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I dedicate this book to sisters everywhere.

To make peace with your sister is to make peace with your own soul.
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Sung by his Harpist for Osiris, Chief of the Crew in the place of Truth

Inherkhawy, who says:

He is Happy this good prince:

Death is a kindly fate.

A Generation passes, Another stays,

Since the time of the ancestors.

The gods who were before rest in their tombs,

Blessed nobles too are buried in their tombs.

(Yet) those who built tombs,

Their places are gone,

What has become of them?

I have heard the words of Imhotep and Hordjedef,

Whose sayings are recited in whole.

What of their places?

Their walls have crumbled,

Their places are gone,

As though they had never been!

None comes from there,

To tell of their needs,

To calm our hearts,

Until we go where they have gone!

Hence rejoice in your heart!

Forgetfulness profits you,

Follow your heart as long as you live!

Put myrrh on your head,

Dress in fine linen,

Anoint yourself with oils fit for a god,

Heap up your joys,

Let your heart not sink!

Follow your heart and your happiness,

Do your things on earth as your heart commands!

When there comes to you that day of mourning,

the Weary-hearted (Osiris) hears not their mourning,

Wailing saves no man from the pit!

Make holiday, Do not weary of it!

Lo, none is allowed to take his goods with him,

Lo, none who departs comes back again!

The Harper’s Song

(From the tomb walls of the priest Neferhotep)

1350 BC
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DESTINY’S DAUGHTER—PAH

I walked through the Oasis of Timia last night. A heavy purple sky draped over the encampment. No moon rose, but clear, bright stars pierced the veil above, allowing the glory of the Otherworld to shower down upon the camp below. The light of the heavens filtered through the tiny pinpricks left by the warring constellations of Sah and Sepdet. It bothered me that I could no longer recall the names I’d once called those constellations. Those Meshwesh names now escaped me—but I once had known all their names and could track their movements better than even the Old One, Farrah.

The soft slapping of the palm fronds grew louder on the evening desert breeze, and the chirping of night birds hungry for tasty moths broke the stillness of the early evening. The fluttering gray insects were always attracted to the amber lights of the camp lanterns, and there were many here along the main pathway that led to the tents of the King and the Council.

I smelled pleasant spices, cinnamon, and cardamom, lingering evidence of a celebratory meal. Happy memories stirred within me, memories from a more innocent time. As always with the Meshwesh, these feasts would last through much of the night, yet I dared not intrude. For although Timia had been home to me, I felt I was an intruder.

But why?

The memory of something seething and dark, complicated, and soul-shattering escaped me even though I reached for it, mentally clawed at it like one of the moths seeking the light that would burn its life away.

Forget, sister. Lest it kill you.

“Nefret?” I whispered into the night air. Her voice was in my ears, but I could not discern her tall, slender frame anywhere. I heard nothing else from her, and I poised hesitantly on the empty camp pathway, hoping no one would find me and cast me out. Now that I had returned home, I never wanted to leave again. Could it be possible that somehow I had returned? Perhaps so! I had never recovered the memory of my journey from Zerzura to Thebes. Couldn’t I just as well have traveled home the same way?

The gods will have their way, won’t they? They do as they please with us, I thought wryly.

I could see that I wore no royal robes this evening. Only a simple linen tunic of pale-yellow fabric. The soft grass beneath my bare feet was softer than any carpet I had ever trod upon. Tiny curls prickled on the back of my neck, rising in acknowledgment of the mystical realm that worked its magic here. Yes, indeed! As a worker of magic myself, I recognized the stickiness of the air, the shimmering movement of the invisible. Instinctively I touched the air around me, as I always did when I looked into the fire and the water. Then I noticed my hands. They were young again—the scars, and I had many, had been washed away by the magic and starlight, and I felt lighter than I had in many years.

Oh, how I have long staggered under the weight of my priestess’ robes and the ornate jewels of Isis! Have I truly been set free?

Freedom overwhelmed me, and like a child, I spun in a joyful dance and laughed aloud. The sound was music to my own ears. How long had it been since I laughed or felt peace like this?

The whistling songs of my people, the Meshwesh, floated toward me and tugged at my heartstrings. Yes, I had been correct! A celebration was underway, and I could hear the excitement rising in their voices. From the pitch and tune, I knew what this was—a birth waiting, a holy night for us. I heard the clapping of hands as the expectant mother settled into her tent. How happy they were! Yes, a child would come! A child for the tribe—a treasure.

Treasure? What have I forgotten?

The wind rose again, and the bright blue pennants above my father’s tent beckoned to me. Yes, that was where I should go. He would welcome me, make them understand that I was a true Meshwesh daughter. I was also a treasure, and I belonged to them. He would put his robes on me and grant me whatever I wished. Father! I come to you!

“Hold now, daughter of Isis. What are you doing here?”

Blinking into the dim light, I whispered, “Who is there?” A figure hovered at the corner of the tent. It was a woman. She was not tall as Farrah yet carried herself like one with authority. At my question she stepped onto the lighted path, and I caught my breath.

It was Mina! Mina, who was not dead but young again, her raven’s-wing hair hanging freely down her back. And she spoke! Instinctively I made the sign of respect, but she did not return the gesture. This troubled me.

“What of your vow, Mina?” I felt compelled to ask. While yet a girl, the acolyte had taken a vow of silence. I had heard her speak only a handful of times in my life, and then only in ritual service to the tribe. By her speaking so plainly, I knew that deep magic indeed worked here in this place this night. She said nothing for a long moment. Her hair fluttered like the pennants of Father’s tent, covering her dark eyes from my view. I felt the power of those eyes as they searched my soul. I did not fight her or argue my case. I could not remember my offenses, so why should she? I only wanted to belong to my people again. To be their treasure once more.

“I ask you again, why have you come, daughter of Isis?”

“I am a daughter of the Red Lands!” I protested the repeated accusation. “You know me, Mina. It is I, Pah hap Semkah!”

My answer did not move her, and finally, the wind lifted her hair away from her tanned face. I could see her liquid brown eyes, and I relaxed under their sympathetic consideration. Her eyes did not condemn me. I saw only sadness there. “Look above you, then, and tell me what you see,” she commanded, raising her right hand. Gazing upward I immediately recognized the constellation—it was Osiris with his bow. It was a dark omen indeed.

“I see Osiris, Mina. He faces the west now.” Hoping to impress her, I added, “And look! A star falls like an arrow from his bow!”

“He is known as the Dancing Man to the Meshwesh. Or have you forgotten all our ways, Pah hap Semkah?”

“I-I know what is important. I know I should be here.” Desperation rose in my voice.

Mina inched toward me, her eyes like fire, her voice like steel. “Remember, Pah. Remember your promise to her.”

I stepped away from her. “No! I don’t want to remember.” I raised my hand upward as if she would strike me. “I want to stay here with my father and my people!”

“You want what you cannot have, but that has always been your way. You will keep your promise to her.”

Although her words stung my heart, I knew she spoke the truth. I begrudgingly nodded and pleaded, “Let me pass, Mina. Let me go to my father just once more.”

Like a wraith, she vanished into smoke, and I was alone again. The distance to Father’s tent was only a few feet, but it might as well have been a mile. I could not will my feet to make that journey. I desperately hoped Mina was wrong, but I knew she wasn’t.

I have left something undone. Something important.

A shadow passed beside me, and I spun to catch sight of who came near me. There was no one there, only whispers in the dark.

“Mina?” I whispered back to the empty air. The shadow whirred by me again, and this time it pinched me. I gasped and felt increasingly alarmed. This was not Mina but some other being that did not want me here.
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