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To my mother,


who taught me to think for myself.


To my father,


who taught me hard work.
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It is of utmost importance that we remember our origins lest we lose the light within that will lead us to our destination.


Kupti of Kemi









Introduction


The world has one unchanging constant: Ramesses the Great lives while we die, and our souls pass from Huat to Duat to be guided by Anubis, judged by Maat, guarded by Osiris, and embraced by Isis. I’ve encountered many gods in my life. Fought the wicked and befriended the noble. I know our deities in all their forms, and Ramesses isn’t one. He’s very close, though.


I’m aware the chances are slim that you will read our story. It had originally been my intention to document our adventures once our king joined his ancestors in the Field of Reeds. But, since I’ll soon be reunited with my dear beloved in the afterlife and our pharaoh is determined to outlive his subjects, I will share with you a story your generation will never find in its history books.


If, by a miracle, one of the few copies that escape Ramesses’ grip lands in your hands, wherever you may live in this vast world we inhabit, I ask you to keep an open mind and imagine the worlds only a handful of living humans have ever seen, where I’ve traveled between the realms of the living and the dead, in search of the treasures of Egypt.


—Nefiri Minu, the Treasure Hunter









Chapter 1


Comrades in Crime


Egypt, 1274 BC


The Egyptian sun scorched the town of Avaris, burning the sand on the path as we hurried to get my little brother’s medicine. His small hand shook in my grip whenever he glanced at the hostile Hyksos who inhabited the city. Their bloodthirsty stares followed us through the lines of Egyptian soldiers guarding the main road to Set’s temple.


Our brave warriors tapped their spears on the ground to greet us on our way to the temple. They crossed their weapons before the unpleasant sight of the dirty Hyksos. My brother looked up at me, his eyes full of pride when the soldiers announced my arrival.


“Lady Nefiri Minu, grand vizier’s apprentice, warden of Avaris, and future grand vizier of the Egyptian Empire.”


They forgot to add: poorest government official because of a stupid cap on the earnings of an apprentice.


Oh, knowledge was the ultimate payment, my master said. A bright future full of wealth awaited me, explained the scribes in the royal palace. I was only sixteen and should be patient, advised my aunt. Yeah, right. Maybe they should walk in my too-small sandals all day.


We reached the temple of the god of destruction and were immediately greeted by its majesty. The bronze gates of this colossal building exuded the grandeur of the deity. Purple and black writings decorated its red walls, symbolizing the colors of the scarlet desert, Set’s kingdom in Duat—the realm of the gods and the dead. My brother and I stepped closer, following the aroma of irises that escaped the temple’s entrance and mixed with the stench of nearby garbage mounds.


“Look, Hote,” I said to my brother, trying—and probably failing—to sound optimistic. “At least you get to visit Set’s temple for the first time.”


“Wh-why are we here?” Hote asked. “I want to go home.” He tugged on my white dress and tried to pull me back toward the canal.


“I have some work to do.” That technically wasn’t a lie, right? No, it most definitely wasn’t. My main job was to keep my brother safe; that was precisely what I was doing now. If I didn’t get his medicine from my supplier in the temple, Hote would die, and if that happened, why in the gods’ holy names would I ever leave my bed again? My only predicament: my supplier was an untouchable Hyksos. Worse, he was a thief. So much for me being the lady of law and tradition.


“But why did you take me to work this time?” Hote asked.


“Aunt Meriti is busy today, so you’re stuck with me. Also, every Egyptian must visit Set’s temple at least once. You’re eight. You’re old enough.”


“I don’t want to visit his creepy temple. I want Aunt Meriti!”


The passing priests shot Hote a disgusted glance. Despite being members of the clergy and under its protection, they were still untouchable Hyksos—remnants of their fallen tyrannical ancestors—and it was quite bold of them to direct such a vile expression at an Egyptian child, especially in my presence. I had been too lenient with them lately, hadn’t I? Punishment was in order. A reminder of the Hyksos’ natural place in society. But later. Yes, no need to show Hote my… other side.


“I won’t leave you alone at home,” I said, “and it’s too late to argue now, don’t you think?”


“No,” Hote said, tears streaming down his reddened cheeks. “I want to leave Avaris. The Hyksos are creepy, and Set is a scary god.”


“We won’t be long.”


“I don’t care! I want Aunt Meriti!” Hote tensed and pulled his arm away from me, desperate to avoid entering the temple.


Hote’s distress was understandable, but we needed his medicine, and time was short. I tugged him forward. “Please, I’m not telling you to hug a crocodile. Could you just please come inside so we can…” I pulled him too hard, and he stumbled, falling to the ground with a thud.


“Oh, gods!” I knelt and inspected him for injuries. “I’m so sorry! Are you hurt? Do you feel dizzy or nauseous?”


“I’m fine.” He rubbed his eyes, grinding his bony hands against his skinny face.


I swallowed the lump in my throat, unable to ignore the scratches on his knees. Gods, what a fine sister I was. My work in Avaris was making me too harsh.


No, this was just a minor accident. Was it? Of course. I… I could still control myself. The job hadn’t changed me. Had it? No!


I helped Hote stand, brushed the dust off his white kilt, and gently cupped his hollow cheek with my hand.


“I’m sorry for being so harsh,” I said. “We’ll buy whatever you want on our way home.”


Hote’s dark eyes widened. “Really?”


“If my dear Hote wishes for it, he shall have it.”


I had been saving up for some new sandals to replace the ones killing my feet, but I could wait a little longer if it would make Hote happy. Another reason to invest in my brother’s medicine, other than keeping him alive, was that I needed him to grow up and get stronger. He would probably need to carry me around, since my feet would fall off at this rate before I could save enough money for the sandals. Lady Nefiri Minu, Paser’s Cobra, carried through Avaris by her younger brother because she was too poor to buy new footwear. Gods, the irony.


“Can you buy me an apple cake with honey and dates?” Hote asked.


I rolled my eyes. Though the overpriced healers had forbidden Hote sugar because of his honey urine disease, desperate times did call for desperate measures. “Fine, as long as you promise to behave and—”


“Thank you!” He hugged me. “I love you, Nef!”


Oh, well, what could I do? Eating apple cake once wouldn’t kill him, and it was better than him not getting his medicine.


“Is everything all right, Lady Nefiri?” Commander Ahmose’s deep voice called.


I looked up at the commander of the Medjay—the Egyptian force I controlled, which was responsible for policing the town of Avaris. He was a short, bald man wearing a simple white kilt and a decorative linen collar that extended over his shoulders and cascaded over his chest. He was a brave and loyal man like his namesake, Warrior-Pharaoh Ahmose, who had freed my people from the Hyksos’ tyranny. Just like Hote, Commander Ahmose was one of the few people who still liked me after I became warden of Avaris. Ironically, he would also be the one to drag me to the dungeons if my illegal dealings with the Hyksos thief were ever revealed.


“Everything is all right, Commander Ahmose.” I allowed him the honor of helping me stand.


“I wasn’t informed of your visit to Avaris today, Lady Nefiri,” Commander Ahmose said.


“It’s a surprise inspection, commander,” I said. “I don’t want the Hyksos working inside the temple to feel special just because the clergy protects them. Also, I wanted to show my brother…”


I lowered my gaze to Hote, whose eyes were glued to a line of chained Hyksos being dragged toward the desert.


“What…” Hote tightened his shaking grip on my hand. “What are they doing to them?”


Commander Ahmose glanced at the passing Hyksos in their chains. “Right. This is your first time in Avaris.” He eyed Hote, causing him to hide behind my leg. My brother was quite short for his age because of his illness. “That, my boy, is your sister’s fine work.”


No, no, no! I didn’t want Hote to know about my work. I didn’t want him to see me in Avaris at all. Gods, thanks for nothing, Aunt Meriti! Hote was still too young to understand what my work meant. He couldn’t possibly comprehend the true, vile nature hidden deep inside each and every Hyksos. He might think I was being a heartless monster for the sake of it. I wasn’t.


“Why are those Hyksos being dragged away?” I asked Commander Ahmose. Maybe if I played dumb, Hote would forget my involvement in Avaris’s security.


“We caught an Egyptian traitor today, my lady. Those are the Hyksos who helped him,” Commander Ahmose said. My heart froze. “The traitor was in love with a Hyksos woman. I took the liberty of sending the man to the capital’s Egyptian side so the grand vizier can deal with him. Was my decision to your satisfaction, Lady Nefiri?”


“As you know, commander, Egyptians fall under my master’s jurisdiction, and the punishments for treason are well known.”


Oh, those punishments visited my nightmares each night. I dreamed that my secret dealings with the Hyksos thief had been discovered. Commander Ahmose dragged me to the desert, stripped me naked, strapped me to a boulder, and left me to die under the burning sun while I cried that I had broken the law to save my brother.


Commander Ahmose lowered his eyes toward Hote, whose gaze was still glued to the Medjay as they beat the chained Hyksos.


“Ah, don’t frown, my boy,” he said. “Three hundred years ago, you would have been the one chained, and the Hyksos would’ve been the ones beating you.”


“You did this?” Hote looked at me, ignoring the commander, and pointed at the beaten Hyksos.


“Well…” I swallowed. “It was more of a team effort. A system, really.”


“Nonsense!” Commander Ahmose laughed. “Our lady is being modest. We call her Paser’s Cobra because if any Hyksos fall into her grip, they don’t escape their grim fate no matter what they do. She puts an unbreakable spiked leash around the necks of those untouchables.”


Hote hugged my leg and buried half his face in my white dress.


“Commander.” I glared at the man. “Would you—”


“Oh, my boy,” Commander Ahmose continued. The man’s nationalistic pride was reaching its peak. Great! “You should see those lowlifes when they beg her for mercy. But Lady Nefiri, like her master, will have none of it. She knows the Hyksos are all guilty, rotten to their core, and depending on their crimes, she throws them in the dungeons, or feeds them to the lions, or—”


“Let Hote keep his innocence, commander,” I said in a stern tone that shook the commander of the Medjay out of his babbling state.


Commander Ahmose cleared his throat. “Of course, Lady Nefiri. Of course.” He eyed Hote. “I’ll teach you everything about your sister’s work once you join the Medjay.”


“I don’t want to join the Medjay,” Hote said.


“You will grow up and join the army, then?” The commander scoffed. “We, Medjay, do the real work, and you boys want to become soldiers.”


“I…” Hote released my dress and looked at the temple’s scarlet stairs beneath his feet. “I won’t grow up.”


Commander Ahmose hesitated. His face softened. I pushed Hote’s head against my waist. He must’ve heard what the healer had told me yesterday. That Hote didn’t have much time left.


Lies! He would grow old. He would eat all the food the healers didn’t allow him to eat. I would heal him, become grand vizier, and feed him apple cake with honey and dates every single day. He wouldn’t die. It was my responsibility to prove the healers wrong, and the key to fulfilling my promise of keeping Hote alive lay with my contacts inside the temple.


I took Hote’s hand. “Keep up the good work, commander.”


“Will do, Lady Nefiri. Will do.” Commander Ahmose bowed his head.


Hote and I passed through the temple gates. The temple was guarded exclusively by the army, which meant there were no Medjay here to tell my brother about my work. Thank the gods!


Inside the temple’s main hall, Hyksos priests and clerks bustled around, going about their business under the watchful eyes of eight Egyptian soldiers who monitored their every move.


Giant murals depicted Set’s story. The god of destruction had a rich lore connected to him. He failed to kill his brother, Osiris. Then his nephew, Horus, thwarted his attempts at usurping Egypt’s throne. My master, Grand Vizier Paser, taught me that the shared streak of wickedness and failure explained the Hyksos’ fascination with Set and why his cult had fallen under their control.


I sat Hote on a bench near the entrance and knelt before him. I fished an apple out of the brown leather bag strapped across my chest and gave it to my brother.


“I want to go home,” Hote said, rotating the apple in his tiny hands. “Please.”


“I have to talk to someone, and by the time you finish your apple I’ll be done, and we’ll go home.”


Hote didn’t answer. Didn’t even glance at the magnificent murals that decorated the temple’s interior.


I put my hand under his chin and raised his absent gaze. “I promise I won’t be long.”


“Will you throw me in the dungeons?” Hote asked, his face growing pale.


My heart skipped a beat. “Wh-what?”


“If I become bad like the Hyksos, will you let the lions eat me too?”


“Oh, no, no!” I hugged him, pressing his head against my breast. “How could you think that I, of all people, could ever hurt you?”


“But you hurt the Hyksos.”


“I don’t hurt them.” That, technically, wasn’t a lie. My Medjay were the ones who did the actual harming.


“But the Medjay said—”


“The Medjay was messing with you.” I rubbed my tears before looking my brother in his tired eyes. “Do you truly believe I would hurt you?”


He shook his head.


“And you know I will do anything to protect you, right?”


He nodded.


“Then don’t give me this talk about me hurting you or about you not growing up.”


“But I heard the healer say—”


“Hey, you trust your big sister, right?”


He nodded.


“Then trust this promise. You will become an old man one day.” I poked his nose. “So old, in fact, that you won’t have enough teeth to eat your favorite cake.”


Finally, my little brother chuckled. “Like Aunt Meriti.”


I nodded, smiling. “Now, eat your apple while I finish my work.” I stood and straightened my dress. “Look at the murals and try to decipher their meanings. I will quiz you on our way home.”


He nodded and began munching on the apple, eyes scanning the temple’s interior walls. I had been teaching him to read, since no teacher would accept him, making the stupid excuse that they couldn’t waste time and resources on a kid who wouldn’t survive until next winter. Stupid teachers. Hote didn’t need them. He didn’t need anybody but me. I was going to teach him. I was going to heal him regardless of what everybody said.


I made my way across the hall toward Setu, the clerk, the childhood friend of the thief who supplied me with Hote’s medicine. I took a deep breath to keep my tears from emerging. I couldn’t cry here. This wasn’t a place to show weakness. Here, I was Lady Nefiri Minu, the grand vizier’s sole apprentice. I had to remain powerful and in control; otherwise, I’d lose my job and, by extension, my access to my brother’s medicine. I would gladly feed everyone in the town of Avaris—no, the entire capital city of Peramessu—to the lions myself if it meant my brother’s survival. I couldn’t lose my apprenticeship. I couldn’t let my brother die. I couldn’t.


The priests and clerks—all Hyksos and under the clergy’s protection—glanced at me as I crossed the main hall toward Setu. Egyptians stuck out whenever they entered the town of Avaris. On average, we were tanned compared to the Hyksos, whose lighter complexion and colorful clothes separated them from us. Those differences were a handy detail for catching any untouchable who dared cross to the capital’s Egyptian side.


I approached Setu’s desk beside the rear gates and coughed to gain his attention, but he was too focused on a scroll. I stepped forward and stole a peek at the scroll’s contents. A long list of names and ages of orphaned Hyksos children whom the high priest of Set would send to live on the Egyptian side of Peramessu, so they didn’t die on the streets of Avaris.


Something didn’t make sense, though. Some names were either written twice with different ages or rewritten in different variations, which could only mean that… oh gods!


“Are you manipulating official records?” I slammed my hands on Setu’s desk. The clerk jumped back and fell to the ground.


“N-Nefiri! I… I didn’t hear you coming.”


“The registration scrolls! You’re manipulating them, aren’t you?”


“I… I can explain. It’s not wh-what it looks…”


The color left Setu’s face when a shadow extended behind me onto the trembling Hyksos. I turned my head toward the Egyptian soldier whose bronze spear was tilted at Setu, ready to strike.


“Is the Hyksos bothering you, Lady Nefiri?” the soldier asked.


Tears appeared in Setu’s brown eyes. Why couldn’t those Hyksos just follow the law? As the grand vizier’s sole apprentice, I should punish him for his crime. But I couldn’t. I needed the idiot and his thief of a friend for my brother’s medicine, and they knew it. They received payment and protection from me in exchange for the medicine.


“Stand down,” I ordered the soldier.


Was my order a massive betrayal of my core beliefs of never letting a Hyksos go unpunished? Of course. Was I committing treason by rescuing a Hyksos who I’d caught forging official records? Not if nobody caught me.


“Are you sure?” the soldier asked.


I shot him an annoyed glance. “Leave. Don’t interrupt my work again, or you’ll hear from the grand vizier.”


The soldier tapped his spear on the ground and returned to his post, his head bowed. Ah, the irony. So much authority, yet I couldn’t afford new footwear.


I sighed and snatched an inked feather from Setu’s desk.


“Th-thank you,” Setu said, returning to his feet. “I survived the soldier on account of what you did.”


“You’re an idiot.” I marked the scroll for apparent signs of manipulation. Gods, it was such obvious forgery. It was as if he wanted to get caught.


“Nevertheless, you protected me from—”


“The temple must register every underaged orphan in Avaris,” I said before he could say something that might get us both killed. Protected him? A Hyksos? Of course not. I… he was just more useful to me alive. I didn’t protect Setu because I cared about him—he could drop dead for all I cared—I was simply keeping my part of the deal to get Hote’s medicine.


“Never repeat such ridiculous mistakes, clerk!” I announced so everyone in the temple would hear me scold him. “Fix this mess. I’ll check on you tomorrow and won’t be so kind if I find any mistakes.” I tossed the feather onto the desk.


I straightened my back and raised my chin. Image was everything. As long as my master’s spies saw me doing my regular job, none would suspect I was breaking the law.


“Now,” I said, “I wish to inquire about the whereabouts of Khaf—”


“Oh, Nef!” Khafset’s singsong voice rang out inside the temple, turning the rest of my very well-thought-out and articulate sentence into gibberish.


Those present, Egyptians and Hyksos, shifted their focus toward me when the thief dared call me Nef in public—a short name reserved only for those closest to me.


“Oh, Nefi, Nef, Nef!” Khafset emerged from the library’s door, and his honey-colored eyes stared into my soul. He possessed the most gorgeous eyes. Too bad. They were wasted on a thief.


The vulgar Hyksos laughed inside Set’s holy temple as he approached me, hiding behind the protection the sacred site granted him. He allowed himself to lay his hand on my exposed shoulder, dragging us closer together. The man needed but a minute to break every rule of decency. Even the smell of his breath was scandalous. It had a faint hint of wine, declaring him to be the degenerate he was. Who drank wine so early? Worse, who would dare intoxicate themselves inside a holy temple? Gods, the thief was the definition of a lowlife.


The soldiers tensed but, following my recent order, didn’t leave their positions. It was safer for them to wait for my call instead of acting alone.


Setu was easy to control, as most Hyksos were, but Khafset, oh the thief, was a different beast, too smart and proud to bend with brute force. Even if I despised him with the passion of a thousand Egyptian suns, I had to fake a smile for Hote’s sake. The soldiers relaxed. Probably after they registered my fake smile.


“Buddy.” Khafset raised Setu’s fallen chair and gently guided him to sit. “A clerk should demand respect.”


“A Hyksos clerk shouldn’t,” I reminded him.


“Look who’s talking.” Khafset squatted behind Setu’s desk, resting his arms on its surface. “The Egyptian traitor,” he whispered and, in a typical lowlife fashion, winked at me.


My heart froze, but I stood my ground. I raised my chin to regain control over the situation. “Mind your manners, Hyksos. Your behavior is most uncouth.”


Khafset’s and Setu’s eyes widened, smiles emerging on their faces.


“My behavior is what now?” Khafset asked, soft chuckles interrupting his words.


I swallowed, trying to keep my prideful stance. “Un-uncouth.”


The clerk and the thief bit their lips, trapping their laughter in their chests. Khafset’s head fell forward onto Setu’s desk, which absorbed the chuckles the lowlife couldn’t hide any longer. At least the idiot was smart enough to hide his laughter and not draw the soldiers’ attention.


I glared at Setu, who was better at controlling his annoying self, but he didn’t stop laughing at me. Now that his powerful thief of a friend was present, Setu wasn’t afraid of me anymore.


Gods, why were these two the only people in the world with access to Hote’s medicine?


“Could you stop,” I hissed. “You’ll draw attention.”


Khafset’s head rose, revealing his smile, red face, and teary eyes. “Of course.” He chuckled and slapped Setu’s shoulder. “Stop. That’s such… uncouth behavior.”


The idiots paused, looking at each other, and then chuckled again. Khafset lowered his gaze toward the desk as he fumbled with Setu’s work. His eyes froze over the scroll I’d corrected, and his smile vanished. His face looked like it had never experienced the joy of laughter. He signaled Setu to stop chuckling, and the clerk obeyed.


“What happened here?” Khafset asked, skimming the corrected scroll.


“She did this,” Setu said.


Khafset eyed me, his honey-colored irises glowing with a startling intensity. “You did this?”


“Well,” I said, “good to know you can control—”


“Answer my question,” he said, and I fought the urge to step back from his harsh tone. “Answer it, or our deal is off.”


I glanced at Hote, my heart pounding in my chest. Since when did Khafset dare speak like this? Even he understood the limits of how much teasing he could do in public. What was it about those scrolls that had gotten him so angry? They were just records of orphans. It wasn’t like I was sending him away.


“Of course, I did this.” I met his defiant eyes. “It’s my job.”


Khafset’s face turned crimson.


“But,” I said, my voice lower than intended, “I am willing to view Setu’s actions as mere oversight and not attempted… wait, were you involved in this?”


“Oh, please,” Khafset said. “I’m a law-abiding citizen.”


“You’re a thief,” I whispered, my voice stern.


“Very well. I’m a law-abiding thief.” The lowlife winked, the crimson hue fading from his face.


I rolled my eyes but kept quiet. No need to lose my temper or beat Khafset to death with the torture device that was my small sandal. “I’m busy, Khafset. Do you have my item?”


“Of course, Your Highness.” Khafset snatched the scroll and tapped Setu’s shoulder. “Don’t worry about the scroll. I got this.” He walked toward the temple’s rear gate, signaling me to follow.


I glared at the clerk who had allowed a thief to steal an official document. After Khafset’s nonsense, it would be weeks before I could regain control over Setu.


“You can send the soldiers after him if you want.” Setu grinned. “But we both know you won’t. You know, on account of you not being able to afford to restrict Khaf’s medicine-supplying movements.”


I tightened my fist, digging my nails deep into my flesh. Could I punch a clerk? Probably. But I would have to explain my reasons to Master Paser, and he might deduce my treason.


“Hote!” I shouted.


My brother ran across the hall and grabbed my hand. I waited for a moment, counting my increased heartbeats, so nobody would suspect I was following the thief.


We walked out of the temple and rushed to catch up with the lowlife, whose steps covered twice the ground that poor little Hote could hope to match.


“Hurry,” Khafset said.


“Slow down!” I said.


“What was that?” Khafset increased his pace.


We took a left turn around the temple and walked alongside the abandoned slums that bordered the building’s west side. The cursed thief was leading us away from the soldiers and the Medjay!


“She said slow…” Hote stopped. He bent over, leaning on his knees, and coughed until he vomited.


I hugged him until his coughing stopped, then wiped his mouth with a cloth I had stashed in the leather bag strapped across my chest. This was too much. My brother was dying, and I could only watch.


Khafset’s shadow extended on the golden sand beneath my worn sandals. My gaze rose past his bare chest, red from the sun.


“What’s he doing here?” Khafset asked.


Hote hid behind me and hugged my leg. I understood my brother’s fear. At sixteen, Khafset was my age, but he was a head taller than me, which, combined with his muscular body, lent his presence an imposing weight.


“As far as you’re concerned, Hyksos, he isn’t here.” I covered Hote with my arm and met Khafset’s defiant eyes.


He pointed the scroll at Hote. “Your brother should never come—”


“Khaf!” two squeaky voices shouted, followed by two little girls who ran toward us from the direction of the slums.


“Oh, for Baal’s sake!” Khafset threw his hands in the air.


Baal? What was that? Had the idiot forgotten how to speak Egyptian?


The girls arrived, and their big brown eyes stared at Khafset as if, dare I say, they were delighted to see him.


“Go home, girls,” Khafset said.


“What?” the taller girl said.


“Yeah, what?” the more petite girl echoed. “Khaf, you’re the one who—”


Khafset hummed, and the girls smiled at each other.


Khaf? Why were those girls so familiar with the thief that they used his short name?


He shifted his attention to Hote, and his frown turned into an amused smirk. “Girls, why don’t you play with this Egyptian boy?”


The girls ran behind Khafset and held his black kilt. Unlike other Hyksos, Khafset never wore colorful clothes. Gods, even among his people the thief was a rebel.


“No!” the taller girl said. “You told us the Egyptians are dangerous.”


“Yeah!” the smaller girl said. “They’re scary.”


“Now, girls, be nice. Go play with little Hote.”


“I’m not little!” Hote said, and the girls giggled behind Khafset’s legs.


“And he’s not playing with anyone here!” I told the tall idiot.


“Don’t worry. We don’t eat Egyptians. Not in daylight.” He laughed at his stupid joke.


The girls snapped their jaws teasingly, and Hote tightened his grip around my leg. Khafset had a point, though. Hote shouldn’t hear my conversation with the thief.


I knelt before Hote, granting my aching feet a brief pause. “Go and play with the girls.”


“I don’t want to!”


“Are you scared, Egyptian?” The taller girl laughed.


“No!”


I met Hote’s gaze. “Play with them. I’ll talk with Khafset for a minute, and then we’ll get your apple cake.”


“With honey and dates?”


“Yes.” I poked his nose, smiling, then rose. “Hote has agreed to play with the Hyksos girls.”


“Oh, how generous, Your Highness.” Khafset nudged the giggling girls toward us. “Bennu and Iti have agreed to play with the Egyptian boy.”


The girls took Hote’s hands and guided him toward the palm trees between the temple and the slums.


“Please be gentle with him!” The plea escaped me, and a smile overtook Khafset’s smug face.


“What?” I asked.


“Nothing. I just love it when your gentler side escapes you, Nef.”


“You shouldn’t call me Nef. We aren’t friends, and I’m the grand vizier’s sole—”


“Paser’s lackey. Yeah, I heard you the first thousand times.” He waved dismissively and sat on a wooden bench before the temple wall, where a giant mural depicted Set and his wife Nephthys sitting on their thrones.


Khafset stretched his hand underneath the bench and brought out a clay bottle. He drank, leaking a red liquid onto his chin. Wine. Of course. He couldn’t spend a moment away from the cursed poison.


“You shouldn’t drink so early,” I said. “At least not while I’m here.”


Khafset shrugged and wiped his chin. “Priests drink all the time.”


“Priests? What does a thief have to do with priesthood?”


“Oh, didn’t I tell you?” He laughed. “Why do you think we’ve been meeting in the temple these last two months instead of our old spot in the wheat field? I’m going to become a priest.”


“What?” My mouth dropped.


“Sethos, the high priest of Set, may his belly grow while ours shrink, has accepted me as a student for priesthood.”


Oh, the gods curse us! The clerk was falsifying official records, and the thief would become a priest. What a disgrace. What a… nope. The clergy was not my problem. I had more pressing matters.


I sighed and scanned my surroundings for passing soldiers or lurking spies. Gods, I hated Khafset for forcing this exposed meeting place on me.


Reassured that we were alone, I took a sack out of my bag. “I have your payment.”


In a heartbeat, Khafset snatched the sack with a thief’s speed and precision before I could realize what was happening, then returned to his bench.


Khafset fished a coin out and smiled at its shining golden metal. “Ah, the handsome face of Pharaoh Ramesses the Great. May he reign as long as he deserves.” He counted the remaining coins and then smiled at me. “Ten golden coins as agreed. Thank you for stealing this from your master.”


I shushed him, my heart racing. What was wrong with this madman?


“Can I have the medicine now?” I asked.


“Of course, you can…” He trailed off when the children’s laughter reached us. Hote stood alone and watched the girls as they climbed a palm to throw him the dates he loved.


The girls were strong and healthy. Hote could’ve been mistaken for a poor Hyksos beside those girls, who looked like Egyptian nobility.


I turned to Khafset. “Where are the girls’ parents?”


“Why do you care?” Khafset held to his smile. Gods, his arrogance was impenetrable.


“They are orphans, aren’t they? That’s why you need the coins. You’re taking care of these girls.”


“You have no proof.”


“Hyksos children are never so healthy and clean. Especially…” My eyes widened when a realization hit me. “You and Setu were manipulating the records to hide those two!”


Khafset sighed. “And why does Paser’s Cobra care?”


Paser’s Cobra. The name my Medjay and the Hyksos of Avaris had given me. A symbol of my strength and might. However, Khafset used it to humiliate me even further. I once overheard him brag to Setu about how he had tamed Paser’s Cobra.


“You must report the girls to the Egyptian authorities for relocation,” I said.


“Kidnapping, you mean.”


“We’ll offer them honest work and shelter. Better than dying on the streets.”


“Honest work and shelter?” Khafset scoffed. “You mean humiliation and death.”


“Lies. You’ll eventually get caught, and the girls will be counted as your accomplices.”


“And what about you and Hote?”


I folded my hands over my turning stomach. “Wh-what about us?”


“Aren’t you accomplices, Nefiri? Aren’t you orphans as well? Didn’t your mother die during childbirth? Shouldn’t you both experience this wonderful life of honest work and shelter?”


“It’s not the same. We aren’t Hyk—”


“Aren’t you begging for Paser’s approval, fearing he’ll abandon you like your father did when he discovered Hote’s illness?”


Had I really shared all of that with him? When? Oh, curse this thief. Even my deepest secrets weren’t safe from his sticky fingers. Each time we met, he must’ve tricked me into sharing a tiny detail about myself until he knew everything about me. Curse him!


“Can you just please give me Hote’s medicine?”


He paused.


“Khafset?”


“I need another payment.”


“I have absolutely nothing to offer you. The little I have left is for the cake my brother wants.”


Khafset paused again, his honey eyes scanning me. “I want you to give me an order.”


I arched my eyebrow. “What?”


Khafset unrolled the scroll. “Order me to destroy this scroll because it would’ve sent innocent children into slavery. A shameful and disgusting action, befitting an Egyptian official.”


“Not slavery. Safety. The grand vizier assured me—”


“Say it, Egyptian!”


I clutched my arm and scanned my surroundings. Could I say it? They were just words. I didn’t have to mean them. But the spies. Master Paser saw and heard everything. No, I couldn’t say those words. They could be our death.


“Well?” Khafset said.


“I—can’t.”


Khafset scoffed. He took a cat-sized bottle from under his bench and left it on the sand. “Out. Take the medicine and your brother and leave me. Starting next month, find someone else to get you his medicine. I’m done with you.”


“No. No. Please!” I sat beside Khafset beneath Nephthys’ feet. “What would I do next month? My brother will die! Would you let a child die? Look at him, Khafset. Look how sweet and innocent he is.”


“You’re the one who wanted to send children into slavery.”


“Not… I won’t do it. I swear. You can keep the girls. But I can’t say the words you wanted. Ask for anything else. Except this. Do you want me to beg? I’ll do it, but don’t deny me Hote’s medicine. He needs it. I don’t know where else to go. Please!”


Khafset glanced at my swollen feet, his harsh expression softening. “Don’t cry. And never beg.” He wiped my tears. “Hey, come on. You know I wasn’t being serious. I’m sorry. It’s been a stressful day. I shouldn’t have taken it out on you. It’s just the image of your damned soldiers taking the girls away from…” He drew a deep breath and picked up the bottle. “For your adorable little brother.”


I tried to claim the bottle, but Khafset retracted his hand.


“First, promise to forget the girls,” he said.


“I swear by Ra and the Holy Ennead.”


“And call me Khaf.”


Yet another eternal humiliation. But if he was going to call me Nef anyway, I might as well call him Khaf.


“Fine,” I said.


“Fine, what?”


“Fine… Khaf.”


His honey eyes sparkled. “I love that. Khaf and Nef, best friends and comrades in crime.” He handed me the bottle.


I stashed it in my bag. Gods, such misery for just one bottle. Hote glanced in my direction. I sent him a comforting smile, sniffing. He shouldn’t sense my weakness. He had many reasons for pain, but at least he felt safe, knowing his strong sister loved and protected him.


“Isn’t this beautiful?” Khaf asked, looking at the kids playing. “Egyptian and Hyksos children having fun together. They don’t even care which side of the canal they came from. When do you Egyptians start injecting the poison inside your children’s heads?”


I stood, mostly to escape the wine infesting his breath, but also not bothering to dignify his comment with a response. “We’re leaving now. See you next month.”


“Wait.” Khaf caught my hand.


“What?” I jerked my hand free from his grip.


“I have a proposition for you. Would you prefer the seeds of your brother’s medicine?”


My heart skipped a beat. Gods, the nightmare would end. Oh, I would crush the lowlife and his friend for all the humiliation they had inflicted on me! I could throw them in the dungeons. No, lions! No, what was more painful than lions? Oh, the sheer horror I would unleash on those two!


“Your proposition intrigues me,” I said, trying to contain my excitement.


“How far are you willing to go?”


“As far up as Ra’s solar barque!” I drew a deep breath and raised my nose to regain my composure. “I mean, within reason, of course. What do you expect of me, exactly?”


He shrugged. “Nothing significant. You don’t even have to steal.”


I gave Khaf my first sincere smile. “Well, speak.”


“Open a window for me tonight.”


“Excuse me?” I jumped away from the scandalous lowlife. “Under no circumstances will I open my window for you. Enough is enough! I demand respect, you—”


“Ah, don’t compliment yourself! I’d rather kiss a cow!”


That… strangely felt like a slap on the face. Not because the Hyksos wasn’t showing interest in me. By the gods, no! But why a cow, specifically? I was too thin, my lips too narrow, and my hips were… wait, did he mean my nose? He did make fun of my “big nose” when we first met two years ago. Oh, curse that lowlife and the cow he’d rather kiss!


Khaf took a deep breath. “I need you to open a window to the room in Ra’s temple where the priests keep Set’s spear.”


I retreated, ready to storm out of Avaris with my brother. “Forget it! I’ll never help you steal a divine weapon.”


“The grand heist.” Khaf grinned.


“Excuse me?”


“It’s called the grand heist.”


“Call it what you want. I won’t be part of it.”


“Consider the task for a moment. You’ll just be an Egyptian visiting Ra’s temple. Approach the spear in the temple’s highest tower and open a window to enjoy tonight’s blood moon. A window you’ll forget to close, clumsy as you are. I’ll take it from there.”


“Are you listening to yourself? How will you even cross to the capital’s Egyptian side?”


“Tonight is Queen Mother Tuya’s birthday, and the few soldiers who aren’t marching to battle with Ramesses will guard her feast. As to how I’ll cross the canal…” He held a golden coin. “Even Egyptian soldiers have their price.” Khaf rose from his bench. “Help me steal Set’s spear, and you’ll never see me again.”


As dreadful as it sounded, it was a dream deal. “One last task?”


“One last task.” Khaf slammed a coin into my palm. “Buy yourself some new sandals. Consider it an apology for my behavior today.”


I stared at my feet. My sandals’ tight straps had trapped the blood in my swollen toes, shooting painful waves up my legs. New sandals sounded nice. I walked all day to uphold the law in the pharaoh’s name. I spent my days worrying about my brother’s health. Didn’t I deserve something nice for a change?


No! I broke the law to save Hote and not for personal gain. The thief would not steal what remained of my integrity. I would help him steal the spear in exchange for the seeds, but I wouldn’t accept the coins.


I tightened my grip on the coin. “Hey, Khaf.”


“Yes, Nef?”


“Despite what you’re trying to prove, I’m not a thief.” I threw the coin in his smug face. “Hote! Time to go home!”









Chapter 2


Honor among Thieves


On the capital’s Egyptian side, torches lit the golden pathway that linked the royal palace to the three primary temples of Ra, Heka, and Astarte. The flames flickered on either side of the path, vanquishing the darkness of the night and bestowing upon the white sandstone road its renowned golden tint. Despite having walked this route numerous times, I never failed to experience a sense of awe at the sight of the colossal temples, each the size of a small neighborhood. The golden path itself was a symbol—a radiant bond between the divine and the palace, the gods and the pharaoh.


The blood moon rose behind Ra’s temple. It glared at me, warning me to abandon Khaf’s malicious plan to steal Set’s spear. But the spear was my only method of claiming the seeds of Hote’s medicine. I could finally grow the ingredients and gain freedom from the Hyksos thief.


I ascended the ridiculous number of stairs that led to the temple’s golden gates while thanking the gods that Aunt Meriti had bought me new sandals that morning. Oh, my dear aunt. She always knew exactly what I needed—eventually. As it turned out, the reason Hote couldn’t stay with our old caretaker this morning was because she had left to buy me new clothes.


My new dress and sandals, which I had never seen in the market, combined with Aunt Meriti’s motherly warmth that radiated from the white fabric, gave me some comfort in my otherwise miserable life.


Before the gates, a tall ceremonial statue awaited my arrival. A figure of a huge muscular man, with a lion’s head, holding a butcher’s knife. This was Shemzu, the god of blood. The deity who protected us on the nights of a blood moon and fought the evil spirits with his army of soldier hyenas. He was also the punisher of the wicked who touched what didn’t belong to them. Yep, his statue was a pleasant sight just before I helped a Hyksos steal a divine weapon.


Something wasn’t right, though. I hadn’t spotted a single soldier guarding the golden path. Were they guarding the queen mother’s feast? There was a shortage in security forces since most soldiers had followed the pharaoh to battle in Kadesh. Maybe… nope. Not my problem. I just had to worry about Khaf’s heist. Security on the Egyptian side was my master’s task anyway, and I was already stretched thin.


Before I entered the temple, as was the custom, I untied the white ribbon that held my hair, and its black strands cascaded over the golden shawl around my neck. I loved my hair. Aunt Meriti once told me it was as divine as Queen Nefertari’s. I hated everything else about myself, though. I was considered short, since our queen—who set the beauty standards—was said to be as tall as most men. Unlike most women my age, I was too bony, and my lips were too thin. Khaf had also mentioned that my nose was too big. He said it the day we first met two years ago. Probably the reason he compared me to a cow today. That uncultured, uncivilized, foul-mouthed Hyksos trash.


I took a deep breath to clear my head. No need for more self-loathing at the moment. I had a lifetime ahead of me for that.


I stepped inside the high temple’s main hall—which had a panoramic view of the night sky—and froze at the sight of an old lady sitting on a bench by the rear balcony of the empty building. A woman who outshone the blood moon with nothing but her presence. Her aura breathed life into the countless murals on the temple walls that depicted Ra as he sailed the heavens on his solar barque and fought the evil serpent of chaos.


I’d heard of only one person who possessed such a peaceful yet crushing presence: Queen Mother Tuya.


My heart contracted in my chest. I collapsed to my knees and hit the temple’s golden granite floor. No, by the gods! Why her? Why here and now? I shouldn’t have agreed to Khaf’s plan. What good were the medicine seeds if my brother and I were thrown in the dungeons for treason?


No, I just had to calm down. I was just visiting Ra’s temple… in the middle of the night.


“Queen Mother.” I lowered my gaze. “I apologize for disturbing Your Majesty’s peace.”


She didn’t answer. I stole a glance at Tuya’s face. Her gentle features were easy on the eyes, like any grandmother walking the kids to the market, her ridiculously expensive green dress and silver jewelry notwithstanding. But those dark brown eyes of hers. Oh, they spoke volumes. They revealed wisdom only attained through a life a commoner like me couldn’t comprehend.


“Why were you avoiding my gaze?” Tuya asked.


“I… I’ve never spoken to people from the royal family.” My heart skipped a beat. “I don’t mean you are people, of course! I mean, you are people. You aren’t animals—”


The queen mother arched her graying black eyebrows.


My body jittered from the catastrophe I had just uttered. “Please, Your Majesty, could you allow me to shut up?”


The queen mother laughed. Not the merchants’ loud glee nor Khaf’s vulgar roar. No, her controlled, melodic laugh filled the celestial hall of Ra’s temple with grace and majesty.


“So you speak and get yourself into trouble, then stay silent and regroup in your head. Same as your father.”


My stupid instincts overcame me, and my mouth dropped. “You knew my father?!”


“Come, child.” Tuya patted the empty spot beside her. “Sit.”


I crawled toward the queen mother while thanking the gods that Aunt Meriti had gifted me the new white dress that fell above my knees, granting me great mobility. Come to think of it, my new clothes were perfect for a heist. A heist that had failed before it began.


“Oh, by the gods,” Tuya said, rubbing her temples. “Stand up and walk like a normal person.”


I jumped to my feet and rushed to sit beside her.


Tuya captured my left hand between her palms, holding to her gentle smile. “Oh, child. Fierce yet weak. Smart yet naive. It’s as if Maat has merged Bastet and Sekhmet on her scale for you to appear.”


Maat, Bastet, and Sekhmet? What connection did I have to the goddesses of justice, protection, and war? I should’ve asked, but another question overtook my thoughts.


My father. Not that I cared for the despicable man who left me to care for Hote when I was just eight. But I needed to know what linked that vicious snake to the queen mother.


“My father. You knew him, Your Majesty?”


“I did. Sutmheb was my late husband’s private messenger, after all. Unfortunate how ambition claims even the best of us.” Tuya trapped me in her intense gaze. “Do you wish to know more about Sutmheb?”


Yeah, right. I sure was dying to know more about that traitor of a father.


I shook my head. “I’m thankful for the offer, Your Majesty, but my father has been dead to me since his treason against my family.”


Tuya sighed. “Paser told me you were smart. I’m still waiting for proof.” She released my hand, leaving a golden scarab in my grip. “Keep this near your heart, child. For good luck.”


I inspected the hieroglyphs on the scarab. I could read the symbols, but the words were gibberish. Great! This night was drifting from frightening to insane.


“Don’t sell it before you figure out its meaning.” Tuya poked my nose the way Aunt Meriti did with Hote. “It doesn’t have any value. Unlike the golden coins you have been stealing these last two years.”


My heart stopped.


“I… I…” It was a trap! That explained why everything was so quiet. Why the celebration hall was silent, and the soldiers who guarded the golden path were absent. It was an ambush!


I dropped to my knees and touched my head to the cold floor at her feet. “I am so sorry, Your Majesty. May Ra witness my words. I had every intention of repaying the coins’ worth.”


“Ten golden coins. Each month for the past two years, I counted the treasury and spotted ten missing golden coins. Every month, I replaced the coins behind Paser’s back. You always took ten. Never nine, and never eleven. That is an impressive amount you have stolen from us.”


“I swear, I stole for my—”


“Your excuses do not concern me, child.”


“Then I’ll settle my debt. I’ll abandon my apprenticeship and work as your maid if you command it so. And… and if you wish to punish me, I beg you to pardon my little brother. He’s ill and didn’t know about my crime.”


“I don’t inflict pain on children,” she said. “And you could work ten lifetimes as my maid, and you would not come close to settling your debt.” She laid her hand on my cheek, steadying my trembling head, and her smile warmed my freezing heart. “Your debt is forgiven, child.”


“What?” My mouth dropped. “Why? I deserve punishment, not forgiveness.”


“You shall receive your punishment, but not for your past theft.”


Past theft? How would I be punished for a future… oh gods, the queen mother knew about Khaf’s grand heist!


“Nefiri, isn’t it?”


“Y-yes, Your Majesty. Nefiri Minu.”


Tuya closed her eyes and repeated my name in her melodic voice. “What a delightful name. Nefiri Minu. ‘Beauty endures.’ How true.” She gazed at the moon’s red light leaking onto the ceiling of the celestial hall like dancing flames. “How sad.”


“I don’t understand, Your—”


“I guess I’m done here for now.” Tuya stood. “I have a feast to attend. Our nobles wish to drink and dance until sunrise and need old me as an excuse.” She walked toward the temple gate.


“Why?!” I had to know the truth. Why did she forgive me?


“Fierce, yet weak. Smart, yet naive.” She shook her head, exiting the temple. “So, so naive.”


Chills vibrated my spine. A single name thundered in my mind: Khafset of Avaris. The queen mother must’ve learned of Khaf’s scheme. Why else would she warn me about my punishment for future theft? Her visit was a last warning to avoid the spear. I was Master Paser’s student, and he had been the queen mother’s friend since childhood. She must’ve warned me to leave so I wouldn’t bring him shame. Yes. Why else would she care about me and forgive my debt?


Should I leave? Khaf wouldn’t be able to enter the temple if I didn’t open the window. Would he? No, he would find a way to execute the heist without me. The missing soldiers must’ve been stationed in the tower to guard the spear and await our arrival. They would catch Khaf, and he might snitch on me out of spite.


But I could use the soldiers in the tower to my advantage. They could function as witnesses, and I could frame my actions as a scheme to catch the thief in the act. Yes, an intricate plan executed by the grand vizier’s sole apprentice. Master Paser might even reward my heroism and force Khaf to give me the medical seeds.


I raised the golden collar I wore that extended like a shawl over my shoulders and placed the scarab above my heart. Then I lowered the shawl, covering the scarab’s bulge over my breast.


I ran through the hall of the temple, capturing the torches’ scarlet flames in the winds of my sprint toward the tallest tower. Tuya was wrong. I was fierce and not weak. Smart and not naive.


The empty corridors surrounded my path up the spiraling tower stairs. The serpent of chaos slithered in the painting on the wall, guiding me toward Set’s spear. I reached the door at the tower’s peak and drew a deep breath, preparing myself for the theatrics I needed to perform for the soldiers who guarded the spear.


“Help!” I slammed the wooden door wide open. “Oh, help! A Hyksos is…”


The drab chamber was unoccupied. I couldn’t even register any mosquitoes that the candle flames should’ve drawn inside. The sole noteworthy detail in this empty room was the spear that lay unguarded on a tall red pedestal.


Why weren’t there any soldiers here? Should I just leave? Khaf wouldn’t be able to enter the temple if I left the window closed. But he might find another way. He might snitch and ruin my life if he got caught in my absence. It was better for me to catch him in the act and control the narrative.


I opened the window and leaned over its frame. The road behind the temple was empty. A wide grin claimed my face. So, the proud thief of Avaris was a coward after—


A hook whipped upward outside the window. I flinched, escaping the hook’s sharp edge as it latched onto the window frame. The rope stiffened and swung left and right until a brown mop of hair ascended, followed by Khaf’s honey eyes.


“Aren’t you a pleasant sight.” Khaf smiled. “You should tag along on more—”


“Leave! There’s nothing for you here!”


“Having cold feet before the fun part, are we?” He jumped inside the chamber. “You realize you could’ve just left the window closed.”


“You would’ve found a way, thief. You always find a way.”


Khaf chuckled. “I’m flattered, but no. I couldn’t have gotten past the soldiers and the Medjay. This heist will succeed because of you.” He gave me a sarcastic bow. “Our esteemed Cobra.”


“Don’t put this on me,” I said. “You would’ve found a way inside regardless of my help.”


Khaf arched his eyebrow, grinning. “And why did I ask for your help if I didn’t need it?”


I opened my mouth and closed it. That was an excellent point, actually. Curse him! Of course, he wouldn’t have entered the temple without my help. Why did I keep treating him like an unstoppable force? He was just a man, a mere mortal.


“Your faith flatters me, Egyptian.” Khaf winked, then turned to the spear about fifteen paces from him. “Ah, look at it. Isn’t it just—”


“The queen mother spoke to me tonight.”


He turned to me. “Look at you climbing up the social ladder. First Paser and now Tuya.”


“No, you idiot, you don’t understand.”


He glanced at the spear, his smile fading. “I understand you’re still here.”


“Tuya knows about the golden coins.”


Khaf’s face turned pale, his eyes narrowing. “Did you snitch?”


“N-no! Tuya knew and covered for me. It was a warning. A power move. The royal family will kill us both if you take that spear.”


“Ah. So you came to save me? Good to know there is still honor among thieves.”


“I am not a thief!” I was a victim. Khaf practically held my brother hostage. But no more. I clenched my teeth and glared at the real thief in the room. “I’m here to stop you, Hyksos.”


“I see.” Khaf frowned and walked toward the spear. “You always disappoint, Egyptian. And here I assumed you had dressed up for the heist. The new dress and sandals look divine on you. I felt bad for the cow joke, but considering the upgrade, I might need to compare you to a few more animals.”


Fierce and not weak. Smart and not naive. I kept repeating the opposite of Tuya’s words, but my legs remained frozen. “Stop, or I’ll force you!”


He glanced over his shoulder. “How, Egyptian?”


“I will grab Set’s spear and fight you with it if I must!”


He laughed and continued his march across the room. “Only the spear’s chosen one can touch it. Set became the Baal of the Hyksos after you Egyptians betrayed him for Horus and his parents.”


Baal? There was that word again. What, in Ra’s hidden name, was Baal?


Khaf stopped, an arm’s length separating him from the spear. “And our Baal’s spear will only allow those worthy among his people to touch it and live. I assure you…”


He stretched his palms out—against the air. “Well, this is new.” He cursed and banged the air; each of his strikes was countered as if there was an invisible wall separating him from the spear.


“No. No. No!” Khaf drew his dagger from underneath the brown belt that fixed his black leather kilt around his waist. “I will get that spear!” He hammered his dagger against the invisible wall.


He was distracted! This was my chance. I ran toward Khaf and pushed him to the ground. He punched my ribs during his fall. I stumbled back and fell beside the spear’s pedestal.


“Damn it!” he said, rising to his knees. “Sorry, didn’t mean to hit…” He froze, his gaze shifting between the spear and me kneeling beside it. “How, in Baal’s name, did you cross the barrier?”


Khaf and I glared at each other from opposite sides of the invisible wall. Our gazes shifted to the spear. I leaped toward it. Khaf’s lightning-fast reflexes pushed him to his feet. He launched himself forward, hit the invisible wall, and fell back, cursing.


I reached for the spear.


“No, don’t touch it!” Khaf shouted.


I seized the divine weapon and aimed it at the thief. He stepped back, his eyes widening.


“No!” He collapsed to his knees. “Why? I told you not to touch it!”


“You will not steal Set’s spear, Hyksos.”


“Gods, what have you done?” Khaf laid his hands on his shaking head. “You’ve doomed yourself, you stupid, stupid girl!” He jumped to his feet and spun around. “There must be a way to fix this. You can’t be the Chosen.” He sheathed his dagger and rushed toward the window.


“Wait!”


Khaf froze. There was something wrong with him. A strange sparkle in his eyes. Why did he seem worried? He was a Hyksos. He should’ve threatened me—tried to kill me even. This lack of savagery was a strange deviation from my master’s teachings. Was the man still drunk? Yes, of course. That would explain his strange behavior.


“Bring me the seeds, or I’ll tell Master Paser everything and urge him to snatch Hote’s medicine from your dead hands.”


“Oh, Nef. You have no idea how much trouble you’ve brought upon yourself.” Khaf grabbed the rope that hung from the window.


“Khaf, wait!”


“Don’t worry. You’ll see me sooner than you expect.” Khaf jumped out the window, catching hold of the rope. It shook and stiffened as he descended to the street.


“Yeah, you’d better run!” I shifted my weight onto Set’s spear to support my shaking knees.


Why wasn’t he angry? He sounded, dare I say it, concerned.


No! I had defeated him, and I had every right to enjoy my victory. He would not steal this from me! Finally, after two years of constant humiliation, I stood tall while the proud thief of Avaris ran like a coward.


I laid the spear on its pedestal, but my right hand refused to release its gold-scarlet metal. My gaze couldn’t stray from this magnificent weapon, and before I knew it, I lost myself in the spear’s divine elegance.


I traced my index finger over the spear’s golden shaft until I reached the black tip. The divine blade sliced a tiny gash in my thumb and released a sparkling scarlet trail of blood onto its exotic metal.


A scarlet glow pulsed from the spear. It thrust me across the room with crushing velocity. I collided with the wall and crumpled to the floor.


I rubbed my head, moaning from the pain. I opened my eyes, and my vision refocused, revealing the scarlet vapor that leaked from the radiating spear.


Come to me, my chosen! A harsh voice growled in my head. I tried to stand, summoning all my power and courage to escape, but a crushing presence weighed on my back.


Bring me my spear!


I jumped. Dozens of tiny scarlet hands launched forth from the glowing mist that covered the floor. The hands pulled me down, pinning me on my stomach, facing the radiating divine weapon.


“Get out of my head!” I tried to squeeze the agonizing ringing out of my skull. “Let me go!” I struggled to free myself from the claws of those tiny hands.


COME, MY CHOSEN!


The scarlet mist enveloped me like a death shroud, filling my nostrils with a metallic tang. Tiny hands crawled over my skin and burrowed underneath my flesh. The spear’s eerie glow exploded with an otherworldly radiance, blinding my senses with its divine might. My world tilted and spun as my vision wavered and flickered, leaving me vulnerable on the floor. From the edges of my consciousness, darkness crept in, smothering my thoughts with a cold, suffocating grip until my mind drifted into a realm of darkness.
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