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Iset-nefret did not look at faces when people arrived with the dead.

She looked at hands.

Hands told the truth long before mouths learned to lie politely.

These hands—broad, callused, the nails rimmed with silt from the canals—belonged to farmers from the west bank. The woman’s fingers trembled as she adjusted the linen, smoothing it as though the body might feel embarrassment. The man’s hands hovered uselessly, opening and closing, already searching for something to do that did not involve grief.

Iset-nefret knelt, her own skirts darkening where they brushed the packed earth. She had the compact strength of someone used to lifting water jars and responsibility in equal measure. Her skin, the deep brown of river clay after flood, shone faintly where oil had not yet been absorbed. She tied her hair back with a strip of linen—not for ceremony, just so it wouldn’t fall forward while she worked.

“Set him down,” she said gently.

They obeyed at once. Most people did.

The dead man was younger than she had expected. Not young enough for outrage, not old enough for ease. His mouth had fallen open, as though he had been interrupted mid-complaint. Iset-nefret suppressed the familiar, inappropriate thought that death often arrived with terrible timing.

She reached for the small copper blade at her belt—not to cut, only to lift the linen at the lips. The blade had belonged to her mother. It was too dull for anything dangerous now, which made it perfect.

“Stay,” she told the woman, who had begun to edge backward. “He will hear you better if you’re close.”

Whether that was true depended on who one asked. Iset-nefret had stopped asking.

She murmured the first words—old words, reliable words—her voice low, even, unhurried. She did not raise it for drama. The gods, if they were listening, did not need shouting.

As she touched the mouth, the eyes, the ears, she noticed the scribe hovering at the edge of the courtyard, pretending to examine his reed pens. He was narrow-shouldered, his kilt freshly pressed, his head shaved so clean it caught the light like polished limestone. Too clean. A man who still believed order could be maintained by tidiness alone.

She finished the gesture and stood, brushing her hands on her skirt.

“He will eat,” she said. “He will speak. He will remember his name.”

The woman exhaled sharply, as though she had been holding her breath since dawn.

The man bowed—awkwardly, too deeply—and pressed a small sack of grain into Iset-nefret’s hands. She felt the weight, judged it sufficient, and nodded once.

Payment concluded, dignity preserved.

As they left, the scribe finally approached.

“You skipped a line,” he said, not unkindly, but with the confidence of someone who had never buried his own father.

“No,” Iset-nefret replied. “I skipped a mistake.”

He blinked. “I copied it directly.”

“That,” she said, “is how mistakes travel.”

She reached for her water jar and drank. The scribe watched, uncertain whether he was being dismissed or invited to continue. His eyes flicked to the distant construction rising beyond the palms—the pyramid, squat and unfinished, its casing stones still weeks away.

“They say this one won’t last,” he said, as though sharing a rumor about the weather.

“They say that about everything,” Iset-nefret replied. “Including us.”

She followed his gaze. The architect stood near the scaffolding, gesturing sharply at a group of laborers who were doing their best not to listen. His skin was lighter than hers, burned unevenly by years in the sun rather than generations beside the river. His hands, unlike the farmers’, were scarred in careful places—stone cuts, not blisters. A man who knew weight, angles, and disappointment intimately.

“They used better stone at Giza,” the scribe said.

“They also used better kings,” Iset-nefret said, before she could stop herself.

The scribe made a choking sound that might have been laughter. He glanced around, nervous, then lowered his voice. 

“Do you think it will still work?”

She turned to him then, really looked at his face. He had the eyes of someone who wanted permission to believe.

“The words still work,” she said. “The heart still weighs what it weighs. The gods have not complained to me personally.”

“That’s... reassuring,” he said.

“It shouldn’t be,” she replied. “But it usually is.”

A shadow crossed the courtyard as a cloud passed overhead. For a moment, the air cooled. Iset-nefret felt it—the familiar pause, the sense that something had shifted just slightly out of alignment.

Tonight, she knew, she would dream.

Someone would be waiting.

Someone confused.

She gathered her tools, wiped the blade carefully, and tied her hair back again.

“Tell your architect friend,” she said to the scribe, “that mudbrick remembers hands as well as stone does.”

He frowned. “What does that mean?”

She smiled—not unkindly, not indulgently.

“It means,” she said, “that eternity has more than one building material.”

And with that, she went back to her fire, where the grain was just beginning to boil and the living, as always, still needed feeding.
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