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      I am falling. Down. Down. The light is murky. My chest hurts. I am holding my breath.

      I am not falling, but sinking.

      The water envelopes me. It is cold and I can’t hold my breath for much longer. Regret fills me at the knowledge that my child will never know her father.

      I woke with tears in my eyes and a sob in my throat. I had experienced this event before, but by the time I was awake enough to wonder whether it was a dream or a memory, it had faded like waves rushing away from the shore.

      The gentle rocking of the boat soon sent me back to sleep. For a time, my sleep was peaceful. Dreamless. Then an image appeared. A black scarab beetle, with blood dripping from its edges.

      I woke with my heart pounding. It was a brand of some sort, burned into flesh. I had never seen such a thing, but it felt ominous. A warning perhaps. But I was tired after a long day of travel and the night was late. Guards stood at each end of the boat, their spears just as much a part of their silhouettes against the moonlit sky as their limbs. I was safe with them watching over us. Soon I fell asleep again.

      When I next woke, the birds had begun their morning songs in anticipation of dawn, although the sky was still dark. Did my father and my brother watch over this next stage of my journey as I travelled from Memphis back to the island of Crete? Back to the underworld to retrieve Intef from the domain of Keeper of the Lake. But there were too many stars and if my loved ones were up there, I couldn’t tell.

      From the other end of the boat came soft snores I didn’t recognise. Renni, Istnofret, Behenu and I had travelled together for so long that I knew the sounds of their sleep. The snorer could be Tuta, who used to be one of my guards, or Sabu from my brother’s squad, who had both traveled with us. Or it could be one of ten other men, as we brought a full squad to guard us until we stepped onto the boat that would take us from Rhakotis to Crete. We weren’t taking any chances with our safety this time. There were too many loose ends left here in Egypt. Too many men who might want to stop me.

      The snores ceased and blankets rustled as someone — presumably the snorer — rolled over. I pulled my blanket up higher and closed my eyes, determined to get a little more sleep before the sun rose and we resumed our journey.

      No sooner had I fallen asleep than the dreams returned. A confusing montage of images. Intef, Osiris, Keeper of the Lake. A young girl who displayed no emotion as Intef knelt in front of her and cried. Running through darkness with only a lamp for light, hot breath on my neck, fear coursing through my veins. The knowledge that we were being chased. No, hunted. Be careful of the jackal. He is a trickster. A row of baboons, seated on their haunches, looked at me with glittering eyes. The blood-dripping scarab. Something searched for me, not the beast that hunted me in the tunnels, but something else. I sank into deep water.

      And woke with a gasp, choking as I tried to breathe, still not quite certain that air rather than water filled my lungs. I had to hold on to this memory long enough to understand it. But it slipped away, as it always did, and by the time I was properly awake, it was gone.

      The girl who watched Intef as he cried must be our daughter, Meketaten, who I gave to Osiris as payment for the Eye. She looked so much like the sister I named her for that I would recognise her anywhere. But she also had an otherworldly quality to her, something that suggested she wasn’t quite of the mortal realm. Perhaps living in the underworld had changed her. Perhaps she wasn’t fully mortal anymore.

      Did my dream mean I would encounter her? She was only a few months old right now, so that event must be several years away. I tried to bury the thought and not let myself hope. She was the price I paid, and Osiris would never give her up. But at least I could look forward to the day when I would see her, even if it was only for a few minutes.

      As for Intef, his agreement was with Keeper of the Lake, a minor deity at most. I could only pray that my dream of him with Meketaten didn’t mean we would fail to convince Keeper to release him. Keeper had demanded a soul to stay as payment for the others passing through Anubis’s gates. I didn’t expect them to give up Intef any more than I thought Osiris would return Meketaten, but perhaps I could persuade Keeper to accept a new exchange. I planned to offer myself to secure Intef’s release, although those who travelled with me didn’t know.

      There was no other option. We couldn’t expect to retrieve Intef without some sort of payment and we couldn’t leave him there forever. At least if I stayed, I might have the chance to see my daughter.
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      We were moored close to the bank of the Great River, out of the current’s grasp, as the dawn sky came alight with an orange glow. The others stirred, first Renni, then Behenu, followed by Tuta, who seemed barely able to take his eyes off Behenu. Every time she stooped to pick up something, Tuta was there to pass it to her. When she reached for something, Tuta grabbed it for her.

      Behenu cast him a few long looks, an expression of puzzlement on her face. As a slave, she had probably never expected such attention and even though she was a slave no longer, our journey to find the Eye and take it back to Egypt had left little time for anything else. I couldn’t tell whether Tuta’s attention pleased or confused her.

      By the time Istnofret yawned and stretched, Behenu had laid out a meal. She called over the guards first so they could eat before they rowed us out into the middle of the Great River, where the current would carry us northwards. The rest of us would eat after the guards finished. We had plenty of supplies and could stop for more any time we needed. It was a strange position to be in after so many months where we often travelled with no more than we could carry.

      Sabu walked between his men, talking to this one and that, no doubt arranging who would take which duties today. They ate quickly, so they could do the hard work of rowing before the day grew hot. It was mid peret now — the season of emergence when the waters that broke the banks of the Great River subsided, leaving behind the rich, black silt in which the farmers would plant their crops. Not the hottest time of year, but building up to that season.

      Soon enough, we were out in the middle of the river. The guards set aside their oars and let the current push us along. The orange of dawn had faded into an endless blue sky and the movement of the boat made a pleasant breeze. I ate, then lay on my blanket, trying to come up with a way I might convince Keeper of the Lake to swap Intef for me. Distracted as I was, I was probably the last to realise something was wrong. It was the silence I noticed first — the sudden absence of the chatter that usually accompanies a group of travellers.

      “What is it?” I asked, unable to see anything alarming from where I lay. They were all looking behind us.

      Nobody responded, although Tuta glanced towards me and shook his head.

      My heart already pounded a little harder as I got to my feet. If Tuta was worried, I should be too. Behind us was a boat. It was some distance away yet, too far to make out how many people it carried, or even whether it was bigger or smaller than ours.

      “To your oars, men,” Sabu said. “There’s not much breeze to speak of, but rowing will move us faster than the current alone.”

      His squad moved quickly, with only a brief disagreement when two of the men wanted to sit in particular spots. Our boat picked up noticeable speed as they began to row.

      “That will do it,” Renni said as he came to stand beside me. “We surely have more men, so they won’t be able to keep up, even if they row.”

      “Who is it?” I asked.

      I shaded my eyes with my hand, but couldn’t make out anything more than the merest suggestion of figures on board.

      “I don’t know.” Renni’s voice was terse. “But they were gaining rapidly, so whoever it is, they want to catch up to us.”

      “Do you think it is Khay?”

      I had sentenced him to three years of labour in the Nubian slave mines for being a traitor and I would be unsurprised if he still sought revenge. We had encountered him when we first returned to Egypt, but lost him when I convinced the captain who imprisoned us at Khay’s urging to let us go. That probably made him hate me even more.

      “I don’t know, and that is the truth,” Renni said. “No point sitting around waiting to find out, though.”

      “But now we might never know who it is.”

      “Does it matter?”

      I supposed not. Other than Intef and my sisters, everyone who mattered to me was on board this ship.

      “How long can the men row?” I asked. “Won’t whoever it is catch up when we stop rowing?”

      Renni shot a glance towards the rowers.

      “Our men will keep going for as long as they need to,” he said. “Sabu, Tuta and I can spell them when they get too tired. We will outrun them.”

      “What if they don’t give up? We will have to stop at night.”

      “We will row through the night if we need to. Our men are well trained, Samun, and very fit. They will row for as long as they must.”

      I studied his face. He looked out at the other boat, and although I couldn’t read his expression, I was certain he was hiding something. He seemed too concerned about our pursuers to have no idea who they were.

      “What are you not telling me, Renni?” I asked.

      “What makes you say that?”

      “I don’t think we would make so much effort to outrun that boat if you didn’t think you had good reason to be concerned.”

      “Something doesn’t feel right,” he said.

      “Intef would tell you to trust your gut.”

      “And that is what I’m doing.”

      I jumped as Sabu called out.

      “Steady on, men. Straighten her up a bit. We are headed towards the bank.”

      Our boat, which had been in the centre of the river, was now angled towards the shore.

      “Steady, I said,” Sabu yelled. “We will be up on that bank in no time at this rate.”

      The boat continued to veer towards the shore. Sabu strode along the deck, studying the rowers.

      “You,” he said, stopping beside one. “And you.” A nod to the man behind. “We are off centre because you are not rowing hard enough.”

      I wasn’t sure, but they might have been the two who made a fuss about wanting to take particular oars.

      “Tired,” one of the men said. “We have been rowing for too long.”

      “It has only been a few minutes,” Sabu said. “You have trained much harder than you have worked today. Put your back into it.”

      “I woke up feeling unwell,” the second man said. “I cannot row today.”

      “You don’t row, you don’t get paid.” Sabu’s tone was brusque now. “I have neither the time nor the patience for freeloaders. Either find the will to row harder or we will set you ashore the next time we stop. And you will not be paid before you leave.”

      Neither man responded, but they also didn’t make much effort to row harder.

      “Right,” Sabu said. “Off the oars, both of you. You will disembark as soon as possible. You two” — he indicated two men on the other side of the boat — “leave your oars and come take over here. We need to straighten up before we drop out of the current.”

      The two men he called set aside their oars and came to stand beside the men they were to replace.

      “Come on,” one of them said. “Hurry up and move over.”

      The man only grunted. He had stopped rowing, but he didn’t seem inclined to get up and let the other fellow in.

      “Move,” Sabu growled.

      The man at the oar didn’t even look at him, but cast his gaze off to the bank as if watching for something.

      “Make him move,” Sabu said, but before anyone could act, the other rower stood.

      “I don’t want any trouble,” he said. “We were only supposed to delay the boat.”

      “Shut your mouth,” the other fellow said, standing up as well.

      “Sabu.” Tuta’s voice was terse.

      He nodded behind us and we could all see the other boat gaining on us.

      “We need to move,” Renni said. “Get them out of the way and I will take an oar myself. Tuta, get over here.”

      Before anyone could move, the rower who said he didn’t want any trouble jumped over board. He disappeared for a few moments, but then his head bobbed up above the water’s surface. He moved his arms and seemed to actually know how to swim. Then he cried out and sank. I waited, barely able to breathe, but he didn’t reappear.

      “What happened?” I asked.

      Surely no man could hold his breath under water for so long.

      “Crocodile.” Renni shrugged as he took up an oar.

      “Or hippopotamus maybe.” Tuta was already in position with the other oar. “Back to your spots, fellows,” he said to the two men Sabu had called over. “We can still get back on course.”

      “He was a fool to jump in, as is any man who thinks to follow him.” Sabu shot a fierce glare at the other troublesome rower. “Now, are you going to tell me what in the name of the gods is going on?”

      The man shot an uneasy look towards the water and edged a little closer to the side of the boat.

      “Tie him to the mast,” Renni said. “We will deal with him when we get to Rhakotis. For now, let’s worry about moving faster.”

      “It is too late,” one of the other guards said. “They are upon us.”

      Our pursuers were now close enough that I could make out the figure who stood at the bow. It was Khay.
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      There was little time to prepare, for his boat was less than the length of a dozen men behind us. They were close enough that I could see Khay speaking, although the wind of our passage whipped his words away. He seemed animated, waving his arms as he yelled. Excited, or perhaps agitated at the possibility that we might once again slip out of his grasp.

      Sabu yelled commands at his men. Intef would have been calmer. Giving orders, yes, but not flustered like Sabu. I pushed away the thought. It was unfair to Sabu, who could well be encountering his first armed engagement and undoubtedly his first as captain of a squad. Of course, Intef would react differently with his many years of experience.

      One of Sabu’s men grabbed my arm and led me to the bow where Istnofret and Behenu already waited. Another guard stood between them, his dagger held ready. Istnofret and Behenu also had their daggers in their hands. I fumbled for the pouch that should have been at my waist. Once again, I was the only one without my dagger. I had no time to dwell on it, for the spell bottle that hung on a cord around my neck suddenly burned, a coal against my chest. Then the boat rocked violently as our pursuers hit us from behind.

      The movement flung me to my hands and knees. Blood filled my mouth as I bit my tongue. I spat out the blood and it splattered on the deck, its redness too bright against the dull wood. Would this be the first of many blood stains the deck would receive today?

      Our guards had all left their oars by now and stood ready at the stern. One fellow let down an anchor. It seemed someone had decided we would stay and fight.

      Sabu appeared to have given command over to Renni, who issued a stream of directions, telling this man to move over there and that man to cover Khay. He shot a glance back towards us women and nodded, seemingly satisfied we were safe enough.

      Then Khay’s boat drew up alongside us and our men set to work with their daggers, trying to keep his crew from coming aboard. The battle seemed to take a very long time, for Khay’s men were determined and he most of all.

      Even after he fell to his knees, Khay continued to swing his dagger, fending off two of Sabu’s men at once. Two of his lay dead, blood pooling beneath them. Four others had surrendered and lay on their bellies, guarded by some of our men. Khay had brought little more than half a squad with him. Was this all the men he could entice with whatever riches and favour he had offered? And where did he get whatever he promised them? Surely he had little wealth of his own and not enough for such an endeavour.

      At length, his dagger clattered to the deck, and Khay raised his hands in surrender. Tuta held his dagger to Khay’s throat and looked at me.

      “What are your orders, my lady?” he asked.

      I came forward to stand in front of Khay. He met my eyes, his gaze neither remorseful nor beseeching.

      “Do you have anything to say for yourself?” I asked.

      It seemed wrong to kill an unarmed man as he knelt in front of me. But Khay glared up at me and spat on the deck.

      “You are an abomination,” he hissed. “May the gods ruin your house.”

      I tried not to flinch at his curse.

      “You told me once that a traitor should never be allowed to live,” I said. “Should we consider you anything other than a traitor?”

      He spat again.

      “We should deal with him now, my lady,” Renni whispered in my ear. “Before he has opportunity to escape.”

      “Should we not interrogate him first?” I asked. “He might have information that would be useful to us. It would, at least, be helpful to know who is financing him.”

      “I can try, but I doubt he will give us anything useful. All Intef’s men learned interrogation techniques, both how to do it and how to withstand it. He knows everything I do. If he gives us anything, it will not be the truth.”

      I hardened my heart and tried not to dwell on another life lost because of me. Khay deserved none of my pity.

      “Kill him,” I said to Tuta.

      The words were barely out of my mouth before Tuta’s dagger moved.

      Blood spurted and Khay made a noise that might have been a groan of pain or perhaps just a gurgle. He slumped to the deck and in moments his gaze stilled.

      As I stared down at Khay’s body, I tried to make sense of the emotions that filled me. Satisfaction that he had finally paid for his treachery. Sadness at knowing the man Intef once considered his brother had gone to the West. Bitterness that I used to trust this man almost as much as I trusted Intef.

      “My lady.” Tuta gestured to the four men who had surrendered. “What do you wish done with them?”

      I looked at each of them. If I was to sentence them to death today, I wanted to at least take the time to look them in the eyes. But when I reached the fourth man, my breath caught in my throat. It was Nebamun. The man my ladies once suggested I take as my lover and who Intef had suspected of sending his cousin to kill me. Now I knew where Khay’s riches likely came from. Nebamun met my gaze and I took a step back at the hatred in his glare.

      “You tried to kill me merely because I didn’t take you to my bed?” I asked.

      “You humiliated me,” he snarled.

      “Nobody knew other than the guards who were there that night and my ladies.”

      Nebamun swallowed down a reply. He, it seemed, had told others. He must have been very certain of himself, but I had promised nothing more than a meal.

      “Was coming after me your idea or Khay’s?” I asked.

      Nebamun didn’t reply.

      “Do you really hate me that much?”

      “They are all traitors,” Renni said. “Their motives are irrelevant. We cannot afford to let any of them go. Not unless you want to spend the rest of your life looking over your shoulder. We don’t know the depth of their allegiance to Khay. They may seek vengeance for his death, even if they don’t have their own reasons for pursuing you.”

      “Their allegiance wasn’t deep enough to stop them from surrendering,” I said.

      But having already ordered the death of one man today, another four came more easily. I didn’t stay to watch as Nebamun died.
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      Restoring order to the boat took some time. We dropped the dead men’s bodies into the Great River, and I wondered whether the crocodile-headed god Sobek and Taweret, who often took the form of a hippopotamus, would find their corpses an acceptable offering.

      We scrubbed the blood from the deck, using fresh water drawn from the river. The coppery aroma lingered even after Behenu sprinkled herbs over the deck to mask the odour. One guard had a deep gash to the side of his trunk, but thankfully this was the worst of the injuries to our men. None of those who defended us were killed or permanently maimed. It seemed Khay chose his party for their enthusiasm for his cause, rather than their skills.

      There was some debate about what to do with the other boat, which was still wedged up against ours, held there by its anchor and the force of the current. Tuta suggested sending a few men to row it to shore, but Renni and Sabu wanted to avoid any further delay. In the end, we left it where it was.

      “I suppose someone will claim it sooner or later,” Renni said.

      “Do you think anyone else will come after us?” I asked.

      “Who can say? You have made a lot of enemies. Perhaps we should hire more guards.”

      “But they will be strangers to us. Are we not safer with Sabu’s men?”

      “Two of Sabu’s men turned out to be traitors.”

      Sabu seemed to feel Renni’s hard stare from the other end of the boat. He acknowledged Renni with a nod. The second troublesome rower had disappeared during the fighting. Perhaps he, too, had jumped overboard.

      “If men handpicked by someone we trust can be traitors, our odds with a stranger are probably much the same,” Renni said. “I am inclined to take our chances with more men.”

      I turned away with a shrug, not wanting to argue with him. I was certain to my core we shouldn’t trust anyone who wasn’t already on the boat with us, but that was a discussion we could have later. For now, I only wanted to be away from here.

      Nobody spoke much for the rest of the day. The men carried out their tasks in silence, although I noticed their frequent glances behind us. Sabu now had a guard assigned to do nothing but watch our surroundings as we sailed, something he had previously done only when we stopped at night.

      We women sat together at the bow where we were mostly out of the way of the working men. Blood still oozed from my tongue and I got up now and then to spit it into the water. Behenu checked my mouth and said it was only a deep cut which would stop bleeding soon enough. She seemed absorbed in her thoughts after that, but Istnofret picked at a stray thread on her skirt, a sure sign something troubled her. I let her be and didn’t ask. She would tell me what was on her mind sooner or later. Probably sooner.

      “Where do you think Tentopet is?” she asked at length.

      “She wasn’t on the boat with Khay,” I said.

      “We could all see that. So where is she?”

      “Somewhere else. Does it matter?”

      Istnofret picked at the thread some more.

      “I just wondered. It seems strange that Khay looked after her for so long, but left her alone now.”

      “He probably didn’t plan to go to the West today,” I said. “I suppose she is at their home, wherever it is.”

      “She might be waiting for him to come home and will never know what happened to him.”

      “She deserves none of your sympathy,” I said, probably a little too harshly. “She is a traitor.”

      “She is also a woman wondering what happened to her man.”

      I gave Istnofret a hard look.

      “Then go find her if it bothers you that much,” I said. “You can take news of Khay’s fate to her. Meanwhile, I will go to Crete and find Intef.”

      Istnofret gave a heavy sigh.

      “You misunderstand me,” she said. “I didn’t say I wanted to go find her. I merely felt sorry that she will never know what happened to him.”

      “She will probably guess,” Behenu said.

      I hadn’t thought she was listening.

      “She likely knew what he was going to do today,” Behenu continued. “When he doesn’t return, she will figure it was because he was defeated.”

      “There you go, Ist,” I said. “Behenu is right. You can rest easy and not feel sorry for Tentopet.”

      Istnofret gave a little shrug and turned away. She pretended she watched something on the shore for a while, but soon got up and wandered off. I let her go without comment. It wasn’t the first time Istnofret had spoken kindly of Khay and it made me wonder just how well I really knew her.
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      We reached Rhakotis the following morning. From here, we would sail to Crete.

      “I think you should keep out of sight until we are on the ship,” Istnofret said to Renni. “They might still be looking for you. They will arrest you if they recognise you.”

      “I doubt they still watch for me after all these months,” Renni said. “Besides, I have to sell the boat.”

      “There are others who can do that.”

      “Tuta is going to find us transport to Crete and Sabu will be busy with his men. I said I would take care of the boat.”

      “I will do it then,” Istnofret said. “Tell me how.”

      “Ist, I can look after it. I will take a couple of guards with me. Even if someone recognises me, it will take time for him to secure enough backup to take on all of us. We will have time to figure out a plan.”

      “You are being ridiculous. There is no reason for you to take such a risk. Send one of Sabu’s men if you must, but you should stay here until Tuta finds a way to get us to Crete.”

      “Ist, please,” Renni started, but she threw up her arms with a huff.

      “Samun, you tell him,” she said crossly. “He will not listen to reason from me.”

      No matter who I supported, one of them would be unhappy with me.

      “I am not getting involved,” I said.

      Istnofret shot me a dirty look and Renni seemed little happier. I tried to avoid both of them as we piled our packs in a shady patch of dirt with two men to guard them. We could replace everything easily enough if necessary, for we had numerous jewels secreted away amongst Renni, Istnofret, Behenu and me, but it would take time and that was the one thing we couldn’t replace.

      Every day we spent here was another day Intef passed in the underworld, assuming time ran the same there as it did here. Perhaps a day to us was a month to him, or a year, or a century. We had no way of knowing. He looked no older when I saw him in my dreams — the true dreams that foretold outcomes of my decisions — but that didn’t mean time had stopped passing for him.

      Renni departed to sell the boat, taking two guards with him. Istnofret huffed and stomped around, but Renni only gave her a sorrowful look and walked away.

      Tuta left to find a ship with a captain willing to sail with only us onboard. Since the captain would know the kind of wealth we carried, or he would at least suspect there must be more than we paid him, we had decided Sabu’s squad would accompany us to Crete. They would then come back to Egypt and be free to either return to Memphis or go somewhere else. Renni had talked again about hiring more guards, but he was the only one in favour of it and he let the matter drop.

      Istnofret, Behenu and I waited with the guards who stood over our packs. The rest of the men busied themselves with cleaning the boat and preparing her for her new owner. Renni returned in less than an hour. I would have thought that was far too fast for him to have sold the boat, but he beamed.

      “I made the sale,” he said. “And I ran into Mahu.”

      “I did not expect to see him again,” I said.

      Istnofret only huffed, although I wasn’t sure whether she intended it as a comment on Mahu or as a reminder that she was still mad at Renni.

      Mahu had been locked in the same cell as Renni and escaped with him when we women broke through the back wall of the prison. When he, Renni and Behenu went back to retrieve the pack containing the Eye, Mahu distracted the prison guards long enough for Renni and Behenu to get away, which resulted in him being captured again. Once I claimed the throne, Renni arranged for his release, which was fortunate for Mahu, who had been sentenced to labour in the Nubian slave mines.

      “He wants to come with us to Crete,” Renni said.

      “Why?” I asked.

      “I suppose he feels he owes you a debt for saving him from the mines,” Renni said. “Also, I think he sees this as some grand adventure. He has probably never done anything important before, not with his illness. Maybe he thinks it is a chance to do something worthy.”

      “We hardly know him,” Istnofret said. “I know he helped you in Rhakotis, but what do we know about him other than that he cannot hold down a job and steals to survive? He is not an honourable man.”

      “Ist.” Renni shot her a disapproving look. “He allowed himself to be captured so Behenu and I could get away. If that doesn’t show he is honourable, then I don’t know what evidence would satisfy you.”

      “He is a thief and a liar,” Istnofret said.

      “Have any of us done nothing of which we are not proud?” Renni asked. “Ist, can you honestly say there is not a single thing you regret? That you have done nothing that is less honourable than you would wish it to be?”

      She frowned at him. “You know I have, and you know how I felt about it.”

      I wondered whether she meant the man she killed, although she had done it to save her virtue and possibly her life. Surely she didn’t consider that to be a dishonourable act.

      “How can you compare me to Mahu?” she asked. “You know me. You hardly know him.”

      “I know enough to be certain we can trust him,” Renni said. “Behenu, will you back me up?”

      Behenu darted glances between them and seemed to weigh who she should side with.

      “When we were trying to get away,” she said, “I tripped, and a guard landed on top of me. I tried to stab him, but my hands shook so much that I only stabbed myself. Mahu smacked the man in the back of the head with his dagger. The man fell off me and I ran away.”

      She had never told us how she came to be stabbed that day. Renni had said Mahu helped them escape, but I never knew he intervened to save Behenu. Thank the goddess I told Renni to arrange for Mahu’s release before I went to the palace to confront Ay. By the time I had the power to do such a thing myself, I was too far under the Eye’s spell to care. Istnofret said nothing else about not wanting Mahu to come and I figured the decision had been made.

      The day passed slowly while we waited for Tuta. I told myself to be patient. That he needed to find a captain who didn’t already have pressing business elsewhere and was willing to be diverted. He might even have to wait for other ships to arrive, other captains to come onshore. We could be here for a few days yet.

      But Tuta returned shortly before sunset with news that he had found a captain willing to depart at dawn, provided the weather was suitable. The man had previously lost a ship, most of his crew, and very nearly his own life in a storm, and was unwilling to take any chances if there was even the slightest sign of the weather turning. Renni slipped away to tell Mahu where to meet us.

      We found accommodation for the night and I slept restlessly, tormented by dreams of sinking down into deep water. When we woke, the sky was clear and a light breeze promised to chase away any clouds. We arrived at the dock to find the captain already preparing to sail. After stowing our packs down below, we gathered on the deck.

      “Isn’t it wonderful to not have to hide below in the dark?” Istnofret tipped her head back to let the sunlight fall fully on her face.

      “I don’t know why we didn’t think to hire a ship to ourselves earlier,” I said.

      “I suppose the journey from Rhakotis to Crete is one thing,” she said. “It is only a few days, after all. Maybe it would not be possible to find someone willing to take us all the way to Indou.”

      I supposed she was right. Not that it mattered now. This was likely our final sea voyage, or at least the last one for all of us together. Istnofret and Renni intended to stay in Crete once our mission was complete and Behenu would probably go home to Syria.

      As for me, I would spend the rest of my life in the underworld, assuming we convinced Keeper to release Intef. He might want to stay in Crete with Istnofret and Renni, or he might choose to go back to Egypt alone. Either way, I would ensure he had both his share of the gems and mine. It wasn’t like I would need riches in the underworld.
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