
[image: ]

TABLE OF CONTENTS

Also by Jane Alden

Author’s Note

Prologue

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Afterword

About Jane Alden

Note to Readers

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Also by Jane Alden


[image: ]


Across A Crowded Room (2019 Rainbow Award Honorable Mention for Lesbian Historical)

Evil’s Echo

The Payback Murders

Jobyna’s Blues (2019 Lesfic Bard Award Winner for Fiction)

––––––––
[image: ]


A Cass and Ari Adventure Series

The Crystal’s Curse (2021 GCLS Goldie Award Winner for Mystery/Thriller)

The Queen’s Eye (2024 Lesfic Bard Award Winner for Mystery)

[image: ]
A Desert Palm Press Trade Paperback Original

The Last Pharaoh is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental. Internet references contained in this work are current at the time of publication, but Desert Palm Press cannot guarantee that a specific reference will continue or be maintained in any respect.

All other rights are reserved. Desert Palm Press supports copyright which enables creativity, free speech, and fairness. Thank you for buying the authorized version of this book and for following copyright laws by not using or reproducing any part of this book in any manner whatsoever, including Internet usage, without written permission from Desert Palm Press, except in the form of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and articles. Your cooperation and respect support authors and allow Desert Palm Press to continue to publish the books you want to read.

For permission requests, write to the publisher at publisher@desertpalmpress.com or “Attention: Permissions

Coordinator” at

Desert Palm Press

4804 NW Bethany Blvd, Suite I-2, #148

Portland, OR 97229

[image: ]

Copyright © 2026 by Jane Alden

ISBN:  978-1-63304-089-2

E-Book: 978-1-63304-090-8

––––––––
[image: ]


Editing: Heather Flournoy

Formatting: Anne Battis

Cover Design: TreeHouse Studio

Printed in the United States of America

First Edition March 2026

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Author’s Note
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This novel is a work of historical fiction. In the service of narrative flow and character development, certain dates, timelines, and sequences of events have been compressed or altered. While the story takes imaginative liberties, it remains faithful to the spirit and historical context of the periods it portrays.

I hope you, the reader, will experience The Last Pharaoh as an invitation into the past—one shaped by imagination but grounded in real historical events, places, and cultural traditions.
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​Prologue
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In the mud brick chamber behind Isis’s Temple on Philae Island, the Place of Purification, light from oil lamps flickered against plastered walls. Incense burned in a brazier in the corner. The body lay on a low cedar table. Upon the priestess’s death, the chief embalmer had removed her organs—except the heart, which tradition said he must leave untouched.

For forty days, she had lain in a bed of special natron salt harvested from a dry lakebed. The embalmer had come faithfully every day to turn her, renew the salt, and whisper the spells of protection. The skin had dried to parchment. The time had finally come to anoint her with cedar, lotus, and castor oils, and to wrap her.

The embalmer bowed to the image of Anubis painted on the wall and murmured a prayer to Osiris and Isis. “Accept your faithful servant, Eset. May her soul rise with Ra and her body remain whole in the West.” He signaled an apprentice to ready the palm frond fan soaked in juniper oil. He muttered under his breath, “Idle one. When I was coming up, such sloth wouldn’t be tolerated.” Louder, “Over here, close. We’re about to begin. Your task is essential. You must fan away the smell.”

He wrapped the body in layer after layer of linen strips. Between folds he slipped amulets for protection—a green feldspar scarab over the heart and a golden eye of Horus near the throat. He motioned to another apprentice. “The resin.” He painted the wrappings with molten wax.

Finally, it was done. Dawn had not yet broken across the desert. The sharp cry of a desert fox echoed from the dunes. The embalmer lit a torch and extinguished the lamps. He and his assistants loaded the wrapped body onto a litter and bore it across the temple courtyard.

Hidden in the shadow of Hathor’s smaller temple, a dark figure pressed closer to the stone wall.

The men descended into a shaft with thirteen steps carved into the bedrock and through an open door to a small rectangular burial chamber. Against the south wall, a stone coffin carved in the shape of a woman, her arms crossed over her breast and her youthful face serene, waited for the mummy. The men lowered their burden into the coffin. “Do we close the coffin now, Master?”

“No. The priestesses will come at dawn to pray over Eset, their sister. They will close the coffin.” The embalmer said a few final words of prayer.

The men climbed the stairs, their sandals making scuffing sounds against the granite, and returned to the Place of Purification. The shadow moved away from the temple wall into the moonlight and became a thin woman, clothed in the white linen dress and yellow sash of a temple musician. She carried a small water jar under one arm, a harp under the other, and a granite figurine in her left hand. She walked hurriedly across the sand and stepped onto the stairs.

Without a lamp, she had to feel her way along the rough stone wall while balancing the water jug, statue, and harp. “Eset, you haven’t made this easy, my friend.” She set the jug down on the tomb’s sandy floor. She fumbled in the dark until she found the coffin and touched the linen wrappings. She wedged the water jar under Eset’s feet and tucked the granite figurine by her side. She sat on the floor and strummed her harp. At first, the sound was the Nile’s waters tumbling over boulders. Then the notes softened to sorrowful sobs. She sang.


“You go forth by day, you return by night.

You cross the river among the stars.

May Anubis guard your heart,

And may the gatekeepers of the West know your name.”
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​Chapter One
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Egypt, 1973

Our tiny taxi sped south on the two-lane highway from the airport toward the city. In the early evening hours, most traffic was leaving Cairo, so we had the inbound lane to ourselves. Rattletrap pickups and donkey carts clogged the outbound side as we raced past.

Cass held my hand and absentmindedly stroked my palm with her middle finger. With her left hand, she thumbed through the Royal Archaeological Institute Journal. I adore this view of her profile, glasses perched on the end of her nose and her bottom lip trapped between her teeth. She is self-conscious about her profile, but I love it. Her nose makes a strong statement. There’s a little hump in it. The imperfection makes her all the more perfect.

I kissed the tip of my finger and tapped her nose, making her jump. “How can you read without getting carsick?”

“What?” She smiled at me. “Oh, one learns to focus. I’d never keep up if I didn’t take advantage of the downtime.”

The sun was setting beyond the Nile. White cranes strutted on skinny legs along the riverbank, gathering their supper. My innards growled. I held my stomach. “Sorry.”

“You slept through the meal on the plane, not any great loss. We’ll get you something at the train station.”

We had landed at five in the afternoon, well after the once-daily connection from Cairo to our final destination, Egypt’s largest southern city. We were headed for the Cataract Hotel in Aswan. Cass was in a hurry to hook up with a colleague there. She decided that instead of waiting for the next day’s plane, we’d take the overnight train south from Ramses Station in central Cairo. “We have to sleep anyway, Ari,” she’d said. “We might as well pass the night on the train headed for our destination.” I wasn’t looking forward to the long train ride, but Cass was so anxious to arrive in Aswan that I kept my grumbling to myself.

The taxi dropped us off on the circle drive. I stood guard over our bags beside the monolithic statue of Ramses II while Cass bought our tickets for what they called the deluxe sleeper. Track eleven, departing at seven thirty, barely time for me to grab a snack at one of the kiosks beside the rails—a Coke and a package of Oreos, except in Egypt they’re called Borios, I guess for patent reasons.

A porter took our bags and led the way through noisy crowds of travelers boarding the train for the south, men in long robes and tennis shoes and women in hijab headscarves. The porter led us through the train corridor, stowed the suitcases in our compartment, accepted his tip, and exited, bowing.

Cass turned in a tight circle in the compact space, taking in the threadbare carpet, narrow bunk beds, and tiny sink leaking a dribble of water. “It’s hardly deluxe, not as advertised, but I’ve seen worse. It’s clean, and it’ll get us there early tomorrow morning.” The train lurched. “We’re leaving on time. That’s a good sign. Let’s find the dining car and get some real food for you and a brandy for me.”

The train tracks paralleled the river. The waiter seated us next to a window on that side. The dining car was practically empty. Most people travel second or third class and bring their own food on board. Two tables down from us an elderly woman with too much jewelry talked nonstop to her younger companion, who nodded and gazed out the window. A young couple at the next table held hands and stared into each other’s eyes. I figured they were on their honeymoon. Beyond them, a middle-aged man in a dark suit sat alone reading a newspaper.

We passed the Giza pyramids silhouetted against the setting sun. I ordered chicken soup and a green salad. Egyptians have great fresh vegetables.

Cass sipped her brandy. “Excellent.”

“Tell me more about this guy Charles Branch we’re meeting in Aswan.”

“Charles was a colleague of Jessie’s at Oxford. He’s a don in the archaeology department. I was quite surprised to hear from him, actually. He was more Jessie’s friend than mine. I always found him a bit fusty and too quick to claim credit for other people’s work. None of the graduate assistants who were my friends wanted to work with him.”

She stroked the gold charm at her throat, a tiny cartouche of Queen Hatshepsut’s name. Jessie, Cass’s professor and first love, gave the necklace to her at Oxford, and she never takes it off. Touching the charm is her “tell.” She makes the move whenever she’s nervous or excited or when she’s thinking of Jessie. I suppressed a little buzz of jealousy.

“He did seem quite genuinely affected when Jessie died.” She lit a cigarette. “He’s been on sabbatical, working in Cairo at our Institute for Preservation of Egyptian Antiquity.”

“Lord Dysart, the crook, did something good after all. He funded you and Hala starting the Institute with proceeds from selling his stolen artifacts.” The picture of Lord Dysart’s gruesome end two years before popped into my head. I shuddered. “That was a hard way to go, even for a bad guy like him.”

Dysart had us cornered on a sailboat on the Nile, demanding Cass give him the secret to finding Queen Hatshepsut’s mummy, when the heavy mainsail boom swept him overboard. The gun he’d been pointing at us flew straight up in the air, and he landed in the water and got eaten by a crocodile before our eyes.

“Yes. I still see that crocodile in my dreams sometimes.”

“Me too.”

She sipped her drink and gazed out the window. I knew she was remembering the scarlet bloom of Dysart’s blood marking the spot where the croc got him. She shook her head to clear the vision. “Back to Charles. He’s on sabbatical from Oxford, working with Hala at the Institute, translating the hieroglyphs on Hatshepsut’s coffin. He wrote me a few weeks ago asking that I meet him in Aswan. He said he’s found a clue to Cleopatra’s final resting place.”

“Wow, that would be something, but what’s the connection between Hatshepsut’s coffin and Cleopatra? They lived thousands of years apart.”

“He didn’t imply a direct connection to Hatshepsut’s coffin. He found something in his spare time in the basement storage area of the museum. He was tight-lipped about the details.”

“So we’re traveling six thousand miles on the word of someone whose work you don’t trust.”

“What if he’s right?”

“Finding Cleopatra would turn the archaeology world on its head.”

“Yes, and such a discovery would establish Charles’s bona fides as an archaeologist, something he’s struggled with for years.”

“But why are we meeting him in Aswan and not in Cairo at the museum or in Alexandria where Cleopatra lived and died?”

“I don’t know why in Aswan. As I said, Charles’s letter was short on details. He seemed deliberately cautious about disclosing anything more than necessary. He did say he’s counting on my experience dealing with government bureaucracies.”

“He means how you convinced Germany last year to agree to return Nefertiti’s bust to Egypt.”

“I played a role in the agreement, but more diplomatic temperaments than mine were involved. I’ll leave the politics to others. I’ve learned my place is in the field. It’s why Hala and I agreed she’d take over the Institute. She’s better with the press and the bureaucracy than I.”

Cass and I first met Dr. Hala Tarek in Luxor. At the time, she was the Deputy Minister of Antiquities in charge of approving Cass’s application to dig for Hatshepsut. She got caught up in the intrigue leading to that day on the boat when Lord Dysart got eaten. Hala was there too. “Will you see Hala on this trip?”

“Certainly, if we spend any time in Cairo.”

The little jealousy tingle happened again. By the way, I’m not proud of this character trait in myself.

She drained her brandy and reached across the table to brush my hair away from my eyes. “Darling, finish your soup. Let’s see if we can sleep through all the train’s swaying and jerking. You must take the top bunk. The price of being young and spry.”

The bed was surprisingly comfortable, or maybe I was dead tired. My head hit the pillow, and the next thing I knew, a conductor was in the hallway bellowing, “Aswan Station in ten minutes.”

A hotel driver in a 1937 Rolls limo met us outside the train station. I pulled a tourist brochure from the pocket beside my seat. “Cass, the name Cataract Hotel has nothing to do with vision problems. Here’s what this brochure says. ‘A cataract is a stretch of the river where many boulders and stones and a sprinkling of small islands break the water’s surface, causing whitewater rapids. These navigation hazards forced ancient Egyptian and Nubian traders to unload their cargoes and haul them by land around the shallows. The city, known in ancient times as Syene, grew near the portage. During the declining days of the Roman Empire, Syene housed a garrison of Roman soldiers protecting its realm’s southernmost boundary.’”

“Um-hmm.”

“You already knew that.”

“I did. I learned about the history when I first came to Aswan in the early sixties as a second year at Oxford. We worked on a project cleaning the temples on Philae Island a few minutes south of Aswan. The island is covered with the most beautiful monuments in Egypt. It’s called the Pearl of the Nile. The government built Aswan Dam in 1902, creating a lake that floods the island every year from July to the following March. When the water recedes, the flood leaves behind a blanket of silt on the ancient temples. We students worked with toothbrushes to remove the dirt and protect the carvings and paintings.”

“So the island is underwater eight months of the year. You cleaned the temple just to have the whole place flood again. What was the use?”

“It was frustrating. The archaeological community appealed to the Egyptian Ministry of Antiquities to build protective barriers against the water, but the government turned a deaf ear. They were obsessed with modernizing the country and providing electricity to cities in the north. Different priorities.”

“That seems shortsighted.”

She nodded. “Then we had a terrible scare. Nassar’s government made an agreement with the United States to build an even larger dam upriver which would have submerged the entire island for good under hundreds of feet of water. It’s what happens when you put bureaucrats in charge of the history of humanity.”

“But they didn’t build the new dam?”

“No. The US pulled out of the deal because Nassar was getting too cozy with the Russians.”

I turned the page of the brochure. “Here’s something I’ll bet you didn’t know. Agatha Christie wrote Death on the Nile in 1937 while living at the Cataract Hotel.”

The limo turned into a drive bordered by palm trees, and Cass began gathering her things. “Let’s hope we avoid any real-life murder mysteries this time around.”

The Cataract’s lobby was more like a rich person’s living room than a hotel lounge. Comfortable chairs, some covered in zebra skin, dotted the space. Gauzy curtains framed floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the Nile. My grandmother back in North Carolina has a sayin’ for every occasion. If she had been there, she would have taken one look around and pronounced, “You’re livin’ in tall cotton now.”

Life is like that with Cass. We always travel first class, even though she pays out of her own pocket for expeditions. She inherited this six-thousand-acre estate in England called Northfield Abbey. I’ve never seen it. Anyway, she doesn’t take money from governments or universities or museums. She values her independence.

A few middle-aged men dressed formally in neckties and three-piece suits read newspapers or chatted in low tones. I figured their female partners were still upstairs getting dressed for the day. I tucked my shirt in my khaki pants and tried to smooth out some of the travel wrinkles.

I waited for a bellman in a red fez to bring in our bags from the limo while Cass surveyed the room for her friend Charles. “He’s not here.” A little vertical line appeared between her brows, and she touched her necklace, signaling she was uneasy. “It’s odd. I telegraphed our arrival time, and the tone of his letter made him seem so anxious to meet.”

We followed our bags to the front desk. A clerk in a cutaway morning coat, cravat, and gray striped pants bowed from the waist. “Checking in, madam?”

Cass pushed our passports across the marble desktop. “Yes, Dr. Cassandra Stillwell and Ariadne Morgan.”

“Ah, of course. We’re expecting you, Doctor. We have a lovely suite for you and Miss Morgan on the third floor overlooking the river and Elephantine Island.” He dropped his voice. “And may I say, Dr. Stillwell, on behalf of my countrymen, how much we appreciate your efforts to return Queen Nefertiti’s bust to her rightful home.”

Cass nodded graciously. Her fame preceded us.

The clerk handed our keys to the bellman, and we turned to follow him to the elevator. “Oh, one moment, Dr. Stillwell. You have a letter.” He pulled an envelope from the cubbyhole marked with our room number.

Cass turned the envelope over. “Return address is Marhaba Hotel here in Aswan, room 205. No name, but it must be from Charles.”

The plaque on the door of our room said “Agatha Christie Suite.” The place was furnished as it must have been in the thirties. The rooms looked so authentic you wouldn’t have been surprised to see Agatha herself walk out of the bedroom. A sideboard held champagne chilling in an ice bucket, and a bowl of fruit.

After the bellman left, Cass flopped on a couch facing the balcony. We had a view across the hotel swimming pool and the river to Elephantine Island. As the brochure said, the river turned into churning whitewater as it tumbled over boulders and skirted the island.

Cass yawned and stretched. “I’m tired. I tossed and turned all night, trying to think what clue Charles might have found to Cleopatra’s remains.”

“I slept like a rock.”

“Open the drapes and French doors. Let’s enjoy the breeze off the river.”

I pulled back the drapes and opened the doors leading to the balcony. A soft wind carried the murmur of rushing water. “I’m going to pop the champagne.”

“This time of the morning?”

“It’s five o’clock in the afternoon somewhere.”

“Sometimes I’m afraid I’m a bad influence on you.” She tore open the envelope and pulled out a letter. “As I thought, it’s from Charles.” She read aloud.


My dearest Cass,


Forgive my opaque urgent request that you come to Aswan as soon as possible and for my not meeting you at your hotel. I’m devastated we’re not seeing each other in person right now, but I think I may be in some danger, and it’s best for your safety that we not be observed together in such a public place. I may have gotten myself into rather a bind. As I told you, I’ve made a remarkable discovery in the Cairo Museum’s basement storage room. It’s a scroll, written by a woman named Eset, an Isis priestess. I hesitate to disclose more about the relic, fearing the contents herein might fall into the wrong hands.

I will give you a snippet to pique your interest. Here’s a poem from the scroll.



“The beauty of your eyes

Shook my heart

When with your mouth against mine,

You gave your breath to me

As Goddess Isis’s wings fanned the breath of life into Osiris.


Now you have forgotten me.

I lie alone, and my heart burns with longing.

Let the sobs of the melodious harp

Plead my case.

Let me come to you again.”


If that doesn’t make you swoon, you don’t have a heart. I can tell you more in person and fill you in on my analysis so far, including a situation with the Ministry of Antiquities that I hope you can help me with. Get some rest, and I’ll ring you at your hotel at nine tomorrow morning.


Yours, Charles Branch


PS I think so often of Jessie. She was kind to me and believed in me when others didn’t. Just the sound of her name inspires me.


PPS I see they have you in the Agatha Christie Suite. Death on the Nile was always my favorite. I especially appreciated the clever old gal’s clue about the gun hidden under the sofa.



“What does he mean it’s best for your safety that we not be observed together in public? What kind of danger could he be in?”

“I don’t know.” She passed potential jeopardy off as though she had no concern. Cass is like that. Sometimes she doesn’t see risk when it’s right in front of her. She walked to the doors leading onto a balcony and gazed across the river.

I came behind her and put my arms around her waist and rested my head on her shoulder. “You’ve got that worry line between your brows, and you’re being very serious. Are you concerned for a change about what Charles said about our
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