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      “My lady, are you ready?”

      Sehener’s quiet question brought me back to my surroundings. I had stopped just before the Palace’s front doors, with my hand pressed to my belly. I will protect you, I promised my unborn son. He will never harm you. No matter what I have to do, no matter the cost for me, I will keep you safe. And that starts with revealing Pharaoh’s crimes.

      “Your transport is probably waiting,” Sehener continued.

      My transport to Pharaoh’s palace where I was to play senet with him.

      Show Pharaoh what the women of Babylon are made of. My mother’s words were as clear as the day she said them to me.

      “I’m ready,” I said and walked on.

      Sehener and Ettu followed me. At the front doors, the day guards, Khaemope and Karpusa, had been replaced with the night guards. One nodded a greeting while the other held the door open for me. I followed the torch-lit path to the gates. They were no more than a looming shadow in the encroaching darkness, slightly ajar in preparation for my arrival. The guards would have been told to expect me.

      I stopped so my maids could make any final adjustments they thought necessary. I wore a silvery gown which flowed over my curves and the blue sapphire from Pharaoh was heavy at my throat. I didn’t want to wear it, but there was no choice. He was incensed I wore my favourite heart-shaped gem last time. He tore it from my throat and flung it to the floor. I couldn’t afford to infuriate him like that again. From now on, I would be the perfect Ornament in his presence. In appearance, at least.

      Merytre twitched my skirt one last time to straighten it and Sehener adjusted my wig. They seemed to share a look, and Merytre glanced towards the gates, as if wondering whether the guards would hear us.

      “I wish you were permitted to take at least one maid with you,” she said.

      I only nodded, knowing we couldn’t risk saying more where the guards might hear. Meeting with Pharaoh here at the Palace of the Ornaments might be no less safe, but at least my maids could come. When I travelled to his palace, they weren’t permitted to accompany me.

      “Be safe,” Sehener murmured. “One of us will be waiting up for your return.”

      There was no point in saying I wouldn’t be back late. We all knew I had no control over when I returned. I would have to stay until Pharaoh tired of me. Anxiety twisted my belly into knots. Would he expect to lie with me? I had thought myself safe from that until my son was born, but there was no certainty.

      “Are you well?” Ettu asked. “You have suddenly gone very pale.”

      I waved away her question. I could hardly share my thought with the guards standing so close.

      “May Isis be with you,” Sehener said very quietly.

      I gave her a small smile, although it felt so tight, it probably looked more like a grimace.

      The palanquin had already arrived. Male slaves lounged nearby, waiting to carry me to Pharaoh’s palace, along with guards who came to escort me. Both slaves and guards were naked to their waists, wearing only the white shendyt favoured by the Egyptian men. Their chests and bellies were well muscled, and I averted my eyes before anyone thought I was staring. A portly man, presumably the slave master, was immersed in a loud discussion with the gate guards.

      Egyptian men wore much less than those I grew up around and seemed to feel no self-consciousness at having their bodies on display. Khaemmalu’s body was just like theirs, his chest smooth and the muscles well defined beneath his linen shirt. My cheeks heated at the thought and I ducked my head, hoping nobody would notice. Thankfully, my wig had braids which dangled to my shoulders and they fell forward to shield my face somewhat.

      “Are you ready to leave, my lady?” a guard asked.

      “Yes.”

      He led me to the palanquin and held my hand as I stepped in. It was slightly shocking to have him touch me, given the prohibitions against any male touching one of Pharaoh’s Ornaments. I assumed aiding me like this must be an exception, because he didn’t try to hide it and nobody reacted, although one slave studied me with what seemed to be a leer. I narrowed my eyes at him and he quickly looked away. The slave master followed my gaze, but apparently saw nothing amiss.

      I settled myself on the cushioned bench and smoothed my skirt so it didn’t wrinkle. The slave master barked an instruction and the slaves promptly gathered around the palanquin. I clutched the sides as they lifted it onto their shoulders and we set off.

      The streets were still busy, presumably folk heading home after work or on their way to do some chore like collecting water. A group of skinny children — three boys and a girl — watched as we passed. I gave them a little wave and the girl’s mouth dropped open.

      What would it be like to be a peasant girl, standing in the street as a finely-dressed woman passed in her palanquin? Did she wonder who I was? Did she dare think she had seen a princess, or even a queen, or did she assume I was merely a noble woman?

      The possibility she might think me a queen swiftly brought me back to reality. I came to this country thinking I would be queen. A natural assumption given I was sent to marry Pharaoh. It was only later, after my sister arrived, that I learned my father knew all along I wouldn’t be queen. He just never told me, and neither did Ishtar.

      Immersed in thoughts about what had led me to Egypt, the journey passed quickly. Before I knew it, the slaves lowered the palanquin and a guard stepped forward to help me out. He led me through the palace to a hallway lined with more guards. This was a familiar sight to me by now and clearly signalled my destination.

      As I strode past the row of guards, I spotted the one who helped me back to my palanquin after Pharaoh lay with me. I had been distressed and he was kind to me. He gave me an almost imperceptible nod.

      The guard at the door ran his hands down my body to check for concealed weapons. Even this was something I had become accustomed to, although no man had ever touched me in such a way before, even Khaemmalu. Or, rather, he hadn’t yet. The guard finished his inspection of me, then opened the door and gestured for me to enter.

      The chamber was spacious and well appointed, with thick rugs covering the mud brick floor and elegant tapestries on the walls. It wasn’t the banquet hall I had dined in with Pharaoh and his queen, Isis, but a smaller, more intimate, chamber. In its centre stood a table with two chairs. A senet board was already set out on the table, the playing pieces stacked neatly on each side.

      The serving woman wore the usual attire of the women who attended Pharaoh, which was to say, not much at all. Her woven girdle covered nothing other than a thin strip of skin at her waist. I kept my gaze on her face and pretended I didn’t see her nakedness. It got easier every time.

      “Wine, my lady?” she asked.

      “Please.”

      She brought me a goblet and I wandered around the chamber, looking at the tapestries covering the walls. The first to catch my eye was a lioness who was depicted as almost life-sized. She seemed to look right at me, and although I wasn’t particularly good at stitching, I could tell the tapestry was finely made. Her coat looked so real, I was tempted to touch it and see if I could run my fingers through her fur.

      “That is Sekhmet, my lady.”

      I turned to find the serving woman watching me from her station, which was a bench laid out with an assortment of wines and goblets. None of the women who attended Pharaoh had ever spoken to me before other than to offer wine or food, and I was surprised she had volunteered even that much.

      “It is very fine work,” I said.

      “My grandmother stitched it.” Her voice was proud.

      “Sekhmet is a goddess, as I understand,” I said. “Did your grandmother worship her?”

      “Yes, she had a very strong affinity with Sekhmet.”

      “Isn’t she supposed to be…” My voice trailed away as I realised that calling the goddess her grandmother had worshipped savage or violent might be offensive. All I knew of Sekhmet was the tale about how she drank a river of blood.

      “I can see how she might be misunderstood from a foreigner’s perspective,” the woman said. “We call her The One Before Whom Evil Trembles. She is a fierce protector of those she loves.”

      “I know little about her,” I admitted.

      “You are drawn to her, though, aren’t you?” the woman asked.

      Surprised, I shot her a look back over my shoulder. Of course, she wouldn’t suspect I saw lions everywhere at the moment.

      “Yes,” I said. “How did you know?”

      “Perhaps she has a message for you,” she said. “If you feel Sekhmet seeks you, you should pay attention.”

      Before I could reply, the door opened and two guards swept through. Their presence signalled Pharaoh’s imminent arrival, which meant I would have no further opportunity to question the serving woman. She might hold a piece of the puzzle I was trying to put together, but I would probably never see her again.
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      The guards finished their inspection, then Pharaoh entered. Each time I saw him, I looked for some sign of his crimes. A shadow of guilt on his face, or a nervousness about him. But, of course, Pharaoh was above the law. He wouldn’t see his actions as crimes.

      He wore the usual shendyt, with a blue linen shirt that did little to disguise his enormous belly. His fingers were laden with heavy rings and the wide lapis lazuli collar around his neck looked uncomfortably tight.

      He never even glanced at me as he lumbered over to the table with the senet board and planted his substantial behind on a chair. The serving woman hurried to offer him wine and I noticed she was careful to stay out of range of grasping hands. Perhaps she had attended him previously. She waited until Pharaoh drained the goblet she handed him and held it up to be refilled. Yes, she had definitely served him before. It was only once he had a full goblet in his hand again that he finally looked at me.

      “The Babylonian,” he said.

      I swallowed my irritated retort, set my wine on the floor, and lay on my belly. Surely he remembered which of his many Ornaments he had invited to play with him? I dined with him not that long ago, me and Hilde. Had he already forgotten my name again?

      “Yes, yes,” he said.

      I got to my feet and gave him a bland smile, trying with everything in me to conceal my hatred.

      “Thank you for inviting me, my lord,” I said.

      He glanced towards the spare chair and I guessed it was intended as an indication that I was to sit. Even as I straightened my skirt over my knees, Pharaoh had already made his first move. He crossed his arms over his chest and leaned back.

      I hesitated, considering my options. There were several potential moves I could make, one of which would block his piece.

      “Do you not know how to play?” he asked, already irritable, even though it had been my turn for no more than a few moments. Surely he expected I might need time to consider my options.

      I moved a playing piece, not the one that would have blocked his.

      “Of course, my lord,” I said. “I was merely trying to decide.”

      “Well, don’t take so long about it next time.” His hand was already on a playing piece.

      We traded turns back and forth in silence. I tried not to think about Ishtar. Tried not to imagine his hands around her slender neck. Her body still and limp after he was finished with her. A fierce desire to accuse him of murder rose within me until I had to clamp my mouth shut for fear I would blurt it out. I had no idea what he would do to me if I did, but it definitely wouldn’t be pleasant. And there was nobody here who would stand up for me. The serving woman certainly wouldn’t, and nor would his own guards. I pushed thoughts of Ishtar away and tried to concentrate on the game.

      There came a point where I saw a way I might win. Mindful of Tiye’s advice that Pharaoh must always win, I ignored it and moved a different piece. If a novice like myself could spot the error in his game, Pharaoh must be a terrible player. The realisation surprised me. I had thought a living god would be better at his most favoured pastime.

      His next move blocked the route I had seen. He grunted and looked pleased with himself, no doubt thinking it was his prowess that prevented my win. He probably couldn’t imagine a scenario in which he won by anything other than his own skill.

      The urge to speak became overwhelming and I searched for a topic that wouldn’t infuriate him. Not my sister. Not Tiye’s plan to replace him with her son.

      “Have you heard from my father lately?” I asked.

      “The Babylon alliance,” he muttered absently.

      I waited, but he said nothing else.

      “My father is Marduk-apla-iddina,” I said at last.

      “Yes, yes. All is well with the alliance.”

      “And my father?”

      He gave me a quizzical look.

      “Is my father well?” I asked. “I have not heard from him for some time.”

      “I wouldn’t know.” His tone was rather short now. “We do not discuss such things.”

      He knew nothing about the health of his best ally? I restrained the huff that wanted to come out of my mouth and searched for a different topic since Pharaoh would make no effort at conversation. But he surprised me.

      “I see you wore my gift this time.” He sounded snide now, a clear indication he remembered my insult in not wearing it when I dined with him.

      So maybe he hadn’t forgotten who I was, after all. Perhaps it was a pretence. A reminder I was so far beneath him, I was hardly worth his effort to remember. Did he even recall my sister, or was she already forgotten, just another faceless woman he disposed of once he had tired of her?

      “Yes.” I searched for an appropriately grateful response. “It was very generous of you.”

      He huffed and moved one of his pieces.

      “I suppose you think your babe might be my heir,” he said.

      I stared at him blankly for a moment. Why would he say such a thing?

      “I know you already have an heir,” I said.

      He laughed. “Yes, everyone knows, but still every Ornament thinks her child will replace my heir. He won’t, you know.”

      “I didn’t expect such a thing.”

      I could hardly tell him I had entertained the thought, however briefly. I fastened my gaze on the game board and tried not to think about Tiye’s plan to put her own son on the throne.

      “Even if my son, Ramses, were to go to the West, I have many other sons from many other women,” he said. “Women who I favour more than you.”

      He shot me a disparaging look. My cheeks heated at his blatant acknowledgement of how little I meant to him. Not that I had thought anything else. Who would expect a man with thousands of “wives” to remember any more than a handful of favourites, let alone care for them?

      “I wouldn’t choose your son even if I had no other sons left alive,” he said.

      He was deliberately being cruel. There was no other reason he would say that.

      “After all,” he continued. “You aren’t even beautiful. I can hardly nominate an heir from a woman who isn’t beautiful. You are not like your sister. It should have been her your father sent to me.”

      I froze. Surely he didn’t say what I thought he did. I must have misheard.

      “My lord— ” I started, but he cut me off.

      “You know you are not as beautiful as her, don’t you?” he asked.

      I stammered. How could he talk about her like this? Had we been wrong about Ishtar’s fate? Did she leave after all? Or had she meant so little to him that he had already forgotten he killed her?

      Pharaoh’s face turned an interesting shade of red, and I jumped as he swept the pieces from the board, sending them tumbling to the floor.

      “Answer when I ask you a question,” he yelled. Spittle flew from his mouth, landing on my hand. “I am Pharaoh. I do not repeat myself.”

      Still, no words came to my lips. All I could do was stare at him.

      He let out a roar, then shoved the table. It toppled to the floor with a crash.

      He took a step towards me and suddenly my body unfroze. I fled across the chamber. The door was heavy and my hands trembled. I pounded on it.

      “Let me out,” I cried.

      The door opened, only by a couple of hands’ widths, but it was enough to push my way through, past the guards who showed no surprise at my panicked departure. I ran down the hallway. If the guards even looked at me as I fled, I never noticed. They did nothing to stop me and that was all that mattered.

      At the end of the hallway, I couldn’t remember whether to go left or right. I chose at random and kept running.
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      I tore along the hallway with no sense of direction. The only thought in my head was to get away. As I ran, I remembered Neferu’s strange pendant. An Eye of Horus she called it, and she had gifted me one. I never wore it around my neck as she did, but kept it in my pouch. Filled with a sudden need to hold the amulet, I fumbled for it as I ran.

      Behind me, a voice called out.

      “My lady!”

      My foot slipped out of my sandal, causing me to stumble. I almost fell, but caught myself on the wall at the last moment. The amulet fell from my trembling fingers.

      No time to stop. He would catch me if I did.

      Abandoning both amulet and sandal, I ran.

      Panicked breaths.

      Somebody right behind me.

      Heart too fast. Can’t breathe.

      “My lady, wait.”

      My skirt tangled around my legs. The other sandal slipping off.

      A hand grabbed my arm, yanking me to a stop.

      I let out a sob. Tried to pull myself from his grasp.

      “My lady, please. Stop. I’m not trying to hurt you.”

      He had me by both arms, holding me firmly. I stopped struggling. There was no point. He was too strong and I couldn’t get away. I needed my pendant. Neferu said it would protect me, but it was gone. What would protect me now?

      “Stop,” he said more firmly. “I am trying to help you.”

      The haze finally cleared from my gaze and I found myself looking up at the guard who had helped me the first time I visited Pharaoh at his palace.

      Of course it wouldn’t have been Pharaoh who chased after me. He could barely walk across the chamber without panting, and he would never call me “my lady”.

      “Can you hear me?” the guard asked.

      He still held me by the arms and sudden awareness of the risk, to both him and me, filtered into my mind.

      “I hear you,” I said. “You should let go.”

      His hands quickly dropped and he took a step back, although he still watched me with an intensity that suggested he expected me to flee.

      It was only now I realised we were in an area of the palace I had never seen before. The hallway here was tiled with a green and blue mosaic, and a pretty pond beneath an open expanse of roof provided a peaceful setting for reflection. When my gaze returned to the guard, he was studying me with a frown.

      “What happened in there?” he asked.

      “I made him angry,” I said. “I thought…”

      My voice broke and tears welled. I blinked them away, not wanting to cry in front of him, no matter how kind he seemed.

      “You thought what?” His tone was gentle. There was something about him that made me feel like it was all right to tell him. Like I was safe with him.

      “I thought he would kill me,” I said.

      He exhaled, a long breath that wasn’t quite a sigh, then shook his head.

      “Come,” he said. “Let’s get you out of here. We will go through a back entrance in case he has guards watching for you at the front. Here.”

      He held out my sandal and the amulet, but didn’t wait for me to put them on. I hurried after him, clutching both items.

      “You think he would?” I asked as I caught up.

      What had I been thinking? If I hadn’t mentioned my father, Pharaoh  probably wouldn’t have remembered my sister, and I shouldn’t have antagonised him by fleeing. I should have stayed and taken whatever punishment he gave me for making him angry. Even if I got out of his palace safely, he had only to send someone to fetch me. They could drag me from my chambers and nobody would raise a finger to stop them. Merytre had heard of women being taken from their chambers. Perhaps this was how it happened. They angered Pharaoh, then fled, and he sent men to bring them back.

      “I don’t know.” He didn’t look at me as he spoke, but seemed to be occupied in scanning our surroundings.

      He led me through various hallways, past folk who were all occupied with their own business. A few cast curious glances in my direction, but most paid no attention. Perhaps the sight of an unknown woman being escorted through the palace was no uncommon thing. We were alone as we reached a particular door. Still, the guard glanced up and down the hallway before he opened it and ushered me outside.

      “You saw nothing,” he muttered to the two guards flanking the door.

      They both nodded.

      “Of course,” one said.

      “This way, my lady.” He set off across a paved expanse. “It is rather a long walk, I’m afraid. We will circle the palace and go to where your palanquin should be.”

      “Should be?” Already puffing from the effort of keeping up with him, I paused to kick off my other sandal and snatch it from the ground. I could move faster with no shoes than with one.

      “It is possible your transport has been dismissed,” he said. “There may be guards stationed there to watch for you.”

      “To take me back to Pharaoh?”

      What would he do to me? Have me apprehended? Imprisoned? Or worse?

      “You need not be afraid,” he said. “I won’t let anything happen to you.”

      “Why are you helping me?”

      I studied his profile as we walked. The moon was full tonight, providing enough light to make out his features. A strong chin, a rather prominent nose. Shaved head, like most men here.

      “Khaemmalu asked me to watch out for you.” He glanced at me briefly, as if to gauge my reaction.

      “You are the friend he mentioned.” The one who suspected Pharaoh’s captain and second disposed of bodies for him.

      “Khaemmalu is like my brother. There is nothing I wouldn’t do for him.”

      “He said the same about you.”

      “He wants you safe,” he said. “He asked that I get you out of the palace if you were in any danger. There is a place — a safe place — I am to take you if that happens. He will find you there.”

      “Is that where we are going now?”

      “It depends on whether your transport is where it should be,” he said. “If it is, then I think you are safe enough. For now. He usually forgets his anger quickly. You should take care not to cross him again, though. I think you are aware of the risks.”

      “I am.”

      We walked in silence for a while. The grounds looked much the same as what I was accustomed to. Paved paths, meticulous flower beds, grassy expanses, and numerous shady trees. Everything perfect, every last blade of grass cut to the exact right height to blend evenly with the others. To see such perfection, nobody would guess the dark secrets this place contained.

      “I am sorry about your sister.” His voice was stiff now. “I would have helped her if I could, but we were sent away that night.”

      “Khaemmalu told me. Thank you for helping me tonight. I don’t know what I would have done otherwise.”

      “You seem like a resourceful woman,” he said as we rounded the corner of the palace. “I see why Khaemmalu is so enamoured with you.”

      “He is?” My cheeks were hot and I hoped he couldn’t see my blush in the moonlight. “Has he said that?”

      “He doesn’t need to. I have known him most of my life. The look on his face when he talks about you, I have never seen him like that before.”

      I was so intent on his words that I wasn’t paying attention to where I stepped and caught my toe as we crossed back onto a path. He was quick to grab my arm before I fell. My toe throbbed, but I kept moving. A sore toe was of little consequence right now.

      “I don’t even know your name,” I said.

      “Bebi. At your service, my lady.”

      “You can call me Kassaya. I hardly think we need such formality given the circumstances.”

      “Lady Kassaya, then. It wouldn’t be proper for me to call you anything else.”

      We said little after that. I was too busy trying to keep up with him to have any breath left for conversation. The palanquin was indeed where it should be, and the slaves lounged nearby on the grass. Their master spotted me approaching and shouted for them to get up. By the time Bebi and I reached them, they were arranged around the palanquin, ready to lift it onto their shoulders and carry me away.

      “I think you will be fine from here,” Bebi murmured to me. “I will follow a little distance behind you. Don’t be afraid. If something happens on the way, I will be there.”

      “Thank you,” I said. “You are a good friend to Khaemmalu.”

      He gave me a little bow and hurried away. To anyone who had not heard his words, it looked like he headed back to his post. I assumed he would wait somewhere nearby to follow me at an inconspicuous distance.

      It was only once I was settled in the palanquin that I realised I should have asked Bebi if he remembered anything else about the night Ishtar disappeared. He could hold the clue to her location without even realising. I no longer had any hope she might be found alive, but I would dearly like to know where her body lay. I had yet to write to my father, and although the news I must send would break his heart, he would surely want to know where she was.
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      My body was tight with tension as I returned to the Palace, but knowing Bebi followed gave me some reassurance. I didn’t let myself look back to see if I could spot him. The slave master might get suspicious and he would probably report anything odd in my behaviour to the administrators. Besides, if Bebi’s training was anything like Khaemmalu’s, I would never see him unless he wanted me to. But even knowing Bebi watched over me, I still strained to hear any sound of pursuit.

      We reached the Palace without incident. The slaves lowered the palanquin and a guard came to help me out. Back within the gates, I meandered along the torch-lit path that led to the Palace, hoping Khaemmalu would be nearby. After such a disastrous evening, I craved the luxury of a little time with him. I was only halfway to the front doors when a bush rustled.

      “Come,” came his whisper.

      I could see nothing within the confines of the shrubbery, but his hand found mine and he led me on. We reached a clearing where a little moonlight made its way between the branches, and there we stood face-to-face, his fingers still holding mine, our bodies no more than a hand’s width apart.

      “Did something happen?” he asked. “You look upset.”

      I hesitated, wondering how much to share with him, but Bebi would probably tell him anyway and then Khaemmalu would wonder why I had kept it from him. I already held so many secrets. I didn’t want to keep another from the man I loved if it wasn’t necessary.

      “He asked if I knew I wasn’t as beautiful as Ishtar,” I said. “When I took too long to answer, he grew angry. He threw the senet board on the floor, then tipped over the table. I thought…”

      My throat choked and I stopped to compose myself. Khaemmalu’s hand tightened around mine, but he said nothing, only waited for me to continue.

      “I thought he would kill me,” I said at last. “I fled. I got lost, but your friend found me. Bebi. He helped me get back to the palanquin and said he would follow to make sure I got here safely.”

      “I asked him to watch out for you.”

      “He told me.”

      “Are you well?” His voice was husky now.

      “Well enough. I was scared. I honestly thought⁠—”

      A sob burst out of me. Khaemmalu released my hand and for a moment I mourned the loss of contact, but then he wrapped his arms around me and drew me against his chest. For a few moments, the rest of the world disappeared. All I knew was his arms around me, his body warm against mine, his breath near my ear, steady and unhurried.

      “He was wrong to say you aren’t as beautiful as your sister,” he murmured. “I have always thought you far more beautiful.”

      Tears came to my eyes, although I couldn’t have said whether it was because of his compliment or the mention of Ishtar.

      “You don’t need to say such a thing,” I said against his chest. His thin linen shirt did nothing to stop the heat of his body from reaching me as I breathed in his scent. “I always knew she was more beautiful than me. She was the elegant daughter, the witty one. Everyone knew she would marry an important man. I’m just the younger daughter. Her sister. Nobody special.”

      “That is far from true,” Khaemmalu said. “Your beauty is more striking than hers, and there is a genuineness and a kindness to you that I never saw in her.”

      I was thankful he couldn’t see my tears with my face pressed against his chest. Nobody had ever thought me to be the special one before. He held me for a few moments longer, then his hands slid down my arms to capture my fingers.

      “You should go,” he said. “The longer we are here, the greater the risk of someone seeing us.”

      I left reluctantly. The heat of his hands on me lingered as I hurried along the path and through the Palace. At my chambers, I knocked and Ettu let me in. It took her no more than a glance to realise something was wrong.

      “What happened?” she asked.

      I sank onto a couch, thankful everyone else had already retired to their bedchambers, and tried to find the words to explain. It came out haltingly. Ettu’s face showed her horror.

      “Thank Marduk Khaemmalu’s friend was there,” she said.

      “I thought you didn’t believe in Marduk anymore.”

      She shot me an aggrieved look and I regretted my comment.

      “Maybe…” Ettu’s voice trailed away.

      I waited, but she said nothing else.

      “Go on,” I said

      She spoke with obvious reluctance. “Maybe you should leave. Ahmose can surely get more of the herb she needs for her special potion, or Khaemmalu might have a way of getting you out of the gates. You could take your jewels. They were given to you, so I think they are yours to do as you want with them, and they are valuable enough that you could go wherever you wish.”

      “By myself? I can’t even imagine doing such a thing.”

      I would have to leave the country if I fled the Palace. A lengthy sea voyage to a destination which would be just as foreign to me as Egypt originally was. Another new country to adapt to, one in which I didn’t even speak the language this time. Ahmose had taught us Egyptian on our journey from Babylon, and although I wasn’t very fluent when we arrived, I had grown increasingly comfortable with it in the months since then.

      “I would come with you,” Ettu said.

      But the look on her face said she offered with reluctance. I knew why. If I fled, there would be no time to get a message to Half to come with us. He was somewhere in Pharaoh’s palace, searching for confirmation of Ishtar’s fate. I couldn’t ask Ettu to leave the man she loved.

      My purpose in being here was to prevent war between Egypt and Babylon. How could I risk the safety of a whole country for my own sake? My father sent me here for a reason and it seemed all I could do was make the best of the situation.
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      As my maids bathed and dressed me the next morning, I was so absorbed in my thoughts that I hardly noticed their attentions. Was Pharaoh still angry about last night? Would he send a messenger to summon me? Had anyone seen me with Bebi and would that cause problems for him?

      Then there was both Khaemmalu and Ettu’s comments that I should leave. But how could I? Even if I pretended the fate of the alliance didn’t matter to me, how could I flee alone? Khaemmalu’s sister lived here in Thebes and she was his only family. And neither Ettu nor Tall would want to leave without Half, anymore than I would want to leave him behind. I doubted Tall would leave Sehener either, and Merytre was newly married to Sutem. Ahmose was the only one of my closest companions who didn’t have anyone to keep her here. She might, perhaps, come with me. But if I fled, would those who stayed behind suffer some retribution from the administrators?

      There were also my fledging friendships with other Ornaments to consider. Tiye, for one. She was not an easy woman to get to know, but she had started to show me some of her real self lately. Henutmire, who I often broke my fast with in the dining chamber. She had proven herself to be a compassionate woman, and she was one of the few who didn’t try to pretend Ishtar had returned to Babylon as the administrators claimed. Gilukhipa, Ineni and Neferu. I didn’t know any of them well, but they had been welcoming to me, and I had thought that, with time, we would become friends. I had never had female friends before and I was reluctant to give up that opportunity.

      What would the rest of my maids think if I fled? They held me in high regard, or at least I had been told they did. Mutnofret, Hemetre, Ipu, Khensa, Nebetah, Tuya. Abar was the only exception. I had sought information about her sister for her — and it cost me a treasured hairbrush — but when we found out Atahar had disappeared, Abar blamed me for not acting soon enough. She seemed to think I had far more power than I did.

      Ettu’s voice broke into my thoughts.

      “Where is Abar?” she asked, as if she knew I was thinking about the girl.

      “I haven’t seen her today,” Nebetah said.

      “She sleeps in the same dormitory as me,” Ipu said. “But I don’t think she came to bed last night.”

      “Has anyone seen her since yesterday morning?” Ettu’s tone was sharp now.

      Nobody had.

      “Is something wrong?” I asked.

      Abar had never failed to attend me with the rest of my maids, but she was very distressed yesterday when I told her that her sister was believed to have died. She would be even more upset if she knew I saw Atahar at the House of Life some
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