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      The day I learned Ishtar had probably been murdered was the day my life changed forever. No longer was I the innocent woman sent to Egypt to seal the alliance with Babylon. No longer did I walk the hallways of the Palace of the Ornaments and think this was a safe, if restrictive, place to live. No longer did I look into the faces of the women I passed without wondering how many carried their own secrets. Their own pains. Their own plans.

      We said little as Half prepared to leave. He would return to Pharaoh’s palace to listen for news of a woman’s body being found and confirm whether it was Ishtar. Ahmose had readied two doses of her invisibility potion: one to get him out and another so he could get back in. That was all she had left of the herbs for her special potion, and with the butler, Weren, sniffing around in search of anyone using magic, she couldn’t restock. There would be no more opportunities for any of us to get out of the Palace grounds again until it was safe for Ahmose to obtain more of the herb that gave her potion its potency.

      In the sitting chamber, I sat with Tall on one side and Ettu on the other. Tall flapped his hands, his worried gaze darting between me and Half, who was talking quietly with Ahmose. I couldn’t tell who he was more concerned about. Ettu gave the appearance of being as calm as ever, although the tightness in her body told me she was coiled like a spring.

      I wondered whether Ahmose was telling Half about some other magic that might be useful for him while he undertook such a dangerous venture. It had been less than a season since he and Tall fled Pharaoh’s palace, with Half mortally injured after being stabbed by a man Tall knew as Userhet. Userhet, who we believed to be a guard, likely still stalked the hallways of Pharaoh’s palace and might well try again to kill Half if he saw him. Maybe we should send Tall with him. If it hadn’t been for him, Half wouldn’t have gotten out last time. Before I could voice my thought, Ettu spoke.

      “Will you write to your father?” she asked me. “To tell him…”

      Her voice trailed off, but I knew what she didn’t want to say. I took a deep breath, testing my words before I replied. Tears welled and I blinked them away. I had already cried so much, I would have thought I didn’t have any tears left. Apparently I did.

      “Not yet,” I said when I thought I could speak through the lump in my throat. “There is still a possibility she will be found safe.”

      Ettu shot me a look that clearly said I was deluded, although she was kind enough not to say it. We had traced Ishtar’s movements on the night she disappeared all the way to Pharaoh. We knew some women were never seen again after meeting with him, and Khaemmalu’s friend believed Pharaoh’s captain and his second disposed of their bodies for him. In truth, there was little doubt about her fate, but I couldn’t yet let myself accept it.

      “I know it’s a small possibility,” I added, “but I have to believe she might still be alive.”

      “So where is she then?” Ettu asked gently. “If she is safe, why has she not returned?”

      “Maybe she angered Pharaoh and he had her imprisoned,” I said. “Maybe he has locked her away to…” Torture her. Abuse her. “For some reason we can’t fathom. I don’t know. But until someone has seen her body, I can’t tell my father. It will break his heart.”

      Ishtar had always been his favourite, right up until the moment she told Father she was with child. He had already promised a daughter to Pharaoh to seal the alliance with Egypt and it was supposed to be she who went, but he could hardly send Pharaoh a pregnant bride. So he sent me in her place. Never mind I had no wish to leave my home and spend the rest of my life in a land that was as foreign to me as living amongst the stars would be.

      But however angry Father was with Ishtar, he was even more incensed when the babe didn’t live to be born. He sent her to Egypt anyway to be my maid, as punishment for her failures, both in finding a way to avoid being sent to Pharaoh and then failing to deliver his grandchild. I wondered whether he had another motivation, one he wouldn’t have admitted to anyone: that by sending Ishtar, he could ensure at least one of his daughters would bear Pharaoh a child. She was, after all, the beautiful one.

      “I don’t suppose Pharaoh will write to your father in the meantime,” Ettu said.

      I studied my hands. The neatly trimmed nails. The well moisturised skin. Such soft, tidy hands. The hands of someone who did nothing useful all day and who had far too many maids to attend to her. It gave me time to sort through my thoughts for something I could say without bursting into tears.

      “If he is responsible for her disappearance, I can’t imagine he would,” I said. “I expect he will pretend he knows nothing. Forget he ever knew her, as he did when I asked about Nebtu.”

      She, too, had disappeared, although we had no information about her movements at the time.

      “I wonder how long the administrators will wait before they give Lady Ishtar’s chambers to someone else?” Ettu asked. “If there is anything of hers you want to keep, perhaps you should go get it, or I can go for you.”

      “Do you think her maids have been reassigned?” I asked.

      Should I ask for Belet-ili? Did I have some obligation to her since she was sent here with me? But she didn’t know about Tall and Half. Dare I risk someone else knowing, especially if that person might tell Nammu? I had no doubt Nammu still waited for a chance for revenge. She had accused me of asking my father to send Ishtar’s maids to Egypt with me, and she claimed Ishtar was the one to tell her such a thing. I never did get a chance to ask my sister whether that was true. No, don’t think it. She will be found yet. She will be safe. I will ask her after she is found.

      When I didn’t reply, Ettu looked to Merytre, who shrugged at her.

      “I have only ever been reassigned because my mistress chose her favourites and didn’t want me anymore,” Merytre said. “Not because…”

      We all knew what she avoided saying. Not because her mistress had died. It seemed I was the only one who thought we might still find her.

      “Go check on Belet-ili later this afternoon,” I said. “Find out if she’s heard anything about being reassigned.”

      “Are you thinking of bringing her back here?” Ettu asked.

      I sighed, my gaze drifting over to where Half and Ahmose still talked quietly, then to Tall beside me.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “I don’t know whether we can trust her. Even if we wait until Half leaves, there is still Tall to consider. We can hardly keep him locked in a chamber all day and night so Belet-ili doesn’t find out about him.”

      “Even if we did, it wouldn’t take long before she realised something was being kept from her,” Ettu said. “We would have to take food in to him and empty chamber pots. She would quickly notice something suspicious about a locked chamber that required us going in and out of it several times a day.”

      “Me!” Tall said rather morosely in Babylonian. He was still unable to speak Egyptian, although he understood that language probably better than any of us.

      Ettu quietly translated his comment for Merytre.

      “No, you aren’t causing any problem.” I hoped I had understood him correctly. “We will do whatever we must to keep you safe and if that means we can’t bring Belet-ili here, then that’s the way it will be. Besides, she has given me no reason to do her any favours.”

      What had I been thinking? Belet-ili was far too close to Nammu, who we definitely couldn’t trust. It was Nammu who stole Tiye’s jewels and told Panouk she had found them in my chambers. As best I could figure, she did it because she blamed me for my father sending her to Babylon without Ishtar.

      It would only take one hint from Belet-ili for Nammu to realise something illicit occurred within my chambers. She would take great delight in going straight to the administrators with her suspicions. I couldn’t afford to give Panouk or Amankhau any reason to search my chambers again.
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      As the sun set, Half made his final preparations to leave. With a linen sheet wrapped around his shoulders to conceal him down to his sandals, and a scarf covering his head, he was a bizarre sight, but it was our only chance of getting him out unrecognised. If anyone noticed a strange man slipping through the hallways, there was grave danger, not only to Half, but to all of us. We were all complicit in illegally hiding two men in my chambers.

      “I suppose I should be going then,” Half said, directing his words to the chamber in general. “I don’t know how long this mission might take. It could be merely days, or it could be weeks. I pray Marduk watches over you all in the meantime.”

      “Do you have a plan?” I asked, although I wasn’t sure I really wanted to know. If he said no, what then? Should I tell him not to go? Could I really give up what might be my one chance to find out what had happened to Ishtar?

      “I will stay out of sight as much as I can,” he said. “I will seek out an unused chamber, or a quiet spot in a barn. The storage chambers at the back of the chapel, perhaps. I will only go out at night, when there are fewer people around and I am less likely to encounter Userhet or someone who would think to report my presence to him. I will listen at doors and windows, and seek information however I can. As for food, I suppose I will pilfer what I may. Sneak into the kitchens during a quiet moment; take something from a tray left outside someone’s chambers. I am quite accustomed to fending for myself, so you needn’t worry.”

      It all seemed rather uncertain to me. Hiding in some forgotten chamber during the day, and slipping out at night to spy or steal food, but I had to have confirmation of Ishtar’s fate. If this was the only way to be certain of what happened to her, then I would leave Half to do as he thought best.

      Before I could think of a response, Tall went to farewell Half, squeezing his shoulder with one hand and staring down at him intently. They were a strange-looking pair, a tall man and a very short one, but they had obviously become good friends in the time since we left Egypt.

      “Safe!” Tall said.

      “You too, buddy.” Half clasped the hand on his shoulder, then turned to Ettu.

      Her eyes shone, but she gave him a tight smile.

      “Be careful,” she said. “We will all worry for you until we see you again.”

      Half reached for her hand and it seemed to me he pressed something into her palm. Their hands lingered a moment longer, before Ettu pulled away. She hurried out of the sitting chamber. I assumed she wanted to shed her tears in private.

      Ahmose didn’t rise from her chair, but she gave Half a solemn nod. He nodded back, and although no words passed between them, I felt there was still some communication. Perhaps it was a shared understanding of whatever Ahmose had said to him earlier.

      Merytre surprised me by bending down to hug him. Although she had initially found both men rather strange, she seemed to quickly adjust to their differences. In my chambers, at least, Tall and Half were treated no differently to anyone else.

      When he had finished his other farewells, Half came to stand in front of me. Tall went off to wait in the men’s bedchamber and Merytre followed to lock him in. I hated that we had to do that, but it was the only way to keep him safe if someone unexpectedly came in while the sitting chamber door was open.

      “My lady.” Half bowed, almost losing the shawl draped over his head. Merytre returned and hurried over to adjust it for him. “I won’t come back here until I have news of Lady Ishtar.”

      I wanted to thank him, but my throat suddenly choked and I could only incline my head in acknowledgement. Ettu returned, her eyes red but dry, and slipped out into the hallway to check whether anyone was around. She came back to gesture at Half and Merytre, indicating it was safe to leave. The women would accompany Half until he was within sight of the gates so that if anyone stopped him, they would be there to speak for him. Although we had done our best to conceal his identity, there was no way to mask his unmistakably male voice.

      The door closed behind them, leaving just Ahmose and me in the sitting chamber. But before we could let Tall out, someone knocked. Ahmose and I looked at each other. Her face was as horrified as mine must surely be.

      “It’s too soon,” I whispered. “They would have been seen in the hallway.”

      “I suppose all we can do is check who it is,” she replied. “They will tell us soon enough if they saw something.”

      Normally it would be either Ettu or Merytre who would answer the door, but Ahmose was the only one left. She made her way back to the door she had just barred and cracked it open.

      “It is Sehener,” she said.

      I let out the breath I hadn’t realised I was holding. Of all my lady’s maids, Sehener was the one I was most certain we could trust. She came bearing a large bunch of narcissus, their bright yellow petals gleaming like miniature suns and their stems tied with a cheery red ribbon.

      “My lady,” she said. “I heard about Lady Ishtar. I came to offer my condolences and to—” She stopped and swallowed hard. Her eyes glistened. “To say that if there is anything I can do for you, you have only to ask.”

      I tried to smile in thanks for her kind words, but my mouth wobbled and it probably looked more like a scowl. Everyone was so certain they knew Ishtar’s fate, even though nobody had seen her body. Why must they all assume the worst every time another woman disappeared? Surely there were some instances in which such a disappearance had no sinister cause? I said none of that, though. Sehener’s words were well-intentioned, despite how they made me feel.

      “Thank you,” I managed to say.

      I wasn’t ready for condolences. Not yet. We might still find Ishtar safe and well.

      “I will take those,” Ahmose said, reaching for the flowers Sehener still held.

      Sehener startled as if she had forgotten them.

      “Khensa said she saw you looking at some narcissus in the gardens recently,” she said to me. “I thought maybe you had a particular fondness for that flower and I wanted to…” Her voice trailed away and she swallowed again.

      “It was very kind of you,” I said.

      Sehener hesitated and the look on her face said she wanted to say something else. I waited.

      “My lady,” she started before hesitating. “I saw something rather strange in the hallway just now.”

      “This place holds many secrets.” My cheeks instantly flamed and I could only hope she didn’t think it was because I lied. “And some of them are more dangerous than others.”

      Sehener nodded, her head bobbing up and down too quickly. Perhaps she was as nervous about this conversation as I was.

      “Of course it does, my lady,” she said. “And I would never betray my mistress’s confidence. I only hope that if you needed someone to help you keep a particular secret, you would know you can trust me.”

      I nodded, not trusting myself to say anything more, lest I give too much away. Sehener left without any further comment, and Ahmose closed the door behind her, sliding the bar into place with a sigh.

      “Well,” she said, giving me a careful look as she made her slow way back to her chair.

      “I think she will hold her tongue.”

      “That was what she seemed to be saying, at any rate.”

      “You don’t trust her?”

      I examined Ahmose’s face, but the old woman was good at keeping her thoughts to herself. She shrugged.

      “Quite the contrary,” she said. “Of all the maids who attend to you each morning, she is probably the first I would trust if I was inclined to trust anyone. I listen when they talk, and most of them pay no attention to an old woman like me. They say things in front of me they would never say in your hearing. But the secrets you keep are treacherous and we have tried hard to keep them within these walls.”

      “There are others who know,” I said. “Khaemmalu and Gautseshen know about Tall and Half, and Khaemmalu knows we have left the Palace grounds. Sutem knows we had reason to install a lock, even if he doesn’t know why. Tiye suspects we have been using magic of some sort, although I don’t know how much she has guessed.”

      “The more folk who know, the higher the chance one of them will let something slip. It may not be intentional, but by that point, it won’t matter. Once your secrets have been revealed, it is too late to lock them away again.”

      I took a deep breath, trying to steady myself. I needed to focus on Ishtar right now. I had no spare energy to worry about whether Sehener might betray me.

      “It is already too late,” I said. “Sehener surely saw enough to make her suspicious. We can only pray to Marduk she holds her tongue.”

      I went to unlock the door to the men’s bedchamber. Tall followed me back out. He was silent, and although that wasn’t unusual for him, I thought he looked concerned. Worried about Half, I assumed. We all were.

      “The food will be getting cold,” Ahmose said. She hauled herself out of her chair and shuffled over to where the servants had laid out our evening meal when they delivered it an hour ago.

      She passed me a plate and offered one to Tall, but he shook his head. The aromas from our meal were strong, and although normally I would find them enticing, all food smells made my stomach turn at the moment. I hoped it would ease soon, although Ahmose said I might continue to be sensitive to odours until my babe was born.

      I took a small portion of baked fish and some salad, but set the plate aside for now. My stomach churned too ferociously to even think about eating. Instead I went to the window, hoping I might catch some glimpse of Half on his way to the gates, but the sun had finished setting and the grounds were in darkness. I looked for a while anyway, but wasn’t surprised I saw no sign of three shadows slipping through the gardens.

      By the time I returned to my couch, Ahmose was eating, while Tall picked at a pomegranate. I supposed he was too worried about Half to eat. I was too, and the thought of food made my stomach churn even more fiercely than the aroma did, but I made myself take a few bites. I had to keep my strength up, for the babe if not for myself.

      We froze when another knock came at the door.

      “It is us,” came Ettu’s voice and my sigh of relief was so fierce, it caught in my throat and made me cough.

      Tall hurried out of the chamber while we let them in and I wondered again whether we should have sent him with Half. This was no life for a man, being forced to hide every time we opened the door for fear of someone in the hallway catching a glimpse of him. Never able to go outside in the fresh air, or to feel the sunlight on his skin. When he wanted to look outside, he had to stand next to the window where nobody would spot him. Once Half returned with news of Ishtar, I would have to send them both away. It would sadden me to do so, but there really was no other option.

      When Tall returned, he flapped his hands as he studied Ettu and Merytre, maybe looking for some indication of whether anything went wrong.

      “You can stop looking at me like that,” Ettu said to him. “We got him out of the building. He is hidden away near the gates to wait for the guards to open them.”

      “What if they don’t have any reason to open the gates tonight?” I asked. “He has only one more dose of the potion.”

      “Merytre and I will go back in the morning and check the place we left him,” she said. “If he is still there, we will figure out what to do. It might be best to leave him, though, rather than risk bringing him back inside and having to do it all again tomorrow night.”

      I frowned, not liking the possibility of Half spending the day hiding in the gardens, although it was probably less dangerous than parading him through the Palace again.

      “Take some food with you when you go.” He hadn’t eaten before he left. I should have made him wait long enough to fill his belly, but food was the last thing on my mind at the time. “He will be hungry if he has been there all night.”

      She nodded and turned her attention to Tall, who strode up and down the chamber, flapping his hands and seeming increasingly agitated.

      “He will be fine,” she said, and it sounded like she was trying to convince herself as much as him. “He will be careful and he will come back as soon as he can.”

      “Man!” Tall said. “Belly.”

      “All we can do now for him is pray,” Ettu said.

      “Me!”

      Ettu hesitated and I guessed she wasn’t sure what Tall meant.

      “No,” I said quickly. “We can’t send you as well.”

      “Dagger!”

      “If something goes wrong, Half will come back.”

      But he wouldn’t have made it back to us last time if Tall wasn’t there. Maybe we shouldn’t have sent Half after all. I prayed to Marduk that my desire for certainty about Ishtar’s fate wouldn’t result in Half’s death.
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      That night, I dreamed about lions. I was walking through the gardens. It was night and the moon was full and high in the sky. My bare feet made no more than the slightest whisper against the mud brick path. A soft breeze caressed my face and I felt completely at peace.

      Then I became aware of someone following me. They were off to the side of the path, creeping through the shadows. I quickened my pace, but they kept up with me.

      I called out, asking who it was, but my follower made no reply. I walked faster and still they kept pace with me. I broke into a run.

      Then suddenly I was no longer on the path. Now I stood in the middle of a bed of narcissus. The flowers were all around me, only as high as my knees, but they felt like a shield.

      A lion burst out of the shadows and paced around the flower bed. I stood surrounded by narcissus, and I wasn’t afraid. The flowers would protect me.

      The lion growled and extended one paw towards me, but snarled and retreated, seemingly unable to pass through the flowers. A second lion joined the first and together they prowled around the flower bed. Around and around they went, searching for any weakness, but as long as the flowers were there, they couldn’t get to me.

      The images lingered in my mind long after I woke. The flower bed, the lions circling it but unable to cross the barrier of the flowers. How did I get into the garden? And why were the flowers protecting me? I had no answers, but the dream felt like a message.

      It was only some time later as I stood at the window and tried to pretend I wasn’t watching for lions, that I realised my question shouldn’t have been why the flowers were protecting me. It should have been how. In my dream, it had seemed perfectly natural. I never thought to wonder how a flower could do such a thing.

      After breakfast, Ettu and Merytre went to check the place where they left Half. They took a small sack of food, planning that if anyone questioned them, they would say they intended to break their fast with a picnic. They soon returned with news that he was no longer there. We could only pray to Marduk he had gotten out safely.

      As I went to sit with Tiye that morning, I was still trying to shake off the dream. Making polite conversation was the last thing I felt like, but there was no point sitting in my chambers until either we received word of Ishtar or Half returned. And, as Ettu was quick to point out, if anyone had heard something about Ishtar, or about Half reappearing in Pharaoh’s palace, it would be Tiye. I should be sure to visit her as often as possible while we waited for news.

      Her maid, Henuttawy, let me in and Tiye was sitting on a couch looking as if she expected me.

      “Oh, Kassaya,” she said. “Is there any word of Ishtar?”

      Her voice was sympathetic and her concern seemed genuine. Despite Ettu’s earlier suspicions, I found it impossible to believe Tiye herself might be involved in making women disappear.

      I sat opposite her and smoothed my skirt as I searched for something to say. To my surprise and mortification, I burst into tears.

      “Oh dear,” Tiye said. “Henuttawy, fetch a cloth.”

      She said nothing further, only waited as I cried. Henuttawy pressed a linen cloth into my hands and I wiped my face as I tried to stop my tears. My kohl was probably irretrievably smudged by now. I hated that there was no way to avoid Tiye seeing it. She herself was always immaculately presented.

      “No news then, I assume?” she asked when my tears finally slowed.

      I shook my head, my gaze fastened on the cloth in my hands, which was now streaked with black kohl.

      Tiye gave a heavy sigh. She got to her feet and went to stand at the window. With her back to me, I couldn’t tell whether she was actually looking outside or merely making a show of not looking at me. Perhaps my appearance was so terrible by now that she couldn’t bear to see it.

      “Kassaya,” she started, but then stopped, as if undecided about whether to say whatever it was.

      I sniffled and wiped my face. I was sure I would burst into tears again if I tried to say anything.

      “Kassaya, this place is not what it seems,” Tiye said.

      “What does it seem like?” I managed to speak without sobbing, although tears welled again. I wiped them away.

      “It seems like a safe place,” she said. “With its high wall and the guards who patrol the grounds at all hours of the day and night. To see such things, you would think it must be the safest place in the world for a woman to live. But as you have seen, it is not.”

      It was no secret to anyone who lived here that women disappeared, but how much did Tiye know? Did she suspect Pharaoh’s involvement?

      “I think you know more than you have told me,” I said.

      Tiye gave me a careful look. “About Ishtar?”

      “About the women who go missing.”

      Tiye froze at my words. I hadn’t forgotten the way she reacted the last time I asked her about the missing women. Let it go, she had said to me. They are gone and we are still here. Focus on that and stop poking around in matters that don’t concern you. She was probably just as likely to turn me out of her chambers as to give me any kind of answer.

      She said nothing for a long time and I wondered whether this was how she would handle the situation — by simply pretending I never asked — but at length she turned back to face me. Her hand went to her throat, reminding me of the bruises I had seen on Ishtar’s neck. The bruises caused by Pharaoh. She let her hand fall and gave me a shrug.

      “I’m sure I hardly know what you’re talking about.” Her tone was dismissive, something I was beginning to suspect was Tiye’s way of masking her feelings.

      “I’m sure you do,” I said.

      “You should be careful, Kassaya.” Tiye came to take her seat in front of me again. She crossed one leg over the other and smoothed her skirt before she looked at me. It was the haughty stare she used to give me when I first arrived. She hadn’t looked at me like that in quite some time. “You shouldn’t ask questions you don’t want to hear the answers to.”

      “I never ask a question if I don’t want the answer.”

      I tried to mimic her haughty look, but if she realised what I was doing, she gave no sign of it. Maybe I didn’t do it properly. My cheeks heated and I looked down at my hands in my lap, hoping Tiye wouldn’t notice my blush. When she still hadn’t responded after a while, I darted a glance at her to find her staring at nothing, a pensive look on her face, her hand at her throat again.

      “Tiye?” I asked. “Are you well?”

      She started a little, as if she hadn’t realised what she was doing. Her hand dropped to her lap.

      “Perfectly,” she said.

      “Are you going to tell me what you know?”

      She sighed. I’d never seen Tiye looked so discomfited, and even though I knew what I expected her to say, her obvious unease made me apprehensive.

      “Kassaya, I’ve told you before you are too naive,” she said at last. “Do you really think you can go around boldly asking questions?”

      “I’m hardly going around asking questions. I’m asking you, in the privacy of your own chambers.”

      “Folk here don’t ask questions.” She looked me right in the eyes and I knew this was as much of an answer as she intended to give me. For today, at least. “It’s safer that way. If you have not seen something with your own eyes, it never happened.”

      “Are you saying Ishtar didn’t really disappear because I didn’t see it?”

      “You misunderstand me, and I think you do it wilfully.”

      Tiye broke our stare and looked down at her hands in her lap. My question had disturbed her more than I expected, but I couldn’t afford to let her avoid giving me a proper answer. Of all the women I had met since I arrived, she had lived here the longest. If anyone knew what was really going on, it was Tiye.

      “I’m not trying to misunderstand you.” I leaned forward and hoped the sincerity in my tone would convince her. “Truly. I just want to know what happened to Ishtar. If you know something about it, please tell me.”

      “There is nothing to tell.”

      She finally looked at me again, her usual blank expression fixed in place. I was certain she had considered telling me the truth, but the moment had passed. What a fool I was to think we had become friends. A woman like Tiye didn’t have friends. She wouldn’t let herself. I stood to take my leave.

      “I have things to do.” My tone was colder than I intended, but at least it was better than revealing how much she had hurt me by showing that what I thought was a developing friendship was nothing more than a facade.

      “Kassaya, wait.” Tiye gestured towards the couch. “Please.”

      Reluctantly, I sat and focused on arranging my skirt over my knees so I didn’t have to look at her.

      “I know you probably think badly of me,” she said eventually. “And whether you believe it or not, I’m sorry about that. It’s funny.” Her voice changed, becoming more musing. “That is not something I ever thought I would say to another Ornament, but there is something about you that invites the truth. I think it’s your earnestness.”

      “There is nothing wrong with being earnest,” I muttered.

      Her words stung, even though she probably meant them as a compliment. But all my life I’d been told I was different from other women. Not pretty enough. Not elegant enough. Not good enough. Tiye saying I was too earnest felt like just one more instance of that. I was too naive. I asked too many questions. I was too wilful.

      “No,” she said. “There is nothing wrong with it, but it’s not a quality one sees much of around here.”

      I only shook my head. For some reason, I was about to burst into tears again. As long as I didn’t speak, I could hold them back.

      “Kassaya, there have been rumours,” Tiye said. “Rumours which I think you need to know about, and as your friend, whether that’s how you think of me or not, it behooves me to tell you.”

      “Like what?” At least I could say that much without crying.

      “About your sister.” She looked reticent now, as if she had already changed her mind about telling me.

      “What about Ishtar?”

      “Folk know she is missing.” Tiye always spoke carefully. Purposefully. Every word she said was always exactly what she meant to say, and this was no different. “And they know the two of you argued before she disappeared.”

      Did she mean the way Ishtar had said I shouldn’t mention Nebtu’s disappearance to Pharaoh? That I endangered all of us by doing such a thing? Or did she mean the more private disagreement we had in her chambers, when she asked why I hadn’t told her I was with child? Tiye looked at me steadily. I waited for her to finish, but she just gazed at me.

      “Go on,” I said at last.

      “Kassaya, there are rumours that you had something to do with Ishtar’s disappearance.”

      At first, I didn’t understand. Her words seemed to slide into the air, disappearing into the nothingness around me. It was only when she continued to wait and watch me, that they sank in.

      “Are you saying…” I stopped, but still she only looked at me. She was going to make me say it. “Do you mean folk think I killed her?”

      “Some do. Others think you told her to leave. To go home, perhaps, or somewhere else. There are other rumours, of course. More ridiculous ones.”

      “Like what?” I held her gaze, willing her to understand I wouldn’t let her get away with not telling me the truth this time. I would sit here all day if I had to.

      “That you had her sold as a slave, or sent to the gold mines in Nubia.”

      “What?” For a few moments, I was so disconcerted, I couldn’t think of any other reply, but then the words tumbled from my lips. “How would I even do such a thing? Who is saying things like that? Tell me everything you know.”

      She waved away my questions.

      “It is ridiculous,” she said. “I doubt anybody believes it. But it is well known the two of you had argued, so of course folk will talk.”

      “I want to know who is saying such things about me.”

      “Nobody you need be concerned about. It is mostly the servants. I’m sure Ornaments are talking, but not the ones who know you.”

      “So how do you know?”

      “My maids, of course.”

      “Nammu?”

      How much of it was even true if it came from Nammu? Where was she anyway? She was usually here when I came to visit with Tiye, lazing around and doing nothing much of anything.

      “Some of it.” Tiye leaned back against the couch, looking as at ease as ever. That, it seemed, was the worst of what she intended to tell me.

      “She is lying then. She blames me for her being sent here. She would do anything to make me look bad.”

      Like accusing me of theft.

      “I wouldn’t pass on anything that came from Nammu alone.” Tiye gave me a reproving look. “I asked who her sources were and sent another maid to check. Nammu said other things too, much wilder claims which I have not been able to verify. Those I assume she made up and I won’t share them.”

      I wanted to demand she tell me every last thing Nammu had said. That vexatious, spiteful shrew. Whatever she told Tiye, she had probably spread elsewhere as well. Tiye mightn’t believe her, but there would be folk who did. Folk who didn’t know what Nammu was like. But if Tiye said she wouldn’t reveal the claims she couldn’t verify, there was no point asking again.

      “Thank you for telling me.” I got to my feet. I needed to get out of here before I burst into tears. If I let myself cry now, I might never stop.

      Tiye only nodded and gestured for Henuttawy to open the door. If she thought anything of my abrupt departure, she didn’t comment on it.
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      “You look upset,” Ettu observed as we returned to my chambers.

      I had said nothing since I emerged from Tiye’s chambers, too intent on trying to keep my tears from falling. I restrained a sniffle and wondered whether to tell her. But she would probably hear the gossip herself, or Merytre would. It would be better if they heard it from me.

      “I will tell you later,” I said.

      She nodded and didn’t push.

      I knew Half wouldn’t have come back in the hour or two I had been gone — even if he already had news and had returned, he would wait until dark before he tried to get in through the gates — but I still found myself holding my breath as Merytre let us in.

      A quick glance around the sitting chamber told me Half definitely hadn’t returned. Ahmose sat in her favourite chair, a table in front of her covered with her little herb packets. Merytre shot me an assessing look as she barred the door behind us.

      “Did something happen?” she asked, glancing towards Ettu as if expecting her to already know.

      Ettu shrugged and went to pour herself some melon juice. She held up the jug to ask if I wanted any, but I shook my head. I took my favourite spot on the couch, trying to figure out how to tell them. Merytre went to let Tall out of the men’s bedchamber. He went straight to the window and stood to the side of it as he so often did. I had the irrational thought that maybe he was looking for lions. Ettu and Merytre both sat down and looked at me expectantly.

      “Go on then,” Ettu said. “What is it?”

      “Tiye told me about some rumours,” I said.

      Maybe they had already heard, but if any of them knew what I was about to say, they gave no sign of it. I wished I had more time to figure out how to say it. My thoughts were jumbled and I knew it would come out all wrong, but at least the tears seemed to have stopped. I should tell them while I could say it.

      “She said some folk blame me for Ishtar’s disappearance.” I knew it would be painful to say, but even so, the words hurt more than I expected. My eyes stung and I blinked back the tears.

      “What cheek,” Ettu said indignantly. “How dare Lady Tiye say such a thing.”

      “She is not the one saying it,” I said. “She just thought I should know. And I do appreciate her telling me.” The words came out in a rush. “I would rather know than not.”

      “Folk here are quick to gossip,” Merytre said with a shrug. “There are probably all sorts of reasons for her disappearance being discussed. Remember it wasn’t all that long ago folk were saying Lady Tiye had something to do with making certain women disappear.”

      “Nasty!” Tall said with a frown. He turned to glance at us, then returned his gaze to the window.

      “Yes, they are nasty,” Ettu said. “And very insensitive. How anyone could even think such a thing, I don’t know.”

      “Is there anything I can do about it?” I asked.

      My gaze wandered to Ahmose. She was the only one who hadn’t commented yet. She met my eyes with her usual placid look.

      “As Merytre says, folk will gossip in a place like this,” she said. “Most of them probably don’t believe it, but it gives them something exciting to share. You shouldn’t let it bother you.”

      “How do I stop it from bothering me? She is my sister, and she may be…” My voice choked as a sob burst out. “And folk think…”

      “Nobody who knows you would think such a thing,” Ettu said. “You must remember that. I can talk to your lady’s maids if you want. Make sure they know they are to refute it if they hear any such gossip. I’m sure they would do so anyway. You know they think very highly of you. They have said before you only have to tell them what you want folk to know and they will tell everyone.”

      “I won’t counter gossip with more gossip. How would that help?”

      “Because it allows you to correct the misinformation.” Ettu’s voice was stiff and I realised with a pang I had hurt her feelings.

      “I know you’re trying to help.” It was the closest I could come to an apology right now. “But I don’t like being gossiped about and I don’t want to fuel it.”

      “That is how a place like this functions, though,” she said. “Folk spread the news of what is happening, or what they want others to think is happening. There is not an Ornament here who wouldn’t take the chance to correct such gossip if it’s not what she wants people saying about her.”

      “Except me.” My cheeks felt wet and I wiped them, surprised to find I must have been crying while she was talking. So much for holding back my tears.

      “Except you,” she said.

      I had forgotten Ahmose’s presence until she cleared her throat. She fiddled with her herbs while she considered her words. She seemed to be transferring herbs from larger packets into the little ones I was more used to seeing. Perhaps she had just recently restocked, although she surely would have mentioned it if she had been able to source the special ingredient for her invisibility potion.

      “Perhaps you don’t need to involve so many folk,” she said.

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “It would only take one or two people with different information to share to refute the rumours.” Ahmose’s voice was as calm as ever.

      “I could do it,” Merytre said.

      “As could I,” Ettu added.

      “No, not you.” Merytre frowned at her. “Everyone knows how close you are to my lady. They might not believe you in the way they would believe me.”

      “You are close to her too,” Ettu pointed out. “She has only two lady’s maids who have their own chambers in her suite.”

      “That is different,” Merytre said. “You arrived with her. You’re both Babylonian. It’s clear to everyone you have a bond with her that the rest of us don’t. Folk would think you biased. Me, though. I could say just about anything and because I too have my own chamber, folk would think I have private information. They would believe me.”

      “No,” I said. “I won’t be a party to spreading gossip, especially gossip about myself.”

      Doing such a thing felt wrong. Shameful, or perhaps shameless. It would make me a person I didn’t want to be.

      Merytre shrugged and appeared unbothered. Ettu seemed to be carefully controlling her face, although the stiffness in her shoulders said she was still unhappy.

      “I will ignore it,” I said. “Unless someone asks me directly, of course. But if anyone stopped to think about it, they would surely realise it makes no sense. How would I even—” My voice broke and I stopped to compose myself. “How would I even do such a thing? How would I make a woman — any woman — disappear and cover it up? I would need…”

      “Alliances,” Ettu said. “A network.”

      “Men willing to remove a body and dispose of it,” Merytre added.

      “And I have none of that,” I said.

      “Actually, you do,” Ettu said. “You have an alliance with Lady Tiye.”

      “A network with your maids,” Merytre said.

      “And both Khaemmalu and Sutem have been willing to help us with things they shouldn’t,” Ettu concluded.

      They were right. I hadn’t realised it before. Had only been thinking about the kind of alliances Tiye must have. Mine were surely paltry compared to hers, but Ettu and Merytre were correct that I had my own alliances.

      “Surely that doesn’t mean anyone would believe I could be capable of something like…” I couldn’t make myself say it.

      “They won’t,” Ettu said. “Think of how the Ornaments reacted to the matter of Lady Tiye’s stolen jewels. You told us most of them said they never believed it of you.”

      “That was only a small group of women,” I said. “Friends of Tiye, to whom she would surely have told the truth, and they aren’t representative of what everyone else thinks.”

      “Why does everyone else matter?” Ettu asked. “There are thousands of women living in this place and I’m sure you haven’t so much as seen the faces of most of them, let alone actually met them. So why does the opinion of strangers matter so much to you?”

      “I don’t know.” Frustration surged, although I knew it was with myself rather than with her. As usual, Ettu’s comments were perfectly sensible. “It just does.”

      Ettu shrugged and went to stand next to Tall at the window. He had said nothing past that one interjection. Maybe he wasn’t even listening anymore. The matter of women’s gossip might be irrelevant to him. They were women he didn’t know, after all, and he wasn’t likely to ever meet any of them.

      As my emotions calmed, I tried to understand why I was so frustrated. It wasn’t the first time folk had gossiped about me. The theft of Tiye’s jewels was one thing, but even back in Babylon, there had been those who liked to spread rumours about me. I had always felt different to other women. Set apart from them somehow. They never liked me and were only too quick to talk when I did something they didn’t approve of, such as befriend a person they considered an outsider, like Tall or Half.

      The suggestion that I spread my own gossip wasn’t all that unreasonable, but gossip was hurtful. Hateful. I knew just how cruel it could be. I’d always hated gossip and it didn’t seem right to be the one who spread it, even if it was to benefit myself. Perhaps especially if it was to benefit myself.

      Since Ettu had started dressing like a man, she had been filled with a confidence I didn’t have and I envied her for it. She strode along the palace hallways wearing her shendyt, and paid not the slightest attention to the women who whispered and sniggered in her wake. How did she do it? And did she really not care what they thought, or was it a pretence? Either way, she certainly gave the impression she cared nothing for what they said about her.

      Tiye was the same. She guarded her position as Pharaoh’s Favourite, but she was completely unbothered about what anyone else thought of her. How did some women gain such confidence and others, like me, didn’t?

      I wished I could be more like them. Then maybe knowing that folk spread such vicious lies about me wouldn’t hurt quite so much.
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      Tiye’s comments lingered on my mind for the rest of the day. Ettu was probably right that nobody who knew me would actually believe I had anything to do with Ishtar’s disappearance. I pondered the suggestion that I let my maids spread a different tale, but couldn’t quite bring myself to do it. Surely there was a better way to manage such a situation.

      There had been no word from Half, not that I expected to hear from him until he returned, but there must be something I could do in the meantime to seek out information about Ishtar. I paced the sitting chamber as I tried to come up with a solution. There was only one thing I could think of, although it would undoubtedly stir up even more gossip. Someone needed to do it, though, and it should be me. I should have thought of it earlier.

      “I’m going to search Ishtar’s chambers,” I said.

      Ettu and Merytre had been chatting quietly while they worked on their stitching. Ahmose was relaxing in her favourite chair and Tall was at the window. They all turned to look at me.

      “Do you think Panouk will let you?” Ettu asked, setting her stitching aside.

      “Does he even need to know?” I countered. “As long as one of her maids is there to let me in, why would I need to ask him?”

      “You intend to demand her maids let you in, and then what?” she asked. “Go through her chambers? Hope to stumble on some clue that might reveal what happened to her?”

      That was exactly what I had thought, although it sounded rather daft when she said it. She would know if I lied to her, though. Searching for a truthful response, I cast my gaze around the chamber and my eyes met Ahmose’s. The look she gave me was as unperturbed as ever.

      “If you weren’t already quite certain of her fate, you wouldn’t have sent Half to Pharaoh’s palace,” she said.

      It was true, but I couldn’t let go of the idea I might find something. Some clue everyone else had missed. Something that might tell us she left of her own accord after all. I finally found an answer to Ettu’s question.

      “Yes.” I got to my feet. “That is exactly what I’m going to do. Are you coming with me?”

      Ettu sighed. “I suppose someone has to.”

      “I will,” Merytre offered.

      “We may as well both go,” Ettu said.

      At Ishtar’s chambers a short while later, Ettu rapped on the door. It was Belet-ili who answered and she gave me a frosty look.

      “My lady would like to inspect Lady Ishtar’s chambers,” Ettu said.

      Belet-ili made no move to let us in.

      “Why?” she asked.

      “In case there is something here to explain what happened to her,” I said.

      “You already know what happened,” she replied, and her tone was no less frosty than her glare. “She went to Pharaoh’s palace and she never came back.”

      “Belet-ili, I know she means a lot to you,” I said. “But she is my sister. Maybe there is nothing here to give us any information, but I have to try.”

      Her fingers twitched on the door, as if she considered letting me in.

      “Please,” I said.

      Belet-ili sighed and opened the door wider, then retreated without a word.

      I’d only been inside Ishtar’s chambers once — the time I visited her after we both fell sick while dining with Pharaoh. The time she told me she had lost her babe. I hadn’t taken much notice of the details back then, but now I studied the fine furnishings, the woven rugs and elegant tapestries. I saw nothing of my sister in her surroundings.

      Panouk had told me when I first arrived that my chambers could be redecorated in any way I wanted. I assumed he must have offered the same to Ishtar, but I saw no hand of hers in the furnishings. Perhaps her surroundings were elegant enough that she felt no need to change them. Or perhaps she never intended to be here long enough for it to matter.

      “I suppose her bedchamber would be the most logical place to start,” Ettu said.

      Belet-ili only pointed us towards a door, then went to sit down. It was clear she intended to give no aid to our search.

      “Where are the rest of Ishtar’s maids?” I asked.

      Belet-ili shrugged. “They left.”

      “Have they been reassigned?”

      Another shrug.

      “Have you told Panouk they don’t come to her chambers anymore?” I kept my tone calm and tried to hide my frustration at her unhelpfulness.

      “Why bother?” Belet-ili shot back. “Lady Ishtar is not here so it matters little whether her maids come or not.”

      I wondered why she herself was here, but didn’t ask. I had already antagonised her enough.

      Ishtar’s bedchamber was much smaller than mine and felt crowded with Ettu, Merytre and I.

      “What are we looking for?” Merytre asked.

      “Anything that might explain what happened,” I said. “Maybe something that gives us a clue as to her intentions.”

      As if we didn’t already know what had happened to her. As if she had some control over her fate. It was only as I stood here in her bedchamber that I realised why I had really come. I had thought I would sense her here. Feel some connection to her. I had thought that if my sister was still alive, I would stand in her chambers and know it. But like her sitting chamber, I felt nothing of my sister here.

      Ishtar’s bedchamber was tidy, the blanket folded on the end of the bed, and her clothes neatly laid out in storage chests. On the dresser, her cosmetics stood in orderly rows and a small crate contained her jewels. Her makeup looked much the same as mine, little clay bottles and boxes of lip colour, kohl and rouges.

      As I rummaged through her jewels, I recognised one pendant as something I had seen her wearing. Some pretty gem-studded hair clips also looked familiar. At the bottom of the crate, my fingers encountered something wrapped in linen. Inside, was a red gem, the size of a hen’s egg and polished to perfection. A silver setting surrounded it, with a cord to be worn around the neck.

      “Oh my,” Ettu said from beside me.

      At her exclamation, Merytre came to see what I had found.

      “Do you think that is from Pharaoh?” she asked.

      “It must be the gift he sent when she told him she was with child,” I said.

      He sent me a blue sapphire, although my gem was considerably smaller. So Pharaoh favoured Ishtar even in his gift. Despite the extravagance of the robin egg sized gem he gave me, I had known hers would be even grander. Before I could think too hard about it, I rewrapped the gem and tucked it into my pouch.

      “You should take all her jewels,” Ettu said. “Otherwise the administrators will, and they will give them to some other Ornament. Even if you don’t want to wear them, they might be useful in some other way.”

      We found nothing else of interest in her chambers and nothing to suggest Ishtar had planned to leave. I called Belet-ili to go through the clothing chests and see if anything was missing, but there were too many clothes, and if anything wasn’t there, she couldn’t identify them.

      “If she had planned to leave that day, surely she would have taken her jewels,” Ettu said.

      It was a sensible, and rather obvious, suggestion. Pharaoh’s gem alone would have provided her with an extravagant lifestyle. Any woman who was in possession of such a thing, and who planned to flee, would take it with her. If Belet-ili noticed the crate of jewels in Ettu’s arms as we left, she said nothing.

      On our way back to my chambers, we turned a corner and came face-to-face with Nammu.

      “Greetings, Nammu,” Ettu said in the tone she used when she was determined to be amiable.

      Nammu didn’t respond. She didn’t even look at us as she made to move around us.

      “Why are you spreading rumours that I was responsible for my sister’s disappearance?” The words came out of my mouth before I thought about it. There was no point confronting Nammu. She would neither confess, nor change her behaviour. All it would do was antagonise her.

      Nammu stopped walking and met my eyes. Her glare burned as she gave me a disdainful sniff.

      “You were always jealous of her,” she said. “Everyone could see it, even Lady Ishtar.”

      “That is nonsense.”

      It was true, though, wasn’t it? How many times had I thought about how everyone said Ishtar was the beautiful sister, the elegant one, the witty one. The one expected to marry a king.

      “I suppose you’re feeling very pleased with yourself now,” Nammu continued. “You finally got her out of the way and now you can have all the attention to yourself.”

      “Nammu, that is⁠—”

      But she was already gone, striding away down the hallway fast enough to make it clear she had no intention of conversing further with me.
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      I had noticed Tall shooting me anxious looks for several days before he finally caught me alone in the sitting chamber. Ettu had gone to put away my clean laundry which had just been delivered and I had sent Merytre for a walk so she would stop standing at the window and sighing at Sutem’s absence from her view.

      Ahmose had disappeared on some errand of her own, most likely something to do with her herbs, although I knew she probably wasn’t  trying to get more of the special one she used for the invisibility potion. It was too dangerous at the moment with the butler, Weren, sniffing around for evidence of magic use. Tall came to sit beside me and flapped his hands as he studied my face.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      He looked away, over to the other side of the chamber, and continued his flapping.

      “Tall?” I set my hand to his knee, meaning to reassure him that whatever it was, I would listen, but he let out a startled cry and jumped up. I had again forgotten he didn’t like to be touched if he wasn’t the one to initiate the contact. I must try harder to remember.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “Please come back.”

      He studied me warily, as if unsure whether he could trust me.

      “I promise I won’t do it again,” I said.

      He considered that for a few moments before returning to sit beside me.

      “Is there something you want to tell me?” My fingers itched to touch him — cover his hand perhaps — and I restrained myself.

      “Pharaoh!” he said at last. “Danger!”

      I sighed heavily. “You were trying to tell me, but I didn’t listen.”

      I met his eyes, noting the sorrow in them. How painful must it be for him to know such a thing and be unable to communicate it? I had always been rather proud I listened to him — that I didn’t assume he was an idiot because of his limited ability to communicate — but was I really any better than anyone else? Twice now, Tall had tried to tell me something important and I hadn’t listened well enough to understand him.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “Truly.”

      He looked away, nodded, flapped his hands.

      “Tall, how did you find out about Pharaoh? About the things he does.”

      His gaze darted back to meet mine ever so briefly.

      “Man!” he said.

      “A man told you?”

      He shook his head and flapped his hands faster.

      “It is all right,” I said. “Try again. How did you know?”

      His mouth worked, searching for the word he wanted, and my heart ached at how vulnerable he looked.

      “Ears,” he said at last.

      “You heard something.” I had already guessed as much.

      “Me! Idiot!”

      “Someone said something in front of you, thinking you wouldn’t understand?”

      Or perhaps they assumed he wouldn’t be able to tell anyone what he heard.

      His shoulders slumped as he nodded. His mind was no less sharp than anyone else’s and he must find such assumptions painful.

      “What can you tell me about the man you heard?” I asked. “Do you know his name?”

      “Pharaoh! Danger!”

      “Yes, I know,” I said soothingly. “I believe you, but I need you to tell me how you know.”

      “Pharaoh!” He stared intently into my eyes, as if trying to send the words straight into my mind.

      “Who told you about Pharaoh?”

      “Pharaoh!” His tone had turned to frustration now. He jumped up and paced the chamber, flapping his hands furiously. “Pharaoh! Pharaoh! Pharaoh!”

      And once again, I realised I hadn’t listened properly. I heard the words he said, but I didn’t really listen. I did what I so often did when talking with Tall: I assumed the words he managed to say were not the ones he wanted to say. But perhaps sometimes they were.

      “Tall, do you mean it was Pharaoh you heard?” I asked.

      He rushed back to sit beside me, his face hopeful now.

      “Pharaoh!” he said. “Guard! Woman!“

      Bit by bit, I managed to draw the details out of him. He had overheard Pharaoh telling one of his guards — a man Tall knew as Hori, presumably Pharaoh’s captain or his second — to remove a woman’s body. It had been some months ago, from what I could make out. Too late to have been the servant woman, Kawit, who disappeared shortly before we arrived in Egypt. So she must be another woman who had disappeared and who we had heard nothing of.

      My heart hurt at knowing Tall had tried to tell me weeks ago about the danger posed by Pharaoh. If I had listened to him, I could have warned Ishtar. I could have sent her away — not back to Babylon maybe, but somewhere else. Anywhere. She could have used Ahmose’s potion to get out of the Palace. I could have sent a message to Tall and Half to find her and go with her. Half would never have been stabbed, and Ishtar would be safe.

      But she wouldn’t have left, not willingly. Not while she was so favoured by Pharaoh and while there was talk she might edge Tiye out of her position as Favourite. Even if I had known with certainty what her fate would have been, could I really have done anything to save her? Or did I needlessly torture myself with the pretence I could have?

      “I’m sorry, “ I said again. “I didn’t listen, did I?”

      He gave me a little twisted smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes. It wasn’t just Ishtar and Half I had let down. It was Tall as well.

      “I promise I will do better,” I said.

      He nodded and looked away. His mouth worked as he tried to say something else.

      “Queen!” he said at last and gave me a sorrowful look.

      I sighed and reached for his hand, before remembering he didn’t like to be touched unexpectedly.

      “I know,” I said, clasping my hands in my lap so I wouldn’t do it again. “You tried to tell me. I didn’t listen then either.”

      “Me!”

      I studied his face, looking for some clue as to what he meant.

      “You think it’s your fault?” I asked.

      He nodded and flapped his hands.

      “Idiot!”

      “Tall, you are not an idiot, no matter what anyone says. You’re just different and folk can be cruel to those who are different. But look at you. You’re loyal and true, and those people who mock you would be lucky to have a friend half as good as you.”

      “Buddy!”

      “You’re worried about Half?”

      “Userhet! Belly!”

      “I know. I’m worried Userhet will see him too. Half will be doing everything he can to ensure he is not seen any more than necessary. You know he planned to only go out at night.”

      But folk would talk as soon as he was spotted in Pharaoh’s palace. Their departure had been sudden enough to prompt speculation that reached even Tiye. Folk would talk no less at his reappearance, and the fact that Tall hadn’t returned with him. Half’s plan had involved staying hidden as much as he could, but surely there would be people who saw him. He would learn nothing if he never spoke to anyone.

      “We must pray he is
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