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      I dream of blood. It drips from my hands and splatters on my face. The coppery tang of it is in my throat and nostrils. I am sitting in my bed, my feet tucked beneath me, clutching a man to my chest. His blood soaks the fine linen sheets.

      He pulls away to lie back on the cushions and stare up at me with grey eyes. His gaze holds mine, filled with pain and bitterness, but also, strangely, gratitude.

      I shudder as his blood runs across my belly. It is hot and drains from him far too fast. The light in his eyes dims as his spirit departs. I do not know who he is. I only know that I love him more than life itself. And I have killed him.

      I woke to a hand on my shoulder, shaking me gently.

      “My lady.” It was Istnofret, one of the women who attend me. The other two, Charis and Sadeh, stood behind her. “It is time to leave.”

      As I rose from my bed, the dead man’s face was still fresh in my mind. He had blond hair which curled around his ears in soft wisps, yet we Egyptians are dark-skinned with ebony hair and midnight eyes. I wondered who he was. I hoped I never found out. In my dream my heart was breaking even as I slid the knife into his belly. I felt like I died with him as his blood soaked my bed. I held him in my arms during his final shudders and once his spirit was gone, I kissed his face and closed his eyes.

      There is another ending to my dream, one which comes to me almost as often as the first. In that version, the man lives. He smashes rocks with a heavy mallet. Sweat drips from his brow. I see only a glimpse of this future, nothing more than a moment. Is he building something? Clearing rubble?

      Ever since I was a young girl, I had dreamed of different futures. I never knew what decision I made would result in which outcome, and it was often not until later that I even realised the significance of what I had done.

      My thoughts were interrupted as Charis straightened my dress, tugging the skirt so that it fell more perfectly around my ankles. Sadeh touched up my makeup, adding kohl around my eyes and rouge to my cheeks. Istnofret adjusted the placement of my wig. Once all three of my ladies were satisfied with my appearance, I left my chambers, surrounded by my personal guards. Istnofret and Charis trailed behind, chattering quietly between themselves, while Sadeh remained behind.

      As I walked, the images of blood and death began to fade, replaced instead with thoughts of another dream that was heavy on my mind at present, for like the one in which I killed the blond-haired man, I had dreamed it several times. In one future our city, Akhetaten, stood strong and proud. Its whitewashed buildings gleamed in the sun. Its people were fed, well-occupied and content. The royal tombs in the cliffs that surrounded our desert city were filled with the bodies of my family, and our dynasty ruled Egypt for millions of years.

      In the other future, the city had disintegrated. Not a single wall stood taller than knee-high to show what the city had been before. Strangers — foreigners — walked amongst the rubble and destruction. The royal tombs were empty, their contents looted, the bodies gone.

      We reached the chamber I had been summoned to and I waited in the hall while two of my guards lit a lamp and checked inside. It took them mere moments for the chamber was small with not even so much as a window. There were no chairs or wall hangings or chests. Anyone there would be exposed but, still, protocol required that I wait while they checked and so I did. Never let any man say that I did not know what was required of me.

      “My lady.” Intef, the captain of my personal squad, stepped aside so I could enter.

      I nodded my thanks to him. It was a strange location for a meeting. The chamber was barely the length of two men and half as wide. It had probably been intended for storage but was currently unused. Its whitewashed walls displayed a painting of my father Akhenaten, may he have eternal life, making an offering to his god. Light from the oil lamp fixed to the wall flickered across the images, making my father’s hands look like they were moving.

      I had lingered in my chambers in the hope of keeping Pharaoh’s advisors waiting and I was annoyed to find they hadn’t arrived yet. I disliked being summoned to this meeting without even a hint of what it was about.

      Two of my guards took up position beside the doorway. The other three waited in the hall, along with my ladies. They followed me everywhere, half a squad of guards and at least two of my three ladies. The gods forbid that the queen should desire a cup of beer or a fan bearer or a scribe, and have nobody to fetch them for her.

      The chamber was stifling and already sweat trickled between my shoulder blades. I wiped my damp palms on my skirt. Istnofret darted into the chamber, bearing a linen cloth.

      “My lady, let me wipe your brow,” she said.

      I submitted while she dabbed the cloth across my forehead and briefly below one eye. I wasn’t sure whether it was her sweat or my own I could smell.

      “It is so hot in here that your kohl is running,” she said. “Would my lady like me to send for a fan bearer?”

      “No. This will not take long.”

      “A chair perhaps? My lady could sit in comfort while she waits.”

      “I am fine.” My tone was sharper than she deserved. Istnofret gave my forehead one last dab and then backed away with a low bow. My ladies seldom bowed to me in the privacy of my chambers, but they were careful to observe all social expectations in public.

      The lamp dimmed briefly. The guards by the door tensed, no doubt thinking this part of some elaborate plot to murder me, but then the lamp resumed its flickering. I almost wished it would go out, for the chamber might be a little cooler without its flame. The air in here was stale and I was starting to feel light-headed from the heat. If Pharaoh’s advisors did not arrive soon, they would likely find me passed out on the mud brick floor.

      As soon as I had received this summons, conveyed to me by the careful words of a messenger, my stomach had started to churn. Why would Pharaoh’s chief advisors wish to meet me in such an isolated place? I had no fear that they intended me harm, not with five of our best guards by my side, and if nothing else, my ladies would scream for help. But I had never met with these men without Pharaoh. So why did they now suddenly want to speak with me alone? Was this moment the one that would determine which future lay ahead of my beloved city?

      I straightened my back and prepared myself to face whatever the men had to say calmly and with firmness of purpose. I would do what I thought was right for my country, regardless of whether it was what they wanted or not. They might control Pharaoh, but they did not control me.

      Footsteps in the hallway tore me from my thoughts. Three men entered. Too few for the number of feet I had heard. It seemed they too had brought guards. What presumption. These men did not rule Egypt, regardless of what they thought. They had no entitlement to personal guards. But they used Egypt’s resources as their own and so long as Pharaoh was too young to take back his own throne, they would continue to do as they pleased.

      “My lady.” Grand Vizier Ay offered a shallow bow. The courtesy was brief enough to be offensive and I gave him a pointed look. Our relationship had always been tumultuous, a constant shifting of power. I might be Queen but he was Pharaoh’s Voice and thought himself superior to me. He studied me with cold eyes which perched above a beak-like nose. I kept my face blank and tried to conceal how much he repulsed me.

      The other two men bowed more deeply. Still not the courtesy I should have been afforded, but it was better than Ay’s. I nodded at them. Ay would notice I had acknowledged their respects but not his and would know I intended it as an insult.

      Advisor Maya was a small man with curved shoulders and a crooked back. He peered up at me through watery eyes. Advisor Wennefer towered over him, although if Maya were to stand up straight, they might be of a similar height. Wennefer’s face was narrow and his eyes were so close together that he had the appearance of a permanent frown.

      I turned away from the men and pretended to study the images on the wall. My father’s gaze was fixed on his god, as it had been throughout his life. He was the most devout man I had ever known, unlike these with me who worshipped power and authority.

      “Why have you called me here?” I asked, without turning back to face them. I sounded strong. Confident.

      “To safeguard the future of our country,” Ay said.

      “How?” I kept my gaze fixed on the wall but my stomach was tied in knots.

      “Pharaoh is weak,” he said. “His health does not improve and in fact he grows increasingly feeble. It is time we began to make plans for his succession.”

      The air rushed from the room, leaving me gasping for breath. I steadied myself with a hand on the wall, leaning closer to it as if inspecting some finer detail.

      “His health has been poor since birth,” I said. “He has ruled for four years without this being a problem.”

      “He is too fragile,” Maya said. His voice was slightly more conciliatory than Ay’s. He, at least, was pretending I had a choice in this. “We are vulnerable with such a Pharaoh on the throne. It is only a matter of time before some other country realises our weakness and invades. We cannot afford a war right now, not with the royal treasury still so empty.”

      “If Pharaoh were to, may the gods forbid it, die without an heir,” Wennefer said, “the country would be thrown into chaos.”

      “We cannot afford to wait any longer.” Ay cut in before Wennefer could say anything else. “Our position is untenable.”

      “What exactly are you proposing?” I kept my back to them. I would not face them until I was sure I had my emotions under control. Pharaoh was not only my husband, but also my little brother. He was of our father’s blood, thus providing a clear line of succession to the throne. If these men intended to displace him, it meant they were planning his death.

      “He must be replaced,” Ay said. “We will choose a stronger Pharaoh and you will marry him to legitimise his rule.”

      He was not going to pretend I had a choice. This was a directive from the men who controlled the throne and he intended to leave me in no doubt about it.

      “Or what?” With a final deep breath to compose myself, I turned around and swept a frosty glare over all three men. “You forget yourselves. I am Queen of Egypt and I am not subject to your commands.”

      Ay took a step closer and I forced myself to stand my ground.

      “Do I need to remind you, my lady” — heavy sarcasm emphasised my title — “that Pharaoh rules with our support? He is but a child and his hold on the throne is tenuous at best.”

      I returned his stare. “If anything happens to Pharaoh, I will be the first to accuse you.”

      “And who would believe you? A young queen, still grieving the loss of her parents and now distraught at Pharaoh’s untimely death? All would know that your mind was not sound.”

      I glared at him, letting my eyes say the things I couldn’t allow to come from my mouth. In truth, I was shocked. Ay had always been careful to sound respectful before, in his words at least, even if his tone or his eyes said something else. He must be very certain of his own power to speak to me in such a way. He waited, his gaze still mocking me, and eventually I broke our stare and looked to Maya and Wennefer.

      “Have you nothing to say for yourselves?” I asked them. “Do you let Ay speak for both of you?”

      “We support the throne, my lady,” Wennefer said. “We will do whatever we must to ensure the safety of Egypt’s future.”

      I looked at Maya but he looked down at the ground. Of the three, he was the weakest, the only one I might possibly persuade to another point of view if I could speak with him alone. I flicked my gaze back to Ay.

      “Pharaoh needs an heir,” I said. “If the succession is assured, we will be in a stronger position.”

      “And you will produce an heir?” Ay’s tone was skeptical.

      “I will. But you know the timing of such things cannot be guaranteed.”

      “You may try to shirk your duty to Egypt, but we will not allow it to happen.”

      “I have never shirked my duty.”

      He raised one hairless eyebrow. “Then prove it. We shall choose a suitable man and send him to your chambers.”

      “I will choose for myself,” I said.

      “He must be of Pharaoh’s bloodline.”

      “I am of the same bloodline as Pharaoh. Any child I bear will be of his bloodline, regardless of who his father is.”

      “There are certain other prerequisites a man must meet in order to be suitable to sire the heir to the throne,” he said. “It would be more appropriate if we made the selection.”

      “It is my bed he will come to, and I shall decide who he will be.”

      We stared at each other for a long moment.

      “He must be of noble birth,” Ay said. “We will not tolerate an heir born of a commoner.”

      I nodded.

      “Fine,” he said. “You may choose. But do not take too long or we shall make the decision for you.”

      I drew my shoulders back and didn’t let the shudder that passed through me show.

      “It is agreed then,” I said, and swept out of the room.
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      As I left the chamber, my guards surrounded me, two in front, one on each side, and one behind. Everywhere I went, I was encircled with guards.

      My ladies waited some distance down the hall, far enough away that they would not have overheard anything but close enough to hear if I called for them. They stopped chattering as I approached and sank into deep bows. We walked swiftly through the palace with not a word spoken. Somehow Intef, who always walked in front of me, unfailingly knew exactly which direction I intended to go, for when we reached the hallway that would lead to either my chambers or out to my private pleasure garden, he turned towards the garden.

      I waited in the hall while Intef and his third in command, Renni, checked the garden for hidden assassins. A cool breeze wafted through the open door, wicking the sweat from my skin. At length they returned and I was permitted to enter. Intef and Renni took up their positions by the door and the rest waited in the hall. I had little privacy these days, but I was at least permitted to be alone in my garden.

      Tension drained from my body as I walked amongst the lush greenery. Sycamore and acacia trees provided shade, and rows of poppies and chrysanthemums filled the garden with colour. I wandered aimlessly for some time before choosing the path that led to the pond in the garden’s centre. The pond was rectangular, perfectly proportioned and pleasingly symmetrical. Papyrus grew along the edges and pink lotus floated on the water’s surface. A family of brown ducks had recently taken up residence and as I watched them bob up and down in the water, I wished I could join them. If I was still merely a princess, and not a queen, I might have.

      I sat on a wooden bench in the shade of a half-grown sycamore. A servant boy approached bearing a tray with a mug of melon juice. I accepted the mug with a nod of thanks. One of my ladies must have ordered it for me.

      For a while I sat and sipped my drink, letting the breeze and the sound of the splashing ducks ease my tension. Once I had cooled down, I let my mind turn to the conversation with the advisors. Whether Pharaoh continued to rule or was quietly replaced — was that the decision that would determine Akhetaten’s fate? Perhaps, perhaps not. There was no way to tell yet.

      I had known from the first moments of learning that I would be queen to my young half-brother that I would be required to bear an heir. With my brother’s physical ailments, it was unlikely that he would be able to produce a child, so I had always known that it would be someone else who fathered my babe. I would do my duty, there was no question of that, regardless of what Ay might insinuate.

      By my age — seventeen — most women were long married and had already started the endless cycle of pregnancies and births and babes. I had foolishly let myself believe that my status might allow me to wait a little longer. Childbirth was risky and even if the mother survived, the child would likely die before the end of its first year, so I was in no hurry to subject myself to that. But it seemed I could wait no longer.

      Ay, Wennefer and Maya controlled the throne. They had been my father’s most trusted advisors and in his unfettered devotion to his god, they had been allowed far too much freedom to make the decisions that my father didn’t want to be bothered with. It was they who had decided that my little brother would become Pharaoh after our father’s chosen heir had died only two years into his reign. It was they who had decided I would be Tutankhamun’s queen. It had to be me, of course, as the highest-ranked woman of royal blood. My mind ventured dangerously near sad memories of my late mother and my sisters, and I swiftly turned my thoughts away. I was queen now and Egypt was my responsibility. I would not let her down.

      My headache began to ease with the fragrant breeze and the peace of the garden. For a while I simply sat, not even thinking, just being. The wooden bench was hard beneath me although not uncomfortable, for the seat was gently rounded. When I ran a hand over its surface, it was smooth with not a splinter to be found.

      Of course there would be no splinters. Not in the queen’s pleasure garden. Everything here was perfect. There was not a leaf out of place, no duck excrement on the paths. Every bush and tree and shrub was trimmed and orderly, symmetrical and perfect. And yet every time I sat here, I ran my hand over the bench, seeking a splinter, a fault in the grain, some small imperfection. I would have liked to have known that I was not the only imperfect thing in this garden. My reluctance to put my own life at risk in order to begin producing heirs was just one sign of my imperfection. A more perfect queen would not hesitate.

      A splash brought my attention back to the lake. A pair of ducks still cavorted there and I watched them until they finally climbed out of the lake and shook off the water. Without their splashes, the garden was almost silent. There were no birds or bees, only the rustle of the wind in the leaves. It was like I was suddenly the only thing left alive in the garden. Images from my dream of a deserted Akhetaten rose again in my mind. I had seen the Great Temple a shattered ruin, with nothing but the lowest layer of its foundations left. The palace was mostly gone too, its mud bricks smashed or disintegrated. The private chapels, the granaries, the sculptors’ studios, the bakeries — all gone as if they had never existed.

      This place was my father’s dream, his sacred city for his god Aten, built in the desert where the ground had never been consecrated to another god. Pure. Unspoiled. Holy. I prayed that his ka would never see his city demolished and yet I felt the truth of my dream. It seeped through me, along with the knowledge that there was a choice to be made. A choice that could stop this from happening. If only I knew what the choice was and whether I had already made it. I was roused from my thoughts by the arrival of the women who were my personal attendants.

      “My lady, are you well?” Istnofret and Charis were standing just a few paces away.

      “I am fine.” My tone was curt and I hoped they would understand my unspoken request to be left alone, but as usual they either didn’t notice or they ignored it, instead taking my response as an invitation to crowd around me.

      “My lady, you must be famished,” Charis said. “Should I call for food for you?”

      “It was so hot in that horrid chamber,” added Istnofret. “I could summon a fan bearer for you.”

      I didn’t try to conceal my sigh of frustration. They meant well, but they knew I hated being fussed over.

      “I need nothing,” I said.

      “Have you finished your drink, my lady?” Charis leaned over to inspect the mug, now sitting empty beside me on the bench. “I will send for another.”

      “I am really not thirsty.”

      “It is so hot today.” Istnofret fanned her face with her hand. “Surely a fan bearer or two would make you more comfortable out here.”

      “The breeze is quite pleasant enough.”

      “Perhaps you would like to return to your chambers and rest?” It was Charis’s suggestion but Istnofret quickly agreed.

      “Oh, yes, my lady, you have not been sleeping well lately. A rest would do you good.”

      “Ladies, leave me.”

      “Oh, but-”

      “Leave.” My voice was sharper this time and they dared not disobey.

      With pleas for me to summon them should I need anything, they finally retreated and I was left once again to the peace of the garden and the breeze and the pond.

      I sighed. They meant well, I knew that. They never meant to irritate me but so often my temper seemed short these days. Besides, I couldn’t afford to let them in too close. Not after what had happened to my mother and my sisters and my father. Not after the dreams of the blond man who I knew I loved more than anything in the world and yet who might well die in my own bed. It seemed that everyone I loved was destined to die. So I refused to let anyone close, but sometimes it was hard to remember that I must hold my ladies at a distance. It was my own fault when they were too casual with me.

      My thoughts returned to the blond man. Who was he? And when would I meet him? I was sure I had never seen him other than in my dreams. How was it that I loved him so much? And what could he possibly do that would make me kill him?
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      I slept restlessly that night and woke in the morning with my skin clammy and my bedsheet sweaty. I half expected that if I were to look into my hand mirror, I would see a shrivelled mummy staring back at me.

      My ladies were uncharacteristically quiet as they helped me to bathe and dress. I stood in the bathing stall as Sadeh and Istnofret poured buckets of water over me and scrubbed my limbs with natron salt. Charis, who was in charge of my wardrobe, waited in the dressing chamber where errant splashes of water couldn’t fall on my clothing. It would dry in moments on a day like today but she considered it unseemly for the queen to wear a gown that was not immaculate.

      Today she had selected a pale green dress of the finest linen. She fussed around me, arranging the skirt so that its almost-sheer pleats fell pleasingly to my ankles. She draped a diaphanous shawl made from the same fabric around my shoulders.

      “This will be lovely and cool today, my lady,” she murmured as she pinned the shawl’s edges together on my chest. “It is so hot out.”

      Standing this close to her, I could feel the heat from her body and see a bead of sweat trickling down her neck. Words rose to my lips, an offer for her to sit with a cool drink while I finished dressing myself, but I swallowed them down. It was unfair to raise a servant above her place in life, to give her expectations that would not necessarily be met. People were happier when they knew their place. So I said nothing, but I did stand as still as I could to make her job easier.

      When Charis was finished dressing me, I sat on a low stool for Sadeh to do my makeup. She was of a similar age to myself. A bold and unashamedly sexual creature, she regularly regaled us with her exploits with various men and women. I was never entirely certain whether to believe her tales, although I was aware that we Egyptians were considered debauched by peoples who thought themselves to be more civilised. Sadeh’s tales were entertaining if nothing else and left me a little in awe of her. Today, though, she was silent as she applied kohl around my eyes and a deep ochre paste to my cheeks and lips.

      “Which wig would you like today, my lady?” Istnofret asked as Sadeh was working on my face. Her deference surprised me, for my ladies knew their tasks well and seldom asked what I wished to wear. I shrugged. Despite her question, she would have already decided which wig matched best with my gown.

      “Whichever you choose.”

      The wig Istnofret settled over my shaven head was fashioned of hundreds of tiny plaits. The braids came down to my shoulders and were woven through with little bells which tinkled charmingly when I moved my head. It was the lightest of my wigs and far cooler to wear than a headful of real hair would have been in this heat.

      “That will suit fine,” I said.

      She bowed and backed away.

      I looked at the three of them, standing some distance from me, eyes cast down respectfully and not a whisper of gossip coming from any of them. Why were they acting so strangely? I opened my mouth to ask but closed it without a word. I needed once again to remind myself that these were my servants, not my friends. Our disparate statuses meant they could never be my friends.

      Within the privacy of my chambers, I could hear nothing from the rest of the palace, so it took me by surprise to discover the chaos outside when I opened the door. Servants hurried along the hallways, their bare feet slapping on the mud brick floor. They bore baskets filled to overflowing with cloth and statuary, candles and food. Others carried wooden chests between two or four of them. Those who were empty-handed were almost running in their haste. Two of my guards, Intef, who had served me ever since I had become queen, and Khay, his second in command, flanked my door. Five more stood against the opposite wall.

      “What is happening?” I asked.

      “Pharaoh’s orders, my lady,” Intef said. “The palace prepares to move.”

      “Move? Move where?”

      “To Memphis. I am sorry, my lady, I assumed you knew.”

      “Memphis?” My thoughts were slow and I couldn’t immediately grasp what he meant.

      “Pharaoh is returning to Memphis. We leave in three days.”

      The blood drained from my face as images from my dream flashed through my mind. My father’s sacred city demolished. Nothing left standing taller than knee height. Gone, all of it. A city made of mud bricks needed constant maintenance to remain standing. Akhetaten would disintegrate if it was abandoned.

      I strode down the hallway. My guards mobilised within moments, surrounding me swiftly. Intef and Khay positioned themselves in front of me before I had taken more than a few steps.

      “Take me to Ay,” I said.

      We set off at a brisk walk. Despite the business of the hallway, a path appeared ahead of us as if by the force of my glare. Servants quickly moved out of our way, standing with their backs to the walls and their heads bowed as I passed.

      The image of Akhetaten crumbling into dust stayed in front of my eyes as Intef led me to the chamber Ay had claimed as his own. As Grand Vizier and a senior advisor to the throne, Ay had apparently decided he needed his own audience hall. It was another of his presumptions.

      Ay sat on a large chair in the centre of the chamber. He leaned against its back and rested his meaty hands on its arms. I was almost surprised that his chair didn’t stand on a dais, for he had gone to great effort to make himself look like Pharaoh. Maya and Wennefer were nowhere to be seen but I had no doubt that they too were involved in this scheme.

      Ay was listening to a short, fat man as I entered the chamber. I recognised his face but could not recall his name.

      “What is the meaning of this?” I demanded.

      The man hesitated, pausing mid-sentence as he looked from Ay to me and back again. He started to object to my interruption, but Ay waved him away. The man scurried off without another word. Obviously one of Ay’s minions; I would have to find out who he was. I glanced at Intef and saw him note the man’s face. He would know what I wanted without the need for words.

      “Something troubles you, my lady?” Ay’s tone was light. Obviously whatever troubled me was insignificant to him.

      “Why are the servants packing?”

      “Pharaoh has decided that it is time he returned to his ancestral home. The court, of course, will be moving with him. He feels we have lingered in this gods-forsaken place for long enough.”

      “He has decided, or you have decided?”

      Ay narrowed his eyes at me. “I have given Pharaoh my advice on the matter and he has made his decision.”

      “Pharaoh is a twelve-year-old child,” I snapped. “He is hardly capable of making a decision like this. Why was I not consulted?”

      “Why, my lady?” Ay shrugged. “You were sleeping.”

      “You could have had me woken. Or you could have waited. Why, after four years, was it so urgent that the decision needed to be made this morning before I rose?”

      Ay stretched his arms wide and shrugged again. “Pharaoh has spoken, my lady. I merely carry out his will.”

      I glowered at him, but I had no proof that he had done anything wrong. I could ask Tutankhamun about their discussion, but knew from past experience that he would become confused if I tried to establish whether a decision was his or Ay’s. Ay was very good at leading my brother into exactly the decision he wanted him to make and afterwards Tutankhamun could never quite say whether the decision was his own.

      “Why don’t you go back to your chambers, my lady?” Ay’s tone was respectful enough, but his words made it clear he was mocking me. “Perhaps you could sleep a little longer. The sun has only been risen for a few hours. And as you can see, everything is under control.”

      “I demand an audience with Pharaoh,” I said. “This decision is not his alone to make.”

      “You question your Pharaoh’s orders?” He raised his eyebrows at me. “How impertinent of you.”

      “We cannot leave Akhetaten. You don’t know what you have done.”

      “What I have done, my lady, is carried out Pharaoh’s instructions.”

      “This was our father’s city. He intended for us to live here, even after his death.”

      “Your father now resides in the Field of Reeds, may he have eternal life. The affairs of Akhetaten are no longer his. Egypt cannot afford to maintain the court in such an isolated location where so much of what we require must be brought to us by boat. Your father led us to ruin and expenses need to be curtailed. The court must return to Memphis.”

      “Akhetaten will not survive if we leave. The city can only endure as long as her people are here.”

      “A city made of mud brick will not last forever and your father was a fool to think it would. In Memphis, the temples are made of stone. It is a city built to last for millions of years.”

      “We cannot leave.” Desperation surged through me but I did not know how to convince him. “I need to speak with Pharaoh. He can be made to see reason.”

      “He has already seen reason,” Ay said. “It is a sensible decision and if there is nothing else, I have work to do. My lady.”

      I felt the insult he intended at the way he had tacked on my title and it rattled me. The balance of power in our relationship had shifted recently and I didn’t know how to restore myself to the higher position.

      “I am not leaving until I speak with Pharaoh.” I crossed my arms over my chest and glared at him. “Pharaoh and his Great Royal Wife will discuss this and we will make the decision together.”

      Ay leaned toward me and lowered his voice.

      “Need I remind you of our recent discussion?”

      “What does that have to do with this?”

      “If Pharaoh seems to be making illogical decisions, his senior advisors may be forced to act.”

      “I have said I will provide an heir. You agreed that would be sufficient.”

      “If Pharaoh became persuaded that the best way forward is for the court to stay in Akhetaten, it would be difficult to convince his senior advisors that he is of sound mind.”

      I hated this odious man and the way he referred to himself in the third person.

      “Pharaoh’s senior advisors would be well reminded of their places,” I said. “Pharaoh’s decisions are not theirs to make.”

      “But Egypt’s welfare is theirs to guard. And I can promise you, my lady, that I will do whatever I must to ensure our future.”

      I wasn’t sure whether he meant Egypt’s future, or that of the advisors, but his intent was clear. If I fought him on the decision to return to Memphis, he would ensure that my brother was quietly removed and a more pliable man placed on the throne. Perhaps even Ay himself. There was no point in trying to get to Tutankhamun to warn him. His advisors had spent the last four years convincing him that they knew best in all matters. Ay would only have to tell him that I was mistaken — or worse, meddling — and my brother would believe him. If I spoke out, it would likely only hasten Tutankhamun’s death.

      I glowered at Ay. I could feel the power of the moment. This was when I determined Akhetaten’s future. Only minutes ago I would have thought nothing could convince me that we should abandon the city, but I could see no alternative path. If I persisted, my brother’s days were numbered.

      “We leave in three days,” I snarled. “As Pharaoh has decreed.”

      I turned and left. My guards quickly formed up around me and we marched back through the palace.

      I waited outside while they checked my chambers, although I could see from the doorway that all three of my ladies were still in there. They would never allow someone to enter and hide in wait for my return. Still Intef was thorough and every corner and chest was checked before I was permitted to enter. The door closed behind me.

      I strode over to a window and rested my head against its frame. Someone had opened the shutters for fresh air while I was gone, and I inhaled a shuddering breath. There was little breeze today, which was not unusual for akhet, the season of inundation, during which the Great River’s waters rose up over the land to deposit the rich black silt in which we would plant the new season’s crops. Not this year, I thought bitterly. Once the city had been abandoned, no one would be farming in Akhetaten ever again.

      Why was Ay in such a hurry to leave? Was this all about status? Was it that he wanted the record of his life which would be inscribed in his tomb to reflect that he was the one to return the court to its ancestral home? My father had been good to Ay and had raised him well above what most men could expect. It saddened me that this was how Ay repaid my father’s generosity.

      “My lady, are you well?” Istnofret approached, wringing her hands. Behind her stood Charis and Sadeh, wearing matching worried expressions.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” I asked. “You obviously knew, all three of you.”

      They prostrated themselves, lying on their bellies on the floor.

      “I am sorry, my lady,” Sadeh said. “I didn’t know how to tell you. I know how much you despise that man.”

      Charis and Istnofret murmured their apologies, too. My fury left as quickly as it had come and now I felt only fatigue. I must again remind myself that they were my servants, not my friends. Friends would have told me. Servants had no obligation to tell me anything I didn’t already know.

      “Get off the floor,” I said, although my tone was gentler than my words.

      They stood and waited for my next command, not even daring to shake the creases from their gowns without my permission. When had my ladies become so subservient? Usually Istnofret, who was a year older than me, was full of fire. Sadeh was brash and cheeky. Charis, my Greek lady, was the youngest and always the quietest of the three. But now they all stood meekly in front of me, with not a word coming from them.

      “Am I that harsh a mistress that you fear me?” I asked.

      They shot quick glances at each other, but none of them answered.

      “I have never raised a hand to any of you. I have rarely even raised my voice. So why are you cowering before me like this?”

      I waited but still they were silent. An edge of unease began to creep over me.

      “Has something happened that makes you fear to speak to me?”

      Still silence, but Sadeh raised her gaze just long enough to glance at me through her lashes.

      “Has somebody threatened you?“

      “My lady-”

      I cut Sadeh off. “Tell me the truth. Who threatened you?”

      Again they shot glances between themselves. What had happened that was so terrible they would not even tell me? I tried again, making my voice gentler this time.

      “I hope you know that you can tell me anything. I will protect you.”

      Istnofret shook her head. “You cannot protect us from this, my lady.”

      Try as I might, I could convince them to say nothing further. So I told them to start packing my belongings. The court would be moving in three days, with or without me. The only thing I could do was be ready to go with it.
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      Intef held my arm to steady me as I stepped up into a chariot hitched to a pair of horses, whose good training was evident in the way they waited calmly. I pitied them having to work in this heat. The sun was beating down and there wasn’t even the slightest gasp of a breeze today. Every breath felt like fire and my ladies had protested only briefly when I told them to stay behind. They were probably already relaxing on day couches and sipping mugs of cool melon juice.

      I adjusted my linen headscarf, making sure it was tied firmly. The ends were long enough that I could wrap them around my face to shield my mouth and nose if necessary. Intef climbed up beside me. Although the rest of my guards would run alongside the chariot, he would ride with me. He was never more than an arms-length away from me when I went out in public. The chariot was narrow, although built to take two people, and Intef’s hip brushed against mine as he moved. The heat of his body was like a furnace. I edged a little further over to the side so that we weren’t touching.

      “Ready, my lady?” Intef took the reins from the horse master who waited beside the beasts.

      No, I was not ready. Today I would bid Akhetaten farewell and tomorrow we would leave. My heart was breaking. I had been barely more than a babe in arms when we moved here and I had no memory of our previous life. But I could say none of that. Instead, I grasped the chariot’s rail and nodded.

      Intef flicked the reins and the horses set off. On either side of the chariot, a column of guards two deep trotted with us, two full squads since I was venturing out of the safety of the palace. They wore only white shendyts — the knee-length skirt traditionally worn by men — and were naked to the waist. The skin on their shoulders was bronzed by the sun and already dripped with sweat. Like me, they wore linen scarfs wrapped around their heads.

      We had left the palace by the back entrance, thus avoiding the traffic at the front where servants were busy loading a flotilla of boats with the contents of not just the palace, but multiple storehouses. We moved quickly along the wide road which cut the city in two and led south to the cliffs some distance away across the desert. At least our pace elicited some breeze, although the air was too hot to be refreshing.

      The road was busy, filled with people bearing crates and baskets. Word of Pharaoh’s imminent departure had obviously spread and it seemed many of Akhetaten’s residents were making their own arrangements to leave. I supposed they thought Pharaoh would look on them favourably if they didn’t linger here after he had ordered the court to move. The road became so busy that Intef had to slow the horses to a walk.

      As we left the city limits, we picked up speed again. The wheels rumbling on the gritty path and the slapping of the guards’ sandals filled my ears. A sudden gust of wind drove sand into my mouth. I regretted that I had neglected to tie my headscarf over my mouth but I couldn’t release my grip on the chariot to do so now.

      We travelled across the desert sands for perhaps an hour before we reached the cliffs and turned into the valley where my father’s tomb was located. Intef brought the horses to a stop and helped me down from the chariot. My legs were unsteady after the ride and I walked a little way along the valley floor to let them adjust. The sand was hard-packed here and filled with rocks so it was reasonably easy to walk along. The valley created by the wadi with the rocky cliffs on each side funnelled a warm breeze which did little to cool me.

      When I returned to the tomb’s entrance, I nodded at Intef to let him know I was ready to enter. He motioned to two guards and all three disappeared inside, clutching flaming torches. His second, Khay, waited at my side. The other guards spread out around us, chatting casually between themselves. There were three here that I didn’t recognise and one of them was standing a little closer to me than I liked. I was accustomed to only Intef or Khay being this close. I frowned at him, but he seemed to be avoiding my eyes. I edged a little further away from him.

      “Is everything all right, my lady?” Khay asked. Unlike Intef who would have murmured in my ear, Khay spoke loud enough to be overheard and several guards turned towards me, including the one I was trying to move away from.

      “I am fine,” I said.

      Eventually Intef and his fellows returned. One of them handed me his torch. As I stepped up to the entrance, Intef was right on my heels. I paused and held out a hand to stop him.

      “I would like some privacy,” I said. “Please.”

      “The tomb is too large, my lady,” Intef said. “I cannot guarantee your safety if I am not there with you.”

      “The risk is my own.”

      He shook his head, his face stubborn. “I cannot allow that, my lady.”

      I sighed. It might be the last time I ever visited my father’s tomb, for Memphis was a long way from Akhetaten, and I would have liked to have done so alone. But I recognised the look on Intef’s face. It didn’t matter how long I argued, he would follow me anyway.

      The tomb had been cut into the cliffs and at its mouth was a steep set of rocky steps. They were divided in two by a central ramp which was too steep to walk up comfortably so I made my way up the steps. At the top was a long, sloping corridor which I remembered led to another set of steps and then down into the tomb.

      I walked slowly along the corridor, taking in the paintings on its walls. My father worshipping the sun god, Aten. My father with his queen, my mother Nefertiti, seated on matching thrones. I paused in front of an image of my parents with all six of us girls. Merytaten, Meketaten and I, the three eldest princesses, stood beside their thrones, leaning casually against them. I was perhaps three or four years old in this image. My hand was on our father’s arm as if seeking his attention. Our younger sisters, Neferneferuaten Tasherit and Neferneferure, perched on our parents’ laps. Born in the same year, they were little more than babes at the time. The youngest, Setenpenre, lay on the floor. Our half-brother hadn’t been born yet. It seemed so long since we had all been together. I would not see any of my sisters again until we met in the Field of Reeds, even though two still lived. I wrote to those two when I could, and hoped that my letters were reaching them.

      I passed the first doorway without slowing. A series of chambers for my mother had been intended here but she died before they had been finished. So she was buried in the nearby tomb that had already been started for my oldest sister, Merytaten. When Merytaten passed into the Field of Reeds a couple of years later, her sarcophagus joined my mother’s.

      As I reached the next set of steps, I came across another doorway. Here was where my second-oldest sister, Meketaten, lay. Less than a year had separated our births and she and I had been as close as twins. I slowly made my way through the first two chambers. I barely remembered her tomb, for I had been so lost in my grief at the time she was placed here. The murals were scenes of worship, some with our parents, some with us six girls. In every scene, birds basked in Aten’s rays. Meketaten had loved birds and it seemed someone had instructed the painters to fill her tomb with them.

      A sob rose in my throat as I reached a scene of our parents standing in front of a bier on which Meketaten lay. Behind them stood a nurse clutching Meketaten’s baby. My sister never even had a chance to hold her daughter before she passed into the Field of Reeds. She had bled far too much during the child’s delivery and the royal physician had not been able to save her, for all his potions and spells. The child had lived barely a year before joining her mother.

      I hesitated when I reached the burial chamber. I wasn’t sure I really wanted to do this. To enter the chamber that was my sister’s final earthly abode. To stand before the stone sarcophagus and know that inside it lay her body, now blackened and shrivelled from the salts and resins used during mummification. To know that her ka had departed for the Field of Reeds where she was no doubt drinking and feasting and lazing beneath shady trees.

      Behind me came the scuff of a sandal against rock, Intef’s way of reminding me that he was there. I straightened my shoulders. I was the Queen of Egypt. I did not need anyone’s shoulder to lean on as I paid my respects to my sister.

      I held my head high as I entered Meketaten’s burial chamber. My vision blurred, but I blinked the tears away. I would not show any weakness in front of Intef. I stood for some time before the granite sarcophagus but in truth I was not even looking at it. I kept my gaze fixed on the wall behind it, for fear I would burst into tears if I had to actually look at her sarcophagus. When I felt like enough time had elapsed, I left. Intef stood by the doorway, his back to the chamber. I appreciated that he had given me at least this much privacy.

      I retraced my steps back through the three chambers of Meketaten’s tomb and out to the main corridor that led to my father’s. I went down a flight of steps and then I realised that I wouldn’t be able to reach my father’s tomb after all, for here a deep shaft cut the path in two. I held my torch out and peered over the edge. I couldn’t see the bottom and it was certainly too wide to jump. I had not even known there was a shaft here. It must have been boarded over when my father’s body was brought to his burial chamber.

      The tears rolled down my cheeks now, despite my determination that Intef would not see me cry. All I had wanted to do today was to pay my respects to my father and yet I couldn’t even reach his tomb.

      “My lady?” Intef’s voice was tentative and far enough away that I knew without turning that he was keeping his distance.

      I swallowed hard, trying to get myself under control before I spoke. But when I didn’t respond, he came closer.

      “Are you well, my lady?”

      His voice was gentle, tender even, and with a sudden pang of longing I wished I could turn around and bury my face in his chest. Let him put his arms around me while I cried into him. Let him console me, just for a moment. But I could not seek comfort from a servant.

      “I am fine.” My tone was curter than it should have been and I felt him move back away from me, even though I couldn’t hear him.

      “What are you doing here?” Intef demanded.

      I turned, wondering why he spoke to me in such a manner, before I realised that one of the guards — the one that had been standing too close to me earlier — had arrived.

      “Khay sent me,” the guard said. “He needs your help. I am to stay with the queen.”

      “Whatever it is, Khay can handle it. Go back outside.”

      “One of the men has disappeared,” he said. “Khay was going in search of him but wanted you out there.” He started walking towards me. “I promise I will watch her well. You don’t need to worry.”

      “Khay would never leave the men to search for just one,” Intef said. “And none of my men would ever disappear. I don’t know what trouble you are trying to cause, but-”

      The man flung himself at me. I had no time to move before he crashed against me and I fell back, back towards the shaft that separated me from my father’s tomb. My foot was on the edge. I could feel the spot where the rock ended and the empty air over the shaft began.

      Intef moved faster than I would have thought possible. He dropped his torch, grabbed my arm, and pulled me to the side. My arm felt like it was being pulled from its socket and I lost my grasp on my own torch. We tumbled together, landing on the rocky ground beside the shaft. His arms were around me as he rolled both of our bodies away from the edge. Then we were still, lying on the rocky path, Intef on top of me. He was breathing hard and one of us trembled, although I wasn’t sure whether it was him or me. Blood filled my mouth where I had bitten my tongue. My ears rang and my head spun. Intef rolled off me with a groan and rose to a crouch.

      “My lady, are you all right?” He placed a hand on my shoulder — a breach of protocol although this hardly seemed the circumstances in which to admonish him — and shook me gently. “My lady, are you dazed?”

      I turned my head to the side to spit out a mouthful of blood. “What happened?”

      “I apologise, my lady. It seems he intended to push you into the shaft.”

      “Where is he?”

      “Dead, I presume.” His voice was grim. “He went over the edge alone. Can you sit up?”

      “I- I am not sure.”

      “Let me help you.” He wrapped an arm around my shoulder and helped me to sit. The world spun around me and for a few moments I couldn’t distinguish between floor and wall. A pounding in my head made brilliant flashes of light.

      “My hands are shaking.” I raised one hand and watched how my fingers shook. I felt detached from my body, as if the trembling fingers belonged to someone else.

      “I sincerely apologise,” Intef said. “I had no time to do anything else.”

      “I was annoyed that you wouldn’t leave me alone.”

      “I realised, and I was sorry about it, but it was not safe to let you wander in here by yourself.”

      I gave him a shaky smile. “I am pleased that you were here with me.”

      “Do you think you can stand?”

      With his arm around my waist, I rose on unsteady legs. As soon as he saw that I could stand unaided, he quickly pulled away. A slight flush rose on his cheeks. He retrieved his torch, which was somehow still lit, and looked down into the shaft, holding the flame out over it to illuminate its depths. I stepped closer and peered down too, but my legs wobbled and Intef quickly grabbed my arm.

      “My lady, I do not think you should stand so close to the edge. Not while you are still trembling.”

      “Who is he?”

      “I don’t know his name. I have never seen him before today.”

      “You allowed an unknown guard to accompany me?”

      He flushed but didn’t look away. “My lady, I needed additional guards. Three of my men are sick in bed with fevers and vomiting. I requested men from the master of the guards. This man came with two others. But I do not intend to make excuses.” His voice broke and he cleared his throat as he lowered himself to his knees on the rocky path. “I made an assumption that nearly cost your life. My lady, my life is yours. I failed you. I will kill myself if you wish it.”

      “Intef, get up. You are the finest of my guards and you saved my life. If you had not been busy annoying me by standing so close, I would have gone over the edge with him.”

      I peered down into the shaft, more cautiously this time. My torch must have gone out as it fell, for the depths of the shaft were all in blackness and I couldn’t see the guard.

      “Is he dead, do you think?”

      Intef nodded, his lips a thin line. “He could not have survived the fall. I will send one of my men down on a rope, though, to check. If he is alive, what do you want done?”

      I stared down into the blackness again. “If he lives, kill him. Then take his body outside and leave it for the jackals. He does not deserve to share my father’s tomb.”

      “It shall be done.”

      I waited until I had stopped shaking before I made my way out of the tomb. A few errant tears had found their way down my face and I brushed them away. My kohl would be smudged but there was nothing I could do about that. With my head high, I started making my way back up the steps. My shoulder throbbed and I felt it carefully in case it was bleeding. I could feel no wetness, though, so whatever the injury was, it could wait until I reached the palace. Intef followed close behind me, his torch lighting the way for us both.

      My guards were waiting quietly as I emerged from the tomb. Most were standing with their backs to the entrance, alert for intruders. Intef went straight to Khay and they had a quiet discussion. Khay shook his head and Intef looked even grimmer.

      I walked for a short way along the floor of the wadi, trying to gather my thoughts. Footsteps behind me told me that Intef followed. Another tear began to edge down my cheek and I wiped it away impatiently. I had no time for tears. I had mourned my father when he died. Today was merely a farewell. Still my heart was heavy that I had not reached his burial chamber. I had wanted to see his sarcophagus. To rest my hands against it and know that my father lay inside. But it was not to be and there was no point in crying about it. The memory of his tomb was defiled for me now and it was almost a relief to know I would never come here again.

      I reached a break in the cliffs where steps had been carved to allow a visitor to climb to the top. Impulsively, I made my way up them. Intef followed without comment. Halfway up, I realised that this had been a poor decision, for my shoulder throbbed badly now and I had pulled a muscle in my calf when Intef dragged me away from the chasm. I continued on, albeit more slowly, for I wanted to view the city from the top of the cliff.

      I was panting by the time I reached the top but the view was worth it. Akhetaten lay nestled in a wide sandy plain. Sunlight glinted off its white buildings so that the whole city seemed ablaze with white fire. The normally blue waters of the Great River, along which the city sprawled, were darkened with the murk of the inundation, a sharp contrast to the brightness of the white buildings and the desert sand. Black strips on each side of the Great River were the fertile soil left behind as the annual floods retreated. I stared at the city for a long time. This was my last view of Akhetaten, my final farewell. When I was finished, we climbed back down and returned to where the chariot and horses waited.

      “I want to know who he was,” I said as Intef helped me up into the chariot. “Who sent him, and why.”

      “I will find out, my lady,” Intef said.

      He climbed in beside me. The guards surrounded my chariot, and we set off. This time, I didn’t move away when Intef’s hip touched mine, finding solace in his nearness. Inappropriate, of course, but for just a few minutes, I needed a living body to be touching mine.
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      My ladies were waiting in the courtyard when I arrived back at the palace. They had obviously heard that something had happened, although I didn’t know how word could have returned ahead of the chariot. They were fussing and wringing their hands before I had even disembarked.

      Charis clucked her tongue over the state of my dress. It was only when she eyed me up and down and shook her head that I realised the fine linen was irreparably damaged along the side I had landed on when Intef flung himself on top of me. Gaping holes at my hip and shoulder revealed skin which was abraded and already darkening with bruises.

      “Oh, my lady.” Istnofret reached up to straighten my wig and brush the sand from my braids. “Let’s get you back to your chambers.”

      Sadeh sent a runner boy to find the royal physician. “As fast as you can,” she called after him.

      “Can you walk, my lady?” Charis asked.

      I nodded and the movement sent a wave of dizziness through me. I stumbled and my ladies stepped forward to grab my arms. I tried to speak, but my mouth was too dry and nothing came out. I swallowed and tried again.

      “I can walk.” I tried to shake off their hands, but my limbs were suddenly too weak and I could barely move my arms.

      My guards formed up around me. With Charis and Istnofret on either side, and Sadeh rushing ahead to clear the way, I stumbled back to my chambers. Never had the palace hallways seemed so long. The world spun around me, a montage of red, green and yellow from the murals and the brightly-painted columns. The royal physician, Yuf, already waited by my door and it was all I could do to remain standing while Intef and Khay checked my chambers. It took them only moments, for most of the furniture had been removed while I was gone, carried out to the boats that would bear us to Memphis. I stumbled into my chambers and collapsed on my bed.

      My ladies removed my sandals and wig, brought a cushion to wedge behind my back, and sent a runner to fetch a cool drink. Only then did they step back and allow Yuf to approach. He set his bag on the floor and leaned over me, checking my eyes and my mouth, placing a hand over my heart to feel its beat, and sniffing my breath. When he touched the shoulder I had fallen on, I winced. He pushed aside the shredded linen to inspect my shoulder, manipulating the muscles and checking how it rotated. The movement sent waves of pain through my body. My vision blurred.

      Yuf frowned down at me. “Are you dizzy? Nauseous?”

      I murmured something unintelligible.

      “Can you see properly?”

      He asked a dozen other questions and by the time he was finished, I could barely understand his words, let alone form a reply.

      “You have sprained your shoulder,” he said. “And you have hit your head too hard. There is much bruising and abrasion. You should rest for three days and use the shoulder as little as possible for a month. I will send a potion to help you feel better.” He retrieved a small alabaster jar from his bag. “This will help with the bruising. Rub it on twice a day.”

      By the time he left, servants had brought water for washing. My ladies helped me into my bathing chamber where they stripped the rags from my body. My damaged skin stung as they poured buckets of warm water over me.

      Istnofret rubbed a soft cloth over my head to remove the sweat and sand which had crept beneath my wig. Sadeh applied Yuf’s paste to my bruises. It was cool and instantly soothing, and the throbbing in my hip and shoulder began to ease. Dressed in a fresh linen gown, I sat on my bed.

      “A drink, my lady.”

      I sipped from the mug Istnofret handed me and discovered it was a sweet date-flavoured beer. I felt better already after a few sips and drank most of it. Then I lay back against the soft cushions and closed my eyes. The chamber spun less when I lay still.

      My ladies were quiet while I rested although every time I moved, they were at my side in an instant to check if I needed anything. Eventually I rolled over onto my unbruised side and fell into a deep sleep.

      The chamber was darker when I woke and Charis was just lighting a lamp. Someone had drawn the curtains to keep out the sun. Istnofret sat nearby on the floor.

      “How do you feel?” she asked, rising to her feet. “Should I call for Yuf?”

      I sat up awkwardly. “My muscles are stiff, but I am not as sore.”

      Sadeh brought another mug of the sweet beer and I sipped it, although I didn’t feel thirsty.

      “You should eat, my lady,” she said. “There is food set out for you. If you tell me what you would like, I will bring you a plate.”

      “Maybe just a little fruit. I am not very hungry.”

      She brought a plate that was heaped high with chunks of bread, some dates and berries, a few slices of roasted duck, and some sweet onions. I nibbled at the dates but had little appetite for the rest.

      “I must have slept all afternoon.”

      “You did, my lady, although it was a restless sleep. You kept calling out for your sisters, and once for Intef.”

      I frowned, embarrassed. “He saved my life. I must have dreamed about it.”

      “Will you tell us what happened?” Sadeh asked. “We have heard only rumours. I asked Intef, but he said that we should ask you directly.”

      I was pleased that the captain of my personal guards was not inclined to gossip, even with my own ladies. I told them briefly about my journey through the tomb. They gasped as I recounted how I suddenly found myself lying on the ground with Intef on top of me.

      “And you had no indication the guard was about to try to throw you into the shaft?” Istnofret asked, her eyes wide.

      “No, I didn’t think there was anything unusual happening, even though I had been uneasy about his closeness earlier. It didn’t seem unreasonable to me that Khay would need Intef and would send somebody to replace him. Intef was suspicious, though. You would not believe how quickly he moved.”

      “How lucky that he was so close by,” Sadeh said. “You are fortunate that it was Intef who flung you to the ground and not one of the ugly guards. I would not mind him lying on top of me.”

      Charis and Istnofret laughed and agreed with her. I flushed a little at the memory of lying on the ground with Intef on top of me. I hadn’t thought of it like that before but he was indeed handsome with broad, well-muscled shoulders, a narrow waist and a strong jaw. I shook my head to dispel the thoughts. I should not be thinking such a thing of a servant.

      “What else happened today?” I asked, seeking to distract myself almost as much as them. There was nothing my ladies liked more than gossiping about palace events.

      I sipped my beer while my ladies sat together on the floor and chattered about mundane events. A
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