautifully decorated with images of trees and flowers, the furniture magnificent – an actual bed, not just a pallet on the floor, and real chairs, and a small table. It was the most marvelous room I’d ever been in. I could hardly believe my good fortune. Two years ago I’d been tending a garden on a rooftop in Ta Set Maat with no chance of ever escaping the village of my birth. Today I was hundreds of miles away having traveled most of the length of the valley, employed by Pharaoh as an overseer, conversing with him almost daily, about to spend a night in his per’aa. Things I’d never even dared to dream were happening to me. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    The evening of our arrival at Pi–Ramesses, Pharaoh’s herald summoned Grandfather and me to the garden of his per’aa. The sun was descending in the west; shadows were creeping across the garden. Ramesses was seated on a magnificently–decorated ebony chair some distance from a lotus–choked pool at the edge of a small grove of towering date palms, the sun at his back. He was dressed in a knee–length linen bag tunic with a decorated collar and hem, a corselet of precious stones, a broad collar below bands of feathers made of faience and agate, and a sash woven in red, blue, yellow and natural flax with bands, zigzags, dots, rows of ankhs, and cartouches with his name. He was attended by Vizier To and a handful of officials and wives and family members and serving girls. With a start I recognized Pharaoh’s son Pentawere sitting next to his mother, Tiye. She was wearing a pleated dress with sleeves, and a broad collar, and a belt of gold and carnelian with turquoise on its ends. She was crowned with a vulture headdress, the two wings of solid gold hanging down each side of her head, with a rearing cobra at her brow. Her crown was topped with two tall white plumes. The setting sun gave them a reddish tint. 
 
    Seeing Pentawere, the humiliation I’d suffered during my husband’s trial swept over me again. I didn’t hold Mesedptah’s execution against Pharaoh’s son. My husband had brought his death on himself. Still, I couldn’t help panic. What if Pentawere recognized me? What if he mentioned my thieving husband to Pharaoh? I’d never told Pharaoh what Mesedptah had done. How would Pharaoh react to my omission? Would he take away my position? Would he take away Grandfather’s? How would either of us live then? I slipped behind Grandfather, hoping his body would shield me from Pentawere’s view. Though I kept my eyes on the king’s son, making sure he wasn’t reporting me to his father. Pentawere was more handsome than I remembered, well–built, self–assured. He looked more regal than Pharaoh himself. 
 
    Pharaoh spied me and my stack of reed baskets. “You’ve come for my flowers, Neset?” 
 
    There was no hiding now. I stepped from behind Grandfather, studiously ignoring everyone but Pharaoh. “I have, Majesty.” 
 
    “Splendid! They’re in that plot over there – my gardener has marked each one I want transplanted to Djeme with a stake.” He pointed to an area at the base of a low stone wall that edged a two–foot wide canal that diverted water from the river into the garden. 
 
    “I’ll dig them up right away, Majesty,” I said, relieved I could escape the royal presence and potential discovery. I hurriedly carried my baskets through knee–high grasses and flowers to that section, knelt in the dirt with my back to the royals, unstacked the baskets, dug the first plant out taking care not to harm the roots. I placed it in a basket, packed it with dirt. I quickly glanced at the royals over my shoulder. Grandfather was seated between Vizier To and Pharaoh. Pharaoh was pointing to a far corner of the garden and he and Grandfather were discussing it. Vizier To looked bored. I returned to my task. 
 
    I’d extracted a dozen plants when I heard grass rustling behind me. I half–turned, looked up. Pentawere loomed. I felt a surge of fear. Had he recognized me? I hastily spun around on my knees and bent low, palms pressed into the dirt. “Majesty.” 
 
    “Look up,” he commanded. 
 
    I raised onto my knees and craned my neck. My eyes met his. 
 
    “I’ve seen you before, haven’t I.” It wasn’t a question. 
 
    There was no sense lying, though the truth would likely cost me my position. I assumed Pharaoh would be furious when Pentawere told him about my connection to Mesedptah. My husband had robbed the tomb of the predecessor–pharaoh Ramesses loved most. “Yes, Majesty, at the Great Kenbet at Djeme, two and a half years ago.” I took a deep breath, my stomach churning. “You sentenced my husband to death for robbing the tomb of Osiris–pharaoh Usermaatre–Setepenre, the great god, justified.” 
 
    Pentawere casually seated himself on the wall. 
 
    I turned towards him, sat back on my haunches, my heart pounding, preparing for the worst. 
 
    “Your name is Neset.” 
 
    I was surprised. “You remember my name after all this time, Majesty?” 
 
    “You’re really quite unforgettable, Neset. Such glorious red hair…” 
 
    I felt my face begin to burn. It was probably the same shade as my hair. I was glad it was getting dark in the garden. 
 
    “Do you hold it against me, the sentence I imposed that day?” 
 
    Why would a royal care what I thought? “No, Majesty, I don’t,” I said truthfully. “My husband deserved his fate.” 
 
    “You beat him with your fists, as I recall.” Pentawere smiled. 
 
    “Yes, Majesty.” I tilted my chin, defiant. “I didn’t know he’d been unfaithful until that day. He shamed me when he bragged about his conquests. I’d have divorced him years earlier if I’d known.” 
 
    Pentawere shook his head ruefully. “I remember thinking at the time that a man with a wife as compelling as you who slept with seemingly every woman in Ta Set Maat was an utter fool.” His eyes passed over me slowly, taking every bit of me in. 
 
    I blushed at his compliment, and at his glance, and at the knowledge he remembered me. It was flattering, actually. “You’re too kind, Majesty.” 
 
    “Not by a half,” he replied. “And I’m no fool.” He let that sink in. “You’ve come from Waset for my brother’s triumphant return?” He said “triumphant” distastefully. 
 
    “Your father, Pharaoh – life, prosperity, health – made me overseer of his garden at Djeme, unworthy as I am,” I said humbly. “He requested that I transfer these flowers, his favorites, back to Djeme.” 
 
    “You must have captured Father’s heart then, Neset, for I know of no woman that he’s given such a position.” 
 
    The same thought expressed by Ramesses’ wives the time I’d been with them in the tower room. Were they all seeing something I wasn’t? “I think it more due his respect for my grandfather, Meniufer, who’s served him since his first war against the Tjehenuians.” 
 
    “Don’t dismiss your attributes so lightly, Neset,” Pentawere said. “Father’s a lusty man. He has wives and concubines enough to prove it. He surrounds himself with beauty.” His eyes swept over me again. “Though beauty isn’t exactly the right word to describe you. Unique, perhaps. Or magnificent.” 
 
    I blushed a third time, very unusual for me. Pentawere was a bold man, not afraid to speak his mind. But what royal would have to be circumspect around a woman like me anyway? 
 
    Greetings were called from Pharaoh’s group and both Pentawere and I looked that way. Several men were joining those gathered under the palms. Torches were flickering to life too, their bases being set in the ground near Pharaoh by servants. 
 
    “It’s my older half–brother, the fourth Ramesses,” Pentawere said distastefully. “Back from the North. He commands Father’s army. The man with him is Ashakhet, the Greatest of Craftsmen. He’s high priest of Ptah in his temple at Mennefer.” 
 
    Ramesses seated himself next to his father. Tiye immediately rose. 
 
    “Mother can’t stand Ramesses,” Pentawere said. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “She’s adamant that I should succeed Father, not him.” 
 
    Tiye began wading through the greenery towards us. 
 
    I quickly swiveled around and faced Pentawere, kept my back to Tiye, tried to make myself seem as small and insignificant as possible, hoping she wouldn’t recognize me. 
 
    “I’m ready to leave, Pentawere,” Tiye announced from a few paces away. 
 
    Pentawere stood. “Go on ahead, Mother. I’ll join you in a moment.” 
 
    Tiye addressed him sternly. “Really, Pentawere. If you haven’t talked this serving girl into sharing your bed by now you’re not going to. Why waste any more time on her? There are dozens of high–ranking women in the per’aa clamoring for your attention. You’re embarrassing yourself with this one. She’s not even that pretty. You can do better.” She clapped her hands together. “Come along, Son,” she ordered imperiously. “Now!” 
 
    What was it with these royal women? Now I was supposedly trying to get my claws into Pentawere as well as his father? A man I didn’t even know? Why was I so threatening to Pharaoh’s wives? It was infuriating that she believed I’d fall into bed with Pentawere simply because he was paying attention to me. Though he did have a reputation for being irresistible to women. It apparently hadn’t crossed Tiye’s mind that her son might be talking to me with no ulterior motive. But I was in no position to defend myself from her preconceived notions. Tiye hadn’t recognized me and I wanted to keep it that way, given her obvious dislike of me that evening in the tower room. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” Pentawere said in a low voice after she’d swished away. “Status means everything to Mother. She has strong ideas about who I should associate with. Not ideas I necessarily agree with.” He sighed. “Anyway, I shouldn’t keep her waiting.” He took a step, stopped. “Has your new husband come with you to Pi–Ramesses, Neset?” 
 
    I laughed lightly. “I’m not married, Majesty.” 
 
    “Really? No man has staked a claim to you? After so long?” He seemed genuinely surprised. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “No one’s tried?” 
 
    “I didn’t say that, Majesty. I’ve been approached so many times I’ve lost count, beginning the night my husband was executed. But my marriage was horrible. I don’t intend to become subservient to a man ever again. The freedom I have now to come and go as I please suits me.” Though that freedom couldn’t last forever. Someday Grandfather would pass his talisman to me. Then it would be my responsibility to pass it and the family stories on to my child. Though I wouldn’t necessarily need a husband to have a baby. At any rate, I intended to grasp my freedom tight as long as possible. 
 
    “You’ve captured my heart, Overseer Neset,” Pentawere said dramatically, giving me a sweeping bow. “I’d never try to make you subservient.” He laughed. “I wouldn’t risk your fists.” 
 
    I laughed too. 
 
    “Have you visited Pi–Ramesses before, Neset?” 
 
    “No, Majesty. I’ve never been anywhere but Waset.” 
 
    “Then I shall personally give you a tour of the capital tomorrow. I’ll call for you first thing in the morning.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t… Your Mother…” 
 
    “Don’t worry about her. I insist.” He didn’t look like he was going to take “no” for an answer. 
 
    “That’s very kind of you, Majesty,” I said. “Very well. I look forward to it.” 
 
    Pentawere smiled, then hurried after Tiye. He caught her at the garden’s fringe. She glared at me one last time – I assumed it was a glare; I could barely make out her features in the gathering gloom. Thank the gods she hadn’t been close enough to overhear my final conversation with Pentawere. She’d have scuttled our plans in an instant. Me, invited on a tour of Pi–Ramesses by a son of Pharaoh? It was easy to guess why he’d asked. He’d apologized earlier for his mother denigrating my status, not for accusing him of wanting to sleep with me. He was obviously attracted; his compliments had been genuine. But why would a man as important as him stoop to be with a woman as low–ranking as me? Tiye had flat–out said it – Pentawere could have any woman in Pi–Ramesses he wanted. Tonight he apparently wanted me. I was more than a little intrigued by the prospect of spending time with him – what woman wouldn’t be awe–struck by a son of Pharaoh? At least one good thing had come out of our encounter – as long as I was in Pentawere’s good graces he probably wasn’t going to tell Pharaoh about Mesedptah. Grandfather and I were safe. For now. As long as I didn’t do something to offend Pentawere tomorrow. Or Tiye. 
 
    I finished digging up the rest of the flowers, all the while replaying in my mind my discussion with Pentawere. He’d made an unexpected impression on me. I should have been tongue–tied because of his rank, but he’d put me so much at ease we’d conversed like two normal people. But his words had been practiced, honeyed. I wondered how many women he’d used them on, how many conquests he’d recorded. I was aware of his reputation in Waset and on the west bank, one seemingly well–deserved according to the gossip whenever Ta Set Maat’s women gathered. I scooped water from the canal and dripped it onto the plants in their baskets, over and over, almost in a trance. I couldn’t help picturing Pentawere’s broad chest, muscled arms and legs, keen eyes. How many of the women who’d fallen under his spell had let their minds roam freely as I was doing now, imagined themselves a concubine or even wife of a pharaoh’s son, living in a per’aa, adorned with fine clothes and jewels and perfumes? I caught sight of my reflection in the water and laughed out loud at myself. I certainly wasn’t one of them. I was a simple woman, a commoner, a gardener with dirt under my fingernails, skin burned dark by Re, my skirt barely presentable, out of place in this fine per’aa among the royal women who lived here. I was smart enough to see behind Pentawere’s words. I assumed after our tour tomorrow he’d want to spend an hour or two in bed before he discarded me for someone more appropriate to his rank. That was something I had no interest in. I wondered how I was going to get out of it without putting Grandfather and me at risk for our livelihoods. How might a rejected son of Pharaoh retaliate? I never should have agreed to go on a tour with him. Although, perversely, I really wanted to. 
 
    Finished with the flowers, I summoned a nearby servant and told him where to deliver my reed baskets. He returned with several more servants and they carried the flowers towards my quarters. Then I crossed the garden to where the royals were gathered. I slipped unnoticed to a place on the ground beside Grandfather. I leaned against his legs. 
 
    Vizier To was discussing the army’s upcoming triumphant return. As he droned on about what would happen in what sequence and why two days from now I studied Pharaoh’s newly–arrived son, the one Tiye and Pentawere despised. The fourth Ramesses was in his early forties, much shorter than Pentawere, perhaps five and a quarter feet tall, wiry and lean, nearly bald. There were creases around his eyes, as if he spent much time scanning desert vistas. He exuded an air of quiet authority, which I assumed he must have if he commanded Pharaoh’s army, yet there was about him a clear deference to his father. To me he looked more like a farmer than the land’s co–ruler; if I’d seen him on the west bank I’d have passed him by without a second glance. Pentawere, on the other hand, would stand out in any crowd and never be taken for anything less than royal. 
 
    I noticed Ramesses surreptitiously glance at me several times. Each time he looked away quickly when our eyes met. I seemed to be affecting him the same way I affected Pentawere and most other men. He didn’t affect me that way at all. 
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    I called for Neset at the small room crowded with baskets of plants she was sharing with her grandfather in the per’aa. She was waiting for me, obviously nervous. Naturally – I was Pharaoh’s son and she wasn’t far removed from being a serving girl, as Mother had disparagingly called her last night. Yet, for some reason I couldn’t explain even to myself, I was drawn to her in a way I’d never been drawn to another woman. I could already picture Neset in my arms, practically feel her lips pressed fiercely against mine – had been since we’d parted yesterday evening. I could scarcely wait to ignite the fire that burned inside her – I’d seen it firsthand when she attacked her husband during his trial. I had every intention of experiencing that fire several times before the celebration of my brother’s triumphal return concluded a few days from now. Of all my conquests, I expected Neset to be one of the most memorable. 
 
    Her dress was linen, probably her finest, though utilitarian and well–worn. I’d have to do something about that. Her only jewelry was a protective limestone scorpion on a chain around her neck. Her long red slightly curly hair was unbound and shining and fell just below her shoulders. Her lips were inviting, and her cheeks dimpled slightly and her eyes lit up when she smiled. That I’d stumbled on Neset in Pi–Ramesses after searching fruitlessly for her at Waset seemed ordained by the gods. How else to explain it? Yes, for the rest of her stay in Pi–Ramesses she was going to be mine. 
 
    Both Neset and Meniufer bowed to me. I noticed a few bowls and platters on a table. One set held crumbs, one was untouched. I assumed the later was Neset’s. She’d been too nervous to eat. Good – I had affected her. The room was small but colorful, the walls decorated with plants, mostly. It seemed fitting for two gardeners. 
 
    “This per’aa was originally built by the first Seti, about a century ago,” I told Neset as we exited the southern entrance into bright sunshine. “He used it during the summer. Ramesses the Great expanded it when he made Pi–Ramesses his capital.” 
 
    “Grandfather told me that’s Avaris on the other side of the river, the capital of the Chiefs of Foreign Lands,” Neset said, pointing south. 
 
    “Mostly ruins now. Though part of Pi–Ramesses has spilled onto its turtlebacks.” 
 
    A boat sailed past us up the channel, sail billowed by the wind. 
 
    “How do you know about those heathen, Neset?” 
 
    “Several of my ancestors fought against them at Avaris,” she replied proudly. “Drove them from the delta. Their story’s been handed down in my family.” 
 
    I did a quick calculation. “For more than four hundred years?” 
 
    “Yes, Majesty.” 
 
    “Tell me about those ancestors.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “I love tales of military exploits, Neset. And I don’t know as much about that war as I’d like.” 
 
    “As you wish, Majesty. The story begins with my ancestor Kanufer and his son Pimay. They were bodyguards of the second King Seqenenre Tao. My family has a long tradition of protecting pharaohs. Anyway, he ruled only the South, from Waset, as his predecessors had for about a century. The Chiefs of Foreign Lands held the delta and were allied with heathen south of the cataract, trapping us between two enemies. Apophis, ruler here in Avaris, was a cunning man. He portrayed himself as our friend – he married his daughter Herit into the royal family in Waset to lull our people into complacency. In actuality, he had designs on ruling the entire valley. One day he sent a messenger to Seqenenre Tao, demanding that he slay the sacred hippopotami in Waset – Apophis said their roaring was keeping him awake here in Avaris.” 
 
    “He must have had amazing hearing.” 
 
    “Simply an excuse by Apophis to provoke a war. He got one. King Seqenenre moved north and Apophis moved south and the two armies collided somewhere near the foot of the delta, around Mennefer most likely. In the swirl of battle, Seqenenre and Kanufer and Pimay became separated from the rest of our army. They were surrounded by wretches. One smashed the king in the jaw with a club. Seqenenre toppled to the ground, screaming in agony. Pimay killed that wretch. At almost the same instant a different wretch ran Kanufer through with a spear. He died instantly. Another wretch speared Pimay in the ribs. He crumpled to the ground three feet from the king, badly hurt. Seqenenre rolled onto his back. Pimay watched helplessly as two wretches hacked at the king’s living body – one speared him to the right of his right eye, the other struck him with an axe on his right temple and at his hairline. The king was conscious until the final blow. The triumphant wretches stripped King Seqenenre of his weapons and clothing and jewelry and crown and ran off. Luckily for Pimay, they didn’t check to see if he was dead. They were too busy celebrating their victory. Pimay lay on the battlefield the rest of that long hot day, bleeding, watching wretches execute our wounded, drawing ever closer to him. The moment it was dark enough he thought they wouldn’t see him he crawled for nearly a mile to where the remnants of our army were huddled, leaderless and lost. Several comrades bound Pimay’s wounds. Even though he was very weak and in great pain, Pimay harangued his fellow soldiers until four volunteered to return with him to the battlefield to recover Seqenenre’s body, and his father’s.” 
 
    “Why? What was the point of going back?” 
 
    “Pimay had taken a sacred vow to protect Seqenenre, Majesty,” Neset replied. “To him, that meant not letting Seqenenre’s body fall into barbarian hands, for his ka would be lost forever. Plus, he believed the king had saved his life by holding the attention of the wretches. Pimay and his men had barely returned to the bodies when they saw enemy soldiers scouring the battlefield by torchlight, turning over the dead and closely examining them. From snatches of conversation – Pimay had learned the enemy’s tongue years before when he’d served the king as a spy within the walls of Avaris – he determined the enemy commander had ordered his soldiers to bring him King Seqenenre’s body. Probably to hang it in triumph from Avaris’ walls. Pimay ordered two of his volunteers to carry the king’s corpse to our lines. He remained behind with the others, all three armed with bows, retreating slowly, positioning themselves between the wretches and the king, prepared to fight if they were detected. Fortunately, everyone made it back to our lines. The army began its retreat at daylight, bringing the king along. He was buried properly at Waset. He was apparently a horrible sight – his body partly decomposed, his face frozen in a scream, his arms and legs twisted, horribly mutilated.” 
 
    “What about Kanufer?” 
 
    “Pimay had to choose between recovering the king’s body and his father’s, Majesty. There weren’t enough men in his party to do both with wretches approaching. So he chose the king. He left his father’s body and ka to the wretches. He did recover a falcon–shaped talisman that Kanufer had worn on a chain around his neck. That talisman is the most precious heirloom of my family. Kanufer was the two hundred–twentieth person to wear it. It belongs to my grandfather now. He’s the two hundred thirty–ninth talisman bearer.” 
 
    “Who told you all this?” I asked, equal parts skeptical and intrigued. 
 
    “Grandfather. He learned the family stories from his father, and he from his, and so on, going back to the original talisman bearer, Aya, more than four millennia ago. The talisman has been passed on along with the stories, either to the eldest or most deserving descendant.” 
 
    “I suppose the talisman will be yours someday?” 
 
    “Yes, since my mother’s dead and I was her only child. Grandfather was her father.” 
 
    “Fascinating, Neset. Go on with your story.” 
 
    “Pimay and his son Waty fought alongside Seqenenre’s successors, for the war Apophis started lasted three decades. King Kamose was the first successor, Seqenenre’s son. Kamose’s courtiers were content to let wretches hold the delta and the lands south of the cataract. Kamose wasn’t. He moved his army north. Before attacking Avaris, though, he had to deal with Teti, a man who ruled Khmun in the middle part of the valley, a man who’d collaborated with the Chiefs of Foreign Lands. According to the story, Kamose was ‘on Teti like a hawk’ and his soldiers were ‘like lions with their prey.’ After defeating Teti, Kamose lay siege to Avaris, where Apophis was hiding behind his obviously stout walls.” She pointed to their ruins. “Kamose’s men devastated the surrounding fields and villages trying to starve the enemy out. Kamose got so close to Apophis’ per’aa that he could see the harem women looking down at him from their roof. He used the women to send taunting messages to Apophis, but even his concubines couldn’t shame Apophis into coming out of his fortification to fight. Instead, Apophis sent a messenger south to try to convince the king of Kush to come to his aid. Pimay captured that messenger on the trail that cuts across the great bend in the river north of Waset. The message he was carrying urged the king of Kush to attack Kamose from the rear and promised to divide the towns of the valley with him. Kush never attacked because its king never received the message. Unfortunately, King Kamose’s army was not strong enough to capture Avaris that year. So, having secured his northern border, he returned to Waset, having won a battle but not a war.” 
 
    “I’ve seen the limestone stela at Ipet–Isut where Kamose recorded his deeds. I’ve even memorized it.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “I’ve memorized the third Thutmose’s records of his campaign, too,” I said. “He inspires me, Neset. I’ve dreamed my whole life of commanding Father’s army and rebuilding Thutmose’s empire.” 
 
    “Prove it,” Neset challenged, her eyes flashing. “I have to warn you – I know Kamose’s inscription too, Majesty.” 
 
    “You can read, Neset?” 
 
    “Almost everyone brought up in Ta Set Maat can.” 
 
    That was news to me. And even more unusual – not just that a woman would care about records of campaigns, but that she wouldn’t take my word I knew. No woman had ever doubted me to my face. “Very well. ‘O wicked of heart, vile Wretch, I drank the wine of your vineyard which the wretches I captured pressed for me. I lay waste your dwelling place and cut down your trees… I laid waste your towns and burned your places, they being made into red ruins for eternity on account of the damage which you did within this land.’” 
 
    “Very nice, Majesty,” Neset said, smiling. 
 
    “Now that I’ve proven myself, My Lady, go on with your tale,” I said grandly. 
 
    “King Kamose died of disease three years after taking the throne. His much younger brother, Ahmose, succeeded him. Ahmose set out to drive the Chiefs of Foreign Lands from the delta too, but not until he’d been king for ten years.” 
 
    “Why did he wait so long?” 
 
    “He was a child when he was crowned, Majesty. His mother, Ahhotep, served as his regent. She held Apophis at bay on his behalf – she even led a few campaigns against the wretches. Pimay and his son Waty fought at her side. Anyway, Ahmose himself waged five campaigns against the Chiefs of Foreign Lands. At first he suffered setbacks, but he eventually conquered Mennefer and Avaris in turn, fighting on land and water. Pimay was killed during the second campaign, not long after he’d been awarded flies of valor for presenting King Ahmose with the right hands of three wretches he’d slain. During the next three campaigns Waty avenged his father. He presented the king with a dozen right hands in all. King Kamose’s army looted Avaris when it finally fell; Waty captured a barbarian official and his three daughters he found hiding in a house. King Kamose gave them to Waty as slaves. He married one of the girls a year or so later.” Neset gazed at the hillocks where Avaris had once stood. “My ancestress. She grew up right over there.” 
 
    “I wonder where your ferocity comes from, Neset – the soldiers, or the barbarian slave?” 
 
    “Probably a little from both,” she mused. “Even though Avaris had fallen, Majesty, the war wasn’t over. The Chiefs of Foreign Lands fled to Sharuhen in Setjet. King Ahmose besieged them for six years, then fought another great battle that finally ended the peril in the North. Waty was awarded flies of valor in that battle too. Then Ahmose turned his attention to the South and conquered Kush as far as the second cataract. As he returned to Waset in triumph, however, the King of Kush, Aata, fell on him. Ahmose defeated him and carried him off to Waset as his prisoner. 
 
    “Then malcontents under a leader named Tetian attacked Ahmose. Tetian had been a supporter of the Chiefs of Foreign Lands. Ahmose slew him. After that he was never challenged again. He secured the lands he’d captured in Kush, building a number of fortresses. He also established the position of viceroy – the king’s son of Kush – to keep a tight administrative rein over the Far South. His victory complete, Ahmose donned Sekhmet, the Double Crown, for the first time in centuries, having reunited the valley.” 
 
    “I suppose there must be documents from those times in the royal archives. But I’ve never read them. And they probably wouldn’t have the detail of your stories – or interest. Unfortunately for me, few tales about my ancestors have been passed down in my family. My grandfather, Setnakhte, wasn’t related to the pharaoh he succeeded. I know nothing about his father.” 
 
    “That’s a shame, Majesty. Seems to me we’re all a part of everyone in our families who’ve come before us. They continue to live through us.” 
 
    So far, Neset was not at all what I’d expected when I invited her to join me. Most women, especially one so low–ranking, would have been flattering me relentlessly or flirting shamelessly or pressing close and grasping my arm to impress passersby, basking in an association with me. Some would have been bold, some feigning shyness, some whispering seductively about intimacies to come. But no woman before today had ever spoken to me so knowledgeably about the valley’s past or walked beside me with less pretense or conversed with me so easily. I smiled. “You’ve impressed me, Neset. I’ve never met anyone, man or woman, who knows so much about the ancient kings and their wars. I’d like to hear more of your stories sometime.” 
 
    “Of course, Majesty.” 
 
    Any other woman would have taken my request as an opening to press me on exactly when we’d see each other next, draw a commitment from me. Again, Neset was not behaving as I’d expected. She wasn’t at all possessive. She didn’t seem awed either, or scared of me. Since she was different I decided to treat her differently, dispense with formality. “When we’re alone together like this, Neset, call me Pentawere, not Majesty.” 
 
    She seemed truly surprised. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Must I order you?” 
 
    Neset blushed slightly. “No. Pentawere.” Such a lilting voice. 
 
    “Anyway, now it’s my turn to show you Pi–Ramesses, Neset. The city is divided into four quarters. The harbor where you tied up is roughly in their center.” 
 
    We set out to unhurriedly circle the outside of the island. The streets were crowded, not only with permanent residents but those who’d poured in to witness my brother’s triumphant return. Along with hundreds of soldiers from Father’s army, visiting the city from their campsite on the east bank of the river to see the sights. As we progressed through the city women regarded Neset with curiosity, men with interest. And envy, at my good fortune to be with a woman so unique. Hundreds we passed recognized me. I greeted those I knew by name and spoke pleasantly to those I didn’t. 
 
    “You seem to know everyone in Pi–Ramesses,” Neset observed after awhile. “Frankly, Maj… Pentawere, I’ve always had an image of royals as being cold and unapproachable. Except for your father. And now you.” 
 
    “Father’s approachable?” 
 
    “We’ve talked almost every morning the past month and a half while I was watering flowers on the tower stairs,” she said. “Sometimes in the audience hall, too, when I was arranging flowers.” 
 
    That was interesting. Though not surprising. It was understandable Father would be drawn to Neset. But if he spoke to her regularly and hadn’t made her a concubine yet… that was even more interesting. “I determined years ago to win the people’s hearts by treating them with kindness and respect,” I said “My reticent older brothers would never do that.” 
 
    We stopped first outside Amen’s temple, in the west section of the city. 
 
    “Would you like to visit the most sacred parts of the temple?” I asked, trying to impress her. “Only priests and royals ever get to go there.” 
 
    Neset laughed lightly. “I’ve never seen a god’s statue in its sanctuary. But I’ve been in every other part of a temple.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “I arrange flowers in all the temples inside Ipet–Isut, and in Ipet–Resyt and the memorial temples, before festivals, for Grandfather. But I’d enjoy touring Amen’s with you.” 
 
    So much for impressing Neset. After Amen’s, we visited in turn Pi–Ramesses’ other major temples – Seth’s and Astarte’s and Wadjet’s. All featured pylons, courtyards, copper–clad doors, massive statues, whitewashed walls painted with colorful images, and gold–tipped flagpoles flying red banners. All were surrounded by the houses of priests and support staff. Every temple district was practically crawling with priests. I’d looked at them with different eyes ever since my discussion with Hednakht. I saw them as parasites now, sucking the valley dry at Father’s expense. Parasites that needed to be crushed. 
 
    “Why do so many statues and blocks of stone bear the cartouches of ancient kings and pharaohs?” Neset asked as we paused in the shade beside a small statue. “I’ve seen Khufu’s name, and Khafre’s, and Pepi’s and Teti’s and a dozen more.” 
 
    “Two reasons, I think. Obviously, there’s no stone in the delta. When Ramesses decided to create this city it was easier for him to reuse stone quarried by his predecessors for their monuments and transport it here than quarry it himself. Also, having objects associated with ancient rulers scattered about makes this city seem more connected to the valley’s past, gives it a sense of history it would otherwise lack.” 
 
    “That makes sense.” 
 
    “Ramesses might have been copying the Chiefs of Foreign Lands, Neset. When they held the delta they moved statues from Mennefer and the Faiyum and reinscribed them with the names of their rulers.” 
 
    We paused in front of a hall with soaring columns, all of them carved and painted with images of Ramesses the Great and various gods, their capitals shaped like lotus blossoms and papyrus plants. 
 
    “What’s this?” Neset asked. 
 
    “Ramesses erected it for one of his many Heb–Sed festivals. He ruled for sixty–seven years. He held his first in year thirty and one every three years after that.” 
 
    Neset perched on the front step and I joined her. “This city’s overwhelming, Pentawere. It’s huge! Everywhere I look, monumental statues of Ramesses in his divine aspects, towering obelisks, sphinxes – it’s almost as impressive as Ipet–Isut. Waset’s puny by comparison.” 
 
    “Let a pharaoh who loves to advertise his greatness and has unlimited resources rule for more than six decades and this city’s the result,” I said. “Many of the statues were relocated from other parts of the valley and recarved in his image. Shameless of him, don’t you think?” 
 
    “I do.” She indicated an approaching group. “There are so many wretches in this city. They dress so strangely.” 
 
    “Everything and everyone that enters or leaves the valley passes through Pi–Ramesses’ harbor,” I said. “You’ll encounter traders and boat captains and sailors from Mycenae and Keftiuh and Alashiya and Setjet and Retenu. As well as refugees from the Hittite empire, driven from their homes by the Sea Peoples. You could say Pi–Ramesses is a microcosm of the entire world.” 
 
    “Majesty?” 
 
    I turned. A priest of my acquaintance, in his late thirties, was hurriedly approaching from inside the hall, finely dressed. A woman, very pretty, probably half his age, was with him. “Debhen. And…” 
 
    “My new wife, Takhuit, Majesty,” Debhen said. “She serves as chantress in this temple.” 
 
    “Pleased to meet you, Takhuit.” 
 
    She bowed deeply, timidly. 
 
    “What brings you to Ramesses’ hall, Majesty?” 
 
    “I’m giving Neset a tour of the city. She’s one of Father’s overseers. She’s spent her whole life at Waset.” 
 
    Debhen eyed her appreciatively. 
 
    Takhuit noticed. Her brow furrowed. 
 
    “May I show you both around, Majesty?” Debhen asked. 
 
    “Please.” 
 
    We followed him and Takhuit inside. 
 
    After inspecting Ramesses’ hall, Neset and I strolled to a section of the city from which numerous columns of smoke spiraled into the sky. 
 
    “This is the workshop district,” I announced. 
 
    Several streets were lined with mud–brick huts or open yards shaded by palm branches laid atop wooden frames. Fires burned in some. All contained piles of materials waiting to be processed – hides, reeds, clay, copper ingots, precious stones, bone. Many had stacks of wood or huge jars filled with water. Craftsmen were laboring busily in every one. We stepped inside the first hut. The overseer spotted me and bowed low. 
 
    I acknowledged him. “This is the bone workshop, Neset. Butchers slaughter thousands of cattle annually to feed the populace of Pi–Ramesses and placate the gods. Porters carry bones here from the slaughterhouse. They take hides to the tanner. As you can see, these craftsmen are making jewelry and tools and weapons.” 
 
    “From the cattle that graze in Ta–mehi?” she asked. 
 
    “You know about the herds?” 
 
    “My ancestors Nykara and Amenia founded the first estate in the delta five hundred years before Narmer unified the valley.” 
 
    “Really? Where did they come from?” 
 
    “Nekhen. In the South.” 
 
    “What brought them to the delta?” 
 
    “Nykara was a boat builder and trader. He and Amenia fell in love. But Amenia’s father married her to her uncle, an older man she couldn’t stand.” 
 
    “Much like happened to you, I gather.” 
 
    “Except I wasn’t in love with someone else when I was forced to marry.” 
 
    “Have you ever, Neset? Been in love?” 
 
    She seemed taken aback that I’d asked. “Not before my marriage. Afterwards I was… dutiful. Mesedptah was twice my age and had already buried two wives when he took me to his bed. Everyone in Ta Set Maat told me how lucky I was he’d chosen me to be his wife – he was the most skilled painter and wealthy because of it. He treated me well enough at first, though perfunctorily and without affection. He started resenting me once he figured out I’d never give him a son and didn’t have the grace to die in childbirth and set him free.” Her eyes hardened. “He obviously never loved me.” 
 
    How sad for her. I’d been in love dozens of times. Glorious love. Though I couldn’t remember half the women’s names or picture their faces anymore. “Go on with your story.” 
 
    “Many years later Nykara took a bride, Bakist, a daughter of his trading partner here in the delta. He’d known her since she was a girl. He took her to Nekhen. About a year later, for various and complicated and unjust reasons, Nekhen’s ruler vindictively sentenced Amenia to death along with her entire family. Nykara helped them escape from the hut where they were being held and put them on one of his boats and sailed for the North. Along the way Bakist died after giving birth to their daughter. Nykara established an estate in the delta, the first foothold of the South’s culture and way of life in the North.” 
 
    “I suppose Nykara and Amenia eventually married.” 
 
    “They did. And lived long and happy lives, with many children of their own.” 
 
    “I’m intrigued by your stories, Neset.” And by the storyteller. 
 
    “I have plenty more, Pentawere.” 
 
    We stepped outside the bone workshop. “The rest of the buildings on this street are high–temperature workshops. Let’s go in this one – the glass works.” 
 
    The back of the building had no wall and opened onto a large yard shaded by a wide sunscreen. Several furnaces burned brightly at its far end. Great stacks of wood occupied a corner. One man was feeding short logs into a furnace. Two were operating leather bellows with their feet to make the fire burn hotter. 
 
    “Ruby red glass!” Neset exclaimed, peering over the shoulder of the closest craftsman. “It’s gorgeous.” 
 
    “And quite rare,” the overseer said, coming to greet us. “Welcome to my establishment, Majesty.” 
 
    “How is glass made?” Neset asked. 
 
    He took us on a tour of his works. “In this corner boys are crushing quartz pebbles and mixing the powder with ash from burnt plants.” 
 
    The two looked about eight and nine years old or so. Probably the overseer’s sons. They were grinding the pebbles with hand–sized rocks, then passing the resulting mixture to a craftsman hunkered beside them. He was currently arranging small clay jars he’d filled with powder atop red–hot coals. 
 
    “The heat’s low, Majesty,” he explained. “Just hot enough to melt the quartz powder into a glassy blob.” 
 
    He grasped a jar with a strip of leather and turned it so we could see inside. He tilted his head towards the next craftsman, who was busily grinding one of the many blobs piled in front of him. “Once the blob cools he reduces it to powder, then cleans it and passes it to a master. The master mixes in agents to color the powder red or blue or whatever. It takes many years of practice to do it correctly.” 
 
    The overseer shepherded us to the open yard behind the hut. Two furnaces were filled with ceramic containers, the heat so high Neset and I were forced to keep our distance. The men laboring beside them were all drenched with sweat, pausing often to drink from large water jars. 
 
    “These craftsmen pour the refined powder through clay funnels into the containers in the furnaces. The extremely high heat melts the powder into glass.” 
 
    On the opposite side of the yard two men were breaking apart ceramic containers they’d removed from the furnaces that had subsequently cooled, tapping very carefully with hammers so they wouldn’t break the glass inside. The overseer picked up a large thick disk of red glass and handed it to Neset. “We ship these disks to Pharaoh’s workshops throughout the valley. Craftsmen there melt them and, using various instruments, shape them into jars and containers and objects – they even mix different colors of glass together to make designs.” 
 
    We thanked the overseer, then entered the adjacent building. Like the previous workshop it too had an open yard with two kilns and stacks of wood. A fire blazed in one kiln. A man was loading a second. 
 
    “These are the faience works,” I said. “Its craftsmen make jewelry and ornaments and architectural pieces.” 
 
    Once again an overseer gave us a tour. 
 
    “These are our raw materials, Majesty,” he said, pointing to various piles. “White quartz pebbles, lime, natron, copper ingots.” He took us to a corner. “Boys grind the pebbles into powder, as well as the other ingredients. Then these men mix everything together with water to create a paste. The amount of copper determines the ultimate color of the faience.” 
 
    “What are you making?” Neset asked a craftsman on the opposite side of the workshop. 
 
    “Tiles for the per’aa,” he said. He was patting the paste into a flat shape. 
 
    “Like the decorations in the room Grandfather and I are sharing.” 
 
    “Some of my men hand–model beads,” the overseer said. “The rest press the paste into molds. This tray’s ready.” 
 
    We followed the craftsman carrying it into the yard. He handed it to another craftsman who was arranging the molds in one of the kilns. It was nearly full, wood in place, ready to be lit. 
 
    “We fire at extremely high heat, as you can tell from the other kiln,” the overseer said. He picked up a scarab from inside a clay container and handed it to Neset. “A gift for My Lady.” 
 
    “Thank you!” she said with delight, cradling it in her palm. “Though I’m no Lady. Just an overseer, like you.” 
 
    “I think you could be a Lady, if you set your mind to it,” I said as we walked to the next building. 
 
    Neset’s brow furrowed slightly. “That would require me pursuing and marrying a courtier, Pentawere, which I’d never do, and him not objecting to a woman who spends her life on her knees in the dirt.” 
 
    “I think you’d be surprised how little men object to when a fascinating woman’s involved,” I replied flippantly. 
 
    “No, Pentawere. I can honestly say that nothing a man does surprises me.” 
 
    A trace of bitterness in her voice. Why not, after the way her husband had disrespected her? It must have been wearying for Neset, being chased after by countless men before and during and after her marriage. Which, I admitted guiltily, I was currently doing. Still, Neset’s response was once again not what I’d expected. Most women I was acquainted with would have fished for even more compliments from me by protesting they weren’t fascinating, pressed me to tell them they were beautiful. Neset knew she was. But it seemed to me that she considered her beauty a burden, not an asset she could use to improve her status. 
 
    “This is the bronze foundry,” I announced as we stepped into a vast yard. “It’s the most impressive workshop in the city. Definitely the most important.” 
 
    Dozens of brawny sweaty workers were laboring beside blazing outdoor fires. Materials were piled everywhere, including large amounts of charcoal. 
 
    “The copper ingots come from ancient mines in the Sinai,” I said. 
 
    “The Terraces of Turquoise.” 
 
    Another surprise. “You know about them?” 
 
    “One of my family tales concerns a son of King Khufu who mounted an expedition into the Sinai to punish a band of Shasu who’d massacred his father’s copper miners and stolen their ingots.” 
 
    “Did he? Punish them?” 
 
    “He did. He slew all but two women, one of whom later married King Khufu. He recovered the copper too. Supposedly he carved a stela at the mine to commemorate his victory.” 
 
    “I definitely want to hear that entire story, Neset.” I pointed to a stack of material. “That tin was imported from Keftiuh, an island in the Wadjet Wer.” 
 
    We stepped out of the way of porters lugging copper ingots into the yard. 
 
    “A cargo vessel must have just arrived in the harbor,” I opined. 
 
    A few men were shoveling charcoal into the fires. A dozen more were operating leather bellows with their feet, making the fires in the forges burn hot. A precise mixture of copper and tin was melting inside crucibles stacked in the forges. 
 
    “See those workmen?” I asked Neset. “When the mixture melts and turns into bronze they’ll lift the crucibles with tongs and pour the liquid into molds.” 
 
    “What are they making?” 
 
    “Scales for body armor, daggers, javelin and spear heads, arrowheads, chariot parts, visored helmets, khepesh swords.” 
 
    “Pharaoh’s army couldn’t fight without what’s made in this foundry?” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “And you’re in charge of it, Pentawere?” 
 
    “This, and the arms factory next door.” 
 
    “Then I think you should be honored in the triumph too, along with your brother.” 
 
    “Father wouldn’t agree with you,” I said bitterly. 
 
    “I’m sure the gods do,” Neset averred. 
 
    “Unfortunately, the gods gave my brother command of Father’s army instead of me.” 
 
    “Is that truly your dream, Pentawere? To command Pharaoh’s army?” 
 
    “I burn to command, Neset.” 
 
    “Maybe the gods find more value in what you do in Pi–Ramesses.” 
 
   
  
 

 “Says the woman whose ancestors were bodyguards to kings and earned flies of valor in battle.” 
 
    Neset unconsciously put a hand on my forearm. “Most of my ancestors were farmers and boat builders and craftsmen, Pentawere,” she said comfortingly. “Relatively few bore arms. They all had roles to play in this world and they played them.” She removed her hand. “Why is commanding an army so important to you?” 
 
    “It’s not so much command as the ability to wield the army as I see fit, Neset,” I said earnestly. “You know better than most how great this valley once was. But we’ve become complacent since the time of Ramesses the Great. We wait for the Nine Bows to attack us now instead of subjugating them and bending them to our will and demanding tribute. Have you ever visited the shrine erected by the third Thutmose in Ipet–Isut and seen the list of campaigns he recorded on its walls?” 
 
    “Of course, Pentawere. In fact, my ancestor Tjanuni was Pharaoh’s military scribe. He went with him on every campaign. He made that list.” 
 
    “Thutmose pushed our borders all the way to Naharina. Everyone in the world bowed before us when he was pharaoh. That’s my ultimate ambition, Neset – to rebuild Thutmose’s empire. To make the whole world tremble at the mention of Pharaoh’s name.” 
 
    “If that’s your heart’s desire, Pentawere, fight for it with every ounce of strength you have,” Neset urged. 
 
    Surprising. “Everyone except Mother tells me I should be content with my current role.” 
 
    “If I’d bowed to the opinion of others after Mesedptah’s death I’d be married to my cousin right now and he’d be reminding me daily I was beholden to him for the roof over my head and the food on my plate. I wouldn’t be an overseer. I wouldn’t know Pharaoh or you. So, Pentawere, I say – don’t let anyone place limits on you.” 
 
    Add bright and wise and supportive to Neset’s numerous attributes. I was liking her more and more as the day went on. For the first time in my life I actually wanted to get to really know a woman. I’d never cared enough to try before. “How about you, Neset? Do you have any big dreams?” 
 
    “I’m the widow of a tomb robber who oversees Pharaoh’s garden, wandering Pi–Ramesses with Pharaoh’s son,” she laughed. “I’m living in a dream at this very moment, Pentawere.” 
 
    I led Neset into the arms factory. “Here’s where my craftsmen produce arrow shafts and flint arrowheads, and javelin and spear shafts for the bronze items we saw in the foundry, and wooden components for chariots, and helmets, and coats of bronze mail, and bows, and leather shields and quivers. We assemble all of the army’s weapons except chariots here.” 
 
    Finished weapons were stacked everywhere, or stuffed to overflowing in large baskets and leather pouches. Numerous scribes were recording items as they were placed in containers. 
 
    “Pharaoh’s army must be mighty if it needs so many weapons,” Neset said, clearly amazed. 
 
    “Four divisions of infantry under overall command of my brother Ramesses. Cavalry commanded by my brother Amenherkoshef. Chariots. Archers.” 
 
    “If you gained command of the army, if you went to war, I’d worry the whole time,” Neset said frankly. “I’d be afraid you’d be killed.” 
 
    “You’d worry about me?” 
 
    She colored. “I’d worry about all of Pharaoh’s soldiers.” 
 
    A good recovery. But not good enough to disguise she was at least somewhat interested in me. Promising… “According to the stories you’ve told me, you come from a line of warriors, Neset.” 
 
    “Too many of them died young, Pentawere,” she replied. “Why risk your life if you don’t have to?” 
 
    “For glory, of course!” 
 
    “I can think of better reasons to die. Besides, it’s living pharaohs who raise temples and decorate them with their exploits, not dead ones.” 
 
    I laughed. “Good point. But enough of this. Let’s visit my military facilities.” 
 
    A short walk brought us to a large square, enclosed on three sides by stables and barracks and workshops. The fourth side abutted a large fenced field where my men were breaking several young horses. 
 
    “That’s Pharaoh’s army?” Neset asked, wide–eyed. 
 
    A massive camp lay just across the river from the square, sprawled for more than a mile along its far bank, comprised of hundreds of rough linen tents interspersed with the more substantial pavilions of the army’s commanders, surrounded by an embankment topped with a row of shields thrust into the earth. Hundreds of pennants atop poles fluttered in the fitful breeze, symbols of the various units. Some men were standing guard. Others were gathered around cook fires from which smoke was spiraling into the sky. Numerous small punts were drawn up on the riverbank, being loaded with soldiers. More were transporting soldiers across the channel from camp to city. A large number had already made the crossing, as attested by those we’d seen on our walk. 
 
    “Four divisions of infantry to the right, cavalry to the left – though many of the cavalry horses are in the stables beside us.” 
 
    “And chariots in the middle,” Neset said. “I had no idea there were so many chariots in the entire world. Or soldiers, for that matter.” 
 
    The chariots were drawn up in a dozen lines, hub to hub. Men were working on them, no doubt cleaning them and seeing to any damage done during the recently concluded campaign. 
 
    “These happen to be the chariot works,” I said, ushering Neset into the first building. Men were busily assembling three vehicles side by side. “The bronze and wooden components come from the workshops we just visited – poles, collar pieces, yokes, fasteners. There’s a leather works nearby that makes harnesses and reins and whips and attachments and such. Did you know the Chiefs of Foreign Lands introduced chariots to the valley? And horses?” 
 
    “I did,” she said. 
 
    “Their chariot wheels had four spokes. Ours have six. More durable. And ours are lighter. Much more maneuverable.” 
 
    Nearly every man in the building greeted me respectfully. 
 
    “Your men seem to love you,” Neset said. 
 
    “I treat them well. But believe me, they’re as bored as I am. Keeping them busy and happy is a challenge.” 
 
    A charioteer approached, deferential but not meek. One of Ramesses’ men. He had the look of a soldier recently returned from campaign, skin sun–darkened, gaunt, bone–weary. “Majesty?” 
 
    I recognized him, vaguely. “Your name?” 
 
    “Kairy, Majesty. Your brother sent me. Two dozen chariots he took on campaign need repairs. Cracked wheels and beds, broken harness and the like. Nothing too serious.” 
 
    “Deliver them here,” I said. “We’ll get to them in a week or so.” 
 
    “Very good, Majesty.” 
 
    “Did you go on campaign with His Majesty?” Neset asked. 
 
    Kairy seemed to notice her for the first time. “I did, My Lady. I drive his chariot.” 
 
    Neset didn’t seem impressed. Kairy didn’t seem to care. 
 
    “Where did you go?” Neset asked. 
 
    “Through Retenu into Setjet and back. An expedition lasting three months.” 
 
    “Did you fight great battles?” 
 
    “No, My Lady. We visited numerous towns. His Majesty demanded tribute. Wretches complied. They had no choice. He had an army. They didn’t. His Majesty will present their offerings to Pharaoh during the triumph.” 
 
    Triumph indeed! The word infuriated me, though I didn’t show it. I was still furious Father had forced me to organize the event. Give me the army and I’ll give Father reason for a true triumph. 
 
    “Will you drive His Majesty tomorrow?” Neset asked. 
 
    “Yes. But I must be going,” he said brusquely. “I have duties to attend to. Majesty. My Lady.” He left. 
 
    I led Neset from the chariot works into the adjacent stable complex. It was empty. The horses were being exercised. 
 
    “There are six stables in all, Neset. Each is forty feet long and contains a dozen rooms. Together, they house four hundred–eighty horses.” 
 
    “I’ve never seen that many in one place in my entire life,” Neset said. 
 
    “See how the floor slopes? The horses’ urine flows down to the end. Craftsmen collect it and use it to dye cloth and soften leather. Gardeners use it to fertilize vineyards.” 
 
    “What are these cisterns?” 
 
    “The horses are tethered so that their droppings fall into them. That way we don’t have to clean the stable floors.” 
 
    “Very inventive.” 
 
    We exited the military compound and strolled towards the river. 
 
    “Look over there. It’s the harbor used by traders.” 
 
    It was crammed with boats coming and going and moored, lined with warehouses, busy with porters and scribes and overseers. 
 
    “I’ve never seen so many large and amazing boats before.” 
 
    “Amazing? You haven’t seen anything amazing yet. I’ve saved the most interesting part of Pi–Ramesses for last,” I said. 
 
    “What?” Neset asked. 
 
    “You’ll see.” 
 
    A quarter hours’ walk through jam–packed city streets brought us to a fenced area at the edge of the island. We weren’t the only sightseers. 
 
    “This is Father’s menagerie. Originally created by Ramesses the Great.” 
 
    Neset rushed to the outer fence and found a vacant section and rested her elbows on the top rail. Separate pens contained lions and elephants and giraffes and gazelle and antelope and hippos. Men were tossing fodder into some, chunks of meat or pieces of fruit into others. A few boys were shoveling dung. The lions were sleeping, most of the others grazing. An elephant trumpeted and startled Neset. Instinctively, she grabbed my arm, then, embarrassed, released it. 
 
    “Except for the hippos, the rest of these animals were captured outside the valley,” I said. “They all used to roam here but they’ve been hunted to extinction.” 
 
    “My ancestor Tjanuni recorded a hunt the third Thutmose went on in Setjet during one of his campaigns,” Neset said. “He killed one hundred–twenty elephants in a single day. One almost killed him. A friend saved him from certain death.” 
 
    “I hope Pharaoh richly rewarded him.” 
 
    “He did. And the ancestress I told you about before, Amenia? She witnessed the slaughter of an elephant at Nekhen to accompany its ruler to the Afterlife more than two thousand years ago.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have wanted to dig that grave,” I laughed. 
 
    “Or wrap its body with linen.” Neset looked long at the animals, then turned to me, eyes shining. “I’ll never forget today, Pentawere. I’ll remember every moment for the rest of my life.” 
 
    Her gratitude made me feel particularly wonderful. “In that case, I hope you’ll let me give you even more to remember on this trip. Sit with me tomorrow night at the banquet in honor of my brother.” 
 
    Her smile faded. “As much as I’d like to, Pentawere, I can’t.” 
 
    Sobering. “Why not?” 
 
    “You heard your mother last night. There are high–ranking women clamoring to be with you. She wouldn’t stand for it if I showed up with you.” 
 
    “I’m not afraid of my mother.” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I have my reasons.” 
 
    “Name one.” 
 
    “I met her a few weeks ago when I was placing flowers in the tower room at Djeme. She didn’t like me.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “She thinks Pharaoh’s interested in me. All his wives do.” 
 
    “Is he?” 
 
    “As I said earlier, we talk. Pharaoh enjoys my company. It’s never gone beyond that, and it won’t.” 
 
    “Then your excuse for not attending the banquet with me is pretty flimsy. Tell me the truth, Neset. Don’t you like me? Are you grasping at reasons to avoid me?” 
 
    “It has nothing to do with you, Pentawere.” She colored. “I do like you.” 
 
    A promising admission. “What’s the real reason?” 
 
    Neset took a deep breath. “I’ve never confessed to your father that my husband was a tomb robber. I’m afraid of what he’ll do to me and Grandfather if he finds out.” 
 
    “You’re afraid Mother will tell him.” 
 
    “Yes.” Neset sounded miserable. 
 
    “Mother doesn’t know,” I assured her. “I’m certainly not going to tell her.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Pentawere. I can’t risk it. I can’t go to the banquet with you.” 
 
    If she’d been any other woman I’d have accused Neset of playing hard to get. I’d learned enough about her today to know she wasn’t playing. “I won’t insist. But I won’t let you miss the opportunity to attend a royal banquet, either. You must come. Sit with your grandfather if it makes you more comfortable.” 
 
    “I’d like to. Believe me. But I don’t have anything presentable to wear. It’s enough that you’ve taken me on this wonderful tour today, Pentawere. It’s memory enough for me.” 
 
    We walked back to the per’aa, mostly in silence. I made no further attempt to change Neset’s mind. There was no sense irritating her. Add stubborn to her list of attributes. But I was determined she’d attend the banquet with me, and that she’d spend the night with me afterwards. I’d learned a few ways to break down a woman’s defenses over the years. I was prepared to use all of them on Neset. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Early the following afternoon I joined the rest of my family in the reviewing stand beneath a sunscreen set up in front of the west face of the Temple of Amen to witness my brother’s triumphant return to Pi–Ramesses. A long street led west from the temple to the landing place across from the military campground. Sailors had been transporting soldiers across the river all morning and they were now assembled there, restlessly waiting in the hot sun. Ramesses’ men would march up the street towards us, then turn to our right onto a street that ran parallel to the front of the temple. Spectators lined the streets along the parade route a dozen deep on both sides. Nearly everyone in Pi–Ramesses had gathered to witness today’s spectacle, plus all the visitors. I had no doubt the event would come off without a hitch. I’d spent a month planning it in meticulous detail and had put my best men in charge of it. I’d spent the morning checking the final arrangements and I’d just arrived at the temple, hot and sweaty and thirsty. I slipped into a chair next to my mother in the row to the right of Father’s throne and beckoned to one of the serving girls and she poured me a cup of wine and I quickly emptied it. 
 
    Father was in his full regalia – Sekhmet on his head, crook and flail in his hands, false beard on his chin. My half–sister, Duatentopet, the fourth Ramesses’ wife, had the place of honor today, directly to Father’s right, beside the throne reserved for Ramesses. She was dressed in an ankle–length tight–fitting sheath with rosettes, a full pleated shawl, a broad collar, and bracelets. She held a sistrum in one hand and a lotus in the other. Father’s wives were to Duatentopet’s right – Iset, Tyti, my mother Tiye – all wearing golden vulture crowns. To Father’s left were my older brother Meryatum, the Greatest of Seers from Re’s temple at Iunu, and Usermarenakht, First God’s Servant of Amen. He’d made the trek from Waset on Vizier To’s boat because Father would today endow his god with most of whatever tribute Ramesses had hauled here from the North. In the row behind us were Iset’s son Amenherkoshef, half–brother to the cavalry commander of the same name, and his wife Nubkhesbed; my youngest half–brother, Setherkopshef; and my nephew Amenherkoshef, Ramesses’ son and so third in line for the throne. He was seated with his wives, Henutwati and Tawerettenru. They were, like him, sixteen years old. Father’s favorite concubine, Heket, sister of the archer commander Binemwese, was seated at Father’s left elbow. She’d come north with him on his barque. The wives were pointedly ignoring her. A line of fan bearers stood behind us, all beautiful young girls waving fans of white ostrich feathers. More serving girls stood close by with jars of wine and platters of honeyed cakes. 
 
    As I munched on a cake I deliberately studied the crowd. I was hoping to catch sight of Neset. I’d immensely enjoyed our excursion yesterday. She’d turned out to be a far more interesting and engaging and humble woman than I’d expected, not just extraordinarily captivating. I knew she was there somewhere, though the odds of picking her out of so many people were small. And then, amazingly, I did, about fifty yards away, stationed where the troops would wheel to their left in front of the reviewing stand. Her red hair was unmistakable. I’d first been drawn to Neset the very day I’d sentenced her husband to death. As she’d testified before the Great Kenbet I’d sensed something fierce and proud about her that made me want to get to know her. She’d faced utter humiliation that day and had somehow found the strength to rise above it with a quiet dignity. Beating her husband with her fists hadn’t been particularly dignified, but it had revealed her great spirit. She’d been compelling, exactly why I was hard–pressed to explain even to myself. Beginning that day I’d wanted to make a conquest of her. I’d searched the west bank for her afterwards, without success. Reluctantly, heading back to Pi–Ramesses, I’d given up hope of ever seeing her again. Still, inexplicably, she’d haunted my dreams for more than two years. No woman ever had before. Then, two days ago, I’d unexpectedly discovered her in Father’s garden, mucking about in the flowers, hands and skirt and knees filthy, hair tumbling over her shoulders. Inviting her to tour the city with me yesterday had been a risk. After building her up in my mind for so long she could hardly help being a disappointment. But that hadn’t been the case at all. She’d turned out to be the most intelligent and knowledgeable and confident woman I’d ever met. She was even more beguiling up close than she’d been from a distance. Now I wanted her even more than I had before. I wished she was sitting with me in the reviewing stand right now. But that was impossible, given the petty jealousies and quest for primacy within my family. As poorly as the women were treating Heket, they’d treat a commoner like Neset far worse. Heket had Father to shield her from their contempt; Neset would have only me, and aside from my mother no one in my extended family had much use for me. 
 
     I expected to see Neset at tonight’s banquet honoring my brother. I’d gone around her and had a long talk with her grandfather early this morning; he’d assured me she’d attend even if he had to drag her there. Honoring my brother for this charade of a campaign was galling; Neset would make the event tolerable for me. She seemed to be looking in my direction, not towards where the soldiers were lined up, though I couldn’t be sure at this distance. I hoped she was, though. I wanted her to be interested in me. I wanted her to desire me. 
 
    With a blare of copper and silver trumpets Ramesses’ column began to move. Sunlight glittered on lance tips and armor at the far end of the street, sparkled on the harbor and river beyond. Pennants fluttered from standards carried by soldiers and from the masts of boats. Yes, this triumph would come off perfectly. Thanks to me. Things like this were all I was good for in Father’s eyes. Watching over his harbor and military works and arranging parades. And to honor what? A routine march through the North to show the flag and intimidate already intimidated natives? Ramesses hadn’t even fought anyone, as his chariot driver Kairy had confessed yesterday. The crowd was immense, but everyone in it was being played by Father for a fool. Today’s parade was about projecting an image of might, much as Ramesses the Great had done by, as Neset had informed me, exaggerating his accomplishments on the walls of the valley’s temples. Well, if I’d been in command of the army, today we’d be celebrating an actual triumph. 
 
    Ramesses slowly followed a dozen heralds, still blowing trumpets, and drummers setting a cadence, riding in a chariot drawn by two prancing jet–black horses, its bronze components polished and reflecting the sun, his driver Kairy tall and stern and looking straight ahead, arm and chest muscles bulging as he held back the spirited beasts. I stifled a laugh – in my brother’s place I’d have chosen a driver who wouldn’t have made me look so puny by comparison. A wave of acclaim followed Ramesses. Behind him came dozens of porters lugging chests and boxes and containers, then four beautiful young women followed by the first of the army’s divisions, Ptah’s, the men marching eight abreast, lances resting on their right shoulders, hide shields attached to their left arms, led by their commanders and men carrying banners and standards and priests carrying a barque shrine containing Ptah himself. 
 
    Ramesses was dressed as an army commander in a linen shirt and pleated kilt and leather corselet, his gold belt inlaid with faience. His decorated breastplate was shaped like vultures’ wings. His armbands and wristbands were of solid gold. He wore the Blue Crown, or Kepresh, a leather helmet with an elaborate arrangement of blue faience disks on its surface. A sword was tucked in his belt. 
 
    Kairy pulled Ramesses’ chariot to a halt in front of the reviewing stand. 
 
    The trumpeters and drummers fell silent. 
 
    Father rose from his chair. “Welcome home, My Son.” 
 
    “I’ve traveled to the North, Father,” Ramesses replied. “I’ve displayed your might to the Nine Bows. Now they tremble at the mere mention of your name. The containers behind me” – he gestured – “contain gifts offered by rulers of towns and districts I visited, as tokens of their friendship and respect.” 
 
    Porters carried the containers to the side of the chariot and opened them for Father’s inspection one at a time. Ramesses described their contents in a loud voice – foodstuffs, gold, fine cloth, olives, wine, precious stones, copper ingots, feathers, skins. I glanced at Usermarenakht. His eyes were narrowed. He was calculating the addition to his temple’s wealth. In Father’s place I’d have given him nothing. In fact, I was determined to convince Ramesses, once he became sole pharaoh, to reclaim a substantial number of estates and towns and fields given the priests by past pharaohs and place them under direct royal control. That would weaken the priests and ensure the primacy of the royal house for centuries to come. And provide resources enough to take the army on campaign for real. After each inspection, the porter carried the container down the side street towards the heavily guarded treasury building. 
 
    After the last container was borne away Ramesses gestured and four young women stepped forward, lining up directly in front of Father. All were beautiful and long of leg and draped with jewelry and wearing sheer dresses. Long dark hair swirled in the breeze. 
 
    “Father, these are the daughters of the rulers of Khalep, Jebail, Ugarit and Megiddo,” Ramesses announced. “Their fathers offer them to you as tokens of friendship.” 
 
    “Those rulers are most welcome!” Father cried. 
 
    Mother cursed under her breath. 
 
    Father absolutely loved beautiful women. As did I. Normally I’d be ogling the wretches as lustfully as he. But I was currently obsessed with Neset. They didn’t interest me at all. 
 
    Father addressed a servant. “Four more chairs. Quickly!” He turned back to Ramesses. “They’ll sit with me now, and at tonight’s banquet.” 
 
    The protesting high priests and Heket were shunted farther to Father’s left, onto the new chairs. The women made their way under the sunscreen and shyly settled into the vacated seats after Father had closely scrutinized each of them and muttered a few words of welcome. Words they likely didn’t understand. 
 
    Mother nudged me. “Look at Heket!” she said gleefully. “She just learned how fickle your father is. So much for being his favorite concubine. She’ll be lucky if he ever invites her back to the tower room, much less his bed. Today she’s seen the last of my husband.” 
 
    Heket did indeed look furious. I’d gotten to know her quite well the past two years; El–ram had smuggled her out of Father’s harem to grace most of my Southern parties. She was gorgeous and lively and affectionate; easy to see why Father had been enamored of her longer than any of his previous favorites. It was that longevity that had drawn the wives’ ire. Father’s new concubines were nowhere near as beautiful as Heket but they were exotic and thus, for now, extraordinarily desirable. Mother was right; Father would never give Heket another thought. 
 
    Ramesses stepped down from his chariot and took the throne between Father and Duatentopet, his due as co–ruler. 
 
    Mother leaned over and whispered in my ear. “Look at how Ramesses struts… You should be Pharaoh, not him. His grandmother was a wretch. His blood isn’t pure, like yours.” She snorted. “It’s a shame he wasn’t killed on his little junket.” 
 
    “Be careful what you’re saying!” I whispered back, looking around to see if anyone had overheard her. Though, in truth, I completely agreed. I should be Father’s heir, not Ramesses. It was a shame he hadn’t been killed. 
 
    No one reacted to Mother’s comment. The moment Ramesses settled, the drummers resumed their steady beat. Priests carrying Ptah’s shrine moved forward, followed by that division’s commanders, who bowed to Father as the division’s bearers dipped their standards. Each of the twenty subunits in the division had its own – poles topped with wooden hawks and lions and antelope and symbols of gods. Others were rectangular, containing the unit’s name and titles. The fanciest were made of dyed ostrich feathers set in a fan design. All were draped with red and white streamers. As the priests carried the shrine away the soldiers began to march, first towards us, then, wheeling crisply to their left, up the side street. Between their marching feet and the cheering crowd and the drums there was little chance anyone would overhear anything Mother said. 
 
    “This valley’s declining,” Mother insisted. 
 
    “I’ve been saying that for years.” 
 
    “Yet no one acts! No one’s willing to address the threat you and I see so clearly. The valley’s fortunes won’t change until you sit the throne, Pentawere.” 
 
    I totally agreed. “But Ramesses is already co–ruler,” I argued. “He’ll outlive Father. If he dies first his son Amenherkoshef is next in line. Don’t forget – my half–brother Amenherkoshef outranks me too.” 
 
    The chariot division followed Ptah’s, the matched horses prancing, their black or white coats shining from a vigorous morning brushing, each vehicle with a driver and archer aboard. A bow was slung over each archer’s shoulder and a copper blade tucked into his belt. Quivers stuffed with arrows were attached inside each chariot, as well as a hide shield the driver carried in battle to protect the archer. Sunlight gleamed on copper and polished leather. The division filled me with pride; I’d overseen construction of every vehicle and the training of every horse. Without me there wouldn’t be a chariot corps. But I’d never get any credit. Except from Neset. And, according to her, the gods. 
 
     “Ramesses is ruler by accident,” Mother scoffed. “Minefer pumped out boy after boy before she died, all but one older than him. All dead now except Setherkopshef, and he’s a mere child. If any of Minefer’s sons had been stronger Ramesses would be irrelevant and filling some minor position.” 
 
    “Like watching over military installations?” 
 
    “Minefer made sure Pharaoh married her daughter Duatentopet to Ramesses when she saw her sons dropping like flies. It was her way of remaining relevant after her weak sons cost her the roles of Great Wife and God’s Wife of Amen.” 
 
    “Roles that will fall to Tyti if Ramesses dies and my brother Amenherkoshef takes the throne,” I pointed out. 
 
    “Another weakling,” Mother countered. “Pentawere, there are two centers of power in this land – the priests and the army. You’re more popular with your father’s soldiers than either Ramesses or Amenherkoshef. Get the military behind you! Cultivate officers and soldiers! Convince them you’ll use the army to build an empire! Convince them you’ll make them rich with booty!” 
 
    “And women,” I said. “Don’t forget women.” I lowered my voice. “Would it interest you to know I’ve been cultivating officers for several years?” 
 
    She looked at me, astonished. 
 
    “I’ve recently won Peyes over.” 
 
    “The army’s deputy commander?” 
 
    “And Teynakhte in the Re Division, and Binemwese, who leads the archers in the Amen Division. And others.” 
 
    Re’s division made the turn in front of us. 
 
    “What are you planning to do with these supporters?” Mother asked. 
 
    “Simple. Gain control of the army from within so that when Father dies its commanders will back me as pharaoh. I’ll be able to block Ramesses from taking the throne. His being co–ruler will be irrelevant.” 
 
    “What if Ramesses resists? What if half the army backs him and half you?” 
 
    “We’ll fight. Once I win I’ll imprison him for the rest of his life.” 
 
    “You’d be better off executing him.” 
 
    “My own brother!” 
 
    The cavalry trotted forward, led by my half–brother Amenherkoshef. He was dashing, every inch the soldier. His horses and men were a stirring sight, their accoutrements and weapons polished and shining. But appearances were deceiving. The cavalry was wasted on my brother. He was even less aggressive than Ramesses. All he and his men did on campaign was scout and carry messages between the divisions. In fact, today’s parade was likely the highlight of his military career. He lived for show, not action. My diametrical opposite. With Father’s cavalry and chariots and infantry in my hands the Nine Bows would flee in terror instead of laugh at us as they did now. Amenherkoshef dismounted and took his place in the reviewing stand with the rest of my family. I didn’t miss the admiring glances from women in the crowd. My brother would not sleep alone tonight. He never did. Not even on campaign, if rumors could be believed. 
 
    “Your brother Ramesses aside, what if your father lives as long as Ramesses the Great?” Mother asked. “Are you prepared to watch the valley decline for several more decades? Beyond the point of recovery?” 
 
    “Not much I can do about that.” 
 
    “You could kill your father.” Mother said it matter–of–factly. 
 
    I was appalled. She couldn’t be serious. First Ramesses, now Father? Mother was unexpectedly bloodthirsty. 
 
    “What’s he ever done for you, Pentawere? How does he take advantage of your talents? By ordering you to arrange triumphs for your brother?” 
 
    I was still trying to wrap my mind around her call to commit murder. 
 
    “He’s allowed Iset to bully me since the day she became Great Wife after Minefer died,” Mother added. “The daughter of a wretch! A worn–out old hag! It’s intolerable! And his concubines! He hasn’t bedded me since before he took up with Heket. And now, four more…” 
 
    “Still… you’re out of your mind, Mother. Murder Father?” 
 
    “He wouldn’t be the first ruler to die at his family’s hands.” 
 
    “How do you know?” I asked, my voice barely above a whisper. 
 
    “My steward has searched the archives for me,” she replied. “King Teti was assassinated by a guard at the behest of women in his harem. His son, King Pepi, barely escaped death at the hands of his wife. And don’t you remember the teachings of Amenemhat for his son, the third Senwosret?” 
 
    “I copied them many times for my tutor scribe,” I replied. “Along with the Story of Sinhue. A tale relating to the same episode. I remember the teaching well: ‘Maintain your vigilance against those who should be subordinate to you, but who turn out not to be so, men in whose loyalty one can place no trust; do not let yourself be alone with them. Put no trust in a brother, acknowledge no one as a friend, do not raise up for yourself intimate companions, for nothing is to be gained from them.’” 
 
    “Getting rid of Amenemhat was simple, according to what his spirit supposedly told his son in a dream,” Mother said. She recited: “It was after supper and night had fallen. I was lying on my bed and resting, for I was very weary. As I began to drift into sleep, the very weapons which should have been used to protect me were turned against me. Had I been able to seize my weapon I would have beaten the cowards back single–handed. But no one is strong at night. No one can fight alone, and no success can be achieved without a helper.” Mother gripped my hand. “Don’t forget – Amenemhat was vizier to the fourth Mentuhotep. He seized the throne from him and ruled for thirty years. Women in Amenemhat’s harem didn’t want his son Senwosret to succeed him. So, when Senwosret departed the valley on campaign, one of the king’s bodyguards, with the help of those women, stabbed King Amenemhat to death in his sleep.” 
 
    “But there’s more to the story, Mother. Senwosret’s loyalists sent a messenger to inform him of his father’s murder. He happened to be on his way home and was camped nearby. He set out for the capital at night, by himself, so no one would be aware he’d left camp. He didn’t know if he could trust anyone in his army or if they’d been corrupted too. He reached the per’aa quickly enough to nip the conspiracy in the bud. The plot failed. He took the throne.” 
 
    “The coup was ill–planned,” Mother said knowingly. “Ours wouldn’t be.” 
 
    The last of the horses passed and Amen’s Division came into view. Its commanders halted in front of Father, just behind Amen’s barque shrine. The First God’s Servant moved from the reviewing stand and joined half a dozen high–ranking priests in the street. They censed the shrine with incense. 
 
    “Enough of this nonsense, Mother,” I said after Usermarenakht resumed his seat and the soldiers marched on. “I never want to hear you mention patricide again. Father’s a living god. I’m not going to kill him – ever. I’ll wait for him to die. Then I’ll deal with my brother and seize the throne. And I won’t kill him either.” 
 
    Mother regarded me speculatively. “You’re still young, Pentawere. You don’t know how hard it’s going to be to wait, to bide your time, to suppress your ambition. But you’ll figure it out, and soon. Then you’ll realize you’re willing to do whatever it takes to seize the throne from whoever holds it at the time or might in the future. And then we’ll have this discussion again.” 
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    After the triumph I returned to my room in the per’aa along with Grandfather, amazed by what I’d witnessed. The magnificence of soldiers and horses and chariots, the blare of trumpets, the beating drums, the colors of countless standards – I understood why Pentawere was drawn to being a soldier. I didn’t doubt he could accomplish much leading those thousands of men if given a chance. I certainly wouldn’t want to fight against Pharaoh’s army. I’d watched Pentawere too, surreptitiously, from a long distance, sitting with his family in the reviewing stand. He and his mother had spent most of the triumph conversing, their heads close together. I hoped they weren’t talking about me. 
 
    Two young girls were waiting in my room, both beautiful, both wearing wonderful linen skirts. 
 
    “I’m Kemtet. This is Kapes. You’re to come with us.” 
 
    “To where?” 
 
    “They’re going to prepare you for the banquet, Child,” Grandfather said. 
 
    “Banquet? I’m not going, Grandfather.” I whirled around. “This is my best skirt. It’s not fit.” 
 
    “His Majesty has provided,” Kapes announced. 
 
    Provided? “Which Majesty?” 
 
    “Pharaoh’s son, Pentawere,” Kemtet replied. 
 
    “I told him I wouldn’t go with him, Grandfather. I’d embarrass him.” 
 
    “I promised him you would.” 
 
    “You spoke with him?” 
 
    “I did. He doesn’t want you to miss the experience, Neset. Neither do I. Go. If you won’t do it for you, do it for me.” 
 
    Reluctantly, I followed the girls from my room and through the seemingly endless corridors of the per’aa. I kept my eyes lowered anytime we encountered anyone; I didn’t want to see the disgust that must surely show in their eyes at my appearance. Still, I was excited. I’d spent last night regretting turning down Pentawere’s invitation to attend the banquet, for I longed to see the royals and courtiers in all their finery. Now I was going to after all. But I vowed to be strong and avoid Pentawere. If his mother saw us together it could cost Grandfather and me everything. 
 
    We entered a room, brightly lit by sunlight spilling through a wide window. Every wall was decorated with images of birds and trees and flowers. Several ebony tables contained jars of ointments and perfumes and reed brushes and cosmetic spoons and palettes and see–faces, orderly arranged. Another contained wigs in several styles on wooden stands. Small stools were pulled up to the tables. Numerous chests, finely decorated, lined one wall. Several linen–wrapped packages lay atop a bed covered with linen sheets, its legs carved like a lion’s paws. On the floor in one corner of the room was a stone trough, divided from the rest of the room by a screen. The corner was, I realized, a bathroom – the first I’d ever seen. 
 
    “Whose room is this?” I asked. 
 
    “It where His Majesty’s guests stay,” Kemtet replied. 
 
    “You don’t think you’re the first woman we’ve prepared for Pharaoh’s son, do you?” Kapes laughed. 
 
    Of course not. So much for feeling special. His mother had said it – Pentawere could have any woman he wanted. I was simply tonight’s. What he’d told Grandfather about not wanting me to miss the banquet – a lie. He obviously intended me to be his next conquest. But I wasn’t about to submit to him, Pharaoh’s son or no. I should run, right now. But I have no idea where my room is. And Grandfather would drag me back here anyway. Before I could take action the girls unceremoniously stripped off my skirt. Kemtet distastefully tossed it into a corner. Then she led me around the screen and ordered me to stand in the trough. I noted that the mud–brick walls of the bathroom were all covered waist–high with stone, to keep the walls from disintegrating when splashed with water. The girls methodically and quickly applied oil to every inch of my skin. Then, using a copper razor and tweezers, they removed the hair from my body. Their instruments were far superior to the sharpened flint I used at home. I’d never had such a thorough shaving in my life. Afterwards, Kapes poured jar after jar of water over me. Then Kemtet washed me with a scented mixture of ashes and natron. Kapes rinsed me, then both girls dried me with linen towels, rubbing my skin until it was red. Normally I bathed in the river each evening, letting the breeze dry me on the bank afterwards. Today’s experience was so much better. 
 
    But it wasn’t over. 
 
    I remained standing in the trough. Kapes and Kemtet brought containers of perfumed oil from one of the tables and anointed my entire body. The oil smelled heavenly; it would have cost me several month’s rations at Djeme. They sat me down on a stool next to an ebony table and Kemtet brushed my long hair until it shone – I refused to wear a wig and, for once, the girls agreed. Kapes then ornamented my eyes darkly with kohl, varnished my fingernails and toenails, and applied henna to my cheeks and lips. 
 
    Kemtet bid me stand up. Kapes went to the bed and returned with the larger package and opened it. It contained a vertically–pleated opaque white dress with a single strap over the left shoulder and a gold–embroidered hem. 
 
    “Just like Pharaoh’s daughters and granddaughters wear,” Kemtet confided. 
 
    I raised my arms and they slipped the dress over my head. I’d never felt anything so soft against my skin, never worn a dress that fit me so closely and perfectly. Then Kapes laid the contents of the second package on the table – an assortment of magnificent jewelry, glittering in the sunlight. I almost feared to touch it – a gold necklace with dangling gold lotus flowers inlaid with carnelian, earrings and rings and bracelets and a girdle to match, an anklet of carnelian beads with gold talons and gold clasps. No one I knew owned anything so wonderful. 
 
    I caressed the necklace with my fingertips as Kemtet knelt and affixed an anklet. I couldn’t help be curious. “How many have worn these jewels before me?” 
 
    Kemtet looked up at me. “None. They’re gifts. Made in Pharaoh’s workshops. And the dress, by his weavers. Pharaoh’s son is generous to his women.” 
 
    Kapes giggled. 
 
    I was more convinced than ever that Pentawere would expect something from me in return for his generosity. How I was going to wriggle out of that I had no clue. 
 
    Finished, the girls returned me to Grandfather’s room. I felt like an imposter as we wound through the corridors. I might be dressed in finery, but I knew I didn’t belong among the royals and courtiers and high officials roaming this per’aa. By Grandfather’s wide smile I knew I’d been transformed. I thanked Kemtet and Kapes at my door and bid them goodbye. Then Grandfather and I immediately left for the banquet. He led me to the column–ringed central courtyard of the per’aa, then into the packed banquet hall, already loud with music and hundreds of conversations. Men’s heads turned as I passed; I ignored them. I was going to stick close to Grandfather tonight, not get carried away and strike up a conversation with anyone and pretend I actually belonged at the banquet. Scantily–dressed young serving girls, their hair braided in rows, were waiting at the entrance, their arms loaded with garlands of lotus blossoms. One draped a garland around my neck. Just like the ones I assembled for the great festivals at Waset. I lifted the flowers to my nose and inhaled deeply. Only my new perfume was as fragrant. 
 
    The hall’s columns were crowned with green– and yellow–painted papyrus capitals and decorated with scenes of Pharaoh making offerings to Ptah and slaying the valley’s enemies, all painted, their reds and yellows and blues and greens vivid. Pharaoh’s names and titles were inscribed on some of the columns in blue faience. The walls were brightly decorated, the white plastered floors painted with scenes of ducks rising from marshes and pools lush with plants and wildlife, the ceiling covered with vultures with outspread wings. Gold and copper glittered everywhere. Flowers spilled from reed baskets. There were hundreds of small alabaster tables with two chairs each facing a substantial three–stepped limestone dais at the head of the hall. A statue of a lion biting the head of a prisoner decorated its bottommost step. Images of barbarians prostrating themselves before Pharaoh were on the sides of the dais. The top of each step was decorated with bound prisoners and the Nine Bows so Pharaoh could symbolically crush his enemies underfoot every time he ascended to his throne. The ebony throne was inlaid with gold, flanked by lions, their legs supporting the seat, tails rising in back. A baldachin arched over the throne, its supports carved like papyrus and its roof topped with rearing cobras, each wearing a sun disk. By day sunlight would have spilled into the room from small clerestory windows near the top of the walls, but since the sun had set the hall was currently lit by torches and burning linen wicks floating in bowls of oil atop countless small copper–clad stands, the flames flickering. 
 
    The huge room was so crowded with officials and their wives that movement was nearly impossible. I located the source of the music, a far corner where women were playing clarinets and double oboes and a harp and a lute and a lyre and single and double flutes. Several women were shaking square tambourines, others striking ivory clappers together or shaking rattles, still more tapping darabooka drums and cymbals. 
 
    Grandfather spotted an old military comrade across the hall and pressed through the crowd with his hobbling step to talk with him, promising to return to me in time for the feasting. I backed against a brightly painted wall out of the flow of people to wait. I looked around, wide–eyed. I’d never seen so many beautiful women gathered in one place. Many were wearing wigs, some Hathoric, some the tripartite style that framed their faces and fell over both the back and front of their shoulders. The natural hair of others was elaborately done up with ribbons and floral garlands and elegant gold pins. Some wore their hair long, flowing over shoulders and backs, some short, some long and plaited, the plaits fastened at the ends with colored string. Some wore braids that dangled down each side of their face. I was the only woman in the hall with red hair and so I was drawing stares. Most women had cones of myrrh pomade on their heads; as the night wore on and the myrrh warmed it would run down their wigs and release perfume into the air. Many had anointed their bodies with so much aromatic oil that their dresses clung to them, more yellow than white. 
 
    The dresses were elegant and revealing – white, sheer, opaque, diaphanous, pleated, some open all the way down the front, some held up with straps – narrow, wide, occasionally just one. Flared sleeves reached to elbows. A few dresses were embroidered with designs in turquoise and gold. Some women wore mantles over their shoulders, the crossed ends tied in the Isis knot below their neck. The jewelry was incomparable – pendants, diadems, earrings, bracelets, belts, finger rings, girdles and anklets – made of gold, silver, carnelian, turquoise, obsidian, lapis lazuli, faience. I looked with envy at a girdle adorned with the lion–heads of the goddess Sekhmet joined with beads of amethyst, others made of gold shells joined with red, blue and gold beads. There were bracelets with rows of carnelian and turquoise and lapis lazuli beads separated by beads of gold, with clasps shaped like djed pillars. There were wondrous broad collars with beads and pendants and hieroglyphs and golden teardrops. Earrings ranged from gold hoops to glass studs to faience plugs. 
 
    “Meryatum, Greatest of Seers from Re’s temple at Iunu, Pharaoh’s Son!” boomed a herald just inside the entrance to the hall. 
 
    All heads swiveled in that direction and conversation ground to a halt as the priest entered and made his way along a narrow aisle in the center of the hall between the tables to a long row of two–person tables lined up at the foot of the dais, perpendicular to the aisle. I noted that the four barbarian women who’d been given to Pharaoh during yesterday’s triumph were already seated in that row to the right of Pharaoh’s chair. I assumed his wives weren’t going to be pleased with the arrangement. 
 
    “Pentawere, Pharaoh’s Son.” 
 
    My pulse quickened as he casually strolled the length of the aisle, cheerfully and enthusiastically greeting men and women on both sides. Particularly the women. As was to be expected. Pentawere was the most handsome man in the hall and, as an unmarried son of Pharaoh’s, particularly desirable. Women were clamoring for his attention, as his mother had predicted. Their undisguised hunger was embarrassing. And, frankly, the smiles he turned on them made me a little jealous. I could have been with Pentawere tonight if not for my stubborn pride. Then I became aware of the weight of the necklace dangling around my neck, the dress smooth against my skin. After giving me such finery he’d certainly seek me out at some point. Probably when the banquet ended, expecting me to express my gratitude. Well, I was going to be long gone from the hall before then. Only by avoiding him could I protect myself and my position as overseer. It took Pentawere twice as long to reach the front of the hall as it had Meryatum. 
 
    “Setherkopshef, Pharaoh’s Son.” 
 
    The boy who’d been so interested in Grandfather’s scars last month in the tower room. He practically galloped to the front and plopped into a chair next to his half–brother, the high priest. 
 
    “Amenherkoshef, second of his name, Pharaoh’s Son. His wife Nubkhesbed.” 
 
    The half–brother closest in age to Pentawere, the full brother of the co–ruler.  
 
    “Amenherkoshef, third of his name, Pharaoh’s Grandson. His wives Henutwati and Tawerettenru.” 
 
    The boy who’d become Falcon in the Nest when his father succeeded his grandfather. The latter wife was already pregnant. Assuming she had a boy, she’d be the mother of a pharaoh someday. I wondered how knowing that made Henutwati feel. I supposed the wives considered each other rivals, not just for their husband’s affection, but for position and power. Theirs was not a position I’d ever willingly put myself in. Having been in it unknowingly with Sitmut, and others. 
 
    “Amenherkoshef, first of his name, Pharaoh’s Son, Fan Bearer, Commander of Pharaoh’s Cavalry.” 
 
    The co–honoree of tonight’s banquet. He was dressed as a cavalryman. He was attracting as much attention from women while moving up the aisle as Pentawere had. Some of the same women, in fact. He was glorying in their adulation. 
 
    “Ramesses, fourth of his name, Co–Ruler, Commander of Pharaoh’s Army. His wife, Duatentopet, Pharaoh’s Daughter, Chantress of Khonsu.” 
 
    He wore his soldier’s garb and she that of a chantress. They both moved regally up the aisle. Everyone on both sides fell to their knees as they passed. 
 
    After a short pause – “Iset, Great Wife, God’s Wife of Amen.” 
 
    She entered the hall, glittering with jewels, her dress blindingly white, the gold vulture crown on her head. 
 
    “Tyti, Pharaoh’s wife.” 
 
    She moved to Iset’s right, dressed as magnificently. 
 
    “Tiye, Pharaoh’s wife.” 
 
    She moved to Iset’s left. She was two decades younger than the others and her beauty had faded less than theirs, though she too was a dried flower compared to Pharaoh’s new playthings. 
 
    Trumpets blew. Pharaoh stepped through the doorway and halted between his wives. 
 
    “Ramesses Hekaiunu. Pharaoh. Third of his name. Usermaatre–Meryamen. Ruler of the Black Land and Red, Kemet and Deshret. Ruler of Ta–mehi and the Upper Valley. Master of Sedge and Bee. Horus in the Per’aa. Living God.” 
 
    Pharaoh and his wives began moving ponderously up the aisle towards the front of the hall, everyone once more falling to their knees. 
 
    “Come sit with me.” 
 
    I turned, startled. Pentawere was beside me, smiling. I hadn’t heard him approach, my eyes riveted on Pharaoh. 
 
    His eyes drank me in admiringly. 
 
    I was torn between dread and excitement. I wasn’t going to be able to avoid him after all. I wasn’t exactly sure I wanted to, now that I was in his presence again. He affected me, weakened my resolve. “Majesty, you shouldn’t have given me so much,” I said, gazing into his dark eyes. “In my whole life I’ve never once dreamed of such finery.” 
 
    “What’s the point of being Pharaoh’s son if I can’t give gifts to a delightful woman?” he asked. “And it’s Pentawere, remember?” 
 
    “Even here, in Pharaoh’s per’aa?” I asked dubiously. 
 
    “Even here.” He seized my hand and over my objections waded into the crowd. Now that the royals were seated everyone was milling about, seeking their tables. Yesterday’s sojourn on the streets of Pi–Ramesses repeated itself – everyone wanted a word with Pentawere. Especially women. Most seemed to know him – past conquests, I supposed. I wondered if any of them had been prepared by Kemtet and Kapes. Some eyed me with curiosity, some hostility. I felt out of place, inadequate. What did Pentawere want with me when he could have any of them? He shared a word or laugh with almost everyone. He was ebullient, outgoing. I’d never been around anyone as popular, and it wasn’t just because of his rank. People genuinely liked him. He had a presence. Eventually we reached a two–person table at the front of the room in the royal row. We seated ourselves on fine ebony chairs with backrests and seats of woven reeds next to Ramesses and Duatentopet, after I’d bowed respectfully to them. 
 
    Duatentopet stared at me for a moment. “I remember you. The gardener.” 
 
    “You’ve met Neset?” Pentawere asked, surprised. 
 
    “A month ago, in the tower room,” Duatentopet replied. “You seem to be insinuating yourself into our family, Gardener,” she said harshly. “Did Father invite you tonight?” 
 
    Jealousy. She too considered me a rival to the royal wives despite Pharaoh’s assurance to the contrary. 
 
    “Neset’s my guest, Sister,” Pentawere replied before I could answer. 
 
    “Pharaoh ordered me to come to Pi–Ramesses to dig up his favorite flowers from the per’aa garden and take them to Djeme, Majesty,” I explained. 
 
    “Hmph.” Duatentopet immediately lost interest in me and turned away. 
 
    Our table, like those of all the royals, faced those where the mass of officials and other guests were settling themselves in the hall, separated from them by an open space a dozen yards wide. 
 
    “It would have been so much easier if you’d just said yes when I asked you to feast with me,” Pentawere said. 
 
    “Guess I just learned I can’t reject Pharaoh’s son,” I said lightly. Though, a few hours from now, I was going to have to. I dreaded the very thought. Pentawere hadn’t given me dress and jewels intending to remain my acquaintance. This evening was going to come to an awful end for me. 
 
    A spectacular broad collar lay against Pentawere’s chest, solid gold, inlaid with blue, green, and red faience. At each end was a lotus stalk with two flowers. Across the top a vulture spread its wings over two Horus–headed sphinxes who were trampling enemies, each flanking a cartouche with Pentawere’s name. “It’s so beautiful, Pentawere.” 
 
    “A gift from Father, many years ago,” he said. 
 
    His brother the cavalry commander slipped into the chair next to Pentawere. Three women were hanging all over him. He too had apparently roamed the hall after making his grand entrance. 
 
    “My half–brother Amenherkoshef,” Pentawere said. “This is Neset.” 
 
    “Your cavalry was magnificent today, Majesty,” I said sincerely. “I’ve never seen such fine horses or horsemen.” 
 
    “Thank you. Frankly, I’m glad to be out of the saddle and back in civilization.” He squeezed the waist of one of the women, simultaneously seizing a cup of wine and drinking it down without stopping. 
 
    Pentawere leaned close. “I’d replace him in an instant if I commanded the army,” he whispered. “Father needs leaders who want to fight, not sit at home basking in luxury.” 
 
    “Lucky for your brother you’re not its commander, then.” I sipped my wine and swept the hall with my eyes. Women were scrutinizing me, some curious, some envious, most unfriendly, as if I’d taken something they wanted or had themselves expected to have. More confirmation that the rumors I’d heard in Ta Set Maat about Pentawere and women were true. “Are you certain you wish to dine with me, Pentawere?” I asked hesitantly. “It’s not too late to invite someone else to sit with you. Every woman here has her eyes on you. Surely I’m the lowest ranking. They’re all so beautiful, too. You could have your pick of them.” 
 
    “I have picked,” he said cheerfully. “You.” 
 
    “But why, Pentawere?” 
 
    “Because,” he smiled, “every man in this hall has his eyes on you, wondering the name of the enchanting creature I’ve captured. Beauty and mystery – there’s not a man here who doesn’t envy me right now.” 
 
    I hardly thought that true, but I’d already gathered I’d be wasting my time trying to change Pentawere’s mind about me. 
 
    The roar of hundreds of conversations pervaded the hall. Serving girls wearing only white skirts circulated among the tables, bearing platters of roasted beef and talapia fish and bread and onions and olives and dates and peaches and melons and other fruit. I tasted a bit of everything, picking items from my platter with my fingers as was everyone else. While the workers in Ta Set Maat wanted for little, they didn’t eat anywhere near this well or this variety. 
 
    Pentawere insisted I try some of every type of wine. “The best, imat, comes from Per–Wadjet, a town near the sea,” he said. “The vineyards of Pi–Ramesses are known for their grape wine. The date wine from Bahariya Oasis, DjesDjes, is also spectacular.” 
 
    “Though your father prefers wine from Kharga Oasis,” I said. “He told me.” 
 
    Each jar bore a clay docket with the location of the vineyard and the name of the vintner. Most being served this night was from Ta–mehi, from Pharaoh’s own vineyards, and some was honeyed. I’d never tasted wine so good. I noted that Pentawere drank copiously but didn’t seem to be affected by it. Years of practice, probably. 
 
    Pharaoh was several tables away, to my right, talking and laughing with his new concubines. They were equally cheerful. A woman standing behind them seemed to be translating, concentrating, her brow furrowed, trying to keep up. All of Pharaoh’s wives were quite irritated by his attention to the women. The concubine I’d met in the tower room, Heket, Pharaoh’s favorite, was absent tonight. I thought that strange; she’d been seated with the royals during the parade today. I knew, because I’d watched them the entire time from my place in the crowd. Or, more accurately, I’d watched Pentawere. I’d known it was absurd, taking an interest in him. We should be enemies – he’d sentenced Mesedptah to die. But I’d found him engaging and friendly and approachable during our excursion, not at all the image I had of a pharaoh’s son. He’d treated me with great kindness, had taken an interest in everything I had to say, hadn’t once acted like he was better than me. Still, when he’d invited me to attend the banquet with him and I’d turned him down I’d thought I’d never see him again. Pi–Ramesses was crawling with beautiful women. It was far fetched to think he’d parade me, a commoner, in front of them and Pharaoh and the other royals. But here I was, being paraded. 
 
    Instead of a crown, Pharaoh was wearing a blue and white striped nemes tonight. A massive green broad collar edged top and bottom with gold lay on his chest. His corselet was green, his sash woven with four rows of geometric figures in red, blue, green and gold. His cartouche decorated the center of his gold belt. His pleated green shendyt had vertical gold stripes. Gold sandals were on his feet and his arm and wristbands were of turquoise edged with gold, top and bottom. The youngest and most beautiful of the serving girls stood a few paces behind him, ready to immediately attend to his every need. Vizier To sat by himself a few tables away from Pharaoh, picking at his food, darting eyes aware of everything that was going on in the hall. Across the way Grandfather got my attention and nodded his head approvingly and I shrugged my shoulders slightly, still unsure how I’d come to be dining with a son of Pharaoh. I noted that Pentawere and his brother Ramesses were going out of their way to ignore each other. Amenherkoshef was cheerfully speaking with a revolving cast of women, all beautiful, all courtiers. 
 
    Pentawere was gregarious and loved to talk. As we ate he told me story after story about all the places he’d visited between the cataract and the sea, of his early life in his father’s harem, his training by scribes, of learning to be a soldier, of managing the installation at Pi–Ramesses. He spoke enviously of his brothers, of the chances they had to see the world beyond the valley. He’d studied every one of the third Thutmose’s campaigns, he said, and Ramesses the Great’s account of Qadesh. We talked about Thutmose’s great victories, about the lands he’d conquered. Lands Pentawere longed to retake for his father. I told him stories about Thutmose that had been handed down in my family from Pharaoh’s scribe Tjanuni, stories that brought to life the dry inscriptions recorded on Ipet–Isut’s walls. Pentawere put me completely at ease, as he had during our tour yesterday. I almost forgot the differences between us. Almost. Throughout the meal we were frequently interrupted by a never–ending stream of army commanders and priests and mayors and overseers and scribes who made their way to Pentawere’s table to converse with him. He introduced me to the commanders of all four army divisions and the charioteers. They obviously liked and respected him. I couldn’t help notice far fewer guests were speaking with his brother Ramesses, despite his higher status, and that most of those conversations were stilted and formal, almost as if they were being done out of duty. After two dozen men had chatted with Pentawere while surreptitiously sweeping their eyes over me Pentawere leaned close. “See! No one can resist seeing up close the amazing woman I’m dining with. They’re all moths drawn to a brilliant flame.” 
 
    I blushed in spite of myself and took a sip of wine. I turned my attention to the other guests. I spotted a cat slipping under a chair occupied by a barbarian woman. In fact, there were a dozen girls and women dressed similarly to her in the same area, and a few men. The cat devoured a piece of fish that had been dropped on the floor. 
 
    “Who are those people?” I asked Pentawere, tilting my head towards them. 
 
    “Wretches,” he said with the slightest bit of distaste. “Sons and daughters of local rulers in Setjet and Retenu, accumulated by Father over the years as tokens of friendship between their towns and our valley. They’re hostages, really, most raised since childhood in Father’s harem in the Fayum. The third Thutmose built it because he was gifted so many women by kings and rulers in the decades he held the throne. Some of the women came with vast retinues – over three hundred attendants in one case. They wouldn’t fit in any per’aa, so Thutmose tucked them away on an estate.” 
 
    “Thutmose educated his hostages. They became more loyal to our land than their own,” I said. “He sent each boy back to his town or kingdom as ruler when his father died, ensuring his land remained subservient to ours.” 
 
    “But no more,” Pentawere said. “Now the hostages spend their lives here. The kingdoms and towns of their birth do as they please.” Pentawere finished his wine and motioned to a girl who approached and refilled his cup, spilling some as she did, more interested in Pentawere than pouring carefully. “Most pharaohs take daughters of our allies as wives as well.” He inclined his head towards his father. “Iset’s mother was from Naharina.” 
 
    “Do a pharaoh’s children get sent to other lands in exchange, as hostages or wives?” 
 
    “By the gods, no!” Pentawere exclaimed, looking at me as if I was out of my mind. “Wretches come to us. We don’t go to their pitiful lands. Ours is the most powerful empire in all the world. Or, at least, it was.” He leaned close and pointed. “See that girl, the one on the left with the turquoise necklace?” 
 
    I nodded. She looked barely twelve years old, her hips nearly as narrow as my waist, skin light, eyes blue, hair gold. 
 
    “She’s a Shasu, a barbarian from the Sinai. She’s the newest hostage, arrived just this week. She’ll be given to one of my half–brothers or nephews when she turns fourteen.” 
 
    “She’s been watching you all evening,” I noted. “She’d marry you in an instant, I think.” 
 
    “Father doesn’t care what she wants, or what I might or might not want for that matter,” Pentawere said. “What’s certain is, he and Vizier To will try to arrange a marriage for me someday.” 
 
    “Try? You’ll resist?” 
 
    “Of course I will, Neset. It’ll make Father angry, of course.” He sipped his wine. “Nearly all my older brothers were married by age fifteen to women he selected. Mother thinks Father’s holding me in reserve so he can forge an alliance with some powerful king some day. He doesn’t have many sons left to use.” He swallowed the last of his wine. “But there are no powerful kings anymore, not after the Sea Peoples’ rampage through the world. So I intend to take a wife of my choosing.” 
 
    “From what I’ve heard about you and women, Pentawere, you’ll find it hard to choose.” Drinking so much wine had loosened my tongue. I cringed, realizing what I’d said. 
 
    Pentawere laughed. “The choice should be hard, shouldn’t it, Neset?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And so I sample many, to choose wisely.” 
 
    “Will you take more than one wife?” I asked. 
 
    “Father has. It’s a royal prerogative. Why, Ramesses’ son is only sixteen and he’s got two already.” 
 
    “I shared my husband with other women, though I didn’t know it,” I said ruefully. 
 
    “I remember, from the trial,” Pentawere said. “When you attacked him – that’s what I recall most about you that day – your fierce spirit. I admired you for it.” 
 
     “I’d never do it again. Share my husband with another woman, I mean.” 
 
    “Even if he was a pharaoh?” 
 
    “Don’t mock me, Pentawere. A woman like me doesn’t marry a pharaoh.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Just look around!” I said. “I shouldn’t even be among people like this, not even for one night.” 
 
    “Most of these people hold their position due to an accident of birth,” Pentawere scoffed. “They’re not that different from you, Neset – I take that back. I dare say few would have risen above their circumstances as well as you have.” 
 
    “That’s very kind of you to say, Pentawere.” 
 
    “I’ll ask my question again – if you married a pharaoh would you share him with other wives?” 
 
    “Not even then,” I said adamantly. “Especially not if he already had a wife. I wouldn’t do to another woman what my husband did to me.” I sipped my own wine. “But you haven’t answered my question, Pentawere. Will you take multiple wives?” 
 
    “I intend to take only the one I choose.” 
 
    “Your wife will adore you for that.” 
 
    Pentawere finished another cup and gazed deep into my eyes. I felt like he was searching my ka. “So forceful… so independent… so sure of yourself… You fascinate me, Neset. Tell me everything there is to know.” 
 
    “I’d bore you, Pentawere,” I said, trying to divert attention from myself. “My life’s nothing compared to yours.” 
 
    “Nonsense. A young widow rises to be overseer of Pharaoh’s garden? Something in your background gave you the strength to overcome tremendous obstacles. There’s a story there.” 
 
    “As you wish, Pentawere.” I sipped the last of my own wine, licked my lips to moisten them. “I was raised in Ta Set Maat. My ancestor Nebit was one of the first craftsmen to settle there, hundreds of years ago. He helped decorate the tomb of Osiris–pharaoh Amenhotep, who established the village. Stories have been passed down in my family from those days, and before.” 
 
    “Like the one you told me about Seqenenre Tao, and those about the third Thutmose,” Pentawere said. 
 
    I nodded. “The ancestors I told you about were soldiers, a rarity in my family. Most have been craftsmen. Some helped build the pyramids of kings Netjeryket and Sneferu and Khufu. One was a sculptor in the heretic pharaoh’s court. Several made stone vases in the court of King Qa’a. One was a royal dressmaker, many were potters, several were boat builders. Nebit was the last of the soldiers, besides Grandfather. If you don’t count Tjanuni, a military scribe. Along with Amenhotep’s tomb, Nebit worked on chapels in Ipet–Isut and the restoration of the memorial temple of the second Mentuhotep on the west bank at Waset. He helped construct a chapel to worship Amenhotep and his mother Ahmes–Nefertari at Ta Set Maat.” 
 
    “What was your ancestors’ skill?” 
 
    “They carved stone, as my father still does. My ancestors excavated the house of eternity of every Osiris–pharaoh buried in the Great Place. One, Ika, was forced to relocate from Ta Set Maat to Akhetaten by the heretic to build his city and temples and tombs. He became a royal sculptor there. He returned to Waset when the Osiris–pharaohs Tutankhamen and Ay and Horemheb reestablished Ta Set Maat. My family has lived in the same house in the village since that time. Ika’s name is inscribed on its limestone lintel to this day.” 
 
    “Are both your parents alive?” 
 
    “Only my father. He remarried after my mother died, many years ago. I have half– and stepbrothers and half– and stepsisters. They’ve all avoided me since… you know. My public shame and humiliation were too embarrassing for them to be seen with me afterwards.” 
 
    “And your husband’s family?” 
 
    I smiled wryly. “They blame me for everything that happened to Mesedptah. They claim my infertility drove him to be unfaithful.” 
 
    “Are you? Infertile?” Pentawere asked. 
 
    “I had a daughter, Ipu. She lived an hour. And two more daughters stillborn.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Neset,” Pentawere said. 
 
    “My husband’s family blamed his death on me. When I returned to my house after the Great Kenbet the village authorities had already given my house away. I wasn’t even allowed to salvage my belongings. I stayed with a neighbor for a night, then spent a day working at the Great Place. After that I went to live with Grandfather. I’ll never forget the hostile stares of my neighbors as I walked down the main street of Ta Set Maat, the hatred blazing in their eyes… I haven’t returned to the village since. I don’t intend to ever again.” 
 
    “Lucky for me,” Pentawere said. 
 
    “Me too. Otherwise I wouldn’t have encountered Pharaoh and been given such a wonderful job.” 
 
    “Do your father and brothers still carve stone?” he asked. 
 
    “They work in the left gang. My husband was a painter in the right. You see, when a tomb is excavated two gangs work in it, side by side. One of the reasons my father arranged my marriage to Mesedptah when I was twelve was to strengthen ties between the gangs. Didn’t turn out so well.” 
 
    Pentawere called for more wine and after the serving girl poured it I quickly drank mine down and the serving girl refilled my cup immediately. Speaking about myself made me nervous. I was becoming warm and lightheaded from the wine. 
 
    “None of what you told me explains how you became a gardener.” 
 
    “A talent inherited from my grandfather.” 
 
    “I met Meniufer this morning.” 
 
    “Colluded with, you mean.” 
 
    Pentawere smiled. 
 
    “He’s my mother’s father,” I replied. “He cared for Ta Set Maat’s fields when young. But when your father went to war against the Tjehenuians and Sea Peoples he joined the army as an archer. Grandfather was badly injured in his last battle and hasn’t had full use of his left leg since. Pharaoh appointed him an assistant gardener at the Ramesseum. Grandfather took it upon himself to create the garden in Djeme’s forecourt. Gardener is his true calling. Pharaoh was so pleased with his new garden he eventually gave Grandfather oversight of every garden on the west and east banks. I was practically Grandfather’s shadow before my marriage. He taught me everything there is to know about growing things. After my husband was executed Grandfather let me stay with him and work for him. That brought me to your father’s attention.” 
 
    Two serving girls appeared, one with a basin of water, another with a strip of clean white linen. Pentawere and I dipped our hands into the basin in turn to clean them and then dried them on the linen. 
 
    Suddenly a wild cry swept through the hall and barefoot dancers rushed into the open space between the royals and everyone else’s tables, accompanied by flautists and singers and women clapping their hands to set a tempo. The dancers were young and beautiful, legs long, bellies flat, some with their long hair unbound, others in braids, their lips and cheeks and eyes colored. Some wore transparent light loose robes that reached to their ankles, with belts and narrow girdles around their hips adorned with beads or ornaments. Others wore opaque skirts, a few only bead or linen girdles. Several had images of Bes tattooed on their thighs. They bowed to Pharaoh and then began to swirl about the front of the hall in time to the music – acrobatically, rhythmically, bending low, leaping high, occasionally bending nearly double backwards and sweeping their braids across the ground, gyrating in a non–stop cavalcade of color and activity. The space gradually constricted as spectators, mostly men, crowded close. The dancers’ anklets and bracelets and belts of gold and turquoise and carnelian and lapis lazuli beads rattled in time to their movements. In moments they were all breathing hard, nostrils flaring, bodies glistening with sweat. I was enthralled; I’d never seen such a performance before. I snuck a glance at Pharaoh and Pentawere; they too were completely under the dancers’ spell. Every guest had risen from his or her chair to get a better look. Sweat flew from the women and landed on the spectators and none seemed to mind. Many were clapping, others crying out enthusiastically. I joined my voice to theirs. 
 
    When at last the dancers were done performing they rushed out of the hall to the cheers of everyone assembled there. 
 
    “Marvelous, weren’t they?” Pentawere asked. His eyes were shining. He was breathing hard. 
 
    “They were, Pentawere.” I realized I was breathing hard too. The dancers had awakened something deep inside me. I took a long drink from my fifth cup of wine. Or sixth. Or more. I’d lost count. I didn’t care. I was feeling very good. 
 
    “Shall we walk in the garden?” Pentawere suggested. 
 
    I nodded and stood too quickly and, lightheaded, stumbled. Pentawere caught me and set me on my feet and we both laughed hysterically. He was more than slightly drunk too. He clutched my hand and led me through the warren of tables and from the banquet hall and into the garden in the center of the per’aa. It was much cooler outside. The moon was high and peered over the per’aa’s walls and tall palms threw long shadows across the flowers. The moon reflected amidst the lotus in the pool, the flowers raising their faces towards the light. Pentawere and I perched on the low limestone wall next to the canal near where I’d dug up flowers a few days ago. I leaned against him without realizing it. Insects hummed and frogs croaked. Water gurgled behind us. 
 
    “Can you believe it, Neset?” Pentawere asked. “Mother told me during the parade today that I should be Pharaoh. She said it never should have been Ramesses. She was right. I’m the one men look up to and follow. You saw that tonight – we could barely eat because so many officials and soldiers wanted to talk to me. Ramesses and Duatentopet sat alone. But I was born too late. He’s only heir because our older brothers are dead.” 
 
    “Pentawere!” I cautioned. “You’re drunk. You shouldn’t say such things out loud.” I looked around fearfully. “What if someone overhears? They’d accuse you of treason.” 
 
    He laughed. “Relax, Neset. What mother doesn’t wish great things for her son? What I care most about is commanding Father’s army, as I told you yesterday. The ambition you told me to fight for.” 
 
    He took my hand and we stood and I linked my arm in his for support and we began to stroll through the garden. 
 
    “What was your husband like?” Pentawere asked. 
 
    “Kind enough, at first. But after he figured out I’d never give him a son he turned cold. He wasn’t affectionate at all. He never once told me he loved me. I discovered why the day he died.” I shook my head. “He was so cruel! I just didn’t know it.” 
 
    Pentawere stopped and turned so he faced me and lightly stroked my cheek with his fingertips. “I’d never be cruel to you, Neset.” 
 
    Based on how I’d seen him treat the lowliest people we’d encountered these past two days I believed him. I thrilled to his touch. His fingers made my skin tingle. “His two previous wives didn’t give him children either.” 
 
    “Maybe the fault was his, not his wives.” 
 
    “Mesedptah didn’t see it that way. The other two died in childbirth and freed him to move on to other women. He resented me because I lived. That gave him license in his mind to cheat on me. Apparently everyone in Ta Set Maat knew except me – ‘place of truth’ indeed. What does that say about me, that I never guessed?” I would never have told Pentawere any of this if I was sober, but my mind was too muddled with wine to care about the impression I was making. Thoughts I’d kept bottled up for years, unexpressed, were spilling out of me unfiltered and I had neither the will nor the strength to stop them. 
 
    “It says you trusted too much one who deserved no trust,” Pentawere said. All at once he drew me close and kissed me, long and gently. 
 
    I’d never been aroused by a kiss before. But I was by his. I drew back after a bit, embarrassed. 
 
    “My room’s close by,” Pentawere said huskily. 
 
    I knew why he wanted to go there. For the first time in my life I wanted the same thing. But I couldn’t share Pentawere’s bed. Even half drunk I knew I couldn’t. “You’re Pharaoh’s son,” I objected. “I oversee a garden. We can’t.” 
 
    “You’d begrudge us pleasure because of the difference in our statuses?” 
 
    “Someone would see me coming out of your room, Pentawere, and tell Pharaoh. I’d lose my position. As modest as it is I love it. Being your father’s overseer allows me to be independent and live my life the way I want. I won’t risk my future for a tumble in your bed. No matter how pleasurable. So I’m not going with you to your room. As much as I want to. Nothing good can come of it for me. Only sorrow.” 
 
    “No woman’s ever turned me down before.” 
 
    I couldn’t tell if he was more disappointed or amazed. 
 
    “I’ve never wanted to be with any man before tonight, Pentawere,” I admitted. “But let’s face it – tomorrow I leave for Djeme and you’re staying in Pi–Ramesses. We’ll never see each other again.” I linked my hands around his neck and pulled him down to me and kissed him as I’d never kissed any man before. Then I broke our embrace. “But I’ll never forget you, Pentawere.” And then I spun around and dashed towards my room while I still had the strength and will to, wondering if I’d just made the worst decision of my life. Or the best. 
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    “Have you seen your father or anyone else from Ta Set Maat?” 
 
    I was on my knees, pressing dirt with my fingers around the roots of a small shrub in the garden in Djeme’s forecourt. Scribe Amennakht stood before me, frantic, sweating, panting. He’d been running. Hard. Behind him were the village’s junior and senior foremen, Khonsu and Anhirkawi, along with two deputies and two proctors. All had been running. All looked at a loss. To see one of them at Djeme, away from the village or the Great Place or Ta Set Neferu, was unusual. To see all seven, in this state, was unprecedented. 
 
    “No, My Lord,” I replied, sitting back on my haunches. I raised a hand to keep the sun out of my eyes. “You know I haven’t been in the village in years.” Not since everyone there took the part of my thieving lecherous husband. And because so many of you still believe I was involved in tomb robbing too and got away with it and treat me like a criminal. “Aren’t they in Ta Set Neferu, excavating a tomb for Pharaoh’s son?” 
 
    Amenherkoshef, Pentawere’s half–brother, commander of Ramesses’ cavalry, had passed away unexpectedly a few weeks earlier, another of Pharaoh’s sons fated to die young. Orders had come a week ago to excavate his tomb, and quickly. Grandfather had told me Ta Set Maat hadn’t seen such excitement in years. 
 
    “The village is empty! Sixty workers have gone missing!” Amennakht flailed his arms. He was more agitated than I’d ever seen him. 
 
     “Pharaoh’s son has flown to the Afterlife,” said Anhirkawi. “Time is short. The embalmers will be done in less than seventy days. Pharaoh’s payment will be prompt if we’re done with the tomb by then.” 
 
    “Likely a bonus, too,” added Khonsu. 
 
    “They’re behind Henketankh, the third Thutmose’s temple of millions of years!” shouted Khaemwase, the village doorkeeper, from the tunnel underneath the tower rooms just inside Djeme’s entrance. He’d also been running. He motioned them to hurry. 
 
    Amennakht half–ran towards the entrance. The others hastened to follow. Curious, I joined them. 
 
    Their destination lay nearly a mile north of Djeme, the last in the long line of temples along the westernmost of the two north–south canals that cut across the cultivated plain somewhat parallel to the river. Tens of thousands of workers swarmed those temples daily – clerks, scribes, porters, priests, farmers, craftsmen, woodcutters, cooks and the rest. It wasn’t surprising the village’s workers had been able to disappear among so many. But why? 
 
    Amennakht strode determinedly along the west bank of the canal, the most direct route, the village officials and me in his wake. To our left rose the high hills that guarded the Great Place and Ta Set Neferu and Ta Set Maat, themselves dwarfed by the Qurn. Five much smaller hills lay between those hills and the river, each pockmarked with hundreds of tombs. The southernmost were cut into the hill called Qurnet Murai, most belonging to officials who’d served between the reigns of the second Ramesses and now. To its north was Qurna, its tombs dating to the time of the first Thutmose and his successors. Khokha contained tombs from the years preceding the current pharaoh and his father Setnakhte. 
 
    Behind that hill, backed against sheer cliffs, were the ruins of three memorial temples – the second Mentuhotep’s, the third Thutmose’s, and Hatshepsut’s. Mentuhotep’s was nearly a thousand years old and had been neglected for centuries. It had clearly been the model for Hatshepsut’s, which was by far the most spectacular of the three. She’d ruled the land equally with her stepson Thutmose. After her death Thutmose had nearly destroyed her temple out of spite. He’d thrown down hundreds of giant statues of the female pharaoh and smashed them to bits. Her name had been removed wherever it appeared. What had once been extensive gardens fronting the temple had been torn up. Only drifts of sand marked them now. What I’d give to restore them. Thutmose’s temple, the smallest, was nestled between the two. An earthquake had sent great sheets of rock tumbling onto it centuries ago. For all intents and purposes it had ceased to exist. I assumed it had been destroyed in his lifetime, thus the additional temple along the canal that was our destination. 
 
    The hill Assasif contained about forty tombs from the decades preceding the current pharaoh. The next, Dra Abu el–Naga, was the resting place of kings who’d ruled only the South in the years the Chiefs of Foreign Lands occupied Ta–mehi. Farthest north was the hill of el–Tarif, the tombs carved into it dating to the Mentuhoteps. 
 
    To our right, across the canal, were recently–planted fields of emmer, a second canal, more fields and, half a mile on, the river. We soon began to pass a cluster of temples, each fronted by a colorful garden cared for by Grandfather, each surrounded by a wall, each with its own small harbor joined to the canal. Barges were docked in many of those harbors, each carrying as many as six hundred fifty sacks of grain for the temple storehouses, the yield of more than seventy acres of farmland. The first temple we encountered had been built by Osiris–pharaoh Ay and usurped by his successor, Horemheb. Next came that of the second Thutmose and then one erected by Amenhotep, son of Hapu, the architect who’d served the third Amenhotep. 
 
    Parallel to those three, east of the canal, was the rear of the third Amenhotep’s temple, the largest on the west bank, covering more area than the entirety of Ipet–Isut across the river. Amenhotep had intentionally built it on low ground so that all but the inner sanctuary flooded during the inundation, reappearing when the river receded as if a new creation, symbolizing order and rebirth in the land. But the walls had been made of mud–brick, and the sandstone pylons and columns had been too heavy for the fields beneath them to support, so when an earthquake shook the valley within a century of its construction the temple had collapsed. Ever since, pharaohs had been taking dressed stone from the grounds to use in their own building projects, and so the memorial temple was now practically in ruins. All that remained were a few massive statues and a huge stela with a dedication text and many statues of granite and quartzite and other fine stone – a sphinx with the body of a crocodile, many of the lioness–headed goddess Sekhmet, two colossi of Amenhotep striding towards the north, wearing the white crown and a pleated kilt. Many smaller statues were scattered amidst drifted sand. 
 
     The largest statues, two imposing colossi towering sixty feet over the plain, still flanked what had been the temple’s entrance. Each had been carved from a single block of sandstone by the famed sculptor Men. I’d often visited them at the first light of dawn, approaching through a knee–high field of ripening grain, the statues red in the sunlight, shadowed indentations giving them life, beyond them a line of trees, then desert, then hills abruptly rising, their ridges drenched with sunlight, wadis outlined with shadows. It was a view that never failed to stir me. 
 
    Past Amenhotep son of Hapu’s temple we encountered more in rapid succession, each nearly adjoining its neighbor, the narrow spaces between occupied by the houses of priests and well–off officials and the mud huts of stablemen and beekeepers and brewers. First was Merenptah’s, close to sixty years old, then Tawosret’s, the newest. Only a handful of years separated the end of her reign from the beginning of the current pharaoh’s. But Tawosret’s temple was already in ruins, its dressed stone taken by the third Ramesses for use in his building projects; he’d had no compunction about erasing evidence of a self–proclaimed female pharaoh. 
 
    The next temple belonged to the fourth Thutmose. Beside it was the Ramesseum of Ramesses the Great, the most magnificent and important temple of all, the model for Djeme. He’d been a mighty builder; his temples and per’aas and warehouses and colossal statues dotted the land from the shore of the Wadjet Wer to well beyond the First Cataract and deep into the South. The Ramesseum was one of his crowning achievements. I’d wandered the grounds many times, one of thousands traversing the corridors and narrow streets of the complex’s vaulted mud–brick storehouses and workshops and libraries – priests, craftsmen, brewers, bakers and other temple servants. Those storehouses were the source of most of what was used to feed and clothe the residents of Ta Set Maat and those who served in the temple precinct. I’d visited its spectacular hypostyle hall, seen columns and colossal statues, garden–filled courtyards, carvings of Ramesses in sunken relief. The rooms were brightly–colored with scenes on every wall and ceiling and column. One showed Ramesses in a chariot fighting the Hittites at Qadesh, the famous battlefield strewn with dead. Hathor peered from just below the capitals of many columns; other capitals were decorated with lotus blossoms, their leaves painted green, their flowers pink or red. On one ceiling Re traveled the night sky through the body of the goddess Nut. 
 
    Once I’d stumbled on a statue there of a young seated Ramesses that I found absolutely arresting. He wore a blue military crown decorated with a uraeus. He was dressed in ceremonial clothing – a long pleated tunic with flared sleeves and a trapezoid–shaped kilt. He wore a broad collar with rows of beads and pendants and held a scepter in his right hand. His firstborn son and his Great Wife, Nefertari, were carved standing against his throne. His sandaled feet rested on nine bows, symbolizing all the enemies of the valley that he’d crushed. I’d never seen another statue as fine. 
 
    Beyond the Ramesseum was the smallest temple, that of the second Amenhotep, barely larger than a couple of storerooms at Djeme, and then the slightly larger temple of Siptah.  
 
    Scattered around these smaller temples were many private homes. I knew their owners, a few personally, the rest by reputation – a slave, a widow, a Sardinian mercenary, a priest, a goatherd, a quartermaster, a stable master, a farmer, a soldier, several coppersmiths, embalmers, cattle–branders, beekeepers, sailors, scribes, and even wretches – descendants of Sea Peoples and Tjehenuians and Hittites captured in battle and now in Pharaoh’s service. Peasants’ huts were intermixed with the fine houses of wealthy officials. 
 
    The third Thutmose’s temple was just past Siptah’s at the head of the east–west canal that joined the two north–south canals together. It alone had no garden fronting it, just a wide dusty plain; Pharaoh had approved my plan to create one but so far I hadn’t had time to work on it. There was a patch of high ground behind the temple, alive with men. We’d found the village’s workers. 
 
    As the village officials approached, several craftsmen who’d been sitting atop the small rise stood up, their expressions defiant. I recognized the scribe Patwere, apparently their leader. Arrayed behind him were stonemasons and carpenters and painters, among them my brothers and father and Mesedptah’s brother. Five Medjay stood nearby, weapons in hand, clearly uncertain about what to do. 
 
    “What’s the meaning of this?” Amennakht demanded without preliminary, striding to confront Patwere. 
 
    “We’re hungry!” a stonemason cried from the crowd. 
 
    “And thirsty!” I recognized a stepbrother’s voice. 
 
    Patwere raised his hand for silence. “Eighteen days have elapsed in the month, Amennakht, and we haven’t been paid, even though Pharaoh’s storehouses are full. We’re here because, as these men said, we’re hungry and thirsty. There’s no clothing, no ointment, no fish, no vegetables. Send to Pharaoh our good lord about it, and send to Vizier To, our superior, to make provision for us.” 
 
    “There’s nothing for us and plenty for the gods,” a carpenter snapped. “Every morning the temple receives more than thirty–two hundred loaves of bread, twenty–four cakes, nearly one hundred–fifty jugs of beer, thirty–two geese, half a hundred jars of wine…” 
 
    “And at each new moon an extra three hundred fifty–six loaves and fourteen cakes and thirty–four jugs of beer!” a painter added. “We’ve counted!” 
 
    “Not to mention an ox and sixteen birds and twenty–three jars of wine!” 
 
    “We won’t work until we receive our due!” exclaimed my father, Buneb. 
 
    There were scores of muttered, ominous assents. 
 
    “You’d challenge your masters? You’d go on strike?” Amennakht was incredulous. 
 
    “We would,” Patwere affirmed, crossing his arms. 
 
    Amennakht glanced at the officials who’d come with him. “Such a thing has never happened before in this valley! We must confer!” He led his group to where the Medjay stood. Immediately, the officials engaged in heated discussion. 
 
    I somewhat hesitantly sought Father. He’d resumed his seat with the others on the rise, my brothers behind him. I hadn’t spoken to him or them since the day I’d spent working in the Great Place. I had no idea how he’d receive me after so much time had passed. Not that I much cared. He’d cut me from his life, so I’d cut him from mine. 
 
    “I don’t trust the scribe, or the rest of them for that matter,” he told me as matter–of–factly as if he’d seen me as recently as yesterday, squinting in Amennakht’s direction. Apparently his distaste for the village officials was stronger than his distaste for me. “Months ago when our pay was late he went to Horemheb’s temple to see about it. It’s true that we soon received what we were owed, but that’s also when we learned that Vizier To had been given the whole land to rule and was now in charge of Ta Set Maat. Soon after that Amennakht and Khaemwase cut the number of servants in our village by more than half. Can you believe it, Neset – we have to get by with only six water–carriers, three gardeners and three assistant gardeners to grow produce in our fields, four fishermen, three woodcutters, a potter, a washerman, a storekeeper, and a boy to make plaster so we can improve our houses!” 
 
    “What? No more girls like Sitmut to cook and clean?” I interjected. “Such hardship, Father! How can you bear it? How can Meresamun?” 
 
    Father totally missed my sarcasm. “They even took away our cake maker! Vizier To and Amennakht skimp on our resources. Without cause! The one hundred–twenty storage magazines in Horemheb’s temple could feed the village for ten years. The twenty in the Ramesseum for forty!” He spat. “But what do the two of them care? They get richer and our wealth diminishes. Why, Khaemwase owns oxen worth several years’ of my grain rations. His superior, the scribe Hori, owns several as well.” He glanced at the officials who were conferring. “What incentive do they have to fight for us?” 
 
    “There’s plenty for the gods and the army,” a half–brother snapped bitterly. “But nothing for us.” 
 
    Amennakht kept the strikers waiting for hours as he and the others debated what to do. By the time he finally returned to the rise the men were in a foul mood and Re was nearly touching the top of the western hills. 
 
    “Go back to Ta Set Maat!” Amennakht demanded. “I’ll present your concerns to the proper officials tonight. But I warn you – you’re asking for too much and going about it the wrong way. Your threats will fall on deaf ears. You will fail.” 
 
    With much grumbling and sideways glances at Amennakht and his companions the workers rose and began walking in the direction of their village. I watched them go, many gesturing and talking together angrily and looking over their shoulders at the scribe. I had a feeling this strike was not going to turn out well. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    I hurried before dawn from Djeme to the flats just outside Ta Set Maat. I was curious about the officials’ response to the strikers and their reactions. Craftsmen were standing in small groups close by the village wall at the head of the dusty path that led to nearby Ta Set Neferu. It was the first day of the work week and they should have already been well on their way there to continue excavating Amenherkoshef’s tomb. No one seemed to know what to do. A few women clustered outside the wall, watching husbands and brothers and sons, concerned, whispering to each other. More observed from their rooftops. I hadn’t spoken to any of those women in years. None, not even my close relatives, acknowledged me. 
 
    The junior gang foreman, Khonsu, who’d been with the chiefs yesterday, moved next to Patwere. He’d apparently joined the strike during the night. “Has there been any word from Amennakht yet?” he asked. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    The absence of Scribe Amennakht and Foreman Anhirkawi was alarming. I feared they’d sided with the authorities against the craftsmen. Based on documents I’d read in Naunakht’s archives nothing like that had ever happened in the long history of the village, where the real authority resided in the families of scribes and foremen. Those men made recommendations to the vizier for all positions in the work gangs, usually their relatives. They also comprised the village kenbet along with the senior workmen they’d promoted. The defection of two such prominent leaders now, in this time of crisis, was unprecedented. The eyes of every worker were on Patwere and Khonsu. They’d seemingly become the village’s unappointed spokesmen. That was equally unprecedented. 
 
    “Does Vizier To think he can ignore us?” Father asked angrily. 
 
    “For all we know he’s at Pi–Ramesses and doesn’t know what’s going on here, Buneb,” Patwere replied, trying to maintain a semblance of calm. “He’s in the North a lot.” 
 
    “Should we cry more loudly then, so the vizier can hear our voices from so far away?” Khonsu queried, throwing his arms wide. He let them drop to his side. “Or should we slink back to work in Ta Set Neferu, silent and hungry?” 
 
    “To the temple!” someone shouted. 
 
    The cry was taken up by everyone. 
 
    I was caught up in the mass of men taking the path through the valley on the north side of Qurnet Murai. Beyond, less than half a mile away, directly ahead, at the midpoint of the pharaohs’ temples, lay that of Ramesses the Great, by far the largest of them all, its storage magazines dwarfing all the rest at Waset combined. 
 
    Two Medjay were stationed before its copper–covered cedar entrance gate. The workers ignored their order to stop and pressed into the crowded temple compound and proceeded through it straight to the vault–roofed mud–brick granaries at the rear, pushing aside everyone in their path. The Medjay followed after impotently, ordering the villagers over and over to turn around and go home. At least they had sense enough not to draw their weapons; that would have incited the strikers, who heavily outnumbered them. Reaching their destination, the workers spread out in front of the granaries and sat cross–legged on the ground, obstructing all who had business there. 
 
    As I followed the men through the temple I looked about in wonder. The inside of the Ramesseum was magnificent, its doorways clad in gold and silver, columns and statues and walls carved and brightly painted. The hypostyle hall was second in size only to that at Ipet–Isut, a literal forest of stone towering over my head. In the second court four statues of Ramesses in the guise of Osiris reached to half the height of that hall’s columns. But those were dwarfed by a sixty–foot high statue of Pharaoh seated on his throne in the forecourt. Grandfather claimed there was no larger sculpture in the whole land. 
 
    Two doorkeepers and several more Medjay hastily appeared from side corridors and joined the original Medjay who were standing off to one side. I recognized one of them, Mentmose, chief of police in the temple area. We were well acquainted thanks to his regular visits to Djeme. He always took time to stroll through Pharaoh’s garden and chat. He was obviously interested in me; I had no interest in him at all, though I’d taken care never to offend him. He walked up to the workers. 
 
    “Back again, Patwere?” he asked pleasantly. He seemed in no mood to anger the strikers with harsh words. 
 
    “Night didn’t still the hunger in our bellies,” Patwere growled. “We’ve had no answer from Amennakht. We’re not leaving until we’re paid.” 
 
    “That’s right!” several workers cried in unison. 
 
    A few moved towards Mentmose threateningly. Medjay came forward to protect their chief. 
 
    Mentmose warned his men off with a glance. “I sympathize with your cause, Patwere,” he said calmly. “Let me bring Waset’s mayor, Ptahemheb, to you. Surely he can solve the problem.” 
 
    “What does the mayor of Waset have to do with the west bank?” Patwere asked suspiciously. 
 
    “He’s not just mayor. He’s also in charge of collecting what’s due Pharaoh in this nome. He has access to Pharaoh’s granaries,” Mentmose replied. 
 
    Patwere considered a moment, consulted with Khonsu. “We’ll remain here until you return,” he announced. 
 
    “Understood.” Mentmose looked towards the Medjay and waved them farther back. “My men won’t bother you,” he told Patwere. He headed for the temple’s exit. 
 
    The workers settled down to wait once more. 
 
    Patwere summoned me. “Is there water nearby for the men to drink?” 
 
    “I’ll have Grandfather’s gardeners bring skins from the memorial temples,” I said quietly, and followed Mentmose out of the temple. 
 
    When I returned two hours later, along with several filthy gardeners laden with waterskins, Patwere was distributing fifty–five sweet cakes he’d obtained from the ovens of Merenptah’s nearby temple. I circulated among the men as they ate, providing them with water. None expressed gratitude. Several leered. When I was done I sat next to Father. 
 
    “There’s more than enough grain to pay us, Neset,” he growled. “We always received our due on time when pharaohs resided at Waset. But ever since Ramesses the Great moved the court north and established two viziers – one for the North and one for the South – there have been delays in our pay. Each vizier thinks the other or the First God’s Servant should take care of us, but none of them does unless it suits him. Appointing To as the single vizier was supposed to solve the problem, but it hasn’t. Even Pharaoh moving his court back to Djeme hasn’t improved anything.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Late in the day Mentmose returned from across the river. By his frown I could tell he didn’t bear good news. 
 
    “I went to Waset. I told the mayor everything that’s happened these past two days. He had no sympathy for your plight,” Mentmose told Patwere disgustedly. 
 
    Curses rang out from the crowd. 
 
    “He says your pay is a problem for Vizier To or the high priests in charge of the temples on the west bank to solve. He claims Waset has no jurisdiction.” Mentmose sighed. 
 
    “Then let’s go see Vizier To!” 
 
    “He’s in the North. He won’t be back for several weeks,” Mentmose said. 
 
    “What about Pharaoh?” 
 
    “He sailed to Abdju three days ago along with the co–ruler to dedicate a stela to Amenherkoshef’s memory.” 
 
    “Who’s in charge at Djeme, then?” Father asked. 
 
    Mentmose shrugged. “I have absolutely no idea. As far as I know, the only member of Pharaoh’s family in residence is his son Pentawere. He arrived yesterday from Pi–Ramesses for his brother’s funeral. Maybe he is.” 
 
    I froze at the mention of Pentawere. Even after five months I hadn’t been able to shake the memory of the banquet in Pi–Ramesses and what had almost happened between us afterwards. I thought about how that night had ended now with regret. He’d awakened a desire in me that had been dormant my entire life, unguessed at, unexpected. Thinking about him now made my blood run hot. I wouldn’t mind seeing him again, even knowing that might send me down avenues I feared to explore. But, realistically, he’d forgotten me long ago. He’d had so many women in his life – no one had ever turned him down except me, he’d said. That was the only thing that set me apart from them – I’d rejected him. Plus, I was common and none of them had been – hardly a selling point. After I’d turned him down and left Pi–Ramesses it was unlikely he’d so much as given me a second thought. Probably, once he’d had a good night’s sleep and had shaken off the effects of the wine, he’d been grateful I hadn’t gone to his room with him, that I’d spared him the trouble of sending me on my way the next morning, that he hadn’t had to bluntly tell me that sleeping with me had meant nothing to him. He’d probably been glad I hadn’t tried to cling to him, as if that night’s encounter had been the start of something instead of a one–time event. Surely he cared less for me than any of the other women he’d taken to his bed for a night or a week or a month and never seen again. I sighed. I’d like to see Pentawere again, but that wouldn’t happen unless he lowered himself to come to this temple to meet a bunch of striking workers. He’d never do that. He was Pharaoh’s son. The scribes would have to go to Djeme, to him, to plead the workers’ case. I’d not encounter him again. 
 
    “Then we’ll stay where we are until we have satisfaction,” Patwere told Mentmose defiantly. 
 
    The workers shouted their assent. 
 
    They settled down for a long wait. Mentmose sat between Patwere and Khonsu and shared their sweet cakes and they talked together in low voices as Re began to descend towards the crest of the western hills. The villagers drew apart into small groups. I studied the men discretely from a short distance away. Some, like those around my father, were clearly defiant. But an equal number seemed nervous and fearful. I wondered if all the workers would still be here in the morning, or if some would slip away in the night, afraid of what the vizier might do to them. And if any did, if the workers’ solidarity broke, how would they face each other in the future? Would families that had worked side by side for generations snub each other henceforth as the villagers continued to snub me? And if so, how could Ta Set Maat survive? Father’s and the villagers’ cause might be just but they were tampering with maat. And there was nothing as important in this valley as maat. From time to time angry voices were raised in argument and I shivered. I felt chaos closing in around me, engulfing everyone on the west bank. I felt helpless. Re dipped behind the hills and stars winked into the sky. I wondered if Re would appear reborn in the morning, or if the workers’ affront to maat had driven him away forever. I didn’t know. I was suddenly afraid of what might happen tomorrow. If tomorrow even came. 
 
    I slipped away from the others to a small chapel attached to the west side of the Ramesseum built to honor Merytamun, a daughter and wife of Ramesses. I curled up at the base of Merytamun’s white limestone statue. She’d been a beauty, petite, perfectly proportioned. The sculptor had depicted her with an elaborate wig, a cobra and vulture on her brow, a crown of rearing uraei, large round earrings. I tried to sleep but couldn’t. The instant I drove thoughts of the workers and tomorrow from my mind it was suddenly filled with thoughts of Pentawere. That made me even more restless. To know he was so close, at Djeme, yet as remote and inaccessible as the stars that shone overhead… I gazed up at the statue that loomed over me with its slight enigmatic smile. I wondered what my life might have been had I been born royal like Merytamun. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    The men were quarreling among themselves when I woke from a fitful sleep and rejoined them a little after dawn. I whispered a prayer of gratitude that Re had survived his nightly journey. Some of the men were arguing vociferously that they should go back to work in Ta Set Neferu, others that they should remain where they were. As I’d feared, yesterday’s solidarity seemed about to shatter. Just as the discussion turned heated the vizier’s scribe Hednakht, another Medjay police chief, Nebsemen, and three keepers of the gatehouse of the tomb appeared. 
 
    Hednakht walked right up to Patwere until their chests were almost touching, gripping his staff of office in his hand. “Why are these men still here?” he asked sternly, his narrowed eyes sweeping them all over Patwere’s shoulder. “You should be hard at work excavating Amenherkoshef’s tomb, not wasting time in this temple.” 
 
    “Hunger and thirst have driven us to this,” Patwere answered, visibly angered by Hednakht’s superior and unfeeling attitude. “There’s no clothing, there’s no oil, there are no fish, there are no vegetables.” 
 
    “What do you expect me to do about it?” Hednakht asked. 
 
    “Send to Pharaoh, our good lord – life, prosperity, health. Let him know of our trouble. Send to Vizier To, our superior, that we may be supplied with provisions.” Patwere drew himself up. “Our rations are now twenty–one days late, My Lord. Twenty! One! Days!” 
 
    “The inundation was favorable! The granaries are full!” Father called. 
 
    “The supplies given us from the treasury and granary and storehouses are exhausted!” I recognized the voice of my husband’s brother, Pagerger. He was furious. “The stone of Ta Set Neferu is not light. One and a half hundredweight of grain is in arrears. Feed us! Make for us a means of keeping alive! We’re dying! We don’t live at all!” 
 
    “Corrupt officials are responsible for this delay!” cried another. 
 
    “Tell the vizier!” shouted a third. 
 
    Others took up the chant. “Tell the vizier! Tell the vizier!” 
 
    Hednakht stared at the workers, appalled. He shouted over them. “You make such charges? Against Pharaoh’s officials! With no proof? Do you know the penalty for false accusation?” 
 
    “We do, My Lord,” said Patwere, crossing his arms. 
 
    The chants died down. 
 
    “We speak the truth.” 
 
    “Return to your homes!” Hednakht ordered. “Return to your work in Ta Set Neferu!” He slowly scanned the gathered men. “If you do not the consequences will fall on your heads!” Without waiting for their reply he stormed out of the temple. 
 
    “What now?” Father asked Patwere plaintively. 
 
    The workers were clearly frightened, looking at each other uncertainly. No one knew what to do. Clearly, Pharaoh’s officials weren’t going to give in to their demands. Was it time to accept defeat? Should they obey Hednakht and slink back to work, or continue their strike? Pagerger, one of the most strident, was hanging his head. Resolve was wavering. 
 
   
  
 

 “I’ll tell you my opinion!” Mentmose cried, incensed, addressing them all. “Return to Ta Set Maat. Gather your work tools. Fetch your wives and children. Close and seal your doors. Go to the temple of the first Seti and settle there until you get what you’re owed. I’ll lead you myself!” 
 
    Seti’s was the northernmost of the temples of millions of years, half a mile beyond the Ramesseum and directly across the river from the sacred complex of Ipet–Isut. 
 
    “The First God’s Servant and Waset’s officials won’t be able to ignore us then!” Mentmose shouted. “They’ll have to take action!” 
 
    An action with consequences Mentmose wasn’t considering. I sensed the villagers were headed for disaster. For a moment I took comfort in that. They disgusted me. They were so full of themselves, so self–righteous, too blind to see that Pharaoh could easily dismiss them all and repopulate Ta Set Maat with new skilled craftsmen. How many did he need? Fifty or sixty? Starting over would certainly mean the fourth Ramesses’ tomb would take longer to construct when he became sole pharaoh, but Ta Set Maat had been populated twice already, once by Amenhotep and a second time by Tutankhamen and Ay and Horemheb. Pharaoh Ramesses could do it too. After all, the fourth Ramesses’ tomb might not need to be excavated for decades if the third lived as long as the second had. These villagers had taken the part of my thieving husband and kept me in the dark about his unfaithfulness and stolen my home and everything I owned and driven me from Ta Set Maat. They deserved to suffer. 
 
    But their children didn’t. I recalled the face of every single one who’d ever listened to my stories in the garden on my roof. I recalled helping bring most of them into the world. They’d brightened my life for years. Stubborn and misguided these men standing before me might be, but their children didn’t deserve to lose their homes because of this strike. Someone had to save these workers from themselves. A vindictive person wouldn’t have given them a second thought. But I wasn’t a vindictive person. 
 
    I stepped in front of Mentmose, blocked him from charging off. “There may be another way.” 
 
    He paused. 
 
    I addressed the man beside him. “Scribe Patwere, I’m slightly acquainted with Pharaoh’s son, Pentawere. I dined at his table during a banquet at Pi–Ramesses held to honor the fourth Ramesses after he returned from his Northern campaign.” 
 
    Patwere stared at me, astonished. 
 
    “Is this true?” Father asked in disbelief. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “You? And Pharaoh’s son?” 
 
    The workers around me snickered and laughed. 
 
    “I’ll go to Djeme. I’ll seek an audience with His Majesty and explain the situation. Maybe he’ll take pity on you.” 
 
    Patwere pondered for a moment, looked at Mentmose. “I suppose it’s worth a try, Neset.” 
 
    “You can’t be serious, Scribe!” Pagerger shouted incredulously. He moved beside me. “You want to place our lives in the hands of this treacherous woman? She’ll argue against us! If Pharaoh’s son will speak with her at all. Which I doubt. Do you really believe she knows a royal? She’s lied before!” 
 
    Surprisingly, Father came to my defense. He shoved Pagerger aside and moved between him and me protectively. “If Neset betrays us it’s because your lecherous conniving brother ruined her life, Pagerger!” He glanced at his comrades. “And because the rest of us drove her from Ta Set Maat!” 
 
    Pagerger swung his fist and struck Father a glancing blow on the side of his head. Father jabbed him in the mouth. Men pulled them apart, restrained them. Pagerger was bleeding. Both men struggled to free themselves, kicking up dust, cursing each other. Less than a quarter of the villagers arranged themselves behind Father. Like Pagerger, the vast majority didn’t trust or believe me. 
 
    I wished I’d kept my mouth shut. Volunteering to help had been impetuous and foolish. Pentawere had probably forgotten about me. He probably wouldn’t even grant me an audience. I’d never live down the embarrassment in Ta Set Maat. I’d be mocked for claiming I’d dined with him. Failure would reinforce the villagers low opinion of me. And even if he did consent to talk, what right did I have to ask him for a favor? And if he let me ask, why would he grant it? We’d shared a walk around Pi–Ramesses and a meal at a banquet. That’s all. Afterwards, I’d rejected his advances, even though he’d gifted me a beautiful dress and expensive jewels. He’d expected something in return for his generosity and I’d turned him down cold, something no other woman ever had. I had no special hold on him. Just the opposite. I was doomed to fail Father and the rest. But at least I would have tried to make a bad situation from becoming even worse. I’d have that to cling to. 
 
    Patwere looked at Mentmose with the air of a desperate man grasping at straws. He shrugged his shoulders. “We have no better option.” 
 
    “Go ahead, Neset,” Mentmose said. 
 
    “Don’t return after you fail,” Pagerger said scornfully. “Not here to us, and not to Ta Set Maat.” 
 
    I turned and headed towards Djeme. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    That entire long walk I struggled with what I was going to say to Pentawere. And with the real reason I’d volunteered. To help the villagers, as I’d said, or as an excuse to see Pentawere again? I admitted I wanted to see him, badly. It would be harder for him to refuse to see me if I was seeking an audience to discuss an actual situation than if I was simply calling on him. Maybe I’d taken on this task simply to shield my heart from what I expected would be rejection. Suddenly, I didn’t know my own mind. I was filled with a mixture of dread and anticipation and uncertainty and hope. 
 
    I reached Djeme and went immediately to the per’aa. I grabbed a bunch of loose flowers from a very large earthenware pot just inside the door. Guards and servants were used to seeing me deliver and arrange flowers throughout the per’aa; an armful reduced the odds anyone would challenge me. 
 
    I reached the open space before the closed door of the audience hall. I was shocked to see villagers gathered there – the scribe Amennakht, the gang foreman Khonsu, Amennakht’s oldest son, Harshire, two workmen, Khons and Wadjmose. They were standing together, in a group. Opposite them, alone, was another worker, Pa’aunket. He was one of Paneb’s grandsons, like my dead husband. 
 
    Amennakht spotted me, glared. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    I indicated my flowers. “What does it look like?” I swept my eyes over the others. Pa’aunket looked very confident, everyone else grim. They were all sweating. Something was going on. “I could ask you the same thing.” 
 
    “We have business with Pharaoh’s son. Be gone!” Khonsu snapped. 
 
    “I have business too.” These men were an unexpected complication for my mission. 
 
    “What possible business could you have?” Amennakht asked. 
 
    “The workers sent me to settle their strike.” 
 
    “I told them to go back to work days ago!” Amennakht said. 
 
    “Yes, you did. You and every other official on both riverbanks. They didn’t. They won’t accept your orders anymore, either.” 
 
    Amennakht snorted. “Why would they send you?” 
 
    “I met His Majesty once. I volunteered to help.” 
 
    “So… the rumors from Pi–Ramesses are true,” Khonsu said knowingly. “Only you two did far more than meet, the way I heard it.” He jabbed Amennakht in the ribs with his elbow. “Can’t blame Pharaoh’s son for sleeping with her. Everyone knows how he is. She’s more than tolerable to look at.” 
 
    “We didn’t!” I exclaimed. 
 
    The door opened. Hednakht addressed Amennakht. “His Majesty has agreed to see you. Come inside.” 
 
    The men entered the room. I didn’t wait to be invited. I pressed in behind them, fuming at Khonsu. How had he found out about me attending the banquet in Pi–Ramesses? Who’d lied about me and Pentawere? 
 
    “Where do you think you’re going?” Hednakht snarled at me. “Deliver your flowers later.” 
 
    “I need to speak with His Majesty.” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “The demands of Ta Set Maat’s workers.” 
 
    Hednakht’s face flamed red. “I ordered them to go home!” he thundered. “And now I’m ordering you!” 
 
    “Not until I speak with His Majesty,” I insisted. 
 
    Amennakht and Khonsu watched gleefully. 
 
    “I’ll throw you out myself, then!” Hednakht seized my arm. My flowers spilled all over the floor. He started dragging me towards the door. I resisted as best I could. He was much larger and heavier than me. I knew I’d have bruises on my arm in the morning. 
 
    “Let her go!” 
 
    Hednakht released me immediately at the sound of that familiar voice. 
 
    I turned, bowed deeply, looked up. 
 
    Pentawere was seating himself on Pharaoh’s throne atop the dais at the far end of the hall, a staff of office in his hand, richly dressed and bejeweled. His eyes met mine. He said nothing but I could tell he was glad to see me. So, I hadn’t alienated him as badly as I’d thought. Or maybe he was simply curious about why I’d come. 
 
    “Why am I here?” Pentawere asked Hednakht. 
 
    “Majesty, a worker in Ta Set Maat has made a serious charge against three of his fellows. The village elders have brought them here so you can judge the case.” 
 
    Pentawere crooked his finger. 
 
    Hednakht shepherded us to within a dozen feet of the dais. 
 
    “Which of you are the elders?” 
 
    “I’m Amennakht, the chief scribe, Majesty.” 
 
    “I’m Khonsu, foreman of the right gang.” 
 
    Pentawere leaned back in his chair. “Don’t you have a village kenbet to resolve disputes?” 
 
    “We do, Majesty,” Amennakht replied. “But one of the accused is my oldest son. It’s better that you hear the evidence and decide.” 
 
    Pentawere idly twirled his staff between his fingers. 
 
    I wondered what was so awful that these men needed Pentawere to render justice. 
 
    “Who makes the charge?” Pentawere asked. 
 
    “I do, Majesty. My name is Pa’aunket. I’m a stonecutter in the left gang.” 
 
    “What’s your charge?” 
 
    “Majesty, Harshire and Wadjmose have stripped stones from the royal tomb of Ramesses the Great – life, prosperity, health, justified – in the Great Place.” 
 
    The exact crime Amennakht’s grandfather had accused Paneb of decades ago. Now Paneb’s descendant was accusing Amennakht’s son. The bad blood between the families was rearing its head once again. 
 
    “Khons took a branded ox from a stall in the Ramesseum. Equally bad, he seduced three women in Ta Set Maat, one of them Harshire’s wife.” 
 
    Harshire stepped towards Pa’aunket, fists clenched. 
 
    “Let me see what you’ll do to these men, Majesty, or I’ll complain directly to Pharaoh and the vizier,” Pa’aunket told Pentawere stridently. 
 
    “You threaten Pharaoh’s son?” Hednakht interjected, incredulous. He’d moved beside Pentawere, onto the lowest step of the dais. 
 
    “You’re a liar!” Khons screamed, rushing at Pa’aunket, swinging at him. 
 
    Pa’aunket ducked. 
 
    Khonsu and Harshire restrained Khons. 
 
    It was Father and Pagerger all over again. 
 
    “Silence!” Pentawere cried, rising from the throne. 
 
    Everyone froze in place. 
 
    “Is this how you act in Pharaoh’s per’aa?” Pentawere asked. “Is this how you seek justice?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Majesty,” Amennakht said. “Now you see why the village kenbet cannot judge this case.” 
 
    Pentawere resumed his seat. He let his gaze linger on each man in turn. “Charges and denials,” he finally said. “Pa’aunket, you expect me to believe that these three men conspired to steal from Ramesses the Great while one was sleeping with another’s wife?” 
 
    “I do, Majesty.” 
 
    “Do you love your wife, Harshire?” 
 
    “I do, Majesty,” he said firmly. “I’ve planted many children in her belly. I’ve provided well for her. I’ve given her no reason to sleep with another man.” 
 
    “Liar!” cried Pa’aunket. 
 
    “Silence!” Hednakht cried. “Or we’ll judge the lot of you guilty!” 
 
    Pentawere suppressed a smile. Then he looked at me. “You’ve heard the accusations and defense, My Lady. What’s your opinion? How would you decide the case?” 
 
    The villagers looked shocked he’d addressed me as if I was someone important. Perhaps I still was, to him. They’d also just realized that for all practical purposes Pentawere had granted me the power of life and death over them. What better way for him to avoid a decision than by passing it to me. A woman all of them had treated like dirt. Sweat began flowing down the sides of Amennakht’s face. He’d taken my home from me. He’d gleefully destroyed all my belongings. With a word right now I could take his son from him. In my place he’d be spiteful enough to do it. He had to be assuming I would. 
 
    “Majesty, there’s been bad blood between Amennakht’s family and Pa’aunket’s family for decades,” I said. “Pa’aunket’s ancestor, Paneb, was a very bad man who got away with many things for many years because everyone feared him. Apparently he once beat nine men in a single night when he was in one of his rages. Like his descendant, Pa’aunket, he was fond of going straight to the vizier or pharaoh to get his way, bypassing the village kenbet.” 
 
    “I see. The village officials went along with Paneb?” 
 
    “Only after he accused them of crimes to divert attention from himself. In fact, Majesty, your grandfather, Pharaoh Setnakht, removed a vizier from office solely because of Paneb’s accusations. Paneb also bribed a different vizier with a gift of five servants so he’d appoint him foreman. Anyway, Majesty, the grandfather of the scribe standing before you, Amennakht, once accused Paneb of sixteen separate crimes – including stealing from the tomb of the second Seti and the tomb of Henutmire, daughter of Ramesses the Great and wife of the second Seti. Amennakht’s grandfather also accused Paneb of raping three women.” I shook my head. “Village men always seem to do things to women in threes.” 
 
    Pentawere stifled a laugh. “Is it true, what My Lady says, Amennakht?” 
 
    “It is,” he said, his chin tilted. “Pharaoh executed Paneb and his son Aaphate for their crimes.” 
 
    “As you can see, Majesty, bad blood between the families,” I said. “Still lingering.” 
 
    “How do you fit into this, My Lady?” Pentawere asked. “Are you related to either side?” 
 
    “Both, at least distantly. Everyone in the village is tied to everyone in some way. But most directly to Pa’aunket. He’s my dead husband’s cousin.” 
 
    “How do you know all this, My Lady?” Pentawere asked. 
 
    “Hay, a former gang foreman, the oldest man in Ta Set Maat, told me about Paneb and his antics the day after my husband was executed. He told me my husband had been exactly like his ancestor. Anyway, Majesty, these men are trying to draw you into their village feud, just as they’ve drawn in other officials these past decades.” 
 
    “Unlike those officials, though, thanks to you, I understand the history and context.” 
 
    “Yes, Majesty. But be assured, no matter how you rule, this feud will continue forever.” 
 
    “I see. How do you judge these men, then, My Lady?” 
 
    I gazed steadily at them. All lowered their eyes. Pentawere had just put every one of them at my mercy. He’d formally asked me to decide their fates. They knew it and I knew it. If I’d been a spiteful woman I could have taken advantage of this opportunity to pay them back for the suffering I’d endured at their hands. But I wasn’t spiteful. I wouldn’t stoop to their level. “The only crime I see is perjury, Majesty.” 
 
    “No!” Pa’aunket cried. 
 
    The rest let out audible sighs of relief. Amennakht put his arm around his son’s shoulders. 
 
    “I agree. Pa’aunket, the penalty for perjury is clear. I sentence you to break rocks in the quarry in Wadi Hammamat for the rest of your natural life. Hednakht, see to it that my sentence is carried out.” 
 
    “Yes, Majesty.” 
 
    “The rest of you may go,” Pentawere said dismissively. “Except for you, Neset.” 
 
    Amennakht and the rest looked at me again, amazed. Suddenly Pentawere and I were on a first–name basis? And he wanted to talk with me alone? 
 
    They quickly left, looking back over their shoulders at me. As soon as Hednakht closed the door behind them Pentawere bounded from the dais to me. He was smiling, his arms outstretched. He took me in his arms. 
 
    I needn’t have worried about my reception after all. It was so much better than I’d expected and feared. I leaned back in his arms, looked up at him, searched his face. 
 
    “I thought I’d never see you again,” he said. “I thought my clumsy attempt to seduce you in the garden had driven you away. I thought I’d disappointed you.” 
 
    “You could never disappoint me, Pentawere. And you weren’t clumsy. I simply had sense enough to know going to your room was a bad idea. I didn’t want anyone to see me leaving in the morning. I was afraid what others might think of you if I was discovered – a commoner. I feared what Pharaoh might do to you.” 
 
    “So… you were looking out for my reputation. There was no need, Neset – I’m not ashamed to be seen with you.” 
 
    “Maybe you should be.” 
 
    “When the messenger delivered the dress and jewels I’d given you the next morning I thought it meant I’d done something terribly wrong.” 
 
    “Frankly, Pentawere, I wasn’t sure if you’d expected something from me in return for your gifts. Since I’d turned you down…” 
 
    “That’s not why I sent them.” 
 
    “And it’s not why I accepted them. I wanted to be with you in Pi–Ramesses because of who you are, not what you are.” 
 
    “Then we both desire each other for the same reason.” He released me, took hold of my hands, raised my fingers to his lips, kissed them. “I told you at Pi–Ramesses, Neset – you captivate me. I went to your grandfather’s hut last night looking for you the moment I arrived at Djeme. He didn’t know where you were. I waited in his hut for hours. I worried about you all night.” 
 
    “You truly wanted to see me?” I was amazed. 
 
    “I’ve been miserable without you.” His eyes were frank and honest. 
 
    “I’ve thought about you too these past five months, Pentawere.” I lowered my voice. “Constantly.” 
 
    He raised my hands to his lips and kissed my fingers again. He lifted my hair with both hands and bent and lightly kissed my neck. His kiss sent a shiver down my spine. I wanted to melt into him, to meet his lips with my own. But that wasn’t why I’d come and I forced myself to push away from him. The villagers in Ta Set Maat were relying on me. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing. It’s just that I’ve come hoping you can settle the strike by the workers excavating your brother’s tomb.” 
 
    “You weren’t part of the last case?” 
 
    “No. Sheer happenstance that they were here.” 
 
    “I thought it was strange you’d take up Amennakht’s cause, after how he treated you.” 
 
    “Believe me. I have no love for Amennakht. Or most people in Ta Set Maat for that matter. In fact, I’ve come to try to help workers who’ve treated me just as badly. You’ve heard about the strike on the west bank?” 
 
    “Hednakht informed me a little while ago. He called the workers ‘disorganized rabble.’ He said he ordered them back to work.” 
 
    “They haven’t taken up their tools and they won’t, Pentawere. This strike has spiraled out of control for no good reason. Every official the strikers have petitioned the past three days has claimed it’s someone else’s problem to solve, not theirs. You’re the only man who can get them back to work.” 
 
    “We’ll deal with it later.” He pulled me close and kissed my neck again. 
 
    I didn’t want him to stop. I had to make him stop. “Please, Pentawere,” I said, trying to twist free. “Please.” 
 
    He released me, clearly disappointed. He sighed. “I’ll hear you out, Neset. But then…” 
 
    I let my imagination run wild. I’d feared he’d forgotten me and he hadn’t. On the contrary, he still wanted me. Wanted me! I forced myself to take up my errand before I lost the will to do it altogether. “Pentawere – the workers in Ta Set Maat have been working on your brother Amenherkoshef’s tomb in Ta Set Neferu. But they haven’t received their ration of grain for more than three weeks. First they petitioned Amennakht – he made it clear he didn’t believe in their cause but promised to present their case. He never reported back to them. Then they appealed to the mayor of Waset – he turned them away. So did the First God’s Servant. Finally, Hednakht. He barely listened to their complaints before ordering them to get back to work and dashing off. I know, because I’ve been with the workers the whole time. Believe me, Pentawere, you’re their last and only hope.” 
 
    “Tell me what I need to know, Neset. How many people rely on these rations?” 
 
    “Sixty craftsmen and their families. About five hundred altogether.” 
 
    “What’s the amount of the ration?” he asked. 
 
    “For a foreman, seven and a half sacks of emmer. For a scribe, just under four sacks. For each worker, five and a half sacks, enough to feed sixteen people. The gatekeepers, washermen, fishermen, and various others receive amounts in the same range.” 
 
    “How much grain in a sack?” 
 
    “Seventy–seven pounds. A foreman’s ration is worth nine deben of copper, if that puts it in perspective.” 
 
    “Perhaps Father’s building program or my brother’s army has drained the royal warehouses here of grain,” Pentawere speculated. 
 
    “I go among the temple magazines in my role as overseer of your father’s garden daily, Pentawere. The tribute of this entire land is accumulated in the temples of Horemheb and Ramesses the Great, and in Djeme.” I lowered my voice, glanced over my shoulder towards the entrance of the hall. “Oversight became lax generations ago when the court moved to Pi–Ramesses. I’ve heard rumors that temple officials allocate some of the village’s grain to themselves, and that as much as nine–tenths of some temples’ grain supposedly goes missing. If that’s true it would bring dishonor on Pharaoh.” I had no idea if the charge was true, though I’d heard it often enough. It didn’t hurt to cast some doubt. Better that than tell Pentawere that squabbling among various royal officials was the most likely cause of the delay and the inability to resolve it. 
 
    “The ration seems exceptionally large,” Pentawere noted. 
 
    “Only part gets eaten. Workers barter their excess at the riverside market for foodstuffs Pharaoh doesn’t supply, and wine, and to hire servants, and to pay for funeral goods and luxuries. The wealth you take for granted the craftsmen must earn. Whoever is holding back the ration is depriving the workers of purchasing power.” 
 
    “I suppose it always comes down to that in the end,” Pentawere said. “Believe me, if I commanded Father’s army I’d make sure the tribute of the world poured into Waset, like when the third Thutmose was pharaoh. Then there’d be no issue with the ration.” 
 
    “But you’re not, so there is, and there’s something even larger at stake, Pentawere. My husband stole from Ramesses the Great when times were good. Think how tempting the tombs must look now that times are bad. The striking workers know where the justified pharaohs are buried and they have the skill to tunnel into their tombs without being detected and remove whatever they want. Remember – my husband and his accomplices who stole were executed, but the men in Waset they bartered with are still free.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s always bothered me.” 
 
    “Men will steal just like my husband did, if they haven’t already. They’ll find a ready market for the justified pharaohs’ riches in Waset. Isn’t it worth ensuring grain is delivered on time and in the right amount if it prevents wholesale theft?” 
 
    “You’re a very wise and persuasive woman, Neset.” Pentawere smiled. “The workers are lucky they have you to plead their cause – you’re a wonderful and compelling advocate. How can I possibly refuse you?” He took hold of my hands once more. “I’ll give the order to Hednakht today. I’ll send word to the workers that their rations will arrive in the morning.” 
 
    “Thank you, Pentawere,” I said sincerely. “Your name will be honored in Ta Set Maat forever.” I brought his hands to my chest. “And in my heart.” 
 
    He looked into my eyes. “That’s the only place I care about.” 
 
    And then he kissed me. 
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    I remained at Djeme for two months while Amenherkoshef’s body was prepared and then laid inside a tomb. Ironically, not the one Ta Set Maat’s craftsmen had hastily completed after I settled their strike. Father feared my brother’s tomb would be robbed; he’d buried him inside Grandfather’s in the Great Place instead. Neset and I shared a laugh over that. Anyway, those were the best two months of my life. The entire time, in the hours Neset and I weren’t occupied with our daily duties, we were inseparable. She refused to visit me in my rooms in the per’aa, especially after Father and Ramesses and the rest of the family returned from Abdju – she was convinced her being seen with me would lead to trouble for us both and I couldn’t change her mind. So we saw each other at Pere’s estate along the river instead. He was overseer of Father’s treasury, a long–time friend, trustworthy enough to keep our presence secret. 
 
    The estate was a thirty–minute walk south of Djeme, not far from the ancient ruins of Malqata, the vast complex erected by the third Amenhotep some two hundred years earlier. Father had granted the estate to Pere’s father decades ago, and he’d inherited it. The rambling mud–brick house had a veranda on the east side that overlooked a somewhat shabby garden stretching nearly to the river, the whole surrounded by a mud–brick wall. A vineyard and orchard were west of the house, as well as extensive fields of emmer. Cattle and sheep grazed on the estate’s margins. Pere’s overseer ran the estate in his absence – Pere had a smaller house abutting the Ramesseum where he spent most of his time. The overseer’s wife supervised the house servants. While very fine for an official, the house was modest compared to my quarters in Father’s per’aa, so I staffed it with servants from Djeme and numerous creature comforts to make it more fitting. Neset and my friends and I ate well thanks to foodstuffs I ordered delivered from the per’aa – bread in various shapes, garlic, onions, leeks, cucumbers, watermelon, dates, olives, beef, ibex, gazelle, antelope, duck and goose, and of course quantities of beer and wine. In the per’aa we would have been entertained nightly by the Overseer of Singers and the Overseer of Flautists. In their stead I rounded up a few musicians who usually played in the temples. 
 
    “I’ve never dreamed of a life like this,” Neset said one evening as we dined on the veranda, moonlight sparkling on the distant palm–lined river, stars shining overhead, the fragrance of flowers wafting on the warm breeze. “Such indolence, Pentawere. Such luxury. Usually I wait on Grandfather – here your servants attend me. I confess – I’m going to miss this when you return to Pi–Ramesses and our lives go back to normal.” 
 
    I was enamored of Neset. Every day I presented her with gifts – jewelry of red carnelian and turquoise and lapis lazuli and gold, all of indescribably fine craftsmanship. Earrings and diadems and headbands and pendants on chains and large collars strung with beads and broad collars and bracelets and rings and girdles and belts and anklets. Ivory combs, and see–faces with obsidian handles shaped like papyrus stems, and ointment containers of alabaster and calcite and white amethyst rimmed with gold, and spoons in the shape of female swimmers for mixing cosmetic powders, all richly decorated. Fine dresses, pleated, some white, some dyed various colors, embroidered, painted, some with sequins, some with beads. I gave her an ebony cosmetics box holding containers of blue and brown and green and yellow glass in various shapes and sizes, filled with red ocher to color her cheeks and lips, henna to color her nails, kohl to outline and protect her eyes. A gorgeous set of obsidian and gold containers held the most fragrant oils and perfumes in the land, including festive fragrance and Setjetian balsam and Tjehenuian cedar oil. I didn’t give her wigs, though – I loved the sight of her long red hair, especially when it was unbound and twisting in the breeze. 
 
    I’d never met any woman as charismatic as Neset. My friends were drawn to her too. Maybe it was the stories handed down in her family from ancient times that she told with such practiced flair – she knew so much more about what had happened in the valley than me or the rest of my friends. Or maybe it was that she was unbelievably kind and caring and compassionate, easy to talk to, a woman who put everyone around her at ease, who took a sincere interest in everyone. She’d been terribly hurt by her husband and afterwards by her so–called friends. Yet she’d put her animosity aside and taken a risk and come to me to help them resolve their strike. As near as I could tell they hadn’t thanked her afterwards for what she’d done. She didn’t hold that against them. She’d helped the villagers for their children’s sake, she told me, not theirs. She seemed incapable of holding a grudge. I just wished she’d stop holding back from me. I wanted Neset in the worst way but so far she hadn’t succumbed to my importuning, and I’d pressed her harder than I’d ever pressed a woman. Far too often I caught glimpses of wariness in her eyes. Understandable. She’d been the victim of a serially unfaithful man. Sad to say, a man much like me. I’d spent half my life sampling every beautiful woman in sight. But I hadn’t so much as looked at another since Neset and I had been together in Pi–Ramesses. I compared every woman to her now and found them lacking. I knew I had to prove myself to her, to demonstrate I’d changed, before she’d surrender to me. It was the price I had to pay to atone for my former life. But despite that I’d never been so happy, and I thought she was too. I wanted her to be mine, to be with her forever. 
 
    On the evenings I didn’t host a party, after we dined, we either walked the estate or strolled along the riverbank or sailed for miles in one of the smaller royal barques. Occasionally we played Senet on the veranda; she was more than my equal. 
 
    I threw a party at Pere’s three or four times a week. They always lasted until dawn, with fine food and wine and musicians and dancers and storytellers. Everyone of any importance on both banks of the river clamored for invitations. I granted the requests of anyone I thought might be able to advance my fortunes either now or in the future. I was more popular among Waset’s officials and priests than my brother and I intended to keep it that way. Neset was soon on a first–name basis with army commanders and captains and standard bearers and heralds and policemen and harem inspectors and butlers and scribes and chiefs of the harem chamber and infantry officers and overseers and priests and mayors, and their wives and sisters and daughters. Admittedly, the parties weren’t always enjoyable for the priests; if they were on duty they had to remain celibate and couldn’t eat beans or pork or fish or beef or mutton or pigeon or garlic or vegetables. They watched longingly while the rest of us indulged ourselves. Naturally, unattached women were omnipresent in great numbers, all young and nubile and beautiful. But Neset stood head and shoulders above every one of them as far as I was concerned, more compelling, far more interesting, fiercer. None of them had faced the adversity she had. None would have been capable of rising above it and forging a new, better life for themselves. 
 
    One dawn Neset and I breakfasted with hangers–on from the previous night’s party. It had been memorable and particularly wild, attended by key army officers and officials from Father’s harem and per’aa. Along with beautiful women and an unlimited supply of wine. As the men ate, bleary–eyed, yawning, hung over, their half–asleep and scantily dressed companions from the night before at their sides, talk turned as it usually did when military men gathered to the valley’s past glories. 
 
    “The third Thutmose was the mightiest pharaoh of all,” proclaimed Peyes, my brother’s deputy. I’d made sure he’d come to Djeme with me from Pi–Ramesses for the funeral. I was continuing to cultivate him. 
 
    “You forget that Ramesses the Great ruled for sixty–seven years!” retorted Teynakhte. A long white scar marred his right bicep. “His defeat of the Hittites at Qadesh…” 
 
    “Was a fabrication,” interrupted Binemwese. “The Hittites tricked Ramesses and caught him off guard. He nearly lost his army. He was lucky the fight ended in a draw. But proclaim victory loudly enough…” 
 
    “How can you cast aspersions on Ramesses’ accomplishments?” asked Messui, a scribe who oversaw the per’aa archives. “I’ve read the scrolls from his time. I’ve read the inscriptions on the walls of the Ramesseum. I’ve studied the battle scenes. He crushed the Hittites!” 
 
    “He didn’t,” Neset averred. 
 
    She was the only one in the room who was entirely clear–headed. She had tremendous self control when it came to drinking. Something my pounding head envied at the moment. 
 
    “Ramesses had generations to spread his propaganda and create a false reality. Binemwese is absolutely correct.” 
 
    “How could you possibly know?” Messui asked disparagingly. “You’re just a woman…” 
 
    “A woman Pharaoh named overseer,” I snapped. My pounding head was making me short–tempered. 
 
    “My three times great–grandfather, Duaenre, fought at Qadesh,” Neset said evenly. “He was one of Pharaoh’s bodyguards. His story’s been handed down in my family.” 
 
    “Pharaohs lie. That’s for certain,” Heket said bitterly. “Tell us what really happened, Neset.” 
 
    Peynok, overseer of Father’s harem, had snuck Heket out of the per’aa for the night so she could supposedly visit her brother Binemwese. But she hadn’t paid him any attention. She’d brazenly flirted with every one of the army officers instead. Heket hadn’t been called to Father’s bed even once since he’d acquired his four barbarian concubines, according to Peynok. She’d taken her loss of favor hard. She never held her tongue about Father anymore when she’d had too much to drink, which was every time she attended one of my parties. I thought her comments were mostly amusing. Neset considered them scandalous. 
 
    “In the fifth year of his reign Ramesses decided to drive the Hittites from Qadesh, a fortified town in Setjet,” Neset began. “His army consisted of four divisions, just like today – Amen, Re, Ptah and Seth, plus a smaller independent unit drawn from the best men of the four divisions, called Ne’arin, along with Sherdan mercenaries – men he’d captured in battle and sworn into his service. Twenty thousand men in all. After landing near Sumur, Ramesses left the Ne’arin behind to secure its port while he headed north towards Qadesh with the rest of his force, following the east bank of the Orontes River. Not far from Qadesh, while his four divisions were marching through the Robaui Forest, screened from Hittite eyes, Ramesses captured two Hittite deserters. They told him the Hittite army had abandoned Qadesh days earlier and retreated to Khalep. 
 
    “Sensing an easy victory, Ramesses left the bulk of his army behind and hurried towards Qadesh with the Amen Division. He forded the Orontes and set up camp on the plain west of the river, just outside the citadel. He called a meeting of his commanders to castigate them for not knowing the enemy had fled. During the meeting his scouts brought him two Hittite spies they’d captured. Under questioning, they revealed that the enemy, reinforced by a dozen allies, were poised in ambush on the far side of Qadesh, ‘more numerous than the sands of the shore.’ Ramesses immediately sent messengers to hasten the Re Division forward – they were five miles to the south on the wrong side of the river. The division hurriedly forded the Orontes and marched across the plain. When they were halfway to Ramesses’ camp thirty–five hundred Hittite chariots, manned by more than ten thousand men, smashed into their flank, delivering a devastating blow. The Ptah Division watched helplessly from the east bank of the Orontes as Hittites cut the Re Division in two. The panicked survivors fled either back in the direction from which they’d come or towards Ramesses, the Hittite chariots in hot pursuit, cutting the men down from behind like stalks of emmer during the harvest. Chariots pounded all the way into Ramesses’ camp, smashing into the unprepared Amen Division, inflicting severe losses. The Hittites were on the verge of wiping out our men. But instead of pressing their advantage the greedy Hittites abruptly halted their attack to loot Ramesses’ tents. Ramesses and his personal guards, including my ancestor, and the surviving soldiers from Amen and Re, reorganized and desperately launched a counterattack. They drove the booty–laden Hittites back across the plain towards the advancing Ptah Division, which was frantically fording the river to join the battle. That’s when the Hittite commander, Muwatallis, threw in his chariot reserve, hoping to annihilate what little remained of Amen and Re. But Ramesses fought so fiercely he slowed the Hittite advance, just long enough for Ptah to arrive on the field and strike the chariots from the south. At almost the same moment, the Ne’arin appeared after a forced march from Sumur and struck the Hittites from the north. Ramesses’ army crushed the barbarian chariots. Hundreds of Hittites had to swim the Orontes trying to save themselves. Many drowned.” 
 
    “So Ramesses really did win a great victory!” Messui exclaimed. 
 
    “He didn’t,” Neset corrected. “Muwatallis still had eight thousand infantry waiting in formation on the plain east of Qadesh. For reasons beyond comprehension he never committed them to battle. Ramesses’ army was too battered to attack them. For a few days Ramesses and Muwatallis watched each other uneasily. Eventually both withdrew from Qadesh. Both claimed victory. Though it was clearly a draw.” 
 
    I was impressed as always by Neset’s extensive knowledge of the past. 
 
    “In year twenty–one Ramesses signed a peace treaty with the Hittites, the world’s first,” she continued. “It’s recorded on a wall in Ipet–Isut. A few years later the Hittite king sent Ramesses his daughter as a bride. Duaenre helped negotiate the marriage and accompanied her entourage from her home to the valley. And so we coexisted with the Hittites from then on, until the Sea Peoples crushed their empire and erased them from the earth.” 
 
    “What about the third Thutmose’s accomplishments?” Shedmeszer asked uncertainly. He too was a scribe. “I suppose he exaggerated too?” 
 
    “He didn’t,” Neset replied. “I know, because my ancestor Tjanuni was his military scribe and recorded what he did. He served Thutmose on every one of his campaigns.”  
 
    Peyes smiled. “Seventeen in his five decades on the throne. His capture of Megiddo was legendary – and that was just one of the three hundred–fifty towns he took in battle. He expanded our borders farther to north and east than any pharaoh before or after, all the way to Naharina.” 
 
    “The whole world feared us when Thutmose ruled,” I concurred. 
 
    “He wasn’t just a great warrior,” Neset added. “He was curious about everything, and learned. He took scribes on every expedition to record new plants and animals he encountered. Afterwards, Tjanuni ensured their images were etched on the walls of one of the rooms in his temple in Ipet–Isut.” 
 
    “But the great warrior kings are no more,” Binemwese said with disgust. “Pharaoh fought the Tjehenuians twice and the Sea Peoples once, decades ago, on our soil. He hasn’t tried to expand our borders or regain the territory his ancestors lost.” 
 
    The words I’d been using so often were now being regularly repeated by influential officers in Father’s army. They were coming around to my way of thinking. 
 
    “The tribute that used to flow so freely into the valley has almost dried up,” concurred Pere. “We need a warrior on the throne again, to expand our territory and demand tribute and restore our finances.” 
 
    “Perhaps Pharaoh’s finances would be stronger if there wasn’t so much corruption among his officials,” Neset offered. “Certain men in Waset have grown rich siphoning off goods from temples and bartering objects stolen from the tombs of the justified kings.” 
 
    “I suppose you’d know about that,” Messui said. “After all, your husband…” 
 
    “Enough!” I told the scribe sternly. I’d not have Neset lumped in with thieves when she bore no guilt. 
 
    “Why advocate for the expense of a war when the valley’s at peace?” Neset asked. 
 
    “You’d prefer Pharaoh maintain peace by marrying his sons to the daughters of our enemies?” Peynok, overseer of Father’s harem, queried. 
 
    Neset looked at me. “No…” 
 
    “My faith is in a strong army – not a woman’s skirts,” scoffed Teynakhte. 
 
    “So it should be,” Heket snapped. “Pharaoh is fickle. He’s not loyal to any woman. He’s always seeking someone new. Worse, he’s easily swayed by the exotic. Aren’t any of you worried that his four new wretches will curry favor for their homelands with him? Who knows where that might lead?” 
 
    I couldn’t help laugh. “You’re just angry because Father cast you aside when my brother presented him with new concubines.” 
 
    “Of course I am!” Heket snarled. “I’ll never forgive him!” 
 
    “But it didn’t bother you when he cast his last favorite aside to be with you, Heket. It didn’t bother you how his four wives felt when he took you to his bed. Or the concubines he was sleeping with years before you were born.” 
 
    She stared at me sullenly. 
 
    I finished my wine. 
 
    An exhausted serving girl shakily refilled my cup. 
 
    “You should take Heket more seriously, Majesty,” scolded Pebekkamen, chief of the chamber under Peynok. “As far as the influence the four wretches have over your father – Heket’s expressing the opinion of every woman in his harem.” 
 
    Heket finished her cup and set it down unsteadily. She was drunk and so without inhibition. “You wouldn’t believe the unrest in the harem, Majesty. Iset lords it over your father’s wives and concubines. You should see how she treats your mother. It’s disgraceful! And Iset the daughter of a wretch.” Her eyes bored into mine. “But even Iset’s powerless against the four wretches.” 
 
    Peynok and Pebekkamen and El–ram nodded in agreement. 
 
    “What do you think would happen to you if Pharaoh heard you talk like this?” Neset asked Heket, perturbed. 
 
    “But Heket’s absolutely right,” said El–ram defiantly. 
 
    This conversation was getting out of hand. Who knew how far drunken sentiments might spread? Or evolve as they were bandied about. Though it was good to know there was so much unrest in Father’s per’aa among those closest to him. Something I might be able to turn to my advantage some day. “Enough! No more talk about harem women,” I ordered. 
 
    Peyes nudged me. “Now that your brother rests in the Great Place, will Pharaoh name you leader of his cavalry?” 
 
    “He’d better,” I replied. “I’m the best and only choice. Iset’s son Amenherkoshef is nearly my age but has no military experience or interest. Setherkopshef’s still a boy. Meryatum is Greatest of Seers – that position’s too powerful to give up because Father controls the Re priests and their wealth through him. By default, that leaves me. Rest assured, Peyes and Binemwese and Teynakhte – you’ll rise with me in years to come. First the cavalry. Eventually the entire army. Together we’ll invade Setjet and Retenu and beyond and create a new empire to rival the third Thutmose’s.” 
 
    Everyone raised their cups to that. No one bothered asking how I was going to shunt my brother aside. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    A few days later, an hour after dawn, Neset nestled against me on a somewhat secluded bench in Pere’s garden, sheltered from prying eyes by pomegranate and fig and sycamore trees. Tomorrow at this time I’d be on my boat, sailing back to Pi–Ramesses along with Peyes and a small troop of soldiers he’d brought with him. With my brother buried I had no excuse to remain in the South any longer. I’d delayed my departure as long as possible; yesterday Father had sternly ordered me to return to my post. Neset’s and my legs and arms were touching, our bodies warmed and colored by sunlight filtering through leaves clustered on low–hanging branches. Birds sang overhead; others flashed over tall colorful flowers that waved in the breeze. Bees buzzed, traveling from flowers to the hive set up in a corner of the greenery. 
 
    “I’m going to miss you more than I can say,” I told Neset, lightly stroking her bare arm from shoulder to elbow. 
 
    “My heart already aches,” she said. She caressed my cheek with her fingertips and leaned over and kissed me, long, passionately, as if to make up in advance for the time we’d be apart. 
 
    I wrapped my arms around her and she lay her head against my chest. I looked up. The sky was a brilliant blue, not yet colored by the omnipresent dust. I stroked her hair. “I’m in love with you, Neset.” 
 
    She sat up, looked at me, surprised. 
 
    “I didn’t intend for it to happen,” I said, brushing back strands of hair falling across her face. “When I approached you at Pi–Ramesses I thought you’d be like every other woman I’ve enjoyed and discarded. You were right about the gifts I sent you for the banquet – I hoped they’d buy me a night with you in my bed. I’m glad they didn’t. You wouldn’t be the woman you are if you’d surrendered to me for a few trinkets. You’re not like any woman I’ve ever known. You’re smart and determined and fierce and passionate. The thought of leaving you behind tomorrow is excruciating. I was absolutely unsettled and empty after you left Pi–Ramesses. Thinking about not seeing you every day is a thousand times worse. I’ve never felt before like I feel right now.” 
 
    “Pentawere…” 
 
    “Could you ever love me, Neset?” I interrupted. 
 
    Her eyes searched mine, dark and shining. “I care for you more than I’ve ever cared for any man, Pentawere. I’ve never known anyone like you either.” She pulled her hair back with both hands, lifted it to cool her neck, dropped it. “After Mesedptah died I promised myself I’d never get entangled with another man ever. I closed my heart to the idea of love. Then, when we spent time together in Pi–Ramesses, I foolishly let myself dream. And after these weeks together… I could love you if I let myself, Pentawere. But how can I? We can’t be together. You’ll leave me and break my heart.” 
 
    I took her hands in mine. “I won’t break your heart, Neset. I promise. Return with me to Pi–Ramesses tomorrow morning. Marry me.” 
 
    She drew her breath in. “You know I can’t.” 
 
    “Because I’m royal and you’re common? People have overcome far more than that to be together.” 
 
    “You have responsibilities, Pentawere. I have a line I won’t cross.” 
 
    “I promise I won’t take another wife.” 
 
    “Oh, Pentawere.” Neset sighed. “If Pharaoh orders you to marry you’ll have to obey.” 
 
    “No one could order me if I was Pharaoh.” I hadn’t admitted to her that succeeding Father was now my ambition, not just gaining command of the army. She’d have a fit if she knew I intended to overthrow my brother. 
 
    “But you’re not. And you’ll never be. Your brother Ramesses is already co–ruler.” 
 
    “No one knows what the gods have in store for us, Neset,” I retorted. “Anything can happen. Three months ago Amenherkoshef was ahead of me in the line of succession – now he’s dead. Of my older brothers, not counting the Greatest of Seers, only Ramesses lives, and he’s twice my age. Who knows if he’s long for this world?” 
 
    “You shouldn’t say such things!” she exclaimed, appalled. 
 
    “I’m not wishing my brother ill, Neset. Just pointing out what could happen.” And, a little, wishing him ill. It would make things so much easier. 
 
    “You keep telling me your ambition is to command the army, Pentawere,” Neset said. “Now you want to be Pharaoh?” 
 
    “If I have to become Pharaoh to marry you that will become my ambition.” 
 
    “You won’t. So our marriage is impossible,” she said. 
 
    I bent, kissed her. “I disagree. But at least promise you’ll be waiting for me when I return to Djeme for the next holiday. Promise you’ll keep yourself open to the possibility of love. Promise you won’t run off with someone else while I’m in the North.” 
 
    “I promise, Pentawere. I promise all of it.” 
 
    “You’ll agree to be my wife someday, Neset. I’ll convince you. Then I’ll talk Father into approving our marriage. You’ll see.” 
 
    “Wife or not, I’ll always care for you, Pentawere.” 
 
    “Then that will have to be enough, for now.” I stroked her hair again. “So, Neset, how should we spend our last day together?” 
 
    Neset’s brow furrowed prettily for a moment. Then she brightened. “Would you like to attend the Feast of Isis at Ta Set Maat? Pharaoh’s sending the villagers special provisions for the holiday. They’d love to see you – I’ve been told they sing your praises endlessly for settling their strike when no one else would.” 
 
    “It’s your praises they should sing.” 
 
    “I gave up on those people years ago,” Neset said, shaking her head. “My life’s better for it.” She squeezed my arm. “You’re proof of that.” 
 
    We returned to Djeme from Pere’s estate a few hours later. At mid–afternoon we strolled leisurely to the village on a dusty well–worn path. 
 
    “Tell me about Ta Set Maat,” I said. 
 
    “It was founded by the first Amenhotep after he defeated the Chiefs of Foreign Lands. His ancestors had ruled the South, so he continued to reside at Waset after his victory. His predecessors had been buried in tombs carved into the hillsides in this plain. They were obviously impossible to guard. So he decided he’d rest for eternity in the Great Place. He rounded up craftsmen with specific skills to excavate and decorate his tomb, not just men of talent, but literate as well, so that the spells carved on walls would be accurate. His mother, Ahmes–Nefertari, convinced Amenhotep that his successors would need craftsmen equally skilled to decorate their tombs. So they decided to erect a village to house their craftsmen, with the intention that the first generation pass their skills on to their descendants and preserve the institutional knowledge of how to construct tombs. 
 
    “Amenhotep and Ahmes–Nefertari laid out a village much like a fish – it’s single north–south street the spine, the houses like bones attached to the spine, each door opening onto the street, its entrance gate in the north the mouth. Every house was the same size, with a reception room and living room and food preparation and storage area, and a roof for additional space. They roofed over the main street and erected a wall around the outside, giving the village the appearance, from a distance, of being a single building. They stationed guards at the gate to restrict access. The original craftsmen and their descendants created tombs for seven or eight kings and pharaohs. 
 
    “When the heretic founded his capital, Akhetaten, he relocated all of Ta Set Maat’s residents there. They dug tombs for him and his courtiers, and decorated temples in Akhenaten’s vivid new style of depiction. When he died his immediate successors, Tutankhamen and Ay and Horemheb, gradually relocated the craftsmen back here to the abandoned village. During Ramesses the Great’s reign his vizier, Paser, doubled its size. Between creating tombs for Pharaoh’s wives and hundred children and constructing the Ramesseum and expanding Ipet–Isut, far more craftsmen were needed than ever before. So Paser added twenty houses on each side of the high street and more beyond the northern wall. He also extended the village to the south, where villagers had previously stabled their cows and donkeys. The new houses were larger than the originals. A limestone doorpost engraved with the occupant’s name was added to every house. That’s how the houses are known to this day. Descendants of the original families live in many of them.” 
 
    We reached the village and slipped into the crowd milling about outside its eastern wall. The villagers were awaiting the imminent arrival of more than one hundred–fifty donkeys laden with Father’s gifts for today’s festival. The caravan was slowly winding its way around Qurnet Murai towards Ta Set Maat, dust swirling from the donkeys’ hooves. Neset had never looked more appealing. She was wearing a fine dress of sheer white linen with a single strap over her left shoulder, a gold Isis pendant around her neck along with her omnipresent scorpion, gold uraeus earrings, gold bracelets and anklets. Her thick red hair was bound by a golden filet with an attached lotus bud dangling against her forehead. Her eyes were outlined with gray kohl and she wore a fragrant perfume I’d given her that morning. I was wearing a magnificent white shendyt and gold broad collar, and wide gold bands on my biceps and wrists. My nemes headdress was of yellow– and blue–striped cloth, falling loosely to my shoulders. 
 
    Scribe Amennakht caught sight of us, glanced from me to Neset and back again, shocked. “Majesty! My Lord Pentawere!” He fell to his knees. 
 
    Others took up his cry. In an instant Neset and I were surrounded by women and men and children who’d rushed to us from every direction, all clamoring for my attention, all regarding Neset with wonder. She was trying hard to suppress a smile of satisfaction. Between her bringing me to her former village today and previously convincing me to deliver the villagers’ rations and end their strike she’d turned the tables on everyone in Ta Set Maat who’d ostracized her. I was so happy for her. Now they were the ones lowering their eyes in shame when they caught hers. I smiled broadly, turned in a slow circle, patiently greeted everyone around me familiarly. I was in my element, drinking in the adoration of Father’s subjects. 
 
    “My Lady Neset has invited me to share today’s feast with the people of Pharaoh’s village,” I announced after the crowd came to some semblance of order. 
 
    I saw surprise and envy and grudging respect on the faces of Neset’s relatives and former friends. For a woman they’d driven from Ta Set Maat to be acknowledged by a son of Pharaoh as his lady was unprecedented in the annals of the village. For that matter, according to what Neset had told me, the visit of a pharaoh’s son to the village at all was beyond belief. 
 
    The chief drover brought the caravan to a halt a few paces from the edge of the crowd. 
 
    “I have a message from Pharaoh Ramesses, third of his name – life, prosperity, health!” cried the scribe accompanying the gifts. He consulted a papyrus and read in stentorian voice: “Oh workers, well–chosen, skilled and strong, your provision will be bountiful and you will not go short, for I know what truly arduous work you do, and how you can only rejoice in your work if your bellies are full.” 
 
    The villagers cheered. 
 
    Neset and I moved forward to inspect what Father had sent. 
 
    The first two dozen donkeys carried fish and cakes of rough salt. 
 
    “The villagers will fillet the fish and use the salt to dry them in the sun on the roofs of their houses,” Neset told me. “They all have individual small hard cones of salt they grind to season their food.” 
 
    Ten oxen came next, destined to be slaughtered. 
 
    “They’ll save their blood for later, but all the meat sent by Pharaoh will be spit–roasted whole today.” 
 
    Smoke was already rising from fires a little ways down the valley, in the shade creeping eastward from the cliffs that loomed over Ta Set Maat, though the steep hill east of the village, dotted with tombs, was still in sunlight. 
 
    The next four donkeys carried beans and sweet oils, then eight barley malt, then others thousands of loaves of bread. 
 
    “They’ll store most of the loaves in the cellars of their houses and soften them with water before they eat them.” 
 
    There were even eight loads of natron with which to wash after the feast. 
 
    We’d barely finished our inspection when an old lady tottered to us, leaning on a cane, assisted by a man I assumed was her son. 
 
    “Pentawere, this is Naunakht, the most important woman in Ta Set Maat, and her son Kenhirkhopeshef.” 
 
    “You took Neset in when no one else would,” I said to Naunakht, grasping her hand. “You’ve earned my undying gratitude. If you ever have need of a favor, call on me and I’ll grant it.” 
 
    “You’re most kind, Majesty,” she replied. 
 
    “Are you now the official village greeter?” Neset asked Naunakht. 
 
    “Just look at them standing over there in a bunch,” Naunakht said derisively. “Amennakht, Anhirkawi, Khonsu, Kamose, Reshpetref – scribe and gang foremen and village proctors. I don’t know who they’re more afraid of, Majesty – you or Neset.” 
 
    “I’d wager Neset.” 
 
    She blushed. 
 
    “And your village owes her far more than they owe me,” I averred. 
 
    “Which they’ll never acknowledge,” Naunakht huffed. “Men!” 
 
    “Neset told me about the library your first husband accumulated, Naunakht. Perhaps when I return to Djeme for the next festival you’ll let me look through it.” 
 
    “I’d be honored, Majesty,” she replied. 
 
    Neset and I spent hours sitting in the shade of the village wall, conversing with the somewhat frightened village elders, all of whom kept their distance from Neset and avoided meeting her eyes with theirs. They were in her debt after treating her so badly these past years. The chief scribe, Amennakht, looked particularly guilty – Neset had ruled in favor of his son Harshire the same day I’d settled the strike and he’d never reached out to thank her. The exception was Hay, the oldest of them all, who’d also shown Neset great kindness. He sat between us and told me fascinating stories about the many pharaohs he’d come to know as he’d overseen construction of their tombs. Naunakht sat with us too, and between her and Hay I learned most of what was worth knowing about Ta Set Maat’s past. 
 
    Later, we watched the various competitions between the boys and men – tug of war, wrestling, running. I was tempted to participate, but I restrained myself – though I had no doubt I could have won the individual events. We even took time to cheer on the young girls playing leapfrog and various ball games. 
 
    Meanwhile, cooks roasted meat and young girls laid out the feast. When all was ready Amennakht and Hay and Naunakht escorted Neset and me to the open ground between the north wall of the village and the villagers’ temples at the base of a steep broken cliff – Meniset, dedicated to the village’s patrons, the first Amenhotep and his mother Ahmes–Nefertari, containing that pharaoh’s cult statue of painted limestone – and chapels for Hathor constructed by the first Seti and Ramesses the Great, their outer walls slanting slightly inward, topped by cavetto cornices. 
 
    “These grounds are barely recognizable today,” Neset marveled. 
 
    The villagers had carried small alabaster and limestone and wooden tables and wooden chairs from their houses. They now covered the entire plain beyond the village gate, the tables shaded by long wide linen canopies held aloft by tall wooden poles. The women were dressed in their holiday finest – gossamer linens, bright, loose, elaborately pleated horizontally or vertically, some dyed, some embroidered, some with sequins or beads sewn on. Most wore form fitting linen sheaths that fell from mid–chest to their ankles, held up by wide or narrow straps. Some women had a bare shoulder. The more prosperous wore mantles or even short capes with their crossed ends tied in front. Men wore kilts or short skirts. Older boys wore kilts, older girls linen skirts, a few girls wore only wigs and collars and girdles, signifying they were ready and eager for marriage. The youngest were naked, their heads shaved except for a sidelock. Most women wore massive wigs that were as wide as their shoulders and tumbled down chest and back. Their faces were made up – eyebrows shaped in narrow arcs, eyelids painted and colored. Both men and women wore jewelry – faience bracelets and rings, earrings, necklaces – and large collars of fresh lotus flowers. The air was heavy with perfume. Many of the women also carried flowers in their hands. 
 
    Neset and I slipped into two chairs at the front of the gathering, in a place of honor created especially for us amidst the village elders. A low roar soon rose from hundreds of conversations, many of them, I could tell from hurried glances, about Neset and me. 
 
    “See those people over there going out of their way to ignore us?” Neset asked. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “My dead husband’s family.” 
 
    “Everyone seems to be ignoring them too,” I observed. Their star had clearly fallen. Anyone but Neset would be crowing about that. 
 
    “Over there – on the opposite side. My father, Buneb, my stepmother, Meresamun, my brothers and sisters.” 
 
    “Have any of them been courageous enough to beg your forgiveness for how they’ve treated you?” 
 
    Neset laughed. “Not even after I went to you and settled the strike.” 
 
    Children materialized, laden with platters of ox meat and oryx and gazelle, all basted in honey. Neset and I placed some of each on our plates. Serving girls wearing only leather thongs stood near us and each group of banqueters, quick to fill emptied cups from earthenware jugs containing fine wine. Others poured festal beer flavored with pomegranates, figs, mint, honey or grape juice. 
 
    Everyone held their chunk of meat in a hand and nibbled it off the bone. The variety of food was rather extensive, though far short of what we ate at banquets in the per’aa – lumps of fat served with cumin and radish oil, with purple juniper berries bobbing in the juice. Bowls of brown beans, chick peas, lotus seeds – flavored with marjoram, coriander and dill. Olive oil. Fresh grape juice. Grapes, jujubes, honey cakes, heads of garlic, sycamore figs, duck, pigeon, fish. Celery, parsley, leeks, lettuce. 
 
    Re disappeared behind the hills as we ate. Shadows crept eastward and engulfed village and valley. Men lit torches and set them into a patch of open ground beyond the tables. When the meal was done musicians began to play there, the notes of harp and reed flute echoing softly off the surrounding hills. After a time barely–clad dancing girls tattooed with blue dots and images of Bes on their thighs dashed onto the open ground. Drummers joined the other musicians and set a driving beat and the dancers began to swirl, energetic, frenzied, their feet kicking up dust. Villagers rose from their chairs, formed a square around them, crowded close, cried out, clapped in time. The dancers were far less elegant and practiced than the girls who entertained Father, but made up for their shortcomings with fervor. The girls danced for an hour then dashed off, sweating, gasping for breath. The spectators gradually resumed their seats. 
 
    A young woman stepped forward and faced Neset and me. She was dressed in a white skirt with a gold amulet on a chain around her neck, her hair in braids caressing her shoulders. 
 
    “The Songstress of Hathor, from the temple of the goddess,” Neset whispered. 
 
    The woman bowed to me, then faced the villagers and sang a love song. 
 
      
 
    “O Golden One 
 
    I worship her majesty, 
 
    I extol the Lady of Heaven 
 
    I give adoration to Hathor, 
 
    Praise to my Mistress! 
 
    I called to her; she heard my plea 
 
    She sent my mistress to me: 
 
    She came by herself to see me, 
 
    O great wonder what happened to me! 
 
    I was joyful, exulting, elated, 
 
    When they said, ‘See, she is here!’ 
 
    As she came the young men bowed, 
 
    Out of great love for her. 
 
    I make devotions to my goddess, 
 
    That she grant me my sister 
 
    The girl I love as a gift 
 
    Three days now that I pray to her name 
 
    Five days since she went from me.” 
 
      
 
    As the crowd cried out in appreciation, I beckoned the singer to me and whispered into her ear. She nodded, then resumed her position. 
 
    “This song is for you, Neset,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “She looks like the rising morning star, 
 
    At the start of a happy year, 
 
    Shining bright, fair of skin, 
 
    Lovely the look of her eyes, 
 
    Sweet the speech of her lips… 
 
    With graceful step she treads the ground, 
 
    Captures my heart by her movements, 
 
    She causes all men’s necks 
 
    To turn about to see her, 
 
    Joy has he whom she embraces, 
 
    He is like the first of men!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Peret (Seed) 
 
    Neset 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was very late, an hour before dawn, when Pentawere and I trudged wearily from Ta Set Maat back to Djeme. We walked hand in hand, our path lit by a full moon, the sounds of revelry slowly receding behind us. I was bone tired but as happy as I’d ever been in my life. I’d spent a wonderful couple of months with the only man I’d ever truly cared for, capped by a fabulous day in my former village. But now that our separation was imminent my happiness was fading into sadness. I had no idea how many months we were going to be parted. 
 
    Pentawere kissed me goodbye on the fringe of Pharaoh’s garden at Djeme. “I love you, Neset. I’ll come back to you as soon as I can.” 
 
    “I’ll be waiting, Pentawere.” 
 
    “You’ll see me off from the quay?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “I’ve got to go get my things from my room in the per’aa. I’ll be back soon.” 
 
    I watched him disappear through the inner gate of the complex into the courtyard in front of the temple. Then I headed for the tunnel under the gate, bound for the harbor and quay beyond to wait for him. I could hear sailors readying the boats of Pentawere’s fleet for departure. Commanders were barking orders to foot soldiers marching up gangplanks, captains to their oarsmen. Before I’d taken a dozen steps from the garden three dark figures emerged from the shadows into the moonlight and blocked my path. 
 
    Two were armed guards. The other was Pentawere’s mother, Pharaoh’s wife, Tiye. 
 
    I uttered a small cry and hurriedly dropped to my knees. “You startled me, Majesty.” 
 
    “The gardener. My son’s whore,” Tiye said scathingly. 
 
    I was caught off guard by her venom and accusation. “I’m not, Majesty!” I protested. 
 
    “Stand.” Tiye looked me up and down, fingered the fabric of my dress, lifted my Isis pendant from my neck and inspected it. “Didn’t Pentawere give you these?” 
 
    “He did, Majesty.” 
 
    “Do you deny earning them on your back?” 
 
    The guards were smirking at me behind Tiye. 
 
    I was utterly humiliated. “I’ve never slept with your son,” I said forcefully, with all the dignity I could muster. I was incensed by Tiye’s accusations. But no one was supposed to argue with a pharaoh’s wife. I was defenseless. 
 
    “You’ve set your sights high, Commoner,” Tiye snarled. 
 
    “I know exactly what I am, Majesty, and what he is,” I said calmly. “I don’t expect anything from Pentawere.” 
 
    “His Majesty!” she cried. “Address him properly!” 
 
    “I’ve never led him on, Majesty. He pursues me.” 
 
    “Like my husband does?” 
 
    She believed I was sleeping with both Pharaoh and his son? What kind of woman did she take me for? I was incensed. I loved Ramesses, certainly, but not that way. “Pharaoh’s never pursued me, Majesty. We talk. That’s all. He’s three times my age. He’s as old as my grandfather.” 
 
    “Pharaoh has concubines nearly a decade younger than you, Gardener. Your argument is weak.” Her eyes narrowed. “Besides, you’re not the type of woman he’d take as concubine. You must know he had an ulterior motive for making you an overseer. He’s simply biding his time before he calls in his debt.” 
 
    “I don’t understand, Majesty.” 
 
    “Iset and Tyti are in their sixties. I’m in my forties. You’re in your twenties. Ramesses plans to take you as his next wife, a young one for his declining years. Though nowhere near as beautiful as the rest of us were at your age.” 
 
    The most ridiculous thing I’d ever heard. I would have laughed but Tiye was deadly serious. “I’ve never been alone with Pharaoh ever, except in this garden, in full sight of everyone. He’s never hinted at such a thing. I’m Pharaoh’s gardener, Majesty. That’s all I’ll ever be to him.” 
 
    “Do you deny sneaking from Pentawere’s room at Pi–Ramesses after the banquet honoring his brother?” Tiye asked angrily. “Do you deny sleeping with him the whole time he’s been at Djeme burying Amenherkoshef?” 
 
    Pharaoh’s wife had been employing a spy to keep track of us. A spy who’d deliberately lied, probably telling Tiye what he knew she wanted to hear. “You’ve been misinformed, Majesty. I never visited His Majesty’s room at Pi–Ramesses. I didn’t sleep with him there and I haven’t slept with him here.” 
 
    “A liar as well as a whore,” Tiye snorted. “Where do you get the nerve to seduce Pharaoh’s son?” 
 
    “Respectfully, I haven’t seduced your son, Majesty.” I was digging my fingernails into my palms to control my fury. “He approached me.” 
 
    Suddenly Tiye yanked the scorpion amulet from my neck. I cried out in surprise. 
 
    “You’re more devious than I’ve given you credit for, Whore. First you bewitch my husband, then my son.” Tiye studied the amulet lying in her open palm by the light of the full moon, turned it over and inspected the back. “What kind of magic does it hold? A love spell?” 
 
    “It wards off scorpions, Majesty,” I insisted. “Almost everyone in Ta Set Maat wears one.” 
 
    “So you say.” Vindictively, Tiye threw my amulet as far as she could. It landed somewhere in the middle of the garden, rustling the flowers. “Try casting your spells now, Witch.” She moved so that her face was only inches from mine. “My son is destined for great things,” she barked. “Great things! He’ll rule this valley someday! When he’s Pharaoh his wives will come from the most powerful families in this land and beyond. I will not allow him to get entangled with a lowly gardener!” 
 
    Pentawere had told me his mother thought he should be pharaoh. That dream was clearly still very real to her. 
 
    “You want him to marry women he doesn’t know or care about, for power?” I asked, baffled that Tiye could plan such a future for Pentawere. Though that probably reflected Tiye’s own life. “He deserves to marry a woman who loves him.” 
 
    “Someone like you?” 
 
    “A commoner? Of course not, Majesty. But someone of his choice.” 
 
    “Bah! Love! What’s love? Men only play at it. Pentawere does – that much I know. Do you have any idea how many women he’s bedded? Do you think he’ll sleep alone once he’s back at Pi–Ramesses?” 
 
    “I’m fully aware of His Majesty’s past, Majesty,” I said icily. “I haven’t asked him to change for me. I don’t expect anything from him.” 
 
    “You don’t want to marry him?” 
 
    He’d asked and I’d said no. Telling Tiye wouldn’t assure her and only the gods knew what she might do to him. “What does it matter what I want, Majesty?” 
 
    “Exactly right! Pentawere will take many women to wife in years to come. But not you.” She leaned close. “You are, after all, the widow of a tomb robber! Have you confessed that to my husband?” 
 
    I felt sick. Tiye had indeed been looking into my background, as I’d feared. She knew the dark secret I’d kept from Pharaoh. I knew exactly what would happen to me if Ramesses discovered I’d not been forthcoming with him – at a minimum loss of my position as overseer, at the worst exile or slavery or even execution. But why had Tiye investigated me? Why had she concerned herself with a gardener? And then my dead husband came to mind. I knew the spirits of the unsettled dead – those who’d died violently – could haunt the living and cause them distress. My husband’s spirit was a “mut,” that of a traitor, powerful and vindictive. Somehow, he must have influenced Tiye to suspect me and Pentawere. He must have created the impulse leading Tiye to drive us apart. I realized I should in fact have used a spell from one of Naunakht’s scrolls – not to bewitch Pentawere, but to protect myself from Mesedptah. But I hadn’t, and now it was too late. “No, Majesty. I didn’t tell Pharaoh about my husband.” 
 
    A satisfied smile crossed Tiye’s lips. She had the upper hand. “Pentawere is destined for greatness, Whore. When he’s around you he loses focus. He should have been back at Pi–Ramesses weeks ago, insinuating himself more deeply with the high officials of the Northern capital. He’s dallied here because you cast a spell on him – I’m sure of it! I’ll see to it he remains at Pi–Ramesses from now on. He’ll forget about you and regain his focus and rise as high in this land as he should.” Tiye seized my upper arm in a powerful grip. 
 
    I winced. 
 
    “Stay away from my son!” she warned. “Don’t see him again or I’ll tell Pharaoh about your deception. You can guess what will happen then. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes, Majesty.” I felt intimidated, helpless. How could I possibly fight the wife of a pharaoh? 
 
    An hour later I watched from a distance as Pentawere paced the quay beside the gangplank of the royal barque that was to carry him north. My heart ached. Tiye had promised to keep him in the North; I took her at her word. I’d probably never see him again. Pentawere scanned the harbor’s banks for a long while, obviously looking for me, then finally ascended the gangplank and stepped into the cabin amidships, disappointed. It hurt, knowing he must be thinking I didn’t care enough about him to see him off, especially after I’d promised I would. Sailors poled the barque into the canal. The boats loaded with Peye’s soldiers followed. Before long they reached the river and moved north with the current, oarsmen churning the water to give the vessels added speed. Only when the scarlet pennants atop the bow and stern and mast of Pentawere’s barque were lost to view did I turn to make my tired way to Grandfather’s hut, broken–hearted. I sensed that a very special time in my life had just come to an abrupt and unwelcome end. Pentawere loved me. He intended to return to me. But I expected that beginning today Tiye would throw an endless stream of powerful and beautiful and accomplished women into Pentawere’s path and before long his love for me would fade and he’d take comfort with one of them and eventually forget about me. That fate had always been inevitable; it might as well come to pass now as later. I accepted its hard reality. There was nothing I could do about it. But at least I had memories – glorious memories – of my time with Pentawere. No one – especially Tiye – would ever take them away from me. At least I hadn’t let myself fall for him – that would have made this parting so much worse. 
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    An hour after dawn I walked reluctantly up the gangplank of my barque. My crewmen and the ones on adjacent vessels loaded with soldiers already had oars in hand, ready to pole away from Djeme’s quays. I’d been pacing the quay the past fifteen minutes, waiting for Neset so she could bid me goodbye as she’d promised. She hadn’t come. Unable to delay any longer, I’d finally boarded my boat. I scanned the harbor area one last time as it began to move, then entered the cabin amidships. I seated myself in a leather chair, confused. I’d just spent one of the most wonderful days of my life with the woman I loved. About this very moment the day before she’d confessed she cared for me. Had my vow we’d marry scared her off? Had she simply spent the day with me to avoid confronting me further about it? She’d been insistent we’d never be together. Had she arbitrarily decided to cut the cord now, put an end to us before we even began? 
 
    The boat moved from the canal into the river and headed north. I wouldn’t have an excuse to return to Djeme for many months. Would Neset be waiting for me as she’d promised? Or had I seen the last of her? I pounded the arm of my chair in frustration so hard the wood splintered. 
 
    I had nothing to do the next two weeks as we drifted north but dwell on my situation. By the time we reached Pi–Ramesses I was an emotional wreck, torn with doubts and regrets and fears that had kept me awake most of every night. Despite my exhaustion I immediately threw myself into the organizational void left by my brother’s death, partly to prove to Father I was worthy of commanding his cavalry, partly so I’d have something to occupy my thoughts besides Neset. I went straight from the harbor to the grounds across the river where the cavalry were camped. As I’d expected, with no one in charge discipline had become lax and morale poor. Some units’ officers had been sticklers for daily routine; others hadn’t. Half the men resented that they’d had to train hard while the rest had taken it easy. I called the officers together, informed them it was certain Father would put me in command of the cavalry, told them that anyone who failed to meet my standards would find himself a common horseman once again. There was dramatic improvement immediately. 
 
    Thereafter, my cavalry trained daily and made weekly forays into the surrounding desert to toughen up men and animals. The harvest would be completed in Retenu and Setjet two months or so from now and storehouses would be brimming. I assumed Father would send Ramesses on campaign then, to collect tribute from the heathen. I vowed that when Ramesses appeared at Pi–Ramesses to begin planning the campaign the cavalry and I would be ready. 
 
    I set the workshops I was responsible for to turning out an abundance of weapons for the campaign and saw to the repair and refurbishment of the army’s chariots, as well as the construction of many more. I also recruited new cavalrymen and charioteers. When Ramesses next sallied forth into the North he’d command the most powerful force he’d ever led. 
 
    “There’s someone here to see you,” Peyes announced late one afternoon. 
 
    My men and I had just finished a jaunt through the nearby delta. I was going over plans for the next day with several officers in a pavilion in the center of my encampment. 
 
    A man entered, hesitant, bowing deeply, skin sun–darkened, filthy, gaunt. I noted dried blood on his torn kilt. 
 
    “This is Iunre,” Peyes said. “He had charge of one of Pharaoh’s caravans.” 
 
    “What’s your business here?” 
 
    “Majesty, five days ago I was leading a caravan on the Ways of Horus. A band of Shasu attacked. They seized my donkeys. They killed all but three of my men. We survivors have been traveling by night ever since, from waterhole to waterhole.” 
 
    I rose so quickly I overturned my chair. “Shasu dared steal from Pharaoh?” My eyes caught Peyes’. “This is what we get for not terrorizing the North these past decades!” 
 
    “What was your cargo?” Peyes asked Iunre. 
 
    “Wine from Retenu,” Iunre replied. 
 
    “How many donkeys?” 
 
    “Forty.” 
 
    “How many Shasu?” 
 
    “Fifty or sixty. Hard to tell in the confusion.” 
 
    “How far from here were you attacked?” I queried. 
 
    “Fifty miles.” 
 
    “How far can your donkeys travel in a day?” 
 
    “A dozen miles at most when loaded, Majesty. That’s when they’re on the Ways of Horus, with good grass and brimming waterholes. The Shasu will strike off into the wilderness at some point – so less.” 
 
    “So… they’re probably about a hundred miles from here right now,” I calculated. 
 
    “I believe so,” Iunre said. 
 
    “Can you guide us to where you were attacked?” 
 
    “Yes, Majesty. They’ll be easy to track after that – so many donkeys will leave a great deal of evidence of their passage.” 
 
    I addressed my officers. “I want my two hundred best horsemen in the saddle, fully armed, ready to leave for the North the moment Re touches the horizon in the morning. I want extra horses. I want foodstuffs enough and water to last two weeks. Understood?” 
 
    Everyone nodded. 
 
    “What are you waiting for?” 
 
    They rushed from the pavilion. 
 
    I turned to my aide. “Get this man some food and water and clean clothes. Find him a place to sleep. Get him a horse for tomorrow, too.” 
 
    “Thank you, Majesty,” Iunre said. He followed my aide from the pavilion. 
 
    “Can you believe my good luck!” I exclaimed when he was gone, clapping Peyes on the back. 
 
    “Good luck? A stolen caravan?” 
 
    “A chance to prove myself, Peyes! A chance to show Father I deserve to lead his cavalry! If I hadn’t whipped the men into shape when I returned to Pi–Ramesses we’d have to concede the loss. But now, when I return with Father’s stolen wine, he’ll have no choice but to name me commander. Plus, a chance for glory! I finally get to fight!” 
 
    We left at dawn, traveling fast and light. First we rode north, skirting the river and edge of the delta. By that evening we were a few miles from the Wadjet–Wer, with the smell of salt in the air. The next morning we set out on the Ways of Horus, the road that predated Narmer’s unification of the valley and linked the river to Setjet and Retenu. I felt a thrill. Thutmose’s armies had passed this way, and Ramesses the Great’s. I could almost feel the two pharaohs’ presence. The path was deeply worn; caravans had been using it for millennia to bring the products of the North and the Sinai to the valley. Water reservoirs had been strategically placed ages ago where the distance between natural waterholes was too great. Granaries were currently well–stocked. We’d only had to bring with us fodder enough for the pursuit into the desert. 
 
    Riding hard, using every hour of daylight, we reached the site of the attack in two and a half days. I left a few men to bury the bloated bodies of the dead, then continued on. Half a day more and we discovered where the Shasu had turned east off the road into wadi–laced desert. Their trail was clear. As Iunre had predicted, there was no way for them to hide the passage of so many beasts. Based on the distance between their nightly camping places, they were apparently in no hurry to reach their own land. They didn’t fear pursuit. 
 
    They’ve judged Father and Ramesses properly, I thought gleefully. But they’ve never dealt with me. 
 
    Three days later we reached a small waterhole a little before midday. Normally we would have found whatever shade we could and passed the hottest part of the day there, but all signs indicated the Shasu weren’t very far ahead. Impatient, I pressed forward once half my horses had been watered, leaving the rest of my men to water theirs and catch up. A mile farther east a scout met me. 
 
    “Majesty, the Shasu are about a hundred yards ahead around the bend,” he said, his voice low. He jumped from his horse, scratched a quick map in the dirt. “They’re resting in a strip of shade along the right side of the wadi, just behind a jumble of boulders. There may be a small waterhole. The donkeys are tethered about fifty yards farther east, in a larger patch of shade. Unloaded.” 
 
    “How many Shasu?” 
 
    “Hard to say. I’d guess fifty or so.” 
 
    “Any lookouts?” 
 
    “A few.” 
 
    “The floor of the wadi?” 
 
    “Flat. Sandy. No obstructions. Three or four men can easily ride abreast.” 
 
    “The sides?” 
 
    “Steep. Not much chance of escape by climbing.” 
 
    I summoned an aide. “Return to the waterhole as fast as you can. Fetch the rest of my cavalry.” 
 
    He mounted and headed west in a spray of dirt. 
 
    “While we’re waiting I’ll go ahead and get the lay of the land,” Peyes said. 
 
    “And risk a Shasu lookout spotting you and raising the alarm? No, Peyes. My scout’s given us information enough. We’re attacking right now, while we have surprise on our side.” 
 
    “Are you sure that’s wise, Majesty?” he asked cautiously. “Wouldn’t it be better to plan this attack?” 
 
    “I’ve been waiting to fight my whole life, Peyes,” I said. “Time to act.” I raised up in my saddle, drew my sword. “After me, men! Glory awaits!” 
 
    All hundred of us were in full gallop when we rounded the bend. The pounding of our horses’ hooves announced us, amplified by and echoing off the wadi walls, making our host seem larger than it was. Surprised Shasu scrambled groggily from the shade, let loose a wild cry that was taken up by my horsemen. My blood was running hot. Some Shasu sprinted towards the donkeys. Some hastily sheltered behind boulders. A few tried to escape by climbing the sides of the wadi. We thundered through their midst, slashing with knives and swords and axes, stabbing with lances, leaving bodies in our wake. We pulled up just before the tethered donkeys, wheeled around. A few arrows whizzed harmlessly over our heads. My men loosed arrows. The handful of Shasu climbing the wadi’s walls tumbled to earth. 
 
    “You men – go after the Shasu fleeing east,” I ordered. “The rest of you – on me!” I kicked my horse into a gallop, headed back west over ground littered with Shasu bodies. 
 
    The surviving Shasu we’d passed in our initial assault fled before us, just as my remaining men swept around the bend. The wretches were trapped between us. 
 
    Those few who didn’t die surrendered. 
 
    Afterwards, I tended to a minor wound on my arm as my men cut the penises from the enemy dead. Trophies for Father. 
 
    “Not a man or horse lost!” Peyes exulted, joining me in a patch of shade. “According to Iunre, every donkey accounted for, and all the wine except for what the Shasu drank.” 
 
    “And what we’ll drink tonight to celebrate our victory,” I told him, throwing my arm around his shoulder. 
 
    We set out for home at dawn, my men exuberant, the dozen sullen Shasu survivors, their hands tied, walking in the rolling dust behind the donkeys. Our return was leisurely. We traveled only early and late, rested in the heat of day. I passed from campfire to campfire each evening, swapping stories about the fight with my men, promising someday we’d go after bigger game – towns and cities and entire kingdoms. Everyone was happy, triumphant, dreaming of future booty and women. 
 
    We reached the fringe of the cavalry encampment directly across the river from Pi–Ramesses late in the afternoon. Sunlight was slanting across the delta and turning the buildings and obelisks and statues of the city golden. We were spotted by cavalrymen I’d left behind. A trumpet sounded, then another. Men exploded from tents, came running. They saw laden donkeys and began to cheer. I trotted my horse through the gate in the embankment topped with shields that surrounded the camp, leading my column alongside Peyes, saluting men to left and right, savoring the moment, basking in the glow of victory. I knew those who’d been left behind would practically reek with envy when their comrades told tales about our expedition tonight. Those tales would spread into the city, likely becoming wilder with each retelling. Officials would clamor to hold banquets to honor us and gain my favor. My status in Pi–Ramesses would expand exponentially. Yes – things were turning out exactly how I’d always dreamed. 
 
    To my surprise, Ramesses was waiting for me in front of the pavilion I’d been using since I’d assumed command of the cavalry. He was dressed in his co–ruler’s regalia, attended by my nephew, Amenherkoshef, and his chariot driver, Kairy. Ramesses did not look happy. 
 
    “You took my cavalry into battle without permission!” he accused angrily before I could even dismount. 
 
    I was taken aback. A lecture instead of the congratulations I deserved? I stiffened. I purposefully remained on horseback so Ramesses would have to look up at me. I pointed to the line of donkeys trudging into camp, dust rolling from their hooves, the bound prisoners walking behind them, all flanked by my men. “Of course I did, Brother. Shasu attacked one of Father’s caravans. I went after them and recovered the wine they stole. And took the Shasu that survived prisoner.” 
 
    “You had no right to use my cavalry without my authorization!” Ramesses glanced at Peyes. “What were you thinking? You’re in charge of the entire army in my absence.” 
 
    Peyes’ face reddened. 
 
    I was nonplussed. “If I hadn’t acted immediately the Shasu would have gotten away with Father’s wine. You’d have me ignore their affront to Father? Really?” 
 
    “Preserving the cavalry is more important than jars of wine.” 
 
    “I didn’t lose a single man or horse, Brother,” I pointed out. 
 
    “You could have.” Ramesses shook his head, unhappy. “But I suppose what’s done is done.” 
 
    “Were you wounded, Uncle?” Amenherkoshef asked wide–eyed, indicating the linen bandage around my bicep. 
 
    “A scratch,” I said. “I expect it’ll leave a scar.” 
 
    “I want to know everything about your battle,” he said excitedly, eyes shining. 
 
    “I’ll tell you tonight, Nephew. I promise.” 
 
    “You and I need to speak now,” Ramesses ordered brusquely. “Inside the pavilion. You too, Peyes.” 
 
    I dismounted, handed my reins to an aide. I slapped dust from my kilt, followed him inside. 
 
    Ramesses took my chair. Amenherkoshef seated himself in the one next to him. Kairy stood at attention behind them. Ramesses didn’t ask me to sit. I remained standing, fuming, hurt. Peyes was to my right. If this was how Ramesses rewarded success thank the gods I hadn’t failed. I thought it better to switch the discussion from my “transgression” to him. “Have you come to Pi–Ramesses to ready the army for your next campaign?” I asked pleasantly. 
 
    “No. I’m not campaigning this year,” Ramesses said. “Father wants me to wait until after next year’s harvest, when the granaries in Retenu and Setjet will be completely full.” 
 
    Unbelievable. “That’s crazy! Couldn’t you talk him out of it?” 
 
    “I agree with Father. There’ll be far more plunder if we wait a year.” 
 
    Were they both blind? I stepped closer to him. “Brother, if we attack now and take all the wretches’ grain they’ll have to surrender every one of their towns and settlements to us this year,” I said earnestly. “Either that or die of starvation. This is the perfect opportunity for us to impose our will on the North. Don’t give them respite from your last campaign.” I balled my hand into a fist. “Seize the chance to make the North dependent on us again!” 
 
    “We can’t afford an army of occupation,” Ramesses said dismissively. “We don’t have the resources.” 
 
    “I know Father’s set in his ways,” I said dispiritedly. “I hoped you’d have a better vision for the future.” 
 
    “My vision is quite clear,” Ramesses said stiffly. “And, unlike yours, Brother, mine matters.” 
 
    I willed myself to remain calm. Getting into a full–fledged argument with Ramesses wouldn’t do me any good. He was as stubborn and, apparently, short–sighted as Father. “If you’re not here to launch a campaign, why have you come?” 
 
    Ramesses glanced at his son. “It’s time for Amenherkoshef to begin military training. I’ve appointed him commander of my cavalry. Peyes, he’ll report to you.” 
 
    I stared at Ramesses in disbelief. I’d just been replaced by an unqualified boy? After the victory I’d just won? Without discussion? “The cavalry I found in complete disarray when I returned to Pi–Ramesses after our brother’s burial and whipped into fighting shape? The cavalry I just used to annihilate Shasu thieves?” 
 
    “Cavalry you had no right to use,” Ramesses reiterated. “Anyway, you’re going to concentrate on taking care of Pi–Ramesses’ military facilities, as before. Kairy will train Amenherkoshef and be his second in command and mentor until he can function on his own. Three or four years should do it.” 
 
    This couldn’t be happening. Pushed aside by a boy and a chariot driver? “Father agrees with this arrangement?” 
 
    “He suggested it.” 
 
    Of course he had. He didn’t respect me or my abilities. He’d just turned me from a victorious commander of cavalry into a nameless bureaucrat. Ramesses and Father had crumpled the opportunity I’d earned through hard work and daring into a ball and thrown it away without a second thought. I was at their mercy. It was clear they’d never let me rise any higher than I already had. They weren’t ever going to give me a military command of my own. I wasn’t as qualified in their eyes as an untrained boy who, in my opinion, showed no promise as a leader. “You’re co–ruler, Ramesses,” I pled. “Give me something important to do.” 
 
    “Keeping my army supplied with weapons and equipment and trained horses is vitally important.” 
 
    “Of course it is. Vitally,” I said sarcastically. 
 
    Ramesses stood. “And now, I’m off to the per’aa to rest. The journey from Djeme was long. Come along, Son.” 
 
    An opportunity for me to be a little vindictive in return for how Ramesses had treated me today. “Pardon me, Brother,” I interrupted. “If Amenherkoshef commands the cavalry he should live in this pavilion from now on, not the per’aa.” I addressed my nephew. “Commanders lead by example.” 
 
    Ramesses eyed me for a moment. He knew I was using his son to get under his skin. But he could hardly step in and contradict me in front of men his son now led. “You’re right, Brother. I’ll send for you in a day or two. We’ll talk more then.” He tilted his head towards Peyes. “Join me. I want to hear about this so–called expedition of my brother’s.” 
 
    Incredible disrespect! Ramesses wasn’t even going to extend me the courtesy of making my own report. What little compunction I’d had of trying to replace him as Father’s successor melted away. Ramesses had just cost himself the throne. I was going to make sure of it. He exited the pavilion. His waiting retinue, and Peyes, joined him. 
 
    “I’ll have a servant move my things out of this pavilion,” I told Amenherkoshef. “I assume Kairy will sleep in here with you.” 
 
    Kairy nodded. 
 
    “Shall we have a look at your cavalry?” I asked Amenherkoshef. I was bitter, but no sense taking it out on him. He was as much a tool of Father as I was. 
 
    “Yes, Uncle! I’ve been dying to see it ever since Grandfather told me I was in charge.” 
 
    Words that cut like a knife. 
 
    The men who’d gone with me were settling back into their tents. Comrades who’d been left behind were gathered around those who’d fought at my side and were no doubt regaling them with tales of their exploits. The camp stretched for a quarter mile from north to south on the flats along the riverbank, abutting the charioteers who in turn abutted the infantry divisions, in sight of Pi–Ramesses’ harbor. Most of Father’s navy was anchored there, Ramesses’ barque docked in their midst. I caught sight of Ramesses being ferried across the river to the city in a small boat. Good – we’d have some distance between us tonight. A few larger vessels were moving up the channel towards the harbor lined with warehouses, traders from outside the valley, their sails lowered, oarsmen rowing against the current. 
 
    “Normally the cavalry goes on campaign during the inundation, Nephew,” I said. “Since it won’t this year you’re going to have to find a new location for your camp. This section will be a dozen feet under water.” 
 
    “You’ll help me pick it out, Uncle?” he asked in a quavering voice. 
 
    “I think that’s best left to you and Kairy.” They wanted to lead the cavalry. Let them. 
 
    Many cavalrymen were bathing in the river alongside camp, washing the grime of our excursion from bodies and clothing. Others were busily lighting fires to cook their evening meal. Some were repairing equipment, others unloading the jars of wine I’d rescued. Quite a few were brushing and feeding horses or watering them along the edge of the river. 
 
    “Can you ride, Nephew?” 
 
    “Grandfather taught me, here and at Djeme.” 
 
    “He sits a horse well, Majesty,” Kairy told me. 
 
    The men cheered me as we passed through camp and regarded Amenherkoshef with curiosity. They’d learn soon enough that they owed their fealty to him now. They were going to find that ridiculous, especially those who’d gone on my expedition, and Ramesses’ before me. Veterans led by an untried boy. Surprisingly, a considerable number of cavalrymen greeted Kairy by name. He seemed to have earned their respect. I wondered how. He was just a chariot driver, after all. Why did my brother trust him enough to put him in charge of his son’s training? 
 
    “How long have you served my brother, Kairy?” 
 
    “Ten years, Majesty.” 
 
    “Before that?” 
 
    “I grew up on a farm outside Nekhen, Majesty. My father had too many sons to split the farm among. My next youngest brother became a priest in the temple of Horus. I joined His Majesty’s army.” 
 
    “You’ve gone on all of my brother’s campaigns since then?” 
 
    “I have.” 
 
    “How did you come to be his driver?” 
 
    “Sheer happenstance, Majesty.” 
 
    “Hah!” Amenherkoshef exclaimed. “Father told me all about it.” 
 
    “Majesty…” Kairy said, looking uncomfortable. “There’s no need…” 
 
    “There was a battle,” Amenherkoshef continued. “Father’s driver was killed by an arrow. Another plunged into the flank of one of his horses. The team was running wild. Kairy came up alongside in his chariot, jumped into Father’s, regained control.” 
 
    “Anyone would have done it,” Kairy muttered. “Right place at the right time…” 
 
    His modesty seemed sincere. 
 
    “Kairy’s been teaching me to drive,” Amenherkoshef said proudly. 
 
    “Not quite strong enough to control the horses on your own,” Kairy said affectionately. “But soon, Majesty.” 
 
    “Here are the prisoners,” I announced. 
 
    There were only a dozen. They were seated beneath palm trees, guarded by men with long lances. All were filthy. Linen bandages dark with dried blood were wrapped around arms and legs. Ankles and wrists were bound. They were eating and drinking, awkwardly. 
 
    “So few,” Amenherkoshef said. 
 
    “We killed forty,” I replied. “I left them where they fell, unburied. By now jackals and vultures have picked their bones clean.” 
 
    “What will you do with these wretches?” Amenherkoshef asked. 
 
    “Send them to Father in Djeme. He’ll either execute them for stealing from him or make them slaves.” Maybe Father would feel a little guilty then for removing me from command of the cavalry, after seeing what I’d accomplished. “I’ve got jars of trophies for him too.” 
 
    After a quick look at the horses, the three of us joined the cavalry officers at a campfire in front of what was now Amenherkoshef’s pavilion for dinner. 
 
    “This is my nephew, Amenherkoshef, son of my brother Ramesses, the new commander of His Majesty’s cavalry,” I announced as we seated ourselves in their midst. 
 
    The officers were stunned. 
 
    “Welcome, Majesty,” said Hakor after a long silent moment. He’d served my dead brother as deputy. 
 
    The rest muttered a welcome. 
 
    “I assume most of you know Kairy,” I said. “He’ll be training my nephew and serve as his second–in–command.” 
 
    “What about you, Majesty?” Hakor asked. He’d just been demoted in favor of Kairy, though his face didn’t betray his anger. 
 
    “I’ll be training your horses, as usual.” 
 
    “I don’t know anything about soldiering,” Amenherkoshef told the men around the fire. “But I promise you, I’ll work hard to learn.” 
 
    A good start. 
 
    “I’ll get to know all of you,” Amenherkoshef promised, glancing at every man in turn. 
 
    Comely serving girls filled platters with food and cups with wine for all of us, then stood close by to attend us. They’d been the one camp luxury of my dead brother’s I hadn’t dispensed with when I seized command of the cavalry. 
 
    “Tell me about the fight, Uncle,” Amenherkoshef insisted as we began to eat. 
 
    I let my men describe the battle instead, which they did in detail. I sensed modesty was a better approach with my nephew than boastfulness. And with Kairy. For all I knew, his primary reason for remaining in Pi–Ramesses was to keep an eye on me for my brother, not train my nephew. Had Ramesses somehow sensed I was trying to turn the army against him? Or had Peyes actually told him? Is that the real reason he’d taken him into the city? Or was I giving Ramesses credit for being aware of what I was planning when he was actually clueless? 
 
    “That’s the whole story,” Hakor concluded. “Who knows how it might have turned out if His Majesty had listened to Deputy Commander Peyes and waited to launch our attack.” 
 
    “Amazing, Uncle. To win a great victory without losing a man.” 
 
    “The gods were with us,” I said humbly. Now, to take Kairy’s measure. Since he might be a spy I needed to know what kind of man he was, if he had preconceived notions that might paint me in a poor light. “You’ve fought wretches, Kairy. Do you disapprove of plunging into battle as I did instead of taking the time to develop a plan?” 
 
    “I wasn’t on the battlefield, Majesty. I have no right to judge.” 
 
    Noncommittal. Not a good sign. “In general, then?” 
 
    He took his time formulating an answer. “I believe there are times when a commander needs to pause and think things through carefully. I believe the best commanders know when to throw caution to the wind and simply act.” 
 
    A good answer, if he meant it. “How about you, Kairy? Are you a cautious man?” 
 
    He shrugged. “I have to be, Majesty. I drive the co–ruler on the battlefield. I’m responsible for his life. I have to keep him near enough the front to inspire his troops and in the right place to issue commands, yet far enough from danger to keep him from being killed.” His eyes met mine. “Frankly, Majesty, there were many times during past campaigns when I wished I was a common charioteer again so I could rush into the thick of the fight.” 
 
    “Instead of being held back by my brother.” 
 
    We both laughed. I supposed Kairy was going to be tolerable. A good thing, since I was going to have to cultivate him too. He had Ramesses’ ear, and apparently Father’s if he’d made him my nephew’s deputy and trainer. Perhaps a recommendation from Kairy would help advance my career with Father after I disposed of Ramesses. 
 
    “I wish we’d come to Pi–Ramesses a month sooner, Uncle. I wish I could have fought the Shasu with you.” 
 
    I resisted the urge to tell Amenherkoshef he was never going to fight anyone as long as his grandfather and then his father ruled the valley. He’d be leading the cavalry on expeditions designed to intimidate wretches, not capture towns and territory. He was a starry–eyed boy, inexperienced, excited by the thought of being a soldier. As I’d been at his age and still was. But all too soon he’d have to face the reality of being commander of cavalry that did nothing. Then it struck me – someday Amenherkoshef might sit the throne. Ramesses was already fairly old and had lived longer than any of my brothers. It was possible Amenherkoshef would succeed Father instead of Ramesses. Amenherkoshef’s presence at Pi–Ramesses suddenly appeared in a different light. I had an opportunity to grow close to a future pharaoh, and perhaps shape him. That could be important if Ramesses died before I could replace him. Interesting. Perhaps my dream of restoring Thutmose’s empire was truly viable. Perhaps in coming years I could persuade Amenherkoshef that his objective should be to make the valley great again when he became Pharaoh. Perhaps I could convince him the army was a tool to be used, not sit idle, and that I was the man to wield it in his name. So, I vowed I’d make myself indispensable to my nephew. A backup plan in case I couldn’t take the throne for myself. 
 
    “I wish you’d been there too,” I said. “Nothing stirs the blood like a good fight, Nephew.” 
 
    “Here! Here!” officers echoed. 
 
    “When will we start my training, Kairy?” 
 
    “You should begin first thing in the morning, Nephew,” I interjected. “When I came back from Djeme I found the cavalry in disarray. After your uncle died no one was in charge here. I set things to rights with hard work. It’ll be up to you to maintain discipline from now on. You should let the men who were on the expedition relax and recover for a week, as a reward. But the men who remained behind should resume their regular exercise immediately. Don’t you agree, Kairy?” 
 
    “Of course, Majesty.” 
 
    “If any Shasu dare attack another caravan, Nephew, your men will be ready to punish them. Under your leadership, of course.” 
 
    “Let’s hope some are foolish enough to attack,” Amenherkoshef said fervently. 
 
    “Majesty, what do you know about Pharaoh’s army?” Hakor asked. 
 
    “Not much,” Amenherkoshef admitted. 
 
    “Then your training should start tonight, Majesty, not in the morning,” Hakor said. 
 
    I nodded. “The army consists of divisions, Nephew, named after the gods of the territories where their soldiers are recruited. Three were originally created by the third Thutmose – the Amen Division at Waset, Re at Iunu, and Ptah at Memphis. Ramesses the Great added a fourth, based here, Seth’s. Senior commanders, like Hakor, recruit troops and supply and provision them. Logistics are supervised by the Scribe of Recruits and the Chief Scribe of the Army. Reporting to them are military scribes.” 
 
    “Divisions operate separately, Majesty,” Hakor added. “Your cavalry carry communications between them, and scout in advance of the entire army. Each division has five thousand men, divided into twenty subunits, each with its own commander and battle standard and military scribe. Soldiers in the subunits are organized in platoons of fifty men, each led by a Greatest of Fifty. During battle, orders are communicated by trumpet.” 
 
    “Chariots are weapon platforms, Majesty,” Kairy interjected, taking up the instruction. “Each chariot contains a driver and archer. The driver protects the archer with a shield. The archer uses a compound bow. The chariot carries multiple quivers crammed with arrows, and bronze–bladed javelins, and a khepesh, and a mace. A runner runs alongside each chariot and dispatches enemy wounded left in the chariot’s wake.” 
 
    “How many chariots go on campaign?” Amenherkoshef asked. 
 
    “Two hundred fifty. Plus a stable master and grooms to care for horses, and craftsmen to make repairs to the chariots.” 
 
    “A plethora of military scribes go on campaign as well,” Hakor added. “They record weapons given to each fighter, and supplies, and count dead and wounded. They act as heralds and convey orders. They keep track of the supply train – donkeys and oxen.” 
 
    “The objective of your campaign, the speed with which you plan to travel, will determine if you use donkeys or oxen,” I said. “Oxen travel a little over nine miles in five hours. After that they must stop for the day. Donkeys travel almost thirty miles in an eight hour day. Beasts have to carry their own forage and water, plus food and water and supplies and equipment for the men.” I swept my arm around the camp. “All these standards, Nephew? Each unit has its own. You’ll need to memorize them. Otherwise, you’ll have no idea which unit is doing what during a fight.” 
 
    “You’ll sleep in a tent on campaign,” Hakor said. “You and we high ranking officers will be attended by servants and cooks and scribes and healers. The men will sleep in the open under blankets. Each night the men will surround the camp with an earthen embankment topped with their shields. On the march each soldier will carry a bag over his shoulder containing his rations and personal belongings and some food and any booty he’s taken. He’ll also carry his weapons and a shield.” 
 
    “Soldiers are given a ration of grain,” I said. “They have to grind it into flour themselves. So the beasts carry portable grindstones for each unit.” 
 
    “During the march the column will be followed by traders, healers, scribes, cooks, female servants and camp followers,” Hakor said. 
 
    “I had no idea war could be so complicated,” Amenherkoshef said. “It’s overwhelming.” 
 
    “So far we’ve only mentioned logistics, Majesty,” Kairy said. “We haven’t even touched on tactics and strategy for battles and campaigns.” 
 
    Amenherkoshef shook his head. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Majesty. Your father taught me over the course of many years, and I’ll teach you. If a farmer like me can learn, how much easier for a royal?” 
 
    Based on what I knew of my nephew and his capabilities and lack of initiative, Kairy had his work cut out for him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Two evenings later I sought Ramesses in his room in the per’aa. He hadn’t sent for me yet, as he’d promised. “May I speak with you alone, Brother?” 
 
    “Of course.” He dismissed the servants waiting on him with a wave of his hand. “What do you want, Pentawere?” 
 
    “You and Father both know I want to fight more than anything. Why won’t either of you let me?” 
 
    “Your talents are better suited elsewhere.” 
 
    “My nephew, who doesn’t even know how to hold a sword properly, is more qualified than me to command troops?” 
 
    “Let’s be frank, Pentawere. Amenherkoshef will succeed me as pharaoh. He’ll need to lead his army in battle, as Father did, as I do. You’re never going to rise higher than you already have. Giving you command doesn’t make sense.” 
 
    “Our brother led your cavalry until he died. He had no more chance of rising higher than I have, yet he was allowed to fight. And he didn’t even want to.” 
 
    “I command the army, Pentawere. That leaves the cavalry for my son, now that he’s of age. He would have replaced our brother two days ago instead of you if he still lived. I wasn’t targeting you. But there’s no unit for you to lead.” 
 
    “Why not the chariots?” 
 
    “They have a good commander. You don’t know anything about chariots.” 
 
    Neither did my nephew know about cavalry. Yet he was now its leader. Another sore point. “Could you really find no one better to train your son than a chariot driver?” 
 
    “Kairy’s far more than a chariot driver,” Ramesses replied. “He has a better grasp of strategy and tactics and logistics than any of my officers. I count on him to deliver me to the right place at the right time on every battlefield. He’s never let me down yet. He’s absolutely the right man.” 
 
    “I see.” Best to stay on Kairy’s good side. He had Ramesses’ unwavering favor. “Tell me, Brother, when Father dies and you rule alone are you going to use your army to restore our empire?” 
 
    “I wondered how long it was going to take you to bring that up,” Ramesses said wearily, idly twisting a cup of wine with his fingers. “Attacking our neighbors will not be my focus, Pentawere. I’m going to embark on a building program to rival Ramesses the Great instead. I’m going to construct the largest memorial temple the west bank has ever seen – larger even than Amenhotep’s. I’ll have to double the size of the workforce in Ta Set Maat – its chief scribe Amennakht and I have been working on a plan to expand the village for some time.” 
 
    The same Amennakht I’d had dealings with. Who’d treated Neset so badly. Whose son Neset had spared. 
 
    “I’m going to reopen quarries in the Wadi Hammamat,” Ramesses continued. “They were a source of much fine stone in the time of the pyramid builders. They will be again. Amennakht has drawn a map of the mining region for me. An architect is designing a miners’ town. I’ll need about nine thousand miners. Probably have to draw on soldiers.” 
 
    “How will you finance an enterprise of that size?” I asked. 
 
    “There’s gold in the Eastern Desert,” Ramesses replied. “More than enough to make the venture worthwhile. Plus, I’m going to reopen and expand ancient turquoise mines in the Sinai. My men have located them. There are dozens of stelae and etchings on rock faces there commemorating mining expeditions on behalf of past pharaohs. Even a few marking victories over Shasu raiders.” 
 
    I recalled Neset’s story about one of those victories. “You’re sure there’s enough gold and turquoise to cover the expense?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “Brother. When you become sole Pharaoh give me the army. Let me conquer the North in your name. I promise you’ll have tribute enough to fill your treasury. You won’t have to count on mines.” 
 
    “An army of aggression and occupation is too expensive to maintain,” Ramesses said. 
 
    “Rein in the priests,” I said firmly. “Take away their estates and villages. Haven’t you seen the gold and copper adorning temples? The Amen priests alone control more of the valley than Father does. Haven’t you read the report put together by Vizier To? We could field an army for decades with what the Amen priests alone control.” 
 
    “I will not anger the gods by stealing from them,” Ramesses snapped. 
 
    “The priests are not gods,” I replied. 
 
    “Might as well be.” 
 
    I took a deep breath. Blind and obstinate. “So, if you’re going to be a miner, what am I going to do when you rule the land?” 
 
    “You want to command troops, Pentawere? Fine. I’ll give you command of the soldiers who’ll guard my miners. Either in the Wadi Hammamat or the Sinai. Take your pick.” 
 
    I was highly offended, though I dared not show it. Not only trivial posts, but both in the desert. Denied both true opportunity and the comforts of Pi–Ramesses. I shook my head in disbelief. Why were Ramesses and Father treating me this way? 
 
    “A priest traveled with me from Waset,” Ramesses said. “Ramesesnakht. He’s a younger brother of the First God’s Servant, Usermarenakht. He’s going to be in charge of my mining expeditions when I take the throne. He’ll be at a party tonight here in the city, at the villa of a priest named Sabestet.” 
 
    “I know Sabestet well, Brother.” I’d attended many of his parties. All of them fabulous. 
 
    “Come with me. Meet Ramesesnakht. You’ll be working for him.” 
 
    For. Not with. Relegated even closer to obscurity than I was now. 
 
    Ramesses snorted. “The Amen priests? You think I don’t see how powerful they’ve become, Pentawere? The very day I’m crowned I’m going to replace Usermarenakht as First God’s Servant with Ramesesnakht. Him I can control. And I’m going to appoint his son as Steward of Amen. That’s how I’m going to neutralize the Amen priests.” 
 
    Sure you will. By placing so much power in one family? No doubt Ramesesnakht has relatives he’ll appoint to other posts. The moment they’re widely entrenched he’ll be able to dictate to you, not the other way around. But I knew Ramesses would disregard my concerns. He didn’t value my perspective or advice. He was going to stubbornly neuter his army and let the last best chance to assert royal power over the priests by expanding the empire slip away. Why could I see it plainly and he couldn’t? 
 
    “I should clean up before the party, Brother.” I bowed, then spun on my heel and headed towards my own room in the per’aa. Reaching it, I slammed my door shut behind me. I pulled my khepesh from my belt and heaved it into a corner. It clattered to the floor. “Don’t need that anymore,” I muttered. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    I wasn’t surprised by the number and status of party attendees and the host of servants and musicians and dancing girls and the quantity and quality of the food and drink that night, for Sabestet was a very wealthy and influential priest. I passed through his very large expensively–decorated private villa near the per’aa into the lush garden at its rear. It was surrounded by high vine–covered mud–brick walls. The garden was brightly lit by torches. Palm fronds clacked high overhead, moved about by the warm breeze. The scent of flowers was heavy. The low hum of dozens of conversations and occasional peals of female laughter filled the air. I spotted Peyes and Hakor in a corner of the garden, drinking wine with six or seven women. Amenherkoshef was a few paces away from them along with Kairy. He spotted me and made a beeline to my side. Kairy followed, stationing himself a few respectful paces away. 
 
    I scanned the garden. “Didn’t you bring your wives to Pi–Ramesses, Nephew?” 
 
    “They’re both with child,” he said proudly. “Mother said they should stay behind in Djeme.” He gazed at a clutch of women who were boldly staring at him and giggling. “I may find a woman to keep me company in Pi–Ramesses, though, maybe arrange for a concubine or two. I’ll need a harem someday.” 
 
    “Following your grandfather’s example instead of your father’s?” 
 
    He smiled broadly. “And yours, Uncle.” 
 
    That had been true of me not so long ago. Before Neset. But not anymore.  
 
    “Majesties. We haven’t been introduced.” 
 
    A young man, probably late teens, stumbled to a stop in front of Amenherkoshef and me, a woman on each arm. He and they were well on their way to being drunk. 
 
    “My name is Nehi, Majesties. My father commands the Amen Division at Waset. Antef. I’m his deputy.” 
 
    He seemed awfully young to hold such a prominent position. “Nehi.” 
 
    He leaned towards me, lowered his voice, spoke confidentially. “I have to wait behind my father too. It’s hard for men like us, ‘eh, Majesty?” 
 
    The son of a pharaoh and the son of a soldier? It was offensive Nehi thought we were anything alike. But why waste my breath putting him in his place and causing a scene? “Yes. Very hard.” 
 
    Nehi and his women staggered off. 
 
    Kairy moved closer and addressed Amenherkoshef. “Nehi’s exactly the kind of officer you don’t want to be, Majesty. He has a reputation within the army. He’s lazy. He’s deputy because of who his father is, not because he’s a leader. He shirks work. He favors friends. Soldiers won’t follow him unquestioningly into battle.” 
 
    Amazing. An officer known to be incompetent. My brother hadn’t driven him from the army. That wouldn’t happen if I was in charge. 
 
    The women standing with Peyes and Hakor were beckoning Amenherkoshef now, insistently.  
 
    “Don’t keep them waiting, Nephew.” 
 
    Amenherkoshef practically raced to them. 
 
    Kairy followed, slowly. I noted that he was keeping a discrete distance from my nephew. He appeared to be watching over him tonight, not drinking or enjoying himself. Or interfering with Amenherkoshef’s fun. 
 
    “Majesty!” A woman sidled up to me and wrapped her fingers around my arm. “Tell us about your great victory over the Shasu. Everyone’s talking about it.” 
 
    A second grabbed my other arm, carefully, below the bandage. 
 
    Both were young and beautiful and perfumed and glittered with jewels. Both were strangers. 
 
    “You are?” I asked. 
 
    “Bunefer,” replied the first. 
 
    “Hui.” 
 
    A third woman joined us, the prettiest by far. 
 
    “This is my sister...” Hui began. 
 
    “Kensuw,” I interrupted. 
 
    “You remembered, Majesty,” she said, smiling. 
 
    “How could I not? A pleasure to see you again, My Lady.” A brief dalliance several years ago. Her father was an official of some kind. “Your family’s villa is just down the lane, as I recall.” 
 
    “A villa you once knew well, Majesty.” 
 
    “Is it true we’re drinking wine you retrieved from the wretches?” Hui practically purred. 
 
    “Apparently my brother requisitioned it for this party,” I confirmed. I looked around. “Based on the number of guests, possibly every last drop.” 
 
    Bunefer touched the edge of my bandage lightly, with her fingertips. “You were injured, Majesty?” 
 
    “I heard you raced alone through the Shasu camp ahead of your men,” Kensuw said. “I heard you defeated them practically single–handed.” 
 
    I laughed. “Tales get exaggerated in the telling. A rather minor skirmish, everything considered. The wretches never had a chance.” 
 
    “I heard the cavalry was in total disarray after your brother’s death, Majesty,” Hui said. 
 
    “If you hadn’t restored discipline, who knows what swill we’d be drinking tonight,” Buneb interjected. 
 
    Seeds I’d planted had sprouted. Ramesses and Father might have no use for me, but I was going to make sure the people of Pi–Ramesses understood my worth. “True. But disciplined or not, one of our cavalryman is worth a dozen Shasu. Victory was certain.” 
 
    “A word, Pentawere.” 
 
    Ramesses stepped to my side, accompanied by two men. The girls hastily bowed to him. 
 
    “I’ll find you later, Majesty,” Kensuw whispered seductively as they slipped away. 
 
    She’d been an utterly delightful girl. I’d spent many evenings with her over a span of months, an unusually long relationship for me. Tonight I had no interest. 
 
    “That was unlike you, Pentawere. Being modest around women,” Ramesses noted. 
 
    I shrugged. 
 
    “I understand you’ll be protecting my mining expedition, Majesty,” the younger of the two men said. He looked to be about thirty, his companion at least a decade older. 
 
    “This is Ramesesnakht,” Ramesses said. “The priest I told you about.” 
 
    “Pleased to meet you,” I said formally. “Yes, I’ll be protecting your miners.” From wind and sun, no doubt. Not actual enemies. 
 
    “My brother, Usermarenakht,” he said. 
 
    “First God’s Servant.” I nodded. “We served together on a Great Kenbet three years ago.” 
 
    “Tomb robbers, as I recall. Nasty business.” 
 
    “Have you spent time in the desert, Ramesesnakht?” 
 
    “No, Majesty.” 
 
    “I hope you’re prepared for hardship and deprivation.” 
 
    Ramesesnakht laughed. “Rest assured, Majesty, I’ll be bringing plenty of servants and luxuries along. You’ll share my pavilion. Can’t have a royal camping like a common soldier.” 
 
    “Certainly not.” 
 
    “There are some officials near the pond you should meet, Majesty,” Ramesesnakht told my brother. “And priests suitable to fill positions in the future.” 
 
    As I’d predicted. The future First God’s Servant was already spinning his web. And Ramesses was blindly jumping into it. 
 
    “We’ll talk again later, Pentawere,” Ramesses promised. 
 
    As soon as he was gone I snatched a cup of wine from a passing girl. 
 
    “Majesty.” 
 
    I turned. Debhen was behind me. Along with several women, none of them the young wife who’d guided Neset and me through Ramesses’ hall during our tour of Pi-Ramesses. Sabestet was with him. 
 
    “A fine party, Sabestet.” 
 
    “You know I entertain weekly,” he replied, slightly offended. “You haven’t come to one of my parties in months.” 
 
    Because of Neset. “I’ve been tied up with various duties.” 
 
    “Even a pharaoh’s son needs to relax occasionally,” Debhen said. 
 
    I scanned the garden. “Is your wife around somewhere?” 
 
    He laughed and squeezed the waists of the two women on either side. Both squealed. “She’s young and naïve, Majesty. Not like these two.” 
 
    We spoke a while longer and Debhen and Sabestet moved on. I wasn’t sorry to see them go. I’d been like both of them once, but not any more. 
 
    “Is it really you, Majesty?” 
 
    I turned. “Nedjemib.” Another past conquest. Another beauty. Another indictment of my life before Neset. “Didn’t your family relocate to Mennefer?” 
 
    “A year ago, Majesty. After Pharaoh moved to Djeme, Father and most of the other high officials who didn’t go with him returned to the old capital. The only important people left in Pi–Ramesses are army commanders and merchants. It’s really quite dull now, or so I’ve been told.” She looked up at me. “You’re the only royal living here permanently, aren’t you?” 
 
    “I am.” I glanced at the girl standing beside her. A stranger, probably no older than sixteen. An exquisite stranger, her eyes and long hair jet black, her cheeks dimpled. “You are?” 
 
    “Tjuyu, Majesty,” she said shyly. 
 
    “My cousin. From Abdju,” Nedjemib said. “Her father is high priest of Osiris’ temple. Harwa.” 
 
    “A very important position. What brings you to Pi–Ramesses, My Lady?” I asked. 
 
    “I received a message when His Majesty’s barque docked at Abdju, requesting me to travel with him to Pi–Ramesses.” 
 
    “So did I, at Mennefer,” Nedjemib said. “And a dozen other women I’ve seen at this party.” 
 
    Strange. “Was the message from my brother?” 
 
    “It didn’t say,” Nedjemib replied. 
 
    “It looked official though,” said Tjuyu. 
 
    Nedjemib glanced in Amenherkoshef’s direction. “Who’s that soldier watching over the future pharaoh?” 
 
    “Kairy. Normally he drives my brother’s chariot. Now he’s teaching my nephew how to be a soldier.” 
 
    “Is he married?” 
 
    “Does it matter?” 
 
    She laughed. “Not really.” 
 
    “You’re not the only woman at this party intrigued by Kairy, Nedjemib. Better go latch on to him before someone else does.” 
 
    “I think I will. Coming, Cousin?” 
 
    “I’d like to stay with His Majesty,” Tjuyu said. “If that’s alright?” 
 
    “Certainly.” 
 
    We perched on two flat–topped rocks edging the pool in the garden’s heart, practically surrounded by flowers. A few more couples were seated similarly, though out of earshot. Most of the guests had migrated towards the veranda at the rear of the house. Serving girls were busily refilling empty cups with wine. I watched Kairy and Nedjemib for a moment. She didn’t seem to be making much headway. He appeared to be polite and attentive, but not particularly interested. 
 
    “If your father is high priest, I assume you serve Osiris as chantress?” 
 
    “I do, Majesty. Mother taught me to sing when I was very young. I know all the chants by heart. I’ll lead the rest of the girls soon.” 
 
    “I’ll bet your voice is sweet,” I said. 
 
    “Father says it’s the best of all the chantresses. So did Mother, before she died.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that. When did it happen?” 
 
    “A few months ago. I’m glad I was invited to Pi–Ramesses. It’s sad at home right now.” 
 
    “You don’t have a man to ease your pain?” 
 
    “No, Majesty.” A gust of wind blew a strand of hair across her face and she brushed it away with her hand. “Father’s trying to decide who’ll succeed him as high priest. Once he does, that’s who I’ll marry.” 
 
    “Any candidates?” I asked, out of politeness. I didn’t really care. 
 
    “None like you, Majesty,” she said coquettishly. 
 
    “Like me?” 
 
    “The girls on the boat who’ve been with you talked about you, Majesty. A lot,” she said boldly. She slid closer, took hold of my hand, pressed her leg against mine. “They say your conquests would fill a harem.” 
 
    “Don’t believe everything you hear,” I laughed. 
 
    She pressed even closer. “Maybe I should find out for myself what’s true and what’s not.” 
 
    A year ago I would have immediately taken Tjuyu’s hand and led her to the nearest bed. I was very tempted. She was beautiful and sultry. Only the thought of Neset held me back. I loved her. She’d told me she cared for me. But then she hadn’t come to the quay to see me off when I returned to Pi–Ramesses. She hadn’t answered a single one of my letters since, and I’d sent one every week. Was she done with me, but lacking the courage to tell me so? Though that would be quite unlike Neset. She’d always spoken her mind to me. Had something happened I wasn’t aware of? Tjuyu was looking up at me, her eyes shining. Her skin was warm and smooth against mine. I wouldn’t have to put in any effort at all to have a dalliance with her. She was practically dripping willingness. She’d no doubt be enjoyable. And after what Ramesses had done to me she’d be a welcome distraction, help me take my mind off of how I’d been treated. Neset would never find out. She had no acquaintances in Pi–Ramesses. Even if she heard, she’d probably think it was a rumor from the past. Yes, I could be with Tjuyu and easily get away with it. Except for one thing. I’d know I’d betrayed Neset. I couldn’t stand the thought of hurting her. 
 
    I spotted Ramesses across the way, speaking with Kairy. “My brother just summoned me, Tjuyu. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Not as sorry as me, Majesty,” she said. “I’ll be in Pi–Ramesses for a couple of weeks. Call on me. Anytime.” 
 
    I bowed, then crossed the garden to Ramesses and Kairy. They fell silent as I approached. Had they been discussing me? 
 
    “Brother, did you invite the woman I was just talking with to this party?” I asked. 
 
    “No. I’ve never seen her before. Why?” 
 
    “Someone did. She received an official invitation. Along with a dozen other women from throughout the valley. Didn’t you notice them traveling north on your barque?” 
 
    “It’s a very big barque, Pentawere.” He nudged me in the ribs with his elbow. 
 
    “I noticed, Majesties,” Kairy interjected. “One or two came aboard in every large town.” 
 
    “You should take advantage, Kairy,” I counseled. “Nedjemib’s interested in you. You disposed of her awfully quickly. It’s not too late. She’s still watching you.” 
 
    “Women like her are beyond my reach, Majesty,” Kairy replied. He was coloring slightly. “I know my place.” 
 
    “Nedjemib can be quite… enthusiastic,” I confided. “I know from experience. Have a fling. She’ll make your time here at Pi–Ramesses very enjoyable.” 
 
    “I know why I’m at Pi–Ramesses, Majesty,” Kairy told me. “It’s not to have a good time.” He nodded at my brother. “I serve Pharaoh and go where he commands. I don’t intend to get involved with a woman I’ll have to leave behind.” 
 
    “Your life will be more stable once Amenherkoshef is trained and I sit the throne,” Ramesses promised. “Then you’ll spend most of your time in Djeme. You’ll have time for a wife and family.” 
 
    Kairy nodded. “I’ll know the woman who’s meant for me when I encounter her, Majesties.” He scanned the garden. “A commoner, like me. Not anyone at this party.” 
 
    Amenherkoshef gestured from amid a cluster of women. 
 
    “I’ll see what His Majesty wants,” Kairy said. He bowed to the two of us and departed. 
 
    “It’s clear what those particular women want,” I observed. “The favor of a future pharaoh.” I sighed. “About these other women…” 
 
    “Maybe Father’s sending potential brides your way, Pentawere.” 
 
    “If he is he’s wasting his time.” 
 
    “You’re acting very strangely tonight, Brother.” 
 
    “Am I?” 
 
    “I’ve been watching you reject willing beautiful women all evening. I’ve never seen you do that before. Usually you’ve left whatever party you’re attending with one long before now.” 
 
    “Those days have passed, Brother.” 
 
    “Are you ill?” 
 
    “A woman’s waiting for me in Djeme, Ramesses.” 
 
    “Oh?” He was truly surprised. 
 
    “At least, I think she’s waiting. She promised she would. But she hasn’t replied to any of my letters.” 
 
    “Who is this woman you’ve rejected all others for? Someone I know?” 
 
    “I doubt it. Her name’s Neset. She oversees Father’s garden in Djeme.” 
 
    “You’re having an affair with a gardener?” He was shocked. 
 
    “An overseer. And we’re not having an affair. But I’m in love with her. She’s so much more interesting and fierce and passionate than any woman I’ve ever met,” I said with feeling. 
 
    “You’re serious, Pentawere.” Ramesses draped an arm across my shoulders. For the first time he seemed like an actual brother, taking an interest in my life. 
 
    “Maybe you’ve seen her around Djeme, Ramesses. She’s unmistakable. She has the most glorious red hair.” 
 
    He stepped away with a start. “I have, Pentawere. With Father, many times.” 
 
    I felt a surge of jealousy. According to Neset, Mother believed Father was interested in her. With me gone from Djeme had he finally expressed his interest? Had she surrendered to him? Is that why my letters had gone unanswered? Had Father made her a concubine? Had he taken her from me, just like he’d taken the cavalry? “Where have you seen them? When?” 
 
    “Watering plants on the tower stairs, just after dawn, right before Father and I go to wake the gods. Apparently they’ve been talking there in the morning for years.” 
 
    I breathed a sigh of relief. Neset had told me about her encounters on the stairs with Father during our tour at Pi–Ramesses. He hadn’t taken her from me after all. “I’m going to marry her, Ramesses.” 
 
    “Father will never approve.” 
 
    The same thing Neset always said. 
 
    “Why not? I’m of no use to him. Why shouldn’t he let me live my life?” 
 
    “You’ll have to ask him,” Ramesses said. “I’m sure he has plans for you. A political marriage, no doubt.” 
 
    “What about you, Brother? If you were crowned Pharaoh tomorrow would you let me marry Neset?” 
 
    “Maybe. Probably not until after I’d arranged a few political marriages for you of my own.” 
 
    “With women like the ones at this party?” I practically sneered. 
 
    “I recall banquets when you willingly took women like these to your bed, Pentawere. Some of these very women, in fact.” 
 
    “Not anymore, Brother.” 
 
    “You’re actually being faithful to this Neset?” 
 
    “I have been so far.” 
 
    “You’re not tempted to stray tonight? She’d never find out.” 
 
    I had been, a few minutes ago. I wasn’t going to admit it to him. “No.” 
 
    Ramesses shook his head. “How long since you’ve seen Neset?” 
 
    “A couple of months.” 
 
    “I predict the longer you’re apart the less hold she’ll have on you, Pentawere. A month from now you won’t even remember her name.” 
 
    “You’re wrong,” I said. 
 
    He chuckled. “Based on past experience, I doubt it.” 
 
    “How about you?” I asked sharply. “You’re apart from Duatentopet for months at a time. Have you ever forgotten her name?” 
 
    “Of course not. But she’s the only woman I’ve ever had. She’s been my wife for more than twenty–five years. And my sister since the day she was born.” 
 
    Ramesses was so sanctimonious. He was making me angry. Probably because I was afraid he might be right. It was hard being apart from Neset. Especially in the face of her deafening silence. I’d never been faithful to any woman before. Could I be faithful to her? Could I resist temptation? I had so far, with Tjuyu. But there were many more women like her at this party. Women I’d tasted before. Would I have the strength to push another away if she cornered me? I had to get out of here to save myself from myself. “Goodnight, Brother,” I said. 
 
    “Leaving so soon?” 
 
    “I have weapons facilities to see to at first light.” And I’ve had all of you I can stand. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
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    The royal barque approached Mennefer, the valley’s ancient capital, founded by Horus Narmer close to two millennia ago. Grandfather and I had been drifting north on the massive and elaborate vessel the past two weeks along with Pharaoh and his family and his highest ranking officials. We were going to participate in Ramesses’ Heb–Sed, a ceremony of renewal marking his thirtieth year on the throne. Practically everyone of importance in the valley was gathering at Mennefer. The river was crowded with vessels. 
 
    Pharaoh had ordered Grandfather and me to accompany him so we could arrange the flowers for the ceremony. There wasn’t a particularly good reason for Pharaoh to want us at the Heb–Sed, except that he loved to be surrounded by women at all times, and I’d – incredibly – become one of his favorites. Tiye had made it clear when she encountered me on deck shortly after our departure from Djeme that she wasn’t pleased to see me. Unfortunately, I hadn’t been able to stay out of her way or the rest of the royal wives during the journey. I’d spent hours every day sitting on a cushion under the canopy in front of Pharaoh’s cabin along with his family and barbarian concubines and their translator, for so he had commanded me. My presence had reinforced Tiye’s contention that Pharaoh desired me. She’d seethed every time she saw me near him, watched me with hate–filled eyes. Tiye might have separated me from her son but she was powerless to keep me from the vicinity of her husband. She still clearly believed Ramesses would eventually make me his fourth wife. One of her women had shadowed me any time I wasn’t under the canopy, no doubt to ensure I didn’t sneak off for a tryst with Pharaoh. 
 
    But I had no interest in Pharaoh. Pentawere still occupied my thoughts, far more than he should. Half a year had passed since he’d resolved the strike by Ta Set Maat’s workers and returned to Pi–Ramesses. I hadn’t seen him since. He’d confessed his love the day of the Isis festival. He’d asked me to wait for him until he returned to Djeme, to give love between us a chance to bloom. I’d agreed. But then, a few hours later, Tiye had declared war on me. Her threats had prevented me from seeing him off at the quay, as I’d promised. Surely that had planted a seed in Pentawere’s mind that I’d already lost interest in him. Doubtless, once Pentawere had settled in at Pi–Ramesses, Tiye had ensured an endless stream of beautiful and willing and high–ranking women made themselves available to him, watering that seed, making it grow. Sometimes, at night, I’d imagined them at his parties, and in his arms. Those nights I hadn’t slept, jealous. Which was ridiculous. I’d known we could never be together even before Tiye threatened me, which was why I hadn’t given Pentawere my heart. He was destined to marry women of importance. Tiye and Pharaoh would see to it. If they even had to. For all I knew, he’d already moved on from me and taken up with one of his mother’s choices. Or a woman he’d encountered by chance. I hadn’t received a message from Pentawere in six months. That was a crystal clear sign his love for me had not withstood time and distance. As hard as that was to accept, I knew it was for the best – for both of us. Why cling to the impossible? I assumed he’d attend the Heb–Sed; it was too important and rarely celebrated for him to miss. He’d have no reason to suspect I’d be attending, so he wouldn’t look for me. I vowed to avoid Pentawere at all costs. I’d given him up; seeing him would reopen a wound that was taking a frustratingly long time to heal. 
 
    We passed the mouth of a canal that led directly west to intersect with a north–south canal that comprised Mennefer’s western boundary. There were on the narrow plain between that canal and the steep bluffs that loomed over the valley a number of memorial temples built by various pharaohs, similar to those on the west bank at home, but much smaller. Mud–brick tombs dating to the time of King Aha, Narmer’s son, my ancestor, stood at the very edge of the bluff, sentinels of a city of the dead. For behind those tombs stretched the Saqqara plateau, its centerpiece the Step Pyramid complex of King Netjeryket, surrounded by many much smaller pyramids and individual tombs of kings and their wives and officials. 
 
    I spotted the first of the city’s houses. Mennefer spread for several miles along the west bank of the river, occupying a narrow plain. Before long, oarsmen rowed us into a small harbor that served Pharaoh’s per’aa. Like all of his predecessors, Ramesses had constructed a harbor and per’aa of his own in the royal section of the capital. Theirs, abandoned, were located both north and south of his. Oarsmen poled us to the quay and waiting men tied the barque to mooring posts. The quay was crowded with important courtiers and guards and a high priest or two. The banks of the harbor and the lane that connected it to the per’aa were lined with priests and minor officials and hundreds of commoners hoping to catch a glimpse of Pharaoh. The royals disembarked first, followed by the most important officials. Grandfather and I were among the last to descend the gangplank. While we waited I studied the skyline. Half a mile west of the per’aa red banners fluttered in the breeze atop the flagpoles of Ptah’s temple, Hut–ka–ptah – “Enclosure of the Ka of Ptah” – the most prominent structure in the city. Its pylons towered over every other building. 
 
    Grandfather and I didn’t waste time going to our room in the per’aa. We had too much work to do before the Heb–Sed began at dawn tomorrow. We headed directly to the temple. Grandfather needed to go over details with the overseers of the girls who’d provide garlands to chantresses and royals marching in the procession, and those who’d decorate the dark recesses of Ptah’s temple and bedeck the shrines of the valley’s gods before the ceremony – we’d stopped at every major temple on our way north to collect their statues. I intended to go over each and every bouquet and garland and bunch of flowers to make sure they were fresh and properly arranged and appropriate for the assorted rituals. 
 
    We walked directly west. I looked about with wonder. Tall cedar gates in tall walls surrounding houses of high officials were clad with copper and shone brightly. The crowded noisy streets were broad, shaded by tall trees, cut by narrow canals spanned by wooden bridges, dotted with cool gardens, lined with magnificent limestone and mud–brick buildings, their outer walls etched and brightly painted with scenes and narratives recounting the might and deeds of pharaohs who’d ruled here at Mennefer, particularly Ramesses the Great. His colossal statues were omnipresent. 
 
    “Over there, to the left, are three structures built by the second Ramesses,” Grandfather told me. “A chapel dedicated to himself, a temple to Hathor – it’s spectacular – the top of every column is the head of Hathor, brightly painted. And finally, a temple Ramesses built to honor Ptah. I’ve never been inside; it’s reserved for pharaohs’ private worship.” 
 
    We soon reached the towering wall that surrounded the temple of the god who’d been Mennefer’s patron since its founding. Ptah had imagined the cosmos, then created it by giving voice to his thoughts. Horus–Narmer had constructed Ptah’s original shrine on this spot nearly two millennia ago at the time of unification when he founded the city. Or, more precisely, my ancestor Djem, his brother, had. Over time Djem’s simple mud and reed shrine had evolved into a magnificent complex of stone. 
 
    We walked around the temple to its west side and approached its main gate at the end of a broad boulevard paved with stone. I couldn’t see anything of the temple from so close; the walls were far too high to see over. The gate was flanked by tall pylons. Four gold–tipped flagpoles bearing red linen pennants, and eight colossal statues of Ramesses the Great wearing the White Crown and striding forward, stood before the pylons. Each statue was more than thirty feet high. 
 
    “This temple’s been enriched by centuries of veneration,” Grandfather told me. “The third Thutmose heavily endowed it with booty from his campaigns, and Ramesses the Great completely rebuilt it. It’s one of the three most important temples in our land, along with Re’s at Iunu just up the river and Amen’s in Waset.” 
 
    We entered the grounds. I was amazed. The walls circumscribed a massive area containing Ptah’s very large temple and several small chapels and mud–brick support structures and an extensive courtyard. Priests had assembled dozens of temporary shrines along the courtyard walls for the gods’ barques to rest in during the Heb–Sed ceremony. Priests were at present carrying barques through the gate and into the courtyard, each barque accompanied by a plethora of priests and a cloud of incense and chantresses shaking sistrums. My attention was drawn to an alabaster sphinx in the center of the courtyard; I guessed it to be more than twenty–five feet high. I was used to the much smaller sphinxes that lined the route between Ipet–Isut and Ipet–Resyt at Waset. The only larger sphinx I’d ever seen was the massive one at the edge of the Giza plateau. 
 
    Grandfather pointed to the west end of the court. “Over there’s a small chapel erected by the first Seti and spared from demolition by Ramesses the Great during his reconstruction of this temple. It honors Ptah and the city’s gods, Mennefer and Tjesemet. She’s represented with an image of the temple’s wall atop her head – people believe the wall can hear their prayers. Supposedly the chapel’s walls are among the most beautifully carved in the valley, but only pharaohs and high priests can enter so I don’t know if it’s true.” 
 
    We crossed the courtyard and reverently entered Ptah’s temple. I was enthralled. Every flat whitewashed surface was decorated with giant images of pharaohs and gods, colored orange and blue and red and green. Columns and pillars were all brightly painted and etched with inscriptions. Statues stood everywhere, some massive and highly–polished, some small, of limestone, painted – clothing white, skin red–brown – inlaid with semiprecious stones and clad with gold. The sanctuary doors were beautifully grained cedar, imported from outside the valley. If I hadn’t regularly decorated with flowers the temples comprising Ipet–Isut I’d have been far more impressed than I was. There, this temple, remarkable as it was, would have been just one of many. 
 
    It took Grandfather and me until after sundown to make sure everything was in order. 
 
    Then we hurried back to the per’aa’s garden. We’d been summoned by Pharaoh to attend a special evening ceremony. We arrived just in time. The garden was well–lit by torches, crowded with high–ranking officials and members of Pharaoh’s family and priests and chantresses. Grandfather and I positioned ourselves at the rear of the crowd. Pharaoh was seated on a throne, his wives Iset and Tiye and Tyti to his right, his sons Ramesses and Meryatum and Amenherkoshef and Setherkopshef to his left. Wives and children of Pharaoh’s sons were in a row behind. Then I glimpsed Pentawere. My foolish heart suddenly leapt. I could practically hear it pounding. Convincing myself to give Pentawere up when I was at Djeme and he was at Pi–Ramesses and I didn’t have to encounter him on a daily basis was the hardest thing I’d ever done; seeing him a few paces away instantly wiped away the well–reasoned arguments I’d made to myself to forget him. I still cared for him now as much as I had the day of the Isis festival, maybe more. I admitted it. But I had to be strong and avoid him at all costs the next few days. Who knew what I might do if I saw him face to face? If we reunited, if I admitted I cared for him and he professed his continuing love I’d be subject to Tiye’s vindictiveness. On the other hand, if I discovered he’d fallen for someone else and moved on my heart might break. Maintaining my distance from him was my only option. I vowed to follow my head and not my heart here at Mennefer, to spare myself either outcome.  
 
    “Six pharaohs have ruled the valley between the death of Osiris–pharaoh Ramesses the Great – life, prosperity, health, justified – and the beginning of your reign, Majesty,” Vizier To informed Pharaoh and the rest of us. “Only his son, Merenptah, ruled as long as a decade. It’s been more than sixty years since Ramesses’ last Heb–Sed was celebrated. Much has been forgotten about the ceremony in that time. I’ve studied inscriptions on temple walls and scoured the archives to learn of its component rituals. Tonight we carry out the first.” 
 
    “Proceed,” Pharaoh directed. 
 
    Vizier To motioned and a servant carried a two–foot high obsidian statue of Pharaoh, encircled protectively from behind by Horus’ wings, into the garden. The servant, a very large man, staggered under the weight of it, his muscles bulging. 
 
    “Tonight we bury your statue to symbolize your death, Majesty,” the vizier explained. “In the morning, when you appear, rejuvenated, on your throne, it will serve as an analogy for the nightly regeneration of Re after his passage through the Underworld.” 
 
    “Let it be done,” Pharaoh commanded. 
 
    Several priests advanced. While one dug a hole beside a patch of papyrus edging the garden’s pool another lit a golden container filled with incense and passed smoke over the statue. Meryatum, the Greatest of Seers, Re’s high priest, rose from his chair next to his brother Ramesses and joined Ashakhet, the Greatest of Craftsmen, Ptah’s high priest, beside the statue. Together they chanted sacred words, accompanied by women shaking sistrums. Then a rather hefty priest reverently placed the statue in the hole. Another covered it with dirt. The priests wafted smoke over the burial place, chanted some more, and then the ritual was done. 
 
    Grandfather and I escaped the garden without Pentawere catching sight of me. 
 
    The following midmorning, as hundreds of officials and priests began filling the vast courtyard in front of Ptah’s temple, Grandfather and I completed our final inspection of the gods’ shrines lining its sides and then Ptah’s sanctuary in the temple’s depths. Afterwards, we hurried outside to our places in the courtyard, in the front row of the crowd to the right of the path Pharaoh would take to reach his thrones. The muted sounds of tens of thousands of people carried to us from beyond the temple’s high walls. The streets leading from the per’aa to the temple had been lined up to a dozen deep well before sunup when Grandfather and I made our way to the complex, residents of Mennefer and the surrounding countryside eagerly hoping to glimpse the royal party. The crowd’s noise was now marking Pharaoh’s progress through the city. 
 
    The thrones, one for the upper valley, one for the lower, awaited Pharaoh on a raised dais in the western section of the courtyard facing the temple’s entrance pylon, shaded by a large linen–topped baldachin. To either side of the dais, in the sun, were chairs where the royal family and the most important dignitaries would sit. Serving girls bearing sunshades were standing behind those chairs. Two parallel lines of guards with lances and shields were keeping the restless spectators inside the courtyard split into two groups, creating a narrow lane from the entrance gate to the open area before the dais where many of the Heb–Sed rituals would take place. Grandfather and I were less than thirty feet from the dais. 
 
    Pharaoh’s ebony thrones glittered, inlaid with semi–precious stones and lapis lazuli and faience and gold, placed amidst heaps of flowers I’d personally arranged. On one side of each throne, in a cartouche, was Pharaoh’s nomen, or birth name – Ramesses Hekaiunu – Re bore him, Ruler of Iunu – below a sun disk and duck which together meant Son of Re. On the other side, in another cartouche, was his prenomen, or throne name – Usermaatre–Meryamen – Powerful one of Maat and Re, Beloved of Amen – below the bee and sedge which signified Ramesses ruled the entire valley. The rear left back of the throne was inlaid with the papyrus plants of the lower valley. The right rear bore the lotus of the upper valley. Small stone slabs carved with nine bows, representing the valley’s enemies, lay directly before each throne. Pharaoh would rest his feet upon them today to signify he’d crushed the land’s foes. 
 
    The shrines of the valley’s gods stretched in long rows alongside the inner courtyard walls, those of Ta–mehi to the left, those of the upper valley to the right. The shrines were elaborate, of ebony and cedar and copper and gold. The per–nu shrines of the upper valley were tall, their slightly inward–slanting sides rectangular, each with a barrel–vaulted roof above a khekher frieze that represented a stylized knot of bundled reeds. The per–wer shrines of the lower valley were rectangular as well, each with a cavetto cornice and a flared roof that sloped from front to back. Every god’s statue rested inside the cabin of a barque within its shrine, covered with a pall of fine linen and a multitude of flowers, for only Pharaoh and designated priests could gaze directly upon a god. A priest stood beside each shrine – doubtless the one responsible for the god in his home temple – each holding a golden bowl attached to three gold chains from which incense rose. Already a sweet–smelling haze was drifting through the courtyard. 
 
    The shrines of the major gods were the largest and stood directly opposite the thrones – Amen, Re, Mut, Khonsu, Hathor, Osiris, Horus and Ptah himself. He’d been carried from his sanctuary this morning after being awakened by Ashakhet and clothed and fed, his gold leaf–covered barque borne from the darkness of the temple behind the dais into the light of day on the shoulders of eight priests. Grandfather and I had been privileged to witness the procession. 
 
    Re was well up now. The highest sections of the temple’s painted limestone walls reflected him, dazzling white. The golden tips of flagpoles gleamed. The pennants at their tops waved in the breeze. Blaring trumpets and beating drums and the cries of people lining the processional route grew louder. Pharaoh was almost here. 
 
    A fanfare of trumpets proclaimed the arrival of the royal party outside the entrance gate. Groups of officials moved through the gate and up the lane through the crowd towards their places on either side of the dais. First came the basic grade priests, “pure ones.” Some were swinging censors of burning incense, others sprinkling the ground with water. I knew they were divided into four phyles, each of which served in a temple every fourth month. The other three months they filled administrative posts. Their wives were usually temple singers and sistrum players, also organized into phyles, supervised by the high priest’s wife. Next came lector priests, responsible for maintaining and reading from the ritual books, and then prophets, responsible for the administration and functioning of the temples. The largest temples in the land had four prophets, the smaller only one. 
 
    Everyone on both sides of the lane bowed respectfully as the next group approached. I recognized them from Ramesses’ triumph at Pi–Ramesses – Pharaoh’s son Meryatum, Greatest of Seers, Re’s high priest from nearby Iunu; Usermarenakht, First God’s Servant of Amen from Ipet–Isut; Ashakhet, the Greatest of Craftsmen, Ptah’s high priest. 
 
    “Ashakhet serves as Chief of the Servants of God everywhere in the valley,” Grandfather told me. “He oversees the distribution of offerings to every god’s temple. Occasionally he calls together the most important priests to meet with Pharaoh to receive instructions on cults and new construction. Sometimes he accompanies Pharaoh to festivals. Until the time of the fourth Thutmose the high priest at Ipet–Isut was chief; the high priest at the original capital holds the post now to counteract Waset’s growing power.” Grandfather lowered his voice. “Some say the Amen priests at Ipet–Isut are wealthier than Pharaoh.” 
 
    “Pentawere told me the same thing,” I whispered back. 
 
    “Pentawere?” Grandfather asked, bemused. “Not ‘His Majesty?’ The two of you talk about such things? Are the rumors I’ve heard about you and him true, Neset?” 
 
    I colored. I’d never spoken to Grandfather about Pentawere and me. He’d seen me dine with Pentawere at Pi–Ramesses, of course. The entire court had. But I’d slept the night of the banquet in Grandfather’s room, not Pentawere’s. He had to know that part of the rumor was untrue. “I call him by his name at his request, Grandfather,” I said. “We were close once – but not in the way gossip would have it. Anyway, Pharaoh’s wife Tiye put a stop to it half a year ago.” 
 
    “I see.” He shook his head. “If the Amen priests truly are wealthier than Pharaoh that’s frightening. Wealth is power, Neset.” 
 
    The priests moved into place, the high priests flanking the thrones, the lower order priests to their sides and behind them. 
 
    Temple chantresses entered the courtyard playing sistrums and crotal bells, singing joyfully, hair long and caressing their backs, the hems of their brilliantly–white diaphanous skirts embroidered with gold, their broad collars and bracelets gold. Some struck together clappers of hippo ivory carved like human arms – the ends shaped like hands, lotus flowers, heads of gazelles or ducks or people or the goddess Hathor. Others shook menat necklaces. A few played tambourines. Next through the gate were eight women carrying vessels of gold and electrum in outstretched hands. They were all wretches; I assumed them to be hostages of allies and enemies being raised in the royal harem, participating today to illustrate Pharaoh’s dominance over the entire world. Their beautiful youthful bodies were visible through sheer white dresses, their hair braided, lips full and sensuous, eyes elaborately colored with kohl, necks and fingers and wrists and ankles decorated with golden chains and jewels. They must have been important in their own lands, I thought, perhaps the daughters of kings, to be attired so richly. 
 
    Then the royal family entered. 
 
    Iset and Tyti and Tiye were stunning despite the advanced age of the first two, their dresses and jewels breathtaking; they put those of the wretches to shame. All three wore the vulture crown, solid gold, topped with white plumes. For an instant I imagined myself standing beside them, also crowned, a wife of Pharaoh, the thought planted by Tiye. Then I laughed out loud. Too ridiculous to consider. 
 
    The three much younger wives of Pharaoh’s sons followed, keeping pace with their spouses. They were even more beautiful than Pharaoh’s wives though dressed less spectacularly – Nubkhesbed and Henutwati and Tawerettenru, the latter two pregnant. They were herding Pharaoh’s grandchildren and his youngest son before them. 
 
    Pentawere walked with them. He was the most handsome and regal–looking man in the courtyard, clearly the favorite of the women in the crowd. Dozens were trying to get his attention in most undignified ways and he acknowledged many by name. A scar stood out whitely on his arm, earned rescuing Pharaoh’s wine from the Shasu. News of the fight had made its way to Djeme. I’d been both proud and scared. Proud he’d finally gotten to command men in battle, his heart’s desire. Scared he could have been killed. He drew even with me. I knew I should duck behind Grandfather so he wouldn’t see me. I hesitated. I just had to see Pentawere up close one last time. I couldn’t help myself. He was nearly past. He turned his head. Our eyes met. His widened in disbelief. I’d made a terrible mistake. He stopped. He stepped from the procession towards me, smiling broadly. 
 
    “Neset! What are you doing in Mennefer?” 
 
    I glanced at Tiye. She wasn’t looking. “We can’t talk now.” 
 
    “After the ceremony, then. I’ll meet you right here,” he said happily. 
 
    I shook my head no. “We can’t be seen together.” 
 
    “Why not?” He looked perplexed. 
 
    I thought quickly. “Ramesses the Great built a chapel not far outside this temple’s southern gate. Meet me there. Make sure you’re not followed. I’ll explain everything. Now, go.” 
 
    He hesitated. 
 
    “Go!” 
 
    Puzzled, he hurried to catch up to his family. I glanced at Tiye; her back had been to us and she hadn’t witnessed our encounter. Good. But I assumed Tiye had set spies to watching me the moment I’d arrived at Mennefer to make sure I stayed away from her son. I was such an idiot, letting him see me. Now I had to meet with him. At least I’d be able to tell him what had happened the night we’d parted at Djeme and how that made it impossible for us to see each other ever again. Meeting him at Ramesses’ chapel was going to be risky. I’d have to take a roundabout route and ensure no one followed me there. Getting caught with Pentawere would mean my end. The men and women crowded around me were regarding me strangely. They wondered who I was that Pharaoh’s son had stopped and spoken to me. 
 
    “Not quite as over as Pharaoh’s wife believes, eh?” Grandfather commented. 
 
    “Believe me, Grandfather, it is.” 
 
    The fourth Ramesses appeared, dressed as an army commander instead of co–ruler so as not to distract from his father. I did a quick calculation. He’d be in his seventies at a minimum when he celebrated his Heb–Sed, depending on when he succeeded Pharaoh. It was entirely likely he wouldn’t live that long. He was dressed as he had been during his triumph, in a linen shirt and pleated kilt and leather corselet, his gold belt inlaid with faience. His decorated breastplate was shaped like a vulture’s wings and his armbands and wristbands were of solid gold. He wore the Blue Crown. His sister–wife, Duatentopet, walked at his side, carrying a sistrum. She was dressed in an ankle–length sheath, with a golden broad collar and many bracelets. She wore a vulture crown, the same as Pharaoh’s wives, due to her husband’s status. Someday, after Pharaoh died and the fourth Ramesses ruled alone, those wives would be subservient to her. 
 
    A fanfare announced Pharaoh’s arrival. A chamberlain strode forth from the entrance gate and cried in a loud voice: “Neb–tauy – Lord of the Valley! Neb–khau – Lord of Apparitions! Neterjer–nefer – Perfect God! Ruler of the Upper Valley and the Lower! Master of Sedge and Bee! Pharaoh – the Great House! Usermaatre–Meryamen – Powerful One of Maat and Re, Beloved of Amen! Ramesses, Third of His Name! Life! Prosperity! Health!” 
 
    “Life, prosperity, health!” all cried as Pharaoh walked slowly between the halves of the crowd, looking from right to left and back, a fan bearer and a servant holding a sunshade directly behind him. He was bare–headed and wore no jewelry. A jubilee cloak rested on his shoulders. Rolls of belly fat showed above his white shendyt. A false beard was attached to his chin and he carried a crook and flail in his hands. Every person fell to their knees and lowered their head as he passed. He reached the dais and took his seat upon the throne of the lower valley and those who’d been allocated chairs sat. 
 
    “Last night a statue of Pharaoh was buried in his garden, to signify his death,” the Greatest of Craftsmen announced from the foot of the dais. “Today Pharaoh sits rejuvenated on his throne. He will now visit the valley’s gods and receive their blessings for his continued reign.” 
 
    Pharaoh set aside his symbols of office and descended the dais. The three high priests moved to his side and the rest of the priests fell in line behind them. They processed to the first of the sacred shrines abutting the temple wall, Hathor’s. There was just enough space between the front of the shrine and the back of the crowd for them to pass. At the shrine, Pharaoh and the high priests chanted the proper phrases and the lesser priests swung bowls of incense back and forth and chantresses shook their sistrums and menat necklaces and struck their clappers. Then Hathor’s high priest reverently handed Pharaoh a palm branch, indicating that Hathor desired to prolong Pharaoh’s life. The priest proclaimed in a voice that all in the courtyard could hear: “I give you valor and victory, all the land, your years by the millions, and a hundred thousand lifetimes.” 
 
    That ceremony complete, everyone moved a few steps to Bastet’s adjacent shrine, then Sobek’s, then the next, the ritual repeated at each. This phase of the Heb–Sed took hours as the group moved slowly and methodically around the courtyard, for the valley’s gods were almost beyond counting. Meanwhile, Re continued to traverse the sky and chase the shade away and sweat poured down my back. The most important officials were accompanied by servants bearing sunshades, but Grandfather and I were not so lucky. Still, what was a bit of discomfort compared to the chance to be present at a pharaoh’s Heb–Sed? Especially when Pentawere was within sight, seated with the royal family. Truth be told, I scarcely watched the progression around the shrines. My eyes were riveted on Pentawere. And his on me. 
 
    The visits to the shrines complete, Pharaoh and his retinue returned to stand before the thrones. 
 
    “Pharaoh will now run a ritual race around the inside walls of this temple before the shrines of the gods,” the Greatest of Craftsmen cried. “So shall he be reborn and receive the blessings of the gods and take possession of sky and earth once more, as he did on the day of his coronation.” 
 
    A nearly unbearable tension settled over the spectators in the courtyard. Like all residents of the valley, I had a deeply rooted fear of chaos and disorder. Everyone’s daily existence was precarious, balanced between flood and desert and feast and famine. Pharaoh alone was responsible for maintaining maat, or order, throughout the land, for keeping chaos at bay. During the Heb–Sed Pharaoh ritually died. He, and the land, fleetingly descended into chaos, putting the valley in great danger. If he failed to complete his race he wouldn’t be reborn. Maat wouldn’t be restored. And so the fate of the world I knew was hanging in the balance as Pharaoh prepared for his run. 
 
    Ramesses removed his cloak and handed it to a priest, who carefully folded it. Wearing only his white shendyt, Pharaoh moved to the outer ring of shrines and then broke into a slow trot, first along the south side of the square, then the east, then the north. Everyone in the crowd turned in a slow circle to watch his progress, craning their necks to see over those who stood in front of them. I held my breath. Pharaoh was elderly and corpulent, the sun was beating down fiercely, and he had to be tired from the first part of the morning’s ceremony. There was no guarantee he’d complete the race, and if he didn’t, then what? 
 
    But he did finish, to the wild cheers of everyone gathered in the courtyard. Joy mingled with relief flooded over us like a wave. Ramesses moved into the center of the open space before the temple entrance and smiled triumphantly, though he was breathing hard. A servant rushed forward with a large jar of water, which Pharaoh drank greedily. Sweat was pouring down his face and chest and arms and back. A servant wiped Pharaoh’s face with a linen cloth several times. 
 
    An elaborately carved and brightly painted post lay on the ground next to a hole that had been dug the night before a few paces from the temple pylon. Pharaoh walked to it, accompanied by the high priests. 
 
    “This is the djed pillar,” the Greatest of Seers announced. “It represents a post upon which climbs a plant. Since long before the days of Horus–Narmer, the first ruler of our united land, such pillars have been linked to the fertility of the soil that is renewed each year to bring life to the valley. This djed pillar is a symbol of royal endurance and of the resurrection and annual rebirth of our land.” 
 
    The three high priests positioned the end of the pillar so that it rested on the lip of the hole. Then Pharaoh moved to its head, bent, seized it, lifted. Slowly, the pillar moved towards the vertical, the base slipping into the hole. Pharaoh laid his shoulder against the pillar to straighten it and pushed with all his might. It settled into place. Another cheer rose. I was not the only spectator visibly relieved. 
 
    Finally, a priest handed Pharaoh a bow and, one after another, he shot an arrow in each of the cardinal directions. He drew back the bowstring easily. The arrows disappeared over the walls to the oohs and aahs of the crowd. 
 
    Grandfather nudged me. “Surprised, Neset? I told you Pharaoh was a warrior in his youth. He didn’t defeat his enemies from long distance – he led his troops personally.” 
 
    “Who was the better archer, Grandfather? Pharaoh or you?” 
 
    Grandfather only smiled. 
 
    Pharaoh resumed his seat in the shade upon the throne of the lower valley. 
 
    The First God’s Servant of Amen, Usermarenakht, approached Pharaoh bearing Deshret, the Red Crown of the lower valley, a headdress of red leather, low in front and high in back. He placed it on Ramesses’ head. “I crown you pharaoh of the lower valley, renewed!” he cried. He retreated to the foot of the dais and bowed low. 
 
    After a moment, a minor priest stepped to Pharaoh’s side and removed the crown from his head. Ramesses shifted to the second throne. 
 
    The Greatest of Seers, Ramesses’ son Meryatum, approached Pharaoh, this time with Hedjet, the White Crown of the upper valley, a bulbous white tiara, in his hands. He placed it on his father’s head. “I crown you pharaoh of the upper valley, renewed!” He retreated to the foot of the dais and bowed. 
 
    Another minor priest removed Hedjet. 
 
    The Greatest of Craftsmen approached Pharaoh, bearing Sekhmet, the Double Crown, his hands fully extended above his head. Hedjet was nestled within Deshret; attached to the front of the combined crowns were the Two Ladies – a solid gold uraeus serpent coiled to strike, representing the goddess Wadjet of the lower valley, and a solid gold vulture representing the goddess Nekhbet of the upper valley. The high priest placed the crown on Pharaoh’s head. “I crown you pharaoh of the entire valley, renewed!” 
 
    Usermarenakht stepped forward. In his hands he carried a crook and flail, both made of gold and copper cylinders intermixed with beads of gold and glass and lapis lazuli, ancient signs of authority dating to a time when the people of the valley still wandered the desert and hadn’t yet settled in the river valley. He gave the symbols to Pharaoh, who took one in each hand and crossed them over his chest. 
 
    The First God’s Servant moved to the side and turned to the crowd. “Behold! Usermaatre–Meryamen – Powerful One of Maat and Re, Beloved of Amen – our pharaoh, renewed! Life, prosperity, health!” 
 
    “Life, prosperity, health!” all cried, and the ritual was over. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Beloved!” Pentawere caught sight of me, stepped into Ramesses’ chapel, threw his arms open wide. 
 
    I’d been waiting for half an hour inside the darkened chapel, pacing back and forth, nervous, alive with anticipation and dread. The chapel contained massive red granite statues of Ramesses the Great and Ptah and Sekhmet. There was a courtyard between the chapel and the gateway flanked by seated statues of Ramesses. From inside the chapel door I’d had a perfect vantage point from which to make sure none of Tiye’s spies were skulking about. 
 
    I didn’t move to embrace Pentawere. Even though I wanted to so badly it hurt. 
 
    He stared at me. His smile died. He dropped his arms. “What’s wrong, Neset?” 
 
    “Everything!” I sat down cross–legged on the ground, my back against the temple wall. 
 
    Pentawere sat too, facing me, frowning. “What does that mean? Why are we meeting in such an out of the way place?” 
 
    “Your mother,” I replied harshly. 
 
    “Mother?” 
 
    “Did you know she had spies trailing us in Pi–Ramesses? And while you were staying in Pere’s house?” I was bitter. I’d been storing my bitterness for a long time. 
 
    “No.” Pentawere’s eyes narrowed. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “She told me, Pentawere. She waylaid me near the garden the night of the Isis Festival, right after we parted. She said things – horrible things. She called me your whore.” 
 
    “Oh, Neset!” 
 
    “She accused me of seducing you, Pentawere. She accused me of sleeping with you in Pi–Ramesses and at Pere’s to pry gifts from you.” 
 
    “By the gods!” Pentawere ran a hand through his hair. “None of it’s true!” 
 
    “Her spy obviously lied and told her what she wanted to hear. She ordered me to never see you again. She threatened me. She said she’d tell Pharaoh about my husband if she caught us together. She said I’d lose my position and maybe even my life.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Neset,” Pentawere said sincerely, reaching out, laying his hand on my knee. “Mother had no right to terrify you.” 
 
    “She said she’d make sure you marry a proper wife.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not married yet,” Pentawere assured me. 
 
    “Now you know why I wanted to meet here, where no one would see us. Even here is too risky. Your mother probably has spies trailing both of us in Mennefer, trying to catch us together.” 
 
    “Let her.” 
 
    “That’s easy for you to say, Pentawere. She can’t do anything to you.” I glanced out the door, scanned the courtyard, made sure no one was looking for us. “She’s the reason I didn’t come to the harbor to see you off when you left for Pi–Ramesses, like I promised. I saw you looking for me. It broke my heart to watch you from hiding. I’ve been afraid the past six months you thought I hadn’t cared enough about you to say goodbye.” 
 
    “I figured something had happened,” Pentawere said. “But not that you didn’t care. You told me you did. And I’d confessed my love.” 
 
    “I thought you’d forgotten about me. I haven’t heard from you in six months.” 
 
    “I sent messages,” Pentawere said. 
 
    “I never received them.” 
 
    He cursed. “Mother.” 
 
    “I assume you’ve crossed paths with too many beautiful women to count in Pi–Ramesses?” 
 
    He reddened slightly. “From all parts of the valley. Every time I turn around.” He stiffened. “Mother again.” 
 
    “Exactly what I would have done in her place.” 
 
    “No, Neset. You’d want your son to be happy above all else. Nothing has changed between us as far as I’m concerned. I still love you so much it hurts.” 
 
    “But everything’s changed for me,” I said sadly and deliberately. I’d been rehearsing what I was going to say to Pentawere ever since he’d spotted me in the crowd this morning. Awful, awful words. “We can’t see each other ever again. Otherwise, your mother will tell Pharaoh about me. I’ll lose my position or my life. Grandfather will lose his position.” 
 
    “Mother isn’t that powerful, Neset,” Pentawere argued. I could tell I was scaring him. “Besides, Father likes you. I assume he invited you to come to Mennefer?” 
 
    “Yes. But you’re underestimating your mother, Pentawere. She also hates me because your father likes me. She thinks your father will eventually marry me.” 
 
    “I’d never forgive him!” Pentawere said, brow furrowed in anger. 
 
    “So, you see, I can’t cross your mother.” 
 
    “I can handle her.” 
 
    “I don’t think you can. And I can’t take the risk, Pentawere. Why should I defy her anyway? What could I possibly gain? Pharaoh will never let us marry no matter how much you plead.” 
 
    “I’ll convince him.” 
 
    “You won’t.” I took hold of his hands. “Maybe your mother’s simply forcing us to face reality. Maybe she’s making it impossible for us to do anything except the thing we must do – go our separate ways.” 
 
    Pentawere raised my fingers to his lips, kissed them. “Is that what you want, Neset? To say goodbye forever? Didn’t these past six months eat you up inside? They did me.” 
 
    “Of course they did. Believe me, I can’t imagine my life without you in it. But that’s how it has to be. Find someone new to love, Pentawere. Someone who’ll make you happy.” 
 
    “No one will ever make me as happy as you do.” 
 
    “You won’t know if you don’t look.” 
 
    “I looked for years. Then I found you.” 
 
    “Look again.” 
 
    “What about you, Neset? Will you move on from me so easily?” 
 
    “Easily?” I squeezed his hands hard. “No other man will ever have my heart, Pentawere. I’m condemning myself to a lonely life, giving you up. But I don’t have a choice.” 
 
    “There has to be a way out of this,” Pentawere said, frustrated, my words sinking in. “Once Father dies Mother won’t have anything to hold over you. Then we can be together.” 
 
    “You’ll be married with a flock of children by then. Probably several wives. You’re Pharaoh’s son. He’ll order you to marry. You’ll have to. You have obligations. It’s time for you to give up the fantasy we’ve been living and embrace your reality. As I’ve had to do.” 
 
    “I don’t want the reality you describe, Neset.” 
 
    “Neither do I.” I couldn’t prolong this parting. I had to run while I still had the strength, before Pentawere talked me into doing something foolish. I got to my feet. “Goodbye, Pentawere.” I fled from the temple, blinded by tears, lost, alone. 
 
    Behind me I heard Pentawere’s anguished cry. 
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    Djeme’s banquet hall looked amazing. The first night of this year’s Epagomenal Days celebration promised to be spectacular. 
 
    Grandfather and I had returned from the Heb–Sed at Mennefer two weeks ago. Tonight’s banquet would be followed by four more to mark the end of one year and beginning of the next. I was glad for the intense work; maybe it would help distract me from constantly thinking about Pentawere. I knew I’d done the right thing at Mennefer, giving him up. But I now faced a new reality – the prospect of a long lonely life, full of regret for rejecting the only man I’d ever truly cared for. In so doing I’d saved my position and Grandfather’s by inoculating us both from Tiye’s wrath, but that didn’t comfort me in the depths of night when I literally ached to feel Pentawere’s arms around me. 
 
    Grandfather’s porters had been delivering flowers to the per’aa since dawn and a dozen of his girls, under my direction, had been arranging them in this hall ever since. Serving girls were moving about the hall now, lighting linen wicks in bowls of oil, and torches set along the walls. Night was fast approaching and the hall darkening. Pharaoh had requested that I take charge of decorating this hall because officials had come to Djeme for the holiday from the entire valley and I was the only person he trusted to ensure the hall made the proper impression. Tomorrow morning Grandfather and I would repeat today’s effort; Ramesses wanted fresh flowers all five days. 
 
    I rolled up the scroll detailing my decorating plan, one Pharaoh had personally approved after consulting with me. I tucked it inside a leather pouch and slung it over my shoulder. I looked over the hall one last time, dismissed Grandfather’s girls, then exited into the temple’s first court. I took a moment to inspect the lotus garlands that would grace guests’ necks – the girls who’d soon be distributing them were milling about near the hall’s entrance, arranging skirts and girdles and touching up their makeup while the steward in charge clucked at them. 
 
    Torches set in a double line from Djeme’s gate to Ramesses’ temple and the per’aa illuminated early arrivals making their way across the darkened courtyard. At dawn I’d gone to Djeme’s harbor to accept delivery of flowers from Grandfather’s fields on the east bank; I’d never seen so many boats crowding it and the harbors of nearby temples of millions of years. The celebrations were going to be massive this year. My work done for the day, I left the temple and crossed the courtyard along its wall, then turned onto the lane passing through the warren of mud–brick huts clustered between the temple and Djeme’s outer wall. Pools of light spilled from the doors of huts into the lane. I was tired and hungry and footsore. I greeted everyone I passed. They all knew and liked me, unlike the villagers I’d lived among in Ta Set Maat. Many were hurrying to the banquet hall to serve the guests. All of them, like me, were devoting their lives to Pharaoh, working either in the per’aa or one of the temples or on Djeme’s grounds. 
 
    I entered my hut. It was dark inside. Usually Grandfather had a lamp going by now. I felt about, found a bowl of oil, lit its linen wick. Light began dancing on the walls. Grandfather was on his pallet, laying on his side, facing the wall. For him to be napping was unusual. But, he’d been getting tired earlier and earlier ever since our return from the North. Our long journey to Mennefer and back had worn him out. I let him sleep a while longer, moved to storage jars in the corner of the hut, laid out a meal of bread and fruit and fish, poured two cups of beer. I went to the pallet, knelt, shook Grandfather. He was cold. His eyes were open, staring. 
 
    Grandfather was dead. 
 
    I screamed. The one person who’d always loved me no matter what was gone. Without warning. Without telling me goodbye. I sat back on my haunches, overcome with grief. I started rocking. I began to keen. Tears rolled down my cheeks. 
 
    Neighbors burst into my hut. The women gathered around me, knelt, joined their voices to mine. Some wrapped me in their arms. The men stood behind us, silent, respectful. Many of them worked for Grandfather. All liked him. All were shocked by his sudden death. After an hour or so they began to drift away, offering me their condolences. My closest friends remained and we bathed Grandfather and dressed him in his finest garments. Soon after that the embalmers arrived, summoned by one of the men. 
 
    Neighbors moved Grandfather from his pallet onto a litter, then lifted him. I kissed him one last time, then removed the talisman from around his neck and put it around mine. The ancient relic of our family. My burden now. 
 
    A priest who’d come with the embalmers led the procession from the house, reciting ancient verses to assure Grandfather a safe arrival in the Afterlife. I followed directly behind the litter. Word had spread; the lane was crowded with silent men and women who’d worked for Grandfather, not only on the west bank but the east as well. Several men were carrying torches to light the way. The priest headed towards the house of embalming at the far end of Djeme, near the wall closest to the sacred hills. I bent, over and over, grabbed handfuls of dirt, threw them on my head. The dirt mixed with the tears streaking my face, turning it to mud. 
 
    More rituals outside the mud–brick house of embalming, lasting for hours. I was too numb and overwhelmed to pay much attention to what was going on. Eventually the embalmers carried Grandfather inside. There they’d first remove the soft tissue that might decay and spoil, then dry him with natron, then wrap him in strips of linen, a months–long process. Grandfather had prepared for his death in advance; the embalmers had already received their payment, his tomb had been completed, his coffin waited for him. Once he was ready I’d return and claim his body and take him to his final rest on Qurnet Murai, one of the hills on the west bank plain. 
 
    I sat on the ground with my back against the embalming house, my knees pulled to my chest, my head resting on my knees. My friends hovered about for a while, then drifted off one by one. I sat for hours, imagining what was happening inside, wishing Grandfather was still alive. In the distance I heard the muted sounds of celebrations from the workers’ huts; for them this was a night of holiday, not desolation. I couldn’t make myself go back to my empty hut, not where everything would remind me of what I’d just lost. Not when I had to pass so many huts filled with joy and happiness to get there. Eventually I fell into a fitful sleep, troubled by horrible dreams. One of them jerked me to wakefulness. From the position of the stars and silence from the workers’ huts tonight’s banquet was long since over. That meant there was a banquet hall to empty of wilted flowers and redecorate. I rose and headed there. Work would be a blessing, take my mind off my loss. 
 
    By the light of a single torch I cleared the hall, dragging the remnants of bouquets and garlands and floral arrangements to the entrance and tossing them into the temple courtyard. Porters who’d served Grandfather and would soon serve someone else would arrive after sunup to dispose of them. I dropped my last armload on the pile, then crossed the courtyard and exited the temple. A gentle breeze cooled me. I supposed I was a sight – drenched with sweat, hair and skirt filthy and dusty, face caked with dried mud. I was surprised to see it was nearly dawn. In a daze, I wandered across Djeme’s courtyard to the tower room stairs, climbed them, mindlessly released the baffles to water the plants. There was comfort in routine. As the water flowed I rested my forearms on the windowsill and wearily gazed out the window. Sopdet was disappearing in the light of dawn, the harbinger of the beginning of the inundation at Abu in the South. The river would begin to rise here at Waset within the week, turning the valley into a virtual lake. 
 
    I was watering the plants set on the stairs in earthenware jars, lost in sorrow, when Pharaoh appeared. 
 
    “Majesty,” I said dully, bowing. 
 
    “You look awful, Neset!” Ramesses exclaimed, taking me in from head to toe. “Did you do this to yourself decorating my hall? It was magnificent, far better than I imagined.” 
 
    “No, Majesty. Grandfather died.” The words, said out loud, were like a knife plunged into my heart. I sank to a step, covered my face with my hands, started to sob. 
 
    After a moment Ramesses sat beside me and put his arm around my shoulders and pulled me close. “I’m so sorry, Neset. He was a good man. I’ll miss him.” 
 
    Pharaoh held me until I realized the impropriety of what he was doing. What if Tiye happened on us right now? She’d be convinced she’d been right about Pharaoh and me. She’d take my position away. I couldn’t afford to lose it now, not with Grandfather gone. I slipped from under Pharaoh’s arm and stood. I brushed my tears away with the back of my hand. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Majesty. I forgot my place.” 
 
    “I put my arm around you, not the other way around,” Ramesses said. “Right now I’m your friend, Neset, not your pharaoh.” 
 
    I nodded. “Thank you, Majesty.” 
 
    “I want to do something to honor Meniufer,” Ramesses said decisively. “He served me long and faithfully.” He pondered for a moment, brightened. “My son Pentawere is coming to Djeme from Pi–Ramesses for the Epagomenal Days – in fact, he was supposed to be here yesterday morning. Once the holidays end I’m sending him to Abdju to represent me at next week’s Wag Festival. I recently erected a wall around Osiris’ temple and I want him to dedicate it on my behalf. Go with him, Neset. I’ll have a stela carved in Meniufer’s memory. Pentawere will help you place it along Abdju’s Processional Way so Meniufer will never be forgotten.” 
 
    My heart skipped a beat at the mention of Pentawere. Only a month since we’d parted after the Heb–Sed and I missed him more each day. I’d done what I’d had to do at Mennefer, vowing to never see him again. It was the hardest thing I’d ever done. I cared for Pentawere. I didn’t want to spend my life without him. Especially not now, after I’d lost Grandfather. I was completely alone in the world. Why had the gods made Pentawere royal and me a commoner? Why couldn’t they have made us equals? Why had they made our being together impossible? 
 
    “I’m extremely grateful for your kindness to Grandfather, Majesty,” I said sincerely. “He truly loved you and loved serving you.” 
 
    “I suppose this means I need to find a new overseer for my gardens,” Ramesses said practically. 
 
    Everything was going to be different for me from now on. I’d be working for someone else, someone who wouldn’t trust me and let me care for Pharaoh’s garden as I saw fit. My hard–won freedom was about to slip from my hands. But what could I do about it? “There are some very good men for you to choose from, Majesty,” I advised. “Grandfather’s overseers are all very experienced, particularly the one in charge of the fields on the east bank and the one who oversees distribution of flowers in Ipet–Isut, and the man responsible for the Ramesseum.” 
 
    “All good men, I’m sure,” Ramesses said. He looked up at me from his seat on the step. “But I choose you, Neset.” 
 
    “Me?” Had I heard correctly? 
 
    “There’s no one I trust more. Or would rather work with.” He stood. “I need to get to the audience hall as soon as I awaken the god. So many visitors during the holiday means twice as many petitions to hear as usual. I’ll inform Vizier To of your appointment today.” He took my head between his hands, bent, tenderly kissed my brow. “I’m so sorry for your loss, Neset. If you have need of anything, simply ask.” 
 
    I bowed. “Thank you, Majesty. For everything.” 
 
    Not long afterwards I met briefly with Grandfather’s overseers – they all gathered every morning near the garden to go over the day’s assignments. I informed them of my appointment, told them to carry out Grandfather’s plan for the holidays, then went to the hall to oversee preparations for tonight’s banquet. My responsibilities kept me too busy to dwell on my loss the rest of that long day, though I felt it every minute. Such grief was a new experience for me. I’d been too young to be truly aware of my mother’s death. Mesedptah’s had sparked anger and betrayal, not sorrow. Luckily, preparing for the banquet required all my concentration, the perfect distraction. 
 
    At sunset I finished my last checks and exited the per’aa, exhausted physically and emotionally. 
 
    “Neset!” 
 
    I turned. “Pentawere!” 
 
    He halted a few paces away, gazed at me uncertainly. After how we’d left things at Mennefer he seemed unsure how to act around me. “I just stepped off the barque,” he said. “Took a day longer than I anticipated to get here, thanks to the wind failing in the middle part of the valley.” 
 
    Tears sprang to my eyes. After such a horrible loss, the man I cared for. Despite my vow not to be with him ever again I rushed to him, embraced him. I lay my head against his chest. “Grandfather died last night,” I sobbed, my voice choked. 
 
    Pentawere wrapped his arms around me. “Oh, Neset. I’m so sorry.” 
 
    Men and women passed by, heading into the per’aa for the banquet. They all stared. I extricated myself from Pentawere’s arms. I’d had a lapse in judgment. I was so tired. I couldn’t let anyone see us like this. Especially not when I was so filthy and disgusting. 
 
    “I have to go,” I said abruptly. “You have to get ready for the banquet.” I glanced around. “Your mother’s spies… We can’t afford to be seen like this. We promised in Mennefer…” 
 
    “I’m not going to abandon you tonight, Neset,” Pentawere said firmly. “I’m walking you back to your hut.” 
 
    The hut I’d shared with Grandfather that was now mine alone. Everyone we passed along the way looked at us quizzically. Everyone knew who Pentawere was. That he was with me was news that would spread. Best to tell him goodbye outside my door so there’d be nothing worth reporting to Tiye. Only a man helping a grieving woman home. Even Tiye couldn’t object to that. I hoped. 
 
    We reached my hut. I opened the door and stepped inside. I spotted the food I’d laid out yesterday, untouched, Grandfather’s pallet, empty. Sorrow overwhelmed me. The hut that had been so full of life two days ago, now lifeless, haunted by memories. I turned, fell into Pentawere’s arms. I couldn’t bear to be alone. “Stay with me. My Love.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ramesses, fourth of his name, faced the judges of the Great Kenbet, their chairs arranged in a long row in Pharaoh’s audience hall. Hundreds of priests and officials and royals filled the hall, observing, angry. Ramesses was bareheaded, unadorned by jewels or signs of office. His hands were bound behind his back. The judges’ faces were stern and grim. 
 
    The chief judge rose from his chair, solemn. “You have been convicted by this Kenbet of murdering your father, Ramesses, third of his name – life, prosperity, health – justified. For this you shall die!” 
 
    Guards seized Ramesses. He resisted, loudly and fruitlessly proclaiming his innocence. They dragged him from the audience hall and out of the per’aa and temple into the dusty courtyard facing my garden where a tall thick pole had been set into the ground, the jeering crowd giving way before him. Wood was stacked knee–high all around the pole, darkly drenched with oil. The guards tied Ramesses with his back against the pole. He struggled desperately to escape, to no avail. The judge nodded. A guard tossed a lit torch onto the wood. It practically exploded into flame. The flames began to dance, higher and higher, to crackle. 
 
    Ramesses’ screams echoed inside Djeme’s walls. 
 
      
 
    I jerked awake. I cried out. I was drenched with sweat and gasping for breath. 
 
    “What’s wrong, Neset?” Pentawere was instantly alert. 
 
    I’d fallen asleep in his arms on my pallet. Dawn was breaking; a wan light filtered through the single window of my hut.  
 
    “A nightmare!” I disengaged from him, tossed the linen sheet aside, sat up. “The most awful nightmare ever!” I bent my legs and drew them to my chest. I felt Grandfather’s talisman against my knees and chest, an unexpected presence. I couldn’t stop trembling. 
 
    “You’re safe, Neset.” Pentawere sat up and put an arm around my shoulders. “It was just a dream.” 
 
    “It wasn’t! Something terrible is going to happen!” 
 
    He looked at me like I was possessed. “Lay down, Beloved. You’ve been through a lot. Go back to sleep. You need your rest.” 
 
    “There’s no time, Pentawere! We have to do something! Right now!” I was frantic. 
 
    “Do something about what?” 
 
    I swung around so I was facing him. I removed the talisman from around my neck and handed it to him. “This was Grandfather’s. Last night I slept with it for the first time.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “More than four millennia ago the falcon god cast this talisman from the sky in a fireball. He led my ancestress Aya to it. It’s been handed down in my family ever since. Two hundred thirty–nine of my ancestors have worn it.” 
 
    “It came from a god?” He was skeptical. “Really?” 
 
    “I don’t have time to explain. Take it on faith for now.” 
 
    “It does look old,” Pentawere said, rubbing the falcon–shaped object, not quite stone, not quite metal, with his fingers. “But what does it have to do with your nightmare?” 
 
    “The falcon god sends dreams to the talisman’s bearers. Those dreams always come true.” 
 
    “And you think he sent your nightmare?” 
 
    “I know he did! It was dreadful, Pentawere! I saw your brother Ramesses standing bound before a Great Kenbet. I saw them convict him of murdering your father. I saw him being burned alive in Djeme’s courtyard.” 
 
    Pentawere tensed. 
 
    “We have to warn Pharaoh!” I started to rise. “Hurry! There’s no time to waste!” I was still wearing my skirt. I hadn’t taken it off last night. Thank the gods I didn’t have to worry about getting dressed. “He’ll be on the tower stairs soon.” 
 
    Pentawere caught hold of my wrist. “Slow down, Neset. We need to think this through.” 
 
    “What’s to think about? I’ll tell Pharaoh what I dreamed. He can figure out what to do.” 
 
    Pentawere put his arm around me and pulled me close. “Stop, Neset. Take a moment. Calm down. Do you think Father’s going to believe anything you say if you run to him ranting and raving? Especially about my brother planning to kill him? As bedraggled as you look right now?” 
 
    Of course he wouldn’t. “Alright. But only a moment.” 
 
    “You said these dreams always come true?” Pentawere queried. 
 
    “That’s what my family stories say,” I replied. “And consider this, Pentawere. My family’s falcon god is now called Horus. Horus is the protector of pharaohs. Your father is the living Horus. This dream was sent so we could save Pharaoh. The two of us. That has to be the reason you were with me when I dreamed.” I couldn’t sit around and do nothing. I pulled away from Pentawere and stood up. “I’m going to Pharaoh right now. Come with me or not. I don’t care either way.” 
 
    Pentawere lunged and caught me by the hips and pulled me flat on my back onto the pallet and pinned my legs under his. And then, unexpectedly, he soundly kissed me. “Don’t you see what this means, you wonderful wonderful girl?” he asked gleefully. “I’m going to be Pharaoh. And you’re going to be my wife.” 
 
    I looked up at him, baffled. 
 
    “In your dream my brother killed Father and was executed. If that happens I’ll succeed Father.” 
 
    “We can’t let him!” I objected. 
 
    Pentawere put his fingers on my lips. “Of course not, Beloved. Luckily, thanks to your dream we know Ramesses is going to try. We’ll stop him, Neset – you and me, as you said. Father will execute Ramesses. He’ll name me co–ruler in his place. He’ll let you marry me out of gratitude for saving his life.” 
 
    “Do you really think so?” Hope was flickering to life. 
 
    “As you said, your god didn’t send your dream when I was with you by accident, Neset. He wanted me to know about it. You just said Horus protects pharaohs. Well, thanks to your dream, the two of us can be his instrument and protect Father.” 
 
    The falcon god had sent me my dream when I was with the only man in the world who could do something about it. I’d never been so relieved in my life, at that realization. Suddenly I remembered Tiye’s disparaging comment to me in the tower room – “How can you protect our family? By squashing insects?” Apparently, the god was calling me to do far more. “So what should we do, Pentawere? Tell Pharaoh so he can defend himself?” 
 
    “I think that would be a mistake,” Pentawere said thoughtfully. “If we accuse Ramesses, Father will summon him and accuse him to his face. Ramesses will argue your dream was just a dream, that no god was involved. He’ll twist it so Father will think the two of us are trying to overthrow Ramesses so I can take his place.” 
 
    Pentawere was unfortunately making sense. 
 
    “A dream with no supporting evidence is a pretty flimsy reason to accuse Ramesses of planning patricide. Why would Father believe us? Why would Ramesses do it anyway? Why not just wait for Father to die? He’s already co–ruler. He’ll be Pharaoh someday.” 
 
    “Maybe he’s tired of waiting,” I mused. “Ramesses the Great ruled for sixty–seven years. Your father’s only ruled for thirty. Maybe Ramesses isn’t content to wait another thirty. He’s already twice your age. All his older brothers are dead. Why has he lived so long when they haven’t? No rule or a very short rule – he may believe those are his prospects.” 
 
    “Let’s say your dream is a true prophecy, Neset. Let’s say Ramesses is planning to murder Father. If we accuse him without evidence he’ll drag us before a Great Kenbet. We’ll be found guilty of perjury. You’ll be executed for accusing a royal. I’ll be exiled. In the meantime, Ramesses will be warned he’s been discovered and he’ll continue to advance his plot, more carefully than otherwise. We’ll be out of the way. Who’ll try to stop him?” 
 
    I pressed my fingers to my temples. My head was suddenly pounding. I was confused and distraught. I wasn’t thinking clearly. Every point Pentawere had made was valid. Sacrificing ourselves wouldn’t stop Ramesses or save Pharaoh. “What can we do, Pentawere?” I asked plaintively. 
 
    He rolled off me, propped himself on an elbow, brushed wet strands of hair from my face. “We have to catch Ramesses in the act.” He thought for a moment. “Here’s an idea. Father’s personal bodyguards accompany him everywhere. They watch the corridor that leads to his room in the per’aa at night. How about if I gradually replace those guards with men loyal to me? I’ll put them on alert. The moment Ramesses tries something they’ll stop him.” 
 
    “And until then we’ll both keep our ears open to catch any hint or rumor that Ramesses might be trying something. I have gardeners on both banks of the river. If they hear anything I’ll know it.” 
 
    “We’re agreed, then.” 
 
    I breathed a sigh of relief. Pentawere’s plan was better than my initial impulse. He was right – by rushing to Pharaoh I would have warned Ramesses that we were on to him and kept him from making a mistake that might give him away. Well, we were on to him. But one thing was bothering me. I thought about the family stories, about the bearers who’d received dreams. “Pentawere, the dreams have always come exactly true. Maybe we won’t be able to change the outcome. Maybe Pharaoh is doomed.” 
 
    “Just because one hasn’t been changed in the past doesn’t mean we can’t change this one,” he replied. “And so we will.” Pentawere stood and gave me his hand and pulled me to my feet. He placed the talisman around my neck again. “Such a frightening burden for you to bear, Beloved.” 
 
    “But not alone. I’m so glad you stayed with me last night, My Love. I don’t know what I would have done otherwise.” 
 
    “You did it again.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Called me ‘My Love.’” 
 
    “I can’t fight my heart any longer,” I said. “Not after I’ve lost Grandfather.” 
 
    He kissed me tenderly. “I think my being here strengthens the argument that your dream is real, Neset,” Pentawere mused. “I wouldn’t be with you right now if we hadn’t fallen in love. We’d never have met if I hadn’t sentenced your husband to death. If he hadn’t been caught stealing from the justified pharaoh you’d still be Mesedptah’s wife tending your garden in Ta Set Maat. You’d have had this dream and felt compelled to report it to a pharaoh who didn’t know you. He’d never have let you near him, much less believed you.” 
 
    “You think everything that’s happened these past years happened because the falcon god wanted it to?” 
 
    “Do you have a better explanation?” Pentawere asked. 
 
    I considered. “No.” 
 
    “Then, whatever happens, Neset, it’s clear to me that your falcon god wants us to be together. What Ramesses is planning has opened a door wide that otherwise would have stayed closed. Yes – everything’s working out so we can be married.” 
 
    “I simply can’t stay away from you, Pentawere. I know I should. Your mother’s warning terrifies me. But the instant I see you my resolve wavers. I cried two nights straight after I ran from you in Mennefer.” I clutched the talisman. “But I’m not going to run anymore.” 
 
    “From now on I’ll expect you to fight as hard for us to get married as I will,” Pentawere said. “No more ‘you’re royal and I’m not.’ Otherwise, you’ll be ignoring the will of your god.” 
 
    “I promise.” I kissed him. I caught sight of the scar on his arm, traced it with my finger. “When I heard about your fight with the Shasu, that you’d been wounded… I would’ve died if you’d been killed.” 
 
    “I wasn’t in any real danger,” Pentawere assured me. “The Shasu were outmatched, thanks to me.” He shook his head. “When I returned to Pi–Ramesses after my brother’s burial I found the cavalry completely disorganized and demoralized. Since I assumed Father would give me command I took it upon myself to whip the men back into shape. Half a day after I learned of the Shasu attack my men were riding to the North. We tracked the Shasu, recovered Father’s wine, killed or captured all the wretches. Then I returned to Pi–Ramesses in triumph – only to have my brother give command of my cavalry to my nephew. Can you believe it? A boy who did nothing to earn his position. Did I get so much as a ‘thank you’ from Ramesses for readying the cavalry and recovering the wine and defeating the Shasu? Of course not. Only a lecture on misusing the cavalry.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry, My Love.” 
 
    “I’ll have the last word, though. Once Ramesses is arrested for trying to kill Father and I’m named co–ruler I’ll take command of the entire army. I care more about that than being Pharaoh, Neset. With the army under my control I’ll make this valley great again. And I’ll take command of the cavalry away from my nephew – punishment for what his father did.” 
 
    “Better to make an ally of Amenherkoshef than an enemy, My Love. You can afford to be magnanimous when you take the throne. The son is not the father.” 
 
    Pentawere kissed me. “Perhaps you’re right. If it makes you happy, my nephew won’t suffer at my hands.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “You know what this means?” Pentawere said as an afterthought. “Once you’re my wife and Father’s dead you’ll be God’s Wife of Amen.” 
 
    Me? A woman cast out of Ta Set Maat, widow of a tomb robber? That would be an incredible turn of events. Lost in thoughts of the future, I crossed the room and prepared Pentawere a meal much simpler than the ones he was used to. 
 
    “My overseers are going to take care of setting up the banquet hall today,” I said when we finished eating. “I arranged for them to do it yesterday. I’m going to go to Qurnet Murai to check Grandfather’s tomb.” 
 
    “I’ll go with you.” 
 
    The hill was a short walk from Djeme. We exited the fortress, turned north, passed the entrance to Ay and Horemheb’s temple of millions of years, then cut west between it and Amenhotep son of Hapu’s. We headed northwest. The hill rose abruptly from the plain, laced with narrow dusty paths, pockmarked with tombs, some centuries old. Ta Set Maat lay on the far side of the hill, obscured from my view, though smoke from its morning cookfires spiraled high overhead. 
 
    I led Pentawere up the hill on a narrow path that switchbacked up its face. Grandfather’s tomb was near the crest. 
 
    “This is it,” I said, halting beside a wooden door. We paused to catch our breath. A series of clay funerary cones were set over the entrance, inscribed with Grandfather’s name and titles. 
 
    The view was spectacular from the heights. Stark desert lay before us, and beyond it brown stubble–covered fields, recently harvested. Sun glinted on bits of gold and copper in the memorial temples at the edge of the desert, and on the surface of the canals that crossed the plain. The river glinted as well, low and brown and sluggish. Its appearance would change dramatically within the week, running swiftly, heavy with red silt, rising. Across the river were two great temple complexes, Ipet–Resyt in the south and Ipet–Isut in the north, with the mud–brick structures of Waset in between. Sunlight reflected from the gold–clad tips of obelisks rearing high above temple walls. Dozens of boats were moored at quays all along the river and in the temple harbors, many more passing by on the river, those headed south with billowing sails, those north with oars churning the water white. The sun was well above the rim of the eastern plateau now, shining on the face of Meretseger in the west. The sky was hazy with dust blown off the desert. 
 
    I broke the clay seal on the door and Pentawere pulled it open. We stepped inside. The tomb was musty and dusty. And magnificent. It reached almost forty feet into the hill, its ceiling arched. Every surface was plastered and colorfully painted. The sun, shining directly into the tomb, revealed the paintings in all their brilliance. 
 
    “Spectacular!” Pentawere exclaimed. 
 
    “Mesedptah painted these years ago,” I said. 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Part of my bride price. Mesedptah had to decorate my father’s tomb too. For all his many faults, my husband truly was a gifted craftsman.” 
 
    Half the tomb was devoted to Grandfather’s life as a soldier and half to his life as a gardener. The left wall portrayed his three campaigns with Pharaoh in three separate registers, images of chariots and boats and horses and archers and dead and captured Tjehenuians and Sea Peoples. Each register ended with an image of Grandfather being awarded flies of valor by Pharaoh. The right wall and the ceiling portrayed Grandfather and his gardens, complete with flowers and trees and birds and butterflies and lotus–filled pools. Some showed his workers irrigating and harvesting, others him drawing the plans. The back wall was a scene of Grandfather standing before Osiris, his heart being weighed by Maat, with Horus – the falcon god – advocating for him with the other gods. In that scene Grandfather wore the talisman that now graced my neck. 
 
    Grave goods were already arranged quite orderly in the tomb, all prepared years ago by Grandfather. His beautifully decorated coffin was in the center, and next to it an alabaster box containing four canopic jars, their tops decorated with the four sons of Horus who’d watch over his internal organs – human–headed Amset the stomach; the baboon Hapi the intestines; the dog Duamutef the lungs; and the falcon Qebesenuf the liver. The tomb was practically overflowing with shabtis, images of gardeners and soldiers mostly, ranging from four to nine inches high. 
 
    “Meniufer won’t have to do anything in the next life, with so many shabtis,” Pentawere observed. 
 
    “He even has thirty–six whip–carrying overseers, each overseeing thirty–six workers, to make sure they perform. Four hundred–one in all.” 
 
    A Book of Going Forth by Day rested atop the coffin. We carefully unrolled the long scroll, beautifully decorated. It contained all the spells necessary for Grandfather to have a successful Afterlife. It was a generic scroll, with Grandfather’s name written in the appropriate blanks. 
 
    An entire wooden box in a corner, ebony, decorated, was filled with amulets and scarabs. 
 
    “I’ll have to come back and get this when it’s time to wrap Grandfather’s body,” I said. 
 
    “We should probably take the canopic box with us today,” Pentawere said practically. “The embalmers will need the jars right away.” 
 
    “You don’t mind carrying it?” 
 
    “Anything for you, Neset.” 
 
    We went outside, closed the door, made some mud and resealed it. Then we sat on the flat ground in front of the tomb, cross–legged. 
 
    “Have you talked to Pharaoh since you returned?” I asked. 
 
    “I didn’t have a chance. I ran into you before I made it inside the per’aa.” 
 
    “He’s sending you to Abdju after the Epagomenal Days to represent him at the Wag Festival. He wants you to dedicate the new wall he’s erected around Osiris’ temple.” 
 
    “Father talks to you about me?” 
 
    “I told you before – we talk most mornings while I water the plants on the tower stairs.” 
 
    “My brother Ramesses said he’s seen you and Father together.” 
 
    “You talked to your brother about me?” 
 
    “At a party in Pi–Ramesses. I told him everything.” 
 
    “Everything?” 
 
    “Including that I intend to marry you.” 
 
    My heart nearly stopped. “Was that wise, Pentawere?” 
 
    “Wise or not, it’s done.” 
 
    I hoped it wouldn’t come back to haunt us. “Did I ever tell you about the first time I met Pharaoh on the stairs?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I didn’t know who he was, Pentawere. I’d never seen him up close. So I treated him like any other worker. He insists to this day that I continue to treat him like that when we’re alone. About Abdju – he saw how upset I was the morning after Grandfather died. He promised to set up a stela there in Grandfather’s memory. He wants me to go with you, to make offerings.” 
 
    “Really? We get to spend an entire week together at Abdju?” Pentawere smiled. “Plus time traveling there?” 
 
    “We do.” 
 
    “Are you sure Father doesn’t know about us, Neset? Maybe he does. Maybe he approves and he’s throwing us together on purpose.” 
 
    “He didn’t act like he knows, Pentawere. Your mother must not have said anything to him about us yet. But he did see us together at the banquet in Pi–Ramesses – we were only a few feet away.” 
 
    “You mean the night Father was obsessed with his four new barbarian concubines?” Pentawere sniffed. “I can assure you, Neset, he didn’t notice us.” He took my hand. “But he’s going to know about us, and soon. I’m going to tell Father I love you. I’m going to ask his blessing on our marriage.” 
 
    “Before we go to Abdju?” 
 
    “Why not? If he agrees I’ll take you back to Pi–Ramesses with me. I’ll have to go there directly from Abdju.” 
 
    “Isn’t that a little hasty?” 
 
    “I don’t want to be separated from you ever again, Neset,” Pentawere said earnestly. “And I don’t intend to wait for the situation with Ramesses to be resolved. I just need to find the right time, lay some groundwork first.” 
 
    “In the next three days?” 
 
    “Father’s usually in a good mood during the holidays. It certainly helps our cause that he likes you enough to make you an overseer of his garden.” 
 
    “Actually, he appointed me to Grandfather’s position yesterday.” Was it only yesterday? “I oversee everything on both banks now.” 
 
    “That’s splendid, Neset! I’m thrilled for you.” 
 
    “I worry more about your mother than your father. She doesn’t like me. She has big plans for you and they don’t include me.” 
 
    “Mother will have to go along with whatever Father decides,” Pentawere said. “He’s the one I have to convince.” 
 
    “Don’t underestimate your mother,” I warned. “Wives influence their husbands. Sometimes without them even knowing.” Except for naïve ones like me. “Your mother’s predisposed against me. She’s still holding over my head that I never told your father about my husband. She’ll ruin me if she tells him. And she will, if you press your father to let us marry.” 
 
    “You’d prefer we carry on as we are now? Rarely seeing each other? Keeping each other at arm’s length when anyone’s around?” 
 
    “Of course not, My Love. I want to be your wife. I just see so many obstacles.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s not up to us,” Pentawere said. “Maybe we simply need to trust in your falcon god. One way or another, I’m going to be Pharaoh. Then Mother won’t be able to stop us.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Pentawere and I set sail for Abdju after the last Epagomenal Day. Pharaoh had been in a foul mood for some reason the days before we left; Pentawere hadn’t approached him about marrying me. I was relieved because I feared Pharaoh would have ordered Pentawere and me not to see each other again, a command I’d have to obey. And I was saddened, because once the ceremony was over at Abdju Pentawere would sail north and I’d sail south. No telling how long before we’d be together again. 
 
    Pentawere’s barque was the same one I’d traveled on to Pi–Ramesses with Vizier To. The brand new barque shrine Pharaoh had constructed for the upcoming festival – he commissioned one for Osiris’ statue annually – was lashed to the deck amidships, its wood polished, glittering with gold and silver and copper fittings. Next to it lay two limestone stelae, bright white, one commemorating Grandfather, showing him seated at a table piled high with food, the other etched with Pentawere making an offering to Osiris, its narrative describing his participation in the upcoming festival and Pharaoh’s donation of the temple wall. 
 
    Pentawere and I were circumspect around each other during the voyage. We were sure Tiye had placed spies among the crew to watch us and report what we did. According to Pentawere, she’d been furious with Pharaoh for sending us to Abdju together. By day we sat beneath a leather–topped sunscreen in front of the barque’s cabin, talking, eating, drinking, watching the valley slip by in the presence of a dozen high–ranking officials who were traveling with us to attend the celebration. At night Pentawere slept in the barque’s cabin and I slept beneath a sunscreen on deck along with several serving girls, one or all in Tiye’s employ I was certain. They tried desperately to befriend me, innocently asked me questions about my love life, tried to draw me into their gossip and confidences. I didn’t rise to the bait. Some nights, as they slept, I lay awake and stared at the stars, allowing myself to imagine what my life would be like as Pentawere’s Great Wife. I could care less about the trappings of royalty that would accompany that role. He was a wonderful man, so different from my dead husband – kind, attentive, caring. He bantered easily with members of the crew, treated even the serving girls with respect. He was a man who didn’t take advantage of his authority to belittle or intimidate others, as Mesedptah had done as a matter of course. I thought he’d someday make a wonderful pharaoh. And an even more wonderful husband. Why I’d taken so long to open my heart to him and fall in love I no longer remembered. 
 
    “I can’t believe I’m actually going to participate in the Wag Festival at Abdju itself,” I told Pentawere when the barque’s captain informed us we were only an hour from landing. “When I lived in Ta Set Maat, every year at this time we celebrated the festival of the dead. Everyone gathered amidst the tombs on the hills above the village to honor their ancestors. We set model boats atop the tombs and aimed them in the direction of Osiris’ temple at Abdju to carry the spirits of our ancestors here so they could participate in the procession of everyone who’s ever lived in this valley. The next day we rigged the boats with sails, so the spirits could return from Abdju to Ta Set Maat. We lit lamps beside the tombs to guide the spirits home, then made offerings to them. Everyone in the valley tries to journey to Abdju at least once to take part in the real ceremony. I never expected I would.” 
 
    We arrived at Abdju a little after midday. The river and quay at the mouth of the canal that led west through the plain to town were crowded with craft of every size and description, carrying pilgrims from all over the valley to visit Osiris’ temple and march in the festival procession two days from now. Officials hurriedly made space for our barque to land. We transferred to a smaller vessel that would take us to town via a canal, for the cultivated plain was wide here and the town was on the edge of the distant desert. Porters loaded the new barque shrine and two stelae onto the smaller vessel. 
 
    The recently–harvested fields beside the canal, dotted with dense groves of trees, stretched southwest for more than five miles. They gave way to tan–colored low desert. Beyond the low desert towered dark and rugged striated cliffs, rising abruptly, marching like steps into the distance, pierced by numerous arid valleys winding tortuously back through the plateau into high desert. Slopes of loose sand covered the bottom third of the cliffs. The noon sunlight played on them, stark and harsh. 
 
    As we neared Abdju I noted small villages scattered at the edge of the desert, seemingly attached to a number of temples honoring justified kings. The villages had probably originally housed the men and women who’d erected the temples, and were now home to those who served the kings’ cults. A pyramid dominated the far distance, that of the first Ahmose if I recalled correctly. Close by town was the most impressive and ancient building on the plain, a massive unroofed rectangle of mud–brick, its thick walls more than thirty–five feet high. King Narmer and his immediate successors who’d ruled the newly united valley had erected similar edifices, but this one, built by King Khasekhemwy, was the only one that still stood. It was twin to one he’d erected at Nekhen, only larger. 
 
    Officials were waiting on Abdju’s quay to greet us when we landed, all dressed finely, all carrying staffs indicating their authority. Among them were priests and scribes and overseers. I too carried a staff now, similar to Grandfather’s, polished ebony with two bands of gold, a gold flower between them indicating I was an overseer of gardens. Grandfather’s staff would accompany him to the next life. 
 
    A man greeted us, probably in his fifties, his head shaved, shendyt immaculate. “I’m Harwa, high priest of Osiris. Welcome to Abdju, Majesty.” He bowed. 
 
    “I believe you know all of Father’s officials except Neset,” Pentawere said. “She oversees Pharaoh’s gardens at Djeme and Waset. Pharaoh specifically sent her to take part in the ceremonies alongside me.” 
 
    “Very good, Majesty.” 
 
    Harwa couldn’t hide his curiosity about me. He’d likely assumed before my introduction that I was a woman Pentawere had invited along to keep him occupied at night. His eyes said he believed that was the real reason I was here. 
 
    Pentawere indicated the boat moored to the quay. “Father has sent you a new barque shrine for Osiris’ statue. Have your men unload it and deliver it to the temple.” 
 
    “Yes, Majesty.” 
 
    “There are two stelae on board. One honors Neset’s grandfather, Meniufer, Father’s friend and comrade in arms. Father commissioned it and has sent Neset to ensure it’s installed properly. The other commemorates my participation in this festival. You’ll have them both set in prominent places among the cenotaphs.” 
 
    “Of course, Majesty.” 
 
    “Unlike the rest of Father’s officials, Neset and I haven’t visited Abdju before. We’d appreciate a tour.” 
 
    “Certainly, Majesty. We’ll start at Osiris’ temple. Follow me.” 
 
    We left the officials behind at the quay. Two guards went ahead of us, clearing a path through a street so crowded we could barely squeeze through. Pilgrims were in abundance, first–time visitors obvious with their gaping looks. They were contending with residents and burdened donkeys and a plethora of children as they wandered about to see the sights. Harwa led us towards a towering wall. I assumed it was the one Pharaoh had commissioned. It was so high it completely obscured the temple within. 
 
    “Have you been a priest here for long?” Pentawere asked. 
 
    “My entire life, Majesty. And my father before me, and my grandfather. My family stories go back as far as the second Pepi, about a thousand years ago.” 
 
    Impressive, but a short time compared to my family. 
 
    “Abdju is a very ancient town, Majesty,” Harwa said. “Settled by bands of farmers millennia ago. As you can see, the cultivation is wider here than any section along the river south of Ta–mehi. So farmers prospered. Because there was abundance not everyone had to care for the fields. Men began to specialize and gathered into hamlets of like–minded craftsmen. Those hamlets eventually became a town that drew its wealth from timber and cattle and links to oases in the western desert.” 
 
    “And now grows rich off pilgrims, apparently,” Pentawere observed. 
 
    Harwa smiled. “The gates to the Underworld lie in those western hills.” He pointed. “Originally, in the time of Narmer and his successors, Abdju was considered to be the home of Khentymentiu, the Foremost of Westerners, god of the dead. Abdju has always been considered sacred.” 
 
    “Even so, for centuries Abdju was overshadowed by its neighbor, Tjeni,” I interjected. “Twenty–five hundred years ago there were three great settlements in the valley, each dominating its surrounding region. They were, in effect small kingdoms – Nekhen, Nubt, and Tjeni. Tjeni’s rulers chose Abdju as their burial ground, which made this town important.” 
 
    Harwa appeared surprised I’d know anything of the valley’s history. Priests and scribes never gave women credit for knowing anything. 
 
    “Tjeni’s greatest ruler before King Narmer united the valley – he was a Tjenian – was King Scorpion,” I continued. “He was determined to expand Tjeni’s influence in the valley. He conquered neighboring Nubt a century before Narmer was born. He blockaded Nekhen’s trade routes, leading to that settlement’s slow decline. He forged trade alliances with towns in eastern Ta–mehi and the lands beyond the valley. He and his kingdom became extremely wealthy. The many chambers of his grave were crammed with hundreds of jars of Retunian wine.” 
 
    “How would you know?” Harwa asked. 
 
    “One of my ancestors, Sety, helped lay Scorpion in his grave. His story’s been passed down in my family ever since.” 
 
    Harwa looked skeptical. “At any rate, Narmer erected the original shrine to Khentamentiu here. The second Mentuhotep razed it and constructed a larger temple dedicated to Osiris Khentamentiu after he defeated the Chiefs of Foreign Lands and reunited the valley. The first Ahmose razed and replaced that temple with the current one, dedicated to Osiris alone.” 
 
    “An interesting transition, don’t you think?” I asked. 
 
    “Some five hundred years ago,” Harwa said, ignoring me, “the valley was divided between rulers in the North and a ruling family in Waset. Intef, second of his name, understood Abdju’s sacred importance and made its capture key to his strategy for defeating the Northerners. The temple here was damaged in bitter fighting between the two sides. Intef’s grandson, the second Mentuhotep, eventually reunited the valley. He considered his defeat of the Northerners to be divine justice for their desecration of the temple. He and his successors lavished patronage on it, turning it into our land’s single greatest shrine, a place of pilgrimage, the most holy ground in the valley.” 
 
    “Abdju provided a solid foundation for Mentuhotep’s propaganda,” I said. 
 
    “Propaganda?” Harwa asked. 
 
    “A means of supporting his claim to rule the entire valley.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Khentymentiu had been the god of Abdju for as long as a god had been worshiped here. Then, suddenly, millennia later, during Mentuhotep’s reign, Osiris appeared in the valley out of nowhere.” 
 
    “That’s not true!” 
 
    “It is. Mentuhotep and his successors set out to use this virtually unknown god to strengthen their claim that they should rule the entire valley. First they merged Osiris with Khentymentiu here at Abdju. Then they claimed Osiris had been the valley’s first and most ancient ruler, in the time of the gods, long before any man had taken a throne. They claimed the valley had originally been united during Osiris’ reign, then split asunder, then united anew by King Narmer. By making Osiris a god here, at Abdju, where the men who actually united the valley, Narmer and his successors, lie, Mentuhotep and his successors associated themselves with a previously united valley, strengthening their argument that the valley should be made whole under them once more.” 
 
    “That’s speculation,” Harwa said, perturbed. 
 
    “There’s not even a coherent story about how Osiris was born, or died, or was brought back to life,” I continued. I touched the talisman around my neck. The falcon god, Horus, had given it to my family thousands of years before Osiris’ name was first mentioned. But according to the Osirian myth, Osiris was Horus’ father. An obvious impossibility. 
 
    Pentawere interjected himself into the conversation. “Tell me about the Wag Festival, Harwa. How did it start?” 
 
    “Osiris’ head was buried at Abdju after his brother Seth murdered him.” He crossed his arms, practically daring me to contradict him. “The Mentuhoteps began the Wag Festival to honor Osiris for that reason. The highlight of the festival is a procession of Osiris’ statue from his temple to his tomb out on the desert. During the procession we reenact the key events of his life. Then we bury him in his tomb. He regenerates, and we return him to his temple. People come from all over the valley to participate. Over past centuries, many have set up mud–brick cenotaphs with stelae to ensure they’ll share in the celebration for eternity. Pharaohs and their wives have built monuments too – they stretch for two miles along the edge of cultivation. Your father’s wall around the temple, Majesty, is the latest of these monuments.” 
 
    We dodged a rowdy group of men. They’d been drinking. 
 
    “How many of these people in the street are visitors, and how many reside here permanently?” Pentawere asked. 
 
    “The population more than doubles during the festival, Majesty. Osiris’ temple, like the nearby ones of Ahmose and the third Senwosret, is supported by income–generating estates that provide everything priests and administrators and service populations need. Including the men and women who look after pilgrims.” 
 
    “Whose pyramid is that?” Pentawere asked, pointing beyond the last temple, the distant structure indistinct because of dust kicked up off the desert. 
 
    “Ahmose. It was the last royal pyramid erected in the valley. You can’t see them from here, but he erected a temple on the terrace at the far end of the low desert in a direct line from his pyramid. Smaller pyramids for his grandmother Tetisheri and sister–wife Ahmose–Nefertari stand between them. You should visit the temple while you’re here, Majesty. It’s richly decorated with scenes from Ahmose’s life – possibly the first complex historical narrative ever created in the valley. Anyway, the temple’s design is a mixture of architectural elements from both Mennefer and Waset, visibly emphasizing Ahmose’s reunification of the valley. By connecting his temple to the Osiris cult here at Abdju and identifying himself with Osiris – the mud–bricks of his structures are stamped ‘Ahmose beloved of Osiris’ – Ahmose gained deification and immortality.” 
 
    We reached a jumble of small mud–brick chapels and a small temple that occupied a terrace facing the temple wall. 
 
    “This is the Terrace of the Great God,” Harwa informed us. “The chapels are cenotaphs, erected by pilgrims.” 
 
    Some were fairly small, others quite large. All had vaulted roofs and were whitewashed and plastered. The most elaborate were fronted by small courtyards, with trees growing from large earthenware pots. Numerous stelae had been propped against the sides of the larger cenotaphs over the centuries. So many were the chapels, and so tightly packed, that only narrow nearly impenetrable alleyways allowed passage between them. I suspected a hefty priest would find it very difficult to weave through the amalgamation to make the daily offerings. 
 
    “Each cenotaph contains a stela associating its owner with the gods and the Osiris festival and claiming a share of its offerings,” Harwa said. “There used to be one hundred–fifty on this terrace, but Ramesses the Great leveled many and erected this ‘portal temple’ atop their remains.” Harwa indicated a wide shallow wadi running from the end of the terrace towards the distant cliffs. “That’s the Processional Way. We’ll follow it tomorrow all the way to Osiris’ grave on the low desert. It’s lined with thousands of cenotaphs and monuments and altars. We’ll place your grandfather’s stela among them, Neset, and yours, Majesty.” 
 
    “Why is this festival so important throughout the valley?” Pentawere asked. 
 
    “Because of the nature of Osiris,” I replied. “Once upon a time in this valley only rulers claimed an eternal existence. When they died they went to the sky and became gods. Everyone else was promised only a shadowy existence in their grave. But Osiris’ followers claimed that after he died he came back to life. So, as his cult grew, a true Afterlife became possible for everyone who believed in him.” 
 
    The new limestone wall surrounding Osiris’ temple stood more than twenty feet tall. We went through the single gate. 
 
    “Abdju was only about twenty acres in size when King Intef recaptured it,” Harwa said. “Khentymentiu’s shrine was the centerpiece of a nine–acre walled enclosure in the heart of town. To one side of the shrine were the ka chapels of King Narmer and his successors. The town surrounding the shrine housed priests, servants, craftsmen, farmers and such. The current temple, Ahmose’s, is far larger. It’s about four centuries old.” 
 
    Red pennants waved from four very tall wooden poles in front of the temple. Its limestone walls were etched with images of Osiris, sometimes alone, sometimes passing judgment, all of them brightly painted. His face was green – he’d originally been a fertility god. His body was wrapped like a mummy. 
 
    “I’m sure you know Osiris’ true story, Majesty,” Harwa said, glancing at me. “He was the earliest ruler in the valley. He gave us our laws and taught us to cultivate the land.” 
 
    “My ancestress Aya’s band was the first to farm and herd on the shores of a vast lake a little west of the valley, more than four thousand years ago.” I fingered the talisman around my neck. “Osiris didn’t exist back then. Only the falcon god.” 
 
    Harwa ignored me and addressed Pentawere directly. He was getting angry. 
 
    Pentawere seemed amused by our differing views. 
 
    “Osiris ruled the valley wisely, Majesty,” Harwa said. “But his brother Seth became jealous and killed him. He cut him into fourteen pieces and threw them into the river. Isis, his sister–wife, found the pieces. Anubis joined the parts together and wrapped them in bandages, forming the first mummy. Isis changed herself into a hawk and made air with her wings and Osiris came back to life and impregnated her with Horus, his future heir. Thereafter, Osiris took up his role as Lord of Eternity, head of the court of the dead, ruler of the underworld. Of all the gods he’s closest to us – he served as our king, suffered death, was buried, and rose again from mortal death to immortal life.” 
 
    “Can we visit the ka chapels?” I asked. I had no interest in Harwa’s uninformed ramblings. There were many versions of the Osiris myth, all different. Were any of them true? 
 
    Harwa led us to a walled section along one side of the temple. We entered. Several dozen small chapels stood in a line. 
 
    I picked out Narmer’s and Aha’s and Den’s. A chill ran up my spine. All three kings were my ancestors. Den had actually borne the talisman I was wearing around my neck, one of four kings who had. Kings and pharaohs believed they shared the same ka, passed from ruler to ruler since the first took primacy from his fellow patriarchs at Nekhen thousands of years ago. If that was true for them, might it be true for those who’d borne the talisman, that we shared the same ka? And in that case, did I share Den’s? I wondered if he was present in his statue in his chapel right now. I wondered if he sensed the talisman so near. 
 
    Something suddenly struck me. Grandfather had told me hundreds of stories about my ancestors. He’d claimed every one was true. He’d told me about dreams received by the talisman’s bearers. He’d claimed they’d all come true too. Which meant my dream about Ramesses being burned alive for killing Pharaoh would come true. That dream had haunted me every waking moment since it had come to me the night of Grandfather’s death. I believed it was real based on Grandfather’s claims. Pentawere believed because I believed. But neither Grandfather nor I had been able to verify if our family stories were true or made up. We’d both taken them on faith. But maybe I didn’t have to anymore. A specific object in King Khufu’s ka chapel figured prominently in one of my family stories. If it was present in that chapel right now and matched the description in my story then the story must be true. And if my story was true, so too must be my dream. If the object didn’t exist or match then my family story was false and my dream was a simple nightmare, not a prophecy. In that case, Pharaoh wasn’t really in any danger from his son and co–ruler. And Pentawere would never sit the throne, and I’d never be his wife. The stakes for what I was about to investigate were exceedingly high. 
 
    “Where’s King Khufu’s chapel?” I asked. 
 
    “Why the interest?” Harwa asked. 
 
    “According to a family story, an ancestress named Maetkra came to Abdju with an expedition led by one of King Khufu’s sons. He delivered a statue for priests to place in Khufu’s ka chapel after his death.” 
 
    “If it’s there it would prove your stories are true,” Pentawere inferred. 
 
    “And that some of us truly do receive dreams from the god,” I whispered to him. 
 
    He nodded thoughtfully. 
 
    “Every one of these chapels contains a statue,” Harwa replied dismissively. “A statue doesn’t prove anything.” 
 
    “According to the story, King Khufu is seated on a throne wearing the red crown of the lower valley. He’s dressed in a shendyt, with a flail in his right hand and his left hand resting on his knee. His name’s engraved on the back of the throne. And here’s the interesting part – the statue’s only three inches high. The king who erected the largest pyramid ever conceived chose to depict himself as small, to prove his humility to the gods.” 
 
    “By the gods!” Harwa exclaimed. 
 
    He surely knew what the statue looked like, from placing offerings before it every morning. Was his reaction because I was right, or because he was about to prove me wrong? 
 
    “Let’s see,” Pentawere ordered. 
 
    Harwa led us to Khufu’s chapel, his hand shaking. He opened the door. A lit bowl of oil burned on a small altar next to loaves of bread and jars of beer and the foreleg of an ox placed there at dawn. After all these millennia priests still worshiped the king every day. And there, in the center of the altar, was Khufu’s statue – exactly as I’d described. I was equally relieved and terrified. Pentawere would rule. I’d be his wife. Pharaoh’s life was truly in danger. 
 
    We made an offering to Khufu, then exited. 
 
    Harwa looked at me quite differently as we did, almost deferentially. 
 
    Pentawere smiled. 
 
    I was, frankly, amazed. For years I’d wondered if Grandfather’s tales were true or fables. Now I had my answer. And so did Pentawere. 
 
    “We should get out of the sun,” Harwa said. “Refreshments await in the treasury of Osiris’ temple.” 
 
    He led us there. One of the most beautiful women I’d ever seen, probably six or seven years younger than me, wearing a nearly sheer dress and plenty of jewels, was waiting along with a couple of serving girls. 
 
    “My daughter, Tjuyu,” Harwa said. 
 
    She smiled fetchingly and bowed, her eyes sparkling. “Majesty. It’s so nice to see you again.” 
 
    Again? One of Pentawere’s conquests? 
 
    “My Lady.” 
 
    “You know each other?” Harwa asked. 
 
    “We met at a party in Pi–Ramesses, right after His Majesty returned from teaching the Shasu a lesson for stealing Pharaoh’s wine,” Tjuyu purred. 
 
    One of the women Tiye had thrown in Pentawere’s path to make him forget about me. She was stunning and obviously willing and interested; Pentawere must have been tempted. I hoped if he’d been with Tjuyu or anyone else during our times apart he’d tell me. Not knowing and finding out later had been hurtful when Mesedptah had done it. But I wasn’t going to badger Pentawere about his activities. His mother had kept me from seeing him off at the quay, sown doubt about me in his mind. Then, at Mennefer, I’d told him we could never be together. If he’d found solace in the arms of another woman how could I blame him? 
 
    “Was your journey home pleasant?” Pentawere inquired. 
 
    “Quite, Majesty. Although, I’d hoped to see you in the month I spent in Pi–Ramesses,” she pouted. 
 
    “I was busy overseeing the military facilities,” Pentawere replied. 
 
    “Yet your nephew attended parties almost nightly,” Tjuyu chided. “Not all royals work as diligently as you.” 
 
    “This is Overseer Neset,” Pentawere said, clearly trying to change an uncomfortable subject.  
 
    Tjuyu would, of course, have no idea of Pentawere’s and my relationship. 
 
    “She’s come to Abdju at Father’s command to dedicate a stela to her grandfather.” 
 
    “Your grandfather was close to Pharaoh?” Tjuyu inquired. 
 
    “They fought side by side against wretches when they invaded the valley decades ago.” 
 
    “More than fought,” Pentawere said. “Father awarded Neset’s grandfather flies of valor – three separate times.” 
 
    “That’s unheard of,” Harwa said admiringly. “No wonder Pharaoh sent a stela.” 
 
    “Would you like honeyed cakes and wine?” Tjuyu asked Pentawere. She’d already dismissed me as no threat to her. 
 
    As the serving girl poured a cup Pentawere leaned close to me. “Mother sent her to Pi–Ramesses to tempt me,” he whispered. 
 
    “I figured that out,” I whispered back. “Your mother has good taste.” 
 
    After we ate Harwa showed us the accumulated treasures of centuries. “Pharaoh Merenptah, son of Ramesses the Great, donated this silver bowl to the temple. See – his five names are etched inside.” 
 
    “Silver – more costly than gold,” Pentawere observed. 
 
    Harwa sifted through objects, handing us the most interesting. “Here’s a jar with King Aha’s serek – it may be the oldest object remaining from the time of the first kings.” 
 
    I handled it reverently. It had belonged to the husband of my ancestress Benerib. I wondered if either of them had actually used it, or if it had been a ceremonial donation. 
 
    “There were probably more items like it,” Harwa continued. “Northerners likely stole them after they captured Abdju.” 
 
    Tjuyu pulled hundreds of figures carved from hippo and elephant ivory out of various containers to show us – baboons, falcons, a lion – along with pottery hippos and stone hawk figurines and kneeling captives. It was an impressive display. 
 
    We left the temple precinct to continue our tour. Tjuyu came with us, uninvited, walking possessively close to Pentawere, chattering without pause. He nodded occasionally, feigning interest. Portraying the fiction Pentawere and I had no relationship, I fell in step with Harwa. He led us towards the huge nearby mud–brick structure of King Khasekhemwy, its walls thirty–five feet high and sixteen thick at the base, enclosing a huge rectangular space. We moved into a patch of shade cast by the closest wall and were instantly cooler. In places thick mud plaster that had once completely covered the outside of the walls still remained, whitewashed, sections with traces of colorful decoration. The structure must have been magnificent when new. Closely set recesses in the external faces were topped high up with wooden lintels, much like drawings of per’aas from Narmer’s time. A low brick bench circled the base of the walls. The remains of a small chapel were visible. 
 
    “See all these large earthenware wine jars?” Tjuyu asked. 
 
    Thousands were piled more than waist high near the wall, partially drifted over with sand. 
 
    “Offerings made by pilgrims to the justified king,” she said. “Many of these jars are over a thousand years old.” 
 
    “All the early kings built structures similar to this one, on this plain,” Harwa said. “They may have been used for funeral rites or to store grave goods or for celebrations. No one knows for sure anymore. What is known is that every succeeding king tore down his predecessor’s and used the mud–brick to erect his own. Khasekhemwy was the last to build, and so his remains.” 
 
    “He erected one quite similar at Nekhen, making him the first great builder in the land,” I said. “His son, Netjeryket, was the first king to build in stone – the Step Pyramid at Saqqara. Netjeryket was probably trying to outdo his father.” 
 
    “Sometimes, when the wind blows hard enough and moves the sand, some of the foundations of earlier structures are revealed,” Tjuyu said. “I used to play among them when I was a girl.” 
 
    “King Aha built three for some unknown reason,” Harwa said. “There’s a tradition that boats are buried in graves somewhere around here.” 
 
    “And servants sacrificed to serve their masters in the Afterlife,” Tjuyu added. 
 
    “A practice begun centuries earlier at Nekhen,” I volunteered. “King Djer executed more than three hundred servants here at Abdju when he died – or, rather, his successor did.” 
 
    “They say Aha was buried with two pet lions,” Harwa added. “Interesting how some tales persist for centuries.” He pointed. “Again, that’s the Processional Way. Tomorrow’s procession will travel from the temple up the wadi to the low desert where Osiris’ grave lies – we call the desert Hapetnebes – ‘she who hides her lord.’ The mounds on that low rise flanking the wadi are graves of officials. One of the most prominent was a man named Djau. During the reign of the first King Pepi, officials in the South began asserting their independence. To counter them, Pepi married at least six daughters of influential governors. In fact, he built pyramids for each of them at Saqqara, near his own. Two were the daughters of Khui, an influential man from Abdju. One of them gave birth to Pepi’s successor Merenre, the other to Merenre’s half–brother and successor, the second Pepi, who ruled the valley for almost a century. Khui’s son, Djau, became the first Pepi’s vizier, and took charge of the entire valley.” 
 
    “Father has returned to using a single vizier, To,” Pentawere told Harwa. 
 
    “The most prominent man to come from Abdju was Weni,” Harwa said. “Would you like to visit his tomb? It’s quite interesting.” 
 
    “Please,” I said. I tugged Pentawere’s arm, whispered in his ear. “Weni was my ancestor.” 
 
    Pentawere gazed at the talisman. 
 
    I nodded. He’d worn it too. 
 
    Harwa led us to the large mastaba with an attached chapel and opened its door. It was magnificent, the inner walls covered with at least fifty columns of text. Once again I felt a strange presence. 
 
    “Weni was born a commoner but rose high. He was a minor official under King Teti, the first Pepi’s father – a storehouse supervisor. After King Pepi took the throne Weni became his favored courtier and friend. Pepi named him overseer of his robing room and priest and judge and Sole Friend. He appointed him overseer of the tenants of the per’aa, displacing four other overseers with the same title. Weni also served King Merenre, Pepi’s son, first as chamberlain and sandal bearer, then as governor of the upper valley. Weni collected what was owed Merenre and exacted labor on his behalf. While he was serving Pepi, Weni fetched stone for the king’s sarcophagus and the pyramidion of his pyramid from a quarry south of the cataract, and brought red granite doors for him from Abu. He cut an offering table from an alabaster quarry in the Deep South. He also cut five navigable channels around the First Cataract so Pepi’s boats could use the river.” 
 
    “Weni actually led five military campaigns on behalf of King Pepi,” I said. “The first was against tribes in Setjet who were keeping the king’s ships from landing at natural harbors.” 
 
    Harwa nodded. “King Pepi was so happy with Weni he provided goods for Weni’s tomb.” He pointed to an inscription. 
 
    A shiver ran up my spine. The actual words of an ancestor, speaking to me across the centuries. I read the inscription out loud. 
 
    “When I requested from the majesty of my lord that a sarcophagus of white stone of Tura be provided for me, His Majesty had the seal–bearer of the god and a boat crew under his command cross over and bring back this sarcophagus from Tura. He brought it himself actually in a great barge of the per’aa, together with its lid, a false door, an architrave, two jambs, and an offering table. Never before had the like been done for any servant, for I was excellent in His Majesty ́s heart.” 
 
    Tjuyu looked at me in surprise. “You can read, Neset?” 
 
    “For as long as I can remember,” I replied. “You?” 
 
    “I’ve never seen the need,” she sniffed. “That’s why we have scribes.” 
 
    Amazing. Tjuyu thought less of me because I was literate. 
 
    “Here’s a record of one of Weni’s campaigns,” Pentawere told us, inspecting an inscription on one of the chapel walls. He read it to us. 
 
    “When His Majesty turned against the Shasu, His Majesty summoned an army of several tens of thousands of men from the whole of the valley. His Majesty sent me at the head of this army. I was the one in command, as the messenger of the king, overseer of peasants, because I was righteous. No one touched his comrade, no one stole a loaf or sandal from a pilgrim, no one took hold of a skirt in any city, none of them seized anyone’s goat. I led them from the Northern Island to the gate of Iihetep in the nome of Horus, the Lord of Truth. I assembled these troops, in numbers no servant of His Majesty had ever compiled. This army returned in peace, having pillaged the Shasu land. This army returned in peace, having trampled the Shasu land. This army returned in peace, having destroyed its strongholds. This army returned in peace, having cut down its figs and its grapes This army returned in peace, having set all their houses on fire. This army returned in peace, having brought hence numerous captives. His Majesty praised me for it more than anything.” 
 
    “I know far more details about those events than Weni recorded on this wall,” I whispered to Pentawere. “I’ll tell you later. Some are relevant to our situation with your brother.” 
 
    “Will you carve an inscription like that in your tomb, Majesty?” Tjuyu asked, taking hold of Pentawere’s arm and tracing his scar with her fingertip. “To commemorate your victory over the Shasu?” 
 
    “I intend to have victories far more impressive than that to record, My Lady,” Pentawere replied. 
 
    “It’s true then – the rumor you seek command of Pharaoh’s army,” Tjuyu said. 
 
    “It is,” Pentawere replied. 
 
    “When that day comes I’ll pray you conquer our enemies,” Tjuyu said. 
 
    I rolled my eyes and inspected another wall. “This inscription illustrates Weni’s life.” I read: 
 
    “I was the youth who tied the headband under King Teti, when my office was that of overseer of the storeroom, and then I became supervisor of the khenty–she of the Great House. 
 
    I was the lector priest and elder of the per’aa under King Pepi. His Majesty promoted me to the office of companion and supervisor of priests of his pyramid town. 
 
    His Majesty promoted me to be judge and Mouth of Nekhen, as he preferred me to any of his servants. I heard cases alone with the vizier relating to all secret matters. I acted in the king’s name for the royal harem and for the six great mansions because His Majesty preferred me to any of his officials, his nobles, or servants. When there was a legal case in secret of the royal harem against the royal wife, Weretkhetes, the ‘great of affection,’ His Majesty had me proceed to hear it on my own. No vizier or official was present apart from myself, because I was excellent, I was rooted in his heart, and his heart was full of me. I alone put it down in writing.” 
 
    “What case is he referring to?” Pentawere asked. 
 
    “King Pepi’s wife conspired with women in his harem to murder him,” I replied. “They failed. Pepi’s father, Teti, had been assassinated by one of his guards during a similar harem conspiracy. So Weretkhetes’ punishment was severe to dissuade other attempts.” 
 
    Harwa had given up asking me how I knew things. “I assume she was executed; I’ve never seen any record of her fate.” 
 
    “I can’t imagine a ruler’s wives and concubines turning against him,” Tjuyu said, aghast. 
 
    Pentawere’s and my eyes met. Previous attempts had been made on the lives of kings by members of their families. The same situation we were facing. Except Pharaoh’s life was threatened by a son, not a wife. 
 
    “There’s enough time to visit Seti’s temple before tonight’s banquet,” Harwa said. He led us from the chapel towards the temples along the edge of the cultivation. He pointed. “You can see Senwosret’s tomb on the terrace below the cliffs, and his temple at the edge of the floodplain, in a straight line, with Ahmose’s structures beyond them.” 
 
    We walked to the closest temple. “Erected by Ramesses the Great,” Harwa said. We continued on. “And this is the temple of the first Seti. Begun by him and finished by his son Ramesses.” 
 
    “It’s the most spectacular structure at Abdju,” Tjuyu said. 
 
    Harwa led us around the tall limestone walls to a quay at the end of the temple’s harbor. Wide steps led from the quay to the temple’s entrance between a two–towered pylon. The stairs were steep; not only was the temple set on a series of ever–higher platforms, but it also topped a gentle slope. 
 
    The temple was, admittedly, spectacular, consisting of pylons, courtyards, barque chapels for seven gods, and a hypostyle hall, its roof soaring twenty feet overhead. Every wall and column and ceiling was decorated with bright images. I was impressed most with two walls covered with images of the hundred sons and daughters of Ramesses the Great, and an image of that pharaoh subduing a wild bull. Most memorable was a wall etched with the names of kings and pharaohs. 
 
    “Only the seventy–six legitimate rulers up to Seti’s reign are included – you won’t find any reference to the heretic Akhenaten, or any woman who seized the throne,” Harwa told us. 
 
    “Were there? Women on the throne?” Tjuyu asked, surprised. 
 
    “Merneith served as regent for her son, King Den, and possibly ruled in her own right,” I replied. “Tawosret was regent for her stepson, Siptah, then definitely ruled in her own name. Sobekneferu succeeded her brother, the fourth Amenemhat. Possibly the heretic’s wife, though that’s disputed. The most powerful of all was Hatshepsut, daughter of the first Thutmose and wife of the second and stepmother of the third. Though almost all trace of her was erased by her stepson.” 
 
    “You read all this?” Tjuyu asked. 
 
    “A little. But I know most of it because of stories handed down in my family and by the craftsmen in Ta Set Maat.” 
 
    I paused for a moment before the wall, located the names of Aha and Den and Djer and Djet and Adjib, all ancestors. My fingers rose to the talisman. Aha’s wife, Benerib, had worn it, as had her son Den, and Djer and Adjib. I felt very close to them at this particular moment, as I had standing outside Den’s ka chapel. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    “The moon’s full tonight,” I told Pentawere after we finished banqueting with the priests and high officials who’d gathered at Abdju for the festival. And the omnipresent Tjuyu. She’d sat with Pentawere and had practically draped herself all over him during the meal. She clearly had designs on Pharaoh’s son and feared no competition from anyone. I’d sat halfway across the hall from them, among the officials who’d come north from Djeme. It had been excruciating, watching her overt attempts at seduction. Though, assuming Tiye had spies in the hall, worth it. What better way to divert attention from me than Pentawere dining with a woman Tiye had earlier sent to Pi–Ramesses as a potential wife? “Can we visit the tombs of the valley’s first kings? I’ll probably never have another chance.” 
 
    We left town and strolled up the wide wadi that led to the cliffs at the edge of the high desert. Khasekhemwy’s mud–brick enclosure looked even more mysterious and imposing by moonlight than it had during the day. As did the plethora of stelae and cenotaphs and small shrines lining both sides of the Processional Way. I shivered. I couldn’t help wonder if spirits lurked among them. 
 
    “I’m so sorry about Tjuyu,” Pentawere apologized. 
 
    “She definitely knows what she wants. She’s determined to get it.” 
 
    “At Pi–Ramesses, Tjuyu was shy when I was first introduced to her, then persistent.” He stopped, took my hands in his. “I promise, Neset. You were the only woman I wanted to be with when she and the rest approached me. I’ve given up my old life entirely. Gladly.” 
 
    I gazed into his eyes. “I believe you, My Love. After all, you’re walking in the moonlight with me, not her.” 
 
    He wrapped his arms around me. “Do you realize – this is the first time we’ve been alone together without having to worry about Mother’s spies since you told me you love me?” 
 
    “I’m acutely aware,” I said. “My Love.” I returned his kiss passionately. I’d never even let myself dream of a moment like this. I’d never expected to be in love with a man who loved me with every fiber of his being. The road to our being married was a long one, I knew, and would be difficult to travel. But, for the first time, my life had a destination, one I couldn’t wait to reach. I leaned back in Pentawere’s arms. “You should play up to Tjuyu while we’re here. Give your mother’s spies someone to report about besides me.” 
 
    “If you think I should. But I’m not going to enjoy it.” 
 
    “I’m sure she’ll enjoy it enough for both of you.” I laughed. 
 
    We continued on, hand in hand. Within a quarter mile we reached the cemetery we’d visited earlier. Not far past Weni’s tomb we encountered a sandy plain dotted with hundreds of slight depressions. We clambered up the side of the wadi onto that plain. 
 
    “The oldest of these graves date from a time when there were no pharaohs or kings in the valley, only patriarchs ruling small bands,” I said. “More recent though still very old graves belong to elites from both Abdju and Tjeni, buried here to gain the blessings of men they considered their ancestors. The grandest grave of all belongs to King Scorpion.” 
 
    “As you told Harwa.” Pentawere chuckled. “He probably believes you now. He didn’t before we visited Khufu’s ka chapel.” 
 
    I smiled. We walked on. In the distance, beyond this cemetery, I spotted a series of very large low mounds. Due to their size they had to be the graves of the first kings. Their setting was spectacular, backed by a line of steep striated hills striped with moonlight and deep shadow. 
 
    Pentawere pointed to a large ghostly structure. “That must be Osiris’ grave.” 
 
    We walked towards it, weaving between numerous smaller mounds and large depressions created when the roofs of tombs collapsed during past millennia. 
 
    I stumbled, caught myself. Pentawere bent, dug up a jar. Its protruding lip, the only part not buried, had tripped me. He brushed it off, held it so the moonlight fell on it. “There seems to be some kind of writing.” He rubbed the dirt off as best he could with his fingers. “Looks like an elephant standing atop three mountain peaks.” 
 
    I studied it closely. “This is very ancient writing. Primitive. Probably indicates the hamlet or estate whatever was in the jar came from. What do you think? Abdju?” 
 
    “Could just as easily be Abu, the cataract,” Pentawere said. 
 
    “I’ll bet this jar was dropped by a tomb robber.” 
 
    “Stealing from the dead appears to be an ancient occupation,” Pentawere said. “You know, the Great Place was specifically chosen for pharaohs’ tombs because it was isolated and easily guarded. Yet men like your husband tunnel into tombs at will.” 
 
    “Brought to justice out of jealousy, not because they were caught in the act.” 
 
    “And so, no pharaoh’s body will ever be safe, nor the riches buried with him.” 
 
    We continued on to Osiris’ grave. Unlike nearby graves, all very large and outlined by crumbling remains of low rectangular retaining walls barely peeking through drifts of sand, the mounds that had once covered them swept away by centuries of strong unhindered wind, Osiris’ was well cared for. The wall around it was in good shape, clearly rebuilt. Dirt was mounded high atop the grave. Steps descended into an underground chamber. 
 
    “This isn’t really Osiris’ grave,” I told Pentawere. “It belonged to Djer, Narmer’s grandson. My ancestor.” 
 
    “You’re really descended from kings, Neset?” 
 
    “My ancestress Benerib was the daughter of King Narmer’s brother, Djem, and a talisman–bearer named Ashayt. Benerib married King Aha, Narmer’s son. King Djer was their son. Djer’s daughter Merneith wore my talisman. King Djet was her brother as well as her husband. She ruled the land as regent after Djet died, because her son Den was very young. And finally, King Den’s son, King Adjib. He was my last royal ancestor. By the time of King Qa’a my ancestors had somehow fallen from prominence and become carvers of stone vases in the kings’ workshops.” 
 
    “Your excuse that you’re not good enough to marry me because you’re a commoner doesn’t hold water anymore,” Pentawere said. “Royal blood doesn’t fade.” 
 
    I laughed. “That was a hundred lifetimes ago. Your mother wouldn’t consider such a distant past relevant. If she even believed me.” I swept the desert with my eyes. The plain was eerie in the moonlight, even the slightest disturbance on its surface casting shadows. So many shadows. Undoubtedly, the largest disturbances were the graves of the first kings we’d come in search of. 
 
    Pentawere seemed as moved as me by the cemetery. “This feels like a holy place,” he said. “I wonder why so many rulers felt compelled to be buried here over such a long span of time.” 
 
    “They did it on purpose, I think. Consider the contrast in this valley between river and floodplain and high desert – order versus chaos, life versus lifelessness. The river brings life to our land, yet a too–high or too–low inundation brings death. The floodplain’s provided bounty for untold generations, yet even with bounty life is harsh and cursed with illness and death.” I touched the wall around Osiris’ grave, looked upwards. “Our gods dwell in the sky, among the sun and stars. Without their benevolence the sun wouldn’t rise and the river wouldn’t flood and our crops would fail and we’d die. Our ancestors had to figure out a way to lure gods from the sky to earth so they could make offerings to them every day, in hopes the gods would take care of us. So our ancestors created shrines for the gods to visit. But there were very few shrines scattered throughout the valley in Narmer’s day. Each might attract the attention of a single god. But a gathering of kings, Pentawere! That would attract all the gods. So Narmer and his immediate successors buried themselves here, alongside a host of earlier kings, so the gods would be drawn to Abdju and help the kings maintain the valley’s fragile newly–forged unity.” 
 
    “Sounds reasonable. I’ve been thinking about your stories all day, Neset. They bear the ring of truth. I must admit, finding Khufu’s statue where you said we would and matching its description exactly lends credence to them. Are you sure your ancestor didn’t just hear about the statue from someone else and weave it into a tale?” 
 
    “I’m not. But there are so many stories, and they’re all so precise. Don’t forget – I know a lot more about Weni too.” I fingered the talisman. “So many stories feature this object. They can’t all be made up.” 
 
    “So, if the stories are true, so must be your dream. Father really is in danger from Ramesses.” 
 
    “We’d be foolish to think otherwise,” I said. I took a deep uneasy breath. “Anyway, all the kings’ graves supposedly had mud–brick funerary chapels attached to the retaining walls. Stone stelae with the owner’s name supposedly flank the chapels or lean against the nearby wall. Shall we look?” 
 
    We found no chapel beside Osiris’ grave, which wasn’t surprising since it had been renovated. If Djer’s stela had ever been here it had either been buried or discarded. But nearby we found dozens barely peeking above the sand, the majority containing the names of women. 
 
    “More than three hundred of King Djer’s retainers were killed to accompany him to the Afterlife,” I told Pentawere solemnly. “All slain the day of his burial by his successor.” I shivered. “That practice died out after the first kings, for obvious reasons. But it was already an ancient practice when Narmer was buried here, as far back as five hundred years earlier at Nekhen.” 
 
    We next found a bit of rounded stone at the base of a nearby mound and cleared several feet of dirt from in front of it. We revealed a serek with the Horus falcon perched on top and the name of a king inside.  
 
    “Peribsen,” I read. “He was King Khasekhemwy’s father.” We moved to a nearby mound. This time the discovery was more exciting. “King Djet, Djer’s son!” I exclaimed. 
 
    Pentawere caught my excitement and moved to a different mound and searched. “Adjib,” he called. 
 
    “Narmer’s three times great grandson.” 
 
    Pentawere had the next discovery too. “Ini. But his name’s not in a serek.” 
 
    I joined him. “Another retainer.” I moved to another mound, revealed another stela. “Merneith,” I announced, kneeling beside it. I traced her name reverently with my fingertips. I felt her presence. “Sister wife of one king and mother of another and a regent, the very first female king. Thus her magnificent grave amidst the other kings.” I touched the talisman around my neck. “She was the ninth woman in my family to wear this. I’m the eleventh.” 
 
    I removed the talisman, rested it atop Merneith’s stela for a moment, then slipped it over my head. I’d never felt so connected to my ancestors, so much a part of an ancient lineage stretching back to a time beyond imagining. I rose, reluctantly, and we moved on to the next set of graves. “Den.” Then “Semerkhet.” Then “Qa’a.” 
 
    That was the last of the mounds in this section. 
 
    “It’s getting late,” Pentawere said. “We need to be up at dawn.” 
 
    We retraced our steps, passed through Scorpion’s cemetery. A greatly weathered mound caught my eye, and a bit of stone. I couldn’t resist. Pentawere helped me scrape away the sand. 
 
    “Narmer!” I exclaimed as the serek came to light. “The man who united this valley almost two thousand years ago.” I rose to my feet, began inspecting nearby mounds. “Here’s another one!” I cried after a short search. 
 
    “Aha,” Pentawere read. 
 
    “Narmer’s son and successor,” I said. “The man who solidified Narmer’s rule and established the line of succession.” I surveyed the surrounding terrain. “Somewhere near this grave is one belonging to his wife, Benerib. She was my ancestress. She bore this talisman. Aha loved her so much he didn’t have her killed to accompany him to the Afterlife. Thus, her separate grave.” 
 
    As we headed back towards town I knew I’d remember these hours on the desert at Abdju for the rest of my life. Those kings shared the same ka. That ka was still part of my family. I’d had the strangest feeling all night, in the presence of Merneith and Den and Benerib and the other kings, as if I’d been part of two worlds at the same time, the seen and unseen, the living and the dead, each equally real. 
 
    I lay awake on my bed until dawn broke across the eastern sky, replaying that glorious night over and over. Not just being in the presence of my ancestors, but being with the man I loved. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Harwa allowed Pentawere to enter Osiris’ temple to help him awaken the god the morning of the festival. I waited outside the entrance along with Tjuyu and other high officials, beside the cenotaphs on the Terrace of the Great God, next to Grandfather’s newly installed stela. 
 
    “Whose is this?” Tjuyu asked, pointing to the one beside it. She was wearing a very sheer dress and a magnificent collection of jewelry and a fragrant perfume. She’d obviously adorned herself to entice Pentawere. She needn’t have gone to so much trouble; she was by far the most beautiful woman I’d seen at Abdju or anywhere else for that matter. 
 
    I peered at it. “Intef. He was a civil servant. His inscription reflects his occupation: I am patient, I am polite, I am calm, I am friendly, I am generous, I am intelligent, I am eloquent, I am faithful, I am honest.” 
 
    “Apparently he was everything a civil servant should be.” Tjuyu laughed. 
 
    Similar stelae up to six deep lined the Processional Way far beyond the Terrace. The stelae were a way for people to attend this festival by proxy, for even those of modest means throughout the valley aspired to benefit from Osiris’ blessings. Several officials had moments earlier pointed out to me stelae they’d erected for themselves years ago. They hadn’t made secret that they were interested in me. I endured their pleasantries, even responded coquettishly to a couple, just in case Tiye’s spies were lurking nearby. 
 
    Next to Grandfather’s stela was another new one commemorating Pentawere’s participation in today’s ceremony. 
 
    Residents and visitors were crowding both sides of the Processional Way. I was excited. I couldn’t believe I was about to participate in the ceremony, not just imagine it from the hillside above Ta Set Maat as I had my entire life. As I would next to Grandfather’s tomb on Qurnet Murai next year. 
 
    “Do you know Pharaoh’s son well, Neset?” Tjuyu asked casually. 
 
    I was immediately on guard. She might be asking because she considered me a rival and was trying to find out if Pentawere and I were involved. Or she might be asking at Tiye’s behest – Tiye had invited her to Pi–Ramesses to tempt Pentawere, after all. I hated regarding everyone I encountered with suspicion. But until Pentawere and I were married and freed from Tiye’s influence I had no other choice. “We’re slightly acquainted, yes,” I said as if it was something trivial. 
 
    “Does Pentawere have women at Djeme?” 
 
    I doubted Pentawere had given Tjuyu leave to refer to him by his given name. She was trying to impress me. “I’m hardly in a position to know, My Lady.” 
 
    “I suppose a gardener wouldn’t have reason to encounter Pentawere. Yet you two were whispering together yesterday. Surely you knew each other before this trip.” 
 
    “We met briefly years ago. The men who excavate pharaohs’ tombs went on strike. I grew up in their village. I petitioned His Majesty on their behalf. He was gracious enough to resolve their situation.” 
 
    “Your villagers sent a woman to negotiate for them?” 
 
    “They were desperate. I was slightly acquainted with His Majesty. You see, he’d sentenced my husband to death a couple of years earlier.” 
 
    “Sentenced?” She hadn’t expected that. 
 
    “He’d committed a very serious crime. His Majesty had no choice.” 
 
    Tjuyu laughed. “When I first saw you and Pentawere together in the temple I thought he’d brought you along as his companion, to share his bed here at Abdju.” 
 
    How crass. 
 
    “Guess I was wrong. He really sentenced your husband to death?” 
 
    “He did.” 
 
    Tjuyu laughed again. “Are there any rumors of a royal marriage involving Pentawere?” 
 
    A chance to play on her insecurities. I shrugged. “Plenty. The women in Ta Set Maat love to gossip about His Majesty. Dozens of women supposedly attend parties he throws when he visits Djeme for various holidays. All daughters of prominent officials who’ve relocated to Djeme along with Pharaoh. No provincials from backwaters like Abdju or Pi–Ramesses, though.” 
 
    Eight priests carrying the new barque shrine on their shoulders emerged from the temple. Good. No more conversing with Tjuyu. The flower–bedecked god resided inside. A priest in a jackal mask, portraying the god Wepwawet, “the Opener of Ways,” began moving up the Processional Way, loudly proclaiming, as herald, the coming of Osiris. 
 
    Pentawere beckoned to me and, after slightly hesitating, I joined him in the procession. Harwa gave me a scathing glance, but he apparently feared to challenge Pharaoh’s son. He didn’t ask his daughter to walk with us. Tjuyu’s scowl spoke volumes. And likely cast into doubt in her mind everything I’d told her about Pentawere and me. The three of us followed the herald. Behind came two priests swinging burning containers of incense, then the barque, then more priests with incense. After them strolled temple chantresses voicing ancient songs, some banging drums, others crotal bells, still more ivory hand clappers. Half a dozen rattled sistrums. Tjuyu led the chantresses, still scowling. 
 
    “There are three parts to the ceremony, Majesty,” Harwa explained. “We first celebrate Osiris’ kingship, then his death, then his resurrection.” 
 
    Spectators fell to their knees and called out to the god as the barque shrine passed. We drew even with Neferhotep’s stela. All at once a dozen men rushed from the crowd a few paces behind us and attacked the shrine. Women screamed. A dozen men came forward to defend it. All were carrying clubs and began wielding them. Wood banged on wood. Wepwawet thrust himself into the midst of the fray. 
 
    “It’s a ritual battle, representing the struggle between good and evil,” Harwa told us. “Wepwawet is overthrowing and subduing Osiris’ enemies. This battle represents the fight at Neydt, where Seth killed Osiris.” 
 
    Bloody men began wobbling from the melee. 
 
    “Occasionally fighters get carried away and forget it’s only a ritual,” Harwa said. 
 
    Wepwawet cried out. The uninjured fighters melted into the crowd. He resumed his place at the front of the procession and we began to move again. But now, every so often, one of the chantresses stopped and keened, bent and grabbed a handful of dirt, tossed it on her head, then dashed into the crowd. After a moment she reappeared, joined the rest of the chantresses, keened again. 
 
    “The chantresses are reenacting Isis’ search for Osiris’ body, cut into fourteen pieces by Seth and buried throughout the valley,” Harwa told us. 
 
    I noted that Tjuyu was the only chantress who didn’t go into the crowd. Too vain to spoil her hair with dirt. 
 
    We eventually reached Osiris’ tomb. It looked different by daylight, less spooky. The cliffs delineating the high desert loomed not far away, their faces scarred and broken and cut with wadis, tinged with early morning gold, with great slopes of sand at their bases. The crumbling tombs Pentawere and I had wandered through the night before beyond Osiris’ were plainly visible. I glimpsed stelae we’d freed from the covering sand, shining white in the sunlight. 
 
    “Now we’ll bury Osiris in his grave, Majesty,” Harwa said. “We’ll ritually embalm him. He’ll rest a bit, then be reborn, be returned to sexual potency, and be revitalized by the eye of Horus, his son and champion.” 
 
    The priests set the barque down. With great fanfare, Harwa lifted the flower–bedecked statue of Osiris from inside the barque. Two priests unsealed the door into the tomb at the bottom of the steps and two others censed the opening with incense. Then Harwa and Pentawere carried the statue into the darkness. 
 
    Everyone who’d followed us along the Processional Way spread throughout the cemetery of the first kings, some poking around, some talking with others, some intently eyeing the opening of Osiris’ tomb. I was glad Pentawere and I had visited these graves last night. With so many people milling about they’d lost their sense of mystery. No one was acting with any sort of reverence in their vicinity, but I supposed few of them knew anything about the kings buried here. If they were gullible enough to believe an ancient king’s grave was actually Osiris’ there was no sense trying to convince them otherwise. I tried to imagine my ancestress Benerib standing on this plain watching the interments of her uncle Narmer and husband Aha, and Merneith, burying her brother–husband Djer in this very grave. The crowds for his burial must have been enormous – he’d ordered more than three hundred servants and officials executed to serve him in the Afterlife. His son Den must have brought a significant number of guards to Abdju to herd those destined to die, and priests to kill them, and common workmen to lay them in their graves and cover them, not to mention priests to conduct the funeral ceremony and paid mourners and musicians and officials beholden to Den and the porters who’d carried goods to fill the grave. I suspected every resident of Abdju and the nearby valley had attended as well. 
 
    We waited nearly an hour for Harwa and Pentawere to reappear. Tjuyu moved beside me soon after they disappeared into the darkness. Was she going to confront me for being invited to walk with Pentawere? The sun was high and beating down relentlessly. She, as well as the highest–ranking dignitaries, was now accompanied by a servant bearing a sunshade. Surprisingly, she shared her shade with me. 
 
    “Have you ever visited Pi–Ramesses, Neset?” she asked. 
 
    “I was fortunate enough to attend the triumph of Ramesses, fourth of his name. Pharaoh wanted me to dig up his favorite flowers and replant them in his garden in Djeme.” 
 
    “You didn’t receive an invitation to attend Pentawere in Pi–Ramesses after he returned from his brother’s funeral?” she asked innocently. 
 
    Tjuyu did consider me a rival, after the procession. She probably believed I’d lied to her about me and Pentawere earlier. Which I had. “No, My Lady. Did you?” 
 
    “Of course. I suppose a gardener wouldn’t. I’m so glad I’ve finally got him to myself. The weeks I was at Pi–Ramesses I was lost in a crowd of Pentawere’s former lovers – Bunefer and Hui and her sister Kensuw and my cousin Nedjemib. Women from all over the valley.” 
 
    I fought to remain calm. Tjuyu was trying to get under my skin. 
 
    “Why did Pentawere escort you during the Procession?” she asked sharply. 
 
    Jealous and envious. “My grandfather died a week ago, My Lady. As I told you and your father yesterday, he was very close to Pharaoh. I think Pharaoh probably asked His Majesty to include me in the procession as a sign of respect for his old friend. It had nothing to do with me personally.” 
 
    “Your grandfather was a soldier?” 
 
    “When he was young. He fought with Pharaoh against the valley’s enemies three times. Grandfather led archers and served as Pharaoh’s translator. After Grandfather was wounded too badly to fight anymore Pharaoh put him in charge of his gardens.” 
 
    “I attend Pharaoh’s banquets at Djeme during holidays along with my father,” Tjuyu sniffed haughtily. She was trying to impress me and make me feel inadequate. “Have you ever been inside Pharaoh’s per’aa?” 
 
    “I decorate His Majesty’s per’aa daily with flowers, and his hall for banquets.” 
 
    “It must be galling that he doesn’t invite you to his feasts.” 
 
    I shrugged. An opportunity to get a dig of my own in, put Tjuyu in her place. “From what I hear, banquets are crowded and noisy and few attendees actually get to speak with Pharaoh.” 
 
    “Quite true.” 
 
    “He and I talk every morning while I’m watering his favorite flowers. Much more intimate.” 
 
    Shock registered on Tjuyu’s face. “You? Talk to Pharaoh?” 
 
    “For years. Just after dawn. He’s a very pleasant man. God–like, of course.” 
 
    Murmuring rose as Pentawere and Harwa emerged from the tomb, carrying the statue wearing the new clothes Pharaoh’s seamstresses had sewn for him in Djeme. 
 
    My conversation with Tjuyu thankfully ended. 
 
    “Hail Osiris, reborn!” Harwa cried. 
 
    The crowd broke into cheers and glad shouts. 
 
    “We return now to Osiris’ temple, in triumph, to restore him to his rightful place!” Harwa called. 
 
    The procession reformed and we headed down the Processional Way, the crowd falling in behind the barque shrine and Harwa and the priests. Tjuyu and I flanked Pentawere this time. She’d identified me as her rival for his affections; she wasn’t about to let Pentawere out of her sight. Columns of smoke near the temple told me the cattle and sheep that had been sacrificed for today’s feast were already being roasted. The feast promised to be massive. 
 
    “How was it inside the tomb?” I asked Pentawere. 
 
    “Dark and stuffy. A central chamber with many rooms to either side. I suppose they’d been filled with grave goods once, but they’re empty now. I didn’t go all the way to the center. I sat on the bottom step and waited for Harwa. He did a lot of chanting to Osiris.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Pentawere headed north to Pi–Ramesses after the festival and I returned to Djeme along with the officials who’d accompanied us to Abdju. Tjuyu had monopolized Pentawere the duration of our stay, sitting beside him during each nightly banquet, taking him on tour after tour of temples and pyramids every day. I’d been mostly alone, wandering among the tombs of the first kings, making offerings beside their stelae, recalling the stories of their lives, imagining everything they’d gone through as they’d unified the valley and established kingly rule. A couple of nights Pentawere and I managed to slip away from town and rendezvous on the desert away from prying eyes. We’d spent hours simply holding each other, talking and dreaming about our future together, savoring the precious hours. We’d said our goodbyes among my ancestors’ tombs at dawn the day of our separation. 
 
    Our parting had been both sad and hopeful; after spending so much glorious time together we were going to miss each other terribly, yet we were both convinced we were destined to save Pharaoh from his son and marry and never be separated again. It was likely we wouldn’t see each other for another nine months until Pentawere returned to Djeme for the Beautiful Feast of the Valley. That was a very important holiday, lasting eleven days. Tiye wouldn’t be able to keep him away. 
 
    Once back home, faced with our long separation, wanting to pack each day with so much activity I wouldn’t have time to dwell on Pentawere’s absence, I threw myself headlong into my new responsibilities. 
 
    I awakened each day in the tiny hut I used to share with Grandfather but was now mine, made my breakfast, watered the flowers on the tower stairs, spoke with Pharaoh. So many times I wanted to warn him about Ramesses but I always held back, knowing Pentawere was right to urge caution. I noted an occasional new face among Pharaoh’s bodyguards; Pentawere was inserting men loyal to him, as we’d planned. I occasionally casually asked those who worked for me if they’d heard anything unusual as they went about the east and west banks. So far no one had. After Pharaoh left to awaken the god in the temple I went to Djeme’s garden and met with the overseers who now reported to me to go over the work to be accomplished that day. They were all good men and had, some more reluctantly than others, accepted me as their chief. Grandfather had relied on them and so did I. So much work needed to be done on both sides of the river, so many gardens to be tended, so many fields to be planted and harvested, so many temples and shrines to be decorated. 
 
    I continued to place fresh flowers in the audience hall personally whenever Pharaoh was in residence at Djeme, which was the majority of the time. 
 
    During the months the inundation covered the valley I finally launched the project I’d discussed with Pharaoh at our first meeting – creating a special garden at Henketankh, the temple of millions of years of the third Thutmose. Early one morning I crossed the flooded valley and river in a small boat and landed at Ipet–Isut’s stone quay, carrying sheets of papyrus and reed pens and ink cakes and a mixing palette in a scribe’s case. Ipet–Isut – Chosen of Places – was a great sacred walled complex north of Waset where the valley’s kings and pharaohs had been constructing temples and courtyards and columns and pylons and hypostyle halls and shrines and obelisks and colossal statues for almost eight hundred years. I walked east up the Way of Offering and through a few pylons and courtyards and the hypostyle hall of Seti and Ramesses the Great, then past obelisks and temples dedicated to various gods. I heard splashing and conversation from south of the wall enclosing Amen’s ancient courtyard. I paused, looked. Priests were ritually bathing in the sacred lake in preparation for the day’s ceremonies. Nearby obelisks were reflected on the lake’s surface. Swallows danced above the rose– and gold–colored water. Sacred geese trailed wakes as they paddled about. 
 
    I continued on to Akh–Menou, Brilliant of Monuments, Thutmose’s spectacular temple. 
 
    It was my favorite sacred building in the entire complex. I’d visited many times, helping Grandfather place garlands for important ceremonies. The temples and shrines within Ipet–Isut were almost too numerous to count, the first of them erected by the first King Senwosret and added to by every ruler since the first Amenhotep. I counted myself blessed that I’d been able to wander freely among spectacular structures that were off limits to so many in the valley. In one room of Akh–Menou stood a six–foot tall red granite statue of Thutmose, and in another Thutmose in the guise of a sphinx. Though I knew he’d been the valley’s mightiest pharaoh, overlord of a vast empire, he looked approachable to me – his triangular face tapered from broad heavy cheekbones to a narrow chin, with a large curved nose, a slight knowing smile, and wide–open eyes. I couldn’t say the same about some of the other pharaohs portrayed on the thousands of statues that lined courtyards and temples and halls throughout Ipet–Isut. 
 
    Thutmose had erected Akh–Menou for his Heb–Sed, and the architecture and decoration reflected that emphasis. I passed between two sixteen–sided columns and two tall statues of Thutmose in the guise of Osiris, wrapped as a mummy, and entered the temple foyer. Another sixteen–sided column stood inside just beyond the door. Straight ahead was a corridor with nine small storage rooms in a row on its right hand side. From the reliefs carved on the walls before each I knew the rooms contained ritual equipment. The three nearest me held bread and vases and wine that were used each day to honor the god. The corridor’s long north wall was decorated with scenes of Pharaoh’s Heb–Sed. Thutmose had ruled for about five decades, and so he’d celebrated numerous renewal festivals. 
 
    I turned left into the great festival hall, almost one hundred–fifty feet wide and more than fifty deep. Two rows of ten columns supported a high roof over the center aisle, the columns uniquely tapering towards their base and painted red to imitate the wooden poles that supported tents during Heb–Sed celebrations. To either side of the central aisle were thirty–two shorter pillars supporting lower sections of the roof, permitting clerestory lighting of the hall in the gap between the sections. The figures on the columns depicted Thutmose with various gods. Many of the images had been defaced long ago by the heretic pharaoh Akhenaten, according to Grandfather. The columns, ceiling, walls and lintels were all carved and brightly painted. Much of the ceiling was blue, like the sky. 
 
    The wall to my left, past the foyer, contained a list of kings, much like the one at Abdju. I paused and counted them – sixty–one in all, beginning with Sneferu, who’d erected three of the pyramids I’d glimpsed while passing Meidum and Dahshur on my trip to Pi–Ramesses. The list was shorter than the one in Seti’s temple at Abdju, for it was much older. It was also a political document, recording kings who were important to Waset and ancestral to Thutmose to justify his reign as pharaoh. His stepmother and co–ruler, Hatshepsut, was not on it. 
 
    I walked down the right side of the festival hall, awed by its magnificence. About three–quarters of the way through I turned right into the room called the Botanical Garden, the chamber within Akh–Menou I liked most, one I’d visited every chance I could since I was a young girl. It was almost fifty feet long and twenty wide, with four papyriform columns down its midline. The walls were carved with images of plants and animals Thutmose had encountered during a campaign to Setjet in the twenty–fifth year of his reign. My ancestor Tjanuni, Pharaoh’s military scribe, had recorded this flora and fauna during the campaign and afterwards overseen its carving onto these walls. He’d carried many plant specimens back to the valley for Pharaoh and had planted them in the gardens of his relatives in Ta Set Maat and in those of Thutmose’s officials in Waset; it was their descendants in my garden on my roof that had been destroyed the day of Mesedptah’s execution. The years I’d trailed Grandfather around the east and west banks I’d noted many times remnants of those exotic flowers and trees in private and temple gardens, still flourishing after nearly three hundred–fifty years. 
 
    The images on the walls depicted parts of plants and animals, rare birds, flowers, trees, the internal organs of animals, small parts of exotic flowers, strange seeds, misshapen gourds, even deformed cattle with three horns or two tails. Some images were so bizarre that Thutmose’s contemporaries had doubted they were of actual animals and plants. My ancestor had added an inscription at Pharaoh’s command: I swear, as Re loves me, as my father, Amen, favors me, all these things happened in the truth – I have not written fiction about that which really happened to my Majesty. 
 
    The images made this room extremely important. As Thutmose had expanded the valley’s borders during his reign, so too had Amen’s domain expanded, for he’d created the world and so the new plants and animals discovered by Pharaoh must also have been created by him. The specimens carved on these walls proved that Amen was not a god of our valley alone, but a universal god whose powers extended into the world. Wretches beyond the valley believed a god’s power was limited to the people who made offerings to him and the land where his temples were built. But this room proved that Amen was the most powerful god the world had ever known. 
 
    The images were carved in very low raised relief. They were easiest to see in the raking light of early morning. As the day progressed figures and inscriptions were much harder to make out. Because of that, I planned to record for just a few hours each day. I unpacked my case, laid out sheets of papyrus, mixed water with my black ink cake on a small palette, took up my reed. I sat cross–legged with the sheet of papyrus across my lap and stared at the first section of wall and carefully copied the images and inscriptions. 
 
    It took several weeks for me to complete this first phase of my project. After my recording session each morning I spent the rest of the day overseeing Pharaoh’s gardens. At night I sat at a table in my hut illuminated by flickering lamplight, writing in red ink beside the images on the papyrus the locations of gardens where I recalled seeing the plants. 
 
    That phase finished, I began searching for the plants I hadn’t accounted for, and there were many. I spent weeks closely inspecting the gardens of all the temples on the west bank. Then, backed by Pharaoh’s authority, I investigated the private gardens of every house in Waset. While most of the town consisted of drab, ill–lit, crowded huts inhabited by both people and livestock, some of the land’s high officials had fine gardens within their much larger houses’ outer walls. By the time the waters of the inundation began to recede I’d identified a good portion of Thutmose’s plants and believed I’d find no more. I assumed the rest either hadn’t been carried back to Waset as specimens or hadn’t thrived when planted here and later died. I did, however, find remnants of other plants that were unique to where they were growing in the valley. On the plain east of the ruins of Hatshepsut’s spectacular temple in the bay of cliffs I even found a few stunted incense trees. As far as I knew they were native to the fabled land of Punt. I supposed Hatshepsut’s traders had brought them back from an expedition and planted them on the grounds of her temple. Amazingly, images of that very expedition and those very trees were etched on the wall of one of the verandas of her temple of millions of years. The actual gardens that had once graced that magnificent structure were gone, but the drawings remained. 
 
    Once I’d created an inventory of available plants, I designed the layout of the new garden – where each type of flower would be planted and how it would blend into the next, where shade trees would go, where pools and channels and footpaths would be located, how water would be brought from the canal and pass through the garden without becoming stagnant. Once I was satisfied with my plan, and Pharaoh approved it, I transferred it from papyrus onto a large ostracon so that all who worked on the garden could use it as a reference. 
 
    The garden was to cover the ground between the entrance of Thutmose’s temple and the canal and harbor to its southeast. I left room for a wide path through its center that I planned to pave with stone, with pools and flowers on both sides and shade trees at the northernmost and southernmost edges. All who approached the temple from the harbor’s quay after I was done would stroll through a colorful sweetly–scented space. I put a crew to work preparing the ground, digging ditches and channels and pools, laying great paving stones, hauling rich soil from the cultivated strip along the river. When all was ready I began the most important phase of the project, the actual transplanting of flowers and trees from their current locations to the new garden. I did much of this work myself, digging up the most delicate flowers, carefully packing their roots, moving them a few at a time to the new garden and immediately planting them. In time I identified men and women among my workers I could trust and then the work began to go more quickly. 
 
    One midday early in the project I was in the garden, the sun beating down on my bare back, sweat dripping from brow and arms and sticking my skirt to my legs. I was making a small correction to the ostracon containing the master plan when a shadow fell over me. 
 
    “A drink, My Lady?” 
 
    One of the temple’s guards. I’d noted him watching me the past weeks as I’d prepared the site. He was a few years older than me, head shaved, piercing eyes dark, regular height, a bit stocky, handsome. He was well–muscled and looked like he knew how to use the dagger he carried in his worn leather belt. I took the proffered waterskin and drank deeply. “Thank you…” 
 
    “Bunakhtef, My Lady.” 
 
    My stomach embarrassingly rumbled with hunger. I’d been working without pause since first light. 
 
    “I’ve a bit of a meal from the temple, if you’d like to share,” Bunakhtef offered. 
 
    We sat together in the shade of the temple wall. I thoughtfully bit into an onion as my gaze swept over the partly–constructed infrastructure of the garden, then the harbor and canal, where a few boats rode at anchor, then the green fields that reached to the river. 
 
    “Why are you planting a garden here after so many hundreds of years without?” Bunakhtef asked curiously. 
 
    “To honor Osiris–pharaoh Thutmose,” I replied. “He collected many plants on his expeditions that hadn’t been seen before in the valley. Planting all of them here, in one place, will create the most unique garden in the valley. Surely the gods will look upon him with favor.” 
 
    “How do you know about these plants?” he queried. “Pharaoh ruled many centuries ago.” 
 
    “He recorded them on the walls of Akh–Menou.” 
 
    “You read, My Lady?” He sounded surprised. 
 
    “Yes. Don’t you?” 
 
    “A soldier has no need.” 
 
    How backwards. “It doesn’t bother you that you can’t read the inscriptions on the walls of this temple that you guard?” 
 
    “Not in the least.” 
 
    I couldn’t imagine willingly living in ignorance. “You aspire to nothing higher than the army?” 
 
    “My father’s a charioteer in Pharaoh’s army,” he said proudly. “So are three of my older brothers. Someday I’ll be too. To be promoted beyond temple guard into the chariot corps – that’s my only ambition.” His hand fell to the hilt of his dagger. “To achieve it I must be able to fight well – not read.” 
 
    I pulled a small piece off the bread and put it in my mouth. How different we were. Bunakhtef wanted to kill people. I wanted to grow plants. But we were alike in one thing – we had simple ambitions and simple lives. 
 
    “Will you ever return to Ta Set Maat, My Lady?” Bunakhtef asked. 
 
    “No.” I eyed him as I swallowed another bite of onion. “How do you know I come from the village?” 
 
    He laughed. “Everyone on the west bank knows about you, My Lady – about your dead husband, that you have the favor of Pharaoh – and Pharaoh’s son.” 
 
    I felt the color rising in my cheeks. Sometimes it felt like the whole world knew about me and Pentawere. And if everyone knew, how could Pharaoh not? “What about you, Bunakhtef?” I asked, to divert attention from myself. “Have you always been a soldier?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Are you from Waset?” 
 
    “Nekhen. My mother still lives there.” 
 
    “My ancestors lived in Nekhen a very long time ago.” 
 
    “Perhaps ours knew each other, My Lady.” 
 
    “Do you have a wife, Bunakhtef?” 
 
    He smiled. “Not yet. But soon, perhaps.” He looked into my eyes. “It’s not good to be alone, don’t you think?” 
 
    I let my gaze sweep over the distant river. My thoughts drifted to Pentawere, to the deep empty place within my heart that longed for him. “No, it’s not,” I whispered. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    My garden methodically took shape in the months that followed. Except for the week I lay Grandfather to rest in his tomb, I spent the majority of my time working on it, leaving the other overseers to attend to their own areas of responsibility independently. Whenever I was at the garden Bunakhtef was practically my shadow. At first he brought me water or food or wine as I worked. Then he began offering to assist with the countless tasks that had to be done on the site. Soon I began to regularly encounter him not only as I worked at the temple but at many festivals and celebrations on the west bank. He clearly desired me and before long was actively courting me. And he wasn’t the only one, just the most persistent. After all, Pentawere’s many gifts had made me a wealthy woman, a fact that was well–known in Waset. I was never sure if the men who approached me – craftsmen, priests, royal officials – were more interested in me or my jewels. But after what had happened with my husband I had no interest in being married to anyone except Pentawere. No man could ever compete with him and the hold he had on my heart. Considerable distance and many months apart had not diminished my love for him. I tried to gently dissuade Bunakhtef. He was a fine man, I told him, which he was, but I liked my life the way it was and had no interest in marriage. He smiled and said he loved me with all his heart and told me he wasn’t giving up and he’d wear me down and someday I’d realize we were meant to be together. He continued to court me relentlessly. 
 
    He stepped into my path from a cluster of palm trees at twilight one evening as I was walking home alongside the canal after leaving Thutmose’s temple. I cried out, startled. Re had just disappeared behind the western hills and stars were winking into the sky and the crescent moon was rising in the east. I jumped back, recognized him. “Bunakhtef… you scared me.” 
 
    “We need to talk, Neset.” 
 
    He hadn’t called me “My Lady.” For the first time ever. “About?” I asked warily. 
 
    “I’m tired of waiting,” he said firmly, closing the space between us. “You’ve put me off for too many months already. I love you, Neset. It’s time for us to marry. I have to have you.” His eyes scanned my body hungrily. “Come home with me tonight. Be my wife.” 
 
    My heart sank. I’d tried my best to avoid being put in this position. Now I had to reject him. “You’re a good man, Bunakhtef. I like you. You’ve been very kind to me, and helpful. But I don’t love you.” 
 
    “Be my wife. Love will come in time,” he argued. 
 
    “I had a husband for many years. I can attest it doesn’t.” 
 
    “Let me take care of you, Neset. I can make you happy.” He was pleading now. 
 
    “Please, Bunakhtef. I’m not marrying you,” I said firmly. 
 
    He stiffened. His eyes became menacing. “You think you’re too good for me?” he asked, his temper flaring. 
 
    “No. Not at all.” 
 
    “You look down on me? You? Pentawere’s whore?” he snapped, his voice rising. 
 
    His true colors revealed. “I’m not,” I answered as calmly as I could. I started to push past him. 
 
    He grabbed my upper arm. 
 
    I tried to jerk free. “You’re hurting me!” 
 
    He didn’t let go. “What do you call it, sleeping with him every chance you get?” 
 
    The rumor. False. Widespread. 
 
    “Everyone in this valley knows what you are, Neset.” He leaned so close I could feel his breath hot on my face. “He’ll take a royal wife. He’ll never marry you. I’m the best you can hope for.” 
 
    Little did Bunakhtef know how wrong he was. But my relationship with Pentawere was none of his business. I tried to jerk free again. He tightened his grip. I was furious with him for what he thought of me. “Let me go!” 
 
    He suddenly grabbed my waist with both hands, pulled me close, attempted a kiss. 
 
    I turned my face away and tried to twist from his grasp. 
 
    He locked an arm around my waist and pulled me to him and grabbed my long hair with his free hand and forced my lips against his. He kissed me, hard. 
 
    I struggled, flailed at his back with my fists. 
 
    He broke our kiss and laughed at me. 
 
    My right hand grazed the handle of the dagger tucked in his belt. I pulled it free. “Let me go,” I panted. 
 
    He laughed again and bent to kiss me. 
 
    I flicked the end of the dagger across his left cheek, a shallow cut from his chin to just below his eye. 
 
    He cried out in surprise and released me. 
 
    I broke away, crouched, held the dagger in front of me, pointed it at him. “Leave me alone!” I gasped. “I’ll report you to Pharaoh!” 
 
    Bunakhtef pressed a hand against his bloody cheek, eyes blazing, furious. He moved closer, towered over me. “You’re going to pay for this, Whore!” he shouted. “Right now!” He raised his hand to hit me. 
 
    “Step back!” A man materialized from the shadows a little to my right, the knife in his hand low and extended, his voice commanding. 
 
    “Not your concern!” Bunakhtef sputtered. 
 
    “I won’t warn you again.” 
 
    I recognized the man. Kairy. Chariot driver for the fourth Ramesses. We’d met in Pi–Ramesses, in Pentawere’s chariot workshop. 
 
    “Be on your way!” Bunakhtef ordered, balling his hands into fists. 
 
    Kairy hurled himself at Bunakhtef, launched his forearm into Bunakhtef’s chest. 
 
    Bunakhtef staggered backwards. 
 
    Kairy recovered his own balance, inserted himself between Bunakhtef and me, body coiled for another lunge. 
 
    “I don’t need your help!” I snapped from behind Kairy, irritated. Bad enough Bunakhtef was acting like an idiot. He was doing it in front of a witness. News of this incident would likely spread across the west bank. Another wild rumor about me to combat. “I’ve got this under control.” 
 
    “No doubt.” Kairy kept his attention on Bunakhtef, still half–crouching, tense. 
 
    “Go home, Bunakhtef!” I ordered. “If I catch you lurking again I’ll report you to Pharaoh. You know he’ll take my part. You’ll spend the rest of your life breaking rocks in a quarry.” 
 
    Bunakhtef stared at me for a long moment over Kairy’s shoulder. Then he cursed. He pointed at Kairy. “You’ll pay for this!” Then at me. “You, too! Whore!” He spat at my feet, then melted into the gathering darkness. 
 
    “Did he hurt you, My Lady?” Kairy asked, turning and facing me, simultaneously sheathing his knife. 
 
    “No. Maybe a bruise or two by morning.” I rubbed my arm gingerly. 
 
    “It was generous of you not to march him straight to Pharaoh, My Lady. Say the word and I’ll report him to his superior to deal with. What’s his name? Bunakhtef?” 
 
    “That’s not necessary. He’ll have a scar to remind him of what he tried to do to me for the rest of his life. That’s punishment enough.” I stepped closer. “Do you recognize me, Kairy?” 
 
    “Yes, My Lady. We met at Pi–Ramesses. You were with Pharaoh’s son.” He paused. “I’m surprised you remember my name.” 
 
    “Probably because I saw you driving His Majesty’s chariot the next day during the triumph.” 
 
    “Usually people notice His Majesty, not me,” Kairy said self–deprecatingly. 
 
    It suddenly occurred to me that no man in the valley was closer to the co–ruler than Kairy. If he drove Ramesses in war and peace and ate at his nightly campfire on campaign he must be his confidant. If Ramesses was planning to kill Pharaoh, Kairy was likely his co–conspirator. And thus my enemy. 
 
    “What brought you to Thutmose’s temple tonight, Kairy?” I asked, suddenly suspicious. Had he been spying on me? What else could explain such an opportune arrival? My relationship with Pentawere was widely known on the west bank. Did the plot to kill Pharaoh extend to Pentawere too? Was Ramesses having me watched for some reason by a man he trusted, a man who was completely devoted to him? 
 
    “I’m running an errand for His Majesty’s son,” Kairy replied. “We just arrived from Pi–Ramesses a couple of days ago.” 
 
    An errand. Vague. Could mean almost anything. Including following me. Was the “son” he was referring to the fourth Ramesses, or his son Amenherkoshef? I remembered Pentawere mentioning Kairy’s role at Pi–Ramesses to me. “You’re teaching Amenherkoshef to be a soldier.” 
 
    He seemed surprised I knew, but was too polite to ask how. “His Majesty has assigned me that task.” 
 
    I wasn’t going to waste this chance to feel Kairy out about Pentawere. Maybe he’d let something useful slip to give me an idea of what he and Ramesses were up to. “Do you consider His Majesty’s half–brother to be a good soldier, Kairy?” 
 
    “Why do you ask?” Now he sounded suspicious. 
 
    “We’re acquainted, as you know. I’m aware his heart’s desire is to command the army.” 
 
    Kairy took his time replying. “My Lady, I serve Pharaoh and his son and his grandson. It’s not appropriate for someone like me to express an opinion about a royal. My duty is to obey royal commands without discussion or hesitation. I will say this – His Majesty’s brother believes in himself and his abilities. Such belief is contagious. It inspires loyalty in soldiers.” 
 
    Actually, a fairly positive assessment. “Well, I won’t keep you from your errand any longer, Kairy.” 
 
    “Would you like me to see you home, My Lady? In case Bunakhtef didn’t fully understand your message?” 
 
    I had no desire to become even more beholden to Kairy than I already was. “I can get home just fine. I have Bunakhtef’s knife.” 
 
    “And clearly know how to use it.” Kairy laughed lightly. “Good night, My Lady.” He bowed, then continued on his way without looking back. 
 
    I struck off in the opposite direction. Halfway home I realized I hadn’t thanked Kairy for intervening. And that he hadn’t asked for any reward for stepping in to “save” me – like a kiss or two, or something more. Or insisted on seeing me home. Or treated me familiarly because of our encounter in Pi–Ramesses. Or complimented me on my appearance. Or told me he’d like to see me again. Or scoffed at my claim I could defend myself. That was most unusual for a man, in my experience. 
 
    Or maybe he hadn’t done any of those things because of who I was. Maybe he’d been feigning disinterest so I’d think he’d simply happened upon me. Maybe he had been spying on me for the fourth Ramesses. Maybe I should have cut him with the knife instead of Bunakhtef. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Shemu (Harvest) 
 
    Neset 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Who are you and what are you doing here?” the priest asked me sharply, blocking me and my three young companions from passing through the pylon gateway into the courtyard of Amen’s temple inside Ipet–Isut. He held a flaming torch in his hand. Re hadn’t yet broken the horizon. 
 
    His head was shaved and he was wearing a white linen kilt. A minor priest, and young. Over his shoulder I glimpsed Amen’s temple, the oldest building in Ipet–Isut. Ipet–Isut was dedicated to three of the valley’s most important gods – Amen, his wife Mut, and their son Khonsu. Each had an individual temple within this jumble of carved and painted and gilded structures, and Amen’s was chief among them. 
 
    “I’m Neset, overseer of His Majesty’s gardens,” I said crisply. I showed him my staff of office. “I’m bringing flowers to decorate Amen’s barque for the Beautiful Feast.” 
 
    The priest dipped his torch and by its light examined me and the three girls attending me, Beketaten and Wabkhet and Nauny, Hay’s great–granddaughters, cousins from Ta Set Maat, aged thirteen and twelve and eleven respectively. They were going to help me decorate shrines and temples and statues today for the first time. They were carrying reed baskets laden with garlands and bouquets and wreaths and bunches of loose flowers. The Beautiful Feast of the Valley, celebrated each year during harvest, honored Hathor of the West, protector of the realm of the dead. The festival was, in a sense, a family reunion of the living and dead in this part of the valley. Very shortly, a multitude of priests would transport the statues of the three gods across the river to visit the Osiris–pharaohs’ temples of millions of years located on the west bank, a tradition begun by the female pharaoh Hatshepsut. My experienced girls were currently placing flowers in those temples. 
 
    “Hmph. No one told me. Give them to me.” 
 
    “I usually place them myself.” 
 
    “Not this time.” He stuck the end of his torch into the ground and held out both hands. 
 
    “As you wish.” I stifled a laugh. The priest had obviously never celebrated this festival before. He had no idea how many flowers were required to properly decorate Amen’s barque and statue. I took a dozen garlands and wreaths and bouquets and loose flowers from each girl and stacked them atop his outstretched arms. 
 
    “That’s it,” I said. 
 
    “Wait here,” he said brusquely, then turned and walked with halting steps towards the torchlit court in front of the temple, barely able to see over the topmost flowers on the pile, trying to keep his balance and not drop them. 
 
    “It’ll be a while before the procession starts,” I told the girls. “We might as well get comfortable.” 
 
    They carefully set their baskets on the ground at the base of the pylon. We settled down to wait, our bare backs pressed against the cool stone. 
 
    “When I was your age,” I told them, “I used to wake up very early on the first day of the Beautiful Feast and follow the path from Ta Set Maat towards the Great Place at this exact time of day. By the time Re rose I’d be perched atop the western cliffs overlooking Hatshepsut’s temple. I’d watch the gods’ boats as oarsmen rowed them from Ipet–Isut’s quay straight across the river, the gold on their decks glinting in the sunlight, pennants flying, incense rising. One time, while I was waiting, I scratched my name on a boulder before I descended the narrow path to join the musicians and dancers and singers and farmers and servants and craftsmen spread along the west bank canal to watch the rituals at the temples. I can hardly believe that today I’m going to cross the river on one of those very vessels.” 
 
    “It’ll be our first time too, Overseer,” piped up Nauny, the youngest cousin. 
 
    I’d conspired with Hay to add these specific girls to my entourage. All were at an awkward age – no longer children, not yet married. All were in a kind of limbo, waiting for their fathers to arrange suitable matches – likely with a cousin or uncle. They’d been among my favorites when I lived in Ta Set Maat. I hoped to put them in positions from which they could have a say in their own fates, not have one thrust upon them as had happened to me. 
 
    “Hopefully not your last, Nauny. And call me Neset, all three of you. We’re from the same village. We grew up on the same street. I helped your mothers bring you into the world. You all used to sit on my roof and listen to my stories.” 
 
    “We’ve never been inside Ipet–Isut before,” volunteered Beketaten, the oldest. 
 
    “I’ve visited hundreds of times,” I told them. “I used to follow my grandfather around when he brought flowers and tended gardens.” 
 
    “You must know all about it,” said Wabkhet. 
 
    “I do. How about if I tell you, like Grandfather told me?” 
 
    They all nodded eagerly. 
 
    “Let’s start with the pylon we’re leaning against.” 
 
    It soared high over our heads. 
 
    “The towers on either side of the gate represent Isis and Nephthys. When the sun rises over the gate every morning the pylon bears witness to the daily resurrection of Osiris as Re. Now, this particular pylon is very special. It was erected by the third Thutmose almost three centuries ago. He was the mightiest pharaoh the world’s ever seen.” 
 
    “I’ve always heard Ramesses the Great was the mightiest,” Nauny said. 
 
    “That’s because Ramesses ruled for almost seven decades and spent the whole time placing statues of himself in every nook and cranny in the land. But see the writing on this pylon, girls?” 
 
    “The names are funny,” Beketaten said, twisting around and gazing upward. 
 
    “You know how to read?” 
 
    “Father’s teaching me,” she said proudly. “He decorates coffins in his spare time. I check the spells along with him to make sure they’re correct.” 
 
    “Mother says writing isn’t for girls,” Wabkhet informed me rather haughtily. 
 
    “Your mother’s wrong,” I told her gently. I thought about Tjuyu and her pride in her illiteracy. A foolish woman. And Bunakhtef. An idiotic man. “If I didn’t know how to read and write I wouldn’t be Pharaoh’s overseer. If you girls want to have some say in your futures you should talk Beketaten’s father into teaching you too, if your own won’t. Or perhaps I will.” I turned to the pylon. “Anyway, this pylon lists one hundred–twenty towns Pharaoh Thutmose conquered. From every one he brought booty and hostages and slaves back to the valley. Every town paid him tribute every single year after he conquered it, making this valley wealthy. The Hall of Records in the court east of this pylon lists that tribute. Thutmose built a shrine in that court too. On its walls he recorded his military campaigns. He ruled for more than five decades and invaded Setjet and Retenu and Naharina constantly. On the other side of Amen’s temple, at the east end of Ipet–Isut, he erected a great temple, Akh–Menou, Brilliant of Monuments. One room, the Botanical Garden, documents his discoveries of flora and fauna. Thutmose ruled the largest empire the world has ever seen.” 
 
    “And so was the mightiest pharaoh,” Beketaten concluded. 
 
    “The section of Ipet–Isut east of this pylon we’re leaning against is very important, girls,” I said. “Eight hundred years ago the first King Senwosret built the original shrine for Amen there. Succeeding pharaohs either erected shrines of their own near it or modified those built by their predecessors. Some pharaohs even dismantled existing shrines and reused the stone to build new shrines of their own.” 
 
    “What about the writing on the walls?” Nauny asked. “Didn’t it refer to whoever built the shrine in the first place?” 
 
    “Stonemasons chipped out the old hieroglyphs and created new inscriptions. In fact, if you inspect inscriptions made by Ramesses the Great, he ordered his craftsmen to carve them extra deep, so they couldn’t be easily erased by his successors.” 
 
    The sky was beginning to lighten. Muted sounds of chanting carried to us. 
 
    “Amen’s awake, girls,” I informed them. “The First God’s Servant is performing a ritual that will enable Amen’s ka to descend from the sky and take up residence in his statue. Usermarenakht and his assistant priests and God’s Wife of Amen will soon bathe his statue and dress him. They’ll lay food offerings on his altar and light them. As the smoke ascends it’ll nourish Amen.” 
 
    “Pharaoh’s Great Wife Iset is God’s Wife of Amen,” Beketaten said knowingly. 
 
    “That’s correct. Only she and Pharaoh and priests are allowed to go into the sanctuary and see the god. But today, like on all major festival days, his statue will be paraded before the people, though he’ll remain out of sight inside his barque shrine.” 
 
    “Decorated with our flowers,” Nauny averred. 
 
    “Do any of you know anything about how temples are arranged and why?” I asked. 
 
    “Do we need to?” queried Wabkhet. 
 
    “Yes. Especially if you’re going to help me place flowers in them from now on.” 
 
    “Every day? Not just during festivals?” Beketaten asked. 
 
    “I’ve been looking for three capable assistants,” I told her. 
 
    Nauny clapped her hands gleefully. “No more chores for Mother!” 
 
    I laughed. “Amen’s temple in the court behind us, like every other temple in the valley, is the cosmos in microcosm,” I explained. “It’s where heaven and earth and the netherworld touch. Every temple has an outer wall. It’s the boundary between order and disorder. Its wave–patterned mud–brick walls represent the primordial waters of Nun from which the world arose. In other temples, inside the walls, is a public area containing priests’ quarters, small shrines, gardens, workplaces, storage magazines, slaughter yards, areas to process offerings, and a pond where priests bathe to purify themselves. Of course, with so many temples inside Ipet–Isut, living quarters and the rest are located along the outer wall.” 
 
    “Where we picked up our flowers this morning?” Nauny asked. 
 
    “Yes. Anyone can enter a temple’s public area. A pylon always looms directly across a courtyard from the temple’s entrance. Beyond that pylon is another open–air court where commoners like us can be admitted by invitation. From the pylon gateway an axial path leads towards the god’s sanctuary. That path symbolizes the daily course of the sun – that’s why it’s always oriented east to west. During festivals like today’s the god’s statue is carried from the sanctuary into that court. The sanctuary itself is a dark roofed area to which only Pharaoh and select priests are admitted. Normally it contains a hypostyle hall. Its inscribed columns represent the marsh plants of the swamp that stood between the chaotic waters of Nun and the mound of original creation, a transition point between order and disorder. Then comes a chamber with small tables on which priests present offerings. Attached to it is a room holding the divine barque where the god’s statue resides.” 
 
    “Why is Amen so important?” Nauny asked. 
 
    “That’s a very good question,” I replied. “Amen was originally one of eight principal gods of Khnum, a town north of Waset. But when King Ahmose, who came from Waset, reunified the valley after driving out the Chiefs of Foreign Lands more than three hundred–fifty years ago he credited Amen with his victory. He declared Amen to be the chief god of the valley. He and nearly all his successors granted much of the booty they brought back from their military campaigns and the annual tribute sent them by the towns and cities and kingdoms of the conquered Nine Bows to Amen’s priests.” 
 
    “Except for the heretic,” Wabhket interjected. 
 
    “Yes. The fourth Amenhotep changed his name to Akhenaten and declared the Aten was the only god. He erased Amen’s name from the walls and obelisks of Ipet–Isut.” 
 
    “Did the heretic ever visit this temple?” Wabkhet asked. 
 
    “He did, before he got his strange ideas and tried to do away with Amen,” I replied. “When you’re in Ipet–Isut, girls, you’re walking in the footsteps of every man and woman who’s ruled this valley the past thousand years.” 
 
    “My ancestors had to move from Ta Set Maat to the heretic’s capital to construct tombs and temples,” Beketaten said. “The ancestor I’m named after was born there. That’s why my name ends in ‘aten.’” 
 
    “My ancestor Ika moved there too,” I said. “He apprenticed as a sculptor in the workshop of a master craftsman named Thutmose. After Akhenaten died his immediate successors, Tutankhamen and Ay and Horemheb, reestablished Waset as the Southern capital. They repaired most of the damage the heretic had done to Ipet–Isut and built new temples here of their own.” 
 
    Re was over the horizon now, bathing walls and columns and statues and obelisks and carvings and paintings with golden light, glittering in the gold leaf that gilded the tips of obelisks and flagstaffs and the lintels of doorways and the copper that clad those doors, brightening the whites and blues and greens and yellows of painted surfaces. Ipet–Isut was unbelievably vast, some temples aligned on an east–west axis and more stretching south towards Waset on another axis that intersected the first perpendicularly. It was an incredibly stunning and beautiful place. 
 
    “For the past three hundred–fifty years these temples inside Ipet–Isut have been the most powerful institutions in the valley,” I continued. “It takes thousands of people like us to keep Ipet–Isut functioning daily – priests, chantresses, musicians, officials, scribes, sculptors, craftsmen, metalworkers, butchers, bakers, brewers, weavers, herders, fowlers, sailors, beekeepers, policemen, doorkeepers, night watchmen, astronomer priests and porters among them. Farmers and fishermen and hunters and others supply offerings harvested from estates controlled by this temple – doves, lettuce, cucumbers, squash, melons, raisins, fresh water, wood, flowers, clothing, jewelry, cult implements. The essence of those offerings feeds the gods; the offerings themselves feed priests and staff and their families.” 
 
    Singing and the sounds of ivory hand clappers and sistrums, the musical rattles associated with Hathor, grew louder in the courtyard behind us. 
 
    “Almost time to join the procession.” 
 
    We got to our feet and picked up our baskets. A moment later chantresses in opaque white skirts passed through the pylon gateway, dancing and shaking their sistrums, leading the god’s procession. Behind them came priests swinging golden bowls suspended from golden chains, the smoke from burning incense rising into the sky, and others sprinkling the ground with water. They were followed by offering bearers carrying inlaid wooden boxes crammed with gold and jewels and fine linen. Then came Usermarenakht, First God’s Servant, walking abreast of Iset, God’s Wife. Behind them, borne by priests, came Amen’s barque shrine, a small wooden boat – Userhat–Amen, “Mighty of Prow is Amen” – gilt with gold, bedecked with my flowers and garlands, shining brightly in Re’s light. The god himself was concealed inside the cabin. The shrine rested on a wooden sledge; eight priests – half wearing jackal and half falcon masks – carried the sledge, the long poles that passed through the golden rings attached to its sides pressing heavily upon their shoulders. They were already sweating in the early morning heat and they had a very long way to carry their burden before this day was over. 
 
    My girls and I fell in line at the rear of the procession, along with priests and dignitaries who materialized from every direction. 
 
    “This next pylon was erected by the second Thutmose,” I whispered. 
 
    We crossed a narrow court with many tall carved stone columns, then walked through another pylon into another narrow court with a pylon on its far side. Its wooden roof was supported by papyriform wooden columns. Nearly forty painted sandstone statues of Thutmose in the guise of Osiris stood in the hall, some wearing the white crown and some the double. Four obelisks thrust skyward in that court, two flanking each pylon’s gate, representing Re’s rays. 
 
    “Two of these obelisks were erected by the first Thutmose, and the two that are half–hidden behind the wall by his daughter, Hatshepsut.” 
 
    “Why are they hidden?” Nauny asked. 
 
    “Her stepson, the third Thutmose, came to the throne young. Hatshepsut ruled alongside him for seven years as regent, then took the throne as co–pharaoh. When she died years later he tried to erase all evidence she’d ever existed. But he couldn’t build a wall high enough to hide the top half of her obelisks. If you look carefully you can see images of her coronation on it. See the tallest one, shining so brightly? It’s covered with electrum. It’s visible fifty miles from Waset in every direction.” 
 
    We entered what I considered the most spectacular space in the entire valley, the magnificent hypostyle hall built by the first Seti and expanded by his son, Ramesses the Great. One hundred twenty–two columns, each wider around than several men joining their hands together could reach, soared more than fifty feet high on both sides of a central aisle, like stalks of papyri emerging from the primordial marsh at the creation of the world, supporting a magnificent roof. Every column was etched with inscriptions from top to bottom, and every inscription was brightly painted, as were the walls of the hall. The hall was cool, eerily and dimly lit by the early morning sunlight slanting through clerestory windows above the tops of the walls. 
 
    “The outside wall of this hall is etched with soaring magnificent scenes of Seti and Ramesses in chariots, battling Hittites,” I told the girls. “The scenes inside this hall illustrate rituals – Amen giving life to Seti, Thoth engraving his name, Hathor playing a sistrum and leading Seti to three gods who recognize he’s worthy of his duties, Seti running a race that establishes him as master of the valley, Seti receiving crown and scepter for a reign that will last millions of years. There are scenes of the founding of this very temple too – Seti digging the first trench and setting the first stone, offering water, wine, milk, bread, raisins, lettuce, flowers, papyrus, salves, makeup, incense, necklaces, vases, and fabric to the gods.” I pointed. “On that wall is depicted the very procession we’re participating in right now.” 
 
    We left the hypostyle hall through its western pylon and emerged into an open courtyard. I blinked against the brightness of the sun after the darkness of the hall. Several colossal statues of Ramesses the Great towered over me. 
 
    “The large shrine to the left was erected by our current pharaoh to honor his own divinity,” I said. “The one on the right was built by the second Seti.” 
 
    All of the walls were deeply carved with hieroglyphs and images and brightly painted. We reached the western edge of the courtyard. 
 
    “This is the Way of Offering,” I said. 
 
    A canal stretched from the entrance of Ipet–Isut to the river, a wide path on each of its banks, the area beside the paths lush with gardens and groves of trees and ponds choked with papyrus and reeds and lotus flowers. One hundred twenty–four stone criosphinxes – ram’s heads on lion’s bodies – edged the paths. 
 
    “The ram is Amen’s symbol,” I told the girls. “The small statues between the lions’ paws represent Ramesses the Great. He placed the sphinxes here.” 
 
    A small quay with two obelisks was at the eastern terminus of the canal, not far ahead. Three boats bobbed there at anchor. Behind the gardens on the right side of the canal were houses for priests and buildings devoted to temple support, such as food production. Today thousands of local villagers and officials were assembled in the courtyard at Ipet–Isut’s entrance and along the canal’s banks. I cringed; they’d trampled much of the greenery. I was going to have a lot of replanting to do after the Beautiful Feast ended. Past the end of the Way of Offering the river shone silver. On the river’s distant west bank emerald–green emmer fields rippled in the breeze, the stalks tall, ready to be harvested. The banks of the canal that passed directly in front of the temples of millions of years were crawling with people, reminding me of an anthill. The stark hills protecting the Great Place farther west were indistinct through a haze of dust blown off the desert.  
 
    The procession moved slowly towards the quay down the Way of Offering, the musicians and dancers performing age–old songs and ritual dances. The chantresses and priests and First God’s Servant and God’s Wife reached the ramp that led from the path onto the Quay of Amen, a sandstone platform with thirteen–foot high obelisks at both the northeast and southeast corners. They ascended it. Pharaoh was waiting for them, seated on an elaborate throne, Tyti and Tiye and his sons and daughters and high court officials to his left and right. Each wife carried a sistrum and a bouquet I’d made especially for them. I spotted Pentawere the same time he spotted me and he beamed. 
 
    As did I. Pentawere had arrived late yesterday afternoon from Pi–Ramesses. He’d been caught up in court ritual last evening and hadn’t been able to break away to see me. Though he’d wanted to, desperately, according to the note he’d sent me by a trusted messenger. Ten agonizing months we’d been apart and his smile told me he still desired me. No doubt Tiye had continued to throw women at him, as she had during our last separation. I didn’t know if he’d continued to resist their advances this time or not. I seemed to be caught in a never–ending cycle – intense weeks spent with Pentawere, long periods apart, always uncertain, wondering how it would be when we reunited. But he was going to be at Djeme for the duration of the holiday and I could hardly wait to feel his arms around me again. My new–found love for him hadn’t diminished with time and distance. I glanced past him and saw Tiye eyeing me disdainfully and I deliberately looked away from the royal family to give Pharaoh’s wife no reason to suspect the joy flooding my heart at the sight of her son. Pentawere might not fear Tiye but I did. Even knowing what my dream about Ramesses portended for Pentawere’s and my future. 
 
    The priests carried Amen’s shrine to the center of the platform and gently set it down on a granite pedestal. 
 
    “See the inscriptions on the pedestal?” I whispered to the girls. “They record the height of the inundation. Many times in centuries past the water’s reached far into Ipet–Isut and turned the entire complex into a temple–studded lake. And there, north of the quay – those are the remains of an ancient per’aa, from when kings resided on this bank of the river. Its mud–brick foundations are overgrown with date palms and pomegranates and vegetables and flowers.” 
 
    The priests who’d carried the shrine on the sledge moved into a small limestone way station to rest. Many were flexing and rolling their shoulders. All had removed their masks and most were wiping sweat from their faces with linen cloths. Servants were distributing bread and beer to them. There’d be many more such rest stops for these priests at designated way stations before the day’s festivities ended. 
 
    “Here comes Khonsu,” I announced. 
 
    Eight priests were approaching from the south bearing a gilded shrine on their shoulders. 
 
    “His temple occupies the southwest corner of Ipet–Isut, just inside the wall that circles it. You’ll be placing flowers in it daily after the festival’s over. Pharaoh rebuilt it using foundation stones he took from one of the third Amenhotep’s temples.” 
 
    “My father worked on it,” Wabkhet told me proudly. 
 
    Khonsu’s barque shrine was accompanied by his high priest and lesser priests and offering bearers and dancers and musicians and the fourth Ramesses and his wife, Duatentopet, the god’s Chantress. Everyone expected her to replace Iset as God’s Wife of Amen when her husband took the throne – but that wasn’t going to happen, according to the dream sent me by the falcon god. Ramesses was going to burn. The only question was whether Pentawere and I would be able to save the father from the murderous son or not. I caught sight of Kairy walking a few steps behind Ramesses, scanning the nearby crowd as the co–ruler passed. He was apparently bodyguard as well as chariot driver. An even more compelling reason for me to believe he was part of Ramesses’ plot and had probably been spying on me the night of my encounter with Bunakhtef. The priests carried Khonsu’s shrine onto the quay and set it down near Amen’s. Khonsu’s shrine hadn’t been decorated with flowers yet. I stepped forward and presented myself to Duatentopet. 
 
    She’d been with her family in the tower room the night Pharaoh invited me and Grandfather to join them. Her presence had been unusual. She resided in quarters attached to Khonsu’s temple even when the royal family was at Djeme, rarely visiting the per’aa or traveling the land with the rest of the court. That made sense, for her husband was often away on campaign for months at a time. She was wearing a dress of fine white linen with two wide straps, a gold vulture crown, gold belt, and bracelets and necklace studded with turquoise. Her dark wig touched her shoulders. She was beautiful, her eyes dark with kohl, cheeks and lips subtly red. She watched me approach, unsmiling and business–like in service to her god, flanked by several minor chantresses in sheer white skirts. Duatentopet indicated my basket of flowers. “About time,” she snapped. “The god has been unadorned all morning.” 
 
    We’d clashed in the tower room and again at the banquet in Pi–Ramesses. I’d just irritated her a third time. “Apologies, Majesty,” I said, lowering my eyes, feeling the color rise in my cheeks. “I was required to be with the great god, Amen.” I hesitated. “Should I place the garlands on the shrine?” 
 
    “Certainly not!” Duatentopet said haughtily. “Give them to my steward.” She turned and called. “Amenhotep.” 
 
    He snatched the basket from me. 
 
    I faded back into the crowd. I was glad I hadn’t sent one of the girls to deliver the flowers. They were too young and tender to face a royal’s wrath. 
 
    “Don’t let my half–sister upset you,” came a low voice. A discrete hand took mine. 
 
    Pentawere. I marveled at his daring and foolishness. Was he crazy, standing next to me in Tiye’s presence in such a public place? I searched for her among the royal party. She wasn’t looking in our direction. Yet. “Go before your mother sees,” I said, squeezing his fingers. 
 
    “Is that what you really want?” 
 
    “Of course not.” 
 
    “I have to see you alone. Come to my room tonight,” he whispered urgently. 
 
    “It’s too dangerous.” It was one thing to be with each other openly at Abdju in obedience to Pharaoh’s command, quite another to sneak about the per’aa under Tiye’s nose. I wanted to be with Pentawere, but knowing Tiye’s spies were lurking everywhere it was an utterly reckless thing to do. 
 
    “Then I’ll come to your hut,” he insisted. “I can’t stay away from you, Neset.” 
 
    “Your mother’s spies will be watching the lane outside. We’ll be caught.” 
 
    “My men will take care of anyone who’s lurking about.” 
 
    “It’s too risky.” 
 
    “I don’t care.” 
 
    “I can’t talk you out of it, can I?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    I spotted the third procession. “Mut approaches. I have to give him garlands.” 
 
    Pentawere smiled. “I’ll see you tonight.” He lowered his voice. “Beloved.” 
 
   
  
 

 He slipped away to join his family and I headed towards the shrine. I felt his eyes on me. I didn’t look his way again while we were on the quay. But the anticipation of seeing him alone after nightfall filled me with a warm glow I hadn’t felt since our time together in Abdju. 
 
    Pharaoh and the fourth Ramesses and three high priests and three chantresses presented offerings to the three gods on the quay. Then the masked priests lifted the sledges and carried the gods’ barques to their respective boats and placed the shrines amidships under linen canopies. Priests with burning incense stood beside each shrine, chanting ritually while musicians played. I was, at Pharaoh’s command, on his boat, the Merit–Amen, along with all the royals except the fourth Ramesses. He boarded Khonsu’s boat along with his wife and Kairy. 
 
    Merit–Amen was the largest of the three vessels, cedar, decorated with sheets of gold and elaborately woven fabric. Pennants fluttered atop the high–prowed lotus–shaped bow and stern, each etched with the eye of Horus. Dozens of oarsmen sat on benches on the sides of the boat. At the captain’s command they pushed the boat from the quay and dipped their oars and propelled Merit–Amen into the river. They rowed directly west, aiming for the canal slicing across the bottomlands that led to Seti’s temple of millions of years. I moved to the bow with the girls and scanned the far shore. Wide green fields of emmer edged the river beyond its fringe of palm trees. The barren sand–colored hills that guarded the Great Place, rising a mile beyond the cultivation, stretched in a great curve far to the south, fronted by sheer rugged cliffs, the Qurn where Meretseger ruled towering above them. 
 
    “I carried water to men excavating a tomb in the Great Place one day,” I told the girls as our boat entered the canal on the west bank, thickly lined with spectators. “From the valley floor the Qurn looks like a pyramid, like the ones raised by ancient kings. The Qurn doesn’t look like that from any other angle on the west bank.” 
 
    A large amphitheater occupied the curve of the cliffs. Two hills rose from the plain in its bay – Qurna to the right, Qurnet Murai to the left. Behind Qurnet Murai lay Ta Set Maat. 
 
    “See that temple on the left backed against the cliff to the right of Qurna?” I asked. “It was the very first mortuary temple erected on the west bank – Glorious are the Seats of Nebhepetre. It was raised by the second King Mentuhotep more than a thousand years ago soon after he reunified the valley. The ruined temple directly to its right belonged to the third Thutmose – Djeser–Akhet – The Sacred Horizon. It was abandoned after an earthquake mostly destroyed it. To its right is the temple erected by Hatshepsut.” 
 
    Even in ruins and nearly buried under drifts of sand and large chunks of rock that had fallen from the cliff Hatshepsut’s temple was magnificent. In all my travels I’d never seen a temple remotely like it. Its architect had been a genius, though he’d clearly taken ideas from Mentuhotep’s. 
 
    The desert plain between the green fields and western hills held a plethora of temples. The west–flowing canal we were traversing turned southwest at Seti’s temple and arrowed quite a distance to an intersection with another that led directly east from Djeme to the river straight across from the east bank temple Ipet–Resyt, the Southern Sanctuary. About a third of the way down the long canal it intersected another flowing west that led to a second temple memorializing the third Thutmose where I’d laid out my special garden. Another southwest–flowing canal paralleled the first from Thutmose’s temple to the harbor attached to Djeme. Quite a few temples lay between the two. Another branch of the canal led from Djeme to the ruins of the third Amenhotep’s temple and its colossal side–by–side statues of the seated king. 
 
    The Merit–Amen anchored in the small harbor attached to Seti’s temple – Seti Merenptah is Glorious in the Estate of Amen on the West of Waset. Every foot of the canal’s west bank was occupied by spectators, most of whom had camped all night to gain an unobstructed view of the royals and gods. The priests shouldered Amen’s shrine and descended the gangplank and followed a wide path through the garden that covered the plain between the canal and the temple wall and passed through the entrance into the temple precinct. I’d made sure the garden was especially lush and colorful for this event to prove to all doubters – mostly his wives – that Pharaoh had made me overseer of his gardens due to my ability, not out of lust. Priests carrying the other shrines followed, and then the royal family and chantresses and high priests and the rest of the official party. Priests and royals continued towards the sanctuary; everyone else remained in the outer courtyard. Except me and my girls. 
 
    “We need to stick close to the procession the rest of the day,” I reminded them. “Keep a sharp watch. If any flowers decorating the barque shrines wilt in the heat we need to replace them immediately. Gods deserve fresh flowers.” 
 
    “What if we run out?” Beketaten asked. She and her cousins had only a few of their original arrangements left in their baskets. 
 
    “Yesterday I stashed extra bouquets and garlands and wreaths inside every temple. My experienced girls are watching over them right now. If we have need we’ll signal them.” 
 
    Yesterday had been memorable, the first time I’d ever had completely unrestricted access to the temples’ sacred inner precincts – normally I handed my flowers off to a priest outside the sanctuary door. But they’d been too busy making their arrangements for today and so Usermarenakht had given me permission to go wherever I needed. I’d taken full advantage of the opportunity, reading inscriptions on walls and soaring columns, staring in wide–eyed wonder at magnificently–decorated courtyards and porticos and pylons and sanctuaries, inspecting statues, catching glimpses of my image in the gold and copper and silver that covered surfaces and furnishings. 
 
    “Pharaoh Seti was a warrior, girls. He fought the Hittites. He crushed the Shasu in the Sinai. He conquered northern Retenu and Setjet and routed the Tjehenuians. Once he led an expedition into the desert seeking gold but it went badly. His miners were about to die of thirst when he discovered a well and saved everyone.” 
 
    “Didn’t Seti start building the hypostyle hall in Ipet–Isut?” Nauny asked. 
 
    “You were paying attention.” I gave her a quick hug. 
 
    Every step of the procession through the temple was accompanied by the chants of priests and the songs and sistrums of chantresses and the scent of incense. In a long ceremony in front of the sanctuary, Pharaoh and the fourth Ramesses and priests and chantresses set food offerings alight. Yellow flames leapt from the altars as they recited sacred prayers. I added my whispered prayers from a darkened corner as the priests spooned incense into the flames to make the offerings even sweeter to the gods, my fingers grasping my talisman. I wondered if they’d ever had ceremonies like this one at Nekhen to honor the falcon god. 
 
    The second stop of the day was a small ancient shrine to Hathor nestled in the shadow of Mentuhotep’s temple at the base of high sheer cliffs almost a mile west of the canal and Seti’s harbor. The masked priests shouldered the three barques and set forth on a long hot dusty hike across the desert plain, trailed by the rest of the celebrants. Pharaoh and Ramesses and their wives were carried in shaded palanquins, each gilt with gold, the ends of their carrying poles shaped like gold–leafed lotus blossoms; the rest of us followed on foot. By now Re was high in the sky and the desert shimmered with his heat. Hot sand burned my feet through my sandals. I dripped sweat. Fine dust kicked up by those in the column ahead of me settled grittily on my skin and dress and choked my throat. I tried to cool myself with a small fan of brown ostrich feathers, a long–ago gift from Pentawere, but it did little good. 
 
    The remains of three temples in the bay of the cliffs grew ever larger as we approached. 
 
    “Let me tell you about the second Mentuhotep’s temple,” I told the girls. 
 
    It occupied a high rectangular platform accessed by a ramp at the end of a causeway lined with numerous statues portraying him. 
 
    “That thirty–foot tall building surrounded by the colonnade at the front of the platform is dedicated to Montu–Re. There are more than eighty octagonal pillars in that hall – I counted yesterday. The third Senwosret placed six statues of himself between some of those pillars nearly two hundred years after Mentuhotep’s death to associate himself with his illustrious ancestor. He looks like a tired old man – very unusual. Kings normally depict themselves as young and vigorous. The reliefs on the temple’s walls are very interesting. Some show Mentuhotep seated at an offering table, others depict the siege of a walled city in Retenu, with men pierced by arrows falling from the ramparts. Inside the pillared hall, in its floor, is the entrance to the king’s tomb, a long passageway that dives into the earth and tunnels into the stone of the cliff. Near the entrance stands a colossal statue of Mentuhotep. There’s a spectacular view of Thutmose’s and Hatshepsut’s temples from his elevated courtyard. I’ll take all of you there some day.” 
 
    Hathor’s shrine was simple and primitive, a small vaulted chapel cut into the cliff behind Mentuhotep’s temple. 
 
    “This shrine was the single destination of the gods’ barques when the Beautiful Feast started,” I said. “There weren’t any memorial temples back then. The third Thutmose partially restored this shrine. He and his wife Merytre are depicted on its walls.” 
 
    Hathor’s shrine was one of the few open to commoners. Inside was a gold–leaf covered life–sized wooden cow, Hathor’s symbol, standing in the midst of countless wooden votive phalluses that littered the floor. Three were mine, left after the deaths of my daughters, offered so the goddess would give me a living child. She hadn’t. Now I was a widow with no one to care for me in my old age unless, against all odds, I actually became Pentawere’s wife. All at once I became aware of the talisman around my neck, reminding me that it and hundreds of stories had been handed down in my family for nearly four and a half millennia. If the falcon god was truly arranging my life so I could marry Pentawere, maybe he’d arrange for us to have a child too so I could pass on talisman and stories. Maybe that’s why Hathor hadn’t given me a fourth child with Mesedptah or let the first three live, because of how he’d sinned against the gods. The thought of having Pentawere’s baby made me extremely happy. 
 
    The priests rested for a long time at the way station near Hathor’s shrine, worn out by the long carry across the desert. As they ate and drank my girls and I freshened the flowers on all three shrines, ensuring they were perfect. Eventually the priests reshouldered their burdens and made the long walk back to the harbor and returned the shrines to their waiting boats. We all reboarded. Oarsmen rowed the boats about half a mile southwest to the canal’s intersection with the west–flowing canal and turned into it. We soon docked at the quay before the temple of the third Thutmose – Henket–Ankh – The Mansion of Pharaoh Menkheperre, Justified Before the Great God, Which is on the West of Waset. Once again everyone disembarked; once again rituals were carried out, everyone passing through my nearly–restored garden. The priests did not return the gods to their boats after this ceremony. Since the rest of the memorial temples were so close to each other the priests were going to carry the gods to them overland. So all of us in the procession walked, in turn, to the temples of Siptah and the second Amenhotep and then the Ramesseum – The Temple of Usermaatre–Setepenre called United with Waset in the Estate of Amen on the West of Waset. Thousands, mostly temple workers, awaited our arrival there, gathered in front of and around the greatest storehouse in the land. 
 
    It was growing late when we exited the Ramesseum. The priests next made offerings at the temple of the fourth Thutmose, with its multiple levels and halls and pylons and columns and colonnades, bypassed the ruins of Tawosret’s, then entered Merenptah’s Mansion of Baenre–Meryamen in the Domain of Amen on the West of Waset. The son of Ramesses the Great, he’d taken stone from Amenhotep’s fallen temple – Receiving Amen and Exalting his Beauty – and used it for his. I’d taken time yesterday to read Merenptah’s Victory Hymn, a record of his military conquests inscribed on the back of a stela originally raised by Amenhotep in his now–ruined temple. In quick order we moved on to the second Thutmose’s Aakeperenre in the Mansion called Seizing Life and Ay’s Mansion of Kheperkheperure–’ir–maat called Enduring is the Memorial in the Place of Eternity. Ay’s successor, Horemheb, had usurped it and renamed it for himself – The Mansion of Djeserkheperure–Setepenre. 
 
    Finally we reached Djeme, the fortress–temple and per’aa of the current pharaoh – The Temple of Usermaatre–Meryamen called United with Eternity in the Estate of Amen on the West of Waset. It was now very late in the afternoon and Re was descending towards the western hills, his rays slanting golden across the plain. Shadows were creeping eastward from those hills. Djeme was the final stop of the festival and like almost everyone in the procession I was footsore and dog–tired. After helping me beginning several hours before dawn the cousins were exhausted. Priests carried the gods through the tower–gate entrance and into the forecourt of the fortress and placed them in a gold–doored sandstone shrine on the side of the courtyard opposite my garden. I didn’t need to read the inscription Pharaoh had inscribed upon the shrine, for I knew it by heart: I made it for you… in your city of Waset, in front of your forecourt to the Lord of Gods, being the temple of Ramesses Hekaiunu in the Estate of Amen, to remain as long as the heavens bear the sun. I built it, and sheathed it with sandstone, bringing great doors of fine gold, and I filled its treasuries with offerings that my hands had brought. 
 
    As the royals conducted the sacred ceremonies in the inner sanctuary I thanked the girls and dismissed them. They exited Djeme and headed for Ta Set Maat, chattering wearily but happily. While the day had been tiring, they’d been admitted to sections of temples today that few in their village ever had. They’d have wonderful stories to regale their friends with tonight. I walked over to my garden and paced restlessly back and forth on a path amidst tall fragrant flowers as the ceremony dragged on. Birds chittered from branches over my head and water tinkled through a small canal at my feet and muffled music drifted from the shrine, but I scarcely noticed. I was deep in thought and alive with anticipation. My qualms about seeing Pentawere tonight had vanished, melted away over the course of the day by a craving and hunger and burning need. I could almost feel his arms around me, his mouth against mine, his fingers running up my spine and through my hair. Seeing each other with Tiye close by was a huge risk, but I could no more stay away from Pentawere than he could from me. Allowing him to visit my hut would be dangerous, but not allowing it would be agony. After nearly an hour the royals emerged from the sanctuary. I caught Pentawere’s eye. Slowly, I tucked the long strands of red hair falling over the front of my right shoulder behind my ear. Pentawere smiled broadly. He’d gotten my message. I gave him a quick sultry smile and slipped back into my place in the procession. 
 
    The royal family and I embarked once more on the Merit–Amen to return the gods to Ipet–Isut, retracing our journey in reverse on the west bank canals and river. By an hour after moonrise the gods were safely asleep in their sanctuaries, awaiting the next feast day, and the royals and I were on our way back to Djeme. 
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    Father summoned me to his room in the per’aa shortly after we returned to Djeme from putting the gods to bed in Ipet–Isut. His order was unexpected; the first of many nightly banquets that were part of the Beautiful Feast of the Valley was about to commence in his audience hall. I planned to make a token appearance, then quickly slip away and spend the night with Neset. I’d been anticipating our reunion ever since I’d boarded my boat in Pi–Ramesses weeks ago to make the journey south. Watching her today from a distance had been agony. I’d missed her every minute of every day since our parting at Abdju. I’d toyed often with the idea of sending her a message by a trusted courier, to tell her how much I missed her and desired her, but I hadn’t, out of fear Mother would intercept it as she had my earlier letters. She’d make sure Neset was stripped of her position as overseer of Father’s gardens and exile her someplace I’d never find her – or worse. So I’d bided my time. But I was done waiting. 
 
    To my surprise, Mother was seated beside Father. Both were drinking wine. I took the vacant seat facing them; a girl filled a cup and gave it to me. She departed at a wave of Father’s hand. 
 
    “Time to discuss your future, Pentawere,” Father said. 
 
    I stiffened. I already knew the future planned for me. Continue overseeing the military facilities at Pi–Ramesses for now, and eventually serve the priest in charge of Ramesses’ quarrying expeditions. Degrading. This wasn’t going to be a discussion – Father was merely going to confirm what he and Ramesses had already arranged. Years worth of pent–up frustration boiled over. “Future? You know what I want, Father. I’ve been telling you since I was old enough to lift a wooden sword. To command your army. But you won’t let me. Instead, you’ve put my nephew in charge of your cavalry. An inexperienced boy!” 
 
    Father snorted. “Why do you insist on wasting your life as a soldier, Pentawere?” 
 
    “Waste?” He was trivializing what I wanted most. “Who recovered your stolen wine from the Shasu, Father? Who sent you Shasu slaves? Who sent you the penises of Shasu dead? Who made sure your cavalry was fit to fight in the first place after my brother’s death? If not for me they’d still be a disorganized rabble.” 
 
    “You’re most suited to manage the military installations at Pi–Ramesses, Pentawere. Not for fighting.” 
 
    “That’s not fair!” I practically exploded. “Every one of my brothers has or had an important post in this valley. Except me. I’ve told you over and over for years I want to be a soldier. It’s all I care about. You know I can do the job. I’ve proven myself. Let me wield your army against your enemies! Let me rebuild your empire, Father, like in the days of Thutmose and Ramesses the Great!” 
 
    “Empire!” Father scoffed. “Those days are long dead and gone, Son. The treasury can’t support an army of conquest, much less one of occupation. We have a multitude of enemies in the world now, not just a few like those pharaohs had, and much more powerful.” 
 
    “If you need resources strip estates from the temples and priests!” I cried. “You’ll be able to support a dozen armies!” 
 
    “If I tried the priests would combine and rise up against me and put a high priest on my throne,” Father said evenly. “The pharaohs who ruled before me gave them too much of the valley. They’re too powerful to challenge now. It’s too late to fix my predecessors’ mistakes.” 
 
    “So you’re content to huddle in this valley for the rest of your reign, waiting for barbarian kings bent on conquest to attack us? To fight on defense, not offense? On our soil?” I asked disgustedly. 
 
    Father shrugged. “That’s reality.” 
 
    “I don’t accept that.” Our discussion was not going well at all. I stood, began pacing back and forth. “By the gods, Father – the third Thutmose was under Hatshepsut’s thumb for fifteen years before he could freely wield his army. The day she died he went on campaign and never stopped the rest of his reign. We should be bold, like him. Let me wield your army, Father. Booty and tribute will refill your treasury and reset the balance of power between you and the priests.” 
 
    “I’ve made my decision,” Father said firmly. “It’s final. You’re not going to be a soldier. But you are going to help strengthen my position, and your brother’s.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” I asked warily. I plopped down in my chair. 
 
    “I’ve arranged your marriage.” 
 
    “Finally!” Mother exclaimed gleefully, clapping her hands together. 
 
    I wanted to be sick. Marriage? With a stranger? Or more likely one of the women Mother had tempted me with these past years at Pi–Ramesses. The daughter of a wealthy official – maybe Hui or Kensuw or Nedjemib. Or a priest. Was he going to try to use me to put them in their place? It struck me – Father was going to marry me to Tjuyu, daughter of Osiris’ high priest Harwa. A dull illiterate vacant–headed girl. Was that the reason Father had sent me to Abdju to dedicate his wall, to expose me to Harwa and gain his approval for my marriage? I’d dreaded this day for years. I had a horrible sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach. The instant Neset found out would be the end of us. She’d never agree to be my second wife, especially not if the first was Tjuyu. Father was going to ruin both our lives. Mother was clearly lined up behind him, even though she’d apparently just learned of it. I had to talk him out of it. 
 
    “Her name is Naqi’a,” Father said. 
 
    A stunning surprise. “A wretch? You’re marrying me to a wretch?” 
 
    “Her father is the king of Assyria. Ashur–dan. He’s held his throne for two decades. He’s a warrior – he recently poached the remnants of the Hatti kingdom after the Kaska captured its capital, Hattusa. It’s a good match, Pentawere. Her entourage numbers in the hundreds. You’ll have to establish a harem for them at Pi–Ramesses. Tiye can help. Or maybe you should just send them to mine in the Fayum instead. Plenty of work for them there.” 
 
    I stood, began pacing again. I had to talk him out of it. “I can’t marry your Assyrian wretch, Father. I’m in love. With a woman who’s one of us.” 
 
    Mother glared at me. She knew I was referring to Neset. 
 
    “You? In love?” Father shook his head and laughed. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “What’s the problem? Make her your second wife,” Father said dismissively. “Just wait a year or so. Until after you put your heir in Naqi’a’s belly.” 
 
    “She won’t tolerate another wife,” I said. 
 
    “She’ll learn,” Mother said knowingly. 
 
    “She’s adamant she won’t.” 
 
    “Who is this stubborn woman? A daughter of one of my officials at Pi–Ramesses?” Father asked. 
 
    No sense hiding it anymore. “Neset,” I said defiantly. 
 
    “I warned her what would happen if she tried to seduce you into marriage!” Mother raged. 
 
    “Don’t you dare attack Neset, Mother. I’ve been pursuing her for years. Not the other way around.” 
 
    “That’s what she made you think. No–good wife of a tomb robber!” Mother crossed her arms defiantly. 
 
    There it was. Mother had done it. Ruined Neset. For no good reason. 
 
    “A what?” Father exclaimed. 
 
    “Her husband was caught robbing Ramesses the Great’s tomb,” Mother reported. “Everyone in Ta Set Maat believes Neset was involved. But she escaped justice.” 
 
    Father let out a great breath and sank back in his chair. He looked stunned. 
 
    “Neset didn’t escape anything except a brutal lying husband,” I said defensively. “Father, I was in charge of the Great Kenbet that tried the thieves. I personally questioned Neset during the trial. I determined she was innocent of any crime. I sentenced her husband and six others to death and watched their lifeblood drain from their bodies. I didn’t even see Neset again until more than two years later, in your garden in Pi–Ramesses.” 
 
    “Does Neset love you?” 
 
    “In spite of me executing her husband? She does, Father.” 
 
    “Being apart from you is why she’s been so unhappy since she returned from Abdju.” 
 
    “How would you know whether Neset’s happy or not?” Mother queried, frowning. 
 
    “We talk while she’s watering my plants in the morning. Have for years.” 
 
    “And kept it secret from me?” Mother was incensed. 
 
    “Anyone out and about in Djeme at that time of day has seen us, Wife. It’s no secret.” 
 
    “First you invite her into the tower room. Then to Pi–Ramesses. Then to Mennefer. Now this. What everyone must think of me!” she exclaimed. “Second to a gardener! I want it to stop, Husband! Immediately!” 
 
    Neset had been correct. Mother’s hatred for her was born of jealousy. It didn’t really have anything to do with me. 
 
    “No,” Father said evenly. He tried to grasp Mother’s hand. She jerked it away. 
 
    “Don’t you think I would’ve added Neset to my harem years ago if I thought of her that way?” Father asked. 
 
    “I know you, Ramesses. You’ll make her your wife some day,” Mother charged. 
 
    “Keep on this way and I will!” he said irritably. 
 
    Things were getting out of hand. Their issues were theirs to deal with, not mine. “I’ve been miserable too, Father, separated from Neset,” I interjected. “But you wouldn’t know. You’ve exiled me to Pi–Ramesses.” 
 
    “Where you’ll continue to serve me. It’s better that way. Once you’re married Neset will have to move on and forget about you.” 
 
    “I’ll convince her to marry me even if I have to marry a wretch first,” I insisted. “Somehow.” 
 
    “I forbid it!” Father commanded. 
 
    I was taken aback. “But you said I can take multiple wives.” 
 
    “Anyone but Neset.” 
 
    “Why?” I threw my arms wide, frustrated. 
 
    “Neset’s far too good for you.” 
 
    I snorted. “Mother’s right! You do want her for yourself, Father. That’s the real reason, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Let Pentawere have her, Ramesses. Prove you don’t want her,” Mother interjected hotly. So, she’d suddenly come over to my side. Not because she wanted me to marry Neset, but because she didn’t want Father to have her. 
 
    Father’s face turned beet red. “You’re going to marry Naqi’a and return to Pi–Ramesses and resume your duties, Pentawere,” he snarled angrily. “You’re not going to marry Neset. No more discussion. From either of you. You are both dismissed.” 
 
    I hated Father in that instant more than I’d hated anyone ever. Denied Neset and command of the army. Neither for a good reason. Plus, forced to marry a wretch. I picked up my cup of wine and hurled it against the wall as hard as I could. It shattered into a hundred pieces, stained the painted images, splattered half the room. I spun on my heel without bowing and stomped out. Father might have a plan for me but I refused to accept it. I wasn’t going to marry his wretch or run his military base for him anymore. An hour from now I’d be with Neset. Two hours from now we’d be on a boat headed somewhere Father would never find us. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    The banquet hall was crowded and noisy when I slipped into my seat in the row being slowly filled by the rest of my family at the front of the hall. I’d arrived promptly. Now that I’d decided to rebel I didn’t want to give Father reason to suspect I was going to. I’d participate in the festivities tonight as always, talk cheerfully to whoever approached, eat and drink my fill. And as soon as the dancing girls appeared and drew Father’s full attention I’d slip away and hurry to Neset and take her away to freedom. 
 
    The banquet was interminable. Girl after girl passed my table bearing platters overflowing with food and jars brimming with wine. For once I merely sipped at my cup. Tonight I needed to be clear–headed. Mother sat stiffly at Father’s side, neither looking at nor speaking to him. He’d obviously failed to convince her he wasn’t interested in Neset. I wasn’t so sure about that either anymore. Otherwise, why forbid me to marry her? At least he hadn’t threatened to take Neset’s position away because of her husband. Not that her position mattered anymore. The only garden she’d tend from now on would be ours, wherever we settled. Probably outside the valley. I was too well known to hide from Father anywhere along the river. Either Setjet or Retenu, or perhaps an oasis in the western desert. Father didn’t care that Mother was ignoring him. He was chatting and laughing with his own wretched concubines. So far, no new concubines had shunted the four aside. 
 
    Finally I saw the dancing girls assembling at the side of the hall, preparing to perform. I finished my wine, ready to slip away the moment they rushed into the open space in front of Father. 
 
    He caught my eye and beckoned me to him. What now? I moved to his side. 
 
    “I hope you don’t think you’re going to wriggle off my hook,” he said, looking up at me. 
 
    He’d guessed my intention. For all the good it was going to do him. 
 
    He stood and raised his hands. 
 
    Everyone in the hall quieted. 
 
    “Tonight, the first of the Beautiful Feast of the Valley, I have a special announcement. My son, Pentawere, is going to marry Naqi’a, daughter of Ashur–dan, King of Assyria. Their marriage will tie our two lands together.” 
 
    For a moment, dead silence. Then murmurs from hundreds of voices, and wondering looks. 
 
    I endured them. Father’s announcing my future marriage publicly tonight wasn’t going to change my plan. I was still going to flee as soon as the dancers began performing. But when I couldn’t be found in the morning everyone who’d been in this hall would know why. They’d know I’d defied Pharaoh. 
 
    Father signaled. 
 
    A young girl emerged from the midst of a dozen women standing at the side of the hall. I hadn’t noticed them. I cursed under my breath. Naqi’a. Father wasn’t just announcing my marriage tonight – it was actually about to take place. I never should have come to this banquet. I should have run straight to Neset from Father’s room. We would have been miles from Waset by now. 
 
    Naqi’a slipped from among the women reluctantly. I assumed they were her highest–ranking retainers, a few of the hundreds Father had mentioned. I guessed her to be about fourteen, a decade younger than me, dark haired, slim, pretty. I couldn’t tell the color of her eyes; they were focused firmly on the ground in front of her. She was dressed as befit a king’s daughter, ornamented with a considerable amount of jewelry, her clothing of the finest linen but the style unlike any seen in the valley. Shyly, frightened, she crossed the open space to Father, then fell to her knees and bent and kissed the floor in front of his feet. 
 
    This couldn’t be happening. Father had outplayed me. In a game with stakes all too high. 
 
    “Rise, Naqi’a,” Father said gently. 
 
    She didn’t react. Great. She didn’t understand our language. 
 
    Father bent and took hold of her shoulders and raised her to her feet. He placed her hand in mine. “This is your husband, Pentawere.” 
 
    She figured out that part because she’d known why she was in the hall. She blushed. She didn’t look at me. Her hand trembled. 
 
    I felt sorry for her. I felt sorrier for me. 
 
    “Turn her to face the crowd,” Father told me. 
 
    I did. 
 
    Her hand was still in mine. Clammy. Small. 
 
    “All hail Pentawere and his bride!” Father’s chamberlain called. 
 
    “Hail Pentawere! Hail Naqi’a!” resounded over and over. The hall echoed for several minutes with sustained cheers. 
 
    Numb, hiding my fury, I led Naqi’a to the empty chair next to mine and seated her. I grabbed a full cup of wine from my half–brother Setherkopshef’s adjacent table and rapidly drank it down. I called for it to be refilled. 
 
    Father smiled at me. A superior condescending smile. A smile of victory. 
 
    The celebration resumed. The dancing girls began their acrobatic gyrations directly in front of Father. The men in the room pressed towards the front to see better. The women stared at Naqi’a and me, some curious about her, some disappointed their chance to be my first bride had passed. 
 
    I ran my hand through my hair, tried to think. Father’s move had been brilliant. He’d set a trap and I’d fallen into it and it had snapped shut on me. I watched him for a moment, clapping along to the music, cheering on the dancing girls. I’d rarely seen him as happy. Why not? He’d won a glorious victory and put both Mother and me in our places. I pictured Neset in my mind’s eye, anxiously waiting for me right now in her hut, not suspecting our lives had just radically changed. Somehow, I had to escape Father’s trap. I glanced at my bride. She looked terrified. I pitied her. The only question was which of us didn’t want to be married to the other more. “Do you speak my language?” 
 
    Naqi’a stared at me blankly. 
 
    I shook my head, disgusted. I signaled her retainers, made the motion of talking. One looked at the others uncertainly, then came towards my table, circling the dancing girls and dodging the crowd. She was perhaps sixteen. Had Ashur–dan emptied his kingdom of children? 
 
    “Do you speak my tongue?” I asked far more harshly than I’d intended. 
 
    She quailed before me. “Yes, Majesty.” 
 
    Accented, but understandable. “I’m sorry. I’m not angry at you. Your name?” 
 
    “Abi–rami, Majesty.” 
 
    “You will teach my wife to speak properly, Abi–rami, beginning in the morning.” 
 
    “Understood, Majesty.” 
 
    “Now, take her to my room and prepare her.” 
 
    Abi–rami blushed and lowered her eyes. 
 
    Clearly as inexperienced as Naqi’a. Wonderful. I cursed Ashur–dan. “Take some of my wife’s older retainers along to help.” 
 
    “Yes, Majesty.” Abi–rami sounded relieved. 
 
    I summoned a nearby guard. “Show these women to my room,” I ordered. “Abi–rami, I’ll be along later, a couple of hours from now. After the banquet ends.” 
 
    She whispered to Naqi’a. 
 
    Naqi’a kept her eyes lowered. 
 
    “Father’s banquets drag on and on. You’ll have plenty of time to prepare her, Abi–rami,” I said. 
 
    “I understand, Majesty.” 
 
    She’d have time because I was going to go straight from this hall to Neset’s hut, as I’d originally planned. I was going to run away with her tonight. I was going to use Naqi’a to mask our escape. Everyone expected me to spend tonight with my bride in my room. No one would disturb me. By the time they did in the morning I’d be long gone. 
 
    Abi–rami gestured at the retainers. Several came. Abi–rami whispered to Naqi’a again and she rose. She was shaking, drops of sweat beading on her brow. She didn’t look at me. Abi–rami took her by the hand and led her from the hall, following the guard. Everyone cast knowing glances my way. A few raised cups in salute. I raised mine in return and casually sipped at my wine. Good. They all assumed I couldn’t wait to be with Naqi’a. Otherwise, why send her from the hall with her attendants so quickly? They believed me so lustful I wouldn’t even let her enjoy the banquet. My reputation was going to help me for once. Naqi’a was going to be a perfect if unwitting cover for my escape. 
 
    After a decent interval I too departed the hall, making sure Father took note. He smiled at me and I bowed slightly, resignedly, as if I’d accepted my fate. Once away from the banquet hall I half–ran from the per’aa, then from the temple precinct and along the darkened lane to Neset’s hut, not bothering to make sure I wasn’t being followed. I didn’t have to worry about Mother spying on me anymore. Tomorrow she’d probably direct her spies’ attention to Father and Neset. Only, there’d be no Neset for them to watch. 
 
    I tapped on Neset’s door and she opened it immediately. She’d been waiting. A sliver of light spilled into the street. I hurried inside and quickly shut the door behind me. 
 
    “I thought you’d never come,” Neset said tremulously. She linked her fingers behind my neck and tilted her head back and closed her eyes. 
 
    I brushed her long red hair from her face and bent and kissed her, long and hard, one hand caressing her smooth back, the other resting on her waist. Then I wrapped my arms around her and pulled her close. I needed Neset in the worst way. 
 
    After a long while we broke our embrace. Neset took my hand and led me to a chair beside a small table. A cup of wine was waiting. She sat next to me, took hold of my hand again, leaned over, kissed me. “I’ve missed you so much!” 
 
    I looked around the room. It was so simple, so unlike rooms in the per’aa – two chairs, a table, a couple of lamps with flickering wicks, a few storage chests, a pallet unrolled alongside the wall, earthenware storage jars and platters and bowls. Neset lived simply despite her status. My eyes fell on an ebony chest. In it, I knew, were the dresses and jewels I’d gifted her, worth a small fortune. Those were going to come in handy in years to come. Yet despite her wealth she was dressed simply, in a nearly transparent skirt, with only her talisman around her neck. 
 
    I drank the wine down without stopping, set my cup on the table. 
 
    “Something’s happened,” Neset said, her brow furrowed. “I can see it in your face.” 
 
    No sense putting it off. “I’m married, Neset,” I blurted. 
 
    “What?” Her eyes opened wide. “When?” 
 
    “An hour ago. At the banquet. Father told me and Mother less than half an hour beforehand that he’d arranged it. Right after he told me I’d never command his army.” I slammed my fist on the table, so hard wine sloshed from her cup. “He made it sound like the marriage was going to take place in the future. So I decided I’d slip from the banquet hall the first chance I got and run away with you. He must have suspected. He gave her to me in front of his entire court, right after everyone finished eating.” 
 
    “Oh, Pentawere… Is it Tjuyu?” she asked, jealousy in her voice. 
 
    “No. A wretch from Assyria. Naqi’a. She’s fourteen, Neset! She doesn’t even speak our language!” 
 
    The light seemed to die in Neset’s eyes. 
 
    “I argued with Father. I fought against it. You have to believe me.” I raised my eyes to hers. “I told him I love you and want to marry you.” 
 
    Her hand rose to her lips. “You used my name?” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    Neset’s face went white. She drank the rest of her wine, her hand unsteady. “Your mother will tell Pharaoh about me and my dead husband now. What’s going to happen to me?” 
 
    “She did. He didn’t care.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes. And, Mother switched to our side. She advocated for you and me.” 
 
    Neset shook her head in disbelief. “Why? After she threatened me and spied on us?” 
 
    “Because she believes Father wants you. She’d rather you be my wife than his. Pure self–interest.” 
 
    “That’s ridiculous.” 
 
    “Maybe not. Father forbade us to marry.” 
 
    She stared at me for a moment. “That’s it, then, Pentawere. We’re done.” Tears began streaming down her cheeks. 
 
    “We’re not, Neset,” I said insistently. “We’re going to run away together. Right now.” 
 
    She took my hand. “I can’t. You have to obey Pharaoh. So do I. If he forbade you he forbade me too.” 
 
    I could care less about Father’s command. “We can be far from here by morning.” 
 
    “On our way to where?” 
 
    “Does it matter?” 
 
    “What about your wife, Pentawere? Where’s she?” 
 
    “In my room, being prepared by her retainers for what she expects will be the worst night of her young life.” 
 
    “Yes. I know what she’s going through,” Neset said softly. 
 
    “She and her friends think I’m at the banquet right now, celebrating. Believe me, Naqi’a no more wants to be my wife than I want to be her husband. She’ll stay in my room all night and keep quiet, giving thanks for every moment I’m absent. Meanwhile, I made a very public departure from the hall. Everyone assumes I’m already in my room, with her. It’ll be morning before anyone comes looking for me. By then we’ll be far from Waset.” 
 
    Neset sadly shook her head, raised her hand to my cheek. “We can’t, My Love. It’s too late. This day was inevitable. We both knew it from the start. We’re lucky we had each other as long as we did. But I won’t let you run away tonight. I won’t let you give up your life for me.” 
 
    “I don’t have a life without you.” 
 
    “You do. A different one. You have to accept it. Besides, you still have to save Pharaoh from Ramesses. You can’t do that if you disappear. If we disappear.” 
 
    I couldn’t believe she was rejecting me. And putting Father’s life before our happiness. After he’d prevented ours without a second thought. “We didn’t have enough time!” I kissed Neset again, urgently. 
 
    “I know, My Love.” Tears were welling in her eyes, spilling down her cheeks. 
 
    “I can’t give you up, Neset. If you won’t run away with me, at least tell me we can go on as we have been, stealing moments whenever I come to Djeme. I’ll find a way for us to see each other without Father or Naqi’a or anyone else finding out. I’m sure I can. The time apart from you these last ten months has been torture. I couldn’t eat. I couldn’t sleep. I can’t live without you, Neset. I love you.” 
 
    “Your marriage has changed everything, Pentawere,” she said softly. “I won’t let you cheat on your wife with me. I told you that a long time ago.” She leaned over and kissed me. Tears were dripping off her chin. “I love you desperately, but we have to let each other go. We can’t overcome your marriage.” 
 
    “I can’t let you go!” I stood and raised her up and held her tight, miserable. “I can’t live without you. Marry me right now. I’ll make you my Great Wife no matter what Father says. I’ll tuck the Assyrian away in a harem, do what I must with her tonight and then never see her again.” 
 
    “You’d make her suffer for my happiness?” 
 
    “Our happiness. And why not? What’s she to us?” 
 
    “Nothing. But Pharaoh married you to her. That’s part of your responsibility as his son, to do his bidding. What would the gods do to me if I got in the way, if I disturbed maat?” 
 
    “I don’t care about maat. I can’t conceive of my life without you.” 
 
    “Your father’s doing what pharaohs have to do to ensure the continuity of our valley. And so you have to do what pharaohs’ sons have to do. And I have to do what commoners have to do. We were doomed from the beginning, My Love. We never should have started. But until my dying day I’ll thank the gods we did.” Neset gently slipped from my arms. “We have to make a clean break, Pentawere. It’s the only way.” She looked deep into my eyes. Her voice grew firm. “We can’t see each other again after tonight. Ever.” 
 
    “There has to be a way for us to be together!” I cried. “I’m not giving up on us, Neset.” 
 
    “You have to. I have to.” A sob escaped her lips. “Leave. Now. Please.” 
 
    The world was spinning. Neset’s eyes were closed, her face etched with pain, arms rigid at her sides, fists clenched. There was no point arguing with her. She’d made up her mind. Crushed, I slowly turned away, crossed the room, opened the door, went outside, closed it behind me. I leaned against it for a moment, devastated. I heard Neset sobbing through the door. “I hate you, Father!” I spat. “I’ll make you pay for this!” 
 
    I went directly to Father’s harem, on a mission. El–ram was guarding the corridor that led to the rooms where Father’s wives and current favorite concubines and the women who served them lived. 
 
    “Pentawere! What are you doing here?” he asked, startled. 
 
    “I need a favor.” 
 
    “Oh?” From the look on his face he seemed to think I wanted to borrow one of Father’s concubines for the night. It wouldn’t have been an unusual request; he’d regularly brought them to my parties over the years. He hadn’t been at the banquet; he didn’t know about my marriage. 
 
    “I need a secluded room. Then I need you to fetch Mother from the banquet. Bring her to me. Discretely.” 
 
    “That’s easy enough,” El–ram said. 
 
    He opened the door to the harem, grabbed a lit lamp on a table just inside, led me down a short corridor and into a side room. “You should be comfortable here. Would you like me to send a serving girl with food and drink?” 
 
    “No. Only you can know I’m here.” 
 
    “Understood.” He set the lamp on a small table and departed, closing the door behind him. 
 
    I waited half an hour, pacing the whole time, thinking. Father had ripped Neset and me apart. He’d denied me command of the army. He didn’t care about me. After I’d spent the months since Neset’s dream trying to save his life. So much for that. He was going to pay now. There was a knock. The door opened. Mother entered. 
 
    She looked around the room, surprised. “What’s going on? Why aren’t you with your new wife?” 
 
    “I want in.” 
 
    “In on what?” 
 
    “Your plan to make me Pharaoh.” 
 
    “Ah…” She smiled. “You’ve had a change of heart.” 
 
    “After what Father just did to me? I’m tired of his disrespect, Mother. I’m tired of him denying me the chance to go to war. He should have given me the army. He should have given me Neset.” 
 
    “He was right to keep you two apart,” Mother said. 
 
    I was angry and frustrated. “Why do you hate Neset, Mother? What’s she ever done to you?” 
 
    “Nothing. It’s what she’d do to you someday. Drag you down. You’re royal. She’s not.” 
 
    “I could make her royal with a word.” 
 
    “Only a pharaoh can do that.” 
 
    “Which I just told you I’m ready to be.” 
 
    Mother sat down, unimaginably calm. “I predicted you’d come to your senses, Pentawere. It was inevitable.” She gazed up at me. I was still standing. “So… you’re finally prepared to kill your brother and your father.” She said it without batting an eye. 
 
    I wondered if she’d ever loved Father. I didn’t really care. “Whatever it takes.” I’d had enough. I was going to forge my own destiny, beginning now. “And when I’m Pharaoh I’m going to put Naqi’a aside and take Neset as my wife.” 
 
    Mother started to object. 
 
    “If you want me to participate in your coup you won’t stand in the way of our marriage. You’ll embrace it. That’s my price.” 
 
    Mother sighed deeply, shrugged. “Do what you want. Make Neset your chief wife. But you’ll have to keep Naqi’a to avoid angering the Assyrians. And you’ll have to take more wives when you’re Pharaoh, to build alliances.” 
 
    “No. Just Neset,” I said stubbornly. It was the only way I wouldn’t lose her. “I’ll give Naqi’a to Setherkopshef. They’re practically the same age. That’ll assuage Ashur–dan. Those are my terms, Mother.” 
 
    She pondered a long moment, shrugged. “Have it your way.” 
 
    “Good. Now, there’s something you need to know about Neset, Mother. It might change your mind about her.” 
 
    “I doubt that.” 
 
    “Her family was chosen by the falcon god – Horus – to represent him on earth more than four millennia ago. Her family brought Horus to this valley, its first god.” 
 
    “Are you crazy?” Mother looked at me as if I’d lost my mind. “Your father is the living Horus, not some common girl. What lies has she been feeding you? Better yet – why do you believe her?” 
 
    “The talisman Neset wears around her neck? The falcon god gave it to her ancestress Aya. He cast it from the heavens in a fireball and took the form of a falcon and led her to it. It’s been handed down ever since.” 
 
    “That’s absurd!” 
 
    “I used to think so too. But with my own eyes I’ve seen evidence that supports her claim.” 
 
    “What kind of evidence?” Mother asked, skeptical. 
 
    “Hundreds of stories have been passed down in Neset’s family, Mother. Neset told me one of them when we went to Abdju. She said we’d find a statue of King Khufu in his ka shrine. Her ancestress was present when it was deposited.” 
 
    “Every ka shrine has a statue,” Mother said. 
 
    “Neset told me and Osiris’ high priest Harwa in explicit detail what the statue would look like. The three of us went into the shrine. The statue was exactly as she’d described, even though she’d never been to Abdju.” 
 
    “She could have guessed.” 
 
    “That the statue of the king who built the largest structure on earth is only three inches tall? Hardly.” 
 
    “Seems flimsy…” 
 
    “Yet Harwa accepts her stories as true. He’ll testify if I ask. Whether you believe Neset’s claim or not – and it doesn’t really matter either way – when the time comes you must proclaim that Neset is blessed by Horus and has his favor. The favor of the god who’s protected pharaohs from the beginning of time. Especially after I take the throne. As my wife she’ll bestow legitimacy on me and on our sons.” 
 
    “Because of a story?” 
 
    “Because, according to other stories, Neset’s descended from King Narmer’s brother, and Narmer’s son King Aha, and kings Djer and Djet and Den and Adjib, and even from Merneith, who ruled the land as king on behalf of her son. The blood of the first kings is in Neset’s veins, Mother – along with Horus’ favor. She’s an unbelievably valuable asset for us.” 
 
    I could see Mother calculating. 
 
    “There’s more. Some of Neset’s ancestors who bore the talisman received dreams from the falcon god. Those dreams always came true. Always! The very night Neset took the talisman from her dead grandfather she received a dream. She saw my brother being condemned before a Great Kenbet for murdering Father. She saw Ramesses being burned alive for his crime.” 
 
    Mother seemed completely baffled, trying to process what I’d said. 
 
    “Don’t you see? I will be Pharaoh, Mother. Neset’s seen the future. Father killed by Ramesses. Ramesses executed by the Great Kenbet. Me, the only son left, Pharaoh. Revealed by Horus himself.” 
 
    Mother slowly nodded. “So we don’t have to kill your father or your brother. All we have to do is wait for Ramesses to do it and make sure he’s convicted afterwards.” 
 
    “No. Ramesses might not assassinate Father for years, Mother. I’ve been trying to protect Father from Ramesses ever since Neset told me about her dream. That’s over. I don’t intend to wait anymore for Ramesses to make his move. Not after what Father just did to me. I’m not going to wait years to be with Neset or to wield the army to make this valley great again. So – I intend to kill Father myself and place the blame on Ramesses. Then he’ll be executed, just as Neset’s foreseen.” 
 
    “Fascinating…” 
 
    “As soon as Neset told me about her dream I started replacing Father’s bodyguards with men loyal to me. I did it to protect him. If Father had given me the army and let me marry Neset tonight I would have continued to use them that way. But now they’re my instruments to use against Father. With their help we’ll be able to frame Ramesses for Father’s murder.” 
 
    Mother smiled. “Amazing! But we’ll need more than a few guards to pull this coup off. We need to develop an actual plan and round up allies to carry it out.” 
 
    “Any ideas?” 
 
    “There are plenty of women and men in Pharaoh’s household who’ll do my bidding, even if it means killing your father. A necessity if the coup is to take place here at Djeme. I’ll concentrate on accumulating allies in the harem and per’aa. You’ll have to rally the army – get trusted commanders to back you, men who are willing to follow your orders without question.” 
 
    “Easy enough. I’ve been positioning myself to lead them for years. How will we communicate once I’m back at Pi–Ramesses?” 
 
    “Not directly.” Mother thought for a moment. “The concubine, Heket. Her brother’s loyal to you, isn’t he?” 
 
    “Binemwese. He’s stationed here in the South. Belongs to the Amen Division.” 
 
    “She’s been furious at Ramesses ever since he threw her over for his four wretches. She’s turned on him. It’ll be easy to talk her into joining our conspiracy. We’ll use the two of them to pass our messages back and forth. I assume we can come up with plenty of excuses for Binemwese to travel regularly to Pi–Ramesses.” 
 
    I nodded. “We’re agreed then, Mother. We’re going to kill Father.” I stood. “Goodnight. We’ll talk again before I head back to the North.” 
 
    I left the room, exited the harem, headed towards my room in the per’aa. 
 
    Where my bride was waiting. 
 
    I was going to be Pharaoh. I was going to kill Father and immediately afterwards take Neset to wife. She’d broken with me tonight because of Naqi’a. The only way I could win Neset back was to make it clear she was the only woman I’d ever take to my bed. Just because Naqi’a had been thrust on me didn’t mean I had to accept her. I was serious about giving her to my half–brother as soon as I took the throne. Having my child in her belly would massively complicate the future. Preventing that was easy. I’d simply not consummate my marriage to Naqi’a between now and Father’s death. 
 
    I entered my room. The flock of women attending Naqi’a scattered, fell to their knees. She sat on the edge of my bed, pale, trembling, Abi–rami’s arm around her shoulders. She’d been bathed and painted and anointed with perfume and dressed in a nearly sheer dress. Abi–rami stood and moved away from the bed. Naqi’a sat alone, terrified, grasping her hands to keep them from shaking. Tears were welling in her eyes. 
 
    I addressed Abi–rami. “Tell Naqi’a she’ll be my wife for real once she’s capable of carrying on a conversation in my language. Until then, these rooms are hers alone.” 
 
    Without waiting for a reply I left to seek different quarters. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Shemu (Harvest) 
 
    Neset 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    I stalked back and forth in my hut after Pentawere left for half an hour, bereft, blinded by hot tears. I’d just given up the only man I’d ever loved, again, but this time for good. Then I threw myself on my pallet, thrashed about, rose, paced again, sat on a chair with my head in my hands, sobbed. I felt the walls closing in on me. I couldn’t stay inside, not in the hut where my world had just ended. I left, stumbled down the long dark dusty lane, still crying, made my way to Pharaoh’s garden. I took the nearest path, made a beeline for my favorite stone bench beneath a dark stand of acacia trees. In the darkness I ran headlong into a man standing on the path. I nearly tumbled to the ground. He caught me and steadied me and set me back on my feet. 
 
    His face was unmistakable in the moonlight. Ramesses, Pharaoh’s co–ruler. Could this night get any worse? I could be executed for touching a royal, much less slamming into one. I fell to my knees, still crying, lowered my head. “I’m sorry, Majesty,” I sobbed. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” he asked gently. 
 
    I tried to answer but couldn’t. 
 
    Ramesses raised me to my feet, took me in his arms, held me close to calm me. 
 
    I let him for a moment. Then I realized I was in the arms of the man who was going to murder Pharaoh and be burned alive for it a few paces away from this very garden. The most devious and awful person in the entire land. A man who, thanks to my dream, Pentawere had already taken steps to stop. Hastily, I moved back, brushed the tears from my face, dropped my eyes to the ground, totally embarrassed he’d taken me in his arms, appalled at his true nature that had been revealed to me by my god. 
 
    “You’re Neset, Meniufer’s granddaughter,” he said. “Your oversee all the gardens in this section of the valley.” 
 
    I raised my wet eyes. “Yes, Majesty.” 
 
    “I first saw you in my father’s garden at Pi–Ramesses. You were with my brother Pentawere at the banquet celebrating my return from my campaign.” 
 
    “You have an excellent memory, Majesty,” I snuffled. 
 
    “For some things.” 
 
    “I’m surprised you noticed me.” 
 
    “I command the army. I’m required to notice many things. It keeps my men alive.” 
 
    I nodded. That made sense. 
 
    “I assume your tears are related to my brother’s unexpected marriage this evening?” 
 
    I guess I wasn’t really surprised Ramesses was aware of my relationship with his brother. We hadn’t hidden it, at least not at the beginning when he’d have seen Pentawere and me together. No sense in denying it. If I was less than forthcoming who knew how he might react? “Majesty, a little while ago Pentawere told me he was married.” More tears spilled down my cheeks. “So I gave him up.” 
 
    He seemed satisfied with my explanation. “I’m sorry. Will you be alright?” 
 
    “Yes, Majesty. Tomorrow, perhaps. Or never.” 
 
    His face said he had no interest in getting involved in my situation, which was fine with me. “I hope you find some peace, Neset. And now, I’m off to bed. I’m tired and must be up early. I plan to visit the tombs of my brothers in Ta Set Neferu at first light.” 
 
    I wiped tears from my cheeks with my fingers. “Everyone on the west bank will be visiting their ancestors’ tombs and making offerings tomorrow too. It’s our tradition as part of the Beautiful Feast.” 
 
    “Future pharaohs are no different. Once our obligations of state are out of the way, of course.” 
 
    “I know your brothers’ tombs,” I told Ramesses, a little proudly. “My father excavated them.” 
 
    “Your father is a craftsman in Ta Set Maat?” 
 
    “A stonemason. My half– and stepbrothers too.” 
 
    “Perhaps you’d like to accompany me. To tell the truth, I’m not sure where they’re located. I was campaigning when they were buried. And I hate to go with a retinue. Causes too much of a fuss. Will you guide me, Neset?” 
 
    I didn’t want to. I didn’t want to be anywhere near this future murderer. All I wanted to do was crawl onto my pallet and curl up and cry for days and days until I had no more tears left inside me. I wanted to be alone and mourn the love I’d just thrown away. I wanted to visit a magician and hire him to send demons into the dreams of Pharaoh’s wife Tiye, to make her miserable, for I was certain Tiye had convinced Pharaoh to arrange Pentawere’s marriage. But I was in no position to turn down a request from the valley’s co–ruler. What might he do to me if I tried? I couldn’t afford to alienate another member of the royal family. “It would be my honor, Majesty,” I lied 
 
    “Good. Meet me at the entrance of the per’aa at dawn.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ta Set Neferu, the Place of Beauty, where royal wives and sons and daughters were buried, occupied the steep sides of a wadi that curved south and west a little over half a mile directly northwest of Djeme. Though Ramesses was a bit shorter than average, only a couple of inches taller than me, I had trouble keeping up with his brisk soldier’s strides. Two butlers laden with linen sacks – I’d met one, Henutenamon, in the per’aa – and two bodyguards – Mayernu and, not surprisingly, Ramesses’ chariot driver Kairy – trailed us at a distance. Kairy had nodded respectfully to me when Ramesses and the rest met me outside Djeme’s gate. He hadn’t spoken, hadn’t alluded to our encounter with Bunakhtef. Mayernu had openly leered. 
 
    I wished I hadn’t agreed to guide Ramesses today. My dream made him out to be a monster. What was I going to say to him to fill the long hours, this co–ruler of the valley, a man I didn’t know? What might anger him? What might he do if he was angered? Adding that uncertainty and pressure to my sleepless night, the day would likely be, for me, a disaster. 
 
    I hadn’t slept because I’d replayed over and over my conversation with Pentawere and our excruciating leave–taking. The fact I’d never be with him again hadn’t entirely sunk in yet. It was too awful to contemplate. For so many months a flame of hope had burned deep within my heart, an expectation that we were going to save Pharaoh together and become husband and wife. Now that flame was extinguished. I was entirely empty inside. Pentawere was married to a wretch and probably sleeping in his bride’s arms at this very moment. He was lost to me. At least spending the day with Ramesses would keep me occupied, maybe even keep my mind off Pentawere for a few hours. Maybe I’d have a few moments of forgetfulness. 
 
    “Explain everything we see today, Neset,” Ramesses commanded. “I don’t know Waset and the west bank as well as I should. I’ve spent too much time at Pi–Ramesses and in Setjet and Retenu.” 
 
    “As you wish, Majesty.” 
 
    We passed south of Qurnet Murai. The sun was hot on my bare shoulders. To our right Ta Set Maat was visible in its narrow constricted valley, its rooftop gardens providing the only bright color. The hill to its west was swarming with people. Thin columns of smoke spiraled upwards from tomb openings and chapels. I’d be there right now too, honoring my ancestors, if not for Ramesses’ order. A similar smoky haze drifted above hills farther north. 
 
    “That hill contains tombs constructed by Ta Set Maat’s villagers,” I noted. “There are hundreds of tombs on the hill Qurna north of here – resting places of viziers, governors, mayors, administrators, military officers, priests, scribes, superintendents and others. Thousands have crossed the river from Waset today to visit those tombs.” 
 
    “Including you if I hadn’t asked you to guide me,” Ramesses guessed. 
 
    I nodded. “For us on the west bank the Beautiful Feast of the Valley is an opportunity to strengthen the bonds between living and dead family members, a reunion of sorts. Everyone you see on the hills spent last night beside their ancestors’ tombs, dressed in their best garments, with unguent cones on their heads and garlands of fresh flowers around their necks. They presented fragrant garlands to the dead. Musicians played. Everyone danced. They feasted. Then most drank themselves into a state of ecstasy, beyond drunkenness, uniting themselves with the kas of their ancestors.” 
 
    “You grew up in Ta Set Maat, Neset?” Ramesses asked. 
 
    “Yes. Everyone who lives there now has. No outsiders. Jobs have passed from father to son for dozens of generations. Most people live in their ancestors’ house.” 
 
    “Is it a good life?” 
 
    “Not as good as a pharaoh’s,” I said, “but better than most in the valley. Craftsmen are paid in emmer and barley and dried fish and beans and garlic and onions and lettuce and pomegranates and grapes and dates and figs. They’re supplied with fuel for their bread ovens, and water, and cloth, clothing, furniture, cooking utensils, lamps. Many labor on their behalf – woodcutters, water carriers, fishermen, gardeners like myself, washermen, potters and delivery men. On special occasions they receive baskets of dates, sweet cakes, honey, wine, spices, salt, cooking oils, meat and fowl from your father – life, prosperity, health to him.” 
 
    “And someday from me. How do villagers spend their free time?” 
 
    “In the evenings they play games and sing and gossip with neighbors in their reception rooms while their children run around outside. Although, when I lived there most children gathered on my roof at night. I told them ancient tales about Ta Set Maat and the valley’s kings and pharaohs. We’re great storytellers in Ta Set Maat, Majesty – that’s how we pass on traditions and knowledge from generation to generation. Villagers take part in numerous festivals. The one in honor of the village’s founder, Osiris–pharaoh Amenhotep, lasts four days. Some men drink that entire time. Others spend it in the village brothel.” I hesitated. “Supposedly there’s a huge celebration when a pharaoh dies because that always means much extra work to finish his tomb in time for the funerary rites, with prompt payment for the craftsmen and sometimes even generous bonuses. If the new pharaoh is old and in a hurry to build his tomb there’s even more work and more pay. But, of course, I don’t know if that’s true, since your father – life, prosperity, health – has reigned for so long.” 
 
    “If Father lives to be as old as the pharaoh he idolizes, Ramesses the Great, perhaps I’ll be one of those old pharaohs newly crowned who’ll need to pay a bonus,” Ramesses chuckled. 
 
    “I pray not, Majesty,” I said solemnly. If my dream was correct he’d never be crowned Pharaoh and would never be buried in the Great Place. 
 
    “You’d have Father die soon, so I could take the throne now?” Ramesses asked with mock sternness. 
 
    “No, Majesty!” I exclaimed, horrified at his interpretation of my words. “Of course not! I love Pharaoh. He’s been so kind to me. I only meant…” 
 
    Ramesses laughed. “I know exactly what you meant, Neset, and that you meant no harm by it.” He wiped the sweat from his brow. “It’s a dilemma, for those of us in power. For us to achieve higher position those we love must die.” 
 
    A dilemma he was going to resolve in his favor by assassinating his father. “That must be a heavy burden, Majesty,” I said. A chance to gauge his feelings. 
 
    “It can be, for an ambitious and impatient man. But I assure you, Neset, I’m content in my position, and for Father to live for a very long time.” 
 
    He’d just lied to me. But I surely couldn’t call him on it. 
 
    We walked a bit farther. I paused and pointed to an ancient path leading to the crest of the western hills. “At the beginning of each work week, when a pharaoh’s tomb is being prepared, craftsmen hike from Ta Set Maat to the Great Place on that path. It takes about an hour. At the boundary of the Great Place are three stone steps next to a Medjay guard post that mark the beginning of the descent into the sacred valley, what we call ‘the interior.’ Small stone shrines line the path between village and boundary where workmen place tiny statuettes, stelae, and candles, and pray to the mountain goddess Meretseger. The men rarely return home at night when they’re working. They sleep instead in permanent huts on a plateau along the path halfway between valley and village. Some of the huts are centuries old and have been used by the same family for at least that long. Women carry food to the workers from Ta Set Maat each evening. The workers sit around after they eat and tell stories and play games and talk.” 
 
    “Their wives?” 
 
    “They remain in the village and care for their children. They have domestic help – laundrymen and cleaning girls who rotate to different houses on a staggered basis.” Unless arranged by my husband for a different purpose. “Almost everyone in the village is related to someone else in several ways. The villagers double as healers, letter writers, lawyers, seamstresses, fortune tellers, farmers, and gardeners.”  
 
    “Like you?” 
 
    “Yes, Majesty. As you know, my grandfather oversaw all the gardens in this part of the valley. I used to follow him around when I was a child. I loved that he could place seeds in the ground and make them grow into so many things. For years I helped him oversee the planting of crops near the six shallow mile–wide basins of water left after the inundation recedes here at Waset. I loved watching plants emerge from the earth – emmer, barley, sorghum, pulses, onions, garlic, melons. I loved taking part in the harvest. Being outside all day, beneath azure skies, surrounded by green fields, seeing the silver river, golden hills, crimson sunsets, the florescent afterglow – it made me happy. Like Grandfather, growing things came naturally to me. After I married I made a garden of my own on the roof of my house. It was unsurpassed in the village. After my husband died I began working with Grandfather at Djeme and came to the attention of Pharaoh and he graciously made me overseer of his garden. Then he gave me Grandfather’s position after he died.” 
 
    The village was out of sight now. We were moving towards the head of the valley where Ta Set Neferu lay. 
 
    “What do your villagers do when they aren’t digging tombs for pharaohs?” 
 
    “Your father and the pharaohs before him have granted them a funerary concession,” I replied. “In their spare time and on their days off they barter their skills in exchange for luxuries. There’s a ready market for their services; all the priests and bureaucrats in Waset need tombs and grave goods. A scribe will spend as much as a thousand deben on his tomb and its furnishings. A simple laborer’s will cost two hundred – or thirty month’s pay. Carpenters and painters work on coffins; others perform elaborate rituals to bring those coffins to life and make them living receptacles for mummies. Stonemasons excavate tombs and painters decorate them. Sculptors make statues. Naturally, craftsmen barter their skills back and forth with their friends to create their own tombs and furnishings.” 
 
    We neared our destination. I reflected that so far Ramesses was not behaving like I’d expected a co–ruler to behave, nor a murderer. He wasn’t the harsh detached man Pentawere had portrayed him to be. He seemed genuinely interested in what I had to say, and had a great curiosity about the valley and its people. If I hadn’t foreseen his future in my dream I would have liked him. It occurred to me that if I could forge an acquaintance with him, as I had his father, perhaps he’d let something slip inadvertently before he moved against Pharaoh. Maybe that would help Pentawere stop him. Maybe I’d even be able to dissuade him. But, to gain that much trust, I knew I had to tell Ramesses the truth about me. Doing it, I’d be risking everything. If he reacted badly he could have me removed as overseer – or worse, like Tiye had threatened. It was bad enough Pharaoh now knew about my husband, thanks to Tiye revealing my past last night. How was I going to look Pharaoh in the eyes tomorrow morning on the tower stairs after I’d deceived him for so long? I truly loved him and I hadn’t wanted to disappoint him. Then I remembered that Kairy was with us today. A man who might or might not have been spying on me at Ramesses’ command. If he had been, he likely knew everything about me and my past already. In that case, I had no choice but to tell Ramesses about my husband. Otherwise, he’d know I was keeping a secret and wasn’t trustworthy. But if he didn’t already know… My head was starting to pound. I took a deep breath, stopped dead in my tracks. Ramesses stopped beside me. Those trailing us halted as well. 
 
    “Majesty, there’s something truly awful you need to know about me.” I gazed up at Qurn, whispered a prayer to Meretseger for strength. “I told you my husband is dead.” I lowered my eyes in shame. “He was executed for robbing the tomb of Osiris–pharaoh Ramesses the Great – life, prosperity, health – justified.” 
 
    Ramesses put his forefinger under my chin and raised it. His eyes met mine. They held sympathy, not anger. “Does my brother know?” 
 
    “Pentawere sentenced my husband to death, Majesty.” 
 
    “And you took him as lover in spite of it?” Ramesses asked, shocked. 
 
    So he’d heard the malicious rumors about our relationship. “We’re not lovers, Majesty. We’re two people in love,” I corrected. “Were.” 
 
    “I see.” He sounded unconvinced. 
 
    “Whoever had charge of the Great Kenbet would have done the same. It happened to be Pentawere. If my husband hadn’t robbed Pharaoh’s tomb he’d still be alive. It was his fault he was executed, not Pentawere’s.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I could be so forgiving,” Ramesses said. “You must love my brother very much.” 
 
    “I do, Majesty. Did.” I had to put Pentawere out of my mind. But how? Just because he was married to Naqi’a now didn’t mean I’d stop loving him. I just couldn’t be with him anymore. I knew I’d continue to love him forever, but from afar. My future life would be so much easier if I could just cast my love aside and forget him. But that was going to be impossible. 
 
    We moved on, following a sharp angle in the path that led into a long U–shaped valley with hills rising steeply on three sides. I felt as if a burden had been lifted from my shoulders. Again, Ramesses had not reacted as I’d expected. But how could I expect any type of reaction from him? He was putting on a false face for everyone, pretending to love his father while plotting his death. In the whole land, only Pentawere and I knew the true depths of his depravity, and only because I’d been shown by the falcon god. Or, rather, the two of us and Kairy. Ramesses’ likely accomplice had to know too. 
 
    “This is Ta Set Neferu,” I announced, stopping once more and pointing. “To the north lie the Valley of the Dolmen, the Valley of the Three Wells, and the Valley of the Cord. There’s a small cave at the base of the western cliff straight ahead of us. When it rains – which hardly ever happens – water pours over the cliff like a waterfall into the cave and then flows down the center of the valley.” 
 
    “The cave represents the womb of Hathor, and the water fertility,” Ramesses said. “Burial in Ta Set Neferu is a physical symbol of rebirth in the Afterlife.” 
 
    I nodded. Apparently Ramesses was attuned to the gods. To a certain point. Killing his father was certainly going to upset maat in countless ways. He and his father were intermediaries between mankind and the gods. His father was Horus on earth. When he died he’d become Osiris and Ramesses would become Horus. Though, if Ramesses was executed as I’d seen in my dream, Pentawere would become Horus. Who knew what would happen to Ramesses after that? Would the gods cast him down from the heavens? Would they let him in at all? It was too complicated for me to figure out so I stopped trying. “There are about ninety tombs in Ta Set Neferu,” I said, “all carved by craftsmen from Ta Set Maat. Sad to say, some have been pillaged.” 
 
    “By men like your husband?” 
 
    “Yes, Majesty. Those who’ve been caught are dead too.” 
 
    Ramesses wiped his brow again and sighed and scanned the slopes. “Too many of my brothers lie in this valley already.” 
 
    “We have to climb the hill to visit them. They lie near the crest.” I pointed upwards and to the left. 
 
    We took an ancient deeply worn path that wound up the hillside from the valley floor. As we ascended, the breeze picked up and cooled us slightly. We paused several times to rest and take in the spectacular view. Djeme was directly to our right, east. The emerald cultivated strip beyond the canal covered the broad plain all the way to the silver river. To the north were the hills that guarded the Great Place. Northeast we could see Ta Set Maat tucked in its small valley. 
 
    Ramesses pointed to a spot on the far slope of the wadi about halfway between the western cliff and the entrance. “That’s the tomb I had dug for my wife, Duatentopet, years ago.” 
 
    “My husband decorated it.” 
 
    After a steep climb we reached the first of his brothers’ tombs, Pareherunemef’s, directly southwest of and high above the cave in the west rock wall. Limestone columns outlined the door; they and a limestone lintel were inscribed with Pareherunemef’s titles. The door itself was sealed shut. 
 
    “He was my father’s charioteer and had charge of the royal stables, in Pi–Ramesses and here in Djeme,” Ramesses said. “His mother, Minefer, shares his tomb. She gave Father five sons. And one daughter, my wife.” 
 
    “When I was young I went with Grandfather all the time to visit Pareherunemef to arrange the delivery of manure to fertilize Pharaoh’s gardens. Every single visit he lifted me atop a horse and led me around the courtyard in front of the stables. I’ve never forgotten his kindness. I grieved when he died, Majesty.” 
 
    Ramesses barked a command and one of the butlers hurried to us. He opened his linen sack and spread its contents on the small altar just outside the tomb’s door. I knelt. Ramesses recited the appropriate spells, then lit the food on fire. He added incense. Sweet smoke wafted to the heavens. I added my prayers to his, clutching my talisman. 
 
    Sethherkhepshef’s tomb was only a few steps away. We repeated the ritual there, then proceeded a few more steps to Khaemwaset’s. 
 
    As the servant prepared the offerings Ramesses reflected on his half–brother. “He was my eldest brother, Tyti’s firstborn. If he’d lived he’d have ruled the valley instead of me. He filled many roles – fan bearer, sem priest, and finally Greatest of Craftsmen at Mennefer, the most powerful priestly position in the land, overseer of all other high priests. He took up those roles when I was young and so I didn’t know him as well as I would have liked.” 
 
    Meryamen’s tomb was a difficult hike from Khaemwaset’s. The trail curved from southwest to north, the tomb itself directly west of and high above the cave I’d earlier pointed out to Ramesses. We had to clamber up and down five small slopes and ravines to reach our destination. Again we repeated the ritual. 
 
    Amenherkoshef’s tomb was only a few minutes walk north. From a bit of flat ground in front of its entrance we could see directly down the center of Ta Set Neferu, all the way to Djeme and the river beyond. 
 
    “Amenherkoshef picked out this spot,” Ramesses said. “He wanted to enjoy this view for eternity. I loved all my brothers, Neset, but Amenherkoshef commanded my cavalry. We were very close.” 
 
    “Is that why you named your son after him, Majesty?” 
 
    “It is. We roamed the North together for years, Neset. I miss him every day. I’m curious to see the decorations – I’m told they’re spectacular.” 
 
    A steep set of stairs led downward into the hill to the tomb’s dark entrance. The stone was brighter than at any of the other tombs, for it had been excavated more recently. 
 
    “Your brother’s not actually buried here, Majesty,” I informed him. “He lies in your grandfather’s tomb in the Great Place.” 
 
    “I know, Neset. Father feared robbers. For now, Amenherkoshef rests in the tomb originally prepared for Tawosret, Great Wife of the second Seti. As you said, the tomb she shares with my grandfather Setnakhte.” 
 
    I couldn’t help laugh. “Majesty, the workers in Ta Set Maat went on strike over the excavation of this very tomb. A strike Pentawere settled for love of me. And then it wasn’t even used!” 
 
    “That’s ironic.” 
 
    “I remember my grandfather’s father, Kanufer, telling me how he chipped out Tawosret’s cartouches in her tomb and replaced them with your grandfather’s.” 
 
    “Because she overstepped her authority and claimed to be pharaoh in her own right?” 
 
    “That’s my understanding, Majesty.” 
 
    “It must be unusual to reuse a tomb,” Ramesses said. 
 
    “Not necessarily. It’s rumored that many bodies were shuffled about in the Great Place after the heretic died and Pharaoh Tutankhamen returned his court to Waset. Supposedly the tomb of the second Amenhotep was reopened to receive the body of his great wife, Tiye. The heretic and his wives and daughters were moved from Akhetaten and either placed together in one tomb or apportioned among several. Some claim that when Pharaoh Tutankhamen died some of those tombs were reopened and the bodies either destroyed or deprived of their identities. But a flash flood during the reign of Pharaoh Ay sealed many tombs in the lower level of the Great Place under a deep layer of mud and rock, so their entrances are no longer visible. No one remembers where they are.” 
 
    By now Re was directly overhead. 
 
    Ramesses ascended the steps. “Join me in the shade while my butlers lay out food. After we eat we’ll explore.” 
 
    A limestone wall thrust up some feet from each side of the steps and we sat side by side, our backs against the northern wall, shielded from the sun’s rays. As the butlers emptied sacks and filled plates I turned to the right and looked out over the vista. The view was spectacular. The whole valley between the eastern and western deserts lay before me, some portions obscured by hills. The river itself and its emerald border simply disappeared north and south into the haze of distance. The desert too was obscured in its farthest reaches by windblown sand. The tips of gold–clad obelisks in Ipet–Isut shone like beacons. 
 
    Butlers placed plates before us and moved a discrete distance away. As we ate Ramesses questioned me about the tomb. “You said your father helped construct it?” 
 
    “He excavated it. Two gangs worked on this tomb, Majesty, as they do on all tombs, a left and a right, each with a dozen workers headed by a foreman. Once they’d dug it into the hillside other craftsmen smoothed the walls, covered them with a layer of plaster, drew images, and painted them.” 
 
    After Ramesses and I finished our food and wine he rose. A butler handed him a bowl with a lit linen wick. 
 
    “Just like tomb workers use,” I observed. 
 
    He ordered the butlers to return to Djeme. Mayernu went with them; Kairy remained on guard a short distance away. More proof he was a favorite. Ramesses descended the steps. I followed. We entered the tomb’s first chamber. It was long and narrow and angled downward. The ceiling was only a few feet higher than our heads. The corridor opened into an antechamber with a smaller chamber to its right. I caught my breath at the magnificence of the images and the brilliance of the colors – blue, red, yellow, black, white. The figures and scenes were the finest I’d ever seen. 
 
    “The theme of my brothers’ tombs,” Ramesses said, “is Father introducing them to the gods. Usually gods are portrayed introducing the deceased to other gods, but Father wanted the introduction depicted in a new way. My brothers are all drawn as boys wearing the sidelock of youth. Each of them is shown taking a ritual journey, using the correct passwords, proceeding through the gates of the Underworld to eternal life.” Ramesses pointed to the first scene. “Here’s Thoth. And here’s Father, his hand joined to Isis wearing her elaborate headdress. Here’s Amenherkoshef carrying a fan, following Father, who’s censing before Ptah. Here they’re led forward by Ta–Tjenen, then by Duamutef, then Imsety, then Isis.” 
 
    I leaned forward and inspected the scenes closely. “Your father’s name is inscribed in the cartouche on his belt buckle… The detail is amazing, Majesty. And this elaborate blue and gold tail, and the patterned sleeves, and the gracefully draped kilt… I’ve seen Pharaoh and you and Pentawere wearing every single item painted on these walls. The master craftsman who drew these images must be very familiar with the royal family.” 
 
    “Here they’re censing before Shu, and here they’re led by Qebehsenuef and Hapy. And here they stand before Hathor.” 
 
    We moved nearer the burial chamber. 
 
    “Here Amenherkoshef is dressed as an Iunmutef priest, wearing a panther skin and claws,” Ramesses continued. 
 
    “The left and right walls contain scenes from the Spells of Emerging in Daytime,” I said. “Chapters one hundred forty–five and one hundred forty–six, I believe.” 
 
    “How do you…” 
 
    “All of us in Ta Set Maat know the spells, Majesty, from an early age. We work on so many tombs and coffins and funerary papyri.” 
 
    “In this chamber Father’s guiding Amenherkoshef through twenty–one gates, each protected by a genie.” 
 
    “Your father and brother have to recite these inscriptions written on the walls to the genies so they can pass through the gates,” I said. I held the bowl of oil close to one inscription and read it out loud. “This is the seventh gate. Here they must say, as they stand before it: ‘Make a way for me, for I know you. I know your name and I know the name of the god who guards you. Shroud Which Veils the Limp One, Mourner Who Wishes to Hide the Body is your name. Ikenty is the name of the doorkeeper.’” 
 
    We passed through the door at the far end of the chamber. Painted above it was a particularly beautiful scene of two gracefully–coiled serpents protecting the third Ramesses’ cartouches. Above them soared a winged solar disk. I noticed an empty earthenware bowl on the floor. No doubt left behind by one of the tomb workers. 
 
    The last chamber was undecorated. A sarcophagus lay in its center. Even though I knew it was empty I shivered. 
 
    “If this tomb is so fine, imagine what those of the Osiris–pharaohs must be like,” Ramesses murmured. 
 
    “I’ve been in your father’s, Majesty. It’s magnificent.” 
 
    “When?” 
 
    “I spent a day carrying water to the men excavating eight new storage rooms in his tomb a few years ago. Hay, a foreman who’d been in charge of the original excavation, gave me a tour.” 
 
    “I suppose I’ll see it when we lay Father there,” Ramesses said. “A very long time from now, I hope.” 
 
    “Locating your tomb in the Great Place will be one of your first duties as Pharaoh,” I reminded him. “Approving the plan, burying the foundation deposits, ordering its construction by the craftsmen in Ta Set Maat.” 
 
    We retraced our steps and exited the tomb. The breeze had completely died while we were inside and the sky had turned a weird greenish–yellow and the very air seemed charged. I paused on the top step and looked to the west. Great dark clouds roiled high in the sky. Bolts of pink lightning were practically raining onto the desert. Thunder rumbled, deep and dim. A storm was miles away but rapidly heading towards us. 
 
    “We’d better take shelter in the tomb until it passes,” I said practically. 
 
    “Surely we can outrun it to Djeme.” 
 
    “Have you ever been caught in a rainstorm at Waset, Majesty?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “This will be my third. They’re rare. They only last a few hours and affect a comparatively small area. But they can be violent and the downpour enormous. I’ve seen one fill a wadi in minutes and turn it into a seething river. I’ve seen what had been a bone–dry ravine suddenly alive with tumbling boulders, its sides ripped apart by too many cascades to count. This storm’s moving faster than it seems. We shouldn’t challenge it.” 
 
    “My Lady’s right,” Kairy concurred. He’d drawn near when we exited the tomb, his eyes on the western sky. “It came up very quickly, Majesty. It’s intensifying.” 
 
    “Then we’ll wait,” Ramesses decided. He sat down on the top step. “But we won’t go inside until the last minute.” 
 
    I nodded. “Some storms are legendary, Majesty, still spoken of in Ta Set Maat centuries later.” I settled beside him. “One, during the reign of Pharaoh Ahmose, destroyed the royal necropolis containing the tombs of the pharaohs of the house that preceded his. I’ve already mentioned the one during Ay’s time. But the most spectacular occurred late in the reign of Ramesses the Great. A huge storm much like the one approaching us swept towards the river from the desert, with drenching rain and tremendous and countless bolts of lightning. The accumulated water roared across the desert and when it reached the rim of the Great Place it plunged over in a maelstrom of foam and rock. The high slopes of the sacred valley turned into a mass of sludge and quickly oozed downward, completely changing the valley’s landscape. Floodwater gouged away the cliff at the valley’s head and carried limestone to the valley floor. Boulders as much as a dozen feet in diameter tumbled from the rim, gouging channels as they fell. Tons of rock and sand smashed and buried storerooms and workers’ huts on the valley floor thirty feet deep. It hid the entrances of the oldest tombs, likely smashed and soaked their walls and half–filled their corridors with rock and sand and water. Some of that water may still be there today, for all I know, since it has nowhere to go. Within days the thick layer of flood debris set as hard as rock. Fortunately, the doors of some tombs stood firm against the flood. Ramesses the Great’s tomb, which was under construction, was partly filled with debris and had to be redone.” 
 
    “Amazing!” 
 
    I nodded. “The rain stopped as suddenly as it had come, after only twenty minutes. But the damage had been done, not just to the Great Place but the whole valley in the Waset area. The plain alongside the river was inundated. Sheets of water dissolved the mud–brick houses of farmers and its force swept away countless people and animals. For weeks afterward bloated corpses and carcasses floated in the river. The water poured into tombs and lapped around temple walls for days.” 
 
    “I’m glad we didn’t run for it,” Ramesses said. 
 
    “Storms aren’t entirely destructive,” I assured him. “Once I saw a ravine filled with a torrent hours after a mighty storm struck on the desert plateau fifteen miles away. Before the rush of water the ravine had been completely barren. Two months later the streambed was entirely carpeted with desert plants. They attracted moths, whose larvae were feeding on greenery a month later. But only a few of the plants survived the hot summer months. Seeds in the desert sleep long before they’re awakened, Majesty. But in the Great Place no plants grow ever, not even after a storm. It’s no place for the living.” 
 
    Daylight faded as the storm neared, the dark clouds briefly lit by brilliant flashes of lightning. A sudden clap of thunder boomed and echoed in the narrow valley and I held my hands over my ears until the reverberations receded. If there was one thing I hated it was thunderstorms. Heavy raindrops began to patter down, just a few at first, then rapidly, peppering the thick dust. Ramesses and Kairy and I hurried down the steps to take shelter inside the tomb, and not a moment too soon. The clouds burst directly overhead and a virtual deluge poured down, accompanied by more lightning and thunder. I couldn’t see anything through the sheets of rain. The temperature dropped. In only a moment water began trickling down the steps into the tomb, wetting the corridor floor from side to side. We retreated farther into the darkness beyond the water’s reach. Without a lamp the increasingly dim point of light that marked the tomb’s entrance was our only reference point. I whispered a prayer to Meretseger and the falcon god and unconsciously gripped Ramesses’ arm, my fear outweighing protocol. He patted my hand reassuringly, found a dry place, then sat. I sat beside him, my left leg and arm pressed against his, my back against the tomb wall. Even though I’d dreamed about Ramesses being executed for killing his father, right now he seemed like a haven. In fact, he’d shown no sign all day of being the bloodthirsty man he must really be if he was going to commit patricide. 
 
    Kairy sat down five or six feet to my right. He seemed unperturbed by the storm. 
 
    “I’d say this is the most unusual situation we’ve ever found ourselves in, Kairy,” Ramesses observed. “Hiding from a storm in a tomb.” 
 
    “Far more comfortable than sitting in a too–small patch of shade at midday in the desert, dripping sweat, Majesty,” Kairy replied. 
 
    I’d felt more than a little guilty all day every time I’d glanced at Kairy. I hadn’t treated him very nicely after the confrontation with Bunakhtef. I supposed it was time to make things right. Perhaps if I did and made myself approachable he might someday let something slip about the plan to assassinate Pharaoh. “I didn’t thank you for rescuing me that night, Kairy. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Kairy rescued you?” Ramesses asked. 
 
    “Not really, Majesty. My Lady had her situation under control before I came along.” He addressed me. “You were understandably preoccupied afterwards. Who wouldn’t be after being attacked?” 
 
    “You were attacked?” Ramesses asked me sharply. 
 
    “A disappointed suitor. That’s all, Majesty.” I didn’t want to go into details. 
 
    “I happened to be passing by,” Kairy said. “I made sure he didn’t do anything stupid. That’s all. Or more stupid than he’d already done.” 
 
    “You didn’t arrest him?” Ramesses asked. 
 
    “I asked Kairy not to. I’d already scarred the man’s cheek with a blade.” 
 
    Kairy laughed. “His own blade, Majesty. She snatched it from him.” 
 
    “That was punishment enough,” I said. 
 
    “I imagine if every man in the valley whose heart you’ve broken has a scarred cheek there’d be too many to count,” Ramesses said. 
 
    “I fear you’re exaggerating, Majesty.” 
 
    A clap of thunder reverberated in the tomb. I tensed. 
 
    “Do the tombs on the west bank knolls contain scenes like those in this tomb?” Ramesses asked. 
 
    I thought he was trying to divert my attention from the storm, which I appreciated. 
 
    “Of pharaohs before the gods? No, Majesty. Those tombs belong to viziers and priests and nobles and mayors and craftsmen. And my grandfather. There are certainly scenes of the deceased making offerings before the gods. But, more commonly, the scenes depict their daily lives – their jobs, their families. Men carrying offerings of rations and furniture to temples. Picking grapes. Collecting what’s due Pharaoh and rounding up those who shirk their responsibility. Receiving and recording tribute. Hunting. Fishing. Supervising workers. Craftsmen practicing their craft – carpentry, bead making, gilding, weaving, sculpting. Brick making. Counting cattle. Harvesting and threshing and winnowing. There are scenes of banquets, funerary processions, funerary rituals, boat processions to Abdju. Ceilings decorated with grapevines, imitations of patterned weavings, the night sky dotted with stars. Dancers. Musicians. Offering bearers. Mourners. Charioteers. Sailors. Animals – giraffes, bears, elephants, horses, monkeys, leopards, lions, birds, all types of fowl, crocodiles, hippos, cats, fish, cattle. Dom palms, acacia and tamarisk trees, mandrakes, poppies, cornflowers, papyrus, lotus. Marshes, thickets, fields, the river.” 
 
    “Have you constructed your tomb yet, Neset?” Ramesses asked. 
 
    “I’ll share Grandfather’s. His walls are decorated with gardens and flowers and trees and plants. We’ll garden together for eternity.” And all that Pentawere has given me, I reflected, will accompany me – the jewels, the clothes, the perfumes and jars and chests. Some little part of him will be with me forever. A sudden overwhelming emptiness descended on me – the part of Pentawere I’d let myself dream of having, a child, was now impossible. We weren’t going to be married. I’d lost him. I was going to spend my life alone. When I died no one would mourn my passing. Then I felt the talisman against my chest. The talisman that had been handed down two hundred–forty times. It was my duty to pass it and the family stories on. Both couldn’t die with me. I was going to have to marry someday, take to husband a man I’d never love the way I loved Pentawere. How would I ever find a man as decent as him in a valley populated with men like Mesedptah and Bunakhtef and Ramesses and Kairy? 
 
    Lightning struck just outside the entrance and for a moment the inside of the tomb was as bright as day, the figures on the wall seemingly alive. I let out a startled scream. Then we were plunged into darkness again just as a mighty clap of thunder shook the very foundations of the earth. I screamed again and grabbed Ramesses. Then I realized what I’d done and released him and moved back a bit. 
 
    He took it in stride. “You recognized the correct chapters of the Book of Gates earlier. Is everyone in Ta Set Maat as knowledgeable as you about the sacred words?” 
 
    “Many far more than me,” I replied, my heart racing. “If craftsmen don’t write the inscriptions on tomb and coffin correctly the deceased won’t gain eternal life. Almost all of us in the village are literate, Majesty, because our jobs require it.” 
 
    “Even gardening?” 
 
    I laughed. “Your father asked me the very same question the first time we met.” 
 
    “And what did you tell him?” 
 
    “The first husband of my neighbor collected papyri – tales of ancient pharaohs, recipes, magic spells, medicine, love spells – even dreams. I began caring for the garden on her roof after I was married – I was only twelve years old. She liked for me to read to her while she rested in the shade in the heat of day. I learned much.” 
 
    Another loud clap of thunder, this time a little farther east. The storm was moving away, but slowly. The wind still howled outside; a fresh cool breeze swept deep into the tomb. 
 
    “There aren’t storms like this in Ta–mehi,” Ramesses said. 
 
    “I envy you, Majesty, that you know the valley so well. My life is so small compared to yours. I’ve only been away from Waset three times – once to Pi–Ramesses for your triumph, once to Mennefer for your father’s Heb–Sed, and once to Abdju for the Wag Festival. I’ll probably never travel the river again. But I’ll remember every bit of those journeys and what I saw along the way for the rest of my life.” 
 
    “Ah! To be so young and innocent,” Ramesses said. “I envy you, Neset. I’ve spent far too much of my life away from the valley, on the desert, in Setjet and Retenu, fighting, protecting trade expeditions. Sometimes I’ve gone months at a time without seeing anything green – only rock and sand and stunted brown growth.” He chuckled. “And I’ve dragged my friend Kairy along every time.” 
 
    “To places I never dreamed existed,” Kairy said. “You’ve made my life far richer, Majesty.” 
 
    “What’s it like being a pharaoh, Majesty?” I asked. Somehow, in the near darkness, being impertinent was easy. Ramesses didn’t seem to mind, and I knew I’d never be in a position to ask such questions ever again. Plus, it was a chance for me to take his measure. Would he reveal his impatience to rule alone despite what he’d told me earlier? 
 
    “Regimented,” he said with a sigh. “At least, when I’m not campaigning. My main duty is to ensure maat – divine order and justice – and prevent isfet – chaos. When I was a young man I immersed myself in ancient writings in search of old rituals because I wanted to understand the policies of the gods and because I was concerned with the proper way of approaching the divine. I also spent time observing kenbets to gain insight into judicial affairs. So now I attend the god in whatever temple I’m near at dawn and midday and sunset. After breakfast I go over letters with the vizier and chancellor. I listen to petitioners Father’s directed my way in either my small reception room or his large audience hall. I render justice. I plan temples and per’aas and fortresses. I receive ambassadors. I go over the reports of collections with the vizier and scribes. I make appointments. I reward the best of my soldiers at the Window of Appearances. I try to reign in the power of the priests. I attend festivals and banquets – the last aren’t so awful, of course. But once I’m sole pharaoh I’ll have no freedom at all. I’d never be able to do what we’re doing right now – wander off into Ta Set Neferu and spend the day visiting tombs. I’m trying to take advantage of things like this while I can.” 
 
    A pharaoh’s life sounded diametrically opposite the relatively unstructured one Pentawere enjoyed. It didn’t sound like one Ramesses truly cared for. He didn’t seem at all anxious to replace his father and entirely take over his duties. For the first time I couldn’t help wonder – had the falcon god really sent me my dream? Or was it just a random dream I’d embraced because I’d expected to have one after I began wearing the talisman? I’d been in a bad way the night I’d dreamed, grief–stricken, mourning Grandfather. That might have affected me and made me dream of death. Based on what I’d seen of Ramesses so far today, he seemed a far cry from a man who’d murder his own father without cause. Had I been misjudging him all this time? Had I needlessly planted suspicion about him in Pentawere’s mind? How was I supposed to know what was real and what wasn’t? My dream had seemed very real at the time. Now, suddenly, I wasn’t so sure. 
 
    “It takes an army of bureaucrats to run the valley, Neset,” Ramesses continued. “The vizier and I lead them all – overseers of the treasury and livestock and granaries, scribes, the chancellor, the chief steward, the chamberlain, army commanders, general officers, high priests, the judiciary, the police, village chiefs and mayors and councils, vassal kings, viceroys and deputies. And, of course, royal children and relatives.” 
 
    “And an overseer of gardens,” Kairy interjected. 
 
    Ramesses laughed. 
 
    “Tell me about your family, Majesty,” I said. 
 
    “My wife, Duatentopet, is Chantress of the temple of Khonsu at Ipet–Isut.” 
 
    “I’ve met her a few times,” I said. “She’s very beautiful.” No point mentioning she despised me. 
 
    “She’s also my half–sister. Our son Amenherkoshef has two wives – Henutwati and Tawerettenru. Between them we have one grandson with another on the way.” He wiped his brow. “Father married me to my sister to ensure the purity of the royal blood, Neset. Unlike you and Kairy I didn’t have the freedom to marry just anyone.” 
 
    “I had no say about my husband either, Majesty.” 
 
    “It was arranged?” 
 
    “A political marriage.” 
 
    “They play at politics in Ta Set Maat?” 
 
    “I was twelve and Mesedptah was thirty–two, Majesty. He was from the left work gang and my family was from the right. The gang foremen said our marriage would strengthen ties between the gangs.” I was glad neither Ramesses nor Kairy could see my face in the darkness, the distaste with which I recalled my husband. “He was an adulterer, Majesty,” I said bitterly. “He slept with many women in Ta Set Maat and even some of their daughters. I was too blind to see it. He fooled me for years.” 
 
    “I can’t imagine doing that to a woman like you.” 
 
    “Like me? I’m common, Majesty. Men and women laugh openly at me in Ta Set Maat because I was so blind and trusting.” 
 
    “You’re intelligent, Neset, and not at all common. I see why my brother loves you.” 
 
    Thunder rumbled, far away now. The sound of falling rain was diminishing. The light at the tomb entrance was brightening. 
 
    “Pentawere told me about you once,” Ramesses said. 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “We were at a party in Pi–Ramesses when I took my son there to be trained as a soldier. You were at that party, weren’t you, Kairy?” 
 
    “I was, Majesty. Keeping an eye on the young Majesty.” 
 
    “Pentawere told me he was in love with a fierce proud passionate woman. When he described you I realized I’d seen you with Father watering plants many mornings. Anyway, women had been throwing themselves at Pentawere all night. He hadn’t shown interest in any of them. I’d never seen him reject women before. I was astounded. I asked him why. He told me he’d found the woman he was going to marry.” 
 
    So Pentawere had indeed been faithful to me, right up to last night, when he’d married the wretch. 
 
    “If I was twenty years younger and didn’t love my wife I’d make it hard for you to choose between Pentawere and me, Neset. I’ve enjoyed your company today.” 
 
    Not you too, I thought despairingly. Tiye hates me because she believes Pharaoh wants me. Do I have to worry about Duatentopet becoming my enemy now? 
 
    “Since Pentawere’s married now, perhaps you should spend some time with Kairy and get to know him,” Ramesses said off–handedly. 
 
    I sensed Kairy stiffen. 
 
    I was stunned and embarrassed. And instantly suspicious. Why would Ramesses suggest I take up with another man, knowing Pharaoh had ripped Pentawere away from me just a few hours ago? A man he knew I loved and who loved me? Why Kairy? Was throwing the two of us together why Ramesses had ordered Kairy to remain when he sent everyone else who’d come with us this morning back to Djeme? Was a relationship between Kairy and me part of Ramesses’ plan to assassinate Pharaoh? This suggestion increased the odds that Kairy had been spying on me when he “rescued” me from Bunakhtef. Was Ramesses clumsily attempting to draw Kairy and me closer together so Ramesses could keep an eye on me through Kairy and somehow strike more easily at Pentawere when he moved against Pharaoh? Was Ramesses finally revealing his true colors? 
 
    “My Lady deserves better than a common soldier, Majesty,” Kairy protested. 
 
    An unexpected response. Any other man I knew would have taken advantage of Ramesses’ suggestion to immediately press me. Kairy hadn’t. He was clearly uninterested in me. So far, he’d never even spoken my name. Unless he was feigning reluctance. That might be part of his and Ramesses’ plan, to throw me off guard. I knew plenty of women who were drawn to men who took no interest in them – maybe Ramesses and Kairy thought I was that kind. Maybe the two of them had orchestrated everything that had happened today to set up this exact moment. At any rate, I had no interest in Kairy and I never would. My loss of Pentawere was far too devastating. I’d never love anyone the way I loved him. Certainly not this friend of the co–ruler. 
 
    “Common soldier, Kairy? Pharaoh’s chariot driver and captain of his bodyguards? Perhaps someday commander of Pharaoh’s army? You’re not so common, my friend. Don’t you agree, Neset?” 
 
    Even more embarrassing. “Of course, Majesty.” What else could I have said? 
 
    Ramesses stood and helped me to my feet. “I believe the storm has passed. It’s time to get back to Djeme. I must attend to my duties.” 
 
    “Me too,” I echoed. 
 
    I reflected, the entire walk to Djeme, that Ramesses hadn’t seemed like a future murderer during our excursion today. Nor had Kairy. Yet there was something off about the two of them, too many seemingly unrelated yet complementary things that made me believe they shared a secret. I knew what that secret was, because the falcon god had warned me. They had no idea I knew – or that Pentawere knew. Knowledge was indeed power, I reflected. I kept my distance from Kairy as we made our way down the valley. After Ramesses’ suggestion, being near Kairy made me very uncomfortable. Although, it occurred to me when we came in sight of Djeme that I should perhaps cozy up to Kairy at some point. Even though Pharaoh had separated me from Pentawere, we were both still determined to save his life. Getting close to Kairy would be almost as valuable to our cause as getting close to Ramesses. What better way to discover what the two of them were up to? I’d have to give that some thought. If I did feign a relationship with Kairy I’d have to be circumspect about it. I’d have to wait a few months to initiate it too, so it’d seem I’d accepted my loss of Pentawere and moved on. A too–hasty acceptance of Ramesses’ suggestion would seem suspicious to Kairy, I was certain. 
 
    Kairy had the grace to mouth “I’m sorry” when the three of us parted. 
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    Early one afternoon about a month after the Beautiful Feast, Pharaoh visited the third Thutmose’s temple to dedicate the new garden I’d created. Pentawere had returned to Pi–Ramesses with his bride two weeks earlier. According to my girls, who’d watched him depart, starry–eyed at the royal panoply, her entourage had occupied three entire vessels. I’d stayed away from Djeme that day. In fact, I hadn’t seen Pentawere even once since the night of his marriage. I couldn’t have borne it. 
 
    Normally a dozen men carried Pharaoh in a palanquin when he traveled in the memorial temple district but today he arrived by chariot, wearing a fine white shendyt and a blue– and white–striped nemes headdress and a broad collar of gold and turquoise and carnelian. He was accompanied by bodyguards and a fan bearer and a host of scribes and other officials, including his brand–new vizier, Neferronpet. Vizier To’s body was currently with the embalmers, being prepared for burial. His death had been sudden and unexpected. The high priest of Thutmose’s temple and I greeted Pharaoh at the entrance of the garden. Pharaoh told the high priest and everyone else to wait and he and I entered the grounds alone. The high priest watched us, fuming, arms crossed, unhappy he’d been excluded from the tour. Hundreds of temple workers observed us from just outside the garden’s borders. I spent several hours guiding Ramesses on the winding stone–paved paths along channels and beside pools, sitting occasionally with him on stone benches beneath tall shade trees. I pointed out each type of plant and tree and flower, showed him the drawing I’d made of it at Akh–Menou, told him where on the east or west bank I’d located it. I explained my arrangement of the garden, how anyone approaching it on the canal that led directly to the temple would be drawn to the splash of color on the drab desert, that something would always be in bloom, that taller plants would not block the view of shorter. I showed him small statues I’d commissioned of Thutmose worshiping Amen and Mut and Khonsu and Hathor that were scattered throughout the garden, and an equal number of Pharaoh himself, the garden’s benevolent sponsor. 
 
    “I was wise to appoint you overseer, Neset,” Pharaoh said when the tour concluded and we stood once more at the head of the path. “Your garden is magnificent.” 
 
    “Thank you, Majesty,” I said humbly. “Because of you I get to do something I love every day. I’ll always be grateful to you for the life you’ve given me.” And for allowing me to continue living that life and never reprimanding me for not confessing what my husband did, even after I knew you knew, thanks to Tiye. 
 
    Pharaoh motioned to the high priest. He and his subsidiary priests and a number of temple chantresses playing crotal bells formed a double line behind him. Vizier Neferronpet and the other officials arranged themselves next. Then the priests strolled down the wide path through the middle of the garden, censing each side with burning incense, sprinkling the path with water, chanting the proper spells to gain the blessing of the justified pharaoh. 
 
    Afterwards, Pharaoh prepared to return to his per’aa. I escorted him from the garden and through a crowd of spectators kneeling alongside the path where his chariot and those of his bodyguards were waiting in the lengthening shade of a grove of palm trees. 
 
    “How will you get back to your quarters in Djeme, Neset?” Pharaoh asked almost as an afterthought as I bid him goodbye. 
 
    “I’ll walk, Majesty. It’s not terribly far. I do it every day.” 
 
    “I see.” He stepped up onto the bed of the chariot alongside his driver, then turned. “Have you ever ridden in a chariot, Neset?” 
 
    “No, Majesty.” 
 
    “Would you like to?” 
 
    “Are you serious?” 
 
    He smiled. “Out,” he ordered the driver. Pharaoh held out his hand. 
 
    I took it eagerly and he pulled me up beside him. The bottom of the chariot was springy, made of interlaced strips of leather. 
 
    People in the crowd were staring and murmuring. A guard was beside the heads of the chariot’s two magnificent jet–black stallions, gripping their harnesses, holding them steady. One pawed at the ground restlessly and the other tossed his head and snorted. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Neset,” Ramesses said, expertly taking the reins. “I used to drive my chariot in battle and when I hunted. The scenes on the walls at Djeme show actual events. Even though they occurred long ago.” 
 
    I hoped he was being truthful. Pharaohs liked to exaggerate their prowess on walls and statues. 
 
    “One hand on the side of the chariot, one around my waist,” he ordered. “That’ll keep you steady.” 
 
    Even though I’d been kissed by Pentawere many times and slept in his arms once and had even clutched his son Ramesses during the rainstorm, that I was being allowed to touch the living god seemed incomprehensible. I took hold. I noted Pharaoh’s waist had gone to fat, so unlike Pentawere’s hard muscle. 
 
    Pharaoh slapped the reins and gave a great cry and the chariot lurched forward. I nearly fell. I spread my feet farther apart for better balance. We moved rapidly over the path alongside the canal, the horses stirring up a cloud of dust as we rolled past the memorial temples – first Siptah’s, then the second Amenhotep’s, then the Ramesseum, then the fourth Thutmose’s and the ruins of Tawosret’s and Merenptah’s, past the head of the second east–west canal and then, after a gap, the temples of Amenhotep son of Hapu and the second Thutmose and Horemheb. My hair streamed behind me and my skirt swirled about my legs and the wind brought tears to my eyes. People we encountered dropped to their knees at our passage; to me they were blurs. I thought it must be wonderful to be a pharaoh. I glanced behind us once; five more chariots from Pharaoh’s retinue were following, all trailed by plumes of dust, all struggling to keep up with us. Apparently Pharaoh loved to go fast. I was glad I was in the lead chariot and not eating dust. Almost before I knew it we’d covered most of the distance to Djeme and its surrounding wall was growing larger by the second. 
 
    “Are you enjoying yourself?” Pharaoh shouted to make himself heard above the noise of hooves and wheels and wind. 
 
    “Oh, yes!” I cried. “I’ve never gone so fast in my life!” 
 
    “Fast? This isn’t fast,” Ramesses said, a gleam in his eye. “Hold on.” 
 
    He slapped the reins hard and shouted a command and the horses leapt forward. I nearly fell again, then righted myself and clung to Pharaoh more tightly. He veered hard to the right, passed to the rear of Djeme, then turned onto the dusty level desert. 
 
    High broken cliffs were to our right, and emmer fields, some green, some newly–harvested and covered with stubble, to our left. I recognized Pere’s estate in the midst of several others, where I’d spent a glorious month with Pentawere. Before long Pharaoh cried out sharply and loosened the reins and the horses leveled their noses and lengthened their strides and the chariot began to fly. Soon Malqata, the gigantic complex constructed by the third Amenhotep, appeared to our left, and to its east, beyond the ruins of its buildings, his massive sacred lake, now dry, bounded by great long mounds of dirt. We rode beside Malqata for miles, then turned slightly west around a spur of hills. Malqata disappeared behind us and we were out in the open, racing south down the valley, the ground rumbling beneath the horses’ hooves and chariot’s wheels. I tightened my hold on Pharaoh and chariot and screamed with delight. My hair flew free and my skirt whipped like a great loose sail. I stole a glance at Pharaoh and there was a look of utter joy on his face. I assumed he rarely had the chance to be so spontaneous. The thing his son Ramesses feared – being trapped in routine. We rode for miles, the horses pounding the desert, lather and clods of dirt flying, the chariot going airborne at every small irregularity in the surface, Pharaoh’s escort falling ever farther back, unable to keep pace with us, leaving town and temples far behind. Farmers working their fields stared without recognizing Pharaoh as he and I thundered past. Frightened cattle took to their heels, lumbering off across the fields, herdsmen in kilts chasing after, and barking dogs. A few women and children peered at us cautiously from the doors of scattered mud huts. Much too soon for me Pharaoh finally slowed the chariot and turned it around in a long sweeping arc. Like me, he was breathing hard and his arms and chest were drenched with sweat. Re was descending behind the western hills now and long shadows were creeping across the desert and we rode in shade. Far to the north I saw the cloud of dust that was Pharaoh’s pursuing escort. Not long afterwards we encountered those chariots. Their commander looked like he wanted to strangle Pharaoh for driving off so dangerously, and at the same time relieved that he hadn’t crashed and killed himself. 
 
    Pharaoh and I proceeded at a leisurely pace towards Djeme. We swung around the spur of hills and rumbled across the remains of a long causeway. The extensive mud–brick ruins we’d passed on our way south appeared once again. 
 
    “The third Amenhotep built Malqata to celebrate three of his Heb–Seds,” Pharaoh told me as he slowed the horses to a walk. 
 
    “The father of the heretic.” 
 
    “Who grew up here, as the fourth Amenhotep, before he took the throne and changed his name to Akhenaten. Anyway, inside Malqata are the ruins of a temple to Amen, several per’aas, administrative buildings, storerooms, officials’ houses, and villages for craftsmen and servants.” 
 
    “Like Ta Set Maat?” 
 
    “Similar idea. But integrated, not isolated. One workshop here produced glazed objects. When I was young I found some molds and faience and glass lying in the sand – I used to like to explore when Father came to Waset for holidays. See that long low mound directly east of us? Amenhotep dug a vast lake and connected it to the river – the mound was debris from the excavation. The causeway we crossed earlier extended from the lake west all the way to the edge of the cliffs.” Pharaoh began to point to the remains of walls, portions barely visible in the sand that had drifted over the site for centuries. “This rambling section was the south village, filled with many small houses. Likely the homes of craftsmen and laborers.” A bit farther on. “This was a per’aa, and to its north villas for Amenhotep’s courtiers.” Ramesses stopped his chariot soon after and a guard hurried from an escorting chariot to hold his horses steady as he and I stepped down. I wobbled a bit, my legs accustomed to the motion of the chariot. Pharaoh steadied me. Then he led me into the ruins. 
 
    I stooped and picked up a shard of decorated pottery. “It’s Hathor,” I announced, though only half her face and part of her crown remained. 
 
    We encountered painted plaster fragments of various sizes scattered atop the sand as we moved steadily east, winding among the foundations. Ramesses flipped a nearly rectangular nine–inch long slab over with his foot, revealing part of a yellow star on a blue background. “Even the per’aa’s ceilings were decorated,” he explained. 
 
    A bit of color on a small patch of wind–scoured ground caught my eye and I knelt and brushed sand away with my hand, revealing part of a frescoed floor. Pharaoh summoned his guards and set them to clearing it. After considerable effort they revealed a host of birds fluttering through vegetation and waterfowl flying through papyrus thickets. 
 
    “There’s a real freshness to this,” I observed. “Everyone credits the heretic for transforming the style of what craftsmen produced. But he must have been influenced by his father.” 
 
    We reached the east end of the ruins and found a mud brick stamped The House of Amen in the House of Rejoicing. 
 
    “Amenhotep’s name for this complex,” Pharaoh said. 
 
    We climbed the mound just beyond. I looked to the east. The river shone in the distance, beginning to take on the yellow and orange and red of the evening sky, beyond the green cultivated strip and the sand–filled depression at my feet that had once been Amenhotep’s lake. I turned in a circle, sweeping my eyes over the ruins near at hand, to the high walls of Djeme in the north, to the cliffs in the west, to the desert in the south. 
 
    “Imagine you’re Amenhotep, Neset, standing at this very spot on the day of your Heb–Sed,” Pharaoh said in an almost dreamy voice. “This mound, lush with waving green grass, dotted with colorful flowers, shaded by trees, the lake sparkling at its feet, your boats moored at stone quays, glittering with gold and bright with paint, behind you your per’aa, courtyards, storerooms, stables, offices, chapels, kitchens, bakeries, gardens and pools, to the north Amen’s temple, with a huge enclosed courtyard and great columns and statues. All covered with gold and silver and copper and carved and painted, with scarlet pennants snapping in the wind.” Pharaoh sighed. “The empire was larger then, tribute seemingly endless. With it Amenhotep built well.” 
 
    “Djeme is spectacular too, Majesty,” I said. “And it’s not in ruins like this place. It’ll stand forever as a testament to your power and might.” 
 
    Pharaoh smiled. “Spoken like a true prophet, Neset!” 
 
    If he only knew. So many times I’d almost told Pharaoh about my dream, about his future murder at the hands of his son. But I’d held back every time. Why would he or anyone else believe me? Pentawere did, because I’d proven to his satisfaction that my talisman had really come from the falcon god. Because Pentawere believed me Pharaoh was now well–protected, attended constantly by Pentawere’s picked guards, including those riding the desert with us right now. Pentawere and I had decided long ago that we couldn’t accuse Ramesses of something he hadn’t yet done. Our only course of action was to catch him in the act of attempting to murder his father. But, according to family stories, the dreams given the talisman bearers always came exactly true. That implied that no matter what Pentawere and I did to try to stop him Ramesses was going to succeed in killing his father and then be executed for it. If my dream truly had come from the falcon god, neither I nor anyone else could change its outcome. Pharaoh was doomed. But, after spending a day with Ramesses and later reflecting endlessly about what I’d learned, I’d become ambivalent about the meaning of my dream. I was no longer absolutely certain it had come from the god. I was inclined to believe now that it had simply been a nightmare, unconnected to reality, not a prophecy. Which meant Pharaoh would live out his natural life and the guards wouldn’t be called upon to save him from Ramesses. So, in the end, everything would turn out as it should. 
 
    Because of my ambivalence I’d decided I wasn’t going to get involved with Kairy, either now or later, as Ramesses had suggested. If the two of them were weaving a web I wasn’t going to let myself get caught in it. If they weren’t, I had no intention of spending time with Kairy when I was still in love with Pentawere. 
 
    Night was falling. We wandered back through the ruins and stepped into Pharaoh’s chariot and he drove the short distance to Djeme at a relaxed pace. Re was behind the hills now and the desert was in shadow and a few stars already shone in the darkening eastern sky. I gloried in the chariot ride; I knew I’d never experience another. Everyone moved to the side of the lane as we rode through the gate and tunnel beneath the tower rooms into Djeme. Torches blazed to light our way. I glanced at the lower tower room and saw Tiye and Iset and Tyti watching Pharaoh and me from the window. They were furious. Tiye wasn’t the only wife who believed I’d seduced Pharaoh to gain my position. This chariot ride was going to heap fuel on that fire. 
 
    Pharaoh halted the chariot at the foot of the tower stairs. Groomsmen took charge of horses and vehicle. Pharaoh helped me down. 
 
    “That was the most exciting thing I’ve ever done,” I said, looking up at him, still a little breathless. “Thank you, Majesty.” 
 
    “It’s been a long time since I’ve driven,” he said. “Guess the Heb–Sed really did rejuvenate me. And now, you’ll join my wives and me for dinner.” 
 
    The worst thing he could have suggested. A command, not an offer. I couldn’t refuse. We ate a simple meal, by torchlight, in the tower room, cooled by the evening breeze. A small group of softly–playing female musicians dressed only in white skirts serenaded us. All three wives treated me coldly and with disdain, though a few times when I looked up from my plate I caught Tiye staring thoughtfully at me. Pharaoh either didn’t notice his wives’ hostility or didn’t care. He described his newest garden to the women enthusiastically; Iset and Tyti at least pretended to be interested. After the meal Pharaoh and I moved to a small table beside the window overlooking the forecourt garden and played Senet. The wives eventually returned to the harem. I noted again the drawing on the wall of Pharaoh playing the game with one of his concubines – Heket, I recalled Pentawere telling me once, the only one of Pharaoh’s concubines I knew. At least Pharaoh let me keep my clothes on. 
 
    “How fares your son, Ramesses, Majesty?” I inquired as I moved a pawn to the House of Rebirth. He’d departed Djeme soon after our visit to his brothers’ tombs. That was good – he couldn’t assassinate Pharaoh if he was in the North, if that truly was his intention. I really wanted to ask Pharaoh about Pentawere and his new wife, if he was content, but I dared not mention him. Besides, knowing Pentawere had adjusted to a new life with Naqi’a would be too painful. 
 
    “I sent him on a small jaunt into the western desert,” Pharaoh said. “Just Re’s Division and the cavalry. A show of force to remind the Tjehenuians to behave themselves. And a chance to give my grandson Amenherkoshef a taste of military action.” Pharaoh threw his sticks. “Ramesses told me you accompanied him to Ta Set Neferu during the Beautiful Feast of the Valley.” 
 
    “My father carved your sons’ tombs,” I said. “His Majesty didn’t know where they were exactly. I did.” 
 
    “His wife, my daughter Duatentopet, was not pleased when she found out,” Pharaoh said. “A woman like you is a temptation for any man, married or not.” 
 
    “Majesty!” I exclaimed. “I’d never… Besides, his chariot driver Kairy was with us the whole time.” Now I was grateful he had been. He could defend Ramesses and me from a scurrilous rumor. Unless he was the one who’d told Duatentopet about our adventure. It didn’t make sense he’d try to drive a wedge between Ramesses and his wife, though, especially if he was as close to Ramesses as it seemed. Maybe he’d told Duatentopet to make her angry at me, his way of getting back at me for not taking Ramesses up on his offer to spend time with him. Maybe he was trying to make all the royal women angry at me for another reason. Maybe he and Ramesses were somehow going to use me in their assassination plot. 
 
    “I know you don’t have designs on my son, Neset,” Pharaoh chuckled, eyeing me sideways as he moved his pawn. “At least, not that one.” 
 
    He’d known about Pentawere and me since the night of Pentawere’s marriage but hadn’t mentioned it until now. My cheeks were instantly burning. I was suddenly very uncomfortable. 
 
    “Pentawere defied me when I ordered him to marry, for your sake,” Pharaoh said calmly. “Or, at least tried to. I married him to Naqi’a right away to nip his rebellion in the bud.” He handed me the throw sticks. 
 
    “I told Pentawere many times he’d have to obey you, Majesty,” I said. “I never expected to be his wife.” 
 
    “Tiye thought otherwise. She pressed me constantly for more than a year and a half to find him a suitable match. When Pentawere confessed that he loved you I finally knew why she’d been badgering me. Tiye wanted to keep the two of you apart.” 
 
    As I’d suspected. Tiye had been the impetus for Pentawere’s marriage, not Pharaoh. Pentawere’s anger at his father for that at least was misplaced. “I know what I am, Majesty. Pentawere has a wife now. I promise you – I’ll never see him again. I won’t put Naqi’a into the position my husband put me in.” 
 
    “Would you like to know why I wouldn’t let Pentawere marry you, despite his desperate pleas?” Ramesses asked, his eyes probing mine. 
 
    “I’m a gardener, Majesty. The royal bloodline needs to remain pure. Ramesses said that’s why you married him to his sister.” 
 
    Pharaoh shook his head. “No, Neset. I understand why Pentawere loves you. Who wouldn’t? You’re an extraordinary woman, smart, engaging.” 
 
    I blushed more deeply. 
 
    “Every man’s eyes follow when you pass. There’s something compelling about you. And I can see why you’d desire my son.” Pharaoh leaned forward, earnest. “But Pentawere’s not good enough for you, Neset. Eventually he’d tire of you, find someone younger, more beautiful – not now, of course, but years from now – and he’d break your heart. I love my son, but he lives in a dream world – he refuses to face facts. He’s essentially weak – his mother manipulates him. If he can’t stand up to her… No, you’d have been a good match for Ramesses. He’s the strong one, if less flamboyant. But he’s far too old for you. And I wouldn’t have my daughter, his wife, compete with you for his affection.” Pharaoh leaned back in his chair. “Forget Pentawere, Neset. Move on with your life.” 
 
    You’re wrong about Pentawere, I thought loyally. He’d never tire of me. He loves me truly. And maybe he can’t stand up to his mother – but I’m strong enough to protect him from her and her ridiculous ambitions for him. He’d be a different man – a better man – with me at his side. But how could I say that to Pharaoh? “I have moved on, Majesty,” I said instead. “But I’ll never stop loving him.” 
 
    “I can arrange a good marriage for you, if you’d like, Neset. A mayor, a governor, an army commander, another overseer… Ramesses believes his chariot driver, Kairy, would make a good match.” 
 
    Not Pharaoh too! Why did men always think a woman needed to be married to be happy? And why was everyone so eager to pair me with Kairy? “Majesty, I’d prefer to keep serving you as overseer of your gardens, just as I am. I’d rather not be burdened with a husband.” 
 
    “Because your first marriage turned out badly?” 
 
    “Yes, Majesty.” 
 
    “As you wish, Neset.” He stood. “And now, its time for me to retire.” 
 
    I stood as well and bowed low. 
 
    Pharaoh took hold of my hand and raised me up. “I’m very pleased with you, Neset. The garden you conceived and created to adorn Thutmose’s temple is spectacular. As a reward, I’m granting you an estate a mile south of Djeme on the west bank, adjoining that of Pere, overseer of my treasury, with a fine house and extensive fields and many servants and a vineyard. We galloped past it today. You’ll always have an independent income and be able to live as you please. I’ll give the order to Vizier Neferronpet in the morning. Ramesses will honor it when he’s pharaoh.” 
 
    I humbly bowed my head, overcome by his generosity. “Thank you, Majesty. I don’t have words enough to express how truly grateful I am to you.” 
 
    “Just keep making my gardens beautiful,” he said. “And if you ever change your mind about a husband… let me know.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Is this really your estate, Neset?” Beketaten asked, wide–eyed. 
 
    “Pharaoh really gave it to you?” Nauny queried. 
 
    “A week ago. I wanted all of you to see it with me the first time. You’re my family now, girls. And you, Hay.” 
 
    Wabkhet had hold of her great–grandfather’s hand. He looked tired. As he should. He’d come from the rest house on the heights to my hut in Djeme earlier today at my request. He’d just walked with the four of us half an hour south of Djeme along the river. No matter. He wouldn’t be making the return trip if everything went as I planned. 
 
    The field of what was now my emmer was half–harvested. The section closest to the river was stubble, the rest waist high with grain. Men and women and children were moving through the field, the men swinging scythes, the women collecting stalks into bundles and binding them into sheaves, the children picking stray grains from the ground and placing them in baskets attached to their backs. From the number of workers, I assumed all farmers in the area harvested in common, that as soon as they finished my field they’d move on to Pere’s and then his neighbor’s. Their shadows were lengthening as the sun neared the crest of the western hills. I saw a hut that likely belonged to my farmers, a thin column of smoke curling into the air next to it. I’d visit in a few days and introduce myself. 
 
    We followed a narrow dirt path west that led from my quay along the palm–lined riverbank to my house, set far enough back atop a small rise to be safe from the inundation. The house was surrounded by a very large low mud–brick wall. I noticed a vineyard to its right. A man and girl were waiting by the gate. 
 
    “My Lady Neset?” the man asked, bowing. 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “I’m Djedi, overseer of your estate. I was told to expect you.” 
 
    “These are my companions. Hay, former foreman of His Majesty’s work gangs in the Great Place, and his great–granddaughters – Beketaten, Wabkhet, and Nauny.” 
 
    “Very good, My Lady. This is my daughter, Nebettawy. She oversees your household.” 
 
    She dipped her head, shy, nervous. She appeared to be nine or ten. 
 
    “Your wife, Djedi?” 
 
    “Dead, My Lady.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said sincerely. “How many servants do you oversee, Djedi?” 
 
    “There’s a gardener, a vintner, a herdsman – you have a dozen cattle. Their families. A farmer and his wife and children. A cook. A weaver. Three household servants. And us.” 
 
    An unexpectedly large number. Pharaoh had been extremely generous. I realized that for the first time since Sitmut had come to work in my house in Ta Set Maat I wasn’t going to have to cook and clean and bake and fetch water and wood and grind grain into flour and perform the dozens of other domestic tasks it took to run a home on top of my gardening responsibilities. 
 
    “As you can tell, it’s busy right now on your estate, with the harvest. In a week or so will come the threshing. Then the picking of grapes in the vineyard and wine–making. Then preparations for the inundation.” 
 
    “Can we go inside?” I asked. 
 
    “Of course, My Lady.” 
 
    We passed through the gate into an extensive dilapidated garden. Whoever Pharaoh had taken this estate from had neglected it. There were bare patches, and sections overgrown with weeds, and scum on the surface of the pond. I knew where I was going to direct my immediate attention. 
 
    A shaded veranda ran along the back of the mud–brick house, facing river and garden. Half a dozen leather–bottomed chairs and a few small wooden tables were arranged beneath a roof of reeds thickly laid atop a wooden frame. We followed Djedi through a door into the main room, a shaded courtyard lined on three sides with a multitude of variously sized rooms. Rich furnishings – stools, small tables, chests – were scattered about the courtyard, but every wall was bare. 
 
    “I’ll round up men from Ta Set Maat and in a few days every wall will be decorated,” Hay assured me. “A garden theme, I suppose?” 
 
    I laughed. “You know me so well.” 
 
    “They’re going to be jealous in Ta Set Maat when they learn about your estate,” Hay added. “Everyone was mortified when you showed up at the Isis Festival with Pharaoh’s son in tow. Most of them feared His Majesty would call the gods’ judgment down on them for how they’d treated you.” 
 
    “Do you know – they never thanked me for going to him to settle their strike,” I said. “They should be glad I’m not a vindictive person.” 
 
    “My father thought you’d ordered the three of us to serve you so you could get back at the village by treating us mean,” Wabkhet offered. 
 
    “Silly of them, wasn’t it?” I asked, hugging her close. I thanked the gods every day that Hay had sent them to help me manage flowers. They’d become my sisters, almost my daughters. 
 
    “What about your father, Neset?” Hay asked. 
 
    “We spoke during the strike. He never apologized for how he’d treated me. He did try to protect me from Pagerger at one point. I give him credit for that.” 
 
    “I’d blame his shrew of a wife more than him,” Hay said. “She’s the one who’s going to be most upset by your success.” 
 
    Djedi showed us through the house – many storage rooms, servants’ rooms, workrooms. In one were several looms, in another rows of pots lined up, ready to be fired, in still another a dozen half–woven reed baskets. The storage rooms were crammed with meat and grain and vegetables and fruit and jars of beer and wine and linen and various supplies. The oven and kitchen were outside, so smoke wouldn’t affect the interior, close by an area crammed with platters and jars and earthenware containers. My bedroom contained an actual bed, my first – I’d slept my entire life on a pallet that I rolled up each morning to make space in whatever house or hut I lived in. One very large room had a number of pallets, likely where the previous owner’s children had slept. 
 
    I’d never dreamed of having so much. This estate, plus everything Pentawere had gifted me, made me truly wealthy. 
 
    All that was missing from my life now was the man I loved and could never have. 
 
    We ate on the veranda that evening, sitting on mats around a cluster of platters and bowls, cooled by a gentle breeze, watching stars wink into the sky and moonlight dance on the surface of the distant river, our meal illuminated by a few small lamps. 
 
    “It’s a very fine estate, Neset,” Hay observed, sipping at a cup of wine. 
 
    I sipped my own – made on my estate. “It is. And I want all of you to live here with me from now on. You too, Hay.” 
 
    “Do you mean it?” Beketaten asked excitedly. 
 
    “It would be too lonely living by myself, girls. You can share the large room. We can walk to Djeme together every morning to attend to our duties.” 
 
    All three of them rushed to me and embraced me. 
 
    “It’s a generous offer…” Hay began. 
 
    I interrupted, caught his eyes over the girls’ heads. “You can’t seriously tell me you’d rather sit in the hot sun halfway between Ta Set Maat and the Great Place every day instead of in my shaded garden, watching the river, waited on by my servants. You can make shabati here just as easily as there.” 
 
    “When you put it that way…” Hay smiled. 
 
    I settled back, satisfied. For the first time in a very long time I was truly home. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Someone’s come, My Lady,” Nebattawy announced. “In a chariot!” 
 
    I was sitting at a table on my veranda, a cat asleep at my feet, working on a plan for completely redoing my garden once planting season arrived. Half a dozen sheets of papyrus were scattered about. So far I hadn’t come up with a layout I liked. I looked up. Someone was indeed passing through the gate at the end of the garden. Tiye! I froze. What was she doing here? Should I wait on the veranda and let her come to me? How would she react if I did? Was that disrespectful to a pharaoh’s wife? Would she think I was treating her like a supplicant? Or should I run to greet her, in which case I’d be reinforcing my subservient position? On my own estate. As if that mattered when a royal was concerned. I forced myself to be calm, to rise, to slowly walk towards her, a smile plastered on my face. I met her halfway to the house, beside an embarrassingly large patch of weeds, bowed low, looked up at her command. 
 
    “Majesty. You honor me with your visit.” 
 
    “We have much to discuss,” Tiye said brusquely. “Where can we be alone?” 
 
    Discuss? What had I done now? “On the veranda, Majesty.” I turned, led the way. 
 
    Why in the world had Tiye traveled from Djeme to see me? She could have sent for me or simply waylaid me as I went about my daily duties in the garden there. Had she just discovered that Pharaoh had given me this estate? Had she come to accuse me of the two of us using it as a secret rendezvous? Or hoping to catch us together? I’d seen the look on her face and the other wives’ the night I’d ridden into Djeme in Pharaoh’s chariot. How many times had she accused me of being his lover before that night? My appearance in his vehicle had doubtless reinforced that opinion. Was she going to take my estate away? Was she going to do something worse? Half a dozen armed bodyguards were standing just outside the gate next to her chariot, watching us. Who’d protect me from them? Djedi? Hay? They’d obey her command and stand aside and let her guards drag me away. I clutched my talisman, prayed to the falcon god for protection. If Tiye killed me the line of the talisman bearers would end. After so many millennia was my line about to fail at the hands of a jealous woman? 
 
    Or had she come for a different reason entirely? Did she have news about Pentawere? Had she come to gloat because he’d put a child into Naqi’a? 
 
    I offered her a seat on the veranda and Nebattawy poured her a cup of my wine. 
 
    “Leave us,” I said harshly. I immediately regretted my tone. I was stressed, beginning to sweat. I sat. 
 
    Tiye picked up a sheet of papyrus from the table, glanced at it. “What’s this?” 
 
    “Whoever lived here before made a mess of the garden. I’m redoing it.” 
 
    Tiye set it on the table, uninterested. “I’ve come to make peace, Neset,” she said abruptly. 
 
    For a moment I thought I hadn’t heard her correctly. The one reason for her visit that hadn’t occurred to me. “Make peace with me, Majesty? I’m your subject. I accept however you treat me.” 
 
    “Nonetheless, I’ve treated you abominably, Neset. My excuse was I was looking out for Pentawere. I thought I was doing right by trying to keep you two away from each other. You’ll understand some day, if you ever become a mother.” 
 
    “I had three daughters, Majesty,” I said. “The first died after a few hours. I was twelve. The other two were stillborn. Not a day goes by that I don’t think about them.” I gazed up at the sky. Maybe they were there, or among the nighttime stars. “The day the villagers came for my husband they dug up my firstborn’s bones. They desecrated her.” 
 
    Tiye reached over and placed her hand on my forearm. “You do understand, then. At any rate, I’m sorry for treating you the way I did, Neset.” 
 
    “Thank you, Majesty.” I wondered what had prompted her sudden change of heart. 
 
    She leaned back in her chair. “I know about your dream, Neset. I know you believe Pharaoh’s life is in danger.” 
 
    Pentawere had told her. Was she about to warn me to stop filling his head with nonsense? 
 
    “I’ve been marshalling people I trust within the per’aa to keep an eye on the fourth Ramesses so I can protect my husband from my stepson.” 
 
    She believed me. What a relief. “You’re doing it because Penta... – His Majesty – can’t protect Pharaoh from so far away in Pi–Ramesses,” I guessed. 
 
    “Exactly. And you can call him ‘Pentawere,’ not ‘Majesty.’ I’ve come to understand how close the two of you were.” 
 
    “Thank you, Majesty.” 
 
    Tiye leaned close and lowered her voice. “Frankly, I wouldn’t be surprised if Iset is in on the plot with Ramesses.” 
 
    “Pharaoh’s Great Wife?” I was stunned. 
 
    “Great Wife now, Neset. But Iset was second to Minefer for many years, until Minefer’s oldest sons died – all of them young – clearing the way for Iset’s son to be named heir and co–ruler.” 
 
    “I’ve never considered the possibility Ramesses would have an accomplice. His mother?” 
 
    “Maybe Iset’s behind the deaths of Minefer’s sons, Neset. Maybe Ramesses doesn’t even know what she’s done. Or maybe he’s solely to blame. Amenherkoshef was with Ramesses in the army. Easy enough for Ramesses to slip poison into a cup of wine. By all accounts, Amenherkoshef was still quite vigorous the weeks before he died. And he was young.” 
 
    “By the gods!” I exclaimed. If what Tiye was suggesting was true I’d been wrong to ever doubt the validity of my dream. I’d started questioning my belief that Ramesses was a threat to Pharaoh during our day at Ta Set Neferu. Why was I so gullible and such a poor judge of character where men were concerned? First Mesedptah, now Ramesses? 
 
    “I think it’s suspicious that Ramesses was born so far down in the line of succession but is now co–ruler. Don’t you, Neset?” 
 
    “Now that you point it out, Majesty, I do.” And if Ramesses had been involved in the deaths of his older brothers, patricide wouldn’t be that great a step. 
 
    Tiye took a long drink of her wine. “Pentawere claims your ancestors were chosen by the falcon god, Neset.” She reached over and lifted my talisman with her fingers. “He said some talisman bearers receive dreams from the god.” 
 
    “Yes, Majesty. That’s what my family stories claim.” 
 
    “Tell me about your dream, Neset. Every detail. Don’t leave anything out. I want your version, not Pentawere’s.”  
 
    “Majesty, I saw Ramesses standing before a Great Kenbet, his arms bound. I saw Ramesses judged guilty of murdering Pharaoh, your husband. I saw Ramesses sentenced to die. I saw Ramesses tied to a stake next to Djeme’s garden. I saw him burned alive.” 
 
    Tiye was silent for a long time. “Why did you tell my son about this dream and not my husband?” 
 
    A legitimate question. “Because Pentawere was with me the night the god sent it to me.” 
 
    “Oh?” A knowing look, as if I’d finally admitted to something I’d lied about before. 
 
    “Majesty, the night after my grandfather died I was crippled with grief. Pentawere came upon me in the per’aa and comforted me. He walked me to my hut. I couldn’t bear to be alone. He stayed. I fell asleep in his arms. Then I had my nightmare and woke up screaming. I told Pentawere everything. We talked it over. We agreed we couldn’t tell Pharaoh. Ramesses would surely deny it – and he hadn’t done anything yet. Both of us might have been exiled or executed for perjury. Then there’d be no one to protect Pharaoh. Pentawere and I agreed we should do whatever we could to guard Pharaoh without his knowing and wait for Ramesses to make his move.” 
 
    “Which is why Pentawere told me, to expand the web of protection,” Tiye said. “So much riding on a single dream, Neset.” 
 
    “Not a single dream, Majesty. I’ve dreamed it every night since Pharaoh granted me this estate. It’s never varied in a single detail.” 
 
    “Never heard of that before, and I’ve talked to plenty of magicians about dreams and their meaning.” 
 
    “Have you talked to anyone about mine?” I asked with trepidation. If my dream had spread and was traced back to me who knew what Ramesses might do to me? 
 
    “Of course not, Neset. Your dream is far too important for anyone but Pentawere and me to know about. Anyway, its meaning is quite clear. Pentawere will be Pharaoh.” 
 
    “Yes. We realized that too, Majesty. Either we’ll fail to save Pharaoh from Ramesses, in which case Ramesses will be executed, or Pentawere will save Pharaoh, in which case Ramesses will be executed for trying and Pharaoh will name Pentawere his heir.” 
 
    “In your dream, Neset, Ramesses kills my husband. Pentawere told me you said dreams sent by your god always come true exactly. Does that mean there’s no chance we’ll save Pharaoh?” 
 
    “Frankly, I don’t know, Majesty. Believe me, I’ve pondered that often enough. No talisman bearer has ever changed the outcome of a dream. But maybe an outsider can. I don’t know if any talisman bearer ever told anyone about their dream before it came true. So maybe we can save Pharaoh.” 
 
    Tiye nodded. “If Ramesses does kill Pharaoh despite our attempt to protect him you’ll play an important role in his trial. You’ll have to tell the Great Kenbet about your dream. Pentawere and I will testify you told us about it long in advance. We’ll tell about the steps we took to try to prevent my husband’s assassination – Pentawere replacing his guards, me with my spies in the per’aa. Clearly, the gods sent you not just to warn Pentawere and me, Neset, but to make sure Ramesses receives justice and maat is restored in the land.” 
 
    I’d never looked at my role that way. Tiye was wiser than I’d expected. But, I didn’t really know anything about her, except that she’d spied on me and tried to keep me away from her son and husband. 
 
    “I’ve apparently misjudged you as a commoner, too,” Tiye said, eyeing me speculatively. “Pentawere tells me the blood of pharaohs runs in your veins.” 
 
    “They were kings then, not pharaohs, Majesty. But, yes, I have their blood and share their ka.” 
 
    “Pentawere says they’re tied to your talisman.” 
 
    Pentawere had apparently shared everything I’d told him about my family with his mother. No point in me holding back. “Majesty, this talisman was cast from the sky in a fireball more than four millennia ago. The falcon god led my ancestress Aya to the crater where it lay. It, and stories about its bearers, have been passed down in an unbroken chain from then until now. I am the two hundred–fortieth to bear this talisman. Benerib, King Aha’s wife, wore it, and their son, King Djer, and his daughter Merneith, who ruled the land as her son’s regent, and King Den, her son, and King Adjib, Den’s son.” 
 
    “That’s a powerful lineage,” Tiye admitted. “A definite asset for Pentawere once he takes the throne. He desperately wants you to be his wife, Neset.” She smiled. “I won’t stand in his way anymore. Or yours.” 
 
    I was stunned. After making me fear for my life for so long Tiye was suddenly giving me her blessing to be Pentawere’s wife? When it was too late for us to be together? Pentawere was already married, thanks to her. The night of the chariot ride Pharaoh had told me Tiye had pressed him for a year and a half to arrange a marriage for Pentawere. So he had. Was she trying to make me believe the marriage had been Pharaoh’s idea so I wouldn’t hold it against her? Well, I was going to hold her accountable. “Was it your idea to marry Pentawere to Naqi’a?” I asked. 
 
    “Not to her in particular,” Tiye admitted. “But to someone, yes.” 
 
    Tiye hadn’t hesitated, hadn’t tried to push the blame onto Pharaoh. I was surprised. 
 
    “I never thought my husband would pick a girl so young, Neset. Certainly not a wretch! I learned the identity of Pentawere’s bride the same instant he did. If I’d known earlier I would have tried to talk Pharaoh out of it.” 
 
    “You’d have argued with a living god?” 
 
    “Not a god to me, Neset. A husband. Anyway, Pentawere will put Naqi’a aside as soon as he’s crowned. You’ll never have to see her again. You’ll be Pentawere’s Great Wife.” 
 
    “Majesty, the day my husband was executed I learned he’d cheated on me with more women than I could keep track of – one of them in my own house, repeatedly. I’d never been so hurt and humiliated in my life. I won’t do that to Naqi’a – force her to share.” 
 
    “I’ve tolerated three other wives, Neset,” Tiye said with quiet dignity. “Not to mention countless concubines. Your husband snuck around – I assure you, it doesn’t hurt any less when a husband lusts after other women openly. Can you even begin to imagine how awful I feel when Pharaoh summons another woman to share his bed in front of me?” 
 
    For the very first time Tiye seemed like a normal woman, as helpless and vulnerable as the rest of us in the orbit of a powerful man. “No, Majesty, I can’t,” I said sympathetically. Along those lines there was an issue for us to resolve. “Majesty, I’ve told you over and over that I don’t have that kind of relationship with Pharaoh. I wouldn’t do to you what was done to me. I gave up Pentawere so I wouldn’t do it to Naqi’a. Please say you believe me.” 
 
    She put her hand on mine again. “Yes, Neset. Now I do.” 
 
    “Thank you Majesty. But if you hate your situation, being one of many wives and concubines, why would you wish that on me?” 
 
    “Pentawere is not the same as my husband,” Tiye said. “He says you’re the only woman he wants. I believe him.” 
 
    “Nonetheless, he already has a wife.” 
 
    “Naqi’a is an unaccomplished child,” Tiye said disparagingly. “She’s a wretch. Why are you taking her feelings into account at all? She stole Pentawere from you, Neset. You loved him first. He loves you. She’ll never mean anything to him.” 
 
    Tiye was right. Naqi’a had inserted herself into my life. Been inserted. She’d had no say in the matter. Still, she’d stolen what was mine. 
 
    “Once Pentawere sits the throne, what do you want for yourself, Neset?” Tiye probed. “Do you want to watch Pentawere and Naqi’a and only the gods know how many other wives from a distance – he’ll take more if he can’t have you – knowing he could have been yours? Or do you want to be the wife of a pharaoh and mother of a pharaoh? Do you want the royal blood that runs in your veins to emerge again? Do you want your son’s ka to share the ka of his royal ancestors?” 
 
    “Of course I want to be Pentawere’s wife and give him a son, Majesty! It broke my heart to send him away. But if I abandon my principles to be with him what does it say about me?” 
 
    “Before you decide to throw your future away because of your principles, consider this, Neset – Pentawere hasn’t consummated his marriage to Naqi’a. She’s his wife in name only.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” An astounding development. If true, she was only his companion, not truly his wife. 
 
    “I am. He’ll put it off as long as he can, hopefully until my husband is either dead or changes his mind about the two of you after we save him. Pentawere wants to marry you, Neset. He hasn’t given up and neither should you.” 
 
    My head was spinning. Tiye was telling me to wait for Pentawere? 
 
    “As soon as Pentawere becomes Pharaoh he’ll give Naqi’a to his younger brother as wife. You’ll have Pentawere to yourself. A bright future beckons you, Neset. Seize it!” Tiye rose. “At any rate, whatever enmity once lay between us is dead and buried. From this moment forward.” 
 
    I rose too and bowed respectfully. “Thank you, Majesty.” 
 
    She rode away with her escort. The implications of what she’d told me raced through my head. 
 
    Pharaoh had forced Pentawere to marry Naqi’a. I’d sent him from my hut, believing I had to end our relationship. Ever since, whenever I’d thought about him – constantly – my heart had burned with envy and longing. I’d tried to forget Pentawere, certain I could never be with him. I hadn’t been able to and I never would. But Tiye had made a compelling and convincing argument today. The coals of hope that had almost burned out inside me suddenly burst into flame. There was a very real possibility that Pentawere could still be mine, and on my terms. I gladly embraced the possibility. For the first time since Pentawere’s forced marriage I allowed myself to believe that I might someday be his wife. 
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    A little before dawn Amenemope, Mut’s high priest, a leopard skin draped over his shoulders, bowed to the god’s statue inside his barque shrine atop a pedestal in the forecourt of his temple. Coals in containers of incense being swung by a dozen priests traced dull red arcs in the darkness. Chantresses shook their sistrums and clanged their crotal bells and slapped their ivory hand clappers together as more priests recited ancient prayers. The incense sweetened the air, rising to the heavens above we celebrants crowded into Mut’s courtyard. Today was the start of the month–long Opet Festival, timed to coincide with the arrival of the inundation at Waset. According to the stars the river had begun to rise at the cataract two weeks ago and had taken until now to come this far north. 
 
    Mut’s temple was the centerpiece of a walled area directly south of Amen’s much larger sacred precinct within the sprawl of Ipet–Isut. Mut’s and Amen’s precincts were connected by an avenue lined with ram–headed sphinxes that passed through several pylons. Originally constructed by the third Amenhotep, Mut’s temple was studded with more than seven hundred black granite statues of the lion–headed goddess Sekhmet. They were spooky, eerie, barely visible in the wan light, dark shadows peering from dark shadows. I glanced to my left to the opposite side of the courtyard; the third Ramesses had added a temple dedicated to himself just inside the west wall. Today there was no activity there. 
 
    Ceremonies similar to this one were simultaneously taking place at Khonsu’s temple and Amen’s. Once concluded, three sets of priests would carry their respective barque shrines through the warren of temples that made up Ipet–Isut to its quay, then load them onto a royal barque. After traveling three miles south on the river, the boats would dock at the quay that served Ipet–Resyt, Amen–Re’s southern harem. Priests would unload the shrines and, after a ceremony of welcome, carry them inside that temple to reunite Ipet–Isut’s gods with the ithyphallic form of Amen – Amen of the Opet – Amenemopet. Secret rituals to renew Pharaoh would be conducted in Amenemopet’s sanctuary. In those rituals Pharaoh would be reidentified with the royal ka that had been shared by all the rulers of the valley since the very first. His divine pharaohship would be reborn and his right to rule reconfirmed. And so, Amen–Re’s powers freshly transferred to Pharaoh, the inundation would continue to come on time, the gods would continue to protect us, and abundance would fill the valley. 
 
    Today’s procession and rituals were the highlight and most important part of the Opet. 
 
    Mut’s barque shrine rested on a bed of flowers. Flowers draped it. Beketaten and Wabkhet and Nauny and I had worked since sunset yesterday placing garlands and bouquets and loose bunches of flowers throughout Ipet–Isut, not just on Mut’s shrine, but Khonsu’s and Amen’s as well. For us there’d be no rest until sunset. We were carrying reed baskets full of fresh flowers that would be needed later in the day. I gazed proudly at the girls, or, rather, young women, for Nauny, the youngest, had reached marriageable age a week ago. All three were watching the ceremony attentively and reverently. I thanked the gods for them every single day. They’d already proven to be my most dependable flower arrangers. Except for holidays, they’d taken over all my former temple decorating duties. I still arranged the flowers in Pharaoh’s audience hall daily, for he expected my presence to, as he said, “brighten his day” as he was listening to petitioners drone on and on. But they did everything else. More than that, the three had become my family. They and Hay had settled in on my estate and now considered it their home. They’d been glad to escape their all too predictable futures in Ta Set Maat – marriage to workmen of their fathers’ choosing, caring for households in the village, raising baby after baby. Daily now they entered sacred precincts none of their friends even dreamed of. All three girls were friendly and bright and very pretty. A scribe from Ipet–Isut was courting Beketaten, and a scribe from the Ramesseum Wabkhet. It was only a matter of time before a priest or scribe or talented craftsman or bureaucrat started pursuing Nauny. I expected all three to eventually marry far above their station. But for now they made my estate a place of joy and happiness. 
 
    The high priest chanted and censed Mut’s shrine. Then the chief chantress extended a brimming golden bowl towards the priest with both hands. He dipped a special instrument into it and splashed water onto Mut’s shrine, purifying it. 
 
    Eight priests, heads shaved, kilts immaculate, grabbed hold of the long cedar carrying poles and lifted Mut’s barque onto their shoulders. They followed singing chantresses across the courtyard and through the gate in its wall and onto the sphinx–lined causeway leading to Amen’s complex. More priests flanked the barque, waving bright feather plumes and fans. Four priests with clean–shaven heads, their shoulders draped with leopard skin mantles, walked beside it.  
 
    The tops of Ipet–Isut’s pylons and walls had taken on rose and golden hues during our ceremony. Suddenly, the gold– and electrum–clad tips of soaring obelisks began to shine as Re broke the eastern horizon. I looked in the direction of the river. Between it and our path was another, parallel, arrowing south for three miles to Ipet–Resyt. That temple’s distant walls and pylons were ephemeral in the haze of early morning, for the breeze had already stirred up desert dust. Ram–headed sphinxes lined both sides of the path between the temples its entire distance, facing each other, set amidst lush gardens and tall trees and shining pools. Hundreds of years ago, I knew from tales told in the evenings in Ta Set Maat, in the years after kings had first returned to Waset after reuniting the land, that path had been a canal and the gods had sailed back and forth between Ipet–Isut and Ipet–Resyt during the Opet. But the canal had been unusable in years of low water, and so had been filled in and converted into a path. For many generations after that the gods’ barques had been carried overland all the way to Ipet–Resyt atop it. But for as long as anyone now living could remember most of the journey had been made by water, on the river. 
 
    I heard women singing ahead of us. We passed through a pylon erected by Pharaoh Horemheb into Amen’s complex. Directly ahead of us was another of Horemheb’s pylons. To the left, surrounded by a wall, was the temple of Khonsu, the moon god, completely rebuilt by the third Ramesses. Khonsu’s priests had already carried his barque onto the causeway between the pylons. I caught sight of Duatentopet, the god’s Chantress, accompanied by her husband Ramesses, in the midst of priests and minor chantresses. I assumed Pharaoh was participating in the rituals at Amen’s temple. 
 
    The procession continued, led now by Khonsu’s priests. We passed through clouds of incense and trod a path of clean sand freshly sprinkled with water. Priests dipped their fans and plumes in homage to Mut and Khonsu over and over. We passed through Pharaoh Horemheb’s pylon, then one erected by Hatshepsut, then one constructed by the third Thutmose. Ahead of us was the central court where the north–south and east–west axes of Ipet–Isut intersected. Usermarenakht, First God’s Servant, and Pharaoh and the bulk of the royal family and the Amen priests and the highest–ranking officials were waiting for us there. Two barque shrines rested on pedestals – one containing Amen, the other the ka statue of Pharaoh. 
 
    Mut’s and Khonsu’s processions fell in behind Amen’s. Usermarenakht led all of us through the hypostyle hall and great court and out of Ipet–Isut and along the Way of Offering to the quay. The chantresses’ voices rose in song as we processed: 
 
      
 
    “The god departs for his navigation, Amen, Lord of the Thrones of the Valley 
 
    His heart joyful because of that which the king, Ramesses, has done. 
 
    Amen–Re, Lord of the Thrones of the Valley, may you live forever! 
 
    A drinking place is hewn out, the sky is folded back to the south; 
 
    A drinking place is hewn out, the sky is folded back to the north; 
 
    That the sailors of Ramesses, beloved of Amen–Re, praised of the gods, may drink. 
 
    May you shine forth – shine forth, Amen–Re. 
 
    A holiday – passing a perfect morning. 
 
    Oh my lord – may you grow great forever, may you unite with eternity.” 
 
      
 
    Water already lapped only a couple of feet from the quay’s top, even though the inundation’s peak was several weeks away. This year the water level promised to be especially high. I gazed across the river. Water already covered the lowest–lying of the six vast basins on the west bank, let in through sluices in the dikes that surrounded them. Eventually the river would fill much of the valley from east to west, from desert edge to desert edge, flooding the remains of the temple of the third Amenhotep on the west bank and possibly portions of Waset and Ipet–Isut on the east. When it receded it would leave behind pools of muddy water and fields renewed by a layer of rich black dirt. Farmers would sow seed in mud up to their ankles, either dropping it in shallow furrows made by cattle pulling wooden plows or broadcasting it wholesale. Women would cover the furrows using hoes and wooden mallets while their children ran back and forth, arms flapping, to chase off flocks of birds trying to land and eat the seed. But all that was several months in the future. Today the sun glinted on a rapidly expanding sheet of water. 
 
    The huge royal barque bobbed alongside the quay, built of cedar, more than two hundred feet long, gilded with gold and copper, adorned with carvings and rich hangings and vast quantities of flowers. There was a dais in the center of the deck for the four shrines. Priests moved up the gangplank and set them in place. The royal family and priests and dignitaries and my girls and I ascended the gangplank onto the boat. I positioned my little group as far from the royal family as I could. Ever since the day I’d ridden with Pharaoh in his chariot I’d tried to avoid the proximity of his wives. Or, rather, Iset and Tyti. Tiye treated me completely differently now whenever she encountered me inside Djeme, as a co–conspirator, dedicated along with her and Pentawere to keeping Pharaoh alive. She’d even delivered a message from Pentawere once, expressing how miserable and unhappy he was since his marriage, confirming he hadn’t consummated it and wouldn’t until Naqi’a was fluent in our language – which she was struggling to become – professing his undying love for me. I’d nearly worn out that sheet of papyrus from reading it so often. 
 
    Oarsmen pushed the boat from the quay and poled it down the canal into the river channel. Frogs croaked from the long grass on both sides of the canal; thousands emerged annually during the inundation. The steersman turned the barque south against the very strong north–flowing current. Oarsmen took to their benches and began to row hard, churning the water. Long ropes had been attached to the front of the barque and a gang of workers on the riverbank seized one and began pulling the vessel southward, guiding it, walking slowly. Men tied several small boats to the free ends of other ropes to help tow the royal barque; their oarsmen began rowing and the ropes tightened. The eastern bank of the river was lined with massive crowds – farmers, Wasetians, officials, residents of nearby towns. Loud roars erupted as the gods and Pharaoh drifted past. On land, parallel to and keeping pace with the flotilla, heavily armed soldiers in full battle array marched beneath standards adorned with colorful plumes and bright waving pennants, members of the local Amen Division. I recognized the man leading the archers – Binemwese – a regular attendee at Pentawere’s parties. Horses and chariots followed, roiling the dust. Those observing along the shore chanted and clapped; musicians played lutes and beat drums and shook sistrums. Dancers snaked back and forth, spinning, doing flips, leaping and seeming to float gracefully through the air. Trumpeters signaled over the din. The river itself was full of small boats crammed nearly to sinking with people getting a close–up view of the spectacle.  
 
    Pharaoh and Ramesses and Usermarenakht and the other high priests and chantresses made offerings of food and incense to the gods as the boat moved slowly south. Smoke drifted across the water. After half an hour the magnificent and graceful southern temple, Ipet–Resyt, came fully into view. It stood a very short distance east of the riverbank, the space between river and temple wall filled with befeathered drummers, young girls playing lutes, dancing girls wearing girdles of linen or precious stones turning backwards somersaults, harpists, singers, and dozens of priests carrying symbols of the valley’s divinities. Vendors were doing a brisk business bartering trinkets at small stands. Many in the crowd were already partaking of the free food and beer Pharaoh was providing for the festival. 
 
    The royal boat docked at the temple’s stone quay. Waset abutted the temple’s landward wall, its crooked narrow dusty streets winding among workshops and animal pens, its mud–brick houses ranging in size from hovels to villas. Priests lifted the shrines onto their shoulders and carried them down the gangplank towards the entrance of the temple near the midpoint of its river–facing wall, moving slowly between lines of high officials and priests and chantresses and upper class Wasetians. I followed a dozen paces behind the royal family. In my reed basket were flowers I was to provide Pharaoh with later for him to present to Amenemopet upon his arrival in the sanctuary in the farthest reaches of the temple. Priests leading fattened festooned cattle destined to be sacrificed as part of the ceremony trailed me. 
 
    Four pedestals were set up in front of the temple, all colorful with flowers. The priests set the shrines atop them. Dozens more busied themselves placing food offerings on low altars set up before the shrines as the royal family seated themselves beneath a sunscreen directly between the shrines and the temple. Spectators spread out in a great semicircle facing royals and altars and shrines, thousands of them, entirely occupying the temple grounds. 
 
    Pharaoh and Ramesses rose from their seats and moved behind the altars. As co–ruler, Ramesses had the place of honor. Usermarenakht and the other high priests were already gathered there. Methodically, they lit offerings on fire. Yellow flames danced and black smoke ascended to the heavens.  
 
    I didn’t pay attention to the ceremony. My eyes were locked on the sunscreen, on Pentawere. I hadn’t seen him on the quay or the royal barque, for he’d been lost in the mass of celebrants. He was with his wife. Naqi’a. The woman I’d given up Pentawere for. The woman I’d refused to let him cheat on with me. She was beautiful, dark–eyed, far too young, as richly dressed as the rest of the royal women. She looked completely lost. A girl barely older stood a little behind her, leaning close, whispering in her ear. Probably her translator. Which meant she wasn’t fluent in our language yet. Which meant, if Pentawere was true to his word, that she was still a virgin. Pentawere didn’t look at Naqi’a nor she him. I’d rarely seen two people so stiff and formal around each other. So different from Pentawere and me. We’d talked and laughed without pause whenever we were together, as if we were the only people in the world, our hands always touching, constantly sneaking kisses. This was the first time I’d seen him since I’d sent him from my hut five months ago and it took every ounce of strength to keep from racing to him and throwing myself into his arms. It was good distance separated us; otherwise, I feared I’d do something foolish that would give us away. Being so close yet so far away was utter torture. 
 
    Suddenly, Pentawere’s eyes met mine and his face lit up. My heart felt as if Re had just leapt into the morning sky. Tiye had been right that day on my estate – Pentawere belonged to me. Naqi’a had stolen him from me. Even if she became his wife in more than just name, why should I feel remorse if Pentawere cheated on her with me? Truth was, she’d come between us, not the other way around. She had no right to Pentawere no matter what Pharaoh had commanded. Tiye had shown me the truth of it. 
 
    Beketaten nudged me. “Your part’s almost here,” she whispered. 
 
    Pharaoh raised his glittering crook and flail high. In this part of the ceremony he was going to renew the gods’ ancient cults. 
 
    “Gods of the valley! Since the day I became Horus–pharaoh I have donated vast amounts of land and many gold statues to your temples throughout the length of the valley, from south of the first cataract to the Wadjet Wer in the North. I have renewed and expanded the temples of the Osiris–pharaohs who came before me. I dispatched a trading expedition to the land of Punt and offered you the best of what was brought back. I sent my emissaries to the land of Atika in Retenu, to the great copper mines. Such a thing had not been heard of since the time of any earlier pharaoh. The mines yielded copper that was loaded into tens of thousands of containers on my boats and brought to you. I have fought campaigns to secure the valley from the threat of barbarian settlers. I have built extensively at Waset on both banks since the early years of my reign, surrounding the temple at Djeme with plain white walls and then building a fortress with a girdling wall, high and strong, with ramparts and battlements. From the bounty of this valley I have given you a quarter million hectares of land, herds of cattle, flocks of poultry, more than eighty–six thousand farmers and craftsmen and priests and scribes and other officials to care for you. Today I confirm that those donations shall continue, and be added to, that you shall be fed and clothed and honored for eternity.” He swept his eyes over everyone crowding the processional way. “From my storehouses each day I provide food for more than four thousand people in Waset and on the west bank. Today I have provided an additional eleven thousand extra–large loaves of bread and nearly four hundred jugs of beer, enough to feed the thousands of my people who have come to Waset from north and south along the river to celebrate the Opet.” 
 
    His pronouncement was met with resounding and sustained cheers from the onlookers. 
 
    Pharaoh stepped back from the altars. Priests lifted the barques in turn onto their shoulders with the carrying poles. The chantresses began to rattle their sistrums and menat necklaces, women to beat their drums. 
 
    Opet meant “harem;” Ipet–Resyt was where Amen annually celebrated his divine marriage. While many pharaohs had added to and modified the elegant temple in front of me over the last hundreds of years, according to stories told at night in Ta Set Maat the third Amenhotep and Ramesses the Great were most responsible for its current form. The priests carried the barques into the peristyle courtyard at the front of the temple through the ceremonial entrance directly opposite the quay; that entrance lay between two colossal seated statues of Ramesses the Great. 
 
    Had we come overland from Ipet–Isut we would have entered the temple through its magnificent northern entrance. There a pylon soared into the sky, its stone walls etched with monumental images of Ramesses the Great’s victory over the Hittites at Qadesh. Pennants rippled atop massive cedar flagpoles partially recessed in the pylon’s walls. Two red granite obelisks – one more than seventy feet tall, the other over eighty – etched with inscriptions, painted, standing on bases with statues of four baboons on each side, flanked the entrance between the two towers of the pylon. Two twenty–foot tall seated statues of Ramesses rested between the obelisks and the pylon, with smaller statues of one of Ramesses’ daughters and his great wife Nefertari beside his legs. River gods binding the valley together were depicted on the sides of his thrones. Two giant statues of a striding Ramesses stood before each tower as well. 
 
    But we’d come by boat. We entered the peristyle court and turned right. It was a magnificent space, almost two hundred feet long and one hundred–sixty wide. A double row of seventy–four tall columns edged the four sides, supporting a narrow roof around the perimeter. I counted eleven colossal statues of Ramesses interspersed among the columns. The majority of the court was open to the sky. The priests had already placed the barques on their stands in the shaded shrine just to the right of the main temple entrance, built by the third Thutmose and rebuilt by Ramesses the Great and today filled with flowers by my girls. Four graceful papyriform columns supported the roof of the unwalled shrine. 
 
    Those spectators who could shoved their way into the hall, for even commoners were allowed inside this portion of the temple during the Opet. I glimpsed part of the town through the doorway called The Great Gateway of the Pharaoh of the Upper and Lower Valley Ramesses, Whom All the Common People Adore That We Might Live. The doorway was in fact decorated with images of men and women adoring that justified pharaoh. Soldiers were keeping commoners bunched together in the east part of the temple, away from those of higher status. The royal family was standing in the shade provided by the narrow strip of roof; everyone else was baking in hot sun. I caught a brief glimpse of the omnipresent Kairy; he was watching both the crowd and the fourth Ramesses. 
 
    I studied the walls of the court as Pharaoh and the high priests presented offerings to the gods. The walls were decorated with scenes of Ramesses the Great performing today’s rituals. In one, seventeen of his sons were leading sacrificial garlanded bulls towards the first pylon of this very temple, its pennants flying. Since he’d had more than fifty he must have completed work on this temple in the first part of his reign, before the majority were born. An imposing statue of Ramesses powerfully and confidently striding forward along with his great wife Nefertari stood in the left rear of the court; seated statues of Ramesses also rose beside the door that led into the next section of the temple. Many inscriptions on the walls had been plastered over and repainted, repairs necessary, I knew from old tales, because the heretic pharaoh Akhenaten had chipped out all references to Amen in this temple. I saw numerous small statues of pharaohs and gods scattered about, the third Amenhotep and Horemheb and Amen and Armant’s goddess Iunyt among them. 
 
    I had work to do. I slipped unnoticed around the crowd of worshipers into the next chamber. I’d stored some of the garlands and bouquets Pharaoh was to present to the gods here yesterday to keep them from fading in the hot sun during today’s procession. The chamber was a dark and forbidding and awe–inspiring place after the brightly–lit first court and it took a moment for my eyes to adjust. Once they did I caught my breath. Seven mighty seventy–foot high columns on each side of the narrow hall supported the roof, each capital carved in the shape of an open papyrus blossom. The outer walls were as high as the columns; the only light came from small clerestory windows at ceiling level. I moved to the right front wall and picked up my flowers and studied the scenes carved there. They portrayed Pharaoh Tutankhamen celebrating the Opet festival. 
 
    A son of Akhenaten, he’d restored the old gods and made Waset the Southern capital again after his father’s death. His work on this temple had been an attempt to reverse Akhenaten’s assault on the gods. Tutankhamen had died young, well before all the craftsmen had been relocated from Akhetaten back to Ta Set Maat. Due to the limited number of craftsmen available, a tomb smaller and simpler than any of his predecessors or successors had been excavated for him in the Great Place. My ancestor Ika had helped decorate its few walls, along with a handful of specialists hurried south to finish the tomb within the seventy–day mummification period. 
 
    In the first scene on the wall in this room Tutankhamen greeted Amen and Mut and Khonsu, as we’d done this morning; in the next he made offerings at Ipet–Isut’s quay. I moved along the wall, careful not to crush any of my flowers. In the next set of scenes Tutankhamen followed the gods onto their boat, sailed the river with them, stood before them in their shrine in the courtyard I’d just left. On the wall directly ahead he greeted the three gods inside this very space. 
 
    I was just about to move to another wall when a figure slipped into the hall behind me. 
 
    Pentawere. He glanced furtively over his shoulder at the door he’d just passed through, turned in my direction. The moment his eyes adjusted to the semi–darkness he caught sight of me. He quickly closed the space between us. I hastily set my basket on the ground. He caught me up in his arms, lifted me off my feet, swung me around. He set me down. I wrapped my arms around his neck and pulled him close. 
 
    “I’ve missed you so much, Beloved,” Pentawere said fiercely. He kissed me, pushed back my hair, caressed my cheeks with his fingers. “I can’t stand being apart from you.” His eyes bored into mine. 
 
    My skin tingled at his touch. “I miss you too.” I stiffened, glanced at the doorway. “We can’t let Pharaoh catch us. Your wife’s in the next room.” 
 
    “Wife in name only. Still. As I promised.” 
 
    “Your mother told me.” 
 
    “I don’t love Naqi’a, Neset. I love you. You love me. I’m going to marry you.” 
 
    “You’ll really put her aside if we wed, like your mother said?” 
 
    “Yes. I don’t care about her. I did my duty to Father when I married her. I won’t let him keep us apart anymore. When I’m Pharaoh no one will keep us apart.” 
 
    “Did your mother tell you we made our peace?” 
 
    “She did. I can’t tell you how happy that made me. So there’s truly no one to stop us.” 
 
    Chantresses entered the far end of the chamber. Priests were carrying the shrines deeper into the temple, the ceremonies in the first court having concluded. The chantresses were singing, their melody soaring, filling the chamber with glorious sound. The chamber caught their voices, lifted them, wrapped them around me. Hairs rose on the back of my neck. I felt as if I was merging with the kas of the gods. I’d never heard any singing as wonderful. This sacred space had been made for sacred song. 
 
    Pentawere looked hurriedly over his shoulder at the approaching celebrants. “Come to me in the garden tonight, Neset.” 
 
    I wanted to more than I could say. I knew if we met in the garden I’d wake up in Pentawere’s bed tomorrow morning. We’d restrained ourselves far too long and I didn’t want to wait anymore. But if we were caught in Pentawere’s room Pharaoh would be furious. He’d ruin both our futures. “It’s too dangerous, My Love. Your father ordered me not to see you. We should wait a few days and arrange a safer meeting place.” 
 
    “Come to me, Neset.” Without looking back Pentawere slipped around the columns and rejoined the procession. 
 
    My mind was racing. What should I do? Go to him tonight and defy fate? Stay away and deny my heart? How was I supposed to know which choice was right, what the consequences would be if I chose incorrectly? They might be drastic. I picked up my flowers and stationed myself beside the door that led into the adjacent sun court. It was completely open to the sky and extraordinarily bright now that Re was straight overhead. Beyond the sun court lay the holiest parts of Ipet–Resyt, including the sanctuary where Pharaoh would conduct the most important part of today’s ceremony and emerge rejuvenated. Only a few people in the procession would pass beyond the sun court with him. I was privileged to be one of them. As were Pentawere and Naqi’a and Iset and Tiye. Thoughts of Pentawere filled my mind. I still felt his touch on my cheek, his kiss on my lips. I loved him. I craved him. I wanted to be with him tonight, for the entire night. I pondered a moment, weighed the consequences, made a decision. I’d go to Pentawere in the garden if it was the will of the gods – or rather, a second god. I already knew the falcon god wanted us to be together. 
 
    On feast days such as this gods’ statues were oracles. If asked a question they’d indicate their answer by moving one way or another. I impulsively stripped two petals from the flowers in my basket. I placed one to the right of the sun court’s doorway and the other to the left. Then I prayed to Amen–Re for guidance. If I should go to Pentawere tonight as he’d asked the god should move to the left. Otherwise, to the right. 
 
    I stood beside the door with my flower–laden basket as everyone passed through. Pharaoh smiled as he moved by. Iset looked daggers at me and I lowered my eyes. Pentawere caught my eye once more and mouthed “come” before he followed Pharaoh into the sun court, his eyes burning with desire. Naqi’a was by his side, oblivious. But, she’d never seen me before, so why would she guess a few hours from now I might be sleeping with her husband? The priests carrying the barque of Amen–Re approached. I held my breath. My leg started shaking. My future depended on the god now. The barque moved through the doorway, between the flower petals. A priest stumbled and the corner of the shrine dipped and I had my answer. Yes! Amen–Re himself had decreed that I go to Pentawere! My heart had wanted it and the god had confirmed it. Joyfully, I fell in behind the last of the priests. 
 
    The sun court was lined around the outside with a double row of papyriform columns. My heart was lighter than it had been in months. I moved across the sun–drenched court and through the door at its far side. I knew that from this point on the temple had been erected by the third Amenhotep. I stepped into a hypostyle hall, forested with columns. It was much cooler than the sun court. A door to the left led to a small mud–brick per’aa where Pharaoh usually rested and donned his robes before ceremonies in the temple; a door to the right led to priests’ quarters. Farther on was the Chamber of the Divine Pharaoh. To its left were chapels for Khonsu and Mut and behind them a chapel for Ramesses’ ka statue, and to its right a chapel for Amen–Re. Past the divine chamber was the offering vestibule, to its left the god’s birth room, and to its right a doorway for reversion of offerings. Past the vestibule was the barque sanctuary where Amen–Re’s barque would rest during the Opet, and to its left the coronation room. There was another room, wider than it was long, columned, behind the barque sanctuary, its walls decorated with images of the Opening of the Mouth ceremony and offering lists. At the very rear of the structure was the Amenemopet chapel, the Southern Opet, the sanctuary of the distinctive form of Amen of Ipet–Resyt. There the god’s image resided on a large stand built directly over the mythic mound of creation, flanked on both sides by Ennead chapels. 
 
    With great fanfare the priests installed the barques of Mut and Khonsu in their chapels. They carried the barque of Ramesses to its. They removed Ramesses’ ka statue from the barque, and it and Amen–Re’s barque and Pharaoh and the priests continued on to the Chamber of the Divine Pharaoh. There the high priest of Ipet–Resyt purified Ramesses with water and ritually introduced him to Amen–Re. 
 
    The First God’s Servant then repeated Pharaoh’s original coronation rites. One by one, Usermarenakht placed the land’s various crowns on Pharaoh’s head – the White Crown, the Red, Sekhmet, the rest – verifying that each fit, certifying that Pharaoh was able to continue the duties of rule. During each crowning Ramesses knelt facing us, his back towards Amen–Re’s barque. Each time he was crowned the god symbolically placed his hand on the crown from behind. From this laying on of hands the royal ka was transmitted metaphysically from the god to Pharaoh, rejuvenating him. 
 
    That part of the ceremony done, Ramesses rose and, accompanied by four high priests, disappeared inside the Opet sanctuary, the divine residence of Amenemopet, to set in motion the new creation cycle. I waited outside its door along with everyone else, moving to the side of the court opposite Pentawere and Naqi’a and the royal wives. I forced myself not to look at Pentawere, afraid one of the wives would see the joy in my eyes and guess I planned to spend the night with him. The wait was long. Ramesses was inside the sanctuary performing an Opening of the Mouth ceremony on the statue of Amenemopet the Creator, touching an adz–like object to the statue’s lips, reawakening and recharging him. That blade was a small bit of metal fallen from the sky that, it was believed, had provided the spark that brought the first generation of people into existence. At the conclusion of the ceremony in the Opet sanctuary, Ramesses would return to Amen–Re’s barque shrine carrying that life force to Amen–Re to revive him. I touched my talisman; it too had fallen from the sky, a gift from the falcon god that had blessed my family for years beyond counting. 
 
    After quite some time Ramesses emerged from the sanctuary along with Usermarenakht and Amenemope and two more high priests. Pharaoh was clothed in a fresh shendyt. A lion’s tail was attached to the back of his belt. He was wearing golden sandals and Sekhmet and the most spectacular broad collar I’d ever seen. There was a spring in his step and he looked renewed and reinvigorated. We all trailed him and the high priests to the barque shrine of Amen–Re. As priests recited, Pharaoh made a series of offerings to the statue of Amen–Re hidden in his barque. Ramesses presented the god with pure water, the first drawn from the new inundation after it had reached Waset. Usermarenakht signaled and I handed Ramesses my flowers. He, in turn, offered them to the god. Then he burned incense. Then Pharaoh opened the doors of the barque, revealing the veiled statue of the god, coming into the presence of Amen–Re, his father. As Amen–Re’s glory reflected back onto Pharaoh he became a renascent god, renewed. Pharaoh knelt before the god, facing him, and the deity symbolically crowned him. 
 
    Pharaoh rose and he and Usermarenakht headed side by side towards the temple’s entrance, trailed by Mut’s and Khonsu’s and Amenemopet’s high priests and his family. I fell in at the rear of the now joyful procession, retracing my steps through the temple to the peristyle hall. Those gathered there roared as Ramesses entered, splendidly arrayed and glorious in his triumph. And why not? For the next month townspeople and residents of the west bank would celebrate the renewal of Pharaoh and the rebirth of the world, abandoning themselves to unrestrained jubilation and excess. The Opet was a massive festival. Little work would get done by those who lived in Ta Set Maat or Waset or the temples on the west bank. 
 
    Ramesses seated himself on a portable throne set up in the hall. One by one his officials knelt before him and pledged their continued allegiance. 
 
    I too made my pledge. I did it guiltily; Pharaoh had ordered me to never see Pentawere again and tonight I was going to fall asleep in his arms. But the oracle had given me his blessing and so I set my guilt aside. My fealty promised, I exited the temple into bright sunshine. The girls were waiting for me. 
 
    “Tell us everything, Neset!” Nauny cried, running to me. 
 
    “Did you see the god?” Wabkhet asked. 
 
    It was now late afternoon and the sun–warmed walls of Ipet–Resyt radiated heat. 
 
    “Let’s go where it’s cooler.” 
 
    We moved to the quay and sat on its edge near the royal barque, our feet dangling over the sparkling river. The entire plain surrounding the temple was alive with movement and noise – dancers swirling colorfully through the midst of the crowd, musicians playing as loudly as they could, farmers and sailors and craftsmen and laborers and their wives half–drunk on Pharaoh’s wine and beer, children dashing everywhere. My heart was full, my senses alive, drinking in everything around me. I’d made my decision. The gods had confirmed it. The world was a sweeter and more hopeful place than when I’d awakened this morning. 
 
    I filled the girls in on the ceremony and described the inner recesses of the temple to them. Just as I finished the head of the procession emerged from the door between Ramesses the Great’s towering statues, the priests sprinkling water and burning incense, then musicians and chantresses, then Pharaoh and his family and officials, everyone mixed together in a giant mob instead of an orderly column as before. The gods’ barques remained behind in the temple; the gods would spend several days together in Amen’s sanctuary before being carried back in another procession to Ipet–Isut. The day’s Opet ceremonies over, the celebrants began to disperse, everyone making their way across the river to Djeme and the evening’s feast, the royals aboard their boat, everyone else as best they could. 
 
    The girls and I joined several other officials aboard a small boat that ferried us to the west bank, then walked the long dusty path to Djeme. The girls and I parted there; they were going to spend the evening with their families in Ta Set Maat. I continued on into Djeme. I couldn’t wait for moonrise. 
 
    I’d been invited to tonight’s Opet banquet, the first of many. I didn’t go. I waited in Djeme’s garden on a stone bench in the dark beneath a cluster of date palms that had been Pentawere’s and my favorite meeting spot in the past. I didn’t have to wait very long. 
 
    First a shadow, then Pentawere. “I snuck out of the banquet as soon as I could.” He took me in his arms, kissed me urgently, pulled me close, one hand on my hip, the other running up and down my spine. 
 
    I kissed him back. My heart was racing. My skin was hot. 
 
    He pulled me into the moonlight, so it fell on my face. He pushed strands of hair behind my ears. “You’ll have far more to blush about than a kiss before this night is over,” Pentawere promised. 
 
    I was both afraid of and excited by the prospect. “My Love,” I whispered huskily. 
 
    He took me by the hand, led me across the courtyard, past shrines and stables, into the temple and then the per’aa. He led me down a corridor and stopped before a closed door. 
 
    “We can use this room,” he said. “No one comes here.” 
 
    He opened the door and led me inside. Lit bowls of oil cast a warm golden light over gilt chairs with feet like lions’ paws, and tables and chests, and a bed with linen sheets, and headrests with strings of ivory beads. A single window opened onto a courtyard in the center of the per’aa, high up. There was a garden in that courtyard, one I’d created at Pharaoh’s command, replete with a pond and flowers and trees. An earthenware container of wine rested on an alabaster table beside two elegant gold cups. Pentawere unsteadily filled them both, splashing much of the liquid onto the floor. His hand was shaking. I was trembling. He handed me a cup. We both drank, he decisively, eyes locked on my face, I nervously. I knew what was going to happen. I wanted it to happen. I’d never met anyone like this son of Pharaoh. I’d loved him for years. I’d never truly loved any man before. Pentawere set his empty cup on the table and took mine and set it down beside his. Then he engulfed me in his arms and kissed me more passionately than he ever had before. Pentawere was strong and handsome and I was young and beautiful and lonely and my body craved his. We fell into bed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    I awakened to stars shining through the window, bright cold lights in the distant black sky. I wondered if the gods who lived there were looking down at me. I wondered if they were as happy and contented as me. The birds were still asleep in the branches of the garden’s trees and the night was silent except for Pentawere’s gentle snores. One of his legs was draped over mine and one of my hands rested on his broad chest. A linen sheet was partly twisted around us both. I lay still for a moment, remembering. We’d done things I’d never done before, much less imagined. Pentawere had been a gentle and earnest and practiced and attentive lover. We’d come together urgently the first time and deliberately the next, and afterwards I lay awake in his arms after he fell asleep for many hours, afraid that falling asleep would somehow transform what had happened between us into a dream. In all the years of my marriage my husband had never once aroused the passion or induced the pleasure Pentawere had, never once even so much as tried to anticipate or meet my needs. I marveled at what I’d missed, at how different two men could be. 
 
    I moved again, pressed my lips softly to Pentawere’s so I wouldn’t wake him. I wished I could lay beside him longer, keep alive this marvelous sense of well–being, but I couldn’t. I had to leave. He was Pharaoh’s married son. If a servant entered this room and found Pentawere and me in bed it would be a disaster for both of us. His standing in Pharaoh’s court would be ruined. I’d lose my position. Neither of us needed that kind of trouble, not with what our future held, based on my dream. Carefully, I slipped my legs out from under his and rolled off the bed onto the floor. I rose to all fours. My fingertips closed on my dress and I slowly stood up and pulled it on. I glanced over my shoulder one last time at Pentawere as I passed through his door. I’d never met anyone like him. I’d never wanted anyone more. I couldn’t wait to do this again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Akhet (Flood) 
 
    Pentawere 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    I studied the faces of the six men and the woman hunkered with Mother and me around a small flickering campfire in the ruins of Malqata – Binemwese, captain of archers in the Amen Division; his sister, Heket; Peynok, overseer of Father’s harem; Penhuibin, overseer of Father’s herds; Pere, Father’s treasurer. Mother and I had been subtly feeling each of them out the past five months, ever since we’d decided to kill Father and blame his murder on Ramesses. Every one of them either held a grudge against Father or was unquestioningly loyal to me or Mother or would profit enormously from a change in regime. The Opet was over; I was returning to Pi–Ramesses in the morning. Mother and I had decided to call our fellow conspirators together to officially set our coup in motion. 
 
    The past month had been the most amazing of my life. I’d spent every night with Neset. During our first encounters I’d been unprepared for the intensity of her love. After resisting me for so long she’d given herself to me body and ka, holding absolutely nothing back. Everything that had made her stand out from other women had been somehow magnified, making me want her even more than I had before she surrendered. At first I’d felt guilty – Neset had no idea I was planning to assassinate Father and that she’d play a pivotal role in convicting Ramesses at his trial. If she’d so much as guessed it would have been the end of us. But I knew as long as Father was alive Neset and I would never be able to marry. And so I’d decided I had no choice but to plunge ahead with my coup. Father had to die, and soon. Waiting for Ramesses to eventually kill him was a luxury I couldn’t afford. Neset’s love was more important to me than Father’s life. 
 
    “Thank you for coming tonight,” I said. 
 
    Our fire was at the bottom of what had once been a lake the third Amenhotep had created on the desert plain adjacent to his extensive complex, its banks high mounds of dirt from the excavation. The banks shielded our fire from view. To make sure we weren’t discovered I’d stationed a man where he’d be able to see anyone approaching us while they were a mile or more away. Firelight revealed worried faces. 
 
    “Our empire has melted away because of my husband,” Mother began. 
 
    “We receive far less tribute than in the time of the great pharaohs,” I added. “Most of the pittance goes to the priests and their gods.” 
 
    “We must rebuild the empire,” Mother said. “But Pharaoh is too old.” 
 
    “My brother Ramesses is too meek,” I said distastefully. “Too inward–focused.” I scanned the faces around me. “It’s up to us to make this valley great again.” 
 
    “Meaning?” asked Peynok. 
 
    “We’re going to assassinate Pharaoh and seize control of the valley and put Pentawere on the throne,” Mother said calmly. 
 
    There were gasps. Faces registered shock. 
 
    “I assure you, pharaohs have been killed before. Several times.” I looked at each person in turn. “If any of you are opposed say so now.” 
 
    No one spoke. 
 
    “Good. Mother and I have called you here tonight because you represent either army or harem or household. It’s going to take a coordinated effort between all three to pull this off.” 
 
    “How? When? Where?” asked Pere. As overseer of Father’s treasury he had a vested stake in seeing it refilled. 
 
    “In Djeme,” Mother replied. 
 
    “During the next Beautiful Feast,” I said. “That gives us nine months to plan our coup properly.” 
 
    “Since thousands come here for that feast it’ll be easy for everyone in our conspiracy to converge at Djeme without raising suspicion,” Mother said. 
 
    “As far as how, that’s what we need to work out,” I added. 
 
    “We expect the fourth Ramesses will be on campaign in either Setjet or Retenu during the next Beautiful Feast,” Mother said. “We’ll be able to secure the entire valley before he returns.” 
 
    “Any broad outlines, Majesties?” asked Binemwese. He’d been actively involved in the conspiracy from the start, carrying Mother’s messages, passed to him through his sister Heket, from Djeme to Pi–Ramesses for months. 
 
    “Ramesses will have all four infantry divisions and the cavalry and chariots with him on campaign when we launch our coup. There won’t be any soldiers to oppose us in the valley. Binemwese, I’ll make sure you’re assigned to command the garrison at Waset when my brother departs.” 
 
    “Half my archers remain here to protect Pharaoh whenever the division’s on campaign in case wretches from the desert try to attack Waset,” Binemwese explained to the others. 
 
    “You’ll use your men to seize Djeme and Waset the night we kill Father,” I continued. “As soon as I’m crowned we’ll hurry to the delta. We’ll seize Pi–Ramesses’ military facilities and naval vessels – men who work for me will swell our force. That’ll give us control of delta and river. When my brother returns to the valley, army commanders loyal to me will talk his infantry and cavalry and charioteers into deserting him and joining me.” 
 
    “You’re certain they will?” asked Pere. 
 
    “I’ve been riling soldiers up for years promising to use them to expand our empire, Pere. I’ve guaranteed booty and honors and wealth and women. Unlike my brother, who prefers to take the army on routine patrols. Yes, the army will desert Ramesses.” 
 
    “His Majesty speaks truly,” Binemwese concurred. 
 
    “What if Ramesses brings the army south before you’ve secured the throne?” Penhuibin asked. 
 
    “My archers will secure Djeme the moment we launch the coup,” Binemwese replied. “The entire army couldn’t dislodge me from that fortress once I hold it.” 
 
    “Who’s going to help you persuade the army, Majesty?” Pere asked. 
 
    “I’m going to approach Hori, my brother’s standard bearer. And Teynakhte, one of the top commanders in the Re Division. And Peyes, my brother’s deputy. Once I bring them on board there’s no doubt we’ll have the army in our hands nine months from now.” 
 
    “What about Nehi?” Binemwese asked. “His father commands the Amen Division. He’s deputy commander, and ambitious.” 
 
    “From what I’ve heard he’s lazy and unfit to command. He’s not reliable enough to help us pull this off.” 
 
    “Do you expect your brother to yield his crown to you gracefully?” Peynok asked. 
 
    “Who in their right mind will support Ramesses after I arrest him for Father’s murder.” 
 
    “Arrest Ramesses for murder?” asked Pere skeptically. “You said we’re going to kill Pharaoh. How are you going to convince his soldiers he did it, especially if he’s with them in the desert when Pharaoh dies?” 
 
    “You’ve all met Neset, overseer of Pharaoh’s gardens,” Mother said. 
 
    Everyone nodded. 
 
    “Have you noticed the talisman around her neck?” 
 
    More nods. 
 
    “According to Neset, that talisman was given to one of her ancestors more than four thousand years ago by the falcon god – Horus – himself.” 
 
    “That’s ridiculous!” Heket exclaimed. 
 
    “Yet the success of our coup rests on everyone in the valley believing it,” Mother said. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Father sent Neset and me to Abdju for the Wag Festival,” I said. “Neset told me a story about one of her ancestors who’d helped deposit a statue of King Khufu, builder of the great pyramid, in his ka chapel there. She described that statue in great detail. I was skeptical, as you all are, as was Osiris’ high priest Harwa. Yet, when we entered the ka chapel, we found the statue exactly as described, even though Neset had never visited Abdju before.” 
 
    “Why is that even slightly relevant?” Pere asked. 
 
    “Neset claims that Horus sends dreams to whoever bears the talisman, and they always come true,” Mother said. “She had a dream the night she wore it for the first time. In her dream she saw Ramesses standing trial for murdering Pharaoh before a Great Kenbet in the courtyard at Djeme. She saw the Kenbet pass judgment on him. She saw Ramesses being burned alive.” 
 
    A log popped in the fire, sending sparks flying. Heket jumped and let out a squeal. 
 
    I leaned forward. “Horus has spoken. Through Neset, he’s already revealed that Ramesses is going to be executed for killing Father. So, not only are we going to pull off this coup, Ramesses is going to take the blame.” 
 
    “Harwa will confirm what happened at Abdju, giving credence to whatever Neset says,” Mother said. “We’ll inform Usermarenakht and the other high priests about Neset’s dream. They all believe in the power of dreams. They’ll believe hers. We’ll convince them that Ramesses ordered the assassination. Even though he’ll be out of the valley when Pharaoh dies, he’ll be executed.” 
 
    “How will we kill Pharaoh and make it look like Ramesses’ underlings did it?” asked Peynok. 
 
    “That’s what we need to figure out,” I admitted. “It’ll be tricky, especially making it appear Ramesses was behind it.” 
 
    “We’ll probably need magic to neutralize Pharaoh’s guards the night of the coup,” Penhuibin opined. “I know a man who owns many papyri containing spells. I’ll look for some that paralyze and confuse.” 
 
    “An excellent start.” 
 
    “I’ll bring more of the per’aa staff into the conspiracy,” Mother said. “Men who have full run of the per’aa, who can move about without being challenged.” 
 
    “Start with El–ram, Mother.” 
 
    “Your childhood friend?” 
 
    “He’s proven adept at smuggling women out of the harem for my parties.” I glanced at Heket. 
 
    She smiled slightly. 
 
    “Just so you know, as soon as Neset told me about her dream I began replacing Father’s bodyguards with men loyal to me,” I told everyone. “Even if our spells fail they’ll step aside and let us into his room.” 
 
    “We’ll have to recruit someone to actually kill Pharaoh,” Mother said cold–bloodedly. “I can’t, for obvious reasons. Nor can Pentawere. Both of us are going to need very good alibis that night to avoid suspicion.” 
 
    “I’ll do it,” Heket volunteered eagerly. 
 
    “A concubine?” Pere scoffed. 
 
    “I can enter Pharaoh’s room unchallenged,” Heket said. “Can you or any other man, Pere?” 
 
    He shook his head no. 
 
    “I’ll tell the guards – Pentawere’s guards – that Pharaoh’s grown tired of his barbarian concubines and wants me again.” She snorted. “He’s going to pay with his life for discarding me to be with them.” 
 
    Mother smiled at Heket approvingly, glanced around the fire. “We seem to have the beginnings of a plan,” she said. 
 
    “And a lot of work to do in the next nine months. In absolute secrecy,” I added. 
 
    “Heket, Binemwese – Pentawere and I will continue to communicate through you, as before,” Mother said. 
 
    They nodded. 
 
    “Many of Pharaoh’s concubines and women who serve in the per’aa have fathers or brothers who are commanders in the army or officials in the bureaucracy,” Mother added. “I’ll convince those women to send letters to their relatives, expressing dissatisfaction with Pharaoh and Ramesses, arguing Pentawere should sit the throne. After we launch the coup we’ll have supporters throughout the valley.” 
 
    “You’ll have to recruit a trusted scribe or two to actually write the letters, Mother. I doubt those women are literate.” 
 
    She nodded. “That’s it, then.” She eyed each person separately. “We won’t gather like this again until the night of the coup to avoid being discovered. Pentawere and I will fill each of you in personally on what you’ll need to do once we fully flesh out the plan. For now, expect to act on the first night of the Beautiful Feast. Then, once Pentawere is confirmed as Pharaoh and his half–brother is executed, you’ll all be suitably and richly rewarded.” 
 
    Our fellow conspirators drifted off one by one at intervals so they wouldn’t arouse suspicion when they returned to Djeme or their own homes. Eventually, only Mother and I were left beside a fire that had burned to coals. 
 
    “The day I’m crowned I’m making Neset my Great Wife,” I said firmly. “She better not ever find out about this coup from you or any one else. She’d be devastated. I’d lose her.” 
 
    “Why should Neset suspect us?” Mother asked. “She knows you’ve put guards in place to protect your father. She’s already foreseen his death and Ramesses’ execution. She told me her family’s dreams always come exactly true. Deep down, she fears there’s nothing we can do to keep your father alive. So spend the night of the coup with her in your bed. Make Neset your alibi, Son. I’ll have someone burst into your room to tell you your father’s been murdered. She’ll assume Ramesses was behind it because that’s what she expects.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right, Mother,” I said uneasily. To pull off Father’s murder and become Pharaoh I was going to have to deceive Neset. I didn’t want to lie to her. But I had to if she was to be my wife. There was no other way. 
 
    “What’ll you do if Neset finds out about the coup before we launch it?” Mother asked. “What if she gives you a choice – her or the throne?” 
 
    Father had taken so much from me. I’d gone too far down this path to back away now. I didn’t hesitate. “I’ll choose the throne. And then I’ll be Pharaoh and I’ll order Neset to marry me. She’ll have to. She’ll forgive me eventually.” 
 
    Mother smiled. “Spoken like a true pharaoh.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Peret (Seed) 
 
    Neset 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Majesty! You startled me!” I fell to my knees in the per’aa corridor, spilling flowers from my reed basket. 
 
    “I didn’t mean to sneak up on you, Neset,” Tiye said. “We need to talk.” She lowered her voice. “I have a message for you from Pentawere. Come with me.” 
 
    My heart was suddenly pounding. I hadn’t heard from him in the five months since he’d returned to Pi–Ramesses after the Opet. I’d spent every blessed night of that festival in Pentawere’s arms. I’d never thought I could ever be so deeply in love, but I’d surprised myself at the intensity of what I felt for Pentawere. He’d made my heart sing. I hadn’t been able to get enough of him, nor him me. Not once in our time together had I felt any guilt about Naqi’a, as I’d expected I would before taking up with Pentawere. I didn’t know if that made me a horrible person or not. I’d hated being cheated on by Mesedptah, then I’d turned around and done it to Naqi’a. But unlike Mesedptah’s conquests, Naqi’a had stolen Pentawere from me. I was the one who’d been wronged by her marriage – a marriage she didn’t even want. One I did. I wanted to be at Pentawere’s side forever. The months since his return to Pi–Ramesses had been sheer agony, being separated from him, knowing he was with Naqi’a. I couldn’t help be jealous. I’d been counting the days to the Beautiful Feast of the Valley, when he’d return to Djeme and I’d get to share his bed again. I’d accepted this is how our lives were going to be until Pentawere was able to marry me – months apart, followed by a few intense days together. My only guilt concerned Pharaoh. It was hard for me to face him every morning on the tower stairs. I was engaged in a relationship with Pentawere in defiance of his express command to both of us. Only the gods knew what he’d do to me if he ever found out. I justified defying him because I was trying to save his life. If not for me, no one would even know Ramesses was planning to assassinate him and he’d be doomed. I thought it a fair trade–off – Pharaoh’s life for a marriage of my choice. He owed me that. 
 
    I hastily scooped up my fallen flowers and rose and followed Tiye into her nearby quarters. As usual, I’d been placing garlands and bouquets in the corridors and public spaces of the per’aa. Normally the royals, except for Pharaoh, weren’t awake and moving about until well after I’d finished. I’d come to the per’aa immediately after speaking with him on the tower stairs a quarter of an hour earlier. I’d never seen Tiye abroad at this hour before, though I’d encountered her numerous times since her visit to my estate. She’d never failed to stop and speak with me. She no longer intimidated me as she once had. She’d accepted that Pentawere wanted to marry me. It was a fairly amazing transformation. 
 
    Tiye closed her door behind me. The magnificence of her room was overwhelming – rooms, actually. Her quarters contained a bedroom and bathroom and sitting area and a small room where her attendants probably slept, though it was currently empty. She’d apparently sent everyone away so we could be alone. I’d never seen such furniture – an ebony bed, its posts with feet like lions’ paws. Ebony chairs and chests and tables and footrests, all inlaid with faience and precious stones and jewels, their fittings gold and copper. The costliest jewels I’d ever seen carelessly sprawled across a table littered with colored glass jars full of kohl and perfumes and ointments, beside them copper see–faces with ebony handles and a variety of ivory combs decorated with animals. Sheer and opaque and blindingly white dresses and skirts and mantles peeking from an open chest. Several stands holding elaborate wigs in different styles. A headrest with beads of gold atop amazingly smooth linen sheets. A table covered with crowns, some solid gold, some with tall white plumes. Gold cups and platters atop a third table, along with jars of wine. Several ostrich feather fans propped in a corner, the feathers set into gold bases. Plants in earthenware pots. Every inch of the walls brightly painted with images of gods, and Pharaoh and Tiye engaged in courtly activities. Even the ceiling was beautiful, blue, with a galaxy of yellow stars. 
 
    “Please, sit,” Tiye invited. 
 
    I set down my basket and took the proffered chair. 
 
    She handed me a scroll. “From Pentawere. Go ahead. Read it.” 
 
    I broke the clay seal, unrolled the sheet of papyrus. 
 
      
 
    Beloved – I miss you more each day. I think about you constantly. I dream about you at night. I can’t stop thinking about the time we spent together during the Opet. I’ve never experienced anyone like you. I’ve never loved anyone like I love you. I long for a future when I can share every single moment of your life. I wish I was holding you in my arms right now, smothering you with my kisses, feeling your body warm against mine. The months since our parting have been the longest of my life. 
 
    Naqi’a remains my wife in name only. As you know, I told her she’ll never share my bed until she’s fluent in our language. Since she has no desire to share my bed she’s taking her time learning it. I’ve recruited spies among her retainers; they’ve informed me she sometimes goes a week or longer between lessons. Not once have I tried to hurry her up. I expect Ramesses to make his move against Father long before she’s fluent. After he strikes and I’m named co–ruler I’ll end our marriage and give her to my half–brother. 
 
    I’m doing everything I can think of to protect Father from Ramesses. I’ve replaced all of Father’s guards with men loyal to me. I’ve recruited high–ranking army officers to keep an eye on him wherever he goes in the valley. I doubt he’ll try to attack Father until he returns from his next campaign – he’ll march into Setjet and Retenu at the conclusion of the harvest season there, shortly before the Beautiful Feast at Waset. I expect him to try to kill Father sometime around the Epagomenal Days, after he returns to the valley in “triumph.” 
 
    Rest assured, Mother is doing her share to protect Father too. Select individuals in the per’aa and the harem are keeping their eyes open for anything unusual. If you have need of anything, ask her, and she’ll provide it. 
 
    I cannot wait until the Beautiful Feast, when I’ll see you again. Until then, you have all my love. 
 
      
 
    I rolled up the precious scroll. “Thank you, Majesty.” 
 
    “I received a message too, Neset,” Tiye said. “Things seem to be going well in the North.” 
 
    “Pentawere said you’ve had luck persuading officials to protect Pharaoh here in the South, Majesty.” 
 
    “I have. Pebekkamen, the chief of the chamber. Nebzefai and Mesedsure, two butlers. Pere, overseer of the treasury. Heket, the concubine. El–ram…” 
 
    “A harem inspector. Pentawere’s friend. I know him, Majesty.” 
 
    “A dozen more,” Tiye continued. “I have eyes throughout Djeme now. Ramesses won’t be able to make a move without me knowing.” 
 
    “How much have you told these men?” I asked. 
 
    “Only that Pharaoh’s life is in danger, and that if they hear anything unusual they’re to report to me. None knows about the others.” Tiye leaned back in her chair. “I’m confident Ramesses and his accomplices won’t slip past them.” 
 
    “Do you have any idea who his accomplices might be, or how many he has?” I asked. 
 
    “Not really. You?” 
 
    “The one person who comes to mind is Kairy, Ramesses’ chariot driver. Ramesses entrusted Kairy with training his son to be a soldier. Before that they were inseparable for nearly a decade, here in the valley and on campaign. If anyone is completely devoted to Ramesses and knows what’s in his mind and will carry out anything he orders, it’s Kairy.” 
 
    “I’ll let my people know to watch him particularly,” Tiye said. 
 
    “Assuming we stop Ramesses, what’ll happen afterwards?” 
 
    “He’ll burn, as you’ve foreseen in your dream. My husband will then name Pentawere co–ruler. I’ll convince Pharaoh to let you and Pentawere marry, and to give Naqi’a to one of his other sons.” 
 
    “You’ll really advocate for me, Majesty?” 
 
    “I promise I will, Neset. Pharaoh will be so grateful for you and Pentawere and me saving his life he’ll agree to anything we ask. I’m sure of it. He’ll likely name you Khonsu’s chantress in Duatentopet’s place too.” 
 
    “That means I’ll lose my position as overseer of Pharaoh’s gardens. I never considered that. But I’ve never let myself dream of actually being married to Pentawere either. It’s always seemed so far–fetched.” 
 
    “You’ll be raising children in the future, not flowers,” Tiye smiled. “Many, many children. Including a pharaoh.” 
 
    My face grew hot. “I desire that more than anything, Majesty, to give Pentawere a son.” 
 
    “You’ll have significant duties to attend to once you’re married, Neset, especially when Pentawere begins to rule alone. You’ll be Pharaoh’s Great Wife then, and God’s Wife of Amen. God’s Wife is the most important role you’ll ever play.” 
 
    “Why is that, Majesty.” 
 
    “It’ll be up to you to control the Amen priesthood. They cannot be allowed to continue riding roughshod over this valley, unchecked.” 
 
    “Because Amen’s cult has become so wealthy?” 
 
    “It’s outrageous how much of the valley they control,” Tiye said, her brow furrowed. “As God’s Wife you’ll control significant wealth of your own – estates, farms, towns. With it, you may need to finance mercenaries to support Pentawere as he takes back some of what the priests have been given.” She reached over and touched my talisman. “Amen is far too powerful, more powerful than the royal house. Pentawere will have to rein that god in if our house is to survive. The best way to do that, I believe, is to restore Horus to primacy.” 
 
    “Like the heretic tried to do with the Aten?” 
 
    “The heretic failed because he tried to name a brand new god the valley’s sole god. But Horus is our oldest god, omnipresent in the valley, believed in by everyone. With you at Pentawere’s side, with the favor bestowed on you and your family by Horus, Pentawere will be able to justify taking wealth and holdings from Amen to fund a much larger cult for Horus. He’ll be able to put the valley’s most dangerous god in his place without risking an uprising of priests.” 
 
    My ancestors had brought the falcon god to the valley in the first place. For a very long time he’d been its most important god. That I might play a part in restoring him to primacy was both fearful and exciting. 
 
    “For now, Neset, you and Pentawere and I need to continue doing whatever we can to keep your dream from coming true – at least the part about Ramesses killing my husband. I assume in his message Pentawere told you he didn’t expect Ramesses to make his move until after he returns from campaign.” 
 
    “Yes. That’s what he told me.” 
 
    “That means Pentawere hasn’t heard the latest news. Pharaoh isn’t sending Ramesses on campaign this harvest season. He’s going to wait another year.” 
 
    “Which means Ramesses will remain at Djeme indefinitely. He could try something at any time.” That was an ominous development. 
 
    “I hope we can forestall him at least until the Beautiful Feast, when Pentawere will be here,” Tiye said. “I’m sailing for Pi–Ramesses in three days. I’ll let Pentawere know about the change in Ramesses’ plans when I get there.” 
 
    “You’re going all that way just to talk to Pentawere face to face?” Was Ramesses’ assassination attempt more imminent than Tiye was letting on? 
 
    “I was already scheduled to go for another reason, Neset. I’m going to arrange the transfer of Naqi’a’s retainers from Pi–Ramesses to my husband’s harem in the Faiyum. They can be of use there, making linen and growing foodstuffs and such. In Pi–Ramesses they’re simply a drain on Pharaoh’s resources.” 
 
    I heard laughter from the corridor outside Tiye’s room. Royals and officials were beginning to move about the per’aa. “I should go, Majesty, before someone catches me coming out of your room and starts asking questions.” I rose. 
 
    “Remember, Neset, Pentawere and I are counting on you to convict Ramesses at his trial if he manages to kill Pharaoh, despite our efforts.” 
 
    “I understand my role, Majesty. I surely hope it doesn’t come to that.” 
 
    “Me as well. If you have a message for Pentawere, Neset, get me a scroll before I leave and I’ll take it to him.” 
 
    “Thank you, Majesty.” I opened the door a crack. No one was in the corridor. I slipped out and shut the door behind me. 
 
    I headed for the audience hall to decorate it with my remaining flowers, already composing a message to Pentawere in my head. I still couldn’t get over how Tiye had changed from adversary to ally these past months. The falcon god was surely looking out for me. 
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    Peret (Seed) 
 
    Pentawere 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    I entered the cabin of one of the royal barques, arrived from Djeme less than an hour ago, moored now in Pi–Ramesses’ harbor. Mother and Heket and Binemwese and Mayernu were waiting for me. Mayernu was in charge of the men who guarded the corridor that led to my brother Ramesses’ rooms in Djeme’s per’aa. A man I’d compromised. That Mother had traveled all the way to Pi–Ramesses was alarming. She must have news too sensitive to write on papyrus or allow Binemwese to pass on in person. 
 
    Six months had passed since Mother and I launched our coup in the lakebed at Malqata. I’d spent those months tirelessly approaching and cultivating key officers in Father’s army. Ramesses was currently in Djeme taking care of non–military duties, so for the time being at least he wasn’t around to get in my way. I anticipated he’d come north in a month to resume command of the army, spend another month preparing for his next campaign, then move against Setjet and Retenu. Soon after his departure from the valley I’d sail to Djeme, just in time for the Beautiful Feast. Then I’d launch my coup. 
 
    I’d hosted parties beyond counting these past months, utilizing Sabestet’s villa as cover, managing at every one to turn the discussion to the glories of the past and my dreams for the future. There was scarcely an officer in the army who wasn’t now salivating at the thought of riches and booty and women, and grumbling about inactivity. I’d built a small but powerful following; I fully expected that the leaders of army divisions and cavalry and chariots would refuse to fight against me if my brother ordered them to after I took the throne. My nephew Amenherkoshef was nominally in command of the cavalry, assisted by my brother’s driver Kairy, but I was sure his horsemen wouldn’t obey his order to attack me if he gave it. My conspirators who’d remain behind when I left for Djeme were ready to execute my carefully prepared plan to seize the arms workshops and stables and chariot works and harbor and naval vessels the day I returned to Pi–Ramesses with Binemwese and his archers. 
 
    Messages had passed between Djeme and Pi–Ramesses regularly via Binemwese and Heket as Mother and I kept each other apprised of what the other was doing. Like me, she’d won a select group of officials inside the per’aa and harem to our cause, prepared to do whatever was necessary to secure the throne for me. We’d convinced all of our fellow conspirators that Ramesses would take the blame for Father’s death, not us. We’d told them about Neset’s dream and what it foretold. All believed they were on the brink of wealth and power. 
 
    Two of the army officers I trusted most filed into the cabin behind me – Peyes and Teynakhte. I’d invited them to join us. 
 
    Mother and I embraced. “I received your summons. What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Officially? I’m arranging, at your request, the transfer of your wife’s retainers to your father’s harem, Mer–wer, in the Fayum. Don’t you remember sending me a message that they’re too much of a drain on Pi–Ramesses’ resources and need to be put to work making royal linen?” 
 
    “No. I don’t remember.” 
 
    “I can show you the papyrus you sent me if you’d like.” 
 
    “You’re a forger now, too?” I laughed. 
 
    “Your father believed it.” Mother lowered her voice. “I’m actually here because we need to drastically change our plan for the coup and we need to work it out in person and we need to do it right now. We can’t waste time passing messages back and forth.” 
 
    “Why? What’s changed?” 
 
    “Your brother’s not leaving Djeme until well after the Beautiful Feast. Pharaoh isn’t sending him on campaign this year.” 
 
    “By the gods!” I exclaimed. Our plan to seize the throne assumed Ramesses would be absent from the valley during the Beautiful Feast. His presence in Waset was going to ruin everything we’d set in motion. 
 
    “Are these your conspirators?” Mother asked. 
 
    “The key ones. Peyes and Teynakhte.” 
 
    “What about Hori, your brother’s standard bearer?” Binemwese asked. “At Malqata you said he’d help us.” 
 
    “I felt him out in general terms. He was uneasy, noncommittal. So I decided to exclude him, to be safe.” 
 
    “I’ve brought Heket with me because of her key role,” Mother said. “Pharaoh won’t note her absence.” 
 
    “That’s not all he’ll never note,” Heket interjected angrily. 
 
    I’d never seen her so bitter. A good thing. Mother and I would be able to depend on her to carry out the key role in our plot. She wouldn’t back out. 
 
    “We need to revise the military portion of our plan,” Mother said. “Let’s start there. Then I’ll fill you in on how I’ve altered the Djeme portion.” 
 
    “Is this coup still feasible?” Peyes interrupted. “We expected the army to be on campaign when you launched it. Instead, the entire army will be encamped at Pi–Ramesses. A considerable force for Ramesses to summon south to use against us.” 
 
    “Maybe the coup’s even more feasible now than before,” I said thoughtfully. “Once we pin the blame for Father’s murder on Ramesses and imprison him he’ll be hundreds of miles away from soldiers who might still be loyal to him. We’ll be able to block him from summoning the army. If he somehow does, ignore his orders, Peyes. You’ll be in command at Pi–Ramesses in his absence, as usual.” 
 
    “You can count on me, Majesty. I guarantee the army will not move to the South.” 
 
    “What if Ramesses contacts the Falcon in the Nest instead of Peyes?” Teynakhte asked. 
 
    “I know for a fact that Ramesses expects his son to travel to Djeme to celebrate the Beautiful Feast with his family, as always,” Mother replied. “His chariot driver Kairy will travel with him. We won’t have to worry about either one.” 
 
    “After the army’s commanders learn of Ramesses’ execution they’ll pledge me enthusiastic fealty,” I assured everyone. “My constant talk of empire and booty has fired our soldiers up. There’ll be a seamless transition to me as Pharaoh. Yes, Peyes, this coup will work out better than we expected if Ramesses is in Djeme. It’ll be easier to frame him there.” 
 
    “As far as assassinating Pharaoh, Peynok and I have worked it out,” Heket volunteered. 
 
    “Peynok oversees Pharaoh’s harem,” Mother said. “He and half a dozen harem inspectors will be standing by to make sure Heket is summoned to Pharaoh’s room the night of the coup instead of the four wretches, and to ensure no witnesses are wandering around the per’aa.” 
 
    “Can we trust so many?” I asked. “I thought we were going to keep the circle of conspirators small.” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Mother replied firmly. “Pebekkamen, chief of the chamber, is my right hand man. He identified key overseers and staff. They’ve all pledged fealty to me. They all know what they stand to gain once you’re on the throne, Son.” 
 
    “What about Ramesses?” Teynakhte asked. “We can’t let him roam freely. Will we arrest him after Pharaoh’s dead or before? How? Who’ll do it?” 
 
    Mother swept her gaze around the cabin. “I think it’s best if we kill Ramesses too. It’ll be easier for us to pin Pharaoh’s murder on a dead man than a live one.” 
 
    A major complication. “How?” I asked. “He never summons concubines, like Father. He’s absolutely faithful to Duatentopet. No guard will let a concubine enter his room if she just shows up.” 
 
    “I guard his door at night along with another man, Majesty,” Mayernu said. “I’ll make sure my fellow guard falls ill the night of the coup – bad food or wine, probably. I’ll be alone in Ramesses’ corridor. I’ll slip into his room and kill him in his sleep.” 
 
    “You’ll be a wealthy man afterwards,” I promised. 
 
    “What if Duatentopet is with him?” Heket asked. 
 
    “She’ll die second,” Mayernu replied. 
 
    An innocent. My half–sister. It couldn’t be helped. With luck, she’d spend that night in her quarters in Khonsu’s temple instead of the per’aa. It was up to her god to protect her, not me. 
 
    “As you said, Pentawere, Ramesses being in Djeme might actually work out better for us,” Mother added. “We’ll be able to claim that he personally assassinated your father. We’ll claim we learned of his planned attack too late and sent bodyguards to protect Pharaoh, but they arrived in Pharaoh’s room just as Ramesses killed him and they were forced to kill Ramesses when he resisted arrest and attacked them. After you kill Ramesses, Mayernu, I’ll arrange for Eshehebsed, Pebekkamen’s chief assistant, to help you carry Ramesses’ corpse into Pharaoh’s room. Ramesses’ body in Pharaoh’s room will lend credence to our claim that Ramesses was the assassin. I’ll direct Mesedsure and Yenini to clean up the blood in Ramesses’ room so no one will figure out where he really died.” 
 
    “Why would anyone believe Ramesses would kill Pharaoh?” Teynakhte asked. 
 
    “Because Horus revealed the truth to Neset,” I said. “We’ll make sure everyone hears about her dream. She’s going to provide all of us with cover.” 
 
    “Is she part of our conspiracy?” Heket asked. 
 
    “No. And she’s not to find out about it. Ever!” I said sharply. “We have to keep her hands blood–free. Do you all understand?” 
 
    Everyone nodded. 
 
    “Neset believes I’ve enlisted trusted allies to prevent Father’s murder. She has no idea we’re going to kill Father and blame Ramesses.” 
 
    “You’re sure she won’t guess?” Peyes asked. 
 
    “Not if we’re careful. That’s key, so she’ll support our version of events. She’ll very convincingly relate her dream to the Great Kenbet that will undoubtedly be called to convict my dead brother after the fact. She’ll tell the judges how I placed guards in Father’s corridor to head off the assassination. She’ll tell them we had to take action in secret because we had no idea who in the valley Ramesses was conspiring with and so we couldn’t tip our hand.” I swept the others with my eyes. “If anyone involved in this conspiracy tells Neset the truth – that I had Ramesses and Father killed – I’ll kill him or her myself. Understood?” 
 
    More nods. 
 
    “I’ve summoned Osiris’ high priest to Djeme for the Beautiful Feast,” Mother announced. “Harwa. He’ll support Neset’s claims about her family and Horus.” 
 
    “Very good. So, how exactly are we going to pull these murders off, Mother?” 
 
    “Penhuibin, the overseer of herds, has discretely consulted magicians and read dozens of magic scrolls. He’s created wax crocodiles and cast spells on them. The spells will confuse any guard in their vicinity and prevent them from taking action or even remembering what they saw. Pentawere, on the night of the coup you’ll trigger the spells by stabbing each crocodile with a knife.” 
 
    “El–ram and Nebzefai and Pebekkamen have full run of the per’aa,” Heket added. “They’ll place crocodiles under Pharaoh’s and Ramesses’ beds and in the corridors leading to their rooms.” 
 
    “Peynok will keep the rest of the servants in the per’aa busy elsewhere that night, far away from Pharaoh and Ramesses,” Mother said. 
 
    “Make sure they place a crocodile in Father’s corridor,” I directed. “Even though the guards are mine, they’ll need to be stunned with magic to make it appear they weren’t involved.” 
 
    “We’ll put a crocodile without a spell in Ramesses’ corridor,” Mother said. “Mayernu, after you kill Ramesses and carry his body to Pharaoh’s room, return to the corridor and pretend you’ve been overcome by magic. That’ll be your alibi.” 
 
    “Very good, Majesty.” 
 
    “Pentawere, spend the night of the coup in your room, along with Neset,” Mother ordered. “As soon as Ramesses and Pharaoh are dead I’ll send Weren there to tell you. He’s a harem butler. I’ll tell him to burst into your room unannounced. Be in bed with Neset. Make sure he finds the two of you in each other’s arms.” 
 
    “Before Weren appears, you should tell Neset you’ve been having the same dream she had about Ramesses murdering your father, Majesty,” Heket added. “Tell her you’re afraid for Pharaoh’s life. Tell her you’ve changed your mind – that first thing in the morning the two of you should go to Pharaoh and warn him, no matter the consequences.” 
 
    “Something she’s wanted to do for a long time,” I said. 
 
    “It’ll make Weren’s announcement even more dramatic, for her,” Mother said. 
 
    I glanced around the cabin. “That’s our new plan. Any questions?” 
 
    “Oneney, the chief of police on the west bank, will have Medjay standing by in case we need to deal with any locals,” Mother said. “Four scribes are part of our conspiracy. Messui and Shedmeszer from the temple and Peluka and Pendua from the harem. They’ll make sure the news that you’re Pharaoh passes swiftly throughout the valley, Pentawere.” 
 
    “Very good.” 
 
    “While I’m here in Pi–Ramesses, Heket and I will arrange the movement of your wife’s retainers to the Fayum,” Mother said. “That way you won’t have to deal with them after Neset becomes your wife in place of that wretched girl.” 
 
    “Good riddance,” I said sincerely. 
 
    “Come to Djeme a few days before the Beautiful Feast, Pentawere.” Mother addressed the rest. “We’ll meet in the garden of the per’aa at midnight on the first night of the festival to officially launch our coup and gain my son his throne. We won’t speak again until then.” 
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    I awakened. I reached for Pentawere and found only a linen sheet. I wondered if he’d gone into the garden. He usually did when he couldn’t fall sleep. He’d seemed nervous all day, preoccupied. And rightfully so. A couple of hours ago, after he’d returned to this room after making an appearance at the banquet celebrating the first night of the Beautiful Feast, he’d informed me that the dream the falcon god had sent to me had visited him too. I’d told him that in all my family stories that had never happened before. That had scared him. On the spot he’d decided we should go to Pharaoh first thing in the morning and warn him about Ramesses. He said he was prepared to face the consequences when Ramesses disputed us. He said he’d never forgive himself if Ramesses succeeded and we’d said nothing. I’d heartily agreed. 
 
    Still, even with that hanging over our heads, falling asleep hadn’t been a problem for me. Pentawere had exhausted me this night. I wondered how long I’d been asleep. 
 
    I’d spent every night with Pentawere since his arrival at Djeme a week before the beginning of the Beautiful Feast, creeping stealthily into his room after dark, slipping out before dawn, lying in his bed with him for a few precious hours, each of us wrapped in the other’s arms, lips meeting eagerly, fingers caressing quivering skin, hearts beating feverishly. We’d tried to make up in a few days what we’d missed the last eight months, for neither of us could get enough of the other. I hadn’t given a moment’s thought to Naqi’a. I’d been a fool to ever worry about that wretch’s feelings. Pentawere loved me and I loved him and the gods wanted me to be with him. The oracle had told me so during the Opet. And so we loved, and dreamed, and made plans for a future together. 
 
    I pushed the tangled linen sheet aside, sat up, swung my legs over the side of the bed. I felt for my dress on the floor and put it on. Moonlight shone through a window high up in the wall and by its light I found my way to the door and opened it. The per’aa’s garden, surrounded on all four sides by rooms similar to Pentawere’s, lay before me. I looked to right and left but didn’t see him. I crossed into the garden, the work of my hands, and perched atop a stone bench to wait for him. The night was pleasant and the breeze cool after the brutal heat of day. A few birds chittered in a clump of tamarisk trees that hid me from prying eyes. Pentawere’s dark bedroom window and door were visible through openings between low leafy branches. I couldn’t possibly miss his return. 
 
    Musicians were playing somewhere in the per’aa, no doubt for Pharaoh. It was earlier than I’d thought if tonight’s banquet was still going on. The sounds of harp and flute came to me faintly, indistinct against the rustling leaves and hum and buzz of countless insects among the flowers and the croaking of frogs in the garden’s pool. I lay on my back on the bench, looked up at the moon, closed my eyes for a moment. 
 
    A sudden noise brought me to wakefulness. The moon was close to vertical. I’d been lulled to sleep more than an hour ago. I heard another noise, saw movement. Five dark figures were huddled close together in the deep shadow of a grove of palms less than a dozen feet away. I froze, held my breath, terrified my nightly rendezvous with Pentawere had been discovered by Pharaoh, terrified that guards were searching for me in the garden. My heart began to beat so loudly I feared they’d hear it. 
 
    “Are the wax crocodiles in place, Nebzefai?” 
 
    With a start I recognized Pentawere’s voice. And Nebzefai’s name. He was a royal butler. All my senses were alive now. Something was going on. Why had Pentawere left me alone in bed to meet with a bunch of per’aa staff in the garden? 
 
    “They are, Majesty. Pebekkamen and El–ram and I hid them an hour ago. Under beds and in corridors. No one saw us, thanks to Peynok. He assigned most of Pharaoh’s servants to work at tonight’s banquet.” 
 
    “You’re certain the spells were cast?” 
 
    It was a woman this time. I was absolutely sure the speaker was Tiye. 
 
    “Spells for enchanting and banishing and confusing,” Nebzefai replied. “We control the will of the guards who protect them now. Whatever magic that might have been used to keep them safe has been superseded.” 
 
    “Their names were inscribed on the crocodiles, and I stabbed them to make sure they’ll die, Mother,” Pentawere said. 
 
    Magic! Stabbing? Pentawere and Tiye and these other men were planning to kill someone using magic. Or more than one person. They’d mentioned crocodiles. I recalled my conversation with Pentawere from earlier today. Pentawere and Tiye must have discovered that Ramesses was preparing to move against Pharaoh tonight! Pentawere couldn’t wait to warn Pharaoh in the morning, as we’d planned. So he’d rounded up supporters to deal with Ramesses before he could act. Not just Ramesses, but those conspiring with him. Kairy, for sure. Probably others. I breathed a sigh of relief. Because of my dream, because Pentawere and Tiye had taken it seriously, Pharaoh was going to live. I whispered a prayer of thanks to the falcon god. 
 
    “How about the archers, Binemwese?” Tiye asked. 
 
    I knew him well from Pentawere’s parties. 
 
    “Standing by. Ready to seize Djeme from within at your command, Majesty.” 
 
    Why did Pentawere need to seize Djeme? To counter Ramesses’ troops? Was there going to be a pitched battle inside these walls? 
 
    “Does everyone else know their role?” Tiye pressed. 
 
    “All thirty of them, Mother,” Pentawere growled. “I went over what they’re to do with everyone individually earlier today.” 
 
    Pentawere had obviously taken the threat to Pharaoh seriously. That such a large force was engaged in protecting Pharaoh was impressive. 
 
    “Be off now,” Tiye said. “All of you.” 
 
    Three shadows drifted off. 
 
    “What about the girl?” Tiye asked. 
 
    “Neset, Mother. Not ‘the girl.’ I expect you to treat her with respect at all times when she becomes my Great Wife. She’s in my bed right now, as we planned. Fast asleep. She’ll be my alibi when Weren comes to inform me they’re dead.” 
 
    Great Wife? It was really about to happen. Pentawere was going to save Pharaoh from Ramesses. He’d be named co–ruler. With luck, out of gratitude, Pharaoh would let us marry right away. 
 
    “Remember, Mother,” Pentawere warned. “Neset’s never to learn we killed Father and Ramesses. She must believe our story – that Ramesses killed Father and we slew him afterwards.” 
 
    Time seemed to stand still. I was absolutely stunned. My hand rose to my mouth. Pentawere and Tiye weren’t protecting Pharaoh. They were going to murder him – and Ramesses! They were going to use me to get away with it! Pentawere had betrayed me! I’d given him my heart and he’d just thrown it away. He planned to kill Pharaoh and deceive me? How long had he been working on his plan? He hadn’t put together a conspiracy with thirty people overnight. Months at least, maybe years. I’d trusted him, just like I’d trusted Mesedptah. I’d been as big a fool the second time as I’d been the first. How humiliating and awful – to be a pawn in the hands of a man who loved power more than he loved me. 
 
    “Hurry back to Neset,” Tiye urged. “Remember – when Weren bursts into your room he needs to find you and Neset in a compromising position.” 
 
    Tiye had been lying to me too. So much for her feigned friendship. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Mother. He will.” 
 
    I wanted to sit in the garden and nurse my wounds. Pentawere’s betrayal was making me physically ill. There was no time. The per’aa was apparently crawling with men and women involved in Pentawere’s plot. If I did nothing Pharaoh was going to die. I had to save him. But how? Whatever I was going to do I had to do quickly. The moment Pentawere parted from Tiye he’d return to his room and find me missing. With luck, he’d think I’d awakened and found him gone and returned to my estate as I would in a few hours anyway. Worst case – I had to assume he’d suspect I’d overheard the conversation in the garden and would be trying to stop him. If so, my life would likely be at risk too. 
 
    I frantically tried to make sense of everything I’d heard, figure out what to do. Nothing? Stand by and let Pharaoh be assassinated and Pentawere become Pharaoh and myself become Pentawere’s great wife? Should I return to Pentawere’s room, plead with him to change his mind, hope I could convince him to call off the murders? How many people had he said were involved? Thirty? Plus archers? Could he stop what he’d set in motion if I made him change his mind? Or should I forget about Pentawere and go to Pharaoh and warn him and his guards? Why would they believe me? With a sinking feeling I remembered – Pentawere had replaced Pharaoh’s guards with men loyal to him. They’d never let me pass to warn Pharaoh directly. They were probably the ones who were going to kill him. Besides, Pentawere had taken the additional step tonight of using magic to confuse them. Warning guards or Pharaoh was not a viable option. I clutched my talisman, whispered a prayer to the falcon god for guidance. And then I remembered the oracle. The oracle had told me to go to Pentawere. But I’d misinterpreted his meaning. Amen had not wanted me to become Pentawere’s wife. He’d wanted me to become Pentawere’s lover so I’d be in the garden tonight to overhear the plot and put a stop to it. Only one course of action seemed possible. Only one man in Djeme had the resources to stop Pentawere. The fourth Ramesses. I had to warn him, tell him his brother planned to kill his father. I doubted he’d believe my wild claim. But I had to try. Otherwise, Pharaoh was a dead man. Ramesses too. I’d dreamed of him being executed for what Pentawere was about to do. He was innocent of this night’s work, but he’d be blamed for it, even if they killed him. Pentawere and Tiye had likely set Ramesses up to be the scapegoat, to draw attention away from themselves. I recalled – I was to be Pentawere’s alibi. Murdered or executed, Ramesses’ blood would be on my hands. Somehow, I had to stop these assassinations. 
 
    I rose from the bench and hurried through the garden and onto the smooth path that edged it. I ran a short distance and entered the per’aa and dashed down a long passageway towards the fourth Ramesses’ room. I knew where it and every room in the per’aa were from my years of arranging flowers. The falcon god had truly been guiding my life, granting me access to this structure. Two guards were stationed in the hallway, each with a copper dagger tucked in his leather belt. Mayernu and Kairy. They weren’t Pentawere’s men, at least. His were guarding Pharaoh’s room. Mayernu ordered me to halt when I was a dozen paces from Ramesses’ door. 
 
    “I have news for His Majesty that can’t wait. Let me in his room, Mayernu. Please,” I pleaded frantically. 
 
    He looked me up and down salaciously, exchanged a knowing glance with Kairy. “He sent for you, did he, Girl? Guess there’s a first time for everything.” 
 
    I blushed. Mayernu didn’t recognize me from the day he’d accompanied Ramesses and me to visit tombs in Ta Set Neferu. He thought me a whore, summoned to spend a night with Pharaoh’s son. 
 
    “My Lady is acquainted with His Majesty,” Kairy told Mayernu. “If she says her news is urgent, it is.” He bowed slightly. “Go ahead, My Lady.” 
 
    One hurdle passed. Thank the gods Kairy was stationed in the corridor tonight. I knew now I’d badly misjudged him these past years. He hadn’t been part of a plot to murder the third Ramesses after all. 
 
    “But not alone,” Mayernu said sharply. “Wait here, Kairy. I’ll take her.” Mayernu led me somewhat reluctantly down the corridor and knocked softly on Ramesses’ door. I didn’t wait for a reply. I pushed the door open and rushed past Mayernu into the room. 
 
    Mayernu cried out in protest, followed after, grabbed at my arm. 
 
    We startled Ramesses. He was sitting on the edge of his bed. A bowl of oil on a table next to it cast light into the corners of the room. He rose, alarmed. “Neset! What’s the meaning…” 
 
    “I tried to stop her, Majesty!” Mayernu cried, seizing me at last and pinning both my arms behind me. 
 
    “I’ve come to warn you, Majesty!” I exclaimed, trying fruitlessly to twist free of the guard. 
 
    “Warn me?” 
 
    “Pharaoh’s about to be murdered!” 
 
    Ramesses took a step towards me. “Release her!” he commanded. 
 
    Mayernu let me go with a little shove. 
 
    “How do you know?” Ramesses queried, eyes narrowed. 
 
    “I overheard conspirators in the garden a few minutes ago, Majesty. I came straight here.” I rubbed my arms where Mayernu had grabbed them. I spotted the tail of a wax crocodile peeking from under Ramesses’ bed. I pushed him aside, fell to my knees, picked it up, stood, held it towards him, one hand under the snout, one under the tail. A knife stuck straight up in its back. 
 
    Ramesses faced me now. Mayernu was behind him. 
 
    “What’s this?” Ramesses demanded. 
 
    “Magic!” I replied. I drew the dagger from the crocodile and dropped it to the floor with a metallic clank. Perhaps that would break the spell and save Ramesses. 
 
    Suddenly Mayernu yanked his dagger from his belt and raised it high in the air. 
 
    “No!” I shouted. I dropped the crocodile and grabbed Ramesses’ arm and desperately twisted him to the side all in one motion as Mayernu’s arm swept downward. His dagger plunged to its hilt into my chest just below my right collarbone. I screamed. I screamed again when Mayernu jerked his dagger free. The pain was excruciating. I fell to my knees, clutched at my chest with my left hand. My right arm dangled, useless. In that same instant Ramesses dove at Mayernu and hit him in the stomach with his shoulder and sent him flying. Both landed on the floor. Kairy appeared in the doorway. Ramesses was sprawled on his stomach. Mayernu was rising to a crouch, bloody dagger in his hand. Kairy didn’t hesitate. He slit Mayernu’s throat from behind before he could move towards Ramesses. Mayernu’s dagger clattered to the floor. He collapsed in a heap. Blood seeped from under his body. 
 
    Kairy lifted me in his arms and gently laid me on Ramesses’ bed. Ramesses immediately perched beside me. He cut the straps from my dress with a knife, peeled the blood–soaked fabric away from my wound. My chest was crimson. Kairy pressed part of a linen sheet against the wound to try to stanch the bleeding. 
 
    I was nauseous, growing weaker by the second. The room was spinning. My chest was throbbing and pulsing blood with every beat of my heart. The pain was overwhelming. My right arm was practically paralyzed. I was about to pass out. I fought to remain conscious. More guards clattered into the room, carrying torches, their light flickering on the walls. My eyes fell to the floor. I saw the wax crocodile where I’d dropped it. 
 
    “Majesty.” I wanted to point but couldn’t move my arm. 
 
    “Shhh. Don’t try to talk,” Ramesses said softly. He called for someone to bring water. 
 
    “The crocodile.” I was insistent. 
 
    He looked, nodded his head. 
 
    Kairy picked it up and brought it to him. His hands were bloodstained. Mine and Mayernu’s. 
 
    Ramesses held the crocodile in his hands, studied it from all angles. “My name’s written on it.” 
 
    “Magic,” I whispered darkly. “They commissioned a magician to put a spell on it, to blind your guards, to kill you. The knife… I overheard them in the garden tonight.” 
 
    “Overheard who?” 
 
    “Pentawere. Tiye.” I licked my lips. I was finding it hard to speak. I was dizzy. 
 
    Ramesses stiffened. “My brother and his mother?” 
 
    “Nebzefai. Binemwese.” 
 
    Water arrived. Ramesses raised my head slightly and tilted the container to my lips. I swallowed a bit. 
 
    “At least thirty. Plus archers,” I whispered, my eyes rising to his. 
 
    “Treason!” Ramesses spat. 
 
    Then I remembered why I’d come. Fear gripped me. I seized Ramesses’ forearm with my good hand, leaving a bloody print. “Majesty – their main target is Pharaoh!” 
 
    He stared at me for a moment. Torchlight glittered in his dark eyes. 
 
    Kairy was already halfway out the door, sprinting, a bloody knife in his hand. 
 
    Ramesses rose from the bed and dashed after him. “You, stay with Neset,” he directed one guard as he passed. “The rest, with me!” he called over his shoulder. 
 
    And then I lost consciousness. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    I awakened to singing birds and swaying trees and the light of early morning streaming through the window, making a bright rectangle on the floor. I didn’t recognize the room though I was certain it was in the per’aa, for the furnishings were of the highest quality. I felt a dull throbbing pain. Bandages were wrapped under my arm and over my shoulder and across my bare chest. 
 
    “You’re awake!” Beketaten cried from a chair by my side. She rose. 
 
    I tried to sit up but a sharp pain convinced me otherwise. Beketaten helped me lay down again. I gazed at her gratefully. I suddenly remembered what had happened. I’d been stabbed. Ramesses had been attacked. Was he safe? 
 
    “How long have I been asleep?” 
 
    “Three days. Wabkhet and Nauny and I have been taking turns watching you, Neset. The healers and magicians cast spells and used potions. One or the other seems to have worked.” 
 
    “Is His Majesty safe?” 
 
    “He’s in good health. He ordered me to tell him the moment you stirred.” 
 
    She dashed from the room and I settled back to wait. 
 
    In less than a minute Ramesses entered. He looked harried but none the worse for wear except for a bruise on his brow, no doubt from his encounter with Mayernu. He sat carefully on the side of the bed so as not to jostle me. He took my hands in his and bent and kissed my fingers. “I thought for sure you’d die,” he said. 
 
    His unexpected tenderness surprised me. 
 
    “I owe you my life, Neset,” Ramesses said. “If you hadn’t yanked me out of the way and taken Mayernu’s thrust I’d be dead.” 
 
    “Thank the gods I was in time,” I said fervently. 
 
    “How did you know he was going to attack me?” 
 
    “I didn’t, Majesty.” I recounted for him in explicit detail all that had happened that evening in the garden, what I’d overheard, what I’d done afterwards. I even told him about the oracle. “When I saw the tip of the crocodile’s tail under your bed I assumed the magic in the crocodile was supposed to kill you. Thus the knife in its back, and why I pulled it out. I had no idea Mayernu would strike.” 
 
    “Speaking of knives, how does it feel, your wound?” 
 
    “It hurts terribly, Majesty.” 
 
    There was a knock. Vizier Neferronpet entered the room. He bowed low. “You are needed in the audience hall, Usermaatre–Setpenamen.” 
 
    My eyes moved to Ramesses’ face. “He calls you by a Horus name?” 
 
    “The Falcon Pharaoh Usermaatre–Meryamen, Son of Re, has flown up to heaven,” Vizier Neferronpet intoned. “The Falcon Pharaoh Usermaatre–Setpenamen, Son of Re, now sits the throne.” 
 
    Tears welled in my eyes. “No…” 
 
    “The sky rains, the stars darken, the vault quivers, earth’s bones tremble, the planets stand still,” Vizier Neferronpet chanted. 
 
     “I wasn’t in time to save Father,” Ramesses said, his voice clipped. “He was already dead when I reached his room.” He looked out the window, at the trees moving gracefully in the breeze. “It was one of his concubines, Heket. She cut his throat so deeply the blade touched his spine. The blood…” 
 
    A sob escaped my lips. 
 
    “We found a crocodile under Father’s bed too. There was a conspiracy, as you said. Pebekkamen confessed everything under torture. He gave us names. Butlers. The overseer of Father’s harem. Inspectors of the harem. Scribes. The overseer of the treasury. The deputy commander of my army. Several of its leaders. Thirty–nine traitors in all. My father’s wife Tiye and my brother Pentawere intended to seize the throne. They would have succeeded if not for you.” 
 
    So it had been true, what I feared that night. Pentawere had betrayed his father and brother and me. My heart was broken. And filled with guilt. “Majesty, it’s my fault your father was killed.” 
 
    “You warned me. How could it be your fault?” 
 
    “The talisman around my neck was given to my ancestress Aya more than four thousand years ago, by the falcon god himself.” 
 
    Ramesses placed his hand on my forehead. “You’re a little feverish…” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter whether you believe me, Majesty. It’s a long story, and I can tell you someday if you wish. But here’s the important part. The falcon god sends dreams to whoever bears this talisman. Those dreams have always come true. The night I slept with the talisman for the first time I had an awful dream. I saw you, Majesty, being convicted by a Great Kenbet for murdering your father. I saw you being burned alive in Djeme’s courtyard.” 
 
    “You know I had nothing to do with Father’s death,” Ramesses said stiffly. 
 
    “I do now. The thing is – I told Pentawere about my dream right after I had it, Majesty. I told him about the talisman, and about the falcon god, and past dreams my ancestors had that came true. He believed me. I think my dream gave him and his mother the idea that they could kill your father and make you the scapegoat. If I’d kept my dream to myself they never would have acted. Majesty, I’m responsible for killing your father, as surely as if I’d wielded the knife myself.” 
 
    “Your dream was just a dream, Neset,” Ramesses said soothingly. “You didn’t plant the thought of overthrowing Father in their minds. You simply reinforced what they’d intended to do for years. Tiye always felt slighted that my mother Iset was Father’s Great Wife. She felt Iset didn’t deserve to be ranked higher than her because my grandmother was a wretch. She didn’t think Mother’s or my blood was pure enough. Certainly not as pure as hers and Pentawere’s. As for my brother, he’s been driven his whole life by dreams of glory. He claims he wants to rebuild our empire, but what he really wants is to be mentioned in the same breath as the third Thutmose and Ramesses the Great. He refuses to even consider the realities a ruler must face – an empty treasury, repeated low inundations, powerful priesthoods. If Pentawere was Pharaoh he’d leave the valley to its own devices and spend the rest of his life traipsing about the North, seeking enemies to subjugate. No, you’re not to blame, Neset. I’ve heard whispers of Pentawere’s attempts to sway the army to back him for years by spreading his dream of empire. The army was never as loyal to Pentawere as he thought.” 
 
    “I know you believe my dream was nothing special, Majesty. But I have to reiterate again – every dream that’s been sent to the talisman’s bearer has always come true. My dream didn’t show you killing your father – it showed you being convicted of killing your father.” 
 
    “Am I missing the difference?” 
 
    “You are, Majesty. I’m afraid Pentawere and Tiye will somehow make it appear you were involved in your father’s death. You’ll be executed.” I seized his hand, as improper as that was. “I implore you, Majesty. Don’t take my dream lightly. Don’t believe that just because you’ve caught the conspirators dead to rights they’ll pay for their crime instead of you. Take precautions, Majesty.” 
 
    “I appreciate your warning, Neset,” Ramesses said. 
 
    His expression said he wasn’t going to heed it. Was it up to me to protect him from Pentawere and Tiye? How? I’d failed to protect his father. I had no resources at my disposal. I had no idea who might still be arrayed against him. I released his hand, took a deep breath. I felt exhausted, overwhelmed. I’d never expected the talisman to be such a burden. 
 
    Ramesses rose. “I must be off now to attend to affairs of state. I’m not sure we’ve identified everyone involved yet. The army’s on alert in case any of Pentawere’s adherents try to seize the throne. These are not days for me to display any kind of weakness. I’ll visit you again as soon as I can. Until then, rest.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    As soon as I was able to leave my bed for short periods of time I began sitting in the per’aa’s garden with Beketaten and Wabkhet and Nauny every evening after the day’s heat broke. The third evening I found my favorite bench occupied by another convalescent, a man with a heavily bandaged shoulder. He turned at my approach. 
 
    “Kairy?” 
 
    The man I’d wrongly presumed to be colluding with Ramesses to kill Pharaoh. The man I’d thought had been spying on me. The man Ramesses had practically tried to push into my arms. The man who’d saved my life the night of the coup. A man I’d horribly misjudged. 
 
    He stood, flustered. “My Lady. I didn’t realize this was your bench.” 
 
    “Please, sit. We can share. I’m waiting for three of my girls to finish work. It’ll be a while.” 
 
    We seated ourselves at opposite ends. 
 
    I glanced at him. “Your shoulder, Kairy – were you wounded during the coup?” 
 
    “A minute earlier and I would have saved Pharaoh,” Kairy said regretfully. “I rushed into his room just as Heket slashed her knife across his throat. He was asleep. The cut was so deep he died instantly. So much blood… One of his so–called guards stabbed me in the shoulder from behind. I didn’t know he was in the room. His Majesty and loyal guards killed him and seized Heket.” 
 
    “That night haunts my dreams,” I admitted. 
 
    “I still can’t close my eyes without seeing Heket smiling viciously as she cut Pharaoh’s throat,” Kairy said. “Simply because Pharaoh had moved on to other concubines.” 
 
    I thought about Pentawere and how he’d betrayed me. And Mesedptah. “To lose love cuts deep. But if it hadn’t been her, it would have been someone else.” 
 
    “At least they wouldn’t have been gleeful about it.” 
 
    “It’s lucky you were guarding His Majesty’s corridor that night.” 
 
    “I wasn’t supposed to be there, My Lady. I escorted His Majesty to his room from the banquet and found Mayernu standing guard by himself. He said his fellow guard had taken ill. So I remained, over Mayernu’s objections. It’s clear now he wanted to be alone so he could act with impunity. He’d probably slipped something into his companion’s food or drink to sicken him.” 
 
    “Mayernu could have killed Ramesses in his sleep,” I guessed. “Then he could have dragged Ramesses’ body to Pharaoh’s room. Everyone would have believed Ramesses killed his father.” 
 
    “And that Pentawere’s men killed him afterwards. A tangled web of deceit. One you ripped to shreds.” 
 
    Only because I’d happened to be in the right place at the right time. “How is your shoulder, Kairy?” 
 
    “It’s stiff. I’ve lost much strength. If I can’t pull reins hard enough to control horses my days driving a chariot are over.” 
 
    “Pharaoh – Pharaoh’s father – took me on a ride once. It was the most exciting thing I’ve ever done.” 
 
    “Maybe someday, if my shoulder heals properly, I’ll take you on another,” Kairy offered. 
 
    The first time he’d ever come on to me, despite far better opportunities. Or maybe he wasn’t. Maybe he was simply trying to be kind. It didn’t matter either way. I’d never take him up on his offer. I had no interest in him. I’d never have an interest in any man again, not after Pentawere’s betrayal on top of Mesedptah’s. Men were all untrustworthy. But no point in being rude to Kairy. He’d saved Ramesses and me. Mayernu would have let me bleed to death. “I’ll pray to the gods for you, then,” I said. 
 
    A few moments passed in awkward silence. Then Kairy turned towards me, his face earnest. “I truly admire you, My Lady. I’ve never seen such courage, the way you threw yourself in front of Mayernu’s knife. You saved His Majesty’s life without regard for your own.” 
 
    “I simply reacted. But Mayernu would have killed His Majesty if you hadn’t slit his throat.” 
 
    “I reacted too.” He glanced at my shoulder. “How’s your wound, My Lady?” 
 
    “Doing fairly well. I feel it most late at night. I’ll have a nasty white scar below my collarbone for the rest of my life.” 
 
    “A badge of honor, My Lady.” 
 
    Laughter announced my girls were approaching. 
 
    “Speaking of honor, Kairy. Has His Majesty given you a reward for saving his life?” 
 
    “He’s very generously granted me an estate quite near where I grew up. Though I’m not sure I’ll spend much time there. Once I’ve recovered I’m to command his chariots and continue training the Falcon in the Nest and eventually be his deputy when he comes of age and takes command of the entire army.” 
 
    Ironic, that Pentawere’s treason had paved the way for Kairy to gain the command Pentawere had so obsessively desired. 
 
    Kairy stood. “I’ll leave you to your friends, My Lady. I pray your recovery is swift.” 
 
    “And yours, Kairy.” 
 
    Many evenings Pharaoh joined the four of us in the garden. The girls were terrified of him at first, as I’d been of his father, but he quickly put them at ease. I scarcely recognized Ramesses these days; as was tradition he was letting his hair and beard grow and was eating little, which he’d continue until his father’s burial. In bits and pieces I told him everything about the talisman, about its bearers, about the dreams that had come true. He was still skeptical that my dream presaged his death, but promised he’d take steps just in case. 
 
    Eventually I gained enough strength to spend a few hours each day tending the flowers in Djeme’s garden and giving directions to the overseers who worked for me. I kept the girls busy carrying my messages to gardens and temples on both banks of the river. One memorable day Pharaoh took me, along with his wife and son and his son’s wives and his father’s widows, to the Great Place to check on the third Ramesses’ tomb, to ensure all the last minute changes would be finished in time for the funeral. I was carried there in a palanquin, just like the royals. The looks on the faces of craftsmen from Ta Set Maat when they saw me arrive with Pharaoh and his family were priceless. The tomb was even more spectacular than I remembered since all eight new storage rooms had been completed. I’d convinced Pharaoh to invite Hay to come with us; he’d described for the royal family in great detail the meaning of every image in every corridor and chamber and room. Hay talked about that tour for weeks afterwards. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    While his father’s body was being prepared for burial Pharaoh set out on a weeks–long progression, accompanied by family and high priests and important officials, his destination every major town and temple between Abu at the cataract and Pi–Ramesses in the delta. At each he’d participate in a coronation ceremony and receive pledges of fealty from local officials. His actual coronation wouldn’t take place until after his father was buried, but the progression was an age–old tradition after the death of one pharaoh to remind officials throughout the valley that they were now beholden to his successor. I’d been invited to attend the first ceremony, a little over two day’s journey south of Waset at Nekhen. 
 
    I’d wanted to visit Nekhen, the place that figured so prominently in many of my family’s stories, my whole life. I traveled on the royal barque. My injury wasn’t fully healed; Beketaten came along to look after me. Most of the time our vessel was driven south against the current by the prevailing northerly wind, our colorful sail billowing. On occasion, when the wind died, our sailors rowed. I sat every day under the sunscreen amidships along with the royal family and the high priests and the most important officials, including Vizier Neferronpet. Kairy constantly hovered in the background, discretely and protectively watching over Pharaoh, a linen bandage white against the dark skin of his shoulder. He nodded to me pleasantly whenever he passed me on deck, but never spoke. 
 
    Beketaten and I stationed ourselves at the bow as we approached Nekhen early in the afternoon on the third day of our journey. Our sailors tied up at its rather dilapidated quay alongside a dozen fishing punts. The town, surrounded by mud–brick walls, was about half a mile due west of the river on the edge of the desert, just beyond a wide cultivated strip, its recently–harvested emmer fields mostly stubble. A wide wadi snaked up a gentle slope for almost a mile from the western edge of the town wall to the base of a sheer–walled cliff that loomed over the valley. The land on either side of the wadi was unruly, covered with clumps of wild grasses, dotted with a few tiny groves of leafless acacia trees, cut by gullies and wadis slicing north and south. The wadi was streaked with yellow clay, likely washed off the plateau above the cliff during rare rainstorms. A deeply worn path wound upwards through its heart. Near the base of the plateau the wadi narrowed and the ground rose high on each of its flanks, forming two promontories or terraces. Near the rightmost promontory, next to the wadi path, stood a tall flat–topped outcrop of rock, perhaps twenty feet high and ten across. 
 
    “Nekhen’s not at all what I imagined,” I told Beketaten, extremely disappointed. “When my ancestors lived here several millennia ago it was the largest and most prosperous and most important settlement in the valley, home to thousands. Now look at it – I can see houses fallen to ruin through gaps in the town wall. It looks like they haven’t patched it in centuries. I’ll bet well under a thousand people live here.” I turned, pointed across the river. “Nekheb used to be a hamlet. Now it’s far larger than Nekhen. The center of population in this part of the valley has shifted. And just look at Nekheb’s town wall – impressive.” 
 
    Several vultures were riding updrafts over the river, circling Nekheb. 
 
    “I can see why everyone in Nekheb worships Nekhbet, the vulture goddess,” Beketaten said. 
 
    “Horus and Nekhbet, both protectors of kings, both from the section of the valley where kingship began,” I observed. I turned back towards Nekhen. “See that outcrop? Grandfather once told me the view of the valley is spectacular from its top. We’ll climb it while we’re here – there are supposedly plenty of steps and handholds carved into its flanks. Ancient boats are etched on it – in fact, there are hundreds of rock carvings in these wadis and on the hills. Even more across the river around Nekheb – hundreds of vultures. Anyway, see the terrace closest to the outcrop? That was the ruler’s cemetery.” 
 
    “Were any of your family rulers, Neset?” 
 
    “The grandfather of the husband of my ancestress Amenia. But he was more interested in building boats and trading than ruling so he yielded to another.” 
 
    “What about non–royals?” 
 
    “Commoners and elites lie on the low desert both north and south of town. Including my ancestors. Their graves were marked by mounds of sand. I assume after so many centuries they’ve been swept away by the wind.” I pointed again. “Supposedly, somewhere on the heights near the ruler’s cemetery, is a kiln where three of my ancestors, Tiaa and Ipu and Amenia, created exquisite pottery. I want to try to find it this afternoon.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Beketaten pointed to a massive mud–brick structure just outside town, its thirty–foot high niched walls shining whitely wherever its coating of plaster remained, more than two hundred feet long and nearly that wide. 
 
    “No one knows for sure. It was erected by King Khasekhemwy. He was the father of King Netjeryket, who built the Step Pyramid. Some say he erected it for his rejuvenation festival in the thirtieth year of his reign.” 
 
    “His Heb–Sed?” 
 
    “Yes. Others claim it was a funerary structure, that he originally intended to be buried here at Nekhen. But he actually lies at Abdju. There’s a duplicate structure there. I saw it once.” Along with Pentawere. 
 
    “Why at both places?” Beketaten asked. 
 
    “The valley split apart before he was born. Khasekhem, ‘the power appears,’ as he was originally known, ruled the South from Nekhen. But he defeated the king of the North and reunited the valley and changed his name to Khasekhemwy – ‘the two powers appear.’ It made sense he’d want to rest alongside Narmer and the earliest kings instead of here.” 
 
    We were the last to leave the barque. Pharaoh had asked me to arrange flowers for tomorrow’s ceremony; since I had nothing to do until early in the morning I decided to go exploring. Beketaten accompanied me. We crossed the cultivated strip to town on a narrow footpath. A few farmers and their families regarded us without curiosity. They’d watched the royals pass. They knew we were unimportant. 
 
    “Thousands of years ago, long before my ancestors settled here, small bands occupied the plains along the river, each ruled by its own patriarch, each in a camp separate from the camps of other bands,” I told Beketaten. “Eventually, women and men in the bands intermarried and had children and the camps expanded and drew closer together until they all merged into a hamlet and then grew into a settlement. The bands’ patriarchs became the settlement’s elite, and they appointed one of their number to rule over them. The position wasn’t hereditary in those days. 
 
    “As Nekhen grew, because the land was so bountiful, not everyone needed to tend crops. So specialists began to perform certain tasks, supported by farmers – brewers, potters, hunters, herders, weavers, fishermen, many more. Workshops sprang up, overseen by patriarchs, who provided craftsmen with food and clothing and shelter in return for their products. Nekhen became powerful and wealthy by trading its goods throughout the valley. One of my ancestors convinced the patriarchs of every village and hamlet in this region to recognize Nekhen’s ruler as their ruler, making him the first ruler over a region.” 
 
    “Their pharaoh?” Beketaten asked. 
 
    “He wasn’t called that, but in essence, yes. Somewhat later, Nubt and Tjeni also grew into what we’d probably call small kingdoms, accumulating territory and gaining control over nearby people. Along with Nekhen, they were the three dominant settlements in the valley. Eventually their rulers all adopted the title ‘king.’ It wasn’t until the third Thutmose’s time that people began to routinely call the king ‘pharaoh.’” 
 
    We followed the wadi path up the gentle slope towards the western terraces. The land on either side was mostly desolate, dotted with clumps of grass and scrub brush and scattered gnarled trees. A few wadis intersected this main one; remains of wood and reed fences blocked the opening of one. I wondered if animals had once been penned there. We passed the outcrop of rock and continued on a short distance and reached the terrace. There we paused to rest. 
 
    The entire valley was spread below us – the shining river at its heart lined with boats, the harvested strip along either bank, Nekhen and Nekheb within their walls, people ant–like at this distance. Khasekhemwy’s structure dominated the scene. 
 
    “Imagine Nekhen when my ancestors lived here,” I told Beketaten. “A boatyard along the bank, with reed and later wood boats under construction and others moored, large trading vessels being loaded or unloaded. A fishery, with the catch split and drying on racks. Dozens of fishing punts plying the river. The town, sprawling, its huts arranged in neighborhoods by profession. The king’s per’aa the dominant building. Where Khasekhemwy’s structure now stands an empty field. An industrial section for carpenters and brewers and tanners. Cattle penned in one of the wadis and more grazing along the river. Women carrying earthenware jars to the pen each morning to collect milk. A separate settlement here on the heights, home to potters, their kilns high up to catch the wind. An oval court just outside the settlement surrounded by a reed and wood fence plastered and painted, where people worshiped the falcon god. A dais at one end of the court where the ruler presided during festivals. A tall pole topped by a copper falcon reflecting the sun for miles up and down the valley. Workshops lining the outside of the oval, where craftsmen made items for trade and to honor the god. The halls and tombs of rulers on the terrace to our left, looming over the settlement, reminding everyone that their ancestors were still with them, part of their lives. Thousands of people going about their daily business. Farmers caring for their fields.” 
 
    “But no great temples or statues or obelisks, like at Waset,” Beketaten said. 
 
    “Those were millennia in the future,” I said. “Ancient Nekhenians built with mud, not stone.” I stood. “Let’s go find my family’s kiln.” 
 
    “How will we recognize it?” 
 
    “It’s in a deep cleft somewhere along the base of the cliff. There’s a drawing etched on the rock face over the kiln – two boats, with bodies representing my ancestors on their decks and a star guiding them to the heavens.” 
 
    Beketaten spotted the kiln after we’d searched for an hour, well–back in a cleft, the walls smoke–blackened, thousands of wasters from misfired pots carpeting the ground and crunching underfoot. 
 
    I craned my neck and looked up at the etchings. “Tiaa made the first boat. The figures on it are people she loved. The star represents their destination in the sky. Amenia created the second boat, to honor her grandmother Ipu.” 
 
    “But there are two figures on deck,” Beketaten pointed out. 
 
    “I have no idea who that is, or who put it there. It’s not mentioned in any of my family stories.” 
 
    I picked up a waster, polished red, with a bit of an image in white. “Tiaa invented this style of pottery, right where we’re standing. Ankhmare, the trader who brought her to Nekhen, traded it throughout the valley. Many potters later copied it.” I closed my eyes. I could almost feel Tiaa and Amenia and Ipu’s presence, the same feeling I’d had standing beside the ka chapels of the kings and their graves at Abdju. I was the most current of a long line of talisman bearers. I wondered if someday one of my descendants would walk in my footsteps and remember stories about me. I tucked the waster into a pouch at my belt. “Let’s go visit the rulers’ cemetery.” 
 
    The nearby terrace where Nekhen’s rulers rested was desolate, drifted with sand. The wind was strong today; windblown sand stung my cheek. Random pieces of reed and decayed wood poked from the sand, some with bits of painted plaster remaining. 
 
    “This cemetery originally contained many halls of wood and reed, plastered and brightly painted,” I told Beketaten. “The whole was surrounded by a fence. A chapel contained a life–sized stone statue of one of the rulers, possibly the first in the entire valley. Graves arranged around the rulers’ tombs contained animals – including an elephant – and servants.” 
 
    “So they could serve the rulers in the Afterlife?” 
 
    “They were executed the day of each ruler’s burial.” 
 
    “Rulers killed their servants?” Beketaten’s eyes were wide with disbelief. 
 
    “Human sacrifice began here. It continued up until the time of King Narmer’s descendants. Then the practice died out, for obvious reasons.” 
 
    “Why did it start?” 
 
    “So the rulers could graphically portray that they had the power of life and death over their subjects. It was how they exercised unbridled control.” 
 
    “How barbaric.” 
 
    “It was. Anyway, the halls and tombs on this terrace were the predecessors of the great stone pyramids at Saqqara and Meidum and Dahshur and Giza and elsewhere, and temples spread across this valley. This is where rulers first raised structures of a formal, monumental type. What they built here in reed and wood and mud, pharaohs later duplicated in stone.” 
 
    I heard a step and turned, instantly on guard. Kairy. Why was he following us? 
 
    “What brings you two ladies here?” he asked politely, halting a few steps away. 
 
    “Neset was telling me about this cemetery,” Beketaten volunteered. 
 
    “How do you know of it, My Lady?” Kairy asked. 
 
    “My ancestors lived in Nekhen a very long time ago.” 
 
    “We just visited a kiln where they fired pottery,” Beketaten said. 
 
    “I didn’t know you had a connection to Nekhen, My Lady.” Kairy smiled. “Nekhen’s my home. Several of my ancestors are buried a few paces from us. I pay them a visit whenever I can.” 
 
    “Rulers, or servants?” Beketaten asked. 
 
    “Three rulers.” 
 
    “One of Neset’s ancestors ruled Nekhen too,” Beketaten said. 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “His name was Dedi,” I replied. “He was the grandfather of a man named Nykara, a boat builder who married my ancestress Amenia. But he’s buried down by the river. According to family stories, the walls of his tomb were decorated with boats and animals and fighting men – even an image of Dedi smiting an enemy, the same as Pharaoh on the wall of Djeme’s temple.” 
 
    “I didn’t realize the image was so ancient.” 
 
    “One of Neset’s ancestors made Nekhen’s ruler into a king,” Beketaten announced. 
 
    “Not exactly a king. But ruler of the entire surrounding region.” 
 
    Kairy looked at me quizzically. “Really? How?” 
 
    “You’re sure you’re interested? It’s a long story.” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “You should join us, then.” 
 
    He sat down cross–legged, facing us. 
 
    “Three thousand years ago my ancestress, Tiaa, lived beside a playa, a rain–fed lake on the savannah far south and west of this valley – this was long before the savannah had turned to desert. One night Tiaa had a dream. She saw herself confirming a man as ruler of a riverside settlement in front of thousands of people. She’d never seen that settlement or even the river. Shortly afterwards, a trader named Ankhmare appeared at her band’s camp. No trader had visited the playa in her lifetime, so you can imagine the excitement. A few days after Ankhmare departed for home Tiaa was given as wife to a vicious old man. He terrified her. On what was supposed to be her wedding night she slipped out of his hut under cover of darkness and ran for her life. She trailed Ankhmare’s caravan at a distance for weeks until she was sure he was so far from her camp he wouldn’t take her back. Then she attached herself to him and traveled with him to the valley. He’d left his boat moored along the river, probably near the cataract; Tiaa sailed north with him to his home at a hamlet called Badari, somewhere in the middle part of the valley. Along the way they passed Nekhen. Tiaa immediately recognized it as the place in her dream. Many years later she and Ankhmare returned to Nekhen and settled. Tiaa convinced the patriarch in charge of Nekhen that she had the favor of the falcon god – Horus.” 
 
    “In those days there were no priests,” Kairy interrupted. “Nekhen’s leading patriarch petitioned Horus on the people’s behalf. For him to have accepted that Tiaa was special to Horus would have made her important.” 
 
    “It did. The patriarch proclaimed that when he died Tiaa would name his successor. Ultimately, Tiaa chose and confirmed a man with your name, Kairy, as ruler in front of thousands of witnesses, just like in her dream. But not just as ruler of Nekhen. She convinced the patriarchs of every hamlet in the area to pledge him fealty. In effect, Kairy became ruler of the valley’s first small kingdom thanks to her. Though he never called himself a king.” 
 
    Kairy regarded me curiously. “That Kairy was my ancestor, Neset. I was named after him. Just like the firstborn male of every generation. A story’s been handed down in my family too about that event. With a few more details than yours.” 
 
    “Tell me,” I said, trying to contain my excitement. I’d proven at least one of my family stories was true in King Khufu’s ka chapel at Abdju. The kiln on the heights had confirmed several more. Could Kairy lend credence to another? 
 
    “Kairy was one of Nekhen’s patriarchs,” he began. “He controlled herds of cattle and sheep that supplied the settlement with milk and meat and leather. As in your story, a woman named Tiaa came to Nekhen along with a trader and his wife. Tiaa convinced Nekhen’s ruling patriarch, Djaty, that she had the favor of the falcon god – Nekhen’s god from time immemorial. Not only did Tiaa have hair of gold, the color of the falcon god’s flesh, but she bore his image on her thigh, and carried a sacred object given her family by the god.” 
 
    I pulled the hem of my skirt high on my thigh. “This image.” I slipped the talisman over my head and handed it to Kairy. “This is the very object Tiaa carried, cast from the sky in a fireball more than four millennia ago by the falcon god. He led my ancestress Aya to it in a crater in the savannah. I’m the two hundred–fortieth talisman–bearer.” 
 
    Kairy inspected the talisman reverently, then handed it back. “As I said, the firstborn male in my family has always been named Kairy. So I suppose there have been a hundred or more of us too.” 
 
    “Go on with your story,” I urged. 
 
    “Tiaa celebrated alongside Djaty whenever the falcon god was honored.” 
 
    “Was she the very first chantress in the valley?” Beketaten wondered. 
 
    “Perhaps. Djaty was already old when Tiaa settled at Nekhen. As in your story, he announced that Tiaa would confirm his successor. In those days patriarchs weren’t necessarily succeeded by their sons. Nekhen’s patriarchs got together and chose the next leader from their midst. Djaty’s grandson had strongly positioned himself to be chosen, but he was a grasping greedy man. One night Tiaa appeared at Kairy’s campfire, right over there.” 
 
    Kairy pointed to the terrace on the opposite side of the wadi from the rulers’ cemetery. Mud–brick foundations were still visible, though mostly drifted over with sand. My ancestors had also lived in huts on that terrace. 
 
    “Tiaa told Kairy she wanted to confirm him as Nekhen’s next ruler instead of the grandson. That was strange, because to that point there’d been only bad blood between Tiaa and Kairy. Long story short, when Djaty died Tiaa convinced the rest of the patriarchs in Nekhen and the surrounding hamlets to support Kairy. She confirmed him as ruler in the oval court, as you said, in front of thousands of people.” 
 
    “And here we are, Tiaa and Kairy’s descendants, brought together by fate thousands of years later,” I said, marveling at the odds. “You said three of your ancestors led Nekhen, Kairy.” 
 
    “Kairy, Kairy’s oldest son, and his oldest son’s son, the last two chosen by the other patriarchs.” He idly plucked a blade of grass and twisted it between his fingers. “According to family stories, the grandson married Tiaa’s daughter. There’s a tradition of naming daughters after her. I have a niece by that name.” 
 
    “You two are related!” Beketaten exclaimed. 
 
    “Tiaa passed the talisman to either a son or grandson when she died, not a daughter,” I said. “Which means Tiaa is our common ancestor.” 
 
    Kairy looked as amazed as I felt. 
 
    “What about your other ancestors?” Beketaten asked Kairy. 
 
    “Common laborers, herdsmen and farmers mostly. In fact, farming’s what I love best. But my father’s farm was too small to be divided among me and all my brothers, so I left Nekhen to serve in His Majesty’s army.” 
 
    “Even though you’re the oldest, and by rights have first say on the land?” I asked. 
 
    “My younger brothers weren’t cut out to be anything but farmers. I have other skills. So I yielded the farm to them.” 
 
    “Rather noble of you.” 
 
    “Practical, not noble.” 
 
    Gazing at Kairy, knowing what I now knew about him, it occurred to me that the falcon god might have brought the two of us together today, at this spot, for a specific reason. I’d warned Pharaoh he was still at risk of being executed, even though his father’s murderers had been caught. He hadn’t taken me seriously. Maybe Kairy would. Especially since Kairy was so protective of Ramesses. Time to feel him out. “Isn’t it strange that our ancestors saved Nekhen from an awful man millennia ago, and the two of us just saved Pharaoh from being murdered?” 
 
    Kairy looked at my talisman. “The god continues to guide all of Tiaa’s descendants, apparently.” 
 
    “I believe he does. And so, I need your help.” 
 
    “For what, My Lady?” 
 
    “I’m very afraid Pentawere and Tiye are going to escape justice and Pharaoh’s going to be executed for his father’s murder.” 
 
    Kairy stared at me for a long moment. His eyes registered disbelief. “Impossible. I saw Heket kill the third Ramesses. I saw Mayernu attack the fourth Ramesses and stab you. You overheard Pentawere and Tiye setting the assassination in motion. Why do you think Pharaoh’s at risk?” 
 
    I touched my talisman. “Kairy, years ago the falcon god sent me a dream about the fourth Ramesses and the third’s murder.” 
 
    “A dream like the god sent Tiaa?” 
 
    “Yes. Several talisman bearers have received dreams, Kairy, not just Tiaa. Every dream has come true in every detail.” 
 
    “I see.” He took a deep breath. “Tell me your dream.” 
 
    “Before I do, you should know I told Pentawere and Tiye about it years ago. I think it convinced them they could kill Pharaoh and place the blame on Ramesses. I imagine they must be trying to figure out right now how to how to turn my dream to their advantage.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “In my dream I saw Ramesses standing bound before a Great Kenbet. I saw judges convict him of Pharaoh’s murder. I saw him dragged into Djeme’s forecourt and burned alive.” I put my hand on Kairy’s forearm, leaned towards him. “I told the fourth Ramesses about my dream after the attack. I warned him to take precautions. He didn’t take me seriously. I’m afraid for him, Kairy. I don’t know what to do.” 
 
    Kairy pondered. “Let’s assume you’re right, My Lady, that Pharaoh will be found guilty by a Great Kenbet. For that to happen the judges will have to be bribed, which means there must be conspirators roaming free who are still in contact with Pentawere.” 
 
    “Or Tiye.” 
 
    “I don’t know how they’d pull it off,” Kairy said. “The judges haven’t even been announced yet. They’re sure to be honorable men.” 
 
    I shook my head. “You don’t take me seriously either.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be properly serving Pharaoh if I didn’t,” Kairy replied. “I promise you this, My Lady. I’ll keep my eyes and ears open. I’ll treat your warning like a real threat. I’ll do everything I can to protect Pharaoh.” 
 
    I was relieved. “Thank you, Kairy. And please, call me Neset from now on. No more ‘My Lady.’ We’re family, after all, even if distantly related.” 
 
    “As you wish.” He stood. “Will you be feasting with Pharaoh in the governor’s residence tonight?” 
 
    I looked at Beketaten. “No one invited us.” 
 
    “Would the two of you care to join me for dinner, then? As I told you in the garden in Djeme, Neset, Pharaoh awarded me an estate near Nekhen – my next–youngest brother and oldest sister have already settled there. Ani is second prophet of Horus’ temple. He’d love to hear your stories – especially ones about your talisman since he serves your god as priest. And since we’re all related.” 
 
    Half an hour’s walk brought us to a farm not far south of Nekhen. The sun was setting, casting golden light across fields of stubble and sparkling on the river. A small mud–brick hut, rather dilapidated, was set a hundred yards back from the water on a bit of high ground. Smoke curled from a blazing fire a dozen paces in its front, at the edge of a withered garden. Women and girls were moving beside the fire, tending to bubbling pots. A man was sitting on the ground with his back against the hut, watching. 
 
    “It’s not much,” Kairy said apologetically. “But someday… a large house with a wing for my sister and her girls, and Ani and his family, and me and mine. A garden practically surrounding the house. Over there, to the right, a vineyard. Down along the river a quay and a fishing punt or two. And, of course, vast fields of emmer and barley. Perhaps an orchard.” 
 
    Much like my estate near Djeme. Seeing what Kairy had been given, and how much work it was going to take him to make something of it, I appreciated mine even more. 
 
    We headed across the dusty field towards the hut, dodging the stubble. 
 
    “Ani’s two years younger than me,” Kairy said. “He’s been second prophet for a decade. The high priest, the Keeper of the Temple, is Nebmose. His wife, Mutemwia, is Horus’ chantress. Their daughter Aatmeret is married to Setau, the high priest of Nekhbet across the river. Anyway, Ani’s been living in a hut in town near the temple, but he’s going to run the estate for me until my service to Pharaoh ends.” 
 
    “Does Ani have a wife?” 
 
    “No. My sister Iput was married, but her husband died five years ago. She’s four years older than me, the firstborn in my family. Her five daughters range in age from seventeen to nine. She’s been keeping Ani’s hut in town ever since her husband’s death. It’s been horribly crowded with the six of them. They’ll have room here.” He gazed at the hut and laughed. “Eventually.” 
 
    “Are any of your nieces married?” Beketaten asked. 
 
    “Three are of age,” Kairy replied. “But Iput’s given them permission to choose their husbands. None has so far. They’re all temple chantresses.” 
 
    “Let me guess – Iput was forced into a marriage she didn’t want.” 
 
    Kairy smiled wryly. 
 
    We approached the flurry of activity around the fire. An older woman I assumed was Iput was directing and girls were carrying out her orders. 
 
    “We have visitors,” Kairy announced. 
 
    Everyone stopped what they were doing, their faces illuminated by flickering firelight. 
 
    “This is Neset, Overseer of His Majesty’s gardens on both banks at Waset, and her assistant and friend, Beketaten. They’ve come to Nekhen for the progression. Ladies, my brother Ani and sister Iput and her girls – Tiaa, Bakist, Abar, Ipu and Amenia.” 
 
    I looked at each of them in wonder. 
 
    “I told you,” Kairy said. 
 
    “Iput, why those particular names?” I asked. 
 
    “I wanted my daughters to have strong women to emulate. So I named them after some of the most prominent women who’ve ever lived in Nekhen.” 
 
    “Tiaa was Neset’s ancestress too, like she was ours,” Kairy told his sister. 
 
    “So were Ipu and Amenia,” I said. “Bakist and Abar were connected to my family.” 
 
    “Those are names from ancient times,” Ani said, joining us. He was dressed impeccably. The odor of incense clung to him. I remembered a time when incense had filled my nostrils from sunup to sundown, when I’d participated in the Opet ceremony in the depths of Ipet–Resyt, and during the Beautiful Feast. 
 
    “Neset and I just spent a fascinating hour in the rulers’ cemetery, comparing family stories about how our mutual ancestress Tiaa made the first Kairy Nekhen’s ruler,” Kairy said. “You’ll enjoy hearing it, Brother. Some of the mystery surrounding that event is mystery no more.” 
 
    “I can hardly wait. Please, sit,” Ani invited. 
 
    While we’d been talking the girls had finished arranging platters and bowls in a circle a bit back from the fire. We seated ourselves cross–legged around it. I noted that Beketaten went out of her way to position herself next to Ani. Amenia circulated, pouring cups of beer. Bakist and Abar and Ipu fought to sit next to Kairy. He was apparently much loved by his nieces. 
 
    Tiaa sat next to me. I guessed her to be about seventeen. “Was Tiaa really your ancestor?” she asked. 
 
    “She was.” 
 
    “Do you know much about her?” 
 
    “Quite a bit. She grew up in one of several small bands that lived part of each year beside a playa on the savannah south and west of here. Most of the year the bands grazed their herds elsewhere on the savannah, gathering at the playa after the spring rains filled it and staying until grain ripened along its shores. Tiaa was a potter like her mother before her. She accidentally invented black–topped pottery and became master of the style. She brought it to this valley. But she was far more than a potter. Knowing when the rains would come and when the bands should rendezvous at the playa was critically important to her people. One of Tiaa’s ancestors had figured out how to tell when the rainy season would start by aligning a series of large stones with the sun and certain stars. Making the prediction became Tiaa’s responsibility after her grandfather died and gave her this.” 
 
    I took the talisman from around my neck and handed it to Tiaa. She fingered it cautiously. 
 
    “In my family, we believe the falcon god cast this from the sky and led my ancestress Aya to it thousands of years ago. Ever since, he’s been our family god.” 
 
    “May I?” Ani asked. 
 
    He took it from Tiaa and studied it reverently for a long time, then reluctantly gave it back to me. 
 
    “As I told Kairy earlier, one night, while she was sleeping beside the playa, Tiaa had a dream about confirming a man as ruler of a settlement along the river while thousands of people watched.” 
 
    “Our ancestor, Kairy,” Kairy interjected. 
 
    “What was particularly amazing was that she’d never seen the river, much less the settlement. Shortly afterwards a trader, Ankhmare, came to the playa and Tiaa returned to the valley with him. Eventually they came to Nekhen. You know the rest, from your family stories.” 
 
    “What happened to Tiaa after Kairy became ruler?” Tiaa asked. 
 
    “Before she came to Nekhen Tiaa had fallen in love with a boy named Qar. His band roamed the savannah between the river and the eastern sea. He was responsible for etching images of animals on rock faces so that his band’s hunters would be successful. But their patriarchs wouldn’t let them marry. Eventually, Tiaa fled to Nekhen along with Ankhmare. She worked as a potter here, making the black–topped pottery and another style she’d learned at Ankhmare’s home, Badari. At her kiln up on the heights here she invented another style of pottery – the body red and polished, with figures of gazelles and crocodiles and hippos and elephants and wild bulls and waterfowl and plants and sickle–shaped boats etched in white – the same images Qar had etched on his rocks. Ankhmare traded her pottery north up the river.” 
 
    “And Qar discovered some object and traced Tiaa to Nekhen and they lived long and happy lives,” Tiaa guessed. 
 
    “You are absolutely correct. And, apparently, one of her daughters married the first Kairy’s grandson. Making us related.” 
 
    “What about Amenia?” her namesake asked. 
 
    “She was a potter too. She actually used Tiaa’s kiln. She fell in love with a boat builder named Nykara. But her uncle forced her to marry someone else. Years later Nekhen’s ruler, a very bad man, sentenced Amenia to death. Nykara rescued her and took her and her family north. At the time Nykara was married to Bakist, the daughter of his trading partner in the delta.” 
 
    Iput’s daughter Bakist perked up at the mention of her name. 
 
    “Bakist died on the journey, hours after giving birth to a daughter. She’s buried on the heights overlooking a plain where the heretic pharaoh later established his city. Nykara and Amenia founded an estate in the delta and married and had many children.” 
 
    “What do your stories say about Abar?” asked her namesake. 
 
    “She was the daughter of one of Nekhen’s rulers and was forced to marry the man who succeeded him – the ruler who sentenced Amenia to death. Abar also loved Nykara.” 
 
    “Abar helped Amenia escape, according to what’s been passed down in our family,” Ani said quietly. “While Nykara was digging Amenia and her family out of the hut where they were imprisoned Abar set the ruler’s halls on the terrace afire, diverting everyone’s attention. Her husband found out and executed her in the oval court.” 
 
    I hadn’t known that part of her story. I shivered. If not for Abar, my line might have ended here in Nekhen and I wouldn’t have been born. I couldn’t help wonder if hers was the unaccounted for body on the second boat etched over the family kiln. Maybe one of Amenia’s friends had done it. 
 
    “How about Ipu?” 
 
    “She was Amenia’s great–grandmother. She had a horrible accident when she was young and both of her arms were twisted, practically useless. Despite her disability she was a healer. She lived a very long life.” 
 
    “What happened to your shoulder, Neset?” Tiaa asked, indicating my linen bandage. 
 
    “Neset threw herself in front of a guard who was trying to stab Pharaoh,” Kairy interjected before I could answer. “She nearly died. It was the bravest thing I’ve ever seen.” The admiration in his voice was unmistakable. 
 
    “Pharaoh would have died anyway if your brother hadn’t cut the traitorous guard’s throat,” I said. “Kairy saved my life too. Otherwise, I would’ve bled to death.” 
 
    “We’ve only heard vague rumors about the coup,” Iput said. “Tell us what happened.” 
 
    “I’ll fill you in later, after the girls have gone to bed,” Kairy said. 
 
    “Aw!” Amenia exclaimed. 
 
    “I still have nightmares, Niece,” Kairy admitted. “It was awful.” 
 
    He wasn’t the only one haunted by what had happened. I supposed once the trial started I’d have to relive the attack all over again. And, at its end, watch Pentawere die. I wasn’t looking forward to that. 
 
    “Why have you come to Nekhen?” Ani asked Beketaten. 
 
    “Neset and I are going to arrange flowers for tomorrow’s coronation ceremony. Pharaoh himself commanded it,” she said proudly. 
 
    “We should probably check on them tonight, after we eat,” I said. 
 
    “I’ll go with you,” Ani said. “I know where they’re at. In the temple storeroom next to the treasures.” 
 
    “Treasures?” Beketaten asked, her interest piqued. 
 
    “Spectacular treasures. Would you like to see them?” 
 
    “Can we, Neset?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    We ate a leisurely dinner, filled with laugher and a plethora of simultaneous conversations, occasionally peppered by family stories. I discovered that Kairy’s ancestors and mine had intersected on numerous occasions during the five hundred years mine had lived at Nekhen. I also discovered that Kairy could be quite engaging when he wasn’t on alert trying to protect Pharaoh. The genuine love between him and his brother and sister and nieces was something I’d always craved but had never had. I couldn’t help envy him his large close family. After we bid Iput and the girls goodnight, Ani and Kairy and Beketaten and I retraced our steps to Nekhen. Luckily, the moon was full and lit our way along the riverbank and through the stubble–covered fields. We entered Nekhen through its gate, then followed Ani along a narrow dusty lane between haphazardly arranged houses towards the temple. Smoke curled from small yards behind some. 
 
    “You seem to be very popular with your nieces, Kairy.” 
 
    “I see them far less than I’d like. I haven’t visited Nekhen in two years. Iput and Ani and the nieces are all the family I’ll ever have.” 
 
    “Don’t you want children of your own?” 
 
    Kairy laughed, a bit sadly. “My life belongs to Pharaoh, Neset. I go where he goes, when he goes. I’ve never been in one spot for more than a few months at a time. What woman would settle for that?” 
 
    “That’s very sad.” 
 
    He shrugged. “I’ve accepted it. But what about you, Neset? Will you marry someday?” 
 
    “My first husband stole from the tomb of Ramesses the Great and slept with many women and girls in Ta Set Maat. Pentawere killed his father and tried to kill his brother. The men I get close to betray me. I’ll never trust a man ever again, much less marry one.” 
 
    Muted music wafted from a large building at the end of one lane. 
 
    “That’s the governor’s residence,” Ani said. “He and Pharaoh and his officials are still feasting.” 
 
    “Was that once the king’s per’aa?” I asked. “Narmer himself built it, replacing one dating from Amenia’s time,” I told Beketaten. 
 
    Ani shook his head no. “Narmer’s per’aa was located closer to the oval court. It fell out of use after King Khasekhemwy reunited the valley and settled in the North. For a few generations squatters lived in it. Eventually people dismantled it and used its mud–bricks to build their own huts. There’s no trace of it anymore.” 
 
    Horus’ shrine soon came into view ahead of us, simple, rectangular, made of small limestone blocks. It crowned an eight–foot high oval mound of ritually clean white sand encased by a wall of sandstone blocks, in the angle where the south and west town walls intersected. A large empty courtyard faced the temple. 
 
    “You should plant a garden here,” I told Ani. 
 
    “Maybe I will someday.” 
 
    “This temple’s so primitive, compared to Ipet–Isut or Ipet–Resyt,” Beketaten said. 
 
    “But far older than any temple in Waset, perhaps as old as any in the valley,” Ani replied. “King Khasekhemwy built this temple atop the remains of a mud–brick shrine that Narmer had erected. Let’s have a look inside.” 
 
    We ascended stone steps to the top of the mound. Ani lit a bowl of oil and by its flickering light we entered the temple, our shadows preceding us down a corridor perhaps twenty yards long. 
 
    “Horus spends his days in his statue behind the closed door at the far end,” Ani said. “It’s the most sacred part of the shrine.” 
 
    Four doors gaped open along the corridor. 
 
    “Your flowers are in that room,” Ani said. Then he led us into one next to it, the largest. He lit several more bowls, illuminating a jumble of magnificent treasures piled on the floor, offerings to the god from past kings and rulers and pharaohs. I glimpsed maces, ivory statuettes, stone statues, cylinder seals, faience figurines, pottery in three ancient styles – black–topped, polished–red with images in white, buff–colored with images in brown – the styles invented by Tiaa and Amenia. Gold glittered. I stared, awed, overwhelmed. Objects from a dozen of my family’s stories, each exactly as described. I suspected Tiaa and Amenia had personally made the pottery, for every object was exquisite and they’d been masters. 
 
    “It’s so cluttered,” Beketaten observed. 
 
    “But such magnificent clutter!” I exclaimed. “See those dozens of maces? Some of my ancestors witnessed Narmer’s coronation as king here at Nekhen after he unified the valley. He ordered the patriarchs of hamlets and towns and the rulers of small kingdoms who owed him fealty to deposit their maces, the signs of their authority, at his feet. Those are the very maces!” 
 
    “Who’s this?” Beketaten asked, inspecting a copper statue. 
 
    “King Pepi, first of his name,” Ani said. “A second, smaller statue’s concealed inside.” 
 
    “Look, Beketaten.” I pointed to two statues of a seated king, one made of slate, one of limestone. “King Khasekhem, wearing the White Crown.” 
 
    “The statues commemorate the king defeating his rival and reuniting the land,” Ani said. “See the limp and contorted enemies etched on the statues’ bases? The papyrus protruding from their heads means they were from Ta–mehi. This statue records more than forty–seven thousand dead, and the other more than forty–eight thousand.” 
 
    I was drawn to the head of a falcon topped with two plumes of copper. “Horus of Nekhen,” I said reverently. “In my stories, a similar object topped a pole in the oval court and could be seen for miles up and down the river. Could this be it?” 
 
    “Maybe. But I think it’s newer,” Ani said. He took hold of a wooden shaft to which a substantial pear–shaped limestone macehead was affixed. “This was King Scorpion’s. He preceded Narmer as Tjeni’s ruler. He was the second of his name to rule that settlement.” 
 
    “All these scorpions on vessels and figurines, and the inscriptions, refer to him?” I queried. 
 
    “They do.” Ani slowly revolved the mace. Beketaten was peering over his shoulder. He described it to her. “This macehead tells us much about Scorpion. The image of him opening an irrigation ditch? Making sure crops grew was an important function of the king in those days. See these plovers hanging by their necks from standards? They indicate the people’s powerlessness in comparison to the king, their inability to escape their fates, their humiliation. The bows hanging from the standards represent the valley’s external enemies. Scorpion’s absolute dominance is indicated by his towering stature. And this…” – he picked up a second mace – “belonged to King Narmer himself.” He handed it to me. 
 
    I studied the macehead carefully, awed. “I don’t understand half of what’s written on it.” 
 
    Ani nodded. “Writing was extremely primitive in Narmer’s time, limited mostly to names of estates and such etched on labels attached to storage jars. No sentences. So it’s hard to know the exact meaning of the writing after so many centuries.” 
 
    “The man seated beneath the baldachin wearing the Red Crown must be Narmer,” I posited. “This is clearly the goddess Nekhbet flying overhead, protecting him. It looks like a woman is addressing him.” 
 
    “Probably his wife, Neith–hotep,” Ani said. 
 
    I nodded. “Their union had tied Tjeni, Narmer’s kingdom, to her father’s, Nubt. Nekhen subsequently joined their Southern alliance, which made unification of the entire valley possible. The four men carrying standards probably refer to settlements that owed fealty to Narmer – since he’s wearing the Red Crown, they’re probably from the delta. The cattle and sheep and men seem to mark a census of the land.” 
 
    “The sandal–bearer and fan–bearers are obvious,” Ani added. “They support the notion that Narmer was a king. The bird perched on a shrine–like structure may refer to Wadjet’s shrine at Pe and Dep, referring to Narmer’s newly–gained control over Ta–mehi.” 
 
    “And there,” I pointed, “is Narmer’s name, in a serek, with Horus perched atop it.” 
 
    “The way ruler’s names were written before they were enclosed in cartouches, as they are now.” 
 
    “It might interest you to know I’ve visited Narmer’s grave at Abdju,” I told Ani. “It’s marked by a stela with the same image. The grave’s mostly drifted over with sand now.” 
 
    “I envy you,” Ani said. 
 
    I pointed to a two–foot tall black siltstone palette leaning against a wall. “Is that Narmer’s palette?” 
 
    “It is. A very large cosmetic palette, created by Narmer, to commemorate his victory over a rebellious Ta–mehi leader who’d disavowed the fealty he’d given years earlier, the very last act in the valley’s unification.” 
 
    “Actually, his brother Djem commissioned it,” I said. 
 
    “I had no idea.” Ani picked it up. “On top are two images of the goddess Bat, flanking Narmer’s name in a serek. The palette is dominated by Narmer wearing the White Crown, his fingers entwined in a captive’s hair, his mace raised to smite him. The king’s sandal–bearer stands behind him. To the right is Horus, standing atop the head of a captive with papyrus growing from his back, an obvious reference to Ta–mehi. At the bottom are two enemies, fleeing.” Ani turned the palette over. “Here’s Bat again, flanking the serek. The second register shows the sandal bearer following Narmer. This time he wears the Red Crown and carries a flail in his right hand and a mace in his left. He’s marching behind four men carrying standards of regions that owe him fealty, towards ten men lying on the ground with their cut–off heads resting between their legs, nine of them with their penises atop their heads. They represent enemies Narmer slew in the final battle.” 
 
    “A battle Djem fought in,” I said. 
 
    Ani continued. “In the third register two lions with very long entwined necks outline a circular depression that could be used to grind cosmetics; each lion is controlled by a lion tamer. At the very bottom of the palette is the king in the guise of a bull trampling a man, and the walled town he conquered. Narmer was the last king portrayed as an animal.” Ani set the palette back in place. “The writing’s primitive and difficult to understand, but the scenes clearly illustrate kingship – the ruler enthroned and holding court and moving about the land in the guise of various animals. Images of power and aggression.” 
 
    “Isn’t it amazing?” I asked. “Our current pharaoh uses the same symbols Narmer used – crowns, sticks, maces, distinctive royal dress.” 
 
    “On all these objects the king is always larger than everyone else and sits on a throne and is accompanied by servants and standard bearers. Every figure is drawn and posed exactly like today – that’s how ancient the style is that our craftsmen still follow.” 
 
    “I wish I knew as much about these objects as you two do,” Kairy said. 
 
    “The palette used to be carried in front of Narmer in processions,” I said. 
 
    “As it will in front of Pharaoh tomorrow during the ceremony,” Ani said. He gazed at me. “How would you like to carry it, Neset? I believe I can arrange it with the high priest. It seems rather fitting, given your talisman.” 
 
    “I’d be honored.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Beketaten and I were up at dawn to arrange our flowers. We’d spent the night in Ani’s hut near the temple where flowers had been stockpiled. He’d slept there too, since he had to be at the temple very early, though Kairy had returned to his farm. After we gathered our baskets of flowers from the storeroom, Ani volunteered to lead us to the oval court. I suspected he was driven to help by an interest in Beketaten. The two of them had stayed up long after I’d gone to bed, talking. She looked like she hadn’t gotten much sleep. 
 
    We followed Ani out of the town gate onto the wadi path, all three of us burdened with multiple baskets. After walking a short distance west we reached an oval of packed clay, surrounded by the rotted remnants of what had once been a wood and reed fence. Inside the fence was a ditch from which thousands of white bones poked. 
 
    “Animals sacrificed over the centuries,” Ani told us. “Usually the oval’s drifted over with sand and the bones are covered, but we’ve swept it clean for today’s ceremony.” 
 
    We walked halfway around the oval. 
 
    “These foundations along the wall were from workshops, where skilled craftsmen created objects for Nekhen’s elite, and to barter throughout the valley, and for commoners to offer to Horus.” 
 
    We passed through what had once been the court’s magnificent entrance. A very tall weathered pole still stood beside three empty holes that had probably once held similar poles. 
 
    “This was the gateway,” Ani said. “At one time banners flew atop all four poles. There was a sunscreen in front of them, over the court’s entrance.” He pointed to one end of the oval. “That’s the dais where Pharaoh will be crowned. That’s where the flowers go.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Beketaten asked, pointing to the opposite end of the oval where a very thin pole leaned precariously. 
 
    “Before the oval was abandoned it was topped with a copper falcon,” Ani said. “Stories say travelers on the river could see the falcon shining from miles away. Commoners deposited their offerings to the god at the pole’s base during ceremonies.” 
 
    We crossed the court to the three–step stone dais. It was shaded by a brand–new sunscreen and held two elaborate and richly decorated thrones we’d brought with us from Djeme – one representing the delta and the other the upper valley. Two large sunscreens shading leather–bottomed chairs flanked the dais on either side – those on the right for the royal family, the ones on the left for important officials. Common Nekhenians would stand in the body of the court, baking in the harsh sun. The three of us spent the next hour arranging garlands and bouquets and loose flowers. Finished, I stepped back. I believed Pharaoh would be pleased with what we’d done. 
 
    I perched on the top step. Beketaten and Ani joined me. 
 
    “When Tiaa first arrived at Nekhen this was the settlement’s celebration grounds,” I told them. “It was a simple flat oval of packed clay where people gathered to honor the falcon god. It was outlined by the ditch where they dumped the carcasses of animals they’d sacrificed. Five hundred years later, when Tiaa’s descendant Amenia bore my talisman, Nekhen’s ruler transformed these grounds into a formal sacred space. He brought stone from the cataract and erected this dais. He enclosed the oval with a wood and reed fence that his craftsmen plastered and decorated with brightly painted images.” I swept the oval with my eyes. “Picture it, Beketaten. A festival day. Three thousand farmers and herdsmen and brewers and fishermen and craftsmen and their families tightly packed inside this oval court, sweating in the hot sun. The ruler sitting on a throne atop this dais, the elites from Nekhen and surrounding hamlets in chairs flanking both sides. Thin wooden poles topped with the standards of those hamlets and Nekhen’s elite families stuck in the ground behind the throne, a visual display of the ruler’s might. A herdsman leading a bull to the front of the crowd. The ruler descending from the dais, sacrificing the bull to the falcon god by slitting its throat with a flint knife, a young girl collecting its blood in a bowl as it dies. Commoners piling offerings of food and drink and flint figurines at the base of the falcon pole, their personal offerings.” 
 
    “Is this where Amenia was sentenced to death?” Ani asked. 
 
    I nodded. “She escaped because Nykara dug through the mud–brick wall of the hut she was being held in and rescued her and the rest of her family. And because, as you said last night, the ruler’s wife, Abar, set the funerary halls atop the terrace on fire, drawing everyone’s attention away from the prisoners.” 
 
    “For which Abar was personally executed by her husband a few paces in front of us,” Ani said. 
 
    “It’s spooky, knowing our ancestors lived here so long ago, that many of them are buried here, that their kas are all around us,” I said solemnly. 
 
    Ani concurred. 
 
    The ceremony later that day was an endless and solemn affair. I reverently carried Narmer’s palette through the center of the crowd a few steps ahead of Pharaoh, accompanied by priests censing it and chantresses – many of them Ani’s nieces – reciting ancient prayers and shaking menat necklaces. I stood beside the dais as Pharaoh was crowned by High Priest Nebmose with a vast variety of crowns, and then received the fealty of officials from this part of the valley. But my mind was elsewhere, absorbing the sights around me, recalling my family stories, thinking about my ancestors who’d once worshiped in this very court. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    I sat one evening after the royals returned from the progression with Ramesses and Duatentopet and the Osiris–pharaoh’s widows, Iset and Tyti, in the tower room atop Djeme’s gate where I’d talked with the justified pharaoh so many early mornings. Like the other women in the room, I wore a form–fitting linen sheath that covered me from just below my breastbone to my ankles, held up by two wide straps, with a mantle draped over my shoulders. The mantle concealed the scar where Mayernu had stabbed me the night of Pharaoh’s assassination. I sat next to the wide window. A gentle cooling breeze washed over me. In the distance I saw the river beginning to change color along with the setting sun, the palms casting long shadows across the fields, lights appearing in distant Waset, a few boats with tall white sails moving slowly upstream. A small boat came up the canal and docked next to the royal barque in Djeme’s harbor. Immediately men descended its gangplank. No doubt scribes from the North with messages for Pharaoh. 
 
    Vizier Neferronpet appeared in the doorway, a roll of papyrus tucked under his arm. “Majesty.” 
 
    Ramesses acknowledged him and the vizier took the chair at his side. A serving girl poured Neferronpet a cup of wine. He took a long drink. 
 
    “Have you had word from the priests?” Ramesses asked. 
 
    “Yes. Ten days more and the mummification will be complete. Your father’s body has been with the embalmers for sixty days. They’ve removed his internal organs, dried him with natron, washed him. Soon they’ll begin wrapping him from head to toe with fine strips of linen and placing the protective amulets among the layers, all the while chanting appropriate spells, preparing him for eternity.” 
 
    “What sort of amulets?” I asked, fingering the talisman dangling around my neck. 
 
    “There’ll be hundreds,” the vizier replied. “A golden vulture, many scarabs – including one they’ll place upon his heart – the Eye of Horus over the incision where his internal organs were removed and another over the wound in his neck…” 
 
    “To restore it?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes. Another amulet in the shape of two fingers over the left side of his pelvis, djed pillars, staircases, knots of red jasper, papyrus flowers on stems of green feldspar, headrests, was scepters, carpenter’s squares, mason’s plummets, body parts, every animal and god you can think of. Made of gold, stone, semi–precious gems, faience, bone and glass.” 
 
   
  
 

 “Will you participate in the wrapping, Husband?” Duatentopet asked. 
 
    “Yes. Then, soon after Father’s buried, we’ll hold my coronation ceremony making me sole pharaoh, not just co–ruler. And then the valley will be fully my responsibility.” 
 
    I could tell it weighed on him. 
 
    “You ruled at your father’s side for years,” Iset said. “You’re well–prepared.” 
 
    “Perhaps, Mother. But there’s so much to do. From now on my life – and yours, Duatentopet – will be structured by the ceremonial formality of the court and the cults of the gods.” 
 
    “When you’re not traveling to some festival,” Tyti interjected. She ticked them off on her fingers. “Opening the New Year, festivals of Thoth and Hathor and Sokar, Festival of Intoxication, the Opet, Festival of the Departure of Min, Days of the Demons, Beautiful Feast of the Valley, Ascension to the Throne and Coronation, Birth of the God–Pharaoh, Temple Founding, Running of the Apis Bull, White Hippopotamus Hunt, Climbing for Min.” She laughed. “They do consume much time.” 
 
    Ramesses turned to Duatentopet. “The life as Chantress of Khonsu you’ve known is over. Once I’m crowned you’ll take over from Mother as God’s Wife of Amen.” 
 
    She smiled. “And you’ll attend the god each morning. An honor and privilege, but from now on your dawns will be spoken for.” 
 
    “Unless I have to leave Waset and campaign against the Nine Bows,” Ramesses said. “Most pharaohs do at the beginning of their reigns, because our enemies love to test us to see what we’re made of.” 
 
    “I understand Kairy will command your chariots, Majesty,” I interjected. 
 
    “That seems a great deal of responsibility for a simple driver, Son,” Iset said. 
 
    “Kairy’s far more than a driver, Mother. He’s a master of strategy and tactics. He always knew exactly where I needed to be on the battlefield to direct and rally my men. He’ll continue training Amenherkoshef as well.” 
 
    “The Falcon in the Nest must be well–trained,” Vizier Neferronpet said. “The remnants of the Sea Peoples who dealt the Hittite Empire a death blow have gained strength in the Northeast. We may have to fight them again. It’s why the justified pharaoh enclosed Djeme within a fortified wall – no other pharaoh ever had to do such a thing to his temple. If those heathen continue to expand, trade and the payment of tribute from Retenu and Setjet will come to a standstill.” 
 
    “And so, for me, there’ll be no new temple of millions of years or new per’aa,” Ramesses said. “I’ll continue to reside in Djeme. What’s in the treasury is needed for more pressing tasks.” 
 
    I didn’t miss the glance that passed between Ramesses and Vizier Neferronpet. Had the valley’s power really eroded so much during his father’s reign? Was all the talk I’d heard at Pentawere’s parties true? Had Pentawere been right about using the army to regain the valley’s place in the world? 
 
    “Foremost of which is arranging for the digging of your tomb in the Great Place,” Neferronpet said. 
 
    “Wait a few days after Father’s funeral, then go to Ta Set Maat and set that in motion, Vizier,” Pharaoh said. “Take Neset with you. She knows who you should speak with.” 
 
    Vizier Neferronpet and I both nodded. 
 
    “Is there enough in the treasury to endow a funerary cult for your father?” Tyti asked, concerned. 
 
    “Of course, generous enough that priests will be able to provide offerings and libations every day of the year, especially during festivals. Though, frankly, I fear how powerful the priests of Amen have become. Giving them more resources is like throwing more wood on a fire.” Ramesses turned to the vizier. “Is the inventory finished?” 
 
    Neferronpet indicated the thick roll he’d brought with him. “The scribes have completed their chronicle of all your father did during his reign, from his first day on the throne to the day of his death.” 
 
    “All thirty–one years?” 
 
    “Yes. The three largest sections detail what he gave to the temples of Amen at Waset, Re at Iunu, and Ptah at Mennefer. He made them wealthy, Majesty – particularly Amen. Other sections contain an inventory of what he gave minor temples and an inventory of their wealth at the time of his death. A final section recounts conditions at the beginning of your father’s rule and his military campaigns.” 
 
    “What’s the scroll’s purpose?” Duatentopet asked. 
 
    “I’ll place it in Father’s tomb to extol his virtues to the gods, and mine for having created it,” Ramesses replied. 
 
    “It serves a practical purpose too,” the vizier told everyone. “The fact is, the Amen priests control more resources in the valley than His Majesty.” He addressed Duatentopet. “We’ll be relying on you to counter their power as God’s Wife of Amen once His Majesty is crowned. You will of course have estates and goods and servants and administrators of your own. God’s Wife is no empty title.” 
 
    “As I can attest,” Iset said. 
 
    “How much do the priests control?” Duatentopet asked. 
 
    “Amen’s? One–eleventh of the valley’s land and one–fifteenth of its population.” 
 
    His words hung in the air. I’d had no idea the priests were that powerful. 
 
    “I’ll use all the resources I have to support my husband,” Duatentopet assured the vizier. “But who will succeed me as Chantress of Khonsu? Who can we count on to look out for Ramesses’ interests with that priesthood?” 
 
    “One of your brothers’ widows?” Vizier Neferronpet asked Pharaoh. 
 
    “One of your son’s wives would be better,” Iset counseled. “Surely either Henutwati or Tawerettenru would be suitable.” 
 
     “I’m not sure I trust another family member after what happened with Tiye and Pentawere,” Ramesses said. “Dare I tempt any woman with power? Especially two who are so young? What are they? Eighteen?” He sighed. “Besides, if I choose one wife the other will hold it against me. I don’t want to create unnecessary discord in my family.” 
 
    “Why not Neset?” Duatentopet suggested. “She’s demonstrated her loyalty to you. She has the scar to prove it.” 
 
    I could scarcely believe my ears. That Duatentopet would support me for such a post… Our relationship had dramatically changed since I’d saved Ramesses’ life. The woman practically treated me like a sister now. She’d spent hours each day at my side in my sickroom immediately after the attack, and more in the garden and in the tower room since, and on the progression. “Majesty, you honor me greatly,” I said to Duatentopet. “But I’m a gardener. Chantresses are the wives of priests or from the upper classes. I’m not worthy or fit to succeed you.” 
 
    “You’re fit to be anything you want to be,” Ramesses said, gazing at me thoughtfully. “Father believed that. You’re educated. You know the sacred texts. You’ll look out for my interests.” He paused. “You bear the falcon god’s talisman, too, Neset. You’re favored by the gods.” He smiled at Duatentopet. “An excellent suggestion, Wife.” 
 
    “Majesty…” I began to protest. 
 
    “You’ll do this, if I ask?” Ramesses queried sharply, cutting me off. 
 
    “Of course, Majesty,” I said miserably. 
 
    “Then you’ll take Duatentopet’s place.” 
 
    I bowed my head. I couldn’t believe that I, a simple gardener, had just risen to such a lofty position. I wished Grandfather was alive to see. I realized a chantresses duties would occupy all of my time from now on. Someone else was going to have to take over for me as overseer of Pharaoh’s gardens. As would have happened if everything had turned out differently and Pentawere had become pharaoh and I his great wife. 
 
    “Has the Great Kenbet been arranged to try the conspirators yet?” Ramesses asked Neferronpet. 
 
    “The trial will begin a week after we bury your father.” 
 
    “You’ve selected the judges?” 
 
    “I have. Two overseers of the White House, Mentemtowe and Pefroi. Your standard bearer, Kara. Five butlers – Pebes, Kedendenna, Maharbaal, Payernu, and Thutrekhnefer. Your herald, Penrenut. Two scribes – Mai and Peremhab.” 
 
    “You’ve passed my instructions to them?” Ramesses asked. 
 
    “I’ve stressed they’re to make sure they don’t convict wrongfully. But those who are guilty – I’ve told the judges that they shall levy just punishment – execution, or allowing the guilty to die by their own hand. Depending on their rank.” 
 
    Ramesses gazed at his mother and wife and the other widows. “The conspirators’ days are numbered.” 
 
    “Will you be involved in the trial, Son?” Iset asked. 
 
    “His Majesty will not,” Neferronpet said firmly. “One of his father’s wives and one of his half–brothers are implicated. Questioning may reveal that more close relatives were conspirators. When the time comes to sentence the criminals it’s better that His Majesty not have to decide between death and mercy. Judges will have full authority to assign punishment. His Majesty will not participate in the trial in any way whatsoever.” 
 
    “Except to watch them confess and die,” Pharaoh growled. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    In the last month of Shemu I solemnly followed a host of mourners along the dusty rocky path that led from the desert plain west of the river through the hills and into the Great Place, “the interior,” at the end opposite that used by workers from Ta Set Maat. High sheer broken limestone walls rose to right and left, the path so narrow that most of the time only two people could walk abreast, squeezing past the Medjay who were guarding it. Ahead of me the body of the third Ramesses, in a lidless coffin of solid gold atop a bier being pulled by two oxen, was just passing the mud–brick guard hut at the entrance of the sacred precinct, the beasts’ feet stirring up choking dust. The coffin glinted brilliantly in Re’s light. Musicians leading the procession turned a corner a few paces in front of the coffin and began descending into the valley, the sounds of drums and sistrums echoing off rock walls. 
 
    A priest wearing a jackal mask, portraying Anubis, walked directly behind the bier. He was followed by four priests carrying a three–foot long cedar chest with a gabled lid and four short legs, its sides decorated with hieroglyphs. Inside were the instruments Pharaoh and various high priests would use in the Opening of the Mouth ceremony at the tomb’s entrance. Next came four priests carrying alabaster canopic jars containing Pharaoh’s embalmed internal organs, each stoppered with a figure representing a son of Horus. Human–headed Amset guarded Pharaoh’s stomach, baboon–headed Hapi his intestines, dog–headed Duamutef his lungs, and falcon–headed Qebesenuf his liver. 
 
    Pharaoh followed, a nemes on his head, was scepter in his hand. Usermarenakht and Meryatum and Ashakhet, the valley’s three most prominent high priests, flanked him. Duatentopet and I were a step behind. I was being accorded the honor of mourning with the royal family for having saved the fourth Ramesses’ life. Iset and Tyti, the justified pharaoh’s widows, came after us. For obvious reasons, Tiye was not participating in her husband’s funeral. She was confined along with the rest of the conspirators in a heavily guarded section of the harem in Djeme, awaiting trial. Trailing the wives were the new Falcon in the Nest – Pharaoh’s son Amenherkoshef – and his wives Henutwati and Tawerettenru. Pharaoh’s half–brothers and other relatives followed them. Every royal woman in the procession carried a bouquet or wreath in her arms and wore a floral collar around her neck, handed her at the entrance of the gorge by Beketaten or Wabkhet or Nauny. Linen mourning shawls pinned in the women’s hair cascaded over their shoulders and backs all the way to their waists. 
 
    As I reached the crest of the path beside the guard hut I glanced behind me at the procession winding up the long slope. First were high priests from various temples the length of the valley, smoke rising from the golden censers they carried, Nebmose and Setau from Nekhen and Nekhbet respectively among them. After them came lesser priests and prophets, including Ani. The last priest led a bull that would shortly be ritually sacrificed. Paid mourners – women wearing only pale blue skirts and girls wearing only girdles – trailed the priests, bending often to grab handfuls of dust from the path, throwing it on their heads, wailing, ululating, tears and makeup running down their cheeks. They were led by two women portraying the goddesses Isis and Nephthys. They wore tall white plumes in their hair. Pharaoh’s officials and friends followed the paid mourners, most carrying palm fronds. Finally came servants burdened with a few last minute grave goods and food offerings. The majority of the grave goods were already in the tomb. A multitude of porters had deposited them a few days ago in sweltering heat, watched over by a plethora of armed Medjay. They’d guarded the tomb day and night ever since. I’d heard that Pharaoh, trusting none of them, had put Kairy in charge. 
 
    The procession wound down the slope into the valley, a wasteland of broken torrid rock and no humidity. The surrounding hills rose abruptly, nearly three hundred feet higher than its floor. The sacred pyramid–shaped mountain, Qurn, towered three times that above its southern end. The valley was cut everywhere with gullies, its barren slopes littered with chunks of stone, the limestone glaringly white in the sunlight, devoid of vegetation. 
 
    Guard huts ringed the edge of the cliffs above the royal tombs. Medjay were standing beside them, small dark distant figures watching the ceremony taking place far below their feet, lances in hand. Mud–brick storehouses occupied the center of the valley, crammed with food, material and pigments for craftsmen and sculptors, oil and wicks to light the interiors of tombs, and copper chisels. Huts for workers and foremen and scribes were scattered about as well. All had seen heavy use as finishing touches were put on the third Ramesses’ final resting place. 
 
    The earliest Horizons of Eternity constructed in the Great Place had been located directly below gullies that cut the high cliffs. Over the centuries water from infrequent rains had poured down those gullies and deposited debris that had hidden the tombs from view. But the tomb entrances of the more recently buried pharaohs were purposefully visible, allowing easy access so priests could perform cult ceremonies daily inside their anterooms. Only the burial chambers and storerooms of those tombs were blocked by sealed doors. I noted many priests and armed Medjay standing next to nearby tomb entrances, watching us. 
 
    Oxen dragged the coffin across the valley floor and we followed. On the left I saw a tomb where many of the sons of Ramesses the Great lay. According to Ta Set Maat tradition, there were more than one hundred–fifty corridors and chambers inside, which wasn’t surprising; during his almost seven decades of rule Ramesses had sired more than fifty sons. It was, by far, the largest and most elaborate tomb in the valley. A little farther on, to the right, was Ramesses’ own tomb, its monumental door surmounted by a painted relief of Isis and Nepthys flanking a solar disk. Ahead, down the valley, lay the tomb of Pharaoh Amenmesse. To its left gaped our destination, the entrance of the third Ramesses’ tomb; its dark opening lay at the foot of a steep flight of stairs. I spotted Kairy standing beside the stairs along with half a dozen Medjay, his bandage white against his skin. Many empty containers were strewn about the valley floor nearby; they’d been used to carry grave goods into the tomb and hadn’t yet been cleared away. The procession came to a halt and everyone fanned out in a semicircle around the head of the stairs, some even climbing a few feet up the steep hillside because the valley floor was too narrow and cramped and small to hold all the mourners. 
 
    The funeral would begin with the Opening of the Mouth ceremony. Ramesses consisted, I knew, of three elements. His ka was his individual life force. His ba was his unique characteristics. His akh was the spirit capable of interacting with the living and interceding on behalf of live humans. Pharaoh’s ka had traveled to the Afterlife when he died. It required ongoing nourishment in years to come, which would be provided daily by the priests of his funerary cult. His ba had separated from his corpse at death. From now on, it would soar across the sky by day and return to his tomb at night to infuse his mummy with his personal qualities. Today Pharaoh and the high priests would open the third Ramesses’ mouth so his ba could return for the first time and breathe life into him. 
 
    The ritual, I knew from family stories, had first been performed in an extremely primitive fashion by my ancestress Amenia, using the talisman around my neck, upon her great–grandmother Ipu, at Nekhen, nearly two and a half millennia ago. By performing the Opening of the Mouth and burying his father the fourth Ramesses would solidify his position as rightful pharaoh. Even if Pentawere somehow escaped justice for killing his father he’d find it almost impossible to dislodge his brother as ruler after this. Ramesses and Usermarenakht, the First God’s Servant, moved to the entrance of the tomb. Meryatum and Ashakhet carefully lifted Pharaoh’s linen–wrapped mummy from his golden coffin and stood it upright on a clean mound of sand, facing it south. The priest in the Anubis mask supported the mummy from one side. 
 
    The Greatest of Craftsmen Ashakhet chanted a spell from memory: 
 
      
 
    “Hail to you, Lord of Light, preeminent in the Great Mansion, in charge of the twilight. I have come to you spiritualized and pure. Your arms are about you and your portion of food is before you; may you give me my mouth with which I may speak, and may my heart guide me at its hour of destroying the night.” 
 
      
 
    The ceremony began with a lustration. Usermarenakht draped a leopard skin over Pharaoh’s shoulders. Priests then handed both Pharaoh and the high priest a jar of water and, in turn, they poured the liquid over the mummy. Pharaoh was given a ball of natron from the upper valley, Usermarenakht a ball from the lower. Each traced their ball across the mummy’s mouth, purifying it.  
 
    Meryatum handed Ramesses a golden bowl of burning incense suspended from chains. Pharaoh censed the mummy, front and back, then repeated the censing with bowls containing several different types of incense. As he did Ashakhet chanted: 
 
      
 
    “My mouth is opened by Ptah,  
 
    My mouth’s bonds are loosed by my city–god.  
 
    Thoth has come fully equipped with spells,  
 
    He looses the bonds of Seth from my mouth.  
 
    Atum has given me my hands,  
 
    We are placed as guardians.  
 
    My mouth is given to me,  
 
    My mouth is opened by Ptah,  
 
    With that chisel of metal  
 
    With which he opened the mouth of the gods.  
 
    I am Sekhmet–Wadjet who dwells in the west of heaven,  
 
    I am Sahyt among the souls of Iunu.” 
 
      
 
    Ashakhet fell silent. 
 
    “I am Horus!” Ramesses cried. He traced the mummy’s mouth with his fingers. 
 
    Priests led the sacrificial bull a short distance from us and forced it to lay on its side. Then one slit its throat with a flint knife while the rest held it down. Wabkhet knelt by the beast’s neck, catching its blood in a large earthenware bowl. At least, the blood that didn’t splatter all over her chest and face and arms and skirt. When the blood stopped flowing she gave the bowl to a priest. Another censed the carcass while one sawed off a foreleg and his companion sliced out the heart. A priest carried the heart, still warm, dripping blood, to Ramesses, who took it in his cupped hands and presented it to the mummy. Then Usermarenakht pointed the bloody foreleg towards the dead pharaoh, transferring the bull’s life force to him. 
 
    Young girls with jars of water helped Ramesses and Usermarenakht clean their bloody hands. More offered linen cloths to dry them. Wabhket and the blood–splattered priests weren’t so lucky; they’d remain disgustingly sticky until the ceremony concluded. 
 
    A priest opened the cedar chest that had been set down near the mummy’s feet and handed the first of seventy–five instruments to Ramesses, a double finger made of dark stone and glass. Ramesses touched the finger to the mummy’s mouth, each eye, each ear, and finally to the nose. He handed the finger to Usermarenakht, who did the same. He passed it to Meryatum, who passed it to Ashakhet. Then the four repeated the procedure with multiple adzes, a serpent blade of red jasper inscribed with the third Ramesses’ name and titles, knives, a forked black obsidian blade, a spooned blade, chisels, a netjeri blade of metal fallen from the sky, a rod with a serpent’s head. 
 
    As instruments continued to be applied one after another I thought back over all the mornings I’d spoken with the justified pharaoh on the tower steps, of his visit to the garden I’d created for the third Thutmose, of our wild chariot ride across the desert, of how he’d changed my life. I’d been privileged to know him as a man, not a living god. I remembered him telling me that Pentawere was no good for me, that someday he’d break my heart. Pharaoh had been right, though not for the reason he’d suspected. For the thousandth time I wished I’d never told Pentawere about my dream. And I wished my warning to Ramesses had come in time to save Pharaoh that night. But wishing was useless. Pharaoh was dead. I’d never be able to atone for my role in his death. 
 
    Finally, Ramesses applied the peseshkaf, a fishtail–shaped flint knife, to his father’s mouth. Usermarenakht recited a spell to restore the dead pharaoh’s senses: 
 
      
 
    “I am lord of the flame who lives in truth, lord of eternity, maker of joy. 
 
    I am he who is in his shrine, master of action who destroys the storm. 
 
    Lord of the winds who announces the north wind. 
 
    Lord of light, maker of light, who lightens the sky with his beauty. 
 
    I am he in his name. 
 
    Make way for me, that I may see Nun and Amen. 
 
    For I am that equipped spirit who passes by the guards. 
 
    We do not speak for fear of Him–Whose–Name–is–Hidden, who is in my body. 
 
    Any person who knows this spell, he will be like Re in the eastern sky, like Osiris in the netherworld. 
 
    He will go down to the circle of fire, without the flame touching him ever.” 
 
      
 
    Priests replaced the instruments inside the cedar chest and closed it. 
 
    More priests carried forward ostrich feathers, grapes, clothing and eye paint, laying them before the dead pharaoh. Then one offered him a mace, symbolizing his dominion over the valley’s enemies and identifying him to the gods as guarantor of order in the cosmos. More incense burned. 
 
    A priest laid a long rectangular alabaster tablet, one end of the top surface indented with seven wells, on the ground next to the mummy. Each well contained either a sacred oil or ointment. As more spells were chanted, Pharaoh and the high priests dipped their fingers into the wells, one after another, and anointed the mummy. 
 
    As the last of the oil was applied Ashakhet recited: 
 
      
 
    “I have consolidated your jaws so they will never again be divided. I have opened your mouth with the peseshkaf instrument, which is used to open the mouth of every god and goddess.” 
 
      
 
    Ramesses addressed his fellow mourners. “Osiris–pharaoh Usermaatre–Meryamen can now eat, drink, see, hear, and receive cult offerings. Father will live for eternity.” 
 
    The ritual was over. 
 
    The high priests carefully placed the mummy back in the golden coffin. While priests sacrificed more animals, Pharaoh and the royals and I sat on the ground beneath a temporary sunscreen that had been erected beside the tomb to partake in a funerary banquet – bread, barley porridge, roast fish, pigeon stew, roast quail, kidneys, beef, stewed figs, fresh berries, honey cakes, cheese and wine. It was the last feast the justified pharaoh would consume with his family. We ate in total silence as the other mourners watched. 
 
    After the meal, priests lifted the golden coffin and, staggering under its weight, carefully carried it down the steps into the first corridor of the tomb where a wooden sledge waited. They placed the coffin on the sledge. A group of powerfully–built porters, straining against thick ropes attached to the sledge, dragged it down the long slanting underground corridor, the sledge’s wooden runners making an unpleasant scraping racket against the stone. More porters clutched ropes attached to the back of the sledge, acting as brakes in places where the corridor angled steeply downward. Priests placed Pharaoh’s organs inside their canopic jars atop a second sledge, It was pulled along behind the first by a single man. The high priests and most important officials and the royal family trailed the sledges into the depths of the tomb. Everyone else waited outside in the now blistering sunshine. 
 
    I walked directly behind one of the torchbearers sent to light our way. I was glad I’d had time to study the walls in detail with Hay the day I’d worked in the tomb, to read the various passages and spells; today we were moving too quickly for that. The eight storage rooms I’d seen villagers constructing were completely filled with objects now, most of them inside wooden containers or shrouded with linen. The trickiest part of the descent was dragging the coffin across the wooden bridge that spanned the well; I feared its weight might cause the bridge to collapse. But everything and everyone crossed without incident. Not far beyond the well porters dragged the sledges into the burial chamber, the House of Gold. A fine pink sarcophagus occupied the center of the room, its thick heavy lid lying on the floor nearby. An image of Nephthys with outstretched wings was at its head. Two golden coffins already rested inside the sarcophagus, nested within each other. The inner was solid gold; the outer was cedar covered with sheets of gold and inlaid with faience and jewels. Their matching gold lids, plus the lid of the coffin Pharaoh was already resting in on the sledge, were stacked atop the sarcophagus lid. Four sets of heavy oak panels of various sizes, plastered and gilded with gold, etched with images and inscriptions, leaned against several walls, the largest in back, the smallest in front. Tall wooden poles and carefully folded sheets of coarse brown linen occupied a corner. Gold glittered in the torchlight, illuminating the tomb with a thousand suns. 
 
    We mourners squeezed into the burial chamber as best we could. It was hot and stuffy so deep underground. A few had to remain in the corridor, rising on their toes to see over the people in front of them. The chamber’s walls were inscribed with the Book of Gates and the Book of the Earth. I studied the grave goods stacked around me with wonder. They alone were worth enough to feed the villagers in Ta Set Maat for centuries. And they were only a small portion of the goods Pharaoh would use in the next life; the majority were stored elsewhere in the tomb. 
 
    No wonder Ta Set Maat’s craftsmen were tempted by the tombs of justified pharaohs. 
 
    Lector priests began to chant. 
 
    Meryatum and Ashakhet censed Pharaoh’s gold coffin while porters strained to lift it off the sledge just high enough to pass sturdy ropes under its head and foot. Priests handed the ends of the ropes to porters who were standing atop the two ends of the stone sarcophagus. Struggling mightily, the men on the ground slowly lifted the coffin above the sledge until it was high enough to pass over the lip of the sarcophagus. The men with the ropes then took control. Their muscles bulged as they pulled upward with all their strength, supporting the swaying coffin while others pushed it sideways, positioning it above the nested coffins. The men with the ropes slowly lowered it into place and then jumped back down to the ground, dripping sweat. The ropes were trapped beneath the coffin, so priests cut the visible portions free. I held my breath the whole time, afraid the porters might drop the coffin and crush someone. 
 
    Usermarenakht leaned over and carefully anointed the mummy’s head with sacred oil. Then Meryatum lifted a helmet of solid gold inlaid with faience and lapis lazuli that glittered in the torchlight. I’d never seen anything like it. Its eyes were of quartz rimmed with copper and were extraordinarily lifelike. I was amazed at the helmet’s uncanny resemblance to the third Ramesses. It portrayed him wearing a blue– and gold–striped nemes headdress with the uraeus and vulture on his brow. Usermarenakht tilted the mummy upward from the coffin while Meryatum slipped the helmet over his father’s head. Then the two of them carefully arranged the mummy flush in the coffin. Ashakhet placed a spectacular pectoral on Pharaoh’s chest – water lilies with gold stems and petals of light and dark blue and green, attached to a gold barque decorated with both a crescent and full moon protecting a cartouche with Pharaoh’s name. Usermarenakht placed a papyrus–backed collar of flowers, leaves, berries, fruit and blue glass beads over the pectoral. I noted a scarab there too, the symbol of new life. 
 
    Meryatum and Ashakhet positioned themselves on either side of the sarcophagus and slowly emptied containers of fragrant liquid unguents over all but the mummy’s face and feet, drenching it. 
 
    Then the women of the royal family and I moved forward to say our last goodbyes. We tearfully draped Pharaoh’s mummy with floral garlands made of willow leaves or poppy flowers or olive leaves or blue lotus. Mine was a collection of flowers from the tower stairs that Pharaoh had watched me water every morning, his favorites. As I lay my wreath on the body of the pharaoh I’d loved and who’d treated me so well I whispered a prayer to the falcon god to guard him eternally, my eyes and cheeks unashamedly wet. Then, impulsively, I slipped the talisman over my head and touched it to his coffin. The same talisman that had given a final blessing to Horus Narmer and several of his royal successors. As I did I was gripped by an eerie feeling, as if all of those kings’ kas had gathered in this tomb to welcome the third Ramesses into their midst. 
 
    We women backed away, the two widows and Duatentopet sobbing and supporting each other. Usermarenakht arranged a white linen pall over the mummy and its helmet and anointed the pall with resin. Then porters lifted the decorated lid of the innermost gold coffin from the stack on the floor and secured it in place. The lid was shaped like Pharaoh’s body, his crossed hands holding a crook and flail, the face that of Ramesses. As the family recited prayers the three high priests poured more unguents over the lid. They covered it with a red linen pall and drenched it a final time. 
 
    Porters set the second gold lid, matching the first, in place. The priests covered it with a pall and anointed it. They did the same with a third. 
 
    Then a dozen porters lifted the heavy pink stone lid and staggered with it to the sarcophagus and dropped it with a thud and slid it into place, sealing the third Ramesses away for eternity. 
 
    The mourners retreated up the corridor to give lower–ranking priests enough room to complete the final arrangement of the burial chamber under the direction of the high priests. Several torchbearers took up positions to light the work. 
 
    “Stay with me, Neset,” Ramesses said. “They’re going to assemble four shrines around the sarcophagus to protect Father now.” 
 
    Priests selected the four smallest gold–covered wood panels leaning against the walls and positioned them abutting the four sides of the sarcophagus. They fit around it exactly. 
 
    “The first shrine is Per–nu, modeled after the predynastic temples of the lower valley.” 
 
    Priests fastened the edges of the panels together with gold pins, creating a long narrow rectangle. The front panel was pierced by two doors; the other three were solid. All were etched with images of gods and inscriptions from the Spells of Emerging in Daytime. Isis and Nepthys stretched their winged arms protectively on both doors and the back panel. Priests selected the smallest roof panel from the appropriate stack and lifted it with great difficulty, for it was quite heavy, setting it in place atop the four side panels and fastening it with pins. Ramesses stepped forward and shut the doors as Usermarenakht chanted incantations. There were copper rings on each door at top, middle and bottom; Meryatum passed long ebony bolts through the three sets. Ashakhet applied wet clay over the center of each bolt. Ramesses pressed his father’s signet ring into each lump of clay, creating three seals. 
 
    Priests placed small ritual objects around all four sides of the shrine’s base. Then they assembled a second rectangular shrine around the first, constructed of slightly larger panels. I scanned the inscriptions. They were from the Book of Amduat. Once assembled, the shrine’s doors were closed, the bolts shot, the clay applied and sealed, more ritual objects placed around its perimeter. 
 
    “This is Per–wer, modeled after the predynastic temples of the upper valley,” Ramesses explained. 
 
    A third shrine slowly took shape around the second. Also modeled after the predynastic temples of the upper valley, it was inscribed with passages from the Spells of Emerging in Daytime. Once it was in place and sealed, priests set up a frame of slender wood poles around and over it, then draped the frame with the brown linen pall. Sewn on the pall at regular intervals were gilded bronze flowers, giving the linen the illusion of being a night sky spangled with stars. 
 
    Priests began assembling the fourth and final shrine. 
 
    “Come with me,” Ramesses said. “Since you were kind enough to tell me how tombs are constructed and decorated the day we visited Ta Set Neferu, I thought you’d like to see how they’re furnished.” 
 
    We walked through three large rooms at the farthest reaches of the tomb. Their walls were etched with images of gods and texts from the Book of Gates and they were virtually filled with items from floor to ceiling, the objects ranging from spectacularly beautiful to utilitarian and practical. I stared wide–eyed; I’d never imagined so many riches gathered in one place. No wonder the Great Place was so heavily guarded; if every pharaoh had taken as much or more to the Afterlife the amount of wealth buried underground in the valley was immense. 
 
    Linen was draped over many of the grave goods. While most of them had been made especially for the tomb, I recognized some items Pharaoh had used in life. Others bore dockets with the names of officials who’d donated them in Pharaoh’s memory. I saw table objects, tools, measuring instruments, ankh signs, bowls of gold and stone, seals, ceremonial beards, ostraca inscribed with figures, wicks, candle remnants, ring–bottomed bowls, flat–bottomed bowls, flowers, vases, weapons, games, sandals, shrouds, jars full of ointments and perfumes, cups and bowls and animals of glass in nearly every color imaginable, clothing and rolls of linen, disassembled chariots, vessels of metal and clay. There were caskets and chests and ebony boxes full of necklaces, amulets, hairpins, bracelets, jar stoppers, finger stalls, heart–scarabs, jewels. Rolls of papyri, wigs, see–faces in boxes, baskets of food, dried meat. A docket was attached to nearly every container, detailing its contents.  
 
    One corner was filled with painted wooden models of farmers and craftsmen and soldiers and boats. I bent low to inspect an offering bearer. She wore a form–fitting garment held up by a single strap that passed over her left shoulder and attached to her skirt at her navel, the skirt in a blue–feather pattern. Two long colored chains dangled over her shoulders, bands decorated wrists and ankles, and her short black round wig was bound with a white headband. 
 
    There was much furniture, including several beds and many tables and stands and chairs. One, made of ebony, had an image of Bes flanked by two of Taweret on the backrest, lions’ paws for the legs, and an antelope beneath each arm. There was an amazing leather canopy with a sky–blue top section and rows of starry rosettes and panels decorated with lotus and papyrus and winged scarabs. There was a trumpet made of copper, its gently flaring bell, engraved to represent a stylized lotus blossom, narrowly banded with gold leaf on the end. There were nude female figurines made of faience to serve Pharaoh for eternity. 
 
    Numerous large statues of gods stood upon pedestals within tall wooden shrines, their names inscribed in yellow paint, bodies covered with gesso and thin sheets of gold, eyes inlaid with obsidian and calcite and copper and glass. Each statue was draped with a fringed linen shawl that covered it from shoulder to foot, wore a linen headdress, and had a garland of fresh lotus flowers or lilies around its neck. 
 
    Alabaster jars were scattered about, filled with oils and fats and matured unguents from famous presses. Some were as much as eighty–five years old, according to their dockets, having been produced during the reign of Ramesses the Great. Some jars had been mended and showed signs of use. I paused beside a cluster of wine jars from Pharaoh’s and Amen’s domains in Ta–mehi. Not only did the dockets list the vintage, but the name of the vintner as well. 
 
    All three rooms were cluttered with shabati, “he who responds,” of faience and stone and pottery and bronze and wax and glass. The figures were designed to ensure Pharaoh an Afterlife free from toil. When the gods called on him to perform a task the figures would do it in his stead. I read the inscription on one: “O shabati, as to an assignment of Osiris Usermaatre–Meryamen for any work that must be done in the god’s land, in order to plant the field, in order to irrigate the land, to move the sand from the east to west, if one assigns Pharaoh work at any time daily say ‘Me, look at me.’” The shabati ranged from four to nine inches in height. Some were in decorated boxes. 
 
    “There are four hundred–one,” Ramesses said. “One for each day of the year, and thirty–six whip–carrying supervisors who oversee thirty–six shabati each.” 
 
    Exactly like in Grandfather’s tomb. I spotted a gardener and picked it up. It was inscribed on the soles of its feet: Made by the true servant who is beneficial to his Lord, the Pharaoh’s gardener, Meniufer, for his Lord, the Osiris, Lord of the valley, Usermaatre–Meryamen, justified. I’d stumbled on a gift to Pharaoh given him by Grandfather years ago, a reminder that pharaohs assembled their grave goods long before their deaths. 
 
    I spied a box in the shape of Osiris, filled with soil and planted with grain and newly watered. It’d sprout in the darkness to symbolize the rebirth of Pharaoh. 
 
    Ramesses pointed out a brick of unbaked mud against the west side of the tomb, a djed pillar of faience set in its center. “There are three more like it – the one on the east wall has a clay figure of Anubis, on the south a reed with a wick, and on the north a mummiform shabati–like figure. All are inscribed with chapter one hundred fifty–one of the Spells of Emerging in Daytime, describing the role they play protecting Pharaoh against the enemies of Osiris from whichever of the four cardinal directions they come.” 
 
    Ramesses and I returned to the burial chamber just as the priests finished setting in place the last panel of the final gold outer shrine. The shrine represented the baldachin under which Pharaoh renewed his power during the Heb–Sed. Its panels were inlaid with blue faience and alternating symbols of Osiris and Isis and inscribed with passages from the Spells of Emerging in Daytime and the Book of the Heavenly Cow. There was barely enough room for Ramesses and me to squeeze between the side of the shrine and the wall of the burial chamber. The shrine’s top was within an inch of the tomb’s ceiling. Ramesses closed the doors and after they were bolted marked the clay with the signet ring. 
 
    Usermarenakht placed the wooden canopic chest in front of the shrine. Meryatum filled the four cavities around the canopic jars with resin and drenched the tops of the jars for good measure. He closed the top of the chest. Thus were Pharaoh’s organs reunited with his body. 
 
    The priests placed scrolls containing texts and magic formulas to help Pharaoh make it through the dangerous journey to the Afterlife in special decorated boxes and set them next to the outer shrine. I removed my floral collar and linen head shawl and placed them in a large earthenware jar next to the entrance of the burial chamber atop those left behind by other mourners. Nothing that had been used in the funeral was allowed to leave the tomb. 
 
    I took one last look at the glittering shrines and funerary objects and turned and followed the priests and torchbearers and Pharaoh up the long corridor to the outside, the distant pinprick of sunlight through the tomb’s door becoming ever larger and brighter as we neared the opening. Usermarenakht came after us, walking backwards, bent over, carefully sweeping away our footprints and all evidence of our passage. After we crossed the wooden bridge over the well in the passageway, waiting workmen disassembled it, dropping the pieces into the depths with resounding crashes. 
 
    Once everyone was outside the tomb Usermarenakht pulled the doors shut. Meryatum and Ashakhet applied wet clay to the seam. One final time Ramesses pressed his father’s ring against the clay, sealing the tomb. Then more clay was applied and Usermarenakht impressed the necropolis seal – a jackal atop nine bows representing the valley’s traditional enemies. 
 
    We ascended the steps to the valley floor. Workmen had dug a hole beside the top step. Everything left over from and used in the funeral banquet, as well as all material left over from the embalming procedure, had already been placed in it. Ramesses dropped in his father’s ring. Meryatum filled the hole with dirt and carefully smoothed it. The funeral ceremony was over. 
 
    Everyone straggled back to the entrance of the Great Place by ones and twos, in silence, then down the long narrow wadi to the open plain beside the river. Iset and Tyti had their arms around each others’ waists and both were crying. Duatentopet’s arm was linked in Ramesses’; girls holding aloft sunscreens shaded them both. As I walked a few steps behind them I thought about the dead pharaoh’s ba, now on its journey to Osiris’ hall of judgment. It would be confronted along the way by the monsters and demons who inhabited the realm of darkness. The spells on the walls of Ramesses’ tomb would help him in his journey and as he faced two inescapable trials. In the first he’d have to list, for forty–two gods, all the sins he hadn’t committed in life. In the second his heart would be weighed against the feather of Maat. If his heart was heavier than the feather he’d be immediately annihilated by Ammut, but if it was lighter he’d earn an audience with Osiris and gain immortality. Then his ba and ka would combine to form his akh, his transfigured being. I prayed Pharaoh would survive his trial, for I’d loved him deeply. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Four days after Pharaoh’s burial, a procession headed by Vizier Neferronpet and me halted a few paces from Ta Set Maat’s entrance. It was late afternoon and the sun beat down relentlessly. I was using the fan Pentawere had given me to keep somewhat cool. We were accompanied by a handful of servants and two dozen porters lugging wooden chests. Carriers set down the vizier’s and my palanquins and we both stepped out of them. A young girl bearing a sunscreen immediately hurried to the vizier. Village officials were waiting nervously just outside the entrance to greet Neferronpet – Amennakht, the chief scribe; Khonsu, foreman of the right gang; Anhirkawi, foreman of the left; the two proctors, Reshpetref and Kamose. From their faces I could tell none of those men had expected to see me. 
 
    I’d dressed ostentatiously, assuming as much, in a sheer white dress, draped with the best of the jewelry Pentawere had gifted me. I wanted the people of Ta Set Maat, who’d shunned me and driven me from the village, to envy what I’d become. My dress was held up by only one strap, over my left shoulder, ensuring the white scar on my right would stand out against my dark skin. A reminder of why I was held in high regard by our current pharaoh. I carried my gardener’s staff as well, a reminder that I was an official who reported directly to Pharaoh. Something no one in the village could claim. 
 
    Anhirkawi, who’d courted me relentlessly before my marriage and then accused me of being in league with Mesedptah the day he’d ruined my rooftop garden, refused to meet my eyes with his. Amennakht regarded me as guiltily as he had the day Pentawere and I had visited for the festival; he still hadn’t thanked me for saving his son Harshire the day Pentawere and I resolved the workers’ strike. 
 
    “Greetings, Vizier,” Amennakht intoned, bowing low. 
 
    Every village official followed his lead. 
 
    “My Lady and I have come to see about the tomb of Ramesses, fourth of his name,” Neferronpet intoned. 
 
    Amennakht eyed me uncertainly. “Of course, Vizier. We’ll speak in my home. Please follow me.” 
 
    Amennakht led Neferronpet into Ta Set Maat. I walked a step behind, followed by the village officials and the porters with their chests. Khaemwase, the village gatekeeper, recorded our names on a sheet of papyrus as we passed. We headed down the single street towards the rear of the village, where Amennakht’s home was located. It was hot in the enclosed space; a young girl with a fan positioned herself behind the vizier, cooling him. The street had been swept clean and was free of the usual assortment of cats and small animals and children. The entryway of every house on both sides of the street was crowded with people, all curious, all bowing as the vizier passed. No vizier had visited the village in generations and I could sense the excitement. 
 
    I nodded pleasantly at former acquaintances and distant relatives. A few responded; most had no idea what to make of me. I’d left Ta Set Maat in disgrace after Mesedptah was executed. Then I’d resolved the craftsmen’s strike and come to the village with Pentawere, Pharaoh’s son, very clearly as his woman. Then I’d saved the current pharaoh’s life, and even visited his father’s tomb in the Great Place in company with the royal family, an occasion witnessed by many of the village’s craftsmen. And now I was here with the vizier. Everyone was having a hard time reconciling what I’d become with what I’d once been. And whispering about my jewels. 
 
    I stepped out of the procession and briefly hugged Naunakht as I passed her house. She was the one person who’d stood by me in my darkest hour. Penanuke, in the next house – once mine – slunk back from the door as I passed. As did Pagerger and Meresamun and my half–brothers and sisters as I passed theirs. My father remained in his entryway, looking at me with a mixture of pride and guilt. I smiled at him magnanimously. I spotted both Menat and Taiunes, widows of tomb robbers convicted along with Mesedptah, both great with child. I couldn’t help wonder which craftsmen they’d snared in their webs, and if those men were currently robbing tombs to keep them in style. 
 
    We reached the section of the village where Amennakht and his closest relatives lived. Many of his sons had houses adjoining his. I spotted Harshire, the son I’d ruled in favor of, and To, named after the prior vizier, Beketaten’s father. I was glad I’d rescued her and her cousins from Ta Set Maat. They at least wouldn’t be diminished by the small–minded craftsmen who controlled the village. 
 
    We entered Amennakht’s house. The porters remained in the street just outside. Amennakht led us past the family shrine set atop three steps just inside the front door. The main room’s brilliantly whitewashed walls were covered with images of gods and kings. A row of ebony chests lined one wall – clearly, a chief scribe acquired much wealth during his lifetime. Honeyed cakes had been set out on platters, and Amennakht’s granddaughters were standing by with jars of wine. The men seated themselves cross–legged in a circle around the platters atop colorful mats. The girl with the ostrich–feather fan stationed herself behind Neferronpet and continued cooling him. I slipped into the place next to him. I could tell the village officials were incensed that a woman had inserted herself into their midst, but I didn’t care and they didn’t dare complain to the vizier. 
 
    The girls came forward and poured everyone a cup of wine. It was the best I’d ever tasted in the village. It was far inferior to what was served in the per’aa. 
 
    “My Lady and I have been sent by Pharaoh to begin the process of constructing his tomb,” Neferronpet said after merely sipping at his cup then setting it aside, his lips slightly curled in distaste. “It’s been three decades since the tomb of Ramesses, third of his name, was excavated, and no one outside of Ta Set Maat has experience in such a task. Tell me, Amennakht, what must be done to create Pharaoh’s eternal home?” 
 
    Amennakht smiled. He gloried in the opportunity to regale the vizier with his expertise. “As you know, Vizier, we in Ta Set Maat have created tombs for dozens of kings and pharaohs these past centuries. The very first step is for Pharaoh to select a spot in the Great Place, carry out various rituals to propitiate the gods, and bury foundation deposits.” 
 
    “Selecting the proper location is critical, Excellency,” Khonsu interjected. “The stone must be workable – as free of veins of flint as possible, compact enough not to crumble or collapse as the digging proceeds. The tomb must be laid out in relation to existing tombs – corridors wind in many directions underground and every effort must be made not to intersect with another pharaoh’s, which is difficult because there are no maps of the tombs.” 
 
    “Pharaoh will need to define a theme for his tomb,” Amennakht continued. “He’ll need to decide the spells and sacred books he wants featured. That’ll determine how many corridors and rooms we’ll need to cut. Master craftsmen will create templates based on Pharaoh’s choices for the craftsmen who’ll actually decorate his tomb to follow.” 
 
    “Two gangs will work on the tomb, Excellency,” Khonsu continued. “A right and left. First, stone masons will roughly cut corridors and rooms. More will smooth the walls. Plasterers will fill in cracks and cover walls and the ceiling with a thin layer of plaster, suitable for either painting on or incising. Scribes will, using the templates, draw images atop the plaster. Senior scribes will make corrections, and then craftsmen will turn them into final images.” 
 
    “Boys will lug the stone chips from the tomb as it’s excavated,” Amennakht said. “Water carriers and cooks will care for the men. Metalsmiths will resmelt copper tools that become dull. Overseers will supervise the work. Scribes will account for everything that happens – who shows up for work, how many baskets of chips are dumped, who’s issued a tool and such.” 
 
    “Pharaoh is fortunate to have such a skilled and experienced workforce at his disposal,” Vizier Neferronpet said with a hint of flattery in his voice. 
 
    Now it was my turn. “I’ve spoken with Pharaoh and explained it’s traditional for Pharaoh to give gifts to the men who’ll oversee the work. I’ve suggested gifts I believe are appropriate.” I clapped my hands sharply. 
 
    Two porters carried their boxes into the house and set them down and opened the lids. 
 
    “Foreman Anhirkawi,” Neferronpet said. 
 
    Anhirkawi stood. 
 
    I indicated the boxes. “For you, Foreman – silver vases from Askelon, fine linen, oils, honey, cream, and a surplus of basic foodstuffs. Take them, with the thanks and appreciation of Pharaoh.” 
 
    Anhirkawi’s face broke into a broad smile. He ignored me, bowed to Neferronpet, then hurried to inspect his gifts. 
 
    One after another, porters carried boxes into the house and Neferronpet gifted them to the other officials in similar fashion. None thanked me. 
 
    “There will, of course, be rewards for the craftsmen when the work is completed,” I concluded after the last box had been presented. 
 
    Everyone was pleased with Pharaoh’s generosity. The girls poured more wine. The officials drained their cups, smiling. 
 
    “There’s another matter of which we must speak, Scribe,” Neferronpet told Amennakht. 
 
    “Excellency?” 
 
    “Some time ago Pharaoh passed through the Mountains of Bekhen in the Eastern Desert while he was leading his men on campaign towards the Eastern Sea.” 
 
    “Yes. His Majesty told me of the excellent building stone he’d discovered. I spent several months in that area afterwards at his command, identifying the best sites for quarries.” 
 
    “His Majesty intends to erect many temples during his reign, and so intends to quarry that stone and bring it back to the valley. He tells me you’ve made a map of the quarries and trails and waterholes.” 
 
    “I did, Excellency.” Amennakht rose, went to an ebony chest, opened it, retrieved a scroll, presented it to Neferronpet. 
 
    “Pharaoh intends to send an expedition in a year or two to begin retrieving that stone,” Neferronpet said. “The First God’s Servant’s brother, the priest Ramesesnakht, is going to organize it. This map will be very helpful. Tell me, Amennakht – do you think there are enough waterholes to support eight thousand men?” 
 
    “No, Excellency. Water will have to be carried from the valley on a continual basis to keep that many men supplied. Caravans of laden donkeys should do the trick.” 
 
    “Very good.” 
 
    “If you don’t mind my asking, Excellency, where will the priest get so many men?” 
 
    “Soldiers mostly, supplemented by farmers during the months of inundation. Of course, that doesn’t count cooks and hunters and water carriers and boatmen and scribes and all the other support staff the quarrymen will need.” 
 
    “It will, I’m sure, be an amazing sight,” Amennakht said. 
 
    “You’ll need to accompany the expedition,” Neferronpet said. “Pharaoh wants men to scour the Eastern Desert for new sources of gold to pay for his construction. He wants you to make a map of whatever they find.” 
 
    Amennakht bowed. “As His Majesty commands.” 
 
    Neferronpet rose to go, and the rest of us with him. 
 
    “Excellency,” Anhirkawi said, still smiling at his sudden increase in wealth. “Please tell His Majesty – life, health, prosperity – how grateful we are for his gifts. Assure him that I, at least, plan to commemorate the gifts I’ve been given on a stela, and on the walls of my tomb, and in the village’s Hathor chapel. Tell His Majesty that his generosity will be known for eternity.” 
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    “We’ll be dead by this time tomorrow, Mother.” 
 
    Half the people in the two large adjoining workrooms that almost a dozen of my fellow conspirators and Mother and I had been confined in since the night of our failed coup were half–drunk and the rest were well on their way – Binemwese, Peyes, Pendua, Pere, Heket, El–ram, Pebekkamen, Peynok, Weren, Mesedsure. Sympathetic per’aa staff had smuggled in every type of foodstuff imaginable for us, and countless jars of wine and beer, not just tonight but every night since our arrest. The rest of my fellow conspirators – harem women and low–ranking officials and servants – were being held in a different section of the per’aa. I assumed they’d been subsisting on far less. 
 
    For the past week Mother and I had stood side by side all day long in Djeme’s audience hall watching the judges of the Great Kenbet question everyone who’d participated in our conspiracy. Every person so far had confessed what they’d done, some quickly, some not. Guards had beat confessions from Peyes and Pebekkamen and Binemwese – Peyes, Ramesses’ deputy, hadn’t uttered a single word until guards turned their sticks from his back to the soles of his feet. He was presently seated in a leather chair, his feet bandaged, unable to walk. Heket was waiting on him, offering a plate of delicacies. Lesser men, and Heket, had yielded to the judges more easily, cowed by the suffering they’d witnessed. I didn’t hold it against any of them. 
 
    Ramesses had watched the entire trial, grim–faced, silent, sitting his throne atop a raised dais directly behind the row of judges like a block of stone. He’d stared relentlessly at whoever was being questioned at the time, gripping his crook and flail so hard his knuckles were usually white. Iset and Tyti and Duatentopet had flanked him. The rest of the royal family had been seated perpendicular to one end of the row of judges – my half–brothers and their wives and nieces and nephews. 
 
    And Neset. She hadn’t looked at me even once. I hadn’t been able to keep my eyes off her, especially the scar so white against her dark skin. I’d been in agony, after we were all apprehended, learning she’d been stabbed, learning the healers doubted she’d survive, being unable to go to her. If she’d just stayed in my bed that night... She wouldn’t have overheard me and the others talking in the garden. She wouldn’t have warned Ramesses. She wouldn’t have been stabbed. He’d be dead. The conspiracy would have succeeded. I’d be Pharaoh. She’d be my wife. Neset had dreamed Ramesses would be convicted of murdering Father. Mother and I had tried to take advantage of her dream. Her dream had been so wrong. 
 
    “The Great Kenbet will render its verdicts tomorrow, after the judges question you and me,” I reminded Mother harshly. “Peyes and El–ram and six others have confessed to colluding with Pebekkamen, your right hand man. Peynok and Pendua have confessed to making common cause with him. Binemwese has confessed he didn’t report the letter his sister Heket wrote to incite rebellion. Six harem inspectors and a butler have admitted they heard harem women discussing what was going to happen and hadn’t reported them. Four men have confessed they heard Pebekkamen discussing the attack and hadn’t reported him.” 
 
    “Don’t forget – Penhuibin admitted to using magic, and Nebzefai and El–ram confessed they’d helped him,” Mother said. 
 
    “How can you be so calm!” I practically exploded. 
 
    “Don’t give up hope, Pentawere. The trial’s not over yet.” 
 
    “Not over? Everyone’s confessed except us! Hope indeed. Once the judges are done with us…” 
 
    “Once they play into our hands, you mean,” Mother said. 
 
    She was delusional. We weren’t in control of this trial. “Everyone who’s confessed admitted you and I led the conspiracy to kill Ramesses and Father. Even if we refuse to answer the judges’ questions tomorrow they’ll execute us.” 
 
    “Refuse? We’re going to admit we tried to kill Ramesses,” Mother said. “With pride! With righteousness! By the time we’re done ‘confessing’ the judges will believe we were desperately trying to protect your father from Ramesses. They’ll believe our coup was justified. They’ll sentence Ramesses to death, just like in Neset’s dream.” 
 
    “Impossible!” 
 
    The door opened. Teynakhte poked his head into the room. Somehow, he’d escaped being named a conspirator by anyone, probably because only Peyes and Binemwese and I knew he’d participated in the coup. Because he was currently the senior military officer at Djeme, the unwitting Ramesses had put him in charge of guarding we prisoners. The soldiers outside our room were his – Binemwese’s, actually. They’d let Teynakhte come and go freely the past weeks. Mother had kept Teynakhte busy running secret errands. He spotted her. “I’ve brought them, Majesty.” 
 
    Six women wearing only sheer skirts slipped into the room. Teynakhte hurriedly closed the door behind them. My wife Naqi’a and her translator Abi–rami, and wives of four of the six harem inspectors who were confined in nearby rooms. All were very pretty. Four made a beeline for the wine. My wife and her translator stood riveted in place just inside the door, wide–eyed, scared. 
 
    “What are they doing here?” I asked Mother. 
 
    “Saving our lives.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “You’ll see.” She corralled the women. “You all know what you’re supposed to do?” 
 
    “Yes, Majesty,” Abi–rami replied. “Teynakhte told us.” 
 
    The rest nodded. 
 
    “Remember – fail and your husbands die.” 
 
    One, Kerpes’ wife, if I recalled correctly, broke into sobs. Khamopet’s wife put her arms around her shoulders. 
 
    The door opened again. Oneney, chief of police on the west bank, ushered two men into the room. He hadn’t been part of the conspiracy, but he’d been my friend for years and was apparently helping Mother execute her scheme to free us, whatever it was. I recognized the men he’d brought with a start – Mai and Pebes. Judges of the Great Kenbet. 
 
    Mother nodded and the six women, and Heket, converged on the judges, taking hold of their arms, cooing seductively. The judges’ confusion and embarrassment was evident. 
 
    “Thank you for coming,” Mother said. 
 
    “We shouldn’t be here,” Mai said nervously, his eyes darting around the room. Sweat began beading on his brow. 
 
    Pebes looked scared. “Oneney summoned us on an urgent matter. He didn’t say he was bringing us to you.” 
 
    Mother nodded at Abi–rami. 
 
    Abi–rami turned Pebes’ face to hers with her fingers and soundly kissed him. 
 
    He stepped backwards, startled. 
 
    “Yet here you are,” Mother said. Her voice hardened. “And the damage is done. You can’t leave now. All those guards in the hall? They’ll testify you were here – if I tell them to. They’ll say nothing – if I tell them not to. If your fellow judges discover you came to visit these rooms they’ll jump to the conclusion you’ve been conspiring with us. I’ll tell them you came seeking a bribe in exchange for our freedom. You’ll be executed. So, since you’re here, you might as well turn it to your advantage. Help us tomorrow. You’ll earn a substantial reward if we live.” 
 
    “What can the two of us possibly do?” Pebes asked, skeptical. “There are eleven more judges. And Pharaoh.” 
 
    “Pharaoh? Bah!” Mother hissed contemptuously. “Ramesses turned our fate over to the Kenbet. He’s afraid to judge us himself. He’s weak. It’s you judges who count, not him. So sway the rest.” 
 
    “How would we do that?” asked Mai. 
 
    Kerpes’ wife was hanging all over him now. And Naqi’a. I had a feeling she wasn’t going to be a virgin very much longer. 
 
    “Tomorrow, when I’m being questioned, I’ll mention a dream Neset had. I want both of you to insist that Neset relate her dream to you judges.” 
 
    “That’s all?” Pebes queried. 
 
    “Simple, isn’t it? Then, support my interpretation of her dream. Gain us our freedom and the two of you will rise high in Pentawere’s court. He’ll appoint you to any position in the land you desire – high priests of the great gods, perhaps?” 
 
    Mai and Pebes looked at each other. They were trapped. They were opportunistic. “As you wish, Majesty.” 
 
    “Good! Now, enjoy yourselves.” 
 
    At another nod from Mother the seven women took hold of the judges’ arms and hands and practically dragged them into an adjacent room. Neither resisted. 
 
    “Fetch her,” Mother ordered Oneney. 
 
    “Yes, Majesty.” He left. 
 
    “You’re counting on two seduced judges to free us, Mother?” I muttered in disbelief. 
 
    Lilting laughter drifted from the other room. 
 
    “Two more than we had on our side an hour ago,” she said matter–of–factly. 
 
    I shook my head, headed to the jars of wine, poured a cup, seated myself, drank it down, refilled it. This was going to be my last night on earth. I was half–tempted to go into the other room and drag my wife away from the judges and take her into an empty room and lose myself in oblivion. But even now I couldn’t make myself be with that wretch. 
 
    Then the door opened and Oneney led Neset into the room. 
 
    My heart almost stopped. I’d never expected to see her again and here she was, on the very eve of my death. The woman Mother had sent for. Why? 
 
    She stood beside Oneney stiffly, glanced around this room, caught sight of the tangle of naked bodies in the other room through the open door, turned away in disgust. 
 
    I rushed across the room, tried to take her in my arms. 
 
    Neset rebuffed me. “How could you!” she exclaimed, eyes blazing. 
 
    I stepped back, hurt. 
 
    Mother moved beside us. “We did what we had to do, Neset. Now you have to save us.” 
 
    “Me? You’re insane!” 
 
    “You can put Pentawere on the throne,” Mother said evenly. “You can be the mother of his successor.” 
 
    A strange look crossed Neset’s face. Then she stiffened. “Pentawere won’t have a successor because he won’t be Pharaoh.” 
 
    “He will. All you have to do is stand behind what you saw in your dream.” 
 
    “But Ramesses didn’t kill Pharaoh. You two did!” She glared at Mother, then me. 
 
    “You dreamed of the Great Kenbet convicting Ramesses, Neset,” Mother said firmly. “No one’s been convicted yet because we haven’t reached the part of the trial you foresaw in your dream. Did you or did you not tell me the dreams given the talisman bearer always come true?” 
 
    “Yes,” she admitted. “Up to now.” 
 
    “Your dream showed Ramesses being convicted. Your falcon god sent you that dream so you’d make sure he is.” 
 
    “You expect me to let the guilty go free and the innocent die?” Neset asked, infuriated. 
 
    “I assure you, Neset, we’re innocent,” Mother said calmly. 
 
    “Kairy saw Heket slit Pharaoh’s throat!” 
 
    “That had nothing to do with us,” Mother assured her. “We learned Ramesses was going to move against my husband that night. We decided to kill him first. You interrupted that.” 
 
    I stared at her scar. So close to her heart. I shivered. 
 
    “Heket was supposed to be in Pharaoh’s room to protect him, a last line of defense,” Mother continued. “She volunteered. But that night she betrayed us. She killed my husband because he threw her over for his barbarian concubines. She took advantage of the trust we placed in her to settle a personal score. She should have gotten over being set aside, like I had to.” 
 
    “If that’s true, why was there a crocodile under Pharaoh’s bed, just like under Ramesses’?” 
 
    “My husband’s had a protective spell. It wasn’t intended to confuse guards. So, tomorrow, explain to the judges that Ramesses was going to assassinate his father, that you warned us, and that we tried to stop him.” 
 
    Neset put her fingertips to her temples and rubbed them. She suddenly looked uncertain. Was Mother convincing her? Was Mother right to hope we could escape death after all? Would Neset save us? Would I become Pharaoh? Would Neset set aside her doubts and marry me? 
 
    “That’s not what happened,” Neset insisted after a long moment. “Everything you just said is a lie, Tiye. You took advantage of my dream for your own evil purposes. That’s the truth.” 
 
    Mother ignored her. “Convince the judges the gods have already decided Ramesses’ fate. All they have to do is submit to the will of the gods and pronounce his sentence.” 
 
    “And set us free,” I added. 
 
    “I won’t listen to this a moment longer,” Neset said. She started to leave. 
 
    Oneney stepped in front of the door and blocked her exit. 
 
    “The guards saw you enter this room,” Mother said smugly. “At my order they’ll report you to the Great Kenbet. The judges will assume you came here to collude with us tonight. Maybe even to ask for a bribe in return for freeing us. You’ll be executed tomorrow. Unless you agree to help us this very minute. Then the guards will keep your presence secret.” 
 
    The same threat Mother had used to sway the judges. A threat that had worked. 
 
    “Let them kill me!” Neset stormed, furious. “I deserve to die! If I hadn’t told Pentawere about my dream he’d never have told you. You’re the one who convinced him you could get away with murdering Pharaoh and blaming it on Ramesses. Well, I’m the one to blame. If I’d kept my mouth shut Pharaoh would still be alive. His blood’s on my hands!” She tried to push past Oneney. He didn’t budge. 
 
    Neset had more backbone than any of us. 
 
    “Enough, Mother!” I cried. 
 
    The room fell silent. Everyone was staring at us. 
 
    “Let Neset leave, Oneney. Step aside,” I ordered. 
 
    He did, reluctantly. 
 
    “You can go, Neset,” I said. “But please, talk with me first. Just for a moment.” 
 
    She shook her head no, started to push the door open, reconsidered. “Make it quick.” 
 
    I took her to an unoccupied corner. 
 
    “You gave your wife to the judges?” she asked, appalled. 
 
    “That was Mother’s doing, not mine.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you stop her?” 
 
    “It’s our lives, Neset,” I said earnestly. “You have no idea how desperate we are.” 
 
    “Why did you kill Pharaoh?” she asked sorrowfully. “Your own father!” 
 
    “He disrespected me, Neset. He kept us apart. It’s the only way I could make you my wife.” 
 
    “You killed Pharaoh because you love me? That’s your excuse? Now I’m doubly condemned.” 
 
    I tried to take hold of her hand. 
 
    She yanked it away. “When you slew Pharaoh you guaranteed I’d never be your wife.” 
 
    “Please do what Mother asked, Neset. You will be – my Great Wife. We’ll rule the valley together.” 
 
    “That’s the last thing I want now, Pentawere. You were planning your father’s murder while assuring me you were trying to protect him. You deceived me. Your father was right. You’re no good.” 
 
    Her words cut deep. I was overcome with despair. I’d lost Neset. And my life. 
 
    “I’m going now,” she said. “Goodbye. Majesty.” 
 
    At the end, cold and formal and unbending. 
 
    How I’d ruined things. 
 
    “Be careful, Neset,” I warned. “Tomorrow Mother will try to pin this whole conspiracy on you. Prepare yourself for the worst.” 
 
    “Worst? I have no idea which is worse, Majesty. Being punished. Or escaping punishment.” She left the room. She slammed the door shut behind her. 
 
    My life was over. 
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    Just hours after my encounter with Pentawere and Tiye in their quarters in the per’aa the Great Kenbet trying those involved in what everyone in the valley was calling the “harem conspiracy” convened for the last time. All of the accused had been examined except Pentawere and Tiye; once the judges finished dealing with them this morning they’d render their verdicts. Those verdicts were likely to be straightforward because every conspirator questioned so far had confessed. 
 
    I reluctantly entered the audience hall along with the rest of the royal family and Vizier Neferronpet and the high officials of Ramesses’ court and the valley’s three most important high priests – First God’s Servant and Greatest of Craftsmen and Greatest of Seers. I seated myself among the lower ranking family members at the side of the dais where Ramesses sat atop his throne, flanked by Iset and Tyti and Duatentopet. The last was dressed as befit a pharaoh’s chief and only wife, wearing a beautiful white dress and gold earrings and bracelets and rings and an amulet on a gold chain around her neck of two vultures facing each other with detailed plumage and sharp clawed feet. She wore the vulture crown, its wings framing her face. Iset still wore the regalia of God’s Wife of Amen. Tyti was still clothed as a pharaoh’s wife. 
 
    The vizier and high priests and other officials seated themselves in a row directly behind the royal family. 
 
    Kairy stood directly behind Ramesses, his khepesh sword drawn, eyes darting restlessly over the spectators. His shoulder was still bandaged. He was recovering more slowly than me. More guards stood on either side of the dais, at its foot. After last night it was clear Pentawere still had adherents in the per’aa. Who knew if they might attempt a last–minute rescue? 
 
    I’d dreaded this day since the beginning of the trial – the actual questioning of Pentawere and Tiye. I’d loved him desperately for years, with my whole heart. But he’d turned out to be a different man than I’d thought. He’d fooled me into loving him. He’d assassinated his father and tried to assassinate his brother. I didn’t want him to die for his crimes, but death was what he deserved. How I could have loved him I did not know anymore. Grimly, I reflected on my own fate, that I should have been entangled with both a husband and a lover who’d betrayed pharaohs and died because of it. 
 
    The judges settled into their seats in a row directly in front of and below Ramesses’ throne. Two seats were empty. I’d been appalled at what I’d witnessed last evening in Pentawere’s rooms. I’d gone directly to Kairy – the only man in the per’aa I was certain I could trust – and told him about my encounter with Pentawere and Tiye. He’d taken soldiers to the prisoners’ rooms and caught the judges and women naked and arrested them. Immediately afterwards, he and I had gone together to Pharaoh and reported what had happened. That there’d been an additional conspiracy in an attempt to subvert justice had been unnerving for all of us; officials and soldiers and family members had scurried back and forth in the per’aa all night. Few had slept, including me. Pentawere’s and Tiye’s influence had been great in the per’aa in the past and obviously still was. Who knew what might have happened during the trial today if Tiye hadn’t made the mistake of trying to intimidate me into lying for her? Or if I hadn’t been strong enough to resist? Pharaoh had been wise to give the Great Kenbet full authority to render justice in the case without interference from him. There was no telling how high the conspiracy might still reach, how tempted Pharaoh might be to pardon someone he loved if they were revealed as a participant in the plot, only to have them someday launch another. 
 
    Guards prodded the prisoners into the room, their wrists bound before them with strips of leather. Bunakhtef was one of the guards, armed with knife and lance, the long white scar I’d given him marring his dark cheek. I recalled with disdain his relentless courtship in the days I’d planted the garden to honor the third Thutmose. He eyed me coldly. 
 
    Ramesses sat in angry splendor, wearing Sekhmet, carrying crook and flail, staring grimly in turn at each of those in the group of prisoners who’d betrayed him and murdered his father, lips in a tight line, fury barely suppressed. 
 
    Most of the prisoners were standing erect with difficulty, their bodies welted and bruised and broken by the guards who’d beaten confessions from them at the judges’ feet the past few days. Some leaned on others. I knew most of them. I’d met them at various parties given by Pentawere over the years. It was obvious now that he’d been planning his coup for a very long time, gradually drawing each of these doomed men and women into his web of deceit and murder. And hiding what he was doing from me. Gullible foolish me. 
 
    A battery of scribes took up reed pens and papyri. 
 
    Two treasury overseers, Mentemtowe and Pefroi, were presiding over the kenbet. 
 
    “Bring them in,” Pefroi ordered. 
 
    Two guards ushered the butler Pebes and scribe of the archives Mai into the hall. The missing judges. They’d been severely beaten after their apprehension last night by whoever Kairy had surrendered them to. Their wrists were tightly bound. Tiye caught sight of them and glared at me. She knew who’d turned them in. I met her glare without flinching. 
 
    “You two are accused of carousing with harem women in the prisoners’ rooms last night,” Mentemtowe charged. 
 
    “Excellency – Oneney, the Captain of Police, said there was an urgent matter,” Pebes replied. “We went with him. We had no idea he was taking us to see the justified pharaoh’s wife and son.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Mai echoed. 
 
    “You will not refer to her by that title!” Pefroi warned sternly. “You will refer to the prisoner as ‘Tiye.’” 
 
    “And yet you didn’t leave when you found out where you’d been taken,” Mentemtowe scolded. 
 
    “Tiye threatened she’d order the guards to tell you we’d gone to her seeking bribes,” Mai said. 
 
    “She’s a prisoner! She doesn’t control Pharaoh’s guards!” Mentemtowe snapped. 
 
    “Teynakhte does, Excellency,” Pebes said. “He procured the women.” 
 
    “Yet another betrayal!” Penrenut cried from the row of judges, outraged. He was Pharaoh’s herald. 
 
    Pharaoh turned slightly and beckoned Kairy. Kairy bent, his ear near Pharaoh’s lips, his eyes never leaving the crowd. Pharaoh whispered something angrily. 
 
    Kairy nodded, stepped back, pointed at several guards. “You. Find Teynakhte. You. Find Oneney. Bring them here.” 
 
    Four guards hurried from the hall. 
 
    “What women did Teynakhte procure?” Pefroi asked Pebes. 
 
    “Kerpes’ wife. And Khamopet’s.” 
 
    Both of Pebes’ fellow butlers were in the group of prisoners. Neither had known about last night’s activities. Both blanched at the revelation. 
 
    “Two more. I didn’t know them. And Naqi’a and Abi–rami,” said Pebes. 
 
    “Pentawere’s wife and her handmaid?” Pefroi exclaimed. 
 
    “And the justified pharaoh’s concubine, Heket,” Mai added. 
 
    I thought Ramesses was going to snap his crook and flail in two. 
 
    “What did Tiye want from you?” Mentemtowe asked. 
 
    “Merely that when she testified today that we ask her about a dream, then support her afterwards,” Mai replied. 
 
    “And after she asked you this, what happened then?” 
 
    Pebes’ face turned deep red. “The women took us into the other room and… entertained us.” 
 
    “Seven women and you two?” Pefroi queried. 
 
    “Yes, Excellency.” 
 
    Murmurs and whispers in the crowd. And many snickers. Loud snickers. 
 
    Pefroi addressed the captain of the guards. “The women are in confinement?” 
 
    “Yes, Excellency.” 
 
    “Bring them to the hall.” 
 
    More guards departed. 
 
    Mentemtowe gestured and the guards herded Mai and Pebes to where the other prisoners waited. He gestured again and Pentawere and Tiye moved directly in front of him. 
 
    Both held their heads high. Unlike the other prisoners, guards hadn’t beaten a confession from them. Neither were they bound. Even a Great Kenbet dared not physically assault members of the royal family, disgraced though they might be. In fact, neither Tiye nor Pentawere had spoken a word in their own defense so far during the trial, standing silent and proud before the judges as others admitted colluding with them. It didn’t really matter what they said today; the other conspirators had confessed enough about what they’d done that the judges’ only possible verdict was guilty. I caught Tiye’s eyes. Undisguised hatred. As for Pentawere, he avoided my glance altogether. I’d loved him as I’d never loved another. I wondered again how I could have been so mistaken. 
 
    “Were you involved in a conspiracy to assassinate the justified pharaoh, Ramesses, third of his name, and our current pharaoh, Ramesses, fourth of his name?” Pefroi asked Pentawere. 
 
    “We planned to kill my stepson, but not his father,” Tiye responded in a voice that carried to every corner of the hall. 
 
    Gasps from the spectators. Shocked looks on the faces of the judges. None had expected a confession. Iset put her hand on Pharaoh’s arm to restrain him. He looked like he wanted to leap across the judge’s chairs and personally smite Tiye. 
 
    Pefroi and Mentemtowe glanced at each other. They hadn’t expected a confession either. 
 
    “Why did you want to kill Pharaoh?” Pefroi finally asked. 
 
    “To save my husband from being murdered at his hands,” Tiye answered. 
 
    More gasps and murmurs in the hall, and whispered conversations. 
 
    “Pharaoh didn’t attack your husband,” Mentemtowe corrected. “You did.” 
 
    “That’s what Ramesses would like you to believe,” Tiye said calmly. 
 
    Now Duatentopet was helping Iset restrain Ramesses. 
 
    “Explain yourself!” Pefroi insisted. 
 
    “Pentawere and I were manipulated into trying to commit murder by the overseer of my husband’s gardens, Neset.” 
 
    An immediate loud buzzing from the spectators. I felt the eyes of everyone in the hall on me. That was Tiye’s plan? To blame the coup on me? Exactly what Pentawere had warned last night. 
 
    Tiye waited for the crowd to quiet. “Neset wanted revenge on Pentawere, Excellencies,” she said smugly. “She knew the fourth Ramesses feared Pentawere’s popularity. So the two of them conspired to kill Pharaoh and blame Pentawere, to eliminate Pentawere as Ramesses’ rival.” 
 
    Now everyone was looking back and forth between Pharaoh and me and whispering to their neighbor. He was furious. I was amazed by Tiye’s blustering. Surely no one believed her. 
 
    “Do you have proof?” Pefroi asked. 
 
    “The two of them spent a full day together in Ta Set Neferu during the Beautiful Feast a year ago. That’s when they launched their plot.” 
 
    Mayernu had been Tiye’s spy even then. How else would she have known about our excursion? 
 
    “Why would Pharaoh want to kill his father?” Mentemtowe asked. 
 
    “He was tired of waiting to rule alone, Excellency. He found a willing accomplice in Neset. She could deliver two scapegoats – Pentawere and me. Yes, Excellencies, it’s indisputable – Neset and Ramesses not only conspired to kill my husband, Osiris–pharaoh Usermaatre–Meryamen. They succeeded.” 
 
    The hall erupted. Pharaoh rose from his throne in anger. His brothers and mother and son and various royal wives and children were in an uproar. The judges looked at each other, stunned, unsure how to proceed. That Pharaoh should be accused of patricide, of destroying maat throughout the land… Tiye smiled slightly. If I’d once doubted her ability to turn the tables on me I did no longer. Tiye was using Pharaoh’s birth name, not his throne name. It was a subtle attack on his position as Pharaoh. She was trying to shift the blame for the third Ramesses’ death onto his son and successor to gain acquittal for herself and her son. From the reactions in the hall it seemed her plan had at least a small chance of working. 
 
    “Neset seduced Pentawere, using magic,” Tiye said loudly, to make herself heard over the low roar of dozens of conversations. “She made him believe she’d had a dream about Ramesses being convicted by this Great Kenbet. She corrupted me with the same tale, using magic.” 
 
    “This is the dream you wanted Mai and Pebes to ask you about?” queried Pefroi. 
 
    “The very one. Neset concocted a dream about Ramesses killing my husband so we’d try to protect him by killing Ramesses first. That’s why we drew all these prisoners standing before you into our conspiracy – simply to protect my husband. They’ve all confessed to trying to kill Ramesses. What they didn’t know was Pentawere and I ordered the attack because Neset told Pentawere that Ramesses’ assassination attempt was imminent.” 
 
    “I did not!” I insisted hotly. 
 
    The judges were looking at each other and me and the prisoners and Tiye, unsure who to believe. Prisoners were nodding. 
 
    “After prodding Pentawere to set the attack in motion, Neset went to Ramesses’ room to tell him he was in danger in front of carefully assembled witnesses. The guard Mayernu was supposed to slightly wound Neset to make it look like she’d been protecting Ramesses from an attack. Ramesses and his men then intended to go to my husband’s room and kill him and the guards my son had put in place to protect him, and afterwards return to Ramesses’ room where Mayernu would slightly wound Ramesses. Then Ramesses’ men were supposed to go to my husband’s room and discover him dead – only too late. Then they’d shift the blame to Pentawere and me and those who were helping us.” 
 
    Pefroi addressed Tiye. “Heket was found in the justified pharaoh’s room. She confessed she slit his throat. Kairy testified he witnessed her kill His Majesty. Heket was one of your conspirators.” 
 
    “True, Excellency.” Tiye shook her head, as if in disbelief. “Heket was for a short time my husband’s favorite concubine. Then he set her aside. His rejection drove her mad. She took advantage of our attempt to protect my husband to gain access to his room and kill him. She did it on her own. She saved Ramesses the trouble.” 
 
    Heket appeared shocked that Tiye had turned on her. 
 
    “The guard who wounded Neset, Mayernu, was supposed to wound the fourth Ramesses too?” 
 
    “Except, he was slain by one of Ramesses’ men. That one.” Tiye pointed to Kairy, standing behind Pharaoh. 
 
    He didn’t react. 
 
    “Convenient, don’t you think?” Tiye asked. “A dead man can’t be questioned about the reason for his actions.” 
 
    Tiye’s explanation was too convoluted for me to follow. It didn’t make any sense. Judges were whispering to each other. None of them seemed able to form a coherent question to ask Tiye. 
 
    She was in control of the hall now. She gestured towards the royals and me. “Neset, my son’s whore, was behind this plot.” Tiye’s strident voice carried to every corner. 
 
    So much for the peace she’d declared between us. She’d obviously been preparing to use me as a scapegoat in her plot from the very beginning. 
 
    “I’ve done nothing!” I cried, half–rising from my chair. 
 
    “She didn’t!” It was Pentawere. At least he had the grace to defend me from his mother’s lie, in spite of everything. He must still love me. 
 
    “My son is a blind love–sick fool, trying to save the life of his whore,” Tiye said contemptuously. 
 
    Pefroi looked at Mentemtowe, then the other judges. None seemed to know what to do. Murmuring throughout the hall grew in volume. Pefroi shrugged. “Bring Neset forward to be examined.” 
 
    Tiye smiled at me vindictively. 
 
    My heart fell. This couldn’t be happening. I glanced at Pharaoh. He stared back, helpless. He’d given full authority to the Great Kenbet to pursue justice in case a situation exactly like this arose. He could hardly intervene now on my behalf. But I’d done nothing and had nothing to hide. I didn’t fear examination. Unless Tiye had somehow corrupted more judges and it hadn’t been discovered. Were last night’s judges the only ones she’d tried to coerce, or only that night’s? 
 
    Two guards moved beside me. I rose. Each grabbed an arm. 
 
    I jerked them away. “That’s not necessary,” I said in a quiet, dignified voice. 
 
    They released me and I strode to the center of the hall before the judges, my head held high. I felt Pharaoh’s eyes upon me, and those of his family. Pentawere and Tiye moved a little to the side, but not before Tiye whispered “if my son must die, so must you.” Hatred glimmered in her eyes. 
 
    “You’ve heard the charges leveled at you by Tiye,” Pefroi said. “Are they true?” 
 
    “No, Excellency.” 
 
    “You weren’t involved in this plot in any way?” 
 
    “I knew nothing about it until I overheard Pentawere and Tiye and several others talking about it in the garden,” I insisted hotly. “Then I went to warn His Majesty. Up until then I thought Pentawere was trying to protect his father from his half–brother.” 
 
    “You believed Pharaoh was going to kill his father?” 
 
    “After getting to know Pharaoh, I didn’t. He didn’t seem in any hurry to take the throne. But I’d had a dream about Pharaoh, yes.” 
 
    “You saw Pharaoh kill his father in this dream?” 
 
    “No, Excellency.” 
 
    “Then what did you see?” Mentemtowe interjected impatiently. 
 
    The very line of questioning Tiye had wanted the corrupted judges to pursue. Were Pefroi and Mentemtowe corrupted too? Worse, how were the judges going to react to my dream? It was so damning. I wished the falcon god had never sent it to me. “In my dream I saw His Majesty being convicted of his father’s murder by this Great Kenbet.” 
 
    The instantaneous roar from the crowd was deafening. Ramesses looked like he wanted to kill me. So did all the royals. Tiye smiled knowingly at Pentawere. She clearly believed she’d just saved the two of them. I feared she was right. 
 
    “Based on your dream, you convinced Pentawere to kill his brother,” Mentemtowe charged after the crowd calmed somewhat. 
 
    “No, Excellency. Immediately after I had my dream Pentawere and I decided we’d try to protect the justified pharaoh. Pentawere said he’d take steps to make sure his father was guarded better.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell Pharaoh?” Pefroi probed. His eyes narrowed. “I understand you spoke with him almost every morning.” 
 
    “I’d had a dream, Excellency. It wasn’t proof of a plot. Why would Pharaoh take stock in my dream? I didn’t want to accuse his son of something he hadn’t done either. Pentawere was going to take steps to protect him. I thought that was enough.” 
 
    “Pentawere and Tiye took your dream very seriously. Did you use magic on them to make them believe?” Mentemtowe queried. 
 
    “I don’t know how to do magic, Excellency.” 
 
    “Of course she used magic!” Tiye exclaimed. “Don’t you see the amulet at her throat? It’s what she used.” 
 
    At a nod from Pefroi a guard yanked an amulet with an image of Khonsu from around my neck, breaking its gold chain. He carried it to Pefroi. Pefroi turned it over and over in his hand, examined it gingerly, passed it to Mentemtowe. 
 
    “Did you spend a day with His Majesty at Ta Set Neferu?” Pefroi asked. 
 
    “Yes, Excellency.” 
 
    “You? A gardener? Did he seek you out or did you seek him out?” 
 
    “We encountered each other in the per’aa. His Majesty said he wanted to visit his brothers’ tombs. I said I knew where they were. He didn’t. I was merely his guide.” 
 
    “You and him alone?” 
 
    “No, Excellency. We were accompanied by butlers and bodyguards.” 
 
    “They were with you the whole time?” 
 
    “No, Excellency. All but Kairy departed when His Majesty and I went into his brother’s tomb to inspect it.” 
 
    “How long were you alone with His Majesty.” 
 
    “Just long enough to inspect the tomb’s walls, Excellency. When we came out a severe storm was approaching. We took shelter inside the tomb for perhaps an hour. Kairy waited with us.” 
 
    Pefroi looked knowingly at Mentemtowe, addressed me. “Did His Majesty seduce you while you two were alone in the tomb?” 
 
    Shocked exclamations from the spectators. Ramesses’ sat stoic, fuming. Duatentopet looked at me with blazing eyes. 
 
    “He did not!” 
 
    “Did you seduce His Majesty? Or Kairy? Or both at the same time?” 
 
    The humiliation was crushing. “No! I’m a gardener, as you said. Why would His Majesty take an interest in me?” 
 
    “Yet he apparently has,” Tiye said. “Neset has sat amidst his family every day of this trial. And Ramesses wasn’t the first brother she slept with. She slept with Pentawere so that he’d settle the strike of the workers in Ta Set Maat in their favor.” 
 
    More gasps. 
 
    “Pentawere…” I pled. 
 
    He could call out his mother’s lie with a word. He remained silent. He’d see me die to save his life. 
 
    “You have evidence of this affair?” Pefroi asked Tiye. 
 
    “Search Neset’s estate!” she cried. “You’ll find jewels and dresses and perfumes and other gifts from my son.” She looked me up and down. “Do you think a lowly gardener could afford a dress like she’s wearing? Pentawere can have any woman in the land – why would he settle for her? What more proof do you need that she used magic on him?” 
 
    I heard the mutterings of female spectators. They were no doubt agreeing with Tiye’s assessment of me. 
 
    “Did you sleep with Pentawere during the workers’ strike?” Mentemtowe asked. 
 
    I saw the knowing glances on the faces of the judges and my face flamed. “I did not.” 
 
    “Did he give you jewels and other gifts, as Tiye has charged?” 
 
    “Yes. We were in love once.” 
 
    “Yet he does not come to your defense,” Mentemtowe noted. 
 
    “The effects of Neset’s magic have worn off,” Tiye said. 
 
    “Did you and His Majesty plot together to assassinate the justified pharaoh?” Pefroi pressed. 
 
    “No, Excellency. His Majesty was already co–ruler. Why would he want to overthrow his father?” 
 
    “Because he didn’t want to wait!” Tiye cried. “He didn’t want to risk my husband reigning as long as Ramesses the Great!” 
 
    Heads were nodding now. Tiye was making sense. 
 
    “Neset has testified she loved your son, Tiye,” said Mentemtowe. “Why would she try to frame him for this crime?” 
 
    “She wanted revenge, Excellency.” 
 
    “Revenge? You mentioned that before. For what?” 
 
    “Pentawere executed Neset’s husband for robbing the tomb of Osiris–pharaoh Usermaatre–Setepenre, Ramesses the Great, My Lord.” 
 
    A buzzing rolled over the hall like a wave once again. I glanced at Ramesses and our eyes met. I saw the briefest flicker of fear in his. Only the two of us knew for sure that Tiye was lying. But Ramesses couldn’t refute Tiye. He had no evidence with which to challenge her spurious claims. Making everyone see the truth was completely in my hands. I feared very few people in this hall would believe me. 
 
    “Did Pentawere execute your husband?” Pefroi asked sharply. 
 
    “Yes, Excellency.” I paused. “But he deserved it.” 
 
    “Harsh words from a loving wife,” Tiye observed. “As she turned on her husband, just now, before you all, not fearing what his spirit might do to her, so has she turned on my son.” 
 
    I’d fallen deeper into Tiye’s trap and I knew it. So did Tiye. So did Pharaoh. 
 
    “There’s more, Excellencies,” Tiye interjected, addressing the judges and pressing her advantage. “Neset confessed that she and Ramesses disappeared into the hills for a full day. Henutenamon – charged in the death of my husband – was with them. So was Mayernu, a guard – now dead – the only witness to the events in Ramesses’ room on the night of the murder – except for Kairy, standing atop the dais, who slew Mayernu. We’ve heard Neset’s claim about what went on in Ramesses’ bedroom – a sudden knife attack, a wound, Ramesses rushing off to ‘save’ his father – isn’t it convenient that Mayernu is dead and cannot tell us what really happened that night?” 
 
    “Mayernu stabbed me!” I exclaimed, pulling aside one of the straps of my dress and pointing to the long white scar below my collarbone. 
 
    “A slight cut with a knife to draw blood and sell the tale,” Tiye scoffed. “And afterwards, recovery in a secluded room of the per’aa, where none could see how minor the wound really was. No doubt all the while celebrating the success of the plot along with His Majesty.” 
 
    “Summon the healers and magicians!” I demanded. “They’ll tell you I nearly died.” 
 
    Mentemtowe directed his attention to Tiye. “What would be the purpose of such deception? Be clear,” he demanded. 
 
    “If Ramesses himself appeared to be the target of an assassin, who’d suspect him of killing his father?” Tiye replied, her gaze sweeping the line of judges. “For all we know, the incident in Ramesses’ room occurred long after my husband had already been slain – perhaps by Neset herself. After all, she’s had free run of the per’aa for years as overseer of Pharaoh’s garden. Everyone knows my husband lusted after her. He gifted her an entire estate, after all! Who’d question or remember her presence in the corridors near his bedroom? I doubt it was the first time she’d been there.” Tiye paused, turned to face me. “Besides – she’d spent every night that week with my son in his room in the per’aa. The night of Pharaoh’s murder she never came, though he waited for her there, for hours. Where was she?” 
 
    That set everyone in the crowd to talking excitedly. 
 
    I could tell that many believed Tiye, including some in the royal family. Bad enough that Tiye was accusing me falsely. But to cast aspersions about her own husband – there seemed no limit to how low Tiye would stoop to save herself and Pentawere. 
 
    The judges waited until the crowd quieted again. 
 
    “Earlier you accused Heket of slaying Pharaoh,” Mentemtowe pointed out. 
 
    “Excellency, I was reporting what I was told. I wasn’t there. Maybe she did. Or maybe she’s as innocent as the rest of us. Maybe Ramesses set her up as a scapegoat too. After all, it was Ramesses’ guards who supposedly went to my husband’s room to rescue him. It was his friend Kairy who supposedly witnessed Heket slay my husband.” 
 
    Only a whitening of the knuckles of the hand holding the khepesh betrayed Kairy’s feelings. 
 
    “What, do you suppose, was to be Neset’s reward for this treachery and murder?” Pefroi asked. 
 
    “To become Ramesses’ Great Wife, of course,” Tiye said matter–of–factly, glancing at Duatentopet. “Maybe even God’s Wife of Amen.” 
 
    Duatentopet stared at Tiye in disgust. Ramesses sat stony–faced, eyes locked on Tiye’s face. 
 
    “Do you confess your crime?” Pefroi asked me, his eyes narrowed. 
 
    “I have no crime to confess,” I said earnestly. “You have to believe me.” 
 
    Mentemtowe glanced at Ramesses, no doubt hoping for some sign from Pharaoh to tell him what to do, but got none. He sighed loudly and turned to the guards. “We must have the truth. Obtain a confession.” 
 
    Excited murmurs swept through the hall. Everyone knew what was coming. 
 
    I began trembling. I remembered what had happened to my husband during his questioning by the Great Kenbet. I’d watched these very guards obtain confessions from the prisoners standing near me every day for the past week. “No! Please!” I cried. “I’ve done nothing wrong!” I looked towards Ramesses. He studiously avoided looking at me. 
 
    Tiye and Pentawere stepped back a bit and guards moved to my side. Bunakhtef approached carrying a long slender wooden rod. I began shaking uncontrollably. I knew he was going to take advantage of this opportunity to pay me back for rejecting him and scarring him that night along the river. He grasped both ends of the rod and bent it with his hands, testing its flexibility. He sneered at me. 
 
    Tears trickled down my cheeks as I waited for Mentemtowe to order the guards to force me face down onto the floor and proceed. And then I was suddenly struck with a horrible realization. I wasn’t actually the one on trial – Pharaoh was. Tiye had charged Ramesses with patricide. The judges couldn’t directly question him. They could only determine his guilt or innocence through me. Bunakhtef was going to beat me until I confessed. If I didn’t, he’d beat me until I lost consciousness. That would be the same as a confession. Pharaoh would be judged guilty and he’d be sentenced to death. Exactly as he had been in my dream.  
 
    Unless I changed my dream’s outcome. I suddenly knew why the falcon god had arranged my life so I’d meet these royals and become part of their lives and be present today. The falcon god had foreseen Pharaoh being wrongly convicted of killing his father. He’d sent me to prevent it. I suddenly remembered my ancestor Amenia’s dream – her sitting beside the man she loved in the delta, holding a baby. She’d thought her dream had been about her personal happiness. But many years later she’d figured out the falcon god had wanted her and her husband to expand Nekhen’s influence in the North by founding an estate in the delta. Clarity had come to me late, as it had to Amenia. But it had come. The falcon god was counting on me, at this very moment, to preserve the legitimate line of the third Ramesses, just like my Grandfather had during Ramesses’ wars, just like so many of my ancestors had preserved other kings and pharaohs’ lines over the centuries. Changing my dream’s outcome would cost me my life. But what did that matter? I was going to be executed anyway, one way or another. Better for a good reason than bad. 
 
    “I confess!” I cried. 
 
    Exclamations from the crowd. Questioning looks from the royals. Pharaoh appeared to be astounded. So did Kairy. Judges leaned forward in their seats. 
 
    Bunakhtef was beside himself with rage, denied his revenge. He snapped his rod in two. 
 
    After a moment everyone in the hall fell silent. Eyes were locked on me. 
 
    “I was involved in the plot to kill the third and fourth Ramesses.” My voice was barely a whisper. 
 
    “What did she say?” Kara called. He was a judge and standard bearer. 
 
    “Give her some water,” Pefroi directed. 
 
    A guard handed me a cup. My hand was shaking so hard most of the water spilled at my feet as I tried to sip. “The plot was the idea of Pharaoh’s wife, Tiye.” My voice was stronger. 
 
    “She lies!” Tiye shouted. “It was Ramesses’ plan!” 
 
    “Be silent! We will hear Neset’s confession!” Pefroi ordered. 
 
    Tiye’s eyes flashed and she stared at me darkly. The royal family and the judges and the crowd waited expectantly. I knew my confession had to sound convincing, my lie had to be believed, to save Pharaoh. 
 
    “Tiye contrived to get me alone with His Majesty during the Beautiful Feast so I could show him his brothers’ tombs. Clearly, I couldn’t have arranged the meeting on my own. I am, as she said, a gardener.” 
 
    Ramesses sat back in his chair. He knew I was lying and had probably figured out why. 
 
    “Tiye ordered me to gain His Majesty’s trust. I did the only way I could. I cast a spell on him.” 
 
    Gasps. 
 
    “What was the spell?” Pefroi asked. 
 
    “One that guaranteed he’d never doubt me, that he’d do whatever I requested of him whenever I asked it.” I paused for effect. “I used the amulet you’ve taken from me to cast my spell.” 
 
    Mentemtowe tossed it to the floor with a clatter, staring at it fearfully as if it might rise up and enchant him. 
 
    I glanced sideways at Duatentopet. Her hand rose to her mouth. I saw that she’d grasped I was lying to save her husband. Duatentopet had given me that amulet as a gift a week ago, as preparation for me replacing her as Khonsu’s chantress. 
 
    “Because of my spell His Majesty admitted me to his room the night his father was killed. The mission Tiye gave me was simple – I was to seduce and bed His Majesty. While I kept him occupied Mayernu was to sneak up behind him and stab him to death.” I glanced around the hall. “But His Majesty rejected me. His love for his wife overcame my magic.” That should convince them that Ramesses had never strayed from Duatentopet. “His Majesty pushed me aside just as Mayernu tried to stab him. Mayernu missed him and stabbed me instead. Kairy, a guard loyal to Pharaoh, entered the room and slew Mayernu.” 
 
    Now Kairy also knew I was lying. 
 
    It seemed as if everyone in the hall exhaled at once. I could tell they believed I’d been part of the conspiracy along with Tiye and Pentawere to assassinate Pharaoh and his heir. They believed Ramesses hadn’t been involved. 
 
    Tiye was not about to give up. “She lies!” Tiye hissed. “This story is just part of her plot with Ramesses, to place the blame elsewhere!” 
 
    Time to stop Tiye once and for all. “Excellency,” I said, addressing Mentemtowe. “I was to be Pentawere’s Great Wife when he became Pharaoh. Do you think I’d settle for being a gardener the rest of my life? I craved the luxury and power he promised me.” I tilted my head towards Tiye. “She testified I spent every night of the week before the assassination in Pentawere’s bed. I admit it.” I put my hand on my stomach. “That’s when Pentawere planted a child in my belly.” 
 
    The room filled with a cacophony of sound. Pentawere was stunned, Tiye numb. She and her son were doomed. 
 
    “You heard Pharaoh’s wife Tiye tell of all the clothes and jewels and perfumes Pentawere’s given me,” I practically shouted over the noise. “I wanted more, much more. I conspired with Pentawere and with Pharaoh’s Wife Tiye to kill Osiris–pharaoh Usermaatre–Meryamen and his son, Horus–pharaoh Usermaatre–Setpenamen. I know most of these criminals and they know me. I was in on the plot from the start. My life is over. I’ve given it away. I’ve spoken the truth.” I drew myself up. “I’d do it again!” I declared. “We all would!” 
 
    I’d convinced the judges and spectators. Ramesses and Duatentopet and Tiye and Pentawere and Kairy knew I’d lied but everyone else believed me. Kairy, I was certain, had figured out I’d lied specifically to change the outcome of my dream, as we’d discussed in the ruler’s cemetery in Nekhen. Everyone in the crowd seemed to be talking at once. The judges abandoned their chairs and huddled at one side of the hall, some gesturing, some dazed. I stared coolly at Tiye. I was going to be executed but Ramesses’ throne was secure and Tiye and Pentawere wouldn’t escape justice. 
 
    The judges finished conferring and resumed their seats. 
 
    “We are confident all the conspirators have been identified,” Mentemtowe announced. “We are convinced His Majesty had no part in the assassination of his father.” 
 
    Ramesses smiled grimly. Tears flowed down Duatentopet’s cheeks. 
 
    “Put the gardener in with the other prisoners,” Pefroi ordered. 
 
    Bunakhtef hurried to me and bound my wrists together so tightly with a length of leather they immediately began to throb. “Got what you deserved!” he said in a low voice. He shoved me ungently into the midst of the prisoners. 
 
    “We shall now pass judgment,” Mentemtowe said. “Bring forward the great criminal, formerly chief of the chamber, Pebekkamen.” 
 
    Two guards took hold of Pebekkamen’s arms and propelled him from the group of prisoners to the open area before the dais. He limped noticeably. His back was covered with purple welts, some with dried blood on their edges. His filthy kilt was spattered with his blood. It almost sickened me to look at him. He stood with head bowed. 
 
    “You’re here because you colluded with Tiye and the women of the harem,” said Pefroi, consulting the papyrus containing the charges. “You made common cause with them and carried their words to their mothers and brothers. ‘Stir up the people! Incite enemies to hostility against Pharaoh!’ you said. You were brought before us, the great nobles of the kenbet of examination. We examined your crimes. We found that you committed them. Your crimes seized you. We, the nobles who examined you, bring your judgment upon you.” 
 
    Mentemtowe addressed him. “Pebekkamen, for your crimes you shall be burned alive and your ashes strewn in the street.” 
 
    “No!” Pebekkamen cried. “No! No! Excellencies – please!” 
 
    A host of criminals added their voices to Pebekkamen’s, knowing his fate would be theirs. 
 
    I caught my breath. I was struck by the brutality and horror of the sentence. Pebekkamen could only attain an Afterlife if his body was mummified and preserved so that his ba could return to it. Fire would kill him both in this world and the next. The day he burned he’d suffer complete personal annihilation. As would I. No fate could be worse. 
 
    The guards dragged Pebekkamen back to the rest of us, kicking and screaming. Harshly, they threw him to the floor in our midst. Sobbing, he covered his face with his tied hands and curled into the fetal position. 
 
    Mentemtowe consulted his list. “Bring forward the great criminal, formerly a butler, Mesedsure.” 
 
    Mesedsure could not fully straighten. He rested his hands on his knees and kept his eyes on the ground. There were lacerations on his back from the wooden rod used to obtain his confession, all crusted with dried blood. Based on the number of lacerations he’d withstood his questioning for a considerable time. 
 
    “You colluded with Pebekkamen, chief of the chamber, and with the women of the harem to stir up enemies against Pharaoh,” charged Pefroi. “We examined your crimes. We found you guilty. You too shall die by fire.” 
 
    “Bring forward the great criminal, formerly overseer of Pharaoh’s harem, Peynok,” said Mentemtowe. 
 
    I’d encountered him many times on my daily flower deliveries to Djeme’s per’aa. I remembered him as a friendly and decent man. I wondered what lies Tiye and Pentawere had told to make him hate Ramesses and Pharaoh enough to want them dead. I wondered what they’d promised him that he’d willingly betrayed them. 
 
    “You made common cause with Pebekkamen and Mesedsure to commit hostility against Pharaoh,” said Pefroi. “You are guilty. You will die by fire.”  
 
    “Bring forward the great criminal, formerly scribe of Pharaoh’s harem, Pendua.” 
 
    “You made common cause with Pebekkamen and Mesedsure and the women of the harem. You conspired with them to commit hostility against Pharaoh. You shall burn.” 
 
    “Bring forward the great criminal, formerly inspector of the harem, Petewnteamon.” 
 
    “You heard these criminals discuss what they were going to do with the women of the harem but did not report them. You shall die by fire.” 
 
    “Bring forward the great criminal, formerly captain of archers, Binemwese,” ordered Mentemtowe. 
 
    I recalled his treasonous words after one of Pentawere’s parties, how he’d denigrated Ramesses for failing to engage in a war of conquest against the valley’s neighbors. 
 
    “You received a letter from your sister, Heket, a concubine in the harem,” spat Pefroi. “She told you to incite the people of Wawat and Kush to hostility and for you to begin hostility against Pharaoh. You did not report this. You too shall burn.” 
 
    Heket fainted. 
 
    “Bring forward the great criminal, formerly scribe of the house of sacred writings, Messui.” 
 
    “You colluded with Pebekkamen, Peyes, and Pentawere. You knew this crime was about to be committed but did not report it. You have been found guilty by this Great Kenbet. Since your collusion is considered a lesser crime you shall take your own life.” 
 
    If a condemned man could look relieved, Messui did. 
 
    Suicide was a much milder sentence than burning. Messui would have an Afterlife. His death would be far less painful and humiliating, carried out in private. The same sentence was passed on the overseer Perekamenef; Iroi, overseer of the tomb of Sekhmet; and Shedmeszer, scribe of the house of sacred writings. 
 
    Suicide also awaited five inspectors of the harem – Kerpes, Khamopet, Khammale, Setimperthoth, and Setimperamon – also for failing to report what they’d heard the harem women discussing. Similarly Weren, a butler, Eshehebsed, Pebekkamen’s assistant, Peluka, a Lycian butler and scribe of the treasury, and Yenini, a Tjehenuian butler, were convicted for failing to report Pebekkamen’s words. Pere, overseer of the treasury, was sentenced to burn for conspiring with Penhuibin to stir up enemies against Pharaoh. 
 
    “Bring forward the great criminal, formerly a butler, Henutenamon.” 
 
    He’d accompanied Ramesses and me to Ta Set Neferu during the Beautiful Feast. He’d seemed to be a pious man. I’d been wrong about him. 
 
    “You went freely among the women of Pharaoh’s harem. You heard them conspire against His Majesty and did not report them. You have been found guilty. You shall take your own life.” 
 
    “Bring forward the great criminal, formerly deputy commander of the army, Peyes,” Mentemtowe said. 
 
    I glanced at Pharaoh. Peyes had been his right–hand man in war and peace for more than a decade. Pharaoh’s mouth was set in a grim line. Peyes’ betrayal was particularly bitter. Peyes couldn’t walk or stand on his own. Both feet were heavily bandaged. Two prisoners supported him. 
 
    “You colluded with Pebekkamen and Pentawere,” said Pefroi. “You knew this crime was about to be committed but did not report it. You have been found guilty by this Kenbet. You shall take your own life.” 
 
    “Bring forward the great criminal Mai, formerly scribe of the archives and judge of this Great Kenbet,” ordered Mentemtowe. “Bring forward the great criminal Pebes, formerly a butler and judge of this Great Kenbet. Bring forward the great criminal Teynakhte, formerly an officer of infantry, and Oneney, formerly a captain of police.” He scanned the group of prisoners. “Bring forward the women of the harem.” 
 
    Guards with lances prodded the six women across the front of the hall to stand next to the men. Several seemed about to faint. Their faces were ashen and cheeks stained with tears. Naqi’a, Pentawere’s wife, watched fearfully; I wondered how much of the trial she even understood. If Pentawere was to be believed, she still couldn’t speak our language. Her translator, Abi–rami, was sobbing. Of all the criminals those two alone had my sympathy. I doubted if Naqi’a had even known what was going on when Tiye summoned her to sleep with the judges. Abi–rami wouldn’t have been given a choice either. Pentawere didn’t even glance at his wife. 
 
    Mentemtowe stared hard at the guilty. “You, Teynakhte, and you, Oneney, let these women, who were prisoners, out of confinement to sleep with the judges. And you…” – he glared at Mai and Pebes – “selected by Pharaoh himself to render justice in this case, were caught carousing naked with these women.” 
 
    Pefroi addressed the men. “Pebes and Mai, the guards shall cut off your ears and noses because you forsook Pharaoh’s instructions that were spoken to you. Teynakhte and Oneney – the guards shall also cut off your ears and noses.” Pefroi scanned the faces of the women. His voice grew hard. “You seduced men who were sitting in judgment in this Great Kenbet and were found naked with them in your rooms. For this you shall all burn.” 
 
    Abi–rami screamed. One woman kept herself from collapsing by seizing the arm of a guard. Naqi’a guessed her fate from the reaction of the others and shouted something in her own tongue. The guards pushed them all back into the group of prisoners. 
 
    “Bring forward the great criminal Hori, formerly standard–bearer of infantry,” directed Mentemtowe over the wailing of the women. 
 
    Pefroi leaned back in his chair, looked down the row of judges to his right and to his left, then back to Hori. “You alone of all these accused have been found innocent. You may go.” 
 
    Hori did not waste a moment exiting the hall. 
 
    “Bring forward the great criminal, formerly overseer of herds, Penhuibin.” 
 
    I shivered as he approached the dais, flanked by two guards. Penhuibin’s magic had proven to be great indeed, to have enabled the conspirators to slip past the guards and kill Pharaoh and nearly kill Ramesses. Was he strong enough to cast spells on them all even now? 
 
    “You commissioned the making of magic items,” Pefroi charged. “You employed the magic powers of a god upon the guards of the per’aa. You made crocodiles of wax, inscribing them, in order that they might be taken into Their Majesties’ rooms by El–ram, the inspector of the harem, and Pebekkamen, the chief of the chamber, to hinder one group of guards and bewitch another, so that traitors who sought to kill Osiris–pharaoh Usermaatre–Meryamen and Horus–pharaoh Usermaatre–Setpenamen – life, prosperity, health – might have no opposition. We examined you concerning this, and truth was found in every crime and in every evil deed that your heart devised to do. You did them all, together with the other great criminals, the abomination of every god and every goddess. For this you shall burn.” 
 
    “Bring forward the great criminal, formerly inspector of the harem, El–ram.” 
 
    “You placed magic items beneath the bed of Osiris–pharaoh Usermaatre–Meryamen. This Great Kenbet has found you guilty. You shall burn.” 
 
    “Bring forward the great criminal and concubine, Heket.” 
 
    She’d been revived. She was crying. Two guards were holding her upright. 
 
    Pharaoh’s knuckles were white on his crook and flail again. 
 
    Every member of the royal family was glaring at her, the woman who’d murdered husband and father and uncle and grandfather. 
 
    “You slew Pharaoh with a knife, depriving the living god who had given you everything of his earthly life. For this you shall burn.” 
 
    Shouts of assent from the crowd. 
 
    Then came the moment all had been waiting for – the sentencing of Tiye and Pentawere. She strode vigorously to the area in front of the judges, not waiting for the guards to prod her there, pulling her son along by a hand. She stared at each judge in turn, imperiously. Pentawere kept his eyes downcast, his spirit broken now that he faced consequences for what he’d done. I snuck a glance at Pharaoh. He was staring at them with utter disdain. 
 
    Mentemtowe addressed Pentawere. “You are charged with colluding with your mother, Tiye, when she spoke with the women of the harem, being hostile against Pharaoh and his father, Osiris–pharaoh Usermaatre–Meryamen, justified. You are charged with ordering the death of your father and the attack on your brother. You have been examined before this Great Kenbet and found guilty.” Mentemtowe stood. He looked down from the height of the dais at the two before him. “You are the great abominations of this land. You, Tiye, shall take your own life,” he said solemnly. “You, Pentawere, shall be bound hand and foot and hung in Djeme’s courtyard.” 
 
    A low hum spread through the hall. Ramesses and the dead pharaoh’s wives congratulated each other, satisfied. I saw nodding heads in the crowd. 
 
    Pefroi stood. “Both your names, and all evidence that either of you ever lived, shall be erased from every monument and temple and tomb and document in the valley, so that the gods themselves shall forget you ever existed.” 
 
    It was a fate nearly as bad as burning, if less painful. Though, unless the scribes recording the trial excised every mention of Tiye and Pentawere they would in fact live on. I couldn’t help glance at Pentawere. I’d loved him. He’d loved me. If not for the ambitions of his mother, I thought, none of this would have happened. Pharaoh would still be alive. Ramesses would still be heir. Pentawere would have a long life before him, to be continued in the Afterlife. I had no sympathy for Tiye, who’d taken everything from her son. She deserved the sentence she’d received. 
 
    “Bring forward the great criminal, Neset,” Mentemtowe said. 
 
    I stepped forward on my own, met his gaze unflinching. I’d accepted my fate. 
 
    “You have confessed to great crimes, Neset. Your own words have convicted you.” Mentemtowe’s voice rose in volume. “You shall burn before the walls of Djeme.” 
 
    I sobbed involuntarily. Knowing I’d be sentenced to burn was one thing. Having it happen quite another. 
 
    “Your ashes shall be spread in the street. Your name shall be erased and forgotten forever, even by the gods.” 
 
    Those assembled cheered the sentence and jeered me. 
 
    A wild triumphant cry issued from Tiye’s lips. 
 
    Pentawere gazed at me, sorrowful. 
 
    The reality of Mentemtowe’s sentence hit me hard. Excruciating pain, followed by oblivion. After faithfully serving the falcon god for four millennia my line was going to end with me. Even the god would not remember me. I heard Duatentopet pleading tearfully with Pharaoh to do something. I dared not look in his direction. If I did, and he took pity on me and tried to intercede on my behalf, he’d cast doubt on my confession and put his own life in jeopardy. 
 
    “You must delay Neset’s sentence.” Iset had risen from the throne next to Pharaoh. 
 
    The hall fell silent. 
 
    Why was she interceding on my behalf? What kind of delay? 
 
    “Majesty?” Pefroi asked, turning around to look at her. 
 
    “Neset is pregnant. You cannot slay her innocent child. Its blood is royal. Who knows what the gods would do to everyone in this valley if you murder it?” 
 
    That prompted heated discussions throughout the hall. Judges conferred once again. Their discussion was heated too. 
 
    The faintest glimmer of hope. My child might live. I might have a descendant to pass the talisman to after all. My line might continue. Or not. Would Iset’s charge move enough of the judges to grant me temporary clemency? 
 
    They gradually resumed their seats. 
 
    “Perhaps a delay is called for,” Mentemtowe said uncertainly. 
 
    “Such an exemption has never been made before!” Vizier Neferronpet thundered from behind the royal family. “Neset must die right away!” 
 
    He’d been grateful to me for saving Ramesses’ life the night of Pharaoh’s assassination. But he’d believed my confession today. What else could have turned him so vehemently against me? 
 
    “Such a situation has never occurred before,” Mentemtowe answered somewhat meekly. The vizier was his superior and crossing him was dangerous. 
 
    “Enough!” Iset cried, staring at Neferronpet. “This is not a debate! I speak as God’s Wife of Amen.” She addressed the judges. “You will not kill Neset’s child.” Her eyes swept the hall. “Anyone who so much as harms her child now or at any time in the future will face the wrath of Amen.” She addressed the judges sternly. “Do you understand?” 
 
    Pefroi quickly nodded. He turned around and addressed me. “Your sentence is deferred, Neset. But on the day you give birth your child will be taken from you in the birth bower and you will be led into Djeme’s courtyard and immediately executed.” 
 
    Iset sat down. 
 
    Mentemtowe addressed the scribes. “Make a copy of the transcript of this trial and hang it on the wall of the per’aa, so everyone may know the fate that awaits them if they raise a plot against Pharaoh. And now, this trial is over.” 
 
    I was unceremoniously herded from the hall along with the others who’d been convicted, jeered and spat upon as I passed the spectators who’d watched the trial. We were taken to a section of the per’aa where we’d be held until we either committed suicide or were dragged to the courtyard and burned. I stumbled along, numb, tears streaming down my cheeks. I’d awakened this morning as the future Chantress of Khonsu, with the prospect of a long and comfortable life. Now I had roughly six months to live, followed by a horrendous death and oblivion. Before Bunakhtef personally locked me in an empty room he cut my hands free then completely stripped me of everything but my talisman and tossed me a plain woolen skirt in exchange. Humiliated, I sank to the floor in a corner, covering myself as best I could with the garment, knees drawn up to my chest, head on my knees, too distressed by what I’d endured before the Great Kenbet to even call upon my god for comfort. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was evening, three days after the trial concluded. I was lying on my back on a thin straw pallet on the floor of my bare windowless room in the per’aa. The room was scarcely large enough to move around in, a storage space that smelled strongly of onions. I was hungry, thirsty, hot, alone. I stank. My body was covered with a mixture of dried sweat and dirt. For the last few hours there’d been blessed silence, not the three day’s worth of bloodcurdling screams from men and women burning to death just outside the per’aa in the forecourt of Djeme, beside the garden I’d cared for so lovingly, nor the bloodthirsty cheers of the crowds that had gathered to watch the immolations. The consequences of my lie to save Pharaoh were now all too real. I didn’t regret I’d sacrificed my life so that Tiye and Pentawere would die and Pharaoh would live. I was nothing, after all. But the excruciating pain I was going to have to endure terrified me, even more than the oblivion. Some villagers in Ta Set Maat would keep me alive in their memories, I supposed, but to them from now on I’d be Pharaoh’s murderess, not the gardener who’d grown up among them. When the last of them died all trace of me would vanish from the earth and I’d meet the eternal death. Six months – all that separated me from horror and utter darkness. I placed my hand on my stomach. Thank the gods for my child. Otherwise, I’d already be dead. 
 
    There was a noise in the corridor. 
 
    “Leave us.” It was a woman’s voice, commanding. 
 
    The guard’s footsteps receded down the passageway. The door opened and Duatentopet entered the room, carrying a lit bowl of oil and a small linen sack. 
 
    She set the bowl on the floor. I tried to sit up but I was lightheaded from hunger and the room began to spin. A muffled sob escaped my lips and I sank back to the ground. “I’m sorry, Majesty,” I murmured. 
 
    Duatentopet knelt next to me and very slowly helped me to a sitting position. I reeled dizzily. I leaned against the wall with my right arm and shoulder, rested my head against it, closed my eyes for a moment. 
 
    Duatentopet pulled an earthenware jar from her sack and held it to my lips. “Drink.” 
 
    Water. I gulped it greedily. 
 
    Duatentopet pulled dates and peaches and a bit of meat from the sack and I took the peach and bit into it. Juice ran down my chin. I barely had the strength to chew. 
 
    “Pentawere and Tiye and the others are dead,” Duatentopet told me, sitting back on her haunches. 
 
    I nodded. I was past caring about them. 
 
    “They hanged Pentawere last. I watched at Ramesses’ side. Pentawere took a long time to die. Afterwards, Ramesses refused to burn his body as Vizier Neferronpet advised. Ramesses despised what Pentawere had done, but he was his half–brother. So he ordered him buried in the Great Place, anonymously. Kairy’s taking care of it.” 
 
    A fate better than he’d deserved. 
 
    “Pentawere was an awful sight,” Duatentopet said, remembering. “They wedged him into an undecorated coffin. His face was frozen in a scream of agony. They left his hands and feet bound. They covered him with a layer of natron and then a goatskin. They didn’t take him to the embalmers to remove his internal organs. Just packed his eyes with linen and took him straight to the Great Place.” 
 
    I was glad I hadn’t seen. But at least he’d have a body for his ba to seek. I was going to be ash. 
 
    “Tiye would have dragged Ramesses from the throne if you hadn’t lied to the judges,” Duatentopet said. “My husband would have been executed by now and Pentawere would be pharaoh. Your lies were magnificent and necessary, Neset. Tiye was on the brink of convincing the judges to let her and Pentawere go free.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Why did you do it, Neset? Why did you give up your life for Ramesses?” she asked gently. 
 
    “Not for Ramesses, Majesty,” I said. “For your father. I loved him. He was very kind to me and my grandfather. He gave us good lives. It wouldn’t have been right for his murderers to escape punishment for what they’d done. It wouldn’t have been right for his legitimate line to end.” I closed my eyes, took a deep breath. “I felt a little noble when I did it, Majesty. Now I’m just terrified.” 
 
    “Neither Ramesses nor I can save you, Neset,” Duatentopet said sadly. 
 
    “I don’t expect you to.” 
 
    “I want to, desperately. So does Ramesses. But if he pardons you, powerful officials who oppose my husband will trumpet it as proof there actually was a plot between him and you against Father,” she explained. “They’ll hatch plots of their own to remove him. If Ramesses frees you he’ll be vulnerable. It’ll be the end of him.” 
 
    I bowed my head. I’d accepted my fate. “Majesty, please tell His Majesty I knew he would have saved me if he could. Tell him I knew he couldn’t. Tell him I don’t blame him for this.” 
 
    Duatentopet took my hand, raised my fingers to her lips, kissed them tenderly. “Ramesses ordered the scribes to erase all mention of you and your confession from the records of the trial. It’s been done. No one in years to come will know your name, much less that you were convicted of murder. The lies you told no longer exist, nor Tiye’s false accusation of you.” 
 
    “Thank you, Majesty.” I raised my eyes to Duatentopet’s. 
 
    Tears welled in hers. 
 
    “I’m so afraid, Majesty,” I said, my mouth quivering. “To die by fire…” Tears poured down my cheeks and sobs wracked my body. 
 
    Duatentopet took me in her arms, held me close, stroked my long hair, caressed my cheek with her hand, brushed away her own tears. “I know, Little One. Ramesses will commission a statue of you and place it in his tomb, so your ba will have a place to rest. You’ll have appropriate grave goods too. I swear it! You’ll see Father in the Afterlife, and you’ll be with him for millions of years.” She smiled. “And someday me. And Ramesses.” 
 
    “Thank you, Majesty.” A tremendous weight off my shoulders. I wouldn’t cease to exist after I died. That was something, at least. “What’ll happen to my child after I’m executed, Majesty?” 
 
    “I’ll raise it, Neset.” 
 
    “Aya, if it’s a girl, after my ancestress. Meniufer, if it’s a boy, after my grandfather.” 
 
    Duatentopet nodded. “I promise, Neset. Your child will grow up in Ramesses’ harem, with all the royal children. He or she will not lack for anything.” 
 
    Except a mother. “Thank you, Majesty. That’s all I really care about now.” 
 
    Duatentopet rose. “I must go. This is the last time we’ll see each other, Neset.” She leaned down, hugged me. “I’ll never forget what you did for Ramesses. Never!” 
 
    She was crying when she left my room. 
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    “Majesty, you must execute Neset immediately,” Vizier Neferronpet insisted. “The judges were fools to give in to your mother.”  
 
    I’d just been admitted to Pharaoh’s private quarters by the guard standing outside his door. I’d slapped as much dust as I could from my kilt before entering, but it was still filthy. The night’s work had been hard. A week had passed since the trial of the conspirators, and four days since Pentawere’s execution. Pharaoh was wearing a fine white kilt and was seated in an ebony chair inlaid with gold and faience and jewels in the room adjacent to his bedchamber. He looked tired. His crook and flail and various crowns lay atop a nearby table. Only the vizier was with him. Neferronpet’s back was to me and he was unaware of my presence. 
 
    I glanced towards the bedchamber and shivered in spite of myself. The last time I’d been in that room Heket had been gleefully drawing her knife across the third Ramesses’ throat. And then I’d been attacked from behind. The sudden throbbing in my still healing shoulder wasn’t imaginary. 
 
    “Neset carries a grandson of the third Ramesses in her belly,” Neferronpet continued. “If we let her give birth your line will be in danger.” 
 
    “How so?” Pharaoh asked. 
 
    “What if we haven’t identified all of Pentawere’s and Tiye’s conspirators?” Neferronpet asked.  
 
    Pharaoh’s eyes narrowed. “You believe there are more?” 
 
    Neferronpet shrugged. “Teynakhte was running around free for months after the coup, causing who knows how much mischief, answering to Tiye even though she was imprisoned. Are you truly willing to take the chance that Teynakhte was Pentawere’s only supporter who wasn’t caught? Or that enemies with no ties to Pentawere exist?” Neferronpet stepped closer to Pharaoh. “What’s to keep traitors from kidnapping the great criminal and hiding her away until she gives birth, then someday claiming your throne belongs to her son?” 
 
    “Surely we can protect Neset until she gives birth,” Pharaoh replied. “I have an entire army at my disposal. Strong walls surround Djeme.” 
 
    “Will your army guard her son every day for the rest of his life after he’s born?” Neferronpet countered. 
 
    “He’ll be raised in my harem. Duatentopet promised Neset.” 
 
    “Anyone determined to overthrow you or your son or grandson could kidnap Neset’s son at any time and mount a challenge,” Neferronpet scoffed. “One well–placed bribe is all it would take to spirit him from Djeme.” 
 
    The vizier shifted to one side and Pharaoh looked past him. He noticed me for the first time. “Is it done, Kairy?” 
 
    Vizier Neferronpet’s head snapped around. His eyes said I had no business overhearing this discussion. 
 
    I strode closer to Pharaoh’s chair, but not as close as the vizier. I bowed. “It is, Majesty. Last night four guards under my supervision carried Pentawere’s coffin to the entrance of the Great Place. I dismissed them. Two Medjay then carried the coffin to the door of one of the justified kings’ tombs. I unsealed it. They dragged the coffin to the burial chamber. Then I shut the door and reapplied the seals. I eliminated all traces of our presence. Those Medjay are already on their way to new assignments at Buhen, deep in Kush. They won’t report what they did. They have no idea who was in the coffin. For all practical purposes, Pentawere has disappeared forever. I’ve come directly here to report.” 
 
    “Thank you for that, Kairy.” 
 
    “If you’d listen to reason, we could do the same to Pentawere’s spawn, Majesty – make it disappear,” Neferronpet growled. “Let me take care of it. Let me kill Neset. I promise no one will trace her death back to you.” 
 
    My stomach was suddenly in a knot. I’d been at the trial. I’d witnessed Neset lie to save Pharaoh. I’d witnessed her step in front of a knife thrust intended for Pharaoh, which had nearly killed her. The Great Kenbet had rewarded her for her devotion by sentencing her to death. Thanks to Iset she’d been given a delay in her execution date. She’d been promised she’d live long enough to give birth. I’d learned about her talisman and her family stories these past months. I knew how important it was to her to be able to pass both on, to continue a family line that had started before men and women had settled this valley, a line that had remained unbroken for hundreds of generations. A line favored by the falcon god. Was Neferronpet going to so cavalierly steal that last bit of comfort from Neset? 
 
    “You’d risk the wrath of Amen?” Pharaoh asked Neferronpet, nonplussed. 
 
    “Majesty, when Neset revealed her so–called dream during the trial – that she’d seen the Great Kenbet judge you guilty of your father’s death – she nearly sent you to your own death. At that moment Tiye was on the brink of victory. Neset only confessed to her crime because she feared the pain and humiliation of having the truth beaten from her. That’s the only reason you’re alive today.” 
 
    I couldn’t remain silent. Neset deserved to be defended. Especially by me. She’d set my ancestor on Nekhen’s throne. My family owed hers a great debt for that. We shared a common ancestress, so we were, however distantly, family. “Neset feared being beaten more than she feared being burned alive, Vizier?” I challenged. “You have no idea why Neset really confessed. Or that her confession was a lie.” 
 
    “You’re deluded, Driver,” Neferronpet said scathingly. 
 
    “Neset did lie,” Pharaoh assured Neferronpet. “She wasn’t involved in Father’s murder in any way. I know that for sure. The fact is, Neset is blessed by Horus, the protector of pharaohs.” 
 
    “Majesty…” 
 
    Pharaoh held up his hand. “I know it’s true, Vizier. Neset was the tool Horus used to save me from my enemies. The verdict of the Great Kenbet on her was unjust – though necessary.” He looked at me. “You’ve heard Neferronpet’s concerns, Kairy. What’s your opinion?” 
 
    “This is between us, Majesty,” Neferronpet interjected haughtily. 
 
    “Nevertheless, I would know Kairy’s mind,” Pharaoh said calmly. “He’s never failed to speak truth to me or give me good advice.” 
 
    Neset’s fate was in my hands? That she was on the brink of being executed in secret by the vizier after how she’d sacrificed to keep Pharaoh on his throne was unfair. But the vizier was right to be concerned about His Majesty and his line. I weighed my words carefully. “I agree with Vizier Neferronpet. Your line is still at risk, Majesty.” 
 
    The vizier gave me a condescending smile. 
 
    “We never guessed Teynakhte was involved in the plot, Majesty, or that Tiye could compromise Oneney and two judges while confined in the per’aa. I agree that there still may be conspirators running loose, biding their time to make another attempt to take the throne – either from you or a descendant. I agree with the vizier that Pentawere’s heir will eventually become a weapon for your enemies to wield against you. I agree with how he believes your enemies might use the boy. I also agree that a single guard willing to take a bribe could throw this valley into utter turmoil.” 
 
    Neferronpet’s smile was now one of victory. 
 
    Pharaoh sighed deeply. “So you’d have me kill Neset and her son too, despite what Mother said.” 
 
    “Absolutely not, Majesty.” 
 
    The vizier’s smile turned to a frown. 
 
    “Would you rather risk Neset’s son being used against you, Majesty, or would you rather risk Amen turning against you?” I asked. 
 
    “I’d risk the god,” Neferronpet snapped. 
 
    “It’s not the god you need to fear, Majesty,” I told Pharaoh. “As we all well know. It’s Amen’s priests. If you slay Neset’s son after the God’s Wife of Amen has placed him under Amen’s protection, if you act contrary to the god’s stated will, the Amen priests will have the perfect excuse to rise up and seize your throne. They have the resources to raise an army to wield against you.” 
 
    Pharaoh shifted uneasily on his chair. 
 
    The vizier glared at me. He knew I was right. 
 
    “So, Neset must live,” Pharaoh said decisively. 
 
    I was relieved. 
 
    The vizier clenched his fists. He was taking his defeat badly. “If you won’t let me kill Neset, Majesty, at least let me use her to draw out your enemies and eliminate them once and for all.” 
 
    “How?” Pharaoh asked, his interest piqued. 
 
    “Use her to bait a trap.” 
 
    “Bait?” 
 
    “Majesty, move Neset out of Djeme and imprison her on her estate, where she’ll appear vulnerable. Your enemies will think we’ve blundered, that we’ve given them a gift. They’ll surely try to kidnap her before her son is born.” Neferronpet looked at me. “Assign Kairy to guard her, Majesty. Kairy – catch the traitors in the act. Take at least one alive and get the names of everyone who’s plotting against His Majesty.” 
 
    Pharaoh eyed me. “Do you think the vizier’s plan might work, Kairy?” 
 
    I pondered for a moment. “As long as Neset agrees to risk her life for you again, Majesty, it could.” 
 
    “What’s Neset risking, Majesty?” Neferronpet asked pointedly. “The risk is all on our side. If traitors succeed in taking her, we’ll have to deal with her son years from now at a time of the traitors’ choosing. No, the traitors won’t dare harm Neset – if they kill her or her son, what would be the point of kidnapping her? They’ll need her, alive, to testify the challenger is actually her son. If we tell Neset we’re using her as bait we’ll be tempting her to cooperate with the kidnappers – she’ll escape execution if she does, someday be the mother of a pharaoh once her son displaces you. She cannot know that we’re using her.” 
 
    “I see the wisdom of silence,” Pharaoh admitted. “But what reason can we give for moving Neset from Djeme to her estate so no one will be suspicious of our motives, including her?” 
 
    “During the trial Neset claimed she used magic. That’s reason enough to isolate her on her estate. Your courtiers’ fear.” 
 
    “Excellent idea,” Pharaoh acknowledged. 
 
    “I’ll make sure word spreads immediately,” Neferronpet promised. “As for you, Kairy, transport Neset from Djeme to her estate with considerable fanfare. We want His Majesty’s enemies to know she’s vulnerable.” 
 
    “Yes, Vizier.” 
 
    “Do not fail in this task, Kairy,” Neferronpet warned. “You must stop the kidnapping attempt and bring Pharaoh’s enemies to justice.” 
 
    I was devoted to Pharaoh. I’d spent a decade in his service. I’d fought beside him in battle. I loved him. I’d pledged him my fealty. I truly hated that we were going to use Neset as bait without her knowledge or approval after what she’d already done for Pharaoh. But Pharaoh had spoken and so I had to dutifully carry out his orders, as always. “I understand the stakes, Vizier.” 
 
    “The ultimate gamble,” Pharaoh said. He straightened and threw back his shoulders. “I’m sorry we have to use Neset. But I don’t see any other way to draw out my enemies.” 
 
    “I’ll surround her estate with hand–picked men, enough to defeat a kidnap attempt but not too many to dissuade one,” I said. “I’ll send away the men and women who serve her there. No sense putting them at risk. Neset will need someone to keep her company and take care of her until her son’s born, so I’ll arrange for one of her girls to stay with her. As far as my guards, I’ll tell them we’re keeping Neset from escaping and using magic against the judges who convicted her.” 
 
    Pharaoh gazed at us. “It seems we have a plan. May the gods grant us success.” 
 
    “Yes, Majesty.” 
 
    Pharaoh stood. “I’m going to bed now. These conspiracies are wearying.” 
 
    Neferronpet and I left Pharaoh’s room together. As the door closed behind us he tugged at my arm. “If Neset and her unborn son should be accidentally killed during the kidnapping attempt, so much the better, Kairy. The Amen priests wouldn’t be able to blame us. Neset’s and the boy’s deaths would solve everything.” He moved on without a backwards glance. 
 
    I didn’t like the vizier. I didn’t like how Neset’s life meant nothing to him. He was playing a political game, moving pieces on a board to counter Pharaoh’s enemies. He lacked compassion for real people. Well, Neset was real. She deserved better than what we were doing to her. I sensed I was going to have to watch my guards very carefully. I wouldn’t put it past Neferronpet to place an assassin among them. What better way to assure Neset’s accidental death? Enemies within and enemies without – the next six months were going to be very trying. Yet they’d been granted to Neset by Iset and the judges of the Great Kenbet. I was determined she’d live every single one. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    A little after dawn the next day I entered the small room in Djeme where Neset was being held prisoner. She was seated on her pallet. A platter beside her knee held a crust of bread and a half–eaten onion. A water jar was at her side. The pallet was the only item in the room. It didn’t even have a sheet. The room was hot and stuffy and Neset was filthy. Tears had left streaks of mud on her cheeks. Her hair was tangled. For the first time since I’d met her she looked lost and defeated. And scared. 
 
    After how she’d saved Pharaoh, I couldn’t believe she was being treated so inhumanely. My heart went out to her. “My Lady.” 
 
    She looked up, her eyes dull. “Neset. My days of being a ‘Lady’ are long past.” 
 
    “As you wish.” 
 
    “Why are you here, Kairy?” 
 
    “I’ve been assigned to guard you until you give birth.” 
 
    “You? You said Pharaoh was going to give you command of the chariot corps for saving his life. Why would someone with your abilities be assigned to guard a great criminal? Does Pharaoh fear I’ll try to escape?” 
 
    “My wound is healing slowly. Traveling all the way to the delta wouldn’t be good for it,” I lied. “But we both know you’re not a ‘great criminal,’ Neset. You’re not guilty of anything. I once told you jumping in front of Mayernu’s knife was the bravest thing I’d ever seen. I was wrong. When you lied and sacrificed your life for Pharaoh in the Great Kenbet – that was unbelievably braver.” I gazed at her sympathetically. “Why did you do it?” 
 
    “When the judges began questioning me I understood for the first time the true meaning of my dream, Kairy,” she replied earnestly. “The falcon god has always protected kings and pharaohs. The falcon god had showed me in my dream what would happen unless I stood up for Pharaoh. I understood for the first time that I was the falcon god’s tool to keep the line of the third Ramesses alive.” 
 
    “You confessed to a lie, knowing it would cost your life.” 
 
    “I did, and I would again. But you didn’t come here to compliment me, Kairy.” 
 
    “No. I’ve come to transfer you from Djeme to your estate. That’s where I’m to guard you until… until it’s time.” 
 
    “My estate?” She sounded puzzled. “Why?” 
 
    “You proclaimed during the trial that you can wield magic, Neset.” 
 
    “I can’t.” 
 
    “I know. You said what you had to about the amulet Her Majesty gave you to convince the judges so they’d convict Tiye and Pentawere. But because you were so convincing no one in Djeme feels safe. They’re afraid you’ll cast spells on them.” 
 
    “Everyone’s afraid I’ll cast a spell on them? Really?” 
 
    I sensed her doubt. I wanted to tell her what was going on, that we were using her as bait to catch Pharaoh’s enemies. I was convinced she’d go along with the plan willingly, after everything she’d already done to save Pharaoh. But I’d been ordered not to, and I couldn’t defy Pharaoh. So I lied to her. “You know how superstitious courtiers can be.” 
 
    “And, apparently, gullible.” 
 
    I swept my eyes around the room. “I promise, you’ll be well–fed and well cared for on your estate. No more squalor. Beketaten will be with you until you give birth.” 
 
    Neset glanced around the room. “I can honestly say I won’t miss Djeme.” 
 
    An hour later we set out on foot for Neset’s estate. A dozen heavily–armed soldiers accompanied us, walking in front and back and on both sides of Neset. I led the way, slowly, for Neset was walking with halting steps. A week of deprivation had taken a physical toll on her. She looked disgusting. She hadn’t bathed since the morning of the verdicts. Her skirt was filthy, her body sweat–stained and dirty, her hair a tangled red mess. I’d tied her wrists behind her, but loosely, for show. She was barefoot. The temple courtyard outside the per’aa entrance was packed with people. Vizier Neferronpet had publicized that she’d be transferred, the first step in drawing out Pentawere’s followers. The moment spectators caught sight of Neset the jeers and curses and angry shouts began. I hated she was having to endure this. I ordered my men to hold up their shields protectively and draw their swords. Without them the crowd would have torn her apart. I couldn’t blame them for their reaction, after what she’d confessed to. 
 
    The courtyard outside the temple was equally packed. Neset looked longingly at the garden she’d tended for Pharaoh as we passed. Then we slipped through the tunnel and out of Djeme. Another roar went up as we emerged; the area outside the tunnel was thick with people cursing the “great criminal.” I remembered how haughtily Tiye had acted before the judges, as if she’d had no reason to feel shame for what she’d done. But Neset embraced her role as criminal, reinforcing for everyone that Pharaoh hadn’t been involved in his father’s murder. She kept her eyes focused on the ground, her expression remorseful. One last thing she could do to keep Ramesses safe. Act the part of a defeated humiliated conspirator. Serve as an example to others who might try to wrest away Pharaoh’s throne. 
 
    We trod the path she’d walked daily with her girls on the way to attend to her duties, followed by dozens of jeering spectators. This walk must have for her the feel of a leave–taking, I thought. The next time she walked this path she’d be returning to Djeme to face fire. I couldn’t get that picture out of my mind, hadn’t been able to since the judges sentenced her. The unfairness of it was galling, but try as I might I hadn’t been able to figure out a way to save her. It was fortunate the vizier and Pharaoh had agreed to extend her life for a few months. More than that was impossible. 
 
    Less than half an hour after we left the per’aa we reached Neset’s estate. She and I passed through the garden gate. Guards blocked the gate behind us and spread out along the perimeter of her land, keeping the howling spectators who’d followed us the entire way at bay. 
 
    The garden path was empty. I’d dismissed Neset’s servants the previous day. I pulled a knife from my belt and cut her bonds. 
 
    Suddenly Beketaten dashed from inside the house and down the garden path to greet Neset. She hugged her tearfully. 
 
    After a moment Neset released her and wiped her own tears away. 
 
    “I forced Wabkhet and Nauny to leave,” I said. “They didn’t want to, Neset. But you need someone to take care of you. Beketaten absolutely refused to go.” 
 
    “You have a life to live after I’m… gone, Beketaten. I don’t want you taking on my shame by helping me. I know how the villagers can be.” 
 
    “I’m not a child,” Beketaten said stubbornly. “I’m not going to abandon you. Wabkhet and Nauny wouldn’t have if Kairy had given them a choice. My cousins don’t believe you did what they say you did. Neither do I.” 
 
    “I appreciate your faith in me,” Neset said. 
 
    “There’ll be no more talk about me leaving,” Beketaten admonished. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “Let’s get inside, Neset,” Beketaten said practically. “You need a bath and clean clothes and a good meal.” 
 
    She led Neset up the path into her house. 
 
    I went to station my guards around the perimeter. I felt the full weight of my new responsibility settle on my shoulders. It was up to me now to keep Neset alive and catch Pharaoh’s enemies and preserve his line. A daunting task. I thanked Neset’s falcon god that I’d been chosen by Pharaoh. I didn’t trust Neset’s safety to anyone else in the entire valley. 
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    I settled into the routine of my captivity. Beketaten bathed me each morning, prepared and served my meals, worked with me in my garden, entertained me every evening, talked with me constantly. She was determined to keep my spirits up. I feigned cheerfulness because she was trying so hard and I didn’t want her to feel she was failing me, even though every rising of Re marked one day less remaining in my life. The inevitability of my death hung over me like a cloud every hour of every day and every night, grinding me, wearing me down. I invariably awoke in the depths of night, trembling with terror. Some days I cursed Pentawere for betraying me; others I mourned the man I’d loved with my whole heart and had lost. I spent considerable time in my garden, always under the watchful eyes of Kairy’s dozen men. They ringed the outside of my estate, constantly patrolling, one group during the day, the other at night. Sometimes I couldn’t help laugh; who in their right mind thought a pregnant woman would be bold enough to try to escape her prison, or be capable of it? Occasionally I noted men watching from a distance, no doubt curious about the “great criminal.” When I saw them I retreated into the house where I could have privacy. I spent every morning working on my plan to restore my garden to its former glory. Beketaten and Wabkhet and Nauny would have to carry it out after I was executed; I wouldn’t live to see it planted. Early on I’d informed Kairy I wanted to leave my estate to the three cousins; he’d quickly arranged it with Pharaoh. I spent every afternoon in the shade of palm trees telling my family stories to Beketaten as I wrote them down. Kairy had provided me with papyrus and reed pens and ink for that purpose. At least my daughter Aya would have the papyri as she grew, the first of the original Aya’s many descendants who wouldn’t learn the family stories at night around a campfire from a parent. I’d done the test with emmer and barley and I knew I was going to have a daughter, my fourth. Beketaten had been thrilled. Kairy had looked at me strangely. They were the only two who knew. For some reason, Kairy had advised me to keep that information secret. As if there was anyone else to tell. 
 
    My time on the estate would have been idyllic if the dark shadow of death hadn’t been relentlessly creeping closer. As my belly grew larger my time on earth shortened. 
 
    “May I ask you something, Neset?” Kairy inquired one afternoon about a month after the trial as I was writing in the garden. Beketaten had gone to Ta Set Maat for the day to visit her cousins and Hay – he’d returned to the rest house after my conviction. She needed a break – the pressure of taking care of me by herself and knowing my death was inevitable was wearing on her too. Kairy had up to now kept a discrete distance from me as befit a jailer, though he promptly attended to any request Beketaten or I made. In fact, that he was in the garden at this time of day was quite unusual – he was normally asleep, for he patrolled the grounds during the hours of darkness. He stood before me now almost like a supplicant. 
 
    “Of course, Kairy.” 
 
    “Were you so certain during the trial that Tiye would sway the judges that you had to throw your life away?” 
 
    I held it in his favor that he remained upset by my approaching execution. Though, given our shared past, it wasn’t surprising. “I couldn’t risk she wouldn’t. Especially after what I’d dreamed.” 
 
    “Were you really that certain of your dream?” 
 
    “If my family didn’t take our dreams seriously, your ancestors wouldn’t be buried in the rulers’ cemetery in Nekhen.” 
 
    “Fair point.” 
 
    “Do sit,” I said. 
 
    He joined me on my bench. “How did you know you were supposed to save Ramesses and not Pentawere?” Kairy pressed after a moment. “Aya will be a descendant of the third Ramesses, just as the fourth is. If you’d let your dream play out, Ramesses would be dead and Pentawere would be Pharaoh and you could some day be the mother of a pharaoh. The mother of an equally legitimate line.” 
 
    “I just felt in my heart that I was supposed to save Ramesses, especially after Pentawere committed murder,” I replied. “Besides, I’ve lost three daughters so far. There’s no guarantee Aya will survive her birth. For all I know, Pentawere’s line is going to fail. Meaning mine will too.” 
 
    “I can’t believe the falcon god would be so cruel to you, after the way you unquestioningly carried out his will,” Kairy said. “He won’t let your line be wiped from the face of the earth after serving him for so many millennia.” 
 
    “You have more confidence than me.” 
 
    Kairy indicated a sheet of papyrus lying on the bench. “May I?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    He picked it up and scanned it. “One of your family stories?” 
 
    “Passed from fathers and mothers to sons and daughters for thousands of years,” I said. “I won’t have that chance.” I looked away for a moment, wiped away tears that sprang unbidden to my eyes. That happened more and more often these days. The reality that I’d never see Aya grow up was beginning to haunt me. “These papyri are the only way Aya will know about her ancestors.” 
 
    “So you do have some confidence she’ll survive.” 
 
    I smiled slightly. 
 
    “Would you mind if I read them?” Kairy asked. “At least, the ones about Nekhen?” 
 
    “If you’d like.” 
 
    “I promise I’ll keep these papyri safe for Aya, Neset. And tell her my family’s stories that intersect with yours too.” 
 
    “Thank you.” A small kindness. But small kindnesses meant much these days. 
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    One evening, at dusk, during the second month of my captivity, Ani and Iput unexpectedly strolled up my garden path, accompanied by Kairy. 
 
    I rushed – as much as was possible – from the veranda to greet them. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I’ve come for the Opet, and to procure supplies for the temple,” Ani explained. “My boat’s tied up at your quay.” 
 
    “Kairy sent for me,” Iput said. “You’ll need a midwife and I’m Nekhen’s best. Plus, he said Beketaten could use some help.” She glanced at my stomach. “How much longer?” 
 
    “About four months. What about your girls?” 
 
    “Tiaa’s watching them. They’ll be fine.” She embraced me. “I’m so sorry for what you’re going through, Neset,” she said sympathetically. “Kairy wrote us how you sacrificed yourself to save Pharaoh. I can’t imagine what it’s like for you being treated like a criminal when Pharaoh should be throwing you a parade for saving him.” 
 
    “I couldn’t agree more, Sister,” Kairy said. 
 
    Beketaten and I had added him to our little group this past month by unspoken consent. It had been good for both of us to have someone else to talk to. Sometimes he simply sat and listened as I told my stories to Beketaten in the late afternoon, after he’d awakened. He ate dinner with us every evening; he was a surprisingly interesting conversationalist. Sometimes he told us stories about his travels and the campaigns he’d been on, or his family stories, or about the royal family. Occasionally he went to Djeme to report to Pharaoh and always brought back the most recent gossip. Most nights he sat with us in the garden until Beketaten and I sought our beds, at which time he began his patrol. 
 
    “I’m glad you’re here,” I said. “I don’t get visitors.” 
 
    We walked up the path to the veranda. 
 
    Beketaten emerged from the house, spotted Ani, beamed. 
 
    From the look that passed between the two I suspected she was the real reason he’d been eager to come to Waset for the Opet. 
 
    “Please, be seated everyone,” Beketaten said cheerfully. “I’ll be right back with something to eat. Kairy – torches.” She’d embraced the role of head of household and ordered Kairy and his guards about with impunity. The guards obeyed her willingly – half were in love with her. 
 
    Beketaten went inside while Kairy lit torches at the four corners of the veranda, bathing us all in flickering light as we seated ourselves in leather–bottomed chairs. 
 
    “Have you delivered many babies?” I asked Iput. 
 
    “More than I can count, Neset. Mostly wives of farmers. Will this be your first child?” 
 
    “Fourth. My first died an hour after she was born. The other two were stillborn. All daughters.” 
 
    “You should have a relatively easy time of it, then,” Iput said. 
 
    I nodded. “I was a healer and midwife in Ta Set Maat. I’ve delivered my share of babies too.” 
 
    “Then between the two of us everything should come off without a hitch,” Iput said. “Do you know?” she asked. 
 
    “A girl. Aya.” 
 
    “Neither of you are to breathe a word of it,” Kairy hastily cautioned Ani and Iput. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “It’s important that everyone believes her child will be a boy,” he said uneasily. 
 
    Something was going on. Why did it matter that I was going to have a girl? I hadn’t been able to figure out why it needed to be a secret. I didn’t like that Kairy was withholding information from me. Unfortunately, I was used to men being dishonest and secretive where I was concerned. I’d thought for awhile that Kairy was different – after I’d figured out he hadn’t been part of a conspiracy to murder the third Ramesses, at any rate. But now I wasn’t entirely sure. 
 
    “Understood,” Iput said. 
 
    Beketaten made numerous trips carrying bowls and platters and jars from the house. She set them on small tables under the veranda. We dug into the feast as stars winked into the sky. Beketaten seated herself next to Ani. 
 
    “I never got to ask you when we were in Nekhen, Ani. What does a prophet do?” She placed an onion on his plate. 
 
    “I help the high priest wake the god every morning and put him to sleep at night, Beketaten. I help make the daily offerings on his altar. My main task is to oversee the men who keep the temple functioning – farmers, hunters, a handful of minor priests. They’re mostly farmers and townspeople who serve the god for three months at a time, then return to their homes. I assist the high priest whenever we carry the god around Nekhen during festivals. But mostly I watch over Horus’ shrine and its treasures and keep them safe.” 
 
    “Thank you for showing them to me… us,” Beketaten said, blushing a little. “I enjoyed the tour of the temple.” 
 
    “There’s much more of Nekhen I could show you,” he replied boldly. 
 
    “Have you participated in the Opet before?” she asked. 
 
    “No. But when Kairy sent for Iput I decided I’d bring her myself. The Opet is a good excuse. Plus, while I’m here I’ll load my boat with the god’s due from the storehouses in the Ramesseum. My trip will be doubly worthwhile.” 
 
    Beketaten refilled his cup with wine. 
 
    “Why have you chosen to isolate yourself on this estate, Beketaten?” Ani asked her. 
 
    “Neset rescued me and my cousins from humdrum lives in Ta Set Maat,” Beketaten replied. “Thanks to Neset, we got to arrange flowers in the most sacred parts of the temples on the west and east banks. We got to participate in ceremonies our families and friends can only glimpse from afar. We even got to talk to Pharaoh and his family. Can you imagine?” 
 
    “I spoke to the third Ramesses when he came to Nekhen for a holiday, and the fourth when he was on his progression,” Ani said. “That’s all.” 
 
    “If not for Neset, my cousins and I would all have husbands already, not of our choosing, and be raising babies and be trapped in Ta Set Maat for the rest of our lives.” 
 
    “I suppose a girl as lovely as you has plenty of suitors,” Ani observed. 
 
    Beketaten giggled. 
 
    “More than I can keep track of,” I said. 
 
    Beketaten blushed. “I haven’t seen any of them in months. They’re afraid to come to this estate. They think Neset’s a witch and she’ll cast a spell on them. Frankly, I don’t miss them.” She nibbled at a bit of bread. “What about you, Ani. Do you have a woman in mind for a wife?” 
 
    “No. I haven’t found one that interests me yet.” 
 
    “Though the reverse isn’t true,” Iput said. 
 
    Ani reddened. 
 
    “Will you stay for the entire festival?” I asked him. 
 
    “I don’t have much choice. I doubt any porters or scribes will be around to load my boat during the holiday.” 
 
    “You’re welcome to stay on my estate while you’re here.” 
 
    “I appreciate your offer, Neset. I prefer farms, not the confines of a per’aa.” 
 
    “Speaking of which…” Kairy said. 
 
    “An enormous amount of work remains to properly establish your estate,” Ani said. “The previous owner ran it into the ground. Iput and her daughters have been overseeing the effort. I pitch in when my temple duties allow.” 
 
    “We probably won’t even have time to turn the hut into a suitable house for quite a while,” Iput added. “Granaries and quays and fields and garden have higher priority.” 
 
    I recalled my visit. I’d never see Kairy’s estate again. I suspected Beketaten might. The bowls and platters and jars were empty. I rose. “You must all be tired. Would you like me to show you to your rooms?” 
 
    “I’d like to take a walk around your estate first, if you don’t mind,” Ani said. “The moon’s bright enough. I’d like to see your setup, see if it sparks any ideas for Kairy’s in Nekhen.” 
 
    “I’m afraid you’ll find the fields in disarray,” I said. “The servants left after I was convicted…” 
 
    “None of us believe you were guilty,” Iput reiterated. 
 
    It had been long since I’d had friendly and supportive people around me. “I’m very glad you’re here.” I caught the pleading look in Beketaten’s eyes, one I knew all too well. “Beketaten, why don’t you show Ani around. We don’t want him getting lost his first night here.” 
 
    “Of course, Neset,” she said. “Shall we, Ani?” 
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    I went to bed early the final night of the month–long Opet. I was getting more and more tired these days. I’d dined as usual with Ani and Iput and Kairy and Beketaten. The meal had been bittersweet – Ani was scheduled to leave for Nekhen in the morning. I couldn’t tell who was sadder – him or Beketaten. They’d slipped away together every evening of his stay on my estate. They were in love. I wasn’t guessing – she’d told me. I was very glad. Once I was dead Beketaten would have Ani to share her life. She wouldn’t be at her father’s mercy. After being tainted by an association with me any husband Beketaten’s father arranged for her from Ta Set Maat would hold my past over her, use my reputation as a murderess to diminish her and keep her in her place. Since Wabkhet and Nauny would each have a share of my estate they’d have wealth enough to maintain their independence too. None of my three girls would have to go through what I’d gone through with Mesedptah. 
 
    I drifted off to my usual uneasy sleep. 
 
      
 
    Nekhen’s oval court was overflowing with people. Some kind of festival was underway. Dancers and singers and priests and officials were mingling with thousands of farmers and townspeople. Pharaoh was standing on the bottom step of a flower–bedecked dais, his back to his throne, his face obscured by clouds of incense. Without warning the crowd parted directly in front of him. Everyone in the court suddenly fell silent. A priest strode to the foot of the dais with a regally–dressed boy at his side and confronted Pharaoh. More priests trailed them, along with armed soldiers. Kairy positioned himself next to the boy, sword drawn. “This is Pentawere, second of his name, son of Pentawere and Neset, grandson of the third Ramesses!” the priest proclaimed. “The valley’s rightful ruler!” He turned to his right. “Tell them, Kairy.” 
 
      
 
    I jolted awake. A hand was clamped firmly over my mouth. Before I could move a heavy body was atop me, pinning me to my bed, the linen sheet drawn up to my neck the only thing between us. I struggled against the intruder, disoriented, terrified, overmatched. I couldn’t move. I tried to scream but no sound came from my mouth. I could scarcely breathe. What was happening? I immediately thought of Vizier Neferronpet, his call for my immediate execution at the trial. Had he ignored Iset’s demand that I be spared? Had he sent a man to kill me? Where was Kairy? Where were his men? How had my assailant evaded his guards? Did he have accomplices? Had they killed Kairy and his men? Or were Kairy and his men in on whatever was happening? Had they let this intruder into my room? What about Beketaten and Ani and Iput? Were they still asleep or had they been murdered in their beds? 
 
    I felt hot breath close to my ear. 
 
    “Don’t make a sound.” 
 
    Bunakhtef! His voice was unmistakable. My room was partly illuminated by moonlight spilling through its single window. By it I could barely make out his features. He looked smug, triumphant. Had he come to kill me to get revenge for rejecting him and scarring his face? Or for escaping the beating I’d avoided when I’d confessed to the judges of the Great Kenbet? Whatever his reason for being here, with the bad blood between us there was no telling what he might do if I made him angry. I willed myself to remain calm. Somehow, I had to get away from him. I had to buy time. I nodded. 
 
    He removed his hand. He kept my body pinned with his. He was heavy. Sweat dripped from his face onto mine. 
 
    He looked so self–righteous. I couldn’t help myself. “You despicable…” 
 
    “Be nice,” he hissed, clamping his hand over my mouth again. “I’m in charge here, not you.” 
 
    After a moment I nodded. Either that or be smothered. 
 
    He removed his hand. 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    “You’re coming with me.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “You’ll find out soon enough. They want your son.” 
 
    “They?” 
 
    “Men who believe Pentawere should have been pharaoh. That your son should be.” He wiped sweat from his brow with the back of his free hand. 
 
    “You’re kidnapping me?” 
 
    “You’re bright, Neset,” Bunakhtef snorted. “Once you give birth your dead lover’s supporters will raise your son and put him on the throne. Just think, Neset. You’ll be the mother of a pharaoh. Though once he’s born you’ll never see him again.” 
 
    At that instant I knew why Kairy had insisted I keep secret that I was going to have a daughter. He’d been using me as bait to lure Pentawere’s supporters out of hiding. That was the only possible explanation. There’d have been no reason for anyone to kidnap me if they knew I was having a daughter. Traitors couldn’t use a girl to challenge Pharaoh for his throne. They needed a boy. That’s why Kairy had let everyone believe I was going to have a son. The guards hadn’t been on my estate to keep me in – they were supposed to catch kidnappers. But they hadn’t. Kairy was either incompetent or a fool. Or dead. I silently cursed him – I was safe enough. Bunakhtef couldn’t afford to harm me or my baby. But Beketaten and Iput and Ani – Bunakhtef would kill them in an instant. Perhaps he already had. 
 
    I heard faint distant shouts. Bunakhtef wasn’t alone. His accomplices had drawn Kairy and his guards away from the house. At least, those who were still alive. No one was going to rescue me from Bunakhtef. I was on my own. I fought down the terror welling inside me, fought to be strong. I had to keep my wits about me. “Let me guess. I’m your pay for this night’s work.” 
 
    Bunakhtef laughed long and low. “You understand how things are, Neset. That’s good. Once you give birth you are indeed going to be mine.” He leaned close again. “I’m going to let you up now. You’re going to come along quietly. No fuss. Understand?” 
 
    At that moment it occurred to me that being kidnapped tonight was the best thing that could possibly happen. A few months from now I was going to be executed – unless I escaped from my estate and disappeared. I was about to do just that. Bunakhtef wasn’t my kidnapper – he was my rescuer. Pharaoh didn’t want me to die; he likely wouldn’t pursue me once he learned I was gone, especially after Kairy told him about Aya and how she’d never be a threat to his line. Meanwhile, these kidnappers would take me far from Waset to safety, maybe to the desert, maybe away from the valley. Not until I gave birth would they discover my child was of no use to them. They’d have no reason to kill me then. And Bunakhtef would make sure I stayed alive, because he wanted me. Eventually, I’d find a way to escape him. He wasn’t all that bright. I’d live. I’d be able to raise Aya. Yes, being kidnapped was a good thing. 
 
    “Of course I’ll come along quietly,” I assured Bunakhtef, practically purring. “You’re saving me from execution. Why would I resist?” I freed one arm from under the sheet, reached up, touched his cheek softly. “After I did this to you. I don’t deserve deliverance at your hands.” 
 
    “You’ll have to pay for cutting me, Neset,” he said condescendingly. “But once you properly atone we’ll have a fine life.” He took an object from a pouch attached to his belt, held it inches from my face. “Guess I didn’t need this after all.” 
 
    In the dim light I recognized a pendant I’d given to Beketaten months ago. She wore it every day. My heart sank. Had Bunakhtef killed her? 
 
    “I was going to threaten the girl’s life if you resisted.” 
 
    Relief. Beketaten wasn’t dead. “Please don’t hurt her!” 
 
    “That’s entirely up to you, Neset. You’ll see her soon enough. She’s coming with us. She’s far too pretty to leave behind.” 
 
    So much for being alive. She’d be better off dead if Bunakhtef’s accomplices were anything like him. Now I had to figure out how to save her. A complication. 
 
    “Time to go.” Bunakhtef stood up, yanked the sheet off the bed, swept his eyes over me lasciviously for a long moment. “Roll over.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I need to tie your hands.” 
 
    “I said I wouldn’t resist. You’re rescuing me.” I stroked his cheek again. “I should have married you, Bunakhtef. I never should have gotten mixed up with royals.” 
 
    “I’m a cautious man, Neset. You’ve cut me once. Never again.” 
 
    I put my hands on my bulging stomach. “Roll over? Seriously?” 
 
    “On your side, then.” 
 
    He bound my hands behind me tightly with a leather thong. He lifted me off the bed, set me on my feet. He made me step into my skirt, then pulled it up to my waist. He tore a strip from the sheet and gagged me with it. He didn’t trust me. Grabbing my upper arm, he forced me from my room and through my darkened house and outside onto the veranda. My mind was racing. I truly didn’t want to get away from him, but I did want to save Beketaten from being kidnapped with me. They’d abuse her. We started down the path. I scanned the moonlight–dappled garden. Not a guard in sight. No more distant shouts either. My worst fears realized. My guards and Kairy were dead. Unless some of those guards had been bribed and were in on my abduction and Kairy and the rest were tied up somewhere. And what about Ani and Iput? Were they captive too, or dead, or still fast asleep? The unknown was terrifying. 
 
    Bunakhtef hurried me down the path. We were nearly to the gate when Kairy and Ani stepped from the shadows a few paces ahead of us. They were alive! I wasn’t going to escape death now but at least they could save Beketaten. That was something. A knife glittered in Ani’s hand. Kairy held a bow and nocked arrow. 
 
    Bunakhtef swung behind me and pressed the blade of his knife against my throat. “Let us pass or the other girl dies!” he cried. 
 
    Beketaten stepped from behind a palm trunk into the path beside Ani. “No I won’t.” She crossed her arms. 
 
    Thank the gods she was safe. 
 
    Bunakhtef cursed, tensed. 
 
    “Your accomplices are all dead,” Ani informed Bunakhtef. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” he snarled. “Take a step towards me and I’ll slit Neset’s throat! Now – move aside!” 
 
    If only Bunakhtef hadn’t gagged me. I’d be able to plead with Kairy to let us go, to let me live. 
 
    Too quickly to follow, Kairy loosed his arrow. He didn’t even seem to aim. It grazed my shoulder and buried itself in Bunakhtef’s. He screamed and dropped his knife. 
 
    His motion spun me away. 
 
    Ani launched himself at Bunakhtef, drove his shoulder into my kidnapper’s midsection. They both tumbled to the ground. Bunakhtef hit so hard the arrow snapped in half. He screamed again. 
 
    Ani scrambled to Bunakhtef on hands and knees and pinioned his body and pressed his knife against Bunakhtef’s throat. 
 
    “Keep him alive, Ani,” Kairy commanded. He bent over Bunakhtef, trapped beneath Ani. Bunakhtef’s shoulder was crimson. A stream of blood was wetting the dirt. “You’re going to give up the names of your masters before you die, Worm. I’m betting you’re not man enough to stand up to the torture you so enjoy dishing out.” To prove his point Kairy pressed down on the jagged shaft of the arrow. 
 
    Bunakhtef screamed a third time. 
 
    “The end of Pentawere’s conspiracy, at last,” Kairy said, with satisfaction. 
 
    Ani rose and looked down at Bunakhtef. He kicked him in the ribs, hard. 
 
    Bunakhtef let out an agonized yelp. 
 
    “That’s for Beketaten, Slime.” 
 
    Kairy picked up Bunakhtef’s knife and cut my bonds. 
 
    I yanked the gag from my mouth. I felt as if a dam that had been holding back the stress and strain of the past months had suddenly given way. All the fear and anger and injustice I’d been keeping inside exploded from me. “Why didn’t you let us go, Kairy?” I cried, incensed, hopeless. “He wouldn’t have hurt me. He would have taken me far from Waset. I could have lived! I could have raised Aya! But now I’m doomed to be burned alive!” I spat at his feet. “My blood’s on your hands now!” 
 
    Kairy recoiled, as if I’d kicked him in the ribs. 
 
    Guards dashed into the garden. They’d been drawn by Bunakhtef’s screams. 
 
    I stared at Kairy, breathing hard, my chest heaving. 
 
    Kairy abruptly turned from me and addressed his guards. “How many dead?” he asked, all business. 
 
    “Eight, Commander. Plus the traitor in our midst. Alara.” 
 
    “Nine,” Ani corrected. “His body’s in the river.” 
 
    Kairy pointed to Bunakhtef, writhing on the ground. “You three – drag this despicable piece of trash to the house. Watch him until I come. You – go to Djeme. Wake Pharaoh and the vizier. Tell them the plan worked. They’ll know what you mean. Tell them Neset is safe. Tell them we have a prisoner. Tell them they’ll have the names of the rest of the conspirators by first light.” 
 
    Tell them the plan worked. My anger grew. Confirmation I’d been bait. Pharaoh and the vizier had been in on it too. 
 
    The guard dashed off into the darkness. 
 
    Bunakhtef cried out as guards jerked him to his feet. 
 
    “He’s going to bleed to death,” one of the guards said. 
 
    “Neset’s a healer,” Beketaten noted. 
 
    “I can stop the bleeding long enough to question him,” Kairy said. “Once he confesses he’s dead anyway.” 
 
    That was fine with me. I had no desire to touch Bunakhtef, or ever see him again. Not in the state I was in. 
 
    Beketaten indicated my shoulder. “You have a wound of your own to tend to.” 
 
    There was a line of blood from Kairy’s arrow. I scarcely felt it. “A scratch.” 
 
    The guards supported the piteously moaning Bunakhtef up the garden path. Kairy was right. He’d give up his secrets without a fight. 
 
    A torch flared to life under the veranda, held aloft by Iput, lighting her concerned and shaken face. The four of us walked up the path, Beketaten clinging to Ani, Kairy several steps behind me, giving me space. I couldn’t stand to look at him. We seated ourselves under the veranda. Iput poured us all cups of wine. 
 
    I drank mine down without stopping, my hand shaking. I was absolutely furious. I turned on Kairy. “You and Pharaoh and the vizier used me as bait! You hoped someone would try to kidnap me!” 
 
    “Kairy wouldn’t!” Iput exclaimed defensively. 
 
    “We did,” Kairy admitted, his eyes meeting mine. “It was the only way to draw out Pentawere’s supporters.” 
 
    I wanted to throw my cup at him. I wanted to hurt him. I didn’t. “Whose idea was it?” I demanded. 
 
    “Does it matter?” he asked. 
 
    Either he was protecting one of the others or he didn’t have courage enough to admit he was behind it. “No. But I hold you completely responsible, Kairy. You brought me to my estate. You used me as bait. You lied to me. You put Beketaten and Iput and Ani in harm’s way. They could have been killed. You didn’t let me go tonight when you could have, after Beketaten was safe. I’m going to be executed because of you. Aya’s going to grow up without a mother because of you.” 
 
    Kairy hung his head then. “I don’t blame you for hating me.” 
 
    “Hate? I despise you!” The enormity of what had happened suddenly hit me hard. “How did they get onto my estate?” I demanded. 
 
    “Bunakhtef apparently bribed one of my guards, Alara,” Kairy said disgustedly. “He let them slip onto the west end of the estate. They attacked and drew me and my guards away from the house.” 
 
    “A diversion,” Ani said. 
 
    “While we were fighting them Bunakhtef and his accomplice apparently snuck onto the east end of the estate from a boat. When Alara turned against us I realized what was happening. I sprinted to the house as fast as I could.” 
 
    “How did you escape, Beketaten?” I asked. 
 
    “How did you know I’d been captured?” 
 
    “Bunakhtef showed me the pendant he took from you.” 
 
    “Ani,” she said, looking at him adoringly. She was holding his hand. 
 
    “I was waiting for Beketaten under the palms by the river,” Ani said, reddening slightly. “I saw two men step from the shadows and grab her a dozen paces from me. I ducked down in some tall grass. I watched them tie her hands. I didn’t have a weapon. They held a hurried discussion.” 
 
    “They were surprised when they encountered me,” Beketaten said. “And then delighted. Bunakhtef ripped the pendant from my neck and told the other man he could have me. He said he’d kidnap Neset by himself.” 
 
    “Bunakhtef headed towards the house,” Ani continued. “Beketaten’s captor picked her up and carried her to a small reed fisherman’s boat tied to the riverbank. I crept after them. He waded waist–deep into the river and dumped her over the side into the boat. That’s when I hurled myself at him from the riverbank. I caught him by surprise. He went under. I held him down until he stopped thrashing.” 
 
    “Ani untied me and carried me to land. We hurried up the garden path towards the house. We saw Kairy run around the side and make for the veranda. We signaled him. We explained what had happened. We told him Bunakhtef was inside with you. We decided we’d try to ambush him. We hunkered down in the garden and waited for you two to leave the house. You know the rest.” 
 
    “Your pendant’s in my room, Beketaten. Bunakhtef dropped it while he was tying me up.” 
 
    “I’m glad he’s going to die!” she exclaimed. “Where did you learn to shoot like that?” she asked Kairy admiringly. 
 
    “Not much to do in camp on campaign but practice.” 
 
    The five of us talked for an hour or so, trying to regain some semblance of calm, or, at least, four of us did. We all ignored Kairy and he had the grace to remain silent. His sister and brother were as angry at him as I was. Beketaten too. Eventually, the three of them headed back to bed. I saw no point in going to my room. I wouldn’t be able to fall asleep again. I was still too shaken. I poured myself another cup of wine and gulped it down. It had no effect. Kairy was still sitting on the veranda, staring at the distant river. Now that we were alone there were things I needed to get off my chest. 
 
    “So, Kairy… your plan worked perfectly. I lured Pentawere’s supporters to my estate, just as you expected. After you get names from Bunakhtef, Pentawere’s coup will finally be over.” 
 
    Kairy leaned forward, his forearms on his thighs. “Not perfectly. I truly thought I could protect you and the others,” he said, his voice agonized. “I’m sorry. I was so sure of myself, Neset. I was a fool.” His eyes met mine. “I never would have forgiven myself if something had happened to you tonight.” 
 
    “Tonight?” I exclaimed. “It would have been a blessing to be killed by Bunakhtef. My life ended in an instant. Not tied to a stake and burned alive.” 
 
    “I promise you this, Neset – you’ll never feel fire.” 
 
    “An arrow?” I guessed. 
 
    “Before they light the wood.” 
 
    “They’ll kill you for killing me.” 
 
    “So be it.” 
 
    Maybe he believed he’d keep his promise. I didn’t. I knew Kairy wasn’t going to save me from the flames and be killed for doing it. I recalled the dream Bunakhtef had interrupted only a few hours ago. Sent by the falcon god. I was sure of it. Unprecedented for a single talisman bearer to receive two. That meant it was extraordinarily important. A priest was going to proclaim a boy to be Pentawere’s son, the rightful ruler of the valley. Kairy was going to be standing at his side, supporting his challenge, lying about his parentage. Or so it appeared. Had Bunakhtef truly interrupted my dream – had there been more to it – or had it been complete? If it was complete it meant only one thing – the falcon god was warning me that Kairy was going to turn on Pharaoh. The same way the god had warned me that the fourth Ramesses was in danger from the Great Kenbet. Once, in obedience to the falcon god, I’d saved Pharaoh and his line by lying and surrendering my life. Tonight, as bait, I’d saved his line again. I could only conclude the god expected me to save Pharaoh a third time, in the oval court in Nekhen, in opposition to Kairy. But how, if I was going to be executed in a few months? I hadn’t seen myself in my dream. Was the falcon god showing me something that was inevitable? Maybe I was supposed to warn Pharaoh against Kairy somehow. Maybe it was up to someone else to actually stop Kairy. The only people who could carry a message to Pharaoh from the estate were Ani and Iput and Beketaten. The first two were out of the question. They were angry at Kairy tonight, but they were his blood. I couldn’t trust them. That left Beketaten. Somehow, the preservation of Pharaoh’s line must be in some way dependent on her. Unless I killed Kairy myself, before I was executed. That would surely change the outcome of my dream. I glanced at Kairy. The falcon god’s dreams always came true. Yes, I had to figure out some way to deal with Kairy before I died. 
 
    Kairy put his palms on his thighs, stood. “I’m going to get names from Bunakhtef now, before he bleeds out. By this time tomorrow the rest of Pentawere’s minions will be dead.” 
 
    “No trial?” 
 
    “What would be the point?” 
 
    “What’ll happen to Bunakhtef?” 
 
    “If he doesn’t bleed to death after I finish questioning him I’ll kill him,” Kairy promised grimly. “He’s about to see his last sunrise. I’ll bury him in the desert. He’ll never hurt you again, Neset.” 
 
    And, yet, Bunakhtef was now the least of my worries. 
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    “Everyone Bunakhtef implicated in the plot is dead, Majesty.” 
 
    Three days had passed since the attack on Neset’s estate. Bunakhtef had given up his accomplices without too much fuss before he died. As I’d expected, he hadn’t been able to take the kind of punishment he’d so enthusiastically dished out. I’d been able to round the rest of the traitors up quickly and relatively quietly in the days and nights that followed, some in Djeme, some in Waset. I’d had very little sleep. I was exhausted. 
 
    Pharaoh leaned back in his chair with a satisfied smile. We were in his private quarters. Vizier Neferronpet was seated next to him. Amenherkoshef, the Falcon in the Nest, handed me a cup of wine and I quickly drank it down. 
 
    “Sit,” Pharaoh ordered. 
 
    I took the chair next to Amenherkoshef’s. 
 
    “A dozen more traitors,” Pharaoh said angrily, shaking his head in disbelief. “Pentawere’s and Tiye’s reach was long, even in death.” He eyed the vizier. “Thanks to your plan, Neferronpet, my throne and my son’s is now secure.” 
 
    “I wish that was true, Majesty,” he said. 
 
    Pharaoh frowned. “You don’t think Bunakhtef named all the traitors?” 
 
    “I’m sure he did, Majesty. But my spies have heard whispers of another plot, vague to be sure, but credible – aimed at using Pentawere’s son against you.” The vizier glared at me through narrowed lids. He wasn’t pleased that Neset and her unborn child hadn’t met with the accident he’d proposed the night of the kidnapping. 
 
    “So, what? We use Neset as bait again? We hope these new conspirators try exactly the same thing that Pentawere’s supporters tried?” Pharaoh asked. 
 
    “They won’t risk a direct attack and make the same mistakes,” Neferronpet predicted. “If I was them I’d kidnap the boy several years from now. Like I said the last time we discussed this, we won’t be able to protect him forever.” He glanced at me again. “We should kill him once Neset’s given birth.” He held up his hand to forestall objection. “I know. The Amen priests. But who’d be surprised if he didn’t survive childbirth? As I understand it, Neset’s lost three children already. We could make sure it’s four.” 
 
    “The Amen priests might not question a death in childbirth,” Pharaoh said thoughtfully. 
 
    I couldn’t believe Pharaoh was backing off of his earlier pledge not to harm Neset’s child. The attempted kidnapping had truly shaken him. He seemed to be falling into line with Neferronpet’s way of thinking. 
 
    “Neset will never know the child died, if that’s a concern, Majesty,” Neferronpet continued. “We’ll take him away from her as soon as she gives birth and she’ll burn immediately afterwards. She’ll be dead before he is.” 
 
    My stomach began to churn. Pharaoh and the vizier were making decisions about the child based on an incorrect assumption. Neset was going to give birth to a girl, not a boy. If I told them the truth, I had no doubt at all that Neferronpet would kill her anyway. It wouldn’t matter to him that the child couldn’t be used to challenge Pharaoh or his heirs for the throne. Neferronpet had it out for Neset for reasons I couldn’t fathom. He wanted her and her child eradicated. He’d never tell Pharaoh the truth about Aya, I was certain. He’d simply kill her. For all I knew, Pharaoh was about to summarily order Neset’s execution, swayed by Neferronpet. After everything Neset had been through these past months I wasn’t going to let anyone harm Aya. Not even the pharaoh I’d served so faithfully. I could have let Neset go when Bunakhtef tried to take her from the estate. It had occurred to me in the moment. If her kidnapper had been anyone but Bunakhtef I probably would have. But I’d seen how he’d treated her along the river and in the audience hall. So I hadn’t. As Neset had accused the night of the kidnapping, her blood was on my hands now. I wasn’t going to have Aya’s on them too. Neset deserved for her daughter to live, for the line of talisman bearers to continue. Which meant I had to draw attention away from Aya after she was born in order to save her life. I had to get her as far away from Djeme and the vizier as possible. The outlines of a plan began to take shape in my mind. 
 
    I addressed Pharaoh. “If we kill Neset’s son, Majesty, we’ll miss a golden opportunity to identify more conspirators.” I eyed Neferronpet. “Like the vizier did when he used Neset as bait to draw out Pentawere’s supporters.” 
 
    “What do you propose, Kairy?” Neferronpet sneered. “Let the boy be kidnapped? Hope we can track the kidnappers to wherever they’re hiding?” 
 
    “Better yet – simply deliver the boy to the traitors.” 
 
    “Are you out of your mind?” Neferronpet cried. “Majesty!” 
 
    “Explain yourself, Kairy,” Pharaoh said, his brow creased with a frown. 
 
    I thought quickly. “Majesty, what if you and I have a very public argument in your audience hall in front of as many of your important officials as possible? There are bound to be enemies among them. I’ll demand a high position in return for having served you so well – I’ll be extremely arrogant. You’ll put me in my place – extremely harshly. I’ll storm from the audience hall, spewing venom. I’ll cross the river to Waset and spend a day or so in an apparently drunken stupor, complaining to everyone who’ll listen about your ingratitude. With luck, if there are more traitors who want your throne they’ll approach me.” 
 
    “You’re going to be the bait this time instead of Neset,” Amenherkoshef said thoughtfully. 
 
    “Yes. I’ll arrange to deliver Pentawere’s son to them immediately after he’s born so they can use him to challenge whoever sits the throne when he’s older. I’ll insist on staying with him to help raise him.” 
 
    “What if they don’t agree to your condition?” Amenherkoshef asked. 
 
    “Then I’ll refuse to deliver the boy. But they’ll agree, Majesty. A delivery is so much easier and certain for them than a kidnapping. Plus, they’ll need me to testify the boy is Pentawere’s son when they issue their challenge, and that I kidnapped him. I’ll make them believe I truly want to be part of their conspiracy, to make your father pay for how he’s mistreated me.” I addressed Pharaoh. “I’ll live among them as long as it takes to identify every single conspirator.” 
 
    “I think it’s a good plan, Father,” Amenherkoshef said supportively. 
 
    Neferronpet didn’t look so certain. “I’ll back your plan, Kairy, with one condition. As soon as you identify all the conspirators you must kill Pentawere’s son. End the threat to Pharaoh’s line once and for all. Kill him before you return to Djeme and report the conspirators’ names to us.” 
 
    “What if Kairy can’t identify all the traitors before they move against me?” Pharaoh asked. “What if they someday appear before me with the boy and challenge me face to face?” 
 
    “Kairy must kill the boy on the spot,” Neferronpet declared. “Make their challenge futile.” 
 
    Killing the boy in either case did make perfect sense, to protect Pharaoh and his line. There was no reason for me to disobey the vizier’s order. It should be easy enough to find a farmer’s newborn son and substitute him for Aya and deliver him to the traitors in her place. What did I care if the imposter later died at my hand? What better way to mask Aya’s existence than if everyone in the valley believed Pentawere’s heir was dead? “Absolutely, Vizier.” 
 
    “You’re sure about this, Kairy? This is asking a lot of you,” Pharaoh said. 
 
    “I’ve sworn fealty to you and your house, Majesty. My life is yours. You’re not asking. I’m volunteering.” 
 
    “I was fortunate the day I made you my chariot driver,” Pharaoh said. 
 
    “An awful lot has to go right to pull this off,” Neferronpet groused. 
 
    “No sense delaying, then,” Pharaoh said. “My daily audience begins in an hour. Let’s put on a show no one will ever forget, Kairy.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    The audience hall was crowded, as usual, filled with petitioners and overseers prepared to make their regular reports. Pharaoh sat on his throne atop the dais, Vizier Neferronpet standing at his side, a fan bearer behind him and several girls with platters of food and jars of wine at the ready. Amenherkoshef was seated next to him, cooled by a fan bearer of his own. Pharaoh was preparing him to rule someday. Scribes in a row beside the dais were busily recording petitioners’ requests and Pharaoh’s decisions, papyri spread across their laps. A line of petitioners awaited their opportunity to address Ramesses, under charge of the overseer of the hall. I was surprised at the length of the line, especially since the audience had started more than an hour ago. The various officials slated to deliver their reports were waiting impatiently, whispering among themselves. One seemed out of place. He was vaguely familiar. Debhen. A priest. I’d met him at a party in Pi–Ramesses years ago. I wondered what had brought him south from the delta. 
 
    I pushed past the herald at the entrance and strode up the center of the hall, past the waiting petitioners, directly to the foot of the dais. The current petitioner stopped in mid–sentence. I elbowed him aside, roughly. 
 
    A guard moved towards me, his lance lowered. 
 
    Pharaoh raised a hand, stopped him. “What brings you to my audience hall, Kairy? Is there trouble with the great criminal? Has there been another kidnapping attempt?” 
 
    “No, Majesty,” I assured him without bowing. “But that’s the trouble, isn’t it? I saved you from being assassinated the night of the coup. I defeated your enemies who wanted to kidnap the great criminal a few days ago. But as a reward you’ve assigned me to continue guarding a pregnant woman while men of far lesser ability rise high in this land.” 
 
    “Must I remind you that the great criminal was vulnerable to being kidnapped because you insisted on moving her to an exposed estate?” Neferronpet snapped. “Some would question your judgment, Kairy.” 
 
    A nice touch by the vizier, making it seem I’d been the decision–maker instead of him. 
 
    “What is it you want, Kairy?” Pharaoh asked. 
 
    “Command of your army.” 
 
    I heard breaths drawn in sharply all around me, at the audaciousness of my request. 
 
    “I’m going to command the army for Father,” Amenherkoshef piped up. 
 
    “You’re a twenty year–old boy,” I said dismissively. “I trained you. You’re inexperienced. Not ready for command. May the gods help us if wretches ever invade our valley.” 
 
    “Watch yourself!” Vizier Neferronpet exclaimed, stepping from the dais and towards me. 
 
    Pharaoh rose, irate. “You want command, Kairy?” 
 
    “I deserve it!” 
 
    “Then command you shall have,” Pharaoh said angrily, pointing his flail at me. “Return to the criminal. Keep her safe. Once she’s dead you shall command my stables in Djeme.” 
 
    “That’s outrageous!” 
 
    “Outrageous? It’s generous,” Pharaoh said sharply. “If any other man in this valley had talked to me like you just did he’d already be dead. As you pointed out, you did save my life. Because you did you just saved yours. Now – depart, Kairy! Return to your prisoner.” He wagged his flail at me. “Do not let anything happen to her or her son – under penalty of your own death!” 
 
    I stared at him for a moment. “As you command, Majesty,” I spat. I bent stiffly, spun on my heel and strode from the hall, pushing aside everyone in my way. 
 
    As the doors closed behind me I heard the babble of excited voices. 
 
    So far, so good. 
 
    Late that afternoon I commandeered a small fishing punt and crossed the river to Waset. I’d determined the best stage for my act – an exclusive brothel in a seedy section of town patronized by the type of high–ranking men who’d try to overthrow a ruler – I’d tracked two of the men Bunakhtef had named in his confession to the establishment a few days earlier and had dragged them from there to their deaths. Sunset found me entering. 
 
    The common room was already crowded and boisterous, filled with loud conversation and laughter, pierced by an occasional female squeal. Women – all free, not slaves – in various states of undress, all painted and bejeweled, were entertaining several dozen men seated at small tables or on mats or cushions on the floor. Some women occupied laps, some were draped over men, some were seated across from or beside them. Everyone was drinking. I picked out several officials – Hori, the deputy Medjay in charge of the Great Place; Montuemtowy and Khametir, treasury overseers; Meribast, a distant relation of the First God’s Servant. Two women were in a corner, wearing only bead girdles, one playing a lute, the other a double pipe. Each had an image of Bes tattooed on her bare thigh. 
 
    I settled in a corner where I could see everyone who entered. I was directly opposite the stairs that led to an upper story full of small rooms where women took their men, as I knew from my search for the traitors. 
 
    A young serving girl dressed in a white skirt brought me a cup of wine and I immediately drank it down and told her to refill it. A woman joined the musicians and began to sing, though her song was nearly drowned out by the noise. A few men sitting nearby watched her attentively; most men in the room ignored her. 
 
      
 
    “My lover, it is pleasant to go to the pond 
 
    And bathe while you watch me. 
 
    You see my beauty through my tunic of finest white linen 
 
    When it becomes wet and clinging. 
 
    I go down with you into the water 
 
    And come out again to you 
 
    With a red fish which lies beautiful in my fingers. 
 
    Come and look at me.” 
 
      
 
    As the song died away a woman approached me, perhaps twenty, perhaps a little less, very pretty, legs long, eyes dark, skirt sheer, throat and wrists and waist decorated with jewelry, face painted. I thought she’d be even prettier without the decoration. 
 
    “I’m Tebes, My Lord.” Her voice was sultry, practiced. 
 
    I twisted my cup in my fingers. “My Lady.” 
 
    She laughed. “Hardly.” Her eyes swept the room. “No soldiers with you this time?” 
 
    I’d discovered her in a room upstairs two days ago with one of the traitors named by Bunakhtef. I’d unceremoniously dragged him from her bed. “I didn’t apologize for interrupting you, Tebes. Anyway, I’m here for my own amusement this time.” 
 
    Tebes leaned close. “Come to me, that I might see your perfection,” she cooed mechanically, trying to take my hand. 
 
    I waved her off and called for more wine. 
 
    “May we join you, Kairy?” 
 
    Without waiting for my reply, Hori and Meribast sat beside me. I’d met both of them briefly in the audience hall and at various banquets when I was shadowing Ramesses before he succeeded his father. I shrugged. 
 
    “I’m amazed you’re still alive,” Hori said. 
 
    “Why is that?” 
 
    “We were both in the audience hall today,” Meribast replied. He slapped the rump of the girl filling his cup and wine spilled onto the table. She laughed lightly and spun out of his reach. 
 
    I shrugged. “It was stupid of me to let my emotions get the best of me. I suppose if I hadn’t saved Pharaoh’s life a time or two these past years he’d have had me executed on the spot.” I took a long drink of wine. Time to reinforce my earlier performance. “Any other ruler would have. But the fourth Ramesses is weak.” 
 
    “You see it too.” Khametir had joined us. “More wine for the man who defied Pharaoh and lived!” he shouted, raising his cup in the air. 
 
    My cup was refilled. This time by Tebes. She’d sent the girl away. Apparently, she wasn’t giving up on being with me. 
 
    An older man approached and saluted me with his raised cup. “It was my privilege to serve with you on several campaigns in Retenu.” He had the look of a soldier – skin leathery, muscled, scarred. 
 
    “And I,” more added, pressing close. 
 
    I was beginning to attract a crowd. Good. 
 
    “Pentawere saw clearly.” It was the first soldier. “‘Build an empire,’ he said. ‘Gain booty and slaves and women,’ he said.” The soldier shook his head. “The wrong brother died if you ask me.” He emptied his cup. 
 
    “The Falcon in the Nest and the rest of Pharaoh’s brothers are no better than him – all rotten branches on a once–strong tree,” Meribast opined. 
 
    “You can be sure Pentawere’s son will be closely guarded by Pharaoh after he’s born,” I said. “He’ll be imprisoned his whole life. He’ll never have a chance to follow in his father’s glorious footsteps.” 
 
    “You’re sure the witch is carrying a boy?” Khametir asked. 
 
    “Why else would Pharaoh have me guarding her estate? Why else would Pharaoh have commanded that I bring the boy directly to him as soon as he’s born?” I grabbed a nearly empty cup of wine belonging to one of the other men instead of my own full one and drank it off and slammed the cup down on the table and wiped my mouth with my forearm. My task was to appear drunk tonight, not get drunk. I looked around at the crowd, sheepishly. “I’ve said far too much.” 
 
    Tebes leaned over my shoulder and refilled my cup from her jar, purposefully brushing against me. Our eyes met briefly. She seemed to be mulling over what I’d said. Unlike most of the men gathered around, she was clear–eyed and clear–headed. “Is it true you were present when Pharaoh was killed?” she asked, straightening. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    Her fingertips rested lightly on my back, traced my scar. “That’s how you earned this?” 
 
    I nodded, looked up into her dark eyes. “A few seconds earlier and I’d have saved His Majesty – life, health, prosperity – justified. Can you imagine the honors the third Ramesses would have heaped on me? Instead, the fourth’s decreed I’m going to oversee his stable.” Time to convince the watchers of my dissatisfaction, reiterate my complaints from the audience hall. “I’ve served Pharaoh for over a decade,” I said bitterly. “I’ve kept him safe in battle. I’ve looked out for him in the desert. I trained the Falcon in the Nest to command his army. I’ve eaten desert dust and gone without food and water too many times to even remember. And what’s my reward? To guard a pregnant witch and then oversee a bunch of horses.” 
 
    “Is she really a witch?” Hori queried. 
 
    “Everyone heard her confess at her trial to using magic. Pharaoh and his courtiers were too afraid to imprison her at Djeme where she might bewitch them, so they made me take her to her estate. Why should I have to face a witch’s curse day in and day out? Pharaoh owed me respect if nothing else after what I’ve done for him. After what I’m still doing for him. Instead, he insulted me.” 
 
    And so it went all evening and deep into the night and early into the next morning, men leaving my group to climb the stairs with assorted women, other men taking their places, clustering around me and commiserating about the unfairness of Pharaoh. I was surprised at the enmity that had developed between Pharaoh and these men. The lies Pentawere had spread for years had done real damage. None of these men would have complained about the Pharaoh I knew, if they knew him as well as I. 
 
    Eventually, feigning a drunken stupor, I lay my head on my table and pretended to sleep. And then I slept for real. It had been a long couple of days. 
 
    I awakened. I felt a hand on my shoulder, lips against my ear. The room was lightening. Day was breaking. 
 
    “Come with me, Kairy.” 
 
    Tebes. 
 
    “There’s a man I know who believes his interests and yours are aligned. He wants to speak with you about certain… opportunities. I’ll take you to him.” 
 
    Enemies had taken the bait. Excellent! I sat up. Now the reason Tebes had served me all night was clear. She was one of Pharaoh’s enemies’ tools. What better place for them to have eyes and ears than this particular brothel? What better eyes and ears than hers? I rose, staggered across the room the way any drunk newly awakened would and out the door. Despite the early hour an already hot breeze washed over me. I stumbled after Tebes. She led me through a warren of narrow dusty lanes to a section of Waset where prosperous officials lived behind high mud–brick walls and wooden gates. She stopped beside a nondescript gate, looked up and down the lane, then pushed the gate open. I followed her through a lush palm–shaded garden surrounding a shallow pool to the entrance of the house. The house was three storeys tall, clearly the residence of a wealthy man. That implied that Pharaoh’s enemies were well–financed. Tebes opened the door and we went inside. 
 
    It was much cooler than outside. The ground floor appeared to be the domain of servants. I caught sight of rooms for grinding grain and weaving flax and baking and brewing, though all of them were strangely empty. In fact, Tebes and I seemed to be the only people in the house. Whoever was meeting with me had clearly emptied it of witnesses so we’d have privacy. Tebes and I climbed the stairs to the next floor. It contained several large reception rooms where the owner likely entertained, its tall windows maximizing the breeze, each window framing the swaying palm trees in the garden. 
 
    Food was laid out on several platters in the largest of the rooms. I was famished. I sat on a mat and Tebes served me. Then she joined me. 
 
    “You shouldn’t have to wait more than an hour or so,” Tebes said after we finished eating. 
 
    I speculated that whoever was going to meet with me was making sure I hadn’t been followed and wasn’t leading him into a trap. A reasonable precaution on his part. 
 
    “The rooms upstairs contain very luxurious beds,” Tebes said suggestively, letting the straps holding up her dress slip from her shoulders. Her dress fell to her waist. “There’s time enough… if you wish, Kairy.” 
 
    Tebes was a beautiful woman. Gone was her makeup from the night before. Her skin was golden in the early morning light. She looked younger, far more appealing. But I shook my head no. 
 
    Tebes nodded, smiled resignedly, pulled up her dress, fixed her straps. “Your loss.” She rose, then headed down the stairs. 
 
    I went to the window. A moment later Tebes emerged from the house and strode through the garden and out the gate without looking back. 
 
    Sunlight glimmered on the surface of the pond below, competing with shadows cast by the swaying palm fronds. The garden was a splash of color in a drab landscape. Beyond the walls of this villa were more like it, tall buildings with walled gardens abutting the poorer section of town, a sea of one–storey huts with flat roofs upon which pallets were spread for sleeping on hot nights. In the far distance through a dusty haze I saw the crests of the hills that guarded the Great Place across the river. 
 
    I waited a little more than an hour. Finally, a man leisurely passed through the garden and ascended the stairs and entered the room and sat down across from me, his rank and occupation not obvious from his clothing. But the scent of incense clinging to him told me he was a priest. So. Priests had their eye on Ramesses’ throne. And no doubt plenty of wealth to support their treason, depending on the god they served. A dangerous rival for Pharaoh. 
 
    “My name is Neby.” 
 
    “I assume this isn’t your house.” 
 
    “It belongs to an… associate.” 
 
    A priest, high–ranking to have a house so fine. Or perhaps he wasn’t a priest and the conspiracy extended into the bureaucracy. 
 
    “Whose cult do you serve, Neby?” 
 
    “That’s of no concern to you.” 
 
    He hadn’t denied he was a priest. Either an oversight, or he didn’t care that I’d guessed his occupation. “Tebes said you believe our interests align, Neby. What do you know of my interests?” 
 
    He snorted. “You’ve been expressing them quite forcefully and loudly the past few days, both in Djeme and Waset.” 
 
    “How would you know?” 
 
    “I have eyes and ears everywhere.” 
 
    “Tebes in the brothel. And men in Pharaoh’s audience hall?” 
 
    “Never underestimate the usefulness of a whore.” Neby smiled, then grew serious. “Do you want to make Pharaoh pay for his treatment of you or not, Kairy?” he asked bluntly. 
 
    “How exactly would I do that – make him pay?” 
 
    “Answer my question first – yes or no.” 
 
    “Tebes has reported what I’ve said or we wouldn’t be meeting. You know my answer. An emphatic yes.” 
 
    “My superiors wish to end Pharaoh’s line for good, Kairy. This valley has unacceptably declined since the third Ramesses took the throne. Pentawere would have turned our fortunes around. The fourth Ramesses won’t. Neither will his son or his brothers. It’s time for a change.” 
 
    “End Pharaoh’s line?” I scoffed. “Can’t be done. A coup and a kidnapping have both failed. Close to fifty men and women have been executed.” 
 
    Neby snorted. “Pentawere and Tiye blundered. So did Pentawere’s supporters. Thanks to you.” 
 
    “Who are your superiors, Neby?” 
 
    “Not something you need to know – for now, at least.” 
 
    “Because you don’t know,” I surmised. “You’re just a messenger – expendable in case I’m pretending to be disloyal to Pharaoh and trying to trap you.” Might as well state his obvious suspicion. 
 
    Neby smiled. “That is indeed my role.” 
 
    Time for me to play my role in turn – that of a disgruntled man seeking power and personal enrichment. “Why approach me, Neby? Surely you’ve corrupted someone capable of leading whatever army you’ll assemble to attack Pharaoh.” 
 
    “You think my superiors want you to lead an army?” Neby laughed. “A chariot driver? A prison guard?” 
 
    “Why else?” I asked stiffly. “If you had ears in Pharaoh’s audience hall you know that’s my desire.” 
 
    “That’s not how we intend to challenge Pharaoh, with an army.” 
 
    “How, then? What do you want from me?” 
 
    “Simple. After Neset gives birth, instead of taking Pentawere’s son to Pharaoh, deliver him to me.” 
 
    I acted as if I was surprised, even though it was exactly what I’d expected Neby to ask. Vizier Neferronpet had correctly predicted the next conspiracy. Now, to use Neby’s request to keep Aya from being killed by the vizier and identify Pharaoh’s enemies. “What’s in it for me if I do, Neby?” 
 
    “Wealth.” 
 
    I shrugged. “What good will wealth do me? If I don’t deliver Pentawere’s son to Pharaoh his soldiers will hunt me the length and breadth of the valley. Am I supposed to flee and spend the rest of my life among wretches?” 
 
    “That’s the offer,” Neby said. “Take it or leave it. If you won’t bring us the boy we’ll just kidnap him later.” He made as if to rise. 
 
    I studied Neby for a moment. He was underestimating me. So were his superiors. My performances in the audience hall and brothel had convinced them I was a man who could be easily bought and then disappear. But my disappearing wouldn’t save Aya or Pharaoh. Neby thought he was in the position of power in this negotiation. But he wasn’t. “Maybe you’ll be able to kidnap the boy, Neby. Or maybe Pharaoh will realize he’s a threat and kill him. Then you won’t be able to use him to challenge Pharaoh for the throne.” 
 
    Neby looked startled. “I never said we were going to use the boy to challenge Pharaoh.” 
 
    “I’m not stupid, Neby. Why else would you need him? It’s why you need me. Getting the boy in your hands sooner rather than later strengthens your conspiracy. So does me staying with him afterwards.” 
 
    “You want to join us?” Neby was taken aback. 
 
    “You’ll need me to testify the boy is Pentawere’s son and that I delivered him to you. Otherwise, Pharaoh will simply claim he’s a pretender and you won’t be able to refute him. Who do you think powerful men will believe without me at the boy’s side? Pharaoh, or your superiors? For your plan to succeed you need me.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Neby said non–committally. “Or perhaps not.” He seemed surprised I’d figured out the priests’ plan. 
 
    I’d gained the advantage over Neby. Time to use it. I started to rise, as he had. “Without me to substantiate the boy’s parentage your coup won’t work. It’s an enormous flaw in your plan. If you and your superiors can’t see it you’re doomed to fail, just like the others. I have no intention of risking my life for fools.” 
 
    “Wait,” Neby said hurriedly. “Suppose I convey your concerns to my superiors. What do you want?” 
 
    I had him. “First, your protection. I must accompany the boy until the day you bring him forward. That’s the only way I can be sure I’ll be safe from Pharaoh. After the boy takes the throne? Power. Position. Authority. I want command of the army when you put Pentawere’s son on the throne.” 
 
    “Assuming that’s the plan,” Neby said weakly. “Frankly, you’re going to have to earn my superiors’ trust, Kairy. How do they know you aren’t trying to set a trap for us on Pharaoh’s behalf?” 
 
    “You don’t, any more than I don’t know that you’re Pharaoh’s man trying to trap me.” I left it at that. Trying to argue my trustworthiness too strenuously would only increase Neby’s suspicion. 
 
    “I’ll relay your demands to my superiors,” Neby said. “Return to the brothel a week from today. Tebes will have a message for you.” He shook his head. “But don’t expect they’ll promise you command of Pharaoh’s army. That’s a reach for a man like you.” 
 
    An hour later I was back on the west bank. Everything was falling into place. Pharaoh’s enemies had reached out. They’d requested I deliver Pentawere’s son to them. I had no doubt they’d accede to my demand to stay with the boy, for unless they did I’d refuse to take part in their conspiracy. Without an heir they couldn’t proceed. Now all I needed was an as yet unborn boy of the right age to play the role of pretender, someone I could kill in order to save Aya. I had a pretty good idea where I might find one. 
 
    While we were dumping the body of Alara, the guard who’d turned traitor, into a hole beside Bunakhtef and the other kidnappers on the desert beyond the edge of Neset’s estate, I’d heard someone mention his wife was pregnant. Assuming she was going to give birth to a boy close to the time Neset was going to give birth, her son would be the perfect candidate. I wouldn’t have to ask her to give him up – I could demand him. How could she refuse after Alara had betrayed Pharaoh? I could threaten her with execution because of Alara’s sins if I had to. Yes, she’d accede to my request. I could only imagine the kind of woman she was if she’d married him – duplicitous, lazy, greedy, probably the mother of three or four squalling brats already. She wouldn’t miss having one more to support. Whatever bribe the conspirators had paid to Alara to betray Pharaoh, no matter how substantial, would run out eventually. I’d probably be doing her a favor. Assuming she was going to have a boy. In the right timeframe. 
 
    Alara had been a farmer. He’d served as one of Pharaoh’s guards for many years during the inundation season, offsetting some of the emmer he annually owed Pharaoh from his fields. His modest farm was a quarter mile from Neset’s estate, still silvered with shallow pools of water surrounded by rich dark mud. I spotted a ragged lean–to of mud plastered over reeds at the edge of the desert just beyond the far west end of the farm. Alara’s wife, probably no older than seventeen, obviously pregnant, was sitting in the shade of the lean–to, wearily plucking feathers from a duck newly snared. She was much younger than I’d expected – he’d been at least a decade older. Her skirt was clean but very worn, the hem tattered. She wore a Bes amulet on a string around her neck, to protect her unborn child. She might have been pretty once but it was hard to tell – her ribs showed plainly, and there were hollows in her cheeks. She looked exhausted and emaciated. I supposed she’d been operating the farm by herself since her husband had been assigned to my troop of guards. She looked up at my approach, startled, fearful the instant she recognized me. She awkwardly scrambled to her feet. 
 
    “Commander Kairy.” She bowed low. 
 
    “Are you Maia, widow of the guard Alara who turned traitor?” I asked harshly. 
 
    She kept her eyes focused on the ground. Her face flamed red. “Yes, Commander,” she said softly. Her chin began to quiver, tears to form at the corners of her eyes. “Have you come to make me pay for my husband’s sin?” 
 
    The very words I’d intended to use to force her to give me her son. I could guess by the way she was shrinking from me exactly how she expected me to make her pay. She was wrong about that, at least. She started shaking. Tears spilled down her cheeks. I couldn’t help pity her. What was wrong with me? Maia hadn’t betrayed Pharaoh. She was an innocent girl unfortunate enough to be married to a man who’d turned traitor. She’d done nothing wrong. She was no more responsible for Alara’s actions than Neset had been when her husband robbed Ramesses the Great’s tomb. I needed her son, but why make it any harder on her than I had to? I softened my tone. “Not pay for, Maia. But perhaps you can make right what Alara did. Sit, please.” 
 
    She did. She rested her hand on her stomach. She was very frightened of me. 
 
    “How many months?” I asked, looking at her fingers. 
 
    “Six.” 
 
    The same as Neset. Now, an important question. “A girl or a boy?” 
 
    “A boy, Commander.” 
 
    “You’re certain?” 
 
    “I’ve done the test.” 
 
    There was no way to soften my demand. “As soon as you give birth, Maia, you must give me your son.” 
 
    She gasped. She was stricken. “No! Please!” She clutched her belly with both hands, protectively. 
 
    I felt worse making my demand than I’d thought I would. Telling a nameless woman I was going to take her child was easy in the abstract; it was harder looking into Maia’s eyes, seeing the abject loss and horror. I was behaving like a god, choosing her son to be sacrificed in order to save Aya. But I wasn’t a god. Just a flawed and desperate man. Staring at a helpless and hopeless woman. 
 
    “Are you going to kill him?” she asked. 
 
    “No, Maia.” At least, not for several years. 
 
    “Then why must you take him?” Tears were dripping from her chin onto her chest. 
 
    “I can’t tell you. All I can say is you’ll be doing the will of Pharaoh.” A lie. Yes, Pharaoh expected me to deliver a boy to the priests, but he expected the boy to be Neset’s, not an imposter. “I’m going to take him to some men. They’ll raise him. I promise he’ll have a good life. I’ll be with him to make sure.” 
 
    Maia covered her face with her hands, anguished. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “I’ve told you everything I can.” 
 
    She dropped her hands. “You haven’t told me anything!” she cried. 
 
    I shrugged. I didn’t want to seem unfeeling. Though I was. 
 
    Maia’s chin was quivering again. “I don’t have a choice, do I, because of Alara.” 
 
    “No, you don’t.” 
 
    “Childless as well as a widow,” Maia said softly, almost to herself. Tears streamed down her cheeks. Her wet eyes met mine. “Everyone shuns me now because of Alara’s treason, Commander. My family’s abandoned me. The men who helped work this farm have run away. No man in the valley will ever take me to wife. I’m sure Pharaoh’s officials will assign my farm to someone else after the water recedes. How will I live?” 
 
    Maia’s despair was palpable. My heart went out to her. Her life had been turned upside down by Alara. I recalled Neset telling me how she’d been driven from Ta Set Maat after Mesedptah’s execution. She’d had her grandfather to save her from an uncertain fate. Tebes suddenly came to mind. Maia had no safe harbor to flee to as Neset had. She’d likely end up just like Tebes, though not in a brothel patronized by wealthy officials. She’d roam the streets of Waset, a desperate woman driven to do whatever she had to in order to survive. I was going to be the cause of it. I hated myself for that. But I was still going to do it. 
 
    Maia wiped her eyes. “Who’s going to feed my son after you take him from me?” she asked practically. 
 
    I hadn’t even considered that. I should have. Not just after I delivered him, but in the years that followed. Children in the valley fed at their mother’s breast for at least three years to shield them from the effects of poor water. I had no idea where Neby would take the boy and me. It might be the desert. Wells there were often brackish and occasionally dry. If Maia’s son died on the way to wherever Neby was taking him the plan to stop Pharaoh’s enemies would fail. Fortunately, the solution to the problem was sitting right in front of me. A solution with the potential to ease a little of Maia’s distress. 
 
    “How about you, Maia? Would you like to serve as your son’s wetnurse?” 
 
    Maia’s face took on the aspect of a drowning woman thrown a line. 
 
    “When I deliver your son to the man who’ll be caring for him I’ll bring you with me. I’ll tell him you just lost a child and have plenty of milk.” 
 
    “Why can’t you tell him he’s my son? Wouldn’t that be simpler?” 
 
    “He’s supposed to be the son of another woman.” 
 
    “You’re pretending my son is another woman’s son?” she asked indignantly. “That’s why you want him?” 
 
    “Yes. And I can’t tell you why, Maia. You really shouldn’t even know that much. If the men we’ll be living among ever learn your son is an imposter they’ll kill him and you and me. Those are the stakes if you speak out of turn.” 
 
    She considered for a moment. “At least I’ll be with my son. That’s all that matters to me now.” 
 
    “You can’t ever tell him you’re his real mother, Maia. He must believe you’re just his wetnurse. Always.” 
 
    More tears ran down her cheeks. “I’ll keep the truth to myself,” she promised solemnly. “You have my word, Commander.” 
 
    An immediate problem solved. I suddenly felt very guilty. I wasn’t just sentencing the unborn boy to die; I was sentencing Maia too. The day I discovered the names of the highest–ranking traitors I’d kill him and head straight to Djeme to report to Pharaoh. I’d have to leave Maia behind. She wouldn’t want to come with the man who’d executed her son, and dragging her along would lessen my chances of escaping the traitors. They’d surely figure out what I’d been up to. They’d assume Maia had been part of my plan. They’d kill her – eventually. 
 
    Unless it took me more than three years to identify all the traitors. After three years the boy would have no more need of her. I could send her back to the valley then, away from the traitors, to safety. She wouldn’t suffer at their hands. Plus, it would be a kindness for her to be separated from her son. She’d never learn I’d executed him. It would be better for her to live out her life assuming her son was still alive. And better for me, not having to tell her to her face that I’d murdered him. Right now I was feeling like a herdsman who’d just selected several calves from his herd to slaughter. I reminded myself I was doing it to save Aya from certain death. The daughter of a woman I owed a debt to in exchange for the son of one I didn’t. 
 
    “I’ll look in on you regularly from now on, Maia, make sure you have food and clothing and supplies until your son is born. And I’ll make sure Pharaoh doesn’t let anyone take your farm, and that you’ll have men to work it until we go away, and a girl to help you with chores and cooking.” 
 
    “Thank you, Commander.” 
 
    “Kairy from now on, Maia. Our lives are in each others’ hands now.” 
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    A week to the day after the attack on my estate, still unsettled but none the worse for wear, we ate together on the veranda one last time. Ani was going to depart in the morning. He’d delayed his return to Nekhen at Kairy’s request – Kairy had been tied up in Djeme on Pharaoh’s business ever since the kidnapping and he’d wanted Ani on the estate to watch over me. Kairy’s absence had been fine with me. The less I saw of him the better, after the danger he’d put us all in. A warm breeze was blowing. Palm trees were slightly swaying, and the few flowers peeking above the weeds in the garden were rippling. I could just make out Ani’s fully–loaded boat through the line of palm trees at the east end of my estate, bobbing in the current. His crewmen’s campfire twinkled on the riverbank. 
 
    Kairy, just arrived, was drawn and haggard. The hours he’d spent interrogating Bunakhtef after the attack had been fruitful – Kairy had delivered a papyrus with names to Pharaoh at first light the next morning. Bunakhtef had identified a dozen more conspirators, a few residing in Djeme’s per’aa. I assumed if Kairy had returned to the estate they were dead. It had taken him awhile to round them up. As for Bunakhtef, he’d bled to death shortly after Kairy finished questioning him. He lay somewhere in the desert sand. Good riddance. 
 
    A new set of guards now patrolled my estate, twice as many as before. 
 
    Beketaten and Ani had been inseparable the past week, sitting beneath a cluster of palm trees in the garden by day, talking, heads close together, holding hands. Watching them, I’d thanked the falcon god over and over that Beketaten and Ani and Iput hadn’t been hurt because of me. Or, rather, because of Kairy. My anger towards him had not cooled during his absence. 
 
    “Neset, what’s going to happen to Aya after…” Beketaten asked hesitantly when dinner was done. 
 
    I’d never told anyone about Duatentopet’s promise. “Her Majesty is going to care for her.” I glanced at Kairy. “Though she’s expecting her to be a boy.” 
 
    “She’ll be brought up in Pharaoh’s harem?” Beketaten asked. “Raised by a wetnurse? No one to truly love her? No parents? Looked down on by everyone because of her father?” 
 
    “What choice to do I have, Beketaten?” I asked hopelessly. 
 
    “None,” Kairy interjected. “Aya has royal blood. She’ll spend her life with the royal family.” 
 
    Spoken like a man with blind allegiance to Pharaoh. “Will you make sure Duatentopet gets my papyri, at least?” I asked Kairy. 
 
    “Of course.” He appeared chastened. He knew I despised him. I wished I had someone else with a connection to the royal family to rely on after I was dead. But I didn’t. 
 
    “There’s no guarantee she’ll make sure Aya memorizes the stories so she can pass them on to her own child,” Beketaten pointed out. 
 
    My fear, expressed out loud. 
 
    “I’ll make sure,” Kairy promised. 
 
    “You?” I was skeptical. “You’re going to be a commander in His Majesty’s army and spend the rest of your life far from the valley.” 
 
    “No I’m not.” Kairy’s eyes swept our group. “You’ll probably hear a rumor or two from the guards in the next few weeks about a disagreement between Pharaoh and me.” 
 
    “Disagreement?” Ani asked. 
 
    “It’ll probably get exaggerated in the retelling,” Kairy said. “The other day, after I dealt with the kidnappers, I demanded that His Majesty give me command of the army after… after this is over. In his audience hall. In front of his officials. He told me my demand was absurd. We argued. Strenuously. He gave me command of his stables at Djeme instead. I stormed out of the audience hall and went to Waset and got very drunk in one of the brothels. I said many things I shouldn’t have. Things I don’t remember saying, actually. I’m pretty embarrassed by what men are reporting. I was so exhausted from rounding up Pharaoh’s enemies I lost control of myself.” 
 
    Kairy’s true colors revealed at last. He was completely devoted to Pharaoh when it came to seeing me executed. But when his own self–interest was involved he’d put himself first. That he’d made a beeline for a brothel told me all I need to know about his character. He wasn’t at all the man he’d portrayed himself to be. Just one more in a long line who’d betrayed me without a second thought. 
 
    A man who was going to betray Pharaoh too. The falcon god had sent me a dream. In it, Kairy was trying to place a challenger on the throne. That he’d publicly broken with Pharaoh a few days ago was all the proof I needed that my dream was going to come true. I now knew what Kairy was going to say when the priest asked him if the boy was Pentawere’s and my son. I had no idea how I was going to stop Kairy. But I had to. Before I was executed. 
 
    “Will Pharaoh punish you, when he hears these rumors?” Iput asked, equal parts disgusted and concerned. 
 
    “Hopefully not. I plan to lay low and avoid Djeme for the foreseeable future.” 
 
    And, hopefully, avoid me here on the estate. I couldn’t stand him. I tried to put Kairy out of my mind. “How about you, Ani?” I asked. “How long are you going to remain at Nekhen?” 
 
    “I’ll be back before you give birth,” Ani replied. “After, I’ll take Iput and my bride back home.” 
 
    “Bride?” Iput asked. 
 
    Beketaten grasped Ani’s arm. “We’re going to marry.” 
 
    “I knew it!” I exclaimed. 
 
    Kairy clapped Ani on the back. “Congratulations, Brother!” 
 
    Iput hugged him. 
 
    I hugged Beketaten. 
 
    “As a wedding gift, I’m granting you the estate Pharaoh gave me, Ani and Beketaten. You too, Iput,” Kairy said. 
 
    They seemed to think it generous. I thought it atonement. 
 
    “You’re sure, Brother?” Ani asked. 
 
    “As I said, I’ll be in Djeme, watching over Pharaoh’s stables. I doubt he’ll ever give me permission to return to Nekhen. Now. Something more serious. We need to take steps to dissuade future kidnappers.” 
 
    “There are more?” Beketaten asked. 
 
    “There might be.” 
 
    “Don’t you want to dangle me as bait again?” I asked sweetly. 
 
    “You’re right to be upset with me,” Kairy said. “All of you. I won’t put any of you in that position again. There may be kidnappers, there may not. I just don’t want to take a chance. Remember the excuse I used to move you to the estate in the first place, Neset?” 
 
    “Everyone in Djeme is afraid I’ll use magic on them.” 
 
    “Exactly. Tomorrow we’re going to remind my new guards that you’re a confessed witch and make any other traitors who are thinking of stepping foot onto this estate before Aya is born hesitate. Or, rather, whatever commoners the traitors might hire to kidnap you for them. Right after breakfast I want you to bury every amulet we can lay our hands on around the perimeter of the estate and in the garden and in front of the door of your house and below every window. I’ll tell my men we’ve had word of another attack and you’re protecting yourself with magic. They’re all superstitious. I’ll force them to guard you while you bury the amulets. Cast spells over each one. The more dramatic and nonsensical the better. Have Beketaten and Iput shake menat necklaces and burn incense and chant along. Have them pretend to be in a trance. Terrify my guards. They’ll spread the word along the east and west banks. That should keep intruders at bay. We’ll do the same after we set up the birth bower.” 
 
    I nodded. “I will. As long as you stay far away from us.” 
 
    Beginning an hour after sunrise, right after we saw Ani off at the river – it took us until early afternoon – Beketaten and Iput and I made a show of burying a plethora of amulets along the boundaries of the estate and around the house, accompanied by all of Kairy’s guards. As he’d predicted, they kept their distance as I conducted my ceremonies. The three of us were dressed in our finery and exceedingly solemn. I recited nonsense while Beketaten dug hole after hole and Iput dropped in amulet after amulet. Beketaten shook her menat necklace and waved incense for good measure. 
 
    Kairy stayed out of sight. 
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    The months after the kidnapping attempt, as my execution neared, I slept less and less. My garden plan completed, I worked feverishly the majority of every day recording my family stories. There were hundreds – at least while working on them I didn’t have time to sit idle and contemplate my imminent death. I particularly dreaded nighttime – I tossed restlessly on my pallet for hours, unable to stop imagining how my life was going to end. Whenever I did sleep I was always awakened by a nightmare, my sheets soaked with sweat. Whenever Aya kicked it reminded me I was going to entirely miss her life. The unfairness of it was crippling, growing worse with each passing day. On the nights I couldn’t sleep at all I usually wandered into the darkened garden and sat for hours or paced back and forth, miserable and frightened. Kairy was always in the background, a shadow watching over me, though he never approached. Since Ani’s departure for Nekhen not a single word had passed between us. When something came up that needed my attention he dealt with it through Iput or Beketaten. Beketaten could barely tolerate him. He even disgusted Iput. 
 
    After much thought, I’d figured out a way to stop Kairy from betraying Pharaoh. I’d written a letter to Duatentopet detailing my dream and what I believed it meant. I was going to tuck it into the pouch of family stories Kairy had promised to deliver to her after I was dead. I thought it fitting – he was going to deliver the document that would cost him his life and save Pharaoh’s to Pharaoh’s wife. I only wished I could be around to see his face when he found out who was responsible for his execution. 
 
    As my time approached, Iput and Beketaten and Kairy turned a corner of the garden closest to the river, shaded by acacia trees, into a birth bower. I watched from the veranda. It took them most of a day. Kairy lashed together a number of poles to form a rectangular frame. The women collected palm fronds and he laid them over the top to form a roof. They attached reed mats to the west side, to keep the sun off, and thickly draped the north and south with vines and flowers. The east side, facing the river, they left open. Iput laid out a linen pallet and birth bricks and an obsidian knife to cut the cord and carefully arranged dozens of protective charms inside and outside – images of Bes and Tawosret and Hathor, smashed crocodiles and scorpions, all of which I’d chanted appropriate spells over in sight of Kairy’s guards. I watched my friends and Kairy work, torn, eager to see Aya born, knowing I’d be dead hours afterwards. I was much like this valley in microcosm – precious life, on the brink of death. 
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    I finished writing the last of my stories a week before I was due and carefully placed it in a leather pouch along with the rest. The pouch was bulging – so many family stories had been accumulated over the past thousands of years. It was almost scary they’d survived so long without being written down. Though writing hadn’t existed for the first two thousand years of my line. When I sealed that pouch it felt so final, as if I’d just brought closure to my own life. Precious little of it was left. All too soon I was going to give birth, then die. 
 
    Ani arrived from Nekhen the very day I recorded the last tale, my story, to fetch his bride and Iput and what was due Horus from the storage magazines of the Ramesseum. He docked at the Ramesseum’s quay so his vessel could be loaded with supplies destined for the Temple of Horus. He’d sail it to my quay in a day or so. He walked overland to my estate. Beketaten was overjoyed to see him. 
 
    Three days later, when Re was at his highest, I went into labor. Beketaten and Iput conducted me into the birth bower. Both were excited. I entered with extraordinarily mixed emotions, thrilled I was about to give birth to Aya, terrified about what awaited me after she was born far too few hours from now. Dutifully, Kairy sent a guard to Djeme to inform Pharaoh that my time had come. The hidden import of the message, of course, was that I’d soon be delivered along with Aya to Djeme, she to be hidden away in the royal harem, me to be burned. I fought not to picture the preparations they were about to make, the pile of wood they’d raise near my garden in Djeme where the other conspirators had died, the stake where they’d tie me. 
 
    My fourth labor was far easier than my others, and quicker. Aya dropped into Iput’s arms a few hours after sunset. 
 
    By the light of flaming bowls of oil scattered around the bower Beketaten washed the blood from my body while Iput cleaned Aya. Beketaten helped me to a fresh pallet, then covered me with a sheet from the waist down. Iput placed my daughter in my arms. Aya was beautiful, so tiny, so warm against my skin. She clutched my finger in her fist, then sought my breast. My tears of joy mingled with tears of dread. How long would I have with her before Kairy took us away? An hour? Two? I nuzzled Aya. Now that I held her I couldn’t stand the thought of being parted from her, of missing her entire life. I was in agony. I started crying and couldn’t stop. I touched the talisman to Aya’s head, whispered a tearful prayer to the falcon god to watch over her and protect her. I held her and stroked her, willing away the moment when we’d be parted. 
 
    Iput and Beketaten sat beside my pallet, trying in vain to comfort me, taking turns giving me sips of water and gently touching Aya and cooing over her. I was exhausted but I fought off sleep. I had to experience every moment of Aya’s life I could. 
 
    Well after the middle of the night Kairy stepped inside the bower. That could mean only one thing. It was time. My right leg began shaking uncontrollably. I clutched Aya tightly, protectively, desperately, wetting her anew with my tears. 
 
    Kairy looked at me for a moment, then Aya. He looked like he wanted to say something, to get down on his knees and caress my daughter. He didn’t dare. I would have clawed his eyes out. Instead he addressed Ani. “You need to leave right now, while it’s dark. I’ve made sure the guards are all up by the house.” 
 
    Beketaten started to cry. 
 
    A choking sob issued from Iput. 
 
    Beketaten dropped to her knees and kissed me and lay her face against mine. 
 
    Our tears mingled. 
 
    “There’s no time for this,” Kairy hissed. 
 
    “You won’t even let us tell Neset goodbye, Brother?” Iput asked, incredulous. “Have you turned into a monster?” 
 
    “Neset’s going with you to Nekhen. Aya too.” 
 
    “What?” Had I heard him correctly? 
 
    “Beketaten – pick up Aya. Iput – grab the pouch of stories. Ani – carry Neset to your boat and get underway. Immediately. Don’t wait for sunrise.” 
 
    They all stood, transfixed. 
 
    Kairy was trying to save me from execution? And save Aya? How was he going to pull it off? Without being executed himself? 
 
    “Get going! Before the guards return. Hurry!” 
 
    Beketaten gently took Aya from my arms, then stood. She carried her to the open side of the bower. 
 
    Iput picked up the leather pouch full of my stories and slung it over her shoulder. 
 
    Ani scooped me into his arms, draped in my linen sheet. 
 
    “What’s happening?” I whispered. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Ani replied. 
 
    Kairy blew out the lamps, plunging the bower into darkness. He poked his head outside the open side and looked around its corner towards the house. “No one’s watching,” he said. “Go!” He drew his knife and stepped outside to guard the path. 
 
     “Cover your face and especially your hair as best you can,” Ani told me. “I don’t want any of my crewmen figuring out who you are.” 
 
    The women hurriedly left for the boat. 
 
    Ani carried me from the birth bower, pausing first to look up the path towards the house. I pulled the sheet over my head. He moved down the path towards the river, slowly, so he wouldn’t stumble in the dark and drop me. Ani was truly stealing me away. Was I going to escape death after all? I whispered a prayer to the falcon god that whatever Kairy was doing would work. But why was he trying to save me? Another act of defiance against the pharaoh he’d clearly turned against, based on my dream and the way Pharaoh had treated him in the audience hall? Word had spread widely of their break, whispered by the men guarding me, some of the rumors so outlandish they couldn’t possibly be true. Or was Kairy simply trying to avoid having my blood on his hands? Or feeling guilty for having used me and put his brother and sister and Beketaten in harm’s way? Or, maybe, using me as bait hadn’t been his plan after all. Maybe he’d been carrying out Pharaoh’s orders. Maybe the kidnapping had somehow fractured his loyalty to Pharaoh beyond repair. Though I had no idea why it should. Well, Kairy was trying to save me now. If he pulled it off – if I got to raise Aya and teach her the family stories and pass the talisman to her – that’d be atonement enough for all he’d put me through. 
 
    I wondered if Kairy would survive this night. What would the guards do to him when they discovered me and Aya missing? What would Pharaoh do to him when he failed to deliver us to Djeme? Everyone would know he’d helped me escape. Pharaoh would surely kill him. Ironic – by saving me Kairy was going to save Pharaoh from being betrayed by Kairy in the oval court. The falcon god was using Kairy as a tool to stop Kairy himself. I wondered too what was going to happen to Aya and me. Pharaoh’s vizier would surely send men to hunt us down. If they caught us we’d be executed, along with Ani and Beketaten and Iput. We couldn’t go to the estate in Nekhen after all. That’s the first place soldiers would look. How would Ani convince his crew to take us somewhere else? Could he buy his men’s silence so they wouldn’t turn us in to Pharaoh’s officials? 
 
    I felt the breeze, heard palm fronds clacking overhead. I closed my eyes, pressed my face against Ani’s chest. I heard waves lapping against a vessel. Ani carried me up a gangplank. The deck creaked beneath us. He took a few steps. A door opened, likely to the boat’s cabin, then quickly closed behind us. Ani set me on my feet. I freed my face from the sheet. Aya was cradled in Beketaten’s arms a few feet away. I’d never seen a sight as wonderful. Ani exited through the door. Iput closed it firmly behind him. 
 
    She embraced me. Then she pulled off the sheet and helped me lay down on a pallet. I was exhausted, grateful to be off my feet but especially to be alive. I wasn’t going to burn. Thanks to Kairy. Beketaten bent and placed Aya in my arms. I held her against my chest, wet her with my tears. Iput covered us with a fresh sheet. 
 
    On deck, Ani barked a muffled order. Less than a minute later the boat moved away from the quay and was caught by the current. Oars dipped into the water, slowly and carefully. No one traveled the river in the dark. We reached the middle of the channel and turned, headed south. 
 
    I could tell when dawn finally began to light the river several hours later because Ani’s men raised the sail. Our speed increased. 
 
    Half an hour after that Ani reentered the cabin. He ran his hand through his hair, gazed at each of us in turn. “What just happened. And why?” 
 
    Though the four of us speculated for hours we couldn’t make sense of any of it. I supposed we’d never know the reason Kairy had saved Aya and me. By the time we reached Nekhen and the estate Kairy had gifted Ani and Iput three days later, I assumed he’d paid for his crime with his life. Though no one else said it out loud, I could tell they assumed it too. 
 
    Then I did something I thought I’d never do. I grieved for Kairy. 
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    I watched Ani’s men row his boat into the channel and begin to cautiously ply their oars. So far so good. Neset and Aya were on their way to freedom.  
 
    The nearer this day had come, the more I’d agonized over Neset’s pending execution. Watching her from a distance as she’d wandered her garden night after night, seeing her caress her belly over and over, hearing her sob when she didn’t know I was listening, I’d vowed I’d find a way to save her as well as Aya. The vizier and the judges of the Great Kenbet might want Neset dead, but I couldn’t reconcile her execution with maat. She’d saved Pharaoh’s life multiple times. Being executed afterwards wasn’t right or just. She’d been chosen by the falcon god to protect Pharaoh – for all I knew, he’d need her to protect him again sometime in the future. After all, I was about to join a bunch of traitors who were bent on removing Ramesses from his throne. If I couldn’t stop them, maybe she could. Plus, Neset’s ancestress Tiaa had put my ancestor Kairy on Nekhen’s throne. After thousands of years, the debt my family owed hers had come due and I was going to pay it. After much agonized consideration, I’d decided to defy Pharaoh and put my duty to Neset above my loyalty to him. Something I’d never pictured myself doing. After weighing many options, I’d finally figured out a way I might save her. My plan was risky and complicated. The chances of pulling it off were admittedly small, though so far the first step – Neset’s escape from her estate – had worked as expected. If something went wrong hereafter, though, I knew Vizier Neferronpet would execute me for defying Pharaoh. Then he’d hunt Neset down and execute her and Aya, and Ani and Iput and Beketaten for good measure. He’d assume they’d all been involved in her rescue. Only if my plan succeeded would they all live long and happy lives. The second step in my plan was imminent – to fake Neset’s death and deliver Maia’s son to the conspirators in Aya’s place. The final step would be to preserve Pharaoh’s line by identifying the conspirators and slaying Maia’s son. The day the imposter died Neset and Aya would truly be free. Nothing would point to their existence. 
 
    I had no time to waste. I hurried to a small grove of acacia trees not far up the riverbank from the birth bower. I’d brought Maia and her two day–old son there a few hours ago, as soon as it was dark enough we wouldn’t be spotted moving from her farm to Neset’s estate. I’d dug up Bunakhtef’s linen–wrapped body a day earlier and hidden it in a patch of reeds beside the grove. He was going to burn in Neset’s place – if my plan worked. Maia was waiting beneath one of the trees, her linen–swaddled son in her arms. 
 
    “Come,” I said. “It’s time.” 
 
    Maia rose. 
 
    I went to the nearby patch of reeds, lifted Bunakhtef’s corpse, draped him over my shoulder. I led Maia up the path from the riverbank to the open side of the birth bower that faced the river. I paused, cautiously peered around the corner of the bower. No guards were in sight on the garden path. Maia and I quickly entered the bower. I dropped the corpse unceremoniously onto the ground along one side. I was sweating from the effort of carrying it and from fear my plan wasn’t going to work. 
 
    Maia continued standing just inside the bower, her son in her arms. “What’s this all about, Kairy?” 
 
    I’d gotten to know her fairly well the past three months, talking with her when I’d brought food and supplies to her farm several times a week. It had been stupid on my part, really – it would’ve been better to keep my distance from a woman I was taking to her death, not turn her into an actual person. She’d proven to be far more intelligent than Alara. She was for the most part reserved in my presence, and why not – she didn’t know me and I was going to forcefully uproot her from her farm and drag her away into the unknown. But not once had she tried to back out of our deal or ask me any questions about why I needed her son or about the men we’d be living among. Fact was, her son was all she was going to have in the world, and all she cared about was being with him. 
 
    Unfortunately for me, Maia had just chosen the worst possible time to get curious about her future. But the very best time from her perspective. Maybe she’d actually bided her time, waiting patiently for the moment I’d have no choice but to tell her what she wanted to know. My plan to save Neset and Aya was shaky at best; with a single word right now Maia could alert my guards that I’d switched babies and I’d be arrested and the vizier would hunt down Neset and kill her and the others. I didn’t appreciate being pressured into revealing information so unsettling Maia might be tempted to use it to ruin my plan. I didn’t like that I’d obviously underestimated her nerve and cunning either. On the other hand, I realized Maia was bound to hear snatches of conversation about her son’s future and me and the traitors’ intentions in the hours and days and weeks to come. It was inevitable once I delivered her son and her to the traitors. I supposed keeping Maia in the dark about what was happening would be even more dangerous for both of us than her knowing what was going on. Otherwise, she might inadvertently say something that would put our lives at risk. I’d kept the plan to use Neset as bait secret from her; that hadn’t turned out well at all. Time to learn from that mistake. I decided to trust Maia. 
 
    “Sit,” I said. 
 
    She settled with her back against the side of the birth bower. She gently rocked her son back and forth. 
 
    “The men guarding this estate believe a woman named Neset gave birth to a baby boy a few hours ago.” 
 
    “The same woman Alara tried to kidnap?” Maia asked, amazed. 
 
    I nodded. “A few days after that attack I was contacted by a priest named Neby. He belongs to a group of traitors that intends to challenge Pharaoh for his throne. Pharaoh and I talked over ways to defeat the traitors. Pharaoh decided that I should deliver Neset’s son to Neby and pretend to be part of his conspiracy.” Not the exact sequence of events, but the spirit of what had happened. There was no time to tell Maia the full story in detail. “I’m supposed to live among the traitors until I can identify them and report their names to Pharaoh so he can arrest them.” That was as much as I was willing to disclose – telling Maia I’d been ordered to kill Neset’s son was guaranteed to end her cooperation on the spot. 
 
    “But tonight you’re going to deliver my son to Neby instead. Why?” 
 
    “Neset gave birth to a daughter, Maia. I need a boy to make the plan work.” 
 
    “So what now? The three of us sneak away from this estate and go find Neby and disappear?” 
 
    “It’s more complicated than that. Neset was sentenced by a Great Kenbet to be burned as soon as she gave birth. I couldn’t let that happen, Maia. So I just helped her escape, along with her daughter.” 
 
    “Why? Are you in love with her?” 
 
    A reasonable conclusion. “No, Maia. We’re very distantly related. That’s all. Almost three millennia ago we shared a common ancestor. Actually, Neset despises me – with cause. But I admire her more than I’ve ever admired anyone. She’s the bravest person I’ve ever known. Plus, she has the favor of Horus. It wasn’t right that men sentenced to death a woman favored by a god. So I put her and her daughter Aya on a boat less than half an hour ago. They’re fleeing to safety even now. If my plan works they’ll escape this estate and no one will ever know they’re alive. So, in a few minutes, I’m going to try to convince my guards that Neset died in childbirth, and then burn that body in her place.” I indicated the bundle on the other side of the bower. 
 
    “Neset and her daughter get to go free, while my son and I are for all practical purposes going to be prisoners of the traitors?” 
 
    “Yes. I’m going to use you and your son to save Neset and Aya. That’s the truth of it, Maia.” 
 
    “That’s not fair!” 
 
    “I know it’s not. But you agreed.” 
 
    “As if I had a choice.” Her eyes flashed. 
 
    “I suppose you do now, Maia. Have a choice. You know every detail of my plan. You can call my guards right now and tell them I’ve switched babies. They’ll let you and your son go free. They’ll kill me. They’ll hunt down Neset and Aya and kill them. When I don’t deliver your son to Neby tonight the traitors will find another boy and claim he’s Pentawere’s son and use him to challenge Pharaoh sometime in the future. Pharaoh will never see them coming because he won’t know who the traitors are. He’ll lose his throne.” 
 
    Maia looked down at her son, stroked his arm. “Saving Pharaoh’s really up to me? The widow of a man who committed treason?” 
 
    “In a very real way.” 
 
    “How long do you think it’ll take to identify all the traitors, Kairy?” 
 
    “With luck, quickly.” 
 
    “Or it could drag out for years?” 
 
    “It could. I hope not.” 
 
    She squared her shoulders, looked up at me. “Thank you for telling me, Kairy. I’ll honor my promise.” 
 
    I breathed a sigh of relief. “Thank you, Maia.” I felt even more guilty. She’d just sentenced her son and possibly herself to death, without knowing. I hated myself for withholding a very important part of my plan. But I had to. I needed her son more than she needed the truth. 
 
    Maia tilted her head towards the corpse. “Whose body are you going to burn in place of Neset’s?” 
 
    “Bunakhtef. He was the leader of the men who tried to kidnap Neset from her estate.” 
 
    “That monster?” Maia exclaimed. “He recruited Alara. He came to our farm many times. He was always trying to take liberties with me when Alara wasn’t around. I couldn’t stand him. I’ll never forget him. He had a nasty scar on his cheek.” 
 
    I couldn’t help laugh. “Neset gave him that with his own knife one night when he tried to have his way with her.” 
 
    “It’s justice, then,” Maia said cheerfully. 
 
    I stood. “Time for us to play our parts. Are you ready?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    We exited the bower, Maia holding her son close. We moved slowly up the path and stopped halfway to the house in the middle section of the garden. 
 
    “Ibi!” I called loudly. 
 
    He was my deputy. He oversaw the men who guarded the estate by day. With things coming to a head tonight, all of my guards were on duty. Ibi hurried to me, his torch bobbing, his khepesh and knife clanking at his waist. He eyed Maia and her baby suspiciously. 
 
    “Commander?” 
 
    “Bring me two guards who aren’t superstitious,” I ordered. 
 
    “May I ask why, Commander?” 
 
    “The witch is bleeding to death in the bower. Complications. She won’t live until dawn.” 
 
    “Who’s this?” Ibi asked. 
 
    “I’m the wetnurse for the witch’s son,” Maia volunteered. 
 
    She’d embraced her role. Telling her my plan had been a good thing. “The boy will need to feed on the way to Djeme,” I said. “I don’t intend to deliver a wailing starving baby to Pharaoh.” 
 
    “Of course, Commander.” 
 
    One hurdle passed. 
 
    “Can you believe it, Ibi?” I asked familiarly. “My brother and sister and the witch’s attendant have already fled on his boat. They’re so desperate to put distance between them and the witch they’ve pushed off in the dark. They don’t want the witch’s ka to attack them when she dies. They fear her ka more than they fear a hippo or crocodile or sandbar in the channel. So, bring me two guards who don’t believe that magic lingers in a dead witch’s body, or that simply looking on a dead witch’s face will haunt them for the rest of their lives.” 
 
    “Make sure they’re willing to touch the body of a woman who’s given birth and hasn’t been ritually purified for fourteen days too,” Maia interjected. 
 
    “Commander, no guard on this estate will get anywhere near the witch. I guarantee you.” 
 
    Good. My months of fear–mongering were working. “Someone has to carry her corpse from the bower,” I said sternly. 
 
    “Not any of us, Commander,” Ibi said defiantly. 
 
    I glared at him. 
 
    He was much shorter than me. He met my glare. He crossed his arms defiantly. 
 
    “By the gods! I’ll do it myself then!” I huffed, outwardly angry, internally exulting. “Order a guard to gather every linen sheet in the house and bring them all to me so I can wrap the body to keep you and your delicate men from seeing any part of the witch. And set guards to piling wood in the garden and soaking it with oil. We’ll burn her here, not carry her all the way to Djeme.” 
 
    “Understood, Commander.” Ibi sounded relieved. 
 
    “Take the boy and the wetnurse to the veranda. Be careful with him – his blood’s royal. Make sure the woman has food and drink. She needs to keep up her strength. I’ll wait here for the linen, then I’ll wrap the witch and carry her body to the pyre.” 
 
    “Understood, Commander.” 
 
    “Get going!” I ordered. 
 
    Ibi and Maia and her son moved towards the house, the torch bobbing once again. So far, so good. I waited on the path. A group of guards began arranging a pyre of wood. Soon one approached from inside the house, his arms laden. 
 
    “Here’s the linen, Commander.” 
 
    One last diversion. “Put it in the bower for me.” 
 
    The guard hesitated. “Respectfully, Commander…” 
 
    “Give it to me!” I snatched it from his hand. I strode to the bower and entered. The plan was working perfectly. The guards weren’t going to interfere with me. 
 
    I’d wrapped Bunakhtef in linen before I buried him on the estate the night of the attack, but that linen was now filthy with sand. I took the first strip of linen and began winding it around his corpse, slowly. I wanted to give Ani plenty of time to get far away in case my deception was discovered. If any of my guards questioned how long I was taking I could claim I was still waiting for Neset to die. 
 
    After I finished leisurely wrapping Bunakhtef I lifted him and, carrying him over a shoulder, proceeded up the garden path to where a waist–high pile of wood waited. The guards standing nearby shuffled backwards as I approached. With a disgusted grunt I tossed the body atop the pile. One guard was holding a lit torch; he showed no sign of carrying it to me, so I went to him and yanked it from his hand. Then I tossed it onto the pile. The well–soaked wood immediately burst into flame. In only a moment the corpse was completely engulfed. 
 
    I summoned Ibi. “Wait until the fire burns out. Then scatter the ashes in the river. Send the witch to oblivion.” 
 
    “Yes, Commander.” 
 
    “Then march all the guards back to Djeme. Go the per’aa and report directly to Pharaoh and me. We’ll be expecting you.” 
 
    “Yes, Commander.” 
 
    “Now, bring me the wetnurse and the boy.” 
 
    In a moment Maia joined me, clutching her son. I took him from her arms, pulled back the linen wrapping, held him up and showed him to the guards. His skin glowed in the firelight. “A fine boy for Pharaoh. His nephew.” I handed him back to Maia. Then we casually strolled down the garden path to the riverbank and headed in the direction of Djeme. 
 
    Morning was approaching. Re would soon leap over the horizon. We picked our way carefully along the deeply–trod riverside path in the predawn light. We’d gone less than half a mile when Neby rose from a patch of tall grass. 
 
    “You have the boy?” 
 
    Maia pulled back the linen. 
 
    “Ah! Pentawere, second of his name!” Neby exclaimed. 
 
    Maia stiffened slightly. Denied naming her own son. 
 
    “You didn’t say anything about bringing a woman, Kairy,” Neby said, looking Maia up and down. 
 
    “How do you plan to feed him, My Lord?” she asked scathingly, sweeping her eyes over him the same way he’d swept his over her. “You don’t look like you have milk to give.” 
 
    Surprising. And good. Maia was establishing herself as someone the traitors couldn’t push around. Now I was glad I’d told her almost everything. It was possible she’d turn out to be an asset in the weeks to come. 
 
    “This is Maia,” I told him. “Her daughter died in childbirth two days ago.” 
 
    “Why her, Kairy? Can we trust her?” Neby asked. 
 
    “My husband was killed trying to kidnap this baby’s mother three months ago,” Maia said sharply. “I jumped at the chance Kairy’s given me to make Pharaoh pay.” 
 
    “He was one of Pentawere’s followers?” Neby asked. 
 
    “Why else would he have tried to kidnap Neset?” Maia rolled her eyes. 
 
    “How much did you tell her?” Neby asked me, alarmed. 
 
    “Enough to know we shouldn’t be wasting time talking here on the riverbank,” Maia said pointedly. 
 
    I suppressed a smile. She’d kept me from answering Neby’s question. Neby hadn’t noticed. 
 
    “Follow me,” he said. “I have a boat.” 
 
    I nodded at Maia approvingly behind his back. She rolled her eyes again. 
 
    Neby’s vessel was moored along the shore, a medium sized cargo boat, indistinguishable from most that traveled the river. As soon as Neby and Maia and I were seated beneath the sunscreen amidships Neby lowered the reed mats on all four sides, shielding us from view. Crewmen pulled the gangplank aboard and a moment later we were moving into the channel, being rowed. Young Pentawere began nursing. 
 
    “I was expecting a smaller vessel,” I said. 
 
    “Captain’s name is Khnumnakht,” Neby said. “My superiors caught him stealing grain from temple estates belonging to Khnum’s temple at Abu a year ago. He had a network of scribes and inspectors and farmers, and priests in the temple, working for him. My superiors turned his network into our network. Now he uses his skills and his boat for our benefit.” 
 
    Before long, the rhythmic sound of oars slowing dipping into the river were joined by the cries of birds awakening along the riverbank. Golden sunlight spilled into the valley and touched the river and filtered through the reed mats on my right. That meant we were going north, the direction opposite Ani’s. One less thing for me to worry about – overtaking his boat and having Neby recognize Neset. That would have brought my plan crashing down in ruins. 
 
    Khnumnakht barked a command. The oars began churning faster. Half an hour later he poked his head under the sunscreen. “We’ve passed Waset, My Lord,” he told Neby. “No sign of pursuit.” 
 
    Not surprising. The pyre could hardly have burned out yet. It would be hours before my guards scattered the ashes and walked to Djeme and discovered I hadn’t delivered the baby to Pharaoh. Pharaoh would take his time launching a search for us after that; he wanted me to get away. I was still nervous that somehow the guards would determine it wasn’t Neset’s body that had burned and Neferronpet would launch a search for her. But that was out of my control now. 
 
    The four of us remained concealed inside the walled sunscreen all day, to avoid detection by farmers in their fields or sailors on passing boats. I did what I could to make Maia comfortable. I supplied her with plenty of food and drink whenever she was awake. She was going to need her strength for what was to come once we left the river. Not only was she still recovering from having given birth, but the last months had taken a toll on her both mentally and physically. She mostly slept during the day on a pallet laid out under the sunscreen, at least when Pentawere wasn’t nursing. Whenever she held him, the love shining in her eyes for him was almost too much for me to bear, knowing I was going to kill that innocent baby some day. I vowed again that I’d arrange for her to be out of his life long before then. I didn’t know if that would be more merciful for her, or me. 
 
    Watching Maia, I couldn’t help feeling guilty for dragging her into my scheme. Catching Pharaoh’s enemies was all too real now, no longer a theoretical exercise now that we were on a boat with some of them. She’d chosen to participate, though she didn’t really have any other choice. I rationalized that she was going to be better off with me in years to come than she would have been on her own at Waset. But I was just trying to make myself feel better. 
 
    At times as we traveled north I caught myself thinking about Neset. I pictured her planting a garden on the estate I’d gifted to Ani and Iput at Nekhen, saw with my mind’s eye Aya, a young girl, working beside her in the midst of colorful flowers, shaded by tall trees. Neset had a life to look forward to now, along with Aya, thanks to me. I doubted I’d ever see her again. I hoped some day the fact I’d rescued her and Aya from death would make her think of me kindly. Assuming she’d ever think about me at all. I was probably delusional about that. 
 
    Khnumnakht tied up along the west bank an hour after sunset. A dozen men were camped in a grove of palms, along with a few horses and donkeys and too many containers of supplies to count. We disembarked and ate the first hot meal we’d had all day, gathered around a campfire. Maia sat a little apart, nursing her son, regarding the men with fear. 
 
    “Tomorrow we head for the Southern Oasis in the western desert, a week’s travel,” Neby announced. 
 
    “That’s where we’re going to hide?” 
 
    Neby nodded. “It’s huge, Kairy. More than one hundred miles long and a dozen wide in places. It occupies a great lush depression in the desert, well watered, suitable for crops of all kinds. Caravan trails cross it from north to south and east to west, connecting it to the valley and other oases.” 
 
    “So your superiors will be able to move men and supplies without using the river and raising suspicion,” I surmised. 
 
    “We’ve established a small farming village where you and the rest of these men will watch over Pentawere.” 
 
    “Not you?” 
 
    “I’ll travel back and forth between the valley and the oasis regularly, bringing supplies in and carrying jars of wine out.” 
 
    “Wine? Why?” 
 
    “To portray the fiction we’re simple farmers, managing a vineyard.” 
 
    “When will you tell Pentawere how you’re going to use him?” 
 
    Neby looked from me to Maia, then back. She was still nursing Pentawere. She didn’t appear to be listening. I knew she was, attentively. “How much did you tell her, Kairy?” he asked in a low voice. 
 
    “I told Maia we were taking Neset’s son to a place where Pharaoh wouldn’t murder him,” I lied. 
 
    “Hmm. The same thing I’ve told these men and the ones at the village.” He ripped a chunk off a piece of bread. “My superiors will reveal Pentawere’s true fate to him when he’s old enough to understand.” Neby glanced at Maia again. “You best convince the wetnurse to forget anything you’ve told her about this conspiracy, and to keep her mouth shut whenever my superiors visit the village. I like you, Kairy, but frankly, they aren’t sure they can trust you. Having her around isn’t going to strengthen your case if they think you’ve told her any of their plan. After all, you’re betraying the pharaoh you’ve served so devotedly – for personal gain.” 
 
    “For their benefit too,” I said hotly, knowing full well I wouldn’t trust someone who’d done what I was doing either. “I’m the only one who can testify to Pentawere’s parentage that Pharaoh’s officials will believe.” 
 
    Neby shrugged. 
 
    “What will I do at the oasis?” 
 
    “Protect the boy for now. When he’s older, train him in personal combat and horsemanship.” 
 
    In other words, nothing important. Despite Neby’s promises when we’d arranged our deal, I realized there was a pretty good chance the priests would simply dispose of me someday. If they decided they didn’t really need me to attest to Pentawere’s parentage they could kill me and claim when they challenged Pharaoh that I’d died after handing the boy over to them. If they ever figured out I was secretly working on Pharaoh’s behalf they’d execute me instantly. I was going to have to tread very carefully in the months to come, find ways to prove not only my loyalty but my value to these traitors. For if they disposed of me what I was doing – what I’d coerced Maia into doing – would be in vain. Her son would live and challenge Pharaoh. Pharaoh’s line might fail. Neset’s and Aya’s lives would be at risk. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    We arose well before dawn and set out while it was still relatively cool, the trail a well–trod path across the desert. Maia rode atop a donkey at the head of the procession next to Neby on his horse, where rolling dust from hooves wouldn’t affect Pentawere. I walked beside Maia, holding onto the donkey’s bridle, constantly offering her water from a leather pouch slung over my shoulder, holding an improvised sunscreen over her. The rest of the men and the laden beasts followed behind us. We rested in a strip of shade in the lee of a rock outcrop in the heat of midday, then continued on late in the afternoon, traveling for a couple of hours after the sun set. Neby was clearly familiar with the trail. The men set up camp and we ate and then stretched out on pallets on the sand. I slept next to Maia, a little away from the other men. 
 
    And so it went, day after day for a week. The wind blew constant and hot, in many places wiping out all trace of the trail as it crossed the gently undulating desert. But we moved on confidently, using as landmarks cairns of large stones piled in the midst of the flat plains or atop occasional rock outcrops. Those cairns were ancient; I knew from family stories that some of these trails had been used by the Chiefs of Foreign Lands to send messengers to the lands south of the cataract in order to bypass the valley’s rightful rulers at Waset. There were also sherds of pottery vessels along the track, either from water jars emptied and abandoned during a journey or containers full of trade goods fallen from donkeyback and shattered. The ground around nearly every rock outcrop where travelers regularly rested was practically carpeted with sherds. Some of those outcrops were etched with ancient drawings of desert beasts too, no doubt from a time when the desert had been savannah and hunters had roamed it freely. 
 
    A week to the day after leaving the river we reached the edge of a scarp at the northern edge of the oasis. 
 
    “Behold your new home!” Neby said grandly. 
 
    The trail ahead of us plunged down numerous steep hills and rocky outcrops engulfed by sand in a series of tight twisting turns. I drank in the view. For a couple of miles south of the foot of the scarp grew isolated patches of vegetation. Beyond them stretched an immensity of green – vast cultivated fields, groves of swaying palms, sunlight glinting silver on pools and small lakes. Along the eastern edge of the oasis marched a chain of dunes, their crests knife–sharp, relentlessly driven by the wind. After the drab immensity of the desert everyone’s spirits lifted. 
 
    We descended the trail, slowly, carefully. I carried Pentawere in my arms on the steep sections so Maia could grip the donkey’s reins. We reached the bottom of the scarp, where the trail flattened. Before long we began to encounter isolated cultivated patches of land, each with a small nondescript hut. 
 
    “The water’s close to the surface here, thus the cultivation,” Neby said. “There are hundreds of small pools in the oasis, and countless wells. It’s a matter of an hour or two to dig one.” 
 
    “We’re not going to be the only farmers in the oasis, I gather.” 
 
    “No. There are one or two small settlements and hundreds of individual farmers. The nearest settlement to our village is a half–hour’s walk or so.” 
 
    A few hours travel brought us to a region cut by deep wadis, separated from each other by long rocky outcrops. We entered a wadi that bent slightly east, its bed compacted by centuries of travel. A large square outcrop dominated scattered jagged boulders on its northern side. Two figures were seated atop the outcrop. 
 
    “Your lookouts?” I asked Neby. 
 
    “Here, and at other key locations in the oasis. But they actually report to the man in charge of our village, Commander Nehi. If anyone approaches he’ll know.” 
 
    “I thought you’d be in charge.” 
 
    “I’m not that important, Kairy. Expendable, I believe you called me when we met. I’ll be delivering supplies for the foreseeable future. Someday, when Pentawere takes the throne, I’ll hold a high position of some kind. My superiors haven’t told me what yet. Nehi, on the other hand, will be deputy commander of Pentawere’s army, or so he says. He claims his father will be its overall commander.” 
 
    Occasionally we passed a small spring bubbling from the base of a rocky cleft. Some of the clefts were etched with images, mostly animals, though a few primitive humans. There was even one high–prowed boat – interesting to find one so far from the river. Neby pointed out a cairn that marked the intersection of the north–south and east–west trails that crossed the oasis. Both trails showed signs of recent travel. Another half hour and we arrived at a village consisting of more than a dozen mud–brick huts shaded by tall palms along the east bank of a small lake, connected by a winding stream to a chain of ponds both north and south. A few columns of smoke rose from campfires in front of the huts. Green fields stretched in every direction, being tended by farmers. I glimpsed a vineyard, lush with heavily–laden vines. Neby had been telling the truth about the wine. A few cattle and sheep grazed in the distance. There wasn’t a woman in sight. 
 
    A group of men were waiting for us at the edge of the village, well armed. Hardened veterans of Pharaoh’s army by the looks of them, though I didn’t recognize anyone. Except their commander. Nehi. I remembered encountering him during the party I’d attended in Pi–Ramesses when I’d been assigned to train the Falcon in the Nest. I’d heard about him long before that night – comments about his laziness and unreliability. I recalled that Nehi’s father, Antef, commanded the Amen Division at Waset. If Nehi’s boast that Neby had reported to me earlier today was correct, Antef would command Pentawere’s future army. I’d just identified a very important traitor. The implication of Antef’s involvement in this conspiracy was that a quarter of Pharaoh’s army was already prepared to turn on him. 
 
    Neby dismounted. I took Pentawere from Maia, then helped her down. 
 
    “My scouts brought word of your approach a day ago, Neby,” Nehi said. “Food and drink are ready.” 
 
    “It’s been a long journey,” Neby said wearily. He addressed Maia and me. “This is Commander Nehi. He’s in charge of this village.” 
 
    “This is the boy?” Nehi asked, at the same time looking Maia up and down lasciviously. 
 
    As had every man in the caravan on our journey here. Maia was uncommonly pretty, even though filthy from the trail – she’d filled out in the months after we’d made our arrangement, thanks to the foodstuffs I’d regularly supplied her with. Gone were the hollows in her cheeks and the sunken eyes and exposed ribs. Her hair was long, eyes dark and shining, body rounded. I’d discovered she had a natural innocence that drew men to her, like bees to a flower. That reaction was going to be heightened now that she was the only woman in a village full of men deprived of women. I’d put Maia in this situation. Protecting her from the advances of the traitors was my responsibility now. Without antagonizing anyone important who might dispose of me so he could have her for himself. Unless, of course, Maia took a liking to one of these men and decided to take up with him, in which case I wouldn’t interfere. Marrying one of these traitors might serve Maia well, actually – putting distance between us so she wouldn’t be accused of collaborating with me when I turned on the traitors might be her salvation. I half–wished my traitorous guard’s wife had been an ugly shrew. It would have made the coming years so much easier for me. 
 
    Maia lowered her eyes and blushed at Nehi’s scrutiny and moved closer to me. 
 
    “Pentawere, second of his name,” Neby told Nehi. “This is his wetnurse, Maia. And Kairy. The kidnapper.” The last said distastefully. 
 
    That’s how I’d be known from now on by this group of men. As well as “traitor.” I supposed they were probably calling me that in the valley too. I wondered how many soldiers Pharaoh had sent to search for me, though I was confident he’d sent men he was sure wouldn’t find me. It stung, knowing Ani and Iput would eventually hear I’d kidnapped Neset’s son and had run away with him and betrayed Pharaoh. I wondered what they’d make of the news, knowing that Neset hadn’t given birth to a boy and that Aya was safe on their farm. Would they think I’d turned traitor for real and was planning to use an imposter to someday challenge Pharaoh? What else could they think? I wished I could have told Ani what I was planning before the night of Aya’s birth, and why. But I’d decided against it. Not knowing would serve him and the rest better if they were ever questioned about me. 
 
    While men began unloading the donkeys and carrying containers into one of the huts, Neby and Maia and Nehi and I seated ourselves in the shade of a grove of palm trees. As promised, food had been laid out on platters. One of the guards filled our cups while we sat cross–legged on the ground and began to eat. 
 
    “How many men live in this village, Commander?” I asked. 
 
    “Roughly forty, including guards and scouts, and farmers and herdsmen who feed us, plus a couple of men who cook and haul water and cut wood and wash clothes and such. Every man is trained to fight – even the farmers. I assure you, I’ll be able to protect Pentawere if any of Pharaoh’s soldiers stumble on this place.” 
 
    “Where will I sleep?” Maia asked, rocking Pentawere back and forth in her arms. 
 
    “The hut closest to the lake belongs to you and the boy,” Neby replied. “Commander Nehi’s is next to it – that’s where I’ll stay whenever I’m here.” He looked at me. “You can sleep with the farmers.” 
 
    I saw fear in Maia’s eyes. She hadn’t expected to be plopped down in the midst of so many men, the only woman. She hadn’t expected to be so vulnerable. 
 
    “Pentawere is my responsibility,” I told Neby firmly. “I’ll be sleeping in front of his hut. That’s the job you gave me, right? Protecting the boy?” 
 
    Neby half–smiled. His expression said he didn’t believe the boy was my real reason for wanting to sleep so close to Maia. He’d eyed her lustfully the entire journey too, once he’d gotten over his suspicions. He assumed I had designs on her. 
 
    But I wasn’t about to get involved with Maia. Not when I knew I was going to someday kill her son and abandon her to the traitors. Besides, even if I was so inclined, why would she be? I was almost a dozen years older. Why would she take an interest in me when there were so many men around the village closer to her age? Most of them already interested in her, if the few hours we’d spent in the village so far were any indication. She’d attracted much attention since our arrival. I had a specific reason for being at the oasis – to identify traitors, preserve Pharaoh’s line, and protect Neset and Aya. I wasn’t going to let Maia distract me from that. 
 
    “Yes. That’s your job, Kairy,” Neby affirmed. 
 
    That night, after everyone else had gone to bed and campfires had burned to coals, I sat with my back against a palm tree at the edge of the lake, facing towards the village and away from the water, cradling Pentawere while Maia bathed. She took a long time; I didn’t blame her for luxuriating after a hard week’s travel across the desert. Eventually I heard soft steps rustling the grass. She sat down next to me, back resting against the same tree, her dripping hair pulled over the front of her right shoulder, her skirt clinging to her still–wet legs. Cleaned up, lit by moonlight, she looked spectacularly desirable. She was going to be a temptation for the village’s men. I handed Pentawere to her. 
 
    The moon path danced on the lake beside us. The wind sighed through palm fronds high overhead, obscuring and then revealing a river of stars as they swayed back and forth, caressing us with gentle warmth. 
 
    “Thank you for insisting that you guard my hut, Kairy. I don’t like the way the men in this village leer at me.” 
 
    “What makes you think I’m any better than them, Maia, that I won’t take advantage of you? You’re in this situation because of me.” 
 
    “You’ve been nothing but kind and caring since we met, Kairy. You could have taken advantage of me whenever you wanted after you first came to my farm, but you didn’t. Instead, you saved me from an awful fate in the valley. I would have been forced to sink low to take care of my son. You spared me humiliation and worse. And you told me the truth about what we’re doing when I asked.” 
 
    “You kind of made it impossible for me not to,” I said wryly. Though I hadn’t told her everything. 
 
    “I did, didn’t I.” Maia laughed. 
 
    So she had pressured me to tell her what was going on when she knew I couldn’t afford not to. Add cunning to intelligent. 
 
    “As unusual as this situation is, Kairy, I’m sure I’ll have a far better life here than I would have had there. No fields to tend or grain to grind or fowl to snare.” 
 
    Another wave of guilt. I gazed at her sleeping son. I was going to murder him someday. So much for Maia’s better life. “I’ll do my best to keep you and Pentawere safe,” I lied. 
 
    Pentawere stirred and Maia stroked his cheek until he settled. “Tell me about Neset, Kairy. Did you know her well?” 
 
    “I’d met her in passing a few times over the years. After she was sentenced to death Pharaoh assigned me to guard her on her estate. I got to know her fairly well then. Unfortunately, she came to despise me. And rightly so.” 
 
    “You mentioned that before. Why?” 
 
    “I used Neset as bait to trap the traitors your husband was involved with. I didn’t tell her she was at risk of being kidnapped, or that I was using her. She despised me after the attack because I’d put her and her friends’ lives at risk. We barely spoke two words after that. It’s a long story and I’ll tell you sometime if you really want to know. Anyway, Neset was the overseer of Pharaoh’s gardens on the west and east banks, appointed by the third Ramesses. Pentawere was the love of her life, up to the moment he killed his father and betrayed her. Even so, I think deep down he’ll always hold her heart. I sense she’s not the kind of woman who easily moves from one man to another. She was the bravest, kindest, most impressive woman I’ve ever known. She once threw herself in front of a knife stroke intended for the fourth Ramesses and saved his life. She nearly died because of it. Then she saved him again during the traitors’ trial. Despite that, she was sentenced by the Great Kenbet to die.” 
 
    “Even though she despised you, you still sent her and her daughter to safety, using my son. And faked her death and burned a body your guards thought was hers so no one would try to find her.” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    Maia laughed lightly. “You are a most peculiar man, Kairy.” 
 
    “I suppose I am.” 
 
    “I expect Pharaoh will reward you greatly once you identify the traitors.” 
 
    “I doubt it.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “When I faked Neset’s death I subverted the will of the Great Kenbet, which had ordered her to be executed. I had no right to do that. In fact, I never told Pharaoh that Neset was going to have a daughter. I was afraid the vizier would execute her out of spite. Pharaoh and the vizier truly believe that your son is actually Neset’s – it was the only way I could think of to keep Aya safe. But if either of them ever discover the truth I’ll have to answer for my duplicity. Even Pharaoh can’t overrule a Great Kenbet. I expect that when this is over I’ll either be executed or have to flee for my life.” 
 
    Maia reached out and took my hand. “I’m sorry, Kairy.” 
 
    “I’m sorry too, Maia, for getting you involved in this.” 
 
    “What’s done is done. I’m going to sleep now. Will you walk me back to my hut?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
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    Nehi and Neby and I were seated cross–legged in a rough circle in front of Maia’s hut, surrounding bowls and platters laden with food set out by the cook who prepared our meals. Night had fallen and stars were winking into the sky. Maia was nursing Pentawere, sitting a little apart from us, shadows and light cast by her flickering campfire dancing across her face. Nehi was, as always, staring boldly at Maia. Of all her numerous suitors in our village he was the most persistent. And, according to her, the most unwelcome. 
 
    After a year, this pool–studded palm–shaded section of the oasis had come to feel like home to me. I hadn’t lived in one place for so long since I’d left Nekhen as a boy. We’d added three storage huts the past month to the original number – Maia’s, Nehi’s, several for guards and our brewer and baker and other servants, more for farmers who tended the oasis fields and herdsmen who cared for a few cattle and sheep and goats. As of this afternoon, the new huts were crammed with supplies Neby had just transported from the valley. While we were for the most part self–sufficient, Neby regularly brought us necessities we couldn’t produce ourselves, such as linen and leather and metal tools and weapons. 
 
    I’d been surprised at how quickly Maia had adjusted to life in the oasis, my expectations colored by the guilt I’d felt so keenly those first months for uprooting her from the valley and forcing her to live in the midst of traitors. I knew now I shouldn’t have been. Maia had left behind what promised to be a miserable poverty–stricken existence. In its place she’d been given the opportunity to raise her son in a village where she lacked for nothing. Pentawere was the only person in the world who mattered to her and her only job was to take care of him – everything else around camp was done for her. In fact, she was presented with delicacies nearly every evening by men who swarmed her campfire at mealtime – she encouraged those gatherings, she told me, because no one could accost her in private that way. It was easier for her to keep a horde at bay by bestowing the favor of her attention on many at once than have to deal separately with individuals. I shared those campfires too, sitting a little apart, making sure things didn’t get out of hand. I’d broken up a couple of fistfights between her suitors the past year. 
 
    The only times the horde stayed away were nights like this, when Neby visited the village. Those nights only he and Nehi shared Maia’s fire, so they could confer. 
 
    Neby had arrived at the village a few hours earlier, leading two dozen donkeys laden with several months’ worth of supplies, plus goods and foodstuffs to pay the men who labored in the village. In a week or so he’d return to the valley, his donkeys carrying the wine produced in the village’s vineyard. As usual, Nehi and Neby were seated opposite each other. Nehi had made it abundantly clear the first weeks after our arrival at the oasis that he considered Neby to be little more than an errand boy and had treated him as such until Neby returned to the valley. In private, Neby had railed against Nehi to me, for the distaste between them was mutual, but Neby was outranked and dared not challenge Nehi’s treatment. I found Nehi equally distasteful and avoided him as best I could, which wasn’t all that hard. Nehi rarely stirred from the shade in front of his hut during the day, expecting his deputy to see to the guards he supposedly led. I’d never met a man as lazy. Nehi had no use for me either but couldn’t really push me around, for his superiors would need me to vouch for Pentawere’s parentage when it came time to challenge Pharaoh. I was rather pleased at the ongoing rift between Nehi and Neby; having traitors at each other’s throats promised a lack of solidarity when it came time to challenge Pharaoh. A possible chink in armor I might be able to exploit some day. 
 
    “Hard to believe it’s been a full year since I delivered Pentawere to this village,” Neby observed, breaking off a chunk of bread. 
 
    “How are things in the valley these days, My Lord?” I asked. 
 
    Neby snorted. “For our purposes, quite well. Half the officials in Ramesses’ court mock him behind his back. He hasn’t gotten over his father’s murder and the violent disruption to maat. So he’s been trying to resurrect memories of what he calls the ‘glorious past.’ He’s trying desperately to model his reign after Ramesses the Great. He’s even based his five names on Ramesses’.” 
 
    “The third Ramesses named his sons after the second’s,” I said. “Like father, like son.” 
 
    “He’s trying to build as extensively as Ramesses too,” Neby continued. “He’s visited the temples of Re at Iunu and Ptah at Mennefer and presented both gods with generous offerings. Ramesses intends to construct many new temples in coming years. As I told you on my last visit, five months into his reign he sent more than four hundred men to Wadi Hammamat to quarry Bekhen stone. Since then he’s sent a second led by the First God’s Servant, Ramesesnakht.” 
 
    “Ramesesnakht? What happened to Usermarenakht?” 
 
    “Dead. Immediately afterwards, Pharaoh appointed the deceased high priest’s younger brother as his replacement. Anyway, it was the most massive expedition in decades. Ramesesnakht was assisted by two royal butlers, plus Khaemtir, deputy of the army, Amenmose, Waset’s mayor, Bakehkhons, the superintendent of cattle, and Sunero, the marshalling scribe of the army, as well as dozens of lesser administrators. They supervised five thousand soldiers, two thousand temple workers, hundreds of farmers idled by the inundation, plus servants – more than eight thousand men in all. Conditions were harsh. I heard more than nine hundred workers died.” 
 
    “The First God’s Servant doesn’t care about soldiers or farmers,” Nehi observed. “What are their lives to him?” 
 
    I could have said the same about how Nehi treated the village’s laborers. He’d alienated almost everyone. But I didn’t. 
 
    “Ramesses hasn’t even selected a site for his tomb in the Great Place,” Neby added. “He’s been too busy arranging his quarrying expeditions plus one to mine copper in the land of Atika. Wouldn’t matter if he had – rumor is he hasn’t been paying the craftsmen in Ta Set Maat for the past year.” 
 
    I recalled Neset telling me craftsmen had refused to work the last time that happened. I wondered if they’d go on strike again. 
 
    Maia rose and carried Pentawere into the hut they shared to put him down for the evening. I still spread my pallet just outside the hut’s entrance every night so anyone who tried to enter would awaken me. So far, no one had tried. About half an hour later she emerged and headed towards a nearby pond to bathe, as was her nightly custom. 
 
    Nehi left the campfire soon after, then Neby. He was exhausted from his journey and sought the small hut I’d erected for his use after his first visit. He’d practically begged me to build him one of his own; he’d been miserable sharing Nehi’s in the weeks after our arrival a year ago. 
 
    I cleaned up the bowls and platters we’d eaten from, then began my nightly circuit of the village’s perimeter, stopping to chat briefly with each of Nehi’s half–dozen guards stationed at various posts. I’d begun patrolling within weeks of our arrival on the pretext that I was responsible for Pentawere and wanted to make sure everything was in order. In reality, I wanted to get the guards used to seeing me wandering about the outskirts of the village at night. Once I learned the names of the high–ranking traitors I’d have to flee the village and head for the valley under cover of darkness. I didn’t want to give the guards reason to be suspicious of me if they caught sight of me during my escape. 
 
    I’d plotted my escape route months ago and had carefully and gradually secreted a cache of supplies a mile or so from the village for the journey across the desert to the river. Escaping the village would be easy – almost every night most of Nehi’s guards snuck off to a village a few miles south of ours where lived numerous unattached women. I’d be able to steal a few horses and ride away hours before they crept back to their posts. In fact, my talking with the guards served as their alibi – in the unlikely event Nehi ever checked on them I’d promised to vouch that they’d dutifully manned their posts the entire night. In fact, the only nights the guards didn’t visit their women was when Nehi rode his horse to the same locality for the same reason. Those nights they remained on guard, fuming. 
 
    I’d originally planned to flee to the valley alone. But a few months ago I’d decided I was going to take Maia and Pentawere with me. 
 
    At the start of my mission, Vizier Neferronpet had ordered me to execute Pentawere once I learned the traitors’ names and before I reported to him at Djeme, and I’d promised I would. After getting to know Maia, in the months before she’d given birth, I’d begun hoping I wouldn’t identify the most important traitors for at least three years. Her son would be weaned then, and I’d be able to send her back to the valley and she’d never know I’d killed him. The one kindness I could give her. But after arriving at the village I’d realized the idea of sending Maia away had been foolish. Nehi and Neby would never let Maia leave, since she knew the village’s location and their names. I assumed that after I killed Pentawere and fled to the valley both Nehi and Neby would believe Maia had been part of my plot and would punish her for my actions. She didn’t deserve to suffer because of me. 
 
    But simply saving Maia from the traitors wasn’t the real reason I’d decided to take her and Pentawere with me. Gradually this past year, so gradually I hadn’t even been aware it was happening, Maia had filled a void in my heart I hadn’t even known existed. I’d never felt for a woman what I’d come to feel for her. The strength and depth of my feelings had been overwhelming and completely unexpected. I hadn’t been exposed to many women before I’d spent time in Pi–Ramesses training the Falcon in the Nest. Campaigning with the army for a decade hadn’t been conducive to developing relationships. But Pharaoh’s son had attended party after party in the city and I’d attracted the attention of many women who’d orbited him at those gatherings, a crumb fallen from the royal table. But for the most part those women had been status seekers and privileged and empty–headed and insincere and had, frankly, intimidated me with their inherited wealth and worldliness. They’d flitted from man to man without thinking and dispensed their favors flippantly. Maia was their polar opposite. She was wonderful – kind, caring, intelligent, steadfast. I’d fallen deeply in love with her. I wished she could feel for me just a tiny fraction of what I felt for her. But that was impossible. Why would she? I’d forced her to leave her home. I’d forced her to agree she’d never tell her son she was his mother. I’d inserted her into a dangerous situation in this village. She was a decade younger than me. She had her pick of suitors in this oasis, all more suitable than me. More suitable, because none of them were keeping the secret from her that I was – that I’d promised Pharaoh I’d execute her son to preserve his line. That was a promise I hadn’t given lightly. I owed Pharaoh my fealty. He was counting on me to save his throne from these traitors. But I’d made my promise to him months before Pentawere had been born. He hadn’t been real then, just a boy I could use to save Neset and Aya from death. But Pentawere was very real now, and I’d come to love him too. For all practical purposes, I was his father. At least, Maia treated me as if I was. I’d agonized for months over what I’d do on the day I learned the name of the most important traitor. How could I force myself to obey Pharaoh and kill Pentawere before I fled to Djeme? Taking him with me would solve that problem. I could save both him and Pharaoh that way. 
 
    I approached the last guard post. 
 
    Not far beyond, behind a screen of palms, lay the pond where Maia was bathing. Suddenly, she broke into song. Her voice drifted to me – clear, sweet, high. 
 
      
 
    “While unhurried days come and go 
 
    Let us turn to each other in quiet affection 
 
    And walk in peace to the edge of old age. 
 
    And I shall be with you each unhurried day 
 
    A woman given her one wish 
 
    To see for a lifetime the face of the man she loves.” 
 
      
 
    The last notes faded away. As always, I was enchanted. I’d never heard a singer as accomplished as Maia. Another of her incomparable qualities. 
 
    I reached the guard post. I spoke briefly with the man stationed there, then headed for the pond. Maia and I met and talked in private every evening on its bank, where none of the traitors would overhear. Moments later I heard muted laughter behind me and turned and noted dark shapes hurrying south across moonlight–drenched fields. I couldn’t help smile. Predictable. The guards were going to enjoy themselves in the distant village this evening. 
 
    I approached the grove on the bank of the pond. 
 
    “Come to my hut tonight, Maia. I’m tired of waiting.” 
 
    “And I’m tired of telling you no, Nehi,” Maia said wearily. 
 
    A few stealthy steps brought me to the edge of a moonlit glade. Nehi was blocking Maia’s path back to the village. I was instantly reminded of the night Bunakhtef had assaulted Neset. But Maia wouldn’t dare pull the knife protruding from Nehi’s belt and use it on him, as Neset had her assailant. With a word he could have her executed. 
 
    Or me, if I interfered. 
 
    “I could make your life very easy, Maia. A few more years and the boy will be weaned and what use will we have for you? But I’ll have a high position once Pentawere sits the throne. You could have one too, as my wife. Or I could make your life very hard right now,” Nehi threatened. 
 
    I stepped into the clearing, noisily. 
 
    Maia spotted me. “Here you are, My Love!” she exclaimed. 
 
    I was so surprised by her greeting that I stopped dead in my tracks. 
 
    She hurried to me, embraced me, pressed her lips to my ear. “Take me in your arms, Kairy,” she whispered. “Kiss me. Put on a show for Nehi. A good one.” 
 
    Maia was a singular beauty – dark hair reaching to her waist, black sparkling eyes, ready smile, long legs, shapely body. I didn’t have to be asked twice. I wrapped my arms around her. Her skin was soft and smooth. I bent my head. Her arms circled my neck, pulled me closer. My lips met hers – soft, yielding, surprisingly insistent. I’d wanted to kiss her for so long. I took full advantage of my opportunity. I could feel her heart beating, rapidly. That was a surprise. Mine was pounding in my ears. I wished we were kissing for real, not for show. It was long before Maia broke our embrace. I glanced around the clearing. We were alone. 
 
    “Thank the gods,” Maia said in a low voice, stepping back. “Maybe if Nehi believes I’m yours he’ll stop following me and hectoring me and spying on me.” 
 
    “Spying?” 
 
    “Almost every night, when I’m bathing.” 
 
    “The worm! Why didn’t you tell me? I promise, Maia – I’ll make him stop.” 
 
    She shook her head. “How, Kairy? He’ll kill you if you challenge him. His men will back whatever story he makes up to justify your death to Neby. Then how will I escape him?” 
 
    Maia was unfortunately right. Nehi would murder me without a second thought. Then she’d have no one to protect her from him. And my mission for Pharaoh would fail. “Do you really think Nehi’s going to let you alone after this simply because he saw us kiss?” I was skeptical. 
 
    “Of course not, Kairy. We’re going to have to pretend I’m your woman anytime we’re out and about in the village from now on.” 
 
    Maia was being surprisingly calm. But hers was a problematic idea, radical, complicated, fraught with difficulty. How could we possibly pull it off? “Think about what you’re proposing, Maia. If we’re convincing enough we might fool Nehi. But do you really want to fool all the other villagers? Isn’t there someone special you’d rather pretend with than me? Or not pretend? Half of the traitors would marry you for real in an instant.” 
 
    “I can honestly say I have no interest in any man in this village,” Maia averred. She stared at me for a moment, then shook her head. “Apparently I’m asking too much of you, Kairy. Forget it.” She turned away and started walking towards the village. 
 
    “Wait, Maia. You’re not. Asking too much.” 
 
    She stopped, faced me. 
 
    “You’re in this village because I forced you to come. I owe you anything you ask. I just want you to be sure.” 
 
    “I am, Kairy.” 
 
    “Then from now on we’ll pretend you’re my woman.” 
 
    “Thank you.” She sounded truly relieved. “Will you walk me back to my hut now?” 
 
    “Certainly.” I couldn’t resist. “My Love.” 
 
    Maia half–smiled. She had no idea I’d meant the endearment for real. She glanced about the glade and shivered. “I have a feeling Nehi’s hiding in the shadows right now, watching us. Guess we should start pretending.” She linked her arm through the crook in mine, possessively. Her hair was wet and brushed against my bicep. She smelled clean, intoxicating. I wanted to lean over and kiss her again. I didn’t. She didn’t say a word as we headed through the grove towards her hut. That was strange. Usually Maia talked non–stop. But things had just gotten very unusual between us. 
 
    The brewer was scooping beer from a vat and straining it into jars in the clearing before the huts. He caught sight of us and stared. No one in the village had ever seen the two of us exhibiting any sort of intimacy before. He was one of Maia’s admirers; the expression on his face said he believed he’d just lost his chance to be with her. Good. Hopefully Nehi would too. 
 
    We halted at the entrance of Maia’s hut. Normally she’d go inside and I’d unroll my pallet outside. But that was before. 
 
    “If we want Nehi to believe, you’re going to have to sleep inside from now on,” Maia said. 
 
    “You’re sure this is what you want? It’s not too late to change your mind.” 
 
    “I’m sure.” 
 
    Maia slipped into the hut. By the light of the campfire she crossed to the rear and lay down on her pallet, adjacent to Pentawere’s. Normally I’d pull my pallet outside. Tonight I unrolled it just inside the entrance. Then I untied the reed mat rolled above the door and lowered it, plunging us into total darkness. 
 
    I tossed and turned for an hour after that, restless, replaying the night’s events over and over. So much had happened. All of it unexpected. I could almost taste Maia’s lips against mine, feel her body in my arms, catch her scent, feel her cool wet hair against my chest. A moment I’d longed for, over so quickly. And now what? I’d agreed to pretend to be Maia’s husband. I was going to be with her inside this hut every night from now on, and close beside her around the village, constantly putting on a show for Nehi and the others. How was I going to be able to restrain myself and play–act when I loved Maia for real? How was I going to keep her from discovering my true feelings? What would happen if she did? How incredibly awkward would our lives be then, and strained? Now I almost wished I’d told her no. But I didn’t want to tell her no. I wanted to be with her. Maybe someday, if she and Pentawere and I escaped this village, we could be together for real. But that would be years from now. I pounded the ground in frustration. How was I going to hide my feelings for years? 
 
    Not long afterwards I heard a faint noise. Soft fingers touched my shoulder. I sensed Maia crouching beside me. 
 
    “Are you awake, Kairy?” 
 
    She’d had second thoughts. Not surprising. She’d come to her senses. The sham was over. Better to end it right away than days from now. “I am.” 
 
    “I don’t want to pretend, Kairy,” Maia declared. 
 
    Confirmation. 
 
    “I want to be your wife for real.” 
 
    I was stunned. 
 
    “I love you, Kairy. I have for a long time.” 
 
    My heart began to beat faster. I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. I sat up. Maia took my hands in hers. “How is it possible, Maia? I uprooted you from the valley. I forced you to come here and live among traitors. I’m forcing you to pretend Pentawere isn’t your son. And I’m so much older.” 
 
    “Age doesn’t matter. What’s a decade? As far as the village – I know it’s dangerous. But my life would have been horrible in Waset. I’ve been happy this past year, with Pentawere and you, happier than I’ve ever been my entire life.” She leaned close. “Could you ever love me, Kairy?” she asked plaintively. 
 
    “I do love you, Maia. I have for a long time.” 
 
    She squeezed my hands. “Truly?” 
 
    I’d kept a secret from Neset. That had been a mistake. She hated me now. I’d been keeping a much worse secret from Maia. I’d been living a lie. I couldn’t let her love me, knowing she’d someday discover I’d lied and be devastated. I had to confess, so she wouldn’t waste her love on me. I pulled my hands away. “I’m not worthy of you, Maia. I haven’t been completely honest with you.” 
 
    She stiffened. “About what?” 
 
    “Pentawere.” 
 
    “What about Pentawere?” 
 
    “When Pharaoh sent me on this mission, he and I discussed two possible outcomes. The first was that I’d be able to identify the traitors and escape wherever they were hiding and report their names to him. The second was that I wouldn’t be able to identify all the traitors until the day they challenged Pharaoh for his throne face to face.” 
 
    “What does that have to do with Pentawere?” 
 
    “Pharaoh ordered me to kill Pentawere, either when I escape the traitors or when they challenge him.” 
 
    Maia gasped, tensed. “But you love Pentawere, Kairy! How could you have agreed?” 
 
    “At the time Pentawere was an unborn nameless boy, the son of a traitor. It was easy.” 
 
    “But now?” 
 
    “I do love Pentawere. As you said.” 
 
    I sensed her anguish. “So what are you going to do, Kairy? Kill my son anyway, as you promised Pharaoh?” 
 
    “No. I’ve figured out a way for all three of us to escape this village and cross the desert and reach Djeme, assuming I discover all the traitors’ names before they challenge Pharaoh directly.” 
 
    “Discover their names? That’s unlikely, as secretive as these traitors are, Kairy. After a year, the only traitor leaders we know for sure are Nehi and Neby.” 
 
    “And Neby’s father, Antef.” 
 
    “It’s more likely the key traitors will stay out of sight until the day they publicly challenge Pharaoh. So what will you do in that case, Kairy?” 
 
    “Assuming Pharaoh is protected by soldiers, I’ll announce that Neset’s son died and I substituted a farmer’s son to fool the traitors. The priests’ conspiracy will fail. Pharaoh will keep his throne. Pentawere will be safe.” 
 
    “But what if Pharaoh’s undefended?” 
 
    “If I make the same announcement, the traitors will simply kill Pharaoh and take his throne for themselves. They’ll kill me for sure, for tricking them. Only the gods know what they’ll do to Pentawere, since they won’t need him anymore.” 
 
    “So in that case…” 
 
    I didn’t hesitate. “I’ll announce that Pentawere is Neset’s son and the valley’s rightful ruler,” I vowed. “I’ll betray Pharaoh to save Pentawere. I’ve pledged Pharaoh my fealty, Maia, but it doesn’t really matter to people like you and me who sits the valley’s throne. But your life and Pentawere’s do matter to me. More than anything.” 
 
    There was a long difficult pause. I couldn’t see Maia’s face in the darkness. Probably lucky for me. I didn’t have to see the disappointment in her eyes. Or, more likely, righteous anger. Or hatred. 
 
    “I understand if you want to change our arrangement, Maia. I understand if you want me to keep my distance from now on.” I started to rise so I could drag my pallet outside. 
 
    She grasped my arm, pulled me down. “I understand why you never told me, Kairy. I don’t like it, but I understand.” She took my hands in hers again and raised my fingers to her lips and kissed them. “What matters is you’d never have gone through with it. You might have thought you would when you promised Pharaoh, but you wouldn’t have. No matter whose son you’d used. That’s not the kind of man you are. Being with you this past year’s taught me that. I knew the kind of man you were long before the night we delivered Pentawere to Neby. You showed me your true colors the months before my son was born. You could have killed me because of Alara’s crime, or taken advantage of me. You didn’t. You took care of me instead. That’s why I went along with you that night in the birth bower, not because of my duty to Pharaoh.” 
 
    “Maia…” 
 
    “You saved me and Pentawere from only the gods know what fate, Kairy. I’ve been happier this past year than I’ve ever been in my life. What you told me just now doesn’t change how I feel about you.” She let go of my hands, then lay down and stretched out on my pallet. She raised her arms. “Come to me, My Love.” 
 
    I did. 
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    “I can’t take charge of the girls at the riverside market tomorrow, Neset,” Iput said. “Not with Beketaten so close to her time. Will you do it?” 
 
     Beketaten was stretched out on her pallet in the room we women shared in our wing of the house, her hands resting lightly on her extended stomach. Iput’s youngest daughter, Amenia, was sprinkling water on the floor to settle the dust; her next oldest, Ipu, was following close behind, sweeping with a short–handled broom made of stiff vegetable fibers. The estate’s house was Iput’s bailiwick, and the two girls, both too young to be married, were responsible for cleaning it daily. 
 
    I felt a sudden tightening in my chest. I could count on one hand the number of times I’d left the safety of the estate and gone into Nekhen the past three years. I’d escaped death by fleeing here along with Aya, but being discovered and having the sentence of the Great Kenbet carried out remained a very real possibility that hung over my head every single day. Nekhen was a sacred place, visited by countless pilgrims and priests and officials seeking the blessing of Horus. Going into town and encountering someone from Waset who might recognize me was a risk I rarely took. Even on the estate I was constantly looking over my shoulder, panicking at every unexpected sound. I wore a dark wig any time I left the women’s room – red hair was far too rare and conspicuous in this valley, a beacon to draw attention to me. 
 
    I hated that Ani and Iput and Beketaten and their families had to lay low and be vigilant too. Their lives were in danger because I lived on their estate. Ani no longer went to Waset to fetch the temple’s supplies; he sent one of the other minor priests instead. As Kairy’s brother, he’d become a pariah. Everyone in the valley considered Kairy to be a traitor. Pilgrims had carried shocking news to Nekhen of what he’d done the night of my escape – he’d burned the body of the great criminal, who’d died in childbirth, then kidnapped her son and carried him away. Rumor was he intended to use Pentawere’s son to challenge Pharaoh for his throne. Pharaoh had sent soldiers the length and breadth of the valley to find him, but even after three years of searching they’d never discovered a single trace. Many were convinced Kairy had been helped to disappear. Men whispered darkly of another conspiracy hiding in the shadows, awaiting the right moment to be unleashed and remove Pharaoh. 
 
    I knew the whispers were correct. Though the details of what had happened the night of my escape were mostly wrong, there was indeed a conspiracy to overthrow Pharaoh, led by a priest. And Kairy was deeply involved. 
 
    Obviously, Ani and Iput and Beketaten and I knew Kairy had burned someone else’s body that night and kidnapped some other woman’s son to pass off as mine. Though we had no idea who he’d burned or whose son he’d taken. Ani initially speculated that Kairy had burned and kidnapped specifically to throw pursuers off our trail – no one would have had reason to search the valley for a supposedly dead woman or her daughter. That was, in fact, the effect of what Kairy had done. He’d earned us our freedom that night, which we’d kept so far. But I’d felt compelled to tell Ani and the others about my dream, about Kairy and a priest standing beside a boy in Nekhen’s oval court and challenging Pharaoh for his throne. The falcon god’s dreams always came true. Kairy had kidnapped a boy. Everyone in the valley was convinced the boy was Pentawere’s and my son. Kairy and his priest had the perfect candidate with which to challenge Pharaoh. It was clear to me that Kairy had turned on Pharaoh. The stories about the intensity of his argument with Pharaoh in the audience hall a few days after the kidnapping attempt had not been exaggerated, as he’d claimed. Throwing pursuers off my and Aya’s scent might have been the outcome of what Kairy had done, but it hadn’t been his reason for doing it. I had to conclude that if Aya had been a boy Kairy would have let me be executed and would have taken my son to use for his own insane purposes. Thank the gods Aya was a girl. 
 
    Because the falcon god had sent me a dream warning about what Kairy was going to do, I was forced to conclude that I was the one the god expected to stop Kairy and preserve Pharaoh’s line. Again. Though I had no idea how, or if I’d succeed. In the worst case, the god was simply showing me what was going to happen and there was nothing I could do to change the outcome. I hadn’t seen myself in my dream, after all. I was convinced deep down that there was more to my dream, containing vital clues about what I was suppose to do. Frustratingly, unlike the dream about the fourth Ramesses, I’d never had the second one again. I was operating blindly where Pharaoh’s future was concerned. All I knew for sure was that I was in Nekhen, the place Kairy would issue his challenge. That was very little to go on. 
 
    “Of course I’ll do it,” I assured Iput. 
 
    “Take some of everything we produce on the estate. At this time of year vessels are carrying stone quarried at Abu to Waset and localities in the North. Many sailors will want to convert their grain and beer rations into other foodstuffs and necessities. You should be able to barter most of our excess.” 
 
    I bent and kissed Beketaten on the brow, then passed from the women’s quarters into the common area and then onto the veranda that stretched across the side of the house facing east towards the river. A large garden reached from the edge of the veranda nearly to the palm–lined riverbank, flanked on both sides by extensive fields of emmer and barley. The section of the garden closest to the house contained a small pool and many colorful flowers and acacia and willow trees; we used the rest to grow vegetables. A little south of the house, on the crest of a rise safe from the waters of the inundation, were a number of clay granaries where we stored our harvested grain. To the north were the huts of the farmers and herdsmen and fishermen and others who worked for us on the estate, and beyond them a small orchard. Pharaoh had been generous gifting this estate to Kairy, though it had been quite rundown at the time; in the past three years Ani and Beketaten and Iput and I had made something of it. Surprisingly, Pharaoh hadn’t confiscated the estate from Kairy’s family after he’d turned traitor. I expected it had been an oversight by Ramesses. 
 
    We’d arrived here after my escape from death in the midst of planting season. Ani had resumed his duties in the temple in Nekhen. Beketaten and I had overseen the sowing of emmer on the plain along the river and the planting of the garden extending east from the hut that was far too small to hold Ani and Beketaten and Iput’s family and me and Aya comfortably. Some of us had slept outside in lean–tos. Farmers and servants had been part of Pharaoh’s grant, and they’d labored under our direction from sunup to sundown the entire season. We’d had no time to erect a proper house for ourselves – that had waited until the next inundation receded. We’d immediately constructed a proper quay for our fishing punts, though, and had obtained a few cattle and sheep and goats to graze on the bottomlands. Now, three years later, our estate was the largest and most productive in the area. We always had excess to barter at the market, beyond what it took to feed ourselves and our workers and supply to Pharaoh as his share. All of that went to Horus’ temple in Nekhen. 
 
    After the first inundation we’d erected a mud–brick house large enough for Iput and her daughters and the husbands of the three oldest and Ani and Beketaten and Aya and me. Even now a few men were making mud bricks and piling them near the house for another planned extension. Iput’s daughters were beginning to have children, and another of Beketaten’s was on the way. 
 
    I spied Aya in a corner of the garden, nearly hidden by a patch of tall yellow flowers, using a wooden hoe to dig out weeds. She was three now, and industrious. She’d inherited Grandfather’s and my ability to grow plants. Ahmes–Nefertari, Beketaten’s two year–old, was trying her best to imitate Aya, though she was mostly just pushing around clods of dirt. I couldn’t help smile; the two girls were practically inseparable and were the darlings of Iput’s older girls. Aya was growing up surrounded by a love and warmth I’d craved my whole life but had never experienced. 
 
    I called to several of the women who worked beside me in the garden daily. “Market’s tomorrow.” We went up and down the rows – radishes, pulses, onions, garlic and leeks, melons, cucumbers. I pointed out everything that was ready to harvest. They immediately began to fill containers. 
 
    Then I strolled towards the river, intent on visiting all of our overseers and arranging the rest of our goods. I passed women and men toiling in the fields, singing folk songs as they worked. Tiaa, Iput’s oldest, was overseeing serving girls doing the family laundry down by the river. Dirty garments spilled out of several baskets, awaiting washing. A few girls were applying natron soap to skirts and kilts. A very large jar of water was boiling atop a crackling fire; a girl was stirring the garments inside with a wooden paddle. Another girl was rinsing already–boiled garments in the river. One sunny stretch of the bank was covered with linen that had been washed and was now drying and bleaching in the sun. Later today, once everything was dry, the girls would iron or smooth everything, fold it, and return it to the proper storage chests in the house. 
 
    I moved south along the riverbank towards the quay. Six fishing punts were drawn up there. Sometimes our fishermen used a net strung between two punts to haul in their catch; sometimes they speared fish with bidents. I recalled the week after the last inundation receded, when everyone on the estate had swarmed the muddy fields, picking up the fish left stranded in small pools and putting them in baskets. Afterwards, we’d split them in half and either dried them on wooden racks or smoked them or salted them. 
 
    “Good morning, Neset.” 
 
    “And to you, Makatre.” He was Bakist’s husband, in charge of our fishermen. “I’ll need dried fish for the market tomorrow.” 
 
    “How many containers?” 
 
    “Three or four.” 
 
    “Very good. By the way, my men brought in a perch a while ago. At least a hundred pounds. We’ll have grilled fish for dinner tonight.” 
 
    “Excellent.” 
 
    I headed towards the bottomlands where we grazed our livestock. A few dogs were dashing about, helping boys who were moving sheep to a new pasture. 
 
    “How are our beasts doing, Kama?” I asked as he came to meet me, wiping sweat from his brow. He was Tiaa’s husband. 
 
    “Fat and multiplying.” 
 
    “I’ll need fresh milk, cheese, some of our store of dried meat, and leather for the market tomorrow.” 
 
    “How many donkeys will you require to carry everything?” 
 
    “I have no idea. How many does Iput usually ask you for?” 
 
    “A dozen.” 
 
    “A dozen it is.” 
 
    I went next to the section of the ridge where we kept our fowl. 
 
    “Auntie Neset!” Abar exclaimed. At sixteen, she was in charge of the pens filled with ducks and geese, and the dovecotes that housed our doves and pigeons, and the wooden cages where we fattened wild fowl we’d caught in riverside thickets. 
 
    “You’re coming with me to the market tomorrow, aren’t you?” I asked. 
 
    “Of course. What shall I bring?” 
 
    “Several dozen of the doves and pigeons and wild fowl. And all the excess eggs. I’ll be down to help you gather them in the morning.” 
 
    I proceeded to the rear of the house, where our baking ovens were located. Several women were busy there, sweating in the heat. There was already a substantial pile of loaves of various sizes, as well as honeyed cakes and other delicacies. They seemed to have everything well in hand. 
 
    I picked out bolts of linen from wooden chests. They’d been produced by weavers overseen by Prenakht, Abar’s husband. I spoke with the beekeeper, and the carpenter, and the metalsmith, and the brewer and vintner, arranging to take not only what they’d produced, but finding out what they needed for their operations. By the end of the day I’d accumulated quite a collection of items for barter, along with an appreciation for what Iput did once every week. 
 
    That evening we women, not just Iput and Beketaten and me, but the wives and daughters of our farmers and herdsmen and the rest, bathed in the river as usual, just a few paces from the birth bower I’d erected for Beketaten a week earlier close to the bank in a grove of palm trees. The day’s heat had broken and sunset’s afterglow still colored the sky. Stars were winking into the growing darkness directly overhead. A warm breeze made the palm fronds clack. A few night birds called and an occasional fish leapt out in the channel. Laughter and screams rang as the girls played and splashed and chased each other in and out of the water. From time to time someone broke into song, or an impromptu dance, and everyone joined in. 
 
    “Tell us a story, Auntie Neset,” Amenia demanded after everyone had assembled on the riverbank to dry off. 
 
    Others echoed her and gathered around me, just as the children of Ta Set Maat had on my roof so many years ago, when my life had been so much simpler. 
 
    “There was a woman named Maetkra, who lived when Khufu was king,” I began. “She was a seamstress. She sewed clothing for the workers who were erecting his pyramid, the largest ever built.” 
 
    “Have you seen it?” Bakist interrupted. 
 
    “I have. And I hope all of you get to some day. After a thousand years it still dominates the plateau at Giza, a man–made mountain testifying to Khufu’s might. Make no mistake girls – he was truly mighty. Everyone in the entire valley was involved in building his pyramid – either directly, or supporting those who were. Now, Maetkra was forced to marry a powerful man who owned an estate in Ta–mehi. Her husband claimed the battle King Narmer fought to unite this valley under his rule took place on his family’s land. Whether that’s true or not, who can say? Anyway, one day Maetkra’s husband took her to a banquet in King Khufu’s per’aa. She wore a dress that she’d designed. Some of the king’s women were so impressed they asked her to design dresses for them. So, for a time, she served as dressmaker for several royals. 
 
    “Now, the linen available for the royal women was inferior to that Maetkra made on her estate. So, one day, she sailed from her estate to the pyramid village with bolts of her linen. She convinced the overseer in charge of linen to supply the royals with hers. This was despite the fact that Maetkra’s husband had told her to simply run his household and stay out of everyone’s way. But Maetkra was not content to spend her life meekly, her talents unused, as I hope none of you will be either.” 
 
    “Maetkra defied her husband?” Ipu asked. 
 
    “She did. And you know what happened then?” 
 
    “He punished her?” Abar guessed. 
 
    I laughed. “The king’s women told the king how pleased they were with their new linen and dresses. The king told Maetkra’s husband how pleased he was that his women were pleased. Maetkra’s husband gained status in the king’s eyes, thanks to her initiative. After that he let her do whatever she wanted.” 
 
    I rose before dawn the next morning along with everyone else. We all ate a hurried breakfast. While Kama saw to the loading of the donkeys I helped Abar fill two containers with eggs. She and I would each carry one to keep the eggs from breaking. 
 
    We set out at daybreak on the mile–long trek to Nekhen – me, Tiaa, Bakist, Abar, Ipu and Kama. Amenia remained behind with Beketaten and Iput, to assist in case Beketaten went into labor; the women’s husbands remained to tend to their daily duties. 
 
    The market already covered a quarter–mile of waterfront when we arrived, goods displayed in temporary stalls or on mats spread on the ground. Customers with leather bags slung over their shoulders, crammed with items to barter, were already inspecting a jeweler’s baubles and bangles, a woodworker’s shabati and small statues of gods, and small jars and vessels created by a glassblower. Two potters were seated side by side, loudly promoting their jars and platters and disparaging each other’s. A weaver was unrolling a bolt of fine cloth to tempt a potential buyer. Locals were offering bread and beer and fish and vegetables. “A dozen onions for a jar of beer!” one cried. A beer stand and a stand offering delicacies were doing a brisk business. A few musicians played at one end of the market, their music drowned out by the cacophony of sound. 
 
    A dozen large cargo boats loaded with great blocks of stone, all lying very low in the water, were tied up along the river, so close to each other that they were nearly touching. Sailors were disembarking, carrying their extra grain and beer rations with which to barter. Iput was right – this was going to be a profitable day. 
 
    The girls – or, rather, young women – and Kama and I set up near the musicians, arranging what we’d brought atop a dozen reed mats. We were immediately swarmed by locals, for our estate was known for the quality of what we produced. Hours passed in a nonstop blur of inspecting and negotiating and conversing. Gradually, our mats emptied and the area behind us filled with what we’d taken in exchange.  
 
    “Neset?” 
 
    I was seated on my haunches, bartering the few eggs remaining in the basket I’d carried from the estate with a priest’s wife. Instinctively, I looked up. I immediately regretted it. A bad move. Responding to my name in public was beyond foolish. I’d been caught off guard. A man was looming over me. He’d recognized me. Was this why I hadn’t seen myself in my dream? Because today I’d been discovered and was going to be returned to Djeme and burned? 
 
    “I’m sorry. You’re mistaken,” I said hastily. 
 
    He hunkered down. “You must remember me, Neset. I’m Nakhtamen. Nauny’s brother.” 
 
    My heart fell. I knew him quite well, though I hadn’t seen him in years and he’d obviously changed. He’d grown up just down the street from me in Ta Set Maat. He’d spent many evenings on my roof as a boy, listening to my stories. “Of course I remember you.” Had I just signed my death warrant? I tried to keep fear out of my voice. 
 
    “You’re supposed to be dead.” 
 
    “Please. You can’t tell anyone I’m alive,” I said earnestly. “And please lower your voice.” I swept the vicinity with my eyes. No one seemed to be paying any attention to us. Just two people bartering. 
 
    “Don’t worry. If I told anyone Wabkhet would kill me,” Nakhtamen averred. 
 
    “Really? Wabhket? My Wabkhet?” 
 
    “Mine, actually. She’s my wife, Neset. We live on your estate. She named our daughter after you.” 
 
    “Daughter!” 
 
    “Born two months ago,” he said proudly. “She looks just like Wabkhet.” 
 
    I was overwhelmed. “Congratulations, Nakhtamen! How is Wabkhet? And Nauny?” 
 
    “They’re both fine. But can we get caught up later? I need your help, Neset. It’s urgent.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “There’s a sailor on my boat. He fell dreadfully ill last night. No one knows what to do. I know you’re a healer. I came to the market hoping to find one. It’s lucky I ran into you. Will you take a look at him?” 
 
    My immediate impulse was to say yes. I cared for anyone who fell ill on my estate. But if I helped this sailor it would increase the odds I’d be discovered. What if there was someone else on Nakhtamen’s boat from Waset? Someone who wasn’t married to one of my friends? By going to that vessel I’d be putting my life in danger and everyone else’s on the estate. I’d hidden successfully for three years. Now was not the time to be careless. As I’d just been. 
 
    Yet, gazing around me at the bustling market, full of life and laughter and good–natured banter, I knew I’d been doing more than hiding the past three years. I’d been limiting myself, avoiding Nekhen and those who lived here, failing to be part of something I craved. A community. I hadn’t been truly living. I may have escaped the prison that my estate at Waset had been, but Ani’s estate had simply taken its place. So – was I going to continue letting fear cost me a semblance of a normal life, or did I want to begin living for real despite the risk? “I’ll help.” 
 
    “Thank you, Neset.” 
 
    “What are you doing so far from Waset?” I asked as we headed for his boat. 
 
    “I’ve been selected to engrave a stela for Pharaoh. I oversaw the quarrying of the block of stone at Abu. I’ve been carving it on the return voyage.” 
 
    “What’s Pharaoh going to do with it?” 
 
    “Install it at Abdju.” 
 
    As his father had done for Grandfather. “You’ve risen fast, Nakhtamen,” I said approvingly. “Usually a stonemason from Ta Set Maat would have to be much older to gain such an important commission.” 
 
    “Much has changed in the Place of Truth since the fourth Ramesses succeeded his father,” he replied. “There were many delays in payment to us workers the first fifteen months of his reign.” 
 
    That was surprising. “Why?” 
 
    “Pharaoh was sending expeditions all over the valley to obtain stone to construct new temples and even to mine copper. That supposedly consumed the resources due us. Why, he didn’t even have time to select a site for his tomb in the Great Place until his second year. Once he did, because he’d fallen so far behind schedule, Vizier Neferronpet doubled the workforce to one hundred twenty men overnight.” 
 
    I was amazed. “Where did he find so many skilled craftsmen?” 
 
    “Skilled? Hardly. He pressed children of craftsmen and village servants into service. Some are fairly competent, most aren’t. Turns out I’m the most competent new stone mason. Hence the commission.” 
 
    We climbed the gangplank onto the vessel. The sick sailor was stretched out under a canopy on deck, feverish, moaning pitifully, clutching his stomach. Another sailor was watching him, helpless. I sent him away and then sent Nakhtamen back to our stretch of the riverbank to find Tiaa and obtain specific herbs. While I waited for him to retrieve what I needed I bathed the sailor’s brow with cool water, over and over. Once Nakhtamen returned I brewed a broth and forced the sailor to drink. He fell asleep almost immediately. 
 
    I continued to bathe his brow. As I did, Nakhtamen filled me in on his wife and sister and my estate and Ta Set Maat and Djeme and Waset. I was relieved that my friends had found happiness and were thriving. 
 
     After an hour the sailor’s fever broke. 
 
    “He’ll recover,” I said with satisfaction, my hand on his brow. “Make him rest the next couple of days. No rowing. Feed him broth at first, then solid food a little at a time.” 
 
    “Thank you, Neset.” 
 
    “I’m glad I could help.” 
 
    “Would you like to see my stela before you go back to the market?” Nakhtamen asked shyly. 
 
    I followed him to a section of deck near the stern. A length of linen covered a block of stone. He pulled it off. 
 
    “I am a legitimate ruler,” I read out loud. “I did not usurp. I am in the place of the one who begot me, just like the son of Isis. Ever since I arose as king upon the throne of Horus I have brought truth to this land which had been without it. I have established plentiful divine offerings for you, Amen, and I have doubled what formerly passed for daily offerings. I have given orders to equip your temple with all kinds of treasures. I have curbed the rebellious. Let their breath be seized within my grasp! May you be in the abode of my children. May they rule in this land. Bestow my great office on my heirs; see, rebels are the bane of Your Majesties.” 
 
    Rebels had indeed been the bane of Ramesses since his ascension, and would be again, based on my dream. He was right to be worried about passing his throne to his descendants. “Quite a declaration, Nakhtamen,” I observed. “It almost seems that Pharaoh’s trying to exorcise the ghost of Pentawere and justify his legitimacy.” 
 
    “That’s what the elders in Ta Set Maat say.” 
 
    “Does anyone mention the night I was supposedly burned?” I asked, lowering my voice. I’d heard many rumors the past three years, passed from person to person until they’d finally reached Nekhen, probably enhanced and altered in the telling. Nakhtamen would hopefully know a more pristine version of the night’s events. 
 
    “First, I’m glad you weren’t,” Nakhtamen said. “Wabkhet and Nauny mourned you, Neset. They still do. Anyway, when Pharaoh discovered Kairy had run off with your son – I’ve heard that Pharaoh raged in his audience hall in front of his courtiers for a full hour. He supposedly threw his crook and flail against a wall so hard the crook shattered. Pharaoh declared Kairy a ‘great criminal’ on the spot and sent soldiers both north and south in the valley to find him. They’re still looking, as far as I know.” 
 
    “Does anyone know why Kairy ran off?” 
 
    “Rumors are he had a falling out with Pharaoh. To get back at him he kidnapped your son. Everyone expects that someday Kairy will try to put your son on the throne in Pharaoh’s place.” Nakhtamen looked at me questioningly. “Why, that would make you the mother of a pharaoh, if he did.” 
 
    “I’ll let you in on a secret, Nakhtamen,” I said confidentially. “The boy Kairy took wasn’t mine. I gave birth to a daughter. I think Kairy did what he did – burning a body, kidnapping a boy – to help my daughter and me escape death.” I wasn’t going to tell him what Kairy was truly up to. It was too complicated and speculative. “Anyway, you can tell Wabhket and Nauny I’m alive, and that I miss them very much. But please, don’t tell anyone else. If you do I’ll be hunted down. My life is in your hands now.” 
 
    “I promise, Neset.” 
 
    I believed him. 
 
    At sunset I led our little caravan back to the estate, everyone tired, the donkeys loaded with goods we’d obtained, my life altered. Hopefully for the better. As we passed the birth bower Iput poked her head out. 
 
    “You’re just in time, Neset! It’s begun!” 
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    “I don’t recall any supply caravan as large as this the last five years, Kairy. Do you?” Maia asked. 
 
    I squinted against the late afternoon glare. Filthy horsemen and burdened donkeys were nearing our small village, a cloud of dust rolling across the plain in their wake. One of Nehi’s lookouts who watched the trails that traversed the oasis had brought news of Neby’s approach a few hours earlier. 
 
    “Looks like Neby’s bringing more than supplies this time. So many additional men must mean something’s happened. You should prepare refreshments.” 
 
    As I waited at the edge of the village for the caravan to arrive, Maia proceeded to the nearby hut where the traitor who prepared our food lived. Moments later, she and he began passing out of his hut, heavily burdened with platters and jars. They carried them to the well–shaded area in front of our hut, a few paces from the lakeshore. Maia gracefully laid everything out in a rough circle on the ground. Watching her, I still couldn’t believe my good fortune – that she was my wife. I was more in love with her every day. She and Pentawere and I were a true family now, though an unusual one – a boy who thought his mother was his wetnurse, a mother unable to tell her son who she really was, and me, the cause of their disconnect and circumstances, functioning as a faux father. Pentawere was growing into a bright and inquisitive and active boy. A few years ago Neby had told him his father and mother were both dead, but nothing about their backgrounds, for he was far too young to understand the role the traitors expected him to someday play. Pentawere had no clue that the soldiers at the oasis were guarding him; they and the rest of the support workers had been ordered to never tell him. He’d had no reason to make an association between them and his safety. Pentawere considered Maia and me to be his parents, for he’d known no other. Raising him continued to be our job – plus taking care of important visitors to the oasis like today’s in Maia’s case. I knew how much it cost her to maintain the fiction she was only Pentawere’s wetnurse – but she well understood the consequences for all three of us if she revealed the truth. 
 
    The horsemen filtered into the settlement. The majority halted in front of the supply huts and dismounted and started unloading the donkeys, assisted by some of the village’s workers. Neby and a companion strode towards me, dusty and sweaty, their skin sun–darkened. I recognized the new arrival immediately. Debhen. A priest, though I didn’t recall the cult. I’d met him at a party in Pi–Ramesses years ago. He’d been drunkenly having his way with two women, neither of them his wife. He’d been in the audience hall the day I’d argued with Pharaoh too. Reflecting now, that seemed a suspicious coincidence. I wondered – had he sent Neby to recruit me afterwards? 
 
    Nehi materialized from wherever he’d been resting, clutching his staff of authority. “My Lord Debhen.” He regarded the visitor suspiciously. 
 
    Deben was, though trail–worn, dressed in a very fine kilt. He wore bands of gold around his upper arms, and a magnificent broad collar. An aura of command emanated from him. He was clearly Neby’s and Nehi’s superior. A higher rung on the ladder. I wondered how many steps were between him and the head traitor, who everyone at the oasis referred to as “the Chief.” 
 
    “Pharaoh’s dead,” Neby announced bluntly. 
 
    “Gods be praised!” Nehi exclaimed. 
 
    I was stunned. I kept my face impassive so Neby wouldn’t guess my instantaneous sorrow. Only five years on the throne. The fourth Ramesses had deserved many more. He’d been my friend. A man I’d served in peace and war. A man who’d honored and trusted me. Now he was gone. Was his death going to trigger the confrontation between the traitors and his successor? 
 
    “His son Amenherkoshef will be crowned next month,” Neby continued. 
 
    “Ramesses, fifth of his name,” Debhen said, shaking his head. “An inexperienced twenty–four year–old. May the gods protect us.” 
 
    “May the gods protect us indeed, My Lord!” I hurriedly echoed. 
 
    My position in the village was tenuous, even after five years. Nehi openly doubted my loyalty to the traitors’ cause, a skepticism shared by most of his men. I suspected that if Nehi’s superiors didn’t need me to testify that Pentawere was Neset’s son he probably would have killed me and buried me in the desert by now. But my loyalty wasn’t really the issue between us; he resented me for stealing Maia from him, even though she’d never been his. Neby had a slightly better relationship with me, though he received my reports of Pentawere’s development with little comment on his visits to the village. Beyond that we mostly spoke of his hatred for Nehi. Neither man talked about their superiors or the plan for overthrowing Pharaoh in my presence. That wasn’t surprising – I’d supposedly betrayed Pharaoh on the traitors’ behalf, so why would they trust me? Anyway, to remain silent now that Pharaoh was dead might reinforce Nehi and Neby’s doubts about my true loyalty. And if Debhen was as important as he appeared to be, speaking up might improve his perception of me. Especially if I bragged a little. “The son’s even more useless than the father,” I continued. “I should know – I tried for years to turn him into a soldier. But he never took military training seriously. At Pi–Ramesses he spent nearly every night attending a party, getting drunk and collecting women to add to his harem.” 
 
    Debhen eyed me appraisingly. “You’re Kairy. You brought us the boy.” He snorted. “I was in the audience hall when you argued with Pharaoh. Very impressive, the way you stood up to him. Or very stupid.” 
 
    Maia joined us. She bowed respectfully. “Refreshments await, My Lords.” She indicated the area in front of our hut where the food was laid out. 
 
    Debhen turned his attention to Maia, his gaze lingering. “I wasn’t aware you had female servants in this village, Neby.” 
 
    “One woman, but not a servant,” Neby replied. “This is Maia. She was Pentawere’s wetnurse. She still takes care of him. We could hardly send her away after he was weaned, knowing what she knows about us and our village.” 
 
    “I suppose not.” Debhen continued to stare at Maia, boldly. 
 
    I dug my nails into my palms. 
 
    Maia’s cheeks reddened under his scrutiny. “I’m Kairy’s wife, My Lord.” 
 
    “Oh.” Debhen’s tone said that didn’t matter to him. 
 
    Great. Now I had to worry about two traitorous leaders lusting after Maia. Debhen, based on what I’d observed at Pi–Ramesses, wasn’t a man who let marriage stand in the way of his pleasure. His marriage, or the woman’s. 
 
    We followed Maia to our hut. “Please. Sit. Refresh yourselves,” she invited. 
 
    Neby and Debhen and Nehi settled beside the platters of food Maia had arranged. She poured a cup of wine for each man. All immediately drank them dry. Maia refilled them. 
 
    Debhen reached for a date. “Where’s the boy?” 
 
    “With a herdsman’s sons, watching our sheep,” I replied. 
 
    “Fetch him,” Debhen ordered Maia. 
 
    She hurried off. 
 
    “How did Pharaoh die, My Lord?” I asked. “His reign was awfully short.” 
 
    “Illness? Weakness? Who can say?” Debhen emptied his cup again. “None of the third Ramesses’ sons had long lives. The gods’ judgment on his pitiful line, I’d say.” 
 
    I smiled and nodded vigorously, as if in agreement. I’d mourn my pharaoh and friend later, in private. Ramesses had been good to me. With him dead, my job was now to keep his son Amenherkoshef on the throne. I wondered if he’d replace Neferronpet as vizier. If he did he’d be removing a man bent on Neset’s death. That would be good. Though why would Amenherkoshef replace him, and with whom? 
 
    “You said you’d tell me the plan once we reached the oasis, My Lord,” Neby said impatiently. “Are we going to march on Djeme soon?” 
 
    Nehi leaned forward eagerly. 
 
    So they’d both been in the dark about what the higher–ups were planning. Interesting. Details were being very closely guarded at the top. Which implied the Chief wouldn’t reveal himself until the very day he challenged Pharaoh, which Maia and I had for all intents and purposes already concluded. Which meant my plan to escape the village along with Maia and Pentawere and report the traitors’ names to Pharaoh was definitely dead. When the traitors challenged Pharaoh it would be face to face. I assumed I’d be included in the actual confrontation so I could attest to Pentawere’s parentage. Which meant, if the traitors were more powerful at that point than Pharaoh, that I’d have to betray him so that I wouldn’t have to kill Pentawere. Which meant Pentawere might indeed sit the valley’s throne. 
 
    Debhen smiled. “Patience, Neby. The boy’s still far too young for us to make our move. But I’ve come to the village to set the next phase of the Chief’s plan in motion. I’m going to begin personally educating the boy on what it means to be a pharaoh. The priest–scribes I’ve brought with me will teach him to read and write, and about the gods, and the priesthood.” 
 
    “What about me?” Neby asked. 
 
    “You’ll keep supplying the settlement. And convey specialized priests and scribes here from time to time. You’ll journey here far more often in the future.” Debhen’s eyes narrowed. “Commander Nehi, I want you to depart this oasis within the week and recruit fifty Nehesyuian mercenaries from south of the cataract. The nucleus of our future army.” 
 
    So the traitors were going to raise a private army. To go along with the already–compromised Amen Division in Waset. 
 
    “You want me to travel all the way to Ta Seti? And recruit wretches?” 
 
    “I’ve brought leather pouches filled with gold to buy their loyalty. You’ll bring our mercenaries here. You’ll train them to fight. You’ll add more mercenaries to our army each year until we have a force fit to take on Pharaoh.” 
 
    Confirmation that the challenge to Pharaoh truly was years in the future. And I’d just gleaned that the priesthood plotting against him was a wealthy one, if it could afford to buy an army. 
 
    “What gives you the authority to send me away from the village, Debhen? I’m in charge here,” Nehi blustered. 
 
    Debhen was taken aback. “Our superior put me in charge. You report to me now.” 
 
    “Did you bring a scroll to substantiate your authority?” Nehi queried. 
 
    Debhen frowned, instantly angry. “I don’t need a scroll. You know that’s not how things work.” 
 
    “So you say. I demand proof. Besides, there’s no one capable of protecting the heir and this village if I leave.” 
 
    I stifled a laugh. I’d observed over the years that Nehi enjoyed ordering his men about from a seat in the shade. He personally did as little as possible. He rarely bestirred himself from in front of his hut when Neby wasn’t visiting the village. Not surprising he’d try to get out of traveling hundreds of miles across hot dusty desert to recruit men he apparently despised. Or gracefully accept a demotion. It pleased me immensely that Nehi had just squarely set himself against Debhen, as he already had against Neby. Another rift I might someday be able to exploit on Pharaoh’s behalf. 
 
    “Send Kairy, My Lord Debhen,” Neby suggested. “He’s got nothing better to do.” 
 
    I wasn’t surprised he’d volunteered me. In a sense, Neby’s fortunes were tied to mine. He’d arranged for me to steal Pentawere from under Pharaoh’s nose. The fact the traitors had a puppet to oppose Pharaoh with was largely due to Neby. 
 
    “Ridiculous! What does a chariot driver know about forging an army?” Debhen bristled. 
 
    Forging an army? An idea hit me like a thunderbolt. A way to possibly save Pharaoh and Pentawere and Neset and Aya and Maia at a single stroke. A way to put me in control the day the traitors challenged Pharaoh, instead of their Chief. I thanked the gods for Nehi’s laziness and self–importance, and Neby’s suggestion. What if I forged an army for the traitors? What if I could make the mercenaries loyal to me? What if I could turn them against the traitors? Recruiting and training would be a good starting point. Gaining their loyalty was certainly a long shot. But an army of my own – what might I be able to do with it? Time to sell myself to this pompous priest, take the first step on an unexpected but potentially fruitful path. “My Lord, I didn’t just drive the fourth Ramesses’ chariot. I established strategy with him before battles. I delivered him to the right place on the battlefield at the right time for a decade. I protected him from his enemies. I fought wretches. I marched beside him. I starved. I thirsted. Because of my abilities Pharaoh selected me to teach the Falcon in the Nest how to be a soldier – how to lead, strategy, logistics. I can forge you an army.” 
 
    Debhen shook his head dismissively. “You reach for position far above your station, Kidnapper. Entrust you with creating an army? Hardly.” 
 
    Had he guessed my intention? Probably not. I hadn’t even fully thought the scheme through yet. I was sure pitfalls lurked. “I sought merely to serve, My Lord,” I said humbly. I’d failed. An opportunity to save those I loved missed. 
 
    “My Lord Debhen,” Neby hastily interjected. “I believe Kairy is truly one of us. He’s proven to my satisfaction these past five years that he’s committed to our cause. As he said, he’s qualified to recruit and train fighters. I quietly checked his background after I started negotiating with him to deliver the boy. If anything, he’s being modest about his accomplishments.” 
 
    “You’re certain?” Debhen asked. 
 
    “I am, My Lord.” 
 
    Debhen stared for a long time at Nehi. Disgust was written on his face. Then he turned to me. “Go recruit me an army, Kairy,” Debhen ordered. “From now on your job at this oasis will be to train my mercenaries. Under Commander Nehi’s oversight, of course.” 
 
    I hid my satisfaction. “Of course, My Lord.” 
 
    “Nehi, you’ll command the army in battle.” 
 
    “I’ll lead it to victory!” he promised. 
 
    Not if I have anything to say about it. 
 
    The men fell to eating. Debhen and Neby were famished from their journey; Nehi was merely a glutton. He appeared pleased he’d pawned the mercenary expedition off on me. He wasn’t half as pleased as I was. The three had nearly finished eating when Maia practically dragged Pentawere to the campfire by the hand. He was unhappy he’d been called away from the sheep. He greeted Neby, regarded Debhen without fear, ignored Nehi. 
 
    “This is Debhen, my superior,” Neby said. 
 
    As I’d taught Pentawere, he bowed. “My Lord.” 
 
    “I am not your lord,” Debhen said, himself rising and bowing to Pentawere. “You will never refer to anyone in the entire world by that title again. Do you understand?” 
 
    Pentawere looked at Maia, then me, then Debhen. “No.” 
 
    “How much does he know?” Debhen asked Neby. 
 
    “Absolutely nothing.” 
 
    “Come. Stand before me,” Debhen ordered Pentawere. 
 
    “Shall I depart, My Lord?” Maia asked. 
 
    Debhen ran his eyes over her again, shook his head. “We are, all of us, in service to the same cause. Soon everyone in this village will finally know their true purpose for being here. You might as well find out now. Stay.” He looked Pentawere up and down. “What do you know about your parents?” 
 
    “They’re dead,” Pentawere replied. “Neby told me. Kairy and Mother Maia take care of me.” 
 
    “Your true mother was named Neset,” Debhen said. 
 
    Maia stiffened. 
 
    “She was overseer of gardens for Pharaoh Ramesses, third of his name. Your father was Pentawere, first of his name, a son of Pharaoh Ramesses. Pharaoh Ramesses, fourth of his name, your father’s brother and your uncle, executed your father and mother.” 
 
    “Why?” Pentawere asked, more curious than shaken, which I supposed was more or less normal since he hadn’t known either Neset or the first Pentawere, or either Ramesses for that matter. 
 
    “He wanted your father’s throne,” Debhen said. “The throne that now rightfully belongs to you.” 
 
    Pentawere looked at Maia and me again. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    Who would at age five, living in an isolated oasis a week’s travel from the valley? 
 
    “There are men in this land – me, Neby, Nehi, the priests I’ve brought with me, more – who intend to restore you to your throne when the time is right. The evil fourth Ramesses has just died. His son will soon take your throne. I’ve come to prepare you for the day when we move against him and make you ruler of the valley instead.” 
 
    Pentawere slowly processed the information. “You mean, everyone will have to obey me?” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “Even the boys who herd the animals?” 
 
    I could tell Pentawere was having trouble grasping the concept of ruler. 
 
    “Everyone at the oasis and eventually the entire valley,” Debhen replied. “Beginning tomorrow I’m going to teach you how to be a pharaoh – how to read and write…” 
 
    “Kairy’s been teaching me,” Pentawere announced. 
 
    “A few basics,” I said. 
 
    “I suppose that’s good. Anyway, I’m going to teach you to sit in judgment, to command, to oversee officials. Nehi’s going to teach you to be a warrior and to lead an army in battle.” 
 
    “Assuming you bring me a scroll, laying out your authority for giving me orders.” 
 
    Debhen addressed Neby, extremely irritated. “Obtain a scroll when you return to the valley. Bring it back immediately.” 
 
    “Yes, My Lord.” 
 
    Nehi’s shoulders sagged. He knew as well as the rest of us that he had indeed been demoted and he was simply putting off the inevitable. He wouldn’t be able to shirk this new duty, not with Debhen in residence in the village, constantly looking over his shoulder. One more reason for him to resent Debhen. 
 
    “Kairy’s going to build you an army of your own,” Debhen continued. 
 
    I thought Debhen was telling a five year–old far too much at once. Pentawere seemed overwhelmed. And concerned with other things than rule. “Did you know my father and mother?” he asked Debhen. 
 
    “I knew your father well. For many years he oversaw the military facilities at Pi–Ramesses in the delta. I was his friend.” 
 
    “My father was a soldier?” 
 
    “He fought well,” Debhen replied. “I’ll tell you about his exploits some evening.” 
 
    Meaning Pentawere’s single expedition to recover stolen wine. Should be interesting to hear Debhen exaggerate its importance. 
 
    “What about my mother?” 
 
    “I never met her,” Debhen admitted. 
 
    “Kairy knew her quite well,” Neby said. 
 
    “Neset was a fine woman,” I told Pentawere. “She was, as My Lord Debhen said, Pharaoh’s chief gardener. She could make anything grow. She was caring, smart, and beautiful. She loved your father very much.” Up to the point he betrayed her and Pharaoh and Ramesses. 
 
    Debhen rose. “That’s quite enough for today, I think. I need to rest and recuperate from my journey. Tomorrow we’ll begin your education, Majesty.” With that he bowed, gazed at Maia one last time, then headed with Neby towards his hut. 
 
    Nehi grabbed a half–full jar of beer and departed for his hut, no doubt to stew over his lost prestige and authority. 
 
    “What does ‘majesty’ mean?” Pentawere asked Maia once the three of us were alone. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
     “You promised you’d tell me about my father going to war, Debhen,” Pentawere prompted one evening almost a week later as Debhen and Neby and Nehi and I were eating beside Maia’s and my campfire, picking morsels with our fingers from an assortment of bowls and platters she’d set out for us. After that she’d gone to the pond to bathe. 
 
    A warm wind sighed through the palms that shaded our hut by day. A few night birds chittered in the reeds that lined the nearby lake, settling for the night. In the far distance a few of the village’s cattle lowed.  
 
    “Indeed I did, Majesty.” 
 
    Every man in the village was now addressing Pentawere by that title, treating him like a future pharaoh. Debhen had officially filled everyone in on their true purpose for being at the oasis the day after his arrival. Pentawere didn’t seem to care what the adults called him. But he’d lorded over his playmates the next two days, insisting they address him properly, until Maia overheard and sternly took him to task for being unkind to his friends. 
 
    Maia and I had talked deep into the night in our hut afterwards, lying side by side on our pallet in the darkness. I’d asked how she thought Pentawere was reacting to the sudden changes. 
 
    “Being treated as royalty? He’s baffled, Kairy. He hasn’t truly grasped what Debhen’s told him. I’m afraid he’ll change once he starts to understand. Everyone around here bowing to him and treating him like a god? We have to ground him, Kairy. You and I. Between us, we have to keep him decent and strong.” She’d rolled onto her side, lowered her voice. “Do you know what Pentawere told me right after Debhen told him Neset was his mother? He said that even if I didn’t give birth to him I’m still his real mother.” She’d started to sob. 
 
    I’d taken her into my arms. Her skin had been soft and smooth and warm. 
 
    “It’s so hard, keeping the truth from him,” she’d said. 
 
    “You have to keep the secret, Maia.” 
 
    “I know,” she’d sniffed. “I won’t put Pentawere’s life at risk.” 
 
    Neby took a long stick and stirred the fire. 
 
    “Your uncle, the fourth Ramesses, commanded his father’s army,” Debhen began. “It was stationed at Pi–Ramesses in the delta.” 
 
    “Kairy drew me a map and told me about the main cities in the valley,” Pentawere announced proudly. 
 
    “The priests who’ll be teaching you will make sure you have accurate information about the valley,” Debhen said dismissively. 
 
    I clearly hadn’t won him over, despite the new responsibility he’d given me. 
 
    “Anyway, Majesty, Ramesses’ brother, Amenhirkoshef, commanded the army’s cavalry. But he died. Ramesses went to Waset for his burial. While Ramesses was in the South the infantry and cavalry at Pi–Ramesses fell apart. Instead of continuing to train and prepare for war, the soldiers sat around, visited Pi–Ramesses, consorted with women and grew soft.” 
 
    “What does ‘consorted’ mean?” 
 
    Nehi snorted. 
 
    He and his guards could certainly tell Pentawere a thing or two about consorting with women. I wondered how he was going to sneak away from camp in the future, with Debhen scrutinizing his every move. Unless, of course, Nehi took Debhen with him. That wouldn’t surprise me a bit, knowing what I did about Debhen. 
 
    Debhen suddenly looked uncomfortable. He wasn’t used to dealing with young children. “You’ll find out some day, when you’re much older.” 
 
    “Perhaps you should return to your story, My Lord,” Neby suggested. 
 
    Debhen seemed thankful for his intervention. “Yes. Your father returned to Pi–Ramesses from his brother’s burial and was appalled by what he saw, Majesty. He fully expected your grandfather would appoint him commander of the cavalry in his dead brother’s place, so on his own initiative he started training the men.” 
 
    “What’s initiative?” 
 
    “It means your father didn’t wait for someone to tell him to train the men, Majesty. He did it on his own,” Neby replied. 
 
    “Frankly, Majesty,” Debhen continued, “creating a strong cavalry unit was just the start of what your father intended to do. He planned to eventually take command of the entire army and wield it to forge an empire.” 
 
    “Like the third Thutmose, and Ramesses the Great?” Pentawere asked. 
 
    “Let me guess. Kairy told you about them.” 
 
    “He did.” 
 
    Debhen glared at me with a look that said I’d exceeded my authority. 
 
    I didn’t care what he thought. I’d told Pentawere stories almost every night around our campfire, even before he was old enough to fully understand. Many had been drawn from the stories Neset had recorded on papyri during her imprisonment. Others had been handed down in my family. Maia had taken as keen an interest in what I’d had to say as Pentawere. She’d also participated in his writing lessons. She’d been a quick learner. We hadn’t let any of the priests know about her hard–earned capability. They’d be less guarded around her that way. 
 
    “Anyway, one afternoon one of the third Ramesses’ traders staggered into Pi–Ramesses. He reported that his entire caravan had been captured by wretches and almost all of his men had been killed. By dawn the next day your father was leading his cavalry in pursuit. After about a week of traveling in the desert your father’s scouts reported the barbarians were camped a quarter mile ahead, around a bend in a wadi. Without even waiting for his men, your father charged into the wadi on horseback, catching the enemy by surprise. He slew many, then demanded that the rest lay down their arms. By now his men were thundering into the wadi after him. So the wretches surrendered.” 
 
    “What happened then?” 
 
    “Your father recovered all the stolen wine. Then he personally executed all the wretches except one, telling him to slink back to his people and report the fate that awaited them if they ever stole from Pharaoh again. Then your father returned to the valley in triumph and was honored by his father.” 
 
    Interesting embellishments. Debhen must be aware I knew what had actually happened in the wadi and afterwards. His claim that Pentawere had single–handedly defeated the wretches was false and absurd. He’d delivered the prisoners to his father for judgment and hadn’t executed them himself. And he’d been chastised by the fourth Ramesses for using the cavalry to go after the wretches, not honored. I’d been present, so I knew that for a fact. I sensed Debhen might be using the story to test me, to see if I’d attempt to debunk the myth he was creating about the first Pentawere. If he was, he must be uncertain that I was truly committed to the traitors’ quest. Challenging his account would raise questions. So I remained silent. But I realized he and the other priests were going to fill Pentawere’s mind with similar inaccuracies and half–truths as they “educated” him and molded him into their puppet. Somehow, I was going to have to subtly counteract them, provide a more balanced view of the world. I made a note to enlist Maia in that effort. Pentawere would take her word above all others. 
 
    Pentawere’s eyes were shining. “I want to lead an army too.” 
 
    “You shall, Majesty,” Debhen said. 
 
    “And you’ll fight by my side, Kairy?” Pentawere asked. 
 
    “I will, Majesty.” Like the rest, I’d fallen in line and was using the royal title. Only Maia refused to address him by anything except his name, at least in the privacy of our hut. She wasn’t about to let the priests turn her son into a monster if she could help it. 
 
    “If you’re going to command armies you need your rest, Majesty,” I told Pentawere. “Tell everyone goodnight.” 
 
    He did, grudgingly, then went inside our hut. 
 
    I addressed Debhen. “I’ll be leaving for the cataract in two days, My Lord. I expect I’ll be gone for at least three months. I’ve ordered workmen to erect several barracks for the new troops while I’m away, and a stable for their horses.” 
 
    “I’ve ordered,” Nehi interrupted. 
 
    “Yes. Of course, Commander. They’ll be ready by the time I return.” 
 
    “Bring me fierce fighters, Kairy. Fierce!” Debhen charged. “When we challenge Pharaoh we’ll have to compensate for lack of numbers with terror.” 
 
    “I’ll spend your gold wisely, My Lord.” 
 
    “Make sure the mercenaries aren’t too stupid to train,” Nehi sniffed. “I don’t want wretches holding back my men.” 
 
    I welcomed Nehi’s bigoted attitude. It increased the odds I’d be able to make the mercenaries loyal to me instead of him. “I’ll make a point of it, Commander.” 
 
    Maia materialized out of the darkness and joined us and seated herself cross–legged next to me. I thought she looked particularly lovely tonight. Her hair was still wet and damply clung to her shoulders. 
 
    Debhen sipped at his wine. He regarded Maia lasciviously. “Tell me about yourself, Maia. How did you come to be in this village?” 
 
    I tensed, as I always did when one of the priests questioned Maia. Had he guessed at the deception she and I had been practicing the past five years? If he accused her, would she panic and give us away? What would happen to her and Pentawere and me if she did? 
 
    “My first husband, Alara, tried to kidnap Pentawere’s mother before he was born,” Maia said. 
 
    “He was one of Pentawere’s supporters?” Debhen asked, surprised. 
 
    “And a very fine man, My Lord. He died in service to our true Pharaoh.” 
 
    I marveled at how coolly Maia was lying. I relaxed. She wasn’t going to give anything away. 
 
    “Alara knew the fourth Ramesses wasn’t fit to sit the throne, My Lord. He wanted Pentawere’s son to rule instead. But Pharaoh’s men killed Alara during the kidnapping attempt. Alara left me pregnant and alone. My family and everyone I knew abandoned me because of what they considered Alara’s treason. Treason! Can you believe their blindness, My Lord?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, blindness is rampant in the valley these days,” Debhen said, shaking his head. 
 
    She’d won him over. “I practically starved in the months after Alara died. I became so weak my daughter died in childbirth. Kairy appeared at my hovel a day after I buried her and asked if I’d be wetnurse to Pentawere’s son.” 
 
    “How did you know of Maia’s situation?” Debhen asked me sharply. He might not be suspicious of Maia, but he was of me. 
 
    “Alara served under me, guarding Neset’s estate, My Lord. He’d mentioned that his wife was pregnant. When Neset went into labor, it occurred to me that her son would need a wetnurse after I delivered him to Neby. That brought Maia to mind. I went to her hovel, expecting she’d have a newborn. I’d intended to bring him or her along.” I gazed at Maia, feigning sympathy. “Unfortunately, it didn’t work out that way.” 
 
    “When Kairy asked me to be Pentawere’s wetnurse I jumped at the chance to get revenge on Pharaoh, My Lord. Alara’s death was his fault. So Kairy brought me to Neset’s estate, and together we delivered Pentawere to Neby. You know the rest.” 
 
    Debhen glanced sideways at me. “How long have you been Kairy’s wife, Maia.” 
 
    “Four years, My Lord.” She took hold of my arm with her fingers. “We’ve been raising Pentawere together.” 
 
    “Yes. Well, I’ll be personally conducting his training beginning tomorrow. He’ll be sleeping in my hut from now on, so I can educate him night and day.” 
 
    Maia’s fingers tightened on my bicep. “I understand, My Lord,” she said evenly. But her eyes said she wasn’t going to surrender Pentawere to Debhen’s influence without a fight. 
 
    At dawn two days later I set out on horseback for the wastes south of the cataract. Maia had cried much of the previous night, the first since Pentawere’s birth that she hadn’t slept in the same hut as him. My timing was atrocious – she’d never needed me more to keep her company by day and comfort her at night, and I was going to be gone for months. I felt extremely guilty as I bid her goodbye at the door of our hut. 
 
    “Hurry back to me, My Love,” she whispered after she kissed me. She placed my hand low on her belly. “To me and our daughter.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Peret (Seed) 
 
    Neset 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    I was tending the garden in front of Horus’ temple. I’d designed and planted it a couple of years ago, not long after my encounter with Nakhtamen at the riverside market. I’d decided that day to stop confining myself to a prison of my own making. Since then I’d begun to go into Nekhen on occasion, for festivals and such, and to tend this garden one day a week. I’d also taken up healing again. Because of that I’d become acquainted with many of Nekhen’s residents, though I went out of my way not to stand out. 
 
    Aya and Ahmes–Nefertari were helping me in the garden, as usual. They were inseparable and both loved to work among the flowers. Usually Ahmes–Nefertari’s two year–old sister, Wabhket, toddled after them, but she’d remained on the estate today. Beketaten was pregnant again; both of her daughters were hoping for another sister. If Ani wanted a son he had sense enough not to say so out loud. 
 
    Watching the sun warm Aya’s red curls, I touched my fingers to my talisman and thanked the falcon god for keeping her alive and bringing her to Nekhen. A year ago, right after she turned four, I’d started teaching her about the talisman and telling her the family stories – except for the story of my life, which I’d hold in reserve until she was much older. In part, to keep her safe. In part because I wasn’t sure yet how it was going to end. Frustratingly, the falcon god had never again sent me the dream featuring the pretender and Kairy. I still had no idea how that event was going to turn out, or if I’d even be present. Fortunately, if I was discovered and executed before Aya knew everything she needed to about me and her ancestors, the stories were all recorded in my scrolls. Beketaten had promised to tell Aya all about me, at the same time assuring me that my fear of being discovered and dragged away to be executed was nonsense. 
 
    I’d enjoyed exploring Nekhen with Aya these past years – visiting Tiaa and Ipu and Amenia’s kiln on the heights, the ruins of the house where Amenia had grown up on the upper terrace, the remnants of the rulers’ cemetery, the ancient etchings beyond counting on rock faces on the heights ringing the settlement, the treasures inside the temple storeroom. I’d first told Aya about the talisman as she was sitting on my lap on the top step of the stone dais in the oval court. I’d barely finished when a falcon swooped low in front of us. To me it had been a sign the god was still present and watching over me and my daughter. 
 
    We’d been working for several hours when I caught sight of Ani hurrying towards the temple, clutching a rolled up papyrus in his hand. 
 
    “We need to talk, Neset,” he said grimly. “Inside the temple. Not here.” 
 
    “You girls keep working,” I told Aya and Ahmes–Nefertari. “I’ll be back in a few minutes.” 
 
    Ani ducked into the treasure room and I followed. 
 
    “Pharaoh’s dead,” he said bluntly as soon as we were alone. 
 
    “No!” I wanted to be sick. Too soon! Were the events that would lead to challenging his line already in motion? But they couldn’t be. The boy Kairy had substituted for Aya was only five years old or so. The pretender was older in my dream. 
 
    “Only six years on the throne,” Ani said. “Still, Ramesses was almost fifty.” 
 
    “He wasn’t the pharaoh in my dream, Ani,” I assured him. “That’s clear to me now.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right, Neset. Because Nekhen’s going to be the first stop on the fifth Ramesses’ progression. He’d coming here to be crowned in the oval court next month, like his father was. And to accept the fealty of local officials.” 
 
    I sat down on the floor, careful not to disturb the treasures all around me. “Either he’ll come here for another reason in a few years and be challenged, or his successor is the pharaoh in my dream. I wish I knew which.” 
 
    Ani sat next to me and held up the papyrus. “Our new pharaoh sent me this message. It sheds light on what Kairy did and why. And raises far too many new questions.” He unrolled it and began to read. 
 
      
 
    After Kairy rounded up Pentawere’s supporters who’d tried to kidnap Neset and her unborn son, he met with me and Father and Vizier Neferronpet. We agreed that other traitors might try the same thing after Neset gave birth. Essentially, Kairy agreed to act as bait to draw them out. So he and Father pretended to have a massive argument in the audience hall that very day. Afterwards, Kairy went to Waset and got drunk and disparaged Father to all who would listen. As we’d hoped, a traitor approached Kairy. Kairy agreed to deliver Neset’s son to the traitor as soon as he was born and Neset was burned. Our plan was that Kairy would go along with the boy and pretend to be a traitor and live among them until he could identify them. Then he’d return to Djeme and report their names so Father could arrest them. 
 
    Vizier Neferronpet insisted that Kairy kill Neset’s son before he fled from wherever the traitors were hiding. He said that was the only way to make sure Pentawere’s line died out for sure. Kairy promised he would. 
 
      
 
    I was stunned. “Kairy obviously delivered some other woman’s baby boy to the traitors and claimed he was my son. Did he do it simply because he didn’t want to kill Aya?” 
 
    “Maybe in part. Think it through, Neset,” Ani said calmly. “Kairy knew you were going to have a daughter. It’s clear from this message that Pharaoh and the vizier believed you were going to have a boy. So when Kairy agreed to act as bait he never told them differently. I believe trying to save Aya as well as Pharaoh was the reason. Everyone in the valley believes the boy is your son, including the traitors and Pharaoh’s courtiers. When Kairy kills him everyone will believe Pentawere’s line is dead. Everyone already believes you died and were burned. No one will ever come looking for Aya or you after the boy dies.” 
 
    “Do you really think Kairy would kill a helpless infant?” 
 
    “To save Pharaoh and you and Aya? I do.” Ani continued reading. 
 
      
 
    We haven’t heard from Kairy even once the past five years. Either he hasn’t identified the key traitors yet – a distinct possibility, if the highest ranking are keeping their participation in the plot secret – or something went wrong and the traitors have killed Kairy. In that case, the traitors have Pentawere’s son and can use him whenever they want against me and my line. It was a risk we thought worth taking when we came up with our plan; now it doesn’t look like such a good idea. 
 
      
 
    “Kairy’s still alive,” I said firmly. “I’ve seen him in my dream, Ani. So he’s going to be in the oval court along with priest and pretender. Up until now, I’ve feared Kairy’s going to tell Pharaoh that the pretender really is my son. Now it seems Kairy may kill him instead.” 
 
    “If he does the conspiracy will fail. Pharaoh will arrest and execute the traitors. You and Aya will be able to live in peace.” 
 
    “It’s so frustrating that I haven’t seen my entire dream, Ani. There’s another possibility we can’t discount. Since Pharaoh hasn’t heard from Kairy in five years he may have joined the traitors for real. Maybe they’ve promised him more than Pharaoh did as a reward. Maybe he’s going to help the priests put the pretender on the throne, not kill him.” 
 
    “If Kairy tries, you’ll be the only person who can refute him and make a convincing case the boy’s a pretender,” Ani said. 
 
    “But I didn’t see myself in my dream. If I’m not in the oval court when the priests challenge Pharaoh, and if Kairy supports the boy, the priests will probably be able to seize the throne. If I am in the court, and if Kairy says the boy’s my son, and if I challenge him, everyone will know I’m still alive. I’ll have to reveal that Aya exists too. If I do, the vizier will likely execute Aya, based on this message. I’ll be burned for sure, because I’m still under sentence from the Great Kenbet.” I sighed. “Once more, will I have to trade my life to ensure Pharaoh lives?” 
 
    “Let’s hope you’re wrong about Kairy joining the traitors,” Ani said. “It’d be out of character for him.” Ani continued reading. 
 
      
 
    I must continue to publicly portray the fiction that Kairy is a traitor and a wanted man, in case he is still alive and living among the traitors. I assure you, Ani, I consider Kairy to be a true friend. At any rate, with things so uncertain, the Amen Division will accompany me as I make my progression throughout the valley. I’ve sent a message to the governor of the Nekhen nome to make the arrangements. 
 
      
 
    “An unnecessary precaution, the Amen Division, assuming your dream is true, Neset,” Ani said. “But maybe it’ll send a signal to the traitors and they’ll realize Pharaoh is prepared to deal with them and they’ll give up the idea of seizing his throne.” 
 
    “You don’t really believe that.” 
 
    “No. But please stay away from Nekhen during the ceremony, Neset,” Ani pleaded. “Many officials from Waset and Djeme will travel with Pharaoh. Someone may recognize you.” 
 
    Someone who wouldn’t look the other way, as Nakhtamen had. 
 
    “As you said, you’re still under sentence of death.” 
 
    “Something that haunts me every moment of every day, Ani. You’re right. I should stay away. But I can’t. Just in case my dream’s wrong. But I promise you I’ll leave the oval court as sure as I’m convinced Kairy’s not present to challenge Pharaoh.” 
 
    Ani sighed. “Be careful then.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    The morning of the ceremony Beketaten and I tried to enter the oval court to decorate the dais, each of us carrying several baskets of flowers I’d grown on the estate. 
 
    The leader of a squad of heavily armed soldiers halted us. “What’s your business here?” 
 
    The boats containing the royal family and officials and the Amen Division had arrived at Nekhen late yesterday afternoon. The vessels were moored along a half–mile section of riverbank. The soldiers had set up their camp nearby. They’d conspicuously ringed the oval court and town and camp immediately after their arrival. I’d been comforted by their presence – traitors would have to be very powerful to challenge such a host and, according to Ani, who’d spoken privately with Pharaoh last night, scouts had not sighted any force of men within miles of Nekhen. 
 
    “We’re supposed to decorate Pharaoh’s dais,” Beketaten replied. 
 
    The soldier squinted, suspicious. “No one told me.” 
 
    Beketaten rested her hand on her stomach. “Do you think I pose a threat to Pharaoh? A very pregnant woman? My husband is Ani, second prophet of Horus. You can go check if you don’t believe me. He’s attending Pharaoh.” 
 
    The soldier sighed wearily. He’d apparently been standing guard all night. “Go ahead.” 
 
    Beketaten and I decorated the dais, as we had for the fourth Ramesses’ progression. The court had been cleaned and put into shape under Ani’s direction after he’d received Pharaoh’s message. All of us from the estate had helped. 
 
    By the time we finished decorating, residents of Nekhen and the nearby valley were already filing into the oval and staking out places. Beketaten departed, for she’d participate in the ceremony as a chantress. I slipped into the growing crowd, close enough to see what was going on, but not where anyone important could catch sight of me. 
 
    Several hours later the ceremony finally began. I studied the royals as they entered the court and processed through the center of the crowd to seats shaded by large sunscreens on the right side of the dais – Duatentopet, the fourth Ramesses’ sister and widow, clearly in mourning; Amenherkoshef, the new pharaoh’s uncle; his wife Nubkhesbed and their young son Itamun; Setherkopshef, the youngest uncle; Pharaoh’s wives Henutwati and Tawerettenru. I hadn’t seen any of the royals in more than five and a half years, since the trial of the conspirators. Pharaoh and his wives had still been in their teens then. Duatentopet was nearly fifty now, I calculated. I wondered which of the lines on her face were due to age and which to grief. I wished I could express my condolences to her, but that was of course impossible. They all settled into their seats while officials took theirs under a similar sunscreen to the left of the dais. 
 
    Chantresses slipped into the court through the ancient derelict monumental entrance, shaking menat necklaces, banging together ivory clappers, singing ancient songs. They were led by Mutemwia and Aatmeret, wife and daughter respectively of Horus’ high priest. Beketaten and Iput were among the chantresses. The women were followed by a bevy of priests, including Ani. Then came Nebmose and Setau, high priests of Horus and Nekhbet, and finally Pharaoh. He looked haggard and was unshaven and dressed simply, as his father had been during the mourning period for the third Ramesses. He made his way to the flower–bedecked dais and seated himself on one of the two thrones. 
 
    Kairy was nowhere in sight. This was not the day of the challenge. I made my way through the crowd and exited the court and headed home. There was no point in staying for the actual ceremony. The risk of being recognized was too great. 
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    “Race you to the top, Mama!” 
 
    Aya sped gracefully up the side of the rock outcrop at the head of the wadi path near Nekhen’s ancient rulers’ cemetery, her feet and hands barely resting on the hand and footholds. 
 
    I didn’t try to race. Aya was more than a quarter century younger than me and what was the point of being embarrassed by an eight year–old? She was already sitting at the edge of the outcrop when I gained the top, her feet dangling over the edge, her long curly red hair swirling in the breeze and caressing her bare shoulders, her skin golden in the slanting late afternoon sunlight spilling across the valley and river. She was already taller than most children her age and promised someday to be willowy. I saw Pentawere in her, both her features and her bearing – she’d inherited all of his good qualities and none of his bad. Aya was friendly, engaging, curious, full of ideas. She had Pentawere’s presence too; everyone her age and many who were older gravitated to her. But unlike Pentawere, Aya was a realist, not a dreamer. 
 
    As we did on occasion, we’d spent the day searching the heights overlooking Nekhen for ancient rock etchings. They, like the kiln on the heights, connected us to our ancestors who’d lived here millennia ago. They too had been fascinated by the images, according to family stories. As I’d watched Aya scramble among the rocks I couldn’t help reflect on the differences in our childhoods – me, confined within the walls of Ta Set Maat, dreaming of roaming the portion of the valley visible beyond my rooftop, experiencing it only when helping Grandfather work in his gardens, Aya exploring a river and valley and heights and wide–open spaces at will. I’d grown up seeing in the distance opulent Ipet–Isut and Ipet–resyt and Djeme and the memorial temples of the god–kings, omnipresent symbols of a mighty pantheon; for Aya there was the simplicity of a falcon high overhead, the god of her ancestors, a soaring blur against blue sky. I’d grown up lonely, an only child. Aya was part of a large and boisterous family. 
 
    We lingered as the sun dipped below the rim of the plateau at our backs. Lights began winking on in Nekhen’s and Nekheb’s houses and in scattered farm huts on both sides of the river. Our estate was too far upriver to see, but I pictured Ani and Beketaten and Iput and daughters and husbands and children and workers gathered around campfires, eating and talking and laughing and generally enjoying each others’ company. The extended family into which we’d been adopted was growing, almost daily it sometimes seemed. Ani and Beketaten had four daughters now. All but two of Iput’s daughters were married; she had a flock of grandchildren from the three with husbands. 
 
    Before long a river of stars brightened, sweeping across the firmament above us. Then the moon rose, silvering the river, illuminating Nekhen’s town wall and the mysterious mud–brick enclosure of King Khasekhemwy. I couldn’t help think about all my ancestors who’d sat atop this very outcrop so long ago, when Nekhen’s huts sprawled haphazardly across the plain between the oval court and the cultivation and on the now–abandoned upper terrace to our right, centuries before the town wall and the enclosure had even been imagined, much less constructed. 
 
    I gazed at Aya. She was so carefree and innocent. So far, I’d never told her why we’d settled in Nekhen and why I was always so careful about where I went and who saw me. My encounter with Nakhtamen had scared me. I’d realized even before that day that someone might recognize me at any time and drag me to Djeme to be executed. Every day that went by increased that risk. So, now that Aya was eight, it was time she knew truths I’d kept hidden from her. Beketaten knew those truths, and would tell them to Aya if something ever happened to me. But I wanted my daughter to hear them from my lips. 
 
    “It’s time for me to tell you the only family story you don’t yet know, Aya.” 
 
    “Yours, Mama?” she guessed. 
 
    “And yours.” I grasped the talisman. “I was married when I was twelve to a much older man, Aya. His name was Mesedptah. I was barely twenty when he was caught robbing the tomb of Ramesses the Great.” 
 
    Aya gasped. 
 
    “He was sentenced to death by Pentawere, a younger son of the third Ramesses, who happened to be presiding over a Great Kenbet in Djeme. After Mesedptah was executed I went to live with my grandfather. Grandfather put me to work as a gardener. Several years later I met the third Ramesses by chance and he appointed me overseer of his garden in Djeme. It’s a long story that I’ll tell you later. Anyway, I later encountered Pentawere during a festival in Pi–Ramesses. He showed me around the city and took me to a banquet in Pharaoh’s per’aa. Eventually, we fell in love. We hoped we’d someday be allowed to marry, impossible as that seemed – a pharaoh’s son and a gardener. Unfortunately, Pentawere was very ambitious. He was jealous of his brother, the fourth Ramesses, who’d been crowned as his father’s co–ruler. Unbeknownst to me, Pentawere began plotting to seize the throne. One night he and more than thirty conspirators – including his mother – murdered his father and tried to murder his brother. I was nearly killed keeping the fourth Ramesses from being stabbed.” 
 
    Aya gazed at me solemnly. “Is that why there’s a scar on your chest?” 
 
    I nodded. “I’ll tell you about that night later. It’s an awful tale.” I paused, stroked Aya’s cheek. “The worst part is that years before it happened I knew Pharaoh was going to be assassinated.” 
 
    “You had a dream, just like Tiaa and Maetkra and Amenia,” Aya inferred. 
 
    “I did. The falcon god warned me that the fourth Ramesses was going to be convicted of killing his father.” 
 
    “But you said Pentawere did it.” 
 
    “Yes. I didn’t truly understand my dream until months after Pharaoh was murdered. I finally realized what it meant during the trial of the conspirators. Pentawere and his mother, Tiye, and the rest were about to be convicted. To save herself, Tiye accused me and the fourth Ramesses of being the actual murderers and conspiring to pin our crime on her and Pentawere. Suddenly I found myself being questioned by the judges. They ordered a guard to get a confession from me.” 
 
    Aya’s eyes widened. “You mean, they ordered you to be beaten?” 
 
    “Yes. You see, the judges didn’t really care about me. They wanted to question the fourth Ramesses. But they couldn’t question a royal. So they used me as his substitute. I realized that if I maintained my innocence the guard would beat me unconscious and the judges would take that as a sign that Ramesses was guilty, as Tiye had accused. I understood the true meaning of my dream then. As you’re aware, Horus – the falcon god, the god of our family – is the protector of pharaohs. He’s often used members of our family as his tool to protect kings and pharaohs from harm. That’s what I was at that moment, Aya – the god’s tool to save the fourth Ramesses and his line. So I lied to the Great Kenbet. I confessed that Pentawere and Tiye and I had conspired to kill the third Ramesses. Because of my testimony, the Great Kenbet convicted all three of us. The fourth Ramesses was spared. Pentawere and Tiye and the other conspirators were sentenced to death and executed. I was sentenced too, but temporarily spared.” 
 
    Aya’s eyes were wide. “Why?” 
 
    “Because Iset, the third Ramesses’ wife and God’s Wife of Amen, said the judges couldn’t take an innocent life along with mine. That innocent life was you, Aya. I was pregnant.” 
 
    “Pentawere was my father?” 
 
    “Yes. The blood that flows through your veins is royal. Your grandfather was the third Ramesses.” 
 
    I could tell Aya was having a hard time processing what I was telling her. “But you’re alive, Mama. Why didn’t they kill you?” 
 
    “They certainly intended to. They imprisoned me on my estate outside Waset, awaiting your birth. My jailor was a man named Kairy. Ani and Iput’s brother.” 
 
    “They’ve never mentioned him.” 
 
    “That’s because the fourth Ramesses proclaimed Kairy to be a traitor. Pharaoh’s soldiers are hunting him.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because a couple of hours after you were born Kairy delivered a boy he claimed was my son to a group of traitors who want to someday overthrow Pharaoh. He did it shortly after he’d sent you and me to safety in Nekhen and faked my death by burning someone else’s body in my place.” 
 
    “Why did Kairy deliver a boy to traitors?” 
 
    “It turns out the fourth Ramesses and his vizier and Kairy had devised a plan to identify and capture the traitors, which I only found out about recently. Kairy was supposed to deliver the boy to them, then pretend to adopt their cause and live among them as a fellow traitor. As soon as he discovered the names of the leaders he was supposed to report to Pharaoh so they could be arrested.” 
 
    “Did he?” 
 
    “Not so far. And I’m not sure he will, Aya.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “When I was imprisoned on my estate the falcon god sent me another dream.” 
 
    “But I thought no one ever received more than one.” 
 
    “So did I. But not any more. In my dream I saw a pharaoh I didn’t recognize presiding over a celebration in Nekhen’s oval court. During the celebration a priest confronted Pharaoh along with a boy he claimed was the valley’s rightful ruler. Kairy was standing next to them. The priest ordered Kairy to confirm that the boy was Pentawere’s son.” 
 
    “What happened then, Mama?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Aya. I was awakened by a kidnapper at that very moment.” 
 
    “Kidnapper?” 
 
    “Another story for another time. Anyway, the falcon god never sent me the dream again. I don’t know how it turns out, so I don’t know what Kairy’s going to say in the oval court. All I know for sure is that the boy and Kairy and a traitorous priest will confront Pharaoh at Nekhen some day. When that happens, according to what I’ve recently learned, Kairy’s supposed to kill the boy at Pharaoh’s order. If Kairy does, that’ll end the threat to Pharaoh’s line.” 
 
    “But it won’t, really,” Aya said. “I’m alive. I’ll be the threat.” 
 
    “If Kairy kills the boy in front of witnesses no one will ever guess either of us is alive. In that case you won’t be a threat. But there’s another possibility, Aya, a bad one. Kairy may have actually joined the traitors. He may intend to put the boy on the throne in return for a fabulous reward. In that case it’ll be up to me to stop the pretender and preserve Pharaoh’s line.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “I don’t have the slightest idea.” 
 
    “Would the falcon god let a boy without royal blood take the throne?” Aya asked. 
 
    “Doubtful. But sometimes men ignore gods.” 
 
    Aya stared out over the valley for a very long time. “Is that why you wear a wig all the time, Mama, so no one will recognize you?” 
 
    “Kairy saved me from execution, Aya. I wasn’t pardoned. If I’m ever discovered I’ll be sent back to Djeme and burned alive.” 
 
    Aya gasped. “Why did Pharaoh let the judges sentence you to die after you’d saved him?” She stared at my scar. “Twice.” 
 
    “If he’d tried to pardon me his enemies would’ve claimed the two of us had conspired to kill his father. He and I would’ve been executed and there’d have been a fight for the throne. As it turns out, not all of Pentawere’s conspirators were identified before the trial. While I was imprisoned they tried to kidnap me.” 
 
    “The story you’re going to tell me.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “What kind of man is Kairy, Mama?” 
 
    “The first time I met him he was driving the fourth Ramesses’ chariot. They were friends. Remember the story of Tiaa making a man named Kairy the first ruler of this part of the valley?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Kairy’s descended from Tiaa’s daughter. We’re descended from her son. So we’re related through Tiaa.” 
 
    “I’m Ahmes–Nefertari’s cousin for real, and everyone else on the estate?” 
 
    “You are. But what kind of man is Kairy? I honestly don’t know, Aya. When I was imprisoned on my estate he used me as bait without my knowledge so he could catch some traitors. He put the lives of your aunts Beketaten and Iput at risk. I was furious with him for that. But then he risked his life to save you and me. And now he’s either trying to preserve Pharaoh’s line or put someone else on the throne.” 
 
    “What about my father?” 
 
    “You’re very much like him, Aya. He had a commanding presence. Everyone wanted to be his friend. He was kind and generous. Unfortunately, he was overly ambitious. I still haven’t figured out if it was his idea to murder his father, or his mother’s. He’d never given me a hint he was going to. Your grandmother Tiye was a truly evil woman.” 
 
    “Did you love him?” 
 
    “Very much. I still do, a little. I try to remember the man he was before he let ambition take control of his life and set awful events in motion.” 
 
    “Why did he betray his father?” 
 
    “Pentawere spent his entire life craving things he couldn’t have – command of Pharaoh’s army, me, the throne. There came a time when he had to choose between two things he craved that were actually within his grasp – me and the crown. He chose the one he wanted more. His pursuit of the crown led to his death and that of so many others.” 
 
    “When do you think the traitors will come here and try to seize the throne?” 
 
    “Several years from now, based on the age of the boy in my dream.” 
 
    Aya embraced me. “Thanks for telling me all this, Mama.” 
 
    “I know it’s a lot to take in, Aya. But you must keep what I told you a secret between you and me. As I said, if I’m discovered I’ll be executed. And if you’re discovered by traitors – if they somehow find out you’re Pentawere’s child – one of them might try to marry you so they can claim the throne through you – or your child. Which is why the vizier wants you dead.” 
 
    Aya gave me a funny look. Then she leaned over and kissed my cheek. “I’ll keep the secret, Mama.” 
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    “Something’s up. Something big,” Debhen said, squinting against the sun. “The priest leading the caravan? That’s Sabestet. I had no idea a man of his stature is involved in our conspiracy.” 
 
    I was waiting with Debhen at the edge of the settlement. We’d forged a decent relationship the past four years due to my work with the mercenaries. I’d made three trips south of the cataract so far to recruit men and spent the months I resided in the village training them. Though I technically reported to Nehi, he left me entirely to my own devices, dealing directly only with his favored soldiers from the delta. Whenever he deigned to interact with the mercenaries he ridiculed or harassed them. He’d alienated each and every one. Debhen had given up trying to get Nehi to do any work at all, and so consulted me on military issues. 
 
    A lookout had brought word of the caravan’s approach an hour after dawn. Neby was riding beside Sabestet, both astride fine black stallions. I remembered Sabestet from Pi–Ramesses – I’d attended numerous parties at his villa along with the Falcon in the Nest. Behind them were two girls astride donkeys – from their size I guessed both were in their mid–teens, though they were so swaddled against the dust and heat I couldn’t see their faces. A dozen women and girls were plodding behind them on foot, equally swaddled, just ahead of the usual donkeys laden with supplies. The females on foot were clearly servants of some kind. Neby’s order during his last supply run for me to construct an additional village on the west side of our lake suddenly made sense. 
 
    Debhen helped the priest dismount in the shade of palms at the edge of the village. “My Lord Sabestet.” He bowed. 
 
    Sabestet wiped sweat from his brow with his forearm. Neby slid from his horse’s back and did likewise. 
 
    Sabestet nodded at Debhen. Then he eyed me. “You look familiar.” 
 
    “Kairy, My Lord.” I bowed. “I visited your villa many times when I was serving the fourth and fifth Ramesses in Pi–Ramesses.” 
 
    “Kairy delivered Pentawere to us,” Debhen informed him. 
 
    “I’m aware.” Sabestet sounded irritated that Debhen thought he wouldn’t know why I was in the village. 
 
    “Now he’s in charge of the mercenaries,” Debhen reported. 
 
    “Instead of Commander Nehi?” Sabestet was perturbed. “The Chief assigned Nehi to lead our army.” 
 
    “Nehi directly oversees the soldiers we brought from the North to guard the village,” Debhen explained. “He supervises Kairy, too. But he doesn’t have Kairy’s military experience. That’s why I ordered Kairy to recruit and train our mercenaries.” 
 
    “Experience? Driving the fourth Ramesses’ chariot? I don’t consider that military experience,” Sabestet scoffed. 
 
    Why was I constantly having to justify myself to every new arrival over the same issue? Didn’t these traitors talk amongst themselves? Although, if Debhen hadn’t known Sabestet was part of the conspiracy, I supposed they didn’t. “My Lord, I accompanied the fourth Ramesses on campaign for a decade. I was involved in his strategy sessions. I trained the current pharaoh in the art of war when he was Falcon in the Nest.” 
 
    “Frankly, My Lord, Nehi is lazy and incompetent,” Debhen added. “He has no business leading our army.” 
 
    “Are you suggesting the Chief take command away from Nehi?” Sabestet asked, his voice rising. “That we alienate Nehi’s father? That we throw away the Amen Division?” 
 
    “Of course not, My Lord,” Debhen replied hastily. 
 
    “I want to inspect the mercenaries you’ve bought with our gold, Kairy,” Sabestet demanded. “I want to see what you’ve done with them. Or haven’t. Immediately!” 
 
    “As you wish, My Lord.” 
 
    “You’d better hope you didn’t make a mistake putting Kairy in command,” Sabestet told Debhen pointedly. 
 
    Neby indicated the girls on the donkeys. “Debhen, order Maia to settle these two in one of the new huts. Tell her she’s going to be responsible for them from now on. Tell her to bathe them and dress them and make them presentable. Tell her to do it quickly. My Lord Sabestet will summon them soon.” 
 
    Debhen nodded, fuming. He’d never taken an order from Neby before in his life. I suspected the only reason he wasn’t refusing was because he was unsure of the relationship between Neby and Sabestet. He must fear somehow irritating Sabestet more than he valued his overweening pride. 
 
    The unexpected conflict pleased me. Even more volatility between the traitors. Debhen and Neby usually got along. I sensed no one was going to get along with Sabestet. 
 
    I led him towards the military compound on the south bank of our small lake, a hundred yards or so from the center of the village. Neby gathered the bridles of the horses and followed. 
 
    “Those three long low mud–brick structures are barracks,” I explained as we approached the cluster of buildings. “Those two are stables. We water the animals in that pond. The men use the lake. The horses graze in those fields. That building over there holds fodder for the dry season.” 
 
    “How many men?” 
 
    “I’ve gone south of the cataract three times and brought back fifty fighters each time. Plus a dozen men to care for the horses.” 
 
    “Everyone can ride?” 
 
    “Twice a week we train in the desert – half the troop at a time. We never leave the village unguarded. Once a season half the men go on a week–long exercise to toughen them and their horses, and the other half the next week.” 
 
    “You train them personally?” 
 
    “I do, My Lord.” 
 
    “Then any inadequacies I discover in them will reflect on you.” 
 
    “As they should, My Lord.” As if Sabestet would know a military inadequacy if it hit him in the face. 
 
    “Put the men through their paces for me,” Sabestet ordered. 
 
    I quickly assembled the troop, mounted and fully armed, and for the next hour Karakhamen and Ashemors, the two mercenary captains who assisted me, and I directed maneuvers. At some point during the demonstration Nehi joined Sabestet and they had a long conversation. Not once as they talked did Sabestet take his eyes off my men. I thought they acquitted themselves well. After I dismissed them Sabestet spoke briefly with Nehi. He said nothing to me. 
 
    “Can His Majesty ride?” Sabestet asked as he and Neby and I strolled towards the village. 
 
    Nehi had already disappeared. 
 
    “Like he was born on a horse, My Lord.” 
 
    “Where is His Majesty?” Sabestet asked. 
 
    “At this time of day, usually with the scribes. At his lessons,” I replied. 
 
    “I want to observe him,” Sabestet informed Neby. “Now.” 
 
    Clearly a man with no patience. 
 
    We slipped into the grove of palms where several priests were hovering about Pentawere. One was reciting a passage from an unrolled scroll and Pentawere was recording the words on a wooden tablet covered with plaster using a sharpened reed. Another priest was looking over his shoulder, pointing out mistakes. Debhen, his message to Maia delivered, was directing the instruction. Pentawere was restless; he hated his lessons. He preferred to be on horseback or roaming nearby fields and ponds with his friends. Or me. Or Ashemors and Karakhamen. 
 
    Debhen moved away from the priests and joined us. 
 
    “You’ve personally supervised his education?” Sabestet queried. 
 
    “I have, My Lord. The past four years – ever since he was five years old. That’s when I came with the priest–scribes to the village. He lives in my hut. I watch over him day and night.” 
 
    “What’s he learned so far?” 
 
    “He’s mastered the Kemit.” 
 
    “I remember studying it at his age – the polite phrases and model letters and guidance to young scribes,” Sabestet interjected. 
 
    “He’s halfway through the Wisdom Texts now.” 
 
    Sabestet looked surprised. “So quickly?” 
 
    “His Majesty always complains that ‘lesson time endures forever, like the mountains.’ But he’s a bright boy and learns faster than any scribe I’ve ever taught.” 
 
    “He’s more studious than his father, then. Interesting. What else?” 
 
    “I’ve personally taught him about the gods, and the priesthood, and the responsibilities of rule,” Debhen replied. 
 
    “Kairy’s been instructing him in horsemanship and sword play and archery and the military arts,” Neby added. 
 
    Neither man mentioned Pentawere’s most important instructor. Maia. She’d kept him grounded through all the adoration heaped upon him these past years. She was shaping him to be a good person, not just a priests’ puppet, even though he no longer shared our hut. The priests had no clue of the impact she’d had and was having on him. That she influenced Pentawere never crossed their minds. 
 
    “What does His Majesty know about his father, or what we have planned for him?” Sabestet asked. 
 
    “Only what I’ve been authorized to tell him – that his father was the first Pentawere and his mother was Neset, that his uncle executed his father and mother and seized the throne that belongs to him, and that some day we’ll restore it to him.” 
 
    “It’s time to tell him much more,” Sabestet said. “Take me somewhere I won’t be overheard by a mercenary or farmer or servant. Then bring His Majesty to me.” 
 
    “Just the two of you?” Debhen asked, his voice saying he felt slighted. 
 
    “And you, and Neby.” Sabestet regarded me thoughtfully. “Kairy as well. I suppose he needs to know what I have to say. Better send for Nehi too.” 
 
    Neby led us to an isolated grove of palm trees at the edge of the lake and we all seated ourselves. A warm breeze ruffled the water, which brightly reflected the sun. Frogs croaked in patches of reeds along the shore. A few birds swooped and whistled, others swayed side to side grasping the tops of reeds. Nehi eventually shuffled into view and sat down among us. Sabestet didn’t say a single word to any of us while we waited for Pentawere. He was imperious and haughty and we were apparently too inconsequential for him to waste his time with in idle conversation. At least, that was my impression. I expected he’d lord it over me from now on, like the rest of these priests did. I could care less. But I was going to truly enjoy seeing Nehi and Debhen under his thumb. Their days of bickering over which of them was the most important conspirator in the village had just abruptly ended. As of today, neither of them was. 
 
    Debhen arrived along with Pentawere. We all rose. 
 
    “This is Sabestet, Majesty,” Debhen said. “My superior.” 
 
    “Your Majesty.” Sabestet bowed deeply. 
 
    “Sabestet.” Pentawere nodded and seated himself cross–legged on the ground. Then the rest of us did. I suppressed a smile. Pentawere had figured out years ago that these priests loved rank and status and observed a strict hierarchy among themselves. He didn’t care for any of them. So he took advantage of his own status to treat them like fawning subjects. In contrast, he treated his friends among the herdsmen and his favorites among the mercenaries, particularly the two captains, familiarly. 
 
    “I’ve come from the Far North, Majesty,” Sabestet said grandly. “There is much we must discuss.” 
 
    “Please. Proceed,” Pentawere said politely. 
 
    “Majesty, who was the greatest pharaoh to rule the valley?” 
 
    I could tell Pentawere wanted to roll his eyes, though he didn’t. A stranger checking on his education? “Some say Ramesses the Great. Others the third Thutmose.” 
 
    “Quite right, Majesty. Thutmose built a great empire. Ramesses maintained it. Ever since his death it’s been in decline. The decline has accelerated since the third Ramesses and his son and grandson took the throne.” 
 
    “That’s what I’ve been taught,” Pentawere said. 
 
    “Your father dreamed of restoring Thutmose’s empire,” Sabestet said. “That task has now fallen to you.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “In a few years you are going to challenge Pharaoh and take his throne,” Sabestet said. 
 
    “Yes. Debhen and the other priests have been preparing me.” 
 
    “You’ll have the backing of the army when you make your move, Majesty.” 
 
    Disconcerting news. Was more than just the Amen Division prepared to rebel? 
 
    “You’ll also be backed by the wealth of a great priesthood, which owns villages and estates and farms and fleets and servants and administrators. Our priesthood has tentacles throughout the valley. When you challenge Pharaoh he’ll be forced to yield the throne to you.” 
 
    “Your priesthood is more powerful than Pharaoh?” 
 
    “Our priesthood is wealthier than Pharaoh,” Sabestet bragged. “And so we are more powerful.” 
 
    “Do you really expect men to follow me?” Pentawere asked. “A boy?” 
 
    “You’ll be older when we issue our challenge, Majesty. But do not worry. Our Chief will serve as your regent and guide you until you’re old enough to rule independently. After that, he’ll serve as your vizier and administer the day–to–day affairs of the valley on your behalf. That way, you’ll be free to invade the lands beyond the valley at the head of your army and finally create the empire your father envisioned.” 
 
    The priests’ power play was now evident to me. Put Pentawere on the throne, then get him out of the valley so they could do whatever they wanted. I’d just learned much more that would be useful to Pharaoh. But without the names of the Chief and the conspirators ranking between him and Sabestet – if there were any – my information would do Pharaoh no good. Even if I could find a way to communicate it to him. 
 
    “When will I challenge Pharaoh, Sabestet?” 
 
    “It’s hard to say, Majesty. The Chief is waiting for the proper time. It could be a year, it could be five. Until then, you will continue to prepare in this village. From now on I will instruct you.” 
 
    Debhen was crestfallen. He’d just been demoted. 
 
    Nehi didn’t hide his glee. 
 
    Pentawere looked at me and this time he did roll his eyes. What he hated most – schooling. 
 
    “Neby, go fetch the girls,” Sabestet ordered. 
 
    He hurried off. 
 
    “What will be your role when I’m Pharaoh, Sabestet?” Pentawere asked. 
 
    “I’ll be First God’s Servant, in charge of the Amen priesthood at Waset.” 
 
    “And you, Debhen?” 
 
    “The Greatest of Craftsmen, serving Ptah at Mennefer.” 
 
    I had no doubt that another traitorous priest was lined up to lead the Re priesthood at Iunu. These traitors were truly going to control every aspect of the valley. 
 
    Ten minutes later Neby returned with the two young women who’d ridden the donkeys, along with Maia. Both girls were wearing opaque white dresses and glittered with jewels, their dark eyes colored with kohl, bewigged. Both were presentable but far from beautiful. Unless I missed my guess they were sisters. The older looked around sixteen. The younger perhaps fourteen, maybe less. 
 
    “Majesty, meet Nefertari and Meritaten,” Sabestet said. 
 
    Both bowed, then regarded Pentawere boldly, sizing him up. Both were taller than him. 
 
    Pentawere reddened slightly under their stares. Maia was the only female he’d ever seen. 
 
    “They’re named after wives of Ramesses the Great, Majesty,” Sabestet said. “They’re both daughters of our Chief.” He glanced at each of us in turn. “They’ve been instructed not to reveal their father’s name under any circumstance to anyone.” 
 
    Both girls nodded vigorously. 
 
    The Chief was apparently taking every possible step to keep his identity secret. 
 
    “Majesty, as of today, Nefertari and Meritaten are your wives,” Sabestet announced, beaming. 
 
    Pentawere looked from Maia to me and back, confused. 
 
    Maia looked appalled. 
 
    “Nefertari will be your great wife,” Sabestet continued. “Unless you put a baby in Meritaten’s belly first.” 
 
    Pentawere blushed deeply. The girls did not. 
 
    “His Majesty is only nine years old!” Maia exclaimed. 
 
    “Who are you?” Sabestet challenged irately. 
 
    “Maia, Kairy’s wife,” Debhen said hurriedly. “She was Pentawere’s wetnurse. Her first husband was killed trying to kidnap His Majesty before he was born. Maia still serves His Majesty.” 
 
    “At my insistence,” Pentawere said firmly. 
 
    Debhen had tried to separate Maia from Pentawere when he moved him into his hut. Pentawere had made it clear he’d associate with Maia whenever he wanted, and Debhen had been forced to yield. Pentawere spent most evenings beside our campfire with Maia and me and his half–sister, Semat. She toddled after him everywhere he went. Pentawere had no idea she was actually his sister. 
 
    Sabestet eyed Maia coolly. “It’s not really any of your business, but they aren’t going to share his bed until he’s twelve, fifteen at the latest. Unless he seizes the throne sooner.” 
 
    Maia fumed. Pentawere was indeed her business, though she didn’t dare say so. 
 
    “They’ll live in the new huts you’ve constructed on the other side of the lake, Kairy,” Neby said. “Maia, you’ll be responsible for them from now on.” 
 
    “What about the girls and women who came with them?” Maia queried. 
 
    “They’ll serve their future majesties.” 
 
    Maia addressed Sabestet, hands on hips. “Do you have any idea how they’re going to affect the women–starved men serving His Majesty in this village?” she asked belligerently. That was one thing I very much admired about her – she didn’t tolerate foolishness, not even from men like Sabestet. 
 
    “I’m sure Commander Nehi can keep the men and women separated,” Neby said. 
 
    “Absolutely,” Nehi promised. 
 
    The only absolute was that Nehi would be one of the most frequent visitors to the female quarters. He wouldn’t have to travel to the distant village anymore, nor would his Northern guards. I was immensely pleased by this development – now there’d be dissent among the village’s workers and soldiers too, not just its leaders. Dissent the distant Chief would never know about – until it came time to challenge Pharaoh. 
 
    “Why do I need two wives?” Pentawere asked Sabestet. 
 
    “Two? These are just the first, Majesty,” Sabestet replied. “Your grandfather, the third Ramesses, had four. You’ll acquire many more as you build your empire. Daughters of kings to forge alliances. And concubines gained when you capture towns and cities.” 
 
    Maia was furious, her lips pressed tightly together. 
 
    “What’s a concubine?” Pentawere asked. 
 
    The girls looked at each other and twittered. 
 
    “Do not worry, Majesty,” Sabestet assured him. “I’ll teach you about alliances and concubines and many other important things in years to come. You’ll be well prepared by the time you take your throne.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m frightened for Pentawere, Kairy,” Maia whispered that evening as we sat in the shadows of a grove of palm trees, our backs against a tree trunk, our arms touching, our heads close together. We met here anytime we wanted to talk freely without being overheard by the traitors, usually after Semat had fallen asleep on her pallet in our hut. The newly–arrived women who’d been splashing on the west side of the lake, washing the grime of their journey to the oasis off, were moving in a body towards their huts, their laughter and chatter becoming more indistinct by the second. Maia had settled them in during the afternoon and early evening, as ordered. 
 
    “This conspiracy is out of control, Kairy. Wives! Two of them! At Pentawere’s age! Really? Those girls will eat him alive. And concubines? Pentawere’s just a boy. And now he finally knows what these men intend for him. To lead an army! To build an empire! It’s been hard enough for me to keep him humble so far. How’s he going to start acting once he fully understands his future and the implications sink in? Though he’ll have no clue about his real future. Sabestet will mislead Pentawere with honeyed words, make him believe he’s truly going to rule the valley, but it’s obvious the Chief they keep referring to intends to sit the throne in Pentawere’s name. The Chief will send Pentawere away from the valley with the army to keep him out of his way.” 
 
    “You figured that out too.” 
 
    “How are we going to stop this foolishness, Kairy?” 
 
    “We can’t until the Chief reveals himself, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “Years, then.” 
 
    “Probably. He’ll appear when he’s ready to challenge Pharaoh face to face for his throne. Pentawere will be there. And me. And the mercenary army. After the Chief proclaims Pentawere is the valley’s rightful ruler I’m sure he’ll turn to me to confirm his parentage.” 
 
    “And you will? You’ll betray Pharaoh, like you promised me, to keep Pentawere safe?” 
 
    “If I have no other choice.” 
 
    Maia looked at me uneasily. “No other choice? Do you think there’s a way to keep Pharaoh on his throne without risking Pentawere’s life?” 
 
    “I don’t know, My Love. But there’s so much dissension in this village. Maybe I’ll be able to turn it to my advantage. Nehi treats the mercenaries like dirt simply because they’re from Ta Seti. Neby and Nehi and Debhen can’t stand each other. All three fear Sabestet. I suspect he’ll treat the mercenaries with even more contempt than Nehi does. And now with these women added – they’re going to set the men at each other’s throats.” 
 
    “I noticed shadowy figures lurking along the edge of the lake watching the women bathe tonight,” Maia said. “Jealousy and lust will indeed rip this village apart.” 
 
    A few horses whinnied in the stables, faintly. 
 
    Maia linked her fingers in mine. “So now we wait for the Chief to make his move.” 
 
    “Unless we can identify him earlier and nip his rebellion in the bud. Thanks to Sabestet, we know the Chief is the girls’ father. It’s fortunate Neby assigned you to care for them. Keep your ears open. Maybe they’ll let their father’s name slip and I’ll be able to get word to Pharaoh.” 
 
    “I will.” She edged closer to me. “What’s going to happen to you and me and Pentawere and Semat after this is all over?” 
 
    “Pharaoh gave me an estate outside Nekhen. My brother and sister live there, with their families. So will we.” 
 
    “I’d like that, Kairy.” Maia leaned over and kissed my cheek. “So will our next daughter.” 
 
      
 
   
  
 



1143 BC: 1st Regnal Year of Ramesses, Sixth of His Name 
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    We were gathered inside Sabestet’s hut – Sabestet, Debhen, Neby, Pentawere, Nehi and me. A messenger had arrived at the village several hours earlier, dust–covered, haggard, his horse nearly dead on its feet. Sabestet had conferred with him for a long time in private, then sent for us. 
 
    Sabestet stood. He raised the cup of wine he was drinking high. He beamed. “Pharaoh is dead!” 
 
    A moment of shocked silence. 
 
    “He wasn’t even thirty!” Debhen exclaimed. 
 
    “The judgment of the gods was on him!” Neby gloated. 
 
    My heart sank in my chest. I’d been close to the fifth Ramesses when he was the Falcon in the Nest. Once again, another pharaoh I’d have to mourn away from prying eyes. I glanced at Pentawere. He was only ten, but I was certain these priests would consider him old enough to use now. 
 
    “Majesty, it’s time for you to claim your throne,” Sabestet told Pentawere. “The dead Pharaoh’s uncle, also Amenherkoshef, expects to succeed him. No doubt he’ll style himself the sixth Ramesses.” 
 
    Pentawere looked frightened. During the past year Sabestet had intensively schooled him on his future role. Yet he was still a boy who’d spent his entire life sheltered from the world, about to be called upon to do a man’s work. 
 
    I was uneasy too. The fourth and fifth Ramesses had been involved in my placing Pentawere among the traitors. I had no idea if they’d told the sixth about our plot. If they hadn’t, he might consider me to be a traitor for real. Although Vizier Neferronpet knew everything. Thing was, for all I knew he was dead too, or had been replaced. If he had, the confrontation with Pharaoh was going to be very problematic for me. If the vizier was dead, it was almost certain I’d have to betray Pharaoh to save Pentawere and myself. 
 
    “Where and when?” Debhen asked. 
 
    “The false pharaoh’s going to embark on a traditional progression,” Sabestet answered. “His first stop will be Nekhen. That’s where we’ll seize the throne.” 
 
    My home town. Assuming Neset and Aya hadn’t been discovered in the past decade, that’s where they lived now. On the estate I’d given to Ani and Iput. Emissaries of the falcon god, in the home of the falcon god. I wondered if they’d somehow be involved in the upcoming clash. Though I couldn’t picture how. No one knew the two of them were alive, except for my family. 
 
    “We’ll march for Nekhen first thing in the morning, Majesty,” Sabestet announced. “The Chief and your highest–ranking supporters will meet us a day’s journey or so outside town. We’ll camp together that night. A day later we’ll interrupt the coronation ceremony at Nekhen. The Chief will proclaim your birthright. Kairy will testify you’re Pentawere’s son. Your army will arrest the false Pharaoh and the so–called royal family. The Chief will crown you. You’ll receive the fealty of the gathered officials.” 
 
    “It sounds so simple,” Pentawere said. 
 
    “Your wives will come with us. We’ll crown them alongside you.” 
 
    “What about Mother Maia?” Pentawere asked. 
 
    It irritated Sabestet whenever Pentawere referred to her by that title. Pentawere did it every time the opportunity presented itself. 
 
    “She’ll come with us to serve your wives.” 
 
    The journey wasn’t going to be easy for Maia. Our infant daughter, Aspelta, was only ten months old. It was going to be hard on five year–old Semat too. But I knew there was no chance Maia would stay behind in the village when Pentawere’s life was on the line. She’d have snuck after us if Sabestet hadn’t allowed her to come. 
 
    “What’ll happen after His Majesty’s crowned at Nekhen?” Debhen asked. “Will he continue with the progression?” 
 
    “No. We’ll return to Djeme immediately on the royal barque,” Sabestet replied. “His Majesty will bury the fifth Ramesses in the Great Place, confirming his legitimacy as successor.” Sabestet addressed Pentawere. “And then, Majesty, your wives will finally share your bed. You’ll need to produce an heir or two as quickly as possible.” 
 
    It had been interesting watching Pentawere and Nefertari and Meritaten interact this past year. The girls had treated Pentawere like a naïve little boy, which he was, feigning respect in his presence, whispering about him scornfully when he wasn’t around. Or so Maia had reported. They’d considered her to simply be another servant and had talked freely in front of her. The first months after their arrival Pentawere had tried to get to know them, drawn as any boy that age would be to older girls, especially ones he was married to. He’d quickly decided they were intolerable. Something he’d confided to Maia but hadn’t mentioned to the priests or girls. “I’ll decide who I marry when I become Pharaoh, not Sabestet or the Chief,” he’d insisted to Maia. “I’m going to set Nefertari and Meritaten aside first thing.” 
 
    He’d inherited Maia’s independent streak. 
 
    “What about Pharaoh’s army?” Nehi asked Sabestet. “Will my father lead the Amen Division to Nekhen to protect him, in which case his soldiers will back the Chief and our men can stand aside? Or will Pharaoh bring Ptah or Re or Seth with him for our mercenaries to fight?” 
 
    Sabestet laughed. “Your father’s sent word that Amenherkoshef isn’t bringing any soldiers with him, just a few bodyguards. Antef personally convinced the false pharaoh there’s no need, since his nephew wasn’t challenged during his reign. He reiterated the rumor our people have spread widely – that Kairy and Pentawere’s son were swallowed up by the desert sand years ago and are dead and so pose no threat to Pharaoh. A rumor most people in the valley believe.” 
 
    Including the sixth Ramesses, apparently, since he was going to travel to Nekhen without military protection. That mistake had just tipped the odds of taking Pharaoh’s throne completely in the traitors’ favor. I’d once believed recruiting and training the mercenaries might make them loyal to me, a tool I could use to stop the traitors. The mercenaries preferred me to Nehi, certainly, but were hardly loyal enough to turn at my request on the men who were paying them to fight on Pentawere’s behalf. So Pharaoh was officially doomed. I expected the traitors would execute him, not simply arrest him as Sabestet had just told us. In fact, because of the army I’d raised for the Chief, if he wanted he could simply seize the throne and sit it in his own name. I didn’t know him; he might be hungry enough for power to do it. But I presumed he’d stick to his plan and declare Pentawere to be the rightful ruler. That would give the coup a sense of legitimacy and nip potential opposition to the change in ruler in the bud. The Chief would probably be content to exercise power through Pentawere. One thing was crystal clear now – when the Chief called on me to affirm that Pentawere was Neset’s son, I would without hesitation. Lying wouldn’t save Pharaoh’s life, but it would save Pentawere’s. 
 
    “Kairy, have my mercenaries ready to march at dawn,” Nehi ordered brusquely. 
 
    My. The first time he’d ever claimed them. “I will, Commander.” I immediately rose and headed for the barracks to address the men and begin preparations. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    We were within two days of Nekhen when I heard a commotion in the column some distance behind me. I was riding with the mercenaries; the priests and women were at the head of the column, trailed by Nehi’s Northern soldiers and then my men. I wheeled my horse and hurried towards the ruckus. About a dozen mercenaries were angrily milling about, their horses kicking up dust. Several Northern horsemen were lined up close by, lances lowered menacingly. A mercenary was on the ground. Nehi was standing over him, beating him with the whip he always carried. The mercenary was curled into the fetal position, trying to protect his head with his hands. Bloody stripes laced a shoulder and arm and his ribs. 
 
    I jumped from my horse before he stopped and caught hold of Nehi’s arm just as he was about to strike again. “What are you doing?” I shouted. 
 
    Nehi jerked his arm away, glared. Sweat was pouring off him. “This man left the column! He was trying to desert! I won’t have it, not on the eve of battle!” He sliced the air with his whip. “See to your wretches, Kairy!” He spat at my feet, pointed his whip at me. “Or next time you’ll be on the receiving end.” One of his Northern soldiers led his horse to him. Nehi mounted and kicked the beast in the ribs. It leapt forward, scattering sand and dirt. Nehi galloped off towards the head of the column, followed by his men. 
 
    I knelt beside the mercenary. Ashemors was already attending to him. “What happened?” 
 
    “Heat and sun,” Ashemors said. “He collapsed and toppled from his horse.” 
 
    “Nehi beat him for that?” 
 
    “An excuse,” Karakhamen said, dismounting and kneeling beside us. “Last week Nehi caught this man in a hut along with one of the serving women who attends His Majesty’s wives. The woman from Kush. The same woman Nehi’s been forcing himself on for months.” 
 
    “Nehi was supposed to keep the women and men separated.” 
 
    Ashemors snorted. “The mercenaries and the women, yes. Him and his Northern soldiers, no. They’ve gotten half the women in the village pregnant.” 
 
    The three of us helped the injured man onto his horse. Two more pressed close on either side to keep him from falling again. Karakhamen and Ashemors remounted and the three of us fell in at the rear of the column, out of earshot of the men. 
 
    “I’ve never seen Nehi whip one of his men,” Karakhamen groused. “But plenty of my men bear scars.” 
 
    I hadn’t been able to curb Nehi’s whip wielding. I’d complained loudly and often to Sabestet and Neby and Debhen. All three had told me not to interfere with my superior. 
 
    Ashemors coughed from the dust rolling our way. “Notice how Nehi’s men are at the head of the column where the air is cleaner, and ours are at the rear?” 
 
    “Nehi arranged the column that way on purpose,” Karakhamen chimed in. 
 
    “Did you know he demands a percentage of every man’s pay, Kairy?” Ashemors queried. “He says we’ll be made whole from booty once His Majesty’s on the throne. None of us believes him.” 
 
    “We’re tired of being underpaid.” 
 
    “And mistreated.” 
 
    “It’s intolerable!” 
 
    I’d had no idea Nehi was skimming. “I wish there was something I could do,” I said sincerely. 
 
    “We don’t blame you for any of it, Kairy,” Ashemors assured me. “You’ve treated us with honor and respect. But you’re as inconsequential as we are.” 
 
    “And treated as badly,” Karakhamen commiserated. 
 
    We rode for awhile in silence, our shadows lengthening before us, for Re was descending behind us in the west. I felt horrible for my friends, and myself. Since the moment we’d set out for Nekhen I’d been weighed down by a profound sense of guilt. A decade ago the fourth Ramesses had sent me to live among these traitors so I could stop them and preserve his line. Not only had I failed, but in two days I was going to lie and proclaim that Pentawere had royal blood and was the valley’s rightful ruler. The traitors would then execute Pharaoh. Pentawere would spend the rest of his life as the Chief’s puppet as the Chief ruled the valley. If only Pharaoh had decided to bring loyal elements of his army to Nekhen. Then I’d be able to proclaim the truth of Pentawere’s birth and the traitors’ pretense of legitimacy would crumble. It was truly amazing to me that this conspiracy had held together for so long with so much internal dissension – Nehi hated Debhen and Neby, both hated Nehi, all three hated Sabestet, the mercenaries despised Nehi, the Northern soldiers looked down on the mercenaries. I’d believed ever since I’d witnessed Neby and Nehi’s first confrontation immediately after we arrived at the oasis that someday the traitors’ internal dissension might be their downfall, that I might be able to use it to my advantage to tear them apart from within. But I hadn’t found a way so far, and time had nearly run out. I caught sight of the mercenary Nehi had beaten a short distance ahead, reeling in his saddle. His friends caught him and kept from toppling off his horse again. It suddenly occurred to me that Nehi’s unconscionable beating of that mercenary might be exactly what I’d been waiting for. Nehi’s brutality might have just provided me with an opportunity to give the traitors’ fragile unity a push to see if it might shatter. 
 
    Pharaoh was doomed because the traitors would have an army at Nekhen and he wouldn’t. But what if the traitors didn’t have an army either? With a growing sense of excitement, I recalled Neset’s story of the strike by the craftsmen of Ta Set Maat. They hadn’t been paid, so they’d refused to excavate a tomb for one of Pharaoh’s sons. According to my companions, Nehi had stolen part of the mercenaries’ pay. What if I could convince them to go on strike over it, or even abandon the traitors? By sunset our column was due to rendezvous with the Chief. I’d finally be able to identify all the key traitors. If I could convince the mercenaries to melt away into the night, perhaps I’d be able to slip away from camp with Pentawere and Maia and my girls and reach Nekhen and report to Pharaoh. He’d be able to flee to safety at Waset on his royal barque, then send an army south to round up the traitors. As far as convincing the mercenaries to turn on the traitors – I’d recruited them. I’d trained them. I’d shared hardships with them. I knew every one by name. It might be possible. 
 
    “Once His Majesty’s on the throne I’ll talk him into making you and your men whole,” I told the captains. 
 
    “Are you blind, Kairy?” Ashemors sneered. “These priests are in control. His Majesty’s going to be their puppet. He won’t be able to do anything without their permission. I wouldn’t be surprised if the priests send us packing once they have no further use for us.” 
 
    Time to take advantage of the mercenaries’ grievances. “I recall a similar situation more than a decade ago at a place called Ta Set Maat, Ashemors. The craftsmen from that village construct tombs for pharaohs and royals. But Pharaoh stopped paying them. So they put down their tools and refused to work. What they did was indispensable to Pharaoh. He was forced to meet their demands.” 
 
    “Indispensable. Like we are to these priests,” Karakhamen said thoughtfully. 
 
    “With an attack on Nekhen imminent, you’ll never have as much leverage as you have now,” I pointed out. 
 
    Karakhamen and Ashemors looked at each other and grinned. 
 
    I rode back to my position in the column, leaving them to ponder my words. 
 
    I’d barely settled the mercenaries for the night in their section of camp when a servant summoned me to the Chief’s campfire. His tent was pitched beside three others, apart from everyone else. The Chief was seated on a leather–bottomed chair facing Debhen and Sabestet and Neby and Nehi and Pentawere and three other priests I didn’t recognize. The Chief was in his early fifties, stout, richly dressed, draped with jewels. The resemblance between the Chief and Pentawere’s wives was striking. Several men were standing a ways from the campfire, out of hearing range. Based on their clothing they were servants, perhaps minor priests. Two young girls were attending the Chief, pouring wine and passing out honeyed cakes. They’d already served Pentawere, but not the priests. 
 
    “This is Kairy,” Sabestet said as I stepped into the light. “He oversees the mercenaries.” 
 
    “The kidnapper?” the Chief asked. 
 
    Sabestet nodded. “Kairy, this is Bek. The Chief.” 
 
    “My Lord.” I bowed. A name at last. 
 
    “Sit. I’m about to detail everyone’s role when we reach Nekhen,” Bek ordered. 
 
    He sipped at his wine as I settled into my place. The girls began going down the row of priests, serving them. I was, of course, last. 
 
    “The false pharaoh will be crowned in a ceremony in Nekhen’s oval court the day after tomorrow,” Bek began, facing Pentawere. “Before the high priest places the crown on his head, you and I, Majesty, will confront him. I will proclaim you the valley’s rightful ruler. The false pharaoh and his minions will, naturally, object.” Bek addressed me. “You, Kairy, will then testify that you took His Majesty from Neset’s birth bower and delivered him directly to Neby, that you’ve lived with him this past decade, and that he is in fact Pentawere, second of his name, the heir of Pentawere and Neset.” 
 
    “Yes, My Lord.” I felt a tightening in my chest. I was on the brink of betraying Pharaoh to save Pentawere’s life. Inevitable, unless the mercenaries slipped away in the night. I’d tried to influence Ashemors and Karakhamen to that end. I had no idea if the seed I’d planted would take root or not. 
 
    “Will any of Pharaoh’s officials know you?” Sabestet asked me. 
 
    “The false pharaoh, the vizier, many officials. They’ve been hunting me for a decade, after all.” I laughed. “And many people in Nekhen. It’s where I was born.” 
 
    “I didn’t know that,” Bek admitted. He turned to Nehi. “Tell the others the plan we’ve developed for our attack, Commander.” 
 
    Nehi puffed up with self–importance. He enjoyed being the center of attention. “We’ll leave here at dawn and camp tomorrow night a mile from the river, four miles south of Nekhen. The following dawn, we’ll leave that camp and strike the river, then travel along its bank and arrange our force just out of sight of the ceremonial grounds. Once everyone has gathered to crown the false pharaoh my Northern soldiers will march directly to wherever he’s seated and arrest him and his family. His Majesty will then take the throne, and my men will protect him while My Lord Bek crowns him, and while he’s receiving the fealty of officials.” 
 
    “Very good,” Bek said. “Do you all understand your roles?” 
 
    “What about the mercenaries?” I asked. 
 
    “Surround the grounds at a distance,” Nehi ordered. “Make sure you keep the wretches out of my way, Kairy. My men will do the important work.” 
 
    “We will not fight for you.” 
 
    Everyone turned around. Karakhamen and Ashemors were standing behind the priests, facing Bek. The seed I’d planted earlier in the afternoon had not only taken root, it had sprouted. 
 
    “My men and I are going home first thing in the morning,” Karakhamen calmly announced. 
 
    Nehi rose, whip extended. “You’ll do no such thing, Wretch. If you don’t have your men ready to march at sunup I’ll execute both of you.” 
 
    “Who are these men, Commander?” Bek asked, looking from the mercenaries to Nehi. 
 
    “Two mercenaries.” 
 
    “I can see that.” 
 
    “Karakhamen and Ashemors, both captains,” I interjected. 
 
    “You don’t know their names, Commander?” Bek asked Nehi. 
 
    “Should I? Wretches are all the same to me,” Nehi replied disdainfully. 
 
    Bek focused his attention on Ashemors. “Consider very carefully before you threaten me!” he thundered, his eyes narrowing. 
 
    “Or what?” Karakhamen asked pleasantly. “Your two dozen soldiers from the North will attack my hundred and a half men, My Lord?” 
 
    Not only did my friends have leverage, they were exercising it. 
 
    Bek scowled at Nehi, angry, impotent. 
 
    Nehi shrugged. 
 
    “We’re not threatening, My Lord,” Ashemors said. “Simply stating a fact.” 
 
    Bek looked from one priest to another. All appeared panicked. All understood their carefully plotted rebellion was disintegrating before their very eyes. I almost laughed out loud. A decade’s worth of discord, finally coming home to roost at exactly the most opportune time. From my perspective, at least. 
 
    Bek stared at my friends, seemingly incapable of speech. 
 
    “Surely we can reach a compromise,” Sabestet said silkily, interjecting himself into the discussion. “Why are you refusing to fight under Commander Nehi?” 
 
    Ashemors laughed. “He’s incompetent, as you well know, Priest. Plus, he treats my men like dirt.” 
 
    “We have grievances,” Karakhamen added. 
 
    “Many grievances,” Ashemors echoed. 
 
    “Keep your mouths shut!” Nehi ordered, brandishing his whip again. 
 
    Ashemors ignored him, addressed Bek. “Nehi takes a portion of our pay, My Lord. He beats my men without cause. He denies them access to the women in the village while allowing his soldiers to visit them freely. Especially him.” 
 
    “I ordered you to keep the women and men separated, Nehi!” Debhen roared. 
 
    Nehi shrugged again. “One can only do so much.” 
 
    Bek didn’t even bother asking Nehi if the charges were true. All he cared about now was keeping his army intact. “I’ll make sure your men are made whole once Pentawere sits the throne,” he told Ashemors. “I’ll give every man a bonus. But only if you stay and fight.” 
 
    “We won’t follow Nehi,” Ashemors said firmly. 
 
    “Who, then?” Bek asked. “Sabestet? Debhen? Me?” 
 
    “Will you follow Kairy, Ashemors and Karakhamen?” Pentawere asked. 
 
    Bek appeared shocked that Pentawere would make a suggestion. He no doubt assumed a ten year–old puppet would remain silent and let his elders work things out. 
 
    The two captains were both close to Pentawere. The four of us had ridden into the desert together many times in years past. 
 
    “We will, Majesty,” Karakhamen replied. 
 
    A glimmer of hope. Was I about to gain the army I needed to keep Pharaoh on his throne? 
 
    “Ridiculous!” Nehi exclaimed, throwing his arms wide. 
 
    Bek studied me, then Nehi, then leaned back in his chair, uncertain. “Sabestet, Debhen, Neby – do we dare put so much responsibility on a chariot driver?” 
 
    That again. 
 
    “Do we have any choice?” Debhen asked. 
 
    Neby addressed Bek. “My Lord, Kairy went on expeditions with the fourth Ramesses for a decade. He’s a natural leader and valorous in a fight, according to everyone I’ve talked to – including our comrade, Nehi’s father, Antef. Antef said Kairy could analyze the ebbs and flows of a battle without panicking and deliver Pharaoh wherever he needed to be. The fourth Ramesses trusted Kairy with his life. He trusted Kairy to teach the Falcon in the Nest about soldiering.” Neby paused. “I can assure you without a doubt that Kairy is truly one of us and is committed to our cause.” 
 
    “I agree,” Sabestet said. 
 
    “I don’t!” Nehi exclaimed. 
 
    Neby smirked at Nehi. 
 
    Bek pondered for a moment. “Karakhamen and Ashemors, if I put you under Kairy’s command, and make sure you’re properly paid, will you fight for His Majesty as you’ve promised?” 
 
    “Yes, My Lord,” the mercenary captains answered in unison. 
 
    They’d been my first recruits, and both were my friends. Upon reflection, having control of the traitors’ army might be even better than having it disband. Karakhamen and Ashemors had just tipped the odds of saving both Pharaoh’s line and Pentawere’s life in my favor. 
 
    Nehi was furious. 
 
    “If I’m to command, My Lord Bek, I must respectfully tell you that Nehi’s plan to attack Pharaoh is impractical and severely flawed.” Though Bek had clearly been involved in creating the plan, according to what he’d said, best to lay the blame for its inadequacies solely at Nehi’s feet. 
 
    “Outrageous!” Nehi spat. 
 
    Bek raised his hand for silence. “Why, Kairy?” 
 
    “As you noted, the coronation will take place inside Nekhen’s oval court. The court is surrounded by a wall of reeds plastered with mud, My Lord. Apparently, Nehi wasn’t aware of that. Your soldiers need to be inside that wall when you challenge Pharaoh, not waiting outside. Furthermore, the false pharaoh’s fleet will be drawn up on the riverbank, half a mile from the court – in our rear. His sailors will undoubtedly come to the false pharaoh’s defense. Plus, if we march along the riverbank for four miles some fisherman or sailor will see us. He’ll hurry to Nekhen and report that we’re coming.” 
 
    “So what?” Nehi exclaimed defensively. “We have an army! The false pharaoh doesn’t.” 
 
    “True. But how do you propose to keep Pharaoh from simply heading to his barque and sailing away before we reach Nekhen?” 
 
    The priests sat in silence, the only sounds the crackling of the fire and the sighing of the wind. 
 
    “What would you have us do, Kairy?” Bek finally asked. 
 
    “Approach Nekhen from the plateau in the west. I know a passable route down to the terrace at its foot. Hurry our forces down the central wadi once the locals are inside the oval court – it’s less than a mile from terrace to court. Send the Northern soldiers towards the river to keep the sailors at bay if they make a move to rescue the false pharaoh.” That was important – Nehi still controlled them and I needed to keep them out of my way. “Some of them should seal off the town gate and trap anyone who’s still inside. Move the mercenaries quickly into the oval court, half to the left and half to the right so they encircle the crowd. Assign the best of the mercenaries to escort His Majesty and you, My Lord, through the center of the crowd to the dais. Once you challenge the false pharaoh, order those mercenaries to arrest the royal family.” 
 
    “What do you think?” Bek asked the priests. 
 
    “It’s a better plan,” Sabestet said decisively. 
 
    The others concurred. 
 
    “Very well. Kairy, you’ll lead us to this secret path down to the terrace and take charge in the oval court. Nehi, you’ll command the men keeping the sailors off our backs,” Bek intoned. 
 
    I remained outwardly calm. Inside I was exulting. “One thing further, My Lord.” 
 
    Bek raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “I suggest you allow me to administer a loyalty oath to each and every mercenary in the morning, that they’ll faithfully support and serve our rightful pharaoh.” 
 
    “See to it,” Bek said. “We move towards Nekhen at first light.” 
 
    I had what I wanted now. Command of the mercenaries. An army of my own to wield in defense of Pharaoh. If the mercenaries obeyed me in the oval court when I called on them Pharaoh and his line would be safe. The valley’s fate was now entirely in their hands. 
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    “Hurry, Mama!” Aya poked her head into my room. “We can’t be late for Pharaoh’s coronation. Auntie Beketaten and Auntie Iput and my cousins will leave for the oval court without us!” 
 
    Ramesses, fifth of his name, son of the fourth, had died two months ago after a mere five years on the throne. Shockingly, he’d lasted a year less than his father. His uncle, Amenherkoshef, Iset’s son and the fourth Ramesses’ full brother, was going to succeed him, denoting himself the sixth. Amenherkoshef had chosen Nekhen as his first stop on the traditional royal progression specifically because it was sacred to Horus, protector of pharaohs. He’d subsequently be crowned at a host of major towns and temples throughout the valley prior to his nephew’s burial in the Great Place and his official coronation at Ipet–Isut. The Nekhen ceremony was going to take place in a few hours. 
 
    “We’ll leave without you!” Aya threatened. She was the most impatient ten year–old I knew. She stalked into the room and jerked my wig into place. “There. It’s done. Let’s go.” 
 
    I checked my image in my see–face and made sure every bit of my red hair was tucked under my wig. The oval court was going to be packed today with officials from Djeme and members of the royal family who’d once known me. I couldn’t afford to be recognized. I believed beyond a shadow of a doubt that this was the day a traitorous priest would bring the pretender into the oval court to challenge Pharaoh. I’d dreaded this day for a decade, but I was glad it was finally here. Ten years of hiding had taken their toll on me and everyone around me. I wanted to get whatever was going to happen over with. Based on my dream, I knew the priest was going to ask Kairy if the boy standing beside him was Pentawere’s and my son. If Kairy simply slew the boy as he’d promised the fourth Ramesses, the threat to the sixth would be over and everyone in the valley would believe I was dead and Aya and I would be safe. But if Kairy didn’t execute the boy – if he claimed he was my son – then I’d have to step forward and refute him. I was the falcon god’s tool to protect Pharaoh’s line. That was the purpose of my life. I couldn’t remain silent, even though speaking up would likely condemn both Aya and me to death. 
 
    I hated the thought of Kairy murdering a young boy at Pharaoh’s feet. I whispered a prayer to the falcon god that he would. 
 
    I stood up and embraced Aya. “The pretender’s going to challenge Pharaoh today.” 
 
    “I know, Mama.” 
 
    “When the challenge comes slip out of the oval court, Aya. Hurry back to the estate. Hide in the trees along the river. Flee if you see soldiers coming.” 
 
    “What about you, Mama?” 
 
    “I honestly don’t know, Aya. I may have to reveal myself to save Pharaoh. But you can’t be caught. Our line can’t end.” 
 
    “If we put our faith in the falcon god, Mama, everything will turn out exactly as he intends.” 
 
    Aya’s confidence was amazing. But why not? She was an exceptional girl. I’d felt the same way during the trial in Djeme. At the proper moment I’d known exactly what I had to do, and that it was in accordance with the god’s will. I had to trust I would today too. I wished for the thousandth time that I’d been given my entire dream. 
 
    Aya and I passed through the house arm in arm and out the door that opened onto a veranda and the garden and river. A crowd was milling about restlessly – Iput and her five daughters and their husbands and a dozen of her grandchildren, Beketaten and her five daughters – the infant, named after me, at her breast. Only Ani was missing – he was in Nekhen with Pharaoh and Nebmose and Setau and the high priests who’d accompanied Pharaoh from Djeme, preparing for the upcoming ceremony. 
 
    “About time!” Ahmes–Nefertari grabbed Aya’s hand. 
 
    “I tried to hurry Mama. You know how slow she is sometimes.” 
 
    All the girls were dressed in their finery and very excited. It wasn’t every day one got to see a pharaoh. At least not in Nekhen. 
 
    We hurried down the path that divided my garden in two, lush with flowers and trees, graced by a small pond. A couple of my gardeners were pruning flowers and I waved to them. We continued past the end of the garden through the emmer field to the riverbank. There we turned onto the path to Nekhen, skirting the edge of our estate. 
 
    “Walk faster, Mama,” Aya insisted. “Uncle Ani’s going to let me chant alongside Narmer’s palette at the head of the procession during the coronation ceremony. But not if we miss it.” 
 
    Ani had been training Aya to be a chantress of Horus. Being associated with the palette was a high honor indeed. As I knew from experience. I just wished she wasn’t going to be in such an exposed position on this of all days. 
 
    “Did you know the new pharaoh when you lived at Djeme, Mama?” Aya asked. 
 
    “I used to talk to his father, the third Ramesses, every morning while I watered his favorite plants. He took me on a chariot ride once. I guided the new pharaoh’s brother, the fourth Ramesses, on a tour of his dead brothers’ tombs during a local festival. I even spent time with him and his wife in Djeme before the trial. Their son, the newly–justified pharaoh, was only a few years older than you the first time I met him. As far as the new pharaoh, we were acquainted; I didn’t really know him. I doubt he’d remember me.” 
 
    A half–hour’s walk brought us to Nekhen. I hadn’t seen so many boats moored alongside the riverbank since the last royal progression. I recognized the largest – the royal barque I’d sailed on to Pi–Ramesses nearly a decade and a half earlier. The others likely belonged to important officials and high priests and such from the stretch of valley between Nekhen and the cataract. All of them would pledge fealty to Pharaoh as part of today’s ceremony. We took a narrow path through a half–mile wide cultivated strip to town. 
 
    Aya and Ahmes–Nefertari hurried through the gate in the mud–brick town wall to find Ani and take their places in Pharaoh’s procession. The rest of us passed by the town gate and trod the wadi path towards the oval court. Nekhen had been spruced up for Pharaoh’s visit – gaps in the outer wall repaired, streets cleaned, donkeys moved outside for the day. Narrow lanes were crowded with visitors leaving town and heading for the court, not just those who’d traveled to Nekhen with Pharaoh but from towns and hamlets and farms up and down both banks of the river for miles. The wadi path was packed. I greeted a multitude of acquaintances I’d made serving as a healer. They all knew my real name but no one had ever made the connection between me and the third Ramesses’ murder. Not surprising – for the residents of Nekhen his assassination had been a distant event, a story told beside evening fires, not an actual occurrence. No one’s life in Nekhen had changed when the fourth Ramesses took over from the third, or the fifth from the fourth, as no one’s would when the sixth took the throne. Those few who were aware of what went on beyond Nekhen, like Ani and me, knew neither the fourth nor fifth had lived up to the third; as Pentawere had told me time after time the valley was steadily becoming a mere echo of what it had been during the time of the third Thutmose and Ramesses the Great. According to Ani, ever since the third Ramesses’ death the priests’ power had continued to grow and Pharaoh’s to decline. 
 
    Beketaten stumbled, elbowed by someone in the crowd. “Luckily, we have seats under a sunscreen near Pharaoh’s thrones along with his officials, thanks to Ani’s position,” she told me. 
 
    We reached the oval court. It had only been used for special events like today’s since King Narmer replaced it with a shrine to Horus on the site of the current one within the town walls nearly two millennia ago. We passed by a thick precariously–leaning pole into the rundown oval. Priests under Ani’s direction had swept it clean of sand yesterday. A three–step stone dais, very ancient, shaded by a brand–new baldachin and topped by two thrones, was at one end, decorated with flowers from Ani’s estate; Aya and I had arranged them late yesterday afternoon, as well as others throughout the court. A sunscreen for officials, the seats beneath it already half–filled, was to the right of the dais. A second for the royal family was to its left. The court was already jam–packed with commoners and more were trying to elbow their way in. 
 
    Numerous high officials were moving towards their sunscreen at the front, all carrying their staffs of authority. If I hadn’t gotten involved with Pentawere I’d be among them right now, carrying my gardener’s staff. But Aya wouldn’t have been born. Life was so full of trade–offs. 
 
    Kanefer spotted me and waved. It figured I’d have to deal with him today. Nearing fifty, he’d been appointed governor of the Nekhen nome half a year earlier. Ever since he’d been my most persistent suitor. But not the only one – sometimes it seemed half the older men in Nekhen who’d lost their wives were courting me simultaneously. I’d politely turned them all down. 
 
    Kanefer intercepted us on our way to our seats. 
 
    “My Lady.” He bowed. 
 
    “My Lord Governor.” I forced a smile. 
 
    “Sit with me during the coronation,” he practically ordered. “You’ll have a tremendous view from the front row.” 
 
    “I’d prefer to sit with my family, My Lord.” Being exposed to officials who’d once known me was not part of my plan for today. I wanted to remain out of sight as much as possible, yet near enough Aya to protect her if things went wrong. 
 
    Kanefer eyed Beketaten and Iput and the rest haughtily. “I’m sure they won’t mind.” He grasped my arm and propelled me to a seat between his and Hori’s under the officials’ sunscreen. Hori was the Viceroy of Kush. I’d glimpsed him from afar in Djeme but hadn’t ever met him. Lucky. He wouldn’t recognize me. 
 
    I settled in and rolled my eyes at Beketaten where she was taking her place amidst her family in a separate section of the sunscreen. She shook her head. She had the same low opinion of Kanefer as I. And the same awareness of my potential danger in such an exposed position. 
 
    Kanefer plopped down next to me and loudly called to a serving girl for wine. He scanned the oval. “Such a desolate place for such an important ceremony. I don’t understand why Pharaoh insisted.” 
 
    “Probably because some of the most important events in the valley’s history have taken place right here,” I replied rather harshly. I was irritated. I didn’t want to sit with Kanefer. I wanted to sit with Beketaten and Iput. But I couldn’t afford to make a scene. So I resigned myself to having a miserable time. What bothered me most about Kanefer was that he considered the governorship of this nome to be a steppingstone to a higher position at Djeme. He’d put absolutely no effort into learning anything about Nekhen’s storied past. 
 
    “I find that hard to believe,” Kanefer said. “Nekhen’s such a backwater, Neset. It may be tradition for the governor to reside here in Nekhen – my residence is an extremely run–down structure, which you’d know if you’d ever dined with me like I keep asking – but I’ve half a mind to move across the river to Nekheb. A much finer town.” 
 
    “Have you visited the treasure room in the temple yet, Governor?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Have you made any effort at all to learn about Nekhen’s past?” 
 
    “I suppose you know all about it, My Lady.” 
 
    Little did he guess. “I do, actually. When my ancestress Tiaa settled in Nekhen close to three thousand years ago this area served as Nekhen’s celebration grounds. It was an unadorned gathering place on a flat piece of ground between the upper and lower towns.” 
 
    “Upper town?” 
 
    “There used to be a settlement on the terrace at the base of the plateau. The ruins are still there, if you take the time to look.” 
 
    “Perhaps you’ll show me some day.” Kanefer tried to take hold of my hand. 
 
    I snatched it away. “People gathered right here to honor the gods and celebrate holidays. See all the bones poking from the ditch outlining the oval?” 
 
    Kanefer nodded. 
 
    “They’re from animals sacrificed to Horus, the falcon god, Nekhen’s patron. Some of the bones go back to the earliest days. Anyway, this is where the first true ruler of what today we call the Nekhen nome was confirmed, a man named Kairy. Ani’s ancestor.” 
 
    There’d been tension between Ani and Kanefer ever since the latter’s arrival. Ani was beloved by the people of Nekhen. Kanefer was mostly disliked. It felt good striking a blow on behalf of the man who’d protected me and Aya for the past decade. 
 
    “Wouldn’t be much to boast of, ruling this town,” Kanefer said disparagingly. 
 
    “At one time Nekhen was the largest settlement in the entire valley, and its most important,” I said. “Only Nubt and Tjeni rivaled it in size, and they were far less influential. The town today is much diminished.” 
 
    “How do you know all this, My Lady?” Kanefer asked. 
 
    “Stories have been passed down in my family.” 
 
    A serving girl arrived with our wine. Kanefer drank his down quickly. I took a sip of mine. It was unexceptional. 
 
    “You said important events have taken place here. Name one,” Kanefer challenged. 
 
    “Easy. Horus Narmer was crowned king in this very oval after he united the valley. This is where he took to wife Neith–hotep beforehand, forging an alliance between the valley’s major settlements that made unification possible. Here’s where he first received the fealty of the valley’s patriarchs and petty kings. The maces of authority they surrendered to him that day are still in the temple treasury.” 
 
    Just then priests entered the oval, walking a narrow path left open through the center of the crowd, swinging containers of burning incense. The crowd fell silent and so, blessedly, did Kanefer. The smoke rose to the heavens, fragrant. Behind the priests came chantresses, their skirts sheer, shaking sistrums, clanging crotal bells, slapping together ivory hand clappers. Eight priests carrying Horus’ barque shrine followed, the shrine draped with garlands, the god hidden inside. Nebmose and Setau strode directly behind the shrine, high priests of Horus and Nekhbet respectively, censing it with incense. 
 
    I couldn’t resist. “I’m surprised you’re not in the procession, Governor.” 
 
    He forced a smile. “I prefer a seat in the shade, next to the most engaging woman in Nekhen.” 
 
    Ani entered the oval, holding aloft with both hands Narmer’s dark stone palette. Aya and Ahmes–Nefertari flanked him, chanting. I remembered the day I’d done the same thing during the fourth Ramesses’ progression. I thought it fitting Aya had a place of such honor, given the palette’s connection to her ancestors. 
 
    “That palette’s from the treasury,” I told Kanefer. “It commemorates King Narmer’s victory over a rebel from the delta, the last step in unification. The palette was carried before Narmer during his lifetime in ceremonies such as this; thus its size, so that the images etched upon it can be easily seen by all.” 
 
    The sixth Ramesses entered the oval. He was in his mid–thirties now, rolls of fat around his waist. Everyone fell to their knees as he passed through the crowd. He was wearing only a shendyt, unadorned by symbols of power or authority. Those would be bestowed on him by priests during the ceremony. Trailing him were members of the royal family – his wife Nubkhesbed and son Itamun, the new Falcon in the Nest; his younger half–brother Setherkopshef; Henutwati and Tawerettenru, widows of the fifth Ramesses; Tyti, the third Ramesses’ only surviving widow, a very old woman, bent with age, being assisted by a grandson; a plethora of children and grandchildren and nieces and nephews. The youngest had been born in the decade since I’d fled my estate. I spied Vizier Neferronpet walking with them. A chill ran up my spine – I remembered him arguing for my immediate execution during the trial. If not for Iset… I spotted Duatentopet, Pharaoh’s half–sister, the widow of the fourth Ramesses. I’d never expected to see her again. I wanted to rush to her and embrace her. She’d shown me great kindness during my imprisonment in Djeme, given me hope for an afterlife when I had none. But I dared not reveal myself to her or any of the royals who might recognize me because I was supposed to be dead. I’d likely carry the fear of discovery and execution to my grave, assuming I survived this day. The royals filed into their seats under the sunscreen opposite mine. I wished more fervently that I was sitting anywhere but beside Kanefer. The front row was too exposed to the view of the royals. All of them except Duatentopet believed I’d helped murder the third Ramesses. If they recognized me I was doomed. I scooted my chair as close as I could to Kanefer so that his body mostly shielded me from them. Misinterpreting why, he seemed quite pleased I’d moved so near. I sighed. A problem to be dealt with later when my life wasn’t at risk. 
 
    Next entered, with great fanfare, the land’s three most important high priests – the Greatest of Craftsmen from Ptah’s temple in Mennefer, the Greatest of Seers from Re’s temple at Iunu, and the First God’s Servant of Amen from Ipet–Isut. I didn’t know any of them; those who’d held office when I fled Waset had died. According to Ani, the First God’s Servant was named Ramesesnakht. He’d been appointed by the fourth Ramesses not long after Aya’s birth. He was Usermarenakht’s younger brother. 
 
    Pharaoh halted at the foot of the dais, facing the thrones. Then he slowly turned towards the crowd. The five high priests arranged themselves in a line, facing him. Aya and Ahmes–Nefertari moved between my sunscreen and the dais alongside Ani. He was still holding the palette aloft. 
 
    Ramesesnakht turned and addressed the crowd. “Today we crown Ramesses, sixth of his name, in the town sacred to Horus, protector of pharaohs from time immemorial. It’s fitting that Nekhen is the first stop on His Majesty’s progression through the valley because of its long connection to Horus. Today Pharaoh will receive the crowns of the upper and lower valley, and the crook and flail, ancient symbols of authority. Afterwards, officials from this region will pledge fealty to Pharaoh. While crown and symbols will be bestowed by we three high priests during the official coronation at Ipet–Isut, today they will be placed upon and handed to Pharaoh by Nebmose, Keeper of the Temple of Horus.” 
 
    Nebmose addressed Pharaoh. “Majesty, please be seated on the throne of the upper valley.” 
 
    “You crown a false pharaoh!” The cry rang through the oval court, issued from near its entrance. 
 
    Pharaoh paused on the bottom step of the dais, turned. 
 
    Heads swiveled towards the monumental entrance. 
 
    What I’d been expecting for years. The imposter’s challenge. My dream was coming true. 
 
    A priest, early fifties, pushed his way along the narrow pathway through the middle of the crowd, accompanied by perhaps two dozen dark–skinned soldiers carrying hide shields and long lances, their faces menacing. A boy walked beside the priest, dressed as befit a pharaoh in a blindingly–white shendyt, adorned with spectacular and costly jewels. The pretender. The spitting image of the boy in my dream. He gazed haughtily at the spectators as he passed them. A dozen priests accompanied the priest and boy, flanked by the soldiers. One priest looked vaguely familiar. Debhen. He’d given Pentawere and me a tour of the second Ramesses’ hall in Pi–Ramesses. 
 
    Kanefer leaned close, his lips against my ear. “What’s going on, Neset?” 
 
    At that moment I spotted Kairy. He was clearly leading the soldiers across the court. He’d been in my dream and now he was at Nekhen. He caught sight of me. Our eyes met. He stared for a moment, then looked away. No smile? No acknowledgement? Had he forgotten me? Or had he turned traitor and feared I’d see treason in his eyes? That had to be it. In a few moments the priest striding beside the pretender was going to proclaim him the valley’s rightful ruler and demand that Kairy support his claim. Pharaoh expected, based on the scroll he’d sent Ani, that Kairy would immediately slit the pretender’s throat, ending the charade. But Kairy was in command of soldiers who were protecting priest and pretender. Kairy wasn’t going to slay the boy. He was going to lie and tell everyone that the pretender was my son. I was sure of it. What was I supposed to do then? Stand up and call him a liar, knowing that because Kairy commanded soldiers nothing I said would save Pharaoh’s life? Would Kairy kill me even if I remained silent? Would he have any choice? If he was truly a traitor he’d have to execute me as soon as the pretender was crowned. He couldn’t afford to let me live, because I’d know the truth about the pretender and he couldn’t risk me telling someone who might later rise in opposition against him. Nor could he risk his brother or sister or Beketaten speaking up. Was Kairy going to kill us all? I glanced at Aya. She was still standing next to Ani. I nearly panicked. Why hadn’t she fled the court, as I’d ordered? Kairy would kill her too. I felt the world closing in on me. Because Aya had disobeyed me, odds were the line of talisman bearers was going to end in the oval court a very few minutes from now. 
 
    Dozens more soldiers poured into the court, taking positions around its perimeter. Pharaoh and the high priests and officials watched impotently as the heavily armed men entirely encircled the crowd. Pharaoh hadn’t brought soldiers to Nekhen and Kanefer hadn’t provided any. Pharaoh was helpless and undefended. The conspirators had outmaneuvered him. There was absolutely nothing to prevent the priest from putting his pretender on the throne. I wondered if the soldiers were going to kill the sixth Ramesses or simply take him prisoner. Killing would be cleaner – the army and bureaucracy couldn’t restore a dead man to the throne. 
 
    The intruders took command of the open space in front of the dais, the priest and boy flanked by soldiers, unassailable. I was no more than a dozen feet from Kairy. His eyes were locked on Pharaoh, inscrutable. 
 
    Ani, standing between the dais and my sunscreen, beckoned Aya and Ahmes–Nefertari to him. He moved in front of them protectively. He set down the palette. He slipped one hand behind his back. I was sure he had a knife. Though a knife would be useless against this host of armed men. I clutched my talisman and whispered a prayer to the falcon god that Aya would be spared if things turned violent. The god was my only hope now. I wished I’d brought a knife of my own. 
 
    Ramesesnakht peered at the intruder. “Bek? What’s the meaning of this?” he demanded. “Why aren’t you attending to the temple at Pi–Ramesses? And you, Sabestet. And Debhen. And Neby. Why have you brought armed soldiers into this sacred space?” 
 
    “This valley cannot tolerate another son of Iset on the throne!” Bek bellowed loud enough for everyone in the oval court to hear. “Her blood was impure. Her mother was a wretch. The get of her loins – the fourth and fifth Ramesses – have led this valley to the brink of ruin! I will not tolerate a sixth! No man in this valley will!” He strode from among his soldiers, directly to Pharaoh, then turned and faced the crowd. The ultimate sign of disrespect, his back to the ruler. “Amenherkoshef is a son of Iset,” Bek sneered. “Our enemies will invade our valley if you put him on the throne.” 
 
    Everyone was frozen in place. No one in their wildest dreams had expected something like this to occur today. Except me and Ani and Beketaten and Iput and Aya. 
 
    “You in Nekhen may not fear our enemies, protected as you are in the south of the valley,” Bek continued stridently. “But we in Pi–Ramesses and Ta–mehi who will bear the brunt of an attack – we must take action!” He slammed his left fist into his right palm. He gestured. The boy moved beside him and turned around, studiously imperious, facing the crowd. Bek rested a hand on his shoulder. “Today we must crown the rightful pharaoh – Pentawere, second of his name, son of Pentawere and Neset, grandson of the third Ramesses and his pure–blooded wife Tiye.” 
 
    Instantaneous uproar in the crowd. Consternation among royals and high priests and officials. 
 
    What nerve, giving the pretender that name. Though a nice touch, if convincing people was the goal. 
 
    “Didn’t the first Pentawere murder the third Ramesses?” Kanefer asked me, leaning close again. 
 
    He did know that much, at least. “Yes.” 
 
    The high priests looked at Pharaoh, seeking guidance. He was angry. I assumed he’d been warned against an attempt like this by the fourth Ramesses. But he’d either not believed his brother or had expected a move against him during the actual coronation at Ipet–Isut, not here. Because he’d failed to take precautions almost every important official and priest from the southernmost section of the valley was currently surrounded by Bek’s men. There was no way this plot by the priests could fail. 
 
    Pharaoh moved up a step and raised both hands and gradually the crowd came to order. “The great criminal Pentawere was hung in the forecourt of Djeme for murdering my father!” he cried with disdain. “He and his illicit spawn have no right to my throne!” 
 
    “Pentawere was convicted by the fourth Ramesses of a crime he did not commit!” Bek responded, his back still towards Pharaoh. 
 
    He was awakening old rumors. And ignoring the fact that Ramesses hadn’t convicted his half–brother. The Great Kenbet had. Thanks to me. I could tell Bek’s claim was influencing some of the spectators. He sounded plausible. None of them had been present during the trial. None of them knew what had actually happened. 
 
    “Even worse,” Bek continued, “the fourth Ramesses burned this boy’s mother – Neset – to cover up his crime. An innocent woman!” 
 
    I leaned even closer to Kanefer, trying to hide, trying to make myself as small and inconspicuous as possible. Everyone in Nekhen knew my name. If they made the connection… 
 
    Conversations in the crowd grew louder. People were nodding – they hadn’t witnessed the trial but they’d heard about its aftermath. 
 
    “Everyone in the valley knows Neset’s son did not die!” Bek cried in stentorian voice. “I personally foiled the fourth Ramesses’ plan to execute him!” 
 
    “Untrue!” Pharaoh shouted. 
 
    A foolish protest. That my supposed son had been kidnapped by Kairy and afterwards hunted by the fourth Ramesses’ soldiers for years was widely known. 
 
    Bek moved a few paces closer to the crowd, along with Pentawere. “Ramesses feared if he let the second Pentawere live this very day would come – that Pentawere would claim his rightful throne and be crowned because his blood makes him more worthy to reign than any of the third Ramesses’ descendants.” 
 
    “Is this priest trying to single–handedly overthrow Pharaoh?” Kanefer asked me. 
 
    Not the quickest thinker. 
 
    Almost everyone was conversing with their neighbor now. 
 
    “You’ve all heard of Kairy!” Bek cried loudly. “Some of you know him. He is, like you, from Nekhen.” 
 
    Kairy raised his sword high in his left hand, slowly turned so all in the crowd could see him. No doubt now. He’d joined the conspiracy. I assumed he’d receive a suitable reward. Probably command of the army. Another man who’d betrayed me, along with Mesedptah and Pentawere. I glanced at Aya again. Why was she still in the court? I made signs for her to leave. She ignored me. 
 
    “The fourth Ramesses ordered Kairy, whom he’d assigned to guard Neset, to deliver her son to Djeme immediately after his birth so he could execute him. Unjustly. But Kairy did not. Kairy feared the wrath of the gods if he allowed an innocent with royal blood to be murdered. So he brought Pentawere to me instead of Ramesses, to save his life. Ramesses scoured the valley for Kairy and the boy for many years. You all know this is true. Ramesses did not find either of them.” 
 
    Hundreds of discussions spurred by Bek were sweeping the oval court. The royal women were in a frenzy, as were the officials in the seats around me. 
 
    “Do something, Governor!” Hori insisted. 
 
    “What do you suggest?” Kanefer asked. “That I personally attack these soldiers? I can’t do anything.” 
 
    The high priests moved together, huddled, heads close, talking animatedly. To me it seemed the soldiers were slowly inching forward on all sides, compressing the crowd. Preparatory to what? Killing all of us? 
 
    Ramesesnakht broke from the other high priests a few paces to Bek’s right and raised his hands and waited for quiet. “What proof do you have that this boy is who you say he is, Bek?” 
 
    “Tell them, Kairy.” 
 
    Kairy stepped briskly to Bek’s side. The moment I’d seen in my dream. The moment that’d been interrupted. I now had a pretty good idea what was going to happen next. 
 
    “Kairy drove the chariot of the fourth Ramesses for a decade,” Bek cried. “Ramesses assigned him to guard Neset during her imprisonment. Kairy burned her body after she died in childbirth. That very night he spirited the infant Pentawere to safety and has guarded him to this day.” 
 
    “Is this Neset’s child?” Ramesesnakht asked Kairy. 
 
    I held my breath, leaned forward. Once Kairy lied and confirmed Bek’s claim, what would Ramesesnakht do? Would he bow to the inevitable and crown this pretender? Would he have any other choice, surrounded by Bek’s soldiers? What would happen to Aya and me then? Kairy had recognized me. He’d tell Bek we were alive. Bek would kill us because Aya disproved Pentawere’s claim to legitimacy. Too many people knew Aya’s real identity – Kairy, Ani, Iput, Beketaten – for Bek to let her live. Or any of us. 
 
    Kairy placed his right hand on the boy’s shoulder. He still held his sword aloft in his left. 
 
    The boy tilted his chin, stared at the crowd haughtily. 
 
    The oval grew so quiet I could hear wind–blown sand swirling across the desert plain. 
 
    “Do your duty, Kairy! Kill the boy!” Vizier Neferronpet screamed, rising to his feet beneath the royals’ sunscreen. 
 
    The only action that could save Pharaoh. 
 
    Kairy pointedly slipped his sword into his belt. 
 
    The pretender was going to live. 
 
    The vizier cursed Kairy. 
 
    “This boy is not Neset’s and Pentawere’s child,” Kairy declared. 
 
    A moment of shocked silence. 
 
    I was stunned. Kairy wasn’t a traitor after all? 
 
    “I am! I’m their child!” Aya’s voice rang across the oval court. 
 
    A massive exhalation of breath from the crowd. 
 
    Bek turned towards Aya, livid. 
 
    Everyone was staring at her now. 
 
    My heart was pounding. Kairy hadn’t turned traitor. But Aya had just revealed the truth of her birth and put her life on the line for Pharaoh. After I’d warned her to leave the oval court. Saving Pharaoh wasn’t her responsibility. It was mine. Why had she spoken? 
 
    Aya strode towards the dais without hesitation, then halted a few paces to Kairy’s left. She stood as regally as any ten year–old girl could, serene, fearless. The breeze swirled her long red hair about her shoulders. Pride welled in me despite my clawing fear. 
 
    Pentawere spun and confronted Kairy. “I’m not their son?” His personal illusion shattered. 
 
    Nekhenians in the court were whispering to each other, baffled. They’d watched Aya grow up. Was her claim true? 
 
    Ani moved beside her protectively, half–crouched, revealed his knife. 
 
    “Isn’t that your daughter?” Kanefer asked me. “You’re not…” 
 
    “You lie!” Bek spluttered at Kairy. 
 
    “Explain yourself, Kairy,” Ramesesnakht demanded, at the same time raising both hands to try to silence the crowd. 
 
    Kairy took the boy by the hand and stepped away from Bek. “The supposed kidnapping the night Neset gave birth was arranged in advance by me and the fourth Ramesses – life, health, prosperity, justified – to catch Bek and his fellow conspirators and ensure Ramesses’ legitimate descendants continued to rule. Vizier Neferronpet can confirm that was our plan.” 
 
    “I do!” he shouted. 
 
    Wondering looks from the crowd and the officials and the royals under their sunscreens. 
 
    Bek’s face was red with anger and betrayal. 
 
    “But Neset didn’t die in childbirth, as I’d claimed,” Kairy continued. 
 
    “She burned,” Bek argued. “There were witnesses. Two dozen guards.” 
 
    “I burned Bunakhtef, one of Pentawere’s adherents who’d tried to kidnap Neset months earlier. Under cover of that burning my brother Ani sailed away from Waset with Neset and Aya on board his boat.” 
 
    “I did,” Ani affirmed. 
 
    “Who is this boy?” Ramesesnakht asked, indicating Pentawere. 
 
    Pentawere looked utterly lost and confused. So much for his former insolence and haughtiness. My heart went out to him. He’d been put in a position not of his choosing. He’d been lied to his whole life about who he was, built up to be someone he could never be. His life had just come crashing down around him, without warning or explanation. 
 
    “The son of a farmer’s wife. Maia.” 
 
    “Do you mean…” Pentawere grasped Kairy’s hand. 
 
    “Maia is your true mother.” 
 
    Pentawere looked thunderstruck. 
 
    Kairy bent and whispered something. Pentawere looked at him uncertainly, then hurried to stand next to Ani. 
 
    Kairy beckoned to Aya. She moved gracefully to his side. 
 
    Bek wasn’t about to give up. “You lie, Kairy! Did this false pharaoh promise you a reward to lie about the boy and keep him on his throne? Where is Neset, if you spared her life? Produce her to testify which of these children is hers – the boy or the girl. Otherwise, it’s your word against mine. And I have soldiers to back me.” 
 
    Once I’d confessed to a crime I hadn’t committed to save the fourth Ramesses. I was still under sentence of death for that. If I revealed myself now I’d put Amenherkoshef on the throne, but I’d burn. Only the gods knew what might happen to Aya. But if I remained silent Bek’s lie might be believed and Pharaoh might lose his throne and Aya and I would be dead anyway. I didn’t hesitate. The falcon god had given me life to protect Pharaoh’s line. I felt compelled to spend it. “I’m right here!” 
 
    Now heads turned in my direction. More confusion. Everyone in Nekhen knew me as a mistress of the finest estate in the region and a woman who’d healed them in time of sickness and attended them during childbirth. Suddenly I was the mother of a girl with royal blood? A woman who’d been condemned to death for killing a pharaoh? 
 
    I rose from my chair, crossed the court to Aya’s side. 
 
    “Liar! Another sham!” Bek practically screamed. “Everyone knows Pentawere’s woman had red hair!” 
 
    I smiled and yanked off my wig and shook out my long tresses. I threw my wig. It landed at Bek’s feet. 
 
    The crowd erupted. 
 
    I vowed I’d never wear another wig as long as I lived. 
 
    “You traitor!” Bek hissed at Kairy. He addressed his soldiers. “Kill Kairy! Seize the false pharaoh! Seize the high priests! Seize the royals!” 
 
    Screams and shouts from the crowd. Panic among the royal family. Men and women and children spilled from their chairs. But there was nowhere for them to run. I embraced Aya and tried to protect her. 
 
    “Men!” Kairy cried to the soldiers. “Remember your oath to faithfully serve your rightful pharaoh!” He pointed. “The man atop the dais. Ramesses, sixth of his name. Not Pentawere. Bind Bek and the rest of the traitorous priests!” 
 
    To my surprise, and Bek’s, the soldiers disregarded Bek’s order and obeyed Kairy’s, roughly seizing every traitor in the oval. They quickly bound their wrists behind their backs securely with thick leather straps, then prodded them with lances to the area between the dais and the royals, Bek protesting and calling curses down on them all the while. Kairy barked another command. Two soldiers, leaders of some kind, repeated it. The soldiers surrounding the crowd began marching out of the oval and reassembling on flat ground outside the entrance, all but the two dozen surrounding the traitors. 
 
    “Karakhamen. Ashemors. Take care of Nehi and his men,” Kairy ordered. 
 
    “With pleasure,” one replied. 
 
    The two headed for the soldiers assembled outside the wall. 
 
    Inside the oval utter confusion reigned. No one knew what had just happened or why. 
 
    “Take them to town and confine them!” Pharaoh ordered, pointing at Bek and his companions. “You’re going to be executed and hung from the town wall immediately after this ceremony,” he told them. “Except for you, Bek. When we sail north tomorrow you’ll be hanging upside down from the bow of the royal barque and will hang there the entire time I’m progressing through the valley, even after you’ve died of starvation and thirst, as a warning to other would–be traitors!” 
 
    At Kairy’s command, the soldiers ungently prodded the traitors at lance tip from the oval court. Bek fruitlessly ordered them to obey him. His priests struggled against their bonds to no avail. 
 
    Kairy watched them exit the court and laughed. “The traitors sent me south of the cataract three times to buy mercenaries with their gold, Majesty. They never dreamed I’d make them loyal to me instead of them.” 
 
    “It’s good to see you, Brother,” Ani cried, striding to Kairy and embracing him. “I was afraid you were dead.” 
 
    The boy, Pentawere, was standing a little apart, trembling, forgotten in the commotion. He’d awakened today believing he was about to be crowned Pharaoh. Instead, Bek and his fellow priests were now captives. I couldn’t imagine what was going through his mind. He had to be wondering if he was going to be executed along with Bek. 
 
    Aya noticed too, moved next to him. “Don’t worry, Pen.” 
 
    “You may address me as Majesty,” he said haughtily, either out of habit or disdain that an unknown common girl would be familiar with him. 
 
    Aya laughed and shook her head. “I don’t think so.” She draped an arm around his shoulders. “You haven’t done anything wrong, Pen. Nothing’s going to happen to you. Isn’t that right, Uncle Ani?” 
 
    “It is,” he affirmed. 
 
    Pharaoh stepped down from the dais. “I’m in your debt, Kairy, for saving my throne. You too, Aya and Neset. My nephew told me about the plan, Kairy. He was afraid these priests would appear when he was crowned. When they didn’t we both assumed their conspiracy had fallen apart. Because you never reported names, we thought you were dead.” 
 
    “Until a day ago I didn’t know Bek was the mastermind,” Kairy replied. “If I’d turned in the others, he’d have launched another plot independently.” 
 
    Pharaoh sighed. “I should have suspected they’d make me their target. I should have brought soldiers with me.” 
 
    “It worked out better this way, Majesty,” Kairy said. “No bloodshed. Besides, you would have brought the Amen Division with you from Waset. Their commander, Antef, is a traitor too.” 
 
    Pharaoh regarded Kairy, instantly angry. “Put your men on my fastest boat first thing in the morning, Kairy. Go to Waset. Arrest him. And anyone else in the Amen Division you know is involved.” 
 
    “Yes, Majesty.” 
 
    Vizier Neferronpet moved to Pharaoh’s elbow. “Majesty, must I remind you that Neset’s been condemned by a Great Kenbet? That verdict cannot be ignored. Not even by you.” He motioned to Pharaoh’s two bodyguards. “Take Neset to the royal barque. Confine her.” 
 
    “No!” Aya screamed. 
 
    Ani wrapped his arms around her, restrained her. 
 
    Kairy looked like he wanted to die. 
 
    I wondered again why the vizier hated me so much. 
 
    “Is this absolutely necessary, Vizier?” Pharaoh asked. 
 
    “It is, Majesty.” 
 
    Pharaoh stared at me for a long while, sympathy in his eyes. “Do nothing hasty, Vizier. You and I and the high priests will fully discuss this situation this evening.” 
 
    “As you wish, Majesty.” 
 
    A guard seized my arm. 
 
    “Take the boy to the barque too,” Neferronpet ordered. 
 
    Another guard grabbed Pentawere. 
 
    “They’ll go quietly,” Kairy said firmly. 
 
    The guards looked at Pharaoh, who nodded. They released us. 
 
    “And the girl,” Neferronpet added. “Especially the girl.” 
 
    Aya strode to my side, head high. 
 
    “Majesty, we have a coronation to complete,” Ramesesnakht announced. 
 
    “Indeed we do,” Pharaoh said. “Let us proceed.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    The walk from the oval court to the royal barque was even more agonizing than the one from Djeme’s audience hall to the room where I’d been confined in the per’aa. Because this time Aya’s life was at risk along with mine. Why hadn’t she kept her mouth shut and let Kairy argue Pentawere’s illegitimacy? He might have convinced everyone. Or not. I’d known speaking up in support of Aya would likely lead to my death. I’d done it anyway. I’d devoted my life to protecting Pharaoh, as the falcon god had required. I couldn’t have remained silent. Now my life was certainly forfeit. But Pharaoh had to spare Aya. I whispered a prayer to the falcon god. I couldn’t believe after all we’d done he’d let our line end here, today. 
 
    “What’s going to happen to me?” Pentawere asked timidly. His pretense had completely melted away, replaced by a young boy’s fear. 
 
    “I honestly don’t know.” 
 
    “Will Pharaoh execute me?” 
 
    I knew that fear all too well. I put my arm around his shoulders. “No. Aya was right, Pen. You haven’t done anything wrong. You’re not a threat to Pharaoh.” 
 
    “Because I don’t have royal blood?” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “But you do,” Pen said to Aya. 
 
    “Apparently. For all the good it’s doing me.” 
 
    “All my life the priests told me my mother’s name was Neset,” Pen said. “When I asked Kairy about you he said you were good and kind and smart and beautiful. He told me you’d loved my father very much. He told me you were innocent of conspiring against Pharaoh. He said you were a wonderful gardener and that you’d been very brave during your captivity. He said you would have been proud of me.” 
 
    “I’m sure I would have been, if you’d been my son. Just as I’m proud of Aya.” 
 
    “He told me Mother Maia was my wetnurse, not my real mother. Why did he lie to me?” 
 
    “Probably to protect you and her, Pen. What if you’d called her ‘Mother’ and a priest had overheard? They’d have known you were an imposter. They would have killed you and her and Kairy too.” 
 
    “I hadn’t thought of that.” 
 
    “Where’s your mother now?” 
 
    “Camped a few miles from here with a few women from our village, and her two daughters – I guess they’re actually my half–sisters.” 
 
    “What about their father? Is he one of the traitors?” 
 
    “Mother Maia is Kairy’s wife.” 
 
    Completely unexpected. I suspected that was an interesting story. 
 
    “I love her very much. I always have – even though I thought she was only my wetnurse. I love Kairy too.” 
 
    We clattered up the gangplank onto the deck of the royal barque. The guard herded us to a sunscreen near the bow and ordered us to sit; he and two others stationed themselves close by. 
 
    I put my arm around Aya’s shoulders and pulled her close. “Why didn’t you leave the oval court like I told you? I’m terrified what’s going to happen to you now.” 
 
    “I stayed because I was supposed to, Mama.” 
 
    “Supposed to?” 
 
    Aya circled my waist with her arm and lay her head against my shoulder. “Don’t worry, Mama. Everything’s going to work out. I promise.” 
 
    I wished I had her confidence. 
 
    The three of us sat on deck, waiting, for hours. I wanted to believe Aya and I were going to be spared by Pharaoh. But I’d learned that getting my hopes up was dangerous. For all I knew, these were the last hours I’d spend with Aya. And so I held her close as the day began to ebb. We had a long wait because Pharaoh had to complete his coronation ceremony, then accept the fealty of his Southern officials, then witness the execution of the traitors. The sun was low in the sky when the royal party and high priests and most important officials finally came into view, trodding the path through the cultivation to the riverbank. Kairy trailed the royals. He looked very concerned. 
 
    The royals proceeded up the gangplank. Pen and Aya and I rose. 
 
    “Neset!” 
 
    Duatentopet. She rushed straight to me. She wasn’t as robust as I remembered, yet she was still beautiful. Tears sprang to my eyes. I bowed. “Majesty.” 
 
    Shockingly, she embraced me, tears in her eyes too. “I thought you were dead, Neset! When you ripped off your wig I was so happy. That you were willing to sacrifice your life for Ramesses at the trial meant so much to us both. He honored you to his dying day. But that you’ve been alive all this time means so much more. I’ve agonized about you for years. I regretted I hadn’t tried harder to save you.” 
 
    “You couldn’t have, without putting Pharaoh at risk. I never expected you to try to help me, Majesty. My only regret was I never got a chance to tell you how much your visit meant to me when I was imprisoned. You gave me hope when I’d about given up.” 
 
    “That was such an awful time,” Duatentopet said. “Father dead. You sentenced to burn. So many conspirators who’d turned against us. We had no idea who to trust. I don’t think Ramesses ever felt secure again. And rightfully so. Anyway, I commissioned a statue for your ka, like I promised. It’s in Ramesses’ tomb, beside his sarcophagus.” 
 
    “I’m very sorry for your losses, Majesty,” I said sincerely. “Pharaoh was very good to me. And your son was a fine boy.” 
 
    “My husband lived longer than any of our brothers. But his life was far too short. And my son’s even shorter.” She sighed. “It seems you’re still in the habit of saving members of my family, Neset.” 
 
    “Kairy was mostly responsible today. He gave up a decade of his life to ferret those priests out.” 
 
    Duatentopet sized up Pen, standing a few feet away. “Is this the pretender?” 
 
    “Just a boy who was mistreated by a bunch of ambitious men. He’s not a pretender,” Aya said defensively. “Majesty.” Pen was firmly under her wing now whether he wanted to be or not. 
 
    “My apologies,” Duatentopet said. “You’re right.” 
 
    “This is my daughter Aya, Majesty. She brings me much joy. Usually. Aya, this is Duatentopet, Great Wife of Ramesses, fourth of his name, Mother of Ramesses, fifth of his name. Daughter of Ramesses, third of his name. Formerly Chantress of Khonsu and God’s Wife of Amen.” 
 
    “Majesty.” Aya bowed low. 
 
    Duatentopet raised her up. She looked her over, stroked her long hair affectionately. “Aya is going to be absolutely stunning, Neset.” Then she embraced her. “I’m not Majesty, Aya. I’m Aunt. You’ll come visit me in Djeme so we can get to know each other?” 
 
    “Can we, Mama?” 
 
    “I hope so.” Though it was likely I wouldn’t survive this day. Possibly not her either. But I didn’t want to frighten Aya. Or myself. 
 
    More royals passed by, headed towards the sunscreen amidships. Duatentopet bid us goodbye and joined them. 
 
    Not long afterwards a guard presented himself. “You’ve been summoned by His Majesty.” 
 
    Aya and Pen and I proceeded to Pharaoh’s sunscreen amidships, me with a growing sense of dread. He was seated on a throne, flanked by the Greatest of Craftsmen and the Greatest of Seers and First God’s Servant of Amen and the high priests of Horus and Nekhbet and his son Itamun and Vizier Neferronpet. All were seated on chairs. I halted directly in front of Pharaoh and bowed. Aya bowed as well. I noticed that when she straightened she smiled beatifically at Itamun. Caught off guard, he blushed. 
 
    Pentawere moved next to Kairy. 
 
    “These men are going to advise me about what to do with you, Neset,” Pharaoh said. 
 
    So. Pharaoh wasn’t going to decide himself. In effect, he was washing his hands of me after Aya and I had saved his throne. At least he hadn’t mentioned Aya. Perhaps her life wasn’t at risk after all. 
 
    Nebmose gazed at me sympathetically. We’d been well–acquainted for years. We’d become friends after I created the garden for Horus’ temple. 
 
    Vizier Neferronpet regarded me with the same distrust he’d shown during my original trial. 
 
    Ramesesnakht stood. He was apparently going to prosecute me. Better him than Neferronpet. “Neset’s fate is clear, Majesty. The Great Kenbet sentenced her to burn. She escaped her fate instead of facing it. Escape, even for a decade, does not change the verdict. You have no choice but to carry out her sentence.” 
 
    My heart fell. Exactly what I’d expected. 
 
    Ramesesnakht’s eyes narrowed. His glance fell on Kairy. “Anyone who circumvented the will of the Great Kenbet should receive the same punishment.” 
 
    I heard the sharp intake of Pentawere’s breath. He grabbed Kairy tightly around the waist. Kairy rested his hand reassuringly on the boy’s shoulder. 
 
    “Especially since you ignored my explicit order,” Vizier Neferronpet added angrily. 
 
    “You ordered me to kill Neset’s son, Vizier,” Kairy replied calmly. “Neset gave birth to a daughter.” 
 
    “Semantics. You understood the intent,” Neferronpet snapped. 
 
    “Let’s get back to the issue at hand,” Ramesesnakht said. “Neset must die. And, apparently, Kairy.” 
 
    “Neset’s conviction was in error, Priest.” Duatentopet moved beside me and addressed Ramesesnakht. 
 
    I hadn’t expected her to take up for me. I was touched. 
 
    “Neset confessed during the trial,” Ramesesnakht argued. “I was standing in the crowd in the audience hall. I heard her. She admitted she’d plotted with Tiye and Pentawere to assassinate the third Ramesses – life, health, prosperity, justified.” 
 
    “Neset did indeed confess,” Duatentopet admitted. “But she was convicted by the Kenbet because of her words. Not because of her deeds.” 
 
    “I don’t get the distinction,” Ramesesnakht said. 
 
    “Neset was no more involved in the plot to kill my father than you were, Priest. She lied and said she was because Horus had warned her in a dream that my husband would be convicted of my father’s death if she didn’t.” 
 
    “Ridiculous! I remember what Neset testified at the trial – first she said she’d seen the Great Kenbet convict the fourth Ramesses of murdering his father. Then, to escape a beating, she confessed she’d used magic and had been part of the conspiracy to assassinate your father and your husband.” 
 
    “Explain your testimony to the priest, Neset,” Duatentopet said. 
 
    I clutched the talisman. “The falcon god sends dreams to those who bear this talisman, Excellency. The one he sent me showed the fourth Ramesses being wrongly convicted of murder unless I implicated the real murderers. To do that convincingly, I had to claim I’d plotted alongside Tiye and Pentawere. I sacrificed myself so the judges would believe they’d assassinated the third Ramesses.” 
 
    “Very noble,” Neferronpet muttered. 
 
    “Very necessary,” Duatentopet corrected. “Besides, Vizier, weren’t you the one who insisted on using Neset as bait to draw out Pentawere’s remaining supporters after Pharaoh’s wife Iset prevented you from executing her along with the other conspirators? Didn’t you use her as a tool, just like Horus did? And didn’t you conspire with my husband and my son to send Kairy along with Neset’s child to live among the traitors to ferret them out?” 
 
    “Does Her Majesty speak the truth?” Ramesesnakht asked. 
 
    “Yes, Excellency,” Kairy replied. “That’s why the fourth Ramesses ordered Neset moved to her estate, where she’d be vulnerable to the first attack. And why Pharaoh and I staged a bitter argument in his audience hall, so his other challengers would approach me.” 
 
    “We did indeed approve your plan to deliver Neset’s son to the traitors,” Neferronpet reiterated. “But you didn’t tell us that Neset was going to give birth to a daughter. You didn’t tell us you were going to switch her daughter with a farmer’s boy. You didn’t tell us you were going to fake Neset’s death. You did all that without Pharaoh’s or my permission.” 
 
    “I did,” Kairy admitted. “But if I’d delivered Aya to the traitors instead of an imposter Bek would have killed her and me and found some other boy to play the part – he thought Neset was dead, so he wouldn’t have feared anyone challenging his imposter. If Neset hadn’t been in the oval court today to confirm Aya is her daughter, Bek’s challenge might have turned out far differently. His Majesty might be under arrest or condemned to death. Or already dead.” 
 
    “Neset deserves your accolades, Brother, not death,” Duatentopet said firmly. “She saved my husband’s life twice. Today she saved your life and our line – without regard for what might happen to her.” 
 
    Ramesesnakht plopped down in his seat. He leaned close to Pharaoh and whispered in his ear. Pharaoh then conferred with Neferronpet. Neferronpet made a few points, heatedly. He had it in for me and he wasn’t giving up. Pharaoh replied to him, then straightened. Neferronpet didn’t look pleased. 
 
    “It is my judgment that my brother, Ramesses, fourth of his name, did in fact allow you to be convicted of a crime you did not commit in order to save our house, Neset. Had you not faked Neset’s death, Kairy, today could have turned out far differently, as you pointed out. I owe you both a debt of gratitude. Go forth, now, freely in the valley, wherever you will, Neset and Kairy. Your sentence of death is commuted, Neset. For what you have done this day and this past decade, Kairy and Neset, you will both receive suitable rewards.” 
 
    I was stunned. Tears sprang to my eyes. “Thank you, Majesty.” After a long terrifying decade my life was finally my own again. I was gloriously free. 
 
    Aya hugged me tightly. 
 
    “But what are we going to do about the girl, Majesty?” Neferronpet asked sharply. 
 
    I immediately tensed. Aya released me and faced Pharaoh. 
 
    “Only the gods know how many more enemies are lurking in this valley, Majesty,” Neferronpet argued. “We can’t afford to let one of them kidnap Aya and force her to marry him and claim the throne through her. Or her child.” 
 
    “A very real possibility,” Ramesesnakht added. Apparently he hadn’t been in favor of letting me go free either. 
 
    “Majesty, you must execute Aya immediately!” Neferronpet insisted heatedly. “End the threat she poses to you and your descendants here and now.” 
 
    “Aya’s only ten years old!” I burst out. Neferronpet had shifted his enmity from me to my daughter. He was a relentless bloodthirsty monster. “She’s innocent, Majesty! You can’t kill her! She just saved you!” 
 
    “Majesty, there is no other option,” Neferronpet insisted. 
 
    “Of course there is,” Aya said sweetly. She smiled at Pharaoh. 
 
    The vizier turned towards her, angry she’d had the temerity to challenge him. 
 
    She smiled at him too. 
 
    That made him angrier. 
 
    Pharaoh seemed amused. “What option do you foresee that my vizier does not, Niece?” 
 
    “The vizier was correct when he said one of your enemies could kidnap me and marry me to try to gain the throne through me. But he couldn’t if I was already married.” 
 
    Pharaoh leaned back in his throne. “You have a suitable husband picked out to eliminate the threat to my line, I assume?” 
 
    “Of course, Majesty. My great–grandfather Meniufer protected your father during his wars. My mother protected your brother and you. I protected you and your line today too. I can continue to protect it. And raise up children to extend it as well. Give me to the Falcon in the Nest as wife.” 
 
    Vizier Neferronpet nearly exploded. “Impossible!” 
 
    Ramesesnakht echoed him. 
 
    Itamun’s face reddened. 
 
    Half the people under the sunscreen were appalled, the rest intrigued. 
 
    “Not so impossible, Brother,” Duatentopet pointed out. “Aya does share our royal blood.” 
 
    Pharaoh pondered for a moment. “Did you think this up all on your own, Aya? Or did someone put you up to it?” 
 
    “The falcon god, Majesty. Horus. He sent me a dream when I was five years old and I’ve had it many times since.” 
 
    “Ah! One of your famous family dreams,” Neferronpet said scathingly. 
 
    “You dreamed?” I asked Aya, shocked. “But I’m the talisman bearer.” 
 
    “Maetkra received her dream before she was a bearer, didn’t she?” 
 
    “True. But no one else ever did.” 
 
    “Until now, Mama.” 
 
    “What dream did Horus send you?” Pharaoh inquired. 
 
    “I saw myself marrying a man who was seated on a throne atop a dais, Majesty. I saw a priest placing a vulture crown on my head. I recognized that man the moment he walked into the oval court today. Your son.” She addressed Itamun. “Don’t worry, Majesty. In my dream we’re both deliriously happy.” 
 
    Pharaoh burst out laughing. 
 
    Itamun’s red deepened. 
 
    Aya regarded him boldly, without guile. 
 
    I took a deep breath. Aya, a pharaoh’s wife? Her marriage arranged by the falcon god? She wouldn’t be the first woman in our family to be a ruler’s wife. That had been our ancestress Benerib, married to Horus Aha. A woman who’d trod Nekhen’s oval court at Horus Narmer’s side. It was almost too incredible to believe. Would Pharaoh agree? 
 
    Pharaoh glanced at his advisors. “Well?” 
 
    “It would solve the problem,” Neferronpet grudgingly admitted. 
 
    “Whether the idea was Horus’ or someone else’s,” Ramesesnakht added. 
 
    “Itamun,” Pharaoh called. 
 
    “Father?” Itamun responded hesitantly. He looked like he wanted to be anywhere else in the valley but here. 
 
    “You’ll take Aya as your wife, today. You’ll wait to consummate your marriage until she reaches a suitable age. She’ll be your great wife when you follow me on the throne.” 
 
    “As you wish, Father.” 
 
    Pharaoh smiled. “Aya, Daughter, you’ll join my progression tomorrow and travel the valley with me and your new husband. I’ll announce your marriage to my officials tonight during the banquet Governor Kanefer is giving for my coronation. You and Neset shall attend – and your entire family, Kairy.” Pharaoh rose. “Now, Kairy, I’d like to confer with you privately about the traitors and what you’ve endured this past decade. Come with me into my cabin.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    A few hours later Aya and I entered the small audience hall in the governor’s quarters with Pen in tow. He hadn’t left my side since we’d departed the royal barque. Kairy had placed him in my care, then gone off to talk with Pharaoh. The three of us had spent the time in Ani’s hut near the temple, me mostly marveling at how Aya had bested Vizier Neferronpet and convinced Pharaoh to make her his son’s wife. Pen was lost and confused and afraid and surly, feeling abandoned. Aya had been doing her best to put him at ease and cheer him up, with little success. We were the first guests to arrive. The rather small hall had already been set up for feasting, two–person tables for officials and other guests arranged facing a single row where the royals would sit. Torches and wicks flaming in bowls of oil provided light. A few serving girls scurried about, seeing to last–minute arrangements. 
 
    “For many years I decorated Djeme’s per’aa for banquets,” I told Aya and Pen while we waited for everyone else to arrive. “The third Ramesses preferred for me to arrange his flowers. But his hall was magnificent, dwarfing this one, every wall and column brightly decorated with colorful images etched and painted. Copper and gold shone everywhere.” 
 
    “If I was governor I’d summon craftsmen and decorate every wall,” Aya said. “Like our rooms on the estate. I don’t think Kanefer cares about such things.” 
 
    “There used to be a per’aa in Nekhen, Aya. The original was erected during Amenia’s time, more than two millennia ago. Just think – our ancestors saw it when it was new. The second version too, erected on the same site by King Horus Narmer after he unified the valley. He actually feasted there. So did our ancestors Djem and Horus Aha. And Aha’s great wife Benerib.” 
 
    “I thought you were from Waset,” Pen said. 
 
    “My ancestress Tiaa settled in Nekhen nearly three thousand years ago,” Aya replied. “Her descendants moved to the delta about five hundred years later. I’ll tell you some stories about what Nekhen was like long ago sometime.” 
 
    “Why would I care about Nekhen? Kairy and I will be leaving soon and going back to the oasis with Mother.” 
 
    “Oasis?” Aya asked. 
 
    “In the western desert.” 
 
    “Nekhen is Kairy’s home,” I said gently. “You lived in the oasis because Kairy was trying to trap the traitors. Now that he has you won’t be going back there. The fourth Ramesses gave him a fine estate a mile from town. You’ll probably live there with his brother and sister and nieces and nephews. Unless Pharaoh gives him a position in Djeme.” 
 
    That silenced Pen. More uncertainty piled on his young shoulders. I felt sorry for him. Though I had no idea what was in store for Kairy either. Would he take over the estate he’d given to Ani and Iput? That made sense. But if he did, what would happen to me? Aya, of course, would live in Djeme from now on. I wasn’t related to Kairy. Would he want me on his estate, especially once he brought Maia there? I supposed it would be best for me to go with Aya. Perhaps Pharaoh would let me oversee my old garden inside Djeme. I’d given my estate to Nauny and Wabhket. They’d probably let me live with them. I’d miss Beketaten and Iput and Ani and the whole extended family desperately. But Nekhen was only a few day’s journey from Djeme by water. I could visit any time I got too lonely. 
 
    Aya and I sat down at adjoining tables, her to my left with Pentawere between us. Officials began trickling in and positioning themselves as close to the royal row as possible. Beketaten and her girls entered the hall along with Ani and Iput and her vast family. Ahmes–Nefertari grabbed a jar of beer from one of the serving girls and hurried to our tables. 
 
    “Would you like me to pour your beer, Majesty?” she asked Aya playfully. 
 
    Word of Aya’s marriage had apparently spread. 
 
    Aya grabbed a chunk of bread from a platter and laughingly tossed it at her. 
 
    “Pour mine,” Pentawere directed. 
 
    “Why would I do that?” Ahmes–Nefertari asked, incredulous. “You might have thought you were a pharaoh growing up, but you weren’t and you certainly aren’t.” 
 
    “Don’t be cruel, Cousin,” Aya admonished. “Pen’s going to have to adjust to so much. Being in Nekhen is strange for him. And he doesn’t know any of us.” 
 
    What I loved most about Aya was her big heart. She instinctively understood that Pen was frightened and unsure of himself and lonely despite acting high and mighty. 
 
    “Besides, Cousin, don’t ever forget Pen saved my life, pretending to be me. I’ll always be in his debt.” 
 
    “Maybe you can pour his beer from now on,” Ahmes–Nefertari said. 
 
    “All the way from Djeme?” Aya asked. 
 
    Ahmes–Nefertari was crestfallen. She seemed to realize for the first time that her inseparable cousin was going to be separated from her. 
 
    Aya sensed her sadness. “I’ll send for you as soon as I’m settled. You can be my chief attendant. But until then, take care of Pen. Help him adjust to Nekhen. Will you do that, for me?” 
 
    Ahmes–Nefertari eyed him. “I will, Aya. For you.” She laughed. “Your Majesty.” She bowed deeply. 
 
    Kanefer entered the hall with a flourish, attended by several minor functionaries. He made a beeline for me. He took my hand, kissed my fingers. “What a life–changing day for you, Neset!” he exclaimed. 
 
    “For all of us,” I said evenly. 
 
    Kanefer ignored Pen but looked Aya up and down. “Royalty now, ‘eh Girl? Boys will be buzzing around you like bees in clover after today.” 
 
    Not everyone had heard of her marriage, apparently. 
 
    “They have been for awhile,” Aya said coolly. “Back when they thought I was common.” She didn’t like Kanefer any more than I did. 
 
    Itamun passed through the doorway, surveyed the room, headed for us. 
 
    We all rose and bowed. 
 
    “Majesty. All of us in Nekhen are honored by your presence,” Kanefer said obsequiously. 
 
    Why did he feel compelled to horn in? “Majesty, have you met Governor Kanefer?” I asked, forcing the irritation from my voice. “He rules the Nekhen nome.” 
 
    “I haven’t had the pleasure,” Itamun said graciously. He’d apparently been trained in diplomacy. 
 
    “I was appointed by His Majesty six months ago. Never expected a day like today.” 
 
    “None of us did,” Itamun agreed. He turned his back to Kanefer, faced Aya. “Will you sit with me at the front, My Lady? As befits my wife?” 
 
    Kanefer was speechless. 
 
    Aya glanced at Kanefer, somewhat triumphantly. “Certainly, Majesty.” 
 
    “Itamun from now on, I suppose,” he said. 
 
    She nodded. “Aya.” 
 
    “This feels so bizarre, Aya,” Itamun admitted. “We don’t even know each other and now we’re married.” He took hold of her hand and led her towards the front of the hall. “Tell me about this dream of yours. You said we’re both going to be happy?” 
 
    “Deliriously.” 
 
    Pharaoh and Kairy entered, still conferring. Pharaoh invited Kairy to sit between him and Vizier Neferronpet. Pharaoh’s wife Nubkhesbed sat to his right. She was already chatting with Aya, who was seated between her and her son. Aya didn’t seem awed by the situation. 
 
    As soon as Pharaoh was in place serving girls began to circulate, filling cups with wine and beer and passing platters of meat and fruits and vegetables and bread. A feast far less magnificent than those I recalled from Djeme, yet filling. Fan bearers stood behind the royals, cooling them. A cacophony of dozens of conversations and much laughter and banter filled the hall. I noted many couples looking Aya and Itamun’s way and whispering to each other. Kanefer monopolized me. I endured his inane banter as best as I could, a smile plastered to my face. The man would not shut up. Nor would he keep his distance. I pushed his hand off my thigh so many times I lost count. Beketaten could barely contain her laughter. Nor Iput. Nor Ani. Ahmes–Nefertari valiantly tried to engage Pen in conversation so he wouldn’t feel left out, though he rarely answered her questions with more than a word or two. After five minutes, I figured they’d either kill each other or marry each other. She constantly eyed the front of the room. Aya and Itamun were talking almost non–stop and laughing. They seemed to have hit it off. I was so glad for her. Ahmes–Nefertari could hardly hide her jealousy. 
 
    “Tell me about your life,” Ahmes–Nefertari practically ordered Pen. She was tired, apparently, of his non–responses to her questions. 
 
    “I’d like to know too,” I said encouragingly. 
 
    “Me as well,” Beketaten chimed in. 
 
    Pen acquiesced. “As far back as I can remember I lived in the Southern Oasis.” 
 
    “What’s the oasis like?” Ahmes–Nefertari queried. 
 
    “It’s a hundred miles long and a dozen or so wide, more than a hundred miles west of the river. There are trees everywhere, and plenty of water, and mountains in the distance. It’s completely surrounded by harsh desert, very isolated. It’s at the junction of several caravan routes, so traders are always coming and going. I lived in a small village of mud–brick huts, along with farmers and herdsmen and hunters and servants and such. And guards. And priests to drill me on my lessons. I truly hated those lessons. Kairy and Mother Maia were there, of course – though I never knew she was my mother.” He glanced at Kairy. “The scribes taught me to read and write. The priests taught me the sacred rituals. They taught me to be loyal to the priesthood and the gods.” He looked directly at Ahmes–Nefertari. “They all deferred to me and called me ‘Majesty.’” 
 
    “That must have been extremely tiring for them.” 
 
    “Were there any girls your age at the oasis?” I asked. 
 
    “No. The only woman was Mother Maia. Until a year ago. Then my two wives came to stay with us. And their servants.” 
 
    “Wives!” Ahmes–Nefertari exclaimed. 
 
    Kanefer perked up. 
 
    “Bek’s daughters. Nefertari and Meritaten. One’s seven years older than me and the other five.” 
 
    “Your marriages were arranged by Bek so he could control you through them,” Ani guessed. 
 
    “Do you love them?” Ahmes–Nefertari asked bluntly. “Do the three of you share a hut?” 
 
    “By the gods, no! To tell the truth, I’m scared of them,” Pentawere admitted. 
 
    “I’ll guarantee I’m scarier than either,” Ahmes–Nefertari said. 
 
    “I don’t doubt it,” Pen muttered under his breath. 
 
    “What did you say?” Ahmes–Nefertari asked sharply. 
 
    “I hope Pharaoh sends them both home – they shouldn’t have to pay for their father’s sins,” he said. 
 
    “Did you know what Bek had planned for you?” I asked. 
 
    “I didn’t meet Bek until two days ago, Neset. Other priests lived in our village – first Debhen, then Sabestet. They didn’t use Bek’s name – they called him Chief.” 
 
    “How did they explain you being in the oasis?” I asked. 
 
    “They told me you’d been held captive, then burned by the fourth Ramesses to cover up his crime. They told me Kairy had delivered me to them so the fourth Ramesses wouldn’t kill me. They said my father, Pentawere, was the rightful pharaoh and I was going to someday reclaim the throne Ramesses had stolen from me.” 
 
    “You believed them?” Ahmes–Nefertari asked. 
 
    “How would Pen know different?” I replied. “Why would a child think priests were lying to him just so they could use him for their own purposes?” 
 
    “The priests spent a lot of time teaching me how important priests are,” Pen said. “They promised to guide me once I was crowned. Until I was older and experienced. They said I’d spend most of my time outside the valley, leading my army and building an empire.” 
 
    “That was the first Pentawere’s dream,” I said. “A dream that cost him his life.” And impacted so many others, including Aya and me and Kairy and his entire family. 
 
    All at once Pentawere jumped from his chair and dashed to the back of the hall. Two soldiers were standing alongside a woman and a young girl. The woman was cradling an infant in her arms. It had to be Maia. Pentawere threw his arms around her. He said something. She started to sob. Kairy joined them and put his arms around her shoulders. 
 
    “Can you imagine what Maia must have felt, not able to tell her own son he was her mother?” I asked Beketaten. 
 
    “I’m glad this nightmare is finally over,” Beketaten replied. 
 
    Kairy led his family across the hall to us. 
 
    I rose. 
 
    Aya hurried from her seat among the royals to us. 
 
    “Maia, this is Neset,” Kairy said. “And Aya. My sister Iput and her daughters and their husbands. My brother Ani and his wife Beketaten and their daughters. Everyone, this is my wife, Maia. And our daughters Semat and Aspelta.” 
 
    Ahmes–Nefertari gleefully grabbed Aspelta from Maia’s arms. “A new cousin!” she exclaimed. 
 
    Aya picked up Semat. “Two!” 
 
    “Aya and I owe you our lives,” I told Maia, embracing her. “There are no words to express my gratitude.” 
 
    “I’m glad it’s over,” Maia said sincerely. “Kairy’s told me so much about you.” She looked around. “About all of you. I can’t wait to get to know you.” 
 
    We spent the next couple of hours getting acquainted as the banquet continued around us. Itamun eventually joined us. After a few awkward moments on everyone’s part, he seamlessly blended in to his new family. 
 
    Eventually the banquet ended. The officials departed the hall. And all the royals except Pharaoh. 
 
    “I’ve ordered Kairy to round up the rest of the conspirators,” he announced as he joined us. 
 
    “I’m leaving at dawn, along with my soldiers,” Kairy informed us. “I’m going to arrest various army commanders in Waset and Pi–Ramesses. That’ll put an emphatic end to this rebellion.” 
 
    “Do you really have to leave so soon, Brother?” Ani asked. “We haven’t seen you for so long.” 
 
    “You should visit your estate for a few days and rest,” Iput urged. 
 
    “Word about what happened today is probably spreading already. If I don’t strike swiftly the remaining traitors will scatter. That’ll make it a real chore to hunt them down.” 
 
    “Almost a dozen more conspirators,” Pharaoh said, shaking his head. “Don’t leave a single viper alive, Kairy.” 
 
    “I won’t return to Djeme until I’ve caught them all,” he promised. 
 
    “You’ve saved my line, Kairy,” Pharaoh said gratefully. “You’ve devoted your life to my brother and nephew and me. When you return to Nekhen, you’ll be the new governor of this nome.” 
 
    “I’m thrilled for you Kairy,” I told him. “No one deserves it more.” I only wished Kanefer had been with us to hear of his removal. 
 
    Ani and Iput were equally happy. 
 
    “I assume you’ll accompany Aya to Djeme, Neset?” Pharaoh asked. 
 
    “Yes, Majesty.” 
 
    “Good. If you want it, your old position as overseer of my gardens is waiting for you.” 
 
    I was overcome. “Thank you, Majesty.” 
 
    “You’re really leaving us?” Beketaten asked. 
 
    “I hate to. But Aya’s going to need me. I’ll only be a few day’s sail away. We can visit each other often. You can finally see Wabhket and Nauny again too.” 
 
    Kairy addressed Beketaten. “Will you watch over my family while I track down the conspirators? Get them used to life on the estate?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “I’ve already assigned Ahmes–Nefertari to show Pen around,” Aya said. 
 
    Kairy addressed Pharaoh. “Farewell, Majesty. I need to get my mercenaries ready to sail at dawn.” 
 
    “May the gods be with you, Kairy,” Pharaoh intoned. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    I sat at dawn on the riverbank at the east end of the estate, facing the dark plateau across the river and the lightening sky above. Already hints of old gold and rose were appearing. The stars were fading from the vault of heaven. The palm trees lining the bank swayed slightly, and patches of reeds rippled with each breeze. Birds were awakening, their isolated songs bringing life to the valley. It was hard to believe that after a decade this was the last morning I’d sit here at my favorite spot watching Re rise into the sky. 
 
    I’d already bid Beketaten and Iput and their families a tearful goodbye. They weren’t coming into Nekhen to see the royal barque off; it would be too hard on all of us. We’d shared so much these past years. Together we’d turned this derelict farm into a fine estate. I’d helped bring Beketaten’s daughters into the world here, and Iput’s granddaughters, and they in turn had helped me raise Aya. I was going to miss them so much. 
 
    Aya was still in the house, saying her goodbyes. As soon as she joined me we’d head for Nekhen. I wasn’t about to hurry her. The barque wasn’t going anywhere without us. I wondered if Bek had already been hung from the boat, or if that would wait until we pushed off. 
 
    I heard swishing in the grass behind me. Kairy. He sat down beside me. He’d returned to the estate very late last night after organizing his men for their journey north. I hadn’t had a chance to speak with him. 
 
    “Thank you for saving my life, and Aya’s,” I said. 
 
    “Who would’ve guessed that night in the birth bower that she’d be a pharaoh’s great wife some day?” 
 
    “Who would’ve guessed any of this would’ve happened?” 
 
    “Not me.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me before that night that you were going to save us?” 
 
    “I wasn’t sure I’d be able to pull it off, Neset. I didn’t want you to get your hopes up and then fail and have you walk to your death. Besides, I hadn’t obtained Pharaoh’s permission. In fact, I’d lied to him about Aya being a boy. And if I’d suggested saving you Vizier Neferronpet would’ve taken matters into his own hands and sent men to kill you without Pharaoh’s knowledge. I assumed Ani and Iput and Beketaten would be better off not knowing, in case things fell apart and they were questioned.” 
 
    “So you truly risked your life to save Aya and me.” 
 
    “I’d already given my life away to try to catch the traitors.” 
 
    “I have a confession to make, Kairy. I knew you were going to come to Nekhen with a priest and Pentawere and challenge Pharaoh for his throne.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “The night the traitors tried to kidnap me? The falcon god sent me a dream.” 
 
    “I thought he only sent one dream to a talisman bearer.” 
 
    “So did I. Nonetheless, I saw you and the priest and Pentawere approach the dais. I saw the priest issue his challenge. I saw him turn to you and say “tell them.” And then Bunakhtef clamped his hand over my mouth and woke me up. 
 
    “You didn’t know what I was going to say all these years?” 
 
    “Whether you’d support Pharaoh or betray him? No.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me about your dream?” 
 
    “I was so angry at you for using me as bait to catch Pentawere’s followers. And I didn’t know how you were going to answer the priest.” 
 
    “You didn’t trust me.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Rightfully so. To tell the truth, Neset, up until the night before the ceremony in the oval court I was afraid I would have to betray Pharaoh so I could save Pentawere’s life. It’s horrible to admit, but if I’d been forced to choose I’d have chosen Pentawere.” 
 
    “Not horrible at all. Very understandable.” 
 
    “Luckily, I was put in command of the mercenaries at the last minute. An interesting tale for another time. But when I ordered them to arrest Bek and the priests? I didn’t know if they’d obey me or not. It was fortunate you and Aya did what you did. Otherwise, I’m not sure they would have believed the sixth Ramesses was the rightful pharaoh and arrested the traitors at my command.” 
 
    “Well, it all worked out, for everyone.” 
 
    “What about you, Neset? Have you been happy these past years?” 
 
    “I’ve had a very fine life on this estate, Kairy, thanks to you. An easier one than yours at the oasis, I think.” 
 
    “Mine was good enough. Better than I’d hoped.” 
 
    “Maia? And your daughters?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “So you truly love her? You didn’t marry her out of a sense of duty, because of what she sacrificed to save me and Aya?” 
 
    “I can honestly say Maia’s the love of my life, Neset. Very unexpectedly. I’m a very lucky man.” Kairy gazed into the distance. “You’ve raised a fine girl, Neset.” 
 
    “I think Aya’s going to enjoy being a royal very much. I hope the power doesn’t go to her head.” 
 
    “The same fear Maia and I had about Pentawere. I’m sure you’ll keep her humble.” 
 
    “Ani and Beketaten and Iput helped us immensely these years. I hope Aya gets a chance to know you someday, Kairy.” 
 
    “You’re really going to Djeme?” 
 
    “I think it’s best for everyone.” 
 
    “I suspect Kanefer would disagree, from the way I saw him pawing you at the banquet.” 
 
    “Kanefer? I’m thrilled you’re going to take his job. He’s not really cut out for Nekhen, the way you are with your family’s legacy.” 
 
    “But you were sitting so close to him in the oval court. And at dinner.” 
 
    I laughed. “In the oval court I was trying not to let any of the royals or officials see me. I was using his body to shield me. Which he of course misinterpreted. He plopped down uninvited next to me at dinner. I was fighting him off so much I barely got to eat.” 
 
    Kairy laughed, then stood. “I hope you find someone who’ll make you happy in Djeme, Neset. You deserve it, after what you’ve been through. Now I have to go get my men on their boat and round up the last of the traitors.” 
 
    I stood. We embraced. 
 
    “Goodbye, Neset.” 
 
    “Goodbye, Kairy.” 
 
    I watched him walk away. 
 
    Not long afterwards Re rose above the rim of the eastern plateau and gold spilled into the valley. 
 
    I heard steps and turned. Aya was behind me. 
 
    “Ready, Mama?” 
 
    At that very instant a falcon swooped majestically past us, diving low to nearly touch the water a few feet away, then soaring high into the rising sun. I watched until it was swallowed up in Re’s glare. I knew beyond the shadow of a doubt that I’d just been visited by the falcon god, as my ancestress Aya had been so many thousands of years ago. I touched the talisman with my fingertips. I sensed the god’s appearance meant my role in the valley’s affairs was over. I’d played my part and protected Pharaoh’s line. Now it was Aya’s turn. 
 
    I slipped the talisman over my head, reverently kissed it, then placed it around Aya’s neck. 
 
    “Are you sure, Mama?” Her eyes were wide. 
 
    I embraced her. “I am.” 
 
    I felt as if a great weight had lifted from my shoulders. For the first time in more than a decade I was entirely at peace. My part in the family story that had started more than four millennia ago had just ended, but I knew that story would continue on in Aya and her descendants, flowing as timeless as the river at my feet, all of them guided by and carrying out the will of the falcon god forever. 
 
    I put my arm around Aya and we set out together on the path towards Nekhen and the royal barque. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ramesses VI – Nebmaatre–Meryamen – succeeded his nephew and ruled for eight years, dying in 1135 B.C. He was buried along with the fifth Ramesses in tomb KV9. 
 
    Ramesses VII – Usermaatre Setepenre Meryamun – succeeded his father and ruled for seven years, dying in 1128 B.C. He was buried in KV1. 
 
    Five more pharaohs took the throne over the next sixty–two years, all but the last named Ramesses, until the 20th Dynasty came to an end and the high priests of Amen at Waset finally exerted their wealth and power and took control of the southern half of a divided valley, styling themselves the 21st Dynasty. 
 
    During his reign, the high priest Pinudjem I ordered the royal scribe Djehutymose and his son Butehamun to open the tombs in the Great Place and collect whatever riches remained to fill his royal coffers. They removed the bodies of the pharaohs and, after stripping them of their gold and jewels, rewrapped and reburied them, though not in their original coffins or tombs. Some were stored in the tomb of Seti I (KV17), others in the tomb of Amenhotep III (KV35). Among those reburied in the latter were Amenhotep II, Amenhotep III, Merenptah, Ramesses IV, Ramesses V, Ramesses VI, Seti II, Siptah, and Thutmose IV. Eventually Ahmose I, Amenhotep I, Ramesses I, Ramesses II, Ramesses III, Ramesses IX, Seqenenre Tao II, Seti I, Thutmose I, Thutmose II and Thutmose III were moved from the Great Place to the family tomb of Pinudjem II (TT320) at the base of the cliffs south of Mentuhotep II’s temple on the west side of the river. 
 
    Nearly three thousand years later, in 1871 A.D., modern–day tomb robbers discovered TT320. Along with pharaohs, it contained the bodies of high priests and pharaoh’s wives and various royal sons and daughters – fifty mummies in all. In 1898, KV35 with its additional cache of mummies was discovered. Eventually all of the pharaohs were removed from the two tombs and sailed in state down the Nile River to Cairo. They remain to this day in the Egyptian Museum. 
 
    If not for the transcript of the trials of the harem conspirators, both Pentawere and Tiye would have disappeared from history. Their memory lives on thanks to their crimes. 
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