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        Her future is pending.

        The Mitanni Princess Tadukhipa weighs her options: happiness in exile and poverty, death in prison, or a luxurious life of loneliness.

        Cursed to love a servant and practice a servant’s trade, Tadukhipa rebels against her father, the King, for a chance to change her destiny.

      

        

      
        The Mitanni Princess follows the young girl assumed to be the historical Mitanni bride, Tadukhipa, to Amenhotep III and given the pet name “Kiya” by Akhenaten.
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            THE GIFT

          

          TJENU, 1360 B.C.

        

      

    

    
      Pawah thought they expected him to be thankful for all they had done for him . . . even loving, perhaps, so he curled his lips into a smile. Chewing the small piece of overcooked bread and throwing the warm malted beer down his throat, he had lost count of how many times he had eaten the same dinner in the previous years. The dinners from his early childhood were much better than this bland bread. No more beans, no more lentils, no more vegetables, no more rare dates for dessert; just bread and beer twice a day with an occasional scrawny fish. He wiped his mouth with the back of his arm, but his mother shot him a dirty look.

      “Use the water bowl, Pawah. That is why it is on the table.” She pointed to the small, second-hand clay bowl filled with the Nile’s water from the irrigation channels.

      He blinked once and then twice, unmoving. The forced smile on his lips fell into a flat, pressed, cold line.

      “Son, your mother asked you to use the water bowl to clean your hands.” His father held a piece of bread in the air and used it to emphasize his words.

      Pawah tilted his head at his mother and peered down at her hands. Dirt from the day's work of making beads and tilling their small garden to supplement his father’s rations for their table was stuck in thick black lines under her nails. He wanted to throw the water in that bowl on her nasty hands. Maybe he would if she did not take the initiative.

      His mother fidgeted, and her eyes darted between her son and her own hands. She finally dipped her own fingers in the water and shook the water off before she placed them neatly in her lap and let out a shaky breath.

      “Now, your turn.” She nodded toward the water bowl.

      Pawah sighed, more because he couldn’t experience throwing water on his mother and not so much because he chose to obey her. He sat up off of his heels to reach the water bowl. He dipped his fingers in the chilly water. Shaking the water from his finger, he intentionally slung some water on the bread in the middle of the table, but he continued shaking his hands toward the ground to make it seem accidental.

      His father stared at his son, almost sensing the defiance. He swallowed his hard piece of bread before he spoke. “Now, Pawah, you do not wait that long to do what your mother tells you to do. She only wants the best for you.”

      Pawah pursed his lips as his intense gaze jumped from his father back to his mother. I want more than just bread! Where are the radishes?! Where are the leeks?! Where are the lentils and beans?! I know we have them! I help tend the garden! I saw them! The best for me is to give me a full dinner! Not to dip my fingers in a cursed water bowl!

      His father bent forward, ripping another piece of bread from the communal plate. He took a large bite out of the bread with an annoyed chomp. As he rolled his food in his mouth, the silence at the table created the usual tension.

      “What is it, Son? Ask your question. Make your statement.” He rubbed his temple with his free hand.

      Pawah pondered how to word his request such that his parents might give him more bread, or at least some beans. Every other night, his request had gone unfulfilled. Perhaps tonight would be different. His tongue wet his lips so the words would more easily come from his mouth.

      “Every day, I see you both work from before the sun rises to after the sun sets.” He nodded, knowing his father liked to be told he was a hard worker. “I do as well to help Ast, but all we eat is bread?” Pawah gestured to the table and then to his straw cot on the dirt floor—a cot too small for his height. “I am hungry. I go to sleep hungry.”

      “You have food to eat. You are so lucky! You should be thankful for what we provide you!” His father dropped a fist onto the table as his mother’s eyes dropped to the floor. “And you will call your mother, ‘Mother,’ not ‘Ast’!”

      “Her name is Ast!” Pawah screamed, slamming both fists on the table.

      Again, his request was denied. Tomorrow night, he would call her “Mother,” and then the old man might give him more food and not shut him down with the same “be grateful” speech.

      His father chewed his lip as his heavy brow cast a shadow over his eyes in the candlelight. He appeared to calm his anger through a long inhale and exhale through his nose. His fist curled, and his index finger jutted out to point at the bread in front of his son. Words narrowly escaped through his clenched teeth.

      “Pawah . . . Eat. Your. Food.” He took the last bite of his bread and let his hand drop to the table. The sun had charred his skin, and his wife’s skin was not too far behind.

      Pawah looked to his own skin and noticed it bore the anger of the sun much more this year than last: the sign of a worker, the farmer, the lowest class.

      His father’s fingers drummed the table as he watched Pawah observe his arms.

      “All jobs are significant, even the smallest ones,” his father said through a tight jaw, chewing with intent, as if he knew Pawah's thoughts.

      Pawah flicked his eyes up to him. Another night speaking about how great his work is when he cannot even provide a full dinner for his son!

      “Then why do they give more grain, and even copper and bronze, to those who do not work the fields? Or gold to men like Citizen Menhu?” Pawah lifted his chin to his father, having asked this question many times, but the answer never quite satisfied him. His knuckles went white, and he wondered what it would feel like to beat a good answer out of the man who sat across from him.

      “All jobs are important!” his father yelled with nostrils flaring. “Even that of a farmer! Without men like me, Egypt would starve!”

      “Am I to be like you for the rest of my days?!” Pawah placed both hands on the table and rose to his knees, fueled by his father’s nightly repeated response. Then he blurted out, “I do not care if Egypt starves! I want a full dinner! Do your job and feed your son!”

      His father also rose off of his heels and placed his hands on the table. He leaned forward to tower over his eleven-year-old son’s growing frame. “Sit down and eat, you selfish child!”

      Pawah narrowed his eyes at his father but did as he was told, slowly. A scowl still contorted his face. His father did not scare him, but he obeyed anyway, biding his time to see how best to make this man pay for calling him a “selfish child.”

      “Now,”—his father began returning his bottom to his heels—“as I was saying . . . all tasks are important, but others are more so and require more responsibility. Citizen Menhu owns the land. I farm it, and he pays me a day’s rations. He gives us this housing, and he provides me the tools I need to do my job. I cannot read or write, so I am grateful I can work with my two arms and two legs and provide for my family.” His father’s eyes glistened in the dim candlelight as he placed his hand on Ast’s arm. “And your mother also makes beads for the dressmakers and sells and trades the vegetables and dates from her garden so we can have a water bowl to clean our fingers to eat—”

      “A water bowl!?” Pawah looked toward his mother as his lips peeled back in disgust. “You sold food to buy this?!” He knocked the bowl off the table and had visions of slamming it against her head. “I am hungry! I am your child! I worked that garden just as much as you! I deserve more food than this piece of bread!” Pawah leaned over, grabbed the last piece of bread from the communal plate and threw it at his mother, whose eyes welled with tears. Before his father could rebuke him, he also picked up the communal plate and threw it against the wall, breaking the hard-fired clay. “Feed your son!” he yelled as a red haze of clay dust filled the small room.

      “Pawah!” His father stood and rubbed his knee as he went to grab the cane. “That is enough!”

      “Yotefseneb”—his mother held her hand up to her husband—“don’t.”

      “No one will treat you like that.” Yotefseneb shoved his hand toward Pawah, who stood with his feet planted heartily under his body. Pawah’s fingers were curled into fists, held tightly by his thighs. He wanted Yotefseneb to lay the cane across his back, so his father would see how miserably he would fail in punishing his son.

      “Please don’t,” Ast repeated as she stood and stepped in front of Yotefseneb.

      “Ast, that is why the boy speaks as he does . . . he is almost a man now, and yet you still treat him as if he were a babe!” Yotefseneb shook his head at her silence and then, after a few moments, put the cane away. He shook his head at Pawah. “One day you will understand, Son,”—he pointed his long finger at him—“and then you shall feel foolish.”

      No, you shall feel foolish for starving your child! Pawah’s eyes narrowed even more while his father walked outside. Every night, Yotefseneb paced back and forth across the small plot of Menhu’s land, helping his food to digest and calming himself from the inevitable fight with his son.

      “Pawah,” Ast crooned as her shoulders slumped. She wiped her face as a few tears ran down her cheeks. “I know you are hungry. Believe me when I tell you, there is no greater pain for a mother than to know her child is hungry and hurting, and she cannot feed him or help him.”

      “But you can.” Pawah’s voice held flat and his stare steady. “You are stealing the goods of my work to do what? Buy water bowls?”

      Ast lifted her chin to her son. “You will never get what you want by accusing, Pawah. You have many lessons to learn.” Her head shook as her finger wagged in his face.

      He almost grabbed her finger, wanting to hear the snap of bone when he broke it, but she dropped her hand before he could do so.

      Ast took a sweeping breath and confessed, “I bought a water bowl so you could know what to do when you eat with someone of a higher class.”

      Pawah’s eyes squinted. What? His chest let a loud sigh escape. “Why would I need to eat with a water bowl?” Pawah threw his hands up. “Am I not going to be a farmer like father?”

      “Pawah, you stop it, now!” His mother clapped at him.

      “I am not a child!” His ears turned red hot from the scolding. He leaned his shoulders forward and pushed his slightly taller body over his mother’s head. She will pay for that!

      “You are a child until you can speak like an adult!” His mother took a slight step backward.

      Pawah smirked, causing his mother to slap his cheek. Maybe I should slap her too and cause her cheek to burn!

      He raised his hand to hit her, but, sensing his pending attack, she grabbed his earlobe and yanked down hard. “Now, you listen!” She pressed her forehead to his as her nose wrinkled into a snarl. “How many times have I told you, Pawah?” She gave an extra yank, as if she wanted him to really listen to her this time. “How many times? I have lost count. You will never get what you want or go anywhere in this life if you do not act with charm!”

      “Where will I go, Ast?!” he yelled at her, yanking his head away and causing her nail to slice a superficial cut into his earlobe.

      “You will call me ‘Mother!’” Ast yelled. She pointed a finger in his face yet again. “I bore you!”

      “And yet you do not feed me!” Pawah threw his arms out wide, and the urge to hit his mother came over him again. The thief-woman! “I tried to ask with charm as you requested, Mother, but you and Yotefseneb still denied me what I want . . . a full dinner!”

      “Son,” she let out a heavy sigh.

      He curled his fingers into a fist and began to lift his arm as she said, “We do not always get what we want.”

      He winced. I will always get what I want.

      “But you are ten times as likely to get it if you ask with charm.” She patted his cheek. “Now, Pawah, listen to me. I know you are hungry. So am I. So is your father. But this is what we have to eat—”

      “Where is our food from the garden going?” Pawah slammed his fist into his leg. He still wanted to hit Ast, but he wanted an answer from her first, and he needed to let out his rage in some way.

      She closed her eyes for a moment, drawing in another deep breath.

      Pawah crossed his arms and tapped his fingers on his biceps until she opened her eyes.

      Her voice now calm and her eyes at peace, she spoke. “We were going to tell you in the morning, as it would be a new day, but I can see you will not be patient. Patience is another attribute that will serve you well when you make a request.” She shook her head. “For years, your father and I have been saving to give you a gift. Most children of wealth go to scribal training when they are five. You are eleven and will be behind, but we want to send you to train to be a scribe.”

      “You want to . . . or you are going to?” Pawah peered down the bridge of his nose at her.

      “We are going to.” She smiled, and her eyes sparkled in the candlelight. “We can do it now.”

      Finally, Pawah thought, a way out of this life in this forgotten town of Tjenu. I will have beans again.

      The sparkle in her eyes grew, as did her smile. She clasped her hands under her chin.

      What is she wanting? She looks happy.

      After a few moments, he thought maybe his mother wanted him to be happy at this “gift” that parents should provide for their children regardless, so he smiled. But it seemed to him that he should have been given beans, lentils and dates with his meal and he should have been sent to scribal training six years earlier. He had helped with the garden and the beads.

      He nodded to his mother. “I see, and when will I be sent to school?”

      Ast cocked her head and furrowed her brow. “Pawah!”

      “I mean . . . ” He flicked his eyes upward before resting them on his mother's intense countenance. “Thank you for sending me to scribal training.” Each word dripped with a facade of charm. I did not realize I had to be thankful for something that should be expected.

      Ast crossed her arms and said nothing for a while, peering up at him. “Pawah, even if you are not excited, act as if you are excited. Your father and I have worked very hard to send you to scribal training.”

      No, I worked very hard to send myself to scribal training, since you sold off all of the fruits of my labor. Pawah dropped his arms to his sides and shifted his weight. “So you want me to tell you what you want to hear?”

      “You . . . ” She paused as her lips moved, but no words came out. “You . . . ” She paused again; her jaw held taut. “Yes,” she finally said. “You will find you will get what you want more quickly when you can learn to anticipate what people want.”

      “I do not understand.” Pawah shook his head and crossed his arms again.

      “People will help you more if they feel you want their help or if they can connect with you over something.” Ast turned her palms up as if she were trying to explain something she was not quite sure of herself.

      He hummed as he thought, Interesting. I wonder if I had been doing this all along whether I would have received beans with dinner?

      “The scribal session starts at the beginning of next season.” She took a cleansing breath to erase her frustrations. “Your father and I want you to have a better life than this. We have a good life and we do noble work, but we want a better life for you.” Her hands grabbed his arms and squeezed them for emphasis.

      He glanced down, realizing her hands were still filthy from the day, even despite dipping them in the water bowl.

      She pulled him into a big embrace. “We want to do this for you,” she whispered.

      He felt his own grime under his nails and on his feet. He longed for a bath, but they only came once a decan if he was lucky. He had heard stories from the other farmers’ children that Citizen Menhu’s family bathed twice a day. It made sense, since Citizen Menhu had a bath chamber off the side of the main home, while the farmers were left to bathe in the irrigation channels or in the dangerous Nile. He smirked as he recalled the memory of putting a snake through Citizen Menhu’s bath chamber window and hearing the screams late one night.

      Ast swayed him back and forth in her arms, causing his sidelock to bounce on his ear, pulling him from his memory. “We have even saved enough that you can go to the temple school of Amun,” she whispered, as her eyes brimmed with tears. “You will do the most noble of work there.”

      He smiled. Yes, I will, and I will eat well too.

      “And when you become well-supplied with riches, we can live in your estate in our old age.” She looked up to him. Her eyes held her smile, as if she expected him to honor the unspoken responsibility of children for their parents.

      He opened his mouth to speak what was on his mind: You? Live with me? And bring all of your dirt into my house?

      But he saw an anticipation in Ast’s eyes. Remembering her advice, he replied, “Yes, of course, Mother. To repay you for what you have gifted to me.”

      “That is my sweet son that I know and I love.” She cupped his cheek. “I love you, Pawah, and you will eat well again. I promise you.”

      This piece of advice—to make people feel they are getting what they want—will be a good asset to have, Pawah thought.

      His mother’s smile made his lips twitch upward so that they mirrored hers. “I love you too.” Whatever that means . . . if love means starving someone, then I will love you and Yotefseneb too.

      The reed mat that hung in the doorway hissed in the breeze as Yotefseneb stepped back inside, seeing his wife with her arms around their son. “Ast, you baby the boy. He does not need a hug; he needs a whip.”

      “Yotefseneb!” Ast hushed, shaking her head. “I have told Pawah of our gift to him.”

      “Oh, you have?” He stopped, and his body fell slack for a moment before straightening. The sound of his feet thudded as he marched the short distance to Pawah.

      “Now you listen, boy,” he started, leaning into Pawah’s space. “You will not waste our hard work when you go to Waset. You will keep your temper under control and you will keep the lies and the disrespectful comments to yourself. If you get removed from school, I promise our goddess Bastet she cannot save you from my wrath—do you understand?”

      A smugness sat on Pawah’s lips as he peered up to his father. Their eyes locked. You may be bigger than I am, slightly, but I am smarter than you. When I have no more need of you, Yotefseneb, you will reap the consequences for disrespecting me. Two more years until this sidelock comes off, and when that time comes, I shall be a scribe for Amun and you will be so lucky if I only disown you.

      “Do you understand?” Yotefseneb repeated.

      He blinked once and then twice, unmoving.

      “Perfectly.”

      “Good. Now let us turn in for the night, since you ruined what was left of dinner.” Yotefseneb turned to look at the bread on the ground.

      Pawah looked at it and back at his father’s dirty body. We could still eat it. We work in the dirt all day long.

      “Ast, could you please pick up, and, Pawah”—he turned back to look at his son—“could you please stake the mat down?”

      Pawah narrowed his eyes at his father, but obeyed. He knelt and put the stake through the loop at the bottom of the doorway’s reed covering and then drove the stake into the dirt. It kept the larger animals out and deterred anyone who might want to rob the house. He hit the stake with the heel of his palm to wrench it into place. With each pound of the stake, though, he imagined driving it through someone’s body instead. Would it be harder? Softer? Would it hit bone? Could he hear the bone break? He stood up from his task with his fingers itching to try. Maybe one day, I will aspire to do such a thing and not get caught doing it. He smiled at the enticing thought of the risky game. One day.

      “Sleep well, Son,” Ast said as she lay down next to Yotefseneb on their straw cot in the corner. “Soon you will learn to be a scribe.”

      Pawah nodded.

      His parents looked at him as if they were expecting him to say something. His father’s hand lingered over the candle’s flame, waiting to extinguish it.

      She wants to be thanked again? Pawah lay down on his side and grabbed his rough linen blanket to throw over his body. He curled his legs so he would fit on his own straw-filled cot.

      “Pawah, do you have something to say to us?” Yotefseneb wrapped an arm around his mother and placed a hand on her shoulder. Their eyes searched him.

      “Thank you for sending me to be a scribe,” he muttered while rolling over to face the wall rather than his parents.

      “That ungrateful—” Yotefseneb began.

      Ast tapped his chest. “Not tonight, please. I am tired.”

      Yotefseneb’s intense glare at the back of Pawah’s head made Pawah snicker. Finally, the old man must have licked his fingers and extinguished the candle’s flame. The house went dark, and the shadows gave birth to all of Pawah’s plans for revenge.

      What would be the best method to inflict pain upon his parents for starving him? How could he repay his father for treating him so wrongly? Would he grab the cane and beat them as they slept?

      He pursed his lips as he closed his eyes.

      Would he squeeze their necks until they snapped, like he did with the ducks he caught near the irrigation channels?

      The thrill and curiosity of his previous deeds caused him to snigger under his breath.

      Or would he simply squeeze until they needed their breath and give them back their life to show them he was in control?

      He let out a heavy sigh as he came to the end of his envisioning. Not tonight, but one day, when he no longer needed them for his schooling, he would give them every bit of thanks they deserved. But until then, he had to be smart. His eyes felt heavy as he continued thinking.

      Yotefseneb might take away the schooling if he kept up his . . . what had Yotefseneb called it? Oh, yes . . . disrespectfulness. If that happened, he might just take their scribal training payments anyway and leave on his own to Waset. But to do that, he had to figure out where they had hidden the payment, or if they had already paid.

      He would figure it out tomorrow, or better, Ast would tell him. Ast was easy to persuade into doing what he wanted; he would play the perfect son, let her lament to him about the relationship between him and Yotefseneb, and do everything she told him to do. And like every time before, she would either do as he said, or he would beat her into submission. She had learned a long time ago to keep Yotefseneb and the cane away from him or risk feeling his fists during the day. Tomorrow, Ast would divulge the location of the trade goods, either by choice or by force.
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      Pawah’s eyes blinked open, revealing the dark interior of his home. Something had awakened him. What was it? The skittering of mouse feet?

      He curled a fist to knock the mouse over the head if it came near him, but the more he listened, he realized it was not a mouse, but the whispers of Ast and Yotefseneb.

      He licked his lip in the dry chill of the evening and swallowed to get rid of the thick saliva in his mouth. Uncurling his fist, he lay still as the whispers grew clearer.

      “. . . not right with him.” It was Yotefseneb’s voice.

      Who? Pawah thought as a sneer crossed his face.

      “There is nothing wrong with him. He is just a hungry, growing boy and wants answers.”

      Pawah gritted his teeth. Ast might prove useful. Perhaps he should not punish her if she did not give him the answers he wanted tomorrow. But how would he still get the answers from her without hitting her, like he had in the past?

      “Ast, he is a boy and does not deserve answers until he is a man.”

      “He is almost a man. Do not dare say—” Ast’s voice raised, and Pawah could only assume Yotefseneb covered her mouth.

      After a few moments, he almost rolled over to look at them, but he enjoyed the feeling of spying on them. To trick them into thinking he was asleep, he kept still. A few moments later, as he expected, Yotefseneb whispered again, but much lower this time.

      Pawah strained to hear over the nighttime noises: the cloud of grasshoppers’ chirps and snaps, the pulse of the Nile waters against the irrigation channel shore, the rustling of the wheat ears in the breeze. Dissecting each sound, he finally made out his father’s hushed whisper.

      “I am only saying . . . that boy is not like all the other sons.”

      “How can you think that way, Yotefseneb?”

      Silence.

      Yes, Yotefseneb, how am I so unlike the other sons? He wanted to get up, take the cane beside the door and beat that man unconscious, but he settled his desires. If I beat him now, I will not be able to eat from now until I leave for scribal training. I would have to take his place in the fields, but I am much too smart for that. Thus, he reasoned with himself, he would only strike if he could win in the long term.

      “I am not sure anymore. I was hoping to use those trade goods to buy land of our own and have farmers work for us. We could live in a house like Citizen Menhu.”

      Ast mumbled before he heard the end of her statement.

      “. . . promised we would make a better life for Pawah.”

      “I do not want to waste our hard-earned wages and rations on him. He will get kicked out of scribal training, and we will have lost our investment.” Yotefseneb tried to hide a cough. “We could send him to scribal training after we establish our own household.”

      “Now look who is being the selfish one.”

      “I am not being selfish—”

      “He will be too old to go to training by the time we find land, prepare it and employ farmers of our own.”

      “Then he can work the earth like I do, but on our land. When I am old, he can take my place as landowner.”

      Pawah almost leapt from his cot.

      “Yotefseneb, he said he would take care of us in his estate—”

      “Do you really think he will take care of us?” Annoyance accompanied his tone.

      “Yes.”

      “Do you?”

      Silence.

      Ast sighed. “I have the hope—”

      “Your son is hopeless. He lies. He is a liar. He does this all the time . . . to get what he wants. I wish you would not have told him.”

      “Well, maybe if you could spend more than an hour with him every day, you would see otherwise.”

      “Maybe if you did not spend all day with him, you would see otherwise.” A frustrated grunt crept from Yotefseneb’s throat. “Ast, he does not get along with anyone else. He stays to himself doing odd things. Even Citizen Menhu asked me where he was when their cat had been strangled by hanging.”

      Pawah smirked, remembering his trap that had caught Citizen Menhu’s cat by accident. He had watched in curiosity as it fought for its life, tail whipping back and forth, paws clawing at the air as it frantically tried to escape the noose around its neck. He had not meant to kill it, but he did not save it either. The cat’s death had opened up a part of him that he found he desperately needed fulfilled. After that, he had turned to the ducks to feed his ever-growing desire.

      After Citizen Menhu’s accusation, the Medjay had come to the house. Pawah’s mother had lied for him to prove his innocence. His father had no choice but to agree with Ast, or both of them would suffer the penalty of death for killing a cat. That day, he had learned a very important lesson: his mother would do anything to save him, and his father would do anything to save her.

      “It was not our son.”

      “A cat, Ast. The depiction of Bastet. He dares to kill a cat?”

      “It was not him. He did not do it.”

      “You lied for him. I know you did, Ast.”

      “I made sure no one could accuse him of something he did not do,”

      Silence.

      “Do you know how many times I have had to make excuses for that boy? Other farmers with sons his age are already receiving marriage inquiries by the fathers with daughters. No one has asked me—sometimes I feel they forget we have a son, unless something goes missing or a pet shows up dead. Why can he not be like the other sons?”

      Pawah’s stomach rumbled, and the whispers stopped.

      “Did
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