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    Note: 
 
    The original meaning of the word pharaoh is great house or palace.  It did not come into use as an alternate word for king until the reign of Queen Hatshepsut, some seven hundred years after the events of our story. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 The Khametnefer Fragment 
 
      
 
      
 
    …to the last jar of wheat, the last jar of olives, the last jar of honey.   
 
      
 
    Queen Khametnefer, principal wife of King Oskhama of divine memory, writes these very words with her own hands, to place this writing into the tomb of Queen Qara, her beloved, such that Queen Qara alone may read these words as she wanders in the western lands.  Both their lives held joy and sorrow, honesty and dishonesty, loyalty and treachery, hatred and, yes, deep love.  Whenever one rises to a position unforeseen… 
 
      
 
      
 
    [From the Antiquities Department, Weldreth University, papyrus RK1105PS001, known as “the Khametnefer fragment”] 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 



 The Match 
 
    I am Mitti.  Mother once told me that many parents start looking for a marriage match for their children when those children enter puberty, before they start mating like the little monkeys one sees in the trees, all in the open and with everyone to watch.  Best to let them mate indoors and for this they must be married.  But sometimes the match occurs later in life.  Sometimes it is not the parents who make the match.  Both of these things happened to Mother and Father; they were quite grown up when they were matched, and the arrangements were made by people not their parents.  The reasons for this Mother and Father never discussed with my brother and me while we were little.  My parents themselves scarcely understood the reasons for their match, but knew much about what transpired at the palace, about the people who lived at court.  But Mother and Father never spoke of these things.  Not until I was older was I to understand that each day that passed was a day of fear for Mother and Father. 
 
    For royal children, however, the search for a match begins as soon as the babe is born and everyone knows if it is a boy or a girl.  Such was the case with the Prince Oskhama.  He was betrothed to the Lady Tanis while he was still being suckled at the breast of his wet nurse and the Lady Tanis not much older, a little girl playing with dolls.  At court Queen Sekma, the Prince’s grandmother, had much power that she had accumulated over the years by her intrigues, her spies, and by playing one faction against the other with such skill that her husband, King Amun, quite depended on her for guidance.  There was a day, however, when the King made an agreement without consulting the Queen and decided to favor a former comrade in battle with a marriage alliance.  So, little Tanis was proclaimed the bride of Prince Oskhama.  When the announcement about Tanis reached the Queen’s ear the Queen mouthed words of welcome but without even the pretense of enthusiasm – it would not have been her selection.  So the Queen bided her time.  When the Prince was ten years old his betrothed died; the poor little princess suddenly became quite ill of an unknown ailment and was no more.  The courtiers vied to out-do each other in their loud wails of lamentation until it was noticed that the Queen was not overly grieved.  The wails became less loud until they could no longer be heard.  One may bow to the King but one always carefully watched the Queen. 
 
    So Queen Sekma took upon herself the task of choosing someone new to be consort for the Prince.  The choosing, however, was done in a manner keeping with the Queen’s character.  First she told the King that she would abide by his wishes and of that of his advisors, then she used the quarreling between the two factions at court to her advantage.  Each of the two factions – that of the Chief Priest and that of the Grand Vizier – had been managing to check any potential recommendation for a bride the other put forward.  The Grand Vizier proposed marriage alliances with available princesses from other lands, while the Chief Priest argued in favor of the daughter of a governor of one of the southwestern desert provinces.  The Queen could have easily forced upon them any name she would choose, but wisely thought it better to let the two gentlemen believe they reached a compromise by themselves.  She had, of course, a name ready.  She waited for them to exhaust themselves with their bickering then, quietly, she maneuvered the two into naming the same name to the King.  It never occurred to the Queen to even ask the parents of the Prince, her own son and daughter-in-law.   
 
    King Amun’s father, the Great King Ahmose of divine memory, had offspring by his many wives and concubines and they created many descendants.  From this group there must certainly be a granddaughter or great-granddaughter who would fill the gap left by the death of Tanis.  It happened that King Ahmose had two sons by his second wife.  The second son of the second wife – a minor prince among many – also had several children by his many wives and concubines.  It was the daughter of his third wife on whom Queen Sekma turned her gaze.   
 
    Years earlier when this daughter was born the Queen’s formidable intellect contemplated the girl-child, seemingly just another bud on the tree of the royal family.  The Queen thought otherwise.  The Queen’s powerful mind could analyze as no other, not even the great philosophers, and here was a potential danger of a nature only the Queen could fathom.  If this girl-child married well and had ambition to boot there would be trouble, or at least a nuisance.   
 
    The Queen acted methodically, but chose not to have this girl quietly smothered to death because there was another potential the Queen considered as being advantageous, if cultivated correctly.  So the Queen planned accordingly; she caused this daughter of a royal prince to remain unmarried.  Unusual.  No match was ever put forward, even by the bravest or by the most naïve of courtiers.  The befuddled King, as usual, noticed nothing.   
 
    So the girl grew older, unmarried and alone in a lonely estate a day’s journey upriver, a noble lady that no one ever mentioned at court.  By the time this lady passed puberty and was on the verge of adulthood she thought she would end her days unmarried.  Then one day, without warning, she found herself betrothed to a nobody.  The young woman’s father was off somewhere in Anatolia and not expected back for many years, so there would be no noise from that direction.  Her mother was a cipher, and was dismissed from the mind.  
 
    It was a former minor functionary and scribe, a young man who had been dismissed in disgrace from the Vizier’s service, who was chosen for her.  The lady meekly submitted to the betrothal.  How could she otherwise?  She had been in a sort of isolation since girlhood by some mechanism the lady could only surmise as having been engineered by the Queen.  Now Queen Sekma herself arranged a match for her, albeit behind the scenes.  The Queen only worked behind the scenes.   
 
    So the disgraced scribe married the unwanted noble lady, then, although this lady’s grandfather was the Great King Ahmose himself, she found herself in humble surroundings, living as just another subject, as so many others who toil their lives away in this or that occupation.  In time she bore two children, my brother Totmosh and me. 
 
    Yes, it was Mother who was that lonely girl-child, the Lady Akhamhotep, daughter of Prince Amememhat and his third wife the Lady Wepa.  But Mother and Father never let my brother and me know this.  We children were unaware of the royal parentage of  Mother or that Father had once lived at court and saw the King every day, and sometimes spoke with him.  Most carefully our parents made our lives to be not unlike any other family in the city.  Father earned his living as a scribe and accountant for businesses and merchants, while Mother kept the household, ground the grain, cooked the food, and made our clothing.  I do not remember anyone addressing her as “Lady”.  Father never called her Akhamhotep; she was Kawita to him and to our neighbors.  Mother and Father preferred it this way, they were content to live quietly.  
 
    “It is the bold mouse that is carried off by the falcon,” Father would say.  He would smile, rumple my hair, and say, “There are times it is better to be timid, and keep well hidden in your little hole!”  
 
    I have thought of this proverb many times over the years and now understand fully why my parents tried to stay unobserved.  But they were not unobserved.  It was the Queen herself who had secretly arranged for them to marry and then to live in obscurity.  Why?  Even a minor princess or noble lady from a very cadet branch of the royal family would be considered far above the station of a mere scribe.  It puzzled me mightily when I learned these things.  Why would the Queen arrange this match at all?  Why would she stoop to so minor a task?  Did she want to humble my Mother? Or to raise the stature of my Father?  Or something else?  Whatever the true purpose the Queen’s plan was subtle.  All the machinations of Queen Sekma were subtle.   
 
    But there was a thing that the Queen overlooked in her scheming.  It was the possibility that the Lady and the Scribe would grow to love each other. 
 
    I was to learn slowly but completely over the years how vast a web the Queen had spun over our lives and across almost everyone in this land.  But after these many years and many experiences, and now that I, too, am a grandmother, my heart which grew to hold so much hatred and fear toward her also admitted some understanding, respect, and – I am ashamed to admit – admiration. 
 
    So I was born and two years after was my brother Totmosh.   
 
    A woman’s value to her husband – and the esteem in which her neighbors held her – was equal to the number of children she produced.  Mother had but two children, yet Mother never lacked for value in Father’s eyes.  Father would smile and say, “One boy and one girl is perfect! Now, Kawita, when we die in this battle of life we leave our replacements to fight on!”  Mother would shush him and say he was foolish, but she would smile warmly.   
 
    Totmosh and I grew from babyhood to childhood along with the other children in the city.  We and our playmates would romp and run, laugh and scream, chase each other and run away.  We would play secret games of a nature no one in the world would know, except for all parents everywhere who played the same games when they were little.  At times we would be helpful to our elders and at other times be excruciating nuisances.  We learned skills from our play and also what dangers lurked in the world.  We knew not to approach the River unless we saw grown-ups there for we did not want to meet a crocodile while quite alone!  More dangerous was a hippo, which would tear apart a croc or a child with equal ease.  Dry reeds and open fields may hold cobras; best to make sure someone was nearby.  A poor dog that wailed for no reason was to be avoided; it may be mad.  But those dangers were rare.   
 
    We were hard at work being children and carelessly let our childhood slip away.  Over time our parents would give us more and more chores to perform, as we became stronger and able to comprehend whatever complexities were required for the task.  But always we had ample playtime, always time to talk with Mother and Father of things important only to a child.  Our family was our anchor that we children took quite for granted, and we believed our home was always there and always would be, as sure as the River, or the sky, or the Sun.  We eagerly devoured every morsel of knowledge given us by our elders; Father began to show me how to read and write and how to do sums; Mother taught me things women must know to care for themselves and others.  And by their wonderful example alone they taught me honesty, loyalty, and love. 
 
    *** 
 
    I was not yet eleven when the messenger from the palace came to our door, asking for Mother.  Mother left with him; she smiled at me as she left, saying she would be back soon and not to worry.  She lied.  I knew my Mother and I knew she was afraid – a messenger from the palace?  Her fear became my fear and I ran upstairs to the rooftop to watch as she and the messenger made their way down the street.  When I could no longer see her I crept under the bed on the rooftop and wept for an unknown fear and a sense of helplessness.  Father found me there later and took me on his lap silently, he did not tell me cheerful lies of comfort, only held me close until I was calm.  He then made his way to his work and left me to watch my brother.   
 
    When the day became too long to bear I took my brother by the hand and we ran to the palace gate, but then shyly we tried to blend into the shopping stalls nearby, hoping the gate guards would not notice us.  For hours we kept watch.  The Sun made his way through the sky and afternoon had caused shadows to cross the street.  Then we saw Mother leaving the gate.  I ran the fastest I had ever run in my life and flung myself into her arms, weeping.   
 
    “You silly girl,” she said.  “Why are you so upset?” 
 
    “Y-you were gone so long and I became afraid.  Totmosh is afraid, too.”   
 
    Hand in hand the three of us walked to where we would find Father.  When he saw us he leaped up from his inks and brushes and rushed to us, and it was then I knew that he was concerned, too.  We made our way home.  When inside Mother paused for a moment; I could tell that she wanted to talk to Father alone, but she knew it would be difficult to shoo away her children after the fright they had from such an extraordinary summons.  She decided to let all of us hear.  She sighed and said what must be said.   
 
    “Tomorrow Mitti must go to the palace.” 
 
    *** 
 
    The walk to the palace was full of surprises.  Mother told me of her family, and I was amazed to learn that my great-grandfather was the Great King Ahmose.  I learned of my grandparents, Prince Amememhat and the Lady Wepa, for the first time.   
 
    “Why was she not called princess? Why are you not called princess?” I asked. 
 
    If a prince who was not in direct line of succession to the throne married a noble lady, his wife would remain a noble lady, but no more.  If the prince had the possibility of succeeding the king, his wife would become a royal princess.  When the prince became king, his principal wife would become queen, but his other wives would remain royal princesses.   
 
    “And his concubines?” I asked. 
 
    Mother walked several steps, stopped, seized my hands.  “Pray to Bastet the Protector Goddess that you will not be a concubine.” 
 
    We walked on.  “Then, Mother, are you a noble lady?” 
 
    Her smile was grim.  “Long ago.” 
 
    “And I?  I am not a noble lady?” 
 
    Mother embraced me.  “Thank Goddess Maat you are not.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “A lady at the court must live a life of stratagem, deceit, and fear, and must sometimes do detestable things.  We are better off as we are.” 
 
    “No, Mother, I mean why am I not born a noble lady?” 
 
    “Ah.  My father was a prince and son of the great King Ahmose.  Your father is not the son of a king or even of the minor nobility.  Nobility only follows from the father to the child, not from the mother, but do not ask me why, it is just the way of things.” 
 
    “So Father is not noble?” I asked. 
 
    “Your father is not a noble,” replied Mother, “but in my heart he has more nobility than the King Amun himself.  Your father has the heart of the lion and of the dove at the same time; he is cheerful and even-handed and his reputation for honesty is a byword among the merchants, which is why he prospers.  He is the most gentle and considerate of men, and he loves his daughter and his son with all his heart.  And he loves me, too.  He would gladly lay down his life for us.  Always remember, Mitti, that your father is better than any other man you will ever meet.  Ever.  But what is he to the rest of the world?  He is known only as Samtek; no father-name with it; no one knows who his parents are, he just seems to have grown up in the palace, as if he rose up out of the floor, a djinn in the form of a little boy.  One never notices little boys unless they cause a commotion, so no one noticed him, as quiet as he was.  So there he grew up, a nobody.  Not a slave or a servant, but running and fetching for the Vizier, but he learned quickly and well and he made himself valuable, and when he was grown he was the Vizier’s most trusted secretary.  But I did not know him then since I grew up at my mother’s estate upriver.  I was kept out of sight most of the time and when I was summoned to court it was usually for some formal ceremony or other, which meant he would be kept out of sight.  I did not meet your father until the day we were married.”  She laughed.  “I did not like him at first – I don’t know why.  He seemed so dull, so formal.  I think I must have disliked him because I knew that on the night of our nuptials he would enter my bed and I did not like that idea at all.  I was nineteen then, and he twenty, and after all those years of dreading growing old without a husband, then, when I had a husband, suddenly I didn’t want one!  Silly, eh?  But this is how life must be lived; one marries when told to do so and that is that.  So I put up with it, and put up with him.  After a while, though, when I knew him better I became quite fond of him; he had endearing traits, he was so sweet to me, and kind, and so amusing.  Then something happened that made me feel that I have loved him all my life.” 
 
    “What was it?  That something that happened?” I asked. 
 
    I was enchanted with the way Mother smiled.   
 
    “You!  You were born!  And he came in to see you that very day while I held you to my breast and suckled you that first time.  And he smiled at you.  Then I felt a rush through my heart, about how much I loved my baby and that he was the cause of me having this baby, and how much I loved him for being my baby’s father, and how much I loved him for himself.  That feeling could not be denied, and I knew that I loved your father with all my soul.” 
 
    I hugged her arm tight. 
 
    Before we arrived at the gate she tutored me on how I must act in front of any personage that we would happen to meet. 
 
    “I don’t think,” she said, “that we shall meet any of the royal family except by accident, but we shall certainly meet the Grand Vizier.  You must address him as ‘My Lord’ and any of his attendants as ‘Sir’ or ‘Gentleman’.  If for some reason someone royal is there, always say ‘Your Highness’ and, if this is an incorrect form, allow someone else to correct you in the proper form, and do not worry about making that mistake – they are used to this happening – just do not make the same mistake twice with that person, for that would be impolite.  If we do meet someone of royalty you must never address that person as I would, for example I might say ‘my brother’ or ‘my sister’ if I meet someone who has the same grandfather as I, even if by different wives.  You must never do this.  I would call the Queen ‘my mother’ if we met, even though she is only my cousin by birth, my aunt by marriage.  You, on the other hand, must address her as ‘Your Majesty’.  I am sure we shall not meet the Queen, but best be prepared.  Always bow low to everyone.  If by chance we meet the Queen you must prostrate yourself on the floor before her.  And don’t say anything to anyone unless you are directly spoken to.  That’s best, I think.  Remember the mouse and the falcon!” 
 
    “Yes, Mother.” 
 
    “I think you shall do well.  Do you know?  Every mother thinks her child is best and I am no different from any other.  But I have watched you.  You are very bright, much brighter than other children of your age, and I see how you have learned from Father, when he shows you how to read and write, both the formal hieroglyphics and the everyday hieratic script most people use, and I see you doing sums, your little tongue sticking out, as you think so hard!  And when he tells you of the kings of other nations, of foreign parts, and some of the sciences I see your little mind drinking these things in as eagerly as someone thirsty would drink in beer.  Use that little mind of yours.  Watch and listen.  Make sure you understand the subject well before you speak and act, otherwise do not speak at all.” 
 
    “But Mother, you did not mention the King at all.  What if we should meet him?” 
 
    “Oh, the King is upriver and will not be around.”  She smiled at an innermost joke, but said nothing more. 
 
    *** 
 
    On the previous day when Mother returned from the palace she told us that she was brought before the Grand Vizier himself, who simply informed her that a match was made for me and that she was to bring me to see him the following day.  The news struck me as would a stone.  Many a girl wonders whom she will eventually marry and daydreams about someone handsome and strong and rich.  But I and all of my playmates knew that our mothers and fathers would probably pick someone more mundane, someone of our own station in life.  Yet here I was told that a match for me was made at the palace.  By the Vizier himself!  As young as I was this was the most flattering and the most shattering of news.  Frightening, and, I must admit, exciting.  Exhilarating.  My excitement was soon replaced with another emotion, for my parents did not seem joyful at all.  They showed concern and were close to agitation, and their dismay spread to my brother and me.  Father saw our thoughts turn this way, distracted us with an innocuous question. 
 
    “How long were you before the Vizier?” he asked. 
 
    “A mere moment, no more.” 
 
    “But, Kawita!  You were there for hours!” 
 
    Mother laughed.  She had not laughed since before her visit to the palace and to us it now felt like a splash of cool water on a hot, dusty face.  
 
    “Samtek, darling.  You know how things are there.” 
 
    Father smiled ruefully.  At that time I did not know that he knew the Vizier, had once worked for him, and knew the Vizier enjoyed playing a game whereby he would summon someone and have that someone wait in the hall for hours before being brought into his presence.  Sometimes the wait was overnight.  Many would stand fearfully in the foyer through the darkness of night and into the following day, not daring to move.  Mother also stood motionless, tense, and fearful as she waited in the hall.  A kindly servant brought Mother food and drink along with a stool to sit on, and there she ate the bread and drank the beer and perched on the stool for several hours until an attendant beckoned her and brought her to the Vizier.  A single sentence from him and the audience was over.  She withdrew to find us waiting. 
 
    After learning the news I waited for the new day to arrive and felt as if I were waiting for the next equinox, or flood of the River, or happy holiday.  So long a time to wait!  It felt as if the Sun would never rise.  But when he did rise it was all too soon.  So eager was I to have the new day and to go to the royal palace, and now that the day had arrived I wished the Sun would go back to his bed in the east and stay there.  But the Sun was not to be denied his orbit and rise he did. 
 
    That morning a strange and magical transformation occurred.  Mother awoke and began applying makeup on her face using her tiny mirror of bronze no bigger than the eye upon which she worked.  But the makeup was not ordinary makeup everyone wears to keep the glare of the Sun out of one’s eyes.  It was beautiful, colorful makeup, very expensive.  She applied a perfume that I never smelled on her before, a wonderful smell of scented oils and herbs mixed with the wax of a giant sea creature.  She donned a lovely diaphanous gown I never saw before and then an exquisitely coifed wig.  She stood.  Who was this miraculous creature before me?  I marveled at Mother’s beauty, I had never seen her this way before.  Mother had always been, well, Mother.  Now she seemed a goddess.  
 
    “Why, Mother, you are so lovely!” I exclaimed, “And your gown is wonderfully sheer!  It makes your nakedness beneath it so beautiful to behold.” 
 
    “And soon you will look the same.  Come here.” 
 
    She expertly made up my face to be similar to her own, and included the wonderful perfume.  She had the same style gown for me but small enough to fit, and had me put it on.   
 
    “This gown was mine when I was your age,” she said. 
 
    “But there is no covering over my loins and anyone can see through this gown!  I don’t want to be naked!” I protested. 
 
    “You’re not naked.  Not much, anyway,” she replied.  “Don’t worry.  You look lovely!  It was perfect for me when I was a girl, it is perfect for you, too.  Besides, you are naked whenever we bathe in the River and have seen other naked people, too.”  
 
    “Yes,” I countered, “but always when we were bathing or at a filthy chore, and the others I saw were bathing too, or farmers in the muddy fields, or workers at dirty jobs.  It’s not polite to stare, you know that, Mother.  But I shall be going to the palace, not working, and shall meet important people!  Everyone will stare at me.  Cannot I at least have a loin strap?” 
 
    She said not a word, but brushed and pleated my hair in the style for a virgin.  Quite becoming.  And again the wave of realization washed over me.  I was to be betrothed to someone, someone at the palace!  Of a sudden my childish daydreams of marriage seemed foolishness. 
 
    “Do you think it may be Prince Oskhama?” I asked. 
 
    I heard a quick intake of breath, and then Mother earnestly, quietly said, “Pray to the ugliness of the God Bes and let this not be so!” 
 
    Her reaction made me want to cry out for more talk of the Prince.  How bad could he be?  He is only a ten-year-old boy!   
 
    “Best not to think about the Prince,” she said.  “Besides, I most doubt that they would want you for the Prince, his station is much too high.  No, I think there must be some low-ranking official who needs a wife.” 
 
    A wife.  What a new word it had become when it was meant for me.  I knew everyone must grow up and be married whether they will or no, but now it was becoming a reality and I did not want it.  My heart cried out for my youth, my freedom, my virginity. 
 
   
  
 



Sekma 
 
      
 
    So now we were walking toward the palace gates.  A thrill passed through me when I saw them; no one I ever knew personally passed those gates, except for Mother, yesterday.  We approached the guards who eyed us curiously until they saw it was Mother, then merely nodded toward the open gate.  We entered a courtyard open to the Sun and surrounded by a colonnade, in the middle of which was a beautiful obelisk over fifty cubits high.  Continuing, we passed an inner gate into another courtyard, and here my breath was taken from me by the loveliness.  High over this courtyard a covering like a sheer, light-blue tent kept out the Sun while providing light; beneath, two fountains trickled and floating in each fountain were blooming blue lotus, their magical scent hovering in the air.  The colonnades were painted gaily and decorated with many fantastic animal shapes, gods and goddesses, kings and people, and a wealth of hieroglyphics.  I could read and write hieratic easily, but these hieroglyphs were more difficult for me.  I was awe-struck by the magnificence.  The flagstones in the courtyard were not only swept clean, but mopped and made to shine.  We passed another gate and another; each courtyard was different but equally lovely as the first, each surrounded by vestibules and rooms where different activities could be spied, each covered in light cloth.  I thought of this complex stretching along the River as a sort of small town unto itself.  There were certainly enough people here.  It seemed like heaven! 
 
    We were told to wait in a certain hall and Mother leaned over and whispered, “It was in this place that I sat all those hours, waiting for the Vizier.  I do hope that kind servant is about again and feeds us!” 
 
    But our wait was less than a moment.  The attendant signaled and ushered us into the presence of the Vizier.  The room was vast; in such a huge space a crowd of a dozen people was held easily.  A small skylight allowed light and air to enter, on the floor were several colorful carpets of foreign make, the walls on three sides had lively frescos depicting proud moments in Egyptian history; no untouched space remained.  On the fourth wall behind the Vizier a large curtain of lightweight material fell from the ceiling to the floor and from one end of the room to the other.  The Vizier sat on an upholstered bench with a small table in front of him, but no other furniture was to be seen.  The table was littered with papyrus documents, spilling onto the floor.  Two scribes, one to each side, sat cross-legged on the floor, blank papyri in their laps, inks and brushes at the ready.  A self-important murmuring from the crowd was heard and one man was leaning toward the Vizier in earnest conversation, but the Vizier waved him away when we were shown in.  We both bowed low. 
 
    “Lady Akhamhotep,” he said. 
 
    “Greetings, my Lord Vizier,” replied Mother.  “We attend you at your command.” 
 
    “And this is the girl?” he asked.  “Your daughter?  What is her name?” 
 
    “May it please my lord, this is the Lady Mitti.” 
 
    I looked up at Mother with a start.  She said I was not a noble lady, so why did she call me “The Lady Mitti”? 
 
    “Mitti,” he said, studying me.  “She is a pretty lass.” 
 
    “You are kind, my lord,” Mother answered for me. 
 
    He sat contemplating me for several moments and I remembered how transparent my gown was.  I blushed.  Please let it not be he, I begged the Mother Goddess, not this fat, bald old man with a warty face, not he who leers at me so.  It was then that I heard whispering coming from the curtain behind the Vizier.  At first I thought it was my imagination, but I saw him cock his head up, as if in agreement, then he stood up. 
 
    “You two remain here,” he said.  “Chamberlain, dismiss the rest of our guests.” 
 
    The Vizier and his scribes walked to the left while the crowd in attendance slowly made their way to the right.  Soon Mother and I were quite alone, and quite puzzled.  Then I saw the curtains part, and saw that the parting was done by two young women who held the curtain open. Through the opening walked a mature woman.  Mother gasped and fell to the floor in obeisance. 
 
    “Mitti!  Down!” she fiercely whispered.  I, too, prostrated myself before this woman and immediately guessed that this must be Queen Sekma herself.  I heard the rustling of a gown as she seated herself, then a steady voice spoke. 
 
    “Akhamhotep.  I see you again.  Rise, please.”   
 
    Mother stood as she was ordered.  From my vantage point I could only see her feet, but they were trembling. 
 
    “Greetings, your Majesty!” said Mother.  “May you live forever!” 
 
    “Has my daughter forgotten how to kiss her mother?” asked the Queen.  I saw the feet going away, then returning. 
 
    “Hmm, how many years since your last visit, I wonder?  Ten?” the Queen mused. 
 
    “If it please you, my mother, thirteen.” 
 
    Somehow I knew that the Queen was well aware of how long their separation had been, to the very day. 
 
    “And in all those years you never visited me?  Or inquired of my health?” the Queen asked. 
 
    Hesitantly.  “Your Majesty’s peace and serenity were uppermost in my mind.  I would never dare disturb you, my mother.” 
 
    “Of course.  And your husband?  Is he well?” 
 
    Since I was very small I noticed that Mother and I shared a bond whereby we knew each other’s mood without asking, and sometimes to understand what the other was thinking without a word being said.  Now I felt something new from her, a combination of fear and rage, of her wanting to run away and to attack at the same time.  Why?  I felt that the magnitude of Mother’s loathing of the Queen was so great that surely the Queen would see it.  Was this one’s reaction when someone close is threatened?  
 
    “He – he is well, Majesty,” replied Mother. 
 
    “I am glad.  And are you content with your life, Akhamhotep?” the Queen went on. 
 
    “I am content with whatever your Majesty decides for me.” 
 
    Mother had picked her words carefully.  Later, I fully understood; she was truly happy with her humble life, with her family and her loving husband, but she could never show this to the Queen, yet neither did she dare pretend to be unhappy.  Let the Queen have the satisfaction of thinking her miserable, but totally submissive to the Queen, and making the best show of it, the best of a situation she could not control.  For if the Queen thought Mother were happy, what then? 
 
    “I am glad, my daughter.”  A long pause.  “And who is this with you?” 
 
    “My own daughter, my mother.  The Lady Mitti.” 
 
    “Lady.  Mitti.  Yes.  And why is she here?” asked the Queen. 
 
    I was only a girl but even I knew the Queen was toying with us, that she knew the reason we were here. I sensed from Mother that these word games the Queen played had to be played most skillfully in return. 
 
    “Majesty, the Lord Vizier commanded I bring her into his presence today,” answered Mother.  “Yesterday he told me that there is to be a match for her.” 
 
    “A match.  Yes.  Well, is she of the age for making a match, then?” 
 
    “If – if the Lord Vizier tells me that a match is to be made, then she is of the age for making a match,” said Mother.  
 
    Mother’s thoughts screamed out, Why?  Why are you asking this?  What is the answer you want to hear? 
 
    “Then do the Vizier’s whims in these matters carry such weight with you?” the Queen asked. 
 
    Carefully.  “My mother, the Vizier is – is the Vizier.  He is first servant to the King.  As he is such I would attend all his words as if from his Majesty himself.” 
 
    “And if I should disagree with the Vizier?” 
 
    Most carefully.  “Then, my mother, I would believe my own ears are stopped up and I misheard, because I cannot think of there ever being a disagreement between your Majesty and the Grand Vizier.” 
 
    The Queen chuckled.  “Akhamhotep, my dear daughter, in all these years you have not forgotten how to play the courtier.  Have the girl stand.” 
 
    My unmoving position on the hard floor was beginning to take its toll.  Is it not strange that I was grateful to the Queen for that one thing she did, of having me rise?  I stood.  A mere glimpse before gave me only the impression of an older woman, but now I could study her in detail, this cunning woman who made my parents uneasy.  The Queen sat on the Vizier’s seat, flanked by her two attendants.  She appeared to be about fifty, very tall, slender, but her striking features made one think that she had been quite a beauty in her youth.  Now she had a regal and assured bearing, as elegant and as powerful as a lioness.  She chuckled again. 
 
    “I think she could be quite impertinent given half the chance,” said the Queen. 
 
    Mother gasped and shot me a look.  I suddenly realized I had been returning the Queen’s gaze, eye against eye, and immediately lowered my face as modesty would demand.  Mother scrambled for the right words.   
 
    “Your Majesty!  I beg you!  She – she has never before been here, and – and – she –” 
 
    “Never mind, never mind Akhamhotep.  I did not say she is impertinent at this moment.” 
 
    The Queen turned to me.  “You, girl, do you know why you are here?” 
 
    “May your Majesty live forever!” I replied.  “Mother tells me the Lord Vizier has arranged a match.”   
 
    “And what do you think of this?” she asked. 
 
    “Your Majesty, I must obey my father in all things.” 
 
    “That was not my question, girl.  What do you think of this?” 
 
    I wanted to cry out, Mother!  Please tell me what to say.  What is going on?  What is happening?   
 
    But I answered, “I am only a child, your Majesty.  What I think is unimportant.”  
 
    Somehow I felt Mother approve of this, as little and as evasive as my reply was, and perhaps not as satisfying as the Queen would have it.  What else could I say? 
 
    “I see.  Well said,” replied the Queen.  “Indeed, Akhamhotep, you have schooled her for this visit.” 
 
    “Majesty, I beg your pardon, but I did not school her,” Mother said, “Only yesterday she learned she was to come here.  Also, we did not dream that we would have the honor of being allowed in your presence.” 
 
    “No time, eh?” said the Queen.  “Yes.  A pity there was no time to prepare her.” 
 
    I suddenly realized the why of the speed of our summons.  The Queen did not want us to have time to prepare, to “school”, to arrange, or even to quietly move down river.  No time to have ready answers or a formula to follow.  How I knew this I cannot say, perhaps it was Mother again, calling me without words.  The Queen continued, addressing Mother. 
 
    “As you may have heard the Princess Tanis, the betrothed of my grandson the Prince Oskhama, died last month.  A sad loss for us all.  Yet life goes on and we must attend to the living.  Both the Grand Vizier and the Chief Priest labored hard together to find a replacement.  They both have arrived at the same conclusion, that the ‘Lady’ Mitti would be the perfect choice.” 
 
    Mother’s dread was about to come true. 
 
    “What you do not know,” the Queen continued, “Is that the King, my husband, has decreed that the Prince Oskhama is to be adopted as our own son and will be announced as the Heir to the throne.  Within a few days he will be offered to the kingdom as Crown Prince of Upper and Lower Egypt.”  She turned to me.  “You, my dear, will become my very own daughter, and one day you will be Queen and wear the Cobra Diadem.”   
 
    She smiled.  I shivered. 
 
    *** 
 
    Father did his best to calm Mother.   
 
    “What is wrong with the Prince to make him so terrible?” I cried.  “What is wrong with him?” 
 
    I caught Mother stealing glances at me and I could tell she wanted to fling her arms about me and flee across the desert to, to – anywhere.   
 
    “It is not him,” she said.  “It is that you will be living in the palace with her.  That is my dread.  That is why I am so upset.  Oh, Oskhama is still a little boy but the rumors say he is a simpleton, perhaps a drooling one, that he has all the signs.  But that is nothing.  Nothing!  You, Mitti, you will be in that – in that – and she – ” Mother clutched at her voice, gathered herself inside, became silent.  Father held her close, turned to me and continued for her. 
 
    “When one lives at court it is like one is a rabbit in a field of serpents.  Everyone is friendly but no one is your friend.  All want your trust but no one is trustworthy.  Every morsel you eat, every sip you drink may have death in it.  There may be spy holes somewhere.  It is safer to live in a den of jackals.” 
 
    Mother added, “I don’t know why the Queen selected you.  There is a reason.  There must be!  She has a reason for everything she does.” 
 
    Father held Mother.  I clutched at Totmosh for security from – from what? 
 
    Between Mother and me the story of our visit was gradually told.  The palace would make the betrothal known officially after the Princess Tanis’ funeral; dead for a month, there were another two months before the priests in the death house finished embalming her and placed her mummy into her coffin.  The Vizier’s ministers would be making arrangements for me to live at the palace immediately, and I was to be educated as befitting a royal princess.  The nuptials would take place when Oskhama entered puberty.   
 
    Father was most interested in everything the Queen said, trying as best he could to sift the words and understand what the Queen’s motives were.  He would ask again and again for each detail, trying to pull from us every memory, word, and nuance.  He asked once more for her words as she spoke of my betrothal, the adoption of her grandson, and the arrangements for my entering the palace.  
 
    “I was about to thank the Queen,” I said, “when Mother fell to the floor and prostrated herself before the Queen, and said we were too unworthy of such an honor, that I was a foolish girl and would make mischief, and that I was awkward and not at all good looking.  Mother went on and on about why I was not good enough to be the wife of the Prince.  But I know in my heart Mother does not think these things; she was just saying these things because she does not want this match.” 
 
    “And you, Mitti?” Father asked.  “What do you think?  Do you want to become a royal princess?”   
 
    Visions flashed through my head of a happy time – was it only two days ago? – and I played with my girlfriends and we would pretend to be queens and princesses, or that one day we would have husbands who were the most handsome of princes or fabulously rich merchants and we would wear the finest clothes and have servants, or that gallant sea captains would whisk us off, far across the seas, and we would see exotic new lands.  Two days ago I would have laughed with glee to learn I was matched to a prince.  But then I felt the anxiety, the dread felt by my parents, a fear I could not understand.  I held the thought for a moment. 
 
    “Father, I don’t know.  I just know that you and Mother think it bad and it makes me frightened.  Then this morning when I asked Mother about Prince Oskhama she said something that I misunderstood, and it made me think he was a crocodile or something terrible.” 
 
    “He is only a little boy,” he replied, “but not a good match either if the rumors of his disabilities are true.  And your mother is right.  A dangerous thing it is to be known by the Queen, to live under her eye, to be within her grasp.  And the court is not a place where I would have my daughter live.  Now, tell me again what happened when your mother entreated the Queen.” 
 
    *** 
 
    The Queen rose and with her own hand reached down to pull Mother erect.   
 
    “Calm yourself, girl,” the Queen said to Mother.  “Have you forgotten that your father is a prince and a son of the Great King?  Do you not realize that this is a way to enhance the honor of the house of Amememhat?  Have you been away from court so long that you have forgotten that groveling will never help?  You are trying to dissuade me – trying to dissuade the Vizier from raising your daughter to a station worthy of her lineage.” 
 
    “Majesty,” Mother answered, “this girl of mine lives as a mere subject; she does not know how to be a lady of the court.  There are others far worthier of being wife to the Prince.  I would not have her cause embarrassment to you or to anyone, as she is unaware of the deportment befitting a noble lady.  She has none of the graces, my mother.” 
 
    “A mere trifle,” the Queen countered.  “It is her blood that is important.” 
 
    Mother looked up, puzzled.  “Her blood?” 
 
    “When the Vizier put forward your daughter’s name as a possible match I made a careful study of her genealogy,” the Queen said.  “He had done well to recommend your daughter who stood out second only to yourself as perfect.”   
 
    The truth entire was withheld.  The Queen knew my breeding far better than Mother did, while the Vizier was unaware that little Mitti even existed until the Queen casually mentioned her to him. 
 
    “Your Majesty, with your pardon,” Mother said, “I know my own lineage, and although mine is noble my daughter’s lineage is not at all exceptional; she is a commoner.  There are others in the royal family of much higher stature.” 
 
    The Queen straightened, she had the merest hint of a smile.  “I think hers is high enough.” 
 
    Sekma walked slowly round the room speaking with deliberation.  “You simply do not want her here at court, my dear.  I know your motives – don’t pretend.  You were morose as a child and it was always with unease that you attended at court.  Because you were unhappy here does not mean she will be.  My – I agree with the Vizier’s decision.  This girl Mitti, ‘Lady’ Mitti as you call her, is the best choice.  There are to be no more protests.  The betrothal will go forward.  This girl will come to the palace.  She will marry my grandson.” 
 
    Mother prostrated herself again, I felt her despair.  She said, “I hear and obey, your Majesty.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    “What else could I say, Samtek?”  Mother asked Father. 
 
    “Kawita, you did what you could.  There is nothing else for it,” said Father.  He turned to me.  “Mitti, come, sit on my lap.  We need to think, to talk.” 
 
    Mother and Father never spoke of it, but both were thinking of the child-princess Tanis, she who had died “suddenly and mysteriously”.   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 The Palace 
 
      
 
    “Yes, your Majesty.  It is untouched.  Do you wish to see?”   
 
    The physician looked up but never raised his eyes high enough to direct his gaze at the Queen.  The Queen rose, approached, bent down to see for herself. 
 
    “Very well.  You may leave.” 
 
    The physician’s two assistants released my legs.  The three of them flattened themselves to the floor in obeisance, then rose and left the room.  The Queen seated herself next to me on the bed. 
 
    “So you are still a virgin, my dear,” she said.  I thought quickly, I am not yet eleven years old, why would she want to confirm my virginity?  But I knew better than to ask.  Mother told me that one questions the Queen at one’s peril. 
 
    “Get up, then, girl,” the Queen said.  “Clothe yourself.  And don’t be self-conscious.  Physicians do what physicians do for the health of us all, so you must get used to it.  Physicians will be attending you frequently now.  And watch how they work.  So funny!  Every small cough, every runny nose, and you will see them scurry!  After all, it is their own lives they are saving as well as yours.”  Pause.  “And don’t worry.  I never doubted you, that you are untouched, but after many years I have learned to confirm with my own eyes anything that I was able to confirm.  You must learn this also and never forget, because you can never trust reports from anyone.” 
 
    And this was the first lesson the Queen taught me in the art of palace intrigue, but not the last. 
 
    “Also,” she went on, “I told the Vizier not to make the announcement of your betrothal until I commanded so, until the King’s physician himself had examined you and could make an official report.” 
 
    She rose, continued, “And now that I know certain of your virginity, guard it well.  You must remain untouched until the night of your nuptials.  I would be most displeased otherwise.” 
 
    From anyone else I would have thought it a small thing to ask and easily obeyed.  I knew what mating was, how it was done, and the necessity for procreation; all children know this by my age.  The request had seemed easy for I had not yet grown old enough to learn of passion, the urgent needs of the body, of deep desire, of physical love.  If Father had made this demand of me to guard my virginity I would have giggled.  But this was the Queen.  “Most displeased”, she had said.  In the little time before I moved to the palace Mother taught me what she could, always returning to the same thing: one does not displease Queen Sekma.  I longed to talk once more with Mother and Father who knew the intricacies of court life, the subtleties so trivial that one could sign one’s own death warrant and never understand why.  I wanted to clap my hands over my loins and never let go, to protect my virginity at all costs.  Why, oh why, I thought for the hundredth time, was I ever brought to this field of serpents? 
 
    “Even for a little girl,” the Queen said, “you are most intelligent.  Your breeding tells on you.  Your breeding.  Yes, your breeding is most unique.  There is no one in the entire kingdom with quite the breeding you have.  Yes.  When the time is ripe I shall school you on how you were bred; it is a bit more interesting than you would guess.  But now, your intellect must be developed.  Have a care how you use it.  Nurturing your intellect is more important than maintaining your virginity.  Your intellect can be to your benefit – or to your undoing.  Take care, little one, and you will have a long and eventful life.” 
 
    She regarded me for a moment as I tried to fathom these strange, new thoughts.  She said, “You don’t like me, do you?” 
 
    I gasped.  “Your Majesty must know of my devotion to you!” 
 
    “Don’t lie, girl,” the Queen challenged.  “You are resentful for being taken from your father and mother.  So was I when I was taken from my mother and brought here; I remember well, even after all these years.  And you are frightened and lonely, just as I was.  You have heard stories of what occurs at court from your own mother and father, don’t pretend they have not told you things.  And I, too, heard these same stories from my mother.  So you are fearful and resentful, just as I was, but you learn quickly – I have marked this.  You are the brightest little monkey I have ever seen.  And compared to the others in the royal family?  Hah!  But you have also learned by now that you are never alone, that no thought or word you say will go unreported, that your every move is watched.  Surely you have learned this by now?  And you have thought on this when you were alone, late at night in your bed, weeping for your mother.  What say you?  Eh?  Speak up!” 
 
    She knew my mind exactly. 
 
    I stammered, “Y-Your Majesty knows that I – ”    
 
    “Answer the first question, girl.  You don’t like me, do you?” 
 
    I had been in apprehension of saying the wrong word since my arrival.  Mother where are you?  Father where are your wise insights? 
 
    “I – I fear to dissatisfy your Majesty.  I fear to – to cause shame.  But you are my Queen!  My mother!” 
 
    My answer seemed to mollify her but a little. 
 
    “Not your mother yet, girl,” she said.  “That will be after the betrothal ceremony.  Only then, and from thereafter you must call me ‘mother’.   Yes.”  Pause.  “I shall inform the Vizier to inquire of those hour-priests, the astrologers, for a propitious day for the announcement, and for him to let those star gazers know I want the day to be as soon as possible after Tanis’ mummy is in her tomb, and none of their absurd babbling about their precious calculations.  Now, before I leave, is there anything you would ask of me?”  
 
    I would rather have asked a crocodile to sit on my lap before I would ask the Queen for anything.  I tried to think of something simple to say, or at least something simpleminded. 
 
    “Your Majesty, may Mother and Father attend the ceremonies?” 
 
    “No.”  It was with such finality with which she spoke that little word that I dared not plead for reconsideration, as children are wont to do.  “What else?” she said. 
 
    “Your Majesty, how – how will the ceremony proceed?  What is expected of me?” 
 
    The question made the Queen seem a bit bored – she was expecting something else.  “The Chief Priest’s assistants will instruct you on protocol and what you are to say, and give you cues.  What else?” 
 
    “Your Majesty, shall I meet the Prince Oskhama soon?  I have not met him yet.” 
 
    “You are not to meet him officially until the nuptials.  However, you may meet him unofficially from time to time.  I shall arrange something, but it may not be to your liking.  No, not at all to your liking.  Anything else?” 
 
    I knew in my heart that the Queen was expecting a certain question.  What was it? 
 
    “Majesty, do you think the Prince will like me?” 
 
    She made a stride toward the door with great impatience. 
 
    “It matters not a whit what he thinks of you!” she spat.  “It matters a great deal what I think of you.  Now I must attend other business.  Good day!” 
 
    I flung myself onto my belly in obeisance as she swept out of the room.  What were the words she wanted to pull from me? 
 
    *** 
 
    “My father is Prince Amememhat, yes, the son of King Ahmose the Great.  But I saw him only once”, said Mother. 
 
    Before being installed into the palace and before the time with the Queen and the physician, Mother and Father spoke with me often and tried their best to prepare me for my future.  Sometimes Mother alluded to her past, using her own experiences as a way of teaching me with real events the things I may expect. 
 
    “Only once, when I was five or six, did my father visit my mother, and even then he hardly noticed me,” she continued.  “A girl child, you see, is not as important to a man as a son.  You, Mitti, did not know this in your heart because your own father cherishes you and your brother equally.  Now, my father was usually off somewhere, to his other estates and other wives.  My mother, well, she seemed rather lonely and bored.  I think my mother rather resented me, as if she somehow blamed me for her situation, and she told me more than once that the Queen did not want to set eyes on me more than needed, and that the Queen very strongly suggested that I be left on the estate unless called to court.  When my mother found that it did not apply to her she was away from home the more.  Often she would simply leave and go to court or to this or that estate of a friend, and I was left alone with my nurse and the schoolmaster, and with the attendants.  Eventually my mother spent most of her time at the mansion of a noble gentleman who, I would guess, was her lover.  So I knew from a young age that the Queen had an odd, ah, what would be the best word for it?  Distaste?  Antipathy? Yes, an antipathy toward me.  My mother told me several times that she believed this aversion the Queen had toward me began at my own birth.  Oh, you goddesses!  Whatever did I do as a squalling infant to provoke the Queen?  Pee on her lap?” 
 
    We both laughed. 
 
    “Well, when I was born the Queen did not have the power she has now,” Mother went on.  “Oh, she had power, and she had great influence with the King; a formidable woman, indeed!  But now she has complete power.  Only the Vizier will face up to her, of anyone in the kingdom, but I don’t know whether he is the bravest of the brave or simply daft.  Where was I?  Oh, yes.  When I was born the Queen was an astonishing beauty, and was renowned throughout the world, and was also well known for her intelligence and charm.  The King, well, he is not very bright and was easily led.  And she led him!  She used her beauty and her charm on him until he was her creature.  And she was always busy with this or that intrigue and it seemed that one day we awoke to find that she was the real king of Egypt, not King Amun.  Her commands now carry the same weight as if the King himself uttered them.  She methodically amassed this power over the years by her own cold maneuvering, and I think she began before I was even born.  Oh, what a shrewd and cunning mind she has!  I am convinced that the Queen has an exceeding appetite for power.  Appetite?  More like an absolute lust for power.  She will brook no competition.  Learn this well, Mitti.  She will not tolerate anyone who disobeys her or tries to appeal to the King.  Listen, Mitti!  This is important.  Never cause her to be angry with you.” 
 
    She was becoming intense and noticed it in herself.  She calmed herself and me by asking things that would interest me more. 
 
    “Now, tell me,” she said.  “Have they showed you where you will be staying?” 
 
    “Oh, Mother!” I cried gleefully.  “Yes, they did!  And such a huge space for little me.  I have a room that is all my own.  No one else is to sleep there, only me.  And the room is as big as this room here, our whole house.  I have a real bed all my own so I do not need to sleep on a pallet on the floor, and I don’t need to share my bed with anyone.  I have a bench to sit on, and I have a chest to store my clothing.  And Mother, you will not believe it, but they are going to give me a mirror of polished bronze!  A big one!  I shall be able to see my whole face, and see my hair, too.” 
 
    She smiled with warmth, but there was something in her smile.  Was it unease? 
 
    “That is far too much to give a young girl,” she said, with mock disapproval.  “It will cause your little head to swell.” 
 
    I told her more of the delightful things I was to receive, about how I would eat my meals with other young noble women, and about the attendants who were to assist me in almost everything I needed to do.  I was particularly smug when I told Mother that I would never need to do any housework or cooking.  Mother smiled, but soon new thoughts in her own head were betrayed by her expression.  She had worry and sadness. 
 
    “Mitti, always remember something else.  You will always be watched.  You will never be alone.” 
 
    “How do you mean, Mother?” 
 
    “In that palace the Queen has many spies, and they listen at every door, and watch every movement.  You may be just a girl, but you will be watched most carefully.” 
 
    “Mother, how do you know this?” 
 
    “It is the Queen’s way,” said Mother.  “The Queen has abilities.  She always knows what is going on.  You will not know who your true friends are, so never consider anyone your true friend.  If you talk to someone always assume that the conversation will be reported.  Trust no one.” 
 
    “Oh, Mother, you have hinted at this before.  Will I be watched every moment of every hour of the day?” 
 
    “No, not nearly that often, only a fraction of the time.  But you will never know when, so assume it is constant.” 
 
    “But why would they want to spy on me?” I asked.  “I am just – I am just me!  I don’t know anything.  I am not important.” 
 
    “Think on this,” Mother said.  “You are entering into a marriage with the Heir to the throne and will become his principal wife, and for that reason alone you are an important personage.  And since you will have this position there are many that would take advantage of any opportunity they would have with you.  People seeking rank or wealth.  Officials looking for promotion.  Favor-seekers or others who would plead forgiveness for this or that crime.  Perhaps those with an evil intent.  The Queen would want to know of these people so she can deal with them in her own time, so you will be watched to find out who tries to make contact with you.” 
 
    I seemed to be swinging from a rope, now toward excitement and wonder, now toward apprehension and fear.  Back and forth.  At one moment I very much looked forward to living in the palace as a grand lady, then Mother or Father would warn me of dire consequences if I failed to please the Queen.  
 
    Father came in from his work and Totmosh was closest to the door, his first victim.  Father swung him high toward the ceiling to Totmosh’s shrieks of joy.  Carrying Totmosh upside down, Father came to where Mother and I sat.  He looked at Mother and seemed to know about what it was we were talking.  He carefully lowered Totmosh to the floor. 
 
    “So, Mitti – Oh, a thousand pardons!  My Lady Mitti, when do we start bowing to you?” he asked waggishly. 
 
    “Oh, Father!” I giggled.  “Don’t be silly.” 
 
    “Now you are the one being silly,” he said.  “When you are installed as a royal princess we, your own Mother and Father, by law must bend the knee.  Be prepared for it.” 
 
    I started laughing again but stopped when I saw Mother’s solemn face.    
 
    “I was just telling her that she will be watched and heard,” Mother said. 
 
    “Is it true Father?” I asked.  “You used to live there, have you seen them?  I mean, the spy holes?” 
 
    Father in turn became solemn.  
 
    “It is a great secret, little mouse,” he said.  “And no one knows for sure.  But over the years one sees this and that and the solution to the puzzle appears; many questions can only be answered if one assumes that every room has a spy hole.  I cannot say for sure, but I believe it to be so.  We all did, those of us working there.” 
 
    I had heard too many things for my comfort that evening.  The swing of the rope brought me back to the apprehension.  The only people in the world that I loved were in this room; I was utterly free and safe here, and now I must leave them. 
 
    But a child’s fears evaporate quickly.  A few days later Mother came with me to the palace to see my wonderful room.  She looked around, pleased that I was pleased, and smiled with amusement at my obvious pride of possession.  She listened to my prattling with an indulgent smile and examined the clothing that was accumulating in the fine chest of cedar.  She took the large bronze mirror and held it up.  She laughed. 
 
    “I haven’t seen myself in ever so many years,” she said.  “How old I have grown!” 
 
    We explored the palace together.  I was right with my first impression, that the palace resembled a small town.  It stretched a full ten hets long and five wide, angling along the River; there was always something new to discover, up ahead, through the next gate.  It was a delight beyond my imagination.  The lovely fountains always mystified me and I wondered how it could be that water could rise up out of an orifice as if someone were somewhere below, expelling it out of the mouth.  The tapestries and paintings were beautiful, the courtyards and alcoves were all different, all equally charming.  I took particular delight in the gardens, where I could touch and smell flowers of other lands, flowers about which I had only heard from Mother but had never seen.  She named them one by one, and told me of the flowers at her mother’s estate where she grew up.   
 
    The palace was broken into several mansions separated by small streets, each mansion had many courtyards, and in each courtyard were many apartments for the high born or smaller rooms for others.  Servants had their own, lesser quarters, but even these were spacious, since they would house many servants in each room.  Everyone who lived there, the freeborn and the slave, had a comfortable life.  Over a thousand people lived in the palace. 
 
    Mother had been to the palace at times long ago, but for very short visits and never was she allowed to go wandering about; many of the things we saw were new to her, too.  She spoke to me about life among the nobility and for me to be alert and aware.  Since that day when Mother was summoned to the palace to be told of my betrothal, she and Father emphasized over and again to be cautious.  Warning after warning were the subjects of many conversations.   
 
    But this time Mother and I took pleasure in simply strolling around this wonderful palace.  When I grew older this memory was of the last time Mother and I were completely happy in each other’s company. 
 
   
  
 



The Elevation 
 
      
 
    My installment as princess seemed magnificent to me.  Later I was to learn it was a rather paltry affair – very few courtiers attended. 
 
    I was dressed in finery I could not imagine, with a headdress rising high above me.  A robe with a long train was put round me and wonderful jewels adorned me.  Four lovely noble women surrounded me and we slowly walked into the Throne Room, and there I was placed on the very throne of the King himself.  The Grand Vizier intoned words, claiming that His Majesty the King demanded that this noble lady be elevated to a rank becoming to her as a beloved and loyal daughter to his Majesty.  But his Majesty was not there to see his beloved and loyal daughter’s elevation, had not so much as met her.  No one seemed to notice his absence.  The Vizier removed my headdress and replaced it with another.  It was done; I was now a royal princess.  A few moments before I was little Mitti. A few moments after I was the Princess Khametnefer.  This was the name I was to have the rest of my life.  
 
    I had so wished that my parents had been there to see me.  I wanted Mother to admire my clothing and jewelry, and for Father to see how everyone bowed after I was elevated to the rank of royal princess of Egypt.  Proud as I was of the elevation their absence caused a small sadness in me that I felt for years.   
 
    After the ceremony we straightaway made for the Temple of Isis the Mother Goddess, there for me to be betrothed to the Prince Oskhama.  The Chief Priest made a lengthy prayer to the goddesses and gods.  He must have had a list handily hidden in his sleeve for he seemed to have named them all.  In keeping with Egyptian law the betrothal meant that officially I was now wife to Prince Oskhama; I had most, but not all of the privileges given the consort of a royal prince.  To achieve the rest of my privileges the marriage had to be consummated and this was not to be until the nuptials at a future date.      
 
    But Father and Mother were not there, which by law was their right.  The Prince was not there, just as the Queen had said he would not.  Neither was the King.  And the Queen, who I had assumed would be there, was not.  Nor the Grand Vizier, he had exited as soon as the elevation ceremony was completed.  Nor the parents of Prince Oskhama, who had the duty to be there and to formally approve of the betrothal.  At the time I did not know or understand, later I comprehended what had happened.   It was a mere formality, something that could be announced to the kingdom at large.  Nothing more. 
 
    At the time, though, I was giddy with delight. 
 
    ***   
 
    The day before my elevation to royal princess and the announcement of my betrothal to the Prince, the Queen came to visit me.   
 
    She looked round at my wonderful room and said with disdain, “This will never do.  Not for a royal princess.  I shall have you moved to apartments befitting your rank.”   
 
    My beautiful room!  Gone, and all mine for only two months.  But a promise of something more magnificent was clearly there.  Apartments!  How grand!  Then I began to wonder why the Queen deigned to come to me rather than have me summoned to her.  She looked here and there, then simply lowered herself onto my bed and sat bolt upright.   
 
    In two months I observed as best I could the comings and goings at court.  I had the finest schoolmasters in the kingdom, and they were with me much of the day instructing me in all the wonderful things a royal princess was expected to know.  Music and dance were taught me by virtuosos, mathematics and sciences by the wisest of philosophers.  I began to learn foreign languages.  I was enraptured.  I had always loved to learn new things and now I listened eagerly to all that was said by the kingdom’s most astute thinkers.  The learning alone made me glad of my new surroundings and I was progressing in my studies as quickly as I could, as if I could not wait to be educated in every bit of knowledge in the world.   
 
    But all the while this or that master would let slip some tidbit of information other than book learning that I stored away.  And I remembered what Mother and Father said; court was a dangerous place in which to live and in my short time there I saw much I wish I had not.  Mere weeks ago I played games with other children and helped Mother with the grinding.  Weeks and centuries separated me from my old life.   
 
    I was in that part of growing between childhood and adolescence, but knew I had to abandon both and become an adult very quickly.  My fear of the Queen was now based on knowledge rather than fantasy and the exaggerated interpretation of others’ descriptions.  Now and then I saw those things about which Mother had told me, especially things concerning the Queen.  The Queen was unlike any other human being on earth, as if each step she took came from a well-thought-out plan.  I had learned to ponder on anything I saw and tried to capture the meaning, so I thought about this visit and the reason for it.  Why would she come to my room?  It could not be just for a pleasant visit. 
 
    “When you are removed to larger apartments,” she said, “I shall assign ladies-in-waiting to you, also a handmaiden.  They will serve you, but also help you learn what it is to be a princess, and they will help you learn the deportment expected of you.”   
 
    I felt I was being overwhelmed with good fortune.  But the nagging voices of my parents interrupted my thoughts with warnings.  Always, they had said, be on guard. 
 
    “Tomorrow you will be named the royal Princess Khametnefer and Consort of the Prince,” she said.  “And by the time of the nuptials a few years from now you will be a royal princess in all meanings of the word, not just a girl with a new title.  You will learn your responsibilities as a princess, and that you have power, and you must learn how to use this power wisely and correctly.  By the time of the nuptials no one will meet you and walk away thinking that one has not spoken with true royalty.  This is not idle flattery, my dear, but a summons for you to learn and confirm my confidence in you.  You must not fail me.  Do you understand?” 
 
    I nodded solemnly.  I willed my ears to open wide. 
 
    “And now,” she said, “I have something for you alone and you will contemplate long on my words until you know their meaning completely.  And what I impart must never be repeated to anyone.  Hear me carefully.” 
 
    The silly joy I had about receiving apartments seemed so frivolous now.  The rope swung again and I was now hovering over a little pool of fear.  The Queen looked at her attendants and motioned them out of my room.  We were quite alone now.  She composed herself, began.  
 
    “Any goatherd” the Queen said, “will cherish his flock as he would his own children.  But he has not the slightest qualm to kill any newborn goat that has a deformity.  We humans do this, too.  A deformed babe is placed in a basket and set adrift in the River.  You must have heard of it.”  
 
    I nodded, remembering a woman down our street, how she wept when her husband sadly bore away a squirming bundle. 
 
    “Oh,” she continued, “we pretend the little one will be adopted by goddesses and gods, but we all know the babe will soon be in the crocodile’s belly.  This is culling; regrettable but necessary for the good of the flock and for the good of the people, and I have low regard for those ridiculous parents who decide to keep such a one that is unsound.  It is good they are very few in number.  But the ill-formed babes of kings are never exposed.  This practice was stopped many, many years ago, although I never learned the why, and once a tradition is embedded in our people it is difficult for any to gainsay it.  Could they not see that keeping a deformed princeling alive harms the whole kingdom more than setting such a one adrift?  Now, you know that frequently a king causes his son and daughter to marry each other, just as the Mother Goddess Isis married her own brother the Father God Osiris; thus the supposed godhead of the kings is maintained in a babe born of this union.  This is thought to be a good thing to do if we are to preserve the essences of the divine in the royal family – if you believe that nonsense.  But when the kings stopped exposing deformed babes, any deformed princeling grew up and produced more.  Over the lives of many kings there seemed to be more and more deformities in the royal family.  The priests – oh, those wretched priests! – the priests would say it is a sign of being touched by the gods.  I would say they are fools, but I know they try to comfort a royal parent.  But Mitti, the real danger cannot be seen with the eye.  One can easily see a deformity of limb, but not so easily a deformity of mind.  Many are horrified of a withered hand, but not I.  It is the mind that counts, it is the mind that I fear.  So the inbreeding of the royal family continued for many generations, and this deformity of mind has increased within the family and has put this kingdom in great danger.  My dear, the royal house of Egypt has become a tribe of imbeciles.” 
 
    I held a careful silence while she sat in thought.  I marveled at the things she uttered; they seemed darksome, not a thing to tell anyone.  I recalled that she had dismissed everyone from our presence, and later when I was alone I knew that she had vouchsafed words to me that meant my death if I ever repeated them.  The Queen had warned me explicitly and expected from me certain discretion, secretiveness, guile.  I also knew that retribution from her would be swift and merciless, her original purpose for me notwithstanding.  It was up to me to learn which way to jump, and quickly. 
 
    She looked up.  “Eh?  What are your thoughts?”  
 
    “Your Majesty, surely the gods –,” I began. 
 
    “The gods!” she cried.  “The goddesses!  They are stories we tell children!  Gods are useless when real work needs to be done.  Gods take too much time and gold to maintain, and for keeping those herds of priests fat, and what do we get from the gods in return?  Droughts, plagues, famines!  Long ago I became dismayed with the gods, of their neglect, their impotence.  My dismay became contempt.  I dared the gods to strike me dead.  I defied them.  I cursed the blackest curses I knew.  They did nothing!  There are no gods, girl, but only whatever powers you can seize and hold, these are your gods.  These are the gods that reward you when you command them.  The gods you think you know are buffoons.  And you would ask these buffoons to heal the ail of the royal family?  You get no remedy from those imposters.  None!”  Pause.  “Say on.  What were you to say of the gods?” 
 
    “Majesty,” I said, “when I learn wisdom from you my heart changes my thoughts.  I shall not speak of the gods and goddesses again.”  I told the Mother Goddess secretly that I would never abandon her. 
 
    “Impossible not to mention them,” she said.  “The people in our world are never far from them, so you will speak of the gods with respect whenever we two are not alone.  You will honor them completely if anyone is about.  Now, what are your thoughts?” 
 
    Slowly.  “Majesty, is there nothing we can do to aid the royal family?” 
 
    Her eyes glinted and I was struck with realization.  She had me!  And my heart cried out, no, not again.  She had maneuvered me yet again into saying what she wanted me to say. 
 
    “Indeed, there are things we can do,” she said, “and I mean we two alone and no one else.  Yes, my dear, you will help the entire kingdom one day, and me.  I believe only you can help as no other, which is why I chose you.  We shall speak on this another time.  But for now I want to prepare you for when you meet Oskhama next week.” 
 
    “Next week!”  I cried, then clapped my hands over my mouth and bowed low.  “Forgive me, your Majesty.  My surprise made me forget protocol.” 
 
    “Never mind, never mind.  Recall what we were just discussing, about the King’s family intermarrying all these generations and never culling the defects.  Now we are blessed with a new ornament on the royal tree.” 
 
    I knew she was referring to the Prince. 
 
    “You will find Oskhama to be – different,” she said.  She paused.  I felt she wanted me to prompt her.   
 
    “In what way, your Majesty?” I asked. 
 
    “He is a boy in the body and a babe in the mind.  When his body becomes a man’s, his mind will still be that of a babe.  I marked this about him many years ago.  Ten years old he is now and still soiling himself; strong enough to walk, yet unable to walk; unable to feed himself as if still an infant; unable to converse even with his nurse, but babbling noise and gibberish, nothing like true speech.  This royal prince of the royal house.”  The last was spoken with intensity.  
 
    My heart sank.  This one was to be my husband.  And the Queen would want me to mate with him to somehow improve the blood of the royal family. 
 
    “I know what you are thinking, girl,” she said.  “You wonder why you are to be wed to an imbecile.” 
 
    It was my very thought, but I hastened in another direction.  “No, your Majesty.  Something else.” 
 
    “Eh?  Speak, then.” 
 
    “Majesty, I would never question your wisdom in these matters.  But you and the King have adopted him as your son and have made him Heir to the throne of Egypt.  One wonders why, if you think him – think him different, that you would want him to inherit the double crown of Upper and Lower Nile and the kingship?” 
 
    “Yes,” she replied, “and it is a good question, and a question that you will hear from others all over the palace if I cannot quash the talk.  It is a question having an answer that I shall give you in time, but not now.” 
 
    I pondered on this for a moment.   I never asked about Oskhama’s father, the Prince Memthoth.  Mother told me what she knew.  Memthoth was married to Princess Henuttaway and in time she bore him a son, Oskhama.  But Memthoth was an unstable character from youth.  In adulthood the instability turned to derangement, and he had bouts of madness and would become quite dangerous to others and to himself.  The Queen had the Prince removed to his estate in the Delta, there to remain under the watchful eye of several physicians, their strong attendants, and armed guards.  I thought, oh, you gods!  What kind of family is this that is supposed to be the divine guardians of the people of Egypt?  The beloved of the very goddesses and gods?  Mother further said that Princess Henuttaway “chose” to join her husband there, although in separate apartments in the mansion.  Few were permitted to enter or leave the estate.  Few at court mentioned Memthoth at all.  Memthoth had several other wives, but they were mere decorations; Mother thought that those marriages had never even been consummated.  The secondary wives could be seen about the court doing their best to amuse themselves.  
 
    “You cannot deny,” the Queen said, “that you are dismayed at the thought of marrying the Prince with this, ah, condition.  This question and the other question about Oskhama becoming Heir Apparent have a common answer.  You will hear all when the time is ripe.  Now I have no more time to spend with you today, and tomorrow we both will be busy with the elevation and betrothal and will never be alone.  But the day after I shall send word to you.  Wait until then and study your lessons.” 
 
    She rose to leave, but added, “By the way, the masters say they are amazed at your intelligence and that you learn lessons more rapidly than any other they have taught.  I am not amazed for I knew your abilities, but I am pleased to hear it all the same.  Now I must leave.  Good day.” 
 
    I prostrated myself as she left.  Another mystery I needed to solve.  Another reason I longed to be back in the arms of Mother. 
 
   
  
 



Mamtuk 
 
      
 
    I smiled sweetly and said, “Forgive me, my lord, but for that you must see the Queen.” 
 
    How amusing it was to see his face drop when the Queen was mentioned.  He bowed and scraped and departed. 
 
    Mother, of course, was right.  No sooner was it announced that I was a princess and betrothed to the Heir different people, usually men, would approach me.  Each had an “important” or “righteous” cause for me to consider.  Some came openly, but most would wait until I passed a place they considered safe, then they would run to me, pulling at my sleeve.  And Mother was also right in what they would want of me, to ask the King for consideration in advancement, to intercede in their favor for this or that boon.   
 
    I learned to say, “Sorry, my lord, please see the Vizier,” or “My pardon, sir, but please see the Chamberlain on that matter.”  If it put them off at all it was for only a short while.  Then I started invoking the Queen’s name.  That stopped them.  I found myself enjoying their dismay when I said it; I was still a child and liked childish games.   
 
    A day came when one man approached me with tears flowing freely, saying his only brother was to be put to death for something-or-other, and only I could save him.  Horrified, I promised to do what I could.  He fell to the floor and kissed my feet, offering the blessings of all the gods.  He repeated over and over the name of the accused, and that he was the brother, and not to forget.   
 
    I left him there and hurried to the Queen’s apartments and sent in word to the Queen asking for an audience, with a short summary of wanting to discuss the case of the accused man.  I gave his name in my message.  I waited and waited for some time, yet was not admitted into her presence, so I sat uneasily as this and that person came and went.  At last her reply came, but in the form of one of her ladies-in-waiting, saying her Majesty could not see me that day.  Frantic, I raced to the courtyard of the Vizier, and asked to be admitted.  The attendant went in to inquire, but came out soon saying the Vizier was not in the palace. 
 
    “What do you mean he is not in the palace?” I asked indignantly.  “I know he is right there, in his chamber.” 
 
    But the attendant did not change his expression.  I told him that I must see the Vizier, and the reason why, and that I needed to help a certain man.  He stood impassively but did not budge. 
 
    I went to the Chamberlain with the same details.  He told me I must see the Vizier.  I went to the assistant to the Chief Priest, who told me I must see the Chamberlain.  In my little heart I felt that if I did not save this man his blood would be on my hands. 
 
    It struck me that I was being put off the same way that I put off others who came asking me for favors.  I dashed this way and that through the courtyards until I tired myself and sank down and seated myself on a doorstep, hot, miserable, close to tears.   
 
    A time passed and then a man approached me and bowed.  He was dressed as a scribe. 
 
    “Who are you?” I asked. 
 
    “Your Highness, I am Mamtuk, a servant of her Majesty.  If it please you, Highness, I would have you accompany me.” 
 
    I jumped up and followed.  Had the Queen changed her mind and agreed to the audience?  But we walked in a direction away from the Queen’s apartments.  We passed several courtyards and into a lesser-used district of the mansion.  He stopped and turned to me. 
 
    “Highness, do you know who I am?” 
 
    “You—you said your name is Mamtuk, in the service of the Queen.” 
 
    “Yes, but do you know for a certainty that I am in her service?” 
 
    I suddenly became afraid.  I had not looked past his scribe’s costume and had taken him at his word, but now I looked into his eyes.  They were cold.  There was no animation in them.  His eyes were as hard as a statue’s.   
 
    “Your Highness,” he said, “I would suggest you always make sure you know to whom you speak.  There are many evildoers in the world and some would wish you harm.  If you were wise you would not have come with me so readily.” 
 
    Now I was certainly afraid.  I backed up slightly, ready to run.  But he had read my thoughts. 
 
    “Do not run,” he said.  “It would do you no good if I were a real evildoer.  Here, read this.” 
 
    He reached out his hand and I saw that a note was in it.  Hesitantly I took it, afraid to get too near. 
 
    It was from the Queen.  Although it was unsigned I recognized her handwriting immediately. 
 
    It said simply, “Follow him.  You will receive a lesson.” 
 
    I looked back at Mamtuk and his terrible eyes.  He took the note back from me and secreted it about himself.  He led on.  We went through another courtyard and into an empty room.  He closed the door behind us and latched it from inside.  Going to the rear of the room he pushed at one of the bricks, and a small door opened in what had appeared to be a blank wall.  He turned and lowered his voice. 
 
    “Highness, I would ask you to be as silent as possible.  Others may hear.” 
 
    We went into a narrow passage many cubits long.  It was so dim I was unsure of my footing.  We stopped and then Mamtuk put his mouth to my ear and whispered. 
 
    “Highness, I shall remove a cover and would have you look through an opening.  There you will receive the lesson.  Utmost silence, please.” 
 
    His hand moved and then suddenly light was streaming into the passage from a small hole in the wall.  I approached and looked through.   
 
    In the room beyond was a man I did not know; he sat cross-legged on the floor drinking beer from a cup.  I watched for many moments, but the man did not seem to be doing anything.  I became restless.  I turned from the hole but Mamtuk urged me to keep looking, so I watched for some time more before the door to the room opened.  Then in walked the very man who had wept so piteously and had kissed my feet in gratitude.  But now he was smiling broadly. 
 
    “Well, I think it might work!” he said cheerfully.  He sat next to the first man. 
 
    “Well?” 
 
    “You should have seen the little bird!  How she flew here and there!  I knew she believed me because her eyes got as round as two cakes.  I followed her as she ran round the palace, trying to see the Queen, the Vizier, the Chamberlain.  She even tried to see the Chief Priest!  I didn’t reckon on that, but so much the better.  She made an infernal nuisance of herself until she was exhausted and just sat down in one of the courtyards, not moving.” 
 
    “And did she use his name?” 
 
    “Yes, everywhere.” 
 
    “Did anyone see you?” 
 
    “No, and I made sure of it.  No one can follow me without my knowing!  And I watched her sitting in that courtyard until I was sure no one was following her either.  Then I slowly made my way here, just another loyal subject strolling about the palace.” 
 
    “Good!  Now for certain that slug will be arrested and thrown into chains next to his brother.  And they both die together!” 
 
    The two men laughed heartily and slurped at their beer.  Mamtuk touched my shoulder and I backed away.  He replaced the cover over the hole and we departed. 
 
    We walked quietly toward more familiar parts of the palace.  Mamtuk was silent.   
 
    “They – ” I began, but Mamtuk shook his head and placed his finger over his lips.  No talking, it said. 
 
    Soon we were in the Queen’s apartments.  A young woman, a lady-in-waiting to the Queen, stood outside the door to the audience chamber.  When she saw me and Mamtuk she said nothing but simply went in to the Queen, closing the door behind her.  Mamtuk sat cross-legged on the floor. 
 
    We waited for some time and watched as several functionaries came and went; eventually the door opened and I could hear men taking their leave of the Queen.  They looked like officers of the guard to me.  They ignored Mamtuk and me; he was a mere scribe while I was obviously just another one of the noble brats cluttering the palace.  They walked past us.  Then Mamtuk rose and entered, I following. 
 
    The Queen sat on her upholstered bench, an open scroll in her hand.  I prostrated myself before her. 
 
    “May your Majesty live forever!” I said. 
 
    The Queen looked about the room.  “You others leave us.  I would talk with the Princess and Mamtuk alone.”   
 
    The ladies-in-waiting and one other scribe rose, bowed, left.  The door was shut firmly. 
 
    “Well, my dear.  Did you learn your lesson?” she asked.   
 
    “I – I don’t know what lesson it is, your Majesty.” 
 
    “Child, you may call me mother now, remember?  Now, if you have not guessed the nature of the lesson, simply tell me what you saw, heard, and what you think.  Only the essentials, dear.  Start from when you looked through the spy hole.” 
 
    She knew we were at the spy hole.  With what speed had she been informed! 
 
    “I – I saw two men, one was a man who had pleaded for the life of his brother, earlier today in the courtyard outside my schoolroom.  But when they were in their own room I could tell he was not the brother of the accused, but was trying to get the real brother put to death as well.” 
 
    “And?” prompted the Queen. 
 
     “And – and they used me to try to do it,” I said slowly.  I had been used! 
 
    “Very good, child,” the Queen said, “What other lesson did you learn?” 
 
    I thought furiously.  This was no guessing game.  She meant for me to learn something, and to comprehend the lesson with my own intellect.  I was sure she did not want to hear of my scrambling about the palace, pestering the officials.   
 
    “That – that they tried to have a man killed by – by pleading for the life of his brother?  I am trying to understand how this can be.” 
 
    “I don’t fault you, child, that you can’t unravel this,” said the Queen.  “This plan of theirs was subtle and probably built around your lack of knowledge of the laws dealing with crime.  The brother of the accused – the real brother – did come to court and pleaded with the Vizier, the King’s deputy, to have the accused pardoned.  This was denied.  Our laws say that when an appeal to the King is denied, there can be no other appeal – that is, an appeal made to an official of the court – on pain of receiving the same punishment as the convicted, whatever that punishment may be.  Their whole plan rested on their gamble of having you unaware of this law or that an appeal had already been made.  You ran about all over the palace, babbling the name of a man who was, apparently, making a new and unlawful appeal.  You see now?  If you were believed, an innocent man would have been put to death.  Yes, my dear, you were used.  And remember this!  Burn it into your heart!  Others will try to use you as well.  Learn, child, or, well, let’s not think of what may happen if you do not learn.” 
 
    I understood.  I also understood something else.  I had several schoolmasters, but the Queen’s lessons were far more consequential and that she was taking time to give them me herself.  Another lesson was learned which I kept to myself, that the goings-on in the palace were always watched, and that these goings-on were reported to the Queen with remarkable speed.   
 
    “Now, girl, tell me what you think of Mamtuk.” 
 
    I looked up.  Mamtuk sat quietly staring straight ahead; he had not moved a muscle since he sat down on the floor when we entered the Queen’s apartments.  In his scribe’s clothing, his shaven head, and the ink stains on his hands, he was just another scribe.   
 
    “My mother, I learned that Mamtuk is not as he seems.  He is no scribe.” 
 
    “Excellent!” she exulted.  “Very good!  Marvelous!  I knew you had abilities, and now you have proven yourself a cleverer little monkey than I had hoped.  Tell me how you knew that Mamtuk was no scribe.” 
 
    I looked again at Mamtuk, who had not moved his position or changed the direction of his stare. 
 
    “He made me afraid of him,” I said.  “While we were walking he suddenly stopped and looked me in the eye, and then began talking to me without my having acknowledged him, as polite manners dictate.  Then he told me I should not have trusted him so easily.  I cannot think that a scribe sent on an errand would have spoken to a royal princess so boldly.” 
 
    “Good.  Now, look at Mamtuk.  What do you see?” 
 
    I looked again at Mamtuk.  This time he regarded me steadily as I looked at him.  Again the cold eyes. 
 
    “My mother, he is dressed as a scribe for a reason.  I have noticed that when officials are talking to each other, they ignore the scribes as if they were not there.  But the scribes are people, and can hear everything.  So, Mamtuk is able to sit at your feet and take in everything.” 
 
    “Very observant.  And?” again she prompted. 
 
    “If he is with you much of the time, and would listen to all the court business, yet knows all that occurs in the palace, and knows where the spy holes are, then, then…” 
 
    “Say on.” 
 
    “Then, my mother, I am thinking he is your spy master.” 
 
    “Aha!  Wonderful!” she exclaimed, very pleased.  “Now listen carefully.  Your parents are two of the most honest people I know, and you grew up like them.  People who know nothing but honesty are very gullible and are always taken unawares, to their undoing, as it was almost to your undoing today.  You made a mistake because of your honesty.  However, you redeemed yourself by solving the puzzle, although after the fact.  A simple child or even a straightforward adult could not have done this so quickly.  Now that you have learned the lesson, memorize it.  You had better be able to solve puzzles before you are duped, not after.  Your every waking moment from now until the end of your days will be in trying to solve puzzles.” 
 
    These were very deep words I needed to think on. 
 
    “My mother, what will become of those two men?  I mean the ones who tried to dupe me?” 
 
    “Those two men will be arrested and will never know who betrayed them.” 
 
    The unease on my face caught her eye. 
 
    “What is it, girl?” 
 
    “Majesty.  My mother.  I don’t want to be a part of this.  I mean solving puzzles and avoiding duplicity and looking through spy holes.  And least of all do I want to be part of having men arrested and punished.  I do not want to be part of this, even to a small degree.” 
 
    “You are already a part of this,” she said.   
 
    Her face held an intensity I could not ignore.  I listened carefully.   
 
    “Do you want to be predator or prey?” she asked.  “I know you; you do not want to be predator, but I assure you that you will not enjoy being prey.  This has become your life, even now.  A serpent may squirm out of an old skin, but you will never squirm out of your new life; you are here and that is that.  And now you need lessons in what happens at this court, and today we had real lessons, not from a book, but actual events with flesh-and-blood people.  And you have also been vouchsafed a rarity, to observe a conspiracy as it unfolds.  Do not spurn this lesson.  Learn from it and you will live long.” 
 
    “Yes, my mother, I shall learn,” I almost said that I would do my best, but knew her enough by now to know that this answer was always unacceptable to her.  I continued, “My mother, what will happen to the others, the accused and his brother?” 
 
    “The accused will be put to death as he was sentenced; the King’s justice is not to be denied.  His brother will not be harmed, he has done nothing.  Oh, he will grieve and be outraged, and perhaps aim curses at the King, but I know him.  He lacks the gumption to take vengeance on the King’s justice.   
 
    I had a new thought. 
 
    “My mother, if I may ask something,” I said, “If the brother were ever informed of how near death he came from the conspiracy, how would he behave?  I am sure he would be grateful, but how would you have him show it?” 
 
    A very rare smile appeared on her face, a wide smile with beautiful white teeth, as radiant as the Sun god Ra himself, and I could see that the stories about her youth were true, that she had once been a startling beauty. 
 
    “You see, Mamtuk?” she cried triumphantly.  “Eleven years old and the equal of anyone else in the palace.  This child I picked.  And you see the wisdom of my choice.  So, child?  How do you think he would show his gratitude?” 
 
    “My mother, different people have different ways.  If I knew him better, I may be able to guess.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “My mother?” 
 
    “And if you knew him better, what of it?” she asked. 
 
    “Then, my mother,” I said slowly, “perhaps I would ask him to do something for me in return, equal to his abilities.” 
 
    “Daughter!” she said, obviously happy.  “Rise!  Come here!  Kiss me!”  I went to her as she offered her cheek to me.  I felt exultation that I had pleased her so well.  Deep in my heart an accusing voice disapproved. 
 
    “Now, my dear, I would love to have you sit next to me all day and we would talk, but today I cannot – I am far too busy and this afternoon’s interlude has put me behind.  So, sorry, child, I must ask you to leave.  But before you go, what do you think of my spy master’s abilities?” 
 
    I looked again.  Mamtuk could be the Sphinx for all his inscrutability and his eyes of stone. 
 
    “My mother, the man who duped me was unaware that we were watching through the spy hole before he even arrived, yet he boasted to his friend that no one can follow him.  But Mamtuk knew exactly where to find him.  Also, as I sat in the courtyard for some time, not knowing what to do, the man said he watched me there.  Therefore, Mamtuk knew to the moment when the man went away and only then he approached me.  His abilities are superb.” 
 
    “That is Mamtuk’s talent,” said the Queen.  “He is the most valuable servant of this kingdom.  What else do you see in him?” 
 
    Mamtuk stared impassively into the distance. 
 
    “His eyes hold no pity,” I said.  “I fear him.” 
 
   
  
 



Oskhama 
 
      
 
    Three years passed. 
 
    Magnificent were the mansions of the palace, and the apartments lovely and enticing.  Yet every mansion, every courtyard, and almost all the apartments had secret ways, hidden rooms, and spy holes.  I would never have known where to find these secret rooms had not the Queen herself ordered Mamtuk to have one of his servants show me.  It was one of the few times she specifically told me to hold my tongue about everything I saw.  She did not need to threaten me – I knew what would happen if I disobeyed, and she knew that I knew.   
 
    It was the Great King Ahmose of divine memory who had caused this palace to be built when he ascended the throne in his youth.  The architects designed the buildings in the manner of the king’s bidding, for the Great King wanted one place to house all the important nobles in the land, and to keep an eye on them without their knowing.  Hidden passages were cunningly planned such that few could guess that a passage was secreted between walls.  The hapless architects who designed the palace all died the day the last brick was laid – the secret was known to very few although many surmised its existence; I found that my own apartments had a spy hole as well, looking into the main chamber.  The other rooms did not.   
 
    “These apartments of mine were once the apartments of the Great King,” the Queen said.  “For all the crafty design of the rest of the palace, the Great King made sure his own apartments had no spy holes or secret vantage points.  There is one passage alone as an escape tunnel but cannot be used to spy on this apartment.” 
 
    There was a network of spies.  Mamtuk the spy master had many at his bidding; they in turn had others to listen and report, but these were unaware of anyone else at this work except the one to whom they reported.  I thought this strange at first until I surmised that with the spies unaware of each other, the Queen and Mamtuk would be able to spy on their own spies!  The network reached out until hardly a street in the King’s city did not have someone watching, hearing, reporting.  And in every city of importance in the land there were at least one, two, or a dozen busily observing.  It was the vast web of a spider, and each strand on the web was unaware of the next strand.  But every small quiver on the web was felt by the spider sitting in the middle.  Thus the Queen sat in her web, feeling each tug and shudder. 
 
    It was therefore with only small surprise that I learned the Queen could quash rumors, or allow them to continue, or even create rumors she wanted spread.   
 
    The Queen told me about her own ladies-in-waiting.  “Three of them are actually under the supervision of Mamtuk.  There are times a lovely woman can coax information from a man during pillow talk, after a man has sated his lust with her.  And these ladies of mine are very skilled with men.  I know.  I watch now and then.”  
 
    Again and again I was bewildered as to why she allowed me to see these things.  Yet I marveled at how well she managed things and slowly came to know by myself all that I had been told, that it was she who ruled the kingdom.  And her rule was superlative.   
 
    I had a household of my own, a lovely set of apartments taking up an entire courtyard with a splendid colonnade all round.  The rooms and chambers seemed uncountable to me there were so many, and with the apartments was almost an army of servants.  The apartments had a large bath near the main chamber; no longer would I ever need to go to the River to bathe.  In time several ladies-in-waiting – young women of noble family – were also assigned to my household, and each brought one or two attendants with them, usually slaves, almost all women except for one eunuch.  They, together with my personal handmaiden, my scribes and functionaries, the household workers, cleaners, cooks and servers of food made a small crowd.  My apartments housed about forty people.  In addition, there were several other workers, guards, and schoolmasters, who did not live in my apartments but would arrive every day to attend me. 
 
    Puberty came in the months that followed my installation into the palace; menses occurred; my chest developed thin pads; I grew taller yet always remained short in stature compared to others.  Along with the growth came new, strange feelings inside my heart and body, stirrings that had never occurred before, and surprised I was when I became aware of them.  A feeling that was quite unexpected was when I regarded my ladies-in-waiting in a new light.   
 
    One sees nakedness here and there when walking about.  There are tasks that are dirty; it is much easier to wash the body than to wash the clothes, so it seems logical for us Egyptians to remove our clothes when we needed to work on something grimy.  Also, women sometimes wear diaphanous gowns so that they can reveal the beauty of their bodies along with the beauty of their makeup and hair, especially unmarried women who want to attract men.  Nakedness is nothing.  As I grew older however, and when the new sensations inside me made themselves known, I found that I became fascinated with the loveliness of women.  I would study their faces, their eyes, their long necks.  Now I had apartments with a large bathing chamber, and when my ladies and I would bathe I would find myself staring at them as we splashed in the water of the bath large enough to hold six of us easily.  They were all young women, ranging in age from fourteen to seventeen – older than myself, more developed – and the suppleness of their long legs and small breasts would capture my heart as I watched, and after bathing we would massage each other and I took pleasure when I would stroke them with long strokes, up and down their bodies.  When I would be massaged in turn there were times I felt stirrings inside me as if my loins were swelling up like the throat of a frog getting ready to croak.  Lying in my bed in the dark I would see these pictures of beautiful women in my heart, the warmth would rise inside me, and a night came when I reached down my hand and stroked my loins and felt delicious tension gaining, gaining, until a rush of pleasure surged through me. 
 
    However pretty my ladies-in-waiting were, I was seldom at my apartments during the day, and when I was I was usually busy with some work given me by the Queen and I would shut myself in a small chamber, away from the distractions.  I was told by one of my ladies that I was not as they expected.  According to my ladies, royal princesses were not required to work so much on tedious paperwork, or to get so many letters and messages, or to receive different people on this or that business.  Royal princesses, they said, should have a life of leisure and to provide a charming complement at social gatherings.  My ladies further said that I received far too many lessons and had too much book learning on all kinds of boring subjects, and that I had so many private meetings with the Queen, and what were we discussing?  Tell us, please? 
 
    Of course, I would smile and say nothing.  One of my ladies asked once too often about my business with the Queen.  I sent her packing, back to her family in whatever backwater town it was from which she came.  The others took the lesson and never asked questions again.  I suppose they became happy that I was absent most of the day, and they could amuse themselves the way they wanted and did not have to defer to me.  As lovely as they were there were times I would have preferred to do without my ladies at all.  I so longed for, after a busy and tiring day, to return to quiet and solitude and not to the chattering and laughing.  The Queen explained, however, that it is expected of a royal princess to have ladies-in-waiting, and that they all be of noble blood, and in this way honor their loyal fathers.  But when the Queen and I were alone she said that each of those empty-headed geese was chosen for a reason, that each would be an unwitting hostage to ensure the good behavior of the parents. 
 
    The education given me by the masters was superb but the learning I received from the Queen herself was beyond price and always practical.  I recall when she started having me in the same room with her to listen to conversations with the most important personages in the kingdom about very delicate subjects.  And these personages would never even notice me.  The Queen would have me sit cross-legged on the floor strumming a lyre when they entered the room, and they would talk at length as if I were not there.  At times the Queen would raise her voice to me. 
 
    “Cease that racket, girl!” she would demand.  “We are talking.” 
 
    This was her signal for me to stop playing the lyre and sit quietly, with eyes downcast.  I was expected to listen to every word and know that later in my private conversation with the Queen she would ask me every detail of their discussions – sometimes asking me to give a word-for-word recital, and then she would want to know my opinion of their conclusions.  Of course, she had no need of my opinion; she wanted to know if I understood everything completely. 
 
    Also, the Queen was thrifty by nature.  She could be opulent when the occasion demanded, even extravagant if there were a benefit to be gained, or an advantage to be had over another.  However, she never spent much on herself except for maintaining the persona of Queen of Egypt.  Left to herself she was quite careful in her accounts, and this extended to her practice of telling the cook to serve her leftovers whenever she dined alone. 
 
    There was one extravagance, however, in which she routinely indulged.  This was in the sending of short notes.  Most people will write notes on shards, broken bits of pottery – after all, papyrus is very expensive and a note is just a note, to be thrown out later.  The Queen would not use shards.  She would write her notes on unused papyrus – not used papyrus with the previous words scraped off – but new, unused sheets of the finest quality, the thinnest and smoothest writing paper that could be bought.  These notes would be dashed off and then cut from the sheet and sent by messenger.  Then I found out why. 
 
    She was in the habit of never signing her name or elaborating on whatever was the subject of the note.  This was no problem for me since I had known the handwriting of the Queen for some time and whenever I received a note from her I did not need to be told from whom it came.  The shortness of the messages could be cryptic unless one knew the Queen; her notes were always with the fewest words.  Also, she would insist on the note being returned to her, either by the messenger or the one receiving it.  One day I received a note and I had held on to it.  The next time I was with the Queen she asked for the note to be returned.  I gave it her, and she immediately held it to the nearest lamp until it was ablaze, then laid it onto a nearby plate. 
 
    She smiled at my bemusement, and said, “You need a mallet to smash a shard of pottery.” 
 
    Those few words told all.  So she burned the notes.  No signature, notes that had barely any information, and she watched the notes burn in her presence.  This was another lesson meant for me, how security must extend to every detail. 
 
    One day I received the following note:  “Let’s talk about your husband.” 
 
    My betrothed.  I saw Prince Oskhama occasionally, and the first time I visited him was a few days after my elevation and betrothal, and I remembered the occasion well.  
 
    *** 
 
    Years before, the Queen had me accompany her to Oskhama’s apartments so that I could meet the Prince.  I remembered her warnings of him being “different”, so I expected the worst.  We arrived at a courtyard farther away from the center of the palace; the courtyard was as gaily decorated as the others, but with paintings cunningly selected to be attractive to children.  Many pictures of monkeys, rabbits, and doves adorned the walls and the columns were painted to look as if acrobats and jugglers were attempting to climb to the roof.  But present in the courtyard were several guards.   
 
    Just outside one of the chambers the Queen turned to me. 
 
    “I would have you remember that you are now a royal princess of Egypt and ask you to comport yourself as one,” she said.  
 
    We entered.  Inside were several attendants, all women, who rose to their feet, then prostrated themselves before the Queen.  She addressed one of them as they lay prone. 
 
    “Is the child well?” she asked. 
 
    “May your Majesty live forever!” the woman replied.  “He is well today, your Majesty.  In fact, he has had a very good day.  Very cheerful.” 
 
    “I am glad,” the Queen replied.  “Take us to him.” 
 
    We entered a room within and there was a boy, my betrothed, my husband, sitting on a chair.  He was much smaller than me, even though we were almost the same age.  His head and face were of expected proportions, but his countenance was unnerving for me to see; not twisted or awry, but settled into an expression unfamiliar to me, the eyes oddly straining to look sideways, the head cocked at an angle.  The chair upon which he sat was one about which I had heard but had never seen before except in a picture; it had a board behind the seat so that one could lean back and not fall off, also two small platforms on either side were built onto it as a place to rest the arms.  He seemed to be tied to the chair, but with comfortable, loose windings of a soft cloth.  I instantly guessed it was to prevent him from falling, and not meant to pinion him in one place.  He rocked to and fro, occasionally calling out in a voice not unlike a cooing babe.  When he saw the Queen he smiled broadly. 
 
    “Ah-ah!” he cried.  “Ah-ah!”  He was clearly delighted at her visit. 
 
    “Yes, yes, dear!” the Queen replied with a warm smile, one I had never seen on her before.  “It is Grandma coming to visit!” 
 
    She embraced him and kissed both his cheeks. 
 
    In the many long years I knew Queen Sekma I had never seen her act tenderly to anyone in the whole world, except to this boy whom she would have drowned at birth. 
 
    “Nurse tells me how you have been a good boy today.  I am proud of you!”  She sat beside him and held his hand. 
 
    “Ah-ah!” cried Oskhama again.  He obviously relished these visits from his “Ah-ah”, his Grandma.   
 
    She sat with him a few moments and pretended she understood his cooing and babbling; she smiled and nodded and at times would say, “Is that so?  Well, what do you think of that?”  
 
    After a bit the Queen said to him, “I want you to meet someone, dear.  Here is Khametnefer, your wife, and she will be a sister to you.  Come near, Khametnefer, sit down next to him and hold his hand.” 
 
    I was at first quite reluctant, from repugnance, yes, but mostly fear.  But the Queen’s wishes were never to be denied.  I sat down and took his hand. 
 
    The Queen looked up.  “You others may leave us.  I shall call you soon.” 
 
    I could tell that the chief nurse was unwilling to leave, but slowly, lastly, she left with the others, closing the door behind her.  The Queen noted this, too.   
 
    “That one, that nurse, thinks Oskhama belongs to her,” she said.   
 
    At first I thought the Queen would be upset, but no. 
 
    “She is competent and thorough,” said the Queen, “and caring to the point that she would die for him, as if he were her own son.  She is very valuable and will be well rewarded.  That is the one I need in charge here.” 
 
    “And now,” continued the Queen, “what do you think of your husband?” 
 
    I held Oskhama’s hand; the repugnance had worn off.  Despite his “difference” as the Queen called it, he was not bad looking as a boy and seemed so responsive to kindness and good cheer.  I knew the Queen wanted me to answer and would have no platitudes or false admiration.  What to say? 
 
    “My mother, here is a man I think will never make me afraid or distrustful,” I said. 
 
    “Oh, tosh!” she said.  But I think she accepted the answer. 
 
    After that day I returned to visit several times each month.  He seemed to recognize me, and one day when I entered he cried, “Kam!  Kam!” 
 
    It was adorable!   
 
    *** 
 
    Now after three years she summoned me to talk about him.  At the appointed time I hurried to her apartments, arriving at the very moment I was expected.  I had found that the Queen’s business sometimes took longer than expected so usually I would have to wait.  Sometimes there were several of us waiting outside her audience chamber for our appointed times, but one must never be late! This time my wait was not overly long and I was ushered into her presence.  After the usual formulas the Queen dismissed everyone else. 
 
    “Khametnefer, my dear.  Come sit,” she said, patting beside her on the bench. 
 
    I sat beside her and took her hand in my lap.   
 
    “I had a long discussion with Oskhama’s nurse today,” she began.  “I won’t tell you the details, only the essentials.  Yesterday the nurse observed Oskhama toying with his penis.  He has done this before, but this time it was fully erect and he successfully expelled his seed.” 
 
    She paused.  I could almost calculate what she was about to say. 
 
    She continued.  “It means he is able to consummate his marriage, so we shall announce the nuptials soon.” 
 
    I was silent for some time. 
 
    “Well, don’t you like him?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes, I like him, my mother,” I replied slowly, trying to think of the best words to use.  “But consummation?  I am not sure if this is a good thing.” 
 
    “I rather expected you to say something like that,” she said.  “Tell me why.” 
 
    “Many reasons, my mother, difficult for me to explain.  I know my own complaint would not be enough; if I were matched to an oaf, or a boor, or a complete bastard my complaints would be unheeded and I would have to put up with the mating whether I will or no.  But I think mating with Oskhama would be wrong – for him!  I can’t explain why, but it would be wrong for him, not me.  It would almost be playing a vicious prank on him because he is unaware and cannot defend himself.” 
 
    “Go on,” she prompted. 
 
    “Another reason is one I also cannot explain,” I continued.  “When you told me of the ail of the royal family, that the inbreeding is a danger to our kingdom, I believed you.  But if I did mate with Oskhama, what kind of child would we make?  If the Goddess is kind the child would be whole.  But if not, isn’t the problem with the royal family now compounded?” 
 
    “Yes, Khametnefer, the problem would be perpetuated.” 
 
    “Then why, my mother, after what you said, would you want me to mate with him?” 
 
    I should have known she would have a plan.  She began to speak and at first I thought she had changed the subject, yet what she spoke was entirely the subject. 
 
    “In all other kingdoms in the world,” she began, “a woman is the chattel of some man, either a father or a husband or an elder brother.  She cannot own land or slaves, nor have a business.  She cannot choose lovers for herself unless she is a prostitute, for if she took a lover then the man who owned her would have her stoned to death.  In our Egypt, however, a woman has more freedom.  She can own her own house or business, although she must give it to her husband if she ever married.  With impunity she can take lovers before she is wed.  If she takes a lover while married there is social ostracism, yes, and perhaps a divorce, but she remains unharmed and within the law.  If she grew to maturity without her parents making a match for her or if she became a widow, she is completely free.  But when dealing with a foreign man you will find he will not pay attention to you as the men of Egypt do.  It is because you are a woman.  It is degrading to a foreign man to even speak to a woman at all, much less to treat a woman as an equal.  Remember this, because over the years you will be meeting many foreigners, especially envoys and legations from other kingdoms, and you will need to speak with them on official business, and you will find them reluctant at first, because you are not a man.  You must learn to play this game with them, that they think you inferior and speak to you only because they must, but you must also learn how to wrap a foreigner round your little finger!  There are wiles you must learn to have a man do your bidding and all the while make him think it is his own idea.  You must learn these wiles if you are to make your way through this world where men are in command.” 
 
    “Why, my mother, do we need to deal with foreigners at all?” I asked her. 
 
    She answered, “We cannot ignore them any more than a small householder can ignore a neighbor, nor can we shun them any more than any person can shun the shopkeepers who sell bread, fruits, and beer.  Egypt is a great land and outside is a howling wilderness, but we still must treat with those savages.  We must cultivate them and make them think that they are our equals.  As if they were!  We must make them think they are our very superiors until we have them completely bound to our will.  Remember this!  It is time for you to practice on some of the unimportant ambassadors we receive now and then.” 
 
    She must have seen the expression on my face. 
 
    “No, no!” she said.  “I never said you were to mate with them!  I meant for you to practice using skills of persuasion, of diplomacy, of treating with men who would disdain speaking with a woman while in their own homeland, and then getting them to listen and to agree with you.  I shall show you what I mean.  You will need this training, so listen and learn carefully, as it is a skill you will need for the rest of your life.  But for this particular task I have in mind this is where it leads.  Next year will arrive an embassy from the kingdom of Nazkap.  It is not so much a kingdom as a satrapy of the Akkadian Empire, but important for us for the copper and tin they have in abundance.  It is actually cheaper to buy from them and transport the ores down the coast of the Great Sea than for us to mine the little bit we can scratch out of the mountains of Sinai.  They speak the language of the Akkadians, so your language lessons must be intensified.  I know you speak it well, but you must be perfect in their tongue by the time they come, and to read and write their cuneiform with ease.  Among those in the embassy is a certain chieftain, a captain of their soldiers.  I knew his father well many years ago.  This captain is of particular interest to us.”  She paused in thought, almost in a reverie.   
 
    “My mother, how so?” I prompted. 
 
    “Eh?” she rubbed her brow, then continued.  “Yes.  The father of this captain was the Lord Nash-ust-kazuk.  He was the ambassador who visited us many years ago although he had a different title then.  I could discern he was of noble blood; strong of personality, robust of body, very intelligent, very confident, never intimidated.  But not blustering; he was adroit in speaking to any and all; very charming when he wanted to be.  His knowledge of many things was admirable and he would converse with philosophers with ease.  He and his wife stayed here for a time.” 
 
    Her words trailed off again as her memories took her back. 
 
    “My mother?” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” she caught herself.  “The son, I am sure, is no less the man than the father.  And the mother!  If you knew the mother you would have my confidence in the son.  She, too, was a personality.  The Lady Beni-mos, her name.  Very bright and self-assured, and well educated; she even spoke our language.  Very few foreigners bother to learn Egyptian.  Never was it heard for a woman of her land to be like her, and she was an exception, to the Akkadians and to us.  Both the wife and husband had strong personalities.  And their quarrels!  Their quarrels were monumental.  Yet they were devoted to each other for all that.  They were very unusual for people of their land – a striking pair – and their stock had absolutely none of the foolish inbreeding that has tainted our own line of royals.  Those two had all the ingredients for making an excellent child, and that would be the son, Bak-ash-kazuk.  I am ready to wager that he will be a superior specimen.  He is the captain of whom I spoke.” 
 
    “And this captain, my mother, why is he of interest?” 
 
    She regarded me steadily for a moment.  Then I knew she had a task for me unlike any other she had ever commanded me to do. 
 
    “He will father your first child,” she said. 
 
   
  
 



Bak 
 
      
 
    The attendant lowered his voice to speak confidentially.   
 
    “Rumor has it, my lord, that the Prince and Princess are a very fond couple, and spend as much time as possible happily thumping away at each other like two jolly rabbits!”  
 
     I giggled and had to catch myself before they heard me through the spy hole.  The Queen had told me how easy it was to spread rumors, and here was proof.   
 
    I had asked permission from the Queen to spy on this foreigner she had chosen for me, to see what manner of man he was, before she sent me on my mission.  He was speaking accented, but recognizable Egyptian to the attendant who brought him to his room.  Most of the retinue from Nazkap were housed in the city, but the emissary and his closest officers were to stay in the palace – in rooms carefully chosen by Mamtuk and the Queen, of course.  The attendant answered the captain’s questions about the most important royalty at the palace, which eventually included me. 
 
     “And what you may have heard about the Prince being a simpleton is not at all true,” continued the attendant.  “I saw him once in a procession as he and his consort, the Princess, were held high on their palanquin.  Her arms were wrapped round him tightly and you could see his smile was broad with pleasure.  He looked so noble and majestic I could have wept for pride.  And he was returning the embrace of his consort in such an endearing manner, for all the world like a man in love.” 
 
    “Hmf, my mother and father claimed they loved each other, but the only thing I remember is the screaming,” said the foreigner. 
 
    “And I understand the King is not in the city,” the Akkadian continued.  “A pity I shall not meet him.  And he will not return until when?” 
 
    “My lord, the King returns for the Festival of Flooding next year.” 
 
    “Festival of Flooding,” repeated the foreigner.  “In all other countries a flood is considered a calamity, a punishment from the gods, a woe against which we pray.  But here a flood means a time of thanksgiving to the gods, and celebrations and merry frolics.  Such a strange, upside-down world you have here.  I must remember how the River Nile is so important to Egypt.” 
 
    “My lord, it would be more accurate to say that the River Nile is Egypt.  No Nile, no Egypt.” 
 
    “Hmm, yes.  Tell me,” Bak asked the attendant, “how is it one tells relationships here?  Everyone calls each other ‘brother, sister, father, or mother’ but I know they are not related.  I get quite muddled trying to sort it out.  How do you Egyptians tell each other apart?” 
 
    The attendant smiled.  “Ah, my lord, that is our way.  And I can tell how it would cause confusion to a guest from far away.  I can only suggest you think that no one is related to anyone else at all.” 
 
    “Right.  Well.  Should I call everyone ‘brother’ when I talk with them?” 
 
    “My lord,” replied the attendant, “I suggest not.  You are a guest and no one expects you to understand.  Simple good manners should be enough.  Don’t worry.  We Egyptians do not mount our high horse and get upset if foreign people get the titles wrong.” 
 
    I had seen enough.  I was trying to see if he was the “superior specimen” that the Queen was predicting.  He was certainly a good physical specimen, but as for his intellect that could not be judged from his gossip with the attendant.  I noted that he had taken the trouble to learn Egyptian, this counted for something.  It would have to do.  I left and returned to the Queen’s apartment to complete the plan with her. 
 
    *** 
 
    The planning for this task with the foreigner began shortly before the nuptials with Prince Oskhama.  The Queen told me the part of how the consummation between me and the Prince would proceed.  The Queen wanted it to be known – through rumor of course – that I would mate with the Prince often, not just on the night of the nuptials, yet she expressly forbade me ever to have a child by the Prince, which meant that I must never mate with him at all.  And if the charade with the Prince went on for a good while, the Queen had ample time to go forward with the second part of the plan, that someone of the Queen’s choosing would sire a child upon me, all the while having the world believe that the Prince was the father.  She had a list of candidates for that task; it was merely a question of which arrangement was the best that could be made.  When she received notice from the Satrap of Nazkap requesting that their trade embassy be received in Egypt, she found on the list of those making up the legation one of the better candidates for siring the child.  She immediately began preparations and kept them moving.  After all, she only had a year to have everything ready. 
 
    After the Queen had learned that Oskhama had begun indulging in a fumbling sort of masturbation, and much to the unspoken dismay of the chief nurse, the date of the nuptials was announced and preparations were made.  The Queen, behind the scenes as usual, made sure the ceremony would be brief and attended by only a few. 
 
    One of the Queen’s ladies-in-waiting – one who reported to Mamtuk – gave me some advice on helping with a certain detail.  She was not told the whole plan, of course, for that would be a secret shared between only two in all of Egypt, the Queen and me.       
 
    “After the consummation we shall make it appear as if you mate with the Prince often,” the Queen said.  “You will attend the Prince at least twice or three times a week.  When you do, tell the attendants to leave you two alone until called – let them think you only like to mate without any onlookers.  They will be content with that.  Then call them in after an hour or two, then you may go back to your own apartments.  You will continue this for as long as I tell you, even if it goes on for years.” 
 
    “Yes, my mother.”  My heart took in the implications, that the Queen had forced a mock marriage upon me, that she was using Oskhama as an unwitting accomplice 
 
    The nuptials went as planned, very few in attendance but enough that an announcement could be made.  That night the procession of the nuptials led me to the Prince’s chamber, with much singing and happy demonstration.  It was a tradition that all the parents would attend the consummation so that all would be satisfied that it had taken place satisfactorily.  However, with the Prince and me only the Queen and two nurses were present as witnesses. 
 
    “Kam!” Oskhama cried happily when he saw us, and, “Ah-ah!” 
 
    While the nurses watched the Queen handed me a small, clean cloth.  This was for the ancient custom whereby a young woman, on her wedding night, would catch the blood of her maidenhead as proof that her virginity was taken from her by her husband alone.  A stupid tradition, it seemed to me, and easily faked.  And what of the poor girl who had no blood the first time she mated?  I knew of many.  And the tradition itself had fallen from fashion such that very few bothered with it anymore.  But the Queen insisted.  The Prince was laid on his back and his clothing removed.  He seemed concerned.   
 
    I bent over and said gently, “Do not fear, my husband, my dearest Prince.  I won’t harm you.  We shall be happy for a time.” 
 
    Using the technique given me by the Queen’s lady, I touched him here and there in certain ways until Oskhama’s member stood up erect – indeed the witnesses could see it.  I then removed my own clothing and straddled him, again following the suggestions I received, and it appeared as if he entered me.  But he had not. 
 
    The Queen rose and came over.  Now our sleight-of-hand made its final move, and the Queen deftly exchanged the clean cloth she had given me for an identical one with what appeared to be fresh bloodstains on it.  The Queen held it up. 
 
    “The proof,” the Queen said to the witnesses.  “Come.  Everyone.  I shall send this to her father that no one may question the righteousness of this marriage.  Let the Prince and Princess finish in privacy.” 
 
    Everyone left.  Oskhama, puzzled, looked up at me.  I smiled at him and stroked his cheek. 
 
    “There, there, little one!” I said.  “Wasn’t that fun?  We just played a trick on everyone, just you and me.” 
 
    He smiled back.  He seemed the least bit uncomfortable and looked down at his erect member, so I took it in my hand and stroked it until he expelled his seed.  He seemed happier then, relaxed and ready for sleep.  I waited with him until he nodded off. 
 
    There came to be a new phase in my life.  Several times a week I would go to Oskhama’s apartments and dismiss the attendants from the bedchamber for an hour.  Then I would simply embrace the Prince, talk to him sweetly, sing him a song or two until he fell asleep, then summon the attendants before retiring to my apartments.  The Prince seemed to become attached to me and showed signs of joy whenever I arrived.  I was kind to him, how could I be otherwise?  He had feelings like anyone else, and he of all the people in the palace was one with whom I felt safest, and he never made a man’s demand on me but would go right to sleep every time, without the mating.  In truth, I found myself becoming fond of my husband and solicitous of his wellbeing, often consulting the chief nurse on this or that matter.  It mattered not that he was Heir to the King, that he was of royal blood.  I cared for him as a human.   
 
    While the Queen’s private rumor mill worked I continued my pretense with the Prince for a year, until the foreigner came.   
 
    *** 
 
    I slipped unseen from the hidden passage.  In the dim light outside the chamber of the foreigner I could barely see the door.  I listened carefully and heard him stirring.  I knocked, he asked who it was. 
 
    “My lord,” I said, “my name is Tanis.  I am a young woman who lives near this palace.  I would lie down with you tonight if you would have me.” 
 
    The door opened quickly and a hand grabbed my arm.   
 
    “About time!” he cried.  “I was about to send for one of those pig-eating stewards and ask where the women were being hidden.  I thought they had forgotten about me.” 
 
    I was pulled into the dark room and the door was shut firmly.  He swiftly reached out and pulled me to him in a rough embrace. 
 
    “I’ve been without a woman for too long and Egyptian hospitality is none to my liking.  Come here.” 
 
    His hands groped at me and one was thrust inside the bodice of my gown. 
 
    “Why, you are a mere child,” he said, “such small tits!  How old?  Eleven?  Twelve?” 
 
    “If it please you my lord, I am fourteen,” I said. 
 
    “Truly?  You seem too small in the body to be that old.  Well, better this than that time at what’s-his-name’s city.  They trotted in an aged cow for me to have my so-called pleasure.  She had hardly a tooth in her head and empty bags for breasts.  I told her to go and fetch her granddaughter.  She left, but never came back, neither her nor the granddaughter.” 
 
    His laugh was an irritating guffaw.  Much too loud. 
 
    He groped at me more.  “And you tremble so.  You don’t have the bearing of a prostitute of the Temple.  Are you one of the house girls?” 
 
    “No, my lord.” 
 
    “Let me go and get a lamp that is lit,” he said.  “It is rather dim in here for me to see you clearly.” 
 
    “Please, my lord.  I beg you not to bother.” 
 
    “Ah!  You tremble because you are shy.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord.” 
 
    “But I would look upon your loveliness.  I like ‘em young!   I’ll get the lamp.” 
 
    “Please, my lord, I beseech you!” I said.  The Queen had been most specific.  Under no circumstances was Bak-ash-kazuk to see me in clear light.  He had not seen the Princess Khametnefer yet and was not to meet her at all on his visit, but one needed to have great care in case he did.  What should I do?  Flee? 
 
    “All right, then, little bat-in-the-dark!” he said.  “I would touch your loveliness if I cannot see it.  You won’t deny me that, would you?”   
 
    “No, my lord.”  
 
    The pawing went on for some time.   
 
    “Come to think of it,” he said, “you are speaking my own language.  How is it that you know my tongue?” 
 
    “My lord, my father is a merchant who deals frequently with your people,” I replied.  “He learned your language and had me learn it, too.  I often help him in his work.” 
 
    “Such a strange people you are, you Egyptians,” he said, “that women are allowed to deal in business, and walk about openly and half-naked rather than being kept covered up or in purdah as is proper.”   
 
    Not one place on my body did not receive the crawling hands, like tarantulas.  Every bit of me felt invaded.  He pulled me over to his bed and laid me down, crouched over me.  An instant later he entered me. 
 
    “What’s this?  Virgin?” he asked with surprise. 
 
    Yet he did not slow himself, but continued.  He behaved as a man will behave when he has been without a woman for some time.  It seemed hours to me, but perhaps only a few moments until he expelled his seed and finished.  He rolled off.  He was quiet enough for me to assume he was asleep.  I began to get up when he seized my arm and pulled me back. 
 
    “Not yet,” he said.  “I would have you again.” 
 
    So he started again.  Again it seemed like hours. 
 
    Later, sated, he lay on his back breathing heavily. 
 
    “So you are a virgin, then?” he asked. 
 
    “Not any more, my lord.” 
 
    He laughed as if this were a great joke, then, “Not a Temple prostitute, not an hour girl, not a servant, but a virgin.  How is it they sent you?” 
 
    “No one sent me, my lord,” I said.  “I bribed an attendant to be admitted.”  
 
    Astonished.  “You came of your own free will?  You were not sent by my hosts?” 
 
    “Even so, my lord.” 
 
    “Oh, yes.  Egypt.  Of course.  Only Egypt is like this, so I hear.  This is how the women are, and even virgins are willing enough when they are grown.  Now tell me, little bat-in-the-dark.  Why did you come to my bed, of any man you could have picked?  Since it seems you Egyptian girls are free to pick.” 
 
    “I saw you from a distance, my lord,” I said, “and thought you had such a regal bearing.  I would have it that the first man with whom I would lie would be someone of such noble stature.”  I wondered if this were enough or if I needed to prevaricate more to convince him.  The Queen had often told me that a man’s vanity was greater than a woman’s, and one could use this vanity to one’s advantage. 
 
    “Strangest of all that you would choose a foreigner for your first screwing,” he murmured. 
 
    Was he becoming suspicious, now that his lust had been slaked?  Would he allow caution to guide him now?  He seemed ready for sleep.  I thought that if he were sleepy I would be able to guide his thinking to my advantage.  I started to rise. 
 
    “Where are you going?” he asked. 
 
    “My lord, I must away and be home soon.  My father would beat me if I were to be gone all night.” 
 
    “All right, all right.  It would be pleasant to have you stay all night.  It isn’t often a man beds a virgin.  Too many young blades at the head of the queue!”  He laughed again, as if this were also a fine joke. 
 
    Now was the thing that I had to do skillfully, to convince him to allow me to come back again, and often.  This task seemed more difficult for me than the first task of being admitted into his room. 
 
    “My lord,” I said, sweetly as I could, my fingertips stroking his arm, “my heart sang as you made love to me.  I would have it so again, such a dear thing it was to me.  Men of Egypt are not as tall and as strong as you, or as masculine.  May I beg you to allow me to come to you again tomorrow night?” 
 
    “Of course, of course, um, what is your name again?” 
 
    “Tanis.”  I had seized on the name of the poor dead princess for no reason I could think of. 
 
    “Tomorrow come to me when it is still light,” he said.  “That way I would not have to see only your dim form in the darkness.” 
 
    “My lord, I – I must ask you to give me your word, please let it be the same tomorrow as it was tonight.  It – it was wonderful this way.  I would have this memory forever.  But no lamp.” 
 
    His hand went round the nape of my neck and he pulled me to him, kissed me, smashing my face to his.  His beard scratched and smelt of his dinner.  “There,” he said, “that will hold you until tomorrow!  Egyptian girls have a well-deserved reputation, it seems!  As amorous as men.  But I shall have the lamp ready.” 
 
    “My lord, I esteem you a great deal.  But I shall not come to you if you have the lamp,” I replied.  This was a gamble; I staked all on it. 
 
    He rubbed his sleepy eyes.  “Free born, eh?  And here of your own free will, eh?  And a virgin.  Hmf.  It may be fun to teach you the ways of the world.  If you think you had the pleasure of your life tonight, little one, then by the end of my stay you will be in ecstasy.  All right, no lamp.” 
 
    I think he was asleep before I had my clothes on.  I crept back to my apartments, feeling soiled and ashamed.  I longed for a bath to wash off his smell and the remains of his seed, but I knew that to call for a bath at that hour might have caused too many servants to talk.  Pleasure?  Ecstasy?  He seemed so sure that he had pleased me.  It was far more important for me to keep pleasing him until my task was done.  For that I would make this barbarian think he was a god. 
 
    The following day I was summoned to the Queen’s apartments.  I prostrated myself before her and heard her tell the others to leave. 
 
    “Tanis.  Why Tanis?” she asked. 
 
    So she had heard my very words!  She herself must have been at the spy hole.  What she and I were doing was most secret so I knew she would trust no one with the details, but the details she had to know. 
 
    “My mother, I had forgotten to make ready a false name and that one sprang to mind when I needed it.” 
 
    She pondered for a bit.  “The heart can be read as a scroll is read, but sometimes with difficulty.  You remember the Princess Tanis dying very young and by now you have heard rumors that she may have been poisoned.  You thought of your own fate if you failed this task.  So your heart reached out for the name of Tanis.” 
 
    “My mother, I do not know these things.  I needed a name and there it was.  Tanis is a common name, after all.” 
 
    “Never mind, we are not here to discuss names,” she said.  “Now that you have the fish in your net, pull him to shore.  You did well.  You planned your speeches to him well.  You have learned how to manipulate.  You hold yourself as a girl who is not a professional in these things, but naïve, eager to learn, and chose him above all others; this toyed with his conceit.  Well done!  He knows you are inexperienced but went to him as a virgin.  Men like to bed virgins for some reason.   He sees you promise much, but that you will not submit completely and must have small things your own way.  You are freeborn and he knows you would simply not come to him if he did not do that little thing with the lamp as you request.  So he agreed.  Good.  Very good!  Excellent.  You will go far.” 
 
    “I thank you, my mother.” 
 
    She eyed me for a moment.  “Did you enjoy it?” 
 
    Formally.  “Your Majesty, I take joy in any task you would have of me.” 
 
    “Don’t be facetious, girl!  Tell me truly, did you enjoy yourself?” 
 
    “No, my mother.”  I did not elaborate. 
 
    She regarded me for several moments.  “I did not like it the first time, either.  Nor the second, nor the tenth, nor the hundredth.  But then, but then – there was a time when it became the sweetest part in my life.  Look at me!  Look into my eyes!” 
 
    I snapped to obey her command.  Her penetrating gaze held me as a cobra’s eyes hold an entranced rabbit. 
 
    “That happy time was not with the King,” she said.   
 
    This startled me, although I could not have said exactly why.  She did not need to warn me to hold my tongue.  I had learned already to be utterly discreet; otherwise I would have long been dead. 
 
    “You know the reason we are doing this, and you know why we picked this particular foreigner,” she said, and explained once again the lineage of Bak-ash-kazuk.  “This kingdom needs an heir who will not grow up mad, or witless, or with withered limb, and the royal family needs an infusion of new blood from superior people.  You are to produce an heir with this foreigner, and we shall most carefully make sure that everyone is going to believe the child is your husband’s.  There must be no gossip; to ensure that we must make you look like a paragon of virtue.” 
 
     *** 
 
    I had a lover now.  Bak.  He would pound away at me until he expelled his seed, then he would ask if I liked it.  He always asked this, much to my hidden annoyance.   
 
    “Oh, yes, my lord Bak!” I would say.  “I thought I would die of pleasure.” 
 
    My true thoughts were that I would die of boredom.  This was not love, but a tiresome chore I needed to do.  And a grimy one; I had to remove my clothes.  Yet I did my best to have him think I was enamored of him, and the playacting included all the little endearments that I could imagine that a woman would display to her man; Bak truly believed I was in love.  He began insisting that I allow a lamp, or to at least come earlier, before the setting of the Sun.  It became more difficult to make him believe that my wishes must be honored and we must remain in the dim light.  And I had begun to worry.  Bak’s stay in Egypt would eventually end and he would leave, but the weeks dragged by with no change in my body.   
 
    Then, with a month to spare, I secretly informed the Queen that my menses had not arrived.  She sent for me at once.  
 
    “Stop seeing Bak-ash-kazuk immediately,” she said.  “Simply do not go back to him.  Do not say goodbye.  Do not send word or message or note.  Nothing.  For him you have simply vanished.  You are either with child or not, but we shall not continue this game with the barbarian.  Better to miss this attempt than to take too many risks, and each time you are with him the risk grows greater.” 
 
    I thanked her with genuine gratitude.  I had begun to loathe Bak for no other crime but for his behaving as men will.  Seemingly I continued to lie with the Prince several nights a week, all the while secretly spending that accursed hour or two with Bak as often as could be arranged.  At last those trysts were over and no more sneaking was required. 
 
    I cared little about Bak’s feelings and hardly took an interest in him after the Queen released me from his caresses.  But later I found out from the informants that he was perplexed at my disappearance; he made some inquiries.  He was trying to find this girl, this Tanis, and to bargain with her father so that he could buy her as his concubine.  I laughed grimly.  Concubine!  And if I were to be his concubine what then?  When he tired of me would he pass me round to his friends?  Several townies came forward with this or that girl named Tanis to offer Bak; foreigner he might have been, but he was a rich and powerful warlord who had the favor of the King.  The townies thought they might strike gold if they found a girl he wanted, but Bak always seemed to know who Tanis wasn’t.  He would say to whomever listened that he would be able to tell who Tanis was by her voice alone; that caused me to mark his comings and goings carefully and I made sure I was always out of sight.  Thank the Goddess for the Queen’s network of spies!  I always had plenty of warning. 
 
    Bak left for his home country and I was relieved, and by that time I knew for a certainty that I was with child.  Rumor soon made its way round the palace; a formal announcement was eventually made, and the Prince received handwritten congratulations from some of the gentlemen at court, and visits from the very few of the highest royalty who were allowed to be admitted into the Crown Prince’s apartments.  The Prince had not the slightest clue what was being said, but would smile broadly for the attention.  I am sure that behind closed doors there was much talk.  The Prince?  He?  Fathering a child?  But the Queen’s plan was a good one; the consummation was witnessed; it was well known I often lay with the Prince, that we always had an hour to ourselves.  And no one ever saw me anywhere questionable or in the company of any man, nor was I ever heard to chatter with my maidens about this or that handsome object of desire.  The Queen’s plan was going well.  It pleased me. 
 
    It pleased me!  The thought caught me and held me.  I suddenly felt repugnance for myself.  I was beginning to enjoy intrigue and manipulation more and more.  It pleased me.  Mother had spotted the gradual change in me that first year.  Now that I had been at court for over four years I only now recognized it in myself.  And suddenly I felt shame. 
 
    *** 
 
    I was great with child when I met the Greek captive. 
 
   
  
 



Ellas 
 
    Sometimes I thought on the episode with Bak.  Every child knows what mating is; in most families there was but one wife to the husband and one room to the house – more could not be afforded – so every child of poorer families in their single room homes must have awakened in the night and observed the parents mating.  I remembered Mother and Father, how they would make love when they thought Totmosh and I were fast asleep.  I fondly remembered the enchantment I felt to hear them whisper their love for each other, their breathless endearments, their gasps.  I had reached the age where I wanted this for myself.  Love.  Passion for someone dear.  For every other young woman the dream was of a handsome and charming young man, yet my heart could only think of women, and at that time I felt that I was the only one in the world with these cravings, that I was alone, that I would never be understood by anyone had I revealed these feelings within the depths of me, so I remained silent.  My body and my heart had grown older and reached that point in my life where emotion was heady and easily aroused, and easily troubled over the slightest things.  I longed for love, and the pictures in the clouds were always of women.  What would lovemaking be like with a woman?  My body craved that delight.  Is it a surprise, then, that when Bak was ramming me his hardest I would close my eyes and pretend that a beautiful goddess was ravishing me and that I was her helpless but willing slave?  That make-believe helped me when I must lie with Bak.  But Bak was gone and although I thanked the gods for his departure I sometimes had the most perverse thought that I wished him back.  As much as I disliked him there was an intimacy, and now that intimacy was gone. 
 
    A few weeks before the birthing the Greek slave came to my apartments. 
 
    Her name was Ellaspherasmaskes, but we called her Ellas since her full name was much too difficult for our Egyptian tongues to wrap around.  She was a captive slave one sees now and again, someone who had once been free but had been captured in a war or raid.  Always foreigners they were, with their own features, colors, languages, enough to make an interesting slave.  Hetas, the daughter of a noble from down river, came to be appointed as one of my ladies-in-waiting and she brought with her this lovely slave who served as her handmaiden.  When Hetas attended me the first time I saw behind her the image of a goddess.  The handmaiden was dressed as any other of the women slaves one sees, naked except for a small loin strap clasped beneath the navel, but her beauty was rapturous and captured the admiration of all in the room, and I could almost hear the sighs from everyone present, both men and women.  Very tall she was, slim, with legs that made one think of the legs of a deer, so slender and deceptively delicate, but one could see the tone of the muscles.  Her hair was of a miraculous color, yellow as the Sun, very fine and like silk.  I had heard of blond-haired people before but had never seen one.  Another rarity was her eyes, which were the light blue of the sky.  Then I was astounded to see something I had never imagined, that the nipples on her breasts were the pink of the little flowers one sees growing beside the Nile, not the nut-brown color everyone had.  Sun yellow, sky blue, and flower-petal pink!  It was I who became the captive. 
 
    My term came and I gave birth to my son, the Prince Rahotep, the son of Bak, not Prince Oskhama, but a secret I would keep from everyone, even from my child, to my very grave.  I had the pangs of childbirth and, like every mother everywhere in the world, quickly forgot the pangs as I suckled my baby for the first time.  The little face looked up at me with clear and trusting eyes as his mouth pressed against my breast, and a wave of love rushed through me along with, oddly, heartbreak and fear.  I had the strange realization for the first time that I was mortal, that one day I would be dead, and who would there be to care for my baby?  I would say to him in my heart, I promise to keep you safe and in my arms forever. 
 
    The Queen came to see me and to inspect the babe.  She seemed pleased with what she saw and congratulated me, and it was she who named him Rahotep.  I learned never to question her decisions and accept them whether I will or no, but I liked the name.  It suited him.  Rahotep, meaning “The Sun God Is Pleased”.  She looked him over carefully for a while, then said she would send her physicians to inspect the babe also and to listen to their opinions over the opinions of my own physicians. 
 
    I suddenly became afraid.  If she thought little Rahotep were unsound, would she cast him into the River?  But the Queen’s physicians proclaimed my son to be an exceptionally sound babe, very strong.  And loud!  Was he the “superior specimen” the Queen had hoped for?  I, like any mother, was assured he was. 
 
    The weeks passed.  Little Rahotep grew older.  I would scold my ladies, in fun, because they made such a fuss over him. 
 
    “You are going to spoil him!” I exclaimed.  And they laughed and continued all the same.   
 
    There were times at night when he did not demand his milk, yet the sheer quiet would cause me to rise to look in on him.  He would be sleeping sweetly, his little fists curled, a pout on his face.  Those nights when he would be restless, and even before a servant would summon me to nurse him, I would go to him and there were many times I found Ellas holding him, singing a song in a foreign language.  It was enchanting to see her with him, her sweet smile, her long hair hanging over him, the tender way she stroked his cheek or gave him kisses.  I would take him from her and offer him my breast, and Ellas would look down on him, smiling as she watched him taking his milk.  I would regard her, marveling at her beauty, her wondrous tall stature, her grace. 
 
    But when I no longer needed to swaddle my loins after the birthing the Queen had me back to work.  And to lessons.  I was being taught by the finest minds in Egypt but my tutelage in politics was being taught by the finest mind perhaps in the world, the Queen herself.  She would find time to explain to me the workings of the kingdom and the different methods she used to keep herself informed of almost everything.  Her knowledge of practically all the important personages in the kingdom was second to none.  She also taught me to read a person’s face and interpret what was being said without words.  She could explain seemingly random and widely scattered events until they combined into a whole.     
 
    She also talked at length about Rahotep.  She was very pleased and said things were looking brighter for the kingdom; as far as she could tell we had been successful in our secret.  Then she looked at me in that certain way she had. 
 
    “Now that the babe is born you may relax yourself if you desire,” she said.  “But you must be very discreet.  Make sure it is with someone who will hold his tongue and not cause you any problems.”   
 
    Very rarely did I ever forget anything she told me, however this one time I did.  Her words seemed so inconsequential at the time.   
 
    Work continued.  I came to know the names of the entire bodyguard assigned to my courtyard and I would say a word or two to them on occasion.  They seemed thrilled that the Princess would talk to them at all, but it was another of the Queen’s lessons.  Let people that are needed think that one cares for them.  It makes them all the more loyal. 
 
    Wegaf came to be assigned to my household.  He was one of Mamtuk’s subordinates, but the Queen allowed me my own intelligence officer such that while pursuing my own tasks I would have information when I needed it.  Wegaf had a way of blending into surroundings.  If one has ever been in a crowded room a few people are noticed immediately, usually those with captivating personalities.  Most people in a crowd are unnoticed until directly perceived but can be remembered, if vaguely.  But Wegaf could be in a crowded room and no one would ever remember seeing him at all.  It was a gift I came to appreciate very much.  Yet I never forgot that Wegaf belonged to Mamtuk.  An operative with Wegaf’s abilities would not be simply reciting dossiers to me of different people I must meet.  I knew that he was there as much to spy on me as to provide intelligence for me.  
 
    My days were long and tiring, but always interesting.  The Queen would have me sit at her feet as she met and consulted with many officials from all over the kingdom over sundry subjects.  From the beginning I saw how it was the Queen ruled.  She did not sit upon a throne and make decrees, she would simply summon the men who would make the decisions and tell them what their decisions were going to be.  Very few of the prominent men of the kingdom disobeyed.  There were examples now and then of those who tried; their unfortunate fates were lessons to the rest.  The Queen’s raw power resided in Sethank, the captain of the palace guard, who was intensely loyal to her.  She saw him occasionally but when she did she was utterly charming and generous to him.  I knew her true thoughts.  He controlled the guard and she controlled him through her manipulations and flattery.  Mamtuk was different.  How she became mistress over Mamtuk and maintained her control was subtler, difficult for me to grasp, yet she seemed to have done it quite well.  I also noticed another thing, that seldom were the captain of the guard and the spy master in the same room together.  She told me why, and it was another lesson in force and rule. 
 
    “Sethank and Mamtuk despise each other,” she said.  “Each vies with the other for my favor.  This playing one against the other is an awkward game and has its risks, but the rewards are great.  I keep them guessing.  I always let each think they are trusted more than the other, yet they are never quite sure to what extent.  I trust neither but they will never know this.  I learned how to treat each in a different, but effective manner; the captain has the strength of fighting men; the spy master has the strength of information.  They are both loyal to me and only to me, and I never let them confide in each other.  With them behind me I rule everyone else, the Vizier, the Chief Priest, all their subordinates and functionaries, to the very minor of all officials in the kingdom.  Anyone of the least importance is in fear of a knock on the door, a hand on the shoulder.  Let the people hate me so long as they obey me.” 
 
    This was the secret world of power politics. 
 
    She had been gradually giving me authority over the years and even more was given after the birthing.  Came the day she assigned me the palace and grounds as my complete responsibility, including the upkeep of the buildings.  She reminded me that the palace, as most other buildings in Egypt, was made of mud brick and susceptible to the wind and sandstorms and occasional rain in the winter.  Also, she assigned the design and construction of new buildings and peripheral structures, temples, and colonnades, their upkeep and maintenance.  She also assigned the managing of the household staff both free and slave, the clothing, the ordering of food – a very large operation it was to feed a thousand people – and safe drinking water.  Also to arbitrate when a difference of opinion arose between departments or servants.  As she told me this I cried out. 
 
    “My mother!  I beg you!  I know nothing of these things!  How shall I ever be able to get this done?” 
 
    “If you can hold your tongue and let me finish,” said the Queen, “you will understand.  Now I shall tell you.  What I just described is the duty of Hoseno, the major domo, or chief butler if you will.  He himself does not scramble round doing the work, nor does he need the skills of all the trades involved.  He simply coordinates and supervises those servants doing the work, to make sure it is done on time, and to approach the Vizier if there is a task he cannot accomplish.  Now, you will be helping the major domo, albeit quietly.  I shall cause him to understand that you will be assisting him on all major decisions.  When I put it that way he will be most obedient to you, and it will be he assisting you.  Do you understand?” 
 
    “I—I think so, my mother,” I said doubtfully, “But my mother, if you already have Hoseno as major domo, why do you want me to, ah, assist him?” 
 
    “Child, this is good experience for you,” she explained.  “I am not making you major domo to teach you how to be a butler.  I am teaching you how to lead others, I am teaching you organization and administration, how to have freeborn experts do your bidding.  You will be the real major domo, but officially it will be Hoseno.  The palace is not the entire kingdom, or even a city, but it is a large place where you can learn the art of rule.  You will be, in a way, queen of the palace.  You will need to rule a thousand people.  Learn from it.  I took you as my apprentice to teach you how to be a sovereign.” 
 
    Her apprentice.  Many things suddenly became clear and gave clue to what my future would be, what Sekma’s intentions for me were, why she had spent so much of her own valuable time teaching me. 
 
    “Until now I have been directing his labors,” said the Queen.  “Hoseno has his strengths, but has weaknesses also.  Give him a specific task and he will do his utmost to carry it out.  But he lacks initiative, or the wit to plan very far ahead or sometimes even for the near term; it is not in his character.  Also he has no skills as an administrator; he cannot seem to grasp the entirety of the task, or to think of the palace as a living, breathing thing.  Those who are in his service don’t respect him well and they are known to be slack when he is not around.  And another thing.  Pilfering of the palace stores and chattels has gotten out of hand, but I have been much too busy to deal with it.  I want you to take care of that, too.  The last few years I have not been able to pay as much attention to the palace as I would have liked; I need someone to take it over, so I think it is a perfect time for you to learn to be an executive.” 
 
    So, not yet sixteen years old, I became the major domo of the palace in all but name.  Hoseno continued to be approached for this or that, but I usually had several meetings with him every day.  Soon people came to me.  And following the Queen’s example I never sent out the orders myself but had Hoseno send them out in his own name.       
 
    I became so busy after the birthing that I reluctantly gave up nursing Rahotep myself after only two or three months and had a wet nurse assigned him.  I would see him in the morning before I left and in the evening when I would return.  The rest of the day was devoted to the work of the palace, lessons, and the learning of statecraft and diplomacy at the feet of the Queen.  I had always known that Sekma ruled the kingdom through others; so many people knew this, everyone pretended otherwise.  But now I learned this skill for myself, to be the guiding hand in any effort yet be removed enough that many others would not notice. 
 
    I had my own audience chamber now, an office near the Queen’s apartments where I would carry out some of the work, yet I was rarely in it since I must go here and there in the palace looking into this, or seeing that functionary, or with the Queen, or with my schoolmasters.  Those busy weeks turned into months, and then I noticed that Rahotep’s first birthday was upon us.    
 
    One day was particularly grueling.  I had to leave early that morning, but when little Rahotep came stumping round a corner on his wobbly legs, wearing his little grin, I scooped him up and kissed his neck until he squealed with delight, but put him down immediately and left.  I hurried away, wondering how it was that the tiny bundle I held only yesterday had doubled and trebled in size and could now walk, albeit unsteadily.  I was so proud of him! 
 
    I had to inspect the construction of a temple being built on the outskirts of the palace.  I walked there with my bodyguard and scribe in company with Hoseno and the Chief Priest, and listened to arcane descriptions of the work on this or that column.  One of the architects was speaking to me.  I knew nothing about architecture, but a great deal about human nature; I learned that from the foremost authority on human nature, the Queen.  She taught me the delicate art of telling truth from falsehood while listening to others.  She taught me to hold their eyes, watch their faces, their lips, their mouths, listen to the inflexion of their words, a twitch of the shoulder, a fidget of the hand.  Especially the fingers.  Watch all.  As I listened to this architect I knew he was lying about something.  However, what he was describing was quite beyond my own learning, and I had not the slightest idea what he was trying to hide.  Yet he was lying.  I wondered, what would the Queen do? 
 
    “Stop!”  I commanded, interrupting him in midsentence.  He snapped to attention.  “Now, tell me once more what you just said.” 
 
    Nervous to the point of agitation he began to repeat what he said earlier.  He only confirmed to me that he was lying about something.  I looked at the other architects.  All looked uncomfortable, but one looked close to panic. 
 
    “You!” I said, pointing at him.  “Do you agree with him?” 
 
    The look in his eyes was almost comical but I kept my composure.  He began stammering, at first agreeing.  I held him in my gaze, eye to eye.  He suddenly threw himself onto his belly in supplication, reaching out a hand to touch my foot. 
 
    “Highness, may you live forever!  Forgive, oh, forgive!  Have mercy on us, I beg you!  I have children!  Two wives!  Please, Highness!” 
 
    I turned to my guard and said, “Arrest these two gentlemen and turn them over to the Sethank’s men.” 
 
    And I still had not the least notion what was going on.  Later I found that they were profiting from fictitious labor charges on transporting building materials.  Word was soon round the palace that the Princess was a formidable ruler, regardless of her young age, and not in arbitrarily victimizing innocent subjects; she had caught out the men cheating the King, by herself! 
 
    But that day it was hot.  I was ill-tempered at the attempted swindle and the commotion it raised, then while at the site of the temple the wind came out of the desert and soon a fine powdering of dust covered me head to foot.  I was hot and tired and out-of-sorts while I walked through the palace back to my own apartments.  I told my steward to cancel my appointments and send word to the Queen, with apologies, that I could not continue that day.  I returned to my apartments far earlier than usual. 
 
    All was quiet when I entered my apartments.  I wandered round slowly, then with increasing urgency.  No one was there!  I ran to the nursery where Rahotep slept.  There was Ellas sitting beside his crib.  She looked up, round-eyed, as I entered.  She threw herself to the floor. 
 
    “I greet your High – ”, she began. 
 
    “Where is everyone?  What is going on?” I demanded, then ran to the crib and looked in.  It was empty. 
 
    “Where is he?” I cried.  I felt a moment’s panic. 
 
    “Highness, he is with his nurse,” Ellas replied quietly, rising from the floor.  “They are strolling about the next courtyard.  He is perfectly safe; his nurse always brings him outside at this hour to take the air.  Your Highness, we did not expect you back so early.” 
 
    “Where are the others?” I asked, calming myself. 
 
    “Highness, they are in boats.” 
 
    “Boats?” 
 
    “Yes, Highness.  In boats.” 
 
    Puzzled, then it became clear.  The ladies-in-waiting decided to go on the River in pleasure boats, an outing. 
 
    “And where are the other servants?” 
 
    “I – I know not, your Highness.”  Her eyes worriedly glanced sideways; she certainly did know, but would not tell tales on her friends.  Obviously they had seized the opportunity of an unexpected holiday. 
 
    I could have gotten very angry, but all was well, and I was tired and dusty. 
 
    “Very well.  Get me a bath,” I ordered, then went to my bedchamber.   
 
    I removed all my clothing and undergarments, my wig, and cleared away the stained makeup.  I then shook the dust out of my clothing as best I could.  I went to the bath and Ellas had just finished getting it ready. 
 
    She was as naked as I, ready to enter the bath.  Many times before I had seen her naked as she assisted my ladies and me in the bath and I would secretly admire her beauty, and imagine what it would be like to touch those long limbs and feel the delicate muscles, to pass my fingers through her strange, blonde hair, to examine the pink skin, to gaze into the blue eyes.  Now I had no distractions from the others.  I looked at her, all of her, and I felt my heart becoming warm at the sight of her.  I had been captivated by her the very day I saw her the first time, and she had touched my heart as no one had touched me before, and today the attraction flowed through me.  We got into the bath and she began washing me.  In the water I calmed down completely and I was satisfied the day was over, and earlier than my day normally was – more time for rest.  Ellas chattered about this and that, and then as she washed my hair she began singing the foreign song I had heard once before.  It calmed me more and I began to enjoy the relaxation. 
 
    When we rose from the bath and dried off I went to the divan and lay down.  Ellas rubbed oil onto her hands and began massaging me.  After my tiring day and the fright upon entering the apartments the soothing hands were a delight.  When she finished my back I rolled over so she could continue.  As she rubbed my body a glow grew inside me.  I opened my eyes and regarded Ellas as she bent over me, her sweet breasts pointing downward.  On impulse I reached up and touched one.  So soft!  I touched the flower-petal nipple and felt delight in my heart.  Ellas was smiling down at me as I touched her.  Did she like this? my thoughts asked.  She continued massaging me, down my body, between my legs, and downward to my feet.  The glow I felt inside grew, flowed, swept through me. 
 
    When she finished I stood up.  She looked at me with her wonderful smile, reached to touch my cheek. 
 
    “Highness, you are as pretty as a princess can be.” 
 
    It was the merest touch on the cheek but the stirring in my heart grew urgent, demanding.  The blue eyes looked directly into mine – not downcast as other slaves, but boldly.  She smiled down at me from her height.  How I loved the way she towered over me!  I knew that some goddess was in her ancestry; such exotic beauty; such exquisite features.  So strange, so foreign, but here, now, with me.  And we were alone.  How aware I was that we were alone. 
 
    “I would have you do that again, what you just did.  Touch my cheek,” I said. 
 
    Her smile grew broad and her perfect white teeth were spread wide.  She lifted her hand and with the full palm laid it on my cheek, her fingers about my ear.  How sweet the sensation was that swept through me.  A new delight took me and I felt as if I were falling and being lifted at the same time.  I reached up and took her hand, and then, as if on its own, my other hand went up and round behind her head, gently pulling her down to me.  Then, lips upon lips, I kissed her.  My kisses continued and I became urgent.  I wrapped my arms round her and held her tight.  Then I pulled her to the divan.  Our kisses, our touching awoke in me a pleasure that only dreams had given me.  I kissed the neck that was as long and as beautiful as the neck of a swan.  My hands moved over her lithe body and, although slender, her muscles were firm and strong.  I kissed her flower-petal breasts until I felt myself melting with joy.  Our legs entwined.  I had never been with a woman before, yet I did not hesitate.  I reached down between her legs, down to her loins, down between the folds that covered her secret place.  My fingers stroked her until I found the rhythm that was her very own, and together we moved in this rhythm until the feeling in my heart and loins became demanding, and I took her own hand and pulled it down to my sex.  Together we stroked each other, and when I inserted my fingers deep inside her she gasped and became slack in my arms, yet I did not cease stroking her, kissing her sweet, small breasts, my tongue lavishing love on their miraculous pink tips.  She started stroking me again and continued rapidly, matching in time with my own hand.  Her stroking pushed waves of sensation to and fro within me, building upward and through me, an expectation grew inside my body, a yearning for fulfillment, thoughts in my head became vague, distant, only my body was real, a tightening came through me, and then I heard my heart sing, and then I felt the sweet pain rushing through me, seizing me, taking me, grasping me, releasing me. 
 
    I collapsed into her arms.  We were silent for a while, I was carried aloft on a bed of rapture, drifting.  She reached out her finger and touched a small tear in the corner of my eye, looked at me with question. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Happy.”  
 
    Those moments after lovemaking were timeless, precious, deliciously quiet.  I bent my head upward and kissed her lips for a prolonged, wondrous moment of moments.  I held her close, willing this hour to last forever. 
 
    Later we heard stirring in the apartments so we rose.  The wet nurse came in holding little Rahotep on her hip.  She was surprised to see me and Ellas as we stood naked together.  I was sure it meant nothing to her; it was obvious we had just left the bath.  I approached the nurse and Rahotep looked delighted. 
 
    “Mama!” he said. 
 
    All of us were astonished and joyful, and we all began talking at once.  Protocol was forgotten.  He called me Mama!  I held him tight and kissed him. 
 
    “Yes!  I am Mama!  You have called me Mama,” I said.  I knew he was an exceptionally intelligent baby, and he was mine.   
 
    *** 
 
    “I would buy this slave from you if you would sell,” I told Hetas.   
 
    I could see she did not want to sell and resented me for bringing it up. 
 
    “Highness, I would be honored if you take her as a gift,” she said. 
 
    “No, no.  I offered to buy her first.  Does she belong to you or your father?  Whatever price you paid I shall pay more.” 
 
    “Highness,” she said, “my father gave her to me as a gift.  I do not know what he paid for her.”  She was clearly reluctant to sell.  
 
    I suddenly became very jealous.  Did Hetas want to keep my Ellas as her own?  I determined to buy Ellas if Hetas wanted to sell or no. 
 
    “I shall tell my steward,” I said tersely, “to give you a pledge in gold.  When we find what your father paid for her I shall pay the difference and some more.  But I want to buy her today.  Now.” 
 
    Hetas’ eyes held venom.   
 
    “Your Highness, I hear and obey.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Ladies-in-waiting sometimes slept in the same room as their mistress, two and three to a bed with as many beds as were required.  I interrupted this practice by claiming a small room nearby while commanding my ladies to stay in the large room, saying I needed privacy for my repose and would sleep alone.  I did not bother to hear what they would say behind my back, nor did I care.  I then told Ellas she was to come to my bed every night unless I told her otherwise.   
 
    Night on night I lay with Ellas and discovered joy.  I became aware of myself and my body in ways I had never known.  I felt that I had awakened from a long sleep and said to myself, yes, of course, this is who I am.  My delight in Ellas grew over time.   
 
    One time late at night I told her, “You must call me Mitti when we are alone.” 
 
    “Yes, Highness.” 
 
    I laughed.  “No, no.  Mitti.” 
 
    “Yes, Highness Mitti.”   
 
    I laughed again but left it at that.  I kissed her.  How I loved to kiss her!  I began to tell her of things that I intended to do, how if I arranged things adroitly we would be accepted by all.  I speculated about freeing her. 
 
    “You would like that, would you not, Ellas?” 
 
    “Yes, Highness.  But what work would I do?  I have no craft except threshing flax!” 
 
    I smiled and she smiled back.  But was her smile forced, or was she simply tired at the end of the day? 
 
    When time permitted, or if we were not too sleepy at night, I tried to engage her in conversation.  If her talk was a bit dull, well, she was never educated, was she?  I would have her educated and we would talk as equals.  I felt she had intelligence, it just needed nurturing; it was there somewhere.  Regardless, she was graceful and beautiful; her lovely smile always made me happy.  It did not matter that we really did not have much to say to each other.  I would tell her how much I loved her, how she made my heart sing every time we made love, how our love would defeat anyone, how I wanted to run about the palace shouting my love to the world.  Yet she would only say she loved me when I pulled it out of her.  I presumed she was shy, but at other times I wondered if she really loved me in return or was only obeying me.  I asked her directly if she felt for me as I felt for her. 
 
    “Your Highness, this one always feels pleasure in your Highness’ company,” she said.  My heart gleefully repeated her words.  She has pleasure when she is with me! 
 
    Those few weeks were wonderful.  She would sit, either at sewing or some other light chore, and would prattle away about sundry unimportant matters, repeating the latest stories making the rounds among the slaves, palace gossip, petty scandals.  What she talked about would have been the height of tedium for me if anyone else was speaking, but her voice was musical and sweetly accented and I could let that music gladden my heart for hours.  One day I asked her to tell me her own story, every detail she remembered. 
 
    Her earliest memories were vague, and she only knew that her home city was on one of the Greek islands.  It was sacked when she was very young – she did not know by whom or for what reason, perhaps it was a war between kings or it was a barbarian horde seeking plunder; she could not remember much of it, just the fear and the running, the smoke of the flames, and then being herded onto a ship along with the other women and girls.  She remembered wondering where her little brother was and later found that he and all the other boys of her city had been put to the sword alongside the men.  This was an unhappiness that occurs all too often in our world.   
 
    She was taken to another land, sold, worked the fields, separated from her mother, and sold once more.  She never saw her mother again.  In each new place the work was much the same; she worked the fields or beat the flax until exhausted then rise the next day for more.  When she grew older and began to develop a womanly figure the man in the great house noticed her, took her inside and used her.  He kept her for a few months, then sold her – she understood it to be at a profit.  Her new master used her also, but then his wife began to complain, so she was sold again, and again at a profit.  Since she began to spend more time indoors than out her beauty became all the more noticeable, as she was no longer touched by the dry winds and the Sun, and her loveliness grew.  The desire of any man who beheld her also grew, and the price demanded for her grew as well.  At one time she found herself with child, but the babe miscarried after two or three months.  She was saddened at losing her babe, but was also relieved when it happened.  Her life became a series of masters.  These masters would keep her until tired of her, then sell her at a profit.  This was a poisonous practice. 
 
    Eventually she was brought to Egypt.  Hetas’ father bought her and gave her to Hetas as a birthday present.  In the days of my youth it was fashionable among young Egyptian noble women to own handmaidens as beautiful as could be afforded – they made an ostentatious possession – and Hetas was quite proud of herself for owning the loveliest handmaiden in the palace, and to be the envy of the other noble ladies.  Hetas was highly vexed when I forced her to sell Ellas to me.  But Ellas said she was happier with me; the work was easy and light, and she had a degree of respect from the other servants for being the paramour of the Princess – none of the other servants dared to bedevil her.  Things were good here at the palace as far as she was concerned.  Then she told me more.   
 
    A man at the palace had used her several times.  Whenever he saw her walking about the palace he would follow her and when he saw his opportunity would take her arm and lead her to an unoccupied alcove and have his way with her.  As she chattered away, smiling while looking down at her sewing, I was listening with growing agitation until I was boiling with anger.  This was no foreign beast, not a barbarian or a distant landowner, but a man in this very palace.  My fury grew as she told me until I could stand no more. 
 
    “Who is this jackal that I may deal with him?” I demanded, enraged. 
 
    She looked up quickly.  Her eyes became round.  “Highness?  What is wrong?” 
 
    “Tell me his name, I say!  I shall permit no one to touch you.” 
 
    “But, but Highness!  What are you going to do?” 
 
    “I shall make him so that he will never be able to mate again.  He will have no grave and no afterlife when I am through with him.  No one will touch you!  You are mine.” 
 
    Horrified, she began to plead with me, but I kept demanding the name.  At last she dropped to her knees and embraced me round my legs in supplication. 
 
    “You may beat me until my back is nothing but stripes, Highness, but I shall never tell you!” 
 
    I was aghast.  “Why do you defend this – this animal?” 
 
    “Highness, I am a slave.  This is my life.  He is not a bad man and he was kind to me; he only needed to slake his lust.  If you put this man to death his blood will call out from the ground and curse me for giving you his name.  I shall not tell you.  He is only a man and men do this with slaves.  I cannot betray him to his very death for so small a thing!” 
 
    Instantly my fury was directed toward her.  Was she enjoying this man’s attentions?  Was she sneaking off with him whenever she had the chance?  I was almost screaming.   
 
    “Do you know that rebellious slaves become food for crocodiles?” 
 
    Terror showed in her eyes.  But those words shamed me, and calmed me a little.  I continued, quieter.  “I shall have you escorted, or at least never leave you alone.  And the next time it happens you will tell me his name.  Oh, by the Goddess Maat, I shall show him justice.  Oh, then he shall know my wrath, and he shall despair!” 
 
    “Highness, please!  I beg you, do not!” she pleaded.  “You are not a slave.  You don’t know what it is like.  This is the way it is for us; we live, work, and submit.  Why, oh, why did I say it at all?”  She was close to tears. 
 
    I steadied myself.  “Tell me, then, when was the last time?  And you will then show me the places he took you.” 
 
    “Highness, I have not seen him since you bought me.  It may be he is too fearful now that he knows I am your property.” 
 
    My property.  Many emotions went through my heart beside the outrage.  One was shame.  I owned another human being. 
 
    Then a strange realization passed over me.  I had power over the lives of others.  I had power, enough to wreak vengeance upon the man who had violated my Ellas, enough to threaten her and know the threat was not idle.  I had used power before as the Queen’s representative, but at the very moment that I uttered the threat to “deal with him” I realized that I could exercise such power in my own right and with impunity, that with the mere wave of my hand a human life could be snuffed, and I would answer to no one but the Queen.  Thoughts flew here and there in my heart until I was confused, but I quickly regained control.  Confusion was weakness.  The Queen had told me this many times.  
 
    “Very well,” I said.  “I shall question you no more.  If it is true he avoids you because of me, then so much the better, but if I should hear so much as a rumor of it again he is finished.  Tell him that to his face the next time you see him.”   
 
    But the other emotions nagged at me.  Ellas had mentioned the man to me almost casually and was astonished by my reaction.  “I am a slave, this is my life,” she had said.  She had submitted to him because it was her life.  Was this also what she thought when she was with me?  That she was my slave, and it was her duty to act the slave?  And this was the old thought, the old question, did she truly love me or was she pleasing me because I was her mistress and it was expected of her?  Oh, Ellas, Ellas!  If I freed you would you simply run back to your homeland across the seas?  Or would you stay and become my own dear one?   
 
    “We shall talk no more.  Make sure you are with me tonight,” I said.  It came out as an order. 
 
    Still shaken by my unexpected outburst, she bowed low.  “I am yours to command, your Highness.” 
 
    “Now leave me.  I need to think.” 
 
    For a fleeting moment I wanted her to be my own, to live with me as one sees a husband and wife living together.  A strange thought, but my mind was at times cursed with racing in strange directions.  I was distraught and angry that any man would touch my Ellas. I wanted her for my own and I was jealous of anyone who approached her.  Yet when I was quite ready to kill someone because of Ellas I doubted her.  I prayed to the Mother Goddess for help.   
 
    Then I prayed to Hathor, Goddess of Love, beseeching her to touch Ellas and to touch me.  It troubled me that I had begun to question my love for Ellas, and the nagging question about her love for me would not leave.  
 
   
  
 



Loss 
 
      
 
    I was summoned to the Queen one day and was told to come at all possible speed.  I almost ran to her apartments but sat outside the door of her audience chamber for over two hours before being admitted, watching various people come and go.  Why was speed necessary?  I was a bit miffed with the Queen, yet I would never question her about it. 
 
    When I was admitted I bowed low. 
 
    “On your belly!” she demanded.  “Prostrate yourself before me.” 
 
    I fell to the floor.  Fear took me.  Is this how it is when she is ready to pronounce doom on one? 
 
    She began. 
 
    “I have always schooled you to trust no one, and I have taught you to maintain security in all matters, and you have learned well in these years you have been with me and have been able to keep quiet about the most delicate of subjects.  Then, after Rahotep was born I hinted that I cared not if you now took a lover as long as you were discreet.  It was a bit of a surprise to me when I found that you seem to prefer the caresses of women instead of men.  But no matter.  I care not a straw for what people do to each other when they are alone.  I care very much if the kingdom is affected by it.”   
 
    “Rise!  Look at me!” she commanded. 
 
    She held me steadily in her gaze; it held faster than the strongest of ropes bound round my wrists. 
 
    “You have blinded yourself with the glow of blond hair,” she continued.  “You learned long ago that slaves gossip with slaves, yet you forgot this lesson.  That silly tart of yours was babbling to all the other slaves in the palace, quite pleased with herself, mind you!  She had something juicy to tell the others.  Every detail!  And she was boasting about how she could now command your ladies-in-waiting as if they were the slaves and she were not.  She was saying that you promised to set all the slaves free one day.  I shall not have that!  We do not need to have unrest among the slaves.  A slave such as this blondie can stir up trouble I absolutely do not have time to address.  I have taken the appropriate measures to deal with it.” 
 
    “No!  No!  You didn’t!”  But I could not continue.  I fell to the floor before her again, this time fear for my darling gripping me.  Ellas, my love!  I cried in my heart, what have I done to you?  What has she done to you?  What is going to happen to us?  Weeping, I reached out to touch the Queen’s foot in supplication. 
 
    “My mother, my mother, please!  I love her!” 
 
    “It is infatuation, girl!  Infatuation and nothing more!” she was close to shouting, something she never did.  “Have you hoodwinked yourself into thinking it was true love?  That was not love you felt, you fool!  It was lust of your body.  At your age every little urge and stirring inside your loins are interpreted as true love.  It is only your cunt talking!  Nothing more!  Did you really delude yourself into thinking this little bitch loved you in return?  Stop touching my feet!  It is done!  She is already gone!  She will be taken to a place so far from here she will need to learn a new language, and, girl, don’t think of trying to go after her.” 
 
    It was then I abandoned myself to my grief and lay on the floor, sobbing, my body quaking.  Ellas. 
 
    “And did you think,” the Queen said, “that your ladies-in-waiting were such fools as not to notice anything?  They have talked to almost all the noble ladies in the court by now.  How clumsy you were!  Clumsiness is a crime in my eyes!  Clumsy I forbid you to be!  Never, never let me see you clumsy again.” 
 
    She paced a bit, then completed her scolding.   
 
    “Content yourself that I did not have that slave girl tied to a stone and cast into the River, to teach you a lesson.  Now silence that caterwauling and get out of my sight." 
 
    “I hear and obey, your Majesty!” I said. 
 
    I returned to my apartments, to my little private room I had shared with Ellas, and fell on the bed, racked with grief.  No one dared disturb me.   
 
    It was a full day before I emerged.  When I had recovered a bit more from my grief over Ellas’ departure my dealings with the Queen became a business – unemotional.  I was hardened and uncaring.  My ladies-in-waiting tried to avoid me if they could, or at least to avoid having me notice them.  More than once I would hear one of them weep from the next room.  I did not care.  Only little Rahotep could snatch a smile from me; he was so dear to my heart.  The babbling, the squeals were all so delightful to me.  But I had hardly more than a few moments a day to see him, for all the other hours were spent in this or that business of the court and the running of the palace.  I was cold to everyone. 
 
    After a time I sent a request to the Queen, written in the most formal verbiage, of my desire to dismiss all my ladies-in-waiting and have only my house servants to maintain my apartments.  Although there was no reply all the ladies-in-waiting were gone within two days.  Rahotep was bewildered.  The ladies had coddled and pampered and spoiled him, playing with him those long hours I worked, and now they were gone.  Now his only companion would be his nurse.  I held him close and said nothing. 
 
    I cursed the Queen for this lesson she had given me, but I admitted to myself that the lesson was needful, that the constant vigilance I had perfected over the years had slipped, that I exposed myself to danger, had misplaced my trust.  I reminded myself that Sekma cared not about my love affair with Ellas; her anger was solely for my lack of discretion, my “clumsiness”.  Another lesson that I learned – a greater lesson – was that anything that I would keep from the Queen must be the most perfect of secrets. 
 
    *** 
 
    Weeks passed and I was summoned to the Queen’s apartments again.  She had already dismissed everyone from the room and we were quite alone.  I prostrated myself. 
 
    “May your Majesty, my mother, live forever,” I intoned. 
 
    “My daughter.  Rise.  I shall come right to the point.  I shall move your parents out of their home and to your estate.” 
 
    I stammered.  “My parents?  My estate?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said.  “You have an estate in the Delta.  It came to you with your elevation to royal princess but I chose not to inform you about it until now.” 
 
    “As for your parents,” she continued, “it is increasingly difficult for me to protect them while they live in the city.  Too many townies know that they are the parents of Khametnefer.  I cannot post guards outside their house day and night.” 
 
    I looked at her carefully.  She had taught me well – I knew that was not all. 
 
    “My mother, I would never question you.  There is more, though.” 
 
    “Ah, daughter, you are getting better each day.  Yes, there is more.” 
 
    *** 
 
    More than six years had passed since I came to the palace.  Six years of life at court, six years of Sekma.  For a child of my age it was a lifetime.  When I had moved into the palace into the tiny room of which I was so proud Mother, Father, and Totmosh would visit frequently.  Totmosh and I would run about the courtyards, looking at this and that, the family would dine together, and our talk and banter was so much like at home that I would forget sometimes where I was and who I was to become.  Father as always had his little jokes and would tease me.  Mother was, well, Mother; endearing and helpful and irritating as Mothers will be.  But it was all in fun and I loved those happy times.  My naïveté led me to believe this would be how it would be forever.   
 
    At my elevation to princess things began to change.  My family came less often.  It seemed there was this reason or that, sometimes it was something from the Vizier’s assistants, sometimes from the Queen’s assistants, or I was given this or that task.  I never knew why; when I grew older and looked back I saw it was a systematic effort to discourage them from visiting.  For me to visit them was out of the question, according to the Queen.  Too many issues of protecting my person, protocol frowned on it, and so on.  The result was the same. 
 
    One time Mother came alone; I forget the reason Father and Totmosh could not come.  I had not seen Mother in many weeks and ran into her arms and held her tight, utterly happy to see her, and we returned to my apartments.  By that time I had a small staff attending me, mostly slaves.  I had been taught to wear the finery of a princess every day, how to deal with servants, how to speak to others of lesser rank.  Mother saw all this.  She remained silent.   
 
    When dinner was served I began showing off my authority, imperiously commanding this servant and that, sometimes showing my impatience with a stamp of my foot.  I delighted in letting Mother see my importance.  She did not share my delight.  I went so far as to call one servant a fool.  Mother gasped in indignation.   
 
    “Mitti!  How could you!” she cried out.   
 
    “Mother, when we are in the presence of others you will address me as Princess Khametnefer, or Highness,” I replied.  And I was immediately ashamed of myself. 
 
    “No, Mother, I am so very sorry.  I did not mean that.”  I was close to tears. 
 
    “Mit – your Highness,” Mother began. 
 
    Now I did weep.  “Oh, Mother, do not say that!  I am so sorry.” 
 
    She sat beside me and pulled my head onto her shoulder. 
 
    “They are changing you, my love,” she said.  “My little mouse, my little monkey.  They are changing you and it cannot be stopped.  Oh, what have they done to you?” 
 
    I turned to the servants and politely asked them to leave. 
 
    “Mitti, darling,” Mother said soothingly, “can you be strong enough to be true, to us your family, and to yourself?” 
 
    “I promise, Mother.  I promise.” 
 
    “Then we shall say no more of this,” she said, stroking my hair and rocking me. 
 
    Before twelve months more passed I rarely saw my parents, and then only at official functions.  Sometimes at night I wept for Mother; I missed her so much.  Those times became less and less. 
 
    There came a day I realized I had not seen Mother for more than a year, and Father even longer.  I simply wrote a short note to them, asking after their health. 
 
    *** 
 
    When the Queen said she intended to move Mother and Father to the Delta, I knew the Queen enough to know there was a deeper reason than the one she gave. 
 
    “Yes,” said the Queen.  “It would be better for them to go to your estate in the Delta.  The estate is a fine one, comfortable, with pleasing views over the fields.  I was going to suggest that you have your father manage the estate and your mother manage the household.  It is not too isolated from the nearby city yet it is not easily approached unseen.  A squad of guards will be with them for defense, if needed.  I think they would be safe there, and happy, too.” 
 
    “My mother, thank you for your concern over my parents.  I feel there is more, however.”  I was becoming bold, which was not a good idea with the Queen.  But this was my family! 
 
    She looked at me in that way I knew she had of trying to pull from my mind some secret she thought I might hold. 
 
    “It seems,” the Queen said, “your father sent your brother Totmosh to accompany some merchants who are bound for foreign lands, as their assistant or apprentice or some such.  It seems further that Samtek did this very quietly, almost secretively.  He certainly told you nothing until your brother was far away.  Yet now, looking at you, I see he told you nothing at all.” 
 
    I had become adept in understanding how the Queen communicated with me.  If the Queen had disliked my Father’s actions she would have had him and my brother quietly killed and said nothing.  If she were indifferent she would have ignored the matter and still said nothing.  Why did she speak at all?  And the arrangement of Mother and Father and their removal to the Delta?  Clues I had none, but I knew there was something troubling her.  Could it be she was dismayed at her spies’ failure to inform her of the event of Totmosh’s departure?  Or did she hope I would tell her of something else I knew?  My heart cried out, run Totmosh!  Run! 
 
    I had learned to hide emotions carefully. 
 
    “No, he did not tell me anything, my mother.  And I am surprised, and also a little sad that I could not take leave of my brother,” I said.  Why was she troubled? 
 
    “Very well,” she said.  “I think it wise to send them there.  Also, I do not want you to accompany them on their journey, nor to visit them after they have settled.” 
 
    “But, but, my mother, why cannot I visit my parents when I can?”  Now it was that my emotions played across my face. 
 
    She simply looked at me.  “For your safety, and theirs.  You don’t want any harm to come to them, do you?  You can write them letters whenever you want.” 
 
    I tried to guess.  Are they hostages against my good behavior?  Did she believe Father and Mother had a conspiracy underway, and she wanted them exiled and watched to discover the nature of the conspiracy?  I knew, of course, that the harm from which she was protecting them would be harm of her own making.  So she allowed me to write letters to them, letters so easily intercepted and read by others, and a squad of guards to watch over them.  A squad of guards to protect them?  Or to guard them in their prison?  I was losing my family, my anchor, my home. 
 
    I was quite alone when I lay down for the night.  I could not sleep for hours, but thought, thought.  Many times I needed to wipe away the tears. 
 
    Mother.  Father.  Totmosh.  And Ellas.  I lost you all in the space of two months. 
 
    *** 
 
    My son Rahotep was two years old when his betrothal to the Lady Nyserra was announced.   
 
      
 
   
  
 



The Wall of Two Doors 
 
      
 
    It was the Queen’s choice to betroth Nyserra to my son, of course.  Seven years had passed since I was chosen as bride for Oskhama.  At my age then seven years was a long time indeed.  Now I look at seven years as passing as quickly as seven months.  In those seven few years since I came to court Queen Sekma had consolidated her power to the point that even the Chief Priest and the Grand Vizier privately recognized her as their true overlord.  There would be no advancing of this or that candidate by either gentleman except through the Queen.  One made cautious suggestions or kept quiet until asked.  Sekma had a bride picked even before I ever lay with Bak, and she caused certain arrangements to be made for this bride.  She held back from moving the rest of her plans forward until she knew I was with child.  Then when Rahotep was born and she had learned that my child was a boy she began turning the wheel in earnest.    
 
    I rarely saw King Amun – strange, but it was like he did not exist.  He contented himself by living on a remote estate with his favorites and several pretty concubines, and did nothing all day but play childish games with his entourage.  In seven years I saw him at court seven times – very short times.  It was for the formal opening of the religious year, the Festival of Flooding, in which ceremony the king must play High Priest of Egypt and conduct the proper rituals to Hapi, God of the River Nile, and to Mother Isis and Father Osiris.  Each time I could see he was out of sorts and longed to escape back to his estate upriver.  Each time when I was presented to him he had to be reminded my name.  He seemed good-natured and smiled a lot, yet grew bored easily and peevish when he was hungry.  He was more than content to leave the running of the kingdom to his principal wife, Queen Sekma.   
 
    It was during his visit to court for the Festival of Flooding in my seventh year at the palace that the Queen had me accompany her to the King’s apartments to discuss the matter of finding a wife for the son of Oskhama, the Heir.  I brought Rahotep to be presented to his “grandfather”.  Only the Queen and I knew that Oskhama was not the father of Rahotep, and that Rahotep was unrelated to anyone of the royal house except, I thought, distantly through me to my ancestor King Ahmose the Great.  We were ushered into King Amun’s apartments and there I saw the King down on all fours playing some game with a courtier.  It was a game similar to Trow, with pieces that moved on a square board, but otherwise unfamiliar to me.  He rose when we were announced.  I prostrated myself before him, holding Rahotep close to me on the floor, and waited to be acknowledged.   
 
    “Sekma, my dear,” the King said.  “Come sit beside me.” 
 
    “I thank my husband,” said the Queen.  She sat next to him.  He took her hand and kissed her cheek. 
 
    “Ah, you look as beautiful now as the day we wed,” he said.  “It has always pleased me to be considered the luckiest fellow in Egypt, to have the realm’s most celebrated beauty for my own.” 
 
    The realm’s most celebrated beauty had not been recognized as such for many years, but she listened patiently with a pleasant smile as he spoke.  The King was quite gallant in the words he chose for her as they chatted about family matters for a bit, then he noticed me on the floor. 
 
    “And, um, whom have you brought to me?” he asked. 
 
    “Your daughter and grandson, dear husband,” said Sekma. 
 
    “Daughter?  Daughter?  Oh, yes!” he said.  “The wife of, um, Oskhama.  I say!  I say, there!  Daughter!” 
 
    “May your Majesty live forever,” I replied from the floor. 
 
    “Yes, yes.  Get up, please.  Let me have a look at you.” 
 
    I rose from the floor holding Rahotep in my arms; he was thoroughly enjoying this outing. 
 
    “And is this the son?” asked the King.  “Outstanding!  So Oskhama sired a child.  I never knew he had it in him!  He seemed so, so, um, he seemed unable to perform the, um, necessary duties.”  
 
    “Yet the God Khnum has favored him, and us,” said the Queen. 
 
    The King seemed uncomfortable for a moment, then he whispered into the Queen’s ear.  She whispered back. 
 
    “Khametnefer! Yes!  Of course!” said the King.  He had obviously forgotten my name again.  “Khametnefer, my dear, he looks to be a fine child.  Bring him here so I can see him.” 
 
    I advanced.  The King had a look of delight on his face and reached out to take Rahotep.  I was the least bit worried, however I saw that the King seemed very comfortable handling a child, and indeed took great pleasure with my son and seemed to understand him.  The King held Rahotep on high, swished him back and forth, and made the foolish noises people do when trying to coax a smile from a babe.  He did not need to work hard; Rahotep obviously delighted in the attention and seemed to like the King.  The two enjoyed each other’s company for several moments.   
 
    “So good of you to visit and bring my grandson, my dear,” the King said, addressing me.   
 
    “We thank you, my father, for kindly permitting us the honor of attending you,” I answered. 
 
    “Yes.  Um.  Yes.”  He seemed at a loss for words; he had forgotten the reason for the visit.   
 
    “Dear husband,” the Queen said.  “They are also here for the other matter, the choosing of a wife for Prince Rahotep.” 
 
    “Oh, yes!  Oh, yes!  A wife for the princeling,” the King said.   
 
    The King sat Rahotep in his lap. 
 
    “Now then, young man,” said the King.  “You and I have a serious matter to discuss.”  Rahotep looked up at the King, his little eyes round and solemn.  
 
    “I need to choose a wife for you,” the King said.  “You are young, true, but I hope you understand the significance.  You are a prince and son of the Heir, and one day you will be the Heir.  And your first wife, your principal wife, will be your most important.  Perhaps not your most beloved, but still your most important wife.  I shall need to choose carefully since many things need to be considered; her lineage, what alliances may obtain, the position of the families, all that fuss and nonsense.  And your other wives will also be chosen for you, mostly for how they would benefit your kingship, should it ever arise.  And it will!  But your concubines?  Ho, ho!  You will have a lot to say in choosing your concubines, then you may choose the prettiest for yourself.  But, your first wife will be your most important.  Yes.  The, um, most important.  Now tell me, is there anyone who strikes your fancy?” 
 
    It seemed he was asking Rahotep, but then the King looked up and we realized the question was directed at the Queen. 
 
    “Dear husband,” the Queen said, “it is for you to choose, and your word is law.  However, I may have a suggestion or two.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “Husband, I was thinking of the Lady Nyserra, granddaughter of your own dear departed brother Prince Heruhar.” 
 
    “Heruhar!  Heruhar!  My big brother!” cried the King.  “He was the one who should have been King!  He had that – that air of kingliness.  Why, oh why did he have to go and get himself killed like that?  And he has a granddaughter?  What is her name?” 
 
    “The Lady Nyserra, husband,” said the Queen. 
 
    “Nyserra!  Yes, of course.  Daughter of, of, um, Sehura?” 
 
    “Yes, the Prince Sehura, your nephew,” replied the Queen. 
 
    “Sehura!  Yes, of course.  Stout fellow.  A chip off the old block.  I haven’t seen him for ages.  Now, where did he get to?” 
 
    “My husband, sadly he died about five years ago.”   
 
    “Died?  Died.  Of course, I remember now.  Very sad.” 
 
    For all his charm, the King was something of a simpleton.  His forgetfulness was a byword, and he was so agreeable with whomever he happened to be that courtiers would vie to be the last to talk with him, to fill his ear with whatever boon the courtier wanted, and hoping that no one else would have his ear to change his mind.  I had seen the King before, yet this was the longest I ever was with him and I was beginning to understand and appreciate why the Queen preferred to indulge him and allow him to stay away from court as much as possible.  Who could tell what strange decrees might emerge?   
 
    “The Lady Nyserra is a fine choice, Sekma, my dear,” agreed the King.  “You were always so clever, far cleverer than I.  Lucky was my day when you were chosen to be my bride, and I shall be the first to proclaim that Egypt is the better for having Sekma her Queen.  Very well.  Scribe!  Scribe!  Oh, there you are.  Scribe, write a decree for me to send to the Vizier and tell him I have chosen, um, I have chosen Nyserra to be betrothed to my grandson Rahotep.  You know how the wording goes, don’t you?  Anyway, write it out now that I may seal it and send it off immediately.  I want my lads to start packing.  We leave the city tomorrow.” 
 
    Later I walked with the Queen back to her apartments. 
 
    “My mother, the King treated Rahotep so sweetly!” I exclaimed.  “For all the world as if they were equals.” 
 
    “That’s because they are equals,” the Queen replied.  “But give Rahotep one more year and they will no longer be equals.” 
 
    She had explained to me about Nyserra’s official lineage, she would now explain the real parentage.  When we arrived at her apartments she dismissed everyone from her audience chamber and had me sit next to her.  Even Rahotep was left outside in the arms of one of the Queen’s ladies-in-waiting.  I knew that what the Queen was to impart was most secret. 
 
    “Prince Heruhar,” she began, “was married to Princess Malkara, with whom he sired Prince Sehura before going off to the battle in which he was killed.  That is as it is written in the records.  What truly happened was that Malkara was a silly wench and had a dalliance with the chief steward of their estate even before her husband was out the door and had one foot on his chariot.  Oshkoron was the steward’s name and he was the true father of Sehura.  Yet Oshkoron’s own lineage is of interest to us.  His people were Mesopotamian, of sturdy freeholder stock.  Those tribesmen are canny, fierce and independent, aggressive and cunning, and not easily deceived.  And Malkara had no close relationship to the royal family.  Together they made an excellent son, Sehura.  I marked him years ago; strong, intelligent, very good character.  He in turn married the Lady Tawasret.  The best thing to say about Tawasret is that she has absolutely no bloodline linking her to the royal family or any of the nobility.  Her people were upstarts and have only been within the ranks of the nobility a mere hundred years.  Therefore, their daughter Nyserra inherits good blood from both parents.” 
 
    It was her accursed breeding plans again!  She was breeding us as a goatherd breeds his flock. 
 
    “My mother, have you met this Nyserra?” I asked.  It was my own son she was breeding, too!  Who was this Nyserra that my son would have to cover her as a billy goat covers his nanny? 
 
    “Yes, yes,” the Queen said.  “Delightful girl.  Very bright.  I think you will like her.” 
 
    I had already made up my mind that I would not. 
 
    “She is – let me see – twelve years old by now,” said the Queen. 
 
    “Twelve?  Rahotep is only two!” 
 
    “My dear, that has nothing to do with it as you know,” she replied.  “What matters is that they are of a similar enough age to mate and produce young, which would be another, hmm, twelve or fourteen years from now?” 
 
    The Queen was one of the few people I have known that thought of time as an entirety.  She never dismissed events in the far future as less important than events of tomorrow.   
 
    “My mother, at twelve years old she is already well within puberty.  I would have thought that a match would have been made for her by now.” 
 
    “A match,” she repeated.  “Yes.  Usually a match would have been made by now.  But there has been no match.  Strange, isn’t it?” 
 
    It struck me that the Queen herself prevented any match for Nyserra.  And now a nubile girl was to be betrothed to a toddler.  I was beginning to sicken of her breeding schemes, and poor little Rahotep was one of her prize kids. 
 
    “The child that Nyserra and Rahotep produce,” she continued, “will be a great king, perhaps the finest.  And he will make Egypt first among nations again.” 
 
    She seemed so sure that this would work out as she planned.  I looked doubtful and she caught my expression. 
 
    “Well, what is it?” she challenged.  “Do you disagree with my plans?” 
 
    “My mother, I would never disagree with you!  It’s just that – it’s just that it seems a game with many outcomes, like a gambling game.  Or the Wall of Two Doors.” 
 
    All Egyptians believe in fate and that the gods have decreed every aspect of our lives.  There was a sect, however, called the Atenists who had a variation on fate, and would philosophize on its different facets.  Their favorite parable was the Wall of Two Doors.  The doors on this wall led to two separate rooms, and each room also contained two other doors; these led to two more separate rooms with two doors, and so forth.  The Atenists believed that each mortal was given the choice of each door.  One may choose which door to take, but once passing the door, one may never go back.  Through some arcane calculations the Atenists said there were well over half a million possible outcomes to a mortal’s life, all of which were decreed by the gods, but only one outcome given each mortal by the mortal’s own choices.  
 
    I thought, how would she know if the child would be a girl or boy?  Or sound in mind and body?  Or no child at all?  How can she possibly see that my Rahotep would father a Great King?  Did she have a soothsayer who told her these things? 
 
    “My girl, you are perceptive,” said the Queen.  “Yes, it is a gambling game.  Yet I recall telling you once how one must hedge one’s bets.  Work hardest for the high probability outcome, but always have secondary plans, and tertiary plans if you can manage it.” 
 
    I looked at her and realized that she must have had a secondary plan concerning me.  The Queen’s heart had the eyes of a hawk and saw this thought passing through my mind. 
 
    “My dear, there is no need for you to worry about yourself as long as you strive to fulfil your duty,” she said.  “And there are other considerations.  For example, there are tools that are made for a single task alone.  But I like tools that can perform many different tasks with equal ease.  You are such a tool, my dear.” 
 
    And that was the only thing I was to her.  A tool!  A she-goat first, a dam to breed a princeling, and then a useful tool that could be used for many tasks.  I never learned what her secondary plans were if I did not perform as she expected.  And I knew that as much time and care as she expended on me she would not have hesitated to eliminate me if the outcome deviated from the plan.  However, if I were valuable to her as a tool of many uses perhaps my outcome was less bleak.  Failure in only one task may have been weighed and judged against other successes, and perhaps the ax would not drop.  Such was my life at court and thus I learned why Mother and Father lived each day in fear – they had once been a part of this world. 
 
    The Queen changed the topic.   
 
    “You have a reputation, my girl.  Two in fact.  Everyone in the entire palace knows now that you are a power to be reckoned with and that it is impossible to lie to you.  They are beginning to fear you.  It began when it became known of how you exposed the two dishonest architects.  People marked you out then and have observed you and see it was no accident, that you are a keen-eyed overseer, one with a cunning intellect.  And several incidents since then have reminded them that you have no forgiveness for wrongdoing, that you are quick and ruthless when you need to be.  Good!  A reputation such as that is a tool to use.  Use it!” 
 
    She paused to let sink in what she thought to be a compliment to me.  My own heart despaired that I was becoming someone to be feared.  How could little Mitti have become a tyrant?   
 
    “You also have the other reputation,” she continued, “that you love women and not men.  Now, the ladies and gentlemen of the court couple with each other’s husbands and wives and others whenever the chance permits.  It is a hypocritical game they play in their boredom.  A royal princess, however, is different.  There must never be the slightest hint that her child is not her husband’s, that is why, on occasion, a royal princess is put to death for unfaithfulness to her royal husband.  It calls into question the legitimacy of her children.  A double standard, yes.  When has human society ever been without double standards?” 
 
    She smiled.  We both knew who the real father of Rahotep was.  That was a deep secret. 
 
    “There are women who love women in our kingdom,” she went on, “but few in number I believe.  Little known or understood.  Yet I remember something.  In ancient times there was a Queen Hetanhotep, and it is written that she kept a concubine of her own.  If you were principal wife to the king perhaps you could arrange to take a concubine for yourself.  But then again, you are not queen.  I am.  So hear me carefully.” 
 
    My attention was on her. 
 
    “You, my dear, were very indiscreet with that foreign slave, Ellas.  You did not heed me when I warned you to relax yourself only with someone that would not cause you any problems.  You made an unfortunate choice with that young woman, so she babbled to anyone who would listen.  The rumor spread, and as much as I tried to have the rumor quashed everyone in the palace knows your attention is for women.  To the good is that in our Egypt love between women is not viewed as a punishable sin because there is no penetration, no seed expelled, no possibility of an illegitimate child.  In our land it is simply an oddity, no more.  Take this as a lesson, my dear.  If your little slave had been a man, and this rumor of your infidelity to the Prince took on the life it did, your own life would have been forfeit!” 
 
    I had come to this conclusion shortly after Ellas was taken away from me.  I was alive only because Ellas was a woman. 
 
    She mused for a bit, then, “Tell me, Khametnefer, why do you love women?” 
 
    “I – I know not, my mother.  I – I think, it seems I have always been this way,” I replied. 
 
    I did not feel shame.  However, one is unhappy when others are displeased with one.  I knew that by now Mother and Father had heard the rumors.  Were they displeased with me? 
 
    “You must tell me, my dear,” she went on, “how it differed between your mating with Rahotep’s father Bak, and your – it would not be mating – your lovemaking with Ellas.” 
 
    Remember that I was very young then, only seventeen.  I needed to form my own thoughts, which were so unclear to me at that age.   
 
    “My mother, I know not how to express it.  I only know I was unhappy with Bak, but I was wonderfully happy with Ellas.  It was not the lovemaking of itself, it was because Ellas was a woman.” 
 
    She paused for a moment, deep in thought. 
 
    “There was a man once,” she said.  “Many years ago.  A man that would capture the attention of any.  The King, well, you know the King.  He was away, then.  This man captured my attention as well.  He was the only man other than the King with whom I ever lay.  It was only with him that my heart ever sang for the sweet pain.  No one else.” 
 
    I looked at her.  I could not imagine the Queen in the arms of any man, even her husband, the King.  I could not imagine Sekma as being capable of feeling ordinary, human emotions.  The thought of her lying naked in the arms of a lover was a notion so alien that I almost snickered.  I carefully held my tongue, asked nothing of her.  She was silent for a time; her memories played through her heart.  She gathered herself inside and went on. 
 
    “And of all the times you lay with Bak, did your heart never sing for the sweet pain?” she asked. 
 
    “No, my mother.  I felt dismay, each and every time.” 
 
    “So, you have never felt the sweet pain with another.  A pity.” 
 
    “My mother, I did not say that.” 
 
    “Really?  You felt the sweet pain with this handmaiden as well?” 
 
    I nodded but did not explain. 
 
    “I would have not thought one could,” she said.  “This is one thing I don’t know about.  For some reason I never thought that lovemaking between two women would amount to much; I had thought that the love between women would only be in the happiness of gentle caresses, not the ecstasy of the body as well.  You tell me differently, Princess Khametnefer; you have taught me something new today.” 
 
    She thought for a moment, then suddenly, “Tell me, child, do you hate men?” 
 
    “Oh, no, my mother!  I just don’t want to love them.” 
 
    “And you say that with the slave Ellas, your heart sang?  You truly felt the sweet pain?” 
 
    “Yes, just as I said.”  Why did she ask the same question?  The Queen never asked a question twice unless it were a stratagem to draw out one’s true thoughts.  A cautioning voice whispered in my ear, but what possible subtlety did she think I was trying to hide if we were merely speaking of lovemaking and the joy of the body? 
 
    She pondered this several moments. 
 
    “Do you think it may happen again?  That you should find love with a woman again?” she asked. 
 
    I thought carefully of what answer I should give the Queen.  In a way I still loved Ellas and longed to have her back, however I knew Sekma must have sent her far away and I would never see her again – the Queen was nothing if not thorough – and the loneliness I felt before my time with Ellas had returned.  Should I remain forever alone?  Or will I open myself to love again?  My conscience tugged at me, that my thoughts were not true to Ellas.  My heart, however, was practical for once, as if it nodded knowingly.  All paths led to the same end.  If I tell the Queen honestly then I would be telling myself honestly.  I looked at her steadily. 
 
    “Yes, my mother, unless you forbid me.” 
 
    She regarded me for a moment, thinking.   
 
    “Khametnefer, my child, I shall only say this.  In future, be discreet.” 
 
    “Yes, my mother.”   
 
    She did not forbid me! 
 
    She closed our meeting with some praise. 
 
    “You are doing well as advisor to Hoseno, the major domo.  The scribes who do the accounting are pleased that expenses are within allowances and the chiefs of different departments say that pilfering is at an all-time low.  The buildings and grounds have never been in finer shape, everything is always clean and spotless, and all the palace servants seem better disciplined and show proper respect to the major domo.  Your little palace kingdom is thriving under you.  Well done, my dear.  Now leave me.  I have work to do.”  
 
    I was carrying Rahotep on my hip when I left the Queen’s apartments, but his head was nodding, in need of a nap, so I transferred him up until his head was on my shoulder, there he was soon asleep.   
 
    I walked slowly.  My thoughts turned away from my little palace kingdom and away from the Queen’s inquisitiveness over my inclination toward women.  They turned to Rahotep.  My own heart was heavy with many emotions; fear, anger, resentment, hatred, all feelings but happiness.  Father’s words echoed in my heart, “A dangerous thing it is to be known by the Queen, to live under her eye, to be within her grasp.”  And now his warning extended to Rahotep, my son, who would be a mere tool of the Queen and her breeding schemes.  This little person I held in my arms, this little head on my shoulder, this little face tucked into my neck was more precious to me than all the waters of the Nile and all the gold of Nubia.  I cared not who his father was, I cared not that he was to sire a great king of Egypt, I cared only that he was my child and I would do my utmost for him, for his wellbeing, his safety.  Yet I knew that his safety was never secure as long as he lived under the eye of the Queen and within her grasp.  How was I to make my Rahotep safe when we lived in the very house of the greatest danger to him in all the world?  I would need to work for him without ceasing, I would need to use all the arts and skills taught me by Sekma.  I would sacrifice my life and face the unmerciful Ammut the Devourer in the deepest and coldest reaches of Hell that my child, my son Rahotep should be safe.   
 
    An idea, very vague, distant as a smudged comet in a dark sky, started to form. 
 
   
  
 



Nyserra 
 
      
 
    I was with the Queen one day when a messenger brought a short note from the Vizier.  She read it, shook her head, then spoke to the messenger. 
 
    “Please conduct my compliments to my lord Grand Vizier, and say that the King’s justice is in the capable hands of wise judges.  A full accounting less the usual commissions will be expected in the royal treasury.” 
 
    The messenger bowed and left.  The Queen had been working hard that day and I was with her to listen and observe a certain noble who was consulting with her.  It was after his departure that the messenger arrived.  After the messenger left she seemed tired and still a bit vexed at the noble, and wanted to relax by chatting with me a few moments on something other than business. 
 
    “The Vizier,” she said, “was asking if I would be interested in the details of a pair of tomb robbers who were caught red handed.  It seems they were so overwhelmed by the amount of gold found there that they took too much time admiring it while sitting in the tomb.” 
 
    “The tomb of a king?” I asked, worried. 
 
    “No, some minor priest,” she replied, then laughed ruefully.  “Even minor priests amass the wealth of royalty!  I understand the tomb lay untouched for eighty years before someone got round to robbing it.  That must be a record.  Usually it is only a year or two.  Well, it was good that they were found with all the gold, so much more directly into the treasury.” 
 
    I was aghast.  “But, my mother!  That gold belongs to the dead priest and is for his prosperity in the afterlife!” 
 
    Her look reminded me that she did not believe in the supernatural or in an afterlife. 
 
    “My daughter, how many tombs are here and there in the kingdom containing gold?  Why don’t they put in stones instead of gold?  Yet there the gold lies, doing nothing.  When robbers take the gold it comes back into the hands of the living, where it can be put to use.” 
 
    “But it is in the hands of robbers!” 
 
    “Only for a time,” she said.  “Then they will spend it and that gold will flow through Egypt as surely as the River Nile, making Egypt that much wealthier.” 
 
    “My mother, I know you do not believe in the afterlife.  But what if it were real?  That priest was robbed of his wealth.” 
 
    “Daughter,” she asked, “how long was that priest in his tomb before it was robbed?” 
 
    “You said eighty years, my mother.” 
 
    “Then, if there were an afterlife, why did he never take the gold away with him in all those years?” 
 
    I could not answer. 
 
    “I have often thought,” the Queen said, “that many of those robberies of rich tombs were committed with the connivance of kings and priests, who know very well that gold is needed in the kingdom, in hands that know how to spend it, not in graves.  Think on that.” 
 
    It dawned on me that when my schoolmasters instructed me in the finances of the kingdom they also would use the analogy of gold flowing through the kingdom like the River, and they emphasized that stagnant wealth was no wealth at all.  The Queen, as always, was right. 
 
    “What will happen to them?  I mean, the robbers?” I asked. 
 
    “They will be put to death, of course, in their town for their neighbors to see,” she replied.  “There was a time when the punishment was death by slow torture, and the families of the accused were forced to watch.  I put a stop to that barbarity.  No more death by torture, and the families need not watch the execution.” 
 
    I knew that she did not like torture and thought it useless.  If someone needed killing, that someone was killed outright.  The Queen despised those that took delight in torture and mutilation. 
 
    “Confessions?  Hah!” she said.  “With the right torture I could make anyone confess to anything.  And everyone knows this.  Yet torture has been a way of life for centuries and do you know why?  Because people love to see pain!  As long as it is someone else, they love to see pain. They love to watch a torturer at his grisly work as much as to hear the screams of the victims.  Pah!  Such a sorry lot is humanity.” 
 
    “I hear that torture still occurs,” I said. 
 
    “Yes, yes.  When I do not need to, I do not interfere with how things are going.  Torture happens and will continue to happen.  I did manage, however, to stop death by slow torture as a punishment.  I vowed to do this long ago, before I was even your age.” 
 
    “My mother?” 
 
    “I had been at court only a short while,” she said, “when a group of us young ladies decided to go to the River to bathe.  There were three watchmen there to guard us, and I suppose the watchmen preferred to watch the pretty naked girls splashing in the water rather than the surroundings.  I looked across the River and in the distance I saw a crocodile approaching.  We all ran out of the water, of course, and no harm done; the croc was a good distance away.  But those watchmen!  Since I spied the croc before they did their lives were forfeit.” 
 
    “And rightly so!” she continued.  “A watchman who does not keep watch is not just useless, he is a positive harm!  The three of them deserved death.  I thought that one of the palace guards would simply slash their throats.  Yet it was not to be.  They were tied to posts at the same place we had been bathing, some boatmen herded a group of crocodiles nearby, then the Vizier had three surgeons cut pieces off the bodies of the condemned.  Surgeons were used so that by their skill they could cut large pieces off the men without killing them outright.  Those watchmen screamed at each slice, then they had to look on as, piece by piece, they were fed to the crocs.  It took hours.  Why not just run them through and be done with it?  Such a silly, time-wasting spectacle.” 
 
    I never failed to learn a new thing from the Queen, even when she was not intentionally trying to teach me anything.  She almost casually had people killed for crimes, for potential crimes, and for no crimes at all if she thought that death was the easiest solution to ending an unpleasant situation.  I had once been in her presence when a noble of the Upper Nile complained lengthily to her about one of his neighbors.  The Queen listened for a while, then motioned one of the guards to seize the noble and take him away.  That noble was put to death that night.  For complaining!  Later she told me that this man was an inveterate troublemaker, often causing a problem by his complaints where no problem existed before.  She told me of valuable time taken up by royal magistrates to sort out squabbles that would never have arisen had it not been for that popinjay stirring up resentments among the small freeholders in his district.  Somehow he thought he made himself look important by pointing out inconsequential flaws in others.  The first time something like this happened the Queen ignored it, as she did the second time and the third time.  No more.  She felt that his district would be eased of its tensions should he be eliminated.  The lesson was not lost on others.  Few complained to her unless the complaint was one of importance to the realm.  This was the Queen’s method. 
 
    “When trouble emerges,” she had said, “where no trouble existed before, you will find a troublemaker.  Yes, yes, this man did not commit any crime.  Yet there is unrest in his province.  I say weeds must be pulled up by the roots or they will spread.” 
 
    But she never used torture.  Her telling me of the incidents of the young ladies and the croc, and of the pot-stirrer and his neighbors, revealed to me her outlook regarding anyone who should be working for the kingdom’s benefit.  In her eyes negligence in important matters was a crime that carried the extreme penalty.  And stirring up trouble where none existed before was not to be tolerated.  No torture, but no mercy. 
 
    “Now, leave me, my dear” she said.  “I am tired and want to finish quickly.  Tomorrow I want you to make an appointment with the Vizier and go over the details of Nyserra’s elevation ceremony and the betrothal.  I am leaving that up to you.”   
 
    She offered her cheek for me to kiss and was on another topic of business before I could reach the door. 
 
    I sent word to the Vizier that I wished to meet with him.  Gone were the days when I must crave an audience with him!  Gone the days when he would put me off or make me wait.  Now I simply sent word and he would push all other business aside to meet with me, many times asking if I would prefer that he come to me. 
 
    The great men at court were in fear of little Mitti.  I guessed she was also hated for it.   
 
    The priests were the ones who would organize the two ceremonies, however this was done under the review and approval of the Vizier, and the Vizier’s decisions were made under the hidden approval of the Princess Consort, me. 
 
    Within a few weeks the Lady Nyserra and her mother, the Lady Tawasret, made their way downriver to the King’s city and were housed in apartments befitting their rank.  They spent a day or two exploring the palace then another day with the priests who schooled them in the protocol of the two ceremonies.  I could tell that the Lady Tawasret was thrilled that her “upstart family”, linked to the royal family by her own marriage to Prince Sehura, would now have a daughter who would become Queen.  Aside from this irksome pride she otherwise seemed a modest and graceful lady.  She did not meddle in the arrangements, as I feared she would, but asked many questions concerning formalities to be afforded her daughter after the elevation.  After a time the arrangements were completed, then the two ceremonies went forward.  At her elevation Nyserra was named the Princess Qara.  Like me, her new name would be hers for the rest of her life. 
 
    Nyserra proved to be a lovely young woman.  As I was the mother to the Prince Rahotep I had been determined that no one would be good enough for my son.  Yet I relented upon meeting Nyserra.  She knew all forms of court etiquette and was correct and polite in meeting me, however she had an easy and natural grace and was perfectly comfortable when talking with me.  Her friendliness was unfeigned.  While talking with her I realized she was quite educated for her age and very intelligent – none of the giggling and chattering I had seen in other young ladies her age.  She would look me directly in the eye while addressing me.  I could see that everything she said was her genuine belief, whether or not that belief was well-founded.  I abandoned my distrust and, reluctantly, began liking her.  I also reluctantly admitted to myself that the Queen had chosen well. 
 
    In those days our Egypt had two traditions regarding betrothal between two very young people.  One had it that the two would be raised as brother and sister until the day of the consummation of their marriage.  The other tradition had it that they would be raised apart and never see each other until their nuptials.  The Queen put a stop to the former regarding royal betrothals. 
 
    “I have seen it before,” she had said, “that when two betrothed children are raised as brother and sister they have a positive distaste for mating when they are ready for it.  They might have been jolly chums while young, but after consummation they would soon come to loathe each other.  A match is made based on whatever advantages of family, statecraft, or wealth demand, or on the bloodlines involved.  It is essential to the kingdom that the nobles produce offspring who can contribute to the strength of the realm.  We do not need to cause obstacles between their mating, so we will do without the one tradition.  Raise them apart.” 
 
    I remembered the day she told me that I would not officially meet my betrothed, the Prince Oskhama, until the nuptials.  Unofficial visits were not a problem, however, because they would be brief.  Also, she had secretly planned that I would never mate with him. 
 
    Nyserra visited me in my apartments soon after the elevation and betrothal.  She bowed upon entering the main chamber. 
 
    “I greet your Highness Princess Khametnefer,” she said. 
 
    “And I thank you for attending me, Nyserra,” I replied.  “But now you must address me as ‘my mother’.” 
 
    “So,” she asked, with an impish smile, “I am still simply Nyserra and not your daughter the Princess Qara?” 
 
    I laughed at my mistake.  “Forgive me Princess Qara, my daughter.  I can be quite muddled at times.” 
 
    She laughed also.  “My mother, I must confess; I prefer to be called Nyserra.” 
 
    “And we,” I replied, “are closer in age than you are to your own betrothed.  Only five years apart, we two!  In my heart it seems silly that you should call me ‘mother’.  But wait.  When there are others present we must keep the proper forms of address; you will be my daughter, Princess Qara, and I your mother, Princess Khametnefer.  But when we are alone please call me Kham, and I shall call you Nyserra.  Is that agreeable to you?” 
 
    “Most agreeable, Kham!” she answered happily.  “I would be your friend if you would allow.  I am thirteen and you are eighteen and I know that is a large difference in age, however I think we can be almost as sisters.  How think you?” 
 
    “With all my heart, Nyserra, I think as you.”  I was charmed at her suggestion that we be friends.  “Come!  Sit beside me.” 
 
    So protocol was ignored and we sat side by side and simply talked as two young women will – safe in my apartments I did not need to hold myself up to the decorum expected of me.  We spoke of the coming days and years; Nyserra would soon go with her mother to their estate upriver for several years, then she would return alone to live at the palace.  I would cause schoolmasters to continue her education when she was reestablished at court.  We also spoke of the many diversions in which she and I would indulge upon her return; boating on the River, chariot rides through the countryside, different fetes and festivals we would attend.  We spoke of dancing and singing and different merriments we both loved.  Nyserra proved to be so comfortable as a companion that I noticed we were holding hands as we talked together.  At the end of her visit we were firm friends.    
 
    So eventually Nyserra – now styled Princess Qara – and her mother departed and returned to their estate.  I was with them as they boarded their barge for the journey upriver, and embraced them both.  I was quite surprised when I found a tear or two in my eyes as they departed. 
 
   
  
 



Tasima 
 
      
 
    Without ladies-in-waiting the only women in my apartments were slaves; they were silent and tried to stay unseen.  I preferred it this way.  I had become wary of slaves; I knew not which ones were gossiping with other slaves about this or that incident in my apartments.  With the ladies gone and the servants almost hiding themselves I had solitude so that I could rest after the day’s work of dealing with so many others.  Yet at times I felt I would have liked to converse with someone on topics having nothing whatever to do with the running of the palace or in learning statecraft.  Also I had seen that my management of the household was inferior to my management of the palace.  A day came when as I was leaving the apartments I noticed a stain on the floor, possibly left from Rahotep’s play.  It was still there when I returned that evening.  I decided I needed a housekeeper, someone who would manage the apartments, supervise the servants, ensure all work was done, and make good decisions in my stead.  If this housekeeper were the right person I would be at ease about the upkeep of the apartments and not need to worry so much about Rahotep.  And, perhaps, I would have that someone with whom to have normal, everyday conversations or chats when I wished to divert myself with simple talk.  I summoned Wegaf and had him look for a person.  I told him I wanted a freeborn woman, someone from the city who was not attached to the palace at all, someone who had enough sense to manage my apartments without me having to make every small decision, and that this housekeeper would supervise the servants.  Someone trustworthy. 
 
    Wegaf bowed and left. 
 
    In three days’ time he returned.  Her name was Mistress Tasima, a widow who lived not far from the palace.  Wegaf, as usual, recited her dossier to me in detail, and seemed to know as much about her as needed.  She had one child, a daughter now married, so there would be no hindrance in Mistress Tasima spending time at the palace.  After her husband’s death she managed to raise her daughter on her own, using a small plot of land to grow onions and lettuce and other vegetables to barter in the market.  A meager living, yes, but she managed all the same and seemed content that her only child had married and she had no more worries except for her own day-to-day living.  She could read and write hieratic, as many others could, but less so hieroglyphs, again as many others could not.  She could do sums such as are required by small trades.  Her husband had been a minor merchant, which business was lost upon his death, but she had helped him often in this while he was alive, so she had a well-rounded experience.  After Wegaf’s initial inquiries returned satisfactory results he asked her directly if she would consider working at the palace as housekeeper in one of the apartments there.  Of course, he did not disclose the name of the inhabitant of this apartment.  She was agreeable so I told him to ask her to attend me that we might talk.  A day later Wegaf informed me of the willingness of this Mistress Tasima to visit her potential employer.  I gave him a certain day to bring her. 
 
    When the day arrived I was especially busy on unexpected tasks sent me by the Queen, and I had been hurrying to many parts of the palace and to the Queen’s apartments repeatedly for several meetings.  The day was long and exhausting and when I went back to my apartments the Sun was setting – a time when most commoners were getting ready for bed.  I rarely forgot anything; it is a curse never to forget!  This day, however, was more troublesome than most and it slipped my mind that I was to interview someone for the post of housekeeper.  I strode into my apartments and past Wegaf and a woman standing near the door, not acknowledging their bows or even looking at them.  I then remembered the appointment, but did not slow my stride until I was in my bedchamber and removing my wig.  I almost sent word to cancel the appointment, tired as I was, but instead I caused a servant to inform Wegaf and the woman where they were to wait.  When I removed the makeup and changed clothing I walked to the main chamber where Wegaf and the woman were waiting. 
 
    Wegaf bowed, but the woman prostrated herself on the floor. 
 
    “Wegaf.  Forgive me, I am so late,” I said to my spy. 
 
    “I bid your Highness good evening,” he said.  “And there is nothing to forgive.”   
 
    “And this is the woman?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, your Highness.” 
 
    I turned to her.  “Rise, please,” I said. 
 
    “May your Highness live forever,” she said, standing up. 
 
     “You need not wish me that long a life just yet,” I said, with a touch of humor in my voice.  “Nor need you prostrate yourself.  I’m not the Queen, you know.” 
 
    She understood the humor, smiled.  I regarded her.  She looked to be in her mid-thirties, care-worn, her skin was deep brown from the Sun, but with weather-beaten good looks and pleasant to look upon nevertheless.  Her smile was sweet and pleasing to the eye. 
 
    “What is your name, please?” I asked.  I knew her name, of course, but royalty are supposed to pretend they do not at first meetings. 
 
    “My name is Tasima,” she replied. 
 
    “I do hope you haven’t waited too long for my return?” 
 
    She opened her mouth to speak, then closed it. 
 
    “Wegaf?”  I asked. 
 
    “Your Highness?” he replied. 
 
    “How long have you been waiting?” 
 
    “If it please your Highness, about four hours,” he said. 
 
    “Four hours?” Astonished, I turned to the woman.  “Oh, my dear!  I am so sorry.” 
 
    “May your Highness – ” she caught herself.  “It is nothing, your Highness.” 
 
    “I do hope someone fed you, at least!”  I said.  “Wegaf, did they feed you?” 
 
    “Yes, your Highness,” he said.  “A delightful light meal.” 
 
    I knew that Wegaf had probably commanded a meal be brought, since the servants would not have had that initiative.  He had that authority while in my apartments. 
 
    “Well, then, you must sit!  That is too long a time to wait for a forgetful ninny such as myself,” I said.   
 
    I had them sit nearby and told the servants to bring fruits, bread, beer, and wine.  I was hungry myself, and knowing Wegaf, this “light meal” he told me about might have been very light indeed.  She seemed too shy to touch anything until I, with a fig in my mouth, motioned her toward the bowls.  She cautiously took something. 
 
    “Now, then, my dear,” I said.  “Tell me about yourself.” 
 
    She began telling me the details, matching Wegaf’s summary.  Then she told me more details that had been left out.  Her husband had been carried off by a fever several years earlier, as happens to many when contagion makes its rounds during the season.  She had given birth many times but only her daughter survived infancy, all too common an occurrence.  She had a house that she inherited from her own mother and father, had given it to her husband upon marriage, and reinherited it upon his death, not an unusual thing in our Egypt.  Her daughter, about fourteen years old, had been married the previous year and was now living with the husband and his family and expecting her first child.  Tasima said that even though her daughter had left, she herself could manage well enough on her own but hoped to earn a little more to give to her daughter when the child was born. 
 
    The more she talked the more I liked her.  It was not the details of her life that attracted me.  It was her pleasing personality, her obvious intelligence, her amusing turns of phrase, and her warm smile, always easily coming to her lips.  She did not project any servility towards me, only the expected forms of respect due to a member of the royal family.  She was quickly very comfortable in my presence and soon began behaving as herself.  Not having been to court at all she was unaware of posturing and flattery, which made her all the more appealing, and the very reason I had told Wegaf to look outside the palace for someone.  She was engaging.  I made up my mind that she would be the new housekeeper.    
 
    After a time I felt we had talked enough. 
 
    “Very well, Mistress Tasima,” I said.  “I am very happy to have made your acquaintance.  I shall send word in a day or two that you may come again and we shall discuss the terms, and then you may think and decide if you want this position.”   
 
    “You are kind, your Highness,” she replied. 
 
    I looked over to Wegaf.  “I see the Sun has long since retired and gone to his bed, and I have kept you both up far later than was necessary.  Please see that a guardsman escorts Mistress Tasima to her home safely, then you may retire.”   
 
    He nodded.  “I thank you, Highness.” 
 
    “And I apologize again for my tardiness.”  They bowed and left. 
 
    The terms I offered Tasima were pleasing to her.  She would live in my apartments but could keep her house in the town; she was allowed to visit her daughter frequently; she was not bonded in my service and would remain a free employee.  The terms were generous, yet not outlandishly so.  Tasima had satisfaction in her eyes.  She did not know I had my own thoughts, a motive, a reason for these terms.  How I had learned, unwillingly at times under Sekma’s tutelage, to pull as much from a single transaction as could be obtained.  Yet this motive was benign.  She was a free woman with property, small as it was, and she had the right to leave my service at any time.  I wanted that independence of mind in her, that when we conversed about this or that she would not be speaking from abject subservience.  This appealed to me.  I would have a better chance of hearing her true thoughts and, perhaps, have honesty in her dealings.  I remembered how Ellas was always agreeable because it was her duty as my slave. 
 
    Mistress Tasima moved into the apartments.  She quickly made herself valuable in her supervision of the servants in organizing their work.  The apartments took up an entire courtyard and had uncountable rooms and many servants, and it was not a small task to supervise their upkeep.  Pleased I was when I saw they were in superb condition after only a week.  She also knew children, their pranks, their motivations, and never let my son run roughshod over her, yet Rahotep liked her and told me so in his baby-talk fashion.  She was full of practical wisdom so when I did come home I was able to have interesting and delightful conversations with her, ones where I did not have to be guarded in what I said, did not have to be watchful and trying to interpret all I heard and saw.  Our talk was of Rahotep’s antics, this or that problem with the servants, amusing things that occurred during the day, and discussions of various ideas on improving the decor.  This was the relaxation that I needed. 
 
    Many weeks passed.  I began to like her the more as I grew to know her.  Her rough-hewn good looks increased in their appeal to me as time passed, and her physical strength and dexterity I noticed often.  At times when I returned to the apartments she would smile warmly and, when I was seated, come behind me and knead my neck and shoulders.  A heavenly welcome home!  Once as my dinner was brought our eyes met and lingered for a moment.  Her smile, always ready, blossomed and made her look beautiful.  I began to think of her in a different light, then pushed that thought aside.  Yet when I looked back I saw she was still watching me.  I thought, am I deceiving myself or was Tasima attracted to me as I was attracted to her? 
 
    Weeks became months.  The Sun began his progress to the south and the days grew cooler.  My work with the Queen, always heavy, became more so.  A day came when I was very late getting back to my apartments.  It was quiet when I entered, no lamps lit but for a single one in the foyer.  I lit another lamp from this one and went to my bedchamber.  The night was chill.  It is well known that the desert, hot during the day, would become very cold at night during the winter months.  Raw, thin mists crept out of the River and moved through the palace and through clothing, chilling me.  It was so late in the evening that my handmaiden had long since retired; I wanted a bath, yet the thought of cold water all over me changed my mind, so I decided on simply cleaning myself with a moistened cloth.  Tasima found me after I had removed my clothing and was walking, naked, toward the bath.  She helped me wash myself and when finished dried me off quickly as I stood shivering, and she vigorously rubbed me with her strong hands, warming me. 
 
    “Highness, I feel in your muscles that you have had a tiring day,” she said.  “They are so tight, so knotted!  You have so many great cares for someone so young.” 
 
    “It is my fate,” I said, “whether I will or no.  But no matter.  Your hands are firm and warm, and they ease me, relieve me.  Oh, Tasima!  You are such a comfort.” 
 
    She brought me a gown to keep out the cold and to wear when I went to sleep.  Tasima raised her arms high to place the gown over me, lowered it, and began to adjust the cloth.  She rested her hands on my shoulders.  Then, shyly, she wrapped her arms round me and embraced me for an instant and no more, then released me.  
 
    “Highness,” she said, almost stammering, her eyes lowered, “I – I would unburden you of your cares, if but for a moment.” 
 
    I was not yet nineteen.  Ellas had been sent away more than two years before and since then I had had no intimacy with anyone.  Over that time I slowly, begrudgingly, admitted that there was a possibility that the Queen was right, that my love for Ellas was simple infatuation.  Ellas had never seemed to have the sweet abandon I felt when I was with her, nor was she so ready to speak protestations of love as was I.  My insistence in my heart that I was in love was always checked by doubt.  I was never truly able to believe she loved me in return, even when she was with me; and when we were together that doubt would nag at me, shaking a finger in my face.  I at last admitted that Ellas, as sweet as she was, and as pleasing in her lovemaking as I could hope, did not share that same feeling as I had for her.  This suspicion was unwanted, that Goddess Hathor should have made sport of me but did not touch me, that she overlooked Ellas altogether.  Unwanted it may have been, but the doubt would not leave.  Oh, my heartbreak was very real when Ellas was taken away; I had lost a lover, an intimate companion.  But she was gone, whether or not her love for me was real.  And I was left with this as a cold, hard fact.  No intimacy in two long years had begun to take its toll.  I would be cross with someone at the least provocation, even with little Rahotep, and at times I would be listless and fret for reasons I could not name.  I longed for the simple pleasure of a body being held close to mine. 
 
    And now Tasima embraced me for an instant.  How wonderful it was for that brief embrace to send soothing and sweet feelings through me and leave my heart yearning for more.  And now Tasima was willing.  I knew it, she expressed it, and now I knew of a certainty that when our eyes had met and lingered she felt an attraction for me as I did for her.  There could be no doubt.  I took Tasima in my arms and held her close, my head next to hers. 
 
    “I have so many cares,” I murmured into her hair.  “So many. So many.” 
 
    Then, when she felt that I was ready, she kissed my lips, my ear, my neck, my lips again.  And I felt her arms tighten round me and she moved in unfeigned pleasure with each kiss.  And she took me to my bed, and her lovemaking was gentle and luxurious, and the warmth of her caresses and kisses touched me deep inside, and her hands upon my body caused such feelings within, and her fingers sought and found my innermost being, and she kissed my breasts in a way Ellas had never done and captured a new sensitivity and sent it flowing through me, and sent wave on wave of pleasure within all of me, and her fingers upon my loins moved upon me, and she guided my own hand to her sex, and I touched her, caressed her, moved with her, and I felt the sweet pain gaining, climbing inside me, the intensity overcoming me, rising, and then, and then, oh, then! our release was as one. 
 
      She slowed, stopped, rested her body upon mine.  We lay quietly, our arms entwined as our hearts slowed, our kisses long and sweet, our caresses light and tender.  That night a bliss I had not felt for much too long was mine again.   
 
    She rose before dawn, even before the east had the glow of the fingers of Ra, the Sun God, as he rose from his own bed and stretched.  I woke as she was stirring. 
 
    “Where are you going?”  I asked. 
 
    I could not see her but felt her smiling at me.   
 
    “The servants will be up soon,” she said.  “You are a royal princess and I a free woman, and our time together is our own, and no one may gainsay us.  Yet I think you would prefer not to have too many tongues wagging.” 
 
    I clutched at her hand. 
 
    “A moment more, please Tasima.” 
 
    She sat next to me.  I reached up and took her in my arms. 
 
    “Tasima, this night was sweet forgetfulness.” 
 
    She returned my embrace and I felt her fingers in my hair as she kissed the top of my head.  I breathed in the wonderful fragrance between her breasts. 
 
    “And I am here for you, my Princess.  I am here whenever you would have that forgetfulness again.” 
 
    “Tasima, I—I have needed this for some time.  And I never knew I needed this until you embraced me.” 
 
    “I know, my Princess.  You have been lonely.  And I, too, have been lonely.  And I, too, did not know I needed this until I embraced you.  And I did not know that I would embrace you until I found my arms round you.  Strange, isn’t it?  That sometimes our bodies tell our hearts what needs to be done?  I embraced you as much for myself, for my own small comfort as for yours.  How glad I was when you did not deny me.  Yes, I have needed this for some time, too.  You have given me a happiness, my Princess.  You have unburdened me of my own cares.”   
 
    Then she leaned over and kissed my lips.  After a time she left. 
 
    In the weeks that followed she shared my bed when occasion allowed.  There was no talk of love, yet spoken endearments were many.  She must have heard the rumors about me by now.  Was she like me?  Did she have the same inclination as I?  Toward women and not men?  I could not tell.  We did not speak of this the first few nights, whether from being shy or from respect.  Yet I watched her in a new light each evening I returned to my apartments and I began to read her expressions; at times I could tell she wanted my company that night for her own happiness, and at other times when I was tired and out-of-sorts upon returning home she would, without being asked, come to me to relieve me of a troubled heart.  And many times there was no need for either of us; it was for simple joy, happiness, companionship.  And many times we did not make love at all, but simply slept in each other’s arms.  This, too, was a comfort all its own, of the warmth of arms round me, of a shoulder on which to pillow my head, of sleepy kisses in the dark. 
 
    One night our lovemaking was especially intense and my heart sang and sang until the sweet pain overwhelmed me as never before.  Tasima had made love to me in a way I had never imagined possible.  She had moved her head between my legs and began kissing me there intensely.  Timidly I tried to move away, tried to push her head to one side, as I did not know what she was about.  But she grasped my hips firmly and pushed her mouth down upon me and there she lavished her lips upon me, finding where the sensations were most intense, deep between the folds, laving with her tongue, causing feelings of utmost pleasure in a way I had never felt before, causing the feelings to grow and I felt my body expand until it snapped with spasms and I felt the pleasure, flowing, surging over me.  I lay there, my hands upon her head, my fingers in her hair, panting with exquisite exhaustion, and looked down at Tasima as she kissed my sex one last time.  Then she moved upward to me, kissed my lips, laid down beside me, stroked my hair until we both calmed.  I turned my face and nuzzled her neck, taking pleasure in her scent.  It was many moments before I had all my senses returned to me. 
 
    “Tasima.” 
 
    “My Princess.” 
 
    “You have been with a woman before.  I am sure of it.” 
 
    “Yes, Highness.” 
 
    “I thought so.  I would never have known the existence of what you did this night.” 
 
    She sighed happily through her smile, said, “Kisses are sweet anywhere they are placed.  Why not kiss that which is most intimate on one’s lover?  Or to use one’s tongue to find her little candle hiding under the cloak, in the very depths of her?”   
 
    “And this was taught you by a woman who was your lover?” 
 
    “Yes, Highness.” 
 
    “Is it your secret?” I asked.  “I mean, about the woman you were with?  Or would you tell me?” 
 
    When her daughter was very young she began to see much of a neighbor of hers, a woman older than herself.  There came a day when this neighbor began caressing her and kissing her neck until Tasima found her heart full of desire, of hunger.  They made love.  Over time they spent many intimate moments together.  This woman taught Tasima many things, of the many ways in which two women could please each other – her lover was, of course, experienced with other women.  I wondered aloud how it was that Tasima could leave the bed of her lover and return to the embraces of her husband. 
 
    “One manages to put different thoughts into different places in the heart,” she said.  “It is easier to live that way, if one does not hold too many thoughts at the same time.” 
 
    She laughed.  “And you!  You think too much, Highness!” 
 
    She said more.  She genuinely enjoyed the caresses of her husband as much as the caresses of her lover.  There were times when she would hurry from one to the other, as her body craved continuance of intimate desire.  This I did not understand.  A silly feeling of disapproval flitted through my heart.  I quickly discarded this feeling.  It was her choice, her body, her freedom.  She began to describe the differences in lovemaking between her lover and her husband, but I stopped her quickly. 
 
    “Wait, Tasima,” I said.  “I do not want to hear this.” 
 
    “Very well, Highness,” she smiled, and pulled my head onto her shoulder.  “I don’t want you to start thinking too much.” 
 
    We both laughed. 
 
    She spoke of how she and her lover kept their affections for each other quiet, and they would happily lie together only when opportunity permitted.  Never were they possessive, or mooning about if weeks passed between their meetings.  They were comfortable with each other.  Yet over a few years her lover and she became distant with each other, then they stopped their secret trysts altogether.  Tasima was not saddened with the loss.  These things happen, she said; one moves on.  Her thoughts were more wistful than unhappy, nostalgic for those times in which she could blissfully enjoy lovemaking for its own sake and not under the tyranny of Love, that most demanding and selfish of goddesses. 
 
    Lovemaking for its own sake.  I sighed.  Such simple, elegant philosophy. 
 
    I told her a little of my time with Ellas.  I told her that I could only love women, and would only submit to a man if I must. 
 
    “But you, Tasima, you like both?” 
 
    Her smile was always ready, always sweet.  “Yes!  Strange isn’t it?” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “And how many people would understand you?” she laughed. 
 
    I pillowed my head upon her breast and said nothing for a time. 
 
    “Tasima.” 
 
    “Highness?” 
 
    “Do you think you will ever find love again?” 
 
    She was quiet for many moments, then, “Perhaps.” 
 
    “Would it be with a man or woman?” I asked. 
 
    “Perhaps,” she said. 
 
    We were silent for a time.  Then I raised myself to one elbow, smiled at her, regarded her mischievously.  She looked up. 
 
    “Now, Tasima, I have learned something new from you.  I would try this new thing for myself and do this for you.” 
 
    She laughed quietly.  “Kiss me first, my Princess, then I am yours.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Many years have passed since those sweet hours I spent with Tasima.  Truly I believe she prevented me from going mad at a time when my work as lieutenant to the Queen became too excessive, and this during the time my body had reached maturity.  Tasima taught me that the simple, unfettered joy of lovemaking is a delicious and needed comfort.  She saved my sanity, perhaps my life, with lovemaking for its own sake. 
 
   
  
 



Ramose 
 
      
 
    “They don’t know how to fight!  They don’t even know how to dance!  They’re given a spear and told they are now guards.  So useless!”   
 
    I had never seen this man before, a man dressed as a captain of the army, not of the palace guard.  He stood, arms folded, looking at a trio of battered guardsmen lying on the flagstones, contempt in his eyes.  I had quietly walked into the courtyard nearest the palace gates where I was told I would find my missing bodyguard.   
 
    He now noticed me standing nearby.  He eyed me quite boldly, as men will; to him I was just another young woman.  I had not dressed properly in my hurry to find the guards; a short skirt hung from my hips and that was all, not so much as sandals on my feet or wig on my head. 
 
    “And you, miss?  Have you ever seen such a sorry sight?  By the way, I don’t think I know you,” he smiled. 
 
    “What happened to them?” I asked. 
 
    “From what I hear,” said the captain, “they were in the city last night and perhaps had a bit too much wine.  They quarreled with some of the young men there who promptly gave them a good drubbing.  Look at them!  Guardsmen beaten up by townies!  Guardsmen of the King!  The King had better look to himself before trusting such as these.  If they were faced with an aggressive enemy, this rabble would simply drop their spears and run away.  Then where would you be?  Why would the King have such?” 
 
    “Tell me, captain,” I asked, “if you think these men are not any good as guards, then why do you think the King has them in his service?” 
 
    He snorted.  “Pah!  These are the best he could come up with, I suppose.  But I know better.  This is Egypt.  Sometimes we think there are no other people in the world, so we disdain foreigners and think them inferior and that we have nothing to learn from them.  So this is about as good as soldiers can get here.  I, however, have been in the land of the Akkadians for many years and know better.  Now they know how to make soldiers and they know the value of training.  I learned from them.  Here there is no training at all, only parade ground rubbish.  The King wastes food on such as these.” 
 
    “Correct me if I am wrong,” I said, with a touch of irony, “but it seems to me that these men learned to use the sword and the spear many years ago, during their adolescence, as is the case of all men in Egypt.” 
 
    “The sword and the spear,” he replied, “are merely the tools of the trade.  However, soldiers in Egypt are never taught the trade of war itself.  They do not know how to fight as a body, they simply advance and start clobbering each other – or run away, which happens all too often.  They know no tactics, and quite obviously they know nothing of bare-handed fighting.  That takes training over and above simple swordplay.  But if they had proper training?  What then?  If these three pitiful specimens had training they would have been far more effective as a group than that of the sum of three individuals, and would have been more than a match for a far greater number of townies.  I could take a platoon of these baboons and turn them into such fighting men they could defeat an entire company of Egyptian soldiers!” 
 
    “Could you then?” I asked, smiling at his boasting.  “How long would it take to train such a platoon?” 
 
    “Give me six months, miss,” he said, “and I shall make them undefeatable.  Give me a year and I shall make them immortal.  But, miss, why would you care about soldiering anyway?  You are only a girl and don’t know these things.  This is man’s business.  But if you’re interested perhaps we may take a stroll together and chat for a bit, and I can tell you about the soldiering life.” 
 
    I ignored his suggestion.  “If you were to be given an offer to be made a captain of the guard and train a platoon of these, these baboons, what terms would you demand?” 
 
    He looked at me again.  “I would ask for no more than what I have now, except that I would rule my platoon as I saw fit, that I handpick each man, and I had no interference from anyone, not even from the noblest.  I had dreamed of doing this if ever I had the opportunity, ever since I returned home from foreign parts.  I have many plans and ambitions.  I would build an army that would conquer the world.  But miss, let’s not talk about this.  I would rather talk about you.  What is your name, if I may ask?” 
 
    I did not look at him; my eyes were still on the baboons lying on the flagstones.  “I am the Princess Khametnefer,” I said. 
 
    *** 
 
    Years earlier when I had been given my apartments, bodyguards were assigned from the palace guardsmen for my protection; two would be posted at my door, yet never the same two.  After about a year the Queen assigned me my own bodyguard of ten.  Always two were at the door, standing all day, and two others all night, and whenever I should leave the apartments one of the two at the door would accompany me.  The corporal of this guard changed their roster frequently so that none of the guardsmen would be fatigued when coming on watch; that seemed to be the extent of the corporal’s duties.  Where the others spent their day while not on watch I could not guess nor gave much thought.  But a problem presented itself to me; if I were in need of the corporal of the guard for a special task, where would I find him?   
 
    The morning that the guardsmen went missing I rose early, put on a short skirt, and went in search of a bit of food.  All others in the apartments were still asleep.  Before I had time to return to my bedchamber to start putting on makeup and clothing a servant approached me, telling me that the corporal of the guard needed to speak with me.  I went to the front door.  There he stood with the two who had performed the night watch.  Those two were sleepy and ready to return to their rooms. 
 
    He bowed low and said simply, “Highness, I cannot find three of the guard.  They never returned last night.”  He announced this as if it were a minor nuisance.  He was unaware of the possibilities. 
 
    I instantly assumed command. 
 
    “These two stay here,” I ordered with an urgency that surprised them all, “and you, corporal, fetch the rest of the guard and bring them here at once.” 
 
    “Your Highness!” he replied and walked away. 
 
    “Run!” I cried.  He galloped off. 
 
    I quickly closed and bolted the main door.  It was probably nothing, however nine years of living at court as Sekma’s pupil taught me never to dismiss unusual events.  Take precautions!  If one does not understand a situation then assume it is dangerous until one knows for sure.  I looked at the windows in the back of the main apartment, hurried to them, slowing when near, then peered outside.  No one.  The windows in the next room and the next were also checked.  I then bolted the doors leading to the rest of the apartments.  I returned to my bedchamber and retrieved two daggers I kept there, then returned to the main chamber and waited for the corporal’s return. 
 
    “Tasima!  Where are you?” I called. 
 
    Tasima ran in from her room, her eyes wide with concern. 
 
    “Tasima, don’t be alarmed.  I am sure we are in no danger, but we must be careful.  Take this dagger.  When the corporal returns I am going to the front gate of the palace to find the captain of the guard.  Bolt the door behind me when I leave, then stay with Rahotep.  Let no one in except me.”   
 
    She took the dagger from my hand and remained silent. 
 
    I smiled and touched her cheek.  “It is nothing, dear Tasima.  Only a little bit of caution, no more.” 
 
    When the corporal returned four other guardsmen followed him. 
 
    “Quickly!” I said.  “One each at the windows in the main apartment, and one at the room of the Prince.  Keep watch on all approaches.  Your utmost attention.  Now!” 
 
    They ran through the apartments to their posts.   
 
    I turned.  “You, corporal, come with me.” 
 
    The guards at the front door were no longer sleepy.  Standing bolt upright and alert they were, now that they saw the Princess taking charge as if it were an emergency.  I handed the dagger to the corporal to hold, then we walked toward the front gate where the captain of the guard would be found.  Only after I was well underway did I notice I did not have on the clothing befitting a princess, but looked as if I were an ordinary young woman of the city, naked to the waist, barefoot, and without wig. 
 
    From Sekma I learned not to show emotions except as a planned effect on others, so the corporal could not see my vexation with him.  Over the years he had become complacent in this easy and boring task of guarding my apartments.  He was completely unaware of the different reasons for a guard to be missing; most reasons were indeed inconsequential, yet other reasons were not so innocent.  Also, when he first learned of the missing guards it should have been he, not I, who should have started giving orders for my safety, guarding all approaches.  Yet I had to take over.  I was determined that I did not want this corporal anymore and needed a new one who had discipline.  As for the missing guards, their lives were forfeit if there were not good enough reason for their tardiness.  As their mistress their fate was in my hands. 
 
    By the time I reached the front gate the guardsmen had been found; a group of townies had dragged the beaten and groggy guardsmen back to the palace.  It was there I met the captain recently returned to Egypt, the man that had asked me to accompany him on a “stroll”.  When I told him my name he immediately went to one knee and bowed. 
 
    “Your Highness, I beg your pardon, I did not know,” he said.  But he said it matter-of-factly and not in the terror that others in the palace might have shown.  He was new here.  He did not know me. 
 
    “Rise, captain,” I said.  “Tell me your name.” 
 
    He rose immediately.  “Ramose, your Highness,” then, quite boldly, “You’re the Consort of the Heir, are you not?” 
 
    I did not answer but looked away and walked over to the drunken and beaten bodyguardsmen, befuddled and shaking their heads.  One looked up then quickly and painfully prostrated himself. 
 
    “Corporal!  To me!”  I commanded.  The corporal obeyed. 
 
    “Report to the captain of the guard and have these three dismissed from service immediately,” I ordered.  “They are to be gone from the palace in this very hour. Then tell him that I request three sober guardsmen as their replacements to my apartments at once.” 
 
    “Yes, your Highness!” 
 
    I continued.  “Return my dagger to me.  Thank you.  Also, I want you to tell the captain of the guard that you, too, are dismissed.” 
 
    “Y-yes, Highness!” 
 
    Several guardsmen had watched the scene from near the gate.  I walked over to one. 
 
    “You.” 
 
    He bowed.  “Your Highness.” 
 
    “Come with me as my escort,” I ordered him. 
 
    “At once, Highness!”  He picked up his spear and trotted over. 
 
    As I walked past Ramose on my way back to my apartments I heard him speak. 
 
    “You would make a fine company commander, your Highness.” 
 
    I stopped in my tracks and turned to him. 
 
    “Captain Ramose,” I said quietly, but meaningfully, “if you would avoid an unpleasant interlude with the captain of the guard I would suggest that you learn protocol as we know it here at court.” 
 
    He bowed. 
 
    “However,” I went on, “I remember your boasting a few moments ago.  What you said interests me, this idea of yours for training soldiers.  I would like to hear more and determine if this boast has merit.  As you can see my own guards are not well disciplined.  I want to remedy that.” 
 
    “Of course, Highness.  Any time that you would desire.” 
 
    “Very well,” I said.  “Follow behind me.  When we reach my apartments I’ll cause my steward to make an appointment for you in two or three days’ time.” 
 
    I was aware of his eyes on my bare back as we walked. 
 
    When we reached my apartments the two guards saw me approach and knocked on the door, announcing my return. 
 
    “You lads, off to bed now.” I said to them.  “And thank you for your devotion to duty.”  I said it with a smile that they should know my anger was not directed toward them.   
 
    They smiled in return and bowed, trotted off.  Entering the apartments I sent a servant to have the other guards at the windows return to the front where I told two to take over the guarding of the door, dismissing the other two.  The single guard that accompanied me from the gate was also dismissed.  From the corner of my eye I saw that this Captain Ramose was watching my every move and marked the orders I was giving the guardsmen.  I then called Tasima to send for the steward and for Wegaf, my spy; it was still rather early and neither had yet arrived at the apartments.  I had not turned to look at Captain Ramose since we departed the gate and were in the apartments; I simply asked Tasima to have him sit in the foyer and order a servant to fetch him drink and light food.  I then went to my bedchamber to ready myself for the day.  I paid careful attention to the application of the makeup and the set of the wig.  When the steward arrived and was ushered into my bedchamber I told him to make an appointment for Ramose to attend me.  Wegaf arrived by then.  When the steward left my bedchamber I told Wegaf to close the door. 
 
    “Your Highness, I have heard of a disturbance,” he said. 
 
    “Nothing serious,” I said, “only incompetence.  I have taken care of it.  However, I met an officer of the army near the palace gate and he made a comment that caused me to think.  Perhaps he has an answer to this lack of attention on the part of my bodyguard.  I am going to speak with him on this, but before I do I would ask that you make inquiries about this man and report to me what you find out.” 
 
    “I hear and obey, Highness.” 
 
    He said no more but silently left.  This was Wegaf’s way.  He spoke only what was needful and would soon know all about the incident, the captain, and his “boast”. 
 
    *** 
 
    “I have always detested war,” said the Queen.  “Too much time and gold wasted and the risk of losing valuable farm land.  Why men love it so I could never fathom, but if war is forced upon us we must be able to rise and strike hard.  There may be merit in your idea, however I would much prefer to have the fighting men beholden to me and not you.” 
 
    She did not need to elaborate.  I knew she would say this and I had my answer ready. 
 
    “Majesty,” I said, “they are always beholden to you, as am I.  At this time I only speak of my bodyguard, assigned to me by you.  They are yours.  However, I truly believe we must think of changing the army such that the army will be superior to those of all other nations.  I agree with this Captain Ramose, our soldiers are inferior, we need to improve.  And these bodyguards will be a trial, an experiment, for us to see if this training that Captain Ramose proposes is justified.  They will remain small in number, small enough that I may watch and judge and report to you.  Much too small to be a danger.  If all goes well they will be the leaven by which rises a new army for Egypt.  But first the training must be complete and with no interference from any of the noblemen who would look over Captain Ramose’s shoulder and make inane suggestions out of their own vanity.  And, my mother, you know yourself that the vanity of the noblemen who are the generals is the very thing that has allowed the soldiers of Egypt to deteriorate to the condition we see.  Only the noblemen and officers of the army would be excused from supervision.  You may send as many of Mamtuk’s people as you would like to help in the observation, with the condition that they observe only and not interfere.” 
 
    The Queen thought for a moment. 
 
    “You fascinate me, child,” she said.  “You have exceeding intellect, and not just that you can do the most complex sums in your head, and remember every word you ever read or heard spoken, and that you comprehend the most intricate subjects almost instantly.  I mean that I have never met anyone like you, who can see a problem no one else sees, and then propose a solution.  And now you have seen a far-reaching need of the kingdom which has never been mouthed by anyone else, that the army is in decay and needs improvement, that the decay has come about by our own superciliousness, and now you have a plan to correct it.  This is a mighty weapon, this intellect of yours.  Yes, your intellect, it is deep.” 
 
    She eyed me a moment.  “I suggest you have a care with it.” 
 
    “Very well,” she continued, “you may experiment with your bodyguard.”   
 
    I bowed.  In my heart I thanked the Goddess Maat that the Queen granted my request.  I had begun to think of the Queen as an evil goddess in disguise.  She seemed to fathom the heart of anyone who crossed her path and to know one’s emotions and very thoughts.  A risk it was to me that she would perceive a threat by my request, a subversive motive in my wanting to experiment in the training of guards.  However I felt she would most likely think I had not gone this far.  If, as I believed, she saw it as merely a potential she did not want hovering about she would simply forbid me and no more.  But she allowed it; my gamble paid off.  I saw that the Queen was not the all-knowing goddess I once believed.  I knew that I and the bodyguard would be watched carefully, yet I had let the Queen think I was open only to Mamtuk and his spies, but I had also ensured no interference from the generals of the army and – what was most important – no professional soldiers would report their observations and give expert opinions.  So she gave permission.  My plan was proceeding.  If Ramose could make good his boast, this “leaven” would make a group of superior fighting men.   
 
    And they would belong to me.   
 
    *** 
 
    “My Princess,” said Tasima, “the eyes of this Captain Ramose follow you whenever he is near you.  I do not like this.  It is unseemly for the chief of your bodyguard to behave so.” 
 
    It was several weeks after the incident with the drunken guards.  Ramose was given the chance to prove his idea of careful training; he was made commander of my bodyguard for no other reason, and the bodyguard was increased by another fifteen, to platoon strength, and with men of his own choosing.  As often as possible I attended his sessions with the bodyguard, watching as he trained them, drilled them.  I admired the way in which he handled his men.  He was obviously a born leader; the men responded to him well and were remarkable in their discipline within a short time.  I also saw how devoted his men were to him, for all his cursing and cuffing and kicking left and right.  Fighting men, it seems, enjoy these gentle attentions if from the right leader.  I started asking questions while watching them. 
 
    “Tell me, Captain, why it is they stand with their spears arrayed so, like a hedge?  Why do they walk forward with each step matched, as if they were performing a country-dance?  And what is meant by ‘turning the flank’?” 
 
    He would carefully explain and at times demonstrate with his men.  His training was much far-reaching than I had imagined.  In one demonstration, with a single shouted word, several of the men in the rear broke off, ran in unison to one side of their line, and circled round.  I had never seen anything like this while observing the regular army.  There was no need to give exact instructions; a single word was all that was required for them to perform the maneuver.  He was a superb trainer. 
 
    And I, too, had noticed his eyes on me, whenever I was nearby. 
 
    “It is only lust, Tasima,” I replied to her observation.  “I’ll make sure he finds a young woman agreeable to him.” 
 
    “No, Highness, I think not.  I have heard he already has the friendship of a young woman and that they lie together frequently; his lust for a woman is slaked quite often.  This is different.  I think he lusts not after just a woman, but after the Consort of the Crown Prince!  Such impertinence!” 
 
    “And do you not also lust after the Consort of the Crown Prince?” I asked her. 
 
    She laughed at herself.   
 
    “I suppose I do my Princess,” she said.  “Such a human thing it is, to find one’s own faults in another, but to condemn the other and not one’s own self.  It is – what? – hypocrisy?  I suppose I am a hypocrite.  Yet, my Princess, there is something here that disturbs me about the captain.” 
 
    “Jealousy?” 
 
    We were alone, so she playfully slapped at me.  “Tosh!” she said.  “I am not jealous!  It is his position and yours that cause me to think this.  I do not know how to express it.  He should not so eagerly show his lust and desire for all to see and I verily think he does not even know he shows it.  It is a good thing his kilt is so broad, otherwise all could see that his erection would be as tall and as hard as the obelisk in the main courtyard.” 
 
    I laughed. 
 
    “Princess!  I am not jesting.  If I see his regard for you, then others see it too.  If you were to lie down with him all the palace would know before you two would rise in the morning.” 
 
    “Tasima!  You know I would never lie down with a man, given the choice.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, Highness.  I know that,” she said.  “Yet I worry.  His lust for you is not simply a man’s lust for a woman.  I believe he is in love with you.”    
 
    I remembered words that Sekma had given me.  She was teaching me how to obtain and keep the loyalty of those most useful to me. 
 
    “Observe well,” Sekma had said.  “Learn the secrets of anyone who wishes to serve you.  In all there is a weakness.  Always.  Exploit it!  One may have ambition and wishes to advance her or his rank at court.  Another has a liking for gold.  Another for fine farmland in the Delta.  One may fawn after pretty women, give him plenty as long as he knows that they come from you.  Others have secret sins they wish to hide and would be most loyal to anyone who helps to keep those secrets, or even the one who helps feed their shameful vices.  There is always a secret.  Learn whatever it is that needs learning; it is far easier to learn a person’s secrets than you would imagine.  Then put that knowledge to use.  It is much better to order about servants personally loyal to you, no matter what caused their loyalty, than to order about servants indifferent toward you.” 
 
    Sekma’s advice was always deep.  I thought carefully of Ramose and agreed with what Tasima had told me of his “impertinence”, and how this matched with the Queen’s sayings.  Perhaps Ramose was in love with me.  I looked at Tasima, leaned over, kissed her lips. 
 
    “Do not worry, Tasima dear.  He may lust after me, but he will never have me, so dismiss his impertinence from your mind.  Even if I were a woman that prefers the attentions of men I know what would follow if I gave in.  Once he satisfied his loins he would lose interest.  But I think I would keep his interest much longer by not satisfying his lust.  I would have him continue his work here with the same enthusiasm that he has shown so far.  Allowing him to keep these feelings toward me will, I believe, help this along.  I shall always be in front of him yet always out of reach.  He will feel somewhat paternal with me, perhaps the least bit possessive, always solicitous of my safety and welfare, always going out of his way to prove himself to me.  In this state he will be a most keen-edged tool.” 
 
    Yet this also did not set right with her.  She liked it not; I could see her face and read her thoughts.  What I expressed to her was a thing she had not reckoned on, not coming from me, her friend.  But she said only, “I am not sure, Highness, if I understand these things.” 
 
    “Tell me what you truly think, Tasima.” 
 
    She said, very slowly, “My Princess, I do not think it is right to play with the hearts of others.  You may think I contradict myself; at first I am indignant at the captain and his lust – no! – his love for you.  And now it seems I am concerned over the wellbeing of his heart.  I do not know how else to say it, yet there is something with which I do not agree.” 
 
    What she said was very much what I had felt since I first came to the palace and found myself working closely with the Queen.  Too many things made me unhappy, yet I also knew terrible things were done for the security of the kingdom.  And I was part of this world now, with my own power and command over others, and had made decisions that made others unhappy – or worse.  Yet my misgivings had to be set aside time and again for necessary work to go forward, and now I was putting the teachings of Sekma to use.  Again I was uneasy, and again I went forward nevertheless. 
 
    “Tasima,” I replied warmly, “it is for this very reason – that your gentle heart turns so – that makes you so dear in my eyes.  And if you and I were only friends and equals who lived next to each other in town you would be correct, and your wisdom would be my guide.  However, there is a kingdom to run.  It is a difficult task and has many dangers.  Treachery is everywhere.  And it is almost impossible to persuade all the officials of the King to move in the same direction at the same time.  Whatever small manipulations I need to use to accomplish my task, I shall use.” 
 
    She was mollified only very little.   
 
    Each day brought new facets to the vague idea in my head.  Ramose, it seemed, may be key in many plans not yet formulated.  Yes, I thought to myself, we shall make him a keen-edged blade. 
 
   
  
 



Education 
 
      
 
    “The essence of the Human is in the seed of the Man, there resides the Babe, who will grow and continue the line of the Man.  The God Khnum made the seed with the Babe and placed it inside the Man’s testicles.  Since it is the Man who carries the essence of the Human in the form of the Babe in the sperm the gods rightfully made the Man the master over the Woman.  The Man is taller and stronger than the Woman because, from the time of his birth, he carries the seed with this essence.  The Woman, however, only has this seed when the Man gives it to her.  When the Man expels his seed into the Woman, then the god Khnum breathes onto the seed inside the Woman to quicken it, thus the Man’s seed is – ” 
 
     “Pah!  What nonsense!” the Queen hooted.  I looked up. 
 
    At least once a week she would have me sit at her feet and tell her what I was learning from the schoolmasters, and what my thoughts were about the lesson.  Her own feeling was that the subject matter of my lessons was secondary to my interpretation.  For her it was more important to know how to learn rather than what was learned.   
 
    “This is what Egyptians have believed from antiquity, because they listen to the spewings of these so-called learned men,” she grumbled. 
 
    “Think about it,” she went on.  “Whom do you resemble?  Your mother or your father?” 
 
    Father often said that Mother and I are so similar we could be sisters. 
 
    “Well?” she demanded. 
 
    I thought.  What was the lesson that she was trying to teach me? 
 
    “Silly girl!” she taunted.  “If the man’s seed is all there is, why does the child resemble the mother as well as the father?  Those fool philosophers overlooked that.  There is obviously something essential in the mother that contributes to the babe.  The man’s seed alone?  Absurd!  Less than half of the equation!” 
 
    “Then – then, my mother, how does it happen?” I asked.  “How does the babe quicken inside the womb?  Where does the babe come from if not from Man’s seed?” 
 
    “I know not, but I have ideas,” she growled.  “The duckling grows inside the egg of the duck.  If the drake does not squirt his seed into her there is still the egg, but no duckling.  I don’t know, but I think there is a thing like an egg inside the woman, and the man just squirts his seed onto it to quicken it.  The egg contains the essence of the human with the traits of the woman, and the man’s seed only starts it growing, and carries the traits of the man.” 
 
    I giggled.  An egg inside me?  Why have I never laid it like a duck? 
 
    “Enough!” she said.  “You are the one should be teaching the philosophers.  I mean that as no flattery.  You have enough intelligence to be a philosopher, and would be one; but you are not a man, so you are prevented.  You have learned all the practical knowledge from them by now, and now they are starting on ridiculous rubbish.  Enough!  Your education is complete.  I shall send the schoolmasters away; that will give you more time each day for work.” 
 
    “Thank you, my mother,” I replied, “and I agree with what you say and have felt this way for many months, but I did not presume to tell you so.”  A thought flashed through my heart, I seized the thought, said, “However, there is one more thing I would learn, with your permission.” 
 
    “And what is that?” the Queen asked. 
 
    “Several years ago,” I said, “there was an incident with two architects.  I’m not sure if you remember.  However, they were trying to cheat the officers of the King with a fraudulent expense.  I only knew that they were lying to me, and in that way I caught them out.  However, I did not understand the smallest thing they were telling me.  I would like very much to have a schoolmaster teach me architecture.  I have noticed many times things I thought to be inefficient in the building of structures, however I could not express myself because of my ignorance.  If I learn this art – not as well as the masters, of course – but enough for me to understand what they say, it may be that I would be able to spot waste that much faster.  Besides, it seems a fascinating subject to me.” 
 
    “Hmm,” she thought, then, “Yes, well, architecture is a practical art and none of these absurdities about it.  Very well.  You know where to find them.  Simply tell them to provide you with an adequate teacher.” 
 
    She allowed it!  She did not question my motives or voice concerns at all. 
 
    *** 
 
     Architecture must be taught by masters since there is much to remember.  Yet learning was always easy for me and architecture proved no more difficult than other lessons.  I already had a firm knowledge of mathematics and geometry, and applying these arts to the strengths of materials, the grain and flaws in stones, the design of temporary structures such as scaffolding, cranes, and levers became a satisfactory exercise.  The peripheral knowledge, such as cost of transporting stone and materials, the number of workers required for a certain task, and how long they needed to do it was also interesting and useful.   
 
    But it was the drawings that I wanted to learn most; how the exact measurements of a building could be condensed onto a piece of papyrus.  I questioned the master of architecture carefully with apparently innocent questions concerning the palace, telling him that my duties dealt with the palace more than any other group of structures.  He took my apparent innocence as unfeigned and provided me with the drawings I requested.  I soon had a pile of drawings in my bedchamber, casually, almost negligently thrown on top a table in the plain view of anyone who entered.  In the pile was one drawing more important than all the rest put together, and this one drawing could draw the suspicion of a spy had it been noticed, yet I could instantly drop it onto the pile of other drawings if anyone wanted to enter.  A day came that while I was studying this drawing I at last found what I had been seeking.   
 
    “Of course,” I said to myself.  “There it is.” 
 
    I started to take strolls along the River, “To relax,” I would say.  Two or three days a week one could look down from the walls of the palace and see me with one bodyguard slowly walking near the water, at times kicking at this or that stone, sometimes walking with equally spaced steps.  Eventually I had learned what was needed.  Always my mind turned toward the Queen.  I was sure she had been informed of my antics.  Was she concerned?  Or suspicious?  Or merely amused? 
 
    My thoughts went to Wegaf.  I had known him for over five years and I also knew he was as much the Queen’s spy sent to watch me as he was my own spy who provided intelligence and dossiers on different personages.  To be the Queen’s spy was to be Mamtuk’s spy, and that was what Wegaf was.  But I had learned much about him simply by watching him and listening to him.  He seldom talked and when he did it was with an economy of words.  Over the years I learned this strange language of his, where a single word could mean an entire story if one listened carefully. 
 
    “Learn the secrets of anyone who wishes to serve you,” the Queen told me.  “Anything and anyone is a tool in your hand or a dagger at your throat.  You must learn to recognize each, and how to change the dagger into a tool.” 
 
    I put this advice to use.  I believed I had the knowledge to turn this dagger called Wegaf into a tool. 
 
   
  
 



The Grand Vizier 
 
      
 
    Four years after Nyserra went with her mother back to their estate upriver, the old Grand Vizier, Imhotep, died.  He was given a state funeral, which took place after the three months’ time the priests required to prepare his mummy.  The procession wound through the streets of the King’s city to the quay on the River where the funeral barge was waiting.  Wailing women followed the coffin with their well-rehearsed tears and shrill lamentations; they were paid well for being professional mourners and expected a tip if their sobs were especially convincing.  I watched the crowds as I walked in the procession.  All mouthed the same words of sorrow; “Why, oh why did you leave us?  What are we to do without our wise father?  Our guide?  Our beloved god?”  I was amused at the faces with their true emotions carefully hidden, yet easily read by anyone with my tutelage.  What should have left their lips was, “About time, you old weasel!  You taxed us to death, now your own death is our joy!” 
 
    During the short trip upriver people gathered at the riverbank to watch the barge.  They seemed quiet from a distance, but broke out with moaning and weeping as we drew near, then were silent after we passed.  They were the same as the people in the town, somewhat glad of the Vizier’s passing into the West, the underworld.  Only a few of them decided to walk alongside the River to the necropolis to watch the entombment of the Vizier’s mummy, likely from curiosity and for something to do out of the ordinary as entertainment.   
 
    I must say that the Grand Vizier’s tomb was splendid, beginning with an edifice resembling a grand entrance to a courtyard, carved out of the stone on the hillside.  The Vizier – as had many high officials and all royalty – caused the construction of his tomb to begin early in his career and had often visited the construction site to admire, admonish, or advise.  The design on my own tomb had begun within days of my elevation to princess; it was to be a separate suite of chambers within the larger tomb of my husband, the Prince, and when I was much younger I was thrilled that I was to receive an elaborate and elegant tomb, and several times visited its construction.  The building of the tomb complex was still under way these many years later.  As the years passed I grew out of that enthusiasm of visiting it and merely checked on it from time to time.  The influence of the Queen had told. “What does it matter how lovely your tomb will be?” she had asked.  “When you are in it you won’t be able to admire it, and no one else will ever enter it, unless they be robbers.  And they will come, mind you, and they will be in too much of a hurry to gawk.” 
 
    The funeral rites at the Vizier’s tomb took many hours and I became bored, yet held my poise as was expected of me.  As the procession returned on the barge back to the city the Queen beckoned me to her.   I approached. 
 
    “Khametnefer, I would have you attend me tomorrow, early.  It will be a lengthy audience so you should put aside all your appointments and whatever work you planned.” 
 
    “I hear and obey, my mother,” I replied. 
 
    *** 
 
    I knew the reason for the audience.  Three months earlier the old Vizier had died and the Queen and I became especially busy; within a week of his death the palace guard were placed on alert; an extra contingent of the guard was sent to the King’s estate to add to his own bodyguard; several generals of the army were summoned to the city for consultation along with many other important nobles and over many weeks these high personages arrived one-by-one at the King’s city.  Sheshonk, the old Vizier’s deputy, was constantly at the Queen’s side; by law he was the interim vizier to attend to the daily running of the kingdom until a new vizier was appointed by the King.  The King, of course, would depend on the Queen’s advice.  The Queen’s main chamber was crowded with many officials and functionaries from early morning until far after sundown; private audiences with the Queen were held in her bedchamber to avoid emptying the main chamber of so many.  Yet from the very beginning I had a part in many of the proceedings. 
 
    My part began the day after the old Vizier’s death.  I went to the Queen’s apartments and was immediately ushered into her presence; we were left completely alone. 
 
    “Tell me, Khametnefer, what we need to do,” the Queen said.  She was not asking about funeral arrangements.  She was not seeking my advice on the running of the bureaucracy in the absence of a vizier.  She wanted to see if I had grasped what was needed for the kingdom at large in the wake of the old Vizier’s death; she wanted to see that my thoughts and hers were the same. 
 
    “My mother,” I replied, “when there is any disruption in the government there is a risk of insurrection or a palace coup.  There is confusion among many high officials since apparently there is no established guiding hand; many who have grievances or ambition may see they have opportunity to push forward their own agenda.  In other parts of the kingdom there are individuals who may, on impulse, be tempted to assert themselves as they see there is a potential weakness.” 
 
    “Good, yes,” said the Queen, “say on.” 
 
    I continued.  “The King’s guard at his estate need to be augmented to discourage any of the local people from approaching the King with this or that demand.  We must also call for the highest army commanders to attend court to consult them on military matters, however the true reason is to keep them in a place where they will have no power over their armies, and where they can be watched carefully.  This is also true of the nobility that have their own forms of power, the ones who have a large enough retinue as to form the corps of a fighting force.  With the military leaders and the rich nobles ensconced here and away from their own bases they would be completely in our control.  We need to send for them at once, yet make them believe they are important, that their counsel is required, and they are needed in maintaining order until the new vizier is installed.” 
 
    “Very good, daughter, excellent,” she said, satisfied. 
 
    “And,” I went on, “should any noble or general delay in responding or not make preparations to attend you, or actually refuse to come, he must be considered an enemy and must be attacked at once, before he himself can make preparations.  Therefore, a contingent of the army must be ready to move at a moment’s notice.” 
 
    “Quite right,” she said.  “Exactly.  Well done.  Now I must ask you: why are we the ones taking these precautions?  You and I?” 
 
    I thought carefully.  Whenever the Queen questioned me when she already knew the answer it was a signal that an important lesson should have been learned by me.  I knew what she wanted to hear.  I had the answer on my lips but was hesitant to voice it. 
 
    “Say it, girl!” she demanded.  “I can see on your face you know already.  I want to hear you speak those thoughts.  Why are we the ones taking precautions?” 
 
    “Because the King is weak.” 
 
    “Exactly!” she said.   
 
    I had been reluctant to say these words; under Egyptian law it is treason to utter this gross disrespect of the monarch.  Yet it was the very answer she wanted to hear from me. 
 
    “Time and again, my dear,” she went on, “you have proven yourself to me.  I was right in choosing you above all others as my apprentice.  Yet enough of compliments.” 
 
    “What happens,” she continued, “in a kingdom where a king is weak?  One of his own people will slip a dagger into his heart.  Then what?  Civil war!  A civil war is far more harmful to the kingdom than any plague, or drought, or invasion of locusts.  And if the kingdom is in the hands of imbeciles?  Every ambitious man in the kingdom is sharpening his blade, weighing his chances, cultivating allies. When that civil war comes the light of Egypt will go out, and then we are the ones become the barbarians.   
 
    “Do you know?  If civil war came fully half of the people of Egypt would die, perhaps six hundred thousand.  All the cities and towns of Egypt are strung out along the Nile, as links on a single chain; if a civil war came to Egypt all the armies would push north and south along the River, killing all along that single, narrow path.  Back and forth.  Armies in civil wars capture towns and cities and every inhabitant is put to the sword, to the last and least child, town after town, silenced, all of them, the abode only of hyenas and jackals and vultures, feasting on the dead.  The River Nile would flow red with blood.  I tell you, I am ready to spend my own blood, to the last drop, to prevent this.  So for years I have always been on the watch, always listening, always prepared with the latest intelligence reports, always with a plan in place and ready to act instantly.  Therefore, even if King Amun is suspected by his people of being weak and simple-minded, in all his years as sovereign there has never been a successful insurrection.  He has always been seen to act rapidly and forthrightly in any crisis.  It was I, of course, acting for him; I am the one have made Amun a strong king. 
 
    “The military men, the generals who command the armies, have the power to be dangerous, but they are also the least likely to cause danger.  Do you not see the paradox?  They have the power but do not exercise it.  They live by loyalty, duty, and the obeying of orders.  It is a virtue to them.  Use this!  Yet they must never be trusted.  Never!  Their ridiculous sense of honor can be a virtue or an infernal mischief.  If someone seduces them into thinking insurrection is the honorable thing to do, then chaos reigns.  I must always have them at my beck, always have them think their honor is in loyalty to me and me alone.  So, with the army, and with only half a dozen men who command the army as my tools, I have all the power of the kingdom. 
 
    “Honor!  Do not speak to me of honor!  Men will slay ten thousand on the battlefield and call that honor.  I can win a war – and verily I have prevented war – by killing no more than a few dozen.  And they call me devious, cunning, and wicked, because the killing is not on the battlefield.  Ask the dead man if he cares how he was murdered.  Does it matter if his death was on the battlefield or from a poisoned cup given him by a delectable woman?  The dead are dead.  Yet this sense of honor will have men behaving as if they have lost the power of reason.  Kings will spend a mountain of gold on their wars, ruin the wealth of the kingdom, salt all the farmland of Egypt with the blood of our own people, and call themselves honorable.  These honorable kings would let all Egypt starve only to build one more statue to themselves and their godhead and their honor.  Speak not of honor!  I am sick to death of honor!  It is honor that is cruel and wicked, but stupid. Oh, so stupid.” 
 
    She never raised her voice but spoke with great intensity.  She paused for a moment and set aside her passion. 
 
    “My mother?” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” she said.  “What vizier would you select, given the chance?” 
 
    “Sheshonk,” I said, “is the deputy, therefore the interim vizier and probably expects to be appointed Grand Vizier by the King.  True, he is hard working and knowledgeable of the kingdom and its requirements.  However, he is a follower, not a leader.  I believe, my mother, that he would not be effective as Grand Vizier.  Many of the officers and functionaries at court are familiar enough with him to know his ways and what would be the least effort required to work round him, while he in his turn would become too complaisant when dealing with them.  If, however, someone other were appointed vizier then Sheshonk’s disappointment may be enough for him to beg your Majesty to allow him to leave service to the King.  I would think that would be a loss since we need competent ministers.  I would that we make him feel he is still important as a deputy, but that the vizier chosen is one to whom Sheshonk would respond as his leader and whose credentials would make Sheshonk feel it would be an honor to serve him.  Your pardon for saying ‘honor’, my mother.” 
 
    “That is an excellent suggestion, Khametnefer, and the correct answer, the perfect answer.  Whom would you choose?” 
 
    “My mother,” I replied, “here I am at a loss.  I was hoping you would know of a personage who had these credentials.” 
 
    “Daughter, you have fathomed all,” she said.  “Your reasoning is exceptional.  It is my very thought to appoint this kind of person, one who would be effective yet able to retain the loyalty of Sheshonk.” 
 
    “And that would be – ?” 
 
    “The Prince Kenrotep.”  
 
    A prince descended from the elder sister of the Great King Ahmose.  I did not know him well. 
 
    “He has all the qualities,” the Queen said.  “Impeccable lineage, intelligence, full of grace and charm.  Because he is of the distaff side of the royal family, he has felt bypassed in the workings of the kingdom, so he will greet his appointment with pleasure.  His conceit will tell him he was the obvious choice, something that he deserves.  How he displays his gratitude will be the measuring stick I use to judge how to best secure his utter loyalty.  It is good he is not idealistic; idealism is a troublesome fault.  He has ambition, however.  Ambition is a useful tool if cultivated correctly and, my dear, most importantly, kept in check because ambition may also lead to overreaching.  I believe his ambition will be one of the keys to controlling him if we work it correctly.  The other thing useful to us would be that he will see his opportunity at gaining treasure, since he has misspent his fortune.” 
 
    “I am sure, my mother,” I said, “that if you have chosen him then he would be the right choice.” 
 
    She mused for a moment.  “Yes, well, we must watch him carefully for the first year or two until we know for sure if he will serve us.  If not, well, it would be a pity.” 
 
    The pity, of course, was for the luckless one who did not please the Queen. 
 
    “Very well, my dear,” she said.  “I shall now tell you of a plan I formulated, an outline of what tasks must be done should the Vizier die.   The very fact that I made this plan is a lesson to you, and as we go through it you will learn things you must consider whenever a high official of the kingdom is taken from the scene.  We two shall have many burdens in the coming weeks, but let us launch the facets that must be launched today, without delay.  I leave it to you to call the palace guard to alert so there are no disturbances here, not forgetting doubling the guard at my apartments as well as your own and Oskhama’s.  You must also dispatch extra guard to the King.  I shall attend to the summonses of the various high officials and generals.  Your own diplomacy has become charming and persuasive, that is unquestioned, my dear, yet I feel that I need to make the writing of the summonses in my own hand.  Attend me tomorrow morning and I will show you the plans about which I told you, and we must review them to confirm they are still effective.  Come every day, early, and we shall discuss what needs to be done on that day.  When the old Vizier’s mummy is placed in his tomb you and I shall have more to discuss.  As of now we have set tasks in front of us and we must get to work.  Now, kiss me, my dear, and leave me.  Go to the officers of the guard and give them their orders.”  
 
    *** 
 
    In the three months that followed we were very busy in ensuring the kingdom’s safety from any malcontents or rabble-rousers.  Within the palace our efforts went to maintaining the bureaucracy and the workings of the machinery of government.  These took long hours and much supervision of the various functionaries.  As for threats within the palace – very little trouble occurred or was even expected.  Activity in the Queen’s chamber and in my own office was constant with reports and dispatches, many visitors and consultations, and hurrying here and there.  I was happy that so few individuals in the kingdom needed to be put to death for seditious behavior or for the potential, and that I was only directly responsible for very few of those.  The day after the Vizier’s funeral I attended the Queen as she had commanded. 
 
    “The transition went satisfactorily,” said the Queen.  “Prince Kenrotep and Sheshonk seem to work well together and the new vizier is taking the reins easily.  He is a bit miffed that his formal installation must wait until the Festival of Flooding.  I did not tell him that the King would not journey to the city until that day.  I simply said that the two occasions would be better remembered for their coinciding.” 
 
    The actual formula for installation of a new Grand Vizier was simple, in that the King would merely command Prince Kenrotep to become the King’s servant.  However, tradition made this ceremony a grand and dignified procession with hours of stupefying pageantry, parades of mummers, amusements for the people, feasting, music, and games.  When I was little I loved these stately occasions for the merriment, the colors, the superb costumes of the rich and powerful.  Now I resented the time away from work.  How I had changed!  Yet I played my part and helped arrange the festivities. 
 
    “I believe,” she continued, “that Kenrotep will work out well.  He seems content to let me advise him as long as the world at large believes he is foremost in the kingdom, second only to the King himself.  Also, he sees the opportunities for personal profit and I quietly let him know that a little graft on his part will be overlooked provided his work remained acceptable.  Gold and prestige.  Those were all that were needed to touch upon his loyalty.  Simple.  Most men are like him.  Now we shall work to secure that loyalty of his, that it may be sustained through the coming years.”      
 
    “I am happy it is over,” I said.  “These have been very tiring months for me.  I long for a bit of rest.” 
 
    She gave me her famous derisive look. 
 
    “You know we never rest,” she said.  “We can never rest.  Be content that the volume of work will go back to normal, that will be your rest.  However, I have a bit of work for you that is needed but I believe you will find it to be a welcome diversion.  Now that Rahotep has grown old enough to have the bearing of a Prince of the Realm, it is high time to make a royal progress with him and allow the people to see the son of the Heir.” 
 
    A royal progress!  Leisurely travelling the Nile to Upper Egypt and then down to the Delta, stopping at various cities for fetes and receptions, seeing new sights.  And boat voyages are always restful.  I became excited at the prospect and I knew that Rahotep would be thrilled. 
 
    “We shall give out,” the Queen said, “that the Crown Prince Oskhama is incapacitated and unable to make the progress himself, but that he personally commanded his son Rahotep to go as his deputy.  Officially it is Rahotep’s royal progress and you attend him as his mother, the Princess Consort.  I leave it to you to make the arrangements.” 
 
    I thought a moment, then asked, “My mother, we shall go to the Delta during the progress?” 
 
    “Of course.  Why do you ask?” 
 
    “I would so like to see Mother and Father again,” I said.  “It has been years and I have missed them.  I would love for them to see how Rahotep, their grandson, has grown.” 
 
    After all these years of my separation from my family surely the Queen would not think there was any possibility of collusion between my parents and me?  It was several moments before the Queen answered. 
 
    “Very well.  Include them in your planning,” she said. 
 
    “Oh, thank you, thank you my mother!” I exclaimed.  I fell to the floor and kissed her feet in gratitude. 
 
    “Get up, get up!” she cried.  “You act as if they have been reprieved from execution.” 
 
    I rose. 
 
    “I don’t want the arrangements to take too long,” she said.  “Two months should be ample time to be ready to get under way.  Bring enough of your household guard as needed, some of your servants, and Wegaf.  You can leave most of your functionaries and all but one scribe.  They won’t be needed.” 
 
    “Yes, my mother.” 
 
    “I’ll expect you to be gone another three months,” she went on.  “During that time we shall keep in touch constantly through dispatch riders and swift boats.  Wegaf will remain in touch with Mamtuk, so your state intelligence will be up-to-date.  You will find you will be just as busy on the boat as you now are in your own office.” 
 
    “I hear and obey, my mother.” 
 
    “By the way,” she added, “soon it will be time for the Princess Qara to return to the palace.  Why don’t you start the preliminary arrangements while you are on the boat voyage?  When you return then we can officially announce our summons to her and she could attend that much more rapidly.” 
 
    “Yes, my mother,” I replied.  “Her Highness must be quite grown up now.  It has been years, but I have always thought of her as my own friend.  And we correspond with letters when we are able and kept up our friendship since her departure.” 
 
    “That is well, Khametnefer,” she said, looking down at a document in her hand.  “Now, let me see.  Next item of business.  We now need to discuss this matter of building a levee round the town of Mesk, down the River.”  
 
    I only half-listened to the talk about that dreary collection of shacks known as Mesk and their precious levee.  I hid my excitement.  A boat trip!  My parents!  And Nyserra was coming! 
 
   
  
 



Princess Qara 
 
      
 
    She came to the king’s city two months after Rahotep and I had returned from the royal progress.  Cheering crowds met her barge at the quay.  From a distance the Queen and I stood with our retinues arrayed behind us; all were dressed well for the occasion.  Guardsmen maintained a lane from the boat through the populace and the Princess Qara walked with stately dignity as the tumultuous crowds raucously chanted her name, “Qara! Qara!”  So different it was from my own small progress from the temple to the palace apartments, those many years ago.  Hardly a handful watched then, and many did not even know my name.  They knew my name now. 
 
    As she approached I caught my breath when I saw how she had grown into a stunningly beautiful young woman.  Tall now, slender, and with a womanly figure to be seen beneath her sheer gown.  She was exquisitely dressed in red with a headdress typical of the nobility of her own region.  Red and gold slippers were on her feet. 
 
    But her attempt at a dignified and majestic bearing was spoiled by a smile as bright and joyful as the crescent moon over a rising Sun.  I did not mind. 
 
    The Queen greeted her formally and the three of us mounted our palanquins and were borne back to the palace.  That day and evening was a reception and banquet in her honor.  With so many nobles and ladies attending I did not have the chance to talk with her, not even to greet her.  But from a distance our eyes occasionally met and she would smile and nod.  That had to do.  There would be enough time later to sit with her and talk.  The new Grand Vizier, Prince Kenrotep, was foremost in his compliments and flatteries and went out of his way to make the festivities as jolly as possible and even suggested musicians be brought in so that all could dance. 
 
    Nyserra – Princess Qara – and I had corresponded regularly while she was upriver, and I was amused and delighted with how her letters had changed over the years; her subject matter, her humorous turns of phrase, and her handwriting.  Our letters kept our friendship alive and as the day approached for her return the excitement in her letters became infectious and I became eager and impatient for her return and her installment in the palace. 
 
    The Queen had me make all arrangements for her return; the honor guard and procession, the banquet, and the choosing of her apartments.  I evicted one noble priest from the finest apartments not already taken by royalty and sent him and his family to a different set of apartments in a farther mansion of the palace.  I was amused at his trying to hide his dismay, yet he knew he could not voice any complaint – his apartments were his as a courtesy, not as his right.  And Qara was a royal princess, betrothed to the son of the Crown Prince.  What no one else knew except the Queen and Mamtuk was that I had knowledge of the hidden passages to this apartment and where the spy hole was.  What the Queen and Mamtuk did not know was that I decided to casually suggest to Nyserra certain rooms for her personal use, the rooms that did not have the spy hole.  I could not tell her, of course, but I wanted her to have a little freedom from Mamtuk’s people.  That kindness of a privacy about which I could not tell her almost led to my undoing.      
 
    A few days after the festivities and the many visits by the various nobles, and when the excitement died down, I invited her to my apartments for an unofficial visit to meet her betrothed, my son.  She entered wearing simpler, yet still elegant clothing and attended only by a single handmaiden.  She bowed. 
 
    “I greet your Highness, my mother, Princess Khametnefer.” 
 
    “I greet your Highness, my daughter, Princess Qara.  Welcome, and thank you for visiting me.” 
 
    “I thank you, my mother, for the honor of attending you.” 
 
    Yet we both smiled at these silly formulas and, when completed, hurried to each other, our arms outstretched.  We embraced. 
 
    “Nyserra!” 
 
    “Kham!” 
 
    “Oh, you have grown so!” I exclaimed.  “So tall!  Much taller than me.  I like that!  And you are so beautiful.  I am so happy to see you again.” 
 
    “And I, Kham, have waited for this day with such eagerness.  And you!  I remember your beauty, but now you look so much lovelier than before!” 
 
    “Five years you’ve been gone!” I laughed.  “And in all that time I never thought of you as growing up.  Oh, how silly I am to think you would stay as young as you were then.  Yet that is how I felt.  Come.  Sit beside me.” 
 
    “I saved all your letters,” I continued, “and never scraped off the ink to use the papyrus over again.  I did this because I so love to read and read again your letters to me.  It felt as if you were by my side.” 
 
    She giggled in embarrassment.  “Oh, Kham.  I am so sorry but many of your letters we took and scraped off the writing so we could use the papyrus for the accountings of the estate.  You don’t know my mother!  She is so thrifty and she nagged me into reusing many of your letters.  But I saved the letters from you which are my favorites.” 
 
    I reached up and touched her cheek.  “It is no matter, Nyserra.  Now that you are here I can see you at any time.  Maybe later you will tell me which ones were your favorites and why.” 
 
    “Of course, Kham.” 
 
    We sat and talked for almost an hour and I was again enchanted with her ease and grace, how she was so comfortable with me, and how she made me think of myself as her best friend.  My thoughts went back to that time years earlier when we sat together and held hands and talked by the hour.  I then remembered the object of her visit, an unofficial meeting with her betrothed.  If this had been a formal visit Rahotep would have been seated and Nyserra would have been presented to him.  As he was a royal prince and son of the Heir, he was by law her lord and master, she his principal wife, and she would bow low before him.  I smiled wryly.  An eight-year-old boy the lord and master over this lovely eighteen-year-old woman.  Yet this is how our Egypt is.  I let it pass.  It was a good thing this visit was unofficial; no recording in the annals or official reports.  We would meet as a family greeting friends, informally.  I called a servant to ask Rahotep to attend.  When he entered I had a mother’s pride in his bearing, for all the world as the entrance of a little prince should be.  He approached and bowed to Nyserra. 
 
    “I greet you Princess Qara, my wife.” 
 
    “I greet you, your Highness Prince Rahotep, my husband.” 
 
    He then walked over to me and stood close, taking my hand. 
 
    “Mother, she is so old!” he said. 
 
    “Rahotep!” I cried.   
 
    Nyserra laughed. 
 
    “Yes, my husband,” she said.  “I suppose I do look old to you.”  Then, waggishly, “Maybe in a few years I won’t look so old anymore.” 
 
    “Rahotep,” I said, “remember your manners.  Remember the King himself decreed this match.  It is an honor to you that the King chose her as your betrothed.” 
 
    “Yes, Mother.” 
 
    I then told Nyserra some of the details, how when Rahotep was only two years old he sat on the lap of King Amun as the king discussed the choosing of the principal wife.  I did not include the fact that it was Queen Sekma who chose Nyserra, and simply had the King confirm the choice.  I did not want to diminish the dignity of the match in either her eyes or in my son’s.  Nyserra asked about this and that detail.  I noticed that Rahotep seemed a bit listless and bored.  
 
    He suddenly blurted out, “Will I have to mate with her?” 
 
    Nyserra laughed out loud, but I was affronted. 
 
    “Rahotep!” I cried.  “How could you?  Remember your manners.  That was unseemly.” 
 
    “Yes, Mother, but will I?” 
 
    Nyserra eyed me with amusement, watching to see how I would extricate myself.   
 
    “Firstly,” I said, “in about two or three years we shall have your circumcision ceremony.  Secondly, about two or three years after that when we know that your puberty is well underway, we shall announce the nuptials.  Then, thirdly, on the day of the nuptials she will be escorted to your chambers. You will be expected to mate with her then.  You see?  Many years from now, five or six at least.  Remember, you need to produce your own Heir, and it is always considered lucky that the heir is from the principal wife.” 
 
    “Yes, Mother.  I don’t think I want to.” 
 
    I was in that predicament peculiar to parents where a child speaks from the heart.  From the corner of my eye I could see Nyserra silently heaving with suppressed laughter. 
 
    “We don’t have to think about it for many years, Rahotep,” I said.  “When the nuptials are announced I assure you that you will find Qara a most beautiful and sweet bride.  Right now you are perhaps too young to know these things.  Let it be for now, my son, until you are a little older.  These things have a way of working out.” 
 
    “Yes, Mother.  May I go outside now?” 
 
    Wearily I replied, “Yes, Rahotep.  You may now go out and play.”  He almost ran to the door. 
 
    Nyserra was beside herself with laughter.   
 
    “Oh, Kham!  You should have seen your face when he said those things!” 
 
    “Nyserra, my sweet, I don’t know – ” 
 
    “Oh, tosh!  Kham, little boys are like this.  There have always been many little boys at our estate, and when I was small I would romp with the ones my own age.  They are thoughtless and live only for play.  If a girl is not a playmate then she is an impediment.  And all grown women are ancient as far as they can tell.  I thought Rahotep was endearing, for all his little-boyishness!” 
 
    “Yet, I worry,” I said.  “I hope this is not a portent of his treatment of you.” 
 
    “Tosh, and tosh again!  You are being a mother.  Every tiny thing your child does takes on great significance.” 
 
    I smiled.  She was right.   
 
    “Perhaps when you are a mother you will feel as I do now,” I said.  “But I should not be the one telling you.  You seem to know about little boys more than I.” 
 
    We spoke more. 
 
    “Tell me, Kham, if you know,” she asked, “why the King chose me?  There is a bit of difference in our ages, between Rahotep and me.  I would think there are other girls with nobler lineage and closer to Rahotep’s age.” 
 
    I thought carefully.  I did not want to lie to Nyserra, yet I could not tell her the truth about why she was chosen, that the Queen considered her the best nanny goat to breed with Rahotep, nor could I tell her the fact that her father was not the son of Prince Heruhar.  I decided to tell her only the things the King uttered to anyone who would listen. 
 
    “Your grandfather,” I replied, “was the Prince Heruhar, the King’s brother.  The King himself has said that he believed Heruhar should have been king had he not been killed in battle.  The King would honor his brother’s memory by having his brother’s descendant produce an heir to the throne.” 
 
    “Yes, Kham, everyone knows that.  But what is the real reason?” 
 
    Oh, you gods!  She was so perceptive. 
 
    “Nyserra, you will need to ask the King.  I cannot tell you.” 
 
    “Then you know, but will not say?” she queried. 
 
    “I did not say that,” I said. 
 
    She left it at that, but I could tell that my answer did not satisfy her. 
 
    “Whatever reason it is, my own mother is ecstatic,” Nyserra said.  “She is proudly proclaiming to all the gentry in our district how her daughter was selected by the King himself to marry the son of the Heir.” 
 
    This talk made me think of Sekma and her breeding plans.  I wanted to change the subject quickly. 
 
    “My sweet,” I said, “I know your official agenda for the rest of the week and I know about the times when you have no appointments.  Would you consider an outing, a pleasure boat ride, in two days’ time?  We can make it a picnic.” 
 
    She was suddenly enthusiastic.  “Oh, Kham!  That would be wonderful!  It is exciting to be here, yet the visits and banquets seem to go on forever.  I would love to get away to a place where no one can bang on the door to pay a courtesy call.” 
 
    I summoned Tasima. 
 
    “Tasima, the Princess Qara and I shall have a boating party in two days’ time.  Will you please organize it?  Have the steward secure a boat with boatmen, have Captain Ramose assign guards, and get the cook to put together a picnic luncheon for everyone in the party, not forgetting the boatmen.” 
 
    “Yes, Highness.” 
 
    “Oh, Tasima, don’t leave yet.  You never met the Princess Qara before, have you?” 
 
    “No, Highness.” 
 
    “Nyserra, this is Mistress Tasima, our housekeeper.  If the apartments look lovely it is because of Tasima’s efforts.  And she is my friend, as well.”  I looked fondly at Tasima. 
 
    Tasima bowed to Nyserra. 
 
    “I am honored to meet your Highness,” she said. 
 
    “And I, you, Mistress Tasima,” said Nyserra.  “If Princess Khametnefer regards you as her friend, then I hope we can be friends, too.” 
 
    “That also would be an honor, your Highness.” 
 
    I detected a note of formality from Tasima that did not seem like her. 
 
   
  
 



Love Poetry 
 
      
 
    Nyserra was fond of honey. 
 
    I smiled indulgently as I watched her greedily tuck in to bread and honey, snacking in the evening.  Soon her fingers were sticky and, like a child, she began to lick them clean. 
 
    I laughed.  “Oh, Nyserra!  Oh, my sweet.  You should see yourself!” 
 
    She grinned, not the least bit embarrassed. 
 
    “Honey is expensive,” she said.  “You don’t want me to let any go to waste, do you?” 
 
    “Oh, you foolish girl!  You are a royal princess.  Do you think you are rescuing the King’s treasury from ruin by licking your fingers?” 
 
    She laughed at herself.  “Well, I like honey.  Don’t you?” 
 
    “I like honey,” I said.  “But for you it is an object of adoration.” 
 
    We sat in her bedchamber – there were no spy holes here, yet that secret I kept to myself – and we were alone, which did not happen often.  In the year since she returned to the palace our friendship had grown even though we seldom saw each other.  My labors with the Queen took up almost all my time and the few times Nyserra and I could visit with each other tended to be short.  Yet those short visits were a source of joy for me.  Each time we managed to have a small dinner or outing or attend a festivity together I saw that she, too, genuinely enjoyed my company, which made each visit the sweeter.  This night I visited her apartments quite unannounced; an impulse led me. 
 
    She wiped her hands on a moistened cloth, then looked up with an eager smile. 
 
    “Kham!  Listen to this!  Come!” 
 
    She took a scroll into her lap.  I sat beside her.  She read. 
 
    Oh, see her there!  She glides within the flow 
 
    Of Hapi’s gift, the Nile of aged Earth. 
 
    She, loveliest of all the River nymphs 
 
    That I, the merest mortal could behold. 
 
      
 
    Bewitched I am as she reveals her charms, 
 
    As from the holy River she ascends 
 
    And sacred waters of the Nile drip down 
 
    From hair and breasts, to sweeten bitter sands. 
 
      
 
    Exquisite dream, a vision most divine, 
 
    And rhapsody arises in my heart. 
 
    Yet heedless, she, of one who holds her dear –  
 
    For mute my voice becomes when she is nigh. 
 
      
 
    Oh, thou who would possess my soul entire 
 
    Show care for how thou would treat this, my heart. 
 
    What joy to live for but one smile from thee. 
 
    But if denied, alone with grief I die. 
 
      
 
    She sighed.  “I like that, don’t you?  Oh, but it is so romantic!” 
 
    I was never one to admire poetry and less so love poetry.  This specimen struck me as being hilariously insipid.  But it was engaging to look on her joy, and I could not bring myself to take her happiness away. 
 
    I answered, “It certainly brings a smile to one’s lips.” 
 
    “I so enjoy reading love poetry,” she said.  “This scroll of poems I bought this morning in the market, and the merchant said there are twenty-five poems in it.  I’ve read half of them already.  You can borrow it anytime you want.” 
 
    “Thank you.  And I have a book of Akkadian love poetry you may want to read,” I said.  “You can read cuneiform, can’t you?” 
 
    “No, Kham, I cannot,” she admitted.  “I only started to learn to speak the language since I came here, and the lessons do not include reading and writing.” 
 
    “Indeed?  Well, I shall amend that.  As a royal princess you will at times need to read and write the languages of the more important foreign nations.  Until then I shall see about getting a translation of the love poems for you to read.  Some of the poems I think you will find quite lovely, and many are, well, very naughty!” 
 
    She laughed.  “But you know, Kham, about what they say of translations.” 
 
    “I’m not sure.” 
 
    “They say a translation is like a man.  If handsome, then not faithful.  If faithful, then not handsome!” 
 
    I laughed.  “I am sure you would like your love poetry to be handsome, faithful or no.” 
 
    “I suppose I do,” she said.  “Perhaps I am too nostalgic for my own good.  Love poetry makes one feel that one is missing out on the wonderful things in life, and I feel I am missing out on Love.” 
 
    I said nothing for a moment, for these thoughts had passed my own mind many times.  My life was spent as the Queen’s second, and very few moments could be spared for me.   
 
    Nyserra suddenly exclaimed, “When, oh, when will Hathor, Goddess of Love, touch me, too?” 
 
    “Nyserra,” I replied, “you are the wife of my son and in a few years will be the consummation of your marriage.  I would hope above all else that you find Love with him.” 
 
    “Kham, dear, I am sorry, but I have doubts that won’t go away.  He is much younger than me, and it will be many years before our experience of life matches and we truly talk as equals, and until that time I am not at all sure if Love will grow.  Since I have come to the palace I have met all the nobility here and I have seen several marriages where there is a large difference in age and the principal wife is older.  The men fall in love with a second or third wife or a concubine closer to their own age or much younger, and the older wife is left alone more and more; I think that will be my fate.  Oh, I shall be dutiful and bear as many babes with Rahotep as I can, and I shall be careful not to bear a child by another man, and I promise not to be jealous of his other wives and concubines when he gets them.  But Love with Rahotep?  Perhaps, but I fear not, and I feel it will never happen; my heart tells me to ready myself for disappointment.  My heart yearns for Love, but will it ever happen?” 
 
    She looked wistful, her eyes not focused on anything except a distant time.  The expression on her face roused an urge in me to hold her close, to reassure her, for she was my friend and I was concerned for her happiness, and I felt that her happiness meant my own.  My affection for her had grown over time until each day I would catch myself thinking of her, wondering what she was about while I must work, musing upon what her thoughts may be on this or that, about whatever it was that caused her joy would also make me glad, that if she were unhappy for any reason I would be fretful for her sake.  Nyserra was in my thoughts often. 
 
    I took her left hand and raised it to my lips, there kissing the palm, my eyes closed.  Why was I doing this?  I did not know I would do this until it was happening, yet there I was, my lips to her hand.  How did this happen?  I felt her gently pulling her hand away.  I looked at her, she was shyly looking back. 
 
    “Kham, I have heard things about you since I returned to the palace,” she said quietly. 
 
    “Yes, I am sure you have.” 
 
    “They are true then?  That you love women?” 
 
    “Yes,” I replied. 
 
    “Then, when you kissed my hand just now, were you – ?” 
 
    “No, no,” I laughed.  “That was affection for you.  I am very fond of you, and your friendship is one of the few bright and good things in my life.  I thank the Mother Goddess that we are friends, like sisters.”   
 
    I chided myself while saying this; was I trying to deceive her or deceive myself?  Too many thoughts fluttered inside my heart for me to sort out, as if they were chaff in a whirlwind, flying willy-nilly. 
 
    “And I am fond of you, too,” she replied.  She thought further, trying to put into words unsure thoughts. 
 
    “Kham.” 
 
    “I am still here, Nyserra,” I smiled. 
 
    “I don’t know about these things,” she said, “about the love between women.  I know very little about Love at all.  Oh, I do not talk of mating; most mating is without Love.  But Love?  The Love that comes from the touch of the Goddess?  I don’t know.  I like to read love poetry because it is the only way for me to feel from the words the utter longing for another, the aching for Love’s expression, the ecstasy of desires fulfilled, the desolation when Love is denied, the heartache when Love is lost.  Of surrender and abandon.  Love poetry gives me but a glimpse of how one feels when one is touched by Love.  Yet love poetry is at once a temptation and a warning.  And for all the warnings that are given about how one’s heart will surely be devastated by Love, the temptation is stronger and makes one wish to face the devastation if one can obtain Love’s joy within the heart, if but for a moment and no more.”   
 
    I was very moved by her words. 
 
    “Nyserra, you are very deep and wise for one so young.” 
 
    She giggled.  “That is what they say about you, too!” 
 
    She went on.  “The love between men is well known in Egypt, of course, with many of the sacred scriptures, beginning with the story of the gods Set and Horus, and how Set tricked Horus into lying down with him.  And there are many works of art here and there – especially on temple walls – which depict lovemaking between men.  Yet for us on earth the love between men is an object of jokes, not a mark of divinity.  I recall two of the scribes on our estate, and how they are teased because they are lovers.  But they take it in good stride and even joke back with us.  Yet between women, since I have never known any that love each other, and since I, too, am a woman, my own thoughts had been of distaste.  I would imagine a woman touching my loins and it seemed repugnant to me.  Then I came here and heard the stories about you.  At first I would deny it; you were too much my friend for me to think you tainted by any shame, yet I finally came to know the truth.  How, then, could the thoughts of the love between women remain distasteful to me when you, my friend and sister, whom I revere above all others, feel this way?  Since then I have thought about it and, I think, have some understanding.  I cannot call it shameful anymore.  It is not.  Shame is only for the one who thinks the shame.  And shame on me for having thought so!  Now my thoughts no longer hold distaste, and I wonder what it is like.  How would I respond, I wonder?  Now when I imagine a woman touching my loins I am no longer repelled.  Only puzzled.” 
 
    We sat for a moment, then she continued.  “Kham, may I ask then, what it is like?” 
 
    “Nyserra, I do not know how to say.  I only know this is how I am, how I have always been, and for me it seems natural, that my attractions have always been toward women, and never toward men.  As for what it is like for me to love a woman, well, perhaps your love poetry has something that explains better, I do not have the proper words for it.  Only that for me it is such pleasure and such delight that I cannot imagine how lovemaking between a woman and a man could compare with it.  It seems to me that men make love with their bodies, but women make love with their hearts, and this, to me, is the difference that matters most.  I know my own experience with a man is not, ah, satisfactory.” 
 
    “With the Prince Oskhama?” she asked.  “The rumors are that you two were very affectionate for many years and that you would lie down with him often.” 
 
    That old fiction!   
 
    “I am fond of Oskhama, yes,” I said sincerely, because I was indeed fond of my husband, his disabilities notwithstanding.  “And as the consort to the Heir it is my duty to bear a son with him.  But aside from my affection for Oskhama I do not feel Love with him, that deep Love between two souls of which we are speaking.  We were never touched by the Goddess Hathor.  Also, you thought it distasteful for two women to make love, now I must tell you it was distasteful for me to mate with a man.  Yet I am still fond of Oskhama.  Now you also must have heard that the health of the Prince is not as good as would be desired and so I have not visited his bed for many years.  I am concerned over Oskhama’s health, yes, and sincerely wish him to recover.  But I am happy we do not mate.” 
 
    We sat quietly for many moments, then I continued.  “Love, though, Love by itself, Love one feels when touched by the Goddess, a deep and abiding Love that lasts through the years and ends in a lifetime, that Love I have never known.  I once thought I had Love.  She was a foreigner, a slave with miraculous blond hair, and so beautiful that my heart ached and I was hers from the very hour I saw her the first time.  Yet when we became lovers there were too many doubts in my head about her for it to be real Love.  She was my slave so in my heart I was tasked with these doubts, that she did not feel as I did for her, that she was only submitting to me as her duty bade her, and these doubts spoiled any thoughts of pure Love between two souls.  I only knew that my body demanded her with great intensity, and this I interpreted as Love.  I think I was more jealous than in love, as I recall.  I was so imperious!  If you had seen me then you would have been appalled.  After a short time she was taken from me and I never saw her again, never was I to know her long enough to see if Love would grow and become real.  I was very lonely for a time, such a very long time.  Then I found a friend with whom I am very fond, and lovemaking with her is very tender and sweet, and has helped me somewhat.  We care for each other a great deal.  Yet we are not in Love.  And for the blond slave, I miss her so much!  Yes, I have missed her every day since she was taken from me.  But was it Love I felt for her?  I don’t know, and this very doubt tells me it was likely not Love.  So I, like you, have never known real Love.  Perhaps one day there will be two foolish old women, weeping on each other’s shoulders, sobbing for what they never had!” 
 
    We laughed at ourselves. 
 
    She looked back at her book of poems.  I regarded her lovely profile as she bent over the papyrus.  She had removed her wig earlier and her hair was tied back in a knot, exposing her pretty neck, and I had a sudden desire to reach out and touch that smooth neck, to bend over and kiss it.  I caught myself and most vigorously told my heart to cease these thoughts.  Try as I might these thoughts kept returning.  Why did I kiss her hand?  Why do I have these thoughts of kissing her neck?  Why do I have these stirrings deep inside me?  She is betrothed to my son!  Oh, Mitti, you are a stupid girl!  Where, oh where did these ridiculous thoughts come from?  Yet, as one would struggle in quicksand, the harder one fights the quicker one is pulled under.  I willed my thoughts of her – yes, my yearning for her – to go away, yet the thoughts returned with greater strength.  I could only think of her. 
 
    “So, Kham, you have a deep secret.” 
 
    I started.  Had she read my very thoughts? 
 
    “About the two women in my life?” I asked. 
 
    “No, you silly!  Everyone knows that!  Your true secret, that you have never known Love,” she said. 
 
    “Mmm, yes.  I mean no.  I mean – oh never mind!” 
 
    She laughed, then bent over, put her arms round my neck, kissed my forehead. 
 
    “Then we shall be those two old women together,” she smiled.  “And we shall comfort each other when that day arrives.” 
 
    I was so aware of her arms round my neck.  I dared not move, knowing that if I did I would seize her and not let go.   
 
    She changed topic and began to tell me a little of Kenrotep’s visit to her earlier that day, and I was relieved to divert my thoughts away from those feelings in my heart.  After some moments I readied myself to take my leave. 
 
    I walked back to my apartments, deep in thought.  Many unwanted emotions played havoc with my heart, many struggles ensued and unwelcome feelings pushed this way and that.  Oh, you Goddess Hathor!  So-called Goddess of Love!  Why cannot you leave me be!  Why again do you taunt me with someone I can never have?  Why again do you touch one but not the other?  Cruel you have always been. 
 
    Later that night I was alone with Tasima.  Almost despairing I clutched at her. 
 
    “Tasima,” I said, “how I need your arms round me.  How I need your kisses this night.  Hold me.” 
 
    She held me close and kissed me, murmuring soothing endearments into my ear.  Our kissing roused a response in me and I returned her kisses ardently, urgently, and I found my emotions overflowing as I embraced her with all my might; my caresses became intense, my passions were loosed, and with desperation in my heart I made love to her.  Later, as we lay silent and our hearts calmed I was unsurprised when I found myself weeping while lying in her arms.  She comforted me as best she could until I fell asleep. 
 
    I was falling in love with Nyserra. 
 
   
  
 



The Regent Council 
 
      
 
    I was sleeping in my apartments when I was wakened to the news.  In the dead of night pounding came to my chamber door, a servant calling my name.  I opened the door and found my servant with Mamtuk himself standing beside her.  His presence startled me.  I could think of no reason for him to be here unless the news he bore was most important. 
 
    “Your – your Highness,” he said, and bowed. 
 
    He had hesitated before calling me Highness.  In all the years I had known him, Mamtuk had never hesitated in anything.  I instantly surmised the reason for his visit. 
 
    “The King!” I said. 
 
    Mamtuk did not acknowledge my guess. 
 
    “The Queen summons you to her apartments at once,” he said.  “She commanded me to deliver the summons myself.” 
 
    I remembered I was naked and would need to put something on before walking with Mamtuk to the Queen’s apartments. 
 
    “Enter, please, Mamtuk, and give me a moment to clothe myself,” I said.  He walked into my chamber and stood silently, watching me as I pulled on a robe and found sandals for my feet.  I asked my servant to inform Tasima of my summons and to check on Rahotep.  I also asked her to find a bodyguard to escort me to the Queen’s apartments.  But Mamtuk cleared his throat. 
 
    “Your Highness, you will not need a guard,” he said. 
 
    Knowing Mamtuk, and knowing the Queen, it would be futile for me to argue the point, so I cancelled my summons and left with Mamtuk for the Queen’s apartments. 
 
    We walked in silence.  It had been his hesitation for a bare instant that spoke volumes, that told me everything.  Before he said the word “Highness” he had been in doubt.  This was Mamtuk.  Only extraordinary circumstances would have caused him to come to me in his own person in the dead of night.  Since he had hesitated to call me “Highness” there could be no other explanation than that he had debated in his mind if it were the correct honorific to use.  If the Queen had decided I should die, Mamtuk would have simply brought a sufficient number of guards with him to overpower my own bodyguard, then he would have entered my chamber and slashed my throat while I slept.  If I were to be removed, stripped of my title and power and banished – doubtful because the Queen seldom indulged in half-measures – he would have had the guard enter my chamber and pinion me.  That did not happen, so his hesitation could only mean that he did not know whether to call me “Highness” or “Majesty”, which would mean old King Amun had died and I was now, by right, Queen.  It was a mere instant for me to reason this out, yet I knew better than to ask Mamtuk to confirm my guess – he would call me Highness and pretend the old king lived until the Queen announced otherwise. 
 
    The Queen sat upon her upholstered bench.  She had a disheveled appearance, her night clothing in disarray, her hair unkempt, yet her demeanor was unchanged; her eyes alert, her intelligence sharp, her rapid-fire speech concise.  Several ladies-in-waiting surrounded her.  All of them looked stricken and one was quietly sobbing into the sleeve of her robe. 
 
    “Mamtuk, please remain.” she said, “You others may leave, but wait outside.” 
 
    When the others left, the Queen motioned me to her. 
 
    “Sit with me, my dear,” she said. 
 
    I bent to kiss her cheek then sat next to her.  She went directly to the point.   
 
    “The King, my husband, is dead.” 
 
    She paused.  She had said this fact with very little emotion, as if she had announced that the old King had had a bad tooth removed.  King Amun, her husband, the only king I and my parents had ever known, the father of the people of Egypt for years so long few remembered a time without him, was dead.  My guess was confirmed, but now that she had announced it I felt a clutching in my throat, my heart tautened inside me, and I came close to breaking out in tears.  I dabbed at my nose with my sleeve.  The King was dead. 
 
    Yet Sekma showed no sorrow, no sign of loss.  I knew Sekma well.  She did not feel emotion as lesser humans did so I knew she did not summon me to comfort her in her grief, but to put me to work on matters too important to be left for the morning.  I thought to myself, if we were busy when the old Vizier died, we shall be many times busier now. 
 
    “I advise you,” she said, “to double your bodyguard and keep the rest on alert for a time, until we can gauge how matters stand.  Never go anywhere in the palace without at least four bodyguards with you.  Sleep with a dagger at your side.  Always assume that there is a knifeman hidden behind the next corner.  How say you, Mamtuk?  You know that I esteem your abilities as no one else in the kingdom, but should you have been able to approach Princess Khametnefer so readily?” 
 
    “Your Majesty,” he replied to the Queen, his cold eyes looking at me, not at her, “if evildoers had learned of the King’s death first, and if they had been able to suborn me, then I could have easily assassinated Princess Khametnefer.” 
 
    “There,” said the Queen.  “You know, Khametnefer, how much I depend on Mamtuk.  If he says that then I was right in giving you this advice.” 
 
    “Yes, my mother.  And thank you, Mamtuk.” 
 
    He did not acknowledge my appreciation of his frank opinion, simply stared straight ahead to a distant thing only he could perceive. 
 
    “You are now Queen, and I Queen Mother,” she said.  “However, this will be unofficial until Oskhama’s coronation.  He is, as of now, the rightful king of Egypt, but you and I must wait for a time until we assume our new titles.  Until then you remain princess.  But if someone were to mistakenly call you ‘Majesty’ it will be regarded as a minor mistake and overlooked.  Do you understand?” 
 
    “Of course, my mother.” 
 
    “Then to work!” she replied. 
 
    I stayed at her apartment for many, many hours as we went over what was required for handling the affairs of the kingdom on the event of the King’s death, to enact those facets that needed immediate action, to confirm readiness in other areas, and to take in the latest intelligence reports.  I sent several handwritten messages to my apartments, one of which was to Captain Ramose to attend me at the Queen’s apartments, the other to Tasima to stay beside Rahotep at all times until my return.  Messengers came and went, officials were summoned.  When it was announced that Captain Ramose was outside I excused myself and went to him in the foyer.  There I quickly explained the situation and told him of what precautions should be made until the situation was better known.   
 
    “Captain,” I said to him, “no one is to be admitted into our apartments until your men have searched for weapons, and then only when one of your men escorts that person and remains by that person at all times.  Instruct your men to be watchful of anyone they must guard.  No one, not even one of the Queen’s servants, is to be admitted without these precautions.  Only the Queen herself is excepted.  Your utmost attention must be for my son, Prince Rahotep, now Crown Prince.” 
 
    “I hear and obey, my Princess – ah – Majesty, I mean.” 
 
    I smiled up at him.  “Princess for now, dear Captain, but it is no matter what you call me, I don’t mind.  I have great confidence in the men you trained so well.  I verily believe they would obey your orders before they would obey the God Osiris himself.” 
 
    No one was nearby, so I stood very close and looked up at him, lowered my voice. 
 
    “I depend on you, my brave Captain.” 
 
    “My Princess,” he said, “my sword is yours.” 
 
    “I beg you, Ramose,” I said, with just the right amount of pleading in my voice, one I judged to be exactly right at this moment for its effect on him.  “Protect my son, I beg you, my Captain.  He is my world!  He is my life!” 
 
    As I was standing so close to him his head was bent over as he looked down at me, emphasizing to him how small I was in his eyes.  He wanted to say something.  I indicated that I must now return to the Queen’s chamber.  He left.  I could tell he left reluctantly.  
 
    I could almost see Tasima invisibly standing in the background, sadly shaking her head in disapproval.  Oh, Tasima, my heart cried out.  You don’t know!  I would gladly sup with Ammut the Devourer himself and consort with his most hideous demons to protect my son.  I am willing to perform the most heinous deeds that Rahotep should live.  Forgive me, Tasima, if I must play upon Ramose this way, to ensure his utmost vigilance at this hour, but this is how it must be. 
 
    I had Oskhama’s guardsmen doubled as well.  Everyone who would enter the Prince’s – now King’s – apartments was searched for weapons, even the most devoted of his nurses.  All food brought to him was to be tasted by the cook himself while watched by an officer of the guard. 
 
    I went back to the Queen.  The Sun rose from his bed and climbed higher and higher into the sky as the Queen and I worked.  My stomach made rude noises.  The Queen noticed and immediately ordered food to be brought everyone in attendance, yet we continued to work through the day, sitting in our nightclothes.  Many times we were in separate rooms, consulting different officials.  However, most of that day I was with the Queen, sitting near her on my own bench, a table filled with papyri before me, scribes at my feet. 
 
    The Queen had many plans in anticipation of King Amun’s death, and they were reviewed carefully to see if they were up-to-date, revising those that needed revising, enacting those that needed enacting.  Just as it was after the death of the old Vizier, the highest nobles of the land and all the top army commanders were summoned to the palace, to “consult and advise”.  As before, these would be watched most carefully that we could gauge their loyalties.  Messages were prepared for different officials and operatives in the most distant reaches of the Kingdom, the most important of which were sent by dispatch riders immediately, and at times in the company of fighting men.  The Queen assigned me the task of supervising the state funeral of the late King Amun – no small task, the preparations for which would take the entire three months that the priests needed to mummify his body.   
 
    Much of our work was directed toward the kingdom itself.  We compiled a list of possible danger points, troublemakers, suspicious persons, ambitious nobles, pompous priests.  One person we discussed at length was a noble, a governor in the southwest deserts, the very noble whose daughter had once been proposed by the Chief Priest as a bride for Oskhama.  There were too many uncertainties for us to come to a sure decision, yet he was too powerful to ignore.  The Queen held up her hand for silence.  I saw her thinking carefully.  She came to a decision. 
 
    “Eliminate him.  Mamtuk, see to the details,” she said.   
 
    As simply as that a man’s death was ordered, because she could not come to a clear opinion as to where his loyalties lay. 
 
    “If there are few consequences,” she said, “then it is better to eliminate a potential threat.  In this case there will be a minor uproar over his death, but few other consequences.  We cannot afford to ignore the difficulties which may arise if he were to remain alive at this time.  Now, this next noble for our discussion is the Lord of the Makkan district.” 
 
    So quickly she pronounced death, then moved on to another topic, and I sat with her, helping her in her discussions.  I was sickened more with myself than with her, however I carefully kept the feelings in my heart silent, that she would not see on my face how dismayed I was.   
 
    We continued our work for many more hours.  After a time the Queen looked up and regarded me for a moment. 
 
    “Khametnefer, my dear,” she said, “you go to bed.  I’ll finish up here.  Attend me early tomorrow.” 
 
    Twenty-four full hours of the watch had come and gone since Mamtuk had roused me from my bed, and the Queen and I had worked the whole time.  I did not know I was exhausted until I stood up, then felt so tired I wanted to lie down on the floor and sleep.  I was aware of a cavernous hunger in my belly, but the craving for sleep overruled even this need.  I groggily realized that the Queen remained at work, not at all weary.  I stumbled back to my apartments and fell into bed, leaving word to a servant to wake me at dawn.  Dawn was only three hours away. 
 
    *** 
 
    The old King’s body was mummified, and during those three months I organized a dignified and stately funeral.  I confess I wept as I took leave of him.  Simpleton he may have been, and a nonentity in the rule of the Kingdom, but he had a kindly heart and I was fond of him.  And, perhaps, a few of the tears were for the dread I felt, for there was no longer any check to Sekma’s rule. 
 
    Four weeks after the funeral, the first meeting of the Regent Council was held.  It was in the Grand Vizier’s audience chamber, the same chamber in which I met Queen Sekma those many years before, where I and Mother had trembled at her feet, where I had learned of my fate, to be wife to Oskhama.   Memories played through my heart, of how I longed to have been left alone and remain an anonymous subject, to live out my life unknown to anyone except my family and neighbors, and to die in obscurity.  Those memories gave me a sadness, a yearning for a life different than this one I had now, the one I must live.  Yet I had learned the art of hiding my emotions.  No one in the audience chamber knew of these feelings. 
 
    That first time I had been in this room the old Grand Vizier held court with his advisors and ministers; that warty and fat old Vizier Imhotep who had looked at me that first day with only passing interest; and in the first few years after I was installed in the palace he all but ignored me.  Then, in time, this same old Vizier had grown respectful, then wary, then fearful of me, and came to know he could only ignore me at his own peril.  He had, at first, taken the Queen at her word those years ago when he learned my name and was told that I would be matched to the profoundly backward Prince Oskhama.  If he felt anything at all for me that first year it was probably pity for a poor girl who was forced to marry a royal imbecile.  In time he saw that this girl was not a mere luckless selection for an unenviable marriage match, but the apprentice of the mighty Queen Sekma herself.  And this girl grew in power before his very eyes until he came to know her as a formidable woman and a force in the kingdom, and he came to heed her word as second only to the Queen’s. 
 
    The old Vizier had died and was replaced by Prince Kenrotep, who I found did not care for me, albeit quietly.  The Queen had convinced herself that Kenrotep would serve her obediently and loyally.  She did not perceive that he saw me as a rival for the Queen’s favor.  His charm and deference toward me were always displayed while in the presence of the Queen, but not at any other time.  On those occasions when the Queen was not present Kenrotep’s behavior toward me was icily correct; never by word or deed was he disrespectful toward me, but no more than this.  Yet I had learned another art of which he was unaware, that I had perfected the Queen’s teachings on reading the heart of another, to detect truth and falsehood by nuance, expression, inflexion, and myriad other subtle, almost invisible signs that one unconsciously signals while speaking.  I could read him quite clearly, this new Grand Vizier.  Prince Kenrotep had no affection for the Princess Khametnefer. 
 
    Now as I entered the audience chamber – his domain – he shot me a look of unwelcome.  He had probably thought he had carefully hidden this expression in his outward smile and hearty salutation to me, yet I could see the venom in his eyes, his wish for me to be elsewhere, anywhere, preferably at the bottom of the River. 
 
    I had never discussed my misgivings about Kenrotep with the Queen because I could never put together words that would convince her of what I thought were his true intentions.  Long ago I learned to be careful in anything I said to the Queen, and in rehearsing what to say to her about Kenrotep the words came out lame, whining, petulant.  She would probably think it was I jealous of Kenrotep rather than the other way round.  I decided to keep silence until I knew for a certainty of his intentions toward me – I needed facts to give her, not my misgivings.  My own plans, the secret plans I told no one – especially not the Queen – now had to take into consideration the Grand Vizier, Prince Kenrotep.  Queen Sekma had grown old and how much longer she could be expected to live could not be guessed.  I feared that Kenrotep would attempt something should the Queen die.  Yet the Queen said time and again that Kenrotep’s loyalty would be to the one in power, whomever that one may be.  If he were assured of his prestige and position, the Queen said, and retained his opportunities at aggrandizement, he would follow the leader.  Sekma was usually right about these things, so I let it go.  If Sekma passed to the West, and if I took on her power, I relied on her belief that Kenrotep would probably remain quiet. 
 
    Now in the audience chamber we all waited the arrival of the Queen.  The audience chamber became noisy from the murmuring of so many.  I believe I was the only one not talking at all, but I did look at all the other ministers in turn and – as always – listened to the talk going on round me, able to hear each separate conversation, know the speakers, and remember every word said.  This is easier than it would seem if one practices, and the Queen had me practice many times until it came as naturally as talking with one person.   
 
    Ever and again when my eyes rested on Kenrotep I would find him looking back at me, gauging me. 
 
    The Queen arrived.  We rose and offered obeisance.  My breath was taken by the magnificence of her clothing, the most formal of her robes of state covered her, a wig of superb styling atop her, slippers woven of thread of pure gold on her feet.  And on her head the Cobra Diadem, the crown of the Queen of Egypt.  Her entourage included two ladies-in-waiting, two scribes, one of her household functionaries, and eight gentlemen of the guard.  This entourage announced without words her stature, her importance, and her power. 
 
    She made her way forward toward Kenrotep’s upholstered bench.  He stepped aside.  It was his honor, his privilege, and his duty to offer his seat to her whenever she was in attendance in his audience chamber.  After she had seated herself she allowed us to sit, so we lowered ourselves to the floor and sat cross-legged before her.  Only the gentlemen of the guard kept to their feet, their spears grounded and pointing toward the ceiling.  Sekma’s poise and elegance flowed through the chamber and touched us all as she sat upright and held the crook and the flail crossed over her bosom. 
 
    “My lords,” the Queen began, “this council is met to formalize its own existence, to determine the coronation date of the Crown Prince Oskhama, now King of Egypt, and to begin its duties as helpmeet to the King.”  She paused a moment to allow this beginning to touch us, then continued.  “Regent councils of the past were usually formed to govern the kingdom while a boy king was in his minority, then to dissolve itself when that king came of age.  Our task is somewhat different.  It has never been announced or formally acknowledged that the Crown Prince is decidedly unfit to rule in his own right, even though he has reached the age of majority.  However, all of us in this room are aware of his condition, also we all know that the condition of the Crown Prince will never improve, yet we also know that the governing of this kingdom must never lose its continuity of rule.  It is true the gods were kind to us to provide the Crown Prince with his own Heir, his son the Prince Rahotep.  Yet the Crown Prince Oskhama, or I should correct myself and say King Oskhama, will never have the ability to rule on his own.  Therefore, this council should realize that it must exist perhaps for many years, until after King Oskhama has been taken from us by the gods into the West, and Prince Rahotep is himself of sufficient years to take up the burdens of kingship.” 
 
    We all had known this, but this was the first time Oskhama’s condition was officially acknowledged. 
 
    “It is no accident,” she continued, “that all you gentlemen here are already members of the King’s Council, the same council formed by King Amun of divine memory, my own dear departed husband.  Individuals have changed over the years but the King’s Council itself is maintained.  You are now called upon to serve double duty, that of King’s Council and that of Regent Council.  However, there will be two others to be added to the Regent Council who are not members of the King’s Council.  Firstly, the Princess Khametnefer who, upon coronation of her husband and as his consort, will be named Queen Khametnefer.” 
 
    I could feel Kenrotep shoot a glance at me. 
 
    “Secondly,” she said, “will be myself, as Queen Mother to the sovereign.” 
 
    There was a slight murmuring at this.  Everyone in the room was not surprised that Sekma would take the main role in decisions made by the council, however it was unexpected that she would officially name herself and have it announced.  Sekma had always worked quietly and unseen and tried to avoid having her name used in any of the proceedings of government.  But a greater surprise was soon revealed.    
 
    The Queen set aside the crook and the flail, reached up and removed the Cobra Diadem from her head, and held it up for all the gentlemen of the council to see.  It was a beautiful circlet of the purest gold, wrought by the cunning hands of a generation many years in the past.  In its center was a golden cobra’s head, painted and lacquered, an exquisite work of art, and when worn this cobra would rise from the forehead of the wearer, at once announcing and giving warning, a symbol that the wearer had power over life and death.  It was never to be unnoticed by anyone standing before the queen who wore it.  The eyes of the golden cobra, painted a shining black, could have been those of a living serpent, so perfectly had the long-dead artist formed them.  The eyes stared straight ahead with the eyes of a true cobra, with neither pleasure nor anger in expression, but remorseless, emotionless, merciless. 
 
    “This little plaything,” the Queen said, holding up the Diadem, “would only be a trinket, a pretty ornament, but for what it symbolizes.  For what it means.  It means the suite of powers given the Queen of Egypt; her privileges of rank and authority over all others save the King himself.  Yet in those years since I have worn it I have added to the power of the Queen, augmented that suite of powers in a way that has never been known in our kingdom.  As no other Queen has done – and no other King! – I have maintained the strength and power of the throne against any that would bring the kingdom down into anarchy and ruin.  Our kingdom has never been stronger or richer.  Because of me.  The prosperity of our people has never been better.  Again, because of me.  Our land is safe and secure from the deepest swamps of the Delta to the most obscure tracks through the deserts; all that travel our land can travel in safety.  Our enemies are humbled, and barbarians and Sea Peoples think twice before they plan any forays for plunder into our kingdom.  Because of me!  I have saved this kingdom from the incompetence of misguided and unintelligent rule, many and many a time.  None of you gentlemen can deny it!  And since I have survived my enemies – and there have been many – and I have been Queen for many years, Egyptians now cannot think of a time when it was otherwise.  Our people cannot think of a time when there was no Sekma, when her hand was not guiding kingship itself.  For more than forty years it has been Sekma.  Until now tradition has it that only the principal wife of the living King wears this crown.  I proclaim a new tradition.  I shall retain the Cobra Diadem.  I shall continue to rule Egypt, but from this time forward as acknowledged co-sovereign to my son, King Oskhama.” 
 
    She placed the Diadem atop her head with finality.  The shining eyes of the cobra stared forward, the cold gaze upon us, daring anyone to gainsay the Queen. 
 
   
  
 



The Goatherd 
 
      
 
    As Sekma had predicted those many years ago little Mitti was now Queen, yet nothing had changed, only my title.  I had assumed I would wear the Cobra Diadem as Queen of Egypt, but it was not to be – my disappointment was not great, but it was there.  Sekma would retain power but from now on outwardly for all the world to see and in her own right as co-sovereign and would share the throne with Oskhama, my husband, who would wear the Double Crown of Upper and Lower Nile. 
 
    The open secret – that it was Sekma who ruled – was a game we no longer needed to play; she had proclaimed herself co-sovereign in no uncertain terms, no one needed to pretend anymore.  When she made this announcement to us not a gasp of surprise or a whisper was heard, yet uneasiness could be felt and I perceived that the ministers would have preferred to maintain the open secret.  In my working with the Queen I was privy to most, but not all her schemes, so in this announcement I was as surprised as all the others.  We did not dare protest.  We were that disciplined under Sekma. 
 
    When that first meeting of the Regent Council concluded the members went their separate ways, and I walked with the Queen back to her apartments, silent.  She eyed me but said nothing while we walked.  We entered her apartments and just outside her bedchamber I stopped her servant from entering with a wave of my hand. 
 
    “My mother, allow me to play handmaiden,” I said.  She raised her eyebrow by the smallest fraction, then we entered her bedchamber where we were alone.  I began helping her remove her magnificent costume of state, beginning with the Cobra Diadem.  I wiped it carefully with a soft cloth and placed it into the small chest in which it was kept.  She looked at me. 
 
    “Well, out with it,” she demanded.  “It rankles that you will not wear that golden gewgaw.”  
 
    I was removing her splendid robe of state, carefully folding it while marveling at the intricate design and cunning needlework.  I had an answer ready. 
 
    “My mother, I had expected it, to wear the Cobra Diadem – that is true.  But you have created a new tradition and explained your reasoning.  I cannot find fault with that reasoning.” 
 
    “None?” she challenged. 
 
    “None, my mother,” I lied.  I had learned how to lie to her without her reading my thoughts. 
 
    “Then tell me why you are in agreement with my decision, if in agreement you honestly are,” she demanded. 
 
    “My mother, if I could but open my heart for you to see.  The true Queen of Egypt, the only Queen, is Sekma.  I can think of no one who could rule the kingdom as well as she.  I do not play the sycophant, my mother, not the flatterer.  It is an honest appraisal, the kingdom thrives under you, and the kingdom should always come before one’s personal whims, my whims.  I have disappointment, yes, but it is only for the prestige and that is not important.  The kingdom comes first.  I do not question your decision, my mother, my Queen.” 
 
    She seemed mollified.  I studied her face and could tell she found no falsehood in what I said.  So much the better! 
 
    “Content yourself that you are wife to the King,” she said.  “That alone is prestige enough.” 
 
    “My mother, I do have a question, though,” I said. 
 
    “Well?” 
 
    “I have read much of the history of our land,” I said, “and never before was there a queen who ruled in her own right.  There have been powerful queens and consorts in the past, yes, but none ever proclaimed herself sole ruler.  Is this why you have decided Oskhama will be crowned King and yourself as co-sovereign, and not to proclaim yourself the exclusive monarch?  That the people will be less uneasy – less restive – knowing that the rightful Heir is on the throne, that you are co-ruler and do so because he is unhealthy?”   
 
    “Yes, my dear, as always you are observant,” she said.  “Now you see that even Oskhama is a tool of many uses, if but to be figurehead and no more – first a figurehead as father to your child, now a figurehead as king.  Less trouble will ensue if the people think the true king wears the double crown.  In time Oskhama will pass to the West and then it will be your son to rule.  Rahotep will be a fine king and able, and will serve and defend his people well.  And I look forward to the day he sires a son, who I know will be a great king, as no other before him.  On the son of your son I pin all my hopes.  But that day will be many years hence, and until that day it will be between you and me to be good shepherds to our people – we cannot depend on anyone of the royal family.  And you are doing very well as my lieutenant.  I am very pleased with your work.” 
 
    My heart betrayed me for an instant.  What flashed through my mind was a vision of the terrible things that were done while we were being “good shepherds”, that she, the Queen, was a goatherd as well, carrying on her bizarre breeding experiments, viciously removing anyone she saw as an obstacle; and from that thought came another that demanded my attention utterly, that my child, my son, was never out of reach of her crook and her flail, that he was never far from the Cobra’s sting, that his safety would never be assured while he lived in the Queen’s house. 
 
    She pounced on this brief show of emotions. 
 
    “What?” she demanded.  “What are your thoughts?” 
 
    I could not pretend that I did not let dismay show.  She demanded to know my thoughts, she commanded me to reveal my heart to her, she claimed my very soul as her own, expected me to open it to her.  I thought carefully, decided to deflect her suspicion with a question that I had had in my heart for many years. 
 
    “Why, my mother, was I the one chosen?  I was a nobody when you singled me out – there must be others closer to you.  Why not anyone else?  And why do you teach me to, to – .” 
 
    I could not continue, but when said this way she would assume she knew well what my thoughts were, that I was her pupil and she my teacher, I her apprentice and she my mistress, and that by her, for her, I had performed many deeds that saddened me. 
 
    “Do not be overly modest,” she said.  “You know that you are far more intelligent than anyone else you meet.” 
 
    “My mother, you could not have known that about me when I was only ten years old.” 
 
    Pause. “Yes, I did,” she said.  “For that and for many other reasons you were chosen.  You have noble blood, much nobler than you know.  And, although noble, you were not born as other noble ladies were, surrounded by the intrigues of the court and the unhappy politics of our land.” 
 
    “Yet, my mother,” I said, “we are at the very heart of these intrigues and unhappy politics.  We are the authors of so much of it.  The kingdom is sound, yes.  But the things we do!  The things we do!” 
 
    “Yes,” she replied, “we are authors of many unhappy things.  Many unhappy, but needful things.  And I see that your heart wishes you to be far away from these dreadful things, to be happily in ignorance.  Child, content yourself that it is your destiny to be at my side.  I have chosen you, and I have chosen well.” 
 
    “Yet I, my mother, cannot think of how I can have such noble blood.  I know my own lineage and Mother is a noble lady, true, but no more.  And on Father’s side?  Let us be honest.  No one knows who his parents are, so it is assumed by all that he is a bastard, which makes me a bastard, too.  And also, if my great-grandfather was King Ahmose himself, does that not make my blood tainted with the ail of the royal family?  Surely this flies in the face of what you have taught me, that the inbreeding of the royal family would be the death of Egypt.  There are too many things, my mother, which I cannot fathom, and my thoughts always return to the same question:  Why was I the one chosen?” 
 
    I watched her as she regarded me and I could see that a debate was taking place in her heart.  I saw her weighing the different sides, saw her reach a conclusion.  She spoke. 
 
    “My daughter, it is time for me to tell you all.  I grow older and cannot say what day will be my last.  I would not tell you anything whatsoever, but I do not want to go to my grave and not have you understand and able to continue our work.  Our work, yours and mine, is of utmost importance, and I have chosen you above all others for a reason.  So I shall reveal everything.” 
 
    I readied myself. 
 
    “A story,” she said, “is best told from the beginning, so that is where I shall start.  My mother was Ashmat, and she was the daughter of minor nobility in the kingdom of Libya.  When she grew and became nubile her exceptional beauty became well known and many suitors sought her hand from her father.  But the Libyan king also saw her and decided otherwise.  He caused her to be given as a gift, a concubine for Prince Imeretef, one of the sons of Ahmose the Great.  Kings at peace with each other send each other precious gifts, to cement that peace, and the king of Libya was hoping that the gift of a young beauty of noble blood to a prince of Egypt would impress the father, the King Ahmose.  So my mother was sent to Egypt and to the house of Imeretef.  Eventually she came to be with child and I was born, so the world knows me as daughter to Imeretef.  However, my mother told me the truth.  My blood father was a noble of Libya who was visiting Egypt and stayed at the estate of Imeretef.  She never told me his name but told me of his character; strong, clever, and not a drop of his blood belonged to the accursed nobility of Egypt.  My mother knew him a little when she was a girl and, in her loneliness and her pining for her home in Libya, she had a love affair with this man when he visited her estate.  They lay together many times and she is quite sure that he is my father.  And here is the first point I must make, and that point is that I have no bloodline linking me to the royal house of Egypt.  None. 
 
    “So my girlhood was in the house of Imeretef.  When I was very small I was matched to Prince Amun, supposedly my uncle.  When I was barely ten the betrothal was announced and I came here, to this palace, and here I have lived ever since.  And it was here that I saw how the kingdom was truly ruled; not by learned counsel and wise decrees, but by intrigue, subterfuge, treachery!  I had to learn how to live in this world quickly, and you know of what I speak, as you had to learn it as well.  And I learned of King Ahmose’s true nature.  He was cruel, deceitful, and suspicious of everyone to the point of madness.  Yet he is revered as a great king for all the battles he won and all the gold and slaves he brought back from his foreign adventures.  No one pointed it out, but I noticed that all the gold and slaves he captured could never pay for his wars and that the royal treasury dwindled by the year.  Also I saw that each year there were less and less young men.  If they were not killed in so many battles Ahmose worked them to death building monuments to himself.  And I saw his many offspring.  Some were mad, some were as backward as Oskhama, and all the rest were simply incompetent, all but Prince Heruhar.  He had abilities, good abilities; he would have been a strong king had he lived, but he did not.  It was by questioning learned men at court and through my own wit I deduced how the ail of the royal house came about, from their absurd inbreeding.  Amun was pleasant enough, but so stupid!  As easy to lead as one would lead a donkey.  I sickened at the royal house of Egypt.  
 
    “As I grew older I became aware of my own beauty and after a time I was told that I had become renowned in all Egypt as the most beautiful princess in the land.  I also noticed the effect my beauty had on men, and that with but a little charm and flattery and nothing else many men would leap to do my bidding.  I became equal to any of the most adept courtiers, and I decided to put this attribute to use, if only to defend myself.   
 
    “No one expected Amun to amount to anything except to be simply another superfluous prince, one among the cloud of sons of Ahmose’s many women, princelings who were infesting the kingdom at that time.  Yet fate decided otherwise as first one then another Heir was carried off in different ways, some to contagion, others in battle.  Battle was the fate of Prince Heruhar.  And two or three of the princes were murdered by their own father, King Ahmose.  A day came when it was Amun who came to the head of the queue.  By then I knew him well, that he was so unintelligent and weak that I knew that as soon as the old King died there would be a veritable stampede of ambitious men vying for the throne, and that Amun would soon join his father in the West.   
 
    “Before King Ahmose died, as he came into his dotage, I saw the intriguing going on under the King’s very nose!  The schemers became bolder as the King grew older, making my task of finding them out all the easier.  And my husband, the Heir?  That simpleton!  He did nothing because he knew nothing.  I knew that to save Egypt from chaos – and to save my own neck – that I must be the one to take control.  The Great King was senile, and his Crown Prince uncomprehending. 
 
    “Assassination or insurrection or palace coup would end Amun’s reign, the only question was which one of the mob of traitors would get to him first?  To save myself I decided to bend things at court to my favor.  I developed a network of servants who would inform me of the comings and goings of different royals, nobles, and officials.  I suborned many of the palace guard and began to secretly organize a response I could launch on the moment we learned of the death of the old King.  It was not long in coming and I was ready, with plans in place.  No one else was.  I learned that the key to victory is to know one’s enemy and always be ready to act instantly.  Always, always have a plan in place!  As time passes those plans may need to be revised, but they must always be ready to execute within an instant.  I knew who all my enemies were now, and had a plan for each of them.  So when old King Ahmose did die those in the kingdom who would move against the new King Amun were surprised and dismayed when it turned out that Amun was much stronger, swifter, and more effective than they realized.  It was I, of course, controlling things secretly.  Those many conspirators never had the time to sit and make even a rudimentary scheme of revolt.  They had not even started moving when they found themselves at my mercy.  But I had none.  They would have put me to death the moment I was caught.  I did the same to them.  How astounded they were in their last moments to find themselves outmaneuvered so swiftly, so easily.  I was eighteen years old at the time. 
 
    “And also I was with child when this happened.  I bore the Prince Memthoth only a few months after that early turmoil.  When he was very small I marked traits in him that I was sure were signs of instability – he had inherited the ail of the royal family, yet there was nothing I could do, he was prince and Heir to Amun.  If I had had sufficient power then I would have sewn up the entire royal family into a sack and sunk them into the River.  But no one has that power.  I began to despair because, even if my blood is pure Libyan, I love this realm of Egypt and want no harm to come to her.  Egypt is just as much my mother as she is yours.  
 
    “I then met Nash-ust-kazuk, a noble of the Akkadians, an ambassador of that powerful empire, the father of Bak.  I was quite taken with him.  His character was so strong, he was so intelligent, he could carry on a conversation better than any Egyptian noble.  I was quite smitten, but woe to me if I had fallen in love with him and stopped thinking and failed to have a care, to take precautions.  Yet I was captivated with him and we lay together many nights and I was happy for a time.  But I never allowed myself to fall in love with him, only worked things carefully.  I then found myself with child, yet I knew I could never pass the child off as the child of Amun.  Amun had been far from court at the time of conception, and any fool that could count fingers would know that the child was not the King’s.  At first I thought of simply setting the child adrift in the River as many women do with babes not of their husbands, yet I thought there might be a different usage for the child of Nash.  I planned carefully and when my term came I was able to give birth secretly and have the child raised by a nurse in the palace.  It was a fine boy, very healthy, strong, and it was all I could do to prevent myself from acknowledging him as my son.  So he never knew the names of his parents, but grew up here in the palace and eventually became a scribe to the Grand Vizier.” 
 
    She paused for a moment.  I felt an unease inside me, which grew with each heartbeat.  Somehow I knew what words would come next. 
 
    “His name is Samtek,” she said.  “He is my son, he became your father, and you are my granddaughter.” 
 
    I sat in a daze for many moments, as if I had been struck with a stone.  She continued speaking but I did not hear her words.  Sekma was my grandmother.  Father was her son.  I had her blood in my veins.  This terrible woman, a woman I hated with all my soul, loathed with all my being, a woman I had feared all my life, the utmost threat to my son, and her very blood was in my veins.  I felt numb, in my heart and in my body. 
 
    I looked up.  “My Father?  My Father is your son?” 
 
    “Pay attention, girl!  This is what you wanted to hear, so listen!” 
 
    “Yes, my mother.  My – my grandmother?” 
 
    “All right, you have said it!” she snapped.  “Never say it again!” 
 
    “Yes, my mother.”  I bit my lip.  Mother once said that Father was nobler than any other man I would ever meet.  Her belief came from her love for him, but now I knew it was equally true of his blood; son of Sekma and Nash. 
 
    “As I was saying,” she continued, “Nash had that certain ability to charm women, and he knew it, and used it at any opportunity.  Even before I gave birth to his child he had moved on to the wife of Prince Amememhat, the Lady Wepa.  And that lady came to be with child by Nash.  In time she bore a daughter, the Lady–” 
 
    “My mother, stop!”  I cried, beside myself for the turmoil in my heart.  “I cannot bear it!  I don’t want to hear this.  I know what you will reveal next.  Oh, please stop!” 
 
    My voice choked and tears began to stream from my eyes. 
 
    She was quiet for a moment, then gently said, “Compose yourself, child.  I see this news came upon you too suddenly.  Sit and steady yourself and let me get you refreshment.” 
 
    She rose and went to where her wine vessel stood on a nearby table.  With her back to me she poured two cups of wine.  She returned and handed me one. 
 
    “Take a sip to calm yourself,” she said.  “When you are ready I shall continue.” 
 
    I took the wine and looked into the cup.  If this cup held death how I would have welcomed it that moment, how I wanted to flee from my own life, how I wanted to hide in the underworld where I knew I would never be found again.  I looked into the cup.  This was the palace and one was always suspicious of wine poured by others.  Yet the Queen would have people poisoned only when that tactic was the best one for that situation; and for me, if she wished me dead I would already be dead and she would not be wasting her time telling me these things.  I drank.  Death was not in the cup.  Did I feel robbed, that I would not pass into the West then and there?  After a few moments I was calm and understood I needed to know the story entire. 
 
    “Yes,” she continued, “Nash also fathered the Lady Akhamhotep, called Kawita by her family.  Yes, your mother.  Nash is father to both your parents; they are sister and brother.  Let it sink in.  His son Bak is the brother of your parents, although he does not know them, so he is also your uncle as well as father of Rahotep.  And let this other thing sink in, this second point I need to make.  You have no bloodline at all to the house of Ahmose, to the royal family.  Your great-grandfather was not the Great King as your lineage is written.  Your true parentage is Libyan and Akkadian, and only one quarter Egyptian through your other grandmother, the Lady Wepa.  Now calm yourself, child.  Drink a little more wine and we shall continue.” 
 
    I did not want us to continue but knew we must. 
 
    “I must confess,” she began again, “that I was enraged when it seemed that Nash leaped from my bed and into the bed of Wepa as soon as he knew I was with child.  Yet men are like this; Wepa became his new interest.  No one knew of their dalliance except me through my informants.  So a child was born to Wepa, and this child was honored as the daughter of Prince Amememhat, and was raised as one of the nobility.  For me she was an object of hatred for no other crime than that of being the child of Nash, and to this day I have no love for Kawita.  Then I thought that if Kawita, this girl-child, inherited Nash’s superb intellect and leadership abilities, and if she married well, it was possible she would become a rival to me.  I decided to have Kawita killed.” 
 
    I looked up, quite surprised.  She laughed. 
 
    “Obviously I did not,” she said, “otherwise you would not be here.  I began to see a different use for her.” 
 
    She sipped at her wine, rubbed her brow for a moment, continued. 
 
    “If I could not sink the royal family into the Nile the thought occurred to me that the next best thing was to replace them altogether, yet have the world think that the royal family continued and prospered.  I thought that I now had two with whom to begin.  My reasoning was that both Samtek and Kawita were superior children, and that a union between them would produce more superior children.  By inserting their children into the royal family I would cause a change, a supplantation if you will, with healthy stock and no one would ever know.  As weeds supplant flowers, this time I would cause flowers to supplant weeds.  Root and branch, the royal family had to go.  It was the only remedy for the ail of the royal family.  They were the ones causing the troublesome things in the kingdom. 
 
    “I caused Kawita to remain unbetrothed and to live away from court so that she would never be able to form alliances with any court faction.  I caused rumors to circulate that the child of Wepa was not favored by the King – as you know anyone who is disliked by a monarch is always avoided by the courtiers, so no one risked anything to befriend her.  Looking back I think Kawita would have avoided factions, she being so honest, but I did not know that then.  I had her watched carefully and assured myself that she was quite alone there at Wepa’s estate.  Lonely, in fact.  She came to court only four or five times a year, and then only briefly.  The rest of the time she never left her mother’s estate. 
 
    “It was easier for me to keep an eye on Samtek, since he lived here at court.  It was I who maneuvered the Vizier into taking him on as scribe, that he would learn something useful and, when he was grown, would constantly be at the Vizier’s side.  After many years a day came when I wanted him away from court so that I could begin acting on my plan.  It was easy.  He was a young man, with all a young man’s fancies and yearnings, so I merely dangled one of the ladies of the court in front of him, and he could not resist.  Of course I had the husband of this lady find out.  The husband was satisfactorily outraged and made demands on the Vizier.  The most the Vizier could do, by law, was simply have Samtek dismissed and evicted from the palace.  I quietly encouraged Samtek to remain in the city.  Since he now needed work it was easy for me to arrange for him to receive jobs from the various merchants as a scribe and accountant.  I needn’t have worried.  Samtek is intelligent and resourceful, and I was pleasantly surprised to see him content in his new life. 
 
    “The next step was to have your parents marry.  I had the King send Prince Amememhat as royal emissary far to the north of the Akkadian Empire, to Anatolia and to those new city-states that were springing up there.  With him gone he would not be able to object to any match for Kawita.  After all, even Amememhat believed himself to be father to Kawita, and he would strenuously oppose her match to a mere scribe.  After Amememhat was safely out of the way I then convinced the Vizier that the best way to ‘punish’ Samtek was to force him to marry an unwanted noble lady, thereby ‘punishing’ her at the same time.  Two fish in a single basket.  Then I had them watched carefully and was pleased when they produced children, you and your brother.” 
 
    “My mother,” I asked, “is this not also inbreeding?  The same thing that caused the ail of the royal family?” 
 
    “Don’t interrupt!” she snapped.  “Yes, you can say it is inbreeding.  However, the ail of the royal family came about by many, many generations of inbreeding, and no culling of the defective ones.  Your parents were only the first generation, and I watched carefully, marking the health of you two children that they produced.  And your own child.  Do you not remember how I had my physicians carefully examine Rahotep?  If the child were unsound I would have culled that child.” 
 
    I had been right in thinking that the Queen would have had my Rahotep, my own son, set adrift in the River had she not been satisfied with his health and mentality.  My Rahotep set adrift.  My only child.  Yet the Queen spoke on, as if I had no emotions regarding my child, sound or not.  She, a veritable genius in understanding human nature, had overlooked me and my emotions, did not notice the revulsion I held for her for her willingness to kill my only child, my Rahotep.  Was she that sure that I was so thoroughly her creature? 
 
    “Two pregnancies carried to term,” she continued, “two children born, and both survived infancy, both grew to maturity; a very good survival rate, better than many families; usually it takes three, four, sometimes five births to have two grow to maturity.  It told me that the physical constitution of you and your brother is very good.  Both of you being superior children, I had plans for each of you.  A pity your mother never had more children.  She and Samtek must have stopped mating or something.” 
 
    Reflexively I shook my head by the barest margin.  She saw me, she pounced.  “You know that they continued mating?” 
 
    I could not pretend; she had seen my reaction.  “Yes, my mother.  Our house was, as you know, a single room house, like most others in the city.”  I kept to myself how fond those memories were, of waking in the night and hearing Mother and Father softly, quietly making love.  How I longed to see Mother and Father embrace each other again, as I used to see them when I was little.  How I wanted to see again their smiles for each other that were from the heart.  I cherished the memory of the love Mother and Father had for each other.  I cried inside my heart that I would never know this kind of love for myself. 
 
    “I see, yes,” she said.  “Strange, then.  A pity.  With more children with which to work my plans would have had a better chance.  No matter, we work with what tools we have.” 
 
    Again, we were mere tools in her hands. 
 
    “With our kingdom’s traditions as they are,” she went on, “it is easier to insert a girl who is a commoner into the royal family through marriage than to insert a boy who is a commoner.  I was pleased that Kawita’s first child was a girl, you, for it made my task easier.  For your brother it would only be a trifle more difficult, but taking longer in the working.  He would have to be appointed to the nobility first; for a commoner that would only occur as a reward for some signal service to the kingdom.  That could not happen while Totmosh was only a boy, but I had plans for him along these lines.  Yet these plans were disrupted when Samtek arranged for Totmosh’ departure to other kingdoms.  Departure?  Escape is a better word!  If Totmosh had remained here he would now have been appointed to the nobility as a reward for something or other.  Totmosh does not know what he almost had.  And your parents do not know what almost became of them for sending him off like that, where I could not put him to use.  Yet at the time your mother was still of the age for childbearing, so they remained alive because I hoped they would produce at least one more child.” 
 
    She had at last explained why she did not kill my parents when her precious breeding plan was put in jeopardy, but simply moved them to my country estate in the Delta, prisoners in all but name.  And she told me this as if I were a co-conspirator!  She was not thinking of how my heart would turn to my parents in fear for their safety and how revolted I was at the thought of her contemplating their murder.  As for Totmosh I was happy that he had left Egypt and gotten away from Sekma.  Now that I saw that he escaped being made a noble, I felt all the happier.  Happiest of all I was because Totmosh would never participate in Sekma’s schemes for improving her flock of goats.  But the Queen did not need to know what was in my heart. 
 
    “Also, your upbringing was most satisfactory,” she said.  “Both your parents are by nature honest, modest, and hardworking and they passed those traits onto you.  So, since I had you carefully watched while you were very young, I learned that you turned out to be better than I expected, with much higher intelligence than average.  Then I began to see how I could put your intelligence to use, to have you become more than a mere vessel for breeding children.  So I decided you would marry Oskhama, bear a royal child by someone other than your husband, and be my apprentice at the same time.  Oskhama was the perfect tool, however Oskhama was already betrothed to Tanis.  That fool Amun, King Yes-yes, agreed on a match behind my back.  I waited for a time, while you were secretly watched in your girlhood.  And when I was quite sure of your intelligence and that you were sound of mind I had Tanis removed, then I simply maneuvered the Vizier and the Chief Priest, and the King, to name you as betrothed to Oskhama.” 
 
    This was the first time that the Queen acknowledged openly that poor little Tanis paid with her life for being the wrong choice for Oskhama, that she had to die to make room for me.  The Queen went on, unaware of the anguish I felt for Tanis and the horror in my heart as Sekma spoke so casually of the murder of a child, the heartache I felt that Tanis would have lived if it were not for me.  Sekma was so confident in my obedience she hardly looked in my direction as she said this.   
 
    “Oskhama,” she said, “would be easier to control than his mad father, Memthoth.  It was obvious to all that Memthoth needed to be removed from succession and exiled to his estate.  No one could deny his madness, and no one can now use him as a puppet in a game of intrigue.  Oskhama was made Heir, much to the surprise of almost everyone.  I ignored their queries and pretended he was perfectly healthy; no one would gainsay me.  To the world Oskhama would be Heir and his child, his offspring, would follow him in line of succession.  Inventing a scenario where the world believed him to father a child – all the while having a different man sire the child on you – was not overly difficult.  And I had several names of boys and men that I believed would make excellent fathers to your child.  Happily the best choice, Bak, became available.  If I believed there were gods, I would say they had blessed and approved my plan, for they presented me with none other than the son of Nash and Beni-Mos, perhaps the most perfect match for you.  No matter.  Bak came to Egypt and we maneuvered him into siring a child on you, and in that contrivance, my dear, you played your part admirably.” 
 
    My episode with Bak, and the disagreeable memories of lying beneath him as he thrust and pushed at me, of feeling soiled and used.  Yet, it was by him that I became mother to Rahotep, my one true joy in life, my most precious possession.  I then noticed the Queen had been quiet for a time.  I looked at her.  Her unflagging energy seemed to have evaporated; she looked tired. 
 
    “I grow older,” she said.  “I needed a helpmeet, and there you were.” 
 
    I waited for her, did not prompt her. 
 
    “This work of governing the kingdom is vast,” she continued.  “You know this quite well.  Yes, we have many able ministers and officials throughout the kingdom and at court, most of whom chosen by me, and they do the actual work, running the bureaucracy.  And we two are the arch-bureaucrats, the ones who make policy and supervise the others, and that work is huge and never-ending.  But this most essential plan to create a better royal family by supplantation is intricate and will be years in the making and we cannot have ministers seeing to the details.  There is no one in the world I would trust with such an important work, such a secret work.  And I grow old, and the work needs to continue when I am no more.  I decided you would be my apprentice.  When I am gone you will continue this plan to have a royal family peopled with sane, healthy, and intelligent members.  And you will continue to rule as I have taught you, intelligently, forthrightly, and always for the interests of the kingdom. 
 
    “We say to ourselves, Egypt the great!  Egypt the delight of the gods!  Egypt the navel of the world!  But Egypt has become decadent, weak, foolish.  Our reputation as a great power alone is what staves off the hordes of barbarians.  You, my dear, must maintain our reputation, while continuing our work of supplantation until we are indeed a great power, ruled by wise and strong kings.” 
 
    “There are kingdoms to the northeast,” she continued, “where a prince, upon becoming a king, has all his brothers strangled with a bow string, a precaution in which they have indulged for centuries.  I have often wondered at the thoughts of a man that knew he was a younger prince, that his life would not last a day past the death of the king.  Did he docilely sit and wait for his fate, half-hoping all his elder brothers would die of some plague?  I know that I would not sit still!  But I digress. 
 
    “Our princes in Egypt never learned from this lesson taught by neighboring kingdoms and think it will never happen here.  Our princes are fools!  It could happen tomorrow if a fearsome king takes the throne.  Only with a race of superiors dominating the royalty can such hellish things be avoided.  Superior kings would take their superior brothers and sisters and put them to use as the best of ministers, servants for the greater good of a great kingdom.  I have a list, my dear, of how the breeding should proceed.  I have a chart showing how all the lineages are mapped out, the different persons that should be mated, and how the offspring of those unions should be mated.  The chart is very clear, the list precise.  Following this chart we can breed a most superior royal family that would rule Egypt intelligently, wisely, that and true logic applied to the running of the kingdom for the first time in its history.  Egypt will be unsurpassed in strength and wisdom for a thousand years.  Reason enough for us to continue with this plan of breeding. 
 
    “So I chose you.  And you, my dear, have turned out to be most worthy of my trust.  In every way you have lived up to my expectations, and surpassed them. 
 
    “You know all about the reasons we chose Bak to father your child.  From this point you can fit all the pieces of the puzzle together.  It is upon you that I depend for the future of the kingdom.” 
 
    I was quiet for many moments and sat with eyes downcast.  She knew I was unhappy and assumed it was because of the relentless work and occasional ruthlessness that needed to be applied for us to run the kingdom – she often voiced this opinion she had of me – and she believed she knew me well enough to assume I would continue the work to the best of my abilities.  I allowed her to continue to think me so.   
 
    She did not know the true reason for my countenance, that I had a deep and visceral hatred for her that began the first year I knew her and it grew year by year as I witnessed her atrocities and manipulations and how she had me participate in them, and how I witnessed the life of fear my parents led, and how that fear was justified, how the Queen admitted contemplating the murder of my own Mother and my Father – her own son! – and how she was ready to kill my son Rahotep if he were unsound in the smallest degree.  Yet I had learned years before to work for her to the best of my abilities.  To refuse meant death.  To be ineffective meant death.  To be unenthusiastic also meant death, and who would then care for Rahotep? 
 
    Her story was told.   
 
    For so many years I had wanted to hear this story, and now that it was told there was a part of me that regretted not having been left in ignorance.  I longed to leave that moment, I had the urge to go to my bed and lie down and never rise again, but she kept me in her apartments to work on other matters, mostly to do with the announcement to the kingdom of her co-sovereignty.  I had trouble keeping my thoughts on track as we worked and was glad when we were completed and I could return to my apartments. 
 
    I walked home almost in a daze.   
 
    She was mad!  I was sure she had gone mad, as mad as Oskhama’s father.  One cannot breed humans as one would breed goats, yet I was the product of this breeding plan, I had contributed to it.  My parents were brother and sister, Sekma my grandmother!  And she used cold calculation, wile, and murder after murder to accomplish this plan.  She was obsessed with this plan of hers, to the point of excluding any other consideration, even simple decency.  And my child, my Rahotep, was going to participate, unknowingly.  And if Rahotep did not measure up to her expectations, what then?  There was no question.  Sekma would have him killed instantly.    
 
    Rahotep.  Rahotep and Nyserra.  Brood stock.  I loved my son with all my soul and would lay down my life to protect him.  What mother would not?  And years before, when he was a babe, I carried him in my arms and made a promise to him and to me to keep him safe, and I began to put thoughts together, a vague plan of protecting him.  And from this vague plan I had begun amassing those resources I felt needful.  And now, Nyserra?  I had to admit I was in love with her and, even if I held myself apart from her, I would still try to protect her as well.  Rahotep and Nyserra, so hopelessly at variance with each other as to be the topic of a comedy.  I cared for them both deeply, yet I would not have them married if I were given the choice.  Regardless, my heart could only think of protecting them both. 
 
    While the Queen lived nothing would stop the madness.  While the Queen lived. 
 
    I walked slowly, almost trudging, back to my apartments, my eyes unfocussed, a deep sadness, fear, and anger clouded round me.  When I entered the main chamber of my apartments I found Tasima and one of the servants busy with some household chore.  Ignoring the servant I walked up to Tasima. 
 
    “Sweet friend,” I said quietly, almost murmuring.   
 
    She could tell that I was disturbed.  She took me in her arms and embraced me for a time – she somehow knew that I needed to be in the comfort of her arms. 
 
    “My Queen, you are troubled,” she said.   
 
    She did not ask me what dismayed me so, only allowed me to say it in my own time.  She had long known that many of the things disturbing me could never be spoken.  She would comfort me as best she could and would not try to coax me into talking. 
 
    “Queen Sekma,” I replied, “will be co-sovereign with my husband; it will be announced to the kingdom at large soon.  This has not been done before in our land and there may come difficulties about it, which we shall work to prevent.” 
 
    She looked at me.  She knew there was more, yet I could not tell her all.  I also knew that I could never put into words all that I heard that day. 
 
    “And, my Queen, how does this sit with you?” she asked. 
 
    I answered.  “Now my thoughts are with Rahotep and Nyserra.  I fear for them.” 
 
    That night I asked Tasima to sleep with me.  When she entered my bed we did nothing but kiss each other once, then hold hands under the blanket, not moving – this was what I needed, simply to have her close by so that I would not think myself alone in the world.  I turned to her and rested my head on her shoulder, she put that arm round me and held me close.  After a time Tasima was asleep but I remained awake for many hours.   “Always have a plan in place,” Sekma had taught me many and many a time over the years.  “Revise the plan if needed, but always have the plan ready.”  I had worked on a secret plan since the time Rahotep was a toddler.  It was originally a plan for safety and escape, a plan in its barest outline.  Over the years the plan was expanded and revised, but now I needed to abandon this plan and start anew. 
 
   
  
 



The Jar of Honey 
 
      
 
    “Why, Mother,” Rahotep asked, “must the priest use a flint knife?  Only savages use flint blades.  Why cannot the priest use a bronze blade?” 
 
    “You are right, my son,” I said, “that only the savages far to the south of the Nubians still use flint blades.  And I hear these savages will drop their flint knives in a trice if they can barter for bronze.  Yet I am told that flint knives have an edge much keener than bronze.  You would want the priest to have the sharpest of blades for his work, would you not?” 
 
    After all, some priest would be hacking away at that appendage of the body of which men are fondest. 
 
    “Ages and ages ago,” I continued, “there were only flint knives in all the world, and these were the blades that were used those ages ago for holy circumcision.  Therefore the priests insist that only flint is allowable by the gods when a youth is circumcised.  At that moment of circumcision you become a man in your own right.  You want to become a man, do you not?” 
 
    Rahotep did not look persuaded. 
 
    “Yes, but it is my dick he will be cutting, Mother.” 
 
    I laughed.  He was trying to look his bravest yet I could see he was a little worried, the least bit afraid. 
 
    “Just remember what I said,” I replied.  “Stand straight and look straight ahead, and keep your eyes in the distance.  Place your hand on top of the head of the priest as he kneels before you, then relax your body.  It will be over in but a moment.” 
 
    Tasima had made excellent arrangements for the festivities to follow the circumcision with many notables including the Queen invited.  Only the Queen declined to come.  The rest would not dare stay away. 
 
    Yet I believed the festivities were a great success, all in attendance enjoyed themselves immensely.  I always loved celebrations and singing and dancing, although I had less and less opportunity as the years went by, so I was very happy to see that Tasima’s arrangements were appreciated by all.  I must admit that Prince Kenrotep was adept at making the party merry.  It was he who arranged many dances, first having the men perform the Snake Dance while the ladies looked on and chanted the responses with much mirth and hands clapping in unison.  Then he had the ladies perform the Preening Swans, with the swaying and turning and the graceful pirouettes.  I had not danced the Preening Swans in many years and tugged at Nyserra’s hand to join me and stand next to me as we danced, all the while we were tootling in our highest register and at our loudest, our tongues flashing side to side in our mouths, “Loo-loo-loo-loo-loo!”   
 
    Only Rahotep was not smiling, and I knew the reason.  He stood most of the time, in his loose kilt, trying to ignore the deep ache in his loins, one that would last many days.  In my heart I laughed but felt sympathy for him at the same time.  Every boy must go through this passage, this circumcision, and bear up to the discomfort.  It was tradition. 
 
    By the end of the night every head was tipsy with wine and every belly was full with the choice foods on the sideboard.  One by one the guests left.  Rahotep had long since gone to bed.  I took Nyserra’s hand and asked her to stay a moment. 
 
    When the last guest left save Nyserra I went to Tasima and thanked her for her excellent efforts and told her that the feast was a triumph due to her.  I then told her to go to bed if she chose and left the servants to clean the main chamber.  I then turned to Nyserra. 
 
    “Nyserra, I would walk with you to your apartments if you would have me.” 
 
    “Kham, of course.  That would be a delight.  But you needn’t worry so.  I can manage.” 
 
    “Yes,” I replied, “but I would talk with you for a bit.  I would visit with you a moment at your apartments if you allow.” 
 
    “With all my heart, Kham.” 
 
    I picked up a bundle I left by the door and we with our bodyguards walked back to her apartments.  I marked the bodyguards.  Nyserra’s two guards walked casually, their spears over their shoulders, one in the lead and the other to the side.  My four guards had taken positions at each point round us, their spears at port arms – a term I learned from Ramose – at the ready in every direction.  They walked in unison, their footsteps clapped together as drumbeats, marching as Ramose called it, using the Akkadian term.  I knew they had been trained well and would be wary of anyone nearby, even Nyserra’s guards.  I was pleased at this and very proud of my guards, but said nothing about it to Nyserra.  She did not even notice.  It was very late when we entered her apartments.  My bodyguards were left outside the front door of the apartments to wait until I emerged.  Nyserra and I went into her private chamber, the one I suggested to her, and we seated ourselves near a low table.  There I opened the bundle. 
 
    “Here!” I proudly placed a jar in front of her. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Honey,” I said.  “A very special honey, imported and very costly, from far to the west of Libya, from the Atlas Mountains.  There is a little flower that only grows very high up on the slopes, and when the barest sprinkling of rain touches the mountain side they spring up in abundance, and the bees are hard at work because the little flowers vanish quickly and are not seen again until who knows when?  The rain is sparse there.  It is from these little flowers the bees make this honey.  I am told it is the most toothsome honey in the world, made sweeter for its rarity.  For you.” 
 
    Her face had the look of joy one sees on a child receiving an unexpected present. 
 
    “Oh, Kham!  You are wonderful!  But it is too expensive a gift.  I do not think it right for me to take it.” 
 
    “In that case I shall have to eat it all by myself,” I said, pretending to be indignant.  “However, I am hoping someone will help me, there is so much here.”  I smiled at her. 
 
    “Oh, Kham!  You know I cannot resist honey!” she cried.  Then she looked shy.  “May I try a little bit?” 
 
    I laughed heartily.  “Oh, Nyserra!  Take a bath in it if you want.  It is yours.” 
 
    Gleefully she opened the jar and stuck her finger in the honey, put her finger in her mouth, sucked at it with satisfaction. 
 
    “Oh, my darling!” she cried.  “You said truth!  It is the sweetest honey in the world!  Try some!  Now!” 
 
    I dabbed my finger into the jar and touched my tongue.  It tasted like honey to me, no different than any other honey. 
 
    “Yes,” I said, “it is tasty.” 
 
    “Tasty?  Tasty!  It is divine, Kham.  Can’t you tell?” 
 
    I could not tell, yet I would never say so to her. 
 
    “Yes, Nyserra.  It is delicious.  I am so happy you like it.” 
 
    For an hour we sat and talked about inconsequential things, mostly gossip about the latest goings-on among the noble ladies at court.  I took delight in simply sitting with her, savoring her company.  Yet I was here for a reason.  I wanted her ear for matters I felt I could not put off.  I needed to tell her something important, yet I was unsure if the words I would speak should be uttered at all.  I had rehearsed in my heart what needed to be said, unhappy with the words each time, unready to say anything.  But I could not remain silent. 
 
    “Nyserra,” I began slowly, “I am very fond of you.  You are my sister in all but parentage.” 
 
    She smiled at me, but the smile faded when she saw how solemn I had become. 
 
    “And,” I said, “you have seen for yourself how much I am devoted to my son.  And now he has been circumcised, and in two or three years will be the consummation of your marriage to him.” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “I care for you both dearly, but, but – ” I began. 
 
    She placed her hand on top of mine, said, “Hush, Kham.  I think I know what you will say, and why you don’t want to say it.  It is something hurtful to you, and you would not have me hurt, yet I know what you will say.  You do not think Rahotep and I are a good match.  Is that right?” 
 
    “Nyserra, not the way you say, no.  If two people were to be matched based on merit of family and rank, then your match to Rahotep is a brilliant one.” 
 
    “Ah,” she said.  “I know what you mean.  You think we are unsuited for each other.” 
 
    “That is a better word, yes,” I replied.  “It is my desire that both of you are happy, but I see that happiness may be elusive if you are unsuited for each other.” 
 
    “Kham, I have already guessed this,” she said.  “I believe I expressed it to you once that I may never find love with Rahotep.” 
 
    “That is not quite what I meant to say,” I said.  “Forgive me if I am at a loss for words, and this talk of happiness is merely a prelude to another thing, a more important thing, but let me answer this thought first.  I mean that you can have a marriage without Love, but still be content with your husband, and find happiness with him.  Love is desirable, but happiness is essential.  I would not that you two be unhappy with each other, growing to hate each other over the years, because you are unsuited to each other.” 
 
    “I would have thought,” she said, “that it was the other way round, that happiness is desirable, but Love is essential.”  Her sweet smile pulled at the corners of her lips. 
 
    I smiled in return, but as I smiled I felt a soft trembling deep within, a crushing ache. 
 
    “Kham,” she continued, “I have resigned myself to this marriage.  I am resigned to be the principal wife to the Heir, respected but otherwise ignored by her husband.  I am aware he will accumulate other wives and concubines, and after he gets them he will never need me to so much as slake his lust, and not ever need the comfort of my arms round him to ease him when he is troubled, for he will quickly find another with whom he falls in love.  Kham, I know this is my fate.  Yet there is nothing I can do.  So, I shall have a marriage that I believe will be without Love and without happiness.  I can only love Rahotep as one loves the son of a sister, and no more.” 
 
    I felt a wave of emotion flow through my body, of many emotions.  I wanted to cry out, love me!  Love me and be happy with me!  Oh, I love you now, and your joy would be mine.   
 
    “You know the old proverb, Kham,” she said.  “If there is nothing one can do then there is nothing to worry about.” 
 
    That made me smile again.  She touched my cheek with her finger. 
 
    “Kham, but what about yourself?” she said.  “I worry for you.  I see you smile, and I see you laugh, yet I know you are very unhappy in your heart.  I have seen you pleased, but never happy.  Sometimes I ache for you.” 
 
    “Nyserra, it is my fate.  I simply have not yet learned how to live with my fate.  I must learn to live without Love or happiness, and devote myself to my work, but I have not yet learned contentment.  Perhaps I may never have happiness, but there is no reason why you cannot.  I do so want you to have happiness, Nyserra.” 
 
    “You are so sweet to me,” she said, “to put my happiness before yours.  But tell me, you once mentioned a friend, someone with whom you sleep from time to time.  Do you not find happiness in her arms?” 
 
    “Yes, but that happiness only lasts as long as I am with her, and of late I am with her less and less.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Nyserra.  Perhaps because we are too familiar with each other, but I think there is something else.  I am thinking now that for this past year the only time she shares my bed is when I ask her, and that does not occur often.  She has not come to me unbidden in ever so long a time.” 
 
    “Oh, my poor Kham!” she said.  She put her hand on my arm, caressing it lightly.  “Even your tiny bit of happiness becomes less and less.  And your burdens of work for the kingdom are great; it is you, not I, that would need that small comfort.” 
 
    I laughed quietly.  “I wanted to talk about you, not me,” I said.  “About your happiness, and about something else having to do with your happiness.” 
 
    She smiled back.  Now came the heart of the matter, where words were difficult for me. 
 
    “And – and Nyserra,” I stammered uneasily.  “I – I would tell you something unusual for a mother-in-law to say.” 
 
    Her expression was of puzzlement. 
 
    “If, Nyserra, if you should ever find love with someone, I mean someone other than Rahotep, tell me and I shall help you.  But you must tell me first.” 
 
    She opened her mouth to speak but no words came out.   
 
    “You need to tell me first,” I went on.  “I shall not try to dissuade you.  I shall help you hide it.  You would not be able to hide a tryst with another man by yourself.” 
 
    “Kham, I – ” 
 
    “You need not speak if you are uncomfortable right now,” I said.  “Perhaps you should not speak at all but simply hear what I have to say.  That way no word you say will come back later to accuse you.” 
 
    “Kham – ” 
 
    “No, Nyserra,” I said, and held my fingertips over her mouth.  “Listen to all I say first, without speaking.” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “You must know by now,” I said, “that there are many spies in the palace.  You do not know how to evade them.  I do.  If ever you find love with a man and would want to lie down with him you would never know if a spy were watching.  The Queen’s spies are very skillful.  You would never see one.  Yet I know what to do to avoid them.” 
 
    She nodded again. 
 
    “And, as I said,” I continued, “what I have told you is unusual for a mother-in-law to say.  It sounds as if I am encouraging you to adultery, to cuckold my own son.  No, I do not encourage you, but neither shall I hinder you.  Yet if you tried on your own to hide it, the Queen would know instantly.  She would have you put to death immediately if she found out.  I would be devastated if you were killed.  I love you so much that I – ” 
 
    Her eyes widened. 
 
    “I mean, Nyserra, that I care for you so much I would be beside myself if you were ever harmed.” 
 
    We were silent for a time. 
 
    “Oh, sweet Mother Goddess!” I cried out, and began laughing ruefully at myself. 
 
    This time Nyserra was not laughing with me. 
 
    “Kham.” 
 
     “Nyserra, you need not say anything at all, if you are unsure of what to say.  Simply remember this conversation.” 
 
    “Kham.” 
 
    “And I think it best never to talk about it again,” I said.  “Let this just be an option for you, one hopes an option you never need take.” 
 
    “Kham, are you in love with me?” 
 
    I became as still as any stone statue – it even felt as if my very heart had stopped beating, and by trying so hard not to reveal my thoughts I betrayed myself.  The skills I had learned at the feet of Sekma were nowhere to be found at a time I needed those skills. 
 
    “Kham, are you in love with me?” 
 
    I spoke not a word but nodded my head once.  She looked at me many moments. 
 
    “Kham, I know not how to feel about this.” 
 
    “We are talking about your safety, Nyserra!  Please, oh, please listen and attend carefully!  Never mind my feelings for you.  You must listen and take care.  It means your very life.”  I clutched at her hands.  “Nyserra, listen to me!  Stop thinking about what I said, that should not have been said.  It simply came out unbeckoned.  Forget that I said it.  But now, look at me!  Look!  You revealed your heart to me once.  You are a healthy young woman with all the passions and desires of a young woman.  Should you grow lonely or unhappy you would become susceptible to those desires.  Should a man come along, and your two hearts spoke to each other, I know that you would not discourage his caresses, that you would lie down with him.  I do not judge or condemn.  I would never deny you happiness.  Yet I would not have you die for such a small thing, for wanting a little joy and tenderness in this troublesome life.  But die you will.  Think on this carefully.” 
 
    She swallowed hard, then nodded. 
 
    “Kham, I do not know what to say.  I would that if we spoke of love and lovemaking it would be as two friends would, a conversation and no more.  Not dire warning and discussion of death.  Of spies and evasion!  Is what you say true?  That the Queen would have me killed if I lie down with another?” 
 
    “Yes, Nyserra.  Surely you knew this?” 
 
    She paused, then said slowly. 
 
    “Kham, I think I knew this but did not think it would happen to me.  Why would the Queen be so vindictive?” 
 
    I could not tell her of the Queen’s breeding plans, how enraged the Queen would be should anything disrupt those plans, so instead I said, “You are Consort to the Heir Apparent.  If there were ever so much as rumor that a child you bore was not the child of Rahotep you would not live to see the Sun rise the next day.” 
 
    I saw realization crossing her face.  “Yes, Kham.  I have known this, but I never did know it, not in my heart.”  Her voice became sorrowful.  “Why did I ever come to this place?  Where death lurks everywhere?”  She buried her face in her hands. 
 
    I reached out my own hand to touch her but she shrank from me. 
 
    “Kham,” she said quietly, “I thank you for this warning, yet somehow I am resentful of it.  I wish you had left me in ignorance.  Please go, Kham.  I am sorry, but I need to be alone now.  Please go.” 
 
    How I longed to hold her in my arms, to let her know I would defend her as best I could.  How I longed to tell her again that I loved her. 
 
   
  
 



Love 
 
      
 
    Many weeks passed.   
 
    At first Nyserra and I saw each other seldom.  For a while her greetings to me when we did see each other were unsmiling, correctly formal, and I did not blame her.  However, in time I saw her getting over her agitation at what I had revealed to her, of the precarious nature of life at court if one is among the royalty.  Then she started smiling a little when we met, then soon she was my Nyserra again.  A day came when she would embrace me with kiss on cheek as we used to do before our conversations involving secret trysts and the wrath of the Queen.  Nyserra never knew the risk that I was taking by trusting her, I simply had hope that she would remain discreet. 
 
    Then one day she sent a short note asking me to dine with her that evening.  Of course I accepted and waited for the day to wear away.  I eagerly dressed myself that night and went to her apartments.  When I was admitted I saw she was very vexed about something, but since there were servants about we greeted each other formally. 
 
    “May your Majesty, the Queen, live forever,” she said.  “I greet you, my mother, and thank you for the honor of your visit.” 
 
    “I see you, my daughter Princess Qara, and thank you for the honor of allowing me to attend you.” 
 
    We seated ourselves next to each other. 
 
    “I am happy to see you well, my mother, and would also inquire after the health of my husband, the Crown Prince.” 
 
    “He is well, my daughter.” 
 
    Food was placed before us and the wine vessels were within reach.  She then dismissed the servants so that we could talk privately.  Then it was that I embraced her warmly and spoke to her in an informal, lively manner. 
 
    “Oh, I was so delighted to get your invitation, Nyserra!  How impatient I was for the evening to come.” 
 
    She kissed my cheek.  “Kham!  How happy I am to see you!” 
 
    After settling ourselves I felt I must satisfy my curiosity. 
 
    “Nyserra, I know it is none of my concern, but I cannot help being nosy.  What happened before I came?  You looked so annoyed with something.” 
 
    “Oh, it was one of those dratted servants assigned me when I was given these apartments,” she said.  “I heard her refer to you as ‘that old queer’.”  
 
    I laughed with gusto. 
 
    “Aren’t you offended?” she asked, puzzled that I thought it amusing. 
 
    “Well,” I replied, “calling me ‘old’ hurt a bit.  I do not think I am that old, do you? 
 
    “But, but, it was an insult!” 
 
    “‘But – but’ yourself, my sweet,” I humorously mimicked her.  “I am a queer, do you not remember?” 
 
    “Kham, I like it not.  And regardless of you finding humor in it, I shall not allow any servant of mine to speak so.” 
 
    “As you wish, Nyserra,” I replied.  “It is your household.  I hope you do not punish her too harshly.” 
 
    “Oh, no,” she said.  “I am simply going to get rid of her, send her back to Hoseno the major domo, and tell him she may scrub the bricks in the courtyard for all I care.” 
 
    I laughed at her again. 
 
    We turned to our dinner and began eating, but we talked more than ate.  I had not been alone with her for many weeks and I took joy in her company.  I did not allude to our last conversation and the warnings I gave, yet the topic was uppermost in both our minds.  I knew that soon we would turn to it; it was far too important a subject for us to ignore.  Then as the meal was winding down I felt she was readying herself to reopen the conversation. 
 
    “Kham, I would – ” 
 
    I held up my finger for silence. 
 
    “Nyserra, my sweet, perhaps we can relax in your private chamber and have a bit of dessert there.” 
 
    We were perfectly comfortable where we were, so she was puzzled at my suggestion.  She did not know that this chamber where we were eating had the spy hole, and I would not have us talk of evasion and hidden trysts here.  Yet I could not tell her of the existence of the spy hole.  Her private chamber did not have one.   
 
    When we seated ourselves in her bed chamber and the servants brought the small fruits, cakes and breads, and wine she told the servants to clean the main hall and then go to bed. 
 
    “We shall not need them again tonight, Kham, and I would not have them interrupting us.” 
 
    When the door closed she looked at me. 
 
    “Kham, I am so sorry I was cold toward you these weeks.” 
 
    “It is no matter,” I replied.  “It was a very distressing thing I said to you.” 
 
    “Yes, distressing.  Very.” 
 
    Her face told me more.  Something there was in her heart other than the upsetting words about Sekma, something that weighed on her, something she wanted to tell me.  I saw her forming words to say it, yet she lingered, lingered, not quite ready, not sure if she was willing to say it. 
 
    “I would remove my wig if you do not mind,” I said. 
 
    “Not at all, Kham.  Let me help you.” 
 
    She helped me take off the heavy wig, then removed her own.  We sat silent for a moment.  I waited to hear her words.   
 
    “Kham, now that we can talk about that subject I feel as if there is nothing new to add.  The warning you gave was straightforward, and I shall not forget this warning.  I felt very uneasy when you said it that night and for many days afterward, yet now I am over it.” 
 
    “That is well, Nyserra,” I replied.   
 
    She picked up a morsel of flat bread and dipped it into a bowl of honey.  I assumed she was going to eat it herself, but she surprised me by shoving it into my unready mouth.   
 
    “Gawp!” I cried, struggling not to gag, my eyes watering, my mouth working, trying to move the food around to chew it properly. 
 
    “You would choke me to death, you wicked thing!” I cried when I was able. 
 
    She laughed while gobbling up her own bit of bread and honey.  She then spied a drop of honey on my chin and reached out a finger to take it.  She put the finger in her mouth and sucked of the sweet drop, all the while her eyes were on mine.  My heart clutched at me inside my body as I watched her.  Did she know what she was doing to me?  I gently withdrew my hand from near her; I could not trust myself.  Her eyes never left mine. 
 
    “Kham, I must ask you something,” she said, and it was then she lowered her eyes.  “You told me once of your friend with whom you sleep, with whom you make love.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Is it Tasima?” she asked.  “Forgive me, but I feel compelled to ask you.” 
 
    Again I nodded. 
 
    “Do you know, Kham, I had guessed it was Tasima that very night you told me the first time – what, ever so much more than a year ago?  Then last month after Rahotep’s festival when you gave warning to me about the Queen, I had asked briefly about your friend again.  I had guessed it was Tasima both times.  I did not ask her name then because I respected your privacy, and hers.  But I knew.” 
 
    “Tasima came to work for me – let me see – shortly after I met you that first time,” I said.  “We have been lovers almost as long.” 
 
    “Yet you told me, Kham,” she continued, “that you two are not in love, simply fond of each other.  I hesitate to ask these very private questions, Kham.  Yet my heart urges me to ask, it urges me to know for sure.  I need to know if you two are in love.” 
 
    “Yes, we are close to each other,” I said, then, affirming her query, “but no, we are not in love.” 
 
    She thought on this for a moment, her head turned to the right.  I gazed at her profile, her small chin jutting as she inclined her head upward, her long neck delightfully straight and smooth.  Deep inside me I felt my heart fill with longing. 
 
    “I am prying, I know,” she said, turning to me again, “yet that night, when you warned me of the Queen’s fury, you also said you loved me.” 
 
    “Those words came to my lips all on their own,” I said.  “Nyserra, put them from your mind if they trouble you.” 
 
    “I confess,” she said, “that I was troubled when you said it, but hear me, Kham, I was troubled only because my heart could not put to words the things I felt.  I told you before that at one time I felt repelled at the idea of two women making love, but that when I came here and learned that you have this inclination I was no longer repelled, only puzzled.  Then I guessed that it was Tasima your lover when you told me of your friend.  After that, Kham, whenever I was alone I would think of you and Tasima making love.  I would picture you and her, kissing, naked in each other’s arms.” 
 
    I had no reply, remained silent, could not speak even if I so desired, for her words and the pictures summoned up by her words moved deep into my body, and I felt that my love for Nyserra could no longer be denied, that my heart called to her, cried out to her, as if in a prayer to a goddess.  My need for her was so palpable I feared she could see it, that she could feel my heart hammering through the thin air. 
 
    She was silent for a moment, then, “Kham, it was no longer vague thoughts about vague women, no longer just a concept, mere misty pictures of faceless bodies, for now I could see in my mind’s eye two that I knew so well, you and Tasima.  I could see your faces, hear your voices.  Real women.  Women I know.  Now I could see.  You and Tasima, kissing, touching, holding each other, lying together, your bodies moving together.  When I would think of you and her, I would feel stirrings inside me.  Stirrings, Kham.  Stirrings in my heart, stirrings in my loins.” 
 
    I could not utter a sound.  I dared not. 
 
    “And then – oh, Kham! – then you admitted that you loved me with that single nod of your head.  And somehow I knew that you loved me even before you confessed it, that I had known of your love even before that night, that I had long felt your love flowing to me whenever you were with me, and that your love was always there but I had not the wit to see it until then, yet there it was all along.  And then that night you told me you loved me, and deep inside me I felt a response to your love.  But I was afraid, Kham, so afraid, and I don’t know why.  But I have thought on this for many days, and somehow I knew all along that my heart was so sweetly agreeable to your love, so ready to accept your love, so willing, so wonderfully willing to consent to your love.  And since that night I have pictured in my heart that it was I, not Tasima, naked in your arms.” 
 
    My reticence was forgotten.  A gate I had closed to myself was broken asunder; my heart rushed through as if it were an attacking force.  I reached to her quickly, took her in my arms, then, lips on lips, I kissed her. 
 
    Since I had known her, since I had met her when she was but a nubile girl, my heart had yearned for this moment, for this precious instant, to have my lips upon hers.  The joy in my heart flowed as if it were the River in flood, unstoppable, a miraculous gift of the Goddess.  Long and urgently I kissed her, my lips parted, drawing her own lips into my mouth, my arms moving to and fro on her back, holding her closely, feeling her body beneath mine moving, yielding, then I felt her own arms reach up and embrace me, tighter and tighter, and then I felt her return my kisses as ardently, and I knew this response was from her heart – a  heart sweetly willing – and it fueled my joy, my desire, my need for her.  I broke from her lips and kissed her right ear, then beneath it, down to her lovely neck, and kiss on kiss I moved downward to her shoulder then back upward upon her neck.  I heard her breath quicken in her mouth and, as my lips touched her ear again, a small gasp.  My lips made their way across her face to her mouth again.  My hands on her back moved to her waist, then upward to her breasts.  I felt their softness under my fingers, the suppleness of the small breasts of a young woman who had never given birth.  I moved one hand downward to the hem of her gown, then felt her bare skin, I pushed my hand upward until I held her, skin on skin.  My fingertips pressed lightly, my palm held her little breast entire.  She broke from me. 
 
    “Kham,” she murmured.  She giggled, then said, “I know not what to do next.” 
 
    In those few words of hers I knew that she wanted to make love with me, this moment, this instant, now.  Her demeanor almost shouted for me to take her.  I stood up and pulled her up beside me.  I reached downward and pulled her gown up and off her, then I removed my own.  I took her hand and led her to her bed, laid her down on her back, then I lay down on my belly beside her, my head over her face, and I began kissing her again.  My right hand moved across her body, to her breasts, then downward to her navel, her belly, then to the little pelt of hair above her mound, then downward still until my hand covered her very center.   
 
    “Oh, Kham,” she whispered.  Her eyes were closed. 
 
    My fingers touched the folds that hid her womanly secret then moved to their parting.  I felt her fingernails dig into my back.  I never ceased kissing her, her lips, her neck, her shoulders, her breasts. 
 
    “Oh, Kham!” she cried. 
 
    My kissing became deep; I pushed my tongue into her mouth, pushed until I found hers.  Shyly, she moved her own tongue against mine.   I kissed her neck again, her breasts, then my lips went lower to her navel, lower to her belly, lower until my face was in the hair above her mound, ever downward.  Her body tightened under my hands.  I moved my mouth to her sex. 
 
    “Kham!” she gasped, her breath rapid.  “Kham, what are you doing?  You mustn’t!  Stop!  Oh, stop!” 
 
    But her body told me otherwise; beneath my fingers her body cried out for me not to cease, never to cease; her heart soared with the wonder, the ecstasy, begged me not to stop; her fingers clutched at my hair, drawing me closer.  My mouth moved across her veiled place rousing her passions ever higher, searching, seeking, my tongue moving through the folds, then under the cloak to her little candle and there my tongue played upon it gently.  My lips, my tongue kept moving until a new thing was found; her body beneath me told me it was found; her hips shuddered with delight.  Here was her secret rhythm.  I played upon it, moving with her.  She writhed and at times tried to twist away, so weakly did she try, yet her hands upon my head pulled me closer, where my lips moved upon her until the intensity became too much and made her shudder.  I moved upward, kissed her body, her breasts, her neck, her lips, while my hand, my fingertips stroked her little candle in time to her secret rhythm.  I felt her own hands searching between my legs.  Our bodies moved upon each other as we stroked each other with our hands, onward, never ceasing, our passions gained and gained; our movements, our caresses, our kisses, our senses grew until our very thoughts were overwhelmed with this one moment, this one joy, this one feeling. 
 
    “Oh, Goddess, Goddess!” she cried breathlessly, begging to be freed from this divine torture.  Her heart hammered beneath her breasts, her body strained and tightened, her back arched upward.  I felt her grow rigid, oh, so tight and hard, unnaturally hard.  Then the Goddess heard her prayer and released her; I felt spasms deep within her, beneath my fingertips; a long, soft hum escaped her lips, her slender frame quivered like the strings of a lyre, then relaxed.  She lay panting beneath me.  I slowed, stopped, kissed her lips gently, lingeringly.  Her arms went round me in a loose embrace.  I moved off her and lay at her side, slowly stroking her from shoulder to hip, and we became silent for a time. 
 
    The sublime charm of the moments after lovemaking surrounded us, when one feels adrift, in a mist, as if in a reed boat on the River at dawn, drifting, timeless, luxurious, silent.  In that floating silence I knew deep within my heart that my love for her was real, that this was a love I had never felt for anyone, that this love rose from my very soul, and it was all the more treasured for I knew her response to me, her love for me that she showed in return, was from her heart.   
 
    She regarded me, eyes half-closed, a dreamy, idiotic smile on her face, and I almost laughed.   
 
    “My heart sang to me,” she murmured.  “Oh, how it sang!”  I heard her breath quicken as she said through gentle laughter, “The rapture made me forget my own name.”  
 
     I had never known this pleasure before, this wonder; had never known such emotion existed, and I had withheld my feelings from her for too long, but now I could tell her with joy, “I love you, Nyserra.  How I love you!  It feels as if I have loved you all my life.  And I thought that I would never be able to prove to you my love, until now.  The Goddess has touched us.” 
 
    She smiled and embraced me. 
 
    “Kiss me, Kham.  Kiss me again.  I never knew that kisses could be so sweet.” 
 
    My heart told me that our lovemaking had been merely the sweet harbinger of this one kiss.  I moved closer and our lips stayed together for many heartbeats, our mouths slack and wide to the kiss.  Deep within me I felt I could overwhelm her, that I could envelop her, that I would never have enough of her.  Inside me a surge of encompassing love flowed and I felt myself soaring for the wonder.  I willed my life to end that very moment, for I knew that never again would I be so happy, so full of blissful peace as now, as we lay together, and shared this one kiss. 
 
    But my life did not end.  We kissed long, but then after a time we moved apart.  Her eyes were on mine.   
 
    “Yes,” she said. 
 
    I looked at her and waited. 
 
    “Yes,” she repeated.  “I love you, too.”  And she began to weep, if but for an instant.  She stopped quickly, laughed quietly at herself, wiped the tears away, a crooked smile on her face. 
 
    I smiled too, remembering the first time I made love with Ellas, and how I, too, had tears come to my eyes.  I wondered, is this how it is for every woman who makes love – truly makes love – for the first time?  That her heart is overcome and tears spring into her eyes? 
 
    She held me tightly.  “Kham, I feel it in my heart, how much I love you.  It has taken me entirely, it has taken my very soul.  And so frightening it is.  Goddess Hathor has touched me at last as I once prayed, and now that she has touched me I feel afraid.  Why am I afraid?  Hold me, Kham.” 
 
    I stroked her hair, her back, speaking soothing words.  Quiet talk and dear words between us followed and she calmed, we both calmed.  My eyes never left hers.  Soon, though, I was drowsy, my eyes heavy. 
 
    Many moments passed, then she said, “Kham.” 
 
    I was almost asleep, yet I was instantly alert. 
 
    “I am here, beloved.” 
 
    “I have something I must tell you, and perhaps you will hate me.” 
 
    “Oh, never.  Say on, Nyserra.  I shall not hate you, whatever it is.” 
 
    “I am reluctant to tell you,” she said, “yet my heart forces me and it says I must tell you.  This very night I have found Love for the first time, with you, and now I may lose that Love this same night.  I know you will hate me, but I must say it." 
 
    I took her right hand and held it between my breasts. 
 
    “Here is my heart beneath your hand,” I said.  “I swear by the Mother Goddess to love you until the day I die.  Hear me, Isis.” 
 
    My vow was sincere.  I kept that vow to my last hour. 
 
    “I – oh, Kham! – I was not a virgin this night.  I have lain with a man before.”  She began to cry again.  Her weeping made me grin and pinch at her cheek. 
 
    “My silly little girl,” I said, “why do you think I would hate you for that?”  
 
    “Kham, you know what I mean!  I mean that I am wed to Rahotep, and now I confess to you I am not a virgin.  And I shall not be able to go to Rahotep’s bed untouched.  And you said the Queen would kill me if she knew this.  What if she finds out now?  You won’t tell her, will you?” 
 
    “Never!  Never, my love,” I said, “Never shall I tell the Queen anything about you.” 
 
    I held her and comforted her.  She slowly told me her story. 
 
    It was while she lived on her mother’s estate and before she came to the King’s city to stay.  When she was sixteen there was a harvest celebration and merry feast at the estate.  All the young people danced and sang the night away; too much wine was available and they partook freely.  Late in the night a young man her own age grasped her hand and led her to a dark place away from the lamps, under trees in the garden.  There he started kissing her and tugging at her clothing. 
 
    “I was so tipsy with wine that night,” she said, “that I do not remember much of it, except how I tittered so as he was poking at me.  I remember feeling an uncomfortable stretching and then I was giggling at the intense look on his face, it was so comical.  After a bit he was up and clothing himself again.  Then he was gone.  The next day I think my mother guessed what had occurred.  She never accused me, but only talked with me briefly and reminded me that I was betrothed to the son of the Heir, and that by law he was my husband, even if he were only six years old.  She cautioned me to be careful, that there would be consequences if it were ever found out.  That was all she said.  I hardly ever thought of it at all after that.  It just happened, that’s all.  I had almost forgotten about it, as if it happened to someone else.  Then this night the memory returned.  But I was careful after that one time, Kham.  I promise!  It was the only time.” 
 
    “And no child, I assume?” 
 
    “No child, Kham.” 
 
    I hugged her tight. 
 
    “Then do not think about it now, either,” I said. 
 
    “But you told me that the Queen would kill me if she knew I had lain down with anyone,” she said. “And – and my heart overflowed with love for you this night.  I could not deny it to myself, that I was in love with you, so I could not deceive you in anything.  My heart forbids me ever to deceive you.  I could not let you think that I was untouched.” 
 
    “Fear not,” I said.  “If the Queen had ever learned of this she would have learned long ago at the beginning, and would have decided what to do with you then.  If you had found yourself with child she would probably have had the child exposed at birth.  If it were become known to many others that the wife of the Heir’s son had been unfaithful to him, only then would she have acted.  Yet, you are alive.  I believe the Queen does not know.” 
 
    “Do you know for certain, Kham?” 
 
    “Nothing is certain with Sekma,” I admitted.  “Yet I have worked by her side for many years.  If she knew I think she would have chosen to overlook it, as long as it was kept quiet.  Her highest concern is that the Prince, and no one else, is to sire your children.  I believe that since you had your moment with that boy long before you returned to the palace, then the Queen would probably disregard it.  But let us not tempt fate.  Remember what I told you!  If you should ever find a man with whom you would lie down, tell me first.  If the Queen learned of anything like that now that you are installed at the palace, she would be most upset.  So tell me first.” 
 
    “Oh, Kham!  How could I?” she said.  “How could you think I would want to do that now?  After what has happened between us this night?  Why would I want anyone else now?  I have you and I have found Love, and you have taught it me.  I do not want anyone else, ever.  Only you, beloved.” 
 
    With Ellas I had had murder in my heart for the man who used her.  Those days were gone.  Here was one I truly loved, and I only had an indulgent smile as she told me of this passage with a boy.  And she told me she loved me.  In my heart, in my soul, I knew she loved me with all her being.  I felt it, I felt her love as an intense, physical thing flowing from deep within her, and a wave of joy overwhelmed me in a way I had never felt before.  I stayed with her until false dawn was in the east, then after many more kisses and endearments, I made my way back to my apartments. 
 
    That morning I was not fatigued in the least.  I delayed going to my offices so that I could sit with Rahotep for a while.  I summoned him and when he joined me in my chamber I called for light food and wine, and had him eat a bit before I spoke with him. 
 
    “Mother, you seem happy this morning,” he said.  “Did you have a happy dream?” 
 
    “Yes, my son.  A most happy dream.” 
 
    “It makes my heart glad to see you happy in the morning.  It is so seldom I see you so,” he said.   
 
    He leaned over to kiss my cheek.  I felt my heart joyful at the love I had for my son.  And for Nyserra.  And for the world!  I loved everyone this morning. 
 
    “Now that you have been circumcised,” I said, “you are by tradition a man in your own right, although still a boy in years.  It is time you learned to handle weapons and the art of shooting with the bow and how to drive chariots.  These skills you will need when you are older, so best begin learning now so that you will be perfect when you are grown.” 
 
    He looked eager. 
 
    “Oh, Mother!  I would like that very much.” 
 
    “I’m sure you would,” I said.  “I have asked Captain Ramose to teach you personally, and he has agreed.  Don’t forget, though, that you will still need to continue your lessons with the schoolmasters.  You are the Crown Prince and will need the skills of a prince perfect before you can be a good king.” 
 
    His enthusiasm was infectious and we had an agreeable morning together.  While he was with me a messenger brought me word from the Queen to attend her at the third hour, so at the appointed time I made my way to the Queen’s apartments.  I entered and found her, as always, sitting on her bench and at work. 
 
    “Good morning, my mother,” I said, and bent to kiss her cheek. 
 
    The Queen eyed me, said, “My, but we are bright and cheerful this morning.” 
 
    She was so perceptive!  Yet I would never tell her of my night with Nyserra, so I was glad I had something else to tell her. 
 
    “I had a pleasant hour with Rahotep this morning, my mother,” I said.  “He is eager to learn weaponry and charioteering.”  
 
    She paused, thinking.  “I do not think the weapons master will be available for some time.” 
 
    “No need, my mother.  Ramose will see to it.  As you know, Ramose is an excellent trainer of men.” 
 
    “Yes,” she replied.  She mused for a bit, said, “A prince needs to be proficient in many arts; statecraft, diplomacy, leadership.  Yet the only thing of which princes are proud is that fool skill of weapons and fighting.  I never understood it.  I never understood men.” 
 
    “Neither do I, my mother, yet men are here for a purpose.” 
 
    “The only purpose I can see,” she said sardonically, “is to start wars and fuck women.” 
 
    “My mother!” I cried.  Egyptians are usually polite in their speech and the Queen was always a proponent of decorum.  This language she used was unlike her. 
 
    “That little dangling ornament between their legs of which they are so proud has caused half the curses that have descended upon the world,” she said.  “Such strife, all of which for one man to prove that his is longer than another’s.” 
 
    We were alone so I spoke my mind.  “Yet, my mother, I recall you saying you were happy for a time with that little dangling ornament.  And I thank the Mother Goddess for it, for from that came Father, and from Father came me.” 
 
    She smirked.  “Happiness from that of itself?  Not that dangling thing, no, not by itself.  No, something else was needful as complement to it, before it was able to give pleasure.”  Her thoughts brought back memories of a time when she was young and had the exuberance of youth.  She continued, “I was happy for the intimacy.  I felt cherished while I was in the arms of Nash.  My heart would fill to overflowing from feeling cherished, and only then if Nash were inside me did I hear my heart sing.” 
 
    I looked at her.  Had she cherished Nash in return?  Had she ever cherished anyone in the world?  Had she ever known love at all?  She had admitted how she had forbidden herself the sweet pleasure of falling in love with Nash.  I surmised that she had never known love with anyone, had never desired love, had avoided love as a distraction.  All her being was bent toward gaining and keeping power, no room was allowed for anything else.  A most powerful figure she was and anything in the Kingdom of Egypt was within her grasp.  Yet she denied herself Love. 
 
     “Enough,” she said.  “To work.” 
 
   
  
 



Tasima 
 
      
 
    Nyserra lay on her side, her head on the pillow, smiling at me. 
 
    I had thought it impossible for me to love her more than I did that first night, yet over the weeks my love grew until it became my whole being.  I felt the same from Nyserra whenever I was near her, felt her love emanating from her whenever we were in the same room.  There was no need to speak or even to look at each other; we both felt our Love as a real thing surrounding us.  Yet speaking with each other, looking at each other, touching, caressing, kissing caused our Love to become our reason to be.  Our meetings were infrequent, carefully arranged, almost furtive.  I cared not for my own reputation; I already had one.  Nyserra, however, was different and I insisted on utmost discretion.  Most times I would visit her in her apartments for a few hours of an evening when we could arrange it, and then return to my own chambers.  Very, very seldom did we have the lovely pleasure of sleeping together through the night.  But we were happy enough with the few hours we could manage.   
 
    An evening came when happiness was tempered with sadness, an evening that began with joyous lovemaking but ended with lost friendship.   
 
    In those enchanting moments after making love, as our hearts slowed and the tender caresses and the light kisses were most precious, Nyserra and I spoke for a bit before I would need to rise and return to my home. 
 
    “Strange,” she said, “but sometimes I feel I have loved you ever since I met you those years ago, at my elevation and betrothal.  I just did not know it then.” 
 
    I reached out and pushed a stray hair from her face.   
 
    “I was fond of you from the beginning,” I said, “but I know to the very day when I fell in love with you.” 
 
    “Oh?  When?” 
 
    “Do you remember that night when you read to me that poem of love?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, Kham!  Were you so touched by those sweet words that you fell in love?” 
 
    I burst out laughing, and the laughter grew until it became frantic.  Nyserra, at first laughing with me, began to look at me with concern when she saw I would not stop.  I calmed down, then giggled a bit more. 
 
    “That – that thing you call a poem?  Oh, my sweet!” I said, and I began laughing again. 
 
    “I don’t understand, Kham,” she said. 
 
    “That poem?  Oh, my love.  That poem is utter rubbish!”  Again I shook with laughter. 
 
    “Kham!” she snapped.  She pinched me, hard. 
 
    “Ai!  That hurt!” 
 
    “I don’t understand!  How could that poem make you fall in love with me and now you say it is rubbish?” she asked. 
 
    “Oh, Nyserra, you misunderstood.  I said it was that night, not the poem itself.  That was when I knew I was falling in love with you.” 
 
    She rolled over and crawled down to the place on my body she had pinched, then kissed the spot gently.  
 
    “Better?” 
 
    “Much.” 
 
    “Then tell me how it was when you fell in love with me,” she said. 
 
    We lay again side by side, holding each other. 
 
    “That night I think it was from just sitting next to you,” I said.  “I have always been fond of you, but that night we discussed Love and I heard your thoughts about it.  Then I told a little of my own experience.  Then I looked upon your beauty.  Oh, you looked so lovely!  I wanted so to kiss your neck.  All these things conspired until I felt love and desire for you.  It was all I could do to leave your apartments that night.  I wanted so much to take you in my arms and kiss you.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you?” 
 
    “I was once accused,” I said, “of thinking too much.  That night I was thinking too much.” 
 
    She looked puzzled. 
 
    “I was thinking of many things,” I said, “of all things good in the world, all things righteous, all things of honesty and wisdom.  All of them said it would be wrong for me to love you.  Yet I could not help myself, I was falling in love with you and I knew it was hopeless, and I ached inside that I could never have you, that my love for you was forbidden, that I would never know Love’s fulfillment with you as I would never be able to have you.  I cursed the Goddess Hathor for being cruel, as if she touched me merely to have sport with me.  I was in such despair when I left your apartments that later that night I found myself weeping in Tasima’s arms, but did not have the words to say why.  I only knew I was falling in love with you.  And it was wrong.” 
 
    She nuzzled my shoulder, said, “Yes, I know it is wrong, too.  Yet here we are.  And yet I cannot say exactly why it is wrong. It does not feel wrong.  It feels so right that we love each other.  But think.  Did not kings marry their blood sisters at times in the past?  And today royal cousins marry cousins, royal uncles marry nieces?  And it seems the noble ladies and gentlemen at the palace take each other as lovers left and right.  Why cannot mother-in-law and daughter-in-law become lovers?” 
 
    “Ah,” I said, “but royalty claim to be divine, and they point to the Goddess Isis, how she married her own brother, the God Osiris, and together they produced young.  Kings pretend to divinity to give themselves authority.  In my heart I know that kings are not divine, only men like all other men, and in my heart I think those kinds of marriages are not the wisest of things, for the children they produce may not be sound.  We, however, could never produce young, yet I believe it is somehow wrong for us to be lovers.  There will come a day when you would leave my bed and then go to the bed of my son and there is something there which is unseemly.  In our Egypt if a man should lie down with both mother and daughter he is reviled as someone despicable, and social ostracism would lay heavy upon him.  So detestable a thought it is for everyone that this sin seldom occurs.  For you and me, though, I cannot think that anything like our Love has ever happened before, that a woman, you, would lie down with both mother and son, yet I am sure it would be considered indecent by others.  If we were wise we would end this now.” 
 
    She looked stricken, close to tears.  She clutched at my arm, said, “Oh, Kham, don’t say that!  I love you!  I love you so much!  I can’t bear to think of being apart from you!  Say not that we should end our Love.” 
 
    I nestled her head on my shoulder and stroked her hair.  We remained silent for many moments. 
 
    “Kham.” 
 
    “Yes, beloved.” 
 
    “Whoever it was that said you think too much was right.”   
 
    I quietly laughed.  “Yes, I suppose I do.  It is a curse.” 
 
    “I don’t want to be wise, Kham,” she said.  “I don’t want for us to be wise.  I don’t want us to think anymore.  I don’t care if it is not right.  I don’t care if it is wrong.  I just want your Love.” 
 
    We lay quietly for a while, then I said, “Would that I had remained as I was before the Queen took me, that I had been left as a commoner, and that I had found you then and we both remained mere subjects, and we had never come to the notice of the Queen.  Would that we were left alone, to ourselves, and had only our lives to live, together, and we would merely live in a little house, all to ourselves, and that my only cares were to make you happy, to see you smile, and hear your voice every day.” 
 
    Each of us has a dream of sweet elsewhere.  Each of us builds castles in the clouds, each of us loves to pretend, to play make-believe as would a child, and to wish the world to be happy.  But the world is an indifferent mother, unheeding of our dreams, uncaring of our desires, and profoundly unaware of our passage upon this earth. 
 
    “I must leave now,” I said. 
 
    “Not yet, Kham, my darling,” she said.  “Stay a little more.  I would that we make love again.”   
 
    She began kissing me. 
 
    *** 
 
    Tasima came to my chamber that night, unbidden. 
 
    “My Queen, I would sleep with you tonight if you would have me.” 
 
    “Tasima, with all my heart.” 
 
    She entered, closed the door, and soon she was lying by my side.  We embraced.  Her kisses were sweet, her caresses soothing.  We held each other close, but we did not make love.  Her embraces became intense, tight, her kisses became urgent.  She was troubled by something.  After a time we calmed and simply lay side by side, stroking each other.  We fell asleep. 
 
    Before dawn I felt her stirring.  I awoke. 
 
    “Tasima, you need not get up so early.” 
 
    “My Queen, I – ” 
 
    “Why Tasima, dear!  You are weeping!  Why?  What is wrong?” 
 
    She gathered herself inside, spoke.  “My Queen, I needed to hold you this night.  I needed to feel your arms round me.  I needed to kiss you this last time.” 
 
    “Last time?  Tasima!  What is happening?” 
 
    “Majesty,” she said, “I beg leave to return to my house in the city.  I ask you to release me from service to you.” 
 
    “Whatever for?” 
 
    “It is time for me to go,” she said.  “These years with you have been good for me, pleasurable, and your friendship is precious.  But it is time for me to leave.” 
 
    “What has happened?  Have I offended you?” 
 
    “No, Majesty.  You have never offended me,” she said.  “Yet I cannot stay with you.  Please do not ask why.  I would that you always think fondly of me, so I do not wish to say anything that would cause you to think less of me.” 
 
    “Tasima, dearest, how can I just accept without asking why?  I beg you, in the name of our friendship, tell me why.” 
 
    She remained silent for many moments.  I did not say anything more, knowing she needed to form her thoughts.  At last she spoke. 
 
    “My Queen, always remember how much I care for you.  And I always shall!  Remember this, so when I tell you why I must leave you will not think ill of me.” 
 
    “I promise, Tasima, I promise never to think ill of you.  And I care for you so much that I shall never break this promise.” 
 
    She readied herself, spoke.  “If it were but one thing, perhaps I would stay.  But there are several.  I have known since I was a girl that it is Queen Sekma, not the King, rules Egypt.  And over the years I have seen that the kingdom is run not by King and council, but by the Queen and you.  You two make up King and council.  Yes, the kingdom is sound and prosperous, and we are at peace, and law and order prevail.  And all from your efforts, you and the Queen.  Yet many terrible things are done to preserve this peace and prosperity, things that sadden me.  And I see you as taking part in those things.  I do not condemn, or judge, for I do not understand these things.  Yet my heart is always saddened.  Also, your use of Captain Ramose and others like him; they are tools to you.  You use people as a means to an end.  You play upon their feelings to get that which you desire.  This, too, saddens me, that my sweet little girl must stoop to such methods to attain what she needs.  Those things have weighed upon my heart over the years, more and more.  And now, now – ” 
 
    I waited.  She calmed herself. 
 
    “Now I see you have found Love.  By itself I would be happy for you.  It would be such pleasure for me to see my little Princess, my Queen, find Love at last.  But you love the Princess Qara!  Princess Qara!  I know it.  You try to hide it.  But I know.  And this, my Queen, troubles me the more.  She is betrothed to your son!  Your son!  This is wrong, very wrong.  I cannot – I cannot – ” 
 
    She held herself tightly so that she would not sob. 
 
    “I would leave you now, while I still care for you,” she said, “while my affection for you is undiminished.  But if I stay there may come a time when these troubling thoughts make me hate you.  And I shall not face that day.  Let me leave while my fondness for you is entire.  Our time together was our own, and these moments are my treasure, the memories dear to me.  Yet I must leave.”  
 
    I took her in my arms and held her as tightly as I could.  This woman, this friend had been a stable part of my life, a needful and comforting set of hands, a sympathetic ear, a warm and receptive heart, a gentle lover, a nurturing spirit.  Now she was leaving me.   
 
    “Tasima, what shall I do without you?” 
 
    “Old Queen Sekma grows older,” she said, “and one day she will be no more.  Then you will wear the Cobra Diadem as the Queen of Egypt.  You will be the new Sekma!  I cannot be here when that day comes.  Forgive me, but I must leave you.” 
 
    We held each other in silence for many moments. 
 
    Dawn was upon us.  We rose and Tasima helped me prepare for the day with her own hands, and did not let my maiden into the chamber.  That day I could hardly think, my mind elsewhere.  At one point the Queen snapped at me to pay attention to something, a thing that had happened but once before in all my years with her. 
 
    When I returned to the apartments that evening Tasima was gone.  There were still forty people there, the functionaries, scribes, and servants, but the apartments seemed empty.  I could almost hear the echoes of my feet as I padded about from room to room; in my heart all of them were empty.  I walked up to the roof to watch the Sun setting over the distant hills across the River, and there I sat, alone, and thought to myself.  I am in endless toil, no rest.  My days are spent scheming and manipulating, and I am the maker of despicable deeds, the author of death and despair, an object of fear, an object of hatred.  I have had loss and loss again, and heartache.  And now forbidden love.  And now the end of a dear friendship. 
 
    “Oh, Mitti.  How did we ever get to this place?” 
 
   
  
 



Ramose 
 
      
 
    I watched the drilling guardsmen. 
 
    Captain Ramose’s small command had been increased by another platoon and then by four more to full company strength in the years since he became captain of my bodyguard.  Ramose had been better than his word in the results he obtained with the men – they had become superb warriors, highly skilled and disciplined, and they had another thing that I had not anticipated.  They had pride, a certain dash that set them apart from any other soldier I had ever seen, a vigorous step in their stride with heads held high, a good-natured arrogance shown toward the regulars.  They would brag to other soldiers that their commander was Captain Ramose, as if such crowing was all that need be said. 
 
    When the drills were complete I had him walk near me, within view of any onlooker but out of earshot.  I was sure he was ready for the next phase of my plan. 
 
    “Captain,” I said quietly, “I shall increase your command to an entire battalion and have your own rank raised to full colonelcy.” 
 
    “Majesty!  This is happy news,” he exclaimed. 
 
    “There will also be a gift from my hand to yours,” I continued.  “It is an estate upriver, about a day’s journey.” 
 
    “Your Majesty!” he said, genuinely surprised.  “You do me honor!”  He went to one knee. 
 
    “No, ‘Colonel’,” I said with a smile, “and please rise.  It is you and your guards who do me honor.  Right, and right again you have been in all your boasting.  They have become exceedingly disciplined and – what is the word? – professional.    These men of yours will indeed become the seed from which grows a mighty army of Egypt, just as you have predicted, and the kingdom will have you to thank.”   
 
    “Majesty,” he said, bowing his head. 
 
    “The estate I mentioned,” I continued, “belonged to the Lady Wepa, my grandmother, and it was there that my own mother spent her childhood.  My grandmother died a few years ago and the estate was given me.  However, I rarely visit it, so I think it would be better put to use by a gentleman so loyal to me.  It has a most comfortable mansion of many rooms and it has a full complement of household staff and field workers.  The farm itself is large, well over nine hundred forty setjat in area.” 
 
    Ramose was overwhelmed.  The old proverb says one cannot buy friends, but Sekma always said loyalty went to the highest bidder.  This noble estate would make Ramose, too, a noble in his own right, and he would be, by law, addressed as “my Lord”.   
 
    And it would also make him my most loyal servant.   
 
    “However, Captain Ramose – forgive me! – I meant my Lord Colonel, there are one or two things I would speak with you about.” 
 
    He watched me with that look that I had come to expect of him.  Long ago Tasima had been right when she surmised that Ramose was in love with me.  What, I wondered, was he to make of the rumors about me?  I am sure he had heard them, yet he seemed to care not. 
 
    “The first is,” I said, “where are you to train and drill an entire battalion?  You cannot do so within the palace, there is simply not enough room.  There is hardly room now; you can only train them a platoon at a time, and I know that you would have them work in a body if you could.  Such a large detachment would increase the problem many fold.” 
 
    “Yes, Majesty, I have known this and I think I have a solution.” 
 
    “Say on.” 
 
    “There is a small valley to the south and east,” he said, “past the hills.  It is dry and barren.  Very few people bother to go there, for there is nothing there for which to go.  It would be perfect for larger drills.  The problem is the isolation.  It takes half a day to get there and no water anywhere.” 
 
    “It seems to me that the isolation is what we need.” 
 
    “Yes, Majesty, but I shall need help from you with the logistics.” 
 
    The specific word he used was Akkadian and is usually translated as “delivery” in Egyptian.   My look of questioning caused him to answer before I asked. 
 
    “When used in a military context it means the provisioning of fighting men in the field; food and drink, sundry other items.  Tents so that the army could stay in the field for many days, craftsmen to mend and replace various articles of weapons and armor, the engines of war, the care of camels, donkeys, other draught animals, and war horses.  These things.  Even for a battalion this requires many men, coordination, routes of supply, and so forth.  Logistics alone must be managed by an officer of sufficient rank.” 
 
    “Yes, of course,” I replied.  “I know a little from my own labors in providing for the palace, and a battalion has almost as many numbers.  Yet this palace is in the heart of the city, right beside the Nile.  I can see there would be a complex task to provision the men when they are remote from the city.  Very well, we shall see to it, consult with me on what is needed.  If we need to augment the battalion to include extra men for your logistics simply let me know the number and I shall make it so.  I also suggest you recommend a lieutenant of yours to handle the details and, perhaps, become the officer for logistics.” 
 
    “With pleasure, Majesty,” he said. 
 
    I could see he was happy with the suggestions.  This was what he lived for, the training and forming of an effective fighting force.  He was, indeed, a soldier’s soldier.  His devotion to this cause was one of the means by which I was confident with my own plans. 
 
    “The other thing, my Lord, is one of utmost confidentiality,” I said.  “I must ask you to give your word that no one else is to know.” 
 
    His look was exuberant.  I was entrusting him with a confidence!  It was not so much what the secret was as it was the fact that I was entrusting him with it.  He bowed. 
 
    “My Lord,” I began, “from you and others I have heard how battles transpire, that armies are arrayed against each other, they advance, and fight until there is a winner and a loser.  But I ask, can you think of how a very small army can defeat a very large army?” 
 
    He looked puzzled.  I continued. 
 
    “If a very small army were to capture or kill the chieftain of the enemy, would they not defeat the larger army without ever having to fight a battle?”  
 
    Comprehension came to his face, yet he did not like the idea. 
 
    “Yes, Majesty, that would be assassination.  It has occurred before, many times.  But that is not battle, it is not soldiering.  It is an assassin or group of assassins.  A knife in the back is not battle!” 
 
    “For a man of honor such as yourself,” I said, “it is distasteful.  And I agree with you.  It is something for others, but not for a soldier.  I understand this.  Yet I must discuss an idea I had.” 
 
    “I am most attentive, Majesty.” 
 
    “There is a single assassin,” I said, “or there is an army of thousands.  Have you ever thought there may be a need for something in between?  If, for example, there were a rogue noble who had his own army.  His province could be invaded by the King and his army overwhelmed, yet think of the destruction and killing that would occur to the King’s subjects who were innocent.  Would not the King wish to see the farms still worked, the harvest still held, the small people and freeholders unharmed?  Remember this is the true wealth of the kingdom, the freeholders and their farms.  Too many nobles and generals forget the value of the freeholder.” 
 
    “I have not thought of the freeholders before, Majesty,” he admitted.  “They were always just civilians to me.” 
 
    “I assure you, they are the wealth of the kingdom.  Suppose the King needed the freeholders unharmed in a certain region, can you see the need of a different kind of army, an army that destroys only what needs to be destroyed, and nothing else?  As a surgeon excises a canker without removing the healthy flesh?” 
 
    “I am thinking on it, Majesty.  Perhaps an army like this may be useful, yet I am trying to imagine it.” 
 
    “Then think on this,” I said.  “Suppose, instead of an army of a thousand banging their heads against city walls in a protracted and costly siege, there were an army of only fifty or a hundred.  These few could manage, in the dead of night, to silently scale the walls, quietly and singly capture the guard, then – just as quietly – neutralize the garrison and that noble’s bodyguard.  The city would be taken in hours instead of weeks or months, and the killing restricted only to other warriors, not the populace.” 
 
    I could see him thinking. 
 
    “I know,” I continued, “it is a military problem that requires a solution.  I wonder if we, you and I, have the wit to find that solution.” 
 
    “Majesty,” he said, at first slowly then growing in intensity, “I am always at a loss when I see you display your wisdom, and now your thinking again astounds me.  I don’t believe there is any army in the world that has ever done this.  It would require great skill on the part of the soldiers, but then – but then, yes!  It can be done!  Selecting the very best of the men and then training them carefully until they are a superb weapon.  Highly disciplined, silent fighters with special tactics unlike any ever employed.  This is what you will need.  Yes!  It can be done!” 
 
    “So, my Lord, are you equal to the challenge?” 
 
    “By Montu, God of War, yes!” he cried.  “I shall accept this challenge!  I shall make you a new kind of army.  Small, deadly, and lightning fast as a viper!  Yet, yet – forgive me Majesty.  Soldiers fight for plunder as much as they fight for the King.  If plunder is denied I wonder if they will have the proper enthusiasm for a battle in which no plunder is taken.” 
 
    “My Lord Colonel,” I said, and I could see he was beginning to relish his new title, “if there were only a hundred soldiers that take an entire city you can assure them from me that they would be personally rewarded with gold and goods equal to any plunder they could hope for.  After all, a hundred men can be easily compensated for such a wondrous deed, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Of course, Majesty.” 
 
    “Then I am sure my gallant colonel can do it,” I smiled up at him.   
 
    I had always been aware of how tall he was compared with me, and I purposefully made myself look small as I looked up at him, my eyes wide.  He almost sighed as he looked down at me. 
 
    “But, my Lord, you know we must keep this a secret.” 
 
    “Hmf!  Majesty, how can we keep anything a secret here?” 
 
    “How many eyes are upon us now, Colonel?” 
 
    Only flicking his eyes to the left did he indicate the presence of one of Mamtuk’s men. 
 
    “One pair that I see, Majesty.” 
 
    “And I can assure you that only one is assigned.  After all this time Mamtuk feels confident enough and only assigns one of his new operatives to watch you, one of his lesser, younger operatives, that they may practice.” 
 
    “But Majesty,” he said, “this confidentiality means to keep this plan a secret from Mamtuk’s people.  Would that not mean to keep it secret from Queen Sekma herself?” 
 
    “Colonel,” I said quietly, “the words we speak right now could be construed as treasonable.” 
 
    He seemed troubled – he had not expected this.  I lowered my voice almost to a whisper. 
 
    “Ramose,” I said.  He seemed captivated that I used his given name in a manner only a friend would use.  “The Queen grows old.  There will come a day when she is called away to the underworld in the West.  I would ensure that the King, my husband, and the Prince, my son were protected against any threat.  They are the rightful heirs to the kingdom, but my husband’s health prevents him from taking an active role in seeing to his own security, and my son is but a boy.  Many evil men would take the opportunity of the Queen’s death as a chance to advance themselves, by war or subterfuge.  I would make the King and his son as safe as I can by having the finest fighters loyal only to them.  However, I cannot do this on my own.  Dear Colonel, will you help me?” 
 
    His brow knitted as he pondered the seeming paradox that our conversation was treasonable even if aimed at the safety of the King.  I did not school him in history, that loyalty had sparked many a subversive act in the past, that many kings throughout antiquity had beheaded their most faithful subjects for those subjects’ heartfelt efforts for their kings.  I did not instruct Ramose in the intricacies of palace intrigue.  For me the formula was simple:  one is successful or one is dead, and the righteousness of one’s actions means very little.  Ramose, however, was a soldier, trained to obey his superiors as a point of honor, and he thought carefully of where his honor lay.   
 
    He decided. 
 
    “My Queen, if it is for you, and the kingdom, and for your son the Heir, then I shall help with all my heart.” 
 
    “My Lord Colonel!  I am glad!” I said, with grateful smile. 
 
    We walked a bit more as our thoughts settled into our hearts.  Then Ramose’ thoughts turned wider. 
 
    “But Majesty, we still have the problem of training our special army in secret,” he said. 
 
    “Yes, Colonel.  But where will your battalion train?” 
 
    “Why, in the valley, as I said earlier,” he replied. 
 
    “And where will Mamtuk’s spy be?” 
 
    “In the valley as well.  Wait!  Of course!  While he is there, we can train our small, special army elsewhere.” 
 
    “Precisely,” I said. 
 
    “My Queen, I would – ” 
 
    I was strolling back toward the guardsmen who were still waiting at attention.  I knew he would try to say something of a personal nature, so I made sure we were close to the men before I looked up.  By then he saw that his chance to say something private to me was lost. 
 
    “Yes, my Lord Colonel?” 
 
    “I – I shall do my utmost, Majesty.” 
 
    “As you always have, dear Colonel.  Lucky was my day when I met you, for all your impertinence!”  I smiled again, lightly touching the back of his hand with my fingertips. 
 
    As I returned to my audience chamber a silent warning came to me.  Careful, it said to me, do not play the cock-tease.  Men soon tire of that game.  Ramose liked to think of me as virtuous. 
 
   
  
 



Sanusret 
 
      
 
    I held the small bundle in my arms.  A tiny face looked up at me from the folds of the blanket.  I was enchanted. 
 
    “His name shall be Sanusret,” the Queen said.  She bent over me, looking at the babe.  “Yes, Sanusret.  And this child shall be the greatest king Egypt has ever seen.” 
 
    She stood, nodded once, then strode out of the room. 
 
    “Sanusret,” said Nyserra, “Meaning ‘Man of the Goddess Wosret’.  Now, why would she pick that name?” 
 
    The Queen’s physicians had come and gone, pronouncing their verdict on the newborn prince, that he was healthy, sound.  Rahotep had come and gone, looking at his son with mild curiosity, hardly looking at his wife at all.  The Queen had come, looking carefully at the babe, confirming her physicians’ assessment.  This boy-child, this infant upon whom she had such grand hopes, held her attention but a few moments, then she was gone.  Nyserra and I were left alone with the nurses. 
 
    I, however, was as pleased as if he were my very own child.  I thought to myself, I am a grandmother at twenty-nine years of age.  Not uncommon in our Egypt, but still, it seemed strange to me.  When I was little, grandmothers always seemed so ancient.  Yet I had the joy of a new mother. 
 
    “Why ‘Man of Wosret’?” Nyserra repeated.  “I have always been a bit afraid of the Goddess Wosret.  She is so mysterious, so – what is the word? – enigmatic.  No image of her anywhere, no one knows what she looks like.  All I know is that she is very powerful, very cryptic, but seldom mentioned.  It always seemed to me that Wosret prefers to work from behind the scenes.” 
 
    I started.  “What did you say, Nyserra?”   
 
    “I said that Wosret is such a mysterious goddess.  No one knows what she looks like, no one knows what she is up to.” 
 
    “No one knows what she is up to, yes,” I said, “and you said she always works from behind the scenes.” 
 
    “Yes,” she replied.  “When was the last time you saw an image of the Goddess Wosret?” 
 
    I then knew exactly why Sekma named the princeling Sanusret.  Wosret, the subtlest and most secretive of goddesses, whose name means “the Powerful”, was the wife of the God Amun.  All became clear now. 
 
    “Would you know,” Nyserra asked, “if the Queen is a member of her cult?” 
 
    I knew of Sekma’s atheism.   
 
    “No,” I said.  “I’m sure she is not.” 
 
    “Even so,” I continued, “he is a beautiful little boy, Nyserra.  I am so happy for you.” 
 
    Smiling, she took her baby from my arms and put him to her breast.  He sucked greedily at his mother.  I leaned over and kissed Nyserra’s cheek. 
 
    *** 
 
    I remembered it was three years to the day after Nyserra and I declared our love for each other that this little prince was born.  Also, it was perhaps a year before the birth that I determined that my son was ready to consummate his marriage. That day I had managed to complete my work early enough to return to my apartments at the normal meal time.  I seated myself at the table and then asked where Rahotep was.  The servant I asked demurred for a bit. 
 
    “Well, where is he?” I asked again. 
 
    “Your Majesty, he is, ah, busy at the moment.” 
 
    “Busy at what?” 
 
    “I, ah, I know not, Majesty.” 
 
    She bit her lip, pretending to ignorance, yet I knew that she certainly did know what Rahotep was doing.  I rose from the table and made my way to Rahotep’s chamber where I opened the door.  A mere glimpse told me all. 
 
    Upon his bed one of the younger servants lay, her legs wide, her hand between her legs, her middle finger pleasuring herself.  Rahotep sat next to her, his stiff member in his hands, watching her.  He had just expelled his seed onto his hand.  The servant saw me and quickly snatched at the blanket, covering herself.  Rahotep looked up at me. 
 
    “Mother,” he said, “I would prefer you not watch me.” 
 
    “Very well, my son.  It seems you are finished anyway.  When you have cleaned yourself please attend the evening meal with me.” 
 
    “Yes, Mother,” he said.  
 
    I contemplated what to say before he joined me.  So he is ready to mate, I thought.  I had expected this, of course, yet did not know exactly when or how I would find out.  I had assumed that when it became apparent that he was pleasuring himself as other adolescent boys did that I would learn of it, yet here he was with a young servant.  Men have always used women servants to slake their lust whenever they pleased.  But memories of Ellas came to mind; she had been used and tossed aside many times by her various masters; she had to submit – she was a slave.  And I remembered my own part in it, how I deceived myself into thinking Ellas cared for me and would make love with me because she wanted it.  I had later admitted to myself that Ellas was submitting to me as she submitted to her other masters, and her ordeal caused me to feel distaste for anyone who would use a slave so.  I felt I must say something to my son to make him pause and think. 
 
    When Rahotep joined me and began eating I engaged him in small talk for a time, before I spoke of the matter. 
 
    “My son,” I said, “when I saw you in your room I saw you had expelled your seed into your hand.  You did not mate with the servant?” 
 
    “Yes I did, Mother.  But that was much earlier.  After we mated earlier I told her to open herself so that I could look.  I wanted to see a woman’s inward parts.  When I saw her like this, my dick became hard again, so I pleasured myself.  Then you came in.  Mother, I wish you would knock first.” 
 
    “Ah.  So you have been mating with the servants frequently?” 
 
    “With Mikla, this one servant, yes, for the past few weeks.  I like it!  It is such fun.”  
 
    “None of the others?” 
 
    “No, Mother.  Only with Mikla.” 
 
    “Yes, mating is fun, my son.  However, do you know that servant women are not allowed to refuse their masters?” 
 
    “Yes, Mother, what of it?” 
 
    “What if she did not want to mate with you?” 
 
    I saw his face and knew he had not even thought of this possibility. 
 
    “She should have told me then,” he said simply. 
 
    “My son, she could not have told you, even if it was a painful thing for her.  She is not allowed to refuse you.  In future I hope you remember my words, that a woman servant must submit whether she will or no.  However, I think my son is a man with compassion and would never compel anyone to do something that that one would avoid.  Yet, hear me.  I believe it is time for your nuptials, you are certainly ready for it.  Then you will mate with Qara and be happy with her, and your seed will go to making your own child, your own prince or princess, and not spilled inside a poor girl who cannot refuse you.  Any child that the servant Mikla bears would be a slave, too.  Qara, however, is different.  Qara, I know, would not refuse you, in fact she looks forward to it; she would very much like to bear your child, and your child of her womb would be a child of royalty, your acknowledged blood and heir.  You would like that, would you not?” 
 
    His face showed a moment’s rebellion, then obedience, then enthusiasm rising. 
 
    “Yes, Mother.  And now that you say, I think Qara is prettier than Mikla.  Yes.  I think I would like the nuptials to go forward.  Will you talk with the Queen?  Ask her if we can have the nuptials soon.  I like mating.  It is very pleasurable.” 
 
    “By all means, Rahotep, I shall talk with the Queen.  I can assure you she will be overjoyed that you would want to mate with Qara and produce your own heir.”  
 
    The next day when I was with the Queen, I brought up the subject of the nuptials. The Queen looked thoughtful. 
 
    “He is thirteen years old, is he not?  Good.  I was hoping that he would be ready for the nuptials by the time he was fourteen, so this news is for the better.  Well, this is excellent.  If he is eager for it perhaps we shall not have to wait too long before he sires a child.” 
 
    “Yes, my mother, he is indeed eager for the mating and has been practicing the art with one of the servants.” 
 
    “Has he now?” she said.  “Hmm, yes.  Khametnefer, I would suggest that you assign the prettier servants elsewhere for a time.  Out of sight, out of mind.  That way Rahotep would not be distracted by others, and will devote himself to his duty with the Princess Qara.  His first two children by her are important for Egypt’s future.” 
 
    In my heart I consigned the Queen’s breeding plan to the darkest and coldest part of Hell.  My face to the Queen remained serene, calm.   
 
    “Very well, take care of the details, my dear,” she said. 
 
    “My mother, would you care to witness the consummation?” I asked. 
 
    “But, of course!” she said, then turned back to work. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Nyserra was shaking me. 
 
    “Wake, Kham.  Oh, please wake.” 
 
    I came to myself.  My chamber was in utter darkness, I could not see her face. 
 
    Nyserra had kept her own apartments, but a few days before the nuptials I had assigned an additional small sub-set of rooms across the courtyard from my own for her convenience.  The nuptials had gone forward and the procession brought her to my apartments, to Rahotep’s chamber, with much singing and laughing.  All the procession except for the Queen and myself left after the short festivities, and we two sat and watched as Rahotep mated with his bride.  Unlike the time of my nuptials with Oskhama, Nyserra did not use a cloth to capture the blood of her maidenhead – there would have been none.  I had worried about this as I made the arrangements, so I simply left that part out of the plans, then showed the Queen the completed arrangements for the consummation.  She saw no fault in forgoing that disused custom with the cloth.  The playacting that the Queen had managed with Oskhama and me had been a part of her scheme of establishing the rumor that Oskhama himself took the virginity of his wife.  This rumor was unneeded with Rahotep and Nyserra, so the Queen simply sat quietly and watched while Rahotep mounted his bride and was well underway.  Then the Queen and I left, leaving him and Nyserra to have the rest of the night to themselves; observing the consummation was a mere formality.  For two or three weeks after the nuptials Rahotep would have Nyserra sleep with him through the night.  After a time, however, Nyserra would take leave of him after their mating and return to her rooms across the courtyard.   
 
    Then it was that late in the night Nyserra would silently come to my bed and together we would spend the night in each other’s arms.  So very few times before had we the exquisite pleasure of sleeping through the night together, and now we had those sweet times much more often, and my happiness grew; to feel her body next to mine as we slept, to wake and see the face of the one I held so dear.   
 
    This night was different. 
 
    “Wake, Kham,” she repeated.  “You were having a bad dream.” 
 
    I reached out and felt for her, found her shoulder, and moved my head closer to her.  She wrapped her arm round me and pulled me close and calmed me. 
 
    “Kham, my dearest.  You were shivering and moaning so.  Your voice sounded unearthly, as if you were a dying animal, and now I feel tears in your eyes.  It was only a dream, darling, only a dream.” 
 
    “Oh, Nyserra.”  I clutched at her. 
 
    “You are troubled, beloved,” she said.  “Why are you troubled?” 
 
    “I dreamed the Mother Goddess came to me and spoke,” I said.  “But her voice was the voice of Tasima.” 
 
    “And what did Isis say?” she asked. 
 
    “I – I do not remember her words.  She was accusing me of something.  Yet she was not angered.  She spoke to me with great sorrow in her voice, but I cannot remember the words.  Then her nose grew longer and longer and then ears rose up high over her head and then I realized it was not Isis, but Set, the Evil One.  Then I became frightened and tried to run, but my feet were made of stone, like a statue.  I pulled and pulled at my feet, but Set was approaching and I cried out.  Oh, Nyserra, I was so frightened.” 
 
    She held me the tighter and shushed me as if I were a child in her arms. 
 
    “You will need to see a priest, Kham,” she said.  “A priest may be able to tell you the meaning of this dream.” 
 
    “I need no priest, Nyserra,” I said.  “I know of what Isis was accusing me, I know why Set was approaching even if I do not recall the words.” 
 
    “Then why?” 
 
    I did not want to tell her the whole of my thought.  When she had entered my bed that particular night she had come, not from her own chambers, but directly from the bed of my son.  We began kissing each other urgently, but when I touched her loins I felt the remains of my son’s seed there.  The feel of my son’s seed on my hand gave me pause and I wanted to stop before we made love.  Yet Nyserra was ardent, passionate, insistent.  She vigorously embraced me, touched me, caressed me, kissed me, sucked violently at my breasts, bit me, gripped me savagely, her fingers dug deep into my body, her legs wrapped round mine, her hips moved so rapidly as she straddled my thigh.  Her mouth was everywhere upon me.  Her passion became my own and our lovemaking soared to new heights.  When we calmed, however, I thought of what had happened.  Then we slept, and the dream came. 
 
    “Nyserra,” I replied, “you had just come from Rahotep’s bed.  I was being accused of that by Isis and Set.”   
 
    “Kham,” she said, almost wearily, “we passed that door long ago and may never go back.  Why, now, do you have these thoughts?  Kham, stop thinking.  Stop analyzing.  Stop worrying about these things.” 
 
    “Even so, Nyserra,” I replied, “I would that you clean yourself of his seed before you come to my bed.  I am sorry, but I cannot help thinking that it was my own son’s seed that touched my lips in our lovemaking.  This I cannot do.” 
 
    “Oh, Kham! What does it matter?  We know our love is wrong, we have known this for ever so long a time, yet we never stopped.  Oh, very well.  I promise to clean his seed from me, but you must promise not to think, and just be my Kham when we make love.” 
 
    I realized a thing about Nyserra that she did not even know herself, that her excitement flowed through her this night when she had passage with my son, after she felt his member inside her, thrusting, and she wanted me to continue to feed her this joy of the body and the excitement when she came to my bed.  Was this why Tasima had enjoyed making love with her husband after leaving the bed of her lover?  Oh, Mitti! I thought to myself.  Nyserra is right.  You do think too much.  Stop thinking!  Simply love the one you love, and care not what has occurred before or will occur after. 
 
    I reached up and stroked her hair. 
 
    “My Nyserra, forgive me.  It is a curse to think.  I promise that when we are together I shall think of nothing but you and our Love, and how I shall do my best to make you happy.” 
 
    I felt her smile in the dark.  “That’s my Kham.  Only think of our happiness, my darling, and nothing else.” 
 
    We held each other many moments, then, “Nyserra, I never want to think again.” 
 
    “Yes, beloved,” she said.  She was stroking my hair gently, the sensation so comforting, so loving.  She laughed quietly, then kissed me.  We fell asleep, our arms entwined. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Rahotep held his enthusiasm for mating with Nyserra for some time and on many occasions I could see he literally could not wait for a respectable hour to lie down with his bride.  He would sometimes seek her out and ask her to come to his bed at whatever hour of the day he felt the urge, even if most inconvenient for her.  Nyserra would oblige him with a smile and never deny him and let him lead her by the hand to his own chamber, much to the amusement of anyone present.  Nyserra never complained, never seemed embarrassed, and was always cheerful. 
 
    “I shall never discourage him, Kham,” she told me quietly.  “He will lose interest in me soon enough, so why should I hurry that day by protesting?” 
 
    It was only with small surprise to me when the day came that Nyserra told me her menses had not arrived. 
 
    “Ai!  Your consummation was only four months ago,” I said. 
 
    She giggled.  “Your son is quite industrious when he wants to be,” she said. 
 
    “What am I saying?” I cried happily.  “Have I forgotten myself? This is joyous news!  Come, darling, let me embrace you.  Oh, I am so happy for you.” 
 
    Rahotep’s enthusiasm for mating with Nyserra gradually cooled after he learned of her pregnancy.  Then Sanusret was born and when Rahotep’s excitement over the birthing diminished he seemed to lose interest in his son and his wife.  A day came when Rahotep spoke with me. 
 
    “Mother, where did you send Mikla?” he asked. 
 
    I decided not to bandy words with him by asking him who this Mikla was or why he wanted to know.  I decided straightforward talk was best. 
 
    “She is working in another part of the palace, my son.” 
 
    “Mother, I would like her back here, in our apartments.  Also, I think I would like to take Mikla as my concubine.” 
 
    I had seen Rahotep losing interest in his wife as Nyserra’s pregnancy progressed; as her belly began to rise his urges to mate decreased, then ceased altogether.  He hardly spoke with her.  It was not that he disliked her; she simply was no longer someone with whom he could take his pleasure.  Man he may have been to the world; he was still a boy with a boy’s careless attitude toward others.  Now he wanted to continue his new hobby of mating, but with someone other than Nyserra.  My own disappointment was tempered with the knowledge that I had half-expected this outcome.  More disappointment for me was his seeming indifference to Nyserra’s pregnancy and the prospect of him becoming a father.  Now he wanted a concubine.  How quickly would he lose interest in his concubine, I wondered? 
 
    In our land a man was allowed only as many women as he could afford, therefore and by far most marriages were between one man and one woman.  Noble gentlemen and merchants of comfortable means could afford more wives.  Princes and kings had the privilege of taking as many women as they wished; for some reason they believed it a way for them to prove to the world their virility.  I do not know why I expected Rahotep to do otherwise, but I did.  I was somehow hoping he would stick with one wife, but now he wanted a slave to be his concubine.  Taking a slave as a concubine happened from time to time but it was an act viewed with derision by many others.  Those few times a noble gentleman raised a slave woman to become his acknowledged concubine other noble gentlemen would smirk and say, “That little mouth between her legs has swallowed him whole!” 
 
    Yet I had thoughts of a concubine once.  I had wanted to free my Ellas from servitude and have her live with me as my own.  I thought of the ancient Queen Hetanhotep; that queen had openly taken a concubine for herself.  I was sure Hetanhotep was like me, and her attraction and fondness were directed toward women.  And had the world been different I would have made Nyserra my acknowledged wife.  I could not seize the moral high ground over Rahotep and say that it was wrong to take a concubine, if one so loved another that concubinage was the only option for the two to stay together.  So what was I to say to Rahotep?  My thoughts turned to the Queen.  If Sekma thought Mikla had maneuvered Rahotep into this proposal, Mikla would have been drowned immediately.  If Sekma thought Mikla innocent, then Mikla would have probably been sent away.  In my heart I knew that Mikla was innocent; why should she suffer because of my son’s urges?  No, I would disregard Sekma’s inclination – this was my household and I had the right and duty to direct it as I would, I would make the decision regardless of Sekma.  I decided. 
 
    “My son,” I said, “if Mikla is willing, you may take her to your bed whenever you want.  But I shall not allow you to take her as concubine at this time.  There may come a day when you do not feel so enamored of her and regret having made her your concubine and had accepted all the responsibilities you would owe her, as she would be legally bound to you.  However if you still want her as concubine when you become king, then no one may gainsay you and you may do as you wish.  Keep her for your pleasure – not against her will, of course! – but no, we shall not name her your concubine for now.” 
 
    He was only a little disappointed.  At least he could mate with her when he pleased, and for that he was mollified. 
 
    “My son, I would have you also think on this thing,” I said.  “If Mikla has a child by you, then I would that you free the child from servitude.  We shall see to the child’s future together.  If a girl, a good match with a merchant or someone.  If a boy, then apprenticed in a good trade.  I would not want my own grandchild to be a slave.  Do you agree?” 
 
    “Yes, Mother.  I suppose you are right.” 
 
    “Very well, Rahotep.  First I must talk to your wife, Princess Qara.  Then I shall have Mikla return to the household.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mother,” said Rahotep, pleased. 
 
    Later that day I was with Nyserra.  I felt I knew what her reaction would be, but not of a certain. 
 
    “Nyserra,” I said, “I would talk with you about Rahotep for a moment.” 
 
    “Yes, Kham.” 
 
    “He wants to have a certain young woman, a servant, return to my household.  He had mated with her many times before your nuptials, and now he wants her back.” 
 
    Nyserra was quiet for a time, then, “I knew that eventually he would take other women.  I did not think this soon, though.  No matter.  My loins are still bound from the birthing, but the blood no longer weeps from me.”  She laughed quietly, without humor.  “Now I shall be able to come straight to your bed every night.” 
 
    I smiled.  “That I look forward to.  Yet we may not want to make love for a time, not until you feel ready.” 
 
    “Oh, Kham!  I would that I sleep in your arms and no more – that, to me, is more precious than our lovemaking.  I long to feel you by my side in the night, I adore kissing you in the dark while you sleep, and watching you as you wake in the morning.” 
 
    “I, too, Nyserra.” 
 
    Her eyes closed and she seemed on the verge of tears, and she murmured quietly, intensely, “I love you so much, Kham!  I will never be able to say how much I love you, how you make my heart joyful.  But I am so fearful at the same time; our Love makes me this way.  Never leave me, my darling.” 
 
    “I would die before I would ever leave you, my own Nyserra,” I replied, and I embraced her close for a moment, smelled her hair, kissed her neck.  And I felt, as she did, that my love for her had joy mixed with fear.  Goddess Hathor curses us this way, she touches us with love and apprehension simultaneously.  This Goddess I would thank and revile at the same time for letting us poor mortals have such happiness tempered with anxiety. 
 
    I forced cheer into my voice.  “Now, Nyserra, where is our little prince?” 
 
    She brightened.  “In the next room with his nurse.” 
 
    “May I see him?” 
 
    “Indeed, yes!  I shall call for him.” 
 
    Sanusret was brought in and I held him for a time.  Such joy there is in holding a baby, such a feeling of hope and redemption. 
 
   
  
 



The Leopards 
 
      
 
    On a day in winter I made my way over little-used tracks through the south east, a long baggage train behind me.  A brief rain came earlier that day; the thirsty desert drank up the tears of the Goddess gratefully.  The soils would shoot forth many sprigs and blossoms the following day and the desert would bloom for a short time.  These were moments when the desert would look its most beautiful.  Yet within days those blooms would be gone and the desert sands would be as bleak and barren as before. 
 
    Lord Ramose had suggested a fast train of chariots for my transport, a short review, then I would away quickly so that I would return to the city by nightfall.  I turned down this suggestion; I had decided to spend the night in camp with the soldiers.  In the baggage train of my retinue were many bundles of choice foods and dainties, and vessels of wine, and many other people, such as musicians and dancers.  The soldiers would have an unexpected holiday.  The holiday was part of my plan. 
 
    Four battalions, three thousand six hundred men, took part in the review.  They marched past where I stood, their spears pointing forward, their heads turned to look at me as I watched the review.  When the review was over a mock battle took place between two large detachments.  Their speed and skill was a delight to behold.  Then I asked Lord Ramose something he did not expect. 
 
    “Lord Colonel,” I said, “if you please, have the men gather round me.  I would speak with them.” 
 
    He seemed a bit surprised but gave the orders.  When the men were nearby I gestured to make them know they were allowed to sit. 
 
    “Well, lads!” I spoke as loudly as I could, so that all would hear.  “Colonel Ramose has been as rigorous and demanding as a taskmaster can be.  And he is only a man!” 
 
    They laughed at the joke, simple as it was.  Sekma told me that most people are delighted with the smallest of things.  I spoke longer, complimenting them and frequently referring to Ramose and his training, how it was unique in Egypt. 
 
    “Yet he has done well and he has made you – and you him! – first in the entire kingdom.  No one can match you!  You are the finest, most valorous sons of Egypt.  The guards at the palace may call you Queen Kham’s Own – as if in derision!  Well, let them call you what they will.  I’m sure they have other names for you!  And you’ve heard every name of which they could think!” 
 
    There were cheerful catcalls and laughter again. 
 
    “But I have a name for you!  And it will strike fear in all our enemies.  Your speed of attack is as the lightening, and soon your ferocity will become a byword.  You will be as feared as all people now fear a noble and terrible beast of the wilderness, and you know of what beast I speak.  As of now, I call you The Leopards!” 
 
    They cheered.  It looked as if many liked the name. 
 
    “Yet I shall tell you now what I have called you in my heart,” I continued.  “In my heart I love each and every one of you as my own son!  I call you my Leopards!” 
 
    Now their cheers roared.  From the pandemonium a chant began which became louder as, one by one, they joined in. 
 
    “Queen!  Queen!  Queen!” 
 
    The tumult continued for some time.  I allowed them to chant and cheer as long as they wanted.  They were now ready for a most important task.  I had them.  They were mine.   
 
    As the Sun dipped toward the western hills many cook fires were started, then the surprise holiday was announced.  The special tidbits of food and sweets, and wine and beer were served out to the men.  As they reclined here and there to enjoy their evening meal I walked among them.  Over the years I came to know the names of all but a few of the men.  My memory had always been exceptional and it held me in good stead this night as I strolled through the camp talking to many of them, engaging them in mirthful banter. 
 
    “Bokani, hello!  How is your mother?  Unas, I hear your wife had a new baby boy.  Is it yours?  Tuyu, your little brother sends his best.  Good to see you again, Shemu.” 
 
    And so it went.  The men believed I had an interest in all of them as persons.  I did; however speaking to them so was also important in holding their loyalty.  When darkness fell and the valley was dotted with cook fires, the musicians and dancers entertained the men.  The wine flowed freely and soon everyone was joyful.  This, too, was a thing they would remember as a gift from Queen Khametnefer.   
 
    While sitting in front of my own tent I allowed any soldier to approach me and say what he would, and I would reply as best I could.  The officers sat with me and, after getting over their shyness, indulged in their own jolly bantering back and forth.  Ramose was silent most of the night, but then began to talk with me. 
 
    “My Queen,” he said, “I marvel at how the men respond to you.  You have a gift for making each think you have a personal liking for them.  And they leap to obey your commands as a soldier obeys his sergeant.” 
 
    “My Lord,” I replied, “you have only yourself to thank, for these men are your instrument; you have trained them so well.” 
 
    “Even so, Majesty, I recall the time I first met you, how you commanded the palace guard so adroitly.  I admired you then, and you were little more than a girl and I had not trained even one man then.  Those men responded to you then the way these men respond to you now.  You have the gift of leadership, your Majesty.” 
 
    I laughed.  “You said I would make a fine company commander, as I recall.” 
 
    “Ai!” he exclaimed ruefully, “if I had known of your stature then I would have held my tongue.” 
 
    “Never hold your tongue with me, my Lord, I beg you,” I smiled back.  “I value your opinion even if it counters my own thoughts.  I value your opinion because at times it does counter my thoughts.  I need that.” 
 
    He regarded me in the flickering firelight.  I knew he wanted to say other things, but there were too many others nearby. 
 
    “Lord Ramose,” I said, “tomorrow I return to the King’s city.  I would have you command my escort if no other duty prevents you.  I need to consult with you and Wegaf.  However, I ask you not to say this to anyone.  Simply say you are part of the escort.” 
 
    “My Queen,” he said, bowing his head. 
 
    We arrived at the city the next day at about an hour after noon.  Many in the palace were getting ready for their siesta.  We were in the winter months, however, and the afternoon would not be so unpleasantly hot that we would need to take shelter, so I asked Ramose to attend me after I had a chance to bathe and change clothing.  This conference would be an important one. 
 
    Wegaf and Ramose attended, no others.  Sekma had played a game of power and control over her spy master and chief of guard, whereby she encouraged their rivalry as a means of controlling their loyalty.  She had admitted to me privately that it was a risk, but worth the effort.  Sekma’s teachings to me were always of great value, but in this lesson I decided to take a different course.  I had caused Wegaf and Ramose to be respectful colleagues, willing to work together for a common goal. 
 
    “Every head,” I had told them more than once, “has eyes.  Each body has arms and hands.  You gentlemen I would have as my eyes and my hands.  Each of you singly is an asset to the kingdom, but you are much stronger together than singly.  Each of you sees in the other strengths that are of utmost consequence such that you recognize that together you complement each other and become an unbeatable force.” 
 
    When Ramose and Wegaf attended me that day I had my personal chamber ready with food and wine, and comfortable benches.  They would not need to stand in my presence or sit on the floor as was usual.  They would sit at benches as my equals.  This day I needed to assure myself that they were ready and their loyalty to me undiminished. 
 
    When they arrived and were ushered into my chamber I had the door closed.  We were completely alone. 
 
    “Gentlemen,” I began, “you are aware that the King’s chief nurse died during the recent contagion.  Something of which you may not be aware is that the King, my husband, seems to be slipping from us before our very eyes.”   
 
    I could see that this was new information to Ramose.  Wegaf, inscrutable as always, may or may not have known.  He would tell me if I asked, but I let it go. 
 
    “His chief nurse,” I went on, “was the one so devoted in her care for him, the only one who seemed to understand him, know his needs.  She it was he saw every day.  With her departure to the West the King seems to be wasting away.  I have our best physicians with him night and day, but they do not think they can improve his Majesty’s condition.  I pray to Ptah, God of Healing, that the King’s health improves.  However, we must also think of what must be done should the King’s health fail and he is taken from us.” 
 
    I paused for a moment while the implications were contemplated by my two most trusted servants. 
 
    “Queen Sekma,” I said, “has every intention of remaining co-sovereign should Oskhama die and Rahotep ascend to the throne.  She has told me this herself.  And you know my own thoughts.  Rahotep must be king in his own right.  The three of us have discussed this before.” 
 
    “Yes, Majesty,” said Ramose, “yet, forgive me, at this time the Prince is little more than a boy.” 
 
    “Yes, my Lord,” I said.  “Rahotep is but sixteen years old.  He will come of age in about two years.  Therefore, one of the secondary plans we have discussed and prepared must be used, whereby if the death of his father occurred before Rahotep came of age, then I must assume the role of his chief advisor for a time, with sufficient powers to rule for him – if silently and out of sight.  As you recall in our discussions, by the time he comes of age I shall ensure that he has able ministers as his councilors and the loyalty of all the functionaries in the palace.  And he will have you two, second only to him in the kingdom, his eyes and his hands.  When he comes of age there will no longer be a need for a chief advisor.  Until he does come of age, I shall, and I must, rule.  Therefore, we must not wait for the death of King Oskhama to act.  Our plan was to act upon the death of the King, yet I feel now is the time to execute the plans we have been refining these past years.  Now.” 
 
    Sekma was co-sovereign, already installed, and believed her position unassailable.  Her plans regarding the passing of Oskhama were minimal as she had thought carefully and decided no real threat was present from anyone in the kingdom.  After all, the kingdom at large would see her as the embodiment of continuity of rule.  She had reckoned that upon Oskhama’s death the painstaking plans she usually made to ensure security in the kingdom would require less effort than with the passing of King Amun, or even the old Grand Vizier.  She had not reckoned on me. 
 
    I looked at the two gentlemen.  I had told them the time had come.  Wegaf, as always, had no expression.  Ramose, on the other hand, looked apprehensive.  We had discussed this plan of coup many times and now the hour had come upon us.  Did he have pause?  He was a soldier, and unused to the ways of palace intrigue; his life was one of duty and obedience, and now he saw that the part of the coup to which he had agreed would mean rebellion against a living sovereign, Queen Sekma. 
 
    I reminded Ramose of something.  “The oath you took was to me and Prince Rahotep.  Not to Queen Sekma.” 
 
    Ramose sat up straighter.  He was still unhappy, but relieved in remembering that he was breaking no oath. 
 
    I said, “Remember our plan.  We shall need two companies of my Leopards within the palace.  My Lord Colonel, have the Second Company and Fourth Company of the First Battalion return to the palace on separate days.  That will arouse no concern from anyone.  Then the rest of my Leopards will make a night march on the day we decide and arrive at the palace two hours before dawn.  The two companies installed here at the palace will neutralize the palace guard as quietly as possible that night.  And while this is going on…”   
 
    I looked at Wegaf. 
 
    “Mamtuk,” he said simply. 
 
    “Yes,” I said, “and our plan has it that you will need ten of my Leopards with you for that operation.  Are you still in agreement with that number?” 
 
    “Yes, Majesty,” he said.  “I would ask my Lord Colonel to assign ten of his quietest to me.” 
 
    “Assuredly,” said Ramose.  “The Second Company will include ten of my best knife men, the most silent fighters we have.  They will attend you at a moment’s notice.” 
 
    “And I,” I said, “shall attend to the Queen myself, with six of my Leopards and one of Wegaf’s operatives, one with exceptional skill at searching rooms and chambers.  Do you have a name for me, Wegaf?” 
 
    “Yes, Majesty,” he said.  “I have a young man who has proved himself very capable.  Samemdos by name.” 
 
    “Ah, yes.  Samemdos,” I said.  “I know him and admire his abilities.  He and six of my Leopards will accompany me to attend the Queen, then a platoon to approach the front of the Queen’s apartments when the signal is given.” 
 
    “And of course,” said Ramose, “I shall personally tell each of your six precisely the order of how they will treat Queen Sekma when the time comes." 
 
    “Very well,” I said.  “Let us once more go over each detail to ensure that all is ready, all the positions taken and the number of men required.  The timing.  The secondary plans should one part fail.  Then we shall decide on a day.” 
 
    We labored through the rest of the day and into the night, reviewing each detail, each facet of this plan.  This plan I had made, revised, scrapped and restarted, reshaped, and completed in fourteen years of careful thought. 
 
   
  
 



Palace Coup 
 
      
 
    We moved silently along the riverbank, covered lamps in our hands; no light was emitted.  From time to time I would look up at the walls of the palace fearfully.  Had my Leopards secured the guards yet, I wondered for the hundredth time?  Or would an alarm sound, trumpets blare, and guardsmen come surging out to attack a small group found in very suspicious circumstances? 
 
    Ramose had argued with me several times in the previous days.  He liked not the part I would play.  He was almost vehement in demanding that I could not expose my person to danger.  I reminded him that I had nowhere to hide, and danger would be present at all times until we were successful.  I had decided that I, in my own person, would lead the attack on the Queen’s apartments.  I did not want to tell Ramose of the absolute need I felt to confront the Queen at the very moment of her capture, that there were secrets she held that I would not have anyone else discover.  And Sekma herself would present a danger that no one on earth could fathom except me. 
 
    I had discovered on my own the location of the opening to the secret escape tunnel leading from the Queen’s apartments many years before, while I pretended to study architecture.  I led the men to the place by the River, a small and nondescript pile of stones, each stone of a size about that of a human head, large but small enough that a man could lift. 
 
    “You lads!” I whispered urgently, quietly.  “Remove the stones and set them aside.  Silently!  As quiet as death.” 
 
    Two of the soldiers began removing stones that covered the opening, carefully laying them to one side.  Here was an unknown to me – the passage had not been used in some time.  Was it blocked with the silt of many years of the Nile flooding, and impassible?  If so we had to rely on a secondary plan, whereby we would need to approach the Queen’s apartments openly.  That would be a greater risk, as we would need to overcome the guards there and enter the apartments without a warning being raised.  Those guards would know Queen Khametnefer and would delay sounding an alarm – but delay only.  How long a time would we have before the guards at the door closed ranks and refused me entrance?  What alarms would be sounded?  What response ready for us when we did enter?  Yet attack we must and in force. 
 
    One of my Leopards stood up from the opening and leaned over, whispered, “Majesty, there is a passage as you said.  Much mud is on the floor of the passage, but we can crawl through, I am sure.” 
 
    “Good lad,” I replied.  “I shall lead.” 
 
    We entered and uncovered our lamps.  For once my small stature did well for me – I could walk, if bent over almost double.  The men, however, had to crawl on all fours.  Within ten cubits the passage sloped upward and soon we were out of the mud and could stand upright.  The passage angled to the right, as I knew it would, then a sharp left and more climbing.  It became level for many cubits then climbed again, leveled again, then a sharp right with a steep climb; we were now within the walls of the Queen’s apartments.  The floor of the passage leveled for about ten cubits, then came to an abrupt end.  Here it was that my knowledge ended, too.  My error was in thinking the door would be as any other door and I would be able to simply unlatch it and open it.  Yet latch there was none.  The wall itself was plain, unhelpful, unmarked.  I could only see the outline of the brick and stone joints.  How was the door to be opened?  My thoughts flew through all the knowledge I had of the architecture of the palace, seeking clues; I regarded the blank wall as a puzzle that I must solve.  In the dim light I drew forth in my mind the picture of inside the Queen’s audience chamber, the wall in the rear.  My perfect memory allowed me to study the wall as if I were standing inside the audience chamber; I examined the paintings, the decorations, all the markings the wall held.  The measurements I had added to the drawing I had secreted many years before were estimates, no more.  Yet the estimates had a close order of accuracy, I was sure; I had checked and rechecked many times over the years.  It was here.  But how did it open?  My mind’s eye took me again into the Queen’s audience chamber.  I looked at the wall paintings I held in my memory and placed over them the pattern of bricks before me inside the passage.  There the pattern coalesced and I saw the door plainly – from inside the audience chamber.   Then it was I deduced the door was not hinged as most doors, but pivoted in the middle, top to bottom.  Of course!  
 
    “Lads!” I whispered intensely.  “Push here with all your might, but as silently as possible.” 
 
    Two of the men put their shoulders where I indicated and pushed.  Nothing.   
 
    “Three of you this time,” I said.  “And you others, behind them and brace them fast to the wall.” 
 
    Again the men pushed, strained, then we heard the smallest of clicks.  It moved! 
 
    “Again, boys!” I urged. 
 
    This time their straining pushed the door open.  Hinged in the middle as it was the left side went inward while the right side opened outward into the passage. 
 
    “Most silent!” I whispered.  We moved into the dark audience chamber.  Our lamps lit the interior.  No one was there. 
 
    These select few men I had with me had been carefully rehearsed in our next moves.  We had to act as a team, but in total silence, not even whispering.  In the previous days I had assured myself that these men knew what to do, were disciplined and intelligent, and utterly obedient.  We moved to the door of the audience chamber.  Here I carefully, slowly opened the door and peered out into the foyer.  A single guard stood by a lamp.  The slight noise of the door opening caught his attention and he was staring at me as soon as I opened the door.  I kept my composure.  His duty was to guard the main door against intruders, a last stand so to speak, so he was not alarmed at seeing Khametnefer regarding him from the Queen Sekma’s audience chamber.  I smiled at him and crooked my finger at him, beckoning. 
 
    The Queen’s guards were used to seeing Khametnefer occasionally leaving Sekma’s apartments deep in the night.  Many times I had worked until late with the Queen and would be attending her even as her night guard was changed; those newer guards had not seen me enter, yet never questioned me if I should emerge and leave.  This guard in the foyer I had seen many times, knew his name, and had spoken with him on occasion.  He approached as I beckoned. 
 
    “Ah, it is you, Snefuru,” I said in a friendly voice.  “Be so kind as to lay down your spear and dagger.  I would not have them inside the audience chamber.  Then come in here with me, if you please.” 
 
    The guard complied and entered the audience chamber, and was immediately subdued, bound with ropes, a cloth placed over his mouth to prevent him speaking.  
 
    Two of my Leopards hurried down the hall to the chamber of the Queen's ladies-in-waiting, there one was to collect one of the women inside, the other to guard the remainder.  I left two of my Leopards in the foyer as guard then the rest of us moved to our positions.  Two Leopards and Samemdos went to the door of the Queen’s sleeping chamber.  I put my hand to my side where a dagger was held in a small belt round me, drew it forth.  Samemdos opened the door for me then departed to complete the rest of his assignment.  I, holding my dagger in my right hand and the lamp in the left, entered the Queen’s bedchamber. 
 
    There she lay.  Sekma.   
 
    How I had longed for this moment for so many years, to be able to thrust a dagger through her heart as she lay sleeping, before she would be able to wake and speak.  There she lay, an old woman, seemingly fragile and unremarkable.  A deceptive impression, for I knew she was the most remarkable woman I had ever known, the most formidable person in Egypt entire, the most powerful.  And now she lay under my hand.  I approached.  How much pleasure it would be for me to strike her dead this instant.  And would a mere stab be enough, or would years of growing hatred, of accumulated rage flow through me at my victory and cause me to strike again and again, savoring each blow until she was nothing more than a bloody heap of carrion?  I pushed aside the temptation and my hatred. 
 
    “Wake, my mother,” I said, loudly. 
 
    She opened her eyes instantly, yet without the startled expression one would expect, no jerking of the muscles, no reaching and flailing of arms, no cry of alarm.  She merely regarded me steadily.  I kept my distance, ready to lunge and strike should the need call for it. 
 
    “Khametnefer,” she acknowledged me, quite unperturbed.  She seemed to have instantly grasped what had happened.  “It appears, my dear, that you have the upper hand.” 
 
    “Yes, my mother,” I replied.  “I would ask that you oblige me and sit up with hands in lap.” 
 
    “And if I refuse?” 
 
    “My mother, I would not have a simple guardsman touch your person, but I shall order one to do so this instant if I must.  I must have your hands bound.  Please sit up.” 
 
    “Are you so fearful of me, my daughter, that you feel the need to bind me so?” 
 
    “Yes, my mother,” I replied honestly.  “I am fearful of you.  Most fearful.  And I would take this precaution, as you yourself taught me so many times over the years.  Precaution in the least detail.” 
 
    She rose and sat on the edge of her bed as I asked.  Her eyes held mine as they had done so many times over the years with a gaze that could captivate and hold anyone in terror.  I was waiting for her to speak.  At first she did not.  I guessed that she wanted to hear my next words to best judge how to react.  I stayed quiet.  Yet the moment dragged on and at last she broke her own silence. 
 
    “I shall not ask absurd questions such as why you are doing this or what is to become of me, or to protest the injustice,” she said.  “In fact, what has happened has been a possibility I have contemplated over the years.  Yet I confess I am surprised nonetheless.” 
 
    Again I said nothing.  I knew she wanted to draw me out into conversation, but I held my silence for a time, my eyes never leaving hers, watching for the least movement she would make.  I would speak with her, but not at this moment, not while she was unbound.  There was too much to do first.  Within a moment a Leopard returned with one of the ladies-in-waiting, one I had specifically asked the guards to bring.      
 
    “My mother, if you please, allow the Lady Kamata to bind your wrists,” I said.  Here was a possible danger, that Sekma had secreted about herself a weapon, possibly a poisoned needle or a dagger beneath her pillow.  I could not take the chance of approaching her too closely to bind her myself so I had to use another to do the binding. 
 
    The Queen sat quietly as Kamata tied her hands behind her back.   
 
    “Remember, Kamata,” the Queen said, looking at her lady, “that I shall not forget or forgive your part in this, even if you do so under duress.” 
 
    Kamata kept silent, finished her task, departed.  I said not a word as Sekma and I stared at each other, gauging, reckoning.  I saw that yet again she wanted to speak, but she stayed mute.  After a time Samemdos entered.  He nodded to me.  This nod told me he had searched the rest of the apartments and found no danger. 
 
    “Very good, Samemdos,” I said.  “Please wait here with the Queen.” 
 
    Samemdos stood opposite the Queen, short sword in hand.  This was one of the facets of our plan, that he alone would guard the Queen during these next vital moments.  I wanted no other in the room with her, as I knew her force of personality and her ability to overawe, to influence.  I needed someone as cold-blooded as Mamtuk to watch her.  Samemdos was such a man.  For the next step I needed most of my small squad of Leopards to be with me.  I gathered them up with my eyes and we left and proceeded to the front door.  I opened the door cautiously, slightly, so that only I would be seen.  Four of the Queen’s guardsmen were outside as I had presumed they would be.  They turned at the opening of the door and looked at me curiously.  Nothing out of the ordinary, they would think, except that it was but a few hours before dawn and rather late for Queen Khametnefer to have remained in Queen Sekma’s apartment.  I called one. 
 
    “Torbak, is that you?” 
 
    “Yes, Majesty.  May I help you?” 
 
    “Yes, you may,” I said.  “You will find Lord Colonel Ramose in the next courtyard with some of his men.  Go to him and inform him that Queen Khametnefer presents her compliments and requests an escort, there’s a good lad.” 
 
    He trotted off quite unsuspecting that he was bearing the code words I had set as a signal for Ramose.  If Torbak had been one of my Leopards he would under no circumstances have left his post unless ordered by an officer in direct chain of command over him; however I knew that the palace guard did not have the same training as my Leopards – this lack of discipline on the part of the palace guard was included in our planning.  Off Torbak went.  I stood outside the door with the remainder of the Queen’s guard and listened carefully.  Silence.  A good sign in that it told me of Colonel Ramose’ success.  Had his two companies of my Leopards – three hundred men – not been able to secure each of the guard posts quietly I was sure I would hear noise of a fight from some direction.  Nothing was to be heard.  I went back inside the Queen’s apartments and bolted the door, stood inside the foyer with four of my Leopards.  They were ready to fight if things went the wrong way.  I knew they would fight to the death.  I hoped it would not come to that.  We waited. 
 
    I thought and thought.  It could not have been this easy.  What had I forgotten?  Where was the error in the plans?  When shall I know of my mistakes?  It could not have been this easy. 
 
    After a time a knock came on the door and I heard Colonel Ramose shout. 
 
    “The dawn looks to be clear,” he said.  Our signal. 
 
    I opened the door.  Ramose stood, a smile was on his face. 
 
    “My Lord Colonel!” I exclaimed, genuinely relieved after many hours of tension.  Impulsively I embraced him but backed away before he could return it. 
 
    We spent many moments discussing the organizing and the securing of our gains.  He quickly told me of his part.  His men had subdued the palace, starting with Sethank, the captain of the palace guard.  There was a small fight in which Sethank and several of his officers were killed, then the two companies of Leopards spread out throughout the palace and, by stealth, had captured the rest of the palace guard.  The Queen’s own guards outside her apartments were captured without loss of life on either side.  This was gladsome news.   
 
    “And Wegaf?” I asked.  
 
    “Majesty, here we have bad news.  Wegaf entered Mamtuk’s chambers and stabbed with his dagger.  Yet Mamtuk rose and thrust a porcupine’s quill into Wegaf’s arm.  The quill contained some sort of poison and Wegaf died quickly and in great suffering.  Mamtuk died of the first wound soon after.” 
 
    “This is bad news,” I said.  Yet I did not tell Ramose that part of me thought the news not so bad.  I had been wondering what to do with Wegaf.  A spy is not the most trustworthy of subordinates, and a double spy less so. 
 
    “This is a loss for us all,” I continued, “yet I am elated that so few had to die.  Excellent, my Lord Colonel.  I would talk with you more before I see the Queen.” 
 
    More news arrived as we were speaking.  The four battalions of my Leopards were on the outskirts of the city and would arrive precisely at the expected time.  I glowed with exultation and looked at Ramose with joy. 
 
    “My Lord, your leadership is second to none!” I cried, then, “We must speak soon.  But now you must away to take command of the entire brigade.  My gallant Lord Colonel, you have made this day a success.” 
 
    He looked exhilarated at how well we had managed and at my praise for him.  He stood and bowed. 
 
    “Your Majesty, this night you have won a superb victory.” 
 
    “Through your efforts, brave Lord Ramose,” I replied.  He left to join his men. 
 
    Now I needed to speak with Sekma.  I went to her bedchamber and asked Samemdos to leave us.  I sat across from her.  She looked steadily at me, her strength of will as strong as ever, undefeated in her defeat.  I began. 
 
    “My mother, we have captured all the palace and the King’s city will be ours by day break.” 
 
    Again, she was completely unperturbed.  “Hmf.  Forgive me if I am not jubilant.  However, you may find this success of yours to be temporary.  All things in this world are temporary except death.  You may learn this too late, to your discomfiture.” 
 
    “I am sure you are right, my mother,” I replied.  “However, I must try.” 
 
    “Try?” she asked contemptuously.  “Try?  Was my teaching so inadequate that you would merely try?” 
 
    “My mother, I beg you to pardon me, but I shall not debate semantics with you,” I said.   
 
    I studied her carefully, her face, her eyes, her body.  I would watch every movement of every part of her that I could see.  It was most important for me to know her thoughts at this most critical time, to gauge when she told truth or falsehood, to discern the feelings in her heart.    
 
    “Surprised I may have been,” she said, “but did you think that I left you entirely out of my calculations?  That I did not contemplate the possibility of your treachery?  That I would always have a secondary plan?” 
 
    “Yes, my mother.  Your plan was to have Wegaf kill me immediately should he suspect me of treasonable activities.” 
 
    I saw the merest hint of dismay.  She had not known that I had learned this.  But Sekma was Sekma, and now seeing that I knew of her plan for me she would not pretend otherwise.  Yet she had to know the details.  
 
    “And how did you find this out?” she asked. 
 
    “Why, Wegaf himself told me.” 
 
    Her eyes widened by the smallest fraction as she realized I had suborned her own spy.  I saw it. 
 
    “So,” she said slowly, “Wegaf is now your creature.” 
 
    I debated within my heart.  It would be dangerous to tell her anything that could possibly be of use to her.  I decided not to tell her that Wegaf was dead.  She would learn later, but not now at this critical moment. 
 
    “And Mamtuk,” I said, “is now dead, as well as Sethank.” 
 
    Again I studied her carefully.  The slightest sagging of her shoulders told me all, that she had no plans regarding me other than have Wegaf assassinate me if I proved to be perfidious. 
 
    “Well, my dear,” she said with deliberation, “I would be proud of your success had I not been the victim.  Now, what would you have of me?  If killing me were all you had in mind I would think I would be dead now.  I know you, Khametnefer.  You are not one to gloat.  You want something of me, do you not?” 
 
    I would never be glib enough or have the wit to defeat her in a word game, so I believed I could do no worse than to come to the point. 
 
    “My mother, you once told me of a plan, a chart of persons whom you would have mate, that their offspring would supplant the royals of Egypt.  I would ask you, kindly give me this chart.”   
 
    “And what would you do with this chart, my daughter?  Burn it?” she asked. 
 
    That was precisely what I intended, yet I did not tell her this.  I wanted to burn these plans before my very eyes, and then take the ashes and grind them in my hands, and then throw the ashes to the four winds, so thoroughly I wanted these plans to disappear from the world forever.  Yet I said not this. 
 
    “There are only two things I would do, my mother, either burn the chart or use it; follow it as a guide to continue your plans for the royal house of Egypt.  My mother, you told me once that you and I alone knew of the existence of your plans, that you did not trust anyone on earth with this secret.  And that you worried so, that our people would not accept the throne being taken over by hybrids, so that the secret must be kept safe.  If you would have this plan taken to completion you would have to trust someone to take up the task and you said that task was to be mine.  Will you give the chart to me?” 
 
    She looked at me calmly, said, “I do not wish to give it to anyone.” 
 
    “My mother,” I said, “I know I could take this palace apart brick by brick and never find the chart of your breeding plan should you wish it not to be found.  However, I feel you would not want this list found by anyone else and would have it destroyed first.  Yet I also feel you would want the plan followed, and by me, no one else.  Either way I choose, burn it or follow it, I feel you would help me now.” 
 
    The Queen smiled her old, cunning smile.   
 
    “The chart is in my head and nowhere else,” she said. 
 
    I could detect no lie on her face.  I decided it must be true, however I needed to leave a door open in case I was not successful in reading her and she had in fact lied. 
 
    “Very well, my mother,” I said.  “If that is where you keep it, then think on this.  If the list dies with you, then it will never be put to use.  That case would be the same as if I burned it myself.  If, however, you write it out and give it me I would be able to act on it and follow your plan.” 
 
    “I choose to give it to no one,” she said with force.  “You dare to so casually brush me aside, then deal with the consequences!” 
 
    She would either tell me if there were a written plan, or not tell me, or write it out, or not write it out.  Nothing I could do would produce that plan.  She would give it me or not, that was all.  I left it at that.  We both saw this exchange as having ended.  I fell silent.  Sekma was never one to dwell on matters that could not be carried onward; she merely asked something on a different note. 
 
    “And how long have you been planning this, my dear?” 
 
    I knew that I must speak only what was needful, that anything I said to her now could be twisted, or used later to her advantage, or, or – who knew what?  Yet I could not prevent myself.  A torrent that had been dammed inside me for more than half my life broke free.  My tongue took on a life of its own. 
 
    “Many years, my mother.  Many years I have planned this day, from the time you decided to mate my son to Princess Qara, from the time my son was no more than a babe.  And I saw how I was no more than a brood dam for your plans to remedy the ail of the royal family, and my son no better.  Yet he is my child!  Perhaps you have something other than blood in your veins and look upon your offspring as things to be used and judged, if this one or that would serve your purpose or must be eliminated as quickly as a broken pot is cast off by the potter.  I do not have this blood in my veins.  You are my grandmother, yes, yet I would not callously cast out my son if he did not serve.  He is my child!  To the last ounce of my strength, to the last drop of my blood I would defend him from anyone, from the entire world, from all the gods if it came to it.  And I saw you as his chief danger, that you would have him casually killed if he did not measure up to your high standards.  It was from you above all others that I needed to defend him.  For you, the sympathy that I have for my own son may seem a weakness, unenlightened, secondary to higher schemes.  I care not for your opinion if it were not in matters that affect my son!  And he I would defend to my death.  That, my mother, is why I planned this coup over many, many years, that he would never know that you are the one he should fear, that you would make him live in dread his every waking moment.” 
 
    We were quiet for a time.  She did not rebut what I said, yet I knew she thought I was a failure, one who had not lived up to her expectations after all, one who could not see the need for Egypt.  After many moments she spoke. 
 
    “And what now for me?” she asked. 
 
    “You, my mother,” I said, “will issue a decree of abdication.  You will step down from your role as co-sovereign and beg the King’s Council leave to retire.” 
 
    She laughed heartily.  “I?  I shall abdicate?  And how do you expect me to comply?  Will you torture me to do your bidding?” 
 
    “My mother, if there was one thing I learned at your feet, it is that torture is a waste of time.  The decree in your name will go forward.  I do not need you to make it all of your own.  You will not write it.  You will not seal it.  You will not read it.  You will not even be present when the decree is read.” 
 
    She mused for a bit.  “If you think you will insert yourself onto the King’s Council, you must think again.  They will never accept you.” 
 
    “I think they will.” 
 
    “And how are you so sure, Khametnefer?” 
 
    “Such a question, my mother!  Have you not had your own way with the kingdom all these many years?  And did you not know in what manner everyone in the kingdom complied with your wishes?  Force.  That is all.  Raw force.  I remember that time not long ago when I saw you in the Vizier’s audience chamber, as you announced your co-sovereignty with King Oskhama.  Your officers of the guard surrounded you, their spears in their hands.  That is why the councilors accepted you then.  This is why they will accept me now.” 
 
    “So you think,” she asked, “that might makes right?” 
 
    “As always, my mother.  As it ever has in this world.” 
 
    “Khametnefer, my dear daughter,” she said, “you have prevailed over me.  You have proved to be an apt pupil, beyond, oh, so far beyond my expectations.  I would be proud of you had circumstances been different, so pardon me if I do not congratulate you.  For all your intelligence, however, your woes have only begun!  I say you lack the skills to lead this kingdom!  You lack the skills of kingship; you have too much simpering sentiment, too ready to forgive, too ready to seek compromise.  You are not Sekma!  You do not have my force of will.  You can never lead this land as I have.” 
 
    “Yet, I must try,” I said.   
 
    Her look of contempt repeated to me her opinion of my word “try”.  She thought for a moment, a knowing smile on her face. 
 
    “You will find,” she said, “it will not be as easy to convince the King’s Council to accept you as their advisor as you now think.  Raw force will not be enough.  Take a platoon of guards with you to the council chamber when you make this proclamation, take a company, take an entire regiment, and you will still find the gentlemen of the council reluctant to accept you.  There is more to kingship than raw force.  You are not Sekma!  I could have told you that a successful coup is easy.  Well?  Did it not feel easy for you?  But it is the keeping of your winnings afterward that will be difficult.  You will find it more troublesome to stay in power than merely grab power, much more troublesome than you would imagine.” 
 
    I had listened to her words carefully.  Was that a veiled threat or an honest opinion? 
 
    “Yet, I must try,” I said once again. 
 
    “Enough, then,” she said brusquely.  “This conversation grows tedious.”  She straightened, composed herself, the dignity of a true queen settled upon her once again, and she continued calmly, “Do, then, what must be done, and without delay.  I am ready.” 
 
    “Exile,” I said simply. 
 
    “Exile?” 
 
    “Yes, my mother.  I have prepared a small estate for you.  There you will spend the remainder of your days.” 
 
    She paused for a moment – she had been expecting a sentence of death, not life – but she remained Sekma to the last, and defiantly replied, “The remainder of my days, eh?  Do not expect me to kiss your feet in gratitude!  So you would spare my life – for the moment.    I expect you will discover, far too late, that keeping me alive is much more dangerous than you imagine.  Sekma alive in Egypt will be more perilous to you than a cobra in your bedchamber.  You will never see the serpent until you feel her sting!” 
 
    There was nothing more for us to say to each other. 
 
    “My mother,” I said, “I would enjoy sitting with you and talking on many things, but I must away and see to other matters.  Be so kind as to obey those sent to attend you.  Their orders are to kill you without hesitation should you act other than what they would of you.  I apologize, but the Lady Kamata will be ordered to place a cloth over your mouth.  Now I must away.” 
 
    I rose and – to her great surprise – bent to kiss her cheek.  
 
    “I bid you good journey, my mother,” I said. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I had viewed our tomb many times over the years.  I had seen the halls carved from the living rock, I had watched as they were gradually hollowed, deep inside the hill, the rough-hewn walls smoothed, then covered with plaster, then the decorations, paintings, and the hieroglyphs added – a suite of chambers for King Oskhama and a smaller suite for me, the Queen Consort.    Yet on this day it seemed that I saw them all for the first time.  Now I felt deep inside me that here would rest Oskhama’s bones throughout eternity.  Now, in his sarcophagus chamber, I looked at the artwork and the wall paintings in a new light, and they went to my heart.  One painting showed Oskhama and me standing next to each other.  Oskhama had never stood on his own feet throughout his life entire, yet here we stood, my hand on his shoulder, his arm round my waist, a fond and happy couple.  The next showed a loving family, where Oskhama sat upright and was holding the infant Rahotep in his arms as I sat nearby looking on.  The next showed Oskhama sitting on the throne, greeting foreign ambassadors.  Then a scene had Oskhama standing tall, smiting his enemies with a club. 
 
    Oskhama, an infant who never grew up, a prince to whom the gods denied a mind, a noble who never had the strength to stand upright, a king without power used by others in their games of rule and command, a man who had never touched me as a husband touches his wife.  All these scenes, all these paintings were of a life stolen from him at birth.  And this theft of a life I felt deep within me, and I thought of what his true life had been, of nurses feeding him as if he were a babe, of servants changing his soiled clothing and cleaning him as he could never clean himself, of attendants doing for him the slightest trifle that the rest of us do not think an effort.  I thought, if I were a mere householder and Oskhama had been my son, would I have set him adrift in the River, or would I have nurtured him over the years, knowing his life would have been one of day-to-day misery?  I could not say which way would have been the kinder for Oskhama, to let him live a wretched life, or to have him die as a baby.  But I was a mother and had the mother’s instinct and, kindness or no, I do not think I would have set him adrift, but would have devoted my life to caring for him.  Would I have been wrong to obey the mother’s instinct? 
 
    Now I thought of my own son, Rahotep, and how for many years I bent all my strength for his safety, and now he was King of Egypt.  Was his life stolen at birth, too?  He was born a prince and heir, to privilege and wealth, to authority and rule, and as such his life was never his own.  His life was planned for him; expectations of him were assumed; his schooling was extensive and unrelenting, with hardly any time left for him to be a child; he was intensively trained in the art of court intrigue and the subtleties of rule, never to trust anyone, alert for poisoners and assassins, not even to take so much as a stroll without a bodyguard.  And now that he was king, and faced a lifetime of hard work and constant vigilance, was he sovereign over his people or their most abject slave?   
 
    My thoughts turned to my own childhood, living in a tiny house, my entire family working together for our daily life, every day a day of toil.  Yet we were content, happy, almost carefree, never weighing our words or trying to assess dangers as we worked side by side.  We had nothing of value, nothing worth a robber’s slightest regard, nothing that a neighbor would covet, except for the love we had for each other and the pleasure we took in our own company.  My childhood was serene and untroubled.  Yet from this life I was plucked against my will and thrust into a disturbing, evil world.  And now that I was an adult, privilege and wealth held no fascination for me, power and command were hateful to me.   Was my life stolen from me as well? 
 
    Life on life on life, and within each life a striving, a search for something one hopes will bring a little joy and light into this darksome world.  Yet lives are given a certain time, then an end comes for us all, joy or no, and all our lives are at the very last stolen from us finally and forever.  Oskhama’s coffin was placed inside the sarcophagus, the cover sealed.  I rested my hand on top of the sarcophagus for a moment.  
 
    “Sleep, my husband,” I said. 
 
   
  
 



The King’s Council 
 
      
 
    Nyserra was troubled.   
 
    “You are simply replacing one evil with another,” she said fervently.   
 
    She paced back and forth before me.  I had never seen her pace before now.  I had never seen her this agitated.  Moment by moment I watched the disquiet in her grow. 
 
    “I care not for that accursed Diadem!” she almost shouted.  “I want it not for me!  But, oh Kham!  You are keeping it for yourself.  Do you not see this as wrong?  We all had hoped – oh, how we had hoped! – that when Sekma was overthrown there would be a new freedom in Egypt.  But it was not to be!  Again, we have a Queen who rules all, and woe to those who object.  And now you are detaining your own ministers – when will it be that you start executing them, too?  And now you want to announce your co-sovereignty with Rahotep, and not simply pull strings from out of sight, as you have been doing.  You want your rule openly acknowledged, just as Sekma had.  You want to have the Cobra Diadem placed on your head at a session of the King’s Council, just as Sekma did.  You must not, Kham!  You must not!  Cast it into the River, I beg you.  Into the River!  But do not wear it, Kham!  Do not wear it!” 
 
    The discontent within her had taken her entirely even as I watched.  She stood now, fists clenched, trembling as she stared at the floor. 
 
    I began to speak.  “The Cobra Diadem is – ” 
 
    “Khaaaaaam!” she screamed, crouched over, fists on either side of her head, shuddering.   
 
    She was close to weeping.  She knew what I would say, that the Diadem was a symbol of the Queen’s power.  It was this very power I sought that caused her distress.  I approached her, reaching for her, wanting to take her into my arms.  When one of my hands went to her shoulder she jerked herself and backed away. 
 
    “Do not touch me, Kham,” she said, her voice thick with passion. 
 
    “Beloved, I – ” 
 
    “Do not call me so, Kham!  Do not!  Oh, where will this all end?  Why cannot it be as before with us?” she said, her voice less loud but not less impassioned.  “Would that you were my Kham again and things were as they were before you became this – this – ” 
 
    “Soon, Nyserra.  Soon” 
 
    “How soon?” she demanded.  “I believed you after you arrested Sekma, and you said ‘soon’.  I believed you at King Oskhama’s funeral, and you said ‘soon’.  And I believed you six months ago, at Rahotep’s coronation. Again you said ‘soon’.” 
 
    “Nyserra, as I said before, there was much more to do than I had anticipated.  As quickly as one problem is solved another springs up.  I need to – ”  
 
    “And another problem will spring up,” she said, at first quietly, then with growing urgency.  “And another after that, and another, and another, without end!  Kham, you will always be Queen if you can!  You will always desire to keep rule for yourself.  You will never step down.  You have become intoxicated with power!” 
 
    “That is unjust, Nyserra,” I said.  “I cannot simply walk away and leave Rahotep and you exposed to hidden danger, and danger lurks everywhere.” 
 
    “Oh, Kham!  A mere justification!  You cannot protect us both from any harm for our entire lives.  Living itself is a risk.  You cannot be Mother Goddess to us both, and even Isis herself cannot protect us from the end of all things.  Kham, I beg you, I beseech you!  Lay down your office.  Let there be rule of law!” 
 
    Rule of law.  That was the new jingo.  Rule of law.  It rolled off the tongue pleasingly.  Those who said it felt themselves wise and benevolent.  Those who heard it felt themselves optimistic and confident.  Did they know exactly what it encompassed?  For those who uttered it, would they be able to explain in detail what they meant?  To those who heard it and nodded knowingly, did they know what labors and suffering must go into making a land where rule of law prevailed?  That it would be years of gradual transition?  The jingo had been whispered here and there for months, and now I had heard the jingo taken up by this and that demagogue.  I knew that soon this jingo would become a voice round which others would rally, a battle cry.  And if the movement were in the hands of the wrong demagogue, all would be swept away, including my Rahotep, and my Nyserra.  I had tried many times to explain this to her, to no avail. 
 
    “Do you know what you are called behind your back?” she asked, her voice almost choking.  “You are called ‘the new Sekma’.” 
 
    Tasima’s very words had come back to haunt me. 
 
    Now she was indeed weeping, her voice ragged, and she said, “Oh, Kham, my dearest.  Let’s run!  Let’s run away from this.  I love you, Kham, but I cannot bear this anymore.  I cannot bear what you are becoming.  You are changing, my love, changing into someone I do not know, someone I do not understand.  Please!  Let us leave all this and run.” 
 
    How I longed to do just that.  How I wanted to simply run away and live in peace with Nyserra, and we would quietly live out our lives as mere subjects.  How to explain to her why I could not.  There was nothing I could say.  I stood silent. 
 
    Nyserra turned and left, doing her best to stifle her crying. 
 
    *** 
 
    Within months after the palace coup my husband King Oskhama died, and during that period before his death and the following ninety days it took to mummify his body I was far busier than at any time I had ever worked with Sekma.  For over forty years Sekma had been Egypt herself; very few in the kingdom could remember a time without her.  And she had been despised and feared.  Yet there was a certainty in life under Sekma, a fixed routine, a permanency, knowledge of security and order, even if without rule of law.  Now she was gone, and to where no one could say.  Regardless of the announcement of her “retirement”, no one in the kingdom believed she had voluntarily stepped down – nor had I expected anyone to do so – but everyone played the game and spoke as if she did.  The location of her exile was secret and most people simply assumed that she had been put to death, and I did not rebut this assumption.  But Sekma had been such a force in the kingdom that when she disappeared there was a disorder and confusion such as I had never seen before.  I, Ramose, and Samemdos toiled from morning to night, day after day, working to contain disruptions within the realm.  Where Sekma always had plans in place should an important personage be taken from the scene, I had none – I could not make such plans while Sekma ruled.  So the three of us toiled late into the night and would stop only when exhaustion overtook us, then rise the next day and continue.  At times Ramose was gone for weeks, taking a company of my Leopards here or a battalion there, quelling disturbances before they could come to armed revolt.  And Samemdos needed help to consolidate his grip over the informants.  Many of Mamtuk’s operatives seemed to have melted away upon the death of Mamtuk and were impossible to find.  I was starved of information.  Samemdos and I had to reestablish lines of intelligence, a most vital commodity if a kingdom were to be run. 
 
    And Sekma was right about the King’s Council.  They did not accept me as readily as I thought they would.  Guards or no, there was much clamoring and shouting at many meetings of the Council.  In my naïveté I had thought that the ministers were sufficiently cowed, that they would simply accept the new regime.  Yet they only knew me as Sekma’s lieutenant, that my power was from her, that my dictates were Sekma’s and not my own.  And now that Sekma was gone why should they heed this upstart? this girl? this puppet of an overthrown tyrant?  In meeting after meeting I had to raise my voice to be heard.  Sekma had built up her power over many years, quietly, carefully, and in each undertaking she had sufficient backing to put through her schemes.  It had been a slow awakening to the kingdom, a subtle elevation of Sekma as supreme monarch, King or no, over many years.  Yet now I suddenly thrust myself upon them – there were no years of conditioning for them to accept Khametnefer.  And I was no Sekma.  She had that certain air of rule, of intimidation and persuasiveness at the same time.  She had force of personality, of will.  She had a charisma, that mystique of leadership that would capture an entire room of nobles and make them silent without her needing to utter a single word.  Again and again I remembered Sekma’s warning; I was no Sekma. 
 
    For months the meetings of the King’s Council were rancorous and unproductive.  Much needed work had been neglected while inane squabbling took place, which caused more and more council meetings to be convened if only to catch up with the work.  My intentions had been to be just and respectful in my dealings with the ministers and to allow debate and open dialog within the confines of the council chamber.  Idealistically I believed that if they saw they had freedom of debate then the discussions would be with courtesy, with a view to the good of the kingdom.  Sekma had always despised idealism as a mere impediment to practicality; reluctantly I saw she was right again.  Idealistic it was for me to try to allow freedom to a people who had never experienced freedom.     
 
    Sekma also had the uncanny talent of running a council meeting without even being present.  Agenda and subject matter and discussions were always along the lines she set forth.  And she had a way of getting the councilors to have constructive discussions on needful matters; she never discouraged debates having to do with the mere mechanisms of running the kingdom.  If a councilor suggested that the left path was faster than the right, Sekma would take the left path and thank that gentleman.  The politics of the kingdom, however, were different, and she allowed absolutely no opposition. Opposition and objection are similar, but not the same thing.  Sekma seemed to know how to steer the councilors, and they came to know in what manner to put forth objections when an alternative course was the better one; but no one ever opposed her policies.  I had to admit, I may have had intelligence, but Sekma had wisdom.  
 
    So now I would sit before the King’s Council, in my own person, guards standing behind me, in meeting after meeting listening to absurd quibbling and shameless self-promotion, and ill-disguised disparagement of policy.  The guards surrounding me seemed unnoticed by the councilors as those gentlemen hurled reckless criticisms this way and that.  I almost despaired of getting any real work done for the kingdom and wondered how it was that the efficient body that complemented Sekma’s rule had devolved into a rabble of pretentious boors.  Over many meetings they became more brash and less respectful, for all the world as if they were little boys testing to see how far they could push a schoolmaster before retribution was meted out, simply because I allowed them free rein.  I then began to notice something.  The loudest and most backbiting of the ministers seemed friendly with the Grand Vizier, Prince Kenrotep.  Those ministers who seemed sincere and were usually respectful at the meetings were not.  I began to watch Kenrotep in a new light.  A day came when I clearly saw the pattern. 
 
    On that particular day I had put forth a request for the councilors to select a group to administer a reorganization of the army.  I saw in the eyes of one of the more avaricious ministers a look of delight.  He saw a grand opportunity to enlarge his treasure by dipping into the gold that would flow during the reorganization.  I was quite irritated by this brazen display of greed so I suggested certain names of those councilors I thought best fitted for the task, leaving his name out.  The Vizier shot me a baneful look.  This was his province, of choosing the ministers that serve on various tasks such as this; those members he would choose would be beholden to him and would slip him a portion of the graft.  The Vizier liked not my interference.  Within a moment Karomun, a wealthy commoner and experienced minister of many years, got to his feet.  The merest flick of his eyes toward Kenrotep told me all.  Kenrotep had put him up to what was about to come; the schoolboys were about to take another step, were about to see how much farther they could push the schoolmaster.  Master Karomun crossed his arms as he stood and looked at me defiantly. 
 
    “You, madam, are Queen Mother, and only Queen Mother,” he said.  “You have no official standing in this council.  I would respectfully request of your Majesty to resign your unofficial status as advisor to this body.” 
 
    So Karomun took his cues from Kenrotep.  So Kenrotep was the one behind the disruptive council meetings.  The words of Sekma returned to me, “When trouble emerges where no trouble existed before, you will find a troublemaker,” she had said.  “Weeds must be pulled up by the roots or they will spread.”  I had my troublemaker:  Kenrotep.  Now to determine the names of the other weeds.  Several could be guessed, beginning with Karomun, yet all the roots needed to be found and pulled.  Better hope of success would be to pull every one of them simultaneously.  For that I needed more information than I had. 
 
    But this man before me had shown gross disrespect in attempting to put me in my place, loftily reminding me I was no more than Queen Mother.  My experiment in allowing open discussion was a failure.  The freedoms I had allowed the King’s Council rebounded into my face; the councilors had been growing bolder over time as they saw no swift reaction from me for their negative remarks.  So this Karomun thought he could push a bit more and become openly disrespectful.  That was another basket of fish altogether.  No monarch could afford to ignore such insolent words, not for a day, not for an hour.  Even as the words left his lips I rose and pointed at him. 
 
    “Arrest Master Karomun!” I cried.  The corporal of my guard drew his sword and advanced toward the minister, seized his arm, and led him out of the audience chamber.  Stunned silence reigned. 
 
    “This council is adjourned and will meet when I make summons and no sooner,” I said.  “Now disperse.  Leave.  At once!” 
 
    Never before in the history of Egypt had a member of the King’s Council been arrested during session.    
 
    Sekma had never needed advisors in the broad sense of the word, as in someone to give her counsel.  Her advisors were simply conveyors of information.  Sekma would listen to opinions as merely a means of refining the information given, and from this information she formulated policy.  But I was not Sekma.  How I needed someone to give me wise advice now.  How I needed Sekma at my shoulder scolding me, nagging me, pushing me to think in a different direction.  What was I now to do with this Master Karomun?  What was the example I had given to the others when I had him arrested during the council meeting?  The right example?  Or a horribly bad one?  While Sekma ruled there were cases over the years of council members who opposed her policies.  Those gentlemen had a way of quietly disappearing forever – lessons to be learned by the others – so my first inclination was to have Master Karomun’s head in a basket as a new lesson.  I had a cynical thought pass through my heart that I had so much blood on my hands now that another head would not make much difference.  But I quickly pushed that thought away.  That course was too extravagant.  I remembered he owned a farm upriver, so I decided to have him banished there, never to leave on pain of death. 
 
    But what to do for the two larger questions?  How to uproot the weeds causing the disruption?  How to have productive and respectful meetings of the King’s Council?  I needed intelligence from Samemdos’ operatives to find the weeds.  For the other question of respect and productivity I thought of Sekma.   
 
    For the first question I asked Samemdos to attend me. 
 
    “How much do we know of the recent movements of the Grand Vizier, Prince Kenrotep?” I asked him. 
 
    “Very little, Majesty,” he told me frankly.  “We are short-handed as you know.  I do know he has a small circle of ministers with him frequently, and he visits Queen Qara’s apartments often.” 
 
    “We will need to have more information about him and also about the ministers in his clique,” I said, keeping to myself my misgivings over the visits to Nyserra.   “Do we have any operatives at his estate?”   
 
    Kenrotep had a vast estate on the River two days by boat from the city, almost twelve iteru in distance by royal measure.  This estate held hundreds of retainers, servants, and slaves.  There were histories written of nobles in the distant past who had revolted against their kings and had used the servants of their estates as warriors.  I felt it would only be prudent for us to know what was happening on Kenrotep’s holdings.   
 
    “None, Majesty,” he said.  “There was one, but he seems to have vanished when your mother Queen Sekma – ah – retired.” 
 
    “You will need to insert one or more, as quickly as possible,” I replied. 
 
    “Yes, Majesty.  I have already undertaken an operation to do so.” 
 
    “Excellent, Samemdos,” I said, happy with his efficiency.  “I should have known you would take the initiative.  Now, about watching Kenrotep here at the palace: We need as many of your people as can be spared, as many operatives as you can muster.”  
 
    “Yes, Majesty,” he replied.  “May I point out, however, it would be difficult to have enough operatives to watch him at all times, and should we do that we would be neglecting intelligence in other needed directions.  However, we may be able to get the most pertinent intelligence with a single operative.” 
 
    “Oh?  That would be quite a task, do you not think, Samemdos?” 
 
    “Majesty, I was thinking of asking the Lady Kamata.” 
 
    The old proverb says like goes to like.   Mamtuk, and Wegaf, and now Samemdos knew how to find others who had their own odd proclivities, their subtle inclinations, their deep satisfaction in intrigue for its own sake, a pleasure in spying on others, a joy in subterfuge.  I would call that joy childish were it not for the monstrous things they were quite willing to do.  It was Mamtuk who had recruited Lady Kamata.  It was Wegaf who suborned her into my service shortly before Sekma was overthrown.  It was Kamata who bound the Queen’s wrists with her own hands.  And now she reported to Samemdos.  I knew a little of her.  I asked Samemdos to have her attend me. 
 
    Since the time I came to court I knew that Queen Sekma always had two or three ladies-in-waiting who actually reported to Mamtuk.  Their talents lay in getting information from men by becoming those men’s lovers.  Over the years Mamtuk would find new and young replacements when needed; Lady Kamata was a recent addition; her ambition knew no bounds.  Kamata would without qualm sleep with any man if she wanted to draw information from him, and make him think all along that she came to him willingly, that she was genuinely attracted to him.  She was quite ready to pleasure a man until he was beside himself with passion, then slip a blade between his ribs.  And now she stood before me, her languid eyes gazing back at mine.  She had a sultry and provocative face, one that would cause lust and desire to spring up inside any man who regarded her.  I was no less affected; I felt stirrings within my loins at the mere sight of her, and I could see she knew that I was affected.  I knew she would have slept with me, too, regardless of her own private inclinations had Sekma so ordered her, and I knew Kamata would have made my night with her a night of ecstasy, and she would have busily reported my every word and deed the next day, or placed poison in my wine that very night.  A most beautiful and a most dangerous plaything she was.  And she loved her work. 
 
    “And you are quite sure you understand all that is required of you?” I asked her, after a lengthy discussion with her and Samemdos. 
 
    “Yes, Majesty,” she answered, her voice low and rich. 
 
    “Very well.  If all goes as planned you will be well rewarded,” I said.  “Do not come directly to me, but see Samemdos often.” 
 
    “I hear and obey, your Majesty.”  She bowed and left.  When the door closed I turned to Samemdos.   
 
    “Is she trustworthy?” I asked. 
 
    This seemed an odd question to Samemdos.  “Why, not in the least, Majesty,” he said.   
 
    I left it at that.  Only he and she understood their strange world. 
 
    “Samemdos, I will tell you a thing that no one other may hear, except Lord Ramose, and that thing is that we must consider Prince Kenrotep our enemy.  However, we cannot act until we know completely what he is up to and who is with him.  At this time we are in too much ignorance to act.” 
 
    “Yes, Majesty,” he replied, his face as inscrutable as ever.   
 
    “Try as best you may to have at least one operative at the spy hole in his apartments when it is known the Vizier is at home.” 
 
    “Certainly, Majesty.” 
 
    Then, with great anguish that I hid from him, I ordered one more thing. 
 
    “When it is known that he will visit Queen Qara, have someone at the spy hole in her apartments,” I said.  Oh, Nyserra!  Forgive me. 
 
    He left me and went to his duties. 
 
    For the second question I asked Lord Ramose to attend me. 
 
    Queen Sekma had worked subtly in her rule of the kingdom for decades, directing the efforts of the officials from out-of-sight, and King Amun had made himself useful to her, confirming anything she did.  Oskhama, however, was perfect for Sekma’s games.  His condition meant that Sekma could openly declare herself co-sovereign alongside Oskhama – no one would be able to approach Oskhama for any reason.  My problem was different.  My son was quite sound and almost of age – but not yet.  However, I needed to have authority over and above the Regent Council, and to have unquestioned rule and control over the King’s Council.  The kingdom was in crisis; I needed to work quickly, effectively, and without impedance.  Ramose arrived, I spoke succinctly of my intentions.   
 
    “I have decided that I shall make myself co-sovereign with my son, the King,” I said to Ramose.  “I look to you to be my strongest supporter in this.” 
 
    His face was far easier to read than Samemdos’.  He liked it not. 
 
    “Your Majesty,” he said, “I am yours to command.” 
 
    “Continue, my Lord,” I said, “we know each other too well for you now to become silent and not voice your thoughts.” 
 
    “My Queen,” he began slowly, “I am unsure of how to put into words those things I feel in my heart.  When you convinced me that Sekma was a danger to Prince Rahotep, now our King, I gladly laid my sword in your lap as token of my loyalty.  But now that danger has been removed, and Rahotep is now King.  Would you not be usurping half the throne of your own son?  And have not the people of Egypt had enough of power in the hands of someone other than the king?  I beg your pardon for saying that, my Queen.” 
 
    “Old friend,” I said, “never apologize when you speak your heart to me.  If you but knew how I, too, am disturbed in my own heart that I must take this action.  However, I must have forthright and prompt obedience from the ministers in this critical hour.  Yet I promise you it will be only until the crisis in the kingdom has been removed and when my son comes of age.  I will abdicate that very day.” 
 
    “Then let it be as you wish, Majesty,” he said.  “Yet if I may point something out: if I am dismayed at the news of your co-sovereignty, then you will find that many other people will be dismayed, and to a greater degree.” 
 
    How prophetic his words were to become, how they would touch upon the one dearest to me, yet I merely replied, “Yes, I am aware of that.  However, I must act immediately.” 
 
    He bowed his head. 
 
    “Now I must tell you about the Grand Vizier,” I said.  “I do not trust his loyalty.”   
 
    “Prince Kenrotep?” he said.  “Majesty, merely say the word and I will bring you his head.”  This was an action that he understood. 
 
    “It will not be that easy, Lord Colonel.  We must first see if there is an actual conspiracy or simply a group of grumblers.  We must also know if there are others who would act on his behalf.  We do not have that knowledge now.  What you and I are now to discuss is most secret, and you will speak of it with no one except me and Samemdos.  I would also have you and Samemdos keep in constant touch with each other, that you can anticipate and meet any threat.  The three of us must meet soon and make sure we understand what your prerogatives are, such that if you find you must, then you may take action on your own initiative.” 
 
    “Yes, Majesty.” 
 
    “Also, I would have you act as corporal of the guard at the next meeting of the King’s Council.  I need you there when I present this proposal of my co-sovereignty.  At that time I will arrange a day for the Council to make the formal announcement to the kingdom and to place on my head the Cobra Diadem.  Also, I would ask you to watch and observe the Council’s workings, because soon you will be called to become a minister and be appointed to the Council itself.” 
 
    “I?” he said, quite surprised.  “My Queen, I know nothing of councils to the king.  I know nothing about the workings of the kingdom.  I know nothing about being a minister.  I am only a soldier.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said, “you are a soldier, and the foremost soldier in the kingdom.  At this time I rely on you for all advice concerning military issues, yet what I now do is go between you and the King’s Council, back and forth, when making policy concerning the army.  It would be far more efficient to have you as a minister at the council meetings where you are able to give expert opinions on subjects military, and the discussions could be had all at once, not to and fro as some sort of ball game as it is now.  I would have you become minister of war.” 
 
    “Minister of – minister of war, Majesty?  I have never heard of such,” he said. 
 
    “No, there has never been a minister of war in the history of Egypt.  War has always been the sole province of the king.  I would prefer to have an expert as the chief of so important a task as defense of the realm.”  
 
    He looked doubtful.  “As you wish, Majesty.  I will do my best.” 
 
    Sekma would never have accepted such an answer. 
 
    “My lord,” I said gently and with a friendly smile, “I would not have you do your best.  I would have you succeed.” 
 
    He straightened, knew what I meant; he was a soldier.  “Yes, my Queen.  It will be done.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    I worked late, eating a light meal in my office.  I sent a short note to Nyserra asking her to come to me that night.  It was then that I told her that I would be co-sovereign, that I would wear the Cobra Diadem.  It was then that we had our painful, tearful exchange.  It was then that she pleaded with me to run away with her. 
 
    Oh, Nyserra!  Would that I could have done as you had begged, that together we could have fled the unhappiness to come. 
 
   
  
 



Revolt 
 
      
 
    I watched through the spy hole. 
 
    The Lady Kamata was playing the lyre as Kenrotep and three others sat and listened.  One was Lord Akham, the new deputy to the Vizier, the other two were ministers who served closely with Kenrotep.  When Kamata was finished the gentlemen complimented her on her skills as a musician. 
 
    “That was delightful, my pet,” said Kenrotep.  “As charming as your company is, however, I must ask you to leave us as we have men’s business to discuss.  Attend me in my bedchamber later, but now you must away.” 
 
    Kamata bowed and left.  This was perhaps her finest achievement, to maneuver Kenrotep and his clique into this particular room at this particular time for their discussions. 
 
    The gentlemen refreshed their cups of wine.  
 
    “It seems,” Kenrotep said, “that the gods have blessed us with three queens at the same time.  That unholy bitch, Sekma, was king in all but name for decades, but she was not enough.  That one had to bring in young Queen Queer as her protégé to learn her wickedness.  Now there is the third one, Qara, clawing her way upward, that frivolous tart!  Hear me.  That third one may seem naïve, yet I assure you she will become as treacherous as the other two.  An old queen mother, a young queen mother, and a queen consort – a crowd of ungodly women parading through the throne room.  I say enough!  The gods never meant for men to be ruled by women.  But three cats in a bag never remain three, for two will fight one; for it seems Khametnefer learned all too well at the feet of Sekma, and Sekma learned all too late that she had raised a viper in her bosom; and now Sekma is cast aside and sees that her days are numbered – if she is still alive!  So we must thank Khametnefer for ridding us of Sekma, who would have been the hardest nut to crack, and now we have but two with whom to deal.  And deal with them we must!  Happy shall I be when all three have gone into the West.” 
 
    “Queen Qara also, my Lord?” asked Akham.  “I had thought you were quite enamored of her.  I had thought you desired to take her as your lover.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Kenrotep, “and I shall continue to be enamored of her, and I shall take her as my lover when opportunity arises, and I shall be most devoted to her – up until the moment I have what I want.  Then she will join her two vile sisters in the coldest hell that Ammut prepares for them.  That triune of evil goddesses will be forever a stain on the history of this kingdom.  So let us hasten history.  We must destroy them.” 
 
    “And then King Rahotep will rule in his own right?” asked another of the ministers.  Kenrotep quickly answered him. 
 
    “King Rahotep is but a boy and has been raised by a gaggle of women; he is useless to us; he will need to be eliminated.  His son, however, is little more than a babe – we can work with the Prince Sanusret.  But let me emphasize what the key to success is, that it is Khametnefer the one we must nullify at all costs.  We must rid the world of that loathsome, that loathsome – ”  
 
    “Bitch, my Lord?” prompted Akham. 
 
    “Bitch is too feminine a word for that one,” said Kenrotep.  “After we have eliminated Khametnefer we shall remove Rahotep.  Then we shall no longer need Qara, and she will follow her husband into the West.  I shall adopt this Prince Sanusret as my son and after a respectable amount of time the King’s Council will name me co-sovereign with him.  In a year’s time you will see a real king on the throne.  And then Sanusret will meet with an unfortunate accident.” 
 
    “I am with you, my Lord,” said Akham.  “But what are your plans?”   
 
    “That is why we meet, gentlemen,” said Kenrotep.  “We need to make plans.”   
 
    They had no plans!  They needed to make them.  They had vague ideas but no definite plans.  Until they had detailed plans I had the clear advantage, however I knew I must act quickly.   
 
    “To begin,” said Kenrotep, “I believe I have a subterfuge to draw Queen Qara herself into our little enterprise.” 
 
    “Queen Qara?  A part of this?” asked Akham.   
 
    Kenrotep smiled smugly.  “Oh, yes!  This would be the crowning achievement, to have Qara participate in her own overthrow.  Is it not perfect irony?  I think Qara would willingly join us today, since I have been speaking to her of the righteousness of our cause over many months.  She is all too easily persuaded; with but a warm smile and a few soft words she responds so well.  She agrees with most of what I tell her, I simply do not tell her everything, only that which is more palatable for her.  She seems to have some sort of loyalty for her mother-in-law, although I cannot say why, but I am wearing her down.  As often as I can manage it I let her see with her own eyes those unsettling things Khametnefer does.  For example, it was I who had Karomun weep on her shoulder before he boarded the boat and left the city and went into his banishment.  I could have kissed that man for his marvelous playacting!  It certainly affected Qara – you should have seen her tears!  And then Khametnefer played right into our hands when she named herself co-sovereign; half the Council hate her – the correct half, of course! – and Qara is beginning to hate her.  And now I have a superb idea on how to make Qara our most enthusiastic supporter, and that is for us to make her aware that her child may be in a precarious situation.  So, we shall take Prince Sanusret on a little holiday with us, thereby ensuring Qara’s sincerity.” 
 
    “You mean to kidnap the Crown Prince?” Akham asked, aghast. 
 
    “Why, that would be illegal,” said Kenrotep.  The four laughed as if it were a joke.  Kenrotep continued. 
 
    “I will find a way of luring Qara into taking Sanusret to my estate upriver, there I can easily keep an eye on them both.  It is of utmost importance, gentlemen, for Qara to believe Sanusret to be safe at all times, that our intentions are scrupulously worthy and honorable, but that the Prince remains fast in our custody.  This will encourage her to be honest in her dealings with us.” 
 
    “And when will this – ah – holiday take place?” asked Akham. 
 
    “In time, Lord Deputy.  First we need to formulate the overall scheme, then fill in the details.  The time table will be set then.” 
 
    I motioned Samemdos to take my place at the spy hole, then I hurried to my apartments.  When the Lady Kamata informed us earlier that the meeting would take place I felt I must see for myself, that I would learn at once if it were true, that my suspicions were correct and there was a conspiracy afoot.  Kamata had given what details she could; she had been excluded from all previous discussions, yet she did learn enough while she amused Kenrotep in his bed.  And now I had seen, and my breath was taken by the magnitude of Kenrotep’s schemes.   
 
    This was the second time in my life that I had watched a conspiracy as it unfolded.   
 
    I sent word to Nyserra to come to me with all speed.  She arrived an hour later.  She still held indignation from that day I told her of my intention to be made co-sovereign; she had refused to sleep with me for those many weeks; she refused even to visit me, and she was sullen whenever she was in my presence.  I had been hoping she would get over this vexation but she had not, and now I saw that it was Kenrotep’s constant and persuasive lies that kept Nyserra nettled – she did not smile when she entered.  I went straight to the point.  That was a grave mistake. 
 
    “Nyserra,” I asked, “what do you talk about with Kenrotep when he visits you in your private chamber?” 
 
    Her sullenness instantly turned into suspicious anger. 
 
    “Are you now asking me to spy on my friends, Kham?” 
 
    “Nyserra, he is not your friend.” 
 
    “You have always been jealous of him or anyone else that I would have as a friend,” she said tersely.  “I am not your slave, Kham.  You do not own me.” 
 
    “He is making himself into one of my enemies, Nyserra,” I told her.  “He is a danger to you and to your son.” 
 
    “I do not believe you!” she almost shouted.  “He is a good man.”  Pause.  “Very well, then, even though he is my guest when he visits, and our conversations are our own, I shall tell you about what he says.  He speaks with me hoping I can talk you into letting go some of your power.  He says that you prevent real work being done in the King’s Council with all your interference, and how you victimized poor Master Karomun just because he is a commoner; you had him banished to his farm.  And you told me you did it because he insulted you.  Kham!  Now, really!  Insulted you?  Is that all?  Or did you banish him because he was simply a friend of Kenrotep’s?  You are only jealous of Kenrotep.  Jealous!” 
 
    “No, I am not jealous,” I replied, “and about Karomun it was not the way the Vizier said it.  Kenrotep has twisted the truth.” 
 
    “Your very words, Kham!  Those were your very words to me, that he had insulted you.  But Kenrotep – I can understand his concern, why he fears for the kingdom, fears tyranny, fears you!  He is so reasonable and good in what he says, and I can feel his sincerity when he speaks to me.  He is a compassionate man, one that would lead the kingdom in a more honorable and reasonable way.  If you could but hear what he says, Kham, you would understand.” 
 
    “He is deceiving you!” I shot back.  “I know what he is really thinking.” 
 
    “How could you know his thoughts?” she demanded.  “You cannot, because you have never trusted anyone in your whole life!  You have no friends, Kham, no friends, because you trust no one.” 
 
    This hurt.  When I had come to court as a child my own dear parents had taught me to trust no one as a matter of survival.  Nyserra had not grown up in this world of mine, had not come to maturity surrounded by palace intrigue, it was not second nature to her as it was for me.  But surely, she should have learned this by now.  And surely, my own dear Nyserra should have known in her heart that she was the only one in the world I trusted with my life.   
 
    “You cannot believe him,” I said.  “You can never trust Kenrotep.  You must believe me when I tell you about him.”   
 
    “How can I believe you?” she cried.  “You tell me nothing!  You try to hide from me those terrible things you do, but I know about them – yes! – I know all about them!  I know all about your manipulations, your scheming, how you maneuver people into doing your bidding!  Don’t deny it, Kham!  But Kenrotep has opened his heart to me, he has given me all his trust.  You do not know him as I do.  I have come to know his character, his honesty.  He is an honorable man – ask anyone!  Everyone loves him.  Everyone trusts him!  But you?  Everyone is in fear of you!  In terror!  Is it strange for them to hate you too?  Is it wrong for them to wish for an end to the tyranny?  A tyranny as overpowering as Sekma’s?  And you have only just begun!  How could my Kham have become such a tyrant?” 
 
    This hurt all the more and I almost commanded her to avoid Kenrotep immediately, but this would only have confirmed to her my tyranny.  I could not simply order my beloved about as if she were a servant.  I could not command her love.  Yet I did not want to tell her I had just spied on Kenrotep and learned his true intentions, for this, too, would have confirmed to her my underhandedness in spying on him.  But there was no other way to convince her, or so I thought.  How wrong that thought was. 
 
    “He is planning a revolt, Nyserra,” I said.  “He is planning to take Sanusret away as a hostage.” 
 
    “What?” she shouted.  “How could you know this?  That is simply not true!  I know him much better than you, Kham.  He would never do this.  Someone has been lying to you!”  
 
    Her voice was in high register; she was becoming very agitated and not thinking clearly.  Too late I realized that the conversation must go slower or we would soon lose control.  In her rage she would not want to believe anything I said to her, so I needed her calmer.  But she went on.   
 
    “Are your spies lying to you?” she shouted.  “Or are you the one lying to me now?” 
 
    Stung in my heart, I could not prevent myself from shouting back, “I heard him say it, Nyserra!  I heard him!  With my own ears.  He endangers the kingdom.  He wants the throne for himself!  And he is ready to kill you, Rahotep, and little Sanusret to get it.” 
 
    “I do not believe you!” she cried.  “I do not believe you and all your manipulations!  And now you manipulate me?  You lie to me?  This kingdom is in danger, yes!  But from you!  From you and your spies!  Your assassins!  Your poisoners!  And your trollops!  All those murderers who sup at your table!  I have watched you, Kham, I have watched you become someone I do not know, a stranger, a wicked, scheming stranger.  Worse than Sekma!  Who are you?  Where is the woman with whom I fell in love?  Where is my beloved?  My own Kham would never lie to me, but who are you?  Where is my Kham?” 
 
    She was now at a scream, so unlike her.  It was true I seldom told her anything of the workings of the court, I had tried so hard to shield her from the contemptible politics of the palace.  But I had not seen how troubled she had become over this past year.  Was it by my own negligence that I did not see these troubling thoughts in her heart grow and grow until now, at a most dangerous hour for both of us, those thoughts overwhelmed her and she no longer believed anything I said?  I desperately tried to find the right words.  Before I could, she shouted.   
 
      “Your power is the only thing of which you care!  Your power!  Your power has driven you mad, Kham!  You have become mad, as mad as Sekma.  And now you would lie to me?  To me?  The only one in the world who loves you?  You have no one else in the world but me, but you lie to me?  I cannot – I cannot – ” 
 
    She choked, her tears were many, she shuddered, then, “Your wickedness knows no bounds!  I hate you!  I hate you!” 
 
    She covered her face with her hands and wept silently.  I could not speak.  As desperately as I wished, I could not speak because I was so overwhelmed by her accusations and the pain they caused.  After a moment she lowered her hands, her voice shuddering from attempts to quiet the sobs. 
 
    “May the Sun never rise on the day I see you again,” she said. 
 
    She left quickly, without having been dismissed. 
 
    *** 
 
    “I sent seven, Majesty.  All were killed.” 
 
    It was two nights after my confrontation with Nyserra that I was awakened by Samemdos.  He informed me that Kenrotep had departed the palace in the dead of night, so I immediately ordered him to send some of his men to apprehend Kenrotep and return him to the palace.  Later we learned that Kenrotep made rendezvous with a score of his retainers who then fell upon Samemdos’ men and massacred them.  When we learned this I knew my mistake was in assuming that only Kenrotep and his party were on the road; my mistake was compounded by not ordering Ramose to send a platoon of my Leopards, but in believing Samemdos’ seven operatives would be enough.  The spies may have been skilled in spying, but they were not fighting men.   
 
    And it was the following day that we learned that Nyserra had departed with Kenrotep, taking Sanusret with her.   
 
    I do not know how to describe the anguish, the fear and worry I had, the heartache I felt that my Nyserra would desert me, that she thought me a monster.  I cannot put into words the torment I felt when I realized that Nyserra had warned Kenrotep, and together they made their escape.  I pushed these thoughts into a small corner of my heart.   
 
    I forced myself to think of the kingdom first, of the more important matters.  Foremost was the fact that Sanusret was in the hands of the conspirators, just as they had desired.  Secondly, over several days many more ministers quietly left the King’s city and joined Kenrotep, taking their retinues with them.  Thirdly, the kingdom at large saw an insurrection taking place that might soon turn into armed revolt, and this caused turmoil within the populace.  We faced civil war.  Sekma’s words to me about the horrors of a civil war rang in my heart, would not leave me.  I did my best to work with the ministers who remained and was with them often to make the kingdom ready for any eventuality.  Perhaps nine days after Nyserra’s departure I was in the King’s Council – with what was left of the ministers – when Samemdos’ spy at Kenrotep’s estate managed to send one of his men to report.  When the Council adjourned I returned to my office to find that Lord Ramose and Samemdos had just heard the report and sent the messenger away.  Samemdos began. 
 
    “Queen Qara and Prince Kenrotep arrived at his estate two days after leaving here.  However, the spy was sure that the Crown Prince was taken elsewhere.  He is trying to locate the Crown Prince now.” 
 
    “This is not good,” I said, an understatement.  This was part of Kenrotep’s plan, to have Nyserra worried about Sanusret as a way of keeping her loyalty.  Once she was under Kenrotep’s control it would be easy for him to separate her from her son.  I could almost see her fretting, feel her wondering about the necessity of having her son elsewhere instead of by her side.  I looked up.  Ramose was regarding Samemdos.  
 
    “Tell her the rest, or I shall,” said Ramose to Samemdos.  Samemdos looked at me steadily. 
 
    “Queen Qara and Prince Kenrotep have become lovers,” he said. 
 
    Lovers. 
 
    With that word and at that instant it felt as if my soul were snatched from me, it felt as if a gentle goddess kindly took charge of my body, calmed my heart, held serenity and composure in my face, made my mouth speak quietly. 
 
    “Yes, well, I rather expected this,” I heard my voice say.  “Thank you, gentlemen.  Please attend me tomorrow, early.” 
 
    I stood up and watched the two men leave.  Then my body moved through the apartments to my own bedchamber, then I watched my hands bolt the door, then I sat me down before the mirror, and I saw my hands remove my wig, my gown, my slippers, then my body moved to the bed, and I lay down, then I covered me with a blanket and quietly waited for sleep.  And then my soul came back into my body again and I found myself in bed, clutching the blanket to my face.  Nyserra.  Nyserra.   
 
    *** 
 
    “My lords,” I addressed what was left of the King’s Council, “I will not pretend that unhappy events have not occurred these many weeks.  What is most hurtful to the kingdom is that the Crown Prince is in the hands of renegades.   Also, the administration of the kingdom is crippled as one-half your number have departed without leave and are joining in conspiracy, and several army commanders have taken their battalions and joined them.  I would be hard-put to give you good news, except to say that your own loyalty is so very welcome to the King and to myself.” 
 
    I continued.  “With the departure of the Vizier and the other ministers, you, the councilors that have remained, have become a more beneficial group, much more efficient than ever before.  It is because those of you who have remained are, by nature, honorable men.  You never partook in the senseless disputes that had nothing to do with the business of the day, never thought of your own prerogatives first and the kingdom’s second, never grumbled and fumed about the absolutism that I have taken upon myself that the kingdom had the benefit of swift and forthright action.  Many of you have privately told me that you believe me when I say that my co-sovereignty will be temporary.  I am gratified for your trust.  Many of you have quite openly said you appreciated my attempt and my experiment in allowing free debate within this chamber, although I must admit that that experiment failed. 
 
    “So now I believe it is obvious that the trouble we had was due to troublemakers, and now those troublemakers have become conspirators and have departed.  The chief troublemaker and his minions now openly defy King Rahotep.  This is treason!  There is no other name for it.  And as traitors they will suffer the deaths of traitors when their day of reckoning comes. 
 
    “This body, this Council, with only half the members, will become far more effective for having the right members.  In time we shall augment your numbers, but gradually, in time. 
 
    “However, I have asked one to join us immediately.  Lord Ramose will be added to the King’s Council and take up the duties of the newly created post of Minister of War.  Many of you know him and can attest to the others of his honor, his honesty, and his loyalty to the King.  My Lords, how say you?” 
 
    All were in agreement, although I would have hoped for more enthusiasm.  They sat quietly, but otherwise without emotion.  Morale, I must admit, was low, as everyone dreaded the prospect of civil war.  Quietly, I praised their courage for remaining, rather than fleeing to safer provinces. 
 
     One minister requested recognition. 
 
    “Majesty,” he said, “I would not dare criticize the previous choices of ministers to the crown and members of the King’s Council.  However, your Majesty’s creation of the Ministry of War and your choice of Lord Ramose as its minister I in fact applaud.  I suggest we use the method you used in the choice of Lord Ramose and would suggest that future ministers and council members be chosen along similar lines, that merit be the method.  I know that Queen Sekma chose those she thought most beneficial – to herself.  She chose me, and I must confess I felt grateful to Queen Sekma for many years.  Yet I would say my own loyalty is to the one who wears the crown of Egypt, whomsoever that one may be.  Other members – who are now conspicuous by their absence – I believe felt themselves more beholden to the one who chose them, and to no one else, so when Queen Sekma retired, those members probably felt they were no longer honor-bound to anyone at all; unfortunately this meant their forsaking the King and yourself.  Should this attitude prevail there may come a day when King Rahotep will face similar problems as you have faced since the death of King Oskhama of divine memory.  I urge you to have future council members and ministers chosen solely on merit, and their loyalty must only be to the crown.” 
 
    I thought that if Sekma had cultivated all her ministers to be such as this one standing before me we would not be in our present predicament.  But Sekma preferred obedience to her own person over any other consideration.        
 
    “Agreed, sir,” I said to him, “and a welcome suggestion.  But tell me, how were ministers chosen in the past, before Queen Sekma?” 
 
    He replied.  “Traditionally, one needed to consider the candidate’s rank, of course, then his wealth, then his family.  However, exceeding wealth at times made up for lower rank.” 
 
    I turned to Ramose. 
 
    “My Lord Colonel,” I said.  “My Leopards have the finest officers Egypt has ever seen in her armies, far superior to the officers in the regular army.  Regular army officers are chosen based on family and rank also, yet they are decidedly not equal to yours.  Tell me, my Lord, how is it that you choose your superb officers?” 
 
    “Choosing officers, hmm,” he began, “Well, most of them are from the ranks and have proven themselves to be good soldiers first.  Then those that seem to be good officer material are watched carefully for those certain traits that make for a good officer.  Then they are selected and trained.” 
 
    “Very well,” I replied.  “Let us say we already have good soldiers.  What are the traits to look for?” 
 
    “For an officer?” he said.  “Why, that is simple.  The officer needs to be energetic, intelligent, and loyal.  Aggressive and fearless.  Devoted to the cause.  Intelligence, obedience, and industry are what to look for.” 
 
    “Then that will be the formula for choosing ministers,” I said.  “Not rank, family, and wealth.  We have many good soldiers right now that have been running the bureaucracy for years, and I mean the scribes, functionaries, and subordinates to the ministers.  There must be about two hundred of them in the palace alone and perhaps two thousand more throughout the kingdom.  Surely from this group of good soldiers we may have some that are officer material.  So let us think along these lines.  If we know of someone who would make a sound minister, if they prove themselves to be able and loyal, obedient, intelligent and industrious, then they will be given rank and prestige of family enough when they become ministers to the king, and then we will see about getting them the wealth.” 
 
    Over several meetings we had discussions such as these, on formulating methods by which the Council would work together and with the monarch, regardless of who the monarch might be.  With this core of loyal and competent ministers, and the new method of operation, I felt that the King’s Council would be the most perfect instrument that could be given to Rahotep when he took up rule in his own right as king, and to Sanusret when that day arrived.  Providing we could rescue Sanusret. 
 
    *** 
 
    “My Queen, each hour we delay the enemy grows stronger.” 
 
    Ramose and I had had this debate frequently in the many weeks that had passed since the whereabouts of Prince Kenrotep had been confirmed.  From the first moment Ramose had been adamant in recommending an immediate and preemptive attack and I had been equally adamant in refusing to give the command. 
 
    “Yes, Lord Ramose,” I said, “they grow stronger.  They also reveal the rest of those who would join the conspiracy, what their numbers are.  They also reveal their strongholds.  They give us advantages without being aware of it.” 
 
    “But we have gone from certainty of victory to very good odds of victory, and now to a victory somewhat likely.  I like it not.  Tomorrow the odds will be against us.” 
 
    “Lord Ramose, pardon me for saying it again, but we shall make no move whatsoever until we learn the exact whereabouts of Prince Sanusret and have a plan in place for his rescue.  His safety must be absolutely certain, and the overall plan must revolve round this effort to save the Prince.” 
 
    “Majesty, nothing in the coming days will be certain.” 
 
    “Then it is a calculated risk, if you will,” I replied.  “The Prince must be rescued unharmed.  He will be the greatest king in history, but not if we do not save him.  We must find him.” 
 
    “My Queen, forgive me, but we must act now!” Ramose insisted.  “I have confidence in the Leopards but in one more month they will be outnumbered two to one.  I expect victory even then, but I cannot guarantee it.  Majesty, saving the Crown Prince will not be beneficial if we cannot save the King first.” 
 
    Here it was that Ramose was indeed correct, that in both a military and a political sense the revolt needed to be put down as quickly as possible, that the King needed to preserve his sovereignty, his rule and his command at all costs.  Ramose was born a commoner and as such he had grown up knowing that more than half of all children born never reached adulthood in our Egypt, that parents would be saddened with the loss of each child, would accept the loss as a natural part of living, and would move on and try to produce more.  Ramose would do his utmost to rescue Prince Sanusret but thought it only secondary to the more important business of winning the war and protecting the King.  He presumed that if the Crown Prince were lost, the King would produce another.  After all, the King was young enough to have many more children.  But losing the war meant losing the King, the Prince, and the kingdom itself.  Everything. 
 
    Ramose’s assessment was entirely correct, however I would not allow it.  Sanusret was my grandchild; Sanusret was the child of Nyserra, my beloved.  For these two reasons Sanusret had a special place in my heart.  And Nyserra was never far from my thoughts.  Each day after her defection I would find myself imagining her coming through the door, holding her arms out to me, and simply telling me she decided to come home to me.  How I yearned to see her again, to hold her in my arms.  I swore to myself I would not say one word to her about her defection or that she had entered Kenrotep’s bed, if only she would return and be my love again.   
 
    Now I must plan a war against her.  I suffered to think it must be so.  In my foolish heart I believed that if Sanusret were saved, somehow Nyserra would be saved as well.       
 
    “My Lord, we will not move until we know where the Prince is being kept.  We will wait for Samemdos’ reports from his spies.” 
 
    “Ai!” yelled Ramose, banging the table with his fist.  He immediately remembered where he was and to whom he was speaking. 
 
    “Your Majesty!” he cried, falling to one knee.  “I do beg your pardon for that outburst.  It escaped unbeckoned.” 
 
    “Rise, old friend,” I replied.  “If ever I doubted you being a fighting man, your little display has undeceived me.  I believe you would act now to get into the fighting, more than because of your caution over the odds.” 
 
    *** 
 
    A few days later Samemdos’ spy at Kenrotep’s estate sent news, much to our relief.  Sanusret was being kept at a small estate called the Redstone at the foot of the line of hills separating the flood plain from the desert.  It was about one iteru west of the River and Kenrotep’s estate.  Here my perfect memory served.  I had seen this district long ago during the royal progress with Rahotep, the one we made after the death of the old Vizier, Imhotep. 
 
    I said, “From the River the road that would normally be taken to the Redstone passes through Kenrotep’s estate, so it would be impossible to go that way unseen.  However, there is a landing on the River to the north a little more than three-quarter iteru from Kenrotep’s estate.  A road leads westward to the hills, about an iteru in length.  There is a track along the hills that leads southward.  If you take your force to this landing at night and have them go ashore in silence, then have them march inland, then south along the track in the hills, you will find the road leading east, back toward the River and Kenrotep’s estate.  The Redstone is there, just at the foot of the hills, and you will be able to approach from the rear.  A total walking distance of about two iteru.” 
 
    Ramose looked to the ceiling, thought for a moment, said, “Two iteru, one of which through foot hills.  About four hours march in all to allow for the foothills, but through the dark.  Roads at night are not a problem for the Leopards, but tracks through the hills at night can be dangerous and slow.” 
 
    I closed my eyes and thought.  I had schooling with the finest masters in the land, I had skill at solving mathematical problems in my head, I had learned the sciences at the feet of Egypt’s foremost philosophers.  I calculated the phases of the moon, the days, the hours.   
 
    I said, “I can give you a night when there will be a waning moon, three-quarters full.  It will shine from high in the east directly onto the track, and not reach zenith until the second hour past midnight.  You should have enough light to march the path through the foothills.  The timing of our operation must be set on this.  Also, Lord Colonel, let us think of modifying our attack.  From the Redstone to Kenrotep’s the road is straight.  He would not expect attack from the direction of the desert.  If approached from that direction at night, could we not use the tactic we once discussed?  Infiltration and capture of the stronghold with the least amount of fighting required?” 
 
    “Yes, my Queen, yes,” he said, a look of appreciation on his face.  “An additional force can be landed along with the rescuers, and follow the rescuers along the paths.  After the rescuers have entered Redstone and saved Prince Sanusret, the main force then proceeds east toward the River and to Kenrotep’s estate.  All in the same night, and from the unexpected direction.  A minimum of bloodshed.  I will get my officers to work on this new solution at once.”   
 
    “Each month,” I said, “we will have but one night.  The next opportunity is three weeks less one day hence.  Let us prepare for that night.  Agreed?” 
 
    “Yes, Majesty,” said Ramose.  “I will send one of my better scouts to spy out the way you have given.  If I send him tomorrow we should have his report in five or six days’ time.” 
 
     “We have twenty days from today,” I repeated, “and I’ve another idea.  My Lord Colonel, do we have enough time to secretly move all the other companies of my Leopards to all the other rebel strongholds and have them at the ready on the very same night?  We can have every pocket of rebels in the kingdom attacked at the same moment on the same night, then they would not be able to rush aid to each other.  Every stronghold would be captured all at once.” 
 
    The two men looked at each other, comprehension dawning on them. 
 
    “Yes, my Queen, and your strategy is superb,” said Ramose.  “It is possible, but the coordination will be most complicated.” 
 
    “Then let us work on it,” I said simply. 
 
    This and many other topics of our discussions went on into the night.  We took in every facet of the operation, and each detail was discussed until there was unanimous agreement, then we would go on to the next facet.  Attacking Kenrotep’s estate was essential but would by no means end the revolt, so the simultaneous attack on all other strongholds was particularly attractive because it appeared that the entire rebellion could be crushed at once; but the coordination of a simultaneous attack took a particularly long time to develop, and so our discussions went on many hours.  I then noticed a glow from the rear of the chamber and turned to look at the window.  Dawn was upon us. 
 
    “We have nineteen days from today,” I said. 
 
    We continued our work until the entire plan was before us, but for one crucial thing.  There was the pressing problem of preventing the enemy from gaining intelligence of our movements on the eve of battle; for a most critical three days we would need Kenrotep to relax his guard, to turn his attention elsewhere – we needed a diversion.  This particular problem had very few solutions, other than the impossibility of deploying invisible soldiers.   
 
    Samemdos became quiet for a few moments, then spoke of an idea he had.  He presented it carefully, methodically, cold-bloodedly as was his wont, giving details, and very few flaws could be seen in his plan.  Ramose became intensely interested and at last voiced his agreement with it, saying the solution was an excellent one.  Yet I liked it not.  It was odious to me.  I insisted on discussing alternatives at length.  And insisted, again and again.  Soon the two gentlemen merely looked at me, silent. 
 
    “There must be another solution,” I said.  “There must be.” 
 
    “Forgive me, Majesty,” Samemdos finally said.  “We have thought through many ways of attempting this, yet the only solution is the one abhorrent to you.” 
 
    “There must be another solution,” I repeated.  I had scarcely heard his remarks.  I was thinking of Sekma. 
 
   
  
 



Narma 
 
      
 
    “Mitti.  You’ve come to see me.”   
 
    She had used my own name, my childhood name, the name I called myself in my heart.  When was the last time anyone used my name?  But I was well schooled in her ways and wondered what stratagem made her decide to call me so.  This was Sekma.  Nothing she did was by accident. 
 
    She sat on her low seat, at first glance a frail old woman.  But the eyes were alert, the mind intelligent, the persona bearing strength and force of will.  I knew I had nothing to fear from this woman, but in my heart I was still the little girl trembling to think I had displeased her.  Pointedly she had not used my honorific, had not addressed me as Majesty.  There she sat, did not rise, did not offer obeisance.  And there I stood before her.  In a way nothing had changed.   
 
    I had sent word to her of my visit, yet carefully timed the dispatch of the message so that I arrived mere hours after it was delivered.  There would be no time for her to make any preparations; it would have done her no good even if she had.  My retinue included the best company of my Leopards as my bodyguard.  An entire battalion could not overcome even a single company of my Leopards.  Also accompanying me was Samemdos, my spy master, who in a trice could search an entire house.   
 
    The journey through the sparse and jagged hills to the southwest took a tedious and dusty two days.  Two days there and two days to return; four precious and irreplaceable days.  Topping the last hill I caught sight of the tiny oasis where the estate was located.  This was my first visit to the place where I exiled her, here in the desert, and it was lovely to see from that distance, if small.  I was the happier now to think that she had been more comfortable than my imagination led me to believe; it was the isolation in the desert that made me think her more miserable.  But the house was well maintained and with a small garden in the courtyard.  Many palm trees grew round the well.  I saw the disused track that had once seen caravans pass by for hundreds of years until another way was made to the north.  Since I had moved her here my soldiers discouraged any more travel along that track, and the watchers reported anyone daring to sneak through.   
 
    As was the practice in most country estates we were met at the gate by a functionary and not by the hostess.  I was led to a room where a basin of water was waiting for me; I could cleanse the desert off me and had privacy to change into clean clothing.  Samemdos was gone for an hour, returned, simply nodded his head, telling me the house was secure.  He then departed.  I knew that I would not see him, but that he would be within earshot and would be at my side if I called him.  Samemdos had become one of my sharpest and most valuable tools.  When I was ready the functionary led me to her room, then departed.   
 
    There she was.  Sekma. 
 
    “My mother, I am honored that you would receive me and happy to see you well,” I said, approaching her.  I bent over and kissed her cheek. 
 
    Good manners dictate that one must speak a few pleasantries before proceeding to business.  However, I delayed and spoke at length about my trip across the desert, the weather, this year’s level of the Nile flood, trivia; I did not want to come to the point.  The Queen, never one with any patience for trifles, interrupted. 
 
    “You puzzle me, my dear,” she said. 
 
    “How so, my mother?” 
 
    “This past year-and-a-half has been strange for me,” she said.  “I have waited for the ax to drop – but, my dear, without fear!  I stopped having servants taste my food and beer, and the wine; I stopped having guards posted at every entrance; I knew that no measure I could take would postpone my death.  And yet it never came.  I have wondered at your delay.” 
 
    “My delay?” 
 
    “That you have not yet had me killed,” she said. 
 
    “My mother, how could you think that I – ” 
 
    “Don’t play coy with me, girl!” she snapped.   
 
    Our roles had reversed since the coup and it was now I who had power over her, yet she was entirely unvanquished in her heart.  She cared not a whit that I now ruled her.   
 
    “The lioness may have had her teeth pulled,” she said.  “She has no power now.  But she still has eyes and a mind.”   
 
    She regarded me with the look I knew so well, of impatience with someone of slow wit.   
 
    “It was only a matter of time,” she said.  “You and I have long since left off those games we played at court, how you weighed each word and carefully planned each reply.  But now you have no need to play the courtier anymore.  I ask again why you have not yet had me killed.  Have you forgotten how to take measures that are needed?” 
 
    Her power had vanished yet she still exuded confidence and strength.  And intimidation. 
 
    “So tell me, Mitti.  Why am I still alive?  Not enough hatred for me?” 
 
    It was time for straight talk. 
 
    “My mother, I have feared you all my life.  When, as a child, I came to court that fear became palpable because I saw the terrible things you did.  And I detested the things you made me do, to participate in your schemes.   I hated you for sending Ellas away.  And I came to hate you for your power over Mother and Father, and Totmosh.  And I came to hate you with every part of my being for your contemplating their murder.  I hated you for your manipulations, your scheming, your designs on our lives.  I hated you for your monstrous breeding plans.  I hated you the more when you caused me to be as guilty as you in intrigues and subterfuge and the killings.  My hatred grew when I knew that you would use my Rahotep for your own plans, or kill him if he did not measure up.  And I learned from you to kill, and not just the evildoers, or those who were a menace or a threat, but also those who had not yet sinned but had the potential.  And I learned from you to kill the innocent as well because others I did not trust could use them.  And to kill children, innocent babes who have done nothing, except to be born to the wrong family.  I hate you for what you have made me, my mother, to be as treacherous and merciless as you.  I hate you because you have taught me so well, my mother.  I am become as evil as you.” 
 
    I paused a moment.  I was about to become vehement and needed to be more in control.  I continued. 
 
    “Yet you forget you also taught me never to kill for simple hatred or spite, that those were not reasons enough to take a life.  That, my mother, is why you still live.” 
 
    She chuckled slightly.  “No reason good enough to kill me?  That is rich.  My dear daughter, you yourself know I have committed many sins in my time, and deserve death many times over, and even now I am still a possible threat to you.” 
 
    I waved my hand in dismissal.  “You know of what I speak.” 
 
    She sighed.  “I am an old, old woman – few have lived as long.  I am ready for death.  I welcome death.  But I am content.  My work may not be complete, but the kingdom is strong, and I leave it in good hands.”   
 
    She smiled her old, knowing, irritatingly confident smile, the one that had infuriated me so for all these years.  Odd, I thought, that I had been eagerly waiting to see it again. 
 
    “Mitti, tell me why you are here.”  
 
    I paused long, my mind racing, my hand unsteady.  I made an attempt or two at beginning.  The words could not pass my throat and I was on the verge of weeping.  Then I found my legs becoming weaker and I slowly lowered myself to the floor and sat cross-legged at her feet, as I did when I was a little girl.  But now I must tell and not listen.  I began.  I told her of the discoveries made of Kenrotep’s treachery, of his plans to overthrow my son, the King.  I told of Nyserra’s unwitting assistance, how she had been duped and even now did not believe herself to be a dupe.  I told in detail all I knew, the conspirators’ names, the probable dates of their attack.  I told her of Sanusret’s abduction, and our need for caution.  I told her in great detail of our own plans of response, of rescue and attack, of coordination of our forces throughout the kingdom.  Each time I tried to say Nyserra’s name my voice would seize inside my throat and the name came out as a quivering croak.  Yet I told all and left out nothing.  An hour must have passed from the beginning of the story to the end. 
 
    “And now, my mother, the solutions I have planned all seem to lead to an end that I cannot bear to contemplate.  With all my soul I would avoid what needs to be done.  So, I have come to you.  Of anyone in the world, you would be able to see an alternative that I cannot.  Because Nyserra, Nyserra – ” 
 
    I could not continue.   
 
    I looked up.  She looked saddened.  For the first time in my life I saw her saddened.  This unsettled me more than anything else.  Many moments passed before she spoke.   
 
    “You love her,” she said, and sighed.  “I’ve known this for many years, from the very beginning.  You love her.  I needed no spy, Mitti, no talkative servant.  I knew.  I saw.  It was the way your eyes would follow her whenever you were in the same room with her; it was the way she would glow with happiness when she stood near you.  She is the love of your life.  She has been the only one to give you what little happiness you could snatch in the midst of this detestable business of ours.  I could never arrange something for you in which to find a little joy, a little tenderness; that was something you needed to find on your own.  And when Nyserra came into your life I could see your happiness, and I was glad for your sake.  The Goddess knows we need relief from our toils now and then, and for us, you and me, to put aside the constant vigilance, the analyzing of every nuance, the puzzling over each word spoken, and the unceasing fear of a dagger in the back, poison in the cup!  Nyserra provided you with comfort and peace, and you could forget.  You could rest, truly rest, and be yourself, and know the fulfillment of Love.  And you two had the Love that few people share, deep in the heart and the soul, and you were happy.  The Mother Goddess smiled upon you.  I knew this, Mitti, I knew from the beginning.  My dear, my very dear, how I envied you, to have Love, something I never had in my whole life.”   
 
    Her voice shook but a little.  She continued. 
 
    “And now you come to me for counsel.  My life’s work has been to read the hearts of others as a book, to see their intentions and their interplay with others and to calculate the result and envision the whole, as if I could contemplate each grain in a desert sandstorm.  You come to me to hear what I would say, you want to hear from me what I would do if someone dear to me became a danger, how to extricate that single grain from the sandstorm and save her." 
 
    She paused as if she faced a painful thing.  I dreaded what I must now hear, yet I knew the very words she would say. 
 
    “I taught you never to let sentiment guide you,” she said.  “There is no alternative, there is no other solution.  You know what you must do.” 
 
    Those few words were the reason I had traveled this distance to see her.  And I had prayed to the Mother Goddess that Sekma would have a different answer than the one I had, a better answer.  Yet I knew what her answer would be before I even set out on my journey.  I knew what I must do.  There was no reason to clutch at my dignity anymore, and I lay on the floor before her, weeping. 
 
    I do not remember how long I was at her feet, but I remember her hand pulling at my shoulder.  Silently I sat upright again, composed myself, rose.  She saw I was getting ready to take my leave. 
 
    “Mitti, I would have you do one thing before you go.” 
 
    “Anything, my mother.” 
 
    “I want you to call me Narma.” 
 
    It was her childhood name.  Narma.  Was this the reason she called me Mitti?  Did she hear my thoughts, how I longed to be called Mitti?  Just Mitti, and nothing else?  How I ached for this long, long nightmare to come to an end and I would awaken again as that little girl, Mitti, so happy in her tiny house with her family.  Did Narma want to awaken again, too?  How long had it been for her to hear her own name?  I knew her thoughts, felt what was in her heart.  The tears wanted to return; somehow I held them in check. 
 
    “Narma,” I said, and bent down to kiss her cheek.  “Narma, my grandmother.  Grandmother.” 
 
    My caravan left that very hour; it was two days again before I reached the city.  A few days after my arrival a messenger came bearing news.  Narma, known to the world as Queen Sekma, the most despised woman in Egypt, the most ruthless human I had ever known, had died peacefully in her sleep of old age.   
 
    When the messenger had finished telling me he did not leave immediately.  He had a puzzled expression. 
 
    “Your Majesty, we found a small bit of papyrus in her hand.” 
 
    “Say on,” I replied. 
 
    “We do not know what it means as it had only two words on it, and also it was unsigned,” he said. 
 
    One of Sekma’s famous laconic messages. 
 
    “And what were the two words?” I asked. 
 
    “It said ‘Carry on’,” he replied.  “That was all, nothing else.  Just ‘Carry on’.” 
 
    How surprised I was with myself when I felt grief spring up inside me, and I genuinely mourned her passing. 
 
   
  
 



King Rahotep 
 
      
 
    “I want it to act very quickly and it must be absolutely painless,” I said. 
 
    The priest looked doubtful.  “Your Majesty, I can give you the one, or the other, but not both.  The fastest is the most painful.  The gentlest takes days.” 
 
    “Listen carefully,” I said.  I could see he had given me his full attention, his fear to the point of panic.  I told him this in an ordinary voice, quite low and uninflected.  It had been many years since I needed to cast my voice in menacing tones to add emphasis.  A simple monotone would do.  I remembered Sekma, how she seldom showed emotion when she spoke, even when pronouncing the direst fate on some unfortunate.  Now this priest knelt before me, trembling.   
 
    I said, “In three days’ time you will return to me with what I want and together we shall test it on a prisoner.  If it takes you four days, then together we shall test it on you.  Now leave.” 
 
    The unhappy priest prostrated himself and slunk out as quickly as he could. 
 
    *** 
 
    The next three days were busy.  Lord Ramose had already dispatched my Leopards to their stations.  Highly disciplined, they moved by night and by little-used tracks and in silence, camped by day with no cooking fires or activities that would raise dust.  Outriders intercepted any hapless peasant who accidentally observed them.  The fates of these peasants were regrettable, but necessary for secrecy.  Fast boats were commandeered from down river, enough to accommodate those Leopards that would make river landings.  Signals were arranged and beacon fires and dispatch riders were made ready and even the farthest unit of my Leopards would receive orders in less than three days after the signal was given.  Then all would be ready to move at the same hour of the same night throughout the kingdom.  The reports from the various spies were brought to me personally at the very hour of their arrival, no matter what time of day or night it was.  Many times these reports came to me as I lay on my bed asleep.  I assured myself over and over that everyone knew their duty. 
 
    When all was ready Lord Ramose, Samemdos, and I went over all details once again.  We were greatly outnumbered, yes, yet our confidence did not fail us.  My self-assurance in the outcome was due to our preparations and by the speed and ferocity I knew my Leopards had, and that they were fearless in the face of the superior numbers the enemy enjoyed.  Also, I had seen how slipshod Kenrotep was in his own plan of revolt.  My colonel and my spy master were in my chambers for hours and when we were eventually satisfied that all that could be done was complete I was ready to dismiss them.  Yet I knew Lord Ramose was about to say something to me, something important to him, something that he must say on this, the cusp of a very dangerous moment in our lives. 
 
    “My Queen, I would speak to you if you would allow,” he said. 
 
    He looked meaningfully at Samemdos.  I looked toward Samemdos, brushing at my nose casually. 
 
    “You may leave us,” I said to him. 
 
    Samemdos rose, bowed, left. 
 
    “My Queen,” Ramose said, and I knew what he would say next, to the very word.  “My Queen, these next days may be your triumph or your fall.  And if you fall, so shall I.  I do not fear this.  It is my duty.  But the danger to you is great and this troubles me for I would not have anything ill happen to you.  But if we both fall, then we must fall.  Therefore, I would say something I have always meant to say.” 
 
    He paused for a moment to gather himself inside, then: 
 
    “My Queen, I have always loved you.” 
 
    “And I have always loved my Leopards, and their chieftain is the first among them all,” I replied.  I pretended to be coy to slow his momentum. 
 
    “No, my Queen, no.  That is not what I meant.  I love you!  I love you as a man loves a woman.  I have always loved you, ever since I saw you as but a simply clad girl wandering in the palace, that day of the drunken guards.  That moment I had no idea of your name, yet I was drawn to you.  To you.  I love you.  I have loved you from that very hour.” 
 
    “Ramose,” I said, without title or honorific.  I said only his name, as a friend and equal.  I saw his face and I knew it affected him the way I believed it would, that I called him so.  Yet his heart would have been sorely hurt had he known my true purpose in using it. 
 
    “Ramose, have a care.  Say that not again, I beg you.  Happy for you that not the least servant is here to have heard what you uttered.  If so, I would have had to take measures regardless of what my own heart feels.  You must not say this!  You must not think this!  I am the Queen first, and only a woman second.” 
 
    “Yet, my Queen, if we could but – ” 
 
    “Have a care, dear friend,” I said.  “Don’t say it.  The Queen Khametnefer must forsake her heart and send away the woman she longs to be.  Do not make it harder for me than it is now.” 
 
    “Khametnefer!” he cried. 
 
    “No, Ramose, don’t speak like that.  You cannot speak my name so.  It was not meant to be, for us it was never meant to be.  You are making this more difficult for me with each moment.  I must ask you to leave.  You must give me your word never to say this again.  You must swear to close your heart to me and I the same.  This is the most painful thing I have ever done, to lock away my heart and deny its yearnings, yet it is the only way for us.  Please, Ramose, I beg you.  Leave before things go too far.” 
 
    “My Queen, I can leave, yet my heart will never change.  It may be that one, or the other, or both of us die.  I must say these things now before it is too late.  And say them I must, say them I shall.  I love you, and I would make you mine no matter the cost!” 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “Dear Ramose, these next weeks will be troublesome, and, yes, there will be great danger, and if we prevail then afterward there will be a time of turmoil and some settling of old scores.  Then when my son is king in his own right I shall be able to abdicate and leave the service of the king, and stop being Queen, and just be a woman again.  Only then, Ramose, only then shall I become merely a woman.  But no more than perhaps.  I make no promise.  None.  Yet you must promise me a thing, that when this is over you will go to my son and swear allegiance to him.” 
 
    “My Queen, please don’t talk in that way!” he said. 
 
    “Please promise me, dear Ramose,” I repeated. 
 
    “He has my allegiance already.  He is the King!” 
 
    “Yes, dear Ramose,” I said.  “But I would have you swear to him again and to him alone.  Not to him through me, but to him alone.  And with all your heart!  As you love the mother, protect the son.” 
 
    “I shall swear to him, my Queen.  He will be my King and I shall protect him as my own son.  This I vow before Montu.” 
 
    He stood, not moving.  Ramose was a military man, a man of honor.  He would keep his promise.  I judged the time was up and began to wait for Samemdos.  A knock came on the door.  Thank the Mother Goddess! 
 
    Ramose had not moved, his eyes on mine, pleading. 
 
    “My Lord Colonel, please open the door,” I said.  He moved to the door, opened it.  Samemdos stood there; he entered and bowed. 
 
    “Your Majesty,” said my spy master.  “I have information of importance, for your ears alone.” 
 
    “My Lord,” I said to Ramose, “I thank you for attending me.  You may withdraw.” 
 
    He left, closing the door behind him.  Samemdos approached then sat cross-legged on the floor.  When I had brushed my nose earlier he had seen it as the signal we had arranged and carried out his part. 
 
    “I counted to the number you told me, Majesty, then knocked and said what you instructed me.” 
 
    “Very good, Samemdos,” I said.  “It came off well.  I won’t trouble you with the details.  Sit for a while, a quarter hour would be about right, then leave.  Help yourself to wine.  Now I must ask for your silence for a time.  I need to think.” 
 
    There.  Ramose had declared his love to me; there was no retreat for him now.  He had staked all on a single throw of the dice, and lost.  Yet even now he did not know he had lost.  I had confidence that he would now play my end game without his being aware of it.  He would moon about for a while until he sorted out that there was still a slender, almost impossible hope to which he could cling.  I put into his mind that Rahotep was the one he would need to protect with his utmost strength; for him saving the son was now as important as saving the mother.  King Rahotep would need loyal and competent servants, his captain general of the armies the most important.  
 
    And I also promised myself a thing, that this would be the last manipulation I would ever make on Ramose, whose honest and open heart I had played upon for so many years. 
 
    *** 
 
    The priest and I looked at the dead prisoner. 
 
    “Perfect,” I said.  “You have done well.” 
 
    “I thank you, Majesty.  It is not one, but three substances; the first is a drug, a powerful soporific which quickly causes unconsciousness as well as deadening of any pain within the body, and then the other two are poisons that cause rapid demise, but in different ways.  The first comes from a little flower found far to the east – ” 
 
    “Yes, thank you,” I interrupted.  “Spare me the details.” 
 
    “But if it please you, Majesty,” he went on, “there is another we can try, if you would allow another prisoner.” 
 
    “Why?  This mixture seems right.” 
 
    “Yes, Majesty.  But this new one is not for the victim.  It would be for the protection of the one who – ah – administers the mixture.” 
 
    I thought quickly and guessed what he was getting at. 
 
    “Show me,” I said. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Mother,” he said tersely, “You gave me life and for that I am grateful and I shall be a dutiful son.  But duty does not call me to follow you down to the halls of Ammut the Devourer, or to consort with Set the Murderer.  Honor bids me to respect you and protect you as a son should his mother, but I shall not participate in your wickedness.  Honor does not demand that!” 
 
    I stood before him, a letter in my hand.  I had read, and read, and read again that letter. 
 
    “Honor?” I smiled, remembering what Sekma thought of honor.  “Rahotep, do you not know your own mother?” 
 
    He had turned to the side and was studying the floor, his hand pulling at his chin.  Son he was, but he was also King, and I could no longer command him to look at me while I talked to him.   
 
    “My son, nothing I ever did was for the joy of wickedness.  It was always for the kingdom.  Always!  And it was I who did the necessary and wicked things that needed doing so that the kingdom, and you, my son, yes, you would survive.  And it is no accident that the people of this kingdom blame me for any wickedness, but hold you up as a paragon of worthiness.  I made them think like this.  I want this!  I relish it!  You will be their savior and you will be hailed as a great king.  This is what I have worked for.  But we must act quickly, and decisively.  We must act now.  Samemdos – ” 
 
    “Samemdos!” he shouted.  “That vile jackal!  That viper!  If he were not your creature, Mother, I would have him thrown to the crocodiles for their sport.  And you, Mother, if you were not she who had given me birth, you would join him.” 
 
    “Samemdos and Lord Ramose,” I continued calmly, “have been given the instructions and have prepared everything.  They await only my command.” 
 
    “Your command?  Pah!  In this kingdom the King is ruled by his mother.  Indeed, you are the King!  In all but name and sex.”   
 
    “Lord Ramose and Samemdos have arranged for my Leopards to be at all points and they are now at the ready.  I shall send word immediately.  I tell you only as a courtesy.  A courtesy!  But the action must go forward whether you will or no.  Listen!  If your enemies make the first move it will be you who will be the sport of crocodiles.  Do you not see this?” 
 
    He thought for a moment.  “And Sanusret?” he asked.  “Are you sure he will be safe?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said, keeping to myself the risks involved, what our probabilities were, our chances for success; I withheld from him our doubts, our fears.  He did not need to worry about the uncertainties at this late hour.  “The most elite of my Leopards will ensure his safety, and afterward.  He is only a little boy, not much more than a babe, and will not understand what has happened.  But he will be safe.  My son, guard him well and teach him to be a good king.  Sekma predicted he would be the greatest king Egypt has ever seen, and I learned many years ago that Sekma was usually right in these things.  But first we need to defeat this revolt before it comes to an open and bloody pitched battle.” 
 
    “Then let battle decide it!” he shouted.  He was speaking as a man would speak.  “Let the gods look down on the battle and decide whose cause is righteous.  This is honor!  Not this stabbing in the back, not this sneaking in the dark.  Let the gods decide!”   
 
    “Those buffoons?” I cried with Sekma’s very words.  “The gods don’t decide anything.  Only after a battle will people say the gods have decided.  You, my son, must win the war, then people will know that the gods favor you.  And battle?  Do you think a single battle will decide all?  A mere throw of the dice?  Or more likely many, many battles up and down the Nile?  Each battle a risk? a gamble?  No, my son.  The key to winning the real war is in eliminating your enemies by whatever means are necessary, not by dancing about on the battlefield, proud of your gaudy armor and your shiny chariot, all the while devastating your own kingdom, spilling the blood of your own people.  My plans will go forward.  The enemy alone will be killed, and their dupes and their toadies, but not the innocent freeholders.  And this war will absolutely not be left to chance.  I shall ensure that only the conspirators will pay for their treachery, and I shall ensure we are victorious.”  
 
    He thought long, then said, “How – how many are there, again?” 
 
    “Prince Kenrotep, of course,” I said.  “Three generals and many of their lieutenants.  The Chief Priest and a few other high priests.  Only those ministers who have gone to the Grand Vizier’s side.  Other nobles and some of their ladies.  Some of the Queen Consort’s retainers are also guilty but all of them will be dealt with, even if they were unaware of the conspiracy.  About two hundred in all.  Add to that others that will be put to death; the noble’s functionaries, the noble’s wives, all male children regardless of age, female children who are nubile and older.  About four hundred more.” 
 
    “Six hundred in all?” he cried.  “And children, too?  So much blood!  So many deaths!  And on my head,” he said.  He covered his face with his hands, despairing.  
 
    “Not on your head,” I countered.  “On mine.  I will be despised from the Great Sea to the source of the Nile.  But not you, my son.  Your subjects will look to you to stop this bloodbath, and you will, but only after my own work is complete.” 
 
    I wanted to say to him – to shout to him – six hundred against six hundred thousand if this kingdom indulged in open war, civil war.  I wanted to cry out to Rahotep, where is the honor in slaughtering your own people in civil war?  And if your army captured a city, would you not look on with satisfaction while the populace was butchered?  To the last child?  Yet I knew that when I caused the death of these six hundred by stealth rather than pitched battle I would be vilified as more despicable than Sekma herself.  Dishonored and hated I would become for this action I would cause, and all to save the people of Egypt from themselves.  Yet willingly I would accept the curses of them all.  I thought that it may not be the first time in history such an irony occurred. 
 
    “Wh—when?  No, I mean when will you act?” he asked. 
 
    “Tonight I give the signal,” I said.  “I have set things in motion already, and some things took a bit of arranging.  I shall go straight to Samemdos and give the command.  All the actions will commence at the same hour all over the kingdom, about four nights from now.” 
 
    I stood for a moment looking at the letter in my hand.  A letter from Nyserra. 
 
    “After I give the command,” I said, “I must away and have a dinner with someone across the River.”  I was surprised with myself that I could say this so calmly. 
 
    I turned to go, stopped, turned back to him, said, “There is one thing you will be happy to hear.  When this is over I have a few more arrangements to make to your benefit.  You will soon have a staff of retainers who are competent and loyal only to you; listen to their advice carefully.  Lord Ramose will come to you and swear allegiance again, this time directly to you, and not me.  You must promote him to captain general of your armies, and reward him with an additional estate; you know his abilities.  He will be your sword and shield and will be your most loyal subject.  Other competent functionaries I will have in place to carry on the work of the bureaucracy.  The ministers of the King’s’ Council, you will be happy to find, are already loyal to you.  I will see to it that security at all points in the kingdom is held firmly.  All these tasks will take but a few months to complete.  Three months exactly – the same time it requires for the priests to prepare a mummy.  And in three months’ time, when all is complete, then I – I shall abdicate as co-sovereign, lay down my office as your advisor, and retire.  And now you have a definite date for my departure, and not some vague intention.” 
 
    “Mother?  Truly?”  I could see the elation on his face slowly giving way to misgivings.  He would be sole ruler, alone, without me to guide him.  Very soon he would be eighteen years old and he was eager to rule in his own right, yet now he understood fully that he would have no helpmeet.  He could not imagine the kingdom without his mother as the most powerful in the land.  He could not remember a time when her word was not second only to Sekma’s, and then, after Sekma’s overthrow, second to no other. 
 
    “But – but Mother,” he stammered, “what are you going to do?” 
 
    “I need to write a letter,” I replied. 
 
    What I meant by this remained an enigma to him, one he never solved.  I left his chamber and went to Samemdos to give the order.  Then, through intermediaries, I sent a message across the River. 
 
   
  
 



Nyserra 
 
      
 
    The boat brought me downstream, then crossed to the opposite shore of the River to a small landing.  I stepped ashore and stood quietly for a moment.  I looked back upriver and in the far distance I saw the vague outlines of the King’s city silhouetted against the early evening sky.  I contemplated the dark walls, the battlements, and the many obelisks pointing heavenward, like so many accusing fingers aimed at the gods.  I wondered if I would ever see the city again.  I felt no fear or even mild concern, nor did I even feel the absence of fear – my heart seemed apart from me, indifferent to my own fate, as if my heart had given me up and considered me already dead.  
 
    The boat cast off and the rowers began pulling back toward the city, leaving me alone on the landing.  I had no bodyguard, no servant, no one.  I carried no dagger, no sword, no spear.  I was completely vulnerable, standing in the gathering dark, alone but for my thoughts.  I turned and made my way along the path, upward from the River and toward a walled estate.  Months earlier the owner of this estate had become fearful of the strife developing in the kingdom and had taken his family and retainers and had departed to a quieter province.  But the estate was not unoccupied – lights and sounds could be perceived as I approached.  Soon I was at the gate.  The guard at the entrance was one who knew me by sight; he bowed, silently opened the gate, but said nothing to me; a servant conducted me to the main chamber, opened the door, stood aside.  I entered a room containing a small crowd, but to me that crowd was not there at all.  My eyes could see only one.   
 
    Nyserra. 
 
    I stood before her.  She rose as protocol dictated.  I bowed. 
 
    “May your Majesty, my daughter, live forever,” I intoned. 
 
    “I greet your Majesty, my mother,” she replied, equally without emotion. 
 
    “My daughter, I thank you for allowing me the honor of attending you,” I continued with the formula. 
 
    “My mother, you honor me with this visit,” she replied. 
 
    She looked about the room, said, “Leave us.” 
 
    The guards, servants, retainers, and other hangers-on filed out, while Queen Qara and I looked steadily at each other, calm and impassive, expressionless.  We both heard the heavy door close, and at that instant our hearts leaped and we hurried to each other, our smiles wide, happy tears in our eyes, and we flung ourselves into each other’s arms. 
 
    “Nyserra, my very dear, my own love!” 
 
    “Beloved!  My Kham! How I’ve missed you!” 
 
    We kissed long and sweetly.  For that fleeting moment she was my Nyserra again; for that precious bit of time we were alone in the world, and no unhappiness had ever occurred.  I felt her body beneath my arms as I wrapped them round her, felt her embrace upon me, and I did not want this embrace to stop, did not want to release her, only hold her here and feel her warmth, hear her heartbeat.  But move apart we must.  Holding hands, we walked back to her bench and sat down, and entwined our arms round each other.  She nestled her head on my shoulder. 
 
    “How long it seems, beloved,” she said. 
 
    “Too long, my darling,” I replied.  “How did it ever come to this?  That we are enemies?  Would that I had died before seeing this day.” 
 
    We sat rocking each other slightly for many moments, silently.  Then she stirred. 
 
    “Help me off with this wig,” she said.  
 
    I helped her, then removed my own. 
 
    We both shook out our hair and regarded each other, then laughed like little girls. 
 
    “Much more comfortable!” I said. 
 
    “Yes! And cooler!” 
 
    I leaned over.  She looked up.  I kissed her again. 
 
    “How long has it been since I told you I loved you?” I asked. 
 
    “Since forever!” 
 
    “I vow to hold you in my arms, and kiss you, and tell you I love you, and I shall never stop.  Not ever.” 
 
    “I, too, beloved Kham.” 
 
    I held her head to my breast and I stroked her hair slowly.  Even now, I thought, there is a chance to save her. 
 
    We spoke for many moments of things, all inconsequential; we spoke as lovers do, of things interesting only to themselves.  I wanted time to stand still, that the next step and the next would be delayed.  Were we passing one of the Two Doors?  And once we had passed, could we never go back?  In my heart I was pleading with the Mother Goddess.  There is still time! 
 
    From a distance came the sounds of lively flutes and cymbals; a merry dance tune was commenced. 
 
    I started.  “What was that?” I asked.  I looked at her with confusion in my face, concern in my bearing. 
 
    “I don’t know, Kham.” 
 
    “Perhaps your people?” I asked. 
 
    “Perhaps,” she said, then shrugged.  “Perhaps all of them decided to try the wine.  Be at rest, beloved.  I promised you my own protection if you were to come; while you are here you are safe with me.  It sounds as if someone is simply having a bit of fun.” 
 
    My concern was feigned.  The music being played outside the walls of the estate was the signal that I had been waiting to hear.  I could die at this moment, but the actions against the rebels would go forward without me.  We were optimistic, however the outcome was not assured, therefore it was vital for me to live through this night and accomplish my task and weight the odds a bit more in our favor.  I pretended to calm myself and settled down again. 
 
    “Kham, we must stop this somehow.”  She had turned to the reason for our meeting. 
 
    “Yes, it is madness!  Madness!” 
 
    “I was torn inside thinking that you believed that I hated you,” she said.  “How many nights I lay on my bed crying to think that you believed I no longer loved you.” 
 
    “Well, Nyserra,” I said not in an accusing way, but affectionate, understanding.  “After all, you did say you hated me.” 
 
    “How I regret saying those hurtful things!” she said.  “But I was enraged at the things that were being done.  I still love you, Kham, never did I hate you, not in my heart.  Never did I stop loving you, no matter what I said.  I hated what was happening, and it seemed to me that you were becoming someone so alien, so unlike my Kham.  And my rage made me say things that were not true.  My own silly rage.  How I wish that I never said those words.” 
 
    “There, beloved,” I replied.  “I know you still love me, as much as I have never ceased loving you.” 
 
    “Oh, you goddesses!” she cried.  “Why cannot we go back to those days when we were young and had just fallen in love?  When we were so happy together?  Was it those seven years ago?  Or only yesterday?” 
 
    “Yet here we are,” I said.  “Those sweet days are gone, and you have been away from me this long, long time and I do not want us to talk of unhappy things any more, but just to have this moment with you, that together we may forget all that has happened and only sleep through the night in each other’s arms as we once did, so happily.  I have longed for you.  Oh, how much I have longed for you!” 
 
    “But Nyserra,” I continued, “we cannot have even a few hours of sweet forgetfulness, not even a few moments.  We have a problem, and it must be solved soon.” 
 
    “And – and what is your newest proposal?” 
 
    “The same with some modifications.” 
 
    “What are the modifications?” she asked. 
 
    “Banishment for the leaders, not death.  Some confiscation of properties and a yearly tribute – yet even the tribute will not be enforced.  For form’s sake only.” 
 
    “And Sanusret?” she asked.  Her son, the only reason she stooped to remain in this revolt. 
 
    “Sanusret remains Heir to—“ 
 
    “No, no!  That is not what I meant!” she said.  “My son is with Kenrotep.  How can you possibly ensure Sanusret’s safety until he is restored to his father?” 
 
    I asked carefully, “If there were a way for me to do this, would you forsake this treachery and rejoin your husband?”  In my heart I begged her to accept.  
 
    I could see her thinking hard.  I saw the weighing of this and that factor cross her face.  She wanted this to be so, yet she could not believe any of it, she could not be assured of her son’s safety.  She loved me, but wanted me removed from my position as co-sovereign and advisor.  She loved me, but saw I would continue taking measures she thought wicked.  And always her thoughts went to her son – her son, her world.  I saw her face and knew each thought that passed, and now I saw her forming the words to reply, I saw her trembling as she readied herself to speak.  Sekma had taught me this art, this curse, this damnable skill to see truth and falsehood in the faces of those who were speaking.  What I was reading now was breaking my heart. 
 
    “Perhaps,” she said.  “And I shall think carefully of what you said.  And perhaps we can work together on something new to consider.  Hear!” 
 
    But she was equivocating.  I knew it, I could see it.  She was going to lay the trap for me.  I could almost guess the words she was about to use.  My heart wanted to shout, don’t speak of it, my darling!  Dear Mother Goddess, if you are real, prevent her from saying it! 
 
    “I – I think there is something you and I can do to ease things,” she said, stammering.  “If we – if we show them our unity.  If – if we can meet with them together and say all these machinations must cease, perhaps we can stop these preparations for war.” 
 
    “Say on.”  Was I unsteady when I said it? 
 
    “I – I may be able to arrange,” she said, her voice trembling, “for us to meet together with Prince Kenrotep, and – and discuss a reconciliation.” 
 
    She had said it.  There was no turning back.  We had passed another of the Two Doors, never to return.  Only the years of training under the superb Sekma prevented me from throwing myself to Nyserra’s feet and pleading with her to take my hand and for both of us to run somewhere, anywhere.  I stayed silent and pretended to consider the suggestions for several moments.  My love, I thought, why had it come to this?  Would that it were I, not you, to be sacrificed.  I would gladly die this instant that you should live, I long so to go in your place.  But would my son, my only child Rahotep live to see the next moon if I did this?  She did not know that I had complete knowledge of Kenrotep’s treachery, that Samemdos had a brilliant spy planted near Kenrotep and we were aware of everything, and that Kenrotep’s treachery included Nyserra as well as me.  Had he assured her that I would be spared if she convinced me to walk into the trap?  Yet if I told her all I knew, that she herself would not survive a day past Kenrotep’s victory, she would not believe me, thinking that I spoke necessary lies to maintain my own power.  If her thoughts turned so she would be on her guard and my own plan would be put in jeopardy, and she would hurry away, perhaps that very night, and return to Kenrotep to warn him, or to seek some means to send word to him.   
 
    And now that I saw that Nyserra would not believe me, would resist, would flee, I had to act.  Now.  A choice between my only child and my true love.  All you gods and goddesses!  Cruel you are, and curse you all, that a woman should be forced to choose between her baby and her beloved. 
 
    So, now, I must go forward with the diversion I had planned with Ramose and Samemdos, to make Kenrotep believe Nyserra was negotiating with me these next few days, seeking some sort of accommodation, and the rumors that Samemdos had arranged, hinting at long discussions between the two queens, would make their way back to Kenrotep and his vigilance would relax while he waited, optimistically.  I could almost see him, smugly savoring the thought that Nyserra was as much betraying herself as well as me.  Let him enjoy these next three days, these three vital days.  Let him relax his guard, waiting moment-by-moment for word from Nyserra.   
 
    The moments I pretended to consider her idea were actually spent on another thing, for me to calm myself, then to steel myself for what must be done. 
 
    I rose and helped myself to some wine.  I sat and gulped it. 
 
    “Oh, my!  This night I need a drink,” I said, and took another gulp, then looked at her.  “Where are my manners?  Let me get you one, too.” 
 
    I poured another cup and handed it to her.  She looked into it momentarily.  I did not think she was suspicious; after all, this house she had borrowed was under her control, the wine was hers.  It was merely a habit we both had.  But then she looked into the cup again, then at me. 
 
    “What?  Oh, tosh!” I said, taking her cup and slurping at it.  I handed it back, and laughed.  “To what times have we come when we fear every little drink or tidbit from each other?” 
 
    She raised the cup to her lips.  My hand wanted to dash it from her grasp.  My heart cursed me.  My body rebelled against me, tightened inside me.  I seized control of myself, sat carefully, not moving, not looking. 
 
    She sipped at her wine. 
 
    She began to speak earnestly of how Prince Kenrotep did not want civil war, only establishment of justice and rule of law, that was all.  If he were assured that things were being done to curtail my power he would back down, so she said.  I saw now that she truly believed him, that she had been duped by his honey words.  Would that I could shout to her, don’t listen to him!  And I knew she would not heed me, thinking that I must say these things regardless of their truth.  Yet I knew she would not have listened to Kenrotep at all, honey words or no, had there not been the danger to her own son, that her child was hostage, and her thoughts were bent only to his safety.  She and I had faced the same terrible choice.  Had she been tortured in her heart, as was I?  Did she beseech the Goddess, as had I?  Did she long to die in my place as I so much wanted to die for her?  Yet we both had to make the same decision.  Child or beloved.   
 
    She spoke of some details of the meeting with Kenrotep, of security for both sides, assurances that no treachery would be planned.  I had many questions of detail.  She answered each as best she could.  Then her speech became slurred.  She seemed a bit bewildered. 
 
    “Oh, Kham!  Of a sudden I feel giddy.  I can hardly sit up!” 
 
    “Then rest, my love,” I said.  “Here, rest on me.” 
 
    I eased her head into my lap.  She looked puzzled, then frightened. 
 
    “Kham… Kham… beloved… you must beware… something bad…” 
 
    I held her close and shushed her tenderly as a mother would shush a frightened child. 
 
    “Kham…I…my love, so sorry, sorry...” Her voice became but a murmur; I could see she would soon be unconscious and surmised that she had been trying to warn me of her own treachery.  For a moment she struggled weakly, no stronger than a baby struggling in her mother’s arms.  Perhaps in her daze the realization of what was happening dawned on her.  Her eyes held mine.  Yes, she knew.  I could see it.  She knew it was I killing her.  
 
    “There, there, my love,” I said.  “Be at peace and calm your heart, my dearest.  One day soon I shall join you.  My Nyserra, my little Nyserra, my very own, there is but one thing I must do first, then I shall join you.  I promise.” 
 
    That lovely face I had so delighted in contemplating for many years, had kissed often but never enough, was losing the power of its muscles and became softer, child-like.  She became more beautiful than at any time I had known her.  My tears fell on her as she looked up at me, expressionless.  Then her lips tried to form a smile. 
 
    “Kham…I love…I lo…” Her eyes closed. 
 
    And I held her close, her head in my lap, and many times I bent to kiss her pretty neck and her lips, and bury my face in her hair; and I stroked her shoulder, her back, and touched her face, never taking my eyes off her.  And I held her until she stopped breathing.  And then long after.  Long after. 
 
   
  
 



The Khametnefer Fragment 
 
      
 
    And I who killed you must be your only mourner.   
 
    What legacy shall we leave, you and I?  What monument to proclaim our passage?  We leave no pyramid, temple, or statue.  We never captured gold, or land, or slaves.  What songs shall the bards make for us, to say how history remembers us? 
 
    I pray to the Mother Goddess that we shall be forgotten utterly, that our people will never call us to mind, that our sons only know us as an unpleasantness that occurred when they were very young.  For, my dearest Nyserra, if our people do not forget us, then their recollections will be of loathing.  Let us be forgotten, then, never recalled except as nothing more than a disturbing dream.  Let us be as forgotten as if we were mere long-dead subjects, nobodies, for that was what our desire was from the beginning, to live with each other, quietly, and have no other cares but our day-to-day living.  But our lives were stolen from us, our youth snatched from us, the desires of our hearts ignored.  We became women of power, envied by others who do not know the burdens of power, what cares are carried with it, what heartache.  They do not know that we never desired wealth, or fame and prestige, and when we did acquire power, we felt repugnance for it and for ourselves.  It was with utmost reluctance that we wielded this power, and then became enemies to each other.  Let us be forgotten, then, for that would be a kindness.   
 
    What manner of world is it that I had to make war on you, the one I held dearest?   
 
    That war, Nyserra, will probably be unique in our history; an entire war fought with many battles up and down our kingdom, in the space of a single night.  All the conspirators were captured or killed within days, all but Kenrotep who, defiant to the end, thrust his own dagger through his very heart before the door to his room was broken open.  It was a war with only a handful of deaths; so quickly and completely was the war prosecuted that many of our people cannot now believe a war ever took place at all.  And that war will soon be forgotten, and a blessing it will be when it is no longer remembered, and a blessing it will be that this war will not be our legacy, merely a brief memory, fading, then lost.   
 
    Your son, little Sanusret, was rescued; he is now with his father.  In those weeks after he was restored to us he sometimes asked for you, and each time he would ask I would run from the room to hide my tears.  Your husband, I know, will not keep your memory alive for Sanusret, will let your son slowly forget you all on his own.  Do not be grieved, my dearest, that your son will forget.  He will be the happier for it, for he will never know that his own mother was his father’s enemy in a war to the death. 
 
    Lord Colonel Ramose was busy for a time after the war, but not for long.  His energy and drive put an end to the last vestiges of rebellion, and he returned to the palace victorious.  King Rahotep did indeed honor him, followed my advice and promoted him to Captain General of the Armies, and gave him a vast estate as reward, the very holdings of Kenrotep, confiscated after it was captured.  I dearly hope that that good soldier will find a wife who will sincerely love him and not play upon his heart as I did for so many years.  Let him find a wife who would be his equal, that together they would have a partnership, and serve the King as his most valued advisors.   
 
    King Rahotep is already popular with the people, and I am glad.  The last time I saw him he carried his son Prince Sanusret beside him in the palanquin and they were borne through the streets of the city.  How the people cheered!  What an outpouring of good will.  Oh, Nyserra, our sons!  Our sons are beloved of the people!  Can this not be our legacy? our happiest bequest? our enduring gift? that our people are joyful with our sons as their sovereigns, and feel safe, content?  
 
    I kept my promises and laid down all my offices, both official and unofficial, relinquished all power seen and unseen, and abdicated my sovereignty.  And now, no more will our land have queens of power, queens ruthless and cunning, queens remorseless, emotionless, merciless.  Let us disappear forever; Khametnefer, Qara, and Sekma. 
 
    And now I shall keep the last promise I made to anyone on this earth. 
 
    So I sit beside you, my beloved, by your plain sarcophagus in this small tomb far out in the desert, as the dim light grows dimmer, as the tomb is sealed behind me, leaving only you and me inside.  And here I shall remain beside you with only the light of a single lamp, as I finish this letter to you.  And when that lamp gutters I shall be in a darkness as complete and profound as the darkness in which you now lie, and then I, too, shall have rest at long last, and once more and forever we shall sleep side by side.  And I yearn to hold you in my arms but once more, and I wonder yet again if we shall meet on the road to the West.  And I shall leave beside you where you sleep this long, long letter that you may read my story while you travel that road to the dark underworld, that you may understand and, perhaps, forgive.  I come to join you, beloved, as I promised.  I come soon.  And before the lamp gutters I check once again all your grave goods, your canopic jars, the wine for your thirst while you wander the far roads, and the food to sustain you on your journey, the loaves of bread tied up in a bundle, the sealed bowls of dates and raisins.  And to the last jar of wheat, the last jar of olives, the last jar of honey. 
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Novels by Nel Havas 
 
    The Apprentice Queen, a story of three powerful women of ancient Egypt, a tale of intrigue and deception at the ancient royal court, and of the tender love one woman has for the wife of her own son.  The two women, although deeply devoted to each other, become deadly political enemies to each other, and one must make a heartbreaking decision.   
 
    Sekma, companion novel to The Apprentice Queen.  A study of a ruthless young woman and her single-minded rise to power.  Queen Sekma uses her charm, beauty, and devious intellect to become the de facto ruler of Egypt, savagely eliminating anyone who stands in her way. 
 
    The Book of Tamar, a controversial retelling of the Biblical epic of Absalom.  A story of rape, incest, and civil war in the Israel of King David, but now seen through the eyes of Tamar, the young woman who became the unwilling catalyst to terrible events.  After three thousand years, Tamar tells the story in her own words. 
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