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Tiaa sat cross–legged in the flattened straw–like remnants
of what had months before been waist–high grass stretching to the horizon in
every direction. She nestled against her grandfather, Alara. The warm night breeze
caressed her face and twisted the strands of long golden hair that tumbled
halfway down her back. That breeze carried the reek of vegetation rotting along
the shore of the nearby playa, the rain–filled lake that had evaporated so much
in the heat of the past months that it was now less than half its normal size. The
water that remained shimmered eerily in the distance, reflecting a seeming
river of stars that flowed in a great swath across the center of the sky.


The playa was the last substantial source of water on the seemingly
limitless savannah and so, for the past month, patriarchs had been leading
their bands to it and reestablishing camps along its south shore in a cycle
that had been repeated as far back as the stories of Tiaa’s people reached.
Those bands spent most of the year wandering their traditional territories to
north and south and east and west, hunting, gleaning, moving their camps every
few weeks when they’d exhausted the local sources of food and the grass that nourished
their herds of long–horned cattle and sheep and goats. When the savannah began
to dry in the summer’s heat they returned to the playa, feeding their animals fodder
cut from around its shores the year before, waiting for the rains to come and
green the plains once more. Tiaa could barely make out the dark indistinct
shapes a quarter of a mile distant that she knew comprised more than two dozen separate
camps, one per band, each consisting of a few oval–shaped mud and reed huts
clustered around a large shared hearth, each with a set of clay storage bins holding
sorghum and fruit and vegetables gleaned from the savannah. The bare branches
of acacia trees loomed over many of the huts; in a month or so, after the
summer rains began to fall, the shade cast by those newly–leafed groves would
provide welcome relief from the brutal sun. The rains would replenish the playa
and the countless small pools that dotted the length and breadth of the
savannah, and green its grass, and once the grass had grown thick enough to graze
the bands would disperse once again.


 Alara nudged Tiaa, pointed directly east towards one of the
brightest lights midway up the sky. “See, Tiaa? It’s closer to the stones than
last night.”


She nodded. In the starlight she could just make out the series
of nine–foot tall irregularly–shaped megaliths, set upright in a long straight line
across a bone–dry section of the playa. Though they stood now in hard cracked
earth, when the rains came a month from now and refilled the playa only their
upper halves would be visible above the water’s surface. The star was twinkling
a short distance to their right.


“And there, at a right angle to it, another star – the one
brighter than all those around it.”


Tiaa turned her head. Again, a star glimmered above and to
the right of more megaliths.


“And finally, there.” Alara pointed to megaliths a little to
the left of the first they’d checked.


“They’ll all align in a few days,” Tiaa said.


“Yes.” Alara patted her hand. “The solstice is nearly upon
us. The summer rains will soon fall, and when they cease three months later…”


“The playa will be full, and we’ll celebrate the rain festival.”


Alara laughed. The skin on his deeply–lined face crinkled at
the corners of his black eyes. He was the oldest person Tiaa had ever known – by
his count, he’d lived for more than six decades. He was her mother’s father, slightly
bent with age now, his step less quick and firm than it had once been. He was by
far the oldest of the patriarchs who led the bands that gathered annually at
the playa, the last alive of his generation, and though his band was the smallest
and poorest he was the one man everyone relied on for counsel and guidance. In
his youth he’d been the mightiest hunter among his people – the best leader,
the most relentless tracker, the most accurate archer, the most courageous when
it came time for the kill – ten lion pelts in his hut attested to that. And
while his prowess and personal charisma had gained him a substantial number of
adherents among bands not his own, what continued to set him apart from all the
other patriarchs was his ability to accurately predict the coming of the summer
rains that were so crucial to the survival of their families and herds. Alara
was the only person at the playa who understood the movements of the sun and
stars and their relationship to the annual arrival of life–giving storms. And
so he controlled the rationing of both grass and water at the playa when the
bands gathered there after their annual sojourns on the savannah, and safely
saw their cattle and sheep and goats through the dry season until the grasses
grew tall once more. As for Tiaa, ever since she’d been old enough to toddle
after Alara, she’d practically been his shadow. For the past decade he’d been teaching
her everything he knew about the mysterious yet orderly lights in the sky, preparing
her to take his place when he finally went to dwell among them. He’d chosen her
over his son and grandsons, a selection that had resulted in considerable friction
between Tiaa and them.


“You’ll turn fifteen during the festival,” Alara noted. “And
so, Tiaa, its time you learned the true story of these stones.”


“But everyone at the playa knows their story,” Tiaa protested.
“Aya, our family’s ancestral mother, was chosen by the falcon god to guide our
people on his behalf in a time beyond remembering. More than eighty generations
later the god revealed to her descendant, Qenna, the secret of how to predict
the coming of the summer rains to the playa by tracking the progress of the
stars and sun across the sky. At the falcon god’s command, Qenna ordered the
people to erect these megaliths and the calendar circle so he could make his
measurements throughout the year. And since Qenna’s death one of his
descendants has read the stones and predicted the rains and led the
celebrations that honor the falcon god and the sky goddess and the cow goddess
and the rest of our gods.”


“That’s a simplified version of the story, Tiaa. But it’s actually
far more complicated than that.” Alara grasped Tiaa’s hands. “What I’m about to
relate is for you alone. You may share it only with the son or daughter who succeeds
you as the bearer of the falcon god’s talisman, as you will someday succeed me.
Promise me.”


“I promise, Grandfather,” Tiaa said solemnly.


“Very well.” Alara released his grip, dropped his hands to
his lap, sat straighter. “This particular story has been passed down in our
family for nine generations, Tiaa – from Qenna to his son, and he to his son,
and so on, and finally from my father to me, and now I to you. Long long ago,”
Alara began, “the savannah that surrounds this playa was far more lush than it
is today, for the rains came more frequently and the wet season lasted longer.
Our ancestors wandered the savannah just as we do today, following their herds
of cattle and sheep and goats as they moved from one rich pasture to another. Herds
of oryx and gazelles and elephants and ostriches and giraffes and hartebeests
and addax and ibex and hyenas, and the mightiest prey of all – aurochs and lions
– darkened the grasslands. Our men hunted them – always in packs, to be sure of
the kill. Our women of course gleaned fruits and tubers and grasses. Our family’s
band was just one of many that roamed the vastness.”


“What every band had in common was cattle,” Tiaa offered. So
far, the story was the same as the one that Alara had narrated countless times
sitting with her beside his campfire. It was his practice to relate stories to
those gathered about him after the evening meal, and he seemed to have a never–ending
supply. Among Tiaa’s people, stories were used to pass knowledge from one
generation to the next. Tiaa had listened to Alara’s every evening for as long
as she could remember, and could repeat them word for word.


“Yes. We were, and are, dependent on our cattle,” Alara
agreed. “Without them our people would not have been able to spread so widely
across the savannah, for their milk and blood and occasionally their flesh
stood between us and starvation when we couldn’t find game to kill and eat. The
bonds between our cattle and us are deep and spiritual, Tiaa. That’s why we
pray to the goddess whose likeness is that of a cow, for she watches over them
and us. Cattle are not just livestock for us to raise and exploit; they’re
fellow creatures formed as we were by the gods. They dictate our lifestyle –
they must have fresh grass, and so we follow as they seek it, and protect them
from predators.”


“And we make sure they get enough water too,” Tiaa interjected.


Alara nodded. “Cattle rely on water, just like we rely on
cattle,” he said. “Our world is harsh and unforgiving, Tiaa. Each year during
the hot season the savannah’s grasses wither and the waterholes dry up. For
generations beyond counting the bands have returned to this playa when that
happens, for it is the only reliable source of water in this region. You’ve
seen the thousands of stones on the low ridge just west of the playa – they
were placed there by our ancestors to line fire pits and hearths during the
times they camped here. That’s proof of the great sweep of time across which
people have brought their herds to the playa during the driest part of the year,
as we still do, watering their animals in the last brackish remnant of the
playa, feeding them the grasses they’d cut and set aside for that purpose before
departing the playa at the end of the prior rainy season.”


“There was always enough fodder in those days.”


“Yes. But in the generations before Qenna was born the rains
began to come less frequently, the savannah to dry out earlier and earlier, the
playa to shrink ever smaller, the herds of game animals to diminish in size. And
so, to survive, the bands were forced to gather here at the playa earlier and
earlier every year and feed their cattle the stored fodder. No one knew for
sure when the rains would come to renew the land, or how long the fodder had to
last. Stories are told of years when the fodder ran out and many cattle had to
be slaughtered to keep them from starving. In those years our ancestors suffered
from hunger, denied their daily supply of milk and blood.”


Tiaa shivered in spite of herself. The past few years her
people had come perilously close to that exact state.


“My grandfather’s grandfather’s grandfather, Qenna, was a
curious boy,” Alara continued. “He was fascinated by the lights in the night
sky and often stayed awake to study them while almost everyone else at the
playa slept. His interest was not unusual, of course. Every boy who watches
over our cattle and sheep and goats at night knows about the groups of stars
that cycle across the sky in ten–day increments, and the special ones that move
rapidly on their own paths night after night. But Qenna also studied the sun. He
was the first to turn his attention to the great light that brings life to our
world. When he was even younger than you, he discovered that around the time
the summer rains began a stick placed upright in the ground cast no shadow at midday, though it did the rest of the year. So he decided to determine the number of days
between the shadow’s disappearance and reappearance. He conducted the same
experiment three years in a row, achieving the same result each time, establishing
that the shadow first disappeared exactly three weeks before the rains began to
fall. So the fourth year, at sunrise of the midpoint day, Qenna set two pairs
of stones opposite each other in line with the point where the sun rose.”


“The fifth year he used those stones to predict for himself
when the rains would start, and they did?” Tiaa guessed. This part of Alara’s
story was new.


Alara nodded. “Before dawn on that day Qenna sat exactly
where we’re sitting now, Tiaa, and picked out the two brightest lights to the north
and the east, plus an unmistakable pattern of stars. He laid out small stones
in three lines radiating from this spot, the lines pointing to those stars. The
following year he watched both sun and stars as they converged with his lines
of stones, and again the rains came on the appointed day. But now, using the
stars, he was able to predict the rain’s arrival even earlier than he had using
the sun.”


“But the stars that exactly align to the megaliths rose in
the night sky months ago, and are now long gone,” Tiaa protested.


“That is true,” Alara admitted. “And it’s why we watch the
night sky the year round – to determine that date to anchor our calculations.
Those stars are in one of the thirty–six groups that rises above the horizon
for ten days and then disappears and is replaced by another. Qenna discovered
that the stars he used to create the lines of small stones reappeared a bit earlier
the following year, and a bit earlier the year after that. He watched the sky
for twenty years, and in that time he calculated that the stars had moved five
days ahead. Why, in the decade I’ve been teaching you, the stars have changed
position by two days. That is why we have to find the stars that align exactly with
the megaliths and then calculate which of the groups of stars that follows will
actually point to the coming of the rains. And that is why checking the
calendar stones against the sunrise is so important – it is far more stable,
and needs no adjustments.”


“So the falcon god didn’t actually tell Qenna how to lay out
his stones?” Tiaa asked, a bit disappointed. “He figured the patterns out on
his own?”


“Yes. But Qenna firmly believed that the falcon god inspired
him to begin studying the sun and stars in the first place, and to lay out the
stones that made his regular observations possible,” Alara replied.


“Because he had no one else to guide him?” Tiaa guessed.


Alara nodded. “Anyway, the year after his small stones were in
place, Qenna announced to the patriarchs several weeks in advance the very day
the rains would arrive at the playa, which they of course did. And while that was
an important piece of information, Qenna also provided another. As you well
know, the amount of grass available to cut for fodder fluctuates each year,
just like the amount of water in the playa, based on the amount of rain that
falls. Using his stones, Qenna was able to calculate how many weeks the rains
would fall, how long it would take the grass to grow thick enough to graze, and
thus how long the stored fodder from the previous year had to last. He was able
to tell the patriarchs how much they could distribute each day to keep their animals
alive without exhausting the fodder.”


“He was correct.”


“And so the people of Qenna’s time accepted his claim that
the falcon god had revealed the secrets of the sun and stars to him. The
ancient talisman he bore – given directly to our ancestress Aya by the falcon
god – reinforced that conviction.” Alara touched the falcon–shaped object
dangling around his neck, the talisman that had once been Aya’s and Qenna’s and
was now his. “But Qenna was afraid that once he died his knowledge would be
lost, and our people would suffer once again. So he decided to replace his
small stones with megaliths to track the stars’ progress, and to create the
calendar circle to observe the sun. He told the people that the falcon god had
ordered him to create permanent markers. He marshaled them to quarry and drag the
heavy slabs of stone here to the playa from more than a mile away – twenty–four
of them, some nine feet tall. It took several years to quarry and move them all.
He used many of the slabs to create the three lines we’re monitoring now.”


“They were cut in the quarry south of the western rise where
there are so many other megaliths?” Tiaa asked.


Alara nodded. “Those on the western and eastern rises have
been added over the generations to commemorate the important patriarchs who
have led our people. Qenna’s is there – his was the first – like all of them,
rounded at the top and flat at the bottom, facing the northern heavens and the
stars that never disappear below the horizon, the ones that never die, where
there is no death at all, the eternal homes of the gods and our people’s dead.”


“Unlike the sun,” Tiaa said, “which is swallowed up by the
sky goddess every evening and reborn every morning.” She stared at the megaliths
with new understanding. They seemed even more remarkable now than they had before,
knowing Qenna had figured everything out with the falcon god’s guidance.
Possibly even more amazing was that the knowledge of how to use them had been
successfully passed on for so many generations, from Qenna to Alara to now to her.
That too had to be the falcon god’s doing. That made the megaliths and
everything associated with them feel somehow sacred.


“With the erection of these markers everything changed for
our band,” Alara continued. “From that year until Qenna died the patriarchs relied
on him to keep their herds and their people alive. So Qenna’s band stopped
wandering the savannah and settled permanently here at the playa. While the
others scattered at the end of the rainy season, his stayed and cut the grasses
surrounding the playa, and then stored that fodder. Qenna doled it out when the
bands returned in the dry season. And he rationed the water in the three wells that
had been dug on the shore of the playa long before his own time.”


“Is that when the other bands started giving our band milk
and blood from their cattle and sheep and goats when they were at the playa, in
exchange for Qenna’s leadership?”


“Yes. And from that time Qenna watched the sun and stars,
and took charge of the festivals that honor our gods. Qenna’s stones turned this
playa into a ritual center for our people.”


“Now you act in Qenna’s place, as one of his descendants always
has,” Tiaa said.


“At most, two people in our family know the secret of the
stones at a given point in time,” Alara said. “Nine members of our family have carried
on in Qenna’s footsteps, unchallenged, relied upon. You, Tiaa, will be the
tenth.”


“Why me, Grandfather?” Tiaa asked. “Why didn’t you teach Uncle
Aahotepre? He’s your only son, after all, and he’ll succeed you as patriarch of
our band.”


“From when you were very young I knew you were special,
child,” Alara said, affectionately stroking her long hair. It shimmered palely
in the starlight. “Only once in every four or five generations is a child born at
the playa with golden hair – the color of the falcon god’s flesh – a sure sign
of his favor. And then there’s the mark on your thigh.”


Tiaa’s hand strayed to the falcon–shaped image midway
between her hip and knee, half the size of her palm, much darker than the skin
surrounding it.


“I saw that mark on you years before you were born, child,”
Alara said solemnly. “The falcon god showed it to me in a dream.”


Tiaa gasped. Everyone knew the power of dreams. Her
grandfather had told her that the falcon god sent them to those who bore the
talisman, and that they always came true. That his dream had been about her was
both frightening and exhilarating.


“You’ve always been bright, inquisitive, quick to learn,
slow to forget, headstrong, afraid of nothing and no one, reliable,” Alara
continued. “Plus, everyone likes you. Your uncle possesses none of those traits.
He’d let the power that Qenna’s heir wields go to his head, put himself and his
desires before the good of our people. He’s too conceited to serve anyone but
himself.”


Tiaa pondered that. Her selection by Alara made sense,
though for her it had come at a price. For nine generations the power to
predict – and leadership at the playa – had passed from father to son in her family.
Aahotepre had grown up assuming he would one day bear the talisman and take
Alara’s place as first among the patriarchs. But because Alara had taught Tiaa
to understand the sun and stars, Aahotepre was not fated to assume that role. Someday,
when Tiaa was joined to a man, she’d become part of his band, as was tradition.
That band would then take primacy at the playa thanks to her, making
Aahotepre’s just one of many, and nothing special. For that reason Aahotepre absolutely
hated Tiaa, blaming her for costing him the power he believed was his
birthright. And because Tiaa brought with her primacy, she knew that every ambitious
man at the playa wanted to join with her simply so he could succeed Alara as
leader. Her selection as heir by Alara had made her a prize – not a person in
her own right.


“Tiaa, the people don’t understand how you and I read the
stones and stars and sun,” Alara said. “Because they don’t, they fear us. That
fear, and the favor the falcon god has bestowed on me and will bestow on you through
his talisman, creates an aura of great power. When I die and my spirit joins our
ancestors among the stars, that power will be yours to wield.”


Tiaa’s stomach suddenly rumbled with hunger. But she knew
she and Alara couldn’t return to camp for the morning meal until the sun peeked
over the horizon and they checked its position against the stones of the
calendar circle. The sun’s position was the most accurate component of the
prediction. Sunrise wouldn’t happen for a while. So she sat in silence for a
long time, mulling over everything that Alara had told her this night. At last
Tiaa raised her eyes to the heavens. “The stars are starting to fade,” she noted.
In only a few minutes the sun, swallowed by the sky goddess last evening, would
be reborn and appear above the horizon. “Time for our final check.”


Tiaa helped Alara to his feet. The stars along the eastern
horizon were already nearly invisible; directly overhead the darkness was
beginning to lighten slightly. Together Tiaa and Alara headed north, along the
western edge of the playa’s shore, a short distance past the last of the
megaliths that had pointed to the northernmost star. To their left, on a bit of
raised ground, Tiaa made out several dozen mounds covered with large flat slabs
of sandstone. Beneath them, she knew, lay cows, sacrificed to the cow goddess
and then buried in clay–lined pits during past festivals that celebrated the conclusion
of the rainy season. Not far past the mounds their objective, the calendar
circle, occupied the top of a small sandy knoll at the mouth of a wadi that
emptied into the playa.


After so many years of study, Tiaa could visualize the circle
by simply closing her eyes. It consisted of a ring of short irregularly–shaped
stones surrounding an arrangement of slender knee–high stones that mimicked the
cluster of stars Qenna had originally used to make his predictions, so that his
descendants would always know which stars to seek. Most of the stones in the
ring lay flat on the ground, except for two sets of knee–high pairs opposite
each other. The line between one pair pointed directly north and south. The
line between the other pair marked the point where the sun rose on the day of
the solstice. Tiaa and Alara settled themselves at the southwestern end of that
pair.


“When my grandfather was young, Tiaa, the storms returned to
the playa with their full strength and fury, and rain completely filled the
playa each season. It stretched six miles from east to west then, and four from
north to south. Grandfather spoke truly, since we can still see evidence of
that lakeshore. But the rains have diminished ever since, and the savannah has gradually
become dryer and the grasses less abundant. The playa is much smaller, even in
a good year. The herds of wild animals that once blackened the plains are much
reduced in size. Why, our bands now care for less than half the cattle and
sheep and goats they did when I was young. And since you were born the
situation has become even worse. Our movements are much restricted from days
past.”


“By my calculations, we’ll be lucky if we don’t lose at
least some of the cattle this year,” Tiaa said grimly. “There’s barely enough
fodder to last until the rains green the grasses – and that’s if we get enough
rain.”


“Your calculations match my own,” Alara said approvingly.
“Hopefully the rains will fall for three full months, and we’ll be able to cut
enough fodder in the fourth to serve us next year.”


“Do you suppose all the bands will return to the playa this
year?” Tiaa asked.


“Who can say?” Alara shrugged his shoulders. “After all, bands
have been migrating away from the playa to the river valley in dry years since before
my grandfather’s time. In fact, according to some of the old tales, the
savannah once became so dry that everyone migrated to the river valley.
In the generations that followed their departure, the grasses entirely
disappeared and the savannah turned to sand and the wind blew without ceasing
and flying sand blasted away the soft undersides of north–facing ridges,
leaving behind the mushroom shapes we see beside the lake today. Our ancestors
didn’t return to the playa until the rains began to fall again, hundreds of
years later.”


“Is that why some of the sherds of pottery scattered around
the playa’s shores look so different from what we make? Because they were made
by a far more ancient people?” Tiaa asked.


“Undoubtedly. But as for us – with ever less grass for our cattle
to graze and animals to hunt, fewer of us can survive here. Frankly, it would
be a blessing if some bands went elsewhere – perhaps to the valley. There’d be
more fodder for those who remain.”


“What’s the river valley like?” Tiaa asked.


“I don’t know,” Alara admitted. “It’s only a week’s hard travel
west, but I’ve never been. I’ve spoken to the rare traders who’ve wandered here
from the North. They say the river runs south to north for hundreds of miles,
hemmed in by high plateaus, with narrow strips of land on the east and west banks.
They say the river is rich with fish – some type of edible creature that lives
underwater – and the valley is full of wild grasses and reeds and thickets and
fruits and tubers and trees and all kinds of waterfowl and small animals, and
the savannahs atop the plateaus host vast herds of game. Yet dangers lurk in
the valley – hippos and crocodiles, in particular. They say every year at the
start of summer the river rises by more than twenty feet and fills the narrow valley
from plateau to plateau, and everyone must move to the savannahs that lie east
and west to avoid being swept away.”


“I don’t think I’d like living in a valley where I couldn’t
see the horizon,” Tiaa averred.


“And yet, as you well know, at one time our family did. Do you
recall the tale concerning the wanderings of our people before we came to the
playa?”


“I do, Grandfather.”


“Tell it.”


For the past several years Alara had regularly called on
Tiaa to recite the family stories around the campfire, for along with the duty
to predict the rains came the responsibility to pass on the band’s knowledge to
the next generation. Rarely did he have to correct her anymore, for she had
committed every one of his tales to memory.


“Our people originally dwelt beside a lake, in the far North,
so large it entirely filled a vast basin. Its eastern edge was only ten miles west
of the river, perhaps less,” Tiaa began. “Ta–she, it was called. It was so massive
you couldn’t see all the way across in the summer, for it was swelled by a
great inundation, the same one that annually filled the river valley. Our
ancestors who lived there herded cattle and sheep and goats, as we do, but they
also planted and cared for crops – grains called emmer and barley. They were
farmers.


“After a great many years, some of them migrated to the
river valley. The old tales don’t say why. They settled somewhere in the South,
intermixed with people who had once lived on this very savannah before it dried
out, became one with them. Eventually the rains returned to the savannah, and
the people did as well. A woman convinced them to, prompted by a dream given
her by the falcon god. Nimaethap was her name. She was the sixty–eighth to wear
the talisman that you now wear around your neck, Grandfather. You’re the ninety–second,
so she lived a very long time ago.”


Tiaa stared at the falcon–shaped object dangling from a
string of twisted cow’s hair around her grandfather’s neck. Alara had let her
hold it many times. It was partly smooth and shiny, partly rough, harder and
heavier than any rock Tiaa had ever seen. What material it was made of no one
could say. Everyone at the playa fervently believed it gave Alara magical
powers, protected him. His longevity was proof of that, they said, and that
he’d never received more than a minor scratch while slaying his lions. Another
sign of that magic was that Alara had the gift of healing, time and again
restoring order and harmony to the lives of the sick. That too was a role Tiaa
would take on some day. Alara had taught her how to recognize and harvest every
useful plant and herb on the savannah and make from them pastes and potions.
Even now she assisted Alara when he cared for those who were ill, and performed
the sacred rituals that protected women and newborns during childbirth.


“Relate the story of the talisman’s discovery,” Alara ordered.


“Our ancestors were perhaps the first people to take up
herding and farming in this part of the world,” Tiaa began. “They lived on a
savannah far to the north, in a land called Tjehenu, well south of Wadj–wer,
the sea, the Great Green. For years they planted their grain in fertile fields,
stayed beside it while it grew, harvested it, lived on what they’d grown. Then came
a series of years when the rains did not fall and the ground was too hard to
plant. Some of the family heads argued that the band should abandon farming, slay
their animals, return to hunting and gleaning. Then one night a brilliant fiery
object flashed across the sky, accompanied by an ear–splitting boom, shaking
the very earth as it smashed into it, terrifying the people. Everyone
considered it a message from the gods, but none could decipher its meaning. A
young girl, Aya, was at that time more than a day’s journey distant from camp, replenishing
her stock of herbs, for she was her people’s healer. All that night she watched
a towering column of smoke rising far to the south where the object had struck,
its underside colored by a fire raging on the savannah, glowing like a giant
torch. The next morning the smoke was gone, but she spotted a falcon soaring
high in the sky and felt called to follow him. He flew south. After many hours’
travel she found herself on the lip of a cliff edging a vast depression in the
earth, a region no one in her band had ever visited. She descended the cliff,
continued to follow the falcon. After half a day’s travel it led her to a
crater centered in a swath of scorched earth. Aya found your falcon–shaped talisman
buried in that crater.” Tiaa pointed to Alara’s neck. “The talisman was all
that remained of the object that had brightened the sky. Aya looked up and saw
the falcon circling overhead, and that’s when she understood it was the falcon
god himself who had guided her to that place. Then the falcon led Aya even
farther south. She scaled a ridge and discovered Ta–she, a great lake
stretching almost from horizon to horizon, its shores covered with rich soil. Aya
returned to camp and told her people that the falcon god had given them a new
land. She led her people back to the lake. They settled, planted their grain, prospered.
Because of what had happened they considered Aya to be the chosen one of the
falcon god. And so, from that day until now, the falcon god has been our
family’s god, and the leader of our family his representative on earth. Aya was
the first to wear this talisman, and her great–grandson Perneb the second for,
like you, Aya lived to a very old age.”


“I am, as you said, the ninety–second, Tiaa, and you’ll be
the ninety–third, and one of your descendants will wear the talisman after you
die, and remember its story, and remember the story of the stones, for to him
or her you’ll reveal everything I’ve taught you,” Alara said.


“Do you really think the patriarchs will pay attention to me
when my time comes to predict the rains?” Tiaa asked.


“They must,” Alara replied. “You alone will know how to read
the stones. You alone will be able to keep the people and animals alive. Never
forget – like Aya, you’re the chosen of the falcon god. You deserve the
people’s fear and awe and obedience. Your golden hair and the mark on your
thigh and the talisman around your neck will be a constant reminder to them of who
and what you are. If they ignore those signs, they will face consequences, put
themselves in peril. You’ll be only the third woman to bear the talisman – following
in the footsteps of Aya and Nimaethap. Both were exceptional, according to the
old tales, as I believe you are too. Every other woman in our family besides those
two who could by right have borne the talisman, including Aya’s daughters,
including your own mother, died young and never wore it. That was no doubt the
doing of the falcon god. So you, Tiaa, are part of a very select group. Because
of the talisman you will wield great power. Never forget this – the old tales
say that Aya served her people as patriarch for decades. That had to be the
doing of the falcon god.”


“Do you think that part of the tale is true, Grandfather,
that a woman became a patriarch?”


He shrugged. “Who would have made up something so utterly
unbelievable?”


The sky along the horizon had turned rose and was lightening
to gold. Tiaa saw fires flickering to life in the camps that arced around the
south shore of the playa, saw dark shapes she knew to be women and girls moving
about preparing morning meals. She heard the distant lowing of cattle waiting
to be milked. Alara had given her much to ponder this night, but now was not
the time. Tiaa had measurements to make. She carefully positioned herself and sighted
between the standing stones. A moment later the sun peeked over the horizon, a
bit to the right of the line they formed.


“Well?” Alara asked.


“Twenty days,” Tiaa replied.


“Our calculations match,” Alara said. He stood. “And now,
let’s check the well.”


It was one of three on the south shore of the playa, ancient,
dug deep into the ground, with a handful of steep narrow steps of hardened clay
spiraling down one side to the water’s surface. The well supplied clear pure drinking
water for the people in the camps, far cleaner than the now–brackish water in
the playa that was consumed by the animals. As a young girl Tiaa had learned
that each person at the playa required at least one full jar of water daily to
survive in the heat; like most women and girls she made several trips to the
well every morning to procure her family’s supply. The women who were already clustered
around the well waiting their turn to descend the steps to fill their
earthenware jars moved aside respectfully when they spotted Alara approaching.


Tiaa preceded him into the well. Alara paused a few steps
from the bottom. The top of the well was even with his head. As she had the
past few years, ever since Alara had begun having difficulty maneuvering in the
cramped space, Tiaa performed the measurement. She knelt on the last dry step,
leaned over, dipped her hand into the cool water and felt for one of the lines
Qenna had deeply etched into the wall of the well nine generations ago. That particular
line indicated how much water should be in the well at this point in time to
keep everyone alive until the rains fell to replenish both wells and playa. The
line was a couple of inches below the current water level.


“It’ll be close,” Tiaa reported, pulling her hand from the
water and sitting back on her haunches. She looked up at Alara. “Much closer
than last year. But we won’t have to ration water. We’ll have four or five days
leeway.”


Alara nodded as Tiaa scrambled to her feet. “That’s good
news indeed. I’ll let the patriarchs know. And now, let’s go eat.” He paused. “Tiaa,
once you’ve taken my place, every time you pray ask the falcon god and the cow
goddess and the sky goddess to send us sufficient rain. I fear the wells will not
be able to support our people for more than another decade if rainfall continues
at the current rate.”


“I will, Grandfather,” Tiaa replied.
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“This is the task Grandfather gave you? To turn this huge boulder
into the image of a cow? Really?” Tiaa asked skeptically.


Nia paused, leaned against a massive chunk of sandstone that
was higher than his head by half a foot that he’d been pounding with a hand–sized
stone, and squinted, for the sun was at Tiaa’s back. His long black hair swept
his sun–browned shoulders. He was lean and muscular and sweating profusely. He
wiped his brow with his forearm, then smiled.


Of all the boys from the various bands who had courted her since
she’d become a woman three years ago, and there were many, Nia was the one Tiaa
most liked and the only one with whom she’d actually shared kisses and caresses.
He was a few months older and she’d known him her entire life. His band was quite
a bit larger than hers, and among the wealthiest as measured by the size of its
cattle herd. His family ranged many weeks’ distance to the south when they
weren’t at the playa, across a vast territory. Tiaa knew that Nia, at least,
wanted to be joined with her because he truly cared for her. That was not the
case with most of her potential suitors, particularly those who were much older,
including two patriarchs, Anen and Iny. She’d been studying them with new eyes
ever since her discussion with Alara a month ago. Both had been vying for years
to win Alara’s favor and blessing as his eventual successor, and they knew she
was the sure path to that. Anen was the wealthiest, with the most cattle of any
patriarch. Iny, Nia’s father, was the elder, believing that gave him certain
rights of primacy. The fact that both already had a woman hadn’t dissuaded
either of them from asking Alara to be joined with her. But Tiaa had no
intention of letting that ever happen. Once the talisman was hers she’d join
with whomever she pleased. She’d have power enough that neither her father nor
her uncle would be able to force her to take a partner against her will. In
that she was unlike the rest of the women at the playa, something for which she
was extremely grateful.


The boulder, standing in the center of a wadi, one end already
indented from top to bottom with a series of close shallow grooves, cast a long
shadow in the late afternoon sunlight towards the cracked dry bed of the playa.
The playa’s bank was perhaps fifty yards to Nia’s right, the little water that
remained in the shallow depression lapping the dirt half a mile farther to its east.
Herdsmen from Anen’s band were watering sheep and goats there, most using long
wooden crooks or short flails to control the animals, assisted by a few dogs who
were dashing about nipping at heels. Nearby other herdsmen were milking cows,
filling earthenware vessels that they carried attached to their waists with cords.
On the south edge of the playa Tiaa saw her grandfather doling out fodder from a
dwindling pile to a dozen family heads. Their men would carry that fodder to
where each band’s cattle were pastured, for to prevent disease from spreading among
the animals each band was assigned a particular section of the playa’s shore
for its herds, each somewhat distant from the other.


South of the fodder stores, beyond the lines of megaliths
and the calendar circle, the camps of the various bands clustered closely
together, arcing around the playa’s shore amidst groves of leafless acacia
trees. Dozens of columns of smoke spiraled into the sky where women and girls
bustled about campfires, preparing dinner. It gladdened Tiaa’s heart to see so
many familiar faces among them. The annual gathering at the playa was a joyous
time, one that Tiaa and everyone else looked forward to as they wandered the
savannah. The coming together put an end to isolation, enabled the renewal of
friendships and the chance to reconnect with the family’s women who had been
joined to men from other bands. Women and girls congregated beside the water
every evening after dark, bathing, talking for hours, getting caught up on
lives. It was a time of visiting other camps, feasting, cuddling newborn
babies, mourning those who had died. And it was a time when lovers courted each
other at an accelerated pace, for once departed from the playa they’d be
traveling for more than half a year without seeing anyone but other family
members.


Nia stepped away from the sandstone boulder, set down the
rock he was holding. He was covered with grit and dust, turned to mud where it
had mixed with his sweat. “Your grandfather indeed assigned me this task,” he said.


“He told you why, I assume,” Tiaa said.


“The patriarchs felt their herds were too diminished in size
this year to sacrifice any of their cattle to the goddess at the upcoming
festival,” Nia said. “They pled that we need all the milk and blood we can get
to feed everyone, given last year’s lack of rain. Your grandfather thought
about it, then decided that the image of a cow is the same as a real cow.”


“What you really mean is the patriarchs refused to sacrifice
their cattle, so Grandfather had to come up with a way to keep our people from angering
the goddess,” Tiaa said disgustedly.


Nia shrugged. “Your words. Not mine. But you’re right – my cow
will be a substitute, hopefully an acceptable one. We’ll bury it during the
festival.” He tilted his head to his left.


Tiaa twisted and looked in that direction and shaded her
eyes against the sun. Atop a long slight rise beyond the western bank of the
wadi were tumuli lying beneath large slabs of limestone that marked the graves
of cattle sacrificed during past rain festivals. From the foot of the rise all
the way to where Tiaa was standing the ground was thickly littered with ancient
fire pit stones, all charred, jumbled by countless rains that had rushed down
the wadi to refill the playa in season, all remnants of long ago camps.


“See that small rounded rise just beyond the old cattle
graves?” Nia asked.


Tiaa recognized the spot from which she and Alara
simultaneously monitored the three lines of megaliths at night. That made it an
important place indeed. She nodded.


“The grave’s going to be dug there starting tomorrow. After
it’s excavated they’ll line its walls with clay. Meanwhile, megaliths of
various sizes will be pried from the quarry a mile to the south and dragged
here by dozens of men. That’ll take days. After the cow’s buried, the megaliths
will be arranged in some kind of pattern on top of it. Alara’s designing it.”


Probably similar to the calendar circle, Tiaa
thought. She placed a hand on the rough sandstone. “How will you turn this into
a cow?”


“See the grooves I’ve been cutting? When they’re all done I’ll
place a wedge–shaped rock inside one, then pound the fat end with a round rock.
The wedge will flake off the raised stone that lies between the grooves. By
constantly grooving and flaking I’ll be able to shape the boulder into a cow,
or an approximation of one, at least. The face is the most important part; I’ll
merely round the hindquarters and shoulders to suggest an animal. I’ve got to be
finished before the festival, after all.”


“Rain will start falling in two days,” Tiaa said. “So you’ll
have a couple of months at least.”


“You’re sure? Two days?”


“Grandfather’s been teaching me to read the stones and stars
and sun for years,” she replied. “I’m as accurate as he is now.”


“You’re really going to carry on in his place someday?”


“Yes.”


“Frankly, I’d be afraid of the responsibility,” Nia said.
“What if you read them wrong? With all of our people counting on you…”


“The gods have set the stars and sun in motion,” Tiaa
replied, with assurance. “They move across the sky in their appointed orderly courses,
tracing the same paths year after year. Or nearly the same paths,” she
corrected herself. “All I have to do is keep track of them.” She looked at the
boulder, skeptically. “At least the sun and stars will move as they should as
long as our people don’t anger the gods.”


Nia laughed. “I guess its up to the two of us to make sure
our people keep them happy. I see you’ve been making pottery for the festival. I
hope its fine enough to appease the gods if my cow is inadequate.”


Clay indeed caked Tiaa’s hands and forearms and knees, light
against her sun–browned skin. She assumed more was smudged on her cheeks and
brow, and in her hair. “I’m making dozens of jars to bury with your cow. Half
will be filled with blood, half with milk.”


“They’ll be black topped?” he inquired.


“Yes. Only the very best for the gods.”


Making pottery was Tiaa’s passion. Her mother, Maia, had started
teaching her when she was three years old; Tiaa both keenly missed and felt
close to her whenever she shaped clay now. At first she’d done no more than
collect and clean the clay for her mother, making it usable. But one day Maia
had shown her how to flatten a lump to make a base, then how to rub more lumps
between her hands to make long coils, then how to press the coils one atop
another from the base upwards until she had constructed her first earthenware
jar. Though crude and rough and misshapen it had been her creation, and something
had awakened within her. From that day forward she’d been at her mother’s side
whenever she made pottery.


Pottery was too fragile and bulky to carry when bands left
the playa to graze their herds, except for that used by herdsmen to collect
milk and blood, and so, when they were traveling, women made new cooking pots
and bowls and platters and cups whenever they camped for a week or more. That
pottery was rough, porous, brownish or reddish in color, fired in open
bonfires, quickly blackened by soot from the cooking fires once they were put
to use, discarded when the band moved on. Tiaa, on the other hand, being
sedentary, never had to throw any of her pottery away. In fact, she was an
expert at mending broken pottery so it could be reused. Maia had taught her to
drill holes on each side of a break, to lace a leather thong through them, to
wet the thong so that when it dried it pulled the sides tightly together.


From her youth, because of her unparalleled skill, Maia had
been appointed by Alara to make the special bowls that were used to collect the
milk and blood that were offered during the rain festival, as well as the jars
that were buried with the cow that was sacrificed to the goddess. That pottery
differed from everyday ware – each object was more carefully crafted, its walls
thinner, surface smoother and burnished, more perfectly rounded, decorated perpendicularly
with red slip from its rim down. No woman from any of the other bands could
match the quality of Maia’s pottery, an immense point of pride for her.


Three years ago, shortly before Tiaa became a woman, Maia had
died giving birth to a stillborn boy a month before the rain festival. Alara
had subsequently turned to Tiaa, despite her youth, to produce the jars needed
to honor the cow goddess. Tiaa had labored cautiously, nervously, feeling the
pressure and weight of what was expected of her. Her first dozen attempts had
been disasters – half the jars exploded during firing, and the ones that
survived had been clearly inadequate. With less than a week to go until the
festival Alara had taken her aside, told her to clear her mind of everything
but the clay, told her to close her eyes and let her mother’s hands guide hers
as she shaped each vessel. To her amazement, Tiaa produced the finest jars she’d
ever made. But on the day before the festival, as she was removing the last of
the dozen jars from the fire pit, it slipped from her fingers and dropped rim
down in a pile of hot ash. Tiaa was mortified – she’d been tasked with
delivering a dozen jars, and there was no time to replace this last one. She
was certain it was ruined. She trembled with the fear that her failure would
anger the goddess and call down wrath on the people. As Tiaa waited for the ash
to cool she prayed to the falcon god that the rim had not cracked or chipped.
When she finally summoned the nerve to pick the jar up she saw that the rim was
whole, but the top half of the jar was circled by a wide band of black,
contrasting with its polished red body. Grimly, she’d placed the jar in a net along
with the others and carried her vessels to Alara. Red–faced, she’d placed them
in a row on the ground before him, expecting angry chastisement. Instead, to
her surprise, he’d congratulated her for the exceptional beauty of that particular
vessel.


The next few months, after the other bands left to roam the
savannah, Tiaa experimented with her new double–firing technique until she
learned how to create a black band of desired width every time. Now, every
ceremonial jar or bowl she made was in that style. In the spirit of her
ancestor Qenna, who’d shared his knowledge of the sun and stars with others, she
hadn’t kept her discovery to herself, but had taught women in the playa’s other
bands her technique. Still, none had been able to match her skill, then or now.
Her pottery was the most beautiful and sought after on the savannah.


“I finished forming my jars today,” Tiaa said. “They’ll dry
until they reach the consistency of leather – won’t take but a few days in this
heat. Then I’ll shape them with sherds of broken pottery and burnish them with
smooth stones. The day after that I’ll fire them.” She ran her hand across the
boulder, traced a groove with her fingertips. The rough surface was hot from
the sun, almost like the warmth generated by an actual cow. Perhaps this image
would satisfy the goddess. It had to. Tiaa addressed Nia. “I’m off to the playa
now to clean up.”


Nia picked up his rock. “And I’ve got a lot of work to do. Meet
you at our usual place tonight?”


“Of course.” Tiaa turned and made the long walk to the
distant water, accompanied the whole way by the sound of Nia’s steady pounding.


 


 


***


 


 


The rains arrived on the very day Tiaa and Alara had predicted.
Thereafter, mighty storms moved across the land from west to east between mid–morning
and evening nearly every day for the next two months, accompanied at times by
torrential sheets of water, fierce winds, crashing thunder, brilliant bolts of
lightning. Great muddy rivers churned through the previously bone–dry gullies
and wadis that crisscrossed the savannah and discharged into the playa with a
roar, raising its level precipitously. Almost overnight, it seemed, the surrounding
savannah exploded with green. Shoots of tender grass appeared in the mud, relentlessly
seeking the sun for the few hours it was visible each day. Buds appeared on
trees and unfurled into leaves. Within a month all the stones of the calendar
circle had disappeared beneath the playa’s surface; within two only the top
halves of the lines of megaliths remained to reflect in the water.


Except for the herdsmen, most people huddled in their huts during
the storms, trying their best to stay dry. Nia continued to shape his cow, ignoring
the weather. During the brief periods of sunshine Tiaa baked bread and malted
grain and brewed beer and cooked savory stews from Alara’s portion of the game
brought in by the band’s hunters. The rest of the time she made pottery under a
screen of reeds, the clay taking many more days than usual to dry in the
humidity. Every evening Tiaa joined the other girls and women of the bands and
bathed in the recharged playa, splashing, singing, reveling in the cool fresh
water. But Tiaa noted with concern that the rains were not as plentiful as the
year before; when they finally ceased the playa was still several feet shy of the
previous year’s shoreline.


Throughout the rainy season the patriarchs gathered at
Alara’s fire every evening, as was their custom. Tiaa waited on them as they
debated and discussed the day’s issues. As far back as anyone could remember, Alara
had been the undisputed leader during the months the bands resided at the
playa, and so the patriarchs and family heads looked to him to arrange their
lives. He resolved disputes that had arisen between them – Anen and Iny in
particular seemed always to be disagreeing about something. Tiaa supposed their
desire to succeed Alara was at the root of it. Alara facilitated between
patriarchs the joining of their respective women and men, which took place annually
at the conclusion of the festival. He told them how much fodder to expect the
following day to feed their animals and, once the grass finally started to
grow, where each band’s herd was to graze, and for how many days, and which
stretch of the playa they should use to obtain water. Tiaa remained as unobtrusive
as possible during the impromptu councils, but she listened carefully to every
word that was uttered, trying to learn as much as possible for future reference
given what Alara expected of her. 


As Tiaa studied the men gathered around the fire she hoped
Alara was correct in his belief that these powerful men would accept her
predictions when it came time for them to call on her to keep their families
alive. Her own father, Pashedu, believed a woman had no use beyond cooking and
gleaning and raising babies and keeping her man’s bed warm. Every patriarch,
and man for that matter, that Tiaa knew felt exactly the same. Even Nia leaned
that way, though he wasn’t as bad as most. There was no question it would be an
uphill battle for her to overcome their prejudices, to convince them to set
aside their natural inclination to ignore what a woman had to say, even if it
was for the common good. But, as Alara had noted, they wouldn’t really have a
choice. Only she would have the knowledge they needed. She whispered a prayer
to the falcon god that he would grant these men the wisdom, when the time came,
to realize that her only concern was the welfare of the people, not to
challenge them, and to take to heart the advice she would give.
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The first day of the rain festival finally arrived, three
months after the rains began to fall. By then, except for a few isolated
showers, the storms had ceased and the savannah grass rippled knee–high and
green in the wind.


Tiaa had spent those months accompanying the women and girls
as they foraged for fruits and vegetables and even honey along the shores of
the playa and on the nearby savannah. Most of the time she left camp at dawn
and returned at sunset, or even earlier if she managed to fill the pouches slung
over her shoulders and the reed basket balanced on her head. She spent one
entire week with a group that journeyed a dozen miles from the playa to an area
that was always so rich in resources that many years earlier her people had
established a camping place there replete with clay storage bins. It had taken
her and the other women five days to completely fill those bins, and several
trips each back and forth over several days time to convey all the vegetables
to the playa. She’d even accompanied a group of hunters two day’s journey into
the savannah to an outcropping of rock beside a small pool where aurochs came
to drink, waiting silently with the men in ambush, butchering select cuts of
meat and stripping the hides from the beasts they slew and helping transport everything
back to the playa.


One week ago everyone in Alara’s band had begun pulling up
by the roots the long grass that would serve as cattle fodder the following
year. Tiaa had overseen the hauling of that fodder to a sheltered spot in one
of the wadis where it would be safe from moisture, ensuring enough was stored
to meet the needs of all the bands during the next dry season. That same week men
and boys and women from the other bands had begun swarming across the plains
from sunup to sundown, pulling wild sorghum up by the roots and carrying it
back to their camps. Soon it would be threshed – cattle would trod upon it to
separate the grains from the stalks – and then divided among the families to
sustain them until they left the playa and began to travel the savannah once
more.


A little before sunset on the first evening of the festival Alara
led everyone in a solemn procession to a cluster of megaliths standing on the
west shore of the playa. Each megalith was a memorial to a patriarch who had
wielded great influence during his lifetime. All of them faced north, towards
the stars that never set at night, their tops slightly rounded like a man’s
shoulders. The megaliths were on a slight rise that lined one side of a major
wadi that disgorged much of the water from the savannah into the playa, an
ideal location for this particular festival. It was the most important of the
year, a chance for the people to thank the goddess for sending the life giving
rains and beg her to send them again next year, and so everyone was dressed in
their finest. In his right hand Alara carried a long wooden herdsman’s crook,
to signify that he was the shepherd of his people. In his left he bore a
ceremonial knife with a long serrated flint blade. Two ostrich plumes decorated
his brow, and a lion’s pelt was draped over his shoulders, the paws dangling on
his chest. As always, he wore the falcon talisman around his neck; it glittered
in the fading sunlight. The water to his right shone gold and orange and
yellow, reflecting the colors of the sky. Behind him, his son Aahotepre led a young
bull by a rope. Behind Aahotepre walked Tiaa and twenty–three girls, each wearing
a brand–new blindingly–white linen skirt, each carrying a large bowl with a
black–topped rim, all of them the work of Tiaa’s hands.


Next came two dozen patriarchs leading their finest goats and
lambs, sacrifices for the cow goddess. They were followed by a large group of women,
all wearing linen skirts, all swaying rhythmically and chanting ancient songs
and clapping their hands in time, bracelets of colored stones and bone beads
rattling on their wrists. Behind them came a dozen men bearing lighted torches,
for night would fall during the upcoming ceremony. They were trailed by the
rest of the people. When Alara reached the largest megalith he positioned
himself beside it, facing everyone, his back towards the playa. It was, Tiaa
knew, the megalith that commemorated the legendary Qenna, and this very spot
had been used for this opening portion of the festival for the past eight
generations. A shiver ran down her spine; she had the feeling that Qenna’s very
spirit was with them, watching her in particular, participating in this
celebration.


Aahotepre wrestled the bull to a halt in front of Alara. Tiaa
and the girls moved to Alara’s right, the patriarchs and their animals to his
left, all except Tiaa carefully keeping a safe distance from the mysterious
stones. The torchbearers positioned themselves behind the girls. The people
fanned out in a great semicircle on a rise of ground opposite Alara. Watching
them file into place, Tiaa reckoned there to be less than two hundred people, a
score fewer than the year before. Some of the bands had indeed not returned to
the playa this year. She wondered if they’d migrated to the valley, or farther
north or south on the savannah.


Tiaa noted her sister and female cousins staring at her with
hostility, as usual; they were jealous of her prominent place in the ceremony
and the influence she wielded at the playa in general. The boys in the crowd,
on the other hand, were trying to outdo each other to garner her attention. That
was nothing new; Tiaa had been told often enough that she was the most beautiful
girl in all the bands. But the ceaseless flattery had long ago become tiring.
So she ignored them all, focusing instead on the ritual.


Alara signaled. Nia and his father Iny – in his mid–forties,
he was the oldest of the patriarchs after Alara – came forward. Nia bent and expertly
and quickly tied the bull’s hind legs together with a rope of twisted cow hair,
after which Iny secured the front legs. With a great push they flipped the bull
onto its side. It bellowed and thrashed about in a panic. Iny threw himself on
the bull’s hindquarters and Nia sprawled across its flank, restraining it as
best they could. Alara handed Aahotepre the flint knife. Aahotepre squatted
behind the animal’s head. Tiaa knelt facing the bull, placed her bowl beside and
partially under its neck. She looked into eyes wild with terror.


Alara’s eyes swept the crowd. “Tradition tells us that our
ancestors set out from the river valley onto the unknown western savannah
hundreds of years ago, drawn by tales of a vast bountiful land that their
ancestors had once roamed before it turned to desert. They did not know what
they would find. But they brought with them a gift, a gift given to our people
by the goddess – cattle. Those cattle represented a reliable source of milk and
blood and meat during the times our people could find no game to hunt or water
to drink. Because of cattle our ancestors went forth into the unknown without
fear. That we are here today, and have prospered, is due to the cow goddess,
whom we honor in this festival.” Alara raised his eyes and hands and crook to
the heavens. “Goddess, we thank you for the rains you have sent to fill the
playa and bring us life once again. We thank you for the grain you have sent to
feed us, and the grasses you have provided to feed our cattle and sheep and
goats. We offer the choicest of our animals to you now.”


Normally, Aahotepre would have slit the bull’s throat with
one sure swift deep stroke. But this year the bull was simply to be blooded,
not slain. Aahotepre made a shallow cut. Bright red blood spurted into Tiaa’s
bowl, some spattering onto her thighs and belly and chest and forearms and
hands. Nia and Iny gripped the bull with all their strength to keep it as
immobile as possible. Tiaa held her bowl firmly against the bull’s neck so that
none of the liquid would spill onto the ground. When the bowl was full Tiaa rose
to her feet and moved back beside Alara, carefully cradling the vessel and its
precious contents with both hands. Aahotepre hastily applied a poultice to the
bull’s neck to stop the bleeding, then Iny untied it. The bull scrambled to its
feet and dashed off, bellowing.


The process was repeated for twelve sheep and eleven goats,
except that they were all slain – each patriarch who was offering the animal cutting
its throat, a girl from his band catching its blood. When all had been sacrificed
the procession reformed and Alara led everyone back to camp, the women singing
as before, the patriarchs now empty–handed, the bloodied girls proudly carrying
their bowls, the way lit by men holding aloft flickering torches. Upon arriving
in camp Tiaa and the girls placed their bowls inside a special hut; the blood would
be offered to the goddess tomorrow. Tiaa and the girls then returned to the
playa as a group to discard their skirts and ceremonially wash away the blood
that covered them all and then change into fresh loincloths. As she bathed, Tiaa
saw that a few men were already butchering the slaughtered animals beside the
megalith, their work lit by torches. Some were cutting the sheep and goats into
chunks that women would carry to camp and boil in great cooking pots throughout
the night for tomorrow’s feast. Others were slicing off and placing the beasts’
fat into clay jars for future use in cooking and making cosmetics.


The next morning Tiaa awoke a little before dawn in the hut
she shared with Alara and pushed aside the goatskin that covered her on her
reed sleeping pallet. She was excited; not only was today the festival, but it
was also her fifteenth birthday. She felt in the darkness for her loincloth,
put it on, moved quietly to the front of the hut so as not to disturb Alara, lifted
and slipped under the reed mat that covered its entrance. The stars were already
fading in the sky and a line of rose marked the eastern horizon. There was no
breeze at all; the surface of the playa a little to the north was perfectly
calm.


Thuit, Tiaa’s aunt, Aahotepre’s woman, was already preparing
breakfast for her family a few steps away. Tiaa lit her own fire of acacia
branches and cow dung and mixed together the ingredients for bread in a rough
brown earthenware bowl. She’d ground grain to flour several days before on the
flat grindstone located next to the hut. When the fire was hot enough she
shaped flat loaves and then slipped them into a makeshift oven of hardened mud.
While she waited for the bread to bake she used a flint knife to cut up tubers
and other vegetables gleaned from the savannah, placing the pieces in small
bowls, chatting with Thuit all the while. After removing the bread from the
oven, she set out cups enough for Alara and Pashedu and her younger sister
Mereret and her three younger brothers and filled them with beer she’d brewed
the day before. Then she took several ostrich eggshells and walked with Thuit to
the nearest of the camp’s three wells and filled them with water. They had to
wait a bit for their turns; she and Thuit weren’t the only women stirring at
this hour. Tiaa and Thuit returned to the band’s camp and set their shells’ rounded
bottoms into hollows in the ground just as family members began trickling one
by one from Aahotepre’s and Pashedu’s huts. Alara was the last to emerge, and Tiaa
helped him to his seat among the others ringing the cluster of bowls and
eggshells and cups of beer and platters of bread that she’d arranged a short
distance from the fire. Alara bade Aahotepre and Pashedu good morning, then
plucked a bit of fruit from one of the bowls with his fingers and raised it to
his lips, the signal that everyone could begin eating. In only moments, it
seemed to Tiaa, the bowls were emptied. After, she and Mereret cleaned up the
vessels their family had used. Her chores done, Tiaa went into Alara’s hut to
get ready for the festival.


Her few belongings were stored in a single leather
container. Tiaa extricated a small limestone palette and a smooth quartz pebble
from within the container, then a small sealed cattle horn. She opened the horn
and fished around for a small lump of red ochre, placed it on the palette, then
ground it to powder with the pebble. A small ivory container – it had belonged
to her mother – held a bit of fat, and she put a small amount of it into a
beaker. She carefully brushed the ground ochre from the palette into the
beaker, then mixed the ochre and fat into a paste using a bird’s wing bone. With
her index finger she lightly smeared the paste on her lips and cheeks.


Tiaa next pulled from the container a small leather pouch
that held all of her jewelry She removed the pieces and laid them in a row on
her pallet. She selected a necklace of brightly colored shells that some trader
had brought to the playa from the eastern sea years ago, when Alara was young –
some white and rounded with stripes and swirls of yellow and brown and pink,
some tubular, some conical, some shiny elongated ovals – and draped it around
her neck. The necklace had once been her mother’s too. She selected several shell
bracelets for each wrist; the shells clacked pleasantly against each other when
she moved. Finally, she took out a bright white linen loincloth she’d woven for
this occasion and put it on. Done, she smiled, satisfied. She knew she’d turn
heads today.


As they had the prior evening, at midday everyone processed to the west shore of the playa, this time to where Nia’s sandstone cow waited
in the center of the wadi. The rise on the wadi’s west was topped by bright
limestone slabs, each marking a tumulus that covered a previously sacrificed
cow or bull. Tiaa walked directly behind Alara, carefully carrying a large
black–topped jar of bull’s blood filled from the bowl she’d collected it in yesterday.
The jar was one she’d made especially for this purpose. More girls trailed her,
five carrying jars filled with blood, six with milk obtained that morning. The
milk and blood were important components of today’s ceremony.


Everyone wore new loincloths and kilts and skirts, and had
adorned themselves with necklaces and bracelets and girdles, and headbands of
carnelian and turquoise and agate and shells and ivory. This procession was
more joyful than that of the previous evening, for this second day of the
festival was for celebrating, not slaughtering. The stone cow stood in isolated
splendor, more a hint of a beast in its subtle shaping and polishing than a
realistic portrayal, and because of that, Tiaa thought, more powerful and
magnificent and sacred. Nia had indeed created an offering suitable for a
goddess. Given the stakes for her people, Tiaa couldn’t have been more pleased.
A dozen yards to its west the grave that was to be its resting place gaped atop
the rise.


Alara stopped beside the cow and, as before, everyone fanned
out around him. After the people were settled he raised his hands for silence,
the right grasping his wooden crook. He beckoned Nia forward.


“Nia created this cow from a boulder of sandstone,” Alara
cried. “We patriarchs believe this image of a cow is the same as a living cow, and
just as pleasing to the goddess. Because it is made of stone it will rest in
its grave forever – whole, unblemished, an eternal offering to encourage the
goddess to continue blessing us and our descendants who call this playa home with
rain for all time.”


Nia, standing on the opposite side of the cow, beamed with
pride. His eyes caught Tiaa’s and he smiled.


She smiled back. But she hoped this stone cow didn’t have
the opposite of its intended effect and anger the goddess. The goddess surely
knew what was in men’s hearts, and that this cow was actually a symbol of the patriarchs
refusal to slaughter any of their own cattle to honor her. If she held that
against the patriarchs, all of Tiaa’s people would suffer.


At Nia’s direction several men encircled the cow with two long
thick ropes of braided cow hair. Earlier that morning Nia had dumped numerous jarfuls
of water onto the ground between the cow and its grave, making it slick. Alara signaled.
Two groups of strong men lined up and seized the ropes. Women and girls flanked
them and began clapping their hands to set a rhythm. The men started pulling. Slowly,
the cow began to slide across the wadi towards its grave. The men strained
mightily, their muscles bulging, rivulets of sweat coursing down brows and arms
and chests and backs. The women broke into song. The cow slipped ever closer to
the grave. At the foot of the rise fresh men replaced the first group. For them
the task was even harder, movement up the rise measured in hard–fought inches. After
what seemed to Tiaa an eternity the cow finally reached the lip of the grave.
The men paused for a moment and collected themselves. Nia shouted a command.
With one last mighty tug the cow tumbled into its eternal home.


Alara hurried forward, followed by Tiaa and the girls and
the patriarchs. She saw that, miraculously, the cow had landed right side up on
the clean sand that filled the bottom of the grave. Tiaa set down her jar of
blood. Her father and Aahotepre each took hold of one of her arms, then lowered
her into the narrow grave. There was just enough room between the cow and the clay–lined
wall of the grave on the right side for her to move about; on the left side the
cow’s flank pressed tightly against the wall. Looking up, all Tiaa could see was
blue sky and a few faces peering down at her. The cow was at least a foot
taller than her, the grave’s lip two. Pashedu knelt and handed the jar of blood
down to Tiaa and she reached up on tiptoe and took it from him. Then, slowly,
she poured the blood over the cow, starting at the head and ending at the hindquarters.
When the jar was empty she set it down on the sand beside the cow’s flank,
proudly; it would remain with the cow for eternity, part of the offering. She
felt as if a piece of her would always be here as well, honoring the goddess.
Five girls then handed down jars of blood in turn that Tiaa carefully emptied, then
six more gave her jars of milk. When she’d drenched the cow with the last of
the milk Pashedu and Aahotepre pulled her out of the grave. Tiaa was dripping blood
and milk from her shoulders to the bottom of her feet. She wore the mess as a
badge of honor.


Using the wide shoulder blades of large animals as tools, men
pushed the dirt that had been excavated from the grave and mounded on its
western edge back into it, covering the cow entirely, piling the excess on top.
Almost a dozen megaliths of various size lay adjacent to the grave, on its north
and south ends. After a brief rest, the men pulled them into place, setting
them upright in a pattern specified by Alara, sealing the grave beneath them forever.
By the time the men finished they were parched and exhausted and dripping with
sweat, and quickly and greedily drained jars of water carried to them by
several girls.


While Tiaa went to the playa to bathe, everyone else returned
to camp. By the time she rejoined her friends, wearing a clean loincloth, a noisy
celebration was well underway. Tiaa was raucously welcomed by the group already
surrounding Nia, for he and she were among the most popular of the young people
at the playa. Tiaa could tell their friends were basking in the glow of the
favor they presumed the stone cow and pottery had earned the two from the
goddess. Tiaa set to feasting along with the others from platters overflowing
with choice cuts of the goats and sheep that had been offered the day before, and
fruits and tubers and vegetables the women had gathered, and freshly baked bread.
She and the rest drained jar after jar of beer, becoming more jovial as each
was emptied. After the food came games – footraces, shooting contests, swimming
races and more. Tiaa was at Nia’s side the entire time, urging him on in the
various competitions. She thought he’d never looked so strong and handsome.


There was more feasting at sunset, and music, and then came
the moment that many of the young people had been eagerly awaiting for months. The
individual bands consisted of extended families, so that men and women had to
look elsewhere for suitable partners to start families of their own. This
coming together of the bands at the playa for the rainy season was when they
found them. And so the last day of the festival was a time of both great joy
and great upheaval for everyone, a day when newly–joined women left their birth
families and went to dwell with the bands of their men. Thus was the continued
existence of the people of the playa assured, as well as the mixing and
integration of the bands’ different traditions, carried by the women to their
new homes. This year was no exception. Alara blessed with the talisman many new
couples this day, some girls just turned twelve and yearning already for
motherhood, others, older, whose partners had died during the past year. Among
the first group was one of Tiaa’s cousins. Tiaa knew she’d spent the entire
time since the last festival sleeping with a fertility emblem tucked beside
her, hoping for this very day. She wanted a child in the worst way.


Tiaa and Nia slipped away from the celebration together at
sunset. For hours afterwards they lay in each other’s arms in the lush grass on
the north shore of the playa, watching the full moon rise and move across the
sky, so bright it washed out the nearby stars, so bright they could see each
other clearly. For Tiaa the time was both pleasurable and bittersweet. In a
month, she knew, nearly all the patches of foodstuffs within a reasonable
walking radius of the playa would be exhausted, completely gleaned by the women
and girls, and so the bands would go their separate ways, back to their own
territories, seeking fresh sources of food for themselves and rich pastures for
their herds. Nia would leave the playa then, and she would stay.


Nia gently brushed Tiaa’s cheek with his hand and leaned
over and kissed her. “I’m going to miss you so much.”


“I’ll miss you too. But we’ll be together again next year,
before the rains fall. It’s only eight months.”


“If I were older I’d have asked Alara to let me be joined
with you today,” he declared.


“And Grandfather would have turned you down.”


Nia stiffened. “Because I’m not important enough? Not a
patriarch? Oh, yes, Tiaa, I know how many of them want to be joined with you. Even
my own father.”


Tiaa laughed gently. “You know my heart, Nia. You’ll always
have it – not some patriarch.”


Nia’s eyes glittered in the moonlight. “Then let’s run away,”
he hissed. “Tonight.”


“And go where?” Tiaa asked practically.


“Does it matter? The savannah is vast. No one would ever
find us. Or we could go to the river valley.”


“You know my place is here,” Tiaa gently chided. “I have a
duty to our people – to read the stars and sun and keep them alive. I can’t run
away from that.”


“I couldn’t stand it if your grandfather gave you to someone
else,” Nia complained.


“He won’t,” Tiaa assured him. “I’ll make my own choice –
when I’m ready. Controlling my own destiny is one of the benefits of succeeding
Grandfather as the falcon god’s chosen one.”


“Why wouldn’t you choose a patriarch, then?” Nia demanded.
“Your position at the playa would be assured.”


“Perhaps I’d rather be the woman of a man favored by the
gods,” Tiaa said coyly.


“Favored by the gods?”


Tiaa saw sudden understanding spread across Nia’s face.


“If the goddess brings us ample rain next year because of my
stone cow, won’t that prove I have her favor?”


“Exactly!” Tiaa exclaimed.


“Then your grandfather will have to give you to me.”


Tiaa pulled Nia to her, kissed him. “So, you see, our fates
are entwined, in your hands and the hands of the gods.”


 


 


***


 


 


When Tiaa awoke the next morning in the hut she shared with Alara,
he was dead.


She discovered him cold and lifeless just before dawn. Numb
with grief she stretched out beside him, lay her head on his shoulder, draped
an arm across his chest, sobbed. She’d loved him as she’d never loved anyone
except her mother. He’d taught her, believed in her, chosen her, favored her, relied
on her. She didn’t know what she was going to do without him. In that instant
she realized that the awful responsibility of keeping the people of the playa
alive had just fallen squarely on her shoulders. To know she’d have that
responsibility one day, to be trained for it, was one thing. To actually have
it was another. She’d never expected it to be such an immediate crushing
fearful burden. But there was no escaping it now. She tried to collect her
thoughts, stiffen her resolve, as the various camps came to life all around her.
She heard laugher and conversations and grumbling and shouts and smelled the
smoke of many fires, heard the distant bawling of cattle. Shafts of sunlight began
filtering through cracks in the hut’s walls to dispel the gloom, and still she
held Alara. After a long time she got to her knees, leaned forward, kissed him
one last time. Gently, she slipped the talisman from around his neck and, after
a moment’s hesitation, put it around hers. There was no going back now. The talisman
lay cold and heavy against her chest, as if it too shared her sorrow. Tiaa
stood and began keening, heartbroken.


Her father and Aahotepre were the first to rush into the hut,
followed by her aunt and cousins. The women took one look at Alara’s lifeless
body and joined Tiaa’s keening. Tiaa saw Aahotepre’s eyes narrow as he caught
sight of the talisman around her neck, and she knew she’d been wise to remove
it when she had. A moment later patriarchs began to crowd into the hut, taking
up all the room, forcing the women to depart. Tiaa stubbornly refused to leave.
She didn’t miss the glances the men cast her way – some covetous, some
calculating, some fearful. They were all dependent on her now, she knew. In the
twinkling of an eye, it seemed, her status at the playa had markedly changed. She
was in control of her future now. Her destiny was her own to decide.


Eventually the men departed. Aahotepre took with him all of
Alara’s lion skins and his other symbols of authority, his eyes challenging
Tiaa to try to stop him. He was clearly asserting his precedence over the other
patriarchs and she couldn’t have cared less. Besides, she had the talisman,
which was what Alara had truly desired to pass on to her, and that she would
never yield. The patriarchs’ women quickly streamed in, comforted Tiaa, helped
her wash Alara’s body and dress him in his finest loincloth. Around his neck
Tiaa placed every one of his necklaces, and on his brow she bound his ostrich
feathers.


At midday the patriarchs loaded Alara’s body onto a rude
litter and carried it from his hut and headed north, skirting the west end of
the playa. Aahotepre led the way, with Iny and Anen bearing the front corners
of the litter and two others the rear. Pashedu walked directly behind, followed
by the rest of the men. Tiaa and the other women and girls trailed them,
keening, bending often to grab handfuls of dust and throw them on their heads.
Tiaa’s face was soon covered with mud from the dust that mixed with her tears.
Nearly everyone in the procession had a pouch slung over his or her shoulder
containing offerings for the grave, for Alara had been an important man and
deserved a fitting Afterlife. It was heart–wrenching for Tiaa as the procession
moved past the lines of megaliths; she couldn’t help recall the hundreds of
nights she’d spent among them with her grandfather, talking, learning, watching
the sky. She saw the stela that commemorated Qenna, promised herself to erect
one near it to commemorate Alara for, except for Qenna, her grandfather had been
the most influential and longest–lived patriarch of all. She continued with the
others past the hillock with the calendar circle, up the wadi lined with cattle
burials, then turned west onto the savannah.


A hundred yards from the wadi was a low jumble of sandstone
boulders nearly hidden by the waving grass, the playa’s burial ground, and Aahotepre
led everyone to it. It was a too–familiar spot to Tiaa. Her mother lay here,
and grandmother, and many of her friends and relatives. Most rested in communal
pits – the bodies and bones of those who died during the annual sojourn on the
savannah were carried back by their bands and buried here together each year – that
ceremony was the first and saddest gathering of the people after their return
to the playa.


But Alara was one of the rare individuals who had died at
the playa, and because of his role he rated a grave of his own. Aahotepre halted
beside a pit freshly dug amidst tall clumps of grass. It was lined with basket–like
mats woven from reeds, no doubt appropriated earlier in the day from numerous
huts in the camps. Aahotepre directed the others as they removed Alara from the
litter and laid him on his right side in the grave, his head facing west and
body pointing south, his knees flexed, hands placed in front of his face. That
Alara be positioned exactly this way was important for many reasons, Tiaa knew.
West was where the sun died each day, swallowed by the sky goddess, only to
emerge reborn from her mouth the following morning in the East. The flexing of
Alara’s body mimicked that of a baby in its mother’s womb, the position from
which it entered the world. Thus, this careful positioning assured that Alara
would successfully overcome death and his spirit would be reborn amidst the
undying stars.


Solemnly, Aahotepre arranged beside Alara a multitude of objects,
both his personally and others contributed by the various bands – necklaces of
fine stones, colorful shells, ivory bracelets, polished pebbles of chert and
agate and quartz, a small stone palette, beads of carnelian and agate and
chalcedony and limestone and diorite and gneiss and ostrich shell, a few chunks
of ochre, flint arrowheads, scrapers, knives, containers made of cattle horn,
bone tools, needles made from bird bones, Alara’s own well–used bow. Tiaa was
the last to place her items – a few of the small black–topped containers in
which she stored her cosmetics, and a set of her finest jars and bowls and
platters. When everything had been properly arranged the men pushed the dirt
they’d excavated back into the grave, and Alara was gone.


For hours afterwards, long after everyone else had returned
to their huts, Tiaa stood beside the grave, one hand clutching the talisman
that had been Alara’s for so long, praying to the falcon god to keep her grandfather’s
spirit safe. Now that he lay beneath the ground she felt even more fully the
weight of his passing. It was her duty to keep his people alive in the years to
come, to keep alive the tales he’d told around his campfire, to pass on to her
people the knowledge he’d passed on to her, to someday teach her own children
as he had taught her. She prayed she’d be equal to the task. She stood beside
the grave until night fell and stars winked into the sky. She spotted those
that never set, where her mother’s spirit resided, and now her grandfather’s.
She was glad that he wouldn’t be alone.


Many hours later, before setting out for camp to share in the
funeral feast, Tiaa swept her eyes one last time over the savannah where Alara
lay. Next year, when the rains came, the grass would grow tall once more and
cover his grave and erase every trace of his existence. Except in my heart,
Tiaa told herself fiercely. There you’ll live as long as I draw breath,
Grandfather. Then she turned towards camp, feeling as if she was leaving
part of herself behind.
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The sun peeked over the horizon. Tiaa noted its position
against the calendar stones, double–checked her calculation. This was her last
observation before tonight’s meeting with the patriarchs to officially predict
the coming of the rains by herself for the first time. She was torn by
conflicting emotions – she was supremely confident about the accuracy of the
message she would deliver, yet feared the reaction to the bad news she had no
choice but to convey.


Seven months had passed since Alara’s death and conditions
at the playa had measurably deteriorated in that time. The bands had as usual headed
off in the four directions to traverse their traditional grazing lands a few
weeks after he was laid to rest. They’d spent the next half year following
herds of oryx and gazelle and other large game animals that were grazing upon the
portions of the savannah that were recognized by every other band as their
territory, the men hunting, the women setting up and taking down a multitude of
temporary camps, endlessly gleaning the savannah for wild grain and plants and
tubers and fruits. Because each territory was fairly vast the bands had moved
in isolation across the endless plains, none encountering the others in those
months. As always, Tiaa’s band had remained behind at the playa, gathering the
last of the fodder into the storage area and then keeping watch over it.


Each day, as she gleaned at an ever farther distance from
the playa or set snares for waterfowl in the playa’s margins or brought down
small game with her bow, Tiaa thought about her grandfather. She missed Alara
terribly, both as her grandfather and her patriarch. Aahotepre had, as she’d
expected, already proven to be a far lesser man than his father, spending most
of his evenings scheming along with Pashedu about how to exert control over the
other bands once they returned to the playa. As Alara had warned, Aahotepre sought
power to enrich himself, not serve others. Tiaa did her best to stay out of his
way, knowing he hated her and had no regard for her opinions. Every evening she
sat beside her campfire – she continued to dwell in the hut she’d shared with
Alara, alone now – passing on Alara’s tales to her sister and brothers and cousins
– tales of the northern lake, and magnificent boats, and the introduction of goats
and sheep and cattle and emmer and barley – and about life at the playa,
stories featuring Qenna and Alara in particular. By day she walked the nearby
plains, studied the flora of the savannah and the playa and the water level in
the wells as Alara had taught her. To her consternation, the savannah had dried
out much sooner this year than the year before. So Tiaa wasn’t surprised when
the bands began trickling back and setting up their camps on the south shore of
the playa several weeks ahead of schedule. Their early arrival placed great
stress on the stores of fodder and the water remaining in the wells.


Dissension arose between the patriarchs and family heads even
before the last of the bands returned. Tiaa truly appreciated for the first
time just how important Alara had been to keeping peace between those men. In
the most significant incident, Iny and Anen nearly came to blows over whose
herd should graze where on the depleted savannah. Aahotepre attempted to step
in and settle the issue – he considered himself to be Alara’s successor, primarily
because he controlled the most essential person at the playa – Tiaa. To his
utter disbelief, both patriarchs ignored him. Iny and Anen also intended to gain
primacy at the playa and weren’t about to yield to Aahotepre in anything. In
fact, within days of their return each man set about garnering the allegiance
of the other patriarchs. The resulting dissension practically consumed everyone
at the playa as their supporters, evenly split between the two, argued in favor
of one or the other. As for Aahotepre, no one rallied to his cause.


Tiaa heard a soft step in the sand behind her. She turned,
saw Iny. She stiffened. She despised him almost as much as she despised
Aahotepre, in spite of the fact that Iny was Nia’s father and a patriarch. He
was a short man, the eldest of the patriarchs now that Alara was dead, his face
contorted in a perpetual scowl. He was brutal, domineering, prone to angry
outbursts when his commands were questioned. He was ambitious and cunning and
the second wealthiest man at the playa, as measured by cattle and sheep and
goats. He had a host of children, half by a younger woman he’d joined with
after his first had died. Most were sons – Nia among them – and they’d already given
him a dozen grandchildren. Tiaa knew Iny had pressed Aahotepre immediately
after Alara’s death to give her to him as his woman. She was certain Iny’s
objective had been to position himself to succeed Alara and control the bands
at the playa through her. Aahotepre had understood that as well, and refused,
believing as Iny did that control of Tiaa assured control of the playa. Little
did Aahotepre guess that Tiaa had no intention of being controlled by any man.
Alara’s death had given her power, and she intended to use it.


Iny wasted no time on niceties. “Can you really predict the
coming of the rains, girl?”


“Yes,” Tiaa said evenly. “Grandfather trained me to read the
stones and sun and stars. You know that. He told you patriarchs often enough.”


“And you truly know how to calculate how much fodder to cut,
and ration out, and how long the water in the wells will last?”


“Yes. The calculations last year were all mine. Grandfather
presented them as his own.”


“I want to know what you’re going to tell the patriarchs
tonight,” Iny said imperiously.


Despite his overbearing manner, there wasn’t much point to
not telling him. Gaining the information a few hours early would give Iny no
advantage. “The rains will begin falling exactly four weeks from today,” Tiaa
replied. “The water in the wells must be rationed or it will run out a week
before those rains arrive.”


“You’re certain?” Iny asked.


“I wouldn’t have said so otherwise,” Tiaa said sharply. The signs
were obvious – if you knew how to read them. The current water level was inches
below the line etched in the wall of the well that denoted there would be water
enough to last until the rainy season. “The fodder won’t last either,” she
continued. “Each patriarch will have to get by with a tenth less per day than
last year.”


“Impossible,” Iny muttered.


“As bad as this year is, next will be worse,” Tiaa added.
“I’ve performed the calculations. Based on the past several seasons, the water
in the wells will not be sufficiently replenished by the rains – unless the
goddess is overly generous. Less grass will grow to be cut for fodder. The bands
will return to the playa even earlier than they did this year. Our resources
will be strained past the breaking point.”


“Unless, as you say, the goddess is generous.”


“Yes. Overly.”


“Which she should be, since my son Nia carved the stone cow
that we offered to her. Didn’t Alara tell us that would guarantee the goddess’
blessing?”


“As you well know, Grandfather made no such guarantee,
Patriarch,” Tiaa corrected. “He substituted the stone cow because none of you
patriarchs would slay a real one. He hoped Nia’s cow would assuage the
goddess, and it might. But it might not. So we need to plan for the worst case.
That’s what we’re facing.”


“We?”


“It’s my responsibility to keep our people alive, just as
much as it is you patriarchs. That’s the burden Grandfather laid on me.”


“Suppose you’re right?” Iny asked. “And I’m not agreeing you
are. What would you have us do?”


Tiaa did not hesitate. “To solve the immediate problem, slay
enough animals that the rest can survive.”


Iny drew in his breath sharply.


“As for next year, some bands, if not all, must leave the
playa – head to the river, or somewhere else. The savannah hereabouts cannot
support all of us anymore.” Leaving was, Tiaa knew, the best course of action.
If all the bands left the playa there’d be no need for her or anyone else to
read sun and stars and stones. They wouldn’t need that knowledge to survive.
Then she wouldn’t be a prize coveted by Iny and Anen or any other patriarch.
She’d be free to join with Nia and live the rest of her life in obscurity,
emerging only to lead the celebrations that honored the gods. It would be a
good life.


Iny laughed. “Do you really expect the patriarchs to believe
such woeful predictions from you, Tiaa?”


“Why not? I’m Alara’s successor,” she bristled.


“You’re an unproven girl.”


Tiaa stiffened. “I know what I’m doing.”


“So you say.”


“I guess we’ll see, Patriarch.” Tiaa rose in a huff.


“You have so much to learn, girl,” Iny said condescendingly.
“Whether you’re right or wrong about our situation is irrelevant. Your words
will sway no one.”


“Whose will, then?” Tiaa snapped. “Yours?”


Iny smiled. “The patriarchs of half the bands are beholden to
me. If I tell them to ignore your predictions, they will.”


“You’d undercut me?” Tiaa asked in disbelief. “You’d put
everyone’s lives at risk to suit your own purposes?”


“Of course I would,” Iny said smugly. “As would Anen, or
Aahotepre, or even your father if he had any standing whatsoever.” He leaned
close. “I could just as easily support you, Tiaa.” His eyes narrowed. “I will –
if you agree to join with me.”


Tiaa was hardly surprised by Iny’s offer. She was the key to
power at the playa. He’d pressed Alara and Aahotepre for her for that very
reason. Iny was so predictable. “What about Reptynub? Have you forgotten she’s your
woman, the mother of your younger children?”


“So?”


“Shouldn’t you be content with her? No man on the playa has
two women.” Tiaa shook her head. “Besides, Aahotepre will never allow it. Don’t
doubt that my uncle plans to take Grandfather’s place and rule the playa by using
me the same way you would.”


“He’ll fail,” Iny said. “No other patriarchs support him. Only
Anen and I have positioned ourselves to rule at the playa. I assure you I will
defeat Anen, for I will have you at my side.” Iny’s eyes bored into
Tiaa’s.


“You won’t,” Tiaa snapped. “There’s absolutely no reason for
the patriarchs to doubt me. Alara trained me, and they all know it. Every one
of you needs me to keep your families and animals alive. That makes me the most
important person at the playa, because only I can assure our survival – not
you, no matter how many patriarchs you control. So I won’t be joining with you
or anyone else until I’m good and ready. Neither you nor Aahotepre nor
my father can change that.”


Iny rose. “We shall see, Tiaa. We shall see.” With that he
turned and headed back towards his band’s camp.


Tiaa could hardly wait for tonight’s meeting to prove Iny wrong.


 


 


***


 


 


“Tell them what you told me, Niece,” Aahotepre commanded.


Every year, by tradition, a few weeks after the bands
returned to the playa, Alara called the patriarchs and family heads together to
make his predictions about the coming of the rains and the status of the wells
and stores of fodder. For as long as she could remember Tiaa had watched this
ceremony, so crucial to the well–being of her people, from the shadows. But
tonight she was the one standing front and center. She’d been eagerly looking
forward to the ceremony for months, for it would be her first opportunity to
serve her people, to help them thrive, to fully exercise the role Alara had
trained her for. She’d convinced herself, optimistically, that the falcon god
would open the patriarchs’ minds to her, and so had set any trepidation about
the ceremony aside. Until her conversation with Iny earlier in the day she’d
been supremely confident about the ceremony’s outcome – that the patriarchs
would believe her predictions and accept her advice. But now doubt tugged at
her. What if what Iny had claimed was true?


Tiaa steeled herself against the stares of the patriarchs
and family heads gathered in the space around Aahotepre’s fire. Half the men
were clustered around Iny, and half around Anen, the two groups ignoring each
other. Their eyes were hard in the flickering flames that first shadowed and
then turned their skin golden, every one that was turned upon her unexpectedly unfriendly
and challenging. Clearly, Iny and Anen had already sown seeds of doubt among
them. In her wildest dreams Tiaa had never imagined being thrust into such a
situation. Skepticism from the patriarchs, yes. But unabashed hostility? Never.
Well, if these men thought her some meek girl they could cow with their stares
they were greatly underestimating her. Alara had laid a sacred charge on her,
and the falcon god had chosen her, and she would act accordingly.


Tiaa kept her face a serene mask, exuded confidence. She
cried out in a clear, ringing voice that all could hear: “The rains will begin
falling exactly four weeks from today.”


In the past Alara’s prediction had been greeted with cheers,
and the subsequent drinking of much beer and a celebration that lasted long
into the night. But Tiaa saw only silent sullen disbelieving men before her. She
glanced briefly at Iny. He looked back smugly. He’d obviously spoken against
her to half the patriarchs. She dug her fingernails into her palms to control
her anger.


“Tell the rest,” Aahotepre commanded.


“The water in the wells must be rationed, or it will run out
a week before the rains arrive.”


“You can’t possibly know that!” a patriarch from one of the
lesser bands cried.


Tiaa noted many heads nodding, others bowed close together, whispering,
eyes blazing in her direction.


“Ask any of your women. They draw water every day. They
know.” Tiaa stared at each patriarch in turn. She knew none of them would stoop
so low as to consult or believe a female. She continued. “Fodder too will not
last. It must be severely rationed. You may have to slay the weakest of your
animals so the strongest have enough to eat.”


“And the rest,” Aahotepre ordered loudly as the mutterings
rose to a crescendo.


“The years to come will be worse,” Tiaa continued. “The
rains will not fully replenish the wells or the playa. There won’t be enough
new grass to support our herds. Our resources will be strained past the
breaking point.”


Voices were raised in alarm.


“If nothing is done, you’ll all lose sheep and goats. Many
cattle will die of hunger. You’ll have less blood and milk to nourish your
families.”


A few disparaging comments about her now, and angry
rebuttals, and sidewise glances. Sheep and goats were important, but cattle
were the true wealth of every band, standing between the people and starvation.


“Surely we can prevent this!” Anen cried, rising to his feet.


“Determine how many cattle and other beasts can be sustained
by the amount of fodder we’ll be able to store,” Tiaa said. She paused. “Slay
the rest.”


“Outrageous!” Anen shouted, glaring at her.


Few did not echo his cry.


“What would that gain us, girl? Slaying our animals would guarantee
less blood and milk,” Anen pointed out, loud enough to be heard over everyone
who was now talking at once. He addressed the men. “We should wait and see what
actually happens when the rains fall this year. The girl is young,
inexperienced, likely wrong. Who can say if Alara would have given the same
guidance? Tiaa’s solution to the problem she claims to foresee – which none of
us knows to be true – would surely ruin us. The goddess may take pity on us,
after all – bring an excess of rain, bring a bounty of new grass.” Anen turned
and stared at Iny. “Wasn’t that the point of the stone cow Nia carved last
year?”


Tiaa almost had to admire how Anen had just made Nia
responsible for a potential lack of rain and, by association, his father Iny.
She knew Anen wouldn’t have done so unless he believed her predictions. Tiaa
realized that Anen had just not–so–subtly positioned himself to benefit from
the crisis she and he and Iny all knew the bands were about to face. She saw
the scowl on Iny’s brow and knew he understood that Anen had just outflanked
him.


“Whether the cattle starve or we slay them, we will
be denied their use,” Tiaa insisted emphatically. Anen and Iny were playing games,
positioning themselves to succeed Alara. Her only concern was making everyone
believe their families were in danger.


“I won’t kill a single animal in my herd!” Anen exclaimed.
“Nor will I let anyone else touch my animals.” He dropped his hand to the hilt
of the flint knife tucked in the belt of his loincloth.


Anen’s herd was the largest and consumed more resources than
many others combined. Tiaa’s recommendation would hit him the hardest. She
realized Anen was willing to let many of his animals die to assure he defeated
Iny. Or, perhaps, he would slay the animals of others to protect his wealth. Iny
too. Were the strong about to turn against the weak? Would the people of the
playa be ripped asunder? How could she fight against that?


Tiaa shrugged her shoulders, as if Anen’s proclamation was
of no importance, trying to portray an assurance she scarcely felt. “If you won’t
reduce the size of your herds, you must instead reduce the number of people
dependent on the amount of milk and blood that will be available.”


“You’d have us slay people too?” a patriarch exclaimed, jumping
to his feet, spittle flying from his mouth.


This time it took several minutes for the men to quiet
enough that Tiaa could continue.


“Of course not,” she replied. “Not slay. Leave. Some of us
must voluntarily depart the playa for good, reduce the population. At least
three full bands. That will leave water and grass enough to support those who
remain, even with insufficient rainfall.”


“You’re serious!” a family head cried, as if the import of
her words was finally beginning to sink in.


“Yes!” Tiaa replied. “Do you think I’ve said any of this
lightly? You all know the old stories. Our people left the playa once when the
savannah turned to desert. Those days are returning.” She took a step forward,
earnest. “Bands have been departing the playa again since Alara’s grandfather’s
time. You all know that too.” Tiaa slowly scanned confused and angry and disbelieving
faces. “The more of you who depart now, the better for those who remain
behind.” Tiaa waded forward into the midst of the men, turning in a slow circle
as she talked, taking all of them in. “Hear me clearly, and believe. The playa,
the savannah, are drying out. For whatever reason, the goddess is not sending
the rains as she used to. You can continue to live here as your ancestors did
for a year, for five years, ten years, maybe even a generation. But every year
you’re going to be faced with this exact situation – too little fodder, too
little water, too many people and animals to support. Someday every one of you
is going to have to leave the playa for good. If you have any sense you’ll all
leave now. That way our people can remain together.”


“And go where? To the river?” Aahotepre scoffed.


“Why not? Once the savannah is newly greened there’ll be
enough grass for grazing the next few months. Your animals should travel well.”


“And water?”


“Grandfather told me that when he was a young man traders occasionally
followed the now–faint track that comes to us from the north. He spoke with
them all. Halfway between here and the river is an oasis with many deep pools
of sweet water. Before and after the oasis along the trail are regular
waterholes at the right intervals.”


“And the valley?” Aahotepre asked.


“There’s good grazing on the plateaus that line the river,
or so he was told. There’s plenty of foodstuffs to glean and animals to hunt in
the valley itself. And, anyway, the valley’s where our ancestors dwelt, before
they came here to inhabit the savannah and playa. It must be livable.”


Everyone was trying to be heard over everyone else now, the
sound practically a low roar. Tiaa moved back to stand beside Aahotepre. After
a time he tried to silence the men, waving Alara’s old shepherd’s crook about,
but no one paid him any attention. That’s a clear sign that the men at the
playa will never follow him, Tiaa thought with some satisfaction. She caught
sight of her father, sitting to one side, half–smiling; he was enjoying
Aahotepre’s fall from his imagined position of power too.


Then Anen turned to face the men allied to him and raised
his hands, and slowly a semblance of order was restored. He addressed
Aahotepre. “You expect us to believe this girl, whose ability to predict
anything is unproven, who would have us slay our animals and leave our homes?”
He turned back to the men. “Are any of you willing to put the lives of your
animals, your families, at risk based on her word? Are you willing to
abandon the lands of your fathers and traipse off into an unknown land based on
old secondhand tales?” He faced Tiaa. “I for one won’t,” he said scathingly. 


Surprisingly, to Tiaa, Iny remained seated, seemingly
unperturbed by what was going on around him. Based on his lack of reaction so
far tonight, she wondered if he’d conceded leadership to Anen. She saw the eyes
of his followers on him. It seemed they were wondering the same thing. After her
discussion with him this morning she was shocked.


“I can’t vouch for Tiaa,” Aahotepre interjected. He was obviously
trying to keep from joining Iny as another scapegoat for what was about to come.
“So what would you have us do, Anen?” 


“Dole out fodder as needed. Water too. Wait and see if
Tiaa’s prediction is correct. If the rains don’t fall as she says, then we’ll
ration the fodder and water. But not until then.”


Tiaa was incensed by Anen’s machinations and their certain
consequences. She refused to keep silent. “If we consume water at the usual
rate, unchecked, everyone here at the playa will die of thirst long before the
rains fall. You have to believe me!”


“Silence!” Anen thundered. “Your task is to predict, girl,
as suspect as your abilities are, not to lecture men who are more
experienced and know more about seeing to the welfare of animals and people than
you!”


How can anyone in his right mind follow Anen? Tiaa
wondered. Are they all blind?


“It’s agreed then,” Anen confirmed. “I myself shall take
charge of doling out the fodder and water from the wells. I don’t trust anyone in
Aahotepre’s band to do it.”


By which he clearly means me, Tiaa thought. Everyone
knew. Whatever power Grandfather had given her had just been taken from her.
Iny had been right about that too.


No one objected to Anen’s pronouncement. Shortly afterwards
the crowd began to disperse, a large group trailing after Anen, talking
animatedly, others drifting off in twos and threes. Tiaa sank to the ground,
bowed her head. Anen had just condemned many of her people to death. How she
wished her grandfather was still alive. He’d have been able to control the
patriarchs, convince them. Then none of what was about to happen would. When
Tiaa finally looked up only her father and uncle and Iny remained.


“I’ll have a word with you, Aahotepre,” Iny said.


Tiaa rose and retreated towards her hut.


“You’ll stay,” Iny said sharply. “What I have to say
concerns you.”


His command stopped her short. Tiaa caught her uncle’s eyes.
He nodded.


Tiaa moved within a few paces of Aahotepre and stood while
the three men seated themselves.


Iny addressed her. “Your family has predicted the rains ever
since the gods directed your ancestor to erect the megaliths. Correct?”


“Yes. Qenna. Ten generations ago.” Tiaa wondered why Iny was
asking a question he already knew the answer to.


“After tonight, thanks to Anen, do you suppose that anyone
is going to listen to what you have to say – ever?” Iny queried. “Even if
you’re proven right four weeks from now?”


“Because I’m a woman? They will if they have any sense,”
Tiaa snapped. “And you’re as much responsible for the patriarchs reaction as
Anen. You poisoned half of them against me.”


“As I promised.”


“Do you think anyone else would do better, making the
predictions? If you could even find a man who doesn’t fear the stones.”


“Stones are stones. The gods have nothing to do with them. That’s
what I believe.” Iny’s eyes narrowed. “I think you’re simply guessing when the
rains will start. I think you hope you’ll get lucky.”


“My predictions are not guesses. I guarantee they’re
accurate.”


“Which no one will pay any attention to.”


“We’re going around in a circle.”


“Perhaps,” Iny said. He turned to Aahotepre. “Anen is a
fool. Tonight proves it. He’s going to deplete the water and fodder to dangerous
levels, just as Tiaa said. And he knows it, too.”


“So you do believe me!” Tiaa exclaimed.


“Of course.”


“Then why didn’t you support me in front of the patriarchs?”
Tiaa asked, baffled.


“You know why. To force your hand.”


So I’ll join with you. “You’d let people and animals
die to get your own way?” she asked angrily.


“Just like Anen.”


Tiaa saw the confusion on Pashedu’s and Aahotepre’s faces.
Neither of them knew what she and Iny were talking about.


“Anen has more followers than me – right now,” Iny said. “So
he’s welcome to the position of controller of water and fodder that he took for
himself tonight. But once its clear that every patriarch’s animals and people will
starve and thirst because of his refusal to ration they’ll blame him and turn
to me. His attempt to pin the blame on Nia and me in advance because of the
stone cow – no one will remember it. Tonight Anen took the first step on the
path to his own downfall.”


“The flaw in your plan is that the wells will run dry
before the rains arrive,” Tiaa pointed out. “There’ll be no one left for you to
lead.”


“You’re a smart girl, Tiaa,” Iny countered. “No patriarch
draws water from the wells. Their women and girls do. Reptynub has confirmed
what you said about the water level. A word from you to the women and they’ll
use less, and their men will never know. The women do, after all, hold you in
awe because of the stones. As foolish as that is. They’ll follow any directions
you give.”


Tiaa nodded, relieved. She could keep the people, at least,
alive until the rains came.


“So you do believe Tiaa’s predictions have value!” Aahotepre
declared.


Iny shrugged. “Their true value is that they bring order to
the playa. So, Aahotepre, let’s get down to business. It’s important for Tiaa
to continue to make her predictions – however she actually does it. But we both
know no patriarch will ever listen to her. Anen and I have made sure of that. For
her predictions to be effective, they must be whispered to a patriarch who will
pass them on to the people as his own. That means Tiaa must be joined – now.”


“To you – making you the undisputed leader at the playa,”
Tiaa said scathingly.


Iny smiled.


“You?” Aahotepre cried, incredulous. “I control Tiaa. I’ll
proclaim her predictions from now on. The patriarchs will follow me.”


“They won’t,” Iny said calmly. “They’re all aligned to
either me or Anen. You know that. You saw it tonight. The best you can hope for
is to be allied to the new head patriarch. Me.”


“But you already have a woman!” Aahotepre said, shocked.


“And soon I’ll have two. When I’m in charge at the playa who’ll
stop me?” Iny’s eyes narrowed. “Tiaa and Reptynub will learn to coexist in my
hut.”


“I will not,” Tiaa averred.


“Sure you will. Besides, being my woman will give you
credibility again. Don’t tell me you didn’t enjoy being Alara’s shadow all
those years, and the influence it gave you. Don’t tell me you haven’t dreamed of
having grown men bend to your will.”


“If that’s what you think, you don’t understand me at all,”
Tiaa snapped. “All I want is to serve the people of the playa.”


Iny shook his head. “You crave power as much as I do, girl,
even if you won’t admit it to yourself. You’ll have less than you expected, wielded
through me instead of on your own, but enough to content you. You’ll be the
leading woman at the playa. Your word will be law.” Iny stepped to her, lifted
the talisman away from her neck with a stubby finger. “You’ll have anything you
desire. Things much finer than this trinket. The rest – Nia, Reptynub – doesn’t
matter.”


So he knew about her and his son. Tiaa blushed in spite of
herself. The future she and Nia had discussed was surely dead now. There would
be no joining for them. That Iny would so casually deprive his own son of what
he wanted most in the world was frightening. Tiaa began to tremble in spite of
herself. Iny was projecting his attitudes onto her. She had no desire for power
just for power’s sake. She simply wanted to serve. That he, craving leadership
at the playa, couldn’t see that service had driven Alara’s leadership was terrifying.
It did not auger well for the future of her people. And to be joined to Iny, a
man more than thirty years her senior, whom she knew to be a monster… She
supposed he might have to treat her better than he treated Reptynub and his
children, given her importance as the falcon god’s chosen one and his reliance
on her to make accurate predictions once he was the playa’s chief patriarch. But
she’d never love him.


“All that’s left is for us to agree on a price,” Aahotepre told
Iny greedily. “I’d say two dozen cattle and as many sheep is fair, considering
what you’re getting in return.”


Iny laughed, coldly. “You think you’re in a position to
dictate terms to me?”


“Tiaa’s mine to give,” Aahotepre spluttered.


“A girl whose ability to predict is unproven. Frankly, based
on what just happened this evening, she’s not worth anything to anyone right
now. Including you.”


“Yet you want her,” Aahotepre objected.


“If Tiaa’s prediction is correct, joining with her will
position me to lead everyone at the playa, give me the edge I need to take
precedence over anyone who would try to challenge me after Anen falls. But if
it’s not, no one will ever believe her again. She’ll be of no use to me at all.”
Iny shrugged. “I’ll have risked much and gained nothing. So here’s my offer –
I’ll give you half of what you asked for in total – I’ll even give you half of
those cattle and sheep tonight, as a sign of good faith. If the rains come as
predicted, you’ll announce on that day that Tiaa’s to be joined with me on the
last night of the rain festival. That night I’ll give you the rest of the
animals.”


“And if Tiaa’s prediction is wrong?”


“I’ll owe you nothing more. And she’ll spend the rest of her
life serving in my household, suffering for what she’s cost me.”


Tiaa had seen and heard of enough of Iny’s brutality to know
what that meant.


“And to more fully bind our bands together, you’ll join your
daughter Merneith to my son Nia at the festival, in either case,” Iny added.


Tiaa’s heart fell. Was there no limit to Iny’s cruelty? He
was only arranging the second joining because she loved his son.


“I agree,” Aahotepre said.


Tiaa couldn’t tell if her uncle hoped her prediction would
be right, or if he hoped she’d fail. In either case, she knew he’d be happy.


 


 


***


 


 


Four weeks to the day later, rain began to fall.


Standing in the center of the calendar circle, alone, Tiaa
raised her face to the large wet drops that were pattering all around her and
kicking up puffs of dust. Her pride at being correct was overwhelmed by the knowledge
of what having been correct was going to cost her.


 


 


***


 


 


That night the dream that was to disturb her sleep for years
to come visited Tiaa for the first time.


She saw an unfamiliar landscape – a broad river, a long
slope climbing to a high promontory, a sheer cliff face rising beyond it, a
tall flat–topped rock outcrop jutting skyward beside a dusty path. She saw
herself standing next to a man who was facing a crowd numbering in the
thousands. Dozens of men in that crowd held aloft long wooden poles, each
topped with the figure of a creature, some recognizable to Tiaa, most not. She
saw herself present the man with symbols of authority – a shepherd’s crook and
a flail. She saw herself bind two ostrich plumes on his brow. Their eyes met.
“This was your doing,” he said. Then he turned, and as one the crowd loudly and
enthusiastically acclaimed him.


Tiaa awoke in a cold sweat, her heart pounding. It was the
most vivid dream she’d ever had. Her grandfather had told her many times that the
talisman brought dreams – messages from the falcon god, he’d called them. He’d told
her they always came true. The dream he’d had about her and the mark on her
thigh proved it. That she had received this dream the very day she’d predicted
the rains would fall – a prediction that Iny had manipulated to his benefit – was
surely significant.


Tiaa sat up on her pallet, threw off the goatskin that
covered her, stood, began to stalk back and forth. Her head was suddenly pounding.
She pressed her hands against her temple. She tried to think, make sense of the
dream.


“This was your doing?” Does that mean I’m somehow going
to be responsible for making the man in my dream the patriarch of all those
people? For surely, since I was bestowing upon him all the trappings, he must
be a patriarch. Is that what the falcon god is actually calling me to do –
elevate that man? Is the god telling me that my destiny is no longer here, at
the playa, making predictions to keep my people alive? That’s what Grandfather
trained me to do, but he never guessed the patriarchs wouldn’t listen to me.
Are they ignoring me because they’re too stubborn to believe a woman, or
because the falcon god has hardened their hearts against me so that I’ll be
free to leave the playa without guilt in obedience to his call?


Tiaa was still pacing back and forth and pondering the
meaning of her dream when the first light of day fell upon her hut,
contemplating a future that was now unsettled in ways it hadn’t been when she’d
fallen asleep a few hours before. She had no idea what she was supposed to do
now. Leave the playa? If so, when? Should she train someone else to read the
sky and sun and stones first? That could take years, and it seemed pointless,
given the patriarchs’ attitude. More practically, how was she supposed to slip
away from the playa? Iny would certainly never let her go in peace, now that
she was promised to him. And how was she supposed to find the place in her
dream? It certainly wasn’t anywhere she’d ever been or heard of. How was she
supposed to find the man? How was she supposed to make him a patriarch over
thousands?


The sun was well up when, confused and undecided, Tiaa finally
got dressed. She stepped from her hut, clutched the talisman in her hand, raised
her eyes to the heavens. Guide my steps, o falcon god, she prayed. Show
me the way to do your will.


 


 


***


 


 


A month prior to the rain festival a group of weary dusty travelers
unexpectedly appeared at the playa, treading an ancient overgrown wisp of trail
that led from the far North and continued past the western edge of the playa. Tiaa,
returning just then to camp with a basket of tubers newly–gathered from the
playa’s western shore, spotted them. The group included three men, all in their
early twenties – one towered nearly a foot over his companions – and half a
dozen young boys. Everyone was heavily burdened with bulging leather pouches
and seemed exhausted. They stopped just beyond the outermost camp on the southwest
shore, close by several of the megaliths Tiaa used to sight the stars. The men
looked about uncertainly, conferred with each other, obviously unsure which
cluster of huts they should approach. The boys dropped their burdens and sank
to the ground in the shade of an acacia tree. Tiaa strode eagerly towards the
strangers, both excited and amazed. No outsiders had ever visited the playa in
her lifetime. That they had appeared so soon after the falcon god had called
her to leave the playa in her dream could hardly be a coincidence.


“I’m Tiaa,” she announced, coming to an abrupt halt just as
the tall man stepped from the midst of the strangers.


He smiled, revealing teeth white and even. “Ankhmare.”


Tiaa saw that his eyes were fixed on the long golden hair
that was softly cascading over and well below her shoulders. She assumed hair colored
like hers was no more usual at his home than it was here. As for her, she’d
never seen a man like Ankhmare before. She guessed he was seven or so years older
than her. He was quite pleasing to look at. His black hair was long and his
muscular body browned by the sun. He exuded an air of confidence. At six feet
he was half a foot taller than anyone Tiaa had ever met. Her head barely
reached his shoulder, and she was taller than every girl her age. He wore a
kilt of fine animal skin over an undergarment of linen, though both were thick
with dust from his travels, a heavy necklace of red and green jasper, and a
rope of bluish–green steatite beads around his waist. His earlobes were studded
with blue stones. His dark friendly eyes seemed to miss nothing as he scanned
his surroundings. He seemed energetic, restless, as if there was much to be
done and he couldn’t bear to waste a minute.


“Our leader is Iny,” Tiaa said. “I’ll take you to him.” It
felt strange for her to refer to anyone but Alara as leader, but Iny’s primacy was
fact now, recognized by everyone, thanks to his pending joining with her.


Ankhmare ordered the boys to stay where they were. Most were
already sprawled on their backs; none seemed inclined to move any farther. Ankhmare
and the two men piled their pouches atop the boys’, then followed Tiaa along
the playa’s southern shore, past clusters of huts towards Iny’s camp, which was
the centermost. Everyone stared as they passed; many, curious, fell in behind
as they made their way east. Iny’s camp was some fifty yards south of the
playa’s shore, facing it. Iny was seated in front of his hut on a stool,
waiting for them. He’d obviously already received word of the strangers’
arrival. He held Alara’s old shepherd’s crook in one hand and ostrich feathers were
bound on his brow. Ankhmare and his companions halted before him. Those who had
been following fanned out in a semi–circle behind them, many pointing and
whispering.


“Fetch the rest of the patriarchs,” Iny commanded.


Several had already joined him and were seated to his right.


Nia and one of his brothers immediately headed in opposite
directions into the camps. Nia didn’t so much as glance at Tiaa. They hadn’t even
spoken since Iny’s announcement that Tiaa was to be his and Merneith was to be
Nia’s. Being in each other’s presence was far too painful for either to endure.
In fact, Nia spent most of his time out on the savannah now, watching over
Iny’s cattle, specifically so he wouldn’t have to encounter her. That he was in
camp today was unusual.


Tiaa immediately fetched cups and a jar of beer from the
side of Iny’s hut. By making herself useful she hoped Iny would let her remain
at his side so she could hear what the strangers had to say. Perhaps they could
shed light on the location she’d dreamed of, assuming it lay somewhere in the
North. She poured beer for Iny, then for each of the visitors in turn. They all
drank, the strangers quickly, for they were obviously parched. Tiaa refilled their
cups twice each. Then she barked orders to several of Iny’s daughters who were standing
at the edge of the growing crowd facing Iny. “You – bring cups for the
patriarchs. You – take beer to the boys waiting beyond camp.”


Reptynub cast a hateful glance at Tiaa, no doubt feeling her
authority was being usurped and not pleased that the usurper was ordering her
daughters about. But she’d learned long ago never to cause a scene in front of
Iny. “Do as she says!” she snarled at her daughters. “Quickly!”


When everyone had gathered, the patriarchs to either side of
Iny, he nodded.


“I’m Ankhmare. These are my cousins Piye and Raia. They and my
nephews – their sons – and I have traveled here from far in the North, hoping
to trade with you. We’re from Badari, a settlement along the river many
hundreds of miles from here.”


“You walked all the way?” Iny asked, clearly suspicious.


“No. The first few weeks we traveled by boat, rowing south
against the current. Then, where great rocks choke the river for many miles and
make it impassable, we embarked on an ancient trail across the savannah. We’ve
been walking for several weeks ever since.”


Tiaa was fascinated. The old tales spoke of boats. She’d
never seen one, much less met someone who’d traveled on one. She wondered what
Ankhmare’s looked like.


“Do you always trade so far from home?” Iny queried.


“Never before. Badari is the largest among forty or so
settlements and hamlets along a twenty–mile stretch of the river that consider
themselves loosely bound together. We usually trade there amongst ourselves,
and in the wadis and savannahs east of the river, sometimes all the way to the
shores of the sea.”


Tiaa was captivated. That Ankhmare had traveled so far was
impressive, and exciting. There were echoes of places mentioned in Alara’s
ancient tales in Ankhmare’s words. These traders were, perhaps, proof that
those tales were true. Excitingly, there were forty settlements in the region
Ankhmare came from. Surely that meant thousands of people lived there. Perhaps
the man and place in her dream were near Ankhmare’s own home. Perhaps the
falcon god had sent him here to lead her there. She found herself hanging on
his every word.


“Whose idea was this expedition?”


“My father’s,” Ankhmare replied.


Tiaa saw a shadow pass across his eyes.


“But he died a week before we were to set out. My band’s
patriarch, my grandfather Addaya, put me in charge. I’ve accompanied my father
on expeditions like this since I was big enough to keep up.”


Ankhmare absolutely intrigued Tiaa. Despite his youth he was
without any doubt the leader of these men, for they remained silent while he
spoke. Just looking at them, she could tell that neither had Ankhmare’s drive nor
ambition. In fact, they seemed to be taking no interest in the discussion at
all. Tiaa thought Ankhmare would have stood out in any crowd. There was
something almost magnetic about him. If his father was dead, perhaps Ankhmare was
in line to become patriarch after his grandfather. He already had the gravitas
of a patriarch. She couldn’t help wonder if he was the actual man she was to
confirm in that role. Though why he’d need her help she had no clue.


“How did you learn of our existence?” Iny queried.


“Rumors. Old tales passed down by traders. Stories told around
campfires. Strange goods circulating in the valley. Faint trails into the
unknown,” Ankhmare said. “My father planned this expedition for many years.”


“So you’ve come all this way, into the heart of a mysterious
land, expecting we’ll want to trade with you and that we’ll have something worth
trading?” Iny pressed.


Ankhmare shrugged. “When does reward come without risk?”


Iny looked directly at Tiaa and smiled. “When, indeed.”


The patriarchs and traders feasted together that night. Tiaa
waited on them, silent, observing, missing nothing that was said. Ankhmare paid
her no attention – that was unusual, for most men at the playa constantly
stared at her or made advances – or at least they had before her future joining
to Iny had been announced. Ankhmare’s companions were typical, following her with
their eyes as she moved about. She pointedly ignored them. To her
disappointment, she learned nothing that shed any light on her dream.


The next morning, with Iny’s permission, the traders erected
a small hut on the south shore of the playa and laid out their wares on reed
mats in front of it for all to see. For many days afterwards there was scarcely
a time when the area surrounding the hut was not crowded with men and women
studying and haggling over the goods with the two older traders. Tiaa was often
among them, for the objects were wonderful. There were beads fashioned into short
cylinders and thick rings, made of ivory, copper – she’d never seen that
material before – carnelian, red and green jasper, slate, breccia, white and
green and yellow calcite, red and pink and grey and green and banded limestone,
alabaster, white and bluish–green steatite, black and grey soapstone, and
serpentine. There were shells – some snail–like, rounded and whitish with
colorful stripes or swirls of yellow and brown and pink; some tube–shaped and white;
some conical, whorled and inverted, of many colors and patterns; and ovals, smooth
and shiny and elongated. There were kilts of leather, and cloaks, and chunks of
ochre and other minerals, and small flat palettes of stone to grind them on.


Ankhmare, surprisingly, kept his goods separate from those
of his cousins, spreading them out on a reed mat a dozen paces away. Unlike their
loose beads and stones, his were fashioned into objects – necklaces of beads
and shells strung on cow hair, bracelets of the same substances, circlets, girdles,
finger rings, anklets, armlets, ear studs, hair ornaments. Amazingly, Ankhmare initially
refused to conduct any trades. That, he told everyone, would wait until a week prior
to the festival. Except for Iny – in return for his permission to trade,
Ankhmare had presented him with a necklace consisting of three strands of shiny
copper beads, his finest and most costly object. Tiaa had never seen anything
so beautiful. To Ankhmare’s cousins’ dismay, only a few individuals bartered
with them for their loose objects. Most waited to trade with Ankhmare.


Unlike his cousins, who kept to themselves with their sons beside
their isolated campfire each evening, Ankhmare circulated among the various
camps, making the acquaintance of all the patriarchs and family heads. He was
soon the main topic of conversation when the women and girls gathered at the
playa to bathe in the evening. Few were there of an age who had not instantly fallen
under his spell. Many openly expressed the desire that he’d take them with him
when he returned to the North. Tiaa couldn’t help notice that Ankhmare spent
hours each day talking and laughing with the women who clustered about his
trade goods. They dragged out their inspections so long that, Tiaa thought, he
couldn’t possibly miss that they had more than obtaining necklaces and
bracelets on their minds. For all she knew, Ankhmare might even be slipping off
with the more brazen of them to secluded spots on the savannah at night. She
wouldn’t have blamed either him or them. She half–wished she was old enough for
him to take an interest in her. But even if she’d been older, she didn’t have the
freedom the other women had. Because of Iny, Tiaa dared not approach Ankhmare unless
in the company of others. To be caught alone with him could only lead to
trouble for her. The best she could do was be present when Ankhmare visited
both Aahotepre’s and Iny’s camps, keeping cups filled and, when she wasn’t
serving, sitting within earshot mending baskets or pottery or kilts or
loincloths, unnoticed, a shadow in the shadows, listening to and remembering
every word that passed between the patriarchs and the stranger. Both questioned
Ankhmare closely about the route he’d traveled from the valley and the people
who lived along the river, and boats, and trade. In turn, Ankhmare questioned Iny
and Aahotepre about the playa region and the oases to the south, and the savannahs
and the people who lived in those vast spaces. It was, he said, his intention
to trade even farther south the following year. Through those discussions Tiaa
glimpsed a world she’d never known existed, one more exciting than hers, one
she vowed she would someday see for herself. The falcon god had called her to
leave the playa, and listening as Ankhmare talked with the patriarchs she fully
embraced that calling.


 


 


***


 


 


By day during these weeks Tiaa was fully occupied doling out
fodder. Upon his assumption as leader Iny had delegated the task to her; she’d explained
to him in detail how difficult it was going to be to stretch the stored grasses
out to last until the new grass began to grow, especially after Anen had been
so profligate with it, and Iny was content for her to bear the ire of the
patriarchs as each received far less than they desired. It was, she knew, a way
for him to exert his authority over her. So it was that not until the week before
the rain festival was she able to create her usual complement of sacrificial jars
and bowls.


She arose at dawn and made her way in the clear pure light
to the sandy place at the northern end of the wadi beyond the cattle burials
where her mother had always fired her pottery. That the locale had been used
for this purpose from ancient times was obvious – there were thousands of broken
sherds scattered on the ground, remnants of large and small bowls, all far
thicker and rougher and more porous and less durable than the pottery Tiaa
made. Some sherds were decorated with wavy lines or patterned with punctures or
imprints of various objects. Some had been stamped with some type of
instrument, others quite smoothed. Tiaa dropped to her knees and lit the fuel in
a makeshift kiln of packed clay into which she’d placed her pottery the prior
evening. Once the fire was going, she moved to the shade of a nearby acacia
tree and began mending kilts and loincloths she’d carried with her from camp. She
monitored the firing all day, occasionally feeding acacia sticks or dung into
the kiln as needed, carefully breaking apart the kiln and removing the objects
in mid–afternoon. As she did she studied each jar and bowl in detail to make
sure it was perfect, then carefully placed each vessel rim down in hot ash for
the second firing. She judged this particular collection to be the best she’d
ever made. About an hour before sunset the jars and bowls finished cooling from
the second firing and she extracted them from the ashes and arranged them in orderly
rows on a reed mat. She was preparing to place everything into nets to carry
back to camp when a shadow loomed over her. She turned. Ankhmare was standing
behind her, the setting sun at his back.


“Your jars… may I,” he asked, squatting beside her.


Tiaa had been seeking an opportunity to speak to Ankhmare alone
ever since his arrival, but she’d been so closely watched by Iny these past
weeks she’d had no chance. She wasn’t about to waste this one. She needed to
learn everything she could about Ankhmare’s plan for his return home, for she had
decided to follow him north when he left. For now, her best guess was that her
future was tied to him in some way. He lived in an area with perhaps thousands
of people. He’d come to the playa on the heels of her dream. Both were too
coincidental to be anything but the falcon god’s doing.


Still, she felt guilty as she contemplated abandoning her
people. Her grandfather had taught her to read the sun and stars and stones to
keep her people alive. She’d expected to spend the rest of her life doing so,
had considered it her sacred duty. But the patriarchs had ignored her
predictions this year. Who was to say they’d believe her next year, or the year
after? Iny thought her predictions were a trick; after they were joined, she
doubted he’d truly repeat her words. He’d simply tell the people whatever he
wanted, whatever benefited him. Besides, and most importantly, the playa was
dying. Tiaa knew it, and had warned the patriarchs, but not a single one
believed her. What was the point of her remaining at the playa when the people
would soon have to leave anyway? What use would she be as a predictor then? Did
what she’d always considered her duty matter any more? Apparently not –
otherwise, why would the falcon god have sent the dream?


Because Ankhmare knew the way to the river over a trail no
doubt overgrown by generations of disuse, Tiaa had decided to follow him.
However, she knew she couldn’t actually leave the playa in Ankhmare’s company –
for one thing, she didn’t dare ask him to take her. There’d be no reason for
him to agree – he didn’t even know her. And even if she could somehow convince Ankhmare
to let her accompany him, Iny would just chase her down and bring her back. Then
she’d be worse off than she was now. So Tiaa had decided to slip away a few
days after Ankhmare departed, giving him enough of a head start that she’d be
able to outrun Iny and eventually position herself a day or so behind Ankhmare
on the trail. Catching up to him would be a mistake; he’d probably just turn
around and return her to the playa. She simply needed to remain close enough to
the traders that she could follow their trail before it faded, all the way to
the river. Then she’d either reveal herself to Ankhmare and request his help,
or travel on by herself until she found the locality in her dream. So knowing
the time interval between Ankhmare’s departure and the last day of the upcoming
festival, when she’d be joined to Iny, was crucial. Sometime in that short period
she had to run away.


“Of course.” Tiaa nodded, handed Ankhmare the nearest jar,
sat back on her haunches.


Ankhmare turned the jar over and over in his hands, caressed
it with his fingertips. “Beautiful. We have no pottery decorated like this where
I come from. I’ve encountered a few women here at the playa making similar objects.
But I suspect I’ve found their teacher.”


“How can you tell?” Tiaa asked, though he was correct.


“Theirs are tentative, too rough, too thick, too uneven,” he
said analytically. “Yours are perfect, Tiaa. You know exactly what you’re
doing. And there’s something in yours, something I can’t find words to
describe, though I see it clearly. The others are making pottery. You’re
making…”


“Prayers to the goddess,” Tiaa said matter–of–factly.


“Yes! That’s it!” Ankhmare beamed.


“You seem to know about pottery,” Tiaa said. “I suppose its something
you trade?”


“My grandmother was the finest potter at Badari,” he said proudly.
“I used to help her when I was young – carrying wood and dung for the fire,
lugging around and cleaning and tempering clay, that sort of thing. I had no
talent for actually making anything. No one’s vessels were more beautiful in
our part of the valley than Grandmother’s. My father traded what she made
extensively. In fact, that’s how he got started as a trader. Grandmother enjoyed
making pottery so much that it began to pile up and so Father started bartering
the excess in nearby settlements. Everyone wanted it. Because of Grandmother’s
pottery he gave up farming to trade full–time. He was one of the most respected
men in the Badari region.”


“You said your grandmother was the finest. Is she dead?”


“No. It’s just that the years haven’t been kind to her hands,
Tiaa. They’re gnarled, weak. ‘Too many years shaping too many pots,’ she says. She
now makes a small fraction of what she once did, but its not as good. She’s
tried to teach her sons’ women, but their pottery is a mere shadow of hers,
only hint at what she once created, scarcely worth trading.”


“That’s truly a shame,” Tiaa said. She flexed her fingers, wondered
if she’d meet the same fate someday. Making pottery was what she liked best in
life. To lose the ability must be awful.


“You’ve served me at your uncle’s fire, and Iny’s,” Ankhmare
said.


“I didn’t think you noticed.”


“That is a girl’s lot, is it not, to stand silent and unnoticed?”


Tiaa didn’t reply. Ankhmare’s observation was obvious. That
he thought her a girl and not a woman was irritating. Although, she supposed he
could be forgiven. She was so much younger than him.


Ankhmare’s eyes met hers. “You seemed interested in what I had
to say.”


“You know this how?”


“Because I watched you the same way you watched me.”


Tiaa blushed. That he had noticed her, despite what he’d
said earlier, despite her youth, was unsettling. And predictable. Every man
noticed her. In his case, though, the attention was welcome. She sensed he had
a part to play in her future. “I take interest because you describe a world I
don’t know.”


“But want to,” he guessed.


“Yes,” she readily admitted.


“Well, we’re even, because you know a world I don’t, Tiaa. I’ve
heard rumors that you can read the stones and stars and sun and predict the
coming of the rainy season.” He tilted his head towards the distant megaliths,
half–submerged now in the playa.


“My grandfather spent ten years teaching me. He died a year
ago.”


“I’m sorry,” he said sincerely.


“Thanks.”


“It really took ten years to learn?”


“The sun and stars are complicated,” Tiaa said. “They’re
part of a completely different world than ours.”


“It seems to me that no one else here at the playa takes any
interest in the rest of this world, Tiaa, much less that one. That makes you
unusual, and I’m interested in the unusual. Drawn to it, in fact. The only
thing the rest of your people care about is the goods we’ve brought. They’re
obsessed with them.”


“Why did you wait so long to trade yours?” Tiaa asked.
Ankhmare had finally started exchanging his goods for the goods of the savannah
just yesterday. They were already gone.


“You tell me,” Ankhmare challenged.


A test? Laughable in its simplicity, Tiaa thought. “Your
objects were finished, providing a contrast to the loose items of your cousins.
You kept them visible but inaccessible. Everyone coveted them more the longer they
couldn’t have them, driving up their worth. That’s why you gave Iny his copper
necklace. Every other patriarch wanted one exactly like it to remain his equal
in their own eyes. The same with everyone else – they hoped to acquire your
goods and improve their status because of it among their rivals.”


Ankhmare laughed wryly. “What you call ‘my strategy’ was actually
an accident,” he cheerfully admitted. “Iny demanded the necklace in
return for allowing me to trade here. It was seeing what happened after he
started wearing it that led me to hold back my goods.”


Tiaa was surprised that Ankhmare was honest enough to admit
he’d simply been lucky. Every man she knew would have taken credit for designing
and executing an elaborate plan. “I suppose being observant and smart enough to
take advantage of what’s happening around you is a good trait for a trader to
have.”


“Especially in my case,” Ankhmare said.


“Why’s that?”


He stared out over the savannah. “My future depends entirely
on what I accomplish here at your playa.”


“How?” she asked.


Ankhmare’s eyes met Tiaa’s. “I’m competing against my uncle
Pay for a woman. Her name’s Khuit. She’s the much–younger sister of Pay’s first
woman, Penebui. Penebui died a few months ago. Khuit’s father will give her to
whichever of us provides him with the most goods. So I’ve come here to your
playa to make my fortune. But its an uphill battle – Pay made sure that I had
to use his sons and grandsons as porters on my journey. He demanded half my
trade goods as payment, in advance. That’s what Piye and Raia have been trading
– my own goods. Pay will use their proceeds to try to outbid me.”


Tiaa stiffened. Ankhmare didn’t have a woman. He’d come to
the playa simply so he could win one. A prize. She couldn’t hide her disappointment.
She’d mistakenly thought him to be of higher quality than Iny or Anen or the other
men at the playa, all of whom considered her a prize. Ankhmare was the
same as them. She’d expected a man who was clearly a leader to be better than
that. Men are all the same, she thought disgustedly. Aahotepre and my
father and Iny and Anen want to own me, control me. I’m sure every man I ever meet
will try to control me. But I won’t let them. Once I escape the playa I’ll live
my life on my own terms. I’ll never let myself be subjugated by a man. Whoever
the man in my dream is will have to promise me my independence before I help
him. Her pent–up frustration at being bought from her uncle by Iny the same
way Ankhmare was going to buy Khuit boiled over. “Have you ever considered how
Khuit will feel when her father sells her to you? She’s a woman, not a cow or
goat.”


“Not that it’s your business, but it was Khuit’s idea,”
Ankhmare said softly. “Pay will succeed my grandfather as patriarch of my band
someday. He’ll have position and wealth, and I won’t. Khuit’s father was going
to give her to him outright, but she and I have loved each other since we were
children. She talked her father into this competition, so I’d at least have a
chance.”


Tiaa felt the color rising in her cheeks. She’d just
insulted the one man she couldn’t afford to insult. She’d leaped to a
conclusion without having all the facts. Perhaps Ankhmare was as fine as she’d
originally thought. “I misjudged you, Ankhmare. I’m truly sorry,” she said
contritely.


“There’s no need to apologize, Tiaa. I know how joinings work.
Women never have a choice. Your assumptions about me were natural.”


She breathed a sigh of relief. Ankhmare was fair–minded on
top of everything else. “Based on what I’ve seen, Raia and Piye will return to
Badari mostly with what they brought,” Tiaa observed.


“Thanks to Iny’s accidental assistance, I expect I’ll bring far
more back to Badari than Pay will be able to scrape up.” Ankhmare lowered his
voice and looked around to see if anyone was close enough to overhear. “Despite
that, I don’t like Iny one bit.”


Tiaa smiled wryly. “I’m to be joined to him at the end of
the rain festival a week from now.”


“By the gods!” Ankhmare exclaimed, his face suddenly flaming
red. “I didn’t mean… I mean, I… You’re just a slip of a girl, Tiaa… He’s so
much older… He already has a woman. I never considered…”


“I hate Iny,” Tiaa informed him.


He stared at her for a moment. “You weren’t give a choice in
the matter, were you? Iny’s treating you like you thought I was treating Khuit.”


“Iny only wants me because I can predict the rains. That makes
me important and indispensable to my people, and so my joining to him gives him
power over everyone else. And all I’m costing him is a few cattle that he’ll
never miss.”


“I see.” Ankhmare carefully set down the jar. “Maybe I can offer
a bit of consolation for your… situation. Would you like a necklace of copper
beads like the one I gave Iny? I held one back.”


“Iny wouldn’t let you leave the playa alive if you gave me
such a gift. He’d assume there’d be a reason for such an exchange, that I’d
done something to earn it.” Tiaa blushed despite herself. “He’s extremely
jealous – and vicious.”


“How about if I trade it for this jar.”


“An entire necklace, for one jar?” Tiaa asked in disbelief.


“Yes.”


“Why mine? Why not one made by one of the other women?”


“Their jars aren’t worth a copper bead, much less a necklace.
Yours are.”


“I’m sorry, but no,” Tiaa said politely.


Surprise colored Ankhmare’s face. Tiaa knew he hadn’t
expected his overly generous offer to be rejected. “Why?” His eyes narrowed.
“You hope to strike a better bargain, Tiaa? You want more than a copper necklace?”
He shook his head. “I didn’t think you’d be greedy, like Iny. Has he rubbed off
on you already?”


“I made these jars for the festival,” Tiaa said in a clipped
voice, angered by his assumption about her motives. “What I want or don’t want
is irrelevant. Everything you see before you is promised to the goddess.”


“A prayer,” Ankhmare said reflectively.


“Yes.”


“Will one really be missed?”


“The number is specified. Two dozen bowls to collect blood,
six jars to pour blood from, six jars to pour milk from. They’ll all be buried after
they’re used along with our sacrifice.”


“I sincerely apologize, Tiaa. I didn’t know. And I didn’t
mean to offend your goddess, or especially you,” Ankhmare said, chastened. “I
wish my cousins and I weren’t leaving tomorrow, or I’d commission you to make
me an entire necklace’s worth of objects.”


She’d just learned what she needed to know. Ankhmare would be
gone in the morning. She now knew the time frame in which she had to act in
order to escape joining with Iny. “Perhaps I will someday, if you return to the
playa,” Tiaa said, knowing full well he never would, or if he did, that she
wouldn’t be here. Her future lay elsewhere, perhaps even with him. She’d follow
him at a distance until she reached the river valley. After that, where and how
she lived would be up to her. She had to trust that the falcon god would guide her
when that time came. “Who knows what the gods may ordain?” Tiaa asked.


“Who indeed?” Ankhmare replied. He rose. “Could I at least help
you carry your jars back to your camp?”


“That I will let you do,” she replied. 
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The last day of the rain festival was agony for Tiaa. Her doom
was imminent. Ankhmare and his fellow traders had departed for their home four
days earlier. Tiaa had hoped to give them a two–day head start before slipping away
after them, but she hadn’t had an opportunity. She’d been constantly watched by
Aahotepre, practically confined to his hut. This close to her joining with Iny,
he wasn’t about to let her do anything to jeopardize the payment he was to earn.
She hadn’t even had a chance to secrete supplies to aid in her escape. But now
it didn’t matter. It was too late.


During the festival, Tiaa presided with Iny at every ritual
and sat with him throughout the subsequent celebration, numbly, trying to
ignore the knowing glances cast her way. As she and Iny feasted with the rest
of the patriarchs and their women she forced herself to appear cheerful despite
Iny’s lustful stares and salacious comments and rough hands that possessively
and relentlessly stroked her waist and hips and thighs whenever she came close
to him. Aahotepre was in good humor – not only was he on the verge of becoming a
far wealthier patriarch, he was about to have his revenge on Tiaa for what he
considered the theft of his birthright. She regarded him with mixed feelings –
he was going to lose many of his newly–acquired cattle soon enough, thanks to Anen’s
foolish decision to use the stored fodder unstintingly in the month before her
prediction came true. That was going to cost all of the patriarchs dearly this
season. She just wished her family – old family, she corrected herself – had
been able to avoid the inevitable starvation that would result from Anen’s
lunacy. As for Anen, he was seething, sitting apart from the other patriarchs, silently
downing cup after cup of beer, looking daggers at Iny. He still hadn’t
reconciled himself to losing the position he’d sought, even though all of his
followers had deserted him. She’d heard rumors that he didn’t plan to return his
band to the playa for the next rainy season, since he wasn’t the kind of man to
subjugate himself to a hated rival. Now, if a couple more patriarchs followed
his example, the stress on the savannah and fodder and water in the months and years
to come would be reduced, perhaps keeping those resources at adequate levels
for another generation. Tiaa sincerely hoped the rumors were true. Then again,
she realized, if they weren’t, and the bands truly exhausted the playa’s
resources, perhaps Iny would have no choice but to lead everyone to the river.
Maybe Anen’s foolishness was just part of the falcon god’s plan. It suddenly
occurred to Tiaa that Iny might be the man in her dream. Maybe the falcon god
expected her to convince him to lead the people from the playa to the place in
her dream, there to bring thousands of locals under his leadership. Maybe the
falcon god didn’t intend for her to leave the playa with Ankhmare at all. If
that was the case, how could she run away and leave her people to their fate?
Would the guilt of abandoning them haunt her the rest of her days?


Darkness fell. Hours later the feasting ended. Everyone
began straggling back to their camps. Tiaa saw Nia heading for his father’s
along with Merneith, his head bowed. Hers was not to be the night’s only
joining. Tiaa’s heart ached for them both.


“Take Tiaa to my hut,” Iny ordered Reptynub. “Prepare her.
I’ll be along as soon as I attend to business.”


That business, Tiaa knew, was delivering the remaining cattle
and sheep to Aahotepre. Aahotepre and Iny strolled off together into the
darkness, to where Iny’s herd was pastured on the north shore of the playa.


Reptynub led Tiaa to Iny’s camp, silently, stiffly, fuming,
her mouth set in a grim line. Tiaa didn’t blame her for being angry. She just
wished the anger wasn’t being directed at her. She had no desire to be in this
position. She had no desire to join with Iny, to dwell in the same hut with him
and Reptynub. When they reached Iny’s hut, Reptynub pulled aside the reed mat
that covered the opening and actually shoved her inside. Tiaa stumbled, nearly
fell in the darkness. Reptynub entered a moment later bearing a branch that had
been in the campfire, one end glowing red. While Tiaa stood to one side Reptynub
lit wicks floating in two bowls of oil, then turned on her heel and departed.


Tiaa knew she didn’t have much time before Iny returned,
perhaps less than an hour, for his herd was half a mile north of the playa at
best. She pictured what would happen when he entered the hut. Sweat began running
down her spine and she began to tremble. Ever since Aahotepre had sold her to
Iny she’d been preparing herself mentally for this very moment. She’d
reconciled herself to it, accepted it as part of the responsibility she bore to
predict the coming of the rains and the rationing of fodder and water that
would keep the people of the playa and their animals alive. She’d bowed to the
inevitable. Then she’d dreamed, and Ankhmare had come to the playa, and the hope
had flickered to life for a brief moment that she could avoid being joined to
Iny and achieve her destiny by running away. That hope lay now like ash upon
her heart.


The moment she’d dreaded for months had arrived. Desperately,
her thoughts strayed to Ankhmare. He and his group were no doubt leaving a
clear trail across the savannah in their wake. All she had to do was follow it
and she’d be free. That said, she knew the odds of actually escaping Iny were
against her. His pursuit would be immediate and swift if she tried to flee. Even
if she managed to elude him, she still had to follow Ankhmare all the way to
the river without him discovering her. Assuming she made it that far, how was
she to survive, and ultimately where? What use would she be to anyone beyond
the playa? Her knowledge of the sun and stars and their effect on her homeland
would be irrelevant in the wider world. Her age and sex would be against her. The
obstacles facing her were immense, but all were outweighed by the thought of
spending the rest of her life with Iny. That was intolerable. Even if it meant
abandoning her people to a horrible fate, she couldn’t accept a horrible one of
her own. She knew she’d waited too long to leave the playa. But she had to try.
She had to give fulfilling her dream a chance.


Tiaa moved to the entrance of the hut, pulled aside a bit of
the reed mat that covered it, peered out. Two of Iny’s older sons were sitting
beside the dying campfire, downing cups of beer. Everyone else had gone into
their own huts, worn out from the day’s festivities. Tiaa let the mat drop back
into place. 


She willed herself to calm down, to take a few precious
moments to consider her next move. She knew she couldn’t leave the playa without
some basic necessities if she was to survive on the savannah. She saw a leather
pouch a pace away, dumped it out. She moved to a row of reed containers,
rummaged among them, found tubers and dried meat, filled the pouch. There was a
bit of bread too, and she added it. She spotted a flint knife and tucked it
into her waistband. She added a small coil of rope to her treasures. She blew
out the wicks in the bowls of oil, plunged the interior of the hut into
darkness. She moved to the door of the hut and listened intently, scarcely breathing.


Tiaa heard nothing outside. Cautiously, she moved aside the
reed mat. The men were gone from the campfire, now little more than a pile of
glowing embers. The entire area around which the huts of Iny’s camp sprawled was
deserted. She took a deep breath, whispered a prayer to the falcon god, slipped
outside. The stars were a bright swath across the sky, the nearly full moon straight
overhead. There’d be light to travel by – a mixed blessing, for it would help her
pursuers as much as her. Stealthily, she crept towards the playa some fifty
yards to the north, its surface silver with moonlight. Reaching the shore she
quickly headed west, rounded the edge of the lake, passed by the looming lines
of megaliths. She paused beside the calendar circle, listened intently, for if
Iny and Aahotepre had concluded their business they might be approaching from
the very direction she was headed. Hearing nothing she hurried into the wadi,
passed the tumuli where cattle were buried, passed the spot where she and her
mother had fired their pottery, and then she was at last on the open savannah. She
intersected the track the traders had taken, continued through the tall grass
until she was a quarter mile to its west. Then she began to half–run directly north,
purposefully parallel to that track. She expected Iny would discover her
missing in less than half an hour. It might take him another quarter hour to
arrange pursuit, perhaps less. No doubt he’d head straight for this trail;
there was no other anywhere near the playa and it was the obvious way for her
to go. She knew what the consequences would be if she fell into his hands. Fortunately,
she had an advantage over Iny and everyone else at the playa – a lifetime of
studying the stars. She could navigate in the dark without turning in circles
or losing her way. It was an advantage she would not waste.


Tiaa traveled that entire night with all the speed she could
muster, though it was hard to make progress through the tall grass. She tripped
and fell often and her knees and elbows were soon aching and caked with dirt
and blood. With the coming of dawn she quickened her pace, stopping only to
gulp water from an occasional waterhole or depression, munching on a tuber or
bit of bread as she walked. She stopped in the heat of midday, cleaned and bandaged her wounds, curled up in the shade of a tree with low–hanging branches after
making sure she was completely screened by the grass at its base, slept fitfully,
continued on when the heat broke after eating sparingly of what she carried.
She traveled all that night and until the next midday without stopping except
to quickly harvest any edible plant she happened upon. Then, footsore,
exhausted, her stomach growling with hunger, she slept until dark. Thereafter,
she traveled each day from late afternoon until the following mid–morning,
sleeping the rest of the time, always setting several snares in the grass
before secreting herself, occasionally finding a hare or other small animal trapped
when she awoke.


During the daylight hours she was constantly alert,
straining her senses, stopping often to search the savannah in all directions
for signs of pursuit or food. In the darkness, however, her mind became a
whirling mass of questions and fears and uncertainties. Her grandfather had
chosen her, given her a purpose, trained her to read the signs of a well–ordered
universe. Her life had been proscribed – to live at the playa, read the stars
and sun, make predictions, raise a family, pass her knowledge on to her oldest
child. All that was gone now. Order had become chaos. She could never go back
to the playa now. The life she’d devoted herself to was lost forever. Her flight
had irrevocably changed her fate. She’d dreamed. That dream would guide her
life from now on. Where it might lead, and to whom, she did not know. So Tiaa stumbled
through the dark and thought, her fingers wrapped around her talisman, praying
that she was doing the right thing.


 


 


***


 


 


A week into her flight Tiaa spotted the traders ahead of her,
mere specs moving steadily north on the trail half a mile to her east.
Thereafter she kept her distance from them, traveling no longer by night but
the same hours they did. She dared not push on ahead of them, into the unknown.
Their presence gave her assurance that she’d eventually reach the oasis that
Ankhmare had spoken of, and then the river. So, for now, remaining undetected by
them was goal enough.


Three days after Tiaa found the traders, pursuers from the
playa overtook them at sunset just after they’d set up camp for the evening. Tiaa
hunkered down in the waving grass, wondered who the figures moving around the campfire
were, but she was too far away to tell for sure. She couldn’t stand the
suspense. She had to know who it was, and what they were telling the traders. She
knew she should remain where she was, far away, hidden, but she felt herself drawn
to the camp like a moth to a flame. Cautiously, doing all she could to minimize
noise, she crawled slowly across the savannah on hands and knees, keeping her
head below the top of the grass, all the way to the very edge of the camp. It
lay in the midst of a grove of acacia trees, their branches laden with fragrant
yellow flowers. Tiaa stretched out on her belly, peered between clumps of grass.
She recognized Iny and Aahotepre and a half dozen other men from the playa,
their faces illuminated in the firelight.


Iny was already addressing the traders. “…ran away. She was
supposed to be waiting for me in my hut. Her patriarch sold her to me.” He
tilted his head towards Aahotepre. “I’ve paid for her – more cattle than she
was worth. She had no right to flee. She’s mine. I want her back.”


“And what then?” Ankhmare asked calmly.


“She’ll get what she deserves,” Iny snapped.


“And what exactly does Tiaa deserve?”


“That’s not your concern!” Iny bristled. “Have you seen her
or not?”


“We haven’t,” Raia replied. “There’s been no one traveling this
trail ahead of us, and no sign of anyone following.”


“I’ll give a dozen cattle to whoever brings her back to the
playa,” Iny said, his eyes sweeping the circle.


That drew a reaction from Ankhmare’s cousins and nephews. They
began conferring among themselves. A dozen cattle were worth a fortune. Tiaa
had no doubt they’d willingly delay their trip home in order to search for her.
Ankhmare stared into the distance, his face impassive, apparently lost in
thought. Tiaa assumed he was mulling over the same thing. So many cattle would certainly
make him the winner of his competition with Pay, assure that he’d win Khuit. That
was, Tiaa knew, the most important thing in his life. If Ankhmare and his
cousins decided to join forces with Iny and search the savannah for her Tiaa
was going to have to abandon her current plan of following the traders and set
off on her own into trackless wastes. And she was going to have to do it this
very night.


“Are you sure she fled north?” Raia asked, greed in his
voice. Tiaa was certain that he and Piye would challenge Ankhmare for ownership
of the cattle on Pay’s behalf if they found her.


“No,” Aahotepre admitted. “But we’ve sent groups of men in
every direction. She won’t escape us.”


“North is the most likely,” Iny insisted. “You’re on the
only real trail that touches the playa, after all.”


Ankhmare stirred from his reverie. “Aahotepre, didn’t you
tell me once that Tiaa knows how to read the stars?”


“Yes. So?”


“Why would she need to follow a trail?”


Iny stiffened. Tiaa knew her abilities hadn’t occurred to
him in his haste to track her down. She was pleased to see him realize he might
have underestimated her.


“If it was me, I’d have gone due west to the valley and made
a reed raft and I’d be so far downriver by now that you’d never catch me,”
Ankhmare said speculatively. “That’s the shortest, quickest way. But that’s
just me.”


Tiaa had the feeling that Ankhmare was deliberately diverting
Iny and his men from her trail, or possibly even hinting at a way for her to
escape. That, of course, was impossible, for he didn’t know she was spying on
him and his visitors at this very moment from just outside the ring of
firelight. From the despairing glances passing between Iny and Aahotepre, though,
she thought Ankhmare had cast real doubt on the direction she’d taken.


“At any rate, you’re welcome to eat with us and stay the
night,” Ankhmare said hospitably.


Tiaa watched a few minutes longer, until the men from the
playa began to settle in around the campfire. Then she carefully made her way
to a hiding place far enough away that she’d have a good head start if anyone
came after her, yet close enough to still see the campfire. She remained awake
all night, on guard, saw the fire die to coals, saw the moon pass from east to
west, the stars dim and the sun rise, heard birds begin to trill, watched the
campfire blaze to life once more. After a quick meal the traders packed their
belongings and continued north. With relief, Tiaa saw the men from the playa
turn back the way they’d come, their shoulders hunched with dejection, Iny
angrily remonstrating with Aahotepre. Apparently he’d given up his northerly pursuit.
Tiaa considered it too dangerous to immediately resume traveling herself,
though, in case Iny changed his mind and reversed course and continued after
the traders, and so she found a hiding place even farther from the trail and
fell asleep, not waking until sunset.


The next two days Tiaa traveled between sunset and sunrise
exclusively, parallel to the trail, stopping regularly to scan the savannah
behind her for signs of pursuers. Then, feeling somewhat safer, she resumed her
earlier schedule, taking advantage of daylight hours to increase her pace. She
spotted the traders’ evening campfire a couple of days later, and after that
made sure to remain about a mile in their rear, keeping the same hours they
kept.


Birdsong awakened Tiaa at dawn two days after that. She
stretched, rubbed her eyes, sat up. Ankhmare was seated cross–legged a few
paces away from the acacia tree she’d sheltered under, watching her.


“Oh, no…” Tiaa whispered, her heart rising to her throat. Instinctively,
her hand closed on the hilt of the knife at her waist, then after a moment released
it. What was the use? She’d never overcome a man the size of Ankhmare. Despair
washed over her. Despite the care she’d taken she’d been caught. And Ankhmare
knew why she was traveling by herself, thanks to Iny and Aahotepre. He knew she
was a fugitive, with a generous price on her head. He’d surely take her back to
the playa, claim the reward. How could he not, for that would assure he’d win Khuit
and have the future he wanted. As for her, she’d soon be Iny’s. Her life was
over. Tiaa sat up, hugged her knees to her chest with both arms, lay her head
on her knees, felt tears forming in the corners of her eyes. Her flight was
over. She’d failed. She would not fulfill her destiny. She was filthy,
emaciated, her loincloth torn and dusty, her hair tangled and gritty, suddenly bereft
of hope, exhausted physically and mentally.


“Don’t worry, Tiaa,” Ankhmare said gently. “I spotted you following
us weeks ago. If I was going to turn you over to Iny I would have done it the
night he visited my camp – when you were an arm’s length away, peering at us from
the grass.”


She raised her head, looked at him, shocked.


He half–smiled. “You should have been more careful that
night. Iny could’ve seen you as easily as I did.”


Ankhmare had seen her and not given her away? After Iny had
promised such a generous reward for her? What she’d thought had been idle
speculation on his part about the direction she’d gone when he was talking with
Iny had been a purposeful misleading – to save her. But why? Except for one
casual conversation at the playa he didn’t even know her. But did it matter?
He’d saved her from Iny. She was overcome with gratitude.


Ankhmare held out a leather waterskin and Tiaa took it with
shaking hands and drank deeply. Despite her sudden emotional turmoil, her
physical needs outweighed all else right now. He handed her freshly–baked bread
and she tore off a chunk and downed it greedily. It had been weeks since she’d
tasted bread.


“How did you know it was me following you?” she asked
between bites. “It could have been anyone.”


He shook his head. “I don’t know any woman but you whose hair
shines like gold.”


“Why did you wait until now to confront me?”


“Is that what I’m doing? Confronting you?”


“I’m sorry. A very poor choice of words.”


“Understandable, Tiaa. You must be absolutely exhausted,” Ankhmare
said sympathetically. “I assumed if you were on the savannah alone and taking
care to avoid me and my men someone was chasing you. I wanted to know who and why.”


“Why didn’t you turn me over to Iny?” Tiaa asked.


“Because the choice of whom you spend your life with should
be yours – not two old men’s.”


“As you’re doing for Khuit.”


He nodded. “I couldn’t have come to speak to you like this any
earlier without my cousins finding out about you,” Ankhmare continued. “If they
had you’d be back at the playa by now and I’d be herding a dozen cattle.
Assuming my cousins hadn’t already killed me in my sleep to take them for
themselves.”


“What if they miss you when they wake up and come searching
and discover us together?”


“They surely will discover us together. I’m taking you with
me to my camp.”


“Please don’t,” Tiaa pled. “They’ll return me to Iny.
That’ll be the end of me.”


“Be assured, my cousins covet cattle, but they’re too lazy
to travel all the way back to the playa now. It’s too far. And after all, the
competition for Khuit is between Pay and me, not them. So you’re safe from my
cousins now, too.”


“No I’m not,” Tiaa insisted. “Iny will honor the reward even
if I’m returned to him years from now.”


“That does present a problem,” Ankhmare admitted. “While I’m
a trader, like my father was before his death, Grandfather and Pay and Raia and
Piye are first and foremost farmers. They’d rather work the land than travel it
as I do. But what they want even more than to farm is to own a great herd of cattle.”


“Why?”


“To the average Badarian nothing is as important as cattle,”
Ankhmare replied. “They represent wealth and status, and provide an endless
source of milk and blood and occasionally meat. In that way, we’re exactly like
your people at the playa. But unlike most at Badari, Father never cared about animals.
He considered every hour spent caring for them to be an hour he and I couldn’t devote
to trade.”


“Lucky for you.”


“Frustrating, actually. We could easily trade with local
farmers for everything we need. But Father could never convert anyone else in
the family into a trader, make them see the future he and I saw. Frankly, Tiaa,
my family’s desire to tie ourselves to cattle is a step backwards. Life in the
valley where I live is changing before my people’s eyes. My grandfather and uncle
and cousins just haven’t realized it – probably never will.”


“What do you mean, changing?”


“From the time my family first came to Badari generations
ago we’ve left and wandered the eastern wadis and done a bit of trading there
and along the seacoast during the inundation. But there’s no good reason to do
so anymore,” Ankhmare replied. “The water meadows at Badari are rich with dom
palms and acacia and willow and other trees and a countless variety of edible
plants. The river is lined with reeds and papyrus patches and full of
waterfowl. There are plenty of wild seeds and grasses and pulses to gather, as
well as the grain we plant. There are vast herds of game animals on the
plateaus – hares, foxes, gazelles, oryx – and fish in the river. We eat well in
season. We could easily survive on the heights overlooking Badari during the
inundation on what we dry and store the rest of the year. We don’t have to
traipse about in the wadis, trying to stumble on other bands to exchange our
goods with.”


“Bands with items to trade could bring them to you if you
lived at Badari year–round,” Tiaa guessed. “They wouldn’t have to stumble on
you either.”


“Exactly! And I could re–trade everything we gain in trade by
boat up and down the valley. I wouldn’t have to carry goods into the wadis and
carry what I barter back. That’s very inefficient and time consuming, not to
mention that I can only physically carry limited quantities.”


“Then why don’t you stay year–round?”


“Because so far I’ve been unable to convince Grandfather to
give up our people’s ancient lifestyle. Pay and Raia and Piye argue against it.
No one in my family can grasp that it doesn’t make sense to live that way
anymore. Our ancestors spent most of their time wandering the wadis and a few
months harvesting in the valley. Now we spend a few months wandering but most
of our time in the valley. We’ve altered the ancient equation, but haven’t
thrown it out. We should.”


“So you have a vision for how things could be, but it’ll
never be realized if you stay at Badari.”


“Yes. Otherwise, I’ll remain rooted in the past, just like Pay
and Grandfather.”


It seemed to Tiaa that Ankhmare was demonstrating the
qualities of a true leader. He wouldn’t have hesitated to lead her people from
the playa in order to save them if he’d been in charge, unlike Iny or Anen. “Will
you leave Badari, then, once you’ve won Khuit?” Tiaa asked.


“That is our plan. We’ll strike out on our own, establish a
home at one of the larger settlements near Badari, reside there year–round,
trade.” Ankhmare handed Tiaa a bit of fruit. “So, enough about me. What’s your
plan, Tiaa?”


She’d given that considerable thought in the weeks she’d
been wandering. All she knew for sure was that the place in her dream lay along
the river, in a locality with thousands of people. From the patriarchs’
discussions with Ankhmare, she was certain that locality had to lie somewhere
north of the cataract that blocked the river. Her task, as she saw it, was to
explore the valley in a northward direction until she stumbled on the place
she’d seen. But she could hardly explain that to Ankhmare. He’d probably think
her crazy for staking her future on a dream, especially one sent by a god his
people didn’t recognize. So she’d come up with a plan that, though false, was
one that no one would likely question. She touched the talisman dangling from
her neck. “I was going to follow you at a distance all the way to the river so
I wouldn’t lose my way. After that, I hoped to somehow make my way to my
ancestral home at a great lake in the North. That’s where my god lives. There’s
a legend that someone from my family who bears this talisman will return there
someday. It might as well be me.”


Ankhmare nodded. “I’ll get you to the river, Tiaa,” he promised.
“After that, you can travel on my boat at least as far as Badari. That’ll be a
much easier journey than overland. From there we’ll figure something out.”


“It’s better if I continue to follow you as I have been,”
Tiaa insisted. “That way there won’t be any issue with your cousins.” She
fingered the haft of the knife. “Besides, I can take care of myself.”


“I have no doubt of that,” Ankhmare said, smiling, “and I
agree that my cousins complicate things. But you can’t continue traveling alone
on the savannah, Tiaa. I won’t let you. You’ll starve to death, or encounter
men who’ll treat you even worse than Iny would.” He looked her up and down once
more. “Trust me – I’ll keep my cousins at bay.”


Though it did not seem so when she and Ankhmare walked
together into camp just as the traders and their sons were finishing their
morning meal.


“What’s she doing here?” Raia asked, practically
leaping up from where he sat on the ground.


“Tiaa’s coming with us to Badari,” Ankhmare answered calmly.


“No she’s not, cousin,” Piye protested. “She’s a runaway.
She’s worth a dozen cattle to us.” He glanced at Raia. “Come on – let’s take
her back. I’ll split the cattle with you.”


“You’ll do no such thing,” Ankhmare said coldly, drawing
himself up to his full height. He towered over both of his cousins by half a
head. “First, Tiaa’s done nothing wrong. Second, Iny’s back at the playa by now,
and his people have likely already dispersed to wherever it is on the savannah
that they’ll be wandering for the next half year. Isn’t that right, Tiaa?”


“Yes.”


“You’ll never catch up to them. I’m in charge of this
expedition, and I say we’re continuing north. All of us.”


The three men stared at each other for a long moment, then
the cousins yielded, though not gracefully. “We’ll see what Grandfather and
Father have to say about this when we get back to Badari,” Raia snarled.


“Then I suggest we get on our way,” Ankhmare replied.


“You’ll earn your way, girl,” Piye snapped at Tiaa. He
picked up one of the leather pouches full of trade goods, tossed it to her.
“You’ll carry that the rest of the way. And you’ll cook for us.”


“And fetch water and wood, and do whatever else needs
doing,” Raia added.


Tiaa saw Ankhmare was about to respond and she silenced him
with a glance. Better to let his cousins push her around than deepen the rift
between them and Ankhmare that she’d already caused. Who knew what the
consequences of that might be. “Of course,” she answered sweetly, and arranged
the pouch’s strap on her shoulder.


Just over a week later Tiaa was the first in the group to
spy the oasis, an extensive region dotted with deep pools of water shaded by
thick groves of trees. She remembered Ankhmare telling Aahotepre that it was
located halfway to the river. They rested there for five full days, regaining
their strength and trading with random bands that visited the area. Tiaa took
advantage of the opportunity to glean the oasis and replenish the traders’
supply of food by day and bathe and splash about in the cool water by night
with the local women and girls. That, of course, after she’d cooked and cleaned
and hauled water and fuel. Each night, after everyone else was asleep, she sat
beside Ankhmare, watching him sketch in the dirt map after map of the lands
they’d cross on the rest of their journey and describe them to her. She had the
sneaking suspicion he was preparing her so that she could make it to the lake
by herself if for any reason she became separated from his group, or if
something happened to him. Observing him, talking with him night after night, Tiaa
came to envy Khuit – how lucky that girl was to be loved by Ankhmare. Never had
Tiaa been treated so generously and well by a man. Ankhmare was such a
refreshing change from Iny.


The rest of the trek to the river, once they continued, was
pleasant and unhurried, through savannah still green, the grass thick and tall and
waving in the breeze in every direction as far as Tiaa could see, all under the
vast dome of the blue sky. She found fruit and tubers and vegetables enough to
keep everyone well fed, and cooked the game the men and boys brought in from
herds that crossed their path. Every sunset she set up camp and built a fire
and cooked the meal and slept beneath the stars, rolled up in an animal skin.
At dawn everyone ate Tiaa’s newly–baked bread and repacked their possessions
and trade goods and continued on their way. Every night Tiaa lay awake long
after the others were snoring and measured their progress against the lights
that shone in the sky. She usually fell asleep clutching the talisman in her
fist, after praying to the falcon god to guide her steps now and in the future.
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Tiaa heard the roar of the cataract long before she reached it.
She knew she’d never forget her first sight of the river she’d heard so much
about, peering down at midmorning from atop the lofty rim of the western
plateau. The river was far mightier than she’d expected. It twisted and turned
and churned far below her feet, hemmed in by banks of bare wet glistening rock,
its channel choked with boulders of every shape and size. Shining spray shot
high into the air wherever the water crashed against them. She noted whirlpools,
and eddies, calm stretches, stretches where the river swirled angry and white.
No palms or acacia or willow or grass or reed broke the monotony of either shore,
just rocks sculpted into indescribable shapes by the river’s power, veins of
quartz embedded in the dark granite dazzling where they caught the sunlight. No
wonder Ankhmare left his boat north of this place, Tiaa thought. No vessel
could have survived an attempt at passage.


“There are five similar rapids in this cataract,” Ankhmare
announced, halting beside her. “It’s several miles long. The stretches of calm
water between them are short. I’ve heard there are more cataracts of similar
size many days’ journey to the south, though I’ve never seen them.”


Ever since joining the traders, Tiaa had walked at
Ankhmare’s side each day, questioning him closely about what they were seeing
and what lay ahead. That he had good–naturedly answered her queries was due,
she supposed, to the fact that no one else took any interest in their
surroundings, probably because they’d already passed them from the opposite
direction. For her, of course, everything was new. While everyone else plodded
along, mile after mile, day after day, eyes intent on the trail, Tiaa
constantly scanned the savannah in every direction, often dashing off to thoroughly
investigate anything that caught her fancy, rushing back to Ankhmare to eagerly
tell him about it. By the time they reached the river he was treating her as
affectionately as he might a little sister. She considered that to be a positive
step, given that their futures might possibly be tied together in some way.


Ankhmare led everyone north on a deeply worn trail that
hugged the edge of the plateau, a trail that had obviously been used for time
beyond counting to skirt the cataract. After a mile or so Tiaa spotted two
large islands in the middle of the river, so close to each other that they nearly
touched, both edged with great rounded dark granite boulders as tall as trees.


“They look like elephants,” Tiaa observed.


“Locals call the islands Abu,” Ankhmare told her. “That indeed
means ‘elephant’ in their dialect.”


North of those islands the river was clogged with many more,
all small and haphazardly arranged. The bare rock riverbanks gradually
disappeared as Ankhmare’s band proceeded, transformed into narrow plains a few
yards wide covered by a layer of rich dark soil. Steep sand slopes climbed from
those plains to the lips of the eastern and western plateaus. On the plains shoots
of green poked through the mud, and reeds were growing in patches along the
riverbanks. Next to one patch Tiaa spotted Ankhmare’s boat, pulled far up onto
the western shore out of reach of the waters. She’d never seen a boat before,
much less been on one. Ankhmare had sketched it for her one evening beside his fire,
named its parts, told her how he’d built it, but seeing it for real was quite a
different experience. Excited, she raced ahead of the others directly to it, dropped
her burdens, climbed aboard. The boat was made of reeds, about thirty feet long
and ten wide, with small stools on each side for oarsmen. Coils of rope were carefully
arranged at one end of the deck. The bow and stern rose gracefully, high over
her head, their tips shaped like papyrus plants. Ankhmare had sketched those
for her too, and other plants found in the valley that did not grow at the
playa. A long steering oar lay on the boat’s deck. She assumed it would be
affixed to the stern once they were underway. The boat astounded her; she’d
never seen anything so magnificent.


They camped at the cataract for several days. The very first
evening, while bathing, Tiaa discovered water lilies growing along the
riverbank. She’d never smelled a flower as fragrant as the blue variety. She made
a point of picking some each day and weaving them into garlands that she draped
around her neck or bound around her brow.


While Ankhmare’s cousins hunted on the savannah, laying in
meat for the voyage, he and his nephews made repairs to the boat, for it had
been somewhat battered on the journey south. It was a laborious process, since
so early in the growing season the reeds were quite short and so, Ankhmare told
Tiaa, twice as many were required as usual to patch an area. He also told her they
were lucky they were making their repairs at the cataract, since the inundation
that had entirely covered the valley with water to the depth of twenty feet or
more had subsided much earlier here than it had farther north. At Badari the
plains were still underwater, and reeds wouldn’t even be growing yet.


While Ankhmare worked on his boat, Tiaa gleaned foodstuffs atop
the western plateau and set snares for wild fowl and small animals along the
river’s banks. Meanwhile, a couple of Ankhmare’s nephews fished for giant perch
in the river from a small raft they’d hastily assembled. Tiaa had never seen a
fish before, and after one taste she couldn’t get enough. They ate some of the
catch for their evening meals, but Ankhmare taught Tiaa how to smoke the rest.
That, along with the other foodstuffs she was collecting, would be needed to
sustain them to their final destination, since hunting and gleaning would be
poor with the valley still drying out.


One morning Tiaa set out to make reed baskets to store
everything she’d gathered so far. She strolled south along the bank to the northern
end of the cataract, then waded thigh–deep into the river where a large patch
of tender reeds abutted the shore. The night of her arrival here, when she’d
gone to bathe in the river for the first time, the unexpectedly powerful
current had nearly swept her away. She’d never had to deal with anything like
it in the placid waters of the playa. She’d quickly learned how to brace
herself to keep her balance. Now, she carefully cut handfuls of reeds with a
flint knife and tossed them onto the riverbank. When she judged she had enough
she scrambled ashore and gathered them up and piled them in the shade of several
palm trees. Then she sat down, cross–legged, her back supported by a tree
trunk, her loincloth opaque and clinging to her legs, water pooling in the grass
beneath her, and took up a few reeds. She skillfully wove them together, then
grabbed more. She worked quickly and surely, for she was quite experienced at basket–making.
The palms swayed over her head in the strong breeze, the clacking of the their
fronds drowned out by the loud ceaseless roar of the cataract.


Tiaa had already made a dozen baskets when she looked up and
caught Ankhmare watching her. She marveled that she almost never heard him
coming, though sitting next to the cataract as she was she probably wouldn’t
have heard an elephant.


He smiled. “Basket–making another specialty?”


Tiaa nodded, continued working. “My grandmother taught me.”


He sat down beside her. He pointed to the cataract. Spray
was shooting high into the air, the water droplets glittering in the sunlight.
“The people who reside at Abu in season claim the god of the inundation dwells
in a grotto within a cluster of granite boulders right over there. At the
beginning of summer the god starts pouring water into the river here, so much
it entirely covers the valley from plateau to plateau its entire length.
Everyone who dwells downriver must leave the valley then, moving up onto the
plateau or scattering east or west to the savannahs.”


“Is the god trying to drown everyone?” Tiaa asked.


“Quite the opposite. He’s giving us life. For when the water
recedes three months later the plains on each side of the river are covered
with rich mud. From that mud come the wild grasses and other plants we harvest.
Unlike you who dwell at the playa, we don’t need rain. We never have a dry year
in the valley.”


“Then your people have no use for someone like me, who can read
the sky and predict,” Tiaa observed.


“Not necessarily so,” Ankhmare said thoughtfully. “It takes
months for the inundation to reach Badari from here. If the stars could tell us
when it starts here, we could make our plans better.”


“Well, at any rate, my people don’t know of or worship your water
god,” Tiaa sniffed.


“Because you’ve never experienced an inundation. You have gods
to watch over your cattle, and the sky, and to bring rain and fertility to your
playa,” Ankhmare said. “All people create the gods they need to survive in
their worlds, Tiaa. Our gods in the valley are different from yours at the
playa, and from those on the eastern savannah. I suspect your gods at the lake
will be different too.”


She instinctively raised her fingers to the talisman. “Do
you suppose when I left the playa I left the falcon god behind? Do you suppose
he’s powerless here in the valley?”


“I have no idea,” Ankhmare admitted. “We don’t know your
falcon god at Badari. And if we don’t worship him there, why would he have any
power?”


That was a sobering thought. Had the falcon god remained at
the playa with her people? Was she totally on her own now? But that didn’t make
sense. The falcon god had first revealed himself to her family at the lake far
in the north. Had her ancestress Nimaethap brought him with her to the playa,
or had he already existed there when she arrived? The old stories did not say. Maybe
Ankhmare was wrong. Maybe the gods existed in many places at the same time,
even if the people who lived there didn’t recognize them. She was going to have
to think about this.


They sat in silence for a time.


“Is the entire valley so constricted?” Tiaa finally asked, continuing
to weave her basket.


“No,” Ankhmare replied. “It widens north of here. The river
is lined with plains on both sides its entire length, usually stretching half a
mile from the river to the base of the plateaus, though sometimes much wider.
The river flows almost directly north, except about halfway between here and your
lake, where there’s a great bend to the east and then back to the west.
Plateaus line both sides of the valley, and beyond them lies savannah. The
valley itself is lush, choked with plants and swamps and patches of reed and
papyrus. There are groves of trees. The riverbanks are the highest part of the
valley, and the land along the base of the plateaus the lowest. So when the
inundation comes and the water starts to recede its trapped in those natural
basins. The moisture helps plants grow, and plants support those of us who
dwell in the valley.” He swept his hand in an arc. “Except here. The plains are
too narrow to grow much. The river is bounded tightly by cliffs of hard
sandstone. But wadis lead from both banks deep into the savannahs. They provide
access to trade routes, and gemstones and copper and gold. So for traders the
cataract is an important place.”


“I can hardly wait to see the rest of the valley,” Tiaa said
eagerly.


Ankhmare laughed, then stood. “I’ll go hurry along my boat repairers
then, so you can.”


A few days later, after breakfast, they set out on the river
portion of their journey.


The deck of Ankhmare’s vessel was covered with Tiaa’s
baskets, all filled with plants and fruits and dried fish and smoked meat, and
the goods the traders had obtained at the playa. There was barely enough free
space for anyone to move around. Ankhmare stood in the stern, manning the great
steering oar. At his command, two of the boys pushed the vessel away from the
riverbank, and were then pulled by their fathers onto the deck, dripping wet.
The current immediately caught the boat and Ankhmare steered it to the center
of the channel. So soon after the inundation the current was strong enough that
they didn’t need to row, but could simply drift, so everyone found a place to
relax among the containers or along the boat’s sides.


From the moment they began the journey and every day
thereafter Tiaa planted herself in the bow, watching intently, for everything in
the valley interested her. The river was broad and muddy, flowing powerfully,
its surface rippled by the breeze and reflecting the date palms and willows and
sycamore and terebinth and tamarisk that leaned from its banks. For the most
part those riverbanks were uninhabited and uncultivated, water meadows tangled
with brush and grasses and shrubs, harboring boars and wild cats and mongooses.
Occasionally as they drifted Tiaa caught sight of gazelle and jackals and
antelope coming down from the plateaus to the water to drink among the papyrus
and rushes and reeds that fluttered in the breeze. Birds trilled from nests
scattered throughout the thickets, and ducks and turtles and bees gave the
marshes further life. Butterflies flitted across the water and long–legged birds
waded in the shallows, stabbing downward with sharp beaks, their reflections
distorted by ripples. Large silver fish flashed just below the surface. Falcons
and vultures circled lazily high above, riding updrafts, and great flocks of
birds passed over, headed north towards cooler weather. Occasionally they
passed crocodiles basking on sandbanks and gave them a wide berth. By night the
ceaseless croaking of frogs and hum of insects was often interrupted by the roars
of hippopotami. But always, the valley was hemmed in by rocky plateaus. Coming
from the wide–open savannahs, Tiaa felt practically imprisoned, shut off from
the rest of the world.


Several days north of the cataract the sandstone gave way to
limestone. The cliffs there extended almost to the river’s edge. A few days
more and the landscape became more gentle, the cliffs lower, the floodplain
wider.


A week after leaving Abu they began one morning to pass a series
of small camps and hamlets, each with a handful of newly–constructed reed and
mud huts commanding a half–mile or less of the plain along the river. Tiaa’s
attention was drawn to the sky, where great numbers of falcons circled high
above the valley, effortlessly riding updrafts. Tiaa had never seen so many in
one place before. At midday they drew even with a long narrow island separated
from the west bank of the river by a wide deep channel. Perhaps half a dozen
reed boats, all much smaller and plainer than Ankhmare’s, were drawn up there,
opposite the southern end of the island, the decks of some completely covered
with flopping silver fish, others in the process of being unloaded. Men were
carrying reed baskets to a nearby section of flat ground shaded by a grove of
palm trees. Women and men were processing the fish there, scaling them, cutting
off their heads, splitting them, placing some on racks above smoky fires. Tiaa
assumed the dozens of sealed earthenware jars near the racks contained smoked
fish. A few men were processing fish bones; Tiaa thought they might be
stripping bones from the spines to make needles.


Ankhmare landed opposite the northern end of the island and tied
his boat to a palm on the riverbank. Just beyond was a broad muddy plain that stretched
more than half a mile west from the water and extended a mile or so both north
and south. Many men were walking back and forth across that plain, reaching deep
into leather pouches attached to their waists and casting what looked like
handfuls of grain onto the mud. Other men were following them, leading cattle
that were apparently trodding the grain into the ground. Women and children
darted everywhere, shouting, flapping their arms to drive off the multitude of birds
that were landing and trying to snatch the grain from the mud before it was
covered.


“What are they doing?” Tiaa asked.


“Planting,” Ankhmare replied. “At the playa your people
simply pull up whatever wild grasses grow and grind their grains into flour.
Here, farmers save some of the grains each year when they harvest the grasses, then
scatter them on the ground the next. That gives them their next crop.”


“That seems like a lot of unnecessary work. Don’t the
grasses grow on their own?”


“Certainly. But these farmers are able to control what grain
grows where, and the quantity, and the quality,” Ankhmare replied. “And that’s
not the half of it. They watch over the grain as it grows, pull out the weeds
that spring up among it, so that it grows tall and thick. They have two types –
emmer and barley. Both are far more robust than the wild grasses at the playa.
Perhaps twice as much grows in the same amount of space, so each field supports
more people with less effort. When ground, the flour is tastier and more
filling than that from the grasses at the playa.”


Tiaa watched the farmers a moment longer. What Ankhmare had
described, what she was seeing, sounded exactly like the ancient tales of life
at the lake that Alara had told around his fire. Even the names of the grain –
emmer and barley – were the same. She took that as confirmation that Alara’s
stories weren’t complete fables. That was comforting. But watching the people
at their planting, Tiaa was unconvinced that so much extra effort was
worthwhile when grasses grew wild everywhere for the harvesting. She sighed, turned
her attention from the field to the settlement itself. Actually, it appeared to
be two settlements. Not far past the field being planted was a cluster of huts.
Beyond them a long slope climbed gradually for almost a mile towards a plateau,
backed by a rocky sheer–walled cliff that loomed over the valley. A wide wadi occupied
the center of that slope, carpeted with scraggly grasses and brush and clumps
of trees. A deeply worn path wound upwards through the very heart of the wadi. Near
the top of the path the wadi narrowed and the ground rose high on each of its
flanks, forming two promontories or terraces. Many dozens of huts were
clustered on the left promontory, from which columns of smoke curled into the
sky. Tiaa estimated perhaps five hundred people lived in those huts. Now the
need for productive fields made more sense to her.


Tiaa examined more closely the rightmost promontory and
gasped in spite of herself. Close by, to its left, next to the wadi path, rose
a tall flat–topped outcrop of rock. The landmark was unmistakable. She realized
that the landscape before her was the very one she’d seen in her dream, the one
where thousands of people were acclaiming a man as their patriarch just after
she’d just given him symbols of authority. Excitement swept over her like a wave.
This was the very place she was seeking, the place she belonged. She glanced
upwards, at the falcons soaring overhead. She had no doubt the falcon god had
brought her here, all the way from the playa. She had no doubt that this was
where her destiny would be fulfilled. The peace that came with knowing
descended on Tiaa.


“This settlement is called Nekhen,” Ankhmare announced,
pointing to the huts. He twisted around, indicated the opposite riverbank.
Perhaps three dozen huts were situated atop a long short sandy ridge slicing
across a bay between rocky plateaus to north and south, guarding the mouth of a
wadi that cut into the eastern plateau. Fields had recently been planted along
the river there as well. “That hamlet is Nekheb. It’s at the head of a trail
through the wadi that traders use to travel east.” Ankhmare faced west again.
“Anyway, I’m going into Nekhen to see if they have any excess grain from last
year stored that they’re willing to trade. Based on the extent of these fields,
I suspect they have.” He slung a leather pouch heavy with goods over his
shoulder and jumped from the boat onto the riverbank. Then he hurried up a dirt
path that crossed the field, no doubt the one used by the fishermen who owned
the boats.


Once Ankhmare disappeared from sight Tiaa glanced at the
deck of his boat. No one was paying any attention to her, as usual. She had no
intention of sitting idly on board all afternoon when the largest settlement she’d
ever seen was available for her to explore – the very settlement where she was
supposed to be. She stealthily lowered herself over the side of the boat onto
the riverbank, half–ran to a nearby cluster of palms, concealed herself behind
their trunks, peered around them at the boat. She hadn’t been missed. She
hurried up the path in the direction Ankhmare had gone.


The path was hard–packed and deeply worn, no doubt by the
passage of many people for many years. Some who were busy planting paused and stared
at her, curious. Tiaa assumed they didn’t have many visitors at Nekhen. A
little past the field was the lower settlement she’d noted earlier, its huts
haphazardly arranged, with a number of women and children attending hearths or
grinding grain or mending baskets or simply playing in their vicinity. Past the
huts the land on either side of the wadi path was unruly, covered with clumps
of wild grasses just beginning to emerge from the ground, dotted with a few
groves of leafless acacia trees, their buds just starting to unfold, cut by
gullies and wadis slicing north and south and intersecting the wide main wadi. The
wadi was streaked with yellow clay, no doubt washed off the plateau above during
rainstorms. About halfway up the path towards the settlement Tiaa saw the end
of one of the smaller wadis to her left had been blocked with brush. Behind
this makeshift barrier she saw cattle grazing. She admired the Nekhenians’
resourcefulness; because of this pen they wouldn’t have to devote many herdsmen
to watch over their animals, and the beasts were clearly safe from predators.
At the point near the top of the wadi where the promontories drew close
together and the path narrowed soared the rock outcrop, twenty feet high, perhaps
ten feet wide at its top and double that at its base, surrounded by a jumble of
large boulders, most of them higher than Tiaa’s head. She noted fissures in and
small ledges jutting from the rock face and what appeared to be a series of footholds
cut into the side of the outcrop and winding upward. Impulsively, she decided
to scale it. In only a moment she was perched atop the outcrop, sitting on its
edge, legs dangling over its side, the whole valley laid out before her.


Tiaa saw the wadi she’d ascended cutting sharply through the
heart of the slope with the hard–packed path winding down its center, the
cluster of huts, the distant muddy strip alive with farmers, the silver and
blue river, the boats bobbing and swinging with the current along the shore,
the island. Across the river was another narrow strip under cultivation, hemmed
in north and south by a tangled swamp, edged by the huts of Nekheb. A quarter
mile to that hamlet’s east rose another high plateau. She saw more camps and
hamlets scattered at intervals northward along the river, most fairly small, marked
by columns of smoke, matching those she’d drifted past earlier in the day. She
turned to her right, saw the huts of Nekhen’s upper settlement spread over a
narrow half–mile long terrace abutting the base of the plateau.


“Who are you?”


Startled, Tiaa spun around. A boy, a year or two older, regarded
her curiously from the head of the path she’d scaled.


“You’re from the boat. I watched you walk up the path,” he
said pleasantly.


“I’m Tiaa,” she said cautiously.


“Harmose.” He took a few steps towards her. “This is my
favorite hiding place. Especially on days like this.”


“Why are you hiding?” she asked, curious.


“I’m supposed to be hauling wood from the bottomlands along
the river up to the terrace.”


“Why?”


“My grandfather brews beer. His fires need fuel.”


“How much beer does he make?” Tiaa queried. “It only takes a
few sticks for me to brew as much as my family needs every day.”


“He has a dozen large vats. Grandfather supplies about half
the people in Nekhen.”


Tiaa was amazed. “I’ve never heard of anyone brewing so much.”


“It’s really quite simple. Grandfather’s father arranged
everything decades ago. Whenever there was a festival, farmers brought him
grain and he brewed all the beer that was served, for everyone agreed he was
Nekhen’s best brewer. He hated to farm, but he loved to brew, or so Grandfather
says. It eventually occurred to him that he could brew for others every day
instead of just during festivals. Many took him up on his offer. So thereafter,
each year at harvest time most of Nekhen’s farmers delivered a portion of their
grain to him. He stored it and used it until the next harvest to brew those
farmers’ daily beer, so they didn’t have to. But his share of the grain was
more than he needed to supply them alone. So he started using the excess to
brew extra beer every day and exchanged it with fisherman for fish, or herders
for meat, or whatever else someone who lived in Nekhen had to offer. That’s
what his family and the men who worked in his brewery and their families lived
on. That way, those who fished or herded cattle didn’t have to spend any of
their time brewing beer either. The arrangement has continued to this very day.”


“He must have been very smart to figure that out,” Tiaa
said. “I’d be much happier if I could specialize in making pottery and avoid
all my other chores.”


“He was. So smart the people in Nekhen made him their ruler.”


“Ruler? Is that like a patriarch?”


“Chief of the patriarchs is a good description,” Harmose replied.
He moved to Tiaa’s side, sat down next to her.


He seemed harmless enough. She didn’t move away. She saw
that his eyes were almost black, his gaze friendly. His skin was sun–browned
and his dark hair touched his broad shoulders. A stone pendant of some kind
dangled around his neck. She could tell by the way his eyes swept over her that
he found her attractive. She’d seen that same look from Nia often enough, and the
other boys at the playa, and especially from Iny in the weeks after she’d been
promised to him. She’d learned to tolerate it.


“The old tales say Nekhen is many hundreds of years old,”
Harmose told her. “It was very small for a long time. People came, people moved
on. But in the past few generations many different bands have settled here
permanently, all unrelated to each other. All answered to their own patriarch, of
course, but the larger the settlement became the more cumbersome it was to get
anyone to agree to anything that affected all of them. Too many opinionated men
constantly arguing about who should have which cultivated fields to care for or
what the new boundaries should be after the inundation subsided or where to
graze animals on the savannah and such. And so the patriarchs finally selected
one of their number, Grandfather’s father, to lead them all. He was picked
because so many were already dependent on him for their daily beer. When he
died my Grandfather, Djaty, his son, succeeded him.”


The falcon god had called Tiaa to Nekhen to make some man a
leader over thousands. She’d managed to stumble on a member of the current
ruling family. That could hardly be an accident. But if there already was a
ruling family, why would she need to be involved in confirming anyone? She
needed to know more. “Will your father succeed your grandfather as ruler?” Tiaa
asked.


Harmose nodded. “He will. And I’ll succeed him – though I
expect my cousin Kairy will argue his claim is better than mine simply because
he’s a few years older. But his mother was Grandfather’s daughter and my father
was Grandfather’s son. So, I assure you, I’ll prevail over him,” Harmose said
darkly.


Perhaps I’ll be the one to resolve the dispute, Tiaa
thought. Perhaps that’s why the falcon god led me here. Perhaps I’ve
discovered both place and person today. “So your grandfather both rules and
brews beer?” she asked.


Harmose nodded. “Brewing takes most of his time, and ruling
much less. Grandfather assigns new land boundaries once a year, after the
inundation subsides. He leads all of our celebrations when we make offerings to
the gods – he greatly respects and fears them.” He glanced at the talisman
around Tiaa’s neck. “May I?” he asked.


She nodded, lifted the talisman, placed it in his hand. He
stroked it with his fingers.


“The falcon god is Nekhen’s god,” Harmose informed her.


“Really? He’s my family’s too,” Tiaa said excitedly. “Has
been for more than ninety generations. He originally gave this talisman to my
ancestor Aya as a sign that my family was chosen by him.”


Harmose let out a low whistle, pointed towards the huts of
the upper settlement. “See that tall wooden pole topped with the image of a
falcon?”


Tiaa nodded, realized it was exactly like those she’d seen
being held aloft by members of the crowd in her dream.


“It’s called a standard. Every settlement and hamlet in the
valley has one, bearing the image of its god. Nekheb, the hamlet directly
across the river, worships the vulture goddess, and so its standard is a
vulture.” Harmose let the talisman fall back against Tiaa’s chest.


The falcon god is the god of Nekhen, Tiaa thought. And
if every one of the standards I saw in my dream represents a hamlet, the man
I’m to help make their ruler will indeed lead many thousands of people. She
set aside the last lingering doubts she’d had about her dream. Every detail was
proving to be true. Then something occurred to her. The falcon god was
worshiped at the playa and Nekhen and the lake where her ancestor Aya had
received the talisman. He was unknown at Badari or anywhere else in the valley,
according to Ankhmare. Was Nekhen where some of her ancestors had settled after
they migrated from the lake? Had they brought the falcon god to Nekhen, made him
the settlement’s god? Had Nimaethap, the last woman to bear the talisman before
her, once lived here? Was this the very place from which she’d led her people
to the savannah, making the falcon god the primary god there? There was no way
to prove such a connection, of course, after so many generations. But to have
both playa and Nekhen under the sway of the falcon god, and for a dream sent
her by the falcon god to have led her here – that couldn’t be mere coincidence.



“Anyway,” Harmose continued, “at every full moon Grandfather
meets with all who have disputes with each other and renders justice.”


The ruler’s role sounds similar to Alara’s, Tiaa
thought, acting as the first among many, seeing to the welfare of the people.
But Alara had only served as chief during the time everyone spent at the playa.
While roaming the savannah, each band ruled itself. Djaty’s role seemed more
intrusive. “What about when the inundation comes and your people move onto the
savannah?”


“We don’t,” Harmose replied. “Clearly, our huts are high
enough up here on the terrace that the water doesn’t come close to reaching them.
As for farmers, they erect temporary huts during the inundation on the rise
west of the fields that line the river, intermixed with the huts of the lower
settlement, for their normal homes are deep underwater. We reside at Nekhen year
round.”


Tiaa could hardly conceive how much easier her people’s
lives would be if they didn’t have to be constantly on the move. That was one
of the reasons everyone liked being at the playa so much – three or four months
of stability every year, as well as the companionship of others not in their
immediate family.


“I noticed cattle penned up in a wadi,” Tiaa said. “Is that
where all the families keep their herds?”


“A single herd. It belongs to my cousin Kairy, the one I
spoke about, my rival. He’s one of Nekhen’s wealthiest men,” Harmose replied.
“Much like Grandfather supplies beer, Kairy supplies our people with milk and
blood and meat and leather. The cattle became his when the father of his woman
died – the man had only daughters, and Kairy was joined to the eldest – though
she’s dead now too. But Grandfather and Kairy are not the only important
patriarchs – another supplies us with fish, another with flint for tools and
weapons, another provides game from the savannahs, and another weaves linen. Three
of those patriarchs’ workers and their families live in the upper settlement. Those
who work for Kairy taking care of his herds reside in the lower settlement,
near the wadi where they pen their cattle.”


“And the fishermen?” Tiaa asked. “I saw people processing
fish along the river when we landed.”


Harmose nodded. “They reside in the lower settlement too.
Now, none of the people who work directly for the patriarchs has time to fish
or hunt or raise cattle on their own. The patriarch they’re beholden to
supplies them with food and drink and clothing and tools in return for their
labor.”


Tiaa was amazed. “Where I used to live everyone did
everything themselves. I never imagined a place like Nekhen existed, where so
many are dependent on others.”


“Where are you from?”


“Far to the south and west, at a playa – that’s a rain–fed
lake – surrounded by savannah.” Tiaa dared not tell Harmose why and how she’d
fled her home. That would lead to too many questions she didn’t want to answer.
So she fell back on a story in line with Alara’s old tales, the same one she’d
told Ankhmare. “But the rains have been failing there for several years, and
the grass is becoming inadequate to support our animals. Generations ago my
family arrived at the playa from our ancestral home – a large lake far to the
north and west. I’ve decided to return to it.”


Harmose gazed towards the river and Ankhmare’s boat. “Is
that your entire family? There aren’t very many of you.”


“Not mine. The trader who came up the path before me – Ankhmare
– they’re his cousins and nephews. He’s simply being kind enough to take me to
my lake. He was headed in the right direction.”


“You left the rest of your family behind?”


“Yes.”


“That must have been hard.”


Actually, it hadn’t been, especially after Aahotepre had
sold her in return for cattle and her father had done nothing to prevent it.
“Yes,” she lied. Tiaa swept her eyes over Nekhen. “What are those columns of
smoke to the right, close to the base of the plateau?”


“A couple of women firing pottery. There are fissures that
run from the ground all the way to the top of the plateau. It’s usually windy
up there, and the fissures draw the wind quite powerfully. Their fires burn hot
and steady.”


“I wish I had time to see,” Tiaa said. “I make pottery too,
as I mentioned before.” But then she noticed Ankhmare was already descending
the path from the upper settlement and was nearly at the base of the outcrop,
several heavily–crammed leather pouches slung over a shoulder. His mission had clearly
been a success. “Looks like Ankhmare’s done trading. I have to go,” Tiaa said,
rising to her feet, crossing to the far side of the rock. She paused before
descending, faced Harmose. “It was very nice to meet you. Goodbye, Harmose. For
now.”


“You plan to return?”


“If the god wills it,” she told him. Count on it, she
vowed to herself.


“I hope he does. Goodbye, Tiaa.”


She smiled, then carefully descended the outcrop. Once on
solid ground she hurtled as swiftly as she dared down the wadi path after
Ankhmare, her bare feet kicking up puffs of dust as she ran, her long hair
flaring behind, wracking her brain to come up with a way to convince him to let
her stay here at Nekhen. She caught him about halfway to the river.


“Did you enjoy yourself?” Ankhmare asked without looking to
see who it was who slowed to match his pace.


Tiaa gulped a deep breath. “Immensely,” she gasped. “I love
experiencing new things.” Her heart was pounding and she was sweating profusely
and trying to keep up with Ankhmare all at the same time. Ankhmare’s strides
were considerably longer than hers and he always moved swiftly. “You knew I’d follow
you?”


“Never doubted it for a moment. Saw you sneak off the boat.”


“You don’t mind?”


“I’m not in charge of you, Tiaa. And surely you know by now
that I welcome curiosity – I don’t suppress it.”


“Even a girl’s?”


“Not an extraordinary girl’s.”


“So I’m extraordinary?” That Ankhmare thought so pleased
her.


“Would your grandfather have taught you all he did if you
weren’t? From what I’ve seen he wasn’t misguided.”


“You’re unlike anyone I’ve ever met, Ankhmare,” Tiaa said
appreciatively. “Are you considered extraordinary too?”


Ankhmare laughed. “Hardly. My uncle and cousins despise me.
It’s not just because I hate to farm, but because I’m favored by my grandmother,
Qalhata. My father was her favorite child, and she’s says I’m like he was at my
age. But soon enough they’ll be rid of me. The ivory and gold and ostrich
feathers I obtained at the playa will surely be enough for me to buy Khuit from
her father.” He scanned the slope leading down to the river. “I believe I’ll
settle with her here at Nekhen instead of near Badari.”


Tiaa’s heart skipped a beat. Ankhmare was going to settle at
Nekhen? The very place she wanted to be? The falcon god truly was watching over
her. All she had to do was either get Ankhmare to leave her here now or bring
her back with him. “Why?”


“I traded just now with the principal man in the
settlement.”


“Djaty?”


“How do you know his name?”


“I’ve been talking with his grandson, Harmose.”


“Anyway, this Djaty apparently leads the entire settlement.
All of the family heads are subservient to him – even those not related by
blood. Every band is under his control. He decides who plants which fields, who
creates what goods, who receives the goods that are created. This is exactly
the type of environment I can thrive in as a trader – assuming I can get into
Djaty’s good graces. Nekhen is large, and there are many smaller settlements
nearby where I could carry goods as well. There’s more opportunity here than in
the region near Badari.”


Time to fight for her own future. “Would you let me stay at
Nekhen?” Tiaa asked hopefully. “There are potters here. Perhaps I could catch
on with one. I could even prepare a place for you and Khuit.”


“I’m afraid my cousins won’t allow it. There’s the reward to
deal with.”


Tiaa’s heart fell. She’d forgotten about that. The reward
threatened everything. She resisted the impulse to simply turn and run and find
a place to hide on the heights overlooking Nekhen. Ankhmare’s cousins would
surely hunt her down. Either that, or they’d tell the Nekhenians about the
reward, and they’d hunt her down. Thanks to Iny, she was trapped.


Ankhmare stopped, shifted his pouches to a different shoulder.
He clearly sensed her distress. “Don’t worry, Tiaa. I doubt Grandfather will
consider sending my cousins all the way back to the playa next year to turn you
over to Iny and obtain and then somehow drive a herd of cattle halfway across
the known world to Badari – I’m sure he’ll consider it a foolish waste of time.”
He put a hand on her shoulder. “There’s no guarantee Iny will honor his pledge,
after all. Pay will object to giving up on the reward, of course, but I’m sure Grandfather
will overrule him. I’m certain you’ll be free to go where you will. That said, I’ve
promised to take you to your ancestral lake. I live up to my promises.”


“I release you from it,” Tiaa said firmly, thinking quickly.
“Look, Ankhmare. Once you’re joined to Khuit you’re going to want to leave
Badari right away, not make a long detour far to the north. Besides, the lake
may be deserted after all these centuries. There may be nothing for me there.
But I can have a good life here, just as you can. Bring me back with you. I’ll
even serve you and Khuit if I must.”


He studied her face for a moment. “You’re sure that’s what
you really want – to return to Nekhen with Khuit and me?”


“Absolutely.”


“Then you’ll come back with us. I’ll work it out with
Grandfather. And you won’t come as our servant.”


Tiaa strolled beside Ankhmare the remaining distance to the
boat, her heart lighter than it had been in years. All the doubt, the
uncertainty about her future, was lifting like fog being burned off by the
morning sun. Yes, she was leaving Nekhen, but she’d return soon – a few weeks
to Badari, a few weeks back. Then she’d set about making a life for herself.
This settlement belonged to the falcon god. She was the chosen of the falcon
god. From Harmose’s reaction to her on the outcrop she knew it wouldn’t be
difficult at all to get close to him. He belonged to Nekhen’s ruling family –
no doubt she could turn his obvious interest in her into access to the most
important men in Nekhen. Somehow, she’d have to use that access to help
someone, possibly Harmose himself, become Nekhen’s ruler. That would fulfill
her destiny. She turned her eyes heavenward, saw a single falcon drifting in
lazy circles. Thank you, she silently prayed.


 


 


***


 


 


The traders sailed for Badari at dawn.


Tiaa watched Nekhen disappear from a seat in the stern of the
boat. It seemed strange to have both found the settlement and lost it, however
temporarily, in the space of twenty–four hours. She almost felt worse leaving
it than she had the playa. She’d already developed an attachment to Nekhen. From
that point on in the journey she stationed herself beside Ankhmare all day
every day as he steered. She wanted to learn all she could about the valley that
was going to be her home and he seemed both willing and inclined to teach her.
Plus, when she was by his side, his cousins and nephews left her alone. She’d
grown exceedingly weary of their bold unceasing stares and salacious comments.
The contrast between them and Ankhmare couldn’t have been any greater. She
hoped someday she’d find a man just like him to be joined to. She wondered if
that man might be Harmose.


A week’s travel brought them to where high sheer cliffs
cradled a great grassy bay several miles back from the water on the west bank, in
the shadow of a mountain where Ankhmare said a goddess supposedly lived. They
camped for a full day so the men could hunt and fish. Tiaa scaled one of the
low hills that thrust from the plain in the heart of the bay and gazed about
from its crest. The valley here was wider than any section she’d seen so far. According
to Ankhmare there’d been a settlement here a very long time ago. Based on the
amount of broken pottery of a type she’d never seen before scattered in the
dirt and grass, Tiaa believed him.


A day later they reached a bend where the river turned
almost directly west for dozens of miles, the plateaus closing in to the very
banks, hugging the water canyon–like, their rocky walls high and sheer. Wind
howled nonstop through the canyon, in their faces, blowing so fiercely the boat
could make no progress simply drifting with the current. So from sunup to
sundown all the men and boys rowed in shifts while Ankhmare steered. During
their rest breaks Tiaa tended to the blisters on their hands and did her best
to massage the soreness from their backs and shoulders. Those days she was glad
she was a girl.


They camped one evening on the east bank of the river, where
the bend began to turn back towards the east, at the mouth of a wide wadi. Countless
blackened stones from age–old fire circles littered the plain near the water.
Ankhmare and Tiaa sat that night beside a crackling campfire well after
everyone else had rolled themselves in goatskins and fallen asleep. The wind
sighed through the palms, the moon shone silver on the river, the boat bobbed
and swished restlessly in the current. Across the river fires from a small
settlement glimmered beyond newly–planted fields.


“That’s Nubt,” Ankhmare told her. “The people who live there
call it the ‘golden settlement.’ Here at the apex of the bend the valley is closest
to the eastern sea.” He turned in the opposite direction and pointed. “The main
trade route to the East starts over there, at the mouth of that wadi. Nubt
controls the wadi’s gold mines and breccia quarries. As you can tell from the
abandoned camping places, traders have been departing from this very spot into
the eastern hills for a very long time. Tracks also lead to the south from here,
farther even than your playa, or so I’m told.”


The next day, with the wind shifted around behind them, the
current took over once more and the men and boys gratefully set aside their
oars. By sunset the valley had become wider, the eroded bluffs more distant.
The traders paused a few days later for supplies at a small settlement, Abdju, its
approaches, like Nekhen’s, dotted with a series of camps and hamlets. Tying up
along the river at dusk, the landscape seemed beautifully serene to Tiaa, softened
by cool golden and blue light.


She and Ankhmare visited the settlement the following
morning. Abdju was much smaller than Nekhen, a full six–mile walk west of the
river across mud–covered fields and through groves of trees. Abdju nestled in
the shadow of abrupt dark ruggedly striated cliff faces that were pierced in
places by wadis that wound tortuously through the high plateau. Much loose sand
had accumulated at the base of the cliffs, rising in steep slopes to a third of
their height. Ankhmare and Tiaa were able to fill their pouches with grain, and
by late afternoon their boat was underway again.


Past Abdju the river constricted markedly, then, after a
week’s travel, the valley widened once more. The river flowed now between banks
greening and bursting into bloom.


“That’s Tjebu,” Ankhmare told Tiaa one afternoon. “Ten or eleven
miles more to Badari. All the hamlets and settlements we’ll be passing today
are loosely allied to each other. We’ll sleep in Grandfather’s hut tonight.”


“And Khuit will be yours,” Tiaa said.


Ankhmare smiled broadly.


Tiaa moved beside him and placed both hands on the steering
oar. Ankhmare had taught her to steer his boat soon after they exited the
river’s great bend, at her request. Her beginning had not been auspicious; less
than an hour into her first lesson an eddy had caught the oar and nearly jerked
her overboard. Being so slight, she’d been no match for the river’s power. Ankhmare
had alertly caught her by the waist and set her back on her feet, averting
catastrophe. Since then he’d remained at her side whenever she steered. She
still remembered the feel of his strong arms around her.


Tjebu was small and unimpressive, a collection of huts that
likely housed less than three or four families. “It reminds me of the hamlets
around Nekhen and Abdju,” Tiaa said.


“There are forty–six such in the next twenty–two miles,”
Ankhmare informed her. “Badari’s right in the middle of them. The floodplain is
about half a mile wide in this section, with a few natural basins that hold the
water after the flood recedes. That’s why the plains are overgrown with grasses
in season. Gentle spurs run out from the cliffs of the high limestone plateau.
They’re cut by shallow depressions similar to wadis. Most of us live up under
the cliffs, at the foot of talus slopes.”


“What’s talus?”


“Bits of limestone washed down from the cliffs by
rainstorms,” Ankhmare replied. “Unlike Tjebu, though, Badari is a true
settlement, the largest hereabouts, though we’ll soon pass Hemamiah, which is also
substantial. Matmar and Mostagedda are the other large settlements in the
region. They lie at the northern end of our heartland. Mostly, I trade on this
stretch of the river, between Tjebu and Matmar.”


“Using this boat, I presume?”


“It’s the easiest way to transport large quantities of goods.
And trading is worthwhile – there are perhaps a thousand people scattered along
the river, and they all need something I can bring them.”


“Tell me about Badari again.”


“It’s on the eastern side of the river. A sizeable wadi there
slices deep into the plateau,” Ankhmare replied. “South of the wadi is a single
wide spur of rock, a promontory, really, overlooking the plain. North of the
wadi are a series of similar spurs spread out over the course of a mile. My
family lives atop the southern promontory along with many others, for it’s an
extensive area. More families live directly below us on the plain itself, just
north of the mouth of the wadi. There’s a second part of the settlement half a
mile north of where I live, at the base of the plateau.” He gazed into the
distance. “That’s where Khuit’s father lives. I’ll be calling on him this very
evening.” He smiled with anticipation.


 


 


***


 


 


The hippos attacked without warning.


One moment Tiaa was holding the steering oar of the cramped boat,
passing a reed–lined stretch of river two miles upstream from Badari. The next the
boat was capsizing and the oar was being ripped from her hands and she was flying
through the air and plunging deep into the water. Caught off guard, she sank
like a rock. Desperately she flailed her arms and legs, slowed her downward
progress, reached equilibrium, kicked her way to the surface. Her head emerged
into sunshine just as her lungs threatened to explode. She bobbed up and down, gulped
great breaths of air, tried to tread water. Muddy water and thick strands of
long hair blinded her. She pushed her hair aside. She heard the cries of Ankhmare’s
nephews and cousins from the far side of the boat, heard Ankhmare shouting for
everyone to grab hold of the craft. She swam towards it. She saw a gash in its center,
saw reed containers of food and belongings and trade goods bobbing in the water,
some floating downstream, some already sinking. She was about to seize the boat
when the hippo roared, just yards away, and then again. Or maybe it was two
hippos. Or more. Tiaa knew they ranged the river in herds. Then she caught
sight of a score of crocodiles arrowing into the water from the western
riverbank where they’d been sunning, straight towards the boat. She reversed
direction and frantically swam towards the too–distant eastern shore, all the
while being swept north by the strong current. Boys and men passed her, all better
swimmers than she, leaving the river roiled in their wakes, filling her mouth
with water. She paused, tread water, coughed, choked, tried to catch her
breath, resumed swimming as she’d never swum before, clawed at the water, kicked
frantically, gasped for air. But too far from shore her arms and legs suddenly tired,
refused to obey her. She swallowed a mouthful of water, started coughing, sank
below the surface, swallowed more. She panicked, flailed. Suddenly she felt a
body beneath hers. She instinctively knew it was Ankhmare. He’d come back for
her. She rolled onto her back and he draped a strong arm across her chest, towed
her, raised silver droplets as he kicked madly, his free arm pulling at the river.
She glimpsed the remains of the boat and its contents, the water around it
churned white by hippos and crocodiles. Tiaa closed her eyes against the water
that washed over her and the bright sunlight. Ankhmare continued to tow her.
Then their progress stopped and palm trees were leaning over the water and they
were in shade and Ankhmare was standing waist–deep in the river, chest heaving,
hair plastered to his head, cradling her back and knees in his arms. Tiaa
linked her hands behind his neck and pressed her face against his broad chest
and he waded the rest of the way to shore, pushing through young reeds and
papyrus that swayed in the breeze along the riverbank. He stepped up onto land,
streaming water.


Ankhmare took a few steps and gently lay Tiaa down on a
patch of short grass in the shade of a dom palm. She saw Piye and Raia and the boys
close by, drenched, some bending over with their hands on their knees, some
laying on their backs, all gasping for breath. Tiaa curled into a tight ball,
clutched her knees to her chest with her arms, in shock, overwhelmed by her
narrow escape from death. She began to shiver uncontrollably; the water was
cool at this time of year and she was completely soaked. Her knees pressed the
falcon–shaped talisman draped around her neck on its cow hair string into her
chest, the image of the falcon god who had watched over her family from a time
beyond reckoning. Thank you for sending Ankhmare to save me! she prayed
in gratitude.


Suddenly Piye was screaming at Ankhmare. Tiaa caught sight
of them, standing chest to chest. “We lost everything when the boat overturned!
Everything! We’re ruined! And its all the girl’s fault! And yours! Why did you
let her steer?”


Tiaa shuddered. Piye was blaming her for the hippo attack? Was
it truly her fault the boat had overturned and Ankhmare and his cousins had lost
the trade goods they’d carried such a long distance? Tiaa suddenly felt sick as
the ramifications sank in. Ankhmare’s trade goods were gone. He was going to
lose the competition to Pay. Instead of returning to Badari in triumph he was
going to be blamed for the loss of his cousins’ goods, for her mistake. He’d
never be able to buy Khuit from her father now. He’d just lost her to Pay. Tiaa
had just ruined all of Ankhmare’s dreams. How could she face him ever again? She
wished now he’d left her in the river for the crocodiles.


“At least we escaped with our lives,” Ankhmare replied resignedly.


Piye spat. “Do you think Father and Grandfather will care?”
He shoved Ankhmare with both hands and stalked away.


Tiaa turned her head, closed her eyes, curled even tighter, overwhelmed
with guilt. Time passed, how much she could not say, but she eventually became
aware that darkness was descending upon the valley. Gently, Ankhmare picked her
up. She protested but he ignored her. He followed the others north along the riverbank.
Tiaa closed her eyes, tried to block out the world, but she saw hippos and
crocodiles and heard their roars, so she opened her eyes and stared at the first
stars winking into the sky, studiously avoiding meeting Ankhmare’s eyes. He
must hate me, she thought. Not only had she wrecked his life, but Khuit’s
as well. Now Khuit was condemned to spend her life as Pay’s possession. Tiaa
felt the weight of their mutual ruin descend upon her and she fought back tears,
chest heaving as she struggled not to cry. She refused to let these men and
boys see her as weak. Ankhmare held her closer. Perhaps half an hour later she sensed
he was moving away from the river, plodding across a wide muddy field silver in
places with water, then ascending a long rocky slope on a narrow twisting footpath.
Then there were flaming hearths, the smell of smoke, dogs barking, dozens of
people running towards them and others staring and still more calling out
questions. Ankhmare pushed past them and carried Tiaa into a large hut and set
her on her feet and departed without a word. She was glad for his silence. No
doubt he was so furious that he couldn’t even formulate words enough to properly
chastise her. He’d never take her to Nekhen now. He’d probably never want to
see her again. He certainly wouldn’t stand up for her when Pay demanded she be
returned to the playa for Iny’s reward. Her future was ruined. Her life was
over. A silent unfriendly woman entered the hut and unceremoniously stripped
off Tiaa’s sodden loincloth and ordered her to lay down on a reed pallet and
covered her with layers of warm skins and departed. And then, exhausted, Tiaa slept.


 


 


***


 


 


“Wake up!”


Startled, Tiaa’s eyes flew open. A girl, perhaps a year or
so younger, was staring down at her. For a moment Tiaa was confused, unsure
where she was, surrounded by unfamiliar walls of mud–covered wattle. Then
everything that had happened in the river came back to her in a rush and she
was overwhelmed once more. Yesterday at this time she’d been certain she’d soon
be traveling back to Nekhen with Ankhmare and Khuit to fulfill her destiny. Now
their lives were ruined because of her. Returning to Nekhen was out of the
question. Tiaa was totally alone, hundreds of miles from the place she wanted to
be. And she’d brought her fate on herself. Tears welled in her eyes.


“I can’t believe Great–Grandmother allowed you to sleep so
late,” the girl chided.


Tiaa roughly brushed her tears away. She wasn’t about to let
this stranger see her cry either. She looked at the girl, who’d moved to the
other side of the hut. She’s beautiful, Tiaa thought. The ends of her light
brown curly hair caressed the tops of her shoulders. She was slim, her legs
long, her kilt made of linen. Her dark eyes were lined all around with a green
substance, enhancing their loveliness. She wore studs of bluish stone in her
earlobes, and a headband and girdle of brilliantly–colored shells. Several long
strands of feldspar beads decorated her neck, along with a small stone carved
like a bull’s head with incurving horns. Three ivory bracelets clacked on each
wrist.


“Bet this is the last time you’ll get away with being so lazy,”
the girl said.


The long reed mat that served as the hut’s door was rolled
up and tied to the lintel. The doorway faced east. Through it Tiaa saw sunlight
spilling over the rim of the plateau, dispelling the shadows that blanketed
terrace and valley. She pushed the skins that covered her off, discovered she
was naked. A miu that had been curled up beside her jumped aside with a little
cry. Tiaa sat up, clutching one of the skins to her chest.


“I’m Nebetia,” the girl said.


“Ankhmare’s niece?”


She tossed Tiaa a loincloth made of what looked like goatskin.
“He sent me to make you presentable.”


Tiaa squirmed into the loincloth, then sat cross–legged atop
her pallet. Nebetia removed an ivory comb from a leather pouch she’d carried
into the hut and knelt behind Tiaa and began pulling it none too gently through
her tangled hair. As she did Tiaa caught sight of a small ivory figurine in the
pouch, a naked woman with big eyes and large breasts, her hands resting on her
hips. “What’s that?”


“A fertility figurine.” Nebetia giggled. “All of us girls
have one.”


Tiaa had seen similar objects in the trade goods Ankhmare had
carried to the playa. Her people had no human images, nor anything made of
copper for that matter. That was why the necklace Ankhmare had “given” to Iny
had inspired such envy among the patriarchs.


“We pray to the goddess every day to send us a good man, and
then children,” Nebetia continued. “I’ve been of an age to be joined for a few
years, but Father hasn’t arranged it yet.” She sounded disappointed. “Believe
me, I have plenty of suitors.”


“I do believe you,” Tiaa said. “You’re very beautiful.”


Nebetia took the compliment in stride, as if it was
something she was used to hearing, and beyond dispute.


“How old are you?” Tiaa asked.


“Fifteen.”


A year younger. As Nebetia yanked at her hair Tiaa looked
around the hut. Nine sleeping pallets blanketed the floor, each with a number
of animal skins awry – hers had obviously been crammed in among the others. The
hut’s sides were lined with worn reed baskets and earthenware jars of various
sizes. A few more dangled overhead, suspended from the curved roof. Tiaa gathered
that the Badarians had as few personal possessions as the people in her band.


“Is this your hut?” Tiaa asked.


“Thank the gods, no,” Nebetia replied. “It belongs to our
patriarch, Addaya, and his woman, Qalhata. They’re my great–grandparents. Piye
and Raia and their sons, my cousins, live in this hut too, along with Ankhmare.”


So she wouldn’t be able to escape her traveling companions.
That was depressing.


Nebetia moved to a reed basket, one in the long row against the
side of the hut. “This container holds all of Great–Grandmother’s jewelry and
cosmetics. The one next to it holds her clothes.” She returned to Tiaa’s pallet
and placed a flat rhomboid–shaped black stone and a small round container that
appeared to hold some kind of animal fat next to Tiaa’s knee. She set a lump of
green material on the stone, started grinding it to a fine powder with a quartz
pebble.


“What’s that?” Tiaa asked.


“Malachite. We gather it from deposits in the eastern
wadis.”


“What’s it for?” Tiaa asked.


“To protect your eyes from the sun’s glare and insect bites.
Now, pay attention,” Nebetia directed. “You’ll be applying it to Great–Grandmother
every morning from now on.”


So I’m to serve her? Tiaa thought. I’m to have no
say in what happens to me?


Nebetia continued to grind. “This stone is called a
palette,” she explained. “It came from a rock outcrop in the Black Mountains on
the eastern savannah. We travel there when the inundation fills the valley and
makes it uninhabitable. See these small holes drilled into the top?”


Tiaa nodded.


“You’ll string this palette on a bit of string and carry it
around your neck when we travel. Some of our hunters own palettes in the shape
of animals, or with an animal’s form scratched on it. They grind their
malachite on the palette before going on a hunt, giving them power over the
animal.” Nebetia finished grinding, set aside the pebble, then brushed the
powder from the palette into the earthenware container. She picked up a small
thin bone, doubtless from a bird’s wing. “We mix the malachite with animal
fat.” After a moment she stopped stirring, dipped her index finger into the
substance. “Close your eyes,” she ordered.


Nebetia swiftly applied the malachite to both of Tiaa’s
eyelids, then ran her finger below both eyes and along their corners. The
substance was cool and soothing. “There,” she said, satisfied.


Tiaa opened her eyes.


“At least you look more like one of us now,” Nebetia said.
“If this was a festival day I’d grind some red ochre and paint your cheeks and
lips. And I’d rub henna on your fingernails and toenails.”


“We use ochre too, where I come from,” Tiaa offered.


Nebetia leaned back, surveyed Tiaa from head to toe, sighed.
“That’ll have to do. Let’s go eat.”


Tiaa followed Nebetia outside, blinking against the
sunlight. She saw two huts flanking the one she’d just emerged from, both
facing a large blazing fire with several cooking vessels resting atop flat
stones next to it. A woman, probably in her early twenties, was on her knees,
filling a bowl with meat from one of the vessels. She was using a spoon made of
ivory, with a deep rounded bowl and the image of a gazelle at the end of the
handle. Tiaa had never seen anything like it before. She marveled at the
craftsmanship. Close to two dozen people were seated in two separate circles in
the space between the huts and the fire, on small leather stools or on the
ground cross–legged, around several collections of bowls and platters half–emptied
of fruits and vegetables and meat. Tiaa assumed all were members of Ankhmare’s extended
family. The adults and older children turned expectantly. Tiaa was unprepared
for the hostility in their eyes. Raia and Piye and Ankhmare must have told
everyone what she’d done.


Some wore kilts made of animal skins, hair turned to the
inside, and others kilts of rough linen. Many of the older individuals wore
cloaks of the same material, for it was chilly in the morning at this time of
year. The diversity of hair was unexpected – black, several shades of brown and
gray, straight and curly and wavy, though none of Tiaa’s gold. One woman wore
plaits; another’s tresses were twisted. Everyone’s eyes were painted and both
men and women seemed to be fond of jewelry. Tiaa saw necklaces and girdles and
bracelets and pendants and anklets and ear studs of every material imaginable –
ivory, tortoise shell, sea shell, calcite, feldspar, bone, horn, copper,
steatite, carnelian, jasper, siltstone, breccia, serpentine, alabaster, red and
pink and grey and green limestone. Several women had thrust decorated combs carved
from bone or ivory in their hair. Most of the men were about five feet tall,
though a few were taller. None reached Ankhmare’s height. Many were quite muscular.


Several geese honked at once. Tiaa’s attention was drawn to
their pen between two huts. A young girl was standing next to it, an egg in
each hand. A miu sat nearby, watching, its tail swishing.


Nebetia led Tiaa to the closest circle. Ankhmare was seated
there in the midst of several children, busily eating. He did not look up.


“This is our family’s patriarch, Addaya, and his woman, my great–grandmother,
Qalhata,” Nebetia said.


Both were seated on low stools opposite Ankhmare. Tiaa
guessed Qalhata to be in her mid–sixties, a few years younger than Addaya. Her plaited
hair was long and gray. Her skin was brown and wrinkled and she was slightly
bent, her hands claw–like, eyes piercing, mouth down–turned at the corners as
if she was perpetually unhappy. Tiaa had never seen a woman so old. Addaya was
much the same in appearance, though his face was more deeply lined. Qalhata
scrutinized Tiaa imperiously; Addaya glanced at her momentarily and at the same
time dipped his fingers into the nearest bowl, disinterested.


“This is my father, Pay,” Nebetia continued, indicating a
man who appeared to be in his early forties. He was seated on the ground to
Addaya’s right.


He stared at her, his gaze unfriendly.


Knowing his enmity for Ankhmare, his designs on Khuit, Tiaa
took an immediate dislike to him.


Nebetia turned to the other circle. “Over there are my uncle
Hormin and his woman Nikaure. You know my uncles Piye and Raia, of course.” She
indicated the children scattered about. “You’ll eventually sort out who goes
with whom. On that side are my younger brother Minmose and sisters Nedjem and Henutsen.”


The woman who’d been filling the bowl with meat approached
Addaya’s circle.


“That’s my father’s new woman, Khuit.” The last Nebetia said
in a disparaging tone.


So she’s already joined to Pay. And its my fault she lost
Ankhmare, Tiaa thought. Ankhmare must despise me for what I’ve cost him.
Tiaa studied Khuit guiltily. She was probably half Pay’s age at most, with long
hair and dark eyes and a willowy figure. Tiaa could see why Ankhmare was
attracted to her. Surprisingly, she gave Tiaa a sympathetic smile. That
awakened more guilt. Then Pay barked a command and, startled, Khuit bowed her
head and hastened to his side and placed the bowl on the ground before him. Tiaa
was reminded of a frightened animal. Khuit seated herself at Pay’s side, her
eyes downcast.


“Squeeze in next to me, Tiaa,” Ankhmare directed.


She sat cross–legged beside him.


Nebetia moved to her side and poured beer into an
earthenware cup from a tall jar. Tiaa had never seen such a fine jar, elegant,
wide–mouthed, some fifteen inches high and almost impossibly thin, its surface
finely rippled. Compared to it, the pottery she’d made all her life at the
playa was primitive and clunky, and she was suddenly ashamed of it. Even the
cup and bowl were thin, with rounded bases, so delicate Tiaa feared she might
crush them. She gently placed her cup in a slight depression in the ground,
then reached into the nearest bowl and grabbed a piece of fruit. Then another.
She hadn’t eaten since breakfast a day ago and she emptied the bowl in a
moment. Tiaa heard laughter and looked up and saw everyone in the circle regarding
her as if she was some kind of wild animal, but she didn’t care. She guzzled
her cup of beer, emptying it.


“Bring her more,” Ankhmare called to Nebetia.


He waited until she’d eaten her fill, long after the others
had begun trickling away to pursue their daily tasks and the younger girls had
started clearing away the empty bowls and platters. “Come with me,” he said.


They moved a short distance away from the campfire to the
very edge of the promontory, behind Addaya’s huts, where there was a commanding
view of the entire valley. Ankhmare seated himself cross–legged on the ground.


Dreading what she expected would be an unpleasant
confrontation, now that they were alone, Tiaa stood meekly beside Ankhmare. “I
didn’t thank you for saving my life yesterday,” she said hurriedly before he
could begin a well–deserved lecture. “I’m truly grateful.”


“Sit.”


Tiaa complied.


Ankhmare was silent, as if she wasn’t there, gazing over the
river valley.


Tiaa took the opportunity to look around herself. Badari was
the largest settlement she’d ever seen except for Nekhen. Huts made of sticks
and matting were clustered in several dozen small groups separated a bit from
each other, some up here on the promontory overlooking a wadi that cut eastward
into the plateau, the rest strung out along the edge of cultivation at the base
of the plateau, north of and below where she was sitting, about a quarter mile
east of the river. She assumed a wide muddy strip beside the water that was
just beginning to turn green was where the Badarians grew their grain. She
scanned the limestone plateau that swept in an arc from south to north, directly
east of her. Its face was sheer, rising above a terrace that was itself cut by water–worn
gullies and the wadi, forming many spurs and promontories that jutted into the
cultivated plain. Smoke rose from hearths before all the huts in Tiaa’s view,
spiraling into the cloudless sky. She saw hordes of children running about, and
old white–haired women and men sitting at their breakfasts. She noted a few
mius sleeping in the sun, curled up beside huts, heard dogs barking close to
the base of the plateau where cattle and sheep and goats were grazing. There
were grinding stones next to every hut, and small ovens for baking bread, and
large earthenware jars and ostrich shells full of water and beer, and reed
baskets and containers overflowing with fruit and vegetables. Tiaa spotted a
number of large clay bins set into the ground, no doubt for communal storage of
grain, just like at her home. The far shore of the river seemed a swampy brushy
tangle, clearly unsettled and uncultivated. Shadows outlined crevices wherever
sunlight failed to penetrate the face of the western plateau. The river was
wide here at Badari, shining silver and yellow as the sun climbed the sky. Tiaa
saw a few reed boats bobbing along the riverbank, most only large enough for
one or two men. That reminded her of yesterday’s accident.


If Ankhmare wasn’t going to speak, she would. “I’m so sorry I
destroyed your boat, Ankhmare. I’m so sorry you lost everything you traded for
at the playa.” She threw her shoulders back, looked him in the eye. “I can’t
begin to express how sorry I am about Khuit. I truly grieve for you, Ankhmare. I
know how much she means to you. Whatever I have to do to repay you, I will. My
life is yours.”


His response surprised her. “The accident wasn’t your fault,
Tiaa,” Ankhmare said comfortingly. “Remember, I had my hand on the oar too. You
steered the exact path on the river I always follow. I’ve never seen hippos
feeding in that patch of reeds we were passing.”


Tiaa shook her head vehemently. “No matter what you say, I’m
responsible,” she said, anguished. “Please don’t try to make me feel better.
I’ll never forgive myself. I’ve ruined you and your cousins.”


“That is indeed Raia’s and Piye’s opinion,” Ankhmare replied.


Tiaa nodded. “I heard them talking to you on the riverbank,
afterwards,” she said glumly.


“Screaming, you mean. I hoped you hadn’t,” Ankhmare said
sympathetically. “You should know that they complained loud and long about you
to Grandfather and Pay last night. They charged that you steered too close to
shore. Grandfather demanded a full accounting from me of what we’d traded for. I
told him. He and Pay are furious about what was lost.”


Tiaa’s heart fell to her stomach. Tears welled in her eyes.


Ankhmare smiled wryly. “One good thing – Raia’s and Piye’s
belligerence backfired on them. They blamed me for letting you steer. Grandfather
told them they should have stopped me. So they’ve sunk as low in Grandfather’s
opinion as I have.”


Tiaa looked down at the ground. “You must hate me for what
I’ve done to you,” she said contritely. “Scream at me, curse me, beat me, send
me away – do whatever you must.”


Instead Ankhmare put his arm around her shoulder. “What I
might or might not do – and I wouldn’t do any of the things you suggested –
doesn’t matter. Unfortunately, your fate’s out of my hands now. You see, to
deflect Grandfather’s wrath, Raia and Piye told him about you running away from
Iny and the reward he promised for your return. So Grandfather’s not going to
allow you to leave Badari. Next year at this time Pay’s going to lead another
expedition to the playa, specifically to return you and claim the dozen
cattle.” Ankhmare shook his head. “I wasn’t able to talk Grandfather out of it.
Pay, it seems, has more influence over Grandfather now than he used to, and
more than I have.”


“My fault too,” Tiaa said. Hopelessness washed over her like
a wave. In some ways, after what she’d done to Ankhmare, she considered her
fate to be justice. Enslaved for a year, then returned to Iny. It was exactly
what she deserved.


“Don’t worry. I promise you’ll never see the playa again,”
Ankhmare said in a low voice. “I won’t let them do to you what they’ve done to Khuit.
I don’t know how I’m going to stop them, but I’ve got nine months to figure
something out. Whatever it is, I’ll have to do it carefully, and in secret.
Nebetia has been assigned to watch you constantly from now on, so I won’t be
able to tell you what I’m going to do until I actually do it. So you’re going
to have to trust that I’m looking out for you. Can you do that, Tiaa?”


“But aren’t you going back to Nekhen right away, like you
planned?”


“I won’t leave Badari as long as Khuit’s here,” Ankhmare said
grimly. “I can’t have her, but I won’t abandon her to my monster of an uncle.”


Tiaa had no choice. “Yes, Ankhmare. I’ll trust you.” But his
saving her seemed too daunting a task given the current situation. After what
she’d already done to Ankhmare she didn’t want him to put himself at any more
risk on her account than he already had, either. So, if she was to escape
Badari – and she had to, for she’d never go willingly back to the playa – she
was going to have to figure out how to escape on her own. The falcon god had
contrived to reveal Nekhen to her. Maybe she needed to simply trust that the falcon
god would continue to guide her steps, find a way to set her free, return her
to that settlement. Maybe she just had to be patient. But that was going to be
very hard. Passively waiting was not in her nature.


Ankhmare swept his arm across the promontory. “Let me tell
you about Badari, since you’re going to be staying awhile. Each of the clusters
of huts you see in the settlement belongs to an extended family. You slept in my
grandfather’s hut last night and will continue to do so. We’re sitting between his
and Pay’s and Hormin’s dwellings right now. When the inundation fills the
valley almost every family leaves Badari and goes its separate way, even those
of us on the promontory. Some of those with cattle and sheep and goats move
farther up or down the valley where there’s grazing atop the plateau; a few
families move up onto the plateau here and stay year–round – there are miles of
fences made of piled stones where they corral their herds. Everyone else –
especially families like mine who don’t own cattle – follows herds of wild
animals through the eastern wadis, sometimes all the way to the sea. Like your
band, our possessions are few and portable, since we have to carry them with
us. Most families return to Badari every year after the inundation. Some don’t.
Occasionally new families settle among us. Every family looks to its own patriarch
to make whatever decisions are necessary. We plant and harvest our own fields,
and each family hunts and fishes and gleans and cares for its own herds
separately.”


“Unlike at the playa, where we hunt large animals together
and share what we slay, and harvest wild grasses in common.”


“That’s right.”


Tiaa’s attention was drawn to a tall pole topped with what
looked like a clay catfish in the center of the upper settlement. “Is that
Badari’s standard?” she asked.


Ankhmare nodded. “Someone carries ours in procession during
every festival.”


“You told me before that your family always returns to Badari.”


“At Grandfather’s insistence,” Ankhmare replied. “And good
for me. It’s a perfect location for traders. Trails lead from here to oases in
the western savannah. A series of great wadis run eastward all the way to the
sea. Thus I have access to the products of the east – nuggets of copper, stone
for palettes, malachite, ochre, gold, shells.”


“The bowls and jars I saw at breakfast were gorgeous. Is
that what you trade for all those items?”


“Not since Grandmother stopped making pottery. I use my boat
to fish, and barter my catch,” Ankhmare said. “Plus whatever we bring back from
the wadis and the sea during the inundation. In addition, you’ll find here at
Badari a handful of men and women skilled in knapping flint and tanning skins
and weaving, and mat– and basket–making. I trade their products. Or, at least,
I used to. I’ll be working Pay’s fields from now on, and fishing – not trading.
We have no goods left to trade after the accident.”


“I could make pottery for you to trade,” Tiaa offered.


“I’m afraid you’re not going to have the time.”


A consequence of what she’d done. Denied doing the thing she
loved best. Tiaa was feeling quite adrift once more. “Ankhmare, what’s going to
happen to me?” she asked plaintively.


“You’ll sleep in my grandparents’ hut.” He looked over his
shoulder at where Addaya and Qalhata still sat. “Frankly, Nebetia is thrilled
we’re taking you into our band. She’s labored for Grandmother since she was old
enough to walk, cooked and cleaned and fetched and such. You’ll take over her
duties starting this morning. Nebetia and Grandmother have never gotten along. As
much as I love Grandmother, there’s no disputing that she’s cantankerous and
demanding and particular and critical and doesn’t tolerate idleness. Nebetia
does as little as possible and has to be watched like a hawk and driven like a
cow. Half the time when Grandmother wants her she’s off flirting with some boy.
Needless to say, they butt heads constantly. Nebetia is extremely familiar with
the business end of Grandmother’s stick, though it never seems to do her any
good.”


“I’ve never shirked hard work,” Tiaa said.


“That’s good. Because I’m afraid a considerable amount of
very hard work is in store for you. I’m sorry, but there’s no helping it.”
Ankhmare lowered his voice. “Slack off and you’ll be utterly miserable, Tiaa. Work
hard and you’ll be slightly less miserable.”


Tiaa nodded. If this was to be her fate, so be it.


“You were considered special and important at the playa, feared,
given at least grudging respect by everyone,” Ankhmare said. “But here everyone
sees you as another mouth to feed, someone who cost them much, and they resent
you for it. My family is not well–off now, Tiaa – it was a huge risk to carry all
our goods to the playa and you’re well aware of the implication of their loss.
So, work hard, without complaint. That’s the only way to earn Grandmother’s
respect. Never forget that she’s the person in our family who really matters. Even
Grandfather yields to her. Win her over and your life will be much easier. But
be warned – you don’t have much time to make a good impression on her.”


“I promise I won’t fail you, Ankhmare – at least, not again.”


“Fail me?”


“You’re the one who talked your grandmother into letting me
serve her, aren’t you?”


Ankhmare laughed. “I did in fact keep you from becoming Pay’s
personal slave. Did Nebetia tell you?”


“No. It’s just that you treat everyone kindly.”


Ankhmare laughed again. “Did you forget how I roared at my
nephews when they were rowing my boat?”


“Speaking of roaring… the bull’s head around your neck – I
see lots of your family are wearing one like it.”


“It’s an amulet,” Ankhmare explained. “The bull protects me
from the dangers I face every day. The horns are deformed to harness the bull’s
aggressive power. Similarly, some of our hunters wear amulets in the shape of
the animals they hunt,” he added. “And the younger children wear amulets in the
shape of scorpions to protect them from that danger.” Ankhmare pointed to the object
dangling around Tiaa’s neck. “And yours? May I?”


She nodded.


He lifted the talisman away from her chest, rubbed it
between his fingers. “It’s heavier than any stone I’ve ever seen, and shiny,
like it melted.”


“It’s the very image of the falcon god, as you can see. The
old tales say he sent it directly to our family when we still lived at the northern
lake, chose us as his own. I’m the ninety–third to wear it.”


Ankhmare let out a low whistle. “I never guessed it to be so
ancient.”


“The falcon god has been our family’s god all that time.”
She pulled her loincloth well up her thigh, revealed the image of the falcon.
“He marked me at birth.”


“He must have protected you in the river. That explains
much.” Ankhmare stood. “Well, it’s time for me to get to work on a new boat. That’s
the first task Pay has assigned me – he’s giving orders on behalf of Grandfather
now. I’ve no doubt he’ll see to it that I have as little free time as possible
from now on. As for you, it’s time for you to speak with Grandmother. Or, I
should say, listen to Grandmother. That would serve you better.”


Tiaa followed Ankhmare to where the old woman sat on a short
leather stool just outside the entrance to her hut, in a patch of shade.


“This is Tiaa,” Ankhmare said, then departed.


Tiaa stood before Qalhata, silent, respectful, eyes downcast,
waiting for the woman to speak.


“My grandson explained you’re to serve me?” Qalhata queried
after a moment.


“Yes.”


“I’m only giving you a chance because he asked.” She
snorted. “Ankhmare’s the only one around here who’s worth anything.”


Tiaa remained silent. She didn’t know if she should say
anything, or what she should say. Though from what she’d observed so far she completely
agreed with Qalhata. But she was certain the old woman had no interest in her
opinion.


“Did Ankhmare explain your duties?”


“Not in detail.”


“That’s just as well. Men have no idea what it takes to run
a household.”


Again Tiaa remained silent.


“I’m only going to tell you this once, girl, so listen well.
You’ll be the first in my hut to wake every morning and the last to sleep at
night. You’ll eat after everyone else, whatever’s left. If everything’s been
eaten you’ll go to bed hungry. You’ll wait on Addaya and me at every meal.
You’ll make sure his cup is kept filled all evening when he sits beside the
campfire. You’ll bake bread and prepare breakfast. You’ll help me wash and dress.
You’ll clean the hut. You’ll fetch wood for the fire, and water from the river.
You’ll cook the midday and evening meals. You’ll brew beer. You’ll wash and
make and mend clothes. You’ll fish, and set snares in the marshes, and glean in
the valley and on the savannah. Nebetia will teach you our songs and dances,
and you’ll entertain us in the evenings. And anything else I tell you to do.”


“I understand,” Tiaa said. “I won’t disappoint you.”


“See that you don’t,” Qalhata snapped, clearly unconvinced.
“Now, there’s grain to be ground into flour. Get to it.”


Tiaa hated making flour more than anything in the world.
Nothing made her hands and shoulders and back and knees hurt more. She didn’t
say a word in protest. Several sacks of grain were piled close by, next to a
stone mortar and flat dark grinding stone and a few large bowls. She took a
moment to quickly braid her long golden hair to keep it out of the way as she
worked. She opened a sack, put a handful of grain in the mortar, pounded it
with another stone until each grain was separated from its husk, put the grains
in one of the bowls and tossed the husks aside. By the time she’d emptied the
first sack she was drenched with sweat, but she didn’t even pause to take a
drink. She felt Qalhata’s eyes upon her and knew she was being tested. She
scattered grain on the flat stone and knelt at one end and ground it into flour
using a cylindrical stone, leaning forward and rolling the stone back and forth
with the weight of her upper body on it. When all the grain had been ground she
sieved it through a reed screen to remove the larger bits, then divided most of
the flour among several large storage jars. She sealed them shut with clay. She
placed the small amount of flour that remained in a small bowl and mixed it
with water and set it aside so it could attract wild yeasts during the day.
She’d use that mixture to leaven the flour when she made flat round loaves of
bread in the morning. 


That was the first of many tasks that kept Tiaa occupied non–stop
from morning until well after sunset. No one except Qalhata spoke to her, not even
once, and she only to bark commands. Everyone else seemed oblivious to her
presence, with the exception of Nebetia, who made a show of reveling in her new–found
freedom from Qalhata’s chores. Ankhmare never reappeared; Tiaa assumed he was
working on his boat. After preparing an evening meal she was too tired to eat, Tiaa
trailed the rest of the women and girls from the upper settlement down to the
river. While they bathed and then chatted together on the riverbank, she waded
into the river far enough upstream that their conversation and laughter were
almost too faint to hear. She filled two earthenware jars with water, the final
task assigned her by Qalhata for the day. After, she sat on the bank, clutched
her knees to her chest, stared unseeing at the unfeeling relentlessly flowing moonlit
river that had disrupted her life just a day ago. 


She heard a soft step behind her, turned, alarmed. A shadow
loomed.


“It’s me. Khuit.” The woman stepped into the moonlight.


Tiaa tensed. Ankhmare had been more than kind to her about
the accident. Khuit had no doubt come down to the river to berate her for
ruining her life.


“I didn’t think you should be alone tonight, Tiaa. I feel so
awful for you.”


The unexpected sympathy in Khuit’s voice, the fact that Khuit
had come to comfort her after what she’d done unleashed the sorrow that Tiaa
had kept bottled up inside since her arrival at Badari. Tears came, first a
trickle, then a flood. Khuit sat down beside her, put her arm around her
shoulders, pulled her close. Tiaa leaned against the older woman, her body suddenly
wracked with wrenching sobs. She cried for her mother and grandfather and for Khuit
and Ankhmare. She cried for the freedom that had been taken away from her, and
the promise of being returned to Iny that now hung over her head. She lost
track of time. She could have been in Khuit’s arms for a few minutes or a few
hours. She had no idea. She cried like she’d never cried before in her entire
life. When she was at last completely spent she straightened and raised her
eyes to the bright stars overhead where those she had loved now resided and roughly
brushed away her tears and vowed they were the last she would ever shed.


“If you ever need to talk, Tiaa, if you ever need a friend,
come find me,” Khuit whispered.


“Why are you being so kind to me?” Tiaa asked, unable to
hide her amazement. “It’s my fault you’re joined to Pay instead of Ankhmare.”


“Because you steered the boat into hippos and Ankhmare couldn’t
buy me?”


“You should hate me.”


“Ankhmare explained to Addaya and the rest that it wasn’t
your fault. I believe him. Addaya would have gone easier on Ankhmare if he’d blamed
you, but he didn’t. That’s why I love him so much.”


“He said the two of your always wanted to be joined.”


“It was the greatest desire of both our hearts, ever since
we were children,” Khuit said sadly. “But we got caught up in forces larger
than either of us. You see, Tiaa, undercurrents of hatred swirl throughout
Addaya’s band. They started when Pay and Hepu, Ankhmare’s father, were boys.
Pay was a year older and he thought the band should be completely devoted to
farming. Hepu was in favor of trading. They fought constantly. When Hepu died a
few months ago Pay was certain he’d be able to convince Addaya to abandon
trading – Addaya’s weak, Tiaa; he can be easily swayed. But then Ankhmare
talked Addaya into approving the expedition to the playa that Hepu had been
about to embark on when he died. Qalhata supported Ankhmare – he’s her favorite
– and so Ankhmare carried the day. As you can imagine, Pay, who’d thought he’d
finally get his way, was infuriated.”


“That’s why Pay and Ankhmare hate each other?”


“No. My older sister, Penebui, was the original cause of
that,” Khuit said. “She was joined to Pay when she was just about your age. For
a decade he treated her brutally. Five years ago Ankhmare caught Pay beating
her down by the river. Ankhmare interceded, turned Pay’s own stick on him. Pay
promised he’d someday have his revenge – but Pay never dared to hurt Penebui after
that. After she died, Pay insisted that I be joined to him – not because he
cared for me, but because he knew Ankhmare loved me. It was Pay’s way of
getting his revenge.”


“Ankhmare said you talked your father into the competition.”


“It was the only way for Ankhmare to win me. My father went
along with it because he’s just as greedy and grasping as Pay and most Badarian
men.”


“Except for Ankhmare.”


Khuit smiled. “He is unlike anyone else.”


“I was promised to a much older man that I hated too,” Tiaa
said.


“Iny? The one who offered cattle for your return?”


“I ran away from him. Ankhmare helped me escape. Then he
stood up to his cousins for me.”


“Pay’s going to turn Ankhmare into a fisherman and farmer and
never let him trade again,” Khuit confided despairingly. “Pay finally talked
Addaya into abandoning trading and only farming from now on.”


“And herding cattle after Pay collects the reward from Iny,”
Tiaa interjected.


“Ankhmare will leave Badari now. That’s for sure. There’s
nothing to keep him here anymore.” Khuit only half–stifled a sob.


“You’re wrong,” Tiaa replied. “There’s you.”


“I belong to Pay now,” Khuit said bitterly.


Tiaa grasped Khuit’s hand. “Ankhmare told me this very
morning that he’ll never abandon you,” she said earnestly. “He won’t leave Badari
as long as you’re here. He’ll protect you from Pay, like he did your sister.”


The hope in Khuit’s voice was unmistakable. “Truly?”


“Yes.”


A sharp sob escaped Khuit this time. “I wish I could tell
him how glad I am. But Pay’s forbidden me from so much as speaking to Ankhmare –
ever.”


Tiaa saw ineffable sadness in Khuit’s eyes, plain even in
the moonlight. She knew she was the cause of it. She had to help ease it. Tiaa looked
in all directions to make sure no one was lurking in the shadows, especially
Nebetia. “That’s unfair! We can’t let Pay get away with it. Maybe I can help
you get around him.”


“How?”


“The two of us could meet here at the river to bathe every
night. We wouldn’t arouse anyone’s suspicions, I wouldn’t think. Ankhmare can
join us whenever he’s able. I can stand watch, make sure no one sees the two of
you together.”


“You’d really do that for us?”


“Yes.”


“Are you sure you want to take the risk? Nebetia will be
only too happy to tell Pay if she catches the three of us together. I know what
will happen to me and Ankhmare. What’ll happen to you might be even worse.”


“Worse?” Tiaa asked bitterly. “Pay’s going to take me back
to the playa to a man who’ll probably execute me as an example. Or keep me
alive and treat me brutally as a display of his power. Does it matter if I’m
killed there or killed here? Though I doubt Pay will do anything to me that
might lessen my value. Ankhmare says Pay covets cattle. Pay’s greed will surely
protect me.”


“I accept your offer, then.” Khuit hugged Tiaa close. “I can
tell you were something at your playa. I sense fire and fearlessness and a strong
will in you.”


“I was the most important woman there,” Tiaa said matter–of–factly.
She grasped the talisman in her fist. “I was even special to the gods, Khuit.”
She let her hand drop back to her lap. She looked into Khuit’s eyes, saw the
moon reflected there. “I promise you, I’m not going to be Qalhata’s slave
forever. I’ll win my freedom. I’ll rise high again. So will Ankhmare. I owe him
my life twice over. I’ll do everything in my power to restore him to the
position he deserves. Someday, the people who live in this valley will know both
our names. When that day comes I’ll make sure you’re with Ankhmare.” She raised
her eyes to the stars. “Before the gods, I swear it.”


 


 


***


 


 


In the weeks that followed Tiaa settled into her new life. She
didn’t mind that her tasks were exhausting, for they kept her mind occupied and
prevented her from dwelling on what she’d done to Ankhmare and Khuit and what
appeared at present to be a hopeless future. She took care of Addaya’s hut,
gathered eggs from his penned geese, saw to Qalhata’s needs, ground grain into
flour, baked bread, brewed beer. She fetched wood and dung to feed the fires,
cooked, wove baskets and mats from reeds she cut along the riverbank. She wove
linen and softened hides and sewed garments. She gathered castor plants and pressed
them to extract oil to burn in earthenware lamps. She collected wild honey from
bee trees on the savannah. She sometimes carried the midday meal to Ankhmare and the few boys who were helping him build his new boat, watched it take
shape, occasionally harvested reeds for him. She came to know the valley and
the marshes and promontories and wadis and nearby savannah as well as she’d
known the playa. She fished with a bident at the river’s edge and set snares
for waterfowl and hares and other small animals in the lowlands and gleaned the
bounty of the valley – onions, garlic, cucumbers, radishes, lettuce, celery,
aquatic plants, tubers, peas, beans, lentils, figs, dates, grapes, persea and
dom–palm nuts. She even collected armloads of sweet–smelling flowers each day
and placed them in earthenware containers to brighten and perfume Addaya’s hut.


Whenever she had a spare moment, Pay and Piye and Raia set Tiaa
to work in their fields along the river, pulling weeds or driving away birds. They
were intent on making her pay for the lost trade goods and did their best to
make her suffer in the process, though she never once complained. Nebetia spied
on her constantly, shadowing her every move when Tiaa wasn’t working in
Addaya’s camp. As Qalhata had directed, Nebetia explained Badarian customs and
introduced Tiaa to the gods worshiped by its people – the falcon god was not
among them, as Ankhmare had warned her. Nebetia taught Tiaa the family songs
and dances and joined her each evening to entertain Addaya and Qalhata and her
father and uncles. Addaya, like Alara, was fond of telling tales around his
fire and, listening as she kept his cup filled or mended clothing or wove reed
containers, Tiaa soon knew much about the family she now served and their
ancestors. It was, she decided, undistinguished in comparison to her own.


Tiaa became familiar with both the upper and lower sections
of Badari and those of its inhabitants who lived near either side of the path
she trod to and from the river daily, for despite the sorrow that haunted her she
was a naturally engaging girl and people gravitated to her. She quickly
acquired a large number of acquaintances among the older women. Most girls,
however, wanted nothing to do with her; they saw her as an outsider and their
competitor for the attentions of the older boys and men, who considered Tiaa to
be exotic and beautiful. Only Nebetia had more suitors. But Pay chased Tiaa’s away,
informing them that Tiaa was spoken for and would be gone from Badari soon. Tiaa
actually didn’t mind – she had no intention of getting involved with farmers
and fishermen and herdsmen.


As for real friends, only Ankhmare and Khuit qualified as
such, though Tiaa was circumspect in her dealings with them, conversing about
only the most routine affairs when anyone else was around, and that hardly ever.
She spoke with Khuit mostly in the river as they bathed, in the dark, and with
Ankhmare during the course of daily tasks that required the two of them to have
contact. She became, as she’d volunteered, their lookout; they managed to slip
off together a couple of nights a week, usually for less than an hour. It was
the least Tiaa could do for two people she’d wronged so greatly.


Never once did Tiaa give Qalhata cause to chastise her for
laziness or an indifferent effort, for Tiaa lived in constant fear of what
might happen to her if she slacked off for a single moment. Despite that, Qalhata
never once complimented Tiaa or spoke kindly to her or so much as smiled in her
presence. The old lady terrified Tiaa as no one ever had, for she held Tiaa’s
fate in her hands. Tiaa quickly learned that she wasn’t the only person in the
band afraid of the matriarch either. Only Ankhmare seemed to have any true
affection for his grandmother. Qalhata treated Ankhmare’s cousins and their
women and children with disdain, a disdain they reciprocated, though never to
her face.


 


 


***


 


“We’re going to make pottery today,” Qalhata announced one
morning after breakfast as Tiaa was preparing, as usual, to grind a large
quantity of grain. “Two dozen jars – not one less. Do you understand? No matter
how long it takes.” Qalhata’s eyes narrowed. “You do know how to work clay,
don’t you girl?”


“Yes.” Tiaa had figured out in the first hour of serving Qalhata
that she expected one–word answers to her questions, not explanations. Besides,
Tiaa didn’t know if Ankhmare had told Qalhata about her black–topped pottery,
which he had been quite taken with at the playa, or what he might have said
about her abilities.


“Hmph. We’ll see,” Qalhata said imperiously. “Pick up that
container. It’s full of clay that Nebetia cleaned and tempered for me a week
ago, from the riverbank.”


Her heart singing, though outwardly she forced herself to
remain calm, Tiaa lifted the reed basket and balanced it on her right shoulder.
It was heavy, but she didn’t mind. She was finally going to get to do what she
loved most. She bent at the knees and reached for several rolled up reed mats,
picked them up with her left hand. Then she followed after Qalhata. They
traveled slowly, east to the very base of the plateau and then south along it,
heading away from the wadi that sliced so deeply into the promontory. The old woman
paused often to rest and catch her breath and Tiaa took advantage of those
opportunities to set down the heavy basket and rub her shoulder. 


“Shouldn’t Nebetia and Henutsen be with us today?” Tiaa
asked during one of the rest stops. She’d learned that the two sisters usually
assisted Qalhata when she made pottery.


Qalhata snorted. “If I wanted your opinion I’d have asked
for it.”


“I’m sorry.”


“If you must know, they don’t take any interest in working
clay,” Qalhata spat angrily. “No one in my family does. My grandsons’ women and
their daughters are all in too much of a rush. They’re competent enough to make
the rough objects we use every day, but not the fine ones Ankhmare likes to trade.”
She caught herself. “Liked to.” She shook her head. “They all disappointment me
immensely.” She sighed, spoke almost to herself. “No one takes pride in their
handiwork.”


“Ankhmare told me you’re the best potter in the valley.”


“Not anymore.” Qalhata held up her gnarled fingers.


Tiaa suddenly understood the root of the old woman’s
bitterness. She could no longer do what gave her the most pleasure in life –
create unsurpassed beauty. Furthermore, the pride she had in her craft was
unimportant to the women she had taught to carry on her legacy and were doing
it so poorly. No wonder she was so surly around them.


After a half mile Qalhata turned west onto one of the small spurs
that jutted into and loomed over the cultivated strip. A waist–high flat rock
shelf marked the spur’s western edge, partially shaded by an acacia tree. The
valley floor lay fifty feet directly below. Tiaa dumped the clay from the
basket onto the sunlit portion of the rock shelf and spread out the reed mats
side by side. Qalhata sat down in the shade a step or two away.


“Make a storage jar,” Qalhata directed.


“Do you have any special instructions?”


“You told me you know how to work clay,” the old woman
snapped. “Prove it.”


The sympathy Tiaa had felt for Qalhata vanished in an
instant. Angrily, though she was careful to conceal it, Tiaa took a lump of
clay and carefully flattened it into a thick circular base. Then she took another
lump and rolled it between her palms, creating a long coil about the width of
her thumb. She made two dozen similar coils, laying them side by side on the
rock. Qalhata watched without making a single comment, which made Tiaa nervous.
Either Qalhata found her work acceptable, or it was so bad she was too
disgusted to make corrections. Tiaa picked up a coil and carefully joined it to
the outer edge of the base, pressing the two together with her fingertips. Then
she took a second coil and affixed it atop the first, and then another. As she
worked, intent on her task, the old woman and the rest of the world faded away.
Tiaa felt as if she was working beside her mother again, making pottery for the
rain festival, in a faraway place and time, her hands moving surely,
automatically. Only when she’d attached all the coils did she snap back to
reality.


Tiaa set the jar on the rock. Then she fished a curved
pottery sherd from a leather pouch full of them and, starting at the bottom of
the jar, firmly scraped it inside and out, smoothing it, filling the seams
between the coils. When she was finished she placed the jar on the nearest reed
mat and sat back on her haunches. She gazed at Qalhata expectantly and
fearfully.


“You’ve done this before,” Qalhata said.


“Yes.” Tiaa repressed the urge to boast of her past, of her
status as the best pottery maker at the playa.


“How much does a jar like this shrink when you fire it?”


“Not much,” Tiaa replied.


“I use a very hot fire. This jar will be a third to a half smaller
when it comes from the ashes. You should have made the base considerably
larger, and the sides at least twice as tall.”


Tiaa stared at Qalhata for a moment. Then, wordlessly, she
mashed the jar until it was a single lump of clay once more.


“Nebetia would have counted that as one of her two dozen,”
Qalhata observed.


“I’m not Nebetia,” Tiaa said. She thought she saw Qalhata
suppress a smile.


Finally, on the sixth attempt, Qalhata told Tiaa she was finally
catching on to the Badarian style. Tiaa proudly set that jar aside to dry and
immediately started on the next. It took her until sunset to cover the reed
mats with twenty–three more, all nearly identical – as for cups and platters
and other more elaborate containers, those would wait until she proved herself,
Qalhata said. By then Tiaa’s hands and forearms were covered with clay, and her
cheeks and chin, and her brow, where she’d brushed it with her forearm to keep
the sweat out of her eyes. She was drenched from working in the hot sun and the
pressure of performing for an uncompromising mistress, and her arms and
shoulders and fingers ached. Without being told Tiaa gathered up all the tools and
containers and then she and Qalhata returned to camp. While Qalhata ate a meal
that had been prepared by Nebetia, Tiaa went straight to the river to bathe. Despite
her exhaustion, she was pleased at the progress she’d made. Today’s pieces, she
realized, were more elegant than any she’d ever made at the playa.


Tiaa and Qalhata returned together to the rock shelf several
days later and seated themselves side by side. Tiaa placed a leather pouch she’d
carried there on the ground. Qalhata picked up the nearest jar, stroked its
sides with her fingers, handed it to Tiaa. “It’s dried perfectly, the
consistency of leather.”


Tiaa nodded. That was the same here and at the playa.


Qalhata reached into the pouch and pulled out a notched
pottery sherd. “You’re going to scrape the jar now, both inside and out,
starting at the top and angling downwards, circling it, working gradually all
the way to the base. Your objective is to make the sides of this jar as thin as
possible and to make the jar as perfect in form as you can – it should look
uniform when you spin it in your hands.”


Tiaa began to scrape, gingerly. She made one stroke downward
for a few inches. The sherd left a distinctive ripple on the jar’s surface. “Am
I doing it right?”


“The ripple is normal. When I want an even more distinctive
pattern I scrape with a fish bone. Anyway, after the scraping is done you’ll burnish
the outside of the jar using a pebble. You’ll burnish from top down again, at a
cross angle to the scraping.”


“What’s the purpose of burnishing?” Tiaa asked.


“To make the vessel smooth.”


“At the playa I did that using slip,” Tiaa rejoined.


“What’s slip?”


“A bath of finely powdered clay and water. You dip the
object into the bath and rub the slip all over it before firing. The slip turns
red from the heat.”


“Hmph. Slip sounds like a short cut. Burnishing is more
difficult to do, and better. My pottery emerges from the fire shiny and nut–brown.”


Tiaa got back to work, timid and nervous. She worked slowly,
carefully, afraid she might shave off too much clay and punch a hole in the
side of the jar. From time to time Qalhata made a comment or provided a bit of
guidance. She seemed more willing to talk than she had the first time.


“How did you learn to make pottery?” Tiaa asked as she drew
the sherd downward.


“My mother taught me when I was five years old, as her
mother taught her,” Qalhata replied. “They claimed this style of extremely thin–walled
pottery was created at Badari and spread from here into other parts of the
valley.”


“By traders like Ankhmare?”


“Partly. But mostly by women from Badari who were joined to
men from other camps and settlements,” Qalhata said. “When women get uprooted
from their homes they carry their culture and traditions with them to other
parts of the valley, much as you yourself are doing.” She tilted her head
towards Tiaa’s talisman. “They take their gods too.”


When she finished, Tiaa handed her jar to Qalhata.


The old woman inspected it closely. “You show promise, Tiaa,”
Qalhata proclaimed, raising her eyes. “This is better than any of my great–granddaughters
ever made, or my grandsons’ women, even after years of practice. It’s an obvious
first try, hesitant and uncertain. It’s not good enough to trade, but it’s good
enough for our family to use.”


Tiaa beamed at the praise. Qalhata had never encouraged her
before.


They worked the rest of the day, Tiaa gaining more
confidence with every jar she shaved. Her final one was significantly better
than her first, though she knew it still didn’t match the quality of what was
used around Qalhata’s fire. After she’d shaved all the jars Tiaa took a pebble
from the pouch and in turn burnished the outside of each, making them quite
smooth. She finished just as the sun dipped below the western plateau.


The next morning Tiaa and a couple of Qalhata’s young great–grandsons
hauled loads of dried dung and armfuls of small acacia branches from stockpiles
in the settlement and dumped them at the bottom of a steep gully about three
feet in width at the point where the spur met the sheer face of the plateau.


“It’s always windy up here,” Qalhata explained as Tiaa
organized the fuel. “The gully acts as a flue, feeding the fire with a constant
stream of air, making it burn hot and reliably.” She kicked at wasters, broken
sherds of pottery, that thickly carpeted the ground. “These are from the pots
and jars and cups that exploded during firing because there was too much
moisture in the clay.” Her eyes narrowed. “None of them were mine.”


From the scorch marks on the face of the gully and the number
of wasters, Tiaa assumed the flue had been used by Qalhata and her descendants for
many years, and probably by her mother and grandmother and her grandmother’s
ancestors as well.


Once the fuel was carefully stacked, the boys and Tiaa made
a dozen more trips to retrieve the pottery she’d shaved and burnished the day
before. They set them in several rows near the gully.


Qalhata directed Tiaa to make a bed of dung and branches,
completely filling the semi–circular terminus of the gully. “Now, cover the fuel
with broken sherds,” she ordered Tiaa. “They’ll protect the jars from direct
contact with the fire.” Qalhata herself then carefully arranged the jars in
three layers atop the sherds. “Now, put another layer of sherds over the jars.”
Meanwhile, the boys had mixed a mass of clay in a small depression to the right
of the flue with water from jars they’d carried from the river. Qalhata showed
Tiaa how to completely cover the sherds and jars and fuel with the wet and
sticky clay, leaving openings in a few spots so air could flow through the
makeshift kiln. The kiln was unlike those Tiaa had constructed to fire her
pottery at the playa, but she’d had no natural flue to make her fire extremely
hot and so such complexity hadn’t been necessary. When everything was ready, using
a flint and tinder, Tiaa lit the dung poking from one of the openings. In only
moments, it seemed, the fuel caught and intense heat began radiating from the kiln.


“Now we wait,” Qalhata said.


It was already midday, the sun shining directly overhead. The
boys departed. Tiaa and Qalhata returned to the edge of the spur where there
was a strong warm breeze and sat on a reed mat in the shade of an acacia tree and
munched onions and bread and drank beer. Below them the river sliced through
the heart of the valley, shining silver. Even from so far away Tiaa could see
its power. The plain on the west side was wider than on the east; most of it
was tangled and swampy with much brush and dense groves of trees, contrasting
with the more orderly waist–high growth where seed had been cast on the eastern
fields from the river all the way to the mini–valleys that lay between the
spurs that thrust from the plateau. Great patches of reeds and papyrus swayed
along both riverbanks, shaded by overhanging dom palms and acacia and willows
and other trees. Tiaa noticed birds flitting from place to place in the
wetlands, and a few men fishing from reed boats near the riverbanks. Most boats
contained only two men, stabbing at the water with bidents. A ways upriver two
larger boats were drifting parallel to each other in the center of the channel,
a net strung between them. Silvery catfish were flopping on their decks. Below
Tiaa and to her right the lower portion of Badari seemed toy–like. Tiaa
reflected that all the camps at the playa would have entirely fit into one
small corner of the settlement.


Qalhata finished eating and lay down in the shade and closed
her eyes. Tiaa stood and began to pace, restless.


“Sit down, girl,” Qalhata directed.


“I’m too nervous,” Tiaa said. “I can’t wait to see how the
jars turn out.”


Qalhata eyed her speculatively. “You take the same pride in
your work as me.”


“I do. I always have.” Tiaa sat. “Our pottery at the playa was
rudimentary compared to yours, as you saw on my first attempt.” Tiaa
unconsciously took hold of one of Qalhata’s hands. “Thank you for teaching me.
Maybe someday my pottery will be good enough to trade, pay back a little of the
debt I owe your family.”


Qalhata smiled. “I think that day will come sooner rather
than later, Tiaa.”


Tiaa blushed at the praise.


“You seem to have settled in and made a new life for
yourself at Badari,” Qalhata observed.


“I know I won’t be here long,” Tiaa replied. “But I’m
meeting people, getting used to your customs and the valley. Badari has much to
offer. I’m grateful you’ve let me continue to serve you.”


Qalhata snorted. “I’ve worked you hard. Ankhmare says too
hard.”


Tiaa was surprised that Ankhmare had advocated openly on her
behalf. Clearly, he didn’t fear his grandmother would hold that against either
of them. “A blessing, Qalhata. I’m too tired most of the time to dwell on my
troubles. And hard work never hurt anyone.”


“You certainly aren’t Nebetia,” Qalhata laughed.


Qalhata hobbled to the kiln and checked on the fire
constantly as the afternoon wore on, occasionally directing Tiaa to feed more
branches into the openings. When she judged the pots had been sufficiently
fired she ordered Tiaa to break open the clay covering with a thick branch and
push aside the top layer of sherds. Within an hour what remained of the fuel had
mostly burned itself out. Using two short thick branches, Tiaa carefully lifted
the jars one by one from the ashes and placed them on reed mats.


“Only two exploded,” Qalhata said with satisfaction. “That’s
very good for the first try.”


Tiaa noticed that both had been among her earliest efforts.
She took that as a sign she was already improving. She studied their shattered remains
carefully, vowing she wouldn’t make the same mistake the next time she shaped a
jar.


“Let’s pack these up,” Qalhata said, tilting her head
towards several nets.


Tiaa started to comply, then paused. Qalhata seemed in a
good mood; perhaps she wouldn’t object to a suggestion. “May I show you how I
fired my pottery at the playa? Ankhmare particularly liked it.”


“But the jars are already fired.”


“A second firing. Just one jar.”


Qalhata pondered for a moment. “I’ve never heard of such a
thing.”


“I did it all the time.”


Qalhata seemed skeptical, but curious. “Just one.”


Some of the ashes were still hot. Tiaa took what she
considered the finest jar and set it rim down. Half an hour later she picked it
up and placed it base–down on a reed mat. The top half of the jar was
blackened, the rest still nut brown and shiny.


Qalhata picked it up as soon as it cooled. “It’s splendid,” she
exclaimed, turning it around and around in her hands. She raised her eyes to
Tiaa’s. “Ankhmare told me the day of your arrival that you were sent by the
gods to succeed me. That’s the real reason I took you into my hut.”


“You knew I was a potter?”


“Yes. But his was a bold claim. I assumed he was
exaggerating, that he wanted you to stay with us for… other reasons.”


For an instant Tiaa didn’t understand what Qalhata meant.
Then it struck her, and she blushed furiously. “I would never…” she protested. “He
and I have never… It’s Khuit he loves.”


“I know, child. I’ve watched the two of you when you’ve been
together these past weeks.” Qalhata patted Tiaa’s arm. “Ankhmare has always
been straightforward with me – he wanted you to stay with me because he truly
believed you have a gift. And now, so do I.” She studied the jar again. “Even I
never decorated a jar this way. Did your mother teach you?”


“I invented it myself,” Tiaa said proudly.


Qalhata shook her head. “You’re well on your way to mastering
the technical aspects of Badarian pottery that I’ve taught you, Tiaa. And you clearly
have imagination enough to push beyond what the rest of us know how to do.
Ankhmare was right – the gods have given me my successor.”


“Only for a short time,” Tiaa reminded Qalhata, her elation
at having earned Qalhata’s respect suddenly slipping away as she recalled her eventual
return to the playa.


Qalhata shook her head and took hold of Tiaa’s hands. “Mark
my words, child – this pottery of yours will be both your and Ankhmare’s
salvation.”


As Tiaa was trying to figure out the meaning of Qalhata’s cryptic
comment the boys reappeared. They and Tiaa packed the jars in nets and then carried
the nets back to the upper settlement. Tiaa was thrilled by the praise Qalhata heaped
on her when she displayed the wares before the campfire, where everyone had
already gathered for the evening meal.


Ankhmare picked up the black–topped jar and held it high.
“Just like at the playa, only better,” he exclaimed, smiling at Tiaa. “This stands
out from the rest of the pottery in the valley.”


“It would bring great value, if we traded it,” Qalhata told
Addaya. “You could become wealthy again, just like those years when Hepu traded
the pottery I made. Don’t you agree?”


Addaya motioned and Ankhmare handed him the jar. Addaya
studied it at length, then nodded to Qalhata. He turned to Tiaa. “Making
pottery will be your full–time task for the next two weeks.” He glanced at Pay.
“You’ll take a boatload upriver then and see what you can get for it. We’ll
decide what to do after that.”


“But we’ve already decided this family will no longer waste
its time on trade,” Pay objected.


“I agreed with you before because we had nothing to trade.
Now we do.”


Pay glared at Tiaa. She had no doubt he hoped no one would
want her pottery.


“What about the rest of my daily tasks?” Tiaa asked timidly,
her eyes downcast.


“Nebetia did them once. She can do them again,” Addaya said off–handedly.


“She won’t be happy about that,” Ankhmare observed, glancing
at his niece. She was busily ladling stew into bowls just out of earshot by the
hearth.


“Neither will I,” Qalhata sighed. “I’ve gotten used to not
having to keep after Nebetia to get my work done. You’ve spoiled me, Tiaa.”


Tiaa considered that high praise indeed.


Beginning the next morning, Tiaa and Qalhata slipped off
together at first light every day to shape clay. Qalhata taught Tiaa how to
make cups and platters and other types of containers, increasing her
repertoire. Tiaa discovered that she had a real knack for the Badarian style,
and it didn’t take long for her pottery to exceed any other being made in the
settlement, clearly good enough to trade, though it still wasn’t as fine as
Qalhata’s used to be. But Tiaa knew that, given enough time, it would be.
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Exactly two weeks later Tiaa observed the loading of her accumulation
of black–topped pottery onto Ankhmare’s newly–built reed boat. It bobbed
parallel to the riverbank, tied bow and stern to the trunks of dom palms. Like
his first boat, this one was about thirty feet long and a dozen wide, with
small stools on each side for oarsmen. The bow and stern rose gracefully,
shaped like papyrus plants. A long steering oar thrust up from the stern. Tiaa
noticed a mass of palm branches rich with fronds affixed to the bow, sticking
up a good ten feet above the deck.


“Where are you going?” she asked Ankhmare as he prepared for
departure. A number of his nephews had apparently been pressed into service as
his crew. Boys on the riverbank were handing pouches and containers and nets of
pottery to others standing on deck. Pay lounged in the bow, watching but not
lifting a finger to help. Apparently, he believed being a supervisor entailed
no actual labor on his part.


“Hemamiah. It’s a few miles upriver, smaller than Badari,
yet large enough to support trade. I pointed it out to you on the way here from
the playa.”


“I remember.” The accident had happened shortly after
passing that settlement. Tiaa scanned the boat and its crowded deck. “Take me with
you, Ankhmare,” she urged.


Ankhmare laughed in reply.


“I’m serious.” She crossed her arms over her chest.


“Why?”


“I want to see another settlement up close. I want to see for
myself if the women there like my pottery.”


“Why does that matter?” Pay interjected. He’d been eyeing
Tiaa with disdain since her arrival. “I trade with men, not women.”


“Please?” Tiaa pleaded with Ankhmare, ignoring Pay. “I haven’t
been on the river since…”


“Since the accident.”


“Yes. Ankhmare, I refuse to live in fear of the river. It’s
time for me to get back on it.”


Ankhmare stared at her for a long moment. “I understand.
You’re a very unusual girl, Tiaa, confronting your fears head–on.”


“So I can go with you?”


Ankhmare raised his hands in mock surrender. “Would you take
no for an answer?”


She shook her head.


He lowered his voice so only she could hear. “Will you
promise to stay out of Pay’s way?”


“I will.”


“I’ll try to talk him into it.” Ankhmare boarded the boat
and spoke with Pay. After a long heated discussion with much animated gesturing
Ankhmare gave Tiaa a smile. Pay glowered.


When everything was loaded and secured, Ankhmare helped Tiaa
board. He moved to the stern and took up the steering oar. A boy untied the
ropes holding the boat to the palm trees and waded into the water and gave the
bow a shove. The oarsmen took a few pulls at their oars. That was enough to
propel the boat into the channel, south, upstream, against the current. At
Ankhmare’s shouted command everyone began pulling hard and rhythmically,
churning the water. The strong steady wind from the north pushed against the
palm fronds, helping a bit.


Tiaa took her accustomed place beside Ankhmare in the stern,
her hair whipping about, its gold contrasting with her bare brown shoulders. Harvest
season had recently begun, and the fields along the river were alive with men
pulling up the waist–high grasses by the roots and dropping the long stems on
the ground. Women followed after, singing to reduce the monotony, bending, gathering
the stems into sheaves, binding the shafts with long grasses. Children carrying
reed containers trailed them, carefully picking fallen grains from the dirt.
Tiaa knew that tomorrow, after this trip was over, she and Ankhmare and his
nephews who were aboard the boat would join the rest of the family in Addaya’s
field to begin harvesting his grain. Pay, she was sure, would do his best to
make sure she in particular was miserable.


They soon passed beyond Badari’s southernmost field. It was
a pleasant day. The sun beat down, hot on Tiaa’s face and shoulders and back
and chest. Birds rose from the marshes as they churned past, filling the air
with trills and song. Palms cast shadows on the water. Tiaa saw an occasional
crocodile sunning itself on the riverbank. Once or twice she glimpsed a wild
animal watching from atop the distant plateaus. Except for when they passed
other camps or small hamlets, where fields were also being harvested, the
plains were a tangle of tall grasses and reeds and wetlands and dom palm and
acacia and willow. Besides a few fishermen, in the stretches between
habitations they saw no other people.


“You’ve won Grandmother over,” Ankhmare observed as the sweating
boys plied their oars and sent drops of water flying across the river.


“We have something in common,” Tiaa said, her eyes sweeping
the nets full of her pottery.


“You’ve earned her respect with your hard work. She’s proud
of you.”


“I’ve come to love her,” Tiaa admitted. “She reminds me of
my own grandmother.”


“You may be the strongest person I’ve ever met, Tiaa,”
Ankhmare said. “I don’t think many people – especially not a girl your age –
would have established a new and positive life so quickly, especially facing such
an awful future. Why, without what you’ve created, we wouldn’t even be on this
trip today.”


A thought struck Tiaa. “Qalhata told me even before Addaya
gave me permission to make this load of pottery that it would be our salvation,
Ankhmare – yours and mine. I didn’t understand it then, but I do now.”


“What do you understand?”


“If the people at Hemamiah trade us enough of their products
in return for my pottery, Addaya will have to let me be a potter full time. I’ll
be worth more to him and your family in the long run than a dozen cattle. He
won’t send me back to the playa.”


“Makes sense. But how does that save me from spending the
rest of my life under Pay’s thumb?”


“I believe I know, but it’s best that I keep it to myself
for now,” Tiaa said. “There are too many ears on this boat to tell you. And
you’d probably try to stop me if I did. So just play along with me when the
time comes. You’ll know when.”


“So I should simply trust you?”


“You asked me to have faith in you not so very long ago,
didn’t you?”


Ankhmare laughed.


“You’ve been so very kind to me, Ankhmare, especially after
all I’ve cost you,” Tiaa said. “I want to repay you. Kindness has been sorely
lacking in my life lately, except for your grandmother and...”


Ankhmare nodded. They never spoke Khuit’s name when they
were talking in public. He adjusted the steering oar, sent them into the center
of the channel. “Are you making many friends at Badari, Tiaa?”


“I’m acquainted with almost everyone who lives in the upper
settlement now, and those who line the path to the river in the lower
settlement. But friends? No.”


“I thought Nebetia introduced you to hers,” Ankhmare said.


“She hates me, Ankhmare. She didn’t, until two weeks ago. But
she blames me because she has to serve Qalhata again. She’s poisoned everyone
she knows against me.”


“I’m sorry she’s turned on you. But don’t worry, Tiaa.
You’re a very likeable girl. In time you’ll make friends of your own.”


“I hope so. There are ever so many more people at Badari
than at the playa. I knew everyone there. But, to tell you the truth, I didn’t
have many true friends there either.”


“Because of the stones?” he guessed.


“Those who didn’t fear me because I knew the megaliths’ secret
envied me because of the status the secret gave me, or pretended to be my
friend hoping to gain my status for themselves.” She sighed. “Maybe I’m fated
to go through life alone and forgotten.”


“I doubt that,” Ankhmare said cheerfully, indicating the
pottery. “I predict that before many months pass your name will be on the lips
of everyone in this section of the valley.”


“Do you really think so?” Tiaa asked hopefully.


“I do.”


Tiaa had vowed her first night at Badari, sitting with Khuit
by the river, the lowest of the low, that she’d become important again and
raise Ankhmare up with her. She hadn’t guessed it might be so quickly, and for
such a reason. She hoped Ankhmare wasn’t just telling her what she wanted to
hear in order to cheer her up. Well, she’d know for sure in a couple of hours.
This trip to Hemamiah would either launch her on the path to freedom or push
her from it forever. For as distant as Nekhen seemed right now, she hadn’t
given up on returning there someday and fulfilling her destiny.


“And from what I’ve observed, Tiaa, the boys of Badari want to
know you much better. They buzz around you like bees around flowers.”


Tiaa blushed. “Pay’s made it clear that I’m off limits but
that doesn’t stop them. And I’ve tried to dissuade them.”


“Because someday you hope to return to Nekhen?”


Tiaa nodded. So Ankhmare hadn’t forgotten his vow to take
her back to that settlement, even though they hadn’t spoken of it even once
after the accident. “At least fewer flock around me than around Nebetia. Despite
everything, there’s no denying that she’s the prettiest girl I’ve ever seen.”


Ankhmare shook his head. “Boys who prefer her are fools. Nebetia
is beautiful, but you’re more than her equal. And you have talent and wits besides.
And gorgeous golden hair. You’re the greater prize, Tiaa.”


Ankhmare thought her beautiful? She was embarrassed now,
especially because she knew Ankhmare had no ulterior motive. He loved Khuit. He
wasn’t trying to flatter her for his own gain. She almost wished it wasn’t true,
that she was plain instead, for then maybe everyone would leave her in peace. She
had no interest in an entanglement with any man at Badari. She sighed deeply, turned
her attention back to the shoreline, scanned it for the thousandth time.


“Watching for hippos?” Ankhmare asked gently.


Tiaa nodded. “I can’t help myself.”


“I’m watching too,” he assured her. “I won’t let anything
happen to you. They usually don’t feed along this stretch of the river during
the day. And they rarely come out to the deepest part of the channel where we
are. What happened to us before was something I’d never experienced.”


They touched shore an hour later, having covered five miles
or so.


“Hemamiah,” Ankhmare announced as Minmose, one of Pay’s sons,
jumped into the water and clambered onto the riverbank and tied the boat to a
palm.


Limestone cliffs rising a half mile or more to the east bounded
the edge of the plain, portions of which had been completely harvested and were
now denuded. Numerous spurs shot from the plateau into the plain, each spur furrowed
with innumerable gullies. Talus slopes banked steeply along the highest
portions of the spurs.


“See that discoloration on the outcrops?” Ankhmare asked.


Tiaa nodded.


“That’s the high water mark, where the inundation reached
one year when the flood was greater than usual.”


Tiaa dropped from the boat and splashed a few steps through the
water and joined everyone already on the riverbank. Two boys who’d remained on
board handed the pottery–filled nets over the side to the waiting Ankhmare and
Pay, then joined them. Wordlessly, everyone divided the nets among themselves and
headed towards the settlement. Tiaa too took up a net at Pay’s command. She specifically
chose one that contained the greatest variety of jars and bowls and platters
and containers of various sizes and shapes. That variety was key to the plan
she’d hatched on the boat while talking to Ankhmare.


Like Badari, Hemamiah was on the far side of the cultivated
strip atop a low spur, perhaps forty yards wide by fifty long, with a few
scattered huts at its foot in the valley itself. There was a well–worn path
through the cultivation and up the side of the spur, and the traders followed
it single file, Tiaa lagging some distance behind the others. Hemamiah was much
smaller than Badari, smaller even than the camp at the playa.


They reached the center of the settlement. Their approach had
been noticed and people had already gathered. Ankhmare had no doubt visited Hemamiah
regularly in the past, Tiaa assumed, based on the greetings that were called to
him. Everyone pretty much ignored Pay, clearly not recognizing him. While Ankhmare’s
nephews set down the nets on a flat section of ground shaded by dom palms, Ankhmare
circulated among the men, addressing them by name – Tiaa supposed they were the
heads of families – and began to discuss his goods. Pay opened one of the nets
and handed Ankhmare a tall black–topped jar. Ankhmare held it up and began to
describe it.


Tiaa, standing off to one side and still carrying her net,
spotted a knot of women watching from afar in the shade of more palms. It was
time to put her plan into action. Pay’s back was turned. He wouldn’t miss her.
She slipped away from the traders, lugged her net to where the women were
sitting.


“My name is Tiaa,” she announced respectfully, halting
before them, setting down her net, bowing slightly. “I’m from Badari.” It felt
funny claiming that settlement as her home, but it was now. She opened her net,
extracted her finest piece of pottery – a tall earthenware jar, perfectly
shaped, black–topped, nut–brown and shiny. She approached the eldest woman,
assuming her to belong to the patriarch and thus be the most prominent female in
the settlement. Tiaa handed her the jar. “This is a gift from Ankhmare to you.”


The old woman took it with surprise and delight, turned it
around and around in her hands. The others crowded close. A few reached out and
touched it.


“I’ve never seen a jar like this before,” the old woman
said. “In form its like one that Qalhata of Badari would have made years ago,
but she never decorated hers like this.”


“Qalhata is my teacher,” Tiaa said proudly. “But the
decoration is my own invention.”


“You’re the potter?”


Tiaa nodded. She reached into the net, took out objects one
by one, handed them to the remaining women. “Gifts for each of you,” she said. “All
from Ankhmare.”


The women received them with pleasure, each comparing her
prize to the others. The old woman sent a girl for beer and bread and honey,
and as they ate and drank in the shade Tiaa explained how she had made each
object. They were particularly interested in her account of how she’d come to
invent the black–topped variety, then questioned her at length about her home
at the playa and her journey to Badari. She, of course, left out the part about
fleeing from Iny.


She rejoined Ankhmare hours later, when he and his heavily–burdened
crew were almost halfway back to the boat. Apparently the men of Hemamiah had
liked her vessels too.


Pay stopped dead in his tracks when he spotted Tiaa
approaching, and everyone else along with him. “Where have you been, girl?” he
snapped.


“With the women,” Tiaa said nonchalantly.


He surveyed her suspiciously. “What’s in that net slung over
your shoulder?”


“Nothing now. But it held jars, bowls, cups, platters,” Tiaa
replied matter–of–factly. “My very best ones.”


Pay violently yanked the net from her bare shoulder, the
strap leaving behind a bloody scrape. “Empty indeed! What did you get in return?”


“Nothing. I gave all my pottery away,” Tiaa said cheerfully.


“You did what?” Pay roared, incensed. “Without my
permission? It was my pottery, not yours!” His brow furrowed in
anger. His face flamed red. “I could have traded those objects for a
considerable amount! Is there no end to how much you continue to cost me and my
family? First the hippos, now this? And this is worse, because you did it
deliberately!” He slammed Tiaa’s net to the ground impotently, stomped on it, spun
around to confront his nephew. “You’ve sealed your fate, Ankhmare!” he said,
shaking his finger in his face. “You insisted on bringing this girl along
against my better judgment! I warned you to keep her under control! The goods
we’ve lost because of her is on you! Just wait until I tell Father about this! He’ll
never let you be involved in your beloved trading again! It’s the fields full–time
for you from now on!” He stuck his finger in Tiaa’s face. “And as for you – you’re
mine now, girl! You were warned when you arrived at Badari to watch your step.
But you didn’t. So from now on you’ll serve me – until I take you back to your playa
so Iny can deal with you. Believe me, you’re going to regret what you did
today!” Pay spun on his heel and strode angrily towards the boat, followed by
his sons and nephews.


“This was your plan?” Ankhmare asked bemusedly.


“Trust me,” Tiaa whispered, with more assurance than she
felt. She’d either just saved them both, or condemned them.


“I don’t have any choice now, do I?” Ankhmare turned and
followed after the rest.


Tiaa took a deep breath, grasped the talisman in her
fingers, prayed to the falcon god that all would go as she hoped once they
returned to Badari. Then she hurried to catch up.


Pay paced the crowded deck all the way back to Badari,
fuming, occasionally stopping to lecture Ankhmare, occasionally screaming at
Tiaa, occasionally cuffing an oarsman for his lack of effort. He jumped from
the boat almost before it touched land, raced ahead of them all to Addaya’s hut
atop the promontory. Tiaa had never seen him move so fast. By the time Ankhmare
and Tiaa and the boys had borne the trade goods there, Addaya and Qalhata and
Raia and Piye and their women had assembled around the campfire and were listening
to Pay rant.


“There she is!” Pay pointed as Tiaa entered the ring of
people.


Willing herself to appear unconcerned, Tiaa strode to where
Addaya and Qalhata sat and stood before them respectfully. She felt everyone’s
eyes upon her. Only Khuit’s and Qalhata’s were friendly. A bead of sweat trickled
down Tiaa’s spine.


“Did you give away an entire net full of pottery at Hemamiah
without Pay’s permission?” Addaya asked.


“I did. My very finest.”


“I told you!” Pay shouted, spit flying from his lips. “She
and Ankhmare…”


Addaya held up a hand for silence. “Is it true you got
nothing in return?” he asked sharply.


“That, certainly, is not true,” Tiaa replied.


“Liar! I saw your net! It was empty! Everyone saw! And you
admitted it!” Pay shouted.


Tiaa ignored him, calmly addressed Addaya. “I gave a
different object to each of the leading women of Hemamiah. As I expected, each was
very happy with the vessel she received, for it was beautiful and useful and
cost her nothing. Who wouldn’t be pleased? But…” – Tiaa let her eyes sweep
those circling the campfire – “each woman also discovered that she greatly desired
what her neighbor had received.” Tiaa turned to Addaya. “I learned the trick
from Ankhmare – when he gave our leading patriarch Iny a copper necklace at the
playa and made the rest of the patriarchs jealous.”


Qalhata hid a smile behind her hand.


“So you made a bunch of women covet what their neighbors
had,” Pay snarled, stepping to her side. “What good did that do? You walked
away from Hemamiah empty–handed.” He pointed at Ankhmare. “And she freely
admits she was following Ankhmare’s lead!” Pay pounded his right fist into his
left palm. “He’s equally guilty! It’s clear he’s not fit to be a trader, Father.
We should be done with this trading nonsense!”


Tiaa smiled sweetly at Pay. “Nonsense? Really? We’re expected
back at Hemamiah within the month, with twelve dozen objects of specific types.”
She bowed humbly to Addaya. “That’s what I obtained in exchange for giving away
my pottery.”


Qalhata did not hide her smile this time.


“Why didn’t you ask Pay’s permission?” Addaya queried. “You
knew he was in charge.”


“He wouldn’t have listened to her, much less agreed,”
Qalhata answered before Tiaa could reply. “You know its true, Addaya.”


Addaya glared but did not dispute her.


“Men have no idea what their women really want, or how much their
women might envy their neighbor’s possessions,” Tiaa interjected. “I simply
turned my knowledge of women’s nature to our advantage.”


“Our?” Pay scoffed.


“Do you still fail to recognize Tiaa’s value to Grandfather –
to all of us – Uncle?” Ankhmare asked. “She’s more than a simple potter. She’s
a better trader than any of us. Can’t you see it?”


“I see that she’s using tricks to try to rise beyond her
station. She’s insolent and insubordinate and untrustworthy. So beginning today
she’ll serve me in my hut until I take her back to the playa,” Pay insisted. “No
more pot–making. And she’ll never set foot on my boat again as long as I’m in
charge.”


From the looks on Addaya’s and Qalhata’s faces, Tiaa knew
that Pay was no longer in charge. Ankhmare had just taken Pay’s position from
him because Tiaa had educated his elders about his value and vision. Pay simply
hadn’t realized it yet.


“Will you remember what objects you promised each woman?”
Addaya asked Tiaa.


“Of course. I never forget anything important.”


Ankhmare laughed. “I expect you’ll pull the same trick the
first time we visit every settlement hereafter?”


“Only if you want to trade a lot of pottery.”


“That is indeed what I want,” Addaya interjected with a wave
of his hand. “See to it, Ankhmare.”


Pay stood rooted in place, in disbelief, clearly stunned
that the family was once more in the business of trading, and that aspect under
the charge of his hated nephew. At least, Tiaa thought, he has the
grace not to make a fool of himself by objecting in front of everyone. But she
knew she’d just made a lifelong enemy of the man who would inevitably succeed
Addaya as the band’s patriarch. Just because Addaya was putting Ankhmare in
charge of the family’s trade efforts didn’t mean Ankhmare would succeed him as
patriarch. That position always went to the oldest male. Certainly, Tiaa had saved
herself from being returned to the playa and had restored Ankhmare to his
rightful place, but she knew that eventually Pay would make both of them suffer
for what she’d done today. She vowed to be long gone from Badari, along with
Ankhmare and Khuit, before that day arrived. She vowed to be at Nekhen instead,
fulfilling the destiny she’d dreamed.


 


 


***


 


 


“Gather your finest jars, child. Quickly!”


Tiaa stopped kneading the clay she’d been preparing the last
few hours and looked up. Qalhata’s deeply wrinkled face was streaked with
tears. “What happened?” she asked, alarmed.


“My brother, Amalmaye, died an hour ago,” Qalhata sobbed. “In
the lower settlement. He’s patriarch of the family I was born into.”


Tiaa stood, took Qalhata into her arms. “I’m so sorry.”


After a time Qalhata broke Tiaa’s embrace, wiped her eyes
with her forearm. “It’s lucky you made jars this week. Otherwise, we’d have to
open his grave later to put them in. We bury everyone quickly in this heat.”


“You bury possessions with your dead?”


“How would they survive in the next life without them?”


“It’s the same among my people,” Tiaa told her.


An hour later Qalhata’s whole family set out for the lower
settlement. Addaya led the way with Pay and his grandsons, as was his
prerogative. Qalhata leaned on Tiaa, who carried half a dozen black–topped jars
in a net slung over her right shoulder. 


Tiaa helped the old woman carefully descend the narrow dusty
path that switchbacked down the side of the promontory to the floor of the
wadi, then along a well–trod path to the heart of the lower settlement. Relatives
were gathered closely around Amalmaye’s body, which lay on an improvised litter
in the shade of his hut. The crowd parted so that Qalhata could pass through.
She awkwardly sank to her knees at his side with Tiaa’s assistance, placed her
hands on his.


Tiaa immediately saw the resemblance between Qalhata and Amalmaye.
His straight hair had long ago gone gray. He was taller than most Badarians,
and muscular – Tiaa thought Ankhmare must have inherited those attributes from
him. Two ivory bracelets were on his forearms, and a stud of pale green stone decorated
his right nostril. He wore a necklace with a single large bluish stone. His
body was wrapped in a cloak of what appeared to be goatskin, the hair to the
inside.


After a few minutes Qalhata signaled and Tiaa moved back to
her side and helped her rise. At the command of what appeared to be Amalmaye’s
oldest son, the band’s new patriarch, four men lifted the litter and headed
east towards a path that snaked up the nearest spur of the plateau, north of
the wadi and directly opposite the upper settlement. Qalhata and Tiaa fell in
directly behind the immediate family. Women and girls began to keen, raising
their voices in eerie cries that echoed against the hills. From time to time as
they walked one would bend and grab a handful of dirt and toss it on her head.
Soon almost every female face was covered with rivulets of mud where dust had mixed
with tears. The trail up the spur was steep and Qalhata leaned heavily on Tiaa,
gasping for breath with every determined step, pausing several times to let
mourners who were trailing them pass. Before long Tiaa was drenched from the
effort, her chest and back and arms covered with a sheen of mud from the dust
she’d tossed on herself. Eventually the men carrying Amalmaye’s body gained the
top of the promontory, then wound their way due east to the highest point of
the spur, just under the cliffs.


The area was littered with mounds and depressions.


“Only our most important dead are buried in this cemetery,”
Qalhata explained when she and Tiaa caught up to the rest of the mourners. “Everyone
else rests in a larger cemetery, farther north, on a different spur.”


“All of my people lie in the same place,” Tiaa whispered.
“The most important have a stone stele standing on the shore of our playa some
distance away to remind us of them.”


“Every depression you see is a grave where someone was
buried long ago,” Qalhata continued. “At the time of burial those graves were
roofed with wood, but the roofs have collapsed over time due to the weight of
the sand that covered them. Beneath the mounds lie people who died more
recently. The roofs of their graves are still intact.”


Tiaa noted that someone had already dug a hole for Amalmaye’s
body; dirt and sand were mounded waist–high on the far side of his grave.
Everyone gathered around, the members of the family closest. Amalmaye’s son
called on gods Tiaa had never heard of before to watch over his father and
guide him to the next life. Then he and three other men lowered Amalmaye’s body
and arranged it in his grave.


A line formed of people bearing objects of various types.
One by one they moved to the grave and dropped to their knees and lowered their
offerings into it.


Ankhmare beckoned to Tiaa.


“Take your jars to him,” Qalhata directed.


Tiaa joined Ankhmare, stood at his elbow.


Both their lives had changed considerably since their
expedition to Hemamiah. Shortly afterwards, Pay and his children and Khuit had
moved to a hut in the midst of the family’s fields along the river to be closer
to their crops. They rarely visited Addaya’s huts atop the promontory anymore.
Tiaa still met Khuit at the river each night to bathe and talk, though they took
care to make sure Pay didn’t find out. Ankhmare commanded his boat once again
and regularly visited the hamlets and settlements in the Badarian heartland,
always accompanied by Tiaa. She had developed relationships with every
important woman in the valley and now knew exactly which type of pottery was
desired most and where. Ankhmare had for all practical purposes made her his
partner – he split his share of what they obtained in trade equally with her.
Addaya, of course, received the vast majority of those goods, and his wealth
was steadily increasing. Tiaa contented herself with acquiring a few pieces of
jewelry and fine clothing for herself; the bulk of what she received she
reinvested to generate even more goods, following Ankhmare’s lead. On the days
she didn’t travel with Ankhmare she created pottery, their main item of trade,
always accompanied by Qalhata. Mostly, Tiaa worked while Qalhata watched and
conversed. Tiaa and the old woman had grown very close; Qalhata was
considerably happier now that Tiaa was her legacy. The two of them and Ankhmare
and Addaya were the only ones left in the hut now, for everyone else had moved
out. One of Hormin’s daughters – the youngest of Addaya and Qalhata’s sons,
he’d remained neutral in the dispute between Pay and Hepu and now between Pay
and Ankhmare, and continued to reside in the hut next to Addaya’s – performed
all the daily chores for Qalhata that had been Nebetia’s and Tiaa’s
responsibility.


Eventually Tiaa and Ankhmare reached the side of the grave,
and Ankhmare knelt. One by one, Tiaa removed her jars from the net and handed
them to him. He leaned forward and placed them next to Amalmaye’s body, against
the goatskin cloak that covered it.


As he did, Tiaa studied the grave. It was a rough oval,
scooped from limestone detritus that had washed off the plateau above. Its sides
sloped, so that the floor of the grave was narrower than the top. Four posts were
set in a rectangle around the body with matting attached to them, forming four flimsy
walls. Another mat was under Amalmaye’s body.


He lay on his right side, head to the south, facing west,
just like at the playa. His thighs were contracted at almost ninety degrees to
his body, his hands resting before his face, as if he was a child in his
mother’s womb, again just like the playa. Tiaa wondered how two peoples located
so many hundreds of miles from each other could have burial customs so similar.
Perhaps her ancestors had adopted the practices during their earlier sojourn in
the valley. Or perhaps her people had carried their practices from the savannah
to the valley, where they’d been adopted. There was no way of telling. The bottom
of the grave around Amalmaye was so cluttered with objects that Ankhmare had
been challenged to find enough free space for Tiaa’s jars. She noted several
more pots, though none as fine as hers, flint arrowheads, a pierced pottery
disk, beads of red jasper and carnelian, numerous brightly colored and
patterned shells, an ivory comb, an ivory spoon with an ibex–shaped handle, a
rectangular bowl, an ivory vase, several bracelets, nose studs of black clay, a
stone palette, several quartz pebbles, a breccia spindle whorl, necklaces of
shells and turquoise cylinders, bone needles, a hippopotamus tusk, a grinding
pebble. Tiaa had never seen a burial with so many or such fine grave goods, not
even Alara’s.


“I just hope this grave doesn’t get robbed, for
Grandmother’s sake,” Ankhmare whispered to Tiaa after he placed the fifth jar.
“It’s happened often enough before – to graves containing far fewer and much
poorer goods.”


Tiaa wondered how anyone could desecrate a grave and not
fear retribution from the gods.


Ankhmare held on to the final jar. Several men covered Amalmaye
with a reed mat. Ankhmare placed the last jar atop it, near Amalmaye’s head.
Then men laid a number of sturdy rigid mats atop the post and matting structure,
roofing it, forming a rectangular box around Amalmaye. Once it was in place,
using what looked like the shoulder blades of large wild animals, men scooped
sand and dirt back into the grave and mounded the excess atop the reed roof.


Tiaa rejoined Qalhata and helped her to where everyone was assembling
some distance west of the grave. Tiaa saw a great earthenware pot had been set
into a depression scooped in the ground, and surrounded with brush and tamarisk
boughs and dung. Just then girls were dumping jars of water and grain from a
reed container into it while a woman lit the fuel. Then Tiaa heard the bawling
of a young bull, and turned in time to see one of Amalmaye’s sons slit its
throat as it lay on its side with all four legs bound together.


“Amalmaye’s ghost is here with us,” Qalhata whispered to
Tiaa, glancing about nervously. “We’re going to eat a last meal with him, so
he’ll leave us in peace.”


That custom was new to Tiaa.


The water was soon boiling, and men carried chunks of meat newly
sawed from the bull with flint knives and dumped them into the pot. The
foreleg, the body part that symbolized the animal’s power, was placed into the
pot whole. Tiaa assumed it would be consumed by patriarchs, as such offerings
were at the playa.


“They killed a bull because Amalmaye was an important man,” Qalhata
said. “For one such as you, Tiaa, a hare will suffice. For me, a calf at least.”


“And grave goods?”


“For you, a few personal possessions. For me, quite a bit
more, though nothing like what my brother received.” Qalhata pointed to the
edge of the cemetery, where men were scooping another hole. “They’re going to
bury what’s left of the beast there, so Amalmaye will have food for eternity.”


Curious, Tiaa wandered over to observe. She saw that the bull’s
grave was nearly identical to Amalmaye’s, except for its size. Men were already
dragging what was left of the carcass to it, leaving a bloody trail in the dust.
They rolled the bull into the grave, then constructed a rectangle of mats
around it and topped the rectangle with a mat roof. As she watched the men Tiaa
couldn’t help thinking about Nia’s stone cow and the long row of ceremonial
cattle graves covered with heavy slabs of stone at the playa, each far more
magnificent than this simple hole in the ground, offerings to a different god.
It was amazing, Tiaa thought, that Badari and the playa, separated by so much
distance and with lifestyles so different, had a common reverence for cattle,
though her people would never have buried a cow with an individual person. She
wondered again where that reverence had originated – the valley or the playa. She
supposed she’d never know that either.


By the time the men were done mounding the last of the dirt
atop the cow’s grave the meal was ready. Tiaa hurried to fill a plate for
Qalhata.
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Summer ended. One dawn, as Tiaa trudged across the stubble
of harvested fields to the river to fill an earthenware jar for the morning
meal, she noted that water was unaccountably welling up and turning the dust of
the lowest sections of the plains to mud a considerable distance east of the
riverbank. Small shallow pools glistened silver in places that had been bone–dry
the day before. That was surprising to Tiaa, for the river had grown hot and
turbid the past several months, receding within its banks, its current slowed
considerably. That the river should be shrinking and the land becoming moist at
the same time was puzzling. She asked Ankhmare about it at breakfast as she sat
with Addaya and Qalhata and Hormin’s family around overflowing bowls and
platters.


“It’s the sign that the god has started pouring the waters
of the inundation into the river at the cataract,” Ankhmare said. “Water will
continue to seep upwards in the lowlands for a week, maybe two. Then the river
will begin flowing past Badari much faster than now, dark and heavy with silt.
It’ll rise rapidly and eventually spill over the riverbanks and submerge all
the land between the river and the base of the plateaus both east and west,
perhaps as much as twenty feet deep. The time from now until that happens is
all we have to make our preparations to leave Badari for the eastern wadis and
savannah.”


“Get word to Pay this morning,” Addaya commanded Ankhmare.
“He’ll need to move his belongings and stores of food and grain up to the promontory
before all of it and his hut get swept away by the river. Hormin,” he turned to
his son, “you’re in charge of seeing everything we’re not taking with us gets
cached here on the heights – what’s in our huts and what Pay brings up.”


“I’ll see to securing the boat and rounding up suitable items
to trade while we’re in the East,” Ankhmare told Addaya. He turned to Tiaa. “You
need to grind enough grain into flour that we’ll be able to bake bread on the
journey. Help Grandmother pack, too. As for you, pick out only your most
necessary personal items and bury the rest here, like all of us will. The less
you have to carry on our journey, the better.”


“I will.”


“We’ll all be working night and day from now on to get ready
for the inundation,” Ankhmare continued. “So will everyone else in Badari and
the hamlets along the river. It’s always like this – a horrible rush once we
spot the groundwater rising. If we just knew the inundation was coming earlier
we’d have more time to prepare.”


“Maybe we can in the future,” Tiaa replied thoughtfully. “I
always monitor the stars very early in the morning before any of you wake up,
while I’m baking bread. About a month ago, because of the particular stars that
appeared over the horizon at dawn, I could tell that the summer rains were
beginning to fall on the playa. Those must be the same rains that swell the
river and bring the inundation. Now that I know about the groundwater rising at
Badari, I can calculate how many days ago the rains started. Next year, using
the stars, I’ll be able to give you an extra couple of weeks warning.”


“You can really do that?” Addaya asked. “Know what’s going
to happen by looking at stars?”


“Knowing was a matter of life and death at the playa, Patriarch.
It’s what I was trained my whole life to do,” Tiaa answered. “Before the rains came
the playa would have shrunk to half its normal size, its shores turned to
cracked mud flats that stretched a half mile from our camps. The savannah would
be desiccated, the birds fled north, melons dried out, tubers in ground so hard
they could hardly be dug out. The people would be relying on wells for drinking
and stores of fodder to keep their animals alive. Knowing how long water and fodder
would last until the rains replenished the playa and greened the savannah was
my responsibility. So, yes, I can really do that.”


And I’d be doing it right now if I hadn’t fled the playa,
Tiaa reflected guiltily. Every time she thought about her home she couldn’t
shake the feeling that she’d made a horrible mistake by leaving. She’d done no
one any good by running away. She was supposed to be at Nekhen in obedience to
the falcon god’s will – instead, she was at Badari, a virtual slave, with no
hope of ever leaving. So she’d failed the falcon god. Meanwhile, who knew what
was happening to her people? Would the rains be sufficient at the playa this
year? Was enough fodder stored? Or would the people and animals starve and die
because she wasn’t there to ration food and water? In retrospect, she never
should have left without training someone to read the sun and stars in her
place, even if it meant years of being Iny’s woman. But she’d put her needs before
her people’s, had been selfish. Had answering the falcon god’s supposed call
merely been an excuse she’d used to justify her unwillingness to live an
unpleasant life with Iny? As things were turning out, perhaps it had. Tiaa
sincerely hoped her people weren’t paying for what she’d done.


Within ten days the flood in fact reached Badari, the river
rising, visibly higher every sunset than it had been at dawn, its current ever
swifter, its color darker. The shallow pools in the lowlands deepened and
spread; every field became a muddy morass. Then one morning with a roar that
Tiaa could hear from beside Addaya’s campfire the river burst its banks, thereafter
rapidly and inexorably spreading east across the plain towards the low land at
the base of the limestone spurs that edged the valley, creeping ever closer to
the lower settlement. Farmers’ huts dissolved to mud where they stood, and
those families that hadn’t already left Badari fled to higher ground. Every day,
it seemed, one or more departed the settlement, some driving their herds onto
the plateau and traveling north or south along its edge to other pastures, a
few with no animals to care for moving their huts to the higher promontories beyond
the eventual reach of the water, the rest heading into the wadis that stretched
east to the sea.


Addaya’s family was among the latter. One morning Tiaa stepped
from Addaya’s hut for the last time, her few belongings in a leather pouch
slung over her right shoulder – some clothes, a couple of beaded necklaces and
shell girdles and ivory bracelets that the exchange of her pots had earned her,
a few chunks of malachite. Her small grinding palette dangled around her neck,
along with her falcon talisman and a necklace of shiny stones. Two heavy
pouches crammed with flour were strapped to her back, and she balanced another on
her right shoulder, holding it with one hand. Everyone except Addaya and
Qalhata were similarly burdened. Ankhmare carried numerous small but valuable
objects to trade. More were stuffed into leather pouches affixed to the handful
of dogs kept by the family. The majority of the family’s cooking pots and
earthenware jars remained behind, buried, since they were too bulky to
transport in quantity. Tiaa would make a few rough and sturdy ones every time
they camped in one spot for more than a couple of days; they’d discard them
when they moved on. Everything that Addaya’s people owned that they weren’t
taking with them was cached beneath his hut. They’d retrieve those belongings upon
their return.


Aside from her flight from the playa a year ago, this was
the first time Tiaa had ever left a permanent home and wandered as the rest of
her people had always done. Had things worked out differently, Pay would be
setting out on a trade expedition right now that would be returning her to the
playa and Iny. But thanks to her skill as a potter, not only had she avoided
that fate, but Ankhmare had been restored to the position he deserved. All the
trading to be done on this journey east would be done under his guidance. Pay
still fumed that Ankhmare was not subservient to him anymore.


Addaya led them a few hours’ walk north of Badari, then turned
eastward into a deep gash in the plateau. The gash was the opening to a wadi, narrow
and winding and flat and grassy–bottomed, dotted with trees, lined on north and
south with steep jagged rock walls. Barely a breath of air stirred in its
depths.


“This wadi is linked to countless others,” Qalhata told Tiaa
as they walked side by side. “They all lead generally eastwards, eventually
reaching the sea. There are many branches – its easy to get confused and lost
if you don’t know where you’re going. I don’t know if we’ll travel all the way
to the sea this year or not – Addaya hasn’t decided. But we’ll certainly make
it as far as the Black Mountains. Ankhmare wants to collect enough stone there to
turn into cosmetic palettes to trade when we get back to the valley. We may
even travel to the gold deposits. In any case, be on the lookout for copper.
Sometimes we find chunks lying on the ground.”


At midday the sun poured directly into the wadi, its heat
reflecting off both walls, making movement practically unbearable. Pay, leading
the way, found a rocky overhang that offered everyone a bit of shade. A deep
depression in the ground near the overhang had been filled by recent rains, and
everyone drank deeply and gratefully. They ate and then rested for several
hours, backs against the hot rock wall, until the sun shifted enough for them
to move on.


They made a temporary camp that night, then continued their
trek in the morning. Late in the afternoon of the following day they discovered
numerous gazelle tracks leading into a broad grassy wadi and altered course to
follow them. Thereafter they matched their pace to that herd’s, shooting a few
animals daily for meat, moving on whenever the animals did, stopping sometimes
for days at a time while the beasts grazed fresh pastures. Thanks to the rains,
just now tapering off after three wet months, the savannah through which the
wadi twisted and the floor of the wadi itself were greening explosively. The thick
and verdant grass slowed the gazelles’ progress; they could graze each section
of the wadi for quite a few days before exhausting it. Several times Addaya set
up a semi–permanent camp, and on those occasions Tiaa and Nebetia and her
cousins scaled the cliffs and accompanied hunters onto the savannah, the girls gleaning
among the grasses and flowering shrubs, the hunters chasing after long–horned cattle
and ibex and oryx and other large game. Tiaa occasionally spotted rhinoceros
and ostriches and elephants and giraffes in the distance. Vultures flew high
overhead, and falcons. Tiaa always watched the tall grass carefully to avoid snakes
and scorpions that might be lurking there as she searched for food.


During these days of travel Tiaa conveyed a handful of very
short messages between Khuit and Ankhmare. In such restricted conditions she
rarely had an opportunity to be alone with either of them. The risk of
discovery outweighed the desire the two had to be together, and so her services
as watchman were not utilized.


Addaya broke camp one morning, for the gazelle had resumed
their movement eastward. Late that afternoon Pay, ranging ahead of everyone to
locate their next campsite, encountered another band already settled in a wide well–watered
cove in the wadi. That evening Addaya established his camp within sight of the
strangers on the opposite bank of a small lazy winding stream that bisected the
wadi. While the women saw to making the camp habitable, he and his sons and grandsons
called on the strangers. Tiaa busied herself until darkness fell gathering armloads
of fallen branches from an extensive grove of acacia trees to feed the campfire.
Afterwards, as she ate a meager meal beside the flickering flames, she studied
the strangers’ distant camp from afar. From the number of huts she guessed the
band contained between thirty and forty people. From what she could see of
their clothing and weapons in the glow of their fires, and the absence of
domesticated animals, she assumed they must be one of the bands that spent most
of its time wandering the savannah and wadis, hunting and gathering full–time.
She’d heard about such people from Ankhmare but had never met any. She hoped
Addaya would remain here for a few days at least, so she could.


The next morning Tiaa departed camp immediately after
breakfast, tasked with gleaning whatever roots or tubers she could find. The
wadi was bountiful; she nearly filled a reed basket and a leather pouch within
the first mile. It was pleasant work; she kept to the shade of one of the wadi’s
rocky walls, out of the direct sunlight yet warmed by the sun reflecting off
the opposite wall. The grass was thick and soft and dew–wet beneath her bare feet.
A rare breeze cooled her back.


Tiaa rounded a curve in the rock wall and nearly ran into a
boy. He was standing a little ways back from a section of the wall that was indented
and sheltered by an overhang fifteen feet or so over his head. He was staring at
the wall intently. She cried out, startled, spilled the contents of her basket.


The boy gazed at her for a moment, equally startled. “Let me
help you,” he said, falling to his knees next to her. He righted her basket and
began scooping up tubers from the grass. He looked up at her. “You must be from
the new camp. I’m Qar. I belong to Thay’s band. I’m his grandson.”


She knelt beside him. “I’m Tiaa. From Addaya’s band.”


Qar looked to be two years older, perhaps nineteen, she
guessed. She’d never met a boy as handsome. His hair was long and black, his skin
browned by the sun. He was muscular, perhaps five feet tall. He wore a fine loincloth
of animal skin. A flint knife was tucked into his belt. His dark eyes were
friendly, his ready smile infectious. Tiaa felt an instant attraction to him,
one she’d never felt for anyone before. There was something about Qar,
something she couldn’t name exactly, a presence that seemed to be drawing her
in. They both reached for the same tuber and their fingers touched. Tiaa did
not pull away.


“I heard the men talking last night,” Qar said, letting go
of the tuber with obvious reluctance. “You’re all from Badari?”


“Everyone except me. I grew up on the shores of a playa – a rain–fed
lake – west of the valley and many weeks travel south of here. I’ve lived at
Badari about a year.”


“Why did you leave your home?”


“That’s a very long story,” Tiaa replied.


“I have time. I’d like to hear it,” Qar said.


Tiaa found herself wanting to tell him everything. For some
reason she couldn’t explain even to herself, she wanted Qar to know every
detail of her life and her current situation. But she’d just met him. Did she
dare trust him? She’d spent the past year being wary of everyone to protect
herself. Caution prevailed. “The short answer is that I left because the savannah
there is drying out. In a few years no one will be able to survive there.”


“I’m sorry to hear that,” Qar said sincerely. “Although, I
suppose if you hadn’t left I’d never have met you. So maybe I’m not sorry.” He
laughed. “Do all the women at your playa have golden hair?” He was staring at
her now.


“Only me.”


“Are they all as beautiful?”


Qar was being predictable. Unpredictably, Tiaa didn’t
object. She liked that he found her beautiful. “I’m hardly one to judge,” she
said modestly.


“I’m sorry,” Qar said hastily, his face reddening. “I can’t
believe I said that out loud. I’ve never said anything like that to a woman
before. Maybe its because I’ll probably never see you again after today… I’m
sorry. For some reason I can’t think straight around you, Tiaa.”


I can’t either, Tiaa thought. She raised her eyes to
his. “I don’t mind,” she told him, blushing.


He brightened, though he still looked embarrassed. “When did
your band leave Badari, Tiaa?”


“About a month ago, after the river spilled over its banks.
We’ve been following a herd of gazelle through this wadi. Have you ever been to
Badari?”


“No. My band spends most of the year in these wadis and on
the savannah and at the seashore,” Qar replied. “We visit the valley for a few
months to harvest wild grasses after the river recedes, but never where there’s
already a camp or settlement. People there are protective of their fields and
their stretch of the river.”


“We harvested wild grasses at the playa, too,” Tiaa said.
“And we raised cattle and goats and sheep. Many bands of my people gathered at
the playa during the dry season so we could water our animals. The rest of the
time everyone traveled the savannah, each band in its own section.”


Qar dropped the last few tubers into the basket. “There,” he
said, rising to his feet.


Tiaa stood too. She noticed a leather pouch lying at the
base of the wall where Qar had been standing. She glanced upwards. The images
of a dozen or more animals were etched on the rock face. Some appeared freshly
done, others older. Some were outlines, some were entire animals pecked into
the rock. She’d never seen anything like it. “Did you do this?” she asked,
amazed.


“Most of it. We use this same camp every year. I’m about to
add an elephant.”


“Why?” Tiaa asked.


“One of our hunters spotted a herd yesterday. We’re going
after it later today. An elephant will feed my band for a week or more. My
people believe that if we create the image of whatever animal we’re hunting we
gain power over it. So I’m making this image to assure our hunt will be successful.
It’s the same reason our hunters wear a lion’s tail or bull’s tail when they stalk
those animals, or an ostrich mask when they chase them, to become one with
them, master them. I’m the most skilled of my people at making images, so the
task has fallen to me ever since I was old enough to understand what to do, and
why to do it.”


Tiaa stared at the wall, tried to make sense of it. “Explain
it to me,” she urged.


“This rock wall is a gateway between our world and the
spirit world,” Qar began. “It’s where those of us who walk the earth and those
who dwell within the earth can commune, whether they be people or animals – or
gods.” He gazed at her. “Do you believe in a spirit world, Tiaa?”


Tiaa fingered the talisman dangling around her neck. “The falcon
god chose my family to bear his symbol ninety–three generations ago. He’s been
my family’s god ever since.”


Qar looked suitably impressed.


“And then there’s this.” Tiaa slid up the hem of her
loincloth, revealed the dark image on her thigh.


“A falcon!” Qar exclaimed. “The god marked you as his own
before you were even born.”


Tiaa nodded. “So, yes, I do believe in a spirit world. Fervently.”


“As do I,” Qar said. “Sometimes I make images in sheltered secluded
places so my people can worship our gods in peace.” He pointed to an area on
the opposite side of the wadi, high up a cliff face, a small cave just above a
sharply angled slope littered with large broken boulders. “That’s one up there,
in fact. To us it’s a sacred place, hard to get to – it’s almost as if we’re
leaving this world and entering the one beyond as we struggle to reach it.”


Tiaa could make out nothing inside the shadowed cleft. But
it did look like a suitable place to speak with the gods. “My grandfather told a
tale about images etched into caves in a great isolated mound of rock somewhere
on the western savannah. It was one of my family’s oldest stories – dating from
a time before my people departed the savannah to live in the river valley and
then returned, ages before we first discovered the playa. According to the
story, the cave walls were decorated with ostriches and giraffes and gazelles
and antelopes, and hunters with bows, and huge headless beasts surrounded by
hundreds of swimming men.”


“I’ve never seen or heard of anything like that,” Qar said.
“Swimmers in a savannah hundreds of miles from water sound out of place – they
must symbolize something.”


“Unless the people who made the images migrated to the
savannah from the river, or a lake, or the sea,” Tiaa said.


“Possibly.” Qar turned his attention back to the rock face.
“As I said before, the purpose of this particular wall is to enable my band’s
hunters to dominate the game they stalk. Animals in the wild are unpredictable,
and thus dangerous. See this mighty bull, and the dog beside it?”


Tiaa nodded.


“During a hunt, our dogs help us control the bull, limits
its power, helps bring order to the chaos of the natural world.”


“The carving protects your hunters from harm because the dog
forces the bull to do what you want it to,” Tiaa guessed.


“Exactly!” Qar smiled. “You catch on quickly.” He pointed to
four oryx in a line. “Showing them in a row is another way to bring order.”


“I’ve studied the night sky my entire life, Qar,” Tiaa said.
“The stars have a very specific order too, in how they rise and travel across
the sky and disappear for months at a time, only to reappear. The way you’ve
portrayed order on this wall is ingenious.”


“I can’t take credit for it,” he said modestly. “My mother’s
father taught me. He spoke to the gods on my people’s behalf before he died.”


“Something you do now?” Tiaa asked.


Qar nodded. He glanced at the talisman. “You too?”


“I did, at the playa,” Aya said somewhat sadly. “But not any
more. The people at Badari don’t know the falcon god.”


“Neither did I, before today,” Qar said. “But I do now.”


Tiaa smiled.


Qar turned back to the wall. “Over there are several ibex,
and gazelles, and a rhinoceros, and a crocodile.”


“I didn’t know there were crocodiles on the savannah,” Tiaa said.


“There aren’t.” Qar pointed. “See that giraffe at the far
end of the wall?”


She nodded.


“Because they’re so tall, giraffes can see into the
distance. They represent the ability to foretell the future. So this giraffe
isn’t presiding over what has happened, but over what will happen.
I drew the crocodile that the giraffe is watching last year when we were on our
way to the valley.”


“Did your hunters slay a crocodile beside the river?”


Qar smiled broadly. “Dozens.”


“Can I watch you etch your elephant?” Tiaa asked. “I’d like
to see how you do it.”


“Certainly.” Qar sounded pleased that she was interested.


Tiaa sat down in the thick grass and leaned back on her
elbows, craned her neck, looked upward.


Qar extracted a small pointed flint from his pouch, stepped
to a blank section of the wall about shoulder height, then swiftly and surely scraped
the slightest hint of an elephant into the rock. “It’s an outline for me to
follow,” he explained.


Then, with the sharp point of the flint, he began to deeply
etch the outline, an inch or so wide. It was hard work and the sun was now pouring
directly into the wadi and he was soon sweating profusely. Tiaa was reminded of
the time Nia had carved the stone cow. She briefly wondered where he was, and
what had happened to him since she left the playa. She supposed he and Merneith
had at least one child by now. From time to time Tiaa offered Qar water and he
paused to drink and wipe the sweat from his brow. Tiaa was impressed at the way
the creature came to life under his hands.


That wasn’t all that impressed her. In truth, she surreptitiously
studied Qar at least as much as she studied the image he was creating. Yes, her
people believed in the gods, but except for her she’d never met anyone to whom
they meant as much as they obviously did to Qar. He didn’t just believe they
had a vague existence – like her, he actually communicated with them, acted as
the conduit between them and his people. He did it using rock walls; she did it
through dreams. Tiaa suddenly wished their bands weren’t going their separate
ways tomorrow. She wanted to get to know Qar much better. She felt her face
grow hot – she couldn’t help wondering how it would feel to have Qar’s arms
wrapped around her, to feel his lips pressed against hers. Tiaa felt stirrings
she’d never felt before. They were confusing and pleasant and insistent.


“Tell me about your real home,” Qar said as he turned his
attention to the beast’s neck.


“During the rainy season, when my grandfather was a boy, the
playa was six miles long and four miles wide,” she began. “Around it was endless
savannah, stretching to the horizon in every direction, covered with lush grass
and groves of trees and herds of every type of game a hunter could wish for. My
camp was on the southwest shore of the playa, on a very slight rise. I spent my
whole life there.”


“It sounds beautiful.”


“I liked to sit on the shore of the playa and watch the sun
rise, coloring the water and savannah with gold, and again at sunset, when the
sky and water blazed every shade of red and orange and yellow.”


“Your people were hunters?”


“In part. We pulled up the wild grass, gleaned the savannah,
drank milk and blood from our cattle. There were several hundred of us from
almost two dozen bands. But the savannah’s been drying out for decades. There’s
not enough grass to support all the cattle and sheep and goats we own anymore.
So bands have begun migrating to the river valley.”


“Do you miss the playa?”


“Not as much as I thought I would when I left. It’s not the
same anymore, since my grandfather died.” And since Aahotepre sold me to Iny,
and the patriarchs decided to ignore my predictions. “Badari is my home.” For
now. Until I can figure out how to get to Nekhen.


Qar finished and took a step back, surveyed his work. “That
should do it,” he said.


Tiaa was amazed at the life–like appearance of the elephant.
Anyone would recognize it for what it was. She moved to the wall, traced the
lines Qar had etched with her fingertips. She turned to him. “Do you make an
image every time there’s a hunt?”


“Yes. My people rely on me, Tiaa, to reach out to the
spirits of our prey. There are rock walls similar to this one everywhere we regularly
camp in the wadis.” He picked up his pouch, dropped the flint in, closed it. “I
suppose I should return to camp and let them know I’ve finished. The hunters
will be anxious to leave.”


“And I’d better get this food back. They’ll be wondering
where I’ve gotten off to.”


Qar’s eyes met hers. He seemed reluctant to leave. He took a
deep breath, colored. “Would you meet me back here tonight, Tiaa? I’d like to talk
with you some more, find out everything there is to know about you.”


“Yes,” she said softly, her heart suddenly pounding. “I’d
like that very much, Qar.”


 


 


***


 


 


To Tiaa’s and Qar’s delight, the two patriarchs decided to
travel together for the season. Five days after Qar had etched his elephant,
Tiaa fell in beside equally–burdened Khuit as the bands moved camp for the
first time, trailing the herd of gazelle.


“I can’t believe how Nebetia’s throwing herself at Qar,”
Khuit said disapprovingly after a time. “She’s being so blatant about it.”


Nebetia and Qar were a dozen paces ahead. Nebetia was chattering
gaily and almost non–stop, often taking hold of Qar’s arm as everyone walked eastward
through the wadi. Tiaa wasn’t surprised; Nebetia had scarcely left Qar alone
for a minute ever since the bands first encountered each other. Except for the
hours Tiaa and Qar had spent together after returning to the rock wall the
night they first met, she’d hardly spoken with him. For Nebetia had proclaimed almost
immediately to her sisters and cousins, while pointedly staring at Tiaa, that
she was in love. She’d warned them all to stay away from Qar and then made sure
they had.


“I suppose,” Tiaa told Khuit noncommittally.


“Oh, please,” Khuit laughed. “You’ve been staring daggers at
them ever since we set out.”


“I can’t help it.”


“Qar doesn’t care for her one bit,” Khuit continued. “His
eyes are for you alone, Tiaa. Haven’t you seen him looking over his shoulder,
at you?”


“I know,” Tiaa said miserably. “He was attracted to me the
instant we met.”


“And you?”


“The same.” Tiaa sighed. “I think he’s wonderful, Khuit. I’ve
never met anyone like him. He’s clearly favored by the gods. I’ve enjoyed what
little time we’ve had together so much. I lay awake half the night thinking
about him. When I finally fall asleep I dream about him.” She tilted her head
towards Qar and Nebetia. “I can’t stand the thought of the two of them
together.”


“You want to feel his arms around you.”


Tiaa blushed. “I’ve always thought you were so lucky, Khuit,
being loved by Ankhmare. Qar is very much like Ankhmare.”


“So what are you going to do about it? Surrender him to
Nebetia without a fight?”


“I honestly don’t know,” Tiaa said. “Our bands will go their
separate ways in a few months. We’ll return to Badari and Qar will go back to
the sea. There’s no way Addaya would ever let me and Qar be joined – my pottery
is the source of his wealth now, and he won’t give that up. Nebetia, on the
other hand…”


“If you want my advice, you and Qar should… enjoy each other
for the time you’re together, no matter how brief,” Khuit said.


Tiaa blushed again. “Would that be fair to Qar?” she asked.
“He deserves better than to be toyed with and then discarded.”


“If there’s one thing I’ve learned, its live for the moment,
Tiaa,” Khuit counseled. “That’s how I have to be with Ankhmare, as you well
know. We women don’t control our own lives. Our patriarchs and fathers do. So
seize what you can, when you can. Create your own happiness. Ask yourself this
– which will you regret more – being with Qar and giving him up, or never being
with him?”


Tiaa fell silent, mulling Khuit’s words. Her situation was far
more complicated than her friend knew. Being with Qar was impossible. Her
destiny actually lay at Nekhen, in company with Ankhmare and Khuit, not
wandering the eastern wadis with Qar. Her destiny precluded the two of them
ever being joined, even if every other obstacle was removed from their path.
Still, she couldn’t help wonder if it was chance that had brought the two of
them together, or the falcon god. After all, the odds of her encountering someone
like Qar in the vastness of the East were exceedingly small. If it was the god’s
doing, perhaps Qar was part of his plan to help her get to Nekhen. For that
remained Tiaa’s overriding mission. She simply had no way of knowing if the god
wanted Qar involved in her future or not. But by the time they reached their
stopping place and began to set up camp for the night, Tiaa had decided to
follow Khuit’s advice, to be open to Qar, to let things take their natural course
between the two of them and trust the falcon god would guide them both when the
time came for them to either go their separate ways or begin a life together.


So, every evening, after the meal, Tiaa and Qar managed to
give Nebetia the slip and strolled together in the shadowed wadis, taking pleasure
in stolen hours together. Sometimes they scaled the heights to catch the cooling
breeze and lay in each other’s arms on a bed of fragrant grass, sometimes staring
up at the unseeing stars and wondering out loud about that strange distant
unknowable world, sometimes trading passionate kisses and caresses. Qar told Tiaa
about the sea and the East and she told him about the playa and Badari and what
she’d seen of the river valley. Sometimes she sang for him and sometimes she
danced – when she was with Qar she felt gloriously alive, unable to contain her
joy. Whenever Qar went to decorate a rock wall during the day Tiaa accompanied
him. Whenever the bands traveled to a new locale she walked beside him, always
fighting Nebetia for position. The girl’s hatred for Tiaa was now palpable; as
far as Nebetia was concerned, Qar belonged to her and Tiaa was an interloper. Often
Tiaa scrambled after Qar to some hidden overhang or cave high up a rock face
where sacred images were etched, the wind whipping her hair about her face, the
wadis winding like green snakes far below her, and he taught her about his gods
and his conception of the spirit world. Once Qar showed Tiaa what appeared to
be a map etched into a rock, showing the route through an especially tricky set
of wadis. Tiaa became expert at determining which images on rock walls had been
etched by Qar, and which by individuals from other bands, for their animals
were of a slightly different form. And, more quickly than Tiaa thought possible,
love blossomed between them.


Occasionally Tiaa found a lump of copper lying amidst
pebbles on the ground as she strolled the wadis with Qar on the way to or from
making his etchings, and she gave each of them to Ankhmare. He was accumulating
a store of such objects to trade once they returned to the valley. He made it
known to her that he approved of her being with Qar.


As Tiaa and Qar walked one afternoon ahead of the rest of
the people, around a curve in the wadi the Black Mountains suddenly appeared, their
hard siltstone darker in color from their sandy surroundings. The bands camped
in a narrow wadi that sliced through them for two full weeks. Tiaa worked at
Ankhmare’s side every day from sunup to sundown, essentially harvesting rock.
He showed her how to find the best stone to shape into cosmetic palettes, and
she collected as many as the band’s dogs could transport. Ankhmare would have
much to trade besides her pottery once they returned to the valley.
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Soon after they finished collecting stone at the Black
 Mountains, the herd the bands had been trailing turned west, back towards the valley,
and the patriarchs followed. Tiaa rendezvoused with Qar some distance from camp
one morning several weeks later, as was their custom, after both had as usual
evaded Nebetia.


Qar was waiting impatiently. “We’ve finally reached my
favorite place in the wadis,” he said, kissing her, taking hold of her hand.
“I’ve been wanting to show it to you for a long time.”


Tiaa and Qar walked a mile, mostly in silence, knowing they wouldn’t
have more than a few days left together. The bands were already preparing to
split up, Addaya’s to return to Badari, Thay’s to harvest wild grain on their customary
stretch of the river many miles farther north. Now that her separation from Qar
was imminent, Tiaa felt lost and empty. It had been hard for her to give Nia up
to Merneith. But she realized that what she’d felt for him didn’t remotely compare
to what she felt for Qar. Her fumbling uncertain explorations with Nia had had
nothing to do with real love. Tiaa couldn’t help thinking she’d probably be
better off now if she’d discouraged Qar’s attentions from the start. Then she
wouldn’t be undergoing what she was about to. But, deep down, she knew Khuit
had been right when she encouraged her to be part of Qar’s life, if only for a
moment. She would have regretted that lost opportunity if she’d rejected him,
yielded him to Nebetia. Now, if nothing else, she had memories enough to last a
lifetime.


Qar led Tiaa into a smaller wadi. To her left rose a smooth
rock face absolutely covered with images. She’d never seen so many in one place
before. She stopped to admire it. “This is wonderful!” she exclaimed.


“This isn’t even what I want to show you,” Qar said. He took
her hand again, pulled her deeper into the wadi. In places they skirted water–worn
pebbles and fist–sized rocks that practically covered the wadi’s floor, no
doubt swept from atop the plateau and looming rock walls by downpours during
the rainy season. They reached a gully, a sharp gash in the northern wall, its
sides worn smooth, its bottom choked with large boulders and smaller rocks and
pebbles.


“Every time there’s a storm on the savannah rainwater rages
through this gully,” Qar told her. “I almost got swept away once. I saved
myself by scrambling halfway up the wall. Anyway, those torrents carried all
these rocks – even the giant ones – into the gully, then rounded them over the
course of thousands of years.”


The gully’s floor angled upward fairly steeply and so they began
to climb, winding around boulders, sometimes slipping on smaller rocks. Tiaa
saw that the head of the gully appeared to be completely blocked by an acacia
tree with wide–spreading branches. But once they reached the tree Qar helped
her crawl under it and squeeze past a pile of boulders. To her surprise the
gully continued on, widening, its floor becoming nearly level. After they’d
walked a few paces Qar told Tiaa to turn around. She was facing a huge vertical
cliff, partly in shade, partly in sun. It was covered with more images than
even the rock face she had seen a few moments earlier.


Tiaa recognized ostriches, hippos, gazelles, ibex, hunting
dogs, long–horned cattle, elephants, even goats. To one side, as if watching
over the whole composition, were three enormous giraffes, their tail hairs as
long as their legs. Tiaa pointed to a huge man wearing a penis sheath, with
what appeared to be two ostrich feathers rising from his brow, leading a cow by
a rope. “You didn’t create that,” she said.


“No. Many bands use this wall. That makes it particularly
sacred. I suspect whoever drew that image herded cattle, much as your people do
at the playa, and was using it to exert control over them.”


“None of my people would have done this,” Tiaa averred. “A
boy I knew carved the image of a cow from a boulder once, but no one’s ever
drawn one.”


“Likely someone from one of the valley settlements during
their sojourn here, then,” Qar replied. “Possibly even from Badari.”


Tiaa pointed to another man with two ostrich plumes on his
brow, carrying a crook. “He’s definitely a herder. Herders use crooks and
flails and was sticks to control their animals.”


“Maybe,” Qar said. “But I believe the figures with plumes
actually represent the fertility god who watches over the eastern savannah. See
over there – that figure in the midst of hippos and rhinos? I believe he’s
controlling the hunters who pursue those animals. But he’s wearing no plumes.
So maybe he’s just a powerful man.”


“If the plumed man is truly a god, it isn’t one we knew of
at the playa,” Tiaa said.


“Our world is savage,” Qar replied. “We’re at the mercy of
nature. But if the sun reappears every morning and the stars every night and
the river rises every year, someone must be controlling our world. It’s surely not
a man. So there must be gods, Tiaa, and each must be responsible for some
aspect of our lives. How could one god oversee everything? So we must make
offerings to the gods we know and some only guessed at, to curry their favor
and appease their anger.”


Just then Tiaa noticed the boats. They were like Ankhmare’s –
graceful, rising high at bow and stern. Most were filled with very large
standing men, their arms upraised as if in prayer. Some of the men were armed
with bows and throwing sticks and maces. Men speared hippopotami from one boat;
one of the creatures was attached to that vessel by a rope. Another boat
dragged a bull. In another a man of superhuman size, plumed, brandished a mace.
Tiaa had no doubt he was a god. She stood in awe, marveling, studying each
image in detail. Finally, she turned to Qar. “Did you etch any of the boats?”


“That one,” he said, pointing to a vessel at the very edge
of the scene. There were several standing figures on board, and one lying down.
A star shone high above its prow. “I created it after my mother died,” he said.
“My people call the night sky ‘a thousand are her souls.’ We believe each star
is what remains of a person after they leave this world, and that they continue
to live on if they pass certain tests and reach their place in the sky. So I
created this image to guarantee that my mother’s spirit would reach her star. I
believe that making the image makes the action true.”


“My grandfather believed in the power of images too,” Tiaa
said, recalling again the cow he’d commanded Nia to carve from stone. And if
such widely–dispersed peoples as Qar’s and mine both believe, it must be true.


Qar reached into his bag, pulled out the flint he etched
with. “That’s why I’ve brought you here, Tiaa,” he said. “Today you’re going to
create the image of a hippo restrained by a rope. Then no hippo will ever be
able to hurt you on the river again.”


So he’d been thinking about her accident. Tiaa was touched. She
followed Qar to the rock face. He handed her his pointed flint. She’d watched
him make figures often enough. She knew what to do. She grasped the flint
tightly, began to sketch. It was easy enough to make the image – whenever she
closed her eyes she still saw the beasts that had destroyed Ankhmare’s boat and
changed her life so drastically. When she finished Qar took the flint from her
and made a few minor corrections. Then he sat in the shade and she began to scratch
the figure deeply into the surface. When she was done her arms and hands and
fingers were sore, and her skin gleamed with sweat, for it was hot working in
the direct sun.


“That’s outstanding,” Qar said admiringly. “And now,
restrain the beast with a rope. You’ll control it forever.”


She finished, moved to where he sat, surveyed her work. “Next
time I’m on the river I’ll feel invincible,” she declared. “Thank you for
this.”


Qar stood, took her in his arms and kissed her.


Tiaa responded enthusiastically. A musical splashing came to
her ears from somewhere behind her in the gully. She released him. “What’s
that?” she asked.


Qar smiled. “The very best part of what I want to show you.”


He proceeded further up the gully. After a five minute walk it
abruptly widened, opened into an oval amphitheater ringed by sheer high rock
walls on three sides. Directly opposite Tiaa a trickle of water noisily
cascaded over the smoothly–worn lip of a cliff and tumbled into a deep green circular
pool directly below, water droplets flashing silver in the sunlight.


“During the rainy season that trickle is a raging torrent,”
Qar said. “The cliff face becomes a massive waterfall. Over thousands of years
that waterfall must have carved this entire gully and created the pool at the base
of the cliff.”


Even now the pool was filled to the brim with water, partly
sunlit, partly shaded by the cliff, its surface roiled by the stream trickling
from the heights. Tiaa noted that etched into the rim of the rocky ledge circling
the pool were images of cattle, some of them tethered. Herders ritually controlling
their animals, Tiaa thought. Thanks to Qar’s tutelage, she knew she was
reading the meaning of the images correctly.


She sat down on the rocky edge of the pool, dangled her feet
in the deliciously cool water. Qar joined her. Ripples spread and lapped
against the far side. The sun was hot on Tiaa’s back. Her entire body was sweaty
from etching her hippo. Impulsively, Tiaa stood, glanced at Qar, laughed, then dove
off the ledge. The water pleasantly shocked her hot skin. She arrowed straight
down, touched the mossy bottom with her hands, pushed off. She kicked to the
surface and emerged into sunlight, spluttering, water streaming from her hair into
her eyes. She shook her head, throwing spray. Lazily, she swam to the shady
side of the pool not far from where water was cascading over the cliff, felt a
slippery ledge protruding at waist height, sat on it, leaned back, rested her
head against the cool rock, let the water lap around her shoulders. “Come in!”
she called to Qar.


He stood up directly opposite her, dove. In only an instant
he emerged from underwater beside her.


Qar took Tiaa in his arms. She responded to his kisses
eagerly, passionately, pulled him close. She was overwhelmed with both love and
sorrow. She knew she was going to miss being with Qar very much.


After a time, much cooler, they pulled themselves from the
pool, lay side by side on the warm rock shelf that edged it so they could dry
in the sun.


“You’re so beautiful,” Qar said, propping himself up on his left
forearm and gazing into her eyes. “I love you so much, Tiaa.”


She touched his cheek with her hand. “I love you too, Qar. These
months we’ve been together have been the happiest of my life. I’ve never had
anyone I could confide in the way I do you.”


“How can someone as wonderful as you not have dozens of friends?”
Qar asked.


“All the girls envied me at the playa, even my own cousins
and sister,” she said sadly. “They saw that Grandfather favored me, gave me the
most prominent role in our festivals, let me out of other chores to make pottery
for the gods, let me serve him and entertain him and sit beside him in the
evenings and listen to his stories. They didn’t understand how hard I worked to
learn about the sun and stars so I could predict the coming of the rains, how
to ration the water in the wells, the weight of that responsibility, how much I
feared I’d fail my people. They didn’t understand that Grandfather had revealed
to me secrets they could never know, charged me with remembering every detail
of his stories, with preserving our peoples’ past as he had and proclaiming it
to the next generation.”


“And at Badari? Surely they don’t envy you there.”


“At first they were wary of me because I’m an outsider. They
blamed me for the accident that cost Ankhmare’s family their trade goods. I
tried hard to make friends. Eventually boys started chasing after me, perhaps
because I wasn’t someone they were used to…”


“It was because you’re so beautiful and smart,” Qar
interrupted, raising her hand to his to his lips and kissing her fingers.


“Pay ran them off, for at first he expected to return me to Iny
for the reward.” She’d told him the whole story of her flight long ago. “Later,
after I started making pottery and Nebetia turned against me, so did the rest
of the girls,” Tiaa said. “Now, of course, it’s even worse with Nebetia,
because you’ve rejected her to be with me. But these months with you are the
first time I haven’t been lonely in years. I don’t know what I’m going to do once
I’m back at Badari. I’m going to miss you so much.”


“I wish you didn’t have to go back to the river. I wish I
could take you to my hut today and make you my woman and be with you forever.”


“Addaya would never allow it.”


“Why not? Because we’re from different peoples? Men and
women from the savannah and valley and even the playa, I daresay, have been
mixing for hundreds or thousands of years. All peoples end up in the valley at
some time or another, whether permanently or just passing through. The images
on the rock walls prove that. Otherwise, why would there be boats, and river
animals, and cattle, and wild game all in one place?”


“It’s not that,” Tiaa replied. “I’m too valuable to Addaya.
My pottery has made him wealthy. Without it, Ankhmare would have to barter with
others just to obtain items to trade. It would reduce his profit. My pottery
costs Addaya nothing except my food and shelter.”


“Maybe I could give Addaya enough to make it worth his while
to let you go,” Qar said.


“I’m worth more than a dozen cattle, based on the reward Iny
offered for me,” Tiaa reminded him.


The dejection on Qar’s face was touching. “Tell me you want
to be with me, Tiaa,” he said.


“With all my heart.”


“Then I promise you – I’ll come to Badari someday with a
dozen cattle’s worth of goods and I’ll buy you from Addaya. I don’t know how or
when, but I will. I swear it by the very gods.”


Tiaa thought the chances of that happening were small. She didn’t
want to dash Qar’s hopes – or hers – but there were other truths he needed to
know. “There’s another obstacle to overcome,” she said sadly.


“What?”


“Soon after I began wearing my talisman, the falcon god sent
me a dream,” Tiaa replied.


Qar grew serious. “No one can ignore a dream sent by a god.”


Tiaa nodded. It was good that Qar understood she had no
choice but to obey. “The falcon god wants me to go to Nekhen, a settlement far
to the south of here. I’m supposed to confirm a man there as ruler over the
entire region. So even if you were to somehow buy me from Addaya, I couldn’t
stay with you here in the wadis. I’d be putting my love for you before the will
of the god. There’d surely be consequences for that – for both of us.”


“So you must go to Nekhen. How do you expect to get there from
Badari?” Qar asked. “You just said you belong to Addaya.”


“I’ll run away if I have to,” Tiaa said defiantly. “I’ve done
it before.”


“Run away with me right now,” Qar said earnestly. “I’ll take
you to Nekhen. We can be together there.”


She caressed his cheek with her hand again. “That’s sweet.
But how can you leave the wadis, Qar? You etch the images that give your band’s
hunters success. You’re as much a chosen one of your gods as I am of mine. We
both have a duty we can’t ignore.”


“Someone can figure out how to make images,” Qar said
dismissively. “You’ve seen the walls – there are many such as me in the bands
that roam our world.”


Tiaa shook her head. “No, Qar, there aren’t many like you.
You’re very special. I won’t ask you to give up your people – I can’t. I know
how hard that is, especially when they’re counting on you. I still feel guilty
for leaving the playa without training anyone to predict the coming of the
rains. For all I know, my people are all dead because of me. That’s a horrible
weight to carry around.”


“One you shouldn’t be carrying,” Qar said practically. “It
seems to me the falcon god wouldn’t have sent you on a quest if he wasn’t going
to watch over those you left behind.”


Tiaa had considered that possibility herself before. It
eased her mind, just a bit, that Qar had independently come to the same
conclusion.


“I have something for you,” Qar said.


Tiaa sat up, hugged her knees to her chest with both arms.


Qar stood. He opened a small leather pouch attached to his
loincloth, pulled out a necklace strung with a dozen beads of hammered copper. It
glittered in the sunlight. “This is the sign of my pledge to you, Tiaa,” he
said. “Since you won’t run away with me today, we’ll wait until the time is
right. I’ll come for you then, no matter how far in the future. I’ll take you
to Nekhen.”


“Oh, Qar! It’s beautiful!” Tiaa exclaimed. She stood up.


Qar slipped the necklace over her head. It dangled against
her chest, along with her talisman. “Wear it every day as a reminder that
someday we’ll be together. Wear it and remember that no matter where either of
us is, I love you.”


“I will,” Tiaa promised, giving him a quick kiss. “I’ll
never take it off, Qar. Never.”


They sat beside each other at the edge of the pool, his arm
around her shoulders, hers around his waist. Tiaa rested her head against Qar’s
chest. She realized she no longer felt the awful sensation of loss that had
haunted her all day. Qar had made her a promise. She felt, deep down, that
despite daunting odds he’d keep it. They would be together someday, in Nekhen.
She’d do what the falcon god had called her to do, then spend the rest of her
life with Qar, happy, content. Lulled by the warmth and the tinkling of the
water and the slow beat of Qar’s heart, Tiaa’s eyes grew heavy and she started
to fall asleep.


“I told you to leave Qar alone!”


Startled, Tiaa and Qar both jumped.


Nebetia was standing a dozen feet away, hands on hips, eyes
blazing, cheeks red, furious. She advanced towards Tiaa. “He’s mine!”


“I’m not yours, Nebetia,” Qar said quietly. “I’ve told you so
over and over.”


“You’ve been spying on us?” Tiaa snapped.


“I trailed you from camp. I wanted to see where you and your
lover disappeared to.”


“Now you know,” Tiaa said evenly. “Go away.”


“Don’t you wish it was that easy? I’m going to tell
everyone!” Nebetia promised. She began to lecture. “Who do you think you are,
Tiaa? You’re Great–Grandfather’s property! You have no right to be with Qar! No
one gave you permission! He’s mine! You’re going to pay for this! I promise
you, I’ll make sure of it!”
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Tiaa and Qar walked hand in hand the several miles to where
the two bands were camped along a stream that wound through the heart of the
wadi. They dragged their steps, taking their time. Tiaa sensed they might not ever
be together like this again and she was in no hurry to be parted from Qar.


“What can they do to us?” Qar asked plaintively as they
approached Addaya’s huts. The sun had just dipped below the horizon and the
wadi was in darkness and stars were winking into the sky. The glow of distant campfires
lit the wadi walls and made shadows dance upon them. “Tell us we can’t see each
other anymore?” He laughed nervously. “Our bands are going to split up anyway.”


Tiaa’s heart fell as she and Qar drew close to camp and she
saw Thay seated on a stool next to Addaya in front of his hut. She hadn’t
relished the thought of facing Addaya; to face another patriarch as well was
extra intimidating. Addaya’s visage was stern in the firelight. Nebetia was standing
beside him, gesturing, her cheeks flushed, breathing hard. All of Addaya’s
people were gathered around the open space and campfire in front of Addaya’s hut,
listening to her rant. Many of Thay’s people had streamed there from their adjacent
camp already. More were on the way.


“Quite a spectacle we’ve created,” Qar said softly.


Nebetia caught sight of Tiaa approaching and charged at her.
“Great–Grandfather summons you, Tiaa!” she cried triumphantly. “He’ll teach you
to keep away from what’s not yours!”


Qar squeezed Tiaa’s hand. “Remember my pledge. No matter
what,” he whispered.


The crowd parted and they made their way slowly to the open
space in front of the two patriarchs. Tiaa felt fingers lightly brush her
shoulder and she glanced to the side and her eyes met Khuit’s. Her friend
smiled sympathetically. “It’s bad,” she said in a low voice. “I’m sorry.”


Tiaa nodded. No doubt Nebetia had embellished whatever tale
she’d decided to tell.


“Is what Nebetia tells me true?” Addaya queried sternly when
Tiaa and Qar halted before the two patriarchs.


There was no sound but the crackling of the campfire and the
sighing of the wind. Tiaa couldn’t help wonder why she found herself time after
time facing patriarchs who wished her ill. “That Qar and I were together? That
we love each other? Yes,” Tiaa answered, shoulders back, chin tilted upward,
eyes boring into Addaya’s. Nebetia might be hoping Addaya would intimidate and humiliate
her in front of this crowd, but Tiaa was not going to give her any satisfaction
by meekly playing the part of terrified victim.


“You don’t deny it?” Addaya seemed surprised by her
straightforward confession.


“Why should I? I have nothing to be ashamed of… though I’m
sure Nebetia tried to make it seem so.”


“I know what I saw!” Nebetia cried.


“You saw exactly what you yourself would have been doing if
Qar cared for you,” Tiaa snapped. Nebetia deserved a bit of humiliation of her
own for what she was putting her and Qar through.


Addaya raised a hand for silence. He turned to Qar. “What
right do you have to associate with Tiaa, without my permission?” he spat.


“Or mine,” Thay added.


Tiaa disregarded Thay. She’d sized him up weeks ago as
comparable to Aahotepre – a man who had a higher opinion of himself than anyone
else had, one who’d crumble before anyone who contradicted or challenged him. Anyway,
he had no say over her. And she wasn’t about to let Qar be bullied by either Thay
or Addaya. He’d done nothing wrong, any more than she had. But if someone had
to pay a price for their being together, she was prepared that it be her. What
did she have to lose, anyway? Besides, it was laughable to think Addaya would
do anything to her that would cost him her services as a potter and creator of
the trade goods that were the foundation of his growing wealth. He might not
realize the leverage she had over him, and Nebetia surely didn’t, but Tiaa did,
and she was prepared to use it. “We love each other,” she said in a ringing voice
that carried to the edges of the crowd. “That’s right enough.”


Tiaa heard a few gasps and a few nervous twitters. No one
ever challenged a patriarch publicly. Tiaa suspected that at least a few of the
onlookers were enjoying this confrontation.


Pay moved next to Addaya, scowled. “You’re Father’s
property. You have no right to love anyone.”


“And yet I do.” Tiaa caught Qalhata’s eyes. She was sitting
to one side. The old woman gave her the slightest nod of approval.


Qar spoke. “Patriarch, join me to Tiaa.”


That caused a stir among the onlookers. For one so young to
speak so boldly to a patriarch, to demand something of him, was unprecedented. Nebetia
looked as if she wanted to strangle him. Tiaa smiled at her sweetly.


“Ridiculous!” Pay objected, stepping forward. He half–turned
and addressed Addaya. “Tiaa is far too valuable to our band as a potter to give
to this boy.”


What’s Pay up to? Tiaa asked herself, instantly
suspicious. He’s never referred to me as anything but a burden to Addaya’s band.
Why isn’t Pay arguing in favor of Addaya giving me to Qar? He claims he doesn’t
want Ankhmare to be a trader. If Addaya gives me away Ankhmare won’t have
anything to trade. He’ll have no choice but to return to farming. Why has Pay suddenly
reversed course?


“I must agree with my son,” Addaya echoed. “Qar, Tiaa generates
trade goods for me at no expense. She can’t be replaced – there is no potter in
my band as skilled. Without her, Ankhmare would have nothing worthwhile to
trade.”


“Grandfather, Tiaa could be joined to Qar and still produce
pottery for us,” Ankhmare quietly interjected. He stepped into the circle of
firelight.


“You’d have my grandson join your band?” Thay asked Ankhmare
incredulously. “I won’t agree to that. He’s responsible for etching the sacred
images that assure my hunters’ success. My band won’t survive without him. He’s
as important to me as Tiaa apparently is to you.”


Ankhmare shook his head. “Patriarch, you misunderstand my
intention.”


“Then explain yourself,” Thay snapped.


“You lead your band to the valley for three months every
year to harvest the grain that grows wild. Why not harvest near Badari? There’s
plenty of wild grain to the north and south of our settlement that isn’t
claimed by anyone.”


Thay glanced at Addaya.


“My grandson is correct,” Addaya confirmed. He addressed
Ankhmare. “But what of it?”


Ankhmare leaned towards Thay. “Tiaa could join with Qar and
become part of your band, as is tradition. Then, during the months you’re in
the valley harvesting, Tiaa could reside with us at Badari and make pottery for
my patriarch, enough to supply all our trade needs for the coming year. After you
finish your harvest, Qar and Tiaa would return with you to the wadis. You could
wander to the sea and back, as usual. Our bands could reunite and travel
together during the months of inundation, just as we did this year. It’s very
simple, really.”


From the murmurs that rose behind her Tiaa knew that many found
merit in Ankhmare’s proposal. She certainly did. It would solve everything. She
could be with Qar. She could join with a man she loved. She could escape Addaya
and the continuing threat that Pay posed to her. Then, someday, Qar would simply
take her to Nekhen. He’d already promised to. She’d be able to fulfill her
destiny. She’d be able to do it with him at her side.


Pay spoke. “Meaning no disrespect, patriarchs, for my
nephew’s idea certainly has merit.” His eyes narrowed. He addressed his father.
“But what’s to ensure that Thay upholds his end of the agreement, or whichever
of his sons succeeds him as patriarch? We could lose Tiaa’s services despite
what is promised today.”


“I am an honorable man, and so are my sons!” Thay bristled
angrily. “None of us go back on our word once given!”


Thay’s people were clearly offended by Pay’s remarks. Tiaa didn’t
blame them. Pay was as pompous and self–righteous as Iny and Anen and most of
the other patriarchs she’d known, with an inflated sense of his own worth. He
was obviously throwing up every roadblock he could to prevent her joining to
Qar. But, again – why?


Qar stepped towards Thay. “Don’t we have an opportunity here
to meet one of our band’s basic needs, Patriarch?” he asked. “We have in our
band many girls and men of an age to be joined. It’s been years since we’ve
encountered a band with a similar number of women and men during our wanderings.
That we’ve stumbled on Addaya’s band, in the vastness of these wadis, surely
must be the will of the gods. We shouldn’t discard this opportunity lightly. We
should take advantage of it. Let everyone who is of an age in both bands
be joined, not just Tiaa and me. That would create an unbreakable bond between
our peoples. There’d be no question then of agreements being honored – by both
bands.”


Everyone was suddenly speaking over everyone else. Qar words
had struck a chord. Tiaa gazed at him proudly. How could the patriarchs ignore
his eloquence, or reject his solution?


“Let us discuss this in private,” Thay proposed to Addaya. “You
and me and our eldest sons, since they must honor anything to which we agree.”


Addaya nodded, rose, led the way into his nearby hut. Thay
followed, then his son, then Pay. Pay turned and looked at Tiaa and smirked
before lowering the opening over the entrance. That wasn’t good.


Tiaa sat down cross–legged to wait and Qar sat beside her.
He took hold of her hand again. Nebetia glared at them impotently. Tiaa ignored
her. Ankhmare seated himself next to Qalhata and both smiled encouragingly.
Tiaa could tell Khuit was praying, and Tiaa grasped her talisman in one hand
and did the same.


Many in the crowd behind her were milling about restlessly.
Tiaa looked over her shoulder and noted the bands were mixing now. Other couples
whose futures depended on what the patriarchs were deciding had moved beside
each other. Tiaa and Qar were not the only men and women in the two bands who’d
developed relationships in the past months. The voices from inside the hut were
indistinct, but occasionally heated; Tiaa could tell Pay was speaking then. That
he’d given up any pretense of being cordial was not a good sign. 


After an extended interval the four men reappeared and the
two patriarchs seated themselves as before. Tiaa and Qar rose to their feet, both
anxious. The crowd pressed close and fell silent.


“In three days our bands will leave this place and journey
together to the river,” Addaya announced.


Promising, Tiaa thought.


Thay addressed everyone. “Addaya and I have agreed that our
bands will meet and travel together in the wadis every year from now on.”


Tiaa couldn’t beat down the hope that was soaring within
her. So far, the patriarchs seemed to have adopted Ankhmare’s proposal. She saw
the slightest smile tugging at Qar’s lips.


Addaya continued. “Thay and I have agreed that in the future
we will exchange the products of our respective lands when we meet, so that
both our bands may trade those products when we return to our own homes and so
increase in wealth and influence.”


Thay rose to his feet. “It has, as my grandson Qar pointed
out, been many years since my band has encountered another with suitable men of
an acceptable age. Addaya and I have agreed to take advantage of this
opportunity. Our two bands will exchange women tonight.”


Tiaa held her breath, closed her eyes, prayed again to the
falcon god. Was she about to be united with the man she loved?


Addaya rose. “My grandson Piye will be joined to Hui of
Thay’s band. My grandson Raia will be joined to Neferu.”


Piye and Raia looked pleased, as did the women who were
already standing next to them. Tiaa felt sorry for both of them. She abhorred
Ankhmare’s cousins. If they’d had their way she’d be at the playa with Iny
right now. No doubt they’d revert from whatever behavior they’d exhibited
during their courtship that had attracted the women to them once they were
joined and controlled them.


Thay spoke again. People were edging closer to the
patriarchs now, eager to hear more. “My band will leave this place with women
to replace those we have just lost. My grandson Merya will be joined to
Hentamun of Addaya’s band. My grandson Qar will be joined to Nebetia.”


Tiaa gasped. Her hand rose to her mouth. She couldn’t
believe she’d heard right. From the agonized look on Qar’s face she knew she
had. For a moment she stared at him, stunned. This wasn’t what she’d expected. It
wasn’t what anyone had advocated. Then Tiaa saw the broad smile playing on
Pay’s face and knew that Qar and Nebetia’s joining was his doing. He gave away
his own daughter just to keep me from being with Qar.


Tiaa was dimly aware that Nebetia had dashed to Qar’s side,
smiling triumphantly. She seized him by the arm.


“Remember!” Qar hissed to Tiaa as Nebetia practically dragged
him away.


Tiaa’s fingers rose to the copper necklace. Tears spilled
down her cheeks. Nebetia had stolen her love from her. It was unbearable. How
could Qar possibly keep his promise now? Oh, why didn’t I run away with Qar
an hour ago, when I had the chance? she asked herself over and over. I’m
such a fool!


In only a moment, it seemed, all the newly–joined couples
were being whisked away to huts in their respective camps, accompanied by
shouts and singing and impromptu celebrations. Qar’s eyes were anguished as
Nebetia hurried him along. Tiaa watched the two until they disappeared into one
of the huts in Thay’s camp, staring after them vacantly. She saw many of Thay’s
people gathered outside that hut, and the one Merya and Hentamun were in, shouting
and singing and wildly dancing. After a while, Tiaa realized she was the only
person left beside Addaya’s fire. Everyone in her band was celebrating in front
of Raia and Piye’s huts. Then she felt an arm draped around her shoulders and sensed
it was Khuit and turned and buried her face against her friend and sobbed,
heartbroken. Khuit held her close, stroked her hair, tried to whisper words of
comfort. Now Tiaa knew exactly how Khuit had felt all these years, denied
Ankhmare. Only for Tiaa there would never be anyone to stand watch so she could
steal a few precious moments with Qar.


“Get away from her!” Pay suddenly screamed in Tiaa’s ear.


Startled, Tiaa cried out.


Khuit released her.


Pay cuffed Khuit. “Get back to our hut! Now!” His face was
contorted in anger.


Khuit lowered her eyes, scampered off, one hand pressed to
the side of her head where Pay had struck her.


“That certainly worked out well,” Pay said to Tiaa with
satisfaction. “Don’t you agree?”


Tiaa brushed the tears from her cheeks, stared at the
ground. She’d never hated anyone as much as she hated Pay right now. She
clenched her hands into fists. “Why did you do it?” she asked plaintively.


“Because you’re going to be mine before long, Tiaa.”


“What!” She couldn’t keep the shock from her voice.


“I’ve decided. So I couldn’t let Qar have you, could I?” Pay
was practically panting, his voice thick with lust.


“But you already have Khuit!” Tiaa exclaimed. Why could no
patriarch be content with the woman he had? Why did they always want her too?


“Khuit doesn’t matter to me,” Pay snarled. “I want you and so
I’ll have you. It’s only a matter of time. Once Father dies I’ll be patriarch
of our band. I’ll be able to do whatever I want then. You’ll be mine. And I’ll
see to it that Ankhmare spends the rest of his life herding goats.”


“Ankhmare won’t let you take me,” Tiaa said impotently,
knowing there was nothing he could actually do to stop his uncle.


Pay laughed. “My nephew isn’t vicious enough to keep me from
doing what I want to do. Khuit is proof of that.” He reached for Tiaa.


She slapped his hand away.


Pay grabbed her hair, yanked her head back, kissed her hard,
laughed salaciously. “Mother might be able to protect you until Father dies,
but after that…”


Tiaa twisted, jammed her elbow into Pay’s soft belly as hard
as she could. As much from surprise as from the force of her blow he doubled
over, grabbed his stomach with both hands. She turned, sprinted towards the
safety of Addaya’s hut.


“I’ll have everything… Ankhmare ever wanted… before I’m done!”
Pay shouted after her, gasping for breath. “I have his woman… I’ll have his
potter… I’ll take away his way of life!”


Tiaa ducked through the opening into the hut, stood in the
darkness, her chest heaving, heart pounding. She knew Pay would keep his vow. Once
he was patriarch, who could possibly stop him from doing what he’d just said
he’d do? He was going to ruin her life. He was going to make her his woman
against her will. He was going to keep her from her destiny. All at once, anger
burst into flame. I’ll stop Pay, Tiaa vowed. I’m done being
manipulated, treated like a prize. From now on, I’m taking my fate into my own
hands. I’ll leave Addaya’s band before Pay can become patriarch and gain power
over me. I’ll flee to Nekhen by myself if I must. I don’t want to go without Ankhmare
and Khuit, but if I have to I will. It was a fearful, daunting path that now
lay before Tiaa, but one she was determined to tread.


 


 


***


 


 


Two weeks later the bands camped together for the last time alongside
the river less than five miles north of Badari. Every step of the journey from
the pool wadi had been agonizing for Tiaa. Seeing Nebetia and Qar together every
day had been almost more than she could bear. Nebetia had taken every
opportunity to loudly crow about her good fortune whenever all the women gathered
to bathe in wadi streams or small pools. She paraded herself beside Qar as they
traveled, practically draping herself on him at times. And so Tiaa spent as
much time as she could by herself, walking far ahead of everyone else or
lingering behind to glean foodstuffs, always with one eye out to make sure Pay
wasn’t lurking in the vicinity. Khuit had avoided Tiaa entirely; no doubt Pay
had ordered her to have no further contact. Tiaa wondered if he’d revealed
their mutual future to his woman yet. As for Pay, she’d kept out of his way as
much as possible, though she’d been unable to avoid his lustful stares at meals
beside the campfire. If not for Qalhata, Tiaa thought she might have gone mad.
The old woman consoled her as best she could for the loss of Qar. Tiaa dared
not reveal to either Qalhata or Ankhmare what Pay had promised; nothing good
could result from either of them confronting him. Pay was a problem she had to
solve on her own.


The next morning Addaya’s band departed for Badari and
Thay’s for a stretch of grassy plains a mile or two farther north in the valley.
Tiaa, trailing everyone, turned to look one last time as Qar’s band disappeared
into a grove of acacia trees that shaded a tangled section along the river’s
bank. She saw him, for once without Nebetia at his side, watching her. Her eyes
wet with tears, Tiaa grasped the copper necklace he’d given her, held it up for
him, then turned and stumbled unseeing after Addaya’s people.
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“That’s the last trading we’ll do in the valley for the next
five or six months,” Ankhmare told Tiaa.


She was sitting at his feet in the stern of his reed boat,
leaning back, face tilted towards the setting sun. His nephews were rowing
south, against the current, pushed along somewhat by the wind blowing against
the palm branches propped in the bow. At the rate they were stroking, Tiaa
expected they’d be lucky to get back to Badari before sunset. The deck of the
boat was covered with containers overflowing with goods Ankhmare had obtained
in trade this day at Matmar in exchange for Tiaa’s pottery and the shells and
stone and minerals procured the past season in the East by Thay’s band.


Tiaa did a quick calculation, realized she’d been making pottery
for Ankhmare full–time for close to four years, except during the months of inundation
when she wandered the eastern wadis with him. She had completely mastered her
technique now, through constant practice, and to possess her pottery had come
to convey a certain status on its owner. Everyone in the hamlets and
settlements near Badari clamored for what she made. As a result, Addaya’s band
had prospered. With that prosperity had at last come a grudging measure of
acceptance from everyone in it, with the exception of Pay. That, and the fact
that Tiaa had indeed been able to predict the arrival of the inundation at
Badari to within a handful of days, as she’d promised Addaya she would. As a
result, his band’s preparations for leaving for the East had started earlier
and gone more smoothly in recent years than ever before.


Three times since the joinings Addaya’s band had
rendezvoused with Thay’s band and traveled with it until the river subsided in
the valley. Four times Thay’s band had temporarily settled in the vicinity of
Badari to harvest grain in season. Both the travel and harvest seasons had been
difficult times for Tiaa. She’d avoided Qar; seeing him with Nebetia was
agonizing. Whenever the bands were together Nebetia spent nearly every evening
around the campfire of her former family, parading her infant sons about and loudly
and pointedly commenting about Qar whenever Tiaa was present, simply to make
her feel bad. Every time Tiaa smiled and remained silent, keeping her face
impassive so that Nebetia would not guess how much her words hurt. But Tiaa
never failed to finger the necklace of copper beads she’d never removed from
around her neck, as a reminder to them both who it was that Qar truly loved.


From the day of her separation from Qar, Tiaa had experienced,
as Ankhmare and Khuit had, unrequited love. Neither of her friends had been
able to give up the other, and so they’d remained trapped in a hopeless
relationship that offered them only suffering. Tiaa knew that’s what she had to
look forward to for the rest of her life as well. She’d never love anyone else.
She’d never join with another man – she would definitely run away from Badari long
before Pay could make her his. She’d find her way to Nekhen, fulfill her
destiny, then live the rest of her life alone. She’d have no child, and so she
wouldn’t pass the talisman on. It, and its power, would die with her. She’d
given up her duty to the stones, she rationalized, so why not the duty to
continue the line of talisman bearers as well? Her life’s purpose now was to
make some man the ruler of the region around Nekhen, then quietly fade away.


Addaya continued to live, though he was becoming more frail
each year, and so Pay had been kept at bay. But Tiaa knew that situation couldn’t
continue indefinitely. Five years had passed since Tiaa’s visit to Nekhen, and
returning to that settlement remained problematic. She’d been passive far too
long – the falcon god had given her a mission, and it was time for her to act. So
she’d resolved that once Addaya’s band returned to the valley after the upcoming
inundation she’d begin secreting a few supplies each week in a hidden spot near
where she fired her pottery. One month before that inundation she’d somehow
convince Ankhmare to steal Khuit and set out with her for the settlement in the
south. If she couldn’t convince him, she’d go by herself.


At least once a week when they were at Badari, Tiaa loaded
her goods onto Ankhmare’s boat and went with him to trade at the settlements up
and down river. Little ever changed in that region from year to year. The major
settlements were always repopulated after the inundation, everyone excavating
their cached goods and rebuilding their huts, and planting and caring for and
harvesting their traditional fields. Some of the smaller camps were inevitably abandoned
but always replaced by new. A small percentage of bands proved to be transient,
changing locations between settlements, looking for better lives or better
connections. As Ankhmare had predicted, Tiaa was now as well–known throughout
the region as he himself, and was just as good a trader. She’d made herself
indispensable to what he always referred to as “their” trading operation, for
Addaya never involved himself in it.


Tiaa glanced at the river ahead. The oarsmen glistened with
sweat, for the current against them was strong, almost roaring with turbulence.
The river had been rising for several weeks; in a few places, where the
riverbank was particularly low, it had already burst onto the plain and was quickly
creeping towards the base of the nearest plateau.


“How long before Addaya leads us from Badari to the wadis,
do you think?” Tiaa asked.


Ankhmare adjusted the steering oar. “A few days.”


Tiaa nodded. She’d provided Addaya with early warning of the
inundation’s coming for the third year in a row. She still marveled that the
stars could carry two messages for her at the same time – one valid for the
playa, and one equally valid for Badari. Grandfather had never guessed at that.
Word of her ability had spread throughout the settlement, and now everyone was
taking advantage of her prediction, making their preparations to leave in a
more orderly and leisurely fashion than in years past.


“I won’t be going to the East this year, Tiaa,” Ankhmare
announced. “Grandfather will oversee the exchanges with Thay and the trading
along the way in the wadis.”


“Addaya? Why not me?” Tiaa bristled. She stood, perched on
the side of the boat where she could look at Ankhmare directly.


“You know no man in our band is going to take orders from a
woman, especially not you. Pay will see to that.”


“Addaya doesn’t have the energy or the ability to oversee
trade.”


“He doesn’t,” Ankhmare agreed. “But you’ll tell Grandmother
what needs to be done, and she’ll tell Grandfather, and he’ll tell the men, and
it will all work out.”


“And take four times as long,” Tiaa muttered. She eyed him. “Why
aren’t you going?”


“I’m off to Ta–she instead.”


She gasped in surprise. “My lake?”


“I’ve been thinking about it for years, ever since you told
me about it at the playa. Now seems like a good time to see what products it has
to offer. I’ll take all of the pottery you’ve made in the past month that’s in the
storage hut. Hopefully, it’ll fetch great value. I can’t imagine they’ve ever
seen anything so fine.”


Tiaa turned from Ankhmare, stared at the river, watched the
shore move past, mulled his words. Going to my family’s ancient home played
over and over in her head. She grasped the talisman dangling around her neck, felt
the lake calling her. She replayed in her mind every tale her grandfather had recited
around his campfire, everything he’d told her about the far North. She thought
about Nimaethap, her ancestress who had borne the talisman to the playa. She
remembered a tale about Nimaethap prophesying that someday one of her
descendants would return to the lake. No descendant except Tiaa had ever been
so close to it. For Ankhmare to go and not her was unfair.


They were within sight of Badari when Tiaa turned back to
Ankhmare and firmly gripped his arm. “I’m going with you to Ta–she.”


Ankhmare shook his head no. “Tiaa, it’s too risky. I’ve
never been there. I have no idea what dangers might lie along the way, or who
or what I’ll find when I arrive, if anyone. If I arrive at all. It’s the same
argument you made when you released me from my promise to take you. Remember?”


“You’re willing to risk your nephews, or whoever it is
that’s going to crew your boat,” she pouted.


“I’m going by myself,” he replied. “I’m taking a boat small
enough to handle alone.”


“So you plan to drift north down the river with a single
small boatload of pottery for several weeks, hoping you don’t break much of it,
and trade what’s left when you get to Ta–she?”


“Yes.”


“And if the people who live there don’t want it, or there’s
no one there anymore?”


“Hopefully settlements or hamlets will be reestablished along
the river after the inundation subsides between there and here where I can
trade on the way back. Or perhaps I’ll go even farther north, to where the river
empties into the Great Green.”


“Another place you’ve never been.”


“True enough.”


“What if you trade my pottery at the lake, then stumble on even
wealthier settlements in the valley? What’ll you have to trade then?”


“Nothing, I suppose.”


“Spoken like Pay,” Tiaa snapped. “Shortsighted.”


Ankhmare shrugged.


“Take me with you!” Tiaa insisted. “Why carry pottery north at
all? I can make as much as you want at Ta–she or anywhere you stop. You could
travel more lightly, and faster, without risk of losing your trade goods.
Doesn’t that make more sense?”


She knew she’d piqued his interest.


“You’ve admitted you don’t know the way,” Tiaa reminded him.
She tapped the side of her head with her finger. “But all the old tales about Ta–she
are right here. I have a clear picture of the whole region in my mind. Wouldn’t
it be better if you didn’t stumble blindly once you get there?”


She was winning him over.


“Besides, wouldn’t you prefer my cooking over yours? Do you
really want to haul wood and water and everything else that has to be done
around camp after a day of manning the steering oar, or poling on the way back?”


“You know I prefer your company to everyone’s except Khuit’s,”
Ankhmare replied. “That’s not the issue. But do you really want to undertake
that journey? Or are you simply trying to avoid seeing Qar and Nebetia together
again?”


“Isn’t that reason enough?” Tiaa asked plaintively. “You above
all others know how that feels, Ankhmare. And unlike you, I’ve never had a chance
to be alone with Qar since the day he was given to Nebetia. It’s incredibly
hard to still love him and be near him for months at a time and have to listen
to Nebetia boasting about having him.”


Ankhmare nodded. “I’ll consider it, Tiaa,” he said after a
long pause.


Tiaa smiled. She knew what he’d decide. She’d long ago
discovered that she had the same power over Ankhmare that Qalhata exercised over
Addaya. Ankhmare had never once turned her down when she’d asked something important
of him. He wouldn’t start now.
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An hour after Addaya’s band set out for the eastern wadis,
Ankhmare and Tiaa embarked for the northern lake. Their reed boat was small
enough that Ankhmare could propel it by himself against the current, with Tiaa
steering, but large enough to carry containers crammed with the food they’d
need for the next two months and space for the goods they hoped to return with
to Badari. With the river continuing to rapidly rise, plants on the plains and
in the marshes were mostly underwater already and small game had long since
fled to the plateaus, so aside from fish, which they could catch as needed, they
had to carry the bulk of their provisions with them. Though the river would cost
them in terms of sustenance, because of the increasingly strong current it would
propel them more quickly to their destination than at any other time of the
year.


They spent the first night at Matmar, sleeping in a hut
abandoned just a day or so earlier by one of the patriarchs that Ankhmare and
Tiaa regularly traded with. The next morning they left behind the Badari
homeland entirely, entering a part of the valley that Ankhmare had not traversed
before. That evening they stopped an hour before sunset and tied their boat to
the highest patch of dry land they could find, an isolated section of riverbank
– now an island – lined with dom palms. That became their routine, though
finding dry land became increasingly more difficult as the days passed and the
river expanded both east and west. They dared not travel at night; the current
was too swift, in places there were dangerous eddies, and sometimes entire uprooted
trees drifted in the channel. Not to mention the constant danger from hippos
and crocodiles. Each evening, after they set up camp, Ankhmare fished or set
snares for waterfowl. Tiaa searched for dry wood and fetched water and started
a fire and baked a bit of bread, enough for dinner and the following morning.
They supplemented what Ankhmare caught with as little as possible of their
stores of fruits and vegetables and tubers and smoked meat, for they were
uncertain when and if they might be able to replenish them. Rare was the night
they fell asleep beside their campfire with full bellies.


For all intents and purposes, the valley they traveled was
uninhabited. Tiaa could tell the plain was primarily tangled swampland that had
never felt a person’s step, much less been planted. Only on rare occasions did
they glimpse a cluster of two or three mud and reed huts, usually in the
process of dissolving into the waters that vigorously lapped at them. Not once
did they encounter an actual hamlet. Often Tiaa caught sight of animals peering
down at them from the lip of the plateau, jackals mostly. At night they heard
the roars of hippos, many times too close for comfort. But Tiaa, putting her
faith in the rock carving she’d done under Qar’s guidance, felt no threat from
them.


A week after leaving Badari they reached the intersection
with the channel that, according to the old tales, led to Ta–she. Ankhmare
steered into it. The channel, they quickly learned, flowed almost due north, separated
from the river by a low rocky ridge and never straying more than five miles directly
to its west. The channel was much narrower and shallower than the river, the
trees that leaned over it close to the boat as it passed, their branches dangerous
obstacles to be avoided. Travel became trickier and more difficult and required
constant vigilance and accurate steering. The channel switchbacked so much
there was seldom a straight stretch of water and the swift current fed by the
inundation created whirlpools and eddies at every turn. Tiaa sat in the bow most
of the time with a long wooden pole in her hand, fending off obstructions,
while Ankhmare struggled with the steering oar, both of them constantly drenched
with sweat and the river water that splashed over the boat’s sides. Tiaa calculated
that the channel wound at least three miles east and west for every mile north.


Just before sunset almost a week after they left the river
the channel suddenly straightened and turned northwestward, angling through a
narrow gap in a high ridge that ran from southwest to northeast and discharging
into a vast reed–covered delta. After securing their boat for the night at the
entrance to the delta, Tiaa and Ankhmare scaled the end of the ridge that lay
on the north side of the gap. Tiaa noted scores of cobbles as they ascended,
some whole, some partially worked and tossed aside as unacceptable. She
remembered stories that told of expeditions to just such a place where her
ancestors had gathered suitable stones to shape into tools. She reached the
crest of the ridge with a growing sense of excitement. Tiaa stood there for a
moment, closed her eyes, let the wind twist her long golden hair about her
shoulders, took a deep breath, smiled. She opened her eyes, saw that the ridge
stretched north perhaps a dozen miles, then curved gently to the west, abutting
the lake the entire distance. Tiaa gazed across the gap to the southern portion
of the ridge. It too curved to the west, beginning perhaps five or so miles
farther south. A great delta lay at her feet, thrusting nearly five miles
northwest into Ta–she, its narrow base centered on the gap between the ridges
and widening from that point like a spread hand. Tiaa traced the channel as it arrowed
through the delta to disgorge dark brown silt–laden water into the body of the lake.
Extensive reed marshes lay to either side of the channel in the delta, the
portions that had dried out due to the low water level sere and brown, those
edging the water green. Tiaa expected that once the inundation finished filling
the lake the delta would entirely disappear beneath the water.


She felt a chill course down her spine as she scanned the
landscape that must have been so familiar to her ancestors close to a
millennium and a half ago. The lake was larger than any body of water she’d
ever seen, though it was far from full; still, the rain–swollen playa would
have easily fit within the delta alone. Just now the water was taking on the
colors of sunset, the sun–path on the lake too bright to look at, the far hills
lost in the glare. Ta–she was longer from east to west than north to south,
edged on its margins all around for at least a quarter of a mile by deeply
cracked mud flats. Like the playa, the lake too had shrunken a considerable
amount during the dry season. It was centered in a great basin, ringed by rocky
plateaus that rose in distant terraces, one after the other, like stair steps,
some gently rounded, some faced with sheer cliffs, the highest in the north,
the lowest in west and south. They too had taken on the colors of the sky,
which was beginning to turn from red and orange to deep blue as the sun slipped
below the horizon and was swallowed by the goddess. Tiaa closed her eyes again,
took another deep breath, inhaled the scents of mud and water, felt the kiss of
the breeze on her face. She grasped the talisman that dangled against her
chest. She felt a sense of peace. She was completing a prophesied journey, retracing
the footsteps of the long–dead Nimaethap, bringing the talisman back to where
it belonged. Tiaa gazed up at the stars just becoming visible in the darkening
sky. She wondered how many of them were the spirits of her lake–born ancestors,
and if they were looking down at her with joy right now.


“I never expected the lake would be so vast,” Ankhmare
admitted that night as they sat beside their flickering campfire halfway up the
slope, the firelight turning his skin golden.


Off in the distance a lion roared, answered by another.


Tiaa shivered.


“Any idea where your ancestors lived exactly?” Ankhmare
asked. “That would be a good place to start.”


Tiaa thought for a moment. “There was a story Grandfather
told that had been passed down in my family. One of my ancestors grew up in a
band that wandered the eastern savannah, much like Thay’s people. How he came
to the lake the story does not say. His name was Qen, I believe, and he was
eventually joined to Aya – the woman the falcon god first gave this talisman
to.” She touched it. “Qen, like you, was a boat builder. Apparently, before he
arrived at Ta–she, Aya’s people had never traveled by water. But Qen built a
magnificent vessel, with upturned bow and stern.”


A log snapped in the fire, sending sparks skyward.


“Sounds like mine,” Ankhmare observed.


“Perhaps Qen was the first to make one like that,” Tiaa
said. “Anyway, in the story, he built his boat alongside a peninsula that
jutted south from the shore. His camp was on a rise overlooking that
peninsula.” She stared off into the darkness. “The peninsula could be anywhere.
If the story’s even true.”


“It’s something to go on, at least,” Ankhmare said. “There’s
usually some truth behind every legend. Tomorrow we’ll head north, hug the
shore on the east flank of the lake, look for settlements. We’ll keep going around
until we find one. If your peninsula jutted south, it must be on the north side.”


They traveled the next six days, slowly, taking their time,
investigating, first heading north, then sweeping west along the northern
shore. Each day the lake grew noticeably larger, expanding towards what were
its actual banks, for the inundation pouring through the channel was filling it
rapidly. The wide plains they passed that edged the lake were a tangle of brush
and dried reeds and papyrus and showed no signs of cultivation. Beyond the ridges
and plateaus that overlooked the plains stretched savannahs of dried yellowed
grasses, dotted with groves of stunted trees. Each evening Ankhmare and Tiaa saw
small groups of animals straggling down to the lake to drink – gazelle, oryx –
but none matched the extensive herds that figured in the stories handed down in
Tiaa’s family. By day the going on the lake was slow; there was no current and
so Ankhmare had to pole the vessel while Tiaa steered. For two days the west wind
blew so fiercely that they could make no headway at all against the waves it
stirred up, and so gave up and camped. Ankhmare took advantage of the
opportunity to slay two gazelles several miles from the lakeshore out on the
savannah. He reported stumbling upon a level outcrop of rock overlooking a wadi,
the outcrop littered with worked cobbles. It had once been, he told Tiaa, a
station where ancient hunters watched for their prey to pass by, working flints
into axes and cutters and arrowheads while they waited.


While Ankhmare hunted Tiaa wandered, looking for anything
edible to replenish their stores, but she found only a few hardened roots that took
hours to soften in water before they could be eaten. She discovered a small marsh
that was normally connected to the lake by a narrow stream. The connection had
been severed when the lake receded, trapping large numbers of fish in a pool
deep enough that they’d survived the dry season. Tiaa spent several hours
catching them with her bare hands. She spent that evening and the next day splitting
fish open and drying them over a smoky fire.


On the sixth day they finally sighted what they assumed was the
peninsula they sought, though at present it was scarcely recognizable as such, a
low ridge mostly surrounded by extensive mud flats. It jutted directly south
from the lakeshore for fifty yards, then turned west for a quarter of a mile, lined
with palm trees its entire length. The peninsula’s shape reminded Tiaa of a
man’s bent arm, bicep pointing south, forearm and hand and fingers west. A deep
basin, half–full of water, lay between the peninsula and the lakeshore. Once
the lake reached its full height that basin would clearly become a sheltered
bay, Tiaa noted, perfect for anchoring a large boat. A hundred yards of so
north of where the peninsula joined the mainland she spotted a long narrow rise
parallel to the lake. Her heart started beating faster. “I think this is the
place,” she told Ankhmare excitedly.


They pulled the bow of the boat onto dry land. Tiaa hurried
ahead of Ankhmare, crossed the last of the mud flats and then the plain, scaled
the rise. She could scarcely contain her disappointment. There were no signs of
recent life – only a scatter of very old hearths ringed with blackened stones
and charcoal half–buried under drifts of sand, and a few dusty remnants of long–collapsed
huts. She scanned the plains that abutted the rise. Clearly, they had once been
cultivated fields. Now they were only a profusion of dried out emmer and
barley, long ago gone back to the wild.


“Over here,” Ankhmare called.


Tiaa joined him. He was standing on the eastern section of the
ridge at one end of multiple lines of clay storage bins half–sunk into the ground
on its crest, several hundred by her count, their sides knee–high, most sealed
with lids made of salt and sand. Several gaped open. Tiaa inspected one and saw
its interior was lined with clay and the remnants of a reed basket so large she
could fit inside. She saw a few dried out mouse carcasses lying in its bottom. She
heard Ankhmare grunt, turned to see him straining against the lid of one of the
still–sealed bins. After a considerable struggle he managed to push it part way
off. He bent, reached into the bin, pulled out a handful of grain.


“People used to live here all right, lots of them,” Ankhmare
said. “The grain in these bins would have fed hundreds of people and animals.”
He dropped the grain, rubbed his hands together to remove the detritus. “But
they’re long gone. They must have left suddenly, for so much grain to still be
stored here.” He scanned the plains to the north. “The land’s dried out, turned
to desert. This is probably what the playa will look like before too many
generations, just as you predicted.”


“Maybe that’s the real reason Nimaethap left this lake,” Tiaa
speculated. “Maybe everyone else left with her. Maybe this camp has been
abandoned for the last five hundred years.”


They sat in silence that night beside a fire they built in
one of the old hearths atop the rise. Tiaa stared into the flames, lost in thought,
imagining what this camp must have once been like, surrounded by vast fields of
swaying grain, the people singing as they harvested emmer and barley, the women
wandering the wetlands filling baskets with plentiful foodstuffs, the men fishing
from reed boats and hunting among the massive herds that roamed the savannah, the
herdsmen filling earthenware vessels with blood and milk from their
domesticated cattle and goats. Life must have been good, and easy. But now that
way of life was gone, and so were the lake’s inhabitants. Tiaa wondered if the
last of them had migrated to the valley, or to the oases farther south, or to
the western savannah as Nimaethap had.


“So much for our expedition,” Ankhmare said when the fire
burned low, startling Tiaa out of her reverie. “Another failure.”


She’d never seen him anything but optimistic – at least
where trade was concerned. In a way, it was frightening. “I seem to bring you
bad luck,” Tiaa said. “First after the playa, and now here.”


“Trading is always a risk, especially so far from home,”
Ankhmare said. “This certainly isn’t your fault. I’m afraid we simply gambled
and lost.”


They camped on the rise for two days, spending most of the
time replenishing their supplies for the journey home, exploring a bit. They
found evidence of other small camps, and flint–knapping and pottery–firing
sites, but all were partly covered by inches of windblown sand and had clearly
not been used for generations. Tiaa found one oddity as she was searching a
field for tubers – a long slightly curved length of wood with two pointed
flints set in one end, and a gap where a third had once been. She had no idea
what its purpose might have been. She also found thousands of sherds of rough broken
pottery. Compared to what she made, even at the playa, her ancestors’ vessels had
been embarrassingly primitive.


They set out for home on the third morning, hugging the
shore once more, for Ankhmare feared that a strong wind might spring up and
capsize them if they tried to travel directly across the lake. They poled west,
then south, then back east, examining the plains as they passed in case anyone still
lived there. But all they found were the remains of more long–abandoned camps.


They gave the southwest corner of the delta a wide berth,
for hundreds of crocodiles were sunning on the shore the afternoon they arrived.
Their journey south up the channel was considerably slower and more difficult than
the journey north had been, for now they were fighting against the inundation’s
increasingly powerful current and thus whirlpools and eddies made even more
hazardous. Ankhmare poled and Tiaa steered and Ankhmare collapsed exhausted
each evening, worn out by the day’s efforts. Tiaa marveled at his strength; if
he’d been a lesser man they’d have been trapped at Ta–she until the inundation
subsided. Tiaa was thankful they’d smoked so much fish during their stay at the
lake, for Ankhmare hadn’t the energy to hunt.


Once they reached the intersection of the channel and the
river they saw the valley was entirely inundated from plateau to plateau, the water
flowing fast and relentless, dark and heavy with silt, the location of the
riverbanks apparent only because of long lines of palm trees, the lowest parts
of their trunks deeply submerged. Tiaa had never actually seen this stage of
the inundation before. Usually she was far from the river in the eastern wadis
with Addaya’s band at this point in the year. She marveled at the river’s size
and might. Within her sight alone was enough water to fill the playa a hundred
times over.


“We’re going to have to camp here until the water subsides,
I’m afraid,” Ankhmare said wearily after they tied up for the evening. “We’ll
never be able to make progress against this current.”


The river’s muted roar drowned out all other sound.


“Why not travel north towards the sea instead of wasting our
time here?” Tiaa suggested. “Maybe we’ll find places to trade along the way.
We’ve come this far. Why not go a little farther? The current will be behind
us. Don’t you want to know what’s in that part of the valley?”


“I do, actually. I certainly want to go home to Badari with
something, prove to Grandfather and Pay that I’m not a fool.”


Tiaa recalled the heated discussion when Ankhmare had approached
Addaya about launching an expedition to the lake. He’d only acceded after
Qalhata intervened. Pay, of course, had strongly objected, supported by his
underlings Raia and Piye. Tiaa too wanted success, if only to wipe the
condescending smiles off those smug faces when she and Ankhmare returned in
triumph. Plus, Tiaa was excited at the opportunity to explore more of the
valley.


The next morning they turned the boat north, drifting again,
moving faster than they had on the initial portion of their journey. Finding suitable
camping spots was even more challenging than it had been earlier; often they were
forced to tie the boat to the trunk of a palm tree that had once been on dry
land but was now surrounded by water and remain aboard all night, eating an
uncooked meal.


Five days later the plateaus that had lined the valley its
entire length from the cataract in the south suddenly disappeared, falling back
and sinking into the surrounding plains, revealing a great sweep of water and
greenery and an unobstructed view all the way to the horizon to the north and
east and west. It was the first time Tiaa had experienced such a view since
she’d left the playa. The oppressive feeling of being closed in that had
weighed her down for years suddenly lifted. A few miles farther on the river
split into several branches that fanned out like fingers, some wide, some
narrow, the area between them entirely covered with water. Only the tops of
reeds outlined the normal riverbanks. It was, Tiaa marveled, as if the valley
consisted of two separate lands, since this far northern section was so
different from the South. In every direction scattered small patches of high
ground thrust up from the water like islands, covered with trees and grasses.
Tiaa was reminded of the shells of turtles.


“Which branch shall we take?” Ankhmare asked.


“The western,” Tiaa said decisively.


Without hesitation, Ankhmare steered into that channel. 


Two days later they spotted not far ahead a man and girl poling
a small reed craft out of the river channel and westward into a sea of grass.
In actuality, Tiaa soon determined, the two were moving across land flooded by
the inundation; only the top few inches of the lush grass that covered the land
remained visible. Even from a distance Tiaa could see numerous silvery fish in
the strangers’ boat, most still, a few flopping. Perhaps a mile directly west,
where the craft was clearly headed, Tiaa noted columns of smoke curling
skyward, an indicator of a settlement.


Ankhmare nosed his boat into the grass after the two. By the
time he and Tiaa arrived where the water met dry land the man had already
disembarked and tied his skiff to a palm tree. Ankhmare landed a few yards away
and followed suit.


The man looked them over, smiled, addressed them. “Welcome,
strangers.” He was perhaps a decade older than Ankhmare, a little over five
feet tall, wearing a linen loincloth. A fine necklace of gleaming ivory beads decorated
his neck. His skin was sun–browned and his hair was nearly black. His eyes were
friendly. “I’m Nefermaat.” He indicated his skiff. “That’s my daughter Meret–Isesi.”


She was scooping fish from the bottom of the skiff into two
reed baskets with both hands. She looked up and smiled, then resumed her work. She
appeared to be thirteen or fourteen and was also wearing a loincloth and ivory–bead
necklace, with ivory bracelets on her wrists. Her legs were long and gangly,
reminding Tiaa of a newborn calf. Her brown hair was long, her skin light
brown, her eyes large and dark. She’s exceptionally pretty, Tiaa
thought.


Ankhmare finished securing his boat, stepped towards Nefermaat.
“I’m Ankhmare,” he said. He nodded towards the boat. “My woman, Tiaa.”


They’d agreed to adopt that fiction when they’d set out on
this journey. It would be easier, they thought, than explaining every time they
reached a settlement that they were simply companions and trading partners, and
would avoid questions being asked that they’d rather not answer. It would also,
Tiaa assumed, keep men from approaching her and women from approaching
Ankhmare. Neither had any interest in that and, as traders, they didn’t want to
do anything to offend those they expected to trade with, such as rejecting
unwelcome advances. Tiaa had not yet found a way to turn away a man without angering
him, despite years of practice. Besides, since Tiaa was twenty now, the seven–year
difference in age between her and Ankhmare would scarcely raise an eyebrow.


“Where are we?” Ankhmare asked.


Nefermaat pointed towards the smoke, perhaps a quarter of a
mile away. “Merimda. And you? Where are you from?”


“Badari.”


“Never heard of it.”


“It lies many weeks travel to the south, in the center of a
district with many settlements and hamlets and camps.”


“What brings you so far north?”


“Father,” the girl called. “They look tired and hungry.”


“Quite right,” Nefermaat said brightly. “Pardon my manners. You’ll
come with us to our home of course, eat and drink. Then I’ll ply you with
questions. Many questions.” He glanced at his daughter. “Is that acceptable?”


“Yes, Father.”


Meret–Isesi finished loading her fish and Nefermaat picked
the baskets up and set them on shore. She tossed him a net and a long spear, then
he helped her from the boat. Meanwhile, Tiaa handed Ankhmare a pouch containing
small trade goods and disembarked.


Nefermaat slung the net over his left shoulder and balanced
one of the baskets of fish on his right. Picking up the spear with his left
hand he led everyone towards the settlement. The stubble–covered plain below
their feet was perfectly flat, except for a few oval patches rising as high as
Tiaa’s knees.


“Do your people grow emmer in these fields?” Tiaa asked
Meret–Isesi. The two were walking side by side. After so many years of living
in the valley, Tiaa recognized the signs of cultivation.


The girl nodded. “Water will cover them within a week.”


“Where we tied our boats was where the river channel was
located when my great–grandfather was a boy,” Nefermaat interjected. “A dozen
generations earlier the channel was within a dozen feet of Merimda itself. The
river’s been slowly moving east ever since Merimda was founded. Once the inundation
subsides, we’ll have to hike with our fish for a mile from the river to home.”


The settlement occupied the mouth of a wide wadi that cut
deeply into the western savannah. It sprawled for about a half mile north and
south, centered on the wadi, and was alive with men and women going about their
affairs and children playing and dogs running about and barking and mius lying
in the shade. Nefermaat exchanged greetings with everyone he met; most stopped
to stare curiously at Ankhmare and Tiaa.


Merimda was unlike any settlement Tiaa had ever seen. Its huts
were not clustered haphazardly, as at Badari, but laid out in orderly rows, both
north and south and east and west. Tiaa was reminded of the lines of stones at
the playa she’d used to sight the stars. The huts were oval, as much as ten
feet wide, the bottom three feet of the walls mud, the upper portions made of
tightly bound reeds. Many of the huts were surrounded by small yards and rough
wooden fences containing sheep and goats and animals of a type Tiaa had never
seen. They made grunting and squealing sounds.


“What are those?” she asked Meret–Isesi.


“Pigs.”


“Do they give milk?”


The girl laughed. “Just meat.”


Tiaa noted that nearly every hut had its own individual clay
storage bin set into the ground, unlike the communal bins she’d seen at the
lake and those used at the playa. The huts were more substantial too. They
looked permanent. Stone–lined hearths stood beside all of them, no doubt for
cooking. But, she noted, a great number of the huts looked like they’d been
abandoned, their hearths buried under an inch or two of windblown dust, showing
no signs of life. She commented on it to Nefermaat.


“People have been migrating away from Merimda for
generations,” he explained. “They’ve founded new settlements on the banks of
the more easterly river channels that slice through the delta – much more
convenient for them. Merimda’s a shadow of what it was, if the old stories are
to be believed. I fear in a few generations everyone will have left.”


Tiaa looked to her right where two streets intersected.
Perhaps fifty yards away a group was clustered between two houses. A man was
holding in his arms a short bundle wrapped in a mat. Tiaa heard women keening.


“They’re burying a child,” Meret–Isesi said. “A three–year old
girl.”


“In the settlement itself?” Tiaa asked.


“Beside the house where she lived. That’s our custom.”


So Merimda has no separate cemetery, Tiaa thought. How
odd.


“This is it,” Nefermaat said proudly a moment later,
stopping before one of the finer huts, pulling aside the reed mat that covered
its entrance.


The hut was set a foot and a half into the ground. Tiaa
stepped down onto a hippo’s leg bone just inside the entrance, then onto the
dirt floor itself. She paused to let her eyes get used to the darkness. The inside
of the hut was unusual, compared to those at Badari and the playa. It was much
larger for one thing. For another, it appeared that different sections were
used for specific purposes – Meret–Isesi prepared food in the rear, judging
from the containers arranged there, and Nefermaat made flint tools in the
front, or so Tiaa guessed from the flakes that littered the ground. Two
sleeping pallets lay to one side in the middle of the hut; Tiaa inferred that Nefermaat’s
woman was dead and that Meret–Isesi was his only living child.


“Sit,” Nefermaat said, and soon after they settled themselves
Meret–Isesi provided cups full of beer to everyone.


Tiaa sipped hers gratefully as she took in the hut’s
contents. She noted a small head made of clay, its features hauntingly human, resting
on a raised platform along one of the walls, with deep–set eyes, a small mouth,
nostrils, and tufts of hair sticking out from its head and chin. Tiaa guessed
it was a votive figure, perhaps of one of Merimda’s gods. A thick wooden stick
with a fist–sized pear–shaped stone attached to one end was propped against
another wall. It looked like an object Qar had etched in the upraised hands of
some of his boat passengers – he’d called it a mace. Next to the flint–working
area were reed baskets full of small axes and arrowheads, and leaning against
the wall were a dozen fishing spears. Beside them was a long slightly curved
stick with three sharp flints in a row set close together at one end. It was
practically the double of the one Tiaa had discovered at the lake. “What’s
that?” she asked.


“A sickle,” Nefermaat replied. He saw her puzzled glance,
stood, picked the sickle up, made an ankle–high sweeping motion. “We use it to
cut stalks of grain in our fields at harvest time. The flints are attached to
the wood with resin. When the flints become dull we throw the sickle away.”


My ancestors must have used sickles to harvest their
grain, Tiaa thought.


“We pull our grasses up by the roots,” Ankhmare said,
admiring the sickle. “Cutting looks much easier.”


Tiaa noticed clay cattle figurines set atop a reed
container. “You herd cattle?”


“Yes. They graze on the savannah at this time of year and in
the delta itself once the river’s back in its channel. We hold cattle in quite high
regard, as you can see. These particular figurines honor our goddess.”


“A boy where I used to live once carved a cow out of stone
to offer to our cow goddess,” Tiaa told him. “It was practically life–sized.”


Meret–Isesi set bowls full of stew before them and Tiaa
practically inhaled hers. There was some kind of meat in it; she was grateful,
for she’d grown deathly sick of dried fish after eating little else the past
few weeks. She noted that the Merimdan pottery was burnished, but much thicker–walled
and less durable than the objects she made. None of it was decorated. Her black–topped
items would definitely stand out.


“So, what brings you so far north,” Nefermaat asked again
when thirst had been slaked and hunger satisfied.


“I’m a trader,” Ankhmare replied. “Tiaa and I intended to
trade at the great lake west of the river. But we found no one living there.”


“Ta–she? My four times great–grandfather was among the last
to leave that lake, more than a century ago,” Nefermaat said. “The rains failed
and the surrounding land entirely dried out. Crops wouldn’t grow and the herds
of game moved elsewhere. Many bands settled at Merimda at that time.”


“Maybe our families knew each other,” Tiaa interrupted. “One
of my ancestors departed Ta–she close to five hundred years ago. It might have
been a woman named Nimaethap, or perhaps one of her ancestors – the family
stories aren’t really clear on that point. Anyway, Nimaethap lived out her life
at a small rain–filled lake surrounded by savannah – we call it a playa. It’s
where I grew up – very far to the south and west of here.”


“Stories handed down through Tiaa’s family drew us to Ta–she,”
Ankhmare added.


“Stories told in Merimda say it was people from Ta–she who traveled
here to Ta–mehu – the flooded land – and originally established Merimda, many
hundreds of years ago,” Nefermaat confided. “We share the lake peoples’ lifestyle,
after all – we cultivate emmer and barley, herd animals. And we live at Merimda
year–round, just as our ancestors at Ta–she did.”


“The valley’s completely underwater at my home,” Ankhmare
said. “So my family’s traveling the wadis east of Badari right now, trailing
herds of wild animals.”


“At Merimda our huts lie above the flood, and the grass to
graze our herds is always plentiful, so there’s no reason for us to ever leave,”
Nefermaat noted. “And so, as far as I know, this is the only permanent
settlement in the valley.”


Tiaa exchanged glances with Ankhmare. “People live year–round
at Nekhen, too, far to the south,” Tiaa told Nefermaat. “Though, as far as I
can tell, Merimda is much older.”


“You said Merimdans have founded more settlements elsewhere in
the delta,” Ankhmare said. “Are they nearby?”


“All small. Hamlets, really, not settlements,” Nefermaat
said. “All on the banks of more stable river channels than this one. No one
lives north of us at all on this westernmost channel. Travel a few days and you’ll
encounter a series of brackish lagoons, except at this time of year, of course,
when they’re covered by the flood. Beyond the lagoons is seacoast. That’s the
end of the world. At least in that direction.”


“Oh?” Ankhmare queried.


“There are tribes located many days journey farther to the east,
well past the delta, in the lands bordering the sea. Those people speak
different languages than ours. But, like us, they plant grain and herd
animals.”


Tiaa wondered if those lands were the source of the emmer
and barley and cattle that her ancestors had adopted. At least one of the old
tales on her mother’s side hinted at such a place of origin.


“Occasionally we’re visited by a trader from that region, usually
seeking our ivory,” Nefermaat continued. “I’ve seen the objects they carve it
into – decorated a bit differently from what we make, but clearly imitating our
motifs. I think we’ve influenced them greatly. From what I can tell, we’re more
advanced than they are.”


Tiaa could tell from the intrigued look on Ankhmare’s face
that he was thinking the same thing she was – Merimda was perfectly situated to
be a middleman in a trade network linking those eastern lands to the Badari
homeland. Assuming there were enough people in the eastern lands to make
trading worthwhile.


“What’s the head for?” Ankhmare asked, tilting his towards
the platform.


“It’s the image of the god who watches over the delta. We carry
it in festivals that honor him,” Meret–Isesi replied.


I was right, Tiaa thought.


“And that?” Ankhmare asked, pointing to the weapon.


“A mace. Very effective when swung against the side of a
man’s skull.”


“What is it you plan to trade, Ankhmare?” Meret–Isesi asked.


“Pottery.”


“I didn’t notice any on your boat,” Nefermaat said.


Ankhmare smiled and indicated Tiaa. “I brought the potter
instead.”


 


 


***


 


 


Ankhmare and Tiaa remained at Merimda for more than a month,
waiting for the inundation to subside and the current to slow and the river to begin
receding within its banks. They stayed in Nefermaat’s hut the entire time. The
first night Merit–Isesi laid out a single pallet for Tiaa and Ankhmare to
share. Tiaa had been glad for the darkness, for Merit–Isesi had not been able
to see her face flame red. Tiaa hadn’t dared confess to the girl how things
actually stood between her and Ankhmare; they’d claimed to be joined, and Tiaa
feared that being caught in a lie mere hours after their arrival at Merimda
would negatively affect their ability to trade. So she and Ankhmare, who was
equally embarrassed, awkwardly stretched out beside each other.


Tiaa had slept within a few feet of Ankhmare on countless trading
expeditions, including this one, and in Addaya’s hut at Badari, but had never shared
his pallet. It felt exceedingly strange to be covered by the same linen sheet. She
couldn’t fall asleep; she knew from his restlessness that he was awake as well.
No doubt he was wondering what it would be like to lie like this beside Khuit,
in a hut of their own. Tiaa couldn’t help wondering the same thing about Qar
and her. Oddly, she’d never considered having any kind of physical relationship
with Ankhmare. In a way it was surprising. They’d been through so much these
past years, both good and bad. They’d fallen together and risen together, had
so much life in common. The bond between them was stronger than that of many
who were actually joined, for they were drawn together in a mutual endeavor and
both respected and relied on the other. They did in fact love each, like
brother and sister. She wondered if that might some day change. Ankhmare loved
Khuit. Tiaa continued to love Qar. But neither could ever be with the one they
truly wanted. Would they ever finally concede their love for others was
hopeless, give up, then be drawn to each other? Tiaa immediately discarded that
notion as ridiculous. Ankhmare would never turn his back on Khuit, never love
anyone as completely as he did her. And Khuit was Tiaa’s friend – she’d never
do anything to hurt her. No, nothing would ever change between her and
Ankhmare, and with that Tiaa was content. She was living a good life, even
though it would always be incomplete in a very important way. Ankhmare had
given her the freedom to do what she loved, respected her, sought her opinion, accepted
her counsel. That was more than most women had. For her, it would have to be
enough. After awhile Tiaa could tell from Ankhmare’s breathing that he’d fallen
asleep. She turned onto her side and lay with her back lightly touching his broad
one, felt his warmth, finally drifted off to sleep herself.


Tiaa and Meret–Isesi quickly became friends, the latter
spending all her free time with Tiaa after her chores were finished. Tiaa made pottery
every day. With Meret–Isesi’s help, she located a spot along the south face of
the wadi just beyond the settlement to serve as a flue, nowhere near as
efficient as at Badari, but sufficient. Her first task was to make a single set
of thin–walled black–topped objects, which she presented to Nefermaat to thank
him for his hospitality. Then she set to work in earnest on trade goods, making
jars and bowls and other objects, thicker and more durable than her normal
pottery, burnishing them only. Because the clay was not the same as at Badari,
the vessels emerged from the firing a different color than Tiaa was used to. 


The first week of her stay Tiaa taught Meret–Isesi her
pottery–making techniques, the blend of those her mother and Qalhata had passed
on to her and those she’d invented herself, and the girl proved an apt pupil
and quick learner. This, Tiaa realized, as she watched the girl shape a jar, was
proof of how pottery styles had spread throughout the valley – not just from being
traded, but from woman teaching woman. Tiaa realized that a woman who joined
with a trader, such as Ankhmare, or with a man who roamed the eastern or
western savannahs, might carry her skill literally hundreds of miles from where
she’d learned it and pass it on to dozens of other women along the way, who in
turn would pass it on to others as they too left their birthplaces. The skills
and traditions and rituals they carried with them and spread were what made
places as widely dispersed as the playa and Badari and Merimda seem so similar
to each other, like stones in a common foundation that supported the entire
river valley.


One day, as they labored beneath the hot sun, working the
wet clay, Tiaa nudged Meret–Isesi. “There’s a boy over there pretending to
watch a few sheep, but he’s been staring at you whenever he thinks you’re not
looking.”


“I know.” Meret–Isesi blushed. “His name is Nedjem. We hope
to be joined some day.”


“Tell me about him,” Tiaa said, smiling conspiratorially.


“He lives at the far end of Merimda. His father is one of
our best hunters. I think even he’s lost track of how many hippos he’s killed –
they’re a horrible nuisance when the grain starts growing. Hippos graze
voraciously and can trample a field flat in no time and so Nedjem’s father
spends most of the growing season on guard, keeping our crops safe. Perhaps
once every two weeks he leads a full–fledged hunt; our men seek the hippos out
where they live and slay as many as they can.”


“Preventing future chaos,” Tiaa said thoughtfully.


Meret–Isesi nodded. “That’s why we have so much ivory at
Merimda.” She held up her arm. Half a dozen bracelets clacked against each
other. “Nedjem gave me all of these. He carved them from hippo tusks.”


“They’re beautiful,” Tiaa said, inspecting them.


“Nedjem’s the best ivory carver in the settlement,” Meret–Isesi
said proudly.


“I know a man who carves too, only on rock walls,” Tiaa
said. “His name’s Qar. We met in the wadis east of the river four years ago
when Ankhmare’s grandfather led us there during the inundation. He etches images
of animals and men and boats.”


“Why?”


“To give his band’s hunters power over their prey. And to
honor his gods.”


“Is it this Qar that you really love?” Meret–Isesi asked.


“I’m Ankhmare’s woman,” Tiaa protested guiltily.


“Please,” Meret–Isesi chuckled. “You two might have Father
fooled, but not me. You don’t love Ankhmare that way.”


“Is it really that obvious?” Tiaa asked, a bit panicked. Who
knew what this discovery might mean to her and Ankhmare’s trading efforts if
Meret–Isesi told someone?


“You brightened when you mentioned Qar’s name. You looked the
way I feel whenever I think about Nedjem.”


“You’re right,” Tiaa said miserably. “Ankhmare is my dearest
friend, nothing more – a brother, really. It’s easier when we trade to let
people think we’re together. It staves off… unpleasantness.”


“And Qar?”


“I’ve never met anyone like him,” Tiaa said. “I’ve never truly
loved anyone else.” She touched the copper necklace at her throat. “Qar gave me
this as a sign of his eternal love. You see, the man who’ll become patriarch of
Ankhmare’s band – Pay – joined his own daughter to Qar four years ago just to
keep Qar away from me. Pay’s vowed to join with me himself when he becomes
patriarch, even though he already has a woman.” She gazed into the distance.
“But I’ll never let that happen.”


“I’ll pray to my people’s gods that it doesn’t,” Meret–Isesi
promised. “And as long as you’re at Merimda, your secret is safe.”


During their stay in the settlement, Ankhmare traded the
majority of Tiaa’s pottery for tusks of unworked hippo ivory. He acquired in
addition quite an assortment of items that Nedjem had carved. Nedjem’s father was
not the only man skilled in hunting the dangerous beasts that roamed the nearby
marshes in great numbers, and so the Merimdans had a ready supply of the
commodity. Both sides were quite pleased with the outcome of their bargaining,
for Tiaa’s pottery was exceptional.


Towards the end of their stay Tiaa and Ankhmare took Merit–Isesi
and Nefermaat with them on a short trip to the Great Green for, Ankhmare said,
it would be a shame to come so close to the sea without visiting it.


“The seashore’s been creeping north a bit every year, just
like the channel’s been shifting eastward,” Nefermaat told them. “Because of
the silt dropped by the inundation at the mouth of the channel, the land grows
a little higher with each flood.”


Tiaa knew she’d never forget the sea – splashing in the
salty water with Merit–Isesi, lying on the hot sand afterwards and drying in
the sun, the tang in the air, the clacking palm fronds overhead, the ceaseless
roar of the waves breaking on the beach, the endless lines of whitecaps, the
moon path shimmering on the water at night. She and Ankhmare put the trip to
good use, filling many containers with colorful shells.


It was with regret that Tiaa bade Meret–Isesi a tearful goodbye
and set out with Ankhmare on the return journey to Badari. The trip south took
far more time than had the one north. Before setting out from Merimda, Ankhmare
rigged the traditional bunch of palm branches thick with fronds in the bow of
their boat, and because the wind blew strong and steady from the south it
pushed them along somewhat. Still, Tiaa often had to help Ankhmare pole the
craft in the shallower water near the riverbanks. At first she suffered
mightily, unused to such hard labor, but after a week or so the blisters on her
hands turned to calluses, and the constant ache in her arms and shoulder and
back disappeared, replaced by a strength beyond any she had known before.


The valley had been transformed since their journey north. The
riverbanks were all completely visible now, the dry land expanding farther outward
to their east and west each day in the direction of the plateaus. Water was still
pooled at their bases where the plains were lowest, trapped in natural basins,
but every foot of land that wasn’t under water was thickly covered with rich
brown silt that had been deposited by the inundation. The farther south they
went the more green shoots they saw poking through the mud, and leaves
unfolding on trees, and flowers raising their faces to the sun. Animals too were
returning to the valley, coming down off the plateaus to graze and drink.
Often, when Tiaa stopped to camp for the night, she saw hoof prints in the mud
along the riverbanks where entire herds had slaked their thirst.


A month’s travel brought Tiaa and Ankhmare to Matmar, a
day’s journey from Badari. They arrived home the next evening. Badari too was
being set to rights, though less than a quarter of its families, or so Tiaa
estimated, had returned so far. Huts that had collapsed during their owners’
absence were being reconstructed in the fields and on the heights, cached
pottery and other goods were being dug up, new reed containers were being woven
to hold the foodstuffs being gleaned by the women. Arriving just before dark
and leaving their boat tied to the riverbank, Ankhmare and Tiaa wearily trudged
from the river to the upper settlement, burdened with precious leather pouches
crammed with ivory tusks and ivory objects and seashells. Retrieving their
clothing and few personal items and what remained of their food stores could
wait until morning.


Tiaa’s mind reeled with a plethora of emotions. “I wish we
could wake up in the morning and keep on as we have been, traveling,” she
murmured after a while.


“I thought you’d want to get home, rest from our journey,
see your friends, resume your life,” Ankhmare replied.


“Badari’s not my home,” Tiaa said. “It never has been. It’s
no different from any other spot we’ve camped these past months, Ankhmare, except
for Merimda. It’ll never feel like home to me. I’ve seen so many places and
wonders on our trip, done much that few women have ever been allowed to do. I
crave excitement and adventure and new experiences. Badari offers none of that.
I feel like I’m voluntarily stepping into a prison from which I’ll never
escape.”


“I’ve felt the same on occasion,” Ankhmare admitted.


“It won’t be long before Pay becomes patriarch,” Tiaa said. “Addaya’s
grown so frail. He can’t live many more years. Pay will make me join with him
then. He’ll turn you into a farmer or herdsman.” She’d long ago told him of
Pay’s vow in the eastern wadis.


“What would you have me do?”


“Flee Badari.”


“And leave Khuit here alone at the mercy of my uncle? I
won’t.”


“Bring her with us,” Tiaa suggested.


“Are you serious?” 


“She’d jump at the chance. You know it.”


“Pay would hunt us down.”


“Let him try! He’s no sailor. We could outrun him.”


“You dream big, Tiaa. I’ll give you that.” Ankhmare chuckled,
shook his head.


You have no idea, she thought. “Promise me you’ll
think about it,” she said.


“Maybe,” he said noncommittally.


Ankhmare and Tiaa gained the crest of the promontory. The
members of Addaya’s band were scattered about the clearing not far from the
trailhead in front of five newly–repaired huts, the men and women and boys preparing
to eat, the girls bustling about a cookfire, filling platters and bowls and
cups.


“It’s Tiaa and Ankhmare!” Hui cried. “They’re back!”


Hui, and her sister Neferu, had been joined to Raia and Piye
respectively back when Nebetia was given to Qar. Tiaa, having once been a
stranger among Addaya’s people and remembering the loneliness she’d
experienced, had gone out of her way to welcome them to their new home, helping
them get established, familiarizing them with the local valley, teaching them
the customs of Badari. They had, these past years, become her fast friends. As
Tiaa had predicted, Raia and Piye had reverted to their usual selves after
being joined to the women. Neither of them were living particularly happy
lives.


Conversation ceased. Ankhmare strode with Tiaa into the
circle of firelight, slipped his leather pouches from his shoulders and dropped
them to the ground, scanned the familiar faces of his family. “Where’s
Grandfather?” he asked.


Pay unceremoniously pushed aside the cup of beer a young daughter
was handing him and rose from his leather seat. “Dead. Since a week after you
left for the North. Mother too. I’m patriarch of our family now.”


Tiaa fell to her knees, shocked, enveloped with grief. Addaya
she didn’t care about, but Qalhata… She’d come to love the old woman these past
years, formed a bond closer than she’d had with anyone beside her grandfather
and mother. It hadn’t once occurred to Tiaa that Qalhata wouldn’t be waiting
for her when she returned to Badari. There was so much she wanted to tell her
about her travels, about what she’d seen, about the people she’d met. But now
she was gone forever, and Tiaa would never get to tell her goodbye.


Everyone gathered close around Ankhmare and Tiaa, the men
flanking Pay, the women behind them.


“What did you bring me?” Pay asked, his eyes glittering.


Bring you? Tiaa thought bitterly. You opposed
Ankhmare trading in the North, but now you demand Addaya’s share?


“I acquired ivory,” Ankhmare said in a clipped voice, clearly
taken aback at the sudden turn of events, obviously trying to keep his emotions
in check.


Tiaa could only guess the strain Ankhmare was suddenly under,
with Pay holding ultimate authority over everyone in the band. She had no doubt
that Pay’s ascension was going to be a disaster for Ankhmare. His life as a
trader was probably over. And she knew exactly how she was going to be impacted
too. Pay had lusted after her for years, and now, with Qalhata and Addaya dead,
there was no one to keep him in check. The plan she’d proposed to Ankhmare to flee
Badari accompanied by Khuit had come too late. She’d run out of time. Her
future was sealed.


“Show me,” Pay demanded.


Wordlessly, Ankhmare picked up his leather pouch and turned
it over and a dozen hippo tusks spilled out and tumbled to the ground. He
nodded at Tiaa. She slipped her pouch from her shoulder and dumped it out beside
her knees. Ivory bracelets and necklaces and girdles cascaded onto Ankhmare’s
pile. Then she got to her feet and moved back. Ankhmare dumped his pouch full
of seashells atop everything.


Pay hurried forward, bent, grabbed a handful of the ivory objects,
studied them gleefully, beamed at his sons. “We can barter these treasures for
an entire herd of cattle!”


“Some of the tusks, but not all, and none of the carved
objects,” Ankhmare insisted, his lips set in a grim line. “We need to set them
aside to trade.”


“You will do no more trading!” Pay thundered. He stepped
close to Ankhmare, so that their chests were nearly touching. Or, rather, his
chest and Ankhmare’s belly. Pay looked up at the taller man. “Your days of wasting
time traveling about this valley are over!”


Ankhmare indicated the ivory in his uncle’s hands. “Not such
a waste, I’d say. ‘Treasures,’ you just called them.”


“You’ve brought me enough that we can acquire a herd of cattle.
That’s all that matters.”


“That’s a very shortsighted position, Uncle,” Ankhmare said
calmly. “Grandfather wouldn’t have agreed.”


“You will address me as ‘Patriarch’ from now on, Nephew,”
Pay snapped. “It doesn’t matter what Father would have done. And you don’t have
Mother to whisper in his ear on your behalf either. She’s gone, Ankhmare. You
can’t manipulate her to back your interests any longer. You’re on your own. I’m
your patriarch. You’ll do what I say from now on.” He drew himself up, stared
at Ankhmare. “Once I’ve acquired my herd you’ll watch over it, along with my
grandsons. That’s how you’ll spend your time from now on.”


Tiaa could sense the fury that Ankhmare was suppressing. To
have expected such treatment was one thing. To face its reality was another.


Raia leaned close to Pay, whispered in his ear.


“Ah, yes. The girl,” Pay said, nodding. “Nephew, I’ve
arranged for you to be joined to the daughter of the patriarch at Mostagedda. Tentamun’s
her name. She brings three cattle with her. The beginning of our herd.”


Tiaa knew Tentamun. She was barely thirteen, plain,
uninteresting, inexperienced, in no way inquisitive – hardly a suitable match
for a man like Ankhmare.


Ankhmare stood still as stone, his eyes never leaving his uncle’s
face. Tiaa’s heart went out to him, that he who still loved Khuit was having a girl
less than half his age who he didn’t even know forced upon him.


Then Pay turned his attention to Tiaa, seeming to notice her
for the first time.


Pay had first hated, then desired her, initially blaming her
for the loss of his sons’ goods from the playa, then becoming incensed over her
active role in regaining Ankhmare his position as a trader and being involved
in his trading activities ever since. Pay had baldly told her in the wadis that
her rightful place was in his hut raising their children – as much to deprive
Ankhmare of her services as to satisfy his own lusts. But like Ankhmare, Tiaa too
had been under Qalhata’s protection these past years. She’d known Pay would
stake his claim to her when Addaya died, but she’d expected to be long gone
from Badari before then. That she wasn’t was a fatal mistake.


“You’ll be joined with me, Tiaa. Tomorrow night.”


“You already have a woman – or have you forgotten about Khuit?”
Tiaa snapped. “You have no right to take a second! Patriarch or not!”


“Who do you think is going to stop me?” Pay leered. His gaze
swept the family members gathered around him. “Them? No – the two of you will
learn to get along.”


Just like Reptynub and I were supposed to.


Pay addressed Ankhmare, as if he’d already dismissed Tiaa
from his mind. “In the morning you’ll go to Mostagedda and retrieve your girl
and my cattle. Do you understand?”


Ankhmare said nothing. He simply turned and walked away,
disappearing into the darkness.


Pay at least had more sense than to send someone after him.


Ankhmare’s departure seemed the signal for everyone to
resume whatever they’d been doing before his arrival. Hui and Neferu moved to Tiaa’s
side, tried to comfort her, though she barely heard a word they said. Everyone else
crowded around the bowls and platters of food that had already been set out,
began eating, passed around the ivory objects, buzzed over the good fortune
that had fallen into their laps. Khuit watched from a distance, her eyes
sympathetic. Tiaa expected she feared Pay’s reaction too much to speak to Tiaa,
which she completely understood. Tiaa was too shaken and upset to eat. She couldn’t
stand to be in Pay’s vicinity just now. Unnoticed as his family celebrated, she
slipped away from the fire and into the darkness and once clear of the huts dashed
down the trail to the river, partly to wash away the dust of the journey, mostly
to be alone. She stumbled perhaps a dozen times, fell five or six, tumbled head
over heels once on the steepest part of the trail, reached the river –
ironically at the very spot where she’d promised Khuit that she’d take her away
from Badari someday. That promise had just died, along with so much more. Both Tiaa
and Ankhmare had lost everything tonight. She belonged to Pay now. He’d never let
her make pottery again. She’d never leave Badari except to wander the eastern
wadis. Nekhen was no longer a possibility. She’d spend the rest of her life
bearing and raising Pay’s children. And as for Ankhmare… He must be
inconsolable. Tiaa stood motionless on the riverbank. The moon was up and the
moon path shone on the water. The riverbanks and plains on the far side were
shadowed, the trees that lined them dark shapes in the night. Frogs croaked in
the reed patches and insects buzzed and an occasional splash marked some animal
hunting another. Tiaa mechanically took off her loincloth, waded into the
river, dove under the water. She surfaced, stood, her feet in mud, water
lapping around her shoulders, staring without seeing, too numb to think.


Eventually tears rolled down her cheeks and she gave way to
anger and fear and hopelessness and betrayal. She cried for Qalhata and her grandfather
and her mother and herself, mourned for everyone and everything she had lost. She
cried over Ankhmare, over Qar, over the love and life Pay had denied her. She
cried over how far she had fallen. She had risen from the depths to the heights,
only to be slapped back down again. She craned her neck, gazed at the sky,
watched the stars slow movement, saw the moon climb. The stars twinkled, cold, distant,
unfeeling. So many of those she loved dwelt among them now. She wondered which belonged
to her grandfather, and mother, and Qalhata. She wondered if they were watching
her, mourning with her. She clutched the talisman in her hand, prayed to the falcon
god for the strength to survive the days and years to come.


It was late when Tiaa made her way to shore and donned her
loincloth. She wandered aimlessly along the riverbank, knowing she had only a
few short hours of freedom left, loath to spend them in the huts of what was
now Pay’s band with people who were for the most part gloating over her change
in fortune. She was surprised when she realized she’d walked all the way to Ankhmare’s
boat, an unmistakable shape swinging back and forth in the current along the
shore. Then she saw movement on its deck, a dark shadow lurking. She remembered
that she and Ankhmare had left their clothing and personal items on board,
along with the little food and other supplies they hadn’t exhausted on their
journey. Someone was trying to steal everything she had left in the world.
After all that she and Ankhmare had already been deprived of tonight she wasn’t
about to let anyone take anything more.


“Stop!” Tiaa cried, not considering that whoever was robbing
the boat could probably overpower her with little effort. “Those things don’t
belong to you!”


The shadow straightened, stiffened. “Tiaa?”


She recognized the voice. “Ankhmare?”


He helped her climb on board. His face was clearly visible
in the moonlight, drawn, agonized.


“What are you doing here?” she asked.


Ankhmare ran a hand through his hair, perched himself on the
side of the boat, leaned forward with his forearms resting on his thighs. “I
don’t know,” he said, defeat in his voice. “For the first time in my life I
don’t have the slightest idea what to do. Forced to join with that girl… Forced
to give up my life as a trader… I don’t even know how I got to the river, much
less aboard my boat.”


Tiaa had never seen Ankhmare depressed and uncertain before.
Even when he’d lost everything in the boat accident he’d remained optimistic
and focused on the future. Given the future he now faced his inability to think
straight was understandable. Tiaa couldn’t stand to see him in such pain. She put
her arms around Ankhmare and held him close for a long time, like a mother
comforting a child. He was being crushed by the weight of his grief. What Pay
demanded of him beginning tomorrow was already destroying him. The strong man
she’d met so many years ago at the playa and relied upon since was slipping
away before her eyes, becoming a shell of himself. She wasn’t sure what to do.
She wasn’t sure what she could do. But Ankhmare had saved her from Iny, saved
her from his cousins, saved her from drowning in the river, given her a life as
a potter and trader. In return she’d done so little for him, aside from restoring
him to his rightful place as a trader. Tiaa instinctively knew that she had to
be the strong one now. She had to save Ankhmare from Pay. He was in no
condition to save himself.


“I’m sorry, Tiaa,” Ankhmare said after a long time.


She released him, stepped back.


He sniffed, wiped his cheeks on his forearm. “Our lives are
in shambles, aren’t they. You to be joined to Pay, me to some child, me to be a
herdsman.” It wasn’t a question.


Tiaa stroked his cheek, turned his head, forced his eyes to
meet hers. She had to snap him out of the state he was in. She had to be harsh.
“So they’re in shambles. What are you going to do about it?” she
demanded. “Accept Pay’s edict? Live under his thumb for the rest of your life?
Join with a girl half your age that you don’t want and who isn’t worthy of you?”


“What else can I do?” he asked dully.


“Leave Badari. Tonight. Push this boat into the current.
Drift away.”


“And go where?”


“Nekhen.”


“Nekhen? I remember – I planned to go there once – me and
Khuit – before Pay took her from me.” Ankhmare paused. “I haven’t thought about
that in years. But what would running away now solve?” he asked softly. “And
why would you go with me, Tiaa? I have nothing to offer you. Better for you to
stay here and accept your fate. At least you’ll lead a normal life, with Pay to
look after you.”


“I hate him!” Tiaa snapped.


“You’ll adjust,” Ankhmare countered. “Women always do. Khuit
had to,” he said bitterly.


“But she didn’t adjust. She hasn’t. She keeps fighting not
to adjust. She’s fought for years to hold on to the man she loves, to you. You’d
allow me to suffer like Khuit did?”


“I… No… I couldn’t save her from Pay, Tiaa,” he cried
plaintively. “I can’t save you either.”


“It’s not your job to save me,” Tiaa declared. “I saved
myself from Iny, after all. I can take care of myself.”


“In a different place and time. But look at it this way,
Tiaa. Join with Pay and you’ll live a nice orderly life, just as the gods
intended. You’ll be done with the futile risk–taking that comes with being a
trader.”


Tiaa snorted. “Orderly! How about you, Ankhmare? Do you
crave the orderly life of a herdsman? Moving animals from pasture to pasture,
watering them, milking and blooding them, chasing away predators? You’d give up
the life of trading you love so much for that?”


Ankhmare slammed his fist against the side of his boat again.
“Trade? Even when I trade successfully I fail! First after the playa, now after
Merimda. There’s never reward – just risk, at least where I’m concerned.” He
pounded the boat a third time. Tiaa saw the bloody mark his fist left on the
reeds. “Now we’re both going to pay for my latest failure. Me joined to a stranger,
you to Pay. Both of us stripped of our livelihoods, what we love doing best.
Both of us robbed of our dreams and the people we care for most.”


Ankhmare’s despair was palpable. Tiaa couldn’t deny he was
right. Neither of them could sink any lower than they were now. Tiaa’s fingers
crept to the talisman around her neck, clutched it, sought the strength only
the falcon god could give. She straightened. “That’s why we have to go to Nekhen,
Ankhmare. Neither of us can survive under Pay’s rules at Badari.”


“Why this obsession with Nekhen?”


“We can be traders there. And it seems to me that we can
trade with hardly any risk.”


“Impossible,” Ankhmare scoffed.


“Do you remember when we stopped at Nekhen on our trip from
the playa?”


“I bartered for supplies. You followed me.”


“You bartered with Nekhen’s leading man, Djaty. You told me
afterwards that his settlement and the surrounding hamlets offered limitless
opportunity.”


“There’s no guarantee we could start over and succeed there.
We’d be strangers among the Nekhenians, not like here at Badari.”


“What does that matter? You told me all that counted was
getting on Djaty’s good side. Do you know why he controls Nekhen? He brews beer
and barters it with half the people in the settlement. They’re dependent on
him.”


“What does that have to do with us?”


“What if we could convince Djaty to let us transport his beer
to people in the surrounding hamlets? He’d become wealthier and we’d be
established overnight.”


“I do have a boat…” Ankhmare said thoughtfully.


“We could trade other items – like my pottery – wherever we
transported Djaty’s beer – with no risk at all, because transporting alone
would enable us to thrive.”


“But if we can’t strike an agreement with Djaty – what then?
We’ll have risked everything for nothing.”


“Nothing? The chance to make a better future for both of us
isn’t nothing. Anywhere is better than here. Pay just robbed me of my
livelihood, of my life. He took Qar from me long ago. I’m not going to stay
here and meekly join with Pay just because I’m a woman and he thinks I owe him
my obedience. He may be your patriarch, Ankhmare, but he certainly isn’t mine.”
She rose to her feet, began pacing the deck, restless, energized. “You’ve been
telling me for years that change is coming to this valley. But nothing is going
to change in your family as long as Pay is in charge. Well, not for the better,
anyway. He’s moving backwards. He’s taken trade away from you. He’s assigned a
girl to you. He’s going to make you into a herdsman. He’s going to remake you
in his image if you don’t fight back. Are you prepared to live your life on his
terms, or will you live as you want?”


He stared at her for a long moment. “You’re right. We have
to leave. But why Nekhen? Yes, Djaty could embrace us and we’d have the future
you foresee. He could just as easily adopt our idea, build his own boat, tell
us we can’t trade in the area he controls at all. So why not Abdju or Nubt or
Tjeni, or even Merimda?”


Tiaa thought she’d made a compelling argument for going to Nekhen.
Ankhmare’s mind must be clouded by grief for him to be rejecting it. She was
backed into a corner. She knew she had no choice but to tell Ankhmare about her
dream. She’d kept it to herself for so long, out of fear for how others might
react, how they might put obstacles in her path and keep her from carrying out
the falcon god’s will. But she trusted Ankhmare. He wouldn’t try to stop her. She
wouldn’t be in the position she was if not for him. Their lives were entwined.
Too much had happened these past years for her to believe that her escape from
the playa and initial visit to Nekhen and rise as a potter and trader had been
random chance. Ankhmare had been involved each time. Ankhmare had to be the
falcon god’s tool for getting her to Nekhen. She knew he was a kind and generous
and loyal man. It was time to reveal to him what he needed to know. She took a
deep breath. “The talisman around my neck brings those who wear it dreams from
the falcon god.”


“You’ve hinted at that before.”


Tiaa nodded. “A few weeks before you appeared at the playa,
Ankhmare, I dreamed.  I’ve had the same dream hundreds of times since, always
exactly the same. In my dream I’m bestowing symbols of authority on a man who
is being acclaimed by thousands of people as their leader. Dozens of men in my
dream are holding up wooden poles topped with images of animals – standards, just
like the one at Nekhen, just like the one at Badari.” She took hold of
Ankhmare’s hands. “In my dream I saw Nekhen – in every single detail. I
recognized it the moment your boat touched shore that day we traded there.”


Ankhmare simply stared, as if he couldn’t comprehend what
she’d said. “That’s the real reason you fled the playa, followed me?”


“Yes. Because of my dream. Because I was obeying the call of
the falcon god. Because I knew my destiny lay along the river.”


Ankhmare gazed skyward. “I’ve never been blessed with such a
dream, Tiaa. The gods don’t gift one like me with such magic and power. But I
can see why they would bestow one on you. You are, as I once said, an
extraordinary girl.”


“You’ll help me get to Nekhen?”


“What about the man?” Ankhmare pressed. “Will you recognize
him when you get there?”


“I hope so, though that part’s a little confusing to me
right now,” Tiaa said thoughtfully. “I met Djaty’s grandson – Harmose. We talked
while you were trading. His father is in line to succeed Djaty. After that,
Harmose and his cousin both have some claim to the succession. So the actual
man is unclear right now. I’m not sure why I’d have to help his father. Maybe
it’s Harmose I’ll be helping. Maybe it’ll be a long time from now.”


Ankhmare squeezed her hands. “I promise you, Tiaa, I’ll make
sure you get to Nekhen.”


Tiaa was overcome with a mixture of relief and joy, muted by
the sorrow she felt over Qalhata’s death. She’d just given Ankhmare a goal, a
reason to go on. It had already snapped him out of his depression. That was positive.
And she would momentarily be headed to where she was supposed to be.


“And Khuit, too,” Tiaa said. “I promised her the day we met that
the three of us would escape Badari together.”


“And I’ve promised her I’ll never leave her to Pay.” Ankhmare
stood. “Get the boat ready. If I’m not back in an hour that means something’s
happened. Leave by yourself.” He was decisive once again, the Ankhmare she knew
so well.


“I understand. Thank you, Ankhmare. And on the day I confirm
Nekhen’s leader in the name of the falcon god, I’ll see that you’re well
rewarded.”


He leapt over the side of the boat and dashed off into the
darkness, towards the flickering campfires that topped the distant heights.
Tiaa set about inventorying and securing what containers remained on board.
There was precious little food; with three of them on the vessel they’d be on
short rations until they could put enough distance between themselves and Badari
to stop and forage. That would probably be a week or more from now, Tiaa
guessed. Half a dozen small boats were tied up near Ankhmare’s, those of
fishermen. She quickly boarded and rummaged through each of them, scrounged
whatever food and useful items she could find, carried everything to Ankhmare’s
boat, then took a knife and slashed ragged holes in each boat’s bottom so Pay wouldn’t
be able to use any of them for immediate pursuit. She gathered armfuls of fresh
palm fronds from the trees along the river, then arranged them in the bow.
They’d need all the help from the wind they could get. Then she settled down to
wait, dripping sweat, breathing hard, a flint knife in her hand just in case.


Dark shapes moving along the shore alerted her only a few minutes
later that people were approaching. She crouched down, only her eyes and the
top of her head above the side of the boat, squinting into the darkness.


“Tiaa.”


Relief flooded over her. It was Ankhmare. Tiaa stood. He
lifted Khuit onto the boat. Tiaa embraced her briefly. Khuit had been running
and she was drenched with sweat and breathing hard. Ankhmare tossed the end of
the rope that had secured the boat to a tree on the riverbank onto the deck and
then pushed the craft into the current. Tiaa held out her hand and helped him
aboard, dripping wet. He seized a long oar, pointed out another to Khuit. They
moved to opposite sides of the boat, began to pole.


Tiaa moved to the stern, took up the steering oar. Traveling
at night was dangerous, but far less dangerous than remaining at Badari. The
three of them didn’t have a choice. The boat began to move slowly south, Ankhmare
and Khuit poling near the riverbank where the current against them was weakest.
Tiaa glanced over her shoulder several times, saw Badari’s dying campfires
twinkling atop the plateau. She pictured Pay’s impotent fury in the morning
when he discovered she and Ankhmare and Khuit were gone, found the boats at the
landing place disabled, and smiled at the thought. Soon the river curved slightly
and the fires’ glow was lost to her sight. Tiaa faced upriver, felt the fresh breeze
against her back. She’d just cut all ties with the past. She was free! Ankhmare
was free, and with the woman he loved! For once Tiaa wasn’t running away, but
was running to. Ahead lay Nekhen and her destiny. At last…
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A string of small hamlets and camps set back from the river and
separated from each other by wide stretches of uncultivated plains signaled
that Tiaa and Ankhmare and Khuit were finally approaching Nekhen. None housed
more than a few families, their mud and wattle huts newly–constructed on land
that had not long before been underwater. Their presence reminded Tiaa of the
stretch of river north and south of Badari, though these hamlets sprawled over a
more compact area. The fields in the vicinity of each were muddy, some still silvered
with water, all marked by thousands of cattle tracks.


“They’ve finished sowing in this section,” Ankhmare observed,
rhythmically poling. Khuit was seated on the deck next to him, taking a break.
“The men have scattered the seed saved from last year, and boys have driven cattle
over it to trod the seed into the mud and keep it safe from birds.”


Tiaa noted that the portions of the valley in Nekhen’s vicinity
that had not been cultivated – the majority – were primarily covered with water
meadows, the parts nearest the river edged with rushes and papyrus, their
margins shaded by palm and acacia and willow trees. In places the tangle of brush
and vegetation appeared nearly impassable. She caught sight of a few animals
peering from the grasses and more cautiously drinking from the river as their
boat passed. Birds flitted about the marshes, whistling, filling the air with
song. On a few open stretches of riverbank hordes of crocodiles sunned themselves.


The island across from which Ankhmare had tied his boat on
their journey north from the playa finally appeared, close by and parallel to
the western shore. Tiaa noticed a reed raft with two fishermen angling across
the wider leftmost river channel towards the scattered huts of Nekheb atop its
low dune some distance back from the eastern bank. While Ankhmare poled, Tiaa
steered the boat into the narrower rightmost channel, then sharply towards the
riverbank. Just before they touched land Ankhmare dropped over the side into
knee–deep water and scampered up the bank, holding a rope attached to the bow.
He pulled the boat a few feet onto the shore, then tied the rope to the trunk
of a dom palm. Tiaa’s attention was drawn upwards, where a falcon traced lazy
spirals in the sky. The falcon god… “I’ve come at last,” she whispered happily.


Tiaa saw that from their landing place a muddy path led across
one of Nekhen’s newly–sown fields. The fields here were more substantial than
the ones they’d encountered the last couple of miles, for this settlement was
considerably larger than all the rest in the region combined and so more grain was
needed to feed its people. Like the other fields they’d passed these were also devoid
of life. Tiaa followed the path with her eyes to the higher ground at the far
side of the field, past the lower settlement, up the broad wadi path that
climbed to the rocky outcrop and the terrace that lay just below the face of
the western plateau. She saw only a few spirals of smoke rising from the vicinity
of the huts atop the terrace, though there were more huts than she remembered
from her earlier visit. Nekhen appeared to have grown in her absence.


Tiaa caught the faint sound of music – rattles, clappers,
drums, even women’s voices raised in song – coming from just beyond the
cultivated fields, screened from her sight by a thick grove of acacia trees. Many
columns of smoke were rising from behind the trees. Occasional shouts and gales
of laughter carried on the wind. It sounded to Tiaa like some kind of
celebration was taking place. If so, that might explain why no smoke marked the
vicinity of the fish processing area a half mile farther south along the
riverbank that Tiaa had noted on her first visit to Nekhen.


“Bring a net of pottery,” Ankhmare directed Tiaa, glancing
in the direction of the revelry, eager to be off. “Make it your best – who
knows who we may need to impress.”


They’d stopped several times on their flight from Badari so Tiaa
could make objects. While she’d done so Ankhmare had hunted and fished and Khuit
had gleaned foodstuffs. They’d bartered Tiaa’s pottery at small hamlets for
supplies enough to enable them to reach Nekhen. Fortunately, they’d never had
time to unload their boat after arriving at Badari, so their clothing and other
personal items, as well as a small amount of food and the items Tiaa had
scrounged from the fishing boats, were on board when they fled. Khuit, of
course, had come with nothing. She was now sharing Tiaa’s possessions. The food,
including what Tiaa had stolen, had been important, for they hadn’t dared stop
to hunt or fish even once in the first week, fearing Pay was pursuing and would
catch them. They’d traveled from before sunup to an hour after sundown that first
week, until they were certain Pay would have given up the chase. After that
they’d traveled more leisurely and by daylight. Tiaa had never seen Ankhmare
and Khuit happier, basking in the glow of the love they’d waited so long to
fully share. Tiaa had taken many a long walk along the river in the evenings to
give them time alone.


“We should put on our finery,” Ankhmare said practically.
“We need to look prosperous if we’re to be taken seriously.”


An hour later, having bathed in the river and dried in the
sun, wearing her finest linen loincloth, Tiaa disembarked from the boat. A long–toothed
ivory comb arranged amidst her long golden tresses matched the ivory rings that
graced every finger and the six ivory bracelets that clacked on each forearm.
Two of those bracelets were inlaid with bluish steatite beads; they were her
finest. As always, the falcon talisman graced her throat, along with her
necklace of copper beads. Khuit wore a selection of Tiaa’s jewelry as well.


Ankhmare was waiting impatiently for them in the shade of
palm trees, also in his finest. He slung the net of pottery over his shoulder
and Tiaa and Khuit followed him up the muddy path. Once they passed the western
edge of the field the ground became much drier and easier to traverse. They soon
rounded the edge of the grove and raucous celebrants came into view. Tiaa saw
perhaps five hundred people, some in a ring around singers and acrobatically–leaping
dancers, others sitting beside campfires eating and drinking, a few doing the
same beneath large palm–roofed sunscreens. Children dashed everywhere. Tiaa caught
sight of a tall pole topped with the image of the falcon god overlooking the
activity. She touched her talisman with her fingertips, whispered another
prayer of thanksgiving that he had, at long last, seen her safely to the place
she was destined to be.


“What are you celebrating?” Ankhmare called to a young boy chasing
another across the path.


“The sowing of our fields,” he gasped breathlessly without
stopping.


Ankhmare and Tiaa and Khuit continued onward.


As they neared the crowd a man at its fringe noticed them,
stared for a moment, hurried forward. He looked them up and down. “Tiaa?”


She couldn’t believe who was standing before her. “Harmose?”


“You remember me!” he exclaimed with delight.


“Of course. And you me, obviously.” He’d grown these past
years into a man, though his head barely reached Ankhmare’s shoulder. He was
pudgy, a sign of an easy life, and more handsome than she remembered. He was
dressed in a blindingly–white kilt, with several necklaces of colored stones
around his neck. His hair was long and his eyes dark and his skin sun–browned.
He was the very epitome of prosperity.


“Did you come back to Nekhen because of me?” Harmose enquired.
There was both playfulness and conceit in his tone.


Tiaa blushed. She had, but not for the reason he clearly
hoped. Her destiny, most likely, was to confirm his father as Nekhen’s next
ruler, by command of the falcon god. But to position herself to do that, she
had to get close to Nekhen’s ruling family, become part of Nekhen’s inner
circle. Since Harmose was clearly interested in her, nurturing his interest was
the best way to ensure the needed access. But she’d have to carefully manage
whatever relationship she established with him. She couldn’t let herself become
too intimately entangled with Harmose. She loved Qar and always would. Leading
Harmose on, implying that she’d someday come to love him, wouldn’t be fair to
him. She wasn’t the type of woman to use a man to simply further her own ends, then
toss aside, after all. So she had to get close to Harmose, but not too close,
make sure he came to care for her while knowing she’d never reciprocate what he
felt enough to become his. Balancing those competing objectives was going to be
tricky, but it was a problem she had to defer to the future. Right now, today, what
was most important was for her to gain access to Harmose’s family. Without
that, nothing else mattered. “Actually, yes,” she said flirtingly.


Harmose seemed delighted.


Tiaa turned. “This is Ankhmare, and his woman Khuit,” she
said. “Meet Harmose, grandson of Nekhen’s ruler, Djaty.”


Harmose briefly glanced at Ankhmare and Khuit, then turned
his attention back to Tiaa. “Weren’t you with Ankhmare the first time you came
to Nekhen?”


“I was. We trade together now. We plan to establish
ourselves here.”


“Staying permanently?” Harmose said with delight. “Well, then,
welcome to all of you. You’re just in time for the festival.”


“Celebrating the sowing of your fields. A boy told us,” Tiaa
informed him.


“It’s the largest except for the one at harvest time. Everyone’s
eating now. Later there’ll be contests and games and we’ll make offerings to
the fertility god so that our grain will grow well. And tonight, after that,
more eating.”


“And drinking?” Tiaa asked.


Harmose laughed again. “You remember that too. Yes. I’ve
been very busy brewing beer.”


“Your grandfather’s letting you help with that now? No more wood
hauling?”


“I’ve been entirely in charge of the brewery for several
years,” Harmose boasted, “ever since Father died. Grandfather’s not able to get
around like he used to.”


That death was an important development. “I’m so sorry,”
Tiaa said.


“It means I’m in line to succeed Grandfather now,” Harmose
said matter–of–factly. “Come. I’ll introduce you to him.”


“We’d like that,” Tiaa said, trying to contain her sudden excitement.
She caught Ankhmare’s eye, knew he understood. The true reason she’d been
called to Nekhen by the falcon god had just been made clear to her. With his
father dead, Harmose had to be the man she was to confirm as Nekhen’s
next ruler. Apparently, it was going to be her task to make sure that his older
cousin did not succeed Djaty instead of him. Her chance meeting with Harmose
all those years ago, the acquaintance they’d struck up, had been fortunate
indeed. Having him introduce her to Nekhen’s current ruler on the very day of
her arrival was a definite plus, an opportunity to make herself known to the
most important man in the settlement. Making an impression on him, Tiaa knew,
was the surest way to position herself to carry out the god’s will. She vowed
to make the most of the opportunity.


Harmose led them around the edge of the crowd, skirting
three campfires where an assortment of cooking vessels rested on glowing coals,
tended by a dozen women and girls. More than one of them called a greeting to
Harmose, all of which he returned. Several eyed Tiaa jealously.


“You’re very popular,” Tiaa observed.


Harmose laughed. “I have to admit, being Nekhen’s future
ruler has certain… benefits.”


Tiaa couldn’t help reflect on her time at the playa, when so
many men had chased after her to obtain her power, had treated her like a
prize. She’d resisted them without exception. Harmose, on the other hand,
appeared to enjoy such attention. While the women tending the fires were
obviously just common Nekhenians, there was no doubt in Tiaa’s mind that
Harmose could probably have any woman in the settlement that he wanted any time
he wanted her. As demeaning as that realization was, it also eased Tiaa’s conscience
somewhat. She’d been worried about leading Harmose on, about developing too
close a relationship and him expecting in return more than she was willing to
give. She saw that to keep Harmose at arm’s length all she’d have to do was
demand he stop seeing other women. He didn’t seem to be a man who either could
or would want to do that.


“What are those?” Ankhmare asked, pointing to forty or fifty
earthenware and reed and leather containers of various sizes arranged in
orderly rows a few paces away from the fires in the shade of palm trees.


“Offerings for the fertility god, so he’ll bless our crops
and make them grow. Grandfather will present them to him at moonrise. They’re
the best of what we make and grow here at Nekhen.”


“Your people appear to be quite generous,” Ankhmare
observed.


“With a little encouragement,” Harmose chuckled.


“Encouragement?” Khuit asked.


“Take farmers, for example. Every year before the harvest
Grandfather looks over their fields and figures out what their yield will be
and tells them how much grain they must donate to the gods. Their emmer is then
stored up on the terrace in special clay bins.” He pointed to the heights
overlooking the river. “A portion is offered to the gods at each of our
festivals throughout the following year, but most is used to feed everyone during
those celebrations. The same concept applies to herdsmen and fishermen and
hunters – though their offerings are made while fresh.”


“That’s donated food in the cooking pots?” Ankhmare asked.


Harmose nodded. “It’s the simplest way to make sure everyone
shares in the valley’s bounty. Not everyone at Nekhen grows or hunts or catches
food, after all. They need to eat too.”


“The people don’t object?” Ankhmare asked.


“Grandfather donates all of the beer,” Harmose said. “He’s
not asking them to do anything he’s not willing to do himself. His father
started the tradition years ago. Everyone’s used to it. Even the craftsmen.”


“Craftsmen?” Khuit asked.


“Do you remember when I told you how things work at Nekhen,
Tiaa?” Harmose asked.


“I remember everything about the day we met,” Tiaa said
coyly.


Harmose smiled broadly.


“Djaty arranges to supply a farmer with beer each day,” Tiaa
recited. “In return, at harvest time Djaty receives a share of that farmer’s
grain. Djaty stores it and uses it throughout the year, until the next harvest,
to brew beer for that farmer. Because of the bounty of Nekhen’s fields, Djaty receives
more grain from that farmer than he needs to produce just that farmer’s beer. He
uses some of the extra grain to feed the men who work in his brewery, and their
families.”


“Correct. With the excess beyond that Grandfather supports a
potter, a linen–maker, a flint–knapper, a jewelry–maker, a basket–maker, and
several others. We call them craftsmen, for they specialize in one type of
labor and do it full time. Grandfather has set up an individual workshop – a
hut or a fire pit or shaded area – for each of them. Those workshops, and the
huts of Grandfather’s other workers and their families, surround Grandfather’s hut
up on the terrace.” He pointed to the huts overlooking the valley. “Grandfather
exchanges some of his craftsmen’s products, such as linens and tools, with the elite
families for the resources they control, such as meat and fish, and provides
that to his workers as well.”


“What’s an ‘elite’ family?” Ankhmare asked.


“Those of our six wealthiest patriarchs. As you know, my
family controls beer. Another controls herds of cattle and sheep and goats,
supplying blood and milk and meat and leather for many in Nekhen. Another provides
everyone with fish – fresh and smoked, as well as needles made from fish bones,
and other items. Another supplies stone for weapons and tools. Another brings
us game and waterfowl. Another linen. Thanks to these elite families, farmers can
concentrate on growing crops, not herding beasts, or making tools, or building
rafts to fish.”


“So everyone in Nekhen is dependent on your grandfather and these
patriarchs in some way?” Ankhmare asked.


“Yes.”


“Djaty is chief among these patriarchs?”


“We call him our ruler.”


“What does a ruler do?” Ankhmare asked.


“In Grandfather’s case, he brews beer the majority of his time
– or did before I took over. People are dependent on my family for that. As far
as being ruler – he sits in judgment at a gathering of family heads each full
moon – he resolves disputes between individuals, sentences those who’ve broken
our laws to fitting punishment, blesses the joinings of men and women. He presides
at our festivals and makes the offerings to the gods. He assigns offering
quotas, as we’ve discussed. Most importantly, every year after the inundation subsides
Grandfather redraws field boundaries. As I’m sure must be true wherever it is
you come from, the amount and location of cultivable land changes depending on
how much soil the inundation leaves behind, and where.”


“It’s like that throughout the valley,” Ankhmare confirmed.
“The river can be fickle.”


Tiaa recalled its eastward movement at Merimda. “Can we see
what you’re offering the gods?” she asked.


“Of course. Keep in mind that Grandfather sets a quota of
raw materials that each of the elite patriarchs must provide annually for the
gods too. Grandfather’s craftsmen turn those materials into the objects you’re
about to see.” Harmose led Tiaa to the closest reed basket. “This holds fishtail
knives.” He reached into the basket and pulled one out. The blade was several
fingers wide, hand–length, its cutting edges elegantly flaked, the stone shiny
and dark, its base flaring into two tail–like appendages.


Tiaa was in fact reminded of a fish’s shape. She’d never
seen a blade so finely worked. It’s maker had mastered his material. “This was really
made here at Nekhen by one of Djaty’s craftsmen in a workshop?”


“His flint knapper. He made those lances too.” Harmose pointed
to a pile that lay to one side.


“The stone was supplied by one of the elite families?” Tiaa
queried.


“Only that family knows where the finest types come from.
Somewhere along the trail that leads from the mouth of the wadi on the other
side of the river all the way to the eastern sea, or one of its many branches.
They send men after stone regularly.” Harmose pointed towards one edge of the
distant terrace. “The flint for tools and hunting weapons comes from that hill
over there – the patriarch has men working it daily.”


Harmose opened the rest of the containers one by one and
displayed their contents. “Here are figurines – some made of clay by one of Grandfather’s
potters, some carved from hippo ivory. Here are cosmetic palettes, and here are
maceheads.” The materials varied from stone to pottery to dried balls of
unfired clay. “Feel these tanned animal skins,” Harmose directed.


Tiaa rubbed one between her fingers. She’d never felt a skin
so fine and supple. She glanced inside several more containers, glimpsed unbelievably
white linen sheets woven from flax, and beautifully–patterned mats, and reed
baskets with elaborate designs.


“This basket holds tools made of bone, this one vessels
carved from stone, and that one pendants made of hammered copper. And, of course,
those baskets at the end contain beads made of ostrich shells and various
bright stones, and chunks of malachite and ochre.”


“This must be a wealthy settlement indeed, to be able to
offer so much,” Ankhmare said. “Even if the quantity is contrived.”


Harmose nodded. “Nekhen’s constantly growing. Settlers
regularly arrive from the savannahs to east and west, and elsewhere in the
valley, just like you.” He nodded towards a large sunscreen at the southern end
of the field where people were celebrating. “There are Grandfather and the elite
patriarchs. Follow me. I’ll introduce you.”


The sunscreen was a tall wide rectangular wooden frame
thickly topped with crisscrossed layers of palm fronds. Six men were seated on
short leather stools in its shade. A group of girls wearing only girdles of
colorful clacking stones were dancing before them in the sunlight, leaping
about acrobatically, sweat flying from glistening skin as they twirled, at
times arched so far backwards that their long hair brushed the ground. Younger
girls were standing beside the patriarchs, keeping cups of beer filled. More were
carrying well–laden platters to them from the cookfires. A line of girls stood
behind the patriarchs waving wide ostrich feather fans back and forth to keep
them cool. Nearby a similar sunscreen shaded three dozen or so women and girls,
all richly dressed and jewelry–laden, the women sitting on leather stools and
the girls cross–legged on the ground. Tiaa assumed they must be the families of
the patriarchs. A few held infants in their arms; one or two were nursing. The
women had their own complement of servants. Tiaa assumed that the Nekhenians
whose only relief from the blazing sun was the shade of a few palm and acacia
trees at the edge of the celebration grounds were not counted among the elite.


The dancing girls scattered just as Harmose and Tiaa and
Ankhmare and Khuit approached the sunscreen. Tiaa noticed Harmose’s eyes
following the girls. Several of the prettiest glanced over their shoulders and
smiled at him familiarly until they were swallowed up by the crowd. Tiaa had
the feeling that they were all conquests of Harmose.


A couple of patriarchs who’d been engaged in earnest
conversation under the sunscreen fell silent.


“Grandfather,” Harmose said respectfully, stepping into the
shade, “three visitors have arrived from the North.” He turned. “This is
Ankhmare, his woman Khuit, and their companion Tiaa. They’re traders. This is
Djaty, our ruler, my grandfather.”


Ankhmare and Khuit and Tiaa bowed low to Djaty.


He appeared to be more than sixty. He was hunched over in
his seat, his face deeply lined, arms and legs bony, chest shrunken. He seemed
to Tiaa to be wasting away. Only his dark eyes showed signs of life.


No wonder Harmose runs the brewery now, Tiaa thought.
It’s good I’m here. Djaty doesn’t look like he has long to live.


Harmose introduced the rest of the patriarchs. “Kairy
controls Nekhen’s herds. Khawy supplies us with stone. Babaef fishes the river
in his fleet of small boats. Horbaef hunts the savannah. And Aspelta’s family
creates the fine linen garments all of us but Kairy are wearing. My cousin insists
on wearing the pelts of his animals.” The last Harmose said disgustedly.


The patriarchs ranged in age from mid–thirties to mid–forties.
Their linen loincloths were quite exceptional, as Harmose had alluded. Each man
was as richly bedecked with jewelry as their nearby women and daughters. The
men stared at Tiaa with interest. They practically ignored Ankhmare and Khuit.
Tiaa was not surprised. She always attracted men’s attention. Today that was a
good thing. She was counting on it.


Djaty straightened a bit, looked them up and down, his gaze
lingering longest on Tiaa, then spoke, his voice wavering yet commanding. “Sit.
Eat with us.” He clapped his hands and a girl of perhaps fifteen or sixteen sitting
at the edge of the women’s sunscreen hurried to his side. “Serethor – bring plates
of food for our visitors, and cups of beer.”


“Yes, Grandfather.”


“And be quick about it!” Harmose charged. “She’s the eldest
of my four sisters,” he told Tiaa in an aside.


The girl raced off in the direction of the cookfires.


Ankhmare and Khuit and Tiaa sat down on a patch of grass
shaded by the sunscreen, facing the patriarchs. Harmose seated himself next to
Tiaa.


Tiaa noticed Djaty staring at her talisman. She recalled
Harmose telling her on her first visit that Djaty respected and feared the gods.
Perhaps her talisman was the opening she needed to make herself stand out. “Would
you like to see this?” she asked, touching it with her fingers.


Djaty nodded.


Tiaa rose, moved in front of him, bent so that the talisman
swung slightly away from her chest.


He lifted it, rubbed his fingers across it, studied the
front and back, released it.


Tiaa straightened.


“The image of the falcon god. He’s Nekhen’s main god.” Djaty
pointed towards the standard towering over the celebrants.


Tiaa had known since the first time she dreamed that she’d
have to some day attract the attention of Nekhen’s ruler. She’d assumed it
would take a considerable amount of time and require some elaborate plan or
machination for that to happen. Yet the opportunity to impress herself upon Djaty
had just presented itself. That the opportunity was related to the falcon god himself
could hardly be an accident.


“The falcon god cast this talisman down to earth in a
fireball and led one of my ancestors to it – a woman named Aya – an
unimaginably long time ago,” Tiaa told Djaty. “Ever since that day a member of
my family has led our people’s worship of him in whatever land we called home –
first in the far North, and then in the far South.” She decided not to mention
her suspicion that her people might have originally brought the falcon god to
Nekhen, or that her ancestress Nimaethap might have led people from Nekhen to
the playa. That was, after all, only speculation on Tiaa’s part, and probably
too far–fetched for these men to believe anyway. “I’m the ninety–third to wear
this talisman.”


Tiaa could tell that most of the patriarchs were suitably impressed
by her claim, but none as much as Djaty. She’d never heard of a talisman as
ancient as hers and doubted if any of these men had either. Almost everyone
she’d ever met believed in the magic generated by an amulet or talisman; one
that had existed as long as hers had to be powerful indeed. She expected these
men were no different in that belief.


“When I was young I assisted my grandfather when he presided
at our celebrations,” Tiaa continued. “Upon his death, the talisman passed to
me. Beginning then I represented the falcon god in the land of my birth.”


“Where is this land?” Djaty queried.


“Far to the south and west, so distant from this valley and so
isolated that no outsider had visited my people in a generation, until Ankhmare
and his cousins came to trade there five years ago,” Tiaa replied.


“If you were truly the falcon god’s representative among
your people, why did you abandon them?” Kairy asked darkly.


Tiaa knew he was the patriarch in charge of the herds, Harmose’s
cousin, his competitor to succeed Djaty. Kairy was an intelligent–looking man, his
eyes calculating and wary and deeply creased at their corners, in his mid–thirties,
well–muscled, sturdy, his kilt made of fine leather. He was the man she was
going to have to tangle with someday in order to confirm Harmose.


“I assume you abandoned them,” he continued. “After all, you’ve
come to Nekhen with this man, the very trader you claim visited your people. Did
you run away from your home to be with him? Do you share him with this woman?”
He glanced at Khuit. “Are your… desires… more important than your people’s
welfare?”


Tiaa blushed at the implication in Kairy’s accusation. She stifled
the impulse to respond angrily. She couldn’t afford to alienate anyone in this
group, for they controlled Nekhen. But she knew she couldn’t simply ignore his
aspersion, or it would undercut the credibility she hoped to establish today
with Nekhen’s ruler. “Khuit doesn’t share Ankhmare with me and never has. And what
I want or don’t want for myself is of no matter. I obey the falcon god’s
commands.”


Kairy’s eyes narrowed. “The falcon god speaks to you?” He
laughed, looked around at the others. “Absurd.”


“The falcon god sends dreams to all of the talisman’s bearers,”
Tiaa said quietly. “Years ago he sent me a dream about Nekhen.”


Djaty’s eyes glittered with interest. Everywhere Tiaa had gone,
from the playa to Badari to Merimda, dreams were considered powerful and
magical. That Djaty obviously held this belief was a good sign on a day so far
filled with mostly good signs.


“Tell us about this dream,” Djaty commanded.


“I had it after the talisman passed from my grandfather to
me,” Tiaa began. “It’s been repeated many times since, and always exactly the
same. I saw a landscape I’d never visited – a river, a wide wadi splitting a promontory
in two, a path winding up its heart, an outcrop of rock. That dream convinced
me that my destiny – the falcon god’s purpose for me – lay in a different land
than my own. So I determined to leave the home of my birth in obedience to the
falcon god, trust he would lead me to where I was supposed to be. Not long
after, Ankhmare and his cousins arrived at my playa. Clearly, they’d been sent
by the falcon god to show me the way. So, four days after Ankhmare and his
cousins left the playa for the North, I followed. Weeks later I caught up to them
on the trail.” She looked pointedly at Kairy. “After that we crossed the
savannah together, reached the river, embarked for Ankhmare’s home on his boat.
We stopped here at Nekhen for supplies, as Harmose can attest, for I first met
him that day.”


“She did, Grandfather,” Harmose volunteered from behind her.


“The moment I glimpsed your settlement from the deck of Ankhmare’s
boat I recognized the place that had haunted my dreams – the place the falcon
god had called me to.”


A few of the patriarchs began whispering to each other.


Kairy remained skeptical. “And what is it exactly that the
god has called you to do here?”


A crossroads. Tiaa didn’t know whether to feign ignorance or
tell these men her true purpose for coming to Nekhen. Harmose expected to
succeed Djaty. Possibly all of these patriarchs except Kairy expected him to
succeed Djaty. If she achieved her destiny, he would. But she had no idea how
much support Kairy might have among these men. He was older than Harmose, after
all. From what she’d observed so far, Harmose was a man who enjoyed dallying
with a variety of women. Who knew who he might have alienated by so doing? Better
to keep her own counsel for now, until she fully understood who supported whom
and who held what power. “I have no idea. I assume the god will send me another
dream when he’s ready.”


Ankhmare, of course, knew differently, but Tiaa trusted him
to keep what she’d told him to himself.


“A wondrous story, this talisman falling to earth,” Kairy snorted.
“How long did it take you to make it up?”


“Unlike the rest of us, Kairy doesn’t believe in dreams,
Tiaa,” Harmose interjected. He smirked at his cousin. “Probably because the
gods have never sent him any.”


That prompted laughter from the group.


Tiaa appreciated that Harmose was defending her. It was
obvious that she’d won him over.


“As if the gods have ever spoken to you,” Kairy snarled at
Harmose. “Your only qualification to rule is the accident of your birth.” He
turned his attention back to Tiaa. “I don’t believe that talisman makes you the
chosen one of the falcon god. I don’t even believe its particularly old. You
could have picked it up anywhere, at any time.”


“I could have,” Tiaa admitted. “But you can’t deny that my
hair is the color of the falcon god’s flesh. Can anyone else in Nekhen make
that claim?”


Harmose laughed. “She has a point, Kairy.”


Tiaa seized the hem of her kilt and slowly raised it until
the mark on her thigh was fully exposed. She turned in a slow circle so that
all of the patriarchs and Harmose could see it. “The falcon god placed his very
image on me while I was in my mother’s womb,” she said. “My grandfather dreamed
I would bear this mark months before I was born.” She faced Kairy, challenged
him. “Deny now that the god has claimed me for himself.”


Djaty reached out a hand and shakily traced the edges of the
birthmark with his fingertips. “It’s not drawn on with henna or any other
substance,” he told the others. He looked up at Tiaa. “It cannot be an accident
that in the vastness that is our world you stumbled upon Nekhen, the very settlement
that belongs to the falcon god, the very god that marked you. It’s clear to me
that he did indeed guide you here.” He glanced at Kairy again. “I believe in
the magic of dreams and signs, Grandson. I’m intrigued by Tiaa.” He addressed
her. “Sit now, by my feet.”


Tiaa let her hem fall and sank cross–legged to the ground,
doing her best to hide the triumph she felt. She’d taken a solid first step
towards winning the confidence of Nekhen’s ruler. “Thank you, Patriarch.”


Harmose gave her an approving nod.


Kairy was extremely irritated by Djaty’s ready acceptance of
her. “Where are you from?” he asked Ankhmare sharply.


“A place called Badari, a month or so north of here by boat,”
Ankhmare said pleasantly, unruffled by Kairy’s hostility.


If there’s one thing Ankhmare’s especially good at its
dealing with skeptics, Tiaa thought. That’s why he’s such a successful
trader.


“It’s the largest settlement in its region, much as Nekhen
is here. Though Badari is less than a quarter Nekhen’s size.”


“Why leave? Was Tiaa’s dream so convincing?” Kairy probed.


“Yes, it was, actually,” Ankhmare said. He stared at Kairy
evenly. Kairy was the first to look away. “Though it was not the only reason.”
He addressed Djaty. “My uncle recently became patriarch of my family. He’s only
interested in farming and herding. I’ve spent a lifetime trading. There wasn’t
much point in me remaining in his band.”


“Where have you traded?” Djaty queried.


“From the cataract in the south to the Great Green in the
north, from the oases and playas in the west to the wadis and sea in the east.”


“Tell me about these places,” Djaty demanded, just as Serethor
returned with food.


Clearly, Tiaa thought, he’s testing Ankhmare, to
see if he’s telling the truth about his expertise. I may have gained Djaty’s
confidence, but Ankhmare hasn’t earned it yet.


Ankhmare set the plate and cup Serethor handed him on the
ground.


Tiaa began eating. If they were going to be sent away she at
least would go with a full belly.


Ankhmare sketched a line in the dirt with his finger, upside
down from his perspective, so that it would appear correctly to the patriarchs.


Tiaa recognized the course of the river, complete with its
great bend.


“Badari, my home, is the chief settlement of a region here, in
the middle part of the valley,” Ankhmare began, pointing to his line. “It’s
centered among forty or so hamlets and small settlements between here and here.”
He made two marks. “The settlements consist of groups of families, each looking
to its own patriarch for guidance, each procuring its own food, each making
what it needs. Some families herd cattle and sheep and goats, others don’t.
When the inundation comes each year, most Badarians take to the eastern wadis
where they can graze their animals or follow herds of game animals until the
waters subside.” He pointed again, sketched in a few lines representing the
wadis and the seacoast. “Every year a few new families settle at Badari, while a
few others don’t return, moving to different hamlets. So there’s no permanence
in my region, only transience. And little opportunity for a trader to expand.”


Djaty nodded. “Go on.” Apparently, Ankhmare’s map had
sparked his interest.


“I’ve also visited Ta–mehu, the flooded land,” Ankhmare said,
pointing again. “The river is not one channel there, like here, but is separated
into many, each slicing through swamps and marshes that stretch in all
directions to the horizon.” He drew the various channels. “The stone–walled
plateaus we take for granted are nowhere to be seen to east and west, just an
unbroken flatness. During the inundation, Ta–mehu consists of miles and miles
of water, its surface broken only by small islands where the ground is slightly
higher.”


“Like the shells of turtles,” Tiaa interjected.


Ankhmare nodded. “There’s a single settlement in Ta–mehu
worthy of the name, here, a day or so by boat south of the shore of the Great
Green itself, called Merimda. While significantly smaller than Nekhen, its
people live there permanently, as yours do. They farm like you, and herd
animals. But the Merimdans live far from everyone else in the valley. Much too
far for a trader to be able to prosper. And, anyway, Merimda is dying. The
river channel has moved a mile to Merimda’s east since its founding, making
life there inconvenient.” Ankhmare took a quick sip of beer, licked his lips to
moisten them. “As for the bands that roam the eastern wadis, they come down
into the valley for a few months after every inundation to harvest wild
grasses. The rest of the time they’re on the move, their men hunting wild
animals. Who wants to live that way, relocating every week or so, following
wherever the herds go, reacting to the world and dependent on what it provides?
Those people who settled the valley and began farming escaped that life. Who’d
want to go back to it?”


“Who indeed?” Djaty replied. “And the West?”


“There are five great oases, widely scattered.” Again Ankhmare
made a number of marks. “The largest is in an oval depression surrounded by distant
mountains, watered by hundreds of sweet springs around which herders camp. This
one is called Ta–ihu – land of cows – a gathering place for semi–nomadic
herders. They come, they go, much like those who wander in the East. And then
there are those who live around a great seasonal playa, or rain–fed lake, even
farther south, here. That’s where Tiaa’s from.”


“How do you think your people have fared since you abandoned
them?” Kairy pressed Tiaa. He wasn’t giving up.


“Obeying the god’s will is hardly abandonment,” Tiaa said
evenly. “Besides, before I left I warned the patriarchs that they should take my
people to live in the river valley. The rains at the playa haven’t been adequate
for years. The savannah barely supports our herds anymore. Our wells are
dependent on rainfall too, and there simply isn’t enough water in them to last
during the dry season. It’ll get worse in years to come.”


“Now the girl claims to control the rains!” Kairy exclaimed,
throwing up his hands.


A few patriarchs chuckled nervously.


Tiaa felt like she was back at the playa, facing Iny and
Anen and the rest, all too stubborn and close–minded to believe a girl. “Not
control, Patriarch. Predict,” Tiaa corrected Kairy. “For ten generations the
bearer of the falcon talisman has read the sun and stars and predicted when the
rains would begin to fall to replenish our playa, and has calculated how much
water and fodder would be needed to keep people and animals alive in the dry
season.”


“You did this?”


“Yes.”


“Another outrageous claim! Who can possibly verify it?”
Kairy snarled.


“Tiaa has read the sun and stars and predicted to the day
when the inundation would arrive at Badari four years in a row,” Ankhmare
interjected quietly. “There’s not a hamlet or settlement in my homeland that
doesn’t rely on Tiaa’s predictions to make preparations for the flood.”


“I’d expect you to say no less,” Kairy snapped.


Tiaa continued. “But the patriarchs didn’t heed my warning,
Patriarch. In fact, they scoffed at me, derided my predictions. They’ll be
sorry someday. For like it or not, soon everyone who lives at the playa will be
forced to migrate to the valley – or die of thirst and starvation.” She eyed
Kairy. “So, to answer your question about how I think my people have fared
since I abandoned them, I’d say not well.” She turned back to Djaty. “Frankly,
for a long time I felt guilty about leaving, until I realized that if the
falcon god had called me to Nekhen he didn’t want me to stay at the playa. Once
I delivered my message that my people should migrate to the valley he wanted me
to come here. It’s the patriarchs who failed to take my advice who must answer
to the god someday.”


“What about you?” Kairy asked Ankhmare mincingly. “Have you
come to Nekhen at the falcon god’s behest too?”


“The falcon god is unknown at Badari,” Ankhmare replied. “None
of my people’s gods has ever spoken to me. I simply intend to establish myself here
as a trader.”


“Surely you have no compelling reason to trade at Nekhen.
Aren’t there other settlements nearly as large as ours in this valley?” Kairy challenged.


Tiaa knew no one was as widely traveled as Ankhmare, or even
her for that matter. Kairy and these other men may have heard about other
locales, but she and Ankhmare had actually visited them. That she knew more
about the valley than the pompous and irritating man who was questioning her
and Ankhmare gave her a feeling of superiority.


“I’ve visited every settlement worthy of the name, and no
place is more suitable for a trader,” Ankhmare replied, ticking them off on his
fingers. “At Abdju the people still make everything they need at a family level
– not in workshops, as here. Tjeni is an attractive location – it controls the
spot where cliffs come close to the river, and so controls boat traffic, and it’s
also on routes leading to the western savannahs and oases, and so controls
products from that region. But the people who live there demand an excessive
portion of any trader’s goods in order for him to pass. Nubt is across the
river from a wadi that offers the easiest route to the eastern sea, and to the
Black Mountains, where the best stone for palettes is found and, most
importantly, to gold mines, but it is very small.”


“We too control a route to southern gold mines, and to
southern oases,” Harmose offered.


“If you don’t mind my asking, how did your family gain such
prominence?” Ankhmare asked Djaty. “Never in all my travels have I met a man as
influential and commanding as you.”


Tiaa knew Ankhmare was making an appeal to Djaty’s vanity,
one of his most useful trader’s tricks, while at the same time seizing the
initiative in this conversation from Kairy.


Djaty immediately puffed up. “According to the old stories,
this part of the valley was first settled by small bands of hunters and
gatherers who were giving up that way of life and beginning to farm and herd
cattle. Each was governed by its own patriarch, just as you’ve described at
Badari. Over the years more and more families came, spreading north and south
along the riverbank. They found they could graze their cattle atop the plateaus
during the inundation, so they took up permanent residence. They lived on their
plots of land in season, moved up to the heights when the river rose, returned
to their fields when it fell. The plains were rich and extensive and provided
far more grain than a family of farmers could consume. During the inundation,
those farmers who were particularly skilled in various crafts spent their time
creating objects of various kinds to barter. Eventually, some abandoned their
fields and remained on the heights after the inundation, practicing their
crafts full time. They exchanged the products of their hands for the excess
food of farmers. They were the true founders of Nekhen, the nucleus around
which our settlement grew.”


“How long ago?” Tiaa asked.


“Many hundreds of years, perhaps when your talisman was
new,” Djaty replied. “Now, my grandfather was a farmer, but my father hated to
farm. He loved to brew beer. So he made an arrangement with several neighboring
families – he’d supply them with beer, they’d supply him with their surplus grain
and other foodstuffs. Thus, one less farmer, but several fewer daily–batch
brewers. My father moved away from the bottomlands permanently and constructed
brewing vats on the heights where the huts of the craftsmen were located. By
the time I was Harmose’s age my father’s operation had grown so large he was employing
dozens of former farmers, providing them with food and shelter in return for
their labor. They erected their huts near ours.”


“Harmose told us you support flint–workers and tanners and
linen–makers and other craftsmen as well,” Tiaa said. “He showed us what
they’re offering the gods tonight. If they were already exchanging their goods
with farmers for food, how did you come to support them?”


“Each craftsman was taking time away from his regular work to
negotiate with farmers and herders and fishermen and hunters for food, and with
the men who supplied stone and other raw materials for their crafts. I stepped
in to provide them with everything they and their families needed, so they
wouldn’t have to waste their time negotiating.”


Aspelta spoke up. “Our fathers were friends of Djaty’s father.
Each took control of one type of resource, just as Djaty had beer, following
his example. These days Djaty negotiates with us and no one else for the
supplies his craftsmen need. All other suppliers have become irrelevant. In
fact, we’ve swallowed most of them up. We supply materials and Djaty’s craftsmen
turn those materials into finished products. So our families prosper and Djaty’s
family prospers.”


“Making you Nekhen’s elite,” Ankhmare said. He addressed
Djaty. “What do you do with the objects your craftsmen make? Trade them in the
nearby hamlets?”


Djaty shook his head no. “Everything stays in Nekhen. Take
flint, for instance. My stone worker turns out hundreds of knives and cutters
and arrowheads and such that I give to these patriarchs for use by their
workers as they process fish and hunt wild game and cut cowhide into clothing.
Those tools and weapons represent payment for the raw materials the patriarchs
supply me with. But the stone worker also creates one special item just for me –
fishtail knives – elegant objects that are prized by everyone who has one and coveted
by those who don’t.”


“Harmose showed us,” Ankhmare said. “They are truly the
finest knives I’ve encountered in the valley. Your craftsman is a true master.”


“As you said, we patriarchs are the elite,” Djaty continued.
“As such, we require outward symbols visible to all who live in Nekhen that reinforce
our power and superiority. Fishtail knives are one of those symbols. I
distribute them to those who are worthy, who deserve the prestige the knives
bring. No one else may own one. Each of my craftsmen makes one such object for
me.”


Tiaa noted that every patriarch had a fishtail knife
attached at his waist. That small handcrafted items could convey personal superiority
was a concept Tiaa had never considered before. At the playa a patriarch had
status because tradition said he was the most important member of his family.
The patriarch with the most cattle had the highest status among his peers
because cattle were wealth and wealth was power. But unlike cattle, a knife had
relatively little value. Anyone could make one. But a knife made purposefully
rare and hard to obtain, with power ascribed to it, made its bearer powerful.
It occurred to Tiaa that her talisman was exactly the same as a fishtail knife,
an object that transformed its bearer – her – because others believed it did. Kairy
had challenged the power of her talisman earlier; fortunately for her, Djaty
had upheld it. At any rate, Djaty, as the man who turned raw materials into
finished products and then used those products to reward those who supplied the
raw materials, had gained for himself ultimate power in Nekhen. Someday that
power would pass to Harmose, and she’d have a hand in making that happen.
Though how she was to do so was not clear to her.


“If each of these patriarchs controls a resource that others
need, why do you alone rule Nekhen?” Ankhmare asked.


“Patriarchs made decisions in common for many generations,”
Djaty replied. “But at a certain point, as Nekhen’s population swelled and the
number of patriarchs multiplied, that became cumbersome – if not impossible. So
to better organize the settlement, to take advantage of the resources it
controls, to settle disputes between families amicably and justly, it became
clear that the individual patriarchs needed to yield their authority to just
one of their number. My father stood out from the rest since he supplied what
everyone needed and already had a number of families dependent on him. Thus, he
was selected. While he still ruled I set up my workshops, expanding my family’s
reach. When Father died I was selected to continue in his place, for Nekhen had
become even more reliant on the beer and other products I provide.”


“What about the nearby valley?” Ankhmare asked. “Who
supplies the farmers and hamlet–dwellers with beer?”


Tiaa knew Ankhmare was about to propose a partnership to
Djaty, the primary reason he’d come to Nekhen, a proposal she and he had worked
out in detail on the journey here. If Djaty accepted, her future and Ankhmare’s
would be secure. They would have eliminated the risk from their trading and set
themselves on a path towards wealth. She sensed they’d have to become wealthy long
before Djaty died in order to have influence with the elite afterwards. She
suspected that being one of the elite would be just as necessary for her to
fulfill her destiny as having a relationship with Harmose. She doubted a common
person would ever have any say in Nekhen’s future.


“Each family makes its own beer,” Djaty replied.


“There must be as many people in the surrounding valley as in
Nekhen itself. If you supplied them too you could probably double your
production,” Ankhmare said.


Djaty shook his head. “To distribute beer outside Nekhen I’d
need potters to make jars to carry it in, and need men and vessels to transport
it. That’s dozens more mouths for me to feed and clothe. The people I supply in
Nekhen bring their own jars to my vats every morning to be filled, then carry the
beer back to their huts themselves. No effort or cost is required on my part.”


“I have a boat,” Ankhmare informed Djaty. “I could transport
your beer to all the hamlets north and south along the river. Tiaa’s a potter.
She could make the jars. The only cost to you would be a small share of what
you receive from the hamlets to support the laborers I’ll need.”


“So that’s what this farce is actually about!” Kairy
exclaimed, jumping to his feet, pointing his finger at Ankhmare. “You put this
girl up to telling a bizarre tale of being sent here by the falcon god so that Djaty
will accept the two of you. Then you try to convince Djaty to let you use his beer
to set yourself up as a trader at Nekhen with no risk to yourself!”


“Why would a trader be content to transport my beer?” Djaty
asked.


“I wouldn’t be,” Ankhmare said frankly. “I’d take advantage
of the foothold gained in the hamlets to trade other items.”


“What items?” Kairy snapped. “The objects Djaty’s craftsmen
make? You want him to give you some of them too?”


“Of course not. I’ll trade Tiaa’s pottery.”


She immediately rose and crossed to where Ankhmare had set
down the net and picked it up. She reached inside and pulled out black–topped
jars and bowls and cups and arranged them in several rows in front of the
patriarchs. Then she picked up the finest jar, handed it to Djaty, bowed
slightly. “From Ankhmare and me, to you.” She indicated the pottery at his feet.
“As well as the rest we’ve brought with us.”


“You made these?” Djaty asked, obviously impressed. “I’ve
seen similar. In fact, some women in Nekhen make this style. Or try to. Theirs
are not even close to this quality.”


Tiaa supposed that some of the pottery she’d traded in the
region around Badari had been traded even farther south in the past few years.
It didn’t surprise her that local women had tried to copy it. “I invented this
style,” Tiaa said.


“No one makes it better,” Ankhmare added.


Harmose picked up a tall blacktopped jar, studied it, ran
his finger along the rim, smiled at Tiaa. “Surely you’ll have to trade more
than pottery to live well.”


“Of course,” Ankhmare replied. “I’ll set up workshops like
yours, Djaty, supporting craftsmen with my share of what farmers give you. I’ll
barter the items my craftsmen make in nearby hamlets, then eventually in the
larger settlements that lie to the north – Nubt, Abdju, Tjeni, perhaps even
Badari and Merimda someday. In return I’ll receive those settlements’ goods,
and what they in turn have bartered from the savannahs and seas. The result will
be like Tiaa’s net – strands running everywhere, joining the settlements in the
valley together, making everyone dependent on everyone else – and the center of
that dependency will be Nekhen.”


“His craftsmen will be competing with yours,” Kairy warned
Djaty.


“I’ll only create items you approve, and only trade them
beyond Nekhen’s limits,” Ankhmare pledged. He gazed knowingly at Kairy. “None will
diminish the prestige of the symbols you and the other patriarchs bear.”


Tiaa saw that Djaty was uncertain about Ankhmare’s proposal.
It was also clear that Kairy’s opinion carried weight with him.


“We should do it, Grandfather,” Harmose spoke up. “I can
make plenty more beer with the vats we have. Ankhmare appears to be the one
who’ll bear all the risk, not us.”


Ankhmare nodded.


Djaty considered a moment longer, then straightened. “I will
allow it.”


Harmose’s opinion carries more weight than Kairy’s,
Tiaa thought.


“You’re making a mistake,” Kairy objected.


“I’ve made my decision,” Djaty said, irritated.


Tiaa smiled at Harmose, relieved. Harmose doesn’t realize
it, but he may have just assured his future as Nekhen’s ruler.


Djaty gazed pointedly at Ankhmare. “I will expect a suitable
contribution of Tiaa’s pottery for the gods during our festivals from now on,
and a share of everything you obtain in trade. Harmose will convey the amount
once I’ve decided.”


“Of course,” Ankhmare replied. “Tiaa made pottery for her
gods at the playa. We’ll honor your gods the same way. From this day your gods
are our gods.”


“As the falcon god always has been, for me at least,” Tiaa
reminded Djaty.


Their audience over, Tiaa and Ankhmare and Khuit took their
leave of Djaty and Harmose and the patriarchs and headed in the direction of
the river and their boat. As they left, Harmose promised he’d come see Tiaa the
following day to make the arrangements for carrying his beer throughout the
valley.


That night, lying on the deck of Ankhmare’s boat, bathed in
the same bright moonlight that illuminated the river and plains and heights, close
to where Ankhmare and Khuit lay in each others arms, Tiaa gazed upward at the
huts that loomed at the very edge of the terrace, golden in the flickering
light of half a hundred campfires, at the path winding up the wadi from the
river like a ghostly scar, at the outcrop of rock she’d sat upon with Harmose at
their first meeting, at the rocky cliff face where in a week she’d begin to fire
pottery. For the first time since leaving the playa she felt as if she was
where she belonged. But she knew that settling at Nekhen was just a first
halting step on a long path leading to a ceremony she’d seen in a dream. It was
now time for her to develop an actual plan to fulfill her dream. Luckily, she’d
already made a positive impression on Djaty, the most important man in Nekhen.
That was good. Kairy’s opposition to both her and Ankhmare was troubling; he
alone of the patriarchs had spoken during the meeting and he was Harmose’s
competitor to succeed Djaty. She had no idea how much influence he actually
wielded. She had to find out quickly, for she was going to have to deal with
him eventually, thwart his ambitions somehow. Fortunately, Harmose had
convinced Djaty to let Ankhmare transport his beer. That would make it easier
for the two of them to become established as traders and begin to build their
fortune. Today’s meeting had reinforced in her mind that anyone who wanted to wield
power at Nekhen had to be one of the elite, and belonging to that group
required wealth. Tiaa expected she’d have to become wealthy in her own right
too, not just as Ankhmare’s partner, in order to exert a measure of control
over Harmose once she made him ruler. She was determined to gain that control –
Iny had taken her power away at the playa, Pay had practically enslaved her upon
her arrival at Badari and would have had she not fled. She wasn’t about to make
Harmose Nekhen’s ruler only to have him diminish her too. She would never again
let herself be subservient to any man.


Still, all in all she’d achieved far more this day than she
could have realistically expected. She soon fell asleep, lulled by the lapping
of the river and hum of insects and sighing of the wind in the palms, after whispering
a prayer of thanks to the falcon god for continuing to pave her way.











4003 BC: Nekhen – Shemu
(Harvest)


 


 


 


 


Tiaa hurried across the northern terrace all the way to the base
of the cliff face that marked the edge of the western plateau. The cliff was rough,
rocky, scarred with indentations and chimneys of broken stone, deeply cut by
gullies, their depths well–lit by the early morning sun. She scrambled over a
fall of waist–high boulders into a small gully partly sheltered by an overhanging
rock shelf. Many similar boulders lined the gully’s sides. It terminated in a small
flat oval with a natural chimney at its far end. Tiaa had piled acacia branches
and sheep dung and broken sherds there the day before. Rows of pots were arranged
nearby, dried, scraped and burnished, ready to be fired.


Tiaa glanced upwards. The overhang shaded the image of a large
boat she’d etched into the rocky cliff–face six months earlier, soon after her
arrival at Nekhen. On its deck were four figures – one, much larger than the
rest, represented the falcon god – the smaller represented her grandfather and
mother and Qalhata. High above its prow blazed a star, a beacon guiding the spirits
of her beloved dead to their eternal homes in the night sky. The etching had
been almost the first thing she’d done after selecting this site to fire her
pottery. Using the techniques she’d learned from Qar, she’d carved the boat as
a memorial to the departed and to ensure that they would reach their homes
among the never–setting stars. Now, for her, the gully was more than just a
place to work clay – it was a shrine, a sacred place, where she could speak to
the falcon god and those she loved. And she never looked at her etching without
thinking of Qar. It, and the copper necklace around her neck, were constant
reminders of the love they’d shared.


Tiaa faced the east and sat down and hugged her knees to her
chest. A little below her, to her right, the huts of Nekhen’s upper settlement sprawled
atop the southern terrace, separated by a wadi from the higher unoccupied terrace
where she was sitting. The dusty deeply–worn path that sliced through the
wadi’s heart angled slightly downward from the terraces for a mile, bisecting a
grassy slope all the way to the green fields along the river that were waist–high
with grain rippling in the morning breeze. Her gaze took in the island beyond
the fields, the river, its far bank, Nekheb atop its dune and its fields and the
eastern plateau and wadi mouths beyond. The river shone silver, too bright to
look at directly as it reflected the rising sun. Both of Ankhmare’s boats –
each far larger than any of the dozen fishing skiffs operated by Babaef that
were tied to trees lining the channel west of the island – bobbed in the water.
Ankhmare used his smaller boat to trade her pottery in the nearby valley; the
second, much larger, newly–constructed, he planned to fill with goods as soon
as the upcoming inundation subsided and then carry them to the northern
settlements. It would be his first long distance trade expedition. Using the
stars, Tiaa had calculated that the river would begin to rise at Nekhen in nine
days. She had passed that information on to Djaty and he, according to Harmose,
had passed it on to the patriarchs. Assuming the waters rose as predicted, the
doubt cast by Kairy on Tiaa’s abilities should be dispelled.


Half a year had passed since Tiaa and Ankhmare and Khuit arrived
at Nekhen. They lived in two small adjoining huts in the lower settlement a
short walk from their boats, in the midst of those used by farmers during the
inundation and others permanently occupied by Kairy’s herdsmen. Khuit, a few months
pregnant with her first child, kept both huts in order and baked their daily bread
and brewed their beer and cooked their meals, for Tiaa was occupied full–time now
making pottery. In the hours he wasn’t trading or constructing boats, Ankhmare
hunted and fished and set snares for waterfowl to supplement what Khuit gleaned
from the bottomlands. Tiaa had made enough pottery in a month’s time that she
and Ankhmare had been able to launch their first trade expedition exactly thirty
days after arriving in Nekhen, departing the settlement in the morning with a
boatload of pottery, making the short river crossing to Nekheb, returning that
evening with grain and foodstuffs and small quantities of flint and carnelian
and various types of stone. They’d done the same each full moon since, trading
both north and south in Nekhen’s vicinity; just last week they’d landed at the
last of the hamlets they’d not yet visited. Ankhmare’s hut was now crammed with
the raw materials he’d obtained, and Tiaa’s with the grain and food. During his
visits, Ankhmare had identified a number of farmers skilled at various crafts
who resided in the hamlets. Some had already agreed to turn his raw materials
into finished products during the upcoming months of inundation when they
wouldn’t be able to work their fields. Those objects, along with Tiaa’s
pottery, would be Ankhmare’s cargo on his first major trade expedition to
larger, distant settlements.


It was good that Tiaa’s pottery was in demand, for the idea
of transporting Djaty and Harmose’s beer throughout the nearby valley to gain a
trade foothold had fallen flat. It turned out that none of the nearby farmers
or hamlet dwellers had any interest in receiving shipments of beer from Nekhen.
It required little effort for their women to brew a batch each day, using
whatever grain they had stored in their own storage vats, and so, reluctantly,
Ankhmare and Harmose had abandoned the idea. What it meant, Tiaa knew, was that
she and Ankhmare establishing themselves was going to take longer than they’d
anticipated. Her plan to eliminate the risk inherent in trading had failed.


Tiaa had noticed a smattering of black–topped pottery being
used in the hamlets that she and Ankhmare visited. The jars and bowls had been poor
imitations of her work, but had served as a warning that someday the style would
become common and fail to command a premium. Since her pottery was the most
important component of Ankhmare’s trading enterprise, she’d determined to make
it stand out again, just as her black–topped originally had at Badari and the
playa.


Tiaa glanced over her shoulder towards the overhang. Every
time she saw the boat she’d etched beneath it she was reminded of the drawings Qar
had done in the wadis. And that was what had given her the idea. She swept her eyes
over the jars waiting to be fired. In the midst of the thin–walled and
burnished that she’d fire twice as usual to give them black tops were jars of
an entirely different nature. Their bodies were red and polished, but etched on
them in white were figures of gazelles and crocodiles and hippos and elephants
and wild bulls and waterfowl and plants and sickle–shaped boats. There was no
pottery decorated like that anywhere in the valley. It was Tiaa’s invention –
purposeful, unlike the black–topped she’d created accidentally – designed to set
her apart from all other potters in the valley once again. Her decorations
included images that exactly matched those animals she’d watched Qar etch on
his rocks, and others prevalent only in the river valley. Tiaa intended to make
her vessels objects of desire for everyone living in the region, from Nekhen all
the way north to the sea.


She glanced disgustedly at the wasters scattered around the
base of the chimney. Unfortunately, so far she’d hadn’t found the correct way
to dry the new–style jars sufficiently to get rid of excess moisture. The clay she’d
dug from the edge of the savannah to form them was different than that from the
river she used for her black topped, and she was still learning how to use it. The
excess moisture had so far caused every jar she’d made to explode during
firing. She hoped her latest experiment would be more successful. She got to
her feet, moved to the chimney, built a base of fuel, covered it with broken
sherds. Then she placed the pottery atop the sherds, arranged more fuel, slathered
the pile thickly with wet clay. She set the fuel afire and found a place in the
shade to wait, occupying herself with mending clothing that she’d been
neglecting.


At midday Serethor unexpectedly appeared, a tall pottery jar
balanced on her right shoulder. She was the oldest of Harmose’s sisters – sixteen,
tall, lithe, with long black hair, her sparkling black eyes outlined with
malachite. She was wearing a bright white kilt and was bedecked as always with colorful
stone necklaces and bracelets and even a girdle. Serethor, Tiaa knew, had a
flock of suitors of all ages, and not just because she was the most beautiful
girl in the settlement. As Djaty’s oldest granddaughter she was part of
Nekhen’s most important family and a prize of the first magnitude. That was
something Tiaa could relate to, and had proven for them to be common ground. Serethor
had made a point of seeking Tiaa out and making her feel welcome in the first
days after her arrival at Nekhen. Their friendship had since blossomed.


Serethor usually accompanied Harmose when he visited Tiaa’s
campfire in the evening – that happened regularly now, three or four times a
week at least. Harmose considered his sister a nuisance and always sent
Serethor to Ankhmare’s neighboring fire so that he and Tiaa could be alone.
Harmose was totally smitten with Tiaa – had been from the day of her arrival – and
was doing everything in his power to sweep her off her feet. She’d lost track
of how many bracelets and necklaces and girdles and kilts and skirts he’d
already given her; he never came to her fire empty handed. His courtship was
diametrically different from her experiences with Iny and Pay, men who wielded
similar power but had simply decided her fate over her objections. For once she
felt like she had a choice. Tiaa had to admit that Harmose was friendly and self–assured
and good looking, and the power he wielded gave him a certain cachet. That he
had picked Tiaa to be with over his swarm of admirers was flattering. But the
fact that Harmose had a seemingly endless number of admirers was hard to
ignore. Whenever Tiaa accompanied him about the upper settlement, women seemed
to materialize around every corner, all members of elite families or their
workers, all boldly flirting with him despite her presence. She’d heard
whispered rumors of wild parties he’d hosted in the past along the river or up
on the plateau, far too many to doubt their veracity, though she’d chalked up
reports of the more salacious details to envy on the part of those women who
hadn’t been invited. But Harmose’s past didn’t really matter to Tiaa. She’d had
a life before she met Harmose, after all. Nia and Qar had been far more than
passing acquaintances. So she held nothing against Harmose. In fact, his past,
and her suspicion that he still maintained relationships with at least some of
his admirers, made it easier for her to keep their relationship far less
intimate than he desired.


“I brought some of Grandfather’s beer. I thought you might
be thirsty,” Serethor announced.


“That’s very thoughtful of you. It’s awfully hot today.”


The girl flounced down in the shade of an acacia tree, then poured
beer from the jar into a cup. Tiaa downed it thirstily. Serethor refilled the
cup. “Can I ask you something?” she queried.


“Of course.”


“Remember last week when you told me about the journey you and
Ankhmare went on?”


“Of course. From Badari all the way north to the Great
Green, with a stop at my ancestral lake, then back to Badari, and then to
Nekhen, and everywhere in between.”


“You were alone together all that time?”


“On that particular expedition and many others, yes.”


“I’d like to know if you and Ankhmare… I mean, did you and
Ankhmare… have you and Ankhmare ever…” Serethor’s face suddenly flamed red.


From that and her hesitancy Tiaa knew exactly what Serethor was
asking. She blushed too. “Goodness, no.”


“Never?”


“Not even once. Ankhmare has loved Khuit since they were
young. They’re both my friends.”


“But he’s magnificent! So tall and handsome and strong and
smart. The things he’s seen – the stories he tells… Weren’t you the slightest
bit tempted to taste forbidden fruit?”


“Not with Ankhmare. Where’s this coming from, Serethor?”


She looked over her shoulder to make sure they were still
alone. “Can you keep a secret?”


“Of course,” Tiaa replied.


“Harmose and his friends talk openly in front of me when I’m
serving them around his campfire in the evenings. Because I’m a girl it’s like
I don’t exist. So I’ve learned things no one else knows, especially when they’ve
been drinking a lot.”


“Which of us women doesn’t experience that – being
invisible?” Tiaa asked.


“Anyway, a couple of times Harmose has let slip that I’m to
be joined to Khawy’s eldest son – he’s the patriarch who controls stone. Other
times my brother has named the eldest son of Babaef or Horbaef or Aspelta. He
apparently hasn’t decided who to give me to yet. My sisters have also been
promised to sons of the elite, exactly who still as uncertain as me. It won’t
happen for awhile yet; Henutmire just turned twelve a couple of months ago, and
Naparaye and Pyhia are still too young to be joined. But once we’re all of age
we will be. Our joinings will ensure the patriarchs’ fealty to Harmose, or so
he says.”


A brilliant plan – using his sisters to tie the elite
families to himself, Tiaa thought. That’s an advantage Harmose’s only
competitor as Djaty’s successor, Kairy, can’t match. Kairy didn’t have
enough daughters and sons to go around to mimic Harmose’s move, Tiaa knew. But the
fact Harmose would stoop to using his sisters like pieces in a game made it
clear how worried Harmose was about Kairy’s chances of supplanting him. Harmose
was obviously going to use every means at his disposal to defeat his cousin, no
matter how extreme. And though the move would doubtless be distressing for his
sisters, Tiaa knew the fear triggering that move could be good for her. In all
likelihood, Harmose feared Kairy enough that he’d be willing to accept her help
in his quest to defeat his cousin, possibly even be willing to rely on her.
That would create an obligation to her that would later give her leverage over
him. She had no intention of making him Nekhen’s ruler, only to end up subservient
to his whims.


“Why are you telling me this?” Tiaa asked. She doubted that Serethor
would have made the trek to an isolated kiln during the hottest part of the day
to simply gossip. She must want something.


“I’m in love with Hemu,” Serethor proclaimed.


Tiaa was taken aback. “Kairy’s son? The eldest son of your
brother’s rival?”


“Like I said, forbidden fruit,” Serethor said miserably.
“We’ve loved each other forever, Tiaa. So far no one knows – except you.”


“Harmose will never let you be joined to Hemu, based on what
you just told me,” Tiaa cautioned. “He’d have only three sisters to tie four patriarchs
to himself.”


“He’d let us if you asked him,” Serethor insisted.
“Harmose wouldn’t dare deny a request from you.”


“I’m not so sure about that,” Tiaa said, shaking her head.


“I’ve never seen Harmose as happy as he’s been since you
came to Nekhen,” Serethor replied. “You could convince him.”


“I think you overestimate my influence,” Tiaa said.


“I think you underestimate how much my brother wants to
please you,” Serethor replied. “Say you’ll try to talk him into it – please?”


“You realize that once I bring Hemu up Harmose will know
about the two of you?” Tiaa warned. “Are you prepared for what will happen if I
can’t convince him to let you be together?”


“What’s the alternative? To keep sneaking around? Then to
lose Hemu someday?”


Tiaa sighed. “If that’s what you truly want, I’ll try,
Serethor.” She gazed into the distance. “Why is it that men won’t ever let us
choose who we want for ourselves?”


“Because we wouldn’t choose them,” Serethor said.


Tiaa couldn’t help smiling. There was truth in her friend’s
words.


“I have to get back,” Serethor said. With that she bent,
kissed Tiaa’s cheek, then bid her goodbye and headed towards the upper settlement.


The rest of that afternoon, as she waited for the firing to
complete, Tiaa mulled Serethor’s request. Knowing how much Harmose wanted to
succeed Djaty, knowing Serethor was a key part of his plan, she knew he’d never
agree to let his sister join with Hemu. Men of power thought only of themselves
and reacted badly when their plans were threatened or even merely questioned.
Ankhmare had once advocated on her behalf with Addaya to let her be joined to Qar;
Pay had subsequently made sure that Qar was taken from her forever. Tiaa didn’t
want to see the same thing happen to Serethor. The girl might think she was
willing to risk losing Hemu for love, but she hadn’t a clue. Tiaa had lost Qar;
Ankhmare and Khuit had been denied each other for years. They’d had to flee for
their lives to be together. Sneaking around might be an awful alternative, but
it was better than being denied. Tiaa knew she had to speak to Harmose, for
she’d promised Serethor she would. But she had to somehow plead their case without
ruining Hemu and Serethor’s chance at love. That was going to take a great deal
of finesse on her part.


Tiaa watched the sun cross the sky and begin to descend,
tracked the shadows that crept from the plateau behind her towards Nekhen and
the river, saw the face of the far plateau turn to gold. Only then did she dig
her pottery out of the ashes. That destined to be black–topped was perfect as
always, and she placed those jars upside down in a pile of smoldering ash to
complete their firing. Then she fished around in the section of the kiln where
she’d placed the new style. Her fingers closed on a whole jar. It hadn’t
exploded. Her heart beat faster. She lifted the jar, brushed off the ash, held
it up so that the last of the sunlight fell on it from over her shoulder. The
image of a crocodile, outlined in white, stood out from the shiny red
background. She tilted her head back and ululated a great joyful cry, shouted a
prayer of thanksgiving to the falcon god. She’d figured it out – a new,
distinctive style of pottery. Ankhmare would be pleased; it would be even more
valuable than the black–topped in trade. Now they truly had a way to become wealthy
quickly, become part of Nekhen’s elite. As a bonus she’d be recognized as the
preeminent potter in the southern part of the valley. Twice now in her life she’d
been important – at the playa, and at Badari. Both times she’d been swept back
into the shadows by circumstances beyond her control. This time Tiaa vowed she’d
remain in the sunlight forever.
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The reed mat covering the opening of Tiaa’s hut was suddenly
swept aside. Khuit poked her head in, beaming, her two month–old daughter
cradled in her arms. “Ankhmare’s back! Word just came.”


Tiaa hurriedly joined her outside. It was an hour before
sunset. Slanting rays of sunlight had turned the face of the eastern plateau to
gold. Nekhen and the entire valley west of the river were already in shadow,
and that shadow was creeping relentlessly eastward. Tiaa saw some of the women
and children of Ankhmare’s crewmen were already crossing the dark slash of
newly–planted fields towards the river. She joined them, Khuit at her side, her
bare feet making no sound as they hurried along the muddy path to the landing
place.


Ankhmare had returned to Nekhen just in time for tomorrow’s fertility
festival that would mark the completion of the farmers’ annual planting. He’d
been gone for a month on his first long–range trading expedition. Every inch of
his boat’s deck had been covered the day of his departure with containers of
goods. Among them was five months’ production of Tiaa’s pottery, both black–topped
and new style, plus the objects made by hamlet craftsmen during the last inundation.
Now his dozen crewmen were swarming over that same crowded deck, handing down
containers to men waiting on the riverbank. Based on past experience, Tiaa could
tell that Ankhmare’s trip had been a rousing success.


The smaller boat Ankhmare used to trade in the nearby valley
rose and fell with the flow of the river, anchored beside the larger. It was
fully loaded with pottery that Tiaa was scheduled to deliver the day after the
festival to Nekheb, the hamlet directly across the river. All of the pottery –
in her new style, etched with figures – had been recently commissioned by its
patriarch. Nekheb was larger than most of the hamlets in the nearby valley,
though unsubstantial when compared to Nekhen. It was located atop an old sand
dune at the mouth of a wadi that drained the eastern savannah and was used as a
trade route into that territory, centered in a bay with sandstone cliffs rising
to north and south. Based on the flint chips that littered the ground
everywhere, Tiaa assumed that stone working had been an important occupation at
Nekheb for thousands of years, as it still was. In fact, Ankhmare had commissioned
one of Nekheb’s farmers to make tools and hunting weapons out of flint during
the inundation, a second to shape vessels from calcite and diorite, and a third
to assemble necklaces and bracelets out of carnelian beads. Tiaa had been
astounded as she watched that craftsman make holes in the hard red stone using
only flint microdrills and abrasive sand. Ankhmare had taken all those items
with him to trade.


The very hour Ankhmare departed on his expedition, Nekheb’s
patriarch had summoned Tiaa. She’d crossed the river and spent several days in
Nekheb’s vicinity, exploring the wadi and rocky outcrops and plateaus in the
patriarch’s company, listening to his people’s ancient stories, learning about their
gods and customs. To her surprise, etchings similar to Qar’s – though somewhat
abstract in form and more ancient looking – covered many of the outcrops they
visited. Among them were figures Qar had never etched – fish, fish traps and,
most importantly, vultures. That was to be expected; countless vultures rode
the updrafts over Nekheb and its wadi and roosted on the rocky plateaus that overlooked
them. The vulture, naturally, was Nekheb’s god, and so the etchings had given
the rock walls a sacred context. Now, Ankhmare’s small boat held pottery covered
with images that reflected the specific beliefs of Nekheb’s residents. The
patriarch’s commission had given Tiaa what she considered to be a brilliant
idea. She had resolved to make similarly–tailored boatloads of pottery for
other settlements where Ankhmare traded, the items’ decorations based on what
she’d observed of their inhabitants’ beliefs and customs during her travels. Tailored
decorations were an innovation she could hardly wait to tell Ankhmare about.


Tiaa pressed through the crowd, caught sight of Ankhmare
directing the unloading. Unexpectedly, her heart leapt in her chest. They’d
never been apart for more than a few days since they’d met so many years ago. She’d
missed him terribly these past weeks. She’d felt as if part of her was absent. There
was a bond between her and Ankhmare that went deep, a type of love – not the passionate
type she had once shared with Qar, but no less real and important to her.


Ankhmare saw Tiaa and Khuit and his child and his face lit
up. He dashed to them, kissed Khuit, took the babe from her arms, held the
child close. “Success!” he cried, smiling at all three. “Tiaa – they were
falling all over themselves trying to outbid each other for your pottery at
Nubt. They nearly cleaned me out. I kept only enough samples to show to
everyone at Abdju and Tjeni. They’ve ordered vast quantities. You’ve got two
months to refill this boat.”


“I’m so glad!” Tiaa cried. She hugged Khuit. “And for once
it’s all ours. No one can take it from us.”


“Or most of it, at least,” Ankhmare said, looking over their
shoulders.


Tiaa turned. Harmose was approaching. Tiaa saw half a dozen
men trailing him, carrying empty containers. She cringed.


“Didn’t take him long to come claim Djaty’s share,” Khuit observed.


Tiaa expected they’d lose at least a tenth of what Ankhmare
had returned with. That was the amount Djaty usually set on their cargos from
local trades. Even Harmose’s love for her had not lessened that burden.


The crowd split respectfully to let Harmose pass.


He strode to Tiaa, kissed her, draped an arm around her
shoulders and squeezed her close. He surveyed the pile of unloaded containers that
were practically surrounded by Ankhmare’s crewmen and their families. “Appears
you had a good trip,” he said to Ankhmare.


“Better than I expected,” Ankhmare said reservedly. “There’s
considerable opportunity in the North.”


“Show me everything,” Harmose demanded.


Ankhmare handed his daughter back to Khuit and led everyone to
the containers. His crewmen stepped away from the pile and melted back a
respectful distance, giving the four of them room. Ankhmare bent and opened the
closest container, a leather pouch. “Malachite from the eastern wadis.” He opened
the next. “Chunks of copper.” In turn he revealed mudstone for carving cosmetic
palettes, flints, hides, ostrich feathers, colorful stones of red and blue, a
variety of seashells, hippo ivory, elephant ivory, gold, even a few lion skins.


“Impressive,” Harmose said after he finished inspecting each
and every container. “High quality and high quantity. But I can’t help notice you
traded mostly for raw materials.”


“Raw and exotic,” Ankhmare corrected. “I’m going to relocate
some of the craftsmen I used during the inundation from their hamlets to Nekhen
this very week. I’m going to build them workshops in the lower settlement and
have them turn all this material into fine objects. Those objects will go north
with me on my next expedition. Frankly, Harmose, no one residing in the North
who even knew Nekhen existed gave our settlement a second thought before my
visit. I promise you, from now on they will.”


“Well, then. Congratulations on your success,” Harmose said.


Ankhmare opened a pouch attached to his waist and pulled out
three necklaces, each containing three long rows of shining copper beads. “This
one’s for you, Harmose,” Ankhmare said, “and this one’s for Djaty. With Tiaa’s
and my compliments.”


Harmose took them with delight, draped his around his neck.


Tiaa could tell the necklaces were far more costly and magnificent
than the one Ankhmare had given Iny so very long ago.


Ankhmare turned to Khuit, who was waiting expectantly and
impatiently. He slipped the final necklace over her head. “And this one’s for
you, Beloved.”


She practically squealed with delight, then rose on her toes
and kissed him soundly.


Harmose nodded towards the containers. “My men –
Grandfather’s – will select suitable contributions from these containers to offer
the gods at tomorrow’s festival.”


“Of course,” Ankhmare said evenly.


The men moved forward with their baskets and pouches and
began rummaging among the trade goods.


“Speaking of the festival, Tiaa, Grandfather wants you to
sit with us tomorrow,” Harmose said. “You and Khuit too, Ankhmare.”


“We’d be honored,” Ankhmare replied.


Tiaa wondered what had prompted Djaty’s request. She and
Ankhmare had never been invited to join the elite during any prior festival,
despite her relationship with Harmose. But, then, it was Djaty who controlled
such things, not his grandson.


Harmose soon departed, his richly–burdened men trailing
after. Ankhmare returned to the containers to direct the movement of what
remained to his storage huts. Khuit headed home to feed the babe, and Tiaa began
taking inventory of what Harmose had left them.


It was well after dark by the time the boat was fully
unloaded and all the containers safely stored in the huts Ankhmare had built
near the landing place. In small groups, the crewmen and their families gradually
trickled back towards the lower settlement, where fires already blazed before
their huts.


“Khuit sent word a while ago that your dinner’s ready,” Tiaa
told Ankhmare as he wearily flexed his shoulders.


“In a moment,” Ankhmare replied. “Come sit with me on the
boat for a moment.”


He helped her aboard. She perched on one of the sides. The
boat gently rocked in the current, reminding Tiaa of all the journeys she and
Ankhmare had undertaken. She still recalled those days fondly. The thin
crescent moon was already up in the east and casting a wan light on the valley.
Stars shone bright in the inky blackness and the wind rustled in the palms and
reed patches along the riverbank.


Ankhmare fished around in a reed basket near the steering
oar, approached Tiaa, handed her a small leather pouch. “I didn’t forget a gift
for you. It’s from Abdju.”


Tiaa took the pouch, opened it, reached inside. She pulled
out a girdle made of a dozen solid–gold falcons joined beak to tail. Even in
the moonlight it glittered. She held it up, felt the cool metal with her
fingertips. “It’s wonderful, Ankhmare! I’ve never seen anything like it!”


He took it from her, bent, reached around her waist, fastened
it. “Small enough thanks for all you’ve done to make our trading venture a
success, both here and in Badari. And to make me a trader in the first place. And
to unite me with Khuit. And to recognize you as the preeminent potter in the
entire valley.”


“I’ll treasure it forever,” Tiaa said.


 


 


***


 


 


Tiaa and Djaty and Harmose sat on low leather seats beneath
a sunscreen of reeds laid atop a wooden frame supported by four posts, watching
several wrestling matches, the nearest being contested only a dozen yards directly
in front of them. Young girls bearing fans cooled the three of them, sweeping long
ostrich feathers back and forth rhythmically. That sunscreen had been
purposefully set apart from the rest of the celebrants, Tiaa knew, to
differentiate Djaty and Harmose from the masses and the rest of the elite,
reminding the people of Nekhen in a visible and not too subtle way of the
status of their ruler and his grandson. That Tiaa appeared to be sharing in
that status, for a few hours at least, seemed to her an important and
fortuitous step.


The wrestlers, drenched with sweat and covered with dust
turning to mud, clinched and shoved and grunted and tumbled on a flat grassless
oval located midway between Nekhen’s cultivated fields and the huts of the
lower settlement. That oval was where all of Nekhen’s celebrations took place,
Tiaa had learned. Nekhen’s standard – the falcon atop a tall wood pole – cast a
long shadow across the middle of the wrestling grounds. A large crowd edged the
oval, closely pressing on three sides the mightily–struggling competitors,
urging them on, cheering for favorites, jeering the losers.


Tiaa glanced to her left. Five similar sunscreens abutted
each other two dozen yards away in a slightly curving line that followed the
arc of the oval, shading the members of Nekhen’s elite families. Every person
seated there was richly dressed and bejeweled, even the children. Tiaa noted
that many of the older women had dyed their hair with henna or lengthened it
with extensions for the festival. Numerous servants bustled back and forth
busily beneath the sunscreens, mostly young girls and boys keeping plates
filled with delicacies and cups with beer. Two young women cradled infants side–by–side;
Tiaa knew they’d recently lost their own children soon after birth and had
gained employment as wet nurses for a couple of the elites. Beyond the
sunscreens, columns of smoke rose from the hearths of the lower settlement
where food for the festival was being cooked. From where she sat, Tiaa could
see the jumbled pile of bones from the animals that had been butchered for the
feast. Unlike other festivals, where everyone in Nekhen had been expected to
contribute provisions, Ankhmare was providing all the food and drink for this
one, using grain he’d accumulated trading with the nearby hamlets and fresher
foodstuffs he’d obtained early this morning from farmers, along with Djaty’s
beer and a few cattle and some wild game and newly–caught fish. Doing so was a
calculated move, one Tiaa had talked Ankhmare into last night. Ankhmare was well–known
in the surrounding hamlets from his trading, and by the elite, but most people
in Nekhen had no idea who he was, for he’d had little contact with anyone
beyond his own crewmen. Tiaa had convinced Ankhmare that providing food was an
easy way for him to introduce himself to Nekhenians and raise his status while indebting
everyone to him through his unexpected generosity. It was a sound investment of
their resources, Tiaa explained, not only a way to generate good will among the
populace, but also to subtly announce to the elite that from now on Ankhmare
would be a force to be reckoned with. For if future expeditions went as well as
this first one, he was on the cusp of wealth that might someday exceed their
own. That wealth, she knew, would be important as she herself fought to gain personal
influence among the elite.


Tiaa’s new golden girdle shone against her flawless white
linen kilt. A plethora of ivory bracelets clacked on each wrist, and as always
her talisman and copper necklace rested on her chest. She’d tucked an ivory
comb decorated at one end with the image of a falcon into her shining golden
hair, holding it up off her neck instead of letting it cascade down her back as
it normally did, for the day promised to be hot. To honor the god on this
festival day she’d used malachite paste to adorn her skin with numerous images
of falcons, separated from each other by images of plants, symbols of
fertility. One group stretched from her right shoulder all the way down her arm
to the back of her hand, another from her right hip to her right ankle. She’d
used the same paste to outline her eyes. Few indeed were the men who had not
stared at her this day.


Djaty leaned close, his new copper necklace shining around
his neck. Ostrich feathers were bound on his brow, for he’d preside after
sunset when offerings were made to the gods. The offering containers were lined
up a short distance away. His shepherd’s crook and flail rested at his feet. “Harmose
tells me Ankhmare’s expedition was a success.”


“Better than we hoped,” Tiaa replied. “We’ve made a good
start establishing ourselves.”


“I understand most of the patriarchs were poking around in
your storehouses early this morning, examining the goods,” Djaty said.


“Everyone who doubted Ankhmare’s competence as a trader has
changed his mind,” Tiaa replied. And Kairy is angrier now than he was the
day of our arrival. It was clear to her why. A wealthy Ankhmare could
threaten his position within the elite.


“I never doubted him,” Harmose said, taking hold of her
hand. “It’s too bad transporting my beer to the hamlets in the valley didn’t
work out.”


“Unfortunate indeed,” Tiaa replied. “But it didn’t matter in
the end.”


The roar of the crowd drew Tiaa’s attention to Ankhmare. He
was just then pinning his much smaller opponent’s shoulders to the ground. Of
course, every opponent was smaller. Like the rest of the wrestlers, Ankhmare
was covered with mud and sweat and blood. Despite that, Khuit rushed to embrace
him as he scrambled to his feet. She’d spent most of the festival close by his
side, cheering him on. One of the boatmen’s girls was watching her daughter
back in her hut today.


Tiaa spotted Serethor, watching from the edge of the crowd
next to Khuit. Though she’d appeared to be urging Ankhmare on in all the
contests so far, Tiaa could tell she’d actually been watching Hemu, who’d been
wrestling his opponents a few paces away. So far an opportunity to approach
Harmose about the two of them had not presented itself. Tiaa took a deep
breath. Now was as good a time as any to keep her promise to her friend. Tiaa
only hoped she could do it without getting either Serethor or Hemu in trouble.


“Serethor seems to be enjoying herself,” Tiaa said
conversationally.


“She’s my favorite out of all my grandchildren,” Djaty
confided. “Don’t tell anyone.”


“I won’t.”


“I’m sitting right here,” Harmose said to his grandfather.


Tiaa lowered her voice conspiratorially. “Serethor wants to
have babies in the worst way, Patriarch. She told me so.”


“She is of an age,” Djaty admitted.


“Well past,” Harmose said. “Seventeen now, Grandfather.”


“From what I’ve observed Serethor can have her pick of men,”
Tiaa continued. “She’s swarmed whenever the two of us go about in Nekhen
together. Your granddaughter’s blossomed into a beautiful young woman.”


A loud cheer marked Hemu’s victory over his opponent,
drawing everyone’s attention.


“What about him?” Tiaa asked casually. “He’s a fine looking
boy. Strong and athletic. Don’t you think he and Serethor would make an
attractive pair?”


Djaty and Harmose looked at each other.


“He’s the one man in Nekhen she’d never want to join with
under any circumstance,” Harmose said.


“Why is that?” Tiaa asked.


“His name is Hemu. He’s Kairy’s son.”


“Oh,” Tiaa said innocently. “Your rival.”


“Exactly. There’s bad blood between our families, Tiaa,
going back years. Serethor would never give Hemu a second thought. I wouldn’t
put it past him, though, to try to win her so he could worm his way higher in
the elite,” Harmose said.


“Serethor seems to be a sensible girl,” Tiaa noted. “I
suppose you’re right.” How little you know her, Tiaa thought.


Harmose laughed. “Sensible? Perhaps. But as you say, Tiaa,
she is beautiful, and beautiful women are always headstrong and therefore
dangerous. Unpredictable. They’re not afraid to use their charms to get their own
way.” He took hold of Tiaa’s hand. “As you well know. My sister isn’t the only
beautiful woman in Nekhen.” He raised her fingers to his lips and kissed them.


“It doesn’t matter what she wants anyway,” Djaty said.
“Serethor won’t get to choose her man. I will.”


“What if she objects?” Tiaa asked. “You just said she’s your
favorite. What if she pleads for a particular man?”


“I’ll stiffen Grandfather’s resolve,” Harmose interjected.


Tiaa was glad she hadn’t approached Djaty about Hemu
outright. She’d been correct – it would have been a disaster for Hemu and
Serethor both. For now, they were going to have to continue seeing each other
in secret. Their only alternative might be to leave Nekhen some day, just as
Ankhmare and Khuit had fled Badari to be together. She knew Serethor would be
disappointed when she told her.


Just then Ankhmare’s next match ended and the crowd roared
its approval. He’d become a favorite. Khuit handed him a water jar and he drank
deeply, then poured the rest over his head to cool off. He tossed the jar aside
and another challenger came forward.


“That’s a beautiful girdle. Is it new?” Djaty asked Tiaa. He’d
become bored by the competitions.


“Ankhmare gave it to me yesterday. He traded for it at
Abdju.”


“The falcon god – how fitting.”


A man approached Djaty, bowing obsequiously. “Patriarch, its
almost time for you to present prizes to the victors.”


“My duties never cease,” Djaty grumbled to Tiaa, slowly
rising. An attendant gave him his arm to hold onto and the pair haltingly moved
towards the wrestling grounds, Djaty using his crook for additional support. A
servant fell in behind bearing numerous necklaces made of carnelian beads.


“Just so you know, I’ll decide who Serethor joins with, not
Grandfather,” Harmose said once Djaty was out of earshot. “She’s a key part of
my plan to ensure I succeed Grandfather.”


“Really?” Tiaa had known that Harmose was going to use his
siblings to tie the elite families together ever since her conversation with
Serethor beside her kiln. But this was the first time that Harmose himself had
mentioned having a succession plan to her. Since she had come to Nekhen to
confirm him as Nekhen’s next ruler, she thought it prudent to know as much as
possible about his plan, figure out how she might fit into it. She decided to
take advantage of the opening he had presented. “Why do you need a plan to
succeed Djaty?” Tiaa asked. “You’re his grandson. Everyone knows you’ll take
his place.”


“Kairy would disagree with you,” Harmose replied. “He claims
he’s more qualified than me to rule because he’s older, because people are as
dependent on him for milk and blood as they are on Grandfather for beer,
because his wealth is substantial. Don’t forget, Tiaa – he’s Djaty’s grandson
too.”


“But you told me once he’s descended from a daughter, not a
son. Your claim is surely stronger. Do you truly believe he’ll challenge you?”


“Don’t you remember the day you came to Nekhen, the way
Kairy attacked you and Ankhmare?”


“How could I forget? If he’d had his way, we’d be long gone
from this settlement.”


“Kairy’s not afraid to speak his mind. He doesn’t care much
for consequences.”


“So you believe you must actively prevent him from pushing
you aside?”


“Yes.”


“How does Serethor fit into your plan?”


“You know all four of my sisters, right?”


“Of course. And like them all.”


“There are four elite families, not counting Kairy’s.”


“Yes.”


“Joining my sisters to those families will create what I
call a circle of power – elites unbreakably linked together, as opposed to the
rather weak arrangement that exists now based on everyone supplying raw
materials and finished products to each other. Those families included in the
circle will owe their fealty to me. They will be pledged to defend me against a
challenge from Kairy. In return I’ll ensure they prosper.”


“So, if Serethor was joined to Hemu, Kairy would become part
of the circle of power and one of the other patriarchs would be left out,” Tiaa
said.


Harmose nodded. “So you see how impossible such a thing
would be.”


“I do,” Tiaa said. She glanced at the wrestlers. Djaty was
slipping a necklace over Ankhmare’s neck. “What about Ankhmare?” she asked.
“Will you include him in your circle of power?”


“If he agrees to support me against Kairy,” Harmose replied.
“He is on the cusp of wealth now, with his trading enterprise going so well. Assuming
he continues to prosper, that’s exactly what will happen. He’ll become one of
the elite. And I won’t have to join him to one of my sisters. His partner will
be joined to me.”


Tiaa smiled. “So you’ve told me often enough.” Harmose had
been pressing her more and more often to do so. She knew that if she’d never
met Qar she’d probably have agreed by now, despite the women in Harmose’s past
and those who continued to flock around him. There were worse things than being
joined to a man who would someday rule an entire section of the valley. But she
still loved Qar, still hoped against hope that he’d someday appear at Nekhen,
come for her as he’d pledged despite the odds against it. In fact, one of the
purposes of designing her new type of pottery was the expectation that someday
it would be traded to wherever he now roamed, remind him that she waited for
him, lead him to her.


Harmose leaned over and kissed her. “I won’t arrange my
sisters’ joining until Pyhia is of an age. That’ll be three years from now. But,
unlike my sisters, I don’t have to wait.” He lowered his voice, spoke urgently.
“I want to take you to my hut tonight, Tiaa, right after the festival concludes.”


Tiaa panicked. A thousand thoughts suddenly swirled through her
mind. She’d come to Nekhen to confirm Harmose as its next ruler. She didn’t see
how being joined to him today would advance that cause. It certainly wouldn’t
create an obligation to her on his part. She needed that obligation created if
she was to live her life as she wanted in the future, ensure she’d never be
subservient to him. “Why now?” she asked hesitantly.


Harmose stiffened. “I thought you’d be happy.”


“I am,” Tiaa said quickly. While she’d never led Harmose on
by telling him she loved him, she hadn’t told him she didn’t, either. Rejecting
his proposal while making him believe she saw a future for them was going to be
tricky, but necessary. “But I didn’t know about your plan to defeat Kairy until
just now. And though it’s a good one, its not foolproof. It has weaknesses.”


“I disagree,” Harmose growled.


“What if one of your sisters gets sick and dies?” Tiaa
asked. “What if Serethor runs off with someone – you just admitted she’d
headstrong. What if Djaty dies before Pyhia is old enough to be joined?”


“None of those things are likely,” Harmose said, though
there was a lack of conviction in his voice.


Tiaa could tell she’d planted seeds of doubt. Harmose hadn’t
thought everything through. “But possible. So what if you could make better use
of me in the short term than being joined to me – a use that would assure you’ll
be selected as ruler instead of Kairy even if something happens with your
sisters? What if I have a way to make your plan impossible for Kairy to
overcome?”


“I’m listening,” Harmose said, his interest piqued.


“Remember the day I arrived here, when I told your
grandfather and the patriarchs that I’d dreamed of Nekhen years before?”


“Of course.”


“I didn’t tell them everything about my dream.”


“Oh?”


“I saw Nekhen, as I said. More importantly, I also saw
myself standing next to a man and bestowing symbols of authority on him – the
crook and flail and ostrich feathers. I saw that man being acclaimed as their
ruler by thousands. He turned to me and said ‘this was your doing.’ I believe
that man was you.”


Harmose stared at her, dumbfounded. “You really dreamed that
you’re going to make me Grandfather’s successor?”


“Yes. Years before I met you for the first time.”


“Why didn’t you tell Grandfather?”


“You’d already told me about Kairy’s claim as Djaty’s rightful
successor, remember? I knew you had the same claim, only a stronger one. I
instinctively felt Kairy shouldn’t know what I’d seen, that I’d be involved in
the succession. I feared he’d figure out a way to limit my influence, keep me
from the role the falcon god had assigned me, if he knew. After the way he
attacked me that day, I think I was right to stay silent. Because I kept that
part of my dream to myself, Kairy is unaware, and the two of us have the
element of surprise on our side.”


“I don’t see how your involvement actually helps me,”
Harmose said, perplexed. “Why do I need your confirmation? I’ve got a solid
plan to defeat Kairy and succeed Grandfather.”


“Perhaps. But not succeed him with the falcon god’s
blessing,” Tiaa said pointedly. “Kairy might be able to defeat you…”


“But he couldn’t defeat a god.” Harmose snapped his fingers.
“Now I get it.” He smiled broadly. “So, how do you propose I incorporate you
into my plan?”


“Think about it,” Tiaa said. “I’ve been chosen by the falcon
god. He led me to the settlement he watches over, Nekhen, where he’s worshiped.
At my playa, I helped lead the celebrations that honored the gods. Everyone there
knew I was favored, because my role was so public. Currently, only Nekhen’s patriarchs
know about my special relationship with the falcon god. What if you talked your
grandfather into letting me assist him at celebrations from now on? What if he publicly
proclaimed me as the falcon god’s chosen one? What if he announced that I, as
the god’s representative, would bestow the symbols of authority on his
successor?”


“And you’d pick me.”


“How could Kairy possibly challenge you then?”


“Yes!” Harmose exclaimed. “Even if Kairy could upset the
rest of my plan he couldn’t defeat this part. I’ll talk Grandfather into it this
very day.” He took Tiaa’s hand, raised it to his lips, kissed it.


“Unfortunately, I’m afraid we won’t be able to be joined until
after you actually succeed Djaty,” Tiaa said, faking a reluctance she didn’t
feel.


“Why?” Harmose’s brow furrowed.


“My becoming your woman now might actually weaken your claim,
not strengthen it.”


“That doesn’t make sense.”


“What if, on the day I bestow the symbols of authority on
you, Kairy charges that I’m confirming you only because you’re my man, that I’m
doing it so that I can gain power for myself, not because the god truly wills
it? As you said, Kairy’s not afraid to speak his mind. It would be my word
against his. If he swayed others you could lose everything.”


“A remote possibility,” Harmose said dismissively.


“Is it worth the risk, even if the risk is small? I could be
a blade with two edges, Harmose. Who knows which way I’ll cut if wielded by
another?” She put her hand atop his. “I’d feel dreadful if I was the cause of
you losing what you’ve dreamed of, what you deserve.”


“So you propose waiting to be joined until I’m actually
Nekhen’s ruler?” Harmose asked.


“That would be the safest course,” Tiaa replied. “As hard as
it will be to wait,” she added.


Harmose pondered for a long time. “Well, then. We will delay,
as excruciating as that will be for both of us,” he said unhappily. He took
hold of her hand. “But have no doubt, Tiaa. You will be mine one day.”


Tiaa smiled, but not for the reason Harmose thought. For all
practical purposes, he had just positioned her to do the very thing the falcon
god had brought her to Nekhen to do. She’d assist Djaty at every festival from
now on. That meant that when the time came to confirm Harmose, after Djaty’s death,
she would preside as the falcon god’s representative. No one – not Kairy or
anyone else – would be able to dispute her selection of Harmose. Beginning
today, everyone in Nekhen would know that. The structure to pull off Harmose’s
confirmation was finally in place, just as she’d dreamed it. The leverage she
knew she’d need to control him once he was Nekhen’s ruler – the authority of
the falcon god – would be bestowed upon her by Djaty this very day. Everything
was going to be as it should.
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Tiaa heard a step behind her and spun around. Kairy was standing
behind her, his smirk illuminated by flickering torchlight.


“Appears the vultures are stripping the carcass clean.”


Tiaa was exhausted and in no mood to match wits with the
patriarch. It was late and she’d presided since dawn alongside Djaty at the
harvest festival – in truth, Nekhen’s ruler had mostly watched from a seat in
the shade while Tiaa stood in the hot sun of the oval celebration grounds adjoining
the lower settlement and oversaw the ceremonies. She was still dressed in her
best white linen kilt and wearing ivory bracelets and the gold falcon girdle
and her talisman and copper necklace. Her arms and legs were painted with
images of falcons, mostly unrecognizable as such now; the malachite had mixed
with her sweat in the midday heat and run. The festival feast, the day’s final
activity, had concluded less than half an hour ago and the celebration grounds
were now practically deserted. Only a dozen men carrying containers filled with
what remained of the people’s offerings to the gods were still in the vicinity,
preparing to head as a group up the wadi path. Among them were men bearing
torches to light their way.


There’d been many more containers at the start of the day
than there were now, all overflowing with food and craftsmen’s products. During
the offering portion of the ceremony, Tiaa had scattered some of the grain and
fruits and vegetables from the containers onto newly–harvested fields and the surface
of the river. The bulk of the foodstuffs had been completely consumed by the Nekhenians
during the midday and evening meals. While Tiaa had hurled some of the
craftsmen’s objects far into the channel, the majority were about to be transported
to a storage hut on the upper terrace where they’d remain until Djaty died. They’d
someday be buried with him to ease his way in the Afterlife.


Behind Kairy, Tiaa glimpsed those who had been celebrating
all day, straggling home in small groups or individually, indistinct shadows in
the night. Campfires were springing to life in the lower settlement and on the distant
upper terrace; those on the edge of the celebration grounds where the food had
been cooked had already died to dull red coals and ash. Overhead, the stars cut
a bright swath across the black sky. A warm gentle breeze rustled palm fronds.
Far up the wadi path faint flickering torches marked the position of the litter
bearers carrying Djaty home. Tiaa knew Harmose and his sisters and the
patriarchs who lived on the upper terrace and their families were accompanying Djaty
in the long procession. She wondered why Kairy was not among them.


“Vultures?” Tiaa asked. She was surprised Kairy had stayed
behind to speak to her. Tiaa avoided Kairy as much as possible and had for
years. His denunciation of her and Ankhmare on the day of their arrival had
made a lasting and negative impression on her. He alone of the patriarchs
seemed to take no stock in Djaty’s recognition of her as the falcon god’s
chosen one and treated her with little respect whenever she presided at a
festival. Kairy was her enemy, and Ankhmare’s, and, most importantly, Harmose’s.
She knew he was the only man positioned to upset the falcon god’s plan for her to
confirm Harmose as Nekhen’s next ruler. Harmose had told her many times in
excruciating detail about Kairy’s shortcomings. He’d convinced her Kairy was a
grasping, greedy, horrible person, one not fit to rule Nekhen. Based on what
she’d seen of him, Tiaa agreed. She took particular delight in the prospect of
some day defeating him.


“Harmose is going to skim off for himself more than half the
offerings his men are carrying away,” Kairy said matter–of–factly.


“That’s an outrageous lie!” Tiaa exclaimed, her eyes
flashing. “Those goods are going to Djaty’s storehouse. Harmose told me so. You
have some nerve making an accusation like that, Patriarch. Stealing from the
gods would be unforgivable.”


“Yet I’ve seen Harmose do it many times, with my own eyes,”
Kairy said calmly. “Offerings I’ve made. Offerings you and Ankhmare have made.”


“I don’t believe you!”


“Come with me, then. Follow those men. See for yourself.”


“That’s ridiculous. I won’t spy on Harmose.”


“Those goods were intended for the gods. You’re the falcon god’s
chosen one,” Kairy said facetiously. “What if I’m right? Don’t you want to know
the truth?”


Tiaa was certain that Kairy was trying to trick her. Harmose
was for the most part a fine upstanding man and while he had his faults he’d never
do something as dastardly as Kairy was alleging. “I’ll go – just to prove you
wrong,” she snapped. “And when I do I’ll expect an apology.” She took a step towards
the wadi path. The offering bearers were less than a quarter mile ahead.


“Not that way,” Kairy said, seizing her arm. “We need to go where
they’ll end up – not where they’re going to now.”


Tiaa jerked her arm free. “Lead the way, then. And don’t
touch me ever again.”


Without a backwards glance, Kairy strode towards the huts of
the lower settlement, located only a few dozen yards to the south. He wound his
way through several clusters, past those of Tiaa’s and Ankhmare’s boatmen and
craftsmen, between those occupied by the families of his herdsmen. Many of the
latter called greetings from beside their campfires, and he responded in kind.
Tiaa padded behind, keeping up as best she could, her bare feet kicking up
puffs of dust. Kairy was an energetic man and moved swiftly. Once past the huts
Kairy headed straight for the wadi where he kept his cattle penned. Reaching
the wooden barrier that blocked its entrance, he paused for a moment and spoke
to one of the herdsmen who was guarding it. Then he squeezed through a small
opening into the pen itself. Tiaa slipped through as well. Kairy led her to one
side, close to the wadi’s wall. The cattle were mostly still, dark shadows looming
in the night. A few moved about restlessly. Kairy and Tiaa reached the far end
of the wadi, a rock wall perhaps a dozen feet high.


“There are steps cut into the rock,” Kairy said. “Follow me
exactly and you’ll be fine.”


She scrambled up easily. Kairy reached down and grasped her
wrist and helped her up the last couple of steps and she emerged onto the southern
plateau. The wind was stronger up here. She was glad for it; she was sweating
from the walk and climb.


Without a word Kairy headed west along the northern edge of
the plateau, parallel to the wadi path far below. After perhaps fifteen minutes
he stopped and seated himself at the plateau’s lip beside some low shrubs.
“Here’s where we wait,” he said.


Tiaa seated herself a little apart from Kairy. The upper
terrace was perhaps fifty feet below her, curving to the right. The fires there
were bright enough that she could see in detail the huts of the upper
settlement. Below the edge of the terrace was nothing but darkness; Tiaa knew
there was a sheer drop to the floor of the wadi. The wadi path was a faint
white moonlit line all the way to the river, which shone silver. Near the path’s
eastern terminus the campfires of the lower settlement flickered, dim at this
distance.


Tiaa turned her attention back to the terrace. She saw the
offering bearers trekking across it to the southern end, where Djaty’s
storehouse stood in isolation. The men began passing their containers in one by
one. The process  took nearly half an hour. The last container secured, the men
straggled off. The torchbearers put out their torches and the storehouse was
plunged into darkness.


“Everything’s in the hut,” Tiaa said, fuming. “Harmose
didn’t take anything. He wasn’t even there. You’ve wasted my time.” She stood
up to leave.


“Just wait,” Kairy said patiently. “He’ll be here soon
enough.” Kairy pointed to a dark shape perhaps fifty yards away that Tiaa had
not noticed, mostly obscured by bushes and a few trees.


“What’s that?”


“Harmose’s secret storage hut.”


Tiaa still doubted. “I want to see it up close, for myself.”


“Best to stay here,” Kairy warned. “It’s guarded by two men
at all times. They’re armed. You won’t even be able to get close.”


Tiaa crossed her arms. “What does Harmose supposedly do with
the offerings you claim he takes?”


“I’m sure you’ve noticed how well–dressed and bejeweled
Harmose’s friends are. Almost as well–dressed and bejeweled as you. Where do
you think everything he gives them – and you – comes from?”


Is Kairy accusing me of receiving stolen goods? “From
the workshops of Djaty’s craftsmen,” Tiaa replied indignantly.


“I suppose that’s true – indirectly. They do make everything
that’s offered to the gods, after all. Look, Tiaa. I know you spend a great
deal of time in Harmose’s hut. Surely you’ve heard about his parties, seen the
servants who look after him…”


“I’ve heard rumors about parties,” Tiaa snapped defensively.
“If Harmose threw them they took place before I came to Nekhen.”


“A fair point. Possibly. Though I’ve heard otherwise. Are
you sure he’s not been hiding anything from you?”


Tiaa ignored that accusation. “Why would Harmose need extra wealth
anyway? His grandfather already rules Nekhen.”


“Djaty is my grandfather too,” Kairy reminded her. “Harmose
needs wealth to buy supporters. We both know Harmose fears that when Djaty dies
he won’t be selected to succeed him as ruler. No one especially likes him.”


“That’s not true,” Tiaa interrupted. “You’ve already
referred to how many friends he has.”


“You’re correct. Let me restate. No one he hasn’t bought
likes him.”


Tiaa shook her head in disgust. Accusation on top of
accusation. She was getting tired of Kairy.


“Harmose is terrified that I’ll outmaneuver him and take his
place when Djaty dies,” Kairy continued. “I’m as related to Djaty as he is, I’m
older and more experienced and wiser, I’m wealthy, I’m well–regarded by the other
patriarchs, and as many people in Nekhen are dependent on me for milk and blood
as they are on Djaty for beer.”


“You certainly have a high opinion of yourself.”


“At least I want to rule Nekhen for the right reasons.”


“Which are?”


“To take care of the people. To make Nekhen powerful. Not to
enrich only myself.”


Tiaa shrugged. “Seems the two of you have a standoff, then.”


“We did, once.” Kairy shook his head. “Not any more.”


“Why not?”


“A year before your arrival, to ensure he’s our next ruler,
Harmose pitted four of the elite families against each other in order to earn
the support of all against me.”


“He plans to use his sisters to create a circle of power,”
Tiaa said lightly. “Harmose told me all about it.”


Kairy looked surprised that she knew. “Serethor was sixteen
at the time, Pyhia only eight, the other two in between. That gave Harmose four
girls to distribute among four families to tie them all together and assure their
mutual hold on power and wealth. Wealth and power are what patriarchs crave
most, so they agreed to support Harmose’s claim against me when the time
comes.”


“You’d have done the same thing, I suspect, if you had
enough children,” Tiaa charged. “You’d have formed your own circle of power.”


“True enough. But are you aware that ever since Harmose
announced his circle he’s forced the patriarchs to make so–called offerings to
the gods at every festival, offerings he takes for himself? Like he’s doing
tonight. In truth, the other patriarchs are paying him bribes. And they know
it.”


“But if they’ve already agreed to support Harmose, why would
they still be pitted against each other and paying these so–called bribes, as
you allege?”


“Harmose hasn’t yet revealed which sister will be given to
which family,” Kairy said with grudging admiration. “It’s masterful of him,
really. So every patriarch has been trying to position himself to join his
oldest son to Serethor, Harmose’s highest ranking sister. Before you came, each
was also trying to position himself to join his oldest daughter to Harmose
himself. But that’s clearly no longer an option.” He looked meaningfully at
Tiaa.


“And bribes are how the patriarchs expect to gain position
in this pecking order?” Tiaa surmised.


“The more expensive the gifts the better – ironically, the
very ones given them in the past by Djaty.”


“So Harmose’s favor can be bought. That’s what you’re
telling me?”


“Yes. The more generous a patriarch is, the better off his
family will be.”


“You act as if Harmose is in charge of Nekhen,” Tiaa said,
unconvinced. If Kairy was telling the truth, Harmose was not the man she
thought he was. He was keeping significant secrets from her, including
important parts of his plan to succeed Djaty. On top of that, he was stealing
from her and Ankhmare. She couldn’t believe Harmose was as devious and greedy
as Kairy was portraying. Ambitious? Yes. But a truly horrible person?


“You must have observed by now that Djaty rarely stirs from
inside his hut in the upper settlement,” Kairy said disgustedly. “He appears at
festivals, like today’s, but that’s about it, and mostly watches. He’s been in
ill health for years. Harmose acts on his behalf, serves as his spokesman. He
delivers Djaty’s orders to everyone in Nekhen and he and a couple of his
friends make sure they’re carried out. Or so Harmose claims, that they’re
Djaty’s orders. In truth, Harmose speaks for himself, not Djaty. Harmose has
been making all the decisions in Nekhen for quite a while, and every one of
them has benefited him.”


“Such as?” Tiaa asked, skeptical.


“Within months of becoming Djaty’s spokesman, Harmose
established an offering quota for each family, whether it be grain, other
foodstuffs, linens, or precious stones. Just like he’s done with what Ankhmare
brings back from his trade expeditions.”


“Harmose claims the gods instructed Djaty to set the
quotas,” Tiaa said.


“Harmose lied. In fact, very little of what is offered ever
reaches the gods. Harmose takes the bulk for himself – except the perishable
food items.”


“How does Harmose get away with it, if what you say is true?
Why don’t you patriarchs stop him?”


“Only Djaty can, and he wouldn’t believe us if we accused
Harmose. He has a blind spot when it comes to my cousin. And as for the common
people, no one in Nekhen dares refuse what they believe are Djaty’s demands. Particularly
not farmers, the bulk of our population.”


“Why them in particular?” Tiaa queried.


“Every year, after the inundation subsides, Harmose redraws
the boundaries of their fields – supposedly at Djaty’s direction. Because
Harmose has the power to control the quality and quantity of their land, and
because he renders judgment on Djaty’s behalf in all disputes that arise
between them, and because he sets the level of offerings that each farmer must
provide the gods, no one wants to get on his bad side. Harmose is, it turns
out, quite willing to accept their bribes, however. That’s why some farmers are
far more prosperous than the majority.”


Tiaa was appalled. Her grandfather had wielded power
equivalent to Harmose’s, or Djaty’s – it was starting to get confusing – but he’d
exercised it only to benefit the people of the playa. All he’d asked in return
was enough meat and milk and blood to support his family. For that pittance
he’d predicted the rains and allocated water and fodder and assigned grazing
rights and kept the people and their animals alive for decades. He’s certainly
never taken anything offered to the playa’s gods.


Kairy suddenly raised his hand for silence.


Instinctively, Tiaa crouched. She saw shadows moving towards
the hidden hut. Then a torch flickered to life and she saw three men with
bulging containers standing next to it. She saw a man with a long lance step
from beside the hut’s entrance. With a sinking feeling, she recognized Harmose
bearing the torch. Kairy had been telling the truth.


The men didn’t stay long. In less than fifteen minutes they
were headed back towards the upper settlement. Harmose extinguished the torch,
plunging the plateau into darkness. Tiaa sat, in shock. Harmose was obviously not
the man he’d appeared to be. She wondered what other deceptions he’d practiced
on her.


“Now do you believe?” Kairy whispered triumphantly when they
had gone.


Tiaa wasn’t ready to surrender yet. Perhaps there was a
reasonable explanation for this hut hidden on the plateau. She’d confront
Harmose tomorrow, ask him. For something about Kairy’s narrative bothered her. “How
has Harmose kept his game going as long as you claim – dangling his sisters as
prizes? Why haven’t the patriarchs tired of it?” she asked.


“They have. But Harmose refuses to arrange one joining until
he can arrange all. Pyhia won’t be a woman for a while, so he’ll be dragging
the bribes out for several more years. No one will force his hand – they’re
afraid anyone who tries will end up with the lowest ranking sister, or perhaps
none at all.” Kairy shook his head. “Harmose knows the patriarchs will never
band together and put a stop to what he’s doing – they lack the courage. They
all look out only for themselves.”


“Is that what you were doing the day I arrived in Nekhen,
when you tried to keep Ankhmare and me from transporting Djaty’s beer – looking
out for yourself?”


“Of course. When Ankhmare made his proposal I had to assume that
if he was successful as a trader he’d eventually become wealthy enough to be considered
one of the elite. Harmose was already clearly smitten with you – I had to
assume as well that your joining to him was inevitable.”


“Really?” Tiaa said. “After seeing the two of us together
for a few minutes?”


“I’ve been studying my cousin for years, especially around
women. Yes – it was that obvious.”


It was hard for Tiaa to dispute Kairy, given her current
relationship with Harmose.


“Because you and Ankhmare are tied together,” Kairy
continued, “I had no doubt that once he became elite he’d support Harmose’s
claim as Nekhen’s next ruler. Harmose wouldn’t have to spend a sister to make
that happen, wouldn’t have to cut any of the other four patriarchs from his
circle of power. I saw all that, and that’s indeed why I opposed the two of you
so strenuously.”


“You were right,” Tiaa said coldly. “Ankhmare will support
Harmose. And Harmose does plan to join with me.” Though I don’t intend for
that to actually happen.


Kairy laughed. “Perhaps. But you’re not the first woman in
Nekhen to think so. You may turn out to be nothing more than his latest
obsession.”


“Latest?” Tiaa asked.


“Harmose has for the most part changed his behavior since
you came to Nekhen,” Kairy replied. “He’s trying to impress you, act as if he’s
devoted to you. But if the past is any gauge, he’ll only be able to keep it up
for so long. He simply can’t be faithful to just one woman. It’s not in his
nature. I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s slipped up once or twice in the past
few months, fallen back on old habits – at least, that’s what I’ve heard.
Anyway, there’s not an important or beautiful woman in Nekhen that Harmose
hasn’t already bedded and abandoned, some more than once – old, young, already
joined, unattached, elite, common. He even has two sons, though that’s been
kept quiet.”


“How is that possible?” Tiaa asked, a little less
belligerently than before. This accusation of Kairy’s had the ring of truth.
She’d heard too many rumors to think it completely false.


“Harmose made sure both girls were joined to farmers the
moment he learned they were pregnant. The girls were Djaty’s servants and the
farmers were indebted to Djaty, so Harmose was able to keep everyone involved quiet.”


In fairness, Tiaa could hardly condemn how Harmose had lived
before they met. That he might still be sneaking off with other women was an
interesting development. Far from being appalled, as Kairy no doubt expected,
Tiaa felt relieved. It was all the excuse she needed to reject any demand
Harmose might make to join with him, at least until he became Nekhen’s ruler.
After that, she hoped to have enough leverage over him to prevent their joining
from ever taking place. But she couldn’t let Kairy know. She had to maintain
the illusion for him that she intended to join with Harmose someday. “What does
Djaty think about all this?” Tiaa asked.


“Djaty has been out of touch with what’s going on in his
household for a couple of years,” Kairy replied. “He hates confrontation, too.
Even if he knew he’d probably say nothing to Harmose. And, frankly, he was just
like Harmose when he was younger. He probably wouldn’t care. He might even
applaud my cousin for bedding so many women.”


“Would he applaud you, Kairy?” Tiaa snapped. “Haven’t you
taken lovers? I’ve had five myself,” she exaggerated. “Two were denied me by
their patriarchs. I would have been the woman of the chief patriarch at the
playa if I hadn’t fled the very night of our joining. Ankhmare’s uncle would
have taken me against my will if I’d remained at Badari. And now there’s
Harmose…”


“One woman was quite enough for me,” Kairy said quietly. “Not
that its any of your business, but she was the love of my life and mother of my
children and I mourn her every single day.”


Tiaa saw sadness shadow Kairy’s face. She was instantly chastened.
She’d tried to pull him down to her level or Harmose’s, but he was clearly far
above it. “I’m so sorry, Kairy. Truly, I am. For your loss, and for impugning
your character.” She took a deep breath. “I’m angry. I’m confused. I’m finding
it hard to deal with everything you’ve told me tonight. It’s overwhelming.”


“I don’t want or need your pity,” Kairy said, his voice
suddenly harsh. “But you’ll seek mine someday. Harmose will get bored with you
soon enough. It’s one of his faults – moving from woman to woman.”


“Only because he never met the right one,” Tiaa insisted.


“Keep telling yourself that.” Kairy laughed.


“Harmose needs me. I’m the one who’ll confirm Nekhen’s next
ruler,” Tiaa said. “I guarantee I won’t be confirming you.”


“Tonight I’ve given you a glimpse of what Harmose is really
like. Choose my cousin over me and you’ll be responsible for the misery that haunts
Nekhen afterwards,” Kairy said. “Try to live with yourself then.” He rose. “I
assume you can find your way home.” With that he turned and disappeared into
the darkness.


Tiaa remained seated at the edge of the plateau for hours, until
the sky started to lighten in the east, mulling over what Kairy had told her,
trying to figure out what to do about it. She’d occasionally wondered since her
arrival in Nekhen why the falcon god had sent her to confirm Harmose when he
seemed such a clear–cut successor to his grandfather. Yes, Kairy had a claim,
but it was not a strong one, and he had little support among the elite. Harmose
had indeed eliminated him as a rival by forging his circle of power. Her
confirmation had seemed somewhat extraneous. 


But what Kairy had revealed about Harmose’s character this
night was more than disquieting. Tiaa couldn’t help compare Harmose to the
patriarchs she’d known – Alara, Iny, Aahotepre, Anen, Addaya, Pay. He’d rank
with the worst of them and, except for her grandfather, they were an
exceptionally sorry lot. Harmose didn’t deserve to lead the thousands she’d
seen in her dream. She could hardly imagine thousands acclaiming him. It was
inconceivable to Tiaa that the falcon god would have sent her all this way and
helped her overcome so many obstacles just to lend credibility to such a
horrible person. There had to be another reason. It suddenly dawned on Tiaa
that she’d actually been called to Nekhen by the falcon god to reform Harmose,
to transform him into a decent man and only then make him into a ruler. That
was the only thing that made any sense. That, she now understood, was her true
mission. 


Harmose loved her; of that Tiaa was certain. That love would
have to be the foundation upon which she’d stand in order to change him. She
whispered a prayer to the falcon god that Djaty would live for many more years.
Transforming Harmose was not going to be either quick or easy.
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An hour after dawn, Tiaa stood in the shade cast by a row of
palms that normally marked the western edge of Nekhen’s wide cultivated strip.
Except, instead of green shoots pushing their way skyward as was normal at this
time of year, she saw only saturated mud oozing water, both north and south. The
same was true of Nekheb’s less extensive fields directly across the river.
According to Ankhmare, every hamlet in the nearby valley was suffering the same
fate.


In all the years she’d lived along the river Tiaa had never experienced
an inundation like the one that had surged out of the South five months
earlier. Water had crept all the way to the edge of Nekhen’s lower settlement
for the first time in anyone’s memory, its huts spared from being swept away only
because they occupied the crest of a slight ridge. Ankhmare had been forced to
relocate his trade goods to newly–erected storage huts on that higher ground; his
original riverside ones had dissolved into mud. The new ones were close by the
workshops he’d built for his craftsmen on the western edge of the oval ground
used for Nekhen’s celebrations; the huts that housed their families surrounded
his and Tiaa’s and abutted those of Kairy’s herdsmen and Babaef’s fishermen. Most
of the hamlets up and downriver had entirely disappeared, their huts also dissolved.
Their occupants had taken refuge atop the plateaus and had not yet returned to
the valley and rebuilt, even though the river had contracted and now flowed
once more within altered banks. The plains were still so wet that men sank
ankle–deep into the mud trying to cross them. In a normal year, farmers
everywhere would have already constructed new huts beside fields dry enough to
plant. But as of today most still resided in temporary camps on higher ground. Even
the island parallel to the western shore, totally submerged during the
inundation for the first time ever, was still partially underwater.


“It’s a catastrophe,” Tiaa told Harmose late that afternoon,
sitting with him in front of his hut on the upper terrace. Even in the shade it
was hot. She pushed aside the hair plastered to her brow, grabbed a jar of
water, drank deeply. “Want some?” she asked.


He nodded, took the jar from her.


Harmose’s hut was part of the ruler’s complex that covered
the entire southern end of the upper terrace. His hut was second in size only
to Djaty’s adjoining structure, which was by far the finest in Nekhen, richly
appointed inside with every comfort imaginable, large enough for Djaty to live
in as well as meet or feast with up to two dozen patriarchs and family heads at
a time. A host of servants were constantly bustling in and out – household
staff, fan bearers, singers, messengers. Tiaa had just spent an hour sitting beside
Djaty’s fur–covered pallet as she did almost every afternoon, talking with him,
feeding him a nutritious broth she’d made using various herbs – his health was
failing and he rarely stirred from his pallet anymore, and that only with
assistance. Two dozen huts lay between Harmose’s and the sheer rocky face of
the western plateau, the homes of his brewery workers. They more or less arced
around one end of his brewery works. Those works consisted of six great vats, currently
idle, since the actual brewing took place every morning and their fires had
long since died out. Hundreds of large clay–sealed earthenware jars occupied
one side of the brewing yard, all filled with fermenting beer. Every morning
hundreds of women and girls lined up there to fill their own smaller jars with
the portion due their families. Some had to make the long trek up the wadi path
to the heights all the way from the lower settlement, or even from farms along
the river. More than a dozen large clay bins on the opposite side of the yard,
set several feet deep into the ground, held the grain delivered by farmers
after the last harvest that was used to make the beer. Just now several porters
were stacking wood and dung onto vast piles to feed tomorrow’s fires; they’d
carried both up the wadi path, the wood from the bottomlands along the river,
the dried dung from Kairy’s cattle pen near the lower settlement. The workshops
of Djaty’s craftsmen lined the very edge of the terrace, facing east; their
huts were nearby. Columns of smoke still spiraled from several of the
workshops, and the sound of stone striking stone carried on the breeze from
that vicinity, for the craftsmen labored from sunup to sundown. At the very
southern end of the terrace rose Djaty’s large storage hut. As always, two men armed
with long spears stood before it, on guard.


Several women and girls were arranging various pots around Djaty’s
campfire, preparing the evening meal for him and Harmose and Djaty’s servants. Shouts
and laughter and conversations rose from surrounding huts and fires, where the
workers’ women were similarly occupied. A steady stream of women and girls
passed unnecessarily close to Harmose’s hut on some errand or another; quite a
few garnered a smile or nod from him. Tiaa pretended not to notice.


She gathered her long hair in one hand and lifted it from
her neck to cool off. She fanned herself with her other hand. “At the playa I
was always worried there wouldn’t be enough water for my people to survive,”
she told Harmose. “I never thought I’d face the problem of too much water. But
it’ll take another month at least for Nekhen’s fields to dry sufficiently to
plant. That means the upcoming growing season will be a month too short. The
yield from the crops will be half what it usually is.”


“You’ve been talking to farmers?” Harmose asked.


“What they say confirms my calculations.”


“You’re sure about these ‘calculations’?” Harmose asked,
clearly skeptical.


“I’ve predicted the arrival of the inundation here at Nekhen
to the day the past three years, haven’t I?”


“Yes,” he reluctantly admitted.


“I know what I’m talking about. Farmers stored enough grain
at the end of last year’s harvest to tide them over to the upcoming one,” Tiaa informed
him. “But the yield from what they plant in the next few weeks won’t come close
to replenishing their storage bins. The grain in storage now will have to be
rationed so it can supplement the little that will be obtained in the next
harvest.” She took back the water jar, took another long drink. “But even with
strict rationing, there simply won’t be enough grain to stretch as long as it
must. The people of Nekhen will be unable to bake bread or brew beer more than
a month or so beyond the beginning of next year’s growing season. Not to
mention the people in the two dozen hamlets in the nearby valley.”


“They’re not my problem,” Harmose said dismissively.


True, Tiaa thought. But they are mine. They rely
on Ankhmare and me now. As do our own dependents – our boatmen and potters and
craftsmen and their families. We don’t have the luxury of sticking our heads in
the sand. 


Ankhmare and Tiaa’s trade operation had reached critical
mass in the past year and was now truly prospering. At least once a month
Ankhmare embarked on a trade expedition to the large settlements in the North,
always with the new–style pottery that Tiaa specifically tailored to the
locations along the route. Tiaa divided her time between making and firing her
fine pottery on the heights and ensuring that all the families that were now
dependent on her and Ankhmare were fed and clothed, assisted in the latter task
by Khuit, who now had a son to go along with her daughter. On occasion Tiaa
also traded by herself, but only in nearby hamlets. Ankhmare was usually gone
two weeks out of every month on his longer expeditions; when he was at Nekhen
he traded locally two or three times a week. He had long since surpassed both Aspelta
and Babaef in wealth.


Tiaa had, from the day she’d suggested it to Harmose,
presided at every one of Nekhen’s celebrations at Djaty’s side. That she was
the falcon god’s chosen one was now an accepted fact in Nekhen. She was treated
both respectfully and with a bit of awe wherever she went in the settlement. As
for Harmose, he seemed oblivious that Tiaa was far less than enamored with him.
Kairy had opened Tiaa’s eyes a year ago and she’d been performing a delicate
dance ever since – on the one hand, she was trying desperately to transform
Harmose into a better man and ruler, and so had to maintain the fiction that
she cared for him in order to remain close and influence him. On the other
hand, she’d made virtually no progress in getting him to put the people of
Nekhen before himself. If not for the falcon god’s dream revealing her destiny
to make Harmose Nekhen’s next ruler, she would have given up the effort in
frustration months ago.


“But Nekhen is your problem, Harmose,” Tiaa said. “What
are you – I mean Djaty – going to do about it?”


“First and foremost, Grandfather will look out for the families
that generate his wealth – his farmers and craftsmen. After that will come the
elite families, and their dependents who supply Grandfather with raw materials.”
Harmose chuckled. “Except, of course, for Kairy.”


“Did Djaty say exactly how he’s going to look out for
his dependents and friends?” Tiaa pressed.


“I’ve seen for myself how greatly the inundation altered the
cultivated strip,” Harmose said. “I walked about pretty extensively two days
ago. Some fields extend farther into the river than they did last year. In
some, pools of water are so deep they’ll never dry out – they’re unusable. So when
I redraw the field boundaries next week, Grandfather has ordered me to make
sure the farmers who supply him with grain have fields twice as large as
usual, and in prime locations. That way they’ll be able to deliver their normal
amount of emmer and barley to me at harvest time. Everyone else will have to
make do with the land that’s left.”


Tiaa was appalled. “That means many of those farmers will have
to cultivate land that’s never been planted, full of brush and reeds, tangled
and marshy. They’ll never be able to clear it properly this year, much less
raise a decent crop.”


“That’s not all,” Harmose said. “In addition, from now on every
farmer will have to deliver a ‘god’s portion’ of their emmer and barley to Grandfather.
I’ve already ordered my men to construct new storage bins to hold it. That
stored grain will be portrayed as insurance against excessive floods or
droughts in the future. In reality, it’s to ensure Grandfather can feed his own
dependents without interruption.”


“A ‘god’s portion’ that will no doubt continue to increase every
year,” Tiaa averred.


Harmose shrugged his shoulders.


Tiaa tried to keep her anger in check. “Your grandfather is
using this disaster as a first step towards taking control of Nekhen’s entire food
supply. He’s trying to concentrate every possible bit of power in his hands.”


“And ultimately mine,” Harmose said with satisfaction.


“That’s outrageous!” Tiaa stormed. “Djaty clearly doesn’t
understand – his people won’t be able to feed their own families the next two
years, much less the gods!” She was particularly infuriated because she knew that
none of what Harmose was telling her had been conceived by Djaty. Harmose was obviously
behind it. But, if he wanted to portray these actions as his grandfather’s, so
much the better. She didn’t have to hold back in her criticism. “If there must
be crop quotas, convince Djaty to impose them in the future, when the crisis is
past, not now. The people will starve otherwise.”


“I’ll mention it to him,” Harmose promised.


Tiaa knew Harmose was brushing her off. He’d never discuss
the quotas with Djaty because they were his idea and Djaty knew nothing about
them. But she wasn’t ready to give up trying to make Harmose see reason. “There’s
a better way to fill your new bins without placing the burden on your people. Djaty
has storehouses full of goods that his craftsmen have made.” She didn’t mention
Harmose’s own storehouses – so far he didn’t know that she knew about them. “He
should trade those objects up and downriver beginning now for whatever excess grain
and other foodstuffs exist in the valley, to supplement what Nekhen is going to
lack in the coming year. I’ll talk Ankhmare into letting you use our boats for
transport.”


Harmose shook his head. “Grandfather is too near death to
risk depleting the goods he’s already accumulated for his burial. You know that
better than anyone, with all the potions you keeping pouring into him. In fact,
just last week I set aside the promontory on the north side of the wadi path as
a cemetery for him and all of Nekhen’s future rulers. Idled farmers will dig
Djaty’s grave there during the next inundation so it will be ready when he
dies. There will be three pits adjacent to his grave to fill with grave goods.”


Goods you’ve accumulated by manipulating the elite to
support you, and collected from farmers so you can live luxuriously, Tiaa
thought. “Djaty should be more worried about the here and now than the future.
He should be more worried about the living than the dead. The gods don’t want
the people to starve.”


Harmose reached over and took hold of Tiaa’s talisman, lifted
it from her chest. “You’re the falcon god’s chosen one, Tiaa. Tell the god of
our need. Surely he’ll feed the people.”


At that instant, as far as Tiaa was concerned, Harmose crossed
a line. Not only was he going to deprive his people of food – unnecessarily –
but he was mocking the gods in the process. He wasn’t fit to rule Nekhen. She’d
fought against admitting it to herself for more than a year, but now she had no
choice. What ruler took advantage of his people instead of looking out for them
in a time of disaster? What ruler challenged the gods? She’d failed in her
mission – Harmose was beyond transforming or redeeming. Despite her efforts, he
was becoming even worse. He was despicable. She could not in good conscience
confirm him as Nekhen’s next ruler.


“Anyway, you don’t need to worry about the people, Tiaa,”
Harmose sniffed. “Once we’re joined you’ll spend all your time here, on the
terrace, raising our children. You’ll be shielded from the rabble in the
settlement. You’ll be around only the elite.”


“What about my pottery?” Tiaa asked.


“What about it? I’ll be taking over your portion of
Ankhmare’s trade. We’ll find someone else to make jars and such. How hard can
it be?”


In that moment, Tiaa truly hated Harmose. How presumptuous
of him, to take away the thing she loved best, to take away the occupation that
gave her wealth and independence and a sense of worth. She realized that she would
never be more than one of Harmose’s possessions if they were ever joined. She’d
never have any power over him. He’d never feel beholden to her for confirming
him. Clearly, Harmose delighted in the hunt, in the capture. She realized he’d
be bedding other women as soon as she became pregnant and gave him an heir, if
not before. Kairy was right – Harmose had changed for her in the short term,
but he couldn’t keep it up forever.


“I have to go,” Tiaa said abruptly, rising to her feet.


“You’re not staying for dinner?”


“I’m trading in the southernmost hamlets tomorrow. Have to
be up early.”


“I’ll see you when you get back?”


She leaned down, kissed him, hid her absolute disgust. “Of
course.”


 


 


***


 


 


Tiaa related her conversation with Harmose to Ankhmare that
night as they ate the meal Khuit had prepared, sitting beside his fire.


“It’s all well and good for us to complain about Harmose,
but that doesn’t help anyone who’s not his friend or can’t afford to bribe him,”
Ankhmare said when she finished.


“That would be the majority of the people residing in the
valley,” Khuit noted.


“Harmose has the luxury of doing nothing, but we don’t,” Ankhmare
said decisively. “The people in the hamlets that we trade with are going to expect
our help, and rightly so. Plus, we have to take care of our own craftsmen and
dependents.”


“Unlike Djaty, we don’t directly control any farmers,” Tiaa
said. “Obtaining enough food will be a problem for us. I tallied the grain in our
storage bins this afternoon. It won’t last for more than a few months. As for
replenishing it – what hope do we have? Must the people beholden to us leave
Nekhen, wander the savannahs, hunt and gather to survive until this crisis
passes?”


“Assuredly not,” Ankhmare replied. “What we envisioned when
we came to Nekhen has happened, after all. We’ve developed a trade network up
and down the valley, fed by our craftsmen and your pottery. We have a considerable
number of items in our own storehouses as a result, even after Djaty’s taken
his share. That wealth gives us the resources to help others.” His eyes met Tiaa’s,
then Khuit’s. “Would either of you mind terribly if we had to start over?”


“In what way?” Khuit asked.


“If Djaty and Harmose won’t help the people in the valley, and
I include the people of Nekhen who aren’t their friends, someone must, and we’re
best positioned to do so,” Ankhmare answered. “I can begin trading our goods up
and down the valley right now to obtain every available measure of grain. No
doubt other patriarchs in the larger settlements will be as short–sighted as
Djaty and will be willing to part with some of this year’s crop for the right
price. And who knows? Abdju lies so far back from the river that this
inundation may have actually increased the size of its fields – I’ll bet Abdju’s
farmers will produce a bounty this year. If so, I’ll try to monopolize their
excess. I’ll procure all I can and use it to cram my storage bins as full as
possible.”


“I used to ration fodder and water at my playa to make sure
people and animals survived the dry season,” Tiaa said. “I can take charge of distributing
our grain to those in need, for free if necessary. People will have meat and fish
enough, of course. Our grain, along with what they can glean from the
savannahs, will at least keep them alive.”


“Good. I don’t particularly want to give away everything we have,
but I’m willing to.” Ankhmare said. “We’ve started from nothing so many times,
Tiaa. What’s once more?”


Selfless as usual, Ankhmare, Tiaa thought. Always
looking out for others. I’ll bet if Harmose was more like you the falcon god
would never have sent me here. There wouldn’t have been a need for me to try to
change him.


“The problem I foresee is getting all that grain from Abdju
to Nekhen once we procure it,” Ankhmare observed. “We have a transportation
problem. One large boat can only make so many trips back and forth, given how
far away Abdju is. Coming back fully loaded against the current will take at
least twice as long as drifting there empty.”


“Can’t you divert the smaller boat that you use to trade
locally?” Khuit asked. “Can’t it carry grain too.”


“It can,” Ankhmare replied. “Still, using both boats full
time we’ll only be able to transport enough grain from the North before the
next inundation makes the river impassable to fill our bins full enough to meet
this year’s need.”


“What if you build storage bins at Abdju and fill them with the
grain you can’t transport?” Tiaa suggested. “We can bring it here the following
year, when its needed most.”


Ankhmare smiled broadly. “Excellent idea! Plus, I’ll have
some of our workers lay in a supply of reeds and other materials during this
growing season. During the next inundation I’ll put every idle farmer I can get
my hands on to work constructing a couple of really large transport boats. I’ll
use those boats to move grain from storage in Abdju to here once the river
falls. We’ll be able to put the small boat back to trading.”


“And we can use the large boats for long distance trade in
future years, once we’ve transported all the grain,” Tiaa added.


“We’re agreed then,” Ankhmare said. “The three of us will save
Nekhen from this disaster – in spite of Harmose.”


 


 


***


 


 


That evening, long after Ankhmare and Khuit had disappeared
inside their hut with their babies, Tiaa still sat before the glowing coals of
her fire. This day had brought her much needed clarity and a long–resisted decision.
She’d been trying to reform Harmose, turn him into a better man, turn him into
someone worthy of leading Nekhen and the surrounding valley. Reluctantly, she
conceded defeat. Harmose’s utter disregard for the welfare of Nekhenians, his
bald–faced plan to take advantage of the crisis to further his own wealth and
ambition, were disgusting and proof he was unfit in every way. She could not in
good conscience confirm him as Nekhen’s next ruler. But she had to confirm
someone. The falcon god had brought her to Nekhen for that reason. In a perfect
world Tiaa would have chosen Ankhmare. He had every quality she thought a ruler
should have. But he was too new to Nekhen and would never be able to rally
support enough to overcome Harmose’s circle of power and wealth. So, Tiaa
concluded, the logical choice to succeed Djaty – the only choice – was Kairy.
And though he had a legitimate claim to the succession, being one of Djaty’s
grandsons, he also had a crucial weakness.


In her dream, the man Tiaa confirmed was being acclaimed by
thousands, residents of hamlets up and down the nearby valley. Kairy, however,
was unknown outside of Nekhen. He might be indispensable in the settlement,
with his milk and blood and meat, but no one in the valley knew his name. There
was no way they’d rally around him. The only man everyone along the river knew
was Ankhmare. His trade activities had seen to that. And, Tiaa knew, once the
people in the valley began to starve because of the recent flood, he’d become
indispensable to their survival. So, clearly, the easiest way to elevate Kairy was
to tie him to Ankhmare, to make their names synonymous throughout the region. Fortunately,
Tiaa believed, there was a simple way to actually bring that about. Her
decision to select Kairy as Nekhen’s next ruler made, Tiaa had no time to
waste. She rose and headed towards the huts where Kairy’s herdsmen and their
families lived.


Those huts were within sight of hers. Kairy’s dependents
were better off than most laborers in Nekhen; he kept them well–supplied with
milk and blood from his animals, along with leather. Unlike everyone else, their
kilts and loincloths were not of linen. Meat was always roasting on spits or
bubbling in pots at their fires, a rarity among the settlement’s workers. Tiaa
had learned from Serethor that Kairy’s son Hemu was responsible for that; Hemu
saw to all the daily details of his father’s business and the needs of his men.
She’d seen him among the herdsmen dozens of times the past years, from a
distance; he seemed well–liked by all, especially the children who followed him
everywhere. She’d encountered him face to face many mornings when she’d joined
the women and girls lined up with empty jars that his herdsmen filled with milk
from the cattle penned up in the nearby wadi. They’d never spoken those times,
and for the same reason Serethor pointedly ignored Hemu whenever she
encountered him in public. Because Harmose considered anyone in Kairy’s family
to be an enemy, it was safer for Tiaa and Serethor to treat Hemu as such. But
Hemu and Serethor were actually madly in love. On a couple of occasions Tiaa
had taken Serethor with her when she’d traded at a nearby hamlet; those times Serethor
had slipped away to a pre–arranged meeting place where Hemu was waiting and
they’d spent the day together. Tiaa had been reminded of the years she’d stood
watch for Ankhmare and Khuit.


Tiaa encountered Hemu giving orders to several herdsmen beside
a fire in the midst of his workers’ huts. Hemu was taller than his father, slim,
his skin burned dark brown by the sun, creases at the corners of his dark eyes
from squinting into the distance, likely from scanning the savannah for
predators. The herdsmen fell silent at Tiaa’s approach. That was the usual
reaction of others she didn’t know well ever since she’d begun celebrating the
festivals alongside Djaty.


“Might I have a word?” she asked Hemu.


He nodded respectfully. “See to the north herd,” he told his
men. “I’ll join you later.”


They drifted off.


“How can I help you, Tiaa?” Hemu asked politely.


“I need to speak to your father. Right away, if possible,”
she told him.


Hemu knew better than to ask why with so many others in the
vicinity to overhear. “My family’s huts are in the upper settlement. I’ll take
you to him.”


They headed up the wadi path towards the terrace where all
the elite dwelt, walking side by side, Hemu carefully keeping his distance. She
suspected he was extremely curious why she’d approached him so openly, but he
did not question her. The glow from dozens of campfires atop the heights lit
the night. The moonlight was so bright that every stone on the dusty worn path
was clearly visible. The distant outcrop cast a long shadow across the waving
grass. They passed the penned wadi where Kairy kept his herd. Great piles of
fodder lined the outside of the rude wooden barrier that guarded the wadi’s
mouth, obscuring it. Inside the pen a few animals moved about restlessly.


“You mentioned a north herd to your men, Hemu. Do you have
more animals than these you keep in the pen?” Tiaa asked.


“These are Father’s prized animals – the best milk
producers, the young, the most vulnerable to predators,” Hemu replied. “Father
has other herds both north and south atop the savannah – cattle, sheep, goats.
Did you know – we divide our animals into herds and care for them at some
distance from each other to lessen the risk of disease spreading and wiping out
all of our animals at once?”


“We had the same concern on the playa where I grew up,” Tiaa
said.


“Few people in Nekhen realize just how many beasts Father
actually owns,” Hemu told her.


“You must have dozens of herdsmen, then.”


“Father has more dependents than Djaty or any other
patriarch. Caring for animals is more labor intensive than brewing beer or
making objects. Animals have to be constantly guarded both day and night, moved
from pasture to pasture, milked, watered.”


“I’m aware. My people depended on the same types of animals.”
Tiaa noticed Hemu casting sideways glances at her talisman. It glittered in the
moonlight. “Would you like to see it?” she asked. She started to lift it from
her neck.


“I wouldn’t dare touch it,” he said, almost fearfully. “It’s
just that I’ve heard rumors… Is it true you speak to the falcon god?”


Tiaa sensed no skepticism in Hemu, just honest curiosity
and, perhaps, hopefulness. “Not really. He sends me dreams – actually, the
exact same one, over and over.”


“It’s fitting, then, that you make the offerings along with
Djaty. Maybe the gods will be more accepting of them in the future than they
have been in the past, bless our fields and women with fertility. Some of the
things Djaty and Harmose do… sometimes I think the gods will strike us all down
because of them. I think the flood this year was a sign of their displeasure.”


Hemu was serious, and apparently quite god–fearing. And not
afraid to speak his mind, much like his father.


“You’re referring to Harmose skimming off offerings made to
the gods, and accepting bribes from patriarchs and farmers and anyone else who
seeks an advantage?”


“You know about that?” Hemu asked incredulously.


“Your father told me some of it a year ago. I’ve learned
more since.”


“Can I ask you something else?”


“Of course.”


“Do you really use magic to predict the exact day the
inundation will reach Nekhen?”


“Not magic. Stars.” Tiaa wondered what other rumors were
circulating about her and her alleged powers in the settlement. Speaking to the
gods, using magic… She supposed being considered mysterious and powerful was a
good thing – few would dare question her future pronouncements if they believed
she had a supernatural connection. No wonder a man as seemingly obedient to the
gods as Hemu was reticent in her presence. He feared her the same way he feared
his gods, or the way the people at the playa had feared the stones. “I was
trained by my grandfather to read the sun and stars to predict when the rains
would begin falling at my playa. Now the same stars tell me about the river at
Nekhen.”


“Could you teach me?” Hemu asked eagerly. “When I’m guarding
the herds at night my eyes are drawn to the lights in the sky. I’ve always
thought they were trying to tell me something. Can you teach me to read their
messages?”


“I’ll be happy to,” Tiaa said.


Hemu took a few steps, stopped, turned to face her. She
halted. “I’ve never had the chance to thank you for what you’ve done for
Serethor and me, and for keeping our secret,” he said in a low voice, glancing
around to make sure they weren’t being observed. “We’d have gone crazy without
your help.”


“If your father agrees to what I’m about to propose tonight,
it could very well open the door to you and Serethor actually being joined someday,”
Tiaa said.


Hope shone in his face. “Do you mean it?”


“I do.”


“Then you’ll have an ally tonight, Tiaa, and forever.”


The continued on, ascended the steep final section of the wadi
path and stepped up onto the flat surface of the terrace. Kairy’s huts were
situated closest to the head of the path – a good thing, for Tiaa and Hemu
wouldn’t have to go near Djaty’s complex and so didn’t have to worry about
being seen by Harmose. Kairy was seated on a leather stool next to his
campfire, staring into it, sipping from a cup of beer. A girl, perhaps twelve
years old, was grinding grain for the morning’s bread close by, her long dark
hair swinging in time to her movements. Everyone else appeared to be inside one
of the half–dozen family huts, probably sleeping, for by now it was very late.
Tiaa summoned her courage. She hadn’t spoken to Kairy since their excursion to
Harmose’s hidden storehouse last year. He’d continued to make it clear that he
had no use for either her or Ankhmare, and she’d been content to keep her
distance. What would have been the point of consorting with him, Harmose’s worst
enemy, the man she had to defeat on Harmose’s behalf? But now, to defeat
Harmose instead, she had to win Kairy to her cause.


“Father?” Hemu called. “You have a visitor.”


Kairy looked up. His eyes narrowed as he saw Tiaa. He
scowled. He set his cup on the ground.


“Pardon, Patriarch,” Tiaa said, bowing slightly. “Might I
speak with you for a moment?”


“Has my cousin sent you to me? Or perhaps the god, Chosen One?”
he asked facetiously.


Tiaa sensed an uphill fight. “In a sense, the falcon god has,”
she said.


“Listen to her, Father,” Hemu said earnestly. “Tiaa’s been a
good friend to me. We can trust her.”


Tiaa knew Hemu was referring to her assistance with
Serethor. She also knew Kairy had no knowledge of the love his son bore
Harmose’s sister. Serethor had told her once that if Kairy ever found out he’d
join Hemu to the daughter of one of his herdsmen immediately. The hatred that
divided the two branches of the family ran deep on both sides.


Kairy stared at Tiaa for a moment. “Semat,” he called in a
low voice.


The girl rose from her grinding stone and hurried to him.


“A cup of beer for our guest.”


“Yes, Father.” She looked at Hemu. He shook his head no.


Hemu pulled two leather stools close for the two of them and
they sat facing Kairy. As she waited for Semat to return Tiaa took the
opportunity to look around. Kairy’s huts were located right where the terrace
dropped steeply to the valley below. Tiaa traced the wadi path winding down the
dark slope to the river, saw the campfires of the lower settlement and beyond
them the scattered fires of farmers. The river was silver in the moonlight.
Across the river a few dim fires marked Nekheb and its farms and huts.


Semat reappeared, carrying a brimming cup with both hands,
gave it to Tiaa.


“Thank you.” She took a sip. It was refreshing. The walk up
the wadi path had been dusty.


“Off to bed now,” Kairy told Semat. “Your sister can finish
the grinding in the morning.”


Semat ran to him, hugged him, kissed him, then disappeared
inside the nearest hut.


“My youngest sister,” Hemu whispered. “Mother died giving
birth to her.”


“I’m sorry to hear that,” Tiaa said sincerely.


“Why are you here?” Kairy asked bluntly.


“Because you were absolutely right about Harmose. He’s as
despicable as you said.”


“You came to tell me something I already know?”


“I came to talk about things that are going to affect you
and your family.”


“What could you possibly know that I’d care about?”


“It’s not what I know, but what I can do.”


“Stop playing word games, Chosen One. If you have something
to say, say it.”


“The day I arrived here, I told you and the rest of the
patriarchs about the falcon god sending me a dream in which I saw Nekhen.”


“Which I told you I didn’t believe. Any more than I do now.”


“You’d better accept it, Patriarch. Because what I didn’t
tell any of you that day was that in my dream I saw myself bestowing the symbols
of authority on Nekhen’s next ruler.”


Kairy stared at her for a long moment. “You’ve told Harmose
this part of the dream?” he guessed.


“Which is why Djaty publicly acknowledged me as the falcon
god’s representative, at Harmose’s urging. So, when Djaty dies, I’m the one who
will choose and confirm his successor.”


“So not only does Harmose have his circle of power to defeat
me, but he has you to put the god’s stamp of approval on him.”


“Unless I put it on you instead.”


For a moment the only sound was the crackling of the fire
and the wind blowing across the terrace.


“You’d really make Father the next ruler of Nekhen?” Hemu
asked in wonder.


“Harmose isn’t fit,” Tiaa said with disgust. “I’ve spent the
last year trying to change him into a man with qualities like your father’s. It’s
impossible. I’ve finally given up.”


Kairy shook his head. “I appreciate the sentiment, but
Harmose has the backing of the four elite families. Too many in Nekhen are
dependent on him for your choice to stick if you select me over him. He’ll
overrule you, say you’re an outsider, say you seduced Djaty into giving you
authority you don’t deserve.”


“Harmose will surely try. But there’s another part to my
dream that points to someone other than Harmose being Nekhen’s next ruler.”


“Go on.”


“The man in my dream was being acclaimed as ruler by
thousands of men gathered beneath dozens of standards. In your wildest dreams,
could you imagine Harmose being acclaimed that way?”


“I can’t imagine myself either,” Kairy admitted.


“The day Ankhmare and I arrived at Nekhen, he told you
patriarchs that the way to expand Nekhen’s influence throughout the valley was
to link this settlement to others through trade. You, Kairy, were his most
outspoken opponent. You laughed at him. But Ankhmare’s expeditions to the North
have proven the soundness of his idea. His plan has come to fruition.”


“I can’t deny it. Ankhmare was right.”


“Which you knew that day, in spite of how you attacked the
two of us. We’ve discussed this before.”


Kairy slowly smiled. “Yes, we have.”


“The concept behind Ankhmare’s proposal to Djaty to carry
his beer to the nearby hamlets was sound. Obviously, the proposal itself was
misguided. Ankhmare found no takers for Djaty’s beer outside Nekhen. Brewing
requires little outlay of resources and labor – farmers’ women make beer daily
using whatever grain is at hand. So Djaty’s beer was of no value to farmers. At
least, not enough value to disrupt their traditions or divert their women from
a few hours of effort.”


Tiaa saw the light go on in Kairy’s eyes. “But I can supply
something that is of value. Milk, blood, leather, meat. Maintaining herds,
keeping them fed and watered, milking them, blooding them – its very labor
intensive.”


“Which is why Ankhmare fought hard against his own family
owning animals at Badari,” Tiaa interjected. “He called it a giant step
backwards.”


Kairy nodded. “For a farmer, caring for a cow or two for the
use of his family consumes too much of his time. He has to milk his cow morning
and night. He has to water it. He risks disputes with his neighbors over who
grazes animals where. He has to assign a son or two to watch for predators. He
risks running out of fodder during the dry season. He risks losing his cattle
and sheep and goats to disease.”


“Ankhmare and I have both developed relationships with every
patriarch in every hamlet near Nekhen,” Tiaa  said. “Our ability to deliver
them items they value is proven. We’re relied upon and trusted. Ankhmare has
the credibility to suggest to farmers and hamlet dwellers beyond Nekhen’s
borders to give you their cattle and goats and sheep in exchange for milk and
blood and leather and meat on a daily basis. That will expand your
influence beyond Nekhen, increase your wealth, outstrip Harmose and Djaty. Especially
in the crisis that’s upon us.”


“The aftermath of the flood?”


“Grain will be in short supply very soon. People will have
to choose between baking bread and brewing beer. Your milk will be the only
option people will have for a nutritious beverage in the outlying region –
especially for their children. Djaty will not be able to brew his normal volume
of beer due to the grain shortage that must eventually affect Nekhen. At least
some of the families that Djaty serves will have to turn to you instead.”


“Diminishing his wealth and influence.”


“Yes. And you should know that Ankhmare and I are going to
use our accumulated wealth to obtain and stockpile as many foodstuffs as we can
in the coming months to see people through the dark times lurking on the
horizon.”


“Increasing your own wealth and influence.”


“Influence? Certainly. Wealth? Quite the opposite. We’ll be
giving grain away for free to those in true need.”


Kairy appeared surprised. “An investment in Ankhmare’s
future?”


“Ankhmare’s and Nekhen’s. But only because it’s the right
thing to do.”


“Will the people from the hamlets have to come to Nekhen to
get their milk and blood, if Father agrees to your proposal?” Hemu asked.


“I’ll set up a workshop to make jars, right next to my hut.
You can fill them daily from the cattle in the wadi pen, Hemu. Ankhmare will
deliver the jars by boat.”


“And during inundations, when the residents of hamlets move
onto the plateaus, and they’re scattered everywhere?”


“I’m no expert. What do you suggest, Hemu?”


He considered for a moment. “At that time of year Father’s
herds graze on the savannahs west of the river. We can move some to the east as
well. We could keep animals close to the temporary camps occupied by groups of
hamlet–dwellers who’ve fled the rising waters. They can pick milk up themselves
daily. It also occurs to me that once the grass grows in the valley and we
drive the herds there and people return to their homes we could strategically
locate some of the cattle. When herdsmen drive them to the river to be watered
every morning we could milk them there and immediately load the jars onto small
skiffs for localized delivery. Everything wouldn’t have to flow through
Nekhen.”


“An excellent idea,” Tiaa acknowledged. “I think you have a
future as a trader, Hemu.”


His face reddened.


“So, to return to the reason for my visit,” Tiaa said. “Ankhmare’s
trading has loosely tied the hamlets to Nekhen. With your milk and blood we can
make Nekhen – and you – indispensable to them, Kairy. When Djaty dies, with the
support of the patriarchs of the outlying hamlets, we’ll have backing enough to
overcome Harmose and his four elite families. My confirmation of you will be
accepted.”


“It’s a well thought out plan,” Kairy conceded.


“One that will take both of us, working together. Harmose
has the upper hand right now. His storehouses, his circle of power, the onerous
new ‘donations’ he intends to impose on the farmers and people of Nekhen during
this crisis are proof of that.”


“What donations?”


Briefly, Tiaa sketched out for Kairy and Hemu all that
Harmose intended to inflict on the settlement.


Kairy was furious by the time she finished.


“There’s one thing nagging at me,” Hemu said. “Won’t Harmose
feel threatened when he discovers Father working so closely with you and
Ankhmare? Won’t he guess we’re conspiring against him?”


“I believe I can convince Harmose that our working together
actually strengthens his plan,” Tiaa assured him. She addressed Kairy. “Harmose
is worried you’ll challenge my right to confirm him as ruler after the fact,
especially once he joins with me – he still expects that will happen. That’s
the reason he’s agreed to delay our joining for so long already. Harmose fears
you’ll claim I only selected him because I wanted to share his power.”


“I probably would,” Kairy admitted.


“My argument to Harmose will be that your wealth will be
closely tied to Ankhmare and me from now on. You won’t be able to afford
challenging me without severely hurting yourself in the process. Harmose is
greedy – he won’t be able to imagine you willingly giving up so much.”


“So it’ll be the patriarchs in the valley and me pitted against
Harmose and the four elite families,” Kairy said. “Ankhmare will support me?”


“He will once I tell him to,” Tiaa said. “He’s never refused
me anything.”


“What is it you want in return for making me ruler, Tiaa?”
Kairy probed. “A share of my future power? Being joined to Hemu, perhaps, so you
can rule at his side once he succeeds me?”


Tiaa felt Hemu stiffen beside her, sensed his panic. “For
myself? Nothing, Patriarch,” Tiaa assured him. “I’m simply obeying the will of
the falcon god, confirming the man best suited to rule this region. Nothing
more, nothing less.”


“I think I’m finally ready to believe you,” Kairy said
grudgingly. He smiled.


“Perhaps there is one thing you could do, for someone else,”
Tiaa said.


“Oh?”


“The day you become ruler, join Hemu to Serethor.” Tiaa glanced
at Hemu out of the corner of her eye. He’d gone pale. “They’ve been in love for
years, despite the feud between you and Harmose.”


Kairy gazed at his son. “You’ve helped them sneak around, Tiaa,
I assume? That’s why my son calls you his friend?”


“It is.” Tiaa leaned slightly forward. “Hemu feels about
Serethor the same way you felt about his mother.”


Kairy pondered, drew a deep breath, smiled wryly. “I suppose
there’s nothing that would infuriate Harmose more. I agree.”


Tiaa did not miss the smile of gratitude Hemu sent her way.


“I’ll let Ankhmare know about our plan for the milk and
blood first thing in the morning,” Tiaa said. “Later on tomorrow the three of
us should cross the river and speak with the patriarch at Nekheb. Together we’ll
persuade him that we can make his people’s lives easier by taking over his
cattle. He’s influential – once he falls in line, the other hamlets will
follow.”


“We have a deal,” Kairy said. He glanced at Hemu. “You’ll be
coming with us, Son. You’ve had some good ideas tonight.”


Hemu beamed. “Thank you, Father.”
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A slim hunter, a bow slung over his shoulder and a quiver of
arrows on his back, finished conferring with Harmose at the fringe of the temporary
camp on the savannah a day’s travel west of Nekhen, then stepped to the side.
Harmose moved forward to address the patriarchs. By the light of the blazing
fire Tiaa saw four eager, expectant faces.


“Horbaef, your men have discovered a herd of wild cattle not
far from here,” Harmose announced. “There’s a magnificent bull with them.”


“The most dangerous and powerful animal on the savannah,”
Horbaef intoned.


“We’re going after it in the morning,” Harmose said.


Khawy and Aspelta and Babaef cheered excitedly. It had been
many years since any of the three had participated in a hunt for such a beast.


A host of Harmose’s servants had set up this camp a couple
of hours ago near a small deep pond of cool water close by a grove of willow
trees. The site was regularly used by Horbaef’s men when they went after the
larger game animals whose meat they supplied to Nekhen’s elite, and so was
stocked with earthenware bowls and platters and cups and sleeping pallets and
even a couple of small huts. The sun had just set and already it was getting
cool. Tiaa moved a bit closer to the fire, amidst the men plucking morsels from
bowls and platters filled with bread and meat and vegetables and fruits. A few
girls were circulating, some filling cups with beer, some refilling emptied bowls.
The day’s journey had been long, though not arduous, and everyone was starving.


The hunter who’d brought the news to Harmose faded into the
darkness at a sign from Horbaef. Over Harmose’s shoulder, in the darkness, Tiaa
saw the glimmering fires where Horbaef’s men were camped a quarter of a mile farther
west. A few moments later Tiaa heard dogs barking at the approaching hunter.
Half a dozen canines had accompanied the group today. She turned her attention
back to the elites. Harmose looked even more excited than the other men, and Tiaa
knew why. This hunt was more than a hunt – Djaty was near death at last, and
Harmose intended to use the next few days to cement the support of the elite patriarchs
for his pending confirmation as Nekhen’s ruler. Because of that, Kairy had not
been invited to attend. For the same reason, Tiaa had.


“This is just the first of several hunting expeditions we’re
going to make together,” Harmose announced, still standing. “I intend to
capture a number of animals and bring them back alive to Nekhen in the next few
weeks. We’ll hunt not only here on the savannah, but in the valley as well. Not
only will I capture a wild bull, but crocodiles, gazelles, hippos, elephants
and more.”


“Why not just slay them?” Horbaef asked as he ripped a chunk
of bread in two.


“Oh, I will,” Harmose assured him. “At least, some of them.
But not until the day we bury Djaty. They’ll accompany him to the Afterlife.”


“Gazelle and oryx and cattle will feed his spirit.
Crocodiles will protect him,” Tiaa interjected. She and Harmose had discussed
the purpose of the hunts weeks earlier.


“The bull will remain alive and will receive special
treatment until he’s slain, as will the other animals I eventually capture. It’s
my intention to block the end of one of the wadis at Nekhen and house the
animals there.”


“Like the pen where Kairy keeps his cattle and goats and
sheep?” Khawy asked.


Harmose nodded. “Right where everyone in Nekhen can see
them. Their presence will be a visible sign of my ability to control nature, a
reminder that I have the power to subdue chaos. I also plan to breed a few of the
animals I capture, as another sign of my power.” His eyes swept the elite.
“From now on, only we five patriarchs will be allowed to capture animals alive
and keep them. It will be another way to signify to the people that we are
special.”


The looks on faces told Tiaa that all of these men were in
agreement. She assumed many Nekhenians would indeed be impressed by Harmose’s
menagerie. There was, as far as she knew, nothing similar anywhere in the
valley. However, she suspected many people would not – simply because the
collection of animals would belong to Harmose. She knew Harmose still didn’t
comprehend how much hatred his actions during the flood year had engendered or,
if he did, he just didn’t care. That ignorance or indifference was a good
thing, from her perspective, for it would lessen support for Harmose among the
common people after Djaty’s death and make it easier for her to push him aside
and make Kairy the next ruler of Nekhen.


Fortunately, last year’s flood had been an aberration. This
year’s inundation, which began almost three months ago, had been within normal
levels. The water had been receding for a month and a half and the fields would
be dry enough to plant in another month. When harvested half a year from now,
the emmer and barley should be enough to fully replenish Nekhen’s nearly empty
storage bins. At least for the fortunate – Harmose’s friends, and those farmers
who’d paid him large enough bribes to be assigned larger fields. They’d barely
been affected by the flood. Because they’d been given the prime fields, and
more of them, they’d been able to harvest their normal quantity of grain last
year. In return, Harmose had received his normal share from them, plus his
newly–ordained gods’ share. Because of that, Harmose’s breweries had operated
without missing a beat, and those Nekhenians he supplied with beer had received
their regular daily allotments throughout the crisis.


But Harmose’s policies had abruptly created haves and have
nots in Nekhen, and the latter, Tiaa expected, would turn on Harmose if given
the slightest excuse. The farmers from whom he’d taken ancestral lands and given
previously uncultivated sections last year had been able to clear away only enough
brush and undergrowth to plant small quantities of seed. Their resulting
harvest had been meager. Even now, a year later, they still had much
undergrowth to clear away in order to fully utilize their plots. It would be
several years more before they could harvest a normal yield. Tiaa had supplied
those farmers with emmer and barley for seven months already, and would need to
for at least the next four, to keep them from starving. Currently, Ankhmare was
in Abdju, filling a newly–constructed boat with grain from his storage bins.
That he return soon was critical, for Tiaa’s storage bins in Nekhen were nearly
empty. The grain in them would barely last another week. Bins scattered among
the outlying hamlets were in the same condition – Tiaa had established them
because it was impractical for women from the surrounding valley to travel to
Nekhen each day to receive a ration of grain. She’d assigned trusted local women
to dole out the daily portions from the remote bins. Tiaa and Ankhmare had impoverished
themselves a year ago to obtain emmer and barley from Abdju and other locales
to feed their dependents and those in need in Nekhen and the nearby valley, but
seeing gratitude on the faces of women and children each morning as she doled
out the rations Tiaa didn’t begrudge that financial loss one bit. For the
people in the valley had not only survived, they now owed Ankhmare a great
debt.


As well as Kairy.


Tiaa’s attitude towards him, and his towards her, had
changed diametrically since they’d launched their plot to make Kairy Nekhen’s
next ruler. Both had developed a deep respect for the other this past year. Tiaa
now believed without reservation that Kairy was the right man to lead Nekhen
and the surrounding valley. Kairy had prospered since Ankhmare started
transporting his milk and blood and meat; he was by far the wealthiest
patriarch now – or would have been if Djaty and Harmose hadn’t continued to
fill their warehouses with goods extorted from him and the other elites. Hemu
oversaw herds for his father now on both banks of the river, an amalgamation of
those Kairy had originally owned and the animals transferred to him by
individuals throughout the valley. Kairy usually accompanied Ankhmare and Tiaa
whenever they traveled to nearby hamlets; he too had become a recognized figure
outside of Nekhen, just as Tiaa had planned. Like Ankhmare and Tiaa, he had
given freely of his products to those in need during the year after the flood;
he too was now considered a savior. Tiaa had learned that Kairy wasn’t all that
different from Ankhmare – he was intelligent, visionary, and cared deeply for
those who relied upon him. He inspired fierce loyalty in his herdsmen and their
families. His own children adored him. And though he still mourned his woman,
dead for more than a decade now, he had finally been given a reason to move on.
On his first visit to Nekheb in company with Tiaa and Ankhmare, he’d
encountered the widowed eldest daughter of that hamlet’s patriarch. One thing
had led to another, and just two months ago they’d been joined. That, from Tiaa’s
perspective, was an unexpectedly fortunate happenstance, since it now directly
tied the future ruler of Nekhen to the people in the valley.


Harmose seated himself next to Tiaa and began eating from
the collection of bowls and platters the serving girls had laid out. To the
outside observer, Tiaa knew, their relationship had not changed in the past
year. She continued to spend almost all her time with Harmose when she wasn’t
making pottery or trading in the hamlets – at festivals, at his fire in the
evenings, inside Djaty’s hut. But the love he professed for her she did not feel
in turn, though she made sure to act as if she did. The stakes were too high to
ever let him guess that she was merely play acting. That would ruin the plan
she and Ankhmare and Kairy had put together to set him aside. Tiaa was certain
that so far Harmose had no clue that she was plotting against him.


“Time for the ritual!” Harmose proclaimed when the meal had
been eaten and the dishes cleared away.


A young girl brought a dozen small bowls containing
malachite paste and set them on the ground at intervals ringing the campfire.
All of the serving girls and Tiaa formed themselves into a circle with the fire
in its center, each girl facing the back of the girl in front of her. The ancient
dance they were about to perform was an important part of every hunt, one
practiced among Tiaa’s people at the playa as well as here at Nekhen, one she’d
participated in many times. It’s purpose was to call down the blessings of the
gods on the hunters, to assure their success on the following day, to protect
them from harm. Since capturing a wild bull was the focus of tomorrow’s hunt,
each girl took up one of the bowls and, using her finger, traced the image of a
bull on the back of the girl standing in front of her. When all were done, they
tossed their bowls aside.


Tiaa led the dance. She was wearing a linen loincloth and
her falcon girdle and her talisman and copper necklace, and half a dozen ivory
bracelets on each wrist. The girls were similarly decorated, with beaded necklaces
and girdles and bracelets made of colorful stones. Tiaa began to sing, her
voice sweet and high, and the girls joined in, their song designed to draw the
attention of the gods. Then, as one, everyone began circling the fire, each
girl twirling and leaping and spinning as the spirit moved her, arms raised
high, occasionally bending so low that long unbound hair swept the ground. The
men moved back, gave them space, watched, called out encouragement, clapped in
time to the clacking of the girls’ beads. Tiaa quickly found herself, as
always, caught up in the dance, moving trance–like, almost as if she was watching
herself from a distance from outside her own body. Her eyes met Harmose’s each
time she circled the fire; she saw lust and desire and possessiveness there. His
eyes matched those of the multitude of men who were now surrounding the dancers.
For within minutes of the beginning of the dance all the hunters from Horbaef’s
camp had flocked to Harmose’s fire, solidly ringing it. Like the rest of the
girls, Tiaa was soon drenched despite the cool night air, sweat running into
her eyes and flicking from her fingertips, skin glistening in the firelight,
golden hair flying wild. She and the rest became a blur of intricately–stepping
feet kicking up dust, and flaring loincloths, and long legs and graceful curves
and golden skin and swirling hair and clacking beads. Their movements became
ever more vigorous, ever more unrestrained, more violent and sensual. Time and
again they mimicked hunters hurling spears and shooting arrows and slicing the
necks of prey with knives, bringing enemies to their knees. The dance was, to
each dancer and each watching hunter, a prayer, one the gods could not ignore. After
an hour Tiaa finally called a halt. By then her heart was racing, her chest
heaving. She, and the rest of the girls, bent over, hands on knees. She fought
to catch her breath. Her long golden hair was plastered to brow and chest and
back, her sweat puddling at her feet. Eventually, recovered, Tiaa straightened,
tilted her head back, closed her eyes, raised her arms to the stars, stood in
silent prayer beseeching the gods for success on the morrow. Finished, she
dropped her arms. That was the signal for the girls to melt into the darkness.
Most, Tiaa noted, had a hunter in tow. She suspected that few of them would
sleep this night.


“And now, Tiaa, you must bless our totems in the name of the
falcon god,” Harmose said.


One by one, each of the elite men carried his totem to her,
the item that he expected would give him power over the bull the following day.
Harmose presented Tiaa with the tail of an aurochs he’d slain many years
earlier, one he’d attach to a belt around his waist in the morning, and she
touched her talisman to it and invoked the god’s blessing on it. The others
held out bull’s horns and lengths of hide and bones carved with images, as well
as their spears and arrows and knives, and she blessed them as well. After that
the men settled back around the fire. The single young serving girl who remained
brought everyone a cup of beer. Tiaa drained hers without stopping to take a
breath.


“Is it true that Djaty’s failing?” Aspelta asked Harmose as he
set his empty cup on the ground. He was the elite patriarch whose family
supplied Nekhen with linen. “We’ve all heard rumors.” He glanced at his
fellows, who nodded.


“Djaty won’t last long,” Harmose confirmed with no trace of
sadness in his voice. “A few months, maybe less.” He sipped his beer. “And then
we’ll execute our plan.”


“It’s been a long time coming to fruition,” Horbaef
interjected. “We…”


“What’s Tiaa doing here?” Babaef interrupted, laying his
hand on Horbaef’s arm. “Send her away, Harmose. What we’re talking about is for
we five patriarchs alone.”


“Are you blind man, that you don’t know how things stand
between the two of them?” Aspelta asked Babaef.


“Our relationship has nothing to do with Tiaa being here,”
Harmose said evenly, though unconvincingly. “She needs to take part in our
discussion. Tiaa knows about our plan. I told her everything years ago.”


“You did what?” Babaef practically shouted. “You swore all
of us to secrecy!”


“I told Tiaa because she’s the key to our plan,” Harmose
answered.


“Since when?” Babaef asked skeptically. “This is the first
we’ve heard of her being involved.”


“Have you forgotten that Tiaa is the falcon god’s chosen one?”
Harmose asked. “Djaty made that clear to all of you many times.”


“I assume Djaty claimed she was special simply because he’s
a doddering old fool who wants an excuse to keep a pretty girl close at hand,”
Babaef sneered. “We’ve seen her coming out of his hut often enough. We can all
guess how she convinced him she was ‘special’ in the first place.” He snorted
derisively.


Tiaa felt her face burn red. She started to rise but Harmose’s
firm hand on her arm restrained her. How could anyone think such a thing of her
and that shell of a man? Had Babaef been so inattentive he hadn’t noticed
Harmose and her together constantly? From the look on Harmose’s face, Tiaa knew
that Babaef had just sealed his fate. Babaef had insulted his chosen, the woman
he was obsessed with and expected to join with. As punishment, Tiaa assumed,
Harmose would assign his lowest ranking sister, Pyhia, to Babaef when the time
came to execute the succession plan. She was glad for the anguish it would
cause Babaef, for she knew he had designs on Serethor, Harmose’s eldest sister.
Though, assuming Tiaa’s own plan worked, Pyhia would end up joined to no man
against her will.


“When Djaty dies, Tiaa will confirm Nekhen’s next ruler, as
the god has willed. That will be me,” Harmose snapped. “Do you want to know why
Tiaa’s the one who’s going to do it, Babaef? Do you want to know what convinced
Djaty that Tiaa is the falcon god’s chosen one? You all heard a short version
of her tale about the falcon god guiding her to Nekhen the day she arrived in
our settlement,” Harmose said. “Tell it fully now, Tiaa. Leave nothing out.”


Tiaa stood, so that each man would have to look up at her.
She knew the stakes were high tonight for her personally and for what she
planned to do when Djaty died. Harmose wanted her to convince these men that
her claim that she’d been chosen by the falcon god was credible in order to
make her selection of him as Nekhen’s next ruler equally credible. If these men
doubted that she had indeed been chosen, then what the falcon god had sent her
to Nekhen to do might not succeed – particularly since she was not going to
select Harmose and they believed their futures were closely tied to his. It was
therefore critical that she convince these men of her authority in the next few
minutes to give her the freedom to act as she must when Djaty died. Tiaa took a
deep breath, glanced at each of their faces, then relaxed. These men were not
half as intimidating as the patriarchs at the playa had been, or Pay for that
matter. She knew she could handle them.


“Perhaps a thousand years ago,” Tiaa began, “maybe longer,
my ancestors wandered the savannah far to the north of here. They belonged to a
single band, only a couple of dozen people in all. They’d acquired a few cattle
and were attempting to establish themselves as farmers, the first ever seen anywhere
in that region. But they made that attempt during a succession of dry years,
and the emmer they planted did not thrive. Finally, all they had left were a
few handfuls of seed. But the rains failed to come once more and the ground was
so hard and cracked their patriarch determined that planting the remaining seed
would be useless. He was on the verge of giving up farming entirely, of
returning to the hunting and gathering ways of his ancestors.


“One night a great fireball streaked across the sky with a
sound louder than thunder and struck the earth, shaking the very ground.
Everyone agreed it was a sign from the gods, only no one knew what it meant. There
was a young girl in that band, Aya by name, no older than ten or twelve, yet
already the band’s healer. She was more than a day’s journey away from her camp
at the time, gathering medicinal herbs, when the fireball struck, so close she
could see the smoke from the burning grasslands where it had landed. The next
morning she noticed a falcon circling high over her camping place. She followed
it south for half a day. It led her to a band of blackened grass on the plain.
In that band she found a crater, and buried in the crater she found this.”


Tiaa removed the talisman from around her neck and held it
up. It glittered in the firelight. Then she did what she hadn’t ever – she
handed it to Aspelta so that he could study it and then pass it on to the next
patriarch.


“As you can see, my talisman is the very image of the falcon
god. It’s made of material unlike any seen before or since. It was indeed, as
Aya’s people had assumed, a sign from the god. For, after digging it up, Aya
realized that the falcon she’d been following was the god himself. He then led
her even farther south, to a monstrous lake. The shores of that lake were
covered with rich black soil, for it had been deposited by the same inundation
that renews Nekhen’s fields every year. I know this to be true, for Ankhmare
and I have seen this lake with our own eyes.”


There were a few wondering murmurs from the patriarchs. Tiaa
knew from past conversations that her own travels were impressive to at least
some of these men, none of whom had ever been more than a day’s journey from
Nekhen.


“Aya led her people to that lake. They planted their seed
beside its shore and from that day they prospered. Because of that this talisman
was, to my ancestors, the sign that the falcon god had chosen Aya to represent
him on earth. From that day she led all the celebrations that honored the
falcon god. She wore this talisman until she died, and then it passed to her great–grandson,
her oldest living descendant, for Aya herself lived to a very old age.” Tiaa
paused. “When I took the talisman from my grandfather’s neck after his death I
became the ninety–third to wear it.”


From the looks passing between the patriarchs Tiaa knew they
were impressed by the great span of time the talisman represented. Those who
were inspecting it were also discovering the truth of its mysterious material.
She warmed to her tale.


“Many generations after Aya’s death one of her descendants,
Nimaethap, carried this talisman to a playa far to the south of Nekhen. How and
when and why the talisman left the lake is uncertain. Perhaps it was Nimaethap
herself who carried it; perhaps one of her ancestors. Its even possible that Nimaethap
lived in Nekhen for a time, that she or one of her ancestors brought the
worship of the falcon god to your settlement, for in all my travels I have
encountered him only at the lake and the playa and Nekhen. That he is worshiped
at those three places alone cannot be a coincidence.”


There were wondering looks now.


“Anyway, the playa and the wells along its shores and the
savannah that surrounded it were replenished and nourished by rains that came
each summer. On occasion, water and stored fodder were exhausted before they
could be replenished, and people and animals died. So one of my ancestors, Qenna,
inspired by the falcon god, learned how to read the stars and the sun to
determine when the rains would come, and learned how to calculate the rate at
which water and fodder could be used to keep people and animals alive until the
playa refilled and the grass began to grow again. He passed that knowledge to
his son, and he to his. Finally, my grandfather taught me, the tenth generation
to learn. Grandfather raised me to understand that my life’s destiny and duty
were to predict the coming of the rains to ensure the continued existence of my
people.”


Some were leaning forward now, engrossed in her tale.


“My grandfather taught me, instead of his oldest son,
because he was certain I’d been specifically chosen to succeed him by the
falcon god. As you can plainly see, my hair is the color of the falcon god’s
flesh.” She shook her head, let her hair cascade freely about her shoulders.
Then Tiaa raised the hem of her skirt. “And here, on my thigh, is the falcon
god’s very image, which I’ve shown you before.”


A few men nodded.


“My grandfather saw this image upon me years before I was
even born. The falcon god showed it to him in a dream.”


The patriarchs looked suitably impressed.


Tiaa let her hem fall. Harmose handed her the talisman and
she replaced it around her neck.


“My grandfather warned me that the falcon god sent dreams directly
to the talisman’s bearer, that they could not be ignored, and that they always
came true in every detail. A year after Grandfather’s death I had a dream, one
I’ve had many times since that first night, and never with any deviation. This
dream changed my destiny and brought me to you.”


More murmurs passed among the patriarchs.


“In my dream I saw a river, a wadi, two high promontories, an
outcrop of rock – in short, I saw Nekhen – even though I’d never been there or
even knew it existed.”


The only sound now was the crackling of the fire. To every
one of these patriarchs dreams were powerful and magical, and they were all
listening intently.


“A month after I first dreamed, Ankhmare came to my playa to
trade. He was the first outsider in a generation to visit us. Because of my
dream, I left the playa and eventually traveled north with him. The moment I
glimpsed Nekhen from the deck of Ankhmare’s boat I knew without any doubt that
Nekhen was the place I’d dreamed of. I knew this is where my destiny lay.”


“Yes. You’ve told us most of this before, on the day you
arrived,” Babaef interrupted. “Kairy challenged you then. I’m not so sure he
wasn’t right to be skeptical.”


“Tell us your destiny, Tiaa,” Harmose prompted, eyeing
Babaef. Tiaa could sense Harmose’s impatience. That she establish her
credibility with these men was as important to him as it was to her.


“In my dream I saw a pole topped with an image, what I’ve
since learned is a standard.” Tiaa wasn’t about to mention she’d seen dozens of
such poles. “I saw myself bestow symbols of authority on a man who was then
acclaimed by the people as their ruler. Patriarchs – the falcon god has called
me to Nekhen specifically to bestow the symbols of authority on Djaty’s successor.”
She paused, looked at each man in turn. “That is my destiny.”


Babaef squirmed uncomfortably.


“Satisfied that Tiaa belongs here with us, that she’s the
one who will make our plan succeed?” Harmose asked.


Babaef nodded reluctantly.


“Now that Tiaa’s role is settled, which of your sisters will
be given to which family, Harmose?” Khawy asked. “What will the circle of power
look like? We’ve been waiting a long time to find out.”


Tiaa heard a few murmurs.


Harmose held up his hands. “Be patient a while longer.
You’ll learn soon enough.”


Tiaa could tell that no one was happy with that answer. But
what could they do about it? Perhaps if they were willing to band together they
could force Harmose’s hand. But Tiaa knew they all lacked the courage to try.


“I understand why you excluded Kairy from this hunt,”
Horbaef said, “since he’s not part of the circle of power. But where’s
Ankhmare? Isn’t he one of us now?”


“He’s trading in the North,” Tiaa replied. “He won’t be back
for another week, most likely.” Ankhmare had taken a smattering of trade goods
with him on his grain retrieval mission, so she wasn’t exactly lying.


“His wealth does place him among the elite,” Harmose said.
“He’ll support us, because Tiaa supports me, and Ankhmare is Tiaa’s partner.”


“Isn’t Kairy their partner too?” Babaef asked sharply,
glancing at Tiaa. “How do we know that Tiaa and Ankhmare haven’t already told Kairy
what we’re planning?”


Tiaa wondered why Babaef was being so obstinate tonight,
questioning everything concerning her involvement. She was going to have to
keep her eye on him. He was acting unpredictably, and that might upset her
plan.


“Especially since we all know that Kairy won’t give up his
claim as Djaty’s successor without a fight,” Aspelta noted.


The rest of the men nodded in agreement.


“How can Kairy possibly challenge my confirmation?” Harmose
asked, his voice rising. “We’ve all agreed that Tiaa will confirm me in her
role as the falcon god’s representative. Do you think Kairy is foolish enough
to challenge the god? Who in Nekhen would support him?”


“It was my idea for Kairy to become my partner,” Tiaa
interjected. “I arranged it after Harmose revealed his plan to me.” In order
to stop Harmose, which he hasn’t yet figured out.


“A brilliant move!” Harmose proclaimed. “By doing so Tiaa
tied Kairy’s fortune to hers and Ankhmare’s. If he challenges her confirmation
of me, their partnership will fall apart. The people in the hamlets who trade
with Ankhmare will refuse to deal with Kairy any longer. His wealth will be cut
in half. Would any of you be willing to give up so much on the very slight
chance that by issuing a challenge you might prevail against both me and
the falcon god?”


From the heads shaking around the fire, Tiaa knew that none
of the elite could conceive of such a thing.


“Good,” Harmose said, rising beside Tiaa. “That’s settled. We’ll
execute our plan once Djaty dies. Tiaa will confirm me as Nekhen’s ruler and
our families will be joined through my sisters and we’ll all prosper together
thereafter. And now, time to sleep. Our hunt begins at dawn.”


 


 


***


 


 


“That went well, My Love,” Harmose whispered some time later
in the darkness and privacy of one of the huts. Tiaa lay beside him, partially
covered by a linen blanket.


“We convinced them of my authority to confirm Nekhen’s next
ruler,” Tiaa agreed. “There should be no objection from them when the day
arrives.”


“Thank the gods,” Harmose said. He rolled onto his side,
leaned over, put his hand under her chin, tilted her head, kissed her lips.
“Soon I’ll be Nekhen’s ruler, and a short time after that you’ll come to my hut
permanently.”


“I can hardly wait,” Tiaa lied.


“You’ll give me an heir in short order,” Harmose predicted. “A
son to follow after me. That will be your first task – ensuring the succession.
Nothing else will be as important for you to accomplish – not making pottery,
not trading – nothing.”


You couldn’t be more wrong. “Will all the tasks you
assign me be so pleasant?” she asked seductively.


Harmose laughed. “We could see just how pleasant – tonight.”
She heard urgency in his voice.


Tiaa put her hand on his chest, kept him at bay. “We’ve
waited this long, Harmose. We can wait a bit longer. As you said, Djaty can’t
last more than a couple of months. We shouldn’t take a chance of upsetting our
plan so close to its conclusion.”


“I suppose not,” Harmose said dejectedly, rolling onto his
back.


Tiaa lay awake long after Harmose fell asleep, replaying the
evening’s events over and over. Everything had worked out better than she’d
expected. Harmose had convinced the elite patriarchs that she was indeed the
person chosen by the falcon god to confirm Nekhen’s next ruler. That they had
bought into the concept tonight, months before Djaty’s death, was fortunate and
important. The idea had time now to percolate in their minds and sink in and
become an accepted fact. That would make it nearly impossible for Harmose to
make an emotional argument to try to overrule her on the day she pushed him
aside in favor of Kairy. Tiaa knew she’d just moved a step closer to actually making
Kairy Djaty’s successor.


 


 


***


 


 


First light found Tiaa lying in wait with the elite men out
on the savannah a mile west of the hunting camp. She was stationed amidst a
jumble of boulders near the northern end of a long winding wadi, on its west
side, a position in which she would be hidden from approaching prey. The width
of the wadi south of her varied between five and ten feet, its depth four to
six. The men were all heavily armed with several spears and sharp flint knives.
Cattle–hair rope was coiled at their sides. Harmose and Aspelta and Babaef were
on the east side of the wadi directly opposite Tiaa’s boulders; Khawy and
Horbaef and Tiaa occupied gaps between waist–high rocks. Next to Tiaa lay a
pouch crammed with various medical supplies, just in case. Healing was one of
her abilities, as it had been for all of the talisman’s bearers; she hoped she
wouldn’t be called upon today to prove it. At the base of one of the boulders
to her rear were leather pouches full of food for the midday meal, and many jars brimming with water and beer. The hunt would occupy most of the day and it
would be hot out in the open beneath the blazing sun. Tiaa would serve the men
when the time came; the girls were all back in camp, for Harmose feared their
presence might scare off the bull.


Horbaef, the elite patriarch who provided game for Nekhenians,
was in nominal charge of the day’s activities. No one else had as much
experience as he dealing with wild animals. Harmose was counting on him to make
the hunt a success. Horbaef leaned close to Tiaa. “My men have used this spot
for years. It’s the perfect place to ambush large and dangerous prey. We’d have
no chance against an elephant or wild bull out in the open, but the wadi’s too
narrow for animals of their size to turn around and flee. They can only go in
one direction. As you can see, from the way I’ve positioned everyone, when the
time comes the hunters will simply step to the lip of each bank and hurl their
spears downward with considerable force. The prey won’t be able to escape.”


“But you’re not going to kill the bull,” Tiaa said.


Horbaef pointed well to the south. Tiaa saw dust rolling
skyward.


“The wild cattle are in that direction. My men have already
started driving them towards the mouth of the wadi – very slowly, so they won’t
spook them. Because the wadi’s narrow, getting them in is always tricky.” He
tilted his head to where Harmose and Aspelta and Babaef were waiting on the
opposite bank, all three lying prone so the beasts wouldn’t notice them. “With
luck, one of the cows in the herd will lead the way in. If that happens, I’ll
kill it when it reaches the boulders. One of my men stationed south of us will
kill whatever animal enters the wadi last. Both ends will then be blocked.
Harmose will be able to step to the lip of the wadi and drop a coil of rope
over the bull’s head, capturing him. My men will take it from there, make sure
the bull gets back to Nekhen alive.”


“Sounds dangerous.”


“The bull won’t cooperate, that’s for sure,” Horbaef
chuckled.


Tiaa scanned the savannah. “Over there – to the north?”
Another faint cloud of dust was visible.


“More of my men, chasing several different herds. They’ll
slay some gazelle and oryx today – one beast to feed us tonight, the rest to
take back to Nekhen. The people there still expect me to supply them with meat
tomorrow. Harmose’s hunt can’t interfere with that.”


Tiaa nodded and settled with her back against the closest boulder
to wait, facing the east. The sun was just up, spilling golden light across the
savannah, dispelling the night’s lingering coolness. Tiaa closed her eyes,
recalled all the years she’d spent in her grandfather’s company watching the
sun rise after a night of observing stars and stones. The warm breeze carried
smells that awakened more memories. She couldn’t help wonder how her people
were doing at the playa, or if they were even still there. Had some bands left?
Had the rains been better than she’d expected these past years, or worse? Were
any of her people still alive? She had to believe they were. She couldn’t
conceive of the falcon god abandoning her people to their fates after so many generations,
sending her away and leaving them helpless. She drew a deep breath, sighed. She
knew she couldn’t afford to worry about them now. She’d made the decision to leave
the playa years ago in obedience to the falcon god’s call. She was where she
was supposed to be, on the cusp of doing what she was supposed to do.
Fulfilling her mission was all that mattered.


From time to time Tiaa poked her head over the boulders and checked
the progress of the southern dust cloud. It was moving slowly yet inexorably
closer. She heard faint conversation from the opposite side of the gully; no
one spoke on her side. Tiaa reveled in the silence, contentedly watching the
long grass rippling in the breeze, the birds riding updrafts high overhead, the
changing colors as the sun climbed the sky. Perhaps two hours into her wait
Tiaa noticed a hunter limping in her direction. She was going to be called upon
as a healer after all. She grabbed her pouch and a water jar and went to meet
him. She set her supplies down next to a small waterhole shaded by a couple of
acacia trees where he had sunk to the ground.


A long line of crimson was running down the hunter’s leg.
“Got caught by a horn,” he said ruefully.


“I’m Tiaa.”


“Salitis.”


Tiaa washed his wound with water from the pond. Once it was
clean, she mixed a number of herbs in a small bowl, then removed her talisman
from around her neck and dipped it into her earthenware jar to give the water
it contained the falcon god’s healing power. She poured just enough water on
the herbs to make a moist thick poultice.


“This will stop the bleeding,” Tiaa told Salitis as she
pressed the poultice into his wound. The cut was fairly superficial, so she determined
she wouldn’t have to sew his skin together. She slathered honey thickly over
the wound, then took several long wide linen strips from her pouch and wrapped
them around the hunter’s thigh. “That should do it,” she said.


Salitis got gingerly to his feet, thanked her, then limped back
towards the hunt.


Moments later another hunter approached.


Tiaa didn’t get to see Harmose capture his bull. She treated
a steady stream of injured hunters all day long – cuts, scrapes, bruises,
punctures, twisted ankles and knees. She was aware when the elite launched
their attack in the wadi, for she heard the men’s triumphant cries and the terrified
bawling of the wild cattle. By the time she finished treating the last of
Horbaef’s men everyone else was already back in camp, wildly celebrating the
day’s success. Tiaa saw the bull – a truly fearsome creature – secured nearby,
closely watched by several armed men, ropes attached to all four of its feet
and tied to stakes, another around its neck tied to a tree trunk. Tiaa couldn’t
imagine how Horbaef’s men were going to get the beast back to Nekhen; she
suspected her services as healer would be needed again tomorrow. She noticed a number
of carcasses laid out in a row nearby, the animals that had been slain by
Horbaef’s hunters during the day. A few men were already butchering the
gazelles and oryx and other animals, assisted by several of the girls. The rest
of the girls were preparing the evening meal.


“Just in time!” Harmose exclaimed, coming to greet Tiaa.
“We’ve been waiting for you to perform the butchering ritual.”


“Send for one of the girls,” Tiaa told him wearily. “Once
she paints a bull on my back we can start.”


And then she sat down to rest, completely exhausted.











3999 BC: Nekhen – Shemu
(Harvest)


 


 


 


 


The keening of the women gathered outside Djaty’s magnificent
hut in the upper settlement told Tiaa exactly why she and Ankhmare had been
summoned to meet with Harmose. Djaty had been fading fast in the months since
Harmose’s first hunt – he’d conducted four subsequently – and so his death was not
unexpected. Now that he was gone, Tiaa knew the events she’d awaited for nearly
a decade had finally been set in motion. In the next day or so she’d either
make Kairy Nekhen’s ruler, or, if she failed, suffer consequences she scarce dared
consider at Harmose’s hands.


Tiaa followed Ankhmare into the hut. He had to stoop to
avoid hitting his head on the door jamb. Several tearful women and girls and a
number of solemn men stood just inside, all of whom had served Djaty in life,
all of them familiar to Tiaa from her regular visits. She nodded at them
sympathetically. Tiaa and Ankhmare proceeded to the rear of the hut where the
living quarters were located. Djaty’s body was stretched out on a pallet
thickly covered with lion pelts and soft furs. Harmose was seated cross–legged
next to it. Facing Harmose were the five patriarchs of Nekhen’s elite families.
Since she and Ankhmare had walked up the wadi path from the lower settlement
they were the last to arrive.


Tiaa nodded at Harmose. That he’d asked her to come was a
good sign. If he’d known she was about to betray him, he wouldn’t have. But
she’d not given him any reason this past year to think she didn’t love him and
didn’t want to join with him. As distasteful as that charade had been, Tiaa had
known she had to convince him that she desired to be with him in order to keep
him off guard when this very moment arrived. After today, she could finally
give up her deception. It would be an immense relief to be rid of him.


As Harmose related the details of Djaty’s passing, Tiaa
studied the patriarchs. All except Kairy were anxious. The tension was so palpable
in the hut that Tiaa thought she could cut it with a knife. These men had been
kept dangling by Harmose for years, paying bribes, waiting for Djaty to die. In
minutes Harmose would finally announce which patriarch’s family would get to
join a son to which of Harmose’s sisters, finally forge the circle of power. Every
patriarch was at this point hoping the sister given to his son would be Serethor,
the most important of the four. No doubt some of the less observant still hoped
to join a daughter to Harmose himself.


“Now I’ll tell you what’s going to happen tomorrow,” Harmose
said in conclusion. “At midmorning, you six men will bear Djaty’s body on a
litter to the promontory north of this one. As you know, a year ago I began
constructing Djaty’s grave there. I’ve set aside the entire promontory for the
use of Nekhen’s rulers, past and future.” He scanned the men’s faces. “Djaty’s
body will lay in a central chamber in his grave complex. It’s adjoined by three
chambers that will contain his grave goods. In addition, some of the animals
we’ve captured on our hunts will be slaughtered and buried in four pits, one at
each corner of the complex, so that he’ll have food for eternity. We’ll also
kill two crocodiles, to protect him. I set workmen to finishing everything an
hour ago – they’ll work through the night, by torchlight if necessary.”


“The grave goods?” Aspelta asked.


“They’ll be brought from Grandfather’s storehouse to here.
When the procession forms, you patriarchs carrying Djaty’s body will lead the
way, preceded by myself and Tiaa. Your families will follow us, then mourning
women, then servants carrying the goods, then the rest of the people – my workers,
your workers, and finally farmers.”


“Once at the grave?”


“Kairy and I are Djaty’s grandsons.” Harmose glanced at his
rival. “The two of us will arrange Djaty’s body in the ground. The rest of you
will place the grave goods around his body and in the storage chambers. Are
there any questions?”


The men sat silent.


Harmose reached behind him, produced a shepherd’s crook and
a flail and a supple leather band with several ostrich feathers attached.
“After Djaty’s grave has been filled with dirt there will be a feast on the
promontory. When the feast is concluded, Tiaa will bestow these symbols of
authority on me, Djaty’s successor, just like she saw in her dream. The six of
you will then pledge your fealty, followed by the rest of the family heads.”


“And in return for our fealty?” Kairy asked.


“Joinings will take place,” Harmose replied.


“Joinings?” Kairy asked innocently. Tiaa knew the other
patriarchs thought he was unaware of Harmose’s circle of power; his mission
today was to perpetuate Harmose’s belief in his ignorance, that he’d been
unaware that Harmose had hatched an intricate plan to ensure he became Nekhen’s
next ruler.


Harmose ignored Kairy. “Horbaef, my sister Henutmire will
join with your oldest son.”


Horbaef nodded. Tiaa sensed his disappointment that Serethor
was not to be his.


“Khawy, your son gains Naparaye.”


“I’m grateful, Patriarch.” He didn’t look all that grateful
to Tiaa.


“Serethor now belongs to your oldest son,” Harmose told Aspelta.


Tiaa glanced at Kairy. His face remained impassive. Tiaa
knew his first act as Nekhen’s ruler, if everything fell into place as she’d
planned, would be to join Serethor to his own son.


“Many thanks, Patriarch,” Aspelta said, beaming. “You’ll
have no stronger supporter in Nekhen than me.”


“In that case, my friend, your second oldest son shall have
Pyhia.”


Both Aspelta and Babaef looked surprised, for completely
opposite reasons.


Babaef just paid the price for disparaging me at the hunt,
Tiaa thought. He gets no sister. Proof that Harmose has a long memory and is
vindictive.


“You can’t do that!” Babaef insisted. “I’ve paid my bribes,
Harmose! I’ve earned one of your sisters!”


“Bribes?” Kairy interjected, appearing to be baffled. “What
bribes?”


“You shouldn’t have insulted Tiaa,” Harmose snapped at
Babaef, ignoring Kairy again.


“I’ll apologize! You have to reconsider!”


“I’m afraid I don’t.”


Babaef looked daggers at Tiaa, rose, stormed from the hut.


“Let that be a lesson to you all,” Harmose warned, scanning
the faces gathered around him.


“What’s going on here?” Kairy asked, feigning confusion. “I
gather you’re linking all of the elite families together through our children,
Harmose. Does that mean my oldest daughter will be joined to you?”


“I’m afraid not,” Harmose said, hardly trying to keep the
delight from his voice. He’d waited a long time to put Kairy in his place. “I’m
going to join with Tiaa, as soon as she confirms me as Djaty’s successor. Our son
will be both ruler of Nekhen and the chosen of the falcon god someday.” He
smiled. “Count yourself lucky that I’m going to allow you to remain among the
elite, Cousin, although you’ll be the least among them, lower even than Babaef.
You should not have threatened to challenge me as Djaty’s successor all these
years.”


Kairy’s feigned anger looked genuine. Only Tiaa saw the
twinkle in his eye. He was enjoying Harmose’s apparent triumph, knowing his
cousin’s fall was imminent.


Harmose turned his attention to the other patriarchs. “I
want all of you back here first thing in the morning. We’ll make the final
preparations then.”


“If I might make a suggestion?” Tiaa asked.


Harmose seemed startled that she’d interrupt. “Go ahead.”


Tiaa was counting on him not denying her request. It would either
make or break the plan she and Kairy had developed. “The patriarchs along the river
and in the hamlets where Ankhmare trades have a stake in Nekhen now, Harmose. Thanks
to Kairy’s milk and blood and meat, they’re as dependent on Nekhen as the
people who actually live in our settlement. Wouldn’t it make sense to have them
participate in Djaty’s burial and your confirmation as ruler? There’ll be no
better opportunity for you to impress them and display Nekhen’s might and
wealth – and yours.”


“It’ll take too long for them to gather,” Harmose muttered.


Tiaa knew Harmose feared delay, especially with Kairy apparently
angry at him. But she needed the patriarchs from the valley to be included in
the ceremony for her plan to work. “Not really,” she said lightly. “Ankhmare
can use his boats to bring the patriarchs to Nekhen. If he leaves at dawn tomorrow
they’ll all be here by nightfall. The burial can take place the morning after.”
She saw Harmose was unconvinced. Thank the gods he was so greedy. She could use
that against him. “They’ll all want to bring grave goods to honor Djaty and
accompany him to the next life, and to impress you. Don’t you think so,
Ankhmare?”


“I do,” he readily affirmed.


Tiaa could tell Harmose was already mentally calculating how
much he’d be able to skim off for himself. “Who will feed these extra mouths
while they’re here?” he demanded.


“I will,” Ankhmare offered. “Consider it my gift to our new
ruler. They can camp on the edge of the celebration grounds, near my dependents.”


“Speaking of which,” Tiaa said. “Those grounds are where the
ceremonies should take place, Harmose. Move Djaty’s body there this evening. Pile
his grave goods around him for all to see. Overwhelm everyone with his wealth
and might, with the wealth and might you are about to inherit. The procession
to the promontory can start from there, with both Nekhenians and those from the
hamlets included. It’ll be an impressive sight no one will ever forget – an
immensely long line of mourners winding up the wadi path, everyone burdened
with rich grave goods. After the burial we can return to the celebration grounds
to feast, and then I’ll bestow the symbols of authority.”


Tiaa knew she’d squarely struck Harmose’s vanity.


“We’ll do it your way,” he said.


 


 


***


 


 


Tiaa watched the last of the visitors disembark from
Ankhmare’s largest trading vessel at the landing place and begin making their
way across the stubble of recently harvested fields towards the flats east of
the lower settlement. His smaller boats bobbed along the shore, having
disgorged their occupants earlier in the day. Ankhmare’s crewmen had called on
the hamlets nearest to Nekhen beginning at dawn, spread the word of Djaty’s
demise, returned throughout the day with patriarchs and family heads and grave
goods. The earliest arrivals had already set up their camps near the celebration
grounds and columns of smoke spiraled into the sky from their fires. From the
standards atop poles that rose from the midst of the sprawling campground and
those currently being carried from Ankhmare’s boat, Tiaa knew that
representatives of nearly every hamlet in the area had come to Nekhen to
participate in Djaty’s burial. The settlement’s population had practically
doubled in an afternoon. The number appeared to closely match that in her
dream.


Tiaa glanced over her shoulder at the sunscreen under which Djaty’s
body lay at one end of the celebration grounds. The patriarchs had carried it
down the wadi path from the upper settlement and placed it there early last
evening. All night long flickering torches on the promontory across the wadi north
of the upper settlement had provided light for a plethora of workmen putting
the final touches on Djaty’s grave. By tomorrow morning it would be ready.


Nekhen’s falcon–topped standard loomed over Djaty’s body and
dozens of orderly rows nearby containing the grave goods that would accompany him
to his next life. Servants had been carrying those goods from Djaty’s
storehouse on the upper terrace all day long, the ant–like line snaking down
the wadi path without ceasing. As many containers as there were, Tiaa knew
Harmose had held many back. His personal storehouse hidden on the plateau remained
chock full of fine objects, or so Kairy had reported. Harmose obviously had no
interest in burying any of his own wealth underground, not even on behalf of
his grandfather. Meanwhile, a steady stream of Ankhmare’s men had been carrying
the visitors’ offerings from his boats and piling them near Djaty’s corpse all
afternoon. No one in the valley had ever seen such wealth accumulated in one
place. Tiaa knew the visitors had only come to the burial out of respect for Ankhmare
and Kairy, for though tied to Nekhen by trade, in some cases quite closely,
none of the nearby hamlets owed any allegiance to Nekhen’s dead ruler. In fact,
as Tiaa well knew, none of the valley’s patriarchs wanted anything at all to do
with either Djaty or Harmose. They held the inaction of the two during the
flood year and its aftermath against them, and always would.


Tiaa saw Ankhmare entering the campground along with the
patriarchs he’d personally ferried on his boat. Even at a distance his figure
was unmistakable, conspicuous because of his height. He was swarmed by well–wishers.
Everyone seemed happy to see him, and why not? The recent harvest had been
excellent, the year of famine broken. Storage bins throughout this portion of
the valley had already been fully replenished, and new ones constructed to hold
the overflow. Tiaa couldn’t help reflect on how many people in the hamlets Ankhmare
had saved with the emmer and barley and other foodstuffs he’d acquired and
given away for free. She had presided over the distribution; it was fair to say
that there were few people in the nearby valley that did not know both her and
Ankhmare by name now. And it wasn’t just visitors from the hamlets – many in
Nekhen, even some from the elite families – had called on Tiaa in time of need
and had not been turned away.


People from outside Nekhen knew Djaty and Harmose only by
reputation. The two had seldom so much as ventured from the upper to the lower
settlement these past years, much less traveled anywhere in the valley. Even within
Nekhen, in most quarters, hatred swirled around Djaty for the favoritism he’d
shown to his friends and those who could pay him sufficient bribes, and his
utter disregard for the welfare of anyone else. They held against him his
reallocations of fields, his refusal to share what he himself had stored with
them in their time of need, of the demands he’d made of them for a “gods’
share” of what they’d grown in their fields. That Harmose was behind all of
these actions, using Djaty’s name to shield himself from the people’s wrath,
was known to only a handful, and they dared not speak out for fear of reprisal.
Thus Harmose had inoculated himself against those he feared might rally behind
Kairy and challenge him as Djaty’s successor. To solidify his position he’d
announced only a week ago, again in Djaty’s name, that the most recent field
realignments were to be permanent and that the gods’ share would continue to be
collected until there was sufficient grain stored to withstand another
disastrous inundation. In fact, according to what Harmose had told Tiaa while she
was ministering to the dying ruler, Harmose planned to distribute much of what
was collected to the elite families in order to assure their continued support.
Harmose had attempted to negate the resulting outcry by insisting that the gods
had spoken to Djaty and so Nekhen’s ruler was merely carrying out their will. Harmose
had dared them to challenge the gods. None had.


Gazing at the seeming forest of standards rising above the
visitors’ camp, Tiaa recognized that they too matched exactly what she’d seen
in her dream. The very moment in time that she’d worked towards was finally upon
her. She was where she was supposed to be, when she was supposed to be, prepared
to confirm the man she was supposed to confirm. Everything was in place for her
to carry out the god’s will. Tomorrow, after Djaty’s burial, she, as
representative of the falcon god, would gird Kairy with symbols of authority. He’d
then receive the acclaim of the assembled multitude and would officially be
Nekhen’s ruler. Tiaa recalled all the seemingly random acts that had led her
and Ankhmare to Nekhen, thought about all that had happened since. Everything
had fallen into place exactly as she had dreamed it. She fully understood now
why the falcon god had sent her. If not, Harmose would be succeeding Djaty
tomorrow. He had turned out to be such an awful and unworthy man. She thought
about how he’d wield in the open the power that he’d so far wielded in secret
if she confirmed him in Djaty’s place, and shuddered. She knew she was about to
prevent a significant amount of misery from stalking the people of Nekhen in
the future – as long as she could execute the final steps in her plan.


The sun dipped below the plateau and darkness fell over the
valley. Fires began twinkling like fireflies along the river and atop the
promontory. The standards rising above the camp were transformed into
indistinct shadows, the images of the gods that topped them becoming one with the
darkness.


It was, at last, time for Tiaa to act.


 


 


***


 


 


Two hours after nightfall Tiaa scaled the outcrop of rock that
stood beside the wadi path, her way lit by the light of the full moon. To her
left a few torches still burned atop the promontory where Djaty’s grave was
being finished. She heard the bawling of the cattle that would be sacrificed to
accompany him to the next life and an occasional shout from an overseer
directing the work. To her right burned the fires of the upper settlement and below
her in the far distance, a quarter mile west of the moon–silvered river, the
campfires of the visitors. The area where Djaty’s body lay was conspicuous, a dark
oval where a single torch flickered, ringed by the fires of the visitors and
the huts of the lower settlement.


Tiaa took the last steep step up onto the flat surface atop
the outcrop. Kairy and Babaef were already seated in its center.


“You didn’t say we were meeting with her when you brought
me here,” Babaef snarled at Kairy.


“You wouldn’t have come if I had,” Kairy said evenly.


“You’re right.” Babaef addressed Tiaa, angrily. “Has Harmose
sent you to throw the two of us a crumb? Is he afraid we’ll somehow upset his
plans now that he’s cut us from his circle of power? Or has he sent you to pay the
two of us off so we’ll fall in line?”


“Harmose doesn’t know we’re here,” Tiaa replied.


Horbaef and Khawy and Aspelta lurched into view, one after
another.


“Thank you for coming, patriarchs,” Tiaa said in greeting as
each sat.


“You all have a lot of gall,” Babaef spluttered. “Were you
in on Harmose’s plan to cheat me from the beginning?”


“Be careful what you accuse us of,” Khawy said icily.


“You have only yourself to blame for the position you’re
in,” Aspelta reminded Babaef. “If you’d kept your mouth shut you would have had
Pyhia at least.”


“Please,” Tiaa pleaded, her eyes sweeping each in turn. “You’re
all victims of Harmose’s machinations – even those of you who are in Harmose’s circle
of power now.”


“Where’s Ankhmare?” Aspelta asked. “Isn’t he one of us?”


“He’s visiting with the patriarchs from the hamlets,” Tiaa
replied. Gathering them together so I can speak with them later tonight and
convince them to support Kairy.


“Tell them why you called us here,” Kairy urged.


Tiaa couldn’t help thinking about the last time she’d stood
before a group of patriarchs to discuss a matter of such great importance. That
had been eight years ago, at the playa, and she a mere girl of sixteen. Those
patriarchs had disregarded her warnings, trivialized her, manipulated her like a
piece in a game, imposed their will on her. But to the men sitting before her,
she was proven. They all knew her personally. They owed the survival of their
families during the famine at least in part to her. They were convinced that
she was the falcon god’s chosen one. She expected they would treat her more
seriously than those among whom she had grown up.


“I told you about the dream sent me by the falcon god when
we were hunting. But I didn’t tell you everything.”


“That’s why we’re here? To waste more time hearing about your
dreams?” Babaef snorted.


“What we heard then was hardly a waste of our time,” Aspelta
said. “I for one am interested in what Tiaa has to add.”


She nodded. “I told you that I saw myself bestowing the
symbols of authority on the next ruler of Nekhen. I saw him being acclaimed by
the people afterwards beneath a standard. But that wasn’t the whole story. What
I actually saw in my dream was a virtual forest of standards, just like the one
that now rises from the camp of the visitors.” She pointed in the direction of
the camp. “The falcon god brought me to Nekhen to bestow the symbols of
authority on a man who will rule not only Nekhen but the entire surrounding
valley.”


“Dozens of hamlets subservient to Nekhen? Preposterous!”
Babaef said.


“Not subservient,” Tiaa corrected. “Connected to.” She
leaned forward, her voice urgent. “I’ve traveled this valley from the cataract
to the Great Green. I’ve lived on the southern savannah, journeyed to the
northern lake, gleaned in the eastern wadis. I tell you there’s an energy
sweeping through this valley, patriarchs. Granted, there are differences among
the people from one region to the next – dialect, lifestyle, beliefs, culture,
gods – but those differences are being erased as people migrate to and from and
within the valley, as women join with men and take their culture to their new
bands or settlements. The people of this valley are primed to be connected, and
that connector is trade.”


“You have to admit that Ankhmare has brought the hamlets
near Nekhen close together through his trading activities,” Kairy interjected.
“I’ve seen it firsthand.”


Tiaa nodded. “All life in this valley depends on the river,”
she continued. “Everyone lives within a few paces of it. Think of a stone
thrown into water – ripples spread out from the landing place, wider and wider
until they’re lost in the distance. So it is with the trade that Ankhmare’s
launched – the ripples have spread far throughout the valley, with Nekhen at
their center.”


Kairy nodded vigorously in agreement. The other patriarchs seemed
to be mulling the concept.


“Whoever controls the river controls the valley,” Tiaa argued,
passionate now. “We who live in this region are already positioned to control great
chunks of the river far to the north and south of Nekhen. All we need is a visionary
leader to bring Nekhen and the hamlets together, forge us into one entity. We who
live in the region of Nekhen can be preeminent in this valley if we are united.
We shouldn’t be content with the small sphere of influence we now have.”


Babaef laughed derisively. “There’s a flaw in this plan… or
whatever it is you’re presenting. The patriarchs from the hamlets will never
bow down to Harmose.”


“No, they won’t,” Tiaa said softly.


There was a long silence, broken only by the sound of the
wind sweeping across the heights.


“They’ll pledge fealty to Kairy,” Tiaa said.


Horbaef cried out in disbelief.


“Kairy understands what this region can do if it’s united,”
Tiaa argued. “Even more, he cares about all the people who line the river, as
well as those who reside in Nekhen. Must I remind you that, along with
Ankhmare, he looked out for everyone’s welfare in their time of need after the
flood? He ensured that all shared in his milk and blood when beer was scarce,
not just his friends, as Harmose did. You all know this is true, because he
shared what he had with all of you too.” Tiaa gazed at the distant river, the
cause of so much bounty and so much want. “We’ve just been through a famine. It
affected all of us. We know Djaty’s response to it – which we all know was
actually Harmose’s response. Harmose gave the best fields to you, his friends,
and those willing to bribe him. He abandoned everyone else to their fate.
Though his storehouses were overflowing with goods, he didn’t use a single item
to barter for grain to feed the starving – or any of you when your families
needed emmer and barley. Instead, he demanded a ‘gods’ share’ from everyone in
Nekhen so he could support his craftsmen and his own luxurious lifestyle.” Tiaa
paused. “The falcon god didn’t send me a dream requesting Djaty to ask for such
a share. And I’m his chosen one.”


“He didn’t send one directly to Harmose either,” Kairy said.
“You all know it.”


“So, Tiaa. You’re asking us to support Kairy as Nekhen’s
next ruler? Is that it?” Aspelta asked.


“Yes.” Tiaa’s answer hung in the air.


“My son will be joined to one of Harmose’s sisters
tomorrow,” Khawy objected. “I gave much to position my family to be in
Harmose’s circle of power. Family ties are powerful, and cannot be ignored.”


“Easy for you to say,” Babaef groused. “You weren’t deceived
and cheated after so many years of making payments to Harmose, like I was.”


“The benefits of expanded trade will serve all of you, better
than any artificial family tie,” Tiaa countered.


“My herd has doubled in size since I started letting
Ankhmare deliver my milk and blood a year ago,” Kairy attested. “Expanding trade
will increase wealth for all of us. Don’t you all want to reap the same
benefits I have?”


“If we let Harmose have unbridled power he’ll be able to
demand anything of you he wants,” Tiaa said. “And you know he’ll always want
more.” Convincing these men to support Kairy’s cause was the point of this
meeting. She knew Harmose would fight her decision to confirm Kairy. Steal these
patriarchs away from Harmose and he’d have no one behind him. Fail to convince them
and who knew what the result might be. “You all know Harmose’s greed. Do you
think the fact that your sons are joined to his sisters will temper his
demands? More likely he’ll use the threat of taking them back as leverage to extort
even more from you.” Tiaa looked around the group. “And will any of the women
in your families be safe? You all know Harmose’s proclivities. You all know
he’ll quickly tire of me and resume the hunt. If he hasn’t already.”


From their expressions she’d struck a nerve. Good. It was
time Harmose paid for his licentious living.


“If we challenge Harmose he’ll cut us off from beer and the
objects his craftsmen make,” Horbaef complained.


“We can find another brewer to make up the lost beer. Ankhmare’s
craftsmen will make up the objects,” Tiaa assured him. “You fear Harmose
because of his wealth, patriarchs. Must I remind you that he extorted that
wealth from you, from all the people of Nekhen? You surely know he skimmed the
god’s portion at every festival for himself. If you don’t believe me, ask
Kairy. Ask him to show you Harmose’s secret warehouse. You know Harmose refused
to let his sisters be joined to your sons for years so he could continue to demand
bribes from you. Do you wish to continue to live like that, serving a monster,
or will you pledge fealty to Kairy, unite this region in a way never before
seen in this valley?”


“I fully back Kairy,” Babaef suddenly interjected. “So
should you.”


Tiaa considered his support a minor victory, and hardly
surprising. How else could Babaef get back at Harmose for cheating him out of
what he believed he had coming? For the rest, though, defecting from Harmose
would not be so easy. They had much more to lose than Babaef did.


Shortly after, the patriarchs departed the outcrop, all
promising to consider Tiaa’s words. That was about what she’d expected. She
knew she was asking a lot of them, out of the blue. She and Kairy had done what
they could. Now Harmose’s and Kairy’s fates – and hers – were truly in the falcon
god’s hands.


 


 


***


 


 


At midafternoon the following day everyone who could fit, be
they from Nekhen or one of the surrounding hamlets, filed into the celebration
grounds.


Tiaa stood beneath the sunscreen at the north end of the
oval, next to Harmose, watching the grounds slowly fill. The falcon standard of
Nekhen cast a long shadow across the oval from beside the sunscreen. Tiaa was
wearing her talisman around her neck and her golden falcon girdle around her waist
and a brilliantly–white linen kilt. Her arms and legs were painted with
falcons. As she waited for everyone to take their places Tiaa glanced up at the
promontory. Dust was rising from where men were mounding dirt over Djaty’s
massive grave and storage chambers. She knew more men were wrapping with
matting the corpses of the animals that had been slain to feed Djaty’s spirit
and the two crocodiles that would guard the grave complex. Djaty’s burial ceremony
had been impressive, the procession starting at dawn, winding from the oval up
the wadi path to the promontory, the line of people longer than anyone had ever
seen, the number and quality of goods placed in the grave magnificent. Tiaa had
presided along with Harmose, invoking the protection of the falcon god on Djaty
as he began his journey to his next life. Afterwards, everyone had descended
the wadi path to an open space near the edge of cultivation to feast, the food
and drink provided by Ankhmare, as he’d promised. And now it was finally time
to confirm Nekhen’s next ruler, time for Tiaa to do what she’d come to Nekhen
to do.


Tiaa suppressed a yawn. She’d been up most of the night, conversing
with the patriarchs from the hamlets that Ankhmare had gathered together for
her. They had readily agreed to support Kairy, having no vested interest in
seeing Harmose become ruler. But they weren’t from Nekhen. What really mattered
was what Nekhen’s patriarchs would do in the next few minutes. Tiaa glanced to
her left where they all stood in a loose group. She caught Kairy’s eye and he smiled
encouragingly. She hoped he’d heard good news from his peers.


Harmose was standing next to her, wearing his finest kilt
and his finest jewelry. He looked every inch a ruler. He was smiling, watching
the crowd come to a semblance of order. At last he nudged her. “Get on with it.
The sooner this is done the sooner we can retire to my hut.”


You’re going to be sorely disappointed on that score,
Tiaa thought with satisfaction. She turned her attention to the oval, though
she could have closed her eyes and seen what was before her because of her
dream – a multitude of people spilling out every side, dozens of standards
rising from their midst, the river, the promontories, the outcrop of rock.


Tiaa stepped from under the sunscreen, blinking against the
bright sunlight, the crook and flail in one hand and the leather headband with
its ostrich plumes in the other. The crowd fell silent. Tiaa’s talisman and
girdle both glittered brightly, reflecting the sun. Her hair shone like gold, unbound,
spilling over her back and shoulders, fanned by the breeze. She raised her
hands above her head. “I hold the symbols of authority that mark Nekhen’s
ruler,” she cried in a voice that carried to the back of the crowd. “The man
who bears them must be strong. He must care for our welfare. He must put our
interests above his own. He must look after us when times are good, and especially
when times are bad. He must fairly settle our disputes and adjust the
boundaries of our fields. He must lead us when we honor the gods. He must
provide for us at festivals. The man chosen to be our ruler must be very
special indeed.”


Tiaa glanced over her shoulder at Harmose. He was smiling,
but she saw his impatience. She turned back to the crowd. “The falcon god
called me to Nekhen specifically to bestow these symbols upon Nekhen’s next
ruler. And now, it is time.”


At that instant a falcon swooped low over the court,
skimming mere inches above the crowd. Many ducked. A few dropped to their
knees. A woman screamed. The falcon issued a piercing cry, then climbed steeply
into the sky and began to circle directly overhead.


Tiaa heard oohs and aahs.


“The falcon god is with us!” Harmose shouted triumphantly.


Harmose has just sealed his fate, Tiaa thought. Everyone
will interpret the falcon’s unexpected appearance the same way he did – as the
god’s blessing. No one will dispute my decision now. The falcon was, for
her, confirmation that she was about to select the right man. She turned, faced
Harmose, smiled – then walked directly to Kairy.


The patriarchs standing beside him stepped backwards,
leaving him in isolation. Tiaa had the answer she’d sought. They would not
support Harmose.


Kairy straightened, threw back his shoulders.


“Kairy, the falcon god calls you to rule,” she cried. “He
calls you to unify Nekhen and the hamlets surrounding into one, so that this
entire region will be a force to be reckoned with in our valley.”


A surprised and joyful roar erupted from the crowd. Except
for the patriarchs, the family heads and common people had been in the dark
about what was going to happen. All had expected Harmose to succeed Djaty. But
they all knew and liked Kairy. They were glad for his selection.


Tiaa pressed the crook and flail into his hands.


“This was your doing,” Kairy told her, smiling.


A shiver ran down Tiaa’s spine. She’d never told anyone that
part of her dream except for Harmose. More confirmation that she’d selected the
right man. “Bow your head,” she commanded. “Quickly!” Kairy did. Tiaa stood on
tiptoe, placed the ostrich plumes upon his brow. She stepped back. Kairy straightened
once more. He looked like a ruler.


The crowd loudly shouted its assent.


“You can’t do this!” Harmose was at Tiaa’s side, screaming,
his face almost purple with rage, his arms flailing. “Djaty picked me!”


“And the falcon god has picked Kairy,” Tiaa replied dismissively.
She turned from Harmose, addressed Nekhen’s patriarchs. “Who will pledge fealty
to our ruler?”


“I will!” Ankhmare cried, his eyes fixed on Harmose. He
moved in front of Kairy and knelt.


Kairy took Ankhmare by both shoulders and raised him up and
embraced him. “Thank you, my friend.”


“What does it matter if Kairy’s partner pledges him fealty?”
Harmose shouted to the crowd. “It means nothing!”


“But it does if I do,” Khawy said as he shoved Harmose aside
and knelt.


Horbaef and Babaef and Aspelta followed him.


“You all owe me…” Harmose spluttered.


“Nothing!” Aspelta snarled. “You extorted us for years,
Harmose. None of us will support you now.”


“You did this to yourself, Harmose,” Horbaef said gleefully
as Babaef knelt.


The patriarchs from the hamlets were joining the line now,
each accompanied by a man carrying his hamlet’s standard.


“All hail Kairy,” someone in the crowd shouted, and then the
cry was ringing across the valley, over and over, echoing against the far
plateaus.


Tiaa slipped aside, well out of the way, to observe. She
noted when Harmose finally slunk away, defeated, disgraced. She turned her
attention back to the patriarchs who were, one after the other, pledging their
fealty to their new ruler. What Tiaa had first dreamed eight years ago had
finally come to pass. The weight she had carried with her all that time suddenly
lifted from her shoulders. She felt a lightness that she hadn’t felt her whole
life. Her destiny had been fulfilled.


Ankhmare was suddenly at Tiaa’s elbow. “That went well,” he
said with satisfaction.


“Thanks for swaying the patriarchs from the hamlets.” She
glanced at him. “Do you wish it was you instead of Kairy? It could have been,
you know. Without you, he’d still be unknown outside Nekhen.”


“Honestly? I’ve never wanted to be anything except a trader.”


“Kairy’s going to need your help the next few months, and
years,” Tiaa said, surveying the crowd. “I imagine he’s going to have to spend
a great deal of time in the hamlets, drawing everybody together.”


“I’ll help him any way I can,” Ankhmare promised.


Hemu and Serethor approached, smiling, hand in hand.


Serethor embraced Tiaa, her tear–wet eyes shining. “I’ll
never be able to thank you enough. Hemu just told me how all this was your
plan, and what his father promised for your helping him.”


“I’m glad it worked out. You two make a lovely couple,” Tiaa
said.


“So what’s next for you, Tiaa, now that you’ve done what you
came to Nekhen to do?” Hemu asked.


“For the first time in years I have absolutely no idea,”
Tiaa replied. “Now that I’ve carried out the falcon god’s will, I think my life
might finally be my own.”


The last patriarch knelt, pledged fealty, then stood and
moved back with the others. As one the patriarchs and common men of Nekhen and
the valley acclaimed their ruler. Tiaa and Ankhmare and Hemu and Serethor added
their voices to the others’ cheers.











3998 BC: Nekhen – Shemu
(Harvest)


 


 


 


 


Khuit and Serethor sat across from Tiaa inside her hut,
their faces illuminated by the flickering flame in the bowl of oil set on the
ground between them. Great quantities of flowers overflowing large pottery jars
in each corner richly perfumed the air. The flowers were Tiaa’s one luxury;
several of the boatmen’s girls gathered bouquets for her each morning. From the
large workshop next door came the sounds of fired pottery being stacked. The
workshop was semi–subterranean, its walls made of mud–covered reeds, its roof
held up by thick wooden posts, a wide hearth occupying an entire end. Tiaa
employed half a dozen girls there to make the rough jars that Ankhmare used to
transport Kairy’s milk and blood throughout the nearby valley each day. Those
jars bore a crescent–shaped thumbprint just below the rim, impressed into the
clay while it was still wet, a way of signifying that the jar was a product of
her workshop.


“You’re really leaving Nekhen, Tiaa?” Khuit asked.


“There’s no good reason for me to stay,” Tiaa replied.


A year had passed since she’d confirmed Kairy as Nekhen’s
ruler. His first actions had been designed to neutralize any threat Harmose
might pose to him. Harmose was a wily and vindictive man, and there was every
reason to believe he’d attempt to regain the position he believed Kairy had
stolen from him with Tiaa’s help. So Kairy had literally dismantled his rival’s
power base. He’d parceled Harmose’s craftsmen out to the other patriarchs, assigning
them based on the raw materials the craftsmen used. All of them had workshops
beside the celebration grounds now, mixed in among Ankhmare’s workshops. Kairy had
distributed the contents of Harmose’s secret warehouse to the patriarchs, in
essence returning to them the bribes they’d paid. He’d held some of the
contents back; he’d used the goods to acquire grain from the northern
settlements as insurance against future famine. Those goods had included every
gift Harmose had ever given Tiaa; she’d been glad to divest herself of them for
a worthy cause. That grain was now stored in great clay bins on the upper
terrace.


Kairy had spent considerable time traveling among the
hamlets, consolidating his power there. Ankhmare had assisted him. With Tiaa,
the two had talked long into the night the first week after Kairy’s
confirmation, discussing the future of the valley. They concluded that a single
day of unity had not unified the nearby hamlets and Nekhen, but merely drawn
them closer. Each had a different lifestyle, different culture, different gods.
Kairy’s task, as Tiaa saw it, was to forge a common identity among all the
people, wherever they lived, so that their nascent alliance would not fall
apart in years to come. She’d played an important part in forging that
identity, personally convincing the patriarchs in every hamlet that, while they
should continue to worship their own gods, they should worship the falcon god
as their primary god. He, then, became the focal point for everyone, the
foundation of unity. Tiaa had been kept busy the past year conducting
ceremonies that honored him throughout the region.


Because Ankhmare was pulled away so often by Kairy, Tiaa had
overseen Ankhmare’s trading activities almost single–handedly. She’d personally
led several expeditions to the large settlements in the North, carrying the
fruits of Ankhmare’s and the patriarch’s craftsmen, as well as her own pottery.
During the times she wasn’t voyaging or visiting the hamlets she was creating
jars and bowls and platters and cups and dozens of other items. All of the
patriarchs had increased their wealth because of her.


Harmose had been reduced to supplying beer for a handful of
families in Nekhen. He no longer used five of his six brewing vats; most of the
huts of his former workers now stood empty on the upper terrace. He was furious
over Tiaa’s betrayal; he hated her with a passion now, not just because he’d
been manipulated out of being Nekhen’s ruler, but because he’d never guessed
she’d faked her love for him. He felt she’d made a fool of him. She didn’t
disagree. She understood his rage. But Harmose was a terrible man and deserved
what he’d gotten. Had he been worthy, she would have gladly confirmed him as
Djaty’s successor, though she never would have joined with him.


“There’s plenty of reason for you to stay,” Serethor told
Tiaa. “There’s your pottery. What would Ankhmare do without you? The people of
Nekhen and the valley love you. Khuit and I love you. You need to find a man,
settle down, raise some babies.”


“We saw all the men hanging around you at the harvest
festival last night,” Khuit said. “You could have your pick.”


“Don’t forget – you need a child so you can pass on the
talisman,” Serethor noted.


“I’m happy living as I am. I don’t want or need a man,” Tiaa
said.


Serethor leaned forward. “Could I ask you something, Tiaa? Did
you ever really love my brother?”


“No. I loved a man once, but he was taken from me.”


“Qar,” Khuit said.


“I’ll never love anyone else. I’ve never met a man who
measured up.” Tiaa fingered her copper necklace. “Besides, too many men have
taken advantage of me in my life.”


“Iny and Pay,” Khuit said knowingly.


“Anyway, Kairy made me see what Harmose was really like. So I
tried to change him. I tried to make him into a better man. But I failed. When
he tried to turn the famine to his own advantage I started hating him. That’s
actually when I decided Kairy was supposed to rule Nekhen. So the entire last
year I was pretending I loved Harmose. I couldn’t let him guess I was working against
him.”


“Still, you deserve someone who can make you happy,”
Serethor said.


Tiaa shook her head. “I won’t settle for just anyone. I want
a man who’ll love me the way Ankhmare loved Khuit all those years – completely,
forever, in spite of any obstacle. There’s no one like that at Nekhen.” Tiaa
took a deep breath. “So I’m determined to leave. You won’t talk me out of it.”


“Where will you go?” Khuit asked.


“Remember the day we arrived at Nekhen and Kairy accused me
of abandoning my people at the playa?”


“He was trying to make you look bad in Djaty’s eyes, limit
your influence.”


“But Kairy was right. I did abandon my people to their fate.
I’m the only person alive who can read the stones and sun and stars at the
playa. Who knows what’s happened to my family, to my people, since I’ve been
gone? It’s been almost a decade.”


“You left the playa because you were obeying the falcon god.
He wanted you here, not there. And don’t forget, the patriarchs at the playa had
refused to listen to you,” Khuit said.


“Maybe they’ll listen now. Maybe now that I’ve made Kairy
Nekhen’s ruler I should resume my former role.”


Khuit shook her head. “Please, Tiaa. Reconsider. Have you
forgotten about Iny? If he doesn’t kill you he’ll make you his woman. Are you
prepared for that? If you go to the playa you’ll never be able to leave.”


“It’s a risk I have to take,” Tiaa said decisively. “My
grandfather raised me to serve my people. Just because the falcon god gave me a
task doesn’t mean my original obligation doesn’t still remain. Besides, what if
all of this – making Kairy the ruler of Nekhen – was simply to prepare a place
for my people to live? What if my new destiny is to lead my people from the
playa to Nekhen itself?”


“What if you’re wrong? What if the playa’s dying but they’re
still too stubborn to listen to you and refuse to leave?”


“Then I’ll stay,” Tiaa said. “I’ll read the stones and sun
and stars and make my predictions, if they’ll let me. I’ll do whatever I can to
keep my people alive.”


“You know Ankhmare will never let you travel halfway across
the world by yourself,” Khuit said. “It’s too dangerous.”


“Ankhmare doesn’t control me. And I won’t put anyone at risk
on my account. A handful of men wouldn’t significantly lessen the dangers that
wait along the way anyway,” Tiaa said.


“The right men would,” Serethor said.


“Such as?”


“Hemu and some of his herdsmen,” Serethor replied. “Kairy
can manage his herds without my man for awhile. Your people at the playa are
herdsman, Tiaa. If anyone can convince them to move their animals here – if
that’s what you think should be done – its Hemu. He knows how to make animals thrive
in the valley. And driving cattle and sheep and goats from the playa to the
valley won’t be easy. He can scout out the best route as you travel south, find
the waterholes, the pastures. Frankly, you don’t have the skill to do that.”


“I won’t let you make that sacrifice for me,” Tiaa said. “You’ve
waited so long to be with Hemu.”


“I owe you. And I’m not giving you a choice,” Serethor said.
“Unless you agree, I’ll make sure Kairy orders you to stay at Nekhen. Anyway, Hemu
will have an incentive to return you to me quickly, so he can see the son who’ll
be waiting for him.”


“You’re pregnant?” Tiaa exclaimed.


“Yes,” Serethor beamed.


Khuit hugged her close.


Tiaa sighed. “I agree to your conditions,” she said
reluctantly. “Tell Hemu we’ll be leaving the day after tomorrow. That way we’ll
reach the playa when the people are gathered there and the rains are greening
the grass. That’ll be the best time to move the herds, if leave the playa they
must. And if not, if I decide I have to stay, or if I’m forced to stay, I’ll
send Hemu back right away, so he’ll be home before his heir is born.”











3997 BC: Nabta
Playa – Akhet (Flood)


 


 


 


 


Tiaa and Hemu stood on a small tree–covered rise a short
distance from the faint trail they’d been following across the vast savannah
south and west of the river for the past month. Though it had stopped an hour
ago, rain had been falling most of the day – most of the past three weeks,
actually. Tender green shoots of grass were pushing up through the saturated
ground in every direction. Leaves were beginning to unfurl on the trees in the
grove at their backs. Unexpectedly, the sun emerged, low down in the west,
dipping below the clouds to cast slanting light across the plains. Tiaa pointed
to a slash of silver a mile ahead, directly south. “It’s the playa,” she
announced.


She could just barely make out huts clustered on its far
shore, marked by wispy columns of smoke rising from campfires, not as many as
she remembered from when she was young. She assumed small dark shapes in every
direction were herds of grazing cattle and sheep and goats. They too seemed
less extensive. The playa itself seemed much smaller.


“Someone’s coming,” one of Hemu’s men hissed.


He was one of the four herdsmen who had accompanied Tiaa and
Hemu from Nekhen. The herdsmen were resting under a couple of trees, weary from
the day’s trek.


Tiaa looked towards the west, where he was pointing. “A
hunter, I think,” she said. “He’s got a carcass slung on his shoulders.”


He didn’t see them until he was nearly upon them.


With a start, Tiaa recognized him. “Nia!” she called.


He came to a dead stop, rolled the carcass off his shoulders.
It hit the ground with a sodden thud.


“It’s me! Tiaa!”


Nia stared. “By the gods!” He rushed to embrace her. “I
thought you were dead. We all did. What’s it been? Ten years since you
disappeared?”


“Ran away from your father, actually,” Tiaa said.


“Can’t say that I blame you,” Nia replied.


“How is he?” Tiaa asked hesitantly.


“Long dead. My uncle is patriarch of my band now.”


Relief washed over Tiaa. Her greatest fear had just been eliminated.


“What are you doing here, Tiaa?” Nia asked, his eyes taking
in Hemu and his men.


“Before I tell you…” She indicated her companions. “This is Hemu,
one of the most important herdsmen in the settlement along the river where I
live, Nekhen. His father is the chief patriarch. These are his men.”


Nia eyed them somewhat suspiciously. “Are you and Hemu…”


“Joined? No,” Tiaa said. “I don’t have a man. How about you?
Still with my cousin Merneith?”


“She’s given me three sons and a daughter,” Nia said
proudly.


“Congratulations! My father and uncle?”


“Both alive. Constantly bickering with each other.”


Tiaa laughed. “So nothing’s changed.”


“Well, most people avoid your band as much as possible – I’m
afraid my father ostracized your family after you left.”


Tiaa couldn’t suppress a bit of satisfaction that her father
and uncle had suffered after what they’d done to her. She pitied everyone else
in her family. “What about the rest of the people? How have things been at the
playa?”


“Honestly? Not good,” Nia said. “We’ve had too many dry
years. Last year was particularly awful. So this year the fodder has run out
too early. We’ve had to slay some of our cattle to keep the rest from starving.
Those that remain are gaunt.” He glanced at the ground. “This grass can’t grow
fast enough for me.”


“Did any bands leave the playa after I warned the patriarchs?”
Tiaa asked.


Nia shook his head. “Not a one. We’ve paid a heavy price for
our patriarchs’ stubbornness.”


“Who’s in charge now?”


“No one,” Nia said disgustedly. “No patriarch will yield to
another in anything. The bands cut and store their own fodder now each year,
use it all for themselves. There’ve been thefts, fights, a few killings. The
stronger patriarchs, like Anen, push around the weaker; he takes the best
grazing ground for himself. Your uncle grazes what few animals he still has miles
from the playa and drives them in each day to drink.”


“That’s got to be hard on the beasts,” Hemu interjected. “They
won’t put on weight. They won’t give as much milk.”


“You herd a lot of cattle?” Nia asked.


Hemu nodded. “A few.”


“You want to know why I came back, Nia?” Tiaa asked. “To
save the people from this mess the patriarchs have gotten them into. Do you
think you can arrange for all the family heads to gather this evening without
telling them about me being here?”


“I’ll come up with a reason,” Nia promised.


“Good. Aim for two hours after sunset. Come find me by the
stones. I’ll be waiting there.”


Nia embraced her again. “It’s really good to see you, Tiaa.
I’ve missed you a lot.” Then he bent, lifted the oryx to his shoulders, and strode
off in the direction of the playa.


 


 


***


 


 


“These are the stones you told me about?” Hemu asked Tiaa,
reaching out to touch one of the megaliths.


“I used to sit at this very spot with my grandfather,
watching the stars move into alignment, night after night, year after year,” she
replied.


The rain had moved east since nightfall; an occasional flash
of lightning marked the distant trailing edge of the storm. Only a few high
wispy clouds remained to mar the star–bright sky; occasionally one drifted
across the face of the full moon. The tops of the megaliths reflected in the
water that covered their bases, shimmering like ghosts.


 “Your ancestor must have been brilliant to figure this
out,” Hemu said, impressed. “When I was a boy, guarding Father’s herds at
night, I used to lay on my back and watch the sky. I never knew what the stars
were telling me. I never even thought to ask. I’m grateful you’ve taught me so
much.”


Hemu had reiterated the desire to learn early in their trip,
and not a night had gone by without he and Tiaa laying side by side in the
grass, staring up, Tiaa pointing out the patterns of stars and what they foretold.


“I always thought I’d spend my life right here, watching
stars and stones – until the day the falcon god sent me the dream about
Nekhen,” Tiaa said. “It changed my life.”


“It’s obvious to me the playa is dying,” Hemu said. “If you
hadn’t had your dream, hadn’t traveled to the river, hadn’t explored the
valley, who knows what would ultimately happen to your people. You can give
them hope now, a destination, a place to have a better life.”


“I hope they see it that way.” Tiaa sighed, placed her hand
atop the megalith that honored Qenna. “You know, Hemu, it occurs to me that if
the patriarchs agree to leave the playa I’ll be the last person who ever knew
how to read stones and stars and sun. Eventually, as the bands disperse, the
old stories told around the fire at night about Qenna will fade away. The
reason the stones even exist will be forgotten. And once the land dries out,
sand will drift over them, cover them. They, and every trace that my people
ever lived here, will disappear.”


“Then your people, and you, will have to create new lives,
new stories, in the valley,” Hemu replied.


A figure loomed from the darkness.


“I’ve arranged it,” Nia said, stopping before them. “I told
the patriarchs and family heads we have an important visitor. They’re waiting.
They’re dying of curiosity. No outsider has come to the playa since that group
of traders the year you left.”


“Ankhmare and his cousins and nephews.” Tiaa squared her
shoulders. “Lead the way.”


Moments later Tiaa stepped from between two huts into the
center of a ring of firelight, facing the leaders of her former people. They
were seated in a semi–circle, speaking amongst themselves in low voices.


Anen was the first to recognize her. “You!” he shouted, his
forehead creasing in a frown. Not only had he not aged well, he was as angry
and forceful and intimidating as Tiaa remembered.


Aahotepre and Pashedu were instantly on their feet, rushing
towards her. Other patriarchs were rising. Some were cursing and hurling
epithets.


Both Hemu and Nia simultaneously stepped in front of Tiaa,
shielding her from her father and uncle. She noted that Hemu’s right hand was grasping
the hilt of his fishtailed knife. She’d never seen such a menacing look on his
face. Her father and uncle halted.


“You have nerve, bringing her here!” Anen snarled at
Nia, also rising and moving forward. “Step aside so I can deal with her.”


“What rights do you think you have where Tiaa’s concerned,
Anen?” Nia asked calmly. “Tiaa fled from my father, not you. She never harmed you.”


“She harmed me!” Aahotepre cried. “I’m the one Iny cheated
of cattle when she ran away! I’m the head of her family. Her life belongs to
me. I’ll decide her fate!”


“You won’t,” Nia said. “You sold Tiaa. She doesn’t belong to
you anymore. My father took his cattle back because you were too weak to stop
him. Or too afraid.”


“Why you…” Aahotepre lunged towards Nia.


Hemu unceremoniously shoved Aahotepre to the ground. Tiaa’s
uncle sprawled face first in the dirt. The babble of voices suddenly died,
shocked that an outsider would do such a thing.


“None of you has any say over Tiaa,” Hemu warned, his voice
ringing. “She is the most important woman at Nekhen, a great settlement along
the river hundreds of miles north of your playa where thousands of people live.
How dare you threaten her! Look at her talisman – she’s the chosen one
of the falcon god! She’s the favorite of Nekhen’s leader, my father! If
anything happens to her I promise you that both god and man will rain
destruction upon each and every one of you.”


Tiaa didn’t miss the intimidated glances passing between family
heads.


“And just who are you to make such threats?” Aahotepre spluttered
belligerently, regaining his feet with difficulty, slapping at the dirt that
covered chest and arms and legs, spitting more dirt from his mouth.


“Hemu oversees his father’s herds in the region surrounding Nekhen,”
Tiaa replied coolly.


“A common herdsman?” Aahotepre scoffed. “You’re no different
than half a hundred of the boys camped beside this playa.”


“My father owns at least a thousand cattle, at last count,” Hemu
added. “But I haven’t counted in two years. And that doesn’t include his sheep
and goats.”


That got everyone’s attention. No individual band at the
playa had ever owned more than sixty beasts of all kinds.


“Tell them why you’ve returned,” Nia urged.


“After they sit,” Hemu insisted.


Grudgingly, everyone resumed their seats.


“First, you should know why I left,” Tiaa began.


“Because you didn’t want to be joined to Iny,” Anen called.


“There’s that.” Tiaa shrugged. “But there was a far more
important reason. You all know I was raised to read the stones and sun and
stars to keep the people of the playa alive. You surely recall that the first
year I did you all ignored me – in particular, you, Anen, and Iny.”


Anen glowered at her. A few of the patriarchs regarded her
sheepishly.


“That’s why I felt no compunction to leave you to carry on
by yourselves when the falcon god sent me a dream, laying out my true destiny.”


“Convenient. A dream,” Anen muttered.


“One I can attest came true in every single detail,” Hemu snapped,
eyeing Anen. It was obvious he’d taken a dislike to the patriarch.


“In my dream I saw myself confirming a man as the leader of
many thousands of people,” Tiaa continued. “I saw the location where this was
to take place clearly. So, the night I was to be joined to Iny, I followed the
trail left by the trader Ankhmare, who had visited us at the playa, and headed
north, to where at that time I did not know.”


“I told you,” Anen hissed to Aahotepre.


“I saw you, Anen, and you, Uncle, and you, Father, when you
caught up to Ankhmare and his men. I was hiding in the grass, a few feet away, listening
to every word you said to them.”


“So the trader was helping you!” Anen snarled. “He lied to
us.”


“No, Ankhmare told you the truth, for he’s an honorable man.
He didn’t discover me following him until a week later. He took me under his
protection then, saw me safely to the river, carried me north on his boat from
the cataract that blocks the southern reaches of the river.” She gazed at the
patriarchs and family heads, realized none of them had ever seen the river.
None knew a fraction of what she knew of the world. She continued with a
renewed sense of confidence and superiority. “We landed at a settlement a week
later for supplies, a place called Nekhen. I recognized it immediately as the
place in my dreams. I met a boy, Harmose, who expected to succeed his grandfather
as Nekhen’s ruler. You see, at Nekhen, all of the patriarchs have yielded their
authority to one man who oversees the settlement. Nekhen is much like the playa
was when all of you turned to my grandfather for advice.”


“A time we’ll not see again, I fear,” Nia said.


“Because Ankhmare’s cousins insisted on exchanging me for
the reward Iny had offered for my return to the playa,” Tiaa said, staring at
Aahotepre, “I had to leave Nekhen and continue to Ankhmare’s home farther
north, Badari. In the years that followed I became the preeminent potter in
that part of the valley and traded my goods, along with Ankhmare, all the way
to the shores of the Great Green. Eventually I returned to Nekhen along with
Ankhmare, continued to trade, set about positioning myself to someday confirm
Harmose as his grandfather’s successor, as I’d seen in my dream.”


“Tiaa and Ankhmare created a trade network linking every
major settlement in the South,” Hemu interjected. “They linked all the nearby
hamlets to Nekhen, creating the most powerful region anywhere in the valley.
And because Harmose was a greedy, grasping, corrupt man, Tiaa made my father the
ruler of Nekhen and all the region surrounding.”


“A herdsman?” Anen scoffed.


“A ruler who commands a thousand able–bodied men and
a fleet of boats. A ruler you underestimate at your peril,” Hemu warned.


“None of this explains why you’ve returned,” Aahotepre said
to Tiaa


“I’ve never forgotten about the playa and my responsibility
to keep our people alive,” Tiaa replied earnestly. “Now that I’ve fulfilled my
duty to the falcon god, and I’ve seen how the playa has declined, I’ve come to
lead you all to the valley, where you can prosper once more.”


“Why is your valley any better than here?” Anen queried.


“You’re herdsmen,” Hemu replied. “You depend on the rains to
replenish your playa and green enough grass to keep your animals alive. But
rain doesn’t matter in the valley. Each year the river overflows its banks and
deposits fresh soil on the plains that line it. Our animals live on the grass
that grows there for the majority of the year, with plenty of water near at
hand. The rest of the time they graze atop the plateaus overlooking the valley,
less than a mile away.”


“The people of Nekhen don’t wander like you do,” Tiaa said.
“They live in their settlement year–round.”


That drew exclamations of surprise from a number of family
heads.


“You really expect us to drive our cattle and sheep and
goats for hundreds of miles through an unknown country, trusting there’ll be a
place for us once we arrive?” Anen asked Tiaa.


Hemu unrolled a long narrow strip of leather that had been
tucked at his waist and held it up for all to see. It contained dozens of dots
recorded in henna. “I took note on the journey here of every watering hole
suitable for keeping beasts alive, none more than a day’s travel apart. With
the grass starting to grow, the trip can be done easily.”


Tiaa saw a few heads nod. Some, at least, of the patriarchs
were impressed by Hemu.


“You can settle anywhere in the valley,” Tiaa added. “You
don’t have to go all the way to Nekhen. The plains along the river are
practically deserted, except for a few hamlets and settlements. Besides – every
one of you knows the old stories. Our ancestors left the playa before in times
such as this and dwelt in the valley for generations before they returned here,
led by my ancestress Nimaethap. If they could do it, why not you?”


“Why not us?” Nia echoed.


A vigorous debate immediately broke out. Within moments, patriarchs
and family heads were on their feet, gesticulating and shouting at each other.
Everyone was trying to talk over everyone else. No one was in charge. Tiaa and Hemu
stepped back into the shadow of one of the huts, looked at each other, appalled.


“They’re fools if they ignore you this time,” Hemu said.
“They’ll get what they deserve.”


“If they do leave the playa, they won’t travel all the way
to Nekhen,” Tiaa predicted. “None of them will want to yield their authority to
Kairy.”


“It’ll be like this, then, wherever they end up,” Hemu said.
“The strong dominating the weak.”


“At least the weak will be able to move on to their own
sections of the river, escape the strong,” Tiaa replied. “And at least they’ll
all be alive.”


“For which you’ll get no credit.”


Tiaa laughed gently. “Credit I don’t seek.” Her eyes rose to
Hemu’s. “Thank you for protecting me at the start. I guess I underestimated
their wrath after all these years.”


“I’ve spent my life observing patriarchs’ pride and
stubbornness,” Hemu said. “I’m glad Serethor insisted I come.”


“I’m glad she did too.”


After hours of no progress, of the patriarchs going around
and around and around again, the arguing suddenly petered out. It was as if
everyone ran out of energy at the same time. Everyone was either sitting or
standing, simply staring at everyone else. Tiaa thought the patriarchs looked
like sheep, each waiting for someone to take the lead, none willing to do so –
not even Anen.


It was Nia, the youngest among them, a man who was not a
patriarch but a mere family head, who finally broke the silence. “I trust
Tiaa,” he said in a loud firm voice. “She didn’t have to risk her life to come
back to the playa. We all know the kind of man my father was, what he would
have done to her if he was still alive. When she says she came back to save us,
I believe her.” He addressed her. “My family will follow you to the valley,
Tiaa,” he said. He glanced at his uncle, who nodded. “As will the rest of my uncle’s
band.”


That opened the floodgates. One by one the patriarchs stood
and declared their intention to leave the playa along with Tiaa. At the end,
even Anen and Aahotepre reluctantly agreed.


Tiaa took hold of Hemu’s hand, squeezed it. She’d done it!
She whispered a prayer of thanks to the falcon god.


 


 


***


 


 


Tiaa sat in the stern of her anchored emptied boat, watched
the moonlit river flow past Nekhen, its power evident even in the dim light. Familiar
sounds rose all around her – water lapping against the riverbank, insects
humming in nearby patches of reeds, random calls of birds settling for the
night, the distant roar of a hippo. The slight breeze cooled her neck; she’d
thrust an ivory comb into her long hair at dawn to hold it up against the day’s
heat and hadn’t yet removed it. The night smelled of mud and water; Tiaa raised
a newly–picked lotus to her nose, inhaled deeply. Its scent reminded her of her
flower–filled hut not far distant, lit by the twinkling campfires of Nekhen’s
lower settlement on the far side of the cultivated strip. Hemu and his men had
vacated the boat an hour ago, all hurrying to their huts and loved ones; she’d
wanted some time to herself before resuming her life.


She’d been months on the trail from the playa with Hemu and
his men and her people, the migration slow enough that the animals could graze
and maintain their strength. Rain had fallen regularly, and so the grass had
been lush and tall, the pools and waterholes brimming. Two weeks they’d spent
at the halfway point, the great oasis, the women gleaning fruits and vegetables
to see them the rest of their journey, the men hunting, the herdsmen letting
the animals bulk up.


To Tiaa’s dismay, during that first part of the journey the
bands had remained splintered, each traveling and camping apart from the
others, no patriarch willing to yield to another, each maintaining his independence.
She marveled how the loss of one man, Alara, had had such a profound impact on
her entire people. The unity and order of her childhood had become chaos. She
understood now that the patriarchs of her people were leaders only because of
their birth order and tradition, not because they had the actual temperament or
ability to lead. She couldn’t help comparing each of them to Kairy, and judging
them all inferior.


Nia was the only man that people had actually looked to
outside their own bands for leadership during the journey. That the patriarchs
had left the playa at all had been because of him. So Tiaa had set out to do
for him what she’d done for Kairy. By the time the bands reached the river fully
half the patriarchs had acknowledged him as their leader. Tiaa considered that
a considerable accomplishment, since so much tradition had to be overcome, as
well as his youth. Anen and Aahotepre, naturally, did not join Nia’s alliance.


Once at the cataract, Hemu’s men had embarked for the North on
the boat they’d left there, keeping pace with the people and animals that were moving
along the plains parallel to the river, landing and camping with them each
night. Tiaa and Hemu had walked along with everyone else. They’d spent their
evenings beside Nia’s fire with him and the patriarchs who looked to him, Tiaa
sketching map after map in the dirt, describing each portion of the valley between
the cataract and Nekhen, Hemu discussing its suitability for their animals.
Anen and Aahotepre and the others who had rejected Nia’s leadership remained
apart, brooding and sullen beside their own individual fires.


Tiaa and Hemu had finally parted from her people where the
valley widened a bit and sheer high hills loomed in the west. Tiaa remembered stopping
there on her original journey north with Ankhmare. Because the plains were
wider than normal, with plenty of wild grain to harvest and grasses upon which
to graze the animals, Nia had decided to settle his people there. By then the
other patriarchs had already broken away from the main group, claiming grazing
lands of their own farther to the south. Tiaa was saddened that her people had dispersed
in that way, but that they would continue to survive was more important to her
than that they retain their unity. Before embarking for Nekhen with Hemu, Tiaa
had promised Nia that she’d soon visit him with boatloads of trade goods with
which to establish his people’s new homes. She knew Ankhmare would be pleased
to have a new market.


Now that she was home, Tiaa couldn’t bring herself to cover
the last distance to her hut. She had absolutely no idea what she was supposed
to do with the rest of her life. As a child she’d had the duty of predicting
the rains for her people. Then she’d had the falcon god’s mission at Nekhen.
Then she’d returned to her people and led them from the playa to ensure they
survived. Now that they were safely in the valley, she knew she was done with them
for good. Her path would not cross theirs again in any meaningful way. She
belonged in Nekhen now. She supposed she’d resume making pottery and trading,
living an independent life, beholden to no one. Yet there was an empty feeling
deep inside her, as if there was something fundamental and important missing
from her life. She knew exactly what it was, too – she had no one to love, and
no one to truly love her, as Ankhmare loved Khuit, as Serethor loved Hemu.
She’d had such a love once, but Pay had taken it from her. She sensed she’d
never have a love like she’d experienced with Qar again. She stroked the
necklace of copper beads he’d given her so long ago, the sign of his pledge,
the one she still wore even after all hope of his fulfilling his promise had
died. Then she touched the talisman. It felt especially heavy tonight, weighing
her down. For ninety–three generations someone in her family had borne the
falcon, represented the god on earth. Was it selfish of her not to pass it on,
to allow it to be buried with her when she died? Or should she consider joining
with a man – whether she loved him or not – and giving birth to a son or
daughter to wear the talisman after her? Was that her last duty to the god? If
the god had needed her family for ninety–three generations already, would he
need it for ninety–three more?


Tiaa sighed, unsettled, prepared to disembark.


A figure loomed under the palms along the riverbank.


“Tiaa?”


A man stepped from the shadows. Moonlight illuminated his
face.


“Qar? Qar!” Tiaa couldn’t believe her eyes. She raised her
hand to her mouth, stifled a cry. She was absolutely stunned.


He climbed aboard the boat. Tiaa practically leapt into his
arms. He lifted her from her feet, squeezed her tight.


“What are you doing here?” Tiaa whispered in his ear, joyful
tears streaming down her cheeks and dripping onto his shoulder and back.


Qar set her down, pulled back a little, searched her face, tenderly
brushed her tears away with his fingertips. “I’ve been at Nekhen for a month. I
came looking for you. Ankhmare told me you’d returned to your playa. I’ve been
waiting. I’ve been sick with worry.”


Tiaa leaned back in his arms. “Did Thay’s whole band come
with you?”


Qar shook his head no. “My people are still in the North. I
came with my son and daughter. They’re asleep in Khuit’s hut right now.”


“What about Nebetia?”


“She died in childbirth two years ago.”


“I’m sorry.”


“I never loved her, Tiaa. She was forced on me. I made the
best of the situation.” Then he noticed the necklace of copper beads around her
neck. “You still wear it.” He seemed surprised.


“I’ve never taken it off. And now you’ve come for me, just
like you promised.” All at once, Tiaa was overcome with emotion. She buried her
face against Qar, wrapped her arms around him, held him with all her might,
started to cry. Great racking sobs shook her whole body. So many years of
separation, of longing, of loneliness – and now, finally, release. Qar was
here, in her arms. Against all odds he was here.


Qar hugged her for a very long time until she finally
calmed, all the while stroking her hair and back and the curve of her waist,
gently kissing her brow, over and over.


Tiaa took a deep breath, leaned back in his arms again,
smiled, gazed at him with tear–wet shining eyes. “How did you find me?” she
asked. She wiped more tears from her cheeks.


 “Two months ago, when Thay’s band was harvesting near
Badari, I saw a jar decorated with images like the ones I etch in the wadis,”
he replied. “Some trader had carried it there from the South. That’s when I
knew you were still alive. Who could have made that jar but you? So I took my
children and headed for Nekhen.”


“You remembered me talking about the settlement?”


“Yes.”


“You were the inspiration for decorating my pottery that
way,” Tiaa said. “I hoped you’d see it some day and track me down.”


“It certainly worked.”


“Wait – you thought I was dead?”


“That’s what Pay told us,” Qar said bitterly. “He said the
night you and Ankhmare and Khuit ran away from Badari that crocodiles had capsized
your boat. He said he’d seen what was left of your corpses the next morning. He
said the gods had punished all of you for betraying him.” Qar paused. “I never
stopped mourning you, Tiaa. But the day I saw that jar I knew Pay had lied. I
left for Nekhen a few hours later.”


Tiaa slipped from Qar’s arms, perched on the side of the
boat, her legs suddenly too weak to stand.


Qar sat close beside her, took hold of her hand.


“I never forgot you,” Tiaa said. “I never thought I’d be
with you again, but I never stopped loving you anyway. No man ever found a
place in my heart, not even after so many years.”


“So Khuit said,” Qar replied. “She and Ankhmare told me
everything you’ve done since you came to Nekhen. You are, as I always knew, a
most amazing woman.”


“And a most lonely one,” Tiaa said, tears forming again at
the corners of her eyes.


“Not any more,” Qar said. “Assuming you’ll have me.”


A sob escaped Tiaa’s lips. She searched Qar’s eyes, raised
her hand, pulled the ivory comb from her hair, let it cascade like a shower of gold
over her shoulders. Then she climbed onto Qar’s lap, rested her head on his
shoulder, placed her hand on his chest. She sighed, contented, happy at last, raised
her mouth to receive his kiss.
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