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    “Are you going to let King Scorpion seize Nubt without a fight, Brother? Or will you stand up to him before it’s too late?” 
 
    Loud angry words from the stretch of riverbank a few paces ahead brought me to a halt. I was hurrying home to Father’s royal residence, his per’aa, from Harwa’s farm, trodding a palm-shaded path beside Iteru, the great river that sliced through the heart of the valley. I’d spent all day at the farm, catching fish with Harwa and his wife Khentetka. Even though she was a commoner and I was the youngest daughter of Ika, Nubt’s king, I enjoyed spending time with her. Her mother had been my wetnurse; we’d grown up together in the per’aa and we’d been inseparable up to the day of her marriage five years ago. Anytime I wanted to escape the drudgery of the royal women’s quarters, or an onerous task such as today’s weaving, I snuck off to her farm a mile and a half north of Nubt. Harwa kept my visits secret; he appreciated the delicacies I smuggled to him every time I came. Sometimes I helped Khentetka tend her garden. Sometimes I helped her grind grain or bake bread or set snares to trap wild fowl in thickets of reeds and rushes in the floodplain. Sometimes we simply gathered fragrant lilies and talked. Today, Harwa had let us fish with him, he poling one reed punt, Khentetka and I another, a net strung between them. I enjoyed days like this the most; being outside, warmed by the sun, drifting on the shining river as birds swooped and soared all around, flashes of color and snatches of song among the sycamore and willow and papyrus and swaying palms on the plain. Living free was what I craved, not being shut up indoors doing tedious mindless repetitive work. I’d vowed years ago to take advantage of every moment of freedom I could steal while I was still able. It was just a matter of time until Baki, a man not of my choosing, took me to his bed. An arranged marriage. My fate as the king’s most inconsequential daughter. 
 
    The sun was less than an hour from dipping below the rim of the western plateau – Desheret, the red land that stretched from the river to the ends of the earth. Soon shadow would engulf the fertile plains along both sides of the river – Kemet, the black land. I needed to skirt whoever was arguing as quickly as possible so I could reach Nubt before dark; walking beside the river after nightfall was extremely risky. Crocodiles and hippos lurked amidst marshes and reed patches that covered the floodplain between cultivated farms and I didn’t intend to encounter one. The river to my left that flowed north for hundreds of miles from mysterious lands south of the cataract all the way to the delta, Ta-mehi, and on to the sea, the Wadjet Wer, reflected the yellow and red and orange of sunset. My skirt, soaked from stepping into the river from my punt to get to land, was still drying in the heat and clinging to my thighs. Every time I’d crossed the end of a farm field after leaving Harwa’s I’d kept to the shadows among small clusters of date palms that lined the river, moving swiftly across the open spaces between them. I didn’t want anyone to catch sight of me and question where I’d been. I wasn’t going to risk my hard-earned freedom by being careless. 
 
    “Well, will you?” 
 
    I recognized the voice. Sabu. The younger of my two half-brothers. Haranguing the elder, Hetshet. Angry, as usual. Sabu was a hothead. He believed only his perspective mattered, no matter the issue, and was rarely troubled by facts. Sabu was berating Hetshet in one of the most secluded spots in the vicinity of Nubt, smack dab in the middle of an uninhabited swamp a quarter mile from the nearest farm both north and south. If they were arguing in secret, something was up. Getting to Nubt was going to have to wait. I slipped behind the ridged trunk of a slightly-leaning date palm and peered around. Luckily, the sun was behind me; Sabu couldn’t see me because of the glare. He was standing chest to chest with Hetshet. Baki was a little behind Sabu, saying nothing, but obviously supporting him. Three long shadows stretched towards the river. 
 
    Was Scorpion really planning to seize Nubt? I knew from spending time in Father’s audience hall that Scorpion was the most aggressive of the kings who ruled the three great settlements in the southern part of the valley – my father Ika here at Nubt; Khayu to our south at Nekhen; Scorpion to our north at Tjeni. Scorpion had taken his throne six years ago, when I was twelve. He’d been in his mid-thirties then; he’d waited a long time for Tjeni’s previous king, Bull, his first wife’s father, to die. Tjeni had already been the most important settlement in the valley then – slightly larger than Nubt, much larger than Nekhen – and he’d made it greater since. Tjeni wasn’t blessed with natural resources like Nubt – we derived our wealth from gold mines and siltstone quarries in the eastern desert – nor did Tjeni have accomplished craftsmen whose fine objects were craved by elites throughout the valley, like Nekhen. Tjeni’s advantage was position – it sat astride the river to our north, controlling trade both north and south. The very day he’d taken his throne Scorpion had started demanding a share of what every Nubtian cargo boat that passed Tjeni carried, skimming off the finest luxury items so he could distribute them to Tjeni’s elites to ensure their loyalty. Elite loyalty was important in this valley, especially in Tjeni and Nubt, for rule wasn’t hereditary in either settlement and so kings were chosen by elites. Scorpion was said to be a fierce fighter, relentless in pursuit of what he desired, generous to the elites who pledged him fealty, cruel when necessary to his commoners. He’d earned a reputation as the valley’s greatest hunter from when he was young – some said he’d killed so many lions he’d lost count, making him the envy of his fellow rulers. Lions were the most royal of beasts – lions and wild bulls symbolized kings, and by tradition only rulers and royals could hunt them. By contrast, my father had a single lion’s tail, and not from lack of trying. From Father’s perspective, Scorpion was the single most dangerous man in the valley, for with a word he could blockade the river between Nubt and the North, depriving our elites of luxury goods and our commoners of necessities. Ever since Father had been selected by Nubt’s elites and placed on his throne thirteen years ago he’d made it a policy not to irritate any king of Tjeni. 
 
    “Answer me, Hetshet! Will you challenge Scorpion before he’s too strong to defeat, or not?” Sabu stabbed his finger into Hetshet’s chest. 
 
    Sabu was twenty-one, three years older than me, two years younger than Hetshet. We were all children of King Ika, each of us born of a different mother. All three had died in childbirth – though Sabu’s had lived long enough to produce a daughter, Nebetah, four years after his birth. Hetshet was Father’s designated heir but Sabu was his clear favorite. Neither of my brothers had any use for me, nor did Father. He’d hoped for a third son. My brothers, on the other hand, were glad I was a girl, and no rival to them. 
 
    “Why are you so convinced Scorpion wants to seize Nubt?” Hetshet asked, taking a step backwards. He hated confrontation. “We’ve been at peace with Tjeni for hundreds of years.” 
 
    “Until Scorpion took his throne our boats traveled freely all the way to the sea,” Sabu snapped. “But he confiscates a share of whatever we transport past Tjeni. Luxuries that belong to we royals and Nubt’s elites. I guarantee he covets our gold mines and trade routes into the western desert. He’s going to seize them unless we prevent him. Scorpion’s a grasping greedy monster who won’t rest until he has what’s ours. Everyone knows it – except, apparently, you and Father.” 
 
    “Tjeni and Nubt and Nekhen all benefit from the current peace,” Hetshet argued. “Does the loss of a few luxuries really matter? We’re rich from our gold mines and acting as middlemen in the trade between Tjeni and Nekhen. Except for worshiping three different gods, our settlements are practically indistinguishable.” 
 
    “Indistinguishable!” Sabu exclaimed. “Two hundred years ago Nekhen was the most powerful settlement in the entire valley! Now it’s a pale shadow of what it used to be. That’s Tjeni’s doing, Brother. Tjeni broke with Nekhen in retaliation for some woman’s execution. Ever since, Tjeni’s king has prevented anyone except us from trading directly with Nekhen. If not for Nekhen’s superior craftsmen making luxury objects for our elites, and for us to trade north, Nekhen would’ve entirely faded away.” 
 
    “You truly believe Scorpion’s going to invade Nubt?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Impossible, Sabu. Tjeni’s only slightly larger than Nubt. Scorpion doesn’t have the manpower to capture and occupy Nubt and all the settlements beholden to Father – Abadiya and Iunet and Gebtu – not to mention all the hamlets. He doesn’t have gold to buy mercenaries either.” 
 
    “Open your eyes, Hetshet! Tjeni’s population is growing. Tjeni has limitless land to expand to its north to feed everyone. Nekhen has plenty to its south. But we’re caught in the middle between the two of them, hemmed in. We can’t expand in either direction – unless we take territory from our neighbors.” 
 
    “We can convert more of the marshland in our region into cropland,” Hetshet said. “We can irrigate more of the floodplain – we’ve done precious little of that.” 
 
    “Why? It’s easier to seize already cultivated fields,” Baki rejoined. 
 
    Baki was two years older than me. His father, Pentu, Nubt’s most prominent elite, had thrown his support to Father when our prior king died, setting Father on the throne. In return, Father had pledged me in marriage to Baki, and Hetshet to Pentu’s daughter Nofret. So far, neither marriage had been consummated. 
 
    “I don’t believe Scorpion intends to attack Nubt,” Hetshet said firmly. “Why incur the expense of a war? He’s grown wealthy these past six years, by all accounts. What more does he need?” 
 
    “Haven’t you been listening? Our gold and siltstone! Our craftsmen who work copper! Our trade routes into the eastern and western deserts! And our territory. It’s far easier for Scorpion to take our established farmland than for his people to carve new out of marsh and swamp to his north or irrigate more of their existing.” 
 
    “Are you seriously suggesting we attack Tjeni, Sabu? We wouldn’t stand a chance.” 
 
    “Not by ourselves. But every ruler of importance the length of the valley is about to gather at Nekhen for the new king’s coronation.” 
 
    “What new king?” 
 
    “Father received word this morning. King Khayu’s dead. One of his grandsons, Khab, has been named his successor. Our entire royal household’s going to Nekhen to see him crowned. We should take advantage of the opportunity.” 
 
    “What opportunity?” 
 
    “To create an alliance to eradicate Scorpion before it’s too late.” 
 
    “With Khab?” 
 
    “Why not? Nekhen’s new king should fear Scorpion as much as we do. If Scorpion conquers Nubt he’ll entirely cut Nekhen off from the rest of the valley and Nekhen will die. Plus, my spies tell me Khab was given the throne by Nekhen’s elites because he promised to restore Nekhen to its former glory. He was the youngest grandson of the dead king, the least likely to take his place. Khab’s militancy might prove useful to us.” 
 
    “You have spies in Nekhen?” Hetshet was incredulous. 
 
    “And Tjeni. I won’t be blindsided by either Khab or Scorpion. Father may like being in the dark but I don’t.” 
 
    “How would an alliance with Nekhen help us when we lie between Nekhen and Tjeni – as you’ve pointed out?” 
 
    “We wouldn’t have to worry about our southern flank, Brother. We could draw on Nekhen’s men as soldiers. But I wouldn’t stop with Nekhen. We should ally ourselves with Ny-Hor too.” 
 
    “King of Pe and Dep in the delta?” 
 
    “He could entirely shut off the flow of goods from the delta into the upper valley on our behalf. Then Tjeni would have to deal with enemies both north and south. Scorpion would be weakened with his army divided.” 
 
    “Scorpion doesn’t have an army any more than we do,” Hetshet scoffed. 
 
    “He could raise one from among his farmers in no time. As we could.” 
 
    “Why would King Ny-Hor wage war against Tjeni? What’s in it for him?” 
 
    “Perhaps not Ny-Hor. He’s a cautious man, from what I’ve gleaned. Just like Father. But his son Antef – I’m sure he’ll join us with the right incentives – a promise he can rule the delta, for example. Or perhaps marriage to our half-sister Matia.” 
 
    I should’ve been surprised at the mention of my name, but I wasn’t. Why wouldn’t Sabu consider me to be a bargaining chip? Father’d used me as one, as did most kings with their daughters. But Sabu was giving me away in front of the very man I’d been promised to as wife since I was five years old. Why wasn’t Baki protesting? How would his father Pentu react when he found out Sabu was disrupting his well-laid plans? Pentu’s support of Father as king had been contingent upon my marriage to his son to tie his family to the royal house. What would Pentu do if Sabu followed through on his threat? Shift his support to someone else as king? There were only five truly important elite families in Nubt – one headed by Father, one by Pentu, one by Hetshet’s uncle, one by Sabu’s uncle, and one by my cousin. Was Sabu really proposing to take on both Scorpion and Pentu at the same time? Enemies within and without? Or was Baki’s presence here a sign that Pentu had given up on Father and thrown his support behind Sabu’s scheme? 
 
    “Nothing to say, Baki?” Hetshet asked pointedly. “No objection to my brother taking away your woman?” 
 
    “I’ve promised him Nebetah instead,” Sabu proclaimed. 
 
    Sabu’s full sister. A year older than me. 
 
    “Nebetah’s gorgeous,” Baki said enthusiastically. “She’s meek and submissive and compliant. Matia’s headstrong. I’ve better things to do than tame a wife.” 
 
    Tame me? As if you could! Any man who tried to rein me in would be a fool. Nebetah could have Baki, and good riddance. I had no use for or interest in him. Never had. 
 
    Hetshet snorted. “Father will never break his pledge to Pentu, or agree to attack Scorpion, or create an alliance against him.” 
 
    “I know. He’s short-sighted. He turned me down this morning when I broached the subject, right after he learned about King Khayu.” 
 
    “You actually spoke with him about this foolishness?” 
 
    “I just said I did.” 
 
    “You’ve come to me hoping for a different answer?” 
 
    “Father won’t always be Nubt’s king, Hetshet – you will,” Sabu said earnestly. “Just say the word. I’ll establish an alliance you can use to put Scorpion in his place once you sit Nubt’s throne.” 
 
    “Be realistic, Sabu. Khab will be a brand-new king. He’ll have to focus on consolidating power within Nekhen, given how many rivals he must have had for his throne. I’m sure none of his older brothers and cousins are happy he vaulted over them. And Ny-Hor’s too far away. Over a month’s travel by river at least.” 
 
    “Again, Ny-Hor’s positioned to shut off trade from the North. That’s worth several armies to us. Especially in combination with Nekhen. Don’t underestimate Khab’s passion to make Nekhen great again. What better way to rally his elites behind him and shut down his opponents than a nice war?” 
 
    “Assuming that’s true, how do you think Tjeni’s elites will react if we ally ourselves with Nekhen and shut off their access to Nekhen’s luxury goods? They’ll fight back, Sabu.” 
 
    “We have limitless gold, Hetshet. In fact, a caravan arrived earlier today from the mines in the eastern desert. We can buy barbarians from the western desert or even from south of the cataract to fight for us. They can strike from the desert, where Tjeni will least expect attack. We’ll overwhelm Scorpion.” 
 
    Hetshet shook his head. “You’re crazy, Sabu. I won’t go along with your scheme.” 
 
    “You’re making a mistake, Brother.” 
 
    “It’s my mistake to make, not yours, Sabu. I’ll succeed Father, not you, and I say no.” 
 
    Hetshet turned and started to walk towards distant Nubt. 
 
    Baki stepped into and blocked his path. 
 
    “Get out of my way, Baki!” Hetshet tried to shove him aside. 
 
    Baki shoved him in return. 
 
    Baki was stout. Hetshet was slight. Hetshet stumbled, fell backwards into Sabu’s arms. 
 
    Sabu caught him. “Too bad you’re so obstinate, Brother.” Sabu had a flint knife in his right hand. He grabbed Hetshet’s long hair with his left and slit Hetshet’s throat. 
 
    I clapped my hands over my mouth to keep from screaming. By the gods! Sabu had just murdered Hetshet! I swung behind the tree trunk, heart pounding, pressed my back against it, closed my eyes. If Sabu saw me… But I had to see. I peered around the trunk, cautious, prepared to run. 
 
    Hetshet was on his knees in the grass, clutching his throat with bloody hands. His arms and chest were bloody. Sabu loomed over him from behind. Baki faced him. Hetshet tried to speak, made an awful gurgling sound. Then he collapsed face down onto the grass. 
 
    Sabu stood over him for a moment, smiled, then bent and wiped his blade on Hetshet’s kilt. 
 
    I was appalled at his casual heartlessness. Not a bit of regret on his face. Only satisfaction. 
 
    Same as Baki’s. 
 
    Baki took hold of Hetshet’s feet. Not a word of protest. Clearly, he and Sabu had planned this execution beforehand. They hadn’t expected Hetshet to agree to attack Scorpion. The purpose of the confrontation had been to eliminate him as an obstacle to their ambitions. Sabu grabbed Hetshet’s arms. They lifted him, face down, and carried him to the river, leaving a trail of blood in the grass. They waded waist deep into the water, then released Hetshet. He floated beside them for a moment, arms spread wide, the river turning crimson around him. Then the current caught Hetshet and carried him north. The two men waded back towards shore. They stood for a moment in knee-deep water, kilts dripping, watching Hetshet’s corpse disappear in the gathering gloom. 
 
    “You’ll support my version of how he died when I announce it in the audience hall?” Sabu asked. 
 
    “I promise. In return, you’ll give me Nebetah to wife and appoint me your chief advisor when you’re king.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    They both washed Hetshet’s blood off their arms and legs and torsos. Then they waded from the river and headed in the direction of Nubt, dripping, exulting. 
 
    I waited until I was sure they were gone, horrified by what I’d witnessed. I had no idea what to do. I couldn’t accuse Sabu of fratricide. Baki was going to provide him with an alibi for Hetshet’s murder. Father wouldn’t take my word over theirs. I had no proof Sabu had slain our brother. Hetshet’s body was gone. No one would believe me. Sickened, afraid, I headed towards Father’s residence, to his audience hall, to see how Sabu was going to explain Hetshet’s disappearance. 
 
    I reflected the entire walk to Nubt about what I’d overheard. Sabu wanted to create an alliance to attack King Scorpion. Father was against it; Hetshet had been against it. Hetshet was dead. With no one to stop him, Sabu would surely arrange his alliance while we were at Nekhen. He was going to plunge Nubt into a war. A war even I, an untutored girl, knew Nubt couldn’t win. I alone knew what Sabu and his accomplice Baki were planning to do. Was it up to me to stop him and save Nubt? A powerless eighteen-year-old girl? Gods help me. 
 
    I reached Nubt. The settlement extended more than half a mile from north to south, along the western edge of a half-mile-wide cultivated plain that lay between it and the river. West of the settlement in a great arc rose sheer impassable cliffs that guarded Nubt from barbarians who roamed the desert. The plain had been sowed with emmer a month earlier – farmers had broadcast seed by hand; their wives and children had followed after and trampled the seed into the mud left behind by the inundation, simultaneously shooing off the flocks of birds that had descended in an attempt to feed. I knew that from firsthand experience, for I’d helped Harwa and Khentetka sow their field. Green shoots were already poking ankle-high from rich black earth. I struck a wide path that sliced through the emmer fields, hurrying from riverside quays where half a dozen cargo boats – five reed, one wooden – were tied up, to the eastern edge of Nubt. North of the path, in the section where Nubt’s commoners lived, dozens of narrow lanes zigzagged between rude huts and mud-brick houses and workshops. Currently, the lanes were mostly deserted. South of the path lay the walled section of Nubt where elites and we royals and Father’s officials lived. I passed through the gate, smiling at the guards stationed there as if nothing in the world was wrong. In return for my delicacies they never hindered or reported my departures or arrivals. I followed the broad street to Father’s per’aa, a low rambling building of mud-brick, and went inside. Bowls of oil with flickering wicks set on wooden stands lit the single corridor. The rooms where we royals slept, and rooms where our servants wove linen and made reed mats and performed other tasks, were on the right. Father’s room was at the far end; the one I shared with Nebetah was closest to the workrooms. The food preparation and storage rooms were immediately to the left, and beyond them the audience hall. I heard the murmur of voices inside and entered. 
 
    The hall was long and narrow, barely twenty feet wide, the length of the longest timber available to span the gap between the walls and support the roof of clay plastered atop reed mats. Bowls of oil with linen wicks, and flaming torches, lined both walls. Two bowls were set at the corners of the bottom step of the stone dais at the far end of the hall, and two more on wooden stands on either side of Father’s throne. An ebony pole topped with the dog-like image of Nubt’s god, Seth, was set in a stand just behind the throne. Gold glittered everywhere – on light stands, on Father’s throne, in the jewelry worn by the seventy or so elite men and sons gathered to attend Father. Nubt was rightly called “the golden settlement.” Father was on his throne, looking bored, his red crown made of sheets of polished copper gleaming and reflecting the light. He was idly twisting a small solid gold shepherd’s crook in his hand – his symbol of authority. A fan bearer, an older girl with long dark hair wearing only a white linen skirt, was standing behind him, waving a fan of long brown ostrich feathers set in a gold base affixed to an ebony staff. Similarly dressed girls stood near the dais bearing platters of treats and jars of wine and gold cups. I normally served Father during his audiences; I was extremely interested in everything that went on in Nubt and the valley, and acting as server gave me the perfect excuse to be present without Father or his elites guessing I was diligently observing. In fact, I spent more time in Father’s audience hall than either of my brothers, and knew more about kings and settlements and shifting elite alliances and trade and crops than either of them. In a perfect world I’d be Father’s successor, not Hetshet and certainly not Sabu, because I’d be a more competent ruler than either of them. But Nubt’s elites would never crown me king simply because I was a woman. I’d learned long ago that women had to wield what influence they had behind the scenes, never openly. I was certain that if Father hadn’t promised me to Baki in return for his throne he’d have instead given me in marriage to the ruler of a settlement pledged to him, or used me to form an alliance with a rival king. Assuming my husband was malleable enough, I might have been able to rule whatever settlement I found myself in through him, much as Pentu controlled everything that went on in Nubt through Father. Less than an hour ago Sabu had indicated he was going to offer me to Antef, a king’s son, to forge an alliance. I wondered if Antef was weak enough for me to control. If so, I’d probably have a more promising future in the North than I would in Nubt. Especially if Scorpion seized Nubt. 
 
    That the hall was currently filled with elites wasn’t unusual; Father assembled them one evening each week to hear their reports on their various enterprises. Each elite controlled some aspect of Nubt on Father’s behalf – brewing, pottery-making, carpentry, fishing, boat-making, copper smelting and the like. A step behind and to the right of the throne, atop the dais, stood the elite who controlled Father – Pentu. In his early forties, he was, as always, taking pains to be unobtrusive, though Father never made any decision of importance without consulting him. Every elite knew it. I’d overheard Father grumbling about Pentu when he thought he was alone – Father hated that everyone considered him to be Pentu’s puppet. Though Father was too cowardly to resist Pentu’s influence or reject his advice. Which was fortunate for everyone who lived in Nubt. Pentu was a brilliant man. I’d learned much about the valley from listening to and observing him. Surprisingly, despite his exalted position, he treated me more respectfully than any other elite in Nubt did, or Father or my brothers for that matter. 
 
    I quietly moved up the side of the hall towards the front. One of the elites, Maya, Hetshet’s uncle, was standing at the foot of the dais, droning on about something. 
 
    “I bring awful news, Father!” 
 
    Sabu. From the back of the hall. 
 
    I turned along with everyone else. Sabu and Baki waded through the midst of the assembly towards the dais. Maya vacated the open space before Father’s throne and they halted there. Both men were somber. Both had taken time to change their bloody incriminating kilts. That’s why I’d beaten them to the hall. 
 
    Father leaned forward anxiously. “What news?” 
 
    “Father, Hetshet and Baki and I were hunting near a marsh this afternoon. Hetshet insisted on going in. We both told him not to.” 
 
    “Several times, Majesty,” Baki affirmed. “Both of us.” 
 
    “Father, a crocodile took Hetshet,” Sabu said with a catch in his throat. 
 
    I wondered how long he’d practiced that. Disgusting. 
 
    There was a collective gasp from the elites. 
 
    Father’s face went white. He halfway rose. “No!” 
 
    “Why didn’t you stop him?” Maya cried. 
 
    “The beast dragged him into the river. It was over quickly. The screams…” Sabu passed his hands across his eyes. “We tried for an hour to find Hetshet’s body, Father, but we couldn’t.” Sabu paused dramatically. “I’m sorry, Father.” 
 
    Father plopped down on his throne, stricken. 
 
    I almost had to admire the neat lie Sabu had invented to explain a body that’d never be found. I scanned the crowd. Not a single person would believe me if I accused Sabu of murder right now, not even Bebi, head of my mother’s family. I realized that if I did blurt out what I’d seen Sabu would likely arrange for me to have an “accident” too. If he killed me there’d be no one to stop him from causing Nubt unimaginable trouble. As much as I wanted to say something to Father, as much as I wanted to see him render justice, I couldn’t. 
 
    Pentu stepped to the front of the dais and took charge. He appeared as shaken as Father but had presence of mind enough to act instead of sitting, helpless. “We’ll gather in the sacred court at dawn to honor Hetshet,” he proclaimed. “Tell your dependents. I expect to see every one of them and every one of you there.” 
 
    The elites nodded, all still in shock. 
 
    “Sabu is now heir to Nubt’s throne,” Pentu intoned. 
 
    I wasn’t surprised Pentu was moving so quickly. From the day he’d made Father king, Pentu and Father had been determined to make rule in Nubt hereditary to advance their respective ambitions. Hetshet’s promised marriage to Pentu’s daughter, Nofret, had been designed to ensure that Pentu would support Hetshet’s eventual claim to the throne, and that Pentu would retain his position of influence thereafter. Nofret had just turned fifteen. No doubt Pentu would marry her to Sabu as quickly as possible now. He’d just publicly thrown his support to Sabu as Father’s successor; Sabu’s marriage to Nofret would solidify the tie between our families. What difference did it make to Pentu anyway, which of my brothers married his daughter? Nofret was a piece in a game Pentu was playing, just as I was a piece in Father’s. And, apparently, Sabu’s. What either Nofret or I might want didn’t matter. 
 
    Sabu looked down at the ground, faking humility. 
 
    Baki looked smug. Why not? He’d just helped Sabu position himself to take the throne. Sabu had promised Baki he’d be his chief counselor. I suspected Pentu had no idea how devious his son was, and the threat Baki posed to his future influence. 
 
    Maya looked crushed. As Hetshet’s uncle, he’d expected to take Pentu’s place as chief counselor when Hetshet took the throne. Maya was just another elite now with no hope of expanding his authority. By contrast, Ani, Sabu’s uncle, looked thrilled. Only Pentu would stand between him and the king some day. And, unknown to him, Baki. That was going to be an interesting clash. Ani was Sabu’s blood relative. Baki had helped Sabu kill his own brother. Both would have influence with Sabu. 
 
    Father stirred. Without a word he descended from the dais and hurried from the hall. 
 
    Pentu followed. Then Sabu and Baki. 
 
    Conversation immediately rose to a roar. Elites gathered in twos and threes, animatedly discussing Hetshet’s death and Sabu’s ascension and how it might affect them. Most of the comments about Sabu were disparaging. The majority of elites didn’t like him. No one used discretion in my presence; because I was a girl elites didn’t care what I overheard. Confirmation I’d been wise not to accuse Sabu. 
 
    I made my way to the area behind the dais and took a seat in the secluded nook I used when I served Father. Wearily, I thought back over everything that had happened today. The future was suddenly crystal clear to me. Sabu was going to go around Father when we went to Nekhen and create an alliance and deliberately provoke Scorpion. Scorpion would respond by crushing Nubt. Then he’d replace Nubt’s elites with his adherents. Common Nubtians lucky enough to survive Scorpion’s onslaught would pledge fealty to the new set of elites and go on about their daily lives as usual. It didn’t matter to them who held the throne – only elites cared about that. Scorpion would certainly execute Father and Sabu and the heads of the elite families in retaliation for Sabu’s provocation. I’d be a prize of war. If Scorpion felt generous he’d give me to one of his sons as wife. If he was as vindictive as Sabu alleged he’d hand me over to his soldiers so they could do with me as they pleased. Yes, Nubt and I were doomed because of Sabu. He was violent and dangerous and ruthless and unpredictable and willing to do anything he had to in order to get what he wanted – Nubt’s throne and then Tjeni’s. Left unchecked, Sabu was going to plunge Nubt into a war we couldn’t win. I knew what he was up to but no one else did. So, my purpose in life was suddenly clear. I had to avenge Hetshet’s murder. I had to keep Sabu from creating his alliance and taking Nubt’s throne. I had to ensure Nubt’s survival. 
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    The light died in the gazelle’s eyes. 
 
    The lion who’d killed him, dust-covered from the chase and struggle, mouth dripping blood, panting, moved from the gazelle’s neck to its hindquarters and savagely ripped out a chunk of flesh with his teeth. I’d never seen a lion up close before, never witnessed such terrifying quickness as it dragged its swift prey down from behind after a short chase through the tangled grass of the low desert, never seen razor-sharp claws and teeth employed so viciously in a kill. But why would I have? Normally Father, Scorpion, king of Tjeni, sent huntsmen to track down and drive prey, not one of his sons. But three days ago, at the start of this hunt, I’d vowed to discover a lion for Father. My half-brothers, Lagus and Mekatre, born of the only daughter of our prior king, Bull, had mocked me for my promise in front of the rest of the hunting party. Which wasn’t unusual – they always aligned themselves against me. My mother, Heria, Father’s second wife, had been the daughter of an elite, not a king. From their perspective I was a second-rate royal. I’d resolved to show them up. Now I was about to. 
 
    Lagus – at age twenty-two he was two years my senior – was the most important of we three. Rule in Tjeni wasn’t hereditary – Father had been selected by our elites to succeed King Bull, partly because of his first wife’s lineage, mostly because he had a commanding presence and was a true leader. Upon taking the throne, Father had vowed to we brothers that our house would eventually rule not just Tjeni but the entire South. He was determined to capture its two great settlements, Nubt and Nekhen, and merge them into a grand coalition headed by Tjeni. He was determined to see Lagus follow him on Tjeni’s throne as head of that coalition. Mekatre, a year older than me, was slated to eventually rule Nubt in fealty to Father and then Lagus. He was the handsomest and most athletic and outgoing man in Tjeni, nearly as tall and strong as Father, though with substantially less presence and ability. Mekatre wanted to eventually sit Father’s throne and made no secret of it, which had strained his relationship with Lagus. No one in Tjeni was as popular as Mekatre; if left to the girls who buzzed around him like bees in a flower garden he’d definitely succeed Father. Many elites supported Mekatre’s ambition because he’d worked hard to ingratiate himself with them. As for me, I was an afterthought – not particularly athletic, physically uncoordinated, nothing to look at, ignored by Father’s courtiers, not one of Bull’s grandsons. The few girls who’d ever paid attention to me only had because I was Scorpion’s son. As the least important son, ruling the most minor of the South’s large settlements, Nekhen, was going to be my fate. 
 
    One I did not accept. My ambition was to be king after Father and rule the South. And then set about unifying the entire valley. 
 
    The obstacles facing me were many and considerable. The most difficult would be making Father believe I was more fit to succeed him than either of my brothers. My whole life Lagus and Mekatre had gone out of their way to portray me to Father as inadequate because I couldn’t hunt or wrestle or shoot a bow as well as them. But I had something they both sorely lacked – intelligence and a thirst for knowledge. My brothers spent their time hunting and fighting and learning how to wage war and chasing girls. But I haunted Father’s audience hall daily, observing how he ruled his section of the valley. That was important, for in a few years he’d probably give me a hamlet or small settlement near Tjeni to oversee on his behalf as training to rule Nekhen. Nekhen was currently the least important of the valley’s major settlements, although up until two centuries ago it’d been the most prominent anywhere along the river. I felt an affinity for Nekhen, even though I’d never been there. My mother’s ancestor Shery had fled from Nekhen to Tjeni after his father, Nekhen’s ruler Ma-ee, executed his mother, Abar. That execution had started Nekhen’s long slow decline. I was determined to rule Nekhen well once I got the chance and thereby prove to Father and Tjeni’s elites that I deserved Father’s throne. 
 
    I peered over the crest of the low ridge I’d been hiding behind one last time. As quietly as I could I slowly slithered away on my belly through loose sand and sparse grass. Once completely shielded from the lion’s view I rose and sprinted towards Father’s hunting camp a little over a mile away, dodging clumps of terebinth and acacia and tamarisk, jumping shallow rocky gullies. I hoped none of the hunters who’d left camp before dawn to look for a lion had found one yet. If I was the first it’d be a coup – the past two days no one had – just ostrich and oryx and gazelle and jackals and hyenas and plenty of snakes and lizards and scorpions. More than once as I’d sprawled on my belly, scanning the desert, I’d wished Father had decided to hunt hippo in the marshes along the mighty river that sliced the narrow valley in two instead of lions – marshes shaded by acacia and willow and date palms, alive with birdsong, never more than a few steps from cool water. I’d hated baking in the relentless sun, my mouth parched and throat choked with dust, for the few scattered and scraggly desert shrubs had provided only fitful shade. 
 
    The only thing I could do better than my brothers was run. Neither could keep up with me. In only a few minutes I sighted camp. About a dozen small linen tents were clustered in a hollow beside a grove of acacia trees abutting a small spring. The tents were golden, reflecting the early morning light, for the day was less than an hour old. Father’s pavilion dwarfed the tents. Three standards atop ebony poles were set in the ground in front of it – one topped by a scorpion, Father’s personal symbol; one by a jackal, the symbol of Tjeni’s god Wepwawet; the last by a falcon, the image of the god Horus, adopted as Tjeni’s second god thanks to a trader named Dagi that Shery’s mother, my ancestress Abar, had sent from Nekhen to live at Tjeni centuries ago. Father was seated cross-legged on the ground in front of his pavilion along with my brothers and my two younger sisters, Weret and Heria, aged fourteen and thirteen respectively. Everyone was eating from a cluster of overflowing bowls and platters, waited on by several servants. My stomach growled. I’d grabbed only a few crusts of day-old bread and sipped a little beer before slipping away from camp in the predawn darkness. Minnefer and Perneb flanked Father; in their early thirties, they were Tjeni’s two most important elites and would have considerable say in who succeeded him. Perneb was allied with Lagus, and Minnefer with Mekatre. I’d need their combined support to be named king. Neither knew me particularly well; perhaps what I was about to announce would change that. 
 
    A third elite was sitting next to Heria. Sety. Thirty years old, he resided on a vast estate in the delta that had been founded by his ancestors Nykara and Amenia about two centuries ago. Both of them had known my ancestress Abar when all three lived at Nekhen. Sety’s family had been loyal to Tjeni’s kings and reliable trading partners from the day of Abar’s death until now, delivering to Tjeni’s rulers goods from their estate and luxuries they’d obtained at two important delta settlements, Farkha and Maadi. Delivering those goods was a considerable undertaking, since Sety’s estate was almost a month’s travel north of Tjeni. Nykara had been a boat builder and his descendants were to this day – Sety owned an entire fleet that he used to move goods all over the delta and valley. Sety always spent a week or more with Father on his trips, for Father greatly valued his counsel. He was with us today because by chance his latest delivery had coincided with Father’s hunt. Alone of my brothers, I’d developed a warm relationship with Sety. Beginning when I was five years old, he’d told me stories about the valley that had been handed down in his family for more than two thousand years, stories that never failed to fire my imagination. 
 
    Since the day Father had taken his throne he’d been trying to secure control of trade between South and North and thereby make our house powerful and wealthy and unassailable. A worthy ambition. But Sety’s ancestors’ ambition had been greater – they’d dreamed of uniting the entire valley from the cataract to the sea under a single ruler. My mother’s ancestors had shared that dream, particularly Abar. She’d taken the first step on the path of unification, along with Nykara and Amenia, two centuries ago. Assuming I gained Father’s throne, I was determined I’d use my power to pursue my ancestors’ dream to its rightful conclusion. 
 
    The remains of last night’s campfire were ash, the fire currently unlit so a column of smoke wouldn’t give our presence away to prey. A few of Father’s servants, men and young girls mostly, looked up as I dashed into camp in a swirl of dust. Except for them and the royals and elites, camp was empty. The rest of the men and boys who’d come with us were out scouting. Good! I was the first to report. 
 
    Father spotted me and rose, his expression hopeful. In his early forties, he was lean and athletic, taller than most men, muscles bulging, hair long and secured in back to keep it out of his eyes during the hunt. For five years he’d ruled Tjeni and its surrounding region. Once out from under complacent and aged King Bull’s shadow, he’d quickly made himself into the valley’s most powerful and feared man. He rendered justice, supplied Tjeni’s elites with fine objects to set them apart from commoners – lapwings, he disparagingly called them – assigned cropland to Tjeni’s farmers each year after the inundation subsided, directed public works during the months of inundation when farmers were idle, supported craftsmen who created fine objects for barter throughout the valley, collected emmer and barley against drought years and stored it in great granaries, guarded Tjeni against Nubt to the south and various barbarian raiders from the west, punished the guilty, interceded with the gods on our behalf, presided at celebrations and festivals, and managed relations with important kings and rulers. Every man in Tjeni bent his knee in Father’s presence. 
 
    A lion’s tail was affixed to the back of his belt this morning, to give him a lion’s strength during the day’s hunt. Only kings were allowed to wear a lion’s tail, for lions were the symbol of kingship. For that matter, only kings or men granted permission by kings were allowed to kill lions. That tradition extended back to the days when patriarchs led small bands of hunters across the savannah, long before anyone had settled in the valley and taken up farming and herding. 
 
    Lagus and Mekatre rose too. Each had painted a lion on his chest in preparation for the hunt. Their hair was tied back too. 
 
    “A mile, Father,” I panted. Sweat pattered onto the dust at my feet. “A male. Just killed a gazelle.” 
 
    Heria excitedly handed Father his spear. Like Weret, she’d braided her long black hair this morning. Her skirt was of coarse linen suitable to camp life, not the fine opaque stuff she normally wore around the per’aa. Camp life hadn’t separated either her or Weret from their gold necklaces or bracelets or girdles, though. 
 
    Lagus and Mekatre took up bows and slung quivers of arrows over their shoulders. Minnefer and Perneb and Sety hurriedly took up their weapons. 
 
    I immediately turned and ran back in the direction from which I’d come. I glanced over my shoulder once – Father was following closely, only a step behind Mekatre despite their difference in age. Then came the elites. Lagus was lagging far behind, panting, barely ahead of half a dozen servants who’d drag the lion’s carcass back to camp if Father was able to kill the beast. I wasn’t surprised – Mekatre was far more energetic and athletic than our older brother, and a better hunter as well. Both surpassed me in that. No matter how hard I tried I couldn’t hit anything with an arrow. Both beat me every time in wrestling, too, or in practice with weapons. Father held the last against me, for no one in the valley was a better fighter than him. 
 
    We soon reached the low ridge and halted at its base. Making signs with my hands I directed Lagus and Mekatre and elites and servants to left and right. Then, crawling, I led Father to the point on the crest from which I’d watched the lion make his kill. Stretching out on my belly, I peered over. The gazelle was half eaten. A few vultures had landed nearby, impatiently awaiting their turns. The lion had his back to us and was unaware of our presence. 
 
    Father motioned to the rest of the men. Lagus and Mekatre nocked arrows in their bows. Then slowly, carefully, Father rose to a crouch. He moved over the crest to the flat land beyond the ridge, stepped towards the lion, spear ready, slowly, quietly, carefully. He’d gone less than six paces when the beast suddenly spun around, raising the dust, snarling. The lion crouched, tensed, his jaws dripping blood, his eyes narrowed. A low growl issued from his throat. How Father had the courage to face him I did not know. Then the lion’s leg muscles quivered the slightest bit. Just as he leaped Father thrust his spear forward with his full weight behind it. The spear took the lion in the throat as he collided with Father. The impact sent Father flying. The screaming beast tumbled to the ground. Father scrambled to his feet, long flint knife in hand. He pounced on the lion from the side and plunged the knife into his spine. The lion slashed with his paw but missed, then went limp. 
 
    Father rose and cried out triumphantly, arms held high. 
 
    We all hurried to the lion. Servants yanked out the knife and spear and stretched out the carcass. We inspected the beast. He was a fine animal, well-fed and powerful, a trophy fit for a king. Father bent and cut off the tail with his knife and held it up, dripping blood. 
 
    “My fiftieth,” he boasted. Then he placed a bloody hand on my shoulder. “Well done, Iry. Now – go find me another.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    The celebration in camp that night was raucous. Servants had stretched out the lion, minus its tail, a few feet from our blazing campfire. No one had spotted a lion the rest of the day. Because the kill was due to me I was seated in the place of honor beside Father. Weret, the older of my sisters, was keeping my cup filled with wine. Wine was limited to royals and elites in Tjeni – Father acquired it from a land far in the north, beyond the river’s delta, and so it was very scarce. 
 
    We were a happy group gathered around bowls and platters – me perhaps more than the rest. Minnefer and Perneb and Sety had all made a point of congratulating me on my find. That had visibly angered Mekatre, for Minnefer was his supporter and he didn’t want me tampering with him. Mekatre desperately wanted to succeed Father. Not because he wanted to do the hard work of ruling, but because he wanted to live a life of wealth and luxury and status. That he was worried about Minnefer’s loyalty was heart-warming. Serving girls in linen skirts were keeping our bowls and platters and cups full. As we ate Father recounted the killing in detail, and even insisted that I describe my role in the hunt, an opportunity I welcomed as a chance to set myself apart from my brothers. After dinner, Weret and Heria entertained us for an hour. Not only could they dance, but their voices were exquisite and their repertoire of songs seemingly endless. The eyes of every man in camp were on them. Even huntsmen and servants, who should’ve known better than to stare at a king’s daughters. 
 
    The fire had almost burned to coals when a dusty messenger appeared. That he’d traveled at night, and for a distance, was unusual. He bowed low to Father, then whispered in his ear for a long time. Father nodded, then dismissed him. 
 
    Father stood. “Khayu, Nekhen’s king, is dead. Nekhen’s elites have chosen Khab, his youngest grandson, to succeed him. I’ve been invited to attend his coronation. Khab will be crowned in three weeks. We’ll break camp at dawn and head straight for Nekhen instead of returning to Tjeni. That should give us a week to spare.” He swept all of us around the campfire with his eyes. “You’ll all accompany me.” 
 
    I was overjoyed. Aside from this hunt I’d never been more than a few hours walk from Tjeni. And now I was going all the way to Nekhen. Mother’s ancestral home. A settlement Sety had told me numerous stories about. A settlement Father intended for me to someday rule. I could hardly wait. 
 
    “I have an important task for all of you,” Father told me and my brothers and sisters. “Every major ruler in the valley will likely attend this coronation. Most are jealous of me and Tjeni. In fact, Nekhen’s elites specifically chose Khab as king because he’s promised to restore Nekhen to prominence. Who knows what alliance the valley’s rulers might forge against me, or what a brash new king might try to do on his own? So, I want each of you to get as close as you can to the daughters and sons of kings and rulers while we’re at Nekhen. See if you can find out what their fathers are up to. If you hear even the slightest hint of alliances or agreements or ambitions, let me know. Any remark might be an important piece in a puzzle. Every king in the valley fears me – I want to know if I have reason to fear them.” 
 
    “You can count on me, Father,” Mekatre promised brightly. “If any king’s daughter knows anything I’ll get it out of her.” 
 
    I believed him. Mekatre was extraordinarily lazy when it came to studying and preparing himself to rule, but when it came to girls none could resist him. We were so different in that I sometimes wondered if we were actually brothers. 
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    Hours after we’d all gone to bed a servant shook me awake and, in a whisper, summoned me to Father’s fire. I crept quietly from the tent I was sharing with my brothers. Father was seated with Sety, quietly conferring. It was late; the fire had burned to coals and their faces were ruddy in its dim light. Everyone but the two of them and a few servants were asleep. 
 
    “Father?” 
 
    “Sit, Iry. We need to talk.” 
 
    Very unusual. Father hunted regularly with my brothers; he mostly ignored me. Not that he disliked me; he had more in common with them. I could count on one hand the number of times we’d conversed about anything remotely important. 
 
    “King Khab will pose a danger to me if he pursues restoring Nekhen to greatness as he’s promised his elites, Iry. Sety and I have been discussing how to turn his ambition into an opportunity.” 
 
    Now it made sense why Father had summoned me instead of Lagus or Mekatre. Nekhen and I were a component of his ambition to rule the South. “What kind of opportunity, Father?” 
 
    “For me to take over Nekhen from within.” 
 
    “Instead of by conquest?” 
 
    “Yes. And instead of waiting until after I take Nubt.” 
 
    “You’re planning to capture the southern settlements out of order? How, Father?” 
 
    “Khab has a daughter, Heket,” Sety replied. “She’s sixteen or so. She needs a husband.” 
 
    I looked from Sety to Father. “Me?” I was stunned. “You want me to marry Heket?” 
 
    “Yes. To seal an alliance between Tjeni and Nekhen. Afterwards, you’ll live in Nekhen, Iry. You’ll be my spy, residing in Khab’s per’aa. You’ll insinuate yourself with Nekhen’s elites. You’ll prompt Khab to act in ways that benefit Tjeni. Khab has two sons – one a year older than you, one a few years younger. The trick will be for you to give Khab a grandson and then push both of them aside so you can take Nekhen’s throne when Khab dies – or before.” 
 
    That would mean I’d sit a throne before either Lagus or Mekatre. That’d give me an advantage over them when it came time to choose Father’s successor. “I’ll rule Nekhen in fealty to you.” 
 
    “And Lagus after I’m dead.” 
 
    Or not. Doing a good job ruling Nekhen might be enough to shift the support of Tjeni’s elites from my brothers to me. Father was giving me an opportunity to shape my future. I vowed not to squander it. 
 
    “I’ll propose an alliance when I meet with Khab,” Father said. “He’ll surely agree. Our alliance will raise his stature with his elites and beat down internal opposition from his older brothers and cousins who weren’t selected to be king. As an incentive, I’ll let him send his boats all the way to the sea in the future instead of only as far north as Nubt. No king of Nekhen’s been able to do that the past two hundred years. Plus, our alliance will inoculate Nekhen from Nubt’s ambitions.” 
 
    “Nubt won’t be able to attack either Tjeni or Nekhen if Nekhen’s our ally. You’ll be able to dictate terms of trade to Nubt. You’ll instantly have control of every trade route in the South.” 
 
    Father smiled. “You’ve been paying attention in my audience hall, Iry.” 
 
    “I have, Father. I’ve paid attention to Sety and his stories too.” 
 
    “I can attest to that,” Sety said. 
 
    Father pondered a moment. “I’m going to tell you something no one but Sety knows, Iry. I want you to keep it to yourself until I tell you otherwise. Will you?” 
 
    “Of course, Father.” 
 
    “You’re aware that ever since I was young I’ve dreamed of making the entire South mine. What no one but Sety knows is that once I rule the South I intend to turn my attention to the North.” 
 
    “Where my ancestors and I have been laying the groundwork for a unified valley for generations,” Sety added. 
 
    “My ancestors’ dream,” I said. And mine. I felt a surge of excitement. If I managed to succeed Father I might in fact be ruling far more than just Tjeni and the South. I had no doubt that Father would be able to unify the valley if he set his mind to it. 
 
    “An alliance with Nekhen will allow me to concentrate on controlling the North sooner rather than later. So, your marriage to Heket and eventual takeover of Nekhen is a very important step on the road to unification. I’m counting on you, Son.” 
 
    “I won’t fail you, Father,” I promised. 
 
    He draped his arm across my shoulders. “Don’t be surprised if you’ve seen the last of Tjeni for a while. Tomorrow morning you may be on your way to your new home.” 
 
    And eventually to Father’s throne. 
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    “Come along, Matia and Nebetah,” Heket said. “That has to be King Scorpion’s boat approaching. Father expects me to greet him at the quay. I’ll show you around Nekhen afterwards, like I promised.” 
 
    My year-older half-sister and I followed Heket, daughter of Nekhen’s about-to-be king, Khab, on a narrow footpath through the half-mile-wide cultivated strip that lay between the settlement and the riverbank. Only sixteen, Heket was a beauty, nearly as gorgeous as Nebetah, her shoulder-length hair dark, eyes black, cheeks dimpled, skin light brown. A magnificent necklace of alternating gold and turquoise beads graced her neck, no doubt created by one of Nekhen’s famed craftsmen. Gold bracelets inlaid with turquoise clattered against each other as she gestured. Her skirt was white, her girdle gold. Green malachite highlighted her eyes. A small falcon was tattooed on her left shoulder and what appeared to be an ivory clapper on her upper arm. I took it they meant she sang and danced when Nekhenians worshiped their god, Horus. 
 
    The emmer in the fields was ankle-high; both north and south as far as I could see farmers and their wives and children were moving up and down the rows with wooden hoes, clearing out weeds. Ahead of us, a dozen large wooden boats were drawn up at wooden quays along the western riverbank. The standard amidships each identified the ruler it belonged to. The largest of all was currently being rowed through a narrow channel between the riverbank and a small island that stretched the length of Nekhen in the middle of the river. Dozens of small reed fishing punts were drawn up at the island’s edge. That’s apparently where Nekhen had its fishery. 
 
    “Scorpion’s boat is magnificent!” Heket exclaimed. 
 
    I’d never seen one so fine – wooden, its bow and stern sweeping high, each shaped like a stalk of papyrus, painted yellow and green. A dozen oarsmen on each side were churning the water, angling the boat towards the quay; I noted bundles of long palm fronds affixed inside the bow, no doubt having been used on the journey to catch the prevailing wind out of the north and help move the vessel against the river’s strong southern current. Red linen pennants fluttered at bow and stern. An ebony pole holding a golden scorpion, Tjeni’s standard, rose beside the leather-topped pavilion that occupied the center of the boat. It was accompanied by two more standards – a jackal and a falcon. I assumed the pavilion was where King Scorpion and his party had taken refuge from the relentless sun during their journey, just as Nebetah and Sabu and Father and Pentu and Baki and the rest of Nubt’s important elites had during our trip. I’d kept my distance from Sabu the entire week it had taken us to reach Nekhen. Everyone believed his lie, backed by Baki, that Hetshet had been killed by a crocodile. Father was listless these days, weighed down by grief. Sabu was very publicly grieving, feigning what I knew was false sorrow for having become Father’s designated heir due to tragedy. He was a hypocrite of the highest order. How I was going to avenge Hetshet’s murder I hadn’t a clue. But I was going to even if I died trying. 
 
    Khab and his wife and son and several of Nekhen’s elites were standing on the quay, waiting, and we joined them. The boat nudged the quay and came to a stop. Crewmen secured the vessel to mooring posts with ropes, then lowered a gangplank. Perhaps a dozen men and girls moved from under the pavilion to the railing. Some were clearly royals, some elites, a few servants. The first man down the gangplank was obviously Scorpion, for he wore a bulbous white leather crown and carried an ivory scepter in his hand and had a lion’s tail affixed to the rear of his belt. A girl followed, holding a sunshade over his head. I studied Scorpion closely, on the chance Sabu was right and he might someday rule Nubt. The king was taller than the rest of his companions, muscular, athletic looking. I guessed him to be a little over forty. His kilt was blindingly white. A wide pectoral of gold beads lay against his broad chest, and gold armbands circled his biceps. He was the most handsome man I’d ever seen, his dark eyes piercing and seeming to miss nothing. If he wasn’t more than two decades older than me I’d be interested. An aura of command emanated from him. No one would take him for anything but a king. No wonder Sabu feared him. 
 
    “Greetings, Majesty,” Khab said without bowing. 
 
    If the lack of respect bothered Scorpion he didn’t show it. “Khab. My condolences on the death of your grandfather, King Khayu.” 
 
    Khab was in his early thirties. I’d learned from Heket that he’d been waiting a long time to take Khayu’s place. He’d beat out half a dozen of his older brothers and cousins who’d had the same ambition. Khab was nearly as tall as Scorpion, with almost as commanding a presence. While his kilt wasn’t as fine as Scorpion’s his jewelry was even better. Not surprising – since a time beyond memory Nekhen’s craftsmen had created the finest objects for elites anywhere in the valley. Even Nubt’s elites craved them. 
 
    “Thank you, Majesty. This is my wife, Ini.” 
 
    She was dressed as ostentatiously as her husband. She was no beauty; I assumed Khab had married her to gain political advantage. 
 
    “My son, Kama.” 
 
    “Don’t you have two sons, Khab?” Scorpion asked, scanning the quay. 
 
    “My eldest died last week.” 
 
    “I didn’t know. I’m sorry for your loss, Khab, Ini.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Ini said. 
 
    Scorpion turned slightly. “These are my sons – Lagus, Mekatre, Iry.” 
 
    The latter two were in their late teens, Lagus perhaps early twenties. Lagus gazed at everyone on the quay with disdain, as if he was better than us. Mekatre smiled pleasantly, especially at we girls; he looked friendly and approachable. He was nearly as handsome as his father and equally muscled and athletic, a man any woman would find hard to resist. Including me. Iry hung back. He looked more serious than either of his brothers, and exceedingly ordinary. If I’d encountered him in a crowd I wouldn’t have taken him for a royal. Lagus and Mekatre were dressed as finely as King Scorpion and draped with gold jewelry. Iry was unadorned. The brothers all bowed to Khab. 
 
    “My daughters, Weret and Heria.” 
 
    Both barely women. Both beautiful. Both had long black hair, unbound, that hung to their waists. Their eyes were outlined with green malachite. Their linen skirts were the finest I’d ever seen, opaque, hemmed with gold thread. They both wore magnificent necklaces and numerous bracelets and gold anklets inlaid with carnelian. They also bowed to Khab. 
 
    “My advisors, Minnefer and Perneb and Sety.” 
 
    All three men were in their early thirties and obviously elites. Unlike the others, Sety’s only adornment was a falcon-shaped talisman made of some mysterious substance, hanging from a simple chain around his neck. He caught sight of me and instantly froze and stared, as if he’d just recognized me. But I’d never seen him before. That could only mean that he was attracted to me. Most men were, and just as quickly. I was used to Sety’s reaction. It disgusted me. I turned away and ignored him. 
 
    “Will you sleep on your boat, or would you like rooms in my per’aa, King Scorpion?” Khab asked. 
 
    “My vessel. Who’s come for your coronation?” 
 
    “A number of rulers from the delta, none powerful enough to be called kings. Heby of Farkha. Raherka of Maadi. On of Iunu. Itjet of Samara. Khered of Djedet. Rama of Minshat. Several elites from a place called Ptah’s Settlement – it doesn’t have a ruler, if you can believe it. And one actual king, Ny-Hor of Pe and Dep, and his heir Antef. Took them forty days to get here.” 
 
    “How did the delta rulers know about your coronation?” Scorpion asked. 
 
    “I sent word to the North three months ago when Grandfather fell ill. It was clear he wouldn’t survive. Anyway, King Ika of Nubt and his heir Sabu are here too.” Khab spotted me. “In fact, there are two of Ika’s daughters. My daughter Heket’s going to show them around Nekhen. Perhaps your daughters would like to go with them. The kings and rulers and their elites are waiting to meet with you and me in my audience hall.” 
 
    King Scorpion and his advisors and his two oldest sons joined Khab and they headed in the direction of Nekhen. Weret and Heria joined us, trailed closely by Iry. 
 
    Heket regarded him with irritation. “Are you a king’s daughter?” 
 
    “Majesty, my father charged me with looking after my younger sisters while we’re in Nekhen,” Iry told her politely. 
 
    “Hmph. You may attend us,” Heket said haughtily. 
 
    In the day since we’d met I’d learned that Heket had a very high opinion of herself, and that she considered herself the most important king’s daughter at this gathering. According to her an ancestor, Ma-ee, had been the first ruler in the valley to proclaim himself equal to the gods and worthy of worship, a claim all kings had subsequently adopted. She seemed to think that connection made her worthy of worship too. Technically, Heket wouldn’t be a king’s daughter until her father was crowned in a week, but there was no point getting into an argument with her about her self-proclaimed exalted status. Once this tour was over I was going to avoid her the rest of my stay in Nekhen. 
 
    “How about if we dispense with ‘majesty’ since we’re all royals,” I suggested. “Less confusing that way.” 
 
    Heket nodded, reluctantly. She obviously liked the trappings of status. 
 
    “Heket, do you know where the tomb of one of Nekhen’s ancient rulers, Dedi, is located?” Iry asked. 
 
    She gave him an odd look. 
 
    I thought it a curious request too. 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Can you take us to see it?” 
 
    Heket shrugged. We followed her along the path through the cultivated strip towards the settlement, the path barely wide enough for two to walk abreast. I found myself trailing the group, next to Iry. 
 
    “So – did King Scorpion ask you to look after your sisters because you’re his favorite son?” I wasn’t really interested. I was simply making conversation as all king’s daughters were taught to do. 
 
    “Actually, Matia, Father didn’t ask,” Iry admitted. “One of his advisors, Sety, has been telling me stories about Nekhen my entire life. His ancestors came from here and so did my mother’s.” 
 
    “Was Dedi your ancestor, Iry?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “That’s why you want to see his tomb.” 
 
    “And the rest of Nekhen.” 
 
    “One of my ancestors lived here too, Iry. Pabasa. A trader. Sent from Nekhen to live in Nubt by a ruler’s wife named Abar.” 
 
    “Seriously? That’s incredible, Matia!” Iry said excitedly. “Abar was my ancestress. Her son Shery settled in Tjeni after she died.” 
 
    That truly was amazing. “Our ancestors knew each other hundreds of years ago. And here we are.” 
 
    We reached the end of the cultivation and turned southeast, skirting the edge of the settlement. It wasn’t much to look at – a collection of mud-brick houses and wattle-and-daub huts along a number of narrow winding fairly uncrowded lanes. Many plumes of smoke rose skyward. I assumed the area where the plumes were thickest was some kind of production area, perhaps a bakery or brewery. I guessed Nekhen to be half the size of Nubt. Khab’s per’aa was easy to pick out – mud-brick, substantial, guards flanking its entrance, a standard topped with a falcon on one side. 
 
    “Looking after my sisters is an excuse for me to get to know Nekhen instead of sitting in Khab’s per’aa watching a bunch of kings and rulers trying to impress each other,” Iry said. 
 
    “I understand. When I can’t stand Father’s per’aa I sneak out.” 
 
    “Where do you go?” 
 
    “I visit a farmer’s wife. Khentetka.” 
 
    “A lapwing?” 
 
    “Is that how you refer to commoners in Tjeni, Iry?” I asked somewhat frostily. 
 
    “Don’t you?” 
 
    “Only the lazy and lawbreakers. We royals in Nubt rely on commoners to keep us fed and clothed and supplied with luxuries. They deserve our respect, don’t you think?” 
 
    “My father and brothers would disagree. Frankly, I’ve never given commoners a second thought.” 
 
    Sadly, Iry’s attitude matched that of nearly every elite I knew. “My mother died an hour after I was born, Iry. Khentetka’s mother was my wetnurse. Khentetka’s my milk sister. We grew up together in Father’s per’aa.” 
 
    “So she’s not a common commoner.” 
 
    “I suppose not.” 
 
    “Your father doesn’t know you sneak out?” 
 
    “My father doesn’t pay any attention to me at all.” 
 
    “I find that hard to believe.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Any woman bold enough to defy a king can’t be very easy to ignore.” 
 
    Honeyed words. I eyed Iry. “Do you disapprove? That I defy my father?” 
 
    “Not at all.” 
 
    That was, in my experience, a refreshingly unusual attitude. Every man I knew kept his woman on a short leash. I wondered if Iry meant it or if he was just coming on to me and trying to get in my good graces. That had happened plenty of times before. 
 
    “Besides, why would you care if I disapproved?” Iry asked. 
 
    “I wouldn’t.” 
 
    We passed beyond the easternmost end of the settlement. 
 
    “This is it,” Heket said. “Dedi’s tomb.” 
 
    Before us stood a wood-and-reed hall, its outside walls newly plastered and painted with images in black and white and red and yellow and green. Some of the wood was rotten. The hall was clearly old. 
 
    “We celebrate a festival every year in Dedi’s honor,” Heket informed us. “Father ordered this hall replastered and repainted since we’re having so many visitors.” 
 
    “Heria, Weret – Dedi’s our ancestor!” Iry told his sisters. “He died almost two hundred years ago. He ruled Nekhen for over a decade – he called himself Aby, Panther – but ceded the throne to a man named Aboo, husband of his youngest daughter, so he could devote himself to building boats and trading in the southern part of the valley. Dedi took an orphan under his wing, Nykara, and taught him to build and trade. Nykara designed and constructed the first large wooden boat anywhere in the valley and used it to trade all the way from Nekhen to the sea. No reed boat could go that far without falling apart – Nykara’s boat transformed river travel and made every inch of the valley easily accessible. Dedi and Nykara are two of the most important men who’ve ever lived.” 
 
    “Dedi was my ancestor, too,” Heket said. “His grandson Rawer – his throne name was Ma-ee – ruled Nekhen after Aboo.” 
 
    “Another of my ancestors, Ma-ee’s son Shery, settled in Tjeni after his mother’s death,” Iry said. “You and I also share Ma-ee as an ancestor, Heket.” 
 
    “How do you know so much about these people?” I asked Iry, my curiosity piqued. He was actually interesting. Much more interesting than Heket had proven to be so far. I was glad he’d come along. 
 
    “The man I mentioned earlier, Sety? He’s descended from Nykara. In a sense, his family and mine are entwined. Every time Sety visits Tjeni he tells me stories. Has for as long as I can remember. Some of his stories have been handed down in his family for more than a hundred generations, or so he claims. If I remember correctly, his forebears settled in Nekhen more than seven hundred years ago, then left around five centuries later.” 
 
    “Any idea why Dedi wasn’t buried in the ruler’s cemetery atop the terrace?” Heket asked. 
 
    I glanced at the junction of a path that snaked for about a mile up a wide wadi from the settlement to the distant western plateau. Two terraces extended eastward from the base of that plateau, separated from each other by the wadi. Many plumes of smoke were rising from the terrace to the left of the path, and from the long curving base of the plateau itself. Those were likely from pottery kilns taking advantage of the breeze high up. To the right of the wadi path, near its terminus, rose a tall outcrop of rock. The terrace beyond it and to its right was circled by a low wall of mud-plastered reeds, brightly painted with various images. The roofs of many halls similar to Dedi’s were visible over the top of the wall, outlined against the sky. A magnificent setting for a ruler’s cemetery. No one could look in that direction without remembering that rulers lay there. In effect, even though they were dead they were still part of Nekhen. 
 
    “As I said, Dedi constructed boats,” Iry replied. “He probably wanted to be buried near the river. His boatyard must have been close by. According to Sety’s stories, Dedi’s grave lies beneath this hall and is magnificent. Nykara supposedly dug it. He lined the grave’s walls with mud bricks, then plastered them and painted on them images of many boats and animals and even one of Dedi smiting an enemy with a mace.” 
 
    “Speaking of smiting, let’s go see Nekhen’s oval court,” Heket said. “Then I’ll take you to the ruler’s cemetery.” 
 
    She led us northwest, around the other side of the settlement. Before long we stepped onto a deeply-worn hard-packed path that wound towards the plateau in the west that loomed over Nekhen. I spotted a brewery on the north side of the path and we strolled past it. I assumed that, like in Nubt, one of Nekhen’s elites had charge of brewing and kept the entire settlement supplied. 
 
    We followed Heket a short distance west up the path. 
 
    “These are Nekhen’s ceremonial grounds,” Heket announced. 
 
    I’d learned upon my arrival here that Horus, the falcon god, had been Nekhen’s sole god from time immemorial. Horus was also known at Nubt, even though our primary god was Seth. According to Heket, Seth wasn’t known at Nekhen. I thought that interesting, that Horus was apparently so special. 
 
    The oval court was surrounded by a mud-plastered reed fence that was brightly painted with images in red and yellow and blue and green. Nekhen’s court was far grander than ours at Nubt. Heket led us to its western side. A few columns of smoke were spiraling from fires in front of a row of long narrow huts, all of them backed against the fence, the ends facing us open. Craftsmen were working busily inside every one. 
 
    “These craftsmen produce objects prized by elites and royals throughout the valley,” Heket said proudly. “They also make small items for lapwings to donate to Horus during our festivals. But right now almost everyone’s working on grave goods to accompany my oldest brother to the Afterlife. He died last week.” 
 
    “You haven’t buried him yet?” Iry asked. 
 
    Heket shook her head. “Healers applied a resin concoction to his body right after he died, then wrapped him with resin-soaked linen. He’s resting beneath the sand right now, to preserve him. When the grave goods are done he’ll be exhumed and buried up on the terrace among the rulers. Father’s privilege.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Iry said. 
 
    Weret and Heria echoed him. 
 
    “Would you like to see what’s been finished so far?” Heket asked. 
 
    She led us to a small hut. The guard moved aside at her order and we went inside. Sunlight streaming through the door fell on marvelous objects. Heket pointed to a large jar holding a dozen arrows. “My brother liked to hunt. In fact, that’s how he died – trying to kill a hippo.” 
 
    The arrowheads were ivory, with barbs on opposite sides and tiny flint blades inserted above the barbs. Another jar held a collection of random items – a copper adze blade, ivory casting sticks used in a popular strategy game, carnelian beads, obsidian and beige flint fishtailed knives. I counted almost three dozen jars, buff, circled by net designs painted in dark red. They’d probably be filled with beer and foodstuffs before they were placed in the grave. 
 
    “This is my brother’s coffin,” Heket said. The box was long, made of acacia. “The carpenters just finished it yesterday. Took a long time to make the planks.” 
 
    I’d never seen a coffin before. Nubt’s dead were wrapped in linen and placed on reed mats at the bottom of an oval grave, then covered with dirt. 
 
    We exited the storage hut and moved to the nearest workshop. Women were steeping flower petals and spices in resin to make perfumed unguents. The fragrance was appealing. I promised myself I’d obtain a jar before I returned home. I watched men drilling carnelian beads, and working gold into jewelry, and chipping flint. One man was painting images of boats on a length of linen, one was forming a model boat out of clay with oarsmen perched on each side. His companion was making a gaming table out of clay. Another craftsman was shaping a pregnant hippo amulet out of pink limestone, probably to protect an expectant mother. Nubt had some fine craftsmen, especially those who worked copper, but I had to admit that Nekhen’s were far better. 
 
    “These ivory carvers are working on numerous objects for my brother’s grave,” Heket told us as we entered. 
 
    I saw men chipping small figurines – donkeys and Barbary sheep and elephants. I peered over a craftsman’s shoulder and caught my breath. I’d never seen such a magnificent and delicate carving in my life. “May I?” 
 
    He carefully handed me a rectilinear plaque that had originally been a solid sheet of ivory. He’d cut the majority away, leaving a number of animals attached by their backs to the interior of the frame on all four sides, their feet pointing towards the center. Each animal had been separately and painstakingly carved. I picked out a leopard and wild dogs. In one corner of the frame an antelope on one side trod on the trunk of an elephant on another. Green malachite supplied highlights, brilliant against the white ivory. But the plaque wasn’t the only spectacular item in the workshop. 
 
    “This ivory knife handle illustrates the king’s control over the natural world,” the craftsman said, handing me the nearly completed object. “I’m finished with the carving. Now I’m smoothing it.” 
 
    On one side animals were facing the end of the handle where the flint blade would be inserted – a row of saddle-bill storks terminating with a heron, individual rows of leopards and hyenas and lions and wild cattle. Below the cattle was a decorative border of lines set in groups of four that I assumed represented landscapes. I turned the handle over. In the center portion were two rows of boats – three in the first row with upturned bows and sterns followed by a pelican, one with a reed pavilion on its deck, two in the second row, large, with antelope-headed prows. Behind the last boat were trunks of palm trees, no doubt representing mooring posts. Animals circled the boats, beginning at the bottom left of the handle with a large scorpion trailed by a griffin and leopard and Barbary sheep. Along the rounded end the craftsman had incised a lion followed by two birds. Across the top were four ibex and crested ibis. The images had been incised and the surrounding ivory cut away, with details added by further incision and pecking.  
 
    “Will smoothing remove the striations?” Iry asked, closely inspecting the handle. 
 
    “No need. The goldsmith’s going to cover it in gold foil,” the craftsman replied. 
 
    I’d never heard of a craftsman making anything like that, and we in Nubt had unlimited amounts of gold to work with. 
 
    We thanked the ivory carvers and moved to the next workshop. I noted a pile of siltstone cosmetic palettes, shaped like fish and birds and turtles, and one like a boat with upturned ends. And then the most amazing object – a nearly foot-and-a-half long oval cosmetic palette of dark siltstone. 
 
    “Is this going in your brother’s grave?” I asked Heket. 
 
    “No. It’s for Father’s coronation. One of the elites is going to carry it in front of him when he enters the oval court.” 
 
    At first glance the palette appeared to illustrate the frenzy of a hunt. A reservoir for grinding cosmetics was in its center. Two cape hunting dogs framed the outside edges of the upper half of the palette. Serpopards, felines with long snaking necks, encircled the reservoir, their tongues working at a fallen gazelle. A bird spread its wings above their heads. Below the serpopards, occupying the bottom portion of the palette, were three saluki hounds chasing gazelle, ibex, oryx and hartebeest. 
 
    “May I see the other side?” 
 
    The craftsman turned it over. At the top two lions confronted gazelles. Below them a serpopard was biting a horned oryx, a leopard was attacking a Barbary sheep as a wild dog looked on, and a winged griffin was pursuing an aurochs. I caught the theme – hunter-prey, carnivore-herbivore. This palette wasn’t about frenzy – it was about control, a ruler’s main responsibility. 
 
    “What’s this figure?” Iry asked the craftsman. 
 
    “A man wearing a jackal mask and a long tail, playing an end-blown flute. He’s dispensing hunting magic – see the giraffe and ibex prancing to the sound?” 
 
    “This is truly amazing,” I said. 
 
    “It will be when it’s finished,” the craftsman said. “The last step will be to inlay all the animals’ eyes with precious stones.” 
 
    Heket led us past the workshops to the oval court’s monumental entrance. Four tall thick posts, made from the trunks of trees taller than any I’d ever seen, supported a long wide sunshade of reed mats laid atop a lattice. Red linen banners streamed from the posts. We passed under the sunshade into the court. Its surface was packed clay, tilted slightly from one end to the other. 
 
    “At the left end of the oval is the stone dais and throne where Father will preside during festivals,” Heket said. “The stone was brought here from the cataract by Dedi centuries ago. That thin pole at the opposite end topped with a copper falcon is where we deposit our offerings to Horus. The ditch ringing the oval, full of whitened bones? That’s where we drag carcasses after we sacrifice animals.” 
 
    “There must be tens of thousands,” I observed. 
 
    “This court was constructed by my ancestor Aboo when he ruled Nekhen,” Heket said. “Before that it was just a patch of packed clay where people celebrated, without the surrounding wall or entrance or dais. The bones go all the way back to Aboo’s time.” 
 
    “Is this where your father’s going to be crowned?” Heria asked. 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “It’s where the first ruler equivalent to what we now call a king was crowned in the entire valley, according to Sety,” Iry told us. “His ancestress, Tiaa, confirmed the man, Kairy, using a talisman supposedly hurled from the sky in a fireball by the falcon god thousands of years ago. Maybe you noticed it around Sety’s neck when he got off Father’s boat – a falcon-shaped object, not quite stone, not quite metal.” 
 
    “I noticed,” I said. I recalled Sety boldly staring at me. “It’s so understated, compared to what kings and elites wear.” 
 
    “Do you believe Sety?” Heket asked Iry, skeptical. “That a god gave his family a talisman?” 
 
    Considering that Heket believed her father was about to become a god, and that the kings before him had been, it must be unsettling to believe some non-royal family had been singled out by Nekhen’s god. It was a bit unsettling for me as well, since Father also considered himself sacred. Remarkable too that King Scorpion, the most powerful of all the valley’s kings, would keep Sety close knowing Sety’s supposedly special relationship with Horus. But there were, after all, a multitude of gods in the valley – every settlement and hamlet had its own. Who could say for certain whether a god had or hadn’t favored a particular family? 
 
    “According to Sety’s stories, more than seven hundred years ago Tiaa was called upon by Nekhen’s elites to confirm their ruler because they believed her claims about the talisman, and that she had the favor of the falcon god,” Iry said. “Tiaa confirmed Kairy as ruler of not only Nekhen but all the hamlets in the surrounding region after she arranged for the patriarchs of those hamlets to pledge Kairy fealty. No man in the valley had ever ruled more than a single hamlet or settlement before that.” 
 
    “Back then Nekhen was the most important and dominant settlement in the valley,” Heket said. “Father says he’s going to restore us to our rightful place once he takes the throne.” 
 
    Based on everything I’d learned over the years as I’d served Father in his audience hall, and what I was seeing with my own eyes today, that was wishful thinking. Nekhen was nothing compared to Nubt – far less populated, far less cultivated land, less wealthy – and if my brother Sabu was to be believed Tjeni was at least as large and prosperous as Nubt. Memories of a glorious past would never overcome today’s realities. “If Nekhen was truly so powerful, why is it so diminished now?” I asked. 
 
    Heket bristled at the question, offended. 
 
    “That’s a very long story,” Iry said. 
 
    “And why is every settlement in the valley so similar in beliefs and culture?” I continued. “We know about Nekhen’s god Horus in Nubt, for example. You obviously do in Tjeni, Iry. I saw the falcon standard on your father’s boat.” 
 
    “Let’s sit. I’ll try to explain, based on what is my admittedly limited knowledge.” 
 
    We seated ourselves on the bottom step of the stone dais, shaded by the linen sunscreen that arced over the throne atop the platform. 
 
    “Not only has the talisman been handed down in Sety’s family for more than two thousand years, so have stories, all the way back to Aya, Sety’s original ancestress, who watched the talisman streak across the sky in a fireball and who was led to the crater it created by the falcon god himself,” Iry began. “Aya’s band was typical – hunters and gatherers who wandered the savannah east and west of the valley, for in those days the land bordering the river wasn’t desert like today. Those bands followed herds across the plains and only came into the valley in season to harvest wild grain that grew along the river. Aya’s band was the first to both farm and herd, on the shore of a great lake a few hours walk west of the river near the foot of the delta. Eventually, of course, bands settled in the valley and took up farming full-time at promising spots, their land renewed each year by the inundation. Each band was led by a patriarch, its eldest male.” 
 
    “Always a man,” I muttered. 
 
    “Not always,” Iry corrected. “According to Sety, Aya served as her band’s patriarch for many years.” His eyes met mine. “She was, by all accounts, a bold and spirited woman.” 
 
    “No man would follow a woman today,” Heket averred. “It wouldn’t be right.” 
 
    No, because men are so forthright and trustworthy and full of themselves. 
 
    Iry shrugged. “Some locations, like Nekhen and Tjeni and Nubt, attracted multiple bands who lived a little apart from each other. In time, members of the bands intermarried, and their camps expanded and began to merge, and the camps eventually became hamlets and in time settlements. Nekhen was by far the largest anywhere in the valley. Now, because the floodplain at Nekhen produced grain in abundance, not everyone had to spend their days tending crops. Some men could fish full-time, some hunt, some herd, some brew, some make pottery. Those who specialized traded their goods with Nekhen’s farmers for food, and vice versa.” 
 
    “How do you know any of this is true?” I asked. “Simply because Sety told you?” 
 
    “And one of my father’s advisors, Khabash, though he died a few months ago. He’d been preparing me to rule a settlement on Father’s behalf ever since I was five years old.” 
 
    “Which settlement?” I asked casually, though I desperately wanted to know. Sabu was convinced that Scorpion wanted to conquer Nubt. If Iry’s future settlement was one currently beholden to Tjeni that might mean Scorpion didn’t have ambitions beyond Tjeni’s region and Sabu was wrong. But if it was Nubt… 
 
    “Probably a small one,” Iry replied. “The consequences of being a third son. Lagus will succeed Father and rule Tjeni. Mekatre will oversee a settlement far more important than mine.” 
 
    Either Iry really didn’t know or he was being purposefully vague. I had a very strong feeling it was the latter. Given how much Iry knew about Nekhen and how excited he seemed about everything we were seeing, it was entirely possible this was the very settlement Scorpion planned for him to oversee. Why else would Iry have taken the time to learn so much about it? That meant, if Lagus held Tjeni and Iry Nekhen, that Scorpion expected Mekatre to rule Nubt. Speculation on my part. But speculation with the ring of truth. In light of Sabu’s claim about Scorpion’s ambitions it was a speculation I determined to pass on to Father. Not that he’d pay any attention, given the source. At his peril. 
 
    “In time, the men who controlled the specialties in Nekhen became the settlement’s elites, replacing the bands’ patriarchs,” Iry continued. “The elites chose a man from their midst to rule them all. That was necessary, for as Nekhen grew someone needed to allocate farm fields after each inundation, and collect grain to guard against famine, and render justice, and intercede with the falcon god. When one ruler died the elites chose another, for rule wasn’t hereditary in those days.” 
 
    “Every one of Nekhen’s rulers for the past two hundred years is descended from my ancestor Ma-ee,” Heket said. 
 
    “My brother Sabu will succeed my father as king of Nubt, even though Father was appointed,” Nebetah said. 
 
    Only because Sabu had murdered Father’s rightful heir, Hetshet. Something Nebetah didn’t know and wouldn’t believe. 
 
    “My brother Lagus will be the next king of Tjeni,” Heria interjected. 
 
    “Only Tjeni?” I asked casually. 
 
    “Why would Father care about the rest of the valley?” she asked. 
 
    I wondered if Heria was telling the truth, or was simply uninformed. Probably the latter. I doubted that Scorpion would tell his daughters anything of importance. My father certainly didn’t. At least not wittingly. 
 
    “In the six hundred or so years after Kairy became Nekhen’s ruler, Nekhen continued to increase in size and power,” Iry continued. “The craftsmen who worked beside this oval court created the finest objects of ivory and bone and stone and wood and precious stone anywhere in the valley.” 
 
    “They still do!” Heket exclaimed. 
 
    “If there’s one thing elites crave that their ruler must provide it’s fine objects that set them apart from lapwings,” Iry said. He looked at me. “Sorry, Matia. Commoners.” 
 
    Elites’ thirst for luxuries was something all royal children knew about. And shared. 
 
    “Nekhen’s ruler at some point seized control of the craftsmen and himself began to distribute what they made to elites, making those elites loyal to and dependent on him. Similarly, he began sending traders beholden to him to barter Nekhen’s goods as far north as Tjeni and as far south as the cataract. Soon hamlets and settlements throughout the South relied on Nekhen for elite luxuries, as well as flint knives and microdrills and such to aid the lives of commoners. Nekhen grew wealthy, its boatmen traveling the region in reed boats, delivering goods. Its ruler became ever more powerful.” 
 
    “More powerful than Tjeni’s or Nubt’s?” Weret asked. 
 
    “Very much more,” Iry said. “As far back as Tiaa’s day, men from Nekhen began dreaming of unifying the valley under one ruler. Six hundred years after Tiaa confirmed Kairy, when Dedi was alive, Nekhenians began pursuing unification in earnest.” 
 
    “Why did they wait so long?” I asked. 
 
    “Because unification’s an extraordinarily difficult proposition, Matia. No ruler in those days – there weren’t any kings – had men enough to conquer who knows how many hamlets and hold them and more than six hundred miles of territory between the cataract and the sea. Especially because vast stretches were then, as now, virtually uninhabited, meaning no fields of grain for an army bent on conquest to live off.” 
 
    “So these days a king who covets territory is more likely to seize it from a neighbor than try to take the whole valley?” I asked. 
 
    “I guess it depends on the king, Matia,” Iry said noncommittally. “Unification’s a grand ambition. It’s bound to happen sometime. But it’ll probably take hundreds of years to fully realize. Anyway, pursuit of unification was actually initiated by a woman.” Iry smiled at me. “As it happened, that woman was Abar, ancestress to me and Heria and Weret.” 
 
    “Abar the Traitor!” Heket exclaimed. 
 
    “Traitor?” I asked. 
 
    “She betrayed her husband, Ma-ee, Nekhen’s ruler,” Heket said. “He executed her in front of this very dais.” 
 
    “That’s awful!” I exclaimed. 
 
    Heket shrugged. “I’m descended from Ma-ee and his second wife.” 
 
    “As I said earlier, Abar’s father, Aboo, ruled Nekhen after Dedi,” Iry informed us. “Abar was forced to marry her cousin Ma-ee, Aboo’s successor. Now, in the years she was growing up, Dedi had filled Abar’s head with thoughts of a unified valley, a dream he held particularly dear. After Abar became Ma-ee’s wife, and was thus in a position of power, she decided to take the first steps on the path to unification. She decided the time was right because of Nykara’s wooden cargo boat.” 
 
    “Which you claim transformed the valley,” I interjected. 
 
    “That’s right, Matia. Wooden boats could travel great distances without falling apart and carry far larger loads than reed vessels. With Abar’s backing, Nykara began to trade more widely in the valley than anyone ever had before. He went all the way to the sea, over and over. He returned each time to Nekhen with ever more rare and exotic Northern goods – including olive oil and wine and lapis lazuli and obsidian. To answer your question, Matia, why all settlements in the valley are so similar – it’s because of Abar. She was the first person to truly recognize the transformative power of trade. She sent traders from Nekhen to live permanently in Nubt and Tjeni and operate trading posts in both places, like your ancestor you told me about, Pabasa.” 
 
    “Every one of us has a connection to Nekhen,” I said, glancing at my companions. 
 
    “Anyway, Abar ordered her traders to intermarry with the natives and raise their children as Nekhenians raised theirs, thereby exporting Nekhen’s culture and beliefs and god directly into those settlements.” 
 
    “Which is why we at Nubt know Horus.” Now it made sense. 
 
    “Over the centuries, Tjeni and Nubt were indeed transformed into versions of Nekhen,” Iry said. 
 
    I recalled Sabu and Hetshet’s conversation about Pe and Dep just before Hetshet’s murder. “What about the delta?” 
 
    Just then what I took to be a very short girl led a small laden donkey into the court. As she came closer I saw she was a dwarf. She couldn’t have been more than three feet tall. I’d heard about dwarves; I’d never seen one before. All of my companions stared. 
 
    She came to a halt in front of us. “I’ve brought wine and honeyed cakes, Majesty, as you ordered,” she told Heket, bowing. 
 
    I’d never seen anyone with such short legs. 
 
    “This is Hunur. She attends me,” Heket told us. “Hunur, distribute the cakes and pour the wine. Quickly. We’re hungry and thirsty.” 
 
    Hunur removed two pouches and one jar from a net slung over the donkey’s back. She handed each of us a honeyed cake from one pouch. Then she pulled cups from the second, and after we all had one she filled them with wine. 
 
    Heket took a long drink. “Waddle on back to the per’aa now, Hunur,” she said dismissively. “Leave the wine.” 
 
    “As you command, Majesty.” 
 
    I took a long drink as well. The wine was very good. 
 
    “To answer your question about the delta, Matia, Sety told me the North’s quite different from the South,” Iry said as Hunur placed her pouches back in the nets “Our elites spend their lives accumulating fine objects that they take with them to the Afterlife. By removing them from circulation, they make the objects that remain above ground rarer and more precious. Our rulers and elites rest in special cemeteries set apart from commoners, denoting that even in death they’re more important than those who serve them. Northerners, on the other hand, invest their profits in expanding trade and are buried with hardly anything.” 
 
    Finished loading her donkey, Hunur bowed again, then led her beast from the court. 
 
    “Most people who live in the delta are either descended from its original ancient settlers or migrated there from the lands along the seacoast to the north,” Iry continued. “However, a few are like us. Settlers from Nekhen founded estates in the delta after Abar’s execution, and some migrated to existing delta hamlets and insinuated themselves among their inhabitants. So there are small areas of the delta that are much like us in the South.” 
 
    “How did that happen, and when?” I asked. 
 
    “Actually, Ma-ee was responsible, if Sety’s to be believed,” Iry replied. “You see, Sety’s ancestress Amenia was Abar’s rival for Nykara.” 
 
    “Wait! Abar was married to Ma-ee but she was in love with Nykara?” Heket shook her head. “No wonder she betrayed her husband.” 
 
    “It’s a very complicated story and Sety would tell it better than I can,” Iry said. “I seem to recall that Ma-ee stole Abar away from Nykara in the first place. But I’m not sure I remember all the details exactly. What’s important is that for some reason Ma-ee sentenced Amenia and her family to be executed in this court. Nykara rescued them a few hours beforehand and transported them to the delta on his boat. To mask their escape, Abar set the rulers’ cemetery atop the terrace on fire.” 
 
    I glanced up at the ruler’s cemetery again. Obviously, many rulers had died and been buried there since the fire. Thus the many structures. 
 
    “Nykara and Amenia founded an estate in the delta. Sety still lives there,” Iry continued. “Nykara’s first wife, Bakist – again, a long story – had ties to Farkha, the second most important settlement in the delta both then and now. Sety’s family maintains those ties to this day. Anyway, in the years that followed, many Nekhenians, chafing under Ma-ee’s despotic rule, fled north too and, with Nykara’s help, founded estates of their own. What should have taken centuries – to make the delta into a version of Nekhen – happened virtually overnight in numerous localities – thanks to Ma-ee’s malevolence.” 
 
    So… Iry had multiple ancestral ties to Nekhen. That meant what I assumed would be his assignment to rule it after Scorpion conquered it would make it easier for Nekhen’s elites to accept him. Another piece in a puzzle. “You said your ancestor Shery, Abar’s son, settled in Tjeni instead of remaining in Nekhen, Iry. Why?” 
 
    “Ma-ee figured out that Abar had helped Nykara and Amenia escape and, as Heket said, he executed her. Several months later one of her handmaids spirited her sons with Ma-ee, Shery and Shepseska, to Tjeni. She knew Abar wouldn’t have wanted them raised by their monster of a father.” Iry gazed into the distance. “Abar’s execution marked the exact moment Nekhen started its long slow decline. Both Tjeni and Nubt turned against Nekhen because of what Ma-ee had done, prompted by the traders Abar had settled among them.” 
 
    “Including my ancestor Pabasa?” 
 
    “Yes. Tjeni thereafter focused on trading with Nubt and the settlements in the delta and ignored Nekhen. Tjeni became rich. Since Tjeni and Nubt were positioned to control what reached and left Nekhen by river, and because they wouldn’t let Nekhen’s traders travel any farther north than Nubt, and because many of its farmers had fled to the delta to form estates like Nykara’s, Nekhen shrunk in size and importance.” 
 
    “Which Father will rectify once he’s on the throne,” Heket insisted. 
 
    Another bit of information to pass on to Father. If Heket knew her father’s ambition he must not be keeping it a secret. 
 
    “Perhaps,” Iry said noncommittally. “In the two centuries since Abar’s time many settlements throughout the valley have risen to prominence and created small regional alliances with their neighbors, only to fade away and disappear. There was once a coronation at Tjeni attended by almost fifty regional rulers – from Inerty and Abu and Abadiya and Abdju and Gebtu and Nekhbet and Edfu and more. But now only Tjeni and Nubt and Nekhen remain as powers. The rest have been absorbed or melted away. Anyway, that’s all I know.” 
 
    An awful lot, I thought. Far more than I’d have ever found out about Nekhen and the valley and its past any other way. And possibly more than you intended for me to know, Iry. Do you even care that I might have figured out your father’s ambitions and your future because of a few offhand remarks? Do you think I’ll keep what I’ve learned to myself? That’s the one advantage a woman has over a man – you always underestimate us. I counted myself fortunate I’d fallen in with the least prepossessing of Scorpion’s sons. He’d been very talkative so far. I wondered if he was always that way or if I’d triggered his verbosity. I’d caught Iry staring at me several times during the afternoon when he thought I wasn’t looking. I knew the signs – he was attracted to me. Most men were. I’d learned to use their attraction to my advantage years ago. Men were so simple; all I ever had to do was feign interest and they fell all over themselves trying to please me. Iry had something I wanted – information. Why not flirt a little, see if he’d let down his guard even more, possibly even boast about his future to try to impress me? In the best case, he’d let even more slip about Scorpion’s intentions, something that might help me stop Sabu. Flirting wouldn’t be a chore – Iry was actually pleasant and surprisingly interesting, and seemingly without guile. But I was going to be cautious – Iry was the son of a king who’d be my master or at the least my enemy if Sabu got his way. And if Scorpion was my enemy Iry would be too. 
 
    Iry rose and the rest of us with him. We headed toward the entrance of the oval court, following Heket. I noticed a sherd of decorated pottery lying amidst the bones that ringed the court and bent and picked it up. On one side was an image of an ancient cow goddess, Bat, now the patroness of a small settlement beholden to King Scorpion, Hiw. On the reverse was a woman, her arms bound behind her, being held captive by a bull. I held it up for the others to see. “Any guess what this is?” 
 
    Iry took it, studied it for a long time. “A bull symbolizes the power of a king. If I was to guess – and I may be completely wrong, or perhaps wishful – this sherd might commemorate Ma-ee executing Abar.” 
 
    That simple sherd suddenly made an ancient story very real to me. And credible. 
 
    “Would you like to keep it?” I asked Iry. 
 
    He shook his head no. “It should stay here, where you found it, Matia. For all we know, Ma-ee burned Abar’s body after he killed her. He was vindictive enough. If so, this image might be where her spirit comes to reside at night.” 
 
    Iry handed me the sherd. I let my fingers linger against his for a moment longer than necessary. He noticed. I bent down and replaced it. 
 
    We continued up the wadi path, deeply worn from centuries of travel. To either side were scraggly grass and sand and scrawny shrubs and a few groves of twisted trees. The path itself was yellow; apparently, clay washed off the plateau during infrequent rains. I managed to “inadvertently” stumble on a stone at one point and Iry grabbed me around my waist to keep me from falling. He was surprisingly strong and nimble. And embarrassed afterwards. Numerous smaller wadis intersected the main one. The end of one to our left was blocked by a wooden fence and brush. I heard the lowing of cattle. 
 
    “That’s where we keep the herd that supplies milk to the settlement,” Heket said. “Women line up with jars every morning. Of course, we have many more cattle than those. They graze on the floodplain most of the year, and on the plateau during the inundation.” 
 
    Heket led us to another intersecting wadi on the opposite side of the path. 
 
    “This is our ruler’s zoo,” she announced proudly. “Kings have maintained it for hundreds of years as a sign they control the natural world.” 
 
    Iry perched beside me on the fence. The wadi was divided by smaller fences into many pens. Men were carrying fodder and water pouches into some of them, shoveling dung out of others. I spotted a lion, a hippo, many gazelle and oryx, several ostriches, a hyena, baboons, a hartebeest, several Barbary sheep, and most spectacular of all, an elephant. 
 
    “Did your father capture any of these?” I asked Heket. 
 
    She shook her head no. “Mostly descendants of beasts captured by earlier kings. A few were captured by my great-grandfather. Father’s going to take all the visiting kings and rulers hunting two days from now to see what they can add.” 
 
    A small pen was to one side, holding two newborn donkeys and one that couldn’t be more than a couple of weeks old. “Why donkeys?” I asked. 
 
    “They’re going to be buried with my brother,” Heket replied. 
 
    A sad fate for the beasts. 
 
    Heket led us from the zoo back to the path. We soon reached the foot of the outcrop of rock that jutted upward from beside the path near its apex. Boulders were jumbled there, some as much as ten feet high. 
 
    “We’ll climb,” Heket said. “There’s a wonderful view of the valley from the top.” 
 
    The climb was easy, aided by handholds and footholds that spiraled around the outcrop. On a few flat rock faces I noticed ancient etchings, boats mostly. We gained the top and were met by a warm strong wind thick with the scent of cultivated fields and river water. The top was oval-shaped and nearly flat and we all sat along one edge and dangled our feet over the side. I sat close enough to Iry that our arms occasionally touched and my long hair blew against him. The entire valley was laid out before us – the path we’d climbed, Dedi’s hall, the settlement, the cultivated strip, the river, the island, the quays with dozens of boats bobbing and swaying with the current. 
 
    “The hamlet on the opposite side of the river is Nekheb,” Heket informed us. 
 
    It was much smaller than Nekhen, a scatter of huts climbing a low slope towards the east. 
 
    “Nekheb’s people worship Nekhbet, the vulture goddess,” Heket said. “There’s a particular rock face beyond the hamlet etched with hundreds of vultures, and many more in the hills to its east.” 
 
    Not surprising that people in this region would worship both the vulture and falcon. Dozens of both were swooping and circling over the river, riding updrafts, occasionally diving towards the surface. 
 
    “The terrace to our right holds the upper settlement,” Heket said. 
 
    It was covered by a handful of rude huts, several mud-brick houses, and numerous overgrown foundations. Smoke was spiraling from among the huts. Some large work areas were shaded by sunscreens of reeds laid atop wooden frames. 
 
    “What’s in that large mud-brick building?” Iry asked. 
 
    “It’s where we process meat and fish for the settlement,” Heket replied. “There’s a brewery on its far side – it supplies beer for everyone who lives on the upper terrace. More people used to live here in the past. Now it’s mostly potters whose kilns are up on the heights to catch the breeze. Nekhen’s pottery is traded throughout the valley,” Heket said proudly. “Has been for hundreds of years. We have special clay that’s only found here. When it’s fired some turns reddish and is decorated with designs in white. Some turns buff, the images on it dark red or red-brown.” 
 
    “Like the jars we saw that are going to be buried with your brother.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Sety’s ancestress Tiaa invented both pottery styles at her kiln somewhere at the base of the plateau behind us,” Iry said. “I’m going to try to find it while I’m here.” 
 
    “Good luck,” Heket said. “There are dozens of kilns on the terrace, some in use, as you can tell by the smoke, most abandoned. Anyway, the terrace behind us and to our left holds the rulers’ cemetery.” 
 
    “Everything we know and are familiar with in the valley started right here at Nekhen,” Iry said. “We all have roots here. And Abar’s dream of unity still persists. Amazing.” 
 
    Sabu was convinced Iry’s father wanted to conquer Nubt. Had Iry just let slip that Scorpion wanted even more? Did Scorpion intend to conquer the entire South? If he had that, would he turn his attention to the North? That was a sobering thought. Even likely, if my inference that Iry intended to rule Nekhen and Mekatre Nubt was correct. “Do you think unification will ever be more than a dream, Iry?” I probed. “Do you think the valley’s kings will ever yield to a single one?” 
 
    “If they do it won’t be to me,” he laughed. 
 
    “Because you’ll never be a king, Iry,” his sister Weret proclaimed. 
 
    Iry’s disappointing answer had revealed nothing about Scorpion. 
 
    “Every king should pledge fealty to my father,” Heket insisted brightly. “After all, Nekhen’s the settlement of Horus, and Horus is the protector of kings. Nekhen’s king should have primacy, as in the ancient times Iry told us about.” 
 
    Heket was delusional, and if her father was he’d be dangerous. Nekhen abutted Nubt’s southern border. Nubt would be in real trouble if Tjeni and Nekhen ever became allies – we’d be surrounded by enemies. From what I’d learned so far today, it seemed that Khab was more likely to have designs on Nubt than Scorpion. Khab was the man out to prove himself. Sabu might be worried about the wrong enemy. Maybe Scorpion was actually content to rule his current stretch of the river. Or maybe he wasn’t and Nubt was a target of two separate enemies. 
 
    Heket had more to show us. We descended the outcrop and followed her farther west up the wadi path to the ruler’s cemetery, passing through a gate in its surrounding mud-plastered reed wall. I’d never seen such an impressive collection of buildings anywhere – tall, made of wood, their outsides plastered and painted white, decorated with images in yellow and blue and green and black, many surrounded with wooden fences, some with clay masks hanging beside their doors. The cemetery may have once been orderly but now the graves were jumbled together, with newer halls interspersed among the older. The ground between the halls was drifted with sand, but sand had been cleared from around a brand-new hall. Probably that of the recently-buried king. 
 
    This cemetery was far different than Nubt’s. Our elites and rulers were buried atop an elongated gravel ridge located in a wide wadi, close by a similar ridge where commoners lay. Our elites’ graves were large enough to hold many grave goods – tools, slate palettes, cosmetic items, clay and ivory figurines, stone vessels, pottery. By comparison, commoners were buried in round pits in the fetal position with a few pots and personal possessions – even in death we elites were superior. Unlike this cemetery, every bit of our graves were underground, covered over with brushwood and low mounds of dirt. The dirt had collapsed into the oldest burials, leaving sections of the ridges pockmarked. 
 
    “The newest hall covers the grave where my great-grandfather, King Khayu, is buried,” Heket said, pointing. “Father erected it in the tomb precinct of a long-forgotten ancestor. Some of these structures shelter underground graves, but some are columned halls where we come to remember our ancestors.” She pointed again. “There’s a stone statue in that chapel, supposedly of Abar’s father, Aboo. We believe it’s the first life-sized stone statue ever created in the valley.” 
 
    Several men were placing mud bricks against the east wall of a newly-dug grave, perhaps sixteen feet long and eight wide and four deep. 
 
    “What are they doing?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s my brother’s grave,” Hetshet said. “Workmen extended the plateau eastward with sand topped with mud-brick debris and stone so they could make his grave that large. As you can see, the pressure from the fill’s buckling the wall. They’re trying to shore it up with bricks.” 
 
    “What about the acacia planks?” Iry pointed to an orderly pile. 
 
    “They’ll form the roof over the grave.” 
 
    “What’s that past the east side of the grave?” I asked. 
 
    “A ceramic hippo. The cemetery’s guardian,” Heket replied. 
 
    She led us around the grave. The hippo was more than six feet long, made of fired clay, hollow inside, about the size of a six-month-old beast. It rested atop a raised terrace, the terrace’s edges smoothed at a forty-five degree angle. Two upright stone slabs were at the foot of the short slope below the terrace, probably marking the cemetery’s boundary. Numerous four-inch diameter polished red bowls were scattered around the hippo, all with worn centers, their edges scorched. 
 
    “We burn incense when we visit our ancestors,” Heket explained. 
 
    Iry indicated a section of the cemetery where a few bits of charred wood poked from the sand. “I wonder if that’s one of the halls Abar set ablaze to mask Amenia’s escape?” He laughed. “It’s rumored she lit the very complex Ma-ee had just finished constructing for himself. That’s partly why he was enraged enough to execute her.” 
 
    “Ma-ee was a vicious man,” Heket averred in a low voice, as if his spirit might rise from his grave and attack her. “He personally executed dozens of Aboo’s servants to accompany Aboo to the Afterlife – mostly young girls. Ma-ee also sacrificed many animals that same day – including an elephant.” 
 
    “Ma-ee was the first ruler in the valley to assert absolute authority over the lives of every person beholden to him,” Iry said. “That’s why he executed the servants. Death was his tool of choice to keep everyone in line. You’ve all seen images of a king smiting a captive with a mace – it’s a brutal promise and a warning. Resist the king and die.” 
 
    “A warning lapwings would do well to heed,” Heket averred. “We, royals and elites, are far more important than they are.” 
 
    Apparently commoners were as despised in Nekhen as they were in Tjeni, at least by the royal family. 
 
    “A concept pushed to the limit by Ma-ee,” Iry said. “He claimed more royal power for himself than any ruler had before. Every ruler since has adopted Ma-ee’s powers and added to them because no one resisted Ma-ee when he first took them.” 
 
    “How did rulers transform themselves from patriarchs of small bands, to regional rulers like Ma-ee who could raise funerary halls, to today’s kings?” I asked. 
 
    “That’s a very interesting and complicated question, shrouded by the mists of time, Matia,” Iry replied. “I’ll give you my best guess, based on what Father and Sety and others have told me. Keep in mind that the first people who settled the valley were hunters and gatherers first and farmers and herders second. And even though we royals live in settlements, the vast majority of people in this valley still live on farms or in small hamlets. There are two things all of us need – food and gods. The first rulers, patriarchs, had absolute power over the lives of everyone in their families – who married whom, where their bands wandered during the hunt, where they settled once they began to farm. Those patriarchs made sure their people were fed. They also led worship of the gods who looked after their people. Every leader has performed this dual function since the beginning. 
 
    “When multiple bands settled in the same area, and then combined, a single leader was necessary. Likely, the most charismatic or dominant patriarch was chosen to rule the combined bands. That ruler was beholden to the patriarchs who’d selected him, and so he treated them specially.” 
 
    “They became the elites?” I asked. 
 
    Iry nodded. “It wasn’t enough that the leader knew the elites were special – the common people needed to as well. So the ruler began providing his elites with objects to set them apart, to visibly display their superiority. Rulers began employing craftsmen to make luxury objects on their behalf. Rulers had to support those craftsmen, so they levied a share of what farmers and others beholden to them produced. Then, as hamlets grew into settlements and the population increased, rulers figured out they needed officials to manage many functions, officials they also had to support, along with their household staff and family members. Commoners complied with rulers’ assessments – first, because they’d been following rulers without question since the days of the patriarchs, and second, because at some point rulers began claiming all the land in their region as their own and allowing farmers to work it on their behalf. Some say Ma-ee was the first to do so. In effect, rulers claimed all the crops and let farmers keep a share for themselves.” 
 
    I thought about Harwa, at the amount of emmer he was required to deliver to Father’s officials every year. I’d helped him fill containers once. It hadn’t occurred to me that he might not have wanted to give up part of what he’d grown. 
 
    “The reason was simple,” Iry said. “The thing that most threatened a ruler’s position was famine, the possibility he might not be able to provide grain for his people. Here in the valley we’re at the mercy of the inundation. If it’s too high or too low it can ruin our crops. So at some point rulers began assessing a share of each farmer’s grain in times of plenty and storing it on behalf of the entire community and rationing it out in time of need. In effect, rulers were able to decide who lived and died.” 
 
    “Having control of the grain supply, and the support of the elites, rulers could do practically anything they wanted,” I supposed. “Including murdering innocent servants.” 
 
    “When power’s absolute, Matia, life’s cheap. That’s why Ma-ee was able to execute Aboo’s servants to serve their master for eternity with impunity. Since the days of the patriarchs, rulers had always had the power to execute captives and criminals, and to sacrifice animals to honor the gods. Sacrificing people was simply the next step. One thing’s true in this valley – the relationship between ruler and ruled is based on coercion and fear and always will be. Executions reinforce that.” 
 
    I thought about Sabu. That’s exactly how he’d rule if he ever gained the throne – coercion and fear. His murder of Hetshet proved that. 
 
    “Especially since rulers are for all practical purposes gods,” Iry continued. “Originally, patriarchs led worship of the gods. Ma-ee changed that – he claimed that he alone could intercede with the gods on the people’s behalf. That’s a reason he wanted to execute Amenia – how could Ma-ee be the sole intercessor when the falcon god had favored her family for thousands of years? Anyway, now, thanks to the precedent set by Ma-ee, kings have absolute spiritual and temporal power. They’ve come to believe they’re equal to the gods.” 
 
    “So, patriarchs who directed bands of twenty or thirty people have evolved into kings who lead thousands,” I concluded. “They provide judgment when cropland or water rights are disputed, resolve complaints, direct public works, oversee trade networks, dole out grain in times of want, supply elites with exotic goods, implore the gods on the peoples’ behalf, defend their people from enemies, execute captives and criminals, make assessments to support their families and officials and the community. They wear elaborate trappings – lion’s tails, leopard pelts, magnificent jewelry, crowns – the white of Nekhen and Tjeni, the red of Nubt – carry staffs and maces and scepters and sticks of office. They’re accompanied by fan bearers and sandal bearers and standard bearers, waited on by servants, guarded by warriors. They keep tabs on their people and brutally repress dissent.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Iry said. “Long story short, kingship evolved over time and from place to place. Rulers from one settlement adopted for themselves powers seized in others, an easy thing to do because every settlement in the valley’s connected by the same river. News travels easily. Today the kings of Tjeni and Nubt and Nekhen are virtually indistinguishable, except for the colors of their crowns and the specifics of their ceremonies and the gods with primacy in their regions.” 
 
    The sun was beginning to descend behind us, shadows to lengthen from the crest of the plateau towards the settlement. 
 
    “It’ll be dark in a couple of hours. We should get back,” Heket said. 
 
    “I’m going to look for Tiaa’s kiln,” Iry announced. “Someone supposedly etched an image of Abar sailing on a boat towards the stars there after her execution. I’d like to try to find it, to see if it really exists.” 
 
    “Meaning her spirit might have someplace else to come back to instead of just the sherd in the oval court,” I said. 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “I’ll help you look, Iry,” I volunteered. I had no intention of sitting in a room in Nekhen’s per’aa with these boring girls when I could be out exploring. Plus, being alone with Iry would give me further opportunity to discover whether or not King Scorpion intended to move against Nubt. I’d made a lot of assumptions so far, based on what Iry had said. Assumptions that might be entirely correct, or entirely wrong. I needed to find out which. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
     “Tell me about Tjeni,” I said when Iry and I were alone. We were strolling towards the base of the plateau. Sheer cliffs, their rocky faces cut by numerous clefts, rose skyward. 
 
    “It’s very large, Matia. Three or four times the size of Nekhen.” 
 
    So. Bigger than Nubt. 
 
    “The river’s narrow there, so it’s easy for Father to control traffic. Boats are constantly coming and going, laden with goods from the North and South. Caravans travel to us from the desert.” 
 
    “Many caravans come to Nubt too,” I said. “What I wouldn’t give to be able to visit with caravanners and boat captains and crewmen and listen to their tales of distant lands.” 
 
    “You said you sneak out of the per’aa.” 
 
    “To a farm where no one sees me. Hanging out around the quays would be a different matter.” 
 
    “Your father would lock you away.” 
 
    “Probably. I can’t risk it.” I sighed. “I’d really like to see the rest of the valley someday.” 
 
    “I don’t know any girls who want to travel.” 
 
    “I’m not like other girls,” I insisted. “My sister and the elite girls I know spend their time gossiping and weaving linen and making themselves pretty for men. But I know how to do things.” 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    “I can plant and care for and harvest barley and emmer and vegetables. I can fish. Snare birds in the marsh. Spin flax into thread. Care for beehives. Weave linen on a ground loom. Grind grain into flour. Bake bread. Brew beer.” 
 
    “You’ll make a commoner a fine wife some day,” Iry said facetiously. 
 
    “You really don’t care for commoners, do you?” 
 
    “I don’t know any. I keep my distance – except for servants, of course.” 
 
    Arrogant. The attitude of the privileged. An attitude I had to admit I usually shared. As did every royal and elite I knew. “I guess I don’t think of Khentetka as a commoner. She’s more a sister to me than my half-sister Nebetah is.” 
 
    “Unlike you, I had my mother until I was five, Matia. She died giving birth to my sister Heria. Do you ever think you might die that way?” 
 
    “What woman doesn’t? It happens so often. I’m in no hurry to start having babies.” Though as soon as I married Baki I’d have no choice. He’d demand a son or three, beginning immediately. As would Antef, if Sabu’s alliance became real. Kings’ sons needed heirs to hold the throne after them. 
 
    “I share your interest in the valley,” Iry said. “This is my first trip beyond Tjeni’s region.” 
 
    “Tell me more about your home.” 
 
    “Life’s very easy, at least for royals and elites. The farmland’s good, so there’s plenty of emmer and barley. Good grazing for cattle.” 
 
    “Is Tjeni surrounded by walls?” 
 
    “No. I noticed only part of Nubt is walled when we passed it on the way here.” 
 
    “The section where elites and royals live.” 
 
    “Anyway, we receive goods from the western oases and delta estates and settlements, and the Far North,” Iry continued. “We trade with Nubt, of course, but not with Nekhen. You obtain luxury objects from Nekhen and trade them to us. It’s been like that since Ma-ee murdered Abar. We have many warehouses. We have many granaries to guard against famine.” 
 
    “What about you, Iry? What do you do all day?” 
 
    “I certainly don’t work on a farm.” Iry laughed. “Mostly I study, preparing myself to rule.” 
 
    “The settlement you mentioned?” Would he reveal more? 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Have you actually been there?” 
 
    “Possibly.” 
 
    Iry was frustrating. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “Father has something in the works, which might or might not happen.” 
 
    So… if Iry had never traveled beyond the area immediately surrounding Tjeni – except to Nekhen – he was either destined to rule a hamlet already pledged to Scorpion or this very settlement. Based on the enthusiasm with which he’d embraced our tour today, I had every reason to believe Scorpion intended to conquer Nekhen and put Iry in charge afterwards. Perhaps that’s what Iry meant when he said Scorpion had something in the works. My decision to remain with Iry had paid off. Sabu had been right. If Scorpion intended to make Nekhen his, he had to seize Nubt first. 
 
    “I regularly observe Father in his audience hall,” Iry continued. “There’s so much to learn about governing. I’m supposed to spend time practicing with weapons and hunting, but to tell the truth I’m hopeless at that kind of thing. I study to compensate for my physical inadequacies.” 
 
    “And apparently spend much time listening to stories.” 
 
    “Sety’s have given me perspective on the entire valley and the struggles people have gone through.” 
 
    “What about Mekatre?” I was now certain he was slated to rule Nubt, and thus me. The more I could find out about him the better. 
 
    “He’s the best hunter and fighter of we three brothers by far. He’s much like Father in that. Mekatre does everything he can to avoid studying. I rarely see him in the audience hall. He’s usually out chasing girls. Or, more accurately, letting them chase him.” Iry smiled ruefully. “I probably shouldn’t have told you that.” 
 
    So… the man who’d rule Nubt had limited leadership skills. Which usually implied a heavy hand to compensate. 
 
    “And Lagus?” 
 
    “Barely more studious than Mekatre. Just as interested in hunting and fighting. But he gets bored easily. He’s more content with the way things are than Father or Mekatre or me.” 
 
    A chance to confirm my guesses. “You three aren’t content?” 
 
    “Mekatre would try to conquer the entire valley if he was king,” Iry averred. 
 
    Unification was a goal in Scorpion’s court for at least one royal. “Will he, Iry? Become king?” 
 
    “Father intends for Lagus to succeed him, not Mekatre. But Tjeni’s elites will have the final say. It’ll probably be one of my brothers.” 
 
    “Not you, Iry?” 
 
    “A third son? Not likely.” He snorted. “But Tjeni would be better off if they chose me.” 
 
    I’d gleaned a few more tidbits. Mekatre was ambitious and dangerous. Lagus possibly accommodating. Iry obviously believed he should be king instead of either of them. 
 
    We reached the foot of the plateau. 
 
    “The kiln is supposedly deep inside a cleft somewhere along here,” Iry informed me, turning his attention to our quest. 
 
    We thoroughly explored every cleft we encountered, and there were many. Some held kilns, some were too shallow. Some were still in use, as Heket had said. Apparently the steady wind high up made the terrace an excellent location to fire pottery. None of the clefts contained the etching Iry sought. 
 
    “I envy you, that you know so much about the valley, Iry,” I said sincerely. 
 
    “I’ve known Sety for a long time. Unlike my family, which has only lived in Nekhen and Tjeni, Sety’s has ranged the length of the valley and even deep into the western desert. His stories are enlightening.” 
 
    “No one tells me anything about the valley,” I complained. 
 
    “Women aren’t educated in Tjeni either,” Iry observed. 
 
    “Which is ridiculous,” I bristled. “Truth is, I have more common sense than my half-brother Sabu, Nubt’s future king. While he’s off hunting and having fun – and chasing women like your brother – I attend Father in his audience hall. Much like you do.” 
 
    “Your Father lets a woman take part in his audiences?” 
 
    I couldn’t tell if Iry was appalled or amused. “Not exactly. I stand near his throne and pour his wine and present him with honeyed cakes. He has no idea I’m there with an ulterior motive. To pay attention to what’s happening and learn from it.” 
 
    “Devious as well as bold.” A hint of admiration in Iry’s voice. “Intelligent and taking pains to hide it.” 
 
    “How else am I supposed to have a semblance of control over my own life?” I shook my head. “I daresay I know more about how to render justice, and fairly assign fields, and apportion crops between farmers and storage, and what officials actually do than my brother. I should be a ruler – or at least married to one who’d have enough sense to take advantage of my abilities.” 
 
    “Women shouldn’t have to worry about ruling,” Iry said condescendingly. 
 
    I stiffened. “I’ve observed that men care about power and women care about other people. Perhaps a female ruler would strike a better balance.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Iry said. “But elites will never follow a woman. Kings intercede with the gods – believe they themselves are gods. Would elites believe that of a woman?” 
 
    I laughed. “You’ve been telling me all day how men followed Sety’s female ancestors. According to you, the gods favored Aya and Tiaa and Amenia and men followed them. And a woman not favored by the gods, your own ancestress Abar.” 
 
    “I surrender. You win the argument.” Iry threw up his hands. “So, if you can’t rule Nubt, Matia, what will you do with your life?” 
 
    “I suppose I’ll continue to assist Father when we honor Nubt’s god, Seth, as a singer and dancer. The woman in charge of Father’s household tries to make me weave linen but, as I said, I’m accomplished at escaping the per’aa and roaming the countryside instead. But I’m painfully aware that my freedom won’t last much longer. Soon I’ll be married, for political reasons.” As Sabu had made abundantly clear right before he killed Hetshet. “In fact, I’m already pledged.” Though to whom was now up in the air. If Sabu formed his alliance and took Nubt’s throne he’d give Nebetah to Baki and give me to Antef. If he failed I’d spend my life with Baki. If Scorpion conquered Nubt only the gods knew what would happen to me. I wasn’t sure which of the three outcomes would be worse. 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Nubt’s most powerful elite is a man named Pentu. When our prior king died, Pentu supported my father as king. In return, Father pledged me to his son, Baki. I was only five years old. Father pledged my half-brother, Hetshet, to Pentu’s daughter, Nofret.” 
 
    “The brother who just died?” Iry asked sympathetically. 
 
    Was murdered. “I suppose Father and Pentu will arrange for Nofret to marry Sabu now. Probably already have. Truth be told, Father hates that he’s beholden to Pentu for his throne, but he’s afraid to stand up to him. Which is a good thing. Pentu makes every decision that matters in Nubt, not Father. I think Father actually hates his situation because he wishes he was like Pentu, instead of weak and shortsighted.” My words suddenly washed back over me. Why had I told Iry so much? Especially things damning to Father? I’d just freely given Iry information that Scorpion could use against Nubt. My frustration with Father and my anger at Sabu were making me incautious.  
 
    “Do you love Baki?” Iry asked. 
 
    “Of course not. But what does it matter? I can’t escape him.” 
 
    “The fate of most king’s daughters. Speaking of which, what do you think about Heket?” 
 
    “Why do you ask?” 
 
    “No reason in particular.” 
 
    Iry suddenly looked uncomfortable. I’d seen him sneaking peeks at Heket during our tour too. I’d attributed it at the time to her beauty – I was nowhere near as pretty as her. Then it hit me – king’s sons were used to cement alliances the same as kings’ daughters. I’d figured out that Scorpion might intend for Iry to rule Nekhen. Heket was the daughter of Nekhen’s about-to-be king. What better way to seal an alliance between Tjeni and Nekhen than a marriage between Iry and Heket. I might be wrong – but I might be right. And if I was Nubt would be surrounded by enemies. 
 
    “From what I’ve observed, Heket’s arrogant and pompous and has an inflated sense of her own worth. She was born to run a king’s per’aa and boss around servants. And spend hours every day making herself look beautiful.” 
 
    “I take it you don’t like her.” 
 
    I needed Iry to be thinking about me if I was going to continue dragging information out of him, not Heket. Time to flirt more aggressively. “Does it matter? It’s not like I have to spend the rest of my life around her.” Let that sink in. “I doubt she’ll care who she’s forced to marry. She’ll be happy spending her life raising babies and presiding over banquets, just as long as her husband’s a king.” 
 
    “Which yours won’t be.” 
 
    “Frankly, I’ve been trying to take advantage of what little freedom I can steal before I’m sentenced to Baki.” 
 
    “Like being alone at Nekhen with a total stranger?” 
 
    What an opening… “We don’t have to remain strangers, Iry,” I purred. 
 
    His face flushed. 
 
    Good. I hadn’t lost my touch. 
 
    We entered a cleft, this one reaching farther into the cliff face than the dozens we’d investigated so far. Countless wasters – sherds of misfired pottery – crunched under our feet as we moved into its depths. Some of those sherds were ancient based on their style – black-topped, or decorated with white or buff or dark red images. I looked up. On a flat rock face above a smoke-blackened section of cliff was the etching we were seeking – two boats, one with four people on deck, the other with two, both headed towards a star. 
 
    “A thousand are her souls,” I whispered. My milk mother had taught me the ancient saying, explaining that each star in the night sky was a dead person’s soul. To this day I wondered which one belonged to my real mother. 
 
    “The stories are true,” Iry said reverently, craning his neck and studying the etching. “Someone did add Abar on the boat created by Sety’s ancestor Amenia. The original body represents her grandmother, Ipu.” 
 
    “And so Abar will live forever.” I gazed at the etching for a long time. I thought about Hetshet, his body lost in the river, probably eaten by crocodiles, his spirit with no place to return. “I wish I was as bold and brave as Abar,” I said fervently. “I wish I wasn’t afraid to risk my life to protect those I love and strike a blow against injustice.” 
 
    “You seem strong and resolute to me, Matia.” 
 
    Kind words from Iry, but he didn’t know me. I’d witnessed injustice of the worst kind – Hetshet’s murder by Sabu – and I’d remained silent and let him get away with it. I vowed that when I returned to Nubt I’d etch Hetshet’s image on a rock face in the desert west of the settlement, just as someone had done for Abar. That, at least, I could do for him. Even though by now it was probably too late to do him any good. 
 
    Suddenly I heard Sabu’s raised voice just outside the entrance to the cleft. 
 
    “Tell me, Antef – is your father concerned about King Scorpion?” 
 
    My heart fell. Sabu was obviously doing what he’d promised Hetshet – forming an alliance against Scorpion. Behind Father’s back. Within hearing of one of Scorpion’s sons. What an idiot! Iry would tell Scorpion. Scorpion would attack Nubt. That’d be the end of us. At least Sabu would never sit Nubt’s throne, a measure of justice for killing Hetshet. But visions of my life as a prize of war flashed before my eyes. Very unpleasant visions. Sabu was a careless reckless fool and it was up to me to stop him before he said something truly incriminating. I had to protect Nubt. The same way Abar had protected Amenia’s family hundreds of years ago, without regard for her life. I started to rush from hiding to interrupt the discussion. 
 
    Iry grabbed my arm. 
 
    Too late! 
 
    “Antef? Heir of Pe and Dep?” Iry whispered. 
 
    “And my brother, Sabu,” I whispered back, instantly miserable. All I could do now was let the discussion play out. And then deal with the consequences. Dire consequences. 
 
    “No,” Antef replied. “Should he be?” 
 
    “There’s no one in the valley more dangerous,” Sabu replied. “To every king.” 
 
    “Including your father?” 
 
    “My father’s too blind to see the clear threat Scorpion poses – even with Scorpion lurking in plain sight on our border.” 
 
    “Nubt’s, maybe. But not Pe and Dep’s.” 
 
    “Not now. But once Scorpion conquers Nubt who do you think will be next?” 
 
    “Why would Scorpion want to conquer Nubt?” 
 
    “To seize our gold mines and trade routes.” 
 
    “Tjeni’s already the wealthiest settlement in the valley.” 
 
    “Scorpion won’t rest until he has what’s ours. And yours.” 
 
    “Why are you telling me this, Sabu?” 
 
    “Frankly, Antef, a few low inundations in a row would exhaust Nubt’s grain reserves. We’d be forced to turn to Scorpion to feed our people. He’d demand our fealty in return. Nubt would collapse with a whimper. It’d be the end of Nubt’s independence.” 
 
    I was appalled. Sabu had just revealed to Iry Nubt’s main vulnerability. 
 
    “Doesn’t your father care, Sabu?” 
 
    “He’s old. He’s comfortable with prosperity.” 
 
    “Is it true your brother died recently? You’re heir to Nubt’s throne now?” 
 
    “I am,” Sabu replied. “The circumstances were unfortunate. A hunting accident. An encounter with a crocodile. Perhaps it was the will of the gods that my brother died. Now I’m positioned to save Nubt.” 
 
    If Iry didn’t still have hold of my arm I’d have confronted Sabu. I wanted to strangle him. Sabu had made himself Father’s heir, not the gods. I’d often wondered the past weeks why they hadn’t struck Sabu dead for what he’d done. 
 
    “My brother Hetshet was as cautious and contented as my father, Antef. It’s up to me – and you – to recognize the threat Scorpion poses – we’ll rule after our fathers are dead. We’ll have to deal with Scorpion. Better right now, before he’s too strong for us to defeat.” 
 
    “How can Pe and Dep possibly help Nubt?” Antef asked, caution in his voice. “Our twin settlements are located on the seacoast, hundreds of miles from here.” 
 
    “Simple. Seize the foot of the delta and block trade on the river. How long do you think Scorpion would last as king if he couldn’t supply his elites with luxuries?” 
 
    “He’d come after us if we tried.” 
 
    “And take three weeks to reach you once he found out. The moment his army departed Tjeni, mine would move in and take control of his entire region. He’d be trapped between us, without a base or food enough to feed his army. He’d have to surrender to us.” 
 
    “If I was to ally myself with you, Sabu – what’s in it for me?” Antef’s voice indicated interest. 
 
    Iry’s grip tightened on my arm, unconsciously. 
 
    I grimaced, gave a muted cry. 
 
    He released me, sheepish. “So sorry,” he whispered. 
 
    I rubbed my arm. 
 
    “I’ll sit the combined thrones of Tjeni and Nubt after we dispose of Scorpion. The delta will be yours, Antef. We’ll trade freely with each other. The two of us will become exceedingly wealthy.” 
 
    “What about Nekhen?” 
 
    “A trivial matter. Easy enough to bring Khab to his knees once the two of us control the entire river. Just think, Antef. You ruling the North, me the South.” 
 
    “Your proposal’s intriguing, Sabu. But how can I be sure you’ll follow through?” 
 
    “We’ll bind ourselves together, Antef. Marriages. Take my sister Nebetah for your wife. Give me your sister Satiah.” 
 
    Interesting. The day Sabu murdered Hetshet he’d planned to give me to Antef and Nebetah to Baki. What had changed in the past few weeks? Not that I minded. But I was sure Baki would. 
 
    “I’d rather have Matia,” Antef said. 
 
    I cringed. 
 
    “Really? I’m surprised, Antef. Nebetah’s gorgeous. I think Matia’s exceedingly plain.” 
 
    “I have my pick of beautiful women in Pe and Dep, Sabu. Being married to Matia won’t change that. But she seems fiercer than Nebetah. Something about her eyes, the way she carries herself. She’s practically begging to be tamed.” 
 
    Begging? As if you could, you conceited fool. 
 
    “Consider her yours, Antef.” 
 
    Bartered away. Again. First by Father, now Sabu. For the second time. My face was burning with embarrassment. Treated like a cow or goat in Iry’s hearing. Though he’d probably barter his sisters away without a second thought too to make himself king. A woman’s worth was measured by what a man could gain in return for her, nothing more. 
 
    “Assuming I can convince my father to support you, Sabu, he’ll demand Nebetah for himself,” Antef said. 
 
    “Agreed. What’s another sister, more or less?” Sabu said cavalierly. 
 
    I wondered how Baki was going to react once he learned of this arrangement, since Sabu had promised him Nebetah in return for covering up Hetshet’s murder. Would Baki be angry enough to come forward and name Sabu a murderer? If he did, Father would have no choice but to execute Sabu. Then he’d have no male heir, just two daughters with royal blood. Father had promised me to Baki, and so we’d be married as soon as Sabu was dead. After Father died Pentu would no doubt put Baki on the throne; elites would support him since Baki’s and my future son would be Father’s blood descendant. Sabu clearly wasn’t bright enough to think through the consequences of what he’d just proposed to Antef. Sabu never thought anything through. 
 
    “Tjeni has more men of fighting age than Nubt, Sabu. Doesn’t that worry you?” Antef asked. 
 
    “Not that many more. Plus, I can buy plenty of mercenaries with my gold, Antef. And there are more allies to be had in the valley. Many rulers fear Scorpion.” 
 
    “Assuming I agree to your proposal, what would be our next step, Sabu?” 
 
    “Do you? Agree?” 
 
    “I suppose I do.” 
 
    Iry clenched his fists. 
 
    “Excellent! Feel out your father, Antef. Arrange a meeting between us while we’re at Nekhen. I’ll speak with other rulers who’ve come for the coronation. With luck, a year from now we’ll both be kings and rule the valley between us.” 
 
    “May the gods be with us,” Antef said. 
 
    They walked away together, presumably headed back to Nekhen. 
 
    I released an angry exasperated breath. 
 
    “I have to tell Father everything I overheard, Matia,” Iry said apologetically once we were again alone. “I’m duty bound.” 
 
    “I know, Iry. I have to tell my father too.” Because of Sabu’s carelessness and foolishness, Scorpion would certainly launch a preemptive attack on Nubt to head Sabu off before he got his alliance off the ground. I couldn’t stand idly by and let that happen. It’d mean the end of Nubt. Somehow, I had to convince Iry to convince Scorpion to stay his hand, at least for now. I had to buy some time so I could try to turn this impending disaster around. Unfortunately, the only tool at my disposal to convince Iry with was myself. Most men considered me alluring and irresistible, or so enough had told me. If being alluring and irresistible to Iry was what I had to do to gain Nubt some breathing room, I’d do it. I put both hands on Iry’s chest, tilted my face to his, probed his eyes with mine. “As long as Father holds his throne he’ll never agree to Sabu’s alliance or attack Tjeni,” I said with assurance. 
 
    Iry seemed surprised I was being so familiar. He reddened slightly. 
 
    Good. I hadn’t misjudged my effect on him. “Father’s a man of peace, not war.” 
 
    “Unlike your brother.” 
 
    “Yes. Unfortunately, Sabu’s crazy enough to provoke King Scorpion behind Father’s back.” I moved even closer to Iry. Now our chests were touching. “I’m not sure I should have told you that. But somehow, Iry, I feel I can trust you.” 
 
    His breathing grew more rapid. “You can, Matia.” 
 
    “Sabu’s dangerous because he’s impulsive and stupid. What good would an alliance between Nubt and Pe and Dep really be, Iry? King Scorpion could gobble up Nubt before Antef even knew he’d launched an attack and could come to Nubt’s aid.” 
 
    “You’re right.” 
 
    “I love Nubt, Iry, as I’m sure you love Tjeni.” I let my hands creep to his shoulders. “There must be a way for you and me to head Sabu’s alliance off before he starts a war.” 
 
    “I hope there is,” Iry said. 
 
    Hope? I was disappointed in Iry. Hoping wasn’t going to accomplish anything. I didn’t need hope. I needed action. The way to stop Sabu was simple and quite obvious to me. But apparently not to Iry. Should I tell him? If I did, would he feel stupid he hadn’t figured it out himself, that he’d been shown up by a girl? Would that make Iry reject my solution out of hand? I couldn’t tell him. I had to prompt him to propose the solution and prompt him subtly enough that he’d believe it was his idea. Time to turn on my charm. I linked my fingers together behind his neck. 
 
    Iry placed his right hand on my waist, tentatively, as if he feared I’d push him away. When I didn’t he reddened more. Clearly, he wasn’t used to assertive women. Advantage to me. Because I was going to have to assert my will on Iry to defeat Sabu. 
 
    “I know we’re strangers, Iry,” I said huskily, gazing deep into his eyes. “I know it’s bold of me to admit this so soon after meeting, but I’m extremely attracted to you.” 
 
    I could feel his heart beating faster. 
 
    “I’ve never felt like this before, Iry.” 
 
    “I haven’t either, Matia.” 
 
    “Just think, Iry – if our fathers were friends instead of rivals perhaps we’d get the chance to spend time with each other.” 
 
    “I’d like that very much, Matia. I wish they were.” Iry pondered a moment, then suddenly brightened. “That’s it!” he exclaimed. “A way to stop your brother!” 
 
    “What! How? Really?” 
 
    “What if our fathers weren’t rivals, Matia? And what if they were more than friends? What if they were allies?” 
 
    “Allies?” Thank the gods. He’d figured it out. Iry was at least moderately intelligent. “What a fantastic idea, Iry! We could see each other whenever we wanted.” 
 
    “Plus, we’d stop your brother’s alliance dead in its tracks!” 
 
    “Marvelous, Iry! That’d solve everything.” 
 
    Iry basked in my praise. 
 
    Time to ensure his advocacy for peace. “Maybe we could do more than just see each other,” I said hopefully. “Aren’t royal alliances always sealed with marriages? Like Sabu and Antef just arranged?” 
 
    I could tell from his face that Iry had drawn the conclusion I wanted. He believed I’d just suggested that he and I be married. I’d just raised his personal stake in stopping Sabu’s alliance. Now the alliance he’d proposed was about him and me, not Tjeni and Nubt. He’d fight for it without a doubt. 
 
    “I’ll suggest an alliance to Father this very day, Matia. I’ll tell him what you said about your father being a man of peace. I’ll convince him not to do anything rash because of your brother.” 
 
     “Thank you, Iry,” I breathed gratefully, and I meant it. “My people’s lives are in your hands. My life’s in your hands.” I rose on tiptoe and gently kissed him. 
 
    He responded. 
 
    Our kiss wasn’t at all distasteful, even though I was merely acting. Iry was a decent man. Nothing at all like Baki or Sabu or their ilk. Under different circumstances I might not have had to act. After a moment I stepped away. Better to keep him wanting more. “I’ve never done that before, Iry – kiss a man I’ve just met,” I said truthfully. 
 
    “Neither have I. A girl, I mean,” Iry stammered. 
 
    I stifled a smile. 
 
    We walked the mile back to the settlement down the wadi path side by side. The sun was setting behind us and the long slope was now touched with gold, the distant river reflecting the changing colors. I kept hold of Iry’s hand the whole way. 
 
    About halfway to the oval court Iry stopped and turned to face me. “Remember what Antef said? That he wants you, not Nebetah?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “He definitely chose the better sister.” 
 
    Confirmation that Iry had embraced the idea of sharing his life with me. He’d bought my performance as real. He’d advocate my position with Scorpion. Boldly, I rose up and kissed him again, long and passionately, to give him even more to think about. 
 
    We encountered Sety not long after, near the oval court workshops. I assumed he’d been inspecting them. He was heading towards the river. 
 
    “I’m glad I’ve run into you, Majesty,” Sety told me, bowing. 
 
    “Iry’s been telling me stories about your family today, Sety. In fact, we just located Tiaa and Amenia’s kiln on the heights.” 
 
    “Really?” Sety asked, intrigued. 
 
    “Etching and all. I’ll take you to see it tomorrow,” Iry promised. 
 
    “Wonderful! Majesty, do you have a moment?” Sety asked me. “There’s something I need to tell you.” 
 
    What could this stranger possibly have to tell me? That he was interested in me? He’d missed his chance. He was in line behind Iry now. “Of course.” 
 
    We moved into the shadow cast by a stunted acacia tree where it was slightly cooler. 
 
    Sety fingered the falcon-shaped talisman dangling around his neck. “In my family, we believe the falcon god cast this talisman from the sky in a fireball and led my ancestress Aya to it more than two millennia ago. We believe that ever since Aya’s time the talisman’s bearers have been guided by the god everyone in the valley now calls Horus.” 
 
    “Iry told me.” 
 
    “The falcon god occasionally sends a dream to the talisman’s bearer, a dream that comes true in every detail.” 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    “Did you tell Matia about Tiaa confirming Kairy as Nekhen’s ruler?” Sety asked Iry. 
 
    “I did. When we were touring the oval court.” 
 
    “Tiaa grew up on the shores of a playa hundreds of miles south and west of here, hundreds of years ago,” Sety said. “When her grandfather died and she became the talisman bearer the falcon god sent her a dream. He showed her confirming a man as ruler on a ceremonial ground in front of thousands of people. When Tiaa had her dream she’d never been within a hundred miles of the river. She’d certainly never heard of a settlement named Nekhen. Shortly after she dreamed, a trader from the valley visited the playa – the first time that had happened in decades. Tiaa returned to the valley with him – a long story. They drifted past Nekhen on his boat. She immediately recognized it as the place in her dream. Years later, after many adventures, she returned. Not only did she confirm Kairy as ruler, she convinced the patriarchs of surrounding hamlets to pledge him fealty.” 
 
    “Making him the first ruler of a region. Iry told me. An interesting story, Sety.” I shrugged. “What does it have to do with me?” 
 
    “The falcon god sent me a dream many years ago, Majesty, the night I wore this talisman for the first time. He sent it again the night before I arrived here at Nekhen, the settlement sacred to Horus. My dream was exactly the same both times. It was about you.” 
 
    I was startled. “Me? Why would Nekhen’s god send you a dream about me?” 
 
    “Because you’re destined to play a vital role in the future of this valley, Majesty.” 
 
    I tried not to laugh. Sety obviously believed what he was saying. But me? I was pledged to Baki, and Antef, and possibly Iry. All at the same time. I was a woman with a very uncertain future. How could I possibly play a vital role in anything? 
 
    “The dream’s cryptic, Majesty. I was high over the valley. I could see every inch of the river from the cataract to the sea – every settlement, every hamlet, every farm. You were sitting with a child in your arms under a tree of solid gold, an obvious reference to Nubt, the golden settlement. But the tree was growing in front of King Scorpion’s per’aa in Tjeni.” 
 
    “You’re sure?” 
 
    “I’ve been there dozens of times.” 
 
    “I haven’t even once.” 
 
    “Be that as it may, a root suddenly snaked from the tree, arrowing swiftly alongside the river, headed south from Tjeni. By the time it reached Nubt, half a dozen children had joined you beneath your tree, one at a time. The root continued on to Nekhen’s per’aa and planted itself. Then a grown man joined you. Roots without number immediately started shooting forth, north and south simultaneously, planting themselves in every settlement and hamlet that lined the river from the Far North to the Deep South. When the entire valley was entwined in the roots of your tree, with a great cry the falcon god swooped to a landing on the topmost branch, wearing the very talisman that dangles around my neck.” 
 
    I had no idea what to think. Sety’s dream made no sense. A golden tree? Roots? Children? A god? “You’re sure this dream is about me?” 
 
    “I recognized you the moment I saw you standing on the quay today,” Sety said with assurance. 
 
    “That’s why you stared at me.” 
 
    “Yes, Majesty. I couldn’t help myself.” 
 
    At least he hadn’t stared because he desired me. “What does your dream mean?” 
 
    “You with a child in your arms sitting under a golden tree in Tjeni? You’re going to have a child, Majesty, a child that will mingle the royal blood of Nubt and Tjeni. The children that appear as the first root travels to Nubt? They’re your descendants. The man from Nekhen? A king. He’ll marry one of your descendants. The roots spreading everywhere? The king will rule the entire valley with your descendant at his side. The falcon in the tree? Your line and my line are going to join once the valley’s united, Majesty. Our descendants will marry. The child of their union will rule the valley under the protection of the falcon god.” 
 
    I felt equal parts overwhelmed and baffled. My descendant, ruling the valley? Me mingling the blood of Nubt and Tjeni when Nubt’s very existence was threatened by King Scorpion, thanks to Sabu? When I was pledged to Baki, a non-royal, who wasn’t in line for any throne? Or Antef if Sabu’s alliance held, a man as far from Tjeni as anyone could get? “Ridiculous.” 
 
    “Maybe, Majesty. I can only tell you what I saw in my dream and that it’s about you.” 
 
    “Frankly, Sety, no disrespect, but that dream could mean almost anything.” 
 
    “Or Sety’s interpretation could be entirely correct,” Iry said. His eyes caught mine. “Especially after what we just discussed.” 
 
    An alliance between Tjeni and Nubt. An alliance sealed with a marriage between me and Iry. Of course! Our child would mingle the royal blood of Nubt and Tjeni. Our child would be born into a family with the means to conquer the valley. Suddenly Sety’s dream didn’t seem so far-fetched. 
 
    “Now even more reason for what we talked about, Matia,” Iry said. 
 
    He was right. Before encountering Sety I’d been plotting with Iry to stop Sabu. Now it was entirely possible that Sabu was nothing more than an unimportant minor blip in the valley’s story. I, on the other hand, might have an important role to play in unifying the valley. If Sety’s dream was true. If Iry and I were able to forge an alliance between Nubt and Tjeni. If we were given to each other in marriage. If if if… I needed to be alone. Too many thoughts, too many possibilities, were crowding my head. I needed to mull over everything I’d learned today, slowly, bit by bit. I needed to take some time and try to make sense of it all. I needed to escape these two men. “Thank you for telling me, Sety. I’ll think about what you said. But it’s late and I must attend Father. Goodbye for now, Iry, Sety.” 
 
    “Goodbye, Majesty.” Sety bowed. 
 
    “Goodbye, Matia,” Iry said. “We’ll talk again. Tomorrow?” 
 
    When we’d both have reactions to a possible alliance to share with each other. And a night to consider Sety’s dream. “Yes. Tomorrow, Iry.” 
 
    I hurried east on the wadi path. First things first – as intriguing as my encounter with Sety had been I had an immediate problem to deal with. I assumed Father was in Khab’s per’aa. I had to go to him and report what Sabu was up to. Scorpion would soon know, thanks to Iry. Father needed to be aware that Nubt was truly in imminent danger. He also needed to know I’d planted a seed that might grow into a way for Nubt to survive Sabu’s treachery – reinforced, unexpectedly, by Sety’s dream. Whether the dream truly meant what Sety claimed wasn’t even relevant – the fact it fit into a strategy Iry and I had devised to stop Sabu was enough. I was furious with Sabu. He’d put me in a horrible position. I didn’t doubt that after I reported him to Father he’d brand me a liar, probably demand that I be punished. Sabu might even murder me the way he’d murdered Hetshet. By revealing Iry’s and my discussion of an alliance I’d be making it that much easier for Sabu to stop it. But I had to risk the consequences of telling Father everything, as Iry’s ancestress Abar had done. I had to put my loyalty to Nubt ahead of fear for myself. I had to stop Sabu. 
 
    But the closer I drew to the per’aa the less wise that course of action seemed. The more I thought about what I needed to do, the more I sensed that Father was the wrong person to tell. He wouldn’t believe me. He’d take Sabu’s side. He wouldn’t do anything. But one man would. Maybe. Pentu. He was the power behind Father’s throne. He was the man who actually looked out for Nubt’s welfare. Father relied on Pentu for advice in his audience hall – in fact, except for the most routine decisions, Father always parroted what Pentu advised him to do. If anyone could figure out how to take full advantage of everything I’d set in motion to keep Sabu from launching a senseless war it was Pentu. 
 
    By chance, I spotted him far ahead of me, striding the narrow path through the cultivation towards Father’s boat. A lucky break – neither Sabu nor Father would see me with him and question what we’d been discussing. Abandoning propriety, I hiked my skirt to my knees and ran after him as fast as I could, my feet kicking up dust on the path. A few farmers working their fields adjacent to the path looked up at my passing. I caught Pentu a dozen yards from the boats lining the river, pulled up beside him after a long run, panting, sweating. “We need to talk, Pentu,” I gasped. 
 
    “Majesty?” 
 
    “Where we won’t be seen or overheard.” 
 
    He glanced over his shoulder towards Nekhen, then at the boats, then said “follow me.” He led me to the riverbank and then a little north to an isolated grove of willow trees. He pushed through the thin drooping branches. I seated myself with my back against a wide gnarled trunk, still breathing hard, sweat dripping down the sides of my face. Pentu seated himself facing me. We were screened from sight in the gathering darkness, though we could glimpse the river and fields as the breeze swayed the branches. And see anyone who happened to approach. 
 
    “What’s so important we need to talk in secret, Majesty?” 
 
    “I was on the heights a little while ago, Pentu. I overheard Sabu and Antef, King Ny-Hor’s son, arranging an alliance.” 
 
    “Alliance?” He immediately tensed. 
 
    “Against King Scorpion.” 
 
    “Are you certain you heard correctly?” Pentu was skeptical. As expected. 
 
    “Antef is to block all river traffic from reaching Tjeni, provoking Scorpion to take his army north. Once Tjeni’s defenseless, Sabu will attack. Afterwards, Sabu will sit the combined thrones of Nubt and Tjeni. Antef will rule the delta.” 
 
    “Boys posturing, Majesty,” Pentu said dismissively. “Exaggerating their importance to impress each other. That’s what competing kings’ sons do. Don’t give what they said a second thought.” He started to rise. 
 
    Pentu didn’t believe me. If I couldn’t convince him Nubt was lost. “Sabu’s going to marry King Ny-Hor’s daughter, Satiah. He promised Nebetah to King Ny-Hor. He promised me to Antef.” 
 
    Pentu sat heavily. “But you’re pledged to Baki!” he protested. “Sabu’s pledged to Nofret!” At last. Incensed. But only because of his self-interest. Without me and Sabu married to his children he’d have no influence over Nubt’s throne. 
 
    “They weren’t posturing, Pentu,” I insisted. “They committed to each other. Antef’s going to feel out his father. Sabu’s going to approach other rulers while we’re at Nekhen. Sabu’s deadly serious.” 
 
    Pentu’s eyes said he finally believed me. “Thank the gods you overheard,” he said fervently. 
 
    “There’s more, and it’s bad. I wasn’t alone, Pentu. I was with Iry.” 
 
    “King Scorpion’s youngest son?” 
 
    “He heard everything Sabu said. Scorpion will soon know everything I just told you if he doesn’t already.” 
 
    “What were you doing alone with Iry?” Pentu didn’t look pleased. 
 
    “He came along when Heket gave we royal daughters a tour of Nekhen. He first claimed Scorpion had ordered him to watch over his younger sisters. Later he confessed he just wanted to see Nekhen. I think Scorpion intends for Iry to rule Nekhen some day.” 
 
    “Iry told you this?” 
 
    “No. But I inferred it, from many different things he said during the tour. I’ll explain later. To answer your question, I was alone with Iry because when Heket led everyone back to Nekhen he stayed on the heights to search for an ancient kiln. I volunteered to help him. I thought it an excellent opportunity to find out what Scorpion might be up to. I thought maybe Iry would let something slip. He did.” 
 
    “It was fortunate you had presence of mind enough to stay with him, Majesty,” Pentu admitted. “Otherwise, Scorpion would know what Sabu’s up to and we wouldn’t.” He sighed deeply. “How did Iry react to your brother’s conspiracy?” 
 
    “He told me he’s going to report everything he heard to Scorpion.” 
 
    “Naturally. It’s his duty.” 
 
    “But he promised he’d try to talk Scorpion into staying his hand and out of attacking Nubt.” 
 
    “Why would Iry do that?” 
 
    “I convinced him, Pentu. Right after I made him believe I’ve fallen for him.” 
 
    “You did what!” Pentu’s brow furrowed. He was instantly angry. As I’d expect the father of my future husband to be. 
 
    “At first, after we met, I flirted with Iry, hoping he’d let down his guard and tell me about his father’s ambitions in the valley. He did, a little. After he overheard Sabu I knew I needed to turn Iry from an enemy into an advocate for Nubt. So I did.” 
 
    “An advocate?” 
 
    “If I was Scorpion, and I learned about Sabu’s alliance, I’d immediately return to Tjeni and launch an attack on Nubt. We’d be crushed. So I assured Iry that Father was a man of peace. I begged Iry to talk Scorpion into staying his hand until we had a chance to deal with Sabu ourselves. Then I kissed Iry, to make him believe I had feelings for him, that I couldn’t stand the thought of a war driving us apart.” 
 
    Pentu’s eyes narrowed. “Were you truly acting, Majesty? Or are you actually attracted to Iry?” 
 
    “Don’t insult me, Pentu. Falling for a boy I’ve never met before in an hour? What kind of girl do you think I am?” I shook my head. “It worked, too. I prompted Iry to propose the obvious solution to our problem.” 
 
    “An alliance between Nubt and Tjeni?” 
 
    “You saw it instantly, Pentu. So did I. But it took some doing on my part to make Iry suggest it.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you simply tell him?” 
 
    “How would you have reacted to a girl’s suggestion, Pentu?” 
 
    He chuckled. “I see your point. At any rate, I have a starting point for negotiations with Scorpion.” 
 
    “We have a starting point,” I corrected. 
 
    “You’ve done enough, Majesty. Leave the rest to me.” 
 
    “No, Pentu. You wouldn’t even know Nubt’s in danger if not for me. You need my help. I can communicate directly with Scorpion through Iry. You can’t.” 
 
    Pentu looked at me as if he’d truly seen me for the first time. “Impressive, Majesty. You have enough diplomatic skill to outmaneuver an enemy. And enough logic to convince me.” 
 
    “I do my best, Pentu.” 
 
    “Wielding skills and logic you’ve learned while observing in your father’s audience hall?” 
 
    “I pay attention, Pentu. Which Father and Sabu never notice. Neither did Hetshet.” 
 
    “I’ve noticed, Majesty. I watch you attend carefully to every decision your father makes while taking pains to seem like nothing more than a serving girl.” 
 
    “You mean, decisions you make.” 
 
    He smiled. 
 
    “I’m surprised you pay attention to me, Pentu.” 
 
    “There’s little that goes on in Nubt that I don’t know about. Especially if it concerns you, Majesty.” He smiled again. “Harwa’s farm, for example.” 
 
    I had a sudden awful feeling in the pit of my stomach. My face grew hot. “How long have you known?” 
 
    “Since your first visit.” 
 
    So much for taking pains to keep my escapades secret. “Why haven’t you stopped me?” 
 
    “Why needlessly crush your spirit, Majesty? You asked what kind of girl I think you are? I know exactly. There’s no harm in you escaping chores that a common servant should be doing, and instead roaming the countryside and seeing how people really live.” Pentu let out a long sigh, his face suddenly serious. “You were right to come to me, Majesty. Your father wouldn’t have the slightest idea how to negotiate with Scorpion. He’d get so wrapped up in defending Sabu he’d be useless.” 
 
    “If Father’s so incompetent, why did you put him on the throne?” 
 
    “Because he’s malleable. Because he’s never had an independent thought his entire life.” 
 
    “Enabling you to rule Nubt from the shadows.” 
 
    “Yes. It works better that way.” 
 
    “So now… what?” 
 
    “Spend as much time as you can with Iry the next few days, Majesty. Make sure he’s totally convinced you’re interested in him. Do whatever you have to. Get him to tell you how Scorpion reacted to Sabu’s treachery and what he might be planning to do. Assure Iry I’m committed to using you and him as a conduit between our two kings to maintain the peace.” 
 
    “What about Baki?” 
 
    “I’ll tell him I’ve ordered you to probe Iry for information. I’ll make sure he doesn’t ruin things by playing the jealous lover.” 
 
    “Baki jealous? His heart’s set on Nebetah, Pentu, not me. I’m too much for Baki to handle. He told Sabu so. He said he prefers my submissive half-sister to me. Sabu promised her to him as soon as he takes the throne.” 
 
    “I’m confused. You said Sabu promised Nebetah to King Ny-Hor this afternoon.” 
 
    “This was before.” 
 
    “Before?” 
 
    I’d wished a few hours ago that I could be as brave as Abar. I’d castigated myself for not telling Father about Hetshet’s murder. Now was the time to set that right by telling the man who could actually do something about it. “Right after Sabu murdered Hetshet.” 
 
    “What!” 
 
    “The day Hetshet died I stumbled across Sabu trying to convince him to create an alliance against Tjeni. Hetshet refused. Sabu slit his throat. He and Baki tossed Hetshet’s body into the river.” 
 
    “Baki was there?” 
 
    “He backed up Sabu’s story about a hunting accident, as you recall, in front of Father and his entire court. Nebetah was the price for Baki’s silence.” 
 
    Pentu looked shaken, and why not? Sabu a murderer. His son an accomplice. Nubt in danger. “I won’t allow Sabu to sit your father’s throne, Majesty. Whatever it takes.” 
 
    Exactly what I’d vowed to prevent. Good. Now I had an ally in the fight against Sabu. An ally with power and ability. 
 
    “It’s clear Baki isn’t the man for you, Majesty.” 
 
    “Yet I’m still pledged to him. By you.” I heard the bitter edge to my voice. 
 
    “Pledges can be broken. Haven’t you ever wondered why I haven’t forced you to consummate your marriage yet?” 
 
    “Frankly, yes.” 
 
    “I knew before you were ten years old that I’d made a mistake matching you with Baki. You’re far smarter than him, or Sabu, or your father. Baki doesn’t deserve a woman like you.” 
 
    “No, he doesn’t. I’m destined to marry a far greater man.” 
 
    “You sound awfully sure of yourself, Majesty.” 
 
    “After everything that’s happened today, I am. I may have reminded Iry that royal alliances are sealed with marriages. Iry may have jumped to the conclusion that I was suggesting him and me.” 
 
    “A king’s daughter and a king’s third son?” 
 
    Time to tell Pentu about Sety’s dream. “There’s more. As Iry and I were returning to Nekhen we encountered Sety.” 
 
    “Scorpion’s advisor?” 
 
    “He claims his family’s favored by Horus. He claims Horus sends dreams to family members who bear the talisman he wears around his neck. He claims he had a dream about me.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “It’s convoluted and subject to interpretation. It doesn’t even matter if it’s true. Though both Sety and Iry believe it is, which plays right into our hands. Sety believes I’m going to marry a royal from Tjeni and thereby mingle the blood of our two settlements, and that one of my descendants will marry a ruler from Nekhen and their son will be king of this entire valley.” 
 
    Pentu stared at me for the longest time. “That means Sety has every reason to use his influence to persuade Scorpion to forge an alliance with Nubt so his dream will come true.” 
 
    “Especially because Sety believes his line and mine will ultimately merge.” 
 
    “Even better.” 
 
    “Plus, Iry will advocate for the alliance because he wants me.” 
 
    “I imagine the fact he’s a third son will be a complication for him,” Pentu said. “Lagus, the eldest, should seal such an important alliance.” 
 
    “Luckily, Scorpion will get to sort it out. I feel somewhat bad for Iry if I’ve given him false hope.” 
 
    Pentu gazed at me. “You had no choice when your father and I pledged you to Baki, Majesty. Are you willing to be pledged to one of Scorpion’s sons to create an alliance?” 
 
    “One way or another, Nubt’s going to become a vassal of Scorpion, thanks to Sabu. Either Scorpion will conquer us, or we’ll arrange this alliance and live in peace. An alliance will deny Sabu the throne and gain Hetshet some measure of vengeance. If my marriage achieves that end I’ll be content. No matter who I have to marry.” 
 
    “I understand. And I’m sorry, Majesty, that saving Nubt has fallen to you.” 
 
    “Don’t be, Pentu. If King Scorpion accepts Sety’s dream as true he’ll no doubt pass over his three sons and name mine his successor. I’ll be the mother of the valley’s most powerful king. I’ll be able to shape and influence him, the same way you guide Father. I’ll be the most powerful woman in the valley.” 
 
    “A position worthy of your talents.” 
 
    “Since we’re being honest with each other, Pentu, you should know that Father isn’t happy about his obligation to you.” 
 
    “I’ve known that for years, Majesty. And that Sabu feels no obligation at all. Another reason I can’t let him succeed your father.” 
 
    A flock of ducks landed noisily at the edge of the marsh just beyond our willow. The sun was about to dip behind the rim of the plateau and plunge the valley into darkness. 
 
    “We’ll talk again tomorrow morning, Majesty, right here, after I have a night to think over everything you’ve told me. We’ll work out a proposal for you to take to Iry.” He stood. “What you and I do in the next few days, Majesty, will determine the future of Nubt. Or the lack of a future.” 
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    “I just had a very interesting meeting with Khab,” Sety told me after Matia hurried away. “I’m on my way to tell King Scorpion. You should come with me, given the plans your father has for you here in Nekhen.” 
 
    “My marriage to Heket?” One I’d just positioned myself to avoid by arranging one with Matia instead. Thankfully. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Father told you about forming an alliance with Nekhen but he didn’t tell his elites. You’re closer to him than they are, aren’t you, Sety.” 
 
    “I earned your father’s trust many years ago and I’ve worked hard to keep it.” 
 
    “Doesn’t he trust his own elites? Minnefer and Perneb?” 
 
    “He does. But he’s aware each backs one of your brothers for Tjeni’s throne. They’d both try to turn the potential alliance to their own advantage. Best not to tempt them.” 
 
    I fell in beside Sety. So far, this visit to Nekhen was far more than I’d hoped for. All the stories Sety had told me about the settlement had come to life before my eyes. It was smaller and poorer than I’d expected, sections abandoned or fallen to ruin, the population much less than Tjeni’s. All fixable if it someday fell to me to rule it. But the oval court had been magnificent, given its history, and the craftsmen lining it the most talented I’d ever seen. The potential to restore Nekhen to prominence was real. But, given my discussion with Matia and the revelation by Sety of his dream, ruling Nekhen might not be my fate after all. 
 
    A few days ago, Father had told me he intended to take control of the South and then turn his attention to the North. Long before that I’d hoped to follow him on his throne and rule Tjeni and the South. Once I’d learned about his greater ambition I’d changed mine – to succeed him and rule a unified valley. But moments ago, when Sety revealed his dream, it was immediately clear that Father was not going to unify the valley. A descendant of Matia’s would, a descendant in whose veins would flow the royal blood of both Tjeni and Nubt. Given my arrangement with Matia, I now expected that descendant would be mine too. Assuming we married and had a child, and assuming that Father believed in Sety’s dream, he’d name our child his heir. Our child would hold the combined thrones of Tjeni and Nubt. Instead of being king, my role would be to press forward the cause of unification on my child’s behalf. That was the god’s will. I had no choice but to accept it. So, most likely, once Matia and I were married and Matia’s father died I’d take his place on Nubt’s throne in fealty to Father, and eventually my own son. Nekhen would fall to either Mekatre or Lagus. That was my new reality. 
 
    One I wouldn’t mind. I far preferred Matia to Heket. One of my brothers could have Heket. After spending several hours with her today I shared Matia’s opinion of her. Heket was undeniably beautiful, but beauty was all she had going for her. Matia, on the other hand, was smart and confident and interesting and alluring. And interested in me. Interested enough to have kissed me several times. I’d never met a woman as bold as her. 
 
    “I have news for Father too,” I told Sety. “Important news.” 
 
    Ahead of us, Matia suddenly lifted her skirt above her knees and broke into a run on the path through the cultivation towards the river. I couldn’t help stare. She was graceful, willowy, her long dark hair streaming behind her. I couldn’t believe that moments ago I’d blurted out that Antef had been right to choose her over Nebetah. I’d fallen for Matia. In the course of a single afternoon. The whole time we’d been alone I’d had a hard time thinking straight. I could still feel her lips pressed against mine, the smooth skin of her lower back beneath my fingertips. I’d been attracted to her from the moment I’d first seen her. There was something compelling about her. That she’d taken an interest in me nearly as quickly was amazing. Girls had always orbited Lagus, knowing he’d be king someday. Even more had orbited Mekatre, for he was handsome and outgoing and charming. I’d always been ignored, the third brother, the one without prospects. Well, Matia had made up for years of frustration in one afternoon. In normal times I’d never see her again after the coronation festivities here ended. We’d go on with our separate lives, she in Nubt, married to the man who’d been chosen for her, me possibly here, married to Heket. But as of this afternoon there was no normal anymore. We’d overheard her brother plotting against Father, and I’d broached the idea of an alliance, and Matia had mentioned marriage, and then Sety had told us about his dream. How could I not let myself hope that I could marry Matia and seal an alliance between our settlements and fulfill Sety’s prophecy all at the same time? 
 
    We reached Father’s boat after a half-mile walk along the same path Matia had taken and ascended the gangplank. Father was seated under his sunshade along with Minnefer and Perneb. Servants had lowered reed mats on the west side of the pavilion to keep out the slanting rays of the setting sun. I wasn’t surprised Mekatre was missing. He’d promised Father he’d drag information out of kings’ daughters about their fathers’ intentions and he was probably busy doing that. Mekatre had the enviable ability to get women and girls to do practically anything he asked. Though I’d been with the kings’ daughters most of the afternoon and he’d been nowhere to be seen. 
 
    “Majesty, Khab summoned me to his audience hall and we had a very long and interesting talk just now,” Sety announced. 
 
    “Tell me,” Father ordered. 
 
    “Apparently, when Iry was touring Nekhen along with Khab’s daughter, Heket, Iry told her about my talisman and how one of my ancestors had used it to confirm one of Nekhen’s early rulers. Heket told Khab when she returned to his per’aa. That’s why Khab sent for me. Majesty, Khab wants me to give him Horus’ blessing during his confirmation ceremony.” 
 
    “Interesting…” 
 
    “There’s more, Majesty. Khab believes that since he’s to be king of the settlement most sacred to Horus, and because Nekhen’s king has interceded directly with Horus on the people’s behalf since the days of a ruler named Ma-ee, that he has as tight a bond with the god as my family does. Because of that he spoke frankly and with little discretion. He said Nekhen’s elites selected him as king after Khayu’s death over his brothers and cousins specifically because he promised to restore Nekhen to its former prominence. He intends to keep that promise.” 
 
    “Heket told me the same thing several times, Father,” I interjected. 
 
    “So did the messenger who brought me news of King Khayu’s death,” Father noted. 
 
    “Just what we need, Majesty,” Minnefer said. “A militant wet-behind-the-ears king with delusions of grandeur.” 
 
    “Khab said he’ll ally himself with any king or ruler who can guarantee Nekhen’s primacy,” Sety continued. “He’s willing to use the luxury products his craftsmen create for elites as leverage to get what he wants. He’s willing to use his wealth to buy mercenaries from south of the cataract, or from the desert, if he needs to wage war. He understands that Nubt controls access to the North by river, and that an adversarial Nubt could make life difficult for him. So, he plans to be especially accommodating to Nubt and win King Ika to his cause.” 
 
    That, I knew, would bode well for Sabu when he approached Khab. Both King Ny-Hor and King Khab on his side? Sabu had the potential for a significant alliance that would flank Tjeni both north and south. Making my news and solution even more important. 
 
    “I pointed out to Khab that he was wise to be accommodating,” Sety continued. “After all, I said, King Ika could cut off access to the North for your products, not only by river, but also by the caravan routes that reach from Nekhen to Hiw across the paw of land west of Nubt.” 
 
    “How did he react?” Father asked. 
 
    “I didn’t give him time to react,” Sety replied. “I pointed out that if he and you, Majesty, were to collaborate and take those caravan routes for yourselves, and if each of you blocked Nubt’s access to travel by river, that you could together isolate and weaken Nubt while growing stronger yourselves.” 
 
    “In line with the potential alliance we discussed on the way here. Excellent.” 
 
    “What alliance?” Minnefer asked. 
 
    Perneb looked equally puzzled. 
 
    “I could isolate Nubt if Khab and I were allies,” Father said. “I’ve empowered Sety to explore the topic with Khab.” 
 
    Interesting that Father hadn’t revealed one particular detail of the alliance to his most important elites – my proposed marriage to Heket. Sety was right – Father was afraid each might try to claim Heket for their chosen son instead of me if they knew. 
 
    “So far I’ve only mentioned collaboration to Khab, not an alliance,” Sety said. “A small first step instead of one big leap.” 
 
    “What did Khab say?” Father asked. 
 
    “Nothing. But he was intrigued,” Sety answered. 
 
    Little did Sety know it, but he’d just handed Khab a powerful bargaining chip for when Sabu came calling. Khab would be able to play Father off against King Ika and swing a better deal for himself. Unless Matia and I made it impossible for Sabu to honor an offer. 
 
    “Sety, do what Khab asked,” Father directed. “Participate in his coronation. Assure him you’ll make yourself available to participate anytime in the future when he honors Horus. Insinuate yourself with him. Pretend to be sympathetic to his goal – convince him you’d like to see Horus and thus Nekhen gain even more prominence in the valley. If Khab lets you come and go freely in his region you’ll be able to spy on my behalf and gain much valuable information, especially if we’re not able to arrange an alliance.” 
 
    That’s why Father was a king – he quickly seized every opportunity to take advantage of an opponent. I wouldn’t have thought of using Khab’s belief in Sety’s god that way. I was going to have to start looking at everything differently if I hoped to succeed Father. Along the lines of what I’d done earlier this afternoon. 
 
    “Very well, Majesty. I’ll speak with Khab tonight,” Sety promised. 
 
    “Sety, you’ve served me well as eyes and ears today,” Father said benevolently. 
 
    Sety smiled. “Thank you, Majesty.” 
 
    “Father, I have news too,” I said confidently before anyone else could speak. I’d learned long ago that hesitation didn’t gain Father’s attention. 
 
    “Have you spoken to Nekhen’s king too?” Minnefer chuckled. 
 
    His attitude was irritating. I dared not show it. I’d need him on my side some day. “Of course not.” 
 
    “Then don’t waste your father’s time.” 
 
    “It’s important, Father,” I insisted. Now was not the time to be meek. 
 
    “Go ahead, Iry.” 
 
    “Father, I spent several hours alone this afternoon with Matia, youngest daughter of King Ika of Nubt. We were looking for a certain kiln located on the heights once operated by Sety’s ancestors, which doesn’t really matter. What’s important is that while we were searching we happened to overhear her brother, Sabu, Ika’s heir, arrange an alliance with Antef, heir of Pe and Dep’s king Ny-Hor.” 
 
    Minnefer drew his breath in sharply. 
 
    Father’s eyes narrowed. “What kind of alliance, Son?” 
 
    “They discussed joining forces, with unnamed others, to conquer Tjeni.” 
 
    “The nerve!” Perneb exclaimed. 
 
    “Sabu hadn’t approached any other rulers yet. Antef was the first. Sabu told Antef he’s going to talk to many more. Sabu mentioned buying desert mercenaries with Nubt’s gold to supplement his men.” 
 
    Father stiffened. 
 
    “Once Sabu sits the combined thrones of Nubt and Tjeni…” 
 
    “Don’t even suggest it!” Minnefer exclaimed. 
 
    “Sabu’s exact words, My Lord, not mine.” I addressed Father. “Sabu intends to rule the South and let Antef rule the North. They promised each other their sisters in marriage to seal their alliance. Sabu also pledged one of his sisters to King Ny-Hor.” 
 
    “I knew Ika was a snake!” Father snarled. “I’ll make him pay!” 
 
    Matia had begged me to advocate with Father for restraint. I recalled her lips against mine, the grateful look in her eyes at my promise that I would, the hint of something more. “Father, King Ika has no idea what Sabu’s doing, any more than King Ny-Hor knows what Antef promised. Sabu and Antef both said their fathers are weak and complacent and would never challenge you. Matia confirmed that her father wants peace between us.” 
 
    “You discussed this with her?” Perneb snapped angrily. “An alliance against us proposed by her brother! Are you out of your mind?” 
 
    “Matia was hiding in the shadows beside me while her brother was conspiring with Antef. What choice did either of us have but to talk about it afterwards? She knew I’d tell you everything Sabu and Antef said, Father. Just as she’s going to tell her father.” 
 
    “How would a girl know what King Ika intends?” Father asked. “My daughters don’t know my mind.” 
 
    “Yet Heket knows Khab’s,” Sety pointed out. 
 
    “Matia serves her father almost daily in his audience hall,” I replied. “She says she pays attention to what goes on. She expects to be married to a ruler one day and wants to be able to help him make decisions.” I exchanged a glance with Sety. “She’s very bright, Father.” 
 
    “You could tell Matia’s bright based on a few hours’ acquaintance?” Minnefer queried. “Or were you simply blinded by the first woman of high rank to pay attention to you?” He laughed. 
 
    Father ignored Minnefer’s insult to me. Then he ignored me. “Do you think Sabu and Antef are serious?” he asked the others. “Will they convince their fathers to agree to an alliance?” 
 
    I interrupted before anyone could answer. “Father, I know how to stop Sabu’s alliance before it goes any farther. Matia and I worked it out.” 
 
    “You negotiated with the daughter of an enemy king? Please!” Perneb laughed. “You don’t have the authority. Much less her. A girl!” 
 
    “An alliance between Tjeni and Nubt, Father. Sealed with a marriage.” 
 
    Father stared at me for a moment. “Tjeni and Nubt instead of Tjeni and Nekhen.” 
 
    “An alliance with our most dangerous enemy instead of our least dangerous,” Sety said approvingly. 
 
    “The alliance was really your idea, Iry?” Father probed. 
 
    “Yes, Father.” I was proud of having come up with it. 
 
    Father studied me for a moment, then smiled. “You’ve done well today, Iry. You saw an opportunity to make Tjeni greater and you seized it. You’ve laid down a foundation I can build on. I want you to stay close to Matia the rest of the time we’re in Nekhen. Tomorrow, ask her how King Ika reacted to the news. Tell her I intend to use the two of you to pass proposals for an alliance to her father.” 
 
    “Yes, Father,” I said happily. I could tell from the pride on his face that I’d risen considerably in his estimation today. And Sety’s. Plus, he’d just given me permission to be with Matia as much as I wanted. 
 
    “Mekatre should spend time with Matia too, Majesty,” Minnefer said haughtily. “Since Lagus will rule Tjeni, Mekatre will naturally rule Nubt. He’s the one who should marry Matia to seal the alliance.” 
 
    “I disagree, Minnefer,” Perneb countered. “Lagus should marry Matia. He’ll be able to control both Tjeni’s and Nubt’s thrones that way.” 
 
    I kept my face impassive. Yes, Mekatre outranked me. So did Lagus. By rights, Lagus should have Matia. But neither Minnefer nor Perneb knew about Sety’s dream or its implications. I did. Neither of my brothers was going to succeed Father because of it. I intended that my child would. To pull that off I had to make Matia my wife. With the daughter of the king of our most dangerous rival by my side I’d be able to take Nubt’s throne and pave the way for Matia’s and my descendants to rule the valley. If either of my brothers married her I’d end up with Heket and Nekhen and spend my life in oblivion. Luckily, I was going to be involved in the negotiations with King Ika and my brothers weren’t. I was perfectly positioned to outmaneuver both of them for her hand. 
 
    “Don’t mention this alliance to either Lagus or Mekatre,” Father ordered everyone. “I won’t risk it falling apart because they’re fighting over the same girl. Matia’s important to the upcoming negotiations. Leave her to Iry. For now. Understood?” 
 
    “Yes, Majesty,” Minnefer and Perneb said less than enthusiastically. 
 
    “Majesty, might I have a word alone with you and Iry?” Sety asked. “I have some more important news.” 
 
    Father nodded. 
 
    The two elites left grudgingly. Both were jealous of Sety’s relationship with Father. 
 
    Sety lifted his talisman with his fingers when the three of us were alone. “Majesty, as you know, the falcon god has sent dreams to a handful of talisman bearers over the centuries. They’ve always come true. I had a dream the night I wore this for the first time. I dreamed it again the night before we arrived at Nekhen. Matia was in my dream. I recognized her the moment I saw her today. In my dream she was holding a child in her arms. The royal blood of both Tjeni and Nubt flowed through its veins. The god showed me a future where that child’s descendants ruled a completely unified valley.” 
 
    Father stared at Sety. For a moment the only sound was the sighing of the wind and the river flowing past our boat. 
 
    “Majesty, Iry and Matia discussed forming an alliance an hour before I told the two of them about my dream,” Sety said. “It can’t be a coincidence that alliance and dream and Matia have all come together here, in the settlement sacred to the falcon god.” 
 
    “Did you really tell Matia about your dream, Sety?” Father asked. 
 
    “In explicit detail.” 
 
    “So, when Matia tells King Ika what happened today on the heights she’ll also tell him about Iry’s idea for an alliance and tell him about Sety’s dream and her supposed future,” Father mused. 
 
    “Without any doubt,” Sety said. 
 
    “She’ll be the mother of a king,” I said. 
 
    “King Ika will have every reason to negotiate with us,” Father averred. “Especially if he believes in dreams sent by gods.” 
 
    “Even if he doesn’t,” Sety said. “His daughter will benefit either way.” 
 
    “Keep your dream secret until I tell you otherwise, Sety,” Father ordered. “That goes for you too, Iry. In the wrong hands it could be dangerous.” 
 
    Meaning Minnefer and Perneb and Mekatre and Lagus would figure out none of Father’s sons were going to succeed him. That’d put the life of Matia’s child in serious danger, no matter which of my brothers was its father. Or me. “Yes, Father.” 
 
    “Yes, Majesty.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    A soft warm breeze swept across the top of the outcrop. Lights in Nekhen’s huts and Nekhbet’s across the river and on scattered farms north and south on both plains twinkled like fireflies. Distant sounds of revelry carried to me; one of the nightly banquets preceding Khab’s coronation was in full swing adjacent to the oval court. The area was ringed with blazing campfires; it was the brightest spot in the entire valley. The stars were nearly washed out by a full moon shining so brightly that the few scraggly trees on either side of the wadi path between the river and the heights were casting long spidery shadows. Moonlight revealed a solitary figure striding up the wadi path towards the outcrop. Matia. 
 
    Before long I heard her carefully climbing, the sound of small pebbles bouncing down the sides of the outcrop and landing amidst the boulders as she dislodged them from footholds. The top of her head came into view, then her face. Particularly beautiful in the moonlight. I gave her my hand and helped her up the last step. I couldn’t help gazing at her possessively. She gave me a glorious smile. Then we sat with our legs dangling over the edge of the outcrop, so close our arms and legs touched. I’d been waiting anxiously all day to talk to her, filling the hours since dawn conferring with Father and Sety, debating terms of an alliance. Father had decided only the three of us would be involved in the negotiations to keep them as secret as possible. Father was placing great trust in me after the news I’d brought him yesterday and I was determined not to let him down. Or me. 
 
    “How did your father react to what happened yesterday, Matia?” 
 
    “I decided not to tell him.” 
 
    That was unexpected. A major setback. “But I thought…” 
 
    “I told Pentu.” 
 
    “The elite who put your Father on his throne?” 
 
    “You remembered. He’s the real power in Nubt, not Father. He’s the one we need to convince about an alliance. I discussed it with him. He’s amenable.” 
 
    A relief. 
 
    “If I’d told Father he’d have told Sabu,” Matia explained. “We have to keep Sabu from finding out what we’re doing at all costs.” 
 
    “I agree.” 
 
    “How about you, Iry?” 
 
    “It went well. I told Father and his advisors what we overheard and told them about my idea for an alliance.” 
 
    “A brilliant idea, Iry.” 
 
    I was pleased by Matia’s praise. “They weren’t happy I’d discussed it with you.” 
 
    “Because men don’t think a girl should be involved in such things. Right?” Matia asked disgustedly. 
 
    “Something like that. Sety won Father over to our side when he told him about his dream. Father believes in dreams. Father’s absolutely convinced he’s supposed to ally our settlements so you can bear a child with dual royal blood.” 
 
    “So the battle’s already won,” Matia said with satisfaction. 
 
    “Except for the details. Father and Sety will negotiate for Tjeni, with me as go-between.” 
 
    “Pentu and me on Nubt’s side.” 
 
    “The basis of the deal will be an alliance as we discussed yesterday, sealed by marriage, that’ll tie Tjeni and Nubt together in peace.” 
 
    “With Nubt in fealty to Tjeni, I assume.” 
 
    “Yes. Father insists on that.” 
 
    “What about my father?” 
 
    “What do you propose?” 
 
    “Pentu believes that if King Scorpion lets my father rule until he dies, then replaces him on the throne with a man loyal to Tjeni, that Nubt’s elites will accept the takeover. A takeover we both know will be the ultimate outcome of this alliance.” 
 
    “I’ll pass that on to Father. I can’t see why he’d be opposed.” 
 
    “What about your brother? Mekatre expects to rule Nubt, doesn’t he? Just as you expect to rule Nekhen?” 
 
    I had no idea how she’d figured that out. But she had. I wasn’t going to lie to her. “Yes, Mekatre thinks he’ll sit Nubt’s throne.” 
 
    “And you Nekhen’s?” 
 
    “When Father learned of King Khayu’s death a few weeks ago, he considered arranging a marriage between me and Heket to create an alliance with Nekhen, Matia. He was trying to take advantage of the fact that we were coming here and she’s available.” 
 
    “That’s why you asked me about her.” 
 
    “Yes. I share your opinion, by the way.” 
 
    “Is that still your father’s intention, Iry? That you marry Heket?” 
 
    “Whatever any of us wanted before Sety revealed his dream yesterday and made it clear you’re part of it doesn’t matter anymore, Matia. Whatever plans Father may have had, he knows your descendant – his descendant – will unify this valley. Not him. Not my brothers. Not me. The falcon god has spoken. Everything Father and the rest of us do from this point forward must be in accordance with the falcon god’s will. We’re all servants of the god now, Matia.” 
 
    “Then why is your father insisting that my father pledge him fealty as part of an alliance?” 
 
    “Unification of the entire valley has to start somewhere. Joining Tjeni and Nubt immediately is a solid first step.” 
 
    “I suppose it won’t matter in the long run, Iry. If I truly have a child with both Tjeni’s and Nubt’s royal blood, he’ll rule both settlements after your father and mine are dead.” 
 
    “That’s right. Whoever your husband it, Matia, you’re going to be the mother of a king. You deserve to know – the elite who backs Mekatre wants him to marry you. Same for the elite who backs Lagus.” 
 
    “Your elites are fighting over me?” Matia seemed amused. 
 
    “As surrogates for the brother they’ve tied their futures to.” 
 
    “Futures? They haven’t figured out King Scorpion will pass over his sons and make mine his successor in line with Sety’s dream?” 
 
    “They don’t know about Sety’s dream. Sety kept it from them on purpose. Only Father and me and you know.” 
 
    “And Pentu.” 
 
    “Tjeni’s elites see marriage to you as a way for their chosen brother to gain Nubt’s throne. They don’t understand its real importance. Father wants to keep it that way, for now.” 
 
    “Because if they or your brothers learn about the dream they’ll know your father will make my son his heir and neither Lagus nor Mekatre will sit Tjeni’s throne. They’ll kill him.” 
 
    “I told Father you were very bright, Matia.” 
 
    “What else did you tell him?” she asked coyly. 
 
    “I didn’t tell him we kissed, if that’s what you’re asking.” I was glad it was dark so Matia couldn’t see me blush. “One of the elites accused me of caring only about you, not the alliance.” 
 
    “Was he right?” 
 
    “I do care about the alliance – a little.” 
 
    Matia giggled and snuggled closer. 
 
    I thrilled to her touch. “The falcon god’s shown us the future, Matia. It’s up to we few who know about the dream to make it real.” 
 
    “Will either of your brothers, once they find out? They’ll have to some day.” 
 
    “I doubt it. They’re both obsessed with being king. I can’t imagine either Lagus or Mekatre yielding the throne to your son, even if he’s the father, even knowing it’s the god’s will. They won’t fight the succession while Father’s alive. But the moment he dies they’ll marshal their supporters and remove your son from the throne.” 
 
    “What about you, Iry?” 
 
    “Before yesterday I wanted to succeed Father,” I admitted. “But when Sety told us about his dream I knew my purpose in life was to pave the way for your descendant to unify the valley, not be king myself.” 
 
    “My descendant? Not our descendant?” 
 
    “I truly hope ours, Matia. I believe a political marriage with me would be better for you than with either of my brothers. But it’s going to be Father’s decision.” 
 
    Wisps of long hair blew about Matia’s cheeks. She was so beautiful. I wanted her like I’d never wanted any woman. 
 
    “I’ll get Pentu to insist that you and I marry to seal the alliance instead of either of your brothers, Iry.” 
 
    “You’ll really do that?” My heart was instantly soaring. 
 
    “If you agree to two demands. First, you’ll get rid of Sabu.” 
 
    “Get rid of?” 
 
    “Kill. Make disappear. Whatever you want to call it.” 
 
    “Why, Matia? I know he’s sneaky and underhanded. But he’s your brother.” 
 
    “He’s my half-brother and he’s a monster, Iry. I watched him murder our older brother, Hetshet, as calmly as if he was killing a calf or a goat. Without any remorse. He did it so he could be king. I’ve pledged myself to deny him Nubt’s throne no matter the cost. I’m going to avenge Hetshet, one way or another. That’s what I care most about in life.” 
 
    I was shocked. “Does anyone else know he’s a murderer?” 
 
    “Only Pentu. I told him yesterday after I told him about Sabu’s secret negotiations. He believed me. He wouldn’t have before. Father never will. Neither will anyone else.” 
 
    “I believe you, Matia. I promise you’ll have your vengeance on Sabu.” 
 
    “Thank you, Iry.” 
 
    “What’s your second demand?” 
 
    “Convince your father to let you rule Nubt once my father’s dead. Promise you’ll let me help you. Promise you’ll let me advise you. Promise you’ll keep me involved in everything that’s going on. Promise you won’t just lock me away to make babies.” 
 
    That was a big demand. “Father might agree to putting me in charge of Nubt, Matia. But the rest? He’ll never agree.” 
 
    “Does King Scorpion need to know what you and I agree to between us, in private? Future husband to future wife?” 
 
    Marrying Matia would give me Nubt’s throne in fealty to Father instead of Nekhen’s. It’d let me avoid marriage to Heket. It’d vault me over Mekatre. Having Matia’s assistance as I ruled Nubt would likely be a good thing. If her claim of being in the know about Nubt from her time in the audience hall was true she’d be an asset. “I suppose not…” 
 
    “Besides, Iry… I don’t want a political marriage. Don’t you think ours will be far more than that?” She raised my fingers to her lips and kissed them. “After yesterday…” 
 
    “I want it to be,” I said fervently. The thought of being with a woman who actually desired me was intoxicating. I’d never even let myself dream of such a possibility. I’d expected to be forced into a marriage with someone like Heket. A woman I’d have to tolerate, not love. But Matia and me… I couldn’t imagine a wife as wonderful. 
 
    “Then let me help you rule.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “I understand Nubt and you won’t for years, if ever,” Matia replied. “There are four main elite families, all in competition with each other. Father complicated affairs because he married into all of them, and so all believe they should have an equal say in decisions that affect Nubt. I can deliver the support of my mother’s family. Pentu will pledge the support of his. Sabu’s will oppose you. That leaves Hetshet’s, and once I tell his uncle Maya that Sabu murdered Hetshet his family will come to your side too. I can make sure the elites are happy having you as their ruler. Without my support you’ll spend all your time trying to survive those vipers. You’ll always be dealing with petty feuds and looking over your shoulder for an assassin.” 
 
    Matia’s argument was compelling. If I was to eventually press forward unification on our son’s behalf, if I was to solidify Tjeni’s influence in the northern sections of the valley, the South had to be stable. Matia claimed she could assure that. I had no reason to doubt her. There really wasn’t anything to think about. “I agree, Matia. I promise to take advantage of your advice and counsel.” 
 
    “Then I’ll gladly marry you, Iry.” 
 
    I’d never been so happy in my entire life. This time I initiated a kiss. 
 
    “Now all we have to do is get our fathers to agree,” Matia said. 
 
    “The elites who support my brothers would’ve been obstacles. But they won’t get a chance to object to the alliance before Father approves it. The terms are actually very simple. Your father to rule until he dies. Then me. Our son to eventually succeed Father.” 
 
    “We’ll have to keep Sabu in the dark about your role, Iry. He’d do something foolish.” 
 
    “Same with my brothers and our son. As far as Sabu, perhaps Father can promise him one of my sisters so he’ll think he’s still part of Nubt’s future.” 
 
    A man’s low voice carried to us from among the boulders at the foot of the outcrop, followed by a girl’s squeals and giggles. Then a series of endearments. Very explicit endearments. Then animal-like sounds. I glanced at Matia. I wondered if she was as embarrassed as me. After a long while the individuals moved from the outcrop’s shadow into the moonlight, arms around each other’s waists, still pawing at each other. 
 
    “Mekatre and Nebta,” I whispered. 
 
    Nebta tugged her skirt into place with her free hand and giggled some more. 
 
    “Your brother and the daughter of Farkha’s ruler,” Matia said disgustedly. 
 
    “His usual behavior, Matia. We’ve been at Nekhen for a day and I’ve seen Mekatre with three women so far – an elite daughter, a serving girl, and now a ruler’s daughter. Same as at Tjeni. He’s always with a beautiful woman. Will be after he’s married too, I suspect.” 
 
    “Are you like that, Iry?” Matia probed. “After all, I don’t really know you.” 
 
    “I’ve never felt about any woman the way I feel about you, Matia.” 
 
    “We barely know each other.” 
 
    “I knew what I felt the moment I saw you.” 
 
    Matia caressed my cheek with her fingers. “You’re sweet.” 
 
    “I’ll always be faithful to you,” I promised. “I’ll never forget yesterday, Matia, when I fell in love with the most wonderful girl in the entire valley.” 
 
    “And I’ll remember what it was like to feel like a girl, not a king’s daughter and a pawn in men’s machinations. A time when I chose for myself who to love.” 
 
    Matia raised her face to mine, her eyes shining in the moonlight. I bent my mouth to hers. I couldn’t help think I just might be able to do this, and far more, every day for the rest of my life. The thought filled me with happiness. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    I stood in the baking sun in the oval court along with three thousand others from Nekhen and the surrounding region who’d gathered for Khab’s coronation. We royal children and elites were facing the flower-decorated throne atop the shaded dais. The kings and rulers were seated on leather-bottomed chairs beneath a sunscreen to the left of the dais, with Nekhen’s elites to the right. The kings’ and elites’ and hamlets’ standards – images atop dozens of tall slim poles – were set in an arc along the curve of the oval, just as in the ancient stories Sety had told me. Behind me to the left red linen banners snapped in the breeze atop the four poles of the court’s monumental entrance. Directly behind me at the far end of the oval a copper-clad falcon glittered atop a very tall thin pole. Commoners who owed fealty to the new king filled the bulk of the bone-ringed grounds. 
 
    Matia was a dozen paces from me, her long hair swirling in the breeze. We’d purposefully been avoiding each other in public during daylight hours this week so Sabu wouldn’t catch wind of what we were up to. She and I had been conveying messages between Father and Pentu every evening in secluded spots, except for the two days Father and the other rulers had been participating in Khab’s hunt. Pentu and Sety were going to meet face to face for the first time during this afternoon’s coronation banquet to lock down the final details of the alliance. All of us who’d been involved in the negotiations believed we were about to forge a lasting peace in the southern section of the valley. And take a giant step forward on the path to unification. 
 
    Matia and I had spent every evening together, sometimes sitting atop the heights overlooking the valley, sometimes walking beside the river, sometimes talking atop the outcrop. We’d been drawn together the first day by a purpose important to us both, but that task had led to so much more. I treasured the time we’d spent together. Matia was lively and interesting and smart and I’d never met anyone like her. To say I’d fallen for her was an understatement. She was generous with her kisses and I could hardly wait for what was to come once we shared a bed. 
 
    The kings and minor rulers had marched into the court first, single file, each announced by a herald in stentorian voice. Then had entered their wives and children and advisors in a group, including me. The kings’ and elites’ older daughters had followed, singing and dancing, Heket in the lead, afterwards taking their places among the rest of us. I’d had eyes only for Matia, the most graceful of them all, her voice the sweetest and clearest. 
 
    There was a stir in the court. A man entered carrying Nekhen’s standard – an image of Horus atop an ebony pole. Then a man holding high the palette I’d seen in the oval court workshop a few days ago. Khab strode through the entrance and followed the two men towards the dais through the narrow corridor left vacant in the middle of the crowd. He was wearing only a white kilt, his head bare, without any jewelry or symbols of power. All of us bowed as he passed. The kings, of course, did not. 
 
    I barely paid attention to the long and elaborate coronation ritual – the smoke of burning incense rising to the heavens, Nekhen’s elite girls reciting ancient chants, the sacrifice of a bull. I was watching Matia, allowing myself to dream. A few days from now she’d be mine, and thanks to our marriage, before many years passed, I’d rule Nubt. A handful of generations from now, one of my and Matia’s descendants would finish the task my ancestress Abar had set in motion two hundred years ago in this very settlement and rule a united valley. I was feeling part of something very much larger than myself. 
 
    Nekhen’s elites formed a line. One by one they ascended the steps of the dais and presented Khab with symbols of power – a lion’s tail, a shepherd’s crook, a flail, a solid gold necklace, gold armbands. Finally, Nekhen’s most important elite stepped behind Khab and placed a bulbous white crown made of leather atop his head, a crown similar in design to the one Father wore. Its obvious source. 
 
    Sety ascended the dais. He bowed to King Khab, then turned to face the crowd. He removed the talisman from around his neck and held it high for all to see. “This talisman was cast from the sky in a fireball more than two thousand years ago!” he cried. “The falcon god himself led my ancestress Aya to it. I am the one hundred twenty-third member of my family to bear it.” He lowered the talisman. “Seven hundred years ago my ancestress, Tiaa, confirmed a man named Kairy as Nekhen’s ruler in this very court. Every king gathered here today owes a debt to Tiaa and Kairy, for Kairy was the first man in this valley to rule more than a single settlement. Every patriarch from every hamlet in this region pledged fealty to Kairy that day. Today – in the oval court sacred to the falcon god, Horus, in the settlement sacred to Horus, I confirm and bless King Khab.” Sety touched the talisman to Khab’s forehead. “May your years be long and your reign fruitful, Majesty!” Sety moved to the side. 
 
    King Khab rose. He held his crook and flail high. 
 
    “Long live the king! Long live the king!” echoed over and over throughout the court. 
 
    Khab let the cries wash over him for a very long time, then gestured for all to quiet. “When Tiaa confirmed Kairy as ruler, and in the generations that followed, Nekhen was the most powerful settlement in the entire valley. Our craftsmen produced the most prized goods. Our wooden boats ranged from the cataract to the sea. Our god – Horus – pervaded the valley. People from other settlements adopted our customs and our way of life.” He took a step forward. “Nekhen has faded the past two hundred years. The ancestors of some of the kings gathered here today are responsible for that. So are some of these very kings.” He glanced towards where Father and the other rulers were seated. 
 
    I saw shock and frowns and outright anger on various rulers’ faces, including Father’s. To be so accused in such a setting was unprecedented. The murmurs of agreement in the crowd were unsettling. 
 
    “I promise you, my people – I will restore Nekhen’s glory! No man in this valley will stop me! It’s my solemn pledge!” He turned and addressed the rulers. “From this day, I will send no luxury objects north on the river until Nubt stops taking a share of goods I send and receive! I will send no luxury objects north until Tjeni allows Nekhen’s boats to travel freely all the way from here to the sea! Until that time, I will trade solely with the lands south of the cataract and the oases in the western desert. I will deny the elites of this valley its finest luxury goods. This I promise! This will be!” Khab seated himself to cheers. 
 
    Rumors of Khab’s ambition and belligerence were rumor no more. I couldn’t help wonder if Sabu had managed to bring Khab into his alliance. That would explain Khab’s unbridled confidence. After seeing Nekhen for an entire week, it was clear to me that Nekhen couldn’t stand up to Nubt by itself, much less Tjeni. At any rate, Khab’s threats made the alliance Matia and I had arranged even more important. 
 
    As soon as King Khab and his fellow rulers departed the oval court it emptied. Everyone hurried to partake of the coronation feast that had been laid out on the plain just outside. Cows and sheep and goats and various types of wild game had been roasting since morning, and lines formed to heap platters with meat, a luxury for commoners that was restricted to special occasions like today’s. Serving girls filled cups from countless jars of beer to slake thirsts. People began to settle in the fitful shade of what trees there were to eat their fill. We royals feasted beneath a number of sunscreens that had been set up adjacent to the court. I sat far from Matia, on purpose, observing the other royals. King Ny-Hor was hanging all over Matia’s older sister Nebetah. I took that as a sign that Antef had spoken with his father about Sabu’s offer and he’d accepted. Otherwise, why would Ny-Hor have paid attention to a nineteen-year-old girl? He was more than twice her age. If I hadn’t known Matia loved me I’d have been in agony seeing Antef seated next to her, the woman Sabu had pledged to him as wife. That was the clearest sign yet that Sabu hadn’t guessed his alliance had been undone. Matia seemed to be having a pleasant time with Antef, smiling, laughing, overly attentive. Even though I knew she was acting interested so he wouldn’t guess his alliance was no more I couldn’t help be jealous. 
 
    Games followed the meal. I didn’t take part in the archery or wrestling – both Lagus and Mekatre excelled – though I beat almost everyone in the race from the oval court to the upper terrace and back on the wadi path. Afterwards, drenched with sweat, I had good reason to head to the river and wash off with no one suspecting my real purpose. As if anyone was paying attention to me. 
 
    Matia and Pentu and Sety were waiting for me beneath the branches of a willow tree along the riverbank where all of us but Sety had met several times. Matia had already introduced the two men. 
 
    “Let’s get down to business, shall we?” Pentu said pleasantly. 
 
    I sat, still dripping from jumping in the river to wash sweat and grime away. 
 
    “I believe we have the framework for an alliance and a plan to get King Ika to approve it,” Pentu said, business-like. “I’ll summarize.” 
 
    “Please,” Sety invited. 
 
    “King Scorpion and King Ika and their elites and sons will board King Scorpion’s boat in the morning and travel together from Nekhen to Nubt. A six-day journey.” 
 
    “What about the royal women?” I asked, eyeing Matia. 
 
    “We’ll travel on Father’s boat, behind yours,” she said. 
 
    “Best not to divert the men’s attention, or let the women overhear what’s being discussed,” Sety added. 
 
    “We’ll merge women and men on the same boat once the alliance is announced,” Matia said. “Wives will travel with husbands.” She smiled at me. 
 
    “The first day will be filled with pleasantries and eating and drinking and entertainment,” Pentu continued. “On the second, King Scorpion will casually bring up the danger King Khab poses to Nubt and will ask King Ika if he’s concerned.” 
 
    “He should be, after what Khab charged this afternoon in the oval court,” Sety said. “Khab was directly attacking King Ika and King Scorpion. Promising to cut their elites off from the objects produced by Nekhen’s craftsmen was outrageous. But ultimately futile, given that both kings have access to the luxuries of the North.” 
 
    “His Majesty is concerned and he’ll say so,” Pentu assured us. “The king told me during the coronation feast that he considers Khab to be extremely dangerous, especially because he’s inexperienced and determined to prove himself to his elites. King Ika assumes King Khab will do something outrageous to back the pledge he made today. Nubt’s the nearest settlement and the logical target.” 
 
    “Khab played right into our hands,” Sety noted. 
 
    “I’ll steer the conversation after that towards an alliance between Tjeni and Nubt to protect us both from a resurgent Nekhen,” Pentu said. 
 
    “Are you sure King Ika will agree to the alliance?” 
 
    “I guarantee it,” Pentu said. “I’m in favor, and King Ika yields to me in all things.” 
 
    “Very good.” 
 
    “We’ll seal the alliance with marriages, as agreed,” Pentu continued. “King Scorpion’s youngest daughter, Heria, will marry King Ika. King Scorpion’s oldest daughter, Weret, will marry King Ika’s heir, Sabu. King Ika’s oldest daughter, Nebetah, will marry King Scorpion’s heir, Lagus. And Iry and Matia will marry.” 
 
    Both Pentu and Father had agreed to Matia’s and my proposal with barely any discussion. 
 
    “Iry will rule Nubt after King Ika dies,” Pentu continued. “I’ll serve as his advisor.” 
 
    Along with Matia. Our secret. I nodded slightly and she smiled. 
 
    “Eventually, Iry’s and Matia’s son will succeed King Scorpion,” Sety said. 
 
    “The succession plans for Nubt and Tjeni will, as agreed, stay between the four of us and King Scorpion,” Pentu said. “Neither King Ika nor Sabu will know the details. King Ika will never find out because he’ll be dead when Iry takes his place. Sabu will find out when King Ika dies, but if he himself isn’t already dead he will be shortly thereafter.” 
 
    A promise I’d reiterated to Matia every single day. 
 
    “Hetshet will be avenged,” Matia said with satisfaction. 
 
    “What about Mekatre?” Pentu asked. “Won’t he argue he deserves to marry Matia since she’s a king’s daughter and he outranks Iry?” 
 
    “I’ve convinced Father to tell Mekatre he’s decided to marry him to the daughter of a Northern ruler,” I said. “Mekatre’s spent a great deal of time with Nebta of Farkha this week.” I glanced at Matia. She reddened slightly. “I think that’ll please Mekatre.” 
 
    “What about your son, Baki?” Sety asked Pentu. “Isn’t he pledged to Matia?” 
 
    “I’ll find him a wife more suitable to his shortcomings.” 
 
    “As we discussed, Pentu, your daughter Nofret will marry my son Senebi, to tie our houses together,” Sety said. 
 
    “And eventually to mine and Matia’s,” I said. “According to your dream, Sety.” 
 
    “I look forward to a long and fruitful relationship with all of you,” Pentu said. 
 
    “We’re agreed then, Pentu.” Sety stood. “I’ll report to King Scorpion and let him know peace is at hand. I’ll see you on King Scorpion’s boat in the morning.” 
 
    “Until morning,” Pentu said. 
 
    Sety left. After a suitable interval Pentu departed. Matia and I remained. 
 
    “I can’t believe we did it,” Matia said, smiling broadly, taking hold of my hand. “Stopped my brother in his tracks. Saved Nubt. Set Sety’s dream in motion. The gods must have been watching over us this week, Iry.” 
 
    “Horus for sure, Sety would claim. Fitting everything happened here at Nekhen. From now on, Horus will be the god of my house, Matia, and I’ll serve him faithfully.” 
 
    “Sabu’s going to be caught off guard when our fathers announce this alliance,” Matia said gleefully. “I can’t wait to see his face.” 
 
    I took Matia in my arms. “And I can’t wait to be with you.” 
 
    She kissed me. “Neither can I. My Love.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    The first day on Father’s boat, as Sety and Pentu had arranged, the two kings mostly exchanged pleasantries when they weren’t being entertained by singers and dancers. They sat under a shaded pavilion amidships attended by their sons and most important elites – Lagus and Mekatre and Sety and Minnefer and Perneb and me in Father’s case; Sabu and Pentu and Bebi and Ani and Maya and Baki in Ika’s. I was seated next to Father; due to the conversation between Sabu and Antef that I’d overheard, he thought it best I be near so we could consult in a whisper once negotiations began, just in case he needed leverage over Ika though, according to Pentu, that seemed unlikely. 
 
    Sabu didn’t try to hide the contempt he felt for all of us, nor his anger at being in our presence. He had no idea an alliance between his father and mine was imminent – keeping it secret from him was the main reason Pentu had been the only Nubtian involved in the negotiations besides Matia. I couldn’t wait to see Sabu’s reaction once the alliance was confirmed by the two kings. Sabu was undoubtedly convinced he’d successfully allied himself with other valley rulers to attack Tjeni. A day from now his alliance would be in tatters and his reputation as a reliable ally destroyed. Knowing he’d murdered his brother, he deserved everything that was coming his way. 
 
    At one point someone brought out ivory throwing sticks and there ensued a tournament of chase and capture. It was a game my brothers refused to play with me, for neither could grasp its strategy and I always defeated them. Today Sabu took on and beat all comers – both of my brothers, Minnefer, Perneb, all of Nubt’s elites. Finally, brashly, arrogantly, he challenged me. He didn’t stand a chance. I delighted in defeating him in the open after I’d already defeated him in secret, in a game much more important. 
 
    King Ika’s boat, carrying the women, closely followed ours. Early in the afternoon Matia made her way to the bow and I headed to the stern of Father’s boat. She smiled and waved. 
 
    “You weren’t stupid enough to fall in love with her, were you, Iry?” Mekatre mocked, moving beside me. He was still unaware of the alliance. “The daughter of an enemy king? At least I seduced a girl whose father’s friendly to us. Though I suppose you’d latch on to any girl who’d talk to you for more than a few minutes.” 
 
    Normally Mekatre’s digs made me lose my temper, even though I knew that’s what he was trying to do. But not today. My marriage to Matia was going to make me more important than Mekatre. Until it was announced, I’d obfuscate. “Matia’s been pledged to one of Nubt’s elites since she was five years old. I have no illusions.” 
 
    “Really? No illusions? You two were together every day at Nekhen. Don’t pretend you aren’t interested in her despite her so-called pledge.” 
 
    “Father told me to spend time with Matia to find out what I could about King Ika.” 
 
    “Likely excuse. Pledged or not, I’d have talked her into a tumble or two if I hadn’t been otherwise occupied. Then she’d never have given you a second look.” Mekatre walked away, laughing. 
 
    I couldn’t wait for King Ika to die and for Father to award Nubt to me. Taking that throne instead of Mekatre would be my revenge for every disparaging remark he’d ever made. That day I would savor. 
 
    I sat near the steersman the rest of that afternoon, watching Matia. I was warmed by memories of her lips against mine, our bodies pressed close, her smooth skin, her windblown hair caressing me. Another day and I’d have her forever. 
 
    We tied up the first night along the river. I had hopes of speaking with Matia but the men and women were purposefully kept separate due to the pending alliance and so I couldn’t. 
 
    The negotiations finally began the afternoon of the second day. 
 
    “It’s amazing, seeing the kings of the two most powerful settlements in the valley together like this, don’t you think, Pentu?” Sety asked innocently. He casually sipped his wine. 
 
    Pentu nodded. “Most powerful for now, at least.” 
 
    “What do you mean, for now?” King Ika asked. 
 
    “Since my ancestor Nykara created the first wooden cargo boat nearly two hundred years ago we in the South have been expanding northward,” Sety replied. 
 
    “Lucky for us the settlements in the delta are unorganized and content to trade singly with us in the South and have no ambitions to expand,” Father said. “But all it would take is one man who covets the South to rise up and forge a Northern alliance. A united delta could turn Tjeni and Nubt into settlements like Nekhen in a matter of years.” 
 
    “Like Nekhen?” Ika queried. 
 
    “A mighty settlement reduced to a shell of what it used to be,” Sety said. 
 
    “We royals and our elites need luxuries to set us aside from lapwings, to make public displays that we’re better, to assure that lapwings remember their place,” Father said. 
 
    “Wine, lapis lazuli, fine oils,” Pentu interjected. 
 
    “When our ancestors first set out in their wooden boats two hundred years ago they made the North and its luxuries accessible to Tjeni and Nubt and Nekhen,” Father continued. “But the Nekhenian ruler Ma-ee created a rift between his settlement and mine. Beginning then and to this very day, my predecessors and I have kept Nekhen’s boats out of the North. Nekhen trades now only with Nubt and the Deep South.” 
 
    “And Nekhen’s luxuries wind up in Tjeni through exchange with us,” Pentu interjected. 
 
    “At a considerable markup,” Sety noted. 
 
    Pentu smiled. 
 
    “In Ma-ee’s day, many of Nekhen’s elites fled to Tjeni and Nubt because our settlements’ kings could provide them the luxuries they needed to set themselves apart in quantities Nekhen’s king couldn’t,” Father continued. “We’ve both seen Nekhen firsthand. Which would you rather rule, King Ika – Nubt or Nekhen?” 
 
    “Nubt of course.” 
 
    “We in the South are as vulnerable as Nekhen if the North ever decides to unify and take control of the river,” Father said. “Certainly, the South has a foothold in the delta, thanks to estates and settlements founded by Sety’s ancestor and others – fifteen so far. Even my immediate predecessors founded estates. As have I.” 
 
    “But they compete with twenty settlements founded by natives or barbarians,” Sety said. “All larger. All more established. All with strong ties to the Far North.” 
 
    “We in the South have always believed in expansion,” Father continued. “The North has always been peaceful and content. The question is: are we going to sit by and wait for the North to wake up and do to us what we did to Nekhen, or are we going to seize control of the Northern trade routes that are the lifeblood of we royals and our elites to protect ourselves?” Father shook his head. “I for one refuse to let the South fade away. I will act.” 
 
    “What’s your opinion of King Khab, Majesty?” Sety asked King Ika. Just as we’d discussed doing beneath the willow tree. 
 
    “Hostile. Warlike. Aggressive. Too inexperienced to know his limitations.” 
 
    “He made his intentions for Nekhen clear at his coronation,” Pentu added. “To restore Nekhen to its former prominence.” 
 
    “Warlike is correct, King Khab,” Sety said. “He personally told me he could easily isolate Nubt by blockading the river between you and his northern border, and by seizing control of the trade routes crossing the desert roads in the paw of land west of Nubt.” 
 
    “Those routes belong to Nubt!” 
 
    “Indeed. What would happen to Nubt if you lost them?” Father asked. “No more products from the western oases? Barbarians freely raiding the hamlets that pledge fealty to you?” 
 
    “King Khab assumes he can act with impunity against Nubt because he believes there’s enmity between Nubt and Tjeni,” Sety said. “He assumes King Scorpion will stand by and let him cut you off.” 
 
    “But if Tjeni and Nubt were allies…” Father began. 
 
    “King Khab wouldn’t dare move against Nubt,” Pentu finished. 
 
    “Nekhen’s population is small,” Sabu interrupted, his voice clipped. He had the look of a man whose own alliance was being threatened. A man who had no idea we knew about it. “Nekhen’s no match for the army we could field to protect ourselves. Nekhen might frighten Tjeni, but Nekhen doesn’t scare me.” 
 
    Father merely smiled. He didn’t care about Sabu’s insult. Especially knowing, from our week’s worth of negotiations, that he mattered not at all. 
 
    “Forgive my son, Majesty,” Ika said hurriedly. “He doesn’t always think before he speaks.” 
 
    “You’re right, King Scorpion, and King Ika’s son is wrong,” Pentu said. “Whether King Khab has men enough to threaten Nubt is irrelevant. He has the will. He’ll find a way. He’s already drawn a line in the sand – he’ll trade no more Nekhenian luxuries to either of us until we give his boats free passage to the delta.” Pentu glanced at Sabu. “King Khab has wealth enough to buy warriors from south of the cataract. Or barbarians from the western desert. His lack of Nekhenian manpower doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “I control trade along the river from the foot of the delta to my border with Nubt,” Father said. “You control trade routes into the eastern and western deserts, King Ika. If we allied ourselves we could stop Khab dead in his tracks. In fact, we could together isolate Nekhen even more, weaken Khab, force him to pledge fealty to us, ensure he’s no threat to you.” 
 
    Sabu’s face turned ashen. 
 
    “A unified South,” King Ika said thoughtfully. 
 
    “Who’d rule the South?” Sabu asked Father angrily. “You, Majesty?” 
 
    “I would indeed have primacy. Mine is the mightiest settlement anywhere in the valley,” Father said pointedly. 
 
    “Tjeni has slightly more people than Nubt,” Sabu scoffed. “We’re wealthier, with our gold mines. I dispute your claim that you’re more powerful.” 
 
    “A dispute better not put to the test,” Sety interjected. “A waste of time and resources for both our settlements.” 
 
    “How would an alliance between Tjeni and Nubt work, Majesty?” Pentu asked. As we’d rehearsed. 
 
    “The sections of the valley King Ika and I control would combine. Initially Nubt would remain independent, and under King Ika’s leadership. King Ika would, of course, pledge fealty to me. As would his successors.” 
 
    “I promise you, King Scorpion – I’ll never pledge you fealty!” Sabu exclaimed. 
 
    Father shrugged. Sabu wasn’t going to succeed King Ika. He and King Ika simply didn’t know it yet, and Sabu wouldn’t until it was too late for him to do anything about it. 
 
    “How would we seal an alliance?” King Ika asked Father. 
 
    “You can’t give in so easily, Father!” Sabu exclaimed. “Why are you caving to this… this…” 
 
    “Silence!” Ika snapped at Sabu. “I’m king of Nubt. Not you. Not yet.” 
 
    A look passed between Pentu and Sety. Sabu obviously wouldn’t yield the succession gracefully. He’d just ensured his death. As I’d promised Matia. 
 
    “Marriages,” Father said. “My youngest daughter, Heria, to you, Majesty.” 
 
    King Ika brightened. “I’ve buried three wives, Majesty. A young strong fourth would be most welcome.” 
 
    I felt badly for my youngest sister, even though I’d helped arrange her marriage. A girl barely a woman, married to a king three and a half times her age. My heart went out to her. She deserved better. In some ways she reminded me of Matia. She was spirited. I hoped Ika wouldn’t break her. Though Matia has assured me Heria would be able to control her father. I supposed that one day, if Matia and I had daughters, I’d have to arrange their marriages to benefit my political needs despite their wishes. That was a responsibility of kingship. I hoped they wouldn’t hate me for it. 
 
    “My oldest daughter, Weret, to your heir, Sabu,” Father continued. 
 
    The means of maintaining the illusion that Sabu would eventually be king of Nubt. 
 
    “Your eldest daughter, Nebetah, to my heir, Lagus,” Father said. 
 
    “Wife of a man who’ll someday rule Tjeni,” Ika said with satisfaction. “A good match, King Scorpion.” 
 
    Not as good as he hoped assuming Matia gave me a son. He’d be Tjeni’s next king, not Lagus. 
 
    “My son Iry to your daughter Matia.” 
 
    Finally. It was done. Matia was officially going to be my wife. I was going to marry the woman I loved and someday rule Nubt in company with her. Mekatre winked at me. It was easy to guess what he was thinking – that he’d caught me in a lie about my interest in Matia. Which he had. So what? 
 
    “I believe that’s it,” Pentu said. 
 
    “What about me, Father?” Mekatre asked. 
 
    “I intend to arrange a marriage for you with a woman from the North. Perhaps Nebta, perhaps another. We can’t afford to neglect the delta.” 
 
    That satisfied Mekatre. He likely relished the prospect of not being tied down to Nebta or anyone else just yet. He didn’t understand he’d just lost Nubt. 
 
    “Perhaps joining your house to one of my courtiers’ would be of interest, Pentu,” Father casually said, as if the thought had just occurred to him. “I understand you have a daughter?” 
 
    “Nofret, Majesty. A girl of fifteen. Quite marriageable.” 
 
    “Sety, your son is about that age, isn’t he?” Father asked. 
 
    “Senebi, second of his name, after my father,” Sety replied. 
 
    “Another good match,” Father said approvingly. 
 
    “A marvelous match, Majesty,” Pentu said. “A second link between South and North.” 
 
    “Excellent!” Father exclaimed. “We’re agreed! King Ika, our alliance will be remembered by our descendants as the key step in the South’s unification!” He motioned to serving girls. “Wine for everyone! Time to celebrate!” 
 
    Celebrate indeed. Peace. Unification of the South a step closer, and eventually the valley. Matia my wife. And me someday king of Nubt. This was the best day of my life. But not Sabu’s. He stalked from the pavilion, furious, Baki trailing him closely. I drained my cup hurriedly, then left the pavilion myself and paced the length of the deck, back and forth, over and over, too excited to sit still. I stared at the boat trailing ours every time I was pacing in the direction of our stern, at Matia sitting for the second day in the bow of her vessel. I nodded at her the first time I caught her eye. She knew what that meant. She smiled. I resisted the urge to jump overboard and swim to her and take her in my arms. That would’ve been unseemly and raised questions on the other boat and the answers weren’t mine to give. So I continued to pace, thanking the gods for my good fortune, watching as the sun slowly crossed the sky and began to descend. Nightfall and our stop to make camp couldn’t come soon enough for me. 
 
    As we approached the evening’s landing place I noticed Sabu hunkered down between some storage containers piled near the bow. Only his head and shoulders were visible. He was talking animatedly with Iynefer, one of Father’s bodyguards, a loutish brutish man. They had their backs to me. Suspicious, curious, I casually sidled closer, caught a single snatch of conversation – “keep the marriages from taking place, Iynefer.” 
 
    “I will, Majesty.” 
 
    I made myself as unobtrusive as possible as they quickly moved away from each other. What now? Sabu was trying to stop the marriages his father and mine had just arranged and was conspiring with one of Father’s men to do it? Marriages that were key to the alliance and peace between Nubt and Tjeni? One of those marriages was mine, a steppingstone to my kingship. I couldn’t let whatever Sabu and Iynefer were planning succeed. But I couldn’t go to Father or King Ika and make some wild accusation based on an overheard snatch of conversation either. It’d be my word against Sabu’s, with no reason for anyone to believe me. Who’d believe Sabu knew Iynefer anyway? Though they’d looked well-acquainted to me. There was no way Iynefer would’ve made such a deadly promise to Sabu based on a single short whispered conversation. The implication was obvious – Sabu had placed at least one man loyal to him in Father’s court. Among Father’s bodyguards. No men were closer. I wondered if there were more. Grimly, I knew it was up to me to stop whatever Sabu and Iynefer were going to do. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    We royals and elites ate around a common campfire that night near the landing where the kings’ boats were moored. Several dozen men and women from two rival settlements were for the most part chatting amiably with their neighbors, all served by young girls. Bodyguards belonging to both kings ringed the area, including Iynefer. I was keeping an eye on him. Tall palms swayed overhead in the light breeze. The river was less than fifty yards away, the sound of its relentless current competing with the crackling fire. Wine was flowing freely. Girls were keeping platters of bread and fish newly caught and meat freshly killed filled. 
 
    I barely touched the food. I was too anxious to choke anything down. Matia was sitting directly across the fire from me amidst the other women. They were chattering, happy, oblivious to what lay ahead for them a few hours from now. Except for one. Matia was radiant. Every time I looked at her she smiled. I wanted to take her in my arms. I had to keep Sabu and Iynefer from preventing our marriage. 
 
    When bowls and platters were finally emptied and cleared away, Father and King Ika rose. They stood side by side at one end of the fire, facing the rest of us. The moment I’d been awaiting for days. 
 
    “His Majesty and I agreed to an alliance between Tjeni and Nubt today,” Father announced. 
 
    Murmured wonder and approval among the women and the elites who hadn’t been high-ranking enough to attend the kings on Father’s boat, and looks of expectation. 
 
    “To seal our alliance we’ve arranged several marriages.” 
 
    “Sabu, join me,” King Ika commanded. 
 
    His son rose and stood at Ika’s right, tense, fuming. 
 
    “Lagus and Iry,” Father called. 
 
    We moved to Father’s left. 
 
    “Weret,” Father said. 
 
    She crossed the clearing and stood facing him. 
 
    “Weret, you’re pledged to Sabu, King Ika’s heir.” 
 
    She slowly moved to his right. They eyed each other, Sabu with disdain, Weret shyly. 
 
    I almost hoped that Iynefer would prevent that particular marriage. Weret was an innocent fourteen-year-old girl and Sabu was a conniver and murderer seven years her senior. I’d promised Matia I’d have Sabu killed. I was going to see to it sooner rather than later. The thought of his hands on Weret turned my stomach. 
 
    “Heria,” Father said. 
 
    She walked to Father, uncertainly. Only thirteen, she was barely marriageable. 
 
    “Daughter, you’re pledged to His Majesty, Ika, King of Nubt.” 
 
    She moved in front of him and bowed. He looked her up and down lasciviously. She was young enough to be his granddaughter. She appeared overwhelmed. He took her hand and pulled her in line next to him. At least she’d be the wife of a king and outrank Weret. That was something. 
 
    “Nebetah,” King Ika called. 
 
    She moved in front of her father. She glared at Heria. Nebetah was six years older than her new stepmother. 
 
    “Nebetah, you belong to Lagus, heir to Scorpion, future king of Tjeni,” Ika said. 
 
    Ika, of course, had no clue about the new line of succession in Tjeni. Nebetah moved to Lagus, her chin tilted regally. Nebetah was undeniably gorgeous – according to Matia the most beautiful woman in Nubt. Lagus was strong and handsome. Nebetah appeared quite pleased with her match. Like every king’s daughter she’d expected to be married for political reasons. At this moment she was undoubtedly certain she was marrying very well. The smile she gave Lagus was both genuine and triumphant. 
 
    Lagus could hardly keep his eyes off her. 
 
    “Matia.” 
 
    I stared unblinkingly as she moved to face King Ika. I wanted to remember how she looked at this moment for the rest of my life. 
 
    “You’re pledged to Iry, youngest son of King Scorpion.” 
 
    Matia pretended to be surprised, for her father had no idea she’d been involved in the negotiations that had made our marriage possible. 
 
    As did I. “My Lady.” I bowed. I took her hand and she moved next to me. 
 
    She squeezed my fingers. 
 
    Mekatre caught my eye and winked again. 
 
    Let him mock me to his heart’s content. I had what I wanted. 
 
    Father nodded to Sety. 
 
    Sety stepped forward and faced the kings. He removed the talisman from around his neck and held it high over them. “I invoke the blessing of Horus, the falcon god, the most ancient god known in this valley, on this union of Tjeni and Nubt,” he cried. “May it last a thousand thousand years!” 
 
    “And so we have peace in the South!” Father intoned. 
 
    “And so we have peace!” Ika echoed. 
 
    Father called for more wine and as the men raised their cups the women left in a group to bathe in the river, not just the royals, but the elite girls and women who’d accompanied the kings to Nekhen. I refused a cup. Now that the marriages had been announced it was my duty to keep them from being used to sabotage the alliance. Trouble was, I had no idea how or when Iynefer was going to act, or what he was going to do. Tonight? Sometime in the next four days before we reached Nubt? After both kings reached their own settlements? All I knew for sure was who was going to be responsible. Shortly after the women departed the fire I noted Iynefer slinking away from the circle of light into the darkness, trying hard to be inconspicuous. Whatever he was doing was going to happen tonight, and somehow involved the women. I slipped away from the campfire a moment later, making sure that Sabu didn’t notice, then followed Iynefer at a distance so he wouldn’t spot me. The moon was a week past full and brightly illuminated the floodplain abutting the river. The river flowing just beyond the palms that lined the riverbank was silver, sparkling in the gaps between trunks. Iynefer was keeping as much as possible to the shadows cast by trees, either singly or in clusters, himself a dark shadow flitting from darkness to darkness, visible to me only when he dashed across open stretches of the plain. He looked over his shoulder constantly to make sure he wasn’t being followed and I was careful not to be seen. All at once faint sounds of laughing and singing women came to me, and soon after that of splashing. Iynefer and I were nearing the place where the women were bathing. 
 
    Iynefer secreted himself behind several closely-placed palm trees overlooking a stretch of shore strewn with several dozen women’s skirts. The garments shone white against the dark sand, the women far enough away that I couldn’t tell who any of them were, all indistinguishable figures in the shimmering river. But I hadn’t come to watch the women. I positioned myself behind the trunk of a palm tree twenty yards from Iynefer, a dark shape lurking in the shadows. I had no idea what he was going to do. I had no idea how I was going to stop him when he made his move. His job was to protect Father. He was much larger than me and well-trained and experienced at fighting. Now I rued the hours I’d spent studying instead of wrestling and practicing with weapons. Nervously, I fingered the handle of the flint knife tucked into my belt. I hoped I wouldn’t have to use it. If it came to a fight I wasn’t likely to win against a man with Iynefer’s prowess. 
 
    The women bathed for a long time. I doubted most of the royals were in a particular hurry to rejoin their new husbands and consummate their marriages. Except for one. Squeals and splashing and conversation and lilting laughter and an occasional song drifted on the breeze. The happy voices probably belonged to the elite women whose lives hadn’t just changed. The royals were, I supposed, questioning each other about their mates. The women might be from different settlements but they’d all just been sentenced to the same fate, given to men they didn’t know. 
 
    Eventually, women began to pass my hiding place on their way back to camp, some singly, most in groups of three or four. I noted elites from both settlements, and my sister Weret, and Pentu’s daughter Nofret. Then I caught sight of Matia, walking with her sister Nebetah. They paused ten paces from me, in a patch of moonlight. 
 
    “I can’t believe how lucky I am!” Nebetah gushed, placing her fingers on Matia’s forearm. “The wife of a future king! Lagus is so handsome!” 
 
    “You can thank me he’s yours, Sister,” Matia boasted. “I arranged it.” 
 
    “You?” 
 
    “I negotiated the alliance and the marriages, Nebetah. I’ll tell you all about it someday.” 
 
    I was shocked. If Matia told Nebetah the secret details, and Nebetah told Lagus, our future son’s life would be in danger. 
 
    “You negotiated? If that’s true, why did you choose Iry for a husband instead of Mekatre?” Nebetah asked. “Mekatre’s even handsomer than Lagus.” 
 
    “I had my reasons,” Matia replied. 
 
    Because she’d fallen for me. I gloated. 
 
    “He’s very easy to manipulate, Sister. I made Iry think the alliance was his idea, even though it was actually mine. He was so proud of himself when he believed he’d thought it up.” 
 
    Easy to manipulate? Her idea? What? 
 
    “Let me guess – you didn’t want Iry to know you’re smarter than him and make him feel inferior,” Nebetah said. 
 
    Matia laughed. A cutting, cruel laugh. 
 
    I was suddenly feeling very small. And quite inferior. 
 
    “How did you manipulate Iry, Matia? In case I need to manipulate Lagus.” 
 
    “How else?” Matia said lightly. “I made Iry believe I’d fallen in love with him.” 
 
    Matia didn’t love me? She’d lied? Her kisses had been a trick? She’d deceived me? 
 
    “Why, Matia?” 
 
    “I want to rule Nubt, Nebetah. Iry agreed to let me help him. So I pretended to fall for him – in an hour’s time. Can you believe he believed me?” 
 
    “Of course, Matia. He’s a man and you’re exceptionally pretty. What man thinks clearly around a pretty girl?” 
 
    “Iry’s not really my type, Nebetah, but he’s tolerable. I could’ve done worse.” 
 
    “Baki?” 
 
    “At least I’m free of him. Thank the gods for that.” 
 
    They moved on. 
 
    I watched until they were swallowed up by darkness, absolutely devastated. Matia had lied and manipulated. Why had I been so blind? So much for love and affection. Ours was going to be a strictly political marriage after all. I cursed her under my breath. It was impossible for me to back out now. I was trapped by Sety’s dream. I had to marry Matia and father the line of the unifier. But I’d never trust Matia again as long as I lived. Or take any counsel she tried to give me concerning Nubt at face value. I knew the truth about Matia now – she was a hard cunning woman willing to do anything to anyone to get what she wanted. But I could be hard too. 
 
    Several more women passed, elites, all cheerful. 
 
    I sank to the ground, my back against the tree. I was such an idiot. My dreams about Matia and me, all the longing and desire, dashed in an instant. An hour from now I’d enter a tent with her to consummate our marriage. How was I going to look her in the eye? How was I going to pretend to love her, knowing she despised me? 
 
    A piercing scream issued from the river. 
 
    I swung around. Iynefer had disappeared from beneath the palms. Distracted, I’d missed his move. A failure on my part with likely deadly consequences. 
 
    I scrambled to my feet, at the same time drawing my knife. I sprinted towards the river. I rushed past the palm trees onto the flats at the water’s edge. One skirt remained on the ground. I recognized Heria in the river, ten feet from shore. Iynefer was facing her, both hands around her throat, his back to me. She was desperately thrashing and kicking and twisting. He was struggling mightily to get a firm enough hold on her wet slippery skin to strangle her. It was only a matter of time; Iynefer was twice Heria’s size. I didn’t hesitate. I kept running full speed into the water, splashed three long steps, then launched myself at them. We collided and submerged. Jarred by the impact, I dropped my knife. I struggled to my feet, surfacing the same instant as Iynefer. Heria was to our right, knee-deep. I was behind him. Spluttering, water in my eyes, I tried to jump on his back and grab his throat. He jerked sideways. I slipped off. He was on me then. His greater weight drove me underwater. He pressed my back into the mud, held me down. I kicked, felt his knee buckle. He let go of me. I rolled, somehow got to my feet, surfaced, stood waist-deep, took great gasping breaths. I saw Heria on land, reaching for her skirt. Then Iynefer was on me again. A blow to my eye. I staggered. A blow to my stomach. I doubled over. A blow to my jaw. I raised my hands to protect my face. I tasted blood. Men burst from the palms onto the moonlit strand. Sabu and five of King Ika’s bodyguards. Conveniently close to the attack. Almost as if they’d known it was coming. One started running towards Iynefer and me. Sabu stopped him. A blow to my face I barely blocked. Then Iynefer was on top of me again and I was underwater and he was holding me down. Just when my lungs were about to burst Iynefer was off me and hands pulled me to the surface. 
 
    “Get him out of the water!” Sabu ordered. 
 
    Elites from both settlements, some carrying torches, began appearing behind Sabu. 
 
    Two of Sabu’s guards dragged me to shore, spluttering, gasping. They pinned my arms behind me. Iynefer was standing a few paces away, chest heaving, unrestrained. I felt my left eye closing, my face swelling. Iynefer looked untouched. Two guards flanked Heria. She was terrified, her skirt clinging to her wet legs, water streaming from her hair. 
 
    “What’s the meaning of this?” Sabu queried. As if he didn’t know. 
 
    “He attacked me!” Iynefer charged, pointing at me. 
 
    “Liar.” 
 
    “He was attacking the king’s wife! I tried to stop him!” Iynefer cried. 
 
    The kings arrived then, and my brothers, and the remaining elites and women from both settlements. They formed a semicircle behind Sabu, facing me and the guards holding me, and Iynefer. Father and King Ika pushed their way to the front. 
 
    “Get your hands off my son!” Father demanded. 
 
    Sabu’s guards let me go with a shove. I cried out at the sharp pain in my ribs. 
 
    “What’s going on here?” Father queried. 
 
    “Your son attacked my father’s new wife,” Sabu charged. “That man tried to stop him.” He indicated Iynefer. “One of your bodyguards. My father’s bodyguards and I heard Her Majesty scream and ran here. Your son would’ve killed him if we’d arrived a moment later.” 
 
    I laughed. Bad mistake. More pain in my ribs. If Sabu had held his men on shore a moment longer I’d be dead. Iynefer would have drowned me. Sabu must have heard everyone approaching. He wouldn’t have been able to explain why he wasn’t doing anything. So he’d sent his guards into the river to break up the one-sided fight. 
 
    “Iynefer?” Father asked, peering at the traitor. 
 
    “Iry saved me from him!” Heria cried tremulously. She dashed to Father. He wrapped his arms around her protectively. 
 
    “A lie,” Sabu said coolly. “Just look at Her Majesty. She’s too afraid of Iry to tell the truth. Terrified what he’ll do to her.” 
 
    “I am not!” 
 
    “I didn’t attack my sister,” I said. 
 
    “Who is this man?” King Ika asked, indicating Iynefer. “Not one of mine.” 
 
    “One of King Scorpion’s bodyguards, Father,” Sabu said. “I saw him on board the boat today.” 
 
    “You ordered Iynefer to keep the marriages from taking place, Sabu,” I said calmly. “I heard you two talking.” I spit out a mouthful of blood, gingerly touched my swelling lips. 
 
    “Liar!” Sabu snapped. 
 
    “I followed Iynefer here from the campfire, Father. I heard Heria scream. I stopped him from strangling her.” 
 
    “Father, Iry’s been eyeing your wife all evening,” Sabu accused, addressing King Ika. “He didn’t want you to marry her. He wants her for himself. I wouldn’t be surprised if he ordered this bodyguard to make a show of attacking her to sabotage the alliance between Nubt and Tjeni. Iynefer didn’t expect Iry would try to murder him to keep him from telling the truth. Iry failed. Iynefer has lived to tell the truth. Isn’t that right, Iynefer?” 
 
    “It is, Majesty,” Iynefer confirmed. “Every word of it.” 
 
    “First you said I was attacking Heria, Sabu. Now you claim I ordered Iynefer to make a show of attacking her. Which was it, Sabu? Him or me?” 
 
    “King Scorpion – I demand you turn Iry over to my father to be executed for assaulting Her Majesty,” Sabu snarled. 
 
    “Nonsense!” Father said angrily. “King Ika – your son’s clearly responsible for the attack on my daughter. It’s obvious he bribed Iynefer. I demand reparations.” 
 
    “Reparations? My son’s not a liar. He had nothing to do with this.” 
 
    “Sabu’s more devious than you know, King Ika,” Father said frostily. “Did he tell you about the alliance he arranged against me with Pe and Dep the day we arrived at Nekhen? The one Iry overheard him negotiating with Ny-Hor’s son Antef?” 
 
    Sabu went pale. 
 
    Thank the gods Father hadn’t mentioned Matia overhearing him too. That would’ve put her life in danger from her brother. She might have deceived me for days, and killed the love I’d felt for her a few minutes ago, but I didn’t want her to suffer at Sabu’s hands. Sabu’s blood-stained hands. 
 
    “My son would never negotiate an alliance without my knowledge,” Ika protested angrily. 
 
    “Does that mean you approved the alliance with King Ny-Hor, Ika? That you sent Sabu to arrange it? That the alliance you agreed to with me today was a trick? Perhaps Iynefer is actually one of your men. Your spy in my court.” 
 
    “No,” Ika spluttered. 
 
    “Turn Sabu over to me for execution! Immediately!” 
 
    “I will not,” Ika insisted. 
 
    All at once every bodyguard of both kings and every elite man and every king’s son was in a crouch, faces tense in the torchlight, weapons drawn. Except me. My knife was in the river. Not that I was in any condition to wield a weapon anyway. 
 
    “Lagus, get our women back to my boat. Now!” Father ordered, his eyes never leaving Ika. 
 
    Knives drawn, walking backwards facing Ika’s men, Lagus and Minnefer and Perneb herded my sisters and our elite women towards our boat a quarter mile away. None had to be urged to hurry. 
 
    “Bring Iynefer to me,” Father demanded. 
 
    Mekatre and I strode to the riverbank. We took hold of Iynefer’s arms and pulled him to Father. More pain in my ribs. Worth it. He didn’t resist; he had nowhere to run. We forced Iynefer to kneel on the sand at Father’s feet, facing him. 
 
    “Do you admit you were under Sabu’s orders to attack Heria?” Father queried. 
 
    Iynefer said nothing. A sure sign his relationship with Sabu was a long-standing one. 
 
    “My mace.” 
 
    The servant charged with caring for it brought it to Father. The shaft was polished ebony, the mace head a fist-sized oval of limestone, etched with the image of a scorpion. 
 
    Father seized Iynefer’s hair with his left hand and twisted it, getting a firm grip. 
 
    Iynefer began to splutter, threw his arms wide, begged for mercy. 
 
    “This is for daring to touch my daughter!” 
 
    Raising his right hand high, Father swung the mace with all his might in a long looping arc, smashing it into the side of Iynefer’s head. There was a dull thunk. Blood and brain matter splattered onto Father and me and Mekatre and everyone close to us. Iynefer tumbled to the ground. 
 
    Father bent. He twisted his mace back and forth, loosened it, then wrenched it out of Iynefer’s skull. 
 
    “Drag the corpse to my boat,” Father ordered two guards. “Hang it head down from the bow. Keep it there until it rots.” 
 
    “Yes, Majesty.” 
 
    Father pointed his bloody mace at Ika. “The marriages are off!” he thundered. “The alliance is off! For what your son did to Heria – I promise you, Ika, I will bring Nubt to its knees.” 
 
    “You’re welcome to try,” Sabu said defiantly. 
 
    Weapons still drawn, we all backed slowly towards Father’s boat. Ika’s men didn’t follow. I took a quick glance at Matia as I left the strand, her face illuminated by a torchbearer standing next to her. She was shaken, horrified. I looked away quickly, bitter, hurt. For an instant I was grateful for Sabu’s sabotage. Matia had deceived me. Thanks to Sabu I wouldn’t have to share my life with a woman who had no respect or love for me. But I’d been counting on our marriage to fuel my personal advancement and our son’s. Losing Matia was a giant step backwards for me. I had no idea how I was going to recover the ground I’d just lost and make a fitting future for myself. Reaching the riverbank, I boarded Father’s boat along with the rest of his men. Crewmen pulled up the gangplank. Moments later Ika and his people filed back into camp and arrayed themselves around several blazing fires, the royals ringed by King Ika’s armed bodyguards, all of them facing us. 
 
    I watched the Nubtians from the railing of Father’s boat along with every other man in Father’s entourage, all of us armed and ready in case Ika was stupid enough to attack us. I hurt all over. My jaw was tender, my lips still bleeding, my ribs throbbing. I’d be badly bruised in the morning. I couldn’t see out of one eye. Almost against my will, my good eye was drawn over and over to Matia, sitting beside the campfire around which Sabu was strutting and gleefully downing cup after cup of wine, looking smug and satisfied with himself. He’d gotten exactly what he wanted tonight – the certainty of war between Nubt and Tjeni. Our settlements could no longer exist side by side. One or the other must be absorbed. And it wasn’t going to be Tjeni. I pounded the railing in frustration. How cold Matia’s heart must be, to have played me for such a fool. The only consolation was that now she was going to have to face the reality of being a prize of war. 
 
    An hour passed. King Ika and Pentu engaged in a long discussion the entire time; Sabu and Baki joined in occasionally. Baki looked as pleased as Sabu. The other elites sat to one side, silent. There was considerable shouting at several points. Finally, Pentu rose. He held out his hand. After a moment Matia took it and stood. Pentu led her away from the fire and into his tent. I knew what that meant. He’d taken her to wife. Pentu was more than twice Matia’s age. Now I felt even worse. She hadn’t looked as if she’d been coerced. Was she pretending with Pentu the way she’d pretended with me? Was she planning to use him for some purpose known only to herself? Or did she love him for real? He was a powerful man, and she craved power. Matia had been a falling star shooting across the heavens of my life. She’d just disappeared over the horizon, never to be seen again. Good riddance. 
 
    Sety moved beside me as Pentu closed the opening of the tent behind them. “I don’t understand, Iry. Matia was in my dream. I wasn’t mistaken. I saw the future so clearly. Tjeni and Nubt aligned, eventually Nekhen, then the entire valley united. Matia was the key. And you. But now… impossible.” 
 
    A week ago my ambition had been to succeed Father and sit Tjeni’s throne. Then I’d learned of his ambition to extend his rule into the North after he gained control of the South, and I’d expanded my ambition accordingly. Then had come Matia, and the alliance, and Sety’s dream, and I’d abandoned my quest to rule after Father. I’d pledged myself instead to pave the way for my descendants to unify the valley. But now all bets were off. Matia was married to a man from Nubt. Her children wouldn’t have Tjeni’s royal blood. Her children wouldn’t be mine. Sety’s prophesy wouldn’t be fulfilled. It was time for me to reassess my ambition. I was no longer bound by my vow to pave the way for someone else. So, once again, I was going to position myself to succeed Father. Then, after I took Tjeni’s throne, I was going to aggressively seek to unify the valley. What Abar had set in motion in Nekhen centuries ago I was going to finish. “Maybe wicked men have more power than gods,” I mused, indicating Sabu. 
 
    We on Father’s boat watched camp uneasily the remainder of the night, awaiting dawn when the river would be safe to navigate and we could head for home. The whole time Iynefer’s corpse slowly swung back and forth in rhythm with the current, banging over and over into the side of the boat. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Peret (Seed) 
 
    Matia 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    I sat beside the blazing campfire along with Father and Sabu and the elites, in a state of shock. Just a few hours ago Father and Scorpion had announced the alliance between Nubt and Tjeni. An alliance I’d negotiated to deny my brother Sabu Nubt’s throne. An alliance that would’ve made me mother of a king, ancestress of the valley’s unifier. An alliance that was now, thanks to Sabu, dead and buried. Thanks to Sabu, Tjeni was now at war with Nubt. It was only a matter of time until the king angrily stalking the deck of his nearby boat attacked and conquered us. Armed guards stood between our campfire and Scorpion’s vessel, where his equally-armed men watched us and where the corpse of Scorpion’s treasonous guard swung upside down from the bow. I saw Iry watching me, his battered face agonized. I felt sorry for him, a little. Even though I didn’t care for Iry and I supposed that after a time pretending I loved him would’ve become tiring, especially since he practically worshiped me, we both had grand ambitions and we’d have helped each other achieve them. Who knew? Maybe I’d have come to care for him in time. My heart had been closed to even the thought of love for years because of the inevitability of my marriage to Baki, a man I couldn’t stand. Maybe Iry would have opened it. I’d never know now. I glimpsed Sety too. He appeared baffled. I’d never actually believed his dream was more than a fairy tale. I’d embraced it because it’d been a useful tool as Iry and I forged the alliance between our settlements. Sety’s dream had fooled King Scorpion into believing the alliance and my marriage to Iry were components of a grand plan by the falcon god to unify the valley. It would’ve been nice if it’d been true. But it hadn’t. 
 
    Baki was basking in the glow of Sabu’s treachery. I couldn’t bear to look at him. He didn’t want me and I didn’t want him. Our marriage, inevitable now, was going to be a disaster. Sabu was strutting around the campfire, eminently pleased with himself. First he’d killed Hetshet, now he’d killed Nubt. I hated him. 
 
    Pentu was bitter and silent. He’d seen the alliance as Nubt’s salvation. He was probably pondering its destruction. 
 
    Father was shaken and overwhelmed. He stared into the fire for a long time. Suddenly he threw his cup of wine as far into the darkness as he could. “What have you done to us, Sabu?” he cried. 
 
    “Me?” 
 
    “The dead man used to be one of my guards. Years ago. I remember him. You sent him to Tjeni, didn’t you. He was beholden to you. You ordered him to attack my new wife. My wife!” 
 
    “You’re wrong, Father. I’ve never spoken to that guard. Not once,” Sabu averred. 
 
    I assumed he was lying. I believed Iry’s accusation. 
 
    “Majesty,” Baki volunteered, “I was with His Majesty from the moment the marriages were arranged on King Scorpion’s vessel until we heard your wife scream. I promise His Majesty didn’t speak to that guard.” 
 
    Supporting Sabu’s lies as always. Baki had no shame. 
 
    “Was Iry’s claim he heard you discussing an alliance with Antef a lie too?” Father asked Sabu. 
 
    Sabu shrugged. “If Iry lied about one thing, why believe him about another?” 
 
    I resisted the urge to call Sabu out. What purpose would it serve now other than to make me a target of his wrath? 
 
    Sabu took a long drink of wine. “Look, Father. Everyone saw Iry hanging around Matia at Nekhen. This attack probably has something to do with her.” 
 
    “Is that true, Daughter?” Father asked sharply. 
 
    “That the attack was about me? Absurd.” 
 
    “No. That you and Scorpion’s son were together at Nekhen.” 
 
    “What of it? Sabu spent time with several royal daughters while we were at Nekhen. And serving girls.” 
 
    “You’re pledged to Baki!” Father snapped. 
 
    I almost had to admire how Sabu had diverted Father’s ire from himself to me. 
 
    “Iry wanted Matia, Father,” Sabu said matter-of-factly. “His sister Heria clearly didn’t want to marry you. So Iry and Heria arranged the supposed attack to sabotage one particular marriage – yours. Iry probably assumed that once the alliance fell apart he could kidnap Matia. Or that she might have gone to Tjeni with him willingly. In fact, I wouldn’t be surprised if King Scorpion was behind the attack. He wanted an excuse to go to war against us. Now he has it. One he himself created.” 
 
    Sabu wasn’t making sense. But he was confusing Father. 
 
    “We need to prepare for war immediately!” Sabu exclaimed. 
 
    “I agree, Majesty,” Pentu interjected. He looked defeated. 
 
    “We can’t afford to provoke Scorpion,” Father disagreed. “We’ll give him some time to cool off, then approach him again.” 
 
    Father had his head in the sand. Nothing we could do, short of handing Sabu over for execution, would appease Scorpion now. Father wouldn’t do that. As much as I hated admitting Sabu was right, because of what he’d done we had to prepare to fight. Not to would be irresponsible. Not that doing so would make a difference in the long run. 
 
    “Majesty, there’s the matter of the marriages between your house and mine, now that the alliance with Tjeni is dead,” Pentu said crisply. 
 
    “Yes, yes. Nofret will marry Sabu and Matia will marry Baki as soon as we’re back at Nubt.” 
 
    My heart fell. The sentence I’d been under for a decade. A sentence I dreaded now more than ever, knowing Baki was an accomplice in Hetshet’s murder and was blindly devoted to Sabu. 
 
    “No, Majesty. They’ve been put off far too long. We’ll consummate the marriages tonight,” Pentu insisted. 
 
    A smart move on his part. Once the marriages took place no one in Nubt would be able to dislodge Pentu from his position. Sabu would try once Father died, but I was convinced Pentu would find a way to get rid of Sabu if I didn’t kill him myself. If Scorpion attacked Nubt while Father was still alive, Pentu would hand Sabu over to Scorpion no matter what Father said. Then he’d probably be able to negotiate a new alliance with Scorpion. He’d probably be able to position himself as advisor to whichever son Scorpion put on Nubt’s throne, most likely Mekatre. That meant Pentu was going to have a say in Nubt’s future for years to come. I wanted to have a say too. I made a decision. I was going to look out for myself beginning right now instead of meekly surrendering to men’s pronouncements. I was going to ally myself with a man who mattered. 
 
    “Marry me, Pentu,” I demanded. “Give Nofret to Father. Father, give Nebetah to Baki.” 
 
    Pentu stared at me, stunned. 
 
    Baki’s instinctive objection died on his lips. I’d just given him the girl he desired. 
 
    Sabu looked puzzled. Good. He was my mortal enemy now. I wanted him to worry about what I might be up to. 
 
    Father looked startled, then pleased. He’d just gained a girl about a third his age. A girl he’d been eyeing for some time, as I well knew. 
 
    “Agreed,” Father said hurriedly. “Are the marriages acceptable to you, Pentu.” 
 
    He gazed at me speculatively. “They are, Majesty.” 
 
    “Excellent. At least something good’s come of this night.” 
 
    “Yes. We’ve freed ourselves of Tjeni,” Sabu said. 
 
    “Idiot,” Pentu muttered so softly only I heard him. He drained the last of his wine. He stood, held out his hand. “Come, Matia.” 
 
    I remained seated. I wasn’t about to be summoned like a dog. Better establish that right away. 
 
    Pentu collected himself. “If you please, Matia.” 
 
    I took his hand and rose and let him lead me from the campfire to his nearby tent. 
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    “Why me?” Pentu asked after he pulled closed the flap of his tent. Our tent. He sat. 
 
    A flickering bowl of oil cast light on his face and our shadows onto the sides of the tent. He was truly baffled. 
 
    I sat down facing him. “Because you’re the only man in Nubt who can keep Sabu from taking the throne. Because you need my help to do it.” 
 
    “Do I?” 
 
    “Don’t treat me like an innocent uneducated girl, Pentu. I’m the reason we nearly had peace with Tjeni. Thanks to me sacrificing myself to Iry. We were this close to ridding Nubt of Sabu. This close! Do you think I’m going to surrender our future to Sabu without a fight? Do you think I’m going to let Hetshet remain unavenged?” 
 
    “Our marriage is simply a means to an end?” 
 
    “I don’t love you and I won’t pretend, Pentu, if that’s what you mean. You’re the only man in Nubt influential enough to deny Sabu the throne and punish him afterwards. That’s all I care about. So I’ve married you. The moment Scorpion’s troops approach Nubt you’re going to have to seize the throne from Father and negotiate a new alliance with Scorpion and I can help you do both.” 
 
    “Must I seize it?” 
 
    “Who else? You can’t support the head of one of the other elite houses as king – Sabu’s uncle Ani will be for war and he’ll want Sabu on the throne, so he’s out. My cousin Bebi will be against war, but he’s the weakest elite and unfit to rule. Hetshet’s uncle Maya will pretend to be neutral – he’ll portray himself as a compromise candidate, but name him and he’ll be the tool of whoever offers the largest bribe – and Ani’s house is the wealthiest. Meaning Maya will lead us into a war. We can’t save ourselves from Scorpion if anyone but you succeeds Father.” 
 
    “You haven’t picked all this up listening in the audience hall.” Pentu seemed somewhat impressed. 
 
    “Women gossip when they bathe, Pentu. Husbands tell their wives things they shouldn’t, or wives overhear conversations not meant for their ears – wives who pontificate to make themselves seem important in other women’s eyes.” 
 
    Pentu smiled. 
 
    “Once you take the throne or become an advisor to Scorpion you’ll need an heir so you can continue to chart Nubt’s course from beyond the grave,” I said practically. “A suitable heir. Not Baki. Another of my roles in our partnership.” 
 
    Pentu ran his hands through his hair. “How can you speak so casually of having a child with me, Matia? You lost Iry an hour ago. You’re in love with him – I can tell.” 
 
    “Feeling insecure, Pentu?” I laughed. “I fooled him and you both. I told you that first day under the willow that I was pretending so I could manipulate him.” 
 
    “I wasn’t sure you were being truthful,” Pentu admitted. “I thought you were trying to keep me from being angry for going behind Baki’s back. And that was before you’d spent every day with Iry for a week, and insisted on marrying him. I thought you might have developed real feelings.” 
 
    “I did what I had to in order to ensure Nubt’s survival. Yes, Iry’s a decent and pleasant boy. Maybe I could’ve fallen in love with him eventually. But in a week? Get serious.” I stared into Pentu’s eyes. “I kissed Iry many times to draw him into my web, but it didn’t go beyond that.” 
 
    “Heartless.” 
 
    I shrugged. “My marriage is the only weapon at my disposal to keep Sabu from the throne. Whether I wield it with Iry or you or someone else doesn’t matter to me. Sabu killed Hetshet and I want revenge. Sabu wants the throne and I intend to keep him from it. Know this, Pentu – I can either be a cold and surly and rebellious and unwilling wife, or I can embrace our marriage. It’s up to you. Keep me involved in Nubt’s affairs and I’ll make you happy. But if you don’t I’ll make you miserable.”  
 
    “I have no intention of being miserable, Matia.” 
 
    “So. Now that that’s out of the way, any idea how we’re going to neutralize Sabu’s allies so we can deal with him as we please?” 
 
    “No. The fact that Sabu trusts Baki and is under obligation to him means Baki will have access to Sabu, and so I’ll have a voice to try to temper Sabu no matter what.” 
 
    “Assuming Baki listens to you. If he balks, remind him that Nebetah is his now because I demanded it.” 
 
    Pentu nodded. “I understand the terms of our marriage, Matia. I believe we both want what’s best for Nubt. I promise you that together we’ll make sure Sabu never sits your father’s throne. But I hope you won’t reject out of hand the possibility that we may come to love each other someday. You’re a very impressive woman and more intelligent than anyone I know. I believe we can have a good life together if we let ourselves.” 
 
    I stared at Pentu for a long while. “You’re actually happy about this marriage, aren’t you. You kept putting off my marriage to Baki because you wanted me for yourself.” 
 
    “Yes,” Pentu admitted sheepishly. “My heart overruled my head.” 
 
    “You hid your feelings well.” 
 
    “What would the point have been of you knowing?” Pentu shook his head. “This – us being together – was impossible.” 
 
    “I won’t reject the possibility that love may come,” I promised. “But the less you expect, Pentu, the better.” 
 
    I lay awake long after Pentu had fallen asleep. What an extraordinary day! A few hours ago I’d been pledged to Iry and now shared Pentu’s pallet, a man more than twice my age, father of the boy I’d been pledged to for over a decade. And I’d requested it. Ironic – I could have poked my head out of my tent and seen the man who’d almost helped me save Nubt and stop Sabu, watching my tent from the deck of King Scorpion’s boat. A man I’d been given to as wife. A man who was now my enemy. 
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    At dawn Father’s sailors poled us from shore into the current, headed for Tjeni, Iynefer’s disgusting flyblown corpse swinging against the bow. I stared at the tent where Matia still lay with Pentu until it was only a spot in the distance. Then I turned my thoughts from Matia to Sabu. He’d destroyed the alliance. He’d ordered the attack on Heria. His man had almost killed me. He’d cost me the throne of Nubt. He’d upended the plan of the falcon god. Sabu was going to pay for all of it with his life. 
 
     Father sat with Sety beneath his pavilion as we drifted north. The rest of us gave Father a wide berth; we had sense enough to leave him alone when he was angry, and today angry didn’t begin to describe him. He’d ordered Sety to attend him because he valued Sety’s counsel above all others; Sety was the only person on board who didn’t fear Father, including me. The poor girl assigned to serve Father trembled so badly she spilled half the wine when she tried to pour his first cup. Sety calmly took the jar from her and dismissed her and poured Father’s wine himself. 
 
    I sat on deck near the pavilion, my back against the railing, too sore to move about. Every part of my body was either stiff or swollen or bruised. An hour into our journey a very grateful Heria joined me. She was still shaken from the attack. The bruises around her throat matched mine. I tried to drape an arm around her shoulders and draw her close. The pain in my ribs as I tried to raise my arm convinced me not to. 
 
    “I thought I was going to die,” Heria said, leaning against me. “When I saw you running towards me, Iry…” She burrowed her head against my chest. She wet it with her tears. 
 
    Lagus and Mekatre joined us a moment later. They pulled up a bench the oarsmen used when they were rowing south against the current and sat on it, facing us. We were drifting north; the oarsmen were relaxing elsewhere. 
 
    “What were you doing at the river last night, Iry?” Lagus asked. 
 
    I looked around to make sure we weren’t being overheard. “I happened on Sabu and Iynefer conspiring aboard this boat, as I said last night. Right after Father and Ika agreed to the alliance. When Iynefer left the campfire I followed him. He hid behind some trees along the riverbank. I got distracted. He made his move. I heard Heria scream and ran into the water.” 
 
    “And got beat up,” Mekatre observed. Back to his usual digs. 
 
    “And saved my life!” Heria said heatedly. I had at least one defender in my family. “Where were you, Mekatre?” 
 
    He snorted. “Not getting distracted by bathing women.” 
 
    Let Mekatre think what he wanted about me. Matia had drawn my attention away from Iynefer, not bathing women. But I wasn’t about to tell anyone how she’d so totally deceived me. I’d never hear the end of it. “Iynefer didn’t agree to attack Heria on the spur of the moment,” I said, ignoring Mekatre. “It’s obvious he was a spy planted among Father’s bodyguards by Sabu.” 
 
    “Who’d do whatever he was ordered without question,” Lagus said. 
 
    “If that’s true, why didn’t he confess and drag Sabu down with him?” Mekatre asked. 
 
    “You think I’m lying about overhearing him?” 
 
    Mekatre shrugged. 
 
    “I believe you, Iry,” Heria said loyally. 
 
    Lagus nodded. 
 
    “Maybe Sabu had promised to take care of Iynefer’s family if anything ever happened to him,” I posited. I swept my eyes around the deck. “Iynefer might not be Sabu’s only spy.” 
 
    “You mean, more traitorous bodyguards?” Lagus asked. He glanced about nervously. 
 
    “We can’t afford to take any chances. The rest of the trip we need to stay near Father and keep everyone else away from him – especially his guards.” 
 
    “I’ll attend him in the pavilion,” Heria said. “Weret too. I’ll fill her in.” 
 
    We immediately split up, Lagus and Mekatre moving to opposite ends of the pavilion, me remaining near the center, Heria inside with Father. I fingered the handle of my knife constantly to make sure it was tucked into my belt. I prayed I wouldn’t be called on to defend Father; I’d been found sorely lacking in my fight with Iynefer and I was in no shape to engage in another. 
 
    At times during the day Father brooded. At times he stalked the deck beneath the pavilion, furious, throwing things. At times he and Sety engaged in heated conversation. Finally, he sent Sety away and spent the rest of the journey in silence, all four days of it, attended by my sisters. He barely looked up when we passed Nubt. 
 
    Sety joined me then. “The next time we see these walls I assume we’ll be attacking them.” He unrolled a long wide strip of leather and took out a piece of charcoal and sketched the walls and its approaches so we’d be able to remember what they looked like. The next three days, from Nubt to Hiw, a small settlement that marked the southern end of Father’s realm, Sety marked the position of every hamlet and settlement, and every likely camping site for an invading army, on a second strip. “If we’re going to war we need to be prepared,” he said. 
 
    We landed at Tjeni around sunset six days after leaving Nekhen. I’d become more suspicious about Father’s guards with each passing mile. Instead of returning to the per’aa with the rest of the royals I trailed at a distance several guards as they headed to their huts through Tjeni’s narrow crowded lanes, trying to be inconspicuous, pressing my back against the sides of huts to let laden donkeys pass, disturbing an occasional cat, dodging running children and women carrying jars of water on heads or shoulders. I’d never been in the commoners’ section of Tjeni – nor outside the per’aa or the sacred court or the area where elites lived or the street that led from the per’aa to the river for that matter. The lanes were crowded and loud and raucous and dusty and the smells intense. Smoke drifted skyward from cookfires in the rear of huts. Children dashed back and forth, chasing each other, laughing, screeching. Women called to them from their doorways in irritated voices. Men wore kilts and women skirts of coarse linen, most ragged and threadbare and filthy. The younger children wore nothing. I realized I stood out in my finery, so I bent and grabbed handfuls of dust and rubbed them into my kilt. That helped a little, but not significantly. For the first time in my life I wondered what common people thought about me and the royals and elites when they saw us at ceremonies in the sacred court or passing through Tjeni on our way to the per’aa or quays. I truly understood for the first time how the special objects given out by kings set we elites apart and made commoners feel inadequate by comparison. Walking down the lane I didn’t see any gold or precious stones dangling from necks, or fine ivory pins in women’s hair, or bracelets or anklets or armbands, or even decent linen. I remembered Matia telling me about spending time on a farm and doing chores, for which I’d disparaged her. She, at least, had an idea about how most people in the valley lived. I didn’t. As I stepped aside to allow a large group to pass I wondered for the first time why commoners were obedient to Father. There were so few royals and elites that if commoners chose to rise against us we wouldn’t be able to defeat them. But I supposed that since the days of the patriarchs the people of the valley had been totally obedient to their rulers. To challenge one had always been unthinkable. And so we who ruled were safe. The only men elites had to worry about were other elites. 
 
    The guards I was following entered several adjoining huts just as the sun set, plunging the lane into darkness. I was grateful for that; I didn’t stand out as much. Apparently the guards all lived in the same area of Tjeni, which made sense. None of their huts had windows. A reed mat was rolled up and tied above every lintel, allowing what breeze there was to flow into each hut. Oil lamps flickered to life one by one as I waited, casting numerous rectangles of light into the lane. I casually asked a passing boy which hut was Iynefer’s. He pointed it out to me. I seated myself at the base of a nearby hut and peered around its corner at Iynefer’s. 
 
    I’d almost given up hope of detecting further treason when one of the guards who was normally stationed in Father’s audience hall, Kanefer, exited his hut and strolled to Iynefer’s three doors down. He stopped in the shadow at the side of Iynefer’s door. He looked up and down the lane, then called to someone inside in a low voice. After a moment Kanefer went into the hut, untying the mat over the lintel and dropping it in place behind him. I glimpsed the figure of a woman before he did. I hoped the visit wasn’t a sign that Kanefer was a traitor. I hoped Kanefer was merely informing Iynefer’s wife that she was now a widow, and why. It wouldn’t be easy news for her to hear. Half an hour later the hut went dark. Kanefer lifted the mat and poked his head out of the doorway. He looked both ways down the lane again, then gestured. A woman and two young boys exited the hut, leather pouches slung over their shoulders. They were going somewhere. Kanefer led them quickly to the door of his hut and spoke in a low distinct voice. That hut went dark. A woman and a girl hurried into the street, also carrying pouches. Kanefer lowered the mat to cover his doorway. The woman handed him an extra pouch. Unfortunately, I’d been correct. Sabu owned another of Father’s bodyguards. 
 
    I followed the group for quite a ways through unfamiliar winding lanes until they passed from the settlement and onto a dusty path that led across the cultivation to the section of riverbank where Tjeni’s fishermen lived. The moon was rising in the east, low against the horizon, colored red by the dust stirred up by the day’s wind. Before long the plain would be bathed in somewhat less light than the night of the attack on Heria. I saw fires glimmering among a cluster of huts, close beside a line of swaying palm trees that topped the riverbank, dark shapes against the silvered river beyond. Dozens of reed punts bobbed at the edge of the river, secured to tree trunks. Means of escape. 
 
    Kanefer led the women and children into a small grove of willow trees, a shadowed hiding place. I hunkered down not far away, watching. A few minutes later he emerged and headed towards the huts. I assumed he was going to engage a fisherman to help him escape Tjeni and make his way to Nubt. 
 
    I’d seen enough. Keeping low to the ground, I retraced my steps through the cultivation. As soon as I reached the street that led from the quays to the per’aa I began to run, dodging the few pedestrians who were still out and about. I ran with one hand tightly clutching my left side; pain stabbed my ribs with every step. I pulled up at the per’aa’s entrance, sweating, breathing hard. Half a dozen guards were on duty. 
 
    “Come with me! Quickly!” I ordered. 
 
    All knew me. They dared not disobey. I led them back to the river, at first quickly, then cautiously as we neared the end of the cultivation. I stopped within sight of the fishermen’s huts, turned to address them. 
 
    “Kanefer and his family and Iynefer’s are huddled beneath those willows,” I said in a low voice. “Kanefer’s in league with Nubt. Take him and the women and children prisoner. I want them all alive.” 
 
    “Understood,” said the chief guard. He whispered instructions. The guards split up, slowly and methodically encircling the hiding place at a distance. I remained on the path. 
 
    When everyone was in place the chief rose. “Come out, Kanefer! You’re surrounded.” 
 
    I heard frightened voices beneath the willows, a sudden commotion. A figure broke from the trees, running towards the river. The coward! Kanefer had abandoned his family to try to save his life. Two guards tackled him. The rest moved into the willows. A few moments later the guards herded everyone to me. Kanefer’s hands were tied behind him. The women were crying. The children were wailing. I stared at Kanefer for a moment, disgusted, then turned and led the entire group back to the per’aa. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    At midday Father used his mace to execute my captives in Tjeni’s sacred court – first the three children, then the two wives, and finally Kanefer. Father did it in front of my brothers and sisters and the elites and as many lapwings as could be crammed inside the court. That morning workmen had set six tall wooden gibbets into the ground just outside, each topped with a wooden scorpion. After the executions, Father ordered the bodies of the traitors hung from the crosspieces as a warning of the fate awaiting anyone else who decided to betray Tjeni. As I followed him back to the per’aa I reflected that this was how kings ensured the loyalty of their subjects – by fear and unflinching justice. I’d seen Father execute criminals before in the court, but never so many at one time, and never any who hadn’t themselves been guilty of a crime. But Father had just sent a message that anyone who betrayed him was risking not just his life but the lives of everyone he loved. Given the inevitable war between Tjeni and Nubt, it was a message that needed to be delivered as forcefully as Father had. 
 
    An hour after we returned to the per’aa Father summoned my brothers and me and Sety and Minnefer and Perneb to his audience hall for a council of war. For the first time in my memory he didn’t seat himself on his throne atop the limestone dais, but on the floor in front of it in a circle with the rest of us. We were the only people in the hall; the usual guards were outside, on the other side of a shut door. 
 
    “A few days ago we were on the brink of peaceful unification with Nubt, thanks to Iry,” Father began. 
 
    “Iry? What did he do?” Mekatre interrupted. 
 
    “He overheard Sabu arranging an alliance against me with Antef of Pe and Dep. He turned what he overheard into an opportunity to create an alliance between Tjeni and Nubt. Then he helped Sety and me negotiate it.” 
 
    Lagus and Mekatre stared. I saw the slightest hint of a smile on Sety’s face. Even Minnefer and Perneb looked surprised. They hadn’t known the extent of my involvement. 
 
    “That explains Matia,” Mekatre said disparagingly. 
 
    “Nubt destroyed our alliance,” Father continued. “King Ika and his people are going to pay for attacking Heria – an attack which failed, thanks to Iry. They’re going to pay for inserting their henchmen into the midst of my court. Again, discovered by Iry.” Father looked at me for a moment, pride in his gaze, then his eyes narrowed and he leaned forward and clenched his fist. “We’re going to crush Nubt!” 
 
    “About time!” Mekatre exclaimed. 
 
    Minnefer and Perneb echoed him. 
 
    “As soon as we capture Nubt we should attack Nekhen,” Mekatre said. 
 
    “Why? Isn’t Tjeni powerful enough already?” Lagus asked hesitantly. “Do we really need to dominate the entire South?” 
 
    That’s why I wanted to succeed Father in place of Lagus. He was comfortable with the way things were. He had absolutely no imagination or vision. Unlike me, his ancestors hadn’t been driven to unify the valley. He had no greater purpose in life than sitting Father’s throne and accumulating wealth and women and living in luxury. That wasn’t true for me. Sabu had upended Sety’s dream, eliminated the bloodline of the unifier. By so doing he’d liberated me to pursue kingship and unification with every ounce of my being. 
 
    “A king can’t ever have enough power,” Father lectured, looking askance at Lagus. He turned to Sety. “You know the valley better than anyone. Make us a map.” 
 
    Sety had come to our council prepared. He removed a piece of charcoal from a pouch at his waist and began sketching on the ground in the center of our circle. A long line appeared with a sweeping curve near one end, fanning out in six intermingled lines on the opposite. “This is the foot of the delta,” he began, pointing to the bottom of the fan. “The river splits into six branches here, all of which flow to the sea, though some merge with others and break apart again.” 
 
    “The valley looks like the shaft of an arrow,” Mekatre said. “The delta looks like an arrowhead.” 
 
    “The valley may seem like one vast narrow land to you, Majesty,” Sety said. “It doesn’t to those who live in the delta. They consider the delta and the western desert and the seacoast and the Far North to be one great region, and the upper valley quite another, distinct and unrelated.” He expanded his drawing to encompass the northern lands he’d just mentioned. Then he turned our attention back to the delta. “The three large delta settlements – Maadi, Pe and Dep, and Farkha – were all originally settled by men from the Far North.” He made three dots on his map. “Here, at the delta’s foot, is Maadi, three weeks by boat from Tjeni.” He pointed to a point north of Maadi, well over halfway to the sea. “Farkha commands the second most eastern branch of the river.” He placed his finger at a point where a western branch of the river met the sea. “Pe and Dep are twin settlements that control the entire northwest. Both are about a week’s travel from Maadi.” 
 
    “Where’s your estate, Sety?” I asked. 
 
    Sety made another dot, partway between Maadi and Farkha. “And over here, a little north of Maadi on the river’s westernmost branch, is Iunu.” More dots. “Djedet, Samara, Minshat. The settlements on this northeast-southwest axis follow a river branch. Those on the east-west axis trace a trade route.” 
 
    “What can you tell us about these settlements?” Father asked. 
 
    “For a thousand years Maadi has been the most important settlement in the delta, controlling the single river channel that flows south. Not only do all south-bound goods pass through Maadi, but it monopolizes overland trade with the North since it lies at the junction of trails across the eastern and western deserts and the river. Most particularly, Maadi alone has access to copper mined in the Sinai. Along with Farkha, it receives lapis lazuli and wine and olive oil carried by caravan overland or by boat on sea and river. Pe and Dep, being on the seacoast, trades with the Far North by boat. It also trades with barbarians from the western desert and oases. Of the major settlements, Farkha’s most like us, with a partly-Southern population and a familiarity with our customs and way of life. My family’s had a presence in Farkha for two hundred years.” Sety made three large dots in the portion of the map that detailed the southern valley. “Here, a little north of where the river starts to curve to the east, is Tjeni. At the curve’s eastern apex lies Nubt, six days from Tjeni by boat. Nekhen is six days south of Nubt, well past where the river flows back west and then straightens.” He made a multitude of small dots near the three larger and named the hamlets and villages who owed fealty to the three kings. “Finally, this is Abu, at the cataract, four days south of Nekhen. The lands beyond the cataract belong to barbarians.” 
 
    “We know for sure that Sabu created an alliance with Antef at Nekhen,” I said. “King Khab seemed awfully sure of himself after his coronation. I think he was part of Sabu’s alliance too.” 
 
    “But Khab said he’s going to stop trading with Nubt until they stop skimming a share of goods and we open the river to his boats,” Minnefer argued. 
 
    “Possibly to mislead us so we wouldn’t guess he’d joined Sabu’s alliance,” I said. 
 
    “Khab’s not that smart, Iry,” Mekatre said. 
 
    Like he’d know. 
 
    “I agree Nekhen’s involved with Nubt, Majesty,” Sety told Father. “Or soon will be.” 
 
    “Then we need to invade both Nubt and Nekhen,” Mekatre declared. 
 
    “What’s our first step, Majesty?” Minnefer asked Father. 
 
    “Create an army, of course,” Mekatre said forcefully. 
 
    “And a fleet to transport my soldiers,” Father said. “And granaries to store emmer and barley enough to support them. And weapons. Clothing, linen for tents, cooking pots – everything my army will need to march and fight.” 
 
    “Why not just march on Nubt immediately with what men we have available before King Ika can prepare?” Minnefer asked. 
 
    “He’s right. Nubt can’t match us in manpower,” Perneb concurred. 
 
    “We don’t have that many more men than Nubt,” I cautioned. 
 
    “How would you know?” Mekatre challenged. 
 
    “Sety and I counted farms and hamlets and settlements as we drifted through the Nubtian heartland on the way home. Plus, Sabu’s prepared to buy mercenaries with Nubt’s gold.” 
 
    “We can’t possibly attack earlier than eight months from now,” Father said firmly. 
 
    “Ridiculous!” Mekatre snapped. “With respect, Father,” he said hurriedly. He’d forgotten himself. No one ever challenged Father. 
 
    “Why do you think it’s ridiculous?” Father asked calmly. 
 
    “Why grant Nubt eight months to prepare for war, Father? Eight months for them to build up their supplies of food and equipment? Eight months for them to buy an army of mercenaries? Eight months for them to arrange another alliance against us?” 
 
    “Our farmers are our soldiers, Brother,” I admonished. “They’re planting their fields right now. They’ll have to tend and harvest them or we’ll starve. We won’t be able to use our farmers against Nubt until the inundation arrives and they’re idled. But how do you propose we get them to Nubt? We don’t have enough boats to transport hundreds of men and their supplies. Even if we did, it’d take weeks to get from Tjeni to Nubt with the river running high and fast against us. So we’ll have to march overland instead. But most of the valley will be flooded. So we’ll have to march across the desert. Meaning we’ll have to carry water for men and beasts, and fodder for donkeys, along with weapons and food and supplies. Once we get to Nubt, be sure that King Ika will barricade himself behind his walls. We won’t be able to besiege him for more than a month or two until we’ll have to withdraw so our soldiers can plant their fields again.” 
 
    “You’re saying eight months is too soon!” Mekatre snapped. 
 
    “That’s the reality, Brother.” 
 
    “Iry’s right, Majesty,” Sety told Father. “Plus, if we throw everything we have at Nubt we risk losing access to the goods of the delta. We risk Tjeni becoming another Nekhen.” 
 
    “Impossible!” Mekatre insisted. 
 
    “Pe and Dep control the west delta,” Sety said. “Maadi controls the east. Both consider themselves part of the North. That’s where their loyalties lie. Farkha has traded with Tjeni for hundreds of years. Its ruler, Heby, is Tjeni’s friend. But if Pe and Dep allied itself with Maadi they could squeeze Farkha between them. No goods from the North would reach Tjeni.” 
 
    “Father, I believe Sabu’s discussions with Antef at Nekhen may have awakened a sleeping giant,” I said. “Sabu promised Antef rule of the North when they agreed to their alliance. I’m sure that whetted Antef’s appetite for power. And he is hungry for power – that’s why he was willing to go behind his father’s back and negotiate with Sabu. If I was him, I’d ally myself with King Ika and convince him to attack us, promising to launch an attack of my own from the North in support. Then, while Tjeni’s occupied with Nubt, I’d seize the entire delta for myself and leave King Ika to face our wrath alone. It’s a blueprint for conquest that Sabu handed Antef at Nekhen.” 
 
    “Antef’s hundreds of miles from Tjeni,” Mekatre scoffed. “He’s not king. His father is. Ny-Hor’s weak. He won’t challenge us.” 
 
    “Yes. Ny-Hor’s weak. So Antef will do what he wants and Ny-Hor won’t even try to stop him,” I said. “All Antef has to do is take control of the river, and the goods we need to keep our elites in line will never reach us, nor copper for our weapons. In time we’ll become as weak and unimportant as Nekhen. Whoever controls the delta controls the river, and whoever controls the river will be our master.” 
 
    “You have no idea what you’re talking about,” Mekatre said disdainfully. “What is it, Iry? Are you afraid to fight?” He laughed. 
 
    My still swollen eye and mass of bruises and aching ribs proved that comment wrong. 
 
    “Iry’s right,” Father said. “The foundation for an alliance between Sabu and Antef is already in place. All it would take is one messenger to reactivate it. We should take Iry’s conjecture seriously.” 
 
    “If we attack Nubt, Majesty, we’ll have to deal with enemies both north and south at the same time,” Sety said. “Pulling that off will be costly. More than twice as many of all the resources you named before. Split focus for you. Disgruntled elites to rule over in the settlements and hamlets you occupy. Enough troops to station throughout the valley to hold every place you’ve captured, diminishing your fighting force with every settlement and hamlet you take. We don’t have the manpower to attack Nubt directly right now – much less all that.” 
 
    “I disagree. We only have to worry about elites,” Mekatre argued. “Lapwings throughout the valley will follow us meekly once their current masters pledge you fealty, Father. Those elites who refuse? Execute them. The rest will think twice about opposing us.” 
 
    “They’ll pledge fealty to save their lives,” I predicted. “A few will even mean it. But some will work against us, in the dark, and be a constant nuisance or worst. The occupying forces Sety mentioned will be necessary. And kept busy.” 
 
    “What would you have me do, Sety and Iry?” Father asked. “Leave the attack on Heria unavenged? Make my threat to crush Nubt a lie? I’m a king, blessed by Horus, equal to the gods. I’m a great lion rampaging across this valley. I’ve fought barbarians in the western desert and slain my share. Those jars lined up along the wall? Penises and hands cut from enemy dead, a reminder that no one should challenge me.” His eyes swept the circle. “Including anyone in this hall.” He straightened his shoulders and clenched his fist. “If I have to arm every man in Tjeni I will! If I have to use every resource at my disposal, I will!” 
 
    “Majesty, what if you could permanently secure unlimited access to the trade goods of the North at the same time you’re building up your forces to take on Nubt, without fighting?” Sety asked. 
 
    “Impossible!” Mekatre snapped. “Your map shows our enemies, Sety. We have too many. The amount of territory to control is too vast. You said so yourself.” 
 
    “Simultaneous neutralization,” Sety replied. 
 
    “What does that mean?” Father asked, puzzled. 
 
    “First, Majesty, instead of attacking Nubt, blockade it,” Sety urged. 
 
    “For how long?” Father asked. 
 
    “Years, probably. As Mekatre pointed out, it’s Nubt’s elites we need to defeat. Cut off the flow of luxuries – wine, lapis lazuli, obsidian, oils, carved ivory. And necessities for Ika’s army, like copper. Nubt’s elites will eventually rise up against King Ika. Think of the resulting dissension and confusion! Which of Nubt’s elites will commoners decide to follow? One? Many? How will the elites decide who’ll come out on top and replace Ika? In the best case they’ll start fighting among themselves. Nubt’s not strong enough to wage war against you and fight a civil war at the same time. Blockade Nubt, Majesty. Give yourself the time you need to properly build up your army and stockpile food and resources as we’ve discussed. You could probably even get away with pretending to build an army. All you have to do is frighten Ika. Make him believe you’re preparing to imminently invade. He’ll have to devote a majority of his resources to defending Nubt. Resources that’ll become ever harder for him to obtain the longer our blockade lasts.” 
 
    “Couldn’t Ika obtain supplies from the eastern and western deserts?” Lagus asked. “He has plenty of gold.” 
 
    “Caravans can be easily intercepted,” Sety replied. “Goods are costlier to move by donkey than boat, and the quantity less, and the frequency uncertain. Goods from the desert may not be the ones elites need, nor soldiers. Anyway, by the time we do move against Nubt it’ll be considerably weakened and much easier to defeat. In the meantime, Majesty, as you assert your presence in the North, your wealth will be growing.” 
 
    “It’s a good idea, Sety,” Father said. “But you said simultaneous neutralization. We can’t blockade Maadi, or Pe and Dep.” 
 
    “Nor the other Northern settlements,” Sety added. “They’ve been reliable trading partners of Tjeni’s for generations, but they’re not your allies. You’ll be vulnerable to the whims of the North until you have a true presence of your own there.” 
 
    “How can we keep Antef from allying himself with Maadi? How can we make sure Antef and Maadi don’t compromise Farkha?” I asked. 
 
    “Make Maadi disappear,” Sety replied forcefully. “Then it’ll be easy enough for us to keep Antef pinned in his corner of the delta.” 
 
    “Impossible!” Mekatre scoffed. 
 
    “Quite possible.” Sety took charcoal in hand. “Found settlements here and here and here and here, Majesty.” He made marks on the map. “Each one will straddle a trade route between the North or the desert and Maadi. Each will intercept trade goods bound for that settlement. Each will transport the intercepted goods to Farkha, whether they arrive by land or sea. If no goods reach Maadi, what reason will it have to exist? It’ll dry up and blow away.” 
 
    “It just might work,” Father said thoughtfully. 
 
    “The beauty of the plan is you can build new settlements overnight and populate them with farmers and craftsmen from Tjeni,” Sety continued. “Minnefer can carry them north on his boats. Not only will we end Maadi, and soon, but you’ll have loyalists spread at key sites throughout the delta to keep watch on Antef.” Sety made more marks. “Supplemented by residents of these fifteen settlements which have been tied to Tjeni for nearly two centuries.” 
 
    “As well as farmers and herders and such on the estate I founded, and those founded by my predecessors,” Father said. 
 
    “Elephant and Bull and Conch and Canid,” Sety said. “And estates like mine and those who followed my ancestor Nykara north from Nekhen generations ago.” 
 
    “Couldn’t men who now trade with Maadi just use different routes and go around our new settlements?” Lagus asked. 
 
    Sety made another mark on his map, this one well outside the valley, in the land called Setjet. “Found a settlement here, Majesty, where the well-watered northlands end and the caravan trail along the seacoast through the desert begins. Collect there the goods that flow to the valley from Setjet and Retenu and the Sinai. Send there the goods of the valley to be distributed in the North. There’s a good harbor close by this point. It’ll be cheaper for Northern traders to carry their goods to us there than all the way to Pe and Dep.” 
 
    “So we’ll weaken Pe and Dep the same way we’ll weaken Nubt,” I inferred. 
 
    “Won’t this provoke Antef into moving against us to save Pe and Dep?” Father asked Sety. 
 
    “It might, Majesty. Or, his greed might blind him to our intentions. Antef considers Maadi to be a rival. If he sees Maadi fading away he just might rejoice instead of trying to figure out why it’s happening. He won’t be entirely closed off from the Northern trade, so he may not figure out we’re targeting him until it’s too late.” 
 
    “Antef didn’t strike me as someone who spends a lot of time thinking things through,” I said. 
 
    “I agree,” Sety said. “At any rate, I’m sure I can convince Farkha’s ruler, Heby, to create an informal coalition of delta settlements to keep an eye on Pe and Dep. Antef won’t find it as easy as he thinks to take the delta for himself if he tries.” 
 
    “So, by controlling trade routes, Father, you can ensure your lines of supply will remain open in the North, you can bring the South to its knees peacefully, and you can do it without the expense of war, with no resentful elites to deal with afterwards,” I summarized. “And, by controlling trade routes, there’s no need for you to seize and occupy every settlement between Tjeni and the delta. The middle section of the valley will have to yield to you without a fight too.” 
 
    “That’s indeed true,” Sety said. 
 
    “It’s a good plan,” Father admitted. 
 
    “I’d be remiss if I didn’t point out its obvious drawback, Majesty,” Sety said. 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “As Iry pointed out, your army will be made up of farmers. My plan requires you to send many from Tjeni to the North to found your new settlements. That means fewer men at your disposal in the South to both grow crops and fight.” 
 
    “The farmers who remain will have to plant larger fields to pick up the slack, though fewer farmers also means fewer mouths to feed,” I said. “It also means we’ll have to figure out how to fight smart, using a small army. By our sending men to the North, Nubt may gain a numerical advantage over us.” 
 
    “Blockades. Settlements in the North. Fewer soldiers. It’ll take years to conquer Nubt at this rate!” Mekatre exclaimed. “Father, I could capture it in a month. Put me in charge of your army. I guarantee victory!” 
 
    “I’ll command my own army when we attack Nubt,” Father growled. “And you’re sadly lacking in understanding what Sety just explained, Mekatre. I’m disappointed.” He shook his head. “We don’t have the manpower to crush Nubt right now. It’s going to take years before we can. So we’ll move forward as Sety has advised. We’ll gradually strangle Nubt while gaining a secure grip on the North.” 
 
    Mekatre crossed his arms on his chest and fumed. 
 
    “How do we get started?” Lagus asked. 
 
    “I want the blockade of Nubt in place by this time tomorrow,” Father said. “No boat from Nubt will move north of Hiw at our southern border. No boat from the north will move south of Tjeni. You’ll see to it, Perneb?” 
 
    “Yes, Majesty.” 
 
    “Minnefer, you’ll begin identifying farmers and craftsmen and support personnel to relocate to the North. Sety, how long will you need to pick out suitable sites?” 
 
    “Give me a month.” 
 
    “You’ll leave with the first wave of settlers a month from now, Minnefer.” 
 
    “Yes, Majesty.” 
 
    “I’ve a man in mind to establish the Northern settlement,” Sety said. “We’ll need settlers for that in three months.” 
 
    “I’ll see to it,” Minnefer promised. 
 
    “As of today, Sety, you’re my overseer in the North,” Father said. “You’ll wield a stick of authority. Your word will be law in my delta holdings. You’ll ensure my strategy for establishing control in the North is properly executed.” 
 
    Sety bowed. “I’m grateful, Majesty.” 
 
    “Lagus, it’s time to begin the next stage in your preparation to rule after me. Go with Sety. Spend a few months getting a first-hand look at the North. Then return to Tjeni. You too, Mekatre and Iry. You all need to become familiar with the area.” 
 
    “Yes, Father,” we said in unison. 
 
    “While you boys are in the North, Perneb will have charge of war preparations. As Sety suggested, for now it’ll be mostly a pretense to provoke King Ika into wasting his resources. After you return home, Mekatre, you’ll take over from Perneb and build me an army for real. I’m going to give you the chance to earn Nubt.” 
 
    “I won’t fail you, Father.” 
 
    So much for my having risen in Father’s estimation. Instead of ruling Nubt with Matia at my side, I was going to take a trip to the North and when I returned to Tjeni do nothing of importance. A significant blow to my ambition to succeed Father. 
 
    “What about Nekhen?” Lagus asked. 
 
    “King Khab will have to pledge me fealty once Nubt falls. Either that, or be wiped from the face of the earth.” 
 
    And then, in either case, I’d marry Heket, and many years from now take Khab’s throne, and thereafter dwell in obscurity. 
 
    “You wouldn’t really, would you Majesty?” Sety asked, concerned. “Nekhen’s sacred to Horus, protector of kings, ancestral to us all.” 
 
    “If I make Khab believe my aim is his utter destruction he’ll be cowed into yielding to me, Sety. I don’t anticipate having to attack Nekhen. But I will if I must.” Father’s eyes swept us all. “Mark this day well,” he concluded. “We’re stepping together onto a path that will allow me to dominate this valley as no king has before. There’s no turning back. We will not fail.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sety and my brothers and I set out for the delta the next morning on the boat Sety had traveled on to Tjeni, our mission urgent. Sety needed to select settlement sites before Minnefer arrived in the North with boatloads of settlers and supplies – ten vessels in the first wave, every one in his fleet. Because the river flowed from south to north Sety’s oarsmen had no need to row, and so lounged on deck as we traveled. Twenty-six days from Tjeni to his estate, Sety estimated, assuming we didn’t run aground on a sandbar or ram a hidden obstruction. Sety’s boat was wooden, around fifty feet long, with upturned bow and stern that reminded me of lotus blossoms. It was smaller than Father’s, but faster. There were half a dozen benches for oarsmen on either side. We sat in the shade of a leather-topped pavilion amidships and watched the valley pass slowly by. The stretch immediately north of Tjeni wasn’t much different than the one we’d traveled to Nekhen. Narrow plains extended east and west of the river all the way to the base of the desert plateaus, largely uninhabited, marshy, with thick undergrowths of papyrus and reeds, infested with crocodiles and other wild creatures I more often heard than saw. The banks themselves were lined with sycamore fig and willow and date palms. Countless birds of various types flitted in the marshes, brief flashes of color whistling and trilling. I sighted a few hippos, and monkeys aloft in trees. On rare occasions we passed an isolated reed-and-mud farm hut close by a field abutting the river, often with a cow or sheep or goat or two, but more often farms were clustered in the vicinity of hamlets or villages. 
 
    I spent most of the trip seated next to Sety, questioning him about everything we encountered. Lagus occasionally joined us and sometimes paid attention. Mekatre took no interest. 
 
    “Have you traveled the entire valley, Sety?” I asked as we passed one of the small hamlets that occurred at very infrequent intervals. A plus, I supposed, for a conqueror, that there were so few. Not as many sites to occupy if an invasion was required to gain control of the middle part of the valley. 
 
    “Between the delta and Tjeni many times, and all the way from Tjeni to the cataract once,” he replied. 
 
    “What’s the cataract like?” 
 
    “A series of rapids where hard broken granite crosses the river. Miles long. No navigable channel. Boulders thrusting up everywhere or hidden just below the surface. You should see the cataract during the inundation – swirling, foaming, spray shooting high. And the noise! Few boats venture farther south than the north end of the cataract; crewmen have to haul vessels by hand through or around the rapids, the work of a day or more. The land south of the cataract isn’t like what we’re used to either. The floodplain’s narrow and can’t support many people. Numerous small islands dot the river north of the cataract. On one there’s a hamlet, Abu. It’s small but important in the ivory trade.” 
 
    “Not worth seizing?” 
 
    “Not particularly, Majesty. The valley’s at its narrowest the forty miles north of Abu, a region of hard sandstone. Virtually unpopulated. The cultivable strip’s only a few hundred yards wide. Wadis lead deep into the desert and intersect trade routes, so that’s a plus. Then the sandstone gives way to limestone. Towering cliffs extend to the river’s edge. North of that area the valley’s more like the stretch around Tjeni.” 
 
    “Please, Sety. Call me Iry when we’re alone like this from now on. Not ‘majesty.’” 
 
    “As you wish. As you know from my stories, my family first settled on the periphery of the valley nearly two thousand years ago.” 
 
    “The stories that begin with your ancestress Aya.” 
 
    “Her band lived on the shore of a great lake a little west of the delta. Her descendants migrated to a playa in the western desert far south of here, and then to Badari and Nekhen and the delta.” 
 
    “I remember every story you ever told me,” I said. 
 
    “You have an advantage over your brothers,” Sety said confidentially. “Neither has ever taken an interest.” 
 
    We set out every morning at daybreak, drifted all day, camped before sunset. Only a fool traveled the river at night. Sandbars, an occasional drifting tree trunk, crocodiles, hippos made it too dangerous. Not to mention spirits that were said to haunt the river. Every few days we took time to hunt or fish; dried meat and smoked fish got tiring after a while. The middle part of the valley was even more sparsely populated than the area north of Tjeni had been, with little new to see. Five days into our journey we encountered an anomaly, roughly twenty small villages and hamlets strung out along a twenty-mile stretch of the east bank where sections of plateau reached like fingers into the floodplain. 
 
    “Badari, Mostagedda, Matmar are the largest,” Sety said. “My ancestress Tiaa was a potter at Badari before she emigrated to Nekhen. Badarians made an exquisite type of pottery – some say the finest ever seen in the valley. Tiaa mastered the style.” 
 
    “I still can’t believe I found her kiln at Nekhen, and the image of my ancestress Abar etched on the rock face over it. Our families have been friends for a long time, Sety.” 
 
    “And for a long time more, I hope.” 
 
    They would have been for sure, if Matia and I had married, and our descendant had married Sety’s. But Matia belonged to Pentu now, and their child wouldn’t have royal blood from both Nubt and Tjeni. Sety had been wrong about the meaning of his dream. And about Matia. But I wasn’t going to remind him. 
 
    Four days more brought us to an intersection with a small channel that branched west from the river. 
 
    “We’ll be traveling parallel to the channel for the next twelve days, never more than a few miles to its east. Far to the north, almost to the delta, the channel flows into a great lake perhaps fifty miles across. It’s where my ancestress Aya received my talisman from the falcon god, and where her people, under her leadership, first began to farm and herd.” 
 
    “You’ve told me that Aya ruled her band as patriarch. Do you believe that story’s true? Do you believe men let themselves be led by a woman?” 
 
    “Why not? Who’s to say a woman can’t rule as well as a man?” 
 
    I recalled Matia’s claim that she’d be a better successor for her father than Sabu. In the short time I’d known her I’d come to believe it. Now I believed it even more. Matia knew what she wanted and she had mastered deceit and flattery and ruthlessness to get it. What successful ruler didn’t have command of all three? 
 
    “I’m the one hundred twenty-third to bear this talisman,” Sety said, fingering the object. “Only five women have – Aya, Nimethap, Tiaa, Ipu and Amenia. All of them lived magnificent lives and changed this valley in significant ways. While only one ruled her band, the rest did more to affect us today than the majority of long-forgotten patriarchs and rulers and kings ever did.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    “By nightfall we’ll be at Maadi,” Sety announced as we untied from the riverbank at dawn after nearly two more weeks of drifting north. 
 
    Within an hour we reached a small settlement on the west bank. 
 
    “Tarkan,” Sety said. “See all those graves on the desert beyond the cultivation? Many of the dead lived on the shores of Aya’s lake. But that was many centuries after her descendants moved on, of course. We could walk to the lake from here in a couple of hours.” 
 
    The burial ground was large, attesting to its age. 
 
    “That’s Omari, on the east bank,” Sety told us a few hours later. 
 
    Perhaps three dozen huts edged a strip of farmland. 
 
    “A trail leads from Omari to the eastern sea,” Sety explained. “The Omarians trade mostly with barbarian tribes.” He pointed to the west bank. “Over there’s Ptah’s Settlement.” 
 
    “Who’s Ptah?” 
 
    “A local god. Patron of craftsmen. It’s not a true settlement in the sense we know it, ruled by one man. It’s a collection of huts and warehouses and workshops abutting a spacious harbor overseen by a group of elites.” 
 
    “I remember seeing them at Khab’s coronation. Everyone seemed to be ignoring them.” 
 
    “They support their dependents and craftsmen and others by skimming off a share of the cargo of every trader who comes to barter.” 
 
    Rude huts and houses were haphazardly scattered on the floodplain, stretching north from our position for more than half a mile. Men and women and children and laden donkeys were bustling through winding narrow lanes amidst the structures. At the southern end of the floodplain, the first section of the settlement we were encountering, a dozen substantial wooden quays thrust into a natural harbor. 
 
    “Those large mud-brick buildings a quarter mile north of the harbor are warehouses for storing goods. Granaries lie behind them. They’re all on a low ridge protected by dikes to keep them dry during the inundation. The spirals of smoke between the harbor and the warehouse district mark dozens of workshops of various types.” 
 
    Porters and donkeys were conveying bundles and containers between the warehouses and the boats tied up at the quays. One of the vessels was from outside the valley, based on its appearance. Strings of donkeys were being unloaded beside the warehouses as well; the beasts showed signs of desert travel. A caravan from the western desert, maybe even one of the oases, I expected. 
 
    “You didn’t mention Ptah’s Settlement when you made your map, Sety.” 
 
    “Because it’s disorganized and dependent on the delta and has virtually nothing to do with the rest of the valley. Hundreds of craftsmen live and work here, Iry. They receive raw materials from the North and the Sinai, such as copper and turquoise and flint, and turn them into tools and products the estates and settlements in the delta need. Tools of wood and stone in particular – there’s none of either in the delta. The craftsmen, and the porters and boatmen and potters and bakers and brewers and all who support them, mostly trace their ancestry to Nekhen and Tjeni, though there are also Northerners who came as oarsmen on cargo boats more recently and stayed. The ancestors of some of these people followed my ancestors Nykara and Amenia north, so some families have lived here a very long time.” 
 
    “I assume your estate supplies Ptah’s Settlement with foodstuffs and necessities?” 
 
    “It does. As you can see, the valley’s very narrow here. The floodplain’s not wide enough to grow near enough food to support the populace. Ptah’s Settlement couldn’t exist without the delta estates.” 
 
    “Are any of the boats in the harbor yours, Sety?” 
 
    “The wooden one tied to the third quay from the end. Porters are unloading barley, and cooked meat preserved in honey. Herds of my cattle and sheep and goats graze the delta, Iry. I operate a slaughterhouse on my estate, and a leatherworks too.” 
 
    “Most of the boats are reed.” 
 
    “Because they only need to travel between Ptah’s Settlement and the delta estates and settlements. Rarely, traders from outside the valley come here to barter for the products made in the settlement’s workshops. But for the most part, Northerners trade directly with Pe and Dep and Farkha and Maadi. Those are the distribution points for luxury goods.” 
 
    “Are all your boats wooden?” 
 
    “Yes. I transport on behalf of several delta estates for a share of the cargo. Saves them the expense of a boat.” 
 
    “What’s in the warehouses?” 
 
    “Mostly supplies and foodstuffs for Ptah’s Settlement, and goods that’ll be sent to the estates from its workshops. They’re basically transfer points.” 
 
    Less than half a day past Ptah’s Settlement we reached Maadi. It was smaller than I’d expected. Its huts topped the crest and spilled down the sides of a long narrow ridge less than half a mile long on the east bank. Smoke spiraled upwards from many fires. Men and women and children crowded its streets. Boats were tied up beside a row of quays thrust into the river. Most of the vessels were from outside the valley, their shapes unfamiliar to me, their crewmen’s dress strange. 
 
    “I’ve got mixed feelings about destroying Maadi,” Sety admitted to me when my brothers were at the opposite end of the boat and couldn’t hear. “My family’s been involved here for more than two hundred years. You see, before my ancestor Nykara married Amenia he was married to a Maadian woman named Bakist. Did I ever tell you about her, Iry?” 
 
    “Not in detail. Just that she and Nykara were married and she died in childbirth while they were fleeing Nekhen.” 
 
    “Bakist was Nabaru’s daughter. He was the leading man in Maadi in those days. He imported wine from Setjet and Retenu, the land of his ancestors. Nabaru and Nykara were business partners for many years. Nabaru had interests in Farkha too. His son oversaw those activities. After Nykara established his estate, he supplied Nabaru’s workers with foodstuffs and supplies both here in Maadi and in Farkha. Thanks to Nykara, Nabaru was able to expand both his workforce and enterprises. He became extremely wealthy.” 
 
    “Is Maadi as important as you said during the council of war?” 
 
    “Incalculably,” Sety replied. “No settlement produces better stone vases. It’s the only place in the valley besides Nubt where craftsmen smelt copper, and this is where Nubt’s smelters learned how. Maadi’s craftsmen make the finest objects from copper and stone anywhere. For centuries, Maadi was the place where men from the Far North and men from the upper valley met to exchange their goods. Without Maadi’s traders the elites of the South wouldn’t have had wine or copper or obsidian or lapis lazuli from the North, or leather or skins or spices or oils or dates or grapes from the western desert, carried here by barbarians when they sought pasturage in the delta for their flocks during Shemu. Craftsmen in the valley wouldn’t have decorated their objects with many images that are common today either, for they wouldn’t have known about them. Those images reached the valley first here at Maadi, along with technical skills like smelting. Without Maadi’s influence, craftsmen in the South wouldn’t today be reproducing objects initially created in the Far North – knives with twisted blades, pottery with wavy handles, cylinder seals. But, even more importantly than goods, ideas and culture and technical skills flowed both ways at Maadi. Had Maadi never existed, I expect this valley would today be very different. More primitive.” 
 
    We landed at Maadi’s single vacant quay. None of the porters or overseers along the harbor evinced any curiosity about us. They were apparently used to traders. Or maybe used to seeing one of Sety’s boats. Sety and my brothers and I disembarked and headed towards the largest house in the village. 
 
    “See those sunscreens at the north and south ends of the settlement?” Sety asked. 
 
    Dozens of men were beneath each, small with distance, many gesticulating. I nodded. 
 
    “They shade immense clay containers set deep into the ground. That’s where the goods of North and South are stored and where traders make their deals. The northern area holds emmer and barley and cooked mutton, and animal and fish bone, and shellfish and small pots. The southern end holds luxury goods. In a sense, those storage areas are, right now, the heartbeat of the valley.” 
 
    “Maadi’s traders hold their goods in common?” 
 
    “Unlike in the South, where kings control everything grown and made in their region. The Maadians invest their surplus in metallurgy and transportation and storage, whereas you in the South invest yours in obtaining luxury goods for your elites.” 
 
    We headed north on a narrow twisting hard-packed dirt lane climbing the slight rise at the settlement’s center. Oval huts hugged the lane, all made of wattle-and-daub, most with pens attached containing pigs or goats. The lane was thick with people, but no one paid any attention to us. 
 
    “Why’s that house partly underground?” I asked. 
 
    “Maadi’s founders came from the North. That’s the style there. No other settlement in the valley has such houses.” Sety indicated the eastern hills. “As you can see, Maadi not only dominates the river, but it’s at the mouth of a valley that’s the terminus of a trade route across the eastern desert to the sea and the Sinai. Donkey caravans carry copper ingots here from there.” 
 
    I could almost picture a caravan emerging from that valley, beasts dust-covered and exhausted, loaded with copper ingots, dust rolling from their hooves, their steps quickening at the smell of the river. 
 
    “We’re going to visit Raherka this evening, Maadi’s most prominent man,” Sety told us. “He’s a descendant of Nabaru’s. I’m very distantly related to him. He and my father were friends. Oh – and I’m married to his oldest granddaughter, Merit.” 
 
    A man was waiting for us outside the house. He appeared to be at least sixty, what remained of his hair gray, slightly stooped. His kilt and pectoral spoke of prosperity. A woman, perhaps eighteen or so, stood beside him. Likely a granddaughter. She was extremely pretty, eyes and long hair dark, skin light brown, body willowy. Her white skirt was impeccable. A necklace of gold and turquoise beads graced her neck, matching the girdle around her waist and the bracelets that jangled at her wrists. 
 
    “A porter brought word you’d come,” the man said, embracing Sety. 
 
    “Raherka, this is Lagus, heir to Scorpion, king of Tjeni, and his younger brothers Mekatre and Iry.” 
 
    “Majesties,” Raherka said, bowing deeply to us. 
 
    “This is Khensuw, my wife’s younger sister,” Sety continued, introducing the girl. 
 
    She too bowed, after boldly eyeing Lagus. “How is Merit, Sety? And my nephew Senebi?” 
 
    “Doing well, I hope. I’ve been in the South for months. I can’t wait to get home.” 
 
    “You carry a stick now,” Raherka observed. 
 
    Sety’s foot-long ebony stick was knobbed at both ends. “I speak for King Scorpion in the North.” 
 
    Raherka raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Please, come inside,” Khensuw invited. 
 
    We descended a few steps into Raherka’s nearly round house, its packed clay floor three feet underground. A fire occupied the center of the structure. Sleeping pallets were rolled up across from the cooking area. We seated ourselves cross-legged on decorated mats around the fire. Khensuw brought cups and filled them with wine. I sipped. The same wine served in Father’s per’aa. Khensuw served Lagus last then seated herself next to him. 
 
    “Maadi seems busy, as usual, Raherka,” Sety said, raising his cup. 
 
    “A caravan arrived yesterday, and several boats.” He eyed Sety suspiciously. “What brings you here with King Scorpion’s sons in tow?” 
 
    “I’ll be frank, as you deserve. King Scorpion has decided it’s time for Maadi to die.” 
 
    Raherka drew in his breath sharply. “Die?” 
 
    “Disappear. Fade away. Be abandoned,” Sety said calmly. 
 
    “King Scorpion’s decided this, has he?” Raherka stared at each of we three brothers in turn, instantly furious. “What gives Tjeni’s king the right? He has no say here, hundreds of miles from his settlement. Have you come to warn me we’re about to be attacked, for my granddaughter’s sake, Sety? So I can flee his invasion?” 
 
    “Not invaded, Raherka.” 
 
    “Then what?” 
 
    “Denied a reason to exist.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “Nubt’s king has declared war against Tjeni. King Scorpion can’t risk supplies from the North being cut off while he’s engaged in a fight. We both know Maadi will never pledge King Scorpion fealty. In fact, there’s a good chance Antef of Pe and Dep will reach out to you to form an alliance against Tjeni. So Maadi must fade away.” 
 
    “Sabu of Nubt approached me and others along with Antef when we were at Nekhen,” Raherka reported. “I turned him down.” 
 
    “You were wise to, but it doesn’t change anything,” Sety said. “You could be replaced by an elite friendly to Antef, Raherka. Who knows what your successor might agree to?” 
 
    “How does Scorpion intend to ‘deny us a reason to exist,’ as you claim?” Raherka probed, his anger barely contained. 
 
    “He’s going to choke off all trade that currently flows through Maadi.” 
 
    “Impossible!” 
 
    “Quite possible. Beginning a month from now I’m going to found settlements on every trade route between Maadi and the sea and the desert. Those settlements will route all goods that pass through them to Farkha instead of Maadi. You’ll receive no more raw materials or finished objects.” 
 
    “How can you possibly populate so many settlements?” 
 
    “King Scorpion’s sending farmers and herdsmen and more from Tjeni.” 
 
    “You expect me to sit back and accept an unwarranted and unprovoked attack on Maadi and do nothing, Sety? Just because you’re leading it?” Raherka was incredulous. 
 
    “Actually, I expect you to leave Maadi as soon as possible and take everyone who lives here with you.” 
 
    Raherka slammed his cup on the floor. Wine sloshed everywhere. 
 
    Khensuw jumped and gave a little cry. 
 
    Raherka’s voice rose in volume. “Abandon what’s been my family’s home for centuries? Give up trading? And go where, Sety? And do what? Settle in Farkha or some nameless delta hamlet? Sit beside my fire and wait to die?” 
 
    “Hardly,” Sety said soothingly. “King Scorpion’s decided to found a settlement in Setjet to intercept Northern goods that are currently transported overland, before they reach the valley. He wants that settlement to be a place from which to distribute the valley’s goods into the Far North as well. He intends thereby to weaken Pe and Dep.” 
 
    “The same thing he’s going to do to Maadi.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “What does that have to do with me?” Raherka queried, seething. 
 
    “I convinced King Scorpion that you’re the only man experienced enough with Setjetians and Retunians and trade to establish and operate his new settlement. You’ll be one of his officials, Raherka. You’ll carry a stick like me – it’s on my boat. You’ll speak with the king’s authority in the Far North.” Sety leaned towards Raherka. “Lead your Maadians there, Raherka. I’ll supply my boats to transport all of you and your belongings, as many trips as necessary. Your people will be the nucleus of the settlement. King Scorpion will send more men from Tjeni to swell your numbers three months from now. Maadi’s going to die, but you have the chance to create something new to take its place. Something better. Something that will make you wealthier and even more influential than you are now.” 
 
    Raherka pondered for a moment. His anger seemed to be dissipating. “An unexpected offer. Life-altering. It’s a lot to consider.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Spend the night with me, Sety. You and your companions. We’ll talk more. I’ll think it over. I’ll give you my answer in the morning.” 
 
    “Of course, Raherka. But you already know what it’s going to be.” 
 
    They both laughed. The tension that had filled the room was instantly gone. 
 
    After dinner, while Sety and Raherka conferred further, I decided to visit the southern trading area. I was in the North to learn, after all. I trod a path on the very crest of the ridge. The river to my right, lined on its far bank with rich green fields, was taking on sunset’s colors. Wadis and stark desert were to my left, beyond the settlement’s edge. I passed through a section of much finer houses than the huts surrounding them; I assumed they belonged to traders and the men who employed craftsmen. Plumes of smoke rose from one area down the slope, likely where workshops were located. I heard the ringing of stone against stone. No doubt the vase makers. 
 
    The trading area consisted of a long line of large wattle-and-daub huts. Porters were placing containers they’d carried from the traders’ boats into some of them. Others were filling containers with items from the huts to carry back to the quays. A few men, obviously traders, stood in small groups, some arguing, some gesturing, some concluding deals and smiling, some stalking off angrily.  
 
    The first hut I entered contained jars filled with carnelian beads, all with holes drilled so they could be easily strung. Carnelian was an exceptionally hard stone and drilling was a labor-intense process. I was impressed. The next jar held figurines carved from hippo ivory. 
 
    “Hippos roam the delta in great numbers,” a trader told me. “They wade from the water to graze on farmers’ barley at night. Some delta men hunt them full-time to protect the crops. A bonus for craftsmen who live at Farkha and carve these figures.” He pointed to another container, filled with a blue stone. “Lapis lazuli. Exceedingly rare. It comes from a single land in the Far North many months travel from the valley.” 
 
    Another jar held shiny obsidian. I stepped outside the hut. Stacked on its far side were exceptionally fragrant logs, each of them far longer and straighter and bigger around than any tree that grew in the valley. 
 
    “Cedar,” a trader said. 
 
    I was familiar with it; Father had sent an expedition to obtain some the first year of his reign. It was even now being used in his per’aa. 
 
    “The trees grow on the slopes of low mountains along the seacoast in the vicinity of Jebail, a port in Retenu,” the trader continued. “I’ve seen logs as much as forty or fifty feet long. That’s as large as most boats can transport.” 
 
    I entered a hut crammed with rows of large earthenware jars, all with ledge feet and handles. 
 
    A trader pried the lid off one. “Olive oil,” he said, inviting me to dip a finger inside and taste. “Enhances the flavor of food.” He moved to another row. “This is resin.” 
 
    Similar to the substance Tjeni’s boatmen obtained from local trees and used to seal seams in their boats, but this was richer and far more aromatic. Better suited for use as a cosmetic. 
 
    I stepped inside a third hut. 
 
    “These jars hold wine,” a trader said. 
 
    I’d never seen so many in one place, not even in Father’s storerooms. I observed the trading area for an entire hour before heading back to Raherka’s. I could see why Sety was torn between his duty to Father and the survival of Maadi. That such an important settlement was about to be wiped away after hundreds of years of existence without even a token fight was a testament to Father’s might and long reach. I thought about Sabu. He had no idea what his attack on Heria had unleashed, and the price he was going to pay for having done it. Any man who crossed Father was a fool. 
 
    As I neared Raherka’s house I spotted Lagus and Khensuw lying in each other’s arms just behind the crest of a low sand dune. They were less inconspicuous than I assumed they’d intended. It hadn’t taken my brother long to seduce her. But, he was heir to Father’s throne, and so hard to resist for that reason alone. I recalled overhearing Mekatre and Nebta similarly occupied at the foot of the outcrop at Nekhen. What was it about my brothers that so easily drew women to them? Whatever it was, I didn’t have it. Then Matia’s face flashed before me. If not for Sabu, Matia and I would’ve engaged in the same activity Lagus was currently enjoying many times by now. I wondered if I’d ever have figured out she was only pretending to love me, or if she’d have been able to carry off her deception indefinitely. Or if she’d simply have left me once Sabu was dead. On the spot I vowed I’d never trust a woman again, no matter how sincere she seemed. I wouldn’t let myself fall in love. Ever. I’d simply accept whatever political marriage Father arranged for me, probably to Heket, and make the best of it, no matter how intolerable. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Shortly after departing Maadi the next morning we reached Ta-mehu, an endless sea of waving green grass and reeds and papyrus as far as I could see in every direction. The plateaus and hills that had defined the borders of the river valley all the way north from Nekhen were gone. For the first time in my life I could see all the way to the horizon. For the first time I didn’t see any desert at all. Gone too was the omnipresent dust that swirled by day in the valley. I could see why Sety chose to spend as much time as he could on his delta estate. 
 
    Reeds and rushes and papyrus rippled and swayed in the breeze, all taller than a man, all alive with birds. Off in the distance I heard the roar of a hippo, and an answer. Confirmation of the trader’s tale in Maadi. Turtlebacks dotted the delta, scattered, far between, low ridges five or ten feet higher than the surrounding land. A few thin plumes of smoke were curling from one miles to the west, no doubt the location of a small isolated hamlet. I spotted herds of cattle feeding on rich grass. 
 
    “The crests of turtlebacks generally stay dry during the inundation,” Sety said. “All the delta’s hamlets lie atop them. Three turtlebacks abut each other at Farkha, in fact.” 
 
    We reached another river branch a couple of hours later. Our boat moved into it. 
 
    “My estate,” Sety announced proudly late in the afternoon as we rounded a slight bend in the river. Oarsmen poled us in the direction of a substantial quay, one of five that thrust into the river, three of which were occupied by other boats. The floodplain west of the quay was green with rippling knee-high barley. I spotted a small field of flax. Off in the distance I noted herds of cattle, the largest I’d seen so far. The estate itself was atop a turtleback ten feet higher than the river. Sety’s house was old, large, rambling, of mud-brick. It wasn’t the only structure on the ridge. Numerous huts clustered lower on the slope, likely housing his workers. I spotted several large storehouses, a slaughterhouse – based on the bawling of cattle – a threshing yard, workshops. A garden with rows of vegetables climbed the opposite end of the slope, and beyond it an orchard. 
 
    “Are those monkeys in the trees?” I asked, squinting. 
 
    “They’re trained to harvest fruit,” Sety said. 
 
    I saw young girls grinding grain near the workers’ huts, and ovens close by where women were baking bread. I picked out a brewery and a pottery and a carpentry shop. Fish were drying on wooden racks atop the riverbank, adjacent to a dozen reed punts moored there. A few nets were spread on the ground near the boats, drying. The estate appeared to be self-sufficient and prosperous. No wonder Sety had foodstuffs to spare for the settlers of Ptah’s Settlement. 
 
    We landed. A woman, and a boy a couple of years younger than me, were waiting on the quay, smiling broadly. I’d mostly recovered from my fight with Iynefer during our journey. My bruises had faded and my ribs had healed. I moved down the gangplank with alacrity. 
 
    “My wife, Merit,” Sety told us after he and she shared a long embrace. “This is my son, Senebi, second of his name.” 
 
    After appropriate greetings and bowing we all headed towards the house, walking a narrow path through a barley field, Sety and Merit’s arms around each other’s waist, the rest of us following. 
 
    “Why barley instead of emmer?” I asked Senebi. I was walking next to him. 
 
    “It’s more robust. It tolerates the wetter conditions of the delta better.” 
 
    “Too much water’s our problem, unlike in the valley,” Sety said. 
 
    “Cattle grow larger here than in the valley, too,” Merit added over her shoulder. 
 
    A captain barked an order and oarsmen poled one of Sety’s wooden boats into the channel. Sety and Merit and Senebi and I paused to watch it depart. A few crewmen placed long palm fronds just inside the bow to catch the prevailing breeze while oarsmen began to churn the water white. 
 
    “Isn’t your boat leaving pretty late in the day?” I asked. “I assume it’s headed for Ptah’s Settlement. It can’t possibly get there before dark.” 
 
    “The captain’s going to pick up a load from another estate an hour south of here,” Sety said. “He’ll stay there tonight.” 
 
    We continued towards the house. Lagus and Mekatre had hurried ahead of us and had already attached themselves to a group of comely serving girls who were reveling in their attention. Sety didn’t look pleased, but I knew he dared not dissuade sons of a king from seducing his servants. His relationship with my brothers was not close like his and mine was. Clearly, my brothers were going to disrupt Sety’s estate during their stay and there was nothing Sety could do about it. As for me, I wasn’t going to fool around with Sety’s girls. I’d come to the North tasked with learning about it and helping Sety establish settlements to kill Maadi. That’s what I was going to focus on. I wasn’t going to let anything or anyone distract me. And, hopefully, as I labored at Sety’s side, I’d figure out something I could do to raise my visibility in the eyes of Tjeni’s elites so they’d choose me to succeed Father. Something important that would keep me from being sentenced to Heket and Nekhen. 
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    Light from a bowl of oil illuminated the faces of three men sitting on reed mats across from Pentu and me in Harwa’s wattle-and-reed hut. Pentu had selected this isolated farm as a meeting place to avoid detection by Sabu’s prying eyes. Two were elites – my cousin Bebi, head of one of the Nubt’s most prominent families, and Maya, Hetshet’s uncle, leader of another. Sabu’s uncle Ani was the only important elite missing, excluded by Pentu because of his relationship with Sabu. Harwa was sitting next to Bebi, his ability to keep a secret vouched for by me. Khentetka stood in the shadows, jar of beer in hand, waiting to refill cups as necessary.  
 
    I’d returned to Nubt from the coronation in Nekhen barely a week ago. I lived in Pentu’s house now, the most spectacular residence in Nubt besides Father’s per’aa, staffed with many attentive servants, decorated with wonderful objects, many of which were quite old. Pentu had already gifted me many fine skirts and golden bracelets and armbands and rings and girdles, and necklaces of carnelian and turquoise and quartz and lapis lazuli. A copper see-face rested on my wooden table in our bedroom, along with a bird-shaped siltstone cosmetic palette and ivory combs and pins, and stone and pottery jars filled with ocher and sweet-smelling unguents, and malachite for my eyes. Pentu was making an effort to please me, even knowing my only reason for sharing his bed was to stop Sabu from taking Nubt’s throne. So far, Pentu was treating me far kinder and with more dignity than I’d expected, given the circumstances. He was different when we were alone than I’d thought he’d be after seeing him assert his authority in Father’s audience hall for many years, not at all harsh and unbending and authoritative. I supposed he had to be that way in public so men would obey the decisions he made on Father’s behalf. In private he was more approachable. 
 
    That I was attending this meeting was a sign Pentu was living up to his promise to involve me in Nubt’s affairs. 
 
    “I’ve called you here for a reason,” Pentu began. “You were all present a week ago when King Scorpion vowed to conquer Nubt. We have to assume he’s already begun preparing to wage war against us. We need to prepare too.” 
 
    “We’ve been at peace with Tjeni forever,” Bebi said. “We all heard King Ika announce an alliance between our settlements. Marriages were arranged. Less than an hour later one of Scorpion’s guards attacked King Ika’s new wife and everything changed. Some say Sabu was behind the attack. Some say Scorpion. No one’s given us a straight answer yet. Including you, Pentu.” 
 
    “I’m going to tell you things you need to keep in confidence,” Pentu said. “If you can’t, leave right now.” 
 
    Nobody moved. 
 
    “It all started when Sabu murdered Hetshet,” Pentu said. 
 
    “What!” Maya exclaimed. “Sabu said there was a hunting accident. So did Baki.” 
 
    “Every elite was in the audience hall when they announced it,” Bebi said. 
 
    Pentu looked at me and nodded slightly. 
 
    “I saw Sabu slit Hetshet’s throat,” I said quietly. “They were along the riverbank, between this farm and Nubt. Sabu was trying to talk Hetshet into letting him arrange an alliance against King Scorpion when we went to Nekhen. Hetshet refused. Sabu murdered him.” 
 
    “I’ll have his head!” Maya exclaimed. 
 
    “There’s more,” Pentu said, taking hold of Maya’s arm to keep him seated. “Continue, Matia.” 
 
    “While we were at Nekhen I overheard Sabu negotiating with Antef, the son of King Ny-Hor. Sabu did in fact create an alliance against King Scorpion with Antef and likely other kings and rulers.” 
 
    “By the gods!” Bebi cried. 
 
    “Iry, youngest son of King Scorpion, overheard their negotiation too. I was with him. I convinced him to convince Scorpion to stay his hand until we could present Scorpion with an alternative. Iry did.” I wasn’t about to go into detail on how I’d convinced Iry. 
 
    “Over the course of the following week, Matia and I and King Scorpion hammered out an alliance with Tjeni that would’ve trumped Sabu’s and assured Nubt’s survival,” Pentu said. “Under terms of that alliance Sabu would never have sat Nubt’s throne. Matia was to marry Iry, and after King Ika died Iry was to rule Nubt in fealty to Scorpion, with Matia and me as his advisors.” 
 
    And I would’ve been the mother of a king. Ancestress of the unifier. But not now. “Sabu sabotaged the alliance,” I said. “He ordered the attack on Heria. Scorpion’s bodyguard was beholden to Sabu. He carried out Sabu’s orders.” I swept the men with my eyes. “If Father had handed Sabu over for execution that night King Scorpion never would’ve declared war on us. The alliance would’ve held. This mess we’re in is entirely Sabu’s fault. 
 
    “Why have you called us here?” Bebi asked. 
 
    Pentu scanned the assembled men. “It’s up to us to prepare Nubt for what’s coming. If left unchecked, Sabu will strip our fields of farmers and send them to their deaths in Tjeni within weeks. On the other hand, King Ika’s in denial. He thinks he can talk his way out of this. He thinks King Scorpion will cool off in time. He’s wrong. King Ika won’t take any action to defend Nubt until it’s too late. So we must. I’ll eventually make him see the wisdom of preparing for war but we can’t afford to wait for him to gain clarity. Preparing Nubt to withstand Scorpion is up to us.” 
 
    “Withstand?” Bebi asked. 
 
    “We can’t win an offensive war, Bebi. We don’t have the manpower or resources to attack Scorpion. We’ll have to retreat within our walls when he attacks and fight a defensive battle. We need to prepare for a long siege,” Pentu replied. 
 
    “What do you want us to do?” Maya asked. 
 
    “Maya, construct at least a dozen more granaries, as quickly as you can. We need to accumulate enough emmer and barley to feed everyone in Nubt for several years. If anyone asks, tell them King Ika ordered you to prepare in case of a low inundation. Harwa, visit every farmer in this section of the valley who’s beholden to King Ika. Tell them to put more land in irrigation this season so we’ll have emmer and barley enough to fill those granaries.” 
 
    “Yes, My Lord.” 
 
    “Bebi, we need a fleet to carry soldiers in case we need to attack Scorpion’s boats between here and Tjeni to delay him. I’m putting you in charge of that. But build those boats at Waset, where King Ika won’t see, and possibly not King Scorpion, though I suspect he’s already sent spies to live among us.” 
 
    “Which we’ll also do?” Maya asked. 
 
    “Apparently we already did,” Pentu said. “The guard who attacked Scorpion’s daughter used to be one of King Ika’s. I doubt he’s the only spy Sabu’s planted in Tjeni. But I’m going to send spies of my own. Sabu won’t share with me whatever his learn.” 
 
    “What about soldiers?” Maya asked. 
 
    “Sabu’s probably already reaching out to desert tribes to serve as mercenaries. But he’ll have no way to pay them – I control Nubt’s gold.” 
 
    “Don’t we need them to supplement our farmers as soldiers?” Bebi asked. 
 
    “Yes. But not until the time is right. I don’t want Sabu using them to attack Scorpion on the spur of the moment. We’ll need them to defend us.” 
 
    “Makes sense.” 
 
    “Bebi, assign your most trusted craftsmen to make and stockpile weapons,” Pentu continued. “As many as you can. Maya, choose trusted men to patrol the desert trails that crisscross the paw of land west of Nubt. Make sure the guard posts along the caravan track are manned day and night too. We don’t want Scorpion to surprise us by attacking from that direction. As for me, I’m going to strengthen the wall around the southern section of our settlement.” 
 
    “What if Scorpion invades Nubt a week from now?” Maya asked. “Or a month? We can’t possibly arm ourselves and build boats and stockpile grain that quickly.” 
 
    “We’ll retreat within our walls and wait him out. But I doubt it’ll come to that. Scorpion’s not a hothead like Sabu,” Pentu counseled. “He’ll make the same preparations we’re going to make, then wait for an opportune time when he believes he can overwhelm us. That may be years from now, or, as you say, months. I’d guess no sooner than the next inundation – Scorpion can’t afford to strip his fields of farmers at this time of year any more than we can. Anyway, we have to prepare for both contingencies.” Pentu gazed at me. “We need to begin these preparations immediately. At the same time, Matia and I will try to work out a way to make our preparations unnecessary. We’ll try to work out a way to mollify Scorpion and keep the peace.” 
 
    “What about Sabu?” Maya queried. “Are we going to let Hetshet’s murder go unpunished?” 
 
    “For now we’ll do nothing,” Pentu replied. “Otherwise, Sabu’s family will rise against the rest of us. There’s no proof of what he did – only what Matia saw. I believe her. They won’t. We can’t afford our families to be fighting each other when Scorpion’s our mutual enemy. We can’t let what Sabu did distract us from the true threat.” 
 
    “But I promise you all – Sabu will not take Father’s throne,” I said darkly. “Even if I have to kill him myself.” Which was looking to me like the only way. 
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    “I’m sorry you’ll be heading home in the morning, Iry,” Sety said. “I’ll miss having you around.” 
 
    We were sitting at the northern edge of the turtleback that held his estate, at sunset. It’s where the two of us always went to talk when we didn’t want to be disturbed by my brothers or anyone else. The newly-harvested barley fields were stubble. In less than two months the inundation would arrive in the delta and turn everything as far as the eye could see into a lake. But just now the river was getting narrower by the day, flowing more slowly, lined on both sides with increasingly wide mud flats. A flock of ducks came in for a noisy river landing alongside an extensive patch of papyrus, churning the water white, their cries loud. 
 
    “We’ve accomplished everything King Scorpion sent you and your brothers to the delta to do,” Sety continued. “Raherka’s led all but the diehards from Maadi to his new settlement, Sakan. All the settlements we established on the trade routes are flourishing. Virtually nothing’s reaching the remnants of Maadi anymore. All goods are going to Farkha.” 
 
    “Which can’t handle all the boats and goods, according to the last messenger Heby sent here.” 
 
    “Heby’s going to have to build more quays and warehouses after the inundation, for sure,” Sety agreed. “It’s a good problem to have.” He slapped his hands on his knees. “Anyway, you three boys will have a good report to make to your father.” 
 
    “And your serving girls will finally have some respite from my brothers.” 
 
    Sety laughed. 
 
    The months I’d spent in the delta had opened my eyes about many things. I’d labored from sunup until well after sundown nearly every single day, soaking up as much information as I could. Sety had taught me how to site and establish settlements, and transport goods. We’d traveled together the trade routes that crisscrossed the delta. He’d taken me to the sea. He’d introduced me to Heby at Farkha, and Khered at Djedet, and Itjet at Samara, and Rama at Minshat, and the leading men of every hamlet and estate in between. I now knew which estates supplied what to Ptah’s Settlement, and what they received in return. Thanks to Sety, I now carried a map of the entire delta in my head. I’d worked in nearly every aspect of Sety’s estate too – herding, harvesting, patching boats, brewing – Matia would’ve laughed at me for doing exactly what I’d mocked her for doing on Harwa’s farm. My brothers, on the other hand, had lounged around the estate the entire time we’d been in the North, hadn’t traveled with Sety and me, hadn’t paid attention to anything he’d tried to teach them. They’d become bored with pursuing the same serving girls day after day too. They couldn’t wait to get back home. I was dreading it. Just thinking about Tjeni and my future was depressing. I wanted desperately to succeed Father as king and pursue unification of the valley. Before our trip to Nekhen, none of the elites who’d choose his successor had paid any attention to me. I’d forced them to when I’d arranged the alliance with Nubt and saved my sister Heria from death and ferreted out additional traitors. But by now, I was sure, that good feeling had faded away, with me in the North and out of mind. What I’d done in Nekhen wouldn’t enable me to leapfrog Lagus for the throne. Once I returned home I’d be an afterthought again. Lagus would shadow Father in his audience hall, visible to everyone, prominent, the king in waiting. Mekatre would lead the war effort, equally visible, just as prominent. My brothers would continue to set themselves apart from me and solidify their support among the elites. Meanwhile, I’d be waiting for Father to conquer Nekhen and arrange my marriage with Heket. Years from now. If I went home to Tjeni I was never going to rise higher in Father’s court than I was right now. I’d never follow him on the throne. I couldn’t accept that fate. I wouldn’t. So, I wasn’t going to go home. I was going to remain in the North and do something spectacular enough that Father and the elites would consider me for Tjeni’s throne. 
 
    “I’m staying here, Sety,” I said decisively. 
 
    “On my estate?” Sety was honestly surprised. 
 
    “No. In the North.” 
 
    “Why, Iry?” 
 
    “I’ve been giving a lot of thought to Farkha the past few weeks. As you said, Heby needs to build more quays and warehouses to handle the increased volume of goods that’ll be flowing through his settlement. But Farkha doesn’t have a harbor, just quays along a small channel off the river. Boats are going to have long waits in the channel before they can moor and offload. Farkha’s going to become a terrible choke-point. Plus, there’s very limited space for new warehouses on its turtlebacks. It’s not fit to be a true distribution center – not now, and not once Sakan’s fully operational and the goods of the North and South are both being funneled through it. There’s not enough land at Farkha for huts for the additional porters and other workers who’ll be needed, and the people to feed and clothe them. Or fields to grow enough foodstuffs. Plus, Farkha’s not easily accessible to the caravan routes that terminate near Maadi. And it’s totally inaccessible except by boat during the inundation.” 
 
    Sety eyed me. “You have a solution, I suppose.” 
 
    “I’m going to turn Ptah’s Settlement into Father’s Northern distribution center, Sety. It has an excellent harbor. Plenty of land for warehouses and people. Plenty of delta estates to provide foodstuffs. It’s at the terminus of caravan routes. Plus, it controls the entire river from the delta south. It’s superior to Farkha in every way without a single one of its drawbacks.” 
 
    “What do you plan to do, Iry? Walk in and take over?” 
 
    “Why not, Sety? No single man’s in charge. You told me the settlement’s run by a group of elites.” 
 
    “Who’ve grown wealthy skimming a share of every cargo they warehouse.” 
 
    “Foodstuffs from the delta and goods produced by the settlement’s craftsmen. A poor haul, Sety. You’ve taught me that boats carrying luxury goods pass by Ptah’s Settlement without stopping on their way from Farkha to Tjeni. Same with goods sent from Tjeni to the North. But picture it, Sety. Goods from Tjeni being transported to Ptah’s Settlement. Goods from Sakan and the North and the deserts being transported there as well. Ptah’s Settlement the place where goods from throughout the world are stored and bartered and exchanged. The elites will have exceedingly better objects to skim if I can pull this off.” 
 
    “A powerful selling point,” Sety said thoughtfully. 
 
    “You told me most of the people who live in Ptah’s Settlement have Southern roots. They shouldn’t object too strenuously to pledging fealty to Father.” Somewhere in the distance a hippo roared. I couldn’t help shiver. “Look, Sety. Thanks to you I understand how important the delta is. Ptah’s Settlement controls its most important point, its foot. Ptah’s Settlement has unlimited growth potential. It could very easily control the entire North and all its trade routes, given time. I’m determined to make it beholden to Father before some other king seizes it and makes Tjeni irrelevant.” 
 
    “Very ambitious,” Sety said. 
 
    “Let’s not forget your dream either, Sety. The falcon god showed you a unified valley. Once Father defeats Nubt, Nekhen must quickly fall. He’ll rule the entire South. Ptah’s Settlement would give him a powerful presence in the North.” 
 
    “Don’t forget, Iry – Matia was a key part of my dream. But she’s Pentu’s wife now. Her child won’t mix Tjeni’s and Nubt’s blood. Her descendant won’t rule the valley. I hate to say it, but Sabu sabotaged the falcon god’s plan when he destroyed the alliance.” 
 
    “Don’t be so sure, Sety. Matia will be a prize of war when Father conquers Nubt. Maybe he’ll force her to marry Mekatre. Maybe they’ll have a son who’ll get your dream back on track.” 
 
    “Mekatre instead of you, Iry? I thought you cared for her.” 
 
    “I did, Sety. I believed Matia was in love with me. But minutes before Sabu destroyed the alliance I overheard her tell her sister she’d been pretending. She took advantage of my feelings for her. She manipulated me to shape the alliance to benefit her ambitions. She played me for a fool. I wouldn’t marry Matia now even if Father ordered me to.” 
 
    “I never would’ve guessed,” Sety said. “She acted like she couldn’t get enough of you. I’m sorry, Iry.” 
 
    I’d wasted far too much time thinking about Matia these past months. I was done with her. “Anyway, since right now the odds are against Matia’s descendant unifying the valley, it frees me to pursue unification instead.” 
 
    “Pursuing unification implies you want to succeed your father,” Sety inferred. 
 
    “I do, Sety. Even though I know it’s a long shot.” 
 
    “Thus Ptah’s Settlement. A chance for you to make a splash.” 
 
    “A shot worth taking, don’t you think, Sety?” 
 
    “It’s a brilliant idea, Iry. I’ll do everything I can to help.” 
 
    “Introduce me to the elites. The rest I need to do on my own if they’re to take me seriously.” 
 
    “Then that’s what I’ll do.” 
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    We reached the foot of the delta, our oarsmen rowing hard against the sluggish current. In a few weeks the inundation would begin and then the river would flow high and fast, laden with rich silt. Except for turtlebacks, the delta would be one vast silver lake. Here, where the six river channels united into one, most of the valley between the eastern and western plateaus would be totally underwater. Only higher ground would be dry. 
 
    “Another half hour and we’ll be there,” Sety told me. 
 
    Eight months had passed since King Khab’s coronation in Nekhen and the sabotage of the alliance between Tjeni and Nubt and my arrival in the delta. By now Lagus and Mekatre would be more than halfway home to Tjeni. I wondered how Father was going to react to my staying in the North. I hadn’t told either of my brothers why I wasn’t going home with them for fear they’d somehow sabotage me the way Sabu had. Sety had confided my plan to the captain of the boat carrying my brothers south so he could inform Father. The captain was a trusted man who often delivered messages to Father on Sety’s behalf. Now it was up to me to succeed, to make my plan work. If I did, my chances of becoming king would be vastly improved. If not, I might as well not bother returning to Tjeni ever.  
 
    I turned my attention to Ptah’s Settlement and the task at hand. I was counting on Sety’s relationships with its elite men to gain me an audience this evening. I was going to take the lead after the initial introductions; it was up to me to convince them to pledge fealty to Father. I didn’t have to convince commoners; as in Tjeni and every other settlement only elites mattered. Commoners didn’t know one king from another, or care, but elites did. They expected the king they followed to provide them with luxuries to set them apart from ordinary people. I was determined to convince the settlement’s elites that Father would take better care of them than they were currently taking care of themselves. We were traveling today with a boatload of foodstuffs from Sety’s estate. The plan, once we landed, was for Sety to familiarize me with the harbor and warehouse districts, then request a meeting with the elites so I could make my case. 
 
    Oarsmen nosed our vessel against the single unoccupied quay and tied us to mooring posts. The quays were filled, Sety told me, with vessels making one last trip from delta estates and settlements before the inundation began, when the water would be as much as twenty feet higher than the rest of the year. Most of the delta boats, except for Sety’s, were made of reeds and couldn’t take the pounding. I spotted a couple of vessels from outside the valley, though they were a clear minority. We hustled down the gangplank and strode the wooden quay towards the flats that lined the harbor, dodging sweating porters laden with tall jars and linen sacks and leather pouches who were headed to and from warehouses a quarter mile distant. 
 
    “Greetings, Sety.” A rather rotund man, bald, sweating, hurried towards us. 
 
    “Didia. Good to see you. This is Iry, King Scorpion’s youngest son, from Tjeni. Majesty, this is Didia, master of this harbor.” 
 
    I’d dressed to impress. I was wearing my finest kilt, brilliant white and hemmed in gold. A wide gold pectoral rested on my chest. Gold armbands glistened on my biceps. I carried a foot-long ebony stick, chased with gold – symbol of my authority. “Pleased to meet you, Didia.” 
 
    “What have you brought us?” Didia asked Sety, paying me no heed. 
 
    What did he care about a king who lived hundreds of miles away? Or that king’s eighteen-year-old son? No surprise. I was going to have my work cut out for me. 
 
    “Barley. Meat preserved in honey. Dried fish.” 
 
    “Hori!” Didia called. 
 
    “Hori oversees the porters who load and unload boats,” Sety told me. 
 
    Hori pattered up. He was sweating, his face flushed. 
 
    “Assign men to unload Sety’s vessel immediately,” Didia ordered Hori. “Then go find Hemu.” 
 
    “Hemu oversees the warehouses,” Sety said. 
 
    “Hori, Hemu will show your men the piles of goods we’ve set aside for Sety in return for these foodstuffs – tools, stone, some wine,” Didia said. “Get Sety’s vessel unloaded and reloaded quickly. I’m sure he’ll want to depart for his estate first thing in the morning.” 
 
    “That I will,” Sety said. “Didia, I’d like to speak with you and Isu and Hori and Hemu and Paser this evening. Can we meet at your house?” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Something of great importance. That’s all I can say right now.” 
 
    Didia eyed me again. “I’ll arrange it,” he assured Sety. 
 
    “In the meantime, I’m going to show His Majesty around the harbor area and warehouses and workshops, show him how everything works in Ptah’s Settlement.” 
 
    “Until this evening, then,” Didia said. 
 
    The flats abutting the quays were stacked with jars and linen containers and leather pouches, some destined for boats, some for warehouses. Dozens of porters were lugging items up gangplanks or along the street that led to the warehouses clearly visible at its far end, overseen by men barking orders. Hori cornered one of them. “Divert your men to Sety’s vessel.” 
 
    “Is that a market?” I asked, pointing to a section of the flats where women had laid out wares on reed mats and were bartering with crewmen from the boats. 
 
    “Oarsmen go there to exchange their pay – grain and beer – for necessities for the voyage home if they’re traveling south, or products not made in their homelands if they’re Northerners. Local women barter what they grow in their gardens or weave on their looms or bake in their ovens.” 
 
    “It’s like the one along the river in Tjeni, only larger.” 
 
    Sety nodded. He and I headed with Hori towards the warehouses. The long wide street was crowded with porters and strings of donkeys and men going about their business. 
 
    “How many porters do you oversee, Hori?” I asked. 
 
    “About one hundred, more or less.” 
 
    “How do you support them?” 
 
    “I requisition a portion of the cargo of every incoming vessel, not just to support my porters and their families, but those who work for the other elites as well. Some cargo – grain and foodstuffs – are allocated directly to workers. Some cargo’s bartered with locals for finished goods, such as linen and leather items and beer, which are also distributed to workers.” 
 
    “How do you know what’s a fair exchange?” I asked. 
 
    “Hori and Didia and I simply know,” a man answered as he joined us. 
 
    “Hemu, nice to see you again,” Sety said. “This is Iry, son of King Scorpion.” 
 
    “You’re a long way from home, Majesty,” Hemu observed. I could tell he was impressed by my finery, though not by me. 
 
    “I intend to make Ptah’s Settlement my permanent home,” I replied. “At any rate, you were talking about fair exchanges, Hori?” 
 
    “Every captain of every boat comes here seeking specific items in exchange for his cargo,” Hemu replied before Hori could. “He has an idea of his cargo’s value – how many adzes he can obtain for how many jars of wine, how many sacks of grain he can barter for how many lengths of linen and such. Didia and Hori and I know whether we have a scarcity or glut of a particular item in the warehouses. A captain wanting to exchange grain when we have a large surplus will receive fewer goods than if he delivers his cargo during a time of scarcity. Our fathers taught us the fine points of bartering, as we’re teaching our sons.” 
 
    “And if a captain disagrees?” 
 
    Hemu shrugged. “His option is to accept our exchange or turn around and go home. No one turns around and goes home. But, importantly, we’ve earned a reputation for fairness. Usually both we and the captain are a bit dissatisfied, which means the deal is good.” 
 
    Sety and I moved on in company with Hori and Hemu. Halfway to the warehouse district we entered the section of the settlement where workshops were located. Columns of smoke spiraled into the sky. Most of the workshops were mere sunshades abutting open yards, though some were huts. 
 
    “They’re enclosed to keep safe ivory and precious stones and such,” Isu, the overseer of the craftsmen told me after Sety introduced us. “Some of these workshops support the local populace and the men who work in the harbor area and their families – wood working, weaving, the brewery, the bakery. The potters make small jars for the brewery and large ones to ship goods in. And our carpenters make repairs to boats. Traveling can take a toll.” 
 
    “Paser – you’ll meet him tonight, Iry – makes sure crewmen have a place to sleep while they’re here,” Sety said. “He’s also in charge of the actual distribution of grain and beer and necessities to the local populace.” 
 
    Isu nodded. “Some of our craftsmen make goods for export – tools, stone items, beads, carved ivory.” 
 
    We briefly looked in on wood workers and brewers and bakers and potters and weavers and a few more craftsmen. The number and variety were impressive. Beyond the last workshop were the settlement’s six mud-brick warehouses. The area around them was a beehive of activity; a steady stream of men was passing in and out of each building. Porters were unloading donkeys beside the warehouse most distant, likely a caravan from the desert. Between the warehouses and the harbor, I’d never seen anyplace as busy place anywhere in the valley. The district was dusty and noisy – shouts and curses and grunts intermixed with a smattering of phrases in foreign tongues. For a few minutes I stood silent and merely observed. In those few minutes Hemu was interrupted by half a dozen porters asking where to find or store various goods. 
 
    “How do you keep track of what’s in all these warehouses?” I asked. 
 
    A girl approached, perhaps eighteen or so, very thin, the top of her head barely reaching my shoulder, lugging a jar half her size, clutching it with both hands against the light brown skin of her belly and chest. “My Lord Hemu.” 
 
    “Wait your turn, Girl,” he snapped. “Can’t you see I’m talking to royalty?” He said “royalty” in a sneering way. 
 
    His subtle insult didn’t really register because I was staring unthinkingly at the girl. I’d never seen golden hair before. A single long braid hung over the front of her left shoulder and reached halfway to her waist, shining in the sunlight. Her black eyes were outlined with green malachite. Sweat ran in rivulets down her arms and chest and back, in places leaving mud tracks in the layer of dust that lightly coated her skin. The day was hot and the jar was heavy. Her face was flushed from heat and exertion. Her coarse linen skirt was torn and filthy. She wore no jewelry, with the exception of an ivory comb topped with a bird at the back of her head. She was one of those commoners Matia had spoken of so fondly and I always went out of my way to avoid. She stepped back from Hemu, looked me up and down appraisingly. “I’ve never seen royalty.” Her tone evinced curiosity, not awe. 
 
    Hemu turned his back on her and rolled his eyes, irritated by her interruption. He addressed me. “I keep everything straight because I remember where everything is. Potmarks and sealings help me stay organized.” 
 
    “Potmarks?” 
 
    “Like my hippo,” the girl volunteered, twisting her jar around to show me the figure etched there. “My brother carves hippo ivory in a workshop. I deliver his carved objects to the warehouse in jars marked like this one.” 
 
    “Don’t make me tell you not to bother His Majesty again!” Hemu snarled at her, his lips curled in anger. “Keep it up and I’ll order your brother to beat you.” 
 
    The girl was undaunted. “He could try, I suppose.” 
 
    I suppressed a smile. 
 
    A porter was passing us carrying a jar of meat from Sety’s boat into the warehouse. 
 
    “That jar’s from Sety’s estate in the delta,” the girl told me matter-of-factly. “You can tell by the falcon.” 
 
    “I told you to keep quiet!” Hemu practically screamed, drawing the attention of everyone around us. 
 
    “Yes, you did,” she replied calmly. 
 
    “She’s right about the falcon being my symbol, Majesty,” Sety said. 
 
    “I remember seeing it that time I helped load your boat.” 
 
    “Does royalty usually load boats wherever it is you come from?” the girl asked me innocently. 
 
    “No,” I snapped. Did she assume royals were like her? Did she think royals talked to commoners like her? I turned my back on her. “I remember seeing potmarks when we were at Farkha, Sety – lines attached to rectangles or triangles or circles, plants, snakes, crisscrosses.” 
 
    “My estate’s potter etches the falcon onto my jars before they’re fired,” Sety said. “Tiaa was the first to mark my family’s pottery that way. It kept her jars distinct from other potters in Nekhen. The same is true everywhere in the valley now. Men like Hemu and Hori and Didia can tell at a glance where a jar was made.” 
 
    “And random girls, apparently,” I added. 
 
    Hemu began pointing out various potmarks on goods stacked around us, either waiting to be taken inside the warehouse or carried to boats. “Many estates use a bird or fish along with another sign to identify their jars, similar to these. Some use rectangles, some near rectangles, some plants, some like those you described from Farkha. Over here are jars with tall narrow parallel lines, and lines with dots, and multiple lines, and angles, and crosses and crisscrosses, and triangles. Some estates use three types of lines, or two or three strokes in a pattern.” 
 
    “All of my porters are trained to know which sign goes with which estate,” Hori interjected. 
 
    Sety pointed out a ceramic vessel. “This estate painted its identifier, a snake, after the vessel was fired. More flexible that way, since the vessel didn’t have to be made on that estate. It was probably supplied from another, or maybe from the kiln here in Ptah’s Settlement.” He stooped, pointed to a leather pouch. “See the square of clay attached to the pouch? The image was made by rolling a stone cylinder seal across the clay when it was wet.” 
 
    “The potmarks tell you where the jar’s from but not what’s in it,” I observed. 
 
    “True,” Sety replied. 
 
    “Sometimes they do,” the girl interrupted again. “Everyone knows a jar marked with a hippo contains ivory from my brother’s workshop in Ptah’s Settlement. One with an ostrich comes from the ivory workshop in Farkha.” 
 
    Hemu swung his staff at the girl. He was portly and slow and she was scrawny and nimble despite grasping the heavy jar. She easily dodged the blow. That made Hemu even angrier. She didn’t look particularly chastened, just took a new position a bit out of his reach. 
 
    “If a jar’s reused the potmark’s meaningless,” Sety said. 
 
    “Very true,” Hemu concurred. “We often unload boats from the North that are carrying products in jars originally made in this valley. In that case, it’s up to me to remember what’s where in the warehouse.” 
 
    “As do I and my men,” Hori added. 
 
    “I’m amazed and impressed,” I told them. “I can’t imagine how you keep it all straight.” I glanced at the piles of goods. “From what Sety tells me, most of these goods are currently moving between the delta estates and Ptah’s Settlement to mutually support each other. But in the near future, goods are going to move to and from Ptah’s Settlement from both the Far North and Far South, not just from the delta.” 
 
    “Why is that, Majesty?” Hemu asked. He sounded interested. 
 
    “Because my father has established a distribution center in Setjet for Southern goods. Sakan. Because Sakan’s Northern goods need to be distributed into the South from somewhere. Here. Because goods from the South need to be transported to Sakan from somewhere. Here.” 
 
    Hemu looked at Hori. “That’s going to be quite a change for us.” 
 
    “Yes, it is. And there must be a better way to control the flow and storage of what’s going to be a massive amount of goods than a few men’s memories.” 
 
    “Memory’s served us well enough for generations,” Hori said defensively. 
 
    I had a feeling he was going to be an obstacle. When I took over, I’d need to surround myself with men who had an understanding of current realities, not ones content to live in the past. But this wasn’t the time to challenge Hori or anyone else. I had to make the settlement mine first. Sety and I bid Hemu and Hori goodbye. 
 
    “Now, Girl. Put your jar in the warehouse yourself,” Hemu ordered. “You know where it goes. Then get out of my sight before I beat you myself.” 
 
    Sety and I stationed ourselves in a patch of shade and observed the warehouses for a couple of hours. He did his best to help me make sense of everything that was going on. At sunset he led me along several lanes deep with dust to one of the larger houses in the settlement, in the midst of others of similar size. All were shaded by tall palm trees. The lanes were far less crowded than in the warehouse and workshop and harbor districts. 
 
    “This is where the settlement’s elites and officials live,” Sety said. “Overseers like Hemu and Hori and Isu. This house belongs to Didia.” 
 
    We passed through a gate in a low wall of reed-plastered mud, through a large palm-shaded garden surrounding a small lotus-choked pool, into the house. The house was constructed of mud-brick and contained several rooms. Men were already seated cross-legged on the floor in one of them around bowls and platters full of meat and bread and vegetables and fruit. A serving girl was pouring wine into cups. The men stood. 
 
    I recognized Didia and Isu. One man was a stranger. 
 
    “Paser, this is Iry, son of King Scorpion,” Didia said. 
 
    “You distribute the settlement’s share of what arrives on boats,” I said. 
 
    “And oversee the granaries where we store our surplus against drought, Majesty,” Paser said. 
 
    “Please, join us,” Didia invited. 
 
    “Hemu and Hori will be along shortly,” Sety told him. 
 
    We all sat. The girl poured Sety and me cups of wine. I sipped mine. It was very good, the same that eventually ended up in father’s court. The food was good too, though the variety far less than in Father’s per’aa. As we ate, the missing overseers joined us. For an hour or so we exchanged pleasantries. Many of these elites had attended King Khab’s coronation; Sety and they discussed Nekhen’s workshops and the impact his threat to restrict distribution of Nekhen’s goods might have on trade. 
 
    Finally, Sety addressed the reason for our visit. “King Scorpion wants you elites who control Ptah’s Settlement to pledge fealty to him and his house.” 
 
    Immediate and intense outrage. A few curses. Raherka’s response all over again, multiplied. As I’d expected. 
 
    “I’m here to explain my father’s intentions and how they’ll affect you,” I said, talking over them. Sety and I had decided it would be best if we made the elites believe I was acting under Father’s orders, not my own initiative. I was far younger than any man in the room, without credibility. 
 
    “I don’t care what King Scorpion intends,” Paser said irately, his voice rising. “A king hundreds of miles from here? A king I’m not beholden to? He has no say in my settlement. Why should I bow down to a king who’s done nothing for me?” 
 
    “You’re already benefiting from my father’s actions, Paser,” I contradicted. 
 
    “Absurd!” 
 
    “Really? Aren’t more trade goods arriving in your harbor and being stored in your warehouses than at this time a year ago?” 
 
    “That’s true,” Hemu admitted. 
 
    “Yes,” Didia said tersely. 
 
    “Some of them luxury goods. Like the wine we’re drinking. Goods you skim a share of. Meaning every one of you elites is wealthier than you were a year ago.” 
 
    “What of it?” 
 
    “You’re receiving those extra goods because King Scorpion has eliminated Maadi as your rival. A portion of the goods traders formerly transported there they’re now transporting to you.” I leaned forward. “Right now Ptah’s Settlement is closely tied to delta estates – you’re mutually dependent on each other. But under Father’s control Ptah’s Settlement is going to become the key distribution center for the entire valley, funneling goods in both directions between the cataract and the sea and the Far North.” 
 
    “As you mentioned to me earlier,” Hemu said. 
 
    I swept the men with my eyes. “Pledge fealty to my father, and each of you will become fabulously wealthy.” 
 
    A few of the elites suddenly looked intrigued. 
 
    “What prompted King Scorpion to destroy Maadi?” Isu queried. 
 
    “Father and King Ika of Nubt arranged an alliance last year. It fell apart when King Ika’s son, Sabu, ordered one of his men to attack my sister, Heria. He almost killed her.” And me. But I wasn’t about to admit physical weakness to these men. “Father declared war on Nubt after Ika refused to turn Sabu over to him for execution. That made Maadi a threat to Father’s northern flank, since its inhabitants were beholden to the North and might’ve been influenced to block supplies he needs for his army. Ptah’s Settlement controls the river. Father wants you elites to pledge him fealty to ensure his flank will remain secure.” 
 
    “How did King Scorpion pull that off – making Maadi disappear?” Hori asked. 
 
    “During Peret, boatloads of farmers from Tjeni established settlements in the delta on every trade route between Maadi and the North and the Sinai,” I replied. 
 
    “We saw their boats pass,” Hori noted. 
 
    “Those settlements now intercept goods that used to be delivered to Maadi. Without raw materials or finished goods to barter there’s no point to Maadi. In addition, Sety convinced Raherka, Maadi’s leading man, to relocate the majority of his people to the North. Raherka founded a settlement at the northern end of the caravan trail between Setjet and the valley – Sakan. Sakan is now Father’s Northern distribution center. Goods from the Far North are already being stored there and routed to the valley. Goods from the valley are being delivered there for barter in the Far North. So, thanks to Father, Maadi’s been eliminated as your rival and you elites control the river.” 
 
    “No more competition’s good for us,” Didia observed. 
 
    “What about Pe and Dep? Isn’t King Scorpion concerned about what King Ny-Hor might do in the delta after he launches his war?” Hemu asked. 
 
    “By intercepting goods in the North, Sakan will eventually reduce the amount of goods King Ny-Hor receives. That’ll weaken him too,” I replied. “In addition, the new settlements in the delta, and old ones like Farkha, will keep an eye on Pe and Dep and restrict Ny-Hor to his small corner of the delta.” 
 
    “Our role in the future will be to funnel goods to King Scorpion,” Hori inferred. “Is that right?” 
 
    “In far greater quantities than today. And we must find a way to route those goods to Tjeni quickly – that’ll be critical once Father attacks Nubt. I toured the harbor and warehouses and workshops earlier today, as you all know. Your control of goods relies on the memory of individuals. That has to change. Controls must be strengthened and expanded so your warehouses can better meet Father’s needs.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “I haven’t figured that out yet,” I admitted. “But I will. And another thing. Your warehouses are vulnerable to barbarian attack. A raid could wipe out everything you’ve accumulated. So priority must be given to constructing a wall around the warehouses and granaries to make them invulnerable.” 
 
    “You’re speaking as if you’re in charge of our settlement instead of us,” Hori said, irritated. 
 
    “I am,” I said decisively. I’d learned from watching Father to be assertive. As I’d have to be once I became king. Which I might be if I made a success of Ptah’s Settlement. “Follow me and pledge fealty to King Scorpion – or I’ll find men who will.” 
 
    “You can’t just march in here and tell us what to do!” Didia exclaimed. 
 
    “King Scorpion could’ve sent an army to back Iry,” Sety said. “I convinced him that wasn’t necessary. I convinced him you’re all reasonable men.” 
 
    “Those boats of settlers you saw could just as easily have been full of soldiers,” I said. “They still can.” 
 
    My news and demand weren’t what any of these elites had expected when they’d sat down to eat with me. I knew I had to be direct and forceful and not give them a chance to turn me down. I had to be bold. There wasn’t time to worm my way to a place of primacy and gradually win them over. I saw some resentment, some acceptance, some calculating looks on faces. 
 
    “Many workers will be idled when the inundation reaches our settlement in a week or two,” Isu volunteered. “There’ll be men available to work on a wall.” 
 
    Isu’s was one of the accepting expressions. “Good. You’re in charge of construction. You and I will get together tomorrow and figure out how large to make the defensive enclosure and how to feed and house and supply the workmen.” 
 
    “Assuming we agree to your demand,” Paser said. 
 
    I ignored his challenge. “In addition, from now on, Didia and Hemu, you need to assess a larger share of the grain that’s delivered to the settlement. We need to construct more granaries to hold that excess, not only to inoculate the populace here against drought, but in case Father has need of barley for his army. And for our additional population. Ptah’s Settlement is about to grow much larger. Father will soon be sending more settlers here from Tjeni – skilled craftsmen and the like.” 
 
    “What’s in it for us, if we go along with this?” Hori asked. 
 
    “As I promised, Father will make each of you wealthy. You’ll receive the finest objects produced by Nekhen’s craftsmen. You’ll receive gold. You’ll have plenty of wine. Each of you will carry a stick of authority, so everyone will know you’re overseeing a function in King Scorpion’s name.” 
 
    “A king who has no business here,” Didia groused. 
 
    “A king who’s going to make this the most important settlement in the entire world,” I rejoined. “You can be part of it, or you can step aside. It’s up to you.” 
 
    The elites and I discussed and argued and debated long into the night. Slowly, oh so slowly, they came around to my way of thinking. By the time the men departed for their own homes a little before dawn Ptah’s Settlement was Father’s – and mine. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    A couple of hours later, after seeing Sety off at the harbor, I headed towards the warehouse district to meet with Isu. I wanted to get an immediate start on erecting my protective walls. As I neared the largest warehouse I heard shouting from inside. Shouting loud enough that every porter in the area had paused to listen. Suddenly the girl with golden hair I’d seen yesterday rushed out. 
 
    Every line of her body proclaimed anger. Her face was red with fury. She pivoted on her heel just outside the entrance. “You’re a blood-sucking monster!” she screamed at someone inside. 
 
    Hemu appeared in the doorway, gripping his new stick so tightly his knuckles were white. He pointed it at her. “Watch your tongue, Girl, or I’ll rip it out of your mouth!” 
 
    The girl turned, clenched her fists. Then she spotted me. Without hesitating she made a beeline for me. She halted a step away. Her chest was heaving, eyes flashing. She was trembling, enraged. She shook her fist at me. “And you’re an entitled monster!” She spat at my feet, then angrily strode in the direction of the workshops. Everyone in the lane hurriedly got out of her way. She shoved aside those too slow to vacate her path. 
 
    Hemu, still in the doorway, shrugged and went back inside the warehouse. 
 
    I watched the crowd close behind the girl. Why was she angry at me? Yesterday she’d been a pest. Today exceptionally hostile and belligerent. And rude. What next? I shook my head. No matter. What were the odds of encountering her again? I sighted Isu a few paces away. He’d come up behind me during my brief encounter. He was with another man. 
 
    “What an outrageously unpleasant girl,” I said. 
 
    “Tamit? Not sure what you did to get on her bad side, Majesty.” Isu chuckled. “We all do our best to stay on her good side.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Every unattached man in this settlement wants her, Majesty. Even some of the attached. So fierce! So strong-willed! Such compelling eyes!” 
 
    “Such a temper.” 
 
    Isu laughed. “That glorious golden hair… She’ll be a beauty one day, Majesty. Feed her up, put her in a proper skirt, drape her with jewels… The man who wins her will be very lucky.” He shook his head. “Assuming he can tame her.” 
 
    Isu saw something in Tamit I didn’t. But I was used to refined king’s daughters, not rude abrasive lapwings. “I’ll take your word for it, Isu. Now, about my walls. Have you ever built one?” 
 
    “No, Majesty. But this man has. Meru.” 
 
    Meru stepped forward. “Majesty.” 
 
    “You have experience?” 
 
    “Majesty, I come from the North, from a land called Setjet. Many villages in Setjet are surrounded by walls to keep raiders out. I helped my father build several when I was a boy.” 
 
    “How long have you lived in Ptah’s Settlement, Meru?” 
 
    “About ten years. I was an oarsman on a boat. I got tired of rowing.” 
 
    “So tell me, Meru, what’s the process for building walls around my warehouses? Not just the existing ones, but those I’ll erect in the future?” 
 
    “First, Majesty, we’ll need to mark the enclosure’s four corners and the location of the gate that’ll allow access. Then we’ll have to level the ground between the markers – say, fifteen feet wide. That’s how thick each wall will need to be. I assume you’ll want them to be at least twenty feet high?” 
 
    “That sounds about right.” 
 
    “While men are leveling the ground, and while construction proceeds, women and girls and boys will make mud bricks.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “They’ll tread a mixture of mud and straw and water in shallow pits. When the mud’s the right consistency they’ll fill rectangular wooden forms. Those forms will dry in the sun for a couple of days. Then the bricks will be pushed out so we can reuse the forms. The brickmakers will work continuously from now until the day we place the top layer of the wall.” 
 
    “We’ll need carpenters to make the forms. The more brickmakers the better, I assume.” 
 
    “Yes, Majesty. Now, as far as actually constructing the walls… Men will lay bricks one layer at a time, taking care that each brick overlaps the two below it. The wall will be widest at the bottom and narrowest at the top.” 
 
    “How will you get bricks twenty feet off the ground, Meru?” 
 
    “Once the wall reaches chest height we’ll build a platform of dirt beside the wall, both inside and out. Men will stand atop the dirt to lay the higher levels of bricks in place. Less skilled men will haul the bricks to them. We’ll continue to add dirt to the platform to make it ever higher and match the walls’ progress.” 
 
    “So we’ll need porters, and bricklayers, and men to haul dirt and maintain the platform.” 
 
    “Correct, Majesty.” 
 
    “Will you erect all four walls at the same time?” 
 
    “Yes. Until we reach chest height. Then we’ll work on one wall at a time. That way we’ll be able to use the same dirt four times to make our platforms. Once the first wall reaches twenty feet, we’ll start removing the platform dirt from the top layer and use it to construct the bottom layer of the next wall’s platform.” 
 
    “So you’ll have to excavate and haul less dirt to the work site.” 
 
    “Correct, Majesty. The corners will be a little tricky, since they’ll have to be built up in two directions at the same time, but nothing I can’t handle.” 
 
    “I want you to plaster the outside of the walls, Meru. I want them to gleam in the sunlight so they’ll be visible for miles. I want those walls to be a symbol of my father’s power to everyone who sees them.” 
 
    “Easy enough, Majesty. As we lower the dirt platform we can plaster the wall from the top down. When the last platform is gone your walls will be fully plastered.” 
 
    “How soon can we start, Meru?” 
 
    “We can lay out the footprint of the enclosure today, Majesty. Then I’ll start rounding up women and children in the settlement to get a start on the bricks, assuming I can get carpenters to put forms together.” 
 
    “I’ll see to that,” Isu promised. 
 
    “Isu, get word to Sety on his estate,” I ordered. “Tell him that as soon as the inundation idles his workers he should send them here to work on the wall. Tell him to send his cargo boats to all the settlements in the delta to transport their idled workers here too. Meru – we’ll set up a camp for them inside the enclosure, in the area where my future warehouses will be built. Have Hemu assemble tents. Have him arrange food and drink and necessities. Isu, tell the settlement’s brewers and bakers and butchers they’ll need to produce more.” 
 
    “Yes, Majesty,” Isu and Meru echoed. 
 
    “We’ll be more organized when next year’s inundation comes, but we’ll have to do the best we can this season,” I said. “I’m not willing to let a year go by without making a start.” 
 
    “We’ll learn from this year, Majesty,” Meru promised. 
 
    “Now, let’s establish the footprint.” 
 
    Isu hurried off to send the message to Sety and deal with the carpenters and Hemu. Meru and I laid out an immense rectangular enclosure, large enough to protect twice as many warehouses and granaries as currently existed. We marked the corners with piles of stone, then traced lines in the dirt between them, he the outer, me the inner, fifteen feet apart. By the time we finished the sun was nearing the rim of the western plateau and I was thirsty and famished and sweating. I flung the stick I’d been using to trace the ground aside and surveyed our work. I pictured the future walls. There wouldn’t be another structure like it in the entire valley. Father would be pleased. 
 
    A reed-and-mud structure standing behind one of the warehouses and in front of the granaries caught my eye, twice the size of a worker’s hut. Two poles flanked its entrance, each fifteen feet tall, each flying a red linen banner moving fitfully in the breeze. 
 
    “What’s that?” I asked Meru. 
 
    “Ptah’s shrine,” Meru replied. “He’s the god of craftsmen and the patron of this settlement. Or so I understand. He’s not a god known in my country.” 
 
    So this was the equivalent of Nekhen’s and Tjeni’s sacred courts. Far less imposing. “We don’t know Ptah in the South either,” I said. “Wepwawet is the god of my settlement, Tjeni. We also honor Horus, the falcon god.” 
 
    “I’ve heard porters at the harbor invoke his name,” Meru laughed. “Usually when a container smashes a finger or toe. Boatmen too.” 
 
    “I suppose I should erect a similar shrine to Horus here since he’s known valley-wide,” I mused. “Many from Tjeni will settle here in the next few years, so I should probably create one for Wepwawet as well.” 
 
    “And the gods can fight among themselves to decide who’s most important,” Meru said. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Two weeks later I watched one of Sety’s boats tie up at a quay near the small patch of shade alongside the harbor where I was sitting. This particular vessel was hauling cargo; his others had been regularly delivering workers to erect my walls ever since the inundation swept with a rush over this section of the valley and covered all the low ground between the eastern and western plateaus. A series of dikes was keeping the harbor area and the workshops and the lane that led to the warehouses dry. Meru had already leveled the foundations of the walls and the first layer of the first wall was partly laid. Piles of bricks were growing larger as the workforce grew. I’d been haunting the harbor and warehouse district from dawn until dusk every hour I hadn’t been observing wall construction these past weeks, trying to figure out how receiving and storing and moving trade goods and commodities fit together and pondering ways to get the process under better control. The moment Sety’s boat was secure porters immediately swarmed to it to unload his goods. Sety was a friend of Hori’s and so his boats apparently had priority. To me, despite Didia’s continued assurances to the contrary, the harbor seemed like a vast unorganized mess. A plethora of men were hauling goods back and forth, like ants pouring into and out of an anthill. I saw some containers moved multiple times, from one pile on the flats to another. Porters and overseers were constantly opening and reopening containers to see what was inside. Overseers were bellowing and cursing at porters and each other. Porters were cursing back. Captains were striding the quays, irritated because their cargoes were ignored for hours at a time, yelling at porters and Hori and Didia. Add in heat and dust and several languages and it was easy to see why tempers were always frayed and voices constantly at a fever pitch. 
 
    I spotted the girl with the golden hair passing a dozen strides from my patch of shade, again lugging a large jar. The girl who’d practically cursed me and spat at me several weeks ago. An unexpected and perfect opportunity for me to hold her to account for her actions. Too many workers had heard her scream at me for me to ignore what she’d done. “Tamit,” I called harshly. 
 
    She noticed me, stopped. She stared in momentary surprise. “How do you know my name?” 
 
    “Isu told me. Come here. Right now.” 
 
    She almost said something, but she didn’t. She squared her shoulders and moved towards me. 
 
    I stood up. I didn’t want her looking down at me, in a position of power. 
 
    Her skirt was just as filthy as the previous two times I’d encountered her. Sweat had turned dust to mud all over her body. Her hair was unbraided today, matted, plastered to her glistening brow and shoulders and back and chest. “What do you want?” As an afterthought. “Majesty.” She said it distastefully. 
 
    “You called me an entitled monster.” 
 
    “I did.” She wasn’t at all apologetic. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Do you really need to ask?” 
 
    Her cavalier attitude was making me angry. “I wouldn’t ask if I knew.” 
 
    “Very well.” Tamit set down her jar and rolled her shoulders to loosen them. She wiped sweat from her brow with her forearm, leaving behind a streak of mud. “I took carved ivory to the warehouse. Hemu bartered me far less grain in exchange than usual. Mind you – he took way too much before.” 
 
    “Before what?” 
 
    “Before what? Before you!” Tamit practically exploded. “Bad enough the elites skim off more of what we produce in the ivory workshop for themselves than they deserve. But now we have to support you too – a new house, servants, food and drink and necessities for them, fine clothes and jewels for you.” 
 
    There was clearly deep-seated resentment between at least one worker and the settlement’s elites.  
 
    “Who told you about my house and servants?” 
 
    “Hemu. Did you think you could keep them secret? Do you think we’re all so blind we wouldn’t notice a new house? Why are you here anyway?” 
 
    “I’m getting Ptah’s Settlement under control and making it loyal to King Scorpion.” 
 
    “Why? What right does a king who lives hundreds of miles away have to interfere with us?” 
 
    “Reasons and rights you can’t possibly understand.” 
 
    Tamit scowled. “I understand far more than you give me credit for.” She bent to pick up her jar. “Good luck getting this mess under control.” 
 
    “I suppose you know why it’s a mess?” 
 
    Tamit straightened. She left her jar on the ground. “Of course I do,” she said as if I was a child. 
 
    She was infuriating. “Tell me.” 
 
    “You just said I was too stupid to understand anything. Now you want my help?” 
 
    Contrary and infuriating. “Tell me what you know. Maybe I’ll change my opinion of you.” 
 
    “I don’t care about your opinion of me. Majesty.” She glared at me. “I’ll help if you promise to make Hemu treat us in the ivory workshop fairly.” 
 
    “You’re bargaining with me?” I was used to people answering when I asked questions, not angling to get something for themselves. 
 
    “Isn’t that what happens when one person wants something another has?” Tamit asked sweetly. 
 
    I’d spent a lot of time studying the harbor and warehouse these past weeks and not getting anywhere. If Tamit knew something that might help me understand… I gritted my teeth. “I’ll speak to Hemu.” 
 
    “I’ll hold you to your word, Majesty.” 
 
    I wondered how she thought she would. 
 
    “As you know, Didia oversees the harbor and Hemu oversees the warehouses and Hori oversees the porters who move everything. Hori has three crews – one to unload boats, one to load them, and one to move containers between the harbor and the warehouses in both directions.” Tamit indicated masses of containers. “Goods pile up because Hori doesn’t coordinate their movement between his crews, much less with Didia and Hemu. One crew has too many men, the other two not enough. Instead of working together to make things run smoothly, Hemu and Hori and Didia spend most of every day looking through newly-arrived containers so they can skim off the best items for themselves and the elites. They store those items in a special warehouse. Everything’s out of control because they don’t pay attention to the right things. They’re more concerned with taking care of themselves than doing their jobs. If I ran the ivory workshop the way those men run Ptah’s Settlement very little ivory would ever get carved.” 
 
    “You run the ivory workshop?” That strained credulity. “You deliver jars, Tamit. I’ve seen you doing it three times now. You’re not an overseer.” 
 
    “Not titled as such. I do the work, but no man in this settlement would have the courage to admit it. The master craftsman, Thay, has the title. But Thay’s lazy and old and spends all his time carving ivory and paying attention to nothing else. I make sure the carvers produce everything they’re supposed to. I make sure there’s enough ivory and other materials to keep them busy. I take our copper tools to the smelter to sharpen the edges. I assign work to the proper craftsman or apprentice based on his experience. I deliver what we make to Hemu and dicker with him over the necessities the ivory carvers need to survive.” 
 
    “Did Thay ask you to do all this?” 
 
    “Why would I wait to be asked? I saw what needed to be done and I took over. I’ve run that workshop since I was seven years old and I suppose I’ll do it until I die.” 
 
    I recalled Isu’s claim that every man in the settlement wanted Tamit. “Or until you marry and your husband takes you away.” 
 
    “There’s that.” She didn’t seem very excited by the prospect. 
 
    I couldn’t imagine a man being excited to marry her either, with her sour and hostile disposition. 
 
    Tamit picked up her jar. “I have to get to work. I don’t have the luxury of sitting in the shade doing nothing all day. Especially now, when we have to produce more carved ivory just to earn the same amount of goods we earned before you came.” 
 
    “I’m not doing nothing,” I said defensively. 
 
    Tamit’s dark eyes flashed. “That’s what it looks like to me.” 
 
    I didn’t have to justify myself to her. But I certainly wasn’t going to argue with her in front of porters and boatmen. That was no way to maintain my dignity, and being dignified was important if I wanted to effectively lead Ptah’s Settlement. She’d shouted at me once in public; I wasn’t going to let her again. At any rate, despite her demeanor, Tamit had provided me with useful information – more useful than she knew – and I’d made a promise to her. “You can expect that from now on Hemu will treat you fairly. I’ll speak to him today and tell him I’ll be watching. And just so you know – the house and servants and everything that comes with them? Hemu made them up.” I had a good idea why. “I have no intention of being a drain on the settlement’s resources. I’ll be speaking with Hemu about that too.” 
 
    “I’m grateful, Majesty,” Tamit said, not sounding at all grateful. “The ivory carvers are grateful.” Then she hurried off without bowing. 
 
    I watched her go. Tamit was a truly maddening girl. Complex and difficult. Once again, she’d gotten the last word. That left a sour taste in my mouth. All the qualities Isu had claimed for her the other day? I’d glimpsed a few. Plus, she was more intelligent than I’d guessed. And unashamedly willing to stand up for what she believed. Unfortunately, her good qualities were far outweighed by bad. I shook my head. So much for Tamit. Now to confront Hemu. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    The following morning I made my way to the west end of the harbor. Workers were making minor repairs to boats that had delivered cargo to Ptah’s Settlement. On the flats lining the water some men were heating what I took to be resin in a massive jar resting atop coals. Others were shaping wood with copper adzes or cutting it with flint saws. Tree trunks were piled at the edge of the water – some with bark still attached, some stripped. Close by were completed planks. There were more bundles of reeds than I could count. Two boats were tied on either side of a wooden quay. Workmen were tending to both. 
 
    “Who’s in charge here?” I asked a boatman. 
 
    “Raia.” He pointed. 
 
    The overseer was directing half a dozen workmen who were sealing seams in the side of one of the boats, a wooden one from outside the valley. 
 
    “I’m Iry, King Scorpion’s son,” I told Raia, stepping to his side. 
 
    “I know, Majesty. Everyone in Ptah’s Settlement knows who you are.” 
 
    Word had traveled fast. 
 
    “Tell me, Raia – how many boats do your men work on in a typical week?” 
 
    “A dozen, sometimes more, Majesty. Nearly every one needs a minor repair before setting out for home. Boats that travel the sea from the North often need major repairs – they take considerable pounding. Reed boats require the most upkeep, but repairing them is very easy.” 
 
    “Could your men build me a boat?” 
 
    Sety had his own fleet to carry his products to Ptah’s Settlement. Which made sense, since his ancestor had been a boat builder. Smaller estates, he’d told me, had only a single boat, usually made of reeds, or used his wooden boats to take their goods to Ptah’s Settlement. I’d realized over the past week that if I intended to supply Tjeni from the warehouses at Ptah’s Settlement I’d need a fleet of my own to fetch whatever I needed whenever I needed it and send it south on my schedule instead of taking a chance that the right boats would come to or depart Ptah’s Settlement at the right time with the right goods. 
 
    “I’d need dozens more men for something like that,” Raia replied. “I’d need cedar from the North for the boat’s spine, considerable local timber for planks and decking and ribs and such, great quantities of resin to seal it all, women to make rope, dozens of copper adzes and awls and saws, metalsmiths to keep the tools sharp, carpenters to shape the wood. Not to mention a captain and steersman and oarsmen to crew the vessel.” He shook his head. “None of which matters. There’s no one around this harbor who knows how to construct an entire boat.” 
 
    That was unfortunate. I was going to have to send to Tjeni for experienced shipwrights. It’d be months before they could make a start. 
 
    “That’s not exactly true, Majesty.” 
 
    I turned around. A workman was bowing. 
 
    “My name is Niay, Majesty. I grew up on Sety’s estate north of here in the delta.” 
 
    “I’m familiar with it. I lived there the past few months.” 
 
    “I began helping my father build boats when I was five years old, Majesty. Sety sent me here a couple of years ago to make sure his boats are properly repaired. I oversee the boatmen Raia assigns and do the most critical repairs myself.” He lowered his voice. “Raia tends to hurry the work and do it poorly.” 
 
    “You know about Sety’s ancestor Nykara, I assume.” 
 
    “My ancestor worked alongside him after he founded his estate. My family’s been building boats ever since, for hundreds of years.” 
 
    “Can you construct a boat from start to finish?” 
 
    “I can, Majesty. Before I learned to wield an adze I snaked ropes through drilled holes in planks and tied them together – a task for small nimble fingers. Then I learned how to shape wood, and apply resin. Most importantly, Father taught me to design boats.” 
 
    “Boats like these?” I glanced at the quays. 
 
    “I could duplicate them, Majesty.” Niay eyed me speculatively. “Or I could build you a better one.” 
 
    “Better how?” 
 
    “Longer. Wider. Capable of carrying more cargo.” He was brimming with confidence. “Faster.” 
 
    “Faster? How?” 
 
    Niay dropped to his knees. He sketched a boat in the dirt, with upraised prow and stern, longer than those in the harbor, with more oars on a side. “Captains put bunches of palm fronds in their bows when they travel upriver to take advantage of the wind.” He sketched fronds, then quickly erased them with his finger. Then he drew a tall pole in the center of the vessel. “This is a mast, Majesty. It holds a sail.” 
 
    “What’s a sail?” 
 
    “A large square or rectangle of woven reeds or linen or a combination of both. I’ll have to experiment.” He drew another view of the boat, this time head-on. A large square billowed from the mast. “See, Majesty? The wind will fill the sail and push the boat powerfully against the current. The sail will provide more resistance than the fronds.” 
 
    “I’ve never seen a boat like this.” 
 
    “No one has. No one’s ever built one.” 
 
    “Why do you think you can?” 
 
    “I’ve made models, Majesty. They work. The trick was figuring out how to support the mast, and where on the boat to place it.” Niay looked up at me, expectantly. 
 
    I realized I’d stumbled onto a genius – if Niay’s boat actually worked. More oars, a sail to take advantage of the wind – that could cut considerable time off the trip between here and Tjeni. More trips per year, more cargo per trip – what an aid to Father’s war effort. 
 
    “How long, Niay?” 
 
    “At least six months, Majesty. I’ll have to go to Jebail to pick out the cedar for the spine and mast myself – I can’t leave it to just anyone. I’ll have to train workmen to shape wood and assemble it into a boat. I’ll have to experiment with the sail. With trained men, the second boat will go faster, and the third.” 
 
    I liked Niay’s confidence and enthusiasm and that he was realistic. “Beginning today, Niay, you’re building boats for me.” 
 
    His face lit up. “Wonderful, Majesty! Thank you, Majesty!” 
 
    I spent most of every day with Niay over the next week, identifying the various supplies and tools he’d need to build my boat, calculating quantities and where to get them, identifying workers, arranging a location for his boatyard, figuring out how much food and clothing and other materials I’d need to support his boatmen and their families. I couldn’t help wonder if I was feeling the same way Dedi had when Nykara designed and built the valley’s first wooden boat. I saw Niay off at dawn the last day of that week on one of Sety’s vessels, bound for Jebail. 
 
    That evening, at sunset, I was traversing the portion of the lane between the warehouses and harbor where craftsmen worked and lived, heading to Didia’s house where I was staying. The street was alive with men and women returning to their huts for the evening, darkening rapidly in the growing twilight. I heard feet pattering rapidly in the dust behind me. 
 
    “Majesty! Wait!” 
 
    I recognized the voice. Tamit. I ignored her. I wanted to get home and have a hot meal, not get tied up in what could only be a pointless unpleasant conversation. 
 
    She ran a few steps past me, halted, turned, put her hand on my arm, blocked my progress. 
 
    What was wrong with her? No one touched a royal without permission. Especially not a lapwing. I jerked my arm away. 
 
    A few people glanced at us curiously as they diverted around. 
 
    “Majesty, there’s something in my hut I think you’ll like very much,” Tamit said, breathless, her chest heaving. “Very much indeed.” 
 
    I was absolutely appalled. Her. By the gods! She thought I’d like her. Her eager eyes proclaimed it. Tamit wanted to sleep with me. Touching me so familiarly was proof. The nerve! Just because I’d let her talk to me a couple of times she thought I was interested in her. Isu claimed men were fighting over Tamit. But they were lapwings, not royal like me. Tamit wanted to snare me to raise her status. That was as clear as day. I couldn’t help recall how Matia had preyed on my affections with an ulterior motive, to gain control of Nubt and revenge on her brother. She’d tricked me into believing she loved me while she’d actually been laughing at me behind my back. Because of her I’d vowed I wouldn’t let myself be used by a woman to advance her interests ever again and I was certainly going to hold firm now. At least Matia was a king’s daughter. Tamit wasn’t even elite. She was aiming far too high above her station. I wondered how many girls had used that same line on my brother Mekatre. Tamit was likely one of the few he wouldn’t have taken up on her offer. Or maybe he would have. He’d consider her golden hair exotic and overlook her filth and lack of status and use her and then discard her. 
 
    “Why do you think I’d want to be intimate with the scrawny sister of a common ivory carver?” I asked with disdain. 
 
    “You think I want to bed you?” Tamit was incredulous. She put her hands on her hips, scowled. “I don’t even know you. You may be impressed that you’re a king’s son but I’m not.” 
 
    “Then what do you want?” 
 
    “You said the other day you want to get this settlement under control. I was going to help you.” 
 
    “I’m not interested in your help.” 
 
    “Because I’m common and scrawny? You’re an awful person! Awful! So full of yourself!” 
 
    “So stop bothering me.” I tried to push past her. She grabbed my arm again. What was it with her? Did I need bodyguards to protect me in Ptah’s Settlement? To protect me from Tamit? 
 
    “Have it your way, Majesty. Let goods pile up  at the harbor. Let them get lost in the warehouses. Let your overseers skim off far more than their due and make us workers suffer. I thought you wanted to control your precious goods.” She released my arm with a little shove. “My mistake.” 
 
    I was angry now. Tamit had no right to speak to me that way. Again. “And you know how to control goods? A girl who lugs ivory between workshop and harbor? Who accosts her betters in the street?” 
 
    “You think I have nothing of value to offer because I’m not elite? Because I’m scrawny? Because I’m common? Because I’m a girl?” She crossed her arms. “Those are assets, not drawbacks. I’m so much more than you’ll ever know. I can think for myself, Majesty, and I can see clearly. Unlike the elite men in charge around here, all too stupid and set in their ways and arrogant and greedy to properly do their jobs.” 
 
    “I’m sure I can work out a method to better control things with the elites’ help.” 
 
    “You don’t even know what to work out!” 
 
    “But you do.” 
 
    “I’ve lived here my whole life, Majesty. I have eyes and I use them. I heard your discussion with my lords Didia and Hemu and Hori the other day. Rely on their memory to know where everything is? Please! Whose memory is that reliable? Especially when so many goods pass through the harbor every day. Yours, Majesty? Mine isn’t. You know they were patronizing you, don’t you? When they want to find something specific in the warehouses they spend hours looking. Their men spend hours looking. Memory indeed!” 
 
    I wasn’t going to get rid of Tamit. Might as well jolly her along, then be on my way. “I’ll listen to what you have to say. But make it quick.” 
 
    “Good. Follow me. My hut’s close by.” Suddenly, she was cheerful. She thought she’d won a victory over me. It’d be a hollow victory. I’d listen to her for a few minutes and then leave. And make sure to never see her again. Even if I had to have her bodily removed from the settlement. 
 
    Tamit lifted a reed mat that covered her door and we ducked inside her hut. It was dark and hot. She fumbled about on her knees a few steps to the right. Then a linen wick sprang to life, floating in a bowl of oil. She set the bowl on the floor in the center of the room. The flickering flame cast shadows that danced in the corners. I noted a sleeping pallet rolled up next to one wall, a few cooking pots, a couple of bowls and platters, two flint knives, large earthenware jars that likely held foodstuffs and beer. Skirts were neatly folded inside a reed basket, all coarse, all tattered. A leather pouch was propped against the basket. A dozen ivory combs were laid side by side on a reed mat, each with a different animal carved on top – ostrich, hippo, giraffe, antelope, several types of birds. I recognized the comb she’d worn in her hair the day I’d met her. A couple of jars and a reed brush and a chunk of malachite were arranged next to a fish-shaped grinding palette on the same mat. A copper awl and a few stone tools and hammerstones and a bowl full of dark liquid were on the floor nearby. I wondered how a girl like her had obtained possession of an item as costly as a copper awl. One she’d taken from the ivory workshop to be sharpened by the copper smelter and hadn’t returned? She invited me to sit on a reed mat beside the bowl. 
 
    “Would you like something to drink?” Tamit asked. 
 
    I could only imagine how awful whatever beer was in Tamit’s jar might be. I never drank anything but wine anyway. And I didn’t intend to stay long enough to finish a cup. “No. What did you want to show me? I don’t have all night.” 
 
    She fetched the pouch and sat down next to me. “As I said, Majesty, the other day we talked about getting goods that pass through the harbor under control. I know how.” 
 
    I doubted it. “Go on.” 
 
    “My brother Nastasen works in the ivory workshop, as my father did and his father. I grew up there, as I told you.” 
 
    “Yes. You run it.” I was getting impatient. 
 
    Tamit opened her leather pouch and removed a flat sheet of ivory. It contained a dozen images of a falcon beside a plant, all roughly an inch square, all more or less alike. “I stole the sheet from the workshop. Thay will kill me if he finds out.” 
 
    “And the awl too?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Tamit wasn’t exactly helping her cause. Men were beaten or executed for stealing copper. An awl alone was worth a worker’s annual pay. She wasn’t that bright if she’d just confessed to me that she was a thief. I was in charge of Ptah’s Settlement. I could punish her for what she’d done. I just might if she wasted my time. I studied the sheet. “Etchings of falcons. So what?” 
 
    “I began by scoring the ivory, creating twelve squares. As you can see, in each square I inscribed the outline of a plant and falcon and inlaid the outline with dark paste to make it show up. I drilled a hole in each corner.” She carefully snapped the sheet apart along one of the scored lines, separating four falcons from the rest. She snapped each of those apart and handed one to me. “A label, Majesty,” she said triumphantly. 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “So?” She was irritated I wasn’t catching on. “Everyone knows a container with a falcon was made by potters on Sety’s estate in the delta,” she said impatiently. “I pointed that out to you the other day. But sometimes jars are reused, and then no one knows for sure where it’s from. But picture it, Majesty! All a porter has to do is tie one of these labels to a container when he unloads Sety’s boat and everyone who handles the container will know what estate it came from – the plant stands for estate in my system – and in which warehouse it should be stored. No more searching for hours to find a specific container only the gods know where.” 
 
    Tamit’s label instantly brought into focus ideas I’d been mulling over for weeks. “No more need to rely on a single man’s memory,” I said. “The same information available to everyone. No more confusion about where a container should be stored, or found.” I recognized I was on the cusp of something important. Far less confusion. Far more certainty. Control. I caught Tamit’s excitement. 
 
    “I have more labels, Majesty.” She pulled sheets from her pouch. The first contained hippos. 
 
    “For Thay’s ivory workshop,” I guessed. 
 
    She nodded. Then a sheet with plants next to scorpions. 
 
    “For my father’s delta estate.” 
 
    She showed me the rest of the sheets one by one. “These identify some of the major hamlets in the delta – a bird and shepherd’s crook, a bird beside a mountain, a bird atop an elephant, a jackal and a plant – that’s an estate, of course – a shirt, a shell, a fish.” 
 
    “The shirt represents a hamlet that supplies linen, I suspect?” 
 
    “Yes, Majesty.” 
 
    “Could you design a label to represent every estate, Tamit? And every settlement in the delta and valley? And every location in the North?” 
 
    “Easy enough. I barter at the riverside market with virtually every crewman who makes deliveries here. I’ve picked up a smattering of various languages, enough to communicate. If I can’t figure an image out on my own I can discuss it with them.” 
 
    “Do it.” 
 
    “Another thing, Majesty. Maybe you could convince Hemu to label the section of the warehouse where he stores Sety’s goods with a falcon too. And all the other labels. That way it’d be easy to organize everything.” 
 
    “That’s an excellent idea,” I said admiringly. My opinion of Tamit was changing. I’d been an idiot not to listen to her before now. “But I suspect I’ll have to order Hemu, not convince him.” 
 
    “He’s set in his ways,” Tamit agreed. She touched the sheets spread on the mat before us with her fingertips. “As useful as these labels will be, they’re still limited. They tell where the containers came from but not what’s in them.” 
 
    “Ah! A need for additional signs,” I said. 
 
    “A combination of a plant and falcon and cow…” 
 
    “Would indicate meat from Sety’s estate,” I interrupted. 
 
    “And what about quantities?” Tamit asked. “On a boat’s deck or in a warehouse you can only tell a full jar from a half-empty one by looking inside. Maybe lines or curls denoting quantities could be inscribed on the back of the label upon receipt,” she posited. 
 
    “That implies employing men who know how to count and keep track of quantities so I’ll always know what goods and how much of each I have stored, and where,” I said thoughtfully. 
 
    “I could try to figure out how to do everything we’ve talked about,” Tamit said earnestly. 
 
    An hour ago I’d have laughed at her. Not anymore. I’d determined soon after my arrival here that control of trade goods was as important as control of trade routes, and control of trade routes was the key to unifying the valley. I had the feeling Tamit had just set an important steppingstone in place on that path. She was bright and persistent and forceful and capable and wasn’t afraid to take the initiative. I’d be a fool not to utilize her despite my past misgivings. “Work on this as well, Tamit – how to ensure the right delta estates get the right tools delivered from us at the right time. How to ensure the delta estates send us the proper quantities of foodstuffs we need to feed the people of Ptah’s Settlement. How to ensure we at Ptah’s Settlement collect and deliver the foodstuffs and supplies and luxuries Tjeni will need, and other settlements. How many men it’ll take to count and label goods, and how to train them. How to track the boats that arrive and depart from our harbor, and when they’re scheduled. And probably more.” 
 
    Tamit beamed. “I’ll start figuring it out tonight, Majesty.” 
 
    I looked through the sheets again. They weren’t just practical and revolutionary, they were beautiful. Tamit had a good eye for images. “What if there were signs that matched how we talk, Tamit?” I wondered. “Then Father could send me and his other officials messages instead of using messengers who might not repeat his words exactly.” 
 
    “That’s way beyond my capabilities, Majesty. But maybe someday by someone smarter than me.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure there was anyone smarter than her in Ptah’s Settlement. “How did you figure out how to use labels, Tamit? Have you traveled outside this settlement? Did you see something that gave you the idea?” 
 
    “Potmarks were an influence. But I’ve never been anywhere,” Tamit replied. “Like I said, I’ve bartered with men from all over the valley and the North. They tell me stories. I’ve only traveled in my mind. But I hope to someday see the rest of the world.” 
 
    “Ever tempted to go with some man to his homeland?” 
 
    Isu had implied as much. Despite her ragged and lowly appearance, there was something appealing about Tamit that I couldn’t quite put my finger on. Maybe it was the way her eyes lit up when pressing a point, or her passion. I could see why lapwings would be drawn to her. 
 
    “A man who thought I was inviting him into my hut?” she asked coyly. 
 
    My face grew hot. She’d probably never me live down that particular misunderstanding. 
 
    “Plenty of offers,” Tamit said. “But I want to do more with my life than raise some man’s babies. Thank the gods my brother will never dare arrange my marriage. He’s afraid of me.” 
 
    “I can see why.” 
 
    “Is that a compliment, Majesty?” 
 
    “Take it however you want, Tamit. Anyway, meet me at the ivory workshop at dawn. We’re going to set one up solely to make labels you’ll design. We’ll need thousands. As soon as possible.” 
 
    “You can count on me, Majesty.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tamit was waiting for me inside the ivory workshop when I practically dragged Isu there with me the next morning. 
 
    “This is my brother, Nastasen, Majesty. And Thay, master craftsman and overseer of this workshop.” 
 
    Both bowed. 
 
    “Did you bring the labels, Tamit?” 
 
    She opened the pouch slung over her shoulder and removed the sheets. 
 
    “What are these?” Isu asked. 
 
    “Labels, to mark the source of goods delivered to Ptah’s Settlement,” I replied. 
 
    “Where did you get this ivory?” Thay snapped at Tamit. 
 
    “I took it,” she said calmly. 
 
    “And tools to inscribe these images? And paste to color them?” 
 
    “I took them too.” 
 
    “Thief!” Thay cried. “I demand you punish her, Isu!” He threw his arms wide. “Were you in on it with her, Nastasen? Of course you were. I want him punished too!” 
 
    “Nastasen had nothing to do with it,” Tamit said. 
 
    “I didn’t!” 
 
    “I ordered Tamit to make these labels, in secret,” I said. “Secrecy, Thay – not theft.” 
 
    Neither Thay nor Isu believed me. I didn’t care. They didn’t matter. “Isu, I want you to set up a workshop devoted solely to making these labels. Today. Move the best of these ivory craftsmen there as a start. Tamit will tell you which ones. I’ll add more later. These labels are more important right now than the objects they’re currently carving.” I addressed Nastasen. “You’ll oversee the new workshop. Tamit will design the labels your men will produce. I want thousands as quickly as possible.” 
 
    “We should use bone as well as ivory,” Tamit interjected. “Much easier to obtain in large quantities.” 
 
    “Do it. Nastasen, I want you to deliver the previous day’s work to Didia at the harbor first thing every morning.” I fixed him with my eyes. “Don’t fail me.” 
 
    Nastasen was utterly shocked by his unexpected promotion. “I won’t, Majesty,” he promised. 
 
    “I want the workshop fully operational by tomorrow morning, Isu and Thay and Nastasen. I’ll be by to check.” 
 
    “Of course, Majesty.” 
 
    “Now, I’m off to the harbor to explain how to use these labels to Didia and Hori and Hemu.” I reached for Tamit’s pouch. 
 
    She clutched it protectively against her chest. “I should explain to the overseers, Majesty. The labels were my idea.” 
 
    “They won’t listen to a girl,” I said practically. 
 
    “You mean, a common girl,” she spat, instantly irate. 
 
    I shrugged. “That’s just how it is.” 
 
    “That’s how it is? I solve your problem and as a reward you push me aside and make my brother who’s done nothing for you overseer of a workshop?” Tamit’s voice was rising in volume. “When I already oversee this one?” 
 
    “No you don’t,” Thay insisted. 
 
    “You’ll design the labels.” 
 
    “What a tremendous use of my talents,” Tamit said sarcastically. 
 
    I shrugged again. 
 
    “You’re making a huge mistake!” She was furious now. 
 
    “It’s my mistake to make. Be content.” 
 
    “Be content yourself! Majesty!” Tamit hurled the pouch at me as hard as she could. 
 
    I was so surprised I fumbled it. It dropped to the ground. 
 
    Tamit cursed and stormed out of the workshop. 
 
    Everyone was looking at me as if they couldn’t believe what they’d just witnessed. 
 
    “Get back here!” I shouted. Tamit had gone too far this time. She wasn’t going to get away with her insolence and disrespect anymore. She was going to apologize to me in front of these men. Then I was going to turn her over to Isu to deal with. 
 
    She ignored me and kept going. 
 
    “She’s like this whenever she doesn’t get her way, Majesty,” Nastasen said meekly. “Sorry.” 
 
    Furious, I picked up the pouch and stalked from the workshop. The nerve of that girl! Tamit had no right to question my decisions, not when we were alone and certainly not in front of others. Why had she suddenly become so frustrated and angry anyway? She’d given me a useful idea. In return I’d put her in charge of designing labels. What woman anywhere in the valley had such a position? I could’ve assigned that task to any ivory carver. I deserved Tamit’s gratitude, not her ire. Well, I was done with her. I was going to avoid her from now on. Nastasen would pump out labels every day and deliver them to Didia. No need for me to visit the workshop to check on him and encounter Tamit. Then I recalled I’d assigned her more tasks, additional controls to develop. I was going to have to figure them out on my own now. After how she’d just acted, Tamit was obviously as done with me as I was with her. 
 
    I went directly to the harbor and called Didia and Hori and Hemu together. I spent the rest of the morning explaining Tamit’s system to them, giving them the contents of her pouch, telling them to expect a variety of labels in large quantities for them to begin using in a few days. 
 
    After that I headed towards the warehouse district to check on the progress of the walls Meru was erecting.  
 
    The following morning I encountered Paser in the harbor area. He was Didia’s deputy. Didia was occupied with a captain aboard a vessel from somewhere outside the valley. That was just as well – my discussion with Tamit about her treatment by Hemu had sparked concerns and I wanted to speak with someone who knew how elites obtained their share of goods but wasn’t himself directly involved. 
 
    “Walk with me, Paser.” 
 
    We strolled a quarter mile to the market that occupied a patch of high ground at the junction of harbor and river. Or what would have been the junction if the inundation-swollen river wasn’t partway up the trunks of the dom palms that lined the riverbank. The valley currently had the aspect of a lake, the water red with silt, moving fast, carrying swirling detritus north. The market was nicely shaded by a grove of palms, presently swaying in the slight breeze, their fronds clacking. Dozens of women had spread various wares out on reed mats – bread, fruit, vegetables, linen kilts, jars of beer. Craftsmen were represented as well. Oarsmen were going from mat to mat, bartering the grain that represented their pay with the locals and putting their acquisitions into their pouches. Some women were singing to an appreciative crowd, a few dancing. One man was cutting hair; there was a line. A couple of women were even washing kilts; several dozen were drying in the sun. 
 
    I seated myself at the edge of the market. I caught a flash of golden hair not far away. Tamit. Her hair was braided today, dangling over the front of her left shoulder. Her mat was covered with ivory carvings. She appeared to be doing a brisk business. At least, there were quite a few oarsmen clustered around her, most by their dress from outside the valley. She was chatting amiably with everyone, smiling. Her claim to know many languages had been no idle boast. 
 
    “Walk me through what happens to a single jar of goods that arrives at the harbor,” I said, turning my attention to Paser. “Exactly what happens. I have a good idea. I want to make sure.” 
 
    “Yes, Majesty.” Paser was suddenly nervous. 
 
    “I won’t tell anyone who told me,” I assured him. 
 
    He nodded. “When a boat arrives from a delta estate Didia and its captain meet on deck. They discuss the goods the boat is transporting. They make a decision about the worth of each type of goods.” 
 
    “How much made by craftsmen here to send back to the delta estate in return for what the captain is bringing?” 
 
    “Yes, Majesty. Let’s use a simple example. A container of barley. Didia assigns a portion of the grain to be set aside to feed the workers of Ptah’s Settlement. He sets aside a portion, as you ordered the day of your arrival, to fill our communal granaries against drought.” Sweat began beading on Paser’s brow. “He sets aside a portion for the elites. All told, the portions add up to about half the contents of the container. What’s left is what the captain has to barter with for what’s in our warehouses – tools and that sort of thing.” 
 
    “Barley’s a straightforward example of a commodity sent here to benefit Ptah’s Settlement,” I said. “What about luxuries destined for elites in the South? Carved ivory from Farkha, for example?” 
 
    Paser looked around to see if we were being observed. He wiped his forehead with the back of his hand. He lowered his voice. “Hemu stores ivory in a special elite warehouse. When it’s time to send the ivory on to Tjeni he keeps half for the elites here and refills the rest of the jar with carved ivory from this settlement. Which everyone knows is inferior.” 
 
    “What about wine?” 
 
    “No one keeps track of how much wine’s delivered from the North, Majesty. Most is carried directly to the elites’ houses and bypasses the warehouse district entirely. Porters don’t question what elites tell them to do.” 
 
    So. Father wasn’t receiving his rightful share of Northern wine or other luxuries. “I see. One last question, Paser. Have Didia and Hemu and Hori begun taking an even greater portion of goods to support me and my new house?” 
 
    “Yes, Majesty.” 
 
    Tamit had been correct. No wonder the elites of Ptah’s Settlement had so many servants and lived such fine lives. Their lifestyle didn’t bother me. It was in line with the rest of the valley’s elites. What disturbed me was their excessive greed. Local elites were taking for themselves goods that by rights now belonged to Father so he could keep his elites loyal to him. It was clear I was going to have to take over distribution of luxuries so that this settlement’s elites received their due and nothing more. 
 
    “Thank you, Paser. You may return to your duties. Again, no one will find out from me that we talked.” 
 
    “Thank you, Majesty.” Paser rose and hurried off. 
 
    I stood as well. After a moment’s hesitation I made my way through the market to the mat where Tamit was bartering ivory. Although there was very little left men were still hovering, openly flirting. More confirmation of Isu’s claim. I waited for a lull and stepped in front of her. 
 
    “How may I help you?” she asked pleasantly, then looked up. The instant she saw it was me her smile died. “What do you want?” Her tone was harsh. 
 
    I hunkered down. “Are things going well at the new workshop?” 
 
    “Yes.” Her voice was clipped. 
 
    “You’ve worked out new designs?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “The craftsmen are making labels?” 
 
    “Yes.” She was still angry with me from yesterday. I clearly wasn’t going to get more than a yes or no out of her. 
 
    “I came to tell you I confirmed your claim that elites are skimming off goods to support my new house.” 
 
    “You didn’t believe me?” Her eyes blazed. 
 
    “I was misled by a woman once so she could get what she wanted. I won’t be again.” 
 
    “I don’t lie, Majesty,” Tamit said coldly. “I was right. You are a monster. Heartless.” 
 
    I should have called her on it. But not when she’d likely cause a scene in response in front of so many people. As she’d caused in the workshop yesterday and at the warehouse before that. “No, just careful. Another thing – I’ve been told the ivory from Thay’s workshop is inferior to Farkha’s.” 
 
    “Yes. Everybody knows.” 
 
    “Identify the five most promising apprentices in Thay’s workshop. I’m going to send them to Farkha to learn from masters. I’m determined to make our carvings as good as theirs.” 
 
    “Tell Thay yourself. He’s an overseer, remember? I just design labels.” 
 
    There was no talking to Tamit while she was in this mood. I wasn’t going to waste any more time on her. Now or in the future. I stood. I walked away without a backwards glance. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Three days later, in the afternoon, on my way to the boatyard, I passed through the harbor. Not a single container piled near the quays waiting to be carried to the warehouses by Hori’s porters was labeled. Just like every other time I’d passed through the harbor since directing Nastasen to produce labels and deliver them to Didia. I’d fumed every time. I’d expected Didia and Hori and Hemu to immediately implement Tamit’s system. But how could they without labels? Clearly, Tamit and her brother hadn’t understood the urgency of the task I’d given them. Or, more likely, Tamit was taking her time doing what I’d ordered out of spite. Didia should have had hundreds if not thousands of labels to use by now. Well, if Tamit and Nastasen wouldn’t or couldn’t do the job I’d put someone else in charge. I couldn’t afford to be patient. 
 
    I headed to the label workshop, growing angrier with every step. What was it about these people in Ptah’s Settlement? When faced with opportunity their first instinct was to say it couldn’t be done or to make a promise and not deliver. Didia and Hemu and Hori had been less than enthusiastic about using labels. Work on the wall was going slower than I expected. Raia had shown no interest in building a boat. Thank the gods for Niay volunteering. He, at least, had displayed unbridled energy and enthusiasm for his task. I had no doubt he’d deliver me an entire fleet. I reflected on the day I’d set up the label workshop. I’d made Nastasen its overseer without even talking to him, simply because he was Tamit’s brother. I’d assumed that because Tamit had shown initiative he would too. I’d been wrong. Tamit had practically forced me to adopt her labeling system – apparently, she hadn’t been able to force her brother to deliver what I needed. Or maybe she’d delayed production on purpose to anger me. Well, I wasn’t going to tolerate inactivity or sabotage. 
 
    I burst into the workshop. A dozen men were bent over sheets of ivory and bone, inscribing labels. A boy was breaking sheets apart and placing individual labels in containers. Nastasen and Tamit were in a corner, inspecting whole sheets. Everyone looked up. 
 
    I strode directly to Tamit and Nastasen. “I thought you understood the urgency of the task I gave you!” I railed at the two of them. “I expected that labels would be in use at the harbor days ago! Is making labels too much for you? Do I need to find someone else to do it? Because I promise you, if things don’t change immediately I will!” 
 
    Nastasen went pale, taken aback by the intensity of my attack. He started to tremble. 
 
    Tamit put her hands on her hips, defiant. “I personally delivered hundreds of labels to Didia this week,” she snapped, her dark eyes ablaze. “I worked on them from before dawn until the middle of the night ever since you told me to start. Majesty. So have these craftsmen.” She was angry now too. Her voice rose. “Didia’s not going to use them. He laughed in my face the other day when I asked him why. He said because it was my idea. He said he doesn’t have enough men to waste time on such a ridiculous task. His words. He also said he wasn’t going to take orders from a king’s son who has no business being here. Didia resents having to answer to someone after running the harbor the way he pleases for two decades.” 
 
    I clenched my fists. My face was burning. Every craftsman was staring at me. If Tamit was telling the truth I’d accused her and Nastasen unjustly. I’d jumped to a faulty conclusion. If she was telling the truth. She had an incentive to lie to me to escape punishment, to place the blame for her failure elsewhere. 
 
    “If you want this problem fixed, Majesty, get out of my way and let me!” Tamit demanded. 
 
    She’d sensed my discomfort and uncertainty. She was trying to turn it to her advantage. She was trying to manipulate me the way Matia had. 
 
    “What can you do that I can’t?” I probed. 
 
    “Seems to me you haven’t done anything.” 
 
    “Watch your tongue!” I snapped. “I’m the son of a king.” 
 
    “So what? That doesn’t mean anything here. You’re failing at what you’ve set out to do because you’re blind and arrogant and trust the wrong people. Incompetent men. Obstructionists. Porters would be using my labels by now if you’d let me arrange it like I asked days ago.” 
 
    Tamit was infuriating. She was drawing battle lines for a battle she couldn’t win. Especially not by insulting me. 
 
    “You?” I laughed. “How?” 
 
    “Never underestimate what men will do when they’re trying to outdo other men to win a girl, Majesty.” 
 
    “That’s it? You think workmen in the harbor will fall all over themselves to please you because of your supposed charms?” 
 
    “How would you know if they’re ‘supposed?’ I assure you, Majesty, plenty of men want to be with me. Unlike you, they don’t despise me for being a commoner. Why do you think Hemu was so rude to me the day we met? I’ve turned him down a dozen times and he can’t handle rejection. Hori’s son is pursuing me. Didia’s. Paser, Didia’s assistant – though he’s too shy to even talk to me. Half the men in this workshop.” 
 
    I saw a few cringe. 
 
    “So that’s your solution, Tamit? Pit the men who work at the harbor against each other? What happens if you never choose one? They’ll tire of the game soon enough. What happens if you do? Those not chosen will turn against you, just like Hemu, and it’ll be worse than now. So – stay away from the harbor, Tamit. Keep out of this. I’ll fix it myself.” 
 
    “Keep out of it? Fine!” She was shouting now. 
 
    So was I. 
 
    “I’ll go marry one of those boat captains who keeps begging me and travel far away from this settlement! But once I’m gone, Majesty, there’ll be no one here to rescue you!” Tamit stormed out of the workshop. Again. 
 
    Craftsmen were staring at me, open-mouthed. That Tamit had dared take me to task in front of them a second time was intolerable. Enough! I was going to punish Tamit for her insolence this time. I wasn’t going to let her leave Ptah’s Settlement until she paid for her crime. After that, pity the poor captain she talked into marrying her. 
 
    “Get back to work!” I shouted at the craftsmen, then stalked out myself. 
 
    It was too late in the day to do anything about the labels. Besides, I wanted a few hours to figure out what to do in case Tamit had been telling the truth. If she had I had a major problem on my hands – insubordinate overseers. 
 
    The next morning I headed to the harbor at dawn, determined to discover what was really going on. I strode to the nearest quay. Porters were unloading goods. A label was attached to every container. Something had changed dramatically overnight. Didia had obviously set his men to using labels. Tamit had lied when she claimed he’d refused. He’d just taken longer than expected to put the new method in motion. 
 
    I spotted Didia at the far end of the next quay, at the bottom of a gangplank. He was screaming at a porter who was on the boat’s deck, a jar in his arms. I hurried towards him. 
 
    “I gave explicit instructions not to waste time putting labels on anything! Who told you to? Hori? Some other overseer?” 
 
    Tamit had been telling the truth. Didia was defying me. I was an idiot for not believing her. 
 
    The porter quailed before Didia. “My Lord, the containers on the boat are already labeled. I didn’t do anything.” 
 
    “I did.” Tamit walked past the porter and descended the gangplank and strode directly to me, brushing past Didia. “I’ve spoken with every boat captain this morning, Majesty. I’ve given them labels. Their crews are attaching them.” She moved to within inches and looked up at me, defiant. Her skin was golden in the early morning light, her hair shining, her eyes dark and piercing. “I told you I could fix your problem and I have. You’re welcome. Now, get out of my way. I’m done with you.” 
 
    She started to push past me. 
 
    I grabbed her arm. I swallowed my pride. “Stay.” 
 
    She jerked her arm free. “Why should I?” 
 
    I humbled myself. “Please?” I turned my attention to Didia. “Has Tamit delivered labels to you every day this week?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said sullenly. 
 
    “But you decided not to use them.” 
 
    “I don’t have enough porters.” 
 
    “Yet there are plenty of porters to move piles of containers multiple times because they don’t know what’s where, and plenty of porters to search through half a dozen warehouses looking for specific items.” 
 
    “That’s not my problem.” 
 
    “You’re right. It’s not. But you are a problem.” I glanced at Tamit. “As I’ve been. Blind and arrogant.” I noted Paser lurking nearby, watching us, a man Tamit claimed desired her. “Paser. Come here.” 
 
    Paser hurried to me and bowed. 
 
    “Are you too proud to take orders from a girl?” I asked, indicating Tamit. 
 
    “No, Majesty. Most assuredly not.” 
 
    Tamit smiled at me. She’d been correct. She was rubbing it in. 
 
    “You’re the harbormaster now, Paser. Do whatever Tamit tells you to do.” 
 
    “Yes, Majesty.” 
 
    “Didia, go find Hori. Tell him you’re going to be one of his porters from now on.” 
 
    “But Majesty…” 
 
    “You had your chance, Didia. Just like you’re getting your chance, Paser. Don’t throw yours away like Didia did.” 
 
    “I won’t, Majesty,” Paser assured me. 
 
    “Tamit, you’re in charge of implementing your labels at the harbor and warehouses,” I said. “You’ll carry a stick of authority within the hour. Paser and Hori and Hemu and every man who works for them will obey you or I’ll know the reason why.” 
 
    “Assuming I agree to take charge, Majesty,” Tamit said sweetly. 
 
    Assuming she agreed to do exactly what she’d wanted to do all along. Tamit was the most infuriating girl I’d ever met. I turned on my heel and left. 
 
    “You’re very gracious in defeat, Majesty,” she called after me. 
 
    She was lucky I needed her. 
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    Days of the Demons 
 
    Iry 
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    A party was in full swing in the torchlit garden of what had once been Didia’s house but was now mine. I’d invited the elites of Ptah’s Settlement to celebrate the ending of the old year and beginning of the new with me. The garden with its flowers and small pond and towering palms was crowded and noisy, everyone festive. I’d seized Didia’s house and servants the same day I’d demoted him for disobeying my orders. He was now a lowly porter and, from what I’d heard, miserable, working among men he’d once lorded over. His wife and children had fallen along with him; they were now making bricks for my walls. The house was appropriate to my status and I used its garden regularly to entertain the elites and their families in order to build loyalty between them and me. If I succeeded Father I’d have to initially dwell in the South and I needed Ptah’s Settlement to remain faithful to me in my absence. What I’d done to Didia had served as an appropriate warning and his insubordination hadn’t been repeated in the ten months since. My subsequent generosity to the elites hadn’t hurt either. 
 
    They’d settled into the roles I’d assigned them as I’d settled into mine. The first rocky months were behind us and the settlement was operating relatively smoothly. I’d gone all out for this celebration, as a reward for how far we’d come. My cooks had spent the day roasting an ox for tonight’s feast, as well as oryx and gazelle and ducks and geese, supplemented with freshly-caught perch and tilapia. Bowls and platters throughout the garden held several varieties of freshly-baked bread and vegetables and fruit – onions, garlic, cucumbers, radishes, lettuce, celery, aquatic plants and tubers, peas, beans, lentils, figs, dates, persea and dom-palm nuts. There were even bowls of honey for drizzling on the bread and pieces of honeycomb, taken from the hive in the corner of the garden. Serving girls were circulating, filling and refilling cups with fine Retunian wine sent by Raherka from Sakan. A warm breeze was blowing, perfumed by flowers. Stars were flowing like a river across the sky. Laughter and conversation were competing with the instruments and melodies of female musicians and singers seated beneath a sunscreen adjacent to the house. 
 
    I picked out numerous friends and acquaintances and overseers gathered in small groups all over the garden, as well as delta rulers I was attempting to draw into my orbit. Hori and Hemu and Paser were present, of course, and their wives and children. Raia and Niay and Meru and their families. Sety and his wife Merit and son Senebi – Sety was going to continue on to Tjeni after the party to deliver a boatload of wine and luxury objects to Father that I’d been accumulating ever since my arrival here. I believed that load of goods, carried south on one of Niay’s new boats, would prove to Father that my making Ptah’s Settlement beholden to him was worthwhile. Sety and Merit were talking with Heby, Farkha’s ruler, and his daughter Nebta, and Farkha’s master ivory craftsman Minmose. The leaders of other delta settlements – Khered and Rama and Itjet and On – were conversing close by platters of meat. 
 
    I took advantage of a momentary lull in female companionship to grab a cup of wine from a passing servant and quickly drain it. That was the downside to these parties – elite daughters latched on to me from beginning to end. And not just here. Any time I strolled down the lane where we elites lived I had to contend with them “accidentally” bumping into me. All had designs on me, a king’s son, one or two because they were actually attracted, the rest because they were being urged on by ambitious fathers. But after my experience with Matia I was leery of getting close to any woman. I couldn’t help doubt a supposedly-interested woman’s motivation. And so at parties I forced myself to smile and speak pleasantly to them all to avoid being pinned down by a single one. Sometimes I wished I lived in a nondescript hut in the workers’ section as Tamit still did despite her change in status, free to come and go as I pleased, unbothered. But I was a king’s son and the ruler of Ptah’s Settlement and had responsibilities to live up to and appearances to maintain, and so I resided among the elites. Seeing all these women in my garden, I was reminded as always that if I succeeded Father I’d need an heir to succeed me. Marriage was inevitable. To someone. But not to anyone in Ptah’s Settlement. At least, not to the one woman I actually desired. 
 
    “Hiding from the ladies, Majesty?” Merit asked, approaching on Sety’s arm. 
 
    “You know me well, My Lady. Are you enjoying the party?” 
 
    “I’m ecstatic, Majesty. I’ve never been to a party as impressive. The last time I visited Ptah’s Settlement – years ago – it was nothing like this.” 
 
    “Merit’s never complained overly much when I’ve visited King Scorpion’s court, but I know she’s envied me,” Sety said. “Royal panoply and all that.” 
 
    “Sety’s taking me with him to Tjeni this time!” Merit’s eyes were shining. “I can’t wait to see it. He’s promised to introduce me to King Scorpion!” 
 
    “I’m taking Senebi too,” Sety said. “I’m going all the way to Nekhen this trip. King Khab sent word he wants me to help celebrate one of his festivals. It’s a good opportunity for Senebi to visit the oval court since he’ll bear the talisman after me.” 
 
    “Would you mind if I speak to your husband alone for a moment?” I asked Merit. 
 
    “Of course, Majesty. Thank you again for inviting me.” 
 
    “Nekhen, ‘eh. An opportunity for you to spy on Father’s behalf,” I said when we were alone. 
 
    “There’s that, yes.” Sety chuckled. 
 
    “Any idea how things are going in the South?” 
 
    “The blockade of Nubt’s going well, or so I’ve been told by several of my captains. The flow of luxuries from the North has been cut off and Nubt’s elites are growing restless. They blame the lack on King Ika for not standing up to your father. Egged on by Sabu, of course. They’re too blind to see what’ll happen if they actually go to war against us.” 
 
    “How about the North?” 
 
    “My spies tell me that Sakan has cut noticeably into the amount of trade goods that reach Pe and Dep.” 
 
    “After such a short time?” 
 
    “Amazing, actually. It’s because many boats now stop at a harbor a few miles from Sakan instead of voyaging all the way to the delta by sea. More convenient for them, especially since they can barter for our goods right there. A shorter voyage home too.” 
 
    “Sakan and Ptah’s Settlement are now the key distribution centers for valley trade.” 
 
    “That’s correct, Iry. With Farkha playing a minor but important role as a transfer point.” 
 
    “Are Pe and Dep’s elites as restless as Nubt’s, Sety?” 
 
    “Not so far. But King Ny-Hor’s health is failing and so for all practical purposes his son Antef’s in charge. Antef’s a brutal man and no one has the courage to challenge him. We’ll see if that changes as Sakan’s impact grows.” Sety snagged a cup of wine and the girl refilled mine. “Anything you’d like me to pass on to your father, Iry?” 
 
    “We’ll have twice as many men working on the wall around the warehouses this year than last, thanks to Meru having time to prepare. They’ve already started arriving, in fact.” 
 
    Sety nodded. “I brought the first wave of workers with me from my estate, all experienced men who worked on the wall during the last inundation. Meru showed it to me this afternoon – very impressive. Thigh-high after only two months of effort last year. Tens of thousands of bricks piled up and ready to be used during this inundation. I was impressed with Meru, Iry. He knows what he’s doing.” 
 
    “The walls will be twenty feet high when they’re completed and will gleam white with plaster, Sety. I can support so many workers thanks to delta estates like yours. They produced more staples this year than last, which is good because Ptah’s Settlement is growing. Tell Father I appreciate the craftsmen he’s sent to me – our workshops are producing more and better objects than before.” 
 
    “I spoke to Minmose earlier – he said you’ve sent apprentices to Farkha to learn how to carve ivory.” 
 
    “Our objects were substandard. I intend to change that. Oh – and tell Father I’ve constructed two new warehouses in the past month to handle the additional goods we’re receiving from the North. Plus a small shrine to Horus. I intend for Horus to be as much a god of this settlement as Ptah is.” 
 
    Sety fingered the talisman. “I appreciate that, Iry.” 
 
    “I thought you would.” 
 
    “Niay took me out on his newest boat this morning, Iry. It’s an amazing craft. So large. The antelope-headed prow was a nice touch.” 
 
    “Much like potmarks – everyone will know the boats in my fleet.” 
 
    “And the sail – innovative and magnificent,” Sety gushed. 
 
    “Niay’s an accomplished boat designer and builder.” 
 
    “As is his father, and grandfather, and as the rest of his ancestors were.” 
 
    “Niay’s built me two vessels so far. Even delivered the first a month earlier than he promised. I’m sure you can appreciate how important they are to me, since you have a fleet of your own. Thanks to Niay I can obtain specific commodities and objects whenever I want from wherever I want and send them to Father on my schedule. I’m not dependent on the whims of captains beholden to estates or settlements anymore.” 
 
    “When war comes that’ll be a necessity,” Sety concurred. 
 
    “Even more importantly, the labels Tamit invented are now attached to every container that moves through Ptah’s Settlement. Warehouses are organized according to those labels. So far, she’s designed more than fifty. Every boatman and porter who works in Ptah’s Settlement knows what every label means. Handling goods is now more efficient and exact than it ever was before. Much of the success I’ve had here is due to her. She’s the most valuable overseer I have.” 
 
    “The other overseers and porters and boatmen and such don’t object to having a girl direct their work?” 
 
    I caught sight of Tamit at the far end of the garden, her unbound golden hair unmistakable, glinting in the torchlight. She was surrounded, as usual, by a variety of men. Paser said something and she laughed, her smile wide, teeth white. She momentarily rested a hand on his forearm. He placed his atop hers. Hori’s son didn’t look pleased. Nor the others. I knew it wasn’t just elites and their sons who orbited Tamit – she counted captains and boatmen and porters and craftsmen among her admirers. Many were pressing her to marry. Paser, dejected, had told me so, for he was one she’d rejected. So far Tamit didn’t seem overly interested in any particular man; I’d seen her out and about with a variety the past months at my parties and at the festivals we regularly held to honor Ptah and the changing of the seasons. Which was good for me – a husband might take Tamit away from Ptah’s Settlement if he was from the North, or refuse to let her work outside his home if he was local. Though I suspected a man who tried to restrict Tamit’s freedom in any way was not one she’d tie herself to. Just turned nineteen, Tamit was by far the most sought-after woman in the settlement. She wasn’t the greatest beauty by a long shot – that title fell to several elite daughters who worked hard at it – but she’d filled out in the past half year and dressed now in fine linen skirts and adorned herself simply with tasteful jewelry. It was easy to see why so many desired her; Tamit was approachable and driven and passionate and intelligent and burned with an inner fire that attracted everyone who came in contact with her. Selfishly, I hoped she’d put off marriage as long as possible – I’d come to depend on her. She was the only person in the settlement I could truly count on no matter what. In fact, I knew Ptah’s Settlement wouldn’t function half as well without her oversight. 
 
    “I got rid of an overseer who refused to work with Tamit,” I replied. “Didia.” 
 
    “I’ve stayed in this house plenty of times in past years. I wondered why you’d taken possession.” 
 
    “No one’s repeated Didia’s mistake. To answer your question, working for Tamit hasn’t been an issue, Sety. Mostly because Tamit has a way of making men want to please her.” 
 
    Sety gazed in her direction. “So it would appear.” He chuckled. “Where did you find her?” 
 
    “She found me. She overheard me say I wanted to get the handling of goods under control. She figured out how, then hounded me – forced me – to listen to her ideas. Then she insisted she was the only person who could implement them and continued insisting until I had to admit she was right.” 
 
    “A self-made overseer?” 
 
    “Tamit’s smart, Sety. She’s invented multiple improvements to her original labeling system already. Father needs to implement it throughout the valley. Urge him to visit Ptah’s Settlement, Sety, so he can see it in action. He’ll immediately understand the power Tamit’s simple ivory labels represent.” 
 
    “I’ll let him know, Iry,” Sety promised. 
 
    I glanced in Tamit’s direction again. Our relationship had evolved greatly this past year – at first rocky, then business-like, then cordial, now friendly. I’d warmed to her slowly – we’d mostly argued and fought at first. My experience with Matia had made me suspicious of every woman’s intentions. But I was no longer suspicious of Tamit. Quite the opposite. A month ago, seeing her laughing with a boat’s captain, I’d felt a surge of jealousy. Something I’d never felt before, ever. Not even when Mekatre had expressed an interest in Matia at Nekhen. In that moment I realized I’d fallen in love with her. Not the infatuation I’d experienced with Matia, but real love. A love doomed to be unrequited. Tamit didn’t feel that way about me. I could tell. I didn’t blame her – I cringed now every time I recalled the way I’d treated her the first month I’d been in the settlement. I wouldn’t want to be with someone who’d treated me like that either. And so I suffered now, watching from a distance as other men courted her. 
 
    “But perhaps it’s best Father doesn’t know I’ve appointed a female overseer, Sety. I should probably break that news to him in person.” 
 
    “You’ll get no argument from me.” Sety laughed. 
 
    A serving girl approached carrying a wooden box. “Are you ready, Majesty?” 
 
    “I am. Time for the best part of the evening, Sety.” Together, we strolled towards the house. I left Sety with Merit beside a small lily-choked pond and stationed myself in front of the musicians, facing the garden. The serving girl joined me, box in her arms. “May I have your attention?” 
 
    Conversation ceased. I motioned everyone to come closer. 
 
    “My father, King Scorpion, is well pleased with what we’ve accomplished in the past ten months at Ptah’s Settlement. We’ve put in place controls over the valley’s goods. We’ve partly erected a wall to protect our warehouses and granaries. We have the beginnings of our own fleet. We’ve added craftsmen and workshops. My friends – I believe that before too many years pass our settlement will be the largest and most important in the entire valley.” 
 
    Cheers. 
 
    “We just won’t tell Father,” I said, and winked. 
 
    Laughter. 
 
    “Because Father’s pleased he’s sent objects of solid gold to reward those who’ve made the greatest contributions to our success.” In actuality, Father had no idea what I was about to do. I’d obtained all the golden objects on my own. But the rewards would make more of an impact if their recipients believed they’d come from Father. “Paser, come forward.” 
 
    Though forceful at work, he was by nature a shy man and joined me hesitantly. 
 
    “I thrust you into oversight of our harbor on a moment’s notice, Paser. Under your leadership since, our harbor has become the finest and most well-organized in the entire world. For that, Father awards you this pectoral of gold.” 
 
    I removed it from the box. The four-inch-wide pectoral consisted of five rows of large gold beads. People gasped as I held it up, glittering in the torchlight. Paser humbly bent his head and I slipped it over. He straightened. The pectoral lay against his chest, magnificent. After a moment he returned to his place in the crowd, embarrassed, to cheers. 
 
    Several elite daughters moved next to him, inspecting his prize. 
 
    “Niay.” 
 
    He came forward briskly, smiling. 
 
    “You volunteered to build me a fleet. You’ve built me the finest, most innovative boats anywhere in the world. You’ve made me independent of the whims of the valley’s boat captains. For that, Father grants you this pectoral.” 
 
    “Meru. With a hastily-assembled skeleton crew you made the beginnings of a wall that’ll protect the goods we store in our settlement. For that, Father grants you this pectoral.” 
 
    “Sety.” 
 
    He moved from between Merit and Senebi to my side. Merit gazed at him with pride. 
 
    “That the men and women and children of this settlement eat well is thanks to you and the estates you’ve established in the delta. In addition, the settlements you founded drove our competitor, Maadi, out of existence. You’re responsible for the success of Sakan. You’ve provided Father with invaluable advice for years. For you I have no pectoral. I know how important the talisman is that dangles against your chest and that you’d never detract from it with other jewelry. So, for you, I have armbands of solid gold, and a stick of solid gold to replace the one of ebony you carry.” 
 
    He took them. “I’m beyond grateful, Majesty.” 
 
    “And I’m grateful for your friendship and for everything you’ve taught me, Sety.” I placed my hand on his shoulder, affectionately. I glanced at the crowd. “Merit, join me.” 
 
    She looked at Senebi, as if she wasn’t sure she’d heard her name. 
 
    He gave her a little push. 
 
    She walked to me. 
 
    “For you, Merit, I have a necklace of gold, to reward you for the months you’ve spent alone as your husband has gone about my father’s business.” 
 
    There were tears in her eyes as she bent her head. 
 
    “Something to impress elite women in Tjeni and Nekhen,” I said cheerfully. 
 
    “Thank you, Majesty,” Merit said, her voice choked, fingering the necklace. 
 
    Sety put his arm around her shoulders and led her back beside Senebi. 
 
    “Tamit.” 
 
    The loudest and most enthusiastic cheers of all. 
 
    “No one who works in Ptah’s Settlement doubts the contribution you’ve made to controlling the goods that pass through our harbor and warehouses. They see its fruits every day. They all know what it was like around here when everything was confusion and madness, and how different it is now. That you invented labels and how to use them by yourself was genius. For all you’ve done, I award you this necklace.” 
 
    It was delicate, less ostentatious than the pectorals I’d awarded the men, quite similar to Merit’s, more suited to Tamit’s lesser stature, but the most magnificent object of all those I’d presented tonight, its craftsmanship the finest. She unfastened the necklace she was wearing, then lifted her long hair with both hands. I fastened my gift around her neck. It dangled against her chest, glittering in the torchlight. Tamit lowered her eyes, humble. A hint of red touched her cheeks. 
 
    “You also deserve these gold armbands and bracelets, Tamit.” I removed them from the box and held them up. “Let everyone who sees you wearing them know how pleased King Scorpion is with you.” 
 
    “Thank you so much, Majesty,” Tamit said, her dark eyes meeting mine. 
 
    The cheers as she returned to her place in the crowd were even louder than when she’d come forward. 
 
    It was late when the party finally wound down and everyone left to seek their beds. I seated myself  on a block of stone in the garden, amidst fragrant flowers at the edge of the pond, not yet ready to sleep. Servants bustled about, clearing away the evening’s detritus. A couple of torches were guttering, providing a fitful light. The majority had burned out. 
 
    “Majesty?” 
 
    I looked up, startled. Tamit was standing before me. My heart gave a little leap. “I thought you’d gone home.” 
 
    “I wanted to properly thank you for your gifts, Majesty.” She held out her arms. The bands glittered on her biceps. The bracelets pinged against each other on her wrists. “Such magnificent gifts!” She touched her necklace with her fingertips. “I never imagined I’d ever own such wonderful things.” 
 
    She smelled intoxicating, like lilies. She’d applied some type of perfumed unguent. I wanted to take her in my arms, run my fingers up and down the soft warm skin of her back, let them linger at her waist. “You earned them, Tamit. I meant what I said. Ptah’s Settlement is on the right track because of you.” 
 
    “That’s important to you, isn’t it, Majesty? That the settlement’s on the right track?” 
 
    “Very much so.” 
 
    “Why? Because it’s where you plan to spend the rest of your life?” 
 
    So many times I’d longed to proclaim the future I envisioned for myself to someone. Keeping it secret made it feel less real, less achievable. I’d told a woman once, Matia, but she’d tried to take advantage of my ambition to advance hers. I knew Tamit wouldn’t. I scooted over on the stone. “Please, sit.” 
 
    She did, careful to keep her distance. Unfortunately. Proof Tamit wasn’t interested in me. Any other woman at tonight’s party would have been pressing close, her leg and arm touching mine. As Matia once had, and for the same reason. 
 
    “I intend to be king of Tjeni, Tamit. I intend to succeed my father.” 
 
    She didn’t seem particularly surprised. “I don’t really know much about kings or what they do, to tell the truth, Majesty. But I know that an overseer’s oldest son in this settlement always takes his place. Don’t you have older brothers?” 
 
    “Two. But rule isn’t hereditary in Tjeni. Father wants to change that. He’s been positioning my oldest brother, Lagus, to follow him on the throne. But once Father’s dead the elites will pick the man they believe can best provide for them.” 
 
    “You believe making a success of Ptah’s Settlement will prove to Tjeni’s elites that you’re the most qualified brother.” 
 
    Not a question. Tamit always figured things out. “I do.” 
 
    “So someday you’ll leave us and never look back.” 
 
    There was something in Tamit’s voice I hadn’t heard before. Regret? Disappointment? Maybe she didn’t want to be separated from me. Did I dare hope that to be the case? “Not necessarily, Tamit. Who knows? I may make Ptah’s Settlement my capital instead of Tjeni. Because here’s something few people have figured out – Father will control the entire South once he captures Nubt and Nekhen pledges him fealty. Once I’m king I intend to join the North to the territory he leaves me – and I meant what I said earlier this evening – I expect Ptah’s Settlement will be the most important in the North.” 
 
    “I hope you do if you become king – make Ptah’s Settlement your capital.” Tamit’s eyes met mine. “Face it, Majesty. If any man but you becomes ruler here my days as an overseer will be over. You’re the only man in the valley who’d give a girl like me such responsibility and authority.” 
 
    I hadn’t considered the impact my ambition might have on her. Tamit was right. Her future was tied directly to mine. Now I knew how to take her earlier comment. She was concerned for herself. It had nothing to do with me. But I realized if I left Ptah’s Settlement I’d likely never see her again. I didn’t want that. I wanted to be king, and I wanted her in my life. “Would you like to work for me always, Tamit? Even if it wasn’t in this settlement?” 
 
    “You’d take me with you to Tjeni?” she asked hopefully. 
 
    “Of course I would.” 
 
    “I’d be very happy, Majesty.” 
 
    That made me very happy too. I didn’t have to lose her. “Then I will.” 
 
    “Thank you.” She seemed relieved. 
 
    “We’ve come a long way these past months, haven’t we Tamit? Remember how I treated you when we first met? Doubting you? Accusing you without cause? Giving your ideas to men to implement simply because you’re a girl?” 
 
    “And a commoner, Majesty. Don’t forget that. I didn’t treat you so well either. I remember falsely accusing you and spitting at your feet and shouting at you in front of porters and craftsmen.” 
 
    “And hurling a pouch of labels at me.” 
 
    “I’m still surprised you didn’t have me punished for that.” 
 
    “You were infuriating and maddening back then. But I saw something in you, Tamit – ability, intelligence, persistence, belief in yourself. I’m glad everything’s worked out the way it has. And I’m glad for what you’ve taught me – to look beyond status and gender and seek out ability and use it. Niay and Meru have their jobs as overseers because you blazed their paths.” 
 
    “That’s very kind of you, Majesty.” 
 
    We’d never had such a frank discussion. I wanted to learn more. “I’ve revealed my secret, Tamit. What about you? What do you want out of life?” 
 
    “I’m content doing what I do, Majesty. I love my life. I have more authority than any woman in the valley. I can’t possibly rise any higher. I’m still bursting with ideas. I guess what I want is the chance to put them into practice. Wherever in the valley I am.” 
 
    “But eventually – a husband, children?” That was inevitable. A woman like her wouldn’t remain alone her whole life. The best I could hope for was to have her near me. To pine for her from a distance. 
 
    “Only if I can find the right man, Majesty.” 
 
    I laughed. “Seems to me you have your pick, Tamit. All the men who were swarming around you tonight are proof of that.” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter who’s swarming if the right man’s missing,” Tamit said enigmatically. She stood. “It’s late and I must be up early in the morning. Good night, Majesty.” 
 
    “Goodnight, Overseer Tamit.”
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    “We can’t survive Tjeni’s blockade much longer, Majesty,” Pentu warned Father. 
 
    We were in Father’s room in his per’aa. It was late; flaming wicks floating in a couple of bowls of oil dimly lit the walls and Pentu’s and Father’s faces. Father looked more careworn than I’d ever seen him, his face lined and weary, the lines accentuated by the flickering light 
 
    “Nubt’s elites are angry, Majesty,” Pentu continued. “They’ve been cut off from wine and Northern luxuries for two years. Thank the gods King Khab wasn’t serious when he threatened not to barter with us anymore. Without Nekhen’s luxuries the elites would’ve tried to replace you.” 
 
    “Bebi’s been working hard to keep my mother’s family in line,” I said. 
 
    “What about Hetshet’s family?” Father queried. 
 
    “Maya’s an opportunist,” Pentu replied. “I don’t trust him. He sees himself as a compromise king if the elites strip you of your throne. He’s straddling the line between war and peace.” 
 
    Pentu had made a mistake drawing Maya into our meeting at Harwa’s farm to prepare Nubt for war. Maya’s call that night for Sabu’s head had been tempered ever since by self-interest. I assumed he’d told Sabu everything Pentu and I had told him that night, especially about Hetshet’s murder. What better way for Maya to gain leverage over Sabu? But that meant Sabu knew I’d seen him execute Hetshet. As long as I was alive I’d be a danger to him. Pentu insisted that when I left our house now I always go accompanied by bodyguards, just in case.  
 
     “Sabu’s agitating for immediate war to anyone who’ll listen, Father,” I added. “Has been since the day he sabotaged your alliance with King Scorpion.” An alliance Father still didn’t know that Pentu and I had manipulated him into. 
 
    Pentu nodded. “Sabu overestimates his capabilities and underestimates Scorpion’s. He’s convinced himself that he can invade Tjeni and crush King Scorpion’s army in a few days. He’s wrong. But he has the backing of his family. Ani in particular is calling for war.” 
 
    “How do you know we can’t crush Scorpion quickly?” Father asked. “Sabu tells me his spies have reported that Scorpion’s been sending boatloads of farmers to the North. Sabu claims we can raise more men to fight from among our farmers now than Scorpion can his. Sabu says if we buy mercenaries we’ll vastly outnumber Scorpion.” 
 
    “We may indeed outnumber Scorpion, Majesty, but we’ve had two low inundations in a row. We don’t have enough grain available to feed everyone who’s dependent on you plus support a military campaign and mercenaries.” 
 
    “Am I really in danger of losing my throne, Pentu?” Father asked plaintively. 
 
    “As long as your son persists in his madness.” 
 
    “How can I get Sabu under control? How long can I hold off the elites who back his call for war?” 
 
    “Not much longer, Majesty,” Pentu averred. “We have to somehow turn our situation with Scorpion around, and soon, if you want to remain king. Maybe even enter into another alliance with him. Because if we go to war against Scorpion Nubt’s doomed.” 
 
    “Are you sure, Pentu? It’s been two years since Scorpion declared war. He hasn’t attacked us yet. Even though our spies tell us he’s preparing. There has to be a reason.” 
 
    “Majesty…” 
 
    “Tell me about our preparations so far,” Father interrupted. 
 
    “We’ve constructed four boats south of here, at Waset. All reed. Easier to build than wood. They won’t have to travel far so they don’t need to be particularly durable. We’ve doubled the amount of cropland in irrigation. We’ve constructed new granaries to hold the excess.” 
 
    “You just said we lack grain.” 
 
    “The new granaries are empty, Majesty, with no prospect of being filled in the near future.” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “We’ve strengthened Nubt’s walls. Our men are patrolling the entire paw of land in the desert west of our settlement.” 
 
    “Maybe Scorpion’s afraid of us, Pentu. Maybe he doesn’t think he can defeat us.” 
 
    I couldn’t believe Father was still living in a state of denial. 
 
    “Seems to me Scorpion’s decided to slowly strangle us and not spend his resources needlessly, Majesty,” Pentu countered. “That’s what I’d do.” 
 
    I was tired of Father’s delusions. He needed to face facts. Sabu was the cause of our troubles. He’d murdered my brother. He’d ordered an attack on a king’s daughter. He’d put the life of every Nubtian at risk. He was the reason Scorpion had declared war. “Hand Sabu over to Scorpion, Father. Save your throne. It’s that simple.” 
 
    “Never!” Father thundered. He glared at me. “I will not sacrifice your brother!” 
 
    The way Sabu had sacrificed Hetshet. Which Father still didn’t know and would never believe. 
 
    “We have to do something, Majesty,” Pentu said soothingly. 
 
    “What do you propose?” 
 
    “Send me to Tjeni, Majesty. A peace mission. Let me try to convince Scorpion to lift his blockade.” 
 
    “Why would he?” 
 
    “You represent stability and peace, Majesty. Sabu represents war. Inevitably, we must yield to Scorpion – that’s a fact. Uniting with Scorpion peacefully will be cheaper for him. That should be  reason enough for him to lift his blockade – to keep you on Nubt’s throne and keep Sabu at bay. If Scorpion agrees, he’ll deprive Sabu of the one thing he can use to wrest the throne from you – dissatisfied elites.” 
 
    “Do what you must, Pentu. Anything – except handing over Sabu. That’s one condition I won’t agree to.” 
 
    “Understood, Majesty.” 
 
    I thought Father’s condition absurd.  
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    Tjeni came into view from where I was standing in the bow of Pentu’s boat. I’d been pleasantly surprised when he’d asked me to go with him on his mission. I placed my hands on my belly. Two months more and I’d bear Pentu’s child, a child who, according to Pentu, represented Nubt’s future. Thus my presence on his mission. I didn’t love Pentu – ours was and always would be a marriage of convenience – but between us there was warmth and comfort and companionship. He actually made me fairly happy and provided me with the best that Nubt had to offer. Because he was in love with me. He dared not say so, but every look and action proclaimed it. Sometimes I felt bad that I didn’t feel what he felt, but in a perfect world I’d never have chosen him as my husband, so there was that. Still, true to his word on the night of our marriage, Pentu had included me in every facet of his work to keep Father on his throne ever since. He treated me like a trusted advisor as well as a beloved wife. That treatment had raised a wall between Baki and me and Baki and his father. Baki resented that I’d replaced his dead mother in Pentu’s affections, for I made sure, in public, to play the part of loving adoring wife. But Baki’s impression of our marriage, and his resentment, were his problem, not mine. Plus, it turned out he wasn’t all that pleased with Nebetah. Now that he’d gotten the woman he’d wanted, he didn’t want her anymore. He wanted me. 
 
    We were greeted as we tied up at Tjeni’s quay by armed guards, their faces grim. Father’s golden standard, the dog-like image of Seth set amidships in our boat, made clear where we were from. Pentu had made a point of not arming our crewmen. They watched uneasily from the deck as Pentu and I clattered down the gangplank, Pentu giving me his arm so I wouldn’t stumble. 
 
    Tjeni’s chief guard was waiting at its foot, backed by six of his men. 
 
    “I’ve been sent by King Ika with a message for King Scorpion,” Pentu announced. 
 
    The chief regarded us suspiciously, then sent one of his men running up a broad street into the settlement. Pentu and I seated ourselves on the gangplank to wait. The guards didn’t move. 
 
    Observing Tjeni, I wished Sabu had come with us. I wished he could see what I was seeing. Everything about Tjeni dwarfed Nubt – the number of quays along the river, the number and size of the boats moored there, the crowds filling a warren of streets lined with huts and houses. So many columns of smoke spiraling into the air – most from cookfires, the rest from at least twice as many workshops as we had in Nubt. Tjeni had no walls like the southern section of Nubt, but Scorpion would never fight a defensive war – he’d attack. I studied the guards who were watching us. Their weapons were superior to ours. We didn’t have a ghost of a chance of defeating Scorpion. 
 
    Nearly an hour after our arrival Mekatre appeared. I recognized the king’s middle son from my time in Nekhen. He strode haughtily to Pentu, who rose and bowed. As did I. 
 
    Mekatre looked me up and down. “You were supposed to be my brother’s wife,” he noted. “I see you’ve taken a different husband. Or did you bother?” 
 
    Pentu stiffened. But he couldn’t afford to object to Mekatre’s insult. “That would be me, Majesty,” he said respectfully. 
 
    Mekatre snorted. 
 
    “I have a message for King Scorpion,” Pentu reiterated. 
 
    Mekatre made a pretense of scanning the deck of our boat. “Have you brought King Ika’s son Sabu with you, to be executed?” 
 
    “I have not, Majesty.” 
 
    “Hmph. Father may see you. Or he may not.” Mekatre turned on his heel. 
 
    We followed him into Tjeni. People lined both sides of every street, watching; word of our arrival had spread. Some regarded us with curiosity, most hostility. A few jeered. Guards flanked us on all four sides; I was glad for the protection. After a fifteen-minute walk we reached Scorpion’s per’aa, the most magnificent structure I’d ever seen. We weren’t yet even close to the center of Tjeni. The settlement was frighteningly big. Mekatre ushered us inside and along several corridors and into the audience hall. 
 
    I estimated more than one hundred men were present, with space for more. Tjeni had far more elites than Nubt. They turned to watch us enter. Sunlight streamed through four windows high up. Motes of dust danced in sunbeams that angled downward, forming bright rectangles on the packed-clay floor. The hall was wider and longer than Father’s, though lacking in gold decorations. King Scorpion was waiting at the far end of the hall, seated on a throne atop a three-step stone dais, his white leather crown on his head, crook and flail in his hands. He was as handsome as I remembered. Gold jewelry sparkled on his chest and arms. His kilt was hemmed with gold thread. A girl in a white skirt stood behind him waving a fan of brown ostrich feathers slowly back and forth. A guard was directly behind her, holding a tall ebony shaft topped with a solid-gold scorpion, the king’s standard. Two guards flanked him, also holding standards – a falcon representing Horus, a jackal representing Wepwawet. Two bodyguards stood at the two bottom rear corners of the dais, watchful. Mekatre led Pentu and me to an open space directly in front of the king, then stationed himself beside his brother Lagus on the right side of the dais. I quickly scanned the hall, seeking Iry. I was both relieved and disappointed he wasn’t present. A friendly face would’ve been welcome. But Iry and Pentu in the same room might’ve been problematic, especially because of my condition. 
 
    “You’re bringing me a message instead of the man who ordered an attack on my daughter?” Scorpion charged as soon as Pentu and I rose from our knees. “A man who bribed two of my guards?” 
 
    “Two? I only know about one, Majesty. And I promise I didn’t when we arranged our alliance,” Pentu replied. 
 
    “My son Iry discovered another. He’s dead. Along with his wife and children. And the other traitor’s.” 
 
    I wondered how Iry had discovered him. I shivered. If King Scorpion was vindictive enough to execute the innocent along with the guilty, gods help us if he ever unleashed his wrath on Nubt.  
 
    “My message is for your ears alone, Majesty,” Pentu said. 
 
    “You can’t be serious!” Mekatre protested, taking a step towards us and twisting to face the throne. “Father – we all deserve to hear what this… barbarian has to say!” 
 
    Nothing like setting the tone for a negotiation. 
 
    Scorpion held up his hand to quiet Mekatre. “Tell me now, Pentu. Or go home.” 
 
    It’d been worth a try. As I well knew, it was harder to have a fruitful discussion in front of spectators. Posturing always got in the way of true negotiations. 
 
    Pentu sighed. “As you wish, Majesty.” 
 
    Scorpion leaned back in his throne and regarded Pentu skeptically. “Are you speaking on King Ika’s behalf, Pentu – or yours?” 
 
    “We’re of the same mind, Majesty.” 
 
    “Yours, then. Just like at Nekhen.” Scorpion looked at me. “King Ika’s daughter. You and my son Iry were go-betweens.” 
 
    He didn’t appear to have guessed that I’d manipulated Iry into proposing the alliance. I wondered if Iry had ever figured it out. “Matia, Majesty.” 
 
    “You were momentarily Iry’s wife.” 
 
    “Yes, Majesty.” 
 
    He stared at my belly. “And now?” 
 
    “Pentu is my husband, Majesty.” 
 
    “I brought Matia with me as a sign of good faith, Majesty.” 
 
    “But you didn’t bring Sabu.” 
 
    “No, Majesty,” Pentu said patiently. 
 
    Many murmurs throughout the hall. 
 
    Scorpion leaned forward on his throne. “Why are you here, Pentu?” 
 
    “To negotiate the lifting of your blockade, Majesty.” 
 
    Scorpion laughed. 
 
    His courtiers joined in. 
 
    “Why would I get rid of a blockade my spies tell me is having such a dramatic effect on Nubt after being in place for only two years?” Scorpion asked. 
 
    “Because it’s having a dramatic effect on Nubt, Majesty,” Pentu replied evenly. “After only two years.” 
 
    More laughter. 
 
    “Explain yourself, Pentu.” 
 
    “The king’s son, Sabu, wants war with Tjeni, Majesty. He’s agitating for war among Nubt’s elites. They’re listening, because your blockade’s depriving them of luxuries. It won’t be long until the elites turn on King Ika. Then Sabu will take the throne and war will be a certainty.” 
 
    “You want me to remove the blockade so Nubt’s elites will settle down and Ika can keep his throne,” Scorpion inferred. “And if I do there won’t be any hostile moves by Nubt against me.” 
 
    “Yes, Majesty. Exactly.” 
 
    “What’ll happen when Ika dies, Pentu? Surely Sabu will seize the throne then. Meanwhile, I’ll have given him years in which to build up the army and supplies and weapons he needs to wage war against me. Lifting my blockade will help Sabu immensely. I don’t see how lifting my blockade will help me at all.” 
 
    “I promise Sabu will never take the throne, Majesty. I promise Nubt’s next ruler will be your ally.” 
 
    “Who, Pentu? Who’ll sit the throne after King Ika?” Scorpion pressed. 
 
    Pentu stood silent. I supposed he was debating with himself. There was no chance of Scorpion lifting his blockade if he didn’t know the answer to his question. But answering his question, in a hall where Sabu likely had a spy, would mean that Sabu would know the fate we intended for him. He’d likely kill Pentu and me to make sure he’d succeed Father. 
 
    I placed my hand on my belly. My eyes met Scorpion’s and held for a long moment. 
 
    “Clear the hall,” Scorpion ordered. 
 
    Looks of surprise on courtiers’ faces. 
 
    Relief on Pentu’s. 
 
    “But, Father!” Mekatre protested. 
 
    “You too,” Scorpion said. “And Lagus. Everyone! Out!” 
 
    Gradually the hall emptied. Guards were the last to exit. They pulled the door closed behind them. 
 
    Scorpion sat back in his throne, a slight smile tugging at his lips. “Afraid of word getting back to Nubt, Pentu?” 
 
    “Yes, Majesty.” 
 
    “You’re a purported kingmaker, Pentu. Who’d sit the throne?” 
 
    I placed both hands on my belly this time. “My son and Pentu’s, Majesty. King Ika’s grandson.” 
 
    “With me serving as his regent until he’s old enough to pledge you fealty and rule in your name,” Pentu said. 
 
    “Instead of Sabu.” 
 
    “I guarantee Sabu will never take the throne, Majesty,” I said icily. 
 
    “How will you guarantee it, Matia?” 
 
    “I’ll either kill him myself or hand him over to you the day my father dies. Your choice. Though I’d prefer to execute him myself.” 
 
    “Interesting.” Scorpion studied me for a moment. “Why are you so eager to turn on your brother, Matia? Do you crave power so much?” 
 
    “Power has nothing to do with it, Majesty. Sabu murdered my brother Hetshet. I saw him do it. I heard him negotiate an alliance with Pe and Dep without my father’s knowledge, as you well know. He turned against Nubt in pursuit of personal power. I believe I’m doing what’s in Nubt’s best interest by keeping him from the throne. If that’s turning on him – well, he deserves it.” 
 
    “Hmm. You claim the throne for your child, Pentu, but King Ika has a wife, doesn’t he?” Scorpion queried. “Wouldn’t their child take precedence over yours? Assuming you kill Sabu, as you’ve promised.” 
 
    “The king’s wife is my daughter Nofret, Majesty,” Pentu said. 
 
    “She won’t give my father a child,” I said. “I’ve made sure of it.” 
 
    Scorpion pursed his lips. “Will Nubt’s elites support Matia’s child over Sabu, Pentu?” 
 
    “I guarantee he’ll have the backing of all the elite families who aren’t related to Sabu’s mother. I guarantee Sabu’s relatives will be disposed of and won’t be a threat to peace,” Pentu replied. 
 
    “What if your child’s a girl?” Scorpion asked. 
 
    “I’ll keep trying until I give Pentu a son.” 
 
    “But if you fail?” 
 
    “I assume you’ll place your son Mekatre on Nubt’s throne instead.” 
 
    “A good assumption.” 
 
    “He’d do well to make Pentu his advisor in that case, Majesty, to help him control Nubt’s elites.” Time to remind Scorpion of something important. “Perhaps one day Mekatre’s child will marry mine and blend the blood of Tjeni and Nubt together.” 
 
    “As in Sety’s dream,” Scorpion said. “A descendant to rule a unified valley.” 
 
    Scorpion remembered. That was promising. It might be the edge we needed to get Scorpion to agree to our proposal. Once upon a time Iry had expected the descendant in Sety’s dream to be his and mine. What difference did it make if Mekatre was involved instead?” 
 
    Scorpion gazed at Pentu thoughtfully. “And in the meantime? Between now and King Ika’s death?” 
 
    “A resumption of our alliance, Majesty,” Pentu replied. “King Ika to continue to hold his throne in fealty to you.” 
 
    “No royal marriages?” Scorpion asked. “No royal daughter pledged to my son Mekatre? Wouldn’t that mingle the blood of Tjeni and Nubt more directly, and even sooner?” 
 
    “It would, Majesty,” Pentu agreed. “But King Ika’s daughters are both married.” 
 
    Scorpion laughed. “So?” He looked me up and down. “Sety’s dream was very specific, Pentu. Matia will blend the royal blood of Tjeni and Nubt. Not her sister. Not her child. Her.” 
 
    I’d given myself to Pentu to stop Sabu. That’s all I cared about. It’s all Pentu had cared about too, until he’d fallen in love with me. The only tool I had to get what I truly wanted was me. I had to wield myself now, no matter how much it hurt Pentu. “If I have to marry Mekatre so you’ll lift the blockade I will, Majesty.” 
 
    I practically felt Pentu deflate. I didn’t dare look at him. 
 
    Scorpion was genuinely surprised. 
 
    “But if I can serve you better by returning to Nubt and killing Sabu – I’ll do that too,” I promised. 
 
    “Heria deserves to watch Sabu die, Matia. So I’ll execute him – no one else.” Scorpion suddenly stiffened. “I demand that King Ika turn Sabu over to me. That’s my condition for peace.” 
 
    “King Ika will never approve the execution of his son, Majesty,” Pentu affirmed. “But perhaps a payment of some kind? Gold?” 
 
    “Sabu’s weight. Annually. Forever,” Scorpion demanded harshly. 
 
    A steep price. Cheaper than a war. 
 
    “I agree,” Pentu said. After a moment, hesitantly – “Will you lift the blockade?” 
 
    Scorpion laughed long and loud. “Apparently no demand I make is unreasonable – except Sabu’s head. I cleared the hall so I could see just how far the two of you were willing to go. Fealty and gold, Pentu. Abandoning your husband to share my son’s bed, Matia. Volunteering to murder your brother. But you two didn’t go far enough because you refused me Sabu. So my answer is ‘no.’ No golden bribe. No marriage. No lifting of my blockade.” Scorpion clenched his fist. “I’ve got Nubt right where I want it. Growing weaker by the month. My army’s mighty and growing stronger every day. I could crush Nubt tomorrow without breaking a sweat if I wanted. But Nubt will be so much easier for me to conquer if it’s ripped apart from within first. You can’t fight me and yourselves at the same time and win. I’m content to let Nubt’s elites turn on each other, Pentu. I’m content to let them drive King Ika from his throne. My blockade’s working and will continue to work. So, while Nubt falls apart, I’ll continue to prepare for war, and when I’m ready I’ll strike and Nubt will surrender to me with barely a whimper.” Scorpion stood and pointed his crook at us. “Now, get out of Tjeni!” 
 
    Men were milling about outside the audience hall when we exited. They could tell by our faces our mission had failed. The jeers started then and accompanied us all the way to Pentu’s boat, the crowd trailing us growing ever larger and more jubilant and hostile as we passed through the settlement. I thanked the gods we were accompanied by the contingent of guards, though I expected that if the crowd turned violent they’d abandon us. We reached Pentu’s boat and hurried up the gangplank and immediately shoved off, our oarsmen rowing furiously. None of us wanted to remain in Tjeni’s section of the valley any longer than we had to. 
 
    Pentu stood beside me in the stern, watching Tjeni disappear. Normally his arm would have been around my shoulders. Not now. I’d hurt him deeply. “We tried,” he said. 
 
    “And now Nubt’s lost. Maybe in a week, maybe in a decade, but lost.” 
 
    “All we can do is try to prolong our existence.” 
 
    I turned to him, took both his hands in mine. “I’m truly sorry, Pentu. You didn’t deserve me volunteering to leave you for Mekatre.” 
 
    “You did what you had to, Matia. I understand.” 
 
    I knew he’d never feel again about me the way he had before our trip. He’d been holding out hope ever since we’d married that deep down I loved him. Now he knew for sure I didn’t and wouldn’t. He’d continue to love me, certainly, but reservedly, not desperately and completely. I wanted to feel bad, but I really didn’t. I’d hardened my heart years ago, when I’d been no more than a girl and promised against my will to Baki. I’d never share it with anyone. “At least Sabu will never sit the throne,” I said. “Scorpion will eradicate Nubt before Father dies. That’s something, at least.” 
 
    “Yes. That’s something.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Peret (Winter) 
 
    Iry 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    A porter brought word that one of my three cargo boats that Niay had constructed so far had arrived from Farkha. Good. That meant copper ingots to be sent south so Father could make weapons, and ivory for Nastasen’s workshop. For months I’d been accumulating luxuries for Father to distribute to Tjeni’s elites – carved ivory, lapis lazuli, wine. As soon as the ivory was unloaded I’d order those luxury items to be loaded. Within a day or so my boat would be on its way to Tjeni. 
 
    I caught sight of Tamit aboard the vessel, speaking with its captain and Paser. The captain was one of Tamit’s most persistent suitors and I tried unsuccessfully to tamp down my jealousy, which was getting worse daily. An emotion I couldn’t overcome. What made it worse was I’d taken to comparing the elite women who pursued me to Tamit and always found them lacking. There was no finer woman in Ptah’s Settlement. I didn’t know of a finer woman in the valley. Or one less interested in me. Tamit caught sight of me. Her golden bracelets glittered in the sunlight as she motioned me to her. It glittered too on her golden necklace. I scaled the gangplank. She was holding a foot-long rectangular wooden plank covered with a thin layer of clay in her right hand, scratching symbols with a sharpened reed in her left. Paser was peering over her shoulder, fascinated. 
 
    “Majesty!” The captain bowed. 
 
    “You’re just in time,” Tamit said. “I’m showing off my latest innovation.” She held out the plank. I saw the symbols she’d devised for copper and ivory and lapis lazuli and wine inscribed in a column on the clay, and the symbols she’d concocted for quantities next to them. 
 
    “Explain.” 
 
    “You know the symbols, of course, Majesty. The first number next to the copper indicates how many containers of ingots are to remain on board this boat when it continues on to Tjeni. The second number is how many containers are to be unloaded here and moved to your warehouse. The numbers next to the other products indicate how many jars and containers need to be carried here from the warehouses and loaded onto this boat so they can be transported to Tjeni.” 
 
    “You’ve figured out how to control the movement of goods between boat and destination,” I said, amazed. 
 
    “It’s more than that, Majesty,” Tamit said earnestly. “It’s also a way to account for how many of each item we possess. Come with me to the warehouse district. I’ll show you how it all works.” 
 
    Without waiting for my reply, Tamit hurried down the gangplank and across the quay and onto the lane that led to the warehouses. She half-ran, so fast I had trouble keeping up, her braid swinging back and forth. 
 
    “I figured it out a few days ago,” she called over her shoulder, dodging donkeys and porters and pedestrians. 
 
    The warehouse district ahead of us was fully enclosed waist-high on three sides. The fourth, the one that would be pierced by the gate, was higher than a man’s head. The dirt platforms both inside and out were three feet high now and rising daily. Mud-bricks were piled at strategic intervals outside the wall. Men on the ground were handing bricks one at a time to bricklayers on the platform, who were turning and placing them on the wall or handing them to other bricklayers who were standing atop the wall, laying the middle rows of the fifteen-foot-wide structure. In a week or so the platform would be too high to hand bricks up; men would carry them up a ramp onto the platforms and stack them for the bricklayers to use. 
 
    I caught up to Tamit. 
 
    “We’ll make three identical copies of each wooden plank every time we receive a shipment – one for the boat’s captain, one for Hori so he can assign porters to move the goods, and one for Hemu so he can pull goods from the warehouses or move them into storage. After the loaded boat departs the harbor we’ll smooth the clay and have a fresh surface to record the next boatload.” 
 
    We passed through the partly-constructed gate that led into the warehouse district. Goods were piled outside the warehouse entrances, either ready to be stored or transported to boats. All were labeled. Dozens of sweating porters were either carrying containers or lashing them onto donkeys. 
 
    Tamit led me to the warehouse where we stored Father’s wine. She was somewhat breathless, her chest rapidly rising and falling. Her skin glistened from heat and exertion. She impatiently brushed a few damp strands of hair from her brow. She grabbed a blank plank, inscribed the symbol for wine with a quantity next to it. “See – this plank tells Hemu how many jars of wine need to be taken from the warehouse and moved to the boat.” She shuffled the first plank atop the second. “It matches what the captain expects to receive. Once my system’s in place, a third plank will be given to Hori so he can order the necessary number of porters to the warehouse to transport the jars to the boat, or from the boat to the warehouse.” 
 
    “Ingenious, Tamit. As always.” 
 
    “There’s more, Majesty. This week I had porters count every item in every warehouse. There’s a master plank in each one now to keep track of the quantity of every good stored there. As goods are added or goods are removed, the numbers on the clay will be changed to match.” 
 
    “So I’ll always know, by looking at your planks, exactly what’s in my warehouses.” 
 
    “Yes,” Tamit said excitedly. “And you won’t have to come here to see them. We can make you a copy. And we can use the same method to track how many measures of grain are in the granaries, and how many bolts of linen are available to distribute to workers, and jars of beer, and other necessities, or how many are needed. Even the number of workers in each workshop, or at the harbor or warehouses. But not just here in Ptah’s Settlement, Majesty. On the delta estates too, and in the delta settlements. Grain. Raw materials. Cattle.” 
 
    “Total control of the resources of the North. Incredible.” 
 
    “We’ll need officials to perform this tracking function full-time,” Tamit said practically. “We can’t trust random porters here or workers on estates to do it correctly. We’ll need to find men smart enough to understand and inscribe my symbols and numbers.” 
 
    “Scribes. More mouths for me to feed, along with their families, and more huts, and more supplies. But well worth the expense. Just think – being able to quickly requisition and send supplies south at a moment’s notice may someday let Father defeat Nubt in battle. When he sees your system he’s going to be astounded.” 
 
    “Do you really think so, Majesty?” 
 
    “I do, Tamit. What you’ve done is revolutionary.” 
 
    We spent the rest of the day in the warehouses, inspecting planks Tamit had created to track goods, watching porters use planks to fill orders, watching Hori put together crews to move containers based on the planks, observing as boats were loaded. By sunset we were both exhausted and triumphant in equal measure. I walked Tamit home just as night fell, still talking over the possibilities she’d unleashed. 
 
    We stopped in front of her hut. 
 
    “I’m not sure why you’re still living here,” I said disapprovingly. “You’re the most valuable overseer in this settlement. Say the word and I’ll give you a house among the elites.” 
 
    “My needs are simple, Majesty. I’m happy enough living where I grew up.” She laughed. “Remember the first time you were here?” 
 
    “How could I forget.” 
 
    “You thought I was trying to seduce you.” 
 
    “Silly, wasn’t it?” 
 
    There was a long pause. 
 
    “Would that have been so awful, Majesty?” Tamit looked up at me, her expression playful, her eyes shining, the breeze blowing loose wisps of hair. 
 
    Tamit was so beautiful. I didn’t want to ever be separated from her. I loved her. I’d loved her for months. I hadn’t been brave enough to admit it to her. I was tired of holding back. I was tired of being alone. Impulsively, unable to restrain myself, I took Tamit in my arms and kissed her, hungrily. 
 
    I feared she’d push me away. She melted into me instead. She kissed me back. 
 
    We nearly tore down the mat that covered the entrance to her hut as we rushed inside, fumbling at kilt and skirt, dropping them in a heap on the ground. My heart was racing. So was Tamit’s. We didn’t take time to light a bowl of oil. We barely took time to unroll her pallet. We fell onto it. 
 
    Afterwards, Tamit lay in the crook of my arm, her head resting on my chest, one leg atop mine, both of us drenched with sweat, breathing hard in the darkness. She’d unbraided her hair after our lovemaking and it spilled about us. I didn’t want this moment to ever end. I’d never been so happy and content my entire life. I stroked her arm and hip and leg with my free hand, over and over. How I’d longed to do that. 
 
    “Have you ever been in love with a woman, Majesty?” she asked hesitantly after our hearts had stopped pounding somewhat. 
 
    “I think you can call me Iry now, Tamit,” I said tenderly. 
 
    “Are you trying to dodge my question? Iry.” She said it shyly. 
 
    I kissed her brow. “I met a woman once, Matia, the daughter of the king of Nubt.” I hadn’t thought about her for a long time. “We were both attending the coronation of the king of Nekhen.” 
 
    “Was she beautiful?” 
 
    “Very. We spent most of every day together for a week. This happened eight or nine months before I came to Ptah’s Settlement. I was smitten. I’d never met anyone like her. Bold, willing, enticing. The two of us negotiated an alliance between our fathers. We were supposed to marry to seal it.” 
 
    “So you did love her.” Tamit rested her hand on my chest. 
 
    I felt her bracelets, cold and hard. Like my heart had been for so long. “The alliance between Tjeni and Nubt fell apart, Tamit. An hour later I watched her walk into a tent with her new husband.” 
 
    Tamit drew in her breath. “You must have been devastated,” she said softly. 
 
    “Not by that. But by something that had happened an hour earlier. You see, I’d overheard Matia telling her sister how she’d pretended to be in love with me so she could manipulate me into creating the alliance on terms favorable to her.” 
 
    “She deceived you.” 
 
    “Many women and girls before Matia had paid attention to me because I’m a king’s son. She was the first who’d ever paid attention to me because she cared for me – or so I thought. I haven’t trusted a woman since.” 
 
    “Do you trust me?” 
 
    “Completely, Tamit. I know you didn’t sleep with me because of my title. In spite of it.” 
 
    She lightly stroked my chest with her fingers. 
 
    “Have you ever loved a man, Tamit?” 
 
    “I won’t lie, Iry. I’ve been with many boys and men. I didn’t love any of them. I don’t remember half their names.” She rolled onto her side and propped herself on her elbow, a dark shadow looming over me. Her hair spilled over her shoulders and onto my chest. “To tell the truth, this past year I’ve been trying to distract myself from wanting you.” 
 
    “So… you want me?” 
 
    “Didn’t I just show you?” 
 
    I pulled her on top of me and kissed her again, long and passionately. 
 
    “Was this a mistake, Iry?” she asked afterwards, a bit breathless. 
 
    I tensed. Had I just gained Tamit only to lose her? “Why would you say that?” 
 
    “How can someone like me even dream of being with a king’s son? I’m a commoner, as you’ve taken pains to point out on many occasions.” 
 
    “Not for a long time.” 
 
    “You’ll marry a fine lady from Tjeni someday, or a king’s daughter like Matia. That’s what kings’ sons do, isn’t it? Especially sons who want to be king in their own right.” 
 
    “We’re talking about marriage now?” I teased. 
 
    “Of course not, Iry. Tonight we took pleasure in each other. I hope we will again. Very often. But maybe that’s the best we can hope for. Someday your father will send for you and you’ll leave Ptah’s Settlement behind. And me. Maybe a few stolen moments are all I’ll ever have with you. Maybe they’ll have to be enough.” 
 
    “Maybe for you, Tamit. But not for me. I love you. Desperately.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “For a long time. I’ve been afraid to tell you. I feared you’d laugh in my face and tell me to go away. You’ve done that before.” 
 
    “I love you too, Iry.” 
 
    I kissed her, tenderly. “I want more than a little stolen pleasure, Tamit. I want this all the time, you in my arms, you in my bed. I want you to be my wife.” 
 
    She gave a little gasp. “How could it possibly work – a commoner and a king’s son?” 
 
    “You’re not a commoner anymore. I elevated you. Rather, you elevated yourself.” 
 
    “Your father will object. Isn’t he counting on using you to seal another alliance?” 
 
    “I’m a third son, Tamit. Father has Lagus and Mekatre for that. He’ll forgive me once he gets to know you.” 
 
    “But what about you? Don’t you need to have options for when you’re king?” 
 
    “You said when – not if.” 
 
    “I believe in you, Iry. And I couldn’t stand to love you and lose you.” 
 
    “You won’t. I promise.” 
 
    “What would people in the settlement say if you took me to wife?” 
 
    “That I’m the luckiest man in the valley.” I laughed. “What can they say, Tamit? For all practical purposes I’m king here. Who’d challenge anything I did?” 
 
    “I would. I have.” 
 
    I kissed her. “You’re the only one who’s ever gotten away with it.” 
 
    “I’ll never stop challenging you, Iry. Even if I’m your wife.” 
 
    “I hope you won’t. It’s your fierceness I admire most of all. So, Tamit, will you come with me to my house and be my wife?” 
 
    She didn’t hesitate. “Yes, My Love.” 
 
    Joy swept over me like a wave. I’d never forget this night, this moment, when I won the woman I loved. “But we’ll spend the night here,” I said. “Just two ordinary people caught up in a blissful dream.” 
 
    Tamit kissed me. And nothing else in the entire world mattered.
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    I rolled onto my side. I was still sleepy. A shaft of sunlight illuminated the room. Tamit was sitting on a stool in front of a wooden table filled with combs and containers of ocher and malachite and unguents and a grinding palette and reed brushes and boxes of jewelry. A copper see-face was propped against the wall. She was freshly-bathed, her light-brown skin glistening, running an ivory comb through her long wet gold hair. 
 
    Tamit turned at the noise. “You’re awake! How long have you been watching me?” 
 
    “Not nearly long enough. I could stare at you for hours.” 
 
    She set down her comb and crossed the room and pulled back the linen sheet and climbed into bed and kissed me. 
 
    I rested my hand on her hip. She rested hers on my waist. 
 
    “Have you figured out how you’re going to tell King Scorpion?” Tamit asked, her dark eyes searching mine. She hadn’t applied malachite yet. 
 
    Father was due to arrive later today to inspect Ptah’s Settlement for the first time. He’d finally yielded to Sety’s urging to visit. I’d been on edge for days, making my expectations clear to each of my overseers individually. I wanted everything to be perfect so Father would be impressed. I’d risked my future by staying in the North and seizing control of Ptah’s Settlement. I’d done it with the express purpose of setting myself apart from my brothers in Father’s eyes. I was proud of what I’d accomplished. No one in the valley could’ve done what I’d done. My fear was that Father would focus on my unapproved marriage and my appointing a female overseer and ignore what was really important – that I’d created a settlement that for all practical purposes had positioned him to control the majority of the river and the North. A settlement I was convinced would someday be more important than Tjeni itself. 
 
    “That you’re an overseer and my wife? Not yet.” 
 
    “I’m going to leave my stick at home until you do,” Tamit said decisively. 
 
    “You shouldn’t have to,” I apologized. 
 
    She stroked my cheek with her fingertips. “It doesn’t upset me in the least, Beloved. Wait for the right time for both. No matter how long. It’s important that the king focus on what you’ve accomplished here, not on me.” 
 
    As always, wise, and thinking along the same lines as me. 
 
    “I wouldn’t have accomplished half as much without you, Tamit. These past eight months, since we married, have been the happiest of my life. I love you more every day. Some mornings I lay abed for a long time, just watching you sleep. I thank the gods for the joy you’ve brought into my life.” 
 
    Tamit kissed me. “I feel the same way, Iry.” 
 
    “Whatever else happens while Father’s here, at least we won’t have to sleep apart. That’s why I constructed a small per’aa for him.” 
 
    “What if King Scorpion tells you to take away my stick?” 
 
    “I’ll have to, of course. And then I’ll give it back as soon as he sails away.” 
 
    Tamit frowned. “I’m serious. What if King Scorpion tells you to set me aside as your wife? What if he orders you to give me up?” 
 
    It was a possibility, one that had been weighing on my mind. “I won’t tell him about us until he gets to know you, Tamit. Everyone loves you. He will too.” 
 
    “But what if he doesn’t? What if he has plans to use you to seal an alliance? What if he can’t get past the fact I’m a commoner?” 
 
    “Be prepared for Father to call you a lapwing, Tamit. He has no respect for commoners.” 
 
    “That makes it worse.” 
 
    “If Father tells me to give you up we’ll run away,” I promised. 
 
    Tamit rolled onto her back. “You can’t, Iry. You want to be king.” 
 
    “That was my dream when I didn’t have anything else. But now I have you.” I brushed damp hair away from her face. “I don’t want to be king without you at my side.” 
 
    Tamit took my hand in hers. “I’m so proud of everything you’ve accomplished, Iry. You’ve worked so hard. Don’t throw your future away because of me. I couldn’t live with myself.” 
 
    Tamit rolled out of bed and returned to her table. I watched while she applied malachite to her eyes and slipped on her bracelets and armbands. She was so beautiful. Then, while she put on her skirt, I got out of bed and put on my kilt. I took her in my arms and kissed her. “Stand here,” I said. I went to her table and rummaged in her box of jewelry and pulled out the necklace I’d awarded her. Standing behind her, I fastened it. It glittered against her chest. I kissed her neck. “Everything will work out, Tamit. I promise.” 
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    I waited on one of the few unoccupied quays in the harbor of my sprawling settlement. Hemu and Hori and Isu and Paser and Meru and Niay and Tamit waited alongside me, nervous – none of them had ever met a king before. Everyone I’d awarded a gold necklace was wearing it. All except Tamit were holding their stick of office. 
 
    Now that Maadi was deserted my settlement was the undisputed control point on the river, and its largest and most important. Oarsmen poled the boat carrying Father and Lagus and Mekatre alongside the quay, red linen banners flying at bow and stern and attached to the scorpion standard amidships, and tied it to mooring posts. I hadn’t seen my brothers since they’d returned to the South from Sety’s estate, or Father since I’d departed Tjeni almost three years ago. Turning Ptah’s Settlement into one loyal to Father had kept me fully occupied ever since. The harbor was, as always, busy; not only were porters loading and unloading numerous vessels – the four with masts and furled sails were mine – but the harbor-side market just down from the quays was in full swing, crewmen from the various boats trading the grain and beer they’d received as pay for clothing woven by my settlement’s women in their homes and bread baked in their ovens and vegetables and fruit grown in their gardens, and objects made by craftsmen in my workshops, and fish freshly caught. Some locals were cutting hair and making sandals and performing similar services for the crewmen. 
 
    As the king’s party waited for the gangplank to be put in place I couldn’t help remember the first time I’d seen this harbor in company with Sety as I’d traveled to the North with him. I was proud of what I’d achieved since then. Twice as many quays lined the harbor now. There were many more warehouses too, safe within three of the planned four tall mud-brick walls that I’d ordered Isu to construct to keep goods safe from marauders, plastered, gleaming white. Meru worked on those walls year-round now, not just during the inundation, his men and their families an additional yet worthwhile expense. Outside the walls lay twice as many workers’ huts as two years ago, with more being erected every day. Settlers from Tjeni regularly arrived to swell my workforce, ferried by Minnefer, and I’d increased the number of workshops and granaries and bakeries and breweries accordingly to serve them. More delta estates supported us than had before, including new ones founded by Sety. Maadi was deserted now, most of its buildings collapsed or collapsing, its lanes drifted with sand, its trading areas abandoned. My settlement was now the largest north of Tjeni. Nothing moved north or south on the river without my consent. But I hadn’t let that power go to my head. I never for a second forgot that I served Father and eventually my brother Lagus, unless of course I jumped over him to succeed Father. 
 
    I’d addressed more than just the physical features of the settlement since I’d become its ruler. Tamit’s robust measures to control the flow of commodities and food between the delta estates and the South and Sakan were firmly in place. Thanks to the efforts of me and my overseers, when Father finally launched his war against Nubt we’d be able to send him a steady timely flow of foodstuffs and materials to feed and supply his army on my fleet of speedy boats. Tamit had trained numerous scribes how to use the labels that identified everything in the warehouses, and scribes who kept master lists of those labels so that at a glance I knew exactly what was available and where. Similar to goods, I now tracked the vessels that transported cargoes to and from my harbor, wherever in the world they came from, and the porters who hauled everything, and the craftsmen who turned raw materials into finished goods. Nothing happened in my settlement that I couldn’t account for. 
 
    I couldn’t have done it without Tamit. She was bright and eager and full of ideas and she’d earned the respect of the men who worked in the harbor area. Despite our marriage, half of them were still in love with her. Her smile and natural friendliness and infectious laughter never failed to win over the most recalcitrant porters and overseers. I relied on her to make sure the harbor and warehouses functioned properly. Though they wouldn’t voluntarily admit it, in a real sense Paser and Hemu and Hori worked for her, for she was the person who kept goods flowing. 
 
    Lagus and Mekatre bounded down the gangplank, followed at a statelier pace by Father. He wore his white crown and carried a crook and flail in his hands. He needed to make an impression. As did I. At my order, the moment Father’s boat touched the quay work in the harbor had ceased. Now all the workers assembled in a semicircle facing the quay, expectant, curious. Except for men who’d relocated from Tjeni and had seen Father most of their lives. For them this wasn’t that special an occasion. Family members had swarmed to the harbor too and they were intermixed with the workers. 
 
    “Welcome to Ptah’s Settlement, Father,” I said, bowing deeply. 
 
    “It’s much larger than I expected. More orderly. More people,” Father said. He indicated the distant walls. “The purpose?” 
 
    “They protect your warehouses. Three of the four walls are entirely completed and the fourth is chest-high. One more inundation and your goods will be completely protected from raiders. I’ve employed virtually every farmer idled by the inundation on delta estates these past years along with permanent workers to hurry the work along. This is Meru, the overseer in charge of construction.” 
 
    He bowed. “Majesty.” 
 
    I made more introductions. “This is Isu. He oversees your craftsmen. This is Paser, the harbormaster. He also distributes goods to your workers and oversees your granaries. Hemu, overseer of your warehouses. Hori oversees your porters. Niay has constructed a fleet. Four boats so far.” 
 
    “The boats with sails,” Father said approvingly. “I want one for myself.” 
 
    “Already built, Majesty,” Niay said. “The one moored to the nearest quay. The largest and finest and fastest of all.” 
 
    “A gift, Father, from me to you. You’ll be home in a week’s less time than it took you to get here, even though you’ll be traveling against the current.” 
 
    “Splendid!” 
 
    “We’re grateful for your generosity, Majesty,” Paser said. 
 
    “I’ve received glowing reports on all of you from Iry,” Father replied. 
 
    Tamit was holding back from the others. She was as nervous as me, for the same reasons. But her face didn’t show it. She was forcing herself to remain calm and collected. 
 
    “Finally, Father, Tamit’s in charge of the men who track your goods from the time they arrive in our harbor until we send them on. I call them scribes.” 
 
    “Sety mentioned you were very proud of that, but he couldn’t make me understand how it worked,” Father said. 
 
    “Tamit’s improved her method even further since Sety visited you, Father. Show him, Tamit.” An opportunity for her to make an impression before I told him about us. 
 
    Tamit strode to where dozens of jars and pouches were carefully arranged at the end of the quay, awaiting transfer from the harbor to the warehouses. Father and I followed. Tamit fell to her knees and lifted a label with her fingertips and showed it to Father. 
 
    “A scribe attaches an ivory label like this to every container as it’s being unloaded from a boat, Majesty.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “The plant means the jar came from a delta estate, Majesty. The scorpion means it came from the one you founded. The bee means it contains honey.” She flipped the label over. “The mark on the reverse means the jar’s completely full. The scribe adds it to the label after he attaches it. All the containers with honey from your estate are stored together in the same warehouse, in a section designated for this label. When we need to send honey to Tjeni, we know exactly where to go and get it.” 
 
    Father inspected the various piles. “A plant and falcon?” 
 
    “Sety’s estate.” 
 
    “An ostrich?” 
 
    “The jar holds carved ivory from Farkha. The ostrich is Farkha’s god.” 
 
    “Since Farkha’s a settlement, not an estate, there’s no plant,” Father inferred. 
 
    “Exactly, Majesty. The ivory carved in this settlement’s workshop is stored in jars marked with a hippo. Since our ivory comes from hippos.” 
 
    “Thanks to Tamit, every worker in this settlement can tell at a glance what’s in every container we receive and where it came from, Father,” I said proudly. “Tamit designed every label herself.” 
 
    “More importantly, Majesty, because of these labels and how we use and track them, we move goods far more quickly and efficiently in this part of the valley than we did when your son first took charge of Ptah’s Settlement.” 
 
    “Father, Tamit invented and figured out how to use labels. She practically shamed me into listening to her ideas when I kept refusing because she was a commoner and a girl. Her persistence has paid off mightily. She implemented her system and trained the scribes and porters and boat captains and the rest. She’s absolutely indispensable to me.” 
 
    Tamit blushed at my praise. 
 
    “That’s why you wear a golden necklace?” Father asked. 
 
    “I awarded it to Tamit in your name, Father. These other overseers too, who’ve made outstanding contributions to Ptah’s Settlement.” 
 
    “Who gave you the idea for labels, Tamit?” Father queried. 
 
    “No one, Majesty. I figured it out on my own.” 
 
    Father looked skeptical. Why not? What woman in Tjeni was capable of doing what Tamit had done? What woman in Tjeni was capable of functioning as an overseer? Especially when men everywhere rejected even the idea of being directed by a woman. That had been a fight Tamit had fought and won. 
 
    “I understand that the products of delta estates support the settlement’s workers and their families,” Father said. 
 
    I nodded. “We’ve established more estates in the delta this past year to match the growth of Ptah’s Settlement, Father. Luckily, there’s far more cultivable land in the delta than in the valley. There’s no limit to how large a population the delta can support.” 
 
    Father swept his eyes over the containers from his estate. “Does my estate support your workers, Iry?” 
 
    “No, Majesty,” Tamit interrupted. “What’s produced there is either stored in a special warehouse here or traded for ivory or other luxury objects, such as jars of wine, which are then put into that warehouse. Everything in it will eventually be transferred to Tjeni to accompany you to the Afterlife.” 
 
    Father turned his attention to me. “What about the rest of the warehouses here. Are they full?” 
 
    “Practically overflowing, Father. In fact, we received a boatload of Retunian wine yesterday.” 
 
    “Wine for my grave?” 
 
    “Yes, Father.” 
 
    “If they keep arriving at the present rate, Majesty, you’ll have thousands of jars by the time you’re laid to rest,” Tamit observed. 
 
    “That’s the idea.” Father smiled. 
 
    Mekatre bent close, his lips near my ear. “You’re not locking it all away, are you, Brother?” Northern wine was one of his weaknesses and passions. 
 
    “Of course not. I’ve set aside your rightful share. You won’t thirst while you’re here.” 
 
    Mekatre clapped me on the back. “And Father won’t miss a few jars.” 
 
    “What are those three men doing at the foot of the gangplank?” Father asked. 
 
    I nodded at Tamit. 
 
    “One is the boat’s captain, Majesty. Another works in your warehouses. The man holding the small wooden plank is a scribe. The plank is thinly covered with a layer of clay. See the cow label on the jars that have just been unloaded? They hold meat from one of the largest herds in the delta. Anyway, the captain and the warehouse official are negotiating the value of the boat’s cargo. They’ll eventually agree on an amount of goods produced in your workshops here that are of equal value to the cargo. Once they do, the scribe will make an image on the plank of the estate from which goods are to be transferred from the warehouse to the boat. He’ll indicate the quantity of goods next to the image. The scribe will take that plank to the warehouse and its overseer, Hemu, will arrange for those goods to be taken out of the warehouse and carried to the boat.” 
 
    “Hemu’s scribe maintains a record on a similar plank of how many goods of each type are stored in your warehouses,” I said. “As goods are either added or removed, he changes the quantity so that we always know what we have and how much of it.” 
 
    “Of course, goods reside in multiple warehouses. Depending on what the captain bartered for, records in several warehouse will need to be adjusted.” 
 
    “Ingenious and complicated,” Father said. 
 
    “We should implement Tamit’s system in every section of the valley from Tjeni north, Father,” I urged. “Then you’ll have absolute control over trade – not just the routes, but everything that moves over them.” 
 
    “I’ve trained plenty of scribes who can be sent wherever they’re needed to do it,” Tamit volunteered. 
 
    “Sounds like a good idea.” 
 
    Mekatre leaned close again and whispered in my ear. “Is Tamit taken, Brother? I wouldn’t mind a tumble with her while I’m here. Women with golden hair are extremely rare.” 
 
    “She’s very taken.” Best to change the subject. “How are preparations to attack Nubt coming along, Father?” I’d received only scattered reports the past two years, all from Sety. 
 
    “I’m still constructing a fleet to transport my troops, though it’s going slowly,” Father replied. “My craftsmen have been producing and stockpiling weapons. I’ve built dozens more granaries at Tjeni to store the emmer and barley we’ll need to feed everyone. If war against Nubt becomes necessary.” 
 
    “You think it might not?” I asked. That was surprising. 
 
    “Pentu came to me on a peace mission about a year ago.” 
 
    That was news to me. 
 
    “With his wife, Matia,” Mekatre interjected. “His very pregnant wife.” 
 
    If he hoped to produce a reaction from me, he didn’t. Mention of Matia stirred only vague memories now. I no longer thought about how she’d hurt me, not after Tamit had completely filled my heart with love for her. Thank the gods I’d told Tamit about Matia. She didn’t react to Mekatre either. 
 
    “They tried to convince me to lift my blockade of Nubt,” Father said. 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “They claimed it was so effective that Nubt’s elites were about to turn on King Ika.” 
 
    “They were afraid Sabu would set his father aside and take the throne and make war a certainty,” Lagus said. 
 
    “Did you? Lift the blockade?” I asked. 
 
    Father laughed. “I made them grovel, Iry. You should have seen it. They offered me Sabu’s weight in gold annually. Matia volunteered to leave her husband and marry Mekatre.” 
 
    “As if I’d have accepted a pregnant cow,” Mekatre said disgustedly. 
 
    Another failed attempt to get a rise out of me. 
 
    “Matia even volunteered to kill Sabu with her own hands.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “I refused to lift the blockade. I told Pentu I’m quite willing to let internal dissension rip Nubt’s elites apart. It’ll make it so much easier for me to capture the settlement if they’re fighting amongst themselves. Which I’m counting on. We have fewer fighting men than Nubt since we’ve sent so many of our farmers to here and the delta and Sakan to strengthen my presence in the North. If Ika bought mercenaries we’d be seriously outmanned. Anyway, Pentu and Matia slunk back to Nubt in defeat. So Nubt continues to grow weaker while we grow stronger.” 
 
    “Ika’s continuing to spend his resources preparing for war,” Lagus added. “He’s been strengthening Nubt’s walls and storing grain and constructing boats. Ika’s workshops are busy making weapons.” 
 
    “But not as many as ours,” Mekatre said. “I’ve made sure of that.” 
 
    “How long do you plan to remain in the North, Father?” I asked. 
 
    “A week. No longer. Nubt has spies in my court. I don’t want my absence to give Ika courage enough to reverse course and become belligerent and attack Tjeni. Though that’s unlikely. The man has no stomach for war, and Pentu would surely talk him out of it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Father and Tamit and I sat at the edge of the plateau on the west side of the valley overlooking Ptah’s Settlement. He’d requested that the three of us meet alone. I’d selected this spot for its magnificent view. An hour ago we’d ridden donkeys to the foot of the plateau, then up a narrow winding trail to the top. Behind us was stark desert, sand without a trace of vegetation, the sky hazy with windblown dust. Below us was Ptah’s Settlement, sprawling for more than a mile along the inundation-swollen river. Boats bobbed and swayed at every quay. Several more boats were approaching from the direction of the sea. One was mine, its sail billowing, overtaking and passing the others. The harbor and warehouses were beehives of activity, the men working there ant-like at this distance, an endless line of porters and donkeys moving between the two districts. We could see a long way north and south. The waving reeds and papyrus in the delta were indistinct bright green patches in the midst of a vast silver lake. The river that sliced through the valley was wide, flowing relentlessly north, dark with silt carried from the lands south of the cataract. 
 
    Father was going to leave for Tjeni in the morning. He’d spent every day the past week touring the settlement, seeing firsthand the controls Tamit had put in place, questioning her and overseers and common porters and boatmen. He’d been impressed by her and the work she’d done. I was counting on that to keep him from exploding when I told him Tamit was my wife. So far I hadn’t found the courage. I told myself I wanted Father to get to know Tamit very well before I told him. Fact was, I feared what, if he got angry, he might force me to do. 
 
    I pointed. “That dark smudge on the east bank is all that’s left of Maadi, Father. It’s been largely deserted ever since Raherka took the bulk of his people north to found Sakan. A stubborn few still hang on, but they’ll give up before long. Interestingly, the delta seems to be creeping a bit farther north each year, inching away from Ptah’s Settlement.” 
 
    “Tell me, Iry, why is there so much empty space within the settlement’s walls? It’s really obvious from up here.” 
 
    “I’ve left room for more warehouses and granaries, Father. Thanks to Sakan and the death of Maadi, more goods are passing through Ptah’s Settlement each and every month. As I said the day of your arrival, one more inundation and the fourth wall will be complete and then everything important in the settlement will be completely safe from raiders.” 
 
    “What’s that reed structure south of the warehouses near the granaries?” 
 
    “A shrine to Ptah, the local god, patron of craftsmen,” Tamit said. 
 
    “Hence Ptah’s Settlement,” I added. “The smaller shrine next to it honors Horus.” 
 
    “You’ve done well, Iry,” Father said with satisfaction. “Ptah’s Settlement entirely controls the river. It anchors my Northern strategy. Quite unexpectedly. It was bold of you to seize control here. I’m impressed that you saw the possibilities and took action without waiting for permission or direction.” His eyes swept the settlement. “The walls fairly gleam in the sunlight. They’re beautiful.” He snapped his fingers. “And so I’m going to rename my settlement. Ineb-hedj. White Walls.” 
 
    “A truly fitting name, Majesty,” Tamit said. 
 
    I pointed north. “I founded a daughter settlement just over the horizon last year. Sais. It controls access to the heart of the delta and supplies Ineb-hedj with vast amounts of pigs and fish and linen. Sety’s estate is an anomaly, Father, since it produces barley and beef and pottery and beer and even makes its own boats. Because it was the first estate in the delta it had to be not only self-sufficient but large enough to generate an excess to support Maadi. But Sais and most other delta settlements produce only one or two items for us. That way, we’re able to concentrate resources at the best points and maximize production.” 
 
    “You’ve really thought this through, haven’t you,” Father said. 
 
    “Sety’s strategy, mostly,” I replied. “I’ve just kept out of his way and let him do what he does best.” 
 
    “Like you did with Tamit?” 
 
    “Yes, Father.” 
 
    “When were you planning to tell me you’d made Tamit an overseer?” 
 
    I hadn’t summoned the courage yet, waiting for the right moment. Now I was trapped. “When did you figure it out, Father?” I asked with trepidation. 
 
    “It wasn’t hard, Iry. I saw how many workers asked Tamit for guidance when we were touring the settlement. Everyone deferred to her judgment.” 
 
    “Do you object, Majesty?” Tamit asked. 
 
    “In my experience men don’t follow women.” 
 
    “That was my belief too, Father. But I was wrong. Tamit deserves her stick more than any other overseer in the settlement.” 
 
    “You’ve given her one?” 
 
    “I decided not to carry it until His Majesty could break the news to you,” Tamit said. She hadn’t yet dared refer to me by my given name in front of him. 
 
    “From what I’ve observed, you don’t need a stick in hand to get men to do what you want,” Father said. “That’s the sign of a true leader.” 
 
    Tamit had passed muster. Only one more major piece of news to break to him. But how? 
 
    “I’m glad the delta’s coming under my control,” Father said. “From what I’ve seen this week, Ineb-hedj is going to be an unexpectedly good bulwark for my northern flank.” 
 
    “You dominate the Northern trade routes, Father. Farkha’s friendly. Sakan and your smaller settlements are assets.” 
 
    “I must admit that Sety’s strategy to isolate and then peacefully absorb Nubt is brilliant. To take it by conquest, to leave soldiers in hamlets loyal to King Ika to enforce my will and tamp down rebellion would be prohibitably expensive and likely impossible.” Father sighed. “Especially with Nekhen to then deal with. But thanks to the start we’ve made, I believe the South will be unified in my lifetime. With luck, I’ll live another twenty years. I’m very aware of the implications of Sety’s dream, with or without Matia involved. That means I need to assure that my successors as Tjeni’s king – not just Lagus, but his son and grandson after him – can build on the foundation I’m laying down to expand Tjeni’s influence in the valley, not start over or yield to another settlement that grows more powerful than us.” 
 
    Tamit’s eyes met mine at the mention of Lagus. 
 
    “We’ve made so many strides in the North in your name, Father,” I said. “Look at how much you control compared to a few years ago. For the most part, your northern flank is secure, as you say. Pe and Dep is the only threat and they’ll be neutralized before too many years pass.” 
 
    “I’m aware. Now we come to why I asked you to meet with me today, Iry. I want you to return to Tjeni with me.” 
 
    “For how long?” 
 
    “Permanently.” 
 
    I stiffened. “You want me to abandon Ptah’s Settlement? Sorry – Ineb-hedj.” 
 
    “I’m impressed with what you’ve accomplished here, Iry. Ineb-hedj is running smoothly. Sety’s Northern strategy is working. I’m going to turn Ineb-hedj over to Lagus. He can use the foothold you’ve created here to gain the fealty of the Northern settlements. When he takes my throne a few decades from now, he’ll have a power base in both the North and South. Shouldn’t take much for our house to unify the valley after that.” 
 
    So. Demoted without a discussion after all my hard work. 
 
    Tamit snuck a hand into mine and squeezed it sympathetically. 
 
    I couldn’t help be depressed. The settlement I’d been counting on to catapult me into the kingship had just been handed to my main competitor. It was Lagus who’d reap the benefits of what I’d set in motion – Tjeni’s throne – not me. Ineb-hedj would continue to grow and prosper and his was the name that’d be associated with it. I deserved better. I deserved a say in my future. But I couldn’t challenge Father. I couldn’t tell him no. He was a king and a god. I had to accept his decision. But it was going to be hard for me to let go of what I’d created and nurtured. I enjoyed living in Ptah’s Settlement. The work was challenging. And independent. No man was my master. Which wouldn’t be the case at Tjeni. “Of course, Father.” 
 
    “Tomorrow, before we leave, I’ll call together the settlement’s elites and let them know Lagus is in charge.” 
 
    At least Father hadn’t chosen Mekatre. That would’ve been intolerable. I almost felt sorry for Lagus. Running Ineb-hedj was going to fully test his abilities. I believed the settlement would overwhelm Lagus. Running a settlement was hard work. 
 
    “What will I do in Tjeni, Father?” 
 
    “Implement your controls, as you’ve done here, over everything that moves through Tjeni, including war materiel. Bring Niay with you to build me a proper fleet – after seeing his boats up close, the ones Mekatre has constructed to move soldiers are clearly inadequate.” 
 
    So. A glorified overseer. 
 
    “That’s it, then,” Father said. He started to rise. 
 
    Now or never. “Just one thing, Father. I’m going to bring Tamit too.” 
 
    She tensed. 
 
    “That makes sense. She can help put her controls in place. Though you can’t call her an overseer.” 
 
    I squeezed Tamit’s hand. I took a deep breath. “I’m not bringing Tamit because of what she can do, Father. I’m bringing her because she’s my wife.” 
 
    Father stared at me in shocked silence. 
 
    Tamit took my hand and placed it on her belly. “And seven months from now, Majesty, you’re going to be a grandfather.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    I sank wearily to a chair in my room in Father’s per’aa. Tamit poured me a cup of wine and I drank it down. Back in Tjeni a month and I’d never been so tired and discouraged. 
 
    “I just reported to Father on the war effort. I’d hate to be the men who used to be in charge.” 
 
    “I thought that was Mekatre.” 
 
    “I meant the men who’ll take the blame.” 
 
    “Is it as bad as we suspected?” 
 
    Instead of spending the month implementing controls on Tjeni’s goods, the scribes Tamit and I had brought with us from Ptah’s Settlement – I still couldn’t think of it as Ineb-hedj – had spent the month inventorying the war materiel Mekatre had produced. Their planks were stacked neatly in a corner of my room. 
 
    “Worse.” 
 
    Tamit sat down on the floor next to me and rested her head on my knees. I idly played with her long golden braid. 
 
    “No one in the valley has ever raised an army to attack a neighbor,” I said. “Rulers deal with barbarian raids all the time, but that’s quite different. They simply arm whatever men are available and fight it out. The man Mekatre put in charge of the army couldn’t answer my most basic question – ‘how many men do we need to capture Nubt?’” 
 
    “Meaning you don’t know how many boats, of which type, or how many weapons, of which type, or how much emmer and beer and other foodstuffs.” 
 
    “Or if we can even raise as many men as we’ll need. Sending farmers to the delta has given Father a foothold in the North. But there are fewer men available in the South to fight now.” I sighed. “Mekatre stared at me blankly when I asked him his strategy for capturing Nubt. He doesn’t have one.” 
 
    “He was going to take troops to Nubt and a miracle was going to occur?” 
 
    “That’s about it. He hasn’t figured out the best way to launch an attack from boats. He hasn’t figured out the best way to launch an attack by land. He hasn’t even thought about a coordinated river and land assault. He hasn’t figured out how to take Nubt by siege if it comes to that. He hasn’t considered how to fight with a small army instead of a large one. Luckily, according to the spies I interrogated, Nubt’s as disorganized as we are. But Nubtians have walls to hide behind. Fighting a defensive war’s much easier than attacking.” 
 
    “Today I spoke to several farmers who’ve been training as soldiers the past three months while their fields are underwater,” Tamit said. “They have no idea why they’re training or why it’s important. A determined enemy will send them running. And they weren’t even the same men who trained during the last inundation. No continuity!” 
 
    “I told Father everything I just told you. Then I told him about the inventory you did of the weapons his craftsmen have produced. I told him I didn’t know if they were enough to equip his soldiers, or if they were even the right type. I told him he was going to have to start the war effort over entirely.” 
 
    “How did Father take it?” 
 
    He’d dispensed with the formality of being called ‘majesty’ by Tamit about halfway to Tjeni on the return trip. Tamit had won him over quite easily. That she was pregnant with our child hadn’t hurt. 
 
    “He exploded. He threw his crook halfway across the audience hall. He nearly hit Mekatre. Then he put me in charge of the war effort and told Mekatre he was going to find something else for him to do. I almost felt sorry for my brother, having to face Father’s wrath, knowing he’d failed in something important.” 
 
    “He won’t be an obstacle to you succeeding Father.” 
 
    “No. But he’s my enemy now, pure and simple. Anyway, I told Father what I’m going to do now that I’m in charge.” 
 
    “Develop your various strategies based on how many men you can actually commandeer to fight and figure out how much of everything you’ll need to support them.” 
 
    “Yes. I’m also sending a man to make a map of the hamlets between here and Nubt and its possessions. Sety and I sketched a rough one when we traveled home from Nekhen, but I need one with more details. I need to know what it is Father’s trying to conquer. Once I have the map I can figure out how many days it’ll take us to move south, where we’ll have to camp, how we can defend those camps at night. I’m sending men to map the trails that cross the paw of land in the desert west of Nubt too. Fortunately, Niay’s already started building Father some fast boats. Can you believe it? Nearly two and a half years since Mekatre started preparing for war and his boat builder has only constructed two vessels. Neither of them truly fit for service. Niay built me five in less time.” 
 
    Tamit got up and refilled my cup. “Is that all the bad news, My Love?” 
 
    “I wish. I inspected the granaries for the first time today, right after I left the audience hall. I should’ve done that days ago. Mekatre constructed a dozen specifically to feed future troops. They’re empty! And the ones that protect Tjeni against drought or high water are only half full! According to the overseer in charge of grain distribution, last season’s harvest was smaller than usual.” 
 
    “How does Father obtain emmer and barley to store in his granaries?” Tamit asked. 
 
    “He owns all the land in this region. He owns everything grown or produced on it.” 
 
    “Really? In the delta, as you know, estates own their land and what they produce, and barter it at Ptah’s Settlement for what they need – Ineb-hedj. I still can’t get used to it.” 
 
    “Neither can I. But I haven’t said it out loud the past three days. I guess that’s progress. Anyway, one of Nekhen’s early rulers claimed that all the land that supported his settlement belonged to him. He got away with it. Every other ruler began doing the same thing. Or at least that’s what Sety claims. In return, rulers officially vowed to care for their people.” 
 
    “If Father owns all the grain, how do farmers live?” 
 
    “He assigns them a portion of their crop. He gets the rest.” 
 
    “How does he assign it?” 
 
    “Father establishes the boundaries of every farmer’s field after the inundation subsides, Tamit. The fields have to be adjusted every year based on where the river drops mud. Sometimes it covers less area than the year before, sometimes more. Sometimes it even makes small islands in the river that can be planted. Anyway, after Father establishes a farm’s boundaries he tells the farmer how much of his crop he can keep for himself and how much he owes Father.” 
 
    “Who calculates the expected yield from the farm to determine if the assessment is fair?” 
 
    “I have no idea.” 
 
    “Who makes sure the farmer only keeps what he’s supposed to?” 
 
    “I don’t think anyone does.” I finished my second cup. “Father’s supposed to assign fields tomorrow. Maybe we should go along and see.” 
 
    “Especially if you want to fill your granaries,” Tamit said. “An army can’t fight on an empty stomach.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tamit and I trailed Father and a host of officials the following day as he assigned farmland along the riverbank both north and south of Tjeni. Most of the floodplain still glistened with shallow pools of water, for the land was still drying out. Father held a short discussion with every farmer, confirming the size of the previous year’s field and inspecting the extent of this year’s fresh mud. Father then stated how this year’s crop would be divided between the two of them. After that, Father’s officials set up boundary stones at the four corners of the farmer’s field. In a normal year farmers would currently be rebuilding their huts, for they annually dissolved in the flood. Most usually spent the months of inundation in temporary camps just beyond the water’s reach. But I noted that nearly every farm hut from last year was still intact. Water hadn’t reached as far west of the river as the year before. A second low inundation in a row. 
 
    At the fifth farm I noticed the farmer’s wife roll her eyes when Father stated his assessment. 
 
    Tamit saw too. “I want to talk to her,” she whispered. 
 
    We stayed behind when Father and his officials moved on. 
 
    “Let me do the talking, Iry.” 
 
    We strode to where the farmer and his wife were standing. Two small naked children were clinging to the wife’s legs. She was about Tamit’s age, her husband a couple of years older. Their son looked to be about five, their daughter three. The woman’s skirt was torn and dirty. His kilt was tattered. They didn’t look prosperous. 
 
    “Your names?” I asked. 
 
    “Ramose, Majesty. My wife is Hatnufer.” 
 
    “You don’t think the king’s assessment of your crop was fair, Hatnufer?” Tamit asked. 
 
    Hatnufer’s face flamed red. “No, of course not, Majesty,” she stammered, focusing her eyes on the ground. “The king’s gracious and fair to all of us who owe him fealty.” 
 
    “Look up,” Tamit ordered. The same tone she used to use with porters who displeased her. 
 
    Hatnufer did, instantly frightened. Her hand sought Ramose’s. 
 
    “I grew up in an ivory carver’s workshop, Hatnufer,” Tamit said more gently. “I spent my days lugging jars and cleaning and cooking and bartering and subsisting on very little. I know how hard it is to barely scrape by.” She glanced at me. “My husband understands commoners like us better than any royal I’ve ever met. You can tell us the truth.” 
 
    Hatnufer raised her head. She looked like she’d been backed into a corner, with no way out. “The yield’s going to be pitiful this year,” she said almost defiantly. “I don’t think I’m going to be able to feed my family, much less the king’s. Three bad years in a row.” 
 
    Two years more than the overseer of Tjeni’s granaries had confessed to me. I was going to speak with him again. 
 
    “How do you know?” Tamit asked. 
 
    “Every farmer can tell by how much and where the river drops mud on his fields what the yield will be,” Ramose said. “As our fathers could before us, and our sons will after us.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you speak up when the king assessed your grain?” Tamit asked. 
 
    “Challenge the king? Would he listen if I did?” Ramose glanced at me. His face reddened too. “Begging your pardon, Majesty.” 
 
    “My wife asked for the truth.” Of course Father wouldn’t have listened. He’d have made Ramose pay for disputing him. 
 
    “Sometimes royals do listen,” Tamit said, taking hold of my arm. “Though sometimes it’s hard to get their attention.” 
 
    “Which you have today, Ramose,” I said. “I suggest you take advantage of the opportunity.” 
 
    “Yes, Majesty. Thank you, Majesty,” Hatnufer said, jabbing Ramose in the side with her elbow. 
 
    Tamit laughed. “Sometimes it’s hard to get a commoner’s attention too, isn’t it Hatnufer.” 
 
    She laughed as well. Some of the tension eased. 
 
    “Will you do something for me, Ramose?” Tamit asked. 
 
    “Of course, Majesty.” 
 
    “I want you to visit every farmer in this region. I want you to figure out how many measures of emmer and barley he expects to grow this season. I want you to determine how many mouths are dependent on that food. Can you do that for me?” 
 
    “Of course, Majesty.” 
 
    “Do you want to know about the other crops too, Majesty?” Hatnufer asked. “Emmer takes six months to ripen. Barley three. Same with peas and lentils. Beans take four months.” 
 
    “Clover for cattle is ready to cut in two months, and a second crop about the same amount of time. We leave the third crop for seed,” Ramose said. 
 
    “We grow watermelons on the riverbank too,” Hatnufer added. 
 
    “Concentrate on emmer and barley for now,” I directed. Those grains were most critical for the war effort and for guarding against famine. 
 
    “I’m going to send a man to you in the morning, Ramose,” Tamit said. “A scribe. He’ll visit the farms with you. He’ll make a record of what each farmer tells you. Iry and I will come back a week from today to talk everything over with you and him.” 
 
    “Yes, Majesty.” 
 
    “Tell the farmers you’ve been ordered to gather this information by Iry, son of King Scorpion,” I said. “Tell them if they don’t cooperate they’ll answer to me.” 
 
    “Yes, Majesty.” 
 
    “You should give him a stick,” Tamit said practically. 
 
    “Good idea. Have your scribe bring one to Ramose tomorrow.” 
 
    Tamit surveyed Ramose’s farm. “Why are there ditches in the dry section of your field?” 
 
    “I dug them two years ago, for irrigation,” Ramose replied. 
 
    “What’s irrigation?” Tamit asked. “I’ve lived in a settlement my whole life. I don’t know anything about farming.” 
 
    “Irrigation means bringing water to a field, Majesty.” Ramose pointed to a low-lying area still covered with water about a quarter mile to the west. “That’s a natural basin. This region’s blessed with some large long narrow ones.” 
 
    “They’re everywhere in the valley, Tamit,” I interjected. “There’s not a settlement or hamlet without one.” 
 
    Ramose nodded. “Since the valley tips in both directions – the riverbanks are higher than the base of the western and eastern plateaus – water flows into the basins during the inundation and drains out as the river recedes.” 
 
    “But half your field is dry, Ramose,” Tamit noted. “You said the inundations have been low. How did water get so far to the west?” 
 
    “Ditches. Just like mine, Majesty. My neighbors and I got together the year after the first low inundation and dug ditches from the riverbank to the basin. The following year, when the river didn’t rise high enough to spill over the riverbank, we cut many openings in the bank. Water flowed through the openings and into the ditches and across the dry part of the plain and into the basin. When the basin was as full as it was going to get we blocked the ends of the ditches so the water couldn’t flow out. After that, we dug ditches from the basin to our farms and across our fields, like the ones you see. During the growing season we’ll release water from the basin to keep our crops from withering in the heat.” 
 
    “You can grow crops on land the inundation didn’t reach. Interesting.” 
 
    “We were able to grow just enough extra emmer to survive the last two years,” Ramose said. “Otherwise we would’ve starved.” 
 
    “My father says there are ways to use the water in the basins more effectively,” Hatnufer volunteered. 
 
    “How?” I asked. 
 
    “We could build dikes around the basins. We’d be able to trap more water in them. The water would last longer. We might be able to store enough to grow a second crop on the same fields.” 
 
    “But farmers would have to work in concert to build dikes and maintain them,” Ramose said. “No one will unless the king directs them to. And someone would have to be in charge of rationing the water, so individual farmers didn’t use more than their share.” 
 
    “I’m going to give that some thought,” I promised. “We may talk about this again, Ramose.” 
 
    “You know where to find me, Majesty,” Ramose said. 
 
    Hatnufer indicated Tamit’s stomach. “How long, Majesty?” 
 
    “Six months. Perhaps a little less.” 
 
    “Your first?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Wait here.” 
 
    Hatnufer ran into her hut. She emerged a moment later. She pressed a piece of stone carved in the shape of a pregnant hippo into Tamit’s hand. “This amulet protected me during my pregnancies. It’ll protect you too.” 
 
    I could tell Tamit was touched. “Thank you, Hatnufer. We’ll talk again.” 
 
    “I’d like that.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Come with more bad news about my war effort?” Father asked as Tamit and I entered his room in the per’aa a week and a half after our first discussion with Ramose and Hatnufer. Tamit and I had visited their farm twice since. 
 
    “In a way, Father. But this news is even more pressing. It concerns Tjeni’s grain supply. Or lack thereof.” 
 
    Father waved the serving girls who were attending him out of the room. He leaned forward in his chair, forearms resting on his thighs, concerned. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Tjeni’s granaries are less than half full and won’t be replenished by this year’s harvest. They’ll be nearly empty after you feed everyone in Tjeni you support this year. As far as launching an attack on Nubt? There won’t be enough grain available to feed an army for the foreseeable future.” 
 
    “The overseer of my granaries hasn’t warned me of a shortfall,” Father said. 
 
    “He doesn’t know how to figure out if there’ll be one or not,” Tamit said. 
 
    Father frowned. “But you do? After a mere month in Tjeni?” 
 
    “I’ve calculated how much emmer and barley your fields will produce this season, Father, and how much you’ll need to feed everyone who’s dependent on you,” Tamit said evenly. “So, yes, I do.” She was used to dealing with disbelieving men. 
 
    “Based on?” Father snapped. He was behaving predictably. 
 
    “I directed a local farmer to visit every farmer in the region who owes you fealty,” Tamit replied. “Farmers know based on the inundation how much grain they’ll produce. Subtracting the amount farmers need to feed their families, too little grain will flow into Tjeni this harvest season to feed all your elites and dependents. Based on that number, and the amount of grain currently in your granaries, you’ll exhaust your reserves.” 
 
    “But Mekatre built dozens of new granaries to feed the army!” Father protested. 
 
    “They’re very nice granaries, Father,” Tamit said. “Beautiful, actually. Every one of them completely empty.” 
 
    Father straightened and slammed his fist on the arm of his chair. 
 
    “We can fix the problem, Father,” I said hurriedly. “I’ve already sent a messenger to Sety. He’ll transport this year’s entire delta barley harvest to Tjeni instead of Ineb-hedj. I know for a fact that Ineb-hedj’s granaries contain enough emmer and barley to support its population for at least two years. I’ve also ordered Sety to begin transporting a year’s worth of Ineb-hedj’s emmer to us immediately. This is the very reason I constructed additional granaries at Ineb-hedj – to support Tjeni in time of need.” 
 
    “You were thinking ahead, Iry. Lucky for us. But why involve Sety instead of Lagus?” 
 
    “Frankly, Father, Sety knows how to do what needs to be done, from harvesting to collecting to transporting. Remember – the delta supplies Ineb-hedj only with barley. Sety’s been trading some of the delta crop with hamlets in the middle of the valley for their emmer to support Ineb-hedj for years. Lagus has no idea about any of this. Grain’s too important to make this crisis a learning experience for him.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Father said reluctantly. 
 
    “We should send farmers from here to the delta to establish new estates on vacant land too, right away,” Tamit said. “If they leave this week they’ll arrive a little after the inundation has fully subsided in the North. They’ll be able to get a crop in this season. There’s plenty of land available. That’ll give us even more grain.” 
 
    “Fewer farmers means even fewer soldiers,” Father groused. 
 
    “Soldiers can’t fight if you can’t feed them,” Tamit observed. 
 
    “As you know, Niay built me a fleet when I ran Ineb-hedj, Father,” I continued. “Counting the boat he’s currently constructing here at Tjeni, there’ll be at least six vessels with sails available by harvest time. Sety can use those boats for grain transport. If low inundations continue, we’ll also send Sety the vessels Niay’s going to construct for the war effort in future years. If we can’t use them to wage war we’ll use them to feed Tjeni.” 
 
    “It’s a good thing I brought you back from Ineb-hedj,” Father admitted. “Both of you.” 
 
    It had been a very good thing, I realized – especially for advancement of my quest to become king. I might have lost Ineb-hedj as a selling point, but now I had new ones. I was going to make sure the elites knew the dire nature of our grain shortage and how I was solving it. And how horrible the preparations for war had been and how I was turning them around. The grain and the war were actually far more impactful and visible to Tjeni’s elites than what I’d done at Ineb-hedj, possibly more likely to garner their support. 
 
    “Food supply will become a much greater problem once you unify the South, Father,” Tamit said. “You’ll have a larger court to support if you want to keep your throne – not just here in Tjeni, but in Nubt and Nekhen too.” 
 
    “It’s not going to be like it has been for generations anymore, Father,” I said. “Used to be a ruler’s court consisted of a dozen elites who owed him fealty and craftsmen who supplied him with luxury goods to keep the elites happy, and his servants and their families. Maybe fifty or sixty people. But now? Your court numbers in the thousands. Elites and craftspeople and servants and boatmen and guards and officials and men to track goods, and their families. You added dependents when I created Ineb-hedj and you founded Sakan. Every time you conquer a swath of the valley in the future you’re going to increase the size of your court even more.” 
 
    “Plus, you’ll have to ensure far more commoners have enough to eat and are protected from enemies than today,” Tamit added. 
 
    “Which means a need for more grain in your granaries to withstand extended droughts, and feed an army, and support settlements you capture in case their supply of grain is low.” 
 
    “If lack of grain threatens the position of elites you’ll lose their support,” Tamit averred. 
 
    “Even more dangerous Father – too many droughts and too little grain will make you dependent on the one section of the valley that’s practically immune to problems because of its limitless cultivable land – the delta. Imagine if Pe and Dep ever united the North – they could dictate terms to you.” 
 
    Father leaned back in his chair. “Have you brought me a solution, or are you dropping the problem in my lap?” 
 
    “We wouldn’t be serving you well if we didn’t bring you solutions, Father,” Tamit said. “A few weeks ago, Iry and I observed first-hand how you assess your share of grain from farmers.” 
 
    “The trouble is, Father, you have no idea what your share truly is,” I said. 
 
    “Controlling grain’s no different than controlling goods,” Tamit said, business-like. “You simply need to know how much you have in your granaries and how much you need to support your dependents and how much you need to reserve to withstand drought or support a siege by your army.” 
 
    “And you can calculate all this, I suppose?” 
 
    “Of course. Every farmer knows, based on the height of the inundation, how much grain his farm will produce. A record of this should be made when you assign fields. At that time, knowing how many dependents the farmer has and what he need to support them, you can calculate how much grain you’ll receive. Add that up from all the farms, subtract out the amount you need for your dependents – which I’ve already determined, Father – and for your army and such and you’ll know if you’re going to have a surplus or shortfall. If a shortfall you can either obtain more grain from the delta or put more land near Tjeni in production, using irrigation.” 
 
    “I suppose some farmer’s explained irrigation to you?” 
 
    “They’re the experts, Father,” I said. “I’ve had good luck listening to experts.” I glanced at Tamit. 
 
    Father smiled. “I suppose you have.” 
 
    “I’ll need to train scribes to accompany you when you assign fields and make the grain assessments from now on, then track the crops after they’re grown to make sure you get your share, and monitor the granaries. More mouths for you to feed, but worth the investment.” 
 
    “Put your controls in place, Tamit,” Father ordered. “You’re in charge of making sure my granaries are kept full from now on.” 
 
    “Did you just appoint Tamit an overseer?” I asked Father in mock horror. 
 
    He shook his head, then laughed. “I suppose I did.” 
 
    “I won’t disappoint you, Father,” Tamit assured him. 
 
    Father addressed me. “As long as you’re here, Iry, there’s something we need to discuss.” 
 
    “Should I leave?” Tamit asked. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “As you wish.” 
 
    “Iry, I want you to take charge of constructing my grave. I was going to have Mekatre do it, but after he botched the war…” 
 
    “A grave now, Father?” Tamit interrupted. “You surely won’t die for a long time.” 
 
    “We rulers never leave our grave to our successor,” Father replied. “What if the elites pick someone besides one of my sons? He’d put me in a hole in the ground and move on.” 
 
    “Where will you be buried, Father?” Tamit asked. 
 
    “Abdju.” 
 
    “Where’s that?” 
 
    “A day’s journey by boat south of here,” I said. “A small hamlet.” 
 
    “Why there?” 
 
    “According to the old stories, the most prominent of our earliest ancestors who settled in this valley believed the entrance to the underworld lay in the cliffs nearby,” Father explained. “They dug their graves there. Generations of successors, even those who settled farther north or south in the valley, had themselves buried at Abdju too, to give them legitimacy and the magical protection of their forebears. Nekhen’s rulers were an exception, with their own royal cemetery. But rulers from Tjeni – and even some from Nubt – are always buried at Abdju. Including my immediate predecessors Bull and Elephant.” 
 
    “Has your grave been started, Father?” I asked. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Graves in the delta are simple pits,” Tamit said. “Are they so different in the South that a king’s son must be in charge?” 
 
    “Elephant and Bull’s tombs are the most elaborate ever created at Abdju,” Father said. “Both have three large underground chambers – one for burial and two for goods. Every important grave at Abdju has dirt mounded over it, representing the primordial mound at the dawn of creation.” 
 
    “Two chambers won’t hold all the grave goods Iry and I accumulated for you when we lived at Ineb-hedj unless they’re absolutely monstrous,” Tamit observed. 
 
    “No king’s ever been as wealthy as me, Tamit, and has had influence in so much of the valley,” Father said. 
 
    Thanks to my creation of Ineb-hedj, and the death of Maadi, and the founding of Sakan, and Father gaining control over trade routes in the North. 
 
    “My grave must reflect my status.” 
 
    “Manpower?” I asked. 
 
    “Local farmers during the inundation. As many as you need.” 
 
    I looked at Tamit. “Guess I’ll be building a grave along with everything else.” 
 
    “We’ll be building,” she corrected. 
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    The heads of the three most important elite families filed into Father’s room to hear a report from a spy Pentu had planted in King Scorpion’s court. Ani was Sabu’s uncle, Bebi was my cousin, and Maya had been Hetshet’s uncle. Pentu was convinced each had a spy of his own in Tjeni – after four years, Scorpion’s blockade had the elites at each others’ throats. None trusted any of the others. That Father still sat his throne was due to Pentu and me holding his and my families firm behind him. Sabu’s relatives constantly advocated for war; the minor elites, in secret, occasionally debated whether to deliver Sabu to King Scorpion so Nubt’s very existence would no longer be threatened. 
 
    I’d returned to the per’aa a few hours ago after spending several weeks on Harwa’s farm. I’d been attending Khentetka; she’d given birth to her first child, a daughter, named Matia after me. I’d taken with me the midwife who’d delivered my son Pabasa two years ago. I’d named him after an ancestor, the trader Abar had sent to Nubt from Nekhen almost two hundred years earlier. I’d mixed dates with emmer and herbs and bandaged them to Khentetka’s stomach to free her child. I’d rubbed behen oil and saffron mixed with beer on her belly during her labor to ease her pain. I’d drawn protective circles around her birth bower with a curved carved wand of hippo ivory. I’d assisted Khentetka as she’d squatted, naked and drenched with sweat, on the birthing bricks, caught Little Matia as she entered the world, washed her, put her in my joyful friend’s arms. 
 
    I’d stayed for the week-long afterbirth rituals – bathing Khentetka in water steeped in acacia seeds, braiding her hair as she nursed, and the final rite, offering her beer and a see-face. 
 
    Pabasa had been fascinated by Little Matia, gazing at her for hours every day, letting her clutch his tiny finger with her tinier ones. 
 
    “Maybe they’ll marry someday,” Khentetka had mused. 
 
    “Stranger things have happened,” I’d replied. My life was proof of that. 
 
    Wetnurses shooed the two children out of Father’s room – Pabasa and his cousin Ika, named after Father, Baki’s son by Nebetah. Pabasa was a month older than Ika. As for Sabu, he had several children by several women, none of them elite. His were scattered throughout Nubt; none had ever set foot in Father’s per’aa or been acknowledged by Sabu. According to Baki, Sabu still had hopes of taking to wife Satiah, daughter of King Ny-Hor, in order to revive his original alliance with Pe and Dep. 
 
    We crowded close to Father – Sabu, Pentu, Baki, me and the elites. As usual, Sabu wasn’t pleased I’d been included. He’d fought that fight so often, and lost every time, that he didn’t fight anymore. He simply glared at me. 
 
    “I don’t know you,” Father said, addressing the spy. 
 
    “My name is Ameny, Majesty. I’ve worked myself into position as a guard in King Scorpion’s audience hall.” 
 
    “How did you manage that?” 
 
    “It wasn’t easy, Majesty. Especially not after Iynefer and Kanefer infiltrated his court and were caught. I’ve been careful. No one in Tjeni has any idea I’m from Nubt. I’m stationed next to King Scorpion’s throne daily. I hear many things.” 
 
    “Such as?” Father asked. 
 
    “King Scorpion has all but secured the entire North,” Ameny replied. 
 
    “Secured? What does that mean?” Ani asked. 
 
    “He controls all the trade routes, My Lord. Northern rulers haven’t pledged Scorpion fealty, but they cooperate with him and keep him well-supplied with whatever foodstuffs or raw materials or finished products he requests. They give his boats safe passage through the delta and he gives theirs safe passage throughout the valley.” 
 
    “How did Scorpion manage that?” Maya asked. 
 
    “He sent farmers from Tjeni to create settlements on the trade routes between the North and the Sinai and Maadi. He did it to cut off Maadi’s access to goods and raw materials. Maadi no longer exists. Scorpion also established a settlement in Setjet called Sakan. It’s a distribution point between the North and the valley. Because of Sakan, fewer Northern goods are reaching Pe and Dep now. It’s becoming weaker.” 
 
    I glanced at Sabu. He was frowning. That wasn’t good for his ambitions – a weakened ally. His concern made me happy. 
 
    “Scorpion’s son Iry created a new settlement at the foot of the delta to replace Maadi about three and a half years ago,” Ameny reported. “Craftsmen had been working there for centuries – they called it Ptah’s Settlement. The craftsmen made tools and pottery and such that delta estates needed, and delta estates supplied the craftsmen with food. Iry seized control and made it loyal to his father.” 
 
    I perked up at mention of that familiar name. Iry had been destined to rule Nekhen back when we’d started negotiating our alliance. I wondered how he’d ended up in the North, about as far from Nekhen as anyone could get. 
 
    “It’s called Ineb-hedj now – White Walls – after plastered mud-brick walls that protect the settlement’s warehouses and granaries. Scorpion’s heir, Lagus, has ruled there the past seventeen months. Ineb-hedj controls the intersection of the river and the delta. It’s the largest settlement in the North and growing larger by the month, swelled by steady stream of settlers from Tjeni. Barley from delta estates is transported to Ineb-hedj and stored in its granaries or traded farther south for emmer. When Scorpion needs grain, Lagus sends boatloads to Tjeni.” 
 
    “How can that be?” Maya asked. “We’ve had four low inundations in a row. Doesn’t drought affect the delta?” 
 
    “Hardly at all. Land’s plentiful. It’s not in a narrow strip like this part of the valley. Thanks to shipments from Ineb-hedj, Scorpion’s built up a surplus in his granaries here in the South. When war comes, more grain, and weapons and soldiers, will be able to reach Scorpion from the North in little more than two weeks, depending on wind and current.” 
 
    “I thought that was a three-week journey,” Sabu said. 
 
    “Scorpion’s got seven cargo boats with sails, Majesty,” Ameny said. “Great sheets of linen affixed to masts. The wind out of the north pushes his boats upstream much faster than men can row.” 
 
    That was sobering. As was the fact that Nubt’s granaries were nearly empty. Nothing concerned Pentu more. We’d been hit hard by the low inundations. Unlike Tjeni, we couldn’t call on the delta to replenish our supplies. Our farmers were barely producing enough grain each year to feed our population, and that only because they were irrigating more land than ever. Because we were bordered on north and south by enemies, irrigation was our only option to increase our cultivable land. 
 
    “Surely Scorpion’s depleting Tjeni’s resources propping up Ineb-hedj,” Sabu said. 
 
    “The settlement’s effectively self-sufficient, supported with food by delta estates loyal to Scorpion, Majesty,” Ameny said. “In fact, shipments of luxury goods destined for King Scorpion’s grave pass through Ineb-hedj constantly. His war preparations haven’t diminished Scorpion’s wealth. His control of trade routes is actually increasing it.” 
 
    “What’s Iry doing if he founded Ineb-hedj but Lagus rules there now?” I asked Ameny. 
 
    “He’s been in charge of Scorpion’s war preparations for a year and a half. Unfortunately for us, Iry knows what he’s doing. He’s already achieved more than Mekatre did the prior three years. We’re close to the point where we won’t be able to withstand Scorpion’s army when he attacks.” 
 
    “As I’ve warned all of you over and over,” Sabu said pointedly. 
 
    “Why hasn’t Scorpion already moved against us?” Maya asked. 
 
    “Three reasons. First, he believes his blockade’s working, that he’ll weaken us so much we won’t be able to resist. Second, he’s sent a great number of his farmers to the delta. He has enough grain to withstand low inundations now, but he doesn’t have enough men left at Tjeni to invade us. Third, he’s worried about King Ny-Hor. If Ny-Hor seizes Ineb-hedj he’ll cut off grain and materiel and supplies from the North and cripple Scorpion. Because of Ny-Hor, Scorpion doesn’t dare pull his farmers from the delta to swell his army for an invasion of Nubt. That’d leave him outmanned and vulnerable in the North.” 
 
    “Attack Scorpion now, Father, while his army is small!” Sabu insisted. “We’ve constructed a fleet. We’ve trained men to fight. We’ve stored grain. Why are we still sitting here, not pressing our advantage, growing weaker because of the blockade, giving Scorpion time to get his affairs in order? As Ameny said, give Scorpion enough time, and when he launches his attack we won’t stand a chance.” Sabu slammed one hand into the other palm. “We must strike Tjeni now, while we can, or perish!” 
 
    “Strike!” Ani seconded. 
 
    “How do we know our army’s any better than Scorpion’s was when Mekatre was in charge, Brother?” I queried. 
 
    Sabu looked at me, incredulous that I’d ask such a thing. “Because I say it is!” 
 
    That certainly filled me with confidence. 
 
    “We should invade Tjeni tomorrow!” Baki seconded. 
 
    Baki was so transparent. He assumed Sabu would be Nubt’s next king and so wholeheartedly supported him in all things. He wasn’t happy that I’d given birth to Pabasa before Nebetah had given birth to Ika, thus making his son more or less irrelevant in terms of succession. 
 
     “If you don’t trust my army, give me gold, Father,” Sabu demanded. “I’ll buy mercenaries. I’ll turn them loose to raid Tjeni. They can attack Scorpion’s caravans and prevent him from receiving goods from the desert. They can attack Scorpion’s boatmen wherever they camp along the river and take their cargos and burn their vessels. If Scorpion can’t get supplies from the North, his control of the delta won’t matter.” 
 
    “I agree,” Ani said. 
 
    “And I,” Baki added. 
 
    “Barbarian attacks won’t be traced back to us,” Sabu promised. 
 
    “Of course they will, Majesty,” Pentu told Sabu. “Scorpion will assume you’re behind any attack. Poke Scorpion, and he’ll leave Ny-Hor to chance and devote his attention to Nubt and that’ll be the end of us.” Pentu gazed at Ani and Maya and Bebi in turn. “Is that what you and your families want? To be driven out of existence?” 
 
    “I’ll give you no gold, Sabu,” Father said firmly. “You will not negotiate with any barbarians either. Do you understand?” 
 
    “I understand,” Sabu acknowledged angrily. “But I warn the rest of you – the very day I take the throne I’m going to attack Scorpion.” 
 
    “Of course,” Baki said supportively. “You’ll be king, Majesty.” 
 
    “I have daughters and grandsons, Sabu,” Father pointed out. “Don’t take your position as heir as certain.” 
 
    Sabu looked directly at me. Obviously, he wasn’t worried about Baki’s son. “You put Father up to this, didn’t you, Sister.” He pointed his finger at me. “You’ll never sit my throne. Nor your son.” With that, Sabu stalked from Father’s room. 
 
    Ani and Baki followed. 
 
    Father dismissed Ameny. 
 
    “What are we going to do about Sabu?” Father asked the rest of us wearily. “I’m afraid he’s going to start a war with Scorpion no matter what I say.” 
 
    “One we have no chance of winning,” Bebi noted. 
 
    “We could turn him over to Scorpion. That’d solve the problem,” Pentu said practically. 
 
    “I suppose we could.” 
 
    Father had never conceded that point before. Did he mean it? 
 
    Father sighed. “Keep an eye on Sabu, Pentu. Let me know if he disobeys me. I love my son, but I truly worry about Nubt if it’s in his hands. Though… I guess I won’t be around to worry once I’m dead.” 
 
    No. But the rest of us will.
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    “Come to steal my husband away again, I see,” Merit said in greeting after Mekatre and Lagus and I landed at Sety’s estate. 
 
    Father had sent Mekatre and me from Tjeni to visit the delta and Sakan and report on conditions. We’d picked up Lagus at Ineb-hedj along the way. He and Sety were going to accompany us to Sakan. 
 
    I’d spent nearly the last two and a half years preparing for war and organizing goods transported to and from Tjeni, though I’d delegated the latter task to Tamit. She’d run roughshod over all opposition and was in firm command of Tjeni’s quays and warehouses. Those who’d refused to submit to her leadership were long gone; those who were in place were absolutely loyal to her. She also had charge of the scribes who tracked the emmer and barley grown on the region’s farms, and the grain we imported from the delta to fill our granaries – a truly critical function since we’d just experienced our fifth low inundation in a row. Father had been so impressed by Tamit that he’d made her overseer of the goods being accumulated for his grave in addition to her other duties. Since I was constructing that, we were working together closely on that project. 
 
    Tamit and I were exceedingly happy. Hard to believe Abar was already two years old. She was Father’s only grandchild and he was crazy about her. For me, being separated from Tamit and Abar was the only downside to this expedition. 
 
    Mekatre and I had spent a day at Ineb-hedj on our way to Sety’s estate. The settlement had grown considerably since I’d returned to Tjeni. Cargo boats had actually been anchored along the riverbank, waiting for quays to be vacated so they could move into the harbor and tie up. The walls had been completed and the entire area north of the warehouse district was now covered with huts erected by new arrivals. Hori and Hemu and Paser and Isu had greeted me warmly at the quay after I disembarked. Lagus had watched our reunion with disapproval, accompanied by fan bearers and a standard bearer and a girl holding a sunscreen over his head and half a dozen bodyguards. He appeared to have a formal relationship with the overseers, like a king’s with his subjects, not a shared sense of mission like we’d all developed. Isu had confided while showing me the walls later that day that Lagus had demoted Meru back to the ranks of workers after he completed the fourth wall. I noted that no new boats had been constructed since I’d called Niay to Tjeni. Raia was apparently as lazy as ever and Lagus apparently saw no need for a larger fleet. I had the sense that Ineb-hedj was growing despite him, not because of him.  
 
    Sety and Merit led us from the landing place up the slope to their house. She was wearing the gold necklace I’d awarded her. The familiar sights brought back pleasant memories of the months I’d lived on the estate, planning my takeover of Ptah’s Settlement. Sety’s operation was as marvelous as I remembered, his fleet moored along the river, smoke spiraling from his workshops, cattle bawling in his fields, barley waving in the breeze. Every one of his boats had masts. His boatmen had adopted Niay’s innovation. 
 
    The banquet that evening was a raucous and enjoyable affair. Afterwards, Sety and I retired to our favorite spot, the far north end of his turtleback. We’d spent hours there after I first came from Tjeni, talking almost every night. It’s where I’d proposed my takeover of Ptah’s Settlement. I wanted to speak freely with him this evening without Lagus or Mekatre overhearing. To our right were the river and the fields that lined them, and quays and boats, the turtleback’s shadow creeping towards them. On the far side of the river an immensity of waving reeds and papyrus stretched all the way to the horizon, golden in the slanting light. To our left were plains covered with grazing cattle and sheep and goats, hard to make out clearly against the setting sun. Directly north of us more delta. The wind was blowing and a few birds were riding updrafts over the marsh, their cries sharp and urgent. I hadn’t felt so much at peace since I’d left this estate the first time. 
 
    “It’s been nearly five years since I stayed with you here, Sety,” I said. “Nearly five years since Father adopted your Northern strategy.” 
 
    “How are things in the South?” 
 
    “The blockade continues. Based on what my spies tell me, Nubt’s not capable of waging an offensive war and never will be unless King Ika buys hundreds of mercenaries. King Ika will have to fall back within his walls when Father attacks. But his granaries won’t allow him to survive a long siege.” 
 
    “Is King Scorpion able to marshal enough men to seize Nubt and occupy its territory?” 
 
    “Enough men wasn’t the issue when I first returned to Tjeni, Sety. Everything else was. Mekatre had made a mess of things. Useless boats. The wrong weapons. No strategy. No understanding of the enemy. I had to start the preparations over entirely. I’ve fixed almost everything. All Father lacks now is enough men. Sending so many farmers to the delta has weakened our ability to fight. I’ve been trying to figure out how to take Nubt with a minimal force. I haven’t been able to so far. Nubt’s walls are a significant obstacle to overcome.” 
 
    “The king must be itching to attack Nubt. He declared war years ago. Do you think he’ll recall his farmers so he can invade any time soon?” 
 
    “All these low inundations have tied Father’s hands, Sety. Right now, keeping farmers in the delta to grow grain to feed Tjeni takes priority over conquering Nubt. Plus, he’s worried about Antef. If Antef tries to move against Ineb-hedj or disrupt the trade routes Father wants to be able to instantly assemble an army to stop him. The farmers Father’s relocated here from Tjeni are in effect a Northern army.” 
 
    “Right now, the North’s secure,” Sety said. “We can raise more men to fight than Antef can. When we visit Farkha and Sakan, you’ll see for yourself that they’re firmly behind your father, just like the delta estates and smaller settlements. Everyone’s keeping an eye on Antef.” 
 
    “Is Ny-Hor’s health any better?” 
 
    “He’s declining. Antef’s the ruler in all but name. He doesn’t even pretend his father’s in charge anymore. But he can’t raise much of an army. Pe and Dep’s smaller than Nekhen. Antef’s going to have to buy mercenaries if he intends to make a move against your father.” 
 
    The sun dipped below the horizon and darkness rolled across the delta. 
 
    “I got the impression Lagus doesn’t exactly get along with the elites in Ineb-hedj,” I said. 
 
    “How blunt do you want me to be, Iry?” 
 
    Not a good sign. “Tell me the truth. As always.” 
 
    Sety sighed. “Lagus rules by fear. He struts about as if he’s already king, accompanied by bodyguards and sycophants. Your parties and rewards? A thing of the past. He personally examines all the luxury goods that arrive in the settlement and takes the best for himself. He’s got a couple of children by elite daughters already, but he’s made it clear he’s going to marry for political advantage, meaning a woman higher ranking than any in Ineb-hedj. That doesn’t keep a steady stream out of his bed, though.” 
 
    “He’s always had a way with women,” I sighed. 
 
    “There’s no one to rein him in, so far from Tjeni. Lagus doesn’t listen to anyone’s advice or counsel. He’s set some of the elites against others. He plays favorites.” Sety put his hand on my shoulder. “They all miss you, Iry. They didn’t know how good they had it until you were gone. In fact, they now refer to Ptah’s Settlement and Ineb-hedj as two distinct places and times.” 
 
    “Father specifically sent Lagus here to forge ties with all the settlements in the North and get them to pledge Father fealty.” 
 
    “You could have done it, Iry. You could have built on the trading agreements and turned them into far more. You could have been king in the North. But not a single ruler in a single settlement can stand Lagus. They’ll never pledge him fealty.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    We reached the vicinity of Farkha at mid-afternoon the third day after leaving Sety’s estate. A narrow channel twice the width of our boat, fringed with reeds, split from the river there and wound more or less easterly. Our captain steered us into it. Oarsmen seated themselves along the sides of the boat and took up their oars and started rowing for the first time on the journey. We didn’t have the current behind us any longer. 
 
    “We’ll follow this channel for about a mile,” Sety told Lagus and Mekatre. “It sweeps around the northern edge of Farkha’s three turtlebacks.” 
 
    I was familiar with Farkha; I’d visited along with Sety before I’d seized control of Ineb-hedj. 
 
    The waterway was shallow, but its depth more than adequate for our vessel. The surrounding floodplain had been planted with barley a month or so ago and the grain was already knee-high. We passed a small camp along the southern bank comprised of a half-dozen rude huts set on a patch of dry land amidst reeds. Women were bending over cookfires; children were running wild, playing. Herds of cattle and sheep were not far distant, watched over by ragged-looking men and older boys. 
 
    “Barbarians from the western desert,” Sety informed my brothers. He pointed in the direction from which we’d come. “They drive their flocks across the delta after the grass greens here. Then they swim their animals across this branch of the river and graze them on these plains all summer. They return to their homes after the rainy season when there’s grass along the trail.” 
 
    “Does Heby trade with them?” Lagus asked. 
 
    Heby ruled Farkha, and though he didn’t call himself a king for all intents and purposes he was one. He was respected throughout the delta and the North. He’d visited me several times at Ineb-hedj. 
 
    “Wine, ostrich feathers, animal pelts for the most part. Goods from the west arrive here. The trailhead for those from the east is at the other end of Farkha.” 
 
    North of the channel spread a vast tangled marsh interspersed with winding streams and pools of water, alive with countless birds. 
 
    “The delta’s wet and broken all the way to the sea – it’s nine miles from here to the coast,” Sety said. “Impassable on foot and difficult by fishing punt. Large vessels can’t navigate through the tangles.” 
 
    Farkha occupied three adjacent turtlebacks about eighteen feet higher than the surrounding plains, though it appeared they’d barely be above water level during the inundation. The turtlebacks were more than a quarter mile long end to end, comprising a narrow island in the midst of swamp and water. The oarsmen poled us towards a quay at the base of the easternmost, at the far end of the island. 
 
    The largest mud-brick building I’d ever seen dominated the western turtleback, larger than any of Ineb-hedj’s warehouses. A caravan of laden donkeys was being unloaded in front of it; porters were carrying containers inside. 
 
    “That’s the distribution center,” I told my brothers. 
 
    Sety nodded. “Many goods from or destined for Sakan and Ineb-hedj get routed through that building.” 
 
    I caught sight of many open-air work areas on the central turtleback, some with thick clay platforms, some with fireplaces and ovens. There were a considerable number of huts and sunscreens as well. I heard muted hammering, stone against stone. Smoke spiraled skyward from a multitude of fires. By contrast, the eastern turtleback was covered with huts. 
 
    A woman was waiting for us at the end of a quay. Nebta, Heby’s daughter. I’d first met her at King Khab’s coronation at Nekhen, and again when I visited Farkha. She’d attended my party celebrating the new year in Ineb-hedj. Nebta was in her early twenties. Beautiful. Hair long, skirt brilliant white, neck and wrists and waist draped with gold and precious stones. Nebta spotted Mekatre and smiled ravishingly. 
 
    “She seems anxious to see you, Brother,” Lagus observed. 
 
    “We met in Nekhen,” Mekatre said, smiling back at her. 
 
    I recalled overhearing the two of them at the base of the outcrop when I was with Matia. “Met” wasn’t exactly the term I’d have used. 
 
    “She’s not married yet, in case you’re wondering,” Sety told Mekatre. 
 
    “That’s surprising. A woman like her…” 
 
    “She talked Heby into letting her choose her husband herself.” 
 
    I couldn’t imagine she’d saved herself for Mekatre. They’d met five years ago and the chance of them ever meeting again had been miniscule. But women had done stranger things. 
 
    Our vessel bumped against the quay and crewmen secured us with ropes to mooring posts. We disembarked. 
 
    Nebta bowed. Her necklace swung away from her chest, gold and carnelian glittering in the sunlight. “Majesties. Sety’s messenger alerted us you were coming. Papa’s waiting for you at home. I’ve come to fetch you.” 
 
    “A very pleasant surprise,” Mekatre said, moving to her side. 
 
    She gazed up at him adoringly. “Very, Majesty.” 
 
    Maybe she had saved herself. Or was merely prepared to take advantage of unexpected opportunity. We fell in behind the two of them. 
 
    “Tell us about Farkha,” Lagus ordered Nebta as we strode up the slope towards the crest of the turtleback. 
 
    “Most people live on this easternmost hill,” she replied over her shoulder. “It’s where we’ve buried our dead, too, for as long as anyone can remember. The workshops where we make our trade goods are on the central turtleback. Our distribution center and the shrine where we worship our gods are on the westernmost. South of us are barley fields.” As we reached the crest Nebta pointed out a line of clay storage pits. “For grain,” she said. 
 
    We stepped into a narrow lane and passed closely-spaced rectangular wattle-and-daub huts. Small attached pens mostly held pigs. 
 
    “All of Farkha’s buildings are arranged in rows and aligned in the same direction,” Lagus noted. “Lanes wind every which way in Ineb-hedj.” 
 
    “And Tjeni,” Mekatre added. 
 
    “Farkha was planned this way from the beginning,” Sety interjected. 
 
    Nebta pointed. “See that waist-high mud-brick wall to the west? That’s the end of the residential section and the beginning of the workshop section. We in Farkha keep our living and business areas separate for the most part.” 
 
    “Your distribution center seems busy, Nebta,” I said. 
 
    “It’ll be busier in a few days. We’re expecting a caravan transporting wine.” 
 
    “Are you involved in trading?” Mekatre asked. 
 
    “I help Papa,” Nebta replied. “You don’t think I just sit around all day looking pretty, do you?” 
 
    “I don’t see how you could help looking pretty,” Mekatre replied. 
 
    “I’ll bet you say that to all the girls,” she said flippantly. 
 
    He did, actually, in my experience. 
 
    Moments later we stopped in front of what was by far Farkha’s finest house. 
 
    Heby was waiting for us beside the door, dressed as befit a ruler. “Welcome to my home, Majesties.” 
 
    A reed mat was rolled up and fastened to the lintel, admitting light and air. We went inside. The roof was supported by a number of posts on each side and down the middle of the structure. There was an opening in the roof in the rear to let smoke from the cookfire escape. The floor was entirely covered with elegantly-woven colorful reed mats. There was a room where Heby and Nebta apparently slept, another for their servants, an area for preparing food, and a main room. Scattered on a number of low benches made of dried mud were wine jars decorated with ropes of clay winding around their sides, and ledge-handled jars full of olive oil, and lemon-shaped and globular jars containing a variety of items. There were a few copper fishhooks and axes atop a container. The house was primitive compared to Father’s per’aa. 
 
    Bowls with lit linen wicks floating in oil had been strategically placed around the room to provide light. The bowls were all decorated with zigzag patterns familiar to me from my time on Ineb-hedj’s quays. We settled in the main room with cups of wine and discussed the state of the delta with Heby. Meanwhile, Nebta oversaw serving girls who were preparing a meal at the rear of the house. They used  elegant knives made of pale flint and copper to slice everything. 
 
    We supped on dried fish and bread and fruit. 
 
    “Farmers cultivate barley here,” Heby told us as we dipped into various bowls. “They raise cattle and goats and sheep, breed them, occasionally trade their excess. Most people in the settlement keep a few pigs. We fish. We hunt the animals that roam the delta – rhinos, aurochs, antelope, hares, wild boars, jackals, giraffes. But mostly our hunters go after hippos to protect our crops – they can destroy a field of grain in a few hours. Our craftsmen carve their tusks and bones.” 
 
    Mekatre scanned the room. “I assume all these ivory figures came from Farkha’s workshops?” 
 
    “We have many talented craftsmen,” Heby replied. “Always have. Some of these figures have been handed down in my family for generations.” 
 
    “Let me show you, Majesty,” Nebta offered. She rose, and Mekatre with her. They moved to a mud-brick bench along one side of the hut where numerous figures were on display, no doubt to impress visitors such as ourselves with Heby’s wealth. She picked them up, one after another, handed them to Mekatre. He examined each, then set it back in its place. 
 
    “A naked woman with her left arm folded beneath her breasts. A woman dressed in a long robe. A woman carrying an offering bowl, and one with a child in her hand. A boy sitting with bent knees, his fingers in his mouth. A kneeling captive. A dwarf.” 
 
    “I’ve heard of them,” Mekatre said, studying the figure closely. “I’ve never seen one.” 
 
    “I have. When we were at Nekhen,” I said. “One of Heket’s attendants.” 
 
    “Some dwarves must have lived here in the past,” Nebta said, “because here’s a figure of a female dwarf.” 
 
    “What’s this snake with a woman’s face?” 
 
    “My best guess? A goddess. Probably originally made for someone in the North. Not sure how my ancestors ended up with it. This cobra is a goddess for sure – Wadjet, of Pe and Dep.” 
 
    “Why do you have it?” Lagus asked Heby. 
 
    “A craftsman made it a few years ago on commission for King Ny-Hor,” he replied. “But we stopped trading with him, at King Scorpion’s request, before we could deliver it. So I kept it.” 
 
    “Here’s a dog,” Nebta continued. “A model boat.” 
 
    “A scorpion!” Mekatre exclaimed. 
 
    “Would you like to take it to your father?” Heby asked. 
 
    “That’s generous of you,” Mekatre replied. He scanned the bench one last time. “Superb, Nebta!” 
 
    “These figures are why I sent five apprentices from Ineb-hedj to work in Minmose’s ivory workshop,” I said. 
 
    “Whatever for?” Lagus asked. Apparently he had no idea. 
 
    “Ivory figures are Farkha’s specialty,” I replied. “Unlike Ineb-hedj, where the best craftsmen turn ivory into labels. When the apprentices return that’ll change.” 
 
    “What drew settlers here in the first place?” Lagus asked. 
 
    “The trade routes following the coast of the Wadjet Wer terminate at Farkha,” Heby said. “So do trails from the western desert.” 
 
    “Farkha was always as important as Maadi for trade – maybe even more important – though few outsiders realized it,” Sety added. 
 
    “Why?” Mekatre asked. 
 
    “Farkha’s actually more central to this region, more of a crossroads,” Heby said. “People have lived on these turtlebacks for probably five hundred years. The original settlers were native to this area. That changed when Sety’s ancestors established their estate within three day’s journey two hundred years ago. Farmers from Nekhen and the South began moving here. That’s when trade exploded. That’s when the building we use as a distribution center was built on the foundations of what had been several breweries. At first the natives lived side by side with the Southerners. But in the past centuries they’ve been absorbed through intermarriage and acculturation. We’re nearly a carbon copy of the South now. Or so Sety tells me.” 
 
    “Is it true you at Farkha consider yourselves part of the North, not part of the valley?” Mekatre asked. 
 
    “We do. The delta and deserts and seacoast are one vast region,” Heby said. “Your valley is totally separate.” 
 
    “My father explained it to me this way,” Sety said. “Picture a flower – the valley the stem, this region and the North and the western desert the petals. Whoever unifies the valley must control Farkha, because Farkha is the intersection through which considerable of the products of the delta and the North and the deserts must pass. Since Sakan’s founding, Farkha has become even more important. If Ny-Hor ever seized Farkha, he could block all movement of goods by river between Sakan and Tjeni.” 
 
    “Which means Farkha’s as important to eventually unifying the entire valley as Ineb-hedj, Lagus,” I said. 
 
    A sobering truth. Tjeni was vulnerable at two points in the North – Farkha and Ineb-hedj – as opposed to only one – our border with Nubt – in the South. Sety and I had discussed the fact that the farmers Father had sent to the delta in effect gave him a Northern army. But, I realized, if Antef launched an attack anywhere in the delta tomorrow farmers would have to fight back with tools, not proper weapons. I’d entirely neglected to supply a potential theater of war. I vowed to rectify that the moment I returned to Tjeni. I was going to send some of the weapons and supplies I’d stockpiled there to Farkha so I could arm farmers quickly if necessary. I also determined to station a boat or two at Farkha to transport troops, and one of Father’s best leaders to take charge of military affairs. Ineb-hedj was a more natural point for a supply depot than Farkha, but I was leery of putting military supplies in Lagus’ hands. I wasn’t sure how he’d use them. Besides, if Antef launched a war he’d have to strike Farkha first. He couldn’t attack Ineb-hedj with an enemy in his rear. 
 
    “Do you caravan goods in and out of Farkha primarily by donkey?” Lagus asked. 
 
    Heby nodded. “A well-marked trail hugs the coast between the delta and the North, seventy or eighty miles long. There’s a series of water holes along the route, and good grazing. You’ll take it to Sakan. I regularly send loads of fish bones to the Far North for use as arrowheads, objects carved from ivory, cosmetic palettes, freshwater mussel shells coated with mother of pearl, and occasionally beer. My men return with wine and olive oil and almonds, sheep’s wool, goat’s milk and cheese, and flint native to those lands.” 
 
    “Heby also handles cedar logs,” I said. “Father sent an expedition to Jebail, a port in the Far North, for some once. The trees grow on mountain slopes. I sent one of my men, Niay, a few years ago to get logs to construct Ineb-hedj’s fleet.” 
 
    “Logs come by boat,” Heby said. “They’re too long and heavy for beasts to manage.” 
 
    “I noticed many unfamiliar types of pottery as we walked here from the boat, and here in your home,” Mekatre said. 
 
    “We save the jars products are shipped in from the North and reuse them,” Heby replied. “Everyone we trade with has a different style.” 
 
    “Do you ever travel with your caravans?” Lagus asked. 
 
    “On occasion. When I was much younger four of us rowed a small boat to Jebail. Took twenty days. Had two hundred pounds of goods on board. Donkeys are more efficient.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    We stayed that night with Heby and awakened early the next morning. After a quick meal we went exploring. We weren’t the only ones up and about; Farkha’s lanes were already crowded. Mekatre walked close beside Nebta, chatting amiably. Almost everyone she passed called out a greeting. A few men recognized me from my prior visit, but no one had the slightest idea who Lagus and Mekatre were. 
 
    We passed through an opening in the wall delimiting Farkha’s economic zone on the central turtleback. Smoke rose from a number of fires, marking the locations of workshops. There were far fewer of them than in Ineb-hedj, and most were smaller. Still, some of the items made in them were unique and destined for the valley’s elites, I knew, from receiving shipments to pass on to Tjeni when I’d been in charge of Ineb-hedj. 
 
    Almost immediately we encountered a brewery. 
 
    “There used to be dozens, and beer was one of our most important products,” Heby said. “But the breweries were razed so traders could build their distribution compound. Now we brew only enough for our population.” 
 
    The ringing of stone on stone drew our attention. 
 
    “The stone carvers are over there,” Heby announced. 
 
    After a short walk we entered a workshop, wound through piles of hammer stones and others used for grinding and sharpening and polishing. 
 
    “Stone’s precious in the delta,” Heby said. “We used to import it from the Maadi area. Now we obtain it from the western desert. In this workshop they’re mostly reworking worn or damaged tools. They’re too valuable to discard.” 
 
    “What are those small objects being exchanged with the craftsmen?” Lagus asked. 
 
    “Tokens. We use them to keep track of trades.” 
 
    An ancient method, replaced now by my labels and lists everywhere in the valley between Ineb-hedj and Tjeni. I’d have to speak with Tamit about sending one of her scribes to Farkha to implement her labels here. Farkha was too important a distribution point and too important to my strategy of someday uniting the valley to continue using outdated methods of control. 
 
    We moved down the lane to the next workshop. Men were sitting cross-legged beneath a large reed-roofed pavilion, bending forward, staring intently, carefully carving hippo ivory with sharp-edged copper tools. 
 
    I greeted Minmose, the master craftsman. 
 
    “Your apprentices are doing well,” he told me, pointing out the corner where they were working. “One’s exceptional.” 
 
    “I’m surprised you have so much ivory,” Lagus said. 
 
    “Hippos are Farkha’s curse and blessing,” Minmose said, shaking his head. “They’re a terrible nuisance. They go after our farmers’ crops almost from the moment they’re planted. Hunters guard our fields throughout the growing season and bring me vast quantities of bone from their kills. Hippo tusk is the most prized portion.” He indicated a very large earthenware jar filled to the rim with water. Dozens of tusks were submerged inside. “We have to soften ivory before we carve it. Otherwise it cracks.” 
 
    We walked around the shop, peering over the backs of craftsmen. Some were true masters, producing beautiful objects, some much less talented. The latter were working on carvings of wildlife – lions, dogs, scorpions, falcons, geese, fish, even model boats. The masters were creating human figurines – women, men, a considerable number of dwarfs. 
 
    “What are these holes in the dwarves for?” Lagus asked. 
 
    “So they can be suspended with twine.” 
 
    Lagus stopped beside a man carving a figure with a bird’s head, lion’s body, wings, and human hands. 
 
    “That’s a griffin,” Minmose explained. “It’s a god worshipped in the North. We’ll send it to Sakan to be bartered.” 
 
    “I’ve seen copies made by craftsmen in the South,” Lagus said. 
 
    One craftsman was working on cylinder seals, luxury items similar to ones that had been made by Nekhen’s craftsmen for generations. The craftsman was decorating one seal with an ostrich; one with a gazelle was lying to one side. 
 
    “These represent Farkha’s gods,” Nebta said. 
 
    “I watched Nekhen’s craftsmen carve ivory when we attended King Khab’s coronation,” I said. “Farkha’s figures are about four inches tall. Nekhen’s are as much as sixteen. They don’t stand on bases, like yours, and all their female figures are naked, not wearing dresses like some of yours are.” 
 
    “I guess craftsmen in the North and South see the world differently,” Heby said. 
 
    I left the workshop convinced that Farkha’s ivory craftsmen would be more than capable of creating ivory labels for trade goods once Tamit’s system was implemented here. 
 
    “What in the world?” Lagus exclaimed in the next workshop. 
 
    We all gathered around. Lagus was right to be astounded. 
 
    A craftsman was using small gold rivets to attach thin gold plates to a two-foot-long wooden core in the shape of a man. The head and chest and torso and arms were complete, the hips and legs still in work. The eyes were of lapis lazuli, the eyebrows ebony. The ears were large, the fingers detailed. A three-strand necklace of limestone beads was draped around the neck. A large round stone, carnelian, dominated the bottom strand. 
 
    “I commissioned it for your father,” Heby told me. “I hope to present it to him in person – either here in Farkha, if he’ll pay us a visit, or in Tjeni, if he invites me.” 
 
    “I’ll try to convince Father to come here once we defeat Nubt, Heby,” I said. “He’ll enjoy seeing the North.” 
 
    Heby led us through the rest of the settlement to the very end of the western turtleback. Men were passing into and out of the mud-brick distribution center. 
 
    “Heby’s ancestor Nabaru built this,” Sety said. “He was the father of my ancestor Nykara’s first wife. He had interests in both Farkha and Maadi. Heby’s family has traded in this building for more than two centuries.” 
 
    “Originally it was partly used to store goods and food, partly to house workers and their families,” Heby told us. “But now we receive and process goods from Sakan and the upper valley here, and send them on to their proper destinations.” 
 
    “In a sense, it’s the nerve center of the delta,” Sety said. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    We stepped from Heby’s home at dawn the next morning to begin our journey to Sakan. Surprisingly, neither Mekatre nor Nebta had been present for the morning meal. Surprising, at least until both joined us beside the donkey caravan. Nebta was quite disheveled. She and Mekatre both looked tired. 
 
    “I’ve taken Nebta to wife,” Mekatre announced. 
 
    She wrapped her arm around his waist possessively. 
 
    I was shocked he’d chosen to settle down with Nebta after such a short acquaintance. Given his proclivities, being tied to one woman was very much out of character. Neither the haste nor the woman made sense to me. I wondered if he’d told her about his host of children with elites and commoners. I wondered if she’d have cared, or if the lure of being married to a king’s son outweighed any drawbacks. 
 
    Concern flashed across Lagus’ face. “Father will have your head!” 
 
    “Iry got away with choosing his wife, Brother. So can I,” Mekatre told Lagus defiantly. 
 
    That remained to be seen. I’d “gotten away” because Father considered Tamit to be an exceptional woman. Had she been ordinary he’d have ordered me to leave her behind at Ineb-hedj, pregnant or not. I didn’t doubt that if Father decided to arrange a political marriage for Mekatre at some point in the future he’d order him to set Nebta aside. Probably not something Mekatre had warned Nebta about either. 
 
    “Minnefer will back me up,” Mekatre added with assurance. “He’ll explain the advantages to Father.” 
 
    Advantages. That word made it instantly clear to me why Mekatre had taken this particular bride. It was part of his strategy to be named king after Father. There was no other explanation. I suspected he’d remembered his fling with Nebta at Nekhen and had come with us to Farkha for the express purpose of making her his wife. Father hadn’t originally intended for Mekatre to be part of my expedition; he’d fought to be included. Mekatre’s marriage had just tied Father’s house to the most important family and settlement in the delta. Tjeni’s elites would have to seriously consider that connection when it came time to pick Father’s successor. 
 
    Based on the look crossing Lagus’ face, he also understood exactly what Mekatre had done, and why. If he hadn’t known it before he did now – his younger brother was his unabashed rival for Father’s throne. 
 
    As opposed to me, still positioning myself in secret. And taking another giant step backwards. Mekatre had just given himself a significant advantage over me. The new alliance he’d just forged was flashy, attention-getting, unlike my work, which was far more important to Tjeni’s future than a Northern bride but easily taken for granted.  
 
    Heby was absolutely delighted. He congratulated Mekatre and Nebta profusely. And why not? Unexpectedly, his family had just been tied to the most powerful king in the valley. His prospects could only improve from now on. 
 
    “I’ll keep your wife safe until you return, Majesty,” Heby assured Mekatre. 
 
    “I’ll hold you to it.” Mekatre kissed Nebta goodbye, then swung up on his donkey. He smiled at Lagus triumphantly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    At first our journey north to Sakan was pleasant – except for the friction between Lagus and Mekatre. Our caravan followed a well-worn trail through shoulder-high reeds and grass for half a day until we reached the easternmost branch of the river at a small settlement named Minshat. Its ruler, Rama, entertained us for the half day it took to ferry our beasts across, for the river was too deep to ford. The trail led us north from Minshat towards the sea along the riverbank through plains green and growing. Before long I smelled salt in the air. We camped the second night at the fringe of the desert. The following morning began the unpleasant stretch of the journey. We trod a well-worn track, lined with shards of broken discarded water jars, across an endless expanse of sand and dirt and sparse clumps of grass and desiccated shrubs, baking beneath a relentless sun. We set out each day before dawn, rested in whatever shade was available in the scorching midday heat, traveled again from late afternoon until a few hours after dark, our guide following stone cairns set up for that very purpose. At regular intervals spaced to accommodate the distance a donkey could travel in a day we encountered either small wells or stations comprised of massive clay jars filled with water. Fodder, too, was stored with the water. The route had been in use for centuries and so was constantly maintained to facilitate trade. 
 
    We finally neared our destination after an endless hot dusty week. Lagus and Mekatre had barely spoken to each other. But both had cornered me several times, angling for my support. By that I assumed they were each backed by a nearly equal number of elites and were looking to me to sway undecideds to their side after Father’s death. They were going to be surprised when I made a play for the throne myself, though if Father died tomorrow I’d have no chance of displacing either of them. I was counting on Father living a very long time so I could gradually wean elite support away from my brothers to me. Mekatre, brimming with confidence thanks to his marriage, had talked up Farkha’s importance to me and how he’d just aligned it and the North with our house. Lagus, sullen, had railed bitterly that Nebta wasn’t even a king’s daughter, that she’d barely be considered elite in Tjeni, that her lack of status shouldn’t elevate Mekatre. I’d listened patiently and consolingly to each, collecting and storing away bits of information I could someday use against them to benefit my own ambitions. 
 
    Raherka was waiting a mile or so from the settlement to welcome us, mounted on a donkey. He looked particularly prosperous. He greeted Sety enthusiastically, then asked after his granddaughter Merit and great-grandson Senebi. Sety passed along messages from both. 
 
    “Sakan’s located at the mouth of a wadi just south of the Yarkon River, in a fairly populated region,” Raherka reported. “We’re barely north of the desert. Directly north of Sakan the land’s well-watered and peppered with hamlets and villages. Several small harbors lie a few miles west of us on the coast of the Wadjet Wer. We move goods from them by donkey to the settlement.” 
 
    We topped a rise. Sakan came into view atop a low hill surrounded by a mud-brick wall. 
 
    “Were all of Sakan’s residents relocated here from the valley?” Lagus asked. 
 
    “Except for a few native workers. They helped construct the walls. They have expertise we in the delta don’t. Many hamlets in this region are walled.” 
 
    “Are walls really necessary?” Lagus asked. 
 
    “Some nearby hamlets are fairly warlike, Majesty. Occasionally, barbarians raid. With the amount of goods we store at Sakan I felt it better to be safe. Plus, if we didn’t have walls it might be perceived as a sign of weakness on our part. Something no one should ever accuse King Scorpion of.” 
 
    “The same reason I erected walls at Ineb-hedj,” I noted. I spotted a caravan approaching Sakan from the north, a long one. 
 
    “Sakan’s at a crossroads of land routes into Retenu and the Sinai and, of course, the delta and valley,” Raherka said. “From here we control both the mining of copper ore and a significant amount of the surrounding territory. I suppose, after traveling a week to get here, you think we’re fairly isolated from the valley.” 
 
    “True,” Lagus said. 
 
    “But remember, Majesty – the delta considers itself to be a region separate from the valley, and Sakan has already become a vital part of it. To you Sakan’s an outpost of your father’s holdings, but it’s not an outpost to anyone who trades here. And, again, we’re located in an area with thriving communities. Tel Erani, Amaziya, Lachish, Ptora, Ashqelon to name a few. But Sakan’s going to become the region’s great trade center.” 
 
    “You send goods to Farkha and Ineb-hedj,” I added. 
 
    Raherka nodded. “I accumulate and send to the valley fine ceramic bottles and cylinder vessels, stone palettes, exquisitely fashioned ripple flaked knives, cylinder seals, wine, pulses, olive oil, asphalt, resins, cedar wood and, of course, copper ingots. Majesties, your father, and you after him, will grow wealthy because of Sakan.” 
 
    “Do you keep separate from the natives?” Mekatre asked. 
 
    “Ours is the superior culture. They’ve begun to adopt it.” 
 
    “Are you close to any large Northern settlements?” Lagus asked. 
 
    “Several. Ugarit, a port north of Jebail. Megiddo is somewhat inland, in a valley between mountain ranges. There are many small settlements in the region atop mounds – my understanding is the mounds are earlier settlements on the same sites that were abandoned and fell to ruin.” 
 
    We were almost to Sakan’s gate. The path leading inside was already deeply worn and marked with donkey dung. The lanes inside the walls – what I could glimpse of them – seemed to be full of people hurrying in many directions. 
 
    “I’ve established a few satellite settlements to supply Sakan with foodstuffs and serve as staging posts to transfer commodities, Majesties,” Raherka said. “I control them from here – En Besor and Tel Ma’ahaz and Taur Ikhbeineh so far, with more to follow. Yes, Sakan’s just the start of Tjenian expansion in this region.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Raherka welcomed us with a banquet that night in his audience hall, clearly patterned after Father’s in Tjeni but considerably smaller; it probably wouldn’t hold more than fifty people at a time. From it, he told us, he issued orders and dispensed justice in Father’s name. Lagus immediately attached himself to Raherka’s granddaughter, Khensuw, the younger sister of Sety’s wife. I recalled seeing them behind the sand dune in Maadi during our visit five years ago. They hadn’t forgotten each other. 
 
    Raherka engaged Sety in deep conversation during the meal while Lagus and Mekatre and Khensuw and I ate together, attended by serving girls. 
 
    “I’m going to be married soon,” Khensuw announced as she ripped a chunk of bread in two. “Grandfather’s arranged it with the ruler of Jebail.” 
 
    “The source of cedar,” I said. “A wealthy settlement.” 
 
    “Grandfather says my marriage will strengthen relations between Sakan and the Far North.” 
 
    “What’s he like? Your future husband,” Lagus asked. 
 
    “Old. Boring. Sickly. But he’ll keep me in style.” 
 
    Lagus snorted. “Not as fine as a king would.” 
 
    “I suppose King Scorpion will select your wife for you since you’re his heir,” Khensuw said. “A nice political marriage to seal an alliance. Our shared fate.” 
 
    Lagus glanced at Mekatre out of the corner of his eye. “I’m going to rule Tjeni and the South and Sakan and Ineb-hedj someday, Khensuw. I’m going to be a king. I intend to forge my own alliances. I intend to pick my own wife.” 
 
    Lagus wouldn’t have said that in front of Father. Mekatre’s antics at Farkha had apparently given him courage. Or were driving him to do something desperate in response. 
 
    “Do you have a woman in mind, Majesty?” Khensuw asked coyly, sipping her wine, gazing at him through half-closed lids. 
 
    “I do indeed,” he replied casually. 
 
    “Anyone I might know?” 
 
    “You.” 
 
    Mekatre, in mid-sip, nearly choked on his wine. 
 
    I tried not to laugh. I immediately saw what was going on. Mekatre had taken a wife to tie his fortunes to the North. Lagus was going to do the same thing. The marriages would balance out. Neither would have an advantage over the other. Both would have an advantage over me. 
 
    “Me?” Khensuw seemed shocked. And pleased. 
 
    “I haven’t forgotten my visit to Maadi. You’re a memorable woman, Khensuw.” 
 
    “I haven’t forgotten either, Majesty.” Khensuw’s voice was suddenly sultry. 
 
    “I need an heir for when I succeed Father. I’ve waited too long to marry already.” 
 
    A legitimate heir, as opposed to the rest. 
 
    “Our marriage will tie together Tjeni and the Far North,” Lagus argued, as if already making his case to Father. 
 
    “Quite a powerful marriage, Majesty,” Khensuw agreed. Her eyes were shining. 
 
    “So… why not?” Lagus asked. 
 
    “Why not indeed, Majesty,” she echoed. 
 
    Lagus smiled broadly. “I’ll speak to your grandfather, let him know what we’ve decided. You’ll share my bed tonight, Khensuw. You’ll return with me to Ineb-hedj.” 
 
    “As you wish, Majesty.” 
 
    “Lagus.” 
 
    “Lagus.” 
 
    Lagus lifted Khensuw’s fingers to his lips and kissed them. He addressed Mekatre. “Both brothers with Northern brides! Can you believe it? Both Perneb and Minnefer will be pleased.” 
 
    Confirmation that Lagus had Perneb’s backing. Confirmation too that Lagus was not going to give up his position without a fight. Battle lines had just been drawn. 
 
    Mekatre downed his wine, fuming. He knew his attempt to gain an advantage over Lagus had failed. Father wouldn’t be happy that both my brothers had taken his prerogative to arrange their marriages into their own hands. Mekatre would have to face Father’s wrath in person when he returned to Tjeni, Lagus from a distance since he’d remain at Ineb-hedj. It occurred to me that Mekatre should be thanking Lagus. Whatever Father did in reaction to the news he’d have to do to both of my brothers equally; in a sense, Lagus was Mekatre’s shield. If Mekatre was smart he’d make sure to plant a child in Nebta before they reached Tjeni. That’d soften Father, as I knew from experience. Being pregnant wouldn’t help Nebta, though. She was going to be treated coldly by Tjeni’s elite daughters for winning Mekatre away from them. She wasn’t going to find the settlement particularly pleasant. 
 
    I wondered how both Nebta and Khensuw would react years from now when they learned they hadn’t married a king after all. Assuming I kept their husbands from the throne. 
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    Baki blocked the entrance to Father’s audience hall. “You’re not welcome here today, Matia. Go home.” 
 
    “Says who?” 
 
    “Sabu,” Baki snapped. 
 
    “He can’t give me orders.” I laughed and pushed past Baki, through the door. 
 
    He grabbed at my arm and missed. 
 
    I spun around. “You’d dare touch a king’s daughter? Your father’s wife? Remember your place.” 
 
    Baki took a step backwards. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you,” he said darkly. 
 
    I entered the sunlit hall, crossed to the far end where Father’s throne rested atop a dais, proceeded to a small secluded nook to its right and readied a jar of wine and a solid-gold cup and arranged treats on a platter. I’d come, as usual, with Pentu’s blessing, to serve Father during his daily audience. They usually lasted most of the morning. 
 
    The hall filled slowly, various petitioners taking positions to the right of the central aisle, standing, a handful of officials opposite them, also standing. The heads of two elite families, Ani and Maya, were present, though my cousin Bebi wasn’t. There was a low murmur of conversation as everyone awaited Father’s arrival. 
 
    He eventually entered along with Pentu and Sabu. Baki was with them. He motioned me to leave again; I ignored him. Father was wearing Nubt’s red crown and carrying a solid gold crook in one hand, a leadership relic from ancient times when patriarchs led bands of hunters across the savannah. He ascended the single step of the stone dais and seated himself on his throne. A girl stationed herself behind him and began to swish a fan of brown ostrich feathers. Baki joined the officials in the crowd facing Father. Sabu seated himself in a chair at the foot of the dais, to Father’s right. Pentu ascended the dais and stood a step to the left of and behind Father, close by in case Father needed to confer before making a decision. Father always needed to confer. 
 
    I moved to Father and offered him a solid gold cup brimming with wine. He took a quick sip, grabbed a honeyed cake off the platter, then nodded to his herald. The herald loudly announced the first petitioner. He stepped into a vacant space directly in front of Father and bowed low. I returned to my nook and seated myself on a stool. From the nook I could observe Father and Pentu and Sabu and the current petitioner, but no one in the hall could see me. 
 
    The audience took hours, petitioner after petitioner droning on and on. Most had come to resolve issues with the boundaries of their farms, though there were as well a few accusations of theft and one of adultery. Sabu nodded off from time to time; he scarcely paid attention on the rare occasions he graced the hall with his presence. I, on the other hand, was always attentive. I prided myself that I knew more about Nubt than anyone except Pentu, and both of us knew more than Father. 
 
    From time to time I refilled Father’s cup or offered him more food, which he accepted without thanks or acknowledgment. 
 
    At long last, the final petitioner pled his case. Father issued his decision in conjunction with Pentu. Almost everyone departed the hall, including Father’s officials and fan bearer. The herald exited as well, closing the door behind him. Sabu and Pentu and Baki and Ani moved closer to the throne. I remained in my nook, as usual, in case Father had need. He often spoke with my husband after audiences ended, often to disparage various petitioners’ requests, sometimes to gain an understanding of a decision he’d issued at Pentu’s suggestion. 
 
    That Ani had stayed behind was unusual. Sabu and Baki too. They normally raced from the hall. 
 
    “Have you considered my proposal, Father?” Sabu asked. 
 
    “An alliance to attack Scorpion?” Father sighed wearily. “You’ve been pressing me for six years, Sabu. My answer isn’t going to change. Scorpion’s blockade has weakened us and made him stronger. We can’t defeat him. I will not provoke him. Nubt has too much to lose.” 
 
    “Lose? For six years Nubt’s elites have been deprived of Northern luxuries, Father. All because you refuse to stand up to Scorpion!” 
 
    Baki stepped to Sabu’s side. “Reconsider, Majesty. We cannot go on this way.” 
 
    Father scowled. “I see you’re aligned with my son against me.” He glared at Pentu. “Have you changed sides too? Is Baki speaking for your family?” 
 
    “Of course not, Majesty,” Pentu replied. “Baki’s speaking out of turn.” 
 
    “Form an alliance against Tjeni, Majesty,” Ani insisted. “If you’re afraid, step aside in favor of your son.” 
 
    “You’re advocating treason!” Pentu snapped. 
 
    “I speak for many who aren’t here.” 
 
    Father leaned back on his throne. “Ah! So I’m afraid, am I, Ani? Do you fancy yourself a kingmaker, to challenge me?” Father stood and pointed his crook at Ani. “I won’t give up my throne!” 
 
    “Then you’ve sealed your fate, Majesty,” Ani said without emotion. 
 
    Baki had slowly sidled behind the dais while Father and Ani were arguing. Suddenly, he stepped behind Father and slit his throat with a flint knife. 
 
    Father stared at Ani and Pentu for a moment. His crook clattered to the floor. He clutched at his throat with both hands, dropped to his knees. Then he toppled face-first onto the dais. His crown went flying. He came to rest with his head hanging over the dais’ step. Blood began pooling beneath him and running onto the floor. 
 
    I was horrified, in shock at the suddenness and brutality of Baki’s attack. I couldn’t make myself move. Pentu was looking down at Father, paralyzed, Father’s blood coloring his feet and kilt. I felt sick. First Hetshet assassinated in front of me. Now Father. Sabu responsible both times. Baki had warned me to stay away from the hall. This assassination had been planned in advance. Sabu had just made himself king, but at a price. Baki and Ani had placed him on his throne. They’d control him from now on. 
 
    Pentu forced himself to move. “What have you done?” he cried, at the same time kneeling beside Father. He took Father’s head in his hands and cradled it on his thighs. He looked at the rest of the men. “Traitors! Every last one of you!” 
 
    Baki bent and wiped his knife on Father’s kilt, the stain bright red. 
 
    “My own son!” Pentu’s voice was anguished, his face etched with betrayal. 
 
    I covered my mouth with both hands to keep from screaming. Tears sprang to my eyes. Father had been a poor king, barely competent, malleable, indecisive. I’d loved him as was his due, but to him I’d simply been an asset he’d used to secure his throne. Father had truly loved only one person – Sabu. His favorite. His downfall. His murderer. 
 
    Baki moved away from Father’s corpse. He descended the dais, dropped to his knees in front of Sabu, faced him. “And so your reign begins, Majesty,” he said grandly. “I pledge you my fealty and service.” 
 
    “Afraid not,” Sabu said matter-of-factly. 
 
    “What?” Baki asked. 
 
    “You’re going to expect me to be your puppet, the way Father was your father’s. I’m no puppet, Baki. You just betrayed my father. You’ll betray me the first chance you get.” Sabu swung his arm forward, plunging a flint knife to the hilt in Baki’s chest. 
 
    Baki fell backwards onto the floor with an agonized cry, hands clutching the hilt. His chest began turning crimson. More blood started trickling from a corner of his mouth. 
 
    Sabu looked down at Baki and smiled. He put his foot on the end of the knife and pushed it farther in. 
 
    Baki jerked upwards, then his body went slack, his eyes staring unseeing at the ceiling. His hands dropped to his sides. 
 
    Pentu was still kneeling beside Father, watching his son die, frozen. 
 
    I stood in my nook, petrified, overcome by a second shock. 
 
    “Guards!” Sabu cried. 
 
    The door swung open and heavily armed men rushed in. 
 
    “Pentu just murdered the king!” Sabu charged. 
 
    “I didn’t!” Pentu protested. 
 
    By the gods! Sabu was blaming Father’s assassination on Pentu! Only Pentu and Sabu and Ani and I knew the truth. Ani wouldn’t challenge Sabu’s claim because he was in on it. I couldn’t. The guards would believe I was lying to protect my husband. Sabu would accuse me of being involved and he’d kill me. He was going to get away with murder – again. He was going to sit Nubt’s throne. My quest to avenge Hetshet and destroy Sabu had failed. My alliance with Scorpion. My near-marriage to Iry. My marriage to Pentu. All attempts to stop Sabu. All futile. I’d sacrificed myself for nothing. 
 
    Sabu glanced at Ani and nodded slightly. 
 
    “Pentu assassinated King Ika!” Ani proclaimed. “He’s covered with the king’s blood!” 
 
    “Arrest Pentu!” Sabu ordered. 
 
    Guards seized Pentu and lifted him to his feet. Father’s head rolled from Pentu’s thighs back onto the dais. Guards pinned Pentu’s arms behind him. 
 
    “After he murdered the king, Pentu ordered Baki to kill me,” Sabu told the guards. “But Baki was too slow.” Sabu bent and pulled his knife from Baki’s chest. 
 
    More guards rushed in. 
 
    “Fetch me Father’s mace!” Sabu demanded. 
 
    A guard ran from the hall. 
 
    My heart fell. I knew what was going to happen. I started shaking uncontrollably. Tears began streaming down my cheeks. 
 
    Pentu knew what was going to happen too. “You’re going to be sorry, Sabu,” he said with all the dignity he could muster. “You’re going to be the death of Nubt.” 
 
    “Gag him,” Sabu ordered. 
 
    A guard stuffed a piece of linen into Pentu’s mouth. 
 
    I wanted to rush to Pentu. I wanted to shield him with my body, protect him from Sabu. I wanted to take him in my arms and comfort him. He’d truly loved me. I’d used him in return. I’d been so focused on stopping Sabu that I’d never opened my heart to Pentu. I should have. Pentu had treated me better than anyone I’d ever known because I’d meant everything to him. Despite that, at Tjeni I’d cast him aside without a moment’s hesitation, volunteered to become Mekatre’s wife even though I’d been carrying Pentu’s son. I’d been so obsessed with stopping Sabu I hadn’t cared about what I was doing to Pentu. He’d never recovered from my betrayal. We’d continued to live together, but we’d merely existed, not lived. His eyes had never been free of hurt when they fell on me after Tjeni. I wanted to hold him now, apologize, tell him I’d been a fool. But it was too late. Pentu was going to die alone, never knowing that, in the end, he’d won my heart. 
 
    A guard returned with a mace. 
 
    “Make Pentu kneel,” Sabu ordered the guards. 
 
    I clapped both hands over my mouth. My eyes filled with tears. I choked back sobs. 
 
    They forced him to his knees. 
 
    I forced myself to watch. Pentu deserved that. 
 
    Sabu seized Pentu’s hair and twisted it in his hand, from behind. He didn’t have the courage to face Pentu as he murdered him. Sabu raised the mace high in his right hand, paused, then swung it against the side of Pentu’s head. Pentu’s skull shattered. Blood splattered everywhere and on everyone. Sabu released Pentu’s hair. Pentu crashed to the ground, dead. 
 
    I doubled over, bereft, hands still over my mouth. I closed my eyes tight, as if I could shut out the world. My tears splashed the ground. 
 
    “You – go tell the elites to assemble,” Sabu ordered a guard. “I’m going to inform them they have a new king.” 
 
    I straightened, shaking, fighting back sobs. 
 
    Sabu picked up the crown that had tumbled from Father’s head and placed it on his. He ascended the dais and seated himself on Father’s throne. Ani picked up Father’s crook and handed it to Sabu with a smile. Sabu surveyed the hall, with its blood and dead bodies, and smiled back. 
 
    I wasn’t going to stay around to watch Sabu’s triumph. I was going to get out of the audience hall before he or Ani remembered I was here. I knew what was going to happen now – Ani’s relatives would be raised to positions of power, Bebi’s would be demoted, Maya’s – who knew? His support of Sabu had been lukewarm at best these past years, though it had been support, and had grown stronger as Scorpion’s blockade had made life more and more difficult for the elites. As quietly as I could, my back pressed against the wall, I slipped from the hall, overcome by grief and fear. Sabu was in charge of Nubt. Nubt was doomed. 
 
    Sabu would come for me. I was sure of it. He knew I’d seen him murder Hetshet. I’d supported Pentu and opposed him too many times during his meetings with Father for him to let me live. I had to get home as quickly as possible, get Pabasa, run. I’d take him to Harwa’s farm. He and Khentetka would keep me safe for now. After that, what? Flee? To where? To whom? 
 
    I stumbled from the per’aa down the lane to my nearby home, numb, awash in tears. Pentu was dead. Father was dead. Just like that. My brother had murdered them. I was a widow now, with a child to raise on my own. What was going to happen to me and Pabasa? What was going to happen to Nubt with my reckless brother in charge? I reached my house. The mat over the door had been torn off and lay on the threshold. Something was terribly wrong. With a feeling of dread I rushed inside. Pentu’s servants were nowhere to be seen. They were always present. I dashed to the women’s quarters at the back of the house, called Pabasa’s name. No answer. Still no one. I entered my room. I saw blood on the floor before I saw Pabasa’s mangled body. I fell to my knees beside him. 
 
    This time I screamed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    I lost track of time. I was keening beside Pabasa when strong hands seized me and bound my wrists behind my back with rope. Two men yanked me ungently to my feet and each took an arm and they dragged me out of my house and through Nubt’s streets to the per’aa. I was recognized. Men and women stopped and stared as I passed, conversation swelling behind me. We breezed through the entrance of the per’aa and down a long corridor and into the audience hall. 
 
    The hall was full of elites and their wives and older children. The hall was hushed. The dead still lay where they’d fallen in pools of their own blood. The crowd was giving Pentu and Baki a wide berth. Sabu was sitting on his throne, crown on his head, Father’s crook on his lap, blood on his hands and chest and arms and legs and kilt. His foot was nearly touching Father’s. Father’s body was sprawled face down on the dais, head still hanging over the step. The pool of blood on the ground had grown. Ani was standing to the right of the throne. Nebetah, Sabu’s full sister, my half-sister, Baki’s widow, was standing to the left. She didn’t look at all upset. Her marriage to Baki hadn’t been a happy one. Nofret, Father’s widow, Pentu’s daughter, was standing next to Pentu’s body, wrists tightly tied behind her back. She was sobbing, eyes shut, avoiding looking down at her father. The guards herded me next to her, a step away from my husband’s body. I was dry-eyed now, filled with utter hatred for the man on the throne. My wrists were throbbing. 
 
    “My people, an hour ago Pentu assassinated King Ika,” Sabu announced. “He ordered his son, Baki, to kill me. Baki failed, thanks to a timely warning by my uncle, Ani.” 
 
    Lies. 
 
    Ani bowed slightly. 
 
    “I stopped Baki.” Sabu held up his bloody knife. “Then I executed Pentu for his crime.” He held up his bloody mace. 
 
    Much murmuring in the hall now. 
 
    “Remove the bodies,” Sabu ordered several guards. 
 
    Two carried a litter to the foot of the dais. They reverently lifted Father onto it. 
 
    Sabu descended from the dais, stepping around blood. He knelt beside the litter for a moment, then crossed Father’s hands over his chest and placed his crook on the litter beside him. Then he rose and nodded. 
 
    Four guards lifted the litter and carried Father through the midst of the crowd and from the hall. Everyone fell to their knees as Father’s corpse passed. 
 
    The guards dragged Pentu and Baki out by their arms, leaving a bloody swath behind them on the ground. One last indignity. 
 
    Everyone was much relieved when the bodies were gone. 
 
    I stood silent. If I spoke up and told what I’d witnessed Sabu would kill me for accusing him. No one would believe me anyway. Aside from Ani, I could tell everyone in the hall had bought Sabu’s story. 
 
    Sabu seated himself on the throne again. “Why did Pentu murder Father? For years Father has wanted to go to war against Scorpion. Pentu stayed his hand every time. Isn’t that right, Ani?” 
 
    “It is, Majesty.” 
 
    “But recently Father had a change of heart. He intended to marshal his forces and make Scorpion pay for the blockade that’s caused us so much misery. Pentu found out, no doubt warned by his wife.” Sabu pointed at me. “Pentu killed my father, King Ika, so he could take Nubt’s throne for himself and thereby protect Scorpion.” 
 
    Sabu let that sink in. Many conversations were proof he was believed. But not by all. Bebi and the rest of my relatives looked skeptical. Maya’s eyes were darting in every direction. He was a man who attached his family to the winning side. He wanted to make sure Sabu was winning before committing. 
 
    “The moment Pentu made himself king he would’ve surrendered Nubt to Scorpion,” Sabu charged. “Scorpion’s a bloodthirsty king. He would’ve executed every elite man and woman in Nubt.” 
 
    A ridiculous accusation. Many outraged cries. Elites were buying it. 
 
    “Pentu failed. For that he paid with his life.” Sabu stood. “Bebi, come forward. Your brothers and cousins too – Buneb, Ankhaf, Hor, Huni, Parahotep.” 
 
    They stepped to the open space before the dais, nervous, frightened. 
 
    “Bebi sided with Pentu in every discussion between Father and me,” Sabu told the elites. “Pentu would no doubt have rewarded Bebi and his family for their loyalty had he taken the throne. They’d have lorded it over us.” He addressed Bebi. “But Pentu’s failure is your failure. You and every member of your family will surrender your sticks of authority immediately. You will not return to your homes – ever. Your possessions are no longer yours. You will not leave Nubt. You will, instead, live and work among the lapwings. You will serve as examples of what will happen to any other elites who cross me, and as symbols of my great mercy. You’re all traitors. You all deserve to die. I grant you your lives.” 
 
    Parahotep’s wife, Renut, fainted. 
 
    Sabu dismissed my relatives with a wave of his hand. Guards forced them from the hall. Parahotep carried Renut out in his arms. 
 
    “Ani.” 
 
    Ani moved from the side of the throne to directly in front of the dais, facing Sabu. 
 
    “Ani, you’ve never wavered in your loyalty to me. I appoint you my chief advisor and commander of my army. Together, you and I shall lead my army to victory over Scorpion. In addition, you shall distribute the sticks of authority I’ve stripped from Bebi’s family to members of your own. You will distribute the houses and belongings of Bebi’s family to members of your own as well, as you see fit.” 
 
    Glad and excited exclamations from Ani’s relatives. 
 
    “In addition, Ani, I gift you Pentu’s house and all of his servants and all of his possessions.” 
 
    “Thank you, Majesty! You are most gracious!” 
 
    Ani was now the wealthiest man in Nubt, aside from Sabu. 
 
    I was homeless and childless and destitute. And a prisoner. Probably minutes away from being executed. 
 
    Sabu again. “My sister, Nebetah, was married to the traitor Baki. The marriage was forced on her by Pentu. Nebetah wasn’t involved in the conspiracy against me. She’s not to blame in any way for what happened today. Instead, rejoice with her that she’s now free of Baki.” 
 
    There was scattered laughter. 
 
    Sabu nodded and guards pushed Nofret and me into the space before the dais. 
 
    “Nofret, on the other hand, betrayed her husband, my father, the king. For that, Nofret, you will pay a stiff price.” 
 
    Nofret had done nothing of the sort. Was Sabu going to execute her anyway? 
 
    “I didn’t do anything!” Nofret cried tearfully. 
 
    “Silence!” 
 
    Nofret cowered. Her hands were practically purple. Her bonds were as tight as mine. She was suffering. 
 
    “Nofret, beginning today you will serve me in my audience hall and in my per’aa. And in my bedchamber.” 
 
    Nofret gasped. 
 
    So that’s what her alleged betrayal of Father was all about. Sabu lusted after her. Now he had her. 
 
    Sabu scanned the hall. “Any man who opposes me – the same will happen to his wife and daughters.” 
 
    Frightened glances now among the women. Sabu was revealing his cruelty publicly for the first time. 
 
    “Matia.” 
 
    Would I receive the same treatment as Nofret? Serve Sabu in his room? My half-brother? 
 
    “Matia was Pentu’s wife,” Sabu told the elites. “She opposed me every time I insisted that Father deal with Scorpion. There can be no doubt she was involved in the plot against me and the king. You all know her as an ambitious woman. King’s daughter was not status enough for her. She wanted to be a king’s wife.” 
 
    There was no point in contradicting Sabu. He had the elites in his hand. They were accepting every claim he was making. Especially Ani’s relatives. They were probably already calculating the amount of their additional wealth, courtesy of my family and husband. 
 
    “I will not execute Matia, since she’s the daughter of a king and my sister. However, Matia must pay a price for her treason. So I’ve executed her son in her place.” 
 
    I gazed at Sabu, stoic, as the hall erupted behind me. I’d mourned my son, and I would again, but in private, not in front of my enemy. Many clearly thought I deserved to pay. Would their opinions have changed if they knew Pabasa had likely been killed long before Father and Pentu? If I’d been at home instead of in the audience hall – as Baki had ordered – I’d be dead too instead of standing bound in front of these jackals. 
 
    “My generosity in letting Matia live presents certain difficulties for me,” Sabu continued. “Some in this hall might be foolish enough to believe they could marry her and claim the throne through her descent from my father. Some might be desperate enough to try to place her on the throne.” 
 
    That was met with derisive laughter. These elites wouldn’t follow a woman. 
 
    “So… I’ve decided that from now on Matia will taste my food and drink at every meal. Anyone who tries to poison me will kill her instead. Quite an elegant solution, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Very elegant, Majesty,” Ani piped up. 
 
    “Matia, Nofret – neither one of you will ever set foot outside my per’aa again.” He addressed the elites. “If any of you see either of them beyond these walls, kill them. It’s your duty.” 
 
    Utter humiliation for Nofret, slightly less for me. I saw the briefest flash of sympathy on only one face – Myt, Maya’s wife, my mother’s sister. She’d been married into Ani’s family to bring a measure of peace between mine and his. So much for that. 
 
    Sabu seated himself on his throne again. “My people, we have suffered too long at Scorpion’s hands. Enough is enough! Tomorrow we will bury my father. The day after that we will begin preparing in earnest to go to war.” He stood.  “I promise I will restore the luxuries that are your due! I promise I will defeat Scorpion and conquer Tjeni!” 
 
    “Long live the king!” Ani cried. 
 
    His cry was taken up and rolled through the hall, growing in volume, a great wave sweeping over Sabu again and again. He smiled triumphantly, basked in it. 
 
    I stood mute, listening to the cheers, my eyes focused on the blood-stained ground. These people had no idea what Sabu was getting them into. 
 
    After a moment Sabu gestured and guards grabbed my arms and Nofret’s and dragged us through the celebrating elites and out of the hall. I kept my head high so no one would see how much I was suffering. I was empty inside, drained. Sabu had taken everything from me today – my son, my husband, my father, my freedom. 
 
    I was going to kill him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 



3253 BC: 13th regnal year of Scorpion, King of Tjeni 
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    Father and Tamit and I strolled across tan-colored low desert, accompanied by a servant holding a sunshade over Father’s head and several more carrying food and drink. We’d come to Abdju to check on the progress of Father’s grave. Tamit and I regularly traveled here from Tjeni, but this was her first visit since the birth of our daughter Neith two months ago. Neith was on Father’s boat along with Abar – at age four her legs were too short to keep up with us, and she’d have been bored with our inspection. Father had insisted she come with us, for the two of them were practically inseparable. Neith was Father’s fourth grandchild – Khensuw had given birth to a daughter in Ineb-hedj a month ago, and Nebta a son in Tjeni the month before that. Advantage Mekatre over Lagus, for he now had a male heir. Tamit had taken Nebta under her wing upon her arrival from the North; even though she knew, as Nebta didn’t, that Mekatre was my rival for Father’s throne, Tamit had a kind heart and was treating Nebta like a sister. They’d grown particularly close during their overlapping pregnancies, attending each other in their birth bowers. 
 
    While the plains were wide at Abdju – the river was out of sight, nearly five miles to our rear – and usually bountiful, they weren’t this year, thanks to seven straight low inundations. No one could recall a spell that had lasted so long. Thank the gods we received regular shipments of delta grain at Tjeni. I noted herds of cattle in the distance, a few groves of scraggly acacia trees, a cluster of mud-and-reed huts where workmen laboring on Father’s grave lived with their families, the brewery and ovens where women made beer and bread for funerary feasts. Columns of smoke spiraled skyward from fires where women and girls were currently preparing evening meals. 
 
    The path we were on led through the heart of a wide desert wadi directly towards towering rugged striated cliffs several miles away that rose abruptly from the plain. Those cliffs were, we all believed, where the spirits of the dead entered the underworld. Hence the location of the cemetery, our destination, where Tjeni’s elites had been buried for generations. The cliffs were pierced by numerous arid valleys winding tortuously back through the plateau of the high desert. Their faces were golden in the late afternoon light, the indentations bathed in blue, lending the scene a sense of serenity. Those same cliffs were stark and unwelcoming in the harsh light of midday. 
 
    Well off to the right, on the high land beyond the wadi, a donkey caravan was raising a cloud of dust. No doubt carrying goods destined for delivery to Tjeni from a vast desert oasis far to the west. 
 
    We followed the wadi for a little more than a mile, then stepped onto a well-trod path that climbed from it onto a slight elevation, perhaps six hundred feet long and three hundred wide. Low randomly-spaced tumulus mounds practically covered the higher ground, each marking an ancient grave. The cries of overseers came to us from a quarter mile straight ahead, the site of Father’s grave. 
 
    Father pointed at two of the largest mounds. “There’s the grave of my predecessor, Bull, and beside it his predecessor, Elephant.” 
 
    “I’ve learned a dozen or so of these mounds top rulers’ graves. The rest are elites given permission by rulers to be buried here,” Tamit said. 
 
    “Remember Bull’s burial, Father?” I asked. “His grave contained three chambers absolutely crammed with goods for the Afterlife.” 
 
    “I hope mine’s as large.” 
 
    We’d kept the details from him. 
 
    Tamit laughed. “A dozen chambers, Father. And they’ll barely hold all the grave goods you’ve accumulated.” 
 
    A year ago Tamit had transferred Father’s goods from Tjeni to a special warehouse here at Abdju. The transfer had required five of Niay’s vessels. 
 
    “This is it,” Tamit announced. 
 
    The workmen and overseers working on the grave bowed respectfully to Father. At Tamit’s signal they all climbed out and melted away, heading back towards their huts. We moved to the edge of the grave. The servants accompanying us sat down a short distance behind us. 
 
    Father’s grave was about forty feet wide and fifty long and five deep, the corners oriented north-south and east-west. The walls, underground, were lined with a double set of mud bricks. More mud-brick walls divided the interior of the grave into rectangular chambers of irregular size. The largest of those chambers occupied nearly the entire side of the grave closest to us. Three columns, each comprised of three chambers, abutted the far side of the large chamber. Two more large chambers, currently being excavated, took up the entire right side of the grave. Great piles of dirt from the excavation ringed the grave at a distance of a dozen feet. Mud bricks were piled close beside the new chambers. They’d eventually line their interiors. I noted piles of acacia beams, and woven mats, and containers full of clay. 
 
    “After I received the last boatload of your funerary goods from Ineb-hedj and moved them to my warehouse here it was clear the grave Iry originally excavated was going to be too small to hold everything, Father,” Tamit said. She pointed to a mud-brick structure at the edge of the low plateau. Half a dozen guards stood beside it. “So I ordered the two additional chambers excavated.” 
 
    “Impressive,” Father said, eminently pleased. 
 
    “Once you’re laid in this grave, Father – a very long time from now, I hope – porters will move the goods inside.” 
 
    “Then my workmen will construct the grave’s roof,” I said. “They’ll lay acacia beams across the tops of the chambers, then cover the beams with reed mats. Those mats will support a layer of mud bricks. The bricks will be thickly plastered with mud. Then workmen will mound all the dirt piled around us on top of the roof. As you said when you commissioned your grave, the mound will symbolize the primordial mound at the beginning of creation. Your grave will be the largest by far in this cemetery. Everyone will know for eternity that you’re the greatest king who ever lived.” 
 
    “What about my funerary cult?” 
 
    “A small shrine for offerings will be located at the south end of your grave,” Tamit said. 
 
    “What are all the chambers for, Tamit?” Father asked. 
 
    “I’ve modeled your grave on your per’aa,” Tamit replied. 
 
    “You modeled it?” 
 
    “Iry constructed it. But I designed it.” 
 
    “It’s hard to keep track of all your talents,” Father said approvingly. “An eternal per’aa – an interesting idea.” 
 
    “The largest chamber, at our feet, is the burial chamber,” Tamit said. “Father, your body will rest in the fetal position inside a wooden cube turned upside down, a shrine, if you will. Around five hundred jars of wine and oil and fat will be stored around the shrine, piled in layers.” 
 
    “So many!” Father exclaimed. 
 
    “That’s only a fraction,” I said. 
 
    Tamit continued. “I’ve been collecting personal items to place in the burial chamber – jewelry, cosmetic utensils, clothing, weapons, combs, decorative ivory pins, an obsidian blade, two small gold nails, gold leaf, shells, malachite, and carnelian and turquoise beads. We’ll also include items you’re currently using, like your scepter and crown.” 
 
    “I see why you made it so large,” Father said. 
 
    “The first two chambers along the left side of the grave represent storage rooms in your per’aa,” Tamit said. “The third, the farthest from us, represents your bedroom. All three will hold hundreds of jars of beer and oil and wine and fat, stacked at least four layers high. The closest chamber in the middle column represents private quarters. The larger chamber just beyond it, the largest in the grave besides the burial chamber, represents your audience hall. The farthest chamber in that column represents more private quarters.” 
 
    “What’ll they hold?” Father asked. 
 
    “Northern wine in the farthest,” Tamit replied. “At least one hundred twenty jars, stacked in four layers.” 
 
    “Don’t let Mekatre find out, Father,” I laughed. “He’ll be furious so much wine’s going underground.” 
 
    “He does like his wine. As do the elites. Nothing keeps elites happier than regular deliveries of Retunian wine.” 
 
    “It’s so complicated to obtain,” I noted. “The elites have no idea how many hamlets and settlements and lands claimed by other rulers our wine has to pass through.” 
 
    “The other two chambers in that column will hold jars of beer and baking platters and plates and foodstuffs – loaves of bread, dried meat and fish, fruits, vegetables,” Tamit continued. 
 
    “You won’t hunger in the Afterlife, Father,” I said. 
 
    “The closest chamber in the rightmost column represents living quarters for servants,” Tamit explained. “The chamber in the middle represents quarters for guests. And the farthest chamber represents private quarters. The closest chamber will hold more jars of wine, the others beer and foodstuffs stored in coarse jars.” 
 
    “And the new chambers?” Father asked. 
 
    “The farthest represents a storage room. It’ll hold about four hundred more jars of wine. But the closest – it represents the treasury. It’ll be filled with fine objects.” 
 
    “Such as?” Father asked. 
 
    “Forty cedar boxes for a start,” Tamit replied. 
 
    “Constructed from wood obtained by your expedition to Jebail,” I said. 
 
    “An expensive and difficult enterprise, but well worth it,” Father said. “No ruler ever mounted such an expedition before me.” 
 
    “Wait until you see the boxes, Iry. They’re gorgeous,” Tamit said enthusiastically. “And their scent! Incredible! Anyway, they’ll hold magnificent objects. Clothing. Bolts of linen. Jewelry. Sacks of emmer. Board games. Ivory game pieces. Stone vessels made of rose quartz and smoky quartz and dolomite. Furniture. A large obsidian dish with a hand carved on it in relief. Every object will be marked with an ivory tag, Father, so that the gods will know that your goods came from every corner of the world, and that your reach was long, and you were mighty.” 
 
    “Have you taught the gods to read your tags, Tamit?” Father laughed. 
 
    She laughed too. “Note the slits in the walls between the chambers.” An acacia board was embedded atop each slit, much like a door lintel, with a round wooden crosspiece a little below it. “The slits will allow your spirit to access all of the grave goods, whichever chamber they’re in. Reed mats will hang from the crosspieces to cover the slits.” 
 
    “It’s a marvelous grave, Tamit,” Father said approvingly. 
 
    “It’s so different from my father’s across the river from Ineb-hedj,” she reflected. “We wrapped him in linen and laid him on a reed mat in the bottom of an oval pit. All he took to the Afterlife were some arrowheads and shells and stone beads and pottery and a few ivory figures he’d carved.” She shook her head, remembering. “Shall we visit the warehouse now to see in one place everything you’ve collected?” 
 
    “So far,” Father chuckled. 
 
    We strolled to the warehouse. The entrance had been specifically designed to accommodate the passage in and out of large items, so wide it required two doors. At Tamit’s order, one of the guards shattered a lump of clay pressed into a rope tied between the door handles with the butt of his lance. Another cut the rope with his knife. 
 
    Tamit held up her right hand. It bore a copper ring inscribed with a scorpion. “I seal the doors after every delivery to the warehouse, Father. I tie the handles together, wrap a lump of clay around the rope, then press my ring into the clay.” 
 
    The guards pulled the doors open, then moved aside to let us enter. One handed Tamit a torch he’d lit in preparation for our visit and she led us inside. We stood for a moment, letting our eyes get accustomed to the semi-darkness. I was amazed. I’d seen these goods arrive at Ineb-hedj a few at a time and had sent them on once I’d accumulated a boatload. I hadn’t been present when they were transported here from Tjeni. I’d never guessed at their sheer quantity. Goods were carefully arranged throughout the warehouse, containers stacked atop others because there were so many. 
 
    “More than two thousand containers and jars and wavy-handled pottery vessels, all to assure you a suitable Afterlife, Father,” Tamit intoned. 
 
    All the containers had ivory labels affixed, all of which I recognized – some with between six and twelve notches, some with spirals or wedges, standing figures facing each other, a man holding a bow and arrow, elephants with a heron or small bird or atop several peaks with plants, canines alone or with plants or birds, bulls’ heads with circles or rings or horizontal strokes, birds with circles and rings and horizontal strokes and chair-like objects, birds resting on triangular or crescent-shaped supports or rectangles or wavy lines or peaks, ladders, snakes, a bird and a snake, a bird and a scorpion, snakes atop peaks, fish, flowers, ovals, rectangles, a boat, a garment-like object – all denoting delta estates and hamlets and settlements. The reverse sides all contained quantities. 
 
    “I’ve never seen seals like these,” Father said, inspecting the tops of wine jars. 
 
    “More than two hundred fifty,” Tamit said. “I personally supervised the men who applied them. They put wet clay atop the opening of each jar, then rolled an ivory bracelet etched with a geometric design across the clay. Then they stamped the center section of the geometric design with a flat ivory label. My favorite contains several oryx and boats and snakes and a heron.” 
 
    Father studied a label containing a plant and an elephant. “From the delta estate of my predecessor’s predecessor,” he said. 
 
    “You’re getting good at reading labels, Father,” Tamit said. 
 
    “What’s in all the wavy-handled jars without labels that have symbols inscribed in black ink?” Father asked. 
 
    “Either fat or oil.” 
 
    “All with a bull and a plant. From my wife’s father’s estate?” 
 
    “Yes, Father.” 
 
    “What about the fish and shell, Tamit? I don’t know of rulers with those names.” 
 
    “They denote what those particular estates are known for, and are thus named after. They’re both estates founded in your name by settlers Minnefer relocated to the delta.” 
 
    “So many scorpion labels.” 
 
    “Next to Sety’s, yours is the largest estate in the delta,” I said. “And everything grown or made there is sent directly here.” 
 
    “What about this crescent above a jagged line?” 
 
    “The line is a bolt of lightning. It represents ‘mountains of darkness,’ the lands west of the valley. The crested ibis on that label over there denotes ‘mountains of sunshine,’ or the east.” 
 
    “So those goods came from lands on the east and west banks.” 
 
    “Yes.” Tamit pointed out a label with a stork and chair. “We’ve started to get a bit more sophisticated with some labels, Father. These particular signs actually sound like the place where the goods in the jar came from – Per Bast, home of the cat goddess Bastet. It’s one of the hamlets founded on the route between Maadi and the North that brought that settlement to its knees.” 
 
    “And the cobra?” 
 
    “The goddess Wadjet, representing Pe and Dep.” 
 
    “I’m going to be buried with goods produced by my enemy?” 
 
    “You will, Father.” 
 
    “Ny-Hor would be furious if he knew he was going to make my Afterlife easier. A very nice touch, Tamit.” 
 
    “Speaking of Ny-Hor, Sety’s spies claim he rarely stirs from his bed anymore,” I said. “Antef’s busy making his enemies quietly disappear so he’ll have a clear path to the throne. He won’t be moving against us any time soon.” 
 
    “I doubt if Sabu will either, Iry. He’s been busy consolidating power ever since Pentu murdered his father six months ago. To tell the truth, I’m surprised Sabu let Matia live. I’m sure she was involved in the attempt on his life. She hated him. She offered to kill him for me.” 
 
    At the mention of Matia, Tamit glanced at me. We’d had a long discussion about her after we received news of the assassination. Matia’s hatred for her brother had run deep and festered and apparently driven her to an extreme act. 
 
    “When Matia and Pentu tried to negotiate a lifting of the blockade, Matia made it clear she’d do anything to see Sabu dead,” Father said. “I wouldn’t be surprised if Matia egged Pentu on. Her father was just collateral damage. I guess it’s kind of fitting that Sabu’s making her taste his food and drink so no one will try to poison him.” 
 
    “Matia believed she should rule Nubt when we first met,” I noted. “With her father and brother out of the way Pentu would’ve taken the throne. She’d probably have pulled his strings.” 
 
    “Do you think Sabu’s really concerned about being poisoned?” Tamit asked. “Or is he rubbing Matia’s nose in the fact that he now sits the throne she vowed to keep him from?” 
 
    “Probably a little bit of both,” Father replied. 
 
    I glanced around the interior of the building. “It’s clear from this warehouse why controlling the flow of goods is so important, Father.” 
 
    “And why I need to support so many scribes to track and manage everything,” Father said. 
 
    “And one woman,” I added, wrapping my arm around Tamit’s waist. 
 
    “And one woman. No other king ever had to deal with such complexity.” 
 
    “No other king ever ruled so much of the world,” Tamit said. “Or commanded the resources to construct a grave as large as yours, Father.” 
 
    “It puts to shame the ones that have come down to us in legend from the rulers’ cemetery at Nekhen,” I said. 
 
    “Yet there’s so much more of the world to rule,” Father sighed. 
 
    “I have one last item to show you, Father,” Tamit said. “Something I commissioned for you.” She went to a corner and returned cradling in her arms a three-foot-long black siltstone cosmetic palette. “This’ll go in the burial chamber. It commemorates the settlements you’ve founded in the delta in order to take control of the North and – I’ve taken the liberty – a particular one you’ll conquer in the future.” 
 
    On one side of the palette Father strode briskly, wearing his crown and grasping his scepter. Below his feet were three rows of animals – oxen, donkeys, rams. Below the animals was an orchard of olive trees. 
 
    Tamit pointed to a symbol among the trees. “This represents Tjehenu, the western delta.” She turned the palette over. “Here you stride with your mace, Father. Below your feet are seven fortified settlements with their names inside their walls. An animal grasps each wall, holding a hoe.” 
 
    “Indicating that you founded the settlement, Father,” I said. 
 
    “The lion?” 
 
    “Ineb-hedj, Father – the settlement of the king.” 
 
    “Several falcons. A plant. An owl. A stork. Two hands. A scorpion. All settlements you founded to eradicate Maadi,” I said. 
 
    “What about the two fighting men?” Father asked. 
 
    “A symbol of Pe and Dep,” Tamit said. “Representing the expanded settlement you’ll found on its ruins after you capture it, Father.” 
 
    “Capture it I will,” Father promised. He took one last look around. “You’ve done well, Tamit. You too, Iry. You’ve both far exceeded my expectations.” 
 
    We went outside. Guards closed the warehouse doors. One tied the door handles together with rope. Another wrapped clay around the rope. Tamit pressed her ring into the clay, leaving the image of a scorpion. The guards resumed their stations. We moved to a stack of mud bricks and perched atop them. The waiting servants hurried to us and poured cups of wine and offered honeyed cakes. 
 
    “I can’t tell you both how pleased I am with this grave, though I’m not in a hurry to use it,” Father said after he took a long drink. 
 
    “Keep accumulating grave goods, Father,” Tamit said. “Iry and I can always make your grave larger.” 
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    “Taste my wine, Matia,” King Sabu commanded. 
 
    Mechanically, I moved from my assigned station along the wall of the audience hall to the seat at the small table where Sabu was sitting, facing similar tables arranged in a semicircle. I caught sight of my face reflected in the copper sheets that made up my half-brother’s crown. Drawn and pale and grim, as always since the murder of my son and husband and father by Sabu fifteen months ago. Nofret, Father’s widow, handed me the solid gold cup she’d just filled. Like me, she was in service to Sabu now. Though her services were of a much more intimate and disgusting nature than mine, or so I supposed. Sabu kept us separated except here in the audience hall, and in the hall we weren’t allowed to talk to each other. I sipped a mouthful of wine, swallowed, then gave the cup to Sabu. 
 
    Everyone in the room was staring at me, rulers and kings from throughout the valley who’d been summoned to this council by Sabu to discuss forming an alliance against King Scorpion. King Khab of Nekhen. Antef, son of King Ny-Hor of Pe and Dep; the king was supposedly too infirm to travel such a distance. Petiese, ruler of Gebtu, Nubt’s twin settlement on the east bank of the river. Abedu, chieftain of the Tjehenu, a barbarian tribe from the desert west of the delta, bearded and fair-haired and blue-eyed. Ani, my brother’s uncle and commander of his army. Maya. Others from minor settlements and hamlets that I was unfamiliar with. I didn’t know any of their names. I didn’t care to. 
 
    A suitable amount of time having passed to prove I hadn’t been poisoned, Sabu drank deeply. 
 
    He motioned me back beside the wall. 
 
    So much had changed since those I loved had been murdered at Sabu’s instigation and by his hand. Those few elites who’d had the courage to oppose him had all disappeared, victims of “hunting accidents.” The rest, cowed, had fallen into line. A few opponents still lurked in the shadows, led by my cousin Bebi. But the opposition was far too weak to confront Sabu and so was uneasily biding its time. Confined in the per’aa, I hadn’t been allowed to talk to any of my relatives since the day of Sabu’s ascension, but I’d heard whispers of a planned marriage between me and one of Nubt’s elites to produce a son who could eventually challenge either Sabu or his heir. An heir Sabu had not yet officially produced despite his swarm of children, for he remained unmarried. The idea was impractical and desperate and I knew it’d never come to fruition. 
 
    At least dealing with internal dissent had kept Sabu from immediately attacking Tjeni as he’d promised the day he’d stolen the throne. Not that he could have. Eight low inundations in a row meant everyone in our region was scrambling simply to survive. Sabu couldn’t have raised and equipped an effective army. Plus, eight years of Scorpion’s blockade with no end in sight had elites on edge. Sabu had deluded himself into believing he’d have unwavering support once he stole the throne. Except for Ani’s family, he didn’t. Maya’s publicly supported him but was wary privately. 
 
    Sabu wasn’t humiliating Nebetah the way he was Nofret and me. She’d actually been relieved to be rid of Baki as husband and so considered Sabu her savior. There was no question he’d arrange a political marriage for her someday, but for now she went about Nubt freely. Sabu hadn’t murdered her son Ika as he had mine either; I suspected Sabu was keeping Ika alive to use as leverage to force Nebetah when he decided it was time for her to marry. I rarely saw Ika with her; he was being raised by wetnurses in the per’aa. As for me, I couldn’t close my eyes at night without seeing men die violently amid pools of blood, and Pabasa’s innocent face. I’d never stop mourning Pabasa and Pentu. 
 
    Every time I was called to serve Sabu in the audience hall I was reminded that I’d failed to keep him from the throne. What drove me now was a burning desire to kill him. Though that seemed impossible, in the position I was in, without a single powerful ally, and him constantly surrounded by bodyguards. That desire was all that made me drag myself out of bed every morning. That, and the guards who roughly escorted me to Sabu’s room to ensure his morning meal was safe. 
 
    Sabu set down his cup. “None of my half-brother’s or Father’s loyalists will poison me as long as my half-sister tastes my wine and food,” he explained to his guests. “For some unknown reason they value her life.” 
 
    “Is it true you killed him?” Abedu asked. 
 
    “Which one?” Sabu laughed. “Father or Hetshet?” He sipped his wine. “Of course not.” 
 
    A double lie now. 
 
    “It’d be a shame if anything happened to Matia,” Abedu said. He’d been boldly eyeing me ever since he’d entered the room. “Serving girls are expendable. A woman like her…” 
 
    “Is far more devious and dangerous,” Sabu said. 
 
    “Ah! But doesn’t risk make a woman more exciting, Majesty?” 
 
    Sabu shrugged and raised his cup and immediately forgot about me. “Welcome to Nubt, Majesties. You’ve responded to my call because like me you know the settlements we rule are threatened by a common enemy – Scorpion of Tjeni. Thanks to my father’s refusal to deal with him, he’s grown very much stronger since some of us first discussed allying ourselves against him eight years ago. Unchecked, Scorpion will soon cut everyone in the South off from the goods of the North and everyone in the delta from the goods of the valley. It’s my fervent prayer that when you leave Nubt and return to your homes we’ll all be part of a grand alliance that will finally and forever destroy Scorpion.” 
 
    “As you and I tried once before,” Antef said. 
 
    Antef was nearly thirty now and supposedly had been in charge at Pe and Dep for several years as his father declined. By all accounts he was a vicious and domineering man who instilled fear in his father’s subjects and ruled the twin settlements brutally. His enemies had disappeared the same way Sabu’s had. Just looking at him gave me the shivers. He’d been eyeing me constantly since he’d taken his seat. He’d asked Sabu to give me to him years ago. He still wanted me. 
 
    Sabu nodded. “Many of you attended the coronation of our comrade, King Khab, when he took Nekhen’s throne.” He tilted his head in Khab’s direction. “Antef and I agreed then to an alliance against Scorpion. But my father, Pentu’s puppet, approved an alliance between Tjeni and Nubt instead. That alliance would’ve led to the subjugation of you all.” 
 
    “I never heard about that alliance,” Petiese interrupted. 
 
    “I single-handedly stopped it the day it was arranged,” Sabu said proudly. “One of Scorpion’s bodyguards, a man loyal to me, attacked Scorpion’s daughter Heria while she was bathing in the river. So much for that alliance.” 
 
    “Masterful!” Khab enthused. 
 
    I still recalled the crumbling of the alliance vividly – the bodyguard attacking Heria, a battered and bloodied Iry saving her, Sabu accusing Iry of arranging the attack, Scorpion demanding that Father hand Sabu over, Father refusing, Scorpion smiting the bodyguard with his mace and hanging his body upside down from the bow of his boat. That night Pentu had taken me to his tent at my request; at the time he’d been the only man in Nubt with enough power to stop Sabu from taking the throne and so I’d married him to secure him as an ally. In the end our marriage had cost him his life and left me alone in the world. I couldn’t help wonder how differently my life would be right now if the alliance had held. I’d be married to Iry and probably waiting for Father to die so Iry and I could jointly rule Nubt in fealty to Scorpion. By now I’d probably have given birth to a son who’d eventually succeed Scorpion. I hadn’t thought about Iry since my failed mission with Pentu to Tjeni to try to convince Scorpion to lift his blockade. I knew he lived now in Tjeni as commander of Scorpion’s army. I assumed he was long since married with a troop of children. 
 
    “I attempted time after time to convince my father to create an alliance to stop Scorpion, from that night right up until the day fifteen months ago when Pentu, Father’s closest advisor, murdered him in this very hall. As Father lay dying, Pentu ordered his son Baki to kill me too so he could seize the throne for himself. But I killed Baki and then executed Pentu.” 
 
    The lie supported by Ani that had spread throughout Nubt. A lie no one challenged, for only I knew the truth. 
 
    “A good thing for all of us,” Petiese said. 
 
    The ruler of Gebtu was a fawning man. He’d been the first ruler in the valley to recognize Sabu as king. Gebtu was right across the river from Nubt and weak. Petiese could scarcely have done otherwise and expected to live. 
 
    “In the years I was trying to convince Father, Tjeni grew ever stronger,” Sabu reiterated. 
 
    He motioned Nofret to refill his cup. Dutifully, I came forward and sipped his wine, then melted back into the shadows. But not until he formally dismissed me. I’d only made the mistake of not waiting once. 
 
    “Scorpion sent settlers from Tjeni to the delta and established settlements on the trade routes that led to Maadi. As we’re all aware, Maadi no longer exists. Scorpion’s settlement Ineb-hedj now controls the foot of the delta and thus the entire river. His settlement in the Far North, Sakan, now receives and distributes goods from Setjet and Retenu and the valley.” 
 
    “Sakan’s restricting the luxuries I used to freely receive from the Far North,” Antef groused. “Scorpion’s trying to do to my settlement what he did to Maadi.” 
 
    “Given time, he’ll succeed,” Sabu averred. “I don’t have to remind you that Scorpion’s cut off all trade south of Tjeni’s border, greatly impacting Nubt and Nekhen.” Sabu leaned forward. “The inundation is low this year. Again. That means our yield of emmer and barley next harvest will be diminished – even though we’ve increased the size of our cultivation in Nubt by a third these past years by digging irrigation ditches. Scorpion’s spies will make the calculation. He’ll know we’re vulnerable. It’s imperative we attack him soon, while we have grain enough to feed our soldiers.” 
 
    “Won’t a campaign exhaust your reserves?” Petiese asked. 
 
    “We’ll replenish our grain by seizing Tjeni’s,” Sabu promised. “My spies tell me his granaries are overflowing.” He scanned the faces of the kings and rulers. “We must conquer Tjeni. Once we do, between us we’ll control Scorpion’s trade networks and the entire valley. But we must strike now, before Scorpion grows any stronger. We must strike from both north and south at the same time.” 
 
    “What do you expect from each of us?” King Khab asked. 
 
    “I know you want to restore Nekhen to its place of prominence,” Sabu said. “From you I need grain, and fighters, and the blessing of Horus, god of Nekhen and protector of kings.” 
 
    “And Pe and Dep?” Antef asked. 
 
    “I need you to pin down the settlements in the eastern delta and keep them from coming to Scorpion’s aid. I need you to besiege Ineb-hedj so that settlement cannot send men or, more importantly, supplies south. And I need the support of your goddess, Wadjet.” 
 
    “And Gebtu?” Petiese asked. 
 
    “Men. Grain. The support of Min.” 
 
    “And you need my fighters,” Abedu guessed. 
 
    “To aid both Antef and me,” Sabu confirmed. 
 
    “You add men and grain and your god, Seth, to our cause, Sabu – is that right?” Khab asked. 
 
    “Plus, I’m prepared to use my gold to hire desert mercenaries to fight alongside my men,” Sabu replied. “Men like Abedu’s.” 
 
    “Do you have wealth enough to support this war?” Abedu asked. 
 
    Sabu laughed. “Nubt’s located where desert trade routes meet the river. We’re closer to the eastern sea than any other point in the valley. I control gold mines in the eastern desert. I control siltstone quarries. Take a look at Nubt’s elite cemetery – more than fifty large graves where past rulers and elites and kings lie, crammed with rich grave goods. So, yes, Abedu – I have wealth enough to support this war.” 
 
    “Who’ll lead us in the fight?” Khab asked. 
 
    “I’ll develop our strategy and oversee the combined attack on Tjeni. It’s my idea, and I’m spending the most,” Sabu replied. 
 
    “I assume we’ll capture Tjeni first. What then?” Khab asked. 
 
    “We’ll move against the eastern delta,” Sabu said. “We’ll capture Ineb-hedj. I’ll rule it and Nubt and Tjeni. You in Nekhen will be able to trade freely from the cataract to the sea. Antef will rule the delta and the North. Once the delta’s secure, we’ll jointly move into Setjet, and then Retenu. Sakan will fall before us, and the native settlements beyond.” 
 
    Rulers were nodding heads, buying into Sabu’s grand vision. I couldn’t believe they were all so gullible. Did they really believe they could coordinate so many forces over such a vast distance against a foe as powerful as Scorpion? 
 
    “How shall we seal our alliance?” Antef asked. 
 
    The inevitable was coming next. I scanned the rulers’ faces. I wondered which one I was going to be sentenced to. 
 
    “Marriages, of course,” Sabu said. “King Khab – I propose that your son Kama marry my full sister, Nebetah.” Sabu beckoned, and his sister moved from the side of the hall to stand beside Khab. 
 
    He chucked her under the chin, looked her up and down appreciatively. She was in her mid-twenties and quite beautiful. “She’ll do for my son.” 
 
    “I want your daughter Heket for my wife,” Sabu told him. 
 
    “Done,” Khab replied. 
 
    That was a surprise to me. For years Sabu had lusted after Satiah, Antef’s sister. Sabu’s strategy with these two marriages was crystal clear – eventually place on Nekhen’s throne either a child he planted in Heket or Nebetah produced for Kama. Sabu was doubling down on Nekhen. He wanted direct control of the entire South. I remembered Heket from the coronation at Nekhen. She hadn’t impressed me. She was the type of woman Sabu deserved – haughty, self-important, obsessed with luxury and status. 
 
    “Matia. Come,” Sabu ordered. 
 
    As if I was a dog. A purposeful humiliation. I moved beside Sabu. It was my turn. 
 
    “Antef, your father, King Ny-Hor, can have my sister.” 
 
    I recalled seeing the king during Khab’s coronation at Nekhen. A disgusting old man then, even older now. 
 
    “Father’s not long for this world,” Antef said. He eyed me lasciviously. “I want Matia for myself once he’s dead.” 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    I’d been pledged to Antef by Sabu in his original conspiracy at Nekhen despite being pledged at the time to Baki. That after Antef had chosen me over Nebetah. Since then I’d been pledged to Iry of Tjeni and married to Pentu of Nubt. I’d come full circle. A circle I’d never wanted to travel. 
 
    Abedu caught my eye. He looked very disappointed. Being given a king’s daughter had been an unrealistic expectation for a barbarian to have. But he’d had it. 
 
    “The many daughters of my elites Ani and Maya will be assigned to those of you who are minor rulers,” Sabu continued. “Your daughters will be assigned to their sons. Thus will our settlements be linked together for all time.” 
 
    Enthusiastic cries of agreement rang through the hall. Sabu was casting his net wide. 
 
    “Nebetah, you’ll return to Nekhen with King Khab when this council ends. Matia, you’ll go north with Antef,” Sabu ordered. 
 
    “I’ll send Heket to you as soon as I’m home, Majesty,” Khab promised. 
 
    “Can you count on your elites to support this war, Sabu?” Antef queried. 
 
    “My loyalists hold every key position in Nubt. Most are from my mother’s family. Wives and children will suffer if anyone betrays me. Everyone knows that.” 
 
    “When will we attack Scorpion and his settlements?” Abedu asked. 
 
    “After this year’s harvest,” Sabu replied. “When the inundation idles my farmers I’ll press them all into service to fight our great enemy. As I expect the rest of you to do.” 
 
    “Agreed,” all murmured. 
 
    Sabu clapped his hands sharply. 
 
    Girls entered the hall, each holding a copper adze high over her head with both hands. Each halted directly in front of a ruler, facing him. 
 
    “To commemorate this alliance I present each of you with the finest object produced in Nubt’s workshops – a copper adze. There are none like them anywhere in the valley.” 
 
    They were received with appreciation. 
 
    Sabu rose and held his golden cup high in the air. “I call upon Seth, god of Nubt, and Min, god of Gebtu, and Horus, god of Nekhen, and Wadjet, goddess of Pe and Dep, to bring us victory!” he cried. 
 
    Everyone raised his earthenware cup and took up Sabu’s cry. 
 
    Serving girls bearing platters of meat and fruit and bread and vegetables swept into the room. I stationed myself next to Sabu and spent the next hours taking small bites of his food as musicians played and dancing girls performed and rulers generally got drunk. Antef only took his eyes off me long enough to grope serving girls. I was spared that indignity, at least. For now. It was late when the last of the visitors trudged from the hall towards their waiting beds in the per’aa. 
 
    Only Sabu and Ani, commander of the army, and Nofret and I remained, we two women in case Sabu wanted to drink more. Nofret hadn’t been given in marriage today; she was apparently doomed to serve Sabu for the rest of her life, or until he got bored with her. Punishment for being related to Pentu and Baki. Sabu’s new wife, Heket, wouldn’t be the only woman to share his bed. 
 
    “Are you really going to yield the North to Antef once we conquer the valley, Majesty?” Ani queried, sitting in a chair drawn up close to my brother. 
 
    “Of course not.” Sabu snorted. “I intend to unite this entire valley under my rule. Eliminating Scorpion and Tjeni is the first step. As soon as I have Tjeni in hand I’ll turn on Antef. Abedu and I secretly agreed before this council started that he’d attack Antef at my signal in return for eternal grazing rights in the delta. I’m sure King Khab will help us in that fight too. I’ll convince him our ambitions are aligned. Once I have the delta, of course, I’ll turn on him. We may not even have to fight him – just cut him off from goods from the North, as Scorpion has done to us.” 
 
    Consistently deceptive, I thought. Sabu was so dismissive of Nofret and me he didn’t even care that we were in the room listening to his plans. Well, Sabu had just made a deadly mistake. I’d sat idly by and let him get away with murder twice and hadn’t stopped him from taking Nubt’s throne. Locked away in his per’aa these past months I hadn’t been able to do anything about the latter. But once I left Nubt with Antef I’d be out from under Sabu’s thumb. Somehow, somewhere between Nubt and the delta, I was going to escape from Antef. Then I was going to make my way to Tjeni and let Scorpion know everything Sabu and his allies were up to. I wasn’t going to share Ny-Hor’s bed. I wasn’t going to share Antef’s. I was going to help Scorpion remove Sabu from Nubt’s throne. I was going to make sure Sabu died. Unpleasantly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nubt lay at the apex of a great easterly bulge in the river. Hiw lay at the northern end of the bulge and Inerty the southern. Hiw was beholden to Tjeni, Inerty to Nubt. An overland trail roughly thirty miles long connected them, angling across the bulge, cutting the river distance by more than half. Several trails led west from Nubt to intersect that trail at various points. Because Tjeni controlled a stretch of river where the valley narrowed, it wouldn’t have been possible for Antef or others from the North to travel past that settlement by water undetected on their journey to Nubt. They’d secured their vessels several days travel north of Tjeni, left them under guard, then come overland by donkey on desert trails. The day after the council, mounted on a donkey, I set out with Antef and Abedu and various other rulers from the middle of the valley, and their retainers, heading for their boats and ultimately their homes in the North. 
 
    I was determined to escape before we reached the boats. It wasn’t going to be easy; Antef would be watching me like a hawk. Somehow, I had to lull him to complacency, make him believe escape was the last thing on my mind. He’d likely assume I’d be resentful and sullen that Sabu had given me to his father and eventually him; I suspected I’d throw him off guard if I instead embraced my future role. I’d charmed plenty of men into doing my will over the years; now my life actually depended on it.  
 
    A long arcing line of steep-walled impassible cliffs just west of Nubt blocked direct access to the desert. The cliffs were a natural line of defense against an attack by Scorpion’s army or raids by barbarians. The trail we were following initially led south from Nubt along the river, swinging west after a couple of miles to skirt the terminus of the cliffs, there joining the desert route caravanners used when bringing goods to Nubt from western oases. The caravan route was familiar to me thanks to all the hunts I’d accompanied Father and my brothers on, winding around rocky outcrops and passing through wadis, easy to follow due to fragments of broken water jars that littered the dusty sparsely-vegetated plain. Not long after we turned into it the caravan route dipped into a long twisting easily-defended defile that angled north and west towards a high distant plateau, its face striated. Sabu’s guards were outlined against the sky at several points as we passed through the defile, positioned to warn of and defend against an incursion by Scorpion. Eventually the trail began to ascend towards the plateau to join the major trail that connected Inerty to Hiw. 
 
    Not far south of that intersection, I knew, were outcrops of rock covered with ancient etchings – birds, snakes, a scorpion, a bull’s head. I’d secretly etched an image for Hetshet’s spirit to return to on an outcrop that wasn’t likely to be seen and erased by one of Sabu’s minions. That, at least, was one promise to myself I’d kept. I hoped it was working. I hoped I hadn’t waited too long to create it. I hoped Hetshet’s spirit hadn’t been lost forever. 
 
    “Why did Sabu pick me, Majesty?” Henuttawy asked, moving her donkey beside me. 
 
    She was Bebi’s daughter, a cousin, just turned fifteen. Sabu had given her to Abedu as wife the same day I’d been given to Ny-Hor when he’d parceled out elite daughters to minor rulers. Abedu had just ridden ahead to speak with his men and she’d dropped back next to me. 
 
    “Because Sabu’s cruel, Henuttawy. Because he wanted to make your father suffer for opposing him before he became king.” 
 
    “Didn’t he punish us enough when he took everything we had and made Papa and the rest of us fishers?” 
 
    “At least you’ll be as far away from Sabu as you can possibly be from now on.” 
 
    Henuttawy lowered her voice. “I hate Abedu, Majesty. He’s a barbarian. He looks like one. He acts like one. He smells. How am I supposed to survive as his wife?” She looked around. “How am I supposed to survive in the desert.” 
 
    “I wish I knew, Henuttawy. To tell the truth, I dread sharing Antef’s bed after Ny-Hor dies. I dread sharing Ny-Hor’s too. As I did Baki’s. With luck, after a while Abedu and Antef will get bored with us and take up with other women.” 
 
    “That’s what we have to hope for? That they’ll be unfaithful?” 
 
    I had no better answer for her. 
 
    Sabu had sent an experienced guide with us. Fearing Scorpion might have men watching the main trail, the guide led us off the caravan route before we were halfway to the heights and onto a seldom used hunting trail that wound through a number of wadis. The wadis shielded us from distant spying eyes. I’d attended Father on his hunts since I was old enough to ride and every trail in the vicinity was familiar to me. I was tempted to make a run for it – except that without food and water I wouldn’t get very far. I knew my best chance of escape would be several nights from now, when we were much closer to Tjeni and the river. Until then I was going to have to be patient. 
 
    Abedu summoned Henuttawy to him. 
 
    Antef rode into the vacated space beside me. 
 
    Time to make nice with him, pretend to be happy about leaving Nubt behind. I smiled. “Majesty. Beautiful day, isn’t it?” 
 
    He seemed surprised I was cheerful. He wiped sweat from his forehead with his forearm. “Don’t know how you Southerners stand this, Matia. Nothing but dirt and rock and dust and dry wadis as far as the eye can see. Not a speck of green anywhere.” 
 
    “We spend our time along the river, Majesty. Much nicer there.” 
 
    “Call me Antef, Matia. Soon enough there won’t be any formality between us.” 
 
    “Antef. Tell me – what's Pe and Dep like? No desert?” 
 
    “Green, Matia. All the time. Our twin settlements are surrounded on three sides by delta – reeds and papyrus and swamp all the way to the horizon. Father has a fine per’aa – you’ll like your room. It’s cooled by a constant sea breeze – we’re located directly on the Wadjet Wer. There’s a harbor – many boats from the North trade with us. Our kings are buried in a special grove of palm trees. Our goddess is Wadjet, the cobra. There’s a salt tang in the air.” 
 
    “What’s the sea like, Antef?” 
 
    “An immensity of water. Endless. Changing shades of blue, depending on time of day. Great waves crashing rhythmically on shore day and night, over and over, running up the sand, sometimes so loud you can barely think. Lined with long stretches of beach shaded by groves of palm trees.” He directed his donkey around a boulder in our path. He gazed at me. “I can picture you frolicking in the ocean, Matia, your skin golden, water streaming off your hair, catching the light, shining.” He leaned close, smiled. “I can picture us making love on the sand at night beneath swaying palms, our bodies entangled, caressed by a warm breeze.” 
 
    Antef was disgusting. And presumptuous. I smiled, pretending I was thrilled by the prospect. 
 
    “I’m aware your husband was an old man,” Antef said. “I think you’ll find me much more… vigorous. I’m sure I’ll please you.” 
 
    How arrogant and condescending. Pentu had pleased me just fine despite his age. And he’d treated me far better than Antef would. I was going to be Antef’s property, not his valued counselor. I’d heard Pentu’s spies deliver plenty of reports about Antef. He was a cruel vicious man who’d set his father aside and ruled through intimidation and fear. Just like Sabu. But I didn’t dare defend Pentu to Antef, or even let Antef see his assertion was objectionable to me. 
 
    Antef moved even closer, so that our donkeys bumped. “In fact, Matia, we don’t have to wait to find out. We’ll share many nights before we reach the North.” 
 
    I kept my face impassive. So that’s what the rest of this journey was going to be like – me fending off Antef. For weeks. I’d be miserable. Eventually he’d get angry at my resistance. Then what? I had to manage his expectations before they ran away with him and became uncontrollable. I reached out and took his hand in mine. “As much as I’d like that Antef – I really would – I belong to your father right now. If we did what you suggest – well, one look in my eyes when he saw us together and he’d know what we’d done. He’d know how I feel about you.” 
 
    “You think you’d be that obvious?” 
 
    “I’m sure of it, Antef. I can’t help it. Neither can you. Right now your eyes are telling me how you feel about me, even better than your words.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “I’ve known you desired me since the first time Sabu promised me to you, at Nekhen. In fact,” I cooed, “I remember you picking me for your wife over my sister Nebetah.” 
 
    “You do?” 
 
    “Sabu said you could choose between us. He expected you to pick Nebetah because she’s gorgeous. He said so. But I remember exactly what you said. You assured Sabu you have your pick of beautiful women in Pe and Dep. You said you wanted more than just beauty. You told Sabu I looked far fiercer than Nebetah.” I stared deep into Antef’s eyes. “You said you prefer women that require taming.” 
 
    “How do you know what I said?” Antef demanded. 
 
    “I was on the heights, searching for an ancient kiln. I was only a few steps from you. I overheard everything the two of you said.” 
 
    Antef mulled that over. “Do you, Matia? Require taming?” 
 
    He was too stupid to figure out that if I’d overheard him making a secret alliance with Sabu that I must have been the one who’d destroyed it. He had something besides alliances on his mind.  “I certainly do, Antef. I can’t help it – I’m too wild for my own good sometimes.” 
 
    Antef smiled broadly. “I won’t disappoint you, then.” 
 
    I resisted rolling my eyes. “Anyway, that’s why we can’t take advantage of this time together, Antef. Your father the king is sure to ask me about us. I wouldn’t dare lie – he’s a god, after all. I might be struck dead if I did. He’d punish you and me both if I spoke the truth. No, Antef, as difficult as it’s going to be to wait you’ll have to be patient. Just like me.” 
 
    “Patient! Now I hope more than ever that Father’s dead by the time we get home.” 
 
    We rested that midday near the mouth of a steep-walled rocky wadi not far from the plateau. Traveling in brutal heat wasn’t good for man or beast. I recognized the wadi – I’d been here before. On one of its walls was the most impressive ancient etching I’d ever seen – a Barbary sheep attacked by four dogs. I believed it had been made by hunters in the centuries before this area dried out and changed from savannah to desert. While everyone else ate or napped in a thin strip of shade alongside a wadi wall I walked a little farther into its depths to visit the etching, in places scrambling over piles of boulders on hands and knees, in places plodding through ankle-deep sand left behind by an ancient stream. Accompanied the whole way by a grumbling guard of Antef’s who took no interest in what I was doing and complained constantly about heat and dust and lack of shade and cursed every time he stepped on a sharp stone. 
 
    I found the tall broken cliff decorated with the etching easily. I recognized it from a distance thanks to the small cave that pierced the base of the cliff, its mouth wide but its ceiling too low for a man to stand erect inside. A boulder-strewn slope slanted sharply from left to right in front of the cave, the ground between the boulders entirely covered with smaller stones that rolled with every careful step I took. The sun was shining directly on the cliff and radiating warmth. The guard took shelter from the sun in the cave, crawling inside on hands and knees so he wouldn’t bump his head. I perched on a boulder facing the etching and stared up at it. What I saw took me by surprise. Many more figures had been added on both sides of the etching since my last visit, their lines much brighter than the surrounding stone. The additions seemed to be fairly recent. The simple image I remembered had been turned into a tableaux that appeared to be telling a story. I’d been trying to figure out what it meant for some time when I heard a stone clack against another. I looked to my left. Abedu was standing a few paces away, hot and sweaty. 
 
    The guard scrambled out of the cave on hands and knees, a dagger in his hand. 
 
    “Go back to the others,” Abedu told the guard brusquely. “I’ll watch her.” 
 
    “I don’t know… My Lord Antef…” 
 
    “Leave!” Abedu interrupted. 
 
    Abedu was much bigger than the guard. His tribe had a reputation for fierceness. The guard was intimidated. “As you wish, My Lord.” The guard hurried away. He didn’t sheath his knife. 
 
    I didn’t doubt for a moment why Abedu was here. He wanted to be alone with me. He desired me. I’d seen it in his eyes in the audience hall during the council. Great. I was going to have to fight off two men the rest of this trip. That was going to get tiring. Abedu would probably watch me as closely as Antef, making my escape doubly hard. Then it struck me – having two jealous men fighting over me might not be so bad. It might even be to my advantage. After all, I knew Abedu planned to turn on Antef at Sabu’s behest after they defeated Scorpion and captured the valley and delta. That was a powerful piece of information. If I used it correctly, I might be able to set Antef and Abedu at each other’s throats and increase my chance of escape. I might even be able to drive a wedge between Antef and Sabu and break their alliance and reduce the already slim chance Sabu had of defeating Scorpion. I thanked the gods that Abedu had come. Time to flirt, pretend, deceive. 
 
     “Thanks for sending him away, Abedu. He’s been complaining ever since we got here. Ruining the experience. I don’t know why Antef thinks he needs to watch me anyway.” 
 
    “Maybe he’s afraid you’ll run away.” 
 
    I shook my head and laughed “I’ve made it clear to Antef that I’m delighted to be done with Nubt. A king’s daughter sentenced by her brother to tasting his food and wine? Ridiculous. I deserve luxury, not servitude.” 
 
    “You certainly do,” Abedu agreed. 
 
    “Besides, if I was stupid enough to run off into this desert without food or water Antef would be better off letting me, don’t you think? It’d be a death sentence. What man needs a woman with absolutely no common sense?” 
 
    Abedu looked me up and down. He took his time. “Other things are far more important in a woman than common sense, Matia. Far more.” 
 
    I wasn’t going to have to expend any effort at all drawing Antef under my spell. He was already hooked. I felt sorry for Henuttawy, and at the same time slightly relieved. I was a foretaste of things to come for her. He’d tire of her soon enough and take up with other women. She’d have to spend the rest of her life among strangers, wandering the western desert, but at least he’d leave her alone. 
 
    Abedu craned his neck and looked at the etchings. He looked puzzled. “What do they mean, Matia?” 
 
    “All I can give you is my best guess, Antef.” 
 
    “Go ahead and guess.” 
 
    “Look first near the left end of the tableaux, Abedu. See the four dogs attacking the Barbary sheep? It’s a masterpiece. I’ve never seen an etching like it. Don’t you feel like you’re actually witnessing the dogs’ victory, the ram’s utter agony? I can practically hear the dogs growling and ripping his flesh apart.” 
 
    “Who do you think made it, Matia? Hunters?” 
 
    “Probably. Nubt’s hunters wear parts of the animals they’re stalking to give them the animals’ strength and courage – tails, skins, feathers.” 
 
    “My tribe does too.” 
 
    “That’s probably been handed down from hunter to hunter from the beginning of time, Abedu. Maybe the ancients thought making this image would assure they’d be able to kill a sheep.” 
 
    “What about the rest of the images?” 
 
    “They’ve been added quite recently. The lines are fresh. I think they’re telling a story, Abedu. See how every image on the left is moving right, towards the center, and every image on the right is moving left, again towards the center?” 
 
    “Towards the crescent-shaped boat. I see the pattern.” 
 
    “See the bulls with long horns? In the valley a bull symbolizes the king, since he’s such a powerful beast. I think the entire tableaux denotes a king’s power over the domesticated and the wild. Everything in the world comes in twos, after all – red land and black. Day and night. East and west. Upper valley and lower.” 
 
    “Which king, Matia?” 
 
    “Most likely? Scorpion. I think one of his spies did this. I think this tableaux is proof he has men watching these trails. I think it’s meant as a warning.” 
 
    “I’d watch the trails if I was at war with Nubt too,” Abedu said. “So, explain it to me.” 
 
    “At the left end of the tableaux a large bull’s following a dog that’s closely following a calf. They’re moving towards the Barbary sheep. Past the sheep is a dog and another bull. That signifies the king’s control over the domesticated world. Then the boat.” 
 
    “What’s that amidships?” 
 
    “I think it’s a sail.” 
 
    “Sail?” 
 
    “A large linen or reed sheet that catches the wind and makes the boat move faster.” 
 
    “Like palm fronds in a bow?” 
 
    “Only better. One of Pentu’s spies told us King Scorpion has quite a few boats like that. A very recent innovation. They can travel upriver in weeks’ less time than our boats.” 
 
    “A substantial military advantage,” Abedu said thoughtfully. “Is that a dog perched atop the boat’s stern?” 
 
    “I think so. Just above the boat is a recumbent jackal on a standard. I think it represents Wepwawet. He’d the god of Abdju, one of Tjeni’s satellites, and Tjeni itself. His name means ‘opener of the ways.’ Tjenians bury their important dead at Abdju. They believe the gate to the underworld’s in Abdju’s cliffs. They believe Wepwawet guides the dead on the paths of the underworld.” 
 
    “That’s why you think Scorpion’s men are responsible for the etchings.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Is that a donkey and a whip just to the right of the standard?” Abedu asked. 
 
    “Yes. The second boat just past the donkey tells a complex story all its own. I think it speaks of sacrifice.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “The long-horned addax on deck is an animal we typically slay to honor the gods at our celebrations here in the South. Same as prisoners.” 
 
    “Like the man standing in the bow with his hands bound to a tall pole?” 
 
    “That’s a mace hanging over his head – kings use maces in the South to slay.” 
 
    “If the arrow in the prisoner’s neck doesn’t kill him first,” Abedu chuckled. “What’s the standard on the boat?” 
 
    “Min, a fertility god from Gebtu.” 
 
    “The hamlet across the river from Nubt.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “There’s another bull directly over a bow behind the boat,” Abedu noted. 
 
    “Directly over the bowstring,” I clarified. “The bull’s shooting the bow, not being shot.” 
 
    “A reference to the king’s power,” Abedu said thoughtfully. 
 
    “See the falcon standard above the next and final bull? The falcon represents the god Horus, the protector of kings. The combination of the two images speaks of the god watching over the king.” 
 
    “Isn’t Horus the god of Nekhen?” 
 
    “He is. Though he’s known everywhere in the valley.” I thought about Sety’s dream, the mingling of Tjeni’s and Nubt’s blood in me, the joining of my line to Sety’s, beloved of the falcon god. Even though the dream hadn’t come true Iry and Scorpion and Sety had believed it. “Horus is as important in Tjeni as he is in Nekhen, Abedu. So these images could be Horus protecting Scorpion.” 
 
    “What about the rightmost image of a gazelle pierced by an arrow shot from a bow?” Abedu asked. 
 
    “It’s old, like the sheep and dogs. You can tell. The lines aren’t bright anymore. Made by ancient hunters I’d guess.” 
 
    “What does the tableaux mean?” Abedu asked. 
 
    “If hunters etched animals to assure they’d kill them, then maybe the image of the captive on the boat with the mace hanging over his head and the arrow in his throat is designed to assure that Sabu either dies in battle or is executed afterwards.” 
 
    “I see it,” Abedu said reflectively. “Clear, yet mysterious. Like a woman.” 
 
    Now he was openly flirting with me. He’d definitely followed me here for a reason. I wasn’t going to have to work at this at all. “You looked disappointed when Sabu awarded me to Ny-Hor, Abedu.” 
 
    “Can you blame me, Matia? You’re a beauty. Very compelling. Very exciting.” 
 
    “You’re very unusual, Abedu. Exotic. I’ve never met a man like you. Blue eyes. A beard.” 
 
    “You look wild, like the desert that’s my home, Matia, not tame like the valley.” 
 
    That word again. Tame. What was it with men? “I’ve heard the desert can be a harsh place, Abedu.” 
 
    “Quite true. It’s not an easy place to live.” 
 
    “Promise you’ll do your best to make it easy for Henuttawy, Abedu. She’s my cousin.” 
 
    “I didn’t know that, Matia.” 
 
    “She’s been sheltered her whole life.” Time to plant a seed. “It’s not her fault what happened.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “You don’t know, Abedu? The first thing Sabu did when he took his throne was strip her father Bebi of his stick of authority and home and belongings. He ordered him to work as a fisherman. I’m surprised Sabu didn’t tell you.” 
 
    Abedu stiffened. “Henuttawy isn’t elite?” 
 
    Status mattered to him. Excellent. “She grew up elite. But she’s a lapwing now.” Best to use the disparaging word to drive home my point instead of calling her the more benevolent “commoner.” I looked around as if I was making sure we weren’t being overheard. “Frankly, I was shocked when Sabu gave you Henuttawy. Sabu’s uncle Ani has half a dozen daughters of marriageable age. Ani is Sabu’s most favored elite. Nubt’s most important. Most closely related to Sabu.” 
 
    Abedu’s face was getting red. 
 
    “Sabu loves to take advantage,” I said. “I hope you don’t think he considers you no better than a lapwing just because he gave you one.” 
 
    “I’m no lapwing,” Abedu said, his voice clipped. 
 
    “Please, Abedu, don’t take what Sabu did to you out on Henuttawy, for my sake. She’s a victim, just like you.” 
 
    Abedu was fuming. His eyes proclaimed injustice. “Henuttawy won’t suffer because of Sabu, for your sake, Matia. I promise. As for Sabu… that’s a different matter.” 
 
    Shortly after that Abedu accompanied me back to the resting place. He didn’t say much. Neither did I. I had no need for words. I was quietly exulting. I felt I’d exploited a small chink in Sabu’s armor this day. I felt I’d finally won a small victory over him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    We traveled north from early every morning until a little after night fell. We sought shade in the midday heat. We camped keeping our fire small and hidden to avoid detection, our camp ringed by guards. I slept with a flint knife in my hand. I didn’t trust Antef to wait. Henuttawy shared Abedu’s pallet. I didn’t trust him either. 
 
    Once we reached the vicinity of Hiw we struck off west deeper into the desert on obscure lightly-used trails I’d never seen before, eventually turning north, parallel to the river which lay ten miles to the east. We were giving Abdju and Tjeni and the other settlements and hamlets that owed fealty to Scorpion a wide berth. The sixth day, having skirted Tjeni and passed a dozen miles to its north, we turned directly east and struck the river at dusk, setting up camp beside the water. According to Antef, in the morning we’d follow the riverbank another ten miles to where his boat was moored and be done with donkeys. Once I embarked on Antef’s boat I knew I’d never escape him. I’d be doomed to an empty existence in Pe and Dep, the wife of an aged king and then his despicable son. I had to flee tonight. 
 
    As usual, every ruler’s retinue camped a little apart. After I’d bathed along with Henuttawy for the first time in more than a week and washed away the grime of the trail I sat with Antef, warming myself beside a very small fire. The rulers were all still leery of discovery by Scorpion. 
 
    “One more day and we’ll be drifting on the river. No more riding donkeys through forsaken desert,” Antef said after he swallowed the last bite of broiled perch. “Then a new life for you, Matia, with me, in Pe and Dep.” 
 
    Antef had given me an opening. It was time to turn him against Abedu. Time for me to try to escape. I’d been rehearing what I was going to say for days. “I can’t tell you how glad I am to finally be free of my brother, Antef. All the lies… all the deceit…” 
 
    “All the wine-tasting?” Antef laughed. 
 
    “It’s no wonder Sabu’s paranoid, Antef. He thinks everyone’s exactly like him. Treacherous. Untrustworthy. Double-dealing.” 
 
    “How so, Matia?” 
 
    “Did I ever tell you about the murders I witnessed him commit? No, I suppose I haven’t. Being that we’re practically strangers and you’re his friend. You probably wouldn’t believe me.” 
 
    “What murders?” 
 
    I’d piqued his interest. “I saw Sabu slit our brother Hetshet’s throat when Hetshet wouldn’t agree to go to war against Scorpion. I was in the audience hall when Sabu ordered my husband’s son, Baki, to murder my father. Sabu rewarded Baki by knifing him in the heart. Sabu then falsely accused my husband, Pentu, of killing Father. Sabu executed Pentu using my father’s mace. Ten minutes later I found my son dead in my house. Sabu boasted afterwards that he’d ordered him killed to punish me.” 
 
    “You really saw all this?” Antef asked, astounded. 
 
    “I did. Sabu knows I saw him kill Hetshet. He doesn’t know I saw the other murders. He let me live because killing me would’ve been a kindness, and he’s a vindictive man.” I put my hand on Antef’s forearm. “You should be very careful where Sabu’s concerned, Antef. Watch your back.” I paused. I lowered my voice. “Without fail.” 
 
    “Why, Matia? Is there something you’re not telling me?” 
 
    I made a point of resting my eyes on Abedu, beside his own small fire thirty yards away. “After you rulers left the audience hall after making your alliance I had to stay behind to serve Sabu. He and Ani talked about what they’re going to do after Tjeni and the North fall. Sabu said he’d arranged with Abedu even before the council began to attack you and capture Pe and Dep. Sabu wants the North for himself. Sabu granted Abedu eternal grazing rights in the delta in return for his help.” 
 
    Antef’s eyes narrowed. He was skeptical, not angry. “Why are you telling me this, Matia? How do I know you’re telling the truth?” 
 
    “My fate’s your fate now, Antef. I’m practically your wife. When Abedu attacks you he’ll be attacking me. I shouldn’t tell you this, but when you were resting in the shade the first day after leaving Nubt Abedu came on to me. Henuttawy doesn’t satisfy him. He wants me. He’ll take me for himself if he captures Pe and Dep.” 
 
    Now Antef was angry. I’d roused his male pride. I’d played him. He jumped to his feet. “Abedu!” he screamed. 
 
    He stalked towards Abedu’s fire. 
 
    Men there leapt to their feet. 
 
    I didn’t wait to see what was going to happen. I ran in the opposite direction, out of the firelight and into the darkness, then down to the river. Once there I headed south at a half-run in the direction of Tjeni. With luck, Abedu and Antef would fight it out behind me, and their retainers with them, and one or the other would die and Sabu’s alliance would be broken. At worst, accusations would fly and they’d call for me and discover me missing and launch an immediate search. I assumed I had only a few minutes before they came looking for me. I followed the palm tree-lined riverbank, moving as quickly as possible in the faint moonlight. The near-darkness was bad for my progress but would hinder pursuers. But not that much. I was certain they’d head south to look for me – only a fool would head off into the desert without food or water, and there’d be no point in me traveling north. 
 
    I stumbled along for hours, scarcely stopping to rest, and that only for a few moments, long enough to take a quick drink from the river and listen for pursuers. I fell more times than I could count, sliced my legs on scraggly vegetation, scraped knees and elbows. Dark bloody stains soon marred my white skirt, which was increasingly torn and tattered. I tumbled over the trunk of a fallen palm tree and banged my chin on the ground and bit my lip; I tasted hot blood then. I prayed over and over to Seth to guide my steps and help me reach Tjeni so I could stop Sabu. And save my life. 
 
    I ran and walked and ran again all night. I began to move a bit easier in the half hour just before dawn when the sky began to lighten, though not significantly faster. My legs ached like they never had my entire life. I was starving and exhausted and terrified. Just as the sun leapt above the rim of the eastern plateau I spotted a small reed fishing punt tied up along the shore at the end of a cultivated field. I sighted smoke spiraling from a farmer’s hut at the western end of the cultivation. I was apparently near a hamlet of some kind. I had no compunction. I stole the punt. 
 
    Thank the gods for the hours I’d spent with Harwa and Khentetka on their farm, fishing. I poled the punt south keeping as close as possible to the shore where the north-flowing current was weakest. I covered ground more quickly than I had before, but soon my arms were aching and my hands blistered. I stopped occasionally to rest and forage in reed patches, though I found little to sustain me. My belly rumbled with hunger. It got harder and harder to climb back onto the punt after each stop, even though I knew being caught would lead to far worse pain than I was enduring now. Late in the afternoon I began to pass small hamlets, then numerous farms. And then, around a slight bend in the river, I sighted Tjeni. 
 
    I nosed my punt into a patch of reeds and stepped onto the riverbank. I removed my skirt and washed out as much blood and dirt as I could, then bathed. The water stung my various wounds, especially when I tried to clean my knees and elbows. They’d scabbed over after I’d taken to the river. I put my skirt back on, still wet, then set out for the settlement on foot. I knew my skirt would dry in the heat as I walked. My dripping hair cooled my back and shoulders. 
 
    I timed my arrival at Tjeni for just after sundown, when my bedraggled state would be less likely to draw attention. Having visited King Scorpion’s per’aa along with Pentu, I didn’t have to ask for directions. I kept my head down, acted like I belonged in the settlement. I soon reached the per’aa. Guards flanked its entrance. A problem I should’ve considered in advance. I had no idea how I was going to get past them and inside, much less convince anyone to let me talk to King Scorpion. What if he refused to see me? What if he heard my name and ordered his guards to lock me away somewhere? Had I come this far only to fail? 
 
    “Matia?” 
 
    I froze. I’d been recognized. One of Antef’s men must have tracked me all the way here. I turned, frightened, hopeless. Then incredulous. “Iry?” 
 
    He was with a woman. A beautiful woman with golden hair, her braid falling over her left shoulder and onto her chest. 
 
    “The Matia?” she asked Iry. 
 
    “Yes.” Iry addressed me. “My wife, Tamit. What are you doing here?” 
 
    As I’d long suspected. Married. To a woman who, surprisingly, knew about me. Irrelevant. “I need to see King Scorpion.” 
 
    “Why?” Iry’s voice was suddenly cold. Oddly cold. Quite different from the last time we’d spoken in Nekhen. But he’d been under my spell then. Promised to me as husband. Before the alliance we’d arranged had been ripped apart. Our fathers were enemies now. He must think of me the same way. 
 
    “Please. Not here, Iry,” I pled. “Inside. I have news about Sabu.” 
 
    Iry studied my face, skeptical. 
 
    “What happened to you, Matia?” Tamit asked concernedly. 
 
    “Please. Inside,” I begged. “I’ll explain.” 
 
    The guards stepped aside at Tamit’s command and let the three of us pass. That surprised me. Guards obeyed her without question? 
 
    Iry grabbed my elbow and propelled me into the first empty storeroom. Right where my arm was badly scraped. I winced. 
 
    Iry didn’t care. “Speak,” he ordered harshly. 
 
    He wasn’t my friend anymore. That was going to make stopping Sabu harder. “Sabu’s formed another alliance against Tjeni,” I reported. “More extensive than his first one.” 
 
    Iry snorted. His eyes narrowed. “I’m aware your husband and his son killed your father and tried to kill Sabu.” 
 
    Why was Iry ignoring my news? Why was he focused on the lie Sabu had spread throughout the valley? “That’s not true!” 
 
    “Really? Convince me you didn’t talk Pentu into trying to kill Sabu, Matia. All those years ago you wanted me to do it. But Pentu failed. So you’ve come here with a story about a supposed alliance to manipulate Father into killing Sabu for you.” He shook his head. “You’re so transparent. As always.” 
 
    Iry’s hostility was shocking. What had I done to provoke him? I had the feeling he wasn’t going to let me see Scorpion. I had to make him change his mind. “Baki murdered Father on Sabu’s orders so Sabu could seize the throne,” I said earnestly. “Then Sabu killed Baki and pinned the blame for Father’s death on Pentu and executed him. I was there, Iry. I saw them die.” 
 
    “Why did Sabu let you live?” Still skeptical. 
 
    “To humiliate me. To make me suffer.” All at once the world was pressing in on me. I was so exhausted and hungry and afraid. Did I have enough energy left to fight, to make Iry believe me? “As if murdering my father and husband wasn’t enough. And my son.” 
 
    Tamit gasped. She immediately put her arm around my shoulders and drew me close. “I’m so sorry, Matia.” 
 
    The first time anyone had comforted me since the day of the murders. A complete stranger. I fought back tears. I thanked the gods for putting Tamit in my path. “Your father needs to know, Iry – Sabu’s going to attack him.” 
 
    “We’ll take you to Father right away,” Tamit said firmly. 
 
    She was close enough to Scorpion to call him “father?” She must have some influence at court. She hadn’t questioned or challenged my story. She believed me. Only Iry and Pentu had ever taken me at face value before. Or, at least Iry had once. 
 
    We headed directly to the audience hall. I could barely keep up with Tamit and she took hold of my hand and helped me along. She brushed right past the guard at the door without asking permission to enter. The hall was dark except for the area around the dais, where linen wicks burned in bowls of oil. King Scorpion was seated on his throne, his crown and scepter at his feet. He must have finished with petitioners and officials for the day for, aside from a fan bearer and cup bearer, both girls, only his son Mekatre was present. Scorpion and Mekatre were quietly conferring. 
 
    The three of us stepped into the ring of light. Scorpion spotted me. He recognized me. He stiffened. “So… your husband tried to seize Nubt’s throne and died for it, Matia. Sabu is king. Which Pentu promised me would never happen. I’m surprised Sabu let you live after your husband murdered your father. Escaped him, have you?” 
 
    “Pentu didn’t try to take the throne, Majesty,” I said. 
 
    “Matia told us what really happened, Father,” Tamit said. “She was a witness.” 
 
    “Witness, huh?” Scorpion looked unconvinced. 
 
    “Tell Father, Matia,” Tamit said gently. 
 
    I couldn’t help notice that Tamit was taking my part and Iry wasn’t saying anything. He’d changed since the last time we’d been together. His animosity was palpable. Nothing I could do about it now. I threw back my shoulders. “Almost sixteen months ago Sabu and his uncle, Ani, tried to force Father to go to war against you, Majesty. I’d been serving Father during the day’s audience. I was standing in the shadows and no one remembered I was still in the hall. As they argued, Baki, my husband’s son, stepped behind my father and slit his throat. Father toppled to the floor, dead. Sabu then plunged a knife into Baki’s chest and killed him. Sabu immediately summoned his guards and accused Pentu and Baki of killing Father and trying to kill him. Sabu executed my husband on the spot. When I returned to my home I found my son had been murdered.” 
 
    Tamit put both arms around me again. Tears splashed her cheeks. 
 
    I wiped mine away. 
 
    Scorpion and Mekatre and Iry stared at me stonily, unmoved. 
 
    After a moment Tamit released me. 
 
    “Why have you come to Tjeni?” Scorpion asked, his tone slightly gentler than before. “How did you escape Sabu?” 
 
    “Majesty, a little over a week ago Sabu arranged an alliance with Antef of Pe and Dep and King Khab of Nekhen and the rulers of numerous smaller settlements. And with Abedu, chief of a tribe of barbarians from the desert west of the delta. They’re going to attack Tjeni and Ineb-hedj. They intend to divide the North and South between them.” 
 
    “I place no stock in rumors circulated by women,” Mekatre told Scorpion disparagingly. 
 
    “Majesty, I was present when the alliance was arranged. I heard everything with my own ears.” 
 
    “Sabu allowed you to take part in such a sensitive discussion?” Mekatre probed. 
 
    “Ever since he took the throne Sabu’s forced me to drink his wine and taste his food so his enemies won’t poison him. He wasn’t worried about me overhearing his negotiations. He was worried about his own life.” 
 
    “Sabu has enemies?” Mekatre asked. 
 
    “Some elites would rather see someone else on the throne.” 
 
    “You expect us to believe those elites care more about keeping you alive than removing Sabu?” Mekatre queried. 
 
    “It’s the truth.” 
 
    “Why warn us?” Mekatre was still extremely suspicious. 
 
    “I want Sabu dead.” I addressed Scorpion. “As I told you before – that’s all I care about. Now more than ever.” 
 
    “You haven’t told Father how you escaped yet,” Tamit reminded me. 
 
    “Sabu gave me as wife to King Ny-Hor to seal the alliance. Ny-Hor’s son Antef was taking me to Pe and Dep. All the rulers from the middle section of the valley and the delta were in our party. Plus their entourages. We traveled north on obscure desert trails west of the river for a week. Last night we camped alongside the river a dozen miles north of Tjeni. I slipped away, ran most of the night, stole a fisherman’s punt at dawn, came here.” 
 
    “How did you slip away? Weren’t they watching you?” Mekatre asked. 
 
    “I created a diversion.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Abedu – the barbarian I mentioned – was in our party. I’d heard Sabu tell his uncle Ani that he and Abedu were going to turn on Antef after they conquered the North. I told Antef how Abedu had betrayed him. Predictably, Antef dashed to Abedu’s campfire to confront him. I ran.” 
 
    “Magnificently done!” Tamit told me. 
 
    “Any idea what happened afterwards?” Scorpion asked. 
 
    “One or the other may be dead. Or not. Hopefully I’ve driven a wedge between Sabu and Antef. With luck, there’s at least a crack in Sabu’s alliance that he doesn’t know about. It may have even crumbled.” 
 
    “A crack you purposefully created,” Tamit said admiringly. 
 
    “Tell me what Sabu’s planning to do,” Scorpion demanded. 
 
    “I will, but I want something in return, Majesty.” 
 
    “Ah!” Scorpion leaned back in his throne. “Now we come to it. The real reason you’re here. What, Matia? Wealth? To let your son rule Nubt in fealty to me?” He glared at me. “To rule yourself?” 
 
    “I don’t have a son anymore, Majesty.” An unintended sob escaped my lips and Tamit’s hand sought mine. I composed myself. “All I want is your solemn promise that I can hand you your mace when you execute Sabu.” 
 
    Scorpion smiled. He glanced at his sons, then me. “That’s all? I promise, Matia.” 
 
    “And I want to be involved when you plan your attack on Nubt.” 
 
    “A woman? What possible use can you be?” Mekatre sneered. 
 
    “Women can be quite useful,” Tamit averred. “As you well know, Father.” 
 
    Scorpion smiled again. I wondered what use the king made of Tamit. A topic to explore later. 
 
    “I can guarantee an internal uprising in Nubt to coincide with your army’s attack, Majesty,” I said. “Sabu will never expect the elites opposed to him to follow me. But they will. Sabu has enemies, as evidenced by making me taste his wine. Those enemies will support me. I’ll convince them to support you.” 
 
    “What do you know about Sabu’s war plans?” Scorpion asked. 
 
    “Not so fast,” Mekatre said, scowling. “I don’t trust her, Father. I think Sabu sent her here to lead us into a trap. Matia claims she can guarantee an internal uprising. Where’s her proof? She wants us to believe she escaped men involved in a conspiracy against you and paddled a punt all night to reach Tjeni. A woman alone in the dark? Really? Are our enemies so hapless they’d let her escape? Ridiculous! Matia was supposed to marry Iry once upon a time, after all. Maybe Sabu’s counting on that for her to sway him, and him to sway us.” 
 
    “Mekatre may have a point, Father,” Iry said. “Matia lied to me at Nekhen. Very persuasively.” 
 
    My eyes met his. I was shocked by his accusation. Shocked that he’d made it – not the accusation itself. I had lied to him. Had he found out? 
 
    Iry addressed me. “I overheard you tell your sister how you made me believe you loved me so you could shape the alliance to benefit you personally, Matia. How you fooled me. I heard you laugh.” 
 
    He’d heard? Why had I been so stupid and boasted to Nebetah? Why had I been so careless? No wonder Iry had been treating me so strangely and keeping me at a distance all evening. I suddenly felt so small. On top of everything else, a deception from years ago was coming back to haunt me. Was my cause lost? Was I going to fail to stop Sabu again? “Iry… I...” 
 
    “You should all be ashamed of yourselves!” Tamit scolded. She took my hand again. “I know everything about Matia and Iry at Nekhen. He told me. She lied. So what? She was a kid. She used the only weapon she had to keep her brother from the throne – herself. She was right to try. Sabu’s a monster! He’s killed her father and husband and son and brother. Look at her! You think Matia’s trying to trick us? She’s exhausted! She’s half-dead on her feet, cut, scraped, hands blistered, bloody! Probably starving! And not one of us has so much as invited her to sit, much less eat or drink!” 
 
    Tamit led me firmly to the dais and I sank to the bottom step, grateful. I was so tired. I didn’t care if I was offending Scorpion. I was beyond caring anymore. 
 
    “I believe Matia,” Tamit declared, crossing her arms over her chest, looking Scorpion in the eye. Then she sat down next to me. 
 
    A moment later, Scorpion rose from his throne and descended to the bottom step and sat beside me. “Food and drink!” he snapped at his fanbearer. 
 
    She scampered away. 
 
    Sheepishly, Iry sat down to Tamit’s left. 
 
    Mekatre remained standing, facing us, obstinate. “What exactly do you know about Sabu’s plans, Matia?” 
 
    “Who’s involved. Each king’s role. When the attacks in North and South will take place. What’s going to happen after Tjeni falls.” 
 
    “As if that’ll ever happen,” Mekatre snapped. “Father, let’s launch a preemptive strike. Today! Your army’s ready. Wipe Nubt from the face of the earth!” 
 
    That wasn’t at all what I wanted. I addressed Scorpion. “Majesty, please don’t make the people of Nubt pay for Sabu’s delusions. You can capture Nubt without destroying it. I can help you.” 
 
    “You help? Absurd!” Mekatre again. 
 
    “Before you attack Nubt, Majesty, let me try to persuade the elites who are loyal to me to abandon Sabu and pledge fealty to you. I could rule Nubt in your name, ease the transition to union with Tjeni. Commoners will follow the elites’ lead. You may not have to fight at all.” 
 
    “Elites loyal to you?” Mekatre snapped. “You’re just a woman.” 
 
    “Daughter of a king. A legitimate heir. Unlike my brother, who murdered my father to gain Nubt’s throne.” 
 
    “Mekatre’s right, Matia,” Scorpion said. “Elites won’t abandon Sabu if the alternative’s a woman. Legitimate or otherwise.” 
 
    “Told you!” Mekatre crowed triumphantly. 
 
    “They won’t take kindly to being ruled by a man from Tjeni either,” Scorpion continued. 
 
    “But Father…” Mekatre whined. I recalled that his ambition was to be king of Nubt. 
 
    “The elites might abandon Sabu if they believe King Ika’s grandson will someday rule Nubt in my name,” Scorpion said. 
 
    “A child mingling the blood of Tjeni and Nubt,” Iry said thoughtfully. “Sety’s dream.” 
 
    I hadn’t thought about that dream since I’d come to Tjeni to try to convince Scorpion to lift his blockade and had volunteered to marry Mekatre. I realized that after a delay of several years that was going to be my fate. Who besides me and Mekatre could produce a royal child? Iry was married to Tamit. Lagus was going to succeed Scorpion and he’d never take to wife the daughter of his settlement’s greatest enemy. Despair washed over me. Mekatre despised me. At least all the other men I’d been pledged to – Baki, Iry, Antef, Ny-Hor, Pentu – had desired me at one time or another. 
 
    “What dream?” Mekatre asked. 
 
    “Nothing you need to be concerned about,” Scorpion said. 
 
    I inferred the dream was a closely held secret in Tjeni. 
 
    “You’ll rule Nubt after it surrenders, Mekatre,” Scorpion said soothingly. “But you’ll yield the throne to my son when he’s of age.” 
 
    Mekatre’s brow furrowed. “Your sons are all of age already.” 
 
    Scorpion’s eyes met mine. 
 
    In that instant I knew what was about to happen. “Not the son I’m going to give your father, Mekatre.” 
 
    Tamit gasped. 
 
    “You can’t be serious, Father!” Mekatre practically exploded. 
 
    “I’ve never been more serious. I’m going to take Matia to wife.” 
 
    Because of Sety’s dream. Scorpion and I would be the ancestors of the unifier. Talk about a mingling of royal blood. I glanced at Scorpion. He was twice my age. Even though he was strong and handsome and carried his authority well I’d never have picked him as my husband. As if that mattered. I didn’t have a choice. He’d said it; it was going to happen. But did it really matter if I was forced to share Scorpion’s bed? Years ago I’d pledged myself to Iry, a man I didn’t love, to stop Sabu. I’d married Pentu, another man I hadn’t loved, to stop Sabu. I’d failed to stop Sabu both times. But neither of them had wielded true power. Scorpion did. If anyone could drive Sabu from Nubt’s throne it was him. There was no point fighting the marriage. What it could gain me was all I cared about. And it could gain me plenty. 
 
    Scorpion turned to me. “Now, I want details, Matia.” 
 
    The girl returned with a jar of wine and a platter containing meat and fruit and bread. She poured me a cup and I drank it down. I hadn’t realized how thirsty I was. 
 
    “Majesty, Sabu plans to strike during the next inundation, after his farmers have harvested this year’s crops,” I began. “The yield will be small due to this year’s low inundation.” I bit into a slab of beef. 
 
    “Same as at Tjeni. As Tamit has already warned me,” Scorpion interjected. 
 
    I chewed and swallowed. “Nubt’s farmers will barely produce enough emmer and barley to feed themselves this growing season, much less the people who reside in Nubt. With Sabu’s and his allies’ armies to support in addition, his grain reserves will only last three months.” 
 
    “Lack of grain will dictate Sabu’s strategy, Father,” Iry said thoughtfully. “He’ll have to strike hard and fast. He won’t be able to lay siege to Tjeni or sustain a drawn-out fight.” 
 
    “He’s counting on capturing Tjeni quickly and seizing your grain,” I said. 
 
    “How many men can he raise?” Iry asked. 
 
    “In the South? Not enough. Nubt’s farmers. Nekhen’s farmers. He’ll use his gold to buy mercenaries from south of the cataract.” 
 
    “Where will he strike first? Tjeni?” Scorpion asked. 
 
    “No, Majesty. Antef’s going to seize Ineb-hedj and deny you soldiers and supplies from the North. Sabu assumes that when you learn of Antef’s attack you’ll send your army north to deal with him. Once your army departs Tjeni, Sabu and King Khab will move against Tjeni by water and his desert mercenaries will simultaneously attack by land. Sabu expects to walk into Tjeni virtually unopposed.” 
 
    “As if we’d leave Tjeni undefended,” Mekatre muttered. 
 
    “My brother’s reckless and delusional,” I said. “Once he sits the combined throne of Nubt and Tjeni he intends to invade the Far North and capture Sakan in concert with Antef. Both he and Antef expect King Ny-Hor will be dead before they launch their war. Either of natural causes or with Antef’s help.” 
 
    “Another regicide,” Tamit muttered. 
 
    I ripped off a chunk of bread. 
 
    “And after that, as you said, Sabu plans to turn on Antef with Abedu’s help,” Iry reaffirmed. 
 
    “And once Sabu has the delta he’ll turn on Nekhen.” I shook my head. “As I said. Delusional.” 
 
    “With luck, Sabu’s Northern allies may have already abandoned him, thanks to Matia,” Tamit observed. 
 
    King Scorpion addressed a serving girl standing against one of the walls. “Send for more food and drink and plenty of it. He glanced from Iry to Mekatre to me. “It’s going to be a long night, figuring out how to meet this threat.” 
 
    “Father, Matia’s exhausted,” Tamit interrupted. “She needs to actually eat some of this food and drink her wine, and have a bath. And be tended by a healer.” 
 
    Scorpion looked me up and down. “Of course, Tamit. See to her, will you?” 
 
    “Yes, Father.” 
 
    “Put her in my room, Matia. I’ll be along as soon as Mekatre and Iry and I are done here.” He regarded his sons gleefully. “Sabu will be furious when he learns his sister belongs to me.” 
 
    I had an awful feeling in the pit of my stomach. Scorpion clearly considered me to be a prize of war. That’s how everyone in the valley would regard me from now on. I’d seen firsthand how that treatment at Sabu’s hands had destroyed Nofret and Heket, had broken their spirits. I wasn’t about to let myself be destroyed. I wasn’t going to spend the rest of my life being paraded about by Scorpion as his trophy. I was going to be a woman he and his elites would have to take seriously. “Majesty, if that’s how you’re going to portray our marriage – that you’re taking me away from Sabu – you’re making a mistake.” 
 
    Scorpion stiffened, incensed. “Are you refusing to marry me, Matia?” 
 
    “Of course not, Majesty. But if you proclaim that I’m a prize, Sabu will charge that you’ve wronged Nubt. His elites will rally behind him. You’ll make him stronger. If, instead, you celebrate our marriage as a willing joining of two royal houses you’ll cut his legs out from under him.” 
 
    Scorpion pondered. “There may be wisdom in that approach, Matia.” 
 
    “Sabu has spies in your court, Majesty,” I continued. “Announce our marriage as something we both want. Tell your elites that Antef helped me escape to you because Sabu and Abedu betrayed him and this is where I asked to come. Spies will carry the news to Nubt. It’ll spread from there. It might drive a wedge between Sabu and Antef. At the very least, it’ll reveal Sabu’s duplicity to his so-called friends. Use our marriage as an opportunity to weaken Sabu’s alliance.” 
 
    “Brilliant!” Tamit exclaimed. 
 
    Scorpion nodded. “That’s what we’ll do. You’ll come to my bed a week from today, Matia. That’ll give Tamit time to round up clothing and jewels and such appropriate to a king’s wife. And give you time to recover from your ordeal. And give Tamit time to arrange a series of events to celebrate the blending of two royal houses.” Scorpion addressed his sons. “Now, let’s get to work.” 
 
    Dismissed. Without thanks. By my future husband. That he was going to execute Sabu made our joining tolerable. Wearily, I limped from the room alongside Tamit. I was suddenly feeling every one of my injuries and the effects of my flight. I couldn’t wait to stretch out on a bed and lose myself in oblivion. Nonetheless, I allowed myself the slightest bit of satisfaction. You’re doomed, Brother, I whispered. Doomed. 
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    “You really don’t have to take care of me, Tamit. A servant will do.” 
 
    I was laying on a bed in the royal quarters. It was a woman’s room, well-appointed, lit by a single bowl of oil. I wondered who’d been kicked out for my sake. Tamit was setting a jar of honey atop a wooden table covered with cosmetics and combs and grinding palettes and such. She’d brought me here straight from the audience hall, fed me, bathed me, summoned a healer who’d tended to my wounds. She’d personally slathered every cut and scrape with honey. 
 
    “I’d like to talk a little if you don’t mind, Matia. I won’t stay long. I know you need sleep.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    Tamit perched on the side of the bed. “I can only imagine what you’ve gone through this past week – past years. But you’re safe now, Matia. You’re a member of King Scorpion’s house, same as me. Your brother can’t hurt you ever again.” 
 
    That hadn’t occurred to me. But Tamit was right. I was in King Scorpion’s per’aa. I was going to be his wife. For the first time since I’d seen Sabu murder Hetshet I didn’t have to be afraid. I looked up at Tamit. Her eyes were sympathetic, her face kind. I recalled the moment we’d met at the entrance of the per’aa. “You recognized my name. Iry must have told you about me.” 
 
    “He told me everything that happened between you two the night I became his wife.” 
 
    “You must have thought I was horrible, manipulating him into marriage.” 
 
    “Almost a marriage, but not quite. Lucky for me.” Tamit laughed. “Funny, isn’t it? Women get forced into marriage against their will all the time. But when it happens to a man…” 
 
    “I’ve been bartered away more times than I care to remember, Tamit. Twice to some of the men. I tried to arrange my own marriage to Iry, and did to my husband Pentu.” 
 
    “And now you’ll be Scorpion’s wife, with no say in the matter.” 
 
    “I didn’t know until tonight that Iry had overheard me talking to my sister. I must have hurt him terribly.” 
 
    “Like I said, you did what you had to, Matia. I understand completely.” 
 
    “I’m sorry this is so awkward, me being here, given Iry’s and my past.” 
 
    “A week’s acquaintance measured against five years of marriage? Hardly. Iry loves me, Matia. Our marriage was our choice. We have two daughters.” She put her hand on mine. “I’m truly sorry about your son. How old was he?” 
 
    “Pabasa would be six if he hadn’t been murdered.” 
 
    “Born a year before my daughter Abar,” Tamit said. “She has a sister. Neith. Just turned one.” 
 
    I envied Tamit. “Do your daughters have golden hair like you? It’s so beautiful. I’ve never seen any that color. The barbarian chief I fled from was fair-haired, but his was dull, not brilliant.” 
 
    Tamit smiled. “They’re both dark-haired, like their father. I’ve stood out all my life, wherever I’ve lived.” 
 
    “Where are you from, Tamit?” 
 
    “Ptah’s Settlement. It’s called Ineb-hedj now.” 
 
    “The settlement Iry ruled. One of my husband’s spies mentioned it once. Were you its previous ruler’s daughter?” 
 
    Tamit laughed. “The first time I met Iry I was lugging a jar half my size full of ivory figurines from a workshop to a warehouse. I was eighteen. Filthy, sweaty, disgusting, emaciated. Unimpressed with Iry or his title. I didn’t know what a king was back then, much less a king’s son.” 
 
    “You’re a commoner?” I couldn’t hide my shock. 
 
    “I grew up working in an ivory carvers’ workshop along with my brother and father, before he died. You don’t approve, Matia? Royals and commoners mixing?” 
 
    “It’s not that, Tamit,” I assured her. “My closest friend is a farmer’s wife, my milk sister Khentetka. She named her daughter after me. The first time I met Iry – I was eighteen – he called commoners ‘lapwings.’ Quite a change in attitude for him.” 
 
    “You have no idea.” Tamit laughed again. “The first month after we met I spat at Iry, cursed him, threw a leather pouch at him, screamed at him in front of porters and ivory carvers several times, ignored him, grabbed him. For his part, Iry falsely charged me with disobeying him, accused me of trying to seduce him, yelled at me, dismissed me, gave positions to others that should’ve been mine.” 
 
    “How in the world…” 
 
    “We came to an accommodation. I had something he needed. I made him realize it. I made him admit it.” 
 
    “What was that?” 
 
    “A way to control the flow of goods.” 
 
    “Sounds complicated.” 
 
    “It is. But it’s very important. Anyway, Iry and I got off to a rocky start. But before too many months passed we both realized we couldn’t live without each other. A few months after that we admitted it to ourselves. Then to each other.” 
 
    “When Iry and I first met, Tamit, my brother was trying to arrange an alliance against Tjeni.” 
 
    “Iry told me.” 
 
    “I immediately saw that the only way to stop my brother and save Nubt from being attacked by King Scorpion in retaliation was to form an alliance between Tjeni and Nubt. I was afraid if I suggested it that Iry would reject it because it wasn’t his idea. He seemed very prideful to me at the time, unwilling to listen to me simply because I was a girl. So I made subtle suggestions and manipulated him until he came up with the idea himself. I promise, Tamit. I’m not an awful person. I manipulated Iry so I could save my people.” 
 
    “I completely understand. Iry didn’t want to listen to me for the longest time either. Not only did I have to overcome his pride, and being a girl, but his prejudice against commoners. But I can honestly say he’s changed since I met him. He’s learned to look beyond titles and gender and his preconceived notions and take people at face value.” 
 
    Tamit had a commanding presence. I could see why Iry had yielded to her. “You seem to be very close to Scorpion.” 
 
    “Your new husband,” Tamit said. She grasped my hand. “He sees value in me. He loves me and I love him. He’ll be good to you, Matia, if you’re good to him. He’s not the same in private as he is in the audience hall. At least, that’s my experience.” 
 
    “This is so strange, Tamit. I’ve been told Scorpion’s my enemy my whole life.” 
 
    “Not anymore. Thanks to him, in a week you’re going to be the most powerful woman in this valley. A woman to reckon with. Ancestress of the unifier.” 
 
    “You know about Sety’s dream?” That was surprising. 
 
    “Iry tells me everything. Seems to me that the falcon god’s arranged your new marriage. Your coming here and the circumstances can’t be due to chance. You and Scorpion are meant to be.” 
 
    “I’ll believe that if I actually give him a child.” 
 
    “I can’t imagine what you’ve gone through, Matia,” Tamit said earnestly. “So much death. So much hardship and suffering. I’m afraid you’re going to face resentment here in Tjeni, mostly because of where you come from, but partly because tonight you vaulted over the rest of Tjeni’s elite women. They’ve been trying to get their hooks into Scorpion for years. Just remember – you can come to me any time. I’m used to helping outsiders fit in. Do you remember Nebta, daughter of Farkha’s ruler?” 
 
    “Vaguely.” 
 
    “She’s married to Mekatre. None of the elite women in Tjeni would have anything to do with her when he brought her here except me. They were all counting on marrying him.” 
 
    I recalled Mekatre and Nebta at the base of the outcrop the night I’d been there with Iry. “I’m surprised Mekatre married a woman from so far away.” 
 
    “Farkha’s an important settlement. A critical transfer point on trade routes. Mekatre married her to forge a political tie to impress Tjeni’s elites.” Tamit lowered her voice. “He wants to be king after Scorpion.” 
 
    “Instead of Lagus?” 
 
    “Lagus married Khensuw, daughter of Sakan’s ruler, another important Northern settlement, for the same reason. Unfortunately, she died two months ago. Anyway, Lagus is still Scorpion’s designated heir, but he’s done a poor job running Ineb-hedj and he’s lost much support among Tjeni’s elites. It doesn’t help that he lives so far from Tjeni and Mekatre lives here.” 
 
    “Are you telling me Mekatre’s more likely to be Tjeni’s next king than Lagus?” 
 
    “I hope not,” Tamit said fervently. 
 
    “When I first met Iry he wanted to succeed Scorpion. Does he still?” 
 
    “Yes,” Tamit confided. “Right now the elites are split between backing Lagus and Mekatre. But Iry impressed many elites with his success in the North. He took charge of the war effort here when it was a disaster. He saved Tjeni from famine. He constructed Father’s grave. So far, he hasn’t actively sought the support of elites the way Lagus and Mekatre have. Someday he will. Then we’ll see.” She gripped my hand, tight. “You won’t tell anyone, will you?” 
 
    “Of course not. I won’t betray Iry again. Ever. I promise.” 
 
    Tamit leaned over and kissed my cheek. “I grew up surrounded by men, Matia, working in an ivory carver’s workshop. I was always very lonely. I never had anyone to talk to. Here in this per’aa, for the first time, I’m living among women. Nebta, and Scorpion’s daughters Weret and Heria, are like sisters to me now. I hope that’s what we’ll be, too. Sisters.” 
 
    “I’d like that, Tamit.” 
 
    She smiled. “And soon you’ll give Iry a half-brother, and me a nephew.” She stood. “I’ll let you get some sleep now. Tomorrow I’ll take you on a tour of Tjeni so you can see your new home. And start picking out skirts and jewels and all the rest, fit for a king’s wife.” 
 
    Tamit blew out the lamp and slipped from the room. Despite my aches and pains, a feeling of warmth stole over me. I was safe from Sabu. I was safe from Antef and Abedu. For the first time since leaving Nubt I fell asleep without a knife in my hand. 
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    “Tell the truth, Iry – do you believe Matia?” Mekatre asked me after the women departed. 
 
    I was, frankly, reeling. Moments ago my dream of succeeding Father as Tjeni’s king had died. It was obvious to me why Father was going to take Matia to wife. He wanted to be the ancestor of the unifier. His son with Matia would blend the royal blood of Tjeni and Nubt, as Sety had prophesied. Father would certainly name their son heir – not me, not my brothers. After Father died he’d take Tjeni’s throne. The falcon god had decreed it. Lagus might serve as regent for a short time if Father died when the boy was too young, but he’d never be king in his own right. Father’s marriage to Matia meant my dream of succeeding Father was unachievable. My role as a member of Father’s house from this day forward was now clear, in accordance with the will of the falcon god – help pave the way for my unborn half-brother to expand Tjeni’s influence throughout the valley after he became king. I was going to be a supporter of unification for the rest of my life, not its driver. 
 
    “You heard Tamit.” 
 
    “I’m asking you.” 
 
    “There’s no reason to doubt Matia. What she reported about Sabu is consistent with his past actions. I overheard Sabu negotiating his original alliance with Antef at Nekhen. It’s not surprising they’ve entered into another one.” 
 
    “Sabu murdered his older brother to make himself heir,” Father interrupted. “Matia and Pentu told me when they tried to get me to lift the blockade. Murdering Matia’s father and husband and son isn’t a stretch.” 
 
    “Mekatre, do you really think Matia’s the instrument of that monster?” I asked. “If I had the information about Sabu’s alliance that she has I’d have asked for far more than to hand Father a mace when he executes Sabu.” 
 
    “I believe Matia’s information is reliable,” Scorpion said. “Sabu intends to attack us in a year. So we’re going to attack him ten months from now.” 
 
    “The fleet will be ready,” I promised. “We have plenty of weapons. The granaries are full and can support an extended siege of Nubt if necessary. I’ve plotted out camping places between here and Nubt. I’ve mapped the trails in the desert west of Nubt. We can strike by land or water or both.” 
 
    “Before we move against Nubt I intend to rip Sabu’s alliance apart,” Father said decisively. “I want to completely isolate him. Matia may have made a start, but I want to make sure. Mekatre, Iry, after Matia and I are safely married – won’t Sabu throw a fit when he finds out! – I want you to go to Ineb-hedj and tell Lagus what’s going on. Iry – make sure he strengthens his defenses. We cannot let King Ny-Hor or Sabu’s desert barbarians seize control of the river – no matter what.” 
 
    “Yes, Father.” 
 
    “Mekatre, I want you to continue on to Farkha. Warn Heby what’s happening. Have him alert the delta settlements that they may need to take action against Pe and Dep. Or barbarians from the western desert. Have him get word to Raherka in Sakan. We need all our settlements prepared for invasion.” 
 
    “Yes, Father.” 
 
    “Iry, go to Sety’s estate. Take him with you to Pe and Dep. Convince King Ny-Hor to back out of Antef’s alliance with Sabu. Whatever it takes. I’m counting on you to secure our northern flank without a fight. We’ve discussed plenty of times how foolish it’d be to wage war on two fronts at the same time.” 
 
    “Yes, Father.” 
 
    “Demand Ny-Hor’s daughter, Satiah, for Lagus. Take her to Ineb-hedj when you head back south. Khensuw gave Lagus a daughter before she died. He needs a son.” 
 
    “And a hostage,” Mekatre added. 
 
    Father smiled. 
 
    “Should I offer Weret or Heria to Ny-Hor to strengthen ties?” I asked. 
 
    “Absolutely not! Tell him Antef’s duplicitous negotiations with Sabu – twice – are the reason. I’ll send no daughter of mine to Pe and Dep.” Father pondered for a moment. “In fact, I’m not going to send either of my daughters away to marry a ruler ever. Mine is the mightiest settlement in the valley. Rulers can send their sons to me.” He glanced at both of us. “You should do the same with your daughters. And tell Lagus.” 
 
    “Very good, Father.” I was glad neither of my sisters would be stuck in that viper’s nest, at Antef’s mercy. Something occurred to me. “Father, Matia confirmed that Sabu has spies in Tjeni. Sabu will know Matia’s here once those spies spread the news about your marriage. If they see both me and Mekatre going north, Sabu will assume that Matia told us about his alliance and that we’re going to the delta to break it. It’s the only conclusion he can draw.” 
 
    “What would you have me do? Send someone else in secret?” 
 
    “Quite the opposite. Make a show of our trip, Father. Make it seem as if you’re completely unaware of Sabu’s alliance, that you don’t fear an attack. Mekatre, bring Nebta and your son along. We’ll make it known that you’re taking them to Farkha to visit Nebta’s father. I’ll take Tamit and my girls too. We’ll say we’re going to visit old friends at Ineb-hedj and in the delta. And for good measure, we’ll bring Weret and Heria.” 
 
    “To visit their brother Lagus. Excellent idea, Iry,” Father said. 
 
    “Nebta will be pleased,” Mekatre said. “Heby’s never seen his grandson. She may even give birth at Farkha. It’s nearly her time.” 
 
    “Sabu won’t suspect our true purpose for going to the North when he learns the entire royal family’s going on a pleasure junket,” I said. “He certainly wouldn’t send his key officials away from Nubt if he thought we were preparing to launch an attack on him.” 
 
    Father nodded. “Iry, separate Pe and Dep from Sabu’s alliance quickly. Then hurry back to Tjeni. Bring Sety with you. I want you two to continue on to Nekhen. King Khab will surely give Sety entrée. Wean Khab away from Nubt too. Pledge your sister Weret to Khab’s son Kama if you must.” 
 
    “As long as Kama agrees to return to Tjeni.” 
 
    “Yes. Tell Sety to convince Khab it’s Horus’ will that he join us, or something along that line. Have Sety fake a dream that makes joining us inevitable if you must.” 
 
    I nodded. Many miles lay ahead of me. The stakes for my missions were enormous. I was glad Father had put both in my hands. Neither Lagus nor Mekatre were capable of pulling them off. 
 
    “After Nekhen’s allied to us we’ll invade Nubt,” Father promised. “Nubt will fall.” 
 
    “You’re not going to let Matia try to talk Nubt’s elites into abandoning Sabu?” I asked. 
 
    He shook his head no. “A waste of time. I’ve spared Nubt long enough. Time for it to taste my wrath.” 
 
    “And afterwards we can invade Nekhen,” Mekatre said. 
 
    “If necessary. Once Nubt’s mine Nekhen will have no choice but to pledge me fealty,” Father said. 
 
    “A unified South at a single stroke, Father,” I said. A building block for my unborn brother on the road to unification. 
 
    “I can’t wait to conquer Nubt and sit its throne,” Mekatre said cheerfully. 
 
    “Matia will sit at your side at first, Son.” 
 
    “Why?” Mekatre was instantly irritated. “I don’t want her interfering in Nubt.” 
 
    “You’ll have enough to do without worrying about internal dissent or rebellion, Mekatre. If the elites love Matia as much as she claims she’ll be able to keep them in line. Her status as my wife will make her your asset. Her role will be to publicly endorse your decisions – nothing more.” 
 
    I suspected Matia would spend most of her time trying to persuade Mekatre not to do anything stupid. He was a man who made snap judgments based on little or no information. He had no idea what it took to rule a settlement because he’d never done it. I’d learned much about leadership in the time I’d spent in Ineb-hedj. Listening to advice, taking counsel, compromising were all necessities. Mekatre was stubborn and obstinate and hasty and thought he had all the answers. He’d botched the only thing he’d ever been in charge of – preparing Tjeni for war. Matia was going to have her hands full. 
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    “I’ll miss you while you’re in the North, Tamit,” Matia said. 
 
    I was walking with the two of them from Father’s room to the audience hall. Father was holding a banquet, the third in a row celebrating his marriage to Matia, one of a series of events designed to both provide cover for my mission and anger Sabu. A few weeks ago Sabu had sent Matia off to become King Ny-Hor’s wife; instead, she was now the wife of his enemy, the valley’s most powerful king. I supposed that somewhat compensated Matia for ending up in Father’s bed. A week and a half had passed since she’d arrived in Tjeni. She was mostly recovered from her escape. She’d spent her days with Tamit and our daughters and Nebta and my sisters and the last three nights with Father. Matia and Tamit had become fast friends, though Matia’s and my relationship was at most civil. I’d long ago gotten over how she’d hurt me; her deception was another matter. I didn’t trust her. Plus, her marriage to Father had cost me a shot at Tjeni’s throne, something I’d discussed with Tamit at length. But I hadn’t had to spend time with Matia, occupied as I’d been with making preparations and giving orders to the commanders who’d ready our fleet and army in my absence. According to Tamit, Matia had resigned herself to being Father’s wife. She was anxious for him to execute Sabu to avenge everyone he’d murdered. 
 
    “I can’t wait to see Ineb-hedj again,” Tamit said enthusiastically. 
 
    My brother and sisters and various wives and children and I had made our preparations for the journey; everyone’s baggage was already loaded on Father’s royal boat, the one Niay had constructed. We were going to leave at dawn.  
 
    Tamit pulled her unbound hair forward over her left shoulder. “I want to show my girls where I grew up. I want them to meet their uncle, my brother – maybe he’ll teach them how to carve ivory. I’m even looking forward to seeing the overseers I used to work with. I remember how excited I was the first time I got to sail on a boat through the valley. They’ll remember this trip their entire lives.” 
 
    “This is as far north as I’ve ever been,” Matia said. “I envy you, Tamit.” 
 
    “We hopefully won’t be gone for too many weeks,” I said. “We’ll have crewmen enough to row in shifts both with and against the wind to speed us north and back south.” 
 
    “I’m glad Mekatre’s going with you,” Matia admitted. “He doesn’t trust me.” 
 
    “He’s going to have to once he sits Nubt’s throne,” I said. “Father’s filled you in on your future role?” 
 
    “He has.” 
 
    “Get as close as you can to Nebta, Matia,” Tamit counseled. “She’ll help you keep him in line. He listens to her.” She took hold of Matia’s hand. “Mekatre will soften in time, Matia. He didn’t like me for a long time either.” 
 
    “Thanks for the advice.” Matia put her free hand to her throat. “No! The necklace Scorpion gave me yesterday… He expects me to wear it tonight. I left it in our room.” 
 
    “We’ll send a serving girl,” I said. 
 
    “Nonsense. I’ll fetch it for you,” Tamit said. “You two go on to the audience hall. Father won’t like it if you’re late.” 
 
    “You’re sure? You don’t mind?” Matia asked. 
 
    “Happy to do it.” 
 
    “Be quick, My Love.” 
 
    We were nearly to the entrance of the hall when I heard a scream. Muffled. Blood-curdling. From the corridor lined with royal rooms. Tamit! I sprinted, fighting down dread. I reached the corridor in half a minute, sped past rooms with their doors closed. Father’s was open. I dashed inside. Moonlight streamed through the single window and cast a rectangle of light on the ground. Tamit was sprawled face down in a pool of blood, her golden hair spread around her like a halo, half of it crimson. A dark figure was crouching beside her. He swung around, knife in hand. I hurled myself at him with a loud cry, hit him in the ribs with my shoulder just as he rose. I felt his knife slice my shoulder. We crashed to the ground just beyond Tamit, slid, arms and legs tangled. I glimpsed the knife in his hand, grabbed his right forearm with both of mine. He grabbed my right wrist with his left hand. We rolled, struggled, me trying to avoid the blade, he pressing it relentlessly towards my chest with both hands. He was heavier than me and experienced. I was overmatched. 
 
    Matia screamed. 
 
    The intruder paused, startled. I brought my heel down just above the back of his ankle. I heard a snap. He screamed, released me, dropped his knife. 
 
    Two guards barreled into the room. They pulled the intruder off me. 
 
    More guards with torches. 
 
    Light fell on Tamit. I crawled to her. Blood was flowing from her neck. The floor was covered. I knelt in her blood, bent, put my lips to her ear. “Tamit!” No response. I touched her shoulder, then her cheek. No reaction. Tamit was dead. I rose to my knees. “Why her?” I cried to the gods, bereft, shaken, in shock. I covered my face with my hands, bent double. I felt Tamit’s blood on my face, mingling with my tears. I cried out again, my body racked with sobs. I heard people pressing into the room, gasps, curses. I fought to compose myself. More people. I forced back my tears. I straightened, took a deep breath. Gently, I rolled Tamit over, took her in my arms, cradled her against my chest, buried my head in her hair. I sobbed unashamedly. My Love taken from me in an instant. My Life. 
 
    Matia began keening. Women joined in. 
 
    I lost track of how long I held Tamit. 
 
    “By the gods!” Father. 
 
    The women fell silent. 
 
    I looked up at him through tear-filled eyes. His face was anguished. His arm was around Matia’s shoulders and hers was around his waist. She was crying. 
 
    I saw Weret and Heria beside them, in tears. 
 
    A guard moved a torch close to the assassin’s face. He was writhing on the ground, clutching his ankle with both hands. Another guard was pressing the tip of a lance against his ribs. 
 
    “His name’s Ameny,” Matia said, her voice cold. It sounded far away. “One of Sabu’s spies.” She moved away from Father and dropped to her knees beside me. “This is my fault, Iry.” Her tears splashed the ground. “Sabu ordered him to kill me. I’m sure of it! Ameny thought Tamit was me… I wish it had been! If I just hadn’t forgotten my necklace!” 
 
    I had no time for Matia’s self-pity. I tenderly kissed Tamit’s unfeeling lips, those soft lips that would never kiss me back ever again. I picked her up, carried her to Father’s bed, gently laid her on it. I crossed her hands over her chest, the hands that would never again touch mine. I brushed her bloody hair away from her face. I tried not to look at her neck but I couldn’t help myself. I wanted to be sick. In a daze I straightened. I spotted the knife the assassin had used to kill my wife and picked it up. I strode to him. He was moaning. I grabbed the torch from the guard, held it close to Ameny’s face. I locked my eyes on his. Wordlessly, I slit his throat using my free hand, slowly, deliberately. He clutched his throat with both hands. He gurgled. I watched him die. Then I threw his knife against the wall, impotently. It clattered to the ground. I gave the torch back to the guard. 
 
    “Close the door,” I ordered. 
 
    Father was kneeling beside Tamit, his hand on top of hers. 
 
    What had to happen now was clear to me. I knelt beside Tamit, on the opposite side of the bed from Father and Matia. “Sabu surely has more spies here in the per’aa, Father. We have to make them believe Sabu’s assassin killed Matia. Otherwise, Sabu will try again. Tamit will have died for nothing. Nothing!” I slammed my fist against the bed. Then I leaned over and kissed Tamit’s brow. I straightened. “Don’t tell anyone about Tamit’s murder until after I leave for the North, Father. Wait until midday. Then announce that Sabu’s assassin killed Matia. Bury Tamit at Abdju, Father, in a royal grave fit for a king’s wife. Make everyone in Tjeni believe you’re grieving Matia’s death.” 
 
    “What’ll we do about Matia?” Father asked. “Hide her?” 
 
    “She has to go north with the rest of us in the morning, Father, has to board our boat while it’s still dark. If a spy’s counting bodies he’ll think she’s Tamit.” A sob escaped my throat and I took a moment to compose myself. “We can’t risk a spy seeing you here in Tjeni, Matia.” I addressed the guards and servants gathered in the room. “All of you are coming with me to the North too – I won’t risk anyone knowing what actually happened in this room and telling someone.” 
 
    Matia nodded dully. 
 
    “It shall be done,” Father said softly. 
 
    “Someone bring water and linen,” I ordered. I stared at the assassin’s corpse. “Drag that piece of garbage someplace else. After we’re gone burn him. Give him the eternal death.” 
 
    Everyone but my sisters and Father and Matia left the room then, sent by Father directly to our boat. Weret and Heria helped me wash Tamit and prepare her for burial. They both cried the entire time. I dressed her in her finest skirt. I placed the gold necklace I’d awarded her at Ineb-hedj around her neck, and the bracelets and armbands, and the golden girdle and anklets I’d given her since. I left the scorpion ring that she used to seal the Abdju warehouse on her finger. Then we arranged her body in the fetal position and wrapped her in lengths of linen, all but her head. 
 
    Helping our daughters tell Tamit goodbye was the hardest thing I’d done my entire life. Neith was only two and barely understood; Abar was five and took her mother’s death extremely hard. I’d never forget her heart-rending wail the moment she understood Tamit was dead. I kissed Tamit’s cold lips one last time, memorized her face, then Abar helped me wrap her head with linen while Father held Neith in his arms. 
 
    When we finished it was nearly dawn. Time to go. I stood up. Father set Neith down and I lifted both girls. 
 
    Father squeezed my shoulder. “I loved Tamit like a daughter, Iry. I will avenge her.” 
 
    I nodded. Then, carrying my daughters, accompanied by Matia and my sisters, I left the per’aa and strode the lightening street through Tjeni to the quay. Mekatre and Nebta were already aboard the boat, stunned, grieving. Once crewmen pulled the gangplank up behind us the captain barked an order and our boat moved into the channel. The current caught us just as the sun leapt above the rim of the eastern plateau and we began to drift north. Still holding my girls, I stood beside the railing until Tjeni disappeared in the distance. 
 
    “Goodbye, My Love,” I whispered. 
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    My heart went out to Iry. 
 
    He stood by the railing of our boat watching Tjeni disappear behind us, drawn and haggard and bereft, a line of dried blood where the assassin had cut his shoulder, his girls in his arms, his clothing and arms and legs stained with Tamit’s blood. Neith was asleep, her head resting on Iry’s chest. Tears were streaming down Abar’s cheeks. I wanted to go to them, to comfort them. I’d known horrible unexpected death too – I still saw Pabasa lying dead on the floor when I closed my eyes at night. Now I had another image to add to the gruesome gallery – Tamit sprawled in a pool of blood. But the girls had lost their mother and Iry his wife because of me. How could I face them ever again without reminding them I was the reason she was dead and causing them even more pain? I was on this trip because of Sabu’s assassin. Would there never be an end to the trouble my brother would cause me and everyone who came in contact with me? Why hadn’t I simply taken matters into my own hands years ago and slit his throat in his sleep? 
 
     Iry sat beneath the pavilion amidships that entire first day in the hours his daughters were asleep, alone, tearful. He did his best to comfort them when they were awake, as did Weret and Heria and Nebta. I gave them all a wide berth, overwhelmed by guilt. No one had much to say to me. I could see in their eyes, in the way they tensed when I was near, that they blamed me for what had happened. Rightfully so. Tamit was dead because of me. Because Ameny had mistaken her for me. It was going to be worse once I returned to Tjeni and everyone in the settlement learned I was alive and Tamit had been buried in my supposed grave. I’d barely known Tamit, but in the week we’d spent together she’d treated me like a sister and I’d come to love her. Tamit had been a force of nature, with a kind word and a smile for everyone we’d passed in the per’aa or in Tjeni’s lanes. She was going to be exceedingly missed. I was going to be reviled. 
 
    Iry finally fell asleep from sheer exhaustion late in the afternoon. He’d washed, but he hadn’t changed his kilt; it was darkly stained with Tamit’s blood, and the assassin’s. Ameny… He’d originally been Pentu’s spy. He’d switched masters after Sabu stole Nubt’s throne. He’d obviously seen me in the per’aa but I hadn’t noticed him. If only I had… I dared not approach Iry to offer condolences. There’d been a distance between us when I arrived in Tjeni because of what had happened at Nekhen. Tamit had bridged that distance, but now she was gone and it was back, only wider. I knew how devasted and empty Iry was feeling – not because Pentu had been murdered in front of me, but because of my son. 
 
    In the weeks it took us to reach the delta Iry kept to himself when he wasn’t with his girls, weighed down by grief. It was obvious that if not for his girls he’d have fallen apart. He remained strong for them. Weret and Heria kept Neith occupied, but Iry spent hours sitting with Abar on his lap, simply holding her as if he’d never let her go. He spoke only one sentence to me the entire trip – “you’ll hand the mace to me, not Father, the day Sabu dies.” 
 
    “That’s Ineb-hedj,” Niay told me one afternoon. 
 
    I was sitting with him in the stern, as usual, near the steersman, keeping out of everyone’s way. I’d learned Niay always commanded the royal boat whenever Scorpion’s family traveled the river. He alone had conversed with me during our journey, despite having been one of Tamit’s friends. He’d told me about the hamlets and settlements we’d passed, sketched out a map of the delta, even told me about boat building. I’d never seen a settlement sprawling for such a distance along the river, such a fine large harbor with so many boats being unloaded while more waited to land, flats piled with containers of goods, porters beyond counting and donkeys passing back and forth into and out of the settlement, gleaming white walls rising high. 
 
    “When His Majesty first came to Ineb-hedj – it was called Ptah’s Settlement back then – no one was in charge,” Niay said. “Completely disorganized. Half as many quays. Unprotected warehouses. A third as many people. Fewer workshops. Unbelievable chaos. His Majesty and Tamit made it what it is today.” 
 
    Oarsmen rowed us into the harbor and tied us to a quay. A messenger sped off to find Lagus. Crewmen lowered the gangplank. A crowd began to gather. The royal nature of our vessel had been recognized. While we waited for Lagus to appear Iry leaned with his forearms resting on the railing, staring at the surface of the water, his back to the settlement. 
 
    Lagus soon arrived, arrayed in finery, attended by a large retinue, shaded by a girl carrying a sunscreen. Iry and Mekatre and I moved to the head of the gangplank along with the women and girls. 
 
    “What a wonderful surprise!” Lagus exclaimed. He spotted me. His attitude changed. “What’s she doing here?” 
 
    “She’s father’s wife,” Iry said. 
 
    “What!” 
 
    “You tell him,” Iry ordered Mekatre. “Explain everything. I’m leaving for Sety’s estate as soon as you disembark. I can’t bear to set foot in the settlement. Everything will remind me of her…” 
 
    Mekatre embraced him. “I understand, Brother. May the gods be with you.” He bounded down the gangplank. 
 
    Iry knelt on the deck and hugged his girls. “Remember what I told you. Mind Auntie Weret and Auntie Heria. I’ll be back in a few weeks.” 
 
    His sisters took Abar and Neith by their hands and led them down the gangplank. I started to follow. 
 
    “You’re coming with me,” Iry said. 
 
    No word of explanation. Apparently, he didn’t trust me not to run away while he was gone. Or maybe Scorpion had ordered Iry to keep me with him. I felt sorry for Iry. I was the source of the pain so evident in his eyes. I was going to be a constant reminder of what he’d lost in the days to come. 
 
    Porters quickly carried the containers with everyone’s belongings down the gangplank. Oarsmen pulled it on board. 
 
    “Get us out of here,” Iry ordered Niay, then retreated to the pavilion. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Iry! What are you doing here?” Sety cried from his quay. He beamed. 
 
    We’d just tied up at his estate an hour before sunset alongside one of his four cargo boats. I hadn’t seen Sety in eight years, not since Nekhen. He hadn’t changed all that much. He was getting close to forty, I guessed, though he appeared to be as strong and energetic as a man half his age. I supposed overseeing the fine estate that stretched as far in every direction as I could see kept him active and fit. He spied me on deck. “Majesty?” He was surprised. 
 
    “Father’s new wife,” Iry said brusquely. 
 
    “Wife?” 
 
    We descended the gangplank. 
 
    “We need to talk, Sety. You, Merit and Senebi. In private. Now.” 
 
    Sety’s smile died. “Of course, Iry. Let’s go to the house.” 
 
    Iry strode up the slope without waiting for us. Sety and I hurried after. Niay stayed behind with his crewmen, securing his vessel. Men and women and children working in the fields and gardens on both sides of the path waved and called greetings to Iry and regarded me with curiosity. I’d never been on a delta estate before. I wondered if they were all as prosperous and self-contained as Sety’s. It was larger than some of the hamlets that had owed Father fealty. Who owed Sabu now. 
 
    “Why are you and Iry here?” Sety asked me as we passed a cluster of huts on the hillside that I assumed belonged to his workers. Women were tending earthenware pots bubbling atop coals, their evening meals. 
 
    “You and Iry have dispensed with titles, Sety?” 
 
    “Only in private, Majesty.” 
 
    “Do the same with me. I’m not feeling very special these days. I don’t want to be reminded.” 
 
    “As you wish.” 
 
    “As to why we’re here, it’s not my news to tell.” 
 
    “You’re really King Scorpion’s wife, Matia?” 
 
    “For less than a month.” 
 
    “But you’re here and he’s in Tjeni.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    Sety touched his talisman with his fingertips. “My dream… I thought you were destined to marry Iry when we arranged the alliance, Matia. When it fell apart and I saw you go into Pentu’s tent I started doubting whether my dream had actually been a prophesy. But now… Married to Scorpion? The royal blood of Tjeni and Nubt mixed? I believe again. Your descendant will rule the valley.” 
 
    “I haven’t given Scorpion a son yet, Sety. There’s no guarantee I will.” I doubted Scorpion would ever call me to his bed again. He’d loved Tamit dearly. How could he look at me and not see her lying dead on the ground? Fine with me if Scorpion never touched me again. That wasn’t why I’d married him. I’d married him so he’d kill Sabu. He had a personal reason now to see my evil brother dead, not just a political one. 
 
    “King Scorpion sent word that your husband killed your father and tried to seize Nubt’s throne and that Sabu executed him,” Sety said. “Maybe that was part of the god’s plan to free you to be with King Scorpion – Pentu’s misguided ambition.” 
 
    I resisted the urge to contradict Sety and tell him the truth, even though he was so very wrong. “It’s part of Iry’s news.” 
 
    Sety sighed. “I don’t like mysteries.” 
 
    As soon as serving women arranged platters of bread and meat and vegetables before Iry and Sety and Merit and Senebi and me and poured cups of wine they departed the room. Sety waited impatiently as Iry downed his drink. 
 
    “The information our spies brought from Nubt was wrong, Sety,” Iry began. “Sabu murdered King Ika and Pentu. There was no coup attempt. Sabu framed Pentu so he could take Nubt’s throne without elite opposition.” 
 
    “Sabu murdered my son, too,” I added. 
 
    Merit gasped. She put her hand on mine, her eyes sympathetic. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Matia,” Sety apologized. “For what I said earlier too.” 
 
    “Sabu’s an accomplished liar,” I said. 
 
    “About a month and a half ago Sabu arranged a new alliance with Khab and Antef and rulers of a host of smaller settlements and hamlets,” Iry continued. “Antef was taking Matia to Pe and Dep to marry Ny-Hor to seal the alliance. She escaped. She brought word of the alliance to Father. He sent me here to enlist your aid, Sety. You and I need to detach Ny-Hor and Antef from Sabu’s alliance.” 
 
    “Scorpion married you to taunt Sabu, Matia?” Sety guessed. 
 
    “You’re the king’s wife?” Merit jerked her hand away. “Majesty. I shouldn’t have touched you…” 
 
    “It’s fine, Merit. And I’m Matia to you, not Majesty. As is custom on this estate.” 
 
    “I don’t understand why you’ve come to the delta, Matia,” Sety said. “Are you part of Iry’s mission to Ny-Hor?” 
 
    “Sabu thinks Matia’s dead,” Iry replied. “I’m hiding her from his spies in Father’s court.” 
 
    “Dead?” 
 
    “One of Sabu’s spies tried to kill Matia. He… he…” Iry couldn’t go on. 
 
    “The assassin mistook Tamit for me in the dark. She’s dead.” 
 
    There was a moment of stunned silence. Then Merit started to sob. Sety put his arm around her, distraught. As was Senebi. Sety touched his talisman with his free hand. His lips moved. 
 
    “Mekatre and my sisters and Nebta and my girls and I left for the North a few hours later,” Iry said after a long interval. He wiped away tears. “We’d announced we were all going to the North to visit family and friends a week earlier, as cover for my mission. We didn’t want Sabu to guess I was going to sabotage his alliance. We snuck Matia aboard in Tamit’s place.” Iry paused again, collected himself. 
 
    Merit put her hand atop Iry’s. 
 
    “Once we were well underway, Father was supposed to announce an assassin had murdered Matia. He was then going to bury Tamit at Abdju in a royal grave, pretending he was burying Matia.” Another long pause. Iry continued in a choked voice. “Hopefully, Sabu will be completely fooled and won’t move up the timetable for his attack.” 
 
    “Where’s everyone else?” Sety asked. 
 
    “Mekatre and Nebta will be along in a couple of days on their way to visit Heby. My sisters and daughters are with Lagus in Ineb-hedj. Father wants him to strengthen the settlement’s defenses.” 
 
    “Your news sheds new light on word I received from Heby two days ago, Iry,” Sety said. “Raiders just burned a great deal of Farkha, including the distribution center and everything in it.” 
 
    “What about my boats and weapons?” Iry asked, concerned. 
 
    “The raiders overlooked them. They’re safe.” 
 
    I addressed Iry. “Do you think Sabu got word to Antef? Do you think he’s accelerated his timetable?” 
 
    “Maybe. Or maybe Antef betrayed Sabu because of what you told him. Maybe he’s decided to take the North for himself. I guess we’ll find out soon enough. Senebi – go to Farkha in the morning. Tell Heby everything we just discussed. Tell him to put the delta settlements on alert, and prepare them to mobilize.” 
 
    “Yes, Majesty.” 
 
    “What do you need me to do, Iry?” Sety asked. 
 
    “Nothing too difficult. Go with me to Pe and Dep and convince Ny-Hor not to honor Antef’s alliance. Oh – and bring his daughter Satiah back to Ineb-hedj as Lagus’ hostage-wife.” 
 
    “Sounds easy enough,” Sety said, shaking his head. 
 
    The sun had set while we were talking and eating. Our discussion ended, we went outside. A warm breeze rippled through the barley fields. The afterglow was still coloring the western horizon, though the vast expanse of delta was deep blue. Overhead, stars were winking into the sky. 
 
    Wordlessly, Iry and Sety strolled off into the gloom. Merit led me down the path halfway to the river, where a long flat boulder was set in the midst of fragrant flowers in her garden. We seated ourselves. Some distance to our right fires glowed before the huts of workers. Laughter and conversation drifted to us on the breeze, and singing. I smelled smoke. And the river. 
 
    “Those two have a favorite place at the north end of the turtleback,” Merit told me. “That’s where they go to talk.” 
 
    “I pray Iry will pour his heart out to Sety,” I said fervently. “He’s been holding his grief in for weeks. He’s barely said a word to anyone except his daughters. He’s been strong for their sakes.” 
 
    “He’ll talk to Sety,” Merit assured me. “They’re closer than brothers despite the difference in their ages. Especially Iry’s brothers. He has no use for them. Iry and Sety have gone through a lot together.” 
 
    “Thank the gods for that. Iry’s grief is crippling him.” 
 
    “What about you, Matia? Your son and husband and father murdered. And Tamit.” 
 
    “Everyone in Iry’s family blames me for her death. So do I.” 
 
    “It wasn’t your fault, Matia. It was your brother’s.” Merit paused, as if she was weighing her words. “I know about Sety’s dream, Matia. Maybe the falcon god sacrificed Tamit to save you for a grander purpose.” 
 
    The same thing Sety had said. “Grander purpose? Being ancestress to a man who’ll rule the valley? I don’t care about that. I didn’t ask for it. I don’t know if thinking the falcon god had a hand in Tamit’s death makes it better or worse.” Somehow, unburdening myself to a total stranger was liberating. I’d never see Merit again, and I knew Sety well enough to know he’d never reveal anything she told him about me. 
 
    “Is that why you married King Scorpion – to fulfill the prophesy?” Merit asked. 
 
    “I married Scorpion because he promised he’d kill Sabu. The same reason I married Pentu. And why I agreed to marry Iry years ago.” 
 
    “Sety told me about the original alliance.” 
 
    “I made Iry believe I loved him, Merit. Sabu had just killed my older brother, Hetshet. All I could think of at the time was making Sabu pay for what he’d done. Iry was my weapon of choice and I deceived him and he found out. He hated me for years for that. With cause. When I escaped to Tjeni he wasn’t certain I was telling the truth because I’d lied before. Mekatre suspected I was trying to lead Scorpion into a trap and Iry didn’t know what to believe. Tamit convinced Iry and Scorpion I was telling the truth. I owe her so much and now she’s dead because of me.” 
 
    Merit started to object. 
 
    “Yes… Sabu ordered my murder. But if I’d never gone to Tjeni Tamit would still be alive.” I leaned over and rested my head in my hands. “What’s my life going to be like when I return to Tjeni? People in Tjeni loved Tamit. They’ll hate me, and scorn me, and resent me. Especially Iry. And his poor daughters! How can I live in the same per’aa with them?” 
 
    The tears I’d been holding back for weeks began to flow then. Merit took me in her arms and comforted me as best she could. She held me while the moon rose and turned the river silver and moved across the sky. 
 
    “I loved Tamit too,” Merit said after a long time, stroking my hair. “I don’t blame you, Matia. You have to stop blaming yourself. You have to forgive yourself. And you have to trust that Iry will too, given enough time.” 
 
    I shook my head sadly. “All I’ve ever done is hurt Iry, Merit. I think it’s best that once this mission is over I lock myself away in the women’s quarters of Scorpion’s per’aa and avoid everyone. Once Sabu’s dead I need to make everyone forget I even exist.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sety and I stood together in the bow of his boat as we approached Pe and Dep. As usual, Iry was avoiding me. We’d argued long and hard before he’d finally agreed to let me come all the way north with him. He’d wanted me to remain on Sety’s estate. Sety had convinced Iry otherwise. I could smell salt in the air. 
 
    “Pe and Dep are twin settlements atop northern and southern mounds located near the mouth of this branch of the river, not far from the sea, the Wadjet Wer,” Sety told me. “A very convenient place for boats from the North to land. They barely have to travel inland at all.” 
 
    Vessels, Northern by their look, were tied up at quays in the harbor. It looked deserted in comparison to Ineb-hedj’s. I knew from reports I’d heard while serving Father in his audience hall what Scorpion had done to impose his will on the delta; apparently his Sakan settlement truly had affected Pe and Dep. 
 
    Huts along the river looked different from those in the South. 
 
    “Northern influence,” Sety said. “The settlers who made this area prosper came from Setjet and Retenu. They brought their customs and way of life with them.” 
 
    “How far to the Northern ports?” I asked. 
 
    “Three days to Jebail, the most important, the source of cedar for our boats,” Sety replied. “I used to trade directly with King Ny-Hor years ago, but I stopped after King Khab’s coronation. I used to know my way around. I doubt the settlements have changed that much in the interim.” 
 
    We landed without incident. That we weren’t challenged by guards was good – that indicated to me that Pe and Dep weren’t yet on a war footing. It probably helped that Sety and Iry had a woman with them – that gave them the appearance of traders accompanied by a servant. Niay remained with the boat, armed, along with his oarsmen, just in case. The rest of us crossed the plain beside the harbor where a handful of men were lounging in patches of shade, porters apparently with nothing to do. 
 
    “Where’s everyone?” Sety asked one. 
 
    “Sacred court. Festival of Wadjet.” 
 
    The settlements were a short distance away and we headed towards them. 
 
    “Wadjet’s their goddess. Originally Pe’s, adopted by Dep. The cobra.” Sety pointed out a grove of palm trees to our right. A pit gaped among a number of low mounds. “That’s the rulers’ cemetery. I’ll bet the pit’s for Ny-Hor. He’s been declining for a long time. He must be near death.” 
 
    The sacred court was easy to find. Dozens of people were hurrying towards it, latecomers apparently. A group was standing outside the gate beside the mud-plastered reed wall, accompanied by guards and fan bearers and a standard bearer. Unmistakably elites and royals. All at once Antef broke from the group, gesturing to guards to follow him. They surrounded us. 
 
    “Returning my runaway bride to me?” he asked Iry and Sety angrily. 
 
    “Your father’s intended wife, not yours,” I rejoined pleasantly. 
 
    That made Antef angrier. 
 
    “I seek an audience with King Ny-Hor, to convey a message from King Scorpion,” Iry said formally. 
 
    Antef regarded us. “You’ll have to wait. Father’s presiding over Wadjet’s festival.” He addressed the guards. “Take them inside the court. Don’t let them escape.” 
 
    “Again?” I asked pleasantly. 
 
    “Now!” Antef shouted. 
 
    “Perhaps you should temper your comments, Majesty,” Sety told me as the guards practically shoved us through the entrance and into the court. 
 
    They stationed us in the hot sun about twenty yards from a shaded dais. Two thrones rested atop the dais with a fan bearer behind each. The court was full; perhaps six or seven hundred people, I guessed. The local population was much smaller than Nubt’s or Tjeni’s. Everyone was dressed in their finest skirts and kilts. Everyone stared at us and murmured to their neighbors. After about ten minutes elites began parading side by side into the court, through a narrow corridor left open between the halves of the crowd. Gold necklaces glittered around necks. The elites seated themselves on stools on the side of the dais opposite Sety and Iry and me. The ceremony hadn’t even started and sweat was already running down my back. It was going to be a long hot day. 
 
    Girls in linen skirts entered the court, singing, dancing, clapping their hands to keep the rhythm. Behind them men led a young bull by a tether. A girl followed, bearing a very large earthenware bowl, buff colored, decorated with a brown cobra. I recognized the pottery style as ancient. The bowl had apparently been used in ceremonies to honor Pe and Dep’s goddess for a very long time. 
 
    “Antef, king’s son!” the herald cried from the entrance. 
 
    Antef entered, pompous and self-righteous, flanked by two guards on each side. He slowly paraded up the aisle to the foot of the dais, then turned and faced the crowd, but not before glaring at me. 
 
    “Ny-Hor, king of Pe and Dep, master of the northern delta, beloved of Wadjet!” announced the herald. 
 
    A man holding a long ebony pole topped with a cobra strode a dozen steps ahead of Ny-Hor. The king shuffled towards the dais, supporting himself with a staff in his right hand, hunched over, looking to neither right nor left. His kilt was white, his jewels magnificent, but they almost seemed to weigh him down. He didn’t look at all well. No wonder his grave had already been dug. A girl followed, holding a sunshade over his head. 
 
    Ny-Hor reached the dais. Antef took his arm and helped him up the two steps. Ny-Hor plopped heavily into his chair. A servant hurriedly grabbed his staff and moved behind the dais. Antef seated himself on a throne beside his father. The fan bearers began swishing their fans back and forth. 
 
    Antef rose after a moment. Apparently he was going to conduct the day’s rituals. Smart. Portraying himself as his soon to be dead father’s substitute. No one would be able to challenge him for the throne. 
 
    “Today we honor our goddess, Wadjet,” Antef cried. “We offer her our due.” 
 
    A long line of porters entered the court, bearing containers of grain and vegetables and fruit and products made in local workshops. One by one they placed them around the cobra standard the bearer had set in a hole in the ground between me and the dais. So many were the offerings that the porters had to stack some containers atop others. 
 
    When the last had been deposited, men led the bull to the open space in front of the dais. Antef descended. Men wrestled the bull onto its side and held it down. It bawled, struggled. A man handed Antef a long flint ceremonial knife with a very large wooden handle. Antef held it over his head with both hands so all could see. The knife was much like one we used in rituals at Nubt, and that I’d seen at Nekhen – the blade serrated, the handle decorated with rows of animals, symbolically ensuring order over nature. 
 
    “We offer you, Wadjet, a sacrifice from among the herds of cattle you’ve granted us.” Antef moved to the bull’s neck. 
 
    The girl dropped to her knees and pressed the bowl against the animal. I noted that someone had drawn an image of a bull on her chest in henna. 
 
    Antef slit the bull’s throat. 
 
    Blood pulsed onto the girl’s chest and arms and skirt and legs and into her hair. Most flowed into the bowl. The bull took some time to die, fighting the men holding it down, its eyes rolling. After it bled out the girl moved away and Antef sawed off the beast’s foreleg. 
 
    The girl moved beside him. Antef raised the knife in one hand and the foreleg in the other. The girl, drenched with blood, raised the bowl over her head with both hands. 
 
    “Our offering to you, Wadjet, goddess who protects us!” 
 
    Men dragged the carcass to the edge of the court and into a ditch among whitened bones, where it would rot. The girl and Antef followed. She poured the blood over the carcass. He laid the foreleg beside it. 
 
    A girl held a bowl of water while Antef washed blood from his arms and hands. Another gave him a length of linen to dry them. The girl who’d helped with the sacrifice faded to one side, unwashed. 
 
    Antef moved back to the foot of the dais. “Today we offer you an additional sacrifice, Wadjet – a man who has spoken out against your representative on earth, my father, the king.” 
 
    Guards practically dragged a terrified man into the court. His back was purpled with stripes; his confession had been beaten out of him. His arms were bound and he was struggling futilely to get free. He’d been gagged; he was trying to speak but all anyone could hear were muffled sounds. I wondered what he’d said that had been so damning. If he’d said anything at all. Antef was like my brother Sabu, a man who’d go to any lengths to frighten and intimidate those who might want to remove him from power. I suspected the upcoming execution was simply Antef’s warning to Pe and Dep’s elites not to cross him when his father died. What better time for a warning than when most of the settlement’s residents were present? 
 
    The guards forced the man to his knees in front of Antef. 
 
    The doomed man’s eyes were pleading. 
 
    Antef gestured. 
 
    A guard carried a mace to him, its head an oval of limestone etched with a cobra, the handle ebony. 
 
    Antef seized the man’s hair and twisted it in the fingers of his left hand. He raised the mace high in his right. 
 
    I’d seen Father execute many criminals at festivals much like this one. Every one of those criminals had committed an actual crime – murder, theft, assault. This execution felt different, like Pentu’s had been. 
 
    Antef swung the mace and crushed the criminal’s skull. 
 
    The man toppled to the earth. 
 
    Antef worried the mace out of the dead man’s head, then called for the flint knife he’d used to slay the steer. 
 
    The bloody girl came forward again. She knelt beside the criminal and pressed another bowl against his head, averting her eyes. Still, she couldn’t avoid kneeling in brain matter. 
 
    Antef carved a circle around the man’s skull with the tip of the knife, then took hold of his hair and yanked. He straightened and held up the bloody scalp. “So will I deal with any man who challenges the authority of our king!” He flung the scalp into the ditch beside the bull. 
 
    The girl with the bowl stood and handed it to Antef. 
 
    He poured blood over the corpse, then tossed the bowl aside. 
 
    “A feast awaits, my people!” Antef cried. “Roasted oxen and gazelle and goat and sheep, bread, vegetables, fruit, beer! All due to the beneficence of my father, King Ny-Hor!” 
 
    “Ny-Hor! Ny-Hor!” the people chanted. 
 
    He stirred on his throne. He’d slept through most of the ceremony. 
 
    The standard bearer lifted the standard from the hole in the ground. Antef moved directly behind him as fan bearers helped Ny-Hor down the steps. Bearers lifted a palanquin that had been resting behind the dais and carried it to Ny-Hor. They helped him into it. 
 
    “Bring them,” Antef snapped at the guards, indicating Sety and Iry and me. 
 
    We moved into the procession behind the palanquin. The standard bearer led us out of the court. 
 
    “Looks like we’re headed to the per’aa,” Sety noted as we followed a wide street into the nearest settlement. Whether it was Pe or Dep I didn’t know. Or care. 
 
    The per’aa was so much cooler than the court had been. I was grateful we were finally out of the blazing sun. It took a moment for my eyes to adjust to the relative darkness. Guards prodded us along a corridor and into what was unmistakably the audience hall, smaller than both Father’s and Scorpion’s. The hall was richly decorated; by that I gathered that Ny-Hor was wealthy. 
 
    Once Ny-Hor was on his throne, slumped but more or less alert, Antef addressed his father. “These three seek an audience, Father. They claim to represent King Scorpion.” 
 
    Ny-Hor peered at us. “Sety? Is that you?” His voice quavered. 
 
    “It is, Majesty.” Sety indicated us. “I’ve brought with me Iry, son of King Scorpion. And Matia, daughter of King Ika of Nubt, sister of King Sabu.” He paused. “Wife of King Scorpion.” 
 
    “Outrageous!” Antef exclaimed, addressing me. “Your brother gave you to me as wife!” 
 
    “To your father,” I corrected. “But you failed to deliver me.” 
 
    “Escape does not erase obligation,” Antef said darkly. 
 
    “I’m under no obligation to you, Antef,” I said defiantly. “I don’t recognize Sabu’s authority. He murdered his way onto Nubt’s throne. Must I remind you that he betrayed you?” 
 
    Ny-Hor was completely baffled. “Someone tell me what’s going on!” he ordered. 
 
    “Majesty,” Sety said hurriedly, “your son has formed an alliance with King Sabu and others to wage war against King Scorpion.” 
 
    “I’ve done nothing of the sort, Father!” Antef protested. 
 
    “I was present when it was arranged, Majesty,” I told the king. 
 
    “Liar!” 
 
    “Really, Antef? Then why did you just proclaim that my brother had given me to you as wife? And admit he’d given me to your father?” 
 
    “A sign of friendship between our settlements, Father,” Antef insisted. 
 
    Ny-Hor looked me up and down, hungrily. He apparently wasn’t quite as near death as Antef hoped. “Why didn’t you tell me about my bride, Son?” 
 
    “Because she ran away. King Sabu’s been looking for her. He promised me he’d drag her here no matter how long it took.” 
 
    “Another lie,” I retorted. “Sabu sent an assassin to Tjeni to kill me. He failed.” 
 
    I felt Iry stiffen beside me. Another reminder that Tamit was dead because of me. He stepped towards the throne. “Enough of this nonsense! King Ny-Hor, my father, King Scorpion, demands that you reject the alliance formed by Antef and Sabu and restore peace between our settlements.” 
 
    “What evidence do you have of an alliance besides a lying woman?” Antef snarled. 
 
    “Raiders burned Farkha two weeks ago,” Iry said. “Raiders instigated by you, Antef.” 
 
    “You have no proof.” 
 
    Iry addressed Ny-Hor. “Majesty, my father will go to war against you unless you pledge to remain out of the conflict between Tjeni and Nubt. The entire eastern delta’s arrayed against you and is on alert because of your son’s dastardly attack on Farkha. One word from Father, and Sakan will choke you off from Northern goods permanently. Ineb-hedj will seal you off from the valley. Is that what you want, Majesty? To be completely isolated? To decline the way Nekhen has? You’ve visited Nekhen. You know what I’m talking about.” 
 
    “Empty threats, Father. Don’t listen to him,” Antef pled. 
 
    “Majesty, I was in the audience hall with my brother after your son and the other rulers left the night they agreed to wage war against my husband,” I said. “Sabu conferred with Ani, his uncle and commander of his army. Sabu plans to yield the North to you while he conquers Tjeni. Then he’s going to turn on you and take the North for himself.” 
 
    “More lies!” 
 
    “Abedu’s barbarians are going to destroy Pe and Dep in exchange for grazing rights in the delta. Abedu and Sabu agreed.” 
 
    “So you claimed in our camp, Matia. You lied. You were trying to drive a wedge between Abedu and me,” Antef snapped. “You misunderstood your brother. Abedu explained everything.” 
 
    Antef was so stupid. He’d just proved he’d been lying. “Drive a wedge in an alliance you claim doesn’t exist, Antef?” I asked. “Your own words convict you. You’re the liar here – not me.” I stepped towards the dais. “What will it be, Majesty? Honor an ill-conceived alliance entered into without your knowledge that will wipe Pe and Dep from the face of the earth? Cast your fortunes with a man who has killed his brother and father and nephew and several elites? Or withdraw from the alliance and promise not to wage war against my husband, King Scorpion?” 
 
    “Absurd!” Antef cried. 
 
    “As surety,” Iry said, “King Scorpion demands that you give your daughter Satiah as wife to his oldest son, Lagus.” 
 
    “A hostage!” Antef shouted. 
 
    “Exactly,” Iry said calmly. 
 
    “Look what you’ve brought us to, Antef,” Ny-Hor said plaintively. “We can’t stand up to King Scorpion.” 
 
    “Father, Scorpion won’t send an army all the way to the delta,” Antef averred. “The minute he does King Sabu will invade and capture Tjeni.” He glared at Iry. “An empty threat.” 
 
    “My father has settled hundreds of Tjenian farmers in the delta,” Iry said sharply. “An army’s worth. I can raise another army from among the craftsmen at Ineb-hedj. I have enough weapons and warships stashed at Farkha to arm and transport everyone. Your men foolishly left them untouched when you raided Farkha, Antef. So, while Father’s obliterating your ally Sabu in the South, I’ll be attacking Pe and Dep and burning them to the ground. And destroying your barley fields. And slaying your  cattle and goats and sheep. And taking your wives and daughters and giving them to my men. I’ll make sure no one remembers that Pe and Dep ever existed.” 
 
    “Or, Iry, we could simply do nothing and let Abedu and his barbarians overrun this part of the delta,” I said. 
 
    “It would save us the effort, Matia,” Iry agreed. 
 
    Ny-Hor was too old and sick to argue, much less fight. I could see it in his eyes. He addressed Iry. “I agree, Majesty. I will not honor the alliance with King Sabu that my son made. I will not myself nor will I help anyone else make war against King Scorpion. Take Satiah with you when you leave, to tie my house to yours.” 
 
    It did my heart good to see defeat on Antef’s smug face. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Peret (Seed) 
 
    Iry 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    We left our boat at Hiw and traveled overland on donkeys to Nekhen so we could skirt Nubt – Sety, me, a dozen soldiers, Matia. I’d brought her along on my mission because she was familiar with the trails that crossed the paw of land west of Nubt. With war more or less imminent, I was taking full advantage of the opportunity to see for myself the terrain Father’s troops might have to traverse and fight for. Plus, Father and I wanted to keep secret as long as possible that Matia was still alive. It wouldn’t do to have her wandering around Father’s per’aa where a Nubtian spy might see her. I’d remained aboard my boat the single night we’d spent at Tjeni after our return from the North – it would’ve been too excruciating for me to step inside the per’aa where Tamit had been murdered. Father had come to me to hear Sety’s and my report. One which had pleased him immensely. I’d neutralized Ny-Hor and Antef, the delta settlements were keeping an eye on them just in case, and Satiah was now my brother’s hostage-wife. Matia had spent the night with Father inside the pavilion on the boat, at his insistence. 
 
    I hadn’t spoken to Matia at all since the confrontation with Ny-Hor in his audience hall, except during our sojourn in the desert, questioning her about the side trails that branched towards Nubt from the one we’d traveled. I wanted nothing to do with her and she’d been smart enough to keep her distance. Every time I looked at her I was reminded of what I’d lost, and why. I literally ached with emptiness. I missed Tamit so much. She’d been my life. I didn’t know how I was going to survive the long lonely years I had left without her. 
 
    We dismounted within sight of Nekhen. Leaving my soldiers with my donkeys, Sety and Matia and I strolled through the settlement all the way to Khab’s per’aa. No one challenged us at any point. 
 
    “Doesn’t look to me like Nekhen’s preparing for war,” I observed to Sety. 
 
    “All Khab’s talk about making Nekhen great again was just that – talk,” Sety replied. “Khab’s essentially a lazy man whose ambition was to be king. His words resonated with the elites, so they picked him. Now he’s content to simply wear the crown and grow rich.” 
 
    “Which is why he never stopped trading Nekhen’s luxury goods with Nubt, as he threatened,” I mused. 
 
    “Likely the reason he joined Sabu’s alliance. He didn’t want to risk losing Nubt’s gold,” Sety said. 
 
    Sety was a frequent and welcome visitor to Nekhen, due to his talisman, and so we easily gained an audience with King Khab. 
 
    He was seated on his throne, presiding over his regular audience. Elites were on one side of the hall, commoners on the other, officials and servants bustling about. A girl was waving a fan behind him. Sunlight was streaming through several windows, providing light. 
 
    We strolled up the center of the hall towards the throne. The commotion as Sety was recognized stopped the petitioner addressing Khab in mid-sentence. The three of us stepped into the space before the throne. The petitioner stepped aside. Sety bowed. Matia and I didn’t. 
 
    Khab’s greeting for Sety died on his lips. He stared at Matia, taken aback. “What are you doing here? Aren’t you supposed to be with King Ny-Hor?” 
 
    “Clear your hall, Majesty,” Sety suggested. “We have things to say for your ears alone.” 
 
    Khab stared at us for a long moment. “Everyone out!” he ordered harshly. After the door closed behind the last of his servants he addressed Matia. “Well?” 
 
    “I’m the wife of Scorpion, king of Tjeni.” 
 
    Khab was shocked. “But the alliance…” At least he had enough sense not to deny there was an alliance, as Antef had. 
 
    “Ny-Hor has backed out,” I announced. “His daughter Satiah is now my brother Lagus’ wife. She’ll stay alive as long as Ny-Hor honors his promise not to fight against my father. I’ve destroyed Sabu’s alliance, Khab. You’re going to back out too.” 
 
    Khab started to splutter. 
 
    “Sabu stands alone now, Majesty, except for his mercenaries – and you,” Sety interjected. 
 
    Sweat began to bead on Khab’s brow. “Why should I abandon King Sabu?” he asked me defiantly. “Nubt lies between me and your father. Sabu and his mercenaries will protect me.” 
 
    “Sabu won’t give you a moment’s thought when Father’s army appears outside his walls.” I laughed. “Or maybe Father will invade Nekhen first, Majesty. I just traveled overland around Nubt directly to Nekhen. Not a single soldier challenged me the entire journey – not on the desert, not in this settlement. If I’d brought Father’s army with me I’d be demanding your surrender right now, not having a pleasant discussion.” 
 
    Pleasant wasn’t how Khab was perceiving our little talk. His illusion that he was in control melted away. “How can I back out, Majesty? King Sabu gave his sister Nebetah to my son Kama. I gave my daughter Heket to Sabu as wife.” Khab took off his crown and set it on the floor next to him and ran his hand through his hair. “If I back out Sabu will kill her.” 
 
    “Yes, he will,” Matia said coldly. “Just like he executed my father and husband and son and brother. And ordered my death. Vindictively and unjustly. You know my brother’s deranged, Khab. You should’ve considered the consequences before you allied yourself to him.” 
 
    Sabu had murdered so many people that Matia had loved. I’d heard their names often enough. But I’d never once considered how much their deaths had made her suffer. I was a wreck because of Tamit; Matia had suffered as much or more than me, losing son and husband and father in a single afternoon. I’d become inured to Sabu’s other victims because their deaths hadn’t affected me personally. I shouldn’t have. Blinded by my grief for Tamit, I’d blamed Matia for her death. For the first time, I wondered if Matia also blamed herself. To be just, Tamit’s murder wasn’t Matia’s fault. Tamit was dead because of Sabu. Perhaps I should stop holding Matia accountable for something she hadn’t done. I knew deep down that Tamit wouldn’t have wanted Matia and me to be at odds with each other because of her. We weren’t each other’s enemies – Sabu was. 
 
    “Sabu told Ani he’s going to turn on you as soon as he conquers the North, Khab,” Matia announced. 
 
    “I don’t believe you.” 
 
    “You should. He conspired with Abedu to turn on Antef. You’re a fool if you trust my brother.” 
 
    “Majesty, the falcon god protects Nekhen,” Sety added. “He’s been Nekhen’s god longer than any man can remember. But if Sabu captures Nekhen he’ll make Seth its god. He’ll rip the falcon from the pole in the oval court and replace it with Seth’s image.” Sety held up his talisman. “You can’t let that happen.” 
 
    “But my daughter!” 
 
    “She’ll be safe as long as Sabu doesn’t find out you’ve abandoned him,” I said. “Pretend you’re still his ally, Khab. When Sabu calls on you for men delay as long as possible and then send only a token force. I’m sure you can come up with a reasonable excuse.” 
 
    “He’ll turn on me.” 
 
    “How exactly, Khab?” I asked. “Do you honestly believe Sabu will attack you if my father’s army is moving against his northern border?” 
 
    “Probably not…” 
 
    “I’ll leave a few of my men here when I go home. If Sabu threatens you they’ll bring me word. I promise I’ll immediately launch an attack on Nubt that’ll redirect Sabu’s attention.” 
 
    “What about Heket?” 
 
    “Once Father captures Nubt I’ll bring her to you.” 
 
    “So you can give her away again,” Matia said cheerfully. Her eyes didn’t proclaim cheer. 
 
    “So all I have to do is nothing?” Khab asked. 
 
    Something he should be good at, based on my observations. “One more thing. I’m going to take your son Kama and his wife Nebetah with me to Tjeni. Nebetah will serve as a hostage for Father to use against her brother. Kama will set Nebetah aside and wed my sister Weret. He’ll reside in Tjeni from now on.” 
 
    “Both my daughter and son hostages,” Khab said bitterly. 
 
    “Both their lives equally at risk. Depending on whether you remain faithful to Father or not, Khab. Those are my terms.” 
 
    Khab bent and picked up his crown and placed it on his head. He had no choice. “I accept.” 
 
    I couldn’t help gloating. Sabu didn’t know it, but he now stood alone, isolated, with enemies on both north and south. Let him launch his fruitless war. 
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    Three months after Iry and Sety and I returned from our successful mission to Nekhen we met in Scorpion’s room along with Mekatre to finally set in motion our war against Sabu. Only Lagus was missing. He was still at Ineb-hedj, keeping an eye on Antef. Ny-Hor had died mere days after we’d left Pe and Dep for Tjeni. None of us trusted Antef to honor Ny-Hor’s word to stay out of the coming conflict. 
 
    I’d been awaiting this day for eight excruciatingly long years. Sabu was about to pay for everything he’d done to me, including the last, my attempted assassination. Everyone in Tjeni was now aware that I was alive and that Tamit had been mistaken for me and murdered. The first day back from the mission to Nekhen I’d taken a walk through the settlement, as I had daily with Tamit. The open hostility, the angry stares, the whispered comments, the jeers had quickly driven me back inside the per’aa. After that first day I hadn’t ventured outdoors again. Unfortunately, I was just as despised inside the per’aa as I was outside – by the servants who’d loved Tamit, by Scorpion’s daughters, by the elites who attended Scorpion’s nightly banquets. Thank the gods for war. I now had something to throw myself into and keep me occupied instead of sitting by myself in the per’aa’s garden, bitter and alone and reviled. 
 
    Mekatre was so excited he couldn’t sit still. He was pacing back and forth. Iry and Sety were both quiet; they had a better sense of what war entailed than Mekatre. Scorpion looked confident and eager. He smiled at me and leaned over and momentarily placed his hand on my belly. Another five months or so and I’d give him a child – one Sety continued to assure me would be a link in a chain leading from Scorpion and me to a man who’d rule the entire valley. 
 
    “Why is Matia here?” Mekatre asked sharply after the girls who’d been serving our wine departed at Scorpion’s command. “This is a council of war.” 
 
    “I invited her,” Iry said evenly. “Matia knows the layout of Nubt and the hamlets pledged to Sabu. None of us do.” 
 
    “My spies know plenty.” 
 
    “Your spies might know bits and pieces, but no individual man knows everything Her Majesty knows,” Sety counseled. 
 
    “Matia was extremely useful when we traveled to Nekhen,” Iry said, “explaining which trails led where in the desert west of Nubt, pointing out ways we might approach the settlement undetected.” 
 
    Iry had softened towards me since our expedition to Nekhen. We conversed civilly when we encountered each other in the per’aa or at one of Scorpion’s banquets now. He was one of the few besides my husband who did; I supposed I’d always be associated with Tamit’s death in most minds. I could hardly wait to have my baby; at least then I’d have someone to love who’d love me back. 
 
    “Matia’s my wife,” Scorpion told Mekatre. “She stays.” 
 
    Scorpion seemed to have moved past Tamit’s death as far as I was concerned. He might be twice my age, but he was still a lustful and virile man who never slept in our bed by himself. 
 
    “Is my army ready to fight?” Scorpion asked Iry. 
 
    Tamit had informed me that Iry had cleaned up the mess Mekatre had made of military preparations soon after he’d turned Ineb-hedj over to Lagus at Scorpion’s order and returned to Tjeni. Iry consulted several wooden planks with symbols etched into a thin layer of clay. Tamit had tried to explain those to me and how they were used but I remembered very little of what she’d told me. I did remember being amazed that she’d invented the symbols and how to use them. She’d been a brilliant woman. I wondered if those planks reminded Iry of her, and if they made him sad. 
 
    “We can muster three hundred trained craftsmen and herdsmen and fishermen and hunters on a few days’ notice, plus a thousand farmers once the harvest’s in, Father,” Iry replied. “We have enough weapons of the right type to arm everyone. Niay’s moved his entire fleet to Tjeni. There are enough boats to transport all your soldiers if you decide to attack Nubt from the river. We have enough donkeys to carry supplies if you decide to attack by land. Our granaries are full. Tents, cooking pots, other necessities are ready to go.” He looked up. “Yes, Father. Your army is ready to fight.” 
 
    “Sabu won’t be able to muster a fraction of the force you have to oppose us until his fields are harvested, Husband. Even then he’ll be outmanned.” 
 
    “I disagree,” Mekatre said vehemently. “Sabu murdered his father specifically so he could go to war against us. His spies will report the size of our army as soon as the men start to assemble. Once we make our move he’ll pull his farmers from their fields, harvested or not, and head north.” 
 
    “You’re wrong, Mekatre,” I said. “Sabu’s granaries are nearly empty. Thanks to our new arrangement, King Khab won’t send him any emmer or barley. If Sabu pulls his farmers to fight his people will starve. His elites won’t let that happen. They know if the people face famine they’ll rise against them. Sabu can’t attack us. He’ll have to retreat within Nubt’s walls.” 
 
    “Which has always been his only option,” Iry added. “He’s been too stupid and stubborn to realize it.” 
 
    “Once we lay siege we can seize Sabu’s fields and harvest his grain for ourselves and starve him out,” Sety said. “Nubt can’t survive a siege with empty granaries, Majesty.” 
 
    “The question before us is – do I attack Nubt by water, by land, or in combination?” Scorpion asked. 
 
    “If we attack by land, from the desert west of Nubt, we’ll probably have to deal with Sabu’s mercenaries, assuming he’s bought some,” Iry said. “If I was Sabu that’s where I’d station them.” 
 
    “They’d have the advantage,” I interjected. “There’s only one passable route into Nubt for a large force. There’s a long defile from west to east, easily guarded. Archers could shoot down on our men from high ground.” 
 
    “I’m sure we could dislodge them, given enough time,” Iry said. “But they’ll fall back slowly and pick our men off one by one. They might delay us long enough that Sabu’s farmers could harvest all their grain before they have to take refuge.” 
 
    “Attack by river!” Mekatre exclaimed. 
 
    “That won’t be any easier,” Iry cautioned. “Nubt’s stretch is lined with hamlets and a couple of small settlements. We can’t just sail past them and leave active enemies in our rear. We’ll waste valuable time capturing them all, use up men and supplies. We’ll have to occupy them after we take them too, which will reduce the size of our fighting force.” 
 
    “Occupy? Ridiculous! Be bold, Brother!” Mekatre exclaimed. “Our army’s mighty. Sabu’s isn’t, according to Matia – you seem to believe every word that comes out of her mouth. Sail past the hamlets! Hit Nubt fast and hard! Capture Nubt. Sabu’s vassals will have to surrender to us.” 
 
    “We can’t capture Nubt by frontal assault, Mekatre,” Iry warned. “Its walls are too formidable. They’re a difference maker. They nullify our advantages in men and boats and supplies. So we’re going to have to lay siege – probably for years. Which means we’ll need to resupply our men from Tjeni constantly. Which means we must control the river. Which means we must occupy Nubt’s hamlets. Even then it’ll be a challenge to move supplies south. If I was Sabu, I’d send my mercenaries to raid our camping places and burn our boats and shoot down as many men as possible. I’d force us to divert men to guard every convoy to combat his raiders. I’d gamble my grain would last long enough that we’d eventually give up our siege and go home.” 
 
    Frustration showed on Scorpion’s face. 
 
    I didn’t want to hear about an endless siege any more than Scorpion did. I wanted Sabu to pay for his sins now, not years from now. I believed there was a way. “What if we could capture Nubt without a fight or siege?” 
 
    Mekatre snorted. “How, Matia? Politely ask Sabu to surrender? Great idea! Why didn’t I think of that?” He threw his arms wide. “You’re naïve. The only thing Sabu understands is force.” 
 
    “Which Iry just explained is useless,” I retorted. “Besides, the less force we use against Nubt, the less the resentment of the elites and commoners afterwards. What’s the point of seizing Nubt, Husband, if you have to spend all your time dealing with dissension and suppressing rebellion afterwards?” 
 
    “What do you suggest?” Scorpion asked. 
 
    “Are you serious!” Mekatre exclaimed. “Taking military advice from an unschooled woman?” 
 
    “If Matia thinks she has a way to give me Nubt without bloodshed, and quickly, I’ll listen,” Scorpion said. 
 
    “I’ll sneak into Sabu’s per’aa and kill him in his sleep. That’ll throw Nubt’s elites into disarray. The moment your army approaches they’ll surrender.” 
 
    “You? By yourself?” Mekatre snapped. He looked me up and down. “In your condition?” He laughed. 
 
    “Of course I’ll need help, Mekatre. My relatives will come when I call. Relatives with a grudge against Sabu. After I kill him I’ll sabotage Nubt’s granaries for good measure. No king, no food, cramped conditions – most Nubtians live outside the walls and they’ll have to squeeze inside once they see our forces coming – Nubt’s elites won’t be able to hold out long if you have to lay siege.” 
 
    “My trust’s in the army, Father, not a pregnant woman and her supposedly-loyal relatives,” Mekatre averred. “Attack Nubt, Father! Wield your army! Make Sabu pay for disrespecting you with blood! Who cares if elites resent being conquered? Execute a few and the rest will fall in line.” 
 
    “Barbaric and cruel for no reason,” I said. “Just like Sabu.” 
 
    “Executions would have consequences, Brother,” Iry said. He addressed Scorpion. “Father, if we treat elites the way Mekatre proposes the next time we move against an enemy that settlement’s elites will know they’re facing death and they’ll fight us that much harder.” He shook his head. “I think Matia’s plan is worth exploring.” 
 
    An unexpected ally. 
 
    “War has consequences,” Mekatre snapped. 
 
    “How would you contact the men you’ll need?” Scorpion asked me, ignoring Mekatre. 
 
    “I used to run away to a farm a mile and a half north of Nubt to avoid my chores. Harwa’s. Pentu and I met there with trusted elites from time to time when Sabu was particularly out of control. I can send Harwa into Nubt to summon my relatives without raising suspicion.” 
 
    “Your plan depends on a lapwing?” Mekatre snarled. “A farmer!” 
 
    “Tamit was a lapwing,” Iry said, his voice clipped. “You know what she did in Ineb-hedj. And she relied on lapwings to help Father get control of our grain supply here in Tjeni.” He addressed Scorpion. “You know Tamit wouldn’t hesitate to trust Harwa on Matia’s word.” 
 
    “He’s never betrayed me,” I said. 
 
    “You’re absolutely certain you can kill Sabu, Matia?” Scorpion queried. 
 
    “I am, Husband.” 
 
    Scorpion put his hand on my belly. “You know there’s more at stake than Sabu’s death if I agree to your proposal, Matia. Are you absolutely certain you can escape Nubt after you kill him? You know how important you are to the future of this entire valley.” 
 
    I was quite aware of the stakes. There’d be no unifier if I died. At this moment I could care less. Now mattered to me. Not some distant future. I had to kill Sabu. I should have years ago. I would have spared so many people so much pain if I had. I didn’t care if I lived or died now as long as he died. So I’d tell Scorpion whatever he wanted to hear so he’d let me go, even though I knew my escaping Nubt was highly unlikely. This was, as far as I was concerned, going to be a one way mission. “I’m absolutely certain.” 
 
    “I’ll go with Matia, Father,” Iry volunteered. “I’ll make sure Matia stays alive. Even if it costs my life.” 
 
    “It won’t come to that,” I assured Scorpion. Even though I suspected it might. 
 
    “I’ll hold you both to your promises.” 
 
    “Father, send a few boats and soldiers south while we’re sneaking into Nubt to draw Sabu’s attention,” Iry suggested. “A small strike force, just enough men to make Sabu nervous. Hold the rest of the army in reserve at Hiw, close enough to move on Nubt if necessary. Their mere presence should put fear into the hamlets beholden to Sabu – they’ll keep their men close to defend themselves, not go to Nubt’s aid. Do what Mekatre suggested with the strike force – be bold. Sail right past the hamlets and straight to Nubt. Sabu won’t worry about enemies within Nubt’s walls once he knows you’re coming.” 
 
    “Iry and I will hide out on Harwa’s farm after we kill Sabu,” I said. “We’ll put some kind of signal on shore so you’ll know we’re there. Land, pick us up, sail on to Nubt. I’m confident the elites will surrender without a fight.” 
 
    “And if you fail?” Mekatre asked. 
 
    “I’ll be dead, of course. You’ll be able to do whatever you want without me objecting.” 
 
    Scorpion put his hands on his thighs, gazed at each of us in turn. “It’s decided. We’ll use Matia’s plan.” 
 
    I breathed a sigh of relief. If my plan worked Sabu would die and Nubt would live. The best possible outcome. Even if I wasn’t around to see it. 
 
    “I want the fleet ready to leave for Abdju in one week,” Scorpion said. “Iry, you have until then to get everything in order.” 
 
    “I will, Father. I prepared an invasion plan years ago. I’ll refine it to account for the strike force and the reserves. And mobilize our soldiers.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    I took a long look over my shoulder as Iry’s and my donkeys crested the plateau and headed into the desert. Scorpion’s fleet was moored along the riverbank at Hiw, his three hundred soldiers and support personnel lounging around campfires, eating their morning meal. Smoke spiraled into the sky. Nearby, farmers and their wives and children were slowly moving through emmer fields, bringing in the harvest. Great swaths of land had already been reduced to stubble during the harvest’s first month. But it was clear this year’s yield would be poor. The inundation had only dropped mud on a small strip abutting the river – eight low inundations in a row. Farmers here had irrigated very little land. In that, at least, Nubt’s farmers had an advantage. But the state of crops in Scorpion’s realm was undoubtedly matched in Sabu’s, giving us a military advantage. 
 
    Iry and I were traveling to Nubt by ourselves. We assumed any of Sabu’s men we might encounter in the desert wouldn’t suspect that a man traveling with a pregnant woman was trying to sneak into Nubt. I’d been with Iry from dawn until late every night the past week, going over battle plans with Scorpion and Mekatre and Niay. Niay was going to command the three boats of the strike force with its hundred soldiers; his oarsmen would fight too if necessary. With my knowledge of the stretch of river beholden to Nubt I’d been able to correct a few mistaken assumptions in Iry’s plan about the location of hamlets and the danger they posed and the feasibility of camping sites. Niay would have to make camp twice; his boats were fast with their sails raised but Nubt was a three-day journey from Hiw. Niay had vowed to make it in two, using both sails and oarsmen. I’d spent a great deal of that week alone with Iry, drawing the layout of the per’aa and the streets of Nubt, plotting how we were going to get into Sabu’s room to kill him and then escape Nubt without being detected. United in a common cause, the last of the barriers that had stood between us since my arrival in Tjeni had disappeared. Our only disagreement the entire time had been who would actually get to cut Sabu’s throat. We both had a compelling reason. 
 
    We reached the trail I’d traveled north on with Antef at midday. We found some shade and rested until late in the afternoon, when the heat was bearable. We continued until we could no longer see the trail, then camped without a fire, munching bread and some dried meat, drinking water from a leather pouch. I lay awake long after Iry had fallen asleep. I could hardly believe that after so many years and so much heartache I was finally going to make Sabu pay for his sins. He had only days to live. Only days to spread his evil through the world. I knew it and he didn’t. That made the thought that much sweeter. The sky was so bright with stars I could clearly see Iry’s face. I stared at him for a long time. I wondered if he was dreaming about Tamit. Or if he was dreaming about avenging her. 
 
    Three nights later found us camped at the tableaux I’d explained to Abedu when Antef had been transporting me to the North. It affected Iry much more powerfully than it had Abedu. In fact, when I awakened a little after dawn and crawled out of the cave he was sitting in front of it, staring at the images. 
 
    “Been awake long?” I asked, handing him a crust of bread. 
 
    “Since it was light enough to see. I feel like I did at Tiaa’s kiln in Nekhen, Matia. I feel the spirits of the ancients all around us when I look at the sheep and dogs.” 
 
    “And one of your father’s spies when you see the rest?” 
 
    Iry laughed. 
 
    I offered him the waterskin. 
 
    He drank deeply. 
 
    “I’m truly sorry I deceived you at Nekhen, Iry,” I said sincerely, sitting with my legs folded under next to him. “I didn’t mean to hurt you. I was only thinking about what I needed back then, who I could use to stop Sabu. I didn’t consider how what I was doing would affect you.” 
 
    “I don’t blame you anymore, Matia. Tamit made me see that you were attacking Sabu the only way you could. You were the only weapon you could wield.” 
 
    “That’s how I thought of myself back then, Iry – a weapon. Frankly, I still do. Since I was five years old I’d been promised to Baki. I hated him. Father didn’t care. He’d given me to Baki and that was that. I was going to be his property. Father didn’t care that he’d denied me the opportunity to love the man I married. I think living under that sentence for so long killed my ability to love.” 
 
    “You didn’t love Pentu?” 
 
    “I chose him over Baki because he had power and Baki didn’t. I chose Pentu because he was more likely to stop Sabu than Baki was. Pentu was extremely good to me, Iry. He loved me deeply. I should have let myself love him back. But my obsession with Sabu kept me from realizing that until it was too late.” 
 
    “Do you think you could’ve kept up the illusion that you loved me if we’d actually married, Matia?” 
 
    “I would’ve tried, Iry. Frankly, I think I might have fallen in love for real with the man Tamit told me about, the man I saw her with that one week in Tjeni and ever since.” 
 
    “That man wouldn’t have existed without Tamit,” Iry said. “I’m better because of her.” 
 
    “The love you share with your daughters, Iry – I had that with my son, Pabasa. But Sabu took him away from me. I miss Pabasa so much.” 
 
    “I miss Tamit.” 
 
    I was shocked he’d finally admitted it to me. He’d been so private, so withdrawn with everyone except Sety, ever since her death. “I was lucky enough to get the briefest glimpse of Tamit, Iry. What was she like with you? If you don’t mind me asking. I understand if talking about her is too painful.” 
 
    “The first time I met Tamit she was filthy and sweaty and lugging a jar full of ivory figurines nearly as big as she was,” Iry replied. “She argued with an overseer and spoke to me as if she was my equal. In the next few weeks she spat at me, yelled at me in front of overseers and commoners, threw a leather pouch at me, called me a fool to my face.” 
 
    All the things Tamit had told me. 
 
    “Not only couldn’t I stand her, I was this close to exiling her from Ptah’s Settlement.” He held up two fingers, an inch apart. 
 
    “Then how did you two get together?” 
 
    “She forced me to change my opinion of her. Tamit had figured out how to control goods that flowed through Ptah’s Settlement, something I believed was absolutely crucial. I didn’t want to listen. She hounded me until I relented. Her idea was revolutionary. Too revolutionary for the harbormaster and other overseers. They refused to implement her idea. She went around them and did it anyway. That’s when I realized she was a treasure. When she knew she was right she wouldn’t let anyone or anything get in her way. I set aside my preconceived ideas and let her operate freely and she blossomed. She became my most valuable overseer.” 
 
    “I still can’t believe you appointed a woman as overseer.” 
 
    “Not just a woman, Matia. A commoner. A common woman who deserved to be an overseer. Talk about having to discard preconceived notions. Anyway, one day I realized I loved Tamit. It was like I’d been struck by a bolt of lightning. And when I found out she loved me too – it was the best day of my life.” Iry looked off into the distance. “I pictured us growing old together, more daughters, sons. But now… Anyway, I have my girls. And the memory of Tamit to hold on to. I’ll never love anyone again the way I loved her. Our love was once in a lifetime.” 
 
    “Maybe the gods kept us apart so you could find each other,” I said. 
 
    “The thought has occurred to me.” Iry smiled slightly. “Maybe someday, after Father dies, you’ll find love too, Matia. Seems to me you’ve endured enough suffering and loneliness in your life.” 
 
    “I appreciate that, Iry. Speaking of your father, it might amuse you to know I traveled this same obscure hunting trail and passed this tableaux on my way to Pe and Dep because Antef was afraid Scorpion had men watching this desert. Sabu told the guide he’d assigned to our caravan to take us this way.” 
 
    “Despite his bluster, deep down Sabu’s afraid of Father.” 
 
    I nodded. “This trail we’ve been following since yesterday afternoon intersects the caravan route into Nubt a few miles from here. It’s well-guarded. Permanent manned posts dot the high ground. Travel’s easy – the trail swings around the southern end of the cliffs that rise west of Nubt.” 
 
    “I suspect we’re not going to take that trail.” 
 
    “We’re going to divert to another hunting trail I know half a mile from this spot. It’ll take us to the north end of the cliffs, which is where we want to be – Harwa’s farm is north of Nubt. The trail’s much longer and more rugged than the southern route – it winds back and forth through numerous wadis and crosses many low rocky ridges, but it’s safer. Hardly anyone uses it, and we can’t be seen from a distance. The last part’s tricky – we’ll have to zigzag down the cliff face. Thing is, we have to walk the rest of the way from here. The ground’s too broken for donkeys.” 
 
    Iry bit into the bread, then rose. “Let’s get started.” 
 
    We reached Harwa’s farm late that afternoon. We were hot and dusty and sweaty and our throats were parched. Harwa was cutting emmer with a flint scythe and Khentetka was following after, bundling stalks together and tying them with long grass stems. Khentetka spotted me. 
 
    “Matia! Majesty!” She rushed across the field to me and embraced me. “I thought you were dead! Murdered! We had word from Tjeni. Then months later we heard you were alive!” She stepped back, looked at my belly. “You’re really married to King Scorpion? You carry his child?” 
 
    “I do.” I took her hand. “How about you? Any more besides Little Matia?” 
 
    A darkness passed across Khentetka’s eyes. “She died, Majesty. She got sick a few months ago. She wasn’t quite four.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Khentetka.” I took her in my arms. “I didn’t know.” 
 
    “Thank you, Majesty. I’m sorry about Pabasa too. I tried to see you when I heard he’d died. They wouldn’t let me in the per’aa.” 
 
    “Sabu murdered him,” I said bitterly. “Just like he murdered Father and Pentu.” 
 
    Khentetka was shocked. “Everyone said you and Pentu killed the king.” 
 
    “Sabu lied.” 
 
    “I didn’t believe it, Majesty,” she said loyally. “Neither did Harwa. Not knowing you the way we do.” 
 
    I released her. I indicated my companion. “This is Iry, King Scorpion’s son.” 
 
    Her eyes widened in amazement. She bowed. “Majesty!” 
 
    “Get us out of sight before anyone sees us,” I said urgently. 
 
    “Of course.” Khentetka hustled us into her nearby hut. She unrolled the reed mat from the lintel once we were inside and dropped it to cover the entrance. “Would you like food and drink?” 
 
    “No time. Bring Harwa to me. We have much to do and little time to do it.” 
 
    “At once, Majesty.” She left. 
 
    I glanced around Khentetka’s familiar hut where I’d spent so much time as a girl. I knew where everything was. I poured Iry and me some beer. We’d barely settled ourselves when Harwa and Khentetka entered. 
 
    Harwa fell to his knees. “Majesties.” 
 
    Khentetka had obviously told him about Iry. 
 
    “Harwa, I need you to go to Nubt,” I said. “Along the river where the fishermen live. Find Bebi. Tell him to bring his five most trustworthy brothers and cousins to me here as soon as possible. Tell him they need to come separately and make sure they’re not followed.” 
 
    “I’m on my way, Majesty,” Harwa said. He dashed out. No questioning. No disputing. Blind obedience. 
 
    While we waited for him to return I filled Khentetka in on everything that had happened since the last time Pentu and I held a secret meeting in her hut – his and Father’s and Pabasa’s murders, the alliance, my escape, my marriage to Scorpion, Tamit’s death. The last had been particularly painful for Iry to listen to. 
 
    “My condolences, Majesties,” Khentetka said when I concluded. “You’ve come here to make King Sabu pay, haven’t you.” 
 
    It wasn’t a question. I nodded. “I’m going to kill him.” 
 
    “He’s a brutal man and he deserves to die,” she said. 
 
    Men began slowly trickling into the hut over the next hour – first Harwa, then Bebi, then his brothers Buneb and Ankhaf, then his cousins Hor and Huni and Parahotep. Khentetka had lit a lamp while we were waiting and we all gathered close around it. Khentetka stationed herself just inside the door, moving the mat slightly aside and peering out constantly to make sure no one was approaching. 
 
    “Is it true, Majesty? Is Scorpion’s army on the way?” Bebi asked me. 
 
    “It is, Cousin.” 
 
    “King Sabu ordered almost everyone into the fields two days ago – craftsmen, hunters, every woman and child from the settlement, herders – to bring in as much grain as possible,” Bebi reported. “He’s sent to Nekhen for more soldiers. Everyone’s spending nighttime carrying their possessions inside the walls. Everyone’s terrified that Scorpion will raze Nubt to the ground. They’re terrified what his soldiers will do to them.” 
 
    “Iry and I are here to prevent that.” 
 
    “How?” Bebi asked. 
 
    I looked at each man in turn. “I’m going to kill Sabu, with your help. Assuming the elites surrender peacefully afterwards, Scorpion will spare Nubt.” 
 
    “We’re with you, Majesty,” Bebi said without hesitation. 
 
    The rest nodded. 
 
    Briefly, I diagrammed my plan in the dirt. “We’ll sneak into the settlement a couple at a time. We’ll rendezvous outside the per’aa, in the shadows. Hor, Huni, Parahotep – you’ll overwhelm the guards at its entrance, then guard it. Bebi, Buneb, Ankhaf – you’ll go inside with Iry and me to secure the corridor. Iry and I will sneak into Sabu’s room and kill him. Then we’ll all sneak out of the settlement and hide on this farm until Scorpion arrives.” 
 
    I caught the sideways glances my cousins exchanged. Unenthusiastic glances. My plan was, admittedly, flimsy and risky and short on detail, with no certainty of success. What I dared not tell any of them, not even Iry, was that as long as I reached Sabu and killed him I didn’t care about escaping the per’aa alive. I didn’t dare tell them I was willing to sacrifice their lives in exchange for Sabu’s too. But I was. What I’d experienced in Sabu’s service the past year had hardened me into a woman I scarcely recognized. 
 
    “What if we’re challenged outside the walls?” Buneb asked. “At the gate? At the entrance of the per’aa? At the gate when we’re leaving?” 
 
    “Kill anyone who tries to stop us,” Iry said menacingly. “No matter what – one of us has to get inside Sabu’s room and kill him. And, just as importantly, we have to make sure Matia stays alive afterwards. The valley’s future depends on it.” 
 
    “It’s going to be very difficult for you to make it as far as the per’aa, Majesty,” Huni warned me. “The streets will be filled with people moving their possessions in from the unwalled section. Soldiers will be stationed everywhere. Lots of eyes on you. Eyes that’ll recognize you. Remember – Sabu’s ordered everyone to kill you on sight.” 
 
    Murmurs of affirmation. 
 
    “Iry and I will do this by ourselves if we have to,” I said quietly. 
 
    “We will,” Iry confirmed grimly. 
 
    There was a long silence. My cousins continued exchanging doubtful glances with each other. I reflected that it’d probably be better if Iry and I snuck into Nubt alone. It’d be more difficult, but none of my cousins would have to die. 
 
    “There may be a way to get all of us inside the per’aa without raising suspicion, Majesty,” Bebi finally said. 
 
    “I’m listening.” 
 
    “The drawback is we’ll be very obvious.” Bebi addressed Iry. “Majesty, Sabu stripped me and my family of everything we own and made us fishermen after he seized the throne. Huni and I snagged a perch a few hours ago – six feet long, at least one hundred pounds. My cousins and I and you could openly carry it through the gate and all the way to the per’aa and tell the guards there it’s for King Sabu. No one would question so many men carrying such a heavy fish.” 
 
    “Catch the guards off guard, if you know what I mean,” Hor said. 
 
    Everyone chuckled. 
 
    “I like it,” Iry said. “Excellent idea.” 
 
    “Getting into the per’aa will be the easy part,” Bebi said. “We won’t have a fish to use as a prop on the way out. We’ll have to sneak out of the per’aa and Nubt one or two at a time, so we won’t attract attention. You’ll have to keep your face covered coming and going, Majesty. Don’t look directly at anyone. Stick to the shadows. The tricky part will be getting you past the guards at the gate. They check everyone who passes through.” 
 
    “If we have to fight it’ll be there,” Iry surmised. “Two of you should walk a dozen paces ahead of Matia and two more a dozen behind. The rest of us should walk next to her. If guards challenge her attack them immediately. Matia – run as fast as you can for Harwa’s farm. We’ll hold them off so you can escape.” 
 
    “Understood.” 
 
    “What about me?” Harwa asked. “How can I help?” 
 
    “You’ll be useless in the per’aa, Harwa,” I said. “You’ve never been inside like the rest of us have. But there’s another part to our mission. Go to the granaries. Pour oil in them. Ruin the emmer.” 
 
    “We’ll starve!” Hor objected. 
 
    “King Scorpion will send enough grain from Tjeni to feed everyone in Nubt – as much as you need,” Iry promised. “Our granaries are overflowing with emmer and barley from the delta. I assure you, King Scorpion has nothing against the people of Nubt – only its king.” 
 
    “A sentiment we share,” Hor affirmed. 
 
    “I’ll help Harwa,” Khentetka said. “It’ll look less suspicious that way than a man walking the streets alone.” 
 
    “I’m grateful for your help,” Iry said. “All of you.” 
 
    “Iry and I will return here once Sabu’s dead,” I told everyone. “The rest of you should return to your homes as soon as we escape Nubt.” 
 
    We ate and drank and went over and over our plan until I judged it was late enough that Sabu had probably gone to bed. Then we set out for Nubt, separately, except for Iry. He accompanied me since he wasn’t familiar with the countryside and would have gotten lost in the dark. I was practically trembling with anticipation. A few minutes more and Sabu was going to be dead. I’d finally fulfill the promise I’d made to avenge Hetshet and Father and Pentu and Pabasa. We rendezvoused near the huts where the fishermen lived. Our conspirators were waiting with the perch. Huni was carrying a torch to light our way. The perch was huge. Bebi was right – no one would question the need for so many lugging it. 
 
    We made it past the guards at the gate of the walled section without incident. They were more interested in the perch than us. They didn’t even look at me. The lanes were packed inside, everyone frantic thanks to Scorpion’s approaching boats, no one paying particular attention to anyone else. A few people cursed us, dodging around our fish. Soon we sighted the per’aa. 
 
    “Ready?” I whispered. 
 
    Heads nodded. 
 
    I couldn’t risk the guards at the door recognizing me. All of them were quite familiar with the royal family. So we broke into two groups, Iry and I in one, my relatives and the fish in the other. The first part of the plan depended entirely on them. Iry and I made a wide detour, then slipped unobtrusively into the shadows at the rear of the per’aa. We moved stealthily along its side towards its entrance. I kept my head down and face averted. We positioned ourselves around a corner of the building, a few paces from the door. 
 
    Bebi and the rest approached with the fish. 
 
    “Delivery for His Majesty,” Bebi cheerfully told the two guards at the door. “Biggest perch we’ve caught in a month. Fresh a couple of hours ago.” 
 
    “Go on inside.” 
 
    A moment later I heard brief muted cries. Not long after that Bebi whistled softly. Iry and I dashed around the corner and into the per’aa. The torch was guttering on the corridor floor, next to the perch and two guards lying in a pool of blood, their throats cut. Huni stamped out the torch, then picked up a dead guard’s lance and exited the per’aa and stationed himself in front of it as if he was on duty. Hor and Parahotep also took up lances and joined Huni. In the darkness, from a distance, no passerby would be able to tell the three from real guards. 
 
    Luckily, the corridor ahead of us, lit with bowls of oil on wood stands at regular intervals, was deserted. We hurried towards Sabu’s room at the very end of the corridor, the last door on the right, single file behind Bebi. Everyone had a flint knife in hand. Including me. We blew out each light we passed, plunging the corridor behind us into darkness. We stopped beside the last door. 
 
    “Sabu’s room,” I whispered to Iry. My heart was pounding and I was sweating. I moved my knife to my right hand, wiped my left palm on my skirt. This was it. I was either going to kill Sabu or die trying. I gently pushed his door open just wide enough for Iry and me to slip inside. Iry left it slightly ajar behind us. 
 
    A bit of moonlight spilled through a single window high up. By it I could see two shapes in bed. A complication. Sabu wasn’t alone. I should’ve accounted for that. Either his wife Heket or Pentu’s daughter Nofret was with him. Impossible to tell. If we were caught she’d be accused of helping us and she’d be executed. Her death would be on me. Too late to do anything about it now. I motioned to Iry to silence the woman, then moved as stealthily as possible to the side of the bed where the larger shape lay, my knife in my left hand, ready. Iry crept to the opposite side. Sabu was on his back, lightly snoring. Slowly, I lifted a corner of the linen sheet and climbed into bed, stretching out on my right side next to Sabu. 
 
    He stirred. “It’s Nofret’s night, Heket,” he said groggily. “But you’re welcome to stay.” 
 
    I pressed the blade of my knife against his throat. “I’m not staying.” 
 
    He was instantly alert. “Matia!” He tried to rise. 
 
    I pressed the knife harder. “Don’t try me.” 
 
    He fell back. 
 
    Nofret bolted awake. Iry clamped his right hand over her mouth to keep her from screaming. He pinned her body down with his. She thrashed, frantic, tried to twist free. 
 
    “Not a word, Sabu!” I hissed. “Or I’ll cut your throat.” 
 
    “Talk to her!” Iry said in a low voice. 
 
    “It’s me, Nofret. Matia. Along with Iry. We’re going to save you from this monster. Iry’s going to release you now. Don’t cry out.” 
 
    I saw her head nod in the dark. 
 
    Iry removed his hand from her mouth and rolled off her. 
 
    “Thank the gods, Matia!” Nofret whispered, sitting up. 
 
    “Get dressed,” I told her. 
 
    While Nofret searched the floor for her linen skirt, Iry moved to my side of the bed. He placed the tip of his knife against Sabu’s belly. 
 
    “You remember Scorpion’s son, Iry.” 
 
    “You murdered my wife, Sabu. You’re a dead man,” Iry hissed. “Slit his throat, Matia. Hurry! Give him the death he deserves.” 
 
    A frightened moan escaped Sabu’s lips. 
 
    I gripped my knife harder, positioned it to pull across his throat. I’d waited eight years to kill Sabu, to gloat as the life died in his eyes. I’d waited eight years to savor this moment. But this wasn’t at all how I’d pictured it. I’d pictured Sabu being publicly executed in front of the thousands he’d wronged. I’d pictured his abject humiliation. I’d pictured him begging for mercy. I’d pictured him cowering in terror, waiting for his executioner to smash a mace into the side of his head. This – being killed in his bed, in the dark, in secret, was too easy an end for Sabu. It was too quick, too private. This wasn’t the death he deserved. He deserved to suffer far more than he was going to if I slit his throat right now. I couldn’t do it. 
 
    “No. Let’s take him to Scorpion instead, Iry.” 
 
    “Kidnap him? You’re crazy, Matia.” 
 
    “Sabu doesn’t deserve an easy death. Besides, you said you wanted me to hand you Scorpion’s mace so you could kill him, Iry. Remember? If we sneak him out of Nubt you can.” 
 
    “It’s too risky, Matia. We came here to kill him. Let’s get it over with.” 
 
    “Of course it’s risky. But worth it if we succeed, don’t you think? We can kill him in the street if we have to. One way or another, Sabu’s going to die. I’d rather make him suffer first.” 
 
    Iry pondered a moment. “We’ll give it a try, Matia. But at the first sign of trouble I’m going to knife him.” 
 
    “Understood. Roll onto your stomach, Sabu,” I ordered. 
 
    “One false move and I’ll gut you,” Iry snarled. He prodded Sabu with his knife. 
 
    Sabu rolled away from me, to the middle of the bed. 
 
    “Get me something to gag him with, Nofret,” I ordered. 
 
    A moment later she handed me a bit of linen. I shoved it into his mouth. 
 
    “You should tie him,” Nofret said. She started tearing the sheet into strips. 
 
    While I held my knife against the back of Sabu’s neck, Iry pulled Sabu’s wrists behind him and tightly bound them. Once he was secure, Iry yanked Sabu off the bed and onto his feet. He was naked. A little extra humiliation for him to endure. I tied a strip of linen around his mouth to keep the gag in place. Then I crept to the door and opened it slightly. 
 
    Bebi was outside, nervous. 
 
    “Change of plan. We’re going to smuggle Sabu out of Nubt,” I whispered. 
 
    Bebi shook his head in disbelief but didn’t argue. “The corridor’s clear.” 
 
    We moved into the corridor – Sabu, Iry with the point of his knife pressed into Sabu’s back, Nofret, me. Bebi’s brothers were stationed at intervals in the corridor, dark shapes against the wall. They joined us as we reached them, one ahead, one behind, both surprised to see Sabu with us. We hurried to the per’aa’s entrance. The cousins were still standing guard outside. I nearly stumbled over the perch, then one of the bodies. 
 
    “We can’t leave such obvious evidence out in the open, Iry, now that we’re kidnappers,” I warned. “Someone will see and raise the alarm.” 
 
    “Matia, Nofret – stay here and watch Sabu. The rest of us will carry the fish and guards to Sabu’s room and shut them inside. That should buy us a few hours before they’re discovered.” 
 
    Iry ungently shoved Sabu against the wall. I moved next to him and pressed the blade of my knife against his throat again. Nofret pressed the point of another just below his belly button. 
 
    The men staggered into the darkness with their burdens. 
 
    “I’m going to watch you die, Sabu,” I whispered, my lips close to his ear. “I saw you murder Hetshet. I saw you gloat when Baki murdered Father. I saw you murder Baki. I saw you falsely accuse Pentu and execute him. You bragged about murdering my son. You made my relatives fishermen. You gave my cousin Henuttawy to Abedu. You ordered your man to attack Heria. You abused and demeaned Nofret, over and over.” 
 
    Nofret jabbed her knife into Sabu’s flesh and he grunted. Blood trickled. 
 
    “You humiliated me. You ordered your spy to assassinate me. Instead, he murdered Iry’s wife, a woman beloved in Tjeni. A mother with two young girls.” I pressed my knife harder. “You’re a vindictive ruthless petty excuse for a man. You’re finally going to pay for everything you’ve done. Iry’s going to execute you in front of everyone in Nubt. I’m going to hand him the mace. I’m going to watch him smash your skull.” I pulled the knife sideways, just enough to draw blood. 
 
    He grunted again. 
 
    “After you’re dead I’m going to burn your body. Nofret and I are going to toss your ashes into the wind. They’ll mix with the dust. And you’ll be gone, just like that, erased from memory in this world and the next.” I laughed. 
 
    Nofret jabbed again. 
 
    Sabu’s grunt was louder. 
 
    The men returned. We couldn’t do anything about the blood in the corridor except hope no one noticed until the sun rose. We exited the per’aa and rejoined Bebi’s cousins. The streets were fairly deserted. We cautiously retraced our steps through the settlement, keeping to the shadows near the sides of huts, Bebi’s cousins with lances in hand, the rest of the men with knives, Sabu in our midst struggling to escape. In a few minutes we neared the gate, well-lit by torches flickering on either side. Four guards were stationed there, two on a side. We drew up in deep shadow beside a nearby hut. 
 
    “Now what?” Hor whispered. “We came in with a fish, not a bound prisoner.” 
 
    “We have the numbers,” Parahotep said. “Seven men against their four.” He gazed at Iry. “Time to fight?” 
 
    Iry nodded grimly. “Remember our plan. All of you protect Matia. I’ll make sure Sabu dies if we don’t make it past the gate.” He scanned the group. “Everybody ready?” 
 
    This wasn’t at all what I wanted – a noisy fight in Nubt’s main street. We’d attract attention. More guards would rush to the gate. We’d be outnumbered. My cousins would be killed or, worse, captured and executed. Sabu might escape. I was so close to getting my revenge. I wasn’t about to fail now. All at once, a way to salvage the situation came to me. Desperate, but possible. “Wait,” I whispered. “No time to explain. Trust me. Iry, Parahotep, stay with me. Keep hold of Sabu. The rest of you go through the gate two at a time, at intervals. Rendezvous in the grove of palms near the quays.” 
 
    Huni and Hor tossed aside the guards’ lances and strode to the gate and passed through nonchalantly. Buneb and Ankhaf followed a minute later. Then Bebi and Nofret. 
 
    “Our turn. Follow my lead.” 
 
    Iry and Parahotep each took Sabu by an arm. We stepped from the darkness into the street and moved towards the gate. Sabu was struggling mightily, trying to twist free, his cries muffled by his gag. Iry and Parahotep were practically dragging him, raising dust. The guards spotted us. We drew closer to the gate. The guards were becoming interested. 
 
    A few paces from the gate I turned around and started walking backwards, facing Sabu, shaking my fist at him. “What a miserable useless excuse for a husband!” I lectured loudly. “Bad enough to find you carousing naked with that woman! Then you resisted my brothers when we came to bring you home. We had to tie you up! And gag you to keep you from waking half of Nubt! And now we’re having to drag you home because you refuse to walk on your own! Will you never stop shaming me?” 
 
    We’d reached the gate. I stopped dead in my tracks, turned and faced the guards, stroked my belly. “And me in my condition! Can you believe it?” 
 
    All four guards laughed. I spun around and Iry and Parahotep followed me through the gate and into the darkness beyond the walls. 
 
    “Magnificent!” Iry exclaimed in a low voice when we were beyond hearing. 
 
    Ten minutes later we reached our meeting place. Bebi and the rest of my relatives and Harwa and Khentetka were anxiously waiting for us. 
 
    “We did it!” I exulted. I hadn’t felt this happy since the day I’d given birth to Pabasa. 
 
    “We should kill Sabu right now and be done with it,” Bebi said darkly. “He’s brought so much pain to Nubt. And my family.” 
 
    “He belongs to Father now,” Iry said firmly. 
 
    “Sabu will be executed as soon as Nubt surrenders. You’ll all watch from close up,” I promised cheerfully. 
 
    “That’ll have to do,” Hor muttered. 
 
    “My wife was murdered thanks to Sabu,” Iry said. “I’m deeply grateful to all of you for bringing him to justice. Rest assured, my father will know the roles each of you played tonight. He’ll honor you for what you’ve done for the rest of your lives.” 
 
    “Thank you, Majesty,” Bebi said, bowing. 
 
    “You should all go home now,” I said. “Iry and Harwa and Khentetka and I will get Sabu to Harwa’s farm. Nofret, come with us. We’ll keep you safe.” 
 
    “We can’t go home,” Bebi said. “Sabu’s guards will make a beeline for us when they discover the fish. Who could it be but us? We need to take our wives and children and run.” 
 
    A few muttered assents. 
 
    I thought for a moment. “No one will discover the fish or guards until servants go to wake Sabu at dawn. That gives us a few hours to divert attention away from you. As soon as you get back to your huts wake the other fishermen, Bebi. The rest of you help him. Be furious. Accuse them of taking your giant perch to get back at you because you used to be elites. Make everyone believe it was stolen. Once the fishermen are riled up and denying your accusations, go to Nubt. Tell the guards at the gate you were robbed. They’re not the same guards who saw us carry the perch in. Later, when per’aa guards find the fish and bodies, they’ll assume the kidnappers stole the fish and used it to gain access to the per’aa, like we actually did. They won’t come looking for you.” 
 
    We parted then, with more thanks. Half an hour later Iry pushed Sabu to the ground inside Harwa’s hut. I watched, gloating, as Iry tied Sabu’s ankles together so he couldn’t walk, then tied more strips of linen around his arms. Meanwhile, Khentetka rummaged for food and drink in her jars and containers, then carried the provisions outside with Nofret’s help. Sabu secure, we all departed the hut, leaving him bound and gagged and furiously fighting to free himself. Harwa lit a fire and we all clustered around it. Khentetka laid out food and drink and we descended upon it, ravenous, jubilant. 
 
    “We’ll put the signal in place at first light,” Iry said. “A length of linen tied to a palm tree, visible from the river. Father will be here in a day or so if he’s on schedule.” 
 
    “He’ll be surprised when he sees Sabu, more or less alive,” I said. 
 
    “Nubt’s certain to surrender now,” Iry said with satisfaction. 
 
    “We’ll put Sabu on board Scorpion’s boat and continue to Nubt and liberate my settlement,” I said. 
 
    Harwa rose. “I’ll go up the riverbank half a mile and keep watch. If anyone from Nubt comes looking for Sabu I’ll warn you.” 
 
    “We’ll take turns watching here,” Iry said. “At least one of us will remain awake and armed at all times. If men come to rescue Sabu, whoever’s on guard must slit his throat. We can’t let him escape justice.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nofret entered the hut with me after Iry finished his watch and woke us. It was a little before dawn. He stretched out on a pallet next to the fire that had burned to coals to get some sleep. Khentetka was with Harwa, helping him keep an eye on the path from Nubt. I wasn’t expecting any trouble yet; with luck, no one would enter Sabu’s room for another hour and discover him missing. 
 
    I lit a bowl of oil. Sabu was lying on his side in the center of the hut, still tied and gagged, furious. Lines of blood had dried on his throat and stomach. His hands and feet were swollen and blue from the tightness of his bonds. His comfort wasn’t my concern; his ability to escape was. I set the bowl on the ground, close to his face so I could see him clearly. I drew a knife from a sheath at my waist and tested the blade with my fingertip. I didn’t plan to use it; I simply wanted Sabu to think I would. Sabu’s breathing quickened noticeably. He struggled impotently against his bonds – though not as hard as he had earlier. He was growing weaker. 
 
    Nofret and I sat down side by side. We held hands, drawing strength from each other. We stared at Sabu. 
 
    He glared back. 
 
    I’d waited so many years, worked so hard, endured so much to defeat Sabu. I finally had. He was helpless and doomed, writhing in front of me on the dirt floor of a farmer’s hut. I’d given up hope I’d bring him to justice after he’d murdered Pentu and pressed me into his service. But then he’d given me to Ny-Hor and unknowingly sealed his fate. I’d escaped to Tjeni and unleashed forces he couldn’t withstand. Sabu should’ve executed me when he murdered my husband and son. But he’d been arrogant and merciless. He’d set out to break me, to grind me into the dirt. He’d turned me into his personal trophy, a prize he could parade around and humiliate and abuse, over and over. His arrogance had been his undoing. 
 
    “In case you believe someone’s going to rescue you, they’re not,” I told Sabu. “I forced Ny-Hor to back out of your alliance. His daughter Satiah is now the wife and hostage of Scorpion’s son Lagus. Khab’s abandoned you too. His son Kama’s married to Scorpion’s daughter Weret. He’s husband and hostage in Scorpion’s court. Your sister Nebetah’s Scorpion’s hostage too. Your only friend is Abedu – and he’s no friend.” 
 
    Sabu didn’t take the news well. 
 
    After a while I began to chant – “Hetshet, Ika, Pentu, Pabasa, Tamit, Heria, Nofret, Heket, Matia; Hetshet, Ika, Pentu, Pabasa, Tamit, Heria, Nofret, Heket, Matia” – over and over. After a few minutes Nofret joined in. Sabu squirmed. We continued to chant. I wanted Sabu to remember the names of the people he’d killed and harmed, wanted those names to burrow deep into the recesses of his mind where he wouldn’t be able to drive them out. I wanted those names echoing up to the very moment Iry swung a mace against the side of his head. 
 
    I finally stopped. My throat dry, I took a long drink of beer. So did Nofret. I held the jar up. 
 
    “Thirsty, Sabu?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    I poured the remaining beer on the ground beside Sabu’s head. This was a night to be cruel to a master of cruelty. 
 
    I set the empty jar down. I placed my hand on my belly. “I’m carrying King Scorpion’s child, Sabu. The blood of Nubt and Tjeni is mingled inside me. Royal blood – the most royal since man first settled in this valley. Horus himself has revealed that one of my descendants is going to rule this valley from the cataract to the sea. He’ll achieve what you failed to do with your pitiful alliance. The unifier’s name – and mine – will be remembered for all time. Yours, on the other hand, will not. Your death will be celebrated. You will not be mourned. And an instant after you’re dead you’ll be forgotten.” 
 
    Then it was Nofret’s turn. She stood over Sabu. She cursed him. She recited every disgusting and degrading thing he’d ever done to her. After every recitation she kicked him in the ribs. A crack accompanied her third kick. With every kick after that Sabu screamed behind his gag. Tears were soon pouring from his eyes. Nofret’s recitation went on and on, for he’d done much to her. Far more than I’d ever guessed. Tears poured down my cheeks too. I’d underestimated the depths of Sabu’s depravity. When at last I helped Nofret limp from the hut Sabu was bruised and battered and bloody. 
 
    Deservedly so. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It’s Bebi,” Khentetka said in a low voice. 
 
    The sun had set an hour ago. Iry and I were sitting beside the fire in front of Harwa’s hut. Sabu was still tied up inside. We hadn’t fed him or given him a drink since the kidnapping almost a day ago. I’d looked in on him occasionally during the day; his ribs were nicely purpled and swollen where Nofret had kicked him. He was in great pain and I didn’t care. Nofret was wrapped in a linen sheet a few paces from the fire, fast asleep. Iry had just awakened; the two of them were going to take the night watch. Iry would relieve Harwa; he’d been stationed beside the path from Nubt that led past his farm since midday. Khentetka was grinding emmer into flour in front of her hut, to give the illusion to any passersby that everything was normal. I’d been weaving a reed mat for the same reason, a skill Khentetka had taught me when we were young girls. 
 
    “Servants discovered the perch and dead guards a little after dawn,” Bebi reported, settling in next to us. “They rushed to Heket’s room to see if Sabu was there. When she said she hadn’t been with him last night they went to Nofret’s. When they found her room empty they raised the alarm.” 
 
    Khentetka offered Bebi a cup of beer and he drank it down. 
 
    “Ani took charge. He called the elites together. He sent guards to search every inch of Nubt. All they found was the ruined grain.” 
 
    “They didn’t suspect you or your family because of the fish?” I asked. 
 
    “Thanks to reporting it stolen, no. Our fellow fishermen aren’t very happy we accused them, though.” 
 
    “It won’t matter once Father gets here,” Iry said. “You and your whole family will be restored to your rightful places. No more fishing for any of you.” 
 
    “Thank you, Majesty,” Bebi said gratefully. 
 
    “What does everyone think happened?” Khentetka asked. 
 
    “My cousins may have started and spread a rumor that Sabu took Nofret and ran away because he was afraid of King Scorpion and his approaching army,” Bebi chuckled. “They may have started a second rumor that Sabu ruined the grain out of spite, to deny it to King Scorpion. Since the two of them are missing, the rumors have gained credence.” He snorted. “Ani’s going crazy, from what I’ve heard, trying to figure out how the dead fish and dead guards fit into the puzzle.” 
 
    “Is Ani styling himself king of Nubt yet?” I asked. “I can’t imagine he’ll let a golden opportunity like this slip by.” 
 
    “He hasn’t dared put the crown on his head,” Bebi replied. “Yet. But he’s definitely taken charge. With the army behind him, no elite will challenge him.” Bebi stood. “I should get back before anyone gets suspicious. I’ll sneak back here and report if anything major happens.” 
 
    “Thank you, Bebi, for everything,” I said. “We couldn’t have done this without you.” 
 
    “No, Majesties. Thank you, for ridding us of Sabu,” he replied, bowing to both Iry and me. “You’ve saved Nubt.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    “The King!” Khentetka’s cry rang from her post along the riverbank at mid-morning the next day. 
 
    I hurried through Harwa’s partly-harvested emmer field to the river just as Scorpion’s boat nosed against the bank. Khentetka threw a rope, her end tied to a palm tree, to a crewman. He secured the bow with the free end. Two more boats accompanied Scorpion’s, filled with heavily armed soldiers. They lowered their sails and poled close to shore but didn’t tie up. I saw Niay standing next to the steersman on Scorpion’s vessel. 
 
    Scorpion came to the railing, Mekatre beside him. “Is Sabu dead?” Scorpion called anxiously. 
 
    “Better! We kidnapped him!” I cried. 
 
    Scorpion smiled, amazed. He clapped Mekatre on the back. 
 
    The deck was crowded with royals – Scorpion’s youngest daughter, Heria, and his oldest, Weret. Her new husband, Kama. Mekatre’s wife, Nebta – she was holding the hands of Iry’s daughters. Sety caught my eye and nodded. 
 
    Scorpion broke into a broader smile when Iry and Harwa half-carried the stumbling bloody bruised emaciated Sabu through the stubble to the riverbank. Iry had untied Sabu’s ankles but left the rest of his bonds in place. 
 
    “A gift, Father!” Iry cried. “May I present Sabu, king of Nubt!” 
 
    The soldiers and oarsmen aboard Scorpion’s boat cheered long and mightily. 
 
    “You’ve done well, Son, Wife,” Scorpion called approvingly. 
 
    Mekatre looked sheepish. He’d doubted me right up to the end. 
 
    “Get on board,” I told Nofret. 
 
    She splashed knee-deep into the river. 
 
    Crewmen grabbed her arms and hoisted her over the railing and onto the deck. 
 
    She stood dripping. Heria immediately moved next to her and greeted her. I thought that very kind. She’d become slightly acquainted with Nofret the first two days of our journey north from Nekhen eight years ago. 
 
    “I’ll never forget how you helped me,” I told Khentetka and Harwa, embracing them both at the same time. “Sabu would still be free without you two.” 
 
    “It was our pleasure, Majesty,” Harwa said. 
 
    Khentetka nodded, crying. 
 
    I waded into the river and oarsmen pulled me aboard. Very carefully, because of my baby. 
 
    Scorpion put his arm around my shoulders and held me close. “I worried about you the whole time, Matia. If I’d known you were going to kidnap Sabu I’d have worried even more.” 
 
    “It was a spur of the moment decision. Iry kept me safe, Husband. And I had my friends and relatives.” 
 
    We watched as Iry and three crewmen hung Sabu, still tied and gagged, upside down by his feet from the bow. An additional humiliation. Once they were aboard we untied the mooring rope and oarsmen poled us into the channel. Then they raised the sail and, aided by oarsmen, we traveled the last mile to Nubt, leading the other two warships. Our little flotilla was a stirring and intimidating sight; I doubted anything like it had ever been seen in the valley. Sabu had been such a fool to think he could challenge Scorpion and win. 
 
    Scorpion and I retired to the pavilion amidships as soon as we were underway. I helped him don his white crown and tied a lion’s tail to the back of his belt. He took up his crook and flail and we returned to the bow in time to see Nubt come into view. 
 
    The partially-harvested plain between the river landing and Nubt was deserted. The gate of the walled southern section was closed. No fires curled from huts in the northern section; not even a dog roamed the lanes. Boats and fishing punts swayed in the current along the riverbank. The nearby fishermen’s huts were abandoned. 
 
    It took half an hour for Scorpion’s hundred soldiers to disembark and array themselves on the plain near our small fleet. We royals waited patiently, seated in the shade of palm trees beside the riverbank. Iry held both Abar and Neith on his lap. A few feet away Sabu’s body swung by his feet in rhythm with the current, continuously twisting, his head occasionally banging into the side of the boat. Iry and I told Scorpion and Mekatre and Sety everything that had happened since we’d gone our separate ways at Hiw. Scorpion laughed hysterically when we told him how we’d used the fish to gain entry to the per’aa, then walked Sabu out of Nubt under the guards’ noses. 
 
    Scorpion had married me because he believed I was going to be the ancestress of the unifier and he wanted to be his ancestor. To him, the night I’d fled to Tjeni, I’d been a prize, a chance to fulfill a prophesy, an opportunity to strike a blow at Sabu, a way to tie Nubt to his house. Up to now, he’d treated me like a prize for the most part. But I’d just risked my life and the valley’s future to give him what he wanted – Nubt. For the first time, as we sat under the palm trees, I saw respect in his eyes. I suspected things were going to be different between us from now on. 
 
    Finally, when all was ready, guards cut the rope tied to Sabu’s feet. He dropped head first into the water. Waiting guards pulled him to the surface, chest heaving, blowing water out of his nose. Water streamed from the gag in his mouth. It didn’t wash away the filth or dried blood that covered his body. I laughed at him as they dragged him out of the water to us. 
 
    “Your Majesty,” Scorpion said pleasantly, bowing slightly. “Shall we enter my settlement?” 
 
    Sheer hatred blazed from Sabu’s eyes. Impotent hatred. 
 
    Iry and Scorpion and Sety and I walked slowly towards the gate in Nubt’s wall, side by side, Sabu held up by Scorpion’s guards a step behind, soldiers spread out in several parallel lines, Mekatre directly ahead of us carrying the royal standard, a scorpion atop an ebony pole. The rest of the royals remained under the palms in case Nubt didn’t surrender peacefully and a fight broke out. In that case, soldiers would hustle them onto the boat and Niay would get them out of danger. As we approached the gate we heard loud voices arguing inside the walls, the words indistinct. All at once the voices ceased. Our soldiers drew their weapons. We continued on. When we were within twenty yards of the gate it slowly swung open. 
 
    Scorpion stopped and the rest of us with him. The guards moved Sabu next to Scorpion. 
 
    Maya and Ani strode through the gate, dressed in their finery, carrying their sticks of office. They looked sullen. The remaining elites, their relatives mostly, were arrayed behind them, trepidation on their faces. Ani and Maya stopped a few paces from Scorpion and dropped to their knees. 
 
    “I have your king,” Scorpion announced grandly. 
 
    I noticed Bebi standing at the edge of the crowd behind the elites along with his extended family. I motioned him to join us. 
 
    He came and knelt next to Maya. He looked up at Scorpion, eyed Sabu with disgust, then spat on his feet. “Majesty,” he cried loudly, “Nubt knows no king but Scorpion. I pledge you my fealty, and my family’s.” 
 
    Ani and Maya muttered the same pledge, without enthusiasm. They laid their sticks of authority on the ground. 
 
    “This is Bebi, Husband. My cousin.” 
 
    Scorpion smiled. “Matia told me how you helped her capture Sabu. The tale of Bebi and the fish will be told and retold whenever we celebrate in my court.” He laughed. 
 
    The looks Ani and Maya shot Bebi were priceless. A puzzle unexpectedly solved. 
 
    “Sabu stripped Bebi and his family of their authority, simply to hurt me, Husband.” 
 
    “Rise, Bebi,” Scorpion commanded. “I restore your authority. You will once again wield your stick – in my name. For the help you provided Matia, you and your family shall be honored.” 
 
    Bebi stood and bowed low. “You are most gracious, Majesty.” 
 
    Scorpion surveyed Ani and Maya, who were still kneeling, then the other elites. “As for the rest of you, we shall see. Your fates will be decided by my son, Mekatre. From this day he will rule Nubt in my name.” 
 
    Mekatre could barely contain himself. A dream achieved. 
 
    For him. But not for me. I’d spent my youth preparing to rule Nubt. I’d have been better at it than my father or Sabu or Hetshet. I’d certainly make a better ruler than Mekatre was going to be. But, even though I’d just given Nubt to Scorpion, my settlement was now lost to me. My role from this day forward would be to bear and raise a child whose descendant would unify the entire valley. My life was going to be so much less than I’d wished. I sighed. There was nothing I could do about it. I spotted Heket in the midst of Nubt’s elites. I motioned her forward. She came to me, hesitant, eyes focused on the ground. 
 
    “Husband, this is Heket, daughter of King Khab, given against her will to Sabu to seal his alliance.” 
 
    She bowed. 
 
    “You’ll soon be free of Sabu,” I assured her. “We’ll take you home to Nekhen afterwards.” 
 
    “Thank you, Majesty.” 
 
    She moved behind me. She didn’t look at Sabu. 
 
    “Would you like to take possession of Nubt’s per’aa now, Majesty?” Bebi asked. He’d seized leadership of Nubt’s elites. 
 
    “My wife tells me you have a sacred court where you honor your god,” Scorpion said. “Matia will lead me there. Assemble your people on those grounds immediately.” 
 
    “Yes, Majesty.” 
 
    I led our party to the court. It was smaller than Tjeni’s and primitive compared to Nekhen’s – an area of packed earth with a throne atop a dais beneath a sunscreen at one end. It wasn’t even surrounded by a wall. Scorpion seated himself on the throne and Iry and Mekatre and I ascended the dais and stood next to him after Mekatre set the end of the standard into a hole in the ground. Fanbearers moved behind us to cool us. Guards forced Sabu to his knees in front of the dais. Scorpion’s soldiers formed a ring around the outside of the grounds, on alert. More lined the street between Nubt’s gate and the court. I saw others pressing inside the walls to secure the southern section of the city. All the while men and women and children were filing into the court, spilling past the packed area for a considerable distance. I estimated close to two thousand people were present. 
 
    Nubt’s elites took places on the right side of the dais. The rest of the royals arrived in company with guards and stood to the left. Heket rushed into the arms of her brother Kama. She sobbed. 
 
    I saw Khentetka and Harwa at the back of the crowd. I sent a guard to bring them to stand with the royals. They deserved to witness Sabu’s execution up close. 
 
    Scorpion rose from the throne. “Nubt is mine!” he cried in a loud voice that carried to the back of the crowd. “Tomorrow I’ll be crowned king of Tjeni and Nubt in this sacred court. You will all attend. Thereafter, I will travel back and forth between my two settlements regularly, to remind you that you owe me fealty and to personally collect my due from you. I’ll reside in both settlements. Whenever I’m absent my son Mekatre will rule in my name.” 
 
    Mekatre moved beside his father. He didn’t look happy. He’d expected to rule Nubt independently, like a true king. That Scorpion would split time between the settlements, that Mekatre would in essence be a mere stand-in, was news to him. I couldn’t help being relieved. I’d dreaded Nubt being put in Mekatre’s hands, as inexperienced and incompetent as he’d proven to be in every task he’d ever been assigned. Just the threat of Scorpion looking over his shoulder should be enough to keep him from doing anything stupid. 
 
    “You will all pledge fealty to Mekatre as well as me. Mekatre will speak with my voice. You will obey him without question.” 
 
    Mekatre stepped back. 
 
    “The day after my coronation I’ll depart for Nekhen to return King Khab’s daughter, Heket, to him, as my son Iry promised,” Scorpion continued. “But today we have important business before us.” 
 
    A soldier carried Scorpion’s mace to the foot of the dais and stood facing the crowd, holding the mace aloft with both hands. 
 
    “You all know the poor excuse for a man on his knees before me. Sabu. A false king. He murdered his older brother and father to gain his throne.” 
 
    There was much murmuring in the crowd at that. No one but me and my confidants had known. 
 
    “He falsely accused Pentu, my wife’s first husband, of assassinating King Ika. Sabu murdered Pentu too.” 
 
    The murmuring grew in volume. That Pentu wasn’t a traitor was news to everyone. 
 
    “Sabu murdered Baki, Pentu’s son. He ordered his henchman to assault my daughter Heria. He ordered his assassin to murder my wife, Matia.” Scorpion indicated me. “That assassin instead killed my son Iry’s wife, Tamit, a woman who was as dear to me as my own daughters.” Scorpion raised his crook and flail high. Then he pointed them down at Sabu. “Sabu challenged and insulted me! He brought misery and suffering to Nubt! For these crimes, and more, he must die!” 
 
    A cheer rang out. Then several. Then many more, simultaneous, scattered throughout the crowd. They quickly grew to a roar, sweeping like a wave over the sacred court, washing onto us on the dais. 
 
    Sabu began trembling violently. Abandoned by the Nubtians he’d scorned and abused. 
 
    Iry and I descended the dais. Heria joined us from the midst of the royals. And Nofret. I took the mace from the soldier. Heria walked to Sabu. 
 
    “Remember me?” she asked. She grabbed Sabu’s hair, bent his head back, spit in his face, laughed, released him, stepped aside. 
 
    Nofret delivered one last kick to Sabu’s purpled ribs. 
 
    He doubled over in pain with a muffled cry. 
 
    I noticed Heket, still in Kama’s arms. She’d suffered as much as Nofret. I gestured. She came forward. She pulled Sabu erect by his hair, stared into his eyes. She cursed him. She slapped his face. Then she viciously kicked him in the ribs. He doubled over again. 
 
    “Thank you, Majesty,” she told me, then moved beside Nofret. They embraced. 
 
    Iry and I arranged ourselves on opposite sides of Sabu. He was cowering, whimpering. His gag was still in place. I wasn’t about to remove it and give him the chance to plead for his life or curse me for his death. To be refused last words – that’s what a man like him deserved. 
 
    I showed the mace to Sabu. “Behold the instrument of your death.” I stroked it with my fingertips, kissed it. Then I turned, faced the crowd, held it high so all could see. More cheers. Bloodlust was running high. I turned around. I studied Sabu one last time. I resisted the urge to use the mace myself. I handed it to Iry. 
 
    Iry took it. He bent at the waist. He twisted his fingers in Sabu’s hair, yanked him upright. 
 
    Sabu whimpered louder. 
 
    Iry straightened. He raised the mace high in his right hand. 
 
    “For Father, and Hetshet, and Pentu and Pabasa,” I told Iry, sudden tears rolling down my cheeks. 
 
    “For Tamit,” Iry told me. 
 
    He swung the mace with all his strength against the side of Sabu’s head. 
 
    Brain matter exploded onto both of us and the ground. I didn’t care. Iry was strong; for a moment he kept Sabu upright. Then he let go of Sabu’s hair and my half-brother toppled face down onto the ground, the mace embedded in the side of his head. 
 
    “Thank you, Iry,” I sobbed. 
 
    “Burn his body,” Scorpion commanded his chief guard sharply. “Scatter his ashes. Give Sabu the eternal death.” 
 
    While everyone else followed Scorpion from the court to Nubt’s per’aa or back to their homes, Nofret and Heket and Iry and I seated ourselves on the dais beneath the sunscreen. Soldiers carried wood into the court and erected a pyre and doused it with oil. Then the four of us tossed Sabu’s corpse onto it. Using a torch, I lit the pyre on fire. Then we watched, wordlessly, for hours, as the flames slowly devoured Sabu and black smoke rolled towards the heavens. 
 
    Late in the afternoon, after the pyre had burned out, Scorpion’s soldiers scraped the ashes into a large earthenware jar and gave it to me. I led Nofret and Heket and Iry to Nubt’s burial ground south of the settlement’s walls, atop two gravel ridges in the middle of a wide wadi that reached from the western plateau to the river. Hundreds of pits marked the ridges, where brush and dirt mounded over graves had collapsed with time. I glimpsed a few beads and such in the dirt, reminders that most of the graves had been robbed at some point in the past. Father’s grave lay in the midst of forty or fifty large graves in a section of the cemetery where Nubt’s elites were buried. Because Sabu had wanted to portray the fiction that Father had been murdered by Pentu, he’d buried him in an elaborate grave during a ceremony that I’d been forced to attend. I’d never learned what had happened to Pentu and Pabasa and Baki; I assumed Sabu had dumped them in the river. 
 
    The four of us took turns grabbing handfuls of ashes from the jar and tossing them high into the air so the wind could scatter them. Night was falling; the western sky was painted yellow and orange and red. The wind was warm, the distant river gurgling softly. It was a good day to be alive. When we could grab no more ashes I turned the jar upside down to empty what remained. Then I smashed the jar against a rock. It shattered into a hundred pieces. 
 
    I gazed over the darkening cemetery, tears streaming again down my cheeks. “Hetshet.” I said. “Pentu. Pabasa. Father. Nofret. Heket.” 
 
    “Matia,” Nofret and Heket said in unison. 
 
    “Heria.” A sob escaped Iry’s lips. “Tamit.” 
 
    “You are avenged,” I whispered to the spirits of the dead. 
 
    We walked back to the settlement as stars began winking into the sky, my arms around Nofret and Heket, theirs around me. At long last, Sabu was no more. My long-delayed revenge was complete. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Iry and I sat on the heights overlooking Nekhen, basking in the glow of the setting sun and a warm gentle breeze. The boat in which our royal party had traveled south from Nubt bobbed in the distant river. Reflecting the sky, the water was beginning to take on gold and yellow and red. Behind us, Abar’s and Neith’s voices echoed from the cleft that held Tiaa’s kiln. They were playing with the shards that littered the ground. Iry had brought his daughters here to show Abar the etching on the rock of the first Abar’s body aboard the boat headed towards the star. She’d been solemn and suitably impressed. 
 
    All the members of Scorpion’s house, except for Mekatre and Nebta, had arrived here two days ago. Mekatre had remained in Nubt to begin transitioning the settlement to Scorpion’s rule. The rest of us had sailed for Nekhen the day after Sety confirmed Scorpion as king of both Tjeni and Nubt in an elaborate ceremony in the sacred court. Sety had placed the red crown of Nubt on Scorpion’s head, then removed it and replaced it with the white of Tjeni. He’d touched the talisman given his family by the falcon god to Scorpion’s brow, giving him the god’s blessing. I’d been standing next to Scorpion on the dais; Sety had turned and touched the talisman to my belly as well. 
 
    We’d come to Nekhen to deliver Heket to King Khab, as Iry had promised. But her stay here was going to be a short one – last night Scorpion had demanded that Heket be given to Iry as wife. That after he’d told Khab that he might or might not let Kama return to Nekhen to succeed Khab after he died. Scorpion’s unspoken message had been clear – Iry was going to be Nekhen’s next king. The marriage made sense from Scorpion’s perspective. By default, Tjeni was going to peacefully gain control of Nekhen, either through Iry’s marriage, or through Kama’s to Scorpion’s daughter Weret. Khab’s acquiescence to Scorpion’s demand meant he had for all intents and purposes yielded his authority to my husband. Though Khab would continue to rule Nekhen independently, from today he’d hold his throne at the pleasure of Scorpion and his house. 
 
    Neither Iry nor Heket had been pleased with their forced marriage. Neither had been in a position to refuse. Heket would be traveling back to Tjeni with Iry. Until he took over Nekhen’s throne, Iry was going to oversee daily affairs in Tjeni whenever Scorpion was residing in Nubt. 
 
    “I’m truly sorry Scorpion forced you to marry Heket,” I said. 
 
    “Father commands. I obey.” Iry said it without enthusiasm. 
 
    “Maybe your marriage to Heket was fated, Iry. Remember Sety’s prophesy.” 
 
    “Sety’s prophesy is growing in your belly.” 
 
    “Half of it. Don’t you remember the rest? My descendant’s supposed to marry someone from Nekhen. Their child will rule the valley. You’re positioned to be king of Nekhen after Khab dies. Maybe my descendant and your descendant are the two who’ll marry.” 
 
    Iry shook his head no. “Heket and I will never have a child, Matia. I’d never force myself on a woman who doesn’t want me, and she doesn’t. The night you and Nofret were alone in the hut with Sabu? I heard every word Nofret said as she kicked him. I’m sure Heket experienced everything Nofret did. The kindest thing I can do for her is not force her to be my wife for real.” He looked off in the distance. “Besides, no one will ever have my heart after Tamit.” 
 
    More lilting laughter from behind us. 
 
    “Do you remember the day we discovered this kiln?” I asked Iry. 
 
    He idly tossed a stone that disappeared over the edge of the terrace. “Hard not to, being here again.” 
 
    “Sabu had just murdered Hetshet. I’d just devoted my life to making Sabu pay for that.” 
 
    “And now he has.” 
 
    “He’s dead and I’m not sure of my purpose in life anymore.” 
 
    Iry gazed at my belly. “Isn’t it obvious? To raise your child. To make Sety’s dream come true.” 
 
    “That’s not enough for me, Iry.” 
 
    “Tamit was prouder of raising our daughters than anything else she ever did, Matia. And she did some very impressive things.” 
 
    “That’s just it, Iry. You allowed Tamit to truly live. You let her dream and helped her make her dreams come true. I’ve never experienced that kind of support, that kind of freedom. Scorpion’s getting old, Iry. I’ll be passed on to another man when he dies – maybe a decade from now. Maybe sooner. I won’t have a choice who it is. I’ll die knowing I never was what I was meant to be.” 
 
    “Nubt’s ruler.” 
 
    “It’s what I’ve prepared for my whole life.” 
 
    “You made that crystal clear the first time we were here.” 
 
    “I know I’ll never rule Nubt, Iry. But I could help Tjeni smoothly absorb Nubt if Scorpion would let me. None of you Tjeni royals may believe it, but the elites really do love and respect me. You have no idea how many told me they were ashamed they’d let Sabu treat me so terribly when he forced me to taste his food. After how he’d ravaged my family they were afraid of him. But now, if they saw me ‘falling in line’ behind Scorpion, they would too. Especially since I’m carrying his child.” 
 
    “Mekatre will never let you help him,” Iry said bluntly. 
 
    “He’d have to if the king ordered him to.” 
 
    “Father won’t.” 
 
    “Scorpion won’t always be king. Some day you might.” 
 
    “I won’t. Father will name your child his heir.” 
 
    “Do you really think so, Iry?” 
 
    “How can he not? Only your son with Father can fulfill Sety’s prophesy.” 
 
    “What if I give him a girl, Iry? Or what if I give him a son but Scorpion dies when he’s too young to rule? Convince me you don’t want the crown under either circumstance.” 
 
    “Of course I want it, Matia. Very much. I’ve worked hard to make Father see I’m the best choice to succeed him.” 
 
    “You want more than Scorpion’s crown, don’t you, Iry? You want to unite the entire valley. Thinking Sety’s dream referred to you and me set you on that path, didn’t it?” 
 
    “Only Tamit and Sety knew my true ambition, Matia. Yes, for years I’ve considered the South to be a steppingstone. Just like founding Ineb-hedj was. I have strong ties in the South and the North. Neither Lagus nor Mekatre do, despite their marriages. For centuries, beginning with my ancestress Abar, the gentle breeze of unification has been blowing through this valley. By capturing Nubt, Father’s unleashed a hurricane.” 
 
    “Weak kings will be blown away before it.” 
 
    “And men like Lagus and Mekatre.” 
 
    “If my son’s too young when Scorpion dies one of them is going to be king unless you claim the crown.” 
 
    “I don’t have the support of Tjeni’s elites, Matia. Without that I can’t possibly leapfrog my brothers. It’s too late for me. We both have to hope your son’s of age when Father dies and can take the throne in his own right.” 
 
    “Why are you so set on staking Tjeni’s future on an unborn child, Iry?” 
 
    “Your child proves Sety’s dream is going to come true, Matia. The unifier will be one of your descendants, not me. I knew the night you showed up in Father’s audience hall and he took you to wife that my dream of being king was dead. I knew then that my role was to pave the way for your descendants to unify the valley. I’m content with that, Matia. I’ve made my peace with the falcon god’s will.” 
 
    “Neither Lagus nor Mekatre will ever yield to my son, Iry. The day Scorpion dies they’ll kill him and me.” 
 
    “They’ll fight each other for primacy first,” Iry said. “I give the edge to Mekatre. Lagus has already turned Ineb-hedj’s elites and the delta’s elites against him. He has no supporters besides a few of Tjeni’s elites. Mekatre’s base isn’t any wider, but he has ambition enough to seize the throne.” Iry took hold of my hand. “I promise you, Matia – neither of my brothers will harm you or your son. I’ll protect you both. I’ll make sure your son sits Father’s throne when it’s his time. That’s the purpose of the rest of my life.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    We spent a week in Nekhen after the coronation, then returned to Nubt. Iry and Heket sat side by side in the pavilion amidships, portraying their mutual fiction that they’d fallen in line with their fathers’ agreement. Kama and Weret sat with us too. They’d come with us over King Khab’s heated protests. Scorpion had reiterated that Kama was going to live permanently in Tjeni. The unspoken message was clear – Kama was a hostage, and Scorpion was going to use him to control the succession in Nekhen to favor Tjeni. What could Khab do? Abandon his son and resist? Unless Scorpion allowed Khab to send his trade goods north, Nekhen would be completely isolated. The lesson of Maadi was clear. Do what Scorpion wanted, or disappear. As Scorpion had noted as we watched Nekhen disappear behind us, he was for all practical purposes now king of the entire South. And, as his wife, I was the most powerful woman in the world. Trouble was, I didn’t actually have any power. 
 
    Nubtians gazed at us, sullen and frightened, as Scorpion and the rest of the royal party and I walked up the street that led to the walled southern section of Nubt and the per’aa. We’d barely passed through the gate when a woman angrily confronted me. Renut, Parahotep’s wife, my cousin. 
 
    “You promised nothing bad would happen to us! You promised our lives would be better once Sabu was dead!” Renut broke into tears. 
 
    “What’s happened?” I demanded. 
 
    Renut was sobbing too hard to answer. She pointed. 
 
    What I saw made me physically sick. Six bodies, blackened and bloated from heat and sun, flyblown, hung from gibbets set directly in front of the per’aa. The remains were barely recognizable. Parahotep. Bebi. Hor. Huni. Ankhaf. Buneb. My cousins. The men who’d risked their lives to help me kidnap Sabu. The men Scorpion had restored to elite status and given sticks of authority. We’d been gone from Nubt for three weeks. Why had Mekatre turned on them and executed them? Why had he so publicly humiliated them? 
 
    “By the gods!” Iry said softly. He’d recognized them too. He turned swiftly to Heria. “Take my girls back to the boat. Right now! Don’t let them see.” As an afterthought. “Heket too.” 
 
    Mekatre stepped out of the per’aa. He saw us. He was dressed like a king, wearing the red crown. He was pushing the limits of his authority. His entourage spilled out of the door behind him. A girl quickly extended a sunshade over his head. He smiled. “Welcome back, Father!” 
 
    I cast propriety aside. I rushed to him. I confronted him. “What have you done!” 
 
    Mekatre’s smile faded. “I don’t answer to you, Matia. You’re just Father’s wife. I rule Nubt. Not you.” 
 
    “Why did you hang these men, Brother?” Iry asked sharply as he joined us. 
 
    “Answer.” Scorpion was beside us, his anger barely contained. 
 
    Not the reaction Mekatre had expected from his father. His face reddened. “They’re traitors,” Mekatre blustered. “Every last one! I was informed that Bebi and these others were planning to kill me and seize Nubt for themselves while you were in Nekhen, Father. I executed them to send a message.” 
 
    “Who informed you?” I demanded. 
 
    “None of your business.” 
 
    “Answer my wife!” Scorpion ordered. 
 
    “One of the elites. Ani, if you must know.” 
 
    “You fool!” I practically screamed. “Head of the family that was loyal to Sabu! Commander of Sabu’s army! Ani tricked you into killing off his rivals – the very men who risked their lives to capture Sabu with me!” I laughed at Mekatre hysterically. “Ani used you to avenge Sabu!” 
 
    “No one tricked me. It’s your word against Ani’s,” Mekatre said sanctimoniously. 
 
    “You’re too stupid to know who’s telling the truth and who’s lying to manipulate you!” 
 
    Mekatre’s brow furrowed in anger. He clenched his fists. If I hadn’t been his father’s wife he’d have hit me. Maybe hanged me too. “What’s done is done. A little fear will go a long way. Nubt’s elites will obey me without question from now on. Lapwings too. They know the consequence if they don’t.” 
 
    I was aghast. “Husband, what are you going to do about this?” 
 
    Scorpion shrugged. “What do you want me to do, Matia? I can’t bring them back to life.” 
 
    I wanted him to string Mekatre up beside the dead. I wanted him to strip rule of Nubt from Mekatre and give it to me. I wanted him to make Mekatre pay for what he’d done. But Scorpion wasn’t even pretending to care. He held his throne by fear and coercion; he likely expected Mekatre to rule the same way. That these dead men had made Scorpion king of Nubt without any cost to him didn’t matter. He didn’t know them. They were expendable. I, on the other hand, knew and loved every single man. And their wives and children. “Send Mekatre somewhere else,” I demanded. 
 
    “You know I can’t, Matia,” Scorpion said patronizingly. “I’d look weak. After what Mekatre did any sign of weakness could lead to rebellion.” 
 
    “More idiocy by Mekatre will definitely lead to rebellion, Husband.” 
 
    “Watch your mouth!” Mekatre snarled. “Tjeni’s your home now. Nubt’s not your concern.” 
 
    “Since Matia’s son will rule Nubt, it is her concern,” Iry told Mekatre. He addressed Scorpion. “Father, switch Mekatre’s and my roles. Let me stay here and try to set things right when you go back to Tjeni. Let him run Tjeni for you.” 
 
    “I’m king here. I’ll not have you interfering,” Mekatre spluttered. 
 
    “You’re not a king. I am,” Scorpion said sharply. He turned to Iry. “Tjeni’s the more important settlement. I need you there.” 
 
    “Father, I can’t be in Tjeni right now. I need more time.” 
 
    “Tamit?” 
 
    “Yes, Father. It’s only been seven months. It’s too soon for me to go back.” He lowered his voice. “I accepted the marriage to Heket. Let that be enough for now.” 
 
    Scorpion nodded, reluctant. “I understand, Iry.” He straightened. “Very well. You can stay – for now. You’ll rule Nubt in my absence.” 
 
    “This isn’t fair!” Mekatre protested. “You promised me Nubt, Father.” 
 
    “And you’ve already made a mess of it. Be content with Tjeni,” Scorpion replied. 
 
    “Leave Sety here too, Father,” Iry suggested. “And Matia. She can help turn this situation around.” 
 
    I was stunned. 
 
    “You expect me to leave my wife behind, Iry?” Scorpion wasn’t happy at the prospect. He enjoyed our marital bed. 
 
    “Just until after your child’s born, Father. Face it – we had one chance to peacefully absorb Nubt into Tjeni. That’s gone. Thanks to Mekatre, Tjenians are going to be treated like occupiers for years to come. Elites aren’t going to trust me. They’ll trust Matia. I need her here to make a start.” 
 
    I could hardly believe Iry was actually telling Scorpion he needed me. What a drastic change in his attitude. But he was right about what he was saying. 
 
    Mekatre was livid. “We don’t need anyone’s trust! Nubt belongs to us! I can make these people fall in line, Father! Give me another chance!” 
 
    “You can’t hang every elite in Nubt, Brother,” Iry said. He turned his back on Mekatre. “Matia’s not an outsider, Father. She represents Nubt’s legitimate royal house. She and your unborn son give our house credibility here. I’m convinced Matia will ease the transition of Nubt into our house better and faster than I can on my own.” 
 
    I couldn’t believe that Iry was proposing the very thing I’d advocated eight years ago, that I be allowed to help him rule Nubt. 
 
    Scorpion looked at me, resigned. He was going to let me stay. “I’ll return before you give birth, Matia.” 
 
    I tried not to exult. “Of course, Husband.” 
 
    Scorpion addressed Mekatre. “Iry and Sety and Matia will remain in Nubt. You’ll return to Tjeni with me. Now, feed us.” 
 
    He headed towards the per’aa. 
 
    Mekatre grabbed Iry by the arm and leaned close. “This isn’t over, Brother. You’re going to pay for taking what’s mine. One way or another. No matter how long it takes.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    A few days later, Scorpion’s boat carrying him and all the royals except Iry’s daughters and Heket pushed into the channel and began drifting north towards Tjeni. I rejoiced. Mekatre was gone from Nubt. Good riddance. My half-sister Nebetah was on board too. Scorpion had confided that he planned to marry her to one of Tjeni’s elites. She’d never set foot in Nubt again, wouldn’t be a potential rallying point for any of Sabu’s supporters who still existed. And they did exist, as evidenced by the bodies hanging in front of the per’aa. Nofret was going to remain in Nubt to keep me company, at my request. She’d accompany me wherever I went in the valley from now on. 
 
    “So… Nubt’s ours,” Iry told Sety and me. “We have a lot of work to do.” 
 
    “Mekatre did so much damage in the weeks we were at Nekhen in addition to the executions, Iry,” I said. “Men and women I trust told Nofret and me that he raided elite homes and took their finest possessions for himself. He conscripted their prettiest serving girls for his per’aa…” 
 
    “That sounds about right,” Iry said with disgust. 
 
    “He threw lavish banquets and used up most of the wine Sabu had set aside for the elites. He did nothing to replenish the grain supply. Most distressing to all – elites and commoners alike – he replaced the image of Seth in our sacred court with Wepwawet.” 
 
    “I spoke to Niay before he left,” Sety reported. “He’s going to bring two boatloads of emmer and barley south as soon as he reaches Tjeni. It should arrive eleven days from now. I’ll have the grain Harwa and Khentetka ruined cleared from the granaries by the end of this week.” 
 
    “We need to harvest what remains in the fields and get a head start on filling them,” Iry said. 
 
    “Starvation would definitely prompt rebellion,” I said. 
 
    “Father promised to send some of Tamit’s trained scribes to us on the grain boats so we can start getting Nubt’s warehouses and goods and grain under control,” Iry said. “Niay’s going to build me some boats in coming months so we won’t be dependent on Tjeni’s – every one of Nubt’s cargo boats is substandard. None has a sail. Most are reed.” 
 
    “We should make an inventory of how much gold and how many copper tools we have with which to barter for necessities,” Sety said. “I’ll take care of it.” 
 
    “I’m going to call a meeting of all the elites for the day after tomorrow,” Iry said. “That’ll give us a day to get organized so we can tell them what we’re going to do.” 
 
    “Agreed,” I said. “I’ll use tomorrow to bury my cousins.” 
 
    “Should I attend the burial, as a sign of respect?” Iry asked. 
 
    “That’d be a mistake, Iry. You’re the brother of a backstabbing monster. The son of a king who promised to honor my relatives for helping us capture Sabu, then let another of his sons execute them. What Mekatre did will have severe and lasting consequences. It’ll take years for anyone from Tjeni to regain the trust Mekatre so cavalierly threw away for no reason.” 
 
    “I’ll stay away out of respect, Matia.” Iry sighed. “I can’t believe Mekatre let himself be so easily duped into such a drastically mistaken decision.” 
 
    I left Iry and Sety at the quay. Nofret and I headed straight to the per’aa. Armed soldiers were stationed at regular intervals along Nubt’s streets, scrutinizing passersby who were regarding them with open hostility. Exactly what I’d hoped to avoid by capturing Sabu and peacefully surrendering Nubt to Scorpion. Half a dozen of Scorpion’s soldiers were guarding the per’aa’s entrance. “Bring Ani and his brothers and their wives to me at the foot of the gibbets one hour from now,” I ordered. 
 
    Four hurried off. 
 
    Nofret and I went inside. A comely serving girl was in the corridor. One of Mekatre’s trophies, no doubt. She bowed. 
 
    “Gather every bolt of linen inside the per’aa and pile it outside the entrance. Strip the beds of linen sheets too.” 
 
    “Yes, Majesty.” 
 
    I spotted two more girls. “You two. Grab some containers. Then follow me.” 
 
    For the next hour, Nofret and I swept through every room in the per’aa except hers and Heket’s, confiscating golden necklaces and bracelets and girdles and amulets and cosmetic jars and see-faces and cosmetic palettes and ivory figurines and weapons and fine decorated pottery and placing them in the containers the girls were carrying. My relatives were not going to the Afterlife without proper grave goods. Unfortunately, Mekatre had taken every valuable object that had been in his room with him to Tjeni; I hoped they brought him nothing but bad luck. I recognized many items Pentu had originally given me, that Sabu had subsequently given to Ani and Mekatre had then taken from Ani. I kept a few that had sentimental value but tossed the rest into the containers. I pressed three more girls into service along the way as my trove grew. In the kitchen I ordered women to bake bread and fill jars with dried meat and fish and beer, and ordered porters to carry the jars at dawn to graves I was going to order dug today. I ordered the overseer in charge of wine to transport half the remaining jars in the per’aa’s storeroom to those graves. 
 
    I exited the per’aa at the end of the hour. Ani and his four brothers and their wives were waiting for me outside the entrance, sullen, angry, soldiers behind them, studiously avoiding looking at the bodies on the gibbets. A great pile of linen was next to them. 
 
    I addressed Ani. “Take the bodies down. You and your brothers.” I addressed the wives. “Prepare them for burial. Wrap them in linen.” 
 
    “But, Majesty…” Ani’s wife protested. 
 
    “Your husband put them there. Do what I say.” 
 
    I retreated to the shade beside the per’aa and watched as the men and women did my bidding, all of them retching multiple times. Served them right. They were partway done when Renut, Parahotep’s widow, joined me along with Myt, Maya’s wife, my mother’s sister. 
 
    “Thank you for this, Majesty,” Renut said. 
 
    “Spread the word I’m going to bury my cousins in the elite cemetery tomorrow at dawn,” I said. “I won’t allow anyone from Ani’s family to attend. I’ve already stripped the per’aa of luxuries to lay in their graves. They’ll have foodstuffs too.” 
 
    “They would’ve faced the eternal death if not for you, Majesty,” Renut said. 
 
    “His Majesty, Iry, approves,” I told her. “He’s not like his brother.” 
 
    “I’d like to believe you, Majesty. But he’s going to have to prove it to us. By more than this.” 
 
    The next morning I led a very long procession from inside Nubt’s walls to the elite cemetery. All of Scorpion’s soldiers who’d been stationed along Nubt’s lanes since Nubt’s surrender had been, at Iry’s order, withdrawn out of sight. I presided over the service and no one objected. Iry provided a bull for a sacrifice and plenty of meat and other food for the funeral feast. As I watched the last of the dirt that had been excavated from the six graves mounded atop them I couldn’t help reflect how diminished my family, and Nubt, had become virtually overnight. I’d been right all those years ago. Sabu had been the death of Nubt. Thank the gods I was going to play a small part in resurrecting it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    The day after the burials Iry and Sety and I took our places on three chairs atop the dais in Nubt’s audience hall, none of them a throne, each of us carrying a stick of authority. Iry was pointedly not wearing Nubt’s crown or any other symbol of kingly power; we’d decided only Scorpion should when he presided in this hall, to remind everyone who their true king was. It felt odd to me, sitting on the dais. For years I’d waited on Father in this very spot, then watched his audiences from my hidden nook. But today I was part of the proceedings. 
 
    Nofret offered me a cup of wine. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    She served Sety and Iry, then turned to go. 
 
    “Stay, Nofret. Next to me.” 
 
    “Now,” Iry ordered the herald.  
 
    The herald opened the door and Nubt’s elites filed in. I knew them all. I noted that the members of Ani’s house arranged themselves on the right side of the hall and everyone else on the left. House Ani was being shunned. Quite a few of the other elites kept their eyes downcast, refusing to meet mine. They were ashamed for doing nothing the years Sabu had abused Nofret and me. That’s why I’d asked Nofret to serve us today and stand beside me atop the dais – to remind them and make them feel guilty. They’d be more amenable to the message Iry had to impart that way. I spotted Khentetka and Harwa entering, both hesitant, both no doubt wondering why they’d been summoned to appear in the hall along with their betters. I caught Khentetka’s eye and smiled. She visibly relaxed. 
 
    Iry leaned over. “I’m glad Father let you stay, Matia,” he said in a low voice. “Every person in this hall hates me because of what Mekatre did. When I was in the North I bluffed my way into leading Ptah’s Settlement because I was able to convince the elites I could improve their lives.” 
 
    “But here you face only suspicion and hostility.” 
 
    “Which is why I intend to make everyone see you as equal to Sety and me. They need to believe they have someone to turn to who’ll sympathize with them.” 
 
    The last of the elites shuffled into place. 
 
    Iry stood. “My father, King Scorpion, has charged me and Sety and Her Majesty, his wife, with overseeing Nubt. My brother Mekatre is on his way to Tjeni and will not return here.” 
 
    Low murmurs throughout the hall. 
 
    “The three of us have already started repairing the damage Mekatre caused.” 
 
    “I’ve buried my unjustly executed cousins,” I said, glaring at Ani. 
 
    He regarded me evenly, without a hint of remorse. He assumed he’d gotten away with his treachery.  
 
    I was going to make sure he paid for what he’d done before the day was over. 
 
    “Sety has begun removing the ruined emmer and barley from the granaries,” Iry continued. “Boatloads of grain will arrive from Tjeni in about two weeks to refill them. I promise – no one in Nubt will lack for basic foodstuffs as long as Nubt and Tjeni are one.” 
 
    The elites regarded Iry stonily. As I’d said, suspicious and distrustful. He’d be judged by his actions, not his words. 
 
    “I’m aware my brother took servants from every elite family and pressed them into service inside this per’aa,” Iry said. “When you return to your homes after this audience you may take them with you.” 
 
    Louder murmurs now. Iry had struck a chord. He’d done something concrete for them. 
 
    Iry sat. 
 
    I stood. “Guards. Arrest Ani and his brothers,” I ordered calmly. 
 
    Outraged cries from one side of the hall. Sideways glances and much whispered conversation from the other. 
 
    A guard moved beside Ani and tried to seize his arm. 
 
    Ani jerked it away, smirked, strode briskly to the space at the foot of the dais, crossed his arms, stared at me defiantly. 
 
    Guards forced his four brothers to join him. The five stood in a line, guards directly behind them. 
 
    “Ani, you lied to Mekatre about Bebi and his brothers and cousins. You tricked Mekatre into executing your rivals.” 
 
    Ani shrugged. “So you claim.” 
 
    “So I know.” I raised my stick of authority high. “At dawn tomorrow I’m going to hang the five of you from the gibbets you erected to murder my relatives.” 
 
    Ani’s women screamed. Then they cried out, fell to their knees, beseeched me to have mercy. 
 
    The men were no less dignified. 
 
    “Mekatre hung them! Not me!” Ani cried. 
 
    I had no pity in my heart for any of them. I addressed the condemned. “Your bodies will be left to rot and be picked apart by birds until only your bones remain. Then your bones will be burned and the ashes scattered to the winds so that the very gods will never find a trace of any of you.” 
 
    Ani blanched. He’d finally realized the precariousness of his position. “You can’t do this!” 
 
    “Her Majesty’s stick says she can,” Iry said from beside me. 
 
    Two of Ani’s brothers fell to their knees, clasping their hands, begging for their lives. 
 
    I ignored their cries for mercy. Yes, I was in Nubt to smooth the transition to Scorpion’s rule, and I was sympathetic to Nubtians, but I wasn’t going to let anyone push me around. As I’d just proved with Ani and his brothers, I was willing and able to settle old scores. My unsubtle message – don’t cross me in the future. “Get them out of here!” I ordered the guards. 
 
    They prodded the condemned from the hall at lance point, protesting, pleading, terrified. 
 
    I addressed the rest of Ani’s relatives. “Your homes are forfeit, and your belongings. The same sentence Sabu laid upon my family, which none of you objected to, and all of you benefited from. Now… the oldest unmarried daughter from each family in Ani’s house will come forward.” 
 
    Hesitantly, about twenty girls moved to the space in front of the dais. I guessed them to range in age from eighteen to six or seven. 
 
    “From today you’ll serve the royal family in this per’aa.” 
 
    Some of the younger girls began to cry. The older looked stunned. 
 
    “Your daughters will be hostages for your good behavior,” I told their families. “As for the rest of you, the women and girls will be parceled out as servants among the rest of Nubt’s elites. The men and boys will become fishermen.” 
 
    Women and girls began to keen. They clutched their husbands and sons and brothers. I watched them, reveling in the knowledge they were getting what they deserved. I held up my cup and Nofret refilled it. I calmly drank my wine down. 
 
    After a few minutes, at Iry’s command, the guards silenced everyone. 
 
    Iry stood. “Unlike the traitors of Ani’s house, King Scorpion will reward those of you who honor their fealty to him. You’ve just witnessed what will happen if you do not.” He sat. 
 
    Now it was Sety’s turn to speak. 
 
    “Mekatre removed the image of your god, Seth, from your sacred court, and replaced it with the image of Tjeni’s god, Wepwawet. By this time tomorrow, Wepwawet will be removed and Seth will be restored.” 
 
    Murmurs of appreciation now. Kindness following brutality. 
 
    Sety held up his hands for silence. Then he held up his talisman. “The falcon god, Horus, cast this talisman from the sky more than two thousand years ago and gave it to my ancestress. Horus has been the god of my family ever since. He’s the one god known throughout this valley. He’s the primary god of King Scorpion’s house. So, a second pole will be erected in Nubt’s sacred court with the image of a falcon on top.” 
 
    The faces in the crowd all looked accepting. What was one more god, anyway, if they had theirs back? Especially a second god they knew. 
 
    “King Scorpion has appointed his son, Iry, to oversee Nubt when he’s absent,” Sety continued. “But know this – Her Majesty carries King Scorpion’s son in her belly. Their son mingles the royal blood of Tjeni and Nubt. Their son will be a descendant of your rightful king, Ika. When Her Majesty’s son is of age he’ll rule Nubt in fealty to his father.” 
 
    Looks of wonder in the crowd, and hope. The upcoming years of rule by men from Tjeni, though long, were numbered. Thanks to me. I’d played so many roles in my life – king’s daughter, bargaining chip, elite’s wife, king’s slave, king’s wife. Very soon I’d add king’s mother to the list. 
 
    Sety sat. 
 
    Iry stood. He scanned the room. “You may all return to your homes now. Take your servants with you. Assemble in front of the per’aa tomorrow at dawn to witness the execution of Ani and his brothers. That is all.” 
 
    The hall began to empty – quickly. 
 
    “Harwa and Khentetka – approach the dais,” Iry called before they could exit. 
 
    They pressed forward through the milling crowd, frightened again. More than one elite stared as they passed. They halted at the foot of the dais, bowed. 
 
    Iry and I both descended the dais. 
 
    “I promised you my father would reward you for helping Matia and me capture Sabu,” Iry said. He handed Harwa a stick. 
 
    Harwa took it, baffled. 
 
    “You’re not a farmer anymore, Harwa. As I said, Sety’s cleaning the grain the two of you ruined from the granaries. Harwa, I’m putting you in charge of making sure the rest of Nubt’s fields are harvested and that the grain not needed to feed farmers’ families gets delivered to the granaries.” 
 
    “Thank you, Majesty,” Harwa said, bowing low. 
 
    “I’ll assign a scribe to help you.” 
 
    “Khentetka, I want you to stay in the per’aa with me from now on, like when we were girls growing up,” I said. “I want you to be my companion again. You and Harwa will have your own quarters.” 
 
    Sudden tears glistened in her eyes. “Thank you, Majesty.” 
 
    I embraced her. I’d been alone for so long. Now I had both Khentetka and Nofret to keep me company. 
 
    “A few months from now, Sety’s going to return home to the delta,” Iry told Harwa. “He’s going to take you and Khentetka with him. He’s going to create an estate for the two of you to operate near his. Like him, you’ll be my ally in the North. Like him, you’ll be wealthy.” 
 
    Harwa and Khentetka were too overcome to speak. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Three nights later I was awakened from a sound sleep by screams from the room next to mine. Nofret! Visions of Tamit in a pool of blood flashed before my eyes. Had one of Sabu’s supporters attacked Nofret? One of Ani’s relatives? I pulled on my skirt as quickly as I could and dashed from my room into the lamplit corridor. Khentetka was approaching from the opposite direction along with Harwa, and Heket. I heard steps behind me. Probably Iry and Sety. I snatched a lit bowl of oil from a stand and pushed the door to Nofret’s room open. By the flickering light I could see Nofret twisted in her sheet, hands covering her face, sobbing. 
 
    “Keep everyone out!” I hissed at Khentetka. I slipped inside the room and shut the door behind me. I hurried to the bed, put the lamp on the floor, perched on the side. 
 
    Nofret shrank from me, crying, terrified. 
 
    “It’s me. Matia. You’re safe.” 
 
    She peered up at me through tearful eyes. 
 
    I helped Nofret to a sitting position, still crying. I took her in my arms. She was drenched with sweat. I pulled her head against my chest, stroked her hair. “A bad dream, Nofret?” 
 
    “Horrible!” she sobbed. 
 
    “Sabu?” 
 
    I felt her head nod. I hugged her tighter. “I’m so sorry, Nofret. I never should have made you stay here in Nubt.” 
 
    The door opened and closed. I was instantly angry until I saw it was Heket. She crossed the room and perched on the bed facing me and Nofret. 
 
    “I thought I’d be done with him when he was dead,” Nofret choked out, looking from me to Heket. “But every time I close my eyes I see him.” 
 
    The same way I still saw Pentu and Pabasa and Hetshet, murdered. I’d had intensely bad dreams too, for a very long time. 
 
    Heket put her hand on Nofret’s. Tears were streaming down her cheeks. “Me too,” she whispered. 
 
    “I’ll send you to Tjeni first thing in the morning, if you want,” I assured Nofret. “You don’t have to spend another day in Nubt.” 
 
    “I don’t want to go away, Matia,” Nofret sniffed. “You’re the only family I’ll ever have. I need you.” 
 
    “You have me too, Nofret,” Heket said. “I’ll help you as best I can. Anything you need. I know what you went through.” 
 
    Nofret nodded. “Will you stay with me tonight?” Her eyes were beseeching. 
 
    “I’ll share your room and your bed for as long as you want, Nofret,” Heket replied. “You don’t have to face the dark alone anymore.” 
 
    “But your husband. Iry…” 
 
    “He won’t mind, Nofret. We don’t share a room anyway. He respects my need to be alone, after Sabu…” 
 
    When I softly closed the door behind me an hour later they were lying in each other’s arms, asleep. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    In the months that followed, Iry and Sety and I gradually restored Nubt to a semblance of order. Grain arrived from Tjeni, enough to stave off famine until the next harvest. I convinced Iry to withdraw Scorpion’s soldiers to a camp beside the river and no longer have them patrol the settlement, so that Nubt didn’t outwardly appear to be occupied. Nofret and Khentetka and I made a point of wandering the settlement daily, both the walled and unwalled sections, and nearby farms, engaging men and women in conversation, listening to their complaints, trying to resolve their issues. Occasionally Heket joined us, though she was treated with suspicion because she was Iry’s wife and had been Sabu’s. I attended Iry during his weekly audiences, sitting next to him atop the dais, providing background and perspective and counsel as petitioners addressed him. 
 
    “I want you to conduct today’s audience, Matia,” Iry told me. 
 
    We were breaking our fast together, as usual, along with Sety and Heket and his daughters and Nofret and Harwa and Khentetka. We’d become a close-knit group these past months. Our meals were boisterous affairs, accompanied by multiple simultaneous conversations and considerable laughter. 
 
    I was surprised. “Conduct? Won’t you be there?” 
 
    “No. Nor Sety.” 
 
    “Why? Are you both too busy?” 
 
    “Not at all. I know you’ve dreamed of ruling Nubt your whole life, Matia. After everything you’ve done to stabilize Nubt since Father returned to Tjeni, you’ve earned the right – if only for a single day.” 
 
    I was overcome with gratitude. “Thank you, Iry. I won’t disappoint you.” 
 
    Iry shook his head. “You don’t have to try to impress me, Matia. You already do.” 
 
    I entered the empty hall a few minutes before the audience was scheduled to begin and ascended the dais and settled into what had been my father’s throne. I’d decided to use it today to amplify my authority. I rested my hands on the familiar worn armrests, remembered all the times I’d been in this hall, an observer, inconsequential, ignored. Now I was presiding, what I’d desired for as long as I could remember. I was going to make the most of it. 
 
    Khentetka moved to my side and handed me a cup of wine. 
 
    “Thank you.” I sipped, took a deep breath. “Open the door,” I ordered the herald. 
 
    I suppressed a smile at the shock I saw on faces as elites and overseers and petitioners entered and arranged themselves in their designated positions. Many heads bent close, whispering, gazing in my direction, some clearly appalled that I was seated on Nubt’s throne, fewer merely curious. 
 
    I spotted Harwa in the midst of the overseers. He was a good person to start with, a friend, a capable and competent man. “Your report, Overseer?” I asked pleasantly. 
 
    He strode briskly to the space in front of me and bowed. “The best inundation in eight years, Majesty!” he proclaimed. 
 
    Cheers rang throughout the hall. Nubt had been poised on the brink of famine for far too long. To have pulled back from the edge was a relief. 
 
    “The flood was so high my hut dissolved.” 
 
    “You bring me good news indeed, Harwa! Good news for everyone in Nubt!” 
 
    Farmers’ huts always had to be rebuilt when the inundation was good. Harwa had taught me that in the years I’d taken refuge with him and Khentetka to escape my chores. The loss of Harwa’s hut didn’t really matter to him, though – he slept in the per’aa now. 
 
    “I’ve visited every farm in this region that supports Nubt and I’ve calculated this year’s yield, Majesty. We’ll have surplus enough to fill every one of Nubt’s granaries at harvest time.” 
 
    One of the scribes Iry had relocated from Tjeni was standing close by, his arms full of wooden planks covered with thin layers of clay. He nodded vigorously. 
 
    I was ecstatic. Iry and I wouldn’t have to deal with famine. One less thing for us to worry about. 
 
    “His Majesty and I will assign fields one week from today,” Harwa continued. “The flood will have subsided enough.” 
 
    “I want to go along, Harwa.” 
 
    “As you wish, Majesty. I’ll arrange a palanquin.” 
 
    That’d be welcome. I was six months along in my pregnancy and walking from sunup to sundown would be exhausting. 
 
    I called next upon the overseer in charge of Nubt’s warehouses. Padiu was a portly lazy man who’d always done just enough to get by, keeping his position by secretly funneling luxuries to whatever elite had charge of storage at the time. I wasn’t going to tolerate incompetence or sloth or theft anymore, not from him or anyone. I was determined that Nubt was going to operate just like Tjeni. No doubt every overseer in the hall thought he could bluff me or push me around today because I was a woman. They were so wrong. I intended to impose my will on Padiu and the rest. 
 
    “A caravan’s due from the gold mines in three days, Majesty,” he reported. 
 
    “Excellent. Tell me, Padiu, how many copper ingots are in King Scorpion’s warehouses?” 
 
    “A thousand or so, Majesty,” Padiu replied flippantly. 
 
    I beckoned a scribe. He ascended the dais and handed me a plank. It’d been a struggle, but Iry had finally helped me understand Tamit’s system, at least enough for me to get by. I consulted the plank. “Seven hundred ingots. Not a thousand.” 
 
    Padiu didn’t look particularly chastened. 
 
    I addressed the overseer of the copper smelters. “Prehotep, is that enough ore to keep your men busy?” I was aware he let his underlings supervise his smelters while he took his ease with whatever woman would tolerate him. I doubted he had any idea. 
 
    “Perhaps, Majesty.” 
 
    “Perhaps?” I asked sharply. “Do you need all the men you currently employ to smelt the seven hundred ingots, or can you get by with fewer given the amount of work you need to accomplish?” 
 
    “I couldn’t say.” Prehotep evinced no concern. 
 
    A bit of nervous laughter in the hall. 
 
    Another plank. “One of His Majesty’s scribes has calculated that you have too many men by half. Your workshop is a drain on royal resources, Prehotep. You need to get rid of your least productive workers. And their families. Immediately. Meaning you need to find another enterprise for them to work in. I will not have any of your workers starve because of your incompetence. Either that, or obtain enough copper ore to keep them fully occupied. Immediately.” 
 
    Prehotep was chastened. And shocked. “Yes, Majesty,” he muttered. 
 
    “I expect you to be prepared to answer my questions fully and accurately the next time you enter this hall, Prehotep. Otherwise, don’t bother coming.” 
 
    “Yes, Majesty.” His face flamed red. 
 
    “That goes for you too, Padiu. And the rest of you overseers, with the exception of Harwa. As you all saw, he was well prepared. That’s what I expect from each of you from now on.” I regarded them. All were now shifting on their feet uncomfortably. “In fact, I’m going to assign a scribe to each of you. He’s going to teach you how to use planks to manage your enterprises. It’s what overseers do in Tjeni – it’s what we’re going to do from now on too.” I handed the planks I’d been holding back to the scribe and he stepped away. “Be aware – your scribes will make copies of their planks and deliver them to me before every audience from now on. I’ll know as much about each of your enterprises as you do.” 
 
    I worked through the rest of the overseers one by one, then the petitioners. Every single petitioner accepted my decision without protest. They were clearly frightened of me, after how I’d taken the overseers to task. It was late when I rendered my final decision and the hall cleared out. Khentetka poured me a cup of wine and I took it gratefully. 
 
    “Have some yourself,” I said. I leaned back in the throne and surveyed the hall while she poured a cup. I was satisfied. Today had gone better than I’d imagined it would. I hadn’t just gone through the motions, as both Father and Sabu had for so many years. I’d made a difference. I’d put every overseer – except Harwa – on notice. I’d put my stamp on Nubt, set it on course to being better. 
 
    For one day, at least, thanks to Iry, I’d actually ruled Nubt. I’d always be grateful to him for giving me the opportunity. That he’d done it, not out of pity, but because he believed I’d earned the chance made it extraordinarily special. How I wished I could do it again. 
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    Five months into the new year Father and Sety and I entered the birth bower Khentetka had erected for Matia on Harwa’s farm outside Nubt. Matia had insisted on the farm for the bower instead of the per’aa’s garden; she’d given birth to Pabasa there. The bower was a few paces from the riverbank, the side facing the river open, the others hung with mats and decorated with fragrant flowers. Protective amulets of all kinds were scattered everywhere. 
 
    Matia was laying on a pallet, drenched with sweat, exhausted, smiling, a babe at her breast. Khentetka and Nofret and Heket were hovering over them protectively. Heket caught my eye and smiled. We’d settled into an easy companionship these past months, spending most evenings together along with Sety and my girls. Our initial reticence at being forced to marry had faded away once we’d realized we were protecting each other from what neither wanted – an actual marriage. I’d never love any woman but Tamit; Heket would never trust any man. My girls liked Heket and she liked them. For all intents and purposes, she was now their mother and they were her daughters. She was a pleasant woman, mostly quiet except when she was around Nofret, thanks to their shared experiences. The first time I’d met Heket, at King Khab’s coronation, she’d been haughty, arrogant, sure of herself. But Sabu had broken her. She wasn’t that woman anymore. There was in her eyes a haunted look, a deep pain. She continued to share Nofret’s room and bed so she could comfort her when the bad dreams came. Heket’s presence had made an impact; Nofret’s dreams were less frequent these days. Heket had benefitted from Nofret’s companionship too. 
 
    “You have a son, Husband,” Matia announced proudly. “Gehes – Crocodile.” 
 
    Abar and Neith dashed to the pallet and started cooing over their new uncle. 
 
    Father knelt next to the pallet and brushed damp hair from Matia’s brow. “You’ve done well, Matia.” He stroked Gehes’ back lightly with his fingertips. “A beautiful boy.” 
 
    Sety squeezed in next to Neith. He removed his talisman and touched it to Gehes. “As the falcon god foretold, in you flows the royal blood of Tjeni and Nubt. From you will come a king to unify this entire valley. May Horus keep and protect and guide you, Gehes, all the days of your life.” He touched the talisman to Matia. “And you, Majesty. Ancestress of the unifier.” 
 
    Matia smiled. 
 
    “Once you’ve completed the afterbirth rituals we’ll return to Tjeni,” Father told Matia. 
 
    Matia gazed at Father, her face impassive, but I knew she was going to hate leaving Nubt. She’d enjoyed helping me rule and she’d done extremely well. I hoped Father would come to realize what she was capable of some day, as he had Tamit, and let her help him oversee Tjeni. But, knowing Father as I did, probably not. 
 
    “Before you all, I name Gehes my heir,” Father said solemnly. “When I die he’ll sit my throne.” 
 
    “And be well on the way to unifying the valley,” Sety said. “Tjeni and Nubt combined. Nekhen tied to your house through Iry and Heket’s marriage. Ineb-hedj positioned to unite the North.” 
 
    “Won’t Lagus object?” Matia asked. “You named him heir when he was a boy. He expects to take your place, Husband. And Mekatre’s been angling to push Lagus aside his whole life.” 
 
    “Sety’s dream changed everything for me,” Father said. “His dream foretold Gehes, not Lagus or Mekatre. Or you, Iry.” 
 
    “My brothers don’t know about the dream, Father,” I reminded him. “Only we few.” And Sety’s wife and son. But not Heket or Nofret or Khentetka. They had no idea what we were talking about. 
 
    “Lagus won’t dare make a move against Gehes while I’m alive,” Father said. “I’m not so sure about Mekatre. So, for now, we’re going to have to keep my choice of Gehes a secret. We must continue to portray the fiction that Lagus will succeed me. Let Mekatre spend his energy fighting Lagus. When Gehes is of age I’ll tell them and Tjeni’s elites about Sety’s dream and that Gehes is my heir. They’ll all have to accept my decision.” 
 
    “Understood, Father.” 
 
    “I don’t expect my sons to yield gracefully,” Father continued. “After I’m dead, Iry, you and Sety will have to protect Gehes from them.” 
 
    Father had now officially chosen his successor. I’d never be king, as I’d known since the night he’d married Matia. My role from now on was to pave the way for my half-brother and his descendants, not rule on my own. “Gehes presses forward the dream of unification my ancestress Abar set in motion,” I said. “He’s the chosen one, blessed by the falcon god. He’s the fulfilment of Sety’s dream. In obedience to the falcon god’s will, and yours, Father, I promise I’ll protect him all the days of my life.” 
 
    “And I,” Sety seconded. 
 
    “A son and heir. A good inundation for the first time in eight years. They’re no coincidence,” Father said. “Horus is smiling on me and the valley.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Two weeks after giving birth, Matia returned to the per’aa, the appropriate rituals concluded. Father announced he and Matia would be returning to Tjeni in three days. Nofret would go with them. Sety too; he’d continue home from there to the delta. He’d take Harwa and Khentetka with him to establish their estate. 
 
    “Father, I’ve got something to show you in the desert before you go.” 
 
    We rode out on donkeys an hour before dawn the next morning along with Sety and a dozen soldiers, following the caravan trail west from Nubt. Coolness gave way to blazing heat the moment the sun leapt above the horizon, but we pressed on. Early in the afternoon we ascended a plateau where lay the trail that connected Hiw in the north to Waset in the south. We turned south on that trail and traveled a short distance atop the high ground. Just before the trail began to descend to low desert we reached a sheer limestone face jutting from the side of a ridge, a mostly-flat surface interspersed with small undulations and split in two by a large fissure. Just below the flattest and highest section rain had worn away part of the cliff, creating an overhang deep enough that the ground below it was shaded. I’d ordered a scene to be deeply carved high on the limestone where it’d be visible to every passerby, on an untouched section in the midst of numerous ancient images. I’d been inspired by the tableaux Matia had shown me on our way to kill Sabu. 
 
    I dismounted, as did my companions. “I believe hunters etched images on this cliff when this area was still savannah and they were following herds of game, Father. See these ibex? Probably carved by hunters to gain power over their prey.” I squatted on my haunches. “See this layer of flint nodules exposed by the rain? See the flint chips on the ground? Hunters probably fashioned the flints they used to make their drawings right here.” 
 
    Sety inspected the ground. “The pottery fragments are ancient designs too. Probably broken water jars. Carving must have been thirsty work.” He gazed at the underside of the overhang. “An elephant atop three mountains?” 
 
    “Possibly referring to my predecessor’s predecessor, Elephant,” Father said, inspecting the etching closely. “I remember a tale Bull told, how Elephant had chased and slain barbarians who’d raided a hamlet beholden to him. Maybe this is where he caught up to them. Maybe it commemorates his victory. 
 
    “Hard to say for sure now.” I stood. “Anyway, I had this new scene etched a week ago.” 
 
    The images stood out, bright against the dark rock, their lines not yet dulled by blowing dust and time. 
 
    Father craned his neck and looked up at the figures. “Explain it.” 
 
    “The scene commemorates your victory over Sabu. The storks flanking the shrine represent local divinities. They invoke the gods’ protection on this site, so that it’ll never be defaced or destroyed by your enemies.” I pointed just left of the shrine. “The man holding the staff below the falcon represents me. The mobile shrine with its associated falcon represents Matia, the female power behind the throne, taking part in a procession to watch the execution of a captive.” 
 
    Father pointed to the bottom of the tableaux. “The falcon hovering over the scorpion is obvious, based on the symbols Tamit invented to label goods. The scorpion is me, and the falcon is Horus extending his protection over me.” 
 
    Sety touched his talisman and nodded. 
 
    “The figure carrying the staff and standard is you, Sety,” I continued. “The long-necked bird with a serpent in its beak is a harbinger of victory.” 
 
    “The captive with his arms bound and hands tied behind him must be Sabu,” Father inferred. 
 
    “The man holding the end of the rope and a mace is you, King Scorpion,” Sety added. 
 
    “The bull’s head behind the captive indicates the prisoner, Sabu, was a man of great power,” I said. 
 
    “Was,” Father said with satisfaction. “But not anymore.” 
 
    “An excellent tableaux, Majesty,” Sety said. 
 
    “It’s not just a commemoration of victory,” I said. “It’s a warning to anyone from Nekhen or any barbarian from the western desert who might be tempted to invade Nubt. This region belongs to King Scorpion. Enter with hostile intent at your peril.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Crewmen were waiting anxiously for Niay to give the command to pull the gangplank aboard and push Father’s boat away from the quay and set out for Tjeni. It was the day after I’d shown Father the tableaux in the desert. We were gathered on the quay saying our goodbyes – Father, Matia with Gehes in her arms, Sety, Nofret, Khentetka, Harwa, Heket and my girls. 
 
    Heket embraced Nofret. Tearful, Nofret hurried aboard. Unlike Matia, she couldn’t wait to be gone from Nubt. Everything she saw daily reminded her of Sabu and what she’d suffered at his hands. 
 
    I embraced Harwa and Khentetka, then Sety. “Goodbye, my friend. Thanks for your help these past months.” 
 
    He touched the talisman to my brow. “May the god watch over you, Iry.” 
 
    The three followed Nofret aboard. 
 
    Father knelt and Abar and Neith jumped into his arms. He kissed them both. “I’ll see you before too many months,” he promised. 
 
    They moved to Matia and grabbed her legs. She squatted, and both of them kissed Gehes. “Bring him back to Nubt with you,” Abar ordered sternly. 
 
    “I will,” Matia promised laughingly. 
 
    “I have something for you, Father,” I said. I nodded at a guard. He handed me a three-foot-long siltstone palette, suitable for grinding cosmetics. “I commissioned it from a local stone carver.” 
 
    Father studied it. 
 
    “The lion above the depression for grinding represents kingship,” I said. 
 
    “The lion’s a force of nature, trampling anyone who gets in his way,” Father said. 
 
    “The naked man below the depression with his arms bound behind him standing beside a walled settlement represents Sabu as a captive before the walls of Nubt. He’s being prodded forward by a standard topped with a scorpion that represents you.” 
 
    “The falcon resting atop the wall represents Horus,” Father said. “Simple yet impressive, Iry. A mobile commemoration of my conquest of Nubt.” 
 
    “You can assign a man to carry it in front of you in processions from now on so everyone will recognize your might. You can take it with you to your grave so the gods will know too.” 
 
    “Along with the one Tamit made for me.” Father embraced me. “I’m pleased, Iry.” He hugged my girls one last time, then boarded. 
 
    Only Matia and Gehes remained on the quay. 
 
    “I know I’ll be back in a few months with Scorpion, Iry, but Nubt’s always going to be different for me from now on,” Matia said sadly. “I know I’ll never sit on the dais in the audience hall again. This seems like an ending.” 
 
    “I’m truly sorry for that, Matia. You were right all those years ago at Nekhen. You’ve proven these past months that you’d have been a better ruler than either Sabu or your father.” 
 
    She smiled. “High praise, coming from you, Iry.” 
 
    “Nubt’s better off because of you. I wish you didn’t have to go.” 
 
    “You kept the promise you made me all those years ago, to take my counsel,” Matia said. “Thank you for that, Iry. You couldn’t have given me a greater gift.” 
 
    With that, she took her leave. 
 
    I stood at the end of the quay along with Heket and my girls and watched until the boat disappeared around a slight bend in the river. Then I took my girls by their hands and the four of us headed back to the per’aa. All at once, I felt surprisingly lonely. It was going to be odd ruling Nubt by myself. I could only imagine what Matia was feeling. I was glad I’d given her a taste of what she’d always desired. She’d have that to remember when Father locked her away in his per’aa. 
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    Peret (Seed) 
 
    Matia 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    I was sitting on a tall flat stone with Nofret beside a patch of fragrant flowers, shaded by a cluster of palm trees, in the garden attached to Scorpion’s per’aa. We’d returned from Nubt three days ago. The sun was about to set. A warm breeze was making the flowers dance. Birds were chittering, settling down for the night. This garden had been my refuge every evening in this cold hostile settlement during the three months between my mission to Nekhen with Iry and my departure for Nubt to kill Sabu. It was my refuge again. It was the one place no one dared bother me. 
 
    Everyone in Tjeni, except Scorpion and Nofret, continued to revile me because of Tamit’s murder. My role in the peaceful surrender of Nubt and preventing the loss of Tjenian lives in battle didn’t matter. Only the loss of the woman they’d all loved did. Compounding my ostracism were Mekatre and Nebta. Both blamed me for costing him the rule of Nubt. I thanked the gods each morning for Nofret and Gehes. Without them I’d be going mad. 
 
    “Leave.” 
 
    The barked command was harsh. I looked up. Mekatre. Why was he invading my sanctuary? 
 
    Nofret glanced from Mekatre to me, questioning. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    She rose and departed. 
 
    Mekatre moved in front of me. “So… you executed Ani and his brothers and destroyed his house the day after I left Nubt.”  
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    He snorted. “Exactly what I did, Matia. Rooted out enemies. You’re as vicious and vindictive as me. Worse, behind your pretense of compassion.” 
 
    “Hardly. I executed in the name of justice. You murdered because you were gullible and stupid. Ani tricked you.” 
 
    Mekatre clenched his fists, angry. 
 
    I didn’t care. I wasn’t going to let him intimidate me. There was no point in being diplomatic to Mekatre. He was my son’s rival and mine and always would be and I was going to treat him as such. 
 
    “Hiding in the garden. Get used to it.” He laughed. “You’ll never fit in here in Tjeni. You’ll always be the daughter of the king of Nubt, not one of us. You’ll always be the person responsible for Tamit’s death at the hands of a Nubtian assassin.” 
 
    “No doubt you spread that news.” 
 
    “Absolutely. Widely.” Mekatre stepped towards me, loomed over me. “You never should have taken Nubt away from me, Matia. You never should  have made Father break his promise. You and Iry stole Nubt. You humiliated me. You embarrassed me. You’re both going to pay.” 
 
    “You lost Nubt all by yourself, Mekatre, because you’re no judge of character and easy to manipulate.” 
 
    He snorted again. “If it hadn’t been your dead relatives, you and Iry would’ve made up some other excuse. You two have wanted to jointly rule Nubt since the day you met. But you only got to pretend you were Iry’s equal for a few months, Matia. He played you, the same way the two of you played me. Nubt belongs to him alone now – not you, not your brat.” 
 
    It was obvious that Mekatre was trying to drive a wedge between Iry and me. He was so unsubtle. And wrong. “You’re imagining a conspiracy between Iry and me that doesn’t exist, Mekatre.” 
 
    “It exists all right. Don’t bother denying it. You two are obviously plotting to get rid of Father and take his throne for yourselves. Then you’ll consummate your long-delayed marriage.” 
 
    “Tjeni’s my home. Scorpion’s my husband. Iry’s not going to set Heket aside. You’re delusional.” 
 
    “You think you have power, being married to my father. But it won’t last. Father will tire of you soon enough, Matia, the same way he tires of his concubines. You know about them, I assume.” 
 
    I didn’t. “Of course.” 
 
    “Do you have any idea how many he’s gone through since Iry’s mother died two decades ago? He’s infatuated with his newest one for a few months, then gets bored with her and never sees her again. Not even if she gives him a child.” Mekatre snickered. “That’s what you have to look forward to.” 
 
    If Mekatre thought Scorpion was going to treat me like an ordinary concubine he was sadly mistaken. Mekatre had no idea why Scorpion had married me. He had no idea one of our child’s descendants would unify the valley. He had no idea Scorpion believed Horus himself had arranged our marriage. Because of that, Scorpion treated me with respect. He’d been solicitous during my pregnancy, had gifted me afterwards. I’d impressed him with my bravery when I’d kidnapped Sabu. No, he wasn’t going to treat me like a concubine, ever. Mekatre was clearly trying to upset me by throwing Scorpion’s concubines in my face. Maybe if I’d chosen Scorpion to be my husband out of love I’d have cared that he’d shared his bed with as many women as Mekatre claimed. But I hadn’t and I didn’t. I kept my composure. “Maybe if your father’s concubines had captured Sabu and handed him Nubt he’d have treated them differently,” I said calmly. 
 
    Mekatre leaned close. “You won’t always have Father around to protect you, Matia. In a few years he’ll be dead. When I take Tjeni’s throne I’m going to send you far away where you’ll never be heard from again. Your brat too.” 
 
    “I thought Lagus was going to be king after Scorpion,” I said innocently. 
 
    “So does he.” Mekatre was still laughing when he exited the garden.  
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Scorpion slipped into bed with me later that night. We were in a different room than the one we’d spent our first nights in together – Scorpion had sealed it after Tamit’s murder and it’d never be used again. Moonlight was streaming through a single window, high up. By it I could barely see his face. 
 
    “How are you settling in, now that we’re back from Nubt?” Scorpion asked. 
 
    “If it was up to everyone in Tjeni you’d have left me there. I’m a pariah, because of Tamit and because I’m from Nubt.” I rolled onto my side. “What’s my purpose here in Tjeni, Scorpion? I need something important to do. I refuse to simply attend your banquets for the rest of my life and sit at your side looking pretty and being ignored by everyone.” 
 
    “What is it you want, Matia?” 
 
    “When I was with Iry in Nubt, he let me counsel him in the audience hall. It’s what I trained my whole life to do. I was good at it,” I said earnestly. 
 
    “Iry told me as much. It made sense for him to let you help him, given your knowledge of Nubt and your connections to its elites.” 
 
    “I could help you too, Husband.” 
 
    “You don’t know anything about Tjeni, Matia,” Scorpion scoffed. “Why are you even interested?” 
 
    “It’s my home now, thanks to you. I didn’t know how to rule Nubt either, until I did.” 
 
    “There’s plenty for you to do overseeing this household. And your most important task – raising our son.” 
 
    And protecting him from Mekatre. After our discussion in the garden a few hours ago I knew I was eventually going to have to deal with him. “I can do more than one thing, Scorpion.” 
 
    “I’m well aware of your capabilities, Matia. Your kidnapping of Sabu was exceedingly brave. But what’s more important to the future of this valley than making sure Gehes lives to rule after me? That’s what you should concentrate on.” 
 
    Scorpion was so frustrating. I wanted to scream. I wished I was back in Nubt with Iry. He’d had an open mind when it came to me. Scorpion didn’t and never would. Father and son were so different. Iry had seen me as an asset; he’d taken advantage of my knowledge and capabilities. That despite a brief encounter a decade ago that had shaped both our lives and erected what we’d both supposed to be an insurmountable wall between us. Then, unexpectedly, we’d been thrown onto the same path, each of us older and wiser, shaped by wildly different experiences, tempered by pain and sorrow. In our second go-round Iry had turned out to be, along with Pentu, one of the finest men I’d ever known. So fine that, during our time together at Nubt, I’d fallen in love with him. A bolt out of the blue and just as unexpected and impossible to avoid, the same way he’d described falling in love with Tamit. It’d happened not long after he’d let me preside in Nubt’s audience hall, not long after he’d told me I’d earned the right. It wasn’t just gratitude I’d felt for him for letting me do what I’d always dreamed of doing. But I was Scorpion’s wife and Iry would never stop loving Tamit and so my love for him would be unrequited. Something I’d accepted and would never try to change. Something I’d keep hidden from Scorpion. And Iry. 
 
    “What were your wives like, Scorpion?” 
 
    “Why do you want to know, Matia?” 
 
    “Just curious. Lagus and Mekatre aren’t like Iry. I’m wondering why.” 
 
    “My first wife was the daughter of King Bull, my predecessor. It was an arranged marriage – Bull wanted me to succeed him, and since he had no son his daughter tied me to his house.” 
 
    “Did you love her?” 
 
    “Not particularly. But I married my second wife, Heria, because we’d been in love since we were children. She was the daughter of one of Tjeni’s elites.” 
 
    “That must have been hard for her, the years you were married to Bull’s daughter.” 
 
    “It was hard for both of us.” Scorpion put his hand on my hip, idly stroked it. “Bull tried to pressure me into marrying a king’s daughter after his daughter died to cement an alliance. But I couldn’t live apart from Heria anymore.” 
 
    “You fought for the woman you loved.” 
 
    “I did. Lucky for me, I intimidated Bull. I got my way.” 
 
    “Do you still miss Heria?” 
 
    “Very much.” 
 
    “That’s the reason you let Iry stay in Nubt. You understand what he’s going through, trying to come to terms with Tamit’s murder.” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “You’ve never stopped loving Heria. That’s why you never married again, until now.” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “If it wasn’t for Sety’s dream you wouldn’t have married me either. You’d have simply added me to your flock of concubines to tie Tjeni to Nubt, the same way they tie their hamlets and settlements to you.” 
 
    “How did you find out about my concubines?” Scorpion asked. 
 
    “Mekatre told me.” 
 
    “Trying to stir up trouble between us, I suspect.” 
 
    “He is. He delights in it.” 
 
    “Fact is, Matia, I haven’t summoned a single concubine to my bed since we married. You’re the first woman since Heria I’ve actually cared about. Maybe because you’re unexpectedly impressive in so many ways – planning wars, eradicating my enemies, transitioning Nubt into Tjeni. Maybe because our marriage is about the future of the valley, not about linking two powerful settlements. It’s bigger than both of us.” 
 
    “We had to marry so Gehes would be legitimate and able to claim your throne.” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “Mekatre told me your concubines have given you many children.” 
 
    “None of them matter, Matia. The boys will be officials someday. Those with aptitude will be scribes or overseers. The girls will be royal weavers, just like their mothers. Overseeing them is going to be part of your duties running my household.” 
 
    “Do you plan to take more concubines from the hamlets that were beholden to my father?” 
 
    “No. Iry’d be wise to, but I doubt he will.” 
 
    “Marrying Heket was very difficult for him, Scorpion, after Tamit.” 
 
    “I know. It gave me no joy to arrange that marriage. I loved Tamit too. But it had to be done to secure Nekhen. Are you jealous of my concubines, Matia?” 
 
    “Not at all, Husband. I just want to know how I fit in here.” 
 
    Scorpion nodded. “Lagus has plenty of women in the North, most tying hamlets to him.” 
 
    “Satiah can’t be pleased about them, or the daughters of Ineb-hedj’s elites,” I noted. “I heard about them when I was on Iry’s mission to Pe and Dep. Though I suppose a hostage-wife is no different than a concubine.” 
 
    “Mekatre doesn’t have any concubines. He prefers being with the daughters of Tjeni’s elites.” 
 
    “To gain their support to award him your throne. Which Nebta accepts.” 
 
    “You know about that?” 
 
    “Mekatre flat out told me he’s going to push Lagus aside after you die, Scorpion. Which means he’ll push Gehes aside.” 
 
    “It’ll be harder for Mekatre once Gehes is of age and I officially name him my heir. At any rate, I’m counting on Iry to protect our son from Mekatre and anyone else who seeks my throne. But he won’t be able to do it alone. He’s going to need your help, Matia.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    Since I was a young girl I’d wanted to help rule Nubt. Iry had given me a taste. That taste was going to have to be enough. Now that I’d given birth to Gehes, it was time for me to give up that ambition permanently, the same way Iry had given up his ambition to be king of Tjeni. And for the same reason. I didn’t matter anymore. Neither did Iry. Gehes did. The sole purpose of my life from now on had to be to protect Gehes from Lagus and Mekatre and any other enemy who tried to put my son’s life at risk. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    My discussion with Mekatre in the garden had spooked me. Keeping Gehes out of his clutches was all I could think about the entire next week. Yes, Iry would do his best to protect Gehes, as he’d promised Scorpion, but if Mekatre moved against Gehes it’d take six days for a message from me to reach Iry in Nubt and he’d spend six days returning to Tjeni. Saving Gehes in an emergency would be up to me. I needed someplace safe to hide him. But where? I recalled Iry telling me about a local farmer that he and Tamit had befriended. One thing was certain – Mekatre would never look for a royal child in a lapwing’s hut. Ramose’s farm would be a perfect hiding place. Assuming he and his wife Hatnufer would agree to take in a stranger’s child and possibly risk their lives to deceive a man who might at the time be calling himself Tjeni’s king. 
 
    In company with Nofret, after subtle inquiries, I found my way to Ramose’s farm early one morning. The walk was pleasant; the day hadn’t yet grown hot, the sky was bright blue, and birdsong serenaded us from every direction. The farm was a little under a mile north of Tjeni, virtually indistinguishable from every other farm in the valley, which suited my purpose. A woman about my age, her skin dark brown from a lifetime in the sun, was tending a small garden beside a daub-and-wattle hut on a slight rise overlooking the shining river. Two naked children, a boy about five and a girl about three, were helping her, randomly poking the soil with small wooden sticks and chattering away to each other. An older girl, around nine I guessed, was busily scraping out weeds. The woman peered up at us from her knees, her hands black with rich silt. Her skirt was worn and dirty and she was dripping sweat. 
 
    “Are you Hatnufer?” I asked. 
 
    “I am,” she replied cautiously, suspicious. 
 
    “I’m Matia. This is my friend Nofret.” 
 
    “Matia?” All at once she realized who I was. “Your Majesty!” She bent, her forearms on the ground, head lowered. 
 
    “Please, Hatnufer. Sit up.” 
 
    She sat with her legs folded under. The youngest girl immediately clutched Hatnufer protectively and peered at me shyly from behind her. 
 
    I sat down cross-legged, at her level. “What’s your name?” I asked. 
 
    “Tamit.” 
 
    I must have looked surprised. 
 
    “Her Majesty gave me permission, Majesty,” Hatnufer said defensively. “My youngest son’s Iry. His Majesty gave me permission too. Her Majesty tended me in my birth bower both times. As I tended her.” 
 
    “Iry told me you and Ramose were his and Tamit’s friends,” I said. 
 
    Hatnufer relaxed a bit. 
 
    “Who are you?” I asked the older girl, who’d taken Iry’s hand and moved close. 
 
    “I’m Hatnufer, after my mother, Majesty.” 
 
    “You have a fine looking family, Hatnufer.” 
 
    “Thank you, Majesty. Would you like a cup of beer? Or some dates? I’m afraid I don’t have anything fit for royalty,” she said apologetically. 
 
    “No, thank you. I’ll get to the reason for my visit. As I said, Iry told me you and Ramose were friends of his and Tamit’s. I’d say your children are proof of that.” 
 
    “We had that pleasure, Majesty. I was absolutely devastated when I found out she’d been murdered.” 
 
    “I’m sure you’ve heard the assassin mistook Tamit for me.” 
 
    “I have, Majesty,” Hatnufer admitted. 
 
    “Do you hold that against me?” 
 
    “I hold it against the assassin and against King Sabu. He’s paid for what he did, thanks to you, or so I’ve been told.” She hesitated for a moment. “Is it true you snuck into his per’aa and kidnapped him?” 
 
    “Along with Iry and my cousins. And a big fish.” 
 
    “You must be incredibly brave, Majesty.” 
 
    “I did what had to be done to save Nubt from my brother.” 
 
    I glanced at the plain that stretched from the hut to the palm-lined river. Emmer was already knee-high, green, rippling in the breeze. A man was weeding between the rows with a wooden hoe. Ramose, no doubt. The boy helping him, probably eleven or so, was likely his son. A couple of wild fowl were penned next to the hut, occasionally squawking. A grinding stone lay beside the door. A tall jar held fermenting beer. Split fish were drying on wooden racks. Skirts and kilts were spread on the distant riverbank, bright white. I assumed today was washday. Everything looked so familiar. “I used to sneak off to a farm just like yours when I was growing up, Hatnufer. It belonged to my milk sister, Khentetka, and her husband Harwa. In fact, that’s where we held Sabu after we kidnapped him.” 
 
    “Wait – that’s where you went all those times you disappeared from the per’aa?” Nofret asked. “Harwa’s farm? You didn’t say so when we were there with Sabu.” 
 
    “I hated mindless repetitive chores in the royal quarters,” I told Hatnufer. “I preferred helping Khentetka tend her garden in the sunshine, and grind grain and weave and brew beer and fish and snare wild fowl.” 
 
    “That explains your fondness for commoners,” Nofret said. 
 
    “It brings me to why we’ve come today, Hatnufer. I have a son, Gehes. He’s Iry’s half-brother. I’m afraid his life may someday be in danger.” 
 
    “From whom, Majesty?” 
 
    “You deserve the truth, Hatnufer. Iry’s brothers. They want to take my husband’s throne. They’ll consider Gehes to be a threat. They might try to kill him.” 
 
    “I’m not surprised, Majesty. I’ve heard very unflattering things about both of them.” 
 
    “If Gehes is ever in danger, Hatnufer, would you be willing for Nofret to bring him here and hide them both until it’s safe?” 
 
    She started to reply. 
 
    I interrupted. “Before you answer, be aware that you and Ramose might be risking your lives and your children’s if you agree. Mekatre or Lagus will likely launch a search for Gehes if he disappears from the per’aa. They probably wouldn’t suspect he’d be in a farmer’s hut, but they might. I won’t be angry if you say no. I know I’m asking a lot of you. Especially since you don’t even know me.” 
 
    “I’ll gladly hide your son, Majesty,” Hatnufer assured me. “It’s what Her Majesty would have wanted, I’m sure.” She grabbed young Iry and held him close. “I’ll protect your son like I’d protect my own.” 
 
    “Thank you, Hatnufer,” I said sincerely, relieved. “Now, how would you and Hatnufer, second of her name, like to help me teach Nofret how to tend a garden?” 
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    “Niay? Is it really you?” 
 
    “Majesty.” He smiled and bowed to me, then nodded at Nofret. “My Lady.” 
 
    Nofret and I were strolling along a street near the per’aa. We’d just spent a couple of hours at the riverside market, as we did at least once a week, and were returning home. None of the oarsmen bartering with the locals knew me, so I didn’t have to deal with anyone’s instinctive hostility. They were more than happy to speak at length with two beautiful women. Through them, I was able to get a sense of what was happening in the rest of the valley. Scorpion wouldn’t let me attend him in his audience hall, so I gathered information the only way I could. Firsthand. Through gossip. “What brings you to Tjeni?” 
 
    Niay pointed to the line of porters behind him. “The latest shipment of gold from Nubt. I’m on my way to the goldsmith’s. His Majesty doesn’t trust anyone but me with this particular cargo.” He turned away and barked a command at one of the porters, then addressed me again. “I’ll be transporting you and the royal party back to Nubt in a few days, in case you haven’t heard.” 
 
    I could hardly believe three months had passed since I’d returned to Tjeni after Gehes’ birth. As promised, Scorpion was taking his entire court – except for Mekatre – back to Nubt for the next two months. His way of reinforcing for Nubtians that they were now beholden to him. 
 
    “May we walk along with you, Niay? I haven’t visited the goldsmith’s workshop for months.” 
 
    “Of course, Majesty.” 
 
    We fell in beside him. The bodyguards who accompanied me everywhere cleared a path through the crowded street for us. 
 
    “Still building boats for Iry at Nubt?” He’d dined with Iry’s family and Nofret and me often during the months before Gehes’ birth. 
 
    He nodded. “A few more and His Majesty will have a proper fleet. Then he’ll be able to send borrowed boats back to Tjeni and Ineb-hedj.” 
 
    “They’re needed. Scorpion’s wealth is increasing dramatically these days. With stability in the South and North, goods are flowing freely through the valley.” 
 
    “Nubt’s gold certainly doesn’t hurt,” Niay laughed. 
 
    We spent a couple of hours at the workshop, the only one in Tjeni that was guarded day and night. We watched the scribe assigned to the goldsmith count what Niay was delivering, then compare it to the plank Niay carried that accounted for how much had been loaded at Nubt. Naturally, they matched. I knew Tamit had developed the system; every time I saw it in action I marveled at its power and simplicity. After the delivery was complete, we watched the goldsmiths working on their marvelous wares. I couldn’t help notice the craftsmen weren’t as good as those at Nekhen. 
 
    “Will you dine with Nofret and me tonight, Niay?” I asked as night began to fall. “Scorpion’s on a hunt and won’t be back until late tomorrow.” 
 
    Within the hour the three of us were settled in my quarters. As soon as bowls and platters had been arranged and wine poured I dismissed my serving girls. 
 
    “How have things been in Nubt the past three months?” I asked as we dug into our feast. “I’m aware Iry regularly sends messengers to report to Scorpion, but I’ve only gleaned bits and pieces from snatches of conversation when Scorpion’s talking to an elite at a banquet.” Consistent with what he’d said soon after our return from Nubt, he hadn’t allowed me to participate in any of his audiences. He hadn’t confided in me either about anything having to do with Tjeni or Nubt. 
 
    “How frank do you want me to be, Majesty?” 
 
    “Tell me what’s really going on, Niay. Has Iry been withholding information in his reports?” 
 
    “He’s had to, at least some of the most sensitive. Until there’s a way to use Tamit’s symbols to inscribe actual messages His Majesty has to use messengers. There are things he wants only King Scorpion to know. Things he wouldn’t want slipping out because of a loose-lipped messenger.” 
 
    “Things you know?” 
 
    “Majesty, anyone from Tjeni is regarded with suspicion in Nubt, as you well know. But I’m from the delta, not Tjeni, and all the workers in my boatyard are from Nubt. I treat them well and they speak openly in front of me.” 
 
    “What do they say?” 
 
    “May I use names instead of titles, to be perfectly clear?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Everyone in Nubt appreciates that Iry isn’t Mekatre. But King Scorpion is Nubt’s true ruler and he let Mekatre get away with murder. He didn’t punish him. You’re the one who rendered justice.” 
 
    “At least Iry was able to talk Scorpion into removing Mekatre,” I sighed. 
 
    “No one trusts that Iry will continue acting as he did when you were there, because Mekatre destroyed all trust. There was a glimmer of hope the months you sat in the audience hall, but it’s gone now.” 
 
    “I see. Does Iry know how he’s perceived?” 
 
    “He does, Majesty. I tell him everything I hear.” 
 
    “You’re his eyes and ears in the settlement.” 
 
    “A poor substitute for you, Majesty. But, yes.” 
 
    “Iry hasn’t asked us for foodstuffs or materials for a while. Is Nubt stable?” 
 
    “For the most part. But Nubt’s overseers have slacked off since you left, Majesty. They’re not as exacting about the status of their enterprises as you forced them to be. Luckily, the scribes keep His Majesty well informed. The overseers may think they’re fooling His Majesty, but they’re not.” 
 
    “I’ll straighten them out when I’m back at Nubt,” I growled. 
 
    “You should know, Majesty – Harwa’s replacement is incompetent. His Majesty thought he was doing a good thing, letting Nubt’s elites choose him. I think they chose the man they did just to spite His Majesty. Or maybe test him.” 
 
    “If Iry hasn’t replaced him, does that mean he’s failed the elites’ test?” 
 
    “You can challenge Nubt’s elites to their faces and make them obey, Majesty. His Majesty knows he can’t. He doesn’t have the connection with them that you have. He’s going to have to be more subtle than you’d be, let the situation play out for a while before taking action.” 
 
    “I don’t envy him that.” 
 
    “You don’t need to worry about His Majesty,” Niay said. “I served him in Ptah’s Settlement almost from the day he marched in and took over. The situation wasn’t dissimilar to what he’s facing in Nubt. He eventually earned the trust and respect of a plethora of originally hostile resentful elites who didn’t want to have anything to do with King Scorpion. And their loyalty and friendship, for the most part. His Majesty knows how to lead, not just rule. He’ll be fine. So will Nubt.” 
 
    “I can tell Iry has a true friend in you, Niay.” 
 
    “That is my privilege, Majesty.” 
 
    Nofret rose and refilled our cups of wine. 
 
    “Did you really build the king’s boats, Niay?” she asked. 
 
    I was shocked. In all the months we’d been in Niay’s company at Nubt she’d never once spoken to him. Or any man except Iry for that matter. 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “They’re beautiful.” 
 
    “I invented the sail myself,” Niay said proudly. 
 
    “I traveled on King Ika’s boats when we were married. They were so slow. On yours I feel like I’m flying.” 
 
    Niay looked from Nofret to me and back. “You were married to Her Majesty’s father? The king who was murdered?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” he said sincerely. 
 
    “Nofret was the daughter of my first husband, Pentu,” I said. “So I’m her stepmother and she’s mine.” 
 
    “I’ve never heard of anything like that,” Niay said. 
 
    “After Sabu murdered Ika he took me for himself,” Nofret said. “He was a monster.” 
 
    I was surprised Nofret was opening up, if just a little, in front of Niay. 
 
    “I’m doubly sorry, My Lady,” Niay said. 
 
    I sensed I should lighten the mood. “How did you come to build boats, Niay?” I asked. 
 
    “My ancestor followed My Lord Sety’s ancestors Nykara and Amenia from Nekhen when he founded his estate in the delta, Majesty.” 
 
    “I’ve visited Sety’s estate. He told me their story.” 
 
    “Nykara was a boat builder, as you know. So have been all my ancestors ever since – going on two hundred years. I began building boats as soon as I was old enough to weave rope through holes and tie it off – small nimble fingers. My father taught me to shape wood and seal it and all the myriad tasks involved. Most importantly, he taught me to design boats. A few years ago Sety sent me to Ptah’s Settlement – now Ineb-hedj. The overseer of boats at its harbor, Raia, did a poor job maintaining and repairing vessels. Sety assigned me to work specifically on his boats. One day I overheard His Majesty asking Raia if he could build him a boat. Raia turned him down. I summoned my courage and told His Majesty I could. Then I sketched in the dirt a design for a better boat than any in the harbor.” 
 
    “One with a sail,” Nofret interjected. 
 
    “I’d built a few models. I was sure it’d work. His Majesty gave me the opportunity to prove it.” 
 
    “Iry thinks you’re a genius, you know,” I said. 
 
    “His Majesty’s too kind,” Niay said modestly. 
 
    “Have you sailed beyond the valley?” Nofret asked, filling Niay’s cup a third time. 
 
    “I’ve gone as far north as Jebail. It’s three days sail past the river’s mouth, along the coast. Great tall cedar trees grow from low mountains there. I use cedar logs for my boats’ spines and masts.” 
 
    “Sometimes I’d like to sail away and leave everything I know behind,” Nofret said dreamily. 
 
    Including, no doubt, memories of Sabu. 
 
    “If you ever decide to, My Lady, my boat’s yours,” Niay replied gallantly. 
 
    “I hardly think it’ll come to that,” Nofret said. “I go where Her Majesty goes.” 
 
    “You’ll be sailing to Nubt with the royal party, then.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    “Then perhaps you’ll let me teach you how to steer my boat, how to fly upriver.” 
 
    “I think I’d like that, Niay.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You seem awfully happy today, Nebta.” 
 
    All of us who’d spent the past two months with Scorpion at Nubt had returned yesterday evening. Neither Nebta nor Mekatre had gone with us; he’d remained at Tjeni to oversee the settlement. This morning I was delivering Gehes to the per’aa’s nursery. I was going to be tied up all day inspecting the per’aa and speaking with officials to make sure nothing had fallen apart in my absence. 
 
    Half a dozen wetnurses and several servants were in the nursery. Two were cuddling Gehes and Kama, second of his name, son of Weret and Kama. Gehes was already five months old, a month older than Kama. Another wetnurse was watching Nebta’s children – Heby and Nebta, both the second of their name, ages two and one respectively. There were many elite daughters and sons present as well, the majority infants. The older children were helping the wetnurses look after the younger.  
 
    My stay at Nubt with Scorpion had been eye-opening. Everything Niay had told Nofret and me before our trip had been accurate. Integration of Nubt and Tjeni was not going smoothly. Iry had spoken frankly on the day of our arrival about how much he missed me and my counsel. Yet, despite his pleas, Scorpion hadn’t let me sit beside the two of them in the audience hall even once. I understood his reluctance; Scorpion couldn’t afford to let anyone but him be regarded as Nubt’s true ruler and my presence would distract from that message.  
 
    But there were real problems in Nubt, and they weren’t going to disappear simply because Scorpion showed up every two months. So I’d met with Iry in secret aboard Niay’s boat the night of my arrival to strategize. It had been hard, that night and the weeks that followed, being around Iry. My love for him had intensified during the months I’d spent in Tjeni. But I forced myself not to reveal what I felt by word or sign. It wouldn’t have been fair to either of us. As much as possible, I saw him during my stay only in company with Scorpion or Heket or his daughters. The girls, of course, spent most of each day with Gehes. I, on the other hand, spent considerable time with Nubt’s overseers, playing in private the role I’d played before in the audience hall, straightening them out, demanding accountability. And I’d wandered Nubt each day, speaking with elites and commoners alike, trying to drum up support and arrange allies for Iry. Only time would tell if I’d succeeded. 
 
    “I should be happy,” Nebta replied cheerily. “Mekatre’s just assured his future.” She gazed at her son. “And Heby’s. He’ll be king of Tjeni after his father.” 
 
    “Oh?” Time to play innocent. Nebta considered me a Nubtian. She had no idea I knew anything about the machinations going on behind the scenes for Scorpion’s throne. Machinations that posed a threat to Gehes. 
 
    “Mekatre spent most of yesterday with Perneb,” Nebta said. “Do you know him?” 
 
    “I’ve encountered him at banquets,” I said noncommittally. 
 
    “He’s switched his support from Lagus to Mekatre. Now that Mekatre has both Minnefer’s and Perneb’s backing he’s sure to be Tjeni’s next king.” 
 
    “Won’t King Scorpion have something to say about that?” I asked. “Or Lagus?” 
 
    “Scorpion will be dead,” Nebta replied. 
 
    I thought it interesting she’d dismiss him so easily in front of me, Scorpion’s wife. She was underestimating me. Good. 
 
    “As for Lagus, he made a fatal mistake when he accepted the post at Ineb-hedj. He’s too far away from Tjeni. Mekatre’s been able to slowly pick apart Lagus’ elite coalition. It’s completely gone, ever since Mekatre’s made known how ineffective Lagus has been running Ineb-hedj.” 
 
    At least Lagus hadn’t murdered anyone in error as Mekatre had, to the best of my knowledge. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Matia. You’ll be taken care of after Scorpion dies. Mekatre’s promised you to Perneb. Your next husband won’t be royal, but he’ll be elite, and one of my husband’s closest counselors.” 
 
    “Mekatre used me to convince Perneb to support him?” 
 
    “In part, yes.” 
 
    So. Bartered away again by another man who had no right to barter me away. I had no doubt now how much of a threat Mekatre posed to Gehes and me, thanks to Nebta’s need to boast. Mekatre would do anything necessary to sit Scorpion’s throne. 
 
    “You’ll still have some status as Perneb’s wife, Matia. But not as much as mine. I’ll replace you as the valley’s most powerful woman.” With that, Nebta swirled out of the nursery. 
 
    If there was comfort to be had, it was that Mekatre had married a woman who craved status and wasn’t circumspect enough to keep her husband’s plans to herself. Years ago I’d flirted with Iry, hoping he’d let slip Scorpion’s ambitions. Looks like I was going to have to cozy up to Nebta from now on, to keep tabs on Mekatre. 
 
    I left the nursery and went to find Nofret. Quite unusually, she hadn’t broken my fast with me this morning. I encountered her in the corridor of the per’aa, near one of the storerooms. Her face was flushed and she was breathing hard. She’d been running. 
 
    “I was seeing Niay off at the quay,” she explained before I could ask. Her cheeks reddened perceptibly. 
 
    “You like him,” I averred. 
 
    “After Sabu, I vowed I’d never be with another man ever again, and I meant it,” Nofret replied. “He still haunts my dreams. But Niay’s such a kind and good man. So generous. So patient with me. We got to know each other fairly well these past months in Nubt.” 
 
    “And when he was letting you steer his boat?” 
 
    “I felt so powerful, Matia, so in control for the first time in my life. Flying upriver with the wind filling the sail was the exact moment I decided I’m not going to let what Sabu did ruin the rest of my life. I’m going to put him behind me and truly live. If anyone can help me move on, it’s Niay.” 
 
    “I’m happy for you, Nofret. I like him too.” 
 
    We reached my room. “I have news. I encountered Nebta in the nursery,” I said once we were inside with the door firmly closed behind us. “She was bragging that Perneb’s going to throw his support to Mekatre as Scorpion’s successor.” 
 
    “She said it outright?” Nofret was amazed. 
 
    “She did. Oh. And I’m to be Perneb’s bride.” 
 
    “The nerve!” 
 
    “Mekatre’s not trying to hide his intentions. That’s for sure.” 
 
    “I heard he was strutting around Tjeni like he’s already king while we were at Nubt,” Nofret reported. “I ran into a girl I know at the quay. Daughter of a porter. She told me.” She lowered her voice. “The girl said her father was ordered by Mekatre to remove dozens of jars of wine from one of the warehouses. She claimed it’s the one that holds the king’s grave goods.” 
 
    I fervently hoped Mekatre had been that stupid. If true, I’d have leverage over him. “We need to find out for sure, Nofret.” 
 
    An hour later we found ourselves standing before a warehouse not far from the per’aa. Guards flanked its entrance. Men were carrying containers inside, deliveries from Scorpion’s estate in the delta. That label I’d learned to identify. A scribe was standing beside the door, inscribing marks on a thin layer of clay spread atop a wooden plank. 
 
    “Is this where King Scorpion’s grave goods are stored?” I asked the scribe. 
 
    “A portion, Majesty. Several years ago the majority were transferred to a warehouse at Abdju. These are goods that’ve been accumulated since. They’ll be sent on once the warehouse is full again.” 
 
    “May I look around inside?” 
 
    “Of course, Majesty.” 
 
    For the next hour, as men continued to carry objects inside, Nofret and I wandered about, opening containers at random, inspecting contents. I’d never seen so much wealth in one place ever. Ivory, lapis lazuli, olive oil, wine, fat, grain, obsidian, gold, feathers, exotic animal skins – some materials in raw form, some in finished objects. If this was truly only a portion… 
 
    The scribe finished accounting for the delivery at the same time Nofret and I finished our inspection. 
 
    “Your name, scribe?” 
 
    “Siatum, Majesty.” 
 
    I indicated his plank. “You were trained by Tamit, I assume?” 
 
    “I was, Majesty. In Ineb-hedj, when it was called Ptah’s Settlement. She brought me with her to Tjeni to get things in order.” 
 
    I gazed around the warehouse. “Are they? In order?” 
 
    Siatum reddened. 
 
    “I know about the wine, Siatum,” Nofret said. 
 
    “If I was to count the jars in this warehouse would they match the inventory on your plank?” I asked pointedly. 
 
    Siatum looked like a hare caught in a trap. “No, Majesty,” he admitted. “The men who were sent to take the jars didn’t know about keeping an inventory. They didn’t have sense enough to make an adjustment.” 
 
    “Do you know who sent them?” 
 
    “I do, Majesty.” 
 
    “Which is why you didn’t raise an objection.” 
 
    “I know what His Majesty did to your cousins at Nubt. I value my skin more than I value your husband’s wine.” 
 
    “By ‘His Majesty’ you mean Mekatre.” 
 
    “Yes, Majesty.” 
 
    “I don’t hold your fear against you, Siatum. Do you know where Mekatre’s men took the wine?” 
 
    “I can find out easily enough, Majesty.” 
 
    “Can you round up trustworthy porters and move that wine back here tonight under cover of darkness without anyone knowing?” 
 
    “I can, Majesty.” 
 
    “Do it,” I ordered. “All the jars that were taken, and any others you find. Come to the per’aa and tell me when it’s done. No matter how late.” 
 
    “Yes, Majesty.” 
 
    The next afternoon I encountered Mekatre just as he was about to enter Scorpion’s audience hall. 
 
    “What’re you doing here?” he snapped. 
 
    “Scorpion invited me to attend today. He’s going to make an announcement of some kind that involves me.” 
 
    “Hopefully that he’s come to his senses and he’s setting you aside,” Mekatre said pleasantly. 
 
    The herald announced us before I could reply. Fact was, I had no idea why I’d been invited. We walked side by side up the central aisle to the dais. I caused a stir; I’d never been allowed in the hall during an audience before and no one in the room liked me. Whispered comments swelled through the hall as I passed. I noted that a chair had been placed next to Scorpion’s throne. For me. Mekatre noticed too. He wasn’t happy about it. His chair was to the right of the dais, at floor level. I’d be looking down on him after I was seated. We halted side by side at the foot of the dais. Scorpion arrived a moment later, strolling through the hall to the dais in all his magnificence, crown on his head, scepter in his hand. He ascended the steps and seated himself on his throne. I followed at his invitation and sat down beside him in my chair. Girls behind us began swishing fans. I gazed serenely at Mekatre, sitting in his lesser place. 
 
    The audience went on for hours, overseers reporting, petitioners requesting, Scorpion deciding. Exactly like all the audiences I’d attended in Father’s hall growing up, and like the ones I’d assisted Iry with. I was in my element. The issues were often boring, but I wasn’t bored. A few times I leaned over and asked Scorpion to clarify something. Each time he looked at me in surprise, as if he hadn’t expected me to remotely understand what was being discussed. 
 
    When the last petitioner had been dealt with, Scorpion rose. 
 
    “The Days of the Demons are less than two months away. Much has happened this year worth celebrating. I’ve conquered Nubt. Nubt’s king, Sabu, is dead. I have a new son, Gehes, by my wife Matia. I control the succession in Nekhen. The North is loosely allied with me. The inundation was excellent for the first time in eight years.” He paused and scanned the hall. “Tomorrow my messengers will go forth to every settlement between the cataract and the sea inviting kings and rulers and their elites and their ladies to come to Tjeni for a great lion hunt to celebrate the end of this year and the beginning of the next.” 
 
    Cries of delight rang throughout the hall. 
 
    Scorpion turned to me. “Matia, I want you to take charge of hosting our visitors – arrange places for them to sleep and daily meals and nightly banquets. Singers and dancers. Wine. See to logistics for my hunt – boats, huntsmen, food, weapons, supplies, servants. Find mooring places for our visitors’ vessels. Establish camps for their crews and servants and such.” 
 
    Finally. Something interesting to do. And fairly important. And very visible. “Of course, Majesty.” One interesting thing. But I had another in mind, one that would put Mekatre on notice that I was a force for him to reckon with. And a public venue in which to do it. I stood, so I wouldn’t be looking up at Scorpion. “Majesty, I noted that none of your overseers reported on the status of your grave goods today.” I glanced at Mekatre. 
 
    He looked at me, uncomprehending. 
 
    “Tamit was in charge of them, Matia.” 
 
    “You haven’t appointed anyone to replace her?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “The other day I was passing by the warehouse that holds those goods, Husband. I had a short conversation with the scribe who’s in charge, Siatum. He told me Tamit had transferred many boatloads of grave goods that had been stored in it to a warehouse at Abdju.” 
 
    “Yes. Several years ago.” 
 
    “Are you aware, Majesty, that since Tamit’s death the warehouse here has been nearly refilled with additional goods sent from the North?” 
 
    Scorpion looked at me, interested. “I didn’t.” 
 
    “Siatum showed me around. I’ve never seen such wealth. Aren’t you afraid things will go missing?” 
 
    “No one would dare.” 
 
    I glanced at Mekatre again. His brow was suddenly furrowed. 
 
    “Wouldn’t it be better to be sure, Husband?” 
 
    “I’ll appoint someone. Thank you for bringing it to my attention.” 
 
    Time to strike. “Why not me?” 
 
    “You, Matia?” 
 
    “Iry taught me Tamit’s inventory system. I forced Nubt’s overseers to adopt it. I double-checked their planks weekly. I’m capable of monitoring your grave goods, Husband. No need to waste one of your overseer’s valuable time.” 
 
    “You really want to do this, Matia?” 
 
    “I do. I want to be of use to you on a permanent basis, Husband, in addition to this special project you’ve assigned me. Let me take an inventory tomorrow and make sure everything’s accounted for. Then I’ll go over it with you so you’ll know how much more you have to transfer to Abdju.” 
 
    “Go ahead, Matia,” Scorpion said. “I appreciate your initiative. You’re in charge of my grave goods from now on.” 
 
    “Thank you, Husband.” I gazed at Mekatre, triumphant, as I resumed my seat. Just let him try to steal from Scorpion now. 
 
    He looked worried. I suspected that until this moment he hadn’t understood that goods were inventoried. He wasn’t one to pay attention to details like that. He must be wondering if I’d be able to tie him to the missing wine. He must be, right now, cursing his greed. Or figuring out how to get rid of me before I started counting. 
 
    I caught up to him as we exited the hall. “By the way, Mekatre,” I said in a low voice, leaning close, “all the wine you stole from your father? It’s back in his warehouse. Along with your personal supply. My men couldn’t tell the difference when they raided your warehouse in the dark, I’m afraid.” 
 
    Mekatre grabbed my arm and propelled me to an out of the way corner of the hall. “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” he blustered. 
 
    I jerked my arm free. I ignored his denial. “Next time, send men who know how goods are accounted for, Mekatre. You made it too easy for me to confirm your thievery.” 
 
    He moved close, trying to intimidate me. “You’d better keep your mouth shut, Matia,” he warned. 
 
    “Or what, Mekatre? You’ll wrest me away from Scorpion and give me to Perneb?” 
 
    He went pale. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Mekatre. I won’t tell Scorpion – about the wine or about you bartering me away. As long as your thievery stops. And as long as you tell Perneb I’ll never be his wife.”
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    I stood with Scorpion at the entrance of the audience hall, waiting for the herald to announce us. Tonight the kings and rulers Scorpion had invited to Tjeni would feast; in the morning, they’d head to the desert to hunt lions. It was fair to say Tjeni had never seen such a gathering. 
 
    Visitors had been arriving from all over the valley for the past week. The kings and rulers were all being housed in Scorpion’s newly expanded per’aa, their elite retainers in the homes of Tjeni’s elites. Dozens of boats were moored along the river. The camps for boat crews and servants stretched for more than a mile along the riverbank. Tjeni’s hunters and herdsmen and fishermen and bakers and brewers and such were working day and night to feed everyone, the cookfires fed by woodsmen and tended by women and girls. At night those fires were making the sky glow. 
 
    I’d arranged it all. 
 
    The low roar of countless conversations had momentarily decreased in volume as each visitor was announced and moved into the hall to take his or her place. The kings and rulers were already seated – Khab and his wife Ini, Antef, Heby, Raherka, Khered, Itjet, On, Rama. So were the elites, Perneb and Minnefer and Maya and Sety and his wife Merit prominent among them. Nofret was sharing a table with Niay. Theirs was a sweetly budding romance. My half-sister Nebetah was with her husband, a minor elite, at a table near the rear of the hall. The rest of Tjeni’s royals had been announced and were now in a row at the front facing the visitors – Lagus and Satiah, Mekatre and Nebta, Iry and Heket, Weret and Kama. Heria, as yet unmarried, had followed the last two in. 
 
    “Scorpion, king of Tjeni and Nubt, Lord of the South, Beloved of Horus!” the herald cried. “Matia, king’s wife, king’s daughter, king’s sister.” 
 
    Everyone fell silent and turned towards us as we stepped through the door. We made an impressive couple. Scorpion was his usual regal self, bejeweled, kilt brilliant white, though his head was uncovered tonight. I’d never worn such a fine skirt, or gold necklace, or gold bracelets or girdle or anklets. All had been made especially for this occasion. I fairly shimmered in the light cast by flaming torches along the walls and bowls of oil with burning wicks set atop wooden stands throughout the hall. Fragrant flowers scented the air and colored the usually drab interior. An aisle divided the small two-person tables that entirely covered the floor except for a wide space in front of the royal row. Scorpion and I processed to the front. Everyone on both sides of the aisle fell to their knees as we passed, even the kings. There was absolutely no question that Scorpion was now the most powerful man in the valley. 
 
    I’d arranged to have Heket seated to my left, with Iry on her left. I hadn’t spoken to Iry since his arrival, because I assumed Mekatre would have spies watching us and I didn’t want to give them a reason to claim Iry and I were conspiring. Mekatre was my avowed enemy now, after the garden and wine incidents. He didn’t even pretend to be cordial when we encountered each other.  
 
    A flock of servants descended upon us, bearing heaping platters of foodstuffs and jars of wine. I’d spared no effort to make the feast a display of Scorpion’s wealth. Every cup was solid gold, every platter and bowl copper. On one side of the hall, at the end of the royal row, a group of female musicians were playing, their music nearly drowned out by numerous conversations and much laughter. 
 
    “What will we women do while the men are hunting?” Heket asked as she sampled a date. 
 
    “We’re going to sail to Abdju to inspect Scorpion’s grave,” I replied. “Niay’s going to captain our boat. We’ll be transporting a load of luxuries from Tjeni to the warehouse in Abdju where Scorpion’s accumulating his grave goods. We’re going to visit that warehouse.” 
 
    “To impress the wives with Scorpion’s wealth and might, so they’ll tell their husbands?” Heket guessed. 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    Heket laughed. 
 
    “After we return to Tjeni, I’m going to present each woman with a gold necklace made by Nubt’s goldsmith.” 
 
    “What woman doesn’t crave gold?” Heket observed. She picked up and munched a piece of watermelon. 
 
    “Nofret’s coming with us, Heket.” 
 
    “I’m so glad. I’ve missed her since she left Nubt.” 
 
    I leaned close and tilted my head towards Nofret. 
 
    Niay said something and she laughed. 
 
    “She looks happy,” Heket said. “Happier than I’ve seen her in a long time.” 
 
    “Niay’s been good for her, Heket. I think she might finally be putting Sabu behind her.” 
 
    “That’s not an easy thing to do,” Heket said, “as I well know.” 
 
    “How about you, Heket?” 
 
    “I’m happy enough. I’ve settled into life with Iry. He doesn’t ask anything of me. We’re content being companions. I love Abar and Neith and they love me.” 
 
    “Have things improved at Nubt the past couple of months?” 
 
    “Marginally. Iry appreciates how you straightened out the overseers when you visited. You truly put the fear of Scorpion into them. They haven’t backslid since.” 
 
    “Any news from Nekhen?” I knew from experience that Iry would share what was going on there with Heket, unlike Scorpion, who still kept me in the dark about the valley beyond Tjeni. The opportunity to probe Heket for information was not one I was going to miss. 
 
    Heket looked towards her parents. Khab and Ini were holding court with a small group of Nekhen’s elites. “Father’s boats are trading directly with the North for the first time in two hundred years, thanks to King Scorpion. But, as usual, Father’s talking tough. He told his elites he forced Scorpion to allow free trade.” She shook her head. “Father’s lies will catch up to him someday. I wouldn’t be surprised if your husband removes him from Nekhen’s throne.” 
 
    “If he does, I think Scorpion will replace him with your brother Kama.” 
 
    “I agree. Weret’s given Kama a son mixing Tjeni’s and Nekhen’s royal blood. Iry and I won’t produce a challenger.” 
 
    “Does that bother you, Heket? That you’ll never have a son sitting Nekhen’s throne?” 
 
    “It would have, once. But I’m content being mother to Iry’s girls. I don’t much care about Nekhen anymore.” 
 
    The feasting went on for another hour. Then girls began circulating through the hall with bowls of water and lengths of linen to wash and dry fingers. All at once, with a wild cry, a dozen dancing girls swept into the open space between Scorpion’s family and the visitors. All were young, beautiful, flexible, their hair long and unbound, eyes painted with malachite, thighs tattooed. Some wore opaque skirts, some only girdles. All were bedecked with bracelets and anklets that jangled as they leapt and dipped and swirled in time to the music and clapping and cries of spectators. Gold necklaces flashed in the torchlight. Men crowded close to the front of the hall, as did Scorpion and Lagus and Mekatre. I noted that Iry had disappeared. 
 
    I left my seat and went to look for him, now that Mekatre was occupied. I found him at the side of the hall, out of the way, talking with Sety and Merit. 
 
    “Majesty,” Merit said, bowing. 
 
    “I wanted to thank you for how kind you were to me when I visited your estate, Merit,” I said. “I needed someone to talk to and you knew just what to say.” 
 
    “I’m glad I could help, Majesty.” 
 
    “We need to talk,” I told Iry and Sety. 
 
    “Should I leave, Majesty?” Merit asked. 
 
    “No, Merit. No one will think Iry and Sety and I are conspiring if you’re with us.” 
 
    “You mean Mekatre won’t think we’re conspiring,” Iry said. 
 
    I glanced at the front of the hall. Mekatre was so close to the dancers he could reach out and touch them. I had no doubt one would end up in his bed before the night was over. 
 
    “I don’t think he’s paying any attention to us right now,” Iry observed. 
 
    “He’s leaving that to his spies,” I said. 
 
    Iry shook his head in disgust. “Even here in Tjeni. Incredible. Anyway, Sety and I were just about to discuss the North.” 
 
    “King Scorpion’s losing his grip on the delta,” Sety reported. “Lagus has alienated everyone. So far I’ve managed to keep all the Northern settlements loosely allied. But Antef’s waiting to pounce if Lagus makes a mistake.” 
 
    “Lagus needs to be replaced at Ineb-hedj by someone competent,” Iry said. “I hope Father realizes it before it’s too late.” 
 
    “Scorpion will never take Ineb-hedj away from Lagus,” I said. “It’s his way of placating him, knowing Lagus will never sit Tjeni’s throne.” 
 
    “Foolish. But I’m afraid you’re right,” Iry said. 
 
    “How are Harwa and Khentetka?” I asked Sety. 
 
    “They’re doing quite well,” Merit replied. “Their estate’s about five miles from ours. I spent a couple of weeks there, helping Khentetka get everything set up. I can see why you like her, Majesty.” 
 
    “She and Harwa will be good allies,” I said. 
 
    “What’s going on in Tjeni, Matia?” Iry asked. 
 
    “Mekatre’s openly seeking the throne,” I replied. “He’s lured Perneb away from Lagus. He’s promised me to Perneb as wife. He’s acting like he’s already king.” 
 
    Iry looked appalled. “Does Father know?” 
 
    “That he’s angling for the throne? Yes. That he’s acting like he’s already king when Scorpion’s in Nubt? No. Can you imagine – Mekatre stole wine from your father’s warehouse of grave goods.” 
 
    Merit gasped. 
 
    “Father doesn’t know?” Iry asked. 
 
    “I dealt with it. I stole the wine back from Mekatre. Plus his private supply. Then I convinced Scorpion to appoint me overseer of his grave goods, like Tamit was. Then I told Mekatre I knew about the wine. He’s my sworn enemy now.” 
 
    “Which means he’ll definitely come after Gehes as soon as Father officially names him heir,” Iry said grimly. 
 
    “With luck, we’ll have many years to prepare to counter whatever Mekatre tries,” Sety said. 
 
    I left them shortly thereafter to circulate among the rest of the guests, before any of Mekatre’s spies got too suspicious. Before long I encountered Antef. 
 
    “Congratulations, Antef. I understand Satiah’s pregnant. It doesn’t seem so bad now, I suppose, that Iry and I pried your sister away from your father. She’ll be the wife of Tjeni’s next king.” 
 
    “Do you take me for a fool, Matia?” Antef shook his head. “Oh, wait. You do. Did. I have to admire how you singlehandedly destroyed Sabu’s alliance. Claiming I helped you escape – not true, but Sabu believed it. Anyway, Lagus will never be king.” 
 
    “Oh?” I asked innocently. 
 
    “Even in the North we know that Mekatre’s lured away the few supporters Lagus once had. Satiah will never be the wife of a king. More likely the widow of a murdered king’s son.” 
 
    “You think Mekatre will kill Lagus?” 
 
    “Probably Iry too. Then he’ll come after you and your son. What’s his name?” 
 
    “Gehes.” 
 
    “When Scorpion dies your life will be at risk, Matia,” Antef warned. “Flee to Pe and Dep. Be my wife, as you should already be.” 
 
    “You’ll protect me from Mekatre?” 
 
    “I’ll do more than that,” Antef replied. “The North’s vulnerable now, thanks to Lagus. Once Scorpion’s dead I’ll take the entire delta for myself. Once I control the delta I’ll control the river, and once I control the river I’ll control the South. Tjeni will fade away, and with it, Mekatre.” 
 
    So. Antef still had designs on the North. Information I intended to pass on to Scorpion and Iry and Sety. Mekatre wasn’t the only danger to Gehes. 
 
    “Just think, Matia – marry me, and you can be the wife of the most powerful king the valley’s ever known.” 
 
    “I already am, Antef,” I laughed. “I already am.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Scorpion tossed and turned on sweat-soaked sheets in our bed. Lamplight played on his features, drawn, anguished. For the first time since I’d known him he looked older than his fifty years. 
 
     I dipped a cloth into a basin of cool water and bathed his brow. His head was burning. His fever was getting worse. 
 
    A healer was sitting in a corner, watching. He’d given up trying to save Scorpion a day ago. The man who’d preserve Scorpion’s body with a mixture of resin and herbs and resin-soaked linen once he died was on alert nearby. Scorpion’s daughters, Weret and Heria, were asleep in their rooms. They’d been sharing the watch along with me and Nofret and Iry and Sety and Heket the past week and they were exhausted. Iry was also asleep. While his brothers Lagus and Mekatre had been meeting repeatedly with Tjeni’s elites, each trying to convince them to name him Scorpion’s successor, he’d spent every waking hour in this room. 
 
    Scorpion’s right leg lay atop the sheet, the deep claw marks that ran from hip to knee packed with herbs and potions. I’d slathered the wound with honey several times every day. Nothing was working. The lion that had mauled Scorpion during his hunt had killed him. Scorpion’s actual death was just a matter of time. 
 
    A week ago the hunting party that had set out so enthusiastically for the desert had returned to Tjeni bearing gravely-wounded Scorpion on a litter. The rulers and elites were still here in Tjeni, awaiting Scorpion’s death and subsequent burial. It promised to be the most extraordinary funeral ever seen in the valley. 
 
    Gehes squawked in a corner. Nofret picked him up and rocked him in her arms. Nine months old, he was my pride and joy, and Scorpion’s. I doted on him, as did Nofret. With Khentetka residing in the delta and Heket in Nubt, she was my constant and only companion here in Tjeni besides Scorpion, for everyone still considered me to be an outsider and interloper. Now, fourteen months after her liberation from Sabu, Nofret was gradually reverting to the woman she’d been before being so insidiously abused by Sabu. Niay was playing a major role in that. 
 
    Scorpion stirred at Gehes’ cry. His eyes fluttered open. 
 
    “You’re awake, My Love.” Though there was no love between us, at least on my part, I wasn’t going to deny a dying man that small comforting illusion. I pressed a cup of water to Scorpion’s lips and lifted his head a bit so he could drink. I gently laid his head down afterwards. 
 
    Scorpion licked his lips. “Watching… alone?” His voice was barely above a whisper. 
 
    “It’s late, My Love. Sety and Iry and Heket and your daughters went to bed an hour ago. Nofret and Gehes are here.” 
 
    “Lagus… Mekatre?” 
 
    “I haven’t seen either of them the past three days.” I didn’t hide my disgust. 
 
    Scorpion shifted a bit. He grimaced, drew a deep breath. “Campaigning for… throne. Making promises… to elites.” 
 
    “I’m sure you’re right.” 
 
    “I thought… more years!” Scorpion exclaimed weakly. “I thought… Gehes grown.” He took several more deep breaths, collected himself. “Those vipers… kill him.” 
 
    And me. 
 
    “Iry must… succeed me,” Scorpion said urgently. “He’ll protect Gehes… yield throne.” 
 
    “All the important elites back Mekatre. None back Iry.” 
 
    “Blind... misguided... greedy fools.” 
 
    “They are, My Love. I’m afraid the rulers from the North will assert their independence and head for home the moment the elites name Mekatre. Antef’s the most aggressive; he’ll seize Ineb-hedj. Unless Sety beats him there and rallies all of Tjeni’s farmers who’ve settled the delta and uses them to keep Antef at bay. Best case – disruption of the valley’s supply routes for a few months. Worse case – Antef defeats Sety and cuts Tjeni off from the delta permanently. Either way, we have to hope Iry escapes to Nubt before Mekatre can seize him and makes an ally of Khab. And takes Gehes and me with him.” 
 
    “Everything worked for… gone.” 
 
    “Let me summon Minnefer and Perneb, My Love. Tell them you want Iry to be king after you. They’re the only elites who truly count. Convince them. They’ll convince the rest. It’s the only way to stop Mekatre.” 
 
    “Agree… to my face,” Scorpion predicted. “After dead… advocate for son who… promises most. Lagus and Mekatre… fight. Civil war.” He grabbed my hand. His grip had never been so weak. “After dead… you must… make them keep promise. Whatever it takes… Matia.” 
 
    I couldn’t help reflect how strange a turn Iry’s and my lives had taken. Ten years ago I’d been obsessed with taking revenge on Sabu and Iry had been obsessed with becoming Tjeni’s king. Iry had eventually helped me get rid of Sabu. Now he could be king, but only if I was able to enforce Scorpion’s dying wish. 
 
    “How, Husband? I don’t have any authority. Minnefer and Perneb won’t listen to me. I’m from Nubt. I’m a woman. If I advocate for Iry they’ll accuse me of looking out for myself because Iry’s the only one of your sons who tolerates me.” Which was, itself, an amazing development, given how far apart we’d been when I’d escaped Antef and made my way to Tjeni. 
 
    “Summon… guard.” 
 
    I rose from the side of Scorpion’s bed, went to the door. “The king wishes to speak with you.” 
 
    The guard hurried to Scorpion. “Majesty?” 
 
    “Bring… overseer of per’aa,” Scorpion gasped. Our long conversation was wearing him out. “Tell him… bring regent stick.” 
 
    “Yes, Majesty.” 
 
    “Summon Minnefer… Perneb… Sety.” 
 
    “Yes, Majesty.” 
 
    Scorpion was visibly fading. “Quickly!” I snapped. 
 
    The guard dashed from the room. 
 
    Scorpion closed his eyes. I put my hand on his brow. He was exceedingly hot. I hurriedly bathed his brow again. 
 
    The elites and Sety arrived within ten minutes, the overseer shortly after. He was carrying an ebony stick chased with gold. I dismissed the healer and shut the door behind him. I moved to Scorpion’s bed and knelt beside it. I gently touched his cheek. “They’re here, My Love.” 
 
    Scorpion’s eyes opened, mere fevered slits. He was breathing very slowly now, shallowly, his chest barely rising and falling, his breath rattling in his throat. He’d taken a turn. 
 
    Inevitability settled over me like a cloak. I gazed at the men. 
 
    They’d seen enough death to know Scorpion’s was imminent. They moved beside the bed. 
 
    I gave Scorpion a sip of water, lay his head down gently. 
 
    He looked up at the three men. “I want Iry… lay me… grave,” Scorpion whispered. “No one else… Understand?” 
 
    “We do,” Sety replied. 
 
    Minnefer and Perneb nodded. 
 
    “Stick.” 
 
    The overseer crossed the room and handed it to Scorpion. He gave it to me. 
 
    “Matia… regent. Oversee Tjeni… Nubt… until… successor crowned. Knows my… wishes. Speaks… my voice. Understand?” 
 
    “Yes, Majesty,” Sety said again. 
 
    “Pledge fealty.” 
 
    “I pledge you my fealty, Regent Matia,” Sety said without hesitation. He took my hand in his and kissed my fingers. 
 
    Minnefer and Perneb did as well, without enthusiasm, staring at me darkly. 
 
    Scorpion took hold of my hand. “Carry out… wishes… Matia. Promise.” 
 
    Enforcing his wishes would require a desperate fight by me to put Iry on Scorpion’s throne. Could I win it? I had to, for me and Gehes and the valley’s future. “I promise, My Love.” 
 
    Scorpion let go of my hand. He closed his eyes. He was completely spent, fighting for breath, his body drenched in sweat. He started to shiver uncontrollably. 
 
    I covered him to his chin with a linen sheet. I dismissed the overseer. 
 
    “Should we send for the king’s sons and daughters?” Minnefer asked. 
 
    “No. Just us. It’s what Scorpion wants.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “The king has his reasons,” I said sharply. Mainly, that Lagus and Mekatre not be present to interfere before I had a chance to convince these men to back Iry as king. One of whom had been promised me as his wife by Mekatre. The prospect of the fight awaiting me was daunting. 
 
    Gehes fussed and Nofret rocked him again. 
 
    I continued to sit on the side of Scorpion’s bed. I mopped his brow some more. 
 
    The men took seats close to Nofret. 
 
    Sweat began pouring off Scorpion. His breaths came at ever longer intervals, ever more ragged. I continued trying to keep him cool, but it was a losing battle. After half an hour he took a deep rattling breath. He opened his eyes, stared unseeing at the ceiling. He roused himself. “Didn’t achieve… dream, Matia! Life’s work… unfinished!” 
 
    “No, My Love,” I whispered, my mouth next to his ear. “You are king of Tjeni and Nubt. Nekhen’s dependent on you. You command in the North. You’re the ancestor of the unifier. You are Scorpion, the mightiest king who ever lived!” 
 
    Whether he heard me or not I did not know. Scorpion took one long shuddering breath and passed into oblivion. 
 
    I should’ve immediately keened in sorrow to honor my husband and king. But no one could know Scorpion was dead until the men in this room agreed upon his successor. I’d made Scorpion a promise to put Iry on his throne. That he’d included Sety in the group I had to convince would help. He’d be my ally. I had to deliver. Otherwise, once news Scorpion was dead spread through Tjeni, conflict would rip the settlement and valley apart. I was now regent. Me. The daughter of Nubt’s king. A decade ago Scorpion had been my enemy. Now I was head of his house. I had to keep what Scorpion had spent his life creating whole. 
 
    “Shall we summon the king’s sons and daughters now? And the kings and rulers?” Minnefer asked impatiently. 
 
    “Not until we agree on who’ll be Tjeni’s next king.” 
 
    “Minnefer and I have already decided,” Perneb informed me. “Mekatre. You have no say.” 
 
    I held up my stick. “Scorpion made it clear I do have a say. He appointed me regent specifically to make sure his chosen successor sits his throne. And it’s not Mekatre.” 
 
    “Regent? You took advantage of a dying man and forced him to name you so you could shape Tjeni to suit yourself,” Perneb charged. “Scorpion was clearly too weak at the end to resist you.” 
 
    “Nonsense. If my stick isn’t authority enough, and the fact you’ve pledged me fealty, I’m Scorpion’s wife.” 
 
    “Were his wife,” Perneb said sharply. He eyed me possessively. 
 
    “And the mother of his son,” I added. 
 
    “The youngest and least consequential,” Minnefer said, glancing at Gehes in Nofret’s arms. 
 
    He had no idea how truly consequential Gehes was. “Let’s get to it,” I said crisply, brushing aside Minnefer’s and Perneb’s attempt to take control of the situation. “As you said, you both want Mekatre to be Tjeni’s next king. You, Perneb, because Mekatre’s promised me to you.” 
 
    “He did what!” Minnefer exclaimed. 
 
    “Did you think I suddenly switched my support from Lagus for no reason?” Perneb asked. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. I’m not going to be your wife, Perneb. Mekatre’s not going to be king. Scorpion’s choice is. Iry.” 
 
    Perneb snorted. He wasn’t going to give me up without a fight. “Convenient, Matia. The only son who’ll have anything to do with you.” 
 
    “And yet, they all should,” Sety said quietly. “And don’t forget your place, Perneb. ‘Majesty,’ not ‘Matia.’” 
 
    “You have no say in Tjeni’s affairs,” Minnefer snarled. “You’re from the delta.” 
 
    “I represent the falcon god,” Sety replied coolly. “A god who’s chosen Her Majesty to shape the future of this valley.” 
 
    “Absurd!” Minnefer scoffed. 
 
    Sety looked at me. Only a handful of people knew about Sety’s dream. A secret kept by all of us on purpose. We’d known how dangerous it’d be for Gehes if Lagus and Mekatre found out his importance. But the time for secrecy was past. I needed every bit of ammunition I had if I was to put Iry on the throne. I nodded. 
 
    “The falcon god sent me a dream many years ago,” Sety told the elites, “long before I met Her Majesty. He showed me Her Majesty bearing a child that mingled the blood of Tjeni and Nubt. That child.” He pointed to the sleeping Gehes. “The god showed me one of Her Majesty’s descendants, several generations from now, uniting this entire valley. The god showed me that descendant carrying out the work King Scorpion began when he united Tjeni and Nubt. My dream is the reason King Scorpion married Her Majesty.” 
 
    “If either Lagus or Mekatre takes Tjeni’s throne we’ll have civil war,” I said. “Whoever isn’t named will try to overthrow the other. North pitted against South. All four of us know it. All the steps Scorpion took towards unification – thrown away.” I eyed the men. “The only reason you two support Mekatre is because he’s promised you and your families position and authority. Right?” 
 
    Neither answered. Neither had to. 
 
    “Lagus is ineffective. Ineb-hedj has grown because of what Iry set in motion, in spite of Lagus. All he cares about is the trappings of power and accumulating luxuries for himself.” I could have added sleeping with every woman in sight, but I resisted the urge. “Mekatre’s a horrible leader. Have you forgotten how he turned Nubt against Scorpion’s house – my house – in less than a month? Convince me he’s done any better in Tjeni. You can’t. Perneb – you’ll be constantly looking over your shoulder if he becomes king. All Minnefer would have to do is suggest you’re disloyal, that your true allegiance still lies with Lagus, and Mekatre would execute you and your entire family. That’s the lesson of Mekatre’s short rule in Nubt.” 
 
    “I’d never…” Minnefer spluttered. 
 
    “You might,” I said calmly. “You’re an ambitious man, Minnefer. You’d prefer to be Mekatre’s only counselor. You were slated to be until Mekatre promised me to Perneb.” I addressed Perneb. “Do you want to risk being executed?” 
 
    His face told me the seed I’d planted had already sprouted. Good. 
 
    “Look at what Iry’s accomplished,” I said. “He founded Ineb-hedj.” 
 
    “Already the most important settlement in the North,” Sety interjected. “The key settlement in the entire valley.” 
 
    “He instituted controls on goods and foodstuffs from Tjeni all the way to the delta. He saved Tjeni from famine because of his connections in the North. He built an army and fleet when Mekatre failed to.” 
 
    “An army whose commanders and men are loyal to him,” Sety added pointedly. 
 
    An ungentle reminder that Iry could take the throne by force if he wanted to. “Iry kidnapped Sabu. He forced Nubt to surrender without the loss of a single Tjenian life. He constructed Scorpion’s grave. Scorpion told you he wants Iry to lay him in it. As successors do for their predecessors. As Scorpion did for Bull.” I leaned towards the men. “Iry will work in concert with both of you and your houses. He won’t favor one of you over the other. Can either of you say that about Lagus or Mekatre?” 
 
    “No,” Minnefer admitted. 
 
    “We can’t just consider today,” Sety said. “We have to consider the future too. Gehes is going to have to carry on what Scorpion started when he’s grown, as his son will after him. Iry will yield the throne to Gehes when he’s of age. His brothers will kill Gehes, out of jealousy. Her Majesty too. What Scorpion did will have been for nothing.” 
 
    “Scorpion should’ve been able to entirely unify the South after he conquered Nubt,” I said. “Yes, Nubt belongs to Tjeni, and Tjeni controls Nekhen’s future. But Nubt still needs to be integrated into Tjeni, not consider itself an occupied possession. The damage Mekatre did has to be undone. When King Khab dies, Tjeni’s king must appoint his successor and integrate Nekhen into the Tjeni confederation as well. It’s clear the South will never be unified if Tjeni is splintered internally. All of us in this room – every elite in Tjeni – has to unite behind Scorpion’s choice for king – Iry. He’s the only man with the vision and ability to complete what Scorpion started.” 
 
    “Assuming we decide to support Iry, we can’t crown him until after Scorpion’s buried,” Minnefer said. “Do you really expect any elites will let you rule Tjeni until then? Regent or not? You’re the daughter of an enemy king. You’re loyal to Nubt. You’ll look out for Nubt’s interests, not ours.” 
 
    “If that was true, King Scorpion wouldn’t have made her regent,” Sety said firmly. “Her Majesty was the architect of our victory over Nubt. Our victory was bloodless because of her. She risked her life to kidnap her own brother on Scorpion’s behalf. Do not doubt her loyalty to Scorpion’s house – any of you! She’s the mother of Scorpion’s son, Gehes. And, as I’ve explained, Gehes is the key to our future.” Sety grasped his talisman and held it up. “I promise – if either of you does anything to obstruct Her Majesty or Gehes, either before or after Iry is sitting Tjeni’s throne, Horus will rain vengeance upon you and all your descendants for eternity.” 
 
    A long silence. Sety’s threat hung in the air. 
 
    “I’ll support Iry,” Minnefer said at last. 
 
    “And I,” Perneb agreed. 
 
    A hurdle jumped. 
 
    “Now what?” Minnefer asked. 
 
    “You and Perneb may leave. Sety, send Iry to me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    I met Iry at the door of Scorpion’s room. 
 
    “Your father’s dead,” I told him gently. 
 
    He’d expected it, since I’d summoned him at this late hour. He entered, went straight to the bed, knelt at its side, took Scorpion’s hand in his. 
 
    I closed the door so no passersby would see. I sat next to Gehes and Nofret and waited while Iry grieved. Nofret put her arm around my shoulders. 
 
    After a long time Iry rose. He glanced around the room. “Where are my brothers and sisters?” 
 
    “They don’t know Scorpion’s dead yet. We need to settle something before I send for them.” I picked up my stick, strode to him. 
 
    He glanced at it. “Father appointed you regent.” 
 
    “He did. He ordered me to make sure his chosen son succeeds him.” 
 
    “Gehes. I know. He has my support, Matia, as I promised.” 
 
    “Not Gehes. You.” 
 
    Iry shook his head. “Father was crystal clear about the succession in your birth bower, Matia. Gehes is his heir, not me.” 
 
    “Scorpion didn’t expect to die within months, Iry. He thought Gehes would be a grown man when he passed, not an infant. It’s impractical to appoint a regent to serve the next fifteen years. Nubt’s union with Tjeni is precarious. Antef can’t be trusted in the North. Neither can Khab at Nekhen. Tjeni needs a strong king right now.” 
 
    “If I seize the crown, Lagus and Mekatre will unite and go to war against me, Matia,” Iry argued. “Once I’m dead they’ll fight each other for primacy. The North and South will declare independence while they’re occupied with each other. Whoever wins will kill Gehes and you.” 
 
    “Your brothers can’t realistically fight you, Iry,” I disagreed. “Tjeni’s army is loyal to you, not either of them.” 
 
    “The army’s disbanded, except for the few soldiers stationed at Nubt. Six days to send a message to summon them, six days for them to travel here. Useless.” 
 
    “Tjeni’s farmers would leave their fields instantly at your call, Iry. Who can Lagus call? The rulers in the delta? They’d laugh at him. The men of Ineb-hedj? They’re all loyal to you. Nubt’s loyal to me. Nubtians will fight for you if I ask. As for Mekatre, he has no one.” 
 
    “Don’t underestimate Minnefer and his network of elites, Matia. They back Mekatre.” 
 
    “Minnefer and Perneb agreed to support you a few minutes ago.” 
 
    Iry looked at me in disbelief. “Why?” 
 
    “I convinced them, just before I sent for you. With Sety’s help.” 
 
    Iry ran his hand through his hair. 
 
    “You’re the only man who can keep Sety’s dream on track, Iry. The only man who can make sure Gehes takes his throne when he’s of age.” 
 
    Iry glanced at his sleeping half-brother, so small, so innocent, so unaware. So important. 
 
    “Scorpion died regretting his life’s work was incomplete, Iry. Those were his last words. You once had grand plans for yourself. Resurrect them! Don’t die with regrets of your own.” 
 
    “Regrets? The day you married Father I reconciled myself to never being king, Matia. I accepted that as the god’s will.” 
 
    “What you mistakenly believed was the god’s will, Iry. Abar’s blood flows through you. She set her descendants on the path of unifying the valley. Your Father took a giant step on it. You can’t step off. You can’t go backwards. You have an important role to play in unification. It’s up to you to integrate Tjeni and Nubt and Nekhen while Gehes is growing up. It’s up to you to tie the South to the North once he sits the throne. You promised to look out for Gehes. Gehes is the key to our future. You have to prepare him to be king. You have to keep whole the lands he’ll rule. You have to protect Gehes from Lagus and Mekatre.” 
 
    “I know,” Iry admitted. 
 
    I drew myself up before him. I held up my stick. “The valley’s future is in your hands, Iry. Without you on the throne Gehes will die, and with him Sety’s dream. If Gehes dies this valley may never be unified. It’ll remain a bunch of squabbling settlements. Tjeni may even dry up and blow away. So… will you accept Tjeni’s crown?” 
 
    Iry was silent for a long time, glancing over and over at Scorpion’s body. In the faint light Scorpion appeared to be merely sleeping. Iry was clearly struggling. At last – “Yes, Matia. I accept.” 
 
    “Thank you.” I breathed a sigh of relief. Another hurdle jumped. 
 
    “I’ll let everyone know Father’s dead,” Iry said. He hurriedly exited the room. 
 
    I moved next to Scorpion and looked down at him. “I kept my promise,” I whispered. Then I began to keen. 
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    Iry 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    At dawn the procession set out from the riverbank at Abdju, Father’s linen-wrapped corpse carried on a litter by four men who’d served him in life. He’d been dead a week; all the rulers and kings and elites who’d attended Father’s hunt had sailed with us from Tjeni yesterday morning for today’s burial. We’d camped beside the river last night, the vessels moored along a half-mile long stretch. Never had any funeral in the valley been so widely attended. 
 
    I was unshaven and my stomach rumbled with hunger. As was tradition, I’d continue to eat very little and leave my hair uncut until I was crowned. That’d happen once we returned to Tjeni after the funeral. As Tjeni’s next king, and as Father had wished, I was going to preside today. 
 
    Last evening I’d taken Abar and Neith to visit Tamit’s grave for the first time. Father had buried her as befit a king’s wife, supporting the illusion she was Matia. He’d taken many of the finest grave goods from his warehouse and buried them with her. He’d provided well for her afterlife, out of love for her. Abar was six and Neith three, both old enough to understand. We’d spent half the night there, talking, resting our backs against the mound of dirt that protected Tamit. I’d told them story after story about a mother Neith barely remembered. Abar had vowed to grow up to be just like Tamit. 
 
    The procession was led by three men carrying standards atop ebony poles – Father’s scorpion, flanked by images of Horus and Wepwawet. Women in skirts, crying, ululating, bending constantly to grab handfuls of dust and throw them on their hair, followed the standards and Father’s body. Behind them were more women clapping ivory wands together to keep a rhythm, chanting ancient incantations designed to protect the dead. I strode behind them, next to Matia. She too was grabbing handfuls of dust over and over. Nofret walked beside her, Gehes in her arms, accompanied by Heket. 
 
    Every important person in the valley was in the procession. My brothers, Mekatre and Lagus, and their wives, Nebta of Farkha and Satiah of Pe and Dep. My sisters Weret and Heria, and Weret’s husband, Kama of Nekhen. Nebetah of Nubt, the dead king Ika’s daughter. Father had married her to one of Minnefer’s nephews, to keep her from tempting someone in Nubt from trying to claim Nubt’s throne through her. King Khab of Nekhen. Heby, ruler of Farkha. King Antef of Pe and Dep. The elites from every major settlement and those who’d owed fealty to Father. The procession strung out for nearly a mile. 
 
    We reached the cemetery. The oldest graves had sunk into the earth long ago, leaving small depressions. The mounds of dirt atop the graves of past kings and rulers were smaller than at the time of their creation; wind ate at them every day, constantly diminishing them in size. I supposed eventually they’d all disappear entirely. 
 
    The men carrying Father’s body stopped beside his grave and set his body down. Matia and I and my family lined up facing him as the rest of the procession reached the grave and fanned out around it. Eleven of the twelve chambers had already been filled with thousands of jars and containers from the warehouse, so many they were piled atop each other in as many as four layers, as Tamit had planned. The cedar boxes in the treasury chamber glowed warmly in the sun. Only the burial chamber was empty, except for five large wood panels leaning against one wall that would soon be assembled into a roofed shrine. 
 
    Memories of Tamit swept over me at sight of the goods with their ivory labels, and the grave itself. I recalled our visit here with Father, the visits we’d made together as we’d constructed the grave. I couldn’t stop wishing she was beside me today. I couldn’t stop wishing she wasn’t lying in a grave next to Father’s. Instead, I was with Matia and my half-brother Gehes, Matia’s and Father’s child. That Matia and Gehes were alive today was due to Tamit’s death. Maybe it had been the god’s will that she be sacrificed for the future of the valley. Maybe Tamit and Matia and Gehes and I were merely pieces in a much larger puzzle that none of us would live to see completed. 
 
    Matia was dressed as befit a king’s wife, a gold necklace around her neck, gold bracelets on her wrist, gold pins in her hair, though her once-white linen skirt was now covered with dust. Tracks of mud marred her cheeks; her tears for Father had been real. Mekatre was sullen and Lagus angry. Both had wanted desperately to be king. Both had railed against my selection and Matia’s choice as regent and Minnefer and Perneb for abandoning them. I had a feeling they were going to try to sabotage me. The only question was how and when, and if they’d try individually or together. Gods help them if they tried. I was only holding the throne for Gehes. I’d defend it against anyone who tried to take it. Especially my brothers. 
 
    I signaled for the ceremony to begin. 
 
    Father was arranged on the palanquin in the fetal position. Sety knelt beside him. He’d told me of an ancient ritual his ancestress Amenia had instituted for the dead, and I’d asked him to do it for Father. 
 
    Sety removed the talisman from around his neck and touched it to the linen that covered Father’s eyes. “I open your eyes, King Scorpion, that you may see.” He touched his nose. “I open your nostrils, that you may breathe.” Then, in turn – “I open your ears, that you may hear. I open your mouth, that you may eat.” Sety replaced the talisman around his neck. “Now, King Scorpion, you can live eternally in the land of the dead.” 
 
    Men helped Sety and me down into the burial chamber. Elites lowered Father’s litter to us. We took him from the litter and laid him gently atop several layers of reed mats in the exact center of the chamber. Sety and I climbed out. Carpenters dropped into the chamber. They quickly assembled the wooden shrine around and over Father’s body. Once the shrine was finished a dozen porters began carrying the grave goods destined for the burial chamber from the warehouse to men who waited in the grave to stack them around the shrine. Each porter made many trips between warehouse and grave. They continued until the warehouse was empty and the burial chamber was practically overflowing. 
 
    While porters were filling the grave I sacrificed an ox. After it was dead I sawed off its foreleg, which one of the porters placed in the burial chamber. The last objects added were the palettes Tamit and I had separately commissioned for Father, laid side by side atop the shrine. 
 
    “Now we’ll share a last meal with Father,” I announced. 
 
    Servants had laid out a feast while porters were filling the burial chamber, the food and drink prepared in the nearby facility that served all elite funerals conducted in this cemetery. We seated ourselves on reed mats, the royals shaded by sunscreens, everyone else baking in the afternoon sun. While we ate, workmen began assembling a roof over the grave, setting in place many thick timbers that spanned the grave from one side to the other, each timber less than a foot away from its neighbor. 
 
    Once the feast concluded, everyone gradually began drifting away by twos and threes to make preparations to return to their settlements at first light tomorrow, Nofret carrying Gehes to the royal boat, Heket taking my girls. Lagus and Mekatre walked away together, deep in discussion. Servants began clearing away the detritus from the feast. 
 
    I remained seated on a mat beneath the sunscreen, out of respect for Father, watching as dozens of men continued to assemble the roof. Guards watched too, to ensure no one stole any grave goods. Matia joined me, solemn. Neither of us spoke in the hours it took to complete the roof. Once all the timbers were in place, workmen positioned reed mats across them. Then they laid down a layer of mud-bricks atop the mats that they then covered thickly with clay. Finally, they mounded dirt atop the clay, every bit that had been excavated from the grave. 
 
    Why Matia stayed I hadn’t a clue, and I didn’t ask. 
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    It was late in the afternoon when workmen layered the last dirt atop Scorpion’s grave. The mound was impressive, more massive than every other ruler’s in the cemetery, the grandest of them, backed by distant cliffs where lay the entrance to the underworld, the cliffs shaded deep blue, the plains between grave and cliffs turning gold. Yet, for all its grandeur, the scene was lonely, lifeless, forlorn. I sat with Iry long after the workmen had taken up their tools and trudged back to their distant huts and the guards had headed back to the boats. He seemed loath to leave and I was in no hurry myself. The only sounds were wind sweeping across the plain, occasional gusts driving ribbons of dust before them, and the cries of distant birds. I dared not disturb the silence. I could only imagine what Iry was thinking. His father was dead. He was going to be king. The throne he’d once coveted and had abandoned hope of ever sitting was now his due to a twist of fate. The woman he’d planned to share his life with was dead, her grave a few paces from Scorpion’s, within sight. I wondered how many empty years Iry would live before he finally joined Tamit. I hoped he’d find some kind of peace long before that day. 
 
    As for me, sitting next to Iry was sheer torture. I was in love with him. Scorpion was dead and I was free. But Iry wasn’t. Setting Heket aside, Tamit still occupied every bit of his heart. He’d never love me, even if I was foolish enough to confess I loved him. Confessing would be selfish on my part. And it wouldn’t gain me anything. It might, in fact, raise a wall between us, cause him to avoid me from now on. No, I needed to keep what I felt for Iry to myself. At least I could be with him from time to time that way, not be perceived as a threat to his arrangement with Heket, not make him uncomfortable. Iry, I knew, wasn’t the only one who faced long empty years. But the love I felt for him was going to make what I was about to ask him extraordinarily difficult, and gaining his agreement more difficult still. 
 
    “You’ve waited with me for a reason, I assume,” Iry finally said. 
 
    “Yes. There’s something we need to discuss. Without anyone overhearing. I thought it’d be disrespectful to bring it up before Scorpion’s grave was completed.” 
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    “You’re not going to like it.” 
 
    “I’m waiting.” 
 
    “You need to marry me, Iry.” 
 
    Iry stared at me for a long moment. “I have a wife. Heket. As you well know.” 
 
    “A wife in name only, Iry. Given our history, I understand that being my husband is the very last thing you want. But the future of Tjeni and Nubt and the entire valley might depend on it.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “After your father died, when I was trying to convince Minnefer and Perneb to name you king, Sety told them about his dream and why Gehes is important.” 
 
    “We’ve kept that a carefully guarded secret,” Iry interrupted. “You, me, Father, Sety. Even my brothers don’t know. If they had they’d have guessed they were out of the line of succession.” 
 
    “Minnefer and Perneb wouldn’t have backed you otherwise, so Sety had no choice. They know you know about the dream, Iry. They know you’ll make Gehes your heir to keep the dream on track. But it was immediately obvious what they were both thinking, even as they vowed to back you – they could marry me, claim the post of Gehes’ regent, then kill you.” 
 
    “And then kill Gehes and rule in his place,” Iry inferred. 
 
    “Ending my line and putting a dagger in the heart of Sety’s dream.” 
 
    “Defying both man and god.” Iry shook his head. “Ten years, Matia. We’re right back where we started. Plotting a marriage.” 
 
    “Ten years ago I tricked you into believing it’d be far more than a political marriage, Iry. But that’s all it’ll be this time. A marriage in name only, simply to protect Gehes.” A marriage in which, this time, unlike the last, I’d actually be in love with him. But he’d never know. 
 
    “Unconsummated, like mine and Heket’s?” 
 
    “Yes, Iry. I’ll never ask to share your bed. I won’t ask anything of you at all.” As excruciatingly hard as that would be. Gehes’ life was important now, not my own needs. 
 
    “What about Heket? Do you expect me to set her aside, Matia?” 
 
    “Who says a king can’t have two wives, Iry? Besides, it’s not like Heket and I will be jealous of each other. We’ll coexist quite peacefully. You won’t have to deal with two women fighting each other over you.” 
 
    “I don’t know, Matia. Marriage seems awfully extreme.” 
 
    “What about our lives so far hasn’t been extreme, Iry? What won’t be in the future?” 
 
    Iry pondered, glanced at Scorpion’s grave for a long time, took a deep breath. “We really don’t have a choice, do we, Matia? Tjeni’s elites can be devious.” 
 
    “Not to mention Mekatre and Lagus.” 
 
    Iry nodded. “I agree, Matia. But we won’t announce our marriage until after I let Heket know.” 
 
    The sun was less than an hour from dipping below the rim of the distant cliffs. Wordlessly, Iry set out for the distant river and Scorpion’s royal boat. Iry’s boat. I let him go. I was sure he wanted to be alone with his thoughts, to ponder what we’d agreed, to come to terms with it. As I already had. 
 
    I rose a quarter of an hour later. I gazed one last time at the grave. “Goodbye, Scorpion.” Then I too headed towards the river. My shadow stretched before me. I hadn’t gone far when I spotted a woman pacing back and forth not far ahead, where the path dipped from the cemetery’s low plateau to the wadi. Even from a distance I could tell she was agitated. 
 
    She fell to her knees as I neared. 
 
    “Myt?” 
 
    My mother’s sister. Forced to marry Maya to unite my family and his. She’d come with Maya to Abdju for the burial. 
 
    She looked up at me, her face anguished. “Majesty. Something awful’s about to happen.” 
 
    “What, Myt?” 
 
    “I overheard things I shouldn’t have, Majesty. Terrible things.” 
 
    “What?” I was growing impatient. “Stand up.” 
 
    “Last night, Maya was boasting to his brothers that he’s going to rule Nubt. He’s going to seize control of the gold mines in the eastern desert.” 
 
    What a fool! “Maya’s going to try to break Nubt away from Tjeni?” He’d never be able to stand up to Iry’s army. 
 
    “Oh, no, Majesty. His Majesty’s going to give him Nubt to rule after he kills his brother.” 
 
    I was confused. “Use names, Myt, not titles. Be clear. Who’s going to give Nubt to Maya?” 
 
    “Mekatre, Majesty. He’s going to kill Iry. Mekatre told Maya that Iry stole Nubt from him.” 
 
    Not surprising. Mekatre had vowed he’d make Iry pay on the day Scorpion had taken rule of Nubt away. 
 
    “Maya told his brothers that Mekatre convinced Lagus to join his plot. Lagus isn’t happy he was passed over for king. He wants revenge on Iry too.” 
 
    “What did Maya say about the plot?” 
 
    “Maya and Mekatre and Lagus and others are going to kill all the rulers who’ve come to Abdju. Maya said they’ll never have a better opportunity to take over the entire valley. Mekatre’s going to put men who are loyal to him in charge of all the settlements. Lagus doesn’t know that part.” 
 
    “When are they planning to strike?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Majesty. Maya didn’t say.” Myt fell to her knees and grasped my legs. “They’re going to kill you too, Majesty! Maya said Mekatre hates you. And they’re going to kill Gehes. Mekatre doesn’t want a rival brother for anyone to rally around.” 
 
    Bad enough that my brother had killed Pabasa. Now Iry’s wanted to kill Gehes. I clenched my fists. I wasn’t about to lose another son to an ambitious man. “Who’s involved besides Maya and Mekatre and Lagus?” 
 
    Myt recited a long list. I knew every conspirator from Nubt. I recognized names from Tjeni too. Not everyone had fallen in line behind Minnefer and Perneb. Luckily, neither of them were implicated. Possibly because they had designs on me. I recognized a couple of elites from Nekhen and some from the North. Mekatre meant business. 
 
    “Thank you for coming to me, Myt. Now, go back to Maya. Do what you’d normally do. Don’t make him suspicious.” 
 
    “Yes, Majesty.” 
 
    “But first, go find Nofret. She’s on Iry’s boat. Tell her evil’s afoot. Tell her to hide Gehes somewhere safe. Tell her to ask Niay for help. Will you do that?” 
 
    “Of course, Majesty.” Myt hurried off. 
 
    I guess I shouldn’t have been surprised that Mekatre would attempt a coup so soon after Scorpion’s death. It was inevitable, and having the valley’s kings and rulers present at Abdju was certainly a bonus. That meant Mekatre had to strike before the rulers departed for their homes in the morning. If he succeeded he’d take control of the entire valley in one fell swoop. Probably better from Mekatre’s perspective to kill Iry before he was crowned rather than after, too. If Mekatre had put as much effort into learning how to rule as he did in subterfuge Scorpion never would’ve taken Nubt from him. I hurried after Myt. It was up to me to stop Mekatre and his fellow conspirators. I had a few hours at most to do it. But how? I couldn’t simply arrest Mekatre, even though I was regent. I had no actual evidence he was going to do anything sinister. No one would believe me if I accused him based on what Myt had overheard. No ruler would believe me if I warned him his life was in danger either. But there was no way I could stop Mekatre by myself. I needed someone’s help. It struck me there was one ruler who might assist. One who’d viciously crushed all opposition to his taking his settlement’s throne. One who’d once lusted after me and still did. Antef. He was my only hope to upend Mekatre’s plan. Unless Mekatre’s assassin had already killed him. Or unless he refused to meet with me, given our checkered history. 
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    “Leave us,” Antef ordered a girl serving him in the pavilion on his boat. 
 
    Night had fallen in the time it took me to hurriedly walk from grave to river. All around us, by torchlight, crewmen were busily readying Antef’s vessel to depart for Pe and Dep in the morning. The vast majority of his traveling companions were gathered around campfires on the nearby river bottom, eating. 
 
    “Scorpion’s barely in his grave, Matia. Have you come looking for a new husband already? Do you need me to protect you from Scorpion’s sons?” 
 
    I shouldn’t have been surprised that’s the conclusion Antef would have drawn. “I’m here to save your life, Antef. And many others.” 
 
    Antef laughed and drank down half his wine. “How noble of you, Matia. And unbelievable, given all the lies you’ve told me.” 
 
    Great. Whenever I deceived a man it always came back to haunt me. Always at the most inopportune time. Because of how I’d led Antef on during the journey from Nubt towards the North I was going to have a hard time convincing him I was telling the truth now. But I had to convince him or all was lost. “Mekatre’s going to try to seize control of the entire valley tonight, Antef. His coup may already be underway. He’s lined up men in every major settlement to help him. If he succeeds, no ruler will leave Abdju alive. Including you. He’s going to kill Iry and me and my son too.” 
 
    “What about Lagus?” 
 
    “He’s in on it.” 
 
    “Why are you warning me, Matia? You can’t possibly care if I live or die.” Antef’s eyes narrowed. “How do I know Iry and his brothers didn’t send you to provoke me into attacking them so they could kill me and take my settlement for themselves? Lagus is holding my sister hostage, after all.” 
 
    As if he’d given a moment’s thought to Satiah since Iry and I had carted her off to Ineb-hedj. “No one sent me, Antef. And you’re right – I don’t care if you live or die. But you’re my best shot at stopping Mekatre and saving several dozen rulers.” 
 
    “I am?” 
 
    “You’re vicious enough to do what needs to be done quickly.” 
 
    “What's that, Matia?” 
 
    “Force the man who volunteered to assassinate you to confess. Then go with me and tell Iry so he can arrest Mekatre.” 
 
    “Why should I help you, Matia? Seems to me I’ll be better off if I simply kill my assassin and let Mekatre murder all my rivals. Think of the confusion in the North! Think of the opportunity! I’ll be able to swoop in and make every settlement in the North pledge me fealty. I’ll rule a region greater than Tjeni’s. I’ll control the river. I’ll bring Tjeni to its knees. Mekatre’s an idiot if he thinks he can stop me.” 
 
    “Mekatre is an idiot. A well-known fact. But you should help me because I know the name of the man who’s going to assassinate you, Antef. You don’t.” 
 
    “No matter.” He was unconcerned. “I’ll kill all my elites. I’ll get the right man by default.” 
 
    “I didn’t say the assassin’s an elite. You can’t kill everyone in Pe and Dep.” 
 
    “You’re bluffing, Matia.” 
 
    I was. I kept my face impassive. “Can you afford to take the chance I’m not? How many servants did you bring with you, Antef? How many oarsmen are on your boat? How many guards? How many female companions?” 
 
    Antef considered for a moment. “Let’s say I help you, Matia. What’s in it for me?” 
 
    “I know you’re feeling the pinch from Sakan. Not as many goods reaching Pe and Dep. And you’re shut off from trade with the South and the settlements in the delta. Help me tonight, and Iry will allow your boats to move freely throughout the valley and the North from now on.” 
 
    “You’re speaking for Iry? I find that hard to believe.” 
 
    “I’m regent of both Tjeni and Nubt until Iry’s crowned. Which means, as of this minute, I rule the South. I speak with authority given me by Scorpion. Iry will honor my promise to you.” 
 
    Antef regarded me with narrowed eyes. “What if I want more than unhindered trade, Matia? What if I want something more personally rewarding?” 
 
    “Such as me agreeing to marry you?” 
 
    “As Sabu promised.” 
 
    “Sabu had no right to promise me to anyone, Antef. Besides, Iry’s going to take me to wife.” 
 
    “I don’t believe you. Iry has a wife.” 
 
    “And soon he’ll have two.” I shook my head. “Do you honestly think Iry would allow you or anyone else to gain control over Gehes, Scorpion’s son?” 
 
    Antef drank down the rest of his wine. “Nonetheless, I want more than you’re offering, Matia.” 
 
    I didn’t have time to play games. If Antef wasn’t going to cooperate I had to move on. “I offered you a valuable gift, Antef. You don’t want it? Fine. Other kings are at risk too. One of them will help me.” I stood, started to walk away. 
 
    “Wait!” Antef rose and grabbed my arm. “You win. I’ll help.” He’d been bluffing. 
 
    I’d bluffed better. “Wesy,” I said. “He’s the assassin.” 
 
    “So it was an elite after all.” Antef smiled wryly. He summoned a guard. “Bring Wesy to me immediately. And his wife Ita.” 
 
    We didn’t have long to wait, though to me it seemed an eternity. Mekatre could be making his move even now. In less than ten minutes the two were standing before us. Wesy looked nervous. So did Ita. I felt sorry for her. 
 
    “Her Majesty tells me you’re part of a plot instigated by Mekatre of Tjeni to kill me and take Pe and Dep’s throne for yourself, Wesy,” Antef accused. 
 
    “Majesty! I’m not! I’ve pledged you my fealty! I’d never turn against you! You have to believe me!” 
 
    Antef studied Wesy intently. 
 
    Sweat began beading on Wesy’s forehead. His right leg began to shake. 
 
    “You’re lying,” Antef said calmly. “Guard. Kill Ita.” 
 
    I’d chosen the right king to get the truth quickly. 
 
    The guard drew his knife. 
 
    Ita screamed. 
 
    Wesy jumped between the guard and Ita. “No, Majesty! Please!” 
 
    “Ita’s life for the truth,” Antef snapped. 
 
    Wesy shrank visibly. He had the look of a condemned man. “Mekatre promised me your throne in return for killing you tonight.” 
 
    Ita sank to her knees and looked up at her husband. “What have you done, Wesy?” 
 
    Antef stood. “I suppose we should go pay Iry a visit, Matia.” 
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    Antef and Wesy and Ita and half a dozen guards I’d rounded up on the way from Antef’s boat to Iry’s ascended the gangplank. I was shocked to see Mekatre and Lagus sitting with Iry inside the pavilion. Torches at each of the four corners cast golden light, flickering in the breeze. Serving girls were pouring wine and passing platters of meat and bread. Mekatre seemed surprisingly cheerful for a man who’d just buried his father. Lagus, on the other hand, was extremely nervous. I realized the vessel was strangely empty. No elites. No royals. All the guards and all the servants except the two girls in the pavilion were missing. Had I come too late? Were rulers dead already? 
 
    Mekatre spotted us. “What are you doing here, Matia? With Antef? We brothers are talking. Take your friends and leave.” 
 
    I addressed the serving girls. “Get off the boat. Now.” 
 
    They put down their jars and platters and dashed across the deck and clattered down the gangplank. 
 
    “What’s this about, Matia?” Iry asked. He eyed Antef uncertainly. He eyed me uncertainly. 
 
    “Mekatre and Lagus are going to attempt a coup tonight, Iry. They’re going to kill every ruler who’s here at Abdju. They’re going to try to seize control of the entire valley.” 
 
    “A lie!” Lagus spluttered. 
 
    “The truth,” Antef corrected, his hand resting on the hilt of the knife tucked in his belt. “Wesy’s supposed to kill me and take my throne, Iry. He confessed.” 
 
    Mekatre looked at Wesy and shook his head in disgust. He’d chosen at least one conspirator poorly. “Can you blame me, Iry?” Mekatre asked. “Father dreamed of uniting the South.” Mekatre’s eyes glimmered in the torchlight and he clenched his fist. “Father dreamed too small. At this very moment we brothers have the perfect opportunity to make the entire valley ours. All we have to do is kill every ruler who’s camped here at Abdju. Right now! You don’t have to do anything, Iry. My loyalists will kill them. Then you and I can parcel out their settlements to men loyal to us.” 
 
    “Men loyal to you, you mean,” Iry said. 
 
    “That’s right, Iry,” I said. “Mekatre’s planning to kill you and me and Gehes.” 
 
    “Well, Mekatre? Are you?” Iry asked. 
 
    Mekatre smiled. “Of course I am! Matia, you’re the daughter of an enemy king and your loyalties lie with Nubt, not Tjeni. Iry, you’re a weakling and a coward.” 
 
    “You’d never have risked your life to kidnap Sabu the way Iry did, Mekatre,” I replied. “You have no idea how strong and brave your brother is.” 
 
    Iry didn’t let Mekatre’s insult get under his skin because he didn’t respect his brother. “No, Mekatre. I’m not going to murder the valley’s rulers. Neither are you.” 
 
    “It’s an excellent opportunity, Iry,” Lagus said hesitantly. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Excellent, Lagus?” Iry asked. “Really? Didn’t you pay attention to what happened after Nubt surrendered? Resistance. Particularly after Mekatre poisoned the settlement against us. Our resources are still tied up trying to keep order. Will be for years. Multiply what happened in Nubt by the number of kings and rulers camped here with us. We couldn’t hold the rest of the valley for a week.” 
 
    “We don’t have to hold it,” Mekatre insisted. “I’ve lined up elites in every major settlement. They’ll rule in my name.” 
 
    “You’re delusional, Mekatre,” I said. “You’ve lined up a bunch of ambitious elites willing to murder rulers in your name. But they’re doing it for themselves, not you. Once they hold their various thrones they’ll resist your attempts to gain their fealty.” 
 
    “Resist – hah! I cowed Nubt’s elites after I hung the ones who were going to overthrow me.” 
 
    “No one was going to overthrow you, Mekatre.” I was livid. “Ani tricked you into hanging my relatives because you’re so easy to manipulate. Unquestioning. Gullible.” I’d never get over what Mekatre had done to my family. 
 
    “Silence, Woman! We men are talking. Nothing you say matters. I don’t recognize your regent’s stick. Neither does anyone else. And you don’t have Father to protect you anymore.” He turned to Iry. “You should’ve left well enough alone instead of interfering in my rule of Nubt, Brother. The rest of the valley’s elites would’ve bowed before us, knowing the fate that awaited them.” 
 
    “Bowed? They’d have fought with every ounce of their strength because you hung innocent men,” I interjected. “Innocent elites under Scorpion’s protection.” Mekatre wasn’t going to shut me up. 
 
    “Matia’s right,” Iry said. 
 
    Mekatre stabbed his finger at Iry. “Matia’s bewitched you, Brother. You’ll agree with any nonsense she spouts. Why? Are you planning to take Father’s place in her bed?” 
 
    “Matia’s going to be my wife. Yes. To keep her out of the hands of men like you.” 
 
    Mekatre hadn’t expected that answer. He looked from Iry to me and back. Then he laughed. “At least your wife will be royal this time. Not a lapwing.” 
 
    How Iry kept himself from lunging at Mekatre and strangling him on the spot I’d never know. One thing was certain – Iry was going to make Mekatre’s death very unpleasant. 
 
    “You’re a fool, Mekatre,” Iry said. 
 
    “And you’re almost a king. Act like it!” Mekatre snapped. 
 
    “Act how, Mekatre?” 
 
    “Kill our enemies. Tonight. I’ll kill Antef myself. Right now.” 
 
    Antef drew his knife. 
 
    The guards I’d brought on board looked at me, uncertain. They didn’t know who they were supposed to protect and who posed a threat. 
 
    I put my hand on Antef’s knife hand to restrain him. 
 
    “You’re not going to touch Antef, Mekatre,” Iry said. 
 
    “I know the names of the assassins,” I told Iry. “We can end this coup right now.” 
 
    “And so we will. Guards! Seize my brothers!” Iry commanded. 
 
    “Don’t you dare touch me!” Mekatre snarled. 
 
    The guards hesitated. 
 
    I held up my regent’s stick. “Do it!” 
 
    The guards grabbed Mekatre and Lagus. Both resisted. The guards were stronger. 
 
    “Tie them up,” Iry ordered. “Keep them on board. Get them out of my sight. Guard them vigilantly from here to Tjeni.” 
 
    “Yes, Majesty.” 
 
    “Matia, go find Sety. He’ll help you round up the conspirators. Commandeer as many guards as you need. I’m going to take every traitor to Tjeni, no matter the settlement. As soon as I’m crowned I’m going to personally execute every one of them in the sacred court.” 
 
    “Except Wesy,” Antef growled. “He’s mine.” 
 
    Ita began to cry. 
 
    Wesy was trembling. 
 
    “Antef’s help was invaluable tonight, Iry. I made him a promise in return.” 
 
    “I’ll honor it,” Iry said. “Whatever it is. And Wesy’s yours to deal with as you see fit, Antef.” 
 
    “Thank you, Majesty.” Antef bowed the slightest bit. 
 
    Antef and Wesy and Ita departed. 
 
    I followed them down the gangplank, to find Sety. 
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    It was nearly dawn when Sety and I boarded Iry’s boat and announced we’d rounded up the last of the conspirators. They were all safely under guard. There were many angry kings and rulers in the camps alongside the river right now, all aware of the coup, all aware I’d saved them. Sety and I sank wearily to seats flanking Iry. Heket hurried to pour us cups of wine. 
 
    “Gehes?” I asked anxiously. 
 
    “With Nofret. Asleep,” Heket said. “He’s been on board since shortly after you left. Niay’s guarding them.” 
 
    A relief. 
 
    “How did you sniff out the plot?” Iry asked me. 
 
    “Myt, Maya’s wife, my aunt, warned me after Scorpion’s burial, not long after you and I parted. She’d overheard Maya boasting to his brothers about the plot. I knew I couldn’t accuse Mekatre without proof. Knowing Antef, I was sure he could quickly get a confession from Wesy. He did. We came immediately to the boat to warn you. When I saw Mekatre and Lagus already on board I thought I’d come too late.” 
 
    “I’m in your debt, Matia.” 
 
    “We need to reward Myt. We’d all be dead right now if not for her.” 
 
    “I’ll see to it.” 
 
    Heket took the seat beside me. 
 
    I glanced at her, then Iry. “Have you told Heket yet?” 
 
    “That we’re to share a husband, and the terms?” Heket asked. “Yes, Matia, I know.” She put her hand atop mine. “It’s fine with me.” 
 
    Sety looked slightly shocked. I assumed Iry would explain it to him later. 
 
    “Sety, as soon as I’m crowned I’m going to turn my attention to the North,” Iry said. 
 
    “Because of my dream?” 
 
    “A dream Mekatre tried to short-circuit, and failed,” I noted. 
 
    “And because the years I spent at Ineb-hedj opened my eyes to what’s important,” Iry said. “Your dream makes it clear that one of Matia’s descendants will come out of Nekhen to unify the valley. So I’m not going to waste my time or resources trying to take Nekhen for myself. Weret’s marriage to Kama assures I’ll gain control of it after Khab dies. I can afford to be patient.” 
 
    “You’re going to ensure the entire river between Nubt and Ineb-hedj is loyal to your house,” I guessed. “You’re going to make it easy for the future king from Nekhen to take the final step and link the entire delta to the valley.” 
 
    Iry smiled. “I’m in the presence of the two most intelligent people in the valley. Oh – except it’s our house, Matia. Not just my house.” 
 
    That was in fact true. And would be more so after he took me to wife. 
 
    “Someday this entire valley will be unified. Not by Mekatre, not by me, not by any ruler here at Abdju with us.” 
 
    “By a man not yet been born,” Sety said. 
 
    “Unification will not come by war and conquest or subterfuge or secret alliances, as too many of the valley’s rulers believe. Unification will happen when the ruler of every settlement in this valley realizes that by himself he’s weak, but by joining with others he’ll be strong. None of us here at Abdju will ever have wisdom enough to yield to a single man. We’ll continue to cling selfishly to our individual power until the day we die. I will, and they will. It’ll take generations for our descendants to set selfishness aside for the common good.” 
 
    “But we know for sure they will, thanks to Sety and his dream,” I said. 
 
    “And you and King Scorpion, Matia,” Sety added. 
 
    “Ineb-hedj is going to become the most important settlement on the river before long,” Iry said with assurance. “The king from Nekhen will surely make it his capital after he unifies the valley because from there he’ll be able to control the delta. I need to make sure that Ineb-hedj continues to grow in the coming decades and continues to remain loyal to me and Gehes and his descendants.” 
 
    “You’re out of brothers, so who’ll replace Lagus, Iry?” Sety asked. “Will you marry a loyal elite to Heria? Or to Abar when she’s of age?” 
 
    “I have a much simpler and more immediate solution, Sety. I’m giving you Ineb-hedj to rule. And Senebi after you, and his son after him. I want your house to support mine until this valley is unified, and beyond.” 
 
    “Iry… Majesty…” Sety was shocked. 
 
    “Your family’s been loyal to Tjeni’s king since your ancestors Nykara and Amenia founded your estate in the delta two hundred years ago. You’ve personally served Father and me with devotion. I don’t see that changing.” Iry lifted the talisman around Sety’s chest with his fingertips. “Besides, hasn’t your god revealed that your descendant and Matia’s will marry and rule a united valley?” He let the talisman fall. “The ruling families of Nekhen and Ineb-hedj joined? Seems to me it’s the god’s will that you have Ineb-hedj.” 
 
    Sety bowed. “I pledge you my fealty, Iry. And my house to yours.” He addressed me. “And yours as well, Matia.” 
 
    “Good!” Iry exclaimed. “The moment I’m crowned I’m going to name Gehes my heir in front of everyone gathered at Tjeni. I’ll announce that I’m going to yield Tjeni’s throne to him the day he’s old enough to rule on his own.” 
 
    “That’ll dash the hopes of anyone who thinks he can position himself to succeed you by marrying either Abar or Neith,” Sety noted. 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “What about Nubt?” I asked. “Will you split time between there and Tjeni as Scorpion did?” 
 
    “At least a little, so Nubtians will remember who they’re beholden to. But, as I said, the North will require most of my attention. So once I’m crowned I’m going to appoint Gehes as Nubt’s ruler. Matia, I’m going to appoint you his regent. You’ll oversee the settlement on his behalf. Once I yield Tjeni’s throne to Gehes, Matia, you’ll hold Nubt in your own right.” 
 
    I was absolutely stunned. Iry had just made me Nubt’s ruler. The post I’d trained for my whole life. The post I’d admitted to Iry I desired the day we met in Nekhen all those years ago. After everything that had happened between us – the pain, the deception, Tamit’s death – I could hardly believe he was placing so much trust in me. I wasn’t going to let him down. I wasn’t going to let myself down, or Gehes either. I’d be able to accomplish so much, given the rest of my life to sit Nubt’s throne. I’d be able to gradually erase all memory of the damage Sabu and Mekatre had done to my people. I’d be able to bring Nubt into true partnership with Tjeni. I was filled with gratitude. And love for Iry. I vowed that his faith in me wouldn’t be misplaced. 
 
    “Thank you, Iry,” I whispered, overcome. 
 
    “No need to thank me, Matia. You’ve earned Nubt.” He smiled slightly. “Ten years, and now we both finally have what we wanted. At least, most of what we wanted.” 
 
    Iry was thinking about Tamit. 
 
    “All kings are the embodiment of gods,” Iry reflected, his eyes on Sety’s talisman. “Here at Abdju we have many kings, and thus many gods. Every settlement has its own. But from this moment, and for as long as I and my house reign, one god shall hold primacy wherever in the valley my house holds primacy – Horus, the falcon god.” 
 
    “Given the dream we’re all pursuing, nothing could be more appropriate,” Sety said. 
 
    “I’m going to take a new name when I take my father’s throne, Sety, to make my connection to Horus clear to all. From that day I’ll be known as Iry-Hor, the Mouth of Horus.” 
 
    “May your house last a thousand thousand years, Iry-Hor!” Sety exclaimed. 
 
    “May it last a thousand thousand years!” I echoed. 
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