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      “Harder,” Intef said. “You’re not trying.”

      He stood behind me with his arm hooked around my neck. I was supposed to stomp on his foot as I tried to escape his grip.

      “I don’t want to hurt you,” I said.

      I felt, rather than heard, his laugh.

      “You won’t.”

      “You think I cannot?”

      I twisted around to glare at him. He released my neck and dropped his hand to my waist. Even with one arm, he could keep me pinned against him if he wanted.

      His eyes were amused and he grinned. “Maybe you could hurt me if you actually tried, but you won’t.”

      I looked away, not wanting him to read the truth in my eyes. I could hurt him, if I really had to. If I thought there was no other choice and I had reason enough to do so. But Intef would never hurt me. I sighed.

      “This is pointless,” I said. “I couldn’t get away from you if you really wanted to restrain me.”

      “You can learn to defend yourself against other men. Not everyone is trained the way Renni and I are.”

      “When am I likely to need such a thing? I am never without at least one of you.”

      “We have a long way to travel yet and no idea who we might encounter. I need to know you can protect yourself if you must. And our babe.”

      He placed his hand against my belly, which wasn’t even protruding yet.

      “You know?”

      “You have been vomiting every morning for two weeks.”

      The first time I had woken feeling nauseous, I barely had time to get out from under my blanket before I threw up. The others were concerned, but I waved away their questions. When we left Babylon four weeks ago, I had suspected I was with child, but it wasn’t until the daily vomiting started that I was sure. Each morning I woke feeling unbearably ill, but it passed by the time the sun was at its peak.

      “I was going to tell you, but I wanted to be certain first.” I hadn’t wanted to disappoint him. We would never know whether Setau, the child who had been born too early and who Intef had named for his father, was really his, but this babe definitely was. “It is a daughter.”

      I regretted the words as soon as they were out of my mouth.

      “Did you…” His voice trailed away, no doubt realising that if I had taken any tests to determine whether the child was a girl or a boy — such as peeing over unsprouted barley and emmer — he would know. There was little scope for secrets when one travelled as we did. If I had brought trays of seeds with me, they would all know.

      “I dreamed of a girl child. Once, a long time ago.”

      “Tell me. If you think it was our babe you dreamed of, tell me everything.”

      I suddenly realised my mistake. How could I tell him that I had seen myself on my knees before Osiris, offering the child up to him? I had no knowledge of the child’s fate past that moment, although it hardly seemed likely she would live. In the other future, I had seen myself imprisoned, heavy with child, and knowing that death approached for both of us. I couldn’t tell Intef about either dream.

      “Does this child, too, have a sad fate?” he asked, when I didn’t answer.

      I dearly wished I could give him the assurances he needed. He had lost so much already — our son, his father, his arm. It was cruel to dangle the promise of a daughter in front of him, knowing that she too would be ripped away.

      “I have seen only a glimpse of her future, and I have no idea what will push her towards one fate or the other.” It wasn’t quite a lie, but it wasn’t really the truth either. “You know it never goes well when I try to choose the future that seems most desirable.”

      But was either future really desirable? If I reached that moment where I offered her up to Osiris, at least both the babe and I survived her birth. Perhaps we both survived the other future. Or perhaps neither of us did.

      Intef looked into my eyes for a long moment, maybe searching for some sign of what I hid from him. Eventually he moved his hand to my shoulder and spun me around so that my back was to his chest. He looped his arm around my neck.

      “Again,” he said. “And try this time.”

      I stomped on his foot as hard as I could.

      I was breathing heavily by the time Intef decided I had trained enough for today. Nearby where we had stacked our supplies, someone had built a fire pit and lit the kindling, although the afternoon was still warm. Sweating from our training, I pulled my blanket further back from the fire. Istnofret sat with her arms clasped around her knees as she stared into the flames. Mau snored beside her.

      “Did you have fun?” Istnofret asked as I sat down.

      “I don’t think Intef intends these sessions to be fun.”

      “He wants to prepare you. You cannot be mad at him for that.”

      “I am not mad. Just exhausted.”

      She returned her gaze to the fire. “The babe probably fatigues you. You will build strength the more you train.”

      “You, too? Does everyone know?”

      “Renni has said nothing, but Behenu suspects.”

      “I should have told you but…”

      She glanced over at me when I stopped. “But what?”

      “It is nothing. Just a superstition.”

      “Tell me.”

      “I thought maybe I could protect the babe if I pretended not to notice. I know it is silly.”

      “After what you went through last time, nobody could blame you for being protective.”

      “Where are the others?” I changed the subject before I was tempted to say too much.

      “Hunting.”

      We lapsed into silence and Istnofret continued to stare into the flames. I lay back on my blanket. The sky was a brilliant shade of blue with just a few puffy clouds. Renni and Behenu returned soon after, carrying a young deer between them.

      “He is going to want to smoke the extra meat.” Istnofret was already on her feet. “I’ll go find some sticks.”

      “I’ll help you.”

      I started to get up, but she waved at me to stay.

      “No, you rest. You’ve been training while I sat on my behind. It is my turn to do something.”

      “I don’t mind helping.” Even after all these months, I was still careful to do my fair share of the work. I didn’t want to give them reason to leave me. At some point in our journey together, we had become friends. I would never be able to complete my quest alone, but more than that, I wanted to contribute.

      “You can start sharpening the sticks,” she said.

      Istnofret’s dagger was already in her hand as she headed to the nearby bushes to slice off some thin branches. I, too, carried a dagger now, although mine was usually in my bag, which was little more than a sturdy sheath on a rope I could drape over my neck or shoulder. Istnofret and Behenu had both taken to wearing belts around their waists with their daggers stuck through. They had encouraged me to do the same, but I felt uncomfortably conspicuous at being visibly armed. As a compromise, I tried to make sure the little bag I carried my dagger in was always close at hand, although I had left it in my pack while I trained with Intef. I retrieved it now while I waited.

      Renni and Behenu set the deer down some distance away. Behenu came to collect some bowls from one of our packs while Renni began butchering the beast.

      “I got a deer.” She beamed at me. “Renni says if we smoke the extra meat, we won’t need to hunt for at least a couple of days.”

      “You killed it yourself?”

      “We kind of stumbled over it. We were tracking a hare and we came around a bush and the deer was just standing there. I grabbed it and slit its throat before I even thought about what I was doing.”

      “You must have been very fast.”

      “Renni said I moved like a deer myself.”

      She took the bowls back to Renni, who had slit open the deer’s belly and begun removing its organs.

      Istnofret dropped a bundle of green branches beside me. “Think that’s enough? It is only a small deer.”

      “I’ll trim them and let’s see.”

      She sat beside me and we quickly stripped the twigs from the branches and sharpened the ends. We would thread strips of meat onto them and smoke them over the coals when the fire died down.

      Intef came to pour himself a mug of beer. He downed it quickly, then left to tend to the horses. They were not far away, hobbled so that they couldn’t wander, but close enough that we would hear if somebody thought to sneak up and steal them. There were eight horses, one for each of us to ride, plus three for our supplies. I was reasonably confident in my ability to stay on a horse by now, although I was still sore by the time we stopped each day. The only other beast I had ever ridden was the donkey that carried me away when the Medjay rescued me from Ay’s men as they escorted me to the Nubian slave mines.

      My horse was quiet with an agreeable temperament, and I had named her Nedjem, which meant sweet. Having never named a beast before, I had been at a loss as to what to call her. I would have simply called her Heter, which was our word for horse, if Istnofret hadn’t already named hers that. So I called mine Nedjem and it suited her as well as anything.

      We passed a companionable evening around the fire. Renni roasted chunks of deer in the flames. They were charred and flavourful, and a welcome substitute for the hares and field mice we had been eating since we left Babylon. We carried plenty of supplies and there had been few nights when Renni had failed to catch something to supplement them with.

      The night air was refreshingly cool and carried on it the quiet nickers from the horses and the chirping of bugs. The smoke from the fire mostly kept the mosquitos at bay, although we had taken to sleeping with our blankets pulled up over our heads to avoid being bitten. Intef lay against my back, his arm draped companionably over me.

      “You have been very quiet this evening,” he said. “Are you well?”

      “Just tired. I wish we could afford to rest for a couple of days in the next town.”

      “We can. There is no deadline for us to reach Crete. In fact, maybe we should find somewhere to stay for a few months. Pick up our journey again after the babe is born.”

      We travelled in search of the Eye of Horus, an artefact that initially we weren’t even sure existed outside of legend. The Eye was believed to bestow great power on the one who possessed it, but it could only be used once and never for ill intent. If I could find it, I could use it to take the throne back from Ay. If I was queen again, I could resolve the simmering tension between Egypt and Hattusa. We had heard numerous stories of skirmishes between the two countries over the last few months. There had been minor battles, and it seemed there would be no reconciliation until Egypt and Hattusa faced each other in outright war.

      The Hittites had not forgiven us for the death of their prince, Zannanza, who was murdered as he travelled to meet me in Memphis. Although Ay was the one who ordered his death, I felt responsible. After all, if I hadn’t asked his father to send me a husband, Zannanza would have had no reason to come to Egypt and our two countries wouldn’t be on the brink of war.

      I feared that war with the Hittites would be something Egypt would never recover from. Too many would die — on both sides — and if Hattusa was victorious, we might well lose control of our own country. If I had borne an heir back when the advisors first told me to, things would be different. If I had been stronger when my brother Tutankhamen was young, we might have fended off the advisors together. If I had been wiser when I chose a man with whom to have my first affair, I might have made a strategic alliance that could have helped me fend off Ay. But I wasn’t yet out of hope.

      We had tracked the Eye to a man named Djediufankh, who had lived in Babylon. Shortly before his death, he gave the Eye to his friend, a Greek priest named Antinous. Djediufankh had urged him to hide the Eye where it would never be found. We knew Antinous had intended to take it to Crete and it was his trail we followed now.

      Although I prayed the Eye was still in Crete, my dream of handing a newborn babe to Osiris told me we would be back in Egypt before she was born. Maybe the Eye was indeed in Crete and we found it in time to return home before her birth, or maybe we found only another clue and Egypt became the next stage of our journey. But the dream of myself imprisoned, feeling the babe within me move, suggested other things might yet delay us. If the babe was to be born in Egypt, I had to move forward while I could.

      “I think we should keep going,” I said, at length. “We have no idea what is ahead of us yet.”

      I felt, rather than heard, his sigh.

      “I just want what is best for you and the babe.”

      “Me too,” I said, very quietly. “Me too.
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      Nedjem was a quiet and steady mount, which left me free to admire the changing landscape instead of spending all my time focusing on clinging to her back. I grew up surrounded by desert, wide open sky, and rocky cliffs. Babylonia was a flat land, lush and green, and entirely alien from my homeland.

      We had initially travelled north east from Babylon until we encountered the series of roads that would lead us all the way to the Mediterranean coast. Some days later, we had reached a land of flat grasslands and stumpy bushes, which had none of the thick lushness of Babylonia. Over the last day or two, the landscape had become rolling hills, barely noticeable at first but now a mountainous region lay ahead of us. We didn’t know whether this was still Babylonia or whether we had reached Anatolia, the land of the Hittites, which we would have to pass through on our way to the coast.

      “Will the horses cope with that mountain?” I asked Intef, who rode beside me.

      “Many travellers come this way so it cannot be impassable. If it is too steep, we will walk so that the horses can make their way up more easily.” He shot a glance towards my belly. “Can you manage? We will go slowly.”

      “What other option is there? I either cope, or we turn around and go back to Babylon.”

      “It is not too late to turn back if we must. We are only a few weeks from Babylon. It will be hard for you, travelling like this while carrying a babe.”

      “It is no more than I have done before.”

      I regretted my sharpness as soon as the words were out of my mouth. After all, last time our journey had mostly consisted of sitting in the bowels of ships. Other than when we had walked from Qift to Leucus Limen, which had only taken five days, the travelling had not been physically demanding, for us women at any rate. Intef and Renni had worked with the ship’s crew, which kept them both fit and exhausted.

      “But you were not ill with it last time.”

      Intef’s tone was as easy going as always, which made me feel even worse.

      “I am sorry. I didn’t mean to snap at you. I am feeling unreasonably irritated today.”

      He shot me a smile but said nothing. He knew me well enough to know that anything he said now would only irritate me more.

      “There is no choice but to continue,” I said. “The babe will not be born for seven months. We cannot go back to Babylon and wait that long. Surely we are at least a third of the way to Sardis by now. We will be there before travelling becomes too uncomfortable.”

      Intef brought his horse a little closer to mine and reached for me. I took his hand, albeit a little uneasily since that left him with no way of holding onto his horse other than with his legs.

      “I just want to be certain you can manage,” he said. “We all want to find the Eye, but it is more important that you and our babe are safe. If that means we need to go back, or wait somewhere for a few months, that’s fine with me, and I know it will be for the others as well.”

      “I want to keep moving forward while we can.”

      The hills ahead of us grew larger as we drew closer. By midafternoon we reached a narrow valley that seemed to cut right through the mountains, although it was a winding path and we couldn’t see far ahead. We stopped to give the horses some water.

      “Perhaps we should camp here tonight?” Renni suggested. “There’s no way of knowing how long that valley is. I don’t fancy the idea of spending the night in there.”

      “At least it will give us cover from the breeze overnight.” Intef studied the path ahead with a frown. “Since we don’t know how long it is, I cannot see the point of losing the rest of the light. It might take us days to pass through.”

      “Let’s get moving then,” Renni said. “If the gods are gracious, it will only be a couple of hours.”

      As we followed the road, the peaks on either side of us rose up so high that I could barely see the sky. The further we went, the more uncomfortable I became. I was used to deserts and wide skies, not mountains and narrow valleys. I could hardly breathe in such a place. My palms began to sweat and my heart beat far too fast.

      The path was wide enough for two horses side-by-side but no more. Nedjem walked beside Intef’s horse, and both seemed unusually skittish. Ahead of us was Behenu, with Istnofret and Renni in front of her. I shot a glance at Intef and caught him looking back behind us.

      “Something wrong?” I asked quietly. I didn’t want to alarm the others if it was nothing.

      He shook his head but didn’t look at me.

      “Intef?”

      “Be quiet.”

      I looked ahead to where Renni was. He had twisted around to signal at Intef. Both men’s faces were grim.

      “Intef,” I whispered. “You’re scaring me.”

      Renni drew his horse to a stop and we all halted behind him.

      “Intef?” I rested my fingertips against the little bottle I wore on a cord around my neck, taking reassurance from its coolness. Cold meant there was no danger.

      “It is nothing. I was just…”

      “Thinking this was a good place for an ambush,” Renni finished.

      “An ambush?” Istnofret’s tone rose in alarm. “But nobody even knows we’re here. Who would want to ambush us?”

      “I didn’t say we were being ambushed,” Renni said. “Just that it would be a good place for it.”

      “I don’t like this,” Intef said. “We should turn back. Find another path. This cannot be the only way through the mountains.”

      But before we could move, a noise from up ahead reached us.

      “What is that?” Istnofret whispered. “It sounds like…”

      “Soldiers.” Intef’s mouth was a thin line. “Marching towards us.”

      “A lot of them,” Renni said.

      “Turn back.” Intef tugged on his horse’s reins. “Get the horses turned around and get out. Better that we encounter whoever it is out in the open.”

      But the horses had picked up on our unease and were unwilling to be turned in such tight quarters. Then from behind us came the sound of more soldiers.

      “What do we do?” Behenu whispered.

      “Now we can only wait.” Intef gave up on turning his horse. “The main force is ahead of us. Those coming from behind are likely a patrol group. There’s few enough of them that we wouldn’t hear them unless they wanted us to.”

      “There was nobody around when we came in here,” Istnofret said.

      “There are probably plenty of places a few men could hide and watch,” Intef said. “We made a grave mistake in coming in here.”

      Mau yowled and Behenu reached down to the basket strapped across her horse’s rump. But the cat was as uneasy as the horses and wouldn’t be calmed.

      “Please Mau,” Behenu whispered. “Just a little longer. I will give you a tasty treat as soon as we are done.”

      The place where we waited was no more than a hundred cubits long. We could see nothing past that, for the road twisted and turned through the rocky outcrops, its builder having followed the natural path between the mountains rather than making any attempt at a straight road. We waited for what seemed like a very long time, considering how loud the sounds of marching men were.

      “How close are they?” I whispered to Intef.

      “Cannot tell. The acoustics in here are strange. They could be some distance off or just around the next bend. Samun, you must do whatever they tell you. No matter what the cost. Our priority must be to keep you and the babe safe.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      He grabbed my hand. “I love you.”

      “Intef-”

      I got no further before the men behind us — the ones Intef thought might be a patrol — rounded the bend and stopped. There were ten of them, short and well-muscled, with full beards and dark hair. They didn’t look surprised to see us. One stepped forward, his sword already in his hand. He spoke, his tone belligerent, then waited.

      I could feel my friends looking at me. After all, they were accustomed to me translating for them. We had been fortunate so far that wherever we went, we could usually find someone who spoke Akkadian, the language of diplomats, which I had learned as a child. I didn’t know the language this man used. However, my spell bottle was still cold so despite his posturing, he didn’t intend us any harm.

      He spoke again, more aggressively this time, and pointed his sword towards us.

      “I think we should get down,” Intef said, quietly. “We could be seen as hostile if we stay on the horses. Move slowly.”

      We dismounted. I clutched Nedjem’s reins and prayed that Isis would spread her wings of protection over us.

      “I think they are Hittites,” I whispered.

      “I agree,” Renni said. “They look much like Arnuwanda.”

      “The man who came to speak with Samun when she asked for a husband from the Hittites?” Istnofret asked. “Oh, that is not good.”

      As soon as we had all dismounted, the Hittite troop moved forward. A man grabbed me by the shoulder and pushed me away from Nedjem.

      “Wait-” But the man glared so fiercely that I said nothing further.

      They herded us into a group and shuffled us away from the horses.

      “They don’t know Mau is there,” Behenu whispered. “Should I go get her?”

      “No,” Intef said. “If you move, they might not wait to see why.”

      I wanted to ask what he thought they would do, but just then the larger force — the one which approached from the direction in which we were headed — came into view. The path was only wide enough for them to march four abreast. One of the men in front called out to the ones who surrounded us.

      “Be still,” Intef whispered.

      In moments the entire space in which we stood filled with men. From the movement and chatter beyond our sight, it was clear there were more. Many more.

      “Is it an army?” Istnofret whispered.

      “Perhaps,” Renni said. “Hard to say when we cannot see how many there are, but they are armed and they look fit.”

      The men who appeared to be the captains of each force had reached each other by now and they looked us up and down. A few comments passed between them and I got the feeling they were trying to decide what to do with us. From the corner of my eye, I caught movement within the larger force. I turned in time to see a familiar person push his way between the men.

      “Arnuwanda.” I breathed his name, my legs wobbling with relief. Here was someone I could communicate with, for he spoke both Akkadian and Egyptian. Also, he knew that my intentions had been good. However the situation had been twisted afterwards, he knew I had meant for Zannanza to be pharaoh.

      Arnuwanda went straight to the two captains. He didn’t look pleased and he spoke with vigour, pointing towards us. Towards me.

      “I don’t think he remembers you fondly,” Intef muttered to me.

      “I was nothing but pleasant to him,” I said, a little indignantly.

      Arnuwanda had apparently finished his conversation with the captains and now he approached us.

      “Arnuwanda,” I said in Akkadian. “You may not recognise me. I am sure I look very different from when we last met.”

      He gave me a cold stare. “I recognise you well and your name will long be remembered in Hattusa.”

      I doubted he intended that as a compliment.

      “I am terribly sorry about what happened. There was a misunderstanding and nobody would listen to me.”

      “My king trusted you. He believed you. He sent you one of his sons as you asked.”

      “Ay used the situation to his own advantage. He knew your men posed no threat. There were too few of them to be any danger to us.”

      “Too few to be a threat and yet not too many to slaughter.”

      “They were all killed?”

      I had never even asked after the men who had travelled with Zannanza. But of course Ay would not have wanted anyone left alive to tell tales back to their king.

      “Our prince and all of his men,” Arnuwanda said. “Our king was devastated when the news reached him. He swore he would never again trust Egypt, and he would never again trust the word of a woman.”

      “I had no part in killing your men. I swear it. I was waiting for Zannanza to arrive. He was to be my husband. Why would I have him killed?”

      “Because you are Egyptian and all Egyptians are liars. Because Egyptian women are liars. My king has learned the error of his ways. Never again will Hattusa and Egypt be friends.”

      “Arnuwanda, please believe me. I had no part in this. I would have done anything to stop it.”

      Arnuwanda gave me a measured look, then turned and walked back to the men he had arrived with. He said something in his own language and two men stepped forward, their swords drawn.

      “Please, Arnuwanda.” My hands were clammy and a cold sweat raced over my skin.

      “You will come with us,” Arnuwanda said. “We travel elsewhere first, but when we return to Hattusa, our king will decide whether you may have the opportunity to explain yourself to him. Or he may simply choose to punish you for your treachery. The life of one woman for that of his son and the fifty men who died with him cannot compensate, but it may give our king some small measure of comfort in his grief.”

      I felt Intef bristling, although neither he nor Renni reached for their daggers.

      “They will kill us all if we resist,” Intef said to me, very softly. He took my hand and squeezed it. “They have a whole army. We cannot stand against that. You must let them take you and then you, at least, will have the chance to survive. You will win Suppiluliumas over. I know you will. When our daughter is born, you should name her for your sister.”

      I wanted to tell him that he was wrong. My spell bottle was still cold; we weren’t in any immediate danger. Then the men reached us. They shoved my friends out of the way and grabbed my shoulders. The smaller scouting troop turned and headed back in the direction from which we had entered the pass. The larger group followed.

      As they dragged me away, Intef continued to hold my hand until the last moment. Then he released me and I was alone, surrounded by Hittites.
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      As the soldiers started to march, I tried to peer between them to see my friends. To see Intef. But all I could see was Hittites. Then I caught a glimpse of Arnuwanda, only two or three men away.

      “Arnuwanda!” I called over the sound of marching men. “Please. You don’t know what you are doing. Let me explain.”

      He was close enough that he must have heard, but he didn’t acknowledge me.

      “Please,” I called. “Don’t separate me from my friends. One of them is the father of my babe.”

      He turned then, but the look he gave me was cold and I knew he wouldn’t aid me even if I got down on my belly and begged.

      “Every man should have the opportunity for his son to grow up beside him,” he called to me. “But when that son’s mother is a harlot and a liar, the son is not entitled to the same.”

      “Arnuwanda, please. What will happen to my friends?”

      He didn’t turn back towards me again, but I could still hear him clearly over the marching men.

      “They will be killed.”

      My head swam and there was a buzzing in my ears. My legs wobbled and I almost fell. Then somebody grabbed my arm and barked a command. I was dragged along with the marching men, as much by the force of the bodies surrounding me as by the man who clutched my arm.

      “Wait.” I tried to pull away, but he barely seemed to notice my struggle.

      I tried to stop walking, but the men behind me merely pushed me forward. I had no choice but to walk or be trampled by them. A cry came from behind me, Istnofret’s voice raised in a shout.

      “Let me go with her,” she called. “I am her lady. I attend to her. Please, take me too.”

      But if anyone understood her, they made no reply.

      “Where are you taking me?” I asked. “I demand answers.”

      But of course there was no response.

      “Arnuwanda! Please let me explain.”

      I caught a glimpse of him not far ahead. I surged forward, but the men in front of me were a solid wall and the soldier who held my arm merely yanked me back by his side.

      “Please let me go,” I beseeched him. “Don’t take me from my friends. It was a misunderstanding.”

      If he even heard me, he steadfastly ignored me.

      We marched back out of the narrow valley and continued on, following the road. They were going to Babylon perhaps, or even Persia maybe. Having already travelled this path, I knew what lay ahead: the mountains would turn into rolling hills and eventually be replaced by flat grasslands.

      Another hour or so passed before the army stopped to rest. Around me, men set down their weapons in the stubbly grass beside the road. Some retrieved food or drink from their packs. Others stepped off to the side to relieve themselves. More than one shot sideways glances at me but their faces were more curious than hostile.

      I looked around for Arnuwanda, but as soon as I started to step away, the man who had been holding my arm cleared his throat. I glanced at him and he shook his head, then pointed to the ground. He said something and his tone was kinder than I might have expected. Maybe he told me to rest while I could.

      I sat. The grass was prickly beneath me and there was no shade anywhere. I was a little too hot, for the days were warm yet, although the nights were cool. Tears filled my eyes and I quickly blinked them away. These men needed to see me as strong. A queen. I could find a way out of this yet. Would Arnuwanda really be so heartless as to kill Intef, Istnofret, Behenu and Renni? It seemed an unthinkable act, but I supposed it was no more than had been done to their men as they escorted their prince to Memphis.

      A shadow fell over me and I shielded my eyes against the sky’s brightness to see who it was. A woman wearing a long dress and a headscarf offered me a mug. I started to get to my feet, but she waved me back down. She pressed the mug into my hand, then offered me something that looked like a strip of dried meat. She spoke, but I could make no sense of her words.

      The mug contained beer. Somewhat stale and more bitter than I was accustomed to, but it wet my throat well enough. The meat was tough and just short of being rank, not dried with Renni’s skill. I watched for Arnuwanda as I ate but didn’t see him anywhere. As soon as I had drained my mug, the woman took it from me and disappeared back into the army before I could thank her.

      All too soon, the men were getting to their feet. I rose quickly before anyone took notice of me. As they stowed away rations in their packs, I realised that once again I was entirely dependent on others. I had nothing but the sturdy travelling gown I wore. There were, of course, jewels stitched into its hem, but they would do me no good here. I had no food, no blanket. Nothing useful other than my dagger. At least it seemed my captors intended to feed me. My eyes filled again and I blinked the tears away. I would not stand in the middle of a hostile army and cry. Whether my friends were safe or not, I could do nothing to help them now.

      Nobody was coming to save me this time. Even if — and it was a big if — my friends were still alive, they wouldn’t be able to reach me in the middle of the Hittite army. But I was no longer as helpless as I had been when I first left Memphis. Intef had been teaching me to defend myself, and I knew enough about foraging to feed myself if I escaped. I would stay alert and watch for an opportunity. I only needed one chance to get away.

      The army walked until the sun started to set. Once they stopped, men worked quickly to build fire pits. They retrieved food and blankets from their packs and gathered around their fires. The aroma of cooking food wafted through the air. Nobody even looked at me and I had never felt more alone as I sat by myself. They surrounded me with laughter and boisterous talk, none of which I could understand. I couldn’t see Arnuwanda anywhere.

      What was I supposed to do? I was too intimidated to join any of the groups at their fires, but it would be a long, cold night without even a blanket. I was sharply reminded of our journey from Qift to Leucus Limen, when Intef and I had shared our blankets. That was before we reconciled and I had allowed him near me with reluctance. But his warmth had gotten me through the nights even if I hated him in those moments. The nights here weren’t yet as cold, but I would have nothing other than memories to keep me warm.

      Panic welled within me. Everything had gone wrong so quickly. One moment we had all been together, travelling in the way people who are well accustomed to each other do, and hopeful that our long quest was drawing to an end. I had food and companionship, love and hope. Once again, the tears came and I wiped my eyes before they could spill over. I had to trust that the others could look after themselves. If anyone could get out of a situation like that, it would be Intef and Renni. Even Istnofret and Behenu had some ability to defend themselves now, for Renni had been training both of them. They would save themselves and hopefully Mau too and maybe even Nedjem. I could do nothing to help them, but I might yet save myself.

      I had no information about where the army was going except that it wasn’t to Hattusa, which now lay behind us. From everything I had heard about Suppiluliumas, he was a reasonable man. Surely he would allow me to explain what had happened. He would understand it had been a terrible mistake and he wouldn’t punish me for something I had no control over. He would undoubtedly release me.

      But even as I told myself such things, the image from my dream danced in my memory. The alternative future, in which I was bound in a dark room and felt the babe within me move. I still had a few months yet before my belly would be that big, but surely this was what now lay ahead of me. When we reached Hattusa, I would be bound and locked away. It was possible — perhaps even probable — that my daughter and I would die. I would never reach Crete. I wouldn’t find the Eye. Nobody would prevent the coming war between Egypt and Hattusa.

      My stomach growled and I was suddenly aware of the dryness of my mouth. Movement nearby jolted me from my thoughts and the woman who had given me food earlier appeared. She held something out to me, but in the flickering flames I couldn’t see what it was. When I hesitated, she spoke sharply, clearly a command, and I quickly reached for whatever she offered.

      I found myself with a bowl and a mug. The contents of the bowl were bland, a barley stew perhaps. Nonetheless, it was warm and filling, and I ate until the bowl was empty. As I drained the mug, I felt a little more hopeful. At least they didn’t intend me to starve. With nothing else to do, I lay down and curled myself into as tight a ball as possible.

      “At least you are warm,” I whispered to the babe in my belly. There was no response, but of course it was too soon to feel her moving.

      Then the woman returned. She offered me a blanket and I took it eagerly. She collected my bowl and mug, then turned to leave.

      “Wait,” I said. “Can you understand me?”

      She looked at me blankly. I repeated my words in Akkadian, but she still didn’t respond. Frustration welled. This was the only person who had shown me any kindness and I had no way of communicating with her. I hadn’t realised before how fortunate we had been to always find someone who spoke one of the two languages I knew. The woman never even glanced back at me as she walked away. Who was she? The wife of a soldier? A servant or slave? A prostitute who followed the army? I would probably never know.

      Around me, the men began to quieten. Someone nearby already snored. A log shifted in one of the fires, sending up a wave of sparks. Soon it seemed I was the only one awake. Was this my moment to escape? I had promised myself I would take the first chance I had, but now I hesitated. There might be a better moment if I waited a little longer. But we were less than a day’s walk from the valley and if I left now, I could be there by dawn. I only had to follow the road. If I didn’t go now, while I still knew how to get back, I might never find them again. If they were dead, then at least I would know. I wouldn’t spend the rest of my life wondering if they had somehow gotten away. I wouldn’t always wonder whether my daughter might yet meet her father.

      I rolled over onto my back, trying surreptitiously to see if anyone was watching. As far as I could tell, they were all asleep. Surely there must be men standing guard. Even when we were leagues away from anyone else, Intef always insisted someone had to be awake through the night. As I tried to gather my courage, I looked up into the sky. The stars were shrouded tonight and it was like looking up into nothingness. But then the clouds parted and two stars peeked through. They shone so brightly that I wondered I hadn’t seen them even through the clouds. Was this my father and my brother, still watching over me? The thought gave me the courage to escape while I could.

      I started to sit up, but someone nearby groaned and rolled over. I froze, hardly daring to breathe. But he didn’t move again.

      I sat up and waited a little longer. Nobody stirred. I eased myself to my feet and waited. My knees trembled and I couldn’t get a full breath of air.

      If those stars were my father and brother, I wanted them to see me acting bravely, not cowering in the middle of a foreign army.

      I took a single step. The fires gave enough light to make out a path between the men. I could see where a man had his arm flung out or where a leg stuck out just where I might trip over it. If I moved slowly and carefully, I could get past them. I would learn soon enough whether anyone kept watch.

      I took a second step, but no sooner had I done so than one of the men nearby sat up. He looked right at me and said something in a low growl. I froze, barely breathing, praying to Isis that he would let me go. After all, who was I to him? Just an unknown woman. I didn’t even look Egyptian, dressed as I was in my Babylonian travelling clothes and without any kohl around my eyes.

      I took another step and the man started to get up. Then the woman was at my side, clutching my arm and pulling me back down onto the grass.

      “No,” I whispered to her. “You don’t understand. Let me go.”

      She murmured something, her tone soothing as if calming a frightened child. I tried to shake her off, but then the man stood over us. He hissed down at me and the menace in his voice shook me, even though I understood nothing of what he said. Perhaps he did know who I was after all.

      “I need to relieve myself,” I said to the woman. It wasn’t a lie, even if it wasn’t the reason I was trying to leave.

      She shook her head. I didn’t know how to convey my intent and my vague waving of hands obviously meant nothing to her. She spoke to the man towering over us. Her tone was conciliatory and he replied gruffly. She smiled and he grunted before returning to his blanket.

      “Please,” I said to her. “You could help me if you wanted to. They trust you.”

      She shook her head and patted me on the arm, encouraging me to lie down again. She pulled the blanket up over me. I gave up. There was no point. It had been unrealistic to think I could escape from the middle of an army anyway. I lay down and closed my eyes and tried to ignore my full bladder. Eventually the woman left.

      I let myself cry then, no longer caring if anyone noticed. I sobbed until I had no tears left and my eyes were so swollen I could barely see. I looked back up at the sky, seeking the comfort of the two stars, but they were gone. I was more alone than I had ever been in my life.
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      I woke as the army stirred around me. The sun was barely risen, but the men already gathered their belongings and stomped out the last lingering fires. Nausea rushed through me, sudden and vicious. There was no time to seek privacy and I vomited onto the grass. The men nearest me stepped away with noises of disgust.

      As we set off, I tucked my folded blanket under my arm. Better to carry it all day than to risk not being given another tonight. The men ate as we walked. I watched for the woman who had fed me yesterday but didn’t see her. Waves of nausea flooded my belly and I was almost thankful that nobody had offered me any food.

      Eventually I couldn’t ignore my full bladder any longer. With no other options available to me, I simply stopped walking and squatted. Nobody seemed to pay any attention although from the corner of my eye, I saw a nearby man pause. I didn’t look at him and when I resumed walking, he did too.

      We walked until the sun was high. It was only then that the woman found me and pressed a chunk of bread and a mug of beer into my hands. The nausea had settled by now and I ate gratefully. As soon as I had finished, she took my mug and disappeared back into the crowd. I quickly lost sight of her, for there were too many men and she was much smaller than they. I was tempted to follow, but the man who seemed appointed as my guardian was already giving me suspicious looks.

      Each day followed the same pattern. We rose at dawn and walked all day. When we stopped at night, I found myself a quiet spot that wasn’t too close to any of the groups of men. The woman would bring food and stay with me while I ate. Then she would take my bowl and mug, and leave. We communicated only with glances and nods and a quiet thank you from me. She made no attempt to reply.

      My appointed guardian was much more obvious about watching me after that first night. He glowered at me all evening and even after he went to sleep, he woke every time I so much as sniffled. I caught others watching me from time to time but was never sure whether they too were charged with guarding me or if I was merely a curiosity in their midst.

      For a week, each day passed much like the one before it until the day when the men seemed more boisterous than usual. Maybe we were almost at our destination, wherever that was. It was only the middle of the day when we stopped at a wide, scrubby plain bordered on one side by a river. Mountains towered in the distance but here the land was flat and the vegetation sparse. There was nothing special about it, so far as I could see, but it seemed to have some significance for the men by the way they clapped each other on the back and smiled and shouted.

      I was fed up with not knowing where we were going and what was happening. Arnuwanda was somewhere in the midst of all these men and he seemed to be the only one who spoke a language I knew. I would go find him and the gods could damn the man who growled every time he thought I might leave.

      I waited until he was occupied in talking with a small group of men, then slipped away into the crowd. I had only gone a couple of steps before he grabbed my arm and yanked me backwards. He snarled at me, but his words were unintelligible. I glared up at him.

      “I want to talk to Arnuwanda,” I said.

      “Arnuwanda?” Despite his thick accent, I could make out the name well enough.

      “Yes, Arnuwanda.” I gestured at the men around me. “Where is he?”

      The man said something I couldn’t understand.

      “Arnuwanda,” I said, more forcefully. “Take me to Arnuwanda.”

      He cocked his head, studying me. I couldn’t tell whether I intrigued or repulsed him.

      “I demand to be taken to Arnuwanda.”

      He laughed and said something, then pointed at the men around us.

      “If you won’t take me to him, I will find him myself.”

      I shot the man a defiant look and stepped away into the crowd. I waited for him to grab me again, but this time he let me go. I could have gone in search of Arnuwanda days ago if I had been brave enough to confront my guard.

      I quickly realised my task was hopeless. I hadn’t understood just how big this army was — several hundred, at least — and I would never find Arnuwanda in the midst of so many stocky, black-bearded men. Still, I searched for some time. I called his name, but quickly found myself the target of mocking calls by men who clearly impersonated me. Someone grabbed my buttocks and squeezed hard. My cheeks flamed and I stopped calling out, not wanting to draw extra attention to myself.

      I was almost ready to give up when my spell bottle suddenly heated. Only now did I realise how precarious my situation was. I was in the middle of a large group of strange men, none of whom had any responsibility for my safety, and a number of which leered at me. Even as I stood there, somebody’s fingers snaked around my ankle, caressing it. I quickly stepped away.

      I had been stupid to leave my guard. I hadn’t realised he wasn’t just preventing me from leaving but was also protecting me. And how would the woman who fed me find me now?

      Searching for my guardian was as hopeless as looking for Arnuwanda. Every time I stopped walking I found myself the subject of unwanted attention, sometimes mere comments and catcalls, but twice I was physically grabbed. The attention was half-hearted, though, and I easily broke away each time.

      My heart pounded in my ears and I was trying not to hyperventilate when someone grabbed my arm and swung me around. My knees buckled when I saw that it was my guardian. He growled something, but I was so relieved to see him that I smiled. His eyebrows shot up and his lips twitched. He almost looked like he wanted to smile back.

      “I am sorry.” He wouldn’t understand my words, but maybe he could infer some meaning from my tone or my face. “I was stupid to leave you.”

      “Arnuwanda,” the man said, followed by a string of words in his own language.

      I shrugged and he tugged my arm, clearly telling me to follow him. My spell bottle was cold again. This man, whoever he was, meant me no harm. I let him lead me back to his campsite, relieved to see my blanket still folded neatly where I had left it. He pointed at it, a stern look on his face. I sat. I had learnt my lesson about wandering off. I would still watch for Arnuwanda, but I wouldn’t leave my guardian again.

      When the woman came to bring me food that evening, I asked her about Arnuwanda. If she recognised his name, though, she gave no indication of it. As always, she waited while I ate, then left with my bowl and mug.

      I lay on the grass, my blanket wrapped around me. I wasn’t close enough to any of the fires to feel their warmth, but the many bodies around me seemed to warm the air and, if nothing else, they shielded me somewhat from the breeze.

      I slept late the next morning and woke realising dawn was long past. I vomited, as usual, and it was only when I had finished that I finally realised the army showed no sign of moving on. Some men sat by their fires while others stood in small groups. Almost everyone had a weapon in his hands and was busy sharpening or polishing or doing whatever it was that men did with their weapons. Perhaps they were resting for a day after more than a week of marching. I was thankful for any chance to rest but surprised to discover that a trained army needed it after doing nothing more than walking.

      The morning crept on and eventually the woman brought bread and beer. After what I had experienced yesterday when I tried to look for Arnuwanda, it was only now that I appreciated what she must endure every time she came looking for me.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      She acknowledged my words with a nod, as if she understood them, and crouched down to wait while I ate.

      “I wish I knew what was happening.” I tore off a chunk of the bread. It was so stale as to be nearly inedible, but when softened in the beer, I could force it down. “What are we waiting for?”

      She obviously understood the question in my voice even if she couldn’t comprehend my words. She said something, then gripped my shoulder and looked into my eyes. It seemed that whatever she was telling me was of great importance and I desperately wished I could understand.

      I finished my meal in silence, then handed the mug back to her. She reached out to touch my cheek, a gentle caress that took me by surprise. Why would she offer me any affection? She looked into my eyes for a long moment, shook her head sadly, and left.

      A short while later, a great shout arose. A trumpet sounded and the men quickly stowed their belongings away in their packs. Daggers were slipped through belts, swords grasped firmly. They shouted to each other and clapped their fellows on the back. I didn’t need to understand their language to know what happened. The army was going into battle. They surged forward and amassed in orderly rows at the end of the field.

      Suddenly, the woman appeared, speaking urgently and tugging my arm. I grabbed my blanket and let her lead me towards the far end of the field where several tables were set up. They were nothing more than rough planks balanced on crates. Here gathered the men who were too old to fight, along with several dozen women. So, there were other women after all. There were children, too, mostly babes in arms but a few toddlers as well. Why would anyone bring children to follow an army?

      There were a number of small wagons lined up in an orderly row. Presumably they carried supplies although perhaps this was also how the children and old men travelled. The horses that must pull the wagons were nowhere in sight. I couldn’t quite imagine how they had managed to take the wagons through the narrow valley they had captured me in.

      The woman pointed to a spot on the grass, clearly indicating that I should sit there and keep myself out of trouble. What if Arnuwanda was killed in the battle? These final few moments before it started might be my last chance to speak with him.

      “You know Arnuwanda, don’t you?” Who else would have told her to make sure I had food and a blanket? If not Arnuwanda himself, he had sent someone to tell her. “Where is Arnuwanda?”

      But no matter how many times I said his name, she pretended not to understand and only continued to point to the place she wanted me to wait. I gave up and stood where she indicated, although I scowled at her.

      She gave me a pleased smile, then went to one of the tables where baskets of bandages were arranged in a long row. She began retrieving an assortment of jars and bottles from a crate. This must be a makeshift medical centre to care for injured soldiers.

      The trumpets sounded again, louder than before, and a great cry rose from the men. Then came the clash of swords and, shortly afterwards, the screams of dying men.

      For a few moments I was frozen. This place seemed dangerously close to the battle. Most of the women had their backs steadfastly turned and busied themselves with preparing for the aftermath. A few had gathered the children into a group and tried to occupy them with games and songs. The old men avidly watched the battle and made commentary on it.

      I had never seen a battle before. I heard the fight on the ship, of course, when we were attacked by pirates as we sailed from Leucus Limen to Suakin. The fight in which Intef’s arm had been so badly damaged that I decided to remove it in order to save his life. But I had never seen a battle with my own eyes, and the death and destruction left me numb.

      I saw men fall. Men who were mortally wounded lay down on the bloodied grass and waited to die. A few lucky ones made their way back to where the women and old men waited to patch them up as best they could. Some went straight back into the fight as soon as their bleeding was staunched. I supposed I had known that this was what battle was like, but knowing was a different thing from seeing it with my own eyes. Surely no argument needed such a resolution. This was exactly what I was trying to prevent by finding the Eye.

      I couldn’t watch anymore and looked away into the bushes ringing the plain. I suddenly realised: this was my moment to escape, if I dared. For the first time since I had been taken, nobody watched me. I should go now. I could follow the road back to the valley. If the others were still alive, I would encounter them on the way, for surely they would come in search of me. They might even be close behind us. My heart lifted.

      But I had waited too long and as I turned to run, the woman glanced over to check on me. She came rushing over, shaking her head and saying something.

      “I have to go.” I hoped she would understand. “Now, while the men are engaged. This is my only chance.”

      I took a step back, but she grasped my wrist in a surprisingly strong grip. I tried to shake her off.

      “Please, you don’t understand. You have to let me go. I have to find my friends.”

      She held my wrist even tighter as she replied. With a heavy heart, I reached into the little bag hanging from my neck and withdrew my dagger. She glanced at it, but clearly thought me no threat, for she didn’t release me.

      “Please. I don’t want to hurt you, but I will if I must. Let me go.”

      Still she hung on.

      I half-heartedly waved the dagger towards her. Her eyes widened a little, but she wasn’t alarmed enough to let go.

      I could hear Intef as he trained me. Never draw your dagger unless you intend to use it, he had said. But never use it unless you have no other choice.

      I steeled my heart. I knew what he would want me to do. I slashed at the woman and drew my dagger across her forearm. She hissed and released me, stumbling back as she stared down at the blood welling from her arm.

      It was little more than a shallow cut. I hadn’t wanted to kill her, only to make her let go.

      “I am sorry. I had no choice.”

      As I turned to run, one of the old men rushed up. I had taken no more than a single step before he hooked his arm around my neck.

      I froze and for a moment my mind was blank. Then Intef’s training came back to me. Don’t hesitate. Act immediately. They won’t expect it.

      I stomped on his foot as hard as I could, then dug my elbow back into his stomach. We had practised this move so many times, Intef and I. The old man grunted and his hold on my neck loosened. I easily broke away from him. Then I ran.

      As I raced past the wagons that stood in a row at the very edge of the field, I spotted a basket of bread. I had a week’s walk ahead of me. With ready supplies, I could save the time I would otherwise spend foraging. The thoughts went through my head at lightning speed as I veered over to the wagon, shoving my dagger back into my bag as I ran. I snatched up the basket, revealing a woven sack behind it. I grabbed that, too. A couple of loaves spilled from the basket. I left them where they fell.

      I ran until I was out of breath, which probably wasn’t all that far considering how unaccustomed I was to running. I could walk all day if I had to, but I hadn’t run since I was a child. I dropped my stolen goods on the grass and faced the way I had come while I caught my breath. If anyone followed, they probably weren’t far behind.

      There was no sign of pursuit by the time I caught my breath. Perhaps they had decided that one woman was not worth chasing after. I checked my stolen goods. The sack contained strips of smoked meat. I couldn’t have gotten luckier. Between that and the bread, I would have enough food to get me back to the valley.

      I briefly tried to find a way to combine the contents of both receptacles into one, but they didn’t fit. I didn’t want to leave anything behind, so I resigned myself to carrying both. I would be thankful for the inconvenience when I had food whenever I wanted it. The road I followed lay alongside a river for most of the way so I would have water enough too.

      I ran a little further, then walked until the sun had set and it was too dark to go any further without risking injury. The moon was only a sliver tonight and didn’t give enough light for me to make my way safely. I found a place where a couple of spiky bushes mostly shielded me from view of the road. I had no flint to start a fire and I had lost my blanket. I had only my dagger and the food I had stolen. It would be a long, cold night, but at least my belly would be full.
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      It took five days to reach the valley where I had last seen my friends. Every day the mountains grew closer. Every day I prayed to Isis that I would encounter them along the way. Surely they would come for me if they could. But every sunset, I found myself a lonely bed and shivered through the night.

      I listened constantly for any sound of pursuit. Surely, someone — Arnuwanda, or the man who had guarded me — would realise I was gone. The woman and the old man had seen me flee. They would tell someone once it was all over, if there was anyone left to tell. They would come after me. But although every now and then I heard something like the crunch of sandals on rocky path, nobody came. Were they all dead? Or did my capture mean so little that it wasn’t worth the effort to search for me?

      On the last night, I couldn’t bear to stop and sleep. I was so close to the valley. I knew by now that they were probably dead, but I refused to think about it. Surely the gods would not take Intef from me before he could meet his daughter. I had to believe they would let me have more than the few months of happiness we had shared.

      I walked through the night to reach the valley. The moon was a little larger and brighter by then, so there was enough light to make my way by, if not enough to hurry. But when I finally arrived, I found myself reluctant to enter the pass in anything less than full daylight. I listened carefully but could hear nothing from its depths. I was struck with the ridiculous thought that maybe they were waiting there. Since this was the last place we had seen each other, wouldn’t it make sense for them to wait here until I found my way back?

      “Hello?” I called. “Intef? Istnofret?”

      The only reply was my own voice echoing through the pass and a startled crow that squawked at me from a nearby bush.

      “Behenu? Renni?”

      Still no reply.

      “Mau? Nedjem?”

      I waited. Maybe they had heard me but couldn’t reply for some reason. Maybe they were already hurrying out to meet me. I had only to wait. But it felt like time was running out as I stood there, shifting from foot to foot. I would have to enter the pass.

      Yet I couldn’t make myself move. It is easy, I told myself. Just take a step and then another. One foot in front of the other. That is all you have to do. But then my stomach cramped and the morning sickness began. I vomited until there was nothing left in my belly. Perhaps I should wait until the sun was fully risen. I would rest in the meantime and try to eat. I would have more strength once I was rested.

      So I sat and ate from the meagre remains of my stolen supplies. I had enough to last me one more day. The sun was well above the horizon by the time I stirred myself. At the entrance to the pass, I listened, hoping and praying I might hear them. Perhaps if I waited long enough, they would come out and meet me. But of course, there was no sound from within. I took a deep breath. It was time to go.

      I crept along the path, trying to make as little noise as possible. I hadn’t feared this place the first time we entered it. The high rocky walls and narrow path made me uneasy, but it wasn’t until Intef said it was a good place for an ambush that I had even thought of danger. Now I wasn’t sure what I feared more: the possibility of once again being trapped between hostile forces, or the increasing likelihood that I would find the bodies of my friends.

      Had we gone this far in last time? Perhaps I had missed the place where we stopped before realising we were trapped. I walked a little further and recognised a narrow section. This was where Intef and Renni had begun talking to each other in their silent language. This was where we had dismounted. There, some horse droppings. Evidence that someone had been here. But there were no bodies, no blood, no signs of disturbance, just smooth rock, a hard-packed road. If my friends
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