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Foreword

Thousands of years ago, Egyptians believed that to speak the name of the dead was to make them live again. In our own time, few have spoken those names so eloquently as Pauline Gedge. Perhaps it fortifies us, her fans, to think that it could not have been otherwise, to think that novels like Child of the Morning or The Lady of the Reeds were not put on paper by chance alone. From her first childhood glimpse of desert sand through a ship’s porthole in Suez, to the school days spent daydreaming about Egypt’s greatest queens, Pauline seemed destined to bring ancient Egypt to life. She describes the almost-fated process by which her debut novel came to be:


I forget where I had been that morning, but I vividly remember standing at the foot of those steps, looking up towards (my sister’s) door, and feeling as though my life had no purpose. I began to climb. By the time I came to the top a miracle had taken place in me. I knew exactly what I was going to write about—or rather, who—an ancient Egyptian woman I had studied about and admired since I was eleven. It was an experience that every writer longs for once in a career, that flash of inspiration, and for me it happened at the moment when my future seemed darkest.


And so reading Child of the Morning gives one a special sense of “being present at the creation.” After all, it was winning a writing competition with this very novel that launched Pauline Gedge’s career as an author. Thirteen works in print and millions of loyal readers later, we can only be glad that it did.

Queen Hatshepsut, sometimes described as a consummate self-promoter, knew the value of a legacy as well as anyone. Having seen her father and brother/spouse die, she served as regent for her young nephew, Tuthmosis III. Had her role ended there, she might be little-remembered today. Yet humans have always been driven to build something
of transcendent value in this, our short season above the soil. The Egyptians felt this more keenly than perhaps any other civilization. They started the process of carving a legacy in stone and hieroglyph early, almost from birth. But the very grandeur of Hatshepsut’s monuments and achievements made them a target for less able rulers who were to follow. Pity the poor Egyptian whose life’s work was rubbed away after their death. Across different times and cultures, the damnatio memoriae, the expunging from memory, has been seen as the most evil of fates. A life can be taken in the twinkling of an eye, but to rob someone of their legacy is to unmake them in an even more profound sense.

Yet fortunately, modern Egyptologists have been able to reconstitute a clear picture of Hatshepsut’s singular rule, not just as symbolic she-Pharaoh, but as a tremendous builder and a savvy administrator. Despite the best efforts of her successors to erase all remnants of her reign, we know more about Hatshepsut than any woman alive 3,500 years ago. Her era was as ancient to Emperor Marcus Aurelius as his is to us today: that her story has been recovered now seems almost miraculous. It is a story that sings through the stones of her temple at Luxor, a masterpiece of this golden age of architecture. Her military successes and voyages of exploration are all gone now, but the perfect symmetries of her mortuary temple serve as a symbol of the confident and prosperous and peaceful society that it would have taken to produce it. It stands, still, anchored into granite cliffs that she must have known would endure until the end of the world. She has succeeded in the most profound way the Egyptians could imagine: to write her name in history, to build a legacy. Fortunately for us, a legacy can be left in pen as well as in stone, and you hold in your hand a novel that legions of readers will remember forever. Thanks to Pauline Gedge, we are able to walk alongside Queen-Pharaoh Hatshepsut, this God’s Wife, to enter her world, hear her thoughts, and witness her extraordinary life.

MICHELLE MORAN





For my mother Airini and my father Lloyd, with love




I owe a debt of gratitude to the staff at the Extension Library of the University of Alberta at Edmonton for their excellent service, and I must also thank the authors of those works I have consulted. Their lifelong and painstaking dedication to the collation of facts on ancient Egypt has enabled me, a mere neophyte, to write this book, and I am sorry that the list is so long that I cannot name them all.




I have done this from a loving heart for my Father Amun;

I have entered into his scheme for this first jubilee;

I was wise by his excellent Spirit, and I forgot nothing of that which he exacted.

My Majesty knoweth that he is Divine.

I did it under his command; it was he who led me.

I conceived no works without his doing; it was he who gave me directions.

I slept not because of his temple; I erred not from that which he commanded.

My heart was wise before my Father; I entered into the affairs of his heart.

I turned not my back on the City of the All-Lord, but turned to it the face.

I know that Karnak is God’s dwelling upon earth; the August Ascent of the Beginning;

The Sacred Eye of the All-Lord; the place of his heart;

Which wears his beauty, and encompasses those who follow him.

 


Prayer composed by King Hatshepsu I 
on the occasion of Her Jubilee.




Prologue

She went to her couch early, signaling to her slave and slipping from the hall almost unnoticed while the food still steamed on the little gilded tables and the fragrance of the flowers, scattered everywhere, moved in an invisible cloud with her down the colonnaded walk. There was a flurry of clapping behind her as the musicians took their places and began a quick, lilting rhythm, but she strode on, Merire almost running to keep up with her. When she reached her own apartments, she ignored the salute of her guard, sweeping into the bedchamber and kicking off her sandals.

“Shut the doors,” she said, and Merire obeyed, swinging them closed. She turned with wary eyes, trying to gauge her mistress’s mood. Hatshepsut sank onto the stool before her mirror and gestured. “Take it all from me.”

“Yes, Majesty.”

The competent hands lifted the heavy, elaborate wig, gently removed the glowing gold and carnelian necklet and slid the jingling bracelets over nerveless hands. The room was pleasantly warmed by the two charcoal braziers in each corner, and the lamps barely flickered to disturb the shadowed depths, for at that hour the gay, color-splashed walls were muted, scarcely visible; only the odd, rapid dart of a leaping flame picked out a point of frozen movement here, licked along a spark of precious metal there. The room, unlike its taut and angry prisoner, slumbered.

Hatshepsut stood as Merire released the shoulder straps of the delicate linen sheath and drew it from her. She poured hot, scented water and began washing the kohl from the dark eyes, the red henna from the soles of the feet and the palms of the hands. The older woman continued to stare at herself in the burnished depths of the huge copper mirror.

When Merire had finished, Hatshepsut walked to the head of her couch and leaned on it, her arms folded.

When the palace was filled with the comings and goings of my court, and all night and day at my command the incense rose in the temple, then all were willing to serve me to the death. Yes, yes, but whose death? Whose? Where are they now, the brave boasters? And what have I done
that it should all end like this? For the gods I have poured out gold and slaves. I have built and labored. For this country, my eternal, my beautiful Egypt; I have given of my Divine Self, sweated and lain wakeful and anxious in the night so that the people should sleep and be safe. Now even the fellahin in the fields can talk of nothing but war. War, not raids for plunder, not border skirmishes, but full battles for the acquisition of an empire. And I can do nothing but watch, impotent. This country is not a country suited to war. We laugh, we sing, we make love and build and trade and work, but war is too solemn for us and will destroy us all in the end.

Merire took away the water and returned with the sleeping robe.

But Hatshepsut waved it aside. “Not tonight. Just leave all as it is. You can tidy it in the morning. Now get out.”

It was not death that she feared. She knew that the time was close, very close. Perhaps it would come the next day, and not a moment too soon, for she was weary of living and wished to rest. But she was finally lonely, and the silence of an empty room unsettled her. She slid to the couch and sat quite still. “O, my Father,” she prayed, “Mighty Amun, King of all gods, it was thus, naked, that I entered this world; and it is thus, naked, that I shall be carried to the House of the Dead.”

She rose and began to pace about, her bare feet making no sound on the red and blue tiled floor. She walked to the water clock and watched it drip for a moment. It lacked four hours to the rising of the sun. Four hours. And then another day of wearing frustration and enforced idleness, sitting in the garden, sailing on the river, taking her chariot round the circuit in the army’s training ground to the east of the city. The same chariot that had been presented to her by her own body of troops that bright, fresh morning. How young she had been then. How her heart had fluttered with fear and excitement, and how she had clutched the burnished sides of the golden chariot as her horses thundered across the hard, sunbaked sand, cleaving the blazing, still desert air with fire and death!

Now it was winter, the month of Hathor, a month that seemed to reach back forever, although it had only just begun. In the chilly nights, the days only a little less breathlessly hot than those of summer, she began to feel a rising desperation born of inaction. And the old pain, the pain that was always new, began to tug at her so that she opened her eyes. Before her, far back in the dimness, her own image swam in the half-light, beaten silver, a huge relief that formed a portion of the wall. The haughty chin holding the Pharaonic Beard was lifted high, the eyes steady and unyielding
beneath the weight of the tall and regal Double Crown of Egypt. She smiled suddenly.

So it was, and so it shall always be that I was King of Egypt, I, Daughter of Amun. And in times to come men shall know and wonder, as I have done regarding the monuments and works of marvel that my forefathers did. I am not alone. I shall, after all, live forever.
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Although the north wall of the schoolroom opened onto the garden, the prevailing summer wind did not blow between the dazzling white, color-splashed pillars. It was suffocatingly hot. The students sat cross-legged on their papyrus mats, knee to knee, their heads bent over the pieces of broken pottery, laboriously copying out the day’s lesson. Khaemwese, his arms folded, felt sleep steal into his head, and he cast a surreptitious glance in the direction of the stone water clock. Almost, midday. He coughed, and a dozen little faces were turned up to him expectantly.

“Are you all finished? Who shall read back to me today’s wisdom? Or should I say, who has the wisdom to read back to me today’s lesson?” He beamed at his witticism, and a polite ripple of laughter ran around the room. “You, Menkh? User-amun? Now I know that Hapuseneb can do it, so I will not ask him. Who will volunteer? Thothmes, you will.”

Thothmes struggled unhappily to his feet while Hatshepsut, sitting at his side, poked him and made a face. He ignored her, holding the pot in both hands and peering at it in distress.

“Begin. Hatshepsut, sit still.”

“I have heard that thou—that thou—”

“Followest.”

“Yes, followest. I have heard that thou followest pleasures. Turn not thy back on my words. Dost thou give thy mind to all—to all—”

“Manner of deaf things.”

“Oh. To all manner of deaf things?”

Khaemwese sighed as the boy’s voice droned on. It was certain that Thothmes would never make an informed and enlightened man. He had no love at all for the magic of words and seemed content to drowse through his lessons. Perhaps the One should consider putting his son into the army early. But Khaemwese shook his head at the vision of Thothmes, bow and spear in hand, marching at the head of a company of hard-bitten old campaigners. The boy was stumbling again, waiting, his finger under the offending hieroglyph, a dumb bewilderment in his eyes as he watched his teacher.

The old man felt a spark of anger. “This passage,” he said waspishly,
stabbing at his own scroll with petulance, “refers to the judicious and wholly deserving use of the hippopotamus whip on the posterior of a lazy boy. Perhaps the scribe is thinking of just such a boy as yourself, Thothmes? Do you need a taste of my hippopotamus whip? Bring it to me at once!”

Several of the older boys began to snigger, but Neferu-khebit put out her hand in distress. “Oh, please, Master, not again! Only yesterday he was beaten, and father was angry!”

Thothmes flushed and glared down at her. The hippopotamus whip was an old and well-worn joke, being only a slender and springy willow switch that Khaemwese carried under his arm from day to day like a general’s staff of office. The real thing was for criminals and malcontents. To have a girl speak out on one’s behalf was salt in an already throbbing wound, and the boy muttered under his breath as the master peremptorily motioned him to sit down.

“Very well. Neferu, seeing that you wish his sentence commuted, you may take upon yourself his task. Rise and continue.”

Neferu-khebit was a year older and considerably more intelligent than Thothmes. She had just graduated from the old, fragmented pots to papyrus scrolls, and she finished the lesson with ease.

The class ended as usual with the Prayer to Amun. The students rose as Khaemwese left the room, and then a babble broke out.

“Never mind, Thothmes,” Hatshepsut said brightly, rolling up her mat. “Come with me after the sleep, and see the new gazelle in the zoo. Father shot its mother, and now it has no one to love it. Will you come?”

“No,” he snapped. “I do not want to go running all over the grounds with you anymore. Besides, now I have to go out to the barracks and practice with the bow and spear every afternoon with Aahmes pen-Nekheb.”

They walked to the corner and laid their mats in a pile with the others while Neferu-khebit signaled to the naked slave waiting patiently by the big silver ewer. The woman drew water for them and presented it, bowing.

Hatshepsut drank deeply, smacking her lips. “Lovely, lovely water! What about you, Neferu? Would you like to do that with me?”

Neferu smiled down at her younger sister. She ran her hand over the smooth, shaved scalp and straightened the tousled youth-lock so that it hung decorously once more over the left shoulder. “You have ink on your kilt again, Hatshepsut. Will you ever grow up? Very well, I will come with you if Nozme gives permission. Just for a little while. Will that do?”

The little girl hopped in delight. “Yes! Come for me when you get up!”

The room was empty of all save the slave and the three of them. The
other children were drifting home with their slaves as the heat increased to a solid weight of stifling air that seemed to bend their heads and fill them with the desire for sleep.

Thothmes yawned. “I am going to find my mother. I suppose should thank you, Neferu-khebit, for delivering me, but I wish that you would mind your own business. The other boys find the spectacle amusing, and you humiliate me.”

“Would you rather be beaten than made to look silly?” Hatshepsut snorted. “Really, Thothmes, you have too much dignity. And it’s true. You are lazy.”

“Hush!” said Neferu. “Thothmes, you know that I only acted out of concern for you. Here’s Nozme. Behave yourselves. I will see you later, little Hat.” She dropped a kiss on the top of Hatshepsut’s head and drifted out into the glare of the garden.

Nozme was allowed quite as many liberties with the royal children as Khaemwese. As Royal Nurse she scolded them, wheedled them, occasionally spanked them, and always adored them. She was answerable to Pharaoh for their safety with her life. She had been hired by Second Wife Mutnefert as wet nurse when the little boy twins, Uatchmes and Amun-mes, were born, and Divine Consort Aahmose had retained her for Neferu-khebit and Hatshepsut. Mutnefert herself had nursed Thothmes. He was her third son, and she watched over him like an eagle, for a son was precious, particularly a royal son, and her two little boys had died of plague. Nowadays Nozme was acid-tongued, hatchet-faced, and so emaciated that her thick, businesslike linens hung loosely on her gaunt frame and flapped around her bare ankles as she flew here and there, screaming at the slaves and admonishing the children. They no longer feared her, and only Hatshepsut still loved her, perhaps because, with the fickle selfishness of childhood, Hatshepsut was loved by everyone and so feared no check to her desires.

Seeing Nozme come sweeping in from the dimness of the hall, Hatshepsut ran to her and hugged her.

Nozme returned the hug and shrieked to the slave, “Get rid of that water now, and wash the basin. Sweep out the floor for tomorrow’s lessons. Then you can go to your room and rest Hurry up!” She glanced sharply after Neferu-khebit, but now that the young woman wore the sheath of adulthood and her head was no longer shaved but covered in shining black tresses that hung to her shoulders, Nozme’s authority had almost come to an end. She contented herself with a muttered “Where is she going at this time of day?” Taking the little girl by the hand, Nozme led her gently through the maze of pillared halls and dark porticoes to the door
of the children’s apartment, adjacent to the women’s quarters.

The palace hung in a drugged, hot silence. Even the birds were quiet. Outside, beyond the gardens, the great river flowed on, burning silver. No boat moved on its surface, and below, in the cooler, muddy depths, the fish lay waiting for evening. The whole city slept as if under a spell. Beershops were closed, markets were shuttered, and porters nodded in the shade of their little alcoves under the protecting walls of the nobles’ great estates that bordered the river for mile upon mile. On the docks nothing moved except the little beggar boys who hunted for the gleanings of spilt cargoes. Over the river, in the Necropolis, the City of the Dead, the temples and empty shrines shimmered in the haze, the heat making the brown cliffs beyond dance and shake. High summer. The wheat and barley, clover, flax, and cotton standing tall for the harvest. The irrigation canals slowly drying out despite the frantic, backbreaking efforts of the fellahin to keep the shadoofs in motion. The dusty green date and doom palms, the march of trees along the riverbank, and the ripe green of the reedbeds all turning slowly brown. And always the white-hot, eye-searing glory of Ra, pouring down eternally from a cloudless and limitless deep blue sky, mighty and invincible.

In the apartment of Her Royal Highness the Princess Hatshepsut Khnum-Amun there was a stirring of air. The wind catchers on the roof funneled down whatever breezes there were out of the north, making little eddies of hot, stale air. As Nozme and her charge entered the room, the two waiting slaves sprang together into obeisance and picked up their fans. Nozme ignored them. As she removed Hatshepsut’s white linen kilt, she barked an order, and another slave appeared bearing water and cloths. The nurse quickly washed the wiry little body. “Your kilt is covered in ink again,” she said. “Must you be so messy?”

“I am truly sorry,” the child replied, not sorry at all. She stood sleepily as the blessed water ran down her arms and trickled across her brown belly. “Neferu-khebit also frowned at me for my dirty kilt. Truly I do not know how the ink got spilled.”

“Did you have a good lesson today?”

“I suppose so. I do not like school very much. There is too much to learn, and I am always waiting for Khaemwese to jump on me. I do not like being the only little girl there, either.”

“There is Her Highness Neferu.”

“That is quite different. Neferu cares nothing for the smirks of the boys.”

Nozme sniffed. She would have liked to reply that Neferu seemed to care nothing about anything, but she remembered in time that this
bright-eyed, handsome youngster, yawning copiously as she walked to the couch, was Great Pharaoh’s special joy and doubtless prattled to him every word spoken in the nurseries. Nozme disapproved of any break with tradition, and the idea of girls, even royal girls, studying with boys was a continual source of irritation to her. But Pharaoh had spoken. Pharaoh wanted his daughters to be educated, and educated they were. Nozme swallowed the heresies rising on her tongue and bent to kiss the little hand. “Sleep well, Highness. Do you need anything more?”

“No. Nozme, Neferu promised to take me to see the animals afterward: Can I go?”

The request was as usual, as predictable as the child’s constant appetite for sweetmeats, and Nozme flashed a rare and gentle smile. “Of course, if you take a slave and a guard with you. Now rest. I will see you presently.” She signaled to the silent, stiff figures standing in the shadows and left the room.

The two women came forward, sweat shining on their black skin, and their fans began to dip and sway slowly above Hatshepsut’s head, making no sound.

Small ripples of air moved over her body, and for a moment she watched the feathers quiver and swish as a feeling of security and peace stole over her. Her eyelids closed, and she turned onto her side. Life was good, even if Nozme snapped at her and Thothmes scowled a lot these days.

I don’t know what he has to be so grumpy about, she thought dimly. I would like to be a soldier and learn how to shoot the bow and throw the lance. I would like to march with the other men and fight.

Above her, one of the Nubians coughed, and from beyond the doorway she heard Nozme climb heavily onto her couch with a long sigh. Hatshepsut’s small ebony headrest felt smooth under her neck, and dreams began to wash her mind. She slept.

When she awoke, the sun was still high but had lost its bite. All around her the palace shook off lethargy and began to lumber to the end of another day, like a great hippopotamus rising from the mud. In the kitchens the cooks chattered, and the pots clanked; and there was laughter and the scurrying of many feet in the hallways. As she stepped outside, clean and fresh and eager, the gardeners were already back at work, their bare backs bowed, weeding and trimming the acres of exotic foreign flowers and watering the hundreds of sycamores and willows that made the royal confines a sun-dappled, sweet-smelling forest. The sudden bright flash of gay birds on the wing was everywhere, and the sky was as blue as her mother’s eye paint. She began to run, slave and guard striding to
keep up. Wherever she passed them, the laborers rose and bowed before her, but she hardly saw them. From the time she could toddle, the world had worshiped her, the Daughter of the God, and now, at the age of ten, the image of her destiny flowed undiluted with her blood, a natural and unselfconscious certainty of the rightness of her world and everything in it. There was the King: the God, her father. There was the Divine Consort, her mother. There was Neferu-khebit, her sister, and Thothmes, her half brother. And then there were the people, existing solely to adore her, and beautiful, beautiful Egypt somewhere beyond the towering walls of the palace, a land that she had never seen but that surrounded her and infused her with awe.

Once, a year ago, she and Menkh and Hapuseneb had hatched a plot. They would leave the palace and run into the city instead of sleeping. They would go to Menkh’s house a mile upstream and play in his father’s boat. But the porter, lurking in his cubbyhole by the great copper gates, had caught them. Menkh had been flogged by his father, Hapuseneb had been beaten also, but she herself had simply been reprimanded by her father. It was not time, he had said, for her to leave the safety of the palace. Her life was precious. It belonged to all the land and must be protected, he had told her. He had then taken her on his knee and given her honey cakes and sweet wine.

Now, a year later, the adventure was almost forgotten. Almost. One thing had then been brought home to her. When you are grown up, you can do anything, but you must wait. Wait.

Neferu was standing by the enclosures, alone. She turned and smiled as Hatshepsut came up panting. Neferu’s face was pale, her eyes strained. She had not slept. Hatshepsut slid her hand into the older girl’s, and they set off.

“Where is your slave?” Hatshepsut asked. “I had to bring mine.”

“I sent her away. I like to be by myself sometimes, and I am old enough now to do almost as I please. Did you rest well?”

“Yes. Nozme sounds like a bull when she snores, but I still manage to fall asleep. I miss having you on the next couch, though. The room seems so big and empty.”

Neferu laughed. “It is really a very small room, dear Hatshepsut, as you will see when you are moved into a big, echoing apartment like mine.” Her voice held bitterness, but the child did not hear it.

They went through the gate and strolled down a wide, tree-lined path flanked on either side by cages, most of which were occupied by an assortment of animals: some local, such as the ibex, the family of lions, the gazelles; some brought back by their father from the foreign lands
where he had campaigned in his youth. Most of the beasts were asleep, lying quietly in the shade, their smell a warm and friendly thing that enveloped the girls as they passed. The path ended right against the main wall, so close to them that it seemed to rear up and cut off the sun. At its foot was a modest, two-roomed mud-brick house where the Keeper of the Royal Zoo lived. He was waiting on his porch, watching for them. As they approached, he stepped out and went down on his knees, touching his forehead to the dust.

“Greetings, Nebanum,” said Neferu. “You may rise.”

“Greetings, Highness.” The man struggled to his feet and stood with his head lowered.

“Greetings!” Hatshepsut said. “Come on, Nebanum, where is the baby gazelle? Is he well?”

“Very well, Highness,” Nebanum replied gravely, his eyes twinkling, “but always hungry. I have him in a little pen behind my house, if you would care to follow me. He is a very noisy baby. He bawled all night long.”

“Oh, the poor thing! He misses his mother. Do you think I could feed him?”

“I have prepared goat’s milk if Your Highness would like to try. But I must warn Your Highness that this baby is strong and might knock Your Highness over or spill milk on Your Highness’s kilt.”

“Oh, that doesn’t matter. You two”—she turned and looked up at the patient, perspiring attendants—“stay here. Sit under a tree or something. I won’t run away.” She stepped to Nebanum. “Go on!”

Neferu nodded, and the little party rounded the house. The wall was no more than ten steps away, casting a cool shadow; and beneath it was a small, temporary pen made of wooden stakes and twine. A brown head, all big, liquid eyes and long eyelashes, poked over the top. With a cry Hatshepsut ran up to it and thrust her hands through to pet it. Immediately the soft mouth opened, and a pink tongue rolled out.

The girl squealed, “Look Neferu! See how he sucks at my fingers! Oh, hurry, Nebanum, he is so hungry that I should have you whipped! Get the milk!”

Nebanum barely concealed a laugh. He bowed again and disappeared around the corner.

Neferu came and stood by the pen. “He is beautiful,” she said, stroking the sleek neck. “Poor thing, to be a prisoner.”

“Don’t be so silly!” Hatshepsut retorted. “If father had not brought him home, he would have perished in the desert, eaten by lions or hyenas or something.”


“I know that, really. But he seems pathetic in a way, so eager for love —so alone—”

Hatshepsut turned with another impatient word, but it quickly died on her lips. Neferu was crying, the tears running unchecked down her cheeks. Hatshepsut watched with astonishment. She had never seen Neferu anything but composed and dignified, and this sudden breakdown afforded her an unexpected moment of interest. She was not in the least embarrassed, and after a second or two she withdrew her hand from the fawn’s mouth and began to dry it on her kilt.

“Whatever is the matter, Neferu? Are you ill or something?”

Neferu shook her head violently and turned away silently, struggling to regain some control. Presently she picked up the hem of her sheath and wiped her face. “I am sorry, Hatshepsut. I don’t know what’s the matter. I didn’t sleep at all today, and I think I must be a little tired.”

“Oh.” Hatshepsut did not know what else to say, and as the moments ticked on, she began to feel uncomfortable. When Nebanum reappeared with a tall, narrow jar carried carefully in his hand, she ran to him in relief. “Let me carry it! Is it heavy? You open his mouth, and I’ll pour it in.”

Nebanum opened the pen, and they went in. He gently took the animal between his knees, forcing open the jaws with both hands.

Hatshepsut, her tongue between her teeth, balanced the jug close to the squirming face and began to pour. Out of the corner of one eye she saw Neferu turn and walk away. Damn Neferu! she thought angrily. She has spoiled this lovely day! Her hand shook, and the milk began to cascade down her front, pooling uncomfortably under her bare toes.

Nebanum took the jar from her as she held it out, and the fawn wobbled away, licking its lips and looking at them sleepily with one rolling eye.

“Thank you, Nebanum. It’s harder than it looks, is it not? I will come back tomorrow and try it again. Good-bye.”

The man’s mouth twitched, and he bowed very low. “Good-bye, Highness. It is always a pleasure to see you here.”

“Of course it is!” she flung back to him over her shoulder as she began to run. She caught up with Neferu just as her sister was turning out of the gate. Hatshepsut impulsively took her by the arm. “Don’t be angry with me, Neferu. Have I made you angry?”

“No.” The older girl’s arm slid around the bony young shoulders. “Who could be angry with you? You are lovely to look at, intelligent, and kind. No one dislikes you, Hatshepsut, not even me.”

“What do you mean? I don’t understand you, Neferu-khebit. I love you. Don’t you love me, too?”

Neferu drew her in under the trees, leaving the servants to wait in the
middle of the path. “I love you, too. But lately—oh, I don’t know why I should be telling you; you are far too young to understand. But I must talk to somebody.”

“Do you have a secret, Neferu?” Hatshepsut cried. “You do! You do! Are you in love? Oh, please tell me all about it!” She tugged at Neferu’s arm, and they sank down together onto the cool grass. “Is that why you weep? Your eyes are still all puffy.”

“How can you know what it is like?” Neferu said slowly, pulling up a blade and running it back and forth over her palm. “For you life will be easy, an endless game, day after day. When you are old enough, you will be able to marry whom you please and live where you please—in the provinces, in the nomes, in the mountains. You will be free, able to travel or not; you will be able to do whatever you and your husband choose, enjoy your children. But I—” She flung the piece of grass away and clasped her hands together, leaning against the trunk of the tree. From the stress of her emotion her sallow skin took on an even yellower hue, and the muscles of her neck stood out like little knotted cords. Seen this way, she was no longer regal or dignified. Whatever prettiness, she had, in her hands, in her thin nose, and in her long black hair, was overlaid by the distress that made her seem like nothing more than a collapsed and faintly fluttering white sail. “I am set apart,” she continued woodenly, “fed on delicacies and clothed in the finest linen. Jewels fill my boxes and chests like handfuls. of pebbles, and all day slaves and nobles prostrate themselves before me. All I see for days on end is the tops of people’s heads. When I rise, they clothe me; when I am hungry, they feed me; when I am tired, there are a dozen hands to draw back the covers of my couch. Even in the temple when I pray and sing and shake the sistrum, they are there.” She gestured wearily, her hair falling disheveled about her neck. “I do not want to be Great Royal Wife. I do not want to be Divine Consort. I do not want to marry silly, well-meaning Thothmes, I only want peace, Hatshepsut, to live as I choose.” She closed her eyes and was silent. Timidly Hatshepsut put out a hand and stroked her sister’s arm. They held hands while the sun began to sink, the shadows to lengthen imperceptibly.

Finally Neferu stirred. “I have had a dream,” she whispered, “a horrible dream. I have it almost every time I sleep. That is why I did not go to my couch today but came out here to the gardens and lay under a tree until my eyes were burning from tiredness and the world seemed as unreal as if I had slept after all. I dream—I dream that I am dead, and my ka is standing in a huge, dark hall that smells of rotting flesh. It is very cold. At the end of the hall there is a doorway through which light streams,
lovely, bright, warm sunlight. I know that Osiris waits for me there. But where my ka is, there is only the dark, the odor, and a terrible despair because between me and that door there are the scales, and behind the scales there is Anubis.”

“But why should you fear Anubis, Neferu? He only wishes that the scales should balance.”

“Yes, I know. All my life I have tried to do right so that when my heart is weighed, I will have nothing to fear. But in this dream something is different.” She knelt, her hands trembling as she rested them on Hatshepsut’s shoulders. “I approach the God. He has something in his hand, quivering and pulsing. I know that it is my heart. The Feather of Maat, so beautiful, is lying on the scales. Anubis’s head is bent. He lays the heart in the other dish, and the scales begin to dip. I am frozen. Lower it falls, lower, and then with a little thud the dish containing my heart strikes the table. I know then that I am finished and will never walk that cold floor to the glory of Osiris, but I do not scream—not, that is, until the God raises his head and looks at me.”

Suddenly Hatshepsut wanted to get up and run away, far away, anywhere so that she could not hear the end of this terrible dream. She began to wriggle with fear under her sister’s grip, but the fingers tightened, and Neferu’s eyes blazed, burning her.

“Do you know what, Hatshepsut? He looks at me, and it is not with the glittering eyes of the jackal. No. For it is you who condemns me, Hatshepsut. You in the apparel of the God but with the face of a child. It is more terrible than if Anubis had turned his dog face toward me and opened his mouth and snarled. I scream, but your face does not change. Your eyes are as cold and as dead as the wind that blows through that accursed place. I scream and scream, and I wake up screaming, my head pounding.” Her voice had sunk again to a whisper, and she gathered the puzzled, frightened little girl into an embrace.

Held against her bosom, Hatshepsut could hear the uneven racing of Neferu’s heart. All at once the world did not seem to be such a safe and fun-filled place anymore. She was aware for the first time of the unknown realms that lay behind the smiling eyes of friends, of those one trusts. She felt as though she herself stood in Neferu-khebit’s dream—but on the other side of the door, in the benediction of Osiris, looking back into the gloomy shadows of the Hall of Judgment. She wrenched herself free and stood up, brushing off the grass that clung to the milk stains on her kilt. “You are quite right, Neferu-khebit. I don’t understand. You frighten me, and I don’t like it. Why don’t you go and see the physicians?”

“I have seen them. They nod and smile and say that I must have
patience, that young people have strange things on their minds when they are growing up. And the priests! Make more offerings, they advise. Amun-Ra has power to deliver you from all fear, they say. So I make offerings and pray, but still I dream.” Neferu rose also, and Hatshepsut clung to her arm as they started back for the path.

“Have you told mother or father?”

“Mother would only smile and offer me a new necklace. You know that more often than not father becomes very irritated with me if I am with him for too long. No, I think I will just have to wait and see whether or not this thing will leave with the passing of the months, I am sorry if I upset you. I have many acquaintances these days but no friends, little one. I often feel that there is no one at all who cares about who I am inside. I know that father does not, and if not he, then who? For he is the world, is he not?”

Hatshepsut sighed. Already she had lost the thread of Neferu’s words. “Neferu, why will you have to marry Thothmes?”

Neferu shrugged wearily. “I do not think that you would understand that, either, and I feel too tired to begin to explain it to you now. Ask Pharaoh when you see him,” she replied a little grimly. They finished the walk in silence.

When they reached the sun-splashed hall that led to the women’s quarters, Neferu stopped and gently withdrew her arm. “Go in to Nozme now, and have another wash. To look at you, no one would know that you are not a dirty little street urchin who has crept in here by mistake.” She laughed shakily. “I must return to my own apartment and think about what I shall wear tonight. You can go, too,” she nodded to the two weary servants behind them. “Report to the Royal Nurse later.” She absently patted Hatshepsut on the head and glided away, her bracelets clinking

Hatshepsut wandered to her own rooms in a subdued frame of mind. Things had been so much simpler and happier when she and Neferu were younger and had romped and laughed their way from day to day. Now it seemed that she would have to content herself by playing with the young aristocrats and sons of nobles who filled the schoolroom each morning, letting Neferu-khebit grow up and away. Already the gulf had widened between them. After the simple, time-honored rite that had signaled Neferu’s entrance into the mysterious and awesome state of womanhood, Neferu had moved into a northern wing of the palace, with her own garden and pond, her own slaves, advisers, and spokesmen, and her own personal priest to make the sacrifices for her. Hatshepsut had seen her change from a gentle, carefree girl into a stately, withdrawn adult, drifting about with her quarreling, bowing retinue, but apart, cold.


I shall not change like that, Hatshepsut vowed fervently as she turned in at the door and Nozme swept from her own room to greet her. I shall always be gay and have nice dreams and love animals. Poor Neferu.

She was uneasy and turned a deaf ear to Nozme’s immediate, shrill protestations at the state of her second clean kilt of the day. She reflected on Neferu’s dream in a cloud of gloom that refused to go away. Finally the woman’s grumbles penetrated, and some new stubbornness in the girl rebelled. “Shut up, Nozme,” she said. “Get this kilt off me, and brush my youth-lock, and shave my head, and just—shut up.”

The result was surprising. There were no shouts, no splutters. After a shocked silence during which the nurse stood, her mouth tight as a trap and her hands frozen in midair, she inclined her head and turned away. “Yes, Highness,” she said, knowing that the last baby was feeling its wings, surprised at its own temerity, and that her days as Royal Nurse were numbered.

 



The Sun was sinking at last. Ra was journeying to his rest, and the red, fiery skirts of his hot Barque trailed through the Imperial Gardens as Hatshepsut went to greet her father Great Horus was brooding in his great chair, his belly hanging over his jeweled belt. His barrel chest was afire with gold, and atop his massive head the rearing symbols of kingship gleamed in the slanting rays of his Celestial Father.

Thothmes the First was aging. He was in his early sixties, but he still gave the impression of the enormous, bull-like strength and singleness of purpose that had caused him to snatch up the Crook and the Flail held out to him by his predecessor and to use them to bludgeon to death the last remnants of Hyksos domination. He was immensely popular with the common people of Egypt—a God, at last, of freedom and vengeance, who had made the border something more than a word. His campaigns had been tactically brilliant, bringing much booty to the temples and the people and, more importantly, security in which to till the soil and ply their trades. He had been a general in the army of Pharaoh Amunhotep, and the King had passed over his own sons to place the Double Crown on Thothmes’ willing head. He was ruthless, too. He had given up a wife in order to marry Amunhotep’s daughter, Aahmose, thus legitimizing his seat on the throne His two sons by his first wife were now in his army, grown men, battle-hardened, patroling border garrisons for their father. His power and popularity were greater, perhaps, than any Pharaoh’s before him, but that power had not weakened or softened him. His will was still as strong and absolute as a granite pillar, and under that will the country had licked its wounds and lived and blossomed.


Thothmes was sitting beside the lake with his wife, his scribes, and his slaves, relaxing before dinner and watching the water ripple pink in the late-afternoon breeze. As Hatshepsut, barefooted, quietly approached him over the warm grass, he was speaking to his old friend Aahmes pen-Nekheb, who stood awkwardly before him, embarrassment visible in every portly line of his body. Thothmes was obviously annoyed. He continued to gaze out over the water, and his voice rose to Hatshepsut in spurts of irritation. “Come, come, pen-Nekheb, you and I have spent enough time together both on the battlefield and off it. You have no need to fear me. I only ask you to speak your mind and stop shuffling about like a delinquent schoolboy. Have I not asked a simple question? Do I not deserve a simple answer? I wish a report on my son’s progress, and I wish it now.”

Pen-Nekheb cleared his throat. “Majesty, you have indeed been beneficent to your humble servant, and if your humble servant is to incur your wrath, then your humble servant apologizes beforehand—”

Thothmes brought his beringed hand down on the arm of his chair with a little slap. “Stop playing games with me, old friend: I know your pride, but I also know your ability. Will he or will he not make a soldier?”

Pen-Nekheb began to perspire beneath his short black wig. He scratched at his head surreptitiously. “Majesty, let me then say that His Royal Highness has not been in training for long. Under the circumstances his progress might be considered to be satisfactory—” His voice trailed off, and Thothmes at last turned his head and motioned the older man to the ground.

“Sit. Sit! What is the matter with you today? Do you think that I have put you in charge of the training of my son because you are good at gardening? Give me a report that is clear and short, or you can go home without your dinner.”

Aahmose turned aside to hide a smile. If her husband loved and trusted any man, it was this big, ugly soldier perched uncomfortably on the ground a respectful distance from them. Though she thought it unfortunate that Thothmes should choose to discuss such a matter on an empty stomach, the situation did provide humor. Her life had been short of humor lately.

Pen-Nekheb seemed to have made up his mind. His shoulders squared. “Majesty, it pains me greatly to have to tell you this, but I do not think that young Thothmes has the makings of a soldier. He is clumsy and soft, although he is but in his sixteenth year. He has no love for the discipline involved. He is—” the man gulped and continued desperately, “he is lazy and afraid of the cut, the thrust of the work. Perhaps he will excel at his studies?” he concluded hopefully.


In the long silence that followed, one of the female slaves giggled hysterically and was abruptly cut off. Thothmes did not reply. As the color mounted slowly in his cheeks, his gaze wandered to the palace walls, to the lake, and to the bent head of his wife. Those about him waited in trepidation, knowing the signs. Grunting, he noticed his daughter, waiting and smiling at the edge of the crowd. He waved her forward, and all sighed with relief. The storm was reduced to a swift puff of wind.

“I will come myself to the training ground,” Thothmes said. “I will come tomorrow, and you will put my son through his paces. If you are wrong, pen-Nekheb, I will have your Staff of Office. Hatshepsut, my dear, come and give me a kiss and tell me what you have been doing today.”

She ran to him and climbed onto his knee, nuzzling his neck. “Oh, father, you do smell nice.” She bent down and kissed Aahmose. “Mother, I saw the baby gazelle. Nebanum let me feed it. And Thothmes nearly got another thrashing at school this morning—” She sensed her mistake immediately with the swift intuition of a child. She saw her father’s face darken. “Only nearly,” she went on quickly. “Neferu saved him—” Pharaoh began to breathe heavily, and Hatshepsut hastily scrambled down from her father’s lap, seeking refuge beside Aahmose. She decided to have one more try. Really, she thought, this day began so nicely, but it is ending like one of Nozme’s horror stories. “Father,” she piped, “it would be so kind of you if you would make Thothmes marry someone else. Neferu doesn’t want him, and she is so unhappy—”She stopped suddenly, seeing the look of blank amazement on her father’s face give way to dawning anger. Conscious of the breathless silence that surrounded her, she began to hop from one foot to the other. “I know, I know,” she said. “I am too full of other people’s business—”

“Hatshepsut,” her mother bleated, distressed, “whatever has come over you today? Have you been drinking the servants’ beer again?”

Her father rose, and the whole court rose with him. “I think it is time,” he said heavily, “that you and I had a little talk, Hatshepsut. But now I am tired and hungry. I have had a bellyful of the problems of my erring children.” He glared at pen-Nekheb, then at his luckless wife. “Aahmose, find out from Nozme what has been going on here; I want to know tonight. You, Hatshepsut, come to my rooms before you go to bed. And hope that you find me in better humor.” He scowled at them all and swung away, his coterie drifting after him.

Pen-Nekheb got up with difficulty and began his evening stroll around the lake before dinner. The Great One’s short bursts of ill humor did not distress him overmuch, but it had been a sweltering day, and his bones felt as brittle as sedge weed.


Aahmose smiled at her daughter as they walked to the royal apartments together. “You have been very tactless today,” she said, “but do not worry. He is not angry with you, only with Thothmes. By tonight he will have little to say to you. He would be lost without you, Hatshepsut,” she finished sadly. “He guards your welfare like a hawk Poor Neferu.”

“Mama, I, too, am tired and hungry. Nozme made me wear starched linen, and it is scratching me. Can we talk about something else?” Hatshepsut turned her large, dark eyes toward Aahmose, and the woman sighed.

Amun, she prayed silently as they entered her big, cool apartment and the slaves moved to light the lamps, she is your daughter. In truth, she is your very Incarnation. Protect her from herself.

 



To any lone fisherman bobbing in his little reed boat on the Nile in the dark, the palace at Thebes must have looked like a vision of the promised glories in the Paradise of Osiris. At nightfall all the thousands of lamps were lit—suddenly. It was as though a giant had flung a handful of bright, glittering stars at the ground and they had settled, singly and in clusters, upon the vast halls and many wide, paved ways of that kingdom within a kingdom, their reflections eddying and dancing upon the swift-flowing river far into the night.

The estate itself covered many acres of gardens and shrines, summerhouses and stables, granaries and servants quarters, and of course the main body of the palace itself, with its vast halls for receptions and dining and its pillared porticoes and walkways alive with color and paved with the likenesses of fish and fowl, hunters and hunted, and green things—all that made life a joy. The whole lapped right to the edge of the temple, with its frowning pylons and many dwarfing statues of the God’s son, Thothmes, who was seated with his hands upon his monolithic knees, the calm faces all alike and staring over an invincible domain.

The gardens, too, were lit, dusted with glowing lamps, as the wives and the semiwives, the concubines and the nobles, the officials and the scribes strolled to and fro in the sweet-scented nights, their way lit before and behind by their naked, perfumed slaves.

On the river floated the Royal Barge, delicately crafted of gold and silver and precious woods, tied to the foot of the broad steps that led out of the water and onto a broad, paved courtyard lined on three sides with tall trees. Between those trees ran the avenues that led to the white and golden halls that held the heart of Egypt.

The fisherman would not linger on the west bank of the river. Over there the Necropolis, like the palace, also stretched for many acres,
sprawled between the river and the tumbling dun cliffs that kept the desert out. The lights across the river, the lights in the homes of the priests and artisans who labored on the tombs and temples of the Osiris Ones, were subdued, more scattered. The night wind moaned softly in the deserted shrines, and the living locked their doors until Ra summoned them to another day of toil in the homes of the dead. The soaring pillars and empty houses, scattered with offerings of food and wilting flowers for those who still inhabited their last resting-places, were like an imperfect, distorted, and rather sad mirror image of the vibrant, pulsing life that was the Imperial city of Thebes.

 



The evening wind had dropped, and the night was still and hot as Hatshepsut, Nozme, and the nursery attendants made their way through the torchlit corridors, lined with motionless guards, to the dining hall. Tonight there were no foreign delegations to be feted, but the hall was full of guests and nobles, favored officials and friends of the royal family. The sound of their chatter and laughter echoed and swelled toward the girl long before she pattered through the doors and waited while the Chief Herald solemnly intoned her title. “The Princess Hatshepsut Khnum-Amun.”

The company stopped talking for a moment, bowed, and then continued their conversations. Hatshepsut looked for her father, but he had not yet arrived. Neferu was nowhere in sight either. However, there was User-amun sitting on the floor in a corner with Menkh. She made her way over to them, dodging slaves who were pouring wine and settling the diners with cushions or little chairs. On the way she picked up a lotus flower that someone had dropped and began to wind its stem through her youth-lock. Immediately the thick, heady perfume began to fill her nostrils, and she inhaled it delightedly as she crossed her legs and sank to the floor beside the boys. “Greetings. What are you two doing here?”

Menkh nodded halfheartedly and winked at User-amun. They liked Hatshepsut, but she seemed to be everywhere and into all their schemes whether they wanted her to be or not. Since the abortive running-away episode they had done their best to keep clear of her, but she popped up in the most unlikely places. Whatever else she might be, she was not boring.

User-amun, as the son of one of the oldest and most aristocratic families in the country, treated her as an equal. His father, the Vizier of the South and one of the two most powerful men in the land under Pharaoh, was away on an inspection tour of the nomes under his care, and User-amun was living in the palace for the time being. He bowed extravagantly from
the waist. “Hail, Majesty! Your beauty is more dazzling to behold than the beauty of the stars. Ah! My eyes fail, and I cannot look thereon!”

Hatshepsut giggled. “One day I will make you repeat your words with your mouth to the dust, User-amun. What were you talking about?”

“Hunting,” User-amun straightened and replied promptly. “Menkh’s father is taking us out tomorrow, early. We might even get a lion!”

“Pooh!” said Hatshepsut. “Even men have trouble killing a lion. You have to find one first.”

“We are going into the hills,” said Menkh. “We might even camp out all night.”

“Can I come, too?” Hatshepsut asked eagerly.

The boys chorused, “No!”

“Why not?”

“Because you are a girl, and because the One would never let you,” said User-amun reasonably. “Little princesses never hunt.”

“But big princesses do. When I am big, I shall hunt every day. I shall be the best hunter in the kingdom.”

Menkh smiled. Hatshepsut’s love for animals would never allow her to hunt more than ducks, and she knew it. But even at the age of ten her pride insisted that she best everyone at everything. “What were you doing all day?” he asked. “I didn’t see you anywhere.”

“Getting into trouble,” she groaned. “Ah! Here comes father and mother. Now we can eat.”

Every forehead touched the floor. The Chief Herald’s voice rang clearly. “. . . Mighty Bull of Maat, the Living Horus, Favorite of Two Goddesses, Shining in the Serpent Diadem . . . .”

Hatshepsut whispered to Menkh, “Do you think that your mother will get drunk again tonight?”

“Oh, hush!” he whispered back fiercely. “Can’t you stay quiet for one moment?”

“No, I can’t! I’m hungry! I’ve been hungry for simply hours!”

Thothmes gestured, and the court rose and began to talk again. The guests found their seats, each at his or her own low table, and the slaves began to move among them, their platters heaped high. Hatshepsut’s slave came and bowed. “Roast goose, Highness? Beef? Stuffed cucumber?”

“Something of everything!” As she ate, she looked anxiously around the room for Neferu, but there was still no sign of her. At a nod from her father the musicians filed in, a man with a tall harp and girls in long pleated skirts with cones of perfume on their heads, their instruments tucked under their arms. Hatshepsut noticed with interest that the girls
were going to play the newfangled lutes brought from the wilds of the northeast. She made a mental note to get one of them to come and play for her in her room later on, but she remembered with a sinking heart that she had an appointment with Pharaoh. As the music began, she pushed her dish aside, dabbled her fingers in the water bowl, and wiped them on her kilt. She crept between the diners to her mother’s side. Her father, a few feet away, was deep in conversation with Menkh’s father, Ineni, his architect, but her mother smiled at her and motioned her to a cushion beside the table.

“You look very pretty tonight,” Aahmose said. “You should wear flowers in your hair more often. They suit you.”

Hatshepsut knelt on the cushion. “Mother, where is Neferu-khebit? If father sees that she is not here, he will be really angry. I’m the one he wants to reprimand tonight.”

Her mother put down the piece of pomegranate she was raising to her lips and sighed. “Perhaps I should send someone to look for her. Was she upset today?”

“Yes, she was. She told me all about a horrible dream that she’s been having. Is she going to be ill?”

Aahmose sipped her wine. The music was a muted, gentle twanging ripple over the babble of the guests, and her husband’s booming laugh rang out, followed by another. It was wonderful what food would do to a man’s disposition, Pharaoh not excepted, she thought. She swallowed the wine and turned to her daughter. “I do not know, dear. I think not. But yesterday she and I went down to the river, and pen-Nekheb’s grey-sounds were running up and down the steps—swimming, you know. One of them came to her and jumped up. She began to scream and beat at him with her fists. You know how your father hates sullen, brooding women. I did not tell him about it, but it was a nasty experience.”

“She has been dreaming of Anubis.”

“Oh? That would explain it. But she has also taken to wearing the Amulet of Menat. Why is she being so silly? What does the Chief Daughter of mighty Thothmes have to fear?”

Me. The word popped unexpectedly into Hatshepsut’s head, and she kept very still, her heart beating wildly. Me? Bah! Neferu has given me her fear.

Aahmose signaled to Hetephras, her personal servant and companion. “Go along to the Princess Neferu’s apartments, and find out why she is not here tonight,” she ordered. “And go quietly. I do not want Pharaoh to have the answer before me, Hetephras, do you understand?”

The woman smiled. “Perfectly, Majesty,” she answered, bowing. She slid away.


“Mama, why does Neferu have to marry Thothmes?”

Aahmose flung up her hands. “Oh, Hatshepsut, must you know everything? Very well, I will tell you. But you will not understand.”

“Is it a mystery?”

“In a way. Your immortal father was only a general in my father’s army until my father decided to make him the next Pharaoh. But in order that he might be Pharaoh in truth, he had to marry me because it is in us, the royal women, that the God’s blood flows. We carry the royal strain, and no man can be Pharaoh unless he marries a royal woman, one whose mother has the pure blood of kingship and whose father was Pharaoh in his turn. That is the way it will always be. That is rightness, part of Maat. Neferu-khebit is full-bloodedly royal, but Thothmes has royal blood only through your father, and Second Wife Mutnefert is only a noble’s daughter.” She did not speak with disparagement, but matter-of-factly, for these were the unalterable things of life. “Your father has not yet designated his heir, but it will probably be Thothmes as the only surviving royal son. If so, then Neferu must marry him to make him Pharaoh”

“But, Mama, if we women”—her mother smiled—“if we women have the blood and men have to marry us to rule, why bother with the men at all? Why can’t we be Pharaohs?”

Her mother laughed at the little face screwed up in concentration “That is also Maat. Only men can rule. No woman can ever be Pharaoh.”

“I will.”

Again the words came without volition, of their own accord, and Hatshepsut again felt her heart flutter. The fear of something brooding over her like a storm-filled cloud was back, and she began to tremble.

Aahmose took the cold hands in her own. “Little girls have big dreams, daughter, and you only dream. You can never be Pharaoh, and I know very well that if you thought about it, you would not want it either. But suppose that women did rule? Neferu is older than you. She would come to the throne.”

“She would not want it,” Hatshepsut replied slowly. “Not at all. Not ever.”

“Go back to your table now.” Aahmose was tired of the stream of questions. “Your food must be cold. I will tell you how Neferu is when Hetephras returns, but don’t worry about her. I think that she is stronger than she looks.”

I don’t, Hatshepsut thought as she rose. Aahmose, still smiling, went back to her meal, and Hatshepsut wended her way to her own corner. On the way she passed Thothmes, and on an impulse she crouched beside him. “Are you still grumpy, Thothmes?”

“Leave me alone, Hatshepsut, I’m eating.”


“So I see. Shall I spoil your appetite? Did you know that tomorrow your father himself will appear on the training ground to watch you trip over your feet?”

“I know. My mother told me.”

“Is she here?”

Thothmes pointed. “Over there. Now go away. I have enough on my mind without your jibes.”

Second Wife Mutnefert, piled in the jewels that she loved, was stuffing food into her mouth with single-minded purpose. Food had always been her weakness, and now it was her passion. The voluptuous curves that had first attracted Pharaoh to her were turning into rolls of unsightly fat. Compared with the dainty and gentle Aahmose, Mutnefert was gross, but she could still laugh, and her faculty for enjoyment was undiminished. Hatshepsut thought that Mutnefert was stupid, and she shrugged as she sat down. Men. Were they worth understanding? Her food was cold, and she pushed it away.

“Shall I get you something hot, Highness?” her slave asked.

She shook her head. “Bring me some beer.”

“But Your Highness will not like it.”

“I liked it before. Don’t tell me what I will or will not like.” Over the rim of her cup she saw Hetephras slip back into the hall and bend to whisper something in her mother’s ear. Aahmose nodded and continued to eat. So, thought Hatshepsut, it can be nothing too bad.

Menkh and User-amun had finished their meal and were wrestling on the floor, rolling about among the diners, and Menkh’s mother was quaffing wine like a soldier on leave. There was no singing. Pharaoh had a headache. So the music continued to be soft, and the people continued to eat and drink and laugh, and the hours dragged by. Hatshepsut finally sat with her chin in her hands, her head spinning a little from the strong beer, waiting for Nozme to look her way and nod that it was time for bed. At last her father pushed back his table and rose. All those who were able rose, too, and bowed.

He stalked over to her and offered her his arm. “Come, Hatshepsut. Time for our talk. And then you must get to your couch. There are circles under your eyes. Nozme!” The woman rushed up. “Come with us.” He swept them out of the hall and down the corridor while the music began again behind them.

Pharaoh’s private reception rooms and sleeping quarters were as sparsely furnished as the rest of the palace, but there was no mistaking the seat of power. At the doors two statues stood, sandstone overlaid with gold, frowning forbiddingly at all comers. Within, beyond the doors of
beaten copper depicting Thothmes’ coronation, was a suite whose walls, winking in the light of many golden lamps, held silver gods and golden trees and birds and whose fluted pillars soared to a ceiling inlaid with lapis lazuli. Gold was plentiful. Gold was holy, a gift of the God, and Pharaoh’s couch was of gold, the feet four great lion’s paws, the head a likeness of Amun himself, guarding his son with a protective smile. In the corners of the room four gods towered, frozen in midstride, their heads adorned with golden crowns, their shadows flowing across the endless floor. It was a room to inspire a little girl with fear and pride.

Thothmes sank into the gilded chair beside his couch and motioned to his daughter to sit. He eyed her for a moment in the steady yellow glow, and she stared steadily back at him, dizzy from the beer, her hands tensely pressed together between her brown knees. He was really a little frightening, this father of hers, with his bald head; his powerful, thick shoulders; and his aggressive, forward-jutting chin.

“Hatshepsut,” he said at last. She jumped, startled. “I am going to teach you a lesson that I hope you will never forget, for if you do, you may be very, very sorry in the years to come.” He paused for a suitable reply, but though she opened her mouth, no sound would come out, so he continued. “There is not one moment of any day that a thousand people do not know where I am, what I am doing. I speak; and they obey. I keep silent, and they tremble. My name is on everyone’s lips, from the smallest acolyte in the temple to my lordly advisers, and the palace buzzes continually with rumors, conjectures, speculation as to my next action or the fruits of my mind. I am surrounded by plots, counterplots, suspicions, petty intrigues. But I am Pharaoh, and my word means death—or life. But one thing they cannot reach, any of them, and it is this which ultimately means power.” He tapped his head with one ringed finger. “My thought. My thought, Hatshepsut. No word of any import do I utter without careful thought, for I know that once spoken, my words are repeated throughout the country. And this is the lesson that I wish you to remember. You must never, ever again blurt out to me or to anyone else your own hasty fears or conclusions in front of anyone who is not your most trusted friend. And believe me, in the end there is no one to whom a Pharaoh may turn. At the pinnacle of power he has only himself to commune with. Do you realize that even now your words to me this afternoon are being whispered back and forth in the kitchens, in the stables; in the cells of the temple? Neferu-khebit is unhappy. The Princess does not wish to marry young Thothmes. Does this mean that the Great One has chosen his son as his successor? And on and on. You have done harm today, daughter. Do you know that?” He leaned toward her. “The
time is fast approaching when such carelessness could cost you very dearly. For I have not yet chosen Thothmes to succeed me. No, and my decision is not easy. The priests are powerful, and they press me with requests for an answer. My advisers become restless as my years lengthen. They, too, worry. But my answer is stayed. Do you know why, little one?”

Hatshepsut found her voice. “N—no, father.”

Thothmes leaned back and closed his eyes, breathing deeply. When he opened them, he fixed her with his dark, level stare. “You are not like your mother, the sweet-smiling, submissive Aahmose, though I love her,” he said. “Nor are you shy and pale like your sister Neferu, or lazy and ease-loving like your royal half brother. In you I see the undiluted strength of your Grandfather Amunhotep and the tenacity of his wife Aahotep. Do you remember your grandmother, Hatshepsut?”

“No, father, but I see Yuf from time to time, wandering around talking to himself. He is like a dried-up old prune. The children laugh at him.”

“Your grandmother’s priest was a very great and powerful man long ago. Be sure that you treat him with respect.”

“I do. I like him. He gives me sweetmeats and talks about the old times.”

“And do you listen?”

“Oh, yes! I love the stories about how my ancestor the God Sekhenenre led our people against the evil Hyksos and gave his life on the battlefield. It is all very exciting!” The childish, piping voice rose. “How noble he must have been!”

“Noble indeed, and brave. I think that you resemble him very much, my dear, and one day you, too, shall be as he was, able to draw men to you in power. But you have much to learn.”

The makings are there, he told himself. And is it up to me?

“But, father,” Hatshepsut said timidly, “I am only a girl.”

“Only?” he almost shouted. “Only? What is this word? Never mind, Hatshepsut. Grow and bloom, but remember my lesson. Do riot let your tongue run away with you again. And do not think,” he concluded with a half smile, rising, “that Neferu’s behavior escapes my notice, even though your mother would like to think that sometimes it does. I will deal with Neferu when the time comes. She shall do my will, like everyone else Nozme!”

The nurse entered and stood waiting, eyes downcast.

“Take her to bed, and continue to guard her well. And as for you, my little firefly, meditate on the words of the Great God Imhotep. ‘Do not let your tongue be as a flag, flapping in the wind of every rumor.’ ”

“I shall remember, father.”


“See that you do.” He bent and kissed her on the cheek. “Good night.”

“Good night.” She put her palms together and bowed. “And thank you.”

“Oh?”

“For not screaming at me, even if I am a trial at times.”

Pharaoh laughed. “I am glad that you listen to your teacher as well,” he said. He patted her, and she ran to Nozme, the doors closing softly behind them.
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Fourteen nights after Hatshepsut had gone to bed chastened by her father and giddy with alcohol, a young man sat on the edge of his straw pallet, unable to sleep. It was the month of Pakhon, and the air was thick and tense with heat. The river had begun to rise, to flow more swiftly. The normally placid silver water was becoming red, and the sound of its passing was a loud murmur that should have sung him to sleep like a lullaby but instead irritated and annoyed him as he tried to rest. At last he rolled onto the mud floor and perched, sweating and hungry, on the foot of his bed. His back ached. So did his knees. For a week he had done nothing but scrub floors in the apartments of the sem-priests, those men responsible for funerary arrangements, and he was angry. It was not for this that he had come to Thebes three years ago with his precious sandals and his one good kilt wrapped together in a piece of sacking. He had been excited then, anticipant, dreaming of a swift rise in the priestly ranks until perhaps Pharaoh himself would notice him and overnight he would become—what? He ran a hand over his shaved head and sighed into the dark. A mighty builder. A man who could make royal dreams a reality in stone. Ha! Those three years had been spent as a we’eb priest in training, the lowest of the low, washing, sweeping, running errands between his master here and his master two miles to the north at the temple of Luxor. The visions of wealth and recognition had faded slowly, leaving bitterness and a naked ambition that troubled his sleep and elbowed out his natural gaiety.

I will not give up, he vowed fiercely to the blank, invisible walls. There must be something more for me.

He thought of his teacher in the little village school at home where his father eked out an existence on his few acres of land. “You have a quick mind,” he had said, “and a broad grasp of the essentials of a problem. Can your father not get you enrolled at a temple school somewhere? You are suited for a career, Senmut.” And this when he was only eleven.

His father had left the farm with him and brought him to Thebes, where one of his mother’s brothers was a sem-priest. After days of waiting and being jostled about from here to there and having his sandals stolen
right from under his nose by a grinning, dirty street urchin, he and his father had at last been granted an audience with the Overseer of the We’eb Priests. Senmut did not remember that interview very well. He had been tired and afraid, wanting only to go home again and forget the whole thing. But, speaking softly, his father had pushed him forward and had shown the scroll of his progress given to them by the teacher. The great man, who was clad in dazzling white and smelt like the Goddess Hathor herself, had grunted disparagingly, with boredom, but had at last allotted Senmut a cell and a priestly linen. He had taken leave of his father with regret, embracing him tearfully and thanking him for all his care.

The older man had smiled. “When, you are a great man, a vizier perhaps, you can purchase a good tomb for your mother and me so that the gods may remember us.” He spoke half jokingly, half sadly. He did not believe that his son would. ever do more than serve menially in the temple, eventually perhaps as a Master of Mysteries, but no more. He had no illusions about the cold and dangerous world Senmut was to inhabit. Kissing Senmut on both cheeks and admonishing him to do good to all men, he went home to his crops, not knowing which god’s protection to implore for his son. He would need the care of them all.

Ah, Thebes, the young man groaned as he rubbed at his sore knees, how I was ravished by you when first I saw your golden towers winking on the horizon, beyond the great river! I remember awakening on that last morning, when Ra was a flush of red-pink glory from hilltop to desert. As

I rose from the ground, I saw the flashes of light, now here, now there, between the palms and the pomegranate trees. I said to my father, “What in the world is that?”

“That is Amun-Ra, kissing the gold-tipped towers of his city,” my father replied.

I was struck dumb with wonder and awe. I love you still, but I am no closer to your mysteries than I was on that faraway morning, although I no longer fear you, Senmut sighed.

He had spent the days since predictably, in hard work: in the mornings, at the temple school, doing work that he loved, and in the afternoons doing the chores that he loathed as his routine became more and more rigid.

Sometimes he wished that he had it in him to train to be a scribe, as the priest who was now his teacher wanted him to do, for a scribe never had to get down on his hands and knees. He was exempted from all physical labor and had nothing to do but follow his master about and scribble notes or sit in the markets of Thebes and wait to be hired to write letters. But Senmut knew far down in the secret places of his being that
as a scribe he would shrivel up and die because he would be denying that force within him that cried out for something better, something more worthy. But what? he asked himself wearily as he rose from his pallet and groped about in the dark for his cloak. Surely not a priestly overseer, a phylarch, whose days are spent in frantic organizing.

When I first saw this city, with its lordly towers and pylons, its wide, paved avenues and innumerable statues, I thought I knew. Then I would wander in the long evenings, in and out of beershops and taverns, down to the docks, watching the fishermen curse and jockey their slim papyrus craft to the best moorings, watching the craftsmen sit before their ships, plying their trades, watching the slaves mount the auction block and the nobles being carried by on their handsome litters, watching, watching, always on the outside, always a stranger. Now I watch no more. Now I have fourteen years behind me and perhaps five times that number before me. Already I am a prisoner.

He drew his cloak about his shoulders and stepped barefoot from his cell, walking quietly past the rows of similar rooms down the long hall. There was moonlight, splashing cold between the pillars, and he could see where he was going. He paused to check the water clock outside his phylarch’s door. Still five hours to sunrise. Smiling at the young man’s snores, Senmut passed out of the hall and into the courtyard like a wraith. To his left the bulk of the temple now reared, still separated from him by another block of priests’ cells and a plantation of sycamores. He swiftly turned away from it, knowing that there he might encounter movement. He wanted the kitchens and something to eat. His stomach drove him on, growling a protest. He reached the end of the line of rooms and turned the corner, away from the sacred precincts. A few moments of steady walking brought him to another group of buildings. He quietly slipped between the dark conical hulks of the granaries and turned in at the little doorway that heralded the kitchens. He was in a narrow passage down which the slaves passed each day, carrying grain. The darkness was absolute. He groped his way for a few more feet and was suddenly in a large, airy room with many high windows through which the moonbeams melted. Opposite him was a black hole in the wall, the beginning of the walk that took the cooks directly into the temple with the God’s meals. Everything smelt faintly of grease. He moved cautiously, for the sleeping kitchen staff was not far away. On his left stood two tall stone ewers, placed so that the breeze which funneled through the passage could cool them, one containing water, the other beer. He picked up the jug that sat between them and hesitated for a moment, his thirst raging; finally he decided on the water. He quietly removed the wooden lid from one
of the ewers, drew, and drank quickly and deeply, replacing the jug with scarcely a clink. He slipped among the tables, raising covers, lifting cloths, and it did not take him long to discover a couple of cold roast duck legs and a half loaf of flat barley bread. He did not think that anyone would miss such a tiny portion of the vast amount of food that was waiting to be distributed among the God’s slaves in the morning. With a last glance to see that he had left nothing disturbed, he thrust his meal under the concealing folds of his cloak and crept back down the passage to the open air.

He stood for a moment, wondering whether to take it back to his cell and eat there, but his tiny room would be like an oven and dark as well, so he began to walk in the direction of the temple gardens, where there were trees and where there was less likelihood that the guards patrolling the paths that wound down to the Sacred Lake would find him. He knew the movements of them all, the changes of the watch, the routes they took, and he waited in the shelter of the first pylon while a couple of them strolled by, deep in conversation. As their backs were swallowed up by the night, he glided across the avenue and disappeared under the welcoming shadows of a grove of palms.

As he darted from tree to tree, he sniffed the air. A country boy to his very bones, he could forecast a change coming in the weather, and he did not like the feel of this change. Close to the ground the atmosphere was so thick and stifling that a breath required almost conscious effort; to move was like wading through a solid wall of water. But above the black, trembling fronds of the palms, the air was disturbed, and the stars were partially hidden by a thin mist of clouds. He knew the signs. It was not often that a khamsin blew this far south, but he felt sure his instincts spoke true. Within hours the burning, destructive wind would begin to trouble the surface of the desert. Until it blew itself out, there would be nothing to do but shut doors and cover windows. And then? He groaned aloud. More work for him to do, sweeping out the sand that would seep into every corner of every building in the precincts.

He chose a tree with a large, bellied bole and sat with his back against the side opposite to the path. In the distance there was a thin, silver, shifting line of light that was the moon on the waters of Amun’s Lake, but from where he crouched, he could see nothing of the temple itself or the towers of the palace beyond it. He was in a world of peace for a while, safe in the friendly shushing of leaves that greeted one another in the dimness. He took out his leg of duck and bit into it happily, savoring each mouthful, for being worked like a slave, he was hungry all the time.

Within minutes he was tossing away the picked bones and starting on
the bread, which was a trifle stale but nonetheless delicious. He had just finished the last crumb that had fallen on his cloak and was about to use the cloth to wipe his mouth, when some sense born of the long nights tending goats in the vermin-ridden hills that bordered his father’s farm made him suddenly sit upright, his heart pounding. For a while he heard nothing. He had begun to relax when he heard soft footfalls on the grass and the subdued murmur of voices. He sprang to his feet lightly, noiselessly, and pressed himself tight to the rough bark of the tree, his hands folding the cloak against his body. The voices came nearer, hardly more than a whisper. He shrank farther into shadow, blending with tree and night, until even his rapid breathing had slowed and taken on the stillness of the hour. It was thus that he had trapped the big cats that came after the baby goats. It was this immediate reaction that saved him, for seconds later two hooded forms stooped beneath his tree only a few feet from where he stood. Although he dared not move to see who it was, he knew they were not guards. There was no clink of metal on metal, and besides, guards would have spoken aloud and walked without fear. These two had crept so quietly that they had almost tripped over him. He screwed his eyes shut and offered a quick prayer to Khonsu. Perhaps in a moment or two they would move on, before his trembling muscles played him false and he inadvertently made a sound. He continued to breathe quietly, shallowly, willing his lungs to operate slowly. The two faced each other, shapeless in the night, their whispers reaching him indistinctly.

“It is only a matter of time before the One speaks his mind. What other choice has he? He will not recall Wadjmose or Amun-mose. He cannot. They are soldiers. They have been away from the seat of power for too long, and they know nothing of government. Besides, what of their blood? Young Thothmes’ claim overrides theirs.”

“He is nothing but a placid, pleasure-loving, brainless whelp.”

“But I say again, he will be the choice. He is the only one left. It is more than unfortunate that he should take after his noble mother; it is a disaster. For many years Pharaoh, may he live forever, has ruled with a heavy hand that has brought all in subjection to him. It is not only we who will suffer when the Double Crown is placed on Thothmes’ head.”

“You speak blasphemy!”

“I speak truth. With a worthy consort something could be salvaged, but who is there to legitimize Thothmes? Her Highness Neferu wishes nothing better than to withdraw from any hint of the pressures of an active consortship. She wants only to be left alone. The Great One broods and snarls like a cat at bay, but he can do nothing.”

“We cannot poison a royal son! And the only royal son remaining! The
One would never rest until he had clubbed out our brains on Amun’s floor!”

“Peace! Did I speak of such a thing? We are, above all, realists. But there is a way to purchase that which we need—time.”

“Her Highness the Princess Neferu?”

“Neferu indeed. The younger Princess has some years yet between her and womanhood, but already she promises to be everything a Pharaoh needs in a consort. White she grows, Pharaoh’s heart is content.”

“And if Pharaoh goes to the God?”

There was a pause, during which Senmut, almost paralyzed with fear, held his breath.

“Then we can—assist the Young One and his new consort, who will have much to learn.”

Behind the tree Senmut thought that he would faint. The food that he had consumed with so much satisfaction only moments before now sat in his belly like a rock. His head swam, but he clenched his teeth together and rammed his cheek against the bark, wincing a little at the pain. The full import of what he had heard still escaped him, but he had grasped enough of it to know that if he panicked or collapsed, it would mean instant death. He clutched tighter at his cloak while the sweat dampened his back.

“We are agreed, then?”

“We are. And I need not remind you that the utmost discretion is demanded of you.”

“Naturally. When will it be?”

“Very soon. I feel sure that Pharaoh is about to announce his successor. You may leave the details to me. I expect my orders to be carried out immediately if I call upon you, but other than that I make no demands on you.”

“And what if we are discovered?”

The other man laughed softly, and Senmut pricked up his ears. He felt sure that he knew the sound. In another second, as the voice rose slightly, he was certain, but he still could not place it. Floating disembodied on the night air, it was unreal, the voice of a faceless spirit. The boy feverishly cast about in his mind for flesh with which to clothe it.

“Do you think that the One is not aware of this very possibility? Do you not know that deep within himself he wishes it could be done, yet lacks the heart to do it? Do not fear. We will not fail.”

The next words came from a little farther away, and Senmut realized with unutterable relief that they were leaving.

Silence claimed him again, and he slid to the earth with a gush of relief.
His eyes were still closed, and he lay in blissful gratitude, his limbs feeling as weak as water. “Thanks, many thanks, Mighty Khonsu,” he said aloud. He got up and began to run, not in the direction from which he had come, but in a wide circle that took him to the very skirts of the Sacred Lake and far behind the temple to his own cell. He had no wish to meet strangers. As he ran, he repeated in his mind the words that he had heard, urgency growing in him and lending speed to his bare feet. By the time he reached the hall onto which the rooms of the we’eb priests opened, a clearer understanding of the whispers made him feel sick. Instead of turning in at his own door, he ran past it and stopped, panting, outside his phylarch’s room, knocking softly. He glanced at the water clock. He was shocked to see that three hours had gone by. The moon had set, leaving duskiness and a hint of morning on the black and white stone floor.

Inside, there was a stirring. “Who is it?”

“Me, Master. Senmut. I must speak with you.”

“Come, then.”

Senmut pushed open the door and stepped through. The phylarch, a young man with a receding forehead and a small, thin mouth, was sitting up on his couch in the process of lighting his lamp. The flame shot yellow and steadied. Senmut went closer, bowing, uncomfortably aware now of his sweat-streaked skin, his scratched cheek.

“Well? What is it?” The phylarch rubbed at one eye with a blunt finger, regarding Senmut sleepily.

In that instant, just as Senmut took breath to reply, two fragments of knowledge flashed through his head, and for a moment the walls turned about him. He put out a hand to steady himself as his guts heaved.

The man in the bed snapped at him irritably, “Speak. Speak! Are you ill?”

Senmut knew with a certainty that went beyond thought and into the dim world of self-preservation that after all he must not confide in this man, his master, nor must he ever speak to any priestly person about the things he had heard. At that moment he knew with dread and a dulling fear why not. For now he was able to put a body to that low, husky voice —a thick, wrinkled body—and a lined, wily face. The speaker had been none other than the great High Priest of Amun himself, the mighty Menena.

Suddenly his wits returned, and he was able to speak smoothly, without betraying the tumbling, chaotic thoughts that chased each other in his mind. “Master, I am so sorry, but I have a fever, and my belly aches—here”—he rubbed his stomach—“I cannot sleep.”

“It is the heat,” the phylarch grumbled. “Go back to your room.
Morning cannot be far off, and if you still feel unwell, I will send a physician to you. You are excused your duties for one day.”

Senmut bowed and murmured his thanks. The man was not unkind, but he was a worrier, continually fussing with details. He, too, had trouble with a stomach that often did not let him rest.

On an impulse Senmut turned back to him. “Master, if one wished to have audience with Pharaoh, how would one go about it?”

“Why?” The phylarch demanded suspiciously. “What would you have to say to the One?”

Senmut looked shocked and surprised. “Me? But I do not wish to aspire to such an exalted moment; I know that only the great in the land can commune with him. But I have seen him only once, afar off, on a royal progress, and I simply wish to know.”

“Then stop wondering. It is no surprise that you have a fever if you spend your nights thinking about such things. No one of our station can ever hope to speak with him. It would be impossible. Now go away, and see me again in the morning if you feel no better.”

Senmut bowed again without replying and went out, closing the door behind him. As he walked to his own cell, he was conscious of an overwhelming mental and physical exhaustion that threatened to pitch him full length on the floor before he reached his pallet. He entered his little cell with a sigh and flung himself down on the mattress.

Even if I could by some miracle find myself in his presence, what would I say? Would he welcome me even if I managed to say it without being carted off with chains on my legs? Did I not hear the High. Priest say that deep within himself, Pharaoh wishes this evil thing could be done? Is such a deed justified by the safety of Egypt?

With his eyes closed and sleep at last preparing to pounce, Senmut thought of the tall and graceful Princess who came regularly to the temple with her maids. He had seen her from a distance, as he had seen her father. She was not beautiful, but there was a gentleness about her that made her seem closer to the people than her haughty attendants were. A pang of guilt held off sleep and made him open his eyes.

Should. I sacrifice all? Try for the palace? He turned over. I shall be a realist and survive, even as the High Priest survives, he told himself grimly.

He wished that he could confide in someone. He thought of his best friend, Benya the Hurrian, apprenticed to an engineer of the temple. But Benya, with his dark, curly hair and flashing, white smile and quick, winning ways, was far to the south at Assuan with his master, helping to oversee the quarrying of sandstone in the broiling heat. Anyway, to Benya nothing in life was sacred or serious, and he might talk.


Senmut shrugged his cloak a little higher on his shoulders and slept, but his dreams were confused and sordid. He awoke sweating, finding that the wind had indeed risen. The sand was drifting through his one tiny window near the ceiling, the particles of gray dust hanging suspended in the fetid air. It was difficult to tell how long he had slept. He got up and looked out into the hall, but everything was quiet, other cell doors open, and he knew that his fellow we’ebs already were gone to their duties. His mouth felt foul and gritty, and he longed for a wash. He padded to the end of the block and called for a slave. He returned to his room and sat in his one chair, an uncomfortable thing made out of bundles of papyrus stems tied together. His head ached, and he wondered whether he really was in the grip of a fever that had worked on his mind and had caused him to imagine the whole episode in the garden. After all, he and those who moved on the fringes of power were constantly in the thick of a hundred rumors, and Pharaoh was gossiped about from dawn until dusk. But Senmut was possessed of a practical, calculating mind that, though perceptive, did not allow idle conjectures to interfere with the realities of day-to-day life. Besides, there was in Senmut a faculty for objective and pitiless observation, a sort of disengagement of the senses that allowed him to note and record the actions and reactions of those about him. He could not believe that a happening so clear and painful and fresh could be the tired wanderings of a heated mind.

His slave came running, and he ordered a basin of hot water and a clean linen. He asked the boy what time it was.

“Three hours after sunrise, Master.”

“I thought so. And have the other priests eaten?”

“Yes. They have gone about their duties. The phylarch instructed me to bring you a physician if you required one this morning. Shall I?”

“No. No, I do not believe that will be necessary. See if you can get me some fruit from the kitchens. Then clean up in here for me. I have been excused work for today, and I think I’ll go down to the river for a while.”

“Better to stay indoors, Master. A khamsin has begun.”

“Yes, I know.”

The child went away and returned staggering under the weight of the steaming basin. He set it on its stand and left again. In a moment he was back with a dish of fruit and a clean robe. Senmut thanked him, and he bobbed his head and was gone.

With a sigh of relief Senmut plunged his head and his hands in the warm water, washing himself thoroughly all over, listening to the spasmodic moaning of the wind as it spurted puffs of sand into the room, sand that now clung to his wet body before he could dry himself. He wrapped the thick linen around his waist, pleating it in the front so that it hung
in folds to the ground, and fastened it with a bronze pin. Around his upper arm he clasped the plain bronze band engraved with the words of his office.

And how grand I felt, he thought grimly, reaching for the fruit, the first time I put the bracelet on. Little did I know that it was to be a symbol of my incarceration.

He did not understand the other we’eb priests, who seemed happy in their work and who took it all quite seriously, even the older ones to whom preferment would never come. Why, he thought savagely, spitting pips onto the floor, can we not simply have more slaves to do the work? But he knew that there were certain places where a slave could not go, holy places, so priests had to do the chores that no servant in the palace would stoop to.

Senmut did not have the religious convictions that his friends did. His father was a pious man, and his mother prayed every day to the local god of his village, but part of the son stood back and smiled a little at their naïveté. His presence at the temple was a means to an end, and that end was education. If in order to achieve that precious goal, he had to chant prayers and wash four times a day and shave his head, then so be it. He knew that his destiny was in his hands and his alone. It was this that caused him such monumental frustration. He believed in himself, and he felt only impotence, walled in as he was in a dark, narrow, endless passageway that led only to errands and more scrubbing. Only in the schoolroom was he happy, studying the colossal achievements of the ancestors who were more than men. He longed to see with his own eyes the stone beauties that seemed to call to him in the night, asking for something that he knew he could give but that he knew he would never be allowed to offer.

He did not make fun of sacred things as did Benya. In Benya’s country, Hurria, far to the northeast, the gods served men. But here in Egypt men served the gods, and Senmut wished only to see behind the gods to the inspirations and strivings of men. To him, Pharaoh was more of a God than Mighty Amun. Pharaoh was a visible mover, a being who caused all in the kingdom to happen. If he felt allegiance to anyone or anything, it was to the short, bull-like man whom he had seen only once, striding beneath his jeweled sun canopy on his way to make offerings at Luxor. This was Godhead. This was power. If he was ever to fulfill his destiny, Senmut knew he had somehow to come to the attention of Pharaoh.

But not this way, he said to himself as he left his room. Not with a tale of deadly intrigue and foul murder that the One himself might have a hand in. I would certainly lose my head.




3

Two days later, the wind still blew. It gusted into the royal schoolroom, billowing out the thick, heavy hangings that were painted with birds and sending sand eddying across the floor. It was a dull, gray morning, the sun riding high but hidden from the earth by clouds of whirling sand that streamed off the tops of the Theban hills straight from the desert beyond and descended with the wind into the valley below.

Khaemwese struggled to keep the lesson going, but the wind had unsettled his young charges. They wriggled and whispered as the lamps flickered, and he finally rolled up his scroll. “I can see that today we are going to get nowhere. The scribe truly says that the ear of a boy is on his back, and he hearkeneth when he is beaten, but this morning it is difficult for any of us to hearken to each other over the noise of the wind.”

Hatshepsut’s hand shot up. “Please, Master?”

“Yes?”

“If, as the scribe says, the ear of a boy is on his back, where is the ear of a girl?” She turned toward him, her look one of shining innocence.

If he had been younger and less experienced in the wily ways of children, he would have thought that she really wished to know; but as it was, he leaned over and tapped her on the shoulder with his scroll. “If you truly wish to know, I will show you. Stand up. Menkh, bring the hippopotamus whip. We will soon discover where a girl’s ear may be.”

“Now you did it,” Hapuseneb whispered to her as she reluctantly rose. “And Neferu is not here to protect you.”

“Stand before me!” Khaemwese ordered, and Hatshepsut went forward. Menkh grinned and handed him the willow switch, and he whipped it through the air. It whistled fiercely. “Now. Where is the ear of a girl? What do you think?” He hid a smile.

Hatshepsut swallowed. “I think that if you beat me, my royal father will have you flogged.”

Khaemwese nodded. “Your royal father instructed me to teach you. And behold, you ask me a question. Where, you say, is the ear of a girl?

I am about to show you.” The corners of his mouth twitched, and Hatshepsut pounced.


“You will not beat me! I know you will not! I only asked you to make you annoyed.”

“But I am not annoyed, oh, not in the least. And I will tell you that the ear of a girl is in the same place as the ear or a boy.”

Hatshepsut’s chin went up, and she slowly surveyed her squatting classmates. “Of course. There is no difference. And furthermore, a girl can do anything a boy can do,” she said as she sat down.

Khaemwese raised a finger. “But wait. If that is so, then you will not mind being beaten, for I have beaten every boy in this class from time to time because of the failing of his ear that you say is the same as a girl’s. Girls’ ears must then fail, too. Why, then, have I not beaten you? Stand forth again!” He was laughing.

She smiled up at him, eyes alight. “Master, you have not yet beaten me because am a princess, and you cannot lay hands on a princess. That is Maat.”

“That is not Maat,” Khaemwese replied sternly. “That is custom and decree, but not Maat. I beat Thothmes, and he is a prince.”

Hatshepsut turned coolly and regarded her half brother, but he was sitting with his chin in his hand, drawing circles in the gathering sand. She looked back at Khaemwese. “Thothmes is only half a prince,” she said, “but I am the Daughter of the God. That is Maat.”

The room was suddenly still.

Khaemwese stopped laughing and dropped his gaze. “Yes,” he said quietly, “that is Maat.”

For a moment the only sound was the soughing of the wind,

Hatshepsut put up her hand again. “Please, Master, seeing we cannot work because of the wind, can we play ball?”

He looked at her in disbelief, expecting another sally, but she was waiting anxiously for his reply, hunching her shoulders. He rose with a groan and stretched. “Very well. Hapuseneb, get the ball. The rest of you roll up your mats and put them away. Neatly!” There was a general scramble and a hubbub of shrill voices, and his last words were, as usual, lost. He went to his chair and sat down gratefully. “Well. Get on with it. Thothmes, are you going to play, too?”

The handsome, smooth face rose to him. Thothmes shook his head. “I don’t want to. The sand is making the floor too slippery.”

Already the whoops and yells of the running children echoed to the roof. Hatshepsut had the ball and was determined to keep it. She fell with a squeal and tucked it under her as Menkh swooped upon her. The others tumbled after, and Khaemwese watched in a sober frame of mind.

There was something about the little princess that frightened him,
lovable as she was. There was that in her which was wild and unfathomable. The older she grew, the more apparent it was that she took after her father. But which father? He did not know whether or not to believe the stories that had circulated ten years ago, that Amun-Ra had come to Great Royal Wife Aahmose in the night and bestowed on her his Divine Seed and that at the moment of conception Aahmose had cried out the name of the promised child, Hatshepsut! But he remembered that the name had been chosen before the little girl was born, and shortly afterward her father Thothmes had taken her to the temple, and she had been given the title Khnum-Amun. There had been rulers before who had claimed a closer than usual kinship with the God, but only rarely had they been sufficiently confident to take to themselves this name, She Who Is Closely Related to Amun. Its meaning was lost on no one. Surely Hatshepsut enjoyed a budding beauty, intelligence, obstinacy, and burning vitality that drew all men to her although she was not yet eleven. One wondered where it all came from. If Thothmes was strong, he was not exactly subtle; and Aahmose, loved and revered by all, had never been more than a dutiful royal wife. One must look elsewhere, Khaemwese thought, for the source of all that boundless energy and irresistible charm. He listened to the high drone of the wind and recalled how in years past Pharaoh’s two little sons by Mutnefert had died, quickly. He looked at Thothmes sitting sulkily on the floor, and at Hatshepsut bouncing on one foot, giggling, and he fingered his amulet in disquiet. I thank the gods, he thought, that I am an old man and have not long to live.

The game ended early because of the weather. The young nobles hurried home, but Nozme was late to fetch her charge.

Hatshepsut sat on the floor beside Thothmes, dirty and out of breath. “How was it yesterday, Thothmes, with the horses? Do you think that you will like to handle them?” She was trying to be kind. Thothmes looked so miserable and uncomfortable that she felt sorry about teasing him all the time.

Once he and she might have been friends, but there were five years between them, too many years, and Thothmes considered it beneath his dignity to go racing about the palace grounds, up and down trees, and in and out of the lake with Hatshepsut and her madcap friends. If he only knew it, he was a little jealous.

He looked at her without smiling. “No. I know that father took me out of training and sent me to the stables because I’ll never make a soldier. I’ll never make a charioteer, either. I hate horses. Nasty little beasts. I wish we had kicked them out of the country with the Hyksos who brought them in.”


“Father says that they are an important advance for Egyptian warfare. Now our soldiers can ride and be swift and tower over our enemies. I think that is very exciting.”

“Do you? Well, you don’t have to teeter in a chariot every day and have your arms nearly torn off while Aahmes pen-Nekheb shouts at you and Ra blazes angrily out of the sky at his unworthy son. I am miserable, Hatshepsut. I want only to attend to my monuments and be with my mother. Father should not push me this way!”

“But Thothmes, one day you may be Pharaoh. Egypt does not want a Pharaoh who cannot fight!”

“Why not? All the fighting has been done. Father and grandfather did it. Why can’t I just learn government?”

“I expect you will in a few years. But I think you should try to enjoy your days in the stables. How the people love a Pharaoh who can control everything and everyone!”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about. You’ve never even been out of the palace.” He laughed shortly. “Leave me alone. Find someone else to tell you how marvelous you are. I won’t.”

Hatshepsut scrambled to her feet. “All right, I’ll go. I don’t want to talk to you anymore anyway. I shall never be nice to you again. I hope Sebek gobbles you up Go back and hang onto the skirts of your fat old mother!”

Before he could make an outraged protest, she was gone, running out of the room, a young gazelle.

Thothmes wearily got to his feet and walked to the door. One day she would pay for that, the conceited little she-cat. What did she know of the agonies of clumsiness, of the striving in the hope of receiving even a grudging word from a mighty father? How often he had stood with his hands behind his back, one foot on top of the other, waiting awkwardly for the One to notice him while Hatshepsut prattled on and Pharaoh laughed and grunted, his eyes always, only for her. How many times he had trembled before his father, brimming with a love that would not spill over and wash their relationship clean of resentment and misunderstanding, while Mighty Horus listened, fidgeting to be gone, the son blushing and stuttering and fighting the tears. He adored his father, and Hatshepsut, too, with a strange, helpless envy and a wounding guilt, for in his fantasies his father died holding his hand, begging for forgiveness while a cowering Hatshepsut waited for Thothmes to wreak his rage upon her as he triumphantly mounted the Horus Throne. In the hot nights of his childhood summers he lay awake, gleefully punishing her and then forgiving her; but in the harsh, pitiless light of the mornings he tasted anguish
once more. Nothing changed. A new idea occurred to him one day as he watched his father and sister return from a boating expedition. They had been picking water lilies. The skiff was full of white, waxy blooms, and Hatshepsut was tearing petals from the stalks, raining them on Pharaoh’s naked chest, both of them laughing like children. How much freer they would be without him! What if he should die, not his father? What if he became ill? And what if—how subtly it came—what if they were plotting to destroy him? His daydreams no longer brought him solace. Instead, they were filled with apprehension and shot through with the poison of suspicion. He could not share his chaotic thoughts with anyone, not even with his mother, and slowly the love for his father, the love that he could never express, turned inward, stagnated, and began to sour.

Outside, his guard sprang to attention, and Thothmes began the long walk to his mother’s apartments. The halls were empty of life, the torches flickering in the wind that seemed able to find the remotest corners of the palace. His footfalls and those of his guard echoed forlornly as they traversed the dim reception hall, its forest of pillars robbed of color in the half-light. He took the passage to the women’s wing; at its doors his guard left him, and the eunuchs bowed. He went on past where the way branched, glancing to the left, where the concubines were doubtless all asleep in their marble prison, but veering to the right and on toward his mother’s rooms.

As he entered her little reception hall, there was laughter and chatter in the retiring room beyond. Mutnefert swept out to greet him, her robes afloat. “Thothmes, my dear, how did school go today? Is this wind not upsetting? Well, at least there will be no horses for you this afternoon. Come into the other room.” He embraced her, and they linked arms. She led him into her bedroom, where many lights blazed and her women sat together, talking and playing board games. Mutnefert settled herself onto her couch and offered him sweetmeats from the box at her elbow, taking one after him and putting it into her mouth with relish. “Such dainties! These were a gift from Pharaoh’s Sandal Bearer. He got them from the Governor Thure. It seems that Thure has better confectioners than the One himself.” She patted the cushions by her ample hip, and Thothmes sank down beside her.

The wind was only a faint, faraway murmur, for Mutnefert’s apartment was completely enclosed by other rooms, although she had her own private little passage behind the Hall of Audience and out to the gardens. She was not allowed access to the royal family unless invited, but seeing that all dined together in the evenings, this was no hardship. She would not have liked the strain of the continual presence of the One anyway. She liked her position. She had far more freedom than Pharaoh’s foreign
women, the beautiful slaves brought back by him from campaign after campaign or presented to him by foreign delegations. They spent their lives behind closed doors, far from the sight of all men save their master. He came to her occasionally in the middle of the night, a little drunk from the feasting, a little amorous. He was always kind to her as the mother of the only surviving royal son, but his visits became fewer as he aged, and she knew that he preferred the company of soothing Aahmose. She did not resent it. She had Thothmes, her darling, and she pampered him, proud of her achievement, an achievement that Aahmose had been unable to duplicate. She was not a fool, and she was well aware that if Thothmes succeeded to the Horus Throne, her own position would rapidly become more exalted. But any ambitions she may have had in the years of her first passion for the father were now overlaid by a pleasant laziness, and she spent her time in lurid gossip with her companions. Her face had begun to sag with the rich living in which she indulged, the chin to fold, the cheeks to become pendulous, but the eyes still sparked green with a love of life that she had not, unfortunately, passed on to her son. He had, however, a need for physical pleasures and an urge for indulgence, but not the vein of joyousness that had swept her into Pharaoh’s bed. She felt a twinge of concern as she looked at her son, already a little overweight, his good looks masked by bad temper.

“I have not yet asked you how you like the chariot.”

“You are the only one who has not. My royal father asked me yesterday, and today Hatshepsut asked me, and now you. Well, I hate it. As long as I can stand in the thing, why should I know how to drive it? Kings do not handle their own vehicles.”

“Hush! Kings must be able to do a great many things, and you, dearest, will be King.” She picked at her teeth with one long fingernail and reached for another sweet. “The palace is buzzing with rumors. I have heard that the One is about to make an announcement, and we both know what that will be. Her Highness Neferu is of age to marry. So are you.”

“I suppose so. Neferu wasn’t in class today. She is not well. Every night she dines in her own apartment and won’t come out, even though father went and talked with her. I don’t want to marry her. She’s too thin and bony.”

“But you will, won’t you? And you will try very hard to please your royal father?”

Thothmes’ lip stuck out mutinously. “I do try to please him, but it’s hard work. I think I disappoint him. I am no warrior, as he was. I am not clever, as Hatshepsut is. When I am Pharaoh and have sons of my own, they shall do as they please.”

“Don’t talk such silly rubbish! You have a lot to learn, and you had
better hurry up and learn it. For as soon as the One announces his heir, your time will be strictly limited, and your freedoms will be over. You will not be able to afford to make too many mistakes then, my son, so make them now, and profit from them. Would you like to play dominoes with me, or draughts?”

“I want to sleep. It’s too hot for games. I wish that infernal wind would drop.” He rose, and she took his hand affectionately.

“Go then. I will see you tonight. Now give your mother a kiss.” She puckered up her red lips as he bent and brushed them with his own.

The ladies rose, too, and bowed, extending their arms; and Thothmes went out again, through the dark reception room to the passage beyond. Sometimes the palace seemed to be a sinister place, full of odd shadows and disembodied whispers, particularly at night or when, as today, the khamsin blew. Thothmes hurried along, his head down. As he passed the silent guards flanking the walls, they seemed to be giant, leather-clad djinn of the desert in grotesque human form, each assuming the likeness of his mighty father before they dissolved behind him into the dust that swirled about his ankles and drove him on. By the time he reached his own rooms and his waiting servant, he was out of breath and sweating, not with the heat, but with fear.

 



The day dragged to a close. By dinnertime the wind had increased in intensity. The meal was eaten to the accompaniment of its steady screaming as the burning air hit the guard posts atop the main wall and swooped down to flay buildings and garden alike. Sand was everywhere, in the food, in hair, between linen and skin, and underfoot. No one had much appetite. Hatshepsut ate beside her mother and was soon finished. Pharaoh did not eat at all but sat drinking, his eyes red-rimmed under the kohl, his gaze vacant, covering his thoughts. Ineni had retired to his estates for the night, and the hall was half empty. But the faithful Aahmes pen-Nekheb sat beside Thothmes, his aching leg propped up on cushions, his cloak wound tight around his body to keep out the sand. Pharaoh did not speak to him. Neferu was absent, too, pleading illness, as she had that morning, and Pharaoh swilled his wine and wondered darkly what he was going to do with her. She had always been so easy to cow, but this time something in her had revolted, and she stubbornly refused to have anything more to do with any of them. She would come around eventually, he thought, watching Hatshepsut roll her marbles across the streaked floor. Either that, or. . . . He shifted restless on his chair. “Go home, pen-Nekheb,” he said harshly. “This is no night to be away from your own hearth. I did not give you land so that you could squat here and share mine. I will see that you have an escort.”


“Majesty,” pen-Nekheb replied, “I am too old to be sent running home by a desert wind. Do you remember the night we fell upon the Rethennu, and the wind blew so hard that in the murk we knew not which men were ours and which the enemy?”

Thothmes nodded. “I remember,” he said. He held out his cup to be refilled and went back to his brooding, watching the bloodred liquid slop back and forth as his hand moved. His rings and his black eyes glittered. Tonight he was a dangerous man in the grip of a foul mood. Even Aahmose was careful to avoid his glance.

The meal ended, and still Pharaoh sat, motionless. Aahmes pen-Nek-heb dozed in his chair, and the assembly grew restless, conversations dropping to a whisper. Still Thothmes did not move.

Finally, in desperation, Aahmose beckoned Hatshepsut to her. “Go to your father,” she said in a low voice, “and ask him if you may go to bed. Be sure to prostrate yourself tonight, and do not smile at him or look in his eye. Do you understand?”

The girl nodded. She picked up her marbles and tucked them in the belt of her kilt, then walked across the floor and went down on her knees, resting her forehead on the ground beside his feet. She stayed thus, the film of sand digging into her elbows and legs and getting into her mouth. All eyes swiveled in her direction. The room held white-hot. tension as a crucible holds molten metal.

Thothmes drained his cup and set it down before he saw her. “Rise!” he said. “What is it?”

She stood up, brushing her knees, her eyes averted. “Mighty Horus,” she said to his jewel-encrusted sandals, “may I have your permission to go to bed?”

He leaned forward, his lips drawn back from his protruding teeth, and in spite of her mother’s warning she could not help looking into his face. His eyes were bloodshot and expressionless, and she had a pang of fear. This man was a stranger.

“Bed? Of course you can go to bed. What is the matter with you?” He sat back, a gesture of dismissal, but he did not rise.

A sigh like the flutter of birds’ wings ran around the hall, and Hatshepsut lingered, not quite knowing what to do. The slave again bent and filled Pharaoh’s cup, and again he lifted it and drank. The girl turned her head. Her mother’s face was drawn as she nodded, and Hatshepsut took a deep breath. Stepping forward she placed a knee between Thothmes’ thigh and the edge of his chair and hoisted herself up so that she could whisper in his ear. “Father, the night is bad, and the guests are tired, too. Could you not rise so that they may leave?”

He stirred. “Tired, are they? Tired, yes, tired. I am tired, too, but I
cannot rest. I am oppressed. This wind howls like the kas of the damned.” His words were slurred. When he did rise, he swayed. “Go to bed, all of you!” he shouted. “I, Mighty Bull, Beloved of Horus, order you to bed! There!” he said to her, slumping once more into his seat. “Does that satisfy you, little one?”

She reached up and kissed the cheek that reeked of perfume and wine. “Perfectly, thank you, father,” she replied. She scurried to Aahmose before he could speak again. Her legs were trembling.

One by one the guests slipped out, and Aahmose beckoned to Nozme to put her to bed. “Thank you, Hatshepsut,” she said, kissing the warm mouth. “He will be better in the morning.” They, too, left the hall, and pen-Nekheb slumbered on. Pharaoh wer back to the wine.

 



At some hour late in the night Hatshepsut awoke from a deep sleep. She had been dreaming of Neferu—Neferu with the body of the little motherless fawn, locked up in a cage. Outside the cage stood Nebanum, swinging a key on a long golden chain. But as she dreamed, it was not Nebanum but her father who stood before the cage, his red eyes glowing balefully as she crept closer. Poor Neferu opened her fawn’s mouth and began to baa, “Hatshe-e-epsut!, Hatshe-e-epsut.”

Hatshepsut sat up in bed with a start, her heart beating painfully against her ribs as she heard Neferu call again. “Hatshepsut!” Her night-light glowed softly on the table beside her, and behind her head the wind moaned in the wind catchers. They were now closed, but nevertheless the wind butted at the stoppers with an eerie persistence, and her couch was covered with a thin film of dust. She sat for a moment, listening, still half in her dream, but the high, panic-filled voice did not call again. She lay down and closed her eyes. Nozme did not snore tonight, or if she did, the sound was drowned by the gusting of the wind; and in a corner the slave was curled on her mat, fast asleep. Hatshepsut watched the flame of the night-light broaden and blur. She was almost asleep again when she heard low voices outside her door. They were real, human voices, her guard’s and another. She strained to hear them but detected only the stealthy footsteps that faded in the direction of Neferu’s quarters. Hatshepsut, bemused by sleep and dream, slid off her couch and, naked, ran to the door. The guard, startled, came to attention. Quietly closing the door behind her, she asked him what was going on.

He looked uncomfortable, but had to answer. “I do not really know, Highness, but something is happening in the apartment of Her Highness Neferu, and the Royal Steward just asked me if any had entered your rooms this night.”


Her mouth went dry, and the vision of Neferu the fawn rose unbidden, a face contorted in fear, the soft mouth open, calling her in desperation. Without another word she spun on her heel and began to run down the hall. Behind her the guard sputtered, “Highness! Princess!” He stood irresolute, not knowing whether to run after her or to rouse the sleeping attendants. He chose to run and pounded after her, but she was fleet. He followed only her shadow, which snaked along the walls, lengthening between the torches only to snap to her again as she rounded corners and fled under the flames. It seemed a long way to go in the night, with the wind screaming and the darkness reaching out to her from the entrances of branching passages, but she ran on, calling to Neferu under her breath as her arms pumped and her legs carried her.

She burst past the Imperial Guards who thronged the entrance to Neferu’s rooms and came up, panting, into the older girl’s ornate reception hall. It was empty. From beyond, in the bedroom, she heard the sound of chanting and saw incense, thick and gray, drifting through the open door. With a sob Hatshepsut forced her body to go forward. She fell into the other room and stopped abruptly, her heart beating so violently that it seemed about to tear her throat.

The room was full of people. The priests clustered around the couch like dim, white birds, the High Priest chanting and his assistants holding incense burners that glowed gold in their hands, the smoke rising in a cloud that made the air, already close and hot, a choking haze. At the head stood her father in his simple sleeping kilt, his big body naked. As she skidded to a halt, her hands at her throat, he glanced up but seemed not to recognize her. All at once he was an old man, his face seamed, his eyes sunken. Aahmose sat in a corner on a small stool, wrapped in a transparent cloak that floated about her on the floor. She held Neferu’s little silver crown surmounted with the likeness of Mut, absently turning it over and over in her hands, her lips moving in prayer. The Chief Steward and other members of Pharaoh’s suite stood together by the door, whispering anxiously.

None of them paid the slightest attention to Hatshepsut as she crept closer to the couch. She elbowed her way past the acolytes and past Menena until she could reach out and touch the cold fingers that hung over the edge. “Neferu,” she called softly, standing silent, an ache of love and a seed of fear building inside her.

The Royal Physician had placed a square of linen over the thin breast of the girl on the couch, and on it he had placed powerful amulets. His pots and pestles and jars lay beside him on the table, but now he knew that only the gods had the skill to heal. He knelt by Neferu, gently tying
the magic cord around her wet forehead and preparing the incantations that would drive the demon from her slight body. But he knew in his heart that nothing would avail, that Neferu had been poisoned, and he glanced up at his royal master. Pharaoh’s gaze was fixed on his daughter’s face, and only his fierce grip on the gilded headboard betrayed any emotion. The physician went back to his spells, distressed. He had not been able to make Her Highness vomit. If she had, there would have been a chance. But the doer of this deed knew his work well, and the pain ate away at Neferu’s life with fiery inevitability, despite half a night spent in feverish attempts to save her. She was sinking fast, and the mood in the room had changed. The wind continued to howl.

Suddenly, Neferu opened her eyes, and the physician sat back on his heels, startled. Hatshepsut could see the sweat-streaked face, gray in the lamplight, and she flung herself down beside her sister and buried her head in the pillow. Neferu moaned and motioned weakly.

Thothmes spoke into the new stillness. “Raise her. Place a cushion beneath her head.”

As the physician lifted the lolling head and settled another pillow on the couch, Hatshepsut looked up, trembling. “I heard you calling me, Neferu, and I came. Oh, Neferu, are you going to die?” Neferu closed her eyes as a spasm of agony gripped her, and Hatshepsut began to cry. “Don’t die. Please don’t. What about the fawn? What about me?”

Neferu turned her head, and her eyes opened again. When she spoke, it was with great effort, and a line of scum gathered about her mouth. Her pupils were dilated, and in their depths Hatshepsut read panic and a great sadness. “Do you remember Uatchmes and Amun-mes, who died, Hatshepsut?” She was whispering, her voice a thin flutter, like the wind in winter reeds along the marshes.

Hatshepsut shook her head dumbly.

“Do you remember grandmother, who died?”

Hatshepsut did not stir. She held Neferu’s hand, afraid that if she replied, the sobs welling in her throat would break out and fill the room. She concentrated on holding down, holding on.

Neferu paused, her breath hot and quick on Hatshepsut’s cheek as she roused herself for a last effort. Already the gloom of the Judgment Hall was seeping into her mind, and its cold winds tugged at her limbs. “You will remember me, Hatshepsut. You will remember this night, and you will learn. My dream spoke true. Anubis waits for me beside the scales, and I am not ready. I am not ready!” Her eyes bored into the little girl’s head with a feverish intensity, and the sobs died in Hatshepsut’s chest as she tried to read their message. “Take this that I give you, Hatshepsut,
and make it worthwhile.” Her gaze left Hatshepsut and ranged the room until it found Menena. “I did not ask a destiny. I did not want it. You take it, Hatshepsut, and use it. I want only—peace—”

The last words were a sigh, and Hatshepsut found herself looking into eyes that no longer saw her but were glazed with some far vision, filling her with grief. She took the cold arm and shook it, shouting, “I do not understand, Neferu. I never understand! I love you!”

Neferu’s head began to thrash on the pillow amid its welter of sticky black hair, and the broken murmurings were unintelligible.

“She dreams,” Thothmes said, his voice low but even. “She is near the end.”

Hatshepsut got up and thrust a fist under his chin, the tears pouring down her face. “No!” she shrieked at him. “Neferu will never die!” She turned and fled the room in terror. At the door to the apartment her guard waited, but she turned from him, taking Neferu’s own passage to the gardens, running with the speed of a hunted leopard. Before her guard had crossed the hall to the passage entrance, she was out of the palace and tearing down the avenue in the darkness.
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