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    Notes: 
 
      
 
    
    	 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 peculiar pyramid described in the chapter “Funeral” is a real structure, the barely-begun tomb discovered at Zawyet el’Aryan, Egypt.  It is known today as “The Unfinished Pyramid”, and the name of the king for which it was built is lost to history.  It is located 4.7 kilometers SSE of the Great Pyramid of Giza (Khufu’s Pyramid).  The great pit containing the huge sarcophagus with its oval-shaped cavity (as accurately described in the chapter) had been used as a rubbish dump for many years, and today it is buried beneath housing for military personnel of the modern Republic of Egypt. 
 
   
 
   


  
 

 The Selection 
 
    “What is your name?” she asked. 
 
    She regarded me with eyes I had never seen on anyone before in my life entire – outwardly calm, almost negligent, half-closed, seemingly bored, yet with gaze so penetrating and alert that I felt that my flesh was stripped from my bones and she could see my very heart beating, and know every thought that passed within me. 
 
    She sat on a low bench while I stood before her.  I learned later that she was two years younger than me, that she was soon to be sixteen years old, yet her manner was of one much older, astute, guileful, far more mature than her age.  She was dressed, I supposed then, in the costume of a grand lady of Egyptian nobility – naked to the waist but for an intricate and heavy necklace of gold; round her hips a skirt of skillfully embroidered linen reached her ankles; slippers of hand-painted linen were upon her feet; upon her head was a helmet-shaped wig holding a golden tiara.  Opulent eye makeup in the Egyptian style – at the time quite unfamiliar to me, a woman of Sumer – made her scrutiny of me all the more unnerving.  In attendance to her were a maidservant and a lady-in-waiting; at that time, I could not tell the one from the other, their dress so similar to each other, yet I soon learned.  But it was the way her attendants contemplated her that schooled me immediately about this young woman.  It was their watchfulness, their trembling apprehensiveness that their mistress should be dissatisfied for some reason.  What, I wondered to myself, was she like when angered? 
 
    She had asked my name speaking excellent Akkadian but with the lilting, lisping accent Egyptians have, yet from her it was a delight to the ear; quaint, exotic, her voice low and rich, indeed musical.  It was much to my relief that she spoke the only language other than my home Sumerian dialect in which I was comfortably fluent; my knowledge of Egyptian was quite scant then. 
 
    “May it please you,” I answered, also in Akkadian, “my name is Utu-Gash-Kaga-Gulak.” 
 
    Her mouth made a twist, as if she had discovered a cockroach swimming in her beer. 
 
    “That is your name?” she asked, “or were you choking to death just then?” 
 
    I heard the slave master behind me snicker.  She shot him a glance; he was instantly silent.  Since I could think of no reply to her query I, too, kept silent. 
 
    “Let us see if we can unravel this outlandish name of yours,” she said.  “I believe Utu is the Sun God of Sumer, yes?  And the meaning of your name in Sumerian is ‘The Essence of Utu Delights Us’, or some such.  Is that accurate?” 
 
    “Yes, my Lady,” I said. 
 
    “‘Highness’,” she corrected me. 
 
    “Yes, your Highness.” 
 
    “We have a similar name here in Egypt,” she said, “only slightly different in meaning, and which would be translated into Sumerian as ‘Beautiful Throughout is the Ka – the soul – of Ra’, our sun god.  In the Egyptian language it is pronounced Neferkara.  Easier on the tongue, easier on the ear.” 
 
    Again I remained mute; her statement invited no reply.  
 
    She rose, approached, began to examine me, paying particular attention to my face.  As she looked at me here and there, prodding at me, I had the opportunity to observe her in return, this young woman who would presumably become my mistress, my owner.  The first thing one noticed about her was her beauty, which was striking, statuesque, as majestic as a queen or a goddess, and one could surmise that her splendor would only grow more exquisite as her body attained full womanhood.  Later I was unsurprised to learn that she was renowned as Egypt’s most beautiful princess, and had become famous as such in many other kingdoms.  I marked how tall she was, taller than most women, as tall as many men; when I knew her better it was with difficulty for me to grasp fully that she was little more than an adolescent, just a girl, since her bearing was of one much more experienced, knowing, wary.  She walked round me with a captivating grace – one could only think of royalty.  She examined me carefully; the gods had decreed that I would become a slave, a work animal, a drudge, so I wondered why she was so attentive in examining my features, my eyes, the set of my hair, the style of the makeup that the slave master’s wife had daubed upon me; these would contribute nothing to the day-to-day work of a drudge.  Why were my looks important to her?  And if she were a princess, as her honorific “Highness” indicated, why, then, was she personally selecting a slave, instead of leaving it up to her housekeeper or her butler?  I would soon learn the reason for her attention, but at that moment I felt as if I were a fish at the market she was preparing to buy, and she inspected me, judged my weight, smelled me to determine how fresh I was.  We eyed each other – she quite openly, I surreptitiously.   
 
    I did not yet know her name.  
 
    “Do you know how to read and write?” she asked. 
 
    “My Lady – ” I began. 
 
    I was immediately and powerfully slapped; my head spun sideways, sparkles of colors danced before me, the stinging on my left cheek caused a tear to spring up in my eye.  Her face had not changed expression or showed emotion, her eyes did not widen in fury, her mouth made no grimace.  With neither pleasure nor anger in her countenance she had raised her hand and struck me on the side of my face with all her might. 
 
    “I am Highness to you,” she said, and again without any emotion, her voice steady, calm, not raised.  “Highness or Princess.  Do not forget again.” 
 
    “Yes, your Highness,” I said.  “I beg your pardon.” 
 
    Now I understood the fearful watchfulness of her attendants.  Retribution for that small mistake came instantly, and she did not even seem angered at my mistake. 
 
    “Do I need to repeat my question?” she asked.  The way she spoke to me gave many clues about her.  She expected – no – she demanded utmost perfection at all times from her underlings.  
 
    “N-no, your Highness, you need not repeat,” I said.  “I can read quite well, but I am not proficient in the art of writing.” 
 
    “By this you mean the cuneiform of your country?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes, Highness, and I can read both Sumerian and Akkadian.” 
 
    “I hear that you cannot speak Egyptian at all, is that true?” 
 
    “No, Highness,” I said, “I mean, yes, Highness, it is true I cannot speak your language.” 
 
    “You will learn.” 
 
    “I shall do my best, your Highness,” I replied. 
 
    “Listen carefully,” she said.  There was something in the way she said those words that captured me as surely as it was when I was captured by the soldiers who had pillaged my city.  And I was just as fearful. 
 
    “I did not say you will do your best,” she said.  “I said you will learn.” 
 
    “Yes, Highness.” 
 
    “I also understand,” she continued, “that you were born into the nobility of your city, that your father and mother are important aristocrats there.” 
 
    Here my voice choked as I tried to reply.  Visions rose before me of Mother’s mangled body on the ground, the horror and despair I felt when I was told Father had been beheaded, of the news of my husband, slaughtered alongside all the other warriors of my city.  I clutched at what little strength I could muster and held back the tears. 
 
    “They – they were, your Highness.” 
 
    “Were?” she repeated.  “So they are dead and not among the captives?” 
 
    “Dead, Highness.” 
 
    “Pity,” she said, but she had merely mouthed the word and no more.  This young woman before me did not understand the meaning of the word.  “What were their names, please?” 
 
    I replied, and each word I uttered became more difficult for me.  “Your Highness, I was daughter to the Lord Hamash-Ban-Enki, First Minister to the High Lord of the City of Terqa.  My mother – my mother was his principal wife, the Lady Ninurta-Kos-Gorosh.  My husband is – my husband is – my husband –”  
 
    Here I could not stop the tears.  My voice seized inside my throat and I choked out his name, “My husband is – was – my husband was the Lord Nergal-Ban-Hashkut!” 
 
    I held my hands over my eyes, wept silently for a moment.  I was surprised that she said nothing, did not demand my composure, but simply allowed me a moment for my grief.  Did she have a heart, then, I wondered?  Later I learned that this act of kindness – to allow me to weep ever-so-briefly – was simply an act, nothing more, one calculated as being useful at the moment.  I came to know by hard lessons that she had no heart, that she considered human emotion a weakness. 
 
    She turned to the slave master and they began a discussion in Egyptian.  I could not follow the conversation but I knew that she was bargaining with the slave master over the price, my price, the price she would pay to make me her slave.  I knew that I was already hers, her property, her chattel.   
 
    I did not yet know her name.  
 
    *** 
 
    “Sekma,” said the old servant woman.  She shook her head knowingly, continued, “She is the Princess Sekma, wife to the Prince Amun.  He has no other wives at this time, nor concubines, nor – if the rumors are true – has he ever taken any other woman to his bed.  That Sekma is enough for any man, I would say.” 
 
    Had it been but one passage of the Moon?  One month?  Was it but one turn of that false-hearted Moon, she who had promised times of cheer and love to come, as I watched her slender crescent chasing the Sun to the West in early evening but one month ago?  I had held the hand of my husband as we watched the dusk gather round the ziggurats of the city of Terqa, and I smiled at the thought of that winsome Moon as I knew that her belly would grow great with child.  And when she had become full in but two weeks she would give birth to another star, and then she would become slender again, a little each day as she passed, deeper and deeper in the night as once more she sought her lover, the Sun.  Then when she had vanished, the Sun would make love to her again, and she would come to be with child again, would grow great again, and would birth another star.  I had looked up at my husband and smiled at him, and hoped that soon my own belly would become great with his child, and then our happiness would be complete.  Perhaps tonight, I had thought, perhaps tonight when we made love, his child would enter my womb and begin to grow, then I would become larger each night, as did the Moon, and my belly would swell with new life inside me, and I, too, would glow with a happy light, as did the pretty Moon.  It did not happen.  How cruel she was, that deceitful Moon. 
 
    My thoughts were smothered when the old woman spoke again.  “And I am told your name is to become Neferkara.  Neferkara!  That Princess has given you an Egyptian name whether you would have it or no.  Ai!  That princess-child is a child of the djinn, I swear!  Hear me well, my dear, be ever watchful of that one, that Sekma.  You are to be her handmaiden and always under her eye.  Beware, always beware of that one.  Ah, well, what can one do?”  She sighed, shook her head, continued, “What was your name in the old country, if I may ask?” 
 
    “My name is Utu-Gash-Kaga-Gulak,” I replied. 
 
    Her eyebrows raised.  “Your name is of the nobility!  You were noble born, and now you are a mere slave, as am I.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said, “a mere slave, as are you.” 
 
    Perhaps another slave would have gloated, would have seen the opportunity to lord it over a noble woman humbled to servitude, and somehow pay back to that self-proclaimed mistress of the earth a bit that she, the slave, had endured under other nobles.  But this old woman looked upon me with pity. 
 
    “Ah, well, my dear, such is the fate that the gods deal us,” she said.  She mused a bit, said, “I would guess she has given you your own name all over again, yet in Egyptian this time; ‘Utu’, ‘Ra’, the same god but spoken in a different tongue.  Neferkara, ‘Beautiful is the Ka of Ra’, it’s your old name translated into Egyptian.  The Princess, I suppose, wanted you to use the Egyptian version of your own name for some strange reason.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said, “she explained this to me.  Princess Sekma said, ‘easier on the tongue, easier on the ear’.” 
 
    “She said that to you?” asked the old woman.  “And I know you do not speak Egyptian.  Was she speaking Sumerian?” 
 
    “No, she spoke to me in Akkadian, but I think she understands Sumerian, too.” 
 
    “Hmf,” she snorted.  “I always knew she was well-educated, but I did not know she spoke Akkadian, too.  Ah, well, now I must call you Neferkara, but I have always liked the name, it is not uncommon and I always found it especially pleasing if given to a girl or young woman.  Far more fitting than when it is given to a boy.” 
 
    She smiled.  I regarded her, was grateful for her sympathetic words, for putting me at ease by chatting with me a bit.  I pushed aside my self-pity, looked at the kindly old serving woman, and reminded myself that I was now her equal, and I must learn not to be too proud in dealing with her.   
 
    “My manners,” I said.  “May I ask your name?” 
 
    “I am Tefnut,” she answered, then snickered a moment.  “They never gave me an Egyptian name!”  
 
     “I can tell you are a woman of Sumer like me,” I said, “but I hear from your speech that you are from the south of my home city Terqa.  From the city of Bilbat, perhaps?  Or Nippur?” 
 
    She gave a toothless grin, said, “Almost, but close by.  I do not know where I was born, but from the time I was a girl I was a servant in the city of Isin.” 
 
    “Ah, yes, Isin,” I said.  “I hear the accent now.  But now you are in Egypt.” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” she replied, “I was brought here many years ago, maiden to my master’s wife, Mistress Iamman.  Master Boshkat was a merchant of Isin, and we settled in Egypt where he carried on his business.  But he came by hard times and had to sell me, and here I have lived in this very Palace ever since that time long ago, and here I shall probably die and never see my homeland again.” 
 
    “I can understand, and would sympathize with you,” I said. 
 
    She laughed.  “I have always been a slave, and know no other life.  Yet I remember those years ago while I worked for my Mistress Iamman of Isin.  My life is better now than then, I can tell you!  Oh, that Iamman!  She was such a badger!  Always screaming at me, always beating me, always setting me tasks that would kill a mule!  I was glad to get away from her.  Here things are easy and most servants you meet are friendly enough, and it is safer here, too; over the years there has been a famine or two, but we in the Palace were always fed.  The nobles usually ignore you, so in that regard you are safe.  But, my dear, the young nobles will take pretty servants for their pleasure from time to time, and you are very pretty – very pretty indeed – enough that the young men would prize you.  However, I think you need not fear.  You belong to Sekma now, so you make sure you tell that to any young man who would approach you!  Any young blade who would make advances on the handmaiden of Sekma would find he had become a eunuch quite suddenly!”   
 
    I laughed in spite of me, asked, “She has this power?  Even if she is a princess, she is still but a woman.” 
 
    “This is Egypt,” she replied, “and things are different here, and women have a bit more freedom, a bit more authority, and men speak to women almost as equals; not anything like it was in Sumer.  But Sekma – ai! – Sekma is a force unto herself.  She has power as a princess, yes, but she has other power, too.  Unseen power.  She always gets her way!  Those who don’t help her or those who oppose her soon learn to regret it.  Mark this, Neferkara!” 
 
    I wondered, how had a fifteen-year-old girl become such a terror?  Then I remembered Sekma’s regal and confident bearing, her overpowering personality.  She was no girl. 
 
    “I am to teach you how to speak Egyptian,” said Tefnut, after a pause.  “That is why I was summoned away from the house of my master.  I shall do my best if you will do your best.” 
 
    I remembered Sekma’s words, said, “I shall learn, not merely try.” 
 
    “I am sure you will do well, my dear,” she replied.  “I can tell that you are intelligent, and you are young, too.  Young folk learn so much more quickly than do old ones.” 
 
    “Tefnut,” I said, “When Princess Sekma chose me she looked most carefully at my face and figure, and asked about my lineage.  I would ask, if you know, why the Princess herself bought me from the slave master, instead of having her steward do it?  And why was she so careful in examining my face?” 
 
    “Oh, these young ladies of the court!” she exclaimed.  “These tarts!  Always trying to outdo each other!  It is stylish among the ladies to have beautiful handmaidens, and to show them off at times.  You will see!  A handmaiden does more than just brush the hair of her mistress.  She is with her mistress constantly, and follows her mistress to this and that event, stands behind her at banquets, stands behind her when she receives guests in her home.  It is only a fashion, no more, but a lady prefers to choose her own handmaiden to ensure it will be a young woman as lovely as can be afforded, a pretty handmaiden to show off to her friends!  And now that I know a bit about you, I believe Sekma wanted her handmaiden to have been of the nobility, too, to make hers that much more valuable than the other ladies’ handmaidens.  Ai, young women!  So much attention to matters of style and fashion.” 
 
    Style and fashion.  Sekma chose me by herself for the same reason she would have chosen a hat, or a skirt, or slippers by herself.    
 
    “But tell me,” she said.  “I understand that you are a captive from that war King Ahmose made on Terqa.” 
 
    That war King Ahmose made on Terqa!  It was no war – it was butchery.  It was only yesterday to me, that accursed war.  It had been the day after my husband and I had watched the heartless Moon, and I dreamed of having a baby, early the next morning as we lay in our bed with my head on his shoulder and with our arms entwined that an insistent bell began to clang.  Quickly other bells were added, then horns and shouting.  Nergal woke with a start, heard the commotion, sprang from our bed and ran to the window, looked down into the street.  He turned and cried out that Egyptians were approaching the city, an army of them!  He rushed, naked, out of our room and into the room where he kept his weapons.  I followed him and then helped him don his armor – I had never seen him in such a rush, never seen him so agitated.  He almost ran to the door, then he stopped, put his palm to my cheek, told me to go to the house of my mother and wait for him there, and then he strode away.  I never saw him again.  I never took my leave of him properly, never embraced him one last time, never told him how much I loved him.  I never saw him again. 
 
    “Yes,” I said to Tefnut.  “They came upon us suddenly, overwhelmed our men, and then went on a rampage of rape and killing, theft and burning.  I still cannot understand what quarrel the Egyptian king had with us.” 
 
    “Ai, that old bull!” said Tefnut.  “That old crocodile!  That King Ahmose!  He needs no quarrel to start a war!  I suppose he needed one last war before he was snatched from this life and pulled into the West, just to prove he still has a big cock!” 
 
    I could have smiled but we were discussing events still very painful to me. 
 
    “What little I know,” continued Tefnut, “is that brigands from your city set upon a caravan of Egyptians, massacred the men and carried off the women, camels, and baggage, and old King Ahmose saw his chance to teach you a lesson.” 
 
    “But – but,” I sputtered, “that was many months ago!  Almost a year!  And it was in the wilderness far from our city!  And those brigands were not from Terqa!  We did not do this outrage.  I remember this incident; there was much talk and agitation about it.  Then the Grand Vizier of Egypt sent one letter of complaint.  One letter!  That was all!  Then they waited almost a year, then they fell upon us and slaughtered us like sheep.” 
 
    “It mattered not to the old King,” she said.  “He loves war more than he loves that swarm of women he possesses.  When the King declared the war on Terqa there was a lot of talk among the nobles; the young men were eager – young men are always eager for a fight! – but the older ones said there would be trouble with the Akkad king, since Terqa had an alliance with him.” 
 
    “The Lord of Terqa had no alliance with the High King of Akkad,” I replied, “but we did have a close understanding.  Indeed, there is much mingling and intermarriage and friendship between the peoples of Sumer and the Akkad, and almost everyone learns the other’s language.  But you are correct in thinking that the High King would be dismayed.  I know not what trouble will come of it, but I am sure that the High King will not ignore the matter.” 
 
    I had a momentary dream of rescue, but quickly remembered there would be no rescue for slaves already sold, and no ransom paid for survivors of a sacked and destroyed city – there would be no one alive in the city who could pay the ransom. 
 
    “That old King Ahmose cares not,” she said.  “The last time I saw the King what passed in my own heart was that he had entered his dotage, and is slowly losing the power of reason.  I believe that he at last feels his age, feels that death is not far off, that his heart rebels against that thought, and he felt the need to proclaim to his people that he is still a great king.  He was simply asserting himself one last time with that war he made on you.  He only needed a pretext.” 
 
    “So,” I thought aloud, “my parents, my husband, my people were murdered and our city burnt to the ground over a pretext.”  I felt within my heart a deep hatred for the Egyptian king that would last for many years after his death.   
 
    In time I would learn utterly of someone more evil than he. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 The Handmaiden 
 
    I did not see Sekma for several days. 
 
    Since I had been captured I had seen almost every Egyptian with heavy, elaborate eye makeup and to me they all looked like devils; men, women, children, servants, slaves, farmers, shepherds, and boatmen all appeared as painted as if they were statues.  Tefnut was now teaching me how to apply this makeup without getting any into the eye.  I practiced applying the makeup to myself using a bronze mirror and then practiced applying it to her.  Tefnut sat still, eyes lightly closed, while I dabbed and painted at her, trying to create the design correctly.  She would then look into the mirror and appraise what I had done.  She emphasized that I must be able to do it easily and perfectly each time, and never to make a mistake or get any makeup into the eye.  I learned a bit more about Sekma as Tefnut talked while I practiced.  She told me how Sekma’s prior handmaiden had been an expert makeup artist for Sekma for many years, but then Sekma became displeased with her. 
 
    “It was Reni who was handmaiden to Sekma even before Sekma was betrothed to the Prince Amun,” Tefnut said.  “All those years she served Sekma, from the time they were both eight years old.  All those years she served the Princess and then she was sent away, the poor child.” 
 
    “What happened to her?” 
 
    “Reni tripped while serving Princess Sekma,” said Tefnut, “as the Princess sat at a banquet and spilled a full cup of wine onto her, there in front of all the other guests.  Sekma sent her away the very next day, to the new temple being built south of here, to the camp of workers, there to help the cooks who feed the workers.  But, my dear, her punishment is that she will be a plaything for those dusty and sweaty workers, they with their rough hands and rough manners.  Those workers will line up, each to take his turn with her.  Ai! That Sekma!  May you learn from this, Neferkara.  Sekma has no warm feeling for anyone, even for this handmaiden who had been with her since they were both children.  The Princess has no forgiveness, none at all.” 
 
    I had been uneasy about the Princess Sekma since I had met her, and indeed swiftly felt the consequences for a small mistake that very day, and this apprehension grew each day as I learned more about her. 
 
    I finished one of Tefnut’s eyes and began to brush the makeup on to the other. 
 
    “How is it that these Egyptians came to use all this eye makeup?” I asked.  “For me it is very unattractive, especially if the woman has naturally pretty eyes.”  
 
    Tefnut laughed, said, “I felt as you did when I first came here, but one gets used to it – the makeup – and then it can have attractions of its own.  Also, they do this because the glare of the Sun can be overpowering.  The eye makeup helps somewhat.”  She laughed again.  “Even workers laboring at their tasks wear the makeup.  It struck me as so funny when first I saw it!” 
 
    She looked up at me and smiled, continued, “But I do agree with you, dear, since you do have such pretty eyes.  It is a pity to paint round them.  Such lovely eyes you have!” 
 
    “Oh, my eyes are nothing special.” 
 
    “‘False modesty begs for false praise’,” she said in a friendly, teasing voice.  “That is an Egyptian proverb.  These Egyptians are a very strange people, it is true, but after one gets used to them one sees traits in them that are very agreeable.” 
 
    “Such as – ?” 
 
    “The commoners are usually polite in speech and manners,” she said, “and they are affectionate toward family and friends, especially husbands and wives for each other.  Here the commoners almost always have but one wife to the husband, and one is always seeing a husband and wife strolling about with arms round each other.  So endearing to see!  They never did this in Sumer as I recall – there the men always walked in front and their women would come traipsing behind, like a little string of goslings.  None of that here.  And women have more freedom here than in the old country – although that does not apply to us slaves!  There are other things I admire about them, how they love their children and never keep them out of sight as we did in Sumer.  And the songs the Egyptians sing!  Their songs can be very sweet to the ear.  I remember the loud chanting we called singing when I was a girl.  The Egyptians are much more musical.” 
 
    “Your pardon, Tefnut,” I said, “but I see nothing at all agreeable about these Egyptians.  In sooth, I wish them all into the deepest pit that the God Enki prepares for them.” 
 
    “You say this because your loss is recent,” she countered, “and your loss was very profound.  Oh, my sweet dear!  I can understand your hatred, and I would feel the same if it happened to me, and if my own mother were to have suffered so as did yours.  But I would suggest you think that only the old King and his soldiers did the outrages, and not the common people.” 
 
    This was a very reasonable suggestion, however it was one I could not take in those days because – as she said – my loss was recent and very severe.  In time I grew to like the Egyptians – all but for one. 
 
    As we were talking another servant entered the room and began to speak rapidly to Tefnut in Egyptian.  I regarded the servant woman, older than myself, weather beaten and careworn, yet she seemed cheerful and pleasant enough.  She would glance my way from time to time as she spoke to Tefnut, with a friendly, curious demeanor.   
 
    After their exchange, Tefnut looked my way, said, “Now practice some of your new language, dear.  Say hello to your bedmate!” 
 
    I looked at the woman, said in Egyptian, “Hallooo?” 
 
    They both laughed at my pronunciation, and the other woman began to speak to me in a fast staccato, but I had not the slightest idea what she was saying.  Tefnut replied to her and quite obviously Tefnut was saying that I had been learning the language for but a few days. 
 
    I interrupted, asked, “You said ‘bedmate’?” 
 
    Tefnut replied, “Yes, you will be sleeping in the same room with her and a few other of the women servants.  This is Meritaten, and she is a darling!  I am ready to wager that after one hour you will not consign this Egyptian to any of the nine hells of Enki.  Greet her in the Egyptian manner, Neferkara, and show us what you have learned thus far.” 
 
    I bowed slightly from the waist, as commoners between commoners would bow – and slaves between slaves – and said as best I could in Egyptian, “So honored to meet you.” 
 
    She smiled broadly and replied.  Although I could only recognize “Neferkara” and “happy” and “friend”, the meaning was clear enough.  She grasped both my elbows, as I had seen women of Egypt do, in a sort of formal embrace, so I turned my own palms upward and grasped her arms at the same time.  Her smile was from the heart and it struck me that she was sincerely friendly – I had to consciously remember that we were equals and she did not need to try to ingratiate herself upon me – and she was genuinely happy to meet me.  This realization moved through my heart; she did not have to act in a friendly manner if she had chosen not to do so, for I was not her superior, and this act of kindness touched me. 
 
    A male servant appeared at the door, began to speak to me. 
 
    “Neferkara!” Tefnut said.  “The Princess calls for you!  Hurry!”   
 
    I sped away, down the hallways and through the different apartments and realized that this would be the first time for me to attend the Princess as her servant.  I arrived at Sekma’s chamber; the door was open, I entered and saw her sitting on a low bench, contemplating herself with a bronze hand mirror. I bowed low. 
 
    “Your Highness, I att – ” 
 
    “Close and bolt the door,” she curtly interrupted, speaking in the language of Sumer. 
 
    After I had shut and locked the door, she said, “I felt an itch on the back of my head.” 
 
    “At once, Highness!”  I moved behind her and began to examine her scalp, beginning at the nape of her neck, carefully moving through her hair strand-by-strand. 
 
    “If it please your Highness,” I said, “perhaps if you sit closer to the window to allow better light?” 
 
    She said not a word but rose and stood waiting for me to move her bench to the window, she then sat with her back to the light.  I continued examining the back of her head. 
 
    “Higher up, you!” she growled.  “I feel it crawling away from the light.” 
 
    I searched higher in her hair and quickly found the louse scrambling upward, away from the parted strands.  I caught it and crushed it between my fingernails, dropped it to the floor. 
 
    “Your Highness – ” I began. 
 
    “Yes, yes!” she said peevishly.  “I heard it crack.  Stay and keep looking for others and their eggs.” 
 
    “Yes, your Highness.”  I began searching again, very carefully, slowly looking for other lice and for hard nits glued to her hair, and concentrated on this task.  I did not want to leave only to have her feel another!  As I searched she began to talk, asking how much Egyptian I had learned, telling me to repeat all words I could remember, phrases and simple sentences.  She neither complimented nor criticized what she heard, nor did she correct my pronunciation – which surprised me, as I knew that the few words I did speak were far from perfect.  She asked what else I was learning and I told her of the makeup, and made known to her that I did my own eye makeup that morning, at which she angled her mirror to look at my eyes without moving her own head. 
 
    “Well,” she said in a dismissive manner, “I suppose it is a start.  However, I shall not trust you with my eyes for a few more days.” 
 
    I remained silent and focused on my task.  A knocking came from the door.  I could tell she was annoyed by the interruption. 
 
    “Everyone in my household,” she said tersely, “knows that when my door is closed no one is to disturb me except on the most urgent business!  See who it is.” 
 
    I moved to the door, opened it, saw a man dressed as royalty.  He had a cheerful, somewhat childish grin on his face, and did not seem to notice me, but looked past me to the Princess. 
 
    “Sekma!” he cried. 
 
    I turned and was astonished to see the Princess with a radiant smile on her face.  I had not seen her with any expression of sentiment since I had arrived at the Palace, for her countenance was always of indifference, unemotional, unmoving, as if she were as cold and hard as a statue, yet now she seemed utterly pleased to see her visitor.  She set aside the mirror and rose, extending a hand to the man. 
 
    “Amun!” she said happily. 
 
    And then I knew that the visitor was her husband, the Prince.  He advanced to her and took her hand, kissed her cheek, and together they sat down on the bench.  It was enchanting to see how changed she was with her husband and I took heart, thinking that perhaps the Princess had a good side.  The way she looked up at him with adoring eyes and with a sweet, captivating smile, how she nodded at everything he said, how she would at times rest her head on his shoulder or lightly stroke the back of his hand with her fingertips, were all very sweet to see.  As they chatted I was unsure what to do so I merely lowered myself to the floor and knelt nearby, sitting back on my heels with my eyes downcast, as a servant should do when in the presence of her betters and she had no duty at that moment.  They spoke for many moments in their language and after a time the Prince became animated in something he was telling her, something that tickled him and he related whatever it was with much quiet laughter.  She replied in her lilting and low musical voice and I could see that the Prince was happy with her response.  After a time, he rose and began to take his leave; I, too, rose and went to the door, holding it open for him as he left, then as I began to close the door I looked back at Sekma, and I saw something quite bewildering.  I saw her drop her smile in an instant.  Once more she held an indifferent visage, quite unconcerned about anything, and she assumed her hard, unemotional statue’s face. 
 
    She had merely been wearing a mask for the Prince. 
 
    “Resume,” she said simply. 
 
    I returned behind her and continued my search for vermin.  She was quiet many moments, then I heard an irritated sigh. 
 
    “That fool,” she said in my language. 
 
    Shocked, I caught my breath slightly, then paid careful attention to what I was doing. 
 
    She went on.  “He thought he would tease me with the news that the King has betrothed him to his cousin, the Princess Luburna.  He said to me, ‘Oh, you will soon have a rival for my affections, dearest wife!’  And he laughed as if it were a great joke.  Hah!  That Luburna will soon learn who the principal wife is here!  I could have told him of the betrothal a month ago; he, however, does not have the wit to see these things coming or to take the trouble to learn, or even to understand why he should take the trouble.  Now he is gleeful he will get a second wife.  I can almost see the pair of them rutting like swine, and wonder what their issue will be like, what peculiar spawn they will present to the world, what monstrosity or mindless vegetable they will produce.” 
 
    I studied her scalp as carefully as I could, looking for lice, and willed my ears to close up and not listen to this venom she spat forth.  I knew even then that when a mistress believed that her servant knew too much, that servant’s life was in peril.    Yet I was not allowed to act as if I had not heard, for she engaged me in talk. 
 
    “Tell me, Neferkara,” she asked, “What were the things the people in your country said about the Royal Family of Egypt?” 
 
    I hesitated. 
 
    “Do not even pretend,” she continued, “that you do not understand what I mean.  What do Sumerians say about the condition of the Royal Family of Egypt?  Did your people not think it strange that a portion of the Royal Family here has been marked by deficiencies?  That a goodly fraction of the royals is deformed, or simpletons, or mad?” 
 
    “Highness,” I said, desperate not to speak to her of these things, “I would never stoop to repeat scurrilous stories.” 
 
    “Scurrilous?” she laughed mirthlessly.  “If the stories were merely scurrilous, then they would put the royals in better light than what is true.  Tell me, I say!” 
 
    I could not avoid her command.  “Highness, I remember some of the nobles of my city joking about it with my father, and they would say that all the Egyptian kings marry their own sisters, that all their offspring have two heads to the neck and six fingers to the hand because of it.” 
 
    Sekma snickered, not at all angry as I thought she would be, and she said, “They would be more useful with two heads, that way perhaps they would have enough brains with which to think.  But no, no two-headed royals here.  Only fools.”  Sekma regarded me through her mirror with a mocking smile, said, “And no – for I can see how your heart is leading your thoughts – Amun is not my brother.  He is my uncle, as if that is any improvement.”  She laughed again, continued, “Say on.  What else was said?” 
 
    “Highness, they went on to compare it with what is done in my country,” I said, “in that our marriage laws for the nobility have rules of consanguinity, and no relatives closer than second cousins were allowed to marry.” 
 
    “Hmm,” she mused.  “This makes sense.  No one ever mouthed it before, but I have always felt it was something like this, that it was something about the intermarriage within the Royal Family, that the intermarriage has been going on for centuries, and it was this practice that has caused a grave problem for the Royal Family.  The fatuous priesthood in this kingdom proclaim that the intermarriage is the best way to preserve the essence of the divine in the kings, and who is there to gainsay the mutterings of these holy charlatans?” 
 
    She was silent for a moment, said, “What else?” 
 
    “Highness,” I said, “my father’s friends called it ‘the ail of the Royal Family of Egypt’.  I beg your pardon for saying that, Highness.” 
 
    “The ail of the Royal Family,” she repeated.  “That is a good term for it.  Yes.  Now listen to what I say.  The Great King has had twenty-one sons by his different wives and concubines.  He has had dozens more by-blows with other women, but they do not count.  He has had twenty-three daughters, but the old King thinks them worthless!  Of those men-children born who would be in line of succession one had no mind to grow, remained a babe in his intellect.  He was sent away and disinherited, as the King wanted him out of sight.  Three were born with withered limbs, so the King sent them away and disinherited them, too, as he did not want to look upon them.  Three sons died before maturity – the usual childhood diseases.  Two were killed in battle – one of them being my father.  Seven of his sons I would have thought would make adequate kings, as they were able and intelligent.  Think on this!  Only seven sons out of twenty-one would have been worthy as sovereigns.  But the Great King had three of them murdered.  Then three others died, two by contagion, one by assassination.  Then the younger sons; some have some small aptitude and seem normal, but some would not make very good kings at all, being weak-willed or without the wit to deal with kingship or they are simply of the uncomprehending sort of person – as is Amun, my dearest husband.  So after these several deaths or removals we now have the Crown Prince Heruhar at the head of the queue.  He will be a fine king, I am sure, for he has the intellect and strength of character to rule the kingdom well.  After him in succession is my husband Prince Amun, who does not have the intellect and strength of character to rule a bakery, and after him the others, not very able or far too young.  If our enemies only knew!  If our enemies had even barely competent spies in our kingdom, and learned of this, they would be chortling with glee, just waiting for the old King to die, so they could descend upon us.” 
 
    I kept a careful silence.  These thoughts of hers should not have been disclosed to a mere servant.  And now that I knew these things my own life was forfeit if ever she suspected me of repeating her words. 
 
    “It is to the good,” she continued, “that out of that throng Heruhar has become Crown Prince, as he knows exactly how to take charge of the military and the bureaucracy when the old King Ahmose has been taken into the West – may that day be soon! – and Heruhar would probably be able to stave off any incursion from other kingdoms, and I am sure he would take the Kingdom in hand and run it correctly – at long last!  They call Ahmose the Great King as he has won every battle he ever fought, yet I see him as being most incompetent in every other measure.” 
 
    At the time I did not know why she spoke with me so, as these words should never have been uttered.  I assumed that she merely wanted to talk and I was available as a listener.  I learned later that there was a reason why she told me and none other of these things; I learned that she never did anything that she had not already thought through carefully. 
 
    “Enough,” she said, “cease looking for lice, as I can tell you have found none since the first and neither have you found any eggs.  I shall tell you if I feel another. Tonight you will sleep on the floor by my bed, so bring bedding to make a pallet.  Before retiring you will bring a full basin of clear water in case I need it tonight.  Now, my bath.” 
 
    “At once, Highness,” I said, and left to prepare the bath. 
 
    As I busied myself in the bath chamber I had to remind myself how young the Princess was, as she had spoken to me in the way of being most adept in the ways of the Royal Court, more astute in matters of human nature.  When I had readied the bath and as we descended into the water I regarded her closely, marked her beauty, as she stood naked; so tall, so exquisitely formed.  Her personality, however, was overwhelming; she could enter a room and command it without saying a word.  She was unlike any other person I ever met. 
 
    I felt her relax as I washed her hair then her body, then she closed her eyes and merely lay still in the bath and soaked as I – as quietly as possible – washed myself.  When we rose from the bath I massaged her on the nearby divan, doing as best I could since I had never learned the art of massage.  I merely rubbed her body, thinking of what I would have enjoyed had it been me.  She made no complaint, nor made any word at all, but merely lay with closed eyes.  I was too shy – too fearful – to talk to her during the bath or massage, believing that if she wanted conversation she would start it. 
 
    Later that evening after the Sun had gone to his bed I readied her for sleep, helping her don her night clothing.  As I began to make my own pallet on the floor she approached, wordlessly pointed to the place she wanted it, then watched as I moved it to that spot and finished making it.   
 
    “Have you prepared the basin of water?” she asked.   
 
    “Yes, Highness.  There, under the table.” 
 
    “Go to that small chest over there and open it,” she said, “and in it you will find a small vial.  Fetch it.” 
 
    I did so and gave it her.  She put the vial on the floor under her bed, then she lay down and put out the lamp.  I lay down on my pallet and was quiet for a time, not sleeping at first, but thinking of this strange new life that was mine, thinking that I now belonged to this extraordinary, frightening young woman.  Eventually I drifted into sleep. 
 
    I dreamed I was at home, with my husband, my Nergal.  He was alive again, and all was as it should have been, the way it was before the Egyptians came and destroyed us, and at first I was joyful, believing the dream to be true, feeling I had been magically rescued.  We were standing in one of the rooms of our house, the windows open to the Sun and a fresh breeze flowing through, and my heart was so glad to think that it was Egypt the terrible dream and now I was back home with my beloved, and all was right with the world.  He began to speak to me, trying to tell me something important; I knew it was important but I could not understand his words.  He seemed desperate for me to understand the urgency, but I could not comprehend him.  He was trying to warn me of something, but I shook my head, helpless.  In his frustration he began to hit the table with his fist; bang, bang, bang!  Bang, bang, bang!  I woke with a start.  Sekma was speaking to me. 
 
    “Open the door for the Prince.  Quickly!” she said. 
 
    I leaped up and hurried to the door, opened it.  There was the Prince Amun holding a small lamp.  He looked not at me but at her; he handed me the lamp and went to Sekma.  I saw that Sekma had once again put on her mask, the face of an adoring wife and lover, and with a coy smile of anticipation.  They began to speak and he sat beside her on her bed, then they began to kiss. 
 
    I was acutely embarrassed that I should be present at this time, because I knew they were going to mate, and with me in the room, and they seemed uncaring of my presence.  I put the lamp on a table and knelt nearby, my eyes to the floor, and had to listen to their copulation.  Their soft words for each other became husky, intense, I heard the rustling of the bedsheets, then Sekma’s small cry as the Prince entered her, then I heard the thrashing and I knew they were mating in earnest.  Sekma’s murmurs and hoarse words became more intense as the Prince’s thrusting speeded.  I heard the Prince grunting violently and Sekma’s gasping intensified and then I knew the Prince was expelling his seed, and then she cried out.  I heard him roll off her, panting.    
 
    A moment before Sekma had been moaning in ecstasy, she now spoke to me in a very calm, matter-of-fact voice, saying, “Neferkara, the basin.” 
 
    I brought it to her and she motioned me to place it on the floor.  She took the small vial she had placed under her bed and poured perhaps half the contents into the water, then put the vial back under her bed.  The smell from the vial was quite strong, and I could not identify what it was, but the smell was pungent and sweet at the same time, as if it were flowers and vinegar, strong ointments and perfume, all mixed together.  She swirled the water, mixing in the contents of the vial, then squatted over the basin, her loins in the water, and she began to douche herself with her fingers, rapidly, thoroughly.  The Prince spoke a few sleepy words to her; she turned and – again with her endearing smile – replied.  He seemed content with whatever she said and he was soon snoring.  Sekma finished cleansing herself, then returned to bed.  Before covering herself she looked at me. 
 
    “Empty that basin and replenish it with fresh water just in case I need it again, then put out the lamp and go to sleep.” 
 
    I bowed, said, “I hear and obey, Highness,” and left her to do as she ordered. 
 
    It was that day and that same night that I witnessed Sekma’s skills of persuasion with her husband, the Prince.  I had seen her mask.  And over the days and years I learned how she used a mask with all others she would encounter.  Her countenance never went deeper than her skin, for she would wear a mask of her own making, indeed, wore many masks, choosing the right mask for each occasion, quickly changing masks when required, not using a mask when she was not facing the one to whom she spoke, and never at all with unimportant people such as me, her slave.  Without her mask she appeared as cold and uncaring as a tomb, yet even then when in her presence and when she was not wearing this mask one felt that she regarded the world with contemptuous eyes, contemptuous of her husband, of her peers, of her slaves, even of the empty spaces, even of the gods, and one knew that she felt within her heart that all before her were her inferiors, mere pieces on a game board, as if she played at the game of Trow, and she would cause these pieces to maneuver across the board for her pleasure, all with the appropriate twist of her face. 
 
    Many hours passed before I fell asleep. 
 
   


  
 

 Meritaten 
 
    Her name meant “She, Beloved of the Aten”.  The day arose when she became the beloved of another. 
 
     “What is the Aten?” I asked her. 
 
    “You have seen an image of the Sun god Ra, yes?” she replied.  “The Aten is the disk on his head.” 
 
    “The Sun?” 
 
    “Well, yes, but no, not really the Sun,” she said.  “The Aten is the divine aspect of the Sun, the Lifegiver whose arms reach out and whose fingers touch us all, but not the Sun itself, and separate from Ra, the Sun God, and although Ra is a God, he is not the Aten, but the Aten has its own divinity.  Or maybe it would be better to think of it as the Sun only if you think it not a divine being, but its divinity is in that it causes the life force within all living things.  You see?” 
 
    I did not.  I was more confused than ever.  These Egyptian gods did not seem as clear and understandable as my own reasonable Sumerian gods, but I let it go, and merely repeated her name as separate Egyptian words. 
 
    “Mer.  Yeh.  Teh.  Aten.  Meritaten,” I said, then with a mischievous smile, “I think your name is pretty even if one knows not what it means.” 
 
    Meritaten laughed, leaned over, pinched my cheek.  “I like it when you smile.  You have a lovely smile, but one seldom sees it!  Usually you are so unsmiling, sometimes so grim.  And you can be so sweet when you are not so morose.” 
 
    I laughed quietly.  “I suppose I have been somewhat gloomy.” 
 
    Meritaten and I sat in the bedchamber of the women servants of the household.  I had become conversant in the Egyptian language over the months as Tefnut, then Meritaten helped me learn more and more words.  Meritaten and I had become friends in that time, and as I learned her language I learned a little about her, but I said not much about myself, merely would answer simple questions about my homeland, if asked.  This day we were quite alone in the serving women’s bedchamber, something that happened not often.  I had been dismissed by the Princess early that afternoon and had an unexpected half-holiday, and while wandering through the apartments I stopped to talk with Meritaten.  When she found I had no more duties that day she took my hand and led me to the bedchamber, hinting that if we were seen to be idle by the steward he would set us to work elsewhere, so it would be better to be unseen.  Thus I had another lesson of very many about the slave’s life – stay out of sight!  We spoke for a while, then Meritaten judged that enough time had passed that she could ask me more about myself. 
 
     “Neferkara,” she said, “I know some little about what happened to your city, yet I know very little about you, since you are so quiet.  Can you tell me a bit more about yourself?  Tefnut says that you had once been of the nobility, yes?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said.  “I was born into nobility.  My husband was the grandson of the High Lord of Terqa, and my father was the High Lord’s first minister, and my mother principal wife to my father.” 
 
    I spent a few moments telling her of my home city, my family, and a little about Sumerian ways.  I spoke of the people there, how we lived, and eventually returned to speaking of my family, my husband. 
 
    “All are dead now,” I said.  “All.  I look at my previous life and what it has now become and there are times when I feel sorry for myself and think the gods are punishing me, but that is only my own conceit.  Although I try not to revel in self-pity, it seems that is all I do.  I am sure it is an annoyance to others to be near me when I am so.”  I looked at her and laughed at myself.  “Just tell me to cease if it gets too wretched!” 
 
    “You have said nothing outlandish yet!” she said.  “But how old are you?  I guess you to be about twenty?  How long were you married?  Do you have children?” 
 
    “I am eighteen,” I replied, “my birthday just recently, since I have been here in Egypt.  I was married such a short time.  Oh, how those memories are so sweet!  I met my husband on the day of our nuptials, and when I looked up at him that day I felt myself falling in love with him, just where I was standing.  He was such a nice man, a good man, and his smile for me was so full of care and sensitivity, and he was so handsome and strong!  And I knew that our marriage was matched by the Goddess Inanna herself, for it seemed he loved me in return.  He was the gentlest of men, and I felt his love for me grow every day.  Wed for but one year.  His child never grew in my womb.  Then the Egyptians – then the Egyptians – ” 
 
    I shuddered with rage, stopped for a moment to compose myself. 
 
    “I do not know,” I continued, “how many were spared the massacre only to be captured and carried off into slavery; I saw only a few dozens in the caravan that brought me back to Egypt and we were all women, no men and no children, and since I have been here I have not met any others from my city.  But in my city!  So many were killed.  So many.” 
 
    I could not stop myself, I said, “How I hate the Great King!  How I hate that murderer!” 
 
    I calmed myself and after a moment I continued, “I had so hoped to have a child by my husband; we were looking forward to it.  Now I think it a blessing that I did not, for I believe the soldiers killed all the babies and the little ones.” 
 
    I did not want to continue.  I gathered myself inside, put on a smile, asked her, “And you?  Have you ever had a baby?” 
 
    “Oh, yes,” she said, and laughed for a bit.  “I have had four, all by different men.  Two babies died the first year of their lives.  That happens.  And the two others, one a boy, one a girl – Nub and Nisroth their names.  I have not seen them since they were taken away from me when they were little.  The boy was sold to a farmer upriver, the girl is somewhere in the city, but I know not where.  Let me see – the boy must be about sixteen and the girl about thirteen.” 
 
    I made a conscious effort to forget my own sorrows and thought about Meritaten’s life, that of work and servitude, but she somehow managed to bear up.  Is this how it is for slaves, I wondered, that they are used to this treatment and accept it all?  That if she was born a slave, then is she content with her lot, for it was the only one she has known since birth?   I had assumed all my life that slaves were born tough, of enduring fiber, strong of body, not given to thinking deeply on matters, and this assumption had not left me during those early months in Egypt.  They, I thought, are made this way, and are strong.   
 
    She undeceived me of this fallacy the very next moment. 
 
    “There passes not one day that I do not think of my babies,” she said, “and sometimes – sometimes I curse the gods who set in stone the fate of every mortal and care not for us slaves.  If the gods made us slaves, then why did the gods give us hearts to feel with?  Minds to think with?  Voices to cry out with?  Eyes to loose uncountable tears?  Are they deaf to our lament?  Or do they delight in cruelty?  Or are they simply uncaring?  If it is our fate to be slaves, why, then, do we yearn to be free?  Whatever the truth, the gods deserve no worship if this is how they treat their children.” 
 
    I was very moved by these words and thought of my own life before I came to Egypt, that I never gave a thought to the servants and slaves in my household and in my city, and believed that this is how life is and we all must accept it as such.  Then I arrived in Egypt as a slave and I tried to remember that I must treat other slaves as equals, yet in my heart they never were, and I was merely being condescending, lowering myself, for circumstances had made me one of their fellows.  I now felt within me that I had been so wrong to feel this way, that since I had come to the age of understanding I, too, had participated in the subjugation of others, had treated them as mere things, and at the time I felt it only natural.  Now I felt a deep shame. 
 
    I clasped her hand, said, “Meritaten, I am so sorry.  I cannot imagine the anguish of losing a child for whatever reason, and you have lost four.” 
 
    Her hand gripped me back and she grinned, said, “Ai! We are thinking too much!  We can never go back, so our tears now will not change then.  Let us continue!  What else would you know of me?” 
 
    She had said she had four children by four fathers, and this intrigued me, but I felt too shy to ask her directly about the details.  I decided to ask in a roundabout way. 
 
    “Four children?  You do not seem old enough to have a child sixteen years old.” 
 
    “Oh, you flatter me!” she said.  “You must know that I am thirty years old, do you not?” 
 
    “I did not,” I said.  “You do not look it.” 
 
    “Liar!” she exclaimed, laughing. “But I love you for it!” 
 
    “Even so,” I said, “if you are thirty, then – let me see – you must have been – ” 
 
    “Oh,” she interrupted, “Nub was not my first.  He was my second.  My first child was born when I was twelve, but she only lived two days.  I never named her, the poor little mite.  The midwife who helped me with the birthing saw that the little one was not strong and would not live for long, so the midwife urged me not to give a name to her, for if I did the heartbreak of losing her would be that much more.  I tried to nurse her yet she would not take my milk, and I knew that soon she would be called into the West.  I followed the midwife’s advice, did not give her a name, and tried not to grow to love her in that brief, brief time.  It hurt all the same when she died.  Ai!  But I am not alone.  So many babies die in the first few days; why did I think mine would be different?”   
 
    “Nub was born a year and a half later,” she continued, “and I knew from the first that he was going to be a strong one!  So I rejoiced with my Nub and had such lovely times with him while he was little.” 
 
    “Do you think,” I asked, “that he was strong because he had a strong father?” 
 
    “It might be so,” she said.  “The first man was an old, old priest who fancied little girls, and I was eleven when he started taking his pleasure with me.  How I hated that old lecher!  His pawing!  His smell!  Yet what could I do?  I was a child and a slave and a girl, and that made my value less than that of a noble’s favorite dog.  Well, when it became apparent that I was with child he moved on to his next girl.  I think that because he was so old and my babe was simply not from a young man’s seed she was born weak.  Now, my Nub’s father was the steward at the household I was at, and he was younger than the priest and rather healthy.  Since the first birthing my figure had filled out a little and I no longer looked like a small girl, and he liked that, so I became his plaything for a while.  Then when I was with child he pretended it was another man’s.  What a coward!  There had been no other man.  No matter; he had me sold to get me out of the household and I was glad to get away from him, for I never liked him at all.  My third was by one of the guards here at the Palace who simply took me aside one day and had his pleasure with me, and that was the only time with that one.  I never even knew his name.  His baby, little Dagan, was strong and lived many months, but she became ill of that season’s contagion and was no more.  Nisroth has a noble father, Lord Shul-Manu, who was my master then, and he would simply search me out, take my hand, and lead me to his chamber and would keep me for an hour or two.  Only a few times with him, but even once is enough to plant seed into one’s womb.” 
 
    “Meritaten,” I said, “I would not have had the fortitude to bear it.  I admire your strength.” 
 
    “Strength?” she countered.  “I was heartbroken both times my babies died, I was heartbroken both times my other babies were taken away and sold.  But what can one do?  If I could have simply lain down and died I would have done so, and I would be no more.  Yet here I am.  One lives on.  At least my Nub and my Nisroth survived, and it is better to be alive than dead.  This is the fate that the Father God Osiris has decreed for us mortals, that we have a baby who lives only to have another baby snatched away into death, thus Osiris reminds us of the presence of the deities, and thus our lives are balanced between two emotions, joy and sorrow.  But why do the deities make us unhappy when they could as easily have made us happy from the beginning, that we would never know the loss of a baby, and that we would praise the heavens the more for it?  If the Mother Goddess Isis loves us so much then why, oh why does she allow us to be treated this way?” 
 
    I could not answer. 
 
    “Let us talk of other things,” she said.  “We are beginning to think too much.” 
 
    “Yes, let’s,” I said, happy for the change.  “Many things are strange for me, even now after these months.  I was told by – I was told by someone how many of the sons of the King have died or were sent away.” 
 
    “Oh, these royals!” she exclaimed, then she continued in a very low voice.  “If we are afflicted by the gods, they are more so.  Yet I feel no sympathy for them, for much of their trouble is also of their own making.  Royals and nobles!  Maneuvering and manipulating, casting each other in very unkind light, heaping ridicule on each other only to get a smile from the old King, or to sit closer to him at banquets.” 
 
    “Is it true,” I asked, “that the King actually murdered some of his sons?” 
 
    “Hush, Neferkara!” she hissed.  She went to the door and looked about, then returned.  “Not so loud!  Careful of the things you say, and careful of someone listening.” 
 
    She looked at me for a moment, gauging me, deciding, then she continued, “It is true he had three of them executed for treason.  First was Prince Minema; the King accused him of plotting an assassination of his elder brother.  Then it was Prince Kumenhotep; the King said he was cultivating the people to undermine the King’s authority.  Then it was Prince Nikare; I am unsure of why the King wanted him removed.  But I believe none of the accusations.  They were simply excuses, which means, I suppose, that they were murdered as you say, using false accusations.” 
 
    “Why do you not believe the accusations?” 
 
    She lowered her voice even more and spoke almost in a whisper.   
 
    “Sekma and Prince Heruhar.”  
 
    I was aghast.  “How do you know this?” 
 
    “I do not know,” she said.  “But I have eyes.  There were those princes who were executed, and then there were three other princes who were in line to the throne before Heruhar.  Of those others, two died quite suddenly, within a few months of each other, and both times it was announced they died of contagion, but both times rumors were everywhere about the mottling on their faces.  I am trying to think of the words I overheard a physician say, but he thought that it was the mark of poison.  The third was assassinated while he was in Upper Egypt.  No one ever captured the assassin or found out the motive.  But from all six of those deaths to whom would the advantage go?  Heruhar.  And who had the ear of the King?  Sekma.  And which two royals are constantly in contact with each other?  Heruhar and Sekma.” 
 
    “Even if the advantage went to them it could also have only been fate.  Why do you think they actually did it?” 
 
    “Have you ever been present when Heruhar and Sekma were together?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Then did you not mark how they regard each other?” she said.  “There is an understanding there between the two of them, and it has been going on since soon after Sekma’s nuptials with Prince Amun.  Also it seemed that Sekma was alone with the King just before the King would have one of the princes arrested and executed.  Sekma is very persuasive; you know that by now.  I am sure that she planted seeds of suspicion with the King – it would not be difficult with that King!  He is suspicious of everyone!  He is almost mad with suspicion!  And the others?  How convenient it was for those three – all in line of succession – to die within four months of each other.  Six princes dead in little more than two years, and only these were between Heruhar and the throne.  Neferkara, it is only speculation, I admit, however I can think of no other explanation that is simpler, that Sekma and Heruhar have some sort of stratagem they made together.”   
 
    I felt turmoil inside me to such an extent that I did not stop to think of how astute Meritaten’s speculations were.  Sekma was my mistress whom I attended every day.  But then I thought of several events that had occurred in the months of my service to the Princess, and looked at them again with a new understanding. 
 
    Princess Sekma would have me attend her when she received guests and I would be directly behind her as she entertained them.  I would stand still as stone, gazing into the distance, unless she ordered something of me.  Her guests could not avoid seeing me.  It was on those occasions I realized that I had become simply a decoration, an ornament in her chambers, and I came to know completely what Tefnut had described to me those first few days, that in Egypt a pretty handmaiden was simply another accessory to a lady’s ensemble.  Some guests would look at me, indeed they seemed to be appraising my value.  Sekma would casually drop in conversation the fact of my noble birth, and this would cause her guests to turn and look at me again, to reassess their estimate.  On the other hand, where grand ladies or princesses who had elevated regard for themselves would be present, these high-born ladies would studiously ignore my presence, pretend I was not there, and I could see them make a visible effort not to raise their eyes higher than Sekma’s.  It was very amusing to me when first I noticed. 
 
    Yet with certain other guests she would wave me away shortly after the guest would enter, and I would stand outside her door, sometimes for a few moments, other times for hours, and sometimes for the remainder of the day, and wait for her to call.  Such was always the case with the Crown Prince Heruhar.  When I saw him for the first time I was helping to set a new wig on the Princess.  The door to her chamber was open, as was usual when she was at home and ready to receive guests.  A man entered and bowed. 
 
    “Dear sister,” he said. 
 
    “Brother!” exclaimed Sekma.  “A moment please while I get this wig straight.  Hurry up, Neferkara!” 
 
    They spoke of small things for a moment, and I felt him regard me as I quickly set her wig, then as I was brushing at some strands she pushed my hand away impatiently. 
 
    “Get out,” she ordered me.  “Close the door behind you.  Stand in the hallway until I summon you.” 
 
    “Yes, your Highness.”  I began to bow to her. 
 
    “Him first, wretched girl!” she spat.  “One always bows to the Crown Prince first.” 
 
    “Your pardon, Highness,” I said, turned and bowed to him, then to her, then quickly left her chambers. 
 
    Just before the door shut I heard him say to her, “Was that your new handmaiden you told me about, the noblewoman of Terqa?” 
 
    I stood outside her chamber door for over an hour, not daring to move, hardly daring to breathe.  So that is Prince Heruhar, I said to myself.  He was nothing like his brother, the Prince Amun.  Amun had the open and innocent friendliness of a little boy, was a bit clumsy, sometimes clownish, and would wear a silly grin on most occasions.  Heruhar, on the other hand, had a commanding bearing, a confident expression and businesslike demeanor.  Also I had a glimpse – for an instant and no more – of Sekma regarding the Crown Prince, and her face was unlike any other mask I had seen her wear.  It had the same confidence as he, but also it carried an unsmiling pleasure I had seen before, in my father’s colleagues when they were together, of the other ministers in the City of Terqa, men who respected each other and worked well together.  Was this a mask she wore or was it a genuine reflection of what she felt?  The subtleties of her expression, if not genuine, would have challenged a brilliant play actress.  I could not judge at the time; later I was to know. 
 
    As I stood outside I could hear their voices through the thick wood of the door, although I could not make out the words.  I idly wondered if this was a tryst between the two of them, that they were having a moment of intimacy.  But why during the day, in her own chambers, while others in her household were moving about their business, and other nobility in the Palace could possibly visit at any moment?   The voices never ceased while the Prince was there and I decided they were not engaged in a love affair, or at least not at that moment.  Over time the Crown Prince visited Sekma on many occasions and each time I was dismissed immediately and waited outside.  Each time I heard the voices in constant discussion, each time after the Crown Prince took his leave I would enter Sekma’s chamber and a quick glance round the room told me that they had been engaged in nothing but their conversation; her bed remained exactly as I had made it that morning, her wig was exactly in place, her makeup untouched.  This roused my curiosity more than if they had been indulging in an erotic rendezvous – why would they engage in so many of these private discussions? 
 
    Then, a few days before my conversation with Meritaten, I had the opportunity to see them together for more than a mere moment, but I was not alone with them.  Prince Amun approached Sekma’s rooms that day while Heruhar was with Sekma and I stood outside the door.  Amun was well within his rights as husband to simply open the door and enter; however, he was raised as a gentleman and had the manners of one, and would never walk into his wife’s chamber unannounced. 
 
    “Knock, if you please,” he said to me.  I knocked. 
 
    Instead of Sekma calling me the Crown Prince himself opened the door. 
 
    “Brother!” they both shouted happily when they saw each other.  They embraced and kissed each other on the cheek, slapped each other on the back, then entered the chamber.  I followed Prince Amun inside and looked toward Sekma.  She was smiling at the two men, then she looked at me, said nothing, did not gesture, so I guessed she was not dismissing me.  I moved behind her as I must do when she entertained guests and stood unmoving. 
 
    “So here you have been hiding with my Princess,” said Amun to the Crown Prince.  “What news have you been telling her?  You always seem to tell her the best news before you tell me, and sometimes I feel the least bit jealous.” 
 
    They all laughed at his little witticism, but it struck me as being precisely what was happening. 
 
    “Amun darling,” Sekma said in a blasé manner, “our Heruhar is going off to fight.  Convince him to stay home.  The court is far too dreary when he is away.” 
 
    “Fight?” Amun said.  “Again?  Who is it this time?” 
 
    “Oh,” replied Heruhar, “the governor of the Upper Nile has complained to Father of a few minor incursions by the Nubians.  Father wants to send a battalion or two and make demonstration on their territory, perhaps sack a small city to remind them who their neighbors are.  I tried to tell Father it was not necessary and was quite likely to stir up trouble rather than the opposite, but you know Father!” 
 
    “Yes,” said Amun, “given the choice Father always prefers to fight.” 
 
    “So, I asked Father to let me command,” said Heruhar.  “I want to keep things under control and not let the soldiers run amok as they did at Terqa.  I’ll make sure we fight only if it is truly needed, and without any mindless atrocities.” 
 
    “Most sensible,” replied Amun.  “We do not need the resentment of our neighbors on two of our three frontiers.”     
 
    “Why don’t you come along with me,” suggested Heruhar.  “It might be fun.” 
 
    The worried look that crossed Amun’s face was comical, and I bit my lip not to smile. 
 
    “Um – er – I don’t think that I am able to go at the moment,” Amun said.  “I have too many upcoming duties, although I would love to come.” 
 
    “Pity,” replied Heruhar.  “You always seem to miss the good parties.” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” said Amun.  “Perhaps next time.  Oh!  But wait!  I have something for you!  My new sword is unblooded.  Let me lend it to you for luck.  Let me go get it, at once!” 
 
    “Brother,” said Heruhar, “there is no need for you to run off to your apartments right now.  Later we can go together.” 
 
    “Oh, it is not at my apartments.  I have it here, in the rooms I use when I am staying with Sekma.  I won’t be a moment!” 
 
    With that Amun dashed out the door.  Sekma and Heruhar looked at each other, knowing smiles on their faces. 
 
     “So you tried to dissuade the King from this useless foray into Nubia,” Sekma said to him.  “I find admirable the man with courage and strength of character who refuses to fight when there is no real need.  My husband, however, refuses to fight because he is a poltroon.” 
 
    “Now, now, Sekma,” said Heruhar, in a mock admonishment. 
 
    They said no more words but it seemed they carried on a silent conversation.  There was no desire or eroticism in their eyes.  Only cold, hard business. 
 
    Meritaten was right.  They understood each other.  I pondered over this memory of the recent visit by the Crown Prince, then looked up at Meritaten. 
 
    “I think you may be correct,” I said to her.  “Each day I learn something new about the Princess, and each day I become more fearful.  I do not understand that young woman.” 
 
    Meritaten smiled, reached her arms round my neck, touched her forehead to mine.  
 
    “The Mother Goddess herself does not understand that young woman,” she said.  “However, there are things that do become obvious, when you think.  The Crown Prince will one day be King, and if she cultivates an alliance with him now, she will have the new King’s ear for anything she would want.” 
 
    “But what else does she want?  What more could she want?  She is already a royal princess!” 
 
    “Ai!  Neferkara!  Perhaps you were once of the nobility, but you never lived at the Royal Court of Egypt!” she said.  “At the Palace there is nothing but alliances, factions, and intrigues, and woe to the one who is in the wrong alliance or part of a losing faction.  Most nobles in the kingdom remain on their home estates, but the ambitious ones come to court, especially those ambitious ones who are younger sons and know their inheritance would only be a pittance, or sometimes it is the ambitious wife of a younger son who convinces him to come to court, so you have the court filled with determined, conniving people – these are our mistresses and masters here!  Here there are opportunities for advancement and gold if one can position herself correctly, thus the intriguing begins.  They all seem to be trying to outmaneuver one another or spy on each other or sleep with another’s husband or wife – not for pleasure, but as part of their scheming.  Once in a while you may hear of a noble person dying in some horrible way – murdered in an alleyway in the city, or smothered in her bed, or from violent illness that has no marks of being natural.  Some of these nobles are that vicious!  They try to influence this minister or that councilor or the other prince, all to get position and appointments, for even the merest sinecure could bring enough gold for them to buy their own estate, and then they could leave court before they, too, are found poisoned.” 
 
    “Are they all like this?” I asked her.  I had never imagined this sort of world.  “I have never seen anything beyond the apartments of the Princess, but it all sounds so very busy – in a horrid sort of way.” 
 
    “No, not all are like this,” she replied, “not even most, but enough.  And it is not as if you could stroll through the Palace and see them sneaking about.  No, it is subtler than that.  A word here, a wink there, or whispering to each other as they cross a courtyard.  Ai!  I detest these nobles!  They could be the death of us slaves, and would care not.” 
 
    “How so?” I asked.   
 
    “We may be slaves but we do not live on a country estate,” she said, “and slaves are sometimes caught up in this intrigue, and all too often we pay the price.  Beware!  Household slaves are closer to their owners than field workers, and if a slave’s mistress is killed, many times the slave is killed with her.” 
 
    Now I was very frightened and looked behind me as if to see an assassin creeping up.  Meritaten laughed again, patted my cheek. 
 
    “I have scared you, I think,” she said with a smile, “but it is not so bad that we need to pick our way through the bodies as we walk about.  More people in the Palace die during the season of contagions than in an entire year from murder.  Think of it that way, but simply be cautious around these nobles and do not let any of them draw you into their vile games!” 
 
    “I know so few nobles as it is,” I said.  “Perhaps they will leave me alone.  Tefnut hinted that I should always make known that I am servant to Princess Sekma, since many are wary of her.”  
 
    “That, I think, is wise,” said Meritaten.  “Everyone knows not to annoy Princess Sekma, so that could be your safeguard.  Now Sekma herself always seems to be part of a strong clique, indeed, to be the heart of a strong clique.  She has skills that surpass any courtier in the Palace.  Think on it!  When the Crown Prince becomes King it would be so easy for her to have the new King command Prince Amun to divorce her.  Think more!  Sekma and Heruhar already have a political partnership.  If they were married their interests would coincide perfectly.  That is what I see as Sekma’s goal as soon as the old King dies, to become Heruhar’s wife, then she will get that for which she strives.” 
 
    “But what is she after?” I asked.  “She already has riches, she owns several country estates, she has prestige enough being a royal princess, her own grandfather is King of Egypt.  What more could she want?” 
 
    Meritaten’s answer was quite simple.  “Power.” 
 
   


  
 

 The Informant 
 
    I was awakened by a toe nudging my behind.  I opened my eyes to see Sekma towering over me. 
 
    “Bread, wine, wash water,” she said simply.  
 
    “At once, Highness,” I said, rising, not daring to stop to stretch and yawn. 
 
    As I hurried out the door I saw that the Prince Amun was still asleep in Sekma’s bed, so I made sure to gather enough things for two, and included a few fresh figs I found in the kitchen. 
 
    Sekma always seemed to know what nights the Prince would come to her bedchamber to sleep with her, and she would order me to be present on those nights, with her vial of the strange-smelling potion and a water basin at the ready.  I had wondered from the start why she would douche herself carefully with this mixture each time she mated with the Prince, and at times I would want to warn her that if she did so it may be difficult for her to come to be with child.  Yet I held my tongue, believing that she would not welcome unasked-for advice from her handmaiden. 
 
    When I returned I found Sekma sitting, naked, at a small table looking into a mirror.  She had pinned up her hair in anticipation of washing her face for the morning, so I set the small basin before her and then set the food and wine on another table nearby, then hurried to the chests that contained her clothing and wigs, opened them, and got ready to display them, for her to make her choice of clothing for the day.  While I was doing this the Prince rose, yawned and stretched, then walked up behind Sekma, bent to kiss her lovely neck.  I felt myself blush because I was still not used to seeing naked men and women walking about so casually, as they did in Egypt.  At home in Sumer one never saw nudity anywhere, and the first naked man I ever saw was my husband, and we were in our own room with the door firmly shut.  In Egypt, however, one would see nudity often, even outdoors for the world entire to see. 
 
    “Did you sleep well, dear wife?” Amun asked her. 
 
    “Always when I am in your arms, dearest Prince,” she replied.  Her words sounded so sweet, however with her face turned away from him she did not assume her mask, simply looked unemotional, almost bored, as she washed her face prior to my applying makeup. 
 
    The Prince walked over to the table containing the food and helped himself to a fig.  Some perverse god caused him to stand directly in front of me where I knelt and, even though my eyes were to the floor, I could not help but see his penis dangling down.  I blushed on top of my blushes and shut my eyes. 
 
    “Heruhar has been gone well over a month, but I have heard nothing from him,” said Amun.  “Have you any word from him, Sekma?” 
 
    “Nothing from him yet, husband,” she replied.  “I was hoping for news of some victory by now, but I know there have been no dispatches received from him since he left.”  
 
    “Ah, Heruhar!  Heaping glory upon himself as always,” said the Prince, “and always the toast of Egypt for it.  Who could possibly find a finer brother than he?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said, “our brother is first in Egypt.  But you, my Prince, are always first in my affections.” 
 
    Amun seemed pleased at this, walked behind her and kissed her neck again.  He suddenly looked astonished. 
 
    “Oh, you gods!” he exclaimed.  “I was supposed to attend Father this morning!  Where are my clothes?” 
 
    He hurriedly dressed himself then kissed her cheek before he took his leave. 
 
    “Remember tonight!” he cried as he raced out the door. 
 
    Amun, it seemed, was quite happy with his marriage, for Sekma was always the perfect wife for him – sweet, loving, solicitous of his well-being, seemingly proud of her husband.  She had cultivated his love for her.  She seldom asked for anything, but when she did Amun would be overjoyed to do something for his adoring wife.  His adoring wife had a glint of hatred in her eye as she watched him depart, then she assumed her unemotional, uncaring visage. 
 
    When Sekma was ready for me I began to apply the heavy makeup, taking pains to get it just so.  As I worked she spoke to me. 
 
    “Tonight there will be a banquet in the audience chamber of the Grand Vizier Lord Rekara, and at last you are fluent enough in our language that I shall now have you accompany me whenever I leave this apartment, so you will be attending me there.  Your service must be impeccable – I want perfection from you the entire time we are at this banquet.  My husband will be sitting next to the Grand Vizier in the place of the Crown Prince, but I shall be sitting farther away.  At this banquet you will stand behind me.  Whenever wine is placed before me you will immediately pick up the cup without my ordering you and taste it, then place it before me.  Also, when food is served I shall point to a portion, and you will pick up that piece with your fingers and eat it, again without words.  Do you understand?” 
 
    I understood all too well.  Fear took me.  Was I to be poisoned as her taster?  I believe my face told her everything that passed through my heart. 
 
    She laughed maliciously, said, “In fear of our life, are we?  Do not be such a coward!  But if you have the wit to think it through you will realize you are in no danger.  Do you imagine I would so casually throw away a servant that cost me so much to buy?  Or did you think of the difficulty it would be for me to find a replacement for you, a handmaiden who had been born into the nobility?  Or that a brief, small taste of the wine by you but a few moments before I drink would be enough to save me?  You will be in no danger!  It is a mere demonstration to the others at the banquet that I never relax my vigilance, that is all.  You will see others do this from time to time.  The real proving is done behind the scenes; I already have an operative of my household who checks these things for me.” 
 
    Although she said no name this was the first I heard mention of the man Taharq, a man I came to despise as much as I despised her.  But at that moment I was merely put at ease knowing that the wine and food would be examined before it reached the table.  Because I was relieved I did not stop to think of the reasons she gave not to worry, that it would be an inconvenience to her if I died. 
 
    She continued.  “The Prince will be staying with me again tonight.  He will probably be a little bit drunk, but that will not stop him from wanting to mate with me, so have the water basin ready.” 
 
    “I hear and obey, Highness.”  I glanced over to the basin by the door, then at her. 
 
    This tiny movement of my face was interpreted by her instantly and accurately.  Her eyesight caught everything that went on about her, and her intellect was enough for her to comprehend the smallest nuance passing through the hearts of others in no time.  She seized on this almost invisible display of mine. 
 
    “You wonder about the cleansing after the mating and that special preparation I add to the water, don’t you?” she asked.  “What are your thoughts?” 
 
    “Highness,” I replied, “I would never dare advise you of anything.” 
 
    “Say!” she demanded. 
 
    “Highness, with respect,” I began, “my thoughts were that you may have difficulty conceiving a child if you continue the douching, and since I do not know what unguent you place into the water, I wonder that if you did conceive, if this unguent would be harmful to the child.” 
 
    She laughed.  “Of course I shall have difficulty!  That is the very reason I do it.” 
 
    “But Highness,” I said, not understanding her words.  “I remember you speaking to the Prince, and you told him that you only did this to keep yourself fresh for him.  And you both spoke so longingly of having a child.” 
 
    “That,” she said, “is what I told the Prince, and he is dull enough to believe me.  I cleanse myself with this potion for another reason.  This preparation is very effective, and will prevent a child from growing in me.”   
 
    She paused, looked over the mirror at me and told me why. 
 
    “I do not want to find out what sort of surprise would be lurking in my womb if I come to be with child by this son of King Ahmose.” 
 
    “I told you this,” she continued, “because I have fathomed your thoughts, and I did not want to hear you stupidly blurt them out to my husband at an awkward moment.  The blood of the Royal House of Egypt is tainted, and I shall have none of it!  And now that I have told you, you will hold your tongue to all others, especially to the Prince.” 
 
    I fastidiously applied her makeup, shivering to think what would have happened if I had “blurted” out my feelings inadvertently before she had told me this.  When finished with the makeup, I began to display various gowns for her to choose.  She selected one then rose for me to help her don it.  When finished, she motioned toward a chest on one of the shelves. 
 
    “Look in that chest and you will find a gold nose ring.  Fetch it.” 
 
    I brought it to her, thinking she was going to put it on.  But no. 
 
    “The Princess Malkara returned from her country estate yesterday,” she said, “and is now in the apartments of the Crown Prince.  As she is Heruhar’s principal wife she has come back to the King’s city to take part in the celebrations whenever Heruhar returns from Nubia.” 
 
    Her mouth made a wry twist.   “Malkara is perfect for Heruhar, the best possible principal wife for him.  She is a pretty ornament at social functions, has impeccable taste in clothing, she is rather vapid, easily cowed, easily persuaded of almost anything.  Most importantly she would be inept at any intrigue as long as she is prevented from attaching herself to any faction with a strong leader.  However, it has been no real effort to isolate her from the factions at the Royal Court.  Let her assume the airs and posturing of Queen when the time comes.  I shall be elsewhere doing the real work.” 
 
    I thought on her being elsewhere, and the work she would be doing. 
 
    “Now listen most carefully,” she continued.  “Go to the apartments of the Crown Prince and ask for Princess Malkara’s handmaiden, Sem-Qara.  Simply pretend you are a friend.  Give Sem-Qara this nose ring then ask for the news.  She will understand.  If she should ask you anything in return tell her nothing whatsoever, simply tell her you know nothing since you have not been in my service for very long.  It is early enough in the morning that you need not worry about disturbing Princess Malkara – that indolent sow never rises before noon.  Memorize everything Sem-Qara tells you, then you will return to me immediately and tell me what she said.  Leave nothing out.” 
 
    “I hear and obey, Highness.” 
 
    “Go.” 
 
    As I hurried to the apartments of the Crown Prince I tried to sort out in my heart these new duties Sekma demanded of me and I realized that she was drawing me into palace intrigue against my will – indeed I had no schooling in the art – and now I was to be go-between for her and this Sem-Qara.  I remembered Meritaten’s warning about slaves pulled into the intriguing, wondered what my fate might be if I were caught, and I became very frightened. 
 
    I made my way to the Crown Prince’s apartments and to the kitchen entrance, and just inside I saw a scullery maid at work.  She looked at me curiously. 
 
    “Good morning,” I said, “do you know where I may find Sem-Qara?” 
 
    “I know not,” she said.  “Perhaps in the chambers of my mistress?” 
 
    I made my way through the hallways, hoping to find another servant who would know Sem-Qara’s whereabouts.  I rounded a corner and almost collided with a man dressed as a house functionary.  I almost leaped out of my skin.  He saw my servant’s clothing and quickly seized my right arm above the elbow. 
 
    “And who might you be, my beauty?” he demanded.  “You do not belong here.” 
 
    I was terrified.  I had been caught within a mere moment of my entering the Crown Prince’s apartments, but I tried my best to compose myself and replied to him, “Please, sir, I am looking for Sem-Qara.” 
 
    “You should know better than to go prowling round apartments where you do not belong,” he replied.  “What are you up to?  Thieving, I can guess.” 
 
    “No, sir.  I have business with Sem-Qara,” I pleaded. 
 
    “You should know you cannot visit your friends when they have work to do,” he said with a dismissive air.  “To whom do you belong?” 
 
    “Please, sir, I am handmaiden to her Highness, Princess Sekma.” 
 
    He released my arm immediately, his eyes became round. 
 
    “Wait in the kitchen,” he said.  “I shall send Sem-Qara to you.” 
 
    I returned to the kitchen and waited perhaps a quarter hour, then a young woman entered, saw me and approached.  Her eyes were wary. 
 
    “I am Sem-Qara,” she said.  “Who are you?” 
 
    “My name is Neferkara,” I replied, “in service to her Highness, Princess Sekma.” 
 
    Sem-Qara glanced over at the scullery maid, then said to me, “Let’s stroll in the courtyard a bit.” 
 
    After stepping outside, I saw that Sem-Qara’s expression was no longer wary, but held resentment, almost hostility toward me, and I was unaware of anything I had done to offend her.  I quickly learned why she regarded me so. 
 
    “Reni was my friend,” she said, “and now she is sent away and you take her place.” 
 
    “Please,” I said.  “She was sent away before I was brought to this Palace.  I come to you by the command of the Princess.  She told me to give you this.” 
 
    Here I opened my hand and showed her. 
 
    “My nose ring!” she cried happily, and she immediately smiled. 
 
    An hour later I returned to Sekma’s rooms and, when I had entered, she ordered me to shut and bolt the door, and I then related to her all that I heard from Sem-Qara.  Most of it was the inconsequential goings-on of Malkara’s country estate, but one piece of news about Malkara herself was most interesting.  I told this to Sekma first.  She shrieked with laughter. 
 
    “So that silly cow has a commoner’s brat growing in her belly!” Sekma said gleefully.  “Now this is useful news, indeed!  Let me think of how I can use it.  If Heruhar found out he would be within his right as Crown Prince to slit her throat, although – knowing him – he would probably only send her away, along with her little mistake.  But we shall keep this news to ourselves for the moment.  Let me think on it.  If someone outside the Royal Family has slipped his seed into her, then perhaps the child will be fully human, and not tainted with the ail of the Royal Family, and perhaps be of some use.  We have several options before us; let me think on it carefully.  Hmm, what is her lover’s name?” 
 
    “His name is Oshkoron, the steward of their country estate.” 
 
    Sekma laughed raucously.  “The Consort of the Crown Prince tupped by the butler!  This is rich!  And does Sem-Qara know this without doubt?” 
 
    “Yes, Highness.  Sem-Qara would attend them as they were in bed together.  She did not see them mate, but she saw them in bed before and after, many times.  Then recently Princess Malkara told Sem-Qara that she was pregnant.  I suppose Princess Malkara trusts her handmaiden.” 
 
    “Hah!” Sekma cried.  “She has lived at court all her life and she actually trusts someone?  Malkara may have the brains of a dung beetle, but even this naïveté on her part is quite beyond me!”  
 
    “So,” she continued, “I presume that Sem-Qara was happy with the trinket we gave her.  She is such a talkative girl when you give her a little bauble now and then.” 
 
    I had learned from Sem-Qara that it was the previous year Sekma had found out that Sem-Qara and Reni, Sekma’s former handmaiden, were friends and would exchange gossip, so it was an easy step for Sekma to coerce Reni into doing more with her friend than simply blather about petty things.  Sekma was quite adept in finding what persuasion worked best with Sem-Qara, and now Sem-Qara was Sekma’s eyes and ears in the household of Malkara.  However, when Malkara was far away at her estate Sekma’s eyes and ears were also away and unavailable.  Now Malkara was back and she always stayed in the apartments of her husband when she was at the Palace.   
 
    Sekma smiled with satisfaction.  I, however, was puzzled.  If she and Heruhar had an understanding between them, why would she want to spy on his household?  I should have known not to show emotion in the presence of the Princess, yet I was unschooled in hiding what passed in my heart.  She seized on this. 
 
    “Your face is so easy to read, Neferkara!” she said.  “You wonder why I have an operative in the household of the Prince, do you not?  There is an ancient proverb: ‘Know thine enemy’.  But at the Royal Court the proverb would be written: ‘Know thy friend as if thine enemy’.  I am sure that Prince Heruhar on his part has a spy here, or is trying to insert one.  You may think of it as sort of a game between us, whose operative is the better.  I just do not know at this time if he actually does have one, or who it would be.  I would be surprised if he did not, perhaps I would even be dismayed if he were not at least trying.” 
 
    I could not help myself and asked without thinking, “But why, Highness?” 
 
    “If he trusted me completely,” she said mildly, “then he would not make a very wise king, would he?” 
 
    She regarded me with eyes half-closed, said very quietly, “If you value your own skin, it had better not be you the one spying for Heruhar.  And if Sem-Qara ever, ever asks about anything that transpires in this apartment – even if it were what we had for dinner – you will tell me instantly, but pretend with her that all is well.  I shall feed the girl only with information that will work best for us.” 
 
    I had been dragged into her world of very dangerous spy games and I wanted no part of it.  I remembered Meritaten’s warning and realized that if the Crown Prince had found me while I was in his house and learned that I had spoken with his wife’s handmaiden, he would without hesitation have had me drowned in the River.  I wanted out.  Distraught, I lowered myself to the floor and prostrated myself before her. 
 
    “May your Highness live forever,” I said.  “I beg your Highness to excuse me from these – these errands you would have of me, for I am untaught in these things, and I would not cause dissatisfaction for my mistress by my clumsy mistakes.” 
 
    “Rise, you witless girl!” she said savagely.  I stood up. 
 
    “You will report to me anything you hear that may interest me,” she said, “and you will perform any ‘errand’ on which I send you, and you will not fail me.” 
 
    Her gaze felt as if she had unclothed me, that there was nothing in my heart that could be hidden from her.  Mere words spoken by her carried such power as I had never experienced; more than the commands of my father when I was little, more than the commands of a king.  Years later I still could not fathom how she had such power, persuasiveness, and intimidation with mere words. 
 
    “Do not think you can withhold anything from me,” she continued in a very low voice, which unnerved me more than if she had shouted.  “There are others beside you at this work.  If they should report something that I know you should have seen or heard, it will go hard for you, Neferkara!” 
 
    “I hear and obey, Princess.” 
 
    “Now, we select my wig.” 
 
    “At once Highness.” 
 
    I had many troubling thoughts pass through my heart as I helped her prepare for the day and wondered desperately what I could do to extricate myself from these perilous maneuverings, yet the realization came back to me that I was a slave, chattel, that my very life was subject to the whims of my mistress, that I could be discarded – killed – for any reason whatsoever, or for none.  I had groveled at her feet to beg that she not use me in her games, but it would have been as much use for a donkey to beg her not to ride on its back.  I was property.  I was nothing. 
 
    For that morning she picked her helmet wig, the same wig she was wearing when she bought me.  I began to fit it on her head.  She began to speak again, as if to herself for she did not call for any response from me.  Her words came out as if they were thoughts that flitted about in her head, but I knew her – she was well aware that I heard every word, for she purposely spoke in Sumerian. 
 
    “No.  Not even with Heruhar would I want to bear a child; the blood of the Royal Family is tainted – I shall need to think of another way.  We shall find out more about this Oshkoron, and we shall watch this little whelp of Malkara’s when it is born.  If Heruhar never learns the truth he will believe the child to be his own, which means that if the child is a boy, Heruhar would acknowledge him as Prince and Heir.  Should we tell him or not?  We need to know more.  Hmm.  Does this butler know that Malkara carries his child?  If he did, should he be allowed to live?” 
 
    What stratagem, I wondered, made her want me to hear her ruminations?  I had learned much about this Princess of Egypt these months, but I admitted to myself that no one on earth would ever truly know her. 
 
    * * *  
 
    That night we attended the banquet.  After the guests had arranged themselves I saw that Prince Amun was sitting at the head table with the Grand Vizier.  There was also an empty seat between the two, at the very center of the head table, but then I overheard one of the guests mention that the empty chair was reserved for the King.  The King himself was invited to this banquet! 
 
    I stared at the chair as if the King himself was in it and I felt a strange new feeling – an alien feeling – sweep through me; a new emotion, one I had never experienced before, of a vicious rage far exceeding anything I ever felt.  My arms hardened involuntarily, readying to fling themselves upon someone.  I felt my body become tense, my muscles harder than at any time in my life, and I knew that if the King had entered at that moment then I, without being able to control myself, would have launched myself upon him with the intent of tearing him apart with my bare hands.  Later I realized I would never have been able to get within ten cubits of the King without someone restraining me, but I did not know it then. 
 
    The chair remained vacant the entire evening and I later learned that the King, although always invited to state banquets, seldom attended these affairs because he was too wary of crowds – unless he had a score of guards surrounding him. 
 
    Sekma was at one of the side tables and I remained behind her for the entire evening, “tasting” her wine and food.  Of the crowd of about fifty at the banquet, only four or five others had tasters with them – the other guests pretended that the tasting was not occurring.  I was reminded again of how strange and foreign were these Egyptian nobles, how they differed from the nobility of Sumer.  If the High Lord of Terqa had held a banquet, and if any guest had a taster in attendance, the High Lord would have been sorely insulted.  Here it was merely ignored. 
 
    Toward the end of the banquet Lord Rekara rose and spoke to his guests.   Rekara was a tall, lean man of about sixty, had a distinguished and thoughtful face, and a quiet demeanor.  One felt confident in his presence for he exuded wisdom and foresight.  He spoke for several moments – I have no recollection of his words, but they were to the effect that everyone wished quick success to the Crown Prince so that he could hurry home to us.  The Grand Vizier then made the first toast of the evening to the King.  All rose, turned to the empty chair as if the King was in it, drank, then reseated themselves.  Then Prince Amun rose. 
 
    I did not know how much he had been drinking until he was on his feet and then it was apparent to all that he was very drunk.  He began to address the guests, and his slurring and insipid smiling caused the guests to titter behind their hands.  One of the things he said stayed in my mind. 
 
    “My brother, Prince Herra – Herra Har – Heruhar covers himself in glory again, bashing those hapless Nubians, letting them know who is master of the world.  I wanted to go in his stead, but Father – I mean – his Majesty the King prevented me.  I said to his Majesty, ‘The Heir must not be exposed to danger!  I must go in Heruhar’s stead!’, but his Majesty ignored me, so here I stay, so here I sit in the chair meant for him – I mean – in the chair meant for my brother, the Crown Prince.  So let me play the Crown Prince for a moment and toast his lovely wife and Consort, Princess Malkara.” 
 
    He raised his cup and all in the room followed suit.  Amun drained his cup and held it out for more.  The wine steward quickly filled his cup. 
 
    “And one more toast,” he said, “for my wife, the most exquisitely lovely princess in the land, most renowned beauty of Egypt, known throughout the world.  And she is mine!  She is mine!  Can you believe that I possess the most beautiful woman in the world?  Can you believe this?  I can’t!” 
 
    Here he laughed for what he thought to be a witticism.  The guests were laughing for another reason. 
 
      “Rise Sekma!” Amun all but shouted.  “Rise and let everyone behold your splendor!” 
 
    Sekma rose, had a calm and contented smile, and nodded round to all the guests, stood tall and with a dignity that could only be described as regal.  But after months of attending her closely I knew that Sekma was seething with rage within.  No one saw this but me. 
 
    Amun drained his cup again, held it out for more. 
 
    After the banquet Amun’s two bodyguards had to support him between them while we made our way back to Sekma’s apartments.  In her bedchamber they lowered him on to the bed, and it seemed to me that he was asleep before he was even lying down.  Sekma looked at him after the guards had left, contempt in her eyes.  She turned to me. 
 
    “Leave,” she said. 
 
    I moved to the door with her following me, then before I left her chambers she said one last thing. 
 
    “By the way, you do not need Tefnut anymore for language lessons.  She has been returned to her master this evening since he wants to take his household to his country estate early tomorrow.  Unfortunately, you will not be able to take your leave of her.”  With that she closed the door in my face. 
 
    I never felt so lonely or frightened. 
 
    I made my way through the apartments to the sleeping chamber for the women servants but as it was so late in the evening it was full.  I wanted to talk with Meritaten, so I asked if she were within.  I was told by the other women in the sleep room that Meritaten was in the next bedchamber, since it was too full in this one.  I went there and found her alone; she was just finishing making up the pallet on the floor for sleep.  I went up to her and took one of her hands. 
 
    “I do not know if you have heard, but Tefnut was returned to her household,” I said to her, “and now her master is taking her away with them and I do not know if I shall ever see her again.  She was from the land of Sumer, like me, and that small kinship between us meant so much to me when I was new here and surrounded by people I did not know and who spoke a language I did not understand.  And she was so kind to me, and I feel I am losing a friend; I feel that she is being taken from me, and I shall miss her.” 
 
    Meritaten embraced me, said some comforting words, which my heart welcomed, and then we simply stood and were quiet for a time.   
 
    After a bit I continued.  “You must know that I think of you as my friend too, and I do not know what I would do if you were also taken from me.  There are times I wish Goddess Eresh-kigal would take me from this life and pull me down into the underworld, for I do not wish to be here anymore, for the world can be too lonely a place in which to live.  And all this day, from this morning attending the Princess and this evening at the banquet, I have come to know how much the foreigner I am and that I shall never understand the royalty of this Palace, and that – regardless of your warning – I find I am drawn into their intricate plotting and their sneaking games and their detestable intriguing, whether I will or no.  I am so afraid.  So afraid.  Why am I here?” 
 
    I wept for a mere instant but quickly caught myself, laughed quietly, said, “I promised myself not to cry, Meritaten, and I shall not.  That little bit only escaped me for a moment.  And once again, you see me feeling sorry for myself, and I must apologize.  It’s just that I miss the ones I have lost, and at times I am lonely.”    
 
    She took my hand and gently laid me down on the bed.  We lay close together, facing each other, her arms about me.  She reached and stroked my cheek. 
 
    “You have had great loss, and you are lonely,” she said.  “And I have had loss, and I have been lonely, too, for someone who would care for me, for the comfort of arms round me, and at times, late at night, I think on the fate which the deities have given me and tears come to my eyes too, for I am a slave and know that there is no hope for anything but what my mistress metes out to me, that my life is not my own, that I possess and shall possess naught but what my mistress gives me, and that my only portion is work until the day I die.  Neferkara, we are slaves and have nothing of our own but what little we can snatch for ourselves when our betters are not watchful.  We must take comfort for ourselves whenever we can steal a moment, and then we can have a bit of tenderness of our own making, and give solace to each other.  Neferkara, I have grown to care for you.  Dearest friend, I care for you, for you have touched my heart.” 
 
    With that she held me close in her arms and kissed my lips, and I felt sweet feelings flowing through me, and I responded and took joy in the moment.  And soon our kisses became deep, almost passionate, and my heart raced as she held me, and I let go the lonely thoughts that moved through me and only allowed myself the feelings of this moment, and I was consoled in a way I had not known since that terrible day when I was captured.  We broke from each other and simply lay still, smiling at each other with our eyes.  The warmth of her arms about me was the last thing of which I was aware before the consolation of dreamless sleep took me. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 The Crown Prince 
 
    The Lady Narma was matched to her uncle when she was but three years old.   
 
    When she was ten she was taken from her mother and brought to stay in the Palace and the day of the ceremony of betrothal was set for later that same month.  Two days prior to the betrothal she was elevated to the rank of royal princess and given the name Sekma, which name she would keep to the end of her days.  Even at that young age she was known for her intellect, her skills of persuasion, and her dominating character. 
 
    Her education was the best for two reasons.  The first was the fact that when she began her lessons at six years of age, the teachers at the country estate where she spent her early childhood marked that she was quite precocious and they never needed to encourage her to complete her lessons; they added to her lessons until she was being taught things that were usually given to older pupils.  Later as a royal princess installed at the Palace she was given the finest schoolmasters in the kingdom who advanced her education as quickly as she became proficient with each subject. 
 
    The second reason was that, in contrast to other princesses and young ladies of the court, she disdained the frivolities and fashions of the moment and devoted herself to learning whatever she believed useful – while other young ladies were learning dance, Sekma was learning geometry and foreign language; as the young ladies indulged in pleasure boat rides with dashing young noblemen, Sekma was learning finance.  She drove herself in her studies, quickly mastering the subjects taught, and was relentless with herself as if a djinn were riding on her back, urging her forward.  By the time of the nuptials and consummation with her husband and uncle, Prince Amun, Sekma was fluent in five languages, was skilled in mathematics, had sat at the feet of the Kingdom’s ministers of accounts and treasury, and had listened carefully to discussions between the King’s advisors and would ask intelligent, often penetrating questions of them.  She had read every history available in the Palace, then proceeded to read anything else found on the scrolls stored away by various scribes who recorded the proceedings of government.  She also learned at first hand the politicking and the bickering between court factions at the Palace, and the intriguing among the courtiers for advancement or praise from the King. 
 
    The old King was constantly at his work and seldom had time for casual visitors, but Sekma would manage to wheedle her way into his chamber and visit the King, sitting next to him with her arms about him, asking him questions on many subjects, and treating the old man fondly – indeed he was her grandfather and she behaved as the perfect granddaughter to him, and quickly became his favorite.  She would then settle in and listen most intently to the King’s discussions with his councilors.  Elsewhere in the Palace it was with ease that she developed and maintained many contacts, and not only with other nobility; she seemed to know many servants and slaves by their first names, had been seen chatting to officers of the guard, and was often greeted by many that were not well known to the other nobles – she seemed to know everyone.  She also had the uncanny knack of assessing a situation then deciding on a course of action in an instant.  Sekma was never at a loss. 
 
    She was about fourteen when the nuptials were announced.  She had met her betrothed Prince Amun only briefly on one or two occasions before and never had the chance to speak with him, so on the night of the consummation the joyous procession brought her to his chamber, there she was to submit to the caresses of a young man she barely knew.  The consummation was witnessed by the King who brought not Amun’s mother, but his favorite concubine of the moment.  Sekma’s own mother and several other ladies of the court were also present and they watched the happy couple mating, and when the Prince had successfully expelled his seed into her the King rose and bent down to look carefully at Sekma’s loins.  With great satisfaction the King stood up and announced that it was without doubt that Sekma had been a virgin when she arrived at the nuptial bed, but was virgin no more.  The party then left so that the couple could spend the rest of the night solely with each other.  When they were alone Sekma looked over at her husband who was grinning foolishly and bobbing his head with childish delight; she sized him up instantly and accurately, weighed her options, and then decided what would be her best strategy for the coming years. 
 
    She smiled at him. 
 
    * * *  
 
    Two days after the banquet with Lord Rekara and while I finished dressing Sekma for the day, a gentleman retainer of the King entered and fell to his knees before her.  One could tell by his face that he was bearing disturbing news. 
 
    “Highness!  You are summoned to the King’s apartments.” 
 
    Sekma sat quietly for but a moment, asked, “Did the King himself send this summons?” 
 
    I would have assumed without hesitation that a summons to the King’s apartment was a summons from the King himself.  Sekma, however, had asked the gentleman to qualify. 
 
    “No Princess,” he answered, “it was from your husband, the Prince, who is attending the King this morning.” 
 
    Again she sat quietly in thought for a moment or two.  She rose, said quite simply, “Let us go then.  Neferkara, attend me.” 
 
    I rose and followed and felt myself in a daze.  I would be going to the King’s apartments and quite likely would see him there, and again I felt the alien rage flowing through me, taking control of me.  We walked through the courtyards.  The gentleman and Sekma strode quickly side-by-side while I followed and did my best to keep up, all the while feeling the strange tightness in my muscles, hearing the violent rushing in my head. 
 
    “Tell me everything you know,” she said to him. 
 
    “Highness, a dispatch rider arrived this hour and from what I am told it looked as if he almost killed his horse getting here.  The rider had a look of dismay and turned neither to the left nor to the right but went directly to the King, and would say nothing to anyone.  That is all I know your Highness, but in my heart I fear for our Crown Prince.” 
 
    “Well, then,” Sekma said almost casually, “we must prepare ourselves for bad news.  Silence for a moment, if you please.” 
 
    We continued walking, but Sekma had slowed her gait until it was almost a stroll and I could see her thinking, her eyes to the ground, her fingers tugging at her lower lip.  After a moment she looked up and resumed her swift stride.  When we arrived at the King’s apartments the three guards at the door saluted and one departed to announce us.  As we waited Sekma casually looked round the courtyard, her eyes wandering here and there until she spied my countenance, then she swiftly turned directly toward me. 
 
    “Neferkara, get a hold of yourself!” she hissed.  “You will not enter these chambers until you are composed.  Set aside your hatred!  Gather yourself inside, this instant!” 
 
    So she had read my heart as I stood there, she had seen what my thoughts were with a mere glance at my face.  My wrath was as visible to her as if I had painted the words upon my bosom, and she could see that I could not be trusted to desist from flinging myself upon the King the moment I was able.  The realization that she saw my very heart took me and it made me pause and think; her words were almost a sprinkle of water on my face; I calmed myself and thought, I can hate him all I want, but there is no sense in destroying myself with a futile display of fury.  
 
    I took a deep breath, let it out, said, “Yes, Highness.” 
 
    We were ushered into the audience chamber.  There I saw that repulsive beast, that murderer, the King, for the first time since I had been in Egypt.  I almost forgot to prostrate myself before him, but I went to the floor and we offered obeisance, and Sekma saluted the King for us.  We were told to rise.   
 
    The King was old, very old, older than I had imagined, a gnarled little man, bent, with scrawny neck and stringy wisps of hair on a mostly bald head.  He seemed frail and I guessed correctly that he would need help to rise from his bench.  He seemed so wizened and brittle that I felt I could break him in two over my knee.  How I would have loved the chance!  With him were several of his ministers and standing directly behind him were two very young and pretty concubines, weeping on their sleeves.  I then saw Prince Amun, apparently crumpled on the floor to the left of us, silently sobbing.  The King spoke to the Princess. 
 
    “Ah, my darling Sekma,” he said, “come sit with me.”  He patted to one side of his wide bench. 
 
    She moved to him, kissed his cheek, sat down and took his hand.  He had a look of grave concern, but no other emotion. 
 
    “Sekma, I have some very bad news,” he said.  “Your brother-in-law Prince Heruhar has been killed in battle.” 
 
    I had surmised that Sekma had already reasoned this out as we walked to the King’s apartments and, as she pondered her assumptions while she walked, had decided on the best act to play for the King even before we arrived at his door.  When he told her this news I actually saw her lips turn upside down and saw real tears leaking from her eyes. 
 
    “Oh no, Father, that cannot be true!” she exclaimed, then began weeping softly.  “They lie to us!” 
 
    “Yes, yes, it is true,” said old King Ahmose.  “The messenger himself saw the body of the Prince, and then he came here directly by relays of horses, four days of hard riding, all the way from Nubia.  I questioned him most carefully and I am assured it is no deceit.” 
 
    “Amun summoned you,” continued the King, “at my behest.  He is very distraught and he needs you to comfort him.  But also, I must remind you that you are now Consort to the Heir, and your husband is now Crown Prince.  Help him to assume the mantle of Crown Prince.  You were always the clever one, little Princess, be clever now with your husband, and get him ready for his new duties.” 
 
    “Father,” Sekma said, with just the right amount of sobbing in her voice, not too loud, not to soft, “my Prince and I do not want these honors, if only Heruhar were here with us again.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, I know,” said the King.  “But now I need to consult with my ministers and, although Amun should stay as Crown Prince, he is too grieved to be of any use to me.  I want you to take him into the next room and console him.  But I want him out of this chamber now; his wailing is distracting to me and I need to get to work.  Try as best you may to have him ready to attend me tomorrow.”   
 
    The King looked toward his son and Heir, bemusement on his face, as if wondering who in the world was the man kneeling at his feet, blubbering like a child. 
 
    “I hear and obey, Father,” said Sekma. 
 
    Sekma went to her husband and touched his shoulder.  When he looked up at her he began sobbing the louder, clutched at her knees, his shoulders heaving.  Sekma helped him rise, then led him out the door.  I followed.  I looked back at the King who was looking on, embarrassment on his face that his son should be so agitated.  I thought, seven sons of the King have died in less than two years, three by his own command, and he is merely annoyed that Amun is making such a fuss. 
 
    We were quite alone in the next room.  The Prince and Princess seated themselves on a bench.  Amun lowered his face to his hands, had almost ceased his weeping; Sekma put her arms about him. 
 
    “Brother – brother is – ” Amun began, then started weeping again.  He leaned forward off the bench until he was on his knees on the floor, then turned and put his head on Sekma’s lap, and indulged in the wracking sobs that men make when overtaken with grief.  Sekma stroked his head, but her face no longer held her mask.  Her countenance was one of indifference, her eyes wandered about the room, and she was completely untouched by Amun’s demonstration. 
 
    “My Amun, have strength,” she said with gentle voice, and with disinterest in her eyes.  “You are now Crown Prince and you need to be strong for Father.  He needs you in this hour.  You are now Heir.” 
 
    “No!” he cried.  “I do not want to be Heir.  I know not how to be Heir.  I know not what to do.  I was never supposed to be Heir, and all my elder brothers were schooled for kingship, but not I.  No one ever supposed that I would need to be taught how to be sovereign.  I know not what to do, Sekma!  What am I to do?”  He sobbed all the louder. 
 
    Sekma pulled him up until his head was on her breast, and she rocked him slowly. 
 
    “Every hour, every moment, my dearest husband, my Prince, I shall be here for you,” she said soothingly.  “Let me be your helpmeet.  Let me be your advisor.  Let me unburden you of the cares of rule.  Whatever I can do to relieve you of your labors, even if but a tiny bit, I shall do this for you, my dearest Amun.” 
 
    Her words were so sweet.  Her eyes were so impassive.   
 
    “Oh, Sekma!  Dearest wife!” cried Amun.  “The gods smiled upon me when they gave you to me.  What would I do without you?” 
 
    “It was I upon whom the gods smiled when they gave you to me,” said Sekma. 
 
    Somehow I knew what she truly meant. 
 
    When Amun was more composed we rose and left.  As we passed the King’s audience chamber we heard through the open door the talking going on between the King and his ministers.  I caught a glimpse of Sekma’s face and I guessed that she longed to be part of the discussions and not taking the morning and, presumably, the rest of the day consoling the Prince.  We made our way to the Prince’s apartments and into his sleep chamber.  There Sekma undressed the Prince with her own hands and put him in bed, covering him with a light sheet.  She then sat next to him and ordered light food and wine, and soups if any were ready in the kitchen.  The entire time we were there she sat on a bench beside his bed, holding his hand, speaking calming words.  She could have been the best of nurses – had she been earnest in the things she said to him.  Yet Amun accepted it all and, like a small child, was eventually comforted, coaxed into eating a bit, then settled down for a nap. 
 
    As Amun had two or three rooms in Sekma’s apartments for his use, Sekma had one room at Amun’s.  After Amun was asleep I followed Sekma to this room.  There she ordered food to be brought her, then sent for one of her free servants who was housed in a room in another mansion of the Palace.  When the food arrived she began eating lightly, then she ordered me to remove her wig.  I hastened to obey, and as I started unpinning it, she spoke to me in my own language, Sumerian. 
 
    “This is to the good,” she said. 
 
    This surprised me mightily, for I had begun to think on how the death of Prince Heruhar would disrupt whatever plans Princess Sekma had with him on the advent of his Kingship.  Now that he was gone those plans must have vanished and I believed her to be sorely disappointed.  I never deceived myself that she was actually grieved with his death, or that she could not hope to become wife to him, yet I had believed she wanted to be at the side of a strong king and share power and command.  I had seen the way Heruhar and Sekma had exchanged glances, knew they were in a partnership just as Meritaten had conjectured, and with Heruhar’s death the future toward which she was working was now nullified.  I mistook her remark to mean something else. 
 
    “What wife would not want her husband to be King?” I replied, also in Sumerian.  “What woman would not be proud to be seen by her man’s side if he be monarch?” 
 
    Sekma, as always, had a different thought. 
 
    “I care not a fig that I am wife to Amun,” she said tersely, “prince, goatherd, or fishmonger, he is a ludicrous clod.  But to be Queen Consort to King Amun is an entirely different matter.  If I had been married to King Heruhar I would be second in the Kingdom.  He and I had the same thoughts on how this land should be ruled, but not in all detail, and I would remain second as merely his chief advisor.  If at this time I had been married to Prince Heruhar I would now be a widow and Amun would now be Heir, and I would be cast aside, and Amun would then simply become another name on a long list of weak and inept kings, and his reign would be short and would end violently.  But to be Amun’s Queen is the best of all situations.  I shall take Amun and make him a strong and wise King.  This kingdom has been misruled for centuries!  It is high time that it is taken in hand and ruled with thought and care, not impulse and whim as it now is under King Ahmose.  The treasury has been depleted, our best young men are being killed in useless wars, we have people starving while crops are abundant.  And for what?  For that old fiend’s conceit, his grandiose building plans and statues to himself, and for his absurd and unjustified warring.  Amun will be different; he will be the best king Egypt has seen in generations.” 
 
    I was not quite sure how Sekma would do this, to “take Amun and make him a strong and wise King”.  He was already a grown man, several years older than Sekma.  How could she reeducate a grown man? I wondered.  How could she reshape a personality that was gelled since childhood?  How could she make wise a man of limited intellect? 
 
    “You will see, in time,” she said, as if reading my thought, then went on in a mocking voice.  “Amun, my dearest husband.  He is the most obedient, the most docile of donkeys.  Yes.  We shall take this donkey and lead him, and we shall make him the finest king Egypt has seen since King Khafra.  And his decrees shall be the wisest, for every word that comes from the mouth of King Amun will be my own.” 
 
    For her, Prince Heruhar – the man she was conspiring to marry – was already a distant memory, dismissed from her mind.  Her thoughts were now for the control and manipulation of her husband. 
 
    Within a quarter hour a steward entered and announced that a man, Taharq, wished audience with the Princess.  She nodded.  The man entered and bowed.  He was short, wiry, and with shaven head, barefoot and wearing a simple kilt.  Although small in stature, one could tell he would be more than a match in a fight with men larger than him.  His eyes had an intense, malevolent squint.  I felt unease at the mere sight of him, disliked him immediately. 
 
    “You have heard?” she asked without greeting or preamble. 
 
    “Yes, Highness,” he said. 
 
    They seemed to understand each other well.  This was the first I saw of the way Taharq and Sekma would converse, with the fewest of words – almost a code – for each disdained the circumlocutions that others would use. 
 
    “We shall need to refocus,” Sekma said. 
 
    Taharq flicked his eyes in my direction.  Their keen understanding for each other caused the Princess to know that he was questioning the reason for my being present with them and listening to their discussions. 
 
    “She is a new operative,” she said to him.  With that, Taharq disregarded me during their laconic conversation. 
 
    “We shall renew our efforts with the Grand Vizier Lord Rekara,” Sekma told him, “for the King will be bent on vengeance upon Nubia.  This must be prevented.” 
 
    “Highness,” said Taharq, “Lord Rekara has been summoned to the King.” 
 
    “I expected as much,” she replied.  “The King wants to plan retaliation immediately.”  She thought for a moment, continued, “We have no time to lose.” 
 
    Taharq said nothing, but his eyes kept the eyes of the Princess, silently affirming what she wished.  Sekma asked a different question. 
 
    “What from your man at Malkara’s estate?” she asked. 
 
    “Nothing of value.” 
 
    “Malkara is with child,” she said. 
 
    He raised his eyebrows by the slightest margin, asked, “Eliminate my man there?” 
 
    “No,” she said, “no.  It was not out of negligence on his part – he would not have been in a position to learn this; I have a different source.  But bring him back to the King’s city; we no longer need an operative there, so we shall give him a new assignment here.” 
 
    I harkened back but two days, when Sekma had warned me that she had other informants to confirm or add to whatever I was to tell her, that she would know if I left out anything.  Here was proof of her words, that she had another informant watching the Princess Malkara beside Sem-Qara.  And I, it seemed, had information he did not.  Taharq was quite ready to “eliminate” him for failing to discover Malkara’s indiscretion with the steward of her estate.  Taharq’s expression did not change, however he must have wondered who this “different source” would be, and his eyes flicked toward me once more, gauging me.  
 
    “As you wish, Highness,” he said. 
 
    “And Lieutenant Khapes?” Sekma asked. 
 
    “Friendly,” said Taharq. 
 
    This was quite beyond me, but they understood each other quite well. 
 
    “Excellent,” said Sekma.  “I marked his ambition already; that will be useful to us.  However, I want you to try to find out more about him, especially if there are other things that would interest us.” 
 
    “I’ve learned a bit,” said Taharq.  “His ambition reaches no farther than captaincy of the Palace guard; he yearns to be a landowner for the prestige; he is a womanizer of the sort who believes himself attractive to women.” 
 
    “As I had already suspected,” replied Sekma.  “You may withdraw.” 
 
    With that Taharq silently turned and left. 
 
    What creatures were these? I wondered.  Who on earth were these strange beings, these Taharq and Sekma?  How had the Father God Anu come to create such mortals?  My heart told me that they were not human, but djinn in disguise, and walked among mortals, malice in their hearts, for Sekma and Taharq were not put on earth for benevolent purposes.  This was the first time I saw Taharq, the first time I saw the enigmatic dialogues that he and Sekma conducted.  What plots and details upon which they labored I knew not, but it was apparent that it had to do with games of power and control, intrigue and manipulation, and theirs was not of benign intent.  Sekma I had known but a few months, the man Taharq but a few moments, yet there was no doubt about these two, that their hearts were entirely without scruple.  And now I was consorting with them and with that knowledge my own heart felt despair, for I had always thought of myself as a good person, had always wanted to be an honest and kind woman, would never mingle with wicked people, and I thought that I would never stoop to evil.   
 
    Yet now I was handmaiden to evil. 
 
    Sekma sat in thought for several moments, then – as if to herself – repeated, “We have no time to lose.” 
 
    She rose and made toward the door.  I followed quickly and saw we were walking back toward the King’s apartments.  She strode ahead, I trotted behind as her long legs ate up the ground and I hurried myself to stay apace.  I could see her deep in thought.  Then she began to speak as if to herself, but she spoke once again in the language of Sumer, so I knew she wanted me to hear what she said and without others nearby understanding her words. 
 
    “I have no love for those savages, the Nubians,” she muttered as we walked, “and I would shed few tears if every throat in that land were cut.  There is some small gain in a war with them, but for a mere war of revenge the costs are far greater.  The antagonism would last for years with many skirmishes and for each season of battle the armies would need supply; the heightened preparation we would need to maintain during the lulls would be loss with no gain, and our supply of gold that comes from the tribute from Nubia would be cut off.  No.  No, we need to prevent any punitive expedition.  But wait!  If the King’s thoughts turned on the flow of gold, his thoughts would then turn to conquest, and what then?  That would be worse, it would be disaster, as we simply do not have the resources at this time for a war of conquest.  That old bull has depleted his own kingdom of necessary reserves with all his ridiculous warring.  Conquest?  That would require a Royal Army and also an army of occupation if Nubia were conquered, and that would take men and supply and armament we cannot spare.  If we conquered Nubia, then our own kingdom would be so weakened from this effort that the smallest foray from a different neighboring kingdom would overwhelm us.  And the High King of the Akkad would take notice, and he is still affronted by our sacking of the city of Terqa, and perhaps take advantage.  No and no.” 
 
    She stopped, turned to me suddenly, demanded, “What is required to keep a battalion of warriors in the field for a month?  What is the cost in gold?  In men?  And what is the increase in cost for each increase in distance from the supply base?” 
 
    I was baffled.  Why was she asking me this? I wondered.  I knew not the cost of keeping a single warrior in the field for a single day, let alone for an entire battalion.  I surmised she was merely organizing her thoughts and I was a sounding board for her.  She turned and continued her stride while I thought on the things she said. 
 
    For all her ruminations on why she did not want war, not one word was said about the killing that would occur, of the deaths of innocent Nubian people who would be caught up in a tangle between two armies, of the devastation and horror meted out to simple people who had no interest in a quarrel between kings, but merely wanted to be left alone, that they may work and thrive and provide for their families, their little ones.  For Sekma these thoughts were absent.  Her aversion to war was over the balance of power and simple economics, nothing more. 
 
    When we arrived at the King’s apartments a household functionary went into the King’s audience chamber to announce her, but I watched as Sekma followed him on his very heels, as if assuming she would be admitted without question.  I guessed that this was a tactic of hers, rather than to wait outside only to be turned away.  I wondered, she has such confidence that she can do this with a King? 
 
    Inside the chamber I saw the Grand Vizier Lord Rekara consulting with the King.  The few words I heard him speak told me that Rekara had been attempting to perform the very delicate act of restraining his master’s impulses while avoiding his master’s ire.  It was plain that the King wanted to punish the Nubians, but it was his reasoning that sickened me and made me hate him the more for he was more upset over the insult to himself rather than for the death of his own son.  The King looked up as Sekma, with an innocent smile on her face, entered his chamber; he regarded her with annoyance. 
 
    “Why are you not with your husband, Princess?” he demanded.  “And why are you here when I have urgent discussions with my ministers?” 
 
    “Father,” she answered, “my Prince is sleeping, and I believe sleep is always the best restorative for anyone, and I left him in his rooms that I may not disturb him.  So I have returned to you, Father, that together we may grieve over our great loss.” 
 
    “Sekma,” the King said curtly, “I have no time for you now.  Can you not see that the Grand Vizier and I have a critical matter before us?  Attend me later, but not now!  Begone!” 
 
    I would have fled in terror from a sovereign who so plainly commanded me to leave.  But Sekma advanced and I saw she had made herself look as if she were a young maiden shyly approaching a stern parent.  She was without her wig, and her hair was caught back in a girlish fashion exposing her lovely neck, which made her seem all the younger.  She knelt before him and reached out a hand to touch his knee. 
 
    “Majesty,” she said, “you are the Great King, but in my heart you are still my Grandpa.  Please, Grandpa, allow me to stay beside you.  I have always felt safe and warm whenever I would sit by your side.  I feel broken inside for our Heruhar is gone, and I need the comfort of your strength in this hour of grief.  I shall be as quiet as a mouse, I promise.”  Her shy smile was sweet and captivating. 
 
    The King’s irritation at her intrusion slowly evaporated and he smiled indulgently.   
 
    “Oh, all right,” he said.  “But remember your promise to keep quiet.” 
 
    Sekma sat down next to him on his bench, curled herself up against him and leaned her head upon his shoulder.  In this position the King could not easily see her face.  The mask that she had used with the lecherous old King had been that of a winsome, somewhat naïve coquette; but now I saw her drop this mask and change it to one of hard business, and she locked her eyes onto the Grand Vizier. 
 
    The King and Lord Rekara returned to their discussion with occasional remarks made by another minister.  They seemed to be having a rambling conversation, first upon the King’s insistence on immediate revenge on the kingdom of Nubia for the injury to his honor by causing the death of his son, then by Rekara’s recommendation to send a legation to the Nubian king demanding an explanation before committing to hostilities, that they should learn all details before going on a mission of vengeance, that the King should allow the Grand Vizier to at least send a message or letter to the Nubian king.  They would repeat to each other the details of Heruhar’s death.  Apparently very little was known and the only thing about the event that was without doubt was that Heruhar had been killed by an arrow through his throat.  The circumstances were very unclear and it was this uncertainty that Rekara used to try to slow the King’s rush to make war, but the King would not hear of hesitation due to mere uncertainties. 
 
    Sekma mumbled something. 
 
    “Now, child, you promised to be quiet,” the King said to her, but he was curious, and asked her, “What did you just say?” 
 
    “I said, ‘a coward shooting from a distance’,” replied Sekma.  “Who could it have been?  A mere peasant?  That would be unthinkable!” 
 
    From my vantage point I saw Rekara slightly roll his eyes for her interruption.  He and the King continued their discussions, but then occasionally Sekma would mutter something else, causing the King to shush her.  Rekara barely concealed his pique with each comment by Sekma.  But she continued, slowing down their discussions with her short remarks, breaking the flow of the words, interjecting non-sequiturs, asking the definition of a simple technical term.  After these months with her I knew Sekma perhaps as well as anyone in the Palace and saw that she was trying to stall any talk that would lead to any commitment to any course whatsoever.  Rekara, however, was perhaps too focused on the crisis such that he did not recognize what she was trying to do, and his patience with her began to wear thin with each thing she said until it vanished altogether.  When she next said something that seemed to distract the King, Rekara abruptly insisted quite firmly that his Majesty must contact the Nubian king, otherwise his Majesty would jeopardize the tribute of gold the Nubians sent.  This was a mistake.  The King suddenly silenced him with an angry shout. 
 
    “Never!”  he cried.  “Never shall I crawl!  Never shall I grovel to them, begging for discussion.  I shall show them!  I shall conquer them!  I shall hear no more of diplomatic solutions or negotiations or the sending and receiving of emissaries and commissions of treaty!  I shall destroy them, and their lands I shall seize for my own!  Conquest, I say!” 
 
    Rekara stood without moving.  He realized with great dismay that he had goaded the King into a direction that Rekara had not intended, for now the King was bent on a folly far greater than a mere punitive expedition: conquest. 
 
    Sekma looked up with a bright smile, exclaimed, “My Amun would be delighted to command the Royal Army, Majesty!  My Prince will become a conqueror and a hero!” 
 
    Rekara was aghast. 
 
    “Amun?” the King repeated, disdain in his voice.  “Amun to command a Royal Army?  He could not command an ox plowing a field!  What nonsense.  He is neither a fighter nor a leader; I never bothered schooling him in leadership as I never thought he would be Crown Prince, and although he is now Heir I know he has learned nothing on his own over the years, and now it is far too late to try to teach him to be King and warrior.  Put him in command?  Out of the question.  If he were in command it would be the Nubians to conquer us!” 
 
    “Forgive me, Majesty,” said Sekma, “but I only called for Amun to lead because it is his right as Crown Prince.  If this be a war of conquest then a Royal Army must be raised, and a Royal Army can only be commanded by a member of the Royal Family, none other.   If it is true my Amun cannot lead, then it is also true that no other may lead.  The other royal princes are either too young or – er – not fitted for command.  A mere punitive expedition, on the other hand, may be led by anyone at all.  Now, I know of a commander who would be perfect for a punitive raid.  Let me call for him – ” 
 
    “No, no, and no!” cried the King.  “The Nubians must be crushed!  They must be subjugated.  This will be no mere punitive raid.  Nubia must become our province.” 
 
    “Father,” Sekma began slowly, “Our Heruhar was the only one who inherited your strength and your warrior’s instinct, and now he is gone.  There is no other!  Our kingdom is strong because of you, Ahmose the Great.  None in the kingdom could lead as well as the Great King.  But wait, Father!”  Sekma seemingly became excited with her own words, and as she spoke so stirringly and persuasively even I was moved by her speech.  “Why cannot you lead this war?  You are renowned throughout the world for you have never lost a battle.  When Ahmose the Great was on the march the entire world trembled, his enemies fled before him or fought with despair for they knew their hour of doom had come.  Your attack was as unstoppable as the greatest wave of the sea, thrown up by earthquakes.  Show us once again!  Let us again see the magnificence of Ahmose the Great marching to war!  Let us behold his golden war chariot, gleaming in the Sun!  Let us see once more the Great King ride forth, with sword in hand, leading his thousands and his tens of thousands in columns reaching to the very horizon!” 
 
    Her fiery words flattered the old King’s vanity and also inflamed him, and his expression became one of grim resolve.   
 
    “By Montu, I shall!” cried the King.   
 
    He tossed aside the crook and flail and made a manly effort to rise up and stand erect.  However, he could only rise to a crouch, tottering back and forth precariously.  Sekma hastened to help him stand.  He leaned upon her shoulder with a look of exasperation, then sat down again.  It was apparent that the King had momentarily forgotten his advanced age and now, sadly, he remembered that he was in no condition to lead troops into battle. 
 
    Sekma deftly avoided referring to his condition, but spoke along a different tack. 
 
    “Father, there may be another way,” she said.  “Let us prepare and prepare – for however long it takes – until we have an overwhelming force arrayed against Nubia.  We could then be assured of victory, no matter who led our armies.  Thus my Prince Amun would be able to march at the front of your armies and sweep all before him, and conquer these savages, then return to you with the head of the Nubian king.  I know, Father, it will take years to prepare.  But think of the surprise to your enemies!  The Nubians would come to believe we slept for all those years and years, and then when they least expect it we shall fall upon them with such an onslaught that we shall annihilate them.” 
 
    The King thought long, neither agreed nor disagreed, said nothing at all for several moments.  Then he spoke quietly. 
 
    “I am hungry,” he said, “and tired.  Excuse me, but I wish to have a bit of food and then have a nap.  My Lord Rekara, please attend me after the siesta hour.  Sekma, return to your husband, I am sure he is awake by now.” 
 
    Again Sekma helped him rise.  This time the two concubines who had been silently standing in the background advanced, one held the King’s walking stick.  She gave it him, then the two concubines supported him between them and the three slowly made their way out of the audience chamber while the rest of us flattened ourselves to the floor.  All were quiet for a moment, then we rose. 
 
    I could tell that the Grand Vizier held a peculiar mix of emotions.  On the one hand he was plainly irked at Sekma’s interference with his discussions with the King, but on the other hand her interference had, in a strange way, helped his own position, and preparations for a war with Nubia had been delayed – he had seen the old King’s resolve melt away; the King had silently acknowledged that he was unfit to go to war.  I could see that the Vizier had come to realize that Sekma had not merely blundered into maneuvering the King into embarrassing himself, but that she had used a very subtle stratagem with him.  Rekara was uncertain of how to treat Sekma at this point, but I am sure he finally admitted to himself that his would have been a lonely and futile ordeal to prevent the King from going forward with this rash plan of war had it not been for Sekma and her “interference”.  He turned to her. 
 
    “Your Highness,” he said, “this day has been a very tragic and busy day for all of us, and I have not had time to offer my deep condolences over your loss.  This evening before retiring I shall make sacrifice in the Temple of the God Horus, in memory of Prince Heruhar, your brother-in-law.” 
 
    “My Lord,” Sekma replied, “you are kind, and I must add that the loss was not of mine alone, but also of my husband, of my King, and of the kingdom.  Our dear Prince Heruhar, who was a born leader and wise beyond his years, would have been the best of kings and would have maintained the greatness of Egypt for many years to come, but now he is no more.  And now you have seen that the King has more need than ever for a helpmeet, so he must look to my husband, Prince Amun, to be at his right hand, and then for my husband to follow him as sovereign when that day comes.” 
 
    The Princess paused a moment to allow the Vizier to reflect upon this reminder concerning their present situation, that the best qualified successor to the throne was dead, that a very old King was palpably slipping into his dotage, and that the new Crown Prince was less than ready for his role – indeed, was incompetent. 
 
    “However, my Lord,” she continued, “I would assure you that I shall do my best to work with my King and with my husband, and I know that with your good counsel the kingdom will be steered correctly and with wisdom.” 
 
    She lowered her voice, said to him with her most charming smile, “I am your ally.” 
 
    I knew that after but an instant of thought the Vizier realized that perhaps Sekma could indeed be his strongest ally; after the old King had passed into the West, Sekma would still be standing beside her husband the new monarch, and she would influence him far more than she now influenced the Great King.  The Vizier knew that he would absolutely need a good working relationship with her then.  Yet he was still wary of her.  He was no fool, indeed he was very experienced in the intriguing that went on in the Palace, and in the past year or two he had observed her personality and her intellect astutely and, given her youth, he knew that her skills would only become sharpened in time.  In time, he thought to himself – the reality was clear to him, and he did not consider the prospect bright – in time she would become to him either a devious ally or a dangerous enemy, and either way she would be a force in the kingdom.  He bowed, departed 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Whispers in the Dark 
 
    Sekma was now Consort to the Crown Prince. 
 
    For years Prince Amun had been quite unaware that he was viewed as something of a buffoon by many of the royals and nobles at court.  His personality was open and friendly, pleasant and sincere, indeed childlike, and he seemed to agree with whomever he was speaking regardless of what was being said.  Yet he was rather awkward and foolish in mannerism, and, although educated as an Egyptian of nobility, his comprehension of multifaceted matters tended to be tenuous, even fleeting – he could seldom complete the puzzle or keep the pieces together if he did.  He was of an uncomprehending nature.   Had he not been born a royal prince he may have found himself the continual butt of jokes or the victim of tricksters, and his life would have been written as a long list of slights and disappointments.  As a royal prince, on the other hand, he was given a sort of respect, albeit of the smirking, indulgent kind.  He could have easily become the perplexed associate of an ambitious courtier or faction at the Palace had he not been shielded from their advances by a most effective guardian, Sekma. 
 
    Upon becoming Crown Prince and Heir, however, he suddenly found himself surrounded by admirers and courtiers who were profuse in their flatteries.  Amun knew that the sudden attention was due to his elevation to Heir Apparent and assumption of the duties of that office, but in his simplicity he believed the fawning and toadying to be sincere.  He was praised for his wisdom; all claimed to be delighted with his wit; his advice was sought and seemingly received eagerly.  He reveled in his new-found popularity.  He was now being invited to every social event, always sat at the head table of any banquet, and was honorary master of the hunt whenever a hunt was organized.  A few of the ladies at court dropped subtle hints suggesting that gallantries on the part of the Prince would not be unwelcome.  The hints, subtle or otherwise, were lost upon the simple Prince.  Sekma ignored these flirtations by the ladies except to note who they were and to gather information about them if needed. 
 
    After the grief over the death of his brother subsided Amun settled into his new life as Heir Apparent and was seemingly happy, but for one place – the chambers of government.  It was there that he became aware of how inadequate he was in his role as the ranking member of the Royal Family after the King, and he felt a helplessness that was quite foreign to him, and he longed to hide from the halls of power, of having to think so much, of having people depend on him, of the obligation – for the first time in his life – of carefully evaluating things he was told, of having answers ready on issues he barely understood, and of making important decisions.  He became most dependent on Sekma, for she had the gift of instantly comprehending the workings of state and would patiently explain them to him, and she guided his thinking well, telling him the answers he needed to give, whispering to him what his decisions should be on this or that question.  The Prince thanked the gods daily that Sekma was his wife. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Ladies-in-waiting had been assigned to Sekma years earlier at the time of her elevation to Royal Princess, however I had seldom seen them.  Sekma was impatient of these young women; she got to know each of them as individuals and in each case deduced that none would be of much use to her, so they were packed off to another part of the Palace; on very few state occasions would she have her ladies attend her, otherwise – aside from courtesy visits to their mistress – they were not often found in her apartments.  But now, as Consort to the Heir, it behooved her to have them in her apartments at all times as she now had her own court and courtiers – indeed the old King insisted on her displaying these ornaments of her new position.  Sekma, however, refused to follow custom and have her ladies-in-waiting sleep in her own room, so the ladies were distributed in two or three other rooms elsewhere in the household. 
 
    Her apartments were now crowded with the addition of the ladies-in-waiting and their own servants and handmaidens, and now all in the household jostled each other’s elbows for lack of room.  I overheard this or that person wondering why the new Crown Prince did not move into the apartments of the late Prince Heruhar so that Princess Sekma would then also move to larger apartments – perhaps the apartments her husband was using now – but it did not come to pass.  I did not give the matter much thought, but found out that Prince Amun could not bring himself to evict Heruhar’s widow Malkara from her home in the Palace.  The fact that Malkara had long since departed the Palace to live at her own country estate and was rarely seen at court and would probably not notice the eviction did not seem to influence Amun’s thoughts.  Sekma could have talked him into a new arrangement, but she did not.  Meritaten and I saw each other quite often in those busy days, but we rarely had time to be alone because of the throng.  Time passed quickly; more than a year had passed since I became handmaiden to Sekma.   
 
    Those times I did not attend Sekma through the night I would always seek out Meritaten so that we could sleep together in whatever room was available.  Since the night of the Vizier’s banquet, the night that Meritaten had kissed me almost passionately and had held me close and comforted me until I fell asleep, she had become to me more than just a friend, and my heart felt that she had become necessary to me and that my happiness was dependent on hers.  In my heart, in my body, I began to feel something that was vaguely familiar, something I had known once before, but this feeling was now just beyond my comprehension, the meaning was just past my fingertips, and I could not grasp it so I could not define that feeling or know quite what it meant or what it was trying to say to me.  It was a feeling of joy and ache at the same time, and this feeling only occurred with any thought of mine having to do with Meritaten, and at night, while on a pallet in a room with five or six other women round us, Meritaten and I would wind our arms round each other in the darkness and sleep, holding each other close or kissing lightly, quietly, unseen in the night – but never to the degree of intensity as that night of the Vizier’s banquet when she had consoled me over my loneliness and my loss of Tefnut.  The vague, familiar feeling would return those times and – distantly – I knew I had felt this before, but where?  I could not fathom this feeling.  Until… 
 
    Until a time came, deep in the night, and in my sleep I felt her kissing my neck.  I awoke and returned her kisses, then I felt her hands upon me, and she kissed me the more while her hands moved upon my body, then upward, and she caressed my breasts so gently, so sweetly, and the feeling she evoked cried out inside me and it was all I could do to refrain from gasping out for her to hold me tighter.  Then I knew where I had felt this joy and ache before and I understood at last that my body longed for her the same way my body would long for my husband in those wonderful days before the Egyptians came and destroyed our lives, that earlier time when all was at peace, and I would eagerly wait for him in our bedchamber and I would lie on the bed in anticipation of our lovemaking.  Meritaten’s embrace made me think of my husband’s arms round me, his hands upon me, and these thoughts would lead to how he would take me in Love’s deepest embrace, gently, thoroughly, and I thought of the sweet abandon that comes from tender moments with a lover, and I had savored those moments when the world seemed to disappear for a precious instant.  I wished so much to know once again that intimacy with another, to be enveloped in the little death for an instant and no more, and as Meritaten touched me I knew that the longing I had felt was for her to make love to me.  But that night we merely kissed and touched, then quieted ourselves after a time, then she fell asleep as I remained awake, my body in turmoil and longing for fulfillment, knowing it would not occur.  I lay awake for many hours.  It was odd that I felt no surprise with myself for wishing to make love with her, for in those days my naïveté was such that I never thought that two women would ever be allowed to make love, for I had not known the ways of the world at all and that many women indeed loved each other with great joy, with abandon, and without fear.  Yet I had not a glimmering of the existence of such a thing as passionate love between women; it was condemned by law in my homeland.  What I felt within my heart was something of my own, that this craving for her was of my own making, something created within my own heart, and this made a difference, and I could not deny my heart, could not deny these new, strange cravings.  There was some confusion, yes, yet the only thing I knew with assurance was that these feelings were of joy, and I yearned for more.  Then, before sleep took me, I realized that I was in love with Meritaten. 
 
    I know not how long I slept but Meritaten inhabited happy dreams and I felt such contentment I had not known for ever so long a time, and I would have remained in those dreams forever if I could – had I not become aware of a sound, and this sound caused me to slowly arouse myself until I was awake.  I judged that it was but an hour before dawn and I had been awakened by whispering coming from nearby, yet I knew it was not Meritaten, for she was enfolded in my arms and sleeping sweetly.  The whispering was from two other women nearby.  At first I thought they were simply stirring themselves, getting ready for the day, but they did not rise and leave the room.  They remained where they were and spoke on.  Everyone knows that the hour before dawn is perhaps the most silent hour of the day, so I easily heard the words they said to each other and realized that they were not of the household staff.  They were handmaidens of two of Sekma’s ladies-in-waiting, and these handmaidens were gossiping about their mistresses.  I recognized the voice of Wenna, handmaiden to the Lady Wehtose; I did not recognize the voice of the other.  My first thought was to shush them since their whispering had caused me to wake and I wished to return to sleep and try to recapture those lovely dreams.  However, Wenna was recounting an illicit love affair her mistress was having with a married nobleman.  I shamelessly continued to listen, for who does not take delight in hearing a scrumptious story of scandal now and then? 
 
    Their words were punctuated with tittering and mock indignation as the details of the love affair were given.  Wenna then began telling her friend of things she had heard while attending her mistress after her trysts with the nobleman.  She repeated the nobleman’s disdain for the Crown Prince Amun, of how the Prince was derided as a dullard, that he would never make even a barely adequate King, and that when the time came that the Prince was elevated to kingship his days would be numbered because this nobleman and his friends had plans for this simpleton Prince.  Wenna giggled.  Her friend, however, had long since ceased her own snickering as she listened. 
 
    “But – but how can you laugh?” her friend whispered intensely.  “Do you not know what will happen to the house of Amun if this be true?” 
 
    “Why are you so upset?” Wenna replied.  “My mistress is not of the house of Amun, and neither is yours.  The father of my mistress is the Lord – ” 
 
    “Are you so complete a fool as that?” her friend gasped.  “At this moment your mistress is indeed of the house of Amun, since she is lady-in-waiting to Princess Sekma!  Do you not realize we are in great danger?  Did you never learn of palace coups of the past?  That everyone in the house defeated is put to death?  There will be massacre!” 
 
    “I don’t believe you,” said Wenna, but her words were with anxiety.  “What massacre?” 
 
    “In the past,” said her friend, “whenever there was a revolt, everyone in the house of the vanquished is massacred, every man, woman, child, babe, and all found there, to the very last and least slave.  Did you not know of these things?”  
 
    “How – how could I know of what happened in the past?” stammered Wenna.  “What are you talking about?  What do you mean everyone is killed?  I have never heard of this!” 
 
    “That is probably true,” her friend conceded.  “You are of a town far away, in Upper Nile, so I can understand you never having heard of these things.  Yet I have lived in the King’s city all my life, and these past few years here in the Palace.  I have heard.  Oh, indeed I have heard!  I have heard these histories more than once.  In ancient times, whenever a King was overthrown, there were hundreds – hundreds! – who were also victims in the killings.  And the first to die were the ones of his household.” 
 
    “How can this be?” wailed Wenna, clearly upset.  “How can this happen to me?  I have done nothing!  I am a mere servant!  I have done nothing!”  She began to cry. 
 
    “Hush!” hissed her friend.  “Hush!  Others will hear.” 
 
    Indeed, it was too late, for the conversation had become so animated that other servants were awakening and began stirring.  Wenna quickly stifled her tears.  As it seemed that I was the only one to hear their words the other servants were merely sleepily indignant at the noise and being awakened so early.  Then I heard one say, “Dawn is upon us,” and the others, quite cross, decided to rise and prepare for the day. 
 
    I, however, did not move and held Meritaten tight in my arms, as if to protect her from an approaching knifeman.  My fear grew with each heartbeat, and with it a sense of helplessness, for I knew there was absolutely nothing I could do if it were true about what I had heard.  But the noise had also invaded Meritaten’s repose.  She moved this way and that, then opened her eyes, looked up with a sleepy smile. 
 
    “My Neferkara,” she murmured, then closed her eyes again with a look of utter contentment, snuggled closer in my arms, and she continued, “Did you sleep well?” 
 
    With her face relaxed by sleep and vague in the dim light, I looked down upon her, and in my eyes her years and cares and constant hard work dropped away, and I saw her as she truly should have been had she not been born to a life of servitude, and she looked so beautiful.  Amidst my fear there was a fleeting moment in my heart that I wanted to tell her of my love for her, but I did not.  How I regretted that lost moment.  I was quite frightened by what I had heard and wanted to talk to her, to see if it were true, that our lives were in danger should Amun be overthrown upon becoming King. 
 
    “Meritaten,” I said.  “Let us go outside while the others are washing.  I need to speak with you.”      
 
    * * * 
 
    I set the basin of wash water before Sekma, then retreated a few steps.  Sekma, as usual, acted as if I was not there and would ignore me until she needed something of me, and until then I was nonexistent.  However, her eye fell upon me by chance as she looked into her mirror.  She stopped what she was doing, turned, regarded me intently.  I knew that regard of hers by now, and believed she had read my face easily – even if I had made the conscious effort to be expressionless – and she must have seen that I was upset and frightened for some reason.  Her heart had the eyes of a hawk, yet she did not ask what was troubling me; she simply turned back to the basin and continued washing her face.   
 
    As she did this I contemplated what I had been told by Meritaten; she had confirmed what I had heard, that in the distant past the politics among Egyptian royalty could become quite violent.  Meritaten told me of the history of the old King Ahmose’s predecessors, that his grandfather, a nephew of the king in those days, had come to the throne after assassinating his uncle and then launching a coup that claimed the lives of half the people in the palace and left hundreds dead in the rest of the kingdom.  I then told Meritaten the rest of what I had heard, of the nobleman and his friends who would move against Amun, and I saw her become as frightened as I.  Unfortunately, I had to leave at that moment to hurry to Sekma’s chamber to attend her in her morning preparations, so I quickly kissed Meritaten and reminded her we had nothing to fear while the old King lived, for her to take heart.  Now that I was in Sekma’s bedchamber I pondered on what I should do.  Now that I was awake and thinking clearly, I had thought of the different possibilities, and I thought a plausible explanation was that of sheer bombast and nothing more on the part of Wehtose’s lover.  If I volunteered this information and nothing happened later, what would become of me for having alarmed Sekma for no reason?  However, if I kept it to myself and if a palace coup actually occurred, would I indeed be killed along with the rest in the house of Amun if victory went to the traitors?  I felt I had no choice but to tell Sekma.  She had indeed commanded me to give her any information she would believe valuable, but my true reason for telling her was from my belief that she, of anyone, would be clever enough to escape the bloodshed to come and perhaps she would save me and Meritaten along with her.  I approached, then knelt before her. 
 
    “I beg your Highness that I may be allowed to speak,” I said. 
 
    She eyed me with a smirk. 
 
    “So we finally made up our mind to talk, have we?” she taunted.  “I was wondering when you would get round to it.  Speak then.” 
 
    “Highness, I have heard something that may be of concern to you and your husband, his Highness the Crown Prince,” I said.  “However, I am unsure if what I say would be of value to your Highness, or even if what I heard is true or false.  What I must say first is that what I heard was a conversation between two servants and I do not know if – ” 
 
    “Get to the point, girl!” she snapped. 
 
    “At once, Highness!  It was something I heard the handmaiden Wenna say about a nobleman of the Palace, and that he – ” 
 
    “Wenna,” she interrupted, “is handmaiden to the Lady Wehtose, who is the current plaything of the Lord Ankh-amun, so I would guess that he is the nobleman in question.” 
 
    I was surprised but should not have been, for I had learned that Sekma was well-informed about almost everyone in the Palace, be they noble, commoner, or servant. 
 
    “Yes, Highness.  He said to Lady Wehtose that he and his friends – and I beg your pardon for an insolent phrase, Highness – that they ‘had plans for this simpleton Prince’.”   
 
    “Pardon granted,” she said with a malicious laugh, “and his description of the Prince is as accurate as it is succinct.” 
 
    I was quite surprised with her words.  She seemed completely unperturbed by what I related, as if a threat to the life of the Prince was a minor inconvenience, and did not affect her.  Could it be she did not understand the implications? 
 
    “But – but Highness!” I said.  “What I understood it to mean was that they intend to harm the Crown Prince, sometime after His Majesty is taken into the West!” 
 
    “Of course that’s what they mean!” she said, exasperation in her voice.  “What else could it mean?  Yes.  I have had my eye on this Lord Ankh-amun for several months, but my suspicions were based only on what I could read on his face.  Now I have more information with which to work.  Very well.  Did you learn any of the names of these friends?” 
 
    “No, Highness.” 
 
    “No matter,” she said.  “I could guess most of them.  And did you speak at all with this Wenna?  And what was the name of the handmaiden with whom she was speaking?  What were their reactions?” 
 
    “I do not know the name of the other handmaiden, Highness, and no, I did not speak with Wenna.  She and her friend thought I was asleep.  I do know that when she told her friend then it was her friend who began to speak in great fear and told Wenna of carnage that occurred in the past whenever there was a palace coup, and then the fear was felt by Wenna, and Wenna began to weep.” 
 
    “Did anyone else hear?” she asked. 
 
    My mind raced.  I had told what I had heard to Meritaten, but I did not want Meritaten to come to the attention of Sekma.  I hesitated, rationalized in my mind that Meritaten did not hear the handmaidens, only what I told her later, so I decided to say no more.  But Sekma did not allow me to remain silent; she had read my heart as if it were a book.  She pounced. 
 
    “You told someone, didn’t you?  Say!  Say who it is!  I can see it in your eyes.  You told – who is it now? – your friend, that house servant Meritaten, did you not?” 
 
    “Yes, Highness.”  Oh, Meritaten!  What have I done to you? 
 
    “Summon Meritaten to this chamber, with all speed,” she commanded. 
 
    Without thinking of the danger to myself I dropped to the floor before her, and reached out a hand to touch her foot in supplication. 
 
    “I beg mercy on her, Highness!” I cried.  “She is innocent, sweet Highness!” 
 
    “Rise, you worthless sheep!”  Her low voice seemed more menacing than if she had screamed.  “Fetch her at once if you want her to live!  But delay one more moment and she will be at the bottom of the River!  And you with her!  Go!” 
 
    I ran from her room and then walked rapidly through the halls.  Her words at last came through to me, that Meritaten was in danger if she were not in Sekma’s room immediately.  It seemed to me that I could not find Meritaten quickly enough, and when I did find her I took her hand and pulled her with me.  She seemed reluctant to go with me. 
 
    “Neferkara, are you taking me to the Princess’s chamber?” she asked.  “Did you tell her of what we spoke this morning?  Oh, Neferkara!  How could you?  Why could you not keep silent?” 
 
    “I am so sorry, Meritaten,” I said to her, close to tears.  “She seemed to know my very thoughts, and she even guessed your name.  I only know we need to go to her chamber at once if we are not to be punished.” 
 
    “How do you know that she will not do away with us as soon as we arrive?  Oh, Neferkara!  Why?  Why?” 
 
    “Meritaten, think,” I said.  “If we remain silent and this conspiracy is indeed real, then we would die with the rest.  However, can you think of anyone cunning enough to avoid palace coup other than Princess Sekma?  Perhaps it is better for us to help her as best we may.” 
 
    Meritaten said nothing, but her face told me that she thought on my words, that what I said had merit.  As we entered Sekma’s room she commanded me to bolt the door behind me.  Meritaten prostrated herself before Sekma, said, “May your High – ” 
 
    “Do you know the name of the handmaiden that was talking with Wenna?” Sekma demanded. 
 
    “Highness, forgive me, but I do not.  I was asleep!” Meritaten replied, very frightened. 
 
    “Can you not guess, then?” asked Sekma. 
 
    “Highness, I cannot,” Meritaten said.  “The handmaidens to your Highness’s ladies-in-waiting disdain mere house servants and seldom talk to us.” 
 
    “We shall find out by other means,” the Princess said quietly.  She sat in thought for several moments, looked back at Meritaten, pointed at her. 
 
    “You.” 
 
    “Your Highness?” 
 
    “Do you know where to find Taharq this hour of the day?” 
 
    “N-no, Highness.  I know where his room is, but not where he is during the day.” 
 
    Sekma turned away and found a sheet of papyrus, a small pot of ink, and a brush.  I saw her make but a few brief strokes of the brush on the papyrus, then she took shears and cut this tiny note from the sheet, held out the scrap to Meritaten. 
 
    “Take this to his room,” said Sekma, “and give it him.  If he is not there, enter his room and lay it under the pillow of the pallet on the floor, then return to me with all speed.  Do not let anyone see you place the note.  Do not talk with anyone about this note, and do not speak about anything you saw or heard this morning.  Do you understand?” 
 
    “I hear and obey, Highness,” said Meritaten. 
 
    “Go, then!” barked Sekma.  Meritaten was so frightened that she forgot to bow.  She whirled about and ran out of the room.  Sekma ignored this; she turned to me. 
 
    “At this hour of the morning Wehtose is probably not yet out of bed,” Sekma said.  “I shall have you go to her rooms and say that I request her presence here.  Make sure she brings her handmaiden, and when all are here then I shall dismiss you and Wenna.  I shall talk to this empty-headed tart Wehtose and pull from her everything she knows about Ankh-amun, and she will rue the day she ever withheld this information from me!  When I am through with her she will wish she were back in that Upper Nile stink hole from whence she came!  But you, Neferkara, will have an important task.  You will stand with Wenna outside the door and you will try to learn the name of her friend.  You will then tell her that if she values her skin she will remain silent about this, and that I, myself, shall talk to her later.” 
 
    “But Highness,” I said, “what if she does not want to tell me?” 
 
    “Think, Neferkara!” she said with great impatience.  “You told me this Wenna was in fear for her life, yes?  What words would work on you if you were Wenna?  Use these words!  And when we find out the name of this other handmaiden you will do the same with her.  From both of them you will try to discover with whom they talked about this conspiracy.  Speed is essential for two reasons!  We need to make good plans now before the conspirators have any advantage, and we need to contain the number of people who now know about it, and prevent any rumor, any hint from getting out that we know anything.  Now I would have you remain silent for a moment.” 
 
    With that I saw her thinking carefully and surmised she was planning her next moves.  I waited for her to finish and to continue with me, my misgivings increasing as I knew she would want more of me. 
 
    She turned to me and then began telling me of what she expected of me in the coming weeks and months, that she required me to become friendly with all the other handmaidens then in her apartment, and that she wanted me to have them become informants.  I remembered how she had forced me to be go-between for her and Sem-Qara at the household of Malkara, now she wanted me to become go-between for many other handmaidens of various noble ladies.  I began to despair, for I was truly frightened and wanted no part of this intriguing, and felt myself wholly inadequate, that I would make a fatal blunder.  When she finished telling me her desires she asked, as she always did, if I understood. 
 
    “I beg your Highness,” I pleaded, “I understand and would obey you as best I may.  But I feel so inept at this business and believe I may disappoint you, so I hope your Highness would think of another, someone abler than I for this work.” 
 
    She stood up.  I never saw her look so tall, so intimidating as she did that morning. 
 
    “Do you want your head rolling on the floor along with everyone else in this household if those traitors succeed?” she all but shouted.  “Is this your desire?  I think not!  So you will do as I say and help work toward our victory.” 
 
    “But Highness, my mistress, if the gods have decided our fate, then – ” 
 
    “Fate?” she sneered.  “Fate?  We make our own fate, you fool!  We bend fate to our favor by our actions.” 
 
    “But what if I fail?” I all but sobbed. 
 
    “Then we all fail!” she cried.  “But set your cowardice aside, use your wits, and we shall triumph.  Steady yourself, and at all cost prevent yourself from giving in to panic.  Find serenity in your heart, that you may think clearly, that you may act to protect yourself.  Do as I say!  Or your head will be rolling on the floor, and by my own hand!” 
 
    From my kneeling position I bent my head forward until I touched it to the floor. 
 
    “I hear and obey, Highness,” I said. 
 
    “Go to the chamber of the ladies-in-waiting where sleeps Wehtose,” she said.  “Tell her it is my command for her to come as rapidly as possible.  Make sure she brings Wenna.” 
 
    I hurried away. 
 
   


  
 

 Khapes 
 
    The officer of the guard knelt on one knee, while next to him Taharq lay on the floor, prostrate before the Princess.  Sekma turned to me, spoke in Sumerian.   
 
    “He does not know your language, but you must not show him that you understand Egyptian.” 
 
    I did not need to be told that she was referring to the officer. 
 
    She went on.  “Listen to all that is said.  Fetch wine and fruits, and careful to answer in your own language!” 
 
    “At once, Highness,” I replied, also in Sumerian, and hurried to my task.  She turned to the officer.   
 
    “Rise, please, Lieutenant Khapes,” she said cheerfully, this time in Egyptian, “and thank you for this visit.  I beg your pardon if I must speak with my handmaiden in her own tongue.  She is a slow-witted girl and barely knows a word or two in Egyptian; unfortunately, she was unschooled in our language.  You may speak freely in front of her – she will understand nothing.” 
 
    The officer rose, glanced at me once, then disregarded me.  Taharq also glanced at me, but with a knowing sneer on his face. 
 
    “I thank your Highness for allowing me the honor of attending you,” the officer said. 
 
    Sekma then turned to Taharq, lightly scratching at her ear, and quite disdainfully addressed him, “You.  Out.” 
 
    Taharq crawled backward, stood and turned, I hurried to the door to close it behind him, but as he left I saw that his evil squint was now hovering over an evil smile.  This was not seen by Khapes.  
 
    “Ignore him,” Sekma said to Khapes.  “He is a mere busybody and hopes to gain a few coppers by running errands.  I must deal with that toad because I must.  But it is always a pleasure to speak with so worthy a man as yourself.  We have seen each other often, as you know, and I have always admired how you stood out from the rest of the officers, and I have always wanted to know more about you.  However, we never had the chance to speak, so this is such a joy to me that at last I make acquaintance with you.”  
 
    She looked up from her bench directly at him, her eyes wide, her lips parted, her hands lightly folded, and I saw that the mask she wore for him was one of her finest, conveying the quivering excitement of a young woman who is fascinated by handsome young officers.  And Khapes’ attraction to this alluring and beautiful Princess was quite apparent, and her flattery did not go unnoticed by him – his conceit made him believe that he had made a strong impression on her.  What he did not know was that Sekma had already learned that he considered himself quite the peacock and was inclined to display his feathers to the women at the Palace.  She had correctly gauged the breadth of his vanity. 
 
    “Your Highness honors me yet again,” he replied.   
 
    “Neferkara, bring a bench and set it before me,” she said to me in Sumerian.  I hastened to obey and as I brought the bench the Lieutenant looked quite surprised. 
 
    “Be seated, sir,” she said. 
 
    He did not smile, but the look of elation on his face was quite easy to read, even by me, for his thoughts were that he was being invited by the Princess Consort herself to sit in her presence!   
 
    Sekma continued.  “I am told by many a nobleman that you are an able warrior and would make a bold commander of fighting men.” 
 
    He bowed his head from where he sat. 
 
    “And word has it that you would be so,” she said, “if only your merit could come to the attention of the King.” 
 
    It was easy to see that her words were not lost on the Lieutenant, for with the mention of the King – and his knowing that she was wife of the Crown Prince – it was apparent to him that she was his link to the monarch.  Here was an unexpected opportunity for him to advance his career, and he looked as if he was readying himself to make a clumsy effort at maneuvering her into putting in a good word for him with the King. 
 
    “Ai, your Highness,” he sighed, “if only that day ever came, that the King would take notice of me, and see that I am his most fervent subject.  But I cannot hope for that, so I shall merely do my duty as best I may.” 
 
    “If only there were something I could do to help,” she said wistfully.   
 
    His eyes took on a satisfied look, as if he were proud of himself for having successfully planted a seed. 
 
    “Sir,” she said, “it would be a pleasure for me simply to receive you as a guest and to enjoy a visit from you, that we could make acquaintance with each other and, perhaps, become friends, and nothing more.  However, I must confess I asked for you to come for a different reason.  It is with difficulty that I must say this, and forgive me for disturbing you, but I need advice from an officer of the Palace Guard, yet I find I cannot seek out the advice of Captain Waskhet at this time.” 
 
    “Oh?” he said, “but Captain Waskhet is quite able as commander of the Palace Guard, and he is a most loyal subject of the King.” 
 
    Even I could see that he had a low opinion of Captain Waskhet, and Taharq had already reported that Khapes was casting an ambitious eye on Waskhet’s office.  He was pleasurably intrigued that she should choose him for advice before choosing Waskhet. 
 
    “He is indeed a most capable officer,” she agreed, “yet there are certain things that I must discuss with an officer of the guard that the Captain would find, may I say, outside of his area of responsibility?  And I have thought and thought for one with whom I could speak, and the only one that came to mind was an officer of whom I heard good reports, and happily that officer was also one I had admired from a distance: yourself.  May I trouble you for guidance?” 
 
    Her eyes were pleading.  What could a gentleman do but to listen intently? 
 
    “Your Highness,” he said, “if I can be of the least service to you, you have but to command me.” 
 
    Thus began a long dialogue in which I saw with my own eyes the method by which Sekma suborned someone into serving her secretly.  With this particular person, Lieutenant Khapes, she played upon his high regard for himself, his fancying himself a lady’s man, and she tickled his ambitions, hinted at advancement and prestige to come in the days of her husband’s ascension to the throne.  She subtly emphasized that this hope for advancement could not come before Amun had been crowned King.  She then spoke of a possible danger to her person.  This last facet was particularly persuasive to him, for the Lieutenant was one of those strong, self-assured men who could also be helplessly drawn to a lady in distress.  Sekma had banked on his reaction so she dwelt upon this aspect of danger to herself, pretending to be reluctant to give details, acting as if she were doomed already if she did not have a savior watching over her, a champion to defend her, a dashing hero upon whom she could depend.  She even showed tears in her eyes and dabbed at her nose with her sleeve as she spoke of this danger. 
 
    “Tell me, Highness!” Khapes at last demanded.  “Who threatens you?  I shall deal with that traitor myself!” 
 
    She shook her head mournfully. 
 
    “As long as – as long as the King lives, there – there is nothing to be done,” she sniffled. 
 
    “By Montu, there is always something that can be done!” he said forcefully.  He stood, stomped about the room for a bit, returned to his seat, said, “Your Highness, I must insist you tell me what you know.” 
 
    “While the Great King lives,” she said, “there is no danger.  None.  But when the King is taken into the West – and may that day never come! – there are others who will see an opportunity for themselves, and may try to force themselves into the position that would rightfully be my husband’s.” 
 
    Khapes’ eyes glanced this way and that, unsure of what he could do.  She was telling him of something having to do with the internal politics of the Royal Court, a matter between the royalty and nobles, and, although he knew of the intrigue going on amongst the aristocrats of the Palace, he had never participated – he was a commoner and would have never been included, indeed, he would have been ignored.  Now she was telling him of a possible power struggle that might be expected soon after the demise of the old King, whenever that may be.  However, the scenario was plain to him – she was hinting at palace coup aimed at her husband which meant that if there were no more Amun, there would be no more Sekma, and no more Sekma meant there would be no one of the Royal Family that he knew personally, and with whom he was on good terms.  He would know no one who would have the ear of whatever king took power, no one as his advocate for advancement. 
 
    “While the Great King lives,” Sekma went on, “and before he is taken from us, I was hoping that someone trustworthy would become aware of our cause, and make himself ready, and become our friend, and on the day that the Great King is taken from us that friend would be able to move quickly and decisively on behalf of my husband – who would be the rightful King and beloved of the gods!  Oh, how that friend would be esteemed and rewarded by my husband!  How that friend would receive honor and lands and ennoblement!  How that friend would have especial regard by me!”   
 
    With her nose still to her sleeve, she looked up at him.  I could almost see his heart melting as they looked at each other, eye to eye.  He got off his seat and went to one knee before her. 
 
    “My Princess,” he said, “my sword is yours.  Yet I must insist on more detail.” 
 
    “If – if I were to find out the names of different persons,” she said, “who would be a threat to my husband and to myself, then would you be able to gather trusted men of the guard who would accept your orders, and then help me defend myself from the traitors when the day comes that our Great King is no more?  And rapidly?  Within hours, within moments of the news of the Great King being taken from us?  That all my enemies would be vanquished at the same time?  Would it be you that would become my special friend on that day?” 
 
    “Assuredly, my Princess,” he said.  His face had a glow for he realized that he had struck gold, for a royal princess had singled him out for a confidence, that this royal princess would be Queen one day, and he convinced himself that she had taken a keen interest in him as a man.  And what man does not want to be regarded as a hero by a lovely Princess?  And the rewards he could expect for helping her would be substantial – rank, title, and estates.   
 
    He continued, “But will you be able to find out the names of these traitors?” 
 
    “I think I may,” she said, “and with the help of that repulsive man, Taharq, who is always snooping about.  He seems to find out these things.  His sort is always finding out these things.  You know how they are!  Always sneaking about where they do not belong.  Yet I believe his distasteful ways could be of benefit to us.” 
 
    “Hmf, Princess, can we trust such a one as he?” 
 
    “If – if he were to give me a name,” she said, “then from that name I would be able to search and to confirm if what he says is true or false.” 
 
    They spoke on, he quickly took up her hints and suggestions to him, then he added a few details of his own, and soon he began to think that he had formulated an outline of a response all on his own.  Sekma encouraged him to think this way by enthusiastically praising his ingenuity for originating an outline that she herself had put into his head.  She then intimated – in a roundabout way – that their plans and their conversation must remain a profound secret from everyone, including his closest comrades, and especially from Captain Waskhet and anyone nobly born.  They spoke on for many moments, then the Lieutenant stood. 
 
    “Highness, you know that we speak of things that must be kept most confidential.  I would suggest you tell no one of these things.”  He glanced my way, remembered that I was “unschooled” in the Egyptian language, turned back to her, continued, “No one whomsoever.” 
 
    “How right you are, Lieutenant,” she said, looking up.  “And I shall obey.” 
 
    When they had finished their discussions Lieutenant Khapes stood and prepared to take his leave.  Sekma stood also, approached him, lightly touched his arm with her fingertips.  I could see his reaction, although he tried to hide it. 
 
    “Thank you, my Khapes, for your loyalty,” she said.  “I verily believe Goddess Bastet herself sent you to me.” 
 
    The look on his face was that of a man who had quite assured himself that his conquest of this lovely woman was merely a matter of time.  He bowed, departed. 
 
    As I closed the door behind him I turned and saw Sekma’s pleasant smile turn into a mocking, contemptuous smirk. 
 
    “Simple.  Effortless,” she said.  “Yes, this Lieutenant will serve us well.”  She then looked at me, said, “Taharq will return in a moment.  Stand by the door and open the instant you hear him knock.” 
 
    I puzzled over how she could have known of Taharq’s imminent return, yet even as I neared the door I heard a light tapping.  I opened the door and Taharq brushed past me and approached Sekma.  He did not bow this time, said nothing, merely looked at Sekma. 
 
    “I know, I know,” Sekma said to him.  “You needn’t remind me that we should have changed our signal before today.”  It seemed she understood what he meant by the way he quietly looked at her. 
 
    “Highness, may I suggest straightening or smoothing your clothing next time?” he said.  And then it struck me about what it was they were talking, that earlier when she dismissed Taharq she was giving him a silent message while she scratched at her ear, that he was to return the moment Khapes had left her apartment. 
 
    “So we shall,” she said.  “As for Khapes, and for your future dealings with him, I led him to believe I regard you as a mere lackey and errand-runner, and hold you in low esteem, so careful you reveal nothing more to him about yourself.  Try to behave as a mere oaf when near him.” 
 
    “As you wish, Highness.”  This time he bowed. 
 
    “Now,” said Sekma, “I’ve an idea that came to me while speaking with Lady Wehtose yesterday, and I was reminded of it as I talked with Khapes, and would discuss it with you.  It seems Lord Ankh-amun would speak to Wehtose quite frequently about the conspiracy he and his comrades were planning.   Now, of course, anyone with any sense would keep this secret from others, and it seems he would also keep the secret, too, while he was sensible.  But it was after the times he mated with her – and when he was not quite sensible, so to speak – only when he was tired and blissful from their passage together, only then would he say boastful things to her during pillow talk and revealed the conspiracy.  And today with this lieutenant I saw for myself his thoughts, that even the mere possibility that I would take him as my lover caused him to be far more favorable to whatever I wanted from him.  It was quite a factor for him to consider, perhaps the deciding factor.  And I promised him nothing! – merely allowed his fancy ample ground in which to play.  This may be a weakness in men that we can exploit.” 
 
    Taharq said nothing but I could see he was highly interested, and he was most attentive as he looked at her. 
 
    “If we had women as operatives,” she said, “and if these women became the lovers of men we need to watch, we would have an ear where we had none before.” 
 
    Taharq instantly grasped her meaning, appreciated its ingenuity. 
 
    “Wehtose an ear?”  Taharq asked in their laconic language. 
 
    “Wehtose for this work?  She would be useless,” Sekma replied.  “She is far too talkative.  She would probably boast of what she was doing to whomever we assigned her, and to all her friends, and to the entire city if she could.  No.  Wehtose is too silly and giddy, and I have taken steps to isolate her for the time being.  I mean for us to look for others that could do this work.” 
 
    Taharq glanced at me.  My heart caught in my throat.  Would Sekma command me to lie down with men, simply to gain information from them?   
 
    “Her?” Sekma said incredulously.  “She would be less than useless.  We need one with cold, sure composure.  We need a woman of exceptional intelligence, one who is exceedingly ambitious, one who would understand and take delight in this work.  Also, we cannot use servants.  We need women of gentle birth, even noblewomen, but freeborn at the very least.  We must think on how to recognize operatives such as these, and recruit them.  Hmm, there are one or two noble ladies in the Palace who come to mind, and also there is a daughter of a gentleman that may be useful.  Let me attend to them, then you and I shall meet to discuss what I learn, then search for more.” 
 
    She looked my way.  “Did you pay attention to my discussions with Khapes as I told you?” 
 
    “Yes, Highness.” 
 
    “You saw how the discussions went,” she said.  “There are similar ways to encourage people to help us, and you will need to learn these skills.  While Taharq and I begin our search for women of good birth as operatives, you will be working with the servants.  Later I shall speak with you and Meritaten, for you will need to develop a network among the women servants in the Palace, most especially with those who are handmaidens, that we may gain intelligence when needed, and you must begin very soon.” 
 
    I was still very reluctant, but she had ordered me to do similar things from the day I had talked with Sem-Qara in the apartments of Princess Malkara.  I was loth to reply, but I said, “I am yours to command, Highness.”   
 
    At that moment there came knocking on the door. 
 
    “The Crown Prince,” Sekma said calmly, “coming to tell me that his nuptials with his betrothed, the Princess Luburna, is to be announced.  Open for him Neferkara.”  
 
    As Sekma had predicted it was Prince Amun standing outside, his smile wider than usual.  He advanced several steps toward her but stopped when he saw Taharq. 
 
    “Oh,” he said.  He seemed quite at a loss.  “I thought you were alone, Princess.” 
 
    “My husband!” Sekma cried with delight.  “What a sweet surprise!  I did not expect to see you today.”  She turned to Taharq with a warm smile and said in a light, kindly voice, “Go to the kitchen and ask for something to eat, then you may depart, there’s a good lad.” 
 
    Taharq’s eyes were intently watching her hands smoothing her skirts.  He flicked his eyes upward to hers, bowed, departed.  Amun watched me close the door behind him. 
 
    “And now we are completely alone, my Amun,” Sekma said happily.   
 
    Of course my presence there with them did not count.  She advanced to him, draped her arms about him, and kissed him sweetly. 
 
    “That man that was just here,” said the Prince, “I have seen him a time or two.  There is something about him that makes me think him an unsavory sort of fellow.  Ah, but wait!  That would be judging the poor man without knowing him!  How silly of me.  I think I am just getting suspicious in my old age.”   
 
    “But, darling!  Such nonsense!” she exclaimed with a brilliant smile.  “It is your trusting nature that I find most endearing about you.”   
 
    I was sure that she was quite sincere in what she had said. 
 
    “He is simply an errand boy that I use when I need a free-born servant,” she went on.  “I think he may be a half-wit, so I help him earn a bit, otherwise the poor soul may starve.” 
 
    “Ah, my generous little wife, so caring of others,” he smiled.  “And it is your compassionate and gentle nature that I find most endearing about you.”   
 
    Sadly, he also was quite sincere in what he had said.  What I felt about his opinion of her compassionate and gentle nature I cannot put into words.     
 
    He embraced her for a moment, then said, “Now I must tell you something that Father did just today, this very hour.  You could not possibly guess!”  He paused with a sly smile, enjoying the small bit of suspense he presented to her.   
 
    “Father has just announced my nuptials with Princess Luburna.  It will be next week,” he said. 
 
    Sekma looked surprised, her mouth slightly open. 
 
    “You’re not angry, are you Sekma?” he asked worriedly.   
 
    “Oh, no, darling!” she countered.  “How could I not take joy in your happiness?  But then, I do confess to being a wee bit jealous.  She is so lovely and I am sure she will be a pleasurable bedmate for you, but, but –” 
 
    “But what, dear wife?” he prompted. 
 
    “My Amun, forgive me, but I hope I shall not be called upon to witness the consummation.  I am so afraid I would indeed become jealous if I see her in your arms, and nothing should detract from your joy.  May I be excused that night?  And allow me to come to know my new sister gradually?” 
 
    “You need not worry,” he replied.  “Father wants the consummation to be a private affair.  Only he and two of his concubines, Luburna’s mother and father, and one other nobleman will be there.  He did not include you.” 
 
    Sekma’s true thoughts I could guess.  She did not want to watch the consummation – not because she would be jealous, but because she would be revolted by their “rutting like swine”.  
 
   


  
 

 Luburna 
 
    After his nuptials with the Princess Luburna I did not see Prince Amun in Sekma’s apartments for two or three months, although I saw him here and there in the Palace on occasion.  During that time Sekma slept alone, so Meritaten and I would be together every night in the bedchambers for the women servants.  Yet those times were not as happy as we could have wanted, for the Princess had set us new tasks, that of suborning other handmaidens into becoming eyes and ears for her.  She had instructed us carefully of what we needed to do, how to approach our tasks surreptitiously such that talk would not circulate among the other servants of our activities, and we met with Sekma frequently to tell her what we had heard.  Sekma had emphasized to us that what we were doing was as much to save our own lives as it was to give her needed intelligence, so, although we hated this work, we went about our new duties to the best of our abilities.  Our utter fear of the consequences of successful palace coup kept us sharp and attentive. 
 
    It was actually easier to suborn other servants than I had thought.  After we got started we found that the mistresses of the servants often talked in front of them as if they were not there, and servants love to gossip with servants.  So, with but hints at protection for them and with small gifts if they followed our directions, and with allusions to Sekma’s wrath – which was well known among the servants – the different handmaidens helped us quietly, and we proceeded, and we managed to keep all secret from the others.  Soon all the handmaidens of Sekma’s ladies-in-waiting were operatives, and from them we got to know their friends – servants in other households in the Palace, and even with some from the great houses in the city outside the Palace walls.  The network widened. 
 
    Although the stewards and butlers, either freeborn or slave, considered themselves the elite among the servants of a household and would lord it over the rest, handmaidens to noble ladies were untouchable, and knew it.  They were apart from the other servants in that they worked directly with their mistresses, were frequently confidantes of those noble ladies, and knew this to be a sort of advantage over the butlers who were not free-born.  The handmaidens would also be avoided by the freeborn butlers since the butlers knew they could be dismissed from a household and lose their livelihood if they displeased their superiors.  Therefore, a handmaiden had relative freedom and was never questioned by household functionaries if she were seen leaving the house to which she belonged without asking permission.  It was simply assumed that the handmaiden’s mistress had given her an errand.  So, early in the morning while most noble ladies were still asleep, there would be an exchange of information. 
 
    Each day when I attended Sekma she would first ask what I had learned that morning.  Very quickly I found she wanted to hear everything, even those things I thought rather mundane and uninteresting to her, yet she was always quite interested; she seemed to find significance in a bit of news that I would have thought rather trivial.  Sekma also ordered me to make contact with Princess Luburna’s handmaiden, but in this I was never successful, for the many times I tried to draw her out into conversation she rebuffed me.  She had a haughty, distant manner and would barely acknowledge me.  This disturbed Sekma. 
 
    “That slut has taken on the attitude of her mistress!” Sekma fumed.  “And that shrew of Amun’s has taken on airs and considers herself my equal.  My equal!  And she has hinted that if she bears a son to Amun before I do then she would be held in higher esteem in the eyes of Amun, the eyes of the King, of the entire Royal Court.  Oh, she does not know with whom she deals!”   
 
      “Highness, shall I try to speak with her handmaiden again?” I asked. 
 
    She mused a bit, said, “No.  Stop trying.  If you try too often then Luburna would hear of it and guess what was happening.  No.  I shall think of something else.” 
 
    Even while Amun was enjoying the novelty of having a new wife, Sekma would frequently meet with the Prince at the King’s audience chamber for meetings with his Majesty and the ministers.  However, she seldom had me attend her there, although I knew from some of the words she let drop that she would be helping him during discussions with the King on state business.  Even the King acknowledged that Sekma’s grasp of official matters was superb and soon he saw that his son Prince Amun was more effective in council when he had her by his side as an advisor.  During this time, I never saw Prince Amun at Sekma’s apartments; I saw him only when I accompanied her on courtesy visits or to a dinner here or there in the Palace.  On those occasions he always enthusiastically greeted her when he saw her, however his new wife Luburna would always be found clinging to one of his arms.  Sekma and Luburna would smile joyously at each other, embrace with a flurry of kisses, would say pleasant and flattering things, and each would praise the other’s clothing.  However, I knew Sekma, and knew she especially despised Luburna, and as I looked at Luburna I could see that the feeling was all too mutual. 
 
    The weeks passed. 
 
    * * * 
 
    A messenger appeared at the door holding a note rolled and sealed with wax.  He silently bowed low, extending the note to her.  She broke the seal, read it, looked at the messenger. 
 
    “Tell your master I received the note,” she said to him.  He bowed, departed. 
 
    She read the note again and with especial attention, paused, then read it once more, was quiet for many moments and sat in thought.  From time to time she would look up at me, but said nothing.  I could not decipher her look whenever she regarded me, yet when she did my heart would catch inside me, and I felt fearful.  She thought on, quietly, and seemed undecided of something, which astounded me.  Sekma?  Undecided? 
 
     “I think I would like to have a stroll,” she said. 
 
    I brought her a pair of slippers, knelt before her, put them on her feet, then I went to a cupboard where contained her parasol, and I also retrieved a small scarf that I would wear over my head as protection from the Sun.  When we went out the door she told off one of her guards to accompany her and the three of us walked through the Palace courtyards toward the main gate.  Passing through the gate Sekma turned to the right and began walking down toward the River, which surprised me, for I had never gone with her in this direction before.  When we arrived at the quay she turned right again and picked her way along a narrow path that left the quay and that led between the River and the bluff, above which were the battlements of the Palace.  Now I was quite confused.  Very few people walked this path along the river; at this time of year the space between the Palace walls and the River was only a few cubits wide and the path led to no place in particular, yet we walked on.  Soon the space widened until we arrived at a small beach.  A few children were running about and playing in the water.  Sekma looked at the guard and motioned toward the children.  The guard advanced, waved his spear at them. 
 
    “Begone!” he shouted. 
 
    The children screamed, laughed, scampered off.  Sekma stood motionless, gazing across the River while I stood behind, holding her parasol over her, angling it just so, such that no light from the Sun touched her, and there we stood for many moments as Sekma merely stared across the River.  She then turned and faced me, holding me in her gaze, her eyes searching mine.  She began to speak to me in Sumerian. 
 
    “Have you visited Luburna’s handmaiden recently?” she asked quietly. 
 
    “No, Highness,” I replied.  “Would you like me to try to befriend her again?  I have not seen her for many weeks, perhaps she would be friendlier than before.” 
 
    “No,” she said.  She was quiet another moment or two, then, “Did you see her without speaking with her?  Such as passing her as you went about your errands in the Palace?” 
 
    “No, Highness, nowhere.” 
 
    She then quite surprised me when she reached out and took the parasol from my hand, leaned it over her shoulder.  Her eyes flicked to the guard standing behind me, then she looked at me again. 
 
    “Have you spoken with any of her friends?” 
 
    “Highness, I beg your pardon,” I said, “but I do not know who her friends are.” 
 
    She searched my face carefully, and again, as on the very first day I met her, it felt as if she had stripped the flesh from my body and was now contemplating my beating heart.  She held me long in her gaze until I was trembling from an unknown fear.  Again she quickly glanced at her guard, then back to me, standing silently before her.  She then handed the parasol back to me then turned once more and looked across the River to the opposite shore.  After another moment she began walking back toward the quay and we made our way back to her apartments.  I was quite baffled at Sekma’s behavior.   
 
    When we returned to her apartments she turned to me. 
 
    “The Crown Prince will be with me this night,” she said. 
 
    What crossed her face puzzled me for a moment.  There was, of course, no joy of anticipation, but neither the look of annoyance or indifference I had seen many times before.  She seemed concerned about something. 
 
    “So you will sleep in this chamber,” she continued, “and you will have your pallet made ready before he arrives.  Do not forget the basin of water and have the bottle of my preparation placed under the bed before he gets here.  Have everything prepared and ready, for I do not want you to move about the chamber when the Prince is here – I want you to be quite still.  What that means is that you will admit the Prince, then retreat to a corner and kneel and keep silent.  Absolutely silent.” 
 
    “I hear and obey, Highness.” 
 
    For an hour more she was quiet, almost moody.  She then dismissed me until the setting of the Sun, to be at her chamber before the Prince arrived. 
 
    * * * 
 
    “Your porridge has flies for raisins!” said Meritaten, laughing. 
 
    I looked up.  “Porridge?  Flies?  Raisins?” 
 
    She laughed the louder.  “It is a saying we have here in Egypt, whenever one sees a friend with an expression such as yours: quiet, glum, eyes downward, as if discovering little guests playing in your bowl.  What is wrong, Neferkara?  Don’t like the taste of flies?” 
 
    I playfully slapped at her. 
 
    “I am to sleep in the Princess’ chamber this night,” I said. 
 
    “Oh?  That means the Prince will be there with her, yes?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said slowly.  “But there is something happening, and I do not know what it is, but I feel in my heart it may be something bad.” 
 
    She was no longer cheerful, but looked at me carefully.  She lowered her voice. 
 
    “Do you think perhaps the traitors – ”  Her voice trailed off. 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “No,” I said.  “The King still lives.  Sekma said there would be no palace coup while the King lives.  It must be something else.” 
 
    “Can you guess?” 
 
    “I cannot,” I said, “but I have this feeling of uneasiness, and today we walked by the River, which was strange in itself.  She questioned me about one of the handmaidens.  But I know Sekma by now.  I know that look of hers.  There was something she needed to know and the way she looked at me I know she was trying to see if I knew something that I should have told her but did not, and I have thought and thought if there were something I had forgotten to tell her, but I can think of nothing.  Hmm.  It was earlier this day that she received a note, and she has been sulky ever since.  Something happened today that caused the Princess to – to – ” 
 
    “Find flies in her bowl devouring her porridge?” she asked. 
 
    “Flies in her bowl?  They wouldn’t dare!” 
 
    This broke our somber mood and we laughed again. 
 
    Since Sekma had no duties for me until night had come I had sought out Meritaten for company and helped her with her chores about the house while I waited for the day to wear away.  We were now in a small storeroom where we were completely alone.  I did not want to keep this moodiness I had so I forced cheer upon myself and soon we were chatting as we normally did when we worked.  She was straightening jars and boxes upon shelves while I swept the floor. 
 
    “Neferkara,” she said, “this room is only half-full.” 
 
    “Yes?  And?” 
 
    “It normally is full to bursting,” she said, “so I was thinking that before it is filled up again we could use this as our own little sleep chamber whenever we wanted to be away from the others.  But tonight you will be with Sekma, and tomorrow I do not know if the steward will have things to put here.  Ah, well, it was a thought!  We’ll keep it in mind.” 
 
    Alone with her!  That sweet thought flitted about my head, and I wished that we had had this little room for ourselves just the night before.  I wanted so much to have a place where we could talk privately about everything in our hearts, as we did that night of the Vizier’s banquet.  The apartments were now too crowded for us ever to hope to be alone again – until Meritaten pointed out that this small storeroom happened to be almost empty.  It may not be this way again for who knew how long? 
 
    But I took advantage of that little moment we had, leaned over and kissed her lips, smiled into her eyes.  Then we went back to work. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The Prince arrived when it was very dark.  Without looking at me he held out the small lamp in his hand for me to take, then he advanced to Sekma.  I quietly placed the lamp on a table then retreated to the corner, knelt, became as still as a statue. 
 
    “My Prince!” Sekma said happily.  “At long last we are alone again.  How I have missed your caresses so!” 
 
    She embraced him, kissed him. 
 
    “I thought you had been quite stolen from me,” she murmured, leaning her head on his shoulder. 
 
    “Not stolen,” he said, then laughed, “merely borrowed for a time.” 
 
    He sat on the edge of Sekma’s bed and held out his hand for her. 
 
    “And now, I have a bit of news for you,” he said.  “Very happy news!” 
 
    Sekma clasped her hands beneath her chin and had a look of delight. 
 
    “Oh, husband!  I can guess, but you tell me.  Quick!” 
 
    “Well,” he said, slowly drawing in his breath, savoring the drama for a moment.  “Luburna is with child!” 
 
    “Amun!” cried Sekma.  She flung herself upon him and began kissing his neck.  “Oh, I am so happy for you!  And for my sister Luburna!” 
 
     “Yes, it is wonderful,” he said.  “And now you and I need to perform the same duty, that you may come to be with child, too!  That is why I have come this night, that we not delay in trying to make a baby together.” 
 
    “Such a happy duty it would be, darling,” she replied, embracing him. 
 
    “Think of it!” said the Prince.  “Think how it would be if both Princesses were with child at the same time!  Father would no longer belittle me in front of the ministers then!  He would finally think I have some value to him!” 
 
    “But, darling, you are the most valuable man in the kingdom as it is, did you not know?” 
 
    “As Crown Prince I know I have a little bit of worth,” he said. 
 
    “Oh, tosh!  You know what I mean, and don’t tease me.  You are valuable to me, dearest husband.” 
 
    This flattery delighted him so he drew her close and began kissing her.  Their kissing continued, became intense, became passionate, then I saw him tugging at her clothing.  He pulled her bodice down, began caressing her breasts whilst kissing her.  He then stopped, looked at her. 
 
    “Dearest,” he said, “I must ask you not to cleanse yourself tonight as you used to do.” 
 
    The merest hesitation from her.  “But why, Amun?” 
 
    “Because,” he said, “Luburna told me something, that the reason you have not conceived is because of your cleansing.” 
 
    “But – but Amun!  I want to keep fresh for you!” she said.  Then, with a sly smile and the low voice of a lover, “I adore those times when you take me twice in a single night, so I want to be sweet and clean for you each time.” 
 
    “I know, Sekma,” he said.  “But, you see, we have been mating for almost three years and still no child.  When I was talking with Luburna I happened to mention how you clean yourself after our passage, and she questioned me very closely on how you go about it, and she asked me what unguent it was you placed in the water, and of course I did not know the name – I had never asked you before, you know, and I thought it was just one of those potions you ladies always have for yourselves.  You know!  Ladies things.  But then Luburna asked me to describe the smell and when I told her, she said that that was what was preventing you from receiving my child into your womb.” 
 
    “She said that, did she?” replied Sekma.  She seemed genuinely puzzled for a moment.  I had worked with her for almost two years and knew a little of her superb powers of deduction, and I could almost guess why she was puzzled.  It would be to Luburna’s advantage that Sekma never came to be with child, and that Luburna would be able to present Amun’s first and only child to the King, so why would she tell Amun the reason Sekma could not conceive, thereby giving Sekma an opportunity?  Perhaps Luburna thought Amun’s esteem of Sekma would be diminished should he know that she was preventing herself from becoming pregnant? 
 
    “Yes,” said the Prince.  “So, Sekma, would you please not cleanse yourself anymore, and let my seed flow through you?  Let us try for a year or two and see if it makes a difference, yes?” 
 
    She looked up at him for a moment, a pensive expression on her face.  I knew that within a single moment, vast rivers of thought could have flowed through that formidable mind of hers, that she could have weighed and judged her best tactic, all within an instant.  She smiled. 
 
    “Of course, my darling,” she said.  “If you think it would help.”  She reached for him, but the Prince stopped her. 
 
    “Luburna hinted that you knew of this all along, that the cleansing prevented you from conceiving,” said the Prince.  “But I told her that you would never deceive me.  She does not know you as well as I.” 
 
    “She said this?  Oh, that wicked Luburna!  I shall tell her so the next time I see her.”  Her voice was that of a young and frivolous lady of the court, cattily complaining about one of her women friends. 
 
    “Well, that is something for the two of you to sort out,” Amun said with a patronizing air.  “Some of the other noblemen have told me that when a man has more than one wife there will be occasional squabbles amongst the females, and for me to expect it.  I shall not interfere unless it gets out of hand.  However, I would hope the two of you come to love each other and get along.” 
 
    “Of course, my Prince,” she said, “and forgive me if I was vexed for a moment.  I promise never to disturb your house by ‘squabbling’ with my sister.” 
 
    “Darling Sekma!”  He kissed her lips for a long moment.  He broke from her, looked about, saw me kneeling in the corner. 
 
    “Sekma?” 
 
    “Yes, dearest husband?” 
 
    “Would you mind dismissing your maid for the night? 
 
    “But why, darling?  She would be here through the night to attend us, and also in the morning.” 
 
    “It was something Luburna said,” he replied.  “She said something about your handmaiden trying to befriend her own.  I forget exactly what Luburna said, but it was something to the effect that we need not have the servants talking to each other about what they see and hear in the rooms of their masters and mistresses, which is why she never allowed her own handmaiden in her chambers whenever I was there.  Now what was it she said?  My memory!  Hmm.  No matter.  Perhaps you should tell your handmaiden to avoid Luburna’s just for now, dearest Sekma, then when you and Luburna have become true friends and sisters she will not worry so.”  He smiled at her.  “For me?  Do it for me?” 
 
    Sekma’s eyes glinted, then with a piercing glare she glanced at me for a mere instant, then resumed the calm expression of a moment before. 
 
    “Has my wretched girl been gadding about lately?” she asked him. 
 
    “No, not recently,” said the Prince.  “Luburna told me this – oh, what? – a month ago?  Two months ago?” 
 
    I then realized why Sekma had questioned me briefly, but intently, as we stood by the River.  From the time I had reluctantly become her informant she had told me most carefully never to withhold anything I saw or heard from her that could be of use to her, that she had other operatives who would be able to confirm information given her, and she would know if I had failed her.  I had complied with her wishes.  That day she read the note from the messenger and the news that dismayed her so was of Luburna’s pregnancy, yes, but also that Luburna had been speaking with the Prince of my attempts to contact her handmaiden.  If I had attempted to make contact once again after Sekma had told me to cease, and Luburna had learned of my activities, then Sekma would have interpreted my action as being disobedient to the point of treason to herself.  But I did not know this at the time – in my naiveté I thought our walk by the River was simply coincidental to her questioning me, and I had merely thought her behavior odd. Years later, as I pondered over this strange incident, I at last fathomed what had happened – Sekma had come very close to ordering the bodyguard to drown me in the River. 
 
    “Very well, dear husband,” she said to him, then looked my way.  “Neferkara, you may leave.  Be outside my door at first light of dawn, but do not knock.” 
 
    “I hear and obey, Highness.”  I rose, bowed first to the Crown Prince, then her, then I left her chamber. 
 
    * * * 
 
    It was very late and the apartments were quiet as I moved through the halls.  I searched the different sleeping rooms where Meritaten might have been staying and as I searched I kept in mind the little storeroom where we had worked earlier in the day.  At last I found her and quietly woke her, bade her to come with me.  She sleepily complied and we tiptoed from the room while I gathered bedding for us before we left.  We made our way to the storeroom and I began making a pallet on the floor.  She blearily watched me, leaning against the door, yawning. 
 
    “Are you cross that I woke you?” I asked. 
 
    “No,” she said, yawned again, then smiled.  “No.  I am always grumpy when I am awakened, do you not remember?” 
 
    “You are not making any sense!” I countered.  “I am so sorry to wake you, but this may be our only opportunity of having our little sleep room for ourselves as you suggested.” 
 
    I finished and we settled ourselves in the blankets.  By now she was a bit more alert. 
 
    “Why did the Princess dismiss you this early?  Did the Prince leave?” 
 
    “No,” I said.  “Actually, it was the Prince who asked Sekma to dismiss me.  He wanted to be alone with her.” 
 
    “Oh?  He is not usually like this.” 
 
    “I know,” I said, “but they talked for a bit before the mistress dismissed me.  The Prince told Sekma that the Princess Luburna was with child.” 
 
    Now it was that Meritaten became fully awake. 
 
    “Ai!  That is news, indeed!  A royal baby is always an event,” she said, then thought a moment, remembered Sekma’s ways.  “I’ll wager Princess Sekma did not welcome the news.  She would now be second to Luburna in Prince Amun’s eyes.” 
 
    “Sekma pretended to be happy,” I said, then agreed with her, “but I think you are right – she would not be pleased.  However, there was something the Prince kept saying that I believe dismayed the Princess more than news of the child.” 
 
    “Oh?  What?” she asked. 
 
    “He kept saying ‘Luburna said something about this – Luburna said something about that’ and on and on.” 
 
    She laughed, then she continued with a fair rendition of Prince Amun’s whiny voice.  “Luburna says this!  And that, and this!  But Luburna that!” – and then Meritaten lowered her voice and spoke in a comical imitation of Sekma – “Listen carefully!  Do you understand?  Listen carefully!  Do you understand?”  She laughed with simple pleasure, then said, “Oh, Neferkara, I can almost see the pair of them!” 
 
    I did not join in her laughter. 
 
    “No, wait!  Let me finish,” I said.  “Prince Amun seems to agree with anyone who talks with him; I saw this from the beginning, and watch for it every time, and now I am wondering why Sekma did not assert herself with him.  You know the Princess!  And you know the Prince!  She has such force of personality and is so convincing in her speech that she could persuade anyone of anything, whereas the Prince is so docile and pliable that anyone could persuade him of anything.  I am sure that Sekma did not appreciate the Prince relating to her all the things that Luburna was telling him, and that he agreed with Luburna.  But Sekma did nothing!  Simply sat quietly and complied with his wishes. Sekma is not like this, not at all!  Strange.  I would have been so sure that Sekma would try to maintain her control over the Prince, or at least dissuade him of anything Luburna might have said, especially I thought she would insist on douching after their mating.  But she said nothing!  She is up to something, I am sure.” 
 
    Meritaten caressed my cheek, said, “We are drawn into their strange games, and have no choice, and although I gave you warning those months ago I knew in my heart that a warning was all I could give, that you would be helpless if she commanded you to participate in her plotting and scheming.  Sweet Neferkara!  There is nothing we can do!  We are slaves, owned by others who care not if we live or die, but only that we hasten to cater to their whims, that we are at their beck and call even if it means our very deaths.  It is our fate.” 
 
    “Fate,” I repeated.  “Sekma said we make our own fate.  But then again, Sekma was never a slave, for a slave cannot make anything for herself.  Sometimes I wish I was simply sold to a farmer and I just worked the fields until I died, and sometimes I wish I had died alongside my husband and my parents when my city was sacked.  Why was I ever brought to this place?  Please Goddess Eresh-kigal to take me from this life.” 
 
    “Hush!” she rasped, “and say that not again!  I shall not allow you to think that way!  That is a coward’s way, and you know it.  Stop thinking that way or I shall be very upset with you.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said, “yes.  You are right.  Oh, Meritaten, I am sure your patience must be exhausted.  Why do you put up with me?” 
 
    “Ah, well, who else would I have the pleasure of being impatient with?” she said, quietly laughing. 
 
    This caused me to smile for a moment. 
 
    “Perhaps the Princess thought it best to comply with the Prince for some reason,” she said. 
 
    “Yes, of course, but why?” I said.  “Sekma is such a forceful person, so I am at a loss why she was this way with him.  I could not grasp everything they said, but apparently – as you pointed out – our mistress thought it best to humor the Prince.  Something is happening, Meritaten.  I feel that Sekma is planning something, so she remained silent about Luburna.  Something is going to happen, and the Princess will be behind it.  I do not know what it is, but I am afraid.  So afraid.  Ai!  These Egyptians!” 
 
    I caught myself, for Meritaten was also an Egyptian, one I had come to love.  I turned to her, reached my hand to touch her cheek. 
 
    “I am so sorry!” I said.  “I did not mean you, and it is wrong of me to judge all by the manners of but two.  Ignore me, Meritaten, for now I am impatient with myself, and I am cross with myself.  Why cannot I have the same strength as you?” 
 
    She laughed.  “You had better find someone else to admire.  I am not strong.” 
 
    “I would admire someone else,” I smiled, “if that someone else existed.  But just now I shall admire you, as I have admired you from the day I met you.  And now let me cease talking, for I woke you from sleep, and have kept you awake, and I have been most selfish.  Now I shall just let you rest.  Yet I can never tell you how much it means to me that I have you near whenever I feel burdened.  I do so value that, Meritaten, for you have become so dear in my eyes.  What would I do without you?” 
 
    Our eyes held each other as I lay beside her and I felt my heart become happy that she was here, that we had this hour to ourselves, that we could speak from our hearts.  She rose slightly and leaned over me, looked into my eyes, and then she brushed my hair back away from my face, laid her hand on my cheek. 
 
    “Neferkara,” she whispered.  “Here, in this little place, in this darkness, our betters are not watchful.” 
 
    With that she kissed me, her hand about my ear. 
 
    And my heart welcomed her advances, for the emotions she summoned up touched me deep inside, and I responded, and I returned her kiss, and I took joy in her kiss, and with the feeling of her lips upon my own I felt delicious aching that I had not felt since my husband had made love to me, oh, so long ago.  And I did not feel that I was betraying him, my heart knew that I was not being unfaithful, and with that realization I abandoned myself to the moment, to the sweet embrace.  Meritaten kissed me deeply and I felt cherished as I had not felt for so long, and within my heart was a deep attachment to her which encompassed me, made me glad, made me joyful, and the passion welled up inside me and I put my arms round her and held her tightly, willing this moment never to cease.  I felt her hands travelling my body, touching my breasts, and bringing delicate sensations flowing outward, and we moved upon each other, and I felt our clothing slipping away and I found that we had become naked, and I found my lips upon her body, I found myself kissing her breasts and taking exquisite delight, and I felt joy for bringing her joy.  She moved downward, kissing me until the overpowering feeling took me entire and I could not speak, could not think, could no longer reason, and she moved downward until her lips were upon my secret place, and there the kisses of her lips caused my body to tighten in pleasure until I could stand no more of the sweet agony, and I reached for her, pulled her to me until our mouths were upon each other again, her tongue parting my lips.  I felt her fingers searching between my legs, gently moving through the cloak that covered the little candle, and her fingers played upon it, and I was lost within this moment, could no longer control my senses, for they had run away, pulling me along behind, and I felt an expectation in my heart, in my loins, building and growing, it could not build higher, and then waves of pleasure took me, and then shuddering grasped me deep within, and I cried out for the bliss, for the wonder, for the happiness. 
 
    My thoughts were vague for a time and I was unaware of my surroundings until I felt her kissing me again, felt her lying on top of me.  My arms went about her neck; my heartbeat, hammering but a while before, slowed and calmed, and we lay still.  I felt very near to weeping for this treasure she had given me, for making me feel loved again, for making me feel wanted.  She moved off me and we lay close, our arms and legs entangled, my face tucked into her shoulder.  We were silent for many enrapturing moments. 
 
    “So sweet,” I murmured. “It was so sweet, Meritaten.” 
 
    “Hush, little one,” she said.  “Hush and rest, and let the forgetfulness take you, and may your troubled heart be at peace this night.”   
 
    Her kisses were so soft, so soft. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 The Horned Viper 
 
    At dawn I sat cross-legged on the floor outside Sekma’s chamber waiting for her to wake and summon me, as I had every morning these many weeks since Prince Amun had returned to spending his nights with Sekma.  The first three of these nights were the happiest of any I had during those years I was in Egypt, for Meritaten and I were in each other’s arms in our little store room, our secret sleep chamber, and we made love each of those precious nights, and my love for her grew until I felt my life incomplete without her.  Then the store room was filled again and we returned to sleep with the other women servants in this or that room where we found space, and we could no longer make love with helpless abandon as we had done.  But we contented ourselves by being close to each other through the night, and we were glad. 
 
      The Prince had visited Sekma every night until the Moon brought on Sekma’s menses, and when the Prince was told this by Sekma he excused himself and departed, his face carrying his disappointment that Sekma had not yet come to be with child.  Within a few days he had resumed his nightly visits to her.   
 
    Each morning before the Sun would rise from his bed I would wake, kiss Meritaten briefly, and make my way to Sekma’s chamber.  She would always wake long before her husband and would open the door and admit me, there I would help her prepare for the day.  Meanwhile, Meritaten would be talking with the other informants, gathering the latest news, and then she would report all she heard to Sekma later in the morning. 
 
    On this particular day I had not been waiting long before Taharq entered the hallway and appeared by my side. 
 
    “Tell your mistress I was here,” he said quietly, then he turned and left. 
 
    The fewest words and he was gone, yet even very brief meetings with Taharq would fill me with dread, for I had come to know that when he was at the apartments in his own person he had news of importance, for lately he and Sekma did most of their communicating with messengers and notes.  Whenever I told the Princess of an early morning visit by Taharq she would wait for Amun to rise, then maneuver him into leaving without her, then it was that Taharq would knock on her door within moments of the Prince’s departure.  Sometimes Sekma would have me wait outside while she met with Taharq, sometimes she had me remain in her room, and I would listen to their discussions. 
 
    This day after the Prince had departed and after Taharq was admitted, I remained in Sekma’s chamber and listened to them talking, and there I heard more than I would have desired.  This day Taharq told her news of a new development, something most distressing to the Princess.  Sekma was beside herself with rage.  
 
    “I care not that Luburna will spawn a brat by Amun!” she said to Taharq with intensity.  “If that were all, then there would be nothing to worry us.  But now you tell me she is forming an alliance?  An alliance?  And we have not seen this until now?  What has happened that we should miss this?  Where were you, you miserable jackal?  Where were you?” 
 
    Although her ire was not directed toward me I was quite frightened by her outburst, while Taharq had a look of dismay bordering on fear as he knelt at her feet.  This was more unnerving to me than anything I had seen in him before, that he should be scared for any reason at all, and that he should actually be cowering in front of Sekma.  This young woman had the ability to overawe even this cold-blooded demon, her heartless creature Taharq.   
 
    She continued. 
 
    “So you say that she and that slimy Lord Atenhotep are now conniving together!  Is this a faction they are forming?  Or a conspiracy they are making?  And he has asked the King to confirm her child as heir to the Crown Prince if it be a boy, and he hints to the King that Luburna, as mother to the heir, would have place equal to the principal wife, myself.  I shall not have that!  By all the devils of Ammut, I shall not have that!” 
 
    Taharq began, “Highness, I – ” 
 
    “Silence!” she said, her voice low but penetrating. 
 
    “You have failed me, Taharq,” she said, this time almost calmly.  “You have failed me, which means you have also failed yourself, and your failure may bring on your undoing.  You know what this Atenhotep is trying to do.  He is trying to use that fatuous cow Luburna to advance himself, to have the ear of the King.” 
 
    She paced a bit, then approached Taharq where he knelt, she stopped, her toes almost touching his knees, looked down upon him, bent over him, towered over him.  He was almost flinching as he looked up at her.   
 
    She said, “And how long has he been up to this?  How long?” 
 
    “Highness,” said Taharq, “only yesterday did I learn from a servant in the house of Lord Atenhotep that he has had a friendship with the Princess Luburna for some time, since before her nuptials with the Prince Amun.” 
 
    “So it seems she has been the puppet of Atenhotep all along,” she replied, “and you had sand in your eyes the whole time.  How much have they accomplished in that time since before her nuptials?  Do you know if they are lovers?  If the pair of them have lain down together we may be able to inform the King and have both their throats slashed, for defiling the bed of Amun.” 
 
    “I beg your pardon, Highness, but I do not know that yet,” said Taharq, “and I could not have known this from Luburna’s servant, and Lord Atenhotep is quite discreet when communicating with Luburna.  And Highness, may I humbly remind you I had no instructions to attempt to gain intelligence at the house of Atenhotep until recently.  And Highness, please, even at this time I do not know if it is Atenhotep leading Luburna, or if it is Luburna leading Atenhotep, and I do not know if either one is leader of a faction or if a faction even exists, or if there is another of which we do not know, or a faction now surrounding another courtier.  I beg your Highness to understand and forgive, and to remember I have had but one lowly house servant as operative with Luburna, and only then not until after her nuptials with the Prince, and none at all with Atenhotep until last – ” 
 
    “Excuses!” she shouted.  This caused Taharq and me to jump for we very seldom heard her voice raised to such a pitch, and this evil man, this heartless animal, a creature scornful of gods and men, was actually trembling at her feet.  By his groveling he was clearly trying to save his own neck, for Taharq always spoke with an economy of words, the barest few required to convey information, but now I had seen Taharq speak in a very detailed way, and he was quite distraught, for he spoke with palpable terror in his voice. 
 
    “Excuses!” she cried again.  “Pitiful excuses, and you know why!  I have given you latitude over the years, and I have always expected you to take the initiative, and to approach me if you needed additional resources.  But now I see you have been asleep as this faction was developing under your very nose.  You have failed me!” 
 
    She strode round the room, speaking as much to herself as to us. 
 
    “If only she had kept her mouth shut!  If only she had accepted being second of all the women in Egypt.  Is that not prestige enough?  Yet she has ambition, and I failed to see its magnitude in the short time between her betrothal and her nuptials, and until now when she is with child.  I had no time to contain her before she began flaunting her swelling belly before that old swine, the King!”  She paced a bit more, thought carefully.  “It matters not who sings the lead in that little duet of theirs.  Both are enemies.” 
 
    She sat down, not moving for many moments, and I could see her concentrating, her formidable mind analyzing, conjecturing.  I had been witness to this many times, whereby she called to mind many scraps of information, seemingly random, even trivial, and she fitted these scraps together as pieces of a puzzle.  Perhaps a quarter hour passed as she sat in deep thought, while Taharq and I remained motionless, silent, unwilling to move a particle as she contemplated everything that was in her mind.  She came to a conclusion, looked up at Taharq. 
 
    “It is Luburna, not Atenhotep, who leads,” she said to him.  “And their alliance is their own, no other is included.” 
 
    “Your Highness, how could you know this – ” 
 
    “Silence!” she demanded.  Taharq instantly stopped talking.  Sekma continued to think for many moments, then spoke. 
 
    “It is in Luburna’s character; I have seen this; she is of the type who feels she must be in charge.  I have also seen how she regards our husband, the Prince; she has a very low opinion of him, I have seen this in her eyes.  Hmm, yes.  It is becoming clear to me, yes, all too clear to me now that it is so very late in the game.  The little things, the little incidents are beginning to coalesce.  She began to think treason the moment Heruhar died, when she realized that her betrothed was now Heir to the throne.  If she produced a son, and had a strong man such as Atenhotep at her side, she could easily do away with Amun when he ascended to kingship, and then she and Atenhotep would rule through her child.  This has happened before in our history.  Yes, it is clear now.  She suborned Atenhotep, yet he willingly became her partner, for he sees he would have the power of a king – in fact if not in name.  Many small things are beginning to fit together perfectly, and this is the picture I see.” 
 
    She looked over to Taharq, a grim smile on her face.  “It appears that I have failed me, too.  How could I have missed this?  This Luburna is not as fatuous a cow as I had thought, but very clever, very clever.  I had deceived myself about her, and dismissed her as a mere frivolous tart.”     
 
       Again she sat in careful thought for several moments, then looked up.  
 
    “Even if I am wrong,” she said, “the fact remains that they are both my enemies, and I must deal with them both, and now I must consider the best way to go about it.  Leave now, go find Khapes and both of you return in one hour, for now we need to add Atenhotep and his minions to Khapes’ list, such that Khapes will gather the additional resources.  And you, Taharq, I want you to think carefully of this failure of yours and what you will do in future to avoid this sort of thing again.  When you have put thoughts together we shall discuss it in detail, and I am very serious about this, for we must change our methods such that we are never surprised again.  As for how to deal with them, wait for word from me, but it will be soon, for I need to decide quickly.  Now leave me.” 
 
    “By your command, Highness,” he said.  He then bowed most carefully before leaving. 
 
    * * *  
 
    Two days later Sekma had the Prince leave without her, and after he had left, Sekma instantly told me to fetch Meritaten to her.  When I had returned with Meritaten to the chamber of the Princess, Sekma had me bolt the door.  Sekma questioned Meritaten most thoroughly on everything she had to report from our network of handmaidens.  Her questioning went on for some time until Sekma was satisfied that the smallest detail was made known to her, then she dismissed Meritaten.   
 
    Sekma moved slowly about the room, deep in thought, perhaps even troubled, and whatever detail about Luburna’s faction that was disturbing to Sekma must have been most important, for usually Sekma would quickly decide what her next move would be.  As I watched her this morning, however, she seemed not so much uncertain, but apprehensive about something, even reluctant to take the next step, whatever it was.  I saw her come to a decision, yet she simply went back to her bench and sat quietly for many moments. 
 
    “Luburna,” she murmured, then was quiet again for perhaps half an hour.  I could almost see the thoughts racing through her head. 
 
    Quite suddenly she asked, “Have you learned to read hieratic since you’ve been here?” 
 
    Startled, I replied, “No, Highness, although I do recognize your cartouche and that of the Crown Prince, and the Great King’s, but no more.” 
 
    She sat silently for many more moments, then called for papyrus, ink, and brush.  I brought them to her and pulled a low table near so that she could write.  I had seen her write many times before, and her notes were always very brief – no more than a few brushstrokes.  But this time she made a lengthy note.  When she had finished her note she rolled it into a small scroll and gave it me. 
 
    “Take this and conceal it under your skirt,” she said, “then go to Taharq at all speed.  If he is not in his room, then ask at the guard station in his courtyard.  If they know not where he is, you will search for him and will not stop until you have found him and placed the note into his hand, and his hand alone.  Do not leave it in his room or with anyone else to give him.  No one is to even see this note but for Taharq.  This is most important, so do not fail me!  I want him to have this note as soon as can be; this morning if at all possible, but certainly before siesta hour.” 
 
    I hurried away.  It was more than one hour before I found Sekma’s spy, for I had to ask several people before one remembered seeing him near the quay.  I rushed down to the River and found him walking upward, away from the boats.  There I gave him the note.  He began to read casually but within a moment he suddenly stopped, whirled about until he was facing me, his evil glint full upon me. 
 
    “Did you read this?” he demanded.  His squint was more menacing than I had ever seen before. 
 
    “N-no, sir!” I said.  “I know not how to read.” 
 
    He held me in his eye for a moment, as if gauging my words, my honesty, then turned back to his note, read it again most carefully.  He stood in thought a long moment, then turned back to me, handed me the note. 
 
    “Return this to your mistress.  Hurry!” he said.  “Tell her I understand.” 
 
    Without a further word he turned and walked away.  I went back to the apartments of the Princess and found her sitting exactly where I had left her, as if she had not stirred in that hour, but merely sat in thought the entire time.  I silently approached, knelt, and extended the note to her.  She was quiet for many moments, as still as a statue, so when she did speak I jumped. 
 
    “Light a lamp and bring it,” she said. 
 
    “At once, Highness!” 
 
    I scurried down the hall to the kitchen, since that was the only place I knew that had fire at that time of the day.  There I filled a lamp with oil and lit it, then returned to Sekma’s chamber.  I wondered, why would she want a lamp at this hour?  It was almost noon and the sunshine streaming through her window would provide enough light for anything – for anything but what she needed.  When I placed the lamp before her she immediately set the note to the flame and held the note until it was quite ablaze, then dropped it to the floor before she burned her fingers. 
 
    “Leave,” she said simply.  “Return an hour before the setting of the Sun.” 
 
    “I hear and obey, Highness.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    “She had me bring a long note to Taharq today – that evil cur! – and when he read it he seemed to become more evil in my eyes, yet there was something in the note that troubled him.  Taharq?  Troubled?  This cannot be anything good.” 
 
    Meritaten and I were nibbling on goose.  The cook had prepared more than was necessary for the night before, so the leftovers went to servants.  On any other day Meritaten and I would have happily tucked in and feasted on the goose as a special treat, but I had been telling her of the day’s troubling events, and we both were in a somber mood.  We hardly tasted our food. 
 
    “Neferkara, if the Princess holds such animosity toward the Princess Luburna, you know what may come.” 
 
    “Yes,” I fervently replied, “but please, please do not say it!  Do not think it!  There is nothing we can do!”  I gripped her hand.  “I know what is to come, but I can’t bear to think of it!  How is it that we have come to be in this world of Sekma’s?” 
 
    * * * 
 
    The fearful anxiety I felt subsided over the next few days but did not leave me.  I knew what was to come, the only question was when and how.  My thoughts for myself were mixed, as I wanted to flee from this horrible place and leave this evil behind, yet I knew I could not.  This helpless feeling turned toward me, making me hate myself, for I knew I participated in Sekma’s wickedness.  I was most troubled at night as I would try to sleep and Meritaten would do her best to comfort me, but we could not speak at length because we were never alone.   
 
    A few days later and at the appointed hour I returned to Sekma’s chamber and found Taharq there.  It was apparent that they had discussed much before I had arrived.  Sekma did not dismiss me, but had me kneel nearby, and they continued their discussions. 
 
    “Atenhotep,” Taharq said simply. 
 
    “That cat will soon be without claws,” she replied.  “He will be harmless to us.  His only power would have been through Luburna and her whelp.  Without them he is impotent.” 
 
    Taharq looked steadily at his mistress.  Nothing was said aloud, but they understood each other’s thoughts.  Sekma answered his unspoken question. 
 
    “Later, but not now.  He will pose no threat to us at this time, and I do not want too many bodies piling up all at once.  We shall wait until after the old King’s death.” 
 
    “There will be news about him soon,” said Taharq.  “I wait for one operative to report.  Atenhotep may be a threat after all.” 
 
    “Without Luburna?” 
 
    Taharq merely stared back confirmation. 
 
    “When will you know?” 
 
    “My operative will go to my room and wait for me,” he said.  “Perhaps this afternoon, perhaps he waits for me at this moment.” 
 
    I saw her hands close into tight fists and she thought for several moments. 
 
    “Yes, he may be a threat after all,” she told him.  “Very well.  Come to me at once when you have details, no matter the hour.  As for now, has everything been prepared for the Princess?” 
 
    “The handler is ready.  I fetch him tonight.” 
 
    Handler, I thought?  What is a handler? 
 
    “Tonight you think?” Sekma asked. 
 
    “Tomorrow we know,” said her spy. 
 
    “And the handler?” 
 
    Taharq merely gave her his horrible smile. 
 
    “Go, then,” she said simply. 
 
    Taharq rose, bowed, departed.   
 
    Sekma sat in thought for several moments.  She turned to me. 
 
    “My bath,” she said calmly. 
 
    “At once Highness,” I said.  “But I beg your Highness to recall that today the bath has been drained for cleaning and we shall need an hour to fill it again and prepare hot water.” 
 
    “Then call me when it is prepared,” she said. 
 
    I hurried away to the bath chamber to make sure the bath had been cleaned properly, then made my way to the steward to inform him to have the servants fill the bath with clean water and for the kitchen to prepare kettles of hot water to add to the bath to warm it.  It was little over an hour before all was ready and I sped back to Sekma’s chamber, entered, began helping her undress for her bath. 
 
    After we had both descended into the bath and I had begun washing her hair a servant entered and said Taharq had requested audience with her Highness.  She nodded.  I hurriedly finished washing her hair and was rinsing it out when Taharq entered the bath chamber.  Sekma and I rose from the bath, dripping and naked, I draped a towel about her, then she made her way to the nearby divan and sat down, looked up as Taharq stood watching us.  I stood directly behind her so that I would not reveal more of myself to Taharq as was possible.  After all this time in Egypt it no longer troubled me to be seen if I were naked – I had become used to nakedness – but I hated to have this terrible man look upon me, clothed or not. 
 
    “Well?” she said to him. 
 
    Taharq spoke.  “My operative has made contact with one of Lord Atenhotep’s minions.  We now know with certainty that Atenhotep has made secondary plans in case Luburna’s child is a girl, and he has prepared his own coup to seize the throne for himself.  He has not bespoken this to Luburna.” 
 
    “Secondary plans?  Hah!” Sekma laughed derisively.  “It seems cockroaches like to step on each other!  Do you have the names of all his minions?” 
 
    “Yes, Highness.” 
 
    “Very well,” she said.  “Inform Khapes at first opportunity.  We shall need more guardsmen than I anticipated, but I believe it will not be difficult getting them.  Is there anything else I should know?” 
 
    “Nothing, Highness,” he replied, “except that the handler will himself be handled the moment he has accomplished his duty.” 
 
    “Good,” she said.  “Withdraw, that I may finish my bath.” 
 
    Taharq left and Sekma and I returned to the warm bath water.  I finished washing her, dried her off, then massaged her as was usual.  As I was rubbing her back I felt the overwhelming urge to take her neck in my hands and strangle her. 
 
    * * * 
 
    At dawn the next morning I sat outside Sekma’s chamber.  On most mornings at such an hour I would be yawning and half-asleep, yet my heart could not forget that Taharq said, “Tomorrow we know.”  With those evil words I felt a tightening within my breast that stayed with me that night and into this morning, so I sat, trembling and apprehensive.  My wait was not long.  Within a quarter hour a servant I did not recognize rushed up to the door.  He was upset to the point that his senses were taken from him, and he did not stop to think of proper protocol. 
 
    “The Crown Prince!” he cried.  “The Crown Prince is summoned to her Highness, Princess Luburna’s apartment.  Quickly!  Oh, quickly!  It’s terrible!” 
 
    I jumped up, quite shaken, and opened the door for him.  He rushed past me without allowing me to announce him, and I stared in astonishment as the messenger ran up to the bed, and with his own hand shook the Prince awake.  The servant’s confused and hysterical demeanor was infectious and the Prince leaped out of bed, quite agitated. 
 
    “My mistress!” cried the servant, pointing to the door.  “My mistress!” 
 
    And then his words became incoherent.  The Prince was affected by the panic-stricken servant, rushed about looking for something, then gave it up altogether, and ran naked out the door.  I realized that an involuntary sound had escaped my throat, that of an animal cornered and frightened. 
 
    My eye fell on Sekma as the Prince disappeared out of the room, but she appeared quite unaffected, even content, as she sat up in her bed, watching her husband depart.  She looked at me and said quite nonchalantly, “Bread, wine, wash water.” 
 
    An hour later I followed Sekma as she casually made her way to the apartment of the Princess Luburna.  She spoke not a word from the time she ordered her wash water and breakfast, went about her morning ritual silently and deliberately, did not rush, her movements calm, almost indifferent.  At the courtyard containing Luburna’s apartment I saw several people in front of the door, many of them kneeling on the flagstones with guardsmen standing round them, and as we approached I saw the expressions on the faces of those kneeling.  Some looked stunned, some were weeping, all very fearful; behind them two guardsmen were busily tying their hands behind their backs with cord.  Of those kneeling I recognized two of Luburna’s bodyguard, her steward, and several servants, and there among them I saw Luburna’s handmaiden, she who had been unfriendly with me, but now she was weeping.  She looked up and spied me approaching.  She shook her head, then closed her eyes and turned away.  Sekma approached the corporal of the guard, stood before him, merely raised her eyebrows. 
 
    “Your Highness,” he said, quite disturbed, “the Princess Luburna was stung by a serpent late last night; by some means it crawled into her very bed!  She is in terrible agony, and someone said she dies this day.” 
 
    “And they?”  Sekma said, indicating those who were kneeling. 
 
    The corporal’s mouth hardened into a firm, straight line, and he said with vehemence, “When their mistress dies, they die!” 
 
    “Corporal,” Sekma said quietly, “stay your hand until you have word from the King.” 
 
    “But your Highness – ”, he began, but Sekma’s eyes snapped onto his.  He paused, bowed, and said, “By your command, Highness.” 
 
    Inside was chaos.  Several servants rushed here and there and the hallways were crowded with many people, some of the household, but also many nobles who were neighbors in the same courtyard as Luburna’s apartment, all with looks of horror on their faces.  It was too crowded for Sekma to walk in a dignified manner, so she turned to me and nodded her head toward the crowd.  I advanced, said in a loud voice, “Make way for the Consort!  Make way for her Highness!” 
 
    People moved out of the way and allowed Sekma to pass.  We went to the bedchamber of Princess Luburna, where the crowd was thickest, and there we entered.  Luburna was lying on her bed, writhing and moaning in great pain, two physicians were attending her, we saw Prince Amun standing beside the bed, tears streaming from his eyes.  He was biting on the knuckles of his right hand, almost dancing from foot to foot in his agitation.  As we moved closer I was horrified to see Luburna’s left arm swollen to an impossible size, the skin on her arm was beginning to split.  She opened her eyes, looked up, and saw Sekma near her. 
 
    “Sekma!” she gasped, then her voice raised to a scream, “Sekmaaaaa!” 
 
    She closed her eyes and turned her head away from Sekma, began moaning again.  I realized then that Luburna had guessed what had happened to her.  A place in my heart was hoping that Luburna had spoken her suspicions to others, that my mistress would be brought to justice, that the political murders, the violence and bloodletting in the name of power would end with Sekma.  It was not to be. 
 
    Luburna’s severe agony increased as her arm kept swelling, the skin and the flesh beneath splitting as would an overcooked sausage, and she screamed constantly, incoherently, until she fainted.  She never woke again.  Within an hour she was dead. 
 
    Prince Amun blubbered onto Sekma’s breast.  He, Sekma, and I had moved to an adjacent room after the physicians had confirmed the death of the Princess, and there Sekma sat and did her best to ease her husband.  Perhaps a quarter hour passed as the Prince howled and wept, all the while Sekma stroked his head and spoke soothingly.  When he had settled down a bit he put his arms around her, but did not take his head from her breast.  At last he spoke.  
 
    “She was my cousin,” Amun said in a broken voice. 
 
    “And I am your niece,” she replied. 
 
    “She was with child!  She was carrying my child within her.” 
 
    “Then perhaps, my Prince, I have a bit of news which may give you some joy in the midst of our sorrow.  I, too, am with child.” 
 
    He looked up at her in astonishment and immediately began weeping again. 
 
    I, however, was quite surprised and a bit unbelieving.  I attended her every day and helped her clean herself whenever her menses arrived.  I tried to remember her last period, but I could not. 
 
    * * * 
 
    It was a few hours after the death of Luburna that Amun and Sekma went to the old King’s apartments.  The King had already been informed of the tragedy and the circumstances, and after we entered the King’s audience chamber and made obeisance, the King looked long into Sekma’s eyes, saying nothing, gauging her, speculating.  The King could not have lived to be as old as he was if he were not of a supremely suspicious nature and had a mind devious enough to unravel plots, real or imagined.  It was quite easy for him to think of Sekma, his favorite, as being a possible perpetrator.  But Sekma’s mask was as perfect as always, showing deep sorrow, but in a dignified, accepting manner.  The King then looked to Prince Amun. 
 
    “Have those traitors in her household been slaughtered yet?” he demanded. 
 
    Amun had no idea what he was talking about. 
 
    “Traitors, Father?  What traitors?  It was not traitors who killed her, Father.  It was a snake that had somehow crawled into her bed.  A horned viper!  More venomous than the greatest of cobras!” 
 
    “No, you fool!” shouted the King.  “I know about that accursed snake!  Her bodyguard, Amun!  Her staff of servants!  They are supposed to protect their mistress, yet they have forsaken their duty.  Order the corporal of her guard to kill them all, then have the corporal killed, too!” 
 
    I was then astonished to see Sekma drop to her knees on the floor before him, and she clutched at his knees, tears streaming from her eyes. 
 
    “Mercy, your Majesty!” she cried.  “Have mercy on them!  They are innocent!” 
 
    The King, annoyed more than angered, retorted, “It is their duty to keep watch and they have failed.  Her household entire has failed.  I shall set an example for all other servants in this Palace, free or slave!” 
 
    “But dear Majesty!” she cried, “the horned viper is a very small snake, the very least of snakes – everyone knows this – and its coloration is both as the desert sand and the mud brick of the Palace.  It could very easily be overlooked as it crawled along the corners.  Sweet Majesty, have mercy on them!” 
 
    She began to weep piteously and she lowered her face against his knees.  I could see her cling to his knees all the tighter.  For Sekma to plead for the lives of mere servants made me think and wonder what her true motives were, for she would normally be entirely indifferent to anyone’s fate unless it affected her own machinations, so I knew there was a good reason that she was begging for the lives of Luburna’s servants.  Could it be there was someone among them that she wanted to save?  Or was she afraid of recriminations from one about to be killed?  I was never to know. 
 
    “Cease that squalling, Sekma!” the King demanded. 
 
    But she did not.  She remained where she was, crying abjectly, saying over and over, “Mercy, Majesty, mercy!” until the King was plainly irritated to the point I was sure he would order the guards to drag her out of the room. 
 
    “All right, all right!” he cried out at last.  “They will live.” 
 
    Sekma looked up, still tearful, but with a grateful and joyful expression.  She flung her arms about him and began to kiss his neck. 
 
    “Oh, thank you, Father!  Thank you,” she said.  Again he looked long into her eyes, sorting out his suspicions.  What I read of his face was that he was rather sure that Sekma had a hand in Luburna’s death, but not sure enough.  He almost shrugged, then he smiled, patted Sekma’s breasts as she sat beside him, and said no more. 
 
    Later, when Sekma had returned to her chamber she sat calmly and spoke, as if to herself. 
 
    “The King still lives.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Night of Knives 
 
    The city of Aneb-Hetch had been the ancient capital of Egypt since the days of legendary King Menes, far into the dim past.  It was located at the southernmost corner of the Delta and stood on that part of the River where began the long, long line of pyramids of many kings, sitting just inside the desert on the west bank of the River; indeed, from the city the Great Pyramid of Khufu was but one iteru away and could be seen in the distance, if one stood upon the battlements.  It was here during my first days in Egypt, as I viewed those enormous monuments, that my heart – which had been in denial of all the terrible things that had happened – at last felt that I had been uprooted from my home and taken into a foreign land.  I and the other captives in the caravan from Terqa stopped at this city for the night, and, although we had entered the kingdom of Egypt six days earlier, we had only seen the barren Sinai Desert.  Then we caught sight of the great River Nile, a river out of histories and fables, about which I had heard since I was little.  And whenever I was told of the great River, I would then be told of the pyramids, which were claimed to be larger and more perfectly built than our own ziggurats. I could not believe the claim, for I could not imagine anything rivaling the size and beauty of the ziggurats of the City of Terqa.  But here was the proof of the claim, and my breath caught in my throat that I should see such a wonder, and it was true about how huge, how marvelous they were and how they were glorious to behold.  But I saw them as a captive. 
 
    The next day we were herded onto boats to complete the journey to the King’s city and we looked over the water, out into the desert to the West, and watched as we passed tomb after tomb as the hours went by.  I thought, yes, they were beautifully built and so perfectly smooth, brilliant, a dazzlingly pure white under the Sun.  Yet my heart made me think of them as dragon’s teeth, and I thought them hateful for all their beauty, for I felt despair that I was seeing them at all, for I was here and far from my home. 
 
    When the Great King Ahmose was still a very young man and Crown Prince, he had decided that when the day of his kingship had come he would move his capital away from Aneb-Hetch and take it southward to the Great Bend in the River Nile, where he would be about equal distance away from the frontiers of the kingdom.  His decision was not from cowardice, but the opposite.  He had been a warrior prince since he was old enough to drive a chariot and at seventeen years of age he was an experienced general, a veteran of many battles, and had a reputation for victory.  His reasoning for the move was that, aside from many small kingdoms, there were three powerful neighbors, and three main avenues of attack on Egypt: to the west was Libya, to the northeast the Akkad Empire, and to the south, Nubia.  But Libya was separated by a harsh desert – not insurmountable for a determined general, but an obstacle nonetheless.  The Akkad had the petty kingdoms of Canaan between them and Egypt, enough of a buffer to slow down an invading army.  The Nubians were not as strong as the other two, and a series of wars over the years by the father of King Ahmose had pushed their borders back to the Second Cataract of the Nile well to the south – but there was no barrier between them and Egypt, and they had the River current in their favor.  Ahmose thought that if his capital were central to these frontiers, then fast couriers with relays of horses would be able to inform him of an invasion from any direction in only four days’ time. 
 
    So, when he ascended the throne, Ahmose caused a vast Palace to be built at the Great Bend, on the eastern shore at a place where the elevation would keep the Palace high and dry during the season of flooding.  Only a few tiny villages were in the region at the time, yet the Palace of the King attracted many to settle in the area, and even before the huge Palace was complete a thriving city had formed outside its gates.  Since the new city was unplanned it never received a name, and it was simply called the King’s city, or the city of the scepter, pronounced Waset in the Egyptian tongue. 
 
    But the grand monuments of the kings of Egypt stood in the desert west of Aneb-Hetch.  The Great Pyramid of Khufu had become famous throughout the world from the time it was complete and, perhaps for the first time in history, travelers would come to Egypt simply to look at that magnificent structure, and carry home their descriptions of the grandeur and might of Egypt.  For this reason, King Ahmose decided that his own pyramid would be located along with the rest, that travelers would view his pyramid and compare it with the others.  He was sure that his pyramid, although slightly smaller than the Great Pyramid, would become the more famous of the two, for its unique design and for the splendid mortuary temples that he had decided to build round it. 
 
    The flaw in his plan was that he would not be alive to command the completion of it. 
 
    * * *  
 
    Sekma’s audience chamber held a small crowd attending her soiree; most of her ladies-in-waiting, several other noble ladies and lords, a few gentlemen of the ministries, and a handful of courtiers were present.  I knew that Sekma detested these soirees, yet she was always most gracious to everyone in attendance.  It was expected of her by the King to act the part of the Consort to the Heir and to have a soiree at least once a week while at the Palace, and so she did, never showing the King or the world what her true thoughts were.  She stood in the midst of her guests, talking with one, laughing with delight at the witticism of another, moving among them, enrapturing all in attendance with her charm and her delightful conversation.  Her protruding belly revealed her pregnancy, but this did not detract from her walking about with utmost poise.  She gracefully accepted compliments from those who remarked on her pregnancy, and a few of the royal ladies present would smile and reach to touch her belly, as women will.  Sekma allowed them.  I, a living ornament, stood behind her unoccupied seat, at the ready for any command she would have of me, and observed and listened to the conversations. 
 
    The news was brought by a young nobleman, Lord Bakanhotep; he arrived at the door and it was obvious he had been running.  He burst into the room and approached the Princess, dropped to one knee. 
 
    “Highness,” he said, on the verge of tears.  “Terrible news!  The King is dead!  He collapsed while with his ministers and is no more.” 
 
    Silence, then several gasps and stifled moans.  All in the room knew that the day would come when the old King would die; however, it was still a shock when it came to pass.  The King had ruled for sixty years – no one in that room knew of a time without him – and it seemed to them that the woes of heaven would rain down upon them, for their King was no more.  One noble lady in attendance emitted a loud cry, then began to weep noisily into her sleeve.  All in the room looked stricken and I saw that soon everyone would join the weeping lady in a chorus of wailing.   
 
    I, however, knowing Sekma better than anyone in the Palace, knowing her thoughts, knowing her ambition, and knowing her schemes, at once dropped to the floor before her and prostrated myself in obeisance. 
 
    “May your Majesty, my Queen, live forever!” I cried.  Silence for a moment while the people in the room quickly reflected on the new situation, remembered Sekma’s demeanor, then everyone immediately followed suit, fell to the floor and chanted in unison, “May your Majesty live forever!” 
 
    Sekma, quietly pleased, told us to rise.  She looked at me with approval for what I had done.  She looked briefly at the lady who was still weeping.  At that instant Sekma was Queen, and behaved as one.  She then turned to Bakanhotep. 
 
    “You will go to Lieutenant Khapes,” she said to him, “and tell him to attend me immediately, and then – ” 
 
    “But Highness,” interrupted Lord Bakanhotep.  “Are you not first going to Prince Amun’s apartmen – ” 
 
    The nobleman silenced himself when he saw Sekma regarding him with half-closed, contemptuous eyes. 
 
    “I am Majesty to you,” she said quietly.  “You will go to Khapes first and have him attend me at all speed.  Then you will find Taharq and tell him that he is also summoned at once.  Only then you will go to King Amun and tell him these very words, that Queen Sekma is distraught over the news and begs one hour to compose herself before attending him.  You will go with all possible speed, which means you will run.  Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes, your Hi – your Majesty!” answered Bakanhotep. 
 
    “Move, then!”  
 
    He dropped to the floor in obeisance, then scuttled out the door. 
 
    Sekma turned to the lady who had been blubbering, said, “You.  Get out of my sight.” 
 
    She turned to the rest of her guests.  “This distressing news has touched us all, and mostly it has touched myself and my husband, now King Amun.  I beg you allow me time to reflect and compose myself.  Thank you for attending me.  You may withdraw.” 
 
    The guests prostrated themselves a second time, then filed out.  A moment before Sekma had been the clever and enchanting hostess, now she was the cold and commanding Queen.  She watched the departure of her guests.  That was the last soiree Sekma ever held. 
 
    She turned to me, said, “Remain.  I do not know if I shall need you this evening unless I hear something said by Taharq or Khapes that requires you, so stay and be ready.” 
 
    “As you command, your Majesty,” I replied.  I saw the look of satisfaction in her eyes when she heard herself addressed as such.   
 
    As the room was now empty I did not stand behind her chair as I did when guests were present, but knelt nearby, sitting back on my heels.  She remained silent while she waited and from the corner of my eye I saw her pulling at her lower lip, deep in thought.  She then busied herself in the small chest where she kept documents and withdrew a very small scroll tied with a ribbon.  She held it in one hand, tapping it against the palm of the other as her eyes wandered here and there. 
 
    What passed through my own heart at that moment was relief and deep satisfaction.  The day had come at last, I thought.  The day had finally arrived when that despicable old butcher died, and King Ahmose’s soul had left his body and would now face judgement, for I was assured in my heart that the God Enki had an especially miserable place in one of his nine hells for this hellish King.  How my heart rejoiced!  How satisfied I was to think that that murderer was at last paying for his violent and cruel games, and I am unsure how to describe the ease and contentment I felt in my heart.  But then, my satisfaction was diminished when I thought that Sekma was probably rejoicing in her heart as happily as I.  I had no illusions about her regard for the old King, but now I realized that Sekma would begin to rule Egypt through her husband, and that detestable truth entered my heart, and I sadly thought to myself, where is the difference?  An old butcher or a young assassin?  An old pervert or a young schemer?  An old tyrant or a young oppressor?  The pleasure I had but a moment before slowly vanished, and I felt empty inside. 
 
    In little more than one-half hour Lieutenant Khapes was at her door.  He must have been prepared by Bakanhotep, for when he entered Sekma’s apartment he immediately prostrated himself before her. 
 
    “May your Majesty live forever!” he said. 
 
    “Rise lieutenant,” she replied.  “I shall waste no time for we have no time to waste.  With all possible speed we must begin enacting our plan to protect the King Amun.  We shall deal with the traitors immediately, while the news of King Ahmose’ death is still being spread.  When Taharq arrives we shall hear the latest news that he has on the whereabouts of everyone who is in need of our – ah – attention.  Most importantly, are you ready to go to the house of Atenhotep?” 
 
    “Yes, Majesty, I have a platoon I can raise in less than one hour and we can move immediately after.  Are your orders unchanged, that all in the household are to be massacred?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said, “everyone.  Everyone found there, to the very least child and to the most worthless slave.  No one is to escape; no one is to be spared.  Take two platoons, I want it to be quick, such that you may immediately take the men directly to each of your next targets – no delays.  All his friends and fellow conspirators must die this night.” 
 
    “I hear and obey, Majesty.” 
 
    “As for that popinjay, Lord Ankh-amun,” she continued, “I believe a single squad for his household should suffice, but I leave that up to you.  I think he is in his apartment with his family, but let us wait for Taharq to confirm this.  We can deal with his friends in detail immediately after, but as of now we deal with those who would be the greatest danger to us.” 
 
    “As you command, Majesty,” he replied.  “And Majesty – pardon me if I remind you – you were to arrange a way for me to bypass the authority of Captain Waskhet.” 
 
    “He no longer has the authority as he is no longer captain of the guard,” she said.  She held out the small scroll to him. 
 
    “Your commission,” she said, “with the personal seal of the Crown Prince, now our King Amun.  You are now Captain of the Palace Guard.  Treat Waskhet as another traitor.” 
 
    A glint flashed through Khapes’ eyes and he said, with relish, “It would be a pleasure, Majesty.” 
 
    “We shall follow the plans we have made,” she said, “and attend to the ringleaders and their minions in the Palace first, then in the city, then you will return and organize the battalions who will depart to the other provinces as we have determined.  Nothing shall stop us!” 
 
    Taharq arrived.  Over the months Khapes had become used to seeing Taharq attending Sekma and disregarded him on most occasions, yet he gradually – stage by stage – became accustomed to Taharq’s involvement in much of Sekma’s scheming, could see that Taharq was more than a mere lackey and oaf but a close and important operative of Sekma’s.  Now Khapes would say nothing when the spy would participate in conversations with her, but would listen most carefully.  To defend the rightful Heir from conspiracy he had joined another conspiracy, one much more malevolent.  How easy it was to be dirtied by corruption, I thought; how simple it was for otherwise honest people to be lowered into wickedness.  Are these our failings as mortals, I wondered, that every person has a flaw somewhere – ambition for one, envy and hatred for another, cowardice for another – and this flaw was waiting to be found and exploited by an evil incubus?  An honest or straightforward person would never leap into doing wickedness all in one go, but gradually – stage by stage – could be coaxed into monstrous acts by small, continual nudges to her individual flaws.  Each stage attained, that person would rationalize in her own heart that the action was acceptable, and then the next stage would occur, and again the rationalization.  It was easy to see that Khapes’ flaw was his ambition.  I acknowledged to myself that I, too, was a part of this revolting world of Sekma’s, and had followed her commands obediently, for my own flaw was cowardice.  I could not impugn Khapes for his slow conversion, for something similar had happened to me, and for a moment I hated myself for lacking the courage to refuse Sekma.   
 
    One day, I promised myself, one day I shall refuse her.  But this day I remained silent. 
 
    Taharq gave report to Sekma and Khapes on the latest known whereabouts of everyone needing their “attention” – at this time of the evening almost everyone had returned to their homes.  I knew what was about to come.  I knew that this night would be a night of murder, a night of knives, and in my cowardly heart I rationalized that if this action did not go forward then my own life and the life of Meritaten would be in peril.  I would cling to this thought, that we would be saved, and rationalized away that small part in it that I had played. 
 
    What I could not rationalize in my heart would be the murders of those who were innocent.  By now I had learned that Sekma’s enemies were more than those whose intentions would be to seize the throne by killing her and her husband.  I found that her wrath was also directed against those courtiers and those in the councils to the King who simply opposed mere facets of her policy – in short, her political rivals.  For having opinions that countered her own, Sekma had determined to destroy them.  They had not made threats to her person or to her husband, they would pose no menace to King Amun’s rule, they would in all likelihood remain loyal subjects.  But this was not enough for Sekma.  They were impediments to her power and she determined to crush them. 
 
    Also what I could not rationalize in my heart would be the murders of all in the households of her enemies – slaves such as myself, the wives of her rivals, the little children.  All would perish.  I knew within my soul that my own skirts would be bloodied simply by being handmaiden to Sekma.  In my heart I felt misery and astonishment about myself. 
 
     “There have been palace coups in the past,” Sekma was saying to them, “but never one staged by the rightful sovereign, a coup launched by the king himself to preserve his sovereignty.  A king is usually the victim of such coups and must fight them off.  Sometimes a king wins, sometimes not, but he must always fight in defense.  But this is a palace coup in reverse.  It is a coup initiated by the rightful sovereign, and not a reaction.  We are on the offensive, not defensive, and our enemies have no idea of our strength or our plans, and most importantly, no idea that it is already launched.  The surprise will be complete.  All will be annihilated.” 
 
    “It is as if we cleanse the bowels of the palace with a purgative,” said Khapes. 
 
    “Yes,” agreed Sekma, “a good way to look at it.  This is a purge.” 
 
    The two smiled at the flippant name they gave to this violent attack on their adversaries. 
 
    Taharq looked up.  “Rekara, Majesty?” 
 
    Apparently he and Sekma had discussed between them whether to spare or to assassinate the Grand Vizier Lord Rekara, even though he was not part of any conspiracy.  I knew that Sekma recognized him as a very able minister, valuable to the kingdom, but perhaps too noble-minded to agree with Sekma’s machinations, would probably be overly objecting, and had the potential of being an obstacle to her. 
 
    “Not at this time,” she answered, “but you and I shall always have a plan ready for him that we can execute at an instant’s notice.  For now, let us keep him and see if he serves us.” 
 
    “As you wish, Majesty.” 
 
    “Have you brought the men who would act as my bodyguard?” Sekma asked Khapes. 
 
    “Yes, Majesty.  A full platoon waits outside in the courtyard.” 
 
    “Very well, then,” said Sekma.  She looked at her two killers, said, “I so give you the command.  Spare no one.” 
 
    My heart caught in my throat.  The two men rose and left. 
 
    “Neferkara, attend me,” she said. 
 
    Together we departed.  Outside she gestured to the platoon of guards and we made our way to the Prince’s apartments, there she told the corporal of the platoon to deploy the guards round the apartments and to let no one in or out until she ordered otherwise.  She and I then entered the new King’s apartments and went to his room where we found Amun lying face down on his bed.  Sekma silently dismissed the two attendants in the room, but had me remain with her. 
 
    “Amun?” she gently called him.   
 
    “Oh, Sekma!” he cried, rose from his bed and ran to her, flinging his arms about her.  “Father is dead!”  And he began bawling in a wrenching, heaving show of despair.  Sekma embraced him, her chin on his shoulder, but I saw in her eye a look of intense satisfaction. 
 
    “The gods themselves weep, my King,” she said.   
 
    Amun stifled his sobs, broke from Sekma abruptly, said, “King?  No, no!  I don’t want to be King!  Sekma, what am I to do?  I know not how to be King.  What am I to do?  What am I to do?” 
 
    “I am here, dearest husband, and I shall always be your helpmeet,” she replied.  “If my poor counsel can be of use, I shall give it.” 
 
    “But what am I to do?” he repeated. 
 
    “For now let us simply reflect upon the passing of the Great King our father, now of divine memory, and let us stay in these apartments for the night, and let me comfort you in your grief.” 
 
    “You would stay with me, Sekma?” he said.  “It means so much that you are here with me.  I could not bear being alone this night.” 
 
    She nodded, said, “In the morning we shall meet with your ministers.” 
 
    “But I don’t want to!  I don’t want to!” he whined petulantly as would a child. 
 
    “Then I shall talk to them, dearest,” she said, “for you need time for yourself to mourn our great loss.  I shall speak with your ministers and then I shall hurry back to you and tell you all they said.” 
 
    “Would you, Sekma?  Oh, thank you, my darling!”  he said.  “I could not face them tomorrow.  For I cannot – I cannot – and Father – ” 
 
    He began weeping again and clutched at her.  She slowly moved him to his bed, helped him lie down, and – as on the day we learned of the death of Heruhar – sat beside him, held his hand, and spoke soothing words until he fell asleep.  
 
    Through the window a faint sound was heard, barely on the edge of perception, an echoing through the courtyards coming from a distance.  It was the high-pitched scream of someone in the throes of violent death.  I knelt on the floor, my head almost to my knees and covered my ears with my fists; I shuddered as I tried to prevent myself from shrieking in horror for I knew precisely what it was, and I wanted to scream at the top of my lungs at all the vile nobility of this vile kingdom, and ask, “Do you take joy in this life?  Is this your striving?  This world of your own making, of foul deceit and maneuverings?  Of plotting and murder?  A curse on you all, if there be a curse monstrous enough!”  But in my fear I remained silent. 
 
    * * * 
 
    “How many, your Highness?” Rekara demanded.  “How many have died?  How many more will die?” 
 
    The faces that stared at Sekma held expressions that ranged from dread to outright terror – all but for the Grand Vizier Lord Rekara.  He stood tall, his countenance was of outrage over the events of the previous night. 
 
    Sekma looked round at the various ministers and councilors who had gathered in the large audience chamber of the Vizier, as I stood behind her where she sat.  King Ahmose may have died, and the kingdom had entered a period of mourning, yet the workings of government could never cease, and the nobles who made up the government would have expected an emergency meeting to be called for the very reason of the old King’s passing.  However, the terrible news of the killings by members of the Palace guard on the night before had stunned and frightened everyone.  The surprise and speed had been complete and few details were known except that many scores had died.  Each of the ministers in the audience chamber was wondering when a knifeman would be coming for him; they were all but cowering before her, all but the Grand Vizier who stood before Sekma, wanting answers. 
 
    “I beg my Lord to address me as ‘Majesty’,” Sekma mildly replied.  “And I must remind all of you gentlemen that this action was by command of King Amun, that he would defend himself against his enemies.”  Amun had in fact been completely unaware of these events, would only learn of the murders in the days to come, and then only from the lips of Sekma with words of careful choosing. 
 
     “But how – but how could there be conspiracies against our new King only hours, only moments after the passing of King Ahmose?” Rekara asked, again in a demanding voice. 
 
    “My Lord,” Sekma said quietly, “these conspiracies began to form after the death of the Prince Heruhar more than one-and-a-half years ago.  Loyal subjects made known these conspiracies to Crown Prince Amun and he made himself ready.  Now that he is King Amun, he has chosen to act.” 
 
    “But several of those killed were noble lords!” Rekara all but shouted.  “And they had the right to make plea to the sovereign.” 
 
    “I am sure they did make plea,” she said with irony, “and plead most abjectly before the King’s commands were carried out.” 
 
    “But, Majesty!” cried Rekara.  “None of these conspiracies were ever made known before.  Not one of us ever heard of them; no one saw any danger to our new King Amun at all.  Were they indeed a danger? – or were they merely rivals to him while the late King was alive?  The council will never know!  The Royal Magistrates never had a chance to examine them!” 
 
    She stood.  Silence descended and not the slightest sound, not the barest rustling of clothing could be heard.  She slowly swept her eyes back and forth so that each man had been held in her gaze, and she spoke in a very low, but very intense voice. 
 
    “There are many at this court that have made the grave error of holding my husband in low esteem, and think him weak and of uninspired intellect.  Some who thought that way are now dead.”  She paused to allow the ministers to understand the significance.  “For a noble lord to make plea before the King means he may have evidence of innocence or that he may offer grounds for mitigation.  In our present case the King had weighed the evidence many months ago and made judgement then, and then waited until he ascended the throne to act.  You may not, however, demand his reasons for waiting, or ask how many were executed, or how many more are to be executed in the coming weeks in other provinces.” 
 
    By this the ministers realized that the killings had not yet ceased. 
 
    “But rule of law!” shouted Rekara. 
 
    “The King is the law!” she shot back.  “The words of his mouth are law!  Let no one among you forget this!  And you, Lord Rekara!  Would you have months, perhaps years of turmoil within the populace as this chamber debated the niceties of rule of law?” 
 
    “But the people – the people will think our new King is a tyrant!” 
 
    “In the history of this kingdom – in the history of the entire world! – how many kings have been forced into becoming tyrants because of the folly of their subjects?” she countered, then she went on in a reasonable voice.  “What is of paramount importance at this time is the perception of continuity of rule and security within the kingdom.  There must be utmost assurance to the people that kingship has passed from father to son, as is righteous in the eyes of the goddesses and the gods, and our new King is enthroned with a surety.  Insurrection and conspiracy in the Palace at so early an hour in his reign can easily spread throughout the kingdom if not put down instantly and with finality.  Do you not realize this?  Should any unrest among the nobles go unchecked, if moves were made by them that would challenge the sovereignty of the rightful King, if there were outright rebellion or hostility to the throne, then this land would be plunged into chaos! 
 
    “Our new King Amun has foreseen this and has taken steps to prevent it, and those steps he took were forthright and swift, and this will not go unnoticed by the people, and they will see that their new King will be ever vigilant, and the people will be at peace, knowing that a strong king watches over them.  Now, think!  None but a very few of you here remember a time without King Ahmose, and those few who do remember were mere children when the Great King ascended the throne, therefore your thoughts cannot fathom a time without the Great King, and now that he is gone you feel like a boat without a rudder.  Put those thoughts aside!  The Great King is no more!  Our new King is Amun, and he is our lord!  He will rule with you or without you, but rule he will!  And if you gentlemen do not have the wit to understand this, then I move that you resign your posts at once, and allow more perceptive servants of the monarch to take your place. There will be no more questions concerning the actions of the King, and those who persist with such questions will be considered friends of the conspirators and treated as such!” 
 
    Sekma and Rekara glared at each other.  They were so similar in many respects – tall, imposing, with keen intellects and commanding personalities – but so different in every other way.  Rekara lowered his eyes.  From that day no one ever dared ask anything else about the killings. 
 
    “I invite you ministers to focus on the reality of today and nothing else,” Sekma said.  “And that reality is that there is but one King now, and that King is Amun.” 
 
    She sat down. 
 
    Rekara remained standing before her and was quiet for a moment, reflecting on Sekma’s words, then he spoke.  “We still await the King’s pleasure.  May one ask when we can expect our new King Amun to attend this meeting today that we may begin our discussions?” 
 
    “The King will not attend today,” Sekma replied, “as he wishes to reflect on the passing of his father, now of divine memory.  He has asked me to attend and report the discussions to him.  We may begin discussions immediately.” 
 
    Rekara raised his eyebrows by the slightest margin.  This meeting was by Royal summons and he had assumed that the King himself would be presiding.  Before he could query further, Sekma continued. 
 
    “I see that you would ask if our discussions at this moment can be formal without his Majesty’s presence.  I assure you that the King has placed his confidence in me to act as his deputy for this meeting.  My lords, recall that upon the death of Prince Heruhar, my husband became Heir and began attending these council meetings, and the Great King had no objection to the Heir choosing me to join with him as his advisor; all of you saw me at my husband’s side in this chamber many times over.  None of you had questioned this before.  And now King Amun has commanded me, the Queen of his Kingdom, to be his deputy at this meeting while he is in mourning.  Are there any objections about continuing without the King?” 
 
    “If – if there were questions requiring the King’s word and command, what are we to do?” asked Rekara. 
 
    “Why, that is simple,” said Sekma.  “I shall merely send word to him that he may give answer.” 
 
    The ministers were quiet for a few moments as her words settled in their hearts and they reckoned how the future would be, and began the difficult process of shucking off years of conditioning and the habits of office that they had held under the old King.  Slowly they began their discussions, rambling, almost random in their choice of topics.  They soon settled into talking of how to sort out the present situation within the kingdom and which ministers to appoint to new tasks to that end.  They then discussed the coronation date of King Amun.  They rambled on with many side issues. 
 
    I, although having no experience with councils to the Egyptian monarchs, could see that these great lords were confused, disheartened, perhaps timid about discussing any of the machinery of government.  Sekma’s mask was pleasant, but I could see that she was seething within, and she was quite impatient with these maunderings.  However, she let them proceed.  Talk eventually came to a discussion of the new King’s direction and vision of future undertakings.  One of the ministers stood up and began to speak as if there was no question that the new King Amun would follow his father’s dictates, that the old King was so great none could compare with him, and that their best course would be to continue the old King’s policies.  Sekma immediately stood again.  All became silent again.     
 
    “So quickly you have forgotten that the Great King Ahmose is no more!” she said.  “The Great King has been taken from us into the West.  Do I need to repeat?  Our King is King Amun.  He will not continue the same policies as his late father.  Our new King Amun’s policies will be his own, and they are to make Egypt magnificent by making her people strong and prosperous, so King Amun’s policies will be for the benefit of the people and the realm of Egypt.  War will be pursued vigorously and ferociously, but only for defensive purposes, never shall King Amun pursue unjustified war, nor war of conquest, nor simple revenge unless diplomatic efforts are exhausted.  King Amun’s foreign policy will be to cultivate amity with the neighboring kingdoms, such that trade will be unhampered by enmity between monarchs. 
 
    “With less wars there will be less gold spent on wars, and therefore taxation will no longer need be so ruinous that peasants go hungry while living on rich farms.  Lower taxation will also mean less building projects, and the place that King Amun will begin reductions will be in useless monuments to himself, colossal statues in his image, redundant temples for exclusive prayers to himself, salaries for superfluous priests to sing his praises, and the like.  Structures such as floodwalls, dikes and water channels, granaries, quays and docks – needful structures that have been woefully neglected – will, however, be planned and built. 
 
    “Also, Egypt is rich for the abundance of grain she produces and sells to the world, yet whenever there is a famine thousands of Egyptians die of starvation, so we shall stop selling as much as we possibly can produce but we shall hold back a portion, for we shall always make sure we have enough stored for our own people in case of famine, therefore granaries and food stockpiles will be under direct control of the sovereign, and the King shall appoint an inspector to detect and prevent any speculation or theft from the common food storage.  The more peasants we feed during a famine, the more peasants will be alive to work the farms in good years. 
 
    “Our King Amun has determined that Egypt will be the wealthier and the stronger by following these policies, which, in turn, make each of you gentlemen wealthier and stronger.  This is simple economics, my lords!  It has nothing to do with charity and good will, and nothing at all to do with love for those filthy peasants.  It has no motive other than increasing the wealth of the kingdom by simple good management, care for our resources, the careful husbanding of our strengths; and the motive behind welfare of the common people is that the freeholders and the peasants do the actual work, and their labors feed us all.  If you feel you must compare Amun with Ahmose, then compare their policies.  These policies will show the difference between a Great King and a Good King.  A great king is rich and powerful, feared and respected.  A good king is merely beloved of his people, for he cares for them.” 
 
    Her speech was stirring and gave a bit of confidence to those frightened and cowed noblemen.  Yet, despite the many occasions that Sekma described herself as “merely one of the King’s advisors”, all present that day knew that if the words of the mouth of King Amun were law, it would be Queen Sekma to put the words there.   
 
    This would be the first meeting of the highest ministers of Egypt where a woman presided, but not the last. 
 
    As the day’s discussions wound down Lord Rekara suggested that the Chief Priest be appointed to supervise the preparations for the funeral and of the mummification of the late King Ahmose, and that the King’s architect be summoned to discuss the completion of the enormous pyramid to house the old King’s mummy.  But Sekma surprised them all by asking that she be assigned supervisor of these tasks. 
 
    “I was very fond of my dear Grandpa, the Great King Ahmose of divine memory,” Queen Sekma said, her sorrowful voice catching in her throat.  “I would do this last service for him, that by my own hand I shall show his departing soul my never-ending love for him.”   
 
    Through her tears she smiled at the gentlemen. 
 
   


  
 

 Funeral 
 
    It was to be a pyramid unmatched by any the world had ever seen. 
 
    The design was unique.  It was to be built on a massive scale, each side three hundred eighty cubits long – only the Great Pyramid of Khufu would be larger.  Yet it was not the size, but its very concept that set it apart.  In all other pyramids the burial chamber was located within the volume of the pyramid proper, usually at the very center, and was accessible by passages.  Only after the pyramid was completed would the coffin containing the mummy of the king be brought into the burial chamber through these passages, then the doorway would be sealed.   
 
    This new pyramid, however, would have the burial chamber beneath the volume of the pyramid, in a great pit deep below ground, with a sarcophagus so huge it could only be placed in the burial chamber at the very beginning of construction, before the pyramid itself was built.  The mummy of the King would then be installed into the sarcophagus, and then only after the funeral of the King would block on enormous block of stone be moved and placed down into the pit, completely covering the burial chamber and the treasure chamber, then the rest of the pyramid would be built on top with fitted stone monoliths.  There would be no passages anywhere.  The pyramid, in effect, would be a solid mass of stone.  The design ensured that it could be robbed only if the entire pyramid was pulled down stone by stone. 
 
    King Ahmose knew that almost every other pyramid in Egypt had been raided – many of them within a few years of the funerals of the kings entombed inside.  Only a fraction of the robberies was by professional thieves because a handful of thieves working in darkness rarely had the resources to move massive stone doors quickly, or to hide their operations from any who passed nearby.  So most robberies were secretly commissioned by subsequent kings who had cast covetous eyes on the gold inside those pyramids, and they had thought that the gold would be of more use to the living than to the dead.  Ahmose had commanded one robbery himself, early in his reign.  He was told of a pyramid built long before his own dynasty became Royal House of Egypt – the occupant was not a relative, so to speak – and this pyramid had somehow not been despoiled in those centuries.  The King immediately ordered his architects to clandestinely assemble workers to gain entrance and carry off all valuables to the living King’s treasury.  Unfortunately, when the architects made their way into this pyramid they found that it, too, had been plundered, and cleverly so, for the theft had gone undetected for hundreds of years.  This lesson was not lost on the King, so he was quite pleased with the design of his own tomb.  King Ahmose believed that with his pyramid he would be assured that his bones would never be disturbed, that his treasure would never be touched, and he would rest peacefully until the end of all things, that day in the far future when the goddesses and gods would become weary of the earth, would dash it aside, and make a new one.   
 
    Ahmose was proud of the design of his strange, solid pyramid.  However, the King knew that until he died and his mummy was placed into the stupendously large sarcophagus the construction on the pyramid could not continue.  The King did not mind.  He cared not that his mummy would lay inside the sarcophagus while the construction went on round him, and indeed he thought himself clever, for the colossal, ruinous cost of building a pyramid would be deferred and paid by his successor.  He had all eternity when he was dead; he would not mind the extra fifteen or sixteen years it would take to complete the great work of erecting the pyramid over the burial chamber, and he would pay for none of it! 
 
    He had visited the building site once, after the first phase was complete and the great pit dug, lined with stone, and the burial chamber made ready for when the time had come for the King himself to occupy it.  From a distance of only a few hets from the site nothing could be seen.  But then one advanced and came to the edge of a vast and deep rectangular pit in the ground, cut down through the very bedrock, lined on the bottom with immense stone blocks, with ramp and stairway leading downward into its side, and there, deep within, down at the bottom, was the gargantuan sarcophagus with the odd, oval-shaped cavity in which to install the coffin.   
 
    The King was satisfied.  He looked to the north and there, but three-quarter iteru from where he stood, was the Great Pyramid of Khufu himself, standing in its grandeur.  Yet King Ahmose knew that even this icon of Egypt had been robbed a century earlier.  Ahmose almost sneered at that mountain of stone in his assurance that once his own pyramid was completed that he would never be robbed of the treasures of his tomb, and so the Great King returned to his city, quite content. 
 
    But King Ahmose lived on, year after many long year, as the great pit yawned wide in expectation.  Over the decades it began to fill with the blown sands of the desert. 
 
    * * * 
 
     “Let the old monster rot,” Queen Sekma said, “and may his bones be gnawed by hyenas.” 
 
    I knew her perhaps better than anyone in this Palace and was not at all shocked at her words.  Yet I wryly compared what she said this day to that day a month earlier as she sat in the Vizier’s audience chamber, tearfully speaking with the ministers about performing a last act of love for her “Grandpa”.  Nothing about her shocked me anymore – I had become hardened, and merely carried out her commands. 
 
    We were in Sekma’s chamber waiting for the arrival of the court architect, who said in his note that he needed to consult with the Queen about the state of the pyramid site.  As soon as she had taken up supervision of the funeral of the Great King, she had summoned the officials who would preside over the facets of the funeral: the ones who would be organizing the funeral itself, the ones who would prepare the elaborate and priceless grave goods, the ones who would have the old King’s body mummified – she must relent on this point, so she did not leave his corpse in the wilderness, there to become tuck for wild beasts as she would have preferred – and she also summoned the court architect, who would oversee the completion of the pyramid and mortuary temples.  The court architect had immediately dispatched a team to go downriver to survey the pyramid foundations and to assess the state of the quarry where the stone for building the pyramid would be cut, and that morning he had received by courier an initial report – that would be the subject for his meeting with the Queen.  While we waited for the court architect she spoke to me in Sumerian, as she invariably did when she wanted her words to be understood by no one else. 
 
    “He comes to tell me that there is sand in the pit,” she said, then went on in a mocking voice.  “Imagine that! that there would be sand blown down into a pit that is dug in the middle of a sea of sand dunes in the oh-so-windy North Western Desert.  Who would have thought it likely?  And no one bothered with the maintenance of that hole in the ground in all these years since it was cut into the bedrock.  That so-called Great King had always been uneasy when contemplating his own death, so he rarely took an interest in his tomb after the foundations had been laid.  He had more important things to do, such as warring against foreigners who never did us any harm!” 
 
    Soon the architect entered along with an assistant who carried several scrolls and a wax tablet.  They made obeisance to the Queen, then after the usual formulas the Queen allowed them to sit.  They lowered themselves to the floor.  A court architect has quite an important function in the kingdom, but this man before us seemed unaware of his own importance.  He lived for his work and took fascination and delight in the design and building of things, and would forget that he was speaking to a Queen, and would sometimes talk to her as if she were a colleague.  The Queen was not at all indignant when he slipped so.  Indeed, she seemed amused by it. 
 
    “Majesty,” he began, “at this time of year the River is low but the south wind prevails daily, so it takes only five days by boat to get to the city of Aneb-Hetch, but two weeks to return to the King’s city.  You see, with the wind at its back a boat can put up sail which makes it easier for the boat to – ” 
 
    “Yes, sirrah,” the Queen interrupted, “and thank you for enlightening me.  However, I am well aware of it, having taken the trip myself many times over.” 
 
    “Yes, um, yes, my Queen,” he replied, seemingly distracted, “so the team spent only two days getting together this report I received by courier, and my team stresses that this is only a preliminary survey and they will have better details as they take in the, um, details.  So if we only take this as a first impression, so to speak, we must realize nothing final can – ” 
 
    “Why don’t you tell me what is first on the report?” the Queen asked. 
 
    “At once, Majesty,” he said.  “First the quarry.  The inventory left by the original architects of fifty years ago is not consistent with what was found.  Back then the quarrying work was interrupted, as the Great King had another project that needed the talents of the stone cutters, yet the blocks they did cut that are listed are the very first blocks that will be needed.  The inventory lists the number of blocks cut and formed to size, both those blocks that would cover the great pit and those for the base of the pyramid, but my team found that the number of blocks available was less than half that listed on the inventory, and the smaller blocks – anything of the size of less than one solid cubit – were not there at all.  This means we cannot begin to move blocks into the foundation of the pyramid immediately following the Great King’s funeral, as had been planned.  I cannot imagine that the original architects could have made such an error in the inventory, but I wonder where all the finished blocks could be.” 
 
    “Perhaps the local people pilfered the blocks?” the Queen suggested. 
 
    The court architect looked baffled for a moment. 
 
    “Now why would they want to do that?” he wondered. 
 
    “Why, indeed,” said Sekma.  “Proceed.” 
 
      “And now about the great pit, Majesty.  You must understand that the tomb has been neglected for fifty years.  A great deal of sand has been blown into the pit over that time.” 
 
    “Has it, now?” she blandly asked. 
 
    “Yes, and the depth of the sand seems to average at about half the depth of the pit.  We can have a more accurate estimate when the survey proceeds.  Now, the depth of the pit is, ah, one moment – ” 
 
    He fumbled among the scrolls held in the hands of his assistant, but Sekma spoke up. 
 
    “I believe the pit itself is forty-six cubits deep, fifty-seven long, and twenty-five wide.” 
 
    The architect looked up with a start, then looked back at the scroll in his hand. 
 
    “Exactly so, Majesty,” he confirmed, then smiled at her happily, as if he were a schoolmaster pleased at his pupil’s correct answer.  “So if we take the estimated depth of sand as being on a close order of accuracy, then we have a volume of – ” Here he calculated on the wax tablet. “ – um, thirty-two thousand, seven hundred seventy-five solid cubits of sand.” 
 
    “Don’t forget the sand on the ramp,” Sekma said, “which would be an additional – let me see – sixteen thousand, four hundred forty-nine solid cubits.” 
 
    The architect used the wax tablet and began to calculate feverishly. 
 
    “But Majesty, I calculate only an additional ten thousand, one – ” 
 
    “You forgot the landing at the bottom of the ramp,” she interrupted. 
 
    He calculated again. 
 
    “Precisely!” he looked up with a delighted smile.  “Very good, Majesty!  Excellent!  I had forgotten the landing!  How is it you know so much about the excavation?” 
 
    The architect was in his home world now, talking about technical matters, and had quite forgotten that he was addressing the Queen, and that it was his place to answer questions and not to ask.  She ignored the violation of protocol. 
 
    “Oh, I glanced at the drawings several years ago during my studies and took note of the dimensions,” she said. 
 
    “Well, well!” he said, “I could have used your help earlier as I was dashing about getting ready for an audience with you.” 
 
    Sekma snickered behind her hand. 
 
    “So,” he continued, “my team says they can assemble a work party of about five hundred men within a few days, and they can begin clearing the sand, and I am hoping they will have it cleared in time for the funeral.” 
 
    “Sirrah,” she said, “the remains of the Great King have been in the death house for almost four weeks.  There they will need an additional nine weeks to have the mummy ready.  We plan for the funeral at that time, and the journey by boat to Aneb-Hetch will take an additional fifteen days, as we plan to proceed slowly.  Do you not have a good estimate for how long the men will take to clear the sand?” 
 
    He began to calculate furiously.  “Now then, a basket holds about one-tenth a solid cubit of sand which weight is about two hundred fifty deben – a man can carry more, of course, but not for an entire day’s work.  Now, it is a good three hundred fifty cubits walk from the pit to the dumpsite.  Hmm.  Five hundred men.  Shovels.  Slope of the ramp is a grade one-sixteenth a circle.  Mmm.  About thirty-five days, Majesty, not allowing for days of rest.” 
 
    Sekma looked at the ceiling for a moment, thinking. 
 
    “One-tenth a solid cubit in each basket, you say?” she murmured, thought on, then looked up at the architect.  “Sirrah, from that number and the amount of time you estimate I can guess that you have each man filling his own basket then taking it away to the dump site.  However, if you have five hundred men you may want to have them organized this way: two files at two hundred men per file, two abreast descending into the pit, receiving a filled basket, then turning about immediately, and two abreast leaving the pit then going to the dump – the ramp is wide enough to have four men abreast and you would have a steady stream of full baskets coming out of the pit, and the lines of men would stretch continuously and unbroken from the pit all the way to the dump site.  Then have the other one hundred men in the pit doing nothing but filling the baskets and placing them directly onto the shoulders of the bearers as they walk past – no stopping.  That would save time and would require only twenty-two days, not allowing for days of rest.” 
 
    The architect looked baffled again, calculated on his wax tablet, then jumped up with a start. 
 
    “Ah, ha!” the architect laughed, again quite delighted with his Queen.  “Organized like an army maneuver!  Like a country dance!  Brilliant!   Same amount of men, but half again faster!”  Again, Sekma overlooked the breach of etiquette. 
 
    “Now, let us return to the quarry,” he continued, “after, of course, we have cleared the sand so that the Great King’s mummy may be installed.  We shall have another problem shortly after the scheduled funeral, for it will be the harvest season and we shall have difficulty getting enough men together to work the quarry.  They will be wanting to participate in the harvest.” 
 
    “Well, we do need to get the harvest in,” she said reasonably. “You don’t want your little ones to go hungry, do you?” 
 
    “Perhaps we can get men from elsewhere in the kingdom?” 
 
    “The harvest will occur everywhere at once,” she said.  “And do not forget that if we do not hire local men, we shall need to build an encampment for the workers and to feed them while they are there.  No.  I would prefer to use only local workers to save the cost of housing and feeding, which we can ill-afford at this time.” 
 
    “But Majesty,” he said, “to construct the pyramid at a reasonably efficient rate, we shall need at least two thousand skilled stone cutters, five thousand laborers to drag the blocks to the construction site, and another two thousand assembling the pyramid.  Nine thousand men in total.  And we shall need to maintain this number of men for the next fifteen years.  We don’t have that many local men available.  Perhaps we can get soldiers for the task?” 
 
    “Out of the question,” she said.  “We have angry Nubians to the south; to the north-east the High King of Akkad has not yet forgiven us over the sacking of the city of Terqa; and the Libyans to the west are rankled about the tribute they must pay.  No.  Our soldiers need to stay on station.” 
 
    “Then, Majesty, the delay will be much longer than I had imagined.  I can get but two hundred skilled stone cutters to begin quarrying immediately, however, I shall not have enough workers to drag the blocks away, perhaps less than a hundred, which means the stone cutters would have to cease when they run out of room to cut more stone.” 
 
    Sekma answered, “The Great King always knew – and he said as much several times – that he understands it will be many years before his pyramid would be completed while he was inside his tomb.  He said he would not be angered for the wait.  So, perhaps the stone cutters, once they have cut a block, can then drag the block out of the way so they could cut another.” 
 
    The chief architect was appalled. 
 
    “Majesty, at that rate it would be centuries before we can finish the pyramid!” 
 
    “Sirrah,” said the Queen.  “Let us worry about installing the Great King’s mummy into the tomb first, then later we shall discuss the number of workers needed to complete the pyramid.  As of now I want you to get your two hundred stone cutters to work immediately, but they themselves must drag the blocks out of the way – simply get them out of the way somewhere – then cut more blocks.  But I want no less than two hundred men at work at any given time – and no more than three hundred.  I shall allow an encampment and food supply for only that number.” 
 
    “Three hundred?  Why, that is a mere pittance!  The quarrying alone would not be complete in my lifetime!” 
 
    Again Sekma was tolerant of his breach.  She answered quietly. 
 
    “Sirrah, we can only work with what tools we have.  We do not have the extra men at this time, and that is the sad fact.  However, I want the stones to be cut, even if it be only a block a day, that I may truthfully report to King Amun that the work is under way.” 
 
    “As you wish, Majesty,” he said.  “However, we must remember that after the Great King has been installed in the sarcophagus, the sand from the desert will begin to fill the pit again.” 
 
    “Will it, now?” was her mild reply. 
 
    “What I mean Majesty, is that we may find it best to begin moving the blocks down into the pit as soon as we can, at least the foundation blocks such that when complete they would make the floor of the pyramid and it would be level with the ground, then the blown sand can be simply swept off with a broom.  Of course the sarcophagus chamber, the treasure chamber, and the antechambers will be covered with no passages down to them, therefore all grave goods and treasures must be moved to the pit as soon as the Great King has been installed, then we can move the blocks down as they are cut.” 
 
    “I thank you for pointing out that issue,” she said, “but let me repeat, let us worry about installing the Great King’s mummy into the tomb first, then later we shall discuss the rest.  At this time all the treasures and grave goods will remain at the Palace.” 
 
    “Perhaps, Majesty,” said the architect, “there is one other source.  Now, I have overall mastery of the many building projects that the old King had commanded – indeed many are going on as we speak, mostly on monuments to himself, and in each of these projects the number for any one site is in the hundreds, and these sites are scattered up and down the Nile, so surely there are thousands at work at any one time.  Can we not think about using these men to – ” 
 
    “Local men working locally,” the Queen countered.  “And each night they go back to their own homes and to their families.  We simply do not have enough gold at this time to build a camp large enough to house and feed ten thousand men – and their families! – for the next fifteen years.  That would make it a city unto itself, for you know we would need to allow the families to stay with the workers.  If the men were without their wives and little ones, then they would start deserting after a month or two, so fifteen years’ separation for them would be impossible.  Yet we simply cannot build a city for thirty-five or forty thousand people, and feed them, and provide the other necessities for living at this time.” 
 
    “But Majesty!” pleaded the architect.  “It seems that in the past the old kings did precisely that.  And they seemed to manage!” 
 
    “Those kings were alive as their pyramids were being built and would personally inspect the progress regularly,” she said.  “They took an interest in their tombs and provided for their workers as required.  Those days were the days of relative peace and riches, before constant warring depleted the Royal treasury, before many of our best young men were killed off in foreign adventures.  Those days of plenty are no more.  Unfortunately, we have a different reality today.  Now, let me repeat but once more, that we shall discuss the resources needed after the funeral of the Great King.”   
 
    “I hear and obey, Majesty,” he said.  He and his assistant bowed. 
 
    After his departure Sekma murmured as if to herself.      
 
    “We shall place his mummy into that bizarre, oval-shaped cavity in that obscenely huge sarcophagus of his and make known that the building of the pyramid will proceed round him as planned.  Gold and other treasures we shall keep at the Palace, and we shall say that they will be moved to the pyramid site at a future date.  We shall simply say the work will be restarted.  However, we shall not spend one more bead on that pyramid of his!  We shall say next month, or the month after, or next year, with whatever pretext of which we can think to delay the building.  Pyramids take too much time and gold to build, and that old King has so exhausted the Royal treasury with his wars and his many statues of himself that we must pay the price for his adventures and for his gigantic bric-a-brac even now, after his death.  Let him lie forever in that oval bathtub of his!  Let him sleep in that hole in the ground!  I shall cease this practice of pyramid building.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    “I do not want to be a concubine,” Tiabet firmly said.   
 
    I had seen her a time or two in the Palace in the two-and-a-half years I had been property of Sekma, but did not know her well.  She was daughter to a scribe that worked for some functionary or other, and I was surprised when I saw her and Taharq visit the Queen the first time, and during that visit Sekma commanded me to wait outside.  Meritaten and I had speculated on why this young woman was visiting Sekma, as she clearly was of birth of the very lowest rank of gentility – the barest step above being a mere commoner.  Meritaten and I had assured ourselves that she was one of the young women that Sekma was trying to recruit, an operative who would perform her duty to Sekma by amusing a man in his bed, gathering information from him all the while.  These young women would work directly with Sekma and Taharq and I seldom interacted with them, and there were a few whom I never saw, but only knew of their existence by overhearing talk between the Queen and her spy.  Tiabet, I supposed, was being recruited by Sekma – “seduced” by Sekma would probably be a better word.  On this occasion Sekma did not dismiss me, so I remained and overheard their conversation. 
 
    “Of course you don’t, my dear, for what woman would settle for being a mere concubine if she were able to have a more respectable status for herself?” Sekma replied.  “And I already know that your hopes are to be a noble lady.  But we already know that that would be difficult for you to achieve all on your own.” 
 
    “Yes, Majesty,” she peevishly replied.  “You need not remind me of our last conversation.  Yet I have returned to speak with you once more, for my father has tried to match me – again! – to another scribe, and I have refused him for a third time.  So I come to you that we may talk more, and perhaps arrive at an understanding.” 
 
    I had to admit that she had courage to talk to Sekma as she did, and I knew it was not from ignorance since she had lived in the Palace all her life.  With those brief few sentences I fathomed her personality, and it was quite deceptive.  To the eye she was a lovely young woman of nineteen, had a sweet face and a pleasant, lilting voice, and pleasing manners – easily mistaken by any man for having a quiet, modest personality.  But her words told of cold ambition, calculation, and strong will. 
 
    “Perhaps I have a solution that would be palatable to you,” Sekma said.  “There is a man of high rank that is in need of a mistress – ” 
 
    “A mistress?” Tiabet interrupted with disdain.  “Majesty, if I don’t want to be a concubine, I certainly don’t want to be a whore!  A whore has less a future than a concubine.” 
 
    “Hear me out,” the Queen said.  “What if you were wife to a nobleman, and mistress to the other man of whom I am thinking?” 
 
    This surprised her.  Her brows knitted and her mouth fell open slightly. 
 
    “There is a nobleman who would welcome a young wife,” the Queen said.  “He is quite mature – let us be blunt! – he is old.  He has two wives as old as he, and they have produced only daughters, and now they are beyond childbearing years.  He has no son, and you know how men are obsessed with having sons.  And, although he is old, he fancies himself virile, for I have seen how he eyes younger women.  He made some inquiries which came to my ear; he is trying to find a match for himself, so I have been speaking with him, telling him that I may be able to help him find someone suitable, a strong young woman able to bear many healthy children.  This is his last chance to have a son.  And this is your last chance to become a noble lady.” 
 
    Tiabet was silent for a moment. 
 
    “Your last chance to be a noble lady,” Sekma repeated, then, meaningfully, “Your only chance.”  
 
    Tiabet looked back at Sekma.  “Say on, Majesty.” 
 
    “The old nobleman will not live forever,” Sekma continued.  “All you need is patience and you have the opportunity to become a rich widow, a noble lady dowager while still young.  And if he should die before his two wives, I would make sure that you would be treated as the principal wife, and they would defer to you.” 
 
    “You can do this?” asked Tiabet. 
 
    “Oh, yes,” said Sekma.  “And to make the deal more interesting I shall give you an experienced handmaiden all your own, a beautiful one, one that would make you the envy of other noble women.” 
 
    I suddenly knew why Sekma allowed me to remain and listen to their conversation – she would want me to include this handmaiden in our network and have this handmaiden report to me everything she heard Tiabet say.  Tiabet would be spying for Sekma, but would not suspect that someone would be spying on her, as she did not know anything about our network of handmaidens.  She became very interested because a lovely handmaiden was a symbol of status among noble women, and Tiabet saw that she could become a noble lady and have all the trappings of one immediately.  But Tiabet was shrewd, and asked for more detail. 
 
    “And if the nobleman should learn that I am mistress to another?” 
 
    “Oh, he will know from the beginning that you have a lover, and he will say nothing.” 
 
    “Indeed?” Tiabet asked, not quite believing what she was hearing.  “But if I should come to be with child by this other man, what then?” 
 
    “You know yourself,” said Sekma, “that there are ways to prevent a child.  However, if it should happen and your husband thought the child to be his own, he would be overjoyed.  If he suspected the child to be your lover’s, he would still claim the child as his own and the child would receive the proper inheritance, and all the while your husband would think himself fortunate, even honored.” 
 
    Tiabet looked incredulous.  “And why would he think himself fortunate?” 
 
    “Your husband would think himself honored if his wife were the acknowledged mistress of the foremost man in the kingdom.” 
 
    “You mean – ?” 
 
    “Yes, my dear,” said Sekma.  “I would have you become the lover of the King, my husband.” 
 
    That Sekma would want to spy on her own husband surprised me, for King Amun was quite devoted to her, would tell her anything, and was so open and childlike that nothing he did escaped her.  She could ask anything of him, and he would give it cheerfully and without hesitation.  But for her to arrange a mistress for him was quite beyond me at first.  Then it became apparent.   
 
    At the time of the death of Luburna, Sekma informed her husband that she was, at last, with child.  Amun stopped mating with her immediately – as he had also ceased mating with Luburna when she became pregnant.  In his addled mind he believed he would be “troubling” the child should he mate with his wife while she was pregnant.  However, when he was lonely he would seek out Sekma and ask if he could sleep with her – not for mating with her, but merely to draw comfort from being at her side through the night.  In Amun’s world, Sekma was someone who had always treated him sweetly and made him feel special, wanted.  Sekma would never refuse him, but would welcome him with warm words, would hold him close as they lay side-by-side and would ease his spirits until he was asleep.  Yet I knew that Sekma would much prefer to sleep alone.  She had, on occasion, hinted to him that he should think about taking another wife, or at least a concubine, but Amun’s nature made him too shy to choose a woman all on his own – indeed, the only two women in his life had been chosen for him by his father – and he would bashfully decline discussing the matter.  By the time their coronation was upon them Sekma was great with child – it would arrive mere weeks after the coronation – and Amun’s need for attention was a distraction that Sekma did not want.   
 
    Then Sekma hit upon a way to keep Amun in the comforting arms of a woman while keeping him out of her own bed and allowing her to sleep alone, and all the while she would watch him carefully that he would not fall into the folly of being enticed by a court faction.  She decided to give him a mistress, rather than wait for him to take one on his own, someone who was not under her control.  She decided to choose his mistress for him, and that mistress would be her spy.  This Tiabet seemed a good choice for this task because of her ambition, her intelligence, her charming demeanor; and with her rank raised to noble lady by marriage to a lord, she would be more acceptable at court as the King’s acknowledged mistress and could easily move through the social circle of the King and accompany him to various events.  But Sekma trusted no one, and this task was perhaps the most delicate for any of the operatives in the network, so Sekma ensured that Tiabet, too, would be watched carefully by a handmaiden that would dutifully report all to me. 
 
    I watched Tiabet thinking carefully after she got over her surprise.  She replied, “Say more, Majesty.” 
 
    Sekma smiled. 
 
   


  
 

 Coronation 
 
    King Amun wanted to have a double coronation.  It was his wish that both he and Sekma be crowned monarchs in a single ceremony, to have the Dual Crown of Upper and Lower Nile placed on his head at just the same instant that the Cobra Diadem was placed on hers.  King Amun had droned on and on telling Sekma how much grander the ceremony would be if they both sat side-by-side in their magnificent robes of state and officially assumed sovereignty together.  He spoke of how the festivities to follow would delight their subjects, how their joint coronation would be the subject of talk for many years to come.  He spoke poetically about the impression it would make on the kingdom, to the foreign ambassadors, legations, and visitors, and thereby to the world.  He used all his powers of persuasion to convince her.  She was reluctant at first, protesting that she did not want to detract from this, the most glorious day of her dear husband’s life, yet his arguments eventually won her over and she demurely consented.   
 
    It had been no real effort for Sekma to plant into his head the idea of a double coronation. 
 
    This double ceremony was quite essential to Sekma and her schemes.  She cared nothing for the pageantry, or the solemnity of the ceremony, or the accolades from the subjects.  She was quite indifferent to the clothing, the jewelry, and the songs of praise.  Her focus was on one thing.  It would be at this ceremony that, after having the crowns placed on their heads, the royals, nobles, gentry or their proxies would approach the new King and Queen and swear fealty to both, and not just to the King alone as had been customary.  That oath of fealty that she would receive would be a very subtle, but very powerful weapon in Sekma’s hands. 
 
    With any oath, an oath breaker receives curses from the deity by whom it is taken and from the mortal to whom it is given.  For an oath of fealty to a sovereign, however, an oath breaker is not only cursed, but is also guilty of treason and proscribed by law.  Sekma spent an hour with the Chief Priest revising the oath of fealty, ostensibly rewriting it to include the Queen as co-recipient of the oath, but in reality changing the words to be to her advantage, yet making them subtle enough that those taking the oath would believe it to be a mere formality, and vague enough that it could be interpreted many ways.  It would be the interpretation of the oath that would be the sharpest edge of her weapon, for almost any word or act by a subject could be construed as treason by the vague oath, and she could, by law, have anyone who opposed her will arrested and executed for enmity to the throne.  All Sekma need do would be to invoke the law if she chose, or ignore it if she chose. 
 
    The Grand Vizier Lord Rekara was as intelligent as she, as shrewd as she, had more experience in governing than she.  But his fatal flaw was that he had a sense of honor.  He had received from the Chief Priest a copy of the new oath of fealty and immediately saw what Sekma was attempting, and tried to prevent it.  He rushed to see King Amun to discuss what he, Rekara, thought to be Sekma’s surreptitious attempt at increasing her power.  He was thinking furiously of what would be the best words to use with the pliable King as he hurried to the Royal apartments, tried to think of arguments that would be convincing without impugning Sekma.  But he was dismayed when he entered the King’s chamber and found Sekma sitting next to Amun, reading and discussing the new oath line-by-line.  I stood silently behind Sekma’s bench and heard everything.   
 
    Upon the Vizier’s entrance Amun looked up and smiled at him warmly. 
 
    “Ah, Rekara!” said the King.  “You should see this!  My clever Sekma has come up with the perfect oath of fealty for our joint coronation.  Fascinating!  Not only does she include the Queen in the oath, but she covers topics that the old oath completely ignored.” 
 
    I could almost hear Rekara’s thoughts as he wondered if he should wait and talk with the King alone or proceed with Sekma present.  Since the time Amun had become Crown Prince, Rekara had seen how Sekma was frequently by her husband’s side during discussions on matters of state, and how Amun depended upon her for advice.  If Rekara managed to get the King alone, he was sure he would be able to talk the King into having the old oath restored, and to have solely the King receive fealty from his subjects.  Yet Rekara also knew that Amun would be immediately dissuaded of any change should Sekma hear of Rekara’s interference.  Rekara decided to speak to them both, hoping to have them agree with his concerns, or at least to have Amun overrule Sekma in his presence. 
 
    “Your Majesty,” he said, “the Chief Priest has shown me a copy of the new oath and, although I admire its eloquence, I wonder why we cannot use the same oath that your late father, King Ahmose of divine memory, had at his coronation.  With the greatest respect to Her Majesty, of course.” He turned to Sekma.  “The new oath is a masterful document, my Queen, and allow me to be the first to praise the wording.  My concern, however, is that we break from tradition, which may cause unease in some.” 
 
    “Why, I didn’t think of that,” said Amun with a worried look.  He turned to Sekma.  “What do you think, dearest?  Don’t you think it unwise to break from tradition?” 
 
    “My King,” she said, “I must remind my Lord Rekara that the oath used by our dear Father was itself rewritten especially at the Great King’s insistence.  If that oath be tradition, then it is a tradition of one occurrence.  Also, the Great King’s oath of fealty was written sixty years ago, and the world has changed somewhat since then.  I would have no objection if you used your father’s oath, dearest, however you may find it outdated and you would need to be constantly clarifying policy.  And besides, dear Amun, it was you who wanted a double ceremony and have me included in the oaths given by your loyal subjects.  The only tradition that we do break is the tradition of the coronation of the king alone.  My Amun, I would not mind stepping aside if you think it best, and we then may have the traditional single coronation, and not a double ceremony.” 
 
    “But I want you by my side when we are crowned,” the King whined.  “My heart is set upon us both being crowned at the same moment.”  He turned to Rekara.  “I don’t think that the double coronation is that much of a change in tradition.  I can’t think that it would be overly troublesome, do you my Lord?” 
 
    How could Rekara explain the true reason for his concern, that Sekma was amassing too much power for herself, that with the oath she would hold an ax over the head of everyone in the Kingdom?  How could he tell his King that the woman he adored was becoming a menace?  Rekara had to admit to himself how deft was Sekma’s maneuver to actually suggest a return to a single coronation, for she seemed to know that the King’s mind was clearly set on the dual ceremony.  Amun had indeed overruled her – in a way that gave her clear advantage. 
 
    “Perhaps, my King,” he said, “we can think of how to make the wording easier for the Royal magistrates to understand, such that when they judge someone who has been accused of something, they have a more precise idea of the meaning of the oath, for with this new oath, the interpretation can be made in many ways, in fact in too many ways.  Perhaps we could make it so that it would be impossible for it to be interpreted beyond its intended scope.” 
 
    “My Lord,” Sekma interrupted.  “The wording of the oath is exactly what the Royal magistrates would need when judging the accused.  It would give them more latitude such that they would be able to invoke the spirit of the law in all cases that one could imagine, and they would not be constrained by the letter of the law.  You wouldn’t want a wrongdoer to go free over a technicality, would you?” 
 
    The King looked over to Sekma.  “Those are wonderful points, my dear.  The spirit of the law over letter of the law.  Technicalities!  Irksome technicalities!  Yes, Lord Rekara, that sounds quite reasonable to me, and the magistrates will have latitude.  Latitude!  That is a nice word.  I like that word.  It makes one feel that one has all the elbow room one would need.” 
 
    Rekara had but one arrow left in his quiver, yet was reluctant to use it.  But he decided he would take the risk and shoot it, for he felt it to be his last chance to prevent tyranny. 
 
    “My King, with the way the oath is newly written it is possible that it may become misused, and certain innocent people may become victimized if their words or actions are misconstrued, and they were thought to be treasonable when they actually were not.  In the wrong hands – let me rephrase – if in hands less learned in rule of law, it may become a tool of injustice, be it ever so unintentional.” 
 
    The King looked nonplussed.  “Now, how could it be misused?” 
 
    Sekma smiled at her King, said, “My dear husband, the honor of Lord Rekara is his greatest asset, and it makes him your wisest and most loyal subject.  He worries for the common people, that they would be oppressed by certain corrupt officials, for my Lord Rekara is the noblest of Egyptians and would prevent this if he could.”  She turned to Rekara.  “But I must remind my Lord, the true champion of the common people is the King.  It has always been the duty of every king to root out corruption in his kingdom, that his people may be happily free of tyranny.  My Lord Rekara, our King Amun is the gentlest soul I have ever known.  King Amun is the most compassionate man I have ever met.  His concern for his people is already well known to his subjects, and they know they can depend on him.  Who could be a more fitting advocate for the common people than our King?  Who could be a more determined defender of the weak?  Who else but the dearest man to me in all the world?” 
 
    King Amun glowed from this praise and looked toward Sekma, beaming his adoration of her.  Rekara knew that if he continued his efforts to prevent the new oath, it was quite likely that the only thing in which he would succeed would be in gaining the enmity of the King as well as the Queen.  He knew he had lost.  He bowed, departed. 
 
   


  
 

 Memthoth  
 
    “Memthoth,” I said, then repeated the name as separate Egyptian words, “Endure Thoth.” 
 
    Meritaten laughed heartily.  “When you say it like that, it sounds as if we are supposed to put up with Thoth, as if he were a nuisance!  Perhaps a better way for you to say it would be ‘May the God Thoth endure through time’.” 
 
    I ruefully grinned, said, “One would think that after all this time one would be able to speak the language properly!” 
 
    “Oh, do not worry so!”  She stopped what she was doing for a moment and put her hand to my cheek.  “I love the way you speak.  Your accent is sweet to the ear and the mistakes you make are funny but so endearing.” 
 
    She returned to her work, said, “Tell me of the little prince.” 
 
    Sekma had given birth to her child but three weeks after the coronation, and the kingdom immediately entered another period of rejoicing and thanksgiving.  The people cheered at the merest sight of the monarch, for they saw that the new King’s first act as a crowned sovereign had been to produce an Heir.  Over the weeks, messages of congratulations began pouring in from throughout the kingdom, and later, as the news made its way through the world, a trickle of letters were received from the kings of neighboring countries, along with gifts for the new Prince.  Everyone I met as I walked about those first days had gleeful smiles and would speak of how lucky an omen this was, to have an Heir so soon.  King Amun was ecstatic and spoke excitedly to anyone and everyone about his son, Crown Prince Memthoth, be they noble, commoner, or slave.   
 
    The Queen, however, had a different reaction.  As soon as the pangs of labor were upon her she sent one of the midwives to fetch a wet nurse to be on hand and at the ready, for Sekma had no intention of nursing her babe, not even once, and had her breasts bound as soon as the babe was born and he and she were cleaned.  I was attending her during the birthing – although I only stood in the background and waited for orders that never came – and when the babe came out I joined in with everyone in the room in joyful exclamations, for it was seen that the child was a boy, a new Prince of the Realm.  All of us were in transports of delight – all but Sekma.  She looked upon her newborn mildly, perhaps indifferently, and mouthed words to the effect that the kingdom was secure in the knowledge that Amun’s line continued and that the succession to the throne was ensured.  Then she turned away from her baby and called for her secretary, Lord Khamose, to attend her, as she had some business or other that had been interrupted by the irksome chore of giving birth.  
 
    “Oh, he is adorable!” I said in answer to Meritaten’s question.  “I think he has the Queen’s eyes, and his skin is as handsomely dark as his father’s.  His chubby little cheeks are so sweet!  One is overcome with the urge to pinch them gently or give him kisses there.  And he is such a good baby.  He never cries.” 
 
    Meritaten laughed.  “He must cry sometime, for his milk or if he is soiled.” 
 
    “Not he,” I said.  “Babies his age sleep most of the time, but when he wakes for his milk he does not cry at all, simply makes polite noises.” 
 
    “Polite noises?” she said, quizzically.  “How can a newborn make polite noises?” 
 
    “He seems to manage,” I said.  “He just makes something like a sound in his throat, that is all, as if he were too polite to disturb his nurse.  He takes his milk and goes back to sleep, like most newborns, but I have never heard him cry.” 
 
    Meritaten stopped for a moment, looked thoughtful, shook her head slowly.  “I have heard of something like this once.  I hope there is nothing to it.” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “I have heard,” she said, “that when a baby’s crying is very loud it shows the baby is healthy in body and mind, but if a baby never cries at that age, then something may be amiss.” 
 
    “What could be amiss?” I asked.  “He has all his fingers and toes and seems healthy enough.” 
 
    She shrugged, then whispered, “He is son of Amun, yes?  And some of Amun’s brothers and sisters and cousins have been born with backward mind.  Also, he is the child of Sekma, and I do not think Sekma has ever cried about anything, and you know how she is.”  She paused, then laughed.  “Do not mind me!  I am just repeating old wives’ tales.” 
 
    Meritaten and I were busily packing up some of Sekma’s household goods, for the new Queen had decided to move her household to the old King’s apartments even before the birthing.  The packing was interrupted when her term came and she delivered her child.  At King Amun’s insistence I attended Sekma very closely after the birthing, accompanying her almost everywhere and sleeping in her chamber every night, for the King was anxious that Sekma receive continuous care during her recovery.  I hardly saw Meritaten except for occasionally passing her in the halls.  After two weeks the Queen impatiently ordered everyone to resume the work of moving.  She and King Amun had discussed the move on several occasions; it seemed that the new King was a bit superstitious about living in the apartments of his late father and decided to stay where he was.  Sekma did not try to persuade him otherwise, for she had long decided to take over the Great King’s apartments as her own.  It had a large audience chamber, which Sekma would immediately put to use, for her own court was quite a busy one, perhaps busier than the King’s.  The apartments also had more small rooms to accommodate her servants, and the rooms for her ladies-in-waiting were conveniently farther away from her own. 
 
    Several of the men servants helped us as we moved many boxes and bundles through the courtyards to the old King’s apartments.  Many of his original staff still lived there and half-expected to be retained by the Queen, yet as I understood it Sekma intended to interview each one in detail and not leave it to her steward to decide.  The Queen, as always, would gauge an individual to see if that one would serve her or, if not, pack that one off elsewhere in the Palace.  But especially she wanted to know any and all information about what went on in the old King’s house that could interest her.  Sekma was nothing if not thorough. 
 
    Meritaten and I entered the old King’s apartments.  She parted to the left and proceeded down the hall with a bundle of sheets, while I entered the audience chamber with a box of inks, brushes, pens, and other writing materials.  I was surprised to see a young woman at the back wall, apparently pushing here and there on the different frescoes.  She turned with an embarrassed expression when she heard me enter, and I recognized her as the late King’s youngest concubine, one of the two who had accompanied him everywhere to support him as he hobbled about here and there. 
 
    “Oh,” I said, and bowed low.  “Your pardon, my Lady.”  Then I continued what I was doing and bustled about the room. 
 
    “You’re Princess Sekma’s maid, aren’t you?” she asked as I busied myself here and there. 
 
    “Yes, I am Queen Sekma’s handmaiden,” I replied, quietly correcting her. 
 
    I regarded her.  She was very young, little more than an adolescent.  The lewd old King had accumulated many women over the years – wives and concubines – but the older he became the younger were the women he would take.  But to me it seemed that his two youngest concubines were simply living crutches for him to lean on rather than bedmates to pleasure him, for I could not bring myself to believe that that tottering old beast had retained the power to mate.  He merely used the two girls for the appearance rather than to allow his courtiers see him supported by healthy male guards, as this would be a show of weakness. 
 
    “What’s your name?” she asked in a friendly voice, quite unlike a member of nobility.  A noble lady would have ignored me unless to order something of me, yet this young woman seemed too fresh and decent to take on the airs of a grand lady.  She said, “I am Kho-Tara.” 
 
    I liked her immediately. 
 
    “If it please my Lady, I am Neferkara.” 
 
    She seemed to want to chat while I busied myself round the audience chamber, and made me understand that she did not mind if I worked while we talked.  I quickly learned the reason that she was so talkative with me, that aside from being a bit lonely and bored, she was not born into the nobility but was the daughter of a commoner and had never possessed servants, and did not disdain speaking with a mere slave.  As she chattered away, she told me of how she came to be one of the King’s women, that the Great King had seen her walking about the Palace one day and simply called for her to become his concubine.  If her father had been anticipating wealth from being the “father-in-law” of the King he was sorely disappointed, for aside from the bride price he was paid for his daughter, nothing else came his way, and the King made her father understand that he did not want to see him again.  Her father quickly moved downriver the week after he gave his daughter to the King. 
 
    “The King said he took me because he thought I looked like a lively bedmate, yet after he brought me here he never mated with me, although he tried many times!” she laughed.  “So I was his bedmate, but we were not very lively!  He would fall asleep as soon as he was lying down and I would just sleep beside him.  He would try to have me pleasure him, though, only when he used a spy hole.” 
 
    “A spy hole?” I wondered if I heard correctly.  “What is that?” 
 
    Kho-Tara explained.  “Many of the walls are hollow and there are little holes to see inside the rooms.  The King liked to take me into one of these hollow walls, and then he would look through one of the holes and observe Lord Bakenrenhep with his two wives.”  She laughed.  “Bakenrenhep would like to mate with both his wives at the same time and the King enjoyed watching them frolic together, and while the King watched them he would fondle me, then when he felt ready he would try to mate with me.” 
 
    She laughed again.  “Even watching others making love, he would never get stiff enough to be able to penetrate me, and he would give up and just have me use my hands or mouth on him until he was satisfied.” 
 
    “But there are other hollow walls, you say?  Do you know where they are?” 
 
    “No,” she said.  “The King told me there were hollow walls all over the Palace, but the one that looked into Lord Bakenrenhep’s apartment was the only one I was shown.  It is the one closest to these apartments, and the King told me he specifically gave that apartment to Lord Bakenrenhep for that reason alone.”  
 
    Since I had been dragged into the intriguing of the Queen, I had become more experienced in the maneuverings and spying, and my mindset had changed.  I paid no attention to the fact that the King resorted to voyeurism as an aid to his lust.  What alerted me utterly was the knowledge that the walls were hollow and could be used to observe others in secret.  I instantly surmised the ramifications, and knew that Sekma would want to know this immediately. 
 
    “My Lady,” I said, “may I beg you to show me this hollow wall?”  
 
    “Oh, it was a great secret,” she said, “but my King is no more, so yes I shall show you.” 
 
    I looked at her, for those words betrayed the depths of her naïveté, that she would casually reveal secrets to others, as would children between themselves. 
 
    “But there are none inside these apartments,” she continued.  “The Great King told me of an escape tunnel somewhere in this chamber, but I could not find it.  I had always been curious so I was looking for it when you entered.” 
 
    I glanced back at the rear wall. 
 
    “My Lady, who else knows of these hollow walls?” 
 
    “I only know of one of the King’s men,” she replied, “although I never met him; the King mentioned his name: Master Uskaref.  I know not of others.” 
 
    “And the other concubine that would accompany you when you would help King Ahmose?  Did she know of these hollow walls?” 
 
    “You mean Tiyi?” she said.  “I don’t think so.  I never told her for the Great King commanded me never to tell anyone anything, and I am also sure that the King never took Tiyi with him when he watched Lord Bakenrenhep and his ladies.  I am sure that I am the only one he brought with him inside the walls.” 
 
    I had the urge to rush to Sekma and tell her these things, yet I simply could not leave abruptly.  Also, Kho-Tara was far from discreet and I felt I must somehow convince her to tell no one else.  Then Kho-Tara said something that made things easier for me. 
 
    “Neferkara,” she said, “do you think the Princess – oh!  I mean the Queen! – do you think the Queen would take me as one of her ladies-in-waiting?  I have nowhere to go, now that the Great King my master is dead.  I have a few jewels I could sell but that is all.  If the Queen had me as lady-in-waiting, it is possible that eventually I could be matched with someone and marry, so that I would have my own house.  But right now I have nowhere to live.” 
 
    Her request, her open friendliness, and her childlike bearing allowed me to attempt to ask for something in return, something I could never do with a noble-born lady. 
 
     “My Lady,” I replied, “I shall ask the Queen at once, this instant, but only if you promise me to tell no one of these hollow walls and spy holes.  The Queen would want this to remain secret.” 
 
    “Oh, I told no one while the Great King was still alive,” she said.  “But since he is no more I did not think there would be any harm in telling anyone.” 
 
    “I assure you,” I said, “that it must remain a deep secret, even if the Great King has gone into the West.  I shall talk with Queen Sekma immediately of your desire to be one of her ladies, but you must give me your word to remain silent.  I can also speak for the Queen and say she would not welcome you into her house if she knew you were to reveal this secret, but if she thought you to be discreet, she may allow you to stay.” 
 
    Handmaiden to the fearsome Queen Sekma I may have been, yet I would never have been able to talk to a noble lady that way without being punished for insolence.  But this girl before me seemed unperturbed.  She smiled. 
 
    “Oh, thank you Neferkara!  That would be so sweet of you, and I promise not to tell anyone about anything.” 
 
    As soon as decency allowed I broke away and hurried to the Vizier’s audience chamber where I knew I would find the Queen.  The guards at the door recognized me and knew that if I approached that chamber while the Queen was within, they would know to send in word to the Queen.  The Queen knew that I would not disturb her unless I believed the matter to be something important, so word soon came back telling the guard to admit me.  I went into the audience chamber and saw the Queen, the King, and Lord Rekara in discussions.  I quietly walked behind Sekma where she sat and I silently stood, my eyes in the distance. 
 
    The three had been having a discussion about a diplomatic overture and I became intensely interested when I understood it to be about my home city of Terqa and the High King of Akkad.  Apparently their discussions had been going on most of the morning. 
 
      “My King,” Sekma said, “I agree with the Grand Vizier; we must have relations peaceful and without tensions with the Akkadian Empire and with all the city-states of Sumer.  Yet I must disagree with the Vizier about contacting the High King of Akkad directly to discuss the sack of Terqa.  If the first move is ours, the High King will take it as an admission of our – ah – mishandling of the affair, and the High King would think of us as the supplicants and he would believe he would be dealing from a position of superiority.  He would feel obligated to bring up the recriminations of the Sumerians, but then we would need to show we are firmly resolved never to offer apology, and then all would be at an impasse.  He cannot ignore the outrage of the Sumerians, yet we cannot appear weak by bowing to them. 
 
    “However, I believe there is a way palatable to Egypt, the Empire, and to the Sumerian city-states.  Since the sack of Terqa no Egyptian caravans have ventured either to Sumer or the Akkad out of fear of reprisals, and neither have caravans from Mesopotamia come here for the same reason.  Yet we must have trade, so we have been forced to deal through those little backwater kingdoms of Canaan, and they have become middlemen and charge accordingly for whatever goods would pass between us and Mesopotamia.  So, here is my idea.  We are in need of copper and tin to make bronze, and although we have mines in the mountains of Sinai, we consume those metals faster than we can mine them.  The Satrapy of Nazkap is rich in those ores and has been our main supplier.” 
 
    Amun looked up.  He had only the vaguest notion of the whereabouts of Nazkap. 
 
    “So,” continued Sekma, “I believe if we approach Nazkap to discuss means of ensuring the safety of caravans of both lands, such that trade can be without interference from Canaan, we shall have interested listeners, for by eliminating the middlemen their profits would be the greater and our costs the lower.  They have need of trade just as much as we.  We shall, of course, ask permission of the High King to allow us to approach Nazkap for these discussions.  The High King will immediately surmise our true reasons, that of normalizing our relations without mention of Terqa.  Remember that King Ahmose’s pretext for war was an attack on a caravan, and the High King of Akkad will see that discussions with Nazkap would actually be surreptitious discussions with the Akkadian Empire as a whole, along with the Sumerian city-states – in short, all of Mesopotamia – and those discussions would be with the view of removing any threats to caravan trade, and by subtle extension to learn what it would take to make amends with the Sumerians for the sack of Terqa.  Everyone involved in the discussions would know what the negotiations truly meant, but would enthusiastically pretend it was simply about copper and tin exports.  Let us, then, ask the High King for permission to request an envoy from Nazkap to journey here to us, that we can discuss security of caravans and a binding trade agreement.” 
 
    King Amun looked baffled, as he could not follow the reasoning.  However, Lord Rekara’s alert expression showed him to be highly interested in Sekma’s proposed diplomatic solution to a very delicate issue. 
 
    “My Queen,” said Rekara, “that idea is brilliant.  Open talk about a simple problem, implied mediation about a difficult one.  Both sides want peace, but neither side wishes to lose face.  We solve a major issue by discussing a minor one!  Ingenious!” 
 
    The King looked from one to the other, still not quite comprehending Sekma’s maneuver. 
 
    “Well,” he said, “I suppose if you both like it.  But I am not sure what I am supposed to do.” 
 
    Rekara opened his mouth to speak, but Sekma was already talking. 
 
    “My King,” she said, “allow me to write a letter to the High King, but have the Lord Rekara place his seal upon it and send it as if it was his own.” 
 
    “But,” said the King, quite puzzled, “but, why do it that way?” 
 
    Lord Rekara’s expression showed he had the same question, although he had a very good idea of what Sekma’s reason was. 
 
    Sekma answered, “Dearest husband, Lord Rekara is the most astute of diplomats and has my greatest respect, however I would be able to write the letter in the cuneiform of the Akkad with my own hand such that the High King would not need a translator to read Egyptian hieroglyphs, but read it with his own eyes, and this would be pleasing to him.  I shall be able to put your thoughts to the letter, my King.  Yet, protocol would frown upon you writing the letter yourself, but a letter from the Grand Vizier would be received with honor at the court of the High King.  If, of course, my Lord Rekara has no objection?” 
 
    Rekara closed his mouth.  I could almost imagine his thoughts, that he realized that Sekma was the mastermind behind this diplomatic overture, but, because she was a woman, she would not have her letter received at the Akkad court with the seriousness which it would deserve.  It rankled that he would be attaching his seal to a letter that she, not he, had written, but I could see he acknowledged in his heart that Sekma was right again. 
 
    “No objection whatsoever, my Queen,” he said. 
 
    I had seen over the months since the death of the old King the way Queen Sekma worked with the ministers, that she would have a minister send out orders in his own name, but with the exact words Sekma chose for him.  It appeared that Sekma did not want her own name used except when necessary.  She cared not for the appearance of political authority, indeed she hid from it; she merely lusted for the substance of power and the wielding of it.  This letter to the Akkad was the latest example of her methods. 
 
    It seemed that all three were in agreement, so Sekma took the opportunity to rise. 
 
    “My King, may I be excused for a few moments?  I need to take care of some – ah – things.  I won’t be too long.” 
 
    “Why, of course, Sekma, my dear,” answered King Amun.  “Some sort of lady’s problems as a new mother, I can guess?  Take as much time as you need.” 
 
    Sekma bowed to the King, while Lord Rekara bowed to her as she walked from the room, I following.  Outside the door she strode across the courtyard toward her own section of the mansion. 
 
    “Well?” she demanded of me as soon as we were out of earshot of the guards. 
 
    “Majesty, I have learned of the existence of secret rooms and spy holes within the Palace,” I said. 
 
    She stopped and turned to me, immediately surmising the importance.  “Tell me what you know, instantly.” 
 
    I quickly related what I had heard from Kho-Tara: the secret passages, the hollow walls, the spy holes, the escape tunnel in the King’s audience chamber, and about Master Uskaref.  I added Kho-Tara’s desire to become one of the Queen’s ladies. 
 
    Sekma stood silently for a few moments, then looked back at me. 
 
    “Do you know Master Uskaref?” 
 
    “No, Majesty.” 
 
    “No matter.  I do know, and so does Taharq,” she said.  “Go to Taharq and give him these instructions:  He is to go to Captain Khapes and together they will find Uskaref and take him into custody immediately, but they are to treat Uskaref with utmost courtesy!  He may be useful to us.  After they have taken him into custody, Taharq is to return to me as soon as I leave the Grand Vizier’s meeting.  After you have delivered these messages, return to Kho-Tara and bring her to my chamber at the old apartment.” 
 
    “I hear and obey, Majesty.” 
 
    “Go.” 
 
    I hurried off and humorously wondered to myself why she did not ask if I understood before she dismissed me. 
 
    * * * 
 
    “Oh, he is so precious!” exclaimed Kho-Tara, looking into the baby’s crib. 
 
    After I had delivered my message to Taharq and fetched Kho-Tara back to the Queen’s apartments, I brought her in to see little Prince Memthoth while we waited the Queen’s return.  The baby’s wet nursed smiled and picked him up. 
 
    “Would you like to hold him, my Lady?” she asked. 
 
    “May I?” said Kho-Tara with delight.  “Oh, yes!  That would be lovely.” 
 
    As I watched her gently swaying the baby back and forth in her arms and listened to her cooing at him, I noticed that Prince Memthoth did not even look up at the one holding him.  His eyes seemed half-closed, but not from being sleepy, for I had seen that he was always like this when he was awake.  I had thought that, after the first week, most babies would at least look up at someone making a fuss over them.  But even after three weeks, the Prince would not.  He still seemed quiet and unmoving, uncaring.  I harkened back to what Meritaten had said that very morning, but then shrugged; he was still simply a new-born; nothing to worry about; he will grow. 
 
    Soon we heard that the Queen had returned.  The little Prince was placed back in his crib and Kho-Tara and I briskly walked to the Queen’s chamber.  After the usual formulas the Queen dismissed me so that she could interview Kho-Tara alone and in detail.  As I waited outside the door, listening to their indistinct murmuring, I was hoping that the Queen would grant Kho-Tara’s request to become one of the Queen’s ladies-in-waiting, for I liked the girl more and more with each passing moment, and thought that we could be friends, even if she was a lady and I simply a servant.  Less than an hour passed when the door opened and Kho-Tara emerged with a happy smile. 
 
    She saw me and quickly embraced me regardless of our difference in rank.  She whispered, “Oh, thank you Neferkara!  You have been ever so kind to me!  The Queen promised to take care of me!  Her very words!” 
 
    She hurried away with a radiant smile.  I never saw her again. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 The Envoy  
 
    Their eyes locked, their attraction for each other quite evident.  
 
    I had seen the reactions of many men who met Sekma for the first time.  Her reputation as a beauty was well known, and their first meetings with her did not disappoint them.  Even foreigners would behave as if they were courtiers of the King and would launch into rhapsodies about her exquisite beauty.  Sekma would gracefully accept their compliments in a quiet, dignified manner. 
 
    Yet her response at this first meeting with the emissary from Nazkap was quite different.  The man that approached her was tall, powerfully built, handsome, and his bearing carried that of confidence and leadership – one’s thoughts were of the Prince Heruhar.  I stood behind Sekma as she sat next to her husband in the King’s audience chamber, while Lord Rekara stood directly to the left of the King.  The room contained several of the King’s ministers attending the formal installation of the Lord Nash-Ust-Kazuk as Ambassador of the Satrapy of Nazkap.  He approached and bowed to the King, and greeted his Majesty in Egyptian that was heavily accented, but quite fluent and understandable.   
 
    He then bowed to the Queen, and I saw their eyes meet, then widen in seeming astonishment, their gaze reaching out to each other, lingering until it became noticeable to those standing nearby.  It did not surprise me that he was quite taken with the strikingly lovely Queen.  What astounded me was the way she gazed back at him, her eyes penetrating, her body emanating a fascination that I had never seen her display before.  She wore no mask – she was genuinely drawn to this man that stood before her, and her eyes did not leave his as he bowed toward her.  The Vizier, I saw, had seen this attraction also, but discreetly turned his head and pretended he had not.  Lord Nash did not spill flattery on flattery upon the Queen as had others.  Aside from mouthing a simple greeting he said nothing.  Perhaps he was speechless as he contemplated her; perhaps he was cautious, or did not trust his voice at that time; perhaps it was merely his way.  It seemed he suddenly came to himself and broke his eyes away from her before she did.  He stood erect before them and became businesslike again.   The King noticed nothing out of the ordinary.  The King seldom noticed anything out of the ordinary. 
 
    Lord Nash presented his credentials in the form of two letters from His Excellency, the Satrap.  The first was written in cuneiform on a small clay tablet, the second a translation of the first, written in hieroglyphics on a papyrus scroll.  This courtesy of the Satrap’s in preparing a translation received a remark from the Grand Vizier, who took the two documents on behalf of the King, and then he turned to offer them to Amun, his head bowed.  The Ambassador had brought only one member of his retinue with him to the installation, and this retainer now advanced and knelt before the King, holding out a gift, an imaginatively ornamented oil lamp wrought of pure gold.  The King was not overly eager to read the credentials, but giggled with delight at the costly lamp and reached out quickly to take it into his hands and admire it. 
 
    The Ambassador and his wife had arrived the previous day, were met at the quay by the Vizier and several ministers along with an honor guard to escort them to their quarters.  They were installed into their own apartment in the Palace, one large enough to hold their retainers, servants, and guards, and spent the remainder of their first day organizing their new household and were seen by no one.  This was as expected.  The following day only the Ambassador and his functionary were present at the formal ceremony of presenting his credentials.  Yet that evening an elaborate banquet was prepared in his honor, and there he would bring his wife, along with two or three of his more important functionaries, and present them to the King and Queen.  The banquet was laid in the Vizier’s audience chamber since that room was the largest in the Palace, and the Queen had consulted the Vizier closely on this banquet, as the importance of the envoy from Nazkap was enough that this particular banquet had to be the finest and to be considered the highlight of the season.  It had been made known through unofficial channels that this ambassador of Nazkap had been personally chosen and intensively briefed by the High King of the Akkad himself, and Sekma wanted his reception at the Royal Court of Egypt to be perfect. 
 
    That night as I followed the Queen into the banquet she turned to me and whispered, “Taste nothing,” meaning that I would not put on a showy display of tasting for poisons.  The Ambassador would not have understood the gesture, but might have thought the danger real. 
 
    The Queen and the Ambassador did not reveal their mutual fascination that night, yet the effort the Queen made to maintain her mask of calm dignity was quite visible to me – several times I spied her as her head would turn toward him, then quickly turn away before her eyes touched him.  Perhaps the Ambassador, too, had difficulty, but I did not know him well enough to read his face.  However, although I did see him mingle with all the other guests, he carefully avoided Sekma but for the barest greeting.  Soon the dinner was served.  Lord Nash and his wife, the Lady Beni-Mos, were seated at the head table with the King and Queen, along with the Vizier and his Lady.  I had no duties but to stand behind the Queen as if I were a statue, however my nose smelled the delicious cuisine presented and told the tale to my belly, which growled in protest, because the tidbits being tasted for “poison” would not be forthcoming.  I was hungry indeed by the end of the night. 
 
    The following day, Lord Nash and Lady Beni visited the Queen – an informal courtesy call, where they could speak easily and not with stilted and elaborate formality.  Lady Beni-Mos entered with a warm, easy smile and proved to be a naturally friendly person, and she could speak Egyptian with more fluency than Lord Nash.  
She presented the Queen with a small urn containing purple, which was perhaps costlier than the golden lamp given to the King. 
 
    After the formula of greeting, Nash leaned over and murmured to his wife in the Akkadian language, “Her audience chamber is larger than her husband’s!” 
 
    Sekma had taken over the apartments of the late King and her new audience chamber became very busy, very quickly.  Today, however, only a few servants were present, and the chamber was studiously made over to look casual, unintimidating.  Sekma had carefully planned this “informal” visit.  She overheard the remark Nash made to Beni-Mos.   
 
    Sekma looked over to me and spoke, also in Akkadian, and loud enough that she knew they would hear, “Neferkara, bring benches for my guests, then fetch wine and fruits.” 
 
    I bowed and set about my task while noticing the surprise on the face of Nash and his Lady – they did not expect to hear the Egyptian Queen speaking their own language.  This was the subtle way the Queen made known to them that she could understand their speech while at the same time telling them that her handmaiden was Mesopotamian.  Lady Beni regarded me closely.  I could tell she wanted to question me, or at least ask the Queen from whence I came, but she held back. 
 
    When the courtesy call wound down the Ambassador and Lady Beni rose to take their leave.  Lady Beni made her way through the door first, then Lord Nash turned toward the Queen.  It was then I saw invisible lightening pass between the two.  For a bare instant it looked as if the world had disappeared and left the two alone, and their eyes could see only each other.  Lord Nash straightened himself, turned, departed.  After I closed the door behind them I turned and saw the Queen standing silently, her face with a pensive, almost dreamy countenance.  She shook herself and then went about her work. 
 
    * * * 
 
    “Permit me to remind your Majesty,” said Lord Rekara to King Amun, “that the ancient border between Egypt and Nubia was set at the First Cataract.  It was your Majesty’s grandfather that pushed the frontiers back to the Second Cataract, and it was your Majesty’s late father, the Great King, who pushed that boundary even farther south to its present location.  The Nubians have never recognized our right to that land, and still consider it their own.” 
 
    We were in the King’s audience chamber.  I did not stand behind Sekma as was usual, but knelt nearby, almost out of sight. 
 
    “Well, I just don’t understand,” said the King, “why, after all these years, they want it all back.” 
 
    The Queen did not bother explaining to the King, but turned to the Vizier to continue the more important issue. 
 
    “My Lord,” said Sekma, “the demonstrations of force made by the Nubians over the past few years reveal how serious they are at retaking their traditional lands, and for restoring the Nubian people living in the disputed region back to being subjects of their King.  The Nubian King has not sent the tribute in gold to us since the Great King’s death, and defied us when we demanded that he resume.  That is one thing.  However, this most recent display, I argue most strenuously, is not a mere demonstration, but an actual invading force which is gathering together.  I am quite certain the Nubians mean to re-conquer their ancient lands.  We must strive with all our hearts to avert war.  Of course we must defend ourselves – by every means! – yet we must avoid goading the Nubians by appearing hostile.” 
 
    “Agreed, Majesty,” replied Rekara.  “The ticklish problem would be this:  We must absolutely prepare an army of defense, yet how to mobilize an army without provoking immediate response?  How to have diplomatic discussions while sitting in front of an army of invasion?   How to prevent keyed-up soldiers from clashing with each other?  We cannot amass an army against the Nubians and then say we want to talk.  They could not afford to relax their guard.” 
 
    Amun looked from one to the other, wondering how it was that the Vizier and the Queen seemed to instantly understand and agree on subjects of which he, the King, had but the vaguest notions. 
 
    “My contacts tell me,” said the Queen, “that the Nubians have arrayed at least ten battalions near the border and are accumulating more.” 
 
    Rekara looked at her with surprise.  Her “contacts”?  This was the first he heard of Sekma’s ability to gather her own intelligence in more places than simply within the Palace walls. 
 
    “Small groups of our soldiers,” the Queen continued, “of, say, no more than company strength may cover as much as five iteru per day, if by forced march.  However, groups of battalion strength and larger can travel no more than three iteru per day.  We already have five battalions in several camps near the Second Cataract as permanent garrison – a large force, true, but they would be overwhelmed by the ten or more arrayed against them.  We do have another twelve battalions in Upper Nile, but strung out along the River between the First and Second Cataract.  There will be a question of speed.” 
 
    King Amun spoke.  “I have forgotten the distance between the First and Second Cataract.” 
 
    “Thirty-two iteru, dear husband,” Sekma replied, “which means the battalions at the First Cataract would require eleven days hard marching to get to the Second.  However, we would probably need that much time simply to prepare them for their march.  This means well over three weeks before all the army has made rendezvous and advanced to the southern frontier, perhaps too late to prevent hostilities.  Speed!  It is a question of speed.” 
 
    “I would suggest, my King,” said Rekara who looked, not at him, but at Sekma, “that we send word to all battalions to begin their march as soon as they are prepared and able and not wait to join with each other to march as a body.  The Nubians would see our garrison grow over a period of days as each battalion arrived.  The ones farthest south would be able to join the garrison on the border within a few days of receiving the order.  It may give the Nubians pause, perhaps enough to give us time to request parley.” 
 
    Amun looked at Sekma. 
 
    “Lord Rekara’s suggestion is a very good one, my King,” she said. 
 
    Amun looked back at Rekara. 
 
    “Now, for the diplomatic efforts,” said Rekara.  “This crisis calls for unique measures; we must do something out of the ordinary, something unexpected by the Nubian king.  I would suggest, my King, that you and I personally journey to the border and request a meeting with the Nubian king.  We shall make known to him that we journey there, not to take command of the armies, but to meet him in friendship, and to ask why his armies are arrayed before us.  I believe the village of Kushtak sits astride the border.  Perhaps we can arrange to have the negotiations there.” 
 
    Amun looked quite worried.  “Do I need to go?” 
 
    “Husband,” said the Queen, “Lord Rekara’s idea is superb.  When the Nubian king learns that you come in your own person and bring the Grand Vizier for discussions with him he will know we are serious about resolving all issues without resorting to war.” 
 
    “But – but what if he thinks that I do come to lead the armies?” the King said.  “He might attack me!  I might have to fight!  What then?” 
 
    “My Amun,” said the Queen.  “He will know that your five battalions would not be enough to attack him, but would be more than enough to be a bodyguard to protect you.  As the other battalions arrive they may stay back by one iteru from Kushtak and not advance unless there are hostilities.” 
 
    The look of worry on King Amun’s face bordered on fear.  “Do I really need to go?” 
 
    Rekara, in his gentlest voice, said, “I think your presence would be of the highest value, your Majesty.  I believe that your presence alone would prevent any fighting from breaking out.” 
 
    “Very well,” said Amun, his lower lip protruding like a reluctant child.  “But what are we going to talk about?” 
 
    “My King,” said Sekma, “simply have Lord Rekara do all the talking for you.  He will stand beside you as you sit in front of the Nubian king, and my Lord will speak for you, and come to compromise.” 
 
    Rekara said, “I suggest that the best tactic, my King, would be to offer to withdraw the border back to below the Second Cataract.  They, of course, would demand all the traditional lands returned, right down to the First Cataract, but then in reply we shall only agree to set the new border no farther back than the village of Beshkat, which is about half the distance between the First and Second Cataract.” 
 
    The King looked back at Sekma. 
 
    “Excellent, my Lord Rekara,” said Sekma.  The two seemed to have the same mind.  “They will have control of lands that have been in Egyptian hands for over seventy-five years.  They would think this an honorable settlement to avoid open war.” 
 
    “Very well,” said Amun, “but do I really need to go?  It is so far away.” 
 
    “It will be essential, dearest,” said Sekma.  “Your presence would overawe the Nubian king, and when you return you will be hailed as a peacemaker.” 
 
    “Will you be coming, too, Sekma?” the King pleaded.  “I would not like to be away from you for so long.” 
 
    “Oh, my dearest,” she replied, “I, too, want to be at your side and nowhere else.  However, both you and the Grand Vizier will be away from Court.  I do not think it wise for me to be absent too, as the rest of the kingdom needs looking after, the present crisis notwithstanding.  I shall remain here as your regent.  If, of course, you so command me.” 
 
    Rekara’s mouth made a slight grimace.  He had been planning for his deputy to be regent during the King’s absence. 
 
    “Yes,” the King wistfully said.  “Yes, I suppose so, if you think it best.  But I shall be lonely without you.” 
 
    “And I for you, my dearest,” she said, paused, then, “Perhaps, my King, you may want to invite your little friend – what is her name?  Tiabet? – perhaps she may enjoy an exciting holiday with you.” 
 
    King Amun looked bashful, and a little embarrassed that Sekma would mention his mistress.  It was expected of a king to enjoy the favors of many women, but this particular young woman was already married, and the King felt a twinge of shame for having seduced her – or so he thought – and he also felt he was somehow deceiving Sekma.  Yet, surprising as it was to him, Sekma seemed quite understanding and, as she invariably did in other issues, put the King’s mind at rest over the matter. 
 
    I immediately surmised Sekma’s true reason for her suggestion: she would order Tiabet to be in constant communication, and the Queen would be well-informed of anything that went on that was not recorded in official dispatches.  And the Queen would also be informed of Tiabet’s doings, through her handmaiden’s messages to me. 
 
    “If – if you think it wise,” he said. 
 
    “Oh, my King,” she replied, “my only thoughts are for your happiness.  Your lovely companion would be there to relieve you of your cares each night, such that when you are back in my arms you will be relaxed and content.” 
 
    The King relented and he and the Vizier began planning their departure.  Due to the severity of the crisis, the King and the Grand Vizier were on their way upriver in less than a week.  Sekma remained behind as regent. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Sekma immediately made use of her new power. 
 
    In the past, regents for absent kings had the role of mere caretakers, temporary figureheads.  Sekma did not dwell long upon the role of past regents.  She was anything but a caretaker and took on an active part in ruling the kingdom and leading the government even before the King had reached the frontier with Nubia, and her audience chamber quickly became busier than the Grand Vizier’s. 
 
    Sekma had always been unhappy with the inefficiency and poor performance among the various ministers, yet she had known for years that it was not due to incompetence on the part of the individual ministers, but the overall administration.  The inefficiency was due to poor communications.  Several of the ministries had overlapping responsibilities and miscues were quite common.  In other cases, ministers would be summoned for consultation individually or in small groups and all too often other ministers would be unaware of new directives or commands until some gaffe or other brought it attention.  Sekma thought that the easiest solution was to have regular meetings of all ministers, such that all were up-to-date on the workings of the government, that all would have the sense of laboring for the entire kingdom as a team, rather than each in his own small bailiwick, and issues involving several ministers could be discussed at once.  She announced the creation of the King’s Council – the first in the history of Egypt, I was given to understand.  Sekma worked closely with the Vizier’s deputy, whom she eventually appointed as presiding officer, and she taught that gentleman to have council meetings at least twice a month, and more often if required, and that this gentleman was to make sure that all other ministers would be informed, on hand, and to attend promptly at the appointed hour.  She told him to have records of the proceedings of each meeting of the King’s Council kept by a scribe, and she would read the records carefully, and those records became official documents, stored in the archives.  She taught the Vizier’s deputy the concept of having a set agenda at each meeting to prevent the conversations from wandering. 
 
    She would meet frequently and privately with the various ministers.  In many cases she would make known to them what was needed in this or that business of governing and in the bureaucracy, and to have those ministers send out directives in their own names, but the directives were hers, verbatim at times.  She would also meet with them individually to instruct them on what she expected of them at council meetings.  By now, the ministers knew her too well to disobey her.  Many were in fear of her, for the memory of the bloody purge that took place after the death of the Great King was all too fresh.   
 
    Sekma’s attention then turned to the kingdom at large.  Taharq had learned from Uskaref, the old King’s spy, about many agents throughout the kingdom that would report intelligence.  Taharq quickly had these agents reporting through him to the Queen and, with Uskaref’s help, learned the old King’s techniques for recruiting new agents.  Sekma now had a network of spies reaching throughout the kingdom, and their loyalties were to her – not to the King, not to the Vizier, not even to Taharq – and these spies were unknown to anyone except those within Sekma’s group of operatives.  I was part of this group, with my string of handmaidens.  With her new-found sources of intelligence, the Queen was able to isolate members of the Royal Family whom she thought possible rivals to her – younger princes, princes from the distaff side of the Royal Family, royal uncles, not neglecting powerful noblemen.  Sekma became so well-informed that very few in the kingdom were able to outmaneuver her.  If the Queen had been a player at the game of Trow, she would have been unbeatable, for she was always several moves ahead of her opponents.  If the Grand Vizier had worried about Sekma amassing too much power at her coronation, then he was very dismayed when he returned from Nubia and found that she had doubled and trebled that power. 
 
    The Queen then set about reminding the more important functionaries in the land that they were expected to take initiative in their own provinces, yet were always answerable to the Royal Palace – which is pronounced “Pharaoh” in the Egyptian language – and they were expected to administer their duties industriously and efficiently, and always with loyalty to the King.  She expected regular reports from all, especially the governors, who were commanded to send weekly letters to her detailing all that had happened in their provinces.  However, the letters would be addressed not to her personally, but to the Royal Palace, ostensibly the Grand Vizier, and each letter would begin, “To the Pharaoh, Greetings”. 
 
    She found out that almost every functionary was not completely honest, but would take a fraction of the gold here and there, when opportunity permitted, and not enough to be noticeable, and not too often – it had always been an unspoken perquisite of office, although a crime in the eyes of the law.  She decided she did not mind a little bit of graft on the part of the officials; their dishonesty became another one of her tools, for by ignoring the graft, she repaid talent, and by invoking the law, she crushed mediocrity.  As insidious as she was, I had to smile wryly at the way she would use a single act of greed to reward or to punish – or first to reward, then later to punish. 
 
    Although I was a mere handmaiden, so much activity occurred round the Queen that I, with my own eyes, saw how she transformed the government of Egypt within months of the death of the Great King.  The Palace was more than simply the residence of the King, it was also the seat of government where lived many of the ministers and their retinues, those functionaries who dealt closely with the monarch, their subordinates, the bureaucracy, and the many scribes and clerks, all with their families.  Now, as one would walk through the Palace, one noticed how the people there moved about with a new vigor, with brisk step and businesslike demeanor.  Simply being in her presence was an education in efficiency and competence.  Sekma was a gifted and wise ruler – and unflinchingly ruthless.   
 
    Nothing was outside the scope of the Regent, Queen Sekma.  She met with ambassadors and foreign legations, would oversee the workings of the ministers dealing with other kingdoms, and would read each diplomatic document.  More than anything else she would accomplish, Queen Sekma’s finest achievement was in foreign relations, and the world quickly came to know that the Egypt of Good King Amun was far more reasonable, more approachable, and more consistent in policy then was the Egypt of Great King Ahmose.   
 
    Diplomatic negotiations with Lord Nash were handled by Lord Khamose, the Chief Minister to the Queen’s Court – a sort of Vizier for the Queen.  The pretense for requesting a diplomat from Nazkap had been to discuss the safety of trade caravans.  This issue was easily resolved in only one or two months of casual negotiation.  Sekma did not interfere with these discussions except to check in now and then.  A protocol was eventually reached and then began the tedious task of converting the protocol into a finalized treaty written in two languages, which – line by line, and word by word – had to be studied at length to be certain that no misunderstandings would occur later.  But this task was given to others, so Lord Nash and Lord Khamose then proceeded to the more important issue – the unspoken reason for Lord Nash’s presence in Egypt.  This, however, was much more complex and required the most careful of discussions.  When Lord Khamose informed the Queen that the talks with Lord Nash had taken up the delicate issues relating to the sack of Terqa, she became more involved.  She had frequent meetings with the two noblemen.  Usually after they had concluded their own discussions for the day, the two noblemen would make their way to the Queen’s audience chamber for a brief visit with her, and Khamose and Nash would summarize the day’s progress, and they in turn would hear Sekma’s thoughts and opinions.  The initial discussions were about the far-ranging effects of the atrocities committed by the old King, and what could be done to normalize relations between Egypt, the Sumerians, and the Akkadian Empire.  Sekma began to see Nash every day.  I was there and witnessed the attraction between them grow with each visit. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The Sun was almost setting as the meeting in the Queen’s audience chamber came to a close.  Lord Khamose took his leave quickly and departed, as he was invited to a dinner with someone.  The scribes and other servants were dismissed.  Lord Nash and Sekma remained, while I, ignored by those two, knelt nearby – indeed, a mere slave was not a person to them, so for them this was the first time that they were alone.      
 
    After the door closed behind Khamose, Sekma and Nash merely gazed at each other for several moments, as they sat at opposites, their eyes unmoving, each focused only on the one before them.  Their mouths had mere hints of smiles and it seemed there was an unspoken conversation between them, as if each had the same thought – at last! at last we have this moment! – and they savored this first moment together in silence.  Then Lord Nash spoke.  Their words took on two meanings. 
 
    “Majesty, I marvel at your skills as a negotiator,” he said quietly, his eyes never leaving hers.  “Never did I sit across from one so shrewd.” 
 
    “You flatter me, my Lord,” she answered.  “Remember that we both want the same thing, and we both know we shall arrive at an agreement eventually.” 
 
    “Yes, Majesty, but the devil is in the details.” 
 
    “The devil,” she replied, “is where one finds him, and one must always beware.”  Her voice became low, her eyes intently regarding him.  “There are many devils that walk about in the shape of men.” 
 
    “Now you flatter me, Majesty,” he said.   
 
    She laughed in her rich, musical voice.  “Is that a confession, then?  Must I perform the ritual of exorcism?” 
 
    “The best have tried – and failed,” he smiled back.  “But the devil that possesses me believes he has met his match at last.” 
 
    “Indeed?” she said in a mocking voice.  “I have not yet begun the ritual, and you admit defeat so easily?  I could have hoped for a worthier adversary.” 
 
    “Majesty, I would not use that word, ‘defeat’, to describe my encounter with you.” 
 
    “So?  Then what word would be best?” 
 
    “Surrender,” he said. 
 
    The desire they had for each other was palpable, could almost be seen hanging in the air.  They both paused a moment, as if to catch their breath, for the atmosphere between them was highly charged.  Nash seemingly changed the topic.  
 
    “Majesty,” he said, “the King, your husband, has been gone these weeks.  What news from the South?”     
 
    She laughed gently.  “Are you spy as well as diplomat, my Lord?  That you would want news of a possible quarrel with our neighbors?  That you would busily report to your master the latest absurdities amongst the Egyptians?” 
 
    He smiled.  “One may only wonder when his Majesty plans to return; and for the King to be absent for this much time, one can only surmise that he has the most important of matters which call him away.  It was mere curiosity on my part to speculate about the urgent issues that would take him away from his beautiful Queen, or how long he plans to leave her quite alone, unprotected against the advances of unscrupulous spies or devils that walk about as men.  Yet I must admit that your remark is true, that a diplomat has more duties than merely speak for his master, for what diplomat on earth is not a spy, Majesty, should the occasion arise?” 
 
    “True enough,” she answered, “and now that you have said it, I would have low opinion of a diplomat that did not at least try to spy now and then.” 
 
    “Then perhaps, Majesty, you will take note of this trifling effort of mine.  I would be grieved were you to hold me in low opinion.” 
 
    “Your effort is noted, my Lord,” she said, almost murmuring the words, “and I would never hold you in low opinion.” 
 
    They sat moments more, simply contemplating each other.  The Queen stood, and Lord Nash immediately rose from his seat as good manners would demand. 
 
    “Perhaps some wine before you depart?” she said.  “Or does the spy in you need to keep a clear head?”  
 
    “The spy in me may decline,” he answered, “but the diplomat in me forbids me to say ‘no’.  The devil in me must cast the deciding vote.” 
 
    She laughed again, “Then, my Lord, we are at the mercy of the devil.” 
 
    Queen Sekma walked to the door, Lord Nash following, and I rose and followed them out of the audience chamber, down the hall, and to the Queen’s bedchamber.  There we entered.  She stood in the middle of the room, facing the window, watching the gathering darkness, saying nothing, did not order me to fetch wine. 
 
    “Your Majesty – ” began Lord Nash. 
 
    “Hush,” she interrupted him, not turning from the window.  “There is no queen in this room.  Only Sekma stands before you.” 
 
    He advanced until he stood at her back, his hands took her round her waist, and he said, “Sekma.” 
 
    She turned about until she faced him, raised her arms, they embraced and began kissing in earnest. 
 
    I knew what was to come.  I expected at any moment for the Queen to order me to fetch her water basin and her small vial; but their embrace, their enraptured kissing became intense and I wondered if the Queen was sensible enough to give the order.  I had never seen her as passionate as this, for those times with the King she was merely playacting, and she wore the mask of an eager lover with her husband.  Yet with Nash I saw her true face; her visage was one of a young woman helplessly swept up in the moment, in the emotion, in the desire, her heart racing, her body feeling only the abandon.   
 
    Nash held her close, said, “Dismiss your maid, Sekma.” 
 
    “But she – but she – ” the Queen began breathlessly.  “She needs to get my – ” 
 
    He began to kiss her delicately lovely neck.  I saw her eyes half-close in ecstasy.  “Oh, Goddess!” 
 
    “Dismiss your maid,” he repeated.  “It puts me off my stride to have onlookers.” 
 
    Sekma’s eyes were closed, her neck arched upward as he kissed her there, and I knew that she was feeling an exquisite ache, a need for fulfilment.  Her eyes barely opened, she looked to me. 
 
    “Leave us,” she gasped. 
 
   


  
 

 The Bastard 
 
    “The Queen?  Has a lover?”  Meritaten said incredulously.  “She does not know the meaning of the word ‘love’!  What creature would she love?  What creature could love her?” 
 
    “Hush yourself!” I hissed, then whispered, “It was with the Lord Nash-Ust-Kazuk.” 
 
    “Oh,” she said, “now that I understand.  All the women in the Palace would fall in love with him given half the chance.  He’s quite the stallion!  When he walks through the Palace one can hear the sighs of the young women.  I know I do!” 
 
    A silly feeling of jealousy flitted through my heart and was gone.  I batted at her. 
 
    “He does not know her as we do,” I said.  “All he sees is her beauty, not her heart.” 
 
    “Well, he’s done something with her heart if she has fallen in love!” 
 
    “I did not say she was in love!” I countered.  “I said she has a lover.  There is a difference.  And you must be sure to hold your tongue!” 
 
    “You need not tell me,” she replied.  “This is Queen Sekma we are talking about.  It would mean the end of us if we spoke to others!  I do not wish to see Taharq following us one day if the Queen suspects that word got about the Palace because of us.  There are better ways to die than at the hands of that jackal!” 
 
    She thought a moment, then laughed.  “In love or simply a love affair – it is hard to believe either could touch that Queen.  Do you think she may actually be in love?” 
 
    “Who can say with that one,” I said.  “She is Sekma.  She is not like others.” 
 
    Over the weeks the Queen and Lord Nash had many trysts, several each week, and if so much as a few days passed between their assignations, they would seemingly fling themselves upon each other when they met in private, as if their hunger for each other turned them into ravenous beasts, and it was all I could do to leave her room before they started disrobing each other before my eyes. 
 
    Yet Lord Nash never stayed long in Sekma’s room – never more than an hour, many times less.  This made me believe it was lust rather than Love, for when one is in Love, the heart will sing two songs, one of passion, the other of sweet peace which may last much longer than the song of passion.  My memories brought back to me those precious hours I had with my husband, how we would hold each other and speak dear words as our hearts calmed after he had taken me, and sometimes the intimate talk and gentle Love would last until dawn; and with Meritaten, I thought of those quiet moments we would have when we would simply lie in each other’s arms after making love, saying nothing, for nothing needed to be said.  This, to me, was Love, and I did not see this with the Queen and Lord Nash. 
 
    In love or simply a love affair, neither touched the Queen’s character.  If I had been hoping that Sekma would become gentler or more compassionate, I was sadly mistaken.  She still drove her subordinates mercilessly, and drove herself more than others. 
 
    One day, Lord Nash remained in Sekma’s bedchamber longer than he usually did.  I, sitting outside her door, at first heard the faint sounds of their lovemaking, as usual, but then they talked together for over an hour.  It was quite late when Lord Nash departed. 
 
    After more than a week I realized that the Lord Nash had stopped visiting Sekma’s bedchamber.  He still arrived several times a week for discussions along with Lord Khamose, but then the two men would leave at the same time.  I observed this for another week, but saw no change in the outward demeanor either of Sekma or Lord Nash.  Was their love affair over? I wondered.  I would have thought that it would end as other love affairs ended, with tense words, strained conversations, at times with tears.  Yet both appeared as unconcerned as ever.  Their flirtatious banter, however, had vanished.  And something in my heart told me the Queen was enraged. 
 
    Many more weeks passed.  Eventually word came that the King and the Vizier would be completing their diplomatic mission soon, and would be coming home, perhaps within a month.  The next morning the Queen opened her door to admit me, but after I was inside she told me to sit.  I lowered myself to the floor before her as she sat on her bench. 
 
    “I am with child,” she said bluntly, with less feeling than if she had announced that she had a headache.  She then continued in a sarcastic tone, “And the King, with his penetrating intellect, will eventually work out that the child is not his.  So we shall conceal it from him, and you will be the only one to know.  I look to you to be most attentive at all times and follow my orders without hesitation.  And you are to tell no one, not even that serving hall wench to whom you are oh-so-devoted.  I shall be most displeased with you were I to find that others know this little fact, for I know that only you would be the source of this juicy bit of gossip!” 
 
    “As you command, Majesty,” I said.  I solemnly promised myself that Meritaten would never know, for she would be in as much danger as I, were the fact of Sekma’s pregnancy become known. 
 
    “After the King arrives,” she continued, “I shall say to him that I need to go to my estate in the Delta for certain things that I have put off.  I have several estates, but this one would be perfect for what I need to do.  When my belly begins to grow, you and I shall depart.  There, at my estate, you will help me birth this brat, and then you will set it adrift in the River.” 
 
    “The – the River, Majesty?” I stammered.  Would she call upon me to do this?  I knew that I could never bring myself to place a newborn into a basket and then set it in the River for the crocodiles. 
 
    “I believe I know what you are thinking,” she said, “that there are other ways for a woman to be rid of an unwanted child, long before her belly exposes her little mistake.” 
 
    That was not what I was thinking, but I remained silent. 
 
    “However, I do not like the odds,” she said, “for perhaps one in ten women become fatally infected after the procedure.  I have too much to accomplish before I allow myself to die.” 
 
    Allow herself to die? I wondered. 
 
    “Your thoughts?” she asked. 
 
    It quite surprised me that she would ask for my thoughts, yet I remembered how Sekma worked, that every morsel of information was fed to that powerful intellect of hers, and she used these tidbits to formidable advantage.  Perhaps she had never anticipated becoming pregnant by any man but the King, and she had been reluctant even for the King to place a babe into her womb, so it might have been that she was getting my opinion or experience to help her in her stratagems.  As for myself, how could I tell her I did not want to be the one to get rid of the child, for I knew no one else would be commanded by her?  If her birthing were to remain a secret, she would not trust anyone else to do this.  I thought furiously. 
 
    “Majesty,” I said, “may I presume that the child’s father is the Lord Nash-Ust-Kazuk?” 
 
    “What a keen observer you are to have picked him out of the parade of men filing through my bedchamber,” she said caustically.  “Of course the child is his!  What has that got to do with it?” 
 
    “Majesty,” I began slowly, “I have never met any mortal so able in every way as you, or as astute as you, as wise or as strong-willed as you, except for the Lord Nash.  Do you not think that a child of Sekma and Nash would be a superior creature?” 
 
    She regarded me for a long moment, then she spoke, and it seemed as if she was thinking out loud more than speaking to me. 
 
    “That is an intriguing thought,” she said, “and there is merit in what you say.  I do not like to waste anything that may be useful, and this child does have superior parents.  And now that you have put the thought into my mind, I am thinking that the child may be helpful to the kingdom one day, for the Goddess knows we do not have enough capable people at court.  Hmm, child of Sekma and Nash.  Such a child would stand out, I am sure.  But the child must never know its parentage, yet must be raised where it could learn things, not on some mud hole of a farm somewhere.  Hmm, yes.  Let me think on this.” – she sat in thought for another few moments, looked up – “Anything else?” 
 
    “Majesty,” I replied nervously, “I have never birthed a child before.  I do not know what to do!” 
 
    She chuckled.   
 
    “It seems you are the one in fear, not I,” she said.  “You attended at my son’s birthing, did you not?  Did you learn nothing?” 
 
    “Majesty, I – I watched up until his Highness, the Prince was born, then my eyes were only on the Prince,” I said.  “I do not know what the midwife did after that.” 
 
    “No matter,” she said.  “I shall instruct you as we go along.  It is easy enough.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Sekma had said that her estate in the Delta would be perfect.  Now I understood what she meant. 
 
    She had a beautiful walled estate with many trees and green shrubs growing all round.  The nearest estate of a nobleman was over one iteru distant, so we knew that casual visits from gentry in the area would be seldom.  A small village was located on the River a few hets upstream, which proved to be convenient.  Within the walls of the estate, the main house was well-separated from the other buildings, guard houses, and servant’s quarters.  Sekma would be able to remain inside the house and no one would see her, for she would not be moving about in places where servants would be found. 
 
    The change from city to countryside was a tonic for me, the farmland refreshing to the heart, the change of pace quite resting.  We settled in, and I quickly found that I was the only servant that was to sleep inside the main house.  The other servants went about their business in cooking and cleaning, but after their chores were finished in the main house they were excused and went about other duties elsewhere.  The steward of her estate was both frightened and elated at her visit, for she came not often to that estate and then only for brief stays, and the first day he strode about with a self-important air.  He was a bit disappointed when Sekma told him he was not to attend her, as she needed to be alone and he would be summoned when needed, but otherwise he was to make himself scarce. 
 
    During our months at her country estate Sekma kept herself informed of all that was going on by many letters and messages to and from her various agents in the King’s city and elsewhere.  She and the King exchanged many letters; his were pleas for her to return as soon as possible, hers were charming descriptions of the Delta, amusing goings-on at the estate, and promises to come very soon, next week or next month at the latest.  Sekma also communicated with Tiabet, the King’s mistress, whereby she instructed the young woman on how to be more inventive in the King’s bed, to distract him from longing for Sekma’s return.  Her letters to and from the Vizier were different, in that she circumspectly told him to advise the King on all matters, yet for him to remember that she would have a close eye and ear on all the proceedings of the court.  I still could not read the Egyptian writing, yet there was one letter she wrote which I could read, for it was written in cuneiform.  I was getting her correspondence ready to pass to a messenger to carry back to the Palace when I saw it and glanced at it quickly, out of curiosity. 
 
    Taharq came in person once, for the issues they needed to discuss were complex and could not be handled by letters alone.  However, even her master spy was excluded from the Queen’s secret.  When he attended her she wore flowing robes, was seated when he was admitted into her room, and never rose during their entire meeting.  I felt a ridiculous glee, for I was entrusted with a secret that he was not.  Before he left he gave her a scroll with a transcription of many of the reports of the handmaidens.  The Queen had instructed Meritaten to give him these reports while she, Sekma, was away, so Taharq dutifully wrote down what was told him, word for word.  It was after Taharq had departed that the Queen read this report.  Then something extraordinary happened.   
 
    She was casually reading the report when she suddenly threw the report to the floor, stood, stamped her feet upon it, kicked it, then stomped off to her bedchamber.  It took no philosopher to explain to me that she read something very upsetting, yet I did not know if I should follow her as a handmaiden is supposed to do, or leave her to her rage, for it would be dangerous to be near her when she was so.  Whatever I chose to do, I thought, I would be making a mistake, so I decided to follow the basic custom – stay close to the mistress.  I went to her bedchamber, found the door open, so I went inside where I saw Sekma lying on the bed, not moving.  Just inside the door I knelt, making a slight noise that I knew she would hear, to let her know that I was there.  It was several moments before she rose. 
 
    “Neferkara,” she said, “I dropped something on the floor in the other chamber.  Fetch it.” 
 
    “At once, Majesty,” I said, and hurried off to the next room and retrieved the scroll she had trampled.  When I returned it to her she sat on her bed and read at the place she had been reading when she had thrown it to the floor. 
 
    “That bastard,” she murmured.  “That bastard.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Sekma had planned well.  In the privacy of the great house, not one servant knew of her pregnancy, so when her term arrived she and I were alone for the event.  Just as I had seen her with the birth of Prince Memthoth, she did not make the agonized outbursts that other women make while giving birth – no loud yelling, no screaming.  Although one could see she was in great pain, she would only set her teeth and grunt intensely with each contraction.   
 
    With this birthing, however, between contractions she would repeat, breathlessly, “You bastard.  You bastard.”  Somehow I knew she was addressing the Lord Nash and not the child who was causing her pains. 
 
    She was true to her word and kept enough presence of mind to tell me exactly what to do and when to do it.  The child came out and I saw it was a boy, and she then instructed me to place the child in her arms to hold, for I needed to tie and cut the cord quickly, then attend to the discharging of the afterbirth.  It suddenly occurred to me that we had not secured the services of a wet nurse, yet I was amazed when I looked up from cleaning her and saw Sekma nursing the child herself, a slight smile on her face.  I knew at that moment that she had made up her mind – the child would be spared. 
 
    She looked up, said, “It was your suggestion to keep him, Neferkara.  Give him a name.” 
 
    I had not anticipated giving the child a name.  I turned, came close, and knelt beside the Queen, and looked at the new-born boy.  I fell in love with him instantly. 
 
    “He is so beautiful, Majesty!” I murmured. 
 
    “Then give him a name, girl!” she snapped. 
 
    I thought of a mischievous little scamp who lived in the city just outside the Palace gates, and I saw him many times when I would walk about in the market.  He was a little pest full of energy and naughtiness, and was never without a huge grin.  He would spy me and then plague me with taunts and hilarious antics.  He was so annoying it was all one could do to avoid picking him up and tickling him as punishment.  Now and then I would buy him a sweet at one of the food stalls. 
 
    “Yes, Majesty,” I said.  “I think I have a name for him.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    We carefully kept the staff unaware of the child and his noises for a few days as Sekma arranged the boat for our return to the King’s city.  When the day of departure came we smuggled the child on board under our wraps, then from that point – where we were with people outside of the estate – I was to pretend the child was mine.  Sekma, I, and the baby would spend much of our time in the little cabin of the boat.  There Sekma would nurse the child, unobserved by others.  I had never seen Sekma warm-hearted with anyone, and I wondered if this baby would change Sekma’s character.  I could not judge, however, for she seemed as cold-blooded as always, yet when we reached the King’s city, she gave her baby a gaze of longing as I took him from her for the last time. 
 
    The Queen was met at the quay by the King himself along with the Vizier, both of whom expressed their delight at her return.  An honor guard was at the ready to escort the party back to the Royal apartments.  In the background I held the baby, then when the Royalty had left, I quickly followed Sekma’s instructions and went to a woman who took the child from my arms.  I disliked giving him up to someone I did not know, and I had become so fond of him I thought of him as my own.  Yet I saw this woman as being warm-hearted and quite competent, so I relented and left the baby with her.  Before I left her I told her his name. 
 
    That night the King gave a small reception of welcome for Sekma, with but a few of the highest royalty and the Vizier present.  After the banquet was over and the guests had departed I heard the King suggest to Sekma that she join him in his bed and they could give each other a proper greeting.  Sekma evaded the King’s caresses by saying her menses had arrived.  The King was a bit superstitious about this fact of womanhood, so aside from many kisses and a very charming speech, he allowed her to return to her own apartments. 
 
    After completing all other tasks and as soon as was possible, I was in Meritaten’s arms and we had a laughing and happily tearful reunion.  Late that night, as all others were asleep, Meritaten and I quietly moved, like little mice, to a small alcove in one of the halls, there to have a bit of privacy.  We held each other close and kissed, for we had missed each other very much during my absence.  Then I told her of the country estate and the surrounding area, of the different occurrences that happened.  Of course, I did not tell her of the true reason for being there, that the Queen had given birth to her child by Lord Nash.  We spoke long, and she told me many things that had occurred while I was gone.  Then she told me something that I had half-expected to hear.   
 
    “The Queen,” said Meritaten, “has probably been informed by Taharq of what I learned from one of the handmaidens, that the Lord Nash-Ust-Kazuk had a love affair with a noble Lady in the Palace.  It seems they kept it a secret for quite some time, even from her handmaiden!  Yet it looks as if they had trysts almost as soon as he stopped seeing the Queen.” 
 
    She laughed.  I then knew why Sekma kept repeating “You bastard!” even as she was giving birth, for she must have felt humiliated that Nash had all but run from her when he had found out that she was with child, and he fled straight into the arms of this other Lady. 
 
    “Yet now,” Meritaten continued, “the latest I heard was that the Lord Nash has stopped seeing her!  And I think I know the reason!” 
 
    “Yes?” I replied.  “And what is that?” 
 
    She leaned over and whispered.  “The Lady is with child!  His!”     
 
      
 
   


  
 

 The Seven Doors of Queen Eresh 
 
    A physician to the Royal Family of Egypt lived a comfortable, if precarious existence.  When old King Ahmose died while sitting with his council, his personal physician was summoned at once to make last examination of the Royal cadaver, and upon receiving the summons the physician made haste as fast as his legs could carry him – but in a different direction.  That learnéd gentleman immediately fled the city without so much as stopping to pack a bag or even to inform his family.  He had remembered all too well of many cases in the past where a royal physician did not live a day past the death of his master.  He need not have worried.  If he had remained, Sekma’s only action would have been to upbraid him for keeping the Great King alive for so many years. 
 
    The King’s city had grown over the generations as many settled there to get in on the gold, either ambitious nobles, shrewd merchants, or clever artisans.  Doctors, too, came flocking; there was never any lack of physicians, surgeons, dentists, apothecaries, healers, and quacks, either in the Palace or outside in the town, and because of this abundance – or perhaps in spite of it – the people in the King’s city were healthier than the average subject in the rest of the kingdom.  The physicians of Egypt were far superior to those of my homeland of Sumer – so they claimed – yet much of their arts were quite alien to me and I would have been loth to see one if I had become ill.  Their medicines seemed to have been concocted with a view to disgust more than to soothe the patient.  The fragrance of their salves, lotions, and ointments would have caused pigs to flee upwind.  The medical instruments they possessed aroused the envy of executioners for the torture that they promised.  It seemed, also, that the flock of physicians had parceled out to each other the different skills required: one did nothing but set splints for broken limbs, another to suture and bandage wounds; one specialized in fevers, another with ailments of the bowels.  There were a few, however, who were simply skilled in the art of healing, regardless of the affliction.   
 
    The most renowned of the physicians in the King’s city – either by skill or by self-promotion – was taken on by a member of the royalty or a rich noble, and lived in his own room at royal residences or in an apartment assigned by his master or mistress, and he cared for that household alone.  The rest lived in a quarter of the city known as the Street of Ptah, for it was a common fiction that physicians were also priests of the god of healing.  Here was a controversy I never understood, in that Egyptians in the region of the King’s city believed Ptah to be god of healing, while northward, the people said that it was Ptah’s wife, Sekhmet, who was the goddess of healing, and that Ptah was merely the god of craftsmen.  I could never sort out the different, often contradictory stories the Egyptians told each other about their deities.  They were not at all as believable or as rational as the pantheon of Sumer.   
 
    I did learn, however, that the Goddess Sekhmet was also goddess of curses, evil spells, and poisons.  And the Queen’s name, Sekma, was derived from the name of the Goddess.  I thought it all too appropriate. 
 
    The season of contagion coincided with the season of flooding.  Within one Moon of the Summer Solstice, the River Nile would rise and flood the fields; the inundation would last for two or three months, and all about us was water and soggy fields reaching to the very hills to the East and West.  Soon after the floods began there would come the season of the flies, and the season of contagion.  Early in my stay, when I had become fluent enough in the Egyptian language, I had asked Meritaten how severe the contagions were. 
 
    “Oh,” she said, “when it is most severe perhaps one in ten become ill, and perhaps one in twenty of those will die.” 
 
    “In the whole season?” I asked, thinking it not too severe. 
 
    “Oh, no,” she replied, quite nonchalantly, “in a single day.” 
 
    I was shocked. 
 
    “But – but!” I sputtered, “if day-after-day, then by the end of the season all in the city and Palace would be dead!” 
 
    “Of course not!” she smiled.  “Only a few dozens in the Palace, and perhaps less than a thousand deaths in the city.  Did I scare you?”  And she laughed. 
 
    Meritaten became gravely ill in my last year in Egypt. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Even as I was waking I felt the fever upon her – she was very hot to the touch.  I put my lips to her forehead.  She looked up at me with a dreamy smile. 
 
    “Why, Meritaten!  You are burning up!” 
 
    “Oh, these dratted contagions,” she grumbled.  “I get one every two or three years!  They are getting to be very tedious.” 
 
    “Let me ask the steward to excuse you from work today,” I said. 
 
    “You can ask the steward,” she replied, “but are you going to ask Sekma to excuse me from her accursed report from the handmaidens?  You will not see her until she rises, and by that time she usually expects me to be on hand with the report.  Oh, don’t worry about me!  I usually work while I am ill anyway.” 
 
    “You cannot tell me not to worry,” I retorted.  “I have never felt anyone with a fever so hot as yours!  I shall indeed ask Sekma to excuse you.” 
 
    “Yes,” she said, “you do that while I am out talking with the other handmaidens.” 
 
    “Ai!  You are impossible!” 
 
    “And so is our mistress, the Queen.” 
 
    Later, after Sekma admitted me into her chamber and as she was washing her face, I approached and knelt beside her and asked permission to speak. 
 
    “Well, what is it?” she asked. 
 
    “Your Majesty, Meritaten was very ill this morning and I ask that she be excused from work until she feels better.  If it please you, I shall talk with the handmaidens each morning, if you but allow me to be late attending you.” 
 
    She did not even look up from what she was doing, continued washing her face.   
 
    “Where is she now?” she asked. 
 
    “Majesty, she is now getting report from the handmaidens.” 
 
    “Then,” said the Queen in a dismissive manner, “after she returns with the report she may go back to bed.” 
 
    “Your Majesty is most compassionate,” I replied. 
 
    But Meritaten did not come to the Queen to make report that morning.  After Sekma had readied herself for the day she went to her audience chamber and began to work.  Various functionaries and scribes came and went, several visitors came to pay their compliments, a minister or two arrived for discussions on court business, she always had a scroll or message in her hand, or was dictating another, and so the morning progressed.  I, however, would look toward the door of the audience chamber whenever anyone entered, hoping for word of Meritaten, but none came.  The hour was approaching noon while Sekma continued working.  Then she looked up at me. 
 
    “Find her,” she said simply. 
 
    I knew what she meant, that the Queen wanted to review the latest news from our network of handmaidens.  I bowed and left the audience chamber and it was all I could do not to run through the apartments to find the steward of the house.  To my great fright he told me that Meritaten had fainted that morning and that he had her carried back to bed.  Why, oh why, I wondered, did he not send word?  I had been so concerned for her all that morning, and now that I heard she had fainted I was beside myself with worry. 
 
    “Please, sir,” I asked, “have you sent for the house physician?” 
 
    “For a servant?” he asked in surprise, for my question seemed odd to him.  “Of course not.  I have sent for one of the healers in the city who looks after slaves.  She will arrive at any moment.  Where are you going?  Come back!”  But I had hurried off before he had finished speaking. 
 
    She? I wondered as I moved through the apartments to the servants’ quarters.  I was quite angered at the steward who had called for a mere healer of servants and not Sekma’s personal physician who lived in a room just across the courtyard.  I was also quite nettled when he had tried to call me back when he saw me rapidly walking toward the servants’ quarters.  When I got to the sleep chamber I found that Meritaten had been left quite alone and unattended, and here and there were signs that she had been vomiting.  I quickly went to her, concealing my anger for the steward, for no one should have left her alone when she was in this condition.  She was sleeping, so I tried to clean her without waking her, then I changed the soiled bedding, and then I went to fetch drinking water mixed with wine.  When I had returned the healer had arrived.  
 
    Timun-Mera was about fifty years of age, tall, sturdy of limb, and with large hands with long, strong fingers.  Her brow and chin could have been seen as grim and intimidating were they not separated by kindly eyes.  Later I learned that she was well-known in the city as a gifted healer, but not a physician because she was not a man.  Her father had been a skilled physician, yet her brothers all died before reaching maturity, so she became her father’s unofficial apprentice and assistant, and received an education that would have qualified her as a physician of the first order.  Timun-Mera quite evidently inherited her father’s talents and by the time she was grown she had a reputation in the city amongst the poorer subjects.  She learned well from her father, and she would have been the finest physician in the city – if she had been allowed the title.  She contented herself with running a small house of healing where she ministered to poor commoners and slaves, but she was undismayed.  For her, a patient was a patient, be she queen or scullery maid.  Her one passion in life was life itself, for she was fascinated with all aspects of it, and she improved her skills with every patient she ever had.  For her, each patient provided a lesson.  When I entered she was bending over Meritaten.  She looked up. 
 
    “Has she been vomiting?” asked the healer, without preamble. 
 
    “Yes, my Lady,” I replied.  “I cleaned her as best I could, then removed the soiled bedding.” 
 
    She looked up quickly, a bit of concern in her eye. 
 
    “Where is the bedding?” she asked.  “Fetch it here immediately!” 
 
    I leaped to obey her, for her words were of command, and her force of will as strong as Queen Sekma’s, yet one’s heart knew that her terse orders were only for the benefit of those who were ill or injured, and not from thirst for power.  When I retrieved the bedding I was bemused when she began sniffing at the stains on the bedding.  She looked up at me. 
 
    “Why are you here?  Why did you touch her?” she demanded.  “I sent word to the steward before I came that no one was to visit her or touch her until I arrived.” 
 
    “I – I did not know that, my Lady,” I replied. 
 
    “And what is your function here?” 
 
    “My Lady, I am handmaiden to her Majesty.” 
 
    “Remain in this room,” she ordered, then she rose and left. 
 
    I was rather surprised, but I turned back to Meritaten and touched her forehead.  It was so hot I became very fearful and wondered why the healer had left.  Meritaten slept.  The healer was gone for many moments, but when she returned she was accompanied by two men dressed as attendants.  They carried poles and a blanket to make a litter, and they silently began making it ready on the floor beside Meritaten.  The healer looked toward me. 
 
    “You, handmaiden, come with us,” she said.  “Bundle the soiled bedding together and bring it with you, for we burn it outside the city walls this day.” 
 
    “But – but my Lady!” I protested.  “The Queen expects me to return to her.” 
 
    She paused and I could see her make a physical effort to break away from her terse, imperious manner, and to explain things to me politely. 
 
    She said, “I have sent word to the Queen through the steward that I shall isolate you for a few days until I know whether or not you have become infected, and made known that this is also for the safety of the Queen.  Earlier today when the steward sent word about your friend, I replied and instructed him that no one was to come near her until I saw to her, for from the description of the ailment I had fear that whatever illness she had was most virulent.  Anyone mingling with her might become ill herself and cause an epidemic right here, inside these apartments of the Queen.  And you, quite innocently it seems, were handling the very bedding which contained her vomit.  The Queen will simply be happy that no one else will be isolated at this time.  We’ll see about that in the coming days!  The steward was told to be careful and not to force anyone to work if they feel unwell, but to call me to make examination, but I suppose he never got round to telling you.  You should never have touched her soiled bedding!” 
 
    “Your pardon, my Lady,” I said, and bowed, then thought of her words.  “And I am to come with you?” 
 
    “As I said.” 
 
    I felt a moment’s joy, for I would be with Meritaten. 
 
    “What is your name, handmaiden?” 
 
    “If it please you, my Lady, I am Neferkara.” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow.  “Your face and your accent tell me that you are not Egyptian, yet you have an Egyptian name.  Strange.” 
 
    I did not think of trying to explain, for my thoughts were only of Meritaten. 
 
    We made a small parade; Timun-Mera in the lead, then her attendants carrying Meritaten on the litter, and I brought up the rear.  We did not have to go far through the narrow streets of the city until we arrived at the Street of Ptah, and there to her house that served as the infirmary.  I saw many people there and it was easy to see that they were the poorest in the city.  Yet each looked up as Timun-Mera entered and they greeted her with warmth and heart-felt respect.  Our little parade went through the infirmary to a room separate from the others, and there the attendants settled Meritaten onto a comfortable pallet on the floor.  She had not awakened the entire time.  The two attendants departed.  Timun-Mera sat down beside Meritaten, touched her lips to her forehead, leaned over to put an ear to her breast and listened to her heart, then Timun-Mera gently pushed back one of Meritaten’s eyelids to examine the eye.  I heard Timun-Mera sigh, and my heart caught inside me, for my fear was indeed great. 
 
    She stood, then she looked over to me and regarded me for several moments, then glanced back at Meritaten, sleeping fitfully. 
 
    “You are in love with her,” she said simply. 
 
    A part of me was not surprised at her observation.  A part of me felt she knew all about us.  How I had wished so much to say to someone, anyone, of the things I felt in my heart, about how I came to love Meritaten, about how much I wished to declare my love to everyone.  Yet never did I bespeak my soul to a sympathetic listener, to one in whom I could confide, for I had none, so these secrets I kept locked inside my breast.  Yet Timun-Mera seemed to know.  And now I wanted to pour out my heart to her, to tell her how much Meritaten meant to me, how much I feared for her, for she was my beloved and I could not bear to see her ill and in danger.  I wished to speak volumes, but I did not. 
 
    “Yes,” I replied, as simply as was her statement. 
 
    She lowered her voice.  “From the time I was a mere adolescent, helping my father in his work, and unto this day, I have met so many thousands of people, and learned something or other from each person I ever met, and I have seen and remembered every sort of illness there is in the world.  And from my father I inherited the gift for seeing into the heart of another, such that I would be able to know their strengths and weaknesses, to know their ails, and to help them, and with that I have come to see each person for what she or he is.  So I knew as soon as I saw you regarding her that you held a deep love for her, one that only two souls would know.” 
 
    I held back the clutching in my throat, for I determined I would not cry in front of Meritaten, even if she was asleep and could not hear. 
 
    “I have not told her of my love for her,” I said, “and I do not know why.  Perhaps my fear? that for a woman to love a woman is not acceptable in my homeland, and this was how I was raised?  Then why could I not tell her when we were alone?  Are these the kinds of thoughtless lessons one learns as a child, to have shame where there is no shame, to hide when there is no need to hide, and that one becomes speechless as an adult, unable to say those things within one’s heart?  I do not know.  Yet there were so many times I wanted to tell her, but I did not.” 
 
    Timun-Mera looked back at Meritaten for a long moment, said, “She knows of your love.  She was just waiting until you were ready to tell her.” 
 
    With that my determination fled me, and tears began to flow and I could not stop myself. 
 
    “Please help her, my Lady,” I begged.  “Please help her.” 
 
    I sank to the floor before her and wept.  She knelt down next to me and took me into her arms and allowed me a moment to regain my composure. 
 
    “I shall do my best,” she said, “But it will be difficult, for hers is not the contagion of this season; it is a different sort of illness, and I worry for her for it may become dangerous.  This sort of fever will remain very high for the next day or two, then the fever abates, then she will feel a bit better and can take food, and she will believe herself to be recovering.  But now is when fate will make a choice of two paths, for sometimes this sort of illness changes its nature and becomes a different disease altogether, and falls into the lungs.  If this happens, then she will begin to feel weaker and weaker, her breathing will become labored as her lungs begin to fill.  Sometimes a patient recovers, too many times a patient does not.  We shall know in a few days, but – I am sorry to say this – you must be prepared for the worst.  We shall do what we can.” 
 
    I stopped my sobbing, wiped my eyes.  She was pronouncing doom on Meritaten, yet her words somehow comforted me, and I could not say why.  Perhaps it was simply because her words were honest and gently spoken.  I then realized that I would be with Meritaten there, in the infirmary, and I would be able to care for her, and I felt I must do something to show my gratitude for Timun-Mera’s quiet words. 
 
     “My Lady,” I said, “since the Queen has allowed me to stay in this house until it is known if I am ill or well, then while I am here, permit me to help you, as I can see you are very busy.  I shall be your helpmeet and serve you as best I can, if you could but allow me to see to Meritaten above all others.” 
 
    She smiled.  “Yes, I think we can do that.  However, you must understand two things at the very start.” 
 
    “And what are they, my Lady?” 
 
    “If I do not come to see to your friend as quickly as you would have me, then you will understand that I cannot, for I need to care for all my patients, and not just one.  And if I see your friend to be dying and that there is no hope, then I shall not stay by her side, for I need to devote my efforts to those who might live, and you must accept this.” 
 
    The conditions were reasonable, but I did not see it so, because for me, I and everyone in the world should die before Meritaten.  Yet I knew she was mistress of this house.  I would abide by her rules. 
 
    “I hear and obey, my Lady,” I said. 
 
    The next day Meritaten was asleep more than awake, and very groggy when she was awake.  She only drank a bit of clean water, but nothing else would stay down.  I fretted for her, but would break away from her when she was asleep, then I would move about the infirmary, helping here and there. 
 
    The day after, Meritaten’s fever subsided and she was awake more than asleep, and would take a little soup when it was offered.  She would look at me with a lop-sided smile as I fussed about her.  Even now, when she was so very ill, she would tease me. 
 
    She laughed.  “With you hovering over me and clucking like a hen, I shall never get better!” 
 
    “With you telling me off like that, why would I want you to?”  And we would laugh a bit. 
 
    The next day she wanted to rise and walk about a bit, but was forbidden by Timun-Mera.  Meritaten was irritated. 
 
    “Now why would that old biddy want me to lie in bed all day?” she grumbled.  “Do you know how boring that is?” 
 
    The next day Meritaten did not have a fever, but seemed very tired, did not ask to rise, and was not very hungry.  I remembered Timun-Mera’s description of the illness and became very concerned, and tried to tear the healer away from her other patients as often as I could.  She was tolerant of me, came as often as she could, but not as often as I would have desired.  She kept telling me that what Meritaten needed most was for me to sit quietly beside her and simply be there to attend to her needs.  I had to content myself with that, and although I had promised to help about the infirmary, I was with Meritaten more than anywhere else. 
 
    The following morning, Meritaten was barely awake as Timun-Mera examined her, and the healer was longer at this examination than at any other time.  Many things that she did during the examination baffled me, but there were many things that I did understand.  Timun-Mera touched her lips to Meritaten’s forehead, put her ear to her chest and listened closely to her heart and breathing.  She felt her wrists and gently rolled her fingertips over the blood vessels, judging the strength of the blood flow.  She turned Meritaten on her side and put her ear to her back, then put her ear to Meritaten’s mouth and listened to the breathing.  She then gazed long into Meritaten’s eyes, reading her Ka.  Timun-Mera sighed again, sat still for a moment looking down at her patient.  Sitting next to her she took Meritaten’s right hand in her left, and with her other hand tenderly stroked Meritaten’s hair. 
 
    “My little one,” she said gently, “you have lived a life of servitude and of labor and with no respite; you have been a slave all your days and have never known freedom.  This day you will be set free, and you need never toil again.” 
 
    With that she leaned down and kissed Meritaten’s brow.  Then she stood and went to attend others. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Meritaten’s voice was a mere wisp of air touching her lips and I strained to hear her. 
 
    “Tell me, Neferkara, of how it is in your homeland when one dies.  What happens to the dead?”  
 
    I felt a gripping in my heart when she asked this, for we both knew she would die this day, and I could not make light-hearted denials, and pretend she would get better.  Her simple questions – seemingly childlike – were heartbreaking, but I did my best to have a smile for her.  
 
    “I can tell you,” I said, “and since a story is best told from the beginning I shall first tell how it was that we became alive in this world.  It began long ago before the first mortal walked the earth, with the God We-ilu, and the displeasure he caused all the other goddesses and gods, for he was very rebellious.” 
 
    “Was he evil, Neferkara?” 
 
    “No, not evil,” I said, “but quarrelsome and unhelpful, and very annoying, and quite foolish.  The other goddesses and gods grew weary of him and decided to put him to use, so they tore him apart and took his blood and flesh and mixed it with clay, and so they made humans, and that is where we come from, that we are mere clay vessels that are alive because within all of us is the blood and the flesh of We-ilu, and we are put here on earth that we may toil throughout our lives in growing and raising sacrifices for the deities – sacrifices of grains and of tame beasts – and to be of some use to them.  And all the while we are quarrelsome and rebellious, and very foolish!  And when our lives are over, and the blood no longer flows, and the breath is no longer in our nostrils, the soul of the mortal descends into the underworld, and the body is left as merely an empty vessel and buried in the soil, there to become clay again.  So, in my homeland we do not have anything like mummification of the dead, for we know the soul has departed, never to return; we merely wrap a body in clean linen and bury it in Mother Earth.” 
 
    She paused a moment to catch her breath, then said, “In Sumer, how is one’s Ka treated in the afterlife?” 
 
    “If one has led an evil life,” I said, “the soul is placed into one of the nine pits of the God Enki, there to be tormented by his devils.  But those who were not evil are placed in the dark underworld, where the Goddess Eresh-kigal rules as Queen.” 
 
    “I have heard you mention her before,” Meritaten said, her murmuring slow and labored.  “Is she a gentle goddess, Neferkara?  Will she be good to me?” 
 
    She said this, and it was all I could do to hold my smile and not break down and weep. 
 
    “She is good, yes,” I said, “and kindly.  But she is always sad, for she mourns for all her subjects.” 
 
    “Is it cold there, Neferkara?  I do not like the cold.” 
 
    “No,” I replied, “it is not cold, but it is dark during the day.  But at night, when the Sun sets, the Sun God Utu visits the underworld, and sheds his joyous light all round.” 
 
    “Utu.  I remember now!  He is your namesake in your own language, yes?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said, “I am named for him in my own tongue.  I am Utu-Gash-Kaga-Gulak, but no one has called me that in years.” 
 
    With the faintest smile she said, “Then I shall, that you may hear it again.  Utu kish, Utu gish kala.  Kala.  Something like that?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said, and laughed gently.  “Almost like that.” 
 
    “Does one ever return from your underworld?  Does one ever become born again in a different body?  Does the Ka rise up to earth to become a ghost?” 
 
    “No,” I said.  “No one has ever been allowed out of the underworld, but for one.  It was Inanna, she the mortal woman who became a goddess.  She was lover of Urnamma.” 
 
    “Tell me her story,” she asked.  I could barely hear her voice. 
 
    “Inanna and Urnamma loved each other as no others have ever loved, but one day Urnamma grew ill and died while in the arms of Inanna, and his last breath was in her mouth as she kissed him, but Inanna did not want to expel this breath for fear that Urnamma would depart forever.  So she prayed to the Mother Goddess Ishtar that she be allowed to follow him into the underworld, to be with her beloved for but a moment more, for but one last kiss, for she did not take her leave of Urnamma properly.  But she did not tell the Mother Goddess that she wanted to give him back his last breath that she captured in her mouth, that he would live again. 
 
    “The Mother Goddess took pity on Inanna and granted the prayer, so, without any fear in her heart, Inanna descended down and passed the seven doors to the underworld, and at each door she was stripped of some of her jewels or an article of clothing, so when she passed the seventh door she found that she was naked.  As all mortals who enter the world at birth are naked, so all mortals return to the underworld naked.  There Inanna found Urnamma and with her kiss blew back into his mouth his last breath that she had captured from him.  When Goddess Ishtar saw how Inanna had deceived her and that Inanna was trying to bring her beloved back to life, Ishtar also descended into the underworld and forbade Urnamma from leaving, and pointed out that all seven doors were bolted against him.  Then Ishtar turned to Inanna to take her away, and Ishtar scolded her for her deception, but also praised her for her great love and for her fearless descent into the underworld.  And since no one had ever held so much love and determination and such great courage to face the underworld, the Mother Goddess Ishtar raised her up and deified Inanna to become Goddess of Love.  So before the new Goddess Inanna left the underworld she stretched out her arms to Urnamma and to all the others in the underworld and encompassed all of the dead souls with her love. 
 
    “And that is why, sometimes, when two people lie together in the exquisite intimacy of lovemaking, and the sweet pain takes them, it feels to them as if the world disappears for a moment and they have what feels to be a little death, like we are enfolded in the embrace of Inanna, and so we say that, just as in death, we are held in the sweet arms of oblivion.  And I have felt that with you, my Meritaten.  Whenever we made love I felt it.  Every time!  For the Goddess Inanna has touched us, she has touched me, for I love you, Meritaten.  I love you as I have never loved anyone else, and all this time I never told you, and I don’t know why, and I am so ashamed that I was too timid to tell you until now.  But I love you Meritaten, and you have become my very soul, my very dearest, and I would be with you forever, my beloved.” 
 
    But Meritaten did not reply, did not move, did not look at me.  I quickly bent down to kiss her lips that I would catch her last breath, but her last breath was gone. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 The Denial 
 
    “O Ishtar, Mother Goddess, your daughter was given the life of a work animal.  O Azimua, Goddess of Motherhood, her babies were snatched from her arms and taken away.  O Nanshe, Goddess of Justice, hers was a life of servitude undeserved.  O Ninlil, Goddess of Air, she never drew one sweet breath in freedom.  O Goddess Sisters, hear me, though you are unable to give ear; I cannot believe that you are evil, I must not believe that you are impotent, I shall not believe you are uncaring, so I am left to believe that you are not there.  My heart holds no hatred, no anger, no bitterness, only sadness that I must release you to depart forever, for I have loved you all during my life entire; my memories of you shall be of sweet longing.  Yet now I must let you drift and disappear, for at last my heart knows that you allow our suffering because you are not there to prevent it, for at last my heart knows you to be as insubstantial as smoke upon a breeze.  My world is no more, my life is no more, my Meritaten is no more.”  
 
    I and the gravediggers were the only ones to attend to Meritaten’s burial, and they made respectful silence while I prayed to the goddesses.  This prayer would be the very last I would ever make.  Since Meritaten was not a favored slave there was no thought of mummification.  I had learned that many slaves had a horror of being buried in the desert sands, unmummified, there to have their corpses decompose and vanish into the ground, and their souls, their Ka, would have no sanctuary to which to return each night.  Yet when I spoke with Meritaten that last hour of her life, and described the practice in my own homeland – that the body was only a vessel and was unneeded after death, and was simply buried in the soil – I had watched as she smiled up at me while listening.  I contented myself that she was unafraid.  She was far braver than I, her wisdom beyond mine, and her joy in living unsurpassed, and she smiled to the very last.  I wrapped my Meritaten in clean linen and we buried her in the desert. 
 
    * * * 
 
    I looked to my return to Sekma with dread. 
 
    When Lord Nash had learned that Sekma was with child by him, he had ceased his trysts with her that very day.  Queen Sekma was angered by this callousness on his part, but her anger was apparent only to me, one who knew her so well, yet unnoticed by anyone else.  To the world, she remained calm, deliberate, otherwise pleasantly charming.  When it was discovered that Lord Nash casually crossed a few courtyards and began a new love affair with a Lady of the court within days of ending his affair with the Queen, Sekma’s wrath toward Lord Nash was excessive, but she was in the Delta when she read of his affair in the report given her by Taharq, the same report she had thrown down and trampled.  She got herself under control by the time we returned to the King’s city.  But when Sekma learned that his new lover had given birth to his child, her rage became supremely vicious.  
 
    The Lady gave birth to a daughter.  The Lady’s husband believed the child to be his own, however the Lady’s handmaiden knew the truth, and reported through the network of handmaidens.  This news reached the Queen’s ear even as Meritaten lay under the care of Timun-Mera and I was under isolation in the same house.  The Queen closed and bolted the door to her bedchamber, and, through the heavy wood of the door, the servants heard her screaming.  Later, when they entered her bedchamber to clean it, they saw that the Queen had smashed anything in her room that was breakable.  The servants in the apartments were in terror over this uncharacteristic display of fury by the Queen.  They all but hid from her. 
 
    These things were told me by a servant who came to fetch me from the house of Timun-Mera.  The healer had intended to keep me in isolation one more day, however when a servant from the Queen’s apartments came to inquire if the day had come that I would be ready to return, Timun-Mera simply shrugged, said I could go that day.  She gave me a warm smile, and I embraced her, for she had done her best with Meritaten, and she had been gentle and caring.  I had been feeling a slight bit of resentment that she did not stay by Meritaten until my beloved had passed away.  However, I knew she was so very busy with others, and she had warned me that she would spend time with those she could help, and not with those whose time on earth was complete.  I knew she was correct in what she did and I got over this bitterness and came to understand what her many, unending tasks were, and accepted what she had to do.  I would never forget this wonderful, compassionate person. 
 
    As I accompanied the servant back to Sekma’s apartments, he brought me up to date on all that had transpired while I was gone.  Of course, he knew nothing of the Queen’s love affair with Nash.  He did, however, know that something had roused the Queen’s ire into a towering explosion, and that all the staff in the apartments were tiptoeing about in fear.  I guessed the reason for the Queen’s brutal display, for I had heard the previous day that the Lady in question had given birth.  Nothing out of the ordinary in itself, yet I knew since I had returned from the Delta that this Lady was carrying the child of Nash, and that the child had arrived.  And now I learned that the Queen had a ferocious outburst that same day.  An ominous feeling arose in my breast, for I knew the Queen would want me to attend her immediately upon my return.  I felt it would have been safer to approach a hungry lion. 
 
    We entered the apartments through the kitchen.  The steward learned of my arrival and came puffing up to tell me that the Queen expected me in her chamber as soon as I had returned.  I made my way there with apprehension, and entered. 
 
    There I saw her.  Sekma. 
 
    When I entered her chamber I went to the floor in obeisance, prostrated myself before her, stretched out my arms in front of me, my face to the carpet, my body pressed hard to the flagstones beneath, and it felt as if roots came out of me and searched downward into the earth, and pulled me tight.  I intoned my greeting to her. 
 
    “Well,” she said.  “Safely back from our holiday, are we?” 
 
    “Yes, Majesty.” 
 
    “Oh,” she went on, “and I heard of the death of Meritaten.” 
 
    “Yes, Majesty.” 
 
    “Have you gotten over your grief, then?” she asked. 
 
    “No, your Majesty.” 
 
    She raised her eyebrow at my reply, for it was plain that she had expected me to tell the standard lie that servants have when answering these sorts of questions to their mistress – is all well? Oh, yes, Majesty.  Are you feeling better?  Decidedly so, Majesty.  Are you weary and in need of rest?  Indeed, no, Majesty – servants would make these noises regardless of the truth; these were the responses expected and given, for a servant must always pretend that her life is nothing but heartfelt devotion to her mistress. 
 
    If she had asked me to qualify my reply, what would I have told her?  That my grief may not show, but would always be in my heart?  That I could function, but would always be in mourning for my beloved?  I wondered how I could express to this Queen, my mistress, my owner, things within my heart that would be beyond any owner of slaves to know, that a slave is not an animal, is not a docile beast or trained dog, but a human.  Nor would I be able to tell her things that would be quite incomprehensible to her, someone with no heart with which to feel, nor could I say to her that Love is not a whim or a mood, not a transient feeling that appears and then vanishes as quickly as motes of dust in a sunbeam.  Nor would I be able to explain that Love encompasses those who love each other, that Love becomes part of their lives.  She would never be able to understand that part of me died with Meritaten, part of my emotions had become dulled, part of the world was no longer in focus, and that which was in focus was elsewhere, but not here, not within her reach, not under her control. 
 
    I rose to a kneeling position before her. 
 
    “There is someone on this earth who will become a rival to me,” she said. 
 
    I waited.  The Queen was usually crisp and to-the-point when she spoke.  I had learned, however, that when the Queen spoke in a roundabout way, it was because she was forming her own thoughts at that moment and needed to hear the words on the air to grasp fully if her ruminations had merit.  At first I cared not who she considered her latest enemy.  All these detestable nobles were the same to me. 
 
    “This someone does not even know she will become my rival,” she continued, “yet I am sure it will happen if this person is left alone, and I intend to take steps to prevent this from happening.” 
 
    The ominous feeling in my breast grew with each heartbeat, for I began to realize of whom she was speaking. 
 
    “Now is the best time to take care of this little matter,” she said, “and I believe you would be the best one for this task.” 
 
    Then I knew for a certainty, even if the Queen did not mouth the name. 
 
    “You want me,” I said in statement, not in query, “to kill the new-born baby of Nash’s paramour.” 
 
    “How perceptive you are,” she said, almost in a mocking voice.  “You, over anyone else, can easily gain access to the household.  But a few moments with a pillow and it would all be over.  And everyone would simply assume that the new-born died in its crib.” 
 
    I was all but speechless.  She had never asked me to do anything this monstrous before.  I merely looked up at her, disbelieving. 
 
    “That bastard thinks he can spray his seed anywhere he wants!” she said vehemently.  “And he can hide behind his diplomatic immunity, and I cannot touch him!  May Sekhmet curse him!  May Ammut devour him!  Yet I will have my revenge, for I will snuff out the life of this little bastard who has been spawned by that great bastard and that trollop of his.” 
 
    My heart was in turmoil.  If I could not bring myself to set her child by Nash adrift in the River, there to die away from my sight, I certainly could not kill this other child with my own hands. 
 
    “Majesty,” I begged fervently, “please excuse me from this task.  I cannot do this!” 
 
    Sekma strode up to me, grasped my left arm just below the shoulder.  She rarely touched me, but when she did it was never gently. 
 
    She looked directly into my eyes, asked, “What did you say to this trollop of Nash’s?  This so-called Lady?  Say!  When did you see her?” 
 
    “Majesty, I have never spoken to her!” I said, hoping that the truth would be apparent to her. 
 
    “You know too much, too much for safety,” she said with intensity, “too much for safety anywhere.  You have seen too much in your years here.  And now I see in your eyes your true thoughts, your true disloyalty to me.  You have become a danger to me here.  I should have had you drowned the first year, yet I have stayed my hand and spared your life because you have also been of some small service to me.  I am unsure if I should go on staying my hand!” 
 
    “I am your most loyal servant, Majesty!” I protested, pleading with my eyes. 
 
    I felt that somehow the Queen had become unhinged, that she was speaking insanely, for she was not making sense.  For Sekma to be this way was for the Sun to go backward in the sky.  She was not thinking rationally, and that frightened me more than her cold-blooded sanity. 
 
    “Then let us see you prove your loyalty,” she said.  “Do as I say.  It is only a brat by a foreigner and a fool.” 
 
    She had ordered me, and now I was trembling in great fear, for I knew I could not deny her, yet I knew I could not kill anyone innocent, especially not a new-born baby. 
 
    “You will obey me,” she said in low-voiced rage, “if you value that skin you wear.”   
 
    Then something happened that only astounded me years later as I contemplated that day.  I rose to my feet without permission, and as I rose the fearful shuddering I had been feeling vanished and I felt something new.  I felt tranquility.  I felt a serenity come upon me, a feeling of calmness I had not known could have existed.  I had no fear of death anymore, indeed I felt I was already dead, and had no other emotion, only the calm sense of being a simple mortal, and with that, the realization that we live today and we die tomorrow and we are forgotten the day after, and that only the last thoughts within one’s heart before being plucked from life were all that mattered.  Everyone that I had ever loved was dead, and there was no one for whom I had reason to remain alive, no one for whom I needed to care, to protect.  No one.  And so peace flowed through me, and I no longer had need of fear, of cowardice – it was gone, as if it was never there.  And I determined that the day had come at last, and I would have as the final thoughts in my heart before my life was snatched away that I refused to murder an innocent, and that the day had come at last that I would deny Sekma. 
 
    I said, “If it is to be my death, so be it, but I shall not murder the child.” 
 
    I could see her surprise, and she clenched her fists and hissed, “Did I just hear correctly?  Did I just hear a spineless rabbit defy me?  Do you actually refuse me?  What absurd bravado is this, that you would challenge me so?  You know me well enough to know that I shall never hesitate to rid myself of one such as you if you fail to serve me.  Your oh-so-noble gesture is not being made before a crowd of admirers, that they would see your false courage in refusing me, and applaud your pitiful playacting.  And I can assure you that your own death will be lonely and despised, and your miserable funeral procession will be to have an oaf drag your corpse to the River and throw it to the crocodiles!  Your sacrifice would be futile and you know it!  I can have another do this task in an instant.” 
 
    “Yes, Majesty, I know this,” I said mildly, “yet I refuse all the same.  I am ready for death.” 
 
    For the first time since I had known her, Sekma seemed at a loss.  She remained silent, regarding me with astonishment, held me in her penetrating gaze as she looked into my very heart and saw that I was genuinely unperturbed, even uncaring, and she could not believe what she was seeing, could not fathom what had become of me.  With an effort she realized that she no longer had control over me, that her words no longer affected me.  As I had decided that I was already dead I ignored protocol and continued speaking without permission.  My voice was not pleading, not begging, but calm, matter-of-fact. 
 
    “Majesty, before you deal with me, think on this.  Your child by Nash is a superior child, and he is to be spared for he may be of some use to you.  The child of this other Lady is also the child of Nash, and she is a superior child.  Do you not think that she, too, could be useful to you one day?  Useful to the kingdom?  Would her murder not be the waste of a good tool?  And Majesty, I have seen you order the death of many people, yet you always had a reason each time – good or bad, you always had a reason.  But never before have you killed for spite, for pure hatred.   I have never seen you irrational before, or kill because of your own vanity.  Why do you begin now?” 
 
    She was actually shocked that anyone would speak to her so.  Not to her.  Never to her.  I could see her bristling, almost trembling, and she said with great intensity, “You – Dare – Speak to me – Like this?” 
 
     “The dead have no fear of the living,” I quietly replied.  My serenity flowed through me; I was calm and continued, “I am already dead.  I do not fear you anymore.  I cannot stop you from killing this child, but you would be killing her for the sole reason that you are enraged at Nash, for he no longer loves you.  Since you cannot punish Nash, you would punish this child, and that, my Queen, is murdering an innocent for the sake of your vanity.    Majesty, it is not the child who abandoned you.” 
 
    She was beside herself with rage at my words – indeed, she was now noticeably trembling, and dangerous it was to be near her when she was in this state, yet the danger no longer moved me.  With anyone else as wrathful as she, the child’s life would have been instantly forfeit.  But this was Sekma.  I had goaded her, infuriated her, yet I knew that Sekma was unlike anyone I had ever known, and she would even now be thinking clearly, even at the height of her fury, even as she busied herself deciding the method she would use to snuff out my life.  She would think on my words about the child, and about her own motives for ordering the death of the child.  I had known that begging her for mercy on the baby would be of little help, yet if Sekma was made to realize that her own actions were inconsistent with her character, she would pause; and if she believed something useful may be had with the child, then perhaps she would stay her hand.  All that mattered to me was that this baby girl would not die because of Sekma’s displeasure with Nash. 
 
    But at this moment she was speechless in her wrath over my words, yet her glare – which had always caused terror in me before – now appeared harmless in my eyes.  She stood trembling for but a moment more, then she whirled about and stabbed her finger at the door, screamed, “Out of my sight!  Out of my sight!” 
 
    Without bowing to her, I calmly walked out the door and with leisure steps made my way down the hallway to the women’s quarters.  There, just inside the door of one of the sleep chambers, my knees gave out and I sank to the floor. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The next several days were surreal for me; I kept to myself, spoke to no others, simply sat alone with my thoughts.  I was waiting for whatever fate was mine, whatever doom that Sekma would select for me.  I did not pray to Goddess Ishtar for comfort, or to any other goddess as I had become unfaithful and denied the existence of the deities from the day my Meritaten was taken from me, and, although one who is condemned to death usually becomes quite penitent toward the Goddess and wishes to leave the world with some sort of assurance that the next world will not deal harshly with one, I was not moved.  I was no longer convinced there was such a thing as an afterlife.  Even as I longed to see Meritaten again, I knew in my heart that death was the end of all things.  But I was not despairing.  All life ends eventually.  We may fear this truth, or deny this truth, or make up stories about a wonderful hereafter where we would rest contentedly and see our lost dear ones again and once more feel the love from another who had gone ahead in death.  What I would give to see Meritaten again, yet I knew she was gone forever.  And soon I, too, would be gone forever.  Yet that thought was liberating and I was more at peace with myself than those few days before, when I fervently believed in an afterlife.     
 
    In truth, I am unsure how many days passed – two? three? a week?  That entire time I remained in the servant’s quarters, usually in the same sleep room, and would leave only to relieve myself, or wash, or go to the kitchen for a bit of food.  The other servants avoided me – they knew the Queen was upset with me, and, although they did not know the details, it is always safer to avoid being near one who is held in disfavor by a monarch.  I welcomed the solitude, for I had many thoughts that I needed to consider.  It is strange now for me to remember how fervently I sat and contemplated those many things in my heart, believing them to be my last, yet today I can remember none of them, except the realization that I would soon be dead. 
 
    Whatever the number of days it was that I sat in the sleep room, the day arrived when I learned what my fate would be.  It was late in the day, the Sun was nearing the horizon, and servants were beginning to return to the sleep chamber and settle down prior to their evening meal.  Most were sitting on the floor talking amongst themselves, and leaving a wide margin between them and me.  Suddenly one who had been facing the door looked up with astonishment and flung herself onto her belly, and cried, “May your Majesty live forever!” 
 
    We spun round and, to our great surprise, there stood Sekma in the doorway of the women’s sleep chamber.  We all prostrated ourselves and chanted obeisance to her.  She strode in and walked up to where I lay prostrate, and spoke. 
 
    “You.  Up.” 
 
    I stood.  I assumed that my hour had come, yet I retained my composure and was calm.  I felt again the serenity I had felt when I had confronted her that other day, and I looked back at her, eye to eye, utterly without fear, but with a look of relaxed contentment, for at last my wait was over, and I need not think anymore.  Yet part of me was quite taken aback that the Queen – in her own person – would seek me out and would lower herself to enter the sleep chamber of the women servants.  Why did she not simply summon me?  Or send a knifeman for me?  Or have one of her guards drag me out?  I had no time to contemplate this strange thing Sekma had done, for she spoke. 
 
    “I have given you as gift to the Lady Beni-Mos,” she said to me without preamble.  “You are to serve her to the best of your abilities.” 
 
    For a moment I could not think clearly.  For a moment I did not understand her words.  For a moment I thought she was cruelly toying with me. 
 
    “I hear and obey, Majesty,” I replied. 
 
    “Very well, then,” she said.  “Pack whatever paltry belongings you have and get out of my house.” 
 
    She turned on her heel and departed.  I never saw her again. 
 
   


  
 

 The Kinswomen 
 
    My belongings were paltry indeed.  I was wearing a simple skirt and nothing else when I left the Queen’s apartments.  A small bundle under one arm contained one gown of linen which was presentable enough for when I attended Sekma while in society, two or three other short skirts, a pair of linen slippers and a pair of woven-reed sandals, and a tiny purse of coarse linen with a few coppers inside.  I did not stop to take leave of any other person in Sekma’s household, simply left through the kitchen entrance and walked away, and never turned back. 
 
    I went to the apartment that had been assigned to the Ambassador and his wife, walking on none-too-steady legs, not quite believing I was alive.  With each step I took I expected to hear hurrying feet behind me, a hand on my shoulder, yet none came.  No one moving about the Palace grounds at that hour regarded me as I walked through the darkening courtyards; they simply went about whatever they were doing.  All seemed indifferent to me as if, oddly, I was no different than they, that I was allowed to go about my business, that this day was as any other.  Why were they not regarding me in astonishment?  Why were they not pointing me out to their mates?  When would this sweet illusion come to an end, I wondered? 
 
    In front of the apartment of Lord Nash and Lady Beni I saw two men, guards, standing before the door.  Their long, curly beards, loose trousers and heavy jackets, and the type of weapons they held told me that they were from Mesopotamia, and I instantly guessed they were part of Nash’s retinue.  As I drew near, the men stared at me in a way that made me feel that their eyes were devouring me; they ogled my breasts, then my legs, then my breasts again, then when they saw how sheer my skirt was, their eyes locked onto my loins.  In those years I spent in Egypt I had become used to the near-nudity of the people of that land and had become comfortable in dressing like them.  I suddenly remembered how it was in my homeland, that women were always dressed from neck to foot, sleeves covering shoulders and arms and reaching to the fingers, skirts covering the toes, clothing of several layers of cloth that hid the body completely, and always, always with a head covering.  Now I was approaching these men bareheaded and hair blowing freely, my breasts uncovered, and in a sheer skirt that ended well above my knees.  They made a manly effort to contain their lust at what, to them, was an approaching nymph – but failed quite noticeably.  I had the strangest feeling that I was not undressed until these men began eyeing me. 
 
    I stopped before them and spoke in Akkadian. 
 
    “Good evening, sirs.  My name is Neferkara.  I ask, please, that you send word that I beg the honor of attending the Lady Beni-Mos.” 
 
    One of them, almost salivating as he contemplated my body, tore his eyes away to look upward at my face.  He answered, “I shall announce you, my lady.” 
 
    Reluctantly, he turned to enter the apartment.  I smiled wryly.  He had called me “lady”, and I remembered that he probably would not have known that my skirt was of a cut and style only servants would wear.  I recalled that I, too, could not tell the difference those years earlier, as I stood before Sekma for the first time. 
 
    Within a moment Beni-Mos surprised me by coming to the door herself.  She gave me a cheerful smile, and before I could kneel down before her she hurried to my side and took my left arm in both her hands. 
 
    “Neferkara!  Come in, come in,” she said, then she turned to the guard standing outside.  “And what are you staring at, Boshkat?  And what is that lump in your trousers?  Do you miss your wife that much?  Shame on you!” 
 
    The guard she addressed looked embarrassed, turned his head and stared into the distance.  Beni led me into the apartment and into one of the chambers where we were alone.  When she released my arm I at once lowered myself to the floor and knelt at her feet. 
 
    “My Lady,” I said.  “The Queen has given me to you as a gift, to serve you in whatever way you would have of me.” 
 
    She reached down and pulled me upright.   
 
    “Do rise up, Neferkara,” she said.  “Queen Sekma sent me a note this afternoon – written in cuneiform, no less!  There were many things in the note, that she unfortunately could not see us before we leave, and so forth.  Then she simply wrote that she was sending you to serve me, as a parting gift from her.  I am so glad it was you!  And this particular gift of the Queen is welcome indeed!  Now hear me, for I shall speak quickly before anyone else enters this room.  I intend to free you as soon as we leave Egyptian soil, yet even before we leave I would have you act as a free person in my household.” 
 
    It took a moment for this to become clear in my heart; it was with difficulty that I comprehended what she had said and for the words to touch me.  She saw my mouth turn upside down, my eyes start to glisten.   
 
    “Don’t you dare cry!” she said.   
 
    I gathered myself inside, stopped the tears.  I said, “My Lady, I do not know what to say.  It was this very hour that her Majesty sent me away from her household – and in disgrace! – and my thoughts have been in a muddle.  It is difficult for me to think clearly.  Everything has happened so rapidly.  And now – and now, you say I shall be free?  It seems like a happy dream to me.” 
 
    “In disgrace, eh?” she said.  “Hmm, that adds to a small mystery about the Queen.  Never mind!  You were the daughter of the Lord Hamash-Ban-Enki, First Minister to the High Lord of Terqa.  Of course you must be free!” 
 
    “You know?” I asked, quite surprised. 
 
    “Yes, the Queen herself said it in her note.  We have seen each other often and I knew your name from those times I visited the Queen; the first time I visited her I remember being surprised that the Queen had a servant from Mesopotamia, and I was rather curious about the circumstance that brought you to Egypt.  Now you say you were dismissed in disgrace?  Yet she makes it sound as if giving you to me was simply a parting gift.  She names you, your father, mother, and husband in the note.  Yet she sends you to me as a gift!  As a slave!  She tells me your noble lineage then leaves it up to me to free you!  This is some sort of odd diplomatic maneuver, I am sure.  Perhaps Nash can explain to us the significance.  Ai! the Queen does her best to squeeze as much out of a single transaction as possible!  Now, just remain calm and hear me.  For reasons of protocol I cannot free you now, as I would like to, so we must wait until we leave this kingdom.  However, as of this moment, remember to act as a free person and of equal rank to me, especially in front of my household staff.  Do not let them know that you were a slave.” 
 
    “I hear and obey, my Lady.” 
 
    Beni laughed uproariously, said, “That is being free and equal?  Would that my ‘free and equal’ husband spoke to me so!” 
 
    I tittered at myself.  “Oh, my!  Old habits!  I meant to say, ‘yes, my Lady’!  And thank you.” 
 
    “Now,” she continued, becoming serious, “there is something that has occurred in the past few weeks and I am trying to fathom what it could be.  Several weeks ago we received a message of recall from his Excellency, ordering us to return home.  Since that very day the Queen has changed her attitude and seems displeased, and her vexation seems to be turned to Nash and me.  And now suddenly she gives you to me just before our departure, yet you say you were sent away in disgrace.  Something is amiss.  You served the Queen so closely, perhaps you can tell me?” 
 
    I looked worriedly at the walls in this chamber, wondering if this room had a spy hole, and if it did, would there be a spy behind it, and I held a finger to my lips to tell her to be careful with what she said. 
 
    “Perhaps, Lady Beni, we can take a stroll before it is too dark?  It seems to be a lovely evening.  Maybe we can take the stairs up to the rooftop and watch the sky across the River; the desert skies have such glorious colors as the Sun goes to his bed.” 
 
    “Yes,” she said, and glanced about.  I believe she understood me, that I was wary of talking in that chamber for fear of eavesdroppers.  “Wonderful idea.  Immediately, before we lose the light.  But first now, let us see you put on some proper clothing, for if you are now part of my household you cannot parade around half-naked in that Egyptian get-up you are now wearing.  My guardsmen and the male staff would be gawking at you rather than attending to their duties.” 
 
    I laughed, “I never felt unclothed in front of Egyptians!  But your guards were actually squirming as they watched me crossing the courtyard, and suddenly I felt naked for the first time in years!  Odd, but it seems one never feels nude in a land where nudity is accepted.  But you are right that I need clothing more suitable to our homeland, yet I am sorry to say that the only other clothing I have is not much better than what I have on me now.”  I held up my small bundle. 
 
    “We shall see about that,” she said, then moved across the room to an open chest and began rummaging through it.  “Come here.  Help me pick out something pretty for you.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    On the rooftop, in silence, standing in awe, we experienced the magic of a desert sunset.  Gold, brilliant copper, molten bronze, and electrum lavished themselves upon our eyes; fingers of fire pierced the skies, from bare smoldering to intense blaze, and slowly moved about, pointing to this and that corner of the heavens.  When the enchanting colors had diminished to the merest glow, Beni sighed with contentment, and spoke. 
 
    “I can see why these Egyptians believe their underworld is in the West, and they would make their final bed alongside the very bed of the Sun himself, and I now understand why they place almost every tomb and grave on the West bank of the River.” 
 
    My voice was not quite a whisper.  “Yes, even so.” 
 
    We meditated upon the night sky a few moments more, then she turned to me, took my hand, said, “Neferkara, downstairs I made mention that the Queen has been aloof from us for quite a while.  It has caused Nash and me some concern, for one is never comfortable when a sovereign is not overly fond of one.   Would you know why?” 
 
    I had already decided what I would say, and what I would not say.  As much as I liked and trusted Beni, there were things that I felt must remain unsaid, and would keep these things in my heart forever. 
 
    “Many months ago,” I said, “while the Queen was staying in the Delta, she sent message to His Excellency, the Satrap of Nazkap, and asked him to recall the Lord Nash-Ust-Kazuk, your husband.  The reply came a month ago, agreeing to her request and with the name of the new envoy and when to expect him, and that is when she began disengaging from discussions with the Lord Nash, and became distant with you.” 
 
    “Ai!” Beni exclaimed.  “I can imagine what our reception will be when we return home!  His Excellency, I am sure, will be very displeased with us if it came about that the Queen, also, was displeased with us!” 
 
    “I think not,” I said, “for I read her letter – although it was something I should not have done!  Yet when I saw it written in cuneiform my curiosity was piqued.  In it she said that both the Lord Nash and you, my Lady, made a delightful first impression, were an honorable legation from the court of Nazkap, and that the Lord Nash was an able and loyal minister to his Excellency, the Lord Satrap.  She stressed that it was due to considerations internal to the policies of Egypt that were the reason for her to request Lord Nash’s recall, and not for any complaint about him.  She did not say more.”  
 
    I had picked words I thought would surely put Beni at ease, but she reacted differently.  Her lips formed a solid, flat line, and she spoke with obvious dudgeon.  “I can guess, now, why the Queen wants to be rid of us,” she said.  “It has something to do with that little fling Nash had with her last year.” 
 
    I was taken aback.  How could she have learned of Nash’s dalliance with Queen Sekma?  Or about her child by Nash?  Or how the love affair ended?  Or that it was the birth of a child by Nash’s other paramour that infuriated the Queen more than anything else? 
 
    “That ridiculous bull of mine has been like this for as long as I have known him!” she said, as if answering my thought.  “But what can one do?  Men have this right.  Yet this time he has gone too far!  The Queen?  The Queen?” 
 
    “How – how did you find out?” I asked, wondering if I had somehow betrayed Sekma with my expression. 
 
    “Because I know him!” she said.  “A while after we arrived here I knew he was jollying himself with someone or other, but I did not know with whom.  Then it was that I went to a state dinner and saw them together.  The Queen held her composure as befitting the dignity of a sovereign, but he looked upon her with those moo-moo eyes of his and I knew for a certainty who it was.  That utter scoundrel!” 
 
    She spoke on; it seemed he was notorious for this sort of thing.  Beni was more annoyed than angry about his infidelities, but she was infuriated over this particular risk he had run, that of having a love affair with the Queen.   
 
    “I am his senior wife and back in Nazkap he has a junior wife and a concubine,” she fumed, “yet we three women are not enough for that grunting hog.  He is always seeking fresh meat to feed that cock of his.  That man can be so vexatious.  But this time he has gone too far!  He took a terrible risk when he decided to tup the wife of the Egyptian King, our very host!  Nash has endangered me and all his entourage with his little capers, for a king will repudiate a diplomat’s immunity if that stupid diplomat defiles the king’s bed.  Men!  Such it is with men! to risk their very lives just to give their balls a workout.  But with the Consort of the very King?  The King?  Ai, Mother Goddess!” 
 
    Her fists clenched, for she was still angry with her husband after all these months.  I contemplated whether or not I should tell Beni that Sekma was not the only one with whom Nash was carrying on an affair, and that this second affair was the reason Sekma became angered with Nash.  By herself, the other Lady who was the object of Nash’s affections would not have posed the same threat to them as would the indiscretion with the wife of the King.  However, the Queen was decidedly unsympathetic to the new lovers, which made for a volatile situation, and that secretly Sekma felt humiliated when Nash moved on to another paramour as soon as he learned of her pregnancy by him.  I could not predict what the outcome would be if I told Beni about Sekma’s child by Nash, or that Sekma became exceedingly wrathful when Nash’s other Lady gave birth to her child, so I decided to keep quiet rather than cause more problems with the wrong word.  I turned to Beni and, although it may have eased her worries, I decided not to tell her that King Amun would never know about his wife’s affair if Sekma had decided he should not know. 
 
    Beni looked at me, said, “I am sure you knew all along, for if a husband cannot keep secrets from his wife, a lady certainly cannot keep secrets from her maid.” 
 
    I must have looked a bit shame-faced, but she laughed, said, “Do not worry, Neferkara.  You were servant to the Queen and had to keep quiet; it was your duty.  I do not hold any enmity toward you if you had known and not told me.  Yet I feel there was more to their little bed-games than you let on.” 
 
    “My Lady, forgive me,” I said, “and all was as you said, and the Queen became very displeased late last year when he ended their affair.  It was soon after that she sent the letter to his Excellency, the Satrap, requesting Lord Nash’s recall.  However, I am glad the Queen, in her ire, did not seek from the Satrap to have Lord Nash or you punished upon your return.  But I am not surprised that she did not, for Sekma is not like that.” 
 
    “She is forgiving, then?” she asked.  “She does not strike me as being the forgiving sort.” 
 
    “No, indeed, Lady Beni.  The Queen is not forgiving in the least, however it would serve her no purpose to have the Satrap punish you both, except for an empty satisfaction.  She thinks in a different way than most.” 
 
    Beni turned back to the West and carefully watched for several moments as the last dimmest glow of red on the horizon slowly faded until it was no more.  Eventually she spoke. 
 
    “Ai, that Queen Sekma!” she said.  “She is a strange creature.” 
 
    “None more so,” I agreed. 
 
    “I feel,” she said, “that that young woman would have risen to become Queen no matter what her lineage, for it seems she was born to rule, as she is such an overpowering presence.  Yet I understand her birth was on the lowest rung of nobility.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said.  “Her mother was a foreign concubine to a secondary prince – not a very illustrious beginning.  Yet she now reigns over all through her King, for he is content to follow all her advice, as if she plays the lyre and he quite happily dances for her.  The King is sincerely devoted to his Queen, and is unabashed by telling any and all that he relies on her advice over all others.  I must admit, though, that she is an effective and strong ruler, if ruthless, and she prefers to rule as unseen as she can manage.” 
 
    “Tell me her story then,” Beni requested.  “Or as much as you care to tell.” 
 
    I began.  “Sekma was a very small child when she was matched to Prince Amun, and he was a minor prince among many other minor princes.  The old King never intended for Amun to become Heir – probably never even noticed him for many years – and no one could have known of Sekma’s personality when she was of such a young age.  However, over the years Amun did advance to become Crown Prince, for the politics of the Royal Court of Egypt is the way of the dagger and of the poisoned cup, and it seems Sekma became queen of intrigue long before she became Queen of Egypt.  And even now I still cannot fathom how astonishingly shrewd she is, as if she were a sinister goddess who could see into the heart of everyone.” 
 
    “Perhaps she does have a goddess at her ear, whispering to her,” Beni suggested. 
 
    “Perhaps,” I replied, “but Sekma does not believe there are such things as deities or fate.  She always acted as if the goddesses were fairy tales, and she always said we made our own fate.  I do know that nothing would stop her if she desired a thing.  You have seen for yourself how persuasive and charming she can be and how delightful and witty she is in conversation with anyone of any station, and how very influential she is over others – to royals, nobles, commoners, and even slaves.  And her exquisite beauty and captivating personality cause men to go out of their way to please her, and she takes advantage of this weakness in men.  But then, her true nature is much darker.  She has no compunction against using any method to get that which she wants – even evil methods.  To Sekma, scruples, ethics, and morals are mere conventions of society, which she would use or discard for whatever serves her purpose at the moment.  Sekma is like no one else in the world.  She was born of a woman, like everyone, but her heart is alien, for we ordinary mortals are motivated by our emotions, our desires.  Yet she has no emotions, or rather, no emotions that one would recognize.  I have seen her pleased but never happy, delighted but never joyful, enraged but never filled with hate” – I held to myself and did not tell Beni that I had actually manipulated Sekma once by reminding her of her own character, and I believe I was successful, for I was sure that she stayed her hand and Nash’s other child was not murdered after all – “At times I have seen her passionate, yet I do not believe she ever held love in her heart for anyone, not even for herself.  Her only reason for living is for power and control, yet she uses this power not to enrich herself, but to be mistress of the entire kingdom, and have it put in order and have it run efficiently, and she uses this power for the benefit of her subjects, and to make them prosper so that she would enjoy supremacy and control over a robust and vigorous people.”  Here I laughed.  “She would make their lives better even if she must kill every one of them to do it!  Such a strange mixture: tyranny and reason, oppression and altruism.  Has the world ever seen her like?” 
 
    “She appears to me,” Beni said, “to be one of the Lilitu – or in your Sumerian language, one of the Lilith, the horrible night maidens who devour the souls of mortals.  I can only think of her as the most unknowable personality I have ever known, the most unimaginable person I could ever imagine to exist.  Thank the Mother Goddess that there is only one Sekma in this world.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Lord Nash was quite nonchalant when he found that Sekma’s former handmaiden had joined their household.  He came to understand that I had once been of the city of Terqa, so he merely said the Queen’s action to give me to them was a handsome gesture to finalize the agreement they had made to normalize relations with Sumer, yet the Queen did not free me herself as that would be too much of an admission of culpability.  As he told me this I saw in his eyes no recognition of me.  Did he not remember who I was, for now I was dressed in Beni’s clothing and not in the scanty garb of an Egyptian slave?  Or was it that he never even looked at me while I was a servant, as most nobles did not?  Or was he so bold that he cared not if I told the Lady Beni-Mos all I knew?  Whatever the reason he quite casually accepted me into his house, and agreed with Lady Beni that my rank of nobility was equal to hers.  Otherwise, he would be easy and frank whenever we conversed, as if nothing had ever happened.  Quite honestly, I preferred it this way, and went along with the pretense. 
 
    Two weeks later we were on our way to Aneb-Hetch.  We did not see the Queen during the entire time that the Lord Nash-Ust-Kazuk and the Lady Beni-Mos were preparing for their journey home, nor did we see her when we boarded our boat for the first leg of our journey.  The King, the Vizier, and several members of the King’s council courteously came to the quay to bid farewell to the Ambassador and his Lady. 
 
    I stood on the deck of the boat and watched the King’s city receding behind us and my emotions were decidedly mixed, for this had been my home and my prison for over four years.  I had seen with my own eyes the workings of the Egyptian court, the despicable maneuverings, the deceit and treachery, and, to my everlasting shame, I had participated in Sekma’s evil machinations.  Yet it was here that I had fallen in love with Meritaten, she who had been my comfort, she who had prevented me from going mad, she who had taught me that part of the world was still good, she whose tender ways gave me happiness.  My heart ached, for I would have dearly loved to have Meritaten by my side.  But now I was leaving.  Goodbye, my Meritaten, I thought.  Rest, my beloved. 
 
    I kept my eyes on the battlements and obelisks until the boat had rounded the Great Bend and the city was no longer in sight. 
 
    After a mere week of a relaxing boat voyage, we were in the city of Aneb-Hetch.  Lord Nash told us that it would be a day or two before his steward and the sergeant of his guard could arrange a caravan, and he suggested we make the short journey to the Great Pyramid and the Sphinx, to view those marvelous works. 
 
    “We would despise ourselves if we came this close to them and not stopped to see them,” he said.  “And do you know what else?  One of the people in the city told me that travelers from everywhere on earth come here for no other reason but to look upon the Great Pyramid.  Can you imagine that?  I have never heard the like!” 
 
    At last I could approach those “dragon’s teeth” and see for myself their perfection, the huge tomb of King Khufu and the small pyramids of the queens standing close by.  Beni and I bent over to touch the perfectly smooth, almost sensuous side of that enormous structure, slanting downward into the sands.  The blindingly pure white of the pyramid actually hurt the eyes when the sun neared noon.  We then walked over to the Sphinx and admired that enormous man-beast, painted with life-like colors on the face, eyes, and hair, and with bright reds and blues on the turban, and with a marvelous golden on the lion’s fur.  We were amazed with the remarkable beard on the chin, hanging down, for we knew it was of solid stone, huge and very heavy, yet dangling in midair.  Nash heartily endorsed the genius of the Egyptians who had made the Sphinx those ages ago. 
 
    “And it still looks new!” he cried.  “I believe it will look new until the end of time!” 
 
    When we returned to the city for the night, Nash turned to speak to me. 
 
     “Neferkara,” he said, “since you will be returning with us to Nazkap, I have been thinking about your situation.  Your family and your city have been destroyed, and you will be a lone woman in a land where women have less freedom than here in Egypt; you will have no livelihood and no man to speak for you.  So it may be better for you to join my household as my concubine.” 
 
    Before I could answer or even think of a reply, Beni whirled about to face him, planted her fists on her hips.  Her glare scorched him to the ground where he stood. 
 
    “Hear me, you miserable goat!” she said.  “I am adopting her into my house which makes her my sister, and I say she is untouchable to you!” 
 
    He was taken aback by her reaction.  He grinned sheepishly, shrugged, “Now, why would I want to touch your sister?” 
 
    “Why, indeed?” she replied with a menacing look.  She turned toward me and gave me a private wink. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The caravan was eventually prepared so the day came when we mounted camels for the trek to the Northeast, skirting the edge of the rich farmland of the Delta.  On the second day, the caravan turned East and left the Delta behind.  We had entered the Sinai Desert.   
 
    We had gone perhaps one iteru when the caravan master stopped our party and ordered his men to check and adjust all bindings on the camels – a routine precaution performed each day after the first hour of travel.  I got down from my camel to allow the drivers to see to my saddle, and walked to the rear of the caravan. 
 
    In the far distance I saw the line of palm trees that flanked the River – mere green dots on the edge of a vast blanket of yellow – and they appeared to be dancers as they wriggled and bobbed in the rivulets of heat rising from the sands.  This would be my last sight of Egypt, while the River could still be seen.  It was true that we would have another four days of the Sinai before we departed the kingdom proper, yet it would be at this place that I would see the River Nile for the last time.  And the Nile was Egypt.  I stooped and picked up a handful of sand and poured it into a small pouch. 
 
    “Souvenir?” Beni asked.  She had silently followed me and now watched me, slightly amused at what I was doing. 
 
    “In a way,” I said, then smiled up at her.  “A keepsake.  I am thinking of someone who was very dear to me.  She now lies resting in the soil of this land, and I would take a bit of this soil with me, to keep her memory alive.” 
 
    I looked back at the dancers in the distance.  We both remained silent as we contemplated the horizon, and understood in our hearts that at last we had departed.  I continued. 
 
    “There was a time when I would have prayed to Goddess Eresh-kigal to care for her, to watch over the soul of this dear one of whom I spoke.  But no more.  Whatever comfort that the thought of an afterlife may give, I can no longer think that there are any goddesses watching over us, for if they were real and if they loved us, they would never let us suffer so, and my dear one suffered much in her life.  I cannot believe that the goddesses would be intentionally cruel, so I must think there are no goddesses at all.  Yet I shall pretend in my heart that my beloved is at peace and that she is under the care of Queen Eresh, there in the dark Underworld, and it brings a small comfort to imagine this.  And I shall pretend in my heart that one day I shall see her again.  Yet I know that when my time comes, I shall lie in dreamless sleep, alone, and unaware.  And throughout eternity I shall be held in the sweet arms of oblivion.” 
 
    I tied up the small pouch and placed it inside my robe, over my heart. 
 
    Here was a puzzle for the Lady Beni-Mos, for she knew nothing of Meritaten.  Yet Beni respected me enough that she did not question me further, simply allowed that I would tell her in my own time, or not tell her.  I smiled at her and took her arm in both my hands. 
 
    “It is not so bleak an outlook as one would think,” I said.  “In truth, I feel free.  Here, here is where we live, this world.  It was the day I put aside the deities and belief in the hereafter, it was the day when I realized that when we die, we die all over, that I understood that it was the last thoughts in one’s heart before death were all that mattered.  Did I do right by the world while I was in it?  Did I do good with the little time I was allotted?  Did I love and was I loved?  It was that day, Lady Beni, that I learned courage at last, and I refused to do a monstrous act out of cowardice, or out of fear of punishment in this world or the next.”   
 
    We were quiet for a moment as we both gazed into the distance, at our last view of the remarkable Kingdom of Egypt. 
 
    After a few moments Beni broke the silence. 
 
    “I say,” she said.  “Now that we are out of Egypt and you are free of servitude, it is high time for me to start calling you by your proper name, and address you as the Lady Utu-Gash-Kaga-Gulak.  And you must also tell me if your family had a nickname for you as most families do, for we are friends now, and I would speak with you informally when we are alone.” 
 
      I still held the desert in my gaze, did not turn to her, did not reply immediately.  I did not need to think over her suggestion and decide; there never seemed to be any question.  I did not tell her what was in my heart, that whenever I closed my eyes I would hear Meritaten’s voice, talking with me, laughing at me, scolding me, and always calling me Neferkara.  Always but for once. 
 
    “I believe I shall remain simply ‘Neferkara’,” I said, “and not go back to my birth name.” 
 
    She was surprised. 
 
    “But why would you want to keep the name of a slave? that Egyptian name? the name that creature Sekma gave you?” 
 
    I looked at her with a smile, then returned my gaze back to the West, to the River, to Egypt, and said, “Easier on the tongue, easier on the ear.” 
 
    End 
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    Sekma is the 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 Apprentice Queen, a companion novel to Sekma.  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.   
 
    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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