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PROLOGUE


PAWS


The cat’s belly was heavy with the night’s kill. She padded across the palace’s polished floor, wet paw prints shining in her wake. Her tail flicked irritably. She’d been hunting in the garden when the storm hit, sudden and fierce, catching her just as she’d pounced on her prey. True, the mouse had satisfied her appetite, but her fur was soaked. Aside from falling into the river or having her tail pulled by one of the toddling palace nunus, it was the worst thing that had ever happened to her.


Outside, the storm continued to batter the palace walls, the sound not unlike the shhh of the khamasin wind blowing through papyrus reeds. For the third time, the cat stopped to shake herself from nose to tail, annoyed to be subjected to such discomfort. Damp air flowed through the corridor, and the torchlight danced. It illuminated scenes pictured on the walls, giving the impression that the kings painted there moved of their own volition—hunting and worshipping in colors bright with yellow ochre, umber, and malachite.


The cat remembered several of the painted pharaohs—the scowling one with the big ears, who’d had a voice like a guinea fowl; the one crowned as a boy, who’d never lived to become a man. She’d known them both, flattening her ears against the squawking commands of the former, taking bits of meat under the table from the fingers of the latter.


After that came the previous king, pictured with his weapon arm raised to smite the enemy kneeling at his feet. The palace had been loud and crowded during his reign. Her tail had been trod upon by pounding feet more than once, and everyone was too preoccupied to pay her any heed. But then he, too, was gone.


The new king hadn’t been around for very long, but the cat already liked him better than his predecessor. He’d bent to pet her once, and often left out half-eaten plates of food for others to clean up behind him.


The cat was only too happy to oblige.


Sometimes, she wondered if she’d lived too long. Every time the palace filled with a new king and his servants and family, she stopped to wonder if, in all the excitement, she’d forgotten to die. Then again, no one seemed to have a problem with her continued presence. On the contrary, they treated the cat as if she were a god. The people even threw a special festival every year in her honor. There was music and dancing in the streets, and servants brought great steaming platters of meat for her to sample.


It was really quite nice.


One day, she’d sniffed at the garland of fresh flowers a priest had placed around her neck and thought: Maybe I am a god. After so many years of worship, it was easy to believe it was true.


In the corridor, she paused at her own image on the wall. The cat knew it was her because they’d painted her wearing her favorite gold-beaded collar. In the portrait, she was frozen in the act of catching a bird in the marshes, rearing up on her hind legs, her mouth open to catch and to bite.


It’s a fine likeness, she thought. Noble. Impressive. But are my stripes still so black? My teeth so sharp?


Perhaps time had caught up with her, after all.


The cat sighed. She was wet, cold, and tired. The mice, it seemed, got faster with every passing season. And hadn’t the multiplicity of kings already given her all this place had to offer? What good was it to be a weary god in a tedious world?


Feeling sorry for herself, she continued on her way, off to find a soft place to lick the rain from her body.


She was turning toward the servants’ quarters when a high, primal keening echoed through the corridor. The sound stopped for a moment, as if to breathe, and then began again, the same as before.


The cat’s ears swiveled, listening. She desperately longed for the warm crook of a maidservant’s legs, her preferred resting place for the night. But that sound…it called to her. Finally succumbing to her curious nature, she crept on silent paws toward the fearsome lamentation.


She followed the shrieks to a portal covered with a blousy curtain, firelight leaking through the thin fabric. Within, other voices, hushed with worry, joined the keening cry. The cat slipped through, barely disturbing the curtain as she went.


The heat inside the chamber was oppressive, the air salty with sweat. There was a table, and a low bed painted in gold. In the center of the chamber, a naked woman squatted on two large bricks placed hip’s width apart on the tile floor. Her copper skin glistened. Attendants in white sheath dresses flanked her on either side, mopping her brow as she cried out with that unearthly noise. Her belly hung between her legs, as large and round as the moon.


One of the attendants nodded rhythmically, murmuring, “Make strong her heart, and keep safe the child. Make strong her heart, and keep safe the child…”


The other attendant was silent, her eyes flicking back and forth between her lady and the door. She was a solid girl, her thick, calloused hands supporting the woman’s body with unwavering strength.


As the naked woman’s cry faded to silence, the attendant took a deep breath. “Your vapors have gone cold, my queen,” she said, indicating the dish of water positioned between the birthing bricks. “Shall I fetch you more hot water? Perhaps it will ease your suffering.”


The queen panted, a single bead of sweat clinging to the tip of her nose. “The only thing that will ease my suffering,” she growled, “is the arrival of my nurse. Where is she, Nebet? Where are the priests? It’s an ill omen for a child to be born without the gods’ words in his ears, but I cannot wait much longer.”


Nebet looked desperate. “I don’t know, my queen. This storm is unlike anything I’ve experienced before. Even for the growing season. Perhaps the nurse and the others are caught in its grip and have been delayed—”


“Delayed?” the queen moaned as her labor pains intensified. “For the birth of a king? They had better be dead!” Her face twisted in agony, and she began to wail once more. Nebet and the other attendant winced and held the queen’s arms tighter as the pain crested, then ebbed.


Once she could speak again, the queen gasped, “Open the curtain! I cannot breathe!”


“But the storm!” the other attendant protested.


“Curse the storm,” the queen spat. “Open it now!”


“Yes, Queen Bintanath.”


The girl scurried to the window, leaving Nebet to support the queen alone. The attendant threw the window curtain aside, allowing a humid breeze to blow through the chamber. The queen sighed with relief, her body sagging heavily against Nebet, who struggled to hold her weight until the other girl resumed her post.


“Ah… that feels good,” the queen muttered.


Near the bed, the cat raised her pink nose to the air. She smelled something strange. Something beyond the scents of sand and stone, of green things pushing through the black earth. It was a smoky, burning smell, laden with honey and wine, juniper and myrrh. It rode the western wind, its origins unknown.


“Queen Bintanath…” Nebet said warily, after kneeling to peer between the woman’s legs.


“What? What is it?” the queen asked. Her eyelids drooped with exhaustion.


“I’m afraid I can see the baby’s head. There is no more time.”


The queen gritted her teeth. “No,” she said, a note of despair in her voice. “It can’t happen this way. It’s not right… A king needs his blessings—he needs his gods-given name! Where are they, Nebet?”


Nebet turned to look at the door once more, her eyes narrow, beseeching, as if she were manifesting a savior to walk through it by sheer force of will.


Another strong breeze blew into the chamber. It lifted the door curtain, sending it billowing into the corridor beyond. At the same moment, three women entered the room. Two were tall and willowy—one dark, one fair—their hair fashionably dyed deep blue. The third was short and sun-weathered, her mottled skin covered in warts. All three women wore long white gowns, belts of turquoise and lapis, and beaded headdresses over their plaited hair.


Queen Bintanath jerked up her head to look at them, her expression first of relief, then of confusion. “Who are you?” she demanded. “How dare you enter this chamber without my leave!”


“Calm yourself, dear lady,” the short one said, her voice low and graveled. Her right breast hung over the scoop of her gown and swung gently as she approached the queen. “We are here to help.”


The queen’s confusion only deepened. “Help? Did Nurse send you?”


The fair one smiled, her blue lotus–colored eyes crinkling. “We were sent, yes,” she said.


The queen looked from one woman to the other, still suspicious. “You don’t look like nurses…”


“My sister and I are mother to many children,” the dark one added softly. Despite the difference in their eyes—hers were obsidian black—the two women looked quite similar. “And our companion has attended innumerable births. We are but simple dancers, my lady, visiting from afar—but if you trust us, we will help you welcome your children to this world.”


“Children?” the queen asked, puzzled by the plurality.


The short one nodded. “Not one, but three.”


The queen opened her mouth, perhaps to deny this, but what came out instead was a deep moan. “It’s coming again,” she cried, “It’s happening too fast.” The pain drove whatever protest she might have made from her mind. “Yes, help me,” she begged them. “By the gods, help me!”


Without a word, the three women moved with graceful, practiced movements—the fair one before the queen, the dark one behind, like a shadow, and the short one positioned low, her leathery hands reaching between the laboring woman’s legs. Nebet and the other attendant backed away, wide-eyed and awed by the three strange dancers.


As waves of agony crashed over the queen, unrelenting now, the short woman croaked a command:


“Push!”


The queen gripped the fair one’s arms, squeezed her eyes shut, and screamed.


Before and behind her, the sisters held her and swayed, whispering words unknowable.


“Push!”


The queen took a ragged breath and screamed again. Moments later, a small, fleshy bundle dropped into the short woman’s hands and let out a lusty cry. Taking a piece of sharpened flint from her belt, she cut the cord and handed the wet, squalling infant to the dark one.


“A boy,” the dark one said, gazing at the child with those flashing midnight eyes. “Meryamun—He Whose Face Is the Sun.”


The attendants gaped at each other in shock. To not only deliver the new king, but to name him? Everyone knew that honor was reserved for the high priest of Amun. Who were these women to demonstrate such brazen heresy?


But the queen, still in the throes of labor, gave no protest. “The pain, why has it not ceased?” she cried out instead.


The short one reached once more between the queen’s legs. “Because you are not done, my lady. Now, again—push!”


The queen roared and bore down, her toes curling into the bricks beneath her feet. Within moments, another baby was delivered into the short woman’s speckled hands. Cutting the cord, she handed the second child to the fair sister.


“A girl,” the fair one said, smiling as the baby cooed. “Sitamun, She Who Knows All the Names.”


The queen’s body went slack, and she crumpled. The two attendants rushed to her side, grasping her by the shoulders. They made to carry her toward the bed, but the short woman stopped them. “Not yet,” she said huskily. “There is one more.”


Queen Bintanath looked up and shook her head. “The pain is gone now. How can there be another?”


The short one shrugged. “Perhaps this one takes the pain onto himself.” Reluctantly, the queen stepped back onto the birthing bricks and resumed her position. “Please, my lady. Push.”


Still perplexed, Queen Bintanath closed her eyes and tensed.


The short one reached out just as a child, smaller than the first two, fell into her open palms. The infant was silent as she cut the cord.


“Is he all right?” the queen asked, peering down anxiously.


The short one gathered the small child into her own arms, giving him her finger to suckle. He gazed up at her with a tiny serious face. “He is fine. Another healthy boy. Bakenamun, He Whose Heart Is Hidden.”


The queen gave a deep sigh and smiled, contented. Outside, the driving rain washed the world clean and made it quiet with a mother’s hush.


When the nurse and priests—dripping and disheveled—came crashing into the chamber a little while later, primed with apologies, they found the queen tucked in bed with a babe nursing at each breast. Meryamun suckled hungrily, while Sitamun reached her tiny hands toward the flickering torchlight as she drank. The third child, Bakenamun, watched from the attendant’s arms, waiting patiently for his turn. Each child wore a necklace of twisted linen, strung with beads of carnelian and gold.


Nebet was busy gathering up the soiled cloth and closing the curtains against the rain, which had slowed to a diaphanous mist. Her eyes were wide and haunted, as if she’d witnessed something holy and inexplicable.


The dancers had vanished into the night.


The long-awaited nurse stood before the bed, penitent, her expression that of a dog expecting to be whipped.


“My queen,” she stammered, “We tried to reach the palace sooner, I swear to you. The temple road was flooded, and I—”


“Those women you sent me, the dancers,” the queen broke in, her voice unusually placid. “They were very good. Strange… but good.”


The nurse, who had sent no such dancers, blinked. Then, without missing a beat, she bowed her head. “I’m pleased you liked them, Queen Bintanath.” Something had diverted the queen’s wrath. It would not do to question it.


“Tell the king to come greet his sons and daughter,” Queen Bintanath commanded. “Surely he will be delighted to find them so numerous. The gods have blessed us today.”


“They certainly have, my queen,” the nurse agreed, and with a parting bow, she hurried through the corridor with the wind at her back.


The cat watched it all with interest, her golden eyes unblinking. She was warm and dry, and enlivened by the activity around her. Perhaps there is more to see here before I die, she thought. Perhaps I shall remain a while longer.


Winding delicately around the birthing blood still pooled on the tiles, she found her way to a pile of discarded linens, pawed it into a satisfactory shape, and began licking herself with a rough pink tongue.
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SITA


Sitamun lay on her stomach by the edge of the pond, watching the fish. There were about a dozen of them, ranging from the size of her hand to the length of her arm, and they floated lazily in the crystalline blue-green pool. Sita dragged the tips of her fingers across the surface of the water, and the fish came to suckle at them with their round, hungry mouths. Whether they’d come to know her after years of daily visits to the pleasure garden, or whether they thought she was food, it didn’t matter much. Spending time there—her body nestled among the fragrant lotus, mandrake, and poppy flowers, her bare legs and shoulders baked by the midday sun—was one of Sita’s favorite things to do. At that time of day, it was a place of quiet contemplation, an escape from the clamorous crush of palace life.


Sita’s carnelian amulet, carved in the shape of an Isis knot, dangled from her neck, nearly touching the water. When the head priestess visited from Bubas and gave it to her on her thirteenth birthday, Sita thought it was an ankh, but the woman had clicked her tongue and told her no. “You see the arms?” she’d said. “They go down. It’s a knot of cloth, not a cross. Cloth stained red with the first blood of womanhood—a threshold you shall soon pass over, little princess. With this amulet, the blood of Isis, the spells of Isis, and the magic words of Isis shall protect you from those who would do you harm. Wear it always.”


Four years had passed since that day. Sita had never taken it off.


Likely thinking it was a bit of juicy flesh, one of the fish nibbled at the amulet until Sita tucked it into the folds of her dress. Having lost interest in the taste of her fingertips, the fish slowly drifted away. When their wake stilled, Sita saw herself reflected in the water’s glassy surface. The warm breeze had blown her hair into a tangle, so she raised a hand to smooth it.


Her long black hair was her pride—thick enough that she could refuse extensions and her mother wouldn’t make a fuss. It hung in the traditional style for girls her age, with two tresses falling over her shoulders, and the rest gathered into a golden ring to trail down her back. One of the attendants had woven golden thread and red carnelian beads into it, which made a gentle ringing sound whenever she moved. She’d complained about the noise at first, saying she felt like one of the palace cats, who could be tracked by the sound of their beaded collars tinkling as they walked. Seeing it now, though, with the sunlight glinting off her bejeweled hair, Sita had to admit it was very pretty indeed.


She became aware of her unique looks at a young age, more from the way others treated her than from noticing it herself. In her eyes, she was no lovelier than any of the young servants in the palace. Any one of them, treated to fine oils for their skin and clothed in linen and jewels, would have been equally appealing. Sometimes she lamented the aggressiveness of her face, her aquiline nose, her thick brows, her strong chin. Her perspective on the matter changed over the past few seasons, however, when she noticed a shift in the way young men reacted to her presence.


As before, there was respect, deference. But there was something else too. Something new. It was the same look the striped palace cat gave the plump little birds as they flitted about in the garden.


Hunger.


At first, the change had startled Sita. It forced her to see those men—some of whom she’d known since they were boys—in a whole new light. Forced her to see herself in a new light too. Perhaps her striking appearance wasn’t a disadvantage at all, but a strength. After that realization, she’d quickly developed a hunger of her own, and longed to satiate it.


Unfortunately, doing so was no easy feat. Sita rarely left the palace aside from official functions, and none of the men within its walls were available for a tryst, even a playful one, without serious political consequences.


None of them, that is, except for the servants.


And the guards.


One of the ducks on the pond squawked and flapped its wings, sending a ripple across the water. Sita held her breath and remained perfectly still, listening.


A woman’s quiet giggle reached her ears.


Sita slithered her body lower to the ground, her heart racing. She wasn’t the only one who knew the garden offered privacy at this time of day. And although she enjoyed watching the fish, they weren’t the real reason she came.


She peered through an opening between the rosebushes that lined the opposite side of the pond, which gave her a clear view of the sycamore tree that stood nearest the garden wall. Two figures appeared—a maidservant and a guard—each scanning the garden to ensure they were alone.


Sita smiled, invisible among the lotus flowers.


Satisfied, the maidservant turned back to her companion and threw her arms around his neck. “I’ve missed you,” the girl said. She was slight and narrow-waisted, her arms and shoulders muscled from carrying trays of food and drink for the king’s meals.


The man grinned with a voracious look that Sita recognized at once. He was bare-chested and wore a schenti, a white pleated skirt that ended just above the knee. The curved blade of a khopesh was tucked into its scabbard at his side, and a collar bearing the Eye of Horus encircled his neck. “What did you miss?” he murmured, his eyes drinking her in.


“Your touch,” she said, coy.


“What else?” he asked, his mouth at the hollow of her throat.


“Your lips.” Her eyes closed, her face upturned.


“I’m so sorry to have kept you waiting,” he said huskily. With one hand he reached through the fold of her dress, searching for what lay beneath.


Sita watched, her lips slightly parted, a delicious warmth blooming in her belly. Above, in the branches of the sycamore tree, two long-tailed monkeys seemed to be watching too.


“Quickly,” the girl said. “We don’t have much time.”


“As you wish,” the guard replied, pressing the woman’s back against the tree’s rough bark. The monkeys chittered, but neither of the lovers seemed to notice.


Sita’s cheeks reddened. She knew she should look away, but she couldn’t. Her gaze was fixed on them, hypnotized by the sway of his hips, the arch of his back, and the way the woman had to cover her mouth to keep from crying out. She stared, her whole body leaning forward. A soft moan escaped her lips, floating into the air like a wisp of smoke.


Sita clapped a hand over her own mouth. Fool! she scolded herself. Have you no sense at all? She studied the couple intently, praying to the gods that they hadn’t heard her.


To her horror, the maidservant and the guard had stopped.


“Did you hear something?” the girl whispered.


Sita’s insides turned to water at the thought of being caught spying. True, she was the king’s daughter, and they were mere servants—but she knew the ways of the palace. That girl need only whisper the story to one of her kitchen friends, and soon the attendants would know, and then the lesser wives and their hangers-on would know, and before the sun set, her mother would know too. Queen Bintanath would not look kindly on her daughter having such an unseemly hobby.


It was the monkeys, she thought, setting the idea into the breeze in hopes that one of the lovers would catch it. Just the monkeys, nothing more.


“Someone’s coming,” the guard said urgently. “Go out the gardener’s entrance. I’ll make sure they don’t see you.”


Sita was confused. If they didn’t hear her, what did they hear? She watched the girl place a hurried kiss on the guard’s cheek before disappearing behind the rosebushes. She was about to slip away herself when she heard footsteps on the stone path, followed by a familiar voice.


“Femi! Enjoying the pleasures of the garden, are you?”


The guard cleared his throat. “Indeed, I am, my queen,” he replied.


Sita felt the blood drain from her face.


Of all the people in the palace, she thought, it has to be my mother!


She peered over the tops of the flowers to see Queen Bintanath, blazing like a poppy in a long red dress that was belted with gold. Two wide straps loosely covered her breasts, and over that, she wore a wide lapis and obsidian collar in the shape of a vulture, its wings stretching over her broad shoulders. A delicate lattice covered her mother’s favorite wig, which had been a gift from a visiting emissary many years before. Sita only remembered him because he’d brought the first pomegranates to the kingdom—fruits now cultivated freely in Thonis and in the gardens at the Temple of Amun. Sita had been a child when she’d first tried one, and she still thought they were the most delicious things she’d ever tasted.


The emissary, like so many others, had commented that Sita and her brother must have gotten their good looks from their mother. Seeing her now, Sita had to agree—although she hoped that time would be kinder to her than it had been to the queen. Her mother’s face and body, long and elegant as they were, looked as if life had whittled her into a collection of flint-sharp edges.


The two monkeys chose that moment to dash down from their perch and skitter across the queen’s path. She startled slightly, her ochre-stained lips curling, before recovering her composure. Sighing, she brushed an invisible mote of dirt from her dress and refocused on Femi. His wiry black hair, cut short like most of the palace guard, shone with sweat.


“I’m looking for the princess,” the queen told him. “I know she likes to come here in the afternoons. She should be preparing herself for the festival tonight, not lounging in the dirt with monkeys.”


Femi shook his head. “My apologies, Queen Bintanath, but I haven’t seen her.” He stood awkwardly, with one leg half-crossed in front of the other. He looked as if he wished the ground would open and swallow him whole.


The queen huffed with irritation. “I’ve looked everywhere else. She must be here. Sitaaa!” The last was shouted at a pitch that sent the long-tailed monkeys scampering back into their tree.


Sita’s mind whirled, knowing she had only moments before it was too late to act. What was she supposed to do now? Without more than a few seconds consideration, she flipped onto her back, grasped her amulet in her hand, sent a quick prayer to Isis, and sat up.


Both Femi and the queen noticed her immediately.


“There you are!” the queen said, exasperated.


Femi stared at her with a mortified expression. “Princess Sitamun…” he said weakly, dropping his head in deference to her.


“Oh, hello, Mother, Femi,” Sita said, making a big show of yawning and stretching before rising to her feet. “I was in the seventh sleep. My tutor had me reciting passages from the Tale of Sinuhe today, and all that reading made me tired.”


Queen Bintanath rolled her eyes. “I’m going to have to speak to that man. I don’t know why he insists on wasting your time with silly stories when you should be focusing on politics and taxes. A king’s daughter should know those things.”


But I love the stories, Sita thought. They’re certainly more entertaining than taxes. But she knew better than to argue. “Yes, Mother,” she said instead.


The queen waved her closer. “Now come along, your attendants are waiting. I thought you were excited about the Bast Festival—and yet here you are, sleeping instead of getting ready.”


“I am excited!” Sita retorted.


“The palace cats are more prepared than you!” Her mother went on as if Sita hadn’t spoken. “Ugh, you smell like fish. Tell your attendants to add some cyprinum oil to your bath, and your hair…”


Sita started to follow her mother out of the garden but was arrested by Femi’s searching gaze. “Do you often… ah, nap in the pleasure garden, princess?” he asked carefully.


“Oh yes, all the time,” Sita replied, feeling mischievous. “I always have such vivid dreams.” She shot him a provocative glance.


The guard’s throat bobbed. He opened his mouth as if to ask something more, but then he glanced toward Queen Bintanath’s receding figure and closed it.


Sita suppressed a smile, delighted at her reversal of fortunes. Just a moment ago she’d been panicked about her reputation, but now poor Femi was worried about his own. This was the perfect opportunity to reassure him that she was on his side, that his secrets were safe with her, that she could be trusted…


“Are you attending the Bast Festival tonight?” She tried very hard to sound casual.


“I am,” Femi replied. “All the guards will be on hand to ensure the safety of the revelers.”


“So, you must have gone to the last festival,” Sita said, eyeing her mother. She’d been waylaid by one of the lesser wives, who appeared to be plying her with questions. “And two others before that, since you joined the guard four seasons ago.” She said that last part without thinking and regretted it immediately. Why should you know how long he’s been here? He’s going to think you’ve been counting!


Femi smiled, as if he knew he now had the upper hand. “Why yes, I did,” he said. “How good of you to remember.”


Sita licked her lips. Why was she being so stupid over this man? He was nothing, just a servant. A weapon to wield. She could have him if she wanted. All she had to do was say the word…


But you don’t want him that way. You want him to come to you.


You want to play the game, just like everyone else does.


“What was it like?” she asked.


“The Bast Festival?”


“Yes.”


Femi chuckled and shook his head. Then he regarded her with his green hooded eyes. “Like a dream you don’t want to wake from.”


Sita blinked, her cheeks hot.


Was he winning, or was she? Sita wasn’t sure she knew—or cared.


“Sitaaa!” her mother called.


“I-I must go,” Sita stammered.


“You must, indeed, my princess.” Femi bowed his head.


“Perhaps,” she said, moving toward the queen but still looking at Femi, “I’ll see you there?”


“Perhaps you will,” he replied. His head was still bowed, so she couldn’t see his face, but Sita swore she could hear the smile in his voice.


She walked out of the walled garden, half-listening to her mother launch into another list of preparations. The fluttery feeling in her belly had returned. She’d overheard enough whispered conversations between the maidservants to know that Femi was a favorite among them. He’d enjoyed the occasional dalliance with several women, but he was honorable enough to keep the details to himself.


She’d started paying more attention to him after that, catching glimpses of him on duty, laughing with the other guards. One day, while she was walking from her bedchamber to meet her tutor, she caught him gazing at her with that familiar, hungry expression.


That was how the game started.


It wasn’t long after that she’d discovered his habit of bringing girls to the pleasure garden in the afternoons. In addition to the maidservant she’d just seen, there were two other girls Sita had witnessed enjoying Femi’s company—surprisingly the girls seemed to know this and were perfectly fine with the arrangement. Perhaps they had multiple partners themselves. It was a kind of freedom that a princess could never have, and Sita envied them for it. She too, wanted to drink from Femi’s cup, but for nearly a season, she hadn’t mustered the courage to make the next move.


Until today.


She giggled, and before stepping into the cool dimness of the palace, stole one last glance behind her. But Femi had already gone. The garden lay empty and yellow-bright. Left to their own devices, the two monkeys chased each other across the stone tiles while a falcon circled slowly above them in the cloudless blue sky.


“Be sure to keep your wits about you tonight,” Queen Bintanath said as she hurried Sita through the palace’s main hall toward the women’s quarters. Shafts of sunlight arced in through high square windows, illuminating the richly painted walls, columns, and broad-leafed palm trees planted in the center of the hall. Around them, servants and nobles went about their business, nodding respectfully as they passed.


One of the palace cats sauntered by, a black-striped one that reminded her of a female tabby she’d had as a baby. It couldn’t have been the same one, though—that was so long ago. The cat wore a jeweled collar and looked sleepy and well-fed. Like all the other cats, she was probably getting special treatment on Bast’s special day.


“People come from all over Khetara for the festival,” the queen went on, “And not all of them share our values. They’ll take you to the sea and bring you back thirsty if you let them—princess or no.”


“Uh-huh,” Sita said, noncommittal. The queen had many skills, the foremost of which was sucking the pleasure out of almost anything.


“I’ve tasked Mery with keeping an eye on you,” Queen Bintanath said. “He attended the last festival, so you should be fine if you remain together.”


Sita grumbled under her breath. She was still annoyed that her brother had been allowed to attend last year’s festival and she hadn’t, despite them being the exact same age. It wasn’t surprising, though—what with him being a boy and Mother’s favorite.


Mery the beautiful.


Mery the brilliant.


Mery the future king.


Still, she wasn’t going to let her brother’s watchful eye prevent her from having a good time.


“What about Kenna?” she asked.


The queen sighed. “Bakenamun wishes to spend the evening at the temple, alone with his scrolls.”


“Truly?” Sita couldn’t hide the note of disappointment in her voice. Her other brother had always been a studious, dour boy, but she still wished he would share in the celebrations. Studying with the Sem priests seemed to be the only thing he was interested in of late.


“I tried to convince him, but he claims to be ‘busy.’ Too busy to live, it seems!” The queen sucked her teeth. “Calling himself a ‘Man of Anubis.’ There are families suited to that”—she grimaced—“position… but ours is not one of them! I’ll never understand why your father puts up with it.”


Sita looked away. She felt sorry for Kenna. As the only daughter, she was granted a slice of the queen’s favor, even if Mery had the lion’s share. But their small quiet brother had never felt the warmth of their mother’s light shine on him, not ever. It was no wonder he preferred the shadows of the temple.


Just then, the hustle and bustle of the main hall seemed to slow. Queen Bintanath stopped, and Sita nearly ran into her.


“Well,” the queen said, “You bring up the cat and it comes jumping. Here’s your father now.”


Sita peered around her mother’s shoulder as the king’s palanquin approached. It was one of her father’s everyday palanquins—carried by four servants instead of the standard twelve he used for festival days—but it was still a chair fit for a pharaoh. Bedecked in gold, the sides of the throne were engraved with a parade of supplicants kneeling before Amun, and the armrests were the heads of two rearing cobras. King Amunmose reclined in the throne, his head resting on one fist. He wore a green pleated schenti and gold sandals, and had a leopard-skin pelt tossed over one shoulder. Sita saw that the leopard’s fur was patchy in places, and that the king’s clothes, which once stretched over a thick, well-fed body, now draped loosely over him. A simple gold circlet, embellished with a jeweled serpent’s head, fit over the green-and-gold-striped headdress that hung down either side of his face. His vivid garments were in sharp contrast to his sallow face, which the dark lines of kohl and green eye paint did little to improve.


He looked hollowed out, like a skin without a snake.


The change had happened gradually, and at first, she hadn’t noticed it. No one had. But soon it became more and more apparent, not only to her, but to everyone who laid eyes on him. Her father—who had last season been his portly, gregarious, and famously inappropriate self—was not well.


Despite his attempts to keep the illness a secret, whispers had spread through the palace corridors, growing louder and more numerous with each passing day. It was impossible to ignore his repeated absences from meals and social gatherings, the frequent visits from the physician-priests, or the increasing number of healing amulets strung around the king’s neck.


Just that morning, Sita had overheard her attendants talking quietly as they swept the floors of her bedchamber. “I heard Pharaoh is in the grip of a demon,” the girl had said. “I heard the priests have tried everything, and still, he gets worse and worse.”


Sita dismissed their idle talk. The servants loved nothing more than a good bit of gossip, though such blasphemy would have brought a whip to their backs if anyone besides Sita had overheard it. She saw no reason to report it herself, though. After all, the attendants were simply concerned.


Sita thought perhaps she should be worried too, but then again, she had no reason to doubt the power of the priests. They were the best in the world. Besides, it was ridiculous to think that her father, the god-king of Khetara, would ever allow such a paltry thing as disease—demonic or not—to keep him from the throne.


So, Sita tried to ignore the way he looked, just as she tried to ignore the way he treated her, because that was what a good daughter was supposed to do.


Queen Bintanath leaned close to her husband. “Aren’t you meant to be meeting with the viziers about the grain tax?” She spoke quietly enough to keep the conversation private.


King Amunmose swatted at the half-moon-shaped fan that a servant was waving at him and looked at her with disinterest. “Greetings to you too, wife of mine. As a matter of fact, I just came from that meeting. It was very short. The viziers said, ‘My king, there is not enough grain,’ and I, in my great wisdom, told them—‘Then grow more.’” He glanced at a passing maidservant and winked.


Sita saw the muscles in Queen Bintanath’s jaw twitch. “Now, imi-ib,” the queen said sweetly. It was a term of endearment her mother often used when she was furious. “Far be it from me to contradict your judgment, but I have heard that the situation in Low Khetara grows more dire by the day. And things here in the north are hardly any better. My messengers tell me the village markets in Per-Amun and Menef are struggling, and Bubas follows right behind them. You should have seen the scant supplies I received from my last shipment coming upriver. Skinny cattle, uninspiring produce, and barely a dozen pots of ochre and bottles of oils to go around.”


The king’s eyebrow arched. “You’re telling me some limp lettuce is cause for alarm? My dear, I’m sorry the delicacies and eye makeup you ordered were not to your liking, but I’m not going to start a war over it.”


The queen closed her eyes, as if to summon the necessary strength to continue. “I am not suggesting you start a war, my king,” she said, with exaggerated patience. “What I fear is that these issues are symptoms of a larger problem, a problem that could grow if left untreated. I am merely suggesting that, perhaps, a bit more consideration might be appropriate? After all, without the word of the pharaoh, the viziers are but legs without a head to lead them.”


“Perhaps,” the king replied, mimicking Queen Bintanath’s tone, “your ears should choose what they consume more carefully.” There was an edge to his voice. “The viziers are frightened of their own shadows. Low Khetara is under control. It has been so since the beginning of my reign, and it shall remain so until the end.” He spoke the last word with finality.


Then his expression softened, and he smiled. “Really, Binta, on the night of the Bast, this is your concern? Today is a day of worship! Of celebration!” He nudged one of the litter bearers with an elbow. “And for raising the skirts up! Isn’t that right, Tabu?”


The litter bearer smirked. “Yes, Pharaoh.”


“You see?” King Amunmose said heartily, slapping the man on the back. “Even Tabu knows what’s really important in life. And it’s not the viziers and their cursed grain tax.”


Queen Bintanath closed her eyes, her lips pressed into a thin line. “As you say, my king.”


Her father’s gaze flicked to Sita. “I bet you’re looking forward to the day you’ll go to the festival. Isn’t that right, Sitamun?”


Sita blinked. “But I am attending the festival tonight, Father,” she said. “It will be my first time.”


The king stared back at her strangely, as if seeing her anew. “No,” he balked. “Is it possible so much time has passed already?” The words were nostalgic in meaning, but the tone behind them held something akin to dread. Sita had the feeling that her father wasn’t really thinking of Sita’s growth, but of the passage of his own life.


The king had never paid much attention to his children. He was usually too busy seeking out life’s various pleasures—food, drink, sport, women. Queen Bintanath was his Great Wife, it was true, but the palace was teeming with lesser wives, concubines, and the issues that came from his coupling with them all. He clearly enjoyed the women’s company, but dealing with their complaints was a task the king felt was better left to other people. So although Sita had the honor of being the single most important woman in the palace—the woman with the purest royal blood—even she rarely attracted her father’s interest.


“Yes, my brothers and I turned seventeen during Peret,” Sita said, before adding, “I pray that tonight I may honor the goddess and earn her favor.” She could at least put on the appearance of a proper daughter, even if her mind was busy with her own life’s pleasures—particularly those found in the garden.


The king eyes grew soft as he gazed into the past. “Ah, yes,” he mused. “I remember well the night you three were born. ‘And the storm turned the dry land into a sea, and the priests and nurse went through the flood on foot, and when they arrived at the palace, they rejoiced in what they found there: not one child, but three, delivered to the kingdom from the hands of the gods.’”


Sita smiled at the familiar words of their birth story. Ever since she was a little girl, Nebet had regaled her with the tale of that night, when Khetara was struck by a storm unlike any other before or since. They’d come into the world at the beginning of her father’s reign, and the story had taken on a legendary quality—many believing the three dancers who’d helped their laboring mother were goddesses themselves. The whole kingdom fell in love with the triplets and their seemingly divine birth, which in turn, helped her father’s credibility considerably.


He’d needed it too. The previous king, the Great Sematawy, had united the Two Lands and died in battle—a hero with no living heirs. Her father had been Sematawy’s chief vizier, and although it made sense for him to take the throne, he had no royal blood. To follow a legend, Amunmose had needed a legend of his own.


The triplets gave him one.


King Amunmose shook his head and chuckled. “How much of it is memory, I wonder, and how much is simply the story we’ve always told ourselves? Maybe it doesn’t matter. We say something often enough, it eventually becomes the truth.” He paused, contemplative. “It reminds me of something that happened many years ago, just after you were born. A desert priest requested an audience with me. He went on and on about some ancient oracle, and how it was related to your birth. None of the priests of Amun had ever heard of him or his family name, just some pretender looking for an avenue to power. We threw him out, of course. But he didn’t stop raving about death and destruction until he was outside the palace gates. He really believed that nonsense.” The king leaned down from his palanquin and grabbed Sita by the shoulder, pulling her close. The smell of his breath made her nose wrinkle. It was heavy with wine, and something else. She recognized it from when one of the lesser wives had died in her quarters overnight, only to be discovered, stiff and cold, the next morning. It was a sour smell, the smell of rot.


“Those are the most dangerous sorts of people, Sitamun. Remember that. The people whose belief is so great that it blocks their mind from reason.” He pulled one of the amulets from his neck and pushed it into her palm. “Here, take this,” he said. “You need it more than I do.”


Sita looked at the carved piece of malachite in her hand. It was a scarab beetle, no different than the thousands she’d seen people wearing all her life. Why was he giving this to her now?


“Do you know what the scarab means, daughter?” he asked.


Sita thought back to what she’d learned from her tutor, who had spent years teaching her how to read and write the gods’ words, about Khetaran history and its stories and gods. Memorizing kings’ names and coronation dates bored her to tears, but she enjoyed the rest, even if her mother thought her mind was better filled with other things.


“It’s a symbol of transformation and rebirth,” she said. “The scarab beetle rolls her ball of dung and lays her eggs within, just as Khepra rolls the morning sun across the horizon, creating life anew each day.”


The king wagged his head, as if he was only partially satisfied with this answer. “Yes, yes, that is true. But what I want you to remember about the beetle is this: When you’re in really deep shit, you must seek something unexpected inside you. Only there will you find an answer.” He narrowed his eyes. “Do you understand me, Sitamun?”


Sita could feel her eyebrows arching. “Um…”


Her father’s solemn face broke into a grin. He laughed until he was seized with a coughing fit, and sat back in his throne, taking a long drink from the cup of wine at his side. “Did you like that, Tabu? ‘Deep shit.’ Pharaoh is a man of a thousand talents, is he not?”


“Talents immeasurable, my king,” Tabu agreed.


Queen Bintanath squinted at the angle of sun outside the windows and tapped her foot on the ground. “I’m sure Sitamun appreciates your gifts of wisdom, imi-ib,” she said. “But she really must get dressed for the festival.”


Ignoring this, the king craned his neck as a pretty little girl ran through the hall with a young woman at her heels.


“Is that Maet?” he called. “Is that my little plum?”


The little girl squealed and dashed toward the palanquin, her sidelock bouncing. She was quickly scooped up by one of the litter bearers and placed on the king’s lap. Maet was the daughter of one of his lesser wives, and a personal favorite.


Sita tried not to be jealous. After all, Maet was only six.


Maet took the king’s face into her tiny hands and stared at him very seriously. “You look funny, Yati,” she pronounced.


The king stuck out his tongue and crossed his eyes. Maet giggled. “Come now, kitten,” he said. “Let’s find something delicious to eat, shall we?” He turned back to Sita. “Enjoy the festival tonight, Sitamun,” he said, then spared a glance for his wife. “Binta,” he said, and then promptly gestured for his servants to proceed.


Sita watched as her father’s palanquin continued its slow journey through the hall, feeling slightly disquieted by his ramblings. He’s ill and probably drunk, she reasoned. What kind of medicines were the priests giving him, anyway? Were they to credit for his strange talk?


“Come along now,” Queen Bintanath said, pulling her away. “We’ve wasted too much time already.”


“Sita? Sitamun!”


Sita sat up abruptly, sloshing floral-scented bathwater over the edge of the alabaster basin. “What?”


Her middle-aged attendant sat by the edge of the water, wearing an indulgent smile. “If you’re finished, you should get out. The water is getting cold.”


“Oh. Yes. Sorry, Nebet.” Sita rose from the water, her copper skin coated with a glossy sheen of olive oil.


“Careful now.” Nebet offered her hand to help her out of the bath, taking care that Sita didn’t slip on the tiled floor.


The woman’s hand was strong and familiar, more so even than her own mother’s. Nebet had been with Sita—nursing her, watching over her, and tucking her into bed—ever since she was born. Her once dark hair had turned gray, and no matter how many times Sita said she could dye it brown again with juniper berries, Nebet always refused. For all the time and effort Nebet spent on Sita’s appearance, she spent none on her own. Whenever Sita brought up the topic, Nebet liked to pronounce that she had “earned” her gray hairs, and no one was going to take them from her.


Nebet picked up a soft linen cloth from the stool where she’d been sitting and used it to pat Sita’s body dry. “Daydreaming about tonight?” she asked.


“I was,” she said, though exactly what she was imagining was far too embarrassing to admit to Nebet. It involved Femi, and activities similar to the ones she’d witnessed in the pleasure garden.


After calling the other attendants to clean up the bath and prepare Sita’s attire, Nebet sat the girl down in front of a brass mirror that hung on the wall of her chambers. In its reflection, Sita watched Nebet begin to weave her wet hair into plaits, lacing thin golden cylinders onto each one.


“You should enjoy yourself at the festival,” Nebet said after a while, her voice thoughtful. “But don’t forget its true purpose, for it is not for your pleasure alone.”


Sita blushed at the word pleasure, as if Nebet had somehow seen the images of Femi floating through her mind. “But Bast is the goddess of pleasure,” she replied, recalling the lithe cat-headed woman she’d seen on scrolls and palace walls. “The more we celebrate, the more we honor her, isn’t that right?”


“It is,” Nebet agreed. “She sees our music, our dancing, and our celebrations as a testament to life, and she rewards us with her protection. But has your tutor not taught you Bast’s other name?”


Sita’s brow furrowed. Nebet was a very devout woman. Sita’s bedtime stories, in addition to the one about her birth, had always been about the gods and their adventures, and Nebet never once forgot to make her daily offerings. So Sita wasn’t surprised by the question, but she was a little embarrassed that she didn’t know the answer.


“I guess he hasn’t,” she admitted.


Nebet sucked her teeth. “We insult Bast with this harmless vision of her power. Imagine, a cat with no claws! You cannot shine a light on one side of something without casting darkness on the other.”


Sita was taken aback by the sudden the passion in the woman’s voice. Nebet was usually so soft-spoken, so tender. “What do you mean? What is Bast’s other name?”


Nebet stopped her braiding and glanced up, meeting Sita’s eyes in the mirror. “She is the Lady of slaughter. Defender of the innocent, avenger of the wronged.”


Sita swallowed.


“It is she who protects a home from evil spirits,” Nebet went on, pulling the brush through Sita’s hair a little too roughly. “Spirits like the one that sickens your father. You would do well, my girl, as you dance and drink tonight, to pray to the goddess to deliver him from that demon, before… before…”


“Before what?”


Nebet was silent for several moments. Her face had gone pale.


“I apologize, Princess,” she said, laying a hand on Sita’s shoulder. “I don’t know what came over me. I’ve been overcome by this terrible feeling lately… this dread. But it’s no excuse. I’ve over-stepped my bounds. If you want to dismiss me, I’d understand.”


“No, no, it’s all right,” Sita quickly replied, putting her hand over Nebet’s. She didn’t like the deference in her attendant’s voice. “You’re only trying to help. I would never send you away, not for anything. I promise to do my best to honor the goddess, for Father’s sake.”


“And for yours,” Nebet added quietly. “It’s you I care about the most.”


Just then, the other attendants returned. “Your dress, Princess Sitamun,” one of them said.


Sita stood, wearing nothing except the Isis knot and scarab amulets, while the girls draped a sheath of gossamer white linen over her head. The fabric was so thin that the shadow of her naked body was still visible beneath it. Over that, the girls slipped an elaborate bead-net dress that reached all the way to her ankles, made up of thousands of red, blue, and black ceramic beads arranged in a diamond pattern. Next, they latched a wide beaded collar, featuring a golden scarab, around her neck—along with a golden cuff for each wrist. While one of the girls fitted two golden hoops into her ears, the other painted her eyes with kohl and her lips and cheeks with red ochre.


Nebet stood back from the flurry of activity, her arms crossed over her chest, only stepping in to adjust a plait here, a fold there.


“You’re sure this is what you want to wear tonight, Sitamun?” Nebet asked. “It is lovely, but a bit…”


“I’m seventeen now, Nebet,” Sita replied, tilting up her chin. “I shall dress as the woman I am.”


“As you wish,” Nebet replied softly.


She was touching Sita’s temples and the hollow of her throat with rose petal oil when the blade of a shadow sliced across the floor from the direction of the corridor.


Sita turned to see a man leaning against the doorway, the blaze of the setting sun at his back. He wore a white knee-length schenti, belted with an ornamental pendant that hung between his legs. The finely crafted pendant was made from the same obsidian and ostrich-shell beads that decorated his collar, which he wore over a sheer, loose-fitting blouse that revealed his bare chest underneath. His hair, like Sita’s own, was thick and black, and fell to his shoulders in shining waves. He regarded her with eyes not unlike the ones she’d been staring at in the mirror a moment before. Eyes full of fire and mischief, just as they had been since they were both babes in arms.


“Greetings, sister,” Meryamun said, his voice honey smooth and honey sweet. “Are you ready to go?”


Sita stood, her golden plaits tinkling like bells. Her attendants moved away, their heads bowed. Sita stole a look back at Nebet. The older woman returned it with a small smile, but it didn’t reach her eyes.


“The goddess awaits us,” the prince said.


Sita grinned, her excitement overtaking her annoyance at having a guardian, and the wary feeling that clung to her since the strange encounter with her father. Was she ready to leap into the night? Into whatever wild and delicious wonders the festival might bring? Was she ready to drink this life until it ran over her lips and down her throat and spread like fire across her skin? Was she ready to abandon herself? To forget her manners, to fall into the arms of a lover, to scream into the sky, to dance until dawn?


“Yes!” she exclaimed.


“Well then…” Mery crooked his arm toward her.


Sita stepped into her golden sandals and out the door.
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NEFF


She was alone in the desert on a moonless night.


The air was still and unbroken by the breath of any other living thing. There was only the dunes, stretching into eternity like the primeval waters that covered the earth when the world was new.


A fresh set of tracks disturbed the ground up ahead. They were small and cloven, and she followed them, her feet sinking deep into the sand with each labored step.


The lamb lay in a patch of light, and because there was no moon, she knew that the light came from the creature itself. Blood flowed from a grievous wound in its side, staining its white wool crimson. Despite this, the lamb made no sound. It turned its strange horizontal eyes toward her.


“Beware.”


The lamb’s mouth did not move, yet she knew it was the lamb’s voice that spoke. It was a doleful sound, the sound of unwanted news, of nightmares come alive.


“Beware, for soon the Great River of Khetara will turn to blood.”


She took a step back and pressed her hands against her ears to block out the voice, but it continued.


“Lies will grow fruitful as wheat in the fields, and where once there was order, chaos will reign. A secret shall rise from beneath the earth, and the Red and the White Crowns will be forever broken.”


“Stop,” she said, but the voice did not quaver or cease, even as blood pooled around the lamb and spilled out in impossible torrents, soaking into the desert and spreading across the whole of the land.


“Take heed, Thonis, Great House of Amun! Beware of what is unseen among you!” The lamb roared, and the desert became a chaotic red sea of gruesome, viscous dunes.


“Take heed, Sakesh, Great House of Ra! Beware of what burns and destroys you!”


She felt herself sinking. The lamb floated above the surface of the new sea, its gaze never wavering, its unearthly eyes focused solely on her. She screamed, thrashing in the thick waters until the copper tang of blood filled her mouth.


“Beware! Sorrow and ruin to the Children of the Two Lands!”


Nefermaat woke with a gasp.


She sat up from the reed mat where she slept and looked around her family’s humble home, bleary-eyed and panting. Morning light leaked in through the small square windows on each side, and next to her, her mother and father’s sleeping mats were vacant. She grasped at the threads of the dream, desperately trying to hold on to the words, the images, before—


“Oh, good! You’re up,” her mother said, coming up the mud-brick stairs from the ground floor below. She was carrying a jar of beer under one arm and a cloth-wrapped loaf of bread in the other. She moved briskly. “We’re about to eat. Hurry up and get ready, Neff. You know how your father hates being late to market.”


Neff rubbed her eyes. Whatever tenuous hold she’d had on her dream had vanished, leaving her with a cold, uneasy feeling that she’d forgotten something terribly important.


“I’m coming, Mamet, I’m coming,” she mumbled, and slipped into the woven papyrus sandals at the foot of her sleeping mat. She smoothed out the wrinkles in her white kalasiris dress and adjusted the straps over her shoulders. After washing her face in the basin and combing her fingers through her chin-length curly brown hair, she made her way up the stairs to the roof.


It was still early, so the sun was pleasant and not too hot. Neff took a deep breath of fresh air and gazed around her. Mud-brick homes similar to theirs crowded around them in even lines leading south, punctuated by the great Temple of Bast standing at Bubas’s southern border. Beyond that, Neff knew, lay the lands of Low Khetara—Hurwar, Per-Abu, and Sakesh. They were names she’d heard in stories told across firelight, about a Great War that happened years before she was born. Stories of might and glory, and of King Sematawy’s legendary victory over the southern pretender. To the west was the wide blue finger of the Iteru, and due north on the banks of the river delta lay Thonis, home of the pharaoh and the capital city of the kingdom.


Everything west of the Iteru was the Red Lands. Bearded tribesmen in dark voluminous robes would sometimes venture into the village from across the river to trade with the Khetaran merchants, but they never stayed long. Her father, along with everyone else she knew, didn’t really trust them.


“I’m happy to do a trade,” Neff remembered hearing one of the vegetable merchants say, “But I’m not inviting them to stay for supper!” Neff had never actually met a desert tribesman herself. They usually came to trade for food, tools, and fabric, and weren’t often in the market for the magic scrolls her father sold. They probably don’t believe in that sort of thing, she thought. For a moment, she stared at the golden rolling desert, which seemed to stretch all the way to the horizon, the ghost of that dream still hovering at the edges of her memory.


“Stop wasting time, Neff!” her father called, waving her over with impatience. “Sit and eat!”


He was seated beneath the large woven canopy that took up one corner of the roof, already tucking into the beer and bread her mother had brought up for them from the cellar.


He was bald-headed, with a round face and prominent nose, and wore a crisp linen tunic that Neff’s mother hung on a line every night to keep it from wrinkling. It was tied at the waist with a fine well-stitched belt, a luxury he’d purchased months ago after a week of haggling with the leather merchant. “We’re moving up in the world, Ahura,” he’d told her mother when she balked at the price. “I must look the part. If you want people to respect you, you must command respect! That’s what I always say.”


Neff went to sit underneath the canopy, taking a chunk of bread and cup of beer for her own breakfast.


“It goes without saying that the prosperity scrolls are our most popular items,” her father said through a mouthful of food, continuing a conversation that must have started before Neff joined them. “But you’d be surprised how many love and beauty scrolls I’m selling. Can you believe it? They’re starving to death, but still they come, trading their last onion to look plump and pretty for a lover. Pah! Well, a fool’s trade is as good a trade as any, that’s what I always say…”


Neff’s mother shook her head. She was small and delicate, her hair and skin the soft brown color of a mourning dove. “It’s getting worse every day. There’s hardly anything to trade, and even less to trade for! Do you know how much I had to hand over for a few days’ worth of beans and vegetables?”


“That’s why we need to think bigger. Do you see? To keep up with the changing market. Imeny tells me they do a brisk business in the Thonis market selling curses.”


“Curses?” Neff’s mother exclaimed. The broom she’d been using to sweep the dusty roof stilled in midair. “Pepi. You wouldn’t.”


“I would if they sold, Ahura, yes, indeed. You can’t be squeamish about these things, especially not at a time like this. If we want to keep our heads above water, my dear, we have to give the people what they want, whether it’s good for them or not.”


Neff’s mother scowled but resumed her sweeping with a sigh of resignation. “If you say so, imi-ib. Who’s Imeny again?”


“The jeweler. You know the one. His wife has that mole. Here.” Her father pointed to the side of his face.


“Oh, yes. Yes, of course. The one who oversalts her fish.”


Her father chuckled. “We’ll never share a meal with them again, will we?”


Neff chewed her bread, half listening to her parents’ prattle. Her father’s spell scrolls hadn’t always been so popular, but over the past year, he’d built up a reputation as a merchant of good fortune in Bubas. This had been accomplished through a combination of luck and cunning. Luck because two village women had found husbands shortly after using his love scrolls, and cunning because Pepi made sure that they told everyone in the village all about it. By spending time listening to people at the market every day, her father had grown to understand their fears and desires, and used that information to sell, sell, sell. If the spell worked, the customers always came back for more. If it didn’t, and they returned to her family’s stall to complain, her father merely came up with a logical reason—invariably one that could be blamed on the customer themselves.


Pepi wrote the spells in the common script, a highly simplified version of the “gods’ words” that the merchant class used to do business—but a large portion of the population couldn’t even read that. Writing was considered a magic all its own, and most Khetarans viewed anyone who could do it with a sense of awe. Which made it easy for Neff’s father to tell the disgruntled customers that they didn’t say the words right. “If you don’t say them in the right way,” he’d proclaim, “the magic doesn’t work!”


So they’d buy another scroll, desperately attempt to memorize his instructions, and try again.


He’d send them off with a smile and resume bellowing his famous phrase to anyone in the market who might listen. He’d said it so often, Neff often heard her father muttering it in his sleep.


“Spell scrolls! Very effective! They’ve worked a thousand times!”


The business’s success had allowed them to build the two-story house that her mother so lovingly swept and tidied every morning. Her father was rarely at home. He was always the first vendor at the market every morning, and the last to leave. After their evening meal, he wrote new scrolls until all the light faded from the sky.


When Neff turned six, her father began teaching her to write the common too, so that one day she could help him run the business. At thirteen, she was nearly old enough to work the stall herself, but her father wasn’t convinced that she’d mastered the necessary attitude to be a good salesman. “You give up too easily,” he’d said the day before, when she’d allowed a woman to walk away empty-handed. “All that customer needed was a little more convincing!”


“She said no,” Neff had argued. “What was I supposed to do?”


Pepi shook a finger at her. “The mouth says no, but the heart shouts yes! Couldn’t you hear it? Your problem, my girl, is that you don’t believe in the product.”


Neff had looked down at the scrolls, arranged in neat piles. Cures for headaches, infertility, broken hearts. “But the scrolls don’t really work, do they, baba?”


Her father sucked his teeth. “Hold your tongue, Nefermaat. Have you learned nothing from me? Haven’t I taught you that words have power?” He shook his head. “You’re not just selling a scroll, child. You’re selling hope. Now, I can’t guarantee that my customers will always receive what they desire, but if you make them believe… well, they certainly have a better chance.”


“I’m sorry, Yati,” she’d said. “I’ll do better next time.”


There on the roof, Neff remembered the exchange as her mother ruffled her hair and planted a loving kiss on her head. If the magic works, she thought, why couldn’t it give Mamet the big family she wanted? The concentration of her mother’s devotion, which could have been more comfortably spread across three or four additional children, was sometimes difficult for Neff to bear alone.


“Are you all right, Neff?” her mother asked. “You look a bit pale this morning.”


“Bad dreams again,” Neff replied, taking a drink of the thick, sweet beer.


“Really?” Her mother frowned. “Do you remember what they’re about?”


Neff sighed. “No. As soon as I wake, they fade away.”


“I used to have one about a date palm tree,” her mother said dreamily, leaning on her broom. “I picked the fruit and ate and ate, but my belly was never full. Your father had some ideas about what it meant, but he’s no Hour priest. I think I was just hungry.”


Even if I could afford to visit an Hour priest to interpret my dream, Neff thought, I wouldn’t know what to tell him! She’d only had the dream occasionally at first, but now it came nearly every night. And although she couldn’t remember anything about it, she somehow knew that it was always the same dream, over and over again.


She’d begun to dread going to sleep.


Neff knew that dreams, like words, were powerful. They were messages from the gods. And some nagging, relentless urge kept telling her that she shouldn’t ignore this one. If she didn’t figure out what it meant, she was certain the dream would never let her go.


Her father smacked his lips as he finished up his beer. “Perhaps your dream is telling you to wake up earlier, like your yati, so we aren’t late to market!” he said. He stood up from the table and clapped the crumbs from his hands. “Come on, it’s time to go!”


Neff shoved the rest of the bread into her mouth and washed it down with the dregs of her beer. She was brushing her dress clean when she suddenly remembered what day it was. “Wait!” she exclaimed. “We can’t go to market now. Bast is coming through the village this morning.”


Every year, the village of Bubas had the honor of watching Bast, their patron goddess, be taken from her shrine and brought upriver to Thonis, where the Festival of Bast took place. Neff had never been to Khetara’s capital city, but her friends had said that the streets were lined with gold and precious stones of many colors. She hoped to see it one day, but until then, she and everyone else in Bubas took pleasure in the goddess’s annual visit, when a lucky few would have the opportunity to address her with a question or a prayer.


A question… Neff thought suddenly, an idea germinating in her mind.


Of course! Why hadn’t she thought of it before?


Because you’ll get in trouble!


Then again, how much trouble could it possibly cause?


Neff ran to her father and gripped his arm. “Please, Yati, we must see Bast! We’ve never missed her, and all my friends will be there. No one will be shopping at the market anyway! Everyone in the village will be waiting for the goddess too!”


Neff’s father rubbed his temples. “Ach… we only sold five scrolls yesterday,” he grumbled. “I was hoping to make up for that this morning.”


“We can rush to the stall as soon as she’s passed,” Neff cajoled him. “We’ll stay until nightfall. We’ll stay until midnight! We’ll sell more scrolls, because of everyone visiting from other villages.” Please, she thought. Please let me go.


Her father dropped his head back and stared at the cloudless sky. “Do you hear this, Ahura? I’ve taught her too well.” Then he nodded. “You drive a hard bargain, my girl. Fine, we’ll go. It would probably look bad if we didn’t. But we won’t stay for a moment longer than we have to!”


Neff grinned and craned her neck to plant a kiss on her father’s shining bald head. “Thank you, Yati! Thank you so much!”


Neff helped her mother quickly finish the chores. The goddess would leave her temple soon, and they needed to get a good spot on the street before the crowd grew too thick. Because for the first time in her life, Neff planned to approach Bast with a question of her own.


If anyone could help her remember her dream, it was the goddess herself.


The main street of Bubas was already buzzing with villagers by the time Neff and her parents arrived. It took them a little longer than usual because her father kept stopping to chat with everyone he saw, fishing for information about their lives so he could sell them a spell scroll.


“You and Khabak have been married for what, two seasons now?” he asked a young woman waiting with her husband on the street corner. “Don’t you think it’s time to think about starting a family? I’ve got a scroll for that, you know. You’ll be with child within the month!”


Neff rolled her eyes. Come on, she thought. Not now!


Finally, they managed to find a perfect spot to see Bast. It was near the edge of town, where the road started to curve toward the Iteru River. At the end of that road, a boat waited to carry Bast to the capital.


Neff saw a couple of her friends in the crowd—Henhen, the baker’s daughter, and Istara, the papyrus merchant’s girl. She’d known them both forever, and often visited them in their family’s market stalls whenever Yati let her have a break. She waved. They waved back, beaming with excitement.


“Neff!” Henhen called out. “Will you be at the festival tonight?”


Neff remembered her promise to stay at the market until midnight and bit her lip. “I hope so!” she shouted back.


Bast only visited once a year, and that night, the village would be alive with celebrations. There’d be singing and dancing, and perhaps even some tiger nut sweets. Neff’s mouth watered at the thought of the little balls of nuts and dates and honey. Her mother wasn’t the only one with a sweet tooth.


“My father got permission to ask the goddess a question!” Istara added. “Isn’t that amazing? He’s been waiting for the nomarch to choose him for two years! He’s going to ask her to give us another brother! Not that I want one.” She laughed.


Neff ignored the sting of envy. “Amazing!” Turning away, she felt a thorn of doubt creep into her heart. Even if she didn’t get into terrible trouble for addressing the goddess without permission, who was to say that the goddess would answer her question?


Don’t think of that, she scolded herself. Standing on the tips of her toes, she strained to see over the crowd to where Bast and her retinue would process. She’ll be here any minute!


Then, a ripple of excitement passed through the gathered villagers.


“She’s coming!” someone shouted.


A moment later, Neff saw it: a beautifully crafted wooden palanquin, held aloft by four bald-headed men in white loincloths, carrying a sacred boat. It was about five cubits long, with cat heads carved into its bow and stern. A canopy covered the center of the boat, and behind its blowsy, translucent curtains, Neff caught her first glimpse of the goddess.


Bast was beautiful. An exquisitely carved statue, the goddess was a cat-headed woman in an intricate striped-pattern dress, made from dark smooth bronze. She held a basket in the crook of one arm and a sistrum in the other. At her feet sat four bronze kittens—three large and one small.


A tall, sharp-eyed woman with deep-brown skin walked at the front of the procession. Like the litter bearers, she was bald too. Three black tattoos, each drawn in the shape of the wadjet eye, adorned each of her shoulders. Over her simple white dress hung a large golden necklace—a broad collar in the shape of a half-moon, adorned with the head of a cat.


The high priestess of Bast. Neff wondered how old the woman was. No matter how many times she’d seen her at the annual festival, she never seemed to age.


As the priestess walked with Bast’s boat sailing through the crowd behind her, she shook a sistrum, and the rhythmic, jangling sound of its copper rings silenced the crowd as she came. Neff watched the palanquin stop at intervals, allowing the villagers who stepped forward to petition the goddess.


“Will my father be healed from his sickness?”


“Should I take revenge on those who have wronged me?”


“Will I ever find love?”


With each question, the palanquin paused for a moment before leaning forward for yes, or backward for no. After receiving their answer, the petitioners bowed their heads in thanks and retreated back into the crowd.


The questions seemed endless, despite the limited number of people with permission to ask them. It wasn’t surprising, given that poverty and hunger loomed over Bubas like a shadow, but it took what felt like an eternity for the goddess to make her way down the street to where Neff and her parents were waiting. Her father watched the position of the sun, growing increasingly impatient.


Finally, he said, “We’ve seen the goddess. People up the road are starting to leave. We should get to our stall before we lose the whole morning.”


“Not yet,” Neff pleaded. “Just a bit longer.”


Her father huffed in exasperation but blessedly said no more.


Neff turned back to the street—and just in time. Bast’s retinue was right on top of them. She’d been so eager for this moment, but now that it was upon her, Neff felt a sudden terror at stepping out into the street.


It was just a dream.


The procession passed in front of her, the sound of the high priestess’s sistrum clanging in her ears.


It was just a dream.


A moment more, and her opportunity would be lost.


Neff had all but decided to abandon her plan when a breeze ruffled her hair, carrying the smell of honey, smoke, and wine. Neff closed her eyes, intoxicated, and when she opened them again—


She gasped. She had stepped out right in front of the high priestess.


The woman regarded her with dark imperious eyes.


All around her, the crowd murmured in surprise.


“Sweetheart?” she heard her mother say, quiet and afraid. “What are you doing?”


“Get back here!” her father barked, and Neff felt his hand on her arm. But before he could pull her back, the high priestess spoke.


“You have a question for the goddess, child?” Her voice was velvet soft, like a purr.


Neff swallowed. “Yes, High Priestess. I didn’t get permission to ask, but…” She caught a glimpse of Henhen and Istara watching her, open-mouthed. Gathering her courage, Neff balled her hands into fists. “But I think it’s important.”


After a moment of consideration, the priestess nodded and swept an arm toward the palanquin. “You may approach the sacred boat.”


Neff almost collapsed with relief.


She stood before the goddess, her body covered in a cold sweat. She could feel the weight of the crowd’s stare.


“My petition is not a yes or no question,” she said. “Is that all right?”


The high priestess cocked her head, curious. “You may ask whatever you want, child. Whether you are given an answer?” She shrugged. “That is up to Bast to decide.”


Neff nodded and turned to face the canopy. She clasped her hands in supplication, both out of respect and to stop them from shaking. Sinking to her knees, she began to speak.


“Praise to you…” She paused, ashamed of the weakness in her voice. “Praise to you,” she began again, a little stronger. “O Bast, Great Lady of Bubas, beloved mistress of pleasure and secrets. Please hear my prayer. Every night, I have a dream. The same dream. I know it’s important, but I can never recall what it’s about. I’m sorry if it’s too much to ask, but I thought maybe you could help me remember.” Her whole body tensed as she waited for an answer.


Nothing happened.


People in the crowd shifted uncomfortably. Out of the corner of her eye, Neff saw her father’s face, pink with anger and embarrassment.


Neff felt the sting of humiliation deep in her chest. Fool, she thought bitterly. What made you think the goddess would speak to you?


Then, all at once, a fierce wind began to blow, like whispers through papyrus reeds. It carried the same intoxicating smell as before, but stronger. Many in the crowd cried out and covered their faces as the khamasin lifted whorls of sand, sending pricking clouds into their eyes. Neff braced herself and squinted at the palanquin. Unlike everyone else, the litter bearers stood resolute as the sand struck their bodies. The wind lifted the canopy’s filmy curtains in a slow, undulating dance, removing the only barrier between Neff and the goddess. Neff stared, her eyes locking on Bast’s dark face.


Behind her, the priestess began to shake her sistrum once more, the percussive sound growing louder and more ominous with every passing second.


The goddess’s feline face loomed large above her, one moment the tranquil, gentle face of a mother looking down upon one of its children, and the next—


The cat became a lioness.


And she roared.


Neff screamed as her mind was suddenly battered with images. Visions of darkness and desolation and blood. So much blood.


The lamb.


The lamb.


The lamb.


The images were unrelenting.


She knew at once that she’d seen them before, but not like this, never like this, not with her fragile waking mind. Neff tried to close her eyes, but her body wouldn’t respond. She felt as if an invisible hand had reached out from beyond the veil and held her fast. Her screams turned to sobs of terror.


The lamb.


The lamb.


The lamb.


She saw it all. The desert. The grievous wound and the crimson wool. The sea of blood. Seared into her mind like a sizzling brand. And the words of the lamb. She heard those, too.


Then, as if someone had yanked her up from the bottom of the sea—it was over. The images stopped, the sistrum quieted, the wind eased. And as it did, the blowsy curtains fell back in place, shielding the goddess from sight.


Neff gasped like a drowning girl coming up for air.


She blinked, dizzy and confused. Her face was damp with tears. She wavered, unsteady on her feet, her mind caught between dreaming and waking. A small frightened moan passed through her lips, and she collapsed onto the dusty road.


The high priestess was the first to reach her as the crowd erupted in confusion.


“What happened, child?” the woman asked, kneeling by her side.


Neff curled into a fetal position, her palms pressed against her eyes. “I remember… I remember…” she cried over and over again. “The lamb…”


Half a dozen people, including Neff’s parents, pressed closer, all of them trying to see for themselves what had happened.


“Move away!” the priestess shouted in irritation. “Give her some air.”


The people took a couple steps back.


“Come,” the priestess urged, gently pulling Neff’s hands from her eyes to help her to her feet. “Get up if you can. We can’t have you lying in the middle of the—”


The priestess stopped abruptly, her jaw slack. Behind her, the crowd fell silent.


Neff blinked into the blazing sunlight, bewildered by the wide-eyed faces encircling her.


Why do they look so scared?


Suddenly self-conscious, she sat up, wiping at her tears. It was only then that she noticed the red smears on her fingers. The sight of it sent her head spinning—had she cut her palms in the fall? But no, her hands were uninjured. Where was the blood coming from?


Shaking, she touched a finger to her face, to the track of tears she could feel still falling from her eyes. It came away shining, bright as carnelian.


Neff’s heart was in her throat as someone shouted, “Gods preserve us! The girl cries tears of blood!”


News of Neff’s encounter with Bast swept through the assembled crowd, and people closed in so that they, too, could catch a glimpse of her. The noise and press of bodies was terrifying, and Neff clutched at the high priestess for protection.


Raising the sistrum high in the air, the priestess shouted, “Enough!”


Cowed by her fury, the crowd fell back and quieted.


“You dare disrespect the goddess on her day of worship? Go back to your homes and places of work. Speak not of this, lest you are willing to bear divine judgment for the carelessness of your words.” There was a pause as she turned in a circle, as if to encompass every soul within her sight. “Do you heed me? Now, go!”


With a low murmur, the crowd dispersed. After sharing a word with the litter bearers, the high priestess turned back to Neff, who still sat on the dusty road. Her face, which had been imperious a moment before, softened. “Come with me, child,” she said, reaching out to Neff.


Hesitant, Neff took her hand, and the priestess pulled her to her feet.


The high priestess turned to Neff’s pale-faced parents, who huddled nearby, and said, “You will accompany me to the river.”


It was not a request, but a command.


Neff’s mother and father nodded, and followed them to the riverbank without saying a word.


There was a large boat and crew waiting there, ready to carry Bast and her protectors north to Thonis for the festival that night.


“Go and cleanse yourself in the river,” the high priestess told Neff. “I must speak to your parents.”


Why? The word sat on Neff’s tongue like a small stone. She’d wanted to ask it, but it remained heavy behind her lips, held there by the high priestess’s imposing gaze. Obediently, she knelt at the edge of the riverbank.


She felt strangely numb as she dipped her hands into the cold water and watched the blood swirl away. When she was done, she cupped her hands and splashed water against her face. She gasped as the cold drove the cloudy feeling from her mind. Suddenly, she became very aware of what had just happened—aware and afraid.


What if Bast took offense to my question? she wondered. Has the goddess cursed me? Perhaps the high priestess is telling Mamet and Yati of my fate. What if I have doomed them as well?


Tears began to well in her eyes and she quickly wiped them away, terrified she would find more blood. But they were clear, normal tears. Whatever had happened to her before was finished. It felt unreal, like a dream. Yet unlike her other dreams, the images the goddess showed her hadn’t faded. Every time she closed her eyes, she saw the lamb, and heard its ominous voice.


I remember now, Neff realized. For better or for worse, the goddess had answered her prayer.


Neff glanced back at her parents. She couldn’t hear what the high priestess was saying to them, but she could see its effect on their faces. Her mother’s eyes were wide, and she had both hands pressed to her mouth. After a moment, she dropped them into a pose of supplication.


“Please,” her mother said, loud enough for Neff to hear. “I’m begging you. You can’t. She’s our only child.”


“Ahura! Control yourself, woman,” her father scolded.


He took her mother’s hands in his and quietly apologized to the high priestess. His expression was stony, serious—totally unlike the smile he always wore for his customers. But he didn’t look horrified. In fact, he seemed… excited?


With a curt nod to Pepi and Ahura, the high priestess concluded her discussion. She turned from them and met Neff’s gaze. “You may join us now.”


Neff rose on wobbly legs and approached them. Her eyes darted from one person to another, trying to anticipate what was about to happen. The pride in her father’s expression confused her, and the sorrow in her mother’s filled her with dread. The high priestess’s face was unreadable. When she spoke, it was without preamble.


“You have been touched by the goddess, Nefermaat,” she said, and Neff’s name had never carried such weight. “Your life now belongs to Bast and the gods of this land. I have spoken to your mother and father, and it is agreed that you will accompany me upriver to Thonis, where you shall be prepared for the priesthood.” She paused to allow her words to sink in.


Neff stared at her, speechless. “B-but,” she stammered, “I’m not—”


“It is not an easy life,” the high priestess continued. “Not for a girl, not for anyone. But it is the life chosen for you by the divine. Obey their decree, or suffer the consequences of their displeasure. Do you understand?”


Neff swallowed, trying and failing to catch hold of the thoughts and questions that whirled through her mind.


“What about my things?” she blurted. “I have nothing but the clothes on my back.” She looked down at her white dress and was mortified to see bloodstains down the front of it.


“You need take nothing but your immortal soul,” the high priestess replied. “All else will be provided for you at the Great Temple. Now come. I have already tarried too long. The goddess awaits.”


Neff shook her head. It was all happening too fast. Her house, her sleeping mat, the little paddle doll she kept from when she’d been a baby… would she see any of them again? And what about Henhen and Istara? The stall at the market? Who would help her father run it? When she’d left home this morning, she never thought it would be for the last time.


She turned to her mother. “Mamet?” she said, a quaver in her voice.


“Oh, my sweet girl.” Her mother gathered Neff into her arms. “You must take care of yourself, all right? Always wear your sandals outside, and watch for snakes, and remember how I taught you to keep your hair shiny, yes?” Her eyes brimmed with tears.


“Mamet.” Neff hugged her mother’s small body against her own. “I’m scared. I don’t want to leave you.”


Neff felt her father’s hand against her head.


“Don’t you see?” he said as she turned to him. “This is wonderful news, my girl. Wonderful! I was angry when you stepped out of the crowd, but now I see you were led by a divine hand! Now when the people come to our stall in the market, I will tell them all about you. My Neff, chosen by the goddess to do great things. I’ve always known it. Always. When you were born, I told your mother. Didn’t I, Ahura?” He turned to his wife, and she nodded, too overwhelmed to speak. “I told her: ‘Name her Nefermaat.’ Beautiful truth. That’s you. You’re going to make us proud. Do you hear? They’ll come to see me from all over Bubas, from all over the kingdom, just to hear your story.”


“But—”


“Go on now,” he broke in. “Can’t keep the goddess waiting, can we?”


But I thought you were already proud, Neff wanted to say. Instead, she took a deep breath, pressed her lips into a thin line, and said, “No, Yati, we can’t.” She turned to face the high priestess.


“Are you ready?” the woman asked, gesturing toward the sleek vessel that rocked gently in the current.


“No,” Neff whispered, her lip trembling. “I’m not.”


She stepped onto the boat.
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