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PROLOGUE


WINGS


If only he’d been looking up at the world instead of down at his feet, he’d have seen it coming.


The ibis had been poking about in the dense papyrus thickets, dipping his needle-sharp beak into the river, quick-quick, hunting for fish. He was a disheveled bird, his moon-colored body and jumble of black tail feathers giving the impression that he cared very little about appearances.


But he did preen. Every morning.


Besides, he looked no different from his brethren. His flock was scattered around him, loping through the water with deliberate strides, their red-ringed eyes focused on the slippery morsels that darted beneath the surface. They’d had poor hunting the previous day, and so they were particularly hungry—and particularly careless.


They neither heard the rustle of men in the thicket nor felt the water tremble with the men’s approach.


Then: a splash. Close. Very close.


The ibis raised his head, his long, slender neck bending into a question. He murmured, low and wondering, before another splash turned his wonder to alarm.


Fly away! Fly away! the ibis opened his beak to cry.


Too late. A guttural call broke the silence, and as the flock opened its wings in unison to take flight, a net fell upon them, dragging them back down.


Panicked, the ibis flapped and struggled as the net drew tighter and tighter still, until he found himself pressed up against the other birds in a writhing mass of flesh and feathers. Terror turned the voice of the collective into a cacophony of individual cries. The ibis kicked against the birds below him, while the claws of the birds above dug into the tender skin of his face and neck. He felt the net rise into the air, carried through the marshes by unseen hands. Soon, the green smell of the water was replaced by dust and heat. The ibis grew so exhausted he could no longer move, and was pummeled down, down, into the belly of the net.


Over the frightened yelps of his brethren, the ibis heard a man speak.


“Did you hear what happened?” the man said. “One of the fishermen told me.”


The other man grunted and spit on the ground. “Better not to speak of it.”


The first man, ignoring his companion’s advice, continued. “He said he’d arrived from south of Bubas and saw something strange flowing downriver. Never would have believed it if he hadn’t seen it with his own eyes. What do you think it means?”


“That’s for the priests to decide. We have our work; they have theirs.”


“I think it means change is coming to Khetara,” the first man said, undeterred. “Just as the pharaoh said it would! Don’t you remember his speech? ‘The forgotten floodgates of power’? ‘The currents of war’?”


There was a pause. “Perhaps.”


The ibis was pressed against one of his flock mates, and felt his heart racing beneath wet plumage. A moment later, the net was set on hard, sandy ground.


“You don’t agree?” the first man asked.


“I agree that the sooner we process these birds, the sooner we can go home.”


With that, the net loosened. There was a cry and flapping of wings as a bird was pulled out, and then a sharp snap.


The ibis’s own heart quickened with horror.


“How can you be so cynical?” the first man asked as another bird was lifted from the net. “Everyone I know is excited about King Meryamun! He has great plans for the kingdom! All of Thonis is suffused with hope!”


“Hope and foolishness are neighbors, my friend,” the second man said. “It is all too easy to enter the wrong house.”


Snap.


Suddenly, the struggle to reach the opening of the net reversed, and the captured birds began fighting to get away from the men’s grasping hands. The ibis found himself being shoved to the top, until he could see the growing pile of limp feathered bodies on the ground nearby.


“Pah!” the first man scoffed, reaching for the bird directly above the ibis and pulling it free. “Our entire business is based on hope! Hope that our mummified ibises will cure our customers’ ills, grant their wishes, and bring Thoth’s favor upon them in the Duat. Without hope, people wouldn’t buy, and we would have nothing.”


“Perhaps the new king will rule as he claims,” the second man said. “Perhaps this omen is a good one. But hope is a poor replacement for preparation. Keep your eyes open, my friend. The gods help those who help themselves.” The ibis watched as the man snapped his flock mate’s neck with one swift motion and tossed its corpse onto the pile.


He felt the shadow of death fall over him.


Then a new scent met his nostrils, riding the wind. It was bitter and strange—and it gave the ibis courage.


The man reached back into the net, groping for a throat to squeeze.


Not today! the ibis crowed with a surge of ferocity. I will not die today!


He stabbed his beak into the flesh of the man’s palm—once, twice, quick-quick. Blood fountained from the wound, and the hand jerked away. The man loosed a string of curses, and before his companion could close the net, the ibis launched himself into the air.


The strange-smelling wind lifted him up, away from angry words and reaching hands, away from his doomed brethren. He wheeled south, the mouth of the river and the green sea at his back, flying past farms and villages until he reached a great white city.


The ordeal transformed the ibis’s hunger into near starvation, and he knew he wouldn’t be able to fly much longer without stopping for food. Below, he saw a lush walled garden with a pond at its center. The garden lay in the shadow of a massive structure, and although the ibis could see many people flowing in and out of it, the garden itself appeared to be deserted.


Even better, he could see the silvery flash of scales beneath the pond’s surface.


When he got closer, however, the ibis saw that he’d been mistaken. There was someone in the garden.


A girl and a cat were hidden among the rosebushes by the pond. The girl was reedy, hairless, and plumed in blue. Her bare feet were in the water, and she was muttering quietly to herself, over and over, like birdsong. Powerful energy emanated from her. Dangerous energy. It didn’t carry the lethal intent of the men who had captured the ibis’s flock, but it held dark portents. As if sensing the bird’s presence, the girl looked up. Surprisingly, her face was kind.


The striped cat looked up at him too, the pupils of her golden eyes widening. And although she looked old, the ibis could see the cat’s teeth were still as sharp as ever.


Death had nearly gotten him once already. It would be foolish to tempt fate a second time. The ibis clacked his beak in frustration and turned away.


He sailed past the garden and the buildings teeming with life and crossed to the other side of the river, the quiet side, where stone giants rose from an ocean of sand. The ibis had no strength left to hunt. He needed to eat and not become food for another. But where could he find an easy meal?


Movement attracted his attention. A single line of men, laden with goods, marched from a sailboat down into a valley inland from the river. The salty smell of fish wafted up from them, so the ibis decided to follow. With any luck, he could snatch up a bite or two without being noticed.


Sailing past the line of men, the ibis dipped down into the valley and alighted on a flat-topped acacia tree. From that vantage point, he could see many people at work, talking among themselves, piling food and all manner of strange things, and going in and out of a hole in the valley wall like ants. Strangest of all were the bald men huddling over a great many human corpses, efficiently disemboweling them one by one before filling them with white sand.


One of the men overseeing the gruesome work caught the ibis’s eye. He was birdlike himself, his nose beakish, his plumage as dingy and plain as the ibis’s own. Even his nest of black hair was reminiscent of the ibis’s tangle of tail feathers. The birdlike man walked to one of the bald-headed ones and said, “How much longer? We must get through the mummification rituals today, or these people will not be ready for the funeral. My father will be laid to rest in fewer than seventy days; his court must be prepared to join him in the tomb.”


The bald man wiped perspiration from his brow. “Apologies, Prince Bakenamun. We were not expecting these…” He paused. “These sacred dead. There are so many of them, and you know the rituals take time. We are going as quickly as we can.”


The birdlike man blinked, his irritation changing to remorse. “Of course, of course. It is I who should apologize. You and the other priests are doing your best; I should not have addressed you so sharply. We are all…adjusting to the new king’s doctrine.” He frowned. “But where is Montuhotep? Should he not be here supervising your work? I have been busy inside the tomb, directing the painters and engravers.”


The bald man cleared his throat. “The master says he is ill. He has taken to his bed, and I do not know when he will be well enough to attend to his duties here.”


The birdlike man ran a hand through his unruly hair, making it even messier. “For the love of Amun, must I do everything?” he muttered.


While they spoke, the ibis noted the other men had lain down their burdens and were returning to the boat, leaving the food unattended. This was his chance!


Fluttering down from his perch, the ibis landed before a delicious-smelling package tied with twine. He deftly untied the rope with his beak and pulled back a corner of the fabric to reveal a treasure trove of dried fish. He was about to grab as many as he could carry when he was startled by a voice behind him.


“Lost your flock, have you, Sacred One?” the birdlike man asked, having left the bald-headed men to their work.


The ibis froze on the brink of flight, his hunger battling with his fear. But the man didn’t lunge or try to kick him away. Instead, he said, “Go ahead. Take the fish.” A sad smile touched his lips. “I know it’s not easy being alone.”


Unable to believe his luck, the ibis scooped four fish into his mouth and launched into the air, his wings beating hard to accommodate the extra weight. Once he cleared the valley wall, he found a safe place to land and gobbled up the fish, quick-quick, before another animal could get a whiff of them.


He felt better almost immediately.


But in place of his hunger came sorrow. The birdlike man was right. He was alone.


What was the ibis without his brethren? They had acted as one organism, moving in a comfortable ritual that repeated over and over, day after day. He had no idea what to do or where to go now that his flock was gone.


His sorrow sharpened into despair.


Perhaps it would have been better to die with them.


Not true. Not true. If he was his flock, and his flock was him, then within himself the ibis held all that remained of his brethren. He must live on, so that they too could live. He would find a new flock—yes, yes. Then all would be right again.


With this in mind, he took to the air once more, heading for the river, scanning the skies for birds in flight. I am alone now, but it will not always be so, not always, the ibis assured himself.


As he traveled south, he glanced down at the river and saw an unusual sight. Men, women, and children had gathered along its banks and were staring at the water. Some were silent. Others exclaimed in wonder and dismay. It was only when the ibis coasted out of the glare of the sun that he saw what they were seeing.


Usually blue-green in color, the river was turning crimson. The red waters flowed north, powerful, ominous, and very, very wrong.


A whisper of the ibis’s earlier terror returned.


Over the amalgamated shouts of the people, one woman’s voice climbed the western wind and reached him.


“Beware!” the woman cried. “The Great River of Khetara has turned to blood!”
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KARIM


Karim died young, violently, and with much left unfinished.


The manner of his death surprised him, but it really shouldn’t have. There had been many indications of its coming: the wrongness of the dark tomb he’d found in that valley, its unfathomable riches, the blood, the broken and dying boy he’d left behind.


And the creature he’d awoken.


It had pursued him across the desert, relentlessly, like the wind. He’d stabbed it, burned it, impaled it on a tree—and still it came. The creature wanted something. Karim had thought it wanted the amulet he’d stolen, but no.


It wanted him.


He had been the one to summon it, after all. Summoned his own demise, like a mouse blundering into a viper’s den. Just as the painting on that temple wall, the Oracle of the Lamb, had predicted he would.


Dying wouldn’t have been so terrible if he’d done it with a clear conscience. However, Karim’s death not only marked the end of his life—but also the beginning of another’s.


The forgotten king.


Setnakht.


The undead pharaoh needed Karim’s heart—the heart of an acolyte—to truly live again. Once he’d gotten it, Setnakht was free to finish the work he’d left undone when he’d died a thousand years ago.


The Oracle of the Lamb gave hints about where that work might lead. To a river of blood. To chaos, sorrow, and ruin. To a kingdom forever broken. And it was Karim’s still-beating heart, savagely ripped from his chest, that would enable Setnakht to bring those ill portents to pass.


Karim had never meant for it to happen. None of it.


I’m sorry.


Those had been his final words, the words of a man who, in his last agonizing moment, recognized that his sacrifice hadn’t saved the people of Khetara and the Red Lands as he’d intended.


In fact, he had doomed them all.


There had been pain, unfathomable pain. A lurch that shook his body to the core, and then—


Silence.


The quiet fell over him like a thick blanket, blotting out sound and light, erasing the weight of his body and the sensation of his breath, which he’d never quite noticed until it had gone. Karim’s consciousness hovered in the darkness.


There was nothing, nothing, nothing.


And then there was light.


The light did not originate from any specific point—it simply came into being, like an idea. It engulfed him, and Karim could sense something, or many somethings, within that light. Slowly, the shapes became defined.


A man’s silhouette, visible but ethereal. The man’s voluminous robes swirled, their many folds billowing as if underwater. Karim studied the contours of the man’s face, and a name formed within his consciousness.


Father.


The man smiled and opened his arms, and in that single gesture Karim felt the radiating power of his father’s love. He willed himself closer, and soon other figures began to emerge from the light. His grandmother, who had died when he was young; warriors from his tribe who had been killed in battle. They were all intensely present, and yet their forms were as diaphanous as clouds.


Then he saw Djet.


The boy was as plump and full of youthful exuberance as he had been that fateful day in the valley. It gave Karim great comfort to see him like that, not terrified and bleeding from a dozen wounds.


Like his father, Djet looked happy to see him and gestured for Karim to join them, to move deeper into the world of light.


Karim could see his own hands now, still gossamer like mist, but growing sharper with every passing moment. He reached out to Djet, to his father.


I’m home. The thought was a balm to all his guilt and shame.


Then another figure emerged from the light. It towered over the other apparitions, dark and imposing.


Pasenhor?


The old priest of Khnum approached like a thunderhead. His presence was jarring, discordant—as if he did not belong in that place and yet had come through sheer force of will.


It’s not finished, thief.


Karim heard the priest’s voice, though his lips didn’t move.


Can you not hear her calling you?


Pa’s piercing eyes willed him to listen and remember, though Karim very much wished to forget. He wanted to join his tribe and let go of all that had come before.


Listen!


The priest’s command brooked no argument. Karim listened.


“Your story is not finished!”


The voice came from another world, catching hold of him like a rope around his chest, pulling him away from the light.


“I need you!” the voice said. It was both familiar and unfamiliar, like two voices speaking at the same time.


Karim fought the pull of the voice, his ephemeral hands grasping at the priest but finding nothing but air.


Pa regarded him without sympathy. Gather your flock, Karim of the Red Lands. Go out into the wilderness, find those who are lost, and bring them home. The oracle demands it.


No… Karim begged as the light dimmed and darkness closed around him once more. No!


The figures from his past faded from view save the priest, who stood against the light like a monolith, his voice loud in Karim’s mind. Your story is long—too long, perhaps. But it must be told nonetheless. The priest chuckled, heavy with irony. You see? I was right. You’re a thief of time, after all.


Karim cried out as he was dragged through thick darkness, down, down, down to the heavy weight of earthly things, to breath and heat and hunger, to yesterday’s memories and tomorrow’s obligations.


And though he fought the chains of his mortal body with all his strength, with four words, the mighty voice locked him back into his flesh with a finality that made the earth around him quake.


“Come back to me!”


Karim opened his eyes and gasped. Above him, the cloudless sky was pink with the first blush of morning. He blinked once, twice. His memories of what lay on the other side of death slipped away like grains of sand, until all that remained was a faint sense of having lost something precious. His mind was jumbled, confused. Only a moment before, he’d been in the grip of the monster.


But Setnakht wasn’t looming over him.


The valley was quiet.


I’m alive, Karim thought. But how? The last thing I remember was…


Seized with terror, Karim probed his chest where Setnakht had ripped into him. He expected to feel torn flesh and exposed bone—but the skin was unbroken.


Unbroken, but changed. He tilted his chin to inspect the raised scarring that spread over his left breast. To his amazement, the scar formed a recognizable design. A design drawn onto him as if by a divine hand.


A scarab.


Deep within him, his heart—feeling heavier somehow—began to race.


What sorcery is this? he wondered.


He sat up. If he needed proof that his recollection of the attack was genuine, his singed, blood-soaked robes were more than enough evidence. He winced as he peeled them off and dropped them into an evil-smelling heap.


Setnakht did take my heart. But what happened after that? I died… So how am I still here?


He scanned the area. Sitamun was lying on her back an arm’s length away. She was unconscious, but thankfully looked unharmed. He put his palms on the ground, bracing for the pain that was sure to accompany his attempt to move toward her. Over the past couple weeks, not only had his chest been torn open but he’d also been kicked, slashed, burned, and slapped.


Suffice it to say, there was rarely a time when movement didn’t come with a fair measure of discomfort.


To Karim’s great surprise, however, he felt no pain. It was as if every wound he’d suffered had vanished with the dawn.


As the shock faded and his awareness returned, Karim noticed other differences in his body. A lightness. A prickling sensation that coursed through him, energizing him despite the horrific ordeal he’d just experienced. And through his eyes, the valley around him looked brighter, clearer, and more colorful than it had ever looked before.


Karim breathed, and the air was sweet.


He hadn’t simply been resurrected; he’d been remade.


Nearby, Sitamun stirred and groaned, distracting Karim from his frenzied thoughts. At the sound of her voice, a memory from beyond struck him like a lightning bolt.


Hers was the same voice that had reached him in another world.


Called to him.


Commanded him.


Dragged him back to his broken body and somehow mended it.


With new eyes, Karim saw the same radiance—the same half-remembered, divine light that had filled that place between life and death—emanating from the princess like a beacon.


It was her! Karim realized. Her voice! Her command!


Sitamun struggled up onto her elbows and took in her surroundings. When she saw him sitting there, staring at her, her eyes widened in astonishment.


“Sitamun,” he whispered hoarsely. “What have you done?”


The princess blinked. Her mouth opened, then closed.


Karim waited, expectant, growing more irritated with each passing second. “Well?”


“You’re…alive?” Sitamun finally blurted.


“Yes, I’m alive!” Karim sputtered, clambering unsteadily to his feet. He was covered in gore and wearing only a loincloth, but he didn’t care. “You brought me back!”


“I did?” Sitamun said, bewildered. Following his lead, she stood up, wobbled like a newborn donkey, and collapsed. Karim caught her before she hit the ground. He led her to sit on a boulder, and the clouds in her eyes cleared. She beamed at him with childlike triumph. “I did!”


Karim squatted in front of her, amazed at how lithe his body felt. But no, no, he couldn’t think about that now. “I need to understand, sena. How did you do it?”


Sitamun’s expression turned to horror. “That…thing,” she said, her lip curling in disgust. “He tore you apart! He ripped out your heart! There was so much blood! So much…blood…” Her eyes rolled up into her head, and she sagged.


“Stay with me, sena! Stay with me!” Karim said, shaking her and patting her cheek.


Sitamun sat up and slapped his hand away. “I’m fine!” she announced. After a few deep breaths, she continued. “That monster put your heart into his own chest, and it…it healed him. Wove his body back together like threads on a loom—most of it, at least. I thought he would find me and kill me too, but he left. When I finally got up the courage to come out, I saw you, and…” The next words were choked with emotion. “I didn’t know what to do. You were dead, and I was all alone. So I started wrapping you in your robes, to bury you, but then a blue amulet fell out of your pocket.”


The scarab amulet from Setnakht’s tomb, Karim thought.


“It had a message on one side written in the gods’ words,” Sitamun went on. “This is the heart of a king.” I read it, and something came over me. It was as if I suddenly understood what I needed to do, like I’d been possessed by some kind of spirit.” She shook her head. “I’m not explaining this very well.”


“Keep going, sena,” Karim urged.


“I told you that the kingdom still needed you. I told you to come back.”


Karim shivered, the hazy memory of her command reverberating through his body.


“And then I put the amulet inside your chest.”


Karim lurched backward. “You what?”


Sitamun looked up at him, her eyes haunted.


“That stone was a heart,” she explained. “Or at least, it had the potential to be. The word is the deed, remember? From my lips to the gods’ ears. Somehow, by saying it, I made it happen. I made it true.”


Karim touched his chest with a trembling hand. He didn’t want to believe it. But the scarab-shaped scar, the heaviness in his chest, and the supernatural lightness of his body forced him to accept what the princess was saying. He felt good, too good. He had enough energy to climb out of the valley and race to the horizon, to swim straight across the river, to fight a dozen men with his bare hands—and yet there was a burden on his soul that frightened him. Suddenly, he felt like a trapped animal.


“What did you do to me? What did your Khetaran magic turn me into?” he asked.


Sitamun’s brow furrowed. “What are you talking about? I saved your life! You haven’t changed. You’re still you!” Then she focused on his eyes and grew pale. “Aren’t you?”


Karim half growled, half shouted something unintelligible and began to pace. “Just like a Khetaran, hey? You want something, you take it. Did you ever stop to think that maybe I didn’t want…whatever this is? That I didn’t want to come back?”


The princess stood to face him. She wore a simple white dress that clung to her curves in a way that would have been distracting if Karim hadn’t been so mad.


“Unbelievable!” she said, throwing her hands in the air. “You go on and on about this oracle and how it’s our destiny to save the kingdom, and then when you’re brutally murdered and by some miracle I bring you back—this is the thanks I get?”


Instantly they were both yelling at each other. Karim told the princess exactly what he thought of her and her cursed, nonsensical kingdom, and Sitamun used some particularly colorful language—including comparisons to a variety of farm animals and assorted vermin—to describe what she thought of him. They were shouting at each other, red-faced and gesticulating wildly, when a dog barked.


Sitamun froze.


Whatever insult Karim had been about to volley next never left his lips. He turned to see a pointy-eared shadow rising from behind one of the boulders nearby.


“Behkai?”


At the sound of his master’s voice, the big black dog came galloping toward them. He crashed into Karim at full speed, his tail a blur of motion, his massive paws planted on Karim’s shoulders as he licked his face with unbridled joy.


“Ugh! Behkai! Stop!” Karim cried, trying and failing to push away the amorous snout. “I know, I know. I’m alive! I, too, am surprised!”


Panting and drooling, Behkai then directed his affections to the princess, licking and nuzzling her hand.


“What a good boy,” she said, bending to kiss him on the head.


“Hmph,” Karim grumbled. “She gets the royal treatment, I get assaulted.” He squinted at the dog. A patch of white fur in the shape of a man’s hand covered the left side of Behkai’s face. Even his eye had turned a cloudy, blue-white color. “What’s that?”


“Behkai tried to protect you and the monster touched him,” Sitamun replied. “A burn, perhaps?”


“Doesn’t seem to hurt him,” Karim said as he gently stroked the white mark. The dog squeezed his eyes in pleasure, pushing his head against Karim’s hand. “Been through a lot, haven’t you, boy?”


“We all have,” Sitamun said.


Karim gazed up at her, saw the pain in her eyes, and sighed. The anger had gone out of him.


The princess bit her lip, then asked, “Why wouldn’t you want to come back?”


Karim ran a hand through his curly brown hair. “I didn’t have to face the consequences of my actions if I was dead. Now I do. That is more curse than blessing. Already I have the deaths of two innocents on my conscience. Who knows how many more there will be?” He stabbed his chest with one finger. “It was my heart that gave Setnakht life! Mine! Whatever disaster comes, comes because of me! Do you have any idea what that’s like?”


Sitamun’s nostrils flared, and Karim remembered everything she had confided in him. The death of the little girl. The murder of her father. The twisted machinations of her brother and his rise to the Khetaran throne. And Sitamun’s involvement in it all.


“You know I do,” she said softly.


Karim shook his head and looked to the horizon. The sun sat upon it now, a great golden ball perched on the edge of the world. The heat of its early-morning rays filled him, as it did for all Red Lands tribesmen, with the need to move forward.


“What now, hey?” he asked. “You’ll make your way to Bubas and try to raise an army?”


“No,” Sitamun said. “I’m going with you. To Perset.”


Karim’s eyes bulged. “You are?”


“Yes.” The princess sailed past him and plucked her black travel robes from the ground where they’d fallen. Squinching her nose in distaste, she vigorously shook the sand from the fabric before swinging it around her shoulders. “Now that I’ve seen what this Setnakht can do, it’s obvious that even a great army may not succeed in defeating him. Not without more information about the heka used in his resurrection. He has a plan, that’s clear, and if we’re to have any hope of stopping him, we must have one too. And as you said yesterday, this lost city of Perset may be the only place to find answers.” She sniffed. “So, let’s go. We have a lot of ground to cover.”


Karim, shocked and delighted at this unexpected turn of events, hardly knew what to say. “Well…good!”


Behkai looked back and forth between them with intense anticipation, mouth open, tongue lolling.


“Yes, she’s coming after all,” Karim told him. “I hope you’re happy.”


To his credit, Behkai seemed very happy.


Sitamun waved a hand toward the campsite. “Gather our things, will you?”


Karim scoffed. “Who died and made you god?”


The princess rolled her eyes and began climbing out of the valley, Behkai trotting at her heels.


“Hey!” Karim shouted, scrambling to locate something to cover his nakedness. “Where do you think you’re going? Wait for me!”
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RAE


Rae held the scrap of papyrus in her shaking hands and began to read aloud.


“‘A letter from Raetawy to her mother,’” she recited haltingly. “‘How are you, Mamet? I hope your life with our ancestors in the West is joyful and free of suffering.’”


She sniffed and glanced up at the makeshift shrine. In spite of repeated warnings from Menk and Omari, Rae had snuck back to the farm and salvaged her mother’s sculpture from the scorched remains of their house. Everything else had been stolen or burned, but the small stone statue had fallen off its pedestal out of sight and had been left behind by the nomarch’s men. It was chipped and blackened when Rae found it, but she’d washed away the soot in the river and found that the damage wasn’t too bad.


The sculpture was a bust made in her mother’s likeness, with long black hair flowing in thick waves over both shoulders, and her round, smiling face painted in yellow ochre. Her name in the gods’ words—along with a wadjet eye of Ra—was written in black along the front. Some of the paint had washed away, but she could still read her mother’s name. One day, she’d thought, when this is all over, I’ll make it look new again.


She’d brought the sculpture back to the ruins of the old palace, where she and the other Horizon rebels had been staying. The brewer’s murder had triggered a citywide search for Rae and all her associates, and Rahotep’s palace turned out to be an ideal hiding place. It was situated on the southern edge of Sakesh, just north of the farms and not far from the banks of the Iteru. The place was considered bad luck and full of mutu—so most Low and High Khetarans alike did their best to avoid it.


Rae had found a small room with a window overlooking the river, cleaned it up, evicted several scorpions, and made it her own. When she’d returned there with the sculpture the night before, she’d set up her mother’s shrine using some broken bricks as a makeshift pedestal. “Don’t mind the mutu, Mamet,” she’d said to the shrine, adding a chunk of dried fish and some water in a potshard as offerings. “The spirits here have a right to be angry.”


Rae hadn’t slept. Instead, she spent the night writing the letter by candlelight.


Her mother had died not long after the Great War, when Rae was only a baby, so she had no real memories of her. But her father had reconstructed her through stories—recollections of her kindness, her strength, her sense of humor—until her mother’s shape had been built into the landscape of Rae’s mind like a temple.


Since her father’s abduction, that temple had been the only place she found refuge.


Rae sniffed again, her lower lip trembling as she read the letter to her mother’s shrine.


“‘I miss you,’” she said. “‘I would say that I wish you were here, but you are safer where you are than in Sakesh. Life is not good here. There is hunger and drought, and the High Khetarans rule over us and take what little we have for themselves.


“‘I joined a group of men to fight for our freedom, and the resistance was going well until we were betrayed by one of our own. People died. Some of them by my own hand. And Yati”—she gasped, hardly able to go on—“Yati was taken, and the farm was burned.’”


She paused to dash hot tears of shame from her eyes.


“‘It was my fault. It was my fault and I am going to do everything I can to get him back. I write this letter, Mamet, to ask you to please watch over Yati, wherever he is, and keep him safe until I find him.’”


She glanced out the small window, where the first light of dawn pierced the horizon.


“‘I’m sorry I let you down,’” she said, unable to meet the painted eyes of the sculpture. “‘Forgive me.’”


Rae folded the letter and set it in front of the shrine with the other offerings. She stared at it in silence as the sun rose at her back.


Rae tore a piece of bread off the loaf, shoved it in her mouth, and chewed mechanically. It was stale, but she hardly noticed.


“One of the fishermen generously offered the use of his largest skiff for our journey to Thonis,” Menk was saying. “It’s large enough to carry five. He also said we can take some of his old fishing equipment. We can wrap your supplies and weapons inside the fishing nets so they won’t be seen. As Rae suggested—the simpler the disguise, the less likely you’ll be stopped and searched.”


Rae took another bite of bread. The Jackal had given her the idea to disguise themselves as fishermen. After all, if he’d had some fishing equipment with him, or had been properly attired for the job, she would never have given him a second glance. Remembering the Red Lands tribesman and his satchel of treasure, she thought: Isn’t it strange that I’m going downriver to Thonis, just as he did? I wonder where he is now.


She sat at the remains of an old banquet table in a large chamber of the palace, breaking the fast with Menk, Omari, Baki—and Mamet Mut. After taking control of the Horizon rebels two nights earlier, Rae’s first order of business was to bring the head weaver into their inner circle. The stout woman took to rebellion with her signature gusto, offering a host of ideas, strategies, and information. Menk was impressed, and maybe a little infatuated. Every time she spoke to him, his tremendous ears turned pink.


While Menk explained that everything would be ready for their departure the next day, Rae felt Mamet Mut’s probing gaze upon her. The older woman leaned over the table, her generous bosom nearly upsetting a bowl of lentils.


“You haven’t touched your beer this morning,” the woman whispered. “Nor anything except that piece of bread. You need your strength, Raetawy. It’s hard enough for these men to take orders from a woman without her looking like a boiled chicken. Eat! Drink! Get some color in your cheeks!”


Rae grumbled and reached for her cup of beer, but when the cloying, sweet smell hit her nostrils, she nearly gagged.


That smell.


It immediately sent her back to the brewery. To the night she confronted the brewer with his treachery and thrust a dagger in his gut. The smell of the beer recalled it all: the rage, the sound of the brewer’s cup shattering on the floor, the sight of all that blood pouring out of him—


Rae groaned softly and pushed away the drink.


Menk stopped midsentence, and Omari looked over at her.


“You all right, Ay?” he asked.


Rae cleared her throat and sat up straight. “Fine,” she replied. She reached for the water jug and poured herself a cup. “It all sounds good to me, Menk. We’ll leave first thing in the morning.”


“Have you decided who you’re taking with you?” Menk asked.


Rae nodded. “It will be me, Omari, Buto, the potter’s son, and Kay, the fisherman. Buto is a pain in my ass, but he’s young and strong and a good fighter—as is the potter’s son. And Kay is dependable and will help ensure that our disguise is convincing. Not a bad one to have in a brawl either.”


There was flash of movement at the door. Rae glanced up, but saw no one. Somebody is eavesdropping. She had a good idea who it might be.


“Wise choices,” Menk said. “Mamet Mut, Baki, and I will remain here with the others to continue our canvassing and surveillance efforts.”


“Because the plan will be fluid once we arrive and set up in Thonis, we’ll need to relay messages back here to Sakesh,” Rae said. “Menk, do you think your pigeons can make the trip?”


Menk nodded. “They’ve carried messages to Thonis and back before. They can do it again.”


“Good,” said Rae. It was only after her rise to leadership in the Horizon that Rae found out about Menk’s flock of trained birds, which were about to become extremely useful. “Now, if we are successful—”


Mamet Mut quirked an eyebrow at her.


Rae cleared her throat. “When we are successful in recovering our people,” she corrected, “we will need a safe way to transport them home. One skiff will not be enough for the return trip.”


Baki spoke up. “It will be my mission to devise a plan for your safe passage back to Sakesh.” The shepherd had been quiet for most of the meeting but seemed to jump at the undertaking. Rae suspected he was still eager to repay her for taking a beating from the nomarch on his behalf.


There was only one more point to discuss. No one had spoken of it yet, as if its mere mention might bring greater misfortune upon them. But Rae was never one to hold her tongue.


“And what of the river?” she asked.


Her question was greeted with silence.


“Menk, you were obviously down at the riverbank this morning, speaking to the fisherman. Tell me: What of the river?”


Menk scratched behind one of his enormous ears and spoke. “The Iteru appears to have returned to normal after yesterday’s… phenomenon. Though none were yet brave enough to enter its waters—at least not while I was there. I’m sure that will have changed by now. Even one day without the river is too much.”


Rae toyed with the golden swivel ring she’d gotten from the Jackal, spinning the rectangular bead that had a different symbol on each face. Snake. Feather. Eye. Scarab. Snake. Feather. Eye. Scarab. She’d gone down to the riverbank the day before, as soon as news of its transformation reached her. It was an extraordinary sight—the entire river had turned the color of blood.


Most people were too superstitious to get close to the water, but Rae was curious. She’d bent to dip her fingers and found the water oddly thick and foul-smelling, but it lacked the copper tang of blood. Still, after several people were sickened by drinking river water that morning, a wave of panic had engulfed the city. Just what we need, Rae had thought bitterly. But hearing the water had returned to normal, she hoped the crisis—that crisis at least—had passed.


She stopped spinning the golden bead, leaving the Eye of Ra facing up.


What did it mean, the river turning red? What are the gods trying to tell us?


Perhaps the answer could be found in Thonis.


“We should get on with our preparations,” Omari said, brushing breadcrumbs from his hands and pushing back his chair.


“Yes, yes, much to do,” Mamet Mut agreed.


After some final words, the inner circle dispersed, leaving Rae alone with the unappetizing bowl of lentils. Sighing, she stuffed a couple of spoonfuls in her mouth, drained the rest of her water, and went to have a conversation with the eavesdropper.


“Why were you spying on us, Tam?”


Rae found Tamerit in the storage room, stooping to take inventory of the food supplies, fishing equipment, and weapons that they’d set aside for the journey to Thonis.


Tam stilled, then straightened. Instead of her usual formfitting kalasiris dress, she wore a coarse, belted tunic, and her tightly curled black hair had been pulled into a messy bun at the nape of her neck. After a long pause, she resumed her work, not sparing a single glance in Rae’s direction.


“I wouldn’t have to spy on you if you’d invited me to the meeting,” she said.


Rae sighed and rubbed her temple with one hand. “You’re a member of the Horizon now. You and the other weavers. Isn’t that enough? We have to keep the inner circle small, so—”


Tam whirled to face her. “Leave the potter’s son. Take me to Thonis.”


Rae stared at her in disbelief. “Absolutely not,” she blurted.


Two circles of color appeared on Tam’s cheeks. Like a raging bull, she marched over to glare up at Rae, unfazed that Rae was a head taller.


“Why? Because I’m not a ‘good fighter’? You don’t know what you’ll find when you get to the capital. How do you know I wouldn’t be a vital part of the plan? Because I’m not a man? Even after everything that’s happened, you’re still as bad as they are!”


“No!” Rae exclaimed, her own anger rising. “That’s not why! I don’t want you to come because…” She faltered.


“Well?” Tam’s gaze was searching. Then her expression softened. “Oh. Oh, I see. You’re afraid.”


“Of course I’m afraid!” Rae exclaimed, a little too loudly. She glanced over her shoulder, but no one else seemed to be around. She lowered her voice and tenderly cupped the back of Tam’s neck with one hand. “I can’t lose you too.”


Tam covered Rae’s large hand with her smaller one. “This is war, Raetawy. You know that I’m no safer here in Sakesh than I would be in Thonis. If you let me join you, at least we’d be together.”


Rae pursed her lips. She knew the mantle of leadership would be heavy, but she hadn’t realized how difficult it would be to separate her emotions from what was good for the collective. Tam was right—the weaver did bring a different set of skills to the group. Unlike Omari, who was as intimidating as an ox, and practical Kay, Tam was clever, persuasive, and had the ability to insinuate herself into any group of people.


Like a spy, Rae thought. A spy would be useful in Thonis…


She hated placing Tam in danger, but the weaver made a good point. Staying in Sakesh wasn’t safe either. Rae growled in frustration. “Fine,” she said helplessly. “The gods forgive me. The potter’s son is out. You’re in.”


Tam’s face lit up. “Thanks be to Ra!” she cried, then threw her arms around Rae’s neck and kissed her.


Rae felt a rush of unexpected pleasure. She’d wondered if she’d ever be capable of that kind of joy again, but there it was. Tamerit gave it to her as if it were the easiest thing in the world.


What began as a kiss quickly evolved into more.


Suddenly, desperate to eliminate any space between them, Rae stumbled forward, knocking over several baskets of fruit in the process, until she had Tam’s back pressed up against the stone wall. Rae’s mouth roved over Tam’s neck and collarbone, while the weaver began pulling at Rae’s tunic, trying to remove it.


“Someone might see,” Rae protested, weakly.


“They all left. There’s no one here,” Tam replied, breathless, her lips at Rae’s ear, her tongue darting, searching.


Rae allowed Tam to unbuckle her belt and slip off the tunic, casting it to the floor. Tam’s own tunic had fallen off one shoulder, sending Rae into a frenzy of desire. Standing there in nothing but her loincloth, Rae kissed the weaver’s smooth, copper skin—but froze as Tam’s fingers touched the scars on her back.


“Don’t,” she said. She’d removed the bandages the day before, although she’d kept the arrow wound she’d sustained from the ambush wrapped. After taking them off, she’d managed to get a glimpse of her back in an old bronze mirror. It looked…bad.


“Don’t,” she repeated quietly.


Tam cocked her head. “Let me see.” Her voice was the coo of a mourning dove.


Rae took a step back, flushing. “It’s horrible.”


The weaver reached for her hand and held it firmly. “Let me be the judge of that.”


With a shuddering breath, Rae turned. Folding her arms over her breasts, she winced as Tam’s gentle touch traced the lines of scarring where the nomarch’s flail had torn into her flesh. Rae listened for a response—a gasp of horror, a cluck of pity—but Tam was silent.


After a moment, Rae felt the weaver’s lips on her skin, feather-soft, anointing each scar with a kiss.


She recoiled. “What are you doing?”


Tam said, “Don’t you see? These scars—they’re evidence of your courage. They inspired a rebellion. I’m sorry they cause you pain, but you shouldn’t be ashamed of them. You shouldn’t be ashamed of anything.”


Rae turned back around and gathered the weaver into her arms. When she spoke, her voice was husky. “Baki said that son of a dog gave me fifty lashes, did you know that? He counted.” Rae brushed a coil of hair away from Tam’s face and gazed deeply into her eyes. “I would take a hundred more, for you.”


The weaver’s brow furrowed, a dozen emotions crossing her face. “Rae,” she whispered, and then leaned in until their lips met once again.


They were entwined together when a voice called from outside the door. “Ay? Is that you? I wanted to ask—”


Rae and Tam flew apart. Rae dove for her clothes on the floor, but it was too late.


Omari stood in the doorway, staring at them in open-mouthed shock as Rae held the tunic over her bare chest.


“I-I thought you’d left,” Rae stammered, her cheeks burning with embarrassment. “I didn’t know… We were just…”


Omari put up his hands to silence her and shook his head. “I’ll come back later.” His expression was unreadable, and before Rae could stop him, he’d turned on his heel and was gone.


With a deep sigh, Rae leaned against the stone wall and gently slid to the floor, her head in her hands. “That is not how I intended for him to find out about us.”


Tam sat down next to her, plucking a couple figs from a basket and popping one in her mouth. She shrugged. “Oh, I don’t know. It’s not like you were going to tell him.”


“I was! At the right time!” Rae retorted.


Tam rolled her eyes. “Sure you were. What are you so worried about? You said there was no spark between you. That you two are simply friends. So, what is it? Do you think he won’t look at you the same way now that he knows you prefer the company of women?”


Rae buried her knuckles in her eyes until she saw stars. “No…Yes… I don’t know. When we were kids, we swore never to keep secrets from each other—and this seems like a big secret.”


Tam snuggled up next to her, the soft roundness of her body so comforting that Rae had little choice but to relax. “You’re allowed to have a private life,” she said. “Besides, I’d wager there are things Omari keeps from you too.”


Rae nodded.


Tam kissed her on the cheek and helped her pull the tunic back over her head. “Come on. No more fun for today. We’ve got a lot of work to do to prepare for tomorrow!”


The two of them finished inventorying the supplies, and Rae was grateful for the distraction. She told herself that Tam was right, that Omari was probably just embarrassed to have interrupted them and wouldn’t mention it again. That all would go on unchanged between them.


She told herself that and almost believed it.
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NEFF


At home in Bubas, Neff used to sit with her father in their market stall every day, waiting for customers to approach with their problems. Her father listened attentively to their stories, then offered the appropriate product: This spell scroll will make her fall in love with you! This one will cure your headache! If you burn this wax figure of your rival, he will suffer a terrible end!


In this way, Neff became accustomed to reading people—to knowing who was desperate enough to accept an inflated price, who needed extra encouragement to close the deal, and who was only speaking to them out of curiosity and never intended to buy anything.


As it turned out, being an adviser to the king of Khetara wasn’t much different.


It was late morning, two days after the coronation, and Neff sat on a plush ebony- and cypress-wood chair next to Meryamun in the throne room. The palace had been a hotbed of activity ever since Amunmose’s death, with viziers, merchants, priests, and government officials all vying for the new pharaoh’s attention. They came to Meryamun with their own specific predicaments and schemes, intent on proving that theirs were of greater importance than all others.


Dutifully, the king deliberated before dispensing a decision in each matter. And despite knowing the kind of man the young pharaoh really was—one who would assassinate his own father and slaughter two dozen innocent people who were loyal to the former king—Neff was impressed at his cunning and intelligence as a leader. Occasionally, he asked for her advice on a matter but, more often than not, he seemed quite capable of handling everything himself.


“We have received word from several nomarchs, in both the north and the south, that they continue to face resistance in collecting the king’s tax,” a squinty-eyed vizier was saying. He was the last to present his report that morning, the others having paraded in one by one to offer grim tidings—inevitably followed by subtle reminders of the “agreements” that were made preceding Amunmose’s death.


So the viziers did know about Meryamun’s plan to poison his father, Neff had realized. It made sense, of course. She’d heard rumors that Amunmose had despised the viziers and rarely heeded their counsel. They were probably happy to be rid of him.


For his part, Meryamun skillfully circumvented their attempts to secure funding for the new supply ship one wanted, or the exclusive trade agreement for another’s eldest son, or whatever lucrative prize they’d demanded in exchange for keeping their mouths shut about a few poisoned honey cakes. He did this with a combination of flattery and distraction, and he did it well. Each man left the throne room feeling pleased with himself, yet also entirely unsatisfied.


This last vizier was a small, fastidious man who looked as if he’d gone straight from wearing the sidelock of youth to old age, content to skip all the foolishness in between.


The vizier went on. “Not only has there been a decline in food production throughout the kingdom this season, there has also been a reduction in productivity due to workers sickened by the annual plague. Put simply, my king, the current strategy is lacking and has been for a long time. The problem, however, is this: We cannot lower the tax without imperiling the power of the crown, but we cannot keep the tax as is without risking civil war.”


Neff could tell that Meryamun appreciated the vizier’s frankness. He did not simper before the throne, nor complain about the state of the kingdom. He merely presented the facts.


“A conundrum, isn’t it, Sabni?” Meryamun said. He wore a red and black striped headdress beneath a gold circlet that featured a cobra rearing on his brow. He was bare chested aside from a beaded collar. His elaborately pleated schenti was embroidered with green serpents with red malachite beads for eyes. Neff had yet to see him wear the same outfit twice.


“It is, indeed, my king, a conundrum,” Sabni replied.


“Tell me, my friend, what is it you require in return for your continued allegiance?”


The vizier blinked. “Nothing, my king. My allegiance has no price.”


“I see. You were the last to accept the proposal regarding my father, were you not? Why is that?”


Sabni paled. Neff was amazed that Meryamun would so brazenly discuss his father’s assassination—then again, the only other people in the room were two of the king’s personal guard.


Even if there were others, Neff thought, what could anyone do about it now?


It was a question that kept her up at night.


To Neff’s surprise, instead of begging for mercy, Sabni spoke as plainly as the king himself. “It wasn’t that I didn’t agree with your reasoning, my king. It was simply that I am a servant of the pharaoh, and therefore I find any act that goes against him—no matter how ineffectual he may be—distasteful.”


Meryamun leaned forward, his voice low. “You’re no traitor. Is that what you’re saying?”


The vizier swallowed and chose his next words with care. “In the end, my aversion to the plan was irrelevant. The decision was made, and you became the new pharaoh. Therefore, my service now extends to you alone.”


Meryamun nodded appreciatively. “I like you, Sabni. You look like a goat, but you have the heart of a lion. Here’s what I want you to do—craft a message and get the scribes to write a copy for every nomarch in High Khetara. Gather enough messengers to deliver the scrolls as quickly as possible.”


“What’s the message?”


Meryamun smiled, and Neff’s blood went cold. “You will name the other viziers as enemies to the crown, guilty of corruption and gross malfeasance over a number of years both before and during my father’s decline. You will instruct the nomarchs to tell the people of their cities and villages that exposing the viziers’ crimes was the first act of my reign, and that they will be punished to the full extent of Khetaran law. Corruption of any kind will not be tolerated.”


Sabni attempted to hide his shock but he didn’t do a very good job. “W-what punishment?”


“Execute them. Publicly.”


“All of them?”


“Except you, of course.” Meryamun laughed. “Don’t look so terrified, Sabni. It brings out the goat in you.”


“But…but why?”


Meryamun’s lip curled. “Because no one likes a traitor.”


The vizier nodded and wiped the perspiration from his brow. His lips moved soundlessly, committing the king’s message to memory.


“Anything else for the scribes?” he then asked.


“Yes. You will also mention the dangers the kingdom faces from outside forces: our enemies to the west and the Tashans to the south. The decline of our military over these past seventeen years has allowed those kingdoms to go unchecked, and they no longer respect our sovereignty. Even now, they are making plans to invade our borders and threaten the Khetaran way of life. Which is why we need the people’s cooperation to save our kingdom from ruin.”


Sabni’s brow furrowed. “Is it true that the Tashans are on a war footing? I had thought our recent meeting with their delegation was fruitful.”


Meryamun chuckled. “Oh, Sabni—soon you will understand the nature of my relationship with the truth. She is my mistress and becomes whatever I need her to be.”


“It will be done, my king,” Sabni said. “Within days, all Khetara will hear of this news.”


The vizier bowed his head and began to back out of the throne room. He’d made it halfway before he stopped. “Apologies, my king. What of the tax?”


The young king tapped his lips with a long, gold-ringed finger. “Wait two weeks. Then raise it.”


With a final bow, Sabni turned and exited.


As soon as he was gone, Meryamun slumped in his throne and glanced over at Neff. “You see, little priestess? From under the ground it comes… No more meetings until this afternoon. Wine!” He shouted the last in the direction of the open door, then turned back to her. “I’ve been meaning to ask, have you received any divine insight about my dear sister?”


“There’s still no word of Sitamun?” Neff said, tempering the curiosity in her voice. She didn’t want Meryamun to think her too interested in the princess’s fate. He had no knowledge of the Oracle of the Lamb, nor of Sitamun’s involvement in it, and Neff wanted to keep it that way. The oracle placed her and the errant princess on the same side of a coming battle, which surely meant that Meryamun was destined to be on the other.


“She’s proven herself to be surprisingly difficult to find,” Meryamun replied with a hard smile. “Though perhaps my surprise is unwarranted. Sita was always more clever than she let on.”


Neff shook her head. “I am sorry, my king. I have prayed, but the gods have been silent.”


“Hm,” Meryamun mused. He reached forward and adjusted the strap of her dress, his fingers lingering on her collarbone. Neff forced herself not to recoil. “Perhaps there’s something we can do to…encourage them to speak. Yes?”


Neff didn’t like the sound of that. But before he could continue, he seemed to remember his refreshments hadn’t arrived.


“I said wine!” he shouted.


An instant later, a young woman dashed into the room, nearly upsetting the tray of fruit, cheese, and fresh bread she balanced on one hand. In the other, she carried an alabaster wine jar that sloshed dangerously with each step. Several attendants carrying fans hurried in after her.


“Apologies, my king,” the maidservant said breathlessly. “We were preparing the midday meal. We came as quickly as we could.” She set the tray on the small table next to the throne and raised the wine jar to fill Meryamun’s cup. Her hands shook.


“Ach!” Meryamun leaped to his feet. “You’ve spilled it on me, you stupid girl!” He brushed at the drops soaking into his clothes.


The maidservant stepped back, her eyes round with fear.


“Guard!” Meryamun growled.


One of the guards strode past the cowering young woman to the dais where Neff and the king sat beneath a blue canopy.


“Take this useless creature and beat the pretty off her.”


“Yes, my king.”


Neff’s pulse began to race. It wasn’t the first time she’d witnessed how quickly Meryamun’s temper could flare, nor how devastating the consequences could be for anyone in its path. Do something, she told herself.


Taking a deep breath, Neff laid a hand on the king’s arm.


Meryamun’s body stilled, and his head tilted toward her.


“There are so few servants left in the kitchens,” she said. “It would be a shame to lose another—clumsy as she might be. I’m sure she won’t be so careless again, my king.”


Meryamun sighed. “I suppose you are right.” He nodded toward the guard, who was in the process of dragging the poor maidservant from the throne room.


“Let her get back to work,” he called out. “I want my meal on time.”


The guard, who didn’t seem to care one way or the other, dropped the young woman like a sack of onions and returned to his post. The maidservant, her eyes blurry with tears, scurried out without another word.


Neff sagged with relief. She’d begun to learn, through trial and error, that Meryamun’s anger could vanish as quickly as it came, if given the proper direction. Another bit of her father’s wisdom came to mind. One time, when a shipment of papyrus arrived damaged, instead of tossing out the stained, poor-quality scrolls, her father diluted some ink, altered his handwriting, and advertised the resulting scrolls as “artifacts from an ancient temple” for double the standard price.


After they sold the last one, he’d said, “Remember, my girl, everything that happens, good or bad, is an opportunity to get what you want.”


Neff saw an opportunity.


“My king,” she said. “Perhaps it’s time to add more servants to the palace staff. The kitchen isn’t the only place that could use more hands. More attendants, messengers, and litter bearers would be useful as well. I’m sure you yourself probably require more—”


“Hands?” Meryamun said into his wine as he sipped it. He glanced wickedly at her from the corner of his eye.


Neff blushed.


Meryamun drained his cup and sighed. “It’s true. I’ve been so caught up in bureaucracy I haven’t spared a thought for the administration of the palace. I’ll get good old Sabni to put his mind to—”


“Sabni will be busy with the scribes,” Neff broke in. “Perhaps you and I could go into the city and handpick the servants ourselves. We could make an announcement, and those interested could come see us to apply.”


Meryamun scoffed. “That is highly unusual. The king, out in the streets?”


“Ah, but that’s exactly why we should do it. Your father rarely completed the Shemsu Hor—it would be the first time many Khetarans actually saw the pharaoh with their own eyes. We’d get the staff we need and further endear you to the people, all in one afternoon.”


“It isn’t a bad idea. And you would help me choose, using the wisdom of the gods?”


Neff bowed her head. “Of course. Everything I do, I do in your service.”


She sent a silent prayer to Bast. Let him say yes! The fact was, she couldn’t disrupt Meryamun’s plans alone. If she could exert some influence on who entered the royal service, perhaps she might begin to build a coalition of allies within the palace. Commoners who could be convinced to help her take down the king. The people she chose would surely be more amenable to such a plan than servants hired by the vizier.


Meryamun considered and said, “As you wish, Nefermaat. My head guard will arrange it. Maybe then it won’t be so difficult to get a drink around here.”


Neff sent her thanks to Bast—and her father—and smiled.


“Nefermaat?”


Neff stopped outside her chambers and turned to see who’d called her name. Queen Bintanath stood in the corridor, wavering like a reed in the wind. She wore a simple white kalasiris and yellow mourning cloak. Her only ornament was an obsidian vulture collar, its black beaded wings wrapped around her bony shoulders. Neff had overheard some of the servants say that the queen had undergone a sudden change since her husband’s death—that overnight, she had transformed from an imperious and demanding force to a ghost. A mutu that haunted the palace halls.


“That’s your name, isn’t it?” the queen asked.


Neff crossed her hands in a sign of respect. “It is, my queen. We met when I first arrived at the palace.”


“You’re a seer.”


“Yes, my queen.”


Queen Bintanath looked at her intently, as if she were grappling with a decision, before saying, “You will come to my quarters when your schedule allows. I wish to use your skills.” And with a swirl of yellow, she turned back the way she had come.


Neff kept her composure until she was safely inside her chambers, the curtain pulled shut over the doorway. She leaned against the stone wall and covered her face with her hands.


I can’t do this, I can’t do this, I can’t do this…


Maintaining a close relationship with Meryamun was already hard work. Now she had to worry about the queen mother too? Not to mention Master Montuhotep, who was probably scheming away at the temple, planning his revenge on Neff for usurping his position at the king’s side.


The moment she was alone, the dam holding back all her feelings burst, flooding her with fear, despair, and worst of all, breathtaking loneliness.


It had been frightening enough at the Temple of Amun, surrounded by strangers and strangeness, but there she’d had Kenna. The young prince had been a bulwark against the crushing isolation. At the palace she had no one. No one to talk to, no one to guide her, no one to protect her from the multifarious dangers lurking around every corner.


Something soft brushed against her ankles.


A black-striped cat stared up at her with golden eyes.


“Maiow,” the cat said.


Neff’s heart warmed.


Well, almost no one.


At first, Neff assumed the cat was only visiting, but after a day or two, it had become clear that she had come to stay. Neff was delighted to have the company and had arranged a pillow and bowl of fresh water for her new friend near the window to make her feel at home.


“Hello in peace, Cat,” Neff said, kneeling to stroke her. The cat was old and had probably lived at the palace longer than Neff had been alive, so naming her felt presumptuous. In the end, Neff thought it best to simply keep calling her “Cat.”


The cat arched her back and rubbed her face against Neff’s leg.


“I’m very glad to see you. Oh! Did we get another delivery?”


Neff hurried over to the table in the center of the room, where dozens of scrolls and oddments lay arranged in neat piles. They were all supplies the Heka priests had brought for her, at the king’s command. A new batch of items had arrived every day since her initial request to learn the secret art of magic. She got the sense the priests were loath to relinquish their monopoly on such knowledge, so were releasing it in a trickle instead of a gush. Perhaps they hoped the king might change his mind—though Neff would ensure that he wouldn’t.


That day’s delivery was particularly interesting. There was a small ibis figurine—an animal sacred to Thoth, the god of writing, wisdom, and magic—which was a perfect focus object for certain spells.


How funny that I saw one perched on the garden wall this morning! she thought.


There was also a very old figurine of a woman holding a double-headed snake staff, which she found fascinating, though she wasn’t sure of its purpose. Finally, there was a twine-wrapped bundle of papyri that included a variety of spells and instructions on the application of heka.


Neff picked up the bundle, intending to bring it to the window to read while enjoying the tray of food that had been left for her midday meal, when something slipped out and dropped to the floor.


She bent to retrieve the dark-colored scroll, which looked older than the others. Instead of the usual white clay seal, the dark scroll’s seal was black.


Could they have included this by accident? Neff wondered.


She carried the scroll to the window, ate four grapes in quick succession, then gently pried open the seal. The cat leaped onto the sill to join her, sniffing at the food before delicately stealing a chunk of roast duck for herself. Neff unrolled the papyrus, secured the four corners with smooth stones, and began to study it.


Although she was still learning to read the gods’ words, she knew at once that the scroll was part of a larger work and therefore incomplete. Some text was written in red ink—those words, she’d learned, were instructions to the priest on how to properly cast the spell—and the rest was written in black. That portion was the spell itself. All heka was achieved through a combination of object, word, and action; a priest needed all three for the magic to work.


“‘A spell to summon Medjed,’” Neff read from the heading. She looked up at the cat, who was eyeing the plate of cheese. “What’s a Medjed?”


The explanation was probably on another scroll. A scroll I don’t have, Neff thought, after a cursory glance through the other papyri. Her curiosity piqued, she read on.


The instructions were as follows: Take four ostrich feathers and burn them in a green vessel. Turn the bowl three times eastward and one time westward while you speak the words. When you have finished speaking, blow the ashes into the air.


Neff furrowed her brow. She’d learned that burning an object reduced it to its essence, and applying breath had one of two purposes: either to dispel something, like a demon or disease, or to give life. She had the feeling this summoning spell intended the latter.


She didn’t understand the significance of turning the bowl. She knew that the living world was to the east—which was why all Khetaran cities were built on the east side of the river—and the Land of the Dead was in the west. But how did that affect the magic?


She read on.


Ho, Medjed! the spell said. You of the House of the Lord of Silence! I call to thee, O smiter! O guardian of the lost! I call you to my side. Protect me with your terrible eyes that see yet are unseen. Come to me, and punish those who would do me harm!


Thoughtful, Neff turned to eat her meal before the cat took it all for herself. Tearing the fragrant flatbread into pieces, she ate them one by one with the squeaky white cheese, then washed it all down with sweet beer.


Medjed must be a minor deity. I could certainly use a guardian, especially a magical one. No, she couldn’t risk it. It was too dangerous to attempt such a spell without reading the supporting text.


But what if the supporting text doesn’t exist? Or the Heka priests won’t let me see it? They probably didn’t even intend to share this one!


She looked at the engraved bowl of grapes.


A green vessel.


Neff glanced across the room, where a tall vase sat in the corner, filled with gifts Meryamun had offered her. “To honor your name, Nefermaat,” he’d said.


Written in the gods’ words, her name was made up of two symbols. A heart and an ostrich feather.


Neff counted the ostrich feathers in the vase. There were seven.


The last grape slipped through her fingers and rolled across the windowsill. The cat batted it to the floor.


I have everything I need to cast the spell, Neff thought in disbelief. It’s all right here.


Perhaps it was meant to be.


“Well, what do you think, Cat? Shall we summon a god?”


It didn’t take long for Neff to assemble the items. She set the bowl with the four ostrich feathers on the floor by the window and brought a lit candle to stand beside it, along with the spell scroll. She held the engraved hippopotamus tusk in her right hand. The wand, something every Heka priest needed in their tool kit, served to focus her power.


Neff listened for any sound outside her chamber. It wouldn’t do to be interrupted while attempting to cast the spell.


The corridor was silent.


Am I really doing this? It was awfully reckless—but then again, her situation was desperate. Besides, it might not work. Even some of the simple spells she’d attempted had no effect, and this one was obviously much more advanced.


Just try, she told herself. What’s the worst that could happen?


Kneeling in front of the bowl, Neff quieted her thoughts and picked up the candle. The cat watched from her pillow, her tail flicking with interest. Neff dipped the flame into the bowl and waited for the feathers to alight. They began to smolder, then burn. Neff set the candle down and began turning the smoking bowl. As she did so, she spoke the words, making sure to enunciate each one clearly.


“Ho, Medjed! You of the House of the Lord of Silence!”


Three revolutions to the right—


“Come to me, and punish those who would do me harm!”


And one to the left.


Finally, Neff set down her wand and took the bowl of ashes in both hands. She inhaled a deep, deep breath, and blew the ashes toward the open window.


A cloud of black particles billowed into the air and hung there for an instant before the breeze pulled them out and away. Neff watched the cloud dissipate, the bowl still raised to her lips. She waited in anticipation.


Moments passed.


Nothing happened.
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