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      “Princess! Quick! Father!”

      Tall’s voice echoed down the stone hallway. My tutor stopped mid-speech and glared down his nose at me.

      “It would seem Father has summoned me,” I said.

      I rose from my cushion on the stone floor, inelegant as my sandals tangled in my tunic, sending me pitching forward into my tutor’s arms. He thrust me back away from him, swift to move lest anyone see me in his embrace and came to the wrong conclusion. Tall’s voice retreated down the hallway as he passed our chamber.

      “Tall,” I called after him. “I am here.”

      He ran back to me.

      “Quick!” He flapped his hands near his face to express the urgency of the summons. “Chaos! Uproar!”

      “Come on then,” I said. “You can tell me on the way.”

      “Father!” he said, trotting beside me as I strode down the hallway.

      If he had any other name, Tall had long forgotten it. Most people regarded him as a simpleton and he was often the butt of jokes, but to me it seemed his mind was no less sharp than mine. He just didn’t have the ability to express his thoughts in anything more than single words. However, once I became accustomed to his manner of speaking, I found I could understand him perfectly well.

      “Do you know why Father has summoned me?” I asked.

      His hands flapped again, the thing he always did when he was anxious.

      “Uproar! Sister!”

      “Oh dear, is she injured?”

      “Disaster!”

      My older sister, Ishtar, was the perfect daughter. The beautiful one. The one who walked elegantly and sang sweetly and always had a witty comment ready. Our father thought she was practically the incarnation of the goddess Ishtar for whom she was named, she was so lovely. I, on the other hand, was clumsy and graceless, my face was plain, I couldn’t sing to save my life, and I was more interested in learning about history and politics than trading clever banter with potential suitors. I was a constant disappointment to our father who had hoped for two perfect daughters to marry off.

      Although Ishtar was only fifteen years old, Father had already arranged a marriage for her. Tomorrow she would leave for Egypt, sailing away with a flotilla of ships bearing gifts for her intended husband. She was to marry Pharaoh and be his queen. Any excitement I might have felt for her was marred by my sadness at knowing I would never see her again.

      As for me, our father had yet to negotiate a suitable marriage, even though I was only a year younger than Ishtar. It seemed no man wanted me for his wife, although I was a princess and daughter of the Great and Mighty Marduk-apla-iddina of Babylon.

      We reached Father’s audience chamber and Tall stopped at the door, his hands flapping.

      “Here!” he said.

      “It is all right. You don’t have to come in with me.”

      “Safe!”

      “Yes, yes, I will be perfectly safe.”

      Sometimes Tall couldn’t find the right word to express himself. I doubted he thought I would be in danger within Father’s audience chamber, but perhaps he thought I would be afraid without him. Whatever had happened must be dire indeed.

      “Wait here for me.” I patted his arm, checked my tunic hung neatly, and entered the chamber.

      Even if Tall hadn’t warned me, I would have known something was wrong. There were fewer people in here than usual, just Father’s personal guards who surrounded his throne as always, his most favoured administrator, and a handful of servants. There were no other administrators or scribes, messenger boys or folk who had brought a case for Father’s adjudication.

      Ishtar knelt in front of Father, her forehead pressed to the mosaic tiles. Her shoulders shook as she sobbed. Father sat with his arms crossed and a look of distinct displeasure on his face. Even in his aggravation, he still sat with his back straight and his head high. His curly black beard was immaculately groomed as always. Anyone who saw him would know he was an important man, even if they didn’t recognise him as their king. Father’s gaze shot straight to me.

      “Kassaya,” he said. “You took your time.”

      “Father, I apologise if I kept you waiting. I was at a lesson with my tutor. I came as soon as Tall found me.”

      I knelt and pressed my forehead to the floor like Ishtar. The tiles were cool and smooth, variegated shades of purple which spread out like a sun from Father’s throne.

      “I sent twelve servants in search of you,” Father said. “Why is it always the idiot who is the only one able to locate you?”

      I said nothing. I knew Father well enough to know the words were more observation than question. Beside me, Ishtar still sobbed quietly.

      “Kassaya, you may rise,” Father said.

      I held my tunic away from my sandals as I got to my feet. Father did not seem to be in a mood that would tolerate me tripping and sprawling in front of his throne. Ishtar stayed where she was, her forehead pressed to the floor. She would not dare to rise until Father bid her.

      “As you know,” Father said, “your sister was supposed to depart for Egypt tomorrow.”

      I glanced down at Ishtar’s shaking shoulders. Supposed to depart? Had Pharaoh changed his mind about taking a princess of Babylon as his queen? Had he died or fallen grievously ill?

      “Your sister, it seems, had no intention of obeying my wishes,” Father said.

      I blinked in surprise, but managed to keep my mouth shut. This was not the time for questions. Father would tell me what had happened, or he wouldn’t and I would get it out of Ishtar later.

      “She has gone and gotten herself with child.” Father’s voice was cold.

      Ishtar had a secret lover? Why would she risk the alliance with Egypt for a dalliance with a man she would never see again and who would likely forget her as soon as she sailed away? A chill washed over me as I realised the implication for myself.

      Father could hardly send a pregnant bride to Pharaoh.

      Nor would he risk offending Babylon’s most powerful ally by breaking an agreement already made.

      If Ishtar could not go to Egypt, another daughter of Marduk-apla-iddina would be sent in her place.

      Marduk-apla-iddina had five sons, but he had only one other daughter.

      Me.
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      “You depart at dawn,” Father said. “Go prepare yourself. The maids who were intended to accompany your sister will go with you. My administrator will attend you in your bedchamber shortly to receive a list of anyone else you wish to take. All other arrangements remain unchanged. ”

      Ishtar sobbed even harder. The loss of her favourite maids would be a bitter blow to her. She had personally selected each of the women who attended to her and sometimes I felt she loved them better than she loved me.

      I swallowed down my dismay and bowed low, then left before any unwise words could escape my mouth. Father was not the sort of man one argued with. Once he had made a proclamation — whatever it was — obedience was the only option.

      Tall was gone when I exited the audience chamber. Perhaps a guard found him lingering in the hallway and chased him away. I hurried to my bedchamber, seeing nothing of the long hallways lined with potted plants, their walls tastefully decorated with frescoes from the finest artists. I reached my chamber just in time to close the door before a tear rolled down my cheeks. I scrubbed it away and sniffled. I would not cry. Father hadn’t raised me to snivel. This was what he required of me and I would do my duty with my head held high. I, Kassaya, daughter of Marduk-apla-iddina, would sail to Egypt and marry Pharaoh. I would be his queen.

      The door opened and my mother slipped inside.

      “Kassaya,” she said and held out her arms to me.

      My resolve not to cry crumbled and I flung myself into her arms. I would never see my mother again. Egypt was a long way from Babylon and even if Pharaoh took me with him when he travelled to war, it was unlikely I would ever come here. After all, my marriage was intended to prevent any possibility of war with the Egyptians. I was the payment to strengthen our alliance. The sacrifice of my happiness would be of little consequence in Father’s opinion.

      As my tears abated, Mother brushed a hair from my cheek. She was as composed as ever. Always the perfect queen, Mother wouldn’t shed a tear of regret over one of Father’s rulings, even in private.

      “I expected to lose a daughter tomorrow,” she said. “I suppose it hardly matters which one it is.”

      My tears returned at her words.

      “You must do your father proud, my child,” Mother said. “Show Pharaoh what the women of Babylon are made of. Do not cry or plead or disobey him. Give him as many sons as you can and do it with a smile on your face. Show Pharaoh that Babylon is a strong and worthy ally. And always remember, dear child, that one day a son of a princess of Babylon will be Pharaoh of Egypt.”

      “Yes, Mother.”

      I could hardly ask what she knew about Ishtar’s pregnancy after such a speech. Surely Ishtar hadn’t meant to disobey Father. Surely her pregnancy was an accident.

      Mother patted my cheek and smiled at me.

      “Farewell, Daughter,” she said.

      She left quickly, but not before I saw her eyes fill with tears. So it seemed Mother did cry, even if she pretended to be unbothered by Father’s decision.

      The door closed and my tears came again. I hastily wiped them away in case Mother came back. Show Pharaoh that Babylon is a strong and worthy ally, she had said. And I would be queen. That was something I never expected. It was always Ishtar who was supposed to be queen of somewhere. We both grew up knowing that as the oldest and prettiest daughter, she would make the most favourable marriage. But now she would stay here in Babylon and it was me who would travel over the seas to be a queen.

      I went to the window and looked out at the view I would never again see. Dur-Kurigalzu — my father’s stronghold — sprawled before me. Beyond that lay Babylon. To my right, just visible at the edge of my window, stood the Great Temple, its stepped sides rising high into the sky, casting welcome shade over the buildings that crouched at its base. Over it all stretched an endless blue sky, the sun a fierce ball of flame that teased the horizon. A gentle breeze kissed my cheeks, drying the tears I hadn’t noticed were falling again. Babylon, city of my birth, and the place I had never thought to leave. A knock sounded on the door and I wiped my eyes.

      “Enter,” I called.

      The door opened and Father’s administrator came in, followed by two scribes. The administrator was a short, stocky man with a black beard that fell to halfway down his chest. He gave me a brief bow, then gestured for the scribes to set up their writing stations. The two men dropped to their knees and positioned their little wooden tables in front of them, on which they set reed styluses and fresh blocks of wet clay.

      “Your Father instructs you to name those you wish to accompany you,” the administrator said.

      He waited, clearly expecting me to have already decided. My mind whirled. This decision needed careful thought, but I couldn’t send the man back to Father without the list he expected.

      “Tall,” I said. I was his only friend and without me, he would endure nothing but scorn and mockery. “Also Half.”

      Half was so named because he stood barely half as high as a man. Folk in the palace were cruel to those who were different. Some called him Halfwit and joked they would need two of him to make a whole man, even though like Tall, Half’s mind was as sharp as anyone’s. I wondered sometimes what folk said of me behind my back, given my tendency to befriend those who were considered outcasts.

      “Your tutor?” the administrator asked as the scribes pressed their reeds into the soft clay to make the necessary cuneiform symbols to record my words.

      I hesitated. The man was a valuable source of information about politics, history and geography, but he was also scathing towards both Tall and Half. The people I took with me should be those who would be allies. Friends in a foreign land. I could not see my tutor becoming my friend.

      “No,” I said. “But find me someone who speaks Egyptian and who is knowledgable in their history and customs. A woman if possible.”

      Ishtar had been tutored in the Egyptian language far more extensively than I had. I supposed Father had long planned her grand marriage would be to Pharaoh. I could greet an Egyptian in their own speech and if they spoke slowly enough I could understand some of what they said. But if I was to be queen, I needed fluency in their language and I wanted to understand the people I would rule over. I would pass the weeks of the journey to Egypt by learning everything I could.

      “Do you wish any of your maids to accompany you?” the administrator asked. “Your father suggests they transfer to your sister since hers will be travelling with you.”

      From the way he worded it, I understood Father had already made the decision.

      “That will be satisfactory,” I said.

      I wouldn’t be sorry to leave behind those chattering gossips. I fled their intrusion as much as possible, dressing myself early before they arrived and pretending I had lessons even when I didn’t to give me a reason to escape them. Ishtar’s maids would be no better, but perhaps customs would be different in Egypt. Perhaps I would not be expected to tolerate a contingent of women who had nothing to do other than fix my face, arrange my hair, and gossip about everything they saw. Once I was queen, I wouldn’t have time for such things anyway.

      The administrator waited, clearly expecting me to name others. What would Father do if I requested Ishtar to accompany me? Since it was supposed to be she who went, why shouldn’t I ask for her? She could be the one to teach me Egyptian. But antagonising Father now, just before I left forever, served no point.

      Should I request guards? No, Father would send a squadron, at least, with me. He wouldn’t send his daughter all the way across the sea without men to protect her.

      “That will be sufficient,” I said.

      The administrator barely concealed his surprise as he bowed and left. How many people had he expected me to name? Other than Tall and Half, there was nobody else I considered a friend. There were plenty of girls my age around the palace while I was growing up, but they were always too aware that I was a princess and they weren’t. I never had a chance to grow close to any of them and it never bothered me since I had Ishtar as both sister and friend. Only it seemed I didn’t know her as well as I thought.

      Ishtar’s three maids arrived shortly afterwards, sent to help pack my things. They were of little use, too busy sobbing and seemingly gasping for air with the shock of being parted from their beloved mistress. I ignored their hysterics and packed those things I couldn’t bear to leave behind: a few favourite jewels, my hairbrush with the handle carved from the ivory of a beast I had been told was almost as big as the Great Temple, a delicate creamy coloured shell brought from Syria by my Father when I was a child, and a scarf embroidered for me by Ishtar. Her needlework was exquisite and far finer than mine. I tried, but my stitches were never straight and the fabric always sat unevenly.

      That was everything which was precious to me. Everything that would cause me sorrow to be parted from. I supposed when I was queen whatever I needed would be provided for me, but these small treasures would remind me of where I came from.

      Ishtar slipped into my chamber later that evening as I lay sleepless. She climbed into my bed and curled up against my back, just like she used to when we were children. Her body shook as she sobbed.

      “Sister, I am sorry,” she said. “But I couldn’t bear to go.”

      “Who is the father?” My voice was colder than I intended, but it was too late to take back the words. “Do you love him?”

      “He was a means to an end.”

      I pulled away and sat up so I could face her.

      “You deliberately got yourself with child?”

      Surely I had misunderstood. She was supposed to be queen. Most girls would give their left hand for such an opportunity. Not me, though. To me, it seemed a fate little worse than death.

      Ishtar sobbed harder.

      “I couldn’t do it,” she said when her tears abated. In the moonlight streaming through my open window, I could see her perfect face was swollen from crying. It hardly marred her beauty. “To leave Babylon and know I would never return? To leave everything and everyone I have ever known?”

      “Your maids were to go with you.”

      “But I would never see Mother again, or Father. Or you.”

      Was I truly her last thought? We were sisters. I had always thought we loved each other. But she contrived a scheme to get herself released, knowing it was me who would have to go.

      “And now it is I who will never return to Babylon,” I said. “And you will still never see me again.”

      I didn’t try to hide the bitterness in my voice. She had done this deliberately. Trapped me in a life she knew I never wanted. I would have been perfectly happy to spend the rest of my life in Father’s palace, married to whichever noble man he chose for me, and passing my days here in Babylon, with access to the finest tutors and archives in the world and all the wisdom people had ever known. How much I could have learned with all the years that were ahead of me. Now I would be queen and would likely never have time to learn anything ever again.

      Ishtar sobbed grievously at my displeasure and I was too angry to soothe her.

      “You should return to your own chamber,” I said. “I need to sleep. I have a long journey tomorrow.”

      As the door closed quietly behind her, I knew I would never see my sister again.
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      I was woken at dawn the next day when the administrator bustled into my chamber, followed by Ishtar’s three maids and a full dozen servants. While the maids made up my face and arranged my hair, the administrator inspected each item in my chamber and directed the servants as to what was to be taken to the ships.

      I studied my chamber as the maids worked on me, trying to see it with the administrator’s eyes. Someone had opened the wooden shutters to let in the light and the air, which was still fresh in these early hours before the humidity set in. Fine tapestries on the walls and thick rugs for my feet. A low bed draped with netting to keep the insects off me at night. Several chests for my clothes, a stool to sit on while maids attended to me. The furniture was unchanged from my childhood and a little battered now, but it was well made.

      Despite the the fineness of my furniture, there was little the administrator deemed worthy of being sent with me, not even most of my clothing. He did instruct the servants to take the small chest I had packed myself, although he frowned hard at me for asking. He finished far too soon to have fairly evaluated my possessions. The servants scurried after him as he left and I was finally alone with the three maids.

      The women Ishtar chose to attend her all looked much alike and I could barely tell one from another. I didn’t know what any of their birth names were. It amused my sister, who was named for a goddess herself, to call her maids by the names of other goddesses. So every woman who served her was swiftly given a new name and forbidden from ever using her old name again.

      They dressed me in an elaborate purple tunic I had never seen before. I presumed it had been made for Ishtar, probably worked on by a team of sewers for the last several months to have it ready for her departure. Made to Ishtar’s measurements, it was a little too big in the chest and too short at the hem. The maids clucked and tutted at that, but there was no time for any adjustments.

      At last I was ready, with my face painted to their satisfaction and my hair pinned up on my head, threaded with silver bells and golden beads. It all took much longer than it should have since they frequently had to stop and compose themselves.

      “Do you have any possessions of your own you wish to bring?” I asked them.

      All three began sobbing again. At length, one of them managed to speak.

      “We were permitted to take one chest each. Our things were already sent to the ships yesterday. Before we knew.”

      She collapsed into tears again. One of the others wrapped her arms around her and they cried on each other’s shoulders. I barely managed to restrain my sigh. Please Marduk, don’t let them cry like this all the way to Egypt.

      “I suppose it is time to leave then,” I said.

      Too busy with their sobbing, none of the women even acknowledged me.

      “That is enough,” I said. “Dry your tears. You are supposed to attend me and you cannot do that if you spend all day crying. Remember, you are women of Babylon. Subjects of the Great and Mighty Marduk-apla-iddina. It is time you acted like it.”

      Two of the women gaped at me. Clearly Ishtar had never spoken so sternly to them. But the third dried her tears with her sleeve and straightened her shoulders.

      “Of course, Princess.” Her voice wobbled, but at least she was trying. “If you are ready to leave, transport awaits you at the main entrance.”

      “Let’s go then.”

      With one last look around the chamber that had been mine ever since I was old enough to move out of the nursery, I left. My fingers touched the doorframe as I passed through it, lingering on the hip-height notch, a memory of childhood clumsiness. The three women followed me, two still sobbing.

      “You heard her,” the same woman said. “Wipe away your tears. We are women of Babylon and the personal maids of the future Queen of Egypt.”

      I cast a glance at her over my shoulder.

      “What is your name?” I asked.

      “Tiamat, Princess.”

      Tiamat, at least, I should be able to tell apart from the others, or I could as long as she was the only one not crying. The other two still struggled to get their sobs under control. I shot them each a sharp look and they swiftly wiped away their tears. With my head held high, I made my way to the main entrance.

      I heard the noise long before I reached the doors, even though they still stood closed. Shouting and cheering almost drowned out the lutes, pipes and drums.

      “What in Marduk’s name is going on out there?” I spoke to myself and didn’t expect any of the women to have an answer.

      “A parade, Princess,” Tiamat said. “In your honour. They are to escort you to the ships.”

      I closed my eyes for a moment, preparing myself. I should have known my escort wouldn’t be merely a few guards and my newly acquired maids. As the doors opened, the noise deafened me.

      Folk filled the entire street outside. Musicians and dancers performed for the crowd’s entertainment. Enterprising cooks had set up makeshift stalls along the side of the road and the aroma of roasting meats and fresh bread made my stomach growl. A great cry rose from the crowd as they spotted me standing at the doors. From behind me came Tiamat’s voice.

      “Well, I suppose there is nothing to be done but to keep moving forward,” she said.

      I took a deep breath and straightened my shoulders. I was a Princess of Babylon, and I would make my king proud.

      I raised my hand in acknowledgement and the crowd roared. Did they know it was Ishtar who was supposed to depart today, or did one daughter of Marduk-apla-iddina look much like another to them? With another deep breath, I squared my shoulders, held up my tunic a little so I wouldn’t trip, and very carefully descended the steps. A pair of palanquin waited, each with a full dozen slaves to bear them. I supposed one was for me and the other for my maids. It was only when I reached the bottom that I saw my father.

      His throne was set on a raised platform off to the side of the steps. I lowered myself to kneel before him, my tunic protected by the rug that had been placed there for precisely this purpose. I pressed my forehead to the ground and waited. The crowd quietened, although folk still shuffled their feet as they tried to secure a better view. Children whispered, a baby cried. Somewhere further away, a dog barked, a rooster crowed.

      “Rise, Kassaya, Princess of Babylon.” My father’s voice was formal, giving no hint of how he felt at farewelling his youngest daughter.

      I got up slowly, careful not to trip on my hem. Today, of all days, I would not embarrass myself.

      “Today we farewell our daughter.” My father’s voice was pitched to carry and the crowd quietened as they strained to hear. “It gives us great pride to know our daughter will marry Pharaoh. We bid you to be an obedient wife and to give Pharaoh many sons. We instruct you to always advocate for the benefit of Babylon and to ensure our alliance with Egypt grows ever stronger. We send you to our best and most favoured ally, and we expect you to always be a shining example of a Babylonian woman.”

      Beside Father’s dais, scribes recorded his words on their clay tablets. A copy of Father’s speech would be sent with me to be presented to Pharaoh. Other copies would be deposited in the archives, safeguarded for all prosperity so the generations who followed would know what Marduk-apla-iddina said as he sent his youngest daughter to Egypt.

      I bowed low from my waist and touched my fingers to my lips as a sign of respect for my king. I didn’t speak. Marduk-apla-iddina expected no response from me. He expected only obedience.
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      Once Father had said everything he intended to, he rose from his throne and left. There were no private farewells for the daughter he would never see again.

      “Princess,” a guard said to me. “Are you ready?”

      I scanned the palanquins. The slaves who stood ready to carry them. The squadron of guards who would surround me as I was transported to the ships. The waiting crowd, which had again begun cheering in anticipation of my departure. No, I wasn’t ready. This wasn’t supposed to be for me. Mother’s words echoed through my mind — show Pharaoh what the women of Babylon are made of — and I squared my shoulders. I would show everyone what our women were made of.

      “I’m ready,” I said to the guard, and if my voice wobbled just the tiniest bit, I doubted he heard it over the cacophony.

      He led me to the first palanquin and held my hand as I stepped in. I settled myself on the cushions.

      “Are you comfortable, Princess?” the guard asked.

      “Well enough.”

      “Which of your maids do you wish to travel with you?”

      I would have preferred to be alone, but I supposed this was my fate now. Perhaps I would never have another moment alone again as long as I lived.

      “Tiamat may accompany me.” The other two could use the time to get their emotions under control.

      The guard beckoned to Tiamat — was I the only one who didn’t know each of my sister’s maids? — and she came to sit beside me. The slaves raised the palanquin up on their shoulders and we set off. I clenched my hands in my lap and tried to pretend I was at ease. Beside me, Tiamat was silent, although it didn’t last for long.

      “I suppose this is all very unexpected for you,” she observed eventually.

      I debated how to answer.

      “Did you know about my sister’s lover?” I asked.

      “No, I was not as close to her as others were.”

      “So there were those of her maids who knew?”

      She hesitated and when I looked over at her, she was biting her lip.

      “Were there?” I asked.

      “I can’t say,” she said and I had to lean closer to hear her over the cries from the crowd that lined the street. “If anyone knew, it would have been Nammu. She and Ishtar are as close as sisters. Neither Belet-ili nor I are as dear to her.”

      I looked out over the crowd, although I saw none of their faces. Tiamat didn’t mean to hurt me with her words. She wouldn’t know how it wounded me to hear someone else was so close to Ishtar. That Ishtar had shared confidences with a servant and not with me.

      “But even had I known, I would not have told anyone,” Tiamat said. “You must understand. She was my mistress. If I displeased her in any way, I would lose my position.”

      “Is that why Nammu said nothing?”

      There was a long pause before she replied.

      “I don’t know,” she said. “Her relationship with Ishtar is different to mine.”

      “Tell me about Nammu and Belet-ili. What should I know about them if they are to serve me?”

      “Nammu is most unhappy about being parted from Ishtar,” Tiamat said. “And she is a vengeful sort. She may seek to make trouble over it.”

      “What sort of trouble?”

      She shrugged. “Gossip probably. Spreading rumours. Maybe I am wrong, but I don’t trust her. She is too much like Ishtar.”

      I had never heard anyone criticise my sister before. It seemed there was a side to her I hadn’t known.

      “And Belet-ili?” I asked.

      “She is quieter than Nammu, but she will go along with whatever the strongest personality dictates. If Nammu is inclined to trouble, Belet-ili will follow her.”

      So I potentially had two treacherous snakes in my personal entourage.

      “And you?” I asked. “Are you inclined to trouble as well?”

      “No, Princess,” she said quickly. “I took this position because both my parents are dead and I have no husband. My older sister’s husband did what he could for me, but he could barely provide for his own family let alone me as well. I didn’t want them to be destitute because of me. If I have work, and perhaps a fair mistress, that is all I desire. I have no interest in spreading gossip or rumours.”

      “Very good,” I said. “I think you and I will get along just fine.”

      We passed the rest of the journey in silence. The noise made talking difficult anyway. The musicians and acrobats proceeded ahead of us and folk lined both sides of the street all the way to the wharf where six ships awaited our arrival. Sailors swarmed their decks, presumably making their final preparations.

      We would travel on one of the ships — me and my personal attendants — while the others would carry the riches sent as my dowry. Gold, silver and gems. Cows, sheep and goats. Rolls of linen and woollen cloth. Anything of great value that could be carried to the ships. These would be sent to Pharaoh, along with Babylon’s finest tribute: its princess.
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      When we reached the docks, the slaves lowered the palanquin to the ground and a guard offered his hand to help me out. I went to straighten my tunic, but Tiamat stopped me with a click of her tongue.

      “I should do that for you, Princess,” she said. “It is not seemly for you to be seen arranging your own clothing.”

      I swallowed my retort and allowed her to adjust my tunic. My impending marriage didn’t suddenly make me unable to do such a thing for myself, but I supposed I would have to get used to it. I had been accustomed to a great deal of freedom from my maids, a situation which suited both them and me, but I couldn’t expect that to continue if I was to be queen.

      Behind us, Nammu and Belet-ili disembarked their palanquin. They stood together, talking quietly. When Tiamat cleared her throat loudly and shot them a look, they came to crowd around me, straightening my sleeves and adjusting my hair.

      “That is enough.” I ducked away from their grasping hands. “I’m sure I look no different than I did an hour ago.”

      “Your hair was all windblown,” one of the women said.

      “And your makeup needs to be touched up,” the other said. “You wish to look your best for your departure.”

      Privately, I didn’t particularly care. The only people who would be close enough to see such details were the same ones who would sail with us. And they would surely see me in more disarray than this over the duration of our sea voyage.

      “Which one are you?” I asked the woman whose fingers again tugged on my sleeve.

      “Belet-ili, Princess,” she said.

      “Stand still and let me look at you.”

      Her thin face and long dark hair looked much the same as those of Tiamat and Nammu. All three were of a height and each had high cheekbones, an elegantly shaped nose, and long, dark hair pinned up behind their heads. Why in Marduk’s name did Ishtar insist on appointing women who all looked alike? Even their tunics were similar, woollen shifts which ended at their knees in bright fringes.

      Tiamat’s nose was a little smaller than those of the other two women and her eyes were slightly more slanted. She was also the only one who didn’t look at me haughtily. She, at least, I could distinguish. Nammu’s face was skinnier than Belet-ili’s and she was just the tiniest bit taller. As long as I looked carefully, I should be able to tell which was which. A guard appeared at my side, halting my inspection of the women.

      “Princess, the ships are ready to depart,” he said.

      Nammu’s face crumpled and I glared at her before she could start crying. She sniffled and at least tried to compose herself. As I followed the guard to the ship, someone behind me let out a sob. I didn’t look back to see who it was.

      “Where are Tall and Half?” I asked the guard.

      “Tall is onboard, but I haven’t seen Halfwit,” he said.

      I shot him a glare.

      “His name is Half,” I said.

      The guard shrugged and didn’t look terribly apologetic. There was no point in chastising him further. He and Half would never meet again after today.

      I would have known which ship I was to travel on, even if it wasn’t the one still at the dock. Its mask was wound with bright ribbons — gold, silver and purple. More ribbons hung from its sides to give it a festive appearance as we set sail.

      The other ships waited a little further along the Purattu, the river that stretched the length of Babylon and beyond. Surely Egypt had no river that could compare to the Purattu. My heart ached as I realised this would be the last time I ever sailed our mighty river. I learnt to swim in it, but never again would its warm waters caress my skin. Never again would I sit on its banks and watch the birds and insects drawn to its water. Never again would I eat fish retrieved from its depths.

      The guard held my hand to steady me as I ascended the bridge. My new maids followed me, although no guard offered his hand to them. On the deck, the crew secured sails and coiled ropes, stowed away the last of the chests, and completed all manner of other tasks. The captain waited to greet me, a tall man with a curly, black beard. I met his eyes and he gave me a short bow.

      “We are almost ready for departure, Princess.” His tone was respectful, although his gaze barely left his crew even as he spoke to me.

      My throat felt full and I only nodded, uncertain I could trust my voice. You are a Princess of Babylon, I reminded myself. We are made of stronger stuff than this. I found a spot where the crowd could see me as we departed. I had to be strong for just a little longer. They would not want to witness their princess departing in tears. Nor would my father be pleased to hear such a thing. It was hardly the display of strength and dignity he expected from me. I waved and the crowd roared.

      Tiamat came to stand beside me.

      “May Marduk give you strength, Princess,” she said.

      I cast her a glance, surprised at her thoughtfulness. She stared out at the crowd, although the distance in her eyes suggested she saw nothing of what lay in front of us

      “Are you sad to be leaving?” I asked.

      “Perhaps not as sad as you. Although I have nothing to keep me here, Babylon is all I have ever known. I never expected to leave and I certainly never expected to travel all the way across the seas to live in a foreign country. However, it is as it is, and I am determined to make the best of it.”

      “We are not so different, you and I.”

      Tiamat gave me an appraising look. I was impressed she waited for me to explain rather than rushing to protest that a servant and a princess could never be alike. She was cautious with her words, it seemed, although I suspected she wouldn’t hesitate to give her opinion once she had decided it.

      “Neither of us chose this fate,” I said. “Neither of us desired this for ourselves, but our king has determined that this is what he wants from us. We obey because we must, but we will make a new life for ourselves because we choose to.”

      “A new life?”

      “We have two choices, Tiamat. We can weep and mourn the loss of a country that will forget us as soon as we are out of sight. Or we can decide this will be an adventure and an opportunity to reshape ourselves as we wish.”

      “You might,” she said. “But not me. I am merely a servant. I go where my mistress goes. I do as she says. I have even less control over my life than you do.”

      “What if I offered to release you from my service and ensured you had funds sufficient to start a new life?”

      She looked straight out over the crowd and didn’t even glance at me.

      “How might that occur?” she asked.

      “Attend me until I bear Pharaoh a son and then you may leave if you wish. Serve me well and you will always have a place with me, but if you desire to be released, I will grant it. Until then, though, I expect total loyalty. I travel to a foreign court where I have no allies and no friends. I know nobody there, not even the man who is to be my husband. I need people I can trust. People who will tell me what is whispered about me, what lies or gossip are spread. People who will warn me if I make the wrong move.”

      She finally looked at me, a long assessing stare as if she measured whether I spoke the truth.

      “You can trust me,” I said. “But can I trust you?”

      Tiamat bowed her head, then touched her fingers to her lips.

      “You have my word, Princess,” she said. “I will serve you until you bear a son. I will be your eyes and ears at court. But once your son is born, I will expect you to remember your promise.”

      I touched my fingers to my lips, an unheard-of sign of respect to someone who was of lesser status, but it would signal to her how seriously I took our vow.
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      Although the captain had said he was almost ready to depart, it seemed to take a very long time before the crew hauled up the bridge. A southerly breeze filled the sails and the ship creaked as we set off. I smiled and waved until the crowd was out of sight. The wind surely left my hair in even more disarray than our previous transport, but nobody commented. Tiamat was the only maid who stood at my side as we sailed away. The others had probably found themselves a place to sob and wail. Fortunately, I didn’t have to listen to them doing it.

      By the time the last of the folk who had come to witness my departure were out of sight, my cheeks were sore and my face felt like it was stuck in a bright smile. At least we were far enough away that they wouldn’t see the tears slipping from my eyes despite my determination not to cry. They dried quickly in the breeze, and if Tiamat noticed, she wisely said nothing.

      “Well then,” she said after I had composed myself. “Do you wish to inspect the boat? Or perhaps you would like to sit and have some refreshments?”

      “Have you seen Tall and Half?”

      “The…” Her voice quickly died, likely realising it mightn’t be wise to call them the idiot and the halfwit, or whatever it was she had meant to say. “No, I haven’t. Would you like me to find them?”

      I swallowed another sob and nodded. She was gone only a short while before she returned with both men following her.

      “Princess!” Tall waved as he spotted me.

      Half, always the more reserved of the two, only bowed his head and touched his fingers to his lips.

      “Sail!” Tall said.

      “Yes, we sail to Egypt,” I said. “Do you know where that is?”

      “Far!”

      “Very far.”

      “Long!”

      “I don’t know how long it will take.” Nobody had thought to tell me and since most folk thought Tall didn’t have enough wits about him to understand anything, of course they wouldn’t have told him either.

      “I expect it will take a month or so, Princess,” Half said. “Assuming fine weather and no pirates.”

      “Pirates!” Tall’s hands flapped and his face showed clear dismay.

      “I should have asked if you wanted to come,” I said. “But I had to give names and there was no time to send for you. Would you rather have stayed?”

      “Boat!” His tone was cheerful and it eased my conscience to know he was happy enough to come with me.

      “And you, Half?” I asked.

      “Princess, I am sure you are well aware of my status, or lack thereof, in your father’s court. One such as myself is limited in employment opportunities, not because of any deficit in my mind, but because folk see only half a man when they look at me. Therefore, if you will have me in your employ, I shall gladly sail the high seas with you.”

      “Very good.” It didn’t seem like an adequate response to such an eloquent speech, but I couldn’t think of what else to say.

      Behind Tall and Half, an old woman approached. She was withered and stooped, and couldn’t have been a day younger than fifty. With skin darker than mine, she was clearly not of Babylonian birth. She bowed low and touched her fingers to her lips. Her black hair, which she wore in little braids that fell all the way to her elbows, swung forward as she bowed.

      “Are you my new tutor?” I asked.

      “Princess, I was told you required someone to teach you the language of my people.” She grimaced and rested one hand on her lower back as she straightened from her bow. “I thank you for the opportunity to return to my homeland. I never thought to see it again.”

      “How long has it been since you left?”

      “Oh, thirty years maybe,” she said. “Or more. Long enough that I have lost count.”

      “How did you come to be in Babylon?”

      “My husband died.” Her voice was emotionless and I assumed it had happened a long time ago. “A work accident that resulted in the loss of his arm. The wound turned bad and he couldn’t be saved. It was a terrible death. Very painful. He had debts which needed to be paid, but I had no income and no way of doing such a thing. Everything my husband owned was divided amongst his creditors, including me.”

      “You were sold to pay off his debts?”

      “Not sold, no. Given as payment. My new owner was a businessman. A merchant. He came to Babylon to secure goods for his business and he brought me with him. He did not leave Babylon again.”

      “He decided to settle here?”

      “No, Princess. He died.”

      The satisfaction in her tone suggested his death had been no accident.

      “I have been here ever since,” she continued. “Eking out an existence by doing such work as a woman can.”

      “But do you still remember the Egyptian language? I specifically asked for someone who could teach it to me.”

      She bowed again and spoke. I knew enough Egyptian to recognise the language, but her speech was rapid and I was dismayed to find I could make out no more than a word or two.

      “And can you talk to me of Egyptian culture and customs?” I asked. “I want to know everything about the people before we arrive.”

      “Of course, Princess. I spent the first twenty years of my life there. Just because one is removed from the country of their birth doesn’t mean one forgets everything they knew.”

      Before I could reply, she hurried on.

      “And there are other things I can teach you. More secret things.”

      “What kind of things?” Always eager for knowledge, my interest was piqued.

      She cast a glance towards Tall and Half, and her face became shuttered.

      “Things I cannot discuss in public,” she said. “Or in front of men.”

      “Very well then. You will teach me while we sail. Once we reach Egypt, I will decide whether I have further need for you.”

      “I assure you, Princess, you will need me. You will find I am an invaluable person to keep near to you.”

      “Valuable!” Tall interjected.

      Half hushed him. “Invaluable, she said. It’s not the same thing.”

      Tall gave him a hurt look.

      “I think you misunderstood, Half,” I said. “Tall meant he, too, would be valuable to me. He wasn’t commenting on whether she was or wasn’t invaluable.”

      It was only as I spoke that I realised I didn’t know the old woman’s name. She had obviously realised as well.

      “I am Ahmose,” she said. “And I will be a loyal servant if you give me reason to be.”

      So she saw our relationship, whatever it might be, as a transaction. Was that because of her Egyptian heritage, or was it just how she thought? Either way, I suspected I could learn a lot from the old woman.
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      We spent the remainder of the day settling into the ship. An area below deck had been prepared for me with soft cushions and blankets, and woollen rugs on the floor. A sturdy wooden bed was bolted to the deck and a curtain enclosed the area to give me some measure of privacy. It was comfortable enough and probably more than I had expected.

      Lamps fixed to the walls illuminated the area below deck and wooden chests stacked along the length contained the wardrobe prepared for Ishtar. Nammu and Belit-ili inspected the contents of a couple of the chests, withdrawing magnificent tunics and holding them up to show me, although not without much whispering between themselves. The fabrics were very fine and the embroidery elaborate. Like the tunic I wore today, they wouldn’t fit quite right, but there was a queen’s wardrobe stored in these chests. I would at least be suitably attired on my arrival and it would be easy enough to have sewers adjust them for me after that.

      There were also whole chests of jewels. Finger rings, necklaces and diadems. Bracelets, anklets and belly chains. Pins and beads and bells for my hair. Every kind of adornment I could think of. Father had spared no expense in ensuring his daughter possessed a suitable wardrobe with which to begin her marriage. Within the sole chest containing my personal items were the few jewels I had packed. I felt almost foolish at having brought them. They were nothing compared to the riches prepared for Ishtar.

      My first lesson with Ahmose took place the next day. She and I sat facing each other on a rug and as she was about to begin, I noticed Tiamat seemed to have positioned herself where she could listen.

      “Did you want to learn too?” I asked her.

      “Knowledge about the people we are to live with would be valuable for all of us,” she said, casting a glance towards where Tall and Half sat with their backs against the wall. The other maids were nowhere to be seen.

      “Of course.” I should have thought of that myself. “Find Nammu and Belet-ili.”

      I called Tall and Half over and explained they would join my lessons. I wondered whether Ahmose would object, but she merely studied them, a thoughtful look on her face. So perhaps the old woman was less judgemental than the folk in my father’s palace.

      “Learn!” Tall’s hands flapped.

      “You don’t want to learn?” It was rare that I couldn’t immediately make sense of his words.

      “Idiot!”

      “I know that’s what people say, but I’m sure you can learn just as well as anyone else. Have you never had any schooling?”

      “School!”

      His tone had turned sad and he hung his head. I supposed that meant he hadn’t.

      “What about you, Half?” I asked.

      “I did receive some schooling as a boy,” Half said. “But that was at least ten years ago. However, I enjoy learning and I would be most pleased to participate.”

      Ten years? From Half’s face, I had thought he was no more than a year or two older than me, but he must be in his mid-twenties at least. Come to think of it, he had looked the same age for as long as I could remember. Had he really not shown any signs of ageing, or had I not paid enough attention?

      “Sit down then,” I said. “Both of you.”

      They came to sit on the rug, one on each side of me, so the three of us faced Ahmose.

      Tiamat returned with Nammu and Belet-ili trailing her and wearing matching scowls. I gave Tiamat a questioning look and she rolled her eyes. So it seemed the other women were reluctant to participate. I would have thought anyone who was to spend the rest of their life in a foreign country would at least want to be able to communicate with the people there.

      “Sit down everyone.” My tone was brisk and not inviting of any disagreement. “We have waited long enough. We will meet here every morning immediately after breakfast so Ahmose can teach us Egyptian language and customs.”

      By the time I finished speaking, Tiamat was already sitting between Half and Ahmose. She and Half gave each other an appraising glance as if each took the measure of the other. Nammu and Belet-ili hung back and neither seemed inclined to join us on the rug.

      “Hurry up,” I said to them. “Sit down so we can begin.”

      They exchanged a look and I was sure Belet-ili restrained a sigh. Just as I thought they were going to argue with me, Nammu stepped forward and sat on the other side of Ahmose. To my relief, Belet-ili followed. The only space left by then was between Tall and Nammu. Belet-ili sat unnecessarily close to Nammu, leaving a gap between herself and Tall. He shrank away, moving closer to me as if he sensed her reluctance to be near him. I gave Belet-ili a disapproving look, but she was staring down at the rug and didn’t see.

      “Well then,” Ahmose said. “Let us begin. What do you know of how the world was created?”

      “In the beginning, there was water and chaos,” I said. Every Babylonian child knew this story. “Then the waters separated into Apsu and Tiamat.”

      My gaze went to Tiamat before I realised what I did. How did she feel about the name Ishtar had given her? Did she prefer the name her father chose?

      “Aah, yes,” Ahmose said. “The god, Apsu, of the sweet water, and his goddess, Tiamat, of the salty water.”

      “And of Apsu and Tiamat were born Lahmu and Lahamu,” Half said. “Then Ansar and Kisar.”

      Ahmose inclined her head towards him and I was pleased to see she didn’t seem disposed to treat him like a fool.

      “That is indeed as the Babylonians tell it,” she said. “We Egyptians tell a different tale. In the beginning, the world was nothing but infinite darkness and waters. Out of this nothingness, Atum willed himself into existence. He created himself in the form of a bennu bird and he flew to Iunu. There, as the first rays of the first dawn stretched across the sky, he landed on the benben.”

      Her speech was interspersed with words I didn’t know, presumably in the Egyptian language.

      “What is a benben?” The word was awkward on my tongue as Egyptian always was. Hopefully these lessons would give me not just familiarity, but also confidence with the language.

      “A stone pillar,” Ahmose said. “Symbolic of the sun’s rays. Amun built himself a nest on top of the benben before he was consumed by fire and burned to ashes. However, because he was a god and possessed infinite power, he resurrected himself.”

      “An interesting myth, to be sure,” Half said.

      “A myth?” Ahmose countered. “What makes it any more of a myth than the tale the Babylonians tell? Who is to say that one people’s tale is any more true or correct than another?”

      “Same!” Tall said.

      Ahmose regarded him seriously and seemed to ponder his statement for a moment.

      “There is indeed a sameness to both tales,” she said. “In both, a god creates himself out of nothingness.”

      “Why is it always a god?” I asked. “Why not a goddess?”

      “Why indeed?” she shot back at me. “Perhaps it is because these tales are mostly told by men. If we women told our own tales, we could tell them in the way we wanted. We could tell of a goddess who created herself in the beginning.”

      “Would it still be the truth, though?” Tiamat’s voice was tentative and she glanced at me as if she wasn’t sure she was permitted to question Ahmose.

      The old woman shrugged and didn’t seem bothered.

      “Who is to say?” she replied. “How do we know what is truth anyway? Who told these tales for the first time? Where did their information come from?”

      A tiny shiver passed through my body at Ahmose’s words. It was blasphemy to suggest the tale the priests told might not be true, but then, surely the Egyptians thought the same. Who were we to say the Babylonian tale was truer than the Egyptian version? I supposed I would learn many things in my new life and this would probably not be the only one that contradicted the truth I had been raised with.
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      We settled into life onboard the ship with surprising ease. I saw little of Nammu and Belet-ili except for our morning lessons with Ahmose. That suited me well enough as I had little need of maids on the ship. Once we reached Egypt, I would be stricter with them, but for now I resolved to leave them be. Like all of us, they surely needed time to come to terms with their new lives.

      I tried not to think about my parents and Ishtar. I didn’t miss my brothers. I had never seen much of them anyway as they were well occupied with their military lessons. Father had not yet decided which son would inherit the throne and he kept them busy proving themselves.

      My feelings towards Ishtar were mixed. On one hand, she was my sister and the most dearly loved of my siblings. She had been my only confidante and I couldn’t help feeling resentful at her betrayal. She made it impossible for Father to send her to marry Pharaoh and she did it knowing how it would impact on me. I disliked the way we had parted, but I had been too angry to give her a kinder farewell.

      I would write to her once we reached Egypt. I would tell her about my marriage to Pharaoh and about where we lived and what my days were like. I might not be able to forgive her yet, but surely I would once I was absorbed in my new life. Once I was queen, it would be easier to forgive Ishtar’s betrayal. To forget it was she who was supposed to sit on the throne beside Pharaoh.

      I forgot all about Ishtar and my impending marriage as the Purattu emptied into the rougher waters of the Mediterranean Sea. I had never sailed on the open sea before and my stomach rebelled most horrendously. We had barely sat down for our morning lesson when I had to rush up to the top deck and vomit over the side of the boat.

      “Princess, are you unwell?” Tiamat asked.

      I hadn’t noticed her following me. I could only groan in reply as I clung to the boat. My legs trembled and my stomach rolled ferociously. I stared down into the churning waters and promptly vomited again.

      “Look up at the horizon,” Tiamat said. “Some people do not sail well. It will pass.”

      “How long?” I asked.

      “A day or two.”

      I groaned as I vomited again. I wouldn’t last a day or two. I didn’t want to last that long if I would feel like this the whole time. I should throw myself over the side. Let my body sink down into the cold waters and the bliss of oblivion. Then Tall came to stand beside me and he, too, vomited into the sea. Belet-ili and Nammu were not far behind him.

      The four of us passed a wretched day, clinging to the side of the boat in our misery. Sinking down to sit on the deck when our legs trembled too much to hold us up. The breeze as we sailed was the only thing that gave me any relief, wicking the sweat from my forehead and the tears from my cheeks. Ahmose came to stand with us for a while and although she looked rather pale, she didn’t vomit.

      Of all of us, only Tiamat and Half seemed unaffected. They brought us water to drink and cloths to wipe our faces. Tiamat brought bread, urging us to eat while it was still fresh. There would be no more fresh bread until we reached Egypt. I took a piece, but the mere smell of it was enough to make me vomit again and I tossed the bread into the water.

      The crew shot us bemused looks from time to time, as if puzzled by how anyone could be so sick from merely sitting on a ship, but they were too busy to pay us much attention and I was too ill to care when they did.

      While the rest of us were occupied with being so unwell, Tiamat and Half spent a lot of time talking quietly between themselves, and at one point I heard her laugh loudly at something he said. It was a laugh of merriment, though, not the usual derisive laugh folk often gave him. I wondered what he had said to make her laugh like that.

      When he wasn’t with Tiamat, Half stuck close by Tall, reassuring the other man and rubbing his back when he vomited. Tall flapped his hands and seemed more distressed than anyone else at feeling so ill. I saw Tiamat give Half more than one approving look for his kindness towards Tall.

      By the time the sun set, Tall had disappeared from the upper deck and Tiamat said he was lying on his blanket down below. He was well enough, she assured me, and Half was sitting with him. By now, my legs were too weak to hold me any longer. My belly still churned fiercely, but there was nothing left in it to vomit. I had passed the last hour sitting on the deck when Tiamat convinced me to go to my bed. She held my arm to steady me and helped me change into a clean tunic.

      “Throw that overboard.” I nodded towards my vomit-splattered tunic. “The stench will never come out of it.”

      “It can be cleaned, Princess,” Tiamat said. “There is no need to waste a perfectly good tunic.”

      “As you wish.”

      I burrowed into my bed with a groan.

      “There is a bucket right here beside you,” Tiamat said. “And I will bring my blanket closer in case you need me overnight. I will be just on the other side of your curtain.”

      She unpinned the curtain, letting it drop down to surround my private place. Although it shielded me from view of the others, it didn’t block out their noise. Tall and Half talked quietly, or rather Half seemed to be the one doing all the talking, although I couldn’t make out his words. Nammu and Belet-ili must have followed us down below because I could hear both of them groaning and sighing. They seemed to make much more noise than was necessary. I heard nothing of Tiamat or Ahmose, and I was still awake when someone blew out the lamps. It was not until much later that I finally fell asleep.

      By morning, the nausea had passed. I felt weak and wobbly, but at least I was no longer ill. Tall was already up and looking reasonably cheerful. Nammu and Belet-ili were both awake, but neither seemed inclined to rise. In fact, they groaned and moaned so much I hoped they would stay in their beds.

      Tiamat insisted I eat, so I forced down a few bites of bread, although it was already rather stale. After breakfast, we gathered in our usual spot for our lesson with Ahmose, all except for Nammu and Belet-ili. It was preferable to leave them to groan in their beds than to suffer them doing it all through our lesson.

      Ahmose began each day’s lesson with a new tale from her repertoire of Egyptian stories. Today she told us about how the goddess Isis married her brother, the god Osiris. There was much rivalry between Osiris and their other brother, Seth, who was also a god. Seth murdered Osiris and chopped his body into pieces, which he hid throughout the length of Egypt. Isis searched the entire country until she found all her husband’s parts, then she used her magic to put him back together and conceive a child with him.

      Ahmose seemed to imply anyone who knew the right magic could do such a thing and I wondered whether this was part of the secret things she had said she could teach me. Given I needed to provide Pharaoh with at least one son, and preferably many, her knowledge could be valuable indeed.

      I found Ahmose’s tales about the gods confusing. They seemed convoluted and much more complicated than our own stories. But I did my best to make sense of them because this was what the people I would rule over believed. This was what their children were brought up to know. As their queen, it was important I understood their gods and goddesses. I supposed I might even need to worship them myself. After all, would Pharaoh suffer his wife worshipping a foreign god? Would I be permitted to choose which of Egypt’s gods or goddesses I worshipped, or would he choose for me? I took Ahmose aside to ask privately, not wanting to share my worry with everyone else, but she only shrugged at me.

      “I cannot know, Princess,” she said. “The ways of Pharaoh are beyond one such as me. He is a god and is not subject to the
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