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      I left Memphis as a slave and a prisoner. I was no longer the queen — that title was stolen by Ay who forged my signature on a marriage certificate and thereby made himself pharaoh. Once he had secured the throne, he no longer needed me, so he sent me to labour as a slave in the Nubian gold mines.

      Now I was walking to Nubia, surrounded by guards who were not my own men. They had little interest in my well-being, let alone my comfort, and would likely give me no more than was necessary to sustain my life. Hannu — one of the men who had caught Renni and I when we tried to flee the palace — was the only one I knew by name, and only he might show me any kindness.

      I could count on nobody other than myself. If my unborn babe and I were to survive this journey, it would be up to me. Thankfully the babe was still small and the hottest months of akhet had passed. Now the days eased into peret, which was the coolest time of year and the shortest days. Nights would be cold out here, but at least the days would be bearable.

      We walked all through the afternoon and didn’t stop even for a few moments. The soldiers ate and drank as they walked and nobody thought to offer me anything. My mouth was dry and my stomach growled but I was determined to ask for nothing from these men. Ay had taken from me everything he could, but the one thing I had left was my dignity. I could barely remain on my feet by the time we stopped for the night.

      “Tie her to the wagon,” the captain said to nobody in particular.

      “Is that really necessary?” Hannu asked. “We are in the middle of nowhere. She will die if she tries to run off.”

      The captain shot him a look. “Don’t make me repeat myself.”

      “Yes, captain.”

      Hannu retrieved a length of rope from the wagon. He pitched his voice low so that only I could hear. “I am sorry, but you heard him.”

      “I need some privacy first.”

      He shot a glance towards the captain.

      “Please.”

      “Be quick.”

      He led me behind the wagon so that I was somewhat concealed from the rest of the squad and turned his back while I relieved myself. When I was finished, he held out the rope.

      “Give me your hand,” he said.

      As he tied the rope around my wrist, he glanced down at my feet. He had offered me some bandages earlier when he noticed I was limping.

      “Did the bandages help?” he asked.

      I wanted to snarl at him. However nice he was being right now, he was still Ay’s man, but I swallowed down my pride. If Hannu was inclined to help me, I couldn’t afford to alienate him.

      “They did.”

      He made no further comment as he finished tying the rope around my wrist.

      “What did you do to get sent away?” I asked.

      Before Hannu could answer, a shout came from the other side of the wagon.

      “Over here,” Hannu called and led me back to where the rest of the squad was. “She needed to relieve herself.”

      “She is a prisoner. She could have gone where she was.” The captain shot him a disgruntled look.

      “Come on, man,” Hannu said. “She’s a lady. We can afford to give her a little privacy when she needs to do her business.”

      The captain huffed and turned away.

      Hannu tied the other end of the rope to the wagon’s wheel. “The wagon will give you some cover from the breezes overnight. Someone will bring you food later. I would not suggest trying to get away. Even if you could untie the knot, we are a full day’s march from anywhere. There is nowhere to hide out here.”

      He returned to the soldiers. They were setting up camp for the night: making a fire, laying out their blankets, tending to the horses that pulled the wagon.

      I spread out my cloak and sat where I could lean against the wheel. It seemed nobody had thought I might need a blanket and I thanked Isis for Istnofret’s forethought in giving me the cloak. I tucked her little bag beneath my skirt where it would be out of sight if anyone came near. Then I waited.

      As darkness fell, two of the men returned to camp, each bearing a pair of hares. I hadn’t even realised they had disappeared. I should take more notice of the men guarding me, starting with how many there were. Study them. Learn their habits. Despite Hannu’s words, there might be an opportunity to escape and I would need to know all I could about these men. The two guards handed over their hares, and others quickly got to work skinning and gutting them, and setting them to roast over the fire. My mouth watered. We would have a hot meal tonight and that was more than I had expected.

      Under the cover of darkness, I began to investigate the little bag. There were several small packets, presumably food of some sort. Dried meat perhaps, maybe some dried figs if I was lucky. Something hard — a chunk of cheese? A tiny bottle with a stopper, which I would have to examine by daylight. It was too small to ease my thirst and I couldn’t imagine what else Istnofret might have thought I would need. A narrow roll of cloth. Ha, I hadn’t needed Hannu’s bandages after all. Four finger rings. Why on earth had she thought I would want jewels?

      A shadow loomed and Hannu crouched down to offer me a mug and a chunk of bread. I glanced towards the fire. Were the hares not ready? Hannu read the question in my eyes.

      “Only bread and beer for prisoners,” he said. “I am sorry.”

      Surely they wouldn’t make me sit here smelling their meal and then not let me have any? I needed the strength that meat would give me if I was to walk so far every day.

      “Take it. It is better than starving.”

      Hannu was still holding the miserable meal out to me.

      I took it silently and he retreated back to the fire. To his portion of the roasted hares. I was thankful for the dark as I gnawed on the bread because it meant nobody would see my tears. The beer didn’t quench my thirst but at least it washed the dry crumbs away.

      Nobody else came near me for the rest of the evening. It was like I was trapped in a shadow world as I sat alone in the dark, with the wagon wheel hard against my back and the rope around my wrist. The men paid no attention to me as they sat around the fire, gnawing on hare bones, drinking mug after mug, and laughing and talking amongst themselves. Eventually I wrapped the cloak around my shoulders and lay down, cushioning my head with my hands. I may as well sleep while I could. Tomorrow would be another long day.

      I was almost asleep when I heard footsteps and opened my eyes in time to see a shadow pass by. Something dropped onto my cloak with a soft thud. I waited to make sure that nobody was watching before I took up the small package wrapped in linen. I pulled it in under the cover of my skirt while I unwrapped it. The chunk of hare it contained was cold and greasy by now, but it was the most delicious thing I had ever tasted. I ate every morsel and licked my fingers clean. Feeling more like I had eaten a meal, I fell asleep.
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      I woke with a start. Men shouted. There were thuds and thunks and groans. The fire dipped, then flared as somebody fell into it. Someone screamed. A shadow came flying towards me, firelight glinting on a dagger. I froze.

      “Get up,” somebody said.

      He didn’t wait but grabbed me by the shoulders and hauled me to my feet. I had been sleeping with the cord from Istnofret’s bag wound around my fingers and I managed to keep hold of that, but there was no time to retrieve my cloak. With one stroke of his dagger, the man sliced through the rope that bound me to the wagon.

      “Go.” He shoved me towards another man before leaping back into the fight.

      The second man grabbed me around the waist, threw me over his shoulder, and ran. I could do nothing other than hold on, even as my wig fell off. We reached the cover of some scrubby trees and he dropped me on my feet. My knees buckled, almost pitching me to the ground, and my head spun as I suddenly found myself upright again, but he grabbed my arm before I could fall.

      He was short and muscular, and his face was concealed by a linen scarf, revealing nothing other than his dark eyes. He pointed behind me.

      “Get up.”

      I turned and came face-to-face with a donkey, which drew back its lips and snorted at me.

      “Hurry up.”

      He shoved me closer to the donkey, then someone grabbed me from behind and boosted me up. In very short order I found myself sitting astride the beast. It was only then that I noticed a second donkey bearing another man with a scarf wrapped around his face.

      “Go,” someone said and the other donkey took off.

      My beast followed. They ran straight back to where the guards were still shouting and fighting and dying. I caught the glint of firelight on bronze spears and axes but there was no time to see anything else. I still didn’t know who these men were.

      “Haw,” the man on the other donkey cried as we raced past the melee.

      Someone called out, “They have her.”

      “That will keep them busy for a while,” he yelled over his shoulder at me. “Now hold on.”

      We sped past trees and shrubs, no more than shadows in the darkness. I clung to the donkey’s neck, waiting for an explanation that never came. The spell bottle, which still hung on a length of string around my neck, was cold. It had never failed to warn me of danger before so I could only trust that I was being rescued, rather than abducted.

      “Who are you?” I asked. “Where are we going?”

      The wind whipped the words away from my mouth and if the man heard, he made no reply. I didn’t ask again. A long time passed, at least a couple of hours. The donkey slowed to a brisk trot. The night air was cool and I shivered, wishing I had my cloak.

      The sky was still dark when I saw a dom palm tree up ahead, its distinctive spiky outline framed against the moonlit sky. As we reached the palm, the donkeys finally halted, their sides heaving. Nearby was a small fire.

      “My lady?” a woman called and I recognised her voice instantly. “Do you have her?”

      “Istnofret?”

      I scrambled awkwardly off the donkey. My legs were stiff and I almost fell. Before my feet reached the ground, Istnofret was there and we wrapped our arms around each other. I couldn’t speak for some time. My shoulder was damp with Istnofret’s tears and I shed more than a few myself. At length I unwound myself from her.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked.

      “Are you harmed? Did they treat you badly?”

      “I am well, but where are we? Why are you here?”

      “We came to rescue you,” she said, with a laugh. “You didn’t think we would abandon you, did you?”

      “Rescue me?” I had had no thought of rescue until the moment I found myself on a donkey racing away from my guards. I had believed it would be up to me alone to keep both myself and my unborn babe alive.

      A man approached from behind Istnofret.

      “Renni? What are you doing here?”

      He and Istnofret shared a long look before he answered.

      “Intef charged me with getting Istnofret and Behenu out of the palace.”

      “Behenu? Is she here as well?”

      “I am here, my lady,” came a sleepy voice from the other side of the fire. “Mau, too.”

      “You brought Sadeh’s cat?” I laughed, hardly knowing what to make of all this nonsense. “But how did you get away? How did you find me? Who are the men with the donkeys?”

      “We are Medjay,” came a voice from behind me. “We serve the true Pharaoh.”

      I turned in time to see the man remove the linen scarf from his face. He was Nubian, that much was clear, with black skin and a slender build. He reminded me of Intef in the way he held himself, his back straight, his limbs ready to spring into action at a moment’s notice. He was no common soldier. He was alert, prepared, efficient, just like Intef.

      “There is no true Pharaoh at present,” I said.

      He bowed his head. “The lady speaks truth, but that does not mean the time will not come when Pharaoh again sits on his throne. Until then, we serve as we may.”

      “Thank you for coming,” I said. “It was going to be a very long walk to Nubia.”

      He bowed his head again. “It would be better that we are far from this place before others come searching. Better that you are long gone also.”

      “We will be leaving as soon as Intef finds us,” Renni said. “Thank you for your aid tonight.”

      The Nubian nodded at him, then turned without another word. He mounted his donkey and set off again. The second beast trotted after them. I turned back to Istnofret and Renni.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked. “How did you get out of the palace? Who knows you are here?”

      “Your questions will need to wait, my lady,” Renni said. “We need to break camp and be ready to leave. Ay’s men will search thoroughly for you and we need to be away before then. But here, let me remove that rope.”

      Using his dagger, he quickly sliced through the rope still tied around my wrist. Then he returned to the fire and started dumping sand over it.

      “My lady, where is your wig?” Istnofret asked.

      “Oh.” I put my hand to my head, feeling its shaved baldness. “It fell off.”

      “You should take mine.” She was already reaching for her wig, but I put out my hand to stop her.

      “No,” I said. “I will not wear a wig again until I return to Memphis.”

      She studied me for a moment and then took off her own wig. “Then neither shall I.”

      We looked at each other and she gave me an awkward smile.

      “I should go help Renni, my lady,” she said. “It will not take long.”

      “It is truly good to see you, Istnofret.”

      She smiled again, less awkward this time. “You too.”

      As Istnofret left, Behenu darted in and wrapped her arms around my waist. Unlike Istnofret and I, she had never worn a wig. It was her own hair which dangled in little braids to her shoulders.

      “I thought I would never see you again,” she said.

      “I didn’t expect to see you either. I thought I had left you safely at the palace.”

      She pulled away and gave me a dark look. “There is no safety there for me without you. Horemheb would have claimed me again. I would slit my own throat before I went back to him.”

      Her bald assertions shocked me and I had no reply.

      “Where is Mau?” I asked instead.

      “Asleep on my blanket. I tied a rope around her neck and the other end to a basket so she cannot wander off and get lost. She doesn’t like it very much. She hissed at me at first but she is getting used to it.”

      “Sadeh would be very pleased that you are taking such good care of Mau for her.”

      “I know.”

      I didn’t know what else to say. What does one say to those who have risked everything to rescue you? Thank you seemed too inadequate. Surely they knew I could give them nothing in return. Ay had taken everything from me.

      The thunder of approaching donkeys made my heart pound. Had they found us already?

      “It is all right, my lady,” Renni said. “It is Intef.”

      Intef climbed down from his donkey and came straight to me. I didn’t know what to say and couldn’t bring myself even to look him in the eyes. This man had been in my bed. I had begun to think of him as something more than just the captain of my guards. But then he betrayed me to Ay. Or at least I thought he had. Now I was beginning to wonder if it had all been one of Intef’s unknowable plans. After all, Renni had said Intef did nothing without a plan. But if his betrayal was an act, what else had been a pretence? The only thing I knew for certain was that he had killed Sadeh. I hardened my heart and gave him a steely glare.

      “You could have trusted me,” he said.

      “You gave me no reason to.”

      “No reason? After ten years of service in which you never once doubted my loyalty? After saving you from three assassins? After supporting your plans to usurp the throne? After…” His voice broke. “After inviting me to your bed. My lady, I may be foolish, but I thought we had a connection. I thought… I thought you felt something for me.”

      His words felt honest and the armour with which I had shielded myself began to crack. I couldn’t let him see that, though. If he wanted me to trust him again, he would have to earn it. So I gave him my haughtiest voice.

      “You told me once that you were paid well to look after me. I suppose I am no longer in a position to ensure that you receive payment so…”

      Maybe I was trying to give him a chance to leave. I wanted him to go. I could never trust him again. But, also, I wanted him to stay.

      “I thought you would want to be rescued. Perhaps I was wrong. Regardless, we need to leave before they come looking for you.”

      He turned his back on me and walked away. Over to the smothered fire where Istnofret, Renni and Behenu waited, a pile of packs and baskets beside them.

      “Any trouble getting away?” Renni asked him.

      Intef shook his head but if he responded, I couldn’t hear him.

      “Come, my lady,” Istnofret called. “We are ready to leave.”

      “Where are we going?” I asked.

      She laughed. “Anywhere you want.”

      “What is the plan?” I turned to Renni since I couldn’t look at Intef. “You must have some destination in mind.”

      “Intef thought you would want to go to your sisters,” he said.

      The world swam around me.

      “My lady?” Istnofret moved to reach for me, but Intef was quicker, leaping back to grab my arms and hold me up until my legs steadied. As soon as I could stand by myself, I shook off his hands and took a few steps away from him.

      “My sisters?” I still couldn’t bring myself to look at him. “I thought you didn’t know where they were.”

      “I don’t, but I know someone who can give us a clue. We travel to him first.”

      “Let’s go. We should have been away from here already.” Renni began picking up various packs.

      My feet had grown roots down into the sand.

      “I cannot. It would endanger them. Ay will be looking for me and I could lead him straight to them.”

      “We will be careful,” Intef said. “Nobody will follow us.”

      “You cannot be sure of that.”

      “We will take every possible precaution.”

      “No. I will not go to my sisters. They must be free to live their own lives.”

      “Where will we go then?” Istnofret asked. “We cannot go back to Memphis.”

      “Akhetaten?” The word was a whisper, but even as I said it, I knew my childhood home was too obvious. If there was anything of the city still standing, Ay would send men there. Intef and Renni both shook their heads. “Where then?”

      “You spoke of sending Sadeh to Babylon once,” Istnofret said, slowly. “Perhaps we could go there.”

      Babylon. The world’s centre for learning. I had suggested Sadeh might want to go there to learn something. If we went to Babylon, it would feel like her ka was following us.

      “No,” I said. “Behdet.”

      “Behdet?” Renni shot me a quizzical look.

      “There is an artefact there. It could help me regain the throne, restore my father’s dynasty.”

      “You mean the Eye of Horus,” Intef said.

      Of course, he had overheard my conversation with Hemetre when she came to my pleasure garden to tell me about the Eye.

      “The Eye of Horus?” Istnofret sounded sceptical. “What is that? It sounds gruesome.”

      “I don’t know exactly,” I said. “It is a very old artefact which is reputed to give much power to its holder. It could help me take back the throne.”

      “And it can be found in Behdet?” she asked.

      “I asked Hemetre once where one would go to seek the Eye. She didn’t know but said that she would start in Behdet.”

      “Horus is greatly revered in Behdet,” Renni said.

      Istnofret raised her eyebrows at him. “How do you know such a thing?”

      “My grandfather worshipped Horus,” he said. “Many years ago. I remember an old family story about him travelling to Behdet to worship at an ancient temple there.”

      “Have you ever heard of the Eye of Horus?” My hopes were crushed as quickly as they had risen when he shook his head.

      “If my grandfather ever knew of such a thing, I never heard him tell of it.”

      “No matter,” I said, briskly. “I will go to Behdet and see what I can find out.”

      “We must leave.” Intef was looking up at the lightening sky. “We have lingered here for far too long.”
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      We departed on donkeys, five of which had been waiting quietly, tied to some nearby bushes. Mau’s basket was fastened to Behenu’s donkey by way of a rope across the beast’s back. Mau hissed as she was deposited into her basket, clearly uneasy at her mode of transport.

      Our party was quiet as the donkeys walked and the sun rose. I marvelled at my luck at having been rescued. Surrounded by guards as I had been, I hadn’t expected any possibility of rescue. It was Istnofret who finally broke our silence.

      “Why did Ay make you walk?” she asked. “It would take months to walk all the way to Nubia. I doubt you would have arrived before the babe was born, but you could have sailed there in a few weeks.”

      “Had I sailed, I would have arrived whole and strong. I don’t think he wanted me to survive the journey. Even if I managed to walk all that way, I would not be in any condition to work. He was ensuring I would not last long.”

      “He may as well have killed you at the palace,” she muttered. “It would have been a lot less effort for him.”

      “Good for me that he didn’t, though. How did you get away?”

      “I left in a load of laundry.” She laughed a little. “Intef set it up.”

      I shot her a puzzled look. “Laundry?”

      “We waited until the bed linens were being washed and when they were taken down to the river, I was right in the middle.”

      “And nobody noticed?”

      “Oh, they knew, but there are still people in the palace who are loyal to you. When I came crawling out of the middle of the laundry, everybody was looking in a different direction. I ran off and hid in the place where we had arranged to meet.”

      I had often believed myself to be surrounded by intrigue, but I had never been smuggled out of the palace in a load of laundry.

      “And Behenu?”

      “She went out in a cart that was fetching wine from Pharaoh’s vineyard. It was full of empty crates and she hid inside one. They were not far from the palace when they had to stop to fix one of the cart’s wheels. That gave Behenu a chance to jump out and come to meet me.”

      “The wheel just happened to break?”

      “Of course not. Intef arranged that, too. Renni slipped out later that night. He came to find us and we went to the Medjay to ask for their help. I don’t know how Intef got out. He needed to do something so he was leaving after us.”

      “I am surprised Renni went to the Medjay.”

      “Renni wanted to come for you ourselves, but Intef said we needed more men. He said we would only have one chance to rescue you and the Medjay owed him some favours.”

      I was overwhelmed at learning how much effort had gone into rescuing me, but before I could reply, I realised that Intef and Renni were making plans and I really should understand what they intended. If we were to be separated, I wouldn’t have the first idea how to survive out here alone.

      I knew vaguely where Behdet was. My father had taught his daughters to understand maps and I could still picture the one he made us memorise. It had pins where each town stood, and we had to tell him which mark was which. Behdet was way down to the south, past Akhetaten. Past Thebes even. There was a long journey ahead of us and Behdet might turn out to be only the first stop.

      There were two possible routes, it seemed, and Intef and Renni disagreed on which was best. Intef wanted to go back to the Great River, which stretched through the entire length of Egypt. If we made our way along its banks, sooner or later we would reach a place where boats pulled in to purchase supplies. We could buy passage and sail to Behdet from there. The other possibility, which Renni favoured, was to cross the desert and make our way to the Red Sea. From there we could board a ship and sail down the coast, then cross the desert again to Behdet.

      “There is more chance of encountering a boat on the Great River,” Intef said. “We might wait days for a ship travelling down the coast.”

      “But there is less danger of discovery,” Renni said. “Ay will likely send messengers along the Great River once he learns she has escaped. He won’t expect her to go to the Red Sea.”

      “It makes the journey unnecessarily long,” Intef said. “And long means risky. We need the shortest and quickest route to Behdet.”

      “How do you propose to ensure we are not discovered if we travel on the Great River?” I asked.

      Intef knew my question was for him, even though I stared straight ahead, between my donkey’s ears.

      “We will pose as peasants,” he said. “On a pilgrimage to Behdet. Two men and their wives.”

      “What about me?” Behenu asked.

      “A cousin,” he said, promptly. “And her cat companion.”

      “How long will the journey take?” I asked.

      “Two weeks. Maybe a little more. Depends if we have good weather and strong winds.”

      “And if we go via the Red Sea?” I asked.

      “A few days to travel overland,” Renni said. “Maybe a couple of weeks on the ship, and another few days back overland.”

      “Twice as long,” I said.

      “But safer,” he said.

      Both plans seemed sensible, but someone needed to make a decision and it was clear Intef and Renni were not going to reach agreement.

      “I don’t have the luxury of choosing the safest path. We must reach Behdet as quickly as possible. We will travel by the Great River.”

      “South aways first then,” Intef said. “We cannot risk approaching the river too close to where you escaped. There is a checkpoint not far from here where your guards were expected to stop for supplies in the morning. It won’t be long before someone realises they are not coming.”

      “We should find somewhere to spend the day,” Renni said. “Travel under cover of night.”

      “Closest village is a half day’s travel from here but they will look there,” Intef said. “They would be stupid not to.”

      “Inland then,” Renni said. “The Medjay camp.”

      “Too obvious,” Intef said. “If they realise it was the Medjay who helped her escape, they will check the closest camps. And besides, time we spend travelling away from the Great River now is time we need to make up tonight.”

      “Then we head south from here,” Renni said. “And veer east towards the river once the sun sets.”

      “Too exposed. There is no cover for leagues around. If they spot us, they will easily keep us in sight until they catch up.”

      They stared at each other and both seemed to reach the same conclusion at the same time.

      “Back to where they camped last night,” Renni said.

      “It is the first place the guards from the checkpoint will search. By the time we get there, they should be long gone,” Intef said with a nod. “We find some shrubbery, stay out of sight, and move on after dark.”

      “What about the donkeys?” Istnofret gave hers a tentative scratch on the neck. “Will not five donkeys with travelling blankets be rather conspicuous? We can hardly ask them to hide behind the shrubbery with us.”

      “We will remove the blankets and send them on their way,” Renni said. “There is enough traffic along the road that they will likely be captured before night fall.”

      “I hope they find a good home,” Istnofret said. “They look like they have been well cared for.”

      “They came from the Medjay,” Renni said. “They treat their animals well, especially those that must carry them.”

      “We will be exposed until we get there,” Intef said. “So we move as fast as the donkeys can. Be quiet; sound travels far out here, and stay alert.”

      Istnofret and I nodded. I glanced at Behenu who sleepily leaned against her donkey’s neck.

      “Behenu, are you paying attention?” I asked.

      “Yes, my lady,” she murmured. “Quiet and alert.”

      Intef led the way, pushing his beast into a fast trot that was just short of a run. Istnofret, Behenu and I followed, with Renni bringing up the rear. I clutched my donkey’s mane as we jolted along, not trusting its halter to help me stay on the beast and certain that if anyone was going to fall off, it would be me.

      The orange and red streaks of sunrise had long faded by the time we approached the place where the soldiers had camped last night. We stopped behind some scrubby bushes and climbed down.

      My backside ached and I could barely stand, having never ridden a beast before. My thigh muscles were cramped from holding on for so long. Istnofret seemed just as uncomfortable, but Behenu sprang down from her mount and busied herself with untying Mau’s basket. I had forgotten about the cat, for she had been entirely silent after her initial hisses. How strange it must be for a cat who knew nothing other than my chambers to suddenly find herself tied to a donkey and travelling through the dead of night. Intef and Renni seemed as stiff as me, and began stretching their legs.

      “We will release the donkeys as soon as Renni confirms the camp is clear,” Intef said, very quietly.

      “And then what?” I asked.

      “Then we wait.”

      Renni crouched down low and approached the camp. The wagon was still there, but the horses were gone. I could see no sign of men, not even bodies on the ground. Surely some had died, or had at least been injured in the fight. While we waited, I tried to imitate the way Intef and Renni had stretched, and found that it did indeed help me to feel less uncomfortable.

      Renni returned swiftly. “I think they have already checked here. There are far too many sets of footprints for the number of men the Medjay sent.”

      We got on with removing the various bags that were strapped to the donkeys. Behenu made herself useful offering the donkeys some water in a bowl. Once the supplies had been unloaded, we removed their blankets and slapped their rumps. They wandered off willingly enough. Then we sat down to wait.

      I was so tired I could barely keep my eyes open. I needed to stay awake, though. None of us had much sleep last night and I could hardly expect to rest if nobody else was. It was time to admit that I was no longer the Queen of Egypt. I was just another member in our travelling party. These four that had come searching for me did so out of loyalty. How long would they remain loyal if I pretended I was still queen and treated them like the servants they no longer were? I wasn’t sure I even understood why they had come for me. What had I ever done to inspire such loyalty in them?

      “You should lie down and sleep, my lady,” Istnofret said. “Here, I brought a spare cloak, in case they took yours away. You could put it beneath your head so you can rest more comfortably.”

      “You should not call me that any more. I am no longer your queen.”

      She gave me a puzzled look.

      “But of course you are.”

      “No, I don’t know what I am now, but I am certainly not a queen anymore.”

      “What should we call you then?” Renni asked.

      I looked around at them. Were these my friends? I supposed they were the closest thing I had to friends, even if I didn’t understand why they cared for me so much that they gave up everything to rescue me. They could never go back to the palace now.

      “Ankhesenamun will do as well as anything.” My no-nonsense reply was rather ruined by the yawn that followed.

      “Sleep for a while,” Intef said. He glanced at the others, including them in his words. “All of you should sleep.”

      “You have had no more sleep than anyone else,” Istnofret said.

      “I will wake you in two hours,” he said. “Then I will sleep.”

      “I will take a turn at keeping watch, too,” I said.

      I expected he would argue, but he merely shrugged. “Get some rest first. You cannot keep watch if you are falling asleep.”

      Satisfied, I took the cloak from Istnofret and lay down. A rock dug in between my ribs, but before I could move it I was already asleep. I woke to a hand shaking my shoulder.

      “My lady,” Renni said. “It is your turn to keep watch.”

      I sat up, groggy from my deep sleep.

      “Should I stay up with you for a while?” he asked.

      “No, no, sleep while you can. I will feel better once I stretch my legs.”

      “You cannot walk around. We must remain out of sight behind the bushes. Stay seated. They probably won’t come back here to check again, but we cannot take the risk.”

      “Of course.” How daft of me. I could have exposed us all without even a thought. “Is there anything else I should know?”

      He studied me, probably wondering whether he could really trust me to keep watch while he slept. Eventually, he shook his head.

      “Just be quiet. If you see or hear anything, wake me. I will lie right here so that you can poke me with your foot if you need me to wake up.”

      He looked around one last time, then lay down. Like Intef, he lay on his back with one hand on the dagger stuck through the waist of his shendyt. He seemed to fall asleep immediately. I edged away a little so I wouldn’t accidentally jostle him.

      With nothing else to do, I looked around. The shrubs gave decent enough cover from the direction of the camp and anyone wandering around over there probably wouldn’t see us unless we moved. I couldn’t even see the camp, except in small patches between the branches of the shrubs. The road lay on the far side. On either side of us stretched scrubby plainlands, a vast expanse of flat land.

      My eyes were already starting to droop. I had had several hours of solid sleep but even that felt like too little. To keep myself alert, I held my eyes open wide and looked around, watching for changes in our surroundings. I scanned the sky for smoke, quite pleased with myself that I thought to do such a thing. Hopefully if someone came by, it would be on my watch and I would spot them. I would prove my worth to my companions.

      But as the hour dragged on, boredom set in. The sky was clear of smoke. Not even a bird or a cloud interrupted its expanse. I could see nobody creeping up on us and although I listened intently, I could hear nothing other than my companions breathing. After some time, I realised Intef breathed differently to the others.

      “You don’t have to stay awake to keep an eye on me,” I said, quietly.

      He opened his eyes and gave me a rueful look. “You have never kept watch before, and you were sound asleep when Renni woke you.”

      “Did you stay awake during Istnofret’s watch too?”

      “No.”

      I glowered at him and he grinned a little.

      “Renni did.”

      “I may as well go back to sleep if you are going to stay up,” I said. “There is no point us both being awake.”

      “Oh no, it is your watch,” he said. “I am not done sleeping yet.”

      He closed his eyes and didn’t speak again, even when I cursed him.
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      The day passed with no sign of anyone searching for us. Intef was correct when he said they wouldn’t return to this place once they had already searched it. We kept Mau in her basket for most of the day, although Behenu let her out briefly with a rope tied around her neck. It would have pained me greatly to lose Sadeh’s cat out here and I was pleased that Behenu was taking such good care of her. Mau was my last link to the first woman assigned to serve me when I became queen. But, I reminded myself, I was queen no longer, and in a way, I was glad that Sadeh wasn’t here to see this.

      We passed chunks of hard-baked bread and handfuls of dried dates between us. There was a stoppered bottle filled with beer and I drank deeply, still dehydrated from yesterday. I replaced the wrappings on my blistered feet with the roll of linen that Istnofret had included in my little bag. I didn’t know what to do with the dirty bandages until Renni dug a hole in the sand. I dropped the bandages in and covered them up. With my belly full and my thirst quenched, I felt more content than I might have expected as we waited for nightfall.

      Even once the sun had sunk beneath the horizon, Intef didn’t let us get up. It was only after the sky was fully dark that he sent Renni to scout around once more to be certain that nobody lay in wait. When he finally allowed us to stand, my legs were stiff. I stretched, trying to remember the movements I had seen Intef and Renni make when they got off the donkeys. Behenu jumped up, as lithe as ever, but Istnofret seemed as sore as I was.

      “I am not meant for sitting in the dirt all day,” she said to me, rubbing her behind.

      “You should have stayed in Memphis,” I said. “You would have been more comfortable there.”

      “I am your lady. It is my duty to follow wherever you go.”

      “Istnofret, I can offer you nothing for your service. If you wish to return to Memphis, or to go somewhere else, I release you. I don’t know where I am going and you don’t have to follow me there.”

      She shook her head. “I am your lady.”

      “This journey will be arduous, Istnofret. Likely dangerous. You should go back now. Maybe they haven’t noticed your absence yet.”

      “I don’t know how to make you understand,” she said, echoing my own unsaid thought. “There is nothing in Memphis for me, without you and Sadeh and Charis. Why would I stay there?”

      “Your family is there.”

      “I would be just another mouth to feed, and my parents would likely marry me off as quickly as they could. I prefer to choose my own fate, and I choose to follow you, wherever you are going.”

      “What about—” I glanced towards Renni, unsure as to whether there were any promises between them.

      She followed my gaze and smiled a little. “That is another reason I cannot go back to Memphis. He will go wherever Intef goes and Intef will follow you. So I have no choice in the matter.”

      “Do you intend to marry him?”

      She looked at Renni for a moment longer before she turned back to me. “Maybe. Maybe not. I would like a companion, but I am not so sure I want a husband.”

      Her casual words brought a pang to my heart. I would have married Thrax, or so I had thought until I learned the truth of his identity. Once I had discovered he was a slave, I knew there was no future for us. The Queen of Egypt could no more marry a slave than she could… My thought suddenly halted and I wasn’t sure where it had been about to go. I could no more marry a slave than I could befriend a servant, perhaps? And yet here I was, travelling with three servants and a slave, all of whom had chosen to leave behind their lives and come with me to the gods only knew where. What did that say about them? About me?

      Ay had sentenced me to slavery before he sent me away. Did that mean I was a slave now, even having escaped from his guards? Was I still a slave if nobody other than those with me knew of my sentence? If had gone to Ay when he first summoned me, instead of sending Sadeh, would he still have sent me to Nubia? Was Sadeh’s life worth the price I might have paid had I gone to him myself?

      While I had been lost in my tangled thoughts, the others were preparing to leave, packing away the remaining food and returning Mau to her basket. Istnofret rolled up the spare cloak she had given me earlier and tucked it under her arm. I suddenly realised I had nothing but the clothes I wore and my little bag. I was entirely dependant on my companions.

      “Pass that to me,” I said to her. “I will carry it.”

      She handed it over in silence, barely seeming even to notice. Were her thoughts as morose as my own?

      Intef relayed some final instructions before we set off.

      “If we encounter anyone, stay silent unless they ask you a direct question or it would seem strange if you didn’t speak. Leave the talking to me if you can. If you must explain anything to anyone, Renni and I are cousins. My lady and Istnofret are our wives. Behenu is Istnofret’s cousin, born to her sister who married a Syrian. We are travelling to Behdet to ask a boon of Horus. It is a private family matter and we don’t wish to share the details with strangers. When we are done, we intend to return to our homes in Memphis.”

      I wondered whether anyone who saw Behenu would believe she was only half Syrian.

      “Memphis?” Istnofret asked. “Will that not give us away?”

      “We must stick as close to the truth as possible,” he said. “It makes the story easier to remember and it sounds more convincing. The less we have to lie, the less we give folk reason to question.”

      I looked out into the dark plainlands as Intef spoke. I didn’t want him to be right about anything but his words did seem sensible. Every time I looked at him, I saw him stepping up behind Sadeh and slitting her throat. I was grateful he had arranged for my rescue, but I could not forgive him for killing her.

      So we set off. Istnofret walked with Renni on one side and Behenu on the other. Intef stuck close beside me, although I kept edging away. I wished I had thought to walk with Behenu, but I would rather walk alone than with him. For more than ten years, he had walked ahead of me everywhere I went. I was more familiar with the back of his head than I was with my own face. It was strange to have him walk beside me, to see the path ahead for myself without it being obscured by his form.

      We saw nobody as we walked through the night although we often heard rustling in the grass and once the cry of an owl. Time seemed to stand still and I lost any sense of how long we had been walking.

      We paused briefly to rest when the moon was high in the sky. I yawned and hoped we might stop long enough for a short sleep, but although Renni sat down, Intef continued to prowl around us. We ate and drank, and Behenu let Mau out for a while. But all too soon, Intef was motioning at us to get up and it was time to walk again. My blistered feet hurt, despite the bandages, but I didn’t want to be the one to slow us down so I did my best to ignore the pain.

      I smelled the Great River before I saw it. Its marshy scent was instantly familiar. I perked up a little at the knowledge that our walk was almost at an end. We would wait here for a boat to take us to Behdet.

      But as the river came into sight, its waters sparkling in the moonlight, Intef veered off to walk alongside it and my heart sank. I desperately wanted to ask whether he intended for us to walk all night, but I held my tongue. I would not ask Intef for anything.

      Dawn broke before a group of houses came into view. At least, I assumed they were houses. They were ramshackle things, built of worn mud bricks. A boy played in the dirt in front of one of them. When he noticed us approaching, he stood and put his thumb in his mouth. He was wretchedly skinny and looked like he had not bathed for months.

      “Wait here,” Intef said, quietly. “I will see whether they are welcoming of strangers.”

      He walked on ahead and stopped when he was still some distance from the boy.

      “Hello there,” he called. “Is your father at home?”

      The boy took his thumb out of his mouth and howled. A woman came running out of the house. She stopped short when she saw us, then rushed over to the boy to grab his arm and shove him behind her.

      “Who are you?” she demanded.

      “I didn’t touch him,” Intef said. “I came no closer to him than I am right now.”

      “He does not like strangers,” the woman said. “Who are you?”

      “Travellers,” Intef said. “We are on our way to Behdet. Would there be somewhere we can rest for a few hours? We can pay.”

      She eyed him suspiciously, then turned her glare on the rest of us. After inspecting us for what seemed like a long time, she shrugged at Intef.

      “What will you pay?”

      He took the bag from his shoulder and rummaged through it, then removed something small which he offered to her in the palm of his hand. The woman’s eyes lit up although she quickly tried to hide her interest.

      “Is that all?” she asked.

      Intef closed his fingers around the item and went to put it back into
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