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      My first evening with Pharaoh had been nothing like I expected. I hadn’t even departed for his palace before learning Half had been stabbed, and that he and Tall were hidden in the grounds of the Palace of the Ornaments.

      The banquet with Pharaoh and his queen was, quite frankly, boring, with little to distract me from my worries about whether Half still lived. My mind shied away from remembering what happened after the banquet and the mortification of waiting, naked, for Pharaoh’s arrival. I had cried all the way back to the Palace.

      Now I was back within its walls and in just a few minutes, I would learn whether Half was still alive. Whether my maids had managed to get him and Tall into my chambers without anyone discovering them. If they had been caught, there was probably nothing I could do for them. Or for myself, for that matter. We would likely all be executed for breaking what seemed to be the Palace’s most fundamental rule: no unmodified men permitted inside.

      I took a deep breath to steady myself as I made my way up to the main entrance. As much as I wanted to race along the path, I forced myself to walk steadily and tried not to look like I hurried in case anyone was watching. The door guards admitted me without question.

      I encountered only a servant woman on the way to my chambers. Her face was familiar — perhaps she served the Ornaments in the dining chamber where I sometimes broke my fast. She kept her gaze on the floor as we passed each other.

      I reached my chambers to find the door barred from the inside. Of course, they wouldn’t want to risk any unexpected visitors coming in. I knocked.

      “It’s me,” I said quietly.

      Merytre let me in and was quick to bar the door again behind me.

      “Oh, my lady,” she whispered. “It is terrible.”

      “Khaemmalu said he was alive.”

      But he knew only as much as had happened while they were outside and his information was from several hours ago. The situation might have changed since then.

      “He is, although he is mortally injured,” Merytre said. “He needs a physician, but even if we could bring one, Ahmose can’t say he will definitely live.”

      I supposed the decision they had been trying to make was whether it was worth the risk to bring in a physician, or if Half would likely die anyway. What a terrible thing to have to decide.

      I went straight to the spare bedchamber. Ishtar had slept in here before Pharaoh made her an Ornament and she received chambers of her own. Before that, I had thought we would use this bedchamber for Tall and Half if they had reason to flee Pharaoh’s palace. I hadn’t expected that might be so soon.

      The coppery scent of blood hit me as I entered the chamber. Half lay on the bed, still and pale. They had removed his shirt and Ettu held a bundle of linen cloths to his belly, but they were already soaked through. Blood coated her arms to her elbows and was splattered over her gown. Ahmose crouched on the floor, sorting through a pile of the little linen packets I recognised as her herb supplies. She held her broken arm to her chest, but having only one hand available didn’t seem to slow her down, even if she left bloody fingerprints on everything she touched. Tall stood in the corner, shoulders hunched as he flapped his hands near his face and muttered. I could only make out bits of what he said. Men. Danger. Flee. Belly.

      As I stood frozen in the doorway, Ettu looked up.

      “He lives,” she said brokenly, “although perhaps not for much longer.”

      “What can I do?” I asked.

      Merytre came to stand beside me. The warmth of her body was reassuring and I found myself leaning against her. She didn’t move away.

      “He needs a physician,” Ahmose said from the floor. “I have done what I can, but it’s not enough. The blade missed his organs, as far as I can tell, but there is too much blood.”

      “Where can we locate a physician?” I asked.

      She frowned and fidgeted with one of the herb packets. “We cannot call for the Palace physician. Not to treat a man who shouldn’t even be here.”

      “What about a priestess?” I asked. “Would praying over him help?”

      “He needs more than prayers at this point,” Ahmose said. “He needs someone to stitch wherever the blood is coming from. I have packed the wound with honey and grease, but it’s not enough.”

      “Someone must know a physician we can trust.” Surely I wasn’t the first Ornament to need a discreet physician. But who could I entrust with such a secret? Tiye? Maybe, but could I be certain she wouldn’t take the opportunity to remove a competitor and report me to the administrators? Maybe Henutmire. Ettu had smuggled the letter for Nebtu’s family out of the Palace for her. If she knew it was Half who had seen her letter to a courier, she might feel obliged to help.

      My mind whirled furiously and I barely noticed Ahmose tipping little packets into two bottles. She got to her feet with a groan and filled the bottles from a water jug which sat on a nearby shelf, before stoppering them and giving them a quick shake.

      “Somebody needs to go for a physician.” She pressed the bottles into my hands. “Or even a healer. I know a little, but not enough to treat a wound like this. Someone must go out and get help. He has no chance of survival otherwise.”

      My fingers were slow to clasp the bottles and I almost dropped them.

      “Me?” I asked.

      “You or Merytre.” Her gaze darted between us. “There is nobody else. Both Ettu and I would raise too many questions if anyone saw us covered in blood like this, and we cannot spare the time it would take to fetch bathing water and make one of us presentable. Either you or Merytre must find someone who can treat Half. Quickly now. There is no time to waste.”

      She gestured for me to leave and my feet obeyed, carrying me back out to the main sitting chamber. Merytre followed, her face pale and tense. We looked at each other and I suppose each of us wondered who should go.

      “I can do it,” she said. “But I don’t know where to find a physician. I might not be back in time to…”

      Her voice trailed away.

      “I will go,” I said.

      “You know no more than I do,” she said. “And you have never even been outside the gates since the night you arrived. I should do it.”

      Half wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for me. He would still be safe at Dur-Kurigalzu, my father’s palace in Babylon. If anyone was to risk going out to find a physician, it should be me.
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      As I hurried through the Palace, clutching Ahmose’s bottles, I tried to compose myself. I would be of no use to Half if I panicked and couldn’t think clearly. The first step was to get out of the Palace grounds. Then find someone who could direct me to a physician. I would simply go to the nearest house, knock on the door, and ask. If they didn’t know where to find a physician, I would go to the next house. So I had a plan, no matter how simple. That calmed me a little.

      At the Palace’s main entrance, the guards seemed surprised to see me leaving the building again so soon. I braced myself for questions, ready to tell them my purpose was none of their concern, but they didn’t ask.

      I hurried along the path to the gates. I would wait to make sure the guards there were the same ones as earlier before I drank the potion. I couldn’t afford the time it would take to return for another dose if the guards had already changed. Please Marduk, let them have reason to open the gates very soon.

      I had almost forgotten Khaemmalu would still be on duty until I heard his voice.

      “My lady,” he said softly. “There is a sheltered spot just ahead on your left.”

      I gave no indication I heard him in case anyone was watching, but when I reached the place where a row of shrubs provided a convenient screen, I left the path and slipped behind them. Khaemmalu was already there.

      “I am going to fetch a physician,” I said. “The wounds need to be stitched.”

      There was no point in not telling him. I could hardly avoid him seeing me leave now.

      “How do you intend to get past the guards?” He made a point of looking down to the bottles in my hands, although I doubted he hadn’t already seen them. Hopefully the darkness hid the blood smears from Ahmose. “A spell, I presume?”

      I clutched the bottles more tightly, suddenly fearing he might take them from me.

      “It would be best if you don’t know any details,” I said. “If something goes wrong, you can still say you know nothing about how anyone was getting out.”

      “I am already involved.” He spoke very quietly. “If I was going to turn you in, I would have done it hours ago. I certainly wouldn’t have helped your women smuggle two men into the Palace.”

      I had become so accustomed to not trusting anyone that it was hard to acknowledge he had given me no reason for distrust.

      “The potion will allow me to walk past the guards,” I admitted.

      “How long does it last?” If he doubted me, his face gave no sign of it.

      “Maybe twelve hours, but I need to be back before the day guards start their shift.” Half wouldn’t last that long anyway from what Ahmose had said.

      “I assume the second bottle is for the physician,” he said, with a nod towards my hands.

      “It is.”

      “And you know where to find a physician?”

      “Not yet,” I admitted.

      “I will go. I know where he lives.”

      I hesitated, desperately wanting to say yes, yet still fearing he might betray us. But he already knew I was planning to leave and he knew how I would do it. If he had any intention of betrayal, he already had more than enough information, not to mention the two unmodified men he knew were hidden in my chambers.

      “It will be faster for me to go,” he said. “Even if I were to give you directions, you might forget them or take a wrong turn. Give me the potion. The guards know I shouldn’t be leaving at this hour and they will likely report me if they see me.”

      “What will you do if the physician isn’t at home?” I wanted to trust him, but I couldn’t make myself hand him the bottles.

      “I will find a healer. My sister and her husband live not far from here. They will know where to locate one.”

      “I don’t want anyone else involved.” The more people who knew, the greater the risk.

      I searched his face, wishing the darkness didn’t conceal so much. How could I tell whether he was lying if I couldn’t even see his eyes properly?

      “You can trust them,” he said. “They won’t ask any questions and I won’t tell them any more than I must.”

      There really was no other option. Half’s life was at stake and it seemed trusting Khaemmalu was his best chance. I thrust the bottles at him.

      “Go,” I said. “As fast as you can.”

      “Do I just drink it?”

      “Picture the guards’ faces as you do. It won’t shield you against anyone you don’t think of as you drink it, and it will only work as long as they don’t look too hard, so you must be quiet as you pass them.”

      “Wait here,” he said. “Stay in the shadows and don’t move lest someone sees you. If anyone finds you, pretend you don’t know how you got out here. They will think you must have walked in your sleep and are unlikely to question you further. I will return as quickly as I can.”

      Then he was gone, slipping silently away in the darkness.

      A couple of paces ahead of me stood a dom palm. I leaned against its trunk, hoping it would shield me from view. We would be merely one shadow, not two. The cool night air made me shiver and insects bit my arms and face. I didn’t dare slap them away.

      At one point, I heard the whisper of footsteps pass not far from me. I held my breath and didn’t even so much as blink. The footsteps moved on, and I could only pray whoever it was had left and wasn’t merely waiting a little further past me in the shadows.

      To distract myself from the cold and the insects, I planned what I would do when Khaemmalu returned. The physician would be a man and I would need to get him to my chambers without anyone seeing him. I didn’t even know how they got Tall and Half in earlier, but Khaemmalu did. Hopefully we could use the same route and avoid notice again.

      I had no sense of how much time had passed, hidden as I was in the shadows and without any view of the moon. Had Khaemmalu managed to get out yet? Was Half even still alive? Had Tall managed to tell someone what happened?

      My feet ached and the insects found their way under my skirt, leaving stinging bites around my ankles and behind my knees. My eyes were heavy and I was thankful to have something to lean against. I dearly wanted to sit down, but feared drawing attention to myself if I moved. At least standing kept me awake.

      It was surely well after midnight before the shrubs rustled and Khaemmalu appeared. Behind him was a woman carrying a basket. She wore a plain shift made of a serviceable fabric and her braids were tied neatly behind her head. Her face looked much like his.

      “My sister,” Khaemmalu whispered. “Gautseshen. She drank the potion and we slipped in when the guards opened the gates for a messenger.”

      “Where is the physician?” I asked.

      “Away for some time. Gone to care for his ailing mother according to his neighbour. My sister, however, is an excellent seamstress and tells me she has some experience in stitching wounds. You can trust her.”

      At least it would be easier to get a woman to my chambers.

      “Come then,” I said to her. “We must hurry.”

      Gautseshen pressed her hand briefly against Khaemmalu’s arm, as if to reassure him. We left him standing in the shadows.
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      “Do not speak until we reach my chambers,” I said to Gautseshen as we approached the front doors. “If any explanations are required, I will do the talking.”

      We reached the guards and I readied myself for their questions about Gautseshen’s identity, but they said nothing, only held the doors open for us. They must have assumed any woman who was inside the gates already had approval to be here.

      We hurried in and I prayed to Marduk they didn’t need to report to the administrators about anyone who went in or out overnight. If someone questioned me later, I would say she was a servant I happened to encounter while I was out walking and I didn’t know her name. Hopefully Gautseshen would be long gone before anyone came asking questions.

      We passed two female servants, an Ornament whose face I didn’t recognise, and a runner boy who was too intent on his task to spare me any more than a glance. I walked as swiftly as I dared without giving the appearance of haste.

      By the time we climbed the stairs to the third floor, I was so tightly wound that I could hardly breathe. We were so close, but we might yet encounter someone who would have reason to ask who Gautseshen was. Please don’t let it be Panouk, I prayed. Or Amankhau. Of anyone who might see us, the chief administrator and his second would be the worst. Someone else might assume Gautseshen was merely a lady’s maid they had never seen before, or perhaps a servant I had summoned for some reason or another. Panouk and Amankhau would know she shouldn’t be here.

      But Marduk must have heard my prayers, for we encountered nobody else. At my chambers, Merytre stood in front of the closed door, watching for my return. The relief on her face was obvious and she didn’t seem surprised to see Gautseshen, even though the woman could hardly be a physician.

      “Thank the gods,” Merytre said softly as she closed the door behind us. She slipped the bar into place.

      “Is there any news?” I asked over my shoulder, already on my way across the chamber.

      “Only that Ahmose says he grows weaker,” Merytre said.

      Indeed, Half’s face was visibly greyer than the last time I saw him. Beads of sweat dotted his forehead. Both Ettu and Ahmose held cloths to his belly to stem the bleeding. Tall still paced and muttered to himself, flapping his hands furiously. Gautseshen took in the scene without a word, then set her basket on the end of the bed.

      “Show me,” she said. Her voice was calm and if she felt at all intimidated about the situation, she gave no sign of it.

      There was nothing I could do to help and, indeed, I would only be in the way if I tried. Instead, I went to Tall.

      If he heard me when I said his name, he didn’t answer, only continued his pacing and flapping. I set my hand on his arm and he startled, quickly pulling back from me.

      “Come, let’s go to the sitting chamber,” I said.

      “Knife!” he said. “Belly!”

      “Yes, I know. They are doing what they can for him. Let’s get you something to drink. Are you hungry?”

      “Danger!” he said. I half expected he might refuse to leave, but he allowed me to lead him down the hallway. “Flee!”

      “You did very well to get him here. I don’t know how you managed.”

      “Carry!”

      He held out his arms as if to cradle a child and I finally noticed the blood which had dried on the front of his tunic. Surely he didn’t carry Half all the way from Pharaoh’s palace? It was a walk of at least an hour and Half would be no inconsiderable weight over such a distance, even as small as he was.

      “Flee!”

      “Sit down,” I said. “Merytre, a drink for Tall, please, and something to eat.”

      As Merytre poured beer and put together a plate from our evening meal, which looked untouched from its delivery, I managed to get Tall onto the couch. I sat beside him.

      “Tell me what happened,” I said.

      “Knife! Belly!” He flapped his hands and didn’t look at me.

      “Did you see who it was?”

      “Man!”

      “Which man? Do you know him?” I tried to keep my voice calm and not show how desperate I was for him to say something I could make sense of.

      “Man!” Tall’s voice rose in pitch and his hands flapped even faster. He was getting too distressed. I shouldn’t push him any further, but I had to know what he knew.

      “What happened?” I asked again.

      “Knife!”

      “What is he saying?” Merytre asked as she handed Tall a mug, then set a plate of food beside him on the couch.

      I had hardly noticed he was using Babylonian. He understood Egyptian well enough, but couldn’t speak it.

      “Nothing more than we already knew,” I said. “Knife, belly, man. I think he saw what happened, but he doesn’t know who the attacker was.”

      “Did he tell you that?” she asked. “And what is he doing with his hands?”

      Tall had set the mug on the floor and was flapping his hands again.

      “He does that when he is anxious,” I said. “I think it helps him to feel calmer.”

      She eyed him, a wary look on her face.

      “He is a little odd,” I said, “but he is a good man and we can trust him.”

      Merytre nodded but still looked uncertain, as if Tall’s strangeness disturbed her. She said nothing further, only went to sit in a nearby chair.

      “Drink,” I said, picking up the mug and holding it out to Tall. “Then try again to tell me what happened.”

      He took a sip, then seemed to realise how thirsty he was. He drained the mug and Merytre rose to fill it again for him.

      “What else did you see?” I asked.

      Tall’s gaze met mine briefly, then darted around the chamber. I had never seen him so agitated, but then, he had probably never before witnessed an attempted murder.

      “Danger!” he said. “Flee!”

      “You did exactly what you were supposed to,” I said. “You knew to come here if you needed to flee.”

      There could surely be no better demonstration of the fact that Tall understood everything around him, even if he couldn’t express himself. He knew they needed to leave Pharaoh’s palace and he knew to bring Half here. Despite how upset he was, he must have remembered to bring Ahmose’s potions and to wait until they saw the faces of the gate guards before both he and Half drank. There were so many details he needed to get right in order to reach us and he did it all. I wasn’t sure I would have had the presence of mind to do all that he had.

      “What can you tell me about the danger?” I asked.

      “Pharaoh!” He finished his drink and set the mug on the floor again so he could resume flapping his hands.

      “Pharaoh is in danger?” Tall knew what had happened. I just had to find the right words to help him express it.

      “Pharaoh! Danger!”

      “What is he saying now?” Merytre asked.

      “There is some danger to Pharaoh. Maybe that’s why Half was stabbed. He saw something he shouldn’t have.”

      “Guard!” Tall said.

      “Which guard?”

      “Man!”

      “One of Pharaoh’s guards?”

      But if Tall knew the man’s identity, he didn’t seem to be able to tell me.

      “He is talking about a guard,” I said to Merytre. “But I don’t know whether he means the guard is involved in the danger to Pharaoh, or that it was a guard who stabbed Half.”

      “That would certainly suggest Half saw something he wasn’t meant to,” she said.

      “Or heard something.”

      No matter how I asked, Tall didn’t seem able to tell me anything else.

      “You should eat,” I said finally. As frustrated as I was, Tall surely felt it more. How terrible it must be for him to know what had happened but be unable to say what he needed to.

      It was a long time before Gautseshen emerged. She was drenched in blood to halfway up her arms. A bloody smear across one cheek was evidence she had wiped her hand across her face at some point.

      “I have done what I can for him,” she said. “Whether he lives is up to the gods now. The bleeding has stopped, but he lost a fearsome amount of blood and the wound might yet turn putrid. If it does, I fear there is nothing anyone will be able to do for him.”

      “Is he awake?” I asked.

      “Unconscious,” she said. “He had been dosed with something before I arrived. It was fortunate for him he wasn’t awake while I stitched him back together.”

      “Will you stay until he wakes?” She looked exhausted and I felt bad about asking, but we needed her. “There might be something more you can do for him.”

      “I need to go home,” she said. “I have a babe who is still nursing and I must be back before he gets hungry.”

      She glanced towards the table laden with food and seemed to hesitate. The food here was surely finer than whatever she had at home and likely more plentiful as well.

      “At least stay long enough to eat something,” I said. “And fill your basket too. They will bring more food for us if we ask, so take as much as you want.”

      Merytre had brought a bucket of washing water and a linen cloth from the bathing chamber. She must have sent for the water after I left. Gautseshen hesitated only a moment before she went to wash her arms. Merytre helped her clean the blood from her face.

      While Gautseshen ate, I tried to figure out what to say to her. Khaemmalu had said we could trust her, and he surely wouldn’t have brought her if he thought otherwise, but I felt I needed to impress on her the seriousness of our situation. She must have figured out what I was thinking.

      “You don’t need to say it,” she said. “I know unmodified men aren’t permitted inside the Palace. Whatever happened tonight was dire indeed, but he must be important for you to go to so much effort to save him. I will tell nobody what I have seen here.”

      “He wouldn’t even be in Egypt if it weren’t for me,” I said.

      “Khaemmalu says we can trust you,” she replied.

      I blinked in surprise. What an odd thing to say. It should be me wondering whether I could trust her.

      “Things are always changing,” she said, setting her empty plate aside. She must have been hungry indeed to have eaten so fast. “Even when it seems they don’t. Those who do evil will be punished eventually and the gods will reward the just.”

      I supposed she must be talking about the man who stabbed Half.

      “If I find out who he is, I will make certain he is punished,” I said.

      “Send Khaemmalu to fetch me if you need me again,” she said as she rose. I started to get up, but she waved me away. “You don’t need to come. I can find my way out.”

      At the door, Gautseshen turned back to me.

      “You are wise to keep your door barred,” she said and slipped out before I could ask her why.

      Merytre quickly barred the door again.

      “What did she mean?” I asked.

      “It is common knowledge that women have disappeared from here,” she said, making her way back to the table where our meal waited. She eyed the remaining food, but apparently decided she didn’t want any after all. She came to sit with me instead.

      “You think people outside the Palace know?” I asked.

      “Of course they do. Not every servant who works in the Palace also lives here. Some return to their own homes after their shift is over. They talk to their families and their friends. Some of those who have disappeared have family here in Thebes. They tell folk about how they never heard from the woman again, regardless of what the administrators say.”

      “I suppose you are right,” I said. “It’s hardly a secret.”

      I had almost forgotten about Tall while we were speaking and only now noticed he was asleep on the couch, curled up like a child. His mug and empty plate sat neatly on the floor.

      “Should we move him to one of the chambers?” Merytre asked. “He could use mine for tonight and I can sleep on a couch.”

      “I suppose it’s safe for him to be out here as long as we keep the door barred,” I said. “Tomorrow will be soon enough to figure out where everyone is going to sleep.”
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      Shortly after Gautseshen left, Ahmose came out to the sitting chamber. She had always looked old to my eyes, withered and stooped as she was, but she seemed to have aged even more tonight. Blood splattered her chest and arms.

      “I should have sent a runner for more water.” Merytre quickly got to her feet. “I will go right now.”

      She slipped out into the hallway to find a runner boy, closing the door swiftly behind her lest anyone pass by and spot Tall asleep on the couch or Ahmose covered in blood. Ahmose leaned against the wall and closed her eyes. I supposed she didn’t want to sit down and get blood all over a chair. That would be hard to explain if we had to ask for it to be cleaned.

      “He is resting,” she said before I could ask. “And he seems peaceful enough.”

      “Will he live?” I couldn’t stop myself from asking, despite what Gautseshen had already said. Ahmose knew Half, after all. Perhaps she had seen some sign a stranger would miss.

      “I don’t know and that is the truth,” she said without opening her eyes. “If his body is stronger than it looks, he might.”

      I had never thought about whether Half looked strong. He might only be half as tall as a man, but his mind worked no less well than anyone else’s. I had assumed his body would be just as strong too.

      “I suppose all we can do for him now is pray,” I said.

      “Amun preserve him,” Ahmose muttered.

      Merytre returned to say a runner boy was bringing the water.

      “I will wait in the hallway,” she said, her gaze darting between Ahmose and Tall. “We can hardly have him bring the buckets inside.”

      She slipped back out again and I got up to pour Ahmose some beer. She took the mug with a nod and seemed too exhausted to speak further. When the water arrived, Merytre brought the buckets in and carried them down to the bathing chamber. While Ahmose went to clean herself, I kicked off my sandals and tucked my feet beneath me on the couch.

      “I could sit up with him,” Merytre offered with a nod at Tall when she returned. “We cannot communicate since we speak no language in common, but at least there would be someone here if he were to wake.”

      “No, go to bed. I will stay with him.”

      He might be confused about waking in a strange place, or he might be distressed about Half. I didn’t let myself hope he would wake with the words to explain whatever he saw. Merytre shrugged and headed off to her bedchamber.

      “I don’t think any of us remembered to ask.” She stopped in the doorway and turned back to me. “How was the banquet?”

      I had almost forgotten everything that happened before I returned. Had almost forgotten I even left the Palace grounds tonight or the banquet Pharaoh invited me to as a thank you for saving his life in the boating accident. It had been an uncomfortable event, seated as I was on the dais with Pharaoh and his queen, Lady Isis, neither of whom were interested in conversing with me.

      But it was what happened afterwards that caused me to leave the palace in tears. The way I was taken to a chamber and told to undress. The way Pharaoh merely lay himself down on top of me, then left when he was finished. The way he said not a word to me, either before or after. I wasn’t yet ready to tell anyone about how awful it had been.

      “I will tell you in the morning,” I said instead.

      Merytre gave me a knowing look, as if she understood why it had taken me so long to find a response. She went off to bed without saying anything else.

      Had Ishtar’s experience with Pharaoh been the same as mine? She had spent the night with him more than once and he had wooed her from what I saw. Maybe they chatted first. Perhaps he even kissed her. What would that be like? I had never been kissed by a man. I supposed I never would be now unless Pharaoh thought to do such a thing.

      I woke with a start when Tall rose from the couch. He gave me an apologetic look, as if he had been trying not to disturb me. I didn’t even remember lying down and had no sense of how long I had slept. The chamber was still dark, although I sensed that dawn was close.

      In the spare bedchamber, Half was asleep and seemed to breathe more easily than before, although his skin still looked clammy. Ettu slept too, her chair pulled up beside him and her head on the bed. Her hand was on Half’s wrist, as if she wanted to feel whether his pulse still beat. She stirred and sat up when Tall and I came in. Her wig was crooked and she had blood smeared down the side of her neck, although she had washed her hands and changed her gown since I last saw her.

      “He lives,” I said. “That is a good thing.”

      “Yes,” she said. “It is maybe more than I expected by now.”

      “His face isn’t quite as pale,” I added.

      She studied him.

      “Hmm,” was all she said and I figured that meant she disagreed.

      “Has he said anything?” I asked.

      If Tall saw the person who attacked him, surely Half did too.

      “Not a word, but Ahmose dosed him well to make sure he wouldn’t know he was being stitched back together. She said her potion would take a few hours to wear off.” Ettu got to her feet with a groan. “Oh, my back.”

      “I can sit with him for a while,” I said. “You go get some sleep.”

      “I slept a bit. It was enough.”

      “At least get yourself something to drink. You don’t need to be here every moment.”

      “I want to, though.”

      “He is important to you,” I said, feeling rather clumsy. We had never discussed her feelings for Half, although I had seen enough to be certain she cared for him.

      “He is a good man.” Her voice was a little defensive as if she expected criticism. “I know he looks different, but what does that matter?”

      “Different!” Tall said.

      He had been so quiet, I had forgotten he followed me down the hallway.

      “Yes, you are both different,” I said. “You are a good man too, though. To carry Half all the way here.”

      “Buddy!”

      A sob choked my throat and I could only nod. We all needed a friend like Tall.

      Ettu finally left once I promised to fetch her if Half even so much as stirred. She took Tall with her, saying he needed something else to wear. I had become so used to seeing blood all over everyone, I had forgotten the dried stains on his clothes. It was also the first time I realised both Tall and Half still wore tunics. Had nobody in Pharaoh’s palace offered them a shendyt like other men wore, or had they chosen to continue dressing like Babylonians?

      I sat in the chair Ettu had vacated. Half breathed shallowly but steadily. With a blanket drawn up to his shoulders concealing his injury, anyone who saw him now might think he was gravely unwell but not mortally injured.

      Some time later, he stirred, then opened his eyes. He gazed blearily around the chamber before he saw me. He studied me as if trying to remember who I was.

      “Princess.” His mouth shaped the words, but I could barely hear him.

      “You are safe. We brought a healer to treat you and Ahmose helped as well. You need to rest now. Rest and recover.”

      “Tall?”

      “He’s here too. He carried you all the way from Pharaoh’s palace.”

      Half’s eyes closed and it seemed he had fallen asleep again. I leaned back in the chair, prepared to wait for him to wake. As soon as he had the strength to talk, we needed to find out what had happened.
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      Half woke again just moments before Ettu returned. She shot me a look and I knew she was remembering my promise to fetch her if he stirred. I gave her an apologetic shrug, but she only turned her attention to Half. She knew her place too well to comment on my remissness.

      She fussed over him, wiping the blood splatters from his arms with a wet cloth and straightening his blanket. Ahmose came to check his injury with what looked to me like a practiced eye, even if she claimed to have little experience with such wounds. She made him drink a herbal concoction she had mixed with some beer. Half groaned and spluttered, muttering about its evil taste, but he sipped enough of it to satisfy her.

      I had forgotten about my lady’s maids who came every morning to bathe and dress me until Merytre said she had sent them away.

      “I told them you were unwell and had not yet risen from your bed,” she said.

      “Is there any chance someone might send a physician?” I asked.

      The last thing we needed was a stranger trying to force his way in to examine me. We would have to keep my maids away while Half recovered, and I suppose claiming I was ill myself was as good an excuse as any.

      “We will keep the door barred at all times,” Merytre said. “We cannot claim you are sick for long without raising concern, but it buys us a couple of days at least. If anyone comes, we will say you have told us to refuse all visitors.”

      I supposed in that time he would either start to recover… or he would die.

      There was nothing I could do for Half and he was clearly too weak for questions. I felt like I was taking up space in the chamber, so I left him with Ettu and Ahmose. Before I even reached the door, Ettu was once again in the chair beside his bed, leaning over to whisper to him.

      Merytre insisted on helping me bathe and dress, although I told her I was perfectly capable of doing it myself. The kitchen servants brought breakfast and she made them leave it in the hallway, telling them she wanted no disturbance while I was unwell. She brought the dishes in herself only once the servants were gone.

      When I went out to the sitting chamber, Tall was perched on a couch, his shoulders slumped and his mouth downturned. He looked sad and lost.

      “Tall, are you hungry?” I asked, trying to sound cheery.

      He gave me a startled look and flapped his hands. I went to sit beside him and took his hand, meaning to reassure him, but he gave a startled squawk and leaned away from me so abruptly that he fell off the couch. It was only then I noticed the woman’s shift he wore. Someone had shortened it to knee-length for him, although the hem wasn
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