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❖

Nitocris woke before dawn.

A tentative light filtered through the linen curtains — that particular Delta light in dry season that never quite decides between night and day, too bright for sleep, too soft for action. The palace silence was inhabited. Not empty. Inhabited — with the density of mornings when you know, before you've opened your eyes, that something is waiting.

She reached toward the other side of the bed.

Still warm.

Psousennès had risen recently. She heard somewhere in the inner apartments the sound of water poured into a stone basin — steady, almost ceremonial, a sound she would have known among thousands. Then the low voices of servants. Then silence again, different from the first — the silence of someone who has settled his day.

She lay still a moment longer.

The ceiling above her was painted. Solar barques crossed a lapis-lazuli sky, borne by deities whose gestures were precise and ancient. She knew them by heart — every face, every attribute, every hieroglyph inscribed between the columns of figures — and yet she looked at them each morning as if for the first time. Perhaps because the light changed. Perhaps because she did.

She rose.

❖

The twins were still sleeping.

She stopped at the threshold of their room — a chamber adjoining the royal apartments, separated only by a narrow corridor that the servants crossed in low voices. Mérit slept on her side, one arm folded under her cheek, hair loose on white linen. Kha slept on his back, arms along his body, in a quiet stillness that had always worried the nurses and that only he found natural.

Nitocris looked without entering.

That moment — precise, suspended, the threshold between her room and theirs — she knew it. It never lasted long.

She continued.

❖

The palace garden at that hour was nearly empty.

A few gardeners worked along the pool, silent, their gestures settled into a habit older than themselves. Geese crossed the sycamore avenue without hurrying. The air smelled of damp earth, papyrus, a green freshness that would be gone once the sun was high. Nitocris walked along the pool, bare feet on the still-cool paving stones, and thought about nothing — which meant everything, but without naming it.

Psousennès was at the far end of the garden.

She saw him before he saw her — a silhouette standing before the enclosure wall, a cup in hand, gaze resting on something beyond the walls. The gaze of a man who has found something and is verifying it holds.

She approached without sound.

He turned before she reached him.

"You're awake."

Not a question.

"Yes."

He offered the cup without a word. She drank — wine mixed with water, warm, with that resin taste she had never quite learned to like and that she had associated for years with him, with these mornings, with his way of sharing without asking. She returned the cup. Their fingers touched for a second.

Morning was fragile territory. They both knew it.

❖

The audience hall was full at the third hour.

Nitocris knew these faces — the scribes, the priests, the officers, the merchants come from Memphis and Heliopolis and the Delta. Two hundred and fifty-five men and women whose lives arranged themselves around the palace at Tanis with the regularity of the river's floods. She knew them by their names, their families, their fears — not because she was required to, but because she had always found people worth seeing.

Psousennès received from the throne.

She sat to his right, slightly back — not in effacement but in attention. The posture of someone who doesn't need to occupy the center in order to exist. She watched faces while he spoke. She looked for what the words didn't say.

To his left, a little farther, her sister sat. Aïnath, older by two years, who wore the same face with something softer in its lines, as if the same drawing had been made by a less insistent hand. She rarely spoke in audiences. She watched too — but differently, with an eye that followed gestures rather than words.

The scribe was at the back of the hall.

Standing against the left wall, his materials at his feet, he was not transcribing — he was observing. He did this often; Nitocris had noticed it for a long time: those moments when he set down his reed pen and watched, with the look of someone recording differently, in a place that scrolls cannot reach.

Their eyes met for a second.

He inclined his head slightly.

She did the same.

❖

Menkhéper arrived at the fourth hour.

He entered the hall with that slow assured walk that had always been his — somewhere between confidence and doubt, difficult to name. He was tall, taller than Psousennès, with the same bone structure in his face but carried differently, as if the same material had been worked by two opposing hands.

He greeted his brother.

Psousennès rose, descended the two throne steps, embraced him. There was in that gesture a real affection, without calculation — the affection of two men who had grown up together and had not yet found reason to doubt each other.

Menkhéper turned toward Nitocris.

"My queen."

He inclined his head. His gaze lasted a fraction of a second too long — that fraction she alone counted, that she alone had learned to measure. Then he looked away.

She answered with a nod.

Nothing in her face moved.

❖

In the evening, after the audiences, the scribe was waiting in the archive corridor.

He had not asked to see her. He was simply there, his scroll under his arm, with the air of someone passing by chance who knows that chance does not exist.

"Menkhéper has returned," she said.

Not a question.

"Yes."

A silence. In the archives somewhere, a servant was arranging scrolls — that soft regular sound of papyrus being moved.

"You'll need to speak with him," the scribe said.

Nitocris didn't answer immediately.

"I spoke with him."

The scribe inclined his head. He knew. He had probably known for longer than she had told anyone — it was his way, to see things before they arrived and to wait until someone was ready to hear them.

"And?"

"He'll do it again," she said.

A long silence.

The servant had stopped moving the scrolls. The air in the corridor was still, carrying that smell of papyrus and wax that belongs only to places where words are kept.

"I won't tell Psousennès," she said. "Not yet."

The scribe looked at her — without reproach, without approval. With an attention that does not judge but records everything, depositing things in a place without scrolls, without reed pen, without possible archive.

"As you wish," he said finally.

She left down the corridor. Her steps were silent on the flagstones. Behind her she heard the scribe gathering his materials.

She did not turn back.

Evening entered the palace through the high windows, orange and slow, with the gentleness of Tanis day-ends that give the impression time is deliberately slowing — as though it knows what the living do not know yet.

❖
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❖

Menkhéper was waiting in the column garden.

Not the main garden — the one at the back, behind the priests' quarters, reached by a narrow corridor running past the kitchens. A service garden, no pool, no aligned sycamores, none of the care the gardeners reserved for spaces the pharaoh crossed. Tall untended plants, a stone bench against the north wall, and the smell of vegetation left to itself — heavier, denser than in the maintained gardens, as if the plants had things to say that no one had thought to ask.

Nitocris stopped at the entrance to the corridor.

She had known when she received the message — two lines on a papyrus fragment, her steward's handwriting but someone else's words.

The pharaoh's brother requests an audience. Column garden. Alone.

Alone.

She had read that word twice. Then she had folded the fragment, set it on her desk, and stood motionless for a full minute looking at the window.

Then she had come.

❖

Menkhéper rose when he saw her enter. He was tall in the filtered light — taller than in the audience halls, where the throne's presence rebalanced proportions. Here there was no throne. Just him, the stone bench, the tall plants, and the space between them that Nitocris measured before taking another step.

"My queen. Thank you for coming."

His voice was different than usual — lower than the ceremonial one, more direct than the council one, with a register that carried something she identified immediately and had hoped never to have to identify.

"Your message said alone," she said. "That's unusual."

"What I want to speak with you about is unusual."

She didn't move from where she'd stopped — four steps from the corridor entrance, far enough for the conversation to remain possible, close enough to leave without it looking like flight.

"I'm listening."

Menkhéper took one step toward her. A single one — calculated, measured, the step of someone who has rehearsed this moment enough times to know exactly how far he can go.

"I waited," he said. "A long time. Because I hoped it would pass. That it was something that passes." A pause. "It doesn't pass."

Nitocris said nothing.

"You know," he said. "How long you've known, I can't say. But you know."

"Continue."

"I love you," Menkhéper said. "Not as one loves a queen. Not as one loves a brother's wife. Otherwise."

The word fell into the garden with the weight of words held too long that make a different sound from others when finally released. The plants didn't stir. The air didn't change. Something had shifted nonetheless — imperceptibly, irreversibly, the way a stone tilts and you know before it falls that it will reach the bottom.

Nitocris took the time she needed.

"No," she said.

One word. No cruelty, no anger. With the precision of things decided before they're spoken and that need no further dressing.

"I haven't finished," he said.

"Yes you have," said Nitocris.

There was in her voice a quality Menkhéper hadn't anticipated — not contempt, not fear, but real coldness. The voice of someone who is not surprised and who, precisely because she is not surprised, has already measured everything.

"Psousennès won't —"

"Don't finish that sentence," she said.

He stopped.

Nitocris took one step toward him — a single deliberate one, closing the distance in a way that made clear it was her choice and not his. She looked at him — directly, with that unflinching gaze she reserved for situations that didn't warrant softening.

"You are my husband's brother," she said. "You are high priest. You are loved by this people and by your family. What you have told me tonight — keep it. Seal it. Forget it if you can. And never request a private audience with me again."

She turned to go.

"Nitocris."

She stopped. Didn't turn.

"I can't forget."

The silence that followed was different from the other silences in this garden. Heavier. Not threat — what precedes threat, what has no shape yet, which is perhaps more dangerous for that.

"That is unfortunate," she said.

And she walked back into the corridor.

❖

Menkhéper didn't return to his apartments. He went to the temple.

The offering hall was empty at this hour — the priests had finished the evening rituals, the lamps burned low, the smell of resins mixed with cold stone. Menkhéper knelt before the altar. Not to pray — to think. But the boundary between the two, for a high priest, was thinner than for other men. What he thought took the form of prayer. What he desired took the form of divine will.

He thought about Nitocris's no. Its precision. The absence of cruelty and the absence of doubt — both at once, as if she had cut through something that had never needed weighing.

He thought about the twins. Mérit and Kha. The heirs. Nitocris and Psousennès's children — children of a love without flaw and without future flaw. While these children lived, the bond between Nitocris and Psousennès was incarnate. Living. Unassailable. The twins were proof that this marriage was not a dynastic arrangement but a choice — and that this choice excluded Menkhéper definitively.

It was there, in the offering hall, before the altar he had consecrated himself years earlier, that the thought formed. Not as a plan — not yet. As a logic. The logic of high priests, which is more dangerous than anger because it has the structure of reasoning and the force of conviction. If the gods had wanted Nitocris to remain with Psousennès, they would not have placed this love in the heart of their high priest. And if this love had gone unheard, something had to be undone before it could be fulfilled.

The heirs first. Then the queen. Then the king — who would die on his own, because kings without heirs and without queens don't long survive their own grief.

Menkhéper rose. Knees cold from the stone. Hands calm. The face of a man who has found an order in chaos and does not yet know the order he has found is chaos itself.

He left the temple. Crossed the inner courtyard. Returned to his apartments. He didn't sleep that night — not from torment, from preparation. He thought about plants, resins, dosages. He thought about the guards — those he controlled, those he had appointed, those who owed him their positions and their silence. He thought about the time it would take and the night he would choose.

A moonless night.

❖

She said nothing to the scribe that evening.

She returned to her apartments, dismissed the servants, and remained alone with the oil lamp and the painted ceiling and the solar barques crossing the lapis-lazuli sky. She wasn't troubled — she was something else — a state without name yet, a new alertness, as when you realize the ground you believed solid has shifted beneath your feet and you must now walk differently without showing it.

She thought about Psousennès.

The way he laughed — that rare real laugh, not the court one — the other one, kept for private moments, that changed his whole face. The way he held the twins' hands during ceremonies, one in each hand, with the caution of fathers who are afraid without showing it. That habit he had of rising before dawn and returning with the wine mixed with water and sharing it without asking.

She would not tell him.

Not because she doubted him. Because she knew that love — the love between brothers that survives everything and doesn't survive certain truths. She was protecting him. She was also protecting, without quite admitting it, the fragile balance they had built together that a single sentence could begin to unravel.

She would blow out the lamp soon.

Outside, Tanis slept under the stars, with its tombs and palaces and its millennia of patient sand. Somewhere in the palace, Menkhéper was awake too — she was certain of this without knowing why. Two people in the same night, separated by corridors and decisions, each in their own silence.

The lamp burned.

She didn't blow it out just yet.

❖

The scribe learned what had happened the next morning.

Not from her — from that network of quiet presences by which a palace never keeps secrets for long, only the appearance of secrets. A servant who had seen Menkhéper enter the column garden. A maid who had noticed the queen's face on her return. Details that say nothing separately and everything together.

He said nothing to anyone.

He took his materials, settled in the archive room at the usual hour, and began copying a funerary text he had been commissioned to produce the previous week. His hand traced the hieroglyphs with the mechanical precision of someone who has done this thousands of times and whose mind is elsewhere.

He thought about what he had seen in Menkhéper's eyes the previous day — not during the audience, after. In the corridor, a fraction of a second, when the high priest had come out of the garden and passed him without looking.

What he had seen was not shame.

It was not anger either.

It was colder and more decided — what you see on the face of a man who has just crossed a line and who has chosen, in the crossing itself, not to turn back.

The scribe set down his reed pen.

Looked at the scroll before him — the signs, the formulas, the names of the dead preserved for eternity.

He picked up his reed pen.

And continued copying.

❖
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❖

It was a moonless night.

Menkhéper had waited for it — not consciously, not as a plan drawn on a papyrus scroll with steps and names. More like a certainty that had settled gradually since the column garden, since Nitocris's no, since the night that followed when part of him had stopped being what he had been until then.

He had waited.

The moonless night had come.

❖

The twins slept in their adjoining room.

Mérit on her side, one arm folded under her cheek. Kha on his back, arms along his body, in that quiet stillness that had always worried the nurses. Seven years old. Children who resembled their mother in the eyes and their father in the way they occupied space — with the ease of those who have not yet learned to doubt.

The night servant had dozed off in her chair.

Menkhéper had seen to that — a little herb in the evening wine, enough for deep sleep, not enough to leave traces by morning. He knew these things. A high priest who doesn't know the properties of plants and resins is an incomplete one. The palace guards asked no questions — Menkhéper had managed the night watch rotation for ten years, and the men on duty that night were his, appointed by him, indebted to him. A high priest crossing the palace corridors before dawn is not an intruder. He is an officiant going to his rituals.

He entered without a sound.

The room smelled of clean linen and the wax of extinguished lamps. In the complete darkness he moved as someone who has known every stone of this palace since childhood — which he had. He stopped between the two beds. Listened to them breathe.

Steady. Trusting. The breath of children with no reason yet to lie awake.

He did what he had decided to do.

❖

The ritual pool was at the back of the palace.

Deep, square, fed by an underground channel from the river. The water was cold even in high summer — cold and black on the moonless night, with that flat surface that shows nothing until you are already in it.

Menkhéper stopped at the edge.

His hands were not shaking.

That was the strangest thing — the absence of trembling. He had thought it would be different. That the body would resist where the decision had yielded. But the body did not resist. The body was calm — a terrible calm, that of someone who has crossed the irreversible and finds himself on the other side, in a territory where the old rules no longer apply.

He turned.

Walked back into the palace.

Closed the door without a sound.

❖

Nitocris woke before dawn.

Not because of a sound — because of the silence. A silence different from other nights, with an absence inside it that should have been a presence. She knew before she understood what. The body knows certain things before the mind does — especially when one is a mother, especially when what is lost is flesh of one's flesh.

She rose.

Crossed the corridor.

Pushed open the door to the twins' room.

The servant was asleep in her chair, head fallen to her chest. Both beds were empty.

Nitocris did not cry out.

She stood in the doorway, one hand against the wall, and she did not cry out — not from strength, not from control. Because something in her already knew, had perhaps known since the column garden and the no she had said without leaving any door open, that things were going to break in ways she couldn't measure before it was too late.

She sent for the scribe.

Not the guards. Not the servants. The scribe.

❖

He arrived in under ten minutes — he slept in a cell near the archives, near the heart of the palace, like someone who has learned to stay always within reach of what matters.

He saw her face. He understood before she spoke.

"The children," she said.

Not a question.

He made a brief gesture to one of the servants in the corridor — go, now, everywhere. Then he turned to her.

"Sit down."

"No."

"Nitocris."

"No," she said. "If I sit down it's over. As long as I'm standing there's still something to be done."

He didn't argue. He looked at her — with that clear attention that records everything without judging and without lying.

"Menkhéper," he said.

Not a question. A statement placed in the air between them with the cold precision of things known too long without wanting to be said.

Nitocris closed her eyes for a second.

"Yes."

The scribe said nothing.

In the corridor, servants ran — rapid footsteps on the flagstones, low voices calling to each other, torchlight sending shadows dancing on the walls. The palace was waking without yet knowing why.

"Psousennès must not —" Nitocris began.

"He will find out," the scribe said quietly.

"I know. But not now. Not before we know."

A servant came back at a run. He stopped before them, breathless, torch trembling in his hand. His face said what his mouth could not yet form.

Nitocris put her hand against the wall.

This time she did not stay standing.

❖

Psousennès learned the news at sunrise.

It was the scribe who told him — not the guards, not the servants. The scribe, because there are pieces of news that need to be carried by someone capable of remaining standing while they fall.

Psousennès said nothing.

He was sitting in his private study, the morning wine cup still full before him, and he said nothing for a time the scribe did not count. Then he asked where Nitocris was. Then he rose. Then he walked out without the cup, without his cloak, without anything — just himself in the morning light, walking toward his children's room with the step of someone who knows there is nothing to find but who must check anyway.

Menkhéper was present at the mourning ceremonies.

He wore grief with the expected gravity — the gestures, the formulas, the posture. Nothing out of place. Nothing missing. The scribe watched him through the entire ceremonies without showing what he saw.

Nitocris did not look at him once.

Psousennès ate almost nothing. He continued to perform his functions, to receive, to decide — the body does these things even when the interior has stopped. But a part of him had withdrawn, quietly, irreversibly, like the water of a pool draining through a crack one cannot find.

The scribe kept watch.

He no longer slept in his cell. He slept, when he slept, in the corridor before Nitocris's apartments — a mat, a low lamp, his materials within reach. No one had asked him to do this. No one had asked him not to.

The nights passed.

Tanis continued.

❖
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❖

Menkhéper waited forty days.

Mourning lasted forty days — that was the rule, the order of things, the time the gods allowed themselves to weigh what had just been lost. For those forty days he was irreproachable. The ceremonies, the prayers, the ablutions — everything in order, everything in form, with the ritual precision of high priests that can resemble, from a distance, grief. He couldn't act before the mourning ended — not out of caution, out of conviction. The logic he had built in the offering hall required that every act be accomplished in sacred form. Acting during mourning would have been blasphemy — and Menkhéper did not see himself as a criminal. He saw himself as an officiant. The waiting was part of the ritual.

It was not grief.

The scribe knew it. Nitocris knew it. No one else — not yet.

❖

On the night of the fortieth day, Menkhéper summoned three priests.

Men chosen carefully — loyal to him personally, not to the crown. Men who had debts, fears, secrets he knew and had kept precisely for moments like this. He told them what he wanted. He told them it was the will of the gods. He told them what would happen if they spoke.

The three men obeyed.

❖

The scribe heard it in the night.

Not footsteps — he knew those, had learned them over the weeks spent sleeping in the corridor. Something else. A shift in the air, a change in the quality of the silence, as when a decision begins to move and the world around it trembles slightly before it starts.

He rose.

The door to Nitocris's apartments was closed — from inside, as always. But from inside in a different way. Not the usual bolt. Heavier, more final.

He knocked.

Nothing.

He knocked harder.

Nothing.

In the corridor behind him, one of the palace guards was approaching, torch high, the face of someone pulled from sleep who doesn't yet understand why. The scribe didn't wait. He took the torch, stepped back three paces, and broke down the door.

❖

What he found inside, he never wrote down.

Not because he didn't know how to write difficult things — he had copied funerary texts, accounts of war, lists of the dead during the floods. He knew how to put words to what hurts.

But not this.

This remained in his head, in that place without scroll and without reed pen that he had mentioned to Nitocris once — the place where you record what you cannot not know and will give to no one.

There were three priests. There were resins, bandages, instruments. There was Nitocris — still alive, eyes open, with in her gaze something the scribe could not name at that moment and named much later, years later, when he had the distance needed.

Understanding.

She had understood — before him, perhaps, before it began. She had understood that this was why the twins had disappeared. Not from a desire for vengeance, not from madness — from calculation. Remove the heirs first, so their own deaths would leave no orphans to make claims. Then her.

She had understood and she had not cried out.

❖

The scribe sent the three priests out.

He didn't kill them — he could have, he had the means, he didn't. Not from clemency. Because killing three priests took time he didn't have and created noise he didn't want.

He sent them out.

He told the guard to wake the faithful — not all, not yet. The inner circles. Those who knew, who had always known, who had been waiting for years for something like this to happen because they had seen in Menkhéper's eyes what others refused to see.

Two hundred and fifty-five.

Not a coincidence — a number they knew, carried, that had been passed down and passed on in turn for long enough that no one knew exactly when it had begun.

The number of the queen's faithful.

❖

Nitocris was alive when the scribe knelt before her.

Her eyes found him immediately — with the precision of someone whose everything else is immobilized but whose gaze still holds all its power, perhaps more so, concentrated there since it could no longer go anywhere else.

He took her hand — or what he could reach of it.

"They're coming," he said. "The faithful. Two hundred and fifty-five."

Her eyes didn't move. But something in them changed — a barely perceptible shift, like a lamp turned slightly that changes everything without one knowing why.

"I cannot undo what was done tonight," he said. "But I can promise you something."

He stopped.

What he was about to say he hadn't prepared. It came from that place without scroll, without reed pen, without possible archive — the place that knows before the mind does.

"Your children will return. Not now, not here, not in this form. But they will return. And when they return — and they will return, because what was imprisoned tonight cannot stay imprisoned forever — I will be there. We will be there. All of us."

Nitocris's eyes looked at him for a long time.

Then something happened that the scribe never fully explained to himself — a warmth in the room that hadn't been there before, a quality in the air that changed, and in the queen's eyes that light which did not go out as the lights of the dying go out but which moved, withdrew inward, toward a place that Menkhéper's bandages and resins and decisions would not reach.

She was still there.

Differently.

❖

Psousennès learned what had happened in the morning.

The scribe told him himself — again him, again that function he had not chosen and which he carried because no one else could. He told him everything. The twins. Menkhéper. That night. He spared him nothing.

Psousennès listened to the end without interrupting.

Then he said:

"My brother."

Not a question. Not an accusation. Just the name — the word that held everything he could never understand and everything he had lost in a single night.

He didn't rise.

He sat in his private study, the cup before him again full and again untouched, and he didn't rise.

Not that day.

Not the ones that followed.

The pharaoh of Tanis, who had ruled with that quiet benevolence and calm precision that the texts of his time carefully recorded, gradually ceased to be what he had been — not all at once, not dramatically, but with that gentle slowness of things that leave because they have no more reason to stay.

He died six months later.

Without having ever known exactly what had happened to his children. Without having ever looked at Menkhéper as anything other than his brother.

The scribe closed his eyes when it was over.

Then he turned toward the two hundred and fifty-five.

He had a promise to keep.

❖
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❖

They gathered the following night.

Two hundred and fifty-five people in the lower archive room — a room that had served no purpose for years, its scrolls moved out, its lamps removed, its passage forced by no one because there was nothing left to take. That was why the scribe had chosen it. Empty places draw fewer eyes than full ones.

They entered in groups of five, at calculated intervals, by different routes. Some knew each other. Others had never met. But all of them carried the same thing — that knowledge passed hand to hand for long enough that its source had become legend, the knowledge that said the queen had her faithful and that the faithful would one day have to choose.

The moment had come.

❖

The scribe spoke standing, without a scroll, without a high lamp — just the low light of a few torches set on the ground, lighting faces from below, giving them the expression of people listening to something vital in a place that doesn't yet know it.

He said what had happened.

He minimized nothing. He embellished nothing. He said the twins, he said the column garden, he said the night of the fortieth day and what he had found behind the broken-down door. He said Psousennès — alive still when he spoke, but already gone in a way that words couldn't reach. He said the promise he had made.

Two hundred and fifty-five people in the silence.

When he finished, no one spoke immediately. Not
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