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“Bring forth the barbarians!” Aby bellowed, stepping from
the shade of the large rectangular ruler’s sunscreen at the north end of
Nekhen’s ceremonial grounds into bright sunlight.


An immediate stir at the far edge of the crowd was
accompanied by a plethora of angry shouts. The doomed men were entering the
sacred oval, its two acres jammed with nearly three thousand men and women from
Nekhen and nearby hamlets who’d come to witness today’s executions. The
ceremonial grounds hadn’t ever been used for that purpose in my lifetime –
normally, we assembled here to honor our gods, particularly during the planting
and harvest and inundation festivals, the last the most important, for it marked
the day the great river, Iteru, began to rise and carry from the South new soil
to refresh our fields. In fact, a wide deep trench entirely outlined the oval,
except for a gap at the entrance, full of thousands of whitening bones from
wild animals sacrificed to the gods by our rulers during past celebrations. The
oval was slightly tipped; blood flowed into a trench when animals were slain
instead of pooling in its center.


The crowd at the south end of the oval parted slightly, in
the vicinity of a tall wood pole wrapped with colorful ribbons and decorated
with feathers and topped with a carved wood falcon, the image of Nekhen’s
primary god. A double line of twenty–nine men armed with long lances, mostly
boatmen but a few hunters and donkey drovers who’d returned home last evening
from their victory over the barbarians, began snaking slowly through the mass
of people. As the tail end of the procession passed the spectators closed in
behind the men, even as those at the head of the line were splitting apart so the
procession could squeeze through. Raised fists and loud jeers and hurled
insults aimed at the barbarians marked the men’s slow progress across the
grounds. They emerged into the open space before the sunscreen and arranged
themselves in a long line facing Aby. Quite a few were still wrapped with
bloodied bandages; several limped badly. The fight had been fierce. Thirty men
had set out with Aby on his punitive expedition; only my father, Intef, a
boatman, hadn’t returned to Nekhen. His body lay where he’d fallen in battle,
in an oasis in the western desert. Mother’s anguished cry when the weary dusty
men appeared yesterday and we realized he wasn’t among them would haunt me to
the end of my days.


Three barbarians were in the center of the line, their arms
tightly bound behind them with thick strips of leather. They were struggling
against their bonds, their eyes wild with fear. Two men prodded one forward
with lances and viciously forced him to his knees a few paces in front of the
others, then took firm hold of his shoulders to keep him in place. He was
barefoot, his hair long and oily, his body bruised and scraped and dark with
dried blood. His kilt was in tatters and he was absolutely filthy. He’d
obviously been treated harshly on the return trip. I was glad he’d suffered.
He’d been pointed out to me earlier – he was the barbarian who’d killed my
father. He’d shattered my world. How were Mother and I going to survive without
Father to look after us? Would Aby employ me in his boatyard as he had Father and
continue to provide for us, even though as an eleven year–old boy my skills
were limited? Or would Mother be forced to join with a new man of necessity,
one she might never come to love, one who might treat her and me badly? I
hadn’t slept at all last night, overcome with worry. I glared at the prisoner
and twisted Aby’s mace in my hands – a large pear–shaped chunk of limestone
inscribed with the image of a panther, attached to a three–foot long wood
handle. In a few moments Aby would use it to execute the captives. It was my
honor to carry it for him today; I wished he’d let me wield it.


Aby – “Panther” – Nekhen’s ruler for the past eleven years,
strode to the prisoner. His kilt was blindingly white. A panther’s tail was
attached at the back of his belt, cut from a beast he’d killed at the start of
his reign and whose attributes he claimed as his own. White plumes were bound
to his brow, and a necklace with many strands of gold beads glittered around
his neck. He held a shepherd’s crook in one hand and a flail in the other, both
ancient signs of his authority over us. At age fifty–three Aby was our
settlement’s oldest man, though he was far more active than many men half his
age. His grueling journey to the distant oasis and return had taken a month,
but no sign of weariness registered on his face. The three barbarians he was
about to execute were the sole survivors of the band of vicious raiders he’d
defeated. Of Nekhen’s elites, the men whose families controlled nearly a dozen
great enterprises – brewing, herding, hunting, fishing, flax processing,
pottery–making, wood acquisition, transportation by donkey, water distribution,
mining and quarrying – Aby was the wealthiest and most important and most
respected. He operated a fleet of nearly a dozen reed boats, the largest of
which had, up to a year ago, plied the river from Abu in the south to Tjeni in
the north, carrying trade goods back and forth between Nekhen and those
locales. He used the rest of his vessels to transport foodstuffs and beer and
milk daily between Nekhen and the nearby hamlets that acknowledged him as
ruler. Like the other elites, he supported dozens of men who labored in his
enterprise, as well as their families – including mine. We were dependent on
him for everything – food, clothing, shelter. Unlike the other elites, who
resided in large mud–and–wattle houses staffed by a multitude of servants in
either Nekhen’s lower or upper settlement, Aby lived in a simple hut along the
riverbank near his boatyard, in the midst of modest huts inhabited by his
workmen, a dwelling just large enough for him and his grandson Rawer. It was
fair to say Aby treated his dependents with far more kindness than the rest of
the elites did theirs, and because of that his workers accorded him
considerable affection.


I was seated beneath the sunscreen along with my mother,
Tai. The simple wood frame roofed with palm fronds provided welcome relief from
the blazing midday sun. I pitied the crowd filling the grounds facing us; normally
my parents and I sweltered along with them, but today was a special occasion
and so Mother and I were not only in the shade but were also being cooled from
behind by two young girls swishing wide fans of ostrich feathers. Seated with
us were Ipu, Nekhen’s oldest woman and priestess of our falcon god; Rawer,
Aby’s grandson and heir and thus Nekhen’s future ruler; Abar, Aby’s
granddaughter; and her father Huya, the elite whose donkeys transported
everything that moved by land in the nearby valley. Rawer and Abar were my age
exactly. They, and Mother and Huya and I, had been most directly harmed by the
barbarians; thus our participation in today’s ceremony. Rawer was holding a
knife, short and very sharp, and Abar another, much longer, with an elaborate
carved ivory handle. Aby and Huya would soon use those knives to dismember the
barbarian corpses.


A few paces to the right of Aby’s sunscreen, on a flat space
between the valley’s seated elite men and the crowd, was piled wood saturated
with oil; the barbarians’ remains would be burned on it, ensuring their spirits
would be completely destroyed and unable to haunt us. The watching elites were
being fanned by young girls and shaded by more holding small reed screens over
their heads. I’d never been this close to our settlement’s leading men before –
Pipi, the chief brewer; Itisen, the chief fisherman; Raemka, who farmed the
flax his workers transformed into linen for our clothing; Salitis, who owned
vast herds of cattle and goats and sheep; Merenhor, whose hunters supplied
Nekhen with game; Teti, the leading potter; Hori, who delivered water to us
daily; Harkhebi, who supplied families and enterprises with wood. There were
several dozen more, the leading men of nearby hamlets who owed Aby fealty, but
I didn’t know any of their names. Behind the elites, set in holes arcing around
the curve of the oval, were standards representing their families and the gods
of their hamlets – tall thin poles topped with images of animals. Aby’s panther
was the most prominent of them, taller by a foot.


I glanced from the barbarian to Mother. She wasn’t looking
at him. Her face was pressed hard against Ipu’s shoulder, her body wracked with
sobs. She’d loved my father very much. Ipu was embracing Mother with her
horribly twisted forearms, trying to comfort her. Rumors hinted at a terrible
accident that had befallen Ipu shortly after she’d become a woman. Her broken
bones had healed improperly. Usually, when I saw her at a celebration or
walking among the boatmen’s huts, she was accompanied by a young granddaughter
who assisted with any task requiring manual dexterity. Despite her disabilities
Ipu had been Nekhen’s healer for several generations, called upon to aid the
sick and dying and attend women giving birth, whether elite or commoner. She’d
attended my mother when I was born. Ipu and Aby had grown up together. She
celebrated alongside him whenever we honored our gods. Today, like every other
solemn occasion, a falcon–shaped amulet made of a mysterious stone–like
material dangled around her neck, and her arms and legs were painted with
images of the falcon god in malachite. I, like almost everyone, was afraid of
Ipu because of the magic she wielded – it was whispered the falcon god spoke
directly to her in dreams, and he was the mightiest of all the gods who watched
over the valley. Her great age was a clear sign of his favor – those women who
didn’t die in childbirth usually lived only into their early thirties, and she
was nearly twice that.


Aby halted directly in front of the barbarian and stared
down at him disdainfully for a long time. Then he swept his eyes over the crowd
and raised his hands for silence.


“A year ago Shery, joined to my oldest daughter and
designated to follow me as ruler, took a load of trade goods to Abu, a hamlet
located at the miles–long cataract blocking the river’s channel a week’s travel
south of Nekhen. Shery was set upon by raiders from an oasis in the western
desert. They murdered him, took his goods, burned his boat. His crewmen had to
walk all the way home. A month ago I set out from our settlement along with
these twenty–nine men lined up in front of you – volunteers all – to avenge
Shery’s death. We crossed the desert on Huya’s donkeys, guided by one of his
caravan leaders, following an ancient track marked by cairns of piled stones.
It took us two weeks to reach the oasis, which is located in a depression more
than one hundred miles long and twelve miles wide. We discovered the raiders’
camp there one evening. We were outnumbered, but we attacked them anyway, at
dawn, with the sun at our backs so it would be in their eyes. We fought our way
into their midst, killed most of them in fierce hand–to–hand fighting. Only a
handful were still alive when this barbarian threw a lance at me.” Aby
indicated the man at his feet. “Intef, one of my boatmen, leaped in front of
me, protecting me with his body. He died instantly.”


Aby glanced over his shoulder, first at me, then at Mother.
She was standing beside Ipu now, cheeks tear–streaked, grasping one of Ipu’s hands,
chin tilted proudly.


Aby turned back to the crowd. “We slew every barbarian
during that battle, except their chieftain and his son,” he cried. “I kept them
alive so they could face my wrath for killing my heir, Shery, here, in Nekhen!”
He pointed at the two barbarians still standing in the line with his flail.
Then he touched the kneeling barbarian’s shoulder with his crook. “This one
killed Intef. He will die first. He will pay for his crime in the presence of
the woman and boy he wronged.”


A young serving girl took Aby’s crook and flail and plumes
and retreated to one side. Aby signaled and I carried the heavy mace to him. I
returned to Mother’s side under the sunscreen and took hold of her free hand.


Aby raised the mace high in the air with his right hand and
addressed the crowd. “This barbarian has killed one of my people. He has
brought chaos among us. For this, he must die.”


Aby seized the man’s long hair with his left hand and
twisted it in his fingers so he could hold his head steady. The two men who’d
been keeping the captive upright melted back among their comrades. The
barbarian began shaking, crying for mercy. Without warning, Aby swung the mace
with all his might against the side of the barbarian’s head, crushing his skull
with a dull thunk. Bright blood splattered Aby and the barbarian and the
hard–packed dirt at their feet. After a long moment Aby released his hold and
the barbarian toppled sideways onto the ground. The handle of the mace stood
upright, the macehead embedded in the murderer’s skull.


Cheers rolled like a wave across the ceremonial grounds. The
younger barbarian fell to his knees and vomited. Laughter and cheers.


Aby removed the mace with a great deal of difficulty,
jerking it back and forth to loosen it, then finally twisting it free. He
placed it on the ground next to the body, covered with brain matter. Blood
began pooling by the murderer’s head.


Aby beckoned and Rawer, Shery’s son, moved from under the
sunscreen to his side. Rawer handed Aby a small flint knife. Aby knelt beside
the barbarian, knife in hand and, making numerous incisions across his brow and
around his ears and across the back of his head, scalped him, removing his hair
entirely. When Aby finished he stood and held the trophy high, dripping blood,
for all to see.


Raucous cheers filled the oval.


Aby hurled the scalp onto the pile of wood in front of the
elites.


Abar, Shery’s niece, moved to her grandfather’s side and
handed him a magnificent flint fish–tailed knife with a long handle of polished
ivory, decorated with a row of bound and kneeling prisoners.


Aby knelt again beside the corpse. Blood was now trickling
down the slight slope towards the low side of the oval from the hairless
crushed head. Aby placed the knife against the barbarian’s neck and sawed back
and forth, decapitating him. Then Aby tossed the head aside. In order, he cut
off each of the man’s arms and legs, leaving only the torso intact. As each
limb was detached cheers rang out.


Finished, Aby rose to his feet, blood–drenched. Boatmen,
Father’s friends, rushed forward and seized the various body parts and tossed
them atop the pile of wood. Mother moved from the sunscreen to the pile. A
boatman handed her a lit torch. She touched it to the bottommost log. The wood
immediately burst into flames. Mother returned to her seat beneath the
sunscreen. I put my arm around her shoulders, held her tight. A column of thick
black smoke began spiraling into the sky, accompanied soon after by the scent
of roasting meat.


Then Aby executed the younger barbarian and the chieftain.
He allowed Huya, Shery’s younger brother, to scalp and dismember them. Boatmen
threw their body parts into the flames as well. Then Aby and Huya joined us
beneath the sunscreen, both dripping blood and sweat. They sat on
leather–bottomed chairs. A young girl brought them each a jar of beer and they
drank thirstily. None of us talked; even the crowd had gone silent. The only
sound in the oval was the crackling of flames and the swishing of the fans
behind us.


Gradually, men and women began drifting out of the
ceremonial grounds. They’d come to witness the executions, not the aftermath.


The ceremonial grounds were at the eastern edge of Nekhen.
Between it and the river was a half–mile wide cultivated strip, where farmers
grew the emmer and barley and vegetables that fed everyone who labored in the
elites’ enterprises. The abundance produced by those farms had, over the past
millennium, fueled Nekhen’s growth from a collection of two or three huts to
the largest settlement anywhere in the valley. Nekhen sprawled nearly two miles
from north to south, bounded on the east by the cultivated strip and on the
west, a mile up a gradual slope, by a terrace at the base of a sheer–faced
rocky plateau topped by a vast awful desert reaching all the way to the end of
the world. That slope – in places sandy, in places green with wild grasses and
dotted with groves of acacia trees – was bisected by a great wadi, wide at its
base near the river, narrow, with steep sides, at its apex. Four rocky
promontories thrust eastward like fingers from the desert plateau towards the
river, each towering over the surrounding slope – three to the left of the
wadi, one to the right.


Nekhen’s lower settlement, its most densely inhabited
portion, vibrant and bustling, lay on high ground untouched by the river during
its annual flood, arcing around the western side of the ceremonial grounds. Its
mud–plastered reed or thatch houses were arranged haphazardly along narrow
winding lanes. The huts of workers clustered around the fine homes of the elite
families for which they labored; the lower settlement had segmented itself over
the centuries into a number of distinct neighborhoods based on craft or
enterprise. An industrial quarter with large workshops requiring much space was
on Nekhen’s northern edge. Distinct cemeteries for commoners and elites lay
beyond Nekhen’s boundaries, to south and north respectively.


A mile west of the lower settlement, occupying a terrace at
the base of one of the rocky promontories on the south side of the wadi, was
the upper settlement, smaller and older than the lower. Potters had been the
first to erect huts there, probably at Nekhen’s very founding, so their kilns
could take advantage of the never–failing desert wind at high altitude. One
fairly large pottery works was still located there, belonging to Khaemtir,
though he wasn’t prosperous enough to be counted among the elites. He was one
of the men who’d gone on Aby’s expedition to the oasis. The elite families
controlling linen–making and stone–working were also located on the heights. 


A deeply–worn wide dusty path wound through the heart of the
wadi, connecting the upper and lower settlements, spanning the empty space
between. The entire wadi was colored yellow by clay and soil washed off the
high desert by eons of rare but violent thunderstorms. I’d once heard Aby tell
my father the channel between Nekhen and the island was narrower now than it
had been in his youth because of the slow accumulation of outwash. He expected
some day, given enough rainstorms, the island might actually be permanently
joined to the rest of Nekhen.


A huge outcrop of rock thrust like a wide rounded chimney
from the right side of the path just before it reached the upper settlement,
its base a jumble of fallen boulders, its top flat and large enough to hold a
dozen people at a time. It was an excellent vantage point from which to survey
the entire valley, or so I supposed, for I’d never ventured there. The outcrop
was visible even from the river, a sentinel guarding the upper settlement and
the desert itself. The path narrowed considerably once past it to the west. To
the right of the outcrop, atop the terrace on the north side of the wadi across
from the upper settlement, was the magnificent and mysterious cemetery where
the men who’d ruled Nekhen were buried. Some of the graves supposedly dated
back to Nekhen’s very origin, when patriarchs led individual families and
Nekhen had no single ruler. The edge of that terrace was marked by a tall reed
fence plastered with mud, its surface brightly painted with images of boats and
men and animals and lines and circles and other shapes. The painted wood
structure next to the grave of Aby’s brother Depy, and others marking the
graves of his earlier predecessors as ruler, dominated the skyline, looming
watchfully and protectively over Nekhen and the whole valley, a constant
reminder our dead rulers were still with us and we were still connected to
them.


Groves of the acacia trees Harkhebi’s woodcutters harvested
and supplied to the elites and craftsmen – Aby to construct parts of his boats,
the potters to fire their kilns, the carpenters to create wood objects, the
brewers to heat their beer vats, everyone else to cook with – dotted the
unoccupied slope to either side of the wadi path. According to Aby, when he was
young those groves had thickly covered the slope from the edge of the desert
all the way to the river, but now, after a century in which the population of
Nekhen – and the number and size of its enterprises – had grown considerably,
trees were starting to become scarce and woodcutters were ranging farther
afield to supply the settlement’s needs. Many families had relocated from the
upper settlement to the lower as well during Aby’s lifetime, tired of their
huts being washed away whenever there was a strong storm. When one occurred –
usually every five years or so – the wadi path turned into a raging torrent
that swept everything before it and was thereafter impassable for days. I’d
personally witnessed only one such storm.


As the fire burned people continued to slip out of the
ceremonial grounds, headed to their nearby homes or up the wadi path towards
the upper settlement. One by one, the smoke from cookfires began spiraling into
the sky, for evening was approaching. By the time the pile of wood and body
parts had dwindled to ash only boatmen and donkey drovers and elites and their
families remained on the ceremonial grounds, out of respect for Shery and
Father. Once the ashes cooled, several men scooped them into a three–foot tall
earthenware jar.


The serving girl gave Aby his plumes and crook and flail. A
procession formed, Aby and Ipu at its head, bound for the river to dispose of
the ashes. Mother and Rawer and Abar and Huya and I moved into line directly
behind them. I carried the jar; such a task was beneath Huya and Rawer. Elites
fell in behind us, then the men who’d gone to the oasis, then what remained of
the crowd. Aby led us west out of the ceremonial grounds, then turned right. We
passed in front of nine craftsmen’s workshops lining the grounds, all belonging
to Aby. The craftsmen in those workshops turned the raw materials provided by
Nekhen’s enterprises or obtained through exchange with other hamlets and
settlements into finished goods to trade throughout the southern section of the
valley, as well as necessities for those of us who lived in Nekhen. They
produced leather goods, ivory and stone figurines and objects, cosmetic
palettes, amulets, necklaces and bracelets and anklets and girdles of precious
stones and gold, flint knives, arrowheads, stone vases, linen, clothing,
furniture, microdrills, and wood planks for construction projects. Each of
Aby’s workshops was operated by an overseer and staffed by craftsmen ranging in
skill from apprentice to master. Aby supported them and their families, just as
he did the men who labored in his boatyard. They too regarded him with
affection.


Once past the last workshop, at the north end of the oval,
Aby turned east. The sun was lowering to our rear; the face of the rocky
plateau a mile beyond the far bank of the river ahead of us was already touched
with gold and shadow was creeping across the valley floor, though it had not
yet reached the swiftly–flowing silver river.


We passed through a long line of empty huts. They’d be occupied
by farmers during the next inundation, for their homes along the river would be
swept away by the flood. They’d work on public projects specified by Aby for
three full months; he’d feed them and their families the entire time. Beyond
the huts was the half–mile wide cultivated strip hugging the river. We crossed
it using a narrow footpath. The emmer to either side was already knee–high,
green, rippling in the gentle breeze.


“What happened to my father’s body?” I asked Aby as we
walked.


“We laid him in a deep cave at the base of the escarpment
where we defeated the raiders. It looked ancient; there were images of aurochs
and ostriches and giraffes and an elephant pecked into the rock.”


That Father would not rest at Nekhen, among members of our
family, buried according to our customs, greatly saddened me. But there was
nothing I could do about it.


The boatyard began at the far edge of the field. The huts
where the boatmen lived was at its southern end, along with a large hut where
Aby stored trade goods. Nearby were several large sunscreens beneath which
women wove fiber into rope or men and boys assembled reeds into bundles. Many
bundles were neatly stacked on a flat parcel of ground where a punt was being
assembled for a fisherman. Aby halted next to the riverbank, north of where his
reed boats were moored in a long line, their sterns swaying with the current.
Everyone who had accompanied us spread out  in a large semi–circle facing
the far shore, with Aby and Ipu and Rawer and Abar and Huya and Mother and me
in the center.


Huya and I waded side by side into the river until the water
was waist–deep, me still carrying the jar. The channel was relatively narrow
here, for a long low island stretched the length of Nekhen and was closer to
the west bank than the east. No one lived on the island, for it was always
completely submerged during the annual inundation. 


Ipu raised the falcon–shaped amulet hanging around her neck
in one of her mangled hands. “As the barbarians’ ashes disperse in the river,
so shall their spirits be sundered forever!” she cried. “They shall not harm
our people again, in this world or any other!”


I spat into the jar. Then Huya and I each took hold of a
side and we slowly dumped the ashes into the water with a swishing sound. Once
empty, I took the jar from Huya, raised it high over my head with both hands,
then hurled it as hard as I could. It landed with a thunk and huge splash far
out in the channel, drifted north with the current, bobbed for a few moments,
then sank. I waded to shore and held Mother tight until the black mass of ash
swirled away and dissipated and was lost to view.


The elites and workmen turned away and headed for their
homes. Eventually only Aby and Mother and I remained, all of us staring at the
water, its surface shimmering with the colors of the dying day.


Mother addressed Aby. “My Lord, what’s to become of Nykara
and me?” she asked plaintively.


Aby put his hand on her shoulder comfortingly. “Nykara will
continue to work in my boatyard. I’ll train him to be a boatman like his father
and grandfather before him. You’ll both reside with me in my hut from now on.
I’ve already ordered your things moved there. You’ll run my household, Tai.
Neither you nor Nykara will want for anything, ever.”


Mother dropped to her knees in the grass and took Aby’s
hands in hers and kissed his fingers. Women who’d lost their men were never so
fortunate. “Thank you, My Lord, thank you. I can’t begin to tell you how
grateful I am.”


Aby took hold of her arms and raised her to her feet. He
shook his head. “I’m the one who’s grateful, Tai. I’m alive because of Intef’s
sacrifice. I owe him a great debt. I assure you, I will pay it.”


The sun dipped below the rim of the western plateau, bathing
the entire valley in shadow. By the light of the afterglow we accompanied Aby
from the riverbank, through the boatyard, then along the dusty lane lined with
the wattle–and–daub huts of his workers and their families. Though
grief–stricken by Father’s death, the awful burden of an uncertain future no
longer rested on my shoulders. That Aby had promised to take care of Mother had
earned my undying respect. I doubted many elites would have done the same
thing. I vowed Aby would never regret having shown us such kindness.


We passed boatmen’s women bending over campfires in front of
their huts, preparing meals, watched by lounging men, their faces and huts
colored by the flames. Our friends, they gazed at us sympathetically, called
out condolences. We passed our hut, now empty, the hearth dark and cold. I
remembered the last time I’d seen Father standing beside it, bidding us
goodbye, and quickly turned away. Aby’s hut was perhaps fifty yards farther on,
on a slight rise overlooking the river and boatyard. It was three times as
large as ours, though considerably smaller than the houses of the other elites.
Aby was a simple man, despite his status. He had no permanent servants;
boatmen’s daughters did his cooking and cleaning and hauled his water and wood.
A large open area in front of his hut, shaded by palm trees, with a blazing
fire in its center, was where Aby performed his ruler’s duties – rendering
justice, meeting with the elites and such. Several leather–bottomed chairs
rested beneath the trees. A large water jar stood at one side of the hut’s
entrance, opposite a large ovoid stone for grinding grain. A pile of firewood
was close beside it.


The reed mat that covered the entrance to Aby’s hut at night
was currently rolled up and tied over the lintel, letting in air. We entered. A
slight breeze was sweeping through a small window overlooking the river,
causing flames to flicker in a number of bowls of oil scattered around the hut
to light the interior. Just inside the entrance was a fairly large area
containing a couple of leather–bottomed chairs and wood chests that likely held
clothing. A few reed mats were arranged on the hard–packed dirt floor. Another
portion of the hut was crammed with earthenware jars and reed baskets, no doubt
full of beer and foodstuffs. At the very back of the hut several young girls
were bustling about preparing the evening meal. Smoke was curling through an
opening in the roof.


Mother’s and my pallets had already been laid out beside a
wall amidst the supplies, along with reed baskets containing our personal
items. Aby lay his crook and flail atop a chest, removed his plumes and placed
them there as well, pointed to a pallet next to the opposite wall. “That’s
where Rawer sleeps,” he said. “I prefer the deck of one of my boats. It’s much
cooler most nights. You’re welcome to sleep there or here, both of you.”


The girls hurried past, burdened with platters and jars and
bowls brimming with fruit and meat and fish and bread. My stomach growled. I
hadn’t eaten all day. The girls went outside and arranged everything in a
circle on the ground beside the campfire.


“Go on ahead,” Aby said. “I’ll join you in a moment.” He
indicated his bloody clothing. “I need to wash up.”


We went outside and sat cross–legged beside the victuals.


Rawer was already waiting there. He completely ignored me
and Mother. He was Shery’s son, and though he was only eleven he’d been Aby’s
designated successor ever since his father’s death. I encountered him daily in
Aby’s boatyard, though we never spoke, not only because Rawer was an elite and
I was a common laborer, but because he thoroughly despised me. I always beat
him in the athletic contests held during the settlement’s frequent festivals,
ranging from wrestling to running to swimming, for I was already taller and
stronger and faster than every other boy my age or a few years older. Rawer was
particularly enraged every time he finished second to me in an archery
competition; he took great pride in his marksmanship. In addition, every common
boy looked up to and followed me unquestioningly; all but a handful of elite
sons ignored Rawer. Worst of all – from Rawer’s perspective – Ameny, the
overseer of Aby’s fleet, cited my work ethic as an example every time he
chastised Rawer for being lazy and undependable – which was practically daily.
To say Rawer hated me was an understatement. I sensed living in the same hut
with him was not going to be pleasant.


Before long Aby joined us, dressed now in a clean kilt. The
girls poured each of us a cup of beer, then stepped back into the shadows. Aby
picked up a date and bit into it. That was the sign Mother and I could eat, and
I virtually attacked the closest platter, piled high with fresh bread. I’d
never seen so much food, or such a variety, at one time, except during the
feasts that were part of Nekhen’s festivals. I wondered if Aby ate like this
every day, or if this was a special occasion. I hoped it was the former. I was
growing fast and I was always hungry.


I made the food disappear as if by magic. I looked up once;
Aby was staring at me, bemused, smiling slightly. I supposed he’d never seen a
boy eat so much at once, but I couldn’t help myself. After we finished the
girls cleared away the empty jars and platters and bowls. Rawer abruptly moved
to the far end of the clearing. Aby rose and seated himself on a
leather–bottomed chair close by the fire.


Mother and I remained where we were, unsure what to do.


Aby sensed our discomfort. He leaned forward, rested his
forearms on his thighs. “I realize your new life is going to take some getting
used to,” he told Mother, “but I want you to consider my hut your home from now
on. Run it as if it’s your own household, Tai – you’re not my servant. Go to my
storage hut tomorrow – take whatever you want to decorate or make your life
easier.”


“I couldn’t, My Lord,” Mother protested.


“You can and you will,” Aby ordered. “I won’t have you
looking like a common servant either, when I’m meeting here with the elites or
listening to overseers or rendering justice. I’ll send my granddaughter Abar
with you. She’ll pick out appropriate clothing and jewels. And whenever you
need help with cooking or cleaning or anything else, call on any of the
boatmen’s girls. You command them now.”


“Thank you, My Lord,” Mother said, bowing her head. A tear
trickled down her cheek. “You’re being extraordinarily generous.”


“These next months will be especially hard for you, Tai, and
you too, Nykara,” Aby said sympathetically. “I know far too well what it’s like
to lose someone you love deeply.” He sighed. “That’s the price of living as
long as I have. I’ve encountered death so many times – my parents, my brother,
my woman, two daughters, Shery. It never gets easier.”


“I’m sorry for your losses, My Lord,” Mother said.


“No more formality,” Aby chided. “Call me ‘Aby’ in public, Tai.
But when we’re alone at this fire, or in my hut, call me Dedi. That’s my birth
name.”


“Thank you… Dedi,” Mother said.


He invited her to sit in the chair next to his. After
briefly hesitating, she did. They began conversing in low voices.


Three girls about my age suddenly burst into the clearing,
spotted Rawer, greeted him loudly, settled themselves around him, started
chattering animatedly. I recognized them, for Aby’s fire was clearly visible
from my old hut and they usually visited Rawer the evenings he wasn’t roaming
the valley and making mischief with elite sons. I’d never been this close to
them before, of course, for all three were elite – Neith, daughter of Salitis,
who owned Nekhen’s herds; Herneith, daughter of Teti, the leading potter; and Semat,
daughter of Hori, who delivered water to the upper and lower settlements. All
were, naturally, exceptionally pretty; if there’s one thing Rawer liked it was
a beautiful girl. He didn’t discriminate; he was as happy in the company of
commoners as elites if they were attractive enough. That was actually the root
of Rawer’s hatred for me – common girls flocked to me and went out of their way
to avoid him. Except for those who expected future favors from our future ruler
in return for favors of their own.


Five minutes of their ringing laughter and mindless cheerful
banter set me on edge. What could be less appropriate on this of all nights,
with Father’s death so fresh? I was about to go to the riverbank to mourn him
in private when I felt someone standing beside me and looked up. Abar had
stepped into the ring of firelight. She was staring at Rawer and the girls, her
body tense, fists clenched, hurt evident on her face.


There wasn’t a boy my age or older in Nekhen and the
surrounding valley – commoner or elite – who wasn’t obsessed with Abar. Though
a year away from becoming a woman she was absolutely stunning – petite,
features delicate, skin light brown and smooth, hair jet–black and short and
wavy, eyes black and piercing, fingers slim, legs long. A necklace of
alternating carnelian and gold beads graced her neck, a girdle of carnelian
beads circled her waist. A fragrant lily was tucked behind her right ear. I’d
never seen a girl as beautiful, not even those who were far older. Abar’s
father had been joined to Iaret, Aby’s youngest daughter, who’d died in
childbirth. Abar had been born into a life of luxury and her bearing reflected
it. She had a presence that drew boys to her; at every festival she was
surrounded by elite sons clamoring for her attention, even though they all knew
she’d been promised to her cousin Rawer at birth. She treated them with
disdain. And, of course, she completely ignored commoners like me. We didn’t
exist in her world. I’d never been this close to her before, except during
today’s executions. I hurriedly got to my feet, bowed respectfully. She was my
better. “I’m sorry,” I said after a moment.


“For what?” Abar snapped, still focused on Rawer.


“For how he’s treating you. You don’t deserve it. Not when
you’re promised to him.”


One of the girls squealed.


Abar snorted. “As if he cares.” Suddenly she wrapped her
fingers around my bicep. “We’re going to make him. Come with me,” she ordered.


I thrilled to her touch. Abar practically jerked me towards
Rawer and the girls.


He spotted us, half–rose to his feet. “What the…”


Abar ignored Rawer, smiled up at me beatifically – the top
of her head barely reached my shoulder – veered to the right and swept by him
into the shadows beyond the firelight.


“Abar and a commoner! Who thought we’d ever see that?”
Herneith exclaimed behind us.


“Not just any commoner. You wish it was you with Nykara,
don’t you, Herneith?” Semat accused.


“He’s just an errand boy,” Rawer said disparagingly. “All
brawn and no brains.”


“But what brawn,” Neith said dreamily.


I was mortified. I felt my face grow hot.


Abar let go of my arm. Unsure what to do, I followed her to
a nearby cluster of palm trees, out of earshot of Rawer. Then I stopped,
assuming I’d played my part in whatever it was she’d been trying to do.


“Come on!” Abar snapped, not slowing down, looking over her
shoulder at me. “I’m not done with you yet.” She stalked ahead of me angrily
almost to the riverbank, then suddenly halted in a patch of moonlight and faced
me. “I hate Rawer!” she stormed. “He does this all the time! Sometimes I want
to kill him!” Her fury was palpable. She started pacing back and forth.


I didn’t know whether to speak or remain silent. What did
Abar want with me? I took a deep breath. “Most boys in Nekhen would give
everything they have to be Rawer,” I said cautiously.


“Is that supposed to be comforting?” Abar snarled, stepping
close, looking up at me, her eyes blazing. “Why do you boys always have to fawn
over me?”


I took a step backwards. “I’m sorry. I feel bad for you.” I
should have kept my mouth shut. How had I gotten in the middle of her dispute
with Rawer? “I’ll go now.” I sensed that was the safest thing for me to do.


“Oh no you don’t,” Abar said crisply. “Rawer will come
looking for me. I want him to find me with you. That’ll drive him crazy.
He hates you with a passion. Take me someplace he’ll see us for sure.”


I’d never have guessed Abar was so manipulative. But, then,
I didn’t actually know anything about her. Rawer would make me pay for my
involvement in her machinations tonight. But she wasn’t giving me an option.
Resignedly, I led her a few paces to a medium–sized reed vessel tied up in the
middle of Aby’s fleet. “My father crewed this one,” I said. “He used to bring
Mother and me here first thing every time he returned from a journey.”


Abar looked at the boat, then me. “Don’t just stand there –
help me aboard.”


I put my hands under her knees and back and lifted her over
the side and set her feet on the deck. She was incredibly light.


“You too,” she ordered, looking down at me.


I pulled myself onto the vessel, a few feet away from where
Abar was sitting cross–legged, her back against the side of the boat. I perched
atop a low reed container a few feet away, but not until she invited me. Abar
had always seemed unreal to me, distant, beyond my reach. That I was in her
presence for the second time today, even under these circumstances, was
amazing. And frightening. I was tongue–tied. That never happened to me around
girls. But what was I supposed to say to an elite like Abar that wouldn’t make
me sound like a complete idiot? As I already had twice tonight.


The boat gently rocked with the current. The moon was full
and every detail of the boat and riverbank and island in the channel was clear.
As was Abar. Aby’s fire was a distant flicker, mostly obscured by a line of
palms along the riverbank casting dark shadows, their fronds clacking in the
gentle breeze. The fires before the huts of Aby’s workers, and farmers up and
down the river on both sides, glowed like distant fireflies. I gazed towards
the channel. The moon path shimmered on the water. The night was alive with
sounds – insects buzzing, birds chittering, splashes from leaping fish, the
river lapping against the boat. I closed my eyes, breathed deeply of mud and
reeds and lilies, remembered all the nights I’d sat on this very boat with
Father and Mother, listening raptly to his tales about his travels with Aby and
Shery. How I wished he was with me right now.


I glanced at Abar. She was scanning the shore angrily,
impatient for Rawer to appear, ready to wreak vengeance on him. “He’s certainly
taking his sweet time,” she muttered, almost to herself.


I couldn’t imagine how she was feeling right now. For Rawer
to disrespect her so flagrantly was appalling. It must be awful for her, knowing
she’d eventually be joined to him and they’d spend the rest of their lives
together. Maybe Rawer would change once he was older, take his responsibilities
towards her more seriously. I hoped so, for her sake.


“I’m truly sorry for your loss,” Abar said after a long
while.


Thank the gods. Common ground. Shared misery. “I’m sorry for
yours, too.”


“I loved Uncle Shery. To see the barbarians who killed him
get justice... I wish your father hadn’t died avenging him, though. I’m glad
their murderers paid the price.”


“So am I. I wish I could have swung the mace myself,
though,” I said fervently.


“That makes two of us.” She scanned the shore again, then
turned towards me. “I’m Abar, by the way.”


“Everyone in Nekhen knows who you are,” I said.


“You too, Nykara. I’ve watched you compete against Rawer at
festivals. Along with my so–called friends.”


She was referring to Rawer’s companions. My face grew hot
again, recalling their comments.


“You should hear him curse when you beat him,” she said with
some satisfaction.


“Oh, I have. So many times.”


That broke the tension a bit. Abar giggled. “Your father was
one of Grandfather’s boatmen?”


I couldn’t believe she was actually engaging me in
conversation. I supposed she wanted to fill the silence, keep from getting
bored while she waited for Rawer to appear. Or, maybe she wanted Rawer to catch
her acting with me the way the elite girls had been acting with him. “My
grandfather, too. I’ve worked in the boatyard since I was four years old.”


“Doing what?”


“At first I ran errands and harvested reeds and carried
supplies from the storage hut to the workers. The last few years I’ve tied
together the bundles of reeds we use to construct Aby’s boats and fishermen’s
punts.” I held up my hands. “I have the most nimble fingers in the boatyard.
Thankfully, your grandfather’s going to let me continue working for him now
that Father is... He’s even taking Mother and me into his hut. She’s going to
run his household.”


“You expect to spend the rest of your life working in
Grandfather’s boatyard?”


“To tell the truth, no. Father used to tell me stories about
his trips to Nubt and Tjeni and Abu, crewing for Aby and Shery,” I said. “He
even passed on tales he wasn’t sure were true – about a great delta in the far
North, a magnificent sea, strange lands along the coast. Someday I want to
design and build my own boat and go north and see if the tales are true.”


“What makes you think you can design a boat?” Abar
challenged. “Even Uncle Shery couldn’t. Grandfather claims he’s the only
boatman in Nekhen with the skill to create a vessel more complicated than a
fisherman’s punt.”


“I shouldn’t aspire to anything important because I’m a
commoner? Is that what you think?” I queried.


“And untrained. And a boy.”


“I’ve been making model boats as long as I can remember and
setting them adrift on the river afterwards.”


“A model’s not a real boat.”


“I’m aware.”


“You think you can gain wealth enough to finance creation of
a real boat, and support and lead a crew on an expedition into the unknown?
Working as a common laborer in Grandfather’s boatyard?” Abar scoffed.


 “What would you do in my place? Focus on the obstacles
and give up without even trying? Or do whatever you must to make your dream
live?”


Abar half–smiled. “Well, Dreamer, if you ever build your
boat, I assure you the stories about the North are true. The sea even has a
name – Wadjet Wer, the Great Green.”


“How do you know?”


“Because one of my ancestors saw it with his own eyes. His
name was Ankhmare. He was the first in my family to settle at Nekhen. Grandfather
tells Ankhmare’s story often. I sit with him beside his fire most nights,
learning my family’s ancient tales. I’ve memorized them all.”


If Abar only knew how often I’d watched her from afar at
that fire, her body bathed with gold by the dancing flames. She looked then
exactly like I imagined a goddess would.


“Occasionally Grandfather makes Rawer and me repeat his
stories. I, at least, relate them correctly.”


“And Rawer doesn’t?”


“He doesn’t care one bit about the past. I do.” She stood
for a moment, impatiently scanned the riverbank again, resumed her seat. “Those
girls are so… so…”


“Why doesn’t Aby put a stop to Rawer’s nonsense?” I
interrupted. “He’s playing around right in front of him. Wasn’t it Aby who
promised you to Rawer in the first place?”


“Yes. But Rawer’s mother was Grandfather’s favorite
daughter. Everyone says Rawer looks exactly like her.”


“So he gets away with whatever he wants?”


Abar nodded. Another long silence. More anxious scanning of
the shoreline. I couldn’t help staring at her. She was intoxicating, her skin
moonlit, eyes shadowed and mysterious, lips full, cheeks slightly dimpled. I
couldn’t imagine why Rawer would choose to be with anyone else. I could have
sat where I was and gazed at Abar for the rest of my life and been happy.


“Would you like me to tell you Ankhmare’s story while we’re
waiting for Rawer, in case you someday actually get to go exploring?” Abar
finally asked.


I suspected she was simply trying to fill the time. But I
wasn’t about to turn down the chance to talk with her, whatever her reason.
“Please.”


“Ankhmare lived five hundred years ago, in a settlement
called Badari, somewhere far to the north along the river, in the midst of
three or four dozen hamlets,” Abar began. “Unlike us, his people didn’t live in
the valley permanently. They planted their crops after the inundation, tended
them, harvested them. When the inundation began they abandoned their homes and
followed herds of oryx and gazelles and aurochs through the eastern wadis,
living off them all the way to the eastern sea. Now, Ankhmare was a boatman and
trader. In the months he resided at Badari he carried the goods he’d acquired
during his annual sojourn in the East to the nearby hamlets on a small reed
boat of his own design. One year, chasing the rumor of a rich settlement far to
the south in the midst of the savannah – this was so long ago the plateaus
lining the valley hadn’t yet turned to desert, but were still grasslands – he
and his crew rowed his reed boat to the great cataract where Abu is located,
then traveled overland for months until he reached a large playa – a lake fed
by the spring rains. He found no fine settlement, just a large camp where many
bands gathered annually to harvest wild grain and fatten their herds of cattle.
Ankhmare traded what goods he had and set out for home.


“A young woman lived at the playa, named Tiaa. She was a
potter. In fact, she invented the black–topped pottery once so prevalent in our
valley. More than that, Tiaa was the representative of the falcon god, his
priestess, though that title did not come into existence until perhaps three
hundred years after her death. The falcon god had revealed himself to her
family hundreds of years earlier, and had even given her ancestress an amulet
in his image shaped from some material no one had ever seen before.”


“Ipu’s amulet?”


Abar smiled. “Ipu is Tiaa’s descendant, just as I’m
Ankhmare’s. Anyway, for reasons lost to time, Tiaa accompanied Ankhmare from
her playa to Badari. They lived there for many years, though not as man and
woman. Each of them, you see, loved someone else. At Badari Tiaa learned to
make pottery in the Badarian style, which was said to be the finest ever
invented. She and Ankhmare traveled widely trading her wares, as far north as a
settlement called Merimda, not far from the Wadjet Wer. They even visited the
sea for a few days.”


“The boatmen say the sea is so vast you can’t see its far
side,” I interjected. “They say mighty waves pound the shore, that storms are
so violent they’d sink one of Aby’s boats in an instant.”


“So say Ankhmare’s tales too,” Abar replied. “Now, as I
said, Ankhmare loved a woman. Her name was Khuit. Their patriarch, Addaya,
wouldn’t let them join. When Addaya died his successor, Pay, claimed Khuit for
himself. So Ankhmare and Khuit fled Badari in a small boat, accompanied by
Tiaa. In time they came to Nekhen, where they settled.


“Nekhen was much smaller then. Less than a thousand people
called it home. There were only a handful of what we’d call elites, and they
were only a step or two removed from being patriarchs. Nekhen didn’t trade with
any hamlet in the valley. Not one of the nearby hamlets was tied to Nekhen in
any way. Ankhmare and Tiaa set out to change that. Ankhmare used his boat to
begin carrying goods made in Nekhen’s workshops to north and south,
establishing a rudimentary trade network. A man named Djaty ruled Nekhen in
those days. His grandson and heir, a truly awful man named Harmose, put
obstacle after obstacle in Ankhmare and Tiaa’s path as they tried to build that
network and expand Nekhen’s influence in the valley. They became convinced
Nekhen would never grow if Harmose became its ruler, so they identified a
better man – an elite named Kairy – and quietly set out to build support for
him in the surrounding valley. Tiaa also convinced Djaty that, as the
representative of the falcon god, she should confirm his successor when the
time came. When Djaty died, Tiaa confirmed Kairy instead of Harmose, and the
patriarchs of the surrounding hamlets pledged fealty to him. That’s why, for
the past five hundred years, everyone in the nearby valley has recognized
Nekhen’s ruler as their own, and it’s why we’ve become the largest and
mightiest settlement anywhere.”


“What happened to Ankhmare and Tiaa?” I asked.


“Tiaa disappeared from our family stories. Ankhmare
continued to build boats and trade. You see, he became obsessed with a desire
to link every settlement and hamlet in the southern section of the valley as
far distant as Tjeni and Abu to Nekhen, just as he’d linked all the local
hamlets to our settlement. He believed that once the entire South bowed down to
Nekhen, Nekhen’s ruler would be able to move north and unify this entire
valley. He devoted the rest of his life to that quest.”


“I wish I knew about my family’s past,” I said enviously.
“All I know is my ancestors were hunters before my grandfather became a
boatman.”


“It’s not just stories my family’s kept alive,” Abar said.
“That trade network Ankhmare started? It fell apart after his death, abandoned
by Nekhen’s rulers. For the next five hundred years they concentrated their
efforts on expanding their authority in this region, not in the valley beyond.
So Nekhen is less powerful than it should be if they’d carried on in Ankhmare’s
footsteps. When Grandfather became our ruler he began setting that to rights.”


“Aby revived trade specifically to pursue Ankhmare’s dream?”
I guessed.


Abar nodded. “Grandfather’s family has controlled Nekhen’s
fleet for several generations. When his brother Depy became our ruler,
Grandfather took over operation of the family boats. For nearly twenty years he
operated the fleet locally, for Depy had no interest in the rest of the valley
and wouldn’t let Grandfather trade to north or south despite his repeated
pleas. That changed the day Grandfather became our ruler. He immediately took
up Ankhmare’s quest. Now, at that time two brothers, my uncle and my father,
controlled herds of donkeys moving all goods on land, both locally and on the
trade routes traversing the eastern and western deserts. Grandfather joined his
oldest daughter, Manana, to Uncle Shery, and his youngest, Iaret, to Father.”


“Is that why Aby named Shery his heir? Because he didn’t
have any sons?”


“Yes. He also put Uncle Shery in charge of his boats and
started trading to north and south again. He and Uncle Shery traded off –
whoever wasn’t on an expedition watched over Nekhen.”


“The elites didn’t object?”


“How could they? The joinings linked boats and donkeys in a
single network that gave our combined family power enough that Grandfather was
able to reignite trade in an effort to expand his authority beyond Nekhen’s
borders without internal opposition. That’s because the elite families
operating our settlement’s enterprises are dependent on my family to deliver
the products they make and the foodstuffs that feed them and their dependents.”


“Aby can bring an elite to his knees if he challenges him?”
I asked.


“As long as Grandfather and Father wield boats and donkeys towards
the same end,” Abar replied. “Unfortunately, the blood tie between the two
halves of my family designed to ensure cooperation forever was lost when both
Mother and Aunt Manana died within weeks of each other.”


“That’s why you were promised to Rawer,” I inferred.


“Practically at birth, specifically to keep the network
whole,” Abar acknowledged. “But Rawer plays around with girls constantly.
Tonight isn’t an isolated circumstance. Since he doesn’t take our joining
seriously it’s no wonder the elite boys don’t. They consider me a prize,
Nykara.” Her voice was suddenly bitter. “You see, my situation’s unlike any
other elite girl’s in Nekhen. Father doesn’t have any sons – Mother died giving
birth to me and he’s never taken another woman – so someday I’ll inherit his
donkey herd. Nekhen’s elite men see my inheritance as an opportunity for them
to gain additional wealth and influence for themselves. Even though I won’t be
a woman for another year they’re already importuning Father to join me to their
sons. The son who wins me, the elites expect, will eventually operate my herd
and control the wealth it generates.”


“That’s why every time I’ve seen you at a festival you’re
surrounded by boys,” I said. And because you’re extraordinarily beautiful.
Though I didn’t dare say that out loud. Abar’s cutting remark about fawning
boys was too fresh.


“I can’t go anywhere in Nekhen without being accosted,” Abar
said. “In fact, I don’t remember ever sitting and talking with a boy who didn’t
have an ulterior motive for being with me – before tonight.”


“What kind of motive could a common boatman like me have?” I
asked. “Besides, you dragged me here.”


Abar laughed. “True. So far, Father’s turned down all elite
proposals. There’s nothing he cares about as much as his enterprise and he’s
not about to turn it over lightly to just anyone. He listens to the elites when
they make their offers because he has no respect for Rawer. He sees how lazy my
cousin is, and self–absorbed. He’s not convinced the elites will allow Rawer to
succeed Grandfather. He suspects they may pick someone else – possibly even
him, because of his wealth. And even if Rawer becomes our next ruler, Father
has no idea if Rawer will wield the fleet in concert with his herd afterwards.
Father’s also afraid of what Rawer will do to my family’s herd after he himself
dies – Rawer will gain control of it through his joining to me. Anyway,
Father’s reluctance to join me to anyone right now is fine with me. Unlike my
friends, I’m not in a hurry to start making some man’s babies.”


“That’s practically the only thing the boatmen’s daughters
talk about around the fire,” I said.


“I’m not a common boatman’s daughter,” Abar said huffily.


“I didn’t mean to imply you were,” I said apologetically.
“When Rawer succeeds Aby and you’re joined to him you’ll be a ruler’s woman.
You’ll be the most important woman in Nekhen.”


“I guarantee you, I’m not going to waste my life taking care
of Rawer’s hut, cooking, cleaning, fetching wood and water, serving him,” Abar
said decisively. “I intend to be involved in everything important that happens
in Nekhen and the surrounding valley. I intend to leave my mark on my world.
I’m not going to let Rawer hold me back. I’m more intelligent than he is. That
goes for all the elite sons. I know far more about my father’s enterprise than
they know about theirs. I probably even know more about their fathers’
enterprises than they do.”


“Really?” I asked skeptically.


“I visit Father’s donkeys daily to make sure they’re healthy
and properly cared for. I help Father and his overseer schedule their use.
Since our donkeys deliver goods to and from every enterprise, I have a good
idea how every enterprise meshes with every other. Especially the donkeys and
Grandfather’s boats. Does that surprise you?”


“It does, actually. Rawer could care less about the fleet.
He stays as uninvolved as possible, from what I’ve seen.”


Abar shook her head. “Being a boatman is Rawer’s destiny,
but he has no inclination to actually work on boats or master the myriad of
details involved in operating the fleet and moving cargo about the valley.
He’ll be content, once it’s his, to turn it over to overseers to operate while
he spends the day hunting. It’s hard to believe we’re related. I spend my time
actively engaged in Father’s enterprise…”


“And Rawer spends his avoiding work and chasing girls and
running around the countryside with a pack of elite boys and generally causing
trouble,” I interjected.


“He disappoints and frustrates Grandfather to no end,” Abar
said confidentially. “Nothing’s more important to Grandfather than constructing
boats and ranging the river. Rawer’s undeniably energetic when he’s engaged in
something he cares about, like hunting or wrestling or any physical activity
that requires a minimum of thought, but nothing in the boatyard interests him
in the least. He’s spoiled and entitled and gets away with everything because
Grandfather doesn’t have the heart to discipline him.”


“Because of his mother. He coasts by while you work hard.”


“I’ve decided once we’re joined I’m not going to yield
control of my herd to Rawer, despite what he expects,” Abar said adamantly.
“That’s a radical idea; no woman in Nekhen has ever operated an enterprise
before. It would never occur to either Father or Grandfather or the elites one
could. But not only am I fully capable, I’m absolutely determined to control
the herd once it’s mine.”


“And Aby’s fleet as well, I presume?”


“Why not?” Abar demanded. “I have the same amount of
Grandfather’s blood as Rawer. If I was a boy Grandfather would have already named
me his heir. If Rawer keeps on as he has, I’m convinced Grandfather will leave
me the fleet when he dies. He loves it. He doesn’t want it to fall apart once
he’s gone. I’ll never let that happen.” She gazed into the distance, pondered
for a moment. “A few weeks before he was murdered Uncle Shery actually
apologized for promising me to Rawer. He said it was the only way to keep our
family in power and pursue the family quest. He said he wished I could join
with a man out of love, not duty, but because of who I was I didn’t have that
choice.”


I recalled Father’s devotion to Mother. I recalled neighbors
who could barely tolerate each other. “Is power that important to you, to give
up happiness?”


“Happiness? No woman in Nekhen gets to pick who she joins with,
Nykara. You know that. It’s up to her father. I’m stuck with Rawer no matter
what happens.”


“I feel sorry for you, Abar. My father and mother
practically worshiped each other. That’s what I want some day. A woman I can be
devoted to, who’ll be devoted to me. I won’t settle for anything less.”


“No offense, but you’re a commoner, Nykara. We elites live
under different rules because we’re more important than you. Since I’m destined
to be unhappy – Rawer’s never going to treat me any differently than he does
now, even after we’re joined – I intend to wield his power myself, as
compensation. Not because I want to use it to enrich my family, the way elites
have in the past. My family’s wanted to make Nekhen the mightiest settlement in
the valley ever since Ankhmare’s time, but for centuries we were among the
minor elites and had no true say in affairs. The elites who ruled focused
inward, not outward, and so Ankhmare’s dream remained a dream – until
Grandfather became Nekhen’s ruler. He got us back on track, at least while
Uncle Shery was alive. Trade’s stopped since his death – only Grandfather’s
qualified to lead expeditions and trade, and he can’t leave Nekhen for weeks or
months at time because he’s our ruler and doesn’t dare turn over our settlement
to any of the elites to oversee in his absence.”


“You’re counting on Rawer carrying on in Aby’s footsteps
once Aby dies?” I asked skeptically.


“Of course not. Neither was Uncle Shery. He knew I was
stronger than Rawer, and smarter. He told me I’m going to be responsible for
guiding Rawer once he becomes ruler and ensuring Nekhen prospers. He told me
I’m going to be responsible for making sure Grandfather’s fleet continues to
remain integrated with our herd. He told me I’m going to be responsible for
identifying a man who can be a successful trader and expand Nekhen’s influence
in the valley, and keep Rawer from interfering with him. I loved Uncle Shery
very much. I promised him I’d never let him down. That’s why I want to be a
ruler’s woman – no – that’s why I have to be a ruler’s woman. To guide
Rawer. To pursue my family’s quest without hindrance and set Nekhen on the path
to dominance. It’s my destiny, just like Rawer’s is to be a ruler, and yours is
to be a boatman.”


“What about the elites? Won’t they object to you playing
such an important role?”


“Because I’m a woman? I don’t think so, thanks to Rawer,”
Abar replied thoughtfully. “His antics with the elite daughters hasn’t endeared
him to their fathers. They’d be furious if they ever found out how far Rawer’s gone
with them. I’ve learned – thanks to gossiping elite girls – their fathers are
questioning how a boy who can’t even operate an enterprise can rule Nekhen. If
I was male, descended as I am directly from Grandfather, there’d be no question
I’d be his heir and Nekhen’s next ruler. I think the elites will only agree to
Rawer succeeding Grandfather if they’re assured I’ll control the entire
transportation network on his behalf. And him.”


I shook my head. “I’m glad all I have to worry about is
building boats. Which elite rules the others isn’t something we commoners worry
about anyway. We worry about where our next meal’s coming from. So, Abar, I
wish you luck.”


“I make my own luck,” she said firmly.


“What do you think you’re doing?” The enraged shout came from
a distance. It was Rawer, hurrying towards us.


I rose.


So did Abar. “About time,” she said under her breath. Her
eyes met mine. “I have absolutely no idea why I told you so much tonight,
Nykara. You’ll keep what we talked about to yourself?”


“Of course.” I’d never reveal what she’d said, but I’d never
forget a single word either.


“You’ll let me use you in the future to get under Rawer’s
skin, if I have need?”


I nodded. Apparently, I was now conspiring with the most
beautiful girl in the valley against my arch–enemy. And it was his doing. If
Abar hadn’t stumbled on Rawer at Aby’s fire tonight with those girls she never
would have spoken to me.


Abar waited until Rawer reached the riverbank, looked down
at him from the bow, practically cooed. “Why, I’ve been spending a very
pleasant evening with Nykara.” She linked her arm in mine possessively, put her
free hand on my chest. “What’s the matter? Did Semat and Neith and Herneith get
tired of you so quickly?”


“Let go of that… that… boy!” Rawer spluttered.


Abar tightened her grip, edged closer to me. Her hair
brushed my arm. “Or what, Rawer? You’ll try to make me? Or Nykara? How do you
think that’ll turn out?” She laughed at him.


“You’ll pay for this, Nykara!” Rawer raged. He actually
stamped his foot on the ground, impotently.


Abar released me. I jumped from the boat to the ground, then
lifted her off, my hands around her waist, her hands on my shoulders.


“Let go of her!” Rawer insisted.


Abar took a step towards him. “You brought this on yourself
when you decided to fool around in front of me, Rawer,” Abar snapped, her voice
hard. “I played your game tonight. I can do it any time I like if you don’t
straighten up and give me the respect I deserve. After all, I won’t have to
look any farther than Grandfather’s fire to find Nykara from now on.” A warning
to Rawer. She turned to me. “I enjoyed our conversation. I look forward to many
more,” she said sweetly. Then she pushed past Rawer and disappeared into the
darkness in the direction of the boatyard.


He stared at me for a moment, clenched his fists, thought
better of it, spun around and followed Abar, frantically calling her name.


As soon as Rawer was out of sight I climbed back on board
the boat. I moved to the stern and lay on my back and stretched out wearily. It
had been a long and momentous day. I watched the stars wheel across the sky,
all the while replaying in my mind the evening’s events. My life just got a
lot more interesting. Abar said she’s going to seek me out at Aby’s fire if
Rawer doesn’t straighten up. Which he won’t. So I’m about to be part of a
completely one–way relationship with the most beautiful girl in the valley.
It’ll never go beyond a few random conversations – I’ll never be anything more
to Abar than a tool to get back at Rawer. But it’s not as if a commoner like me
could aspire to mean something to her anyway. Abar’s an elite, promised to a
future ruler. Truthfully, I don’t mind her manipulating me. It’ll be good to
see Rawer suffer a bit and know I had a hand in it.


Sometime later Aby joined me. Wordlessly, he unrolled a thin
pallet stored in a small pavilion amidships, then stretched out on it and
promptly fell asleep.


I lay awake until dawn colored the sky, remembering Father,
staring at the river of stars flowing overhead and wondering which one now held
his spirit. And thinking more than a little about Abar.
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“I’m going to step aside as Nekhen’s ruler,” Grandfather
announced to the handful of us gathered inside his small hut near the
riverbank.


I was absolutely stunned. Had I heard him correctly? I
didn’t know of any man who’d ruled Nekhen in the past half millennium who
hadn’t served until death. Grandfather had never so much as hinted he’d ever do
something so drastic. What was behind it? He was by far the oldest man in our
settlement – fifty–six – but still healthy and energetic. What was he going to
do? Spend the rest of his life sitting beside his fire, watching the world go
by? Did he intend to stop operating his fleet and boatyard and craftsmen’s
workshops too? How was his resignation going to affect me? My cousin Rawer and
I were Grandfather’s only living descendants. We were directly in line to
succeed him as ruler. Or, rather, Rawer was, simply because he was a boy, even
though he was only fourteen years old. Like every girl in Nekhen, I’d been
taught the highest position I could aspire to was ruler’s woman.


And I would be someday, thanks to my promised joining to
Rawer. He’d been Grandfather’s designated successor the past four years, ever
since Uncle Shery’s death. But I wasn’t about to be meek and retiring like
every other ruler’s woman had been once I assumed that role. I’d promised Uncle
Shery before his death I’d guide Rawer from behind the scenes, essentially
relegating him to be my figurehead. Father’s donkeys, which I was going to
inherit, would enable me to control transportation on land. Assuming I could
convince Grandfather to leave me his fleet, I’d be able to control
transportation on water too. With the entire transportation network at my
disposal I’d be able to force Rawer – and every elite – to do my bidding. As
Nekhen’s ruler in all but name, I’d be able to pursue the family quest
originally begun by my ancestor Ankhmare and restarted by Grandfather for a
brief time – to unify the entire valley under Nekhen’s control.


Currently, Rawer was slated to inherit the fleet, even
though he showed no inclination or capacity to operate it. I, on the other
hand, was both qualified and capable. I’d been working hard the past three
years to make Grandfather see I was a better choice than my cousin, to look
past the fact I was a woman, to trust I’d do a better job of advancing his
legacy when he was gone. Rawer didn’t even care about the fleet; I did. He
understood practically nothing of its workings. I knew them in detail. To me,
Grandfather’s choice was simple. Or it had been, at least for the first six
months after Nykara came to stay in Grandfather’s hut.


I’d spent nearly every evening in his company. I’d conversed
with him at Grandfather’s fire simply to get a rise out of Rawer. It hadn’t
been a hardship, even though Nykara was a commoner – he was undeniably handsome
and far better company than any elite son. He was interested in the same things
I was, and, I’d learned, intelligent. As promised, Grandfather had taken Nykara
under his wing and started training him to be a boatman. It was soon evident
Nykara outshone Rawer in every way possible, and most of the older boatmen too
– he was smart and hard–working and a natural leader. Everyone gravitated to
him. The fact he, a commoner, was more competent and cared more than Rawer
about Grandfather’s enterprise bolstered my argument I deserved to inherit it
instead of my cousin.


However, two and a half years ago my ambition to inherit the
fleet had suffered a crippling setback. Grandfather had unexpectedly joined
with Tai, Nykara’s mother, a commoner a quarter–century his junior.
Technically, Nykara was now Grandfather’s stepson and Rawer’s and my uncle. His
intrusion into my family, for so I considered it, cast my heretofore certain
future into doubt. Before, I’d expected to rule Nekhen through Rawer, as his
woman, with fleet and herd at my disposal to keep him and the elites in line.
After, given the contrast between Rawer and Nykara, it wasn’t a stretch to
assume Grandfather might give Nykara the fleet, maybe even name him heir and
future ruler. If that happened, after Grandfather died I’d be merely the woman
of an elite man in charge of my father’s herd. Without control of the fleet,
the family quest to expand Nekhen’s influence would be out of my hands. I
refused to accept that outcome. Nykara was not of Grandfather’s blood and so,
as far as I was concerned, he was absolutely unacceptable as either fleet
operator or ruler.


I scanned the faces of the others sitting in a loose circle
inside the hut. Father appeared completely surprised by Grandfather’s
announcement, Rawer shocked, Ipu – Nekhen’s healer and the falcon god’s
priestess – inscrutable, her great–granddaughter Amenia baffled. Tai was serene
– she’d obviously known about Grandfather’s announcement beforehand, as
apparently had Nykara. That they were both calm was not a good sign.


“Can I trust Amenia to keep confidential what she hears
today?” Grandfather asked Ipu.


Ipu was the oldest woman in Nekhen. She and Grandfather had
grown up together. She lived in the house of her son, Khaemtir, the operator of
a minor pottery works in Nekhen’s upper settlement, on the terrace at the base
of the western plateau looming over the valley. While some enterprises, like
herding and hunting, were the purview of one man, others, like pottery and
brewing, were conducted by a number of individuals. Ipu celebrated alongside
Grandfather when we honored the gods at the inundation and planting and harvest
festivals. She was showing her age these days, walking with a shuffle, somewhat
hunched over. In fact, she’d entered Grandfather’s hut today leaning heavily on
Amenia for support, which explained the girl’s presence. Both of Ipu’s forearms
were horribly twisted; her hands pointed in opposite directions. How Ipu
managed to do the simplest tasks was beyond me; no doubt that’s why Amenia was
always at her side. Still, Ipu had been Nekhen’s healer for several
generations. She’d been present at my birth, according to Father; she’d been
unable to save my mother, who’d died that day, just as Rawer’s had a scant week
earlier. She’d tended to me for an entire week a year ago when I’d fallen
extremely ill. Ipu’s only jewelry was a palm–sized falcon–shaped talisman
dangling around her neck, the source of her authority. I’d never seen her
without it or wearing anything else. Ipu’s hair was still dark, no doubt
colored with henna, and someone had woven long extensions in today that brushed
her shoulders. Likely they came from one of Amenia’s cousins, for their color
did not match hers.


Amenia appeared terrified at being singled out by
Grandfather. She was seated cross–legged between Ipu and Nykara, tightly
clutching the leather pouch holding Ipu’s herbs and charms and ointments and
potions. Her eyes were firmly fixed on the ground in front of her and she was
blushing. She was the plainest–looking girl I’d ever seen – scrawny, ribs
showing, her unkempt light brown hair, laced with gold highlights, cascading
over the front of her right shoulder nearly to her waist, skin fairly brown,
legs long, her face without any distinguishing feature. A few smears of dried
clay stood out whitely on her skirt and forearms. She apparently made pottery
in her grandfather’s works when she wasn’t assisting Ipu. She’d cared for me
during my illness too, sitting beside me every night for an entire week while
Ipu slept, administering potions, softly chanting to the falcon god, bathing my
fevered brow with cool water. She’d been compassionate and tender and had
enveloped me in a feeling of well–being and contentment. I hadn’t seen her
since I’d regained my health.


“Amenia won’t repeat anything,” Ipu replied.


“Then let’s proceed.”


“I’ve celebrated alongside you, Aby, and your brother Depy
and your father Gehes,” Ipu said. “I confirmed both Depy and you as our rulers.
You’ve led Nekhen well for many years. Our settlement has prospered under your
guidance. Nekhen’s ruler has always served for life. Why do you want to step
aside?”


“I still intend to serve Nekhen, Ipu. But in a different and
more important way,” Grandfather assured her. “The reason goes back to when
your ancestor and mine arrived in this settlement together, five hundred years
ago.”


“Tiaa and Ankhmare,” Ipu said knowingly.


I knew their story well, having memorized Grandfather’s
telling of it. Rawer knew it too, as did Nykara and Tai. I’d told Nykara the
story myself the day he’d moved into Grandfather’s hut.


“My ancestor Ankhmare was, like me, a boatman and trader,”
Grandfather said. “When he first came here Nekhen was a small isolated
settlement. He and Tiaa convinced the patriarchs who led the dozens of hamlets
in Nekhen’s vicinity to pledge fealty to Nekhen’s ruler. Ankhmare and Tiaa, in
effect, created the unified region I lead today. They’re the ones who defined
its northern and southern boundaries, ensured Nekhen’s rulers would control the
water flowing through it, the crops planted upon its plains, the minerals that
lie on and beneath it, the people who inhabit it. Because of them all of us in
this region have a shared identity, common traditions, common customs, even
worship the same primary deity, the falcon god.” He nodded at Ipu. “But
Ankhmare dreamed of far more. He envisioned every settlement in the
valley looking to Nekhen’s ruler as their own. For him, the path to that future
was trade. So he launched regular expeditions to the main settlements in the
southern section of the valley. But his dream died with him. Trade virtually
stopped with his passing. For the past five hundred years Nekhen’s rulers have
looked inwards, not outwards.”


“Until you took control of the fleet, Aby,” Nykara
interjected.


Had he really spoken? I was incredulous.


Nykara might be Grandfather’s stepson, but to me he was an
interloper, a boy of common birth elevated to prominence due to an accident of
fate. Ever since Grandfather joined with Tai I’d regarded Nykara and everything
he did with suspicion. I was certain Nykara had merely feigned interest and
enthusiasm in Grandfather’s nightly stories in an attempt to worm his way into
Grandfather’s good graces, to set himself up for exactly the situation we faced
today. At first, after I’d heard about the joining, I’d pondered whether I
should turn away from Rawer and cozy up to Nykara instead. If he was named
ruler, and given the fleet, and I became his woman, we’d control the
transportation network and thus the elites. But Nykara was no pushover like
Rawer, and as considerable as my charms might be I doubted I’d ever be able to
fully control him. I wouldn’t be able to rule Nekhen from behind the scenes,
the way I would with Rawer. I had no idea if Nykara would use the fleet to
pursue my family’s quest either. It was more likely he, a commoner, would use
it to build his own power base. That’s if the elites didn’t rise up against him
first because of his background, plunging Nekhen into conflict. After
considerable thought, I’d concluded Nykara was risky and Rawer, weak as he was,
a sure thing, and so I’d cut Nykara out completely. I hadn’t deigned to
acknowledge his presence at Grandfather’s fire the night of Tai’s joining. I’d
purposefully ignored him on every subsequent visit to Grandfather’s, never
spoken to him civilly even once. It rankled he’d been grudgingly accepted into
the ranks of the elite boys due to his relationship with Grandfather and they,
like commoners, had turned to him as a leader. To my mind that made Nykara an
extremely dangerous rival to my ambitions. To say I despised him now hardly
captured the depth of my dislike.


At least Nykara had had sense enough not to address
Grandfather as “Father.”


Grandfather didn’t seem to mind Nykara’s interruption. “When
my brother Depy succeeded my father as ruler he turned our family’s enterprise
over to me. When I succeeded my brother as ruler I built a cargo boat and
appointed Shery chief trader, and he led many expeditions on my behalf to both
north and south. Because of Shery and me, Tjeni and Nubt and Abu and the
hamlets in their localities aligned with them started to become dependent on us
once more. But when Shery was killed and my cargo boat burned all the progress
we’d made was lost. Had Shery lived, he would have succeeded me as ruler when I
died. Rawer would have taken Shery’s place as head of my fleet and overseer of
my boatyard and craftsmen, and would have become Nekhen’s chief trader.”


A position I’m far better suited for than my cousin.


“But Rawer’s too young to lead a trade expedition, and no
man in Nekhen is capable. So it’s up to me to take direct responsibility for
trade, and expanding Nekhen’s influence, again.”


The role I’ve been preparing myself to fill once
Grandfather dies and Rawer becomes ruler.


“Do you really have to give up rule to do that?” Nykara
asked.


“My current duties don’t allow me to leave Nekhen for
extended periods,” Grandfather replied.


“I could be a trader instead of you, Grandfather,” I
offered. “I’d love to travel the valley.”


“You’re certainly bright enough, Granddaughter. But I’m
afraid no man would trade with a girl. And no crew would follow one. Besides,
you’re too young, Abar. Nekhen can’t afford to wait for you to grow up.”


“I’ve been a woman for two years,” I protested.


“You need to be much older than fourteen to traipse around
the valley at the head of a trade expedition. Anyway, expanding Nekhen’s
influence in the valley is absolutely critical to our settlement’s future,”
Grandfather said earnestly. “So I intend to devote the rest of my life to that
quest.”


“Why now?” Father asked.


“I don’t have many years left to live, do I?” Grandfather
replied. “Besides, no settlement in the valley is as powerful as Nekhen right
now. I’m going to act before that changes.”


“Act how?”


“We know this much of the river’s course.” Using his finger,
Grandfather scratched a line on the dirt floor of the hut. “Here’s Nekhen.
Here, a week’s travel south, is Abu, at the cataract blocking the river. Here,
north of us, at the southern end of a long eastward–sweeping paw of land, is
Inerty. Nubt lies at the apex of the paw, at the point closest to the Eastern
Sea. Hiw is at the northern end of the paw where the river straightens once
more, only a few days travel south of Abdju and Tjeni.”


I was familiar with the map. Grandfather had traced it
before as he told his stories.


“Nubt and Tjeni are major settlements, though each is less
than half Nekhen’s size. Inerty and Hiw are smaller, but are led by elites –
those in Hiw are particularly powerful. Those four settlements have satellites
– small dependent hamlets – though none has pledged fealty to them as the
hamlets in our region have to Nekhen. That’s probably because none of them has
a powerful ruler. The valley narrows at Tjeni. The plateaus on east and west
closely hem the river in there. With little effort, Tjeni could control traffic
trying to pass that point by water. It currently draws its wealth from the
oases in the western desert, with which it trades overland, and Hiw and Nubt.”
He pointed. “Nubt controls access to the eastern desert through a wadi running
all the way to the Eastern Sea. Caravans bring Nubt gold and malachite and the
mudstone we use for cosmetic palettes – that stone comes only from the Black
Mountains at the midpoint of the wadi. A caravan track leads from Nubt directly
to Tjeni, cutting across the paw, giving Nubt access to western desert oases as
well.” Grandfather pointed one last time. “Caravans from beyond the cataract
deliver ivory and exotic animal pelts and ebony and other products to Abu.”


“And we control a wadi leading to gold mines in the eastern
desert, and routes into the western desert,” I interjected.


Grandfather nodded. “The other settlements have elites, like
Nekhen’s, though there are fewer of them and they’re far less powerful than
ours. They too control fledgling enterprises that exploit and dominate their
sections of the valley. They too have developed an unquenchable thirst for rare
and valuable objects to set themselves apart from their commoners – though
there’s less difference between them and their commoners than there is between
Nekhen’s elites and our commoners. Like our elites, they’ve removed those
objects from circulation, restricted their ownership to men of wealth and
privilege. Based on what I’ve observed, the elites of Tjeni and Nubt in
particular are on the cusp of taking the next step towards prominence by
rallying behind a strong ruler. Once they do we’ll lose the advantage we now
have over them. Nubt’s elites, for example, have harnessed the power of their
commoners to build a wall around part of their settlement. Tjeni is not as
advanced; it and its main companion Abdju are still trying to master their
local habitat.”


“What advantage?” Father asked.


He hadn’t yet grasped what I’d seen so clearly for years.
“As Grandfather said, Tjeni’s and Nubt’s and Hiw’s and Inerty’s elites seek
luxury items,” I interjected impatiently. “The old stories tell of riches in
the North. No doubt the stories are as well–known in those settlements as they
are in Nekhen. Unless we make their elites dependent on us for unique
and quality items in sufficient quantities, once they unite behind a strong
ruler they’ll build their own boats and launch trade expeditions. They’re
closer to the North than we are. Once they have boats the entire valley will be
open to them. They’ll want to control it. That’ll give them incentive to stop
us from freely passing their boundaries, as we can do now. We’ll be hemmed in
here, in the South, cut off from whatever lies in the North. But if we can keep
them dependent on us we’ll be able to maintain a monopoly on trade by boat.
They’ll have no incentive to build fleets of their own. We’ll control the
river, be able to move past them without hindrance, take charge of all trade in
the valley, make Nekhen ever stronger.”


“Abar’s absolutely correct. If Tjeni or Nubt become too
powerful and block us from reaching the North they’ll stunt our growth,”
Grandfather cautioned. “Nubt has satellites – Armant, Amrah, Salmany, Mesaid,
Inerty and Mahasna. Tjeni, similarly, has its – Abdju is the largest. And Hiw
is close enough to Tjeni to align with it.” He slammed a fist into his palm.
“So we must regain and take advantage of the foothold Shery and I
reestablished and work hard to make the northern settlements completely
dependent on us. We can’t let them grow strong and independent and exert their
will to their north and south. We must ensure someday every settlement
on the river from Tjeni south recognizes Nekhen’s ruler as its own. Once that
happens, once there’s union in the South, Nekhen will be powerful enough to
move north all the way to the Wadjet Wer and unite this entire valley.
That was Ankhmare’s dream. It should be ours. It can’t be achieved in a few
years, or even a few generations, but it’s time to set out on that path. I’m
resigning as ruler so I can take the first step and begin creating the southern
union.”


“What about Abu?” Father asked.


“We’ll expand to our south someday as well, though not until
the North is secure,” Grandfather replied. “Currently, Abu is only a hamlet and
doesn’t block us from anything. In fact, it probably protects us from Nubian
raiders. I don’t see that situation changing for many generations.”


My heart was racing. Grandfather stirred me whenever he
talked about my family’s ancient quest. I’d memorized all the old stories from
Ankhmare’s day. His dream of making Nekhen all–powerful spoke to me. For as
long as I could remember I’d wanted to be involved in his quest, something so
much larger than the limited obedient life everyone expected me to lead. Rawer,
on the other hand, looked bored. Was he even paying attention to Grandfather?
He was such an idiot. Didn’t he realize his apathy might be tipping the scales
of gaining control of the fleet in Nykara’s favor? For, unlike Rawer, Nykara
was leaning forward, as eager as me. He obviously recognized the importance of
what was being discussed. He knew our family stories too.


“You expect to create this union solely through trade?”
Father asked.


“It’s the best way to expand our influence,” Grandfather
replied. “Our craftsmen make many items other settlements have found useful in
the past. Microdrills, fish–tailed knives, fish bones for arrowheads, gold
necklaces and amulets. Once we begin trading again we’ll be able to acquire raw
materials our craftsmen can turn into luxury items to trade – malachite and
mudstone from Nubt, ostrich feathers and ostrich eggs and ebony and stone and
exotic animal pelts from Abu, feathers and pelts from Tjeni.”


“Ankhmare traded pottery produced by Tiaa throughout the
southern valley,” Ipu reported. “Tiaa invented two styles – black–topped, and
decorated polished–red ware. She tailored the decorated pottery to the
individual hamlets where it was traded. Its images reflected their gods and
legends and made it extremely valuable. But several generations ago the
ancestors of today’s potters abandoned those styles and developed the rough
cheap pottery mass–produced by all of them today. Including my son and
grandsons. Only Amenia still makes the old styles, in limited amounts, and only
because Nekhen’s elites like to be buried with it. I taught her, as my
grandmother taught me.”


Amenia’s eyes were downcast again, this time from acute
embarrassment. She clearly hated attention. What’s it like to be so
painfully meek? No one would ever accuse me of that. I was her exact
opposite. I relished attention and wasn’t afraid to express my opinion to
anyone. Even though I was only fourteen, I was intelligent enough that people
paid attention when I spoke.


Nykara leaned over and whispered something to Amenia.


She blushed furiously and studiously avoided looking at him.


Grandfather swept his eyes around the circle. “Here’s my
conundrum. To expand Nekhen’s influence I need to send regular trade
expeditions to the northern settlements to make them dependent on us. With
Shery dead, there’s not a single man in Nekhen who’s capable of leading an
expedition, much less trading successfully once he arrives at his destination.
Except me. But, as I said before, as ruler I can’t leave the settlement for
weeks or months at a time. I have too many duties to perform each day. Rawer’s
my heir, but he’s too young to take over the fleet and boatyard and craftsmen
and function as chief trader for another five or six years. We simply can’t
afford to wait that long to resume trade. I’m going to yield to a new ruler so
I can return to my fleet and devote all my time to assuring Nekhen’s long–term
future – not just by resuming trade, but by identifying and training the man
who’ll follow in my footsteps and lead expeditions long after I’m dead.”


Now I understood why Grandfather had decided to
resign. But his resignation was going to have significant consequences for all
of us who lived in Nekhen. I quickly glanced at the two candidates in line to
replace him – Rawer, and Grandfather’s so–called stepson Nykara.


First, Rawer. He was currently Grandfather’s designated
heir. But would Grandfather pass over him now because of his lack of
performance in the boatyard? Rawer took absolutely no interest in the fleet or
craftsmen’s workshops or anything associated with transportation. That was
doubtless a sign he couldn’t be trusted with something even more complicated –
such as Nekhen. He was so unlike me. I already knew almost everything there was
to know about Grandfather’s enterprise because I attended the weekly meetings
he and Father held to discuss scheduling deliveries throughout the local valley
using Grandfather’s boats and Father’s donkeys. In fact, I knew more about our
beasts than Father’s own overseer, an aged and somewhat lazy man. Since boats
and donkeys touched nearly every enterprise in Nekhen, I knew much about them as
well. In addition, I was present daily when Grandfather listened to petitioners
and rendered justice in the clearing outside his hut, and when he walked the
valley after the inundation each year to mark the new boundaries of each
farmer’s field with stones, and when he monitored the distribution of grain
from the great communal storage bins on the threshing grounds. I understood the
duties of a ruler in detail. I’d been preparing myself for years to rule
through Rawer. As long as Grandfather named Rawer his replacement today, that
would continue to be my fate. Still, it’d be so much simpler if Grandfather
would instead name me his replacement. It would be controversial,
selecting a woman. But I was certain I could win over the elites; I’d learned
since becoming a woman I could bend almost any man to my will. Few indeed were
those who weren’t interested in accommodating me to stay in my good graces. And
if they wanted to fight, with fleet and herd at my disposal, how could they
prevail against me?


Second, Nykara. He looked unconcerned. Had Grandfather
already told him he was going to be his successor? Nykara was familiar with
some aspects of Grandfather’s fleet, at least when it came to building and
rowing boats. But he knew nothing of scheduling, or of what the craftsmen did,
or how to care for the boatmen’s and craftsmen’s families, or anything at all
about ruling. Nykara was admittedly hard–working. But he wasn’t of
Grandfather’s blood. He was a commoner. That alone disqualified him from
ruling, in my eyes. I’d always feared he’d finesse his way into Grandfather’s
affections and displace me and Rawer. Grandfather was exceedingly fond of him.
I’d grown jealous of the attention Grandfather paid him. Was what I feared
about to happen? Was Grandfather going to pick Nykara over Rawer, relegate me
to nothing? “You’re not going to yield to the interloper, are you?” I snapped,
indicating Nykara.


Nykara’s eyes met mine, unflinching. His face remained
expressionless. He did know. It was him. At least he wasn’t outright gloating.


“Rawer’s your grandson!” I exclaimed, outraged. “I’m your
granddaughter. One of us deserves to be your successor, not that boy!”


“That’s right!” Rawer stormed.


He was finally paying attention.


“Huya will succeed me,” Grandfather announced calmly.


The words slowly sunk in. Father! What a relief! That made
sense – Rawer was simply too young and inexperienced to rule right now. Father
was an elite and had been joined to Grandfather’s youngest daughter, so there
was a tenuous familial tie between them. Plus, Father controlled transportation
on land. He was wealthy and powerful in his own right. Gleefully, I realized
Father’s selection had just strengthened my claim to someday be ruler.
Rawer was Father’s nephew, but he wasn’t directly descended from him. I was.
Naturally, for now, Rawer would be named Father’s heir, just as he’d been Uncle
Shery’s, because he was a male. But I’d had Father wrapped around my little
finger my entire life. I was certain that, given enough time, I could convince
him to push Rawer aside and name me his heir instead. Father was involved in
every aspect of his herd; Rawer’s lackadaisical attitude towards the fleet
would eventually come to disturb Father greatly and strengthen my argument to
take his place. I wasn’t giving up on inheriting the fleet from Grandfather,
either. If I did I’d entirely cut Rawer’s feet out from under him. I’d
practically be able to dictate to Father that he name me heir, and force the
elites to recognize me as ruler when he died. In the short term, I realized, I
was going to be far more visible in Nekhen than I’d been in the past and play a
much bigger role in our settlement, a role that would support my future
ambitions. Beginning now, I was a ruler’s daughter. And since my mother was
dead I’d fill the role that should have been hers, celebrating at Father’s side
during Nekhen’s festivals. The interloper would be cut out entirely. Everything
was going to work out fine. Father seemed as relieved as me. He’d apparently
feared Nykara too. His relationship with Grandfather was not as strong as Uncle
Shery’s had been. I glanced at Rawer. He clearly believed Grandfather hadn’t
significantly altered his future. He couldn’t be more wrong.


“The obvious drawback of choosing you, Huya,” Grandfather continued,
“is you don’t have a son to succeed you.”


That was alarming. Grandfather was discounting me.


“There’s me!” Rawer insisted stridently. “I’m your grandson
and Uncle Huya’s nephew.”


“Yes. You represent the continuation of our dual family
lines, Rawer,” Grandfather acknowledged. “Yet, if Huya should die while you’re
still too young to rule, the elites would position one of their own to lead and
our family would be relegated to second–rate status.”


“That’s not fair!”


“Fair? Our family rules now only because the other elite
families elevated my father from their midst when a ruler died without a son
almost six decades ago. In return for their support we’ve made sure each
family’s wealth has continued to grow, along with the authority to oversee a
portion of Nekhen’s commoners. Our family is as dependent on the other elites
as they are on us, Rawer. We elites long ago agreed power was accumulated and
transferred through lineage. As long as lines of descent in a family remain
clear, so does power. When they become muddied, as now, the elites may decide
to reconsider who rules over them.”


They wouldn’t be muddied if I was named heir.


“Then my first act will be to proclaim Rawer my successor,
Aby,” Father said. “To ensure the elites honor my decision I’ll figure out ways
to make them more beholden to me than they have been to you. I’ll differentiate
myself from the elites, just as the elites have differentiated themselves from
the commoners. That’s how I’ll protect my new power.”


“You’re still a young man, Huya,” Ipu pointed out. “There’s
plenty of time for some woman to bear you a son and completely eliminate
uncertainty about your successor.”


I suddenly felt ill. A new woman in Father’s life? A
half–brother in mine? That would completely alter the future I’d recast for
myself only moments before.


Grandfather nodded. “That’s true, Ipu. It would clarify the
succession. I agree with you. So, Huya, you must be joined again, and soon. To
an elite woman, to gain the support of her family. Iaret would not have expected
you to mourn her for the rest of your life. It’s been nearly a decade and a
half already.”


“As you wish,” Father said. He’d loved my mother, but I
could tell he wasn’t about to jeopardize the new position Grandfather had just
handed him by refusing to join with a new woman. What man would ever turn down
power?


But the prospect of a stepmother and all its implications
was earth shattering to me. I’ve never had to share Father with anyone. I
run his household as I see fit. Our servants answer to my commands. To be
subservient to some stranger with ideas of her own I’ll have to conform to?
Unacceptable. Even worse, if she gives Father a son I’ll never be a ruler’s
woman or rule Nekhen in my own right. I’ll never inherit Father’s enterprise –
my half–brother will. That’s not fair! I’ve worked hard for years to master
everything associated with our donkey herd. I’m the only one capable of using
it to pursue Grandfather’s dream for Nekhen. What do I have to look forward to
now? Being nothing more than Rawer’s woman, and he a mere elite? I won’t settle
for that. So, beginning today, each morning I’m going to chant every fertility
spell I know and pray to every god worshiped in the valley to ensure his new
woman gives Father only girls. I will not have a rival.


Ipu gazed at Tai, then Grandfather. “If Tai gives you a son
after you yield rule, Aby, that will complicate the succession. Which I expect
is a possibility. Tai is still a young woman, and strong.”


Grandfather smiled at Tai. She smiled back. He nodded. “In
that case, Ipu, I waive any right of succession our son might have.”


“So be it,” Ipu said, clutching her talisman in her
disfigured hand.


“As priestess of the falcon god, will you confirm Huya when
I step aside?” Grandfather asked.


“Assuming the elites agree,” Ipu replied.


Based on Grandfather’s stories, every one of Nekhen’s rulers
in the past five hundred years had been confirmed by one of Tiaa’s descendants,
each the earthly representative of the falcon god. That tradition made Ipu
extremely powerful. No one could dispute who she chose to confirm, not even the
elites, for they’d be disputing our god. Who knew what chaos that might unleash
on all of us?


“I’ll make sure they do,” Grandfather assured her. “No one
will oppose my final request as their ruler. I fully expect the elites will
pledge fealty to you, Huya, and honor their pledges afterwards.” 


“What will you do after this transition takes place, Aby?”
Ipu asked.


“Resume trading as quickly as possible,” Grandfather
replied. “I doubt I have many years left to live. So I’m going to immediately
begin constructing a larger and sturdier boat capable of traveling longer
distances and carrying more cargo than any vessel currently in my fleet.” He
addressed my cousin, and my nemesis. “From today, Rawer and Nykara, I’m going
to expect much more of both of you. You need to prepare yourselves to operate
my fleet when I’m dead so you can carry on our family’s quest. You have to
prepare to one day be traders too.”


“You can count on me, Aby,” Nykara replied enthusiastically.


That Grandfather still considered Nykara part of our family
was sobering. As was his stated intention that Nykara continue to have a role
in the fleet’s affairs once he was dead. And the implication he might succeed
Grandfather as chief trader. Did Grandfather really consider Nykara capable of
that? Or did he simply have no better candidate yet?


Rawer said nothing. My guess was he didn’t want to lie in
front of everyone. I was certain he’d never put in the work necessary to learn
what Grandfather wanted him to. If he didn’t, that virtually assured
Grandfather would turn his fleet over to Nykara. That was frightening. It’d
never be mine.


“I’ll support your ambitions in the valley fully, Aby, now
and always,” Father promised.


“Give me a week to inform the elites. Then I’ll step aside
and Ipu will confirm you,” Grandfather told him. “On that day I’ll resume using
my birth name, Dedi.”


“What name will you take as Nekhen’s ruler, Huya?” Ipu
asked.


Father thought for a moment. “Aboo. Elephant. The mightiest and
most unstoppable of all beasts. Attributes I now claim for myself.”


 


 


***


 


 


I pulled Rawer aside after everyone dispersed, led him to a
secluded spot along the riverbank where we could talk without being overheard.
“Do you understand what just happened?” I queried.


“I’m your father’s heir now instead of Grandfather’s,” he
replied.


My frustration boiled over. Rawer had either been
inattentive earlier, or he was just plain stupid. “Before today you were
Grandfather’s heir and I was going to be your woman. The two of us would have
controlled the transportation network. For now, I’m a ruler’s daughter and
you’re still in line to be Nekhen’s next ruler. But what do you think is going
to happen if Father’s new woman gives him a son?”


“Why don’t you tell me?” he said.


Rawer was stupid. “My half–brother will be Father’s
heir. He’ll control Father’s herd. I’ll be joined to you. But you’ll be a mere
elite in control of the fleet. Unless you continue to play around and
Grandfather gives the fleet to Nykara.”


“He wouldn’t!” Rawer was instantly incensed.


“Don’t be so sure. Grandfather loves his fleet and you
don’t. If he gives it to Nykara, you’ll be nothing more than the member of an
elite family.” And I’ll be nothing more than the woman of a member of an
elite family. Powerless. Unimportant. Joined to a man I can’t stand. Miserable.


“This mythical woman may not give your father a son,” Rawer
observed.


“True. While unlikely, it would be the best outcome for us
both. If Father’s woman gives him daughters you’ll continue to be his heir and
I’ll eventually control the herd.” And I’ll rule Nekhen through you
someday. But, if I can convince Father to name me his heir and Grandfather to
give me the fleet before we’re joined I’ll be positioned to rule Nekhen in my
own right. If that happens I’ll certainly select some other man to join with –
there are elite sons not quite as bad as you.


“But there may indeed be a brat for us to contend with
someday,” Rawer said. “So we should march to your father today and demand to be
joined immediately. We’re in a race now, Abar – you have to give me a son
before your father’s woman gives him one. That way, if ours is older when Huya
dies, he’ll be named ruler – he’ll be a grandson and in the line of succession.
If he’s young enough I’ll rule as his regent.”


So Rawer did grasp what was happening. He’d been toying with
me before. He didn’t care about the fleet, but he cared about being ruler. He’d
already figured out a way to turn the situation we faced to his advantage.
Although his idea had a fatal flaw. “That’s the very reason Grandfather and
Father will delay our joining until after Father has a son – to prevent a
succession fight.”


“Prevent? That would guarantee it.”


“Guarantee?”


“Let’s assume some woman gives your father a son. What’s the
earliest he can succeed Huya with backing from the elites? Sixteen years from
now? Huya will be nearly fifty then. How many fifty year olds do you know? Odds
are Huya will be dead long before his son is of age. Assuming that’s true,
you’ll have control of the herd, for your brother will be too young to operate
it. I’ll have the fleet. We’ll be joined. We’ll be able to force the elites to
name me ruler.”


That actually made some sense.


“Or assume the woman never gives your father a son,” Rawer
continued. “Before too long Huya will have to join the two of us simply to
guarantee his line will continue. That’ll make our son his heir. But he’ll be
too young when Huya dies, so I’ll succeed him instead. Everything will be as it
should.”


Rawer does have everything figured out, and all to his
advantage. Unless Grandfather gives me the fleet. That possibility hasn’t even
crossed Rawer’s mind. Combined with the herd I’ll be able to force the elites
to name my son ruler, no matter how old he is, and rule as his regent if
necessary. And, if Grandfather gives me the fleet before I’m joined to Rawer,
I’ll be able to force Father to name me his heir. I won’t have to join with
Rawer at all – I’ll be able to pick my own man. Which is also true if I have a
half–brother, and the fleet is under my control. I won’t have to join with
Rawer. I won’t be able to rule, but at least I’ll be able to use the fleet to
pursue Grandfather’s quest – assuming my half–brother gives me permission once
he succeeds Father.


But, if Grandfather gives Rawer the fleet, and my
half–brother inherits the herd, I’ll never rule Nekhen. The only thing left to
make my life worthwhile will be pursuing Grandfather’s quest. To do that, to
have a say over the fleet, I’ll have to be joined to Rawer. If I want to be
able to manipulate him then I’m going to have to handle him very carefully in
the meantime, so I don’t alienate him and give him reason to resist me in the
future. As distasteful as I find it, I’m going to have to convince my cousin I
actually like him from now on.


“Beginning today, we have to present a united front,” I
informed Rawer. “Assuming we’ll someday have to challenge the legitimacy of my
half–brother as ruler, we need to make sure the elites see the two of us,
together, as capable. Above all, we can’t do anything to alienate them.”


“What does that mean?” Rawer asked innocently.


“You know exactly what that means! No more playing around
with elite daughters!” I snapped. “The elites won’t take us seriously as a
couple otherwise.”


“You too?” he asked.


“Me?”


“How many times have you paraded around with Nykara?”


“We never ‘paraded.’ And you know I was only using him to
get back at you – with good reason. Anyway, I haven’t been alone with him or
any other boy for the past two and a half years. So this is on you, Rawer.”


He pondered for a moment. “I agree,” he finally said. “You
have my promise.”


“Thank you.”


He moved close. “Assuming you warm up to me from now on.” He
seized me, kissed me possessively.


I tried to pull away. He gripped me tighter.


“I’ve got a right to be compensated for what I’m giving up,
don’t you think?” He pressed his mouth to mine again.


Someday you’ll pay for this, I vowed, squirming free.
Just then I caught sight of Nykara out of the corner of my eye, lurking in the
trees a few feet away. He’d been spying on us! He was despicable, a sneak, an
opportunist. I wondered how much of my conversation with Rawer he’d overheard.
I wondered how he was going to try to turn it to his advantage.
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“Your new decorated pottery is spectacular, Amenia!”
Great–grandmother exclaimed.


I’d lined up thirty jars and pots and bowls of various sizes
in rows to the left of my personal kiln, all cream–colored, decorated with images
in red. My kiln was at the far end of a deep narrow gully stabbing into the
high rough rock face of the plateau marking Nekhen’s western edge. Atop that
plateau, fifty feet or more above my head, was desert stretching rough and
barren all the way to the horizon. The plateau’s face was scarred its entire
north–south length with similar indentations and chimneys of broken stone and
gullies, their depths currently shadowed in the early morning light. My gully,
used by my ancestors for countless generations, was partly overhung on the
right side by a thick rock shelf. Several large boulders lined its left. My
pottery rested on a level area in front of the natural chimney at its end. Wood
and sheep dung were piled directly opposite. A sickle–shaped boat was etched
into the rock face beneath the overhang, high up, four people on its deck, a
star shining above its prow.


Great–grandmother picked up a jar decorated with the image
of a gazelle. “When I was a girl, on this very spot, my grandmother taught me
to make black–topped pottery, and the red–polished decorated with white
images,” she said. “But I’ve never seen any this color.”


Great–grandmother was the oldest person I knew, nearing
sixty. Few people in Nekhen lived even into their forties, and most of them were
men, since so many women died in childbirth. The only person similar in age in
Nekhen was our former ruler, Dedi. Great–grandmother and he had grown up
together; they were the last of their generation left in the settlement. She’d
had a terrible accident when she was sixteen, two years older than I was now.
She’d shattered both forearms and they hadn’t properly healed, leaving her
hands pointing at odd angles. As a result, her entire life she’d struggled to
perform the most basic tasks. I’d practically been Great–grandmother’s shadow
since the day I was old enough to toddle after her, helping her every morning
to get dressed and color her eyes with malachite and arrange her hair, and
assist with anything else that needed doing the rest of the day. Mostly, that
meant accompanying her whenever she was summoned to tend to the sick or dying
or to help women in childbirth, for Great–grandmother was a healer.


We both lived with her son, my grandfather, Khaemtir, in our
family’s ancestral wattle–and–daub house in Nekhen’s upper settlement, in the
midst of the complex comprising Grandfather’s pottery works. The upper
settlement sprawled across a wide terrace at the foot of the western plateau,
overlooking the long slope and wadi path that gradually descended over the
length of a mile to the lower settlement and the river beyond. My parents had
died a dozen years ago and I’d lived with my grandfather ever since. The older
of my two uncles, Sanakht, lived with us too, along with his son, my cousin
Nekauba, who was my age. Sanakht’s woman was dead and so I was responsible for
a small share of the cooking and baking and chores that needed doing in
Grandfather’s house, primarily performed by a few daughters of his workmen, for
I was one of Grandfather’s best potters and when I wasn’t assisting
Great–grandmother that was my main occupation. Sanakht’s younger brother,
Hemaka, lived in a house next to Grandfather’s, along with Auntie Itet and two
of their three daughters. Their oldest, Peseshet, had been joined to a farmer, Yuny,
three years ago, when she was barely thirteen, and lived now along the river.
The huts of the men who made pottery in Grandfather’s kilns, and their
families, were clustered close by ours.


“I stumbled on a new type of clay a few months ago when I
was copying images etched on rocks,” I said. “I’m sure you recognize them on
these jars.”


For years Great–grandmother and I had regularly roamed the
western edge of Nekhen, exploring. We’d found hundreds of boulders and outcrops
and sheer rock faces covered with images – some with outlines deeply scratched,
some pecked, some so faint we could only make them out at certain times of the
day when sunlight struck them just right. Few gullies and clefts were
undecorated – I found new etchings almost every time I went looking. The images
portrayed every type of animal imaginable, both those living on the plateau and
along the river bottoms and in the water, and even boats.


“I experimented until I found this color for the images. I
like it best,” I continued. “I fire this pottery at a much higher temperature
than the other types, so while the objects are thinner they’re also more
durable. They easily stand up to the heat of a campfire.” I swept my eyes over
them. “I didn’t want to show you until they were perfect.”


Great–grandmother settled atop one of the smaller boulders.
As usual, extensions I’d braided from my cousin Peseshet’s hair and woven into
hers this morning brushed her shoulders. Her hair was dark because I’d dyed it
for her with henna the week before. She was dressed as simply as always, in a
skirt. Her only jewelry was a falcon–shaped talisman made of some mysterious
stone–like material, dangling around her neck. I’d never once seen her without
it.


“You’re not the first woman in our family to invent a new
style of pottery,” Great–grandmother said. “In fact, your ancestress Tiaa
invented two styles – the second one at this very kiln.”


Great–grandmother had told me Tiaa’s story many times.
Great–grandmother sat beside the fire in front of Grandfather’s house every
evening, repeating tales handed down in our family for generations. I always
listened eagerly, picturing myself in those long ago times when Nekhen and the
world had been so different. My cousins usually avoided us then. They took no
interest in the past. They were content with their lives. I wasn’t.


“Recite the story of Tiaa and her pottery, Child,”
Great–grandmother ordered.


Because I was the only one of her descendants who seemed to care,
she’d told me many times I was going to be responsible for keeping the family
stories alive and passing them on to future generations after she joined her
ancestors among the stars. She often made me repeat her tales to ensure I
remembered them accurately. I always recited stories about Tiaa perfectly;
besides Great–grandmother, she was the ancestress I admired most. I envied the
life she’d led.


“Tiaa was born and lived the first part of her life beside a
rain–fed lake, a playa, on the savannah far to the south and west of this
valley,” I began. “She lived so long ago the savannah hadn’t yet turned to
desert, but was alive with herds of animals and lush with plants and dotted
with groves of trees. Each year there was a great festival to mark the arrival
of the summer rains that replenished the playa. Tiaa’s mother made pottery then
to honor the gods. But her mother died just before one of the festivals. Tiaa
was charged with making the pottery in her place, beautiful polished red jars,
just as her mother had taught her. Tiaa had just fired a batch and was taking
them from her kiln to cool when she slipped and one jar fell rim–down in a bed
of hot ashes. Its top turned black, leaving the rest of the jar red. She’d
accidentally discovered a new style. She experimented and practiced after that
and became a master of the double–firing technique. Her jars were highly
prized.


“One year a trader, Ankhmare, came to the playa from his
home in the middle section of the river valley. Tiaa left the playa with him.
After various adventures, she settled with his family at a place called Badari,
far to the north of Nekhen.” There was a long story associated with that, but
it didn’t concern pottery. “At Badari she learned to make their style of
pottery – large, extremely thin, exquisite.”


“That’s how different styles of pottery have spread
throughout this valley,” Great–grandmother interrupted. “Women who knew how to
make pottery in a certain style joined with men from different settlements and
took their style with them, teaching it to the women who already lived in their
new homes. Someday you or one of your daughters may do that with this new
style.”


I nodded. “Eventually Tiaa fled Badari in company with
Ankhmare, and they settled in Nekhen.” Another long story. “She found this very
chimney in this very gully and established this kiln. When she lived at Badari
she’d fallen in love with a man, Qen, whose band roamed the eastern wadis. His
skill was etching images of animals on rock faces every time the men of his
band went on a hunt, to ensure their success. Though Tiaa and Qen loved each
other their patriarchs wouldn’t let them join. When Tiaa settled at Nekhen she
wanted to let Qen know where she was, since she’d fled south while he was
somewhere in the East. So she experimented with different types of clay and
invented polished–red ware. She decorated it with images in white – the same
ones she’d seen Qen etch on rock walls. Ankhmare traded Tiaa’s pottery, and
over time some objects were re–traded and gradually moved ever farther north.
Qen encountered one of her jars years later, tracked it back to its source, and
was reunited with Tiaa. They lived long and happy lives together, with many
children.”


“Tiaa was a genius,” Great–grandmother averred. “She was the
first woman to illustrate our world in pictures on pottery.”


“And now I do the same – try to tell stories on the objects
I create.”


Great–grandmother indicated the boat on the rock above our
heads. “The first thing Tiaa did when she settled at Nekhen was etch that boat.
The four people on its deck are the four people she loved most in the world.
The boat is heading for the never–setting stars. By making the image, Tiaa
ensured they’d reach those stars and live forever. That makes this gully not
just a kiln but a shrine, a sacred place. It will always be such for our
family.”


“Did you like making pottery… before your accident?” I
asked.


“I did. My grandmother told me I was the best potter she’d
ever seen,” Great–grandmother said proudly. “But you surpassed me long ago.”


I thrilled to her praise. “I just wish Grandfather agreed,”
I said somewhat dejectedly. “I practically have to sneak away to make the
black–topped and polished–red and now this cream–colored. He wants me to make
rough red ware in his pottery works all day instead. I hate it! It’s so cheap
that if it breaks no one cares. They just throw it away.” I swept my arm across
my pottery. “We’d mend any of this if it broke.”


“Your grandfather has to produce the rough style to keep
from falling even farther behind Teti, down in the lower settlement,”
Great–grandmother said. “Teti supplies all the jars for Pipi, Nekhen’s largest
brewer, and Salitis, whose herds provide blood and milk. His wealth has made
him one of Nekhen’s elites. Your grandfather only makes jars enough for the
smaller brewery here in the upper settlement. It rankles him Teti’s works has
grown so large, and he’s grown so influential. Our family was here many
generations before Teti’s.”


“How did his works become so large, then?” I asked.


“Teti’s grandfather relocated down to the lower settlement
many years ago, when I was a girl. He had many sons. He joined them to the
daughters of men who operated smaller potteries. In time, those sons inherited
the works of their women’s fathers and combined them with Teti’s. Now he
operates five times as many kilns as your grandfather.”


“If alliances with other families are good, why has
Grandfather promised me to Nekauba?” I asked. “He’s my cousin. Our joining
won’t tie our family to a different one.”


“No. But it will keep you in our family.
You’re the most productive of Khaemtir’s potters, Amenia. He doesn’t want to
lose you to someone like Teti. Teti has an unjoined son, Weni, after all.”


I suppressed a snicker. Teti was one of Nekhen’s elites and
Grandfather wasn’t, so Teti would never join Weni to me for that reason alone.
Plus, elite boys had their pick of girls and I was the last one they’d chase
after. I was as plain as could be, as my much prettier cousins never tired of
reminding me, especially when we were bathing in the river at night and
gossiping with the other girls gathered there about boys. Boys never noticed me
a first time, much less looked at me twice. Though there was one in particular
I wished would – Nykara. He was one of Dedi’s boatmen as well as his stepson,
and was a favorite topic of conversation whenever we girls were together. I’d
actually sat next to him for an hour a couple of months ago at a gathering in
Dedi’s hut. I’d been thrilled when my knee momentarily grazed his. He’d even
leaned close and whispered to me. He was all I remembered from that event – I’d
been terrified in the presence of Dedi and the others and they’d discussed
things I hadn’t at all understood. I’d been drawn to Nykara for years before
that gathering. During the athletic events that were part of Nekhen’s festivals
I’d always cheered for him. As had my cousins and my friends. He was a
magnificent athlete, taller than anyone our age, muscular, good looking. He was
also outgoing and friendly and a natural leader – all the boys gravitated to
him, and girls. We girls in the upper settlement had been warned away from him
years ago by the boatmen’s daughters, who’d staked their claim immediately
after Abar, our ruler’s daughter and the most beautiful girl in the valley,
inexplicably turned on him. The boatmen’s daughters bragged about getting to
sit beside him in the evenings beside Dedi’s campfire. What I wouldn’t give to
spend an evening alone with Nykara now, even though he’d barely noticed me the
day we’d met. I sighed. “I wish I didn’t have to spend the rest of my life in
Grandfather’s pottery works. I absolutely hate making the rough–style pottery.
I want to make the decorated.”


“You’ll never have to give that up entirely,”
Great–grandmother assured me, “thanks to our location next to the ruler’s
cemetery. Rulers, and the elites, will always want your pottery to be buried
with them. It’s unique. Your pottery earns your grandfather extra food and fine
objects in exchange. He won’t give that up.”


“Yes, but the elites hardly ever die,” I grumbled. “I don’t
hope they will,” I added hastily. “I just wish the living wanted my jars too.”


“Take comfort you can work at a kiln at all,”
Great–grandmother said sadly, holding up her twisted hands.


“I’m sorry,” I told her guiltily. “I’m so insensitive
sometimes. You miss being a potter, don’t you.”


“Every day.”


“How did it happen? Your hands?” I asked. She’d never told
me the tale.


“I suppose you’re old enough to know,” Great–grandmother
said. “When I was a few years older than you a man became obsessed with me. He
wanted to join with me. He followed me everywhere.”


Sounded exactly like my cousin Nekauba. I was promised to
him but I couldn’t stand him. He was surly, abusive, constantly trying to get
me alone and kiss me and do other things I abhorred. He had no imagination at
all. His only goal in life was to someday operate Grandfather’s pottery works.
He’d told me many times that after we were joined he wasn’t going to let me
produce pottery anymore. I’d make and raise his babies and look after him
instead. Nothing more. I shivered, thinking how empty my future life was going
to be.


“One day I was atop the outcrop of rock beside the wadi
path, looking over the valley. He crept up behind me. One thing led to another.
I resisted. In the struggle I fell over the side. Or he pushed me. I don’t
really remember. I landed on one of the boulders at the foot of the outcrop.”


“And your forearms didn’t heal correctly.”


“Our ruler executed him for what he’d done to me at the edge
of the commoners’ cemetery, in front of my family and friends and my father’s
workers. Then he cut off his head so his spirit would wander forever and never
harm anyone again.”


“Though he’s continued to harm you all your life, because he
disabled you.”


Great–grandmother smiled wanly. “At least he didn’t take
from me what I value most – the ability to heal others.”


“After all the years I’ve spent helping you, I know how to
use all your herbs and potions and charms just as well as I know your stories,”
I said with pride. “It’s what I like best, except for making pottery, of course
– healing.”


“Your knowledge is exceptional, Amenia. It pains me none of
your cousins has cared to learn the things I’ve taught you. But knowledge is
only a small part of restoring health. True healing is a gift, granted by the
falcon god. You have that gift, Amenia. You use your knowledge of herbs and
potions with compassion and caring. You know how to restore not only the body,
but the spirit inside.” She placed a hand on my forearm. “I believe your
ability to heal is a sign the falcon god wants you to be my heir.”


“Heir?”


Great–grandmother fingered the object at her throat.
“Someday, when I’m with my ancestors among the stars, you’ll bear this sacred
talisman in my place.”


I was taken aback. “You mean I’ll celebrate beside Aboo at
festivals?” Great–grandmother might be used to acting as the falcon god’s
priestess after so many years, but for me it was an utterly terrifying prospect
– to be the center of attention of thousands of people on the ceremonial
grounds, to be in the presence of our ruler, to address the falcon god on
everyone’s behalf. I’d seen the fear and reverence in people’s eyes when
Great–grandmother walked past, the respect they accorded her, the desperation
with which they begged her to heal them when they fell ill. I was just a
potter, and young, barely a woman. Who’d take me seriously?


“That, Child, and so much more,” she replied.


“More?” I felt sick. “Why me?” I asked plaintively. “Why not
one of my cousins? Or even one of my uncles? They’d love to share the sunscreen
with Aboo. They’d love to have power and influence.”


“Which is exactly why they’re not fit,” Great–grandmother
replied. She indicated the boulder beside her.


I sat.


“The duty of whoever represents the falcon god is to serve
his people and honor him. Your uncles would instead try to turn that position
of service into a position of power. They’d be more concerned about gaining
influence and wealth for themselves than honoring the god. Both of them lack the
humility and kindness and selflessness that’s part of your nature, Amenia. They
only give lip–service to the god, while you truly honor him by the way you live
your life. And neither of them has the gift of healing. Everyone who’s ever
borne the talisman has had that.”


“How can you be sure I’m the right person? How do you know I
won’t turn out to be like my uncles when I’m older?” I asked.


Great–grandmother put an arm around my shoulders. “The
falcon god sends dreams to those who bear the talisman, Amenia. They always
come true. He sent me one before you were even born. He showed me a young girl,
carrying my pouch of herbs and potions and plants and minerals, helping me
attend to a woman in childbirth. Do you remember the first time you lugged my
pouch to the lower settlement?”


I bowed my head. I’d never forgotten that day, though there
had since been many like it.


“That very day, walking down the wadi path with you skipping
joyfully at my side, I knew,” Great–grandmother said gently.


How could I doubt Great–grandmother? If she said I’d been
chosen by the falcon god, then I’d been chosen, even though it was
incomprehensible he’d selected someone as commonplace as me to represent him. I
threw back my shoulders, took a deep breath, looked her in the eyes. “I promise
I won’t let you down. Or the falcon god,” I pledged. “No matter how hard it
is.”


Great–grandmother smiled and leaned over and kissed my brow.
She straightened. “I’m going to tell you a story now, the most ancient story in
our family, one I’ve never told anyone before. My father told me, and his
father told him, and so on back as far as memory goes. You must remember this
story in every detail, Amenia. Every detail. Someday, when the time is
right, you must pass it on to your own son or daughter. You must also promise
to keep it secret until I tell you otherwise. Can you do that?”


“I promise, Great–grandmother,” I said solemnly. I wondered
why a story had to be kept secret.


She fingered the object at her throat. “This talisman was
given to our ancestress, Aya, by the falcon god himself, more than a hundred
generations ago.”


I gasped. I gazed at the talisman with new respect. I had no
idea it was so ancient, or so sacred.


“Aya’s band was the first that tried to grow grain and herd
animals in this part of the world. Before that, people hunted the wild animals
that roamed the savannah and gathered whatever food they could find wherever
they could find it. But the plains where Aya’s people dwelt became sere and
brown after many years of too little rain. Their emmer and barley wouldn’t
grow, their animals weren’t thriving. They were down to their last handful of
seed. Aya’s band was about to give up the farming and herding lifestyle and
return to hunting and gathering.


“One night, when the band’s situation was most bleak, the
falcon god cast this talisman from the sky in a great thundering fireball that
shook the earth and set the plains on fire. The next morning he took the form
of a falcon and led Aya for many miles across those plains until she came to the
crater the talisman had gouged into the earth. She dug it out. Then the falcon
god led Aya to the shores of a great lake not far west of this valley. The lake
was edged with wide, well–watered plains, perfect for growing crops. Aya
immediately saw the possibilities, returned to her band, convinced her
patriarch to lead her people to the lake and settle. They sowed their last
seed. It grew. Their cattle and sheep and goats grazed the lush plains and
multiplied. Thereafter, Aya’s band prospered. Other bands joined them. Over
centuries, their lifestyle spread to this valley. Thanks to Aya, we now grow
emmer and barley and raise cattle and sheep and goats.”


“She’s our mother, then,” I said.


“Yes. And, blessed by the falcon god, Aya became a healer,”
Great–grandmother continued. “She led the celebrations of her people when they
made offerings to the falcon god. She even ruled her band for several decades.”


“A woman?” I asked, astounded.


“Why not? Do you feel less capable than your cousin
Nekauba?”


“Hardly.”


“It’s only men’s pride that keeps us women subjugated to
them,” Great–grandmother said. “But back in Aya’s time, how could they not
follow a woman who was in direct contact with their god?”


“I suppose they couldn’t.”


“Thanks to the falcon god, our ancestors prospered on the
shores of their lake. Aya lived so long she was succeeded as the talisman
bearer by her great–grandson, for by that time her children and their children
were all dead. He passed it on to his son, and he to his, and so the talisman
has remained in our family to this day. After many generations the talisman
made its way to a savannah far to the south and west of Nekhen. It eventually
came into Tiaa’s possession.”


“Do women often bear the talisman?” I asked.


“Rarely. Tiaa was the third. I’m the fourth. You’ll be the
fifth. Never before, as far as I know, has one woman passed it to another. That
makes our situation unique. The falcon god must have a special reason for that,
one he alone knows.”


That was sobering.


“You know the story of how Tiaa wandered the valley with the
trader Ankhmare and eventually settled in Nekhen. What you don’t know is the
falcon god called her here.”


“How?” That my ancestors – many of them, apparently –
communicated directly with our god was fearful and astounding.


“The very night Tiaa put this talisman around her neck for
the first time the falcon god sent her a dream, just like the one he sent me
about you. Like I said before, every dream he’s ever sent to the one who bears
the talisman has always come true in every detail. Tiaa saw herself confirming
a man as the ruler of thousands. The dream was vivid – she saw every detail of
the ceremony, of the settlement where it was to take place – it was Nekhen,
though she’d never heard the name and had never left her playa before. She saw
everything in her dream except the face of the man she was to confirm. Shortly
thereafter Ankhmare magically appeared at the playa, and Tiaa left for the
valley in his company. On the way to his home at Badari they stumbled on
Nekhen. Tiaa immediately recognized it. As it turns out, the falcon god was
already Nekhen’s god.”


“How could that be, if Tiaa bore the talisman and she’d
never been in Nekhen?” I asked.


“At some time in the distant past the talisman’s bearer
traveled from the great lake in the far north to the playa in the far south.
Whether that happened in the course of a single lifetime or over many
generations our family’s stories do not say. It’s my belief one or more of the
bearers settled here for some period of time before moving south. He may even
have been among Nekhen’s founders. Otherwise, why wouldn’t Nekhen have adopted
Nekhbet, the vulture goddess of Nekheb right across the river? Or Seth, the
aardvark–like god of Nubt Dedi has told me about, a god of chaos and disorder?
Or Bat? Or one of the dozens of other gods who look over the hamlets in our
region?”


I shivered. “The gods are a mystery to me.”


“To us all. Anyway, at that time Tiaa had to continue past
Nekhen. She wasn’t able to return for many years. When she did she discovered
two issues contradicting what she’d seen in her dream. First, Harmose, the
grandson who was to succeed the current ruler, the man she should by rights
confirm after him, was a truly awful man. Tiaa couldn’t believe the falcon god
would have sent her to confirm Harmose when he would have become ruler in the
normal course of events without her present. So she assumed she’d been called
to confirm someone else.”


“What was the second issue?”


“At that time Nekhen was considerably smaller than it is
today, home to hundreds, not thousands. There were fewer elites, and they were
far less powerful. There was no trade network with other parts of the valley.
None of the nearby hamlets even owed allegiance to Nekhen. Because the reality
of Nekhen did not match Tiaa’s dream, she and Ankhmare set out to make it
match. After many years they identified a man named Kairy who was a better
choice as ruler than Harmose, and they quietly convinced the valley’s
patriarchs to support him. When the ruler died, Tiaa and Ankhmare arranged for
those patriarchs and their people to attend the confirmation ceremony  in
Nekhen – the thousands she’d seen in her dream – and she confirmed Kairy as
ruler in their presence. The patriarchs immediately pledged fealty to Kairy.
And so, for the past five hundred years, everyone in the nearby valley has
recognized Nekhen’s ruler as his or her own, and Nekhen has become the largest
and mightiest settlement in the valley. The bearer of the talisman has confirmed
every ruler since Tiaa’s time. I confirmed Depy and his brother Dedi and
finally Aboo when he took Dedi’s place.”


“If you’re dead when Aboo dies, I’m the one who’s going to
confirm Nekhen’s next ruler?” I asked as the import of the story sunk in.


“Exactly,” Great–grandmother confirmed.


“That’s why Aby – Dedi – asked if you would confirm Huya –
Aboo – that day in his hut? Because rulers have accepted you – I – must confirm
them?”


“Yes.”


I pondered for a moment. “All the girls say if Ibetina’s
unborn child isn’t a son Aboo’s nephew Rawer will succeed him, since Rawer’s
going to be joined to his cousin Abar and the two of them are both Dedi’s
grandchildren.” Aboo had joined with Ibetina, eldest daughter of Seni, the
elite man whose family mined gold and quarried stone, some weeks after the
meeting in Dedi’s hut. She was already pregnant.


“The girls may say that. So may Aboo and Dedi. The elites
may have even grudgingly accepted it, primarily because together Rawer and Abar
will control Nekhen’s transportation network and all the elites are dependent
on it. But rule has never passed to a nephew before,” Great–grandmother said.
“Only a son or brother or grandson.”


“Most of the girls don’t like Rawer,” I confided. “He lords
it over everyone. And he gets away with a lot because of who his grandfather
is.” I was too embarrassed to tell Great–grandmother the kinds of things Rawer
was alleged to regularly do. A few of my girlfriends and acquaintances actually
liked Rawer’s advances, and bragged about receiving them.


“The elites, and Dedi and Aboo, are all overlooking Aboo’s
most direct descendant,” Great–grandmother said. “Abar. Aboo’s daughter. They
don’t consider her a possible ruler because she’s a woman.”


“But she could rule, like Aya, who led her band?” I
asked wonderingly.


Great–grandmother nodded. “If you’re fortunate, Child, the
falcon god will send you a dream about who to confirm and you’ll simply have to
carry out his will. If not, it’ll be up to you to untangle the mess and choose
Rawer or Abar or Aboo’s so–far unborn son – or someone else.” She paused for a
long time. “What that means, Amenia, is that on the day you stand before the
people to confirm Nekhen’s next ruler you’ll be the most powerful person in the
river valley. You’ll make a choice that will affect the lives of every single
person in our world, not just now, but for generations to come.”


“Like Tiaa’s did?” I asked.


Great–grandmother nodded. “Because of Tiaa, Nekhen is not a
small settlement anymore, but the leader of a large region. Dedi relinquished
rule to pursue a quest his family began during Tiaa’s lifetime to make Nekhen
the leader of the entire valley. In a sense, his family’s quest is our
family’s quest too, for as Dedi spreads Nekhen’s influence he’ll also spread
the falcon god’s influence. So, whoever succeeds Aboo must carry on that quest.
Whether or not they’re willing or capable is something you’re going to have to
consider when you decide who to confirm. Our world is changing, Amenia. From
now on rulers are going to be increasingly powerful and the stakes for all of
us higher.”


The weight of the responsibility to choose was almost
overpowering. “Who am I to make such a crucial decision?” I asked. “I don’t
know anything about rulers. Except for occasionally helping you treat the elites
and their women and children I don’t know anything about them, about the type
of people they are, about their capabilities. And I most certainly don’t know
Abar or Rawer. What am I supposed to do when it comes time to choose? Guess?” I
shook my head. “Couldn’t the falcon god send you a dream, Great–grandmother?
You could outlive Aboo and be the one to choose. I hope you do, anyway.”


“That’s sweet, Amenia, but unlikely. I’m old. I don’t have
many years left to me. And don’t forget – each person who bears the talisman
receives only one dream. Mine was about you. When Aboo dies, if the god hasn’t
sent you a dream about his successor yet, you must look to the god for
strength, then decide for yourself. Don’t be afraid to call on him – he’s
always helped me in my time of need.”


I didn’t feel any less uneasy. Too much was going to depend
on me. But choosing the next ruler wasn’t my only problem. “If I pray to the
falcon god, will he keep me from being forced to join with Nekauba?” I didn’t
look forward to that either. In fact, I’d wracked my brain for years, trying to
figure out a way around it. But even if I did, what would it matter?
Grandfather controlled me. He’d already decided I’d join with Nekauba. He
hadn’t given me any say. No girl ever got any in Nekhen. Not even one as
important as Abar.


“I don’t think you’ll have to worry about Nekauba as long as
I’m alive,” Great–grandmother replied. “Your grandfather’s been pressuring
Hemaka and Sanakht to join the two of you for several years already, and even
though you’re well past the usual age they’ve resisted.”


“Why?”


“They expect your grandfather to split his pottery works
between them when he dies. They’re both greedy for wealth and power, but they
recognize they can’t outstrip Teti and become Nekhen’s most important potter
unless they work against him in tandem. Each wants to be independent of the
other eventually, though, and the talisman is the key. Right now, Hemaka hopes
I’ll choose one of his daughters as my heir, and Sanakht hopes I’ll choose
Nekauba. Whichever of your cousins I choose, they believe, will instantly gain
status within Nekhen. If I choose one of Hemaka’s daughters, he believes he’ll
be able to join her to an elite son. If I choose Nekauba, Sanakht believes
he’ll be able to join him to an elite daughter. Whichever of my grandsons is
able to ally himself with an elite in that way will break away from his brother
soon after and start his own pottery works, and hope to replace Teti in time.”


“But I’m your heir, unbeknownst to them, and neither of my
uncles controls me,” I said.


“Because they don’t know yet, you’re safe for now,”
Great–grandmother predicted. “Hemaka won’t agree to join you to Nekauba before
I name an heir, for if I subsequently name you that will make Sanakht the more
powerful brother. Hemaka needs you as a bargaining chip. He’ll take control of
you when your grandfather dies for that reason. Sanakht will yield you to
Hemaka, grudgingly, expecting if you’re named heir Hemaka will honor the
joining of you and Nekauba your grandfather arranged, and he’ll then gain your
status. Hemaka, of course, will then refuse, and seek to join you to an elite.”


“So I won’t have to join with Nekauba under any
circumstances?” I asked hopefully.


“Sanakht is a hard and devious and greedy and grasping man,
Amenia. Hemaka has never been able to stand up to him. Whether he will, with
the stakes higher than they’ve ever been, I can’t predict.”


That was unsettling. Uncle Sanakht was an awful man. It was
the reason I hated Nekauba so much – he mirrored his father in every way.


“You’re going to have to learn to read the stars,”
Great–grandmother informed me. “It was apparently a vitally important skill
when our ancestors lived on the southern savannah and it’s been handed down
ever since.”


“What use is it now?” I asked.


“The stars tell me when the inundation is going to arrive at
Nekhen, weeks before it actually does. That’s how I know to inform Aboo, so he
can set Nekhen to preparing for its arrival. That will be one of your
responsibilities too.”


“You don’t use magic? That’s what everyone thinks. The stars
actually tell you?”


Great–grandmother nodded. “One last thing, Amenia.” She
pulled her skirt well above her knee and pointed to the falcon tattooed on her
upper thigh.


I’d seen it many times.


“Tiaa was a most extraordinary woman,” she told me. “Her
hair was gold, the color of the falcon god’s flesh. She was born with his image
on her thigh, the sign of his favor, the sign he’d chosen her even before she
was born. Once the talisman is yours you must get this same tattoo. As I have
and all of Tiaa’s descendants.”


“I promise,” I said solemnly.
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“Would you like a drink of water, Nykara?”


A dozen of us were assembling a reed boat beneath the fierce
sun a few paces from the river’s west bank, opposite the center of a long
island parallel to that bank and separated from it by a narrow deep channel. I
was using a length of rope to secure a ten–foot long bundle of reeds to its
neighbor. A hull consisted of a vast number of such bundles and it was critical
they be joined correctly, so when the boat was put in the water the reeds would
swell and pull against the ropes lacing them together and form a watertight
seal. Otherwise, the boat would take on water and sink. At age fifteen, I’d
spent two–thirds of my life engaged in that task. I could thread and tie rope
better than any of Dedi’s men or boys. That wasn’t my only skill – I was an
expert at using a variety of flint tools to cut and shape the reeds and short
bits of wood required to construct vessels. I was fortunate to already be doing
what I wanted most in life – building boats, like my father and grandfather
before me.


Meret was smiling down at me over the side of the vessel.
She was the prettiest of the boatmen’s daughters, lithe, dark–eyed and
dark–haired, one of many who sought me each evening around the boatmen’s fires,
though I never encouraged them. All they ever wanted to talk about was having
babies and setting up households of their own and the shortcomings of other
girls. None of them were interested in the things that interested me – building
boats, traveling the river, seeing the world, expanding Nekhen’s influence
throughout the valley. The last – the vision Dedi had expounded the day he
yielded rule to Aboo, just as Abar had a year earlier the night of the
barbarian executions – had taken root deep within my heart. I thought about it
constantly. I’d vowed to never let his dream die, for I equated its pursuit with
personal adventure.


“I’d appreciate that,” I told Meret. I wiped sweat from my
brow with my forearm, scrambled up and over the side of the boat, dropped
lightly down beside her. She smiled again and handed me a brimming jar of
water.


“Thank you,” I said gratefully. I drank my fill, then poured
what remained over my head. It was very hot today. I handed the jar back to
her.


“How about meeting me down by the river tonight after dark?”
she asked coyly.


“Meret!”


I didn’t even have to turn to know Rawer was approaching.
When I’d started working inside the boat a couple of hours ago he’d been fast
asleep in the shade beneath one of the palm trees lining the riverbank. He was
exactly my age, but that was our only similarity. His head barely reached my
shoulder, he was stocky where I was thin, his hands were soft where mine were
calloused. When we were younger, and I was first learning to wield the
boatmen’s tools, his job had been to carry supplies from one workman to
another. Most of the time, when someone wanted him, he couldn’t be found. He’d
earned a reputation for laziness. No one, including Dedi, trusted him to do any
work that required thought or a modicum of effort. For the past couple of years
his sole task had been to patrol the riverbank in the vicinity of the boatyard
and keep it free of crocodiles. Hunting was one skill he did excel at.


Rawer despised me for many reasons – and had for as long as
I could remember – but mostly because girls like Meret pursued me and avoided
him. Despite his pending joining to his cousin Abar there was nothing Rawer
liked more than being with a pretty girl. Though he’d made more than his share
of conquests among commoners, gossip said most of them only tolerated his
advances because of the growing possibility he’d someday be Nekhen’s ruler – a
few months ago Aboo’s new woman, Ibetina, had given him a daughter, Hunur – and
they hoped to gain an advantage for themselves by being with him. Rawer’s
insecurity about girls’ true feelings fueled his hatred for me. I, being only a
worker in his grandfather’s boatyard, who’d be beholden to him someday – my
mother had died the day of Hunur’s birth, so I was no longer Dedi’s stepson –
couldn’t reply in kind to his repeated insults and verbal and physical
assaults. I went about my work, kept my head down, and gained some measure of
revenge by humiliating Rawer during the athletic contests that were part of
every festival in Nekhen. Like me, none of the boatyard workers ever complained
about Rawer to Dedi. Rawer had a long memory and it was certain he’d pay back
anyone who’d ever crossed him once he became Nekhen’s ruler, even though that
wasn’t going to happen for many years. Aboo was in his early thirties and would
undoubtedly live for at least another decade. I wasn’t the only boatman who
hoped Ibetina’s next child would be a son who’d cut Rawer out of the line of
succession.


Whether he became ruler or not, Rawer was slated to be
joined to Aboo’s oldest daughter, Abar. She was the most stunningly beautiful
young woman in Nekhen. I was probably the only boy in the valley, elite or
commoner, who didn’t covet her. I’d gotten somewhat acquainted with Abar as she
sat next to Dedi beside his nightly campfire in the months after Mother and I
first came to live with him, both of us listening spellbound to his stories
about her ancestors and Nekhen’s past. On occasion she’d used me to make Rawer
jealous, as she had the night of the barbarian executions. But our
already–limited relationship had abruptly terminated the day my mother joined
with Dedi. Abar had never deigned to speak pleasantly to me even once after I
became Dedi’s stepson, either beside the fire or in the boatyard or at one of
Nekhen’s numerous festivals. The reason was ridiculous – Abar had decided I was
a threat to Rawer’s status as Dedi’s heir and thus hers as a future ruler’s
woman. My mother’s death a couple of years later should have eased her mind,
having severed my tenuous link to Dedi, but it hadn’t. While I was under no
illusion I’d ever be anything more than a boatman, Dedi’s affection for me – he
continued to treat me like his son – didn’t meet with Abar’s approval, and so
she acted to this day as if I didn’t exist. That was fine with me – that she
could turn so quickly from friend to foe without any provocation was
frightening. She was cold and arrogant and superior and intolerant and
manipulative and I had no desire to have anything to do with her. Almost every
other boy, however, pursued Abar despite knowing she was promised to Rawer. Her
beauty made fools of them all. Abar always rebuffed their advances and remained
indifferent whenever anyone tried to flirt with her, for she clearly considered
every elite boy and man in Nekhen to be beneath her, including Rawer. Abar was
ambitious and hard–working and had practically shadowed Dedi and her father the
last decade, learning the intricacies of ruling Nekhen and operating her
family’s donkey herd. In contrast, Rawer was lazy and entitled, her exact
opposite. They’d make a horrible match. They deserved each other.


“I have something for you, Meret,” Rawer announced, pulling
a necklace of colorful stones from a pouch attached at his waist as he shoved
his way between us. As Dedi’s grandson he had access to the finest items made
by Nekhen’s craftsmen. He slipped it over her head, let it fall onto her chest.
The stones caught the sun and shone against her light brown skin.


“It’s beautiful,” Meret said, her smile fixed. She’d
stiffened.


“Meet me beside Grandfather’s cargo boat after dark,” Rawer
said suggestively.


“Of course,” Meret promised. I caught a hint of reluctance
in her voice.


“Come along, Nykara. You too, Rawer,” Dedi called loudly
from the edge of the boatyard.


Dedi was not a man to be kept waiting. “I have to go,” I
told Meret.


Rawer seized her hand. “Remember. Later.”


“I won’t forget.” Meret rolled her eyes at me as Rawer
turned away. “Sorry,” she mouthed.


I shrugged, pretended to be sorry myself. But I wasn’t.
Rawer had unknowingly performed a service for me. I wasn’t interested in Meret.


He and I headed towards Dedi.


“Girls like Meret adore me because of what I can give them
and do for them,” Rawer crowed as we walked. “You’ll never be able to match me,
Nykara. See how easily I just took Meret away from you? I can do that with any
girl. You best remember your place and keep that in mind.”


“Oh, I will.”


Dedi was waiting impatiently. Despite his advanced age –
he’d been a boatman for parts of six decades – he was still fit, sharp–eyed,
stronger and more active than most of his men. Dedi probably wanted Rawer and
me to accompany him today on some errand, not an unusual occurrence. The rest
of his boat builders were always engaged in far more important work than either
of us. I assumed my assignment would be, as usual, to keep Rawer out of
trouble. Dedi had long ago given up trying to keep his grandson under control
himself. My babysitting him was exactly the sort of thing that made Rawer hate
me even more.


The boatyard was humming with activity. I’d been helping
assemble Dedi’s newest vessel at its northernmost edge, the one he intended to
use to relaunch long distance trade. Close by, under a large rectangular wood
frame topped with palm fronds to provide shade, women and girls were twisting
together reed strips and flax and other plant fibers to make rope, both the
fine type I used to fasten bundles of reeds together as well as thicker to
secure boats to their mooring posts. Under another sunscreen women were weaving
mats from reeds; those mats would be used to roof and enclose a small pavilion
on the new boat’s deck to provide shade for Dedi on his travels. Close beside
them men were assembling long reed and papyrus stems into thick bundles. Other
boatmen were using those bundles to construct a small punt for a fisherman;
he’d catch perch and catfish by spearing them with a bident from a small
platform on the boat or by dragging a weighted net in concert with another
punt. A few men were repairing one of Dedi’s larger reed boats I’d helped drag
ashore yesterday, one that transported earthenware jars brimming with milk and
blood and beer to hamlets and farms twenty–five miles in both directions from
Nekhen on a daily basis, returning with fresh foodstuffs from those farms to be
distributed to the workmen who lived in Nekhen. Those same boats transported
massive quantities of emmer and barley from those localities at the conclusion
of every harvest for storage in great clay–lined bins in Nekhen’s lower
settlement.


Currently, men were unloading jars from a string of Aboo’s
donkeys and carrying them up the gangplanks of one large and several small reed
vessels moored along the riverbank. Dedi’s captains would deliver those jars
throughout the local valley today. The jars filled with milk and blood had been
collected early this morning from the elite herdsman’s cattle penned in a
nearby wadi; those with beer came from Pipi’s brewery in the lower settlement
about three–quarters of a mile away. Pipi was the largest brewer in Nekhen and
one of its elite men, as had been his forefathers as far back as the old tales
stretched. The jars were the product of Teti’s pottery works, also located in
the lower settlement. A few boats were already on the river, those going north
drifting with the current, those going south being rowed. One was being
unloaded directly across from Nekhen at Nekheb, a large hamlet atop a sand dune
at the mouth of a wadi leading into the eastern desert. Nekheb had no brewery
of its own; like the other nearby hamlets its people owed allegiance to
Nekhen’s ruler and so Nekhen supplied its residents with beer. That boat would
no doubt return today loaded with flint tools made in Nekheb’s workshops. Based
on the amount of flint debris littered around that settlement, tool–making had
been the primary occupation there for centuries.


Lining the western edge of the boatyard were the
wattle–and–daub huts of Dedi and his workmen. The area was teeming with women
tending hearths from which columns of smoke were rising, and young children
playing, and girls fetching water from the river or wood from the plains or
grinding emmer into flour or watching over their siblings.


Past the south end of the boatyard, where Itisen’s fishing
enterprise was located, two fishermen were staggering away from a punt tied to
the riverbank towards large wood racks a little back from the water, a huge
perch dangling by its mouth from the center of a pole resting on their
shoulders. Its tail dragged on the ground – it was almost six feet long and
probably weighed a couple of hundred pounds, large enough to feed all of Dedi’s
men for several days. Cut up fish were already drying on those racks. The
majority of Itisen’s fishermen’s catch, however, was processed in a facility on
the upper terrace, where cattle and goats and sheep were also butchered. The
fish were hauled there on the backs of donkeys. The sharpest and thinnest of
the fish bones remaining after processing were turned into needles and arrow
points by craftsmen in Dedi’s workshops.


As fine as Dedi’s existing boats were, the one I was working
on would be majestic, forty–five feet long, the largest he’d ever attempted to
build. I’d seen its plan, inked on a large strip of cowhide. Its bow and stern
would sweep gracefully upward like papyrus stalks topped with flowers. There’d
be a deck with removable sections laid atop crossbeams, and a pavilion
amidships – four posts holding a frame, covered on top and sides with reed
mats. There’s be a long steering oar in the stern and slats enough to seat ten
oarsmen on each side, and a place in the bow to attach leafy palm fronds to
help propel the boat upriver against the current using the wind. A standard
would rise beside the pavilion, a long slender pole decorated with ribbons and
feathers and topped with an image of Nekhen’s primary deity – the falcon, god
of the sky.


Dedi pointed to half a dozen ten–foot long oars lying on the
ground, the bundle bound at each end with rope. “They need to be repaired.”


“Bring them, Boy,” Rawer snapped.


I was already reaching for them. That he’d given me an order
didn’t surprise me. Rawer loved to throw his weight around. It made him feel
superior. I lifted the oars and rested the midpoint of the bundle on my right
shoulder. It was heavy, but I was already a couple of inches taller than most
of the boatmen, all of whom were full–grown men, and strong. I bore my burden
easily. We headed west on a well–trod dusty path arrowing across a fertile
half–mile wide plain divided into many long narrow farms, each with its
easternmost end abutting the river. We passed one of the boundary stones
marking a corner of the nearest farm, placed there at the conclusion of the
last inundation by Aboo. The entire plain was lush with knee–high emmer and
dotted with gardens full of beans and lentils and peas and other vegetables.
Farmers and their women and children were hoeing weeds from some fields; others
lay on the ground, resting or even sleeping beneath a sunscreen or isolated
tree. A few cattle grazed along the river’s edge. I recalled a similar errand
some years ago when Rawer disparaged farmers as we crossed their fields. Dedi
had lectured Rawer at length that farmers were the backbone of Nekhen, that the
settlement would not exist without them, that all the craftsmen and workers
employed by the elites would starve without the products of their fields. So numerous
were they, Dedi had said, and powerful, if they ever united behind one of their
own a farmer would rule Nekhen. But, fortunately for the settlement’s elites,
the farmers were too scattered and disorganized to act as one.


West of the cultivated strip lay Nekhen itself.


I knew much of its history, for nearly every evening around
his campfire Dedi told stories handed down in his family for generations and
I’d memorized each and every one. Nekhen had once been little more than a few
huts clustered together, grouped by family, each governed by its own patriarch.
But it was now the largest settlement anywhere along the river, according to
Dedi, and he should know, for he’d traveled more extensively than anyone now
living. No one in Nekhen and perhaps the entire valley had gone as far to north
and south. Mostly, Dedi said, the land along the river was empty except for
scattered hamlets in the midst of small farms. There were only two major
settlements the entire length of the valley besides Nekhen – Tjeni and Nubt.
Both lay a week or more by boat to our north. And Tjeni was actually a
collection of hamlets, loosely joined, not a single entity like Nekhen.


We walked rapidly, Rawer and I trying to keep pace with
Dedi. I had an easier time of it, with my long legs. We reached the border
between the cultivated strip and Nekhen’s ceremonial grounds at the eastern
edge of the lower settlement, scaled a low rise.


Dedi paused to catch his breath, surveyed his surroundings.
“I’m going on a trading expedition in a few days,” he suddenly announced.
“Nykara, you’re coming with me.”


What he’d said took a moment to register. “Me?” I couldn’t
believe it. Almost every night I sat beside the river, watching it slip past,
wondering what marvelous and mysterious lands it traversed, wishing I could see
them myself. But I’d never been more than two dozen miles from Nekhen, rowing a
boat making deliveries to hamlets north and south. I’d memorized Dedi’s tales
about his ancestors’ wanderings. I’d listened with fascination to the stories
the other boatmen told of trading expeditions to Tjeni and Nubt during the
years Shery and my father had been alive. I’d wanted to travel to those distant
settlements for as long as I could remember. I’d even made models of boats and
set them adrift, dreaming myself on their decks, reaching those fabled
destinations. And now I was going to get to see them in person.


“Yes. You.”


“When do we leave?” Rawer asked.


“Two days,” Dedi said. “But you’re not going.”


“You’re taking this… this errand boy and not me?” Rawer
exclaimed, incredulous. “You can’t!”


He’d never accepted I had any special relationship to Dedi,
even when my mother was alive. Since her death he’d treated me even more
inconsiderately than Abar, which was saying something.


“You think there’s room to waste on a trade expedition?”
Dedi queried. “I’ll need every inch of my boat to hold goods. There’s no room
for you to just ride along, Rawer. Everyone I’m taking will have to work.”


“You’ll need someone to hunt in the evenings,” Rawer
protested. “I can do that.”


“Nykara’s a better hunter than you,” Dedi said evenly. He
shook his head. “I brought you with me this morning as a test, Rawer. All you
had to do was offer to help Nykara carry the oars. That never even crossed your
mind.”


“Because it’s a menial task, obviously,” Rawer sneered.
“That’s what Nykara’s suited for.”


“On an expedition every man must be ready to do whatever
needs to be done, whenever it needs to be done, no matter who they are, without
being asked. I can’t afford to bring along anyone who thinks certain kinds of
work are beneath their dignity.”


“Grandfather, you’re making a mistake!” Rawer insisted
sharply.


“You think so? Nykara’s handy making repairs. He’s one of my
stronger oarsmen. He’s a better fighter, if it comes to that, which it may
where I’m going. He’s more curious than most of my men, and bright. Certainly
more curious and brighter than you, Grandson.” Dedi addressed me. “It’s time
for you to see some of the valley, Nykara. I know you won’t shirk the work
involved.” He gazed at Rawer once more.


Rawer was so angry now he was trembling. It wasn’t because
he wanted to make the trip. He just didn’t want me to make the trip. There
wasn’t a man in the fleet who wouldn’t realize why I’d been selected instead of
him when Dedi announced I was going. The hatred in Rawer’s eyes said I’d pay
for this someday.


“Where are we going?” I asked excitedly. Rawer’s tantrum
wasn’t going to spoil this for me.


“Abu, at the cataract. We’re taking a load of pottery and
linen, and objects made by my craftsmen, to exchange for blocks of fine stone,
and perhaps ostrich feathers and ostrich eggs and exotic pelts.”


I was disappointed by the destination. I’d been dreaming of
the settlements in the North, the ones Dedi wanted to make subservient to
Nekhen someday. “Why stone?” I asked.


“The transition of rule from me to Aboo hasn’t gone as
smoothly as we both hoped,” Dedi admitted. “Because I ruled for so long many in
Nekhen still treat me as if I’m Aby. Men come to me seeking help when they
should go to him. They’ve appealed their cases to me when Aboo hasn’t rendered
the decision they’ve sought. I’m afraid when I yielded to Aboo I unleashed a
bit of chaos where none was intended. And so, to separate himself from me, to
come out from under my shadow, so to speak, Aboo has set about creating new,
more visible signs of his authority.”


“Signs like fish–tailed knives?” I asked.


Dedi nodded. “When I was ruler I gave them out to the elites
and no others, as had rulers for generations before me. Their scarcity makes
them special. Possession of one sets an elite apart from commoners. Aboo has
continued that tradition and is beginning more. For example, he’s decided to
take all the elites on a hunting expedition every year a few months before the
inundation festival to capture animals to increase the size of the menagerie
he’s maintaining in one of the side wadis.”


“To add to his elephant and hippo and oryx?”


“Yes. Those are the only animals of his dozens he didn’t
slay during the inundation festival five months ago. That menagerie illustrates
Aboo’s ability to control nature. Everyone who walks by can see that. He’ll
acquire crocodiles and more hippos and wild bulls and gazelles and baboons
during his hunt, and whatever other game is in the area. He won’t let anyone
kill an animal – only capture. Then, at the festival, Aboo will sacrifice every
beast he doesn’t intend to breed. That will illustrate his generosity to the
people, while at the same time enabling him to honor the gods. Last week Aboo
proclaimed only elites may capture animals from now on. He also proclaimed only
Merenhor’s men will be allowed to hunt to supply Nekhen with meat. Hunting is
now an elite privilege too.”


“Will the elites receive new status symbols in addition to
knives?” I asked.


“Just as soon as my new boat’s ready. I’m going to seek
ostrich feathers and ostrich eggs and exotic pelts and mudstone palettes and
ivory. I’ll provide those raw materials to my craftsmen to turn into finished
objects Aboo can distribute to elites. No commoner will own one. In my future
travels I may stumble upon unique status symbols to provide the elites from
places mentioned in Ankhmare’s tales – Badari, the delta, maybe even the shores
of the Wadjet Wer.”


“Is the audience hall one of Aboo’s signs?” I asked.


Farmers idled by the last inundation had partially erected a
great hall east of the ceremonial grounds, almost sixty–five feet wide and
twenty–five feet long. It would be the largest enclosed space in Nekhen when it
was finished. A bed of clean white sand hauled from nearly a mile away had been
laid out, ritually blessed by Ipu, then covered with a smooth clay floor. Five
rows of ten tall thick sycamore support posts rose now like a branchless forest
from that floor. During the next inundation the walls and roof would be
constructed of wood and reeds. The walls would be plastered with mud and
painted inside and out. Once complete, Aboo would use the hall to address the
elites and render judgment on those who came to petition him. It was attached
to the northern end of his house, which had an unobstructed view of the
cultivated fields and river beyond. Aboo had built his house immediately after
succeeding Dedi. It was quite large, partly of necessity due to Aboo’s growing
family, partly to display his power and wealth. I’d never been inside and
didn’t expect I ever would. A common worker like me had no business in such a
habitation. Even if I somehow managed to enter I was sure Abar would
immediately throw me out. My mother’s death hadn’t softened her attitude
towards me.


Dedi nodded. “The audience hall is a particularly visible
and powerful sign.”


“How does the stone we’re going to bring back from the
cataract fit into Aboo’s plans?” I asked.


Dedi pointed towards Nekhen’s ceremonial grounds on the
crest of the slight rise ahead of us and a bit to our left. “Aboo is going to
turn those open grounds into a magnificent enclosed court.”


I had a clear view of the large flat oval and its
hard–packed dirt surface and the large rectangular sunscreen from under which
Aboo presided. I noted the carved wood falcon was missing from atop the tall
wood pole, still wrapped with colorful ribbons and decorated with feathers, at
the far end of the oval.


“Aboo’s going to erect a three–step stone dais beneath the
sunscreen. His seat will be much higher than it is now when he presides in the
future,” Dedi explained. “He’s going to surround the oval with a tall reed
fence. He’s going to create an entrance flanked with four tall poles, each of
which will fly a colorful linen banner. When he’s done, the oval will be a more
fit place in which to honor our gods – a sacred gathering place. And it will be
a symbol of his power, visible from every part of Nekhen, a constant reminder
of his authority over us.”


“I understand. But I wish we were going to Tjeni or Nubt
instead. I’d rather see fine settlements than a small hamlet beside a
cataract.”


Dedi laughed and put his hand on my unburdened shoulder.
“You’re young, Nykara. Unless I’ve misjudged your capabilities you’ll have
plenty of chances to visit them both.”


That cheered me. We continued on, me ecstatic, Rawer
sulking. Directly beyond the ceremonial grounds and workshops we encountered a
plethora of huts. Vacant now, they’d be occupied by farmers and their families
during the upcoming inundation, for farm huts on the low–lying cultivated plain
were annually washed away by the river’s rising waters. During the months
farmers resided in Nekhen they spent their time working on public projects
assigned them by Aboo. I assumed improving the ceremonial grounds would be the
major project once the audience hall was finished, both this year and several
more. Aboo’s plan sounded ambitious.


We entered the lower settlement. In truth, it was more a
collection of villages than a unified settlement. The men who worked for the
various elites all lived in close proximity to each other – herders together,
brewers together, hunters, potters, water carriers, the rest. The narrow haphazardly–arranged
dusty lanes were lined with small huts and larger structures set a little apart
from each other, their walls and roofs made of mud–plastered reeds, the roofs
supported by wood posts. Many huts showed signs of having been enlarged to
accommodate additional generations of a family. Small pens were attached to the
outside of some, each containing a pig or goat or lamb or two, as well as
geese, kept for both meat and eggs. Nearly every house had a small vegetable
garden in its yard.


Thin columns of smoke rose from cookfires, from either
inside homes or just outside. The lanes were crowded with men and women and
children, all  dodging donkeys heavily laden with pots and jars carried in
baskets or nets slung over the beasts’ backs. Those men with the darkest skin
were herdsmen; those with lighter craftsmen who spent most of their time out of
the sun. Nearly every child was bald, except for a sidelock falling from the
crown of the head to the shoulder. Almost all the men and women had long hair,
either braided or plaited. A few had short cropped hair, one man with red, a
single woman with blonde. Nearly everyone else’s was black or brown or auburn,
some straight, some wavy. One man’s toupee was slightly askew; a few children
were laughing at him from the shade beside a hut. Most of the adults were in
their twenties or early thirties, only a handful in their forties. Everyone we
met greeted Dedi and stepped aside to let us pass; no man in Nekhen was more
well–known or respected, not even Aboo.


Dedi moved briskly down the lane in the direction opposite
the ceremonial grounds with Rawer and me in his wake.


The industrial quarter, our destination, was straight ahead.
Thick plumes of smoke drifted skyward from a warren of structures – one large
and several small breweries and potteries, the two carpentry workshops
belonging to Dedi, and the grain processing grounds where the annual harvest
was threshed and the ruler’s portion stored in large clay bins administered by
Aboo’s overseer Aspelta – the industries requiring lots of space. Dedi entered
the lane bisecting the quarter. The rhythmic pounding of stone on wood
gradually grew in volume. We arrived at the compound of Pediese, fragrant with
a variety of scents. Pediese was in charge of Dedi’s craftsmen who worked with
wood.


Pediese’s large mud–plastered reed house occupied the left
side of the compound. To its right was a long structure, an open–sided
rectangular wood frame thickly roofed with palm fronds to provide shade. Men
were sitting inside it, some pounding pieces of wood together with stone
hammers, some using flint saws on sections of tree trunks affixed lengthwise to
long sturdy poles. A few men were heating glue in a pot over a fire; Pediese’s
most skilled craftsmen were using already–melted glue to fasten bits of wood
together to make a chair. Just outside the shaded structure were large piles of
charcoal and tinder to feed the fire, and trunks of acacia and tamarisk and
willow trees, some trimmed, some not.


Djefatsen, Pediese’s oldest daughter and, at age fifteen, a
year younger than her brother, my best friend Pabasa, was on her knees in the
shade at one end of the house, grinding emmer on a flat black rectangular stone
using a stone quern. Her hair was long and wavy and curled at the ends and
swayed as she moved. I noted a bit of ribbon bound around her brow, keeping her
hair more or less from falling into her eyes as she lunged forward and backward
with her weight on the quern. She was wearing only a white skirt she’d hiked up
over her knees and she saw Rawer and me and raised up and smiled and waved.
Rawer immediately dashed to her and plopped down at her side. Even though
Djefatsen knew Rawer was promised to Abar she didn’t seem to mind his
attention. He clearly didn’t mind she was only a craftsman’s daughter. I’d
inadvertently overheard a conversation between Abar and Rawer a few minutes
after Dedi had relinquished rule to Aboo last year – I’d been sitting on the
riverbank, mulling over what had just happened, when they’d suddenly settled
themselves a few steps away and engaged in an animated conversation before I
could slip away. Rawer had promised Abar he wouldn’t play around with elite
girls anymore. He’d technically kept his promise ever since – by shifting his
attentions to commoners. Abar was in the dark about his continuing proclivity
for pretty girls because she had nothing to do with commoners and wasn’t aware
of their gossip concerning Rawer.


Pediese noticed Dedi and rushed to greet him, bowing low.


Dedi indicated the oars I was carrying. “I’m off to Abu in a
few days. I need these repaired.”


“You haven’t gone there since Shery was slain,” Pediese
said, surprised.


“More than half a decade. Well past time,” Dedi replied.


“Take the oars to Pabasa,” Pediese ordered me, giving my
shoulder an affectionate squeeze.


I’d met Pabasa ten years ago when I was running an errand
for Dedi, and we’d been friends ever since. His parents, Pediese and Khensa,
treated me as one of their own. I carried the oars to the workshop on the right
side of the compound and found Pabasa. I set my burden down, flexed my
shoulders. It felt good to be divested of the weight. Pabasa greeted me gladly
and told one of his father’s workmen to take the oars. Then we found seats in a
corner of the structure, out of everyone’s way. Dedi and Pediese were already
sitting in the shade next to the house directly across from me. Khensa was
pouring them cups of beer. Djefatsen had given up grinding grain and was
sitting back on her haunches; Rawer was leaning close, grasping her elbow with
his hand, whispering something in her ear. She was blushing.


“I’m going with Dedi on an expedition,” I announced proudly.


“No! Really? Where to?”


“Abu. At the cataract.”


“Why you?”


“You mean, why not Rawer?” I laughed. “Because he’s too
lazy. Rawer may come from a line of boatmen, but he’s no boat man. He has no
desire to travel and no inclination to work on boats. I’ve learned how to do
every task required to build and repair and operate a boat, and I understand
how boats are designed and why. Rawer’s only good for rowing. I’m much better
at that than him.”


“You actually want to row to Abu? You want to pull at
oars all day long for weeks?”


“It’s not so bad. We’ll have enough men to row in shifts.
And we’ll set bunches of palm fronds in the bow so the wind can help drive us
upstream.”


Pabasa shook his head, glanced at his sister. “Rawer’s the
smart one, staying behind. Who wants to leave Nekhen anyway?”


“I do,” I said fervently.


“Why?”


“I want to see what the rest of the valley’s like.”


“From what I hear there’s no settlement as fine as Nekhen
anywhere. What’s the point of traveling if all you’ll see are farms and hamlets
and empty plains?”


Pabasa might be my best friend, but he had no imagination.
He was like almost everyone I knew – content to labor at the same old task day
after day, not knowing or caring about anything in the valley beyond what their
eyes could see of it. Only Dedi was the exception. Maybe that’s why he’d
continued to take an interest in me after my mother died, because he sensed I
was like him. I sighed. There was no sense in arguing with Pabasa about his
beliefs. I changed the subject. “We’re off to Pipi’s next, to arrange beer for
the voyage.”


“Aw… you’ll get to see Abar. She walked by here an hour ago on
the way to his brewery. She helps Inetkawes with her chores sometimes.
Inetkawes’ mother is Aboo’s cousin, you know.”


“It drives Rawer crazy that Abar’s around Inetkawes’ brother
Wehemka so often,” I confided.


“Funny, isn’t it? Rawer thinks Abar plays around with boys
because he does with girls,” Pabasa said. “But she’s not like him at all.”


“Rawer will probably punish Wehemka, justified or not, once
he succeeds Aboo and becomes ruler, assuming Ibetina continues to produce
girls,” I said.


Pabasa lowered his voice. “Rawer may have a rude awakening
when Aboo dies,” he said confidentially. “I’ve overheard Father talking with
the overseers of some of the other workshops. They said anytime in the past
when a ruler died without an heir the elites selected one of their own to
succeed him. Many elites don’t consider a nephew, like Rawer, to actually be in
the line of succession. Only a son or brother counts, they say. So there may be
a fight among the elites to take Aboo’s place.”


I shook my head. “I’ll bet Teti will come out on top if that
happens. Everyone knows the potters’ influence has been growing ever since they
started making their rough pottery so cheaply and in mass quantities a few
generations ago. Nearly as many pots are exchanged in the surrounding hamlets
now as beer. They’ll be the primary product for long–distance trade once Dedi
restarts it.”


“I wish something would happen to Rawer. Then Abar would be
up for grabs,” Pabasa said cheerfully, practically licking his lips. “Every boy
in Nekhen might have a chance to join with her, not just the elites. Even me.”


I laughed. “You’re deluding yourself, Pabasa. Girls like her
don’t know boys like us exist.”


“You’d like to be with Abar just as much as I would. Admit
it!” Pabasa said. “She’s gorgeous.”


“There are dozens of pretty girls in Nekhen, Pabasa, and
they’re not mean and unapproachable and utterly full of themselves like Abar,”
I replied. “None of them treats me like dirt either, the way Abar does.” I
shook my head. “She was actually civil to me for a few months, years ago, when
she needed me to make Rawer jealous. Then she decided I threatened her chances
of becoming a ruler’s woman and she tossed me aside without a second thought.
That position is her obsession. I understand it gives her the best chance to
pursue her family’s dream for Nekhen, one I happen to believe in too. But it’s
the only thing that matters to her. So go ahead – pursue Abar if you must. I
want to be with a woman who loves me, not one who sees me as a steppingstone to
something else. Believe me, I have absolutely no interest in Abar.” I lowered
my voice, tilted my head towards Rawer. “But can you believe that idiot? Abar’s
promised to him. Doesn’t stop him from playing around, though. What do you
think Abar would do if she saw Rawer right now, hanging all over your sister?
What would she do if she caught him chasing the boatmen’s and craftsmen’s
daughters at night? I can’t stand Abar, but she deserves to be treated better
than that. Every woman does.” I shook my head in disbelief. “Everything’s been
given to Rawer, but he’s squandering it. He’ll inherit the fleet but he’s not
making any effort to learn how to operate it. What I could do with it if it was
mine! Moving anything by water will be a problem once he takes charge.”


Pabasa snorted again. “No surprise.”


Excited voices carried from a shaded corner of the yard.


“What’s going on over there?” I asked.


“You know the image of the falcon god that tops the pole on
the ceremonial grounds?” he asked.


“The one that’s missing?”


“You noticed.”


“Hard not to.”


“The wood cracks every few years due to constant exposure to
the sun,” Pabasa said. “Those craftsmen are carving a new one. They’re using
the old one as a model. Probably arguing about how to proceed.”


“The grounds are going to be entirely redone,” I informed
Pabasa. “That’s why we’re going to Abu – to bring back fine stone for a new
structure Aboo’s going to erect in place of the sunscreen.”


Dedi called my name, sharply and loudly, then Rawer’s. I
glanced towards the house. Dedi and Pediese were bidding each other goodbye. I
rose immediately.


“I have to go, Pabasa. I’ll see you when I get back from
Abu.”


Rawer reluctantly tore himself away from Djefatsen and
joined Dedi and me.


“Now, to Pipi’s. I need to arrange beer for our trip,” Dedi
said.


Pipi’s brewery was a short distance northeast along the same
lane we’d been traveling. The lane was crowded with strings of donkeys hauling
jars in both directions – some full of beer, their tops sealed with clay, bound
either for the riverbank to be loaded onto Dedi’s boats or overland to nearby
farms, some empty, on the way to the brewery to be filled. More donkeys were
moving in the same direction we were, laden with branches and short acacia logs
chopped and sawed by woodcutters to feed the brewery fires, and still more
burdened with dripping leather bags of water. We dodged women carrying jars
balanced on either a head or shoulder; they no doubt lived close by the brewery
and fetched their ration themselves. Pipi produced hundreds of gallons daily, enough
to slake the thirst of several thousand Nekhenians and farmers and residents of
hamlets up and down the river, all of whom swore allegiance to Aboo.


The amount of beer produced by Pipi would by itself have
been enough to rank him among Nekhen’s elite, but his stature went beyond mere
wealth. His ancestors had been the settlement’s rulers in the generations
immediately before Dedi’s grandfather, Teta. Pipi was joined to Aboo’s cousin,
Khentkaus, which loosely linked him to the current ruling family. Everyone in
Pipi’s family dressed in finer clothes and adorned themselves with more
expensive jewelry than most people in Nekhen. Their house was filled with rare
and precious objects that had been imported years ago from settlements in the
north on Dedi’s boats. Numerous household servants looked after their needs.
Pipi always had a fish–tailed knife tucked into a leather sheath at his waist.
Being a commoner, I’d never touched one, not even when my mother was alive and
I’d been allowed to participate in elite activities.


We turned into the brewery yard. It was massive and noisy,
swarming with workers and donkeys and women who’d come for their households’
daily ration, piled high with supplies and raw materials. Brewing was Nekhen’s
largest enterprise, and though Pipi’s brewery was just one of several it
dwarfed all the rest combined. To the left of the yard was Pipi’s house, to the
right a preparation area, and straight ahead the brewery itself. 


The house was among the most magnificent in Nekhen, second
in size only to Aboo’s, large, its roof supported by wood posts set in bricks
of hardened mud, the walls of mud–plastered reeds, painted red. A verandah
roofed with palm fronds ran the length of the side facing us, and on the other
was a yard surrounded by a fence of mud–plastered reeds. Pens in the yard held
pigs and goats and a small flock of geese.


The brewery consisted of three sections. The vats in the
central portion were surrounded by a short wall of mud and pottery sherds
coated with enough thick mud plaster to resist direct flame and high heat.
Smaller walled annexes with more vats were attached to its north and south. The
brewery was roofed to contain heat. The bases of its outer walls were pierced
at regular intervals by narrow openings – stoke holes was the correct term, I
recalled – through which workmen could feed wood into the fires beneath the
vats inside. Large pottery sherds were stacked next to each stoke hole; workmen
used them during the brewing process to close the openings to regulate air flow.


Dedi led us towards Pipi’s residence. I, a common laborer,
had no business in the upcoming meeting so I’d have to wait outside, though
Rawer could enter because he was Dedi’s grandson and Aboo’s heir. But I wasn’t
the only one who spotted Abar in the preparation area, working in the shade of
a large rectangular sunscreen along with her cousins Wenher and Inetkawes.
Rawer made a beeline for her. Dedi gazed after his grandson, then shook his head in exasperation. “Keep Rawer out
of trouble,” he charged, then continued on to Pipi’s house alone.


I followed after Rawer reluctantly, resigned to encountering
Abar, hoping Dedi would be quick. Abar always had something disparaging to say,
except for when she ignored me. I’d gone out of my way to avoid her in the months
since Mother’s death so I wouldn’t have to listen to her scathing comments;
whenever I’d spotted her approaching Dedi’s fire I’d left and spent the evening
elsewhere. Today, unfortunately, there was no escaping her. Abar was sitting
cross–legged on a reed mat, her fine white linen skirt barely covering her
knees, cutting dates into bits with a sharp serrated flint knife and dropping
the pieces into a basket in front of her. Rawer immediately sat down to her
left and placed one hand familiarly on her upper arm. He treated her
possessively whenever they were together in public. From the conversation I’d
overheard on the riverbank I knew her acceptance of his attentions was the
price she’d agreed to so he’d give up elite girls. I wondered how Abar would react
if she found out Rawer dallied now with commoners instead.


Abar’s second cousin Wenher, dark–haired, attractive, my
age, was seated to her right, engaged in the same task. Wenher put down her
knife and greeted Rawer, as did her year–younger sister, Inetkawes. Five years
ago Inetkawes had stumbled and fallen and hit her head on a large rock beside
the wadi path, fracturing her skull, and she’d never been quite the same since.
She moved awkwardly, dragged her right foot when she walked, sometimes mixed up
her words and spoke gibberish, often stared vacantly into space for minutes at
a time. More than once I’d brought her home when I’d found her aimlessly
wandering along the riverbank. She liked me and I liked her and she recognized
me and beamed.


I smiled back, then, almost in spite of myself, took a
closer, surreptitious look at Abar. She was absolutely stunning – petite, her
figure well–rounded, features delicate, neck and wrists and waist bedecked with
jewels. How a body so tiny could contain so much vitriol was beyond me. I’d
never seen a girl as beautiful – at least on the outside – not even those who
were far older. Her bearing was regal, and why not? Since someday Rawer would
join with her and succeed her father as Nekhen’s ruler, assuming no as yet
unborn half–brother appeared, Abar expected to spend the majority of her life
as a ruler’s woman and acted accordingly. I knew from years of observation Abar
was extremely intelligent and quick–witted and inquisitive, the polar opposite
of Rawer. She was also, unfortunately for those who crossed her, vindictive
when she didn’t get her way and vengeful when she felt she’d been wronged, as I
could personally attest. Right now, Rawer was leaning against her, whispering
something in her ear. She wasn’t reacting.


I sat next to Inetkawes, on the side distant from Rawer and
Abar and Wenher, as far from the first two as I could get. 


Inetkawes welcomed me cheerfully.


Abar peered around her cousins, stared at me haughtily.
“What are you doing here?” From the tone of her voice she meant “why are
you intruding among your betters?”


She was like all elites. They considered themselves superior
to my kind. I didn’t take it personally because I didn’t care what they
thought. I was happy being a boatman. I planned to be one the rest of my life.
I respected people who worked hard, as I did, whatever their station in life.
Otherwise, I didn’t give them a second thought.


Before I could answer Inetkawes replied. “Nykara’s my
friend, Abar. He saved my life last year.”


“Really?” Abar asked skeptically.


“I was having one of my spells. I nearly wandered into a
dozen crocodiles sunning on the riverbank. Nykara rescued me. Otherwise I’d be
dead.”


“You’re exaggerating,” I admonished Inetkawes modestly, even
though she wasn’t. “I just happened to be close by, working on a boat.”


“And saw she was in danger in the nick of time, and sprinted
fifty yards faster than I’ve ever seen anyone run, and snatched her up in your
arms just before she took a step too far,” Wenher interrupted. “You forget I
saw the whole thing, Nykara. You were magnificent!”


Wenher was magnificent too. With Abar promised to Rawer, she
was the most eligible and sought after elite girl. Well beyond my class. A
shame, really. Unlike Abar, she was actually nice.


“Grandfather needed someone to carry some worn oars to the
carpenters,” Rawer said dismissively. “Otherwise Nykara wouldn’t be bothering
us.” He addressed me. “Go back to the boatyard. You’re not needed any longer.”


“Dedi told me to keep an eye on you. I’m not going
anywhere,” I told Rawer firmly.


“Why you…”


Abar looked me up and down appraisingly. She laughed
mirthlessly. “So, you’re a nursemaid too?”


She was trying to trivialize and aggravate me. I didn’t
respond. That was the best thing to do around those of high status. They had no
tolerance for commoners. They expected someone like me to be intimidated by
them, to know his place, to give them unquestioning respect and obedience. I
supposed I should be intimidated by Abar. She was the daughter of our ruler.
She’d most likely be our next ruler’s woman. There was no higher ranked female
in Nekhen with the exception of her stepmother or perhaps Ipu. But to be
intimidated required one to be afraid, and I didn’t fear Abar. She was better
than me in her mind, not mine.


Abar turned to Rawer. “What are you and Grandfather doing at
Pipi’s brewery if you came to the lower settlement to get oars repaired?”


“Grandfather’s going to Abu. He’s arranging beer to take
along for his men.”


“Father’s beer is the best in Nekhen,” Inetkawes said
proudly.


“I’m sure it’ll taste better than any we’ll encounter along
the way,” I volunteered.


“He’s going with you?” Abar asked Rawer
incredulously.


“I’m not going,” Rawer snorted. “I talked Grandfather out of
it. He’s only taking the big dumb brutes who work in the boatyard, to row.”


If Rawer hadn’t been who he was I would have decked him for
disparaging the rest of my fellows. But I had as little respect for him as he
had for me. I didn’t care enough about his opinion to be personally offended. I
doubted Rawer even considered he might have. His superior and condescending
attitude was one of the reasons everyone in the boatyard hated him.


Abar laughed. Her smile was dazzling, her teeth white, lips
full, eyes dark. “Will you big dumb brutes be gone long?”


“Be nice, Abar!” Wenher admonished.


I was offended by Abar’s insult. She knew I was intelligent.
I didn’t give her the satisfaction of showing my irritation. “A couple of weeks
at least.”


“When will you leave?”


“In a few days.”


“You’ll miss the festival,” Inetkawes pouted.


“That’s why I turned down the chance to go,” Rawer
interjected.


A lie, but he knew I wouldn’t call him on it.


“I’ll miss watching you in the competitions, Nykara,” Wenher
purred. “I always cheer for you.” She addressed Rawer. “Maybe you’ll finally
win for a change.”


He cursed under his breath.


I hid my smile. “I’ll get to see the valley, all the way to
Abu,” I told the sisters. “It’s a rare opportunity.”


“Who cares about anything beyond Nekhen?” Rawer asked.
“Don’t we have everything we need right here?” He took hold of Abar’s elbow and
smiled at her knowingly.


“I care,” Abar replied, snatching her arm away, “and
so should you, Rawer. You know Grandfather’s relying on the two of us to keep
his dream alive after he’s dead, to use your boats and my donkeys to expand
Nekhen’s influence in the valley and form a union with the settlements between
here and Tjeni. When we’re ruling Nekhen we’ll need to know what resources lie
in every direction, what peoples we may have to overcome to make our settlement
even greater.”


“That’s Grandfather’s dream, not mine or your father’s,”
Rawer immediately snapped. “We both tell Grandfather what he wants to hear when
he asks, that we’ll pursue it. Once he’s dead we’ll do what we want. Which
isn’t that.”


Abar tensed, stunned by Rawer’s pronouncement. Her cheeks
instantly colored. “You’re not committed to Grandfather’s dream?” she asked in
a clipped voice.


“It got my father killed, so, no. Your father shies away
from it for the same reason. I don’t care what happens in the rest of the
valley. I care about what happens in Nekhen. Once I take Uncle’s place I’m
going to make myself the most powerful ruler Nekhen has ever known. All the
elites who are claiming they have a better right than me to succeed your father
and are threatening to sweep me aside? They’ll no longer have a say in anything
once I’m in charge. I’ll take control of far more than Grandfather ever did.
I’ll make it clear to the elites they depend entirely on me – not me on them.
I’ll use Grandfather’s craftsmen to make sure I live in luxury, and to reward
my friends. I’ll demand the best of what farmers grow and everyone else
produces, to support me and my dependents. I’ll most assuredly punish my
enemies. And I’ll accumulate the largest menagerie Nekhen has ever seen, far
larger than your father’s. That’ll show everyone I’ve imposed my will on the
chaos of the world around us.”


“You expect all of us to center our lives around you?”
Wenher asked, clearly shocked. “You expect us to keep you in luxury? Nekhen’s
ruler is supposed to look out for the elites.”


“That’s your opinion,” Rawer said smugly.


“You can’t abandon what Grandfather’s started,” Abar
insisted earnestly. “You can’t simply look inward and spend your time
increasing your own power. You have to focus outward, push Nekhen’s influence
into the valley. Otherwise, we’ll never be able to form the union Grandfather
envisions.”


“I can and will focus inward. In fact, there’ll be no more
trade expeditions once I’m in charge,” Rawer sniffed. “Traders from other
settlements will have to come to us. Let them build their own boats! Fewer
boatmen for me to support. As far as Grandfather’s craftsmen – I’ll use what
they create to reward the elites in Nekhen who support me. And to reward
myself. I won’t send fine objects to distant settlements where they’ll do me no
good.”


I was appalled. Rawer fundamentally misunderstood both trade
and Dedi’s expectation of his future role. Instead of pursuing Dedi’s dream to
expand Nekhen’s influence, Rawer was going to purposefully reduce Nekhen’s
presence in the valley. As his predecessors had done for the past half
millennium. Rawer was going to slam shut the door Dedi had pried open.


“Where do you think the raw materials the craftsmen will
need to keep you in luxury are going to come from?” Abar pressed.


“I just said they’ll be brought to us,” Rawer said harshly.


I couldn’t remain silent in the face of Rawer’s utter
stupidity, even if it meant stepping into the middle of an argument between him
and Abar. She was as likely to attack me as he was. “It’s in our interest to
carry goods to and from other settlements, Rawer. If we drive Nubt and Tjeni to
construct their own boats they won’t need us to obtain luxuries anymore.
They’ll be able to travel the river as freely as we do. They’ll be able to cut
us off from the riches that supposedly lie in the North. They’ll isolate Nekhen
from the rest of the valley. Dedi explained this to us the day he yielded rule.
Like Abar said, if you cede trade to Tjeni and Nubt you’ll destroy any chance
of creating the union of settlements in the southern valley Dedi gave up his
position as ruler to set in motion.”


“If I want your opinion, Errand Boy, I’ll ask for it,” Rawer
snarled. “So shut up!”


I wasn’t about to obey him. Nekhen’s future was too
important. “For the past five hundred years Nekhen’s ruler has received the
fealty of all the leading men in the hamlets throughout this region. That’s why
we’ve grown into a mighty settlement. But we’re not the only large settlement
anymore, Rawer. Tjeni and Nubt have grown as well, though they still can’t
compare in size and influence to us. Before they do, we must expand our own
sphere of influence to keep them from expanding theirs.”


“Don’t you remember Grandfather’s story about our
ancestress, a woman born somewhere in the western desert?” Abar asked Rawer.
“She traveled to the delta, joined with a man who lived there. She adopted her
new band’s traditions and gods and way of life, yet retained parts of her own.
She passed that hybrid on to her daughter. Her daughter joined with a man who
lived a hundred miles farther south. She took the hybrid culture she’d been
born into and added it to that of her man. So, over hundreds of generations,
because of joinings alone, cultures in the valley have slowly mixed until all
now have elements of all others. But it’s up to us to make Nekhen’s
culture the dominant one in this mix. It’s up to us to make sure the
people in Tjeni and Nubt and Hiw and Inerty and their satellites worship our
gods, follow our customs, adopt our way of life. That’s how we’ll become even
mightier, and control not only our own destiny but the entire southern section
of the river valley.”


Abar’s was a more refined and expansive vision than Dedi’s.
She’d clearly been giving his dream some thought in the year since her father
had become our ruler. “How can we transplant our culture the way you propose if
Rawer does what he’s threatening?” I queried.


“Ah! You recognize the difference between Grandfather’s vision
and mine,” Abar said, clearly surprised I’d understood.


“It’s obvious and substantial.”


“With luck Rawer will grow up and embrace Grandfather’s
dream,” Abar said.


“Our cousin? Grow up?” Wenher laughed.


Rawer glared at her.


Abar addressed me. “When Grandfather and Uncle Shery
reestablished trade in the North they took a boatload of goods to the various
settlements one or two times a year and then came home. Minimal contact.”


“With no lasting influence.”


“Exactly. But what if Grandfather were to establish
permanent trading posts run by men from Nekhen in the major settlements, Nubt
and Tjeni?”


“That would give Nekhen a continuous presence.”


“Grandfather could fill the posts with our finest products.
Our permanent traders could exchange goods with the locals year round.”


“Boats would merely transport goods in both directions. No
more expeditions.”


Abar nodded. “Our traders should be high–ranking, perhaps
the younger sons of elites who won’t inherit anything from their fathers, men
who’ll fit in with Tjeni’s and Nubt’s elites. Here’s the important part – they
should join with high–ranking women from Tjeni and Nubt and raise their
children the same way we raise ours. Over generations, our culture and gods and
way of life will spread among the elites and then be adopted by commoners and
become engrained in those settlements. We’ll transform them to be like us from
within, without them even realizing it. Then acknowledging Nekhen’s ruler will
seem a natural thing to do.”


“Assuming your father lives a long life, our culture will
have taken root in Nubt and Tjeni by the time Rawer comes to power,” I said.


“Absolutely ridiculous,” Rawer muttered.


“You won’t be able to stop what Grandfather and I have set
in motion,” Abar said with satisfaction. “Especially if you’re not Nekhen’s
ruler. Ibetina’s young – Father may well have a son to displace you. Then
you’ll have no say in anything.”


“Not going to happen,” Rawer said firmly.


I recalled his conversation with Abar on the riverbank.
Rawer believed Aboo would be dead before his unborn son was old enough to rule,
leaving Rawer the only choice to succeed him. But Rawer’s machinations weren’t
my concern. “Astounding plan,” I said admiringly. Abar’s vision implied subtly
transforming the other settlements over a long period of time. The exact
opposite of Rawer’s plan for Nekhen, which was entirely inward looking. I
preferred Abar’s plan, especially because boatmen would constantly travel the
river, which is how I wanted to spend my life.


“Enough of this! Both of you!” Rawer insisted sharply. “I’ve
already warned you to keep your mouth shut, Errand Boy. And you’ve had your
say, Abar. What’s more, I’m fed up with you talking like the two of us are
going to share rule. I don’t want to hear it from you ever again! You’ll have
no say in what happens in Nekhen once we’re joined. Ruling is my birthright
because I’m Dedi’s grandson. You strengthen my right because you’re Aboo’s
daughter and Dedi’s granddaughter. Once I rule Nekhen you’re going to give me
heirs and sit next to me at festivals and keep your mouth shut and look pretty
and make me the envy of every man in the valley. That’s all. I’ll control
Grandfather’s boats and Aboo’s donkeys then. All power will be mine. Why
Uncle lets you be involved in the herd at all is beyond me.”


“Because I do a better job than his overseer,” Abar snapped
angrily. “I could do a better job than you with the boats, too – right now.”


“Nonetheless, that will cease. You’re a beautiful woman,
Abar. You will be an adornment for me when I preside at festivals or go about
Nekhen, just like my necklaces of gold and shiny stones. Nothing more.”


Abar stiffened. She tilted her chin proudly, made no reply.
But her blazing eyes spoke volumes. Rawer had just ripped asunder the fabric of
their fragile relationship, not only because he’d been lying about his support
for Dedi’s quest, but because he expected Abar to meekly submit to his will and
no longer exercise her considerable talents once they were joined. That was not
in her character. That was directly contrary to the ambition she’d expressed to
me the night of the executions, to firmly guide Rawer as he ruled Nekhen and
operated the fleet. I’d had the sense then she expected him to be her
figurehead; today hadn’t changed my opinion. I applauded the conflict that had
suddenly raised a wall between them. That they were unexpectedly at each
other’s throats seemed like justice for how they’d both treated me. Except
Rawer was dead wrong about Nekhen’s future and Abar was absolutely correct and
he was positioned to implement his point of view. Unless Ibetina produced a
son.


But who ruled Nekhen and how and when was outside my
control. That was ultimately for Dedi and Aboo and Rawer to figure out.


I swept my eyes around the preparation area. To the right
was a large circular mud–walled granary full of emmer, a smaller one of barley,
a large flat space covered by jars brimming with river water, the ground below
them muddy, and reed baskets overflowing with dates and other wild fruits.
Dozens of cats were sleeping in the shade cast by the granaries; they
congregated wherever grain was stored in Nekhen, drawn by rodents. Close by us
several men were preparing the mixture that was to be brewed, crushing emmer on
grinding stones and mixing the rough flour with smaller quantities of barley
similarly prepared. Men, and Abar’s second cousin Wehemka, were carrying
earthenware jars full of water into the brewery and dumping them into the vats
– Pipi’s brewery had sixteen of them, and each held at least twenty gallons.
Wehemka had given me a tour the third time I’d brought Inetkawes home. We’d
never be friends, but he at least treated me cordially whenever I encountered
him, out of gratitude, for he truly loved his sister. More men were carrying
baskets of the carefully measured emmer mixture into the brewery to add to the
liquid.


“How do emmer and water turn into beer?” I asked Inetkawes.


“It’s a two–day process,” she explained. “Today we’ll cook
the mash we just prepared that the men are dumping into the vats. After a few
hours at high heat, we’ll let the liquid slowly cool. Tomorrow morning workmen
will drain it from the cooking vats and sieve it and transfer it to the
fermentation vats.” She pointed to sixteen very large earthenware vats buried
nearly to their rims in deep holes under another frame canopied with palm
fronds. “The day after that we’ll distribute the beer.”


The ground around the fermentation vats was literally
covered with empty pottery jars, except for a narrow footpath winding among
them. Workers were squatting beside each vat, filling those jars with cloudy
beer, handing them to other workers who were sealing them with mud and
impressing the seal with a distinctive mark to indicate the beer had been
produced in Pipi’s brewery. Some of the jars were being loaded into baskets on
the backs of donkeys; some were being handed directly to women who were waiting
in a long line.


“The jars have many different marks,” I observed.


“Every potter has his own,” Wenher confirmed. “Father needs
so many jars he gets them from every potter in the lower settlement, though
most come from Teti’s. It’s the only way to keep track of who made what.”


Each woman was exchanging a round stone about half the size
of her palm for her jar of beer. “What are the stones for?”


“When a farmer brings us a load of emmer after the harvest
to store in our granary, Father gives him a certain number of stones to match
the value of the emmer,” Wenher said. “Father will use that emmer to brew that
farmer’s daily beer – with a portion set aside for Father to support our family
and his workers. Over the course of the following year, the farmer’s woman or
daughter comes to the brewery each day and exchanges one of the stones for a
jar. That’s how both Father and the farmer know they’ve struck a fair bargain
with each other – Father received enough grain, the farmer enough beer. It’s
the same with everyone else in the settlement who supplies Father with
something in exchange for his beer.”


“That must be how Dedi tracks shipments on his boats,” I
speculated. “I’ve noticed similar marks on jars and containers we’ve carried to
nearby hamlets. He hasn’t taught me about that yet.”


“Because all you’ll ever do is work on boats,” Rawer said
disparagingly. “You don’t need to know about such things.”


“There are far worse livelihoods than building boats,” I
replied evenly. I turned back to Inetkawes. “We’ll be taking empty pottery jars
and containers to Abu. We’ll exchange them for stone for the ceremonial
grounds, and maybe some elephant ivory and ostrich feathers.”


“Don’t they make their own pottery at Abu?” Inetkawes asked.


“No. Dedi says Abu’s not like here. It’s very small – there
aren’t pottery works or a brewery or a linen–maker – no workshops at all. Each
family makes whatever it needs for itself. So it’s easier for them to exchange
their stone for our pottery than make pottery themselves. Teti and a few others
mass–produce vast quantities of rough pottery here at Nekhen, so exchanging our
excess is an easy way for us to grow our wealth. They don’t have a fleet at Abu
either, so they can’t bring stone here and take pottery back. Maybe this trip
will restart regular trade with the people at the cataract. It stopped when
desert raiders killed Shery.”


“And your father?” Inetkawes asked gently.


“Yes. How did you know?”


“I was in the crowd when the barbarians were executed.” She
rested her hand on mine for a moment.


“As Abar said, trade will connect us to the people at Abu,”
I continued. “They’ll quarry stone, we’ll bring them necessities and transport
their products.”


“Grandfather says it was our ability to distribute what our
craftsmen made throughout the river valley that made Nekhen great in the first
place, Inetkawes,” Abar interjected.


I was surprised she’d been listening to Inetkawes and me
talk. “Dedi’s right. Just look at Nekheb, directly across the river from us.
They’ve been working stone there for hundreds if not thousands of years. Why do
you suppose Nekhen has grown into a settlement while Nekheb has remained a
hamlet?”


“Who cares?” Rawer interjected.


Abar regarded him coldly, answered me. “They’ve never
expanded to make other products. And we distribute what they make on their
behalf. They don’t have a fleet of their own.”


I nodded. “Someday, if all goes according to Dedi’s plan,
and Abar’s, the leading men in other hamlets and settlements will become
dependent on Nekhen’s luxury products. Then our influence will expand for good
beyond our small section of the river valley. It’ll be the culmination of a
process that began five hundred years ago, with the first of Dedi’s ancestors
who settled at Nekhen, Ankhmare.”


“My ancestor too,” Abar told Wenher and Inetkawes.


“And mine,” Rawer added.


“Do you even know the stories about Ankhmare?” Abar asked
him sharply. She was obviously irritated with Rawer. “Do you pay attention when
Grandfather tells them?”


“I suppose you do?” Rawer said mockingly. “He drones
on and on. I can only listen to him for so long.”


And I can listen to him for hours. “You’re lucky to
know so much about your family’s past,” I told Abar.


“I’m surprised you’re not trying to claim Grandfather’s
ancestors as your own, after the way your mother seduced him,” Rawer said
scathingly.


I almost went after him then. Rawer had no right to insult
Mother. But I’d gain nothing by starting a fight with him, even though his
accusation was infuriatingly false. Mother hadn’t seduced Dedi into anything. I
realized my fists were clenched and forced my hands to relax.


“Abar told me Dedi wants to trade even farther north than
Tjeni and Nubt,” Inetkawes said. “Why hasn’t he?”


“He’s been trying to construct a boat robust enough to make
it all the way to a place called Badari and back. No one knows for sure how far
that is. No one knows what hazards the boat will have to withstand. We’re
assembling his second version right now, hoping it’ll make it at least as far
as Tjeni. There were problems with the first. Though, after half a millennium,
it’s not certain Badari still exists. Hopefully, when Dedi goes, I’ll get to be
part of his crew. This trip to Abu is my chance to prove to him I deserve the
opportunity.”


“I hope you get to go,” Inetkawes told me sincerely.


“Me too,” Wenher echoed.


“I hope your boat sinks,” Rawer snorted.


“Hurry up!” Wehemka barked from the entrance of the brewery.
He appeared none too happy Rawer was sitting beside Abar. He had serious
designs on his cousin, as everyone knew. Since he was also Aboo’s nephew he
considered his blood claim to be at least as strong as Rawer’s.


“Help me, won’t you Nykara?” Abar asked sweetly. “Inetkawes,
sit here in the shade and relax. Wenher, keep her company. We’ll be back soon.”


I could tell Abar had singled me out simply to aggravate
Rawer, just like she had the night of the executions and the months afterwards,
to use me to pay him back for being so dismissive of her earlier. It worked. He
hurriedly rose to his feet. He wasn’t about to let me be alone with her inside
the brewery. I chuckled at his insecurity. How could he possibly think Abar was
interested in me? Had he been oblivious all the times she’d criticized and made
fun of me in his presence at Dedi’s fire? He was projecting his own actions
onto her. I picked up a basket of wild fruit the girls had cut into small
segments and Rawer picked up a basket of dates. We followed Abar across the
yard and entered the brewery. It was dark inside and smelled of smoke and I
heard sloshing water and the swish of emmer as men poured both into coarse
chest–high earthenware vats. They were arranged in two parallel rows of five in
the center section, each blackened on the outside by fire, each with its base
set in a pedestal of mud, with a coating of mud applied around its bottom into
which sherds of broken pottery had been pressed and covered with more mud.


“The mud and sherds insulate the vats from direct contact
with the fire,” Abar said.


“What are those?” I asked, pointing to heavy earthenware
bars leaning against the base of each vat, all thickly coated with mud.


“Firebars. They ring the vats to provide support and keep
them from falling over.”


The packed earth floor of the brewery was white, layered
with ash, and my bare feet were quickly coated. I peered into the first vat. My
face darkly reflected on the surface of the water. The inside of the vat was
covered with shiny black residue.


“Drop in a handful of fruit,” Abar directed, at the same
time taking a handful of dates from the basket Rawer was holding and tossing
them inside. “The fruit provides the sugar needed to start the fermentation
process, and flavors the beer.”


Rawer and I followed Abar to each vat in the central
section, then we added our fruit to the three vats in each of the annexes.


Our containers emptied, Abar took them both and headed
towards the brewery’s exit. I followed. I was nearly outside when a comely
serving girl with an empty basket of her own stepped from the darkness behind
one of the vats and partially blocked the way. Rawer grabbed my elbow, stopped
me from going around her. He peered towards the exit. Abar was already outside,
in the sunlight, strolling towards the sunscreen where Inetkawes and Wenher
were waiting. 


“Nykara, keep watch,” Rawer directed in a low voice. “Warn
me if anyone approaches.”


Rawer seized the girl’s arm. She gave a surprised little
yelp, then smiled and wrapped her free arm around his waist possessively. She
was definitely used to being alone with Rawer. He started pulling her into the
shadows.


“By the gods!” I exclaimed. I ripped the girl’s arm from
around Rawer’s waist, pushed her aside.


She cried out.


Rawer cursed and took a swing at me.


I sidestepped him, spun him around, grabbed his right arm,
twisted it behind his back and jerked his wrist towards his shoulder blades. I
clamped the back of his neck with my free hand.


“Let me go!” Rawer demanded, twisting his body violently,
his face turning red.


I tightened my grip, pinned him against the side of the
nearest vat with my body. He tried to squirm free but his strength was no match
for mine and I outweighed him considerably. “Are you crazy?” I practically
shouted in his ear. “You’re going to join with the most magnificent woman in
Nekhen and you’re carrying on with a serving girl? It’s horrible the way you
chase after commoners like her. Abar deserves better from you.” I yanked Rawer
away from the vat. “We’re leaving. Now.” I manhandled him ahead of me down the
narrow aisle between the vats, through the exit, into the sunlight, our feet
stirring the ash. Then I gave him a mighty shove.


He stumbled, took a few steps, touched his hands to the
ground, caught himself, regained his balance, spun to face me, crouched low,
snarled. Every worker in the vicinity was staring at us. The serving girl, too.
She’d followed us outside.


“Trying to save Abar, are you, just like you supposedly
saved Inetkawes? Presumptuous of you, Errand Boy. Yes, my cousin’s magnificent
– did you think you’d impress her by calling her that – if she’d heard you?
Don’t you think she’s been told that a thousand times by boys and men far
better than you?”


My heart was pounding. I took a deep breath. “Stating a fact
you seem to have forgotten and are taking for granted,” I said coolly, at the
same time wondering why I’d blurted out “magnificent.” I’d have chosen a
different word, possibly “important,” if I’d had time to think. Perhaps I was
subconsciously seeing Abar in a somewhat different light after she’d expounded
upon her vision for Nekhen, especially compared to Rawer’s. Although a wood
post would seem magnificent in comparison to Rawer.


“Abar’s mine, Nykara! I’ll do whatever I please with her!”
Rawer snapped. “You’re nothing to either one of us. The minute we leave this
brewery she’ll forget you ever existed. If you want to keep working in
Grandfather’s boatyard, mind your own business from now on. And keep your dirty
hands off of me! You may be Grandfather’s golden boy, but someday he’ll be
dead. I promise you, you’re going to regret what you did today when that
happens.”


“So will you,” Abar said from behind me. The commotion had
drawn her back to the brewery. I hoped she hadn’t overheard everything Rawer
and I had said. Much of it was quite embarrassing, to me. I turned in her
direction. She switched her attention from Rawer to me. Her clenched fists were
resting on her hips, her brows were knit, her eyes were ablaze with fury and
her cheeks red with anger. She’d never looked more beautiful. “I can take care
of myself, Boy!” she hissed. “I don’t need you to fight my battles with my
cousin!”


“I wasn’t,” I said calmly. “Dedi ordered me to keep Rawer
out of trouble. I was just doing my job.”


Abar spun around, flounced towards the sunscreen, head held
high, lips pressed tightly together.


After a moment I followed her back across the yard, keeping
a safe distance so I wouldn’t irritate her further. Even though I had nothing
to be sorry for. I’d simply discharged my duty. So what if I’d angered Abar?
Rawer was right – I’d probably never be in her presence again. And she could
hardly have a lower opinion of me now than she’d had most of my life anyway.
I’d never cared what she thought about me before and I wasn’t about to start
today. 


Abar took a seat in one corner of the pavilion. At a look
from her, Rawer slunk off to another. I resumed my seat next to Inetkawes and
Wenher. I glanced at the house, hoping Dedi had reappeared so we could go. He
hadn’t.


“What’s the matter with Abar?” Inetkawes asked in a low
voice.


“Rawer was about to fool around with one of the serving
girls,” I whispered.


“In front of Abar?” Wenher asked, appalled.


“Afraid so.”


“You stopped him?”


“I did.”


“That’s why Rawer’s glaring at you?”


I shrugged. “Dedi would have had my hide if I hadn’t.”


“Why does Abar look like she wants to skin you alive too?”


“For inserting myself in her affairs, I suppose.”


Inetkawes glanced at Rawer. “If you ever have the chance to
save him from a clutch of crocodiles – don’t,” she said darkly.


“If you ever have a chance to throw him into one – do,”
Wenher added with a smile, leaning so close her hair brushed my shoulder.


The next fifteen minutes were possibly the most
uncomfortable of my life. The tension was thick under the sunscreen. I couldn’t
stop furtively glancing at Abar. Rawer had insulted and humiliated her, but she
was responding with an impressive display of dignity. In her place most girls
would be ranting and raving and stalking back and forth like a lunatic, doing
battle with Rawer. Would she be behaving in such a measured fashion if she’d
known the serving girl was the second he’d been hanging all over today? I had
the feeling Abar was mostly upset with me because I’d witnessed what Rawer had
done, not because I’d stepped in. Perhaps she’d felt humiliated deep within her
hard exterior. Maybe she was human after all. I actually felt somewhat sorry
for her. Rawer’s actions had demonstrated quite clearly he expected he could
behave any way he wanted with no consequences. Abar was promised to him; as
he’d said, she’d be his property someday and he was already treating her as
such. That Rawer intended Abar to be subservient to him after their joining was
counter to the intention she’d expressed earlier, to rule Nekhen as his equal.
He’d disabused her of that notion in no uncertain terms. There was something
calculating about Abar now. She was calmly weighing options, figuring out how
she was going to make Rawer pay for his treatment of her. I hoped whatever she
decided would work.


Flames started dancing, visible through the open entrance of
the brewery. Men had lit the wood stacked against the bases of the vats. Soon
after, columns of smoke began rising through vents in the brewery roof. Workmen
started piling firewood and charcoal beside the stoke holes in order to easily
feed fresh fuel into the brewery as necessary to keep the cookfires alive.
Those men would be sweating profusely for the next couple of hours.


Just then Dedi and Pipi appeared in the doorway of Pipi’s
house. Pipi wore a knee–length kilt, immaculately white. The carved handle of
his fish–tailed knife was visible atop the leather sheath affixed at his waist.
He wore a necklace of carnelian and quartz beads. His braided hair fell to his
shoulders.


Dedi bowed and bade Pipi goodbye. Pipi was one of the few
men in Nekhen Dedi treated as an equal, for along with him he was one of the
settlement’s elites. Dedi beckoned to Rawer and me.


I rose with a sigh of relief. I’d finally be free of the
brewery. “Goodbye,” I told Inetkawes and Wenher. I ignored Abar. As if she
cared.


“Enjoy your great adventure, Nykara,” Inetkawes said
cheerily.


“I’ll see you at the festival,” Rawer promised Abar. He
winked, as if nothing had just happened between them. “We’ll slip away together
after dark.”


Abar stood up. She laughed. She wasn’t smiling. She crossed
the pavilion from her corner and stopped directly in front of me. She looked
up. Her head barely reached my shoulder. “What you said about Rawer chasing
girls – is it true?” she asked. Her eyes were hard.


“Yes, I’m sorry to say.” And I truly was. “Commoners now,
not elites.”


“I see.” Abar suddenly raised up on her toes, placed her
hands on my shoulders, pulled my face down to hers. We were so close I could
smell the lily tucked behind her ear. Then she soundly kissed me. Before I
could even react she stepped back, spun around, faced Rawer. “See how it
feels?” she spat.


“You wouldn’t have to worry about other girls if you were
more accommodating,” Rawer simpered. Then he glared at me.


Someday he’d make me pay for Abar’s impetuousness. Or,
rather, her act of coldly–calculated revenge. That’s what her kiss had been
for. It had nothing at all to do with me. I understood that. But as long as her
kiss had upset Rawer I was quite pleased. I enjoyed upsetting Rawer. Then I
noticed all the brewery workers were watching. News of that kiss was going to
spread. I was going to be the envy of every boy in Nekhen.


Dedi called and Rawer and I hurried to him.


“I’ve arranged for our crew’s beer,” Dedi told us.
“Tomorrow, Nykara, you and I will visit Salitis and his herdsmen to arrange for
dried meat, then go to a few farms to obtain grain and other food for our
voyage. We’ll pick up jars from Teti to exchange in Abu. But for now, let’s
head back to the boatyard. It’s getting hot and I want to rest in the shade.”


We returned down the lane by which we’d come to Pipi’s. I
was glad we weren’t visiting the herdsmen today. Hundreds of years earlier,
Dedi’s stories recounted, the first of them had fenced the end of one of the
shallow arms extending outward from the great wadi. Many cattle and sheep and
goats and pigs were confined in that arm now, all belonging to Salitis. We
delivered jars full of milk and blood from those animals to nearby hamlets
daily, and occasionally meat and hides. But, frankly, the area stank,
especially on days as hot as this.


I strolled beside Dedi, barely aware of my surroundings. I
should have been thinking about the upcoming trip, the highlight of my life,
but I wasn’t. As hard as I tried, I couldn’t get Abar out of my mind. I felt
like a fly, drawn in fascination to a spider’s web, hurling myself willingly
into a trap. Because of that kiss. As meaningless as it had been it had
affected me, more now than when it actually happened. I imagined I could still
taste Abar’s lips on mine, feel sensations I’d never felt before. I replayed
every moment of our encounter as Dedi and I followed the dusty lane towards the
boatyard. I hadn’t changed my opinion of Abar today. She was imperious,
superior, denigrating, hateful and cold. She’d manipulated me for months, used
me against Rawer, then discarded me without a second thought. But even in the
months we’d been fairly close I’d never truly realized the extent of her
intelligence, her vision, the drive and ambition oozing from her very pores,
her dignity. A man who joined with her, who ruled Nekhen at her side, would be
a very lucky man indeed to have her assistance. I surely hoped it wouldn’t be
Rawer. He didn’t deserve her. A rift had opened between the two of them today.
But, I supposed, they’d eventually bridge it and their relationship would
return to normal. And even if it didn’t, Dedi and Aboo had decided Rawer and
Abar were going to be joined, and so they would be. But in the end that wasn’t
my affair. At least, for a while, Abar had upset Rawer, thanks to me. What more
reason did I need to celebrate?


 


 


***


 


 


Our expedition set out for Abu two days later. The deck of
Dedi’s boat was completely filled with the empty jars and pots of various sizes
we hoped to trade, objects made by Dedi’s craftsmen, and the supplies we’d
brought along to feed our nineteen oarsmen and steersman and Dedi and me. I was
younger than the rest of the men, but bigger than most and strong, and so could
row in unison without disrupting their rhythm. We made steady progress against
the north–flowing river, aided slightly by the southerly wind blowing against
the mass of palm fronds affixed in our bow. The voyage home would be much easier;
we’d be able to drift most of the time with the current. The steersman stood in
the stern, managing the long oar. One man sat in the bow, a pole in his hand,
alertly watching and probing the water for sandbars and other obstructions.


In the first twenty–five or so miles after leaving Nekhen we
passed small farms and an occasional hamlet comprised of a handful of huts,
their residents all beholden to Aboo. This stretch of river was familiar to me
from making daily deliveries of milk and beer and blood. After that, for the
most part the riverbanks and the plains lining them to both east and west were
uninhabited – sometimes marshy, usually tangled with brush and thick
undergrowth, edged with extensive patches of reeds. Water shone silver in a
handful of basins back from the river, confined by natural dams left behind a
few months earlier when the river subsided after the most recent inundation.
The cultivable strip was never more than a mile wide and usually much less,
abruptly edged with stark desert and rocky plateau. Swallows and sparrows and
larks and thrushes and pigeons and doves rose from groves of acacia and
sycamore and willow and tamarisk trees and reed patches as we passed. Grouse
and quail flitted in the undergrowth. Scores of crocodiles sunned on the
riverbanks and sandbars, and an occasional wild cat peered from a gap in the
brush. Falcons and vultures and hawks rode updrafts, circling lazily high over
our heads. Egrets and ibis and storks and cranes stabbed the water at the
river’s edge, fishing, reflecting whitely on the river’s surface. Once or twice
a fish even leapt from the water, flashing silver in the sunshine. We made camp
late every afternoon, tying up along the shore. Some of the crew went hunting
then, others fished in the shallows with bidents. I was among the former; I was
an unerring marksman with bow and arrow and lance.


I finished a shift of rowing and stepped carefully around
the jars crammed closely together on the reed deck and seated myself in the
shade of Dedi’s pavilion, dripping sweat. I quickly downed an entire jar of
water.


“The problem with reed boats,” Dedi observed, “is we can
only make them so big. There’s never enough room on deck to carry as much cargo
as I’d like. If we could double their size we’d be able to use half as many
boats to transport foodstuffs every day from and to Nekhen, and it would take
proportionally fewer men to crew them. Fewer people and families for me to
support. And we could take far more trade goods north and south and make every
voyage more profitable.”


“Why don’t we make boats out of wood instead?” I asked.


“Wood is problematic,” Dedi replied. “Most trees in the
valley are short and twisted. Only a small part of each trunk is usable. It’s
extraordinarily difficult and time consuming to saw those trunks into planks.
Flint saws don’t cut wood cleanly. Planks turn out with jagged edges and much
too thick and too heavy and of uneven sizes – it would be a waste of time to
try to tie them together with rope to form a watertight boat hull – too many
gaps between pieces. At best an acacia trunk yields a four–foot long plank –
it’d take more than ten of them laid end to end to make a boat as long as the
new one we’re assembling. And that’s if I could figure out a way to join the
short ends of the planks together.”


“Acacia’s the best type of wood?”


“It’s stronger than willow or tamarisk, wider, straighter.
But still useless. So, for now, I’m afraid reeds are our best bet. They’re
available, they’re easy to work with – that offsets the smaller size of the
vessels we can build.”


“So you’ll always have to maintain a large fleet and always
have a lot of people to support,” I said. “But except for the small punts you
construct for fishermen, Dedi, the boatyard produces nothing. Your wealth comes
only from a share of the goods you transport.”


“As well as from the objects my craftsmen make in my
workshops,” Dedi reminded me. “More than three–quarters of the objects I take
on a trading expedition are my own, and the same proportion of the raw
materials I return with are utilized by my craftsmen. The other quarter is
Aboo’s share.”


“I didn’t realize so many of the goods were yours,” I
admitted.


“There’s more to being a boatman than boats.” Dedi leaned
towards me. “My boats give me more than wealth, Nykara. They also give me
influence.” Dedi laced his fingers together. “As you well know, I’m
inextricably aligned with Aboo and his ground–based transportation network. As
his fortunes rise, so do mine. My fleet, combined with Aboo’s donkeys, have
made him the most powerful ruler Nekhen has ever seen.”


“Why?”


“The people who reside in hamlets and on farms along the
river near Nekhen are dependent on Aboo and me to supply them with their daily
drink and meat and linen and leather goods and all the products made in
Nekhen’s workshops. Nekhen’s elites are dependent on us to distribute the
products made or managed by their workers, and to bring foodstuffs from the
valley’s farms for those workers to eat. The elites in the large settlements to
the north will soon once again become dependent on us for the fine objects
produced in Nekhen they can turn into visible signs of their status, and take
with them to their graves. With a single word Aboo or I could stop the flow of
all those products. Think of the resulting chaos. So, in a very real sense, if
Aboo wants to impose his will on anyone, he can. Everyone knows it, and so they
obey his commands without question.”


“So, boats are important because they give you and Aboo
control over other people’s lives, and thus represent power.” I pondered for a
moment. “Your ancestor Ankhmare once traded in the delta, maybe even on the
shores of the Wadjet Wer, though that was when he lived in the North before he
settled at Nekhen. Do you think anyone from Nekhen will ever travel that far
again?”


“Definitely. I won’t rest until we do. But there are smaller
steps we need to take first.”


“Badari,” I said.


Dedi nodded.


“Will you take me with you when you go?” I asked eagerly.


Dedi laughed. “Let’s get to and from Abu first, shall we?”
He put his hand on my shoulder. “It won’t happen in my lifetime, but I wouldn’t
be surprised if someday someone in Nekhen builds a boat large enough to sail
upon the Wadjet Wer and to whatever mysterious lands lie along its shores. Perhaps,
Nykara, it might even be you.”


I silently vowed to myself it would be. What was the point
of being a boatman if not to explore strange and exotic places? I wasn’t
content to spend my life in Nekhen when there was a vast world awaiting
discovery. “Speaking of mysterious lands, I’ve heard boatmen say a few farmers
have recently emigrated from Tjeni, hoping to reach the foot of the delta. It
is true?” I asked.


“I’ve heard that as well. It won’t be long before farmers
from Nekhen’s stretch of the river start to migrate too. We may soon be making
boats for more than just fishermen in my boatyard.”


“Why would anyone want to leave a fine settlement like
Nekhen for the unknown?”


“My best guess is only two or three hundred thousand people
live along this river, Nykara, based on what I’ve seen on my travels. That
isn’t many, given its six hundred mile length between the cataract and the sea.
But because of Nekhen’s size, the land in our area is fairly densely inhabited.
There are perhaps five thousand people in the upper and lower settlements,
another four thousand residing on farms and in nearby hamlets. All the really
good farmland is spoken for on both sides of the river. Each farm can support
about forty or so people. Most farm families consist of a farmer and his woman
and six or so children…”


“So each farm feeds them, plus thirty–two craftsmen or
workers in Nekhen?” I ventured.


Dedi smiled. “Yes. I see you have a grasp of numbers. Too
bad Rawer doesn’t.” He sighed. “Anyway, if a farmer dies and leaves his land to
two sons, and each of them has a family of eight, then that same amount of land
has to feed sixteen farmers…”


“And only twenty–four people in Nekhen.”


Dedi nodded. “Most farmers have more than two sons. So, at
some point land can’t be divided any further. A son will have to cultivate
unimproved land farther away from Nekhen. But he won’t be able to plant his
first crop until he clears the land of brush and drains it of water. That’s
very labor intensive. To survive, to prosper, it’ll be easier for him to
relocate to the North where he can sow as much already cleared land as he
wants. Water and land are said to be ripe for the taking in the fifty miles or
so just south of the delta. The land in the middle stretches of the river
doesn’t match our style of farming, according to what I’ve heard, but it does
in the far North. The plains are supposedly narrower there, but are so
uninhabited there’s no competition for farmland. Of course, those rumors may be
completely false.”


“But you’ll discover the truth as soon as your next boat is
constructed.”


Dedi smiled.


My world was changing. This journey with Dedi was opening my
eyes. “What was different about Nekhen and the valley when you were young?” I
asked. Dedi was in an expansive mood and I intended to take advantage of it.


“Pottery. I grew up using polished–red ware, some with black
tops, most painted with river scenes or desert scenes or animals or plants, not
this coarse mass–produced stuff we’re carrying to Abu.” He glanced at the cargo
disdainfully. “Back then Neken’s ruler, my father, Gehes, had far less
authority over the surrounding valley than Aboo does now.”


“Did Gehes have to fight to gain power?”


“There was no one to fight.”  Dedi gazed over the
river. “It wasn’t always so, that we even had a ruler at Nekhen.”


“Why not?”


“According to the old tales, the ancestors of everyone now
living in Nekhen once wandered the deserts east and west of the river valley.
Those deserts were not so dry then; there were lush grasslands and groves of
trees and vast herds of game animals, both large and small. Our ancestors
planted their crops at oases or beside seasonal lakes and lived there during
the growing season in temporary camps, returning to the savannah after the
harvest and wandering about, following herds of oryx and gazelle and other
beasts until time to plant their crops once more. In due course some came to
this valley. Because the plains were relatively wide at what is now Nekhen, and
because the inundation came regularly and the area was rich with resources –
flint, clay, wood – farmers settled here. As generations passed, sons built
huts close by those of their fathers, creating small hamlets of related
families. Eventually those hamlets dotted the plain. Inevitably, the hamlets
grew ever larger and drew ever closer to others, and the beginnings of the
settlement we call Nekhen took shape.”


“So Nekhen is very old.”


“Yes. At first each family’s hamlet was ruled by its eldest
member, its patriarch, and every family was self–sufficient. They grew their
own food, cut their own wood, hauled their own water, shaped their own flint
for tools and weapons, constructed their own reed boats, made their own
pottery. But despite an ever–growing number of farmers and their dependents,
the fertility of the land ensured a regular surplus of grain at the end of each
growing season. Because the land could feed more people than it took to work
it, some people were freed from farming to spend their time on other tasks –
brewing beer, for example. The brewers started supplying their beer to farmers,
who supplied them with grain at the end of every harvest to make the following
year’s beer. The farmers stopped brewing beer for themselves. The brewers also
exchanged beer with fishermen and herdsmen and linen makers in return for their
products, and they too stopped brewing. In time, the bounty of the land led to
dozens of craftsmen being able to specialize in some way.”


“Because everyone needed something someone else could make?”
I asked.


“Exactly. We need stone tools to build our boats. Stone
carvers need various types of stone to make those tools. We transport it to
them. The stone carvers need to eat; they’re supplied by farmers in exchange
for implements to till their land. Farmers need wood goods – furniture and chests
and boxes; carpenters make those, using the stone carvers’ tools. In return for
our carrying supplies to them, farmers supply those of us who build boats with
food. Farmers need to store their excess grain…”


“So they need pots?” I guessed. “And potters need to eat, so
they’re supplied by farmers?”


Dedi nodded. “Over time, everyone who lived at Nekhen became
increasingly dependent on others, almost without realizing how much, yet they
often had conflicting needs. Inevitably, there were disputes between the
patriarchs of families or between brewers and potters and craftsmen. So they
turned to the wisest men among them to sort everything out, usually the most
prominent man in each specialty. Those men became the unofficial leaders of
Nekhen. First the potters took on that role, because pottery was the most
important commodity in the settlement at that time. Then the brewers took over.
Beer was something everyone needed – and certainly appreciated more than
pottery. While each craftsman has a network to obtain the supplies needed to do
his work – we boat builders, for example, receive acacia from the woodcutters
and tools from the stone carvers – the brewers’ network is the most extensive
of all, involving woodcutters, water carriers, farmers, potters, herdsmen, and
boatmen.”


“But what if a potter refused to obey the ruler, just
because he was a brewer?” I asked.


“Somewhere along the line Nekhen’s ruler began to be seen as
separate from the specialty he had come from, just as the head brewer or the
head potter had become separate from the early family groups,” Dedi replied.
“The other elite men gave him the authority to deal with new settlers, to
punish those who had committed crimes, to resolve disputes – in short, to
represent everyone in Nekhen to the outside world and to decide the fate of
everyone who lived here. He reassigned land after the inundation and placed the
boundary stones on every farm. He performed the burial rites in the
cemeteries.”


“The sacrificing?”


“Yes. Killing and dismemberment reinforced the ruler’s
authority over both living and dead. When I was just a boy my father – Nekhen’s
ruler at the time – ordered that the few sacred rites still performed in the
cemeteries be moved to the heart of our community, the ceremonial grounds.”


“Rawer says your brother Depy was Nekhen’s mightiest ruler.”


“Pipi would argue it was his ancestor, due to the
magnificence of his funerary complex on the heights overlooking our settlement.
But Depy was indeed the mightiest, at least until I yielded to Aboo,” Dedi said.
“A very long time ago one of my grandfather’s father’s friends, a  brewer
as it happened, realized the one need everyone in Nekhen had in common no
matter their industry was transportation – every craftsman needed to obtain raw
materials from someone and needed to deliver their finished products to
someone. So he began slowly accumulating the donkeys kept by individual
families, taking over care of the beasts and making deliveries on behalf of
their original owners. He and his descendants gradually assembled the donkeys
into one great herd to carry goods for everyone. People willing gave up their
individual beasts – caring for them was time consuming and expensive. In
return, everyone set aside part of what they grew or made as payment for him.
He became wealthy. He increased that wealth by launching trade caravans into
the eastern and western deserts. My grandfather, Teta, similarly assembled most
of the boats in the nearby valley into a fleet, carrying goods for everyone on
water. He too became wealthy, increasing his wealth by trading with local
hamlets. My father, Gehes, joined with a woman named Bunefer. Her father,
Taharqa, owned the donkey herd. Thereafter, Gehes and Taharqa controlled
everything that moved on both land and water for miles up and down the valley.
They became indispensable to everyone, and so when the ruler – a brewer, Pipi’s
ancestor – died without a male heir, my father was chosen to succeed him, with
Taharqa’s support.” Dedi squinted at a falcon circling high over our heads.
“You see, Nykara, by establishing their separate transportation networks at
Nekhen, and then operating them as one, Teta and Gehes and Taharqa brought
order to chaos. Controlling chaos is what we expect our ruler to do, without
fail. Otherwise, he won’t last. As you know, we’re at the mercy of the world –
of the height of the inundation, of the rains, of the heat, of the wild animals
who roam the plains and desert. Over time, as the transportation network
stabilized, our daily lives became ever more orderly and predictable. So when
Gehes died after a decade as our ruler, my brother Depy, his oldest son, was
selected to succeed him. Depy served Nekhen for nineteen years.”


“Was he a good ruler?”


Dedi smiled. “Depy saved Nekhen from famine many times.
Whenever the inundation was low he sent men up and down the valley with donkeys
and boats to collect excess grain from individual farmers who were beholden to
him, using it to feed those who lived in the upper and lower settlements. And
my brother was the first to use the valley’s excess grain and foodstuffs to
employ nearly all the farmers idled by the inundation in a significant way. He
set them to work on public projects, such as improvements to the ceremonial
ground, and erecting his tomb complex in the cemetery atop the plateau, and
building granaries to store emmer and barley against years of famine. Though
granaries administered by the ruler had been in existence at Nekhen for
hundreds of years, Depy built many more of them, and much larger.”


“And you succeeded your brother as ruler,” I said. “If Shery
hadn’t died you’d still be leading Nekhen.”


“I would.” Dedi sighed. “His death was a tragedy, as you can
certainly attest.”


I watched the river flow past for a good long while,
reflecting on my father. I still missed him. “Is Aboo a good ruler?” I asked
after a time.


Dedi nodded. “Good enough. What’s it been? A little over a
year since I yielded to him? All his life he’s managed the donkey herd well and
coordinated effectively with us boatmen to move everyone’s goods throughout the
valley. He’s always been the best hunter among us too, from when he was very
young. He’s captured and penned in an arm of the wadi an amazing number of wild
animals this past year – an elephant, leopards, gazelles, wild cats,
crocodiles, hyenas, hippos, giraffes, oryx. He sacrificed the majority of them
during our various festivals the past twelve months, to prove his ability to
control nature. So far, he’s kept chaos at bay. Nekhen’s remained strong under
his leadership.”


“Remember when you explained your vision for a union of
Nekhen with the settlements between here and Tjeni, the day you turned rule
over to Aboo?” I asked.


“Of course.”


“Abar says we shouldn’t just trade with those settlements to
make them dependent on us, as you said. She says we should try to convert their
people to our culture and gods and way of life.”


“Interesting. Did she say how?”


“By establishing permanent trading posts in Tjeni and Nubt.
According to her, the men assigned to run them should join with local women and
raise their children like we raise ours at Nekhen. That would transform the
other settlements from within, eventually make them like us. Do you think she’s
right?”


“My granddaughter speaks with you about such matters?” Dedi
asked mischievously.


“Abar hates me, actually. But she was arguing with Rawer
about the future while we were waiting for you at Pipi’s the other day. I just
happened to be there.”


“Is that why she kissed you?” he asked.


He’d seen? My face flamed red. “She was trying to make Rawer
mad. I served her purpose.”


“Why was she trying to make him mad?”


There were multiple reasons. I hesitated to report the most
important, to accuse Rawer and Aboo of merely paying lip service to Dedi’s dream
of expanding Nekhen’s influence throughout the valley. Rawer might have lied
about Aboo’s intentions. He had a reputation for exaggerating and bending the
truth. I had no proof to offer, and besides, since Abar knew, that news should
come from her, not me. It was also best if she told Dedi how Rawer intended to
ignore her talents and simply treat her as an ornament after they were joined.
So I addressed the most straightforward reason. “Rawer was trying to slip away
with one of the serving girls when I stopped him. Abar watched it unfold.”


“She gave him a taste of his own medicine.” Dedi chuckled.
“Good for her.” He turned serious. “Abar’s absolutely right. Establishing
permanent trading posts is a very good idea. That girl does have a head on her
shoulders. And we’re the ones who’ll make it happen, Nykara. Boatmen. Trade is
indeed the tool to link the settlements in this valley together. The mightiest
traders will forge the strongest links – and the mightiest and boldest traders
of all live in Nekhen. But we won’t see these three settlements completely
united in our lifetimes. It’ll take generations to create so many links and
make them unbreakable. Our traders joining with local women will be a good
start.”


“Speaking of creating, was my father a good boat builder?” I
asked.


“Intef was an excellent craftsman, Nykara. And your
grandfather and I learned to build boats together.”


“That’s what I want to do too for the rest of my life –
build boats,” I said. “I want to construct a boat of my own someday. Then
travel on it the entire length of the river.”


“I’m glad you’re ambitious, Nykara,” Dedi said approvingly.
“It sets you apart from the majority of my men. That you aspire to build is
good. But learn to design boats too. Learn to steer them. Learn the river – its
moods, its features, where best to hunt and fish on a journey to supply your
crew. Learn how to lead men. Make the acquaintance of the elite men in every
hamlet along the river when you travel. Never stop asking questions, or seeking
knowledge. I see potential in you, Nykara. That’s why I’ve brought you on this
trip. You can be far more than just a boat builder.”


“I can be like you?”


Dedi smiled. “Yes. Like me.”


One pressing question remained, one I’d wanted to ask him
after Mother died but hadn’t, one that had been nagging at me ever since Rawer
accused Mother of seducing Dedi. Would I ever have a better chance? “Did you
love my mother, Dedi?”


He gazed at the river for a very long time, as if dredging
up old memories. Then he stirred. “Not at first. I took Tai into my hut after
your father was killed, out of pity for the two of you, and because of the debt
I owed Intef for saving my life. I was simply trying to be kind. But Tai and I
very quickly came to care deeply for each other, despite the difference in our
ages. We were both very lonely and we eventually took comfort in each other.
That’s something you’ll learn about when you’re older, Nykara, what it’s like
to crave the companionship of a good woman.”


I nodded.


“Anyway, yes, by the end we loved each other very much. Our
time together was far too short. You’re not of my blood, Nykara, so I can’t
acknowledge you as my son, though you were while she still lived. But as Tai
lay dying I promised her I’d take care of you as if you were my own. I always will.”


Our journey south lasted a week. Plateaus of sandstone
eventually gave way to limestone. Then the valley narrowed, to the point the
cliffs reached nearly to the river itself. We stopped for half a day to repair
a leak in the hull; I went hunting and stumbled on ancient rock etchings of
fish traps on a high flat cliff face. I’d seen similar ones at Nekheb. Visible
proof men had been moving about the valley for thousands of years, carrying
their cultures with them.


A few hours before we reached the cataract Dedi ordered
everyone to see to their weapons. He hadn’t visited Abu since Shery’s death; he
had no idea of the reception we’d receive. The possibility of a fight was
another reason he’d brought me along; Rawer would have been of little use in a
hand–to–hand struggle. As it turned out, fortunately, we were welcomed by the
natives. What had happened half a decade ago had been entirely forgotten by
them.


Abu was unimpressive – an island, so low in the center it
clearly became two islands at the height of the inundation. In fact, Dedi told
me, the natives claimed the god of the inundation lived in a cave somewhere in
the area. The bank closest to the middle of the river was lined with huge
rounded boulders shaped like massive elephants, giving the island its name.
There were a few reed huts on strips of river silt between large boulders on
the island’s southern end. Most of the inhabitants were fishermen; the rest
farmed on the east bank of the river or pastured a few cows there since the
island itself was too small and rocky for such pursuits. The valley in the
vicinity of Abu was very unlike the area around Nekhen. The desert plateaus
loomed high and close over the river, so close on the west, in fact, a nearly
solid slope of sand dropped steeply from the crest of the plateau to the
reed–fringed riverbank. There was no plain at all upon which to grow crops.


After setting up camp on the east bank, Dedi and I strolled
to a vast stretch of granite south of the hamlet, where numerous men were
quarrying stone blocks. Some were alternately lighting fires atop a targeted
section of rock, then dumping cool water into cracks to split it into large
rough blocks. We watched several men shaping a freed rock into a rectangle by
striking it over and over with hard rounded stones. Dedi spent about an hour
negotiating with an overseer, trading the goods we’d carried south for some of
the blocks stacked at one end of the quarry. After, we returned to camp. Dedi
told me the Abuians had no cemeteries like we did; they buried their dead in
cylindrical sinkholes at the edge of the river. There were a few black–skinned
men and women mixed in with the natives; Dedi identified them as Nubians and
said they were from the lands south of the cataract. Their pottery was
different than ours, and not as fine.


The next morning, while our pottery and trade goods were
being unloaded from our boat and limestone blocks up to six feet long were
being manhandled aboard, Dedi walked with me to the head of the cataract a mile
or so away, following a well–worn trail across hard rock on the east bank. The
winding river channel to our left was choked with small boulder–lined islands,
along with one very large island. I was glad we weren’t having to row around
them. Who knew what might lurk below the river’s surface?


The cataract was impressive. The river roared, constricted
between high narrow banks of granite, rushed through channels crammed with
rounded boulders, surged whitely over and around them, sent spray high into the
air. Dedi told me the cataract extended south for many miles; past it the river
became sedate and widened once again, though the plains along its banks were so
narrow no one farmed them. I didn’t see how any boat could survive a journey
through the cataract, so trade by water beyond it was not possible. And if the
valley was as unwelcoming south of the cataract as Dedi claimed, what was the
point of going there anyway? It was clear to me Nekhen’s future lay in the
North.
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Father and I stepped into the ring of light cast by the fire
in front of Grandfather’s hut at the edge of his boatyard.


Grandfather, startled, hurriedly rose from his leather
stool, followed by the others seated near him – Rawer, Dedi’s aged fleet
overseer Ameny – he was perhaps five years younger than Grandfather – Ameny’s
grandson Senebi. I couldn’t stand Senebi. He was a lazy surly bully and Rawer’s
only friend among the boatmen. He’d attached himself to my cousin years ago
solely because he expected to rise in status along with him someday. That was
also true of a handful of younger elite sons who ran around with Rawer, whose
older brothers would inherit their fathers’ enterprises instead of them.
Opportunists all, they too hoped their friendship with Rawer would provide them
with future favors.


I spotted Nykara on the far side of the fire. He was
standing respectfully, gazing at Father, towering over two pretty girls who
flanked him, daughters of Grandfather’s boatmen. The sight disgusted me; why
did men always need more than one woman at a time? Nykara obviously had the
same voracious appetite as Rawer. Both girls were clearly attracted to Nykara;
they were in turns looking at him possessively and at each other cattily. The
last time I’d spoken to Nykara had been at my uncle’s brewery two years ago.
Rawer had humiliated me in front of him. Then Nykara had humiliated Rawer in
front of me. I’d seen Nykara from a distance since then on my regular visits to
Grandfather’s fire, though in every case he’d had enough sense to immediately
vanish and leave us in peace. Seeing the girls clinging to Nykara reminded me
I’d kissed him at the brewery to spite Rawer – perhaps Nykara had been too
embarrassed to face me afterwards, which would explain his disappearances. That
was atypical – any other boy in Nekhen would have taken that kiss as an
invitation for further intimacies, not the slap in Rawer’s face I’d intended it
to be. That day Nykara had proven to be far more interesting than any elite boy
I knew – which wasn’t saying much. None of them were half as smart as me or
worth engaging in conversation. And that went for most of the elite men too,
excepting Grandfather but including Father. Anyway, I wondered why Nykara
hadn’t already disappeared as usual. He had to dislike being around me as much
as I disliked being around him.


“Welcome, Aboo, Granddaughter. Please, sit with us.”


Father took the seat next to Ameny. I sat cross–legged on
the ground next to Grandfather, my usual place when I visited. He patted my head
for a moment with his gnarled hand and I patted his hand with mine. A trembling
young serving girl handed Father a cup of beer. She wasn’t used to seeing
Nekhen’s ruler up close. Liquid sloshed over the side as she gave me a cup. I
took a sip, noticed Nykara’s girls were missing. He must have shooed them away
while our beer was being poured. I assumed he’d rendezvous with them later.
Disgusting.


“What brings you to my fire, Aboo?” Grandfather asked.


Father sighed heavily. “Sanctuary, Dedi. The elites haven’t
given me a moment’s peace since Ibetina’s death. They’re all trying to press
their daughters on me.”


Ibetina had died a week ago, three agonizing days after
giving birth to my third half–sister.


“How is my great–granddaughter?” Grandfather asked solicitously.


“Nubemshant’s thriving,” I replied. “Ipu told me she’s
stronger than either Hunur or Nefertkau were when they were born.”


“That, at least, is good news,” Grandfather commiserated.


“I did what Ipu asked,” Father told Grandfather. “But her
falcon god didn’t give me a son. As far as I’m concerned, that’s a clear sign
my heir already lives.”


My cousin puffed out his chest with importance. Senebi
nodded at him. I regarded them both with disdain.


“I’m going to make an announcement at the next festival,”
Father continued. “I will not join again – ever. That should get the elites off
my back.”


“Your successor?”


“Abar is of my blood, so I will proclaim descent from me
passes through her. Then I’ll join her to Rawer, as we arranged years ago,
making him my heir indisputably. All this ‘a nephew’s never succeeded a ruler
before’ nonsense? Rawer has your blood, Dedi. Through Abar he’ll have mine. He
and Abar will control the transportation network. That’s all the leverage he’ll
need to ensure the elites fall in line.”


Father had informed me of his decision to remain unjoined as
we walked home from the ruler’s cemetery where he’d laid Ibetina to rest. He’d
also told me I’d be joined to Rawer at the conclusion of the next festival, to
nip any elite protest against Rawer in the bud. I’d been depressed ever since.
Based on my argument with Rawer at the brewery, once we were joined he wasn’t
going to let me be involved in anything important, from Father’s herd to
Nekhen’s affairs. I’d be his ornament, my talents unused, my dream of ruling
Nekhen through him dead. Along with Grandfather’s quest. Two months to the next
festival. Two months until my life ended.


“Speaking of the network, it’s actually fortuitous you’re
here tonight,” Grandfather told Father. “I was about to make an announcement of
my own. I never thought this day would come, but I suppose we all get too old
to carry on eventually. It’s time for Ameny to take his successor as overseer
of my fleet under his wing and train him, so he can take a long–deserved rest.”
Grandfather placed his hand affectionately on Ameny’s shoulder. “Ameny’s been
overseeing my boats for as long as I can remember.”


“Since well before you inherited the fleet from your
brother,” Ameny said.


“Ameny taught me most of what I know about operating it,”
Grandfather said appreciatively.


“I taught you everything you know,” Ameny said, then
sipped at his cup.


Father laughed and clapped Ameny on the back. They’d worked
together since Father was a child. He turned to Grandfather. “What about the rest
of your enterprise?”


“I’ll continue to oversee the craftsmen directly, and lead
trade expeditions, and make sure my people are fed and clothed. I’m not ready
to spend my days sitting by the fire quite yet.”


“I assume you’re taking Ameny’s place, Rawer?” Father said
cheerfully, addressing my cousin.


Father didn’t spend all his time ruling. While he too had an
experienced overseer who handled most of the day–to–day details of managing our
vast donkey herd, the only means of transporting goods by land in this part of
the valley, he kept himself well–informed about what was happening in Nekhen
and made all the major decisions about how and when his donkeys were used.
Since the herd would someday be mine – or rather would have been, with Rawer
out of the picture – he made sure I too was well–versed in the operation. I
spent many hours each day with the men who cared for our herd, keeping tabs on
it, and attended the weekly meetings Father held with Grandfather and Ameny and
our overseer to coordinate activities. Because of that coordination, any change
Grandfather made was important to Father and me.


Grandfather shook his head. “Not Rawer. Nykara.”


Nykara gasped in surprise. Father looked as shocked as I
felt.


“You can’t!” Rawer exclaimed heatedly, jumping to his feet.
“I won’t work for that… oarsman!”


“Yes, you will,” Grandfather snapped. He turned to Father.
“Aboo, Nykara’s the most promising of my men, even though he’s younger than
most of them. He’ll handle the day–to–day details of operating the fleet, with
Ameny’s guidance until he’s fully trained.”


“Who is Nykara?” Father asked Grandfather.


“I am.” Nykara stood, bowed respectfully to Father, looked
him straight in the eye. Even though he was as young as me he seemed to exude a
quiet authority beyond his years. Unlike most commoners, he didn’t appear cowed
by Father. He hadn’t been cowed by me either at the brewery, I recalled,
probably because we’d become acquainted in the months before Tai joined with
Grandfather. He’d even dared lay hands on Rawer that day. 


“You remember him, Aboo. Tai’s son,” Dedi said.


Father scanned Nykara from head to toe, as did I. Nykara had
obviously been working hard all day. He was grimy, sweaty, his kilt filthy,
feet dirty. He hadn’t anticipated meeting Nekhen’s ruler face to face this
evening, especially under these circumstances. He’d apparently been unaware he
was going to be named overseer. Still, Nykara looked marvelous, especially
contrasted with Rawer – taller, stronger, more capable. Not that his appearance
interested me.


“I haven’t seen you in years. You’ve grown considerably.”
Father turned to Grandfather. “But why not Rawer? He’s the logical choice. Or
Senebi.”


“My grandson’s not competent to succeed me,” Ameny
practically spat.


“I’m the only choice!” Rawer exclaimed again.
“Overrule Grandfather, Uncle! You have the authority!” He was throwing a
tantrum, like a small child.


Grandfather snorted, eyed my cousin. “Rawer doesn’t care
about boats, Aboo. All the boy wants to do is hunt and fight.”


And chase girls. Despite his promise to me.


“Both of which he does extremely well,” Father noted.


Father too loved to hunt. He maintained an extensive
menagerie, mostly wild animals he’d captured and kept penned in one of the side
wadis that climbed towards the upper settlement. Some of them he bred; many he
sacrificed during Nekhen’s major festivals. Rarely did a month go by without
him adding one or more beasts to it. Rawer was Father’s preferred hunting
companion. They were exceptionally close, more like father and son than uncle
and nephew.


“If you took as much interest in the fleet as you do in
killing things I wouldn’t have been forced to pick Nykara over you,”
Grandfather lectured. “But you don’t. You ignore every attempt I make to
educate you. I’ve taken you on trading expeditions to the North to expose you
to the valley four times in the past two years. You hardly paid attention to
what you saw. You once captained a vessel and made daily deliveries to the
hamlets – but you took twice as long as any other captain to cover the same
distance and you managed to alienate everyone who manned your boat. I had to
take your boat away. Which you didn’t care about. You have no grasp of the
intricacies of transportation schedules and integrating my boats with Aboo’s
beasts and ensuring my craftsmen have enough raw materials and produce products
valuable enough to trade throughout the valley. You’re too full of yourself to
effectively negotiate with the elite men of other settlements during
expeditions. Frankly, you rub them the wrong way. You don’t have the
temperament to lead a man like Nykara, so you’ll labor under him instead. Maybe
embarrassment will work where all else has failed to straighten you out.”


Rawer looked like he wanted to kill Grandfather and Nykara
both. I’d have slunk away in shame.


“Tell me about Nykara,” Father demanded.


I could have told Father plenty, none of it flattering. I’d
been around Nykara far too often for my taste when his mother was alive, though
I’d kept my distance from him the majority of that time, considering him a
threat to the line of succession and thus me. On the rare occasions I’d spoken
to him after Tai joined with Grandfather it had only been to put him in his
proper place. We hadn’t conversed even once after her death until that day in
the brewery and hadn’t since. I knew he’d worked in Grandfather’s boatyard all
his life, and that he rowed boats on expeditions, and that Rawer hated him. But
if Nykara was going to be Grandfather’s overseer, that meant I was going to
have to work directly with him to coordinate donkeys and boats. That also meant
at some point I’d have to rely on his help to get around Rawer to pursue
Grandfather’s quest. That – Nykara being overseer – was going to complicate my
efforts. Nykara fully understood Grandfather’s dream to expand Nekhen’s
influence in the valley, based on what he’d said at the brewery. But he’d no
doubt place every roadblock he could in my way going forward, just to be
contrary and get back at me for my past treatment of him. Having a bit of power
and influence would no doubt go to his head. It did to all men. Why did
everything important to me have to be so hard?


“Nykara’s grandfather and father both worked for me, and
both were among my finest men. His father, Intef, was killed in the western
oasis when we avenged your brother’s murder. Intef volunteered to go. He saved
my life in battle. I learned to build boats beside Nykara’s grandfather.”


“Do you think because Dedi joined with your mother you’re no
longer a commoner?” Father asked Nykara sharply, his eyes narrowing.


“Of course not,” Nykara replied, with no hint of shame.


“I can assure you, Nykara isn’t common,” Grandfather said.
“I took him with me on an expedition to Abu two years ago. He convinced me
beyond any doubt during that trip his life’s ambition is to be a boatman. I’ve
always seen potential in him, so I decided starting then to push him hard, to
see what he could do. He’s done everything I’ve asked of him – and I’ve asked a
lot. He’s learned to use all the boatmen’s tools, and wields them better than
everyone but me. He’s even designed a boat, with my oversight – we’re
constructing it right now. It’ll be the largest in my fleet. Frankly, when it
comes to design and assembly he’s proving to be a genius. I hate to admit it,
Aboo, but he’s surpassed me in that – even with all my years of experience.”


Nykara looked as if he wished the earth would open up and
swallow him whole. I recalled his modesty when Inetkawes told me he’d rescued
her from crocodiles – Wenher had explained in great detail what had actually
happened after he departed the brewery and it was not the non–event he’d
claimed it to be. The praise Grandfather was heaping on Nykara was making him
uncomfortable. I grudgingly held that in his favor.


“Nykara’s learned to steer as well as any of my men,” Ameny
interjected. “He can navigate the entire river between Abu and Nubt and Tjeni.
He’s memorized every bit of it. I think he could even steer a boat in the dark.
Never met anyone before who could. Nykara captains a vessel that makes daily
deliveries to the nearby hamlets. Unlike Rawer, he’s earned the respect of his
crew. He’s never shirked any work, no matter how difficult or distasteful.”


Grandfather leaned towards Father. “I’ll rest easy, knowing
the fleet’s being overseen by Nykara.”


“It seems I should get to know you,” Father said, looking
appraisingly at Nykara once more.


“You should,” Grandfather agreed. “But be warned, Aboo –
you’re going to have to force Rawer to keep Nykara in place as overseer after I
die unless you want the fleet plunged into chaos. Rawer will demote Nykara to
common boatman again the instant he gets the chance.”


“Count on it!” Rawer exclaimed. “Leading the fleet is my
birthright!” Flecks of saliva flew from his mouth.


I was embarrassed for him.


Grandfather stared at Rawer for a long moment. “It’s no more
your birthright than Abar’s. She’s my grandchild too. Frankly, if she was a man
I’d leave it to her.”


I was stunned. Grandfather has just publicly admitted I’m
capable of running his enterprise. That used to be my dream, before Nykara
killed it by becoming his stepson and the most likely person to inherit his
fleet. My being a woman is now the only impediment. I can surely convince
Grandfather that doesn’t matter. It won’t be easy, but at least it’s possible.
Once I have the fleet I’ll be able to combine it with Father’s herd. Then I’ll
be the most powerful person in Nekhen – more powerful than Rawer. The day
Grandfather relinquished rule, before he forced Father to join with Ibetina, I
figured out control of the transportation network was all I’d need to force
Father to name me his heir and put the elites in their place. Grandfather has
just resurrected my dream – if I can gain control of his fleet and free myself
of the now–disgraced Rawer, I’ll be able to rule Nekhen in my own right and
pursue Grandfather’s quest. I have a renewed purpose in life.


“The fleet’s too critical to be run by an incompetent,”
Grandfather continued.


“Don’t you think you’re being a little harsh? Rawer’s still
a boy, after all,” Father said.


I exploded. “Why are you being so easy on my cousin, Father?
Rawer’s seventeen! Most ‘boys’ his age already have a woman and several
children. They behave like men. Why, look at the responsibility Grandfather
just gave Nykara. He’s seventeen too.”


“Keep out of this!” Rawer snapped.


All of the sudden my face felt hot. Why did I just
compare Rawer to Nykara? Am I crazy? Now he probably thinks I’m his advocate.
I glanced at Nykara warily. He wasn’t even looking at me.


“Grow up, Grandson,” Grandfather said. “Start taking your
responsibilities seriously. Prove to me you deserve to oversee the fleet and
that very day I’ll put you in charge of it. But be warned – if you don’t I’ll
name Nykara my heir instead of you. I’ll give him my fleet and boatyard and
craftsmen permanently.”


I cursed under my breath. So much for talking Grandfather
out of the fleet. Is there no end to the trouble Nykara causes me? I could have
pried the boats away from Rawer and thereby ruled Nekhen. But Grandfather
obviously considers Nykara capable if he’s made him his overseer. I’ll only get
the fleet now if Grandfather’s wrong and Nykara fails in his new duties. And
that’s out of my control.


“You can’t!” Rawer stomped his feet in anger.


“Oh, but I can,” Grandfather bristled. “What’s more, if you
force me to name Nykara my heir I’ll join Abar to him that very day.”


Could this get any worse? Joined to the interloper, a
commoner, a man I can’t stand. Robbed of the fleet. Robbed of the chance to
rule in my own right. Without Grandfather’s enterprise under my control I won’t
be able to force Father to name me his heir. Joined to a commoner, without the
fleet, I won’t be able to bully the elites into accepting me. I glared at
Nykara, furious. The mere thought of having to share his hut made me nauseous.
I wasn’t about to let him lay his grubby hands on me, not after all the women
they’d likely groped. Surprisingly, he didn’t look any happier about the
prospect of being joined than I did.


“I beg you, Dedi – reconsider,” Father practically begged,
panic in his voice.


I loved Father, but he was a weak man, especially when it
came to standing up to Grandfather.


“Without the fleet and Abar, Rawer won’t be able to keep the
elites at bay and succeed me. That he’s my nephew is too tenuous a blood link.
The elites will create an alliance against him.”


“What do I care whether Rawer rules or not?” Grandfather
retorted. “I’ll be dead. I care only about expanding Nekhen’s influence in the
valley. With Abar joined to Nykara the transportation network will remain
whole. They’ll have the clout to pursue my quest no matter who rules Nekhen.”


“But…”


“Look at it this way, Aboo. You’ve named Rawer your heir.
When you die, as long as Abar and Nykara throw their support to him, he’ll succeed
you. Family rule guaranteed. But does Rawer’s status really matter, Aboo? By
the time you’re dead Abar will have given Nykara many sons. Even if the elites
won’t support Rawer, they’ll have to support your oldest grandson.”


“A direct descendant,” Father said thoughtfully. “The elites
couldn’t object.”


Me having children with Nykara? Inconceivable!


“You can’t give Abar to that oarsman!” Rawer cried. “You’ve
already promised her to me!”


Grandfather snapped at Rawer again. “If you want her so
badly, turn your life around! Your fate is entirely in your hands now.”


My fate too. I wanted to scream in frustration. The
implications of Grandfather’s pronouncement were life–altering. Rawer would
never regain control of the fleet because he’d wouldn’t put in the required
effort. He didn’t care about boats and craftsmen and trade. Grandfather’s
enterprise meant nothing to him. All Rawer wanted was to rule Nekhen. So he’d
cede the fleet, and me, to Nykara, counting on our support when Father died.
Yes, Nykara and I might have a son firmly in the line of succession by then,
but given Father’s age he’d likely be too young to rule. Rawer had at least a
decade and a half to create an alliance with the elites that would ensure his
succession instead. I had no doubt he would, and part of the bargain would be
to strip the fleet and herd from Nykara and me and give them to his allies. I’d
spend the rest of my life joined to an oarsman – if Rawer even allowed Nykara
to remain in the boatyard.


Thanks to Rawer’s ineptitude, I was now condemned to be
Nykara’s woman. A boy I utterly despised. A boy far beneath me in status.
During how ever many years I had until Rawer became ruler, I wouldn’t be able
to direct boats and donkeys in pursuit of Grandfather’s dream either. The boats
would in fact belong to Nykara. I couldn’t conceive he’d let me tell him how to
use them after we were joined, not after how I’d treated him. My wishes would
be irrelevant. The ability to marshal Grandfather’s fleet to expand Nekhen’s
influence throughout the valley would be out of my control, despite what
Grandfather believed. Rawer’s laziness was going to cost him nothing and me
everything. I hated Nykara and Rawer equally at this moment. They were both
ruining my life. Nykara was going to be named Grandfather’s heir and gain his
enterprise, at least temporarily. Rawer was going to rule Nekhen. I’d end my
life the woman of a commoner.


Unless, before Grandfather died, even if I was already
joined to Nykara, I could convince Grandfather to give me the fleet. I was the
only person who’d actually ensure it would be used to pursue his quest; if I
was able to convince him of that he’d surely give it to me. I’d even promise to
keep Nykara on as overseer if Grandfather insisted. If Grandfather balked at
that, if he passed the fleet to Nykara permanently, then the only way to change
the future I foresaw would be to directly challenge Rawer and, with Nykara’s
help, defeat whatever alliance he put together in order to become ruler myself.
That meant I was going to have to turn Nykara from an enemy into a supporter.
That was a daunting task, but necessary. If, by the time Father died, I had the
transportation network firmly under my control, I’d be able to bring the elites
to their knees and force them to recognize me as ruler instead of Rawer. So,
despicable as it was, joining with Nykara and turning him into an ally appeared
to be my only path to ruling Nekhen.


“Perhaps Rawer will surprise us, Aboo,” Grandfather said,
eyeing my cousin speculatively. “Maybe my threat is the incentive he needs to
take his responsibilities seriously. If he does, he’ll remain my heir and he’ll
inherit the fleet and you’ll join him to Abar and he’ll succeed you. It’s as
simple as that.”


“So, until Rawer has a chance to prove himself, one way or
the other, do you agree we won’t join Abar to either Rawer or Nykara?” Father
asked.


“Agreed,” Grandfather replied.


That was the only positive to this lousy day. My joining to
Rawer was no longer imminent. My near–certain joining to Nykara wasn’t going to
happen for perhaps years either.


“Uncle!” Rawer said pleadingly.


“Abar knows everything there is to know about my herd and my
transportation network,” Father said. “Dedi clearly expects no less of you, and
rightfully so. As he said, if you want to run the fleet, Nephew, earn the
right. As far as succeeding me as ruler, I want to see you in my audience hall
first thing in the morning to go over my expectations for that.”


 


 


***


 


 


I tossed and turned on my pallet all night, unable to fall asleep,
my mind racing. Father and Grandfather had granted me a delay in my joining to
either Rawer or Nykara, but delay wasn’t a solution to the problem I faced.
Joined to Nykara there was a slim chance I could carry on Grandfather’s quest
and extend Nekhen’s influence in the valley; joined to Rawer there was none.
After looking at it from every angle, I concluded the only way I could make
Grandfather’s dream live was if I ruled Nekhen in my own right. To become ruler
I’d have to defeat both Rawer and Nykara.


Then, just before dawn, I remembered the meeting in
Grandfather’s hut when he’d relinquished rule to Father. Neither Father nor
Grandfather nor the elites were going to choose Nekhen’s next ruler – Ipu, the
falcon god’s priestess, was. She’d practically demanded Father join with a new
woman and produce a son to make the line of succession clear. He’d dutifully
taken Ibetina into his house, but had only three daughters to show for their
union. Was that a sign the falcon god actually intended for Rawer to rule, as
Father believed? Or that the god wanted an elite who was more amenable to
Grandfather’s vision to follow Father? Or that he wanted me? I rose at dawn,
summoned one of Father’s servants, told him to take a donkey to the upper
settlement and return with Ipu. I needed to find out where she now stood in
light of Grandfather’s threat to disinherit Rawer, and Ibetina’s recent death.


 


 


***


 


 


I was waiting alone in Father’s audience hall when Ipu
entered at midmorning. Father and Rawer had gone hunting together hours earlier
after their own meeting, so we wouldn’t be disturbed. I was seated on a
leather–bottomed chair on the two–step mud–brick dais at the end of the room
opposite the entrance, the chair I used when I observed Father’s audiences,
just to the left of his. Sunlight slanting through the eastern window
illuminated part of the thick smooth clay floor. The rest of the hall was
brightened by guttering bowls of oil on small wood tables in the four corners
and along the walls. A few reed mats hanging on the mud–plastered walls lent
splashes of color. More were spread on the floor. Five rows of tall sycamore
posts, ten per row, each fifteen inches in diameter, supported the reed roof.
The hall was the first room a visitor encountered when entering Father’s
compound. It was the largest space in Nekhen, used whenever Father assembled
the elite men or received a report from one of his overseers or heard
complaints from commoners or rendered justice. Our living quarters and the work
areas for our servants were attached to the hall beyond the opening behind the
dais.


A young serving girl waved a fan of ostrich feathers behind
me, keeping me cool, for it was already hot. Several more girls stood by with a
cup and a jar of beer in case I wanted a drink.


Ipu was shakier than she’d been at the last festival a few
months ago. She shuffled towards the dais between the two central rows of
posts, scarcely lifting her bare feet, slightly hunched over, leaning on
Amenia. Amenia was supporting Ipu’s strangely twisted right forearm with her
left, her eyes firmly fixed on the floor before her feet. Ipu’s pouch of
medicines was slung over Amenia’s right shoulder. She helped Ipu to a chair I’d
ordered placed where supplicants usually waited, a few paces in front of the dais,
then took a step backwards and stood next to one of the posts, hands at her
side, eyes still lowered.


I’d encountered Amenia three times since the gathering in
Grandfather’s hut three years ago. She’d assisted when Ipu attended Ibetina
during the births of each of my half–sisters. She’d been a very meek and
inconspicuous girl each time, obviously intimidated by me and Ibetina because
of our elite status, at least until Ipu called on her to help. Then she’d
become a different person entirely, quietly but firmly taking charge of the
birth bower. She’d known exactly what to do, not only to help deliver the
babies, but to comfort and encourage and care for Ibetina and her daughters
during the following week–long afterbirth rituals. She’d stayed awake three straight
days after Nubemshant’s difficult delivery, trying desperately to help Ipu save
Ibetina’s life. I’d gone outside after my stepmother passed away and saw Amenia
seated in the shade of a distant palm tree with her head on her knees, sobbing
uncontrollably. Her compassion for her patients was genuine. She was still
unjoined; unfortunately for Amenia, the years hadn’t improved her looks. If
anything, she was even thinner than the first time we’d been together, her ribs
more prominent. She was taller than me by half a head now, but her body had
taken on barely any curves. A man would be lucky to have her for his woman, but
there was precious little about her that would attract a man.


I gestured to a girl with a fan and she moved behind Ipu and
began cooling her. The only sound in the room was the swishing of fans.


I looked down at Ipu from the dais. Something about the
setup didn’t feel right. Ipu was no supplicant. She represented the falcon god.
She had his favor. He spoke to her. She was at least as important as me, if not
more so. She was certainly vital to my future and deserved to be treated with
more respect than I was showing her. I rose, descended from the dais, sat
cross–legged at her feet, looked up at her. After all, I was the one who needed
answers, not her.


“Thank you for coming, Ipu,” I said sincerely.


“I suspect you didn’t call me here because you feel ill,”
Ipu said, looking me up and down.


“No. That was a pretext. I’m sorry. I didn’t want anyone to
know the real reason. I’d like to discuss Father’s successor with you, if I
may.” I eyed Amenia over her shoulder. “We should talk in private.”


“I’ll likely be dead long before Aboo,” Ipu replied
practically. “Amenia should hear what we have to say. She’s my heir.” Her eyes
bored into mine. “I have good reason to keep that secret.” She leaned forward
in her chair. “Only the three of us must know.”


“Of course,” I promised. I wondered why she wanted it kept
secret. I considered it a good sign she trusted me enough to tell me. I
addressed Amenia. “Please, come sit with us.”


Amenia moved forward reluctantly, sat on the floor next to
Ipu, faced me.


“When Grandfather turned rule over to Father, you said
Father should join with another woman so she could give him a son to succeed
him,” I began.


“But Ibetina gave Aboo only girls before she died – Hunur
and Nefertkau and Nubemshant. All of whom Amenia and I delivered,” Ipu said.


I nodded. “The years Ibetina was producing girls the
succession remained muddied.”


“Let me guess – now that Ibetina’s dead your father’s not
going to join with another woman, he’s going to name Rawer his heir, and he’s
going to join you to him,” Ipu said. “Rawer an indisputable successor – both of
you with Dedi’s blood, controlling all transportation in the valley.”


Ipu was more intelligent than I’d thought. “The thing is,
Grandfather made Nykara the overseer of his fleet last night – instead of
Rawer. Grandfather also threatened to make Nykara his heir and give him his
entire enterprise unless Rawer proves he’s capable of operating it.’’


“Tai’s son?” Ipu asked.


“Yes. He works in the boatyard.” I leaned forward. “In
addition, Grandfather threatened to join me to Nykara if he makes Nykara his
heir. Assuming that happens, Rawer’s claim to succeed Father will be based
solely on the fact he’s Father’s nephew. Rawer won’t have the transportation
network or descent from Father through me to prop up his claim. So, in light of
this new information, I’d like to know if you plan to confirm Rawer when Father
dies. Or, if not, how you’re going to decide who to confirm.”


“Does Aboo know you summoned me this morning?” Ipu asked
pointedly.


“No,” I admitted. I hoped she wouldn’t get up and leave. If
she did, I hoped she wouldn’t tell Father. He wouldn’t be happy I was involving
myself in the succession.


“If what Dedi threatened comes to pass – you and Nykara
operating all transportation, you joined to Nykara – would you be content for
Rawer to be Nekhen’s next ruler?” Ipu queried.


I debated with myself. Revealing what was in my heart could be
dangerous. But if I wanted the truth from Ipu I had to be honest with her.
“When Grandfather yielded rule, he did it so he could pursue his dream of
making Nekhen the dominant power in this valley. That’s something I firmly
believe in. I’ve vowed to spend the rest of my life pursuing it, Ipu. Father
and Rawer both promised Grandfather they’d pursue his quest too. You heard them
say so. But they were lying. I know that for a fact. They’ll play along with
Grandfather as long as he’s alive. But the day he dies they’re going to turn
their focus inward and completely abandon Grandfather’s dream. They want to
expand their personal power, not expand Nekhen’s influence in the valley. So,
no, I’m not at all content for Rawer to be the next ruler. Even if he straightens
out his life and regains the fleet and I end up joined to him.”


“I see,” Ipu said thoughtfully. “I believe your reason for
wanting to know where I stand is valid, Abar. So I’ll be frank with you. In the
past the ruler’s successor has always been obvious – either his brother or son.
If he had neither, the next ruler was someone all the elites agreed upon
without reservation. In this case, even though Ibetina produced no sons, your
father does have a clear–cut heir.” She glanced at Amenia.


“You,” Amenia said.


Confirmation. Surprisingly. “That’s what I believe too,” I
said.


“The three of us are of one mind on that point, then,” Ipu
said.


“Which doesn’t match the elites,” I said. “Father
established years ago that if he never had a son succession would flow through
me to Rawer, which the elites have accepted. For them to abandon that concept
and instead pledge fealty to me? Don’t you think that’s expecting too much of
them?”


Ipu’s fingers rose to the object dangling around her neck.
“Aya, the woman who received this talisman directly from the falcon god, ruled
her band for generations. Men followed her willingly.”


I hadn’t known. “That must have been hundreds of years ago.”


“Much longer. One hundred eleven generations, to be
precise,” Ipu replied.


I gasped. “I had no idea your talisman was so ancient.” I
looked at it, and her, with new respect.


“Never, in all that time, have two women in a row borne it,”
Ipu continued. “But it will pass to Amenia when I die. So, Abar, anything
is possible.”


“Bearing a talisman is not the same thing as ruling Nekhen,”
I argued.


“Of course not.”


“I know, from a family story about Tiaa and Ankhmare, that
they settled in Nekhen and identified a man named Kairy to succeed the current
ruler instead of his own grandson, Harmose. So, even if I’m the clear–cut heir,
as you say, you might still confirm someone else you think would be
better for Nekhen? Am I right?”


“Tiaa’s selection of Kairy over Harmose was not arbitrary,”
Ipu replied. “Your family’s version of the tale lacks certain important
details. You see, the very night Tiaa wore this talisman for the first time the
falcon god sent her a dream showing her confirming a man as ruler who was then
acclaimed by thousands of people. Not long after Tiaa had that dream he sent
Ankhmare to the playa – he was obviously the falcon god’s tool to conduct Tiaa
to this valley. Though Tiaa had never even heard of Nekhen, her dream was so
vivid she recognized it as the place she’d been called to the instant she
glimpsed it from Ankhmare’s boat. Ankhmare and Tiaa simply made her dream come
true, in accordance with the falcon god’s will.”


“So, the falcon god may send you a dream, Ipu, telling you
to confirm either me or someone else as Father’s successor,” I affirmed. “But
if he doesn’t you’ll decide whether I’m fit to serve or not. If you don’t think
I am you could choose Rawer or an elite or even a commoner?”


“The falcon god has already sent me a dream, and it wasn’t
about your father’s successor,” Ipu said. “It was about mine.” She reached
down, idly stroked Amenia’s hair. “I’ll be in my grave long before Aboo. So,
either Amenia will receive a dream about the succession, or she’ll have to make
the choice.”


That was an extremely frightening thought. I studied Amenia.
Her eyes were downcast once more. She appeared to be wishing she was someplace
else. She had to be terrified by the thought of bearing so much responsibility.
I assumed she knew nothing of the world. I doubted she knew much about Nekhen
itself beyond the confines of her grandfather’s pottery works. Yet the moment
she took Ipu’s place our settlement’s fate would be in her painfully shy and
simple hands. My fate would be in her hands. Even the pursuit of Grandfather’s
quest.


“Do your stories about Tiaa relate how she chose the man she
confirmed?” I asked.


“No. They’re silent about it,” Ipu said.


I addressed Amenia. “How will you decide?”


She looked up, panic in her eyes. “I don’t know. Whoever’s
best for Nekhen.”


“You don’t know Rawer or me or any of the elites, our
strengths, our capabilities, our flaws, our beliefs. Will you simply guess at
who’s best?”


Her eyes were downcast again. “I don’t know.”


“Do you spend time in the lower settlement, or are you only
familiar with the upper?”


“I accompany Great–grandmother when she calls on the sick,
wherever they live, whoever they are,” Amenia replied, her voice barely above a
whisper. “I’ve done it most of my life.”


I was being harsh. She was trembling slightly. There was no
helping it. “Elites as well as commoners?”


“Yes. I’ve been in their homes.”


“Do you know who heads each enterprise?”


“I think so.”


“Do you know the names of all the hamlets that pledge fealty
to my father?”


“No.”


“Do you know how many there are?”


“No.”


“Do you know the names of the settlements we trade with in
the north and south?”


She shook her head no.


“Do you know what my grandfather’s dream for Nekhen is?”


“I heard him explain that time in his hut. I didn’t
understand it.” Amenia’s lower lip was quivering. She was about to burst into
tears.


I reached out, put my hand comfortingly on her forearm. “I’m
so sorry, Amenia. I’m not trying to be mean or make you feel bad. But since
you’re going to decide Nekhen’s fate I need to know what you know. Or don’t.”


“Precious little,” she said apologetically in a small voice.


“It’s my fault, not yours, Child,” Ipu said comfortingly. “I
haven’t properly prepared you.” She addressed me. “Truthfully, I couldn’t
answer half your questions either, Abar, and the rest I only know because I’m
so old.”


“Why should you know?” I asked somewhat bitterly. “What
ruler would think to keep you informed about Nekhen’s affairs? You’re a woman.
You don’t count any more than I do.”


“Amenia clearly needs to be educated,” Ipu said practically.
“Let’s assume the falcon god doesn’t send her a dream. That could make her choice
difficult, because the selection of Aboo as ruler was not normal. He had no
hereditary right to rule. Dedi simply picked him and the elites went along.
Subsequently, the falcon god granted Ibetina only girls. That could be a sign
the falcon god wants Aboo’s line to end with him and for Dedi’s to continue.”


“Meaning either Rawer or I could succeed Father,” I said.


Ipu nodded. “Or, the falcon god could have caused Dedi to
step aside in favor of Aboo without him even knowing.”


“Meaning the god wants me or even one of my half–sisters to
be the continuation of Father’s line.”


“As far as I’m concerned, you’re the leading candidate to be
Nekhen’s next ruler,” Ipu replied. “You alone carry on either Dedi’s or Aboo’s
line. That can’t be a coincidence. But the three of us know if Amenia confirms
you – without the benefit of a god’s dream – she’s going to have to defend her
choice. The elites will have to be convinced to submit to a woman, as you’ve
said. If Amenia decides you’re not fit to rule despite your lineage she’s going
to have to choose someone who is. So, what are you and I going to do about it?”


I pondered for a moment. “I can teach Amenia everything I
know about the valley, Ipu,” I said. “I can teach her about the hamlets that
owe fealty to Father, about the settlements to north and south. I can teach her
about all of Nekhen’s enterprises, what they do, how they work in concert with
all of the others. That’s important information, and non–controversial. But
it’s vitally important for Amenia to learn about every individual who might be
eligible to succeed Father. Since you believe I’m one of them, isn’t it
inappropriate for me to discuss Rawer or myself or any of the elites? I have a
vested interest. I desperately want to rule Nekhen because I believe I can be a
better ruler than anyone else. So, likely, anything I’d tell Amenia would be
colored by my perspective, by my prejudices. I could try to be objective, but I
doubt I can be. Not completely.”


“Complicated by the fact a successor more palatable to the
elites might not even be born yet,” Ipu pointed out. “Your father could rule
Nekhen for several more decades. If you were joined to Nykara as Dedi
threatened and gave him a son…”


“He’d be Father’s most direct male descendant. I know.
That’s actually Grandfather’s position.”


“The best person to teach Amenia would be Dedi,” Ipu said
thoughtfully. “He knows you and Rawer and the elites better than anyone. But
he’d see no reason to. He’s pushing Rawer as your father’s heir, or your own
son, as you’ve said. Even asking him to educate Amenia would raise suspicions I
think none of us want raised. For better or worse, Abar, you’re going to have
to teach Amenia yourself. Amenia, you’re going to have to take whatever Abar
tells you about herself and others as starting points, not necessarily complete
and accurate fact. You’re going to have to closely observe every candidate for
ruler closely from now on and make up your own mind about them.”


“Do you ever make mats down by the river, Amenia?” I asked.


“Usually once a month, or whenever there’s a funeral. I make
mats to cover bodies in graves.”


“I help my cousins Inetkawes and Wenher weave occasionally.
Whenever you and I are beside the river at the same time, after our respective
groups break up, we can meet at some isolated spot away from prying eyes. Over
time I can explain how Nekhen works, how the enterprises interface with each
other, who’s important, who’s not, what a ruler does, Grandfather’s vision for
Nekhen, and anything else you want to know.”


“I’d like that very much,” Amenia said, her eyes finally
meeting mine. “Until you asked your questions I didn’t even know how much I
didn’t know.”


“Maybe you can tell me your family’s stories and I can tell
you mine, too. We can fill in the gaps,” I offered.


“I might even join you two for that,” Ipu chuckled.


They departed for the upper settlement soon after. I resumed
my seat atop the dais, reflected on what I’d discovered this unexpectedly
illuminating day.


I’ve learned Ipu considers me a legitimate successor to Father.
I wasn’t crazy to believe in my right to rule after all. I’ve also learned
Amenia’s going to play the key role in deciding Nekhen’s future, and mine, and
Rawer’s. I know it but he doesn’t, and neither do any of the elites. That’s a
significant advantage for me. I’m not going to waste it. Grandfather gave up
rule to pursue a dream. Father will let it die, Rawer will let it die. I’m the
only person in Nekhen who won’t. So, beginning today, I intend to provide
Amenia with all the information she needs to defend me as her choice to succeed
Father. And just let Rawer or Father or Nykara or anyone else try to get in my
way.


 


 


***


 


 


About mid–morning a week later I joined Father and Tjenty,
the overseer of our donkey herd, under a sunscreen next to Tjenty’s hut. The
hut was beside the mouth of a long wide wadi just south of the lower settlement
Father used as a pen to contain his animals. A sturdy fence of acacia poles
completely blocked the opening, except for a gate. Two wide dusty lanes – one
leading from the gate down to the river, another connecting with the wadi path
and the upper settlement and the plateaus beyond – were marked by thousands of
hoof prints and splattered with piles of dung and pools of urine. The pen was
mostly empty; the majority of the animals were currently making their daily
deliveries. A few sick or injured beasts were huddled in a corner, being cared
for by older herdsmen. Several boys were shoveling dung from the pen using the
shoulder blades of wild animals. Others were hauling great piles of fodder into
the pen, a few filling long troughs with water from leather pouches carried on
donkey–back from the river.


Grandfather and Ameny were approaching. The five of us met
at the beginning of each week to arrange the scheduling of Grandfather’s boats
and Father’s donkeys, since delivery of all foodstuffs and drink and supplies
and craftsmen’s products were dependent on synchronization between our two
operations. Nykara was walking a few respectful steps behind Grandfather. Now
that he was overseer he’d be attending this meeting regularly. As much as I
hated him, in light of what had occurred beside Grandfather’s campfire, from
now on I was going to have to treat him like a partner in order to achieve my
goals. Given Rawer’s lack of ambition, it was highly likely Nykara would
eventually be named Grandfather’s heir and gain control of his entire
enterprise – and me. I’d been trying not to dwell on that prospect despite its
near certainty; there was no man in Nekhen I despised as much and the mere
thought of sharing Nykara’s pallet was disgusting and infuriating. But I knew
if I couldn’t transform Nykara from enemy to friend Grandfather’s dream would
die once the boats were in Nykara’s hands. He wouldn’t be any more willing to
let me wield the fleet to spread Nekhen’s influence throughout the valley than
Rawer would. Of course, if Amenia confirmed me as Nekhen’s ruler I’d be able to
direct the use of the fleet no matter who was running it. In that case, I had
to admit, I’d much rather have Nykara in charge than Rawer – assuming
Grandfather’s and Ameny’s glowing claims about Nykara’s abilities were true. I
wasn’t going to accept those claims on blind faith. He was going to have to
prove himself to me. I was admittedly prejudiced against him. I was skeptical
he was intelligent enough to understand what we were gathering here to do – put
together a proper schedule for the fleet. It was a critical yet basic task.
Nykara was a common worker in a boatyard, more fit to row a boat than ponder
complexities. Scheduling might well be beyond his capabilities. For all I knew,
he didn’t even know how to count. But I decided to keep an open mind. Maybe
Nykara would surprise me. If he turned out to be competent, and if he inherited
the fleet, and if I became Nekhen’s ruler, Grandfather’s dream would live.
Under any other scenario it would die. One thing was certain – if Rawer ever
regained the fleet I’d never rule Nekhen. So, it was up to me to make sure
Nykara was at least competent enough as an overseer to keep the fleet out of
Rawer’s hands.


Nykara’s eyes flickered slightly as he spotted me.


So he thinks I’m out of place because I’m a woman while
he, who knows nothing, belongs. Not a promising start for him.


After the usual greetings and downing of refreshments
brought to us by one of Father’s serving girls we settled down to business. I
assumed Nykara would be reticent and silent today, afraid to look foolish or
incompetent or display his inexperience in front of Father and me. Either that,
or puffed up with self–importance, expressing opinions unsupported by facts.
Rawer’s assessment Nykara was only a common oarsman was probably nearer the
truth than not.


Over the next hour we went over the usual arrangements
concerning the transport of milk and blood from Salitis’ herd in the north wadi
and Pipi’s beer from his brewery in the lower settlement to Grandfather’s
docking place, and when to have animals waiting when Grandfather’s boats
returned from up and downriver loaded with foodstuffs destined for the upper and
lower settlements. We also discussed arrangements for Father’s next trading
expedition into the western desert two months from now, and the quantity and
variety of fine goods he planned to carry from Grandfather’s workshops. Nykara
listened to the discussion attentively, but remained silent. In his place Rawer
would have tried to take over the meeting, to dominate it, even though he
wouldn’t have known what he was talking about. At least Nykara had sense enough
not to do that. Either that, or he was mute because he was having trouble
understanding our arrangements. I didn’t know which.


“One last thing,” Father said after the schedules had been
confirmed. “In two days Seni is sending an expedition into the eastern wadis to
bring back the gold his men have extracted from his mines the past three
months. He’ll be gone from Nekhen for two weeks. Tjenty, he’ll need at least
two dozen donkeys to carry the gold back, and another dozen supply animals, all
fully equipped with carrying pouches and straps, loaded with food and supplies
enough for Seni’s men and our men who will go along to manage the animals. The
beasts will need to carry their own fodder. Water shouldn’t be a problem. The
usual pools are reportedly full.”


“I will arrange it,” Tjenty assured him.


“I’ll get our animals down to the riverbank early in the
morning and manage the men and animals during the day until Grandfather’s boats
can ferry them across the river,” I said. I’d done it often enough. Seni went
on such expeditions several times a year, sometimes to retrieve the flesh of
the gods, sometimes various types of stone his men had quarried. “I’ll arrange
for fodder enough to last most of the day, and pick out an open space along the
river to water the donkeys, with shade for the men while they wait, and food
for their midday meal.”


 “Very good. Dedi, can I count on your boats ferrying a
few animals at a time across the river as they return from making their daily
deliveries?”


“As always,” Ameny hastened to assure Father.


“That’s settled, then.”


“Wouldn’t it be better to transport all the animals at
once?” Nykara asked.


That he’d questioned a decision Father had already made was
appalling. Everyone looked surprised. Grandfather was clearly embarrassed, for
himself and Nykara both. No doubt he’d warned Nykara to simply observe during
this meeting.


“We’ve always done it this way,” I told Nykara sharply.
“From a time beyond remembering.”


“I’m aware. I’ve ferried donkeys on my boat for many of
Seni’s expeditions,” Nykara said quietly. “It usually takes all day because our
boats return from their deliveries at unpredictable times. Frankly, none of my
fellow captains feels much urgency about making their deliveries and then
hurrying back to Nekhen to ferry large balky animals across the river. Boats
aren’t designed to carry livestock, and the beasts terrify the oarsmen. They
nip at the men and sometimes kick after standing in the hot sun on the west
bank waiting for transportation most of the day. Then, by the time the donkeys
are all on the east bank, there aren’t enough hours of daylight left for Seni’s
men to load them with their burdens and set out for his mines and quarries, so
his expeditions never get underway until the following morning. Wasted time, an
extra day’s worth of fodder for the donkeys and food for the men, suffering
animals – all preventable. In my opinion.”


“My animals are not your concern,” Tjenty said haughtily.
“Stick to your boats, Boy.”


Nykara did not look the least bit chastened. Apparently,
when he took a position he was prepared to defend it. Even one as wrong–headed
as this.


“What’s your idea?” Father asked. If there was one thing he
cared for above all else it was the welfare of his donkeys. They were the
source of his wealth and power, after all.


“Move your animals down to the riverbank when it’s cool,
before sunrise,” Nykara replied. “I’ll have four boats ready, devoted solely to
ferrying them across.” He named three captains and himself. “Thirty–six
animals. Three to a boat plus one of your men to control them. Three trips for each
boat. It’ll take a couple of hours. The donkeys will all be across by
midmorning.”


“What about our regular deliveries?” Grandfather asked.
“What you suggest will disrupt our enterprise.”


“Only marginally. We’ll pack a few more jars on each of the
other boats, send them on the most distant delivery routes, give each an extra
stop or two,” Nykara replied. “When the four of us who are ferrying are done
with the donkeys we’ll make the local deliveries. They’ll be a couple of hours
late, is all. We’ll warn those farmers and hamlets in advance.”


“Ameny?” Grandfather asked.


“Quite doable. An excellent idea, actually.”


“What about the supplies and fodder and equipment, and
Seni’s men?” I pressed. “It’ll take hours more to get them across. Our donkeys
will still have a long wait before they can be loaded. On the east bank instead
of the west.”


“That’s right!” Tjenty chimed in.


“Our boats sit idle after their last delivery every day,”
Nykara answered. “We can move Seni’s men and their supplies and the animals’
fodder across the river the afternoon before. Your men can start loading the
donkeys immediately after they disembark on the east bank the next day. The
only delay before the expedition can get underway will be the time it takes to
load the last twelve donkeys.”


Reluctantly, I conceded I might have underestimated Nykara.
His plan was admirable, developed with no prior warning it was needed and
without being asked while risking Father’s and Grandfather’s and my wrath. I’d
been involved in Seni’s expeditions for years and nothing like Nykara’s
solution had ever occurred to me. Nor to any of the rest of us seated under the
sunscreen. We’d executed without discussion the plan handed down to us from
earlier generations. Nykara was not what I’d expected – he wasn’t at all timid,
and he was clearly as bright and capable as Grandfather had claimed. Perhaps
I’d been wrong to be skeptical about his intelligence and had prejudged him too
harshly. There really wasn’t much for the rest of us to think about or debate. Nykara’s
plan was impressive – assuming it could actually be carried out. Planning and
execution were two different things in my experience.


“I accept your plan, Nykara,” Father said.


Grandfather looked at Nykara proudly. “Your idea – you’ll be
in charge.”


Nykara nodded. “I’ll begin making the arrangements this
morning.”


Father looked around. “Our work is done, then.” He rose, and
the rest of us with him.


“Tjenty, could you explain the workings of the donkey herd
to me sometime?” Nykara asked before we started to go our separate ways.


“Why?” Father queried, halting in his tracks.


“I’d like to understand Nekhen’s entire transportation
network – not just the interface between the herd and the boats. That might
prove useful someday.”


“A reasonable request,” Father acknowledged.


“Too many arrangements to make today,” Tjenty said harshly.
“In a week or so…”


Tjenty would be too busy then, too. He’d never get around to
speaking with Nykara, or, if forced, he’d impart little useful information. He
clearly didn’t appreciate Nykara showing him up in front of Father and
Grandfather. He, an overseer, the son of an overseer, was obviously looking
down on Nykara because of his background. The same way I always had. And
admittedly still did.


Father could tell as well. Tjenty was set in his ways, and
getting old. In not too many years he’d have to be replaced, as Ameny had just
been. Father already relied more on me to keep the herd functioning than he did
Tjenty. “Abar, I’ll leave it up to you to explain to Nykara whatever it is he
wants to know,” Father directed. “And now, I’m off to the audience hall.
Something always needs sorting out there.”


Everyone departed, leaving Nykara and me alone. I wasn’t any
happier to have to answer Nykara’s questions than Tjenty, but I couldn’t think
of a reasonable excuse to avoid them. We sat on the ground, facing each other,
me first, of course, as befit my status.


“You’d better deliver what you promised,” I warned him.
“Otherwise, your tenure as overseer will be short–lived. Father will be furious
and Grandfather will be embarrassed.”


“I’m aware of the stakes,” Nykara said calmly. “I understand
the risk Dedi took making me his overseer. I won’t let him down.”


The determination on his face said he was sincere. His plan
for Seni’s expedition was good. Making all the pieces work in unison would be
the trick. But that was his problem, not mine.


“You seemed surprised to see me here,” I said, recalling his
reaction when he’d first spotted me earlier. “Do you think I’m only in this
meeting because I’m some type of ornament?” If he did I’d gladly set him
straight right now.


“Rawer might, but I don’t. I was simply reacting to seeing a
familiar face, though not a friendly one. Frankly, I’d have been shocked if you
hadn’t attended,” he replied.


“Why is that?”


“The transportation network is the most powerful enterprise
in Nekhen. Your father and Dedi control whose products go where and when, what
foodstuffs are moved around, what raw materials get delivered. The two of them
could easily bring any or all of the elites to their knees, as we discussed
many years ago. A woman with your ambitions needs to understand it, be involved
in it, be able to wield it as necessary. Rawer may take the fleet for granted,
but I don’t imagine you take anything for granted. From what I observed this
morning, you know the herd as well as Tjenty and your father. And a great deal
about every elite enterprise. I’ll bet you understand the fleet nearly as well
as Ameny. Certainly better than me – so far.”


I smiled in spite of myself. Nykara was exactly right.
Unexpectedly right. “True. I’m not like my cousin. I don’t shirk work and I do
fully understand everything I’m responsible for.” I stared at him for a moment.
“But what do you know about my ambitions?”


“You declared them the night of the executions, and again
the time I accompanied Rawer to Pipi’s brewery. I’m sure you forgot about those
encounters long ago – no reason for you to remember. At the brewery I was
keeping an eye on Rawer for Dedi. I remember you telling Rawer you were going
to help him rule Nekhen. He made it clear he wasn’t going to let you.”


I willed my face to remain impassive, though a chill ran up
my spine. I’d been careless that day, speaking plainly in front of him. Because
Nykara had been Rawer’s nursemaid and because of our past history I’d
considered him irrelevant, invisible. But he’d been attentive and had
remembered what I’d said. Execution of my plan to succeed Father depended on
absolute secrecy so I could take Rawer or any other rival by surprise when the
time came. That Nykara had an inkling of what my heart desired could ruin
everything, especially if he told anyone and it got back to Father. Or if he
decided his new job as overseer and his mother’s relationship to Grandfather
gave him status equal to me and Rawer and he made his own play for power. Or if
he concluded revealing my ambition was an excellent way for him to get revenge
on me for how I’d treated him these last years. With a sinking feeling, I
realized Nykara had the means to make me pay for my past actions and by so
doing destroy every dream I held dear. Time for me to dissemble. “Perhaps I
simply chose my words poorly,” I said.


Nykara gave no indication he considered me a liar. “If you
say I was mistaken, then I was,” he replied. “Who rules Nekhen isn’t my concern
anyway.”


He clearly knew I was lying. I knew he knew. Time to
verbally spar with him. Time to take his measure, feel him out. Now that he
supervised the fleet and would potentially join with me he was relevant to my
future. I needed to determine where Nykara stood in regards to me. Did he hate
me as much as I suspected? Was he going to cause me trouble? “I actually do
remember that encounter, Nykara. Vaguely, to be sure. Mostly, I remember how
angry I was at Rawer.” I studied him for a moment. “If that was my
ambition, to rule at a man’s side, would you think it foolish?” Best keep my
ambition the same as Nykara remembered. Best not let him guess I intended to
rule on my own.


He shrugged. “Why would what I think make any difference to you?”


“It wouldn’t,” I lied again. “I’m just curious.”


“Well, then, Rawer told you flat out he wouldn’t let you
share rule, which means you’ll have to join with a different elite. I think
you’ll face enormous obstacles if you attempt to do that. For one, your
father’s going to officially announce Rawer as his heir at the next festival.
I’m sure you know what other obstacles exist far better than me. Frankly, I
have no idea if you have the ability or strength or cunning to surmount them.”


I stiffened at that. But I was in no position to defend
myself without confessing my lie. And anyway, Nykara had no idea what I was
capable of, or that I planned to actually succeed Father myself, or that he
had, by taking Ameny’s place, become an unwitting player in my future, just as
Amenia now was.


“But I get a horrible feeling in the pit of my stomach when
I think of Rawer being in charge of Dedi’s fleet, much less ruling Nekhen,”
Nykara continued. “Once he rules, we both know he plans to stop sending
expeditions throughout the valley. Where will that leave us boatmen?” His eyes
narrowed a bit. “You, on the other hand, would convince whatever elite man you
joined with to remove Rawer from the fleet and then use it to expand Nekhen’s
influence. Assuming I understand your vision correctly.”


He was taking a subtle shot at me. I deserved it. “Your
understanding is perfect,” I said.


“Well, then, if you were to declare, someday, you
supported someone besides Rawer to rule our settlement – that would actually
give me hope.” Nykara glanced around quickly, made sure no one was nearby. “In
fact, I’d do everything in my power to help you make that happen, if it would
put Rawer in his place. If that was truly your ambition.” He idly smoothed the
ground with his palm. “Though I can’t imagine what help someone like me could
give someone like you.”


“Someone like me? You weren’t afraid to hand out advice to
Father in our meeting,” I chided. “That was dangerous...”


“For a commoner and interloper?” Nykara interrupted.


He was throwing my own words back in my face. But they were
nonetheless true. “Yes.”


“I know that’s how you’ve always seen me. Don’t get the idea
I suddenly think I’m more important than I actually am, just because Dedi made
me an overseer.”


“And for all intents and purposes promised me to you?”


Nykara reddened slightly. “You know we’ll never be joined.
Dedi will never make me his heir. Rawer will regain the fleet. Dedi had to
threaten Rawer with something drastic to make him grow up. You and the fleet
are a pretty compelling one–two punch.”


“I’m compelling, am I?”


“You know you are. Don’t pretend you’re unaware how you
affect men. You wield your charms like a weapon. It’s kind of fun to watch,
actually, especially since I’ve never been on the receiving end and never will
be.”


“Glad I amuse you.”


“Anyway, Dedi won’t carry out his threat. Which is too bad
for me.”


“Why?”


“Rawer will find working for me in the coming years
intolerable. He’ll hate me even more than he already does. His hatred will
fester until it’s all–consuming. The first thing he’ll do when he regains the
fleet is ban me from the boatyard. So I understand I’m doing my new job on
borrowed time. I didn’t seek it. I didn’t accept it hoping I could improve my
status and become an elite or any such foolishness. My only ambition in life is
to build boats and travel the valley. But right now Dedi needs me to oversee
his fleet, and so I’ll do the best job I possibly can until Rawer disposes of
me.”


“And after that? What will you do?”


He shrugged. “Nekhen’s my home. But if I can’t be a boatman
here there’s an entire river to explore.” Nykara’s eyes rose to mine. “As far
as not being afraid of your father today – I can’t be a proper overseer if I
think of Aboo as our ruler in our meetings, or of you as our future ruler’s
woman. I have to treat you both as co–workers in the same vast enterprise. To
be silent when I can lend my expertise is no way to serve your father or Dedi
or you. Or Nekhen.”


Nykara was actually impressing me. Small cracks were
appearing in the wall I’d erected between us. I almost regretted not having
gotten to know him better years ago. Almost. Some deeply held beliefs were
harder to overcome than others. At least he didn’t hate me. Or, if he was
merely hiding his hate from me, it apparently wasn’t going to keep him from
working alongside me. His obvious love for Grandfather would ensure he wouldn’t
try to undercut me. Or so I hoped. That was important. Right now, Nykara was of
use to me because he was operating the fleet instead of Rawer and weakening my
cousin’s status among the elites. But if Nykara kept his new post permanently,
despite his belief to the contrary, and I became Nekhen’s ruler, and I could
convince him to willingly wield the fleet in service to me and my ambition, he
might turn out to be the most powerful partner I could possibly have. It was
obvious I was going to have to actively cultivate Nykara. Even though I still
found that idea fairly distasteful. Using him was one thing, but if I wasn’t
named ruler and was forced to join with him – well, that was something quite
different.


“Outside of our meetings, whenever I encounter you or your
father in the lower settlement or around Dedi’s fire or at a festival, I assure
you I’ll appear to be in perfect awe. I won’t act familiar in any way or speak
unless spoken to or pretend to be your equal.  I’ll give you the respect
you deserve. After all, I am what I am.”


“My inferior.”


“I didn’t say that,” Nykara replied. “You’re no better than
me.”


“Really!”


“Do you feel inferior to Nekhen’s elite men because you’re a
woman?”


“Of course not.”


“I don’t either, just because I was born a commoner. I
comply with the outward expectations you elites have for a boatman, but it
doesn’t change how I feel about myself.”


“So we have something in common,” I said. “Faith in our own
abilities and worth. And as far as not acting familiar with me – that’s a
refreshing attitude.” I shook my head. “Boys and men are quick to accost me,
whatever their status. Most men elevated to a higher station, as you’ve just
been, would sooner or later propose I be joined to them.”


“Why bother? Dedi’s already promised you to me,” Nykara said
gravely. Before I could respond with indignation he smiled broadly and laughed.
“You’re a ruler’s daughter. I’m only a common boatman, as Rawer rightfully
says. You’ve never wanted anything to do with me – well, maybe a little, before
Mother joined with Dedi. But that was just pretend.”


He was right. I had used him to irritate Rawer for a brief
time.


“Anyway, you’re not going to willingly fall into my arms
just because Dedi made a vague threat. The same goes for me. I’m looking for an
exceptional woman to spend my life with – one who’ll love me, not one who can’t
stand me.”


“Eliminates me,” I interjected flippantly.


Nykara nodded. “We’d make each other miserable. Neither of
us needs that. And, for the record, I’ve never accosted a woman in my life. I
don’t plan to start with you.”


“I’ve never seen you at Dedi’s fire without a boatman’s
daughter at your side,” I accused. “Or several. Like the other night.”


“They seek me out. Not the other way around.”


“Something else we have in common – if you’re being
truthful.”


“Fact is, I’ve only been kissed by one woman.” His eyes
bored into mine.


So he did remember. Unaccountably, my face reddened. His
eyes held mine longer than they ever had before. But they were twinkling.
Nykara knew my kiss had meant nothing. He was teasing me.


“Like I said, I’m looking for an exceptional woman, one
who’s talented and independent and interested in the things that interest me. I
haven’t met her yet.”


Apparently, I’d misjudged Nykara where women were concerned.
He wasn’t like Rawer after all.


“Well, then,” I said. “We should get down to real business.
You wanted to know about Father’s donkeys.”


Nykara nodded. “Please.”


“We transport flint quarried by Seni’s men on the upper
terrace to Grandfather’s workshops next to the ceremonial grounds. We transport
stone and gold his men quarry and mine in the eastern desert to Nekhen. We
transport wood for the woodcutters from the plateaus and river bottoms into
Nekhen. We move foodstuffs from nearby farms overland. We transport water and
fish and meat to the upper and lower settlements. We move items from
Grandfather’s workshops – linen, leather, tools, weapons, wood goods –
throughout Nekhen. We move pottery to the breweries. We carry trade goods to
and from the oases in the western desert.”


“And you move raw materials from Dedi’s boats to the various
workshops after we return from expeditions,” Nykara concluded.


“Yes.”


I spent an hour explaining to him how we acquired and bred
our donkeys and cared for them, how many we devoted to each industry, how we
rotated them on and off duty to keep them sound and healthy, how we kept one
herd in the wadi and another along the river bottom to prevent transmission of
disease, how we went about scheduling their use with each of the elites. He
listened with interest to everything I told him, asked quite a few pertinent
questions.


“I’ve taken enough of your time,” Nykara said abruptly.
“Thank you so much. I’ve learned a great deal that’ll help me in my job. Which
I need to get to. I have many arrangements to make for Seni’s expedition.”


An unexpectedly interesting boy. Grandfather was wise
when he chose him as overseer instead of Rawer. Nykara is now part of my plan
to expand Nekhen’s influence throughout the valley whether he likes it or not.
His replacing Rawer was a happy accident, one I intend to take full advantage
of. Someday, if Nykara earns my trust, I may even confess to him my actual
ambition, not the one he thinks he knows. He’s already said he’s willing to
help me push Rawer aside. He’s smart enough to be an asset. And if he has
second thoughts – well, I have ways of bending him to my will. I’ve never met a
man yet who could resist me. Nykara still remembers my kiss. And,
unaccountably, so do I. It wasn’t all that awful.


Assuming Nykara delivers on the promises he made today
and isn’t replaced as Grandfather’s overseer right away. And assuming I can
figure out a way to make him actually like me. I’m sure he’ll come to tolerate
me as we work together. He was quite civil today. But I need him to be
committed to me if I actually become ruler so I can utilize the fleet to
realize Grandfather’s vision. Tolerance has to turn into something more
personal. I’m the one who built the wall between us, with how I’ve treated him
in the past. I’m the one who has to tear it down. I fear I have my work cut out
for me. I’ve erected a very mighty wall.


I spotted Grandfather walking towards us. Was something
wrong? He should have been back at the boatyard by now.


“I hoped you’d both still be here. I’d like a word,” he
said, settling into Father’s leather chair under the sunscreen.


Nykara sank back to the ground a little apart from me, both
of us facing Grandfather.


“I can’t tell you how happy it makes me to see the two of
you working together at last,” Grandfather said. “I’ve been waiting a very long
time for the two of you to set aside your differences.” He held up a hand to
silence me before I could say anything. “I’m not blind, Abar. I know how it’s
always been with you two, since the day Tai became my woman. Abar, you thought
Nykara threatened your position in the line of succession. So you ignored him
and made him feel like an outsider. And you haven’t treated him any better
since Tai died.”


My face started to burn. Grandfather had never taken me to
task before about anything. To do it for the first time in front of Nykara was
humiliating.


“Anyone in Abar’s position would have treated a commoner the
same way,” Nykara said.


I was surprised he was defending me. Especially since
Grandfather was pointing out how I’d wronged him.


“Yes, they would have,” Grandfather replied. “And do.” He turned
to me. “But Abar, you’re not just anyone. You’re exceptional. I expect better
of you.”


My face felt even hotter. “I’m sorry, Grandfather,” I said,
chastened.


“I’m not the one you should apologize to,” he replied.


He meant Nykara. That was asking a bit much of me. I
remained silent.


“I love you, Abar, more than anyone else in the world. And I
love Nykara. I really hoped the two of you would have stopped avoiding each
other and come to like each other by now. Maybe you will someday. Maybe that
doesn’t even matter.” He leaned forward, earnest. “What I know is this. You are
the two most outstanding young people in Nekhen. Abar, you’ve always wanted to
make Nekhen greater, since the first time you listened to me tell our family’s
ancient stories. I know you feel like you’re the only one who cares about our
family quest to expand Nekhen’s influence. I presume you’ve always felt you’re
going to have to pursue it on your own. But not anymore. Nykara, as an
overseer, is now in a position to help you.”


“Help me do what, exactly?” I asked, suspicious.


“The day I turned rule over to your father, three people in
my hut understood and embraced my vision for Nekhen and the southern valley.”
Grandfather looked at me, then Nykara. “The three of us. No one else. Not Aboo,
even though he said he did. Not Rawer. And I know you understood it, Abar,
because Nykara told me about your idea of expanding Nekhen’s influence by
setting up trading posts. I must admit, it’s even better than my idea was,
relying only on trade.”


I glanced sidewise at Nykara. He’d revealed my plan to
Grandfather? He’d thought it worth mentioning? Was he playing some angle to
raise his status in Grandfather’s eyes? “When did Nykara tell you?”


“On our trip to Abu.”


“Right after you told me in the brewery,” Nykara added.


“Two years ago?”


“I’ve been waiting for the right time to act on your plan,”
Grandfather said. “That time is now.”


This was becoming a most interesting conversation. I
addressed Nykara. “I’m surprised you didn’t take credit. Especially the way I
was treating you back then. Still treat you.” My eyes met his. “I guess I
wouldn’t have blamed you.” That was as close to an apology as I could come. He
was, still, a commoner, and I was elite.


“It wouldn’t have been right,” Nykara said simply. “It was
your idea.”


He was truly a strange boy. Rawer would have done the
opposite. As well as any ambitious elite son. To my shame, I would have too,
had our positions been reversed.


“I assume you’ve been thinking about it more since then?”
Grandfather asked.


“I have. I’ve worked out the details in my head.”


“Tell me,” Grandfather urged.


“I believe we should establish permanent trading posts in
Tjeni and Nubt,” I said forcefully. I had in fact given my idea considerable
thought. “Appoint a man to lead each post, along with two or three assistants.
Constantly restock the posts with goods, so the natives of both places can
exchange with us year–round. Hiw and Inerty are too small for posts of their
own, but traders from Hiw can easily travel to Tjeni and those from Inerty to
Nubt. Use your boats, Grandfather, to transport goods back and forth regularly,
say once a month. Pick permanent traders who are willing to join with local
women and bring their children up to follow our customs and our way of life. In
a few generations, as those children and their children join with locals, our
culture will be engrained, and Tjeni and Nubt will begin to look like us, think
like us, worship like us – and eventually see the benefits of recognizing
Nekhen’s ruler as theirs.”


“Magnificent!” Grandfather exclaimed proudly. “A long game
to weld the settlements of the South into a single entity. One powerful enough
to exert a united will everywhere in the valley thereafter.”


“Assuming Aboo lives for many more decades, our traders and
their descendants will have established a strong foothold in Nubt and Tjeni by
the time he dies,” Nykara told Grandfather. “Our culture will be embedded in
those settlements like a tree’s roots, deep in the ground. It’ll be impossible
for Rawer to undo what you and Abar have started when he succeeds Aboo.”


Nykara really did understand my plan. He might prove to be
even more of an asset than I’d thought. “We should appoint some of the younger
elite sons as the permanent traders – the ones who won’t take over their
father’s enterprise and won’t be content to work for their older brothers,” I
said. “They’ll fit in with Tjeni’s and Nubt’s elites, as equals. Once they
convert the elites to embrace our culture, those settlements’ commoners will
surely follow. Being selected as traders will be an opportunity for the elites,
and result in a closer tie between their families and ours.” And a way to
neutralize Rawer, for many of them are his followers.


“That’s the only part of your plan I’d change,” Grandfather
said thoughtfully. “Can you guess how, Nykara?”


It was upsetting he was asking Nykara’s opinion, especially
about my plan. Although, earlier today, Nykara had exhibited quick–wittedness
and intelligence. Based on how Grandfather had just chastised me for my past
treatment of Nykara I decided not to voice an objection but to keep an open
mind. But how could Nykara possibly improve what I’d thought out so carefully?


“Abar should appoint the best men she can find to lead and
staff the posts, whether they’re elites or commoners,” Nykara replied. “Ability
should count more than an accident of birth. Their mere presence in Tjeni and
Nubt as Nekhen’s representatives will ensure they’re embraced by those
settlements’ elites.”


“Exactly!” Grandfather cried. “Ability – the reason I chose
you as my overseer, Nykara.” Grandfather addressed me. “We need dedicated and
capable men to pull this off, Abar. We need to be concerned with Nekhen’s
future, not our family’s. If the men you select are elites that will be a
bonus, but not a requirement.”


Nykara had made a good point. He’d also assumed I was going
to pick the men. That was unexpected – a man ceding responsibility for
something so important to a woman. And more interesting still, Grandfather
hadn’t disputed him.


“I’m giving the two of you a shared task – within three
months, Abar, I want you to identify two men to lead the posts and half a dozen
more to assist them. Nykara, I want you to help Abar every step of the way. She
knows elites, you know commoners. Use your knowledge in concert. Cast your net
wide. Don’t restrict your search to Nekhen – there are good men in the hamlets
too. Once you’ve decided, I’ll personally begin training them to function as
traders. When they’re ready we’ll establish the trading posts and send them there.
Will the two of you do that for me?”


“Yes!” I replied excitedly. To have Grandfather not only
agree with my plan but set it in motion with me in charge was beyond anything
I’d ever dreamed. And Nykara’s modification was acceptable. The gods knew I had
little respect for any of the elite sons. I had a feeling my selections – our
selections – would come mostly from among the commoners. As a bonus, this
project would be a perfect opportunity for me to assess Nykara, to see if he
truly would be able to help me pursue Grandfather’s quest once I became
Nekhen’s ruler.


“Absolutely,” Nykara echoed.


“Never forget, when I’m dead it’ll be up to the two of you
to carry on with Abar’s plan to ensure Nekhen’s future,” Grandfather admonished.
“As long as you work in unison the two of you will be an unstoppable force.”


Even more unstoppable if I’m ruling Nekhen.


“Since Aboo doesn’t care about expanding Nekhen’s influence
throughout the valley and Rawer sees no need either,” Grandfather continued,
“whether Nekhen eventually becomes the dominant power in the South depends
entirely on you two, Abar and Nykara, on the steps you take in the years to
come, on what you set in motion. Nekhen’s future is literally in your hands.
You both have to pursue this quest of mine for as long as you live. And you
must raise your children to carry it on after you’re gone.”


That was a powerful and solemn charge. It seemed to be
affecting Nykara as deeply as it affected me. It hadn’t occurred to me before someone
like him would even care about Grandfather’s quest. Another surprise. Little
did he guess how much power we could in fact yield together, especially if
everything I was planning fell into place.


“Our children?” Nykara suddenly asked.


“If Rawer continues to flounder, as I expect he will, and I
make you my heir, you and Abar will be joined to keep the transportation
network whole, as I told you the other night,” Grandfather replied.


“But you weren’t serious!” Nykara objected, his voice
rising. “You were just threatening Rawer to make him change his behavior.
You’ll surely give him back the fleet someday.”


“I meant exactly what I said.”


Nykara’s face turned red. “But Abar can’t stand me, Dedi.
I’m nothing, and she’s everything. It’d be cruel for you to join her to me.”
His eyes rose to mine, distressed. “Believe me, Abar, that’s the last thing I
want – to force you to be with me.”


You might not have to force me. Had I just thought
that? A few short hours ago I’d wanted nothing to do with Nykara. But my opinion
had undergone a radical transformation since. He’d impressed me today with his
intelligence and insight and hunger for knowledge and dedication to
Grandfather’s quest. He was already far more qualified and fit to run
Grandfather’s enterprise than Rawer would ever be. He’d be a far better partner
for me than my cousin. My mistaken belief about his interactions with multiple
women at a time had been corrected. The disgust I’d felt for him had vanished. I’m
going to have to join with a man some day. That’s inevitable, because I must
have an heir to succeed me once I become Nekhen’s ruler. No elite son is
acceptable. But I can see myself at least tolerating Nykara. He is, in fact,
already promised to me if Grandfather names him heir. Nykara’s searching for an
exceptional woman – what woman in Nekhen is more exceptional than me? Maybe
I’ll never love him the way he wants – I’ll never put any man ahead of ruling
our settlement and chasing Grandfather’s dream – but I can offer him power and
status by way of compensation. It’s clear I’ve got some thinking to do about
Nykara and me.


“Perhaps it won’t come to that. Perhaps you two won’t even
become friends,” Grandfather said, “though your mutual path would be far easier
for both of you to trod if you were. Perhaps Rawer will surprise us and regain
the fleet and be joined to Abar. But, in case he doesn’t, it’s critical you
unite in this common cause. Can I count on you?”


“Of course,” we both answered simultaneously.


I had two reasons for agreeing. The first was I believed in
the quest Grandfather was setting me to. The second was he’d just given me the
perfect way to break down the wall I’d erected between me and Nykara, not just
a small section at a time, but all at once, and completely. That was necessary
if I expected Nykara to help me in the coming years. I hoped Nykara would be
amenable. I addressed him. “Grandfather wants us to set our past differences
aside, Nykara. I’m willing to start fresh if you are.”


He didn’t hesitate. “Out of love for Dedi, I’m willing.”


“I’m delighted that’s settled.” Grandfather smiled, rose,
leaned over, kissed my brow. “And now, Nykara, back to the boatyard. We have
work to do.”


Nykara stood up and bid me goodbye. He looked both
embarrassed and confused. I supposed he was still trying to come to grips with
the possibility of actually being joined to me. He hadn’t taken that as
anything more than a vague threat until today. What would he be thinking if
he’d been able to read my mind a few moments ago?


The two of them headed together in the direction of the
river.


What a life–altering week. Nekhen and I were suddenly
on the brink of something extraordinary. Nykara had turned from a rival and
irritant into a potential ally, and more. Ipu and Amenia had confirmed I had
the right to succeed Father and rule Nekhen. Rawer’s position as heir had been
greatly weakened. For the first time, I had the feeling the path I’d been
trodding for years had taken a turn in the right direction.
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“Fetch beer and honeyed cakes,” Abar ordered a serving girl
standing along a wall in the audience hall. “Enough for Grandfather and Father
and Rawer and Nykara and me.”


The girl disappeared into the adjacent food preparation area
inside Aboo’s house.


Dedi settled into a leather–bottomed chair to Aboo’s right
atop the low mud–brick dais at the end of the hall opposite its entrance. Rawer
plopped down to Aboo’s left. He’d been observing Aboo’s audiences several times
a week from that chair for months, the purpose, Abar had explained, to get the
elites and petitioners who came to Aboo seeking justice used to seeing him as
Nekhen’s next ruler. During the last harvest festival, nine months ago, not
long after Ibetina died and I was named Dedi’s overseer, Aboo had proclaimed
he’d never join with another woman, Rawer would eventually be joined to Abar,
and so, since descent flowed from him through Abar, Rawer would succeed him. In
his proclamation Aboo had not mentioned Rawer was in danger of losing both the
fleet and Abar to me, even though that possibility was widely known in Nekhen.
Someone who’d been around Dedi’s fire the night I was named overseer had spread
the news, possibly one of the girls Rawer had used and tossed aside, one who’d
taken advantage of an opportunity to cause him trouble. Dedi’s threat had
significantly weakened Rawer’s standing with the elites. But instead of
addressing the disconnect between his and Dedi’s versions of Rawer’s and Abar’s
futures, Aboo had simply decided to ignore it. Thus, his inclusion of Rawer in
his audiences to visibly prop him up.


Abar was perched on the top level of the dais, her bent legs
to one side, body twisted so she faced Aboo. As always, she was ravishing,
dressed in a skirt of immaculate white, bejeweled, her eyes outlined with malachite.
One of the young girls who’d been fanning Aboo with ostrich feathers moved
behind Dedi and began cooling him. His chair was the one Abar used when she
observed audiences, or so she’d told me. I’d never been in this hall before. It
was large, able to accommodate more than one hundred people at a time. Linen
wicks flamed steadily in bowls of oil atop small wood tables in each of the
four corners and at intervals along the walls. The walls were covered with mud
plaster recently painted red and white, the ceiling layers of palm fronds
covered with dried mud, held up by fifty thick sycamore posts arranged in five
rows. A window in each side wall admitted a cross–breeze and some sunlight.


I’d been the overseer of Dedi’s fleet for a full year now,
the last six months entirely on my own, ever since Ameny’s death. I’d earned
Dedi’s complete trust. And Aboo’s. Because of our weekly meetings I’d developed
as close a relationship with him as a commoner could hope for. Tjenty rarely
attended the meetings anymore; he couldn’t stand to be around me. That was fine
with Abar – she preferred to handle everything associated with the donkey herd
herself, and she was far more capable and energetic than Tjenty anyway. I’d
spent a great deal of time with her since the afternoon Dedi ordered us to
identify candidates to run the trading posts. Working so closely, the animosity
that had stood between us had entirely disappeared. Very unexpectedly, given
her treatment of me for most of the last decade, our few hours together in
Tjenty’s hut had become the highlight of my week. Abar had thawed, let me
glimpse what she’d always kept so carefully hidden beneath her impenetrable
exterior, even in the months we’d been acquainted before Mother’s joining to
Dedi. Inside was a quite decent person, one who was surprisingly lonely. Except
for me, she had no one she could really talk to.


Abar was extremely frustrated, caught up in forces beyond
her control. That was partly my fault. I owed Dedi a tremendous debt for taking
Mother and me in after Father’s death, so I was doing everything I could to be
a good overseer. But I feared that if I did my job too well, and Rawer
continued not to care about the fleet, Dedi would eventually make good on his
promise and name me his heir and force Aboo to join me to Abar. Aboo might be
our ruler, and Abar’s father, but in a battle of wills Dedi would win. So, if I
succeeded as overseer, Abar would never be a ruler’s woman, her life’s
ambition. And, once Dedi died, Rawer would surely take the fleet away from me.
Abar would then be the woman of a common workman. Her talents would be wasted,
her ambitions thwarted. Her family’s quest would be over.


According to Abar, although Aboo was publicly expressing
confidence in Rawer’s ability to regain the fleet at every opportunity, he’d
privately conceded it to me. That, and the loss of Abar, would be a devastating
blow to Rawer’s chances of succeeding him. Not only that, but his family’s
losing control of the fleet would negatively impact Aboo’s wealth as well. As a
contingency in case he lost that clout, Aboo had quietly made it known he was
willing to join his three youngest daughters to the highest elite bidders when
they came of age a decade from now. Linking three elites to him would not only
replace what he stood to lose from the fleet, but would also gain three
significant backers for Rawer. Aboo was committed to do whatever was necessary
to ensure Rawer succeeded him.


Aboo had been negotiating for several months already. What
he really hoped, Abar informed me, was that Dedi would die before he named
anyone his heir. In that case, Aboo would give the fleet to Rawer and join her
to him. That would be a crushing defeat for Abar; though she’d be a ruler’s
woman she’d be powerless, Rawer’s ornament, unable to use either fleet or herd
to pursue her family’s quest. Whatever happened – joined to Rawer, joined to me
– Abar’s future seemed dark indeed. She’d realize her ambition to wield power
and pursue the family quest only if I gained the fleet and someone other than Rawer
was named Aboo’s successor and she was joined to him and could bend him to her
will. In my opinion, there were too many variables for that to ever happen.


Rawer was glaring at me. He was still furious I’d taken the
position of overseer from him. He absolutely refused to work for me and I’d
given up trying to make him. He spent his time hunting with Aboo, or not so
secretly carrying on with women and girls in Nekhen and the nearby hamlets, or
causing mischief along with the smattering of younger elite sons who’d flocked
to him once again after Aboo’s announcement. In truth, the boatyard was much
more peaceful with Rawer absent, and he wasn’t missed by anyone. We’d hardly
spoken a dozen words the past year.


Aboo and Dedi were conversing in low voices. Aboo’s flail
and was scepter, symbols of his authority, lay atop the leopard pelt
he’d removed from his shoulders and casually tossed at his feet. He’d slain the
beast himself years earlier. The headband he wore with its attached tall plumes
rested atop the pelt as well. I stood respectfully a dozen paces from the dais,
in the space reserved for supplicants. I had no idea why I’d been commanded to
appear today. That Rawer was present was a bad sign. That meant this meeting
was probably related to the fleet, and if it was I probably wasn’t going to
like the outcome. I’d done well this past year, in my opinion. Farmers had
received their daily rations of beer and milk and blood on time, and the
residents of Nekhen the produce of the farmers’ fields. Boats had been repaired
and constructed promptly, craftsmen had plenty of raw materials to keep them
occupied each day, several trading expeditions had gone extremely well. At
least in my opinion. Had I been exaggerating my accomplishments in my mind? The
night I’d been made overseer Dedi had promised to give the fleet back to Rawer
once he proved himself capable of handling it. No doubt Rawer had impressed
Aboo as he’d attended his audiences each week and hunted with him.
Companionship and friendship often blinded one to other realities, I’d learned.
So, Aboo had either convinced Dedi Rawer was now ready to operate the fleet, or
that for Rawer to actually follow him as ruler with the support of the elites
he had to have control of the fleet and be joined to Abar. I assumed Dedi was
about to strip me of my overseer position and replace me with Rawer for one of
those two reasons. That it would happen in front of Abar was going to be
humiliating. I’d come to care very much what she thought of me these past
months. Once I lost my position I’d no longer get to see her on a regular
basis, and certainly not talk to her. That was going to hurt; I craved the few
hours I got to be in her company each week. Dedi would probably let me continue
to labor in his boatyard. I could still be valuable to him there. Hopefully,
I’d be able to help establish Abar’s trading posts before Dedi died and Rawer
kicked me out.


Three serving girls hurried into the hall, one with cups,
one with a jug of beer, one with a platter of honeyed cakes. They passed the
food and drink around to everyone on the dais. None thought to serve me.
Perhaps everyone but me already knew my fate. The girls departed the hall as
quickly as they’d entered.


“I think it’s foolish,” Aboo told Dedi after he drained his
cup. “Far too risky.”


Dedi addressed Rawer and Abar and me. “I’ve got my heart set
on finally taking a boatload of trade goods to Badari.”


Badari! My heart was suddenly racing. I wasn’t being
replaced as overseer. I was going to travel to the fabled settlement that
figured so prominently in Dedi’s stories, a place I’d been dreaming about for
years. “When are we leaving?” I asked excitedly, then remembered I wasn’t
supposed to speak in this hall unless spoken to. “Sorry,” I told Aboo,
reddening, realizing I’d done it again. It was acceptable for me to speak to
our ruler when we discussed the fleet and herd, but those were different
circumstances. I lowered my eyes, stared at the ground in front of me.


“You may speak freely, Nykara,” Aboo laughed. “Though it
appears the overseer of the fleet is not going to be my ally when it comes to
talking some sense into Dedi.”


Rawer stiffened at the mention of my title. Well, that was
his doing, not mine.


“Nevertheless, I shall put you to the test. Tell me frankly,
Overseer – what problems do you foresee with a journey to Badari?”


Aboo had put me on the spot. As much as I wanted to back
Dedi and go to Badari, I had to be honest or I’d lose the hard–won credibility
I’d gained with Aboo. “There are the obvious – none of us boatmen knows if a
reed boat will stand up to such a long journey. Although, if we need to make
repairs, the river’s banks are lined with the materials we require, and I’m the
best repairman in the fleet.” I wasn’t bragging, just stating a fact.


“You can’t go!” Rawer pointed out gleefully. “You’re the
fleet’s overseer. You have to stay behind in Nekhen.”


Rawer was right, confound him. Dedi would surely lead the
expedition. Both of us couldn’t be absent from Nekhen at the same time. There
was no one trustworthy and capable enough to take charge of water
transportation in our places. Certainly not Rawer. Nor Senebi. Even his own
grandfather hadn’t recommended him as his successor. Everything associated with
the fleet and boatyard and craftsmen would fall apart without either Dedi or me
around to manage it. Reluctantly, I accepted that my promotion had cost me the
opportunity to do something I greatly desired. I swallowed hard. I wanted to
wipe the smug grin off Rawer’s face.


“Go on,” Aboo said.


“Our largest boat is only forty–five feet long. We – Dedi –
can probably squeeze the crew and their supplies into a third of the deck space
if they take a minimal amount of food and drink along. They’ll have to spear
fish and kill game and glean whatever they can when they tie up for the night.
Every available remaining inch of the deck will have to be crammed with enough
valuable goods to make the expedition profitable. So the goods will have to be
packed in large earthenware storage jars instead of leather or reed containers
to take advantage of height, not just the boat’s length and width.”


“Anything else?” Aboo asked.


Dedi was surprisingly calm at my litany of significant
issues.


“The most important. We have no idea what goods the people
who live at Badari want. The objects Nekhen’s craftsmen make are tailored to
the hamlets and settlements in the stretch of valley between Abu and Tjeni and
Nubt. That’s why our trade expeditions are so profitable.”


“If the people at Badari don’t want what we make the trip
will be a waste of time,” Rawer snorted derisively.


“You’d counsel against this trip, Nykara?” Aboo asked,
glancing sideways at Dedi.


“I would,” Rawer piped up. “It’s too risky, Uncle, as you’ve
already determined.”


“On the contrary – in your place I’d jump at the chance to
send an expedition to Badari,” I replied.


Aboo looked surprised. “Why? You’ve given me a substantial
list of drawbacks.”


“You didn’t ask Nykara about the advantages,” Abar pointed
out.


I wasn’t surprised she was coming to my aid. She always
examined issues from multiple perspectives. No doubt she was in favor of the
trip if she was inserting herself into the discussion. She’d fully embraced
Dedi’s vision for Nekhen’s future. How could we expand our influence if we
stayed in the same section of the valley?


“What if the Badarians consider our trade goods unique and
they’re worth even more there than they are where we usually trade?” I asked.
“In that case we’ll have never made such a profitable journey. In the worst
case – that we have nothing the Badarians want – we’ll have learned what they do
want for our next voyage. We’ll still be able to trade our goods in familiar
settlements on the way home, turn a profit. To me, that alone is reason enough
to go to Badari.”


“A reasonable argument,” Aboo admitted.


Rawer looked daggers at me. I’d shown him up again.


“There’s another reason to go,” Dedi interjected. “The most
important of all.”


“Which is?” Aboo asked.


“Something we discussed many years ago. The chance to make
Nekhen the dominant settlement along the river.” Dedi stood, began to pace back
and forth on the dais. “This valley is like a long rope, and we’re near its
southern end. Tjeni and Nubt lie between us and the sea. Once they grow large
enough they’ll be able to block us from trading farther north – bottle us up,
so to speak. If we want Badari’s goods we’ll have to obtain them from Tjeni –
after they mark them up and make them more expensive. If we want to send our
goods to Badari the Tjenians will take them from us and carry them north
themselves, siphoning off a share. But if we make Badari our trading partner
now, while Nubt and Tjeni are weak, Nekhen will become the southern trade
destination every settlement and hamlet between here and Badari will know by
name. They’ll bypass Tjeni and Nubt to deal directly with us. That’s not even
taking into account settlements that may lie farther to the north, in the delta
or along the shores of the Wadjet Wer. This is an opportunity for Nekhen to
establish a foothold in the North. If we succeed we’ll grow even larger in the
decades to come. The growth of Tjeni and Nubt will be stunted. In time, they
may even fade away.” Dedi resumed his seat, his eyes flashing.


Aboo pondered for a long time, his brow knit. He had no
desire to expand Nekhen’s influence in the valley. Abar knew it. Dedi knew it.
I knew it. Though Aboo didn’t know we all knew. Aboo had never admitted it to
Dedi. In fact, he’d promised to support Dedi’s ambitions the day Dedi yielded
rule to him. Would he finally admit his opposition now? Or would he go along
with Dedi’s plan in order to maintain the fiction he shared Dedi’s dream? Aboo
roused himself. “What you say, Dedi and Nykara, may well be true, but I still
find the drawbacks outweigh the potential rewards. Badari is too much rumor and
too little fact. And there’s one obvious drawback you didn’t mention, Nykara. I
don’t blame you – I wouldn’t have in your position either. Frankly, Dedi,
you’re too old to be traipsing off into the unknown on little more than a whim.
I can’t afford to lose you on some futile quest. Nekhen can’t afford to lose
you. For now, you must be content to trade in the section of the valley we know
well.”


Aboo had found an excuse to deny Dedi, instead of manfully
admitting he didn’t support his ambitions for Nekhen. A cowardly response.


Dedi bowed his head, crushed. He’d dreamed of Badari far
longer than I’d been alive. I sympathized with him.


“You’re making a mistake, Father,” Abar said, rising and
facing him. “You, too, Grandfather, for not fighting harder for this trip.”


“It’s not your place to lecture your elders, Cousin!” Rawer
exclaimed.


Abar fixed Rawer with an icy stare. “Expressing a viewpoint
is not ‘lecturing.’ You’d know that if you’d ever attended one of our
transportation meetings. It’s expected of participants.”


Aboo raised his hand to silence Rawer. “Why is it a mistake,
Daughter?”


“Father, Grandfather, the real danger isn’t that Nubt or
Tjeni will block us from trading with Badari some day,” she said passionately.
“The danger is one or both of them will align with Badari, export their
customs, their way of living, their very gods to the North, make every
settlement and hamlet between them and here in their image.”


“Who cares?” Rawer piped up.


“We all should!” Abar snapped. “Nekhen was once a solitary
hamlet. Now it’s a mighty settlement, its ruler – you, Father – acknowledged as
their own by every hamlet in our region. It’s only natural for that to happen
more and more in the centuries to come on an ever larger scale – smaller
settlements aligning themselves with larger, smaller regions with larger. So,
the question is – do you want Nubt and Tjeni to be aligned with Nekhen, or do
you want them to be aligned with Badari? Because if they’re aligned with us,
Badari and points north will have no choice in the future but to deal with
Nekhen’s ruler on our terms. If not, we’ll face a competitor for control of the
valley’s resources who’s as powerful as we are. Who knows what’ll happen to our
way of life then?”


“Neither scenario will play out in our lifetimes,” Aboo
said.


“Of course not. But we can takes steps right now to
circumvent Tjeni or Nubt, so when they do make overtures to Badari they’ll fall
on deaf ears,” Abar retorted. “This is our chance to go around them while
they’re still inconsequential and develop a strong relationship of our own with
Badari. Are you content to let this opportunity pass, Father? I’m not.”


There was fire in Abar’s eyes and her chest was heaving and
her cheeks were flushed. I’d never seen her so passionate about anything. I’d
never admired her more.


“Abar makes a great deal of sense,” Dedi told Aboo. He
smiled at her proudly.


“Maybe. But I still can’t risk you,” Aboo insisted.


“Send Nykara,” Abar said quietly.


My pulse quickened.


“An oarsman?” Rawer scoffed.


“Send Nykara to Badari, Father, to discover the truth of the
place,” Abar said crisply. “A small boat. A small crew. A variety of trade
goods. Let him find out if the rumors about Badari are true. If not, no great
loss. He’ll have spent a couple of months traveling. But if they are, a new and
profitable trading destination for Nekhen. A place to, over time, align with
us. How can either Tjeni or Nubt stand against us in years to come if we
control the river from both south and north?”


I wanted to rush to Abar, sweep her off her feet, swing her
around the hall. For obvious reasons I didn’t. “Give me my pick of eight
oarsmen,” I said enthusiastically. “I can have a boat ready to leave in four
days. I won’t fail Nekhen or you.”


Aboo turned to Dedi, no doubt hoping he’d side with him and
not Abar. “Well?”


Dedi appeared reenergized. “Send him. You know Nykara’s
capabilities after working with him. If anyone can pull this off, it’s him.”


I kept my eyes locked on Aboo. Now was not the time to be
embarrassed by Dedi’s praise. Time to embrace it.


Aboo stared at me for a very long time. His eyes were
fearful, like a trapped animal’s. He didn’t dare admit his true feelings to
Dedi. He surrendered. He was, when it came down to it, a weak man. “Go on your
expedition, Nykara.”


I cast a grateful glance at Abar. She smiled back.


Rawer crossed his arms over his chest, sulked.


“I should take Dagi and Pabasa with me,” I told Dedi.
“They’ll get valuable experience.”


“I agree,” he instantly replied.


“Who are they?” Aboo queried.


“Craftsmen’s sons,” Rawer interjected disdainfully.


“Pabasa is a son of Pediese, who oversees the carpenters,”
Abar replied. “Dagi is a nephew of Seni. His father, Padiu, Seni’s youngest
brother, is the craftsman in charge of Grandfather’s flint knappers. Pabasa
will run the trading post Grandfather’s going to establish at Tjeni. Dagi will
operate one at Nubt.”


Abar and I had taken months to settle on them, after an
exhaustive search. Abar had chosen them because of their qualifications, not
because they were my friends. Both had fully embraced the opportunity. Dedi had
been personally training them for half a year. Both had gone on several trade
expeditions to the settlements to our north. But a trip to Badari, with its
uncertainties and hardships, would certainly be a fitting test to see if they
were ready to function on their own. We’d also identified six others to act as
their assistants, three in each settlement. One came from Nekheb, one from a
farm a dozen miles south of Nekhen, the rest from Nekhen itself. One was the
youngest son of Merenhor, who kept Nekhen supplied with wild game. He was the
only elite.


“You’re still fixated on that?” Father asked Grandfather.


“It was Abar’s idea, and yes, I am. Assuming they do well on
the trip to Badari, I’ll establish the posts after they get back.”


Father sighed. “You know your business better than me, I
suppose.”


As long as Dedi lived the trading posts would flourish.
After he died their very existence would be at risk. Aboo would probably ignore
them. Assuming he lived a long life, our traders would have time to become
entrenched in the North and ensure our culture grew in Tjeni and Nubt. If he
died soon and Rawer took over, he’d order our traders home immediately and
everything Abar and Dedi and I were working towards would be lost. But that was
an issue for another time.


“As far as the trip to Badari – you’ll make the announcement
in the conclave tomorrow?” Dedi asked.


“I’ll make sure everyone knows Nykara’s expedition has my
support, and all the elites should cooperate with him,” Aboo assured him.


Dedi addressed me. “Nykara, go see Teti the morning after
the conclave. Arrange for as many of his large rough earthenware jars as we can
squeeze aboard the boat, as you suggested. We’ll pack them to the rim with
flint figurines and microdrills and carnelian beads and flint knives and carved
ivory objects and stone palettes and whatever else we can fit in. Rawer, you
start assembling the trade goods.”


Rawer stared at me darkly. If I’d given the order he’d have
ignored it. Still, I was going to have to inspect whatever work he did deign to
do.


“I have a suggestion,” Abar said. “Teti’s jars are cheap and
ugly and commonplace. But every time Ipu and Amenia attended Ibetina during
childbirth they brought special jars with them to hold the sacred water, pottery
made in the old styles – black–topped, and red–polished decorated with white
images. Amenia makes them in her grandfather’s works, mostly for elite
funerals. She recently created a third style – buff colored, decorated in red.”


“You’re suggesting if we use Amenia’s jars instead of Teti’s
for transport we might be able to trade them at Badari,” I interrupted.
“Increase the value of our cargo without taking up any extra space.”


“Exactly,” Abar said.


Dedi addressed us. “Excellent idea, Granddaughter. Nykara,
go visit the upper settlement after the conclave. Arrange for the jars.”


I nodded.


“That’s settled then,” Aboo said.


“Yes. Me to stay in Nekhen and operate my enterprise, Nykara
to visit Badari,” Dedi confirmed. “But just this first time. Once Nykara proves
the trip is possible I intend to make it myself.”


“Then I’ll prove it can be done,” I vowed.


 


 


***


 


 


The conclave of men who lived in or near and directly
supported Nekhen, all of them beholden to Aboo, started at mid–morning the following
day. As usual, it was held soon after the swiftly–flowing river retreated
within its normal banks and most of the water had drained from the eastern and
western plains, revealing the rich thick mud the inundation had deposited.
Every day for the past week Aboo and Abar and a host of assistants had walked
the flats adjacent to the river both north and south of Nekhen, surveying those
plains. The farmers’ fields varied in size from year to year based on how much
mud had been left, and where. Sometimes fields extended farther into the river
than the year before, sometimes farther west towards the plateau. Sometimes, if
the inundation was poor, less land was covered with fresh soil. Sometimes there
were new islands in the river. One of Aboo’s most important responsibilities
was to ensure each farmer had enough land to support himself and his family and
a portion of those who lived in Nekhen. Aboo and his assistants had made
measurements using long ropes knotted at regular intervals, then set boundary stones
at all four corners of each field before moving on to the adjoining one. The
patriarchs of every hamlet in the region had done the same thing.


I attended the conclave along with Dedi and Rawer and
Senebi. Senebi still hated me for succeeding his grandfather as overseer; he’d
assumed he’d be named to the position when he came of age. Rawer wouldn’t have
minded if Dedi had appointed Senebi, because Rawer didn’t actually want the
responsibility – he simply didn’t want me to have the status that went along
with being an overseer, or to work for me. At any rate, the leading men of the
surrounding hamlets were holding similar conclaves this very week. But the
conclave at Nekhen was larger than all the others combined.


Like all important events in our settlement, the conclave
was held in what was now being called the oval court. Aboo had transformed the
old ceremonial grounds several years earlier as a symbol of his power, shortly
after Dedi and I returned from Abu with our load of stone. Farmers had labored on
it while idled during several consecutive inundations. After a long walk from
the boatyard across the so–far unplanted mud–covered plain and up a small rise
we joined the crowd of men pressing towards the court. It was now surrounded by
a tall fence of mud–plastered reeds, its monumental western entrance shaded by
a portico formed by two rows of four sycamore posts topped with frames upon
which lay a thick roof of crisscrossed palm fronds. That entrance was over
forty feet wide and twenty deep. Just inside the court and flanking the
entrance towered four thick sycamore poles, harvested from the last grove of
tall trees still remaining near Nekhen. Banners of linen, dyed red, fluttered
in the light breeze at the top of each. I noted a few sandstone slabs wedged
into the holes holding the poles upright to lend them stability. Outside the
western wall, south of the grand entrance, stood several reed–walled storage
huts. They contained the raw materials used by Dedi’s craftsmen. Their
workshops abutted each other in a long row on the north side of the entrance,
each backed against the wall. Today every workshop was empty.


I followed Dedi and the rest of the crowd through the
entrance. While he and Rawer continued on to join the elite men near Aboo’s
shaded stone dais – as Aboo’s nephew and designated successor, Rawer always had
a place of honor in Nekhen’s gatherings – I paused for a moment beside one of
the poles and scanned my surroundings. The court stretched forty feet across
and more than sixty–five feet to both left and right, each of those far ends
gracefully and sharply curving to form an oval. The hard–packed dirt surface
tilted slightly towards the east, taking advantage of the slope of the rise the
court was located upon, so the blood of sacrificed animals would flow into a
ditch at the court’s edge instead of pooling in its center. At the north end of
the court was a three–step stone dais upon which rested three leather–bottomed
wood chairs, shaded by a large rectangular sunscreen. From that perch Aboo presided.
A very deep ditch, into which the carcasses of animals sacrificed during
festivals were dragged, hugged the interior base of the wall, except at the
monumental entrance. A plethora of weathered white bones from past festivals
poked up from inside. In the curve at the south end of the oval was a very tall
thin wood pole completely wrapped with colorful ribbons and decorated with
feathers and topped with a carved wood falcon, the image of Nekhen’s god.
Around the base of the pole was an immense pile of grinding palettes and jars
and bowls and flint figurines and bits of bone and ivory, offerings presented
to the gods by common men and women during past celebrations. Many of those
objects had been made by Dedi’s craftsmen in the nearby workshops specifically
for that purpose.


Every inch of the court not needed for today’s ritual
activities was packed with farmers and brewers and potters and craftsmen and
other workers who were beholden to Aboo and the elites, and their families. I
spotted both friends and those who thought they had a chance to win Abar’s hand
scattered throughout the crowd – Pabasa and his sister Djefatsen, Dagi and his
sister Tentopet, Weni and his sister Herneith, Inetkawes and Wenher and their
brother Wehemka. Aboo was moving slowly towards the dais through their midst,
nodding to both right and left, occasionally stopping to share a few words with
one of the onlookers. He was dressed in a kilt of white linen, with necklaces
of carnelian and gold and quartz and ostrich shell beads around his neck, as
well as an ivory amulet in the shape of an elephant’s head, its eyes of blue
faience, tusks incurving. A bull’s tail dangled at the back of his belt; just
as a wild bull symbolized the forces of nature at their most aggressive, the
tail represented the triumph of Aboo over nature’s destructive forces. In his
hands he carried a crook and flail, ancient implements dating to a time when
our herdsmen ancestors used them to control livestock, symbols now of Aboo’s
ability to control our world. He wore several white plumes on his head, their
shafts affixed to a leather headband. A servant walked a step behind Aboo
carrying an incised pear–shaped limestone mace that was another symbol of his
office, similar to the one Dedi had used to avenge Shery’s death and my
father’s by slaying the desert raiders in this very court when he ruled Nekhen,
though inscribed with an elephant, not a panther. Beside the first servant
strode another with a was scepter – a long stick with a forked end also
used by herdsmen, another symbol of authority.


Behind the servants strode Abar. Since Ibetina’s death she’d
played the part of ruler’s woman at every celebration. She was wearing a sheer
white linen skirt, with beads of carnelian and gold around her neck and wrists
and waist and ankles. Her eyes were darkly outlined with malachite and her lips
were red with henna and a bright lily was tucked behind her right ear, standing
out against her jet–black hair. Like her father, she was cheerfully greeting
the onlookers. Eighteen now, Abar was ravishingly beautiful. She smiled
brilliantly at the boys and men who were clamoring for her attention.


Behind Abar, leaning heavily on the arm of her
great–granddaughter Amenia, shuffled Ipu, more stooped than ever. Her skirt was
white and her legs and mangled arms were decorated from hip to ankle and
shoulder to wrist with images of the falcon god, painted on with malachite.
Around her neck dangled her falcon–shaped talisman. As always, she’d preside
atop the dais along with Aboo. Everyone bowed to her reverently as she passed.
Many called her name beseechingly and when they did she raised her talisman and
blessed them. As for Amenia, she’d changed greatly in the four years since I’d
first seen her in Dedi’s hut. She was a woman now, quite a bit taller, still
almost painfully thin, just beginning to take on curves. Her long light brown
hair, pulled forward over her right shoulder, seemed almost golden in the
bright sunlight. Her eyes were focused on the ground before her. She appeared
to be uncomfortable with so many people staring at her. I wondered if I’d see
her tomorrow when I went to fetch her pottery for my trip.


Nekhen’s leading men were clustered together in the curve of
the court to the left of Aboo’s dais – the brewer Pipi and potter Teti and
herdsman Salitis and hunter Merenhor and fisherman Itisen and flax farmer
Raemka and Dedi and a handful more, as well as Rawer. Abar’s three half–sisters
were there as well, the two youngest in the arms of their wetnurses. The emblem
of each man’s family topped a ribbon– and feather–bedecked wood pole stuck in a
hole in the ground behind him. Whenever Aboo called a conclave of everyone in
the valley beholden to him the entire north end of the court on both sides of
the dais was filled with elite men, and behind them stood a virtual forest of
not only family emblems but those of the different gods watching over each
hamlet. Today the curve looked practically empty by comparison.


 Aboo ascended the platform along with Abar. Amenia
helped Ipu up the steps, then hurried down and melted into the crowed. She was
still as shy as I remembered. Aboo seated himself in the middle chair, with
Abar to his right and Ipu to his left. Three young girls standing in a line
behind them began slowly waving ostrich feather fans. The elites seated
themselves in a row of leather–bottomed stools. Young girls moved into place
behind them, holding small woven reed sunshades over their heads. Dedi occupied
the stool closest to the dais, since he was the eldest of the elites, with
Rawer next to him. Did Dedi ever regret yielding rule to Aboo, I wondered. He’d
be presiding today if he hadn’t.


The conclave was a miserable endless affair. We stood, all
of us, for hours, beneath the increasingly fierce sun, sweating, thirsting,
growing hungry. There were specific rituals to follow and tasks to be completed
and Aboo did each in the proper order. 


He and Ipu first descended the steps and moved through the
crowd to the base of the pole at the court’s south end – Ipu assisted by Amenia
again. Once there, Ipu raised high her talisman and called in a quavering but
clear voice upon the falcon god to inhabit the wood falcon atop the pole and
bestow upon it his power and bless us all with his presence.


Then two men led a young calf to a space before Aboo and
Ipu. They tied its rear legs together, then its front, then flipped the animal
onto its side. It bawled, its eyes wide with fright. Amenia dropped to her
knees beside the calf’s neck, an earthenware bowl in her hands, one in an old
style – polished, red, decorated with the image of a bull outlined in white.
She’d likely made it especially for this celebration. Ipu placed her hand on
Amenia’s shoulder; at every ritual before today’s Ipu had collected blood
herself, but she was obviously finding it difficult if not impossible to
perform that task now. Her health seemed to have deteriorated since the last
festival, during which she’d required no assistance from anyone. A servant
handed Aboo a long serrated flint knife with an ivory handle. He bent and slit
the calf’s throat with one quick movement. Blood spurted all over Amenia. The
two men held the animal down, one kneeling on its hindquarters, the other on
its flank, until it ceased struggling. Amenia kept the bowl pressed firmly
against its neck the whole time. Once the calf was dead she stood up and
stepped aside. Her skirt was red and her chest and arms and legs and cheeks and
hair were thickly splattered. The men dragged the carcass through the crowd and
out the monumental entrance, leaving a bloody trail behind. The calf would be
roasted and served during the upcoming feast. Aboo sacrificed a dozen more
domestic animals in similar fashion. Then two men led forward one of the wild
gazelles Aboo had captured and kept penned in his menagerie. Amenia knelt
beside it with an empty bowl decorated with a gazelle. Aboo sacrificed it. Its
carcass, however, was dragged to the nearest section of the ditch and pushed
in. Men immediately covered it with clean sand. Wild game belonged to the gods,
not us. Aboo then slew a dozen more of his menagerie.


The sacrifices complete, Amenia rose and slipped back into
the crowd. She was a ghastly sight now, thoroughly drenched with blood.
Everyone gave her a wide berth. Aboo and Ipu remained standing side by side at
the base of the pole as a representative of each family, elite and common, came
forward with their individual offerings. Each placed a jar or flint figurine or
ivory implement or container of food at the pole’s base. Ipu momentarily
pressed the talisman against each person’s forehead immediately afterwards,
muttering words of blessing. When all the offerings had been made, Aboo and Ipu
together emptied the bowls of freshly–collected blood over the piled items,
consecrating them to the falcon god. They then returned to their seats on the
dais, Ipu assisted this time by Aboo.


Now came the most important part of the conclave – the
actual reassignment of Nekhen’s fields. Aboo called farmers forward one at a
time and confirmed the allocations he had made them earlier in the week. He had
the uncanny ability to picture the entire landscape of the nearby valley,
holding all its details in his mind, just as I could do with the river. Much of
the allocation was routine since farmers for the most part occupied ancestral land
year after year, but the division of farms between sons of men who had died
since the past conclave, as well as the reassignment of farms of those who had
died without heirs, was also necessary. Once that was done, based on the size
of the farm Aboo had allocated to each individual, and on the land’s expected
yield based on the height of the inundation – the best predictor of how much
the fields would yield – Aboo established the levy of grain he expected from
each farmer at harvest time. That some portion of each farmer’s crop was to be
given to Nekhen’s ruler had first been established hundreds of years earlier;
some was used to fill communal granaries against future years of low
inundations, some to feed men who labored on public projects while idled by the
inundation, some to feed the crowds during festivals, and some to support the
ruler’s family and his dependents and servants.


After he finished with the farmers, Aboo confirmed delivery
schedules between farmers, brewers, potters, water carriers, woodcutters and
the rest – which brewers would supply which farms with beer, which farmers
would provide emmer to which brewers and bakers and so forth. I followed that
discussion closely; for the first time, Dedi had allowed me to help him and
Aboo and Abar work it out. After that, Aboo set the quota of products he
expected from each industry and craftsman, both for exchange with nearby
hamlets and the other settlements in the valley, and to offer to the gods at
festivals.


That done, a servant draped a leopard skin over Aboo’s
shoulders. He summoned to the base of the platform all who were involved in
disputes with others, listened to their usually contentious and contradictory
testimonies, then settled each case in turn. Dedi had let me attend conclaves with
him each of the past several years, so I was used to seeing Aboo render
justice. I was as always impressed. Not everyone was happy with his decisions,
but I didn’t get the sense anyone thought them unfair. Fearing Rawer would take
Aboo’s place someday, I couldn’t help compare him to our ruler. Rawer was
nothing at all like his uncle – he was lazy and petty and vindictive, with a
terrible temper and a cruel streak and a horrible habit of making up his mind
without considering any facts. I hoped Aboo lived for a very long time, and
that Abar would find someone other than her cousin to join with and make her
father’s successor.


When the last of his decisions had been rendered, Aboo rose
and turned towards Dedi. The announcement was coming I’d been eagerly awaiting
all day. While Dedi had established the parameters of the upcoming expedition,
it was important Aboo give the impression it had been his idea and was being
done at his behest. Over the past centuries the ruler’s power had evolved to
give him authority over the other elites, and it was best to portray the
fiction Dedi was totally subservient to Aboo to the same extent as everyone
else now that he’d yielded to him.


“Nekhen’s storage huts are overflowing with goods,” Aboo
announced. “There are rumors of a great settlement, far to the north, called
Badari. It was the original home of Dedi’s ancestor, Ankhmare, who settled in
Nekhen five hundred years ago. Dedi, I want you to send a trading expedition
there to discover if the rumors about Badari’s wealth are true.”


Exclamations of delight and wonder rose from the crowd.
Everyone had heard about Badari and its fabled wealth – especially after a few
of us boatmen spread rumors about it throughout the lower settlement last night
on Dedi’s orders. None of Nekhen’s boats had ever ventured so far north in
anyone’s lifetime.


“Fill a boat with Nekhen’s finest products, Dedi –
microdrills, flint and ivory figurines, knives, beads, pottery. Exchange those
products at Badari for the best of their goods. I want you underway within the
next five days.”


“As you command,” Dedi promised, smiling, bowing his head
slightly. “The overseer of my fleet, Nykara, will personally lead this
expedition. He will return with much wealth. He will make the rest of the
valley aware of Nekhen’s might, and the power of its ruler.” He bowed to Ipu.
“He will make the rest of the valley aware of the existence of our falcon god.”


Just as we’d discussed yesterday with Aboo. This trip to
Badari was now a deliberate step in what Dedi and Abar and I believed would
someday be the recognition of Nekhen as the most important settlement in the
southern valley and its ruler the most influential. Though we knew that would
likely not happen in our lifetimes, nor our children’s, nor theirs.


Ipu rose shakily and held up her talisman.


Dedi signaled me to approach her. I strode to the dais,
hesitated a moment, then climbed to the step below the highest, halted in front
of Ipu, bent my head. I felt everyone’s eyes on me.


“Go, Nykara, with the blessing of the falcon god, and under
his protection,” Ipu intoned. Then she touched the talisman to my head.


Dedi glanced at me and nodded triumphantly. Abar caught my
eye and smiled. The trip I’d wanted to take for so long was about to be a
reality. I’d never dreamed it would have such importance, or I’d be leading it.
I descended the steps and stood respectfully beside the dais, on the side
opposite the elites, facing the crowd.


All during the conclave, the smell of roasting meat had been
wafting into the court from the flat ground outside the walls just beyond the
workshops. I’d heard more than one stomach growling around me.


Aboo stood. “Many cattle and sheep and goats have been
slaughtered for you who are beholden to me and gathered here in the oval court.
Many fish have been prepared as well. A great feast awaits you outside its
walls. This conclave is now over.”


As everyone else rushed from the court – few of the elites
were generous with the amount and variety of food they provided their dependents,
and an opportunity to feast at Aboo’s expense was not to be wasted – Dedi
summoned Rawer and Senebi and me to him. There was to be no feasting for us. I,
for one, didn’t mind.


“We have much to accomplish in the next few days,” Dedi
proclaimed. “We need to begin preparations immediately. So it’s back to the
boatyard for us.”


Rawer’s face fell. He’d clearly expected to monopolize Abar
at the feast to keep her away from his competition. Her cousin Wehemka had
already attached himself to her.


“Senebi, arrange with Tjenty to have donkeys ready in the
morning so we can bring trade goods from my workshops to the landing place,”
Dedi directed. “Rawer, you’re in charge of assembling the goods beforehand.
Nykara, prepare the boat – the one you designed and built.”


“Already underway,” I replied. “The crew’s been ready since
yesterday. Food and supplies are aboard. The minute the trade goods are loaded
we’ll be off.”


 


 


***


 


 


At mid–morning the next day I led a string of five donkeys,
each with four large empty rope nets slung over their backs, up the wadi path
towards the upper settlement. As Abar had proposed two days ago, I was going to
fetch the old–style and new cream–colored jars and pots Amenia was producing at
a small pottery works near the crest of the plateau. Ipu’s grandsons Hemaka and
Sanakht operated those works now; according to Abar, their father Khaemtir had
recently died. The works were among Nekhen’s oldest, Dedi had added, tracing
its founding back five centuries or more. Teti’s operation, in the lower
settlement, produced by far the most pottery – because of that he was wealthy
and an elite. All of the beer from Nekhen’s largest brewery, Pipi’s, also in
the lower settlement, was shipped around the nearby valley inside Teti’s jars,
as well as the herdsman’s blood and milk. Teti’s great–grandfather had been the
first potter to shift production to a new style – thinner–walled, mass
produced, common–place, undecorated, not suited at all for obtaining value in
long–distance trade but perfect for transportation. And so, on this trip, we’d
carry north the pottery of his rival. I’d never visited the upper settlement
before – never had reason to. Normally I wouldn’t be particularly happy about
performing such a menial errand, but picking up goods destined for exchange at
Badari made even this task exciting.


The wadi narrowed as it climbed towards the desert plateau,
less than half as wide near the top as it was at its eastern end at the river,
its sides increasingly steeper as it gained altitude. I reached an outcrop of
rock rising like a large rounded chimney to the right of the wadi path; at its
base was a pile of boulders, some shattered, some whole, most too high for even
me to see over. I paused for a moment to study it. Footholds and steps carved
in the outcrop spiraled up its broken outer flanks; it appeared the flat area
on its top afforded a spectacular view of the valley. But I had no time to
investigate today. I began to lead my donkeys past.


A girl stepped from the shadows just beyond the outcrop into
the path.


Startled, I halted my donkeys.


“Good morning, Nykara!” It was Wenher, Pipi’s daughter. She
smiled at me brilliantly.


“And to you, Wenher.” She was seventeen now, I calculated,
and a real beauty. Good looks ran in Abar’s extended family. As many men were
courting Wenher as were importuning Abar, or so her younger sister Inetkawes
had told me once, rather enviously. Wenher’s long dark unbound hair cascaded
over her bare shoulders and twisted a bit in the strong breeze. Her white skirt
was of the finest linen, and she was adorned with a necklace and bracelets and
girdle made of gold beads. She was an extremely friendly and outgoing woman;
I’d conversed with her at every one of Nekhen’s festivals since she’d witnessed
me saving Inetkawes from the crocodiles. She and Inetkawes were the only elite
girls who routinely joined commoners in cheering for me during athletic
competitions. She was very pleasant company.


Her father moved to her side from where he’d apparently been
sitting among the boulders in the shade.


“Pipi.” I bowed to him respectfully.


I knew who he was, though we’d never spoken. I had no idea
why an elite like Pipi would be anywhere near the upper settlement, much less
apparently waiting to waylay me. That he was accompanied by Wenher was even
more surprising.


He glanced at my donkeys. “Teti’s furious you’re going to
trade pottery from the upper settlement on your trip, instead of from his
works.”


Had Pipi come here to advocate on Teti’s behalf? Why? Why
was he was confronting me in such a relatively out of the way place? Why had he
dragged Wenher along with him? What business was it of his anyway, whose items
I traded? I shrugged. “Teti doesn’t make decorated pottery,” I told Pipi. “His
rough pottery is suitable for hauling items, not trade. Anyway, whose pottery
to take to Badari was Dedi’s decision, not mine.”


“Not my issue anyway,” Pipi said. “Just thought you should
know.” He moved from the path back into the shade, sat atop one of the smaller
boulders. “Join me.”


I secured my lead donkey to a low bush beside the path, sat
down on the boulder to his left. Even sitting I was looking down at him. I was
a head taller. Wenher seated herself to my left, pulled the hem of her skirt
above her knees to take advantage of the breeze and cool off. The day was
already hot. I couldn’t help notice her long light brown shapely legs. She was
quite distracting.


“Looking forward to your trip?” Pipi asked conversationally.


“I have been for years,” I replied. “I’m only sorry Dedi
can’t go himself. He’s wanted to his whole life.”


“Aren’t you scared?” Wenher asked, concern etched on her
face. “Going off into the unknown?”


“Men have traveled between Nekhen and Badari before. Just
hundreds of years ago, is all.”


“Nonetheless, if you return from Badari in triumph Dedi will
surely name you his heir,” Pipi predicted. “Don’t look surprised, Nykara – I
know what Dedi promised the night you became his overseer. All the elites do.
Succeed, and Rawer will never get the fleet back. With all the bad blood
between you two I’ll bet you’re looking forward to that.”


I shook my head. “Dedi threatened to name me his heir to
shock Rawer into growing up. Dedi won’t actually take away Rawer’s birthright.
The fleet won’t ever be mine. Besides, all I really want is to be a boatman.”


Pipi laughed. “It’s alright, Nykara. I don’t expect you to
tell me how you really feel about one of the elites, especially not Aboo’s
heir. It’s always good to be circumspect with a stranger. You don’t know me,
after all.”


“But you do know me, Nykara,” Wenher cooed. She put
her hand on my forearm. “We won’t repeat anything you tell us today. Isn’t that
right, Father.”


“Yes. Just as I’m sure Nykara won’t repeat what we tell
him.”


“Of course.” I wondered why they were being so secretive.


“Good. So let me get to it,” Pipi said. “Not a single elite
wants Rawer to regain the fleet. We’re all afraid of what will happen to water
transportation if he’s ever put in charge. We’ve all been observing you,
Nykara. We like what you’ve done as overseer. You’ve kept the fleet functioning
the way it should. Rawer would turn transportation from stable to chaos. And,
not surprisingly, we’re all equally fearful about what will happen if Rawer
becomes Nekhen’s next ruler. If he doesn’t have the ability to oversee a single
enterprise how can he oversee an entire region? Plus, he has no character.
Frankly, we elites are disgusted by how Rawer’s played around with most of our
daughters.”


“Don’t forget about the common girls, Father,” Wenher added.
“So many common girls.”


“Every elite is desperately hoping you’ll have a successful
trip,” Pipi continued. “Assuming you do, Dedi will surely reward you by making
you his heir. That’ll keep the fleet out of Rawer’s hands permanently. Without
it, all that will justify his claim to be Aboo’s rightful successor will be his
joining to Abar, because Aboo says descent from him passes through her. Would
it interest you to know we elites have agreed among ourselves that if descent
passes through Abar it must also pass through her half–sisters?”


“That’s why the elites have been pressing Aboo to promise
them to their sons,” I said.


Pipi squinted. “You know about that?”


“Abar told me. She said Aboo’s conceded the fleet to me. She
said to garner support for Rawer, to strengthen his blood claim, Aboo’s
building an alliance of elites, using her sisters.”


Pipi laughed. “So Aboo and Abar don’t really know what’s
going on. Frankly, Nykara, when Aboo proclaimed descent through Abar he
unleashed forces he doesn’t understand and will never be able to control. He
may truly believe he’s building an alliance to support Rawer as ruler. In fact,
the three elites who ‘win’ Aboo’s daughters plan to create a grand alliance of
their own and use it to push Rawer aside when Aboo dies. One of the three will
then become Nekhen’s next ruler.”


“Hunur’s only three years old,” I said. “Nefertkau’s two,
and Nubemshant’s one.”


“Indeed. My fellow elites are going to have to wait a long
time for their gambit to pay off. At least a decade.”


“Why are you telling me this?” I asked. “Are you one of the
three?”


“Hardly. I intend for my son Wehemka to rule Nekhen when
Aboo dies. And I don’t intend to wait decades for Aboo to name Wehemka his heir
in place of Rawer.”


“What does that have to do with me?”


“Everything. I’m counting on your trip to Badari to be an
unparalleled success, Nykara. I’m counting on Dedi naming you his heir the very
moment you step off your boat back here in Nekhen. That will cut the legs out
from under Rawer and make him irrelevant. Without the fleet he’ll have no
weapon to wield against we elites. You having the fleet will also weaken Aboo.
He’ll only control land transportation. He’ll steadily lose wealth for another
decade, until his three–headed alliance takes effect. I’m counting on him
realizing he needs to make up that lost wealth now. I’m counting on Aboo
realizing he needs to align himself with an elite who isn’t planning to
eventually betray him.”


“You,” I inferred.


Pipi nodded. “The price for that alignment will be Abar.”


“Joined to Wehemka.”


“Yes.”


“Even though Aboo’s publicly promised her to Rawer.”


“Dedi’s just as publicly promised her to you. Everything’s
negotiable, Nykara. Think about it – Aboo’s herd and my brewery will have more
combined wealth than any three elite families. The union of Abar and Wehemka,
my son and her cousin, will represent multiple blood lines of descent from
Aboo, too. That, and economic power, will make a formidable alliance.”


“I’m useful to you because I can cripple Rawer and keep him
from succeeding Aboo and at the same time weaken Aboo to the point he must make
a deal with you. Why tell me all this? Why reveal your plot to me at all? You
could pull this off without me ever knowing I played a part.”


“True. But you have another part to play. A very important
part.”


“What’s that?”


“Dedi will make you his heir,” Pipi said with
assurance. “He’ll be dead in a few years. The day he dies you’ll become an
extremely important man. The three elites I told you about – the ones whose
sons will soon be promised to Aboo’s daughters? Each will offer you
considerable wealth and status to combine your fleet with his enterprise so he
can force Aboo to name him or his son Aboo’s heir.”


“You want the fleet aligned with you now, so you can
convince Aboo to ally himself with you and head off the other elites,” I said.


Pipi smiled. “You’re as bright as everyone says. Yes.
Combined with your fleet, Aboo’s and my alliance would be unassailable. Even if
all the other elites aligned themselves against us they wouldn’t prevail.”


“What’s your offer?” I asked. Might as well play along with
Pipi. Especially since Abar would want to know what she was up against. Despite
my promise to Pipi I was going to tell Abar about this  conversation. I
owed her everything and him nothing.


“I’m willing to gamble everything will play out exactly the
way I’ve projected. So, agree that you’ll ally yourself with me the very day
you’re named Dedi’s heir and I’ll give Wenher to you the instant you make your
promise. You’ll be part of my family, with all the wealth and influence that
brings.”


I was astounded. Out of the blue – wealth, status, and a
most beautiful and engaging woman.


“I’d like that, Nykara. A lot,” Wenher said boldly. She’d
obviously known about her father’s offer in advance of this encounter. She
sidled a bit closer to me. Her eyes were shining, her cheeks touched with red.


“That’s a very generous and…” – I searched for the right
word, gazing at Wenher – “…pleasing offer.” She really was fetching. “But what
if you’re wrong?” I asked Pipi. “What if Dedi doesn’t name me his heir as soon
as I arrive home from Badari?”


“Right away or a few years from now – it doesn’t alter my
plan,” Pipi said. “I’m convinced the pieces will fall into place eventually.
But, as a sign of good faith and to keep you out of the hands of the other
elites, I’ll give Wenher to you the moment you’re back from Badari, assuming
you give me your word then you’ll ally yourself to me as soon as Dedi dies.” He
placed his palms on his thighs. “Once you promise me, I’ll make Aboo an offer
he won’t be able to refuse. I’ll see to it Aboo names you an elite afterwards,
too. You’ll have everything you’ve ever desired.”


I’d never imagined myself in such a position, raised far
above my station, or that I’d be offered a woman like Wenher. An obviously
willing and enthusiastic woman. And beautiful. For years I’d been searching for
an exceptional woman I could love and who’d love me. The only truly exceptional
woman I knew was Abar, but she’d never be more than a friend. Not so long ago she’d
actually hated me. I couldn’t imagine her making the leap from friendship to
love. She’d never given any sign she might. Besides, she was going to end up
joined to Nekhen’s next ruler, either Rawer or Wehemka or maybe even a
different elite. Being a ruler’s woman was her ambition, her destiny. That’s
what she’d dreamed of her whole life. She’d never be that joined to me. But
having gotten close to Abar, I now measured other women against her
intelligence and ambition and drive. Might Wenher be that woman? I didn’t know
her well enough to judge how she stacked up. And as for love, what if we joined
and love never came? Would we both be miserable for the rest of our lives? Was
agreeing to join with Wenher simply to ensure I became an elite fair to her, or
me? Besides, gaining a woman or improving my status wasn’t what was most
important to me. Having the freedom to use the fleet to pursue Dedi’s quest, as
I’d promised him I would, was. It’s what I was devoting my life to, after all.
“How much autonomy would I have running the fleet in your alliance?” I asked
Pipi.


“Use it however you like, just as long as deliveries get
made on time and trade goods continue to flow,” Pipi replied. “What do I know
about boats and workshops and craftsmen and trade?” He stood. “Think about my
offer, Nykara. I assume you’ll keep it to yourself, as you promised. If
anything we talked about today gets out I’ll deny every word.”


I nodded.


“Good. Of course, if your trip to Badari is a failure the
whole deal’s off. The fleet will be back in Rawer’s hands and my potential
alliance with Aboo will be dead.”


“I understand the stakes.”


“We’ll speak again the very hour you return from the North.
Be prepared to give me your answer then. And now, I need to get back to my
brewery. Come along, Wenher.”


She rose, smiled engagingly, took a step. Her hand lingered
atop mine for a moment. “Have a very successful trip, Nykara. Hurry back. Don’t
keep me waiting.” Then she followed Pipi down the wadi path. She looked over
her shoulder at me several times.


I remained perched atop the boulder until they were halfway
to the lower settlement. My head was spinning, trying to process Pipi’s offer.
It was almost too much to comprehend. I was going to have a lot to mull over on
the trip north. There was much about it to like – especially the autonomy to
pursue Dedi’s dream. Abar would be interested in that. How she’d feel about
being joined to Wehemka I hadn’t a clue. Nor how I’d feel joined to Wenher.


But I had business to attend to and I was behind schedule. I
unhooked my lead donkey from the bush and hurried up the path.


On the wadi terrace, to the right behind the outcrop, far
over my head, was the cemetery where Nekhen’s dead rulers lay at rest, a wall
of wood and reed plastered with mud lining its edge, painted with colorful
figures and patterns. The curved roof of a twenty–three foot long wood hall
standing next to Depy’s grave was barely visible above the fence, as were the
roofs of the halls marking the graves of Depy’s father Gehes and another
now–forgotten ruler. The most impressive funerary hall, a great square building
nearly sixty feet long on each side, larger than the other three structures
combined, belonged to Pipi’s ancestor, the last of the brewers who’d ruled
Nekhen. Earlier rulers lay mostly in unmarked pits, though a handful were close
by small reed buildings long ago fallen into ruin. Taken together, the graves
and funerary halls – buildings where mourners could come to honor and remember
their ancestors – made this cemetery a sacred precinct.


The wadi path soon intersected another perpendicular to it
heading due south and I took it. Ahead of me sprawled the upper settlement, a
nondescript collection of scattered mud–reed huts and houses arranged in no
particular order, some with pens and fenced areas attached, most without. At
one time, according to Dedi, about half the elite families had resided in the
upper settlement, including Nekhen’s ruler, but those days were long past. In
one section columns of thick smoke rose from what I supposed were kilns, the
smoke bent nearly horizontal, for as usual at this time of day the hot wind off
the desert was blowing fiercely. In fact, sand stung my cheek with every gust.
To my right, at the base of the western plateau, at the terminus of the path
I’d been walking earlier, were more plumes of smoke. I’d been told there were
many kilns located there to take maximum advantage of the wind. 


I encountered a young boy in the path, his head shaved
except for a long sidelock, and asked after Hemaka. The boy pointed me up the
slope to a small cluster of houses. I headed that way.


I passed a brewery, much smaller than Pipi’s, its yard
filled with tell–tale water jars and empty transport jars and clay granaries
and several donkeys waiting to be loaded. This brewery likely served the needs
of the residents of the upper settlement, and probably the funeral feasts held
in the nearby cemetery. That was the reason Amenia still made decorated
pottery, according to Ipu – for funerals. Just past the pottery was a large
building with walls of mud brick, the only one of that construction in Nekhen,
heavily scented with smoke and offal. Cattle and goats and sheep were butchered
there, and fish were processed, both for daily consumption in Nekhen and for
funeral feasts in the adjoining cemetery. I’d been told there were ten separate
hearths inside where meat was cooked. Workmen were currently piling bloodied
bones and stacking hides from the animals slaughtered for yesterday’s feast on
the flat ground adjoining the building. There were currently no live animals in
the attached pens.


I continued on a narrow lane, accompanied by the squealing
of pigs and the baas of goats from inside pens. Before long I reached the very
edge of the settlement. The house before me was finely constructed of reeds and
mud, with a palm frond–roofed verandah on its long side. A similar house, older
and larger, was a few paces beyond. I entered a vast open yard edged by the two
houses and a few workers’ huts. The scarred and broken face of Nekhen’s rocky
western plateau loomed sixty or seventy feet high some fifty yards beyond the
pottery works. Atop it was desert, reaching to the horizon.


A grimy worker saw me and stepped forward.


“I’m looking for Hemaka. I’m here to pick up a load of
pottery.”


While I waited for him to appear I surveyed the area. At the
rear of the yard were five kilns, simple pits cut into a platform of
highly–fired mud, open on one side. Men were arranging unfired pots atop sticks
of wood and broken pottery sherds covered with a layer of mud in several of
them. The yard itself contained hundreds of coarse reddish jars and pots,
undecorated, arranged in somewhat orderly rows by size and shape. They looked
exactly like those produced by Teti; apparently, Hemaka’s and Sanakht’s
ancestors had also adopted that style. Off to one side were a smaller number of
large cream–colored jars painted with images in reddish–brown, as well as
polished–red jars with images in white, the decorated ones I’d come for. There
were also black–topped jars, the most ancient style. Half the yard was shaded
by a large rectangular wood frame roofed with palm fronds. Below it men and
women and a few girls were on their knees, kneading masses of clay. More men
were seated beside them, carefully winding coils of clay atop each other to
create pots. Still more were using sherds of pottery to smooth completely
formed pots inside and out. Unworked lumps of clay were stacked to one side,
edged with many jars full of water. In the sun, atop reed mats, lay rows of
pots and jars that had been formed but not yet fired. I noted the mark on each
pot indicating it came from this works. A few acacia trees provided more shade
in one corner of the yard, remnants, I assumed, from the groves that had once
spilled down the wadi and had somehow escaped the woodcutters.


“I’m Hemaka. You’re looking for me?”


I recognized him from the conclave. He was in his late
twenties, finely dressed, his hair long and braided. Though he was only a minor
potter he was my better. I bowed to him respectfully.


“I’ve come to collect pottery to take to Badari, as Aboo
directed yesterday.”


“I remember.”


“The decorated and black–topped styles.” I handed him a
handful of rounded stones, given me by Dedi, representing the desired quantity.


Hemaka studied them briefly. “I can’t imagine why Badarians
would want decorated jars,” he said disdainfully. “We don’t even use them in
Nekhen anymore, except for funerals. You’ve come on a fool’s errand, Boy.
You’ll get nothing in return for them.”


Hemaka struck me as narrow–minded and full of himself. And
ignorant about trade.


“Nonetheless, they’re what I require,” I said politely.


Hemaka shook his head. He snorted disdainfully. “Nekauba!”
he shouted.


A boy about my age hurried to us. He was much shorter than
me, stocky, his hair long, kilt dirty, skin darkened by the sun. He eyed me
disinterestedly.


“Take these donkeys over to the decorated jars and pots.
Load every last one of them,” Hemaka barked. “You can wait under the trees in
the shade until Nekauba’s done,” he told me. He shouted towards the canopy.
“Girl! Beer for our visitor. Now!”


Hemaka turned to follow Nekauba and the donkeys. A girl
detached herself from two others and raced from under the canopy and into the
closest house in a swirl of skirt and a flash of long brown legs. I took a seat
on the ground under the nearest acacia tree. It was much cooler in the shade. I
wiped sweat from my face. It felt good to rest; all of us in the boatyard had
worked through the night, ever since our return from the conclave, and would
the rest of today too. I planned to depart well before Aboo’s deadline. In a
moment the girl reappeared, gracefully and carefully carrying with both hands a
cup filled to the brim with beer. It was Amenia. She crossed the yard and moved
under the tree and handed it to me.


I took a long drink. I was thirsty after the long walk to
the upper settlement.


“I’m Amenia,” she said cheerfully.


Yesterday’s shyness was not evident. Apparently crowds made
her that way. Or the presence of Nekhen’s rulers.


“I know. We’ve met before.”


She seemed surprised. “You remembered? That was four years
ago.”


Amenia was about my age, I guessed, taller than any girl in
the lower settlement, thin, obviously undernourished, very plain–looking,
particularly in comparison to Abar or Wenher. Her eyes were nearly as black as
the malachite that outlined them. They seemed like deep mysterious pools, the
only feature that set her apart even remotely from other girls. Her skin was
sun–browned and smooth, skirt very dirty, hands and fingers and forearms and
knees filthy with clay, some of it still wet, the rest dried to a light white
film. There was even some smeared on her cheeks and chin. She wore a small
flint amulet attached to a bit of twine around her neck – an image of our
protective goddess Bat – and another of the falcon god. Her light brown hair,
laced with golden highlights, was pulled up above her rather elegant neck and
fastened in back with several bone hairpins, each decorated with an ostrich, no
doubt to keep her hair out of the clay as she worked. She reached behind her
and extracted the hairpins and tossed her head several times and shook her hair
out, then pulled the long tresses forward over her right shoulder. The gentle
curls reached halfway to her waist.


I realized I was staring. I wasn’t sure why. I colored. “I’m
Nykara.”


“I know. As you said, we’ve met before.” Amenia smiled more
broadly. Her teeth were white, lips soft and full. “I saw you at the ceremony
yesterday, when Great–grandmother gave you the falcon god’s blessing. I’ve seen
you wrestling and running and competing in other events at festivals these past
years too. Beating everyone.”


“Impressed you, did I?” I immediately regretted saying it.
Sounded like I was bragging. I never bragged.


“You did,” Amenia said frankly. “Not just me, either. We
girls have been talking about you for as long as I can remember. We like to
gossip when we go to the river to bathe or fetch water or wash clothes or weave
mats – mostly about boys.” She laughed, a liquid, lilting sound. “Though the
boatmen’s girls have staked a claim to you and warned the rest of us off.” She
suddenly blushed. “I can’t believe I just said that out loud.”


My face unaccountably turned red too. It was no secret as
many women in Nekhen were pursuing me as men were Abar, and just as vigorously.
I suppose I had to add Wenher to my list after this morning, though in her case
pursuit wasn’t exactly the right term. For all intents and purposes, she was
mine if I wanted her. I had absolutely no idea if I did. At any rate, I had no
interest in any of the others. They were all content with their lives, their
only aspiration to have and raise babies. I wasn’t going to settle for a woman
like that, or give one the impression I would, especially not after becoming so
close to Abar, being involved with a woman with drive and ambition and vision.


“What else do the girls say?” I blurted. Why had I asked
that? I was feeling very awkward.


“Some say Abar has her eye on you,” Amenia replied. “They
say the two of you spend lots of time alone together.”


“I didn’t know the gossips wasted their time on us,” I said.
Did Abar know we were a topic of conversation? Why did it bother me Amenia
might believe rumors about me? Because it did. I’d never worried what a woman
thought about me before. “Anyway, that’s ridiculous,” I told Amenia. “Abar and
I coordinate boats and donkeys. That’s all. Besides, I’m a commoner and she’s
going to be a ruler’s woman – Rawer’s.” Unless Pipi gets his way.


“I know,” Amenia assured me. “She’s told me about him – and
you.”


“She has? You’re acquainted with Abar?” I knew she’d seen
Amenia’s pottery when Ibetina had given birth, but I wasn’t aware they’d
actually conversed, especially about me. I wondered what Abar had told her.


“We spent time together when her half–sisters were born.
Occasionally I run into her while I’m making mats at the river. We talk when
Aboo summons Great–grandmother to the audience hall and I go along to help.”


“Like at the conclave yesterday?”


Amenia nodded. “Ruined a perfectly good skirt, too. It’s
hard for Great–grandmother to get around by herself these days.”


“If it’s not too rude of me to ask, what happened to her
forearms?” I was glad to not be talking about myself anymore.


“She broke them when she was about my age,” Amenia replied.
“A man who was obsessed with her attacked her on top of the outcrop beside the
wadi path. He either pushed her or she fell. She doesn’t remember. She
apparently hit her head really hard. Gehes, our ruler at the time, crushed her
attacker’s skull with a mace and then cut his head off before he tossed the
rest of his body into his grave. Great–grandmother’s bones fused badly and so
her hands are twisted outward at odd angles. I have to help her get ready every
morning and assist her throughout the day. There are things she just can’t do
for herself.”


“It’s lucky she has you, then,” I said.


Amenia lowered her voice. “Yesterday was so scary,” she said
confidentially. “I’ve only been that close to Aboo a handful of times since he
became our ruler. I’d never been in front of such a monstrous crowd. When I was
standing next to Aboo and Great–grandmother on the dais I was absolutely
petrified.” She sank to the ground at my side, cross–legged. Her eyes met mine.
They were frank, open. “You don’t mind if I stay and talk, do you? I so hate
kneading clay when it’s this hot. You’re a good excuse not to.”


“No. Yes. I’m glad to be an excuse. I mean, stay. Please,” I
stammered. Amenia was having a strange effect on me. She’d already embarrassed me
twice, something no one ever did. She seemed quite different from the boatmen’s
girls – unprepossessing, direct, unafraid to speak her mind. She wasn’t fawning
all over me either, which was quite nice. I couldn’t help comparing her to
Abar, who knew herself to be better than everyone and practically demanded to
be worshiped. Amenia seemed exactly the opposite.


“Do you always pick up pottery?” Amenia asked.


“I’m no delivery boy,” I said a bit more huffily than I
intended. I didn’t want Amenia to think me a common laborer. “I’m a boat
builder and I oversee Dedi’s fleet.”


She eyed the donkeys. “If you say so.”


“You must realize how important the trip is – you heard Aboo
order it. I leave in three days, perhaps sooner.”


“You’re really leading the expedition?”


“I’ve been going on expeditions with Dedi since I was
fifteen. The fleet’s his, and most of the craftsmen who line the oval court.”


“I’ve heard Uncle talk about him. Great–grandmother too, of
course. And Abar.”


“Hemaka’s not your father?”


“No. Uncle and Auntie took me in a few months ago when my
grandfather died. That’s when his works were split between Uncle Hemaka and
Uncle Sanakht. Grandfather had watched over me since I was an infant, when my
parents died. Uncle’s my mother’s brother. His daughters are my cousins – one
older, two younger.”


“My mother was Dedi’s woman for several years after my
father died. She’s dead now too. So he’s my only family.”


“It’s hard sometimes, isn’t it, being beholden to others?”
Amenia asked somewhat sadly.


“You don’t feel like you’re really part of Hemaka’s family?”


“Truthfully? No.”


“That’s how Rawer makes me feel – like an outsider.”


Amenia sighed. “Is it true Dedi is the best boat builder
ever? That’s what Great–grandmother claims.”


“Yes,” I concurred. “Except some day I’ll be even better.”


“You have an awfully high opinion of yourself,” Amenia
chided.


“Only because I’ve worked hard to become an expert with
every tool a boat builder uses,” I said proudly. “I can assemble a reed boat
faster than any other workman in the boatyard.”


“And if I asked one of them… he’d agree?” she challenged.


“He would. I’m the best steersman in the fleet too. And I’ve
done what none of them has – I’ve helped Dedi design a boat, and then designed
one all on my own, and overseen its construction. It’s the one I’m taking to
Badari.”


She took her long hair in both hands, lifted it to cool her
neck. “Where’s Badari?” she asked. “Is it close by?”


I laughed.


“Don’t make fun of me,” Amenia snapped, letting her hair
fall. “How would I know? You think Uncle tells me anything about the world?”


I liked that Amenia was standing up for herself, and that
she was interested in the valley beyond Nekhen. She was like Abar in that
regard, and unlike every other girl I knew. “I’m sorry, Amenia,” I apologized.
“All boatmen know about the settlements and hamlets along the river. I assumed
everyone at Nekhen did.”


She crossed her arms defiantly across her chest. “Well,
girls don’t. Men don’t see the need to tell us that sort of thing. I’m only
aware Abu and Tjeni and Nubt even exist because Abar told me about them. I know
about Badari because my ancestress Tiaa once lived there. It’s mentioned in my
family’s stories. But I don’t know anything about it except its name.”


“Frankly, that’s all anyone knows,” I said contritely.
“Badari’s extraordinarily far – at least three weeks journey there, supposedly,
a month or more back, depending on the speed of the current and the strength of
the winds. It’s somewhere in the middle of the valley. Your ancestress Tiaa and
Dedi’s ancestor Ankhmare may have been the last two people from Nekhen to have
seen Badari. They fled it in fear for their lives and never went back. Tjeni is
the farthest north I’ve gone.”


“I’ve never been more than a mile from Nekhen,” Amenia said
wistfully.


I smoothed the dust at our feet and traced a map of the
valley with my finger. “This is Nekhen. Way to the south is Abu. The river’s
blocked by a massive cataract there, so that’s as far as we travel by boat.
Here in the north are Tjeni and Nubt – Tjeni’s a loose collection of hamlets,
not a single settlement like Nekhen. The huts in the southern part of Nubt are
surrounded by a wall – its people mine the deserts for gold and precious stones
and the wall guards them from desert raiders. A number of hamlets are beholden
to both settlements, much like those around here are to Nekhen. Up in the
North, somewhere, is Badari. What lies along the river between Tjeni and
Badari, and how far it is between them, and how or whether the river twists or
turns or whether there are one or more cataracts no one knows for sure. And, of
course, Badari’s size and importance may well be exaggerated. It may have
disappeared entirely in the last half millennium. Or it may be even larger than
Nekhen. I won’t know until I get there.”


“Oh, I wish I could go!” Amenia exclaimed fervently.


Her reaction was refreshing, so different from that I always
got from Pabasa and Rawer when I told them I was going somewhere. Exactly like
Abar’s, however.


“Tell me about all the places you’ve visited,” Amenia
insisted.


So I told her in detail about Abu and Nubt and Tjeni and
Inerty and Hiw and Abdju, about the settlements themselves, their style of
houses, their customs, their industries, how their people lived, the hamlets
that owed allegiance to them. I told her about their cemeteries, none of which
were like ours at Nekhen, their burial customs, their festivals, their local
gods and goddesses. I told her about the stretches of the river I’d traveled,
the wildlife, the plants, the landscapes. I even sketched for her in the dust
an image of the boat I’d built.


Amenia unconsciously leaned towards me the whole time,
eager. I sensed she hungered for knowledge, even as I did. Her eyes held mine,
dark and shining. They were magnetic, drawing me into her. I seemed to be
impressing her with my knowledge and accomplishments. That made me very glad. I
wanted to impress her, though I wasn’t sure why. I couldn’t help wonder if
Amenia was simply the first interesting woman I’d encountered besides Abar and
I was overreacting to her reaction to me. Though I hadn’t reacted this way to
Wenher earlier, and she’d been extraordinarily willing for her father to join
her to me.


Amenia sighed. “I wish I could travel like you do, Nykara.
But I’ve never even been on a boat.”


“I’ve been on them my whole life,” I said. “Trade
expeditions are exciting, for sure, but most days I just make deliveries to
farms within a few miles of Nekhen – taking beer and milk and blood and pottery
and other supplies, returning with fresh foodstuffs, picking up massive loads
of emmer and barley at harvest time. When I’m not captaining my boat I’m
directing the other boatmen and arranging schedules and constructing vessels
and such.” I glanced towards the kilns. “Tell me about your uncle’s pottery
works. I’ve never seen one up close before.”


“It actually belongs to both of my uncles,” Amenia
corrected. “Uncle Sanakht is Uncle Hemaka’s older brother. As I said, they
inherited it from their father, my grandfather Khaemtir.”


“The other house is Sanakht’s?” I asked.


“Yes. It was Grandfather’s, and his grandfather’s before
him. Sanakht took it after Grandfather’s death. To tell the truth, my uncles
don’t get along. Uncle Sanakht controls three of the five kilns, and since he’s
older he makes all the decisions about what pottery gets made and in what
quantities. But the food for our workers is supplied from a farm run by Yuny –
Uncle Hemaka’s oldest daughter, Peseshet, is joined to him – so he thinks he
should have a greater say in things.”


“I can relate,” I said. “I constantly clash with Rawer.”


“The girls talk about him when we gather, too. He’s chased
after enough of them. No one truly likes him – not even those who do whatever
he wants because they expect he’ll succeed Aboo and become our ruler and grant
them future favors. Or so I’ve heard.”


“So have I.” I sighed. “Enough about Rawer. Tell me about
the works.”


“We use three types of clay,” Amenia began. “The first comes
from the foot of those cliffs over there.” She pointed to the face of the
plateau. “It’s yellow, very dense, mostly shale. Over there, at the edge of the
terrace, we collect a dark brown type, silty and sandy. Down at the edge of
cultivation we dig up a pale brown silty–sand type. Each comes out a different
color when it’s fired. We usually temper the clay with straw.”


“What’s temper?”


“Any substance that makes the clay stick together better.”


“You said your uncles operate five kilns?”


“Platform kilns. When we fire, we start with a bed of fuel –
wood or dung or both – and top it with a layer of broken pottery sherds that
acts as an insulator and keeps the pottery from burning. We stack jars three
layers high, cover the top layer with more sherds, slather clay thickly over
everything. The clay holds the heat in. We fire the pottery, break the clay,
remove the jars and bowls and whatever from the kiln, let them cool.” Amenia
pointed at the donkeys. “You’re only taking five loads of jars to Badari? That
seems a long way to go with so little.”


“Not the cheap mass–produced ones. The decorated.”


“Truly? Those are mine!” Pure joy suddenly transformed
Amenia’s face. It was as if a light hidden within her had burst forth. Her eyes
filled with pride and passion. I couldn’t imagine why I’d thought her plain
before. She looked like a totally different girl. She was no classic beauty
like Abar or Wenher, but she was extraordinarily compelling at this moment.


“I know. Abar suggested I bring them along. I remembered Ipu
telling us about you still making the old styles that day in Dedi’s hut.”


“So I have the two of you to thank for this?”


“Abar mostly.”


“Do you remember what you whispered to me all those years
ago?” she asked.


“Sorry, no.”


“You said you admired me for keeping alive the old
traditions.” Unconsciously, she put her hand on my arm and leaned towards me. “A
year after that meeting I invented a new cream–colored style.”


“A girl?” I asked skeptically.


Now it was Amenia’s turn to answer huffily. “Yes, a girl.
How do you think anything useful has spread throughout this valley – pottery,
weaving, basket making, you name it? By women joining with men from different
settlements and taking their skill with them to their new homes. My ancestress
Tiaa invented a way of firing red jars twice so their tops would turn black.
She brought that style from the desert to this valley and taught others.”


“She’s in some of Dedi’s stories,” I said.


“She invented the polished–red ware decorated with white
images right here in Nekhen. She was the first woman to illustrate our world in
pictures on pottery. I do the same on mine. I combine images of plateau and
desert and river and animals and people on the same object – try to tell a
story.” Amenia indicated the rows of coarse pots and jars and other objects
lined up near the kilns. “Uncle Sanakht says decorating pottery is a waste of
time. He’s following Teti’s example, from the lower settlement. He wants to be
as wealthy as him and become an elite. Teti’s and Uncle Sanakht’s and Uncle
Hemaka’s workers can all make dozens of rough pots in the same amount of time
it takes me to make a single decorated pot. If their cheap ones break, so what?
They’re not even worth mending. They throw them away and make another. Uncle
Sanakht says technology is changing throughout the valley in almost everything
and we have to keep up with it. Uncle Hemaka agrees. But I don’t – at all. I
think decorating pottery in the ancient styles is still worthwhile.”


“I never gave pottery any thought,” I said apologetically.


“I think about it all the time,” Amenia said. “My
Great–grandmother taught me, and her grandmother before her, and her
grandmother before her. When I’m shaping one of my jars I feel connected to all
my ancestors and a time beyond memory. I take as much pride in my pottery as
you obviously do in your boats.”


That too was refreshing. My acquaintances all had
aspirations – Rawer to live luxuriously without working, Abar to wield power to
expand Nekhen’s influence, Pabasa and Dagi to become outstanding traders,
Wenher apparently to be my woman. But Amenia and I dreamed of making things and
keeping alive traditions of quality handed down from parent to child for
generations. What good was being a craftsman anyway if your product was
inferior? I’d never had a conversation before with someone who truly took pride
in making something with their hands, as I did. Amenia was turning out to be
quite fascinating.


“Do you make pottery every day?” I asked.


Amenia laughed ruefully. “I wish. If it were up to me I’d be
at my kiln from sunup to sundown, making the cream–colored pots I’ve invented,
plus the red–polished and black–topped that are the legacy of my family. But
Uncle Sanakht sees no purpose in that. He considers the time I spend at my own
kiln as production he’s lost on his cheaper type. The only reason there’s any
decorated pottery available at all right now is because Uncle Hemaka wanted to
stockpile some for future elite funerals. That’s the type they insist on taking
with them to the next life. My pottery is the one thing around here Uncle
Hemaka controls, so he lets me make it. Still, it’s more important even to him
that I do my chores, help around the house, bake bread, spin flax into thread,
make clothing, clean, feed the animals, fetch water and beer, knead clay, and
shape the rough straw–tempered ware. Of course, I go with Great–grandmother
whenever she’s called upon to heal or comfort the sick or dying. I enjoy
healing almost as much as working on my own pottery. I only get to do that in
my free time. And I have precious little free time.”


“We use polished–red ware in the boatyard. It’s been in
Dedi’s family for generations,” I said.


“The red is the oldest style after the black–topped,” Amenia
said. “It’s usually lined inside in white, with a jewel–like finish. On the
outside are images in white – water, fish, men, boats, mountains, ostriches,
hippos, crocodiles, plants, stalks of grain.” She pointed to where the cemetery
fence lined the crest of the far side of the wadi, visible on the heights
looming over the upper settlement. “They match the images painted there. The
boats you see depicted on the oldest jars – that’s what boats looked like in
those days. Eventually those simple images became complete scenes –
river–dwelling animals below a water line, land–dwelling animals above, oared
boats carrying people with desert mountains above and river plants below. And
jars with hippos and crocodiles or other animals arranged in orderly rows or
circles…”


“Depict a world without chaos,” I interrupted.


“Exactly. When someone drinks water from a jar painted with
a deadly beast the liquid provides protection from it. But jars without images
don’t protect from anything.”


“On the other hand, coarse ware like your uncles’ is used in
all the nearby hamlets. It’s perfect to hold beer and water and emmer and
anything else that needs to be carried,” I said.


“True.” Amenia nodded. “Each kiln can fire twenty pots at a
time, so we produce one hundred at once. We fire several times a week.”


“The boy loading the donkeys – he’s been staring at us the
whole time we’ve been talking.”


Amenia sighed. “My cousin Nekauba. Uncle Sanakht’s son. He’s
extremely jealous of any boy who so much as glances at me. He’s counting on me
becoming his woman.”


I had a sinking feeling. “Are you promised to him?” Might as
well find out now. Amenia was intriguing, but what was the point in getting
involved with a girl I couldn’t have?


“My grandfather arranged it when we were small children,
after he discovered my skill as a potter. He didn’t want to lose my production
by joining me to a man elsewhere in Nekhen. So it’s a matter of when, not if,
in Nekauba’s mind.” She sighed again. “I shouldn’t tell you this, but I can’t
stand him. He’ll force me to give up making pottery and healing once we’re
joined. He told me so. He expects me to spend the rest of my life raising his
babies and caring for his household, nothing more.” There was despair in her
voice. “I’ll never travel the river, like you, Nykara. I’ll never see the
world.”


“How long until you’ll be given to Nekauba?”


“Fortunately, it could be quite awhile. Luckily for me, both
of my uncles have grand designs for themselves. Their ambitions are keeping me
out of Nekauba’s hands for now. They both want to be counted among the elite.”


“They’ll have to become wealthier than Teti to do that,” I
said. “But Teti operates more than twenty kilns to their five.”


“They know they can’t compete based on wealth. Their hope is
to ally themselves with other elites. As you saw at the conclave, and when Dedi
transferred rule to Aboo, Great–grandmother is a very important woman, the
falcon god’s priestess. She wields influence in Nekhen. Someday she’ll have to
name her successor. My uncles believe it could be one of them, one of Uncle
Hemaka’s daughters, Nekauba, or even me. If it’s one of Uncle Hemaka’s
daughters he hopes to join her to the son of an elite family. If it’s Nekauba,
Uncle Sanakht hopes to join him with an elite daughter.”


“And if it’s you?” I asked.


“Uncle Hemaka will try to join me to an elite son. I’ve
heard him tell Auntie if he can join either me or one of his daughters to an
elite he’ll divide the pottery works with Uncle Sanakht and go his own way, for
then he’ll be the more influential brother. I expect quite a fight if I’m the
one. In that case Uncle Sanakht will try to force Uncle Hemaka to honor Grandfather’s
promise and join me to Nekauba, so that Uncle Sanakht can control me through
Nekauba and wield my influence himself.”


“So your fate and your cousins’ depends on how long Ipu
lives?”


“Yes. As you can imagine, I pray to the falcon god every day
to give Great–grandmother a very long life.”


“Why do your uncles care so much about being elite? You seem
fairly well off,” I observed. “I never expected to find such a fine house in
the upper settlement.”


“Believe me, I don’t feel very well off when I’m doing my
chores. Uncle Hemaka doesn’t have servants around his house, like the elites
do. He doesn’t want to feed and clothe anyone he doesn’t absolutely have to.
And he’s pretty stingy with those he does have to. Including his own daughters
and me.”


Amenia was no common laborer. She was a talented
craftswoman. I was very attracted to her, even though I’d just met her. She was
a breath of fresh air compared to other girls. But what of it? Even if she
wasn’t promised to Nekauba I’d probably never see her again after today. I
wasn’t the type of person her uncle would consider suitable if he was trying to
increase his status by linking his family to one of the elites. Hemaka was just
like Pipi and the elites who were trying to join their sons to Abar and her
younger sisters. Was no man in Nekhen content with the wealth and status and
influence he already had?


Amenia stood. “Would you like to see how I make my pottery?”


“I would.” I actually was interested, and escaping Nekauba’s
relentless gaze would be a bonus. I rose. The top of Amenia’s head reached just
a few inches above my shoulder.


“How tall are you?” she asked, looking up at me.


“A little over six feet. No one in Nekhen is taller.”


“No wonder you make big boats,” she giggled.


I followed Amenia from the shade across the dusty sandy
terrace towards the very base of the plateau some fifty yards to the west. She
moved lightly, quickly, almost exuberantly, her feet barely skimming the
ground. It was hard to keep up with her despite my much longer strides. The sun
suffused her bare back with a golden glow and her hair blew about in the wind,
which was very strong so high up the unprotected slope. We followed a well–worn
path hugging the base of the plateau, continued north, crossed the head of the
wadi slicing east to the river, eventually halted at the west end of the
ruler’s cemetery. Directly west loomed a high rough rock face scarred with
indentations and chimneys of broken stone and deeply cut by gullies, their
depths shadowed. We scrambled a short distance up one of the small gullies; it
was partly overhung by a rock shelf. Several large boulders lined one side.
There was a level area beside a natural chimney at its end. Wood and sheep dung
were piled there. Along one side of the gully was a tidy row of several dozen
jars and pots of various sizes and shapes, some cream–colored, some
polished–red with black tops, some polished–red with white images painted on
them. All had been recently fired. High above them, shaded by the rock shelf, a
sickle–shaped boat was etched, four people on its deck, a star shining above
its prow.


Amenia saw me staring at the boat. “Great–grandmother says
this gully was once a shrine, a sacred place, where my ancestors came to
worship the falcon god and remember our family’s dead long before the oval
court was created, perhaps even before Nekhen’s cemeteries existed. She says
the boat was etched by Tiaa when she first settled here, that the bodies on the
boat were members of her family. If that’s true, the etching is more than five
hundred years old.”


“What does the image mean, do you suppose?” I asked,
surveying it intently.


“Great–grandmother says the boat is carrying the spirits of
the dead to the Afterlife, to the never–setting stars.”


“I wonder if my family had a shrine like this?” I asked.


“Probably. Great–grandmother and I used to go on long walks
around the plateaus, up until a few years ago. She showed me hundreds of
etchings she’d discovered when she was a girl, usually beneath overhanging
rocks or in sheltered places – a tiny elephant, a man carrying a yoke on his
shoulders, an ibex, cows, birds, many boats, a number of abstract symbols –
parallel lines, rows of notches in concentric ovals. Over there, in a shelter
on the north face of the plateau, we found four giraffes with ropes tied around
their necks, keeping them under control for all time. Those particular images
are so faint they’re only visible for an hour or two each day when the sun
strikes the rock face just right. She also showed me a circle of upstanding
sandstone slabs perched on a small hill. She said there was an arrangement like
it at the playa where my ancestress Tiaa was born. For all she knows, Tiaa set
this one up. Anyway, at its base is a small highly detailed hippopotamus with a
crosshatched body, with a harpoon attached to a rope coming from it. I’ve seen
similar images painted on old pottery jars. Far to the northwest we discovered
an ostrich and a hunting bow.”


“I spent all my time along the river when I was growing up,”
I said. “Now I wish I’d explored the plateaus. I had no idea there were such
shrines and etchings.”


“Maybe I’ll show them to you someday,” Amenia said, then
colored slightly.


I hoped she would. The thought of wandering the plateaus
with Amenia was exciting. I scanned the gully once more. A considerable number
of sherds littered the ground – cracked, bloated, warped, burned, vitrified –
so many it was impossible to take a step without crunching one underfoot.


“These are wasters,” Amenia explained, kicking at the sherds
with her bare toes. “Sometimes the jars and pots explode or crack during
firing. The elegant thin–walled jars I make require much skill to form, dry and
fire.”


“Tell me how you make them.”


She swept her hand around the gully. “As you can see, I make
pottery in three different styles – two to preserve our ancient traditions, and
one I invented after much trial and error. The clay for both the polished–red
and black–topped pottery comes from the riverbank. That for the cream–colored
comes from a spot only I know of here on the plateau. It’s very fine and dense,
quite unlike that used for Uncle’s mass–produced pottery or the other types.
Whatever the source, I break the clay down in water, pick out small pebbles and
other impurities, dry it, temper it, wedge it to get it to the proper
consistency. Then I roll the clay into long thin coils and use them to build a
jar or pot or bowl from the bottom up. After that, using broken sherds of
pottery, I smooth the object both inside and out until it’s perfectly shaped.”
She picked up a large jar. Her fingers were long and thin and strong. She
showed me the jar’s contents. There were dozens of sherds inside, some small,
some large, some straight–edged, some curved. All showed signs of heavy use.
“These are my tools. Each serves a specific purpose.”


“What if the jar isn’t perfect after you’ve shaped it?”


“I mash the clay into a lump and start again. But mine
almost always turn out perfectly,” she said matter–of–factly. “That’s why my
jars and decorated pots are always included in elite burials.”


“That’s very impressive,” I said. “You must be proud,
knowing they’ll serve the dead for eternity.”


“I am. After my jars are shaped I set them aside to dry. I
check on them several times a day. If they dry too fast they’ll warp or crack
and be ruined. Once they’ve dried to the consistency of hard leather, I coat
the polished–red and black–topped with red ochre. Then I polish them with a
smooth pebble to create a fine sheen.”


“How long does that take?” I asked.


“Each jar requires hours to coat and polish, much less shape
initially. So you understand why I produce so few, with everything else I have
to do.”


“Then you fire them in your kiln?”


“Not right away. First I heat them in a low intensity
bonfire. That drives the remaining water from the clay. Too much water and the
jar explodes, you see.” She swept her hand around the ground. “Hence the
wasters.”


“You fire over there?” I asked, pointing to the end of the
gully.


“Yes. I put down a layer of kindling, then firewood, then a
layer of sherds to protect the jars from direct contact with the fire, then the
jars. I surround the jars with more firewood and straw, then cover everything
with a layer of sticky mud. I fire the jars for hours. A little before they’re
done I start another fire with sheep dung and a layer of firewood. I take the
undecorated polished–red jars out of the kiln and place them top down in the
ashes of the second fire. That’s what creates the black top. The decorated
don’t get the second firing.”


“I always wondered about that.” I looked around. “There
aren’t any black sherds on the ground that I can see,” I said.


Amenia nodded. “The jars that survive the first firing
always survive the second.”


“What about the polished–red?”


“I paint in white images of the river or desert and the
wildlife that lives there. Sometimes I paint boats or hunters. My images are
like those on ancient bone and ivory hairpins and combs handed down in my
family for generations.”


“What makes the cream–colored pottery so different?”


“I fire my special clay at a higher temperature, making my
pottery very strong and durable. It’s thinner and lighter and larger as well.
When my jars are filled with water they sweat so the liquid cools through
evaporation. The pigments I use to paint my images are insoluble and impervious
to wear. Unlike the other styles, I occasionally give the cream–colored
handles, or attach protective strips of clay to serve as grips.”


“The decorations?”


“Boats, single and in procession. Cliffs. The river. Palm
trees. Plants. Dancing women. Long–legged birds. Oryx. Addax. Gazelles. Dogs.
Crocodiles. Scorpions. Serpents. Giraffes. Vultures. Triangles, chevrons,
spirals, checked patterns, wavy lines, dots – whatever moves me at the time.
Sometimes I simply dip three fingers into my pigment pot and make small curved
strokes. I do that when I’m pressed for time. As I said, Uncle allows me very
little.”


“How is your uncles’ pottery different?”


“They make only rough cooking pots and medium sized jars to
hold food and beer, and large and small bowls. They’re not intended to be
durable. They fire their pots in large platform kilns, as you’ve seen.”


“New technology in the boatyard lets us create better
boats,” I said. “But new technology in the pottery works results in poorer pottery.”


“What good is technology if quality suffers?” Amenia asked.


She led me over to the finished pottery and began showing me
the cream–colored, one after another. “These came out of my kiln last week. I
haven’t had time to move them to Uncle’s yard yet. Here’s a hippo hunt. I’ve
painted plants inside this bowl, with all their stems pointed towards the
center.”


“Keeping them ordered?”


“Yes.” She pointed to a tall jar with a bulging middle and
flaring lip. “The outside is decorated with stalks of emmer. This one,” she
picked it up, slowly turned it in her hands, “has three crocodiles stacked from
top to bottom on this side and four hippos on the other side, the beasts
separated from each other by river plants.”


I pointed to a wide polished–red bowl with three hippos nose
to tail circling a crosshatched design in its bottom, with a wavy design above
their heads, no doubt representing the river. “We have a bowl like this on the
island.”


“Here’s one with a hunting scene,” Amenia said.


The oval dish was decorated on the inside with crocodiles
and a hippo, and a hunter standing on a reed skiff. Beside it was a tall jar
incised with a bull with wide–spreading horns, painted light red instead of
white. Next to the bull was another tall jar with many sheep facing in both
directions, with mountains above and below them.


“Do you ever combine river and desert scenes on the same
object?” I asked.


“Never. That would break with tradition.”


“What’s this?” I bent down, picked up a clay figurine of a
woman’s torso from the waist up, with rounded breasts and graceful arms and
elegant neck.


“I make them for rituals and burials,” Amenia said. “Mostly,
they’re figures of dancers.”


I turned it over. A fan–shaped symbol was etched on its
back. “Your mark?” I guessed.


She nodded.


I set it back in place. “You’re amazing,” I told Amenia.
“All this is amazing.”


She beamed at my compliment.


“Your Great–grandmother taught you to make these designs?”


“They’re the same ones that have been etched on the rocks
around here for hundreds or thousands of  years,” Amenia said. “I rarely
change the images – only how I combine them on specific pieces of pottery.”


“I had no idea how much work it takes to make pots and
jars,” I said. “I promise I’ll properly pack them on my boat so none breaks
between here and Badari.”


Amenia smiled. Her eyes crinkled a bit at the corners.
“Speaking of jars… I’m sure your donkeys are loaded by now. Uncle will be
looking for us. We should get back.”


“I’ll send someone from the boatyard with more donkeys later
today. I’ll want to bring all of these with me, too.”


Amenia took a step, turned. “I wish I could go to Badari!”
she said fervently. “You’ve opened my eyes to a world I never knew existed.
Thank you for that, Nykara.” She headed down the slope towards her house.


I strode beside her. “Maybe you’ll get to travel someday.”


She shook her head. “Uncle Hemaka will never let me live
anywhere but the upper settlement, much less leave Nekhen – unless he joins me to
an elite. My skill as a potter is too valuable to him to let me go anywhere. I
produce twice as many of the rough pots as any of his men. I could make them in
my sleep.”


Amenia interested me as few people ever had. “Well, come
down to the river sometime,” I told her grandly. “I’ll give you a ride on my
boat. It’ll be little enough payback for providing the pottery for my
expedition.”


“I make reed mats beside the river every week or so, along
with the daughters of other potters,” she said. “Sometimes I wash clothes there
too.”


“I’ll be watching for you,” I said. Then, uncertainly – “If
you want me to.”


Her cheeks colored. Her eyes rose to mine, frank. “Uncle
wouldn’t like it. Neither would Nekauba.” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “But
I would, Nykara. I’d like it very much.”


A warmth I’d never felt before welled up inside me. Had I
just stumbled on the exceptional woman I’d been looking for to share my life?


The donkeys were ready when we reached the works. Hemaka was
waiting beside the animals, fuming, an earthenware jar filled with the stones
I’d given him earlier at his feet. Amenia spotted him and immediately dashed to
the covered area and resumed her work. She didn’t tell me goodbye. I strode
straight to him.


“What were you two up to?” Hemaka asked, suspicious.


“I asked Amenia to show me how she makes her pottery. She
took me to her kiln and explained the process.”


“Why?” Hemaka asked sharply.


“I’ve gone on many trade expeditions with Dedi,” I replied
calmly. “He always has the advantage in an exchange of goods because he knows
everything there is to know about what he’s trading. That way he can properly
set its value against what’s produced in other settlements. That’s why Dedi
always comes out ahead when he trades with Nubt and Tjeni and Abu. Their traders
don’t know their goods as well as he knows his.” I fingered the top of a jar
sticking out of a net on the nearest donkey. “I wanted to find out about these,
the effort it takes, their scarcity, so I can have the advantage in Badari.
I’ve never traded jars like these before.”


“Hmph. Well, now that you know, stay away from my niece. She
doesn’t need the likes of you bothering her and keeping her from her work.”


I quickly inspected the bulging nets on every donkey, made a
quick count of jars. “Everything seems to be in order,” I said.


Hemaka handed me a sherd of pottery with a jar drawn on it
in ink. He gave me a bit of reed. I knelt, dipped its end into a small jar of
ink on the ground beside his foot, drew the swinging hull of a boat on the
sherd directly below the jar. I stood, handed the sherd to him. He carefully
placed it in the jar atop the stones. “Be on your way now, Boy,” he snapped.


I led the string of donkeys out of Hemaka’s yard. I looked
back over my shoulder just before his house disappeared from view. Amenia was
bent over, smoothing the inside of a large pot, but I could tell she was
watching me. That made me unaccountably happy. Wenher hadn’t a few hours ago,
and she’d practically thrown herself at me.


I turned my attention back to the path. Perhaps my offer to
give Amenia a ride on my boat would lure her to the boatyard. If not, I’d find
a reason to return to the upper settlement and see her. Now that I’d found her,
I wasn’t going to rest until she was mine. It occurred to me if my expedition
to Badari was successful it would lead to more, all of which would require her
pottery and give me a reason to call on her. If I needed an incentive to
succeed on my upcoming trip besides helping Dedi realize his life’s ambition, I
now had it.


I’d just reached the outcrop beside the wadi path when
Nekauba suddenly stepped from behind the jumble of huge boulders at its base,
approximately the same spot where Pipi and Wenher had been waiting for me
earlier. He blocked my way. He held a three–foot long wood club in one hand,
menacingly. I halted my string of donkeys.


“Don’t be getting any ideas about Amenia,” he snarled.


“Excuse me?” I looked down at Nekauba, somewhat amused. If I
wanted I could probably snap him in two. Despite his little club. Besides, his warning
had come too late. My mind was already whirling with ideas about Amenia.


“I saw how you were staring at her. You’re wasting your
time. We grew up together. She’s mine.”


“Maybe you should let her decide, don’t you think?” I asked
evenly.


He stiffened. “Her uncle and my father already have.”


He was exaggerating, based on what Amenia had told me, but
what was the point in aggravating him by calling him out?


Nekauba swept his eyes over me. “You think you have a chance
with her? An errand boy? She and I are going to join. When Uncle Hemaka and my
father die their pottery works will be mine. Think you can offer Amenia a
future like that?”


Nekauba was an obnoxious boy. I could in fact offer her a
better future. I had half a mind to thrash him. But I didn’t want Amenia to
take any grief from him on my account, not when I wouldn’t be around to defend
her. I held my palms up. “Not that it’s any of your business, but Amenia and I
simply had a conversation about pottery–making while we waited for you to load
my donkeys, one Hemaka approved. That’s all. She told me you want her for your
woman. I understand her situation perfectly.”


Nekauba reached up and shoved me in the chest with his free
hand. “See you remember it.” He tapped the end of the club in his left palm a
couple of times, gave me a superior and condescending smile.


I ripped the club away and grabbed each end and broke it
over my knee in one swift movement. I tossed the two halves aside. Nekauba
shrank back involuntarily, his eyes wide.


I stepped towards him. “Next time you want to talk with me,
Nekauba, leave your little toys at home. And your threats.”


He scurried off towards the upper settlement without looking
back.


I slapped the lead donkey on the rear and the string began to
move once more. I’d made an enemy of Nekauba just now, but so what? He wasn’t
much of an enemy. I wasn’t going to let him come between Amenia and me.


 


 


***


 


 


We were within sight of Nubt when my boat jerked violently
and ripped the steering oar from my hands and launched me forward onto tall
pottery jars filled with trade goods crammed tightly together on the deck. My
formerly–resting oarsmen, similarly sprawled atop my cargo or entangled with
each other, filled the air with cries and curses as they struggled to regain
their footing. I quickly scrambled back to the stern on hands and knees. The
vessel, caught on something, paused for a long moment, started swinging
perpendicular to the current, tilted sideways. Then, with a shudder, it freed
itself and began to drift. I got to my feet, caught hold of the oar, pushed
against it with all my might, steered towards the western shore. Sluggish,
taking on water, we limped to land. Several crewmen jumped overboard as we
touched and secured the bow with a long rope to the trunk of a palm tree. I
moved amidships to the side of the boat, peered over. There was a huge gash in
the side, partly above and partly below the waterline, perhaps ten feet long. I
was going to have to replace entire sections of reeds. I thanked the gods we
hadn’t sunk and lost our cargo. I glanced in the direction from which we’d
come, caught sight of palm fronds poking up in the channel. No doubt a tree
uprooted during the last inundation had drifted downstream and lodged against
the river bottom. We’d been unlucky enough to collide with its tip, hidden
slightly below the surface.


Dagi and Pabasa joined me, surveyed the damage.


“Two days to repair, at least,” I estimated. “Dagi, have the
men unload our goods and place them together on shore. Then drag the boat onto
land. We can’t fix it while it’s in the water.” I pointed. “Assign some of the
crew to cut reeds from that patch over there. They’re all experienced builders;
they’ll know which kind. Once that’s done have them start assembling bundles.”
I straightened. “Pabasa, come with me. I’m going into Nubt to arrange beer and
bread for the next couple of days.”


Pabasa and I disembarked.


“Are we calling on Oonesh?” he asked hopefully.


Oonesh – Jackal – was Nubt’s ruler and chief trader. He too presided
over a group of elites, though much fewer in number than Nekhen’s and nowhere
near as wealthy, since Nubt was considerably smaller than our settlement. His
position was not hereditary; he’d been chosen by the other elites upon the
death of the prior ruler and so his power was considerably less than Aboo’s.
Pabasa had accompanied me on two visits to Nubt so far as part of his training
to operate a trading post. During them he’d made the acquaintance of Oonesh’s
eldest daughter, Rennefer. I guessed her to be sixteen or so. That’s who Pabasa
really wanted to call on. She’d seemed equally interested in Pabasa both times.
Abar had taken that as a good sign when I’d reported it to her. She wouldn’t
have to worry about at least one of her permanent traders quickly joining with
a high–ranking local woman.


Nubt consisted of two separate settlements on high ground
just beyond the half–mile wide cultivated plain, separated from each other by
one of the many wadis slicing into the plateau on the west side of the valley.
A number of nearby hamlets had relationships with Nubt, though none were
officially beholden to its ruler as the hamlets near Nekhen were to Aboo. The
northern settlement was smaller, inhabited mostly by workmen, edged by a
ceremonial ground that was quite primitive in comparison to Nekhen’s. The
southern settlement was inhabited by the elites, surrounded by a wall of logs
set in a trench and plastered over with mud. Nubt’s trade goods were stored in
a hut inside the wall. A substantial cemetery occupied the low desert directly
west of the southern settlement, atop a low elongated gravel ridge centered in
a wadi, marked by hundreds of depressions left behind when the brush and dirt
mounded over the graves collapsed and settled. The number of depressions
attested to Nubt’s great age.


We crossed the long cultivated strip and passed through the
gate into the southern settlement. The dusty meandering lanes inside were
crowded with men and laden donkeys and women balancing water jars on their
shoulders, and running children. It was noisy. Smoke spiraled upward from
numerous houses, all of them larger than the rude huts in the northern
settlement. Pens attached to the houses held geese and a few goats. A short
walk brought us to Oonesh’s residence, which was much larger than the huts
crowded around it. Oonesh happened to be sitting on a leather stool outside in
the shade beside its entrance.


He saw us and rose. “Nykara! Pabasa! You’ve come to trade?”


“Not this time, I’m afraid,” I told him, bowing. “I’m headed
farther north. A tree trunk snagged my boat just south of here, gashed it
pretty badly. It’s going to take a couple of days to repair. I’ve come to
arrange beer for my men while we’re here, and fresh bread.”


“Rennefer!” Oonesh shouted.


A moment later a girl emerged from the house. She spotted
Pabasa, instantly blushed, shyly smiled. It would have been surprising if he
hadn’t been attracted to her. Her skin was light brown, her shining eyes dark
and outlined with malachite, cheeks slightly dimpled, dark hair brushing the
tops of her shoulders, legs long. She was dressed finely, as befit a ruler’s
daughter, in a white linen skirt with a necklace of gold beads and bracelets to
match. Nubt wasn’t called “the golden settlement” for nothing. Its mines in the
eastern desert provided the elites with magnificent luxuries.


“Nykara’s crew needs enough fresh beer and bread for the
next three days,” Oonesh told her. “How many men?” he asked me.


“Eleven.”


“Go to the brewer and baker and arrange for them to deliver
it.”


“Yes, Father.”


“I’ll go along,” Pabasa volunteered. “To tell them where to
deliver,” he added hastily.


The two strolled off, several respectable paces apart,
studiously not looking at each other.


“Please. Sit,” Oonesh said.


I settled on a stool next to his in the shade. It was a
pleasant day, but the sun was hot and being out of it was a relief.


“So, if not Nubt, Tjeni then, to trade?” Oonesh asked.


“Actually, I’m bound for Badari.”


“Never heard of it.”


“It’s somewhere to the north. Dedi’s ancestor came to Nekhen
from there five hundred years ago. Badari figures in dozens of his family’s
stories. There are supposedly forty or fifty hamlets in a twenty–mile strip
along the east side of the river, all loosely associated with each other, maybe
three or four large enough to be called settlements – Hemamiah, Mostagedda and
Matmar are mentioned. Badari is chief among them. Or at least it was half a
millennium ago. It’s always been Dedi’s dream to visit. Our ruler’s sending me
to see if it still exists.”


“Instead of Dedi?”


“Aboo thinks the trip is risky. I’m expendable.”


“The young always are.” Oonesh laughed. “I doubt if anything
worthwhile lies north of Tjeni, Nykara. I personally have no interest in
finding out. My gold mines in the eastern desert give me wealth enough. I mine
a caravan’s worth every three or four months, enough to create objects to keep
my elite followers happy. More caravans occasionally bring me goods from the
oases in the western desert. The trail goes east from them almost to the river,
then cuts south from near Tjeni and right across the eastern bend in the river.
That’s the same route I use to trade by donkey with Tjeni.”


“We boatmen do have to go farther than you to reach Tjeni,”
I admitted. “But drifting north on the river is faster than riding a beast
across the wastes.”


“Speaking of which, a caravan’s due to arrive from the
eastern desert in a day or two. It’s bringing back sea shells and malachite,
and a quantity of mudstone from the Black Mountains halfway between the river
and the eastern sea. That’s its only source, as you well know.”


“Because you remind me every time we trade,” I laughed.
“Scarcity lets you drive a hard bargain. Dedi’s craftsmen turn your mudstone
into the animal–shaped cosmetic palettes Aboo distributes to our elites.
They’re quite a status item.”


Oonesh’s woman appeared with a jar of beer and filled two
cups.


“That’s an interesting jar,” I said as she poured. It was
identical to Amenia’s red–polished pottery, decorated with an image of a hippo.
Was it one Ipu had told us about in Dedi’s hut many years ago, traded by men
from Nekhen?


“It’s been handed down in my family for generations,” Oonesh
said. “Some of our jars and pots have been mended multiple times. They’re much
prized.”


“I have a boat full of very similar objects,” I told him.
“The pottery was made by a descendant of the woman who invented that style in
the first place, in Nekhen.”


“Far–fetched,” Oonesh said, shaking his head. “Everyone
claims their settlement invented something. Still, I’d like to take a look at
your goods tomorrow. Perhaps pottery for mudstone and malachite? Diversify your
cargo before you head to Badari?”


“Sounds good to me,” I replied.


Pabasa and Rennefer reappeared. They were walking much
closer together now than they had been before, and were chatting amiably. Their
apparent reticence had likely melted away the instant they’d left Oonesh’s
sight.


“We’ve arranged delivery for the next several days,” Pabasa
reported as they joined us.


“Thank you,” I told Rennefer. “I hope you’ll join us at our
meals. You too, Oonesh, and the rest of your family.”


Rennefer nodded, looked boldly at Pabasa.


Pabasa sat down next to us at Oonesh’s invitation. Rennefer
moved a few paces away beside the house, knelt, pulled the lid off an
earthenware container, scattered a few handfuls of emmer on a grinding stone,
took up a quern and began sliding it back and forth, leaning on it with all her
weight, turning the emmer into flour. Her hair swayed in time to her movements.


Pabasa eyed her, and not subtly.


“Dedi and I are going to handle trade with Nubt differently
in the future,” I told Oonesh.


“Oh?”


“Instead of me bringing a boatload of goods every three or
four months and trading for a week or so and then returning to Nekhen, I’m
going to establish a permanent trading post – with your permission, of course.
I’ll send men with a boatload of goods monthly to stock it. They’ll return to
Nekhen with whatever we’ve received to that point. That way you’ll be able to
trade with us any time you like. As well as the hamlets that are dependent on
you – Armant, Amrah, Salmany, Mesaid and Mahasna. And Inerty.”


“An interesting concept,” Oonesh said thoughtfully.


“Pabasa will run the post and reside in Nubt permanently,” I
informed him.


Rennefer was listening to our conversation. She seemed
thrilled by the news.


“Three men will assist him, all selected by me and our
ruler’s daughter and trained by Dedi himself. I think this new approach will
benefit both our settlements.”


“You’ll do the same in Tjeni, I assume?” Oonesh asked.


“Yes,” I replied. “I plan to leave Pabasa here when I return
from Badari. He’ll set up the post. I’ll send a boat full of trade goods and
his assistants north about a month later. I assume you’ll help him pick out a
suitable site?”


Rennefer had given up all pretense of working. She was
sitting back on her haunches, hands flat on her upper thighs, leaning slightly
forward, listening intently.


“Certainly. Pabasa, you’re welcome to stay with my family until
you’re settled,” Oonesh offered.


I didn’t even bother looking towards Rennefer to gauge her
delight. Oonesh was clearly aware of the attraction between his daughter and
Pabasa, and obviously not opposed to it. He seemed to actually be encouraging
it. He was pragmatic enough to see as beneficial a relationship between his
daughter and my best friend that would thereby tie him closely to me and
Nekhen. A fitting use for his daughter.


A harried–looking man hurried up to Oonesh, his feet kicking
up the dust. He halted, bowed low. “It’s time, Excellency.”


Oonesh stood, shook his head. “Some dispute or other always
needs resolving.”


Rennefer dashed into the house, returned a moment later with
a tall head covering made of red leather, low in front, sweeping upward in
back. She placed it on her father’s head, straightened it.


“A symbol of my authority,” he told us. “We call it a
crown.”


“Our ruler wears plumes,” I said.


Oonesh turned to Rennefer. “Keep their cups filled with
beer.” He addressed me. “I’ll visit you at your boat tomorrow, Nykara, as soon
as my caravan arrives. We’ll make those trades we discussed.” He headed off
towards the center of the settlement, accompanied by his assistant.


“We’re trading?” Pabasa asked as Rennefer filled a cup for
him with beer. “We’re not saving all our goods for Badari?”


Rennefer took the seat her father had vacated, beside
Pabasa.


“We’re diversifying our cargo somewhat. We may have stumbled
on a new market for Amenia’s decorated pottery. If things go well tomorrow, it
might be one of your primary products once you’re running your post.” That
discovery made me particularly happy, for Amenia would be able to pursue making
her pottery full time in the future, even if my mission to Badari failed. I
could hardly wait to tell her.


 


 


***


 


 


“This trip’s an absolute disaster!” Dagi exclaimed. “First
we nearly wrecked the boat at Nubt. We practically limped all the way here to
Badari. And for what? To waste our time visiting hamlets that have nothing
worth trading?”


“There are less than a quarter as many people on this
twenty–mile stretch of river than are beholden to Aboo back home,” Pabasa said
in disgust. “Whatever it might have been in the time of Dedi’s legends, it
isn’t anymore.”


The three of us were sitting atop a high promontory stabbing
westward from the base of the plateau edging the east side of the river valley.
Directly behind us were dozens of huts made of sticks and matting, scattered in
small groups across the surface of the promontory. It overlooked a wadi cutting
eastward into the plateau. More huts were clustered fifty feet below us at the
promontory’s base, just past the half–mile wide cultivated plain paralleling
the river. That plain was green with calf–high emmer and barley. The limestone
plateau at our backs swept in an arc from south to north, its face sheer,
rising above a terrace cut by water–worn gullies and the wadi, forming many
spurs and promontories similar to the one we were sitting atop that also jutted
into the cultivated plain. Smoke rose from many hearths behind and below us.
Both the upper and lower sections of Badari were crawling with men and women
and children going about their daily business. The sound of barking dogs
carried from the portion of the plain where cattle and sheep and goats were grazing.
To one side of us many large clay bins were set into the ground, no doubt for
communal storage of grain, accompanied by a plethora of omnipresent cats. The
western shore of the river opposite Badari was a swampy brushy tangle, clearly
unsettled and uncultivated. Shadows outlined crevices wherever sunlight hadn’t
yet penetrated the face of the western plateau. The river was wide here,
shining silver. A few reed boats bobbed along the riverbank, fishermen’s punts.


The entire nearby region was similar to the portion at
Badari. The floodplain was about half a mile wide, with gentle spurs running
out from the cliffs of the high limestone plateau, all cut by shallow
depressions similar to wadis. Most people lived in hamlets up under the cliffs,
at the foot of talus slopes. We’d stopped three days ago at the first one we’d
encountered, Hemamiah. It lay on the far side of a cultivated strip atop a low
spur perhaps forty yards wide by fifty long. The people who resided there had
had nothing worth trading. We’d talked one of the natives into guiding us to
Badari; he’d named the hamlets for us as we passed. Tjebu, the first, had been
typical, small and unimpressive, a collection of huts housing a couple of
families. A few hours later, three weeks to the day after leaving Nekhen, we
finally reached Badari. We quickly determined there was nothing in the
settlement of any value to us. I’d spent most of yesterday repatching my
damaged boat and considering what to do next. I’d summoned Dagi and Pabasa
after breakfast to discuss our options.


“I’m not sure Pabasa would agree the trip’s been a total
disaster,” I teased. “Rennefer seemed awfully disappointed when we left Nubt.”


“Just trying to play my part, as Abar requested,” he replied
with false gallantry.


“I hope I get as lucky at Tjeni,” Dagi interjected.


“Too bad you don’t have my winning personality.”


Dagi punched Pabasa on the arm.


“Anyway, what now?” Pabasa asked. “Are we going home?”


“That’s one option,” I replied non–committally. “If we do,
the expedition won’t be a total loss. We can trade everything we brought with
us at Tjeni and Hiw and Nubt and Inerty.”


“And we’ll be able to report there’s nothing worthwhile in
the North,” Pabasa added.


“We won’t know that for sure unless we keep going north,” I
countered.


“You’re actually considering pressing on?” Pabasa asked.


“I am.”


“Are you crazy, Nykara?” Dagi asked. “There may not be any
more settlements.”


“Dedi’s tales mention Merimda, on the westernmost branch of
the river, several days south of the Wadjet Wer,” I said.


“Probably no different than Badari,” Dagi pointed out. He
spat. “If it still exists.”


“Whoever lives there might not want what we have to trade,”
Pabasa added.


“Our boat could fall apart. It barely made it this far. We
have no idea how much farther it is to the Wadjet Wer. We have no idea what
hazards lie ahead,” Dagi said.


I gazed over the valley. Everything my friends had said was
true. Returning home was our safest option. No one would fault us for turning
back after reaching Badari. That the settlement might not be worth visiting had
been a calculated risk. I took that back – Rawer would find fault, perhaps even
use the results of the expedition to convince Aboo to overrule Dedi and replace
me as overseer. I pictured Dedi’s face as I reported I’d failed, that his dream
of expanding Nekhen’s presence, finding new status items for Nekhen’s elites,
spreading our culture and gods and way of life to the far North was, for all
practical purposes, dead. Then I pictured Abar. She had big ambitions. She was
counting on me to help her achieve them. I couldn’t if I was a common boatman
again. So I had to remain an overseer. To do that I had to make this expedition
a success. Anything less was unacceptable. What would Dedi and Abar do in my
position? There was no question. They’d be bold.


“We’re going north,” I announced decisively.


My friends knew me well enough not to question my decision.


“Then we’d best get back to the boat and finish our
repairs,” Pabasa said resignedly, sighing heavily.


“And pray to the falcon god you’re not making a horrible
mistake,” Dagi added.


 


 


***


 


 


Three weeks after leaving Badari one of my men spotted a
decent–sized settlement in the distance, on the east bank, the first we’d
encountered in the North. I whispered a prayer to the falcon god there’d be
something there worth trading. Otherwise, I’d have just made the biggest
mistake of my life – one that might cost Abar and Dedi and me everything.


The trip beyond Badari had been fraught with difficulty.
We’d had to stop twice more to repair damage to my boat. Both times we’d taken
on water, but the buoyancy of the reeds had kept us afloat long enough to reach
the riverbank. Fortunately, we hadn’t lost any trade goods, and there were
plenty of materials available to make repairs. Those incidents were, however,
proof that taking a reed boat on such a long journey was dangerous, if not
foolhardy. I wasn’t the only one on board wondering if we’d make it home.


For the past day the character of the valley had been
changing. The plateaus which had so narrowly hemmed in the river all the way
from Nekhen had slowly moved farther back to east and west and decreased in
height. Small farms had appeared, all close beside each other. I’d noted cattle
grazing, and sheep and goats, and even pigs in small pens beside farm huts. The
region appeared very similar to Nekhen’s. And then one of the oarsmen had
spotted a cluster of houses and cried out.


The settlement occupied a narrow north–south ridge
overlooking the east bank of the river, perhaps a quarter–mile wide and
eight–tenths long. Numerous wattle–and–daub huts climbed the low ridge’s sides.
Two wadis stretched east from the settlement’s boundary, towards the desert. A
donkey caravan was approaching through the northernmost, the beasts raising a
rolling cloud of dust. Three separate areas dotted with small mounds of sand I
took to be cemeteries sprawled south of the settlement. It had a harbor, a
widening of the river lined with numerous substantial wood docks, unlike any
landing I’d encountered before. I steered towards it.


“Looks more promising than Badari,” Pabasa said, coming to
stand at my side.


Three boats were already moored. I nosed my vessel into the
space beside an unoccupied dock; my men secured it with ropes at bow and stern.
The other boats appeared foreign. They were all made of wood. I was envious. I
inferred the trees wherever they came from were more suited to being cut into
planks than those in the valley. The crews bustling about their decks were
dressed differently than mine, most of the men with beards and curly hair. A
few eyed my reed boat with disdain. The harbor area was moderately busy.
Several dozen sweat–drenched porters were lugging goods in both directions
along a wide lane edging the harbor, some into the settlement, some out of it.
The cries of overseers mingled with the curses and grunts of porters. Some of
the latter were unloading a string of dusty donkeys at the northern end of the
harbor.


A harried–looking man approached my boat, regarded me and my
crew suspiciously.


I stepped from my boat onto the dock.


“I’m Setau, overseer of the harbor. You’ve come to trade?”


“I have. This isn’t Merimda, by any chance?”


He shook his head. “Never heard of it. You’re at Maadi.
Where are you from?”


“Nekhen.”


“Never heard of it either.”







“Six week’s journey south.”


Setau’s eyes narrowed. “That’s a new one.” He swept his hand
in an arc. “These other boats are from farther north in the delta or the lands
bordering the Wadjet Wer. The donkey caravan, too.”


“All these traders are foreigners?”


“Not to us,” Setau replied. “Maadi and the delta and the
lands along the sea to the north and east are all part of one vast region.
People move constantly within it, settle where they will, when they will. To
us, the valley south of Maadi, where you come from, is a foreign land. We have
nothing in common with anyone there.”


I leaned back against the side of my boat. “Maybe I can
change that.”


Setau joined me.


“As you can see, my deck is crowded with trade goods.”


“A fairly small boat.”


“Those in authority where I live wanted to make sure what
we’ve heard about settlements in the North is true before risking more.”


“And?” Setau asked.


“Hard to tell,” I admitted.


“I’m sure you’ll find much of interest here.”


“What can you tell me about Maadi?” I asked.


Setau settled back. “Maadi is about a hundred years old. The
savannahs to east and west started drying out about then, and the people who
wandered them settled around here, either in Maadi or on farms in the nearby
valley. Perhaps fifty years ago people from the lands along the seacoast began
settling in the delta, at Farkha and Minshat and Pe and Dep and a few other
small hamlets. They began importing products from their homelands to exchange
for this area’s products. Because caravan trails from the eastern and western
deserts intersect the river here, almost by default Maadi became a trade depot.
It’s where traders exchange the products of the deserts and delta.”


“How far away is the delta?”


“Ta–mehu, the flooded land. A couple of miles,” Setau said.
“The river splits into branches there and spreads, much like fingers on a hand.
There’s nothing but reeds and grass and hillocks as far as the eye can see – no
plateaus, no desert, only green and water.”


“So, Maadi’s the heart of an extensive trade network?” I
inferred.


“It is,” Setau replied. “Boats dock here from a dozen or so
delta hamlets and the lands bordering the Wadjet Wer. Donkey caravans skirt the
delta as well, after following the coast from the lands in the North.
Caravanners use well–worn trails, dotted with regular waterholes and grazing
areas. Did you know a single donkey can carry four hundred pounds of goods as
far as twelve miles a day?”


After spending so much time with Abar, coordinating her
herds and Dedi’s boats, I actually did.


“Anyway, two more trails wind through the wadis east of the
settlement – one leads to the eastern sea, the other, the more important, to
copper mines in the desert.”


“You mine copper?” I asked. That was interesting.


“Not us. The mines are at the head of an arm of the eastern sea.
Place called Timna. Locals smelt the ore. Nomads carry the ingots to us across
the desert. Takes them several weeks.”


“Nekhen’s craftsmen make pendants and beads from chunks
travelers occasionally find lying on the ground in the wadis east of the river.”


“Copper’s abundant in Maadi. We export most of the ingots to
locales along the coast. The rest we forge into tools and weapons. They’re much
sharper and harder and more durable than stone. In fact, we no longer use stone
tools in Maadi.”


In that instant I knew my gamble to continue north was going
to pay off. Even if the Maadians had nothing else worth trading, the
opportunity to obtain copper implements would make regular expeditions to Maadi
absolutely worthwhile. Replacing stone tools with copper would utterly
transform the lives of Nekhen’s workmen.


“How do I go about trading here?” I asked. “Must I speak
with your ruler first and get his permission?”


“We don’t have a ruler. No single man’s in charge at Maadi,”
Setau replied. “All the traders store their goods in common in huts at the
north and south ends of the settlement. I’ll take you to both storage areas,
let you see what we have to offer. Bring samples of what you have on your boat
with you. Later today, after you’ve looked around, I’ll gather Maadi’s traders
together so you can show them your wares and arrange whatever deals they’re
willing to make.”


“You’ll facilitate this?”


Setau smiled. “For a small share of what’s traded.”


“Naturally,” I replied.


I swung onto my boat, hurriedly moved about the deck, filled
a leather pouch with fish–tailed knives, microdrills, flint and ivory
figurines, pendants of gold and precious stones, cosmetic palettes, mudstone,
malachite, and a selection of Amenia’s smaller jars and bowls and pots.


“Stay here and guard everything,” I told Pabasa and Dagi in
a low voice as I filled a second pouch. I glanced at the other boats. “These
others may not be foreigners to Maadians, but they are to us. I think we may be
able to trade here, as long as I have goods to trade.”


“Count on us,” Pabasa assured me.


All at once close to a dozen women and girls appeared on the
dock beside my vessel, all laden with leather pouches or reed baskets or
earthenware jars or other containers. I glimpsed various types of vegetables
and fruits and other foodstuffs. A few women called to me excitedly. I noted a
dozen more streaming from between the huts, making a beeline towards my boat.


“Don’t be alarmed,” Setau laughed. “Happens every time a
boat docks. Women quickly harvest whatever’s in their garden and grab any beer
and fresh bread that’s about. They assume crews will need to replenish their
food supply. They make whatever trades they can directly with the boatmen.”


“Time to put your skills to use, Pabasa and Dagi,” I said.
“Just leave me a few items to trade.”


I disembarked, pushed through the women, followed Setau into
Maadi.


We trailed a couple of burdened porters who were headed
north on a narrow twisting dusty lane climbing the slight rise at the settlement’s
center. Oval huts were arranged haphazardly along the lane, all made of
wattle–and–daub, most with pens attached containing pigs or goats. The lane was
crowded with people, but no one paid any attention to me. Maadians appeared to
be used to outsiders.


At the northern edge of Maadi was a long line of large
wattle–and–daub huts. Porters were placing containers they’d carried from the
traders’ boats into some of them. Others were filling containers with items
from the huts to carry back to the harbor. A few men, obviously traders, stood
in small groups, some arguing, some gesturing, some concluding deals and
smiling, some stalking off angrily. 


“Most of these huts contain foodstuffs, though not all,”
Setau said. He led me to each in turn. “Here’s cooked mutton. Here’s shellfish.
Emmer and barley from nearby farms – the excess we don’t need to feed Maadi’s
craftsmen. We export these fish bones – they make excellent arrowheads. Flints
here, rough pots, spindle whorls for weaving flax, jar stoppers of clay.”


Nothing in the huts was worth trading for. Our elites were
used to the much finer products produced in Nekhen’s workshops. As if reading
my mind, Setau announced that huts at the southern edge of Maadi held luxury
goods.


I followed him again, this time along a path on the very
crest of the ridge. The river sparkled to my right, lined on its far bank with
rich green fields. Wadis and stark desert were to my left, beyond the
settlement. We passed through a section of much finer houses than the huts surrounding
them; I assumed they belonged to traders and the men who employed craftsmen.
Plumes of smoke rose from one area down the slope, likely where workshops were
located.


The huts on the southern edge of Maadi were much like those
on the northern. Again, Setau guided me through them. “You’ll find ceramics,
tools and raw materials from the Northern lands here,” he said.


The first hut contained jars filled with carnelian beads,
all with holes drilled so they could be easily strung. Carnelian was an exceptionally
hard stone, and drilling was a labor intensive process.


“This jar holds figurines carved from hippo ivory,” Setau
said. “Hippos roam the delta in great numbers. They wade from the water onto
land to graze at night. Some delta men hunt them full–time on behalf of
craftsmen who live at Farkha and carve these figures.” He pointed to another.
It was filled with a blue stone I’d never seen before. “Lapis lazuli. It comes
from a single land in the North, many months travel from here. And so it’s
correspondingly expensive.” Another jar held obsidian.


We stepped outside the hut. Stacked on its far side were
exceptionally fragrant logs, each of them far longer and straighter and bigger
around than any tree that grew in the valley.


“Cedar,” Setau named it. “The trees grow on the slopes of
low mountains along the seacoast in the vicinity of Byblos, a port in a land
called Retenu. I’ve seen logs more than twenty feet long. That’s as large as
most boats can transport.”


I gave a low whistle. I’d never been near a log a quarter
that size my entire life. Wait until I told Dedi.


We entered a hut crammed with rows of large earthenware
jars, all with ledge feet and handles.


Setau pried the lid off one. “Olive oil,” he said, inviting
me to dip a finger inside and taste it. “Enhances the flavor of food.” He moved
to another row. “This is resin.”


It was similar to the resin we boatmen obtained from local
trees and used to seal seams in our boats, but this was richer and far more
aromatic. Better suited for use as a cosmetic.


We stepped inside a third hut. “These jars hold wine,” Setau
said. “It’s a drink much like beer, only stronger and much more flavorful, made
from a fruit called grapes that grow on mountainous slopes in the North and in
the desert oases. I promise you’ll taste some tonight.”


“I look forward to it. I must admit, Setau, what you have
here at Maadi will greatly interest Nekhen’s elites.”


“Good!” Setau said with delight. “Now, let’s go visit a
couple of workshops. You can watch craftsmen turn out finished products.”


Setau led me towards the section in the southeast corner of
the settlement from which smoke was rising. We approached a workshop to the
rhythmic music of stone pounding stone, not unlike that I was used to from the
stone carver’s workshop at Nekhen. A horde of men were working beneath
sunscreens, shaping chunks of stone with stone and copper hammers, drilling it,
polishing it. Great piles of raw stone were everywhere, in different shapes and
colors and types, some sparkling as crystals within caught the sunlight.


“This is Khaba. He operates these works,” Setau said,
introducing me. “I’m off to arrange the meeting with the other traders. Khaba,
bring our visitor to Nabaru’s house for dinner. Make sure to visit Haran on the
way.”


“I make vases,” Khaba said after Setau departed. He showed
me to the piles of raw materials.


“Where do you get your stone?”


“The nearby valley and the deserts, primarily in the East,”
he said. “My men quarry it and haul it here on my donkeys.” He pointed to piles,
one after another, named the types. “Basalt, limestone, porphyry, breccia,
calcite, serpentine, rock crystal, gabbro, granite.”


We moved to the nearest sunscreen. Khaba bent and picked up
a vase, completely smooth, shiny, embedded with veins in intricate patterns. He
handed it to me.


“This is the most beautiful stone vase I’ve ever seen,” I
told him. 


“As you can see, my vases have extremely thin walls. They’re
carefully finished and highly polished. Why, if you light a flame inside one
made of calcite, you can see it through the stone.”


“Your craftsmen are masters,” I said appreciatively.


“Each has worked for me for a decade or more. Each has a
number of apprentices laboring at his side. They make vases and cosmetic
containers, for the most part.”


“How do you hollow out the interiors?” I asked.


We stepped over to a workman, peered over his shoulder. He
was twirling a drill between his palms, its end deep inside a partially
hollowed vase. He lifted the drill. It was a piece of bent wood, fitted with a flint
bit at one end and stone weights at the top. He put a few pinches of powder
into the vase, then reinserted the drill and began twirling it again.


“That’s powdered quartz,” Khaba said. “It’s an abrasive. It
eats away the interior of the vase as the bit rubs against the stone. It takes
two full work days to hollow out a single vase, several more to polish it
inside and out.”


My attention was drawn to a craftsman working on a palette
such as those we used at Nekhen to grind cosmetics. The mudstone on my boat was
going to prove valuable here, for that was its usual purpose. The palette was
already partially decorated with an image I’d never seen before – some kind of
monster, with stars in place of its head and hands and two more protruding from
its midsection. “What in the world is that?” I asked Khaba.


“An image from a land called Gezira, far to the north and
east of the river,” he said. “Gezira itself nestles in the arms of two long
rivers, on a flat plain dotted with large settlements. The land lacks raw
materials – they have no wood or metal or lapis lazuli or obsidian. Many
decades ago those settlements established colonies in the lands along the
seacoast, bases from which to acquire the raw materials they need and transfer
them back to their homelands. Their traders travel by boat to Pe and Dep, twin
hamlets along one of the river’s branches near the seacoast. Those hamlets
trade the objects they obtain from the Gezirians with us, and vice versa. We
carve Gezerian images onto our stone objects to increase their value when we
trade them.” Khaba bent and picked up a hand–sized cylinder made of white stone
next to one the craftsman was using as a model. “This is a cylinder seal.”
Khaba moved a few steps to a flat length of wood covered with a thin layer of
clay, rolled the seal across it. He showed the wood to me. “Rolling the seal
over the clay leaves behind an impression of what’s carved on the stone. You
can clearly see the image.”


I studied the clay closely. On it were two beasts, each with
an elongated neck. “These aren’t anything like the animals we paint on pottery
at Nekhen,” I said. “We only show ones that exist in this valley.”


“This is a winged griffin, and this is a panther,” Khaba
explained, pointing to each in turn. “Perhaps they actually exist in Gezira. Or
maybe they’re imaginary. Who can say?” He indicated the clay again. “See the
lines above and below the beasts? The lines frame them, as if they’re standing
between the earth and the sky. You know how chaotic pottery is, the images
drawn randomly, sized differently, facing different directions, turned at
different angles?”


“As is tradition, going back to a time beyond memory,” I
said.


“On these seals the space between the lines has a defined
start and end. All the images are created at the same scale. Scenes unfold in
order.”


“Yes. I see it,” I said.


“When a potter draws on pots, he draws the outline of an
image,” Khaba continued. “But when you roll a stone seal across clay it leaves
an impression of the entire image behind, not just its outline. It occurred to
me recently I could transfer that concept from clay to stone. My best craftsman
is creating this palette as an experiment. See how he’s grinding down the stone
around the image so it stands up from the surface?”


“Very interesting and unique.” I swept my eyes around the
works. “You support all these craftsmen and their families?” I asked.


Khaba nodded. “I exchange vases and cylinders and containers
and other objects for food and clothing for my workmen. You’ll find the same at
Maadi’s other workshops, and among the traders.”


The same as at Nekhen. “You said you transport stone on your
own donkeys?” I asked.


“Yes.”


“At Nekhen one man owns all the donkeys. He transports all
goods on land for everyone. Another – the man I work for – transports all goods
by water on his boats. Very efficient.”


“Interesting idea,” Khaba said thoughtfully.


I spent another half hour inspecting his works.


“Now we’ll visit Haran’s smithy,” Khaba said. “He works
copper.”


Thick columns of smoke rose from a workshop not far distant.
As we neared, the musical ringing of numerous metal objects being pounded into
shape with metal tools rapidly increased in volume. We entered a compound. On
the right was a large mud–plastered reed house I assumed was Haran’s. To its
left was a long structure, an open–sided rectangular wood frame thickly roofed
with palm fronds to provide shade. Men were sitting inside it, beating copper
into vessels and objects of various sizes and shapes using hammers of copper
and stone. Nearby were large piles of charcoal and tinder and split acacia
logs, as well as wood waste and, most importantly, a large pile of rectangular
and oval copper ingots. Dominating the compound were three shimmering furnaces,
their interiors blazing orange and yellow, belching thick smoke into the sky.
Men were moving about the furnaces, drenched with sweat, some feeding fuel into
the fires, others pouring molten metal into clay molds of various sizes and
shapes, and crucibles. I stepped into a virtual wall of heat.


“This is Haran,” Khaba said, introducing the man who came
forward to meet us.


Haran was obviously from one of the northern lands. A beard
framed his jaw and his hair was shoulder length and curly. He had the most
massive arms and chest I’d ever seen, probably from years spent working with
ore. He greeted me pleasantly, his words heavily accented. No doubt he was used
to strange traders inspecting his works. He strolled with us to the furnace on
the left.


“These men are turning small copper ingots into larger
ones,” he said. “First they melt the ingots brought to Maadi by nomads. As you
can see, they have to continuously feed their fire with charcoal to keep the
heat up. Those men stepping on leather bellows are blowing air into the furnace
to make the fire burn hotter. When the copper reaches the proper temperature it
melts and becomes liquid. Whatever impurities remain from the original smelting
burn off. We remove the liquid copper from the furnace, pour it into molds, let
them cool. Then we remove the ingots from the molds.” He pointed to a
waist–high pile a little to the left of the furnace area.


I’d never imagined so much copper existed in the whole
world.


Haran led us to the next furnace. “We load many of the
ingots onto donkeys and boats and trade it along the seacoast,” he said. “But
we also resmelt some so my craftsmen can make smaller objects.” He showed us a
number of containers, all filled to the brim. “Axe heads, chisels, awls, fish
hooks, needles, pins. Anything that can be made in stone or that appears in
nature my craftsmen can duplicate, only stronger and sharper and more durable.”


I moved to where a young man about my age was bent over a
long narrow object with sharp teeth along one edge. He was attaching a wood
handle at one end, fastening it in place with copper pins.


“I’m Heth,” he said as I sat beside him.


“What’s that?”


“A saw. Our carpenters use it to cut wood.” He handed me one
he’d already finished assembling.


I inspected it, ran my thumb across its cutting surface. The
blade was incredibly thin compared to the flint saws we used in the boatyard,
and sharp. Excitedly, I realized with a saw like this working with wood would
be extraordinarily easy. Not only to make the chairs and boxes and other
household items Nekhen’s carpenters struggled to shape with flint tools, but
large items… like planks to construct boats.


I looked around, spotted a section of tree trunk lying atop
and perpendicular to two others nearby. “May I try it?” I asked.


Heth shrugged. “Go ahead.”


I put one foot on the log to hold it steady, then sawed a
length of wood from it. The surfaces of the resulting disk were smooth, not
jagged. I sawed another disk, then another, each thinner than the one before.
Half an hour later I was drenched with sweat, my right arm was aching, and a dozen
beautiful slices of wood lay at my feet. I handed the saw back to Heth. This
changes everything! With a copper saw and copper axes and copper drills I can
build a boat of wood! All I need is copper… and someone to transform it into
tools. I studied the unsuspecting Heth speculatively.


Then my thoughts turned to Nekhen – and Rawer. What if he
someday regained Dedi’s trust, and the fleet? He’d dismiss me from the
boatyard. The path I’d embarked upon at Dedi’s behest, one that had raised me
to a new station in life, would have cost me everything. Without boats my
ability to help Abar pursue Dedi’s quest would be dead. Unless… with copper,
and a man who knew how to manipulate it, I could create an entirely new
industry at Nekhen, mirroring the one here at Maadi. Not just new, but one I
could envision most of the elites coming to rely on almost immediately. What
craftsman’s job wouldn’t be easier wielding copper tools instead of stone?
Right before my eyes was a way to free myself from ever having to worry about
Rawer again, a way that could eventually generate wealth enough to make me one
of Nekhen’s elites and perhaps give me economic clout equal to his. I wasn’t
going to waste this chance. Instead of returning to Nekhen with copper tools, I
was going to return with copper ore.


I ate that night at the house of Nabaru, one of the Northern
traders who’d settled at Maadi. His house was unlike any I’d ever seen before –
perhaps twenty feet in circumference, set six feet deep into the ground, its
light roof held up by heavy wood posts, a hearth in its center, smoke curling
through a hole in the ceiling, sleeping areas and food preparation areas to the
sides. A steep ramp led down into the interior from the entrance. The place was
crowded with the traders Setau had assembled. He met me at the foot of the
ramp, another man by his side, in appearance similar to Haran.


“This is Nabaru. He deals in wine,” Setau said.


“Welcome to my home. Sit. Eat. Drink. After, we will trade,”
Nabaru said, his voice also thickly accented.


I seated myself on a reed mat on the floor to one side of
the other traders. They were talking and laughing amongst themselves; all were
obviously acquainted. Several of Nabaru’s daughters and his woman were
circulating around the room, offering bread and meat and fruits and vegetables
from bowls and platters. One girl, exceptionally pretty, probably no more than
twelve years old, gangly, long–legged, offered me a cup of dark liquid.


“Wine,” she said, smiling, regarding me with glittering
black eyes.


I couldn’t help staring – her red hair tumbled nearly to her
waist in long loose curls. I’d never seen any quite like it before. I took the
cup, sipped the wine cautiously. It was the best thing I’d ever tasted – sweet,
with a bit of a bite. I took a longer drink.


“I’m Bakist.” Boldly, she sat cross–legged next to me. “Papa
used to make wine when he was a boy. His family had a vineyard on the slope of
a mountain overlooking the sea.”


“In the North?”


“A land called Retenu. Fifteen years ago he settled in
Farkha, in the delta. That’s where I was born. My half–brother still lives
there – he oversees Papa’s operation. Farkha’s a hamlet near one of the western
branches of the river, at the edge of a vast marsh and many lagoons. It’s only
nine miles from the Wadjet Wer – close enough you can smell the salt tang in
the air.”


“You’ve been to the Wadjet Wer?”


“Of course. So many times I’ve lost count. Papa takes me
everywhere. I even went to Retenu with one of his caravans once. I’m the reason
he makes so many profitable trades.”


Bakist’s self–assurance was amusing. “Is that right.”


She bristled. “Why is that so hard to believe? Because I’m a
girl?”


I was used to competent women. Abar came to mind. And
Amenia. “No. Because you’re so young.”


“You’re not so old yourself.”


I liked Bakist’s confidence in her abilities, and how she
stuck up for herself. There was something of Abar’s fire in her. “Point taken.”


“Anyway, the grapes grow on vines. At harvest time they pick
them and dump them in large round wood vats. Then they stomp on the grapes with
their feet and catch the juice that comes out. They collect it in jars, then
seal them. The wine ferments over time. Papa imports it from the neighboring
families he grew up with.”


I quickly finished my cup and Bakist poured another from an
earthenware jar. “You seem to know an awful lot about wine making.”


“I helped with the pressing the time I went to Retenu.”


“When did you move to Maadi?”


“When I was five. We need to be where the traders are to
trade effectively, don’t you agree?”


“We?”


“I told you I help Papa.”


I took another sip of wine. “Does this all come from your
father’s homeland?”


“Mostly. Nomads bring him wine from oases in the western
desert too. They carry it overland to Farkha. Caravans that follow the coast
trail from the North unload at Farkha as well – wine, almonds, olive oil, milk
and cheese from goats. We transport the goods from Farkha to Maadi by boat –
it’s two or three days travel by water. Papa’s trying to make wine of his own.
A few years ago he planted a vineyard at Farkha. The vines are just starting to
produce.”


“You don’t have an accent like your father, Bakist,” I said.


“My mother’s from the delta. This is my land.”


“Your hair… I’ve never seen any that color.”


“Papa says it comes from his mother.” Bakist laughed. “And
my temper. And my stubbornness.”


“And your adventurousness?”


“That’s all my own.” She laughed again.


Bakist’s mother motioned to her. Bakist ignored her, turned
away. “Will you be coming to Maadi often?” she asked.


“If my expedition is successful, yes.”


Bakist moved so close her hair brushed softly against my
arm. She lowered her voice. “Let me help you tomorrow and I’ll be able to cut
the amount Setau demands as his share for arranging your trades in half.”


“Really? Why’s that?”


“He has a notion of joining with me. He’ll want to impress
me by taking it easy on my friend.”


“We’re friends now?”


“Why not? Don’t you like me?” she half pouted.


“I do, actually. You know your own mind, don’t you Bakist.”


“Whose else would I know? I can talk Haran and Khaba down
for you too. They always start way too high.”


“And in return for your help with them I’ll let your father
do a little better than he expects?”


“Exactly.” Bakist smiled innocently.


“I’ll bet this is how you’ve been helping your father –
charming his competition. Does he know?”


“Of course not. He’d probably make me stop, out of pride.
Then where would we be?”


I looked at her, amused. “Why are you telling me this,
Bakist?”


“Why, so you’ll have a successful trip and come back to
Maadi, of course.”


“Bakist!” her mother called again, this time sharply.


“Do what you promised and you’ll have the pick of my pottery
and gold and anything else I’ve brought with me,” I said.


Bakist smiled, then rose and leisurely crossed the room to
her mother’s side. Halfway there she looked at me over her shoulder, rolled her
eyes. I realized, as she passed her approaching father, she was the tallest
girl of her age I’d ever met.


Nabaru took the place she’d vacated. “Are you enjoying my
wine?”


“Immensely.” I took another long sip. “Bakist told me you
came to the valley from along the seacoast.”


“The girl loves to talk, especially when I’m trading with
someone. I hope she didn’t bore you.”


“Not at all. She said she helps you in your trading.”


“She tags along. She thinks she does.”


So Nabaru was unaware of how Bakist subtly assisted him.
Assuming she hadn’t been exaggerating her abilities, she was more wily than he
knew. Or, perhaps, she had been exaggerating. Tomorrow would tell.


“I must admit, she’s got a head on her shoulders, that one.
She’s smarter than her two older sisters. She’s old enough now to be joined –
just turned. A few traders are already pressing me hard to give her to them or
their sons. Guess soon she’ll be ‘helping’ them.”


“Speaking of trading, have you ever heard of a delta hamlet
called Merimda?” I asked. “An ancestor of the man I work for traded there,
perhaps five centuries ago. According to his family’s stories it was on the
westernmost branch of the river, a couple day’s journey south of the sea.”


“The name’s not familiar. The hamlet’s probably long since
disappeared,” Nabaru said. “The river’s channels move eastward a little at a
time, year after year. Eventually the hamlets that once lined them are left
high and dry and its inhabitants leave.”


I finished the last of my wine. “I can’t help notice all the
ivory figurines decorating your house. They’re like the ones in the southern
storage area.”


Nabaru shrugged. “My woman likes them. They come from
Farkha.”


“Where you have the rest of your operation.”


“Bakist told you a lot,” Nabaru said.


“Tell us about Nekhen, Nykara, and what brought you here to
trade with us,” Setau directed, sitting on my other side.


I quickly stood, faced the traders. They waited expectantly,
as curious about my home as I was about theirs. Bakist was seated against the
wall opposite me, listening. She smiled encouragingly.


“Nekhen is the largest settlement in its region, about a
month and a half’s travel south of here. We have a ruler – a single man who’s
in charge. His name is Aboo. Ten thousand people in the settlement and nearby
valley owe him their allegiance.”


Someone let out a long whistle.


“Several families have controlled great enterprises in Nekhen
for centuries, just as you do, Khaba, and you, Haran – stone carving, brewing,
herding, linen making, fishing, hunting, wood working among them. The man I
work for, Dedi, along with Aboo, controls all transportation – Dedi by boat,
Aboo by land, using donkeys. Dedi also controls many craftsmen. They shape raw
materials into items needed by the people who live in the valley, but also a
number of special items limited to the elite men of Nekhen and the other large
settlements along the river.”


“Status items to set them apart,” Khaba said knowingly.


“Exactly,” I replied. “Aboo and Dedi sent me to the North
hoping I’d find new types of raw materials Dedi’s craftsmen can turn into
status items. I have – copper and lapis lazuli among them. I’ve also discovered
more status items unlike any available at Nekhen – your vases, Khaba, and your
wine, Nabaru. It’s my intention to carry a selection of all these back to
Nekhen.”


“So, at last we get down to trading,” Setau said with
satisfaction. “And in return for Maadi’s products and raw materials?”


Thanks to my many expeditions to Nubt and Tjeni and Abu I
was a practiced trader, in my element. I retrieved my pouches, carefully
removed the first item.


“This is a fish–tailed knife,” I said, holding it up, then
handing it to the nearest man to inspect and pass on. “Aboo awards these only
to our elite men. As you can see, the knife has been made by a master
craftsman, its edges finely serrated, each indentation sharp, each of equal
size. There are no finer knives anywhere in the valley.”


Next I displayed figurines, some carved of flint, some of
ivory – hippos, elephants, cows, rams, ibex, a donkey, a dwarf, a dancing
woman. Though Maadi had its own stone and ivory carvers, it was obvious
Nekhen’s produced superior objects. After that I passed around a falcon pendant
made of gold, a vulture pendant made from a copper nugget, necklaces made of
copper nuggets and gold beads and a variety of polished stones, and finally
unworked slabs of mudstone.


“Now,” I concluded, “a sample of the finest items I’ve
brought from the South – pottery jars.” One by one I revealed a black–topped
jar, a polished–red jar decorated with a line of white ostriches, and a
buff–colored jar decorated with a red boat. As I held each one up I told its
story, just as Amenia had told me. “So you see, these jars represent the sweep
of thousands of years of time along the river and through the valley and across
the lands to east and west,” I concluded.


“The black–topped are spectacular,” Haran said.


“The deck of Nykara’s boat contains many dozen,” Setau
interjected. “All much larger than these samples.”


“And the decorated?” I asked.


The traders glanced at each other. No one seemed interested.


“Our elites wouldn’t dream of going to the Afterlife without
decorated pottery in their graves,” I said encouragingly.


“We aren’t preoccupied with the next life at Maadi,” Nabaru
said. “We live for the here and now. We put very little in our graves.”


Amenia’s decorated pottery had no value in Maadi. No matter.
I’d be able to trade it in Nubt on the way home.


Nabaru glanced at his fellows. “It’s fair to say we want
most of what you’ve brought with you, Nykara. What is it you want from us
specifically?”


 “Jars of your wine,” I said. “Vases and cosmetic jars
from your works, Khaba. Lapis lazuli. Olive oil and resin and obsidian. And,
Haran, as many ingots of copper as you’re willing to part with.”


“Splendid!” Setau said.


He was already calculating his share of the trades. Little
did he know that, if Bakist wasn’t exaggerating her abilities to persuade, it
would be less than he expected.


“Tomorrow morning we’ll meet at the harbor and conduct our
trades with Nykara,” Setau announced. “But now – we feast!”


 


 


***


 


 


Nearly seven weeks to the day after leaving Maadi I moored
my battered and heavily patched reed boat at the landing place in Dedi’s
boatyard. The sun had just slipped below the rim of the western plateau and the
entire river valley was in shadow and darkening quickly. We’d had to stop three
times on the journey home to make repairs, all substantial; fortunately, we
hadn’t lost any trade goods. But it was clear to me reed boats were unsuitable
for long–distance trading. Luckily, I now had the means to rectify that
shortcoming.


My eight crewmen and Heth and I – I’d convinced him to come
with me from Maadi, and I’d left Dagi behind at Tjeni and Pabasa at Nubt – were
swarmed the moment we set foot on land by the boatmen and their families. They
pressed close to the boat, scanned the deck crowded with containers of various
sizes and stacks of copper ingots, chattered excitedly. As well they should;
Bakist had been as good as she’d promised in the negotiations and I’d brought
back much more than I’d expected. Even better, she’d promised to help me again
whenever I returned to her home. I’d also done quite well at Nubt, exchanging
all of Amenia’s decorated pottery. A few men, carrying lit torches, waded into
the water to get a closer look at everything. In only a moment Dedi appeared.
He swept the boat with his eyes, then embraced me.


“So Badari wasn’t a rumor after all!” he exclaimed. “I was
afraid something had happened to you. I expected you back more than a month
ago.”


“Badari was a waste of time, Dedi. It’s declined these past
five hundred years. There was nothing worth trading anywhere in its region. So
I took a chance and continued north, almost to the foot of the delta. Most of
what’s on my boat comes from a place called Maadi.”


“I’ve sent for Aboo,” Dedi said. “Once he arrives you can
tell us both about your trip at the same time.”


While we waited I commanded my men to unload specific
containers so I could present a sample of what I’d obtained to Dedi and our
ruler. By the time Aboo appeared, accompanied by torchbearers, the containers
were waiting in a long row. Not surprisingly, Abar was with him. Her skin was
golden in the flickering torchlight, her jewelry sparkling, her eyes shadowed
and mysterious. She looked achingly beautiful.


I’d thought of her often during my journey. I’d missed our
weekly meetings, the hour or two we spent together, our easy companionship. I
owed her a tremendous debt for having suggested and then convinced Aboo that I
make the trip. I suspected my success at Maadi would repay that debt. But Abar
wasn’t the only woman I’d had on my mind these past weeks.


During my trip I’d been practically consumed by visions of
Amenia – I’d stared at a deck covered with her pottery the entire journey
north, after all, and part of the way home. I’d pictured her bent over those
jars, her long thin fingers shaping them, arms and legs and cheeks white with
clay, her long hair tumbling down her bare back. Amenia had made an
unforgettable impression on me during our brief meeting at her uncles’ pottery
works. No girl or woman had ever interested me so much and so quickly. Amenia
was very similar to Abar – driven, not content to live her life the way others
expected, talented, visionary. But where Abar could be cold and distant and
secretive and manipulative and imperious, Amenia was warm and earthy and open
and approachable and caring. That two women could be so alike in so many ways,
yet so different, was quite amazing to me.


My feelings for Amenia were like glowing coals on the very
brink of bursting into flame. I knew they’d ignite with the merest whisper of a
breeze. So I’d grappled with one question on my trip, over and over – should I
expose those coals to a breeze? My head said no. Amenia was promised to
Nekauba, or possibly to an elite if her uncle was able to use her to gain
influence for himself. Was it even possible for me, a common boatman, to insert
myself into her life? With a copper monopoly I might gain status enough Hemaka
would at least consider a union between Amenia and me. Then again, he might
not. It would surely take a year or more for me to establish my smithy and make
the elites dependent on me for tools and weapons and such. Much could happen in
that amount of time. More troublesome, I didn’t know if Amenia was truly
interested in me. I’d only spent an hour or so with her. She’d said she wanted
to see me again – she wanted to very much. But had she merely been caught up in
the moment? Had she thought about me even once during my long absence? Three
months was a long time. Or had she already forgotten me? My head said to fall
back on Wenher, the sure thing, the union that would absolutely ensure my
future. I’d thought about her on the trip too. But my heart cried out for
Amenia. My heart said she was the woman I’d been looking for. And my heart was
far stronger than my head.


Abar saw me and smiled. Her smile was like the sun bursting
from behind a cloud. She and Aboo halted next to Dedi. Rawer was absent.


“Appears I was right to send you north,” Aboo said, glancing
at the deck of my boat.


“You mean I was,” Abar corrected her father happily. She looked
at me proudly. What I’d accomplished reflected on her as much as it did me.
“You’re missing Pabasa and Dagi,” she noted.


“Pabasa’s with Oonesh in Nubt, setting up his trading post.
Dagi’s with Minkhaf in Tjeni. I promised them both a boatload of trade goods
within the month.”


“Fabulous!” Abar cried.


“Tell us about your expedition,” Dedi urged, impatient.


The boatmen who’d remained behind in Nekhen crowded close.
They were as eager to hear about the trip as Aboo and Dedi.


“As you can see from the condition of my boat, the journey
was extremely difficult,” I began. “We spent weeks longer than we should have,
tied up along the river making repairs, both coming and going. But thanks to
the skill of my crew we were able to stay afloat.”


They basked in my praise. In my place, Rawer would have
taken the credit.


“There were close to fifty hamlets and very small
settlements in the Badari region,” I said. “Not a single one had anything worth
trading for. While Nekhen’s spent the past five hundred years growing, that
region’s faded away.”


Aboo and Abar looked at me in surprise.


“So I decided to press north, to see what I might find.” I
swept my arm in the direction of my boat. “As you can see, my gamble paid off.
Most of these goods come from a settlement called Maadi, only a couple of miles
from the foot of the delta.”


“You went almost to the Wadjet Wer?” Abar asked
incredulously.


Aboo looked amazed, Dedi proud.


“Within three or four days of it,” I replied. “Maadi is
considerably smaller than Nekhen – just a few hundred inhabitants. Farms line
the river to north and south to feed its people, just like here. The settlement
lies atop a long narrow ridge at the mouth of several wadis, right beside the
river. It has a fine harbor, and when we arrived there were several other boats
there, two from settlements farther north in the delta, one from the lands
bordering the Wadjet Wer. A couple more arrived before we left for home. We saw
donkey caravans arriving and departing through the wadis I spoke of, and from
the delta. Maadi truly is at the crossroads of trade routes. Many traders from
foreign lands have settled there.”


I reached into a leather container I’d slung over my
shoulder before leaving the boat. I pulled out a necklace, handed it to Aboo.
“This is lapis lazuli, a material from a land many months journey to the north
and then east. The traders say that’s the only place in the world where it
exists.”


Aboo took it and draped it around his neck. It glittered
blue in the torchlight.


I handed a second necklace of the same material to Dedi.
Then I held one out for Abar. She looked at me, eyes shining, then bowed her
head. I slipped it over and let it fall against her neck. She straightened and
smiled. The necklace looked marvelous against her skin. She stroked it with her
fingertips.


I bent, lifted an earthenware jar beside my feet, called for
cups. As a young girl retrieved them I broke the jar’s clay seal. “This is
wine, a drink from the lands along the seacoast,” I said. “It’s made from a
fruit called grapes that grow on vines on the slopes of low hills. The people
harvest them, dump them in large vats, then tread barefoot on the grapes until
they become juice. They collect it in jars and seal it. It ferments, much like
beer.”


The girl returned and I poured cups for Aboo and Dedi and
Abar. They were all delighted by its unusual rich taste.


“I’ve returned with sixty large jars of wine,” I told Aboo
and Dedi. “No doubt they’ll be as much status symbols as fish–tailed knives.”


Both of them agreed enthusiastically.


Next I passed around a selection of Khaba’s vases. “Like at
Nekhen, Maadi’s elites oversee large enterprises, though much fewer in number
than here. A man named Khaba produces these vases out of many different types
of stone. It’s Maadi’s largest enterprise by far. He employs dozens of men and
women.” I handed several small colorful jars to Abar. “These are for your
cosmetics – the finest jars from Khaba’s works.”


“More gifts!” She took them gleefully.


I sent someone to bring me a small burning branch from the
closest campfire. I overturned a large calcite jar, momentarily held the lit
end of the branch inside. The jar glowed like honey from within. Exclamations
came from the crowd.


“Imagine this jar half–filled with oil, topped with a burning
wick,” I told Aboo.


I revealed the rest of the numerous samples of what I’d
traded for, impressing everyone who was watching. Finally I held up a slab of
mudstone. “The Maadians were eager to trade for the black–topped pottery I took
north. They cleaned me out. But they had no interest at all in either of the
decorated styles. Fortunately, Oonesh, Nubt’s ruler and chief trader, did, as
did the leading men in the hamlets associated with Nubt. I exchanged every one
of the decorated jars for mudstone either on the way north or on the way home.
I’ve discovered a new market for old style pottery.”


“Just like Ipu told us,” Dedi remarked to Aboo.


I nodded, then motioned. Heth stepped to my side. “Finally,
and most importantly, this is Heth. He’s a craftsman. I’ve brought him from
Maadi to work for me. And this…” – I bent, lifted – “is an ingot of pure
copper.”


Many gasped. No one in Nekhen had seen a piece of copper
larger than a chunk before.


“As you can see from the deck of my boat, I’ve brought back
a considerable number of ingots, my share of our cargo.” I paused dramatically.
“This copper, and Heth, are going to transform our way of life at Nekhen.”


Murmurs rose from the boatmen.


“A bold claim,” Aboo said uncertainly. “Explain yourself,
Nykara.”


Elite men had been joining us one after another as I showed
off my goods, pushing through the crowd to stand close beside Aboo and Dedi.
Most were here now. Some appeared interested by my claim, some dubious. Pipi
stared at me thoughtfully.


“In many ways, craftsmen at Maadi are more advanced than
ours at Nekhen,” I said. “They don’t use stone tools anymore.”


More low murmurs from the crowd. The elites were giving each
other sidewise glances.


“Theirs are made of copper,” I continued. “Nomads mine the
ore on the far side of the eastern desert. It’s as common to them as flint is
to us. They smelt it into ingots and carry it by donkey to Maadi, where a man
named Haran operates a copper works. Heth was one of his metalsmiths. His job
was to resmelt ore and forge tools from it.”


Heth reached into a large leather pouch slung over his
shoulder, pulled out an object, handed it to me. He’d held onto that pouch the
entire trip so it wouldn’t be lost if we capsized.


“This is a copper saw,” I said, holding it high so all could
see. It glowed redly in the torchlight.


One of my crewmen carried an armful of wood planks forward
and stacked them on the ground before Dedi and Aboo. Then he held one up for
all to see.


“Using this saw and a small copper axe I made these planks
from the trunks of acacia trees during the journey home,” I announced. “Note
their uniformity of size, their smooth edges.” I gave the saw back to Heth,
picked up two planks, held their ends flush. “Notice how nicely they fit
together.” I addressed Dedi. “I’ve solved the problem,” I said simply. “I’ve
figured out how to join planks together, by drilling shallow holes along their
four edges and lacing them tightly against each other with rope.” I paused for
dramatic effect. “Dedi – I can build a wood boat.”


The sudden babble of voices from every direction told me all
the boatmen understood what that implied. They were as excited as I’d been the
moment I’d realized such a thing was possible.


“We’re no longer going to be constrained by the size and
frailty of reeds,” I asserted. “We can make far larger boats, operate fewer of
them to make our deliveries, crew them with fewer men, take larger cargoes on
longer trade expeditions, return with far more goods. Just like we discussed
all those years ago on our expedition to Abu.”


“We’ll double our profit,” Dedi told Aboo.


“I spent every night during our return sketching designs on
pieces of leather,” I told Dedi excitedly. I pulled the scraps from my pouch,
pressed them into his hands. “I even carved a small model to figure out the
types of planks I’ll need, and how many. Heth’s already designed the tools.
I’ve determined how many of each kind he’ll forge. I’m going to build my smithy
at the edge of the boatyard – I’ve learned acacia dulls copper quickly, so Heth
will need to be close by to reforge tools as we work.” I glanced around at my
co–workers. “Enough tools to keep all of us boatmen occupied.”


Everyone was ecstatic.


“First thing in the morning, some of you will set up a
smithy, right over there, with Heth’s guidance,” I announced to the boatmen. I
wasn’t going to waste any time launching the era of wood boat building. “Others
will start gathering the fuel Heth will need to stoke his fires.” I spotted
Harkhebi standing among the elites. “I’ll visit you tomorrow to let you know
the size and shapes of trees we’ll need your woodcutters to bring us so we can
begin to create my new boat’s components.” I addressed the boatmen. “As soon as
Heth makes the tools, I’ll train you all how to use them, and then we’ll get to
work.”


“You’ve done well, Nykara,” Aboo told me with satisfaction,
“far better than I expected.” He turned to his torchbearers. “Each of you –
carry a wine jar back to my house. Dedi, see that the rest get to my storage
hut.”


“Except for my share,” Dedi said, smiling.


Aboo nodded. “Of course.”


“Build your boat quickly, Nykara,” Dedi interjected. He
glanced sideways at Aboo. “Because when you go back to Maadi I’m going too.”


Aboo laughed and clapped him on the shoulder.


They, and Abar, and the elites hurried off after the
torchbearers, to sample the wine in Aboo’s audience hall at his invitation. The
boatmen and craftsmen and their families milled about the boat and landing for
a while, closely inspecting my cargo, then gradually dispersed. As the last
drifted off I issued orders to a dozen workmen, indicating which containers to
move to Dedi’s storage hut and which to Aboo’s. I’d just finished when I
spotted Pipi, still standing off to the side. He hadn’t departed along with the
other elites. He motioned to me and I joined him, out of everyone’s hearing.
I’d been dreading this moment the whole journey. I had no intention of taking
him up on his offer to become part of his proposed alliance with Aboo,
especially not after discussing it with Abar before I departed. She considered
joining with Wehemka, as she’d be required to do as part of Pipi’s deal, almost
as bad as joining with Rawer. I’d spent a considerable amount of time figuring
out the best way to wriggle out of our tentative agreement without offending
him. I didn’t want to make an enemy of an elite if I could avoid it.


“Dedi didn’t hand me his enterprise tonight, like you were
certain he would,” I said before Pipi could speak. I tried to sound
disappointed. “Even after what I’ve accomplished.”


“Give him a day or so,” Pipi replied.


“A day, a month, a decade – Dedi’s never going to make me
his heir,” I said crisply. “I told you that before. Tonight proves it.”


“He’d be crazy to turn the fleet over to Rawer.” Pipi ran
his hand through his hair, perturbed.


I shrugged. “Men have done crazier things. Rawer is Dedi’s
blood, after all. Look, Pipi, I really appreciate the offer you made me before
I left for Badari. It’s extraordinarily generous. What commoner’s ever received
one like it? Believe me, I’d like to take it. I’d certainly like to be joined
to Wenher.” No sense confessing that was the last thing I wanted now. It was
Amenia who’d grabbed my heart. “But I can’t in good conscience. How can I take
your daughter from you when I honestly don’t believe I’ll end up with the fleet
and so I won’t ever be able to combine it with your enterprise? It would be
wrong of me to force you to uphold up your end of our deal when I know I can’t
uphold mine. So, reluctantly, I have to decline.”


“You’re a forthright young man, Nykara,” Pipi said. “I’d be
proud to have you as part of my family. I appreciate your sense of fairness. I
don’t encounter that often. But what if you’re wrong? What if Dedi does name
you his heir in a day or a month or a year? What then?” I could sense Pipi’s desperation.
His carefully crafted plan was disintegrating.


“I promise you I won’t ally myself to any other elite,” I
said impetuously. “I’ll reject any offers they make. I’ll come directly to you
if Dedi ever gives me his enterprise. You have my word.” I made the promise
easily. I’d never have to keep it.


Pipi sighed. “Your word is good enough for me, Nykara. I
suppose waiting for Dedi to see reason and make the right decision about his
enterprise is the best we can both hope for.” Pipi sighed again, then leaned
close and elbowed me gently in the ribs. “Wenher’s going to be very
disappointed. She’s taken a real liking to you, Nykara. She was looking forward
to being with you.”


“Tell her that’s what I regret most,” I lied. “But if I’m
right about Dedi and you’re wrong we both know you’ll need to use her to form
another alliance. You’d have wasted her on me.”


“Sad, but true,” Pipi replied. “After all, that’s what
daughters are for.”


 


 


***


 


 


Hours later, everything I’d brought back from Maadi safely stowed
in Dedi’s and Aboo’s storage huts, I sat alone on the deck of my boat. I’d
accomplished something special and I wanted to be alone to savor it. I’d proven
myself as an explorer and trader and navigator and leader these past months.
I’d proven my value to Nekhen. Thanks to my copper, even if Rawer took the
fleet away from me, as I believed he eventually would, I’d be wealthy enough to
build my own boat and trade on my own and independently pursue Dedi’s quest.


The moon was up and the moon path shimmered on the river.
The sounds of insects rose on every side. The boat bobbed and swayed on the
powerful familiar current. I lay my hand affectionately on its deck. My boat
had stood up to the journey, though just barely. It would never make another.
But what I’d learned designing it and building it and traveling such a long
distance would serve me well as I embarked on my next, far more important,
construction project.


I removed a small leather pouch attached to my belt, opened
it, fished out a boat–shaped copper amulet attached to a length of twine, held
it up. It glittered in the moonlight. I studied its elegant swinging shape.
Heth had made it for me before we left Maadi, a gift for Amenia to mark an
expedition successful in large part because of her pottery. I couldn’t wait to
give it to her. But mostly, I couldn’t wait to see her again.


Abar suddenly ascended the gangplank and stepped down onto
the deck. I recognized her despite the semi–darkness; her petite figure was
distinct. I lay the amulet flat on my thigh and greeted her.


“Thank you for your wonderful gifts, Nykara,” she said,
perching next to me on the side of the boat. She touched the necklace with her
fingertips. A fragrant lily tucked behind her right ear scented the air. Her
face was lit by moonlight, her eyes shadowed.


“They’re little enough payment for you arranging for me to
go on my expedition.”


“Still, it was sweet of you,” Abar said simply. She stroked
the side of the boat with her fingertips. “Looks like you were lucky to make it
home.”


“We were lucky to make it there. The gods were
watching over me and my crew.”


“You took quite a risk continuing north when Badari didn’t
pan out.”


“I know. Believe me, Abar, I didn’t do it lightly. If I’d
come back from Badari with a load of their substandard goods your father
would’ve judged my trip a failure. He’d never have allowed any boatman to go
north again. Still, returning with something would’ve been preferable to going
all the way to the delta and finding nothing. That would have cost me the fleet.
Your father would have pressured Dedi into giving it back to Rawer. Dedi’s
quest to expand Nekhen’s influence would’ve been dead. Along with your
ambitions.”


“Why did you decide to push on, then?”


“I imagined what you’d do.”


Abar smiled. “So, you made an important trade connection and
discovered a fabulous source of new goods.”


I grasped the boat amulet in my hand, rose, faced her. “More
than that, Abar. The true benefit of my trip to Maadi is from now on I’ll have
copper tools to shape wood. The impact on Nekhen’s future of my being able to
construct wood boats may be beyond measure. It may be the most important
development in this valley since people started farming.”


“Do you really think so?” She sounded intrigued.


I gazed at the river flowing towards the lands in the
distant North, lands I couldn’t wait to visit again. “The people who live along
this river have very similar lifestyles, Abar. You and I both know that’s
because small bands of people have been migrating into and out of the valley
from the east and west, and within it from north to south, for thousands of
years. Those encounters have led to a mixing of cultures and traditions.”


“You’ve been paying attention to Grandfather’s stories,” she
said.


“And to you.” I laughed. “Remember the one about your
ancestress, a woman born somewhere in the western desert, who traveled to the
delta and joined with a man who lived there?”


“She adopted her new band’s traditions and gods and way of
life, yet retained parts of her own. She passed that hybrid on to her daughter.
Her daughter joined with a man who lived twenty miles farther south. She took
the hybrid culture she’d been born into and added it to that of her man. So,
over hundreds of generations, because of joinings alone, cultures in the valley
have slowly mixed until all now have elements of all others.”


“Yes,” I affirmed. I sat next to her again. “Because we live
in a long narrow valley, each major settlement affects those living directly to
its north and south, but no farther, just as a single one of your female
ancestors who joined with a man in a different band affected only that band.”


“Hence my plan to place traders in Tjeni and Nubt, convert
them over time to be like us from within,” Abar said.


“A strong foundation indeed to increase Nekhen’s influence.
But here’s something new to consider – men from a settlement possessing wood
boats can travel the entire length of the valley in a few weeks, over and over,
repeatedly exposing the people of every hamlet along the way to
its culture and gods and products, influence their lives in an accelerated
way.”


“Weeks, not generations.” Abar grasped my hand. “Because of
the wood boat you’re going to build and use for trade, the rest of the people
who live in the valley will start to be more like us than Tjeni or Nubt almost
right away.”


“Or at least know about our culture and way of life. That’s
even better than we hoped would happen the day you convinced your father to
send me to Badari.”


“So we’ll steal a march on Tjeni and Nubt, bring Badari and
Maadi and every hamlet in the North to see Nekhen as the most important
settlement, the one to align with, not compete against,” Abar said. “That’ll be
the true legacy of your boats and tools.”


“As long as Nekhen’s leader has the foresight to act.”


“Rawer and foresight. Not two words I’d use together,” Abar
scoffed.


“Which means we absolutely have to make sure you’re powerful
enough in your own right to force Rawer to carry out your will after you’re
joined.”


“And force the elites to back me, or at least not oppose
me,” she said.


“My smithy will be the key,” I said thoughtfully. “I predict
before long everyone in Nekhen is going to rely on the products of Heth’s
forge. Then, if Rawer takes the fleet from me, so what? I’ll have wealth enough
to build my own fleet and combine it with your donkeys. We’ll be able to pursue
Dedi’s quest without interference.”


“You’re not a commoner anymore, Nykara, or, at least, you
won’t be for long,” Abar said with satisfaction. “Because of this trip, because
of your boat, because of your smithy, you’re going to become an elite.”


“I don’t care about the status. But being an elite will
allow me to support you against Rawer in a meaningful way. And against any
elites too set in their ways to yield to a bright woman.”


“The elites will listen to you, Nykara. No man in Nekhen has
your presence, Father included. Who else is intimately acquainted with the
elite men in every settlement and hamlet in the valley? Who else successfully
negotiates with them? Who else has traveled to Maadi and returned against all
odds? Who has accomplished half of what you have? Yes, they will indeed pay
attention to you.”


“That’s good. Because you and I are going to have to educate
Nekhen’s elites about the world and the possibilities we see. Like Rawer, they
all look inward, to Nekhen. To them, this stretch of river and how it can
enrich their lives is all that matters. Right now the only people who believe
Nekhen can be the greatest settlement in the valley – and that it should even
strive to be – are Dedi and you and me.”


A jackal yelped somewhere across the river, its cry echoing
against the far plateau, gradually died away.


“Speaking of elites, Pipi didn’t come back to Father’s to
drink his wine along with the rest,” Abar noted.


“We had a long talk about our deal,” I said.


“And?”


“Pipi truly expected Dedi would name me his heir tonight,
even though I’d assured him he wouldn’t. After a bit of discussion, I promised
him if Dedi ever gives me his fleet I’ll uphold our agreement at that time.
Which I don’t expect to ever have to do.”


“What about Wenher?”


“Pipi was prepared to give her to me tonight as a sign of
good faith. I told him I couldn’t accept her because I’ll never be able to
uphold my end of the bargain.”


Surprisingly, Abar seemed relieved. “My cousin will be
extremely disappointed,” she reported. “You’re going to be quite the hero after
your trip to Maadi. The whole time you were gone Wenher was bragging to her
friends the two of you were going to be joined. When they find out you’re still
free they’ll start pursuing you. Wenher’s going to be kept busy fighting them
off.”


“I doubt that,” I scoffed. Being chased by the daughters of
boatmen was one thing. Being chased by elite women was highly unlikely. Wenher,
of course, was an entirely different matter.


“Don’t underestimate yourself, Nykara. Wenher may have to
fight me off too,” Abar said lightly.


I couldn’t help laugh.


“I used to think there was no man in Nekhen worthy of me,”
she said, suddenly serious. “I was wrong. You are, Nykara. You were barely out
of sight on your trip to Badari before I started missing you – our
conversations, our working and laughing together. I missed how happy and
contented you make me feel. I couldn’t stop thinking about Pipi’s offer to join
you to Wenher. It awakened me to feelings I’d never experienced before.
Frankly, I discovered I was insanely jealous of my cousin, not only at the
thought she might join with you – but that you might want to be with her.”


“I assure you…”


Abar held up her hand. “Let me finish. I’ve been waiting a
long time to say this. The weeks were empty without you, Nykara. They passed
agonizingly slowly. Every day I sat distracted in the audience hall – I
couldn’t concentrate on anything. Every evening I wandered along the riverbank,
aimless, gazing towards the North, thinking about you. I never understood until
you were gone how much I want you in my life.”


Amazing admissions, coming from Abar. “I am in your life,” I
assured her. “I always will be.”


“You could share it completely, Nykara,” she said
breathlessly, leaning towards me. “Grandfather’s promised me to you, after
all.”


Abar didn’t seem to be joking. “That used to be your worst
nightmare.”


“At first. But then we got to know each other. You’ve
changed my mind about a lot of things this last year. Especially us.”


Had Abar fallen for me? Impossible! Didn’t she see her
belief we could be together was based on the same faulty premise Pipi’s deal
relied on? “Dedi’s promise doesn’t matter,” I said. “It was an empty threat.
Aboo’s clearly disregarded it. He’s publicly promised you to Rawer. He’ll never
give you to a commoner – or an elite who was born a commoner.”


“We could go to your hut right now,” Abar insisted. “Father
would be angry at us for a day. Then he’d realize our joining had tied herds
and boats unbreakably together. He’d realize he’d soon hold his grandson in his
arms.”


I couldn’t tell for sure, but I suspected she was blushing.


“That’s something Father wants above all else. A direct male
descendant. A continuation of his line. Grandfather would throw his support to
us – our being joined was his idea in the first place. It assures his quest to
expand Nekhen’s influence will continue after his death.”


“I suppose that’s true,” I said cautiously.


“Our joining will put a dagger in Rawer’s hopes of ruling,”
Abar added. “Without the fleet, without me, no elite will support him.” She
slid closer, so our legs and arms were touching. Hers were smooth and warm. She
smelled of flowers and sweet resin. “Wouldn’t you like that, Nykara? Having
me?”


Abar was so beautiful in the moonlight, her lips inviting,
eyes shining.


“I’m in love with you, Nykara,” she said earnestly. She
placed her hands on my shoulders and pulled me down to her and kissed me – not
like she had at the brewery to make Rawer jealous, but as a woman kisses a man,
with warmth and desire and passion.


For a moment I yielded to her, intoxicated. My heart cried
out to surrender, to accept my unexpected good fortune, to revel in it. Why
turn down a woman like Abar? Who in Nekhen was like her? Why reject the chance
to become part of Nekhen’s ruling family? Why reject wealth and influence? But
wealth and influence weren’t what I wanted. I wanted a woman who truly loved
me. Did Abar, really, despite what she’d just said? Or did she only want me to
keep me away from Wenher? Or, was eliminating Rawer as a potential ruler behind
her confession of love? Her life’s ambition was to not just be a ruler’s woman,
but to guide that ruler. That wouldn’t be possible with Rawer. It would be if I
took his place. She’d manipulated me in the past. Was she doing it again? Was
her plea we be joined merely a transaction, one she’d convinced herself was
based on love but actually wasn’t? If she’d so much as given me a sign she
cared in that way for me in the past year I might feel differently. But I
couldn’t help be skeptical about what was behind her unexpected change in
attitude.


I gazed at Abar. But instead I saw Amenia’s face, a woman
awash in possibility. She’s who I truly wanted to be with. Thought of her
brought me back to reality. I drew away a little, looked down at Abar, brushed
her hair from her face with my fingertips. “I care deeply for you, Abar. I have
for a long time. But I don’t love you the way you say you love me.” I slid away
so our arms and legs were no longer touching. The amulet slipped from my thigh
and clattered to the deck.


“What’s that? A gift for Wenher?” Abar asked petulantly.
“Have you surrendered to her already?”


I bent, picked up the amulet, handed it to her. “No. It’s
for Amenia. For supplying the pottery.”


Abar studied it. “I’m sure she’ll like it. It’s beautiful
and unique.” She gave it back to me.


“Remember the first time we met her, when Dedi transferred
rule to your father?”


“She was terrified. Very meek.”


“She’s only like that when powerful men are around,” I said.


“She was like that around me too, at first. But I’ve gotten
to know her the past couple of years. She’s a sweet girl.”


“And an extraordinarily talented potter, as you also know.
She’s as passionate about her work as you are about Nekhen’s future. She
reminds me very much of you.”


Abar gazed at me strangely for a long time. Then she seemed
to shake herself. “The amulet’s not just because Amenia supplied pottery, is
it?”


“No,” I admitted.


“Do you care for Amenia, Nykara?” Abar asked.


“As ridiculous as it seems, having spent literally no time
with her, I do. Something about Amenia touches me deeply. I believe she’s
interested in me too.”


“How can she not be?” Abar asked.


“The kiss… Love… If we weren’t who we are, Abar…” I said
apologetically.


“You’re choosing Amenia over me.”


“Am I really, Abar? Your destiny – your obsession – is to be
a ruler’s woman. You can be, joined to Rawer or Wehemka or another elite. You
can’t, joined to me. You’re actually the one with the choice – be a ruler’s
woman, or be with me.”


“Then I choose you,” she said decisively.


“You can’t, Abar. I’d make you happy for a time. But the day
Rawer ascends the dais in the oval court with some other woman at his side
you’d fully realize what you’d given up for me. You’d start to resent me then.”


“Maybe that’s true. Maybe it’s not.”


“I won’t put you in that position. Or let you put yourself
in that position.”


Abar was silent for a long time, gazing at the distant plateau.
The river lapped against my boat, gently rocking us.


I took her hand. I had to be the strong one. I had to hurt
her. I had to put the future she deserved before the future she thought she
wanted tonight. “I’ll always care for you, Abar. But we can’t be together.”


She pulled her hand away, stood up brusquely. “You must
think I’m a fool, wanting to be joined for love,” she said bitterly. Her eyes
glistened with tears.


“You’re no fool, Abar,” I replied softly. “You want what
every woman wants, and man too. But you were born an elite and you’re a ruler’s
daughter and you’ve taken on Dedi’s quest. Expectations come with all those
roles. They define what you can and can’t do. You’re their prisoner.”


“And you’re not,” Abar said. Her eyes met  mine. “I
suppose you deserve the chance to be happy, Nykara. I hope you are, with
Amenia.”


Abar disembarked without another word and disappeared into
the darkness. I felt awful. Her confession of love was going to change things
between us. That I’d rejected her would be hard for Abar to get over. If she
ever did. No one ever turned her down. Had I been a fool for doing it? Then I
felt the amulet pressing into my palm, a reminder I’d thrown away the chance to
be with Abar in order to pursue a woman I wanted far more.


 


 


***


 


 


Two days later I hurried up the wadi path to Hemaka’s and
Sanakht’s pottery works leading a trio of donkeys, two laden with jars of wine,
the foremost bearing Dedi. It was late in the afternoon and the sun was in my
eyes. A hot wind was blowing and sand stung my cheek. My heart was pounding,
and not just from the walk. I was anxious to see Amenia again, in hopes of
discovering if she felt about me the way I felt about her. After what had
happened with Abar on my boat there had to be. Otherwise, I’d thrown a chance
for love with an exceptional woman away for nothing.


Dedi and I entered Hemaka’s yard. Men and women were
bustling in every direction. Smoke was rising from kilns where pottery was
being fired. A dozen or so men were attending them. Hemaka was seated beneath
his verandah alongside Sanakht, both of them on leather stools, both leaning
back against the wall of Hemaka’s house, overseeing everything from a distance.
Hemaka was shading his eyes with one hand against the sunlight slanting under the
verandah’s roof. He saw us and recognized Dedi and rose, startled. I brought
the donkeys to a stop in front of him. He hastened to help Dedi dismount.


“Your visit honors me,” Hemaka said, bowing low.


“I’ve brought you jars of wine,” Dedi explained, indicating
the trailing donkeys. “An exceptional drink Nykara obtained in the North. Aboo
is parceling it out only to Nekhen’s elites – and you. This wine is in return
for the pottery you sent on the expedition. Half is from Retenu, a land along
the seacoast. Half is from desert oases. I believe you’ll find the quality of
both to be excellent. I’ve already developed a taste for it.”


A smile creased Hemaka’s face. “I told you those jars and
pots would be worth something,” he told his older brother.


Sanakht had moved from the verandah to join him. He shrugged
his shoulders.


Hemaka hadn’t predicted any such thing. He’d told me the
exact opposite, that taking Amenia’s pottery on my expedition would be foolish
and a waste of time. Amenia had made clear to me her uncles’ feelings about the
value of the pottery she created. I suspected Dedi would shortly change their
minds.


“Nekauba!” Hemaka shouted.


Nekauba came running from the direction of the kilns. When
he saw me he stopped short and stiffened and glared. And looked more than a
little scared.


“Unload these donkeys. Put the jars in my storage hut. Leave
one here. Don’t break any of them!”


Nekauba removed one jar from the back of the first donkey
and set it on the ground under the verandah. Then he took hold of the rope and
led the donkeys out of sight, looking back over his shoulder at me the whole
time.


Hemaka indicated a reed–bottomed chair next to his stool
beneath the verandah. “Please, sit,” he told Dedi. “I’d like to hear about the
North, if you have time.”


“I do.” Dedi settled onto the proffered chair with a sigh.


Hemaka stepped to the entrance of his house. “Itet! We have
a visitor!” He moved back to his stool. “This is my older brother Sanakht,” he
told Dedi. “We operate these works together.”


“I knew your father well,” Dedi told them. “Khaemtir fought
beside me when I went into the western desert to punish the raiders who killed
Aboo’s brother.”


Sanakht greeted Dedi but did not acknowledge me. His head
was shaved, his mouth downturned, eyes suspicious, brow locked in a seemingly
perpetual frown. He was stocky, like his son, his skin dark brown from the sun,
chest broad, biceps bulging.


A woman and two young girls appeared from inside the house,
one perhaps fourteen, the other twelve. “My woman Itet and my daughters Kapes
and Nebet,” Hemaka said.


“Welcome to our home, Dedi,” Itet said respectfully. “Nebet
– fetch some honeyed cakes for our guest. Hurry!”


“Kapes, bring cups. Then pour wine for us from that jar,” Hemaka
ordered, indicating the one Nekauba had left behind.


Nebet was the younger of the sisters. She dashed back
inside, followed by Kapes. Itet had ignored me. And why not? To her and the
rest I was only an errand boy.


A moment later Amenia appeared in the entrance. Her eyes
were focused on the ground before her, watching where she was going. She was
supporting Ipu as she shuffled along. Ipu was tightly gripping Amenia’s arm
just above the elbow. Her long dark braids were brushing Amenia’s arm. Once under
the verandah Amenia looked up and recognized me and blushed furiously. So she
had been thinking about me these past weeks, much as I’d been thinking about
her. That was promising.


Dedi rose. “It’s good to see you, Ipu.”


The old woman cocked her head, peered at him, smiled. “Dedi?
I’m surprised you’ve made the trek to the upper settlement.” She reached out
with one twisted hand and took his.


Hemaka addressed Dedi. “How long have you known my
grandmother?”


“Since we were children,” Ipu answered.


“We’re the last left in Nekhen from our era,” Dedi said a
bit sadly. “We were quite close when I ruled Nekhen. Now we just see each other
when Ipu celebrates alongside Aboo at festivals.” Dedi stepped to the side.
“Please, Ipu, take my chair.”


“Itet – more stools,” Hemaka ordered.


Amenia helped Ipu sit.


“Dedi, you remember Amenia,” I said, introducing her.


He nodded. “Of course.” He addressed Amenia. “You are a
truly magnificent potter!”


Amenia blushed again, at being singled out.


“I taught her most of what she knows,” Ipu said proudly.
“But her skill exceeded mine long ago.”


“I know how that goes,” Dedi said, glancing at me.


The sisters appeared with cups and cakes and Itet with
stools and there was a flurry of activity as everyone was seated and waited on,
Ipu next to her youngest grandson, Dedi to her left and me between him and
Sanakht. Amenia picked up the jar of wine and filled the cups Kapes had
procured. Then she distributed them. Our fingers touched for the briefest
instant and I smiled at her.


“That will be all,” Hemaka said, dismissing her. “You too,
girls,” he told his daughters.


“Amenia should stay, Hemaka,” Dedi said. “What I have to say
concerns her.”


Hemaka eyed Dedi for a moment, then grudgingly nodded to
Amenia.


She couldn’t hide her curiosity. She sat on the ground,
cross–legged, her back against one of the verandah posts directly in front of
me, facing everyone. She was more bewitching than I remembered. It seemed
strong emotions of any kind transformed her appearance. Or maybe it was just
how I perceived her.


“You’ve come a long way to deliver a message in person,”
Hemaka observed. “It must be important.”


Dedi nodded. “Nykara’s expedition to the North was far more
successful than Aboo expected, as you can tell from the amount of wine he
granted you. I’ll be traveling there regularly as soon as Nykara builds me a
proper boat. Amenia’s pottery brought us many valuable goods in exchange, both
in Nubt along the way and in Nykara’s final destination, a settlement called
Maadi. I intend to take all three types of her pottery with me on every future
expedition – and in far greater quantity than Nykara did on his first journey.”


I glanced at Amenia. She was beaming with pride.


“If you can believe it, Hemaka, the Nubtians don’t make any
decorated pottery at all,” Dedi continued. “The Maadians had never seen
black–topped. That makes the pottery Amenia produces unique and thus extremely
valuable in both settlements.”


“The styles the rest of Nekhen’s potters have abandoned?”
Sanakht queried.


“Yes,” Dedi replied. He leaned towards Hemaka. “So, it
appears you have a monopoly on the types of pottery I need. I’ll be bypassing
the rest of Nekhen’s potters and calling on you alone for my future
expeditions.” Dedi sipped wine from his cup. “And you, Hemaka, can expect to receive
far more wine next time, and perhaps more than just wine.”


That pleased Hemaka immensely. He directed his attention to
Amenia. “Girl, you’ll have to spend more time at your kiln from now on.”


His tone implied he had to force her to make pottery. I nearly
laughed out loud at his blustering.


“Thank you, Uncle,” Amenia replied happily.


“Don’t think you can slack off your other chores,” he
admonished.


“Of course not, Uncle.” Her eyes shone with excitement. She clearly
didn’t care about the extra work; being able to pursue her passion without
hindrance more than made up for that.


“Do you think the other type of pottery Hemaka and I produce
would interest the Maadians as well?” Sanakht asked, clearly angling for Dedi
to include his cheaper ware in the next expedition.


“No,” Dedi said. “Rough pottery has no value there.”


Sanakht seemed to deflate.


“What’s Maadi like, Dedi?” Ipu asked.


“I’d like to know too,” Hemaka seconded.


Dedi tilted his head towards me. “I’ve never been. Nykara?”


A chance to let Hemaka and the rest see I was more than an
errand boy.


“It’s a few miles from the foot of the delta, where the
river splits into five branches flowing into the Wadjet Wer,” I told them.
“Maadi’s quite small in comparison to Nekhen. There are only a couple of
hundred inhabitants. Maadi’s on a low narrow ridge running north–south at the
mouth of two wadis beside the river. The ridge is less than a mile long and
barely a quarter mile wide. The houses are oval, with post walls and frames of
mud–covered wickerwork. Some people from Retenu – a land in the North – have
settled at Maadi. Their houses are different – dug a little ways into the
ground, the foundations of fieldstone, the corners rounded, their entrances
slanting ramps. They place their hearth in a sunken pit in the center of the
floor, and roof the house with woven mats.”


“Where did the Maadians come from?” Amenia asked eagerly,
her hunger for knowledge obvious.


Hemaka didn’t seem to object to her question, so I answered.
“I was told bands that wandered the savannahs to the east and west of the river
settled there more than a century ago when the plains dried out and turned to
desert. Since then, foreigners from the lands along the seacoast have come to
live there. A few farmers from Nubt and Tjeni have emigrated to the North the
last couple of years and they’ve started farms and founded a few hamlets south
of Maadi – usually no more than a couple of huts with related families.”


“Are the Maadians like us?”


“In some ways. That’s true of everyone who lives in the
valley. But Maadians don’t have all of our enterprises, don’t have a ruler like
Aboo, don’t have a ceremonial grounds, don’t have the same natural resources.
They bury hardly anything with their dead – they weren’t interested in your
decorated pottery for that reason, Amenia. They hunt less and fish more. They
keep animals – cattle, sheep, goats, and pigs – and grow emmer and barley and
lentils and peas. They use donkeys for transport, same as us. What’s most amazing
– copper is so plentiful in Maadi they don’t use flint tools anymore. Can you
imagine?”


“That’s very hard to believe,” Sanakht said, eyeing me
suspiciously. “Craftsmen here rarely have more than a few chunks found by
travelers to work with.”


“There are mines in the desert, at the head of an arm of the
eastern sea, several months’ journey from Maadi. Desert nomads smelt the ore
and haul ingots by donkey to the settlement. More nomads, from the western
desert, pasture their flocks in the delta each summer and bring leather, skins,
spices, dates, wine and grapes with them. They exchange them for Maadi’s goods.
There are two storage areas at opposite ends of the settlement where all the
traders store their products in common.”


An amazed look passed between Hemaka and Sanakht.


“The storage huts hold emmer, barley, cooked mutton, fish
bones, and linen and beads and stone cosmetic palettes and shells of freshwater
mussels, as well as stone vases. Vase making is Maadi’s main enterprise.”


Hemaka straightened. “Instead of pottery?”


“Each household makes its own cooking pots as needed.
There’s no pottery works like yours at all, Hemaka. For storage and tableware
they make vases and bowls and other vessels of black basalt and granite and
gneiss and diorite and limestone and alabaster. The finest items are elongated
cylinders with flat rims, small handles and flaring, ring–like bases. They make
their domestic dishes and bowls and cups and lamps of limestone. They reuse the
large earthenware jars in which products are transported from the lands
bordering the Wadjet Wer – almonds, wool, goat cheese, olives, wine.” I
addressed Amenia. “The Maadians lack the type of clay you use and the skill and
the inclination to make objects out of pottery. Because of their quality and scarcity,
yours bring great value.”


Hemaka looked at Amenia thoughtfully. He struck me as an
intelligent man – he had to be, to have successfully operated along with his
brother the largest pottery works in the upper settlement. Now that he knew a
bit about the environment at Maadi he was gauging possibilities. I suspected he
was going to find a way to divert Amenia’s chores to her cousins so she could
spend most of her time at her kiln, since that would be of great benefit to him
personally.


“What’s the delta like?” Amenia pressed.


“From what I was told, Ta–mehu is nothing at all like the
valley here at Nekhen,” I replied. I held my hand up and spread my fingers.
“The river splits into branches, just like my fingers, and each reaches all the
way to the Wadjet Wer. When you’re standing in the midst of the delta you don’t
see desert at all, just flat green land all the way to the horizon. It’s
swampy, thick with feathery papyrus and reeds taller than a man, teeming with
birds and animals. Many rhinoceroses and hippopotamuses live in the marshes.
The domestic animals are all larger than here at Nekhen. Farmers grow barley
mostly – it survives the wet conditions better than emmer – and they also
harvest wild grasses. The hamlets are very small and far between – perhaps only
a dozen exist – and all are on raised hillocks high enough not to be submerged
by the inundation. They’re scattered like knots on a fishing net, not like
gemstones on a string as they are here on the upper river.”


Then I told everyone in explicit detail about the expedition
to Badari, my decision to go on to Maadi, meeting with Setau and Khaba and
Haran and Nabaru and the rest, the exchange of goods, the trip back. I didn’t
mention Bakist. Hemaka and Sanakht would both consider me weak for having let a
girl assist me. By the time I finished my tale the sun was about to dip below
the lip of the plateau to the west and shadows were lengthening across the
valley and the verandah was in shade.


“Nykara will return to your pottery works in two weeks to
get however many jars and pots and bowls Amenia has produced, Hemaka,” Dedi
concluded. “He’ll come every two weeks after that. I’ll keep them in my storage
hut at my boatyard. That will lessen my preparation time when I set out on my
next expedition.” Dedi addressed Amenia. “Concentrate first on your decorated
styles. My next trip will be to Nubt, where those styles are highly prized.
After that, I’ll need many black–topped. As soon as Nykara builds me a boat
that will stand up to a long journey we’ll be carrying them north to Maadi.”


“I’ll get to work first thing in the morning,” Amenia
promised.


“I do have one request,” Dedi said. “Many of your decorated
objects portray the conflict between man and nature. In the future, I’d like
you to explore themes that portray our ruler dominating nature and maintaining
order. Illustrate Aboo’s power.”


Dedi and I had discussed the night before using Amenia’s
pottery as part of his plan to bring Nubt and Tjeni into union with us.


Hemaka nodded. “I assure you, my niece will. Her pottery
will be ready for your boy when he returns.”


“Not my boy,” Dedi informed Hemaka. “Nykara has overseen my
fleet for several years. What he accomplished leading the expedition to Maadi
has earned him greater opportunity. As of yesterday I’ve put him in charge of
my entire enterprise.”


An unexpected reward. I’d promised Dedi I’d make sure what
he and his family had built would continue to flourish as long as I lived.


Hemaka was clearly taken aback by my new status. So was
Sanakht. “What about Rawer?” Hemaka asked. “Isn’t he your heir?”


“Yes. But he doesn’t have the skill or inclination to operate
my enterprise. We need competence in transportation, not chaos,” Dedi said.
“So, while Rawer will succeed Aboo as ruler, unless something changes
drastically he’ll never be directly involved in transportation by water.
Though, to be frank, he hasn’t given up hope he will.”


I was amazed Dedi had spoken so highly of me. I could tell
I’d risen considerably in Hemaka’s estimation. Fact was, my status was now at
least equivalent to his. Hemaka was the kind of man who could make that
calculation.


Dedi addressed Amenia and me. “You two go work out the
details. I have more business to discuss with Hemaka that doesn’t concern
either of you.”


Was Dedi purposefully giving Amenia and me a chance to talk
in private? Had he guessed I was interested in her? We crossed the yard to the
covered work area and sat on the ground facing each other. Hemaka’s and
Sanakht’s eyes were on us. I wasn’t going to do anything that would give either
of them a reason to chastise Amenia. Though I definitely wanted to.


“In charge of Dedi’s entire operation!” Amenia exclaimed.
“Congratulations, Nykara! That means you’ll be an elite some day!”


“Don’t count on it,” I said frankly. “Once Dedi’s dead Rawer
will figure out a way to put me back in my rightful place.”


“Well, I think you’re in your rightful place,” she said
loyally.


“I’m glad you think so.”


“This was your doing, wasn’t it Nykara? Getting Dedi to
commission me to make more pottery.”


“They’re valuable commodities for exchange. Didn’t take much
convincing.”


“But you did.”


“Profit persuaded him.”


“With a nudge from you.”


“Yes,” I admitted.


“Getting Dedi to come here today was your idea too.”


“Hemaka wouldn’t have treated Dedi’s message seriously if it
had come from me. But he can’t turn Dedi down. I wanted to make sure you could
keep your dream to be a full–time potter alive.”


“I can’t tell you how much that means to me, Nykara, how
incredibly happy I am right now,” she said, her eyes sparkling.


“I guess I’ll be seeing you fairly regularly from now on,” I
said lightly.


Amenia’s cheeks colored. “I’ll like that,” she said shyly.
“A lot.”


I thrilled to her admission. “Nekauba won’t be happy.”


She stiffened, almost as if she’d been jolted back to
reality. “Especially after he and I are joined. He’ll make you deal directly
with him for my pottery. He won’t let you anywhere near me.”


The pit of my stomach tightened. Whatever illusion I’d built
a relationship with Amenia might be possible had just vanished like smoke
driven before a strong wind. I had indeed rejected Abar for a woman I couldn’t
have. “Is this going to happen soon, do you think? Your joining?”


“Great–grandmother’s health is getting worse rapidly. We
talked before about what that means.”


“A great deal of uncertainty for you and your cousins and
uncles.”


“Compounded by Dedi commissioning my pottery just now,”
Amenia said thoughtfully. “Couldn’t you see my uncles’ minds whirring,
calculating my suddenly increased value to them? Did you see the greed on their
faces when Dedi gave Uncle Hemaka the wine?”


“I did.”


“In one way, that’s actually good for me. Uncle Hemaka will
be inclined not to join me to Nekauba or anyone else for as long as possible so
he can continue to control me and the pottery I produce. My pottery will make
him wealthy enough he’ll be able to get out from under Uncle Sanakht’s thumb.
But it’s bad for me because Uncle Sanakht will surely pressure Uncle Hemaka to
honor his agreement and join me to Nekauba as soon as possible so he can
control me and my pottery and become Dedi’s supplier and increase his wealth.
If there’s one thing Uncle Sanakht wants above all else it’s to be rich.”


 “So you’ll remain free only if Hemaka can stand up to
Sanakht. Otherwise, you’ll become Nekauba’s property.”


“Uncle Sanakht’s more wily and cunning and… savage than
Uncle Hemaka. Plus, he controls the pottery works. Uncle Hemaka always gives in
to him.”


“I wish there was something I could do.”


“You have, Nykara,” Amenia said earnestly. “Whatever
happens, at least now I’ll get to keep making pottery. Nekauba would have put a
stop to that otherwise. Uncle Sanakht has enough sense to let me continue
working. He’ll set Nekauba straight.”


Amenia looked so sad, so resigned. My heart went out to her.
Then something occurred to me. It was an outrageous idea. But I was desperate.
I didn’t want to lose Amenia before I even had a chance to get to know her.
“Maybe I can help you keep Sanakht at bay.”


“How?”


“Above all else, Hemaka wants to join you to someone in an
elite family instead of Nekauba. Am I right?”


“It’s his fondest wish. And, frankly, it may be a very real
possibility fairly soon, though he doesn’t know it yet.”


“What do you mean?”


“There’s something I didn’t tell you the last time we were
together.” Amenia’s eyes searched mine. “If I tell you now you can’t breathe a
word of it to anyone – aside from me, only Abar knows.”


“Your secret is safe,” I said, intrigued, wondering how Abar
had come to know it, and how Amenia was apparently involved enough with her to
share a secret.


“Great–grandmother’s going to name me her heir. When she
dies I’m going to take her place as priestess.”


That wasn’t particularly surprising, not after seeing how
close the two of them were and how Amenia helped Ipu in the oval court. “Hemaka
and Sanakht don’t know?”


“They strongly suspect. But they’re not sure.”


“Why not?”


“Great–grandmother wants to keep them guessing as long as
possible so they won’t be able to manipulate me. She’s been dropping hints all
my cousins, including Nekauba, are possibilities.”


“Otherwise, your uncles would know how to use the pieces in
the game they’re playing to become wealthy and influential, instead of merely
knowing what pieces they have to play with.”


“Exactly.”


“But Ipu told Abar. Why?”


“I can’t speak for her. But I think, with all the
uncertainty over Aboo’s heir, Great–grandmother didn’t want her intention for
me to be doubted. I wouldn’t put it past either of my uncles to lie about
Great–grandmother’s choice.”


“So, back to the matter at hand – if we can figure out a way
to keep Hemaka from yielding to Sanakht until your selection as priestess is
announced you won’t have to join with Nekauba in the near term. After the
announcement, the elites will beat a path to your door and Nekauba will be
eliminated for good.”


“Yes to the first part. But I’m not sure anyone will ‘beat a
path to my door,’ as you say.”


“Don’t underestimate yourself, Amenia, or your position.
You’re a remarkably talented woman. Just look at your pottery. And you’ll have
a considerable amount of influence once you’re the falcon god’s priestess.
You’ll be treated as reverently as Ipu. The elites won’t ignore you then.”


“Even if that’s true, how can we keep Uncle Hemaka from
giving in to Uncle Sanakht now? It could be a while before
Great–grandmother is dead. Which I sincerely hope.”


“What if we convince Hemaka an elite is already interested
in you? Would he choose Nekauba over him? Or would he use that as an excuse to
keep Sanakht at bay?”


“The latter. But, Nykara, no elite even knows I exist, much
less has an interest in me. I’ve been in their homes when they were sick,
helping Great–grandmother. No elite boy ever took notice of me. Not even once.”


“What about me, Amenia? Hemaka believes I’m eventually going
to become an elite based on what Dedi told him tonight.”


Amenia was suddenly pale. She stiffened. “Are you suggesting
I join with you, Nykara?”


I couldn’t tell if she was merely shocked or simply
appalled. It wasn’t my intention to chase her off before she even got to know
me. I shook my head no. “I’m simply suggesting you can use me to buy yourself
time, to stave off Sanakht,” I replied. “All we need to do is make Hemaka think
I’m interested in you.”


“But what if Dedi dies soon and Rawer takes the fleet away,
as you said he will? Dedi’s the same age as Great–grandmother. Then you’ll be a
boatman again, a commoner.”


“There’s something you don’t know about me yet either,
Amenia. Remember when I was talking earlier about how plentiful copper is in
Maadi?”


“Yes.”


“I brought a great number of copper ingots and a metalsmith
to work them back from Maadi. I’m going to operate a copper smithy here in
Nekhen. In half a year most of the elites will be dependent on me to supply
tools for their workmen. My smithy is going to make me an elite eventually, no
matter what Rawer does to me. So, if Hemaka thinks I’m interested in you it
might keep you free of Nekauba for now. Who knows? That might be long enough
for an elite to become interested in you for real.”


Amenia’s eyes rose to mine again, seemed to plumb their very
depths. She grew even more pale, if that was possible. “But what if I want you
to be interested in me for real?” she whispered.


My heart was suddenly singing. I hadn’t misjudged Amenia’s
glances under the verandah. I wouldn’t let her misjudge mine. “I’d jump at the
chance to win your heart, Amenia. You’re wonderful and talented and I’ve never
met anyone like you.” I surreptitiously took hold of her hand. “I thought about
you all the way to Maadi and back.”


“That’s settled, then,” she said decisively. There was color
in her cheeks once more. She’d never looked more captivating. “We’ll convince
my uncles you’re the man for me.”


I liked the sound of that. I could scarcely believe things
were moving so fast.


Amenia and I both glanced at the verandah. Nekauba had
finished unloading the wine and was now sitting at one corner, staring at us. I
almost wished he’d try to pick a fight with me tonight. I’d enjoy humiliating
him in front of Amenia.


“Uncle Hemaka and Uncle Sanakht and Nekauba are watching us.
We should give them a show,” Amenia said matter–of–factly.


“A show?”


“I can’t approach Uncle Hemaka and tell him you’re
interested in me. He wouldn’t believe me. He doesn’t think any man could ever
care for me because I’m so plain.”


“You’re not,” I insisted.


“That’s very sweet of you,” Amenia said. “But Uncle Hemaka
needs to decide for himself you’re interested in me – right now, before Uncle
Sanakht gets the chance to work on him.” She sidled closer, smiled brightly.
“Kiss me, Nykara. Make it convincing. Make sure they see.”


Amenia was far bolder than I’d suspected. I liked her even
more for that. I recalled the kiss Abar had given me in the brewery to make
Rawer jealous. It had worked on him. He’d made my life miserable for months
afterwards. “Will they take it out on you?” I asked, hesitating.


“They won’t protest in front of Dedi. After you and he leave
I’ll claim you caught me off guard, that you insisted I was going to be yours
someday and you wanted a taste. If Uncle Hemaka doesn’t believe me – well, he’s
broken enough sticks on my back over the years. But if he does…”


“We’ll stop Sanakht in his tracks.” I smiled. “I’ll
willingly participate in your nefarious plot, Amenia. But before I do, I have
something for you. Perhaps it’ll make a kiss even more convincing.” I opened
the leather pouch attached to my belt, fished out the copper boat amulet,
handed it to her. “Heth – my metalsmith – made it. It’s little enough thanks
for the pottery I took north.”


She held it, stared at it, looked up. There were tears in
her eyes. “No one’s ever given me anything before. I’ll treasure it for the
rest of my life, Nykara.”


I took it from her and she bent her head and I slipped it
over. It dangled against her chest. I took her long hair in both hands and
lifted it free of the twine holding the amulet, let it go. Her hair cascaded
over her shoulders.


“It’s beautiful,” she said, taking the boat in her fingers
and studying it once more.


“Not as beautiful as you.”


She let the amulet drop. “No one’s ever called me that
before,” she said.


“Get used to it.” I gently took Amenia by the shoulders,
pulled her close, bent my head, soundly kissed her. Her lips were soft and
yielding and her hair brushed my face and her shoulders felt incredibly smooth
and I wished we’d never have to stop.


After a moment we moved slightly apart. I kept my hands on
her shoulders.


“Time for me to act,” Amenia whispered. She made a pretense
of trying to twist free, to escape me.


Out of the corner of my eye I saw Nekauba rise to his feet.
I kissed Amenia again for good measure, even longer this time, then released
her.


She jumped up with a little cry, feigned anger, pretended to
scold me. Then she twirled around and dashed across the yard to the verandah
and into the house, as if she was being pursued by demons. Sanakht glared at me
angrily. Hemaka was scowling. Nekauba was furious. Itet was shocked. Dedi and
Ipu were smiling slightly. Just after Amenia stepped inside the house she
turned around where no one but me could see her and waved.


I got to my feet and casually strolled towards the verandah.


Dedi simultaneously rose, bid Ipu and Hemaka and Sanakht and
Itet goodbye.


“Nice girl,” was all Dedi said later, as we made our way on
donkeyback down the wadi path to the boatyard.


“Exceptionally.”
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I awakened well before dawn the morning after Nykara’s and
Dedi’s visit to my uncles’ pottery works. Truth was, I’d barely slept, excited
because I’d be able to devote the time I wasn’t assisting Great–grandmother to
making my special pottery from now on – but mostly because Nykara had kissed
me. Two far–fetched dreams I’d held close for years had against all odds come
true. I slipped as quietly as I could from beneath the linen sheet on the
pallet I shared with my two younger cousins. Great–grandmother was drawing slow
shallow breaths on the pallet next to ours. I tiptoed a few steps across the
dirt floor to the wood chest filled with my clothes and felt about for a skirt
and put it on. The boat amulet Nykara had given me the evening before still
graced my neck, as precious to me as Great–grandmother’s talisman was to her. I
touched it with my fingers to make sure it was real, recalled his kisses,
smiled. I went into the main room and crossed to the entrance. I rolled up the
reed mat covering the opening and tied it fast beneath the lintel. Then I went
outside.


I paused for a moment and breathed deeply. The fading night
was warm, the breeze slight. The stars were already dim and the sky lightening
almost imperceptibly above the desert plateau on the east side of the river.
The moon was low in the west, a slim crescent. A handful of cookfires twinkled
in the lower settlement, lit by early risers like myself. Otherwise, the entire
great valley slept in an ocean of darkness.


The fence of reed mats, affixed with twine to more than
forty slim acacia posts and covered with a light layer of mud, was little more
than a shapeless blur on the flat land next to Uncle’s house. The few goats and
geese we kept were moving about behind a second fence dividing the yard in two,
eager for their breakfast. I hurried to a rock–lined hearth at the far end of
the yard, the hard–packed clay ground around it reddened by the heat of past
fires and lightly covered with white ash. In the evenings Auntie usually
roasted a duck or hare or other small animal on a spit here, but in the morning
it was where I baked our daily bread. Several mud–lined pits edged a large
ovoid quartzite grinding stone close by the hearth; I pulled dung cakes from
one pit and stacked them in the hearth and lit them. A golden glow soon colored
the hearth and fence and area where I was kneeling. As soon as the fire was
blazing I set cone–shaped terracotta containers in the flames to heat them.
Then I took emmer from a storage jar and mixed it with a little milk and water
and some dill and a bit of the previous morning’s dough in a large bowl. When
the containers were hot enough I pulled them from the fire using long charred
sticks and stood them upright, resting their pointed ends in small holes in the
ground. Then I half–filled them with the bread mixture, which would bake in
each container’s residual heat.


I picked up a basket of barley and another of flax seed I’d
prepared the night before and opened the gate into the side yard. Goats came
running and nosed at me and tried to push each other aside as I dumped the
emmer into an acacia log that had been cut in two and hollowed out to make a
trough. Then I scattered seed on the ground for the geese. Luckily, one of the
boys who worked for Uncle Hemaka would push the dung littering the pen into a
trench alongside the fence later in the day; cleaning up after livestock wasn’t
my job. The same boy would fill the water trough and a clay basin later too. By
the time I finished the feeding the eastern sky had turned rose and gold, and
white smoke was rising from cookfires in every direction, and the entire valley
was visible from plateau to plateau, and my bread was nearly done. I was on my
knees, preparing to remove the conical loaves from the containers, when a twig
snapped behind me. I turned and saw Uncle Hemaka. 


“You’re up early,” I said, inserting a piece of straw into
one of the loaves to see if it was done.


“I want to talk to you – alone,” he said.


I sat back on my bent legs with a feeling of trepidation.
Usually, the only time Uncle talked to me was to assign me work. After last
night it could be anything – including that Uncle Sanakht had persuaded him to
give me to Nekauba right away after what had happened between me and Nykara.
That was the most likely topic of discussion.


“Are you attracted to Nykara?” Uncle asked bluntly.


I drew my breath in sharply. Uncle had never asked me such a
personal question before, especially about what I might or might not want for
myself. He’d never once asked me about my preferences before deciding something
that affected me. I sensed my answer held tremendous implications, and probably
consequences. If I confessed the truth would he give me to Nekauba to punish
me? Or would Uncle allow Nykara to call on me, hoping he might gain some
advantage for himself? I had no idea how he’d react. Truth was, despite hardly
knowing Nykara I was drawn to him as I’d never been to anyone before. He’d been
so kind to me the day he’d come to get my pottery, so truly interested in me
and what I thought, so appreciative of my skill as a potter. No man had ever
treated me that way, certainly not Nekauba. I’d thought about Nykara constantly
the whole time he was on his expedition, hoping I’d see him again, hoping he’d
want to see me. Then, last night, when Nykara had come up with a way to help me
prevent my feared joining to Nekauba, I’d almost thrown my arms around his neck
then and there, embraced him, smothered him with kisses. I’d had a taste later
– but such a brief taste. I wanted more. Fact was, after last night, after what
Nykara had done for me after his return from Maadi, I was more than just
attracted to him. It was clear our show had made an impression on Uncle. Was it
the one Nykara and I hoped for, or not?


“Don’t deny it, girl,” Uncle said impatiently.


“Half the girls in Nekhen are attracted to Nykara, Uncle,
including your daughters,” I said as matter–of–factly as I could, though my
heart was pounding and my palms were moist. “We all watch him compete at the
festivals. We’ve gossiped about him down by the river for years.”


“But Nykara isn’t attracted to half the girls in Nekhen, is
he?” Uncle said knowingly. He glanced at my amulet. “He hasn’t given trinkets
to half the girls in Nekhen.”


“It’s to thank me for my pottery.”


“Nykara kissed you last night.”


“He caught me off guard.” I started removing the bread from the
still–warm containers, placing them in a reed basket. I avoided looking at
Uncle.


“You owe your life to me, Amenia – your clothes, the food
you eat, the roof over your head. You know that, don’t you?” Uncle queried.


“Of course, Uncle. I’m very grateful you took me in after
Grandfather died.”


“It’s time for you to express your gratitude, Amenia.”


That could mean almost anything. I started to tremble. If
Nykara’s kiss had angered Uncle, if he was going to order me to join with
Nekauba because of it…


“You’re pledged to Nekauba. You know that, right?”


My worst fears were going to be realized. Nykara’s and my
ploy had failed. “So he constantly reminds me,” I said meekly.


“Our family is an ancient one,” Uncle said.


I had no idea why he was digressing. Just tell me my fate
and be done with it. “Great–grandmother has told me the stories about our
ancestors,” I said cautiously.


“You know Teti’s the leading potter in Nekhen.”


“Of course.”


“Teti’s family arrived at Nekhen more recently than ours,
Amenia, yet by joining their women to the families of other potters Teti’s
forebears became wealthy and eventually made the other potters beholden to
them. They moved from the upper to the lower settlement and gained even more
influence. They ruled Nekhen before Pipi’s family, which preceded Dedi’s
family. Now Teti, the patriarch of his family, is one of Nekhen’s elites.”


“Everyone knows that.”


“Do you know why your grandfather pledged you to Nekauba,
and Sanakht and I have gone along with it?”


“Because it’s your right?”


“Because you’re the best potter we have, and neither Sanakht
nor I want to lose you to Teti or any other potter.”


“But you joined Peseshet to a farmer,” I protested. “She
used to be a potter too.” This conversation was not going the way I’d hoped.


“Peseshet’s farm gives me a source of food that is not
dependent on the benevolence of Aboo or anyone else,” Uncle replied. “It also
gives me a small amount of leverage against Sanakht. I’m the one who supplies
our workers with food.”


“Why do you need leverage against Uncle Sanakht?” I asked.


“He thinks because he’s older he should make all the
decisions affecting our pottery works. But Sanakht thinks too small. His
ambition is to become wealthy and live in luxury here in the upper settlement,
in isolation. But my ambition is to become rich and influential enough
to become an elite. I want to make my mark throughout Nekhen, rub elbows
with our ruler on a daily basis. To do that I have to make Sanakht beholden to
me. Otherwise, I’ll never achieve my own goals.” He glanced towards Sanakht’s
house. It was still dark. “Don’t you dare breathe a word of this to Sanakht –
or you’ll pay a price,” he warned ominously.


“Of course not, Uncle.” I emptied the last cone of its
bread, placed it in a basket. “So, Uncle. Are you going to give me to Nekauba?
Am I your instrument to make Uncle Sanakht beholden to you?” Get to the
point.


“Dedi wants as much of your pottery as you can make,” Uncle
replied, still not answering my question. “That’s going to bring me much wealth
– me, not Sanakht. After Nykara makes a few trips to Maadi I may be able to
break away from Sanakht and start my own works. After that I can set about
surpassing Teti. Teti’s not aware of me. He doesn’t concern himself with what
happens in the upper settlement. He’s ignorant of the arrangement Dedi made
with me last night to trade your pottery exclusively.” Uncle broke off a piece
of bread and chewed it vigorously. “But it occurred to me after I made my
agreement with Dedi I might earn an even bigger prize.”


“Prize?” I didn’t know what to think now.


“Aboo doesn’t have a son. He doesn’t have a direct heir.
Rawer is the leading candidate to succeed him, but who can say if that’ll
happen, now that Nykara’s been given so much responsibility over Dedi’s
enterprise? Especially since the elite men are trying to position themselves to
succeed Aboo by joining either a son or themselves to one of Abar’s
half–sisters.”


“The girls talk about Abar down by the river, too,” I
informed him. Uncle didn’t know I’d been meeting secretly with her for several
years, that she’d been teaching me what I needed to know about Nekhen and the
elites and the rest of the valley, that I was far more likely to choose her to
be our next ruler than Rawer. I wasn’t about to enlighten him. “They say she
hates Rawer.”


Uncle grunted, broke off another bit of bread. “I deserve
the opportunity to succeed Aboo as much as anyone,” he said firmly. “Unlike the
rest of the so–called elite men, I’ve worked hard to raise myself to wealth.”


That was true enough. But a commoner rising to become
Nekhen’s ruler? Preposterous. Especially if I had anything to say about it.


“Unfortunately, of all the men who desire to succeed Aboo, I
alone have no sons – only daughters and a niece. So I must be strategic in what
I do.”


“Meaning?”


“To become influential I’m going to have to ally myself with
the leading family in another industry in the lower settlement. That’s true of
all the elites – no one will succeed Aboo without the support of other men who
possess wealth and influence. That’s why all the elite women who are of an age
in Nekhen are still unjoined – their fathers are waiting to see who Abar is
actually given to, whether Rawer or someone else, and then they’ll use their
daughters to construct alliances that will position them to defeat her man when
Aboo dies.”


“Nykara is the key to your strategy, isn’t he,
Uncle,” I said. I’d just figured out Uncle wasn’t going to give me to Nekauba,
and why. I couldn’t have been more relieved.


Uncle smiled. “You are an intelligent girl, Amenia. You’re
correct – Dedi is the single wealthiest man in Nekhen, and if I can ally myself
to him I might be able to succeed Aboo.”


“Nykara is the gateway to Dedi. Dedi was joined to Nykara’s
mother and Dedi is very fond of him. Because of his new responsibilities he’ll
someday be an elite.”


“He’s obviously interested in you.”


“What are you asking of me, Uncle?”


“It’s simple. Make Nykara fall in love with you,
Amenia,” he commanded. “Based on what I witnessed last night you shouldn’t find
that too hard. Or distasteful.”


Uncle was right. This conversation was turning out much
differently than I’d expected. The plan Nykara and I had hatched last night was
actually working.


“Once Nykara becomes an elite, as Dedi has assured me he
will, I’ll give him permission to join with you. That will give me a tremendous
advantage in what is to come.”


My heart was rejoicing. I’d be spared the boy I couldn’t
stand and be with the one I wanted. “What about Nekauba?” I asked.


“I’ll give Kapes to him. That’ll tie Sanakht securely to me
in case everything else falls apart.”


“Will Uncle Sanakht agree?”


“He already did. Last night. Though we won’t tell either
Nekauba or Kapes just yet.”


“Why did he agree?” That Uncle Hemaka had already presented
his plan to Uncle Sanakht seemed remarkable, after how he’d been disparaging
him earlier. As remarkable as this entire conversation.


“I told Sanakht just enough of what I intend to do to whet
his appetite. He understands together we can become very wealthy. If I succeed
Aboo, as I plan, I’ll allow him to take over the pottery works. He’ll be
Nekhen’s leading potter and become an elite himself. I didn’t explain how I
intend to set up my own works beforehand. No sense in letting him throw up any
roadblocks.”


Just then the sun broke over the desert plateau in the east,
sending shafts of gold coursing across the land. What a glorious morning it was
proving to be.


“Will you do what I ask of you?” Uncle queried.


“To pay you back for all you’ve done for me? Of course,
Uncle. Gladly.”


“From now on, you have my blessing to go about with Nykara
openly,” Uncle said. “Stake your claim to him publicly, Girl, right away. He is
a very eligible and well–liked young man – as your gossips say. You’ll have
competition for him now. After his trip to Maadi, after what Dedi has made him,
he’ll have the elite women chasing after him, not just the daughters of boatmen
and common workmen. And, I’m sorry to say, every one of them is far prettier
than you. You’re going to have to work hard to overcome your looks in order to
capture Nykara’s heart, maybe do some things you otherwise wouldn’t to keep him
interested and happy... Don’t hold back, Amenia. Don’t let yourself be simply a
passing fancy for Nykara.”


How like Uncle, to demean me while demanding my help. He’d
done that all my life. Thank the gods Nykara didn’t see me the way he did –
though I frankly wasn’t sure why. There were some very beautiful women in
Nekhen who were interested in Nykara. In truth, I didn’t measure up to any of
them. But I also knew, from the frustration expressed by many of my gossiping
friends, Nykara was not a man who played around with women and their
affections. He was interested in me. He’d told me so. I was most assuredly not
going to be a “passing fancy.”


“But,” Uncle cautioned, “all the rest we’ve talked about
this morning – concerning Teti and Aboo and Sanakht – it must remain our
secret. Yes?”


“Of course, Uncle.”


“Very good. Now, get this bread into the house.”


I scooped up my reed basket and carried it inside, trailing
Uncle, my thoughts a blur, my heart pounding with joy. I set the basket on the
floor in the center of the main room beside the bowls and platters of meat and
fruits and vegetables my cousins had already prepared. Then I hurried to the
room everyone but Uncle and Auntie shared. Great–grandmother rolled onto her
side and greeted me with a smile. I bent and kissed her and helped her from her
pallet. I’d assisted her to get ready every morning for as long as I could
remember. None of my cousins had the patience. I selected a fairly new linen
skirt from her storage chest, colored red with a mineral I’d dug from the
desert, and helped her into it. Then she sat down on a low stool next to a
small wood table littered with various stone and pottery containers holding
creams and sweetly–scented oils and minerals of various colors. I picked up a
comb made of bone, decorated with a row of three ostriches above its long
tines, and pulled it through her thinning hair.


“Is the gray starting to show again?” she asked.


“Somewhat. I’ll make some henna this afternoon and dye it
for you tomorrow. I gathered plenty of leaves a few days ago. I just need to
grind them and mix the powder with water.”


She reached up and awkwardly patted my hand. “You’re a good
girl, Amenia.”


“Shall I braid in your extensions today?” I asked.


“Yes. I believe so.”


I unrolled a length of leather lying on the table and spread
it out. It contained numerous long strands of my oldest cousin’s hair I’d
braided years ago. I wove their ends quickly and surely into
Great–grandmother’s own hair, blending them so smoothly they looked natural.
Then I set to work on her skin. I gently rubbed her face with ointment to
soften it, then her neck, then her shoulders, and then her hands. I colored her
lips and cheeks from the contents of another container, then applied
sweetly–scented oil smelling of flowers. After that I put a small chunk of
malachite on a fish–shaped shale grinding palette and ground it with a pebble
until it was completely powdered. I mixed it with a little water and grease,
then applied it around Great–grandmother’s eyes with the chewed end of a reed.
That would protect her eyes from the harsh sun, and infection. I applied the
remaining malachite to mine with my finger, by feel. Then I combed out my own
long hair until it shone. My comb was topped with two birds. Normally I would
have fastened a Bat pendant around my neck, but today I left it off. I didn’t
want anything to detract from my boat. As always, Great–grandmother was wearing
her falcon–shaped talisman. Finally, I put several bracelets of ostrich shell
beads around her wrists. I didn’t own any bracelets, and it would have been
impractical for me to wear them if I did because of the type of chores I had to
do.


“You seem especially happy today,” Great–grandmother said as
I slipped the last bracelet over her wrist.


“I am,” I said. “Uncle Hemaka told me he’s not going to make
me join with Nekauba.”


“I’ve never cared for that boy,” she sniffed. “Of all my
great–grandchildren he’s the surliest and most full of himself and most
unlikable.”


“Uncle gave me permission to pursue Nykara,” I said happily.
I was supposed to keep that news to myself, but I had to tell someone or I’d
burst, and Great–grandmother would never give me away.


“Dedi’s protégé. The man who kissed you last night. The one
you encouraged.”


“You could tell?” I blushed. “You must think I’m awful. I
hardly know him. But I haven’t stopped thinking about him since we met. He’s
not like anyone I’ve ever known.”


“You can be sure he’s not ordinary if Dedi’s taken him under
his wing,” Great–grandmother said. “Nykara I approve of.”


That was the highest praise I could imagine.
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I stood at the edge of the boatyard, facing the river. The
pleasant scent of newly–sawed wood permeated the air. A dozen or more reed
boats bobbed at anchor in the narrow channel between the island and the western
shore, most of them the small punts of fishermen, several, much larger, Dedi’s
cargo vessels. Four boats pulled up on land were in various stages of repair,
the patches of new reeds much lighter in color than the original. Near one end
of the boatyard workmen were swarming over a large partially–constructed wood
boat on a flat patch of ground about ten yards from the water. More men were
carrying short wood beams towards it from a nearby storage area where
components were laid out in orderly rows. A plume of smoke spiraled from Heth’s
forge at the farthest end of the boatyard, where metal was ringing on metal. No
doubt he was remaking some tool dulled with use for one of the boatmen.


Nykara was standing to one side, conversing with a group of
workers. He wasn’t hard to find; at age nineteen he already towered over
everyone in the boatyard. His well–muscled chest and arms glistened with a
sheen of sweat and his longish hair was plastered to his forehead. No man in
Nekhen was as good–looking, as attested by the number of elite and common women
who’d been relentlessly pursuing him the past months. His kilt was dirty and
torn in a couple of places and he was, like me, barefoot. He was unquestionably
in charge of his domain; everyone treated him with respect. Surprising, now,
that I’d considered him a threat to me in the years his mother had been joined
to Grandfather. It wasn’t until after he’d become Grandfather’s overseer and
started meeting with me weekly I’d come to see his qualities and appreciate his
dedication and intelligence. But it had taken Nykara’s potential joining to my
cousin Wenher and his trip to Maadi to finally awaken my heart to him. Since
the day desire had come to me unbidden he was the only man I’d wanted to be
with, the only man in Nekhen I knew I’d ever love. No one was more qualified to
oversee our settlement’s future alongside me either – not Rawer, not any of the
elites, none of their sons. Unfortunately for me, my heart had awakened too
late.


I told my handmaid to wait where she was and headed towards
the river.


“Nykara!” I called gaily.


He turned, surprised. A smile instantly lit his face. That
was good to see. We’d experienced a couple of rocky months after the evening
we’d spent on his boat the night he returned from Maadi. I’d thrown myself at
him, bared my soul; he’d rejected me. That had been extraordinarily hard for me
to take. No one had ever refused me anything, certainly never something so
important. Our first couple of scheduling meetings thereafter had been awkward
and tentative, both of us unsure how to act around the other. Eventually, by
unspoken mutual consent, we’d slipped back into our old comfortable
familiarity. Still, I thought I’d never get over the hurt. It was always
lurking deep inside me. I blamed myself, for waiting too long to tell Nykara
how I felt. If I’d only acted before he’d met Amenia... But he’d met her before
I’d realized I loved him.


Nykara took a step towards me. “Abar! What’re you doing
here?” he asked with delight.


“I came to see your boat.”


The workmen waiting to speak with him melted away.


Nykara pointed to a patch of shade not far away where a
dozen men and women were seated, observing. “You and everyone else,” he
laughed. “Someone’s always watching. No one’s seen a wood boat before.”


I indicated the vessel under construction. “Grandfather was
bragging to Father last night it’ll be finished in a few weeks.”


Nykara’s pride was unmistakable.


“Tell me all about it – how you designed your boat, how you
built it,” I said.


“You really want to know?”


“I’ve never seen one being constructed before. And yes – I
really want to know. Just like you wanted to know about my herd.”


Nykara turned to the boat. “Alright. As I said the day I
disembarked from Maadi, I figured out in my head what my boat should look like.
Then I sketched my design on scraps of leather – the boat as a whole, then from
different viewpoints, then each of its parts in detail.” He led me to the shade
of a palm tree. A great rectangle of leather was spread on the bare ground, a
rock holding down each of its four corners. “I transferred them all to this
master document.”


The center of the rectangle contained a side view of the
boat. Above it was a view from the top. Below it a view from the bottom. Small
drawings circled the larger ones.


“What’s this?” I asked, pointing to one corner. The drawing
looked like a papyrus plant.


“It’s a wooden sleeve that’ll fit over the boat’s prow.
There’s another for the stern.”


“Your wood boat will look like the reed boats in
Grandfather’s fleet?”


“Mostly, modified based on a few things I’ve learned
traveling hundreds of miles up and down the river. This will be by far the
largest vessel ever constructed, Abar. It’ll carry more cargo than any two of
Dedi’s current boats, yet will take fewer crewmen to operate than others far
smaller.”


“Meaning increased profit.”


“You’re correct,” Nykara said.


“Once the design was done – what then?” I asked.


“I cut from acacia and other types of trees planks and beams
and stanchions and poles in the sizes and shapes I need, to serve as patterns
for my sawyers. Heth forged dozens of copper tools – saws, axes, adzes, drills
– and I taught my boatmen to use them. They’ve since created the pieces
following the patterns – about a thousand in all.”


“So many?” I asked. “Truly?”


“Boats are complex, Abar,” Nykara answered. “Once we created
the components we laid them in orderly rows on the ground over there.” He
pointed to the storage area I’d noticed earlier. Men were still carrying
lengths of wood from it to the assembly area. “Then I studied them for nearly a
week, envisioned where each piece should fit, mentally assembled the boat in my
mind – like a puzzle. Then I put a mark on each piece denoting the quadrant of
the boat where it belonged – front left, front right, rear left, rear right. The
men rearranged them on the ground accordingly.”


“You can really look at a piece of wood and tell where it
goes?” I asked skeptically.


“Dedi says it’s a gift,” Nykara replied simply. “If I stare
at the pieces long enough I can actually see the finished boat. Even Dedi can’t
do that with a reed boat.”


That seemed quite amazing to me too. “Then what, Nykara?”


“The real work – assembly. Shall we?” Nykara led me to the
boat. The sides were already so high I couldn’t see inside – my head barely
reached the bottom of Nykara’s collarbone. I was inches shorter than most women
in Nekhen. He glanced down at me uncertainly.


“Don’t just stand there. Lift me up,” I ordered.


Nykara took hold of my waist with both hands and set me atop
his right shoulder so I could peer over the side of the boat, one of his arms
draped across my shins to hold me steady. Years of rowing and boat building had
made him extraordinarily strong; I must have seemed to him no heavier than a
container of emmer. I gloried in his touch. I wished I could have more. Several
of the boatmen laboring inside the hull paused and stared at me as my head
appeared. They were in the midst of a jumble of beams and supports and struts
and pieces of wood laced together with strands of rope. All of them nodded respectfully,
then went back to work.


“First we constructed the bottom section of the hull,”
Nykara said. “See how it’s made of many panels joined end to end, each three
planks wide?”


“I do.”


“To start we laid three acacia planks next to each other on
the ground, each about four feet long and a foot or so wide. We drilled seam
holes along all four edges of each plank. We fastened the adjoining planks
together by weaving rope made from sheep’s wool through the holes. When we
finished we had our first hull panel.”


“Won’t water leak between the planks?”


“When we put the boat in the river and the rope gets wet
it’ll pull the planks together and form a watertight seal.” Nykara must have
sensed my disbelief. “Trust me, Abar, it will. At least, it has with all the
reed boats we’ve made. To make sure, we’ll slather resin thickly along the
seams as well. Anyway, after we constructed the first panel, we made a second
and joined its narrow end to the narrow end of the first, and so on, until the
hull was the desired length.”


“Fifteen panels in all, I see.”


Nykara lowered his voice. “Would it surprise you to know
most of these boatmen can’t count.”


“Rawer?”


Nykara shook his head no. He took hold of my waist, set me
down on the ground. “To finish the hull we curved each end upward – my wood
boat follows the same basic design that’s been used since men first made reed
boats to travel the river. Once the hull was finished we added the strakes –
these planks in front of us that make up the sides – fastening the first plank
to the bottom hull panel, then the second plank to the first, until the sides
were the proper height. Of course, each strake is made up of multiple planks
joined end to end, as you can see, just like the hull panels. We finished the
outside of the boat several days ago. Now the men are constructing the deck.
It’ll rest on a frame of crossbeams reaching from one side of the hull to the
other.”


He lifted me again so I could see inside once more. “To make
the frame we fastened together our longest and thickest timbers to make a
central beam the length of the boat.”


“Like the spine of a fish,” I said.


“Exactly. Those workmen are laying crossbeams over and at a
right angle to the central beam and securing their ends to the sides of the
boat with wooden dowels.”


“The crossbeams are like a fish’s bones.”


“Yes. To hold the central beam up we use stanchions – those
braces resting with one end on the bottom of the hull.” Nykara set me down
again. “See those deck panels in the storage area? We assembled them a week ago.
When the frame is done we’ll place those panels on top of it. Then we’ll add a
pavilion amidships – a rectangular wood frame with sides and roof of reed mats
– then a long steering oar. We’ll construct wood sleeves in the shape of
papyrus stalks, like in the drawing I showed you earlier, and we’ll slip them
over the ends of the hull at bow and stern. They’ll rise high over the deck.
There’ll be a place at the bow to secure masses of palm fronds so we can take
advantage of the wind when we move upstream. We’ll add small wood struts along
each side for the oarsmen to sit on, and loops of leather on the top strake
they can slip their long oars through when they’re rowing. Lastly, we’ll make
fenders of resin–impregnated linen to protect the hull when we reach a landing
place. We’ll stow the fenders inside the boat as we travel. We’ll hang them
over the outside of the hull as we near shore.”


“Grandfather says you’re a genius when it comes to designing
boats. I believe it.”


“That means a lot, coming from you,” Nykara said sincerely.


The sun was high overhead. Nykara led me into the shade of a
palm tree at the edge of the river and we seated ourselves on the ground facing
the boat.


“How did you learn to do all this, Nykara?” I asked. I’d
never given the construction of boats any thought and had never asked him about
this facet of his work before.


“After I went with Dedi to Abu to get stone for the oval
court, he gave me more responsibility so he could see what I was capable of.
I’d known how to use all of the boat builders’ tools for a while, but only on
limited tasks. He removed every limitation. With practice, I could soon cut and
shape reeds faster and more surely than any other workman. I discovered I had a
sixth sense about how to best fit bundles of reeds together, so Dedi began
teaching me how to design boats. We worked on two small vessels together, then
he let me do one on my own, the one I took to Maadi – with his oversight. It
took me a month to design it, a second to help the other boatmen make the components,
and a third to assemble everything.” He sighed. “That seems so easy, looking
back. Especially compared to this boat.”


I lightly squeezed his hand. “Funny, isn’t it? Everyone
passing by sees a wood boat. But we see a revolution and, someday, Nekhen’s ruler
leading every settlement in this section of the valley.”


“And you’ll be the driving force behind it,” Nykara assured
me.


“Maybe.”


“What does that mean?”


“The last couple of months Rawer’s been pressing Father hard
to join us immediately, since Father’s promised me to him. But Father keeps
putting him off.”


“Because of me?” Nykara asked.


“Now that you run Grandfather’s entire operation, Father’s
absolutely certain you’ll be named Grandfather’s heir. Father’s expected for a
long time he’s going to lose the clout that comes with the fleet and so, as you
know, he’s been trying to use my sisters to build an alliance with three elite
families.”


“Which they plan to use a decade from now to push Rawer
aside.”


“Father knows about it now, because I explained it to him.
Without revealing how I knew.”


“How’d he take it?” Nykara asked.


“Not well.”


“What’s he going to do?”


“Keep negotiating, to keep the elites from figuring out he
knows. Meanwhile, thanks to a recent contact from Pipi, he’s shifted his focus
from the long term to the short term.”


“Ah! Pipi’s made his proposal to Aboo.”


“Not the proposal. A proposal.”


“I don’t understand.”


“I overheard them. Pipi framed his offer in terms of Wehemka
having Father’s blood and combining it with mine to keep Father’s line alive in
our children. He talked about Rawer’s incompetence. He talked about Rawer
losing control of the fleet to you, and Father needing to replace his lost
wealth. He talked about an alliance to join our families to make that happen.”


“How did your father react?”


“Pipi’s proposal woke him up. Father finally realized I’m
more valuable to him than my sisters are – their joinings to elite families
won’t be useful to him for at least a decade, when they’re grown.”


“But Aboo can arrange an alliance with Pipi using you right
now and increase his wealth immediately,” Nykara said. “He must be tempted.”


“Oh, he is.”


“How do you feel about it? You’ll escape Rawer. But you told
me before you don’t want to be joined to Wehemka either.”


“Because he has a trace of Father’s blood, he’ll believe
he’s as important to our pairing as me and so he’ll trivialize me. Once he
becomes ruler he’ll treat me exactly like Rawer would. Plus, he’s very much
like Rawer – he cares more about himself and the wealth he can gain from the
people in the valley than he does about Nekhen. He’ll make me abandon
Grandfather’s quest.”


“Pipi didn’t mention me in his proposal?”


“I’m sure he held back the possibility of your inclusion in
the alliance in case he needs to sweeten his offer. Which he most assuredly
will.”


“Why? Has a second elite approached your father about you?”


“You once told me I wielded my charms like a weapon, Nykara.
As of a month ago I’ve been getting lots of practice.”


“Meaning?”


“I’ve started openly flirting with every elite son except
Wehemka, to make each of them believe he has a chance to join with me.”


“You’re creating a bidding war for your hand,” Nykara said
with admiration. “Ingenious!”


“Pipi’s just one of many elites who’ll be approaching Father
now. I’m counting on Father being greedy enough he won’t finalize any alliance
as long as he thinks some elite may make him a better offer. And every elite
who thinks he has a chance to join with me probably won’t agree to be
subservient to any other elite until he knows for certain he’s out of the
running. A few well–placed smiles and whispers on my part may stop any grand
alliance from being formed at all.”


“Masterful. I assume Aboo and Rawer don’t suspect you’re
working against both of them?”


“Being a woman gives me cover. Who’d expect I’d be trying
something as outrageous as I’m trying?”


Besides Nykara. He knew I intended to have a say in Nekhen’s
affairs once Father was dead. He thought I intended to do so as a ruler’s
woman, not as ruler in my own right. I wasn’t prepared to reveal my true
intentions to him until I had everything in order – including Amenia being
officially named Ipu’s heir – but someday I would. I believed he’d support me
then. Without his backing I’d have no chance of succeeding Father; a woman
ruler was going to be hard for men to accept. Nykara had risen greatly in
stature since his return from Maadi – between taking over entirely from
Grandfather and establishing his smithy he was being looked upon as a leader by
the elites now. Elite women were pursuing him – especially my cousin Wenher –
though he was obviously smitten with Amenia. She’d nearly filled Grandfather’s
storage hut with her black–topped pottery preparatory to Nykara’s next trip to
Maadi; Grandfather had recently traded a load of her decorated styles at Nubt.
I’d seen Nykara and Amenia together at every festival; neither seemed to notice
anyone else was present. To tell the truth, it made me jealous, which was an
unfamiliar feeling – I’d never cared about any man enough to experience that
emotion before. Amenia was, to be charitable, plain, far from beautiful, but
she was a sweet girl, and strong and caring and passionate. I wasn’t surprised
Nykara was attracted to her. I liked her too. Friendship had blossomed between
us during our secret sessions as I taught her what she needed to know about
Nekhen and the surrounding valley and the elites. Amenia had become my only
true friend, the only person in Nekhen besides Nykara I could confide in,
though we scarcely acknowledged each other in public so when she succeeded Ipu
and confirmed me as ruler – if she in fact selected me – no one would have
cause to think I’d influenced her. That Nykara was involved with Amenia was
fortunate for me. When Father died I hoped I could convince him to speak to
Amenia on my behalf. His opinion would matter to her. I assumed Nykara knew
nothing about Amenia’s pending selection as Ipu’s heir – when he talked about
her it was always in terms of her supplying pottery for his expeditions. That I
was already doing my best to convince Amenia I was worthy of being confirmed as
ruler was one piece of information I was going to keep to myself for now.


“If your plan works, Abar, you may be able to steer Aboo
into allying himself with an elite man of your choice – one malleable enough
for you to manipulate. He’s going to be a very lucky man. He’ll be able to sit
back and let you run Nekhen on his behalf. An easy life for him,” Nykara
observed wryly.


Men wanted me because I was beautiful. More than that, because
I was Aboo’s daughter, the power and wealth I represented attracted the
attention of every ambitious man in Nekhen. Unlike most of them, Nykara had
never professed love for me. Despite that, I knew he cared deeply for me, as
evidenced by his dedication to helping me achieve my goals. What man in Nekhen
supported a woman that way? He didn’t do it because he was interested in
obtaining power for himself, either. That made him a most unusual man.


Funny – Grandfather had once threatened to join me to Nykara
in the event he named him his heir. I’d rebelled against that prospect. I’d
been so stupid. In my defense, I’d never wanted to rely on any man. From when I
was old enough to understand what it meant to be pledged to Rawer and the kind
of person he was I’d vowed to dominate him and force him to act as I desired,
ruling Nekhen using him as a figurehead. I’d never respected him. Nor had I
respected Nykara. I’d actually despised him. But after he became Grandfather’s
overseer I’d gotten to know him. I’d come to trust him, and rely on him, and
like him, and ultimately to confide in him. Then Pipi had offered to join
Nykara to Wenher, and he’d left on his trip to Maadi, and jealousy made me
realize I was in love with him. Me! Who’d never wanted or needed any man. I’d
fought hard to subdue that love at first. I knew the possibility I’d someday
rule Nekhen made our being together complicated, if not impossible. But in the
end I hadn’t been able to ignore what my heart desired. I’d surrendered. I’d
gone to Nykara’s boat the night he returned from Maadi to tell him I’d made the
biggest mistake of my life by holding myself at arm’s length, and that I loved
him. I’d kissed him. I’d offered myself to him. But then he’d shown me the
copper boat amulet he intended to give to Amenia and told me she was the woman
he wanted, not me.


Ironic, that of the hundreds of suitable companions in
Nekhen Nykara had become involved with Amenia, the woman who literally held my
future in her hands. I could have made Nykara forget about her that night if
I’d wanted to. I could have convinced him our mutual love was strong enough to
overcome anything we faced. He’d rejected me for what he thought was my own
good, so I could be a ruler’s woman, so I wouldn’t resent him if someday some
other woman ruled at Rawer’s side. I could have told him my true ambition was
to rule in my own right, that when I did he could ascend the dais at my side,
that together we could wield the transportation network to make the elites
accept us. But then the boat amulet had clattered to the deck. If it had been
intended for any other woman, Wenher, for example, I would have told Nykara
everything and bent him to my will and we’d be joined already. But I wasn’t
going to rule Nekhen unless Amenia confirmed me. I couldn’t afford to alienate
her by taking Nykara from her. And so, in that moment, I’d restrained myself.
That night, Amenia belonging to Nykara had been only a possibility, after all.
Nykara’s attraction to her had been brand new. For all I knew, it might go nowhere,
or her uncle might give her to another man – I was aware he’d promised her to
Nekauba. In either case Nykara might come back to me of his own accord. So I’d
gambled. I’d decided to wait and see if their relationship evolved or fell
apart instead of doing something hasty that might anger either Amenia or Nykara
or both and cost me what I wanted most.


I’d lost my gamble. But despite my restraint, despite
Nykara’s obvious love for Amenia, it was possible I’d eventually be joined to
him anyway. While Father had publicly declared I was to be joined to Rawer
whether or not he regained the fleet, Grandfather had never rescinded his
threat to join me to Nykara if he named him his heir. Grandfather had put
Nykara in charge of his whole operation after Maadi, but he’d stopped short of
that final step. If he someday took it, he and Father would be forced to
resolve their competing pronouncements. That would be exceedingly interesting,
since Father was also trying to arrange my joining to Wehemka or another elite
to counteract the potential loss of the fleet and Grandfather knew nothing
about it.


To say my future was extremely uncertain was an
understatement. Father would rule for many more years, given a normal life
span. But in just a few years, so I’d start producing grandsons, Father and
Grandfather would join me to either Rawer or Nykara or an elite. Eventually
that man, or me, would succeed Father and rule Nekhen. If I was joined to Rawer
when Father died and Amenia confirmed him I’d spend the rest of my life as an
ornament, cut off from donkeys and fleet, unable to pursue Grandfather’s quest.
If I was joined to an elite and Amenia confirmed him I’d be able to work in
concert with Nykara to pursue Grandfather’s quest, but only if my man was
malleable and agreed to let me use boats and donkeys. Otherwise, the quest
would be dead. But if Amenia confirmed me – and as Father’s most direct heir
she should – she’d elevate me over whichever man I was joined to. Then I’d be
able to send the fleet throughout the valley and make Grandfather’s dream live.


None of those three alternative realities would come into
play, of course, if I was joined to Nykara when Father died. I’d have taken him
away from Amenia. She’d never confirm me then, out of jealousy. That was human
nature. She confirm some elite man as ruler instead, maybe even Rawer out of
spite. Sometimes I thought being joined to Nykara would be worth not being
either a ruler or a ruler’s woman. I loved him and I was convinced I could make
him love me too. He was the finest man in Nekhen. He could make me happy. He’s
the only man I actually wanted to be with. But between the night he’d returned
from Maadi and now it had become crystal clear his relationship with Amenia had
moved forward. He loved her desperately, and she him. How I envied her. How I
hated her. How I needed her. Whatever chance I might have had to be with Nykara
had come and gone. I was to blame for that. I could have had him in an instant
if I’d chosen to give up everything else. But I hadn’t. I’d chosen the
opportunity to rule. I’d love him forever, but only from afar. Because I’d
yielded to Amenia, I now faced the prospect of a long and loveless life joined
to a man I couldn’t stand.


“I’ll expect a ride when your boat’s finished,” I said
lightly, to cover my morose mood.


“There’s no one I’d rather take.”


 


 


***


 


 


Rawer accosted me when I was halfway home from the boatyard.


“Nykara had his hands all over you just now!” he exclaimed.
“You encouraged him! Dozens of people saw! They’ll tell their friends. Everyone
in Nekhen’s going to know! Are you out of your mind? What will everyone think?”


“I don’t care what people think – any more than you do,” I
snapped. “If Nykara hadn’t lifted me, how do you think I’d have been able to
see over the side of his boat?”


“What business do you have checking on the boat anyway?”
Rawer asked harshly. “Shouldn’t you be sitting next to Uncle in the audience
hall, looking pretty?”


That was infuriating. I spent my time on the dais learning
to be a ruler. Half the time, on the days when Rawer was in attendance, I
caught him dozing. “Unlike you, I actually want to know what’s going on in
Nekhen,” I retorted. “Everything’s important to a ruler. Besides, Father asked
me to check on Nykara’s progress.”


Rawer’s eyes narrowed. “There you go again – talking like
you’re going to rule someday. Get over it, Abar. You’re not. I am. Uncle could
have checked on the boat himself if he was interested. You’re lying. You went
to the boatyard to see Nykara. The boat was an excuse.”


“If I wanted to see Nykara I wouldn’t need to make up an
excuse. We work together. Work – a word you don’t understand.” I started to
push past him.


Rawer seized my arm, spun me around, leaned so close I could
feel his breath hot on my cheek. “Admit it! You’re in love with him!”


I laughed in his face to cover my lie. “You’re so insecure,
Rawer. Why are you concerned about Nykara? Don’t you want to know about Weni
and Satnem and Khui? Or if there are elite men you don’t know about?”


Rawer tightened his grip. “Stop your incessant flirting,
Abar! Immediately! What’s gotten into you lately?”


I yanked my arm free. There’d be bruises tomorrow where he’d
grabbed me. “Why should I?” I asked defiantly. “I don’t belong to you – not
when it’s likely Grandfather will make Nykara his heir. If that happens, do you
think any woman will want to join with you? Are you so deluded you think you
can lose the fleet and still gain me? You’re crazy! You’re a fine one to talk
anyway. Is there a single woman or girl in Nekhen you haven’t been with these
past years, even after you promised me you’d stop chasing them? Frankly, it’s
embarrassing, some of the girls I’ve seen you with. Commoners!”


“That’s different.”


“How?”


“It just is.”


I chuckled. Rawer had no idea how much he’d alienated the
elites by fooling around indiscriminately with their daughters. Or irritated
them by dallying with commoners. If the elites hadn’t been afraid of Father’s
and Grandfather’s reactions they’d have put a stop to Rawer’s shenanigans
themselves by now. I contented myself knowing if Rawer expected to have the
support of any of the elites when Father died, he wouldn’t.


“You’re mine, Abar. Accept it. Our joining was arranged when
we were practically children.”


“And delayed when I grew up and you didn’t.”


Rawer shrugged off responsibility for his situation. “You
asked your Father to delay it, didn’t you. You hope he’ll give you to
Nykara!”


“I told you you’re wrong about us,” I said wearily. I wasn’t
about to explain Father’s negotiations with the elites, the true cause of the
delay.


“Grandfather will never name Nykara his heir,” Rawer
promised. “I’ll have the fleet back. I’ll see Nykara gone from the boatyard if
it’s the last thing I do. Whatever it takes.”


“Then what, Rawer? You’ll run it?” I laughed.


“I’ll put Senebi in charge.”


“His own grandfather called him unfit!”


“That was his opinion,” Rawer said. “I don’t share it.”


“When you become ruler, why not leave Nykara in charge of
the fleet?” I asked. Might as well stroke Rawer’s ego, make it seem I believed
him becoming ruler was inevitable, and strike a blow for Nykara at the same
time. “You know he’ll operate it flawlessly. You won’t have to think about it,
won’t have to worry about goods and foodstuffs being moved about the valley.
Everything will remain orderly. Isn’t preventing chaos and assuring order a
ruler’s primary job?”


“Nykara’s tried to show me up my entire life,” Rawer
charged. “He wormed his way into Grandfather’s good graces, convinced him to
give him the fleet. It belongs to me! I won’t have Nykara around.”


Nykara showed you up by simply doing his job. Your
laziness makes a log look ambitious by comparison. 


“Anyway, stay away from Nykara,” Rawer snarled. “I won’t
tell you again.”


“You’re blind,” I rejoined. “Nykara’s in love with Amenia,
the potter from the upper terrace, the one who makes trade goods for Dedi. Or
haven’t you noticed them together at all the festivals?”


“I don’t make a habit of noticing Nykara.”


“Unless he’s with me,” I said. Rawer’s actions this
afternoon were giving lie to his claim.


Without warning Rawer seized me by both shoulders, pulled me
close, kissed me hard. I was shocked by the suddenness of his attack. His kiss
was vicious, possessive, so different from the one I’d shared with Nykara. I
tried to twist free. He tightened his grip. I slammed both of my fists into his
ribs with all my might. His hands loosened and I squirmed from his grasp,
crouched a few paces away.


“Plenty more where that came from,” Rawer laughed, then
turned and headed towards the river.


I watched him go, wiped my lips with the back of my hand,
spat. Both of my shoulders would ache tomorrow. Rawer’s assault was a sign of
weakness, of his utter lack of self control. It was consistent with his lack of
vision and initiative, how he planned to diminish Nekhen if he became ruler,
how he planned to diminish me if we were ever joined. I couldn’t help compare
Rawer to Nykara – complacent versus visionary, weak versus strong, brutal
versus kind. If I’d ever doubted challenging Rawer in order to succeed Father
was somehow wrong, Rawer had just erased those doubts.


 


 


***


 


 







Amenia 


 


 


***


 


 


Great–grandmother lay on her pallet beneath a thin linen
sheet, her chest slowly rising and falling with each labored breath. The day
I’d dreaded for years had arrived.


She’d been fading for months. This morning she hadn’t been
able to rise. She’d weakly ordered Uncle Hemaka to send for Aboo. Her passing –
priestess of the falcon god, healer – was no ordinary thing. Aboo had arrived
moments ago, along with Dedi. I should have been terrified in the presence of
our ruler, especially in light of the responsibility I was about to assume, but
my grief dulled me to every other feeling. Nykara had come too. He stepped to
my side, crouched. I was kneeling next to Great–grandmother, placing cool wet
strips of linen on her fevered brow. He rested his hand on my shoulder. He was
aware how drastically my life was about to change. That he’d come to support me
meant everything.


Uncle Hemaka was on the opposite side of the pallet, sitting
cross–legged on the floor beside Auntie and my cousins Kapes and Nebet.
Peseshet, my oldest cousin, and her man, Yuny, had made the trek to the upper
settlement from their farm along the river with their young son and daughter in
tow. They were at the foot of the pallet. Uncle Sanakht was seated behind Uncle
Hemaka, his back against the wall, Nekauba to his right. Nekauba was glaring at
Nykara, as usual.


The scent of flower petals and spices and resins steeping
together in a container of fat wafted into the room. I idly noted the walls of
the house were curving gently inward. I assumed that was because of the roof’s
weight. Funny where the mind traveled at a time like this.


Dedi sank to his knees next to me, took one of
Great–grandmother’s twisted hands in both of his. It was fitting he was at her
deathbed – they the last of their generation, both descendants of the first of
their respective families to settle at Nekhen.


“You’re the… last of us… now,” she gasped, looking up at him
through half–opened eyes.


He bent, kissed her mangled fingers. “I’ll join you before
long, Ipu, among the imperishable stars. Keep a place for me.”


I was touched by his tenderness. He rose and moved back to
stand beside Aboo.


Great–grandmother’s eyes settled on Aboo. “Good… you have…
come. One last… task I… must perform. You must… witness.” She looked at me with
fevered eyes. “Amenia… remove… talisman.”


Since the day she’d put it on she’d never taken it off
except to bless a person or object at a festival or funeral. That she was
giving it up meant she knew her life was nearly over. Tears sprang to my eyes.
I gently tilted her head, slipped the sacred object from around her neck,
placed it in her hands. She cradled it awkwardly.


“Time… to pass… on.” Great–grandmother raised the talisman
to her lips reverently, kissed it, rested it in her hands on her waist once
more. Her eyes were filled with emptiness and loss. She closed them for a long
moment. She was summoning the last of her strength. She opened them, looked at
me. 


“Tell… tale… Amenia.”


The sounds of a crowd gathering outside Uncle’s house came
to me, the movements hushed, the voices muted. By now word Great–grandmother
was dying had obviously spread throughout the upper settlement and everyone was
coming to pay their respects. How many of those men and women and children had
Great–grandmother brought into the world, or attended in time of sickness, or
assisted during childbirth, or comforted after a death? Soon that was going to
be my responsibility.


I swept my eyes over my uncles and cousins and aunt. Then I
told them the story of Aya and the falcon god and Tiaa, just as
Great–grandmother had taught it to me beside my kiln when she told me I was her
heir. They all seemed shocked, whether by the revelation the talisman had come
directly from the falcon god, or because I was relaying the story on
Great–grandmother’s behalf, or both. It was the only tale Great–grandmother had
never told around the campfire at night when she spoke about our ancestors.
Neither Aboo nor Dedi appeared surprised; it had been clear to me for some time
they knew most of the story, partly from tales handed down in Dedi’s family. No
doubt all of Nekhen’s rulers had known, which explained why they’d allowed my
ancestors to preside at celebrations and confirm their successors for more than
five hundred years.


When I finished the story Great–grandmother signaled she
wanted water. I raised her head, put a cup to her lips. She took a sip. I lay
her back down.


“Now I… must name… heir,” Great–grandmother whispered.


I knew what was coming. As did Nykara, thanks to me. But not
only had Great–grandmother never told the story of the talisman to anyone in
our family but me before, she’d never revealed who would be the next to bear
it. Everyone in the family expected her to pass it on and assumed the chosen
one would take her place as a celebrant in Nekhen’s festivals, but until I’d
told the story none of the rest had comprehended the true power that went with
it. Uncle Hemaka was leaning forward slightly, brow furrowed, regarding
Great–grandmother anxiously. He obviously hoped she’d choose either him or one
of his three daughters. That would immediately propel him into a position of
importance in Nekhen. Uncle Sanakht looked just as anxious; he of course hoped
Great–grandmother would select him or Nekauba or at worst case Kapes, since she
was promised to Nekauba. That would raise his status.


Great–grandmother glanced at each of us in turn with her
dark eyes. There was a long pause. “Bow… head… Amenia.”


Uncle Hemaka drew in his breath loudly. Nykara’s fingers
tightened on my shoulder, then fell away.


I leaned close. “Are you sure?” I whispered.


Great–grandmother tried to smile. “From before… you were…
born.”


Reluctantly, I bowed my head. My hair spilled over
Great–grandmother’s chest. Tears trickled down my cheeks. I’d known this day
was coming, but now it was real. I recalled my terror the day I’d assisted her
at the festival. From now on and for the rest of my life I’d preside at Aboo’s
side, with the eyes of everyone in Nekhen on me. I’d confirm his successor. I’d
be called on to heal the sick and bring children into the world. I’d speak for
the falcon god. I’d petition him on behalf of the people. The weight of the
responsibility was crushing.


Great–grandmother awkwardly slipped the talisman over my
head.


I straightened, wiped my eyes with the back of my hand. The
talisman dangled against my chest, clanked against my boat amulet, heavy,
unfamiliar, frightening.


Neither of my uncles was pleased. Of all who could have
received the talisman, I was the one least under either of their control. My
cousins scowled at me, envious and angry.


All at once, Great–grandmother relaxed. The burden she’d
borne for so long was no longer hers. 


Tears were streaming down my cheeks. She was sinking.


“You bear talisman…” Great–grandmother said urgently. “You
shall be… healer… I have… trained you. You shall celebrate… Aboo’s side… when
our people honor… falcon god. You shall confirm… Aboo’s successor.” She looked
past me, at our ruler.


“As it has always been,” Aboo intoned.


Great–grandmother took my hand in hers. Her grip was feeble.
“I was… one hundred eleventh… bear talisman,” she whispered. “Amenia… you are…
one hundred twelfth. Someday… you will pass talisman… to son or daughter. Tell
them… story.”


“I will, Great–grandmother,” I sobbed, overcome with love
for her and fear of what lay ahead for me.


But Great–grandmother didn’t hear me. She’d gone to join her
ancestors.


 


 


***


 


 


I wove extensions into Great–grandmother’s hair one last
time, constantly wiping away tears that simply wouldn’t stop. Peseshet and
Auntie and Kapes and Nebet and I had spent most of the morning preparing her
body for burial. We’d bathed her and dressed her in her finest linen skirt. I’d
colored her hair with henna. Now, her hair done, I removed my most prized
possession from around my neck, the copper amulet in the shape of a boat Heth
had made and Nykara had given me soon after his return from Maadi. I fastened
it around Great–grandmother’s neck, for I loved her more than anyone in the
world and I truly believed my boat would carry her soul to rest among the
stars, just like the one etched on the rock wall beside my kiln. I promised
myself I’d etch another boat with her figure aboard the very next day, beside
the original. Nykara, I was certain, would understand why I’d given away his
gift.


Auntie approached and lay thick linen pads sticky and
redolent with resin on the floor beside the body. Tenderly, Peseshet and I used
them to encase Great–grandmother’s hands and lower arms, and then her jaw and
neck and the base of her skull. That would preserve the parts of her body that
would allow her to receive nourishment in the next life. When that was done
Auntie and my cousins began wrapping Great–grandmother’s entire body with lengths
of linen, the finest close to her body, the coarser weaves outside those.


While they did I went into the main room of the house and
looked over the grave goods Uncle Hemaka had been assembling all day. One of
Nekhen’s common laborers might be buried with a couple of beads or shells or a
basket of food, but Great–grandmother had been no mere laborer and, for all his
faults, Uncle Hemaka had truly loved his grandmother. Her goods occupied an
entire corner of the room. There were pots and reed baskets filled with rounded
loaves of bread and emmer porridge and melons and dates and bulbs of garlic.
There were jars of beer, and some of my decorated bowls and black–topped jars.
There was even the bottle I’d made for her decorated with a line of animals – a
giraffe, an ostrich, and an oryx. Scattered next to the pottery were
Great–grandmother’s ostrich comb, her basalt and calcite ointment vessels, a
flint knife, many pottery scrapers, a green slate grinding palette, shell
ornaments, stone beads, a baked red clay figurine of a mourning woman I’d made
– her body peg–shaped, arms raised in the air – and some amulets and a carved
ivory plaque. There were even two jars of wine Nykara had brought back from
Maadi. I fell to my knees and carefully placed the loose items into several
woven reed baskets, along with malachite and hematite pigment stones, stone
pendants – including one carved with the face of a bearded man – and two
polished grinding stones. Great–grandmother always said the bearded man pendant
reminded her of my great–grandfather.


Great–grandmother had been a wise woman, a healer – a
magician some said – and I put the leather bag full of her special chunks of
resin and small mud cones and dill and tiger nuts and nut grass and plum and
mint and chips of imported cedar and juniper into a reed basket I’d made. Then
I rolled up the fragile burial mats I’d hurriedly woven before we started
preparing Great–grandmother’s body; Peseshet had brought fresh rushes from the
river on her way to the upper settlement for that purpose.


And then it was time. Someone brought an acacia board into
the house, maybe four feet long and three feet wide, perfectly shaped. I
assumed Nykara had sent it from the boatyard. My uncles lifted
Great–grandmother off her pallet and arranged her on the plank, on her side,
her swaddled hands over her face, her knees flexed. My uncles and Nekauba and
Yuny lifted the board onto their shoulders and carried it from the house into
the midst of the waiting crowd. Everyone fell to their knees, honoring
Great–grandmother in death with the same reverence they’d given her in life.
Then began the long sad trek through the upper settlement and down the wadi
path towards the workers’ cemetery on the southeastern edge of the lower
settlement, where Great–grandmother’s ancestors – and mine – as well as those
of her descendants who had already died, lay.


Auntie and my cousins and I followed behind
Great–grandmother, crying, keening, bending time after time to throw dirt on
our heads. My cheeks were soon streaked with mud. Every time I bent the
talisman swung away from my chest. I wasn’t used to its weight or presence.
Others of our neighbors carried the containers of grave goods.
Great–grandmother had been well–respected and her funeral procession was a long
one, winding a considerable distance along the path behind me.


I’d attended many funerals in the workers’ cemetery.
Thankfully, Great–grandmother’s was going to be routine. Some weren’t. Just a
month ago a man and his woman, among the oldest residents of the upper
settlement, had suddenly died, their bodies ravaged by a mysterious disease
that left them raving. Great–grandmother hadn’t been able to heal them. To
neutralize their power after death and keep them from harming those of us who
still lived, Aboo had ordered they both be decapitated. They’d been buried
together afterwards, their bodies entwined in a circular grave. Their heads had
been placed on their chests and the man’s nostrils filled with sherds of
pottery. The measures had worked; their disease had visited no one else.


Hundreds of men and women from the lower settlement were
waiting for us when we reached the cemetery, out of respect, for, as priestess
of Nekhen’s primary god, Great–grandmother had been important to everyone. Even
Teti and his potters were in attendance, their rivalry with my uncles set aside
for the day. Nykara was standing next to Dedi, and beside him Aboo and Abar and
Rawer. It was a singular honor for Aboo to attend a non–elite funeral. He was
dressed in his full ruler’s regalia, obviously to honor Great–grandmother. Many
in the procession were pointing at him and whispering. Those carrying her body
set her down beside her grave opposite the pile of sand excavated from it.


I went to welcome and thank Aboo and Dedi and Abar.


Dedi embraced me. “I never thought, when Ipu and I were
children, we’d be the last left who grew up together,” he said sadly.


In their sixties, Dedi and Great–grandmother were the oldest
people I’d ever known. Half of all children in the settlement died before they
were three, and most men and women before they were thirty–five. Those who
lived into their fifties and beyond, like the two of them, were rare indeed.


Dedi released me and Nykara put his arm around my shoulder
and told me how sorry he was and I pressed my face against his chest and
started to sob. I hadn’t really cried yet. He wrapped both arms around me and
held me close for a long time. It meant everything that he was here to share my
sorrow, for he and Great–grandmother were the two people I loved most.
Eventually I collected myself enough to turn and face the mourners.


I took a step towards Great–grandmother’s grave with
tear–wet cheeks. Nekauba was staring at me from its far side, his fists
clenched, furious as usual whenever he saw Nykara and me together. He’d lived
in denial this past year; he refused to accept Uncle Hemaka and his father had
changed their arrangement and I’d slipped from his grasp. He was my enemy now,
though he didn’t have the power to carry out any of the countless threats he
made against me. But today I didn’t care about him or what he might try to do
to me someday. I was lost in my sorrow.


The graves in this cemetery – the rulers lay together on the
upper terrace, and the elites and overseers on the opposite side of Nekhen –
were arranged by family in large circles, the oldest generations closest to the
center, the more recent farther out. At the center of each circle stood a
simple pavilion of palm fronds laid over a wood frame held up by wood posts.
The structure was used for funeral feasts and whenever anyone brought offerings
for the dead. Amulets and small jars and animals carved of bone and flint were
piled at the base of every post, reminders of past funerals and visits. There
were many such circles in the cemetery. It contained hundreds of graves, some
marked by stones, others by a low mound of sand – or at least the most recent
were. The wind had long ago swept away the sand mounded over the oldest.


“I used to come here with Great–grandmother and the rest of
my family several times a year to clear away brush and tidy our family circle,”
I told Nykara. “Great–grandmother always strolled with me among the graves,
telling me stories about our ancestors handed down to her by her grandmother
and to her grandmother by her grandmother before her. ‘Stories keep the dead
alive in our hearts,’ she said without fail. ‘This cemetery connects us all,
the living and the dead, and the stories give us a common history.’”


“Now it’s up to you to remember her stories, and pass them
on to your children, as she said when she lay dying,” Nykara said.


“Our children,” I said softly.


He pulled me closer.


Men had dug Great–grandmother’s grave in the midst of those
containing family members who had died young, so her magic would protect them
in the next life, about four feet down into loose sand. They’d stabilized its
walls with a mixture of wet sand and household ash. A number of coarse mats
already lined its bottom. It was much larger than any grave I’d ever seen, for
it would need to hold many grave goods.


Everyone had gathered around the grave in a large circle,
many rows deep, those in back peering over the shoulders of those in front.
Auntie and my cousins were clinging to each other, their faces streaked with
tears. The board with Great–grandmother’s body lay on the ground beside the
grave. Aboo stepped to the head of the board and beckoned me to stand beside
him.


Aboo scanned the mourners. “Ipu was the representative of
the falcon god for all of us who live in Nekhen, his priestess,” he cried in a
loud voice. “She was a healer. Her magic was strong. Her faith was strong.
Because of Ipu, the falcon god looked with favor on Nekhen for many decades.”
He put his hand on my shoulder. “Before she died, in my presence, Ipu passed
her talisman, the sign of authority given her family by the falcon god himself,
to Amenia, her great–granddaughter.”


Wondering looks and murmurs passed through the crowd. Many
people smiled at me – I’d been helping Great–grandmother heal the sick for more
than fifteen years and so I was somewhat acquainted with almost all Nekhenians,
many of whom were in my debt. My cousins, on the other hand, were making no
effort to hide their envy and jealousy. They clearly resented Great–grandmother
choosing me over them. It was likely going to be awkward living in the same
house with them from now on. Well, I hadn’t sought to succeed her. I wouldn’t
have, if I’d been given a choice. But I hadn’t. So they were going to have to
get used to it.


“From this day, Amenia will represent the falcon god in our
gatherings,” Aboo continued. “She will heal the sick. She will comfort the
dying. She will worship the god at my side. She will confirm my successor.”


I happened at that moment to catch sight of Rawer. His face
instantly registered equal parts disbelief and dismay and shock. And why not?
He’d just learned the woman who loved his rival – a rival he’d browbeaten and
disparaged and threatened and treated like dirt for years – now held his fate
as Nekhen’s ruler in her hands. His sudden uncertainty was a measure of payback
for how he’d treated Nykara. I noted Pipi staring at me as well. Nykara had
told me about the deal Pipi was trying to arrange with Aboo to make Wehemka our
next ruler. Until this moment, he’d obviously forgotten the falcon god’s
priestess would have a say in who it was. I had a feeling he was going to have
to alter his plan now. As were the rest of the elites who were trying to
position themselves to join with Abar or her sisters. She’d told me about them
too.


Aboo addressed me. “As your first act as priestess, Amenia,
you must give Ipu the final blessing of our god.”


I knelt beside her, removed the talisman from my neck, held
it in my hand. “I call the blessing of the falcon god down upon you in your
next life, Great–grandmother,” I said, fighting off tears. Then, instinctively,
wanting to do more, I touched the talisman to her swaddled eyes. “I open your
eyes, so you can see.” I touched it to the approximate location of her nose
under her wrappings. “I open your nose, so you can breathe.” I touched it to
the side of her head. “I open your ears, so you can hear.” I moved it downward.
“I open your mouth, so you can eat.” Finally, I rested it on her linen–covered
hands. “I touch your hands, so you can feed yourself.” Then I bent and kissed
the top of her head one last time.


A hand reached down. Nykara’s. I took it and he helped me to
my feet. Then he wrapped his arm around my shoulders. I put the talisman back
around my neck.


My uncles dropped down into the grave. Carefully, they
lifted Great–grandmother from the board and laid her atop the mats at the
bottom, facing her towards the west. Auntie handed Uncle Hemaka a greywacke
grinding palette shaped like an arrowhead topped with two bird’s heads, an
heirloom of his family, and he placed it between Great–grandmother’s elbows and
knees. He helped me down into the grave and I laid a red clay figurine of a
woman with her arms raised gracefully above her head at Great–grandmother’s
feet, for she’d danced in processions and at festivals in her youth before her
accident. My cousins handed me one at a time the mats I’d made that morning,
and I layered them over Great–grandmother’s body, placing each at a right angle
to the one below it. They were so flimsy they immediately molded themselves to
her shape. That done, I climbed out. Then neighbors began handing my uncles the
grave goods they’d carried to the cemetery and they arranged them around her –
the jars of food and beer, the containers I’d prepared. Even Aboo and Dedi
contributed items – theirs far finer than anyone else’s. Nykara provided a
necklace made of rows of copper beads, the product of his smithy. Uncle Sanakht
gave it a covetous glance as he draped it over Great–grandmother’s wrapped
neck, atop the mats.


Then my uncles climbed out and men quickly filled the grave
with the sand piled next to it and mounded more over it. Nykara held me again
while that was done, for I couldn’t bear to watch. I was shaking with sobs and
once more buried my face against his chest.


Afterwards, everyone assembled at the edge of the cemetery,
where neighbors had prepared a funeral feast. The crowd was simply too large to
hold it in the family pavilion amidst the graves. There were platters piled
with bread and jars brimming with beer and bowls filled with vegetables and
fruit and even meat. I was leading Dedi and Aboo and Nykara and Rawer and Abar
through the cemetery towards the feast when Uncle Hemaka approached.


He bowed. “I am honored by your presence,” he said to all of
them.


“Ipu was a good woman,” Aboo replied.


“The honor is mine,” Dedi added. He rested his right hand on
Uncle’s left shoulder momentarily. Uncle looked startled at the unexpected
familiarity.


“Please, sit with my family during the feast,” Uncle Hemaka
told Dedi and Aboo.


He led them away. Nykara and I trailed after. Abar’s steps
lagged and gradually she fell back even with us. “I’m truly sorry for your
loss,” Abar told me. She put her arm around me.


“Thank you. I’m so glad you came.”


“I know how much you loved Ipu. It must seem strange to be
taking her place at last.”


“Frightening,” I admitted. “I already feel the weight of
it.”


“I’m familiar with that weight,” she replied.


Abar was referring to the responsibilities that came with
being the daughter and someday the woman of Nekhen’s ruler. Or perhaps ruler in
her own right.


“We’ll be able to talk in public from now on, as we perform
our official duties at festivals and celebrations,” Abar said. “In fact, it’ll
seem odd if we don’t.”


“No more sneaking around,” I replied. “That’ll be nice.”


I sat on a mat between Dedi and Nykara while we ate, with
Uncle Hemaka and Auntie and my cousins to Nykara’s right. Aboo and Abar and
Rawer sat directly across from us on the other side of a cluster of bowls and
platters and jars. Uncle Sanakht and Nekauba disappeared. I wasn’t sorry. Every
single elite man approached me to offer his condolences; I supposed being
considered important by them was something I was going to have to get used to
from now on. Dedi and Uncle Hemaka and Aboo talked for a long time about trade
expeditions and how Nykara’s wood boat would extend Aboo’s reach up and down
the river and about the increasing production of the potters. Abar made a few
comments, mostly concerning Nekhen’s future, ones I was familiar with from our
discussions beside the river. As she talked her eyes strayed constantly to
Nykara. This was the first time all three of us had been together since that
long–ago time in Dedi’s hut, my first chance to observe their grown–up
interactions. What I saw was alarming. Abar loves Nykara! It’s so obvious.
Is Nykara aware? I suppose not. He doesn’t look at her the way she’s looking at
him. He’s not the kind of man who’d play around with two women at the same time
either. But I couldn’t help feeling insecure. Abar was absolutely stunning,
at age nineteen Nekhen’s most beautiful woman. On top of that she was powerful
and important and desirable. If Abar ever decided to throw herself at Nykara,
what chance would I have? She worked closely with him; she wouldn’t lack
opportunity. I was at best plain–looking, a potter, with no prospects. My
fingers rose to the talisman around my neck. Almost no prospects, I corrected
myself, though certainly none to match Abar’s. My only comfort was that Nykara
was even now seeking my hand with his. And the fact Abar was my friend. I hoped
that was enough to keep her from trying to take Nykara away from me. Especially
since, as the falcon god’s priestess, I now held her fate in my hands. All at
once the extent of the power I could wield hit home.


Rawer was staring at me, very uneasily, as if he was making
some kind of calculation. It wasn’t hard to guess what was on his mind. I met
his stare and he quickly looked away. Earlier I’d observed him stroking the
thighs of several serving girls as they poured beer into our cups. From that I
inferred the reputation he’d earned for being unfaithful to Abar was fact, not
rumor, especially since he was behaving so badly in her very presence. No
wonder she was doing everything she could to avoid being joined to him. I
couldn’t conceive of Rawer doing such things when Abar was promised to him. In
his place, if I was a man, I’d be spending my energy making her happy. Unless
he too was aware Abar was in love with Nykara. I took a deep breath, closed my
eyes, tried to shut out what I was thinking about both Abar and Rawer. After
that I kept my head down, withdrew into myself. I tuned out the conversation. I
picked at my food, not really hungry, burdened by sorrow, glancing often
towards the distant grave where Great–grandmother lay. I was empty to the core
of my being, knowing I’d never see her again. Eventually Dedi started telling
stories about Great–grandmother’s childhood, things none of us had known, not
even Uncle. I paid attention to those. Dedi made me laugh almost as much as he
made me cry.


“Now I know who’s responsible for Amenia’s wild streak,”
Uncle Hemaka said after Dedi told his final tale.


Great–grandmother and I had, apparently, been very much
alike, I discovered that day. No wonder she’d loved me so much – I’d reminded
her of herself. At sunset, before he and Nykara departed for the boatyard, Dedi
embraced me a final time and kissed my brow and told me I looked exactly like
Great–grandmother had at the same age and as long as I lived her image would
still walk the earth. That set me to sobbing again.


I left the feast immediately afterwards. I turned down
Nykara’s offer to see me to Uncle’s house. I needed to be alone with my
thoughts, to grieve in private, to sort out the frightening future thrust upon
me this day. I wasn’t the same woman I’d been when I’d awakened this morning
and never would be again. I was halfway up the wadi path when Nekauba caught up
to me. He stepped in front of me, blocked my way. He was scowling, angry, his
eyes blazing in the last light of day.


“You should be ashamed, Amenia! Letting that boy put his
hands all over you in front of our friends!”


“It’s no concern of yours, what Nykara and I do or don’t
do,” I said wearily. “Let me pass.”


Nekauba spat. He pointed a finger at me. “It is my concern.
You’re mine, Amenia, no matter what Father or Uncle say. You always have been.
We grew up together. You’re going to be my woman.”


“Why, Nekauba?” I asked plaintively. “Why do you want me so
much? To strengthen your future right to the pottery works?”


“Because I love you. I always have.”


“But I don’t love you, Nekauba. I never have and I never
will. Can’t you just let me alone? Please?”


He snorted. “That boy will never have you, Amenia. I promise
you that.” He grabbed hold of my left arm, hard.


I cried out, tried to jerk free.


“Let her go!”


I looked over my shoulder in the direction of the river.
Nekauba tightened his grip on my arm. I recognized Rawer.


“I won’t tell you again,” Rawer said firmly.


Nekauba puffed up. “What I do with my woman is not your
concern.”


Rawer laughed. “Hardly your woman. Especially not after
today. Amenia is a priestess now. That means she’ll have her pick of the
elites. No one can make her settle for a second–rate potter from the upper
settlement. Especially not one as uncouth as you.”


“Watch your insults!” Nekauba spluttered.


“Or what?” Rawer asked unconcernedly. “If it was me, I’d be
worrying right about now that the falcon god was going to strike me dead where
I stood for assaulting his chosen one.”


Nekauba hastily released me. What a god might do hadn’t
occurred to him. Or me, for that matter. There were a lot of things I was going
to have to get used to in the days to come.


“Well, you just keep out of it, Rawer,” Nekauba blustered.
“I know all about you – your women, your underhanded dealings. I could ruin you
if I told Aboo your secrets.”


“I have no secrets,” Rawer replied evenly. “Everything I do,
I do out in the open. Now, run along like a good little boy before I get
angry.”


Nekauba stared at him. He seemed to be assessing his chances
if it came to a fight. From what I’d heard about Rawer’s viciousness, Nekauba
wouldn’t last more than a minute or two. Even though he himself had a vicious
streak.


“Don’t make me say it again,” Rawer said, his voice now
clipped.


Nekauba snorted, spat impotently, then turned and headed up
the path towards the upper settlement, gesturing and cursing as he went. I
watched until he disappeared into the gathering darkness.


I turned to Rawer. “Thanks for stepping in,” I said. I
purposefully avoided the word rescue. That would imply some kind of obligation
on my part. “But I could have handled him. I have my whole life.”


“No doubt. A rather unpleasant little worm, if you ask me.”


“My cousin.”


“Thinks he has some right to you, from what I overheard?”


“We were promised to each other once. But not anymore.”


“Because you’re with Nykara.”


“Yes.” I was surprised Rawer was asking such personal
questions. I supposed someone born to his station didn’t have to be circumspect
with a commoner. “Why did you follow me?” I asked.


“I wanted to talk so we can get to know each other. Now that
you’ve taken Ipu’s place, and since I’m Aboo’s heir, we’ll no doubt be seeing a
lot of each other in the coming years.”


Sounded innocent enough, and I didn’t want to be rude. Even
though there was an excellent chance he’d never succeed Aboo. I moved a little
off the wadi path, to where several boulders clustered next to a grove of
scraggly acacia trees. I perched on one and Rawer sat on one facing me.


“I love this view at this time of day,” I said, gazing east
towards the river.


The sun had just dipped below the western plateau at my back
and stars were already winking into the darkening eastern sky. The last
vestiges of yellow and orange and red and gold were fading from the face of the
eastern plateau, and the ribbon of river bisecting the valley was turning deep
blue and purple. Campfires and hearth fires were flaring on in the lower
settlement and on farms along the river and in Nekheb on its far side and in
other hamlets both north and south. The moon wasn’t up yet; darkness was
descending on the slope between me and the river like a blanket. Off to the
right of the lower settlement a bonfire raged in the cemetery where
Great–grandmother lay. The funeral feast would probably go on for several more
hours.


“I’m sorry for your loss,” Rawer said. “I knew Ipu, of
course, from celebrating at festivals with her. I always liked her.”


“Thanks,” I replied. She’d never once mentioned him.


“It must be frightening, following after someone who’s
served Nekhen for so long,” Rawer said, gazing at the talisman.


“It is,” I said truthfully. During the funeral and the feast
that followed many in the crowd had looked at me differently than they ever had
before. A few had gazed upon me reverently, as they always had
Great–grandmother. The majority had eyed me uncertainly, not sure how to regard
one so young who’d succeeded a woman who’d been an institution throughout the
valley for generations. My friends and family members had been most uncertain
of all. How could a simple girl they’d known all their lives suddenly be
considered a god’s chosen one? I too was struggling with that question.


“If there’s any way I can help you – especially when you’re
presiding at festivals and celebrations – just ask,” Rawer said. “We have that
in common, or at least we will, since I’ll be succeeding Aboo someday.”


“I suppose that’s true.” Rawer’s reason for following me was
suddenly crystal clear. He wasn’t trying to get to know me – he was trying to
find out what I was going to do when it came time for me to confirm Nekhen’s
next ruler.


“The succession seems pretty straightforward to me,” Rawer
continued. “Dedi’s my grandfather, Abar is Aboo’s daughter and Dedi’s
granddaughter, succession passes through Abar to whoever she joins with, and
that’s going to be me.”


“A bit convoluted, but still straightforward,” I agreed. I
wasn’t going to give away what Great–grandmother had discussed that time with
Abar and me in the audience hall.


“Can you believe some of the elites are arguing succession
doesn’t pass through a woman, that it’s irrelevant who joins with Abar?”


“That sounds desperate,” I said noncommittally. And untrue. They’ve
embraced the concept, hoping one of them can become ruler by joining with
either Abar or one of her sisters.


“Especially since those same elites would argue the opposite
if Abar was joined to one of them.”


So he is aware of what’s going on. He’s as big a snake as
Abar’s always claimed.


Rawer stood, began to pace. “Don’t be surprised if an elite
tries to bribe you to pick him over me, Amenia. Some people will do anything to
gain the power that goes with being Nekhen’s ruler.”


“Bribes would be useless,” I said. “It’s not for me to decide
who’ll succeed Aboo. That’s up to the falcon god.”


“You wouldn’t accept a bribe, no matter what?” Rawer
pressed.


“It’s like you told Nekauba – I’d be afraid the falcon god
would strike me dead on the spot if I substituted my preference for his will.”


“How will you know his will?” Rawer probed. His voice was
anxious now. Even in the dim light I could see a sheen of sweat on his
forehead. He was not as sure of his position as heir as he was claiming to be.


“When the lines of descent are clear, the bearer of the
talisman simply confirms the man who has inherited the right to rule.
Otherwise, the falcon god sends the bearer a dream revealing who to choose. Or
so I’ve been led to expect.”


I sensed Rawer’s relief. “Descent is clear in this instance.
So I look forward to working alongside you for many years to come, Amenia, once
Aboo dies and you confirm me as ruler.”


“This is hardly a day to speak of death,” I said sadly.


“Sorry. That was insensitive of me.” Rawer sat down on his
boulder again. “One other thing. Nykara’s probably told you that when Dedi made
him overseer of the fleet a few years ago I vowed to take it away from him
someday.”


“That’s pretty well known throughout Nekhen,” I replied.
“I’d heard it long before I met Nykara.”


“As I told Nekauba, I have no secrets.” Rawer shook his
head, feigning disgust with himself. “I’d like to clear the air with you,
knowing how you feel about Nykara. I was young and foolish and angry back then,
Amenia. I didn’t stop to think before I blurted out the first thing that came
to mind when Dedi took the fleet from me. But I’ve changed. I want you to know
that.” He leaned towards me. “I want you to know if I’m confirmed as
ruler Nykara will always have a place leading the fleet and boatyard and
overseeing the craftsmen. I’ll need the fleet to operate perfectly and avoid
chaos. I can’t think of anyone better.”


I was both amazed and appalled. Rawer’s flat out trying
to bribe me, using Nykara! He just promised if I confirm him as ruler Nykara
will get to keep the fleet. The corollary is if I don’t he’ll take it away from
him. A clear threat. Well, I’ll play along and let him think he’s succeeding.
“Nykara will be pleased to hear that, and Uncle Hemaka too,” I said. “Uncle has
promised to let Nykara join with me once he’s named an elite. Your assurance
Nykara will always get to operate the fleet will go a long way towards
convincing Uncle that Nykara has a bright future.” That I’ve just seemingly
linked my own future to Nykara’s, and the fleet, should convince Rawer I’m on
his side. But, after his threat against Nykara, nothing could be farther from
the truth.


“If your uncle needs more assurance I’ll talk to him, if
you’d like,” Rawer offered.


“That’s not necessary.” I stood. “And now, I must get home.”


“Can I walk with you? In case Nekauba’s waiting beside the
path?”


“By now he’s off sulking somewhere. He won’t bother me.
Anyway, it was nice to meet you, Rawer.”


“I’ll see you soon, Amenia.”


I watched until Rawer was swallowed up by the darkness, then
turned towards home. No wonder so many women and girls in Nekhen had fallen
under Rawer’s spell – they listened to his honeyed words and heard what they
wanted to hear, not what he actually meant. How many misleading promises had he
made them? There was something sinister inside Rawer, lurking, ready to pounce
and assert his twisted will. I had no doubt at all that even if I confirmed him
as Nekhen’s ruler he’d take the fleet away from Nykara within days. Luckily,
Nykara would have the smithy to fall back on when he did. Had Rawer forgotten
that, or was he so stupid he didn’t realize the growing importance of copper,
and thus Nykara, in our settlement? I’d wager stupid. Rawer was really no
different than Nekauba in that regard. Both were clueless. In Nekauba’s case,
Uncle Hemaka was playing a high–stakes game and Nekauba wasn’t even important
enough to be a piece on the board, though he hadn’t yet realized it. He’d never
be more than a potter and I’d never be his woman. Especially now, when I was
the falcon god’s priestess. I took a deep breath, pushed both Nekauba and Rawer
from my mind. I turned my thoughts back to Great–grandmother, to the void
within my heart, and the rest of the way home I walked with head bowed,
surrendering in the darkness to my overwhelming grief.


 


 


***


 


 


I dreamed that night.


I was sitting next to Nykara atop a low ridge, watching the
sun set, his body golden in the fading light. We were surrounded by a sea of
tall waving green grass stretching in every direction all the way to the
horizon, and water colored silver and yellow and orange and red. He was holding
our newborn child in his arms.


I awakened. From the dim light I knew it was nearly dawn.
I’d never felt so peaceful and hopeful and fulfilled my entire life. The falcon
god had sent me a dream, just like Great–grandmother had promised. Its meaning
was obvious. Nykara and I would be joined. We’d have a family. We’d raise our
children in the delta. That had to be the place in my dream, based on how
Nykara had described it to me. Whether we’d migrate there from Nekhen
willingly, or flee, as Tiaa and Ankhmare had fled Badari, was impossible to
say. I wagered flight, from Uncle. But why or where didn’t matter. Only that
Nykara and I would be together. I was unbelievably happy. I couldn’t wait to
tell him.


I slipped from under the linen sheet on the pallet I shared
with my cousins, crawled to the empty one close by that Great–grandmother had
died on a few hours ago. I sat on it, drew my knees to my chest. I missed her
so much. I replayed my dream, over and over. I was surprised the falcon god had
sent it to me so soon after I’d received the talisman. I was surprised it
hadn’t been about Nekhen’s next ruler. Because it hadn’t, I was going to have
to choose. The fate of Nekhen and the entire valley was now in my hands, not
the god’s. Before, that had been a possibility; now it was a fact. The choice
was obvious – Abar. She was Aboo’s only direct heir. To succeed him was her
right. I’d studied her closely for several years, gotten to know her. She was
qualified to rule. She was smart, she was visionary, she was compassionate. No
elite man, particularly Rawer, came close to matching her drive or ability. She
was the only person worthy of leading our settlement. She’d be an excellent
ruler.


Then I recalled Great–grandmother’s funeral feast and how
Abar had looked so longingly at Nykara. She loved him. What would happen if I
told Abar I was going to confirm her? For all I knew my decision about her
future was all she was waiting for to join with Nykara and take him away from
me. As ruler, she could choose a commoner as her partner. Dedi had already
promised her to Nykara. Would she go to Dedi and ask him to join them right
away? Could Nykara say no if Dedi insisted? Nykara was in love with me, but was
he strong enough to resist Abar if she turned her considerable charms on him?
Abar was not a woman easily denied once her heart was set on something.
Great–grandmother claimed the falcon god’s dreams always came true. By rights,
Nykara was mine, not Abar’s. But what was there to keep Abar from sabotaging my
dream?


Abar and I had grown close the past two years as she taught
me about Nekhen. I considered her my friend. She’d told me I was hers. But were
we, really? Or was our friendship merely a ruse, a way for her to keep me close,
a means of convincing me to select her as our next ruler? Would she push me
aside once she got what she wanted from me? Because once I told her I’d
selected her I couldn’t take it back.


I wondered if I had a responsibility to tell Abar or anyone
else I’d dreamed. Great–grandmother had never said I did. She’d kept her dream
about me secret for nearly two decades. I knew from the ancient stories Tiaa
had kept her dream secret from some, but not others. She’d only revealed what
she’d had to in order to make her dream come true. Were Tiaa and
Great–grandmother models for me to follow?


Two things were clear. First, I was going to confirm Abar as
Nekhen’s next ruler, because I had to choose the person who was best for Nekhen
and it was her. Second, the falcon god had promised Nykara to me. The two were
intrinsically bound together. But revealing my decision to Abar might cost me
Nykara, depending on what Abar did with the information. What would happen if I
kept her guessing? What if I never told her I’d dreamed? I could indefinitely
give her and everyone else the impression I was still waiting for one.
Certainly, obfuscating would be cruel. Abar would suffer every day I delayed.
The threat of joining with Rawer or some elite she couldn’t stand would
continue to hang over her head. I knew how that felt, from being promised to
Nekauba. But if I told Abar my decision, and she took Nykara away from me, I’d
suffer too. If I decided to keep her guessing, when should I tell her? The very
moment I called her forth in the oval court to confirm her, if Aboo died before
she was joined to anyone? As soon as she was joined to an elite, if her father
was still alive, and she was no longer a danger to me? As soon as Nykara was
safely joined to me?


What about Aboo? If I told him, he could throw his support
to Abar and take steps to ensure she succeeded him. But would he? Or would he
be unable to reconcile himself to a female ruler, even his own daughter? The
elites would surely resist; would he stand up to them?


Could I even afford to tell Nykara? It’d ease his mind to
know we’d eventually be together. He didn’t trust Uncle to give me to him any
more than I did. But even if I swore Nykara to secrecy, would he keep my
decision about Abar to himself? What if he loved Abar as she loved him? Would
he tell her and join with her as Dedi wanted? What if he revealed my dream to
Abar inadvertently?


My head was spinning. I’d expected the falcon god’s dream to
provide clarity. If anything, I was more confused than ever. Too many
possibilities, too many outcomes – many detrimental to me – if I so much as
hinted I’d dreamed. One thing was crystal clear – the only way for me to remain
in control of my future, to prevent Abar or Aboo or the elites from sabotaging
it, was to keep my dream to myself as long as possible. Secrecy was the only
leverage I had.


I lay down on Great–grandmother’s pallet and clutched the
talisman in my hand. I wished I could talk to her, ask her advice. But I’d
never be able to again. I was on my own now. I hoped the falcon god wouldn’t
hold my decision against me, that he wouldn’t consider me selfish for using my
dream to benefit myself. I hoped he wouldn’t someday make me pay a price for
having done it.


 


 


***


 


 


One month exactly after Great–grandmother’s death I set off
down the wadi path from the upper settlement towards the river. Abar had sent
word she’d be making mats today. The handful of times the past two years I’d
been able to get away from the pottery works the same day as her we’d used
mat–making as a pretext so she could educate me about Nekhen and the valley.
That’s how we’d become friends – though I wasn’t entirely sure anymore we
actually were. My dream had made me suspicious about her motives. I was glad
she’d sent word; we had much to talk about since the change in my
circumstances.


I paused at the western edge of the cultivated strip, got my
bearings. The riverbank was about a half–mile straight ahead, shaded by a long
line of palm trees. I didn’t need to use the path leading in that direction
today since Nekhen’s fields had been harvested a week ago and my footsteps
wouldn’t damage any crops. I hurried on. Emerging from ankle–high stubble on
the far side of the field I encountered several large groups of chattering and
singing and laughing girls gathered beneath the palms, spread out for a quarter
of a mile along the riverbank. Just beyond the palms was the river itself, with
an extensive patch of tall reeds and rushes at its edge. For the most part,
daughters of potters were sitting with daughters of potters – my usual group –
brewers with brewers, those of each enterprise with others like themselves. The
group I was bound for today for the very first time was different, the
daughters of elite men, a traditional group reaching back beyond their
grandmothers’ grandmothers time. Because I was now the falcon god’s
representative I was going to be allowed to make mats with them from now on.
That meant Abar and I could finally be seen together in public without anyone
thinking we were conspiring, instead of waiting until the others girls in our
respective groups left and then sneaking off to a hidden spot to talk as we
usually did.


I called to my new acquaintances and most shouted greetings
– Herneith, daughter of Teti, the elite potter from the lower settlement and my
uncles’ chief rival; Inetkawes, the brewer Pipi’s daughter; Artakama, whose
family supplied Nekhen with fish; Neith, whose father Salitis owned vast herds
of cattle and goats and sheep; Semat, whose father Hori supplied everyone with
water; half a dozen more. Wenher, Inetkawes’ sister, glared at me jealously. I
knew her father, Pipi, had been trying to finalize an arrangement with Aboo for
nearly a year, and I knew all the details of his proposal. Wenher wasn’t taking
the delay in her expected joining to Nykara well. She considered me to be
treading on her turf.


Abar had brought a jar of wine, from which the girls were
already drinking. Aside from our riverside sessions, Abar and I had only talked
extensively three times since Great–grandmother told Abar she had as much right
to rule as Rawer, during the afterbirth rituals when her sisters were born. Now
that I actually bore the talisman and the power to confirm Aboo’s successor was
mine, I supposed she’d be anxious to know if I’d decided who that was going to
be. To her credit, she’d never asked me even once towards whom I was leaning
since she’d started teaching me about Nekhen and the valley. I couldn’t say the
same for Rawer and many of the elites. They’d been subtly or overtly questioning
me about what I was going to do almost non–stop the past month. I was already
sick and tired of their attentions.


Inetkawes detached herself from the others and ran to me and
launched herself into my arms. I hugged her close and kissed her cheek. I’d
happened to be with Nykara six months ago when he’d rescued her for a second
time from crocodiles. Ever since we’d been fast friends. At least once a week
she visited me at my kiln when I was making pottery, just to talk, for almost
everyone except Abar ignored her and she was very lonely. I’d taught her to
form basic jars. She was an eager pupil, though not a particularly talented
one. Neither of us really cared; we simply enjoyed each other’s company. Today
she was wearing a hippo amulet of pink limestone strung on a bit of twine
around her neck. I suspected Dagi had made it in his father’s workshop beside
the oval court. It looked like his style. He’d been a very talented flint
knapper before leaving Nekhen to staff the trading post at Tjeni.


Best not to let anyone think I’d come primarily to see Abar
today. “Help me harvest rushes,” I told Inetkawes. “I’m going to make mats for
the floor of Auntie’s house.”


I set down my leather pouch, moved to the river, waded in to
the depth of my thighs at the edge of the reed patch, soaked my skirt. The
water was its normal height, the current strong but not swift. Between now and
the start of the inundation in less than five months, though, that would
change. First the river’s level would fall and the current slow to a crawl and
the water turn warm and brackish. Then, when the inundation reached Nekhen,
almost overnight the river would run so fast Dedi’s boats would have to be
pulled up on land to keep them out of harm’s way. In fact, this entire reed
patch would disappear under as much as twenty feet of water. Only the topmost
fronds of palm trees would remain to mark the normal riverbank, which was
itself higher than the nearby fields and would be the last land to be
submerged.


I selected reeds one by one and cut them just below the
waterline with a small flint knife. Then I handed them to Inetkawes, who
remained standing on shore. We soon had a substantial pile. I climbed out of
the water, my skirt now opaque and dripping and plastered to my legs, though it
would quickly dry in the heat. Inetkawes and I both gathered an armload of
reeds and lugged them into the shade near the other girls and I set to work. I
took two spools of strong thread from my pouch and began wrapping thread from
the first spool around the first rush several inches from its end, affixing
that rush to the next rush Inetkawes handed me. I then wrapped the opposite
ends of the rushes with thread from the second spool. Inetkawes handed me
another rush, then another, and before long the first mat was finished. My
fingers fairly flew, for I was skilled at my task. These mats were going to
replace the worn ones on the floor of our main room and so needed to be sturdy,
not fancy. I was an excellent mat maker, so talented I was usually called upon
to create the mats laid over the dead in their graves. For those I sewed the
rushes together using a copper needle. Since they had to be fresh and flexible
enough to exactly conform to the dead person’s body, I made them as close as
possible to the actual time of burial. Those mats were so flimsy multiple mats
had to be layered atop each other in the grave at right angles to keep them
from disintegrating under the weight of the sand shoveled onto the body.


At lunchtime I shared my chunk of bread and an onion and a handful
of dates with Inetkawes. We slaked our thirsts with water drawn from the river
and some of Abar’s wine. As we ate in the shade I surveyed my surroundings. The
wind sighed through the palm fronds over my head, making a pleasant clacking
sound. The sun silvered the river as it rhythmically lapped against the shore
beside me. Birds trilled from among the palm fronds and the nearby patches of
reeds. Some flitted back and forth, brief and indistinct splashes of color. The
scent of mud and water pervaded the air. Directly at my feet a few tall white
birds fished the shallows in a gap among the reeds, occasionally stabbing the
water with long beaks and emerging with small thrashing fish. Not far upstream
was the northern tip of the boatyard. Was Nykara eating his midday meal there?
Abar was looking that way; was she thinking about him too? A few falcons
wheeled high overhead, elegantly riding updrafts. I envied them, that they were
free to go when and where they wanted. Ever since Nykara had started filling my
head with tales of the valley beyond Nekhen I’d had an almost insatiable urge
to travel and see the world for myself. A farmer appeared on the distant east
bank and began disassembling the wood frame topped with palm fronds he used as
a sunscreen for himself and his family as they cared for their crops. Now that
the harvest was complete there was no further use for it, and unless he removed
it from the path of the inundation it would eventually be swept away. He and
all other farmers would abandon their huts when the river began rising too,
moving to temporary camps on higher ground beyond the reach of the water. The
farmers on this side of the river who directly supported Nekhen, including my
cousin Peseshet and her family, would relocate to temporary quarters in the
lower settlement near the oval court. Her man, Yuny, like most idled farmers,
would spend the months of inundation working on public projects designated by
Aboo. In exchange, Aboo would feed him and my cousin and their children.


Two reed boats drifted into view near the center of the
river, a little apart from but parallel to each other, a weighted net strung
between them, each boat being maneuvered by four oarsmen, each with two
fishermen intently peering over the side of the craft. Their shouted directions
carried across the water. A number of fish were flopping heavily on the decks,
the sun flashing off their scales. The fish were enormous. They looked like
perch.


Herneith and Artakama and Wenher and Abar and the rest were
nearby, tossing small ivory gaming sticks and moving small stone balls across a
pattern of squares they’d traced in a patch of dirt, chattering nonstop. I was
happy, simply sitting by the river, basking in the warmth, watching them,
without Uncle Hemaka or Auntie or Uncle Sanakht or anyone else to order me
about. I loved hearing the girls talk, catching glimpses of their lives, each
so different and, to my mind, more wonderful than my own.


Talk turned, as it inevitably did whenever girls of any
status gathered, to boys.


“Is your father going to make you join with Rawer or not?”
Herneith asked Abar pointedly.


“Or will Dedi join you to Nykara?” Artakama queried.


My heart started beating faster. Apparently everyone knew
about Dedi’s threat.


“Or someone else?” Semat piped up.


“We’ve heard rumors,” Herneith said.


Herneith was Weni’s sister. He’d probably put her up to
asking. According to Nykara, Abar had been flirting with Weni for months,
hinting she’d like to join with him in an attempt to nudge Weni’s father into
participating in the bidding war for her hand. She was flirting just as
intensely with half a dozen others, Nykara said, for the same reason. Abar was
on a mission to make sure whatever elite her father joined her to, if it came
to that, was one she could control. Nykara obviously had no idea about Abar’s
real intention – to rule Nekhen in her own right, independent of any man. I
assumed she had a reason for not telling him. It surely wasn’t my place to do
it. It occurred to me that, since Abar knew Nykara loved me, and since she was
my friend, she didn’t want to put either of us in an uncomfortable or
compromising position because of her. I appreciated that. Though that
interpretation of her actions could be far wide of the mark. Maybe she hadn’t
told Nykara because she didn’t think he’d support her as ruler in her own
right. Or maybe it was because she fully intended to join with him some day.
Not knowing which interpretation was true was reason enough for me to be
cautious about revealing my dream.


Abar smiled mischievously, her dark eyes twinkling. As
always, she was wearing magnificent jewelry made of gold and precious stones,
and her skirt was luxurious compared to what the rest of us were wearing. She
was the most beautiful woman in all of Nekhen, and perhaps the valley. No
wonder so many men desired her. No wonder her flirting was so effective. I
never stopped being amazed Nykara had chosen me over her. The slightest glance
passed between us now. We both knew I’d ultimately have a say in whether she
had to be with Rawer or not. I truly wished I could tell her she wouldn’t have
to, to ease her mind, for I couldn’t stand Rawer and I wouldn’t wish him on
anyone. Being trapped by what others decided was disheartening, based on my own
experience. But easing her mind would cast doubt on my own future with Nykara
and drive me crazy. So she’d have to suffer for a while longer, instead of me.
The fact I’d been the falcon god’s priestess for less than a month would
certainly make the fiction I hadn’t yet received a dream plausible if she ever
pressed me about it.


“Grandfather threatened to join me to Nykara just to make
Rawer grow up. That’s all,” Abar said.


“In that case, you may be a very old woman before you’re
joined,” Neith laughed.


So did the rest. Clearly, all the girls shared Abar’s
opinion of her cousin.


Abar giggled.


“If you really expect to be joined to Rawer, why do you
flirt with the rest of the elites?” Semat probed.


“Maybe I’m just giving him a taste of his own medicine,” Abar
said lightly. Then her eyes suddenly grew hard. “Or are the rumors I’ve heard
about Rawer fooling around with some of you inaccurate?”


From the number of guilty faces, I gathered Abar’s charge
had hit home.


“Well, you need to stop,” Artakama snapped. “What chance do
the rest of us have if all the boys think they can be with you? Some of us
would like to start families of our own.”


“Aren’t you afraid Abar will take Nykara away from you,
Amenia?” Herneith asked me sweetly.


She was obviously trying to stir things up. It dawned on me
none of these girls were actually Abar’s friends, just of the same rank and so
able to associate with her, all – except Inetkawes – extremely jealous of her.
They had no idea I was close to Abar. Herneith likely assumed I’d take the rest
of the girls’ part against her.


I dodged the question, even though, deep down, I’d feared
that very thing ever since Great–grandmother’s funeral. “I’m afraid of my
uncle, Herneith. He won’t let Nykara join with me until he becomes an elite,
and that could be years from now,” I answered truthfully. “Uncle has
ambitions.”


“Same as all our fathers,” Semat acknowledged.


“Amenia could just as easily end up joined to one of your
brothers, or an elite man,” Abar interjected. “That talisman around her neck
makes her the most important woman in Nekhen – after me.”


“You’re deluded!” Wenher suddenly exploded. “I know more
about who both of you are going to be joined to than you do!”


Not true in either Abar’s or my case, thanks to Nykara.


“What does that mean?” Neith asked, glancing at Abar and
then me.


“Dedi’s going to give his fleet permanently to Nykara, just
like he threatened. Then Abar’s going to be joined to my brother Wehemka and
Nykara’s going to be joined to me.”


“You and Nykara!” Artakama exclaimed. “Why would you be so
lucky?”


“How do you know?” Semat asked sharply.


“Promises have already been made,” Wenher said smugly.


I couldn’t believe Wenher had just revealed key parts of
Pipi’s plan to ally himself with Aboo to a bunch of gossipy girls. The elites,
once they found out what she’d said, would be able to figure out the rest with
little trouble. Everyone in Nekhen was going to know what was going on between
Pipi and Aboo before nightfall. Wenher’s slip would surely impact Aboo’s
negotiations with the rest of the elites, and Abar’s manipulations, and Nykara,
and me. I’d hate to be Wenher when Pipi found out what she’d done.


“As for you!” Wenher addressed me, angry. “Nykara’s only
going about with you because you’ve cast a spell on him!”


“You use magic?” Artakama asked, looking at me fearfully.


Wenher pointed at my talisman. “How else could she
trap Nykara?”


A slap at my appearance. “The talisman doesn’t work that
way,” I said defensively.


“Compare Amenia and me, girls,” Wenher scoffed. “Who’d you
choose to be with if you were a man? That plain thing, or me? She’s cast a
spell on Nykara, alright.” She stood, looked down at me. “Nykara’s mine,
Amenia! My father will make sure of it! Stay away from him!” Then she spun on
her heel and sped away.


“Wenher’s being awfully dramatic today,” Abar observed
dismissively. Her eyes swept the group. “She’s the one who’s deluded. Can any
of you girls imagine Pipi joining his daughter to a commoner like Nykara, as
status–conscious as he is?” She laughed. Abar was obviously trying to keep
everyone from placing any credence in what Wenher had said and repeating it
around Nekhen.


I played along with her, touched the talisman with my
fingertips. “If I could use this to cast a spell, why would I waste it on
Nykara?” I asked innocently. “I’d cast it on Aboo. Then I’d be a ruler’s woman,
and someday a ruler’s mother.” I smiled. “You’d all have to bow down to me.”


“You’d be Abar’s stepmother,” Neith clucked. “Would you like
that, Abar, having Amenia for a mother?”


Herneith shook her head. “You’re right, Abar. Wenher’s
crazy. None of us are going to have a say in who we’re joined to anyway. Our
fathers will decide.”


We all went back to work and that afternoon I made more than
a dozen mats. I remained seated beside Inetkawes the whole time. She was mostly
silent, for one of her spells had come over her soon after our meal. Gradually,
all the elite girls but Herneith and Inetkawes drifted away, leaving the four
of us alone.


Night approached. Salitis’ herdsmen began driving the cattle
and sheep and goats from the herd he kept in the bottomlands into the river to
water them. The animals’ reflections shimmered in the water and their cries and
those of the herdsmen and the barking of dogs echoed down the valley. The
shadows of the palms lengthened. Rays of sunshine slanted low, coloring the
river and empty fields and plateau beyond with a warm golden glow. Women
appeared up and down the river, singly and in groups, nearly every one carrying
a large empty earthenware jar. Most discarded their skirts and waded into the
river to bathe, laughing, shouting, splashing others, swimming a little.
Finished bathing and socializing, the women donned their skirts and filled
their jars with water and then carried them, balanced on a shoulder, towards their
homes in the lower settlement or nearby farms.


“I should be going,” Herneith finally said, rolling up the
last of the mats she’d woven. “I’ll make sure Inetkawes gets home safely,” she
told Abar.


“I appreciate it.”


We both bid Inetkawes and Herneith goodbye.


Abar quickly moved beside me as the girls strolled in the
direction of the lower settlement. “We haven’t talked since Ipu’s death. How
are you doing, Amenia?” she asked sympathetically.


“Not well,” I admitted. “Great–grandmother was such a large
part of my life. I loved her more than anyone. I’ve taken her pallet for
myself, my one luxury. Every morning when I wake up I feel her presence. I miss
her terribly.”


“And the talisman? How are you adjusting to your
responsibilities?”


“I’m having a hard time with that too,” I replied. “My
cousins are so jealous I was selected they won’t talk to me. Uncle Hemaka and
Uncle Sanakht argue constantly – Uncle Sanakht wants me joined to Nekauba as
quickly as possible so he can manipulate me for his own ends. Nekauba’s
constantly taunting me, telling me I’m not going to be able to avoid him
forever. Believe me, I’ve made sure not to let him catch me alone.”


“I’m so sorry, Amenia. If the times were more settled you
wouldn’t be going through this.”


“I miss Great–grandmother most when I’m called to help the
sick,” I continued. I’d had no one I could unburden myself to and the words
were spilling out. “There’s a big difference between helping Great–grandmother
and being the one totally responsible for whether someone lives or dies.
Sometimes I’m so scared… but I can’t let anyone see.”


“You know all the herbs and potions and spells, don’t you?”
Abar asked encouragingly.


“I have for most of my life.”


“And you have the talisman now, and the falcon god’s favor?”


“Yes.”


“Don’t sell yourself short, Amenia,” Abar said. “I was in
the birth bower all three times when Ibetina was in labor. You did almost
everything yourself. I don’t recall Ipu giving you much direction at all the
last two times. I think she was already stepping back, knowing you were ready
to take over for her.”


“Maybe you’re right,” I said. I hadn’t really considered
that before. I had in fact been taking on more of the work from
Great–grandmother the past few years.


“Has Rawer or any of the elites approached you since you
started wearing the talisman?” Abar asked.


I nodded in disgust. “If you can believe it, Rawer actually
followed me home from Great–grandmother’s funeral feast.”


“Why, that unfeeling…”


“He stumbled on Nekauba harassing me and chased him off. I’m
sure Rawer thinks I owe him something now.”


“He must have figured out you hold his future in your
hands.”


“He has. He fished around pretty hard, trying to get me to
tell him who I’m going to confirm.” I glanced in all directions to make sure we
weren’t being observed, lowered my voice. “He told me if I confirm him Nykara
will get to keep the fleet permanently. He implied if I don’t he’ll take it
away.”


Abar snorted. “Typical. What did you say?”


“I told him I believed the line of descent from Aboo is
clear and I looked forward to Nykara running the fleet after he and I were
joined. I didn’t lie – the line is clear. Just not in the way Rawer believes.”


“You’re more sly and cunning than you used to be,” Abar
said, smiling.


“Thanks to you, Abar. If you hadn’t taught me what you have
these past two years I wouldn’t have looked for the meaning behind Rawer’s
words. I’m starting to realize how dangerous lack of knowledge truly is.”


“Any of the elites bothering you?”


“Boys who’ve never glanced at me even once go out of their
way to speak to me now when I’m out and about. Guess they think I’ll be so
grateful for their attention I’ll forget how they’ve ignored me my whole life.”


“Probably the same elites angling to be joined to me,
hedging their bets,” Abar said. “Men have no shame, do they. Especially when
they’re seeking power.”


“Except for Nykara,” I replied.


“Except for Nykara,” Abar echoed.


“By the way, he told me Dedi’s going with him to Tjeni next week.
It’ll be the first time they’ll both be away from Nekhen at the same time since
Nykara became overseer. Did you know?”


“They’re going to restock the trading post there and at
Nubt,” Abar replied. “Dagi and Pabasa and their assistants have been doing a
booming business. Grandfather and Nykara are going to travel in the wood boat.
Nykara’s been using it to make daily deliveries to nearby hamlets, but the
upcoming trip will be a long–distance shakedown cruise to work out any kinks
before he tries to take it to Maadi.”


“I’ve been making decorated pottery almost full–time the
past two weeks for them to trade,” I said. “It’s what the Nubtians want most
from us.”


“Heth and I are going to look after the boatyard and
craftsmen while they’re gone,” Abar said. “No one else in Nekhen is capable.”


“Will the men obey you?” I asked.


“They’d better. I’m our ruler’s daughter and Dedi’s
granddaughter. Fear of what they might do should count for something. Though I
wouldn’t put it past Rawer and Senebi to try to undercut me. They don’t have
any friends in the boatyard, but I could see those two offering bribes to some
of the boatmen to disrupt my orders.”


“Nykara says Dedi’s determined to go to Maadi after this
trip and won’t be talked out of it. Nykara will have to go too, because he’s
the only steersman who knows the river all the way there, and in case anything
goes wrong with the boat. Will you and Heth take over Dedi’s operation then
too? They’ll be gone at least three times as long as when they’re at Tjeni.”


“I have a better idea,” Abar said.


“What’s that?”


“I’m going to talk Grandfather into letting Rawer run his
entire enterprise while he’s visiting Maadi. Grandfather promised Rawer when he
made Nykara his overseer he’d give him the fleet if he ever proved himself. Rawer’s
constantly telling everyone who’ll listen he’s better than Nykara. This’ll give
him a chance to prove it.”


I was utterly shocked. Abar’s proposal could destroy my
future with Nykara. Losing the fleet to Rawer would be a crushing setback for
him and me both. Uncle would never give me to Nykara if he didn’t become an
elite. “But Rawer will kick Nykara out of the boatyard if he takes back the
boats,” I argued. “Or have you forgotten his promise?”


“He won’t as long as Grandfather’s alive. By the time Grandfather’s
dead Nykara will have the smithy to fall back on. That’s how he’ll become an
elite. But Nykara’s not going to lose the fleet, Amenia. Rawer’s going to fail.
I truly believe it or I wouldn’t have suggested it. Everything associated with
water transportation will fall apart with Rawer in charge. There’ll be total
chaos in the valley. Surely you agree.”


“Based on everything you and Nykara have told me about him,
that’s likely,” I said cautiously.


“When Rawer fails Grandfather will follow through on his
original threat and declare Nykara his heir. Then Rawer will lose the fleet
forever. Without it, he’ll never succeed Father. Putting Rawer in charge will
eliminate Rawer as a serious rival to me.”


“But if Dedi names Nykara his heir, he and your father will
join you to Nykara to keep the transportation network combined. Isn’t that
true?” My worst fear.


“Grandfather made that threat, yes,” Abar admitted. “But
Father has publicly committed me to Rawer whether he regains the fleet or not.
At the same time, he’s secretly negotiating with many of the elites to join me
to one of their sons. Rest assured, Father will hold off arranging my joining
to anyone until after Grandfather’s dead. Father isn’t courageous enough
to stand up to Grandfather. And Father won’t join me to Nykara under any
circumstances. Father likes Nykara, but Nykara will always be a commoner in his
eyes. Nykara doesn’t figure in his plans.”


I wasn’t convinced. Rawer’s failure might indeed result in
Abar being joined to Nykara despite what she’d said. Didn’t she grasp how that
would affect me? I recalled the way she’d looked at Nykara during
Great–grandmother’s funeral feast. Her love for him had been obvious. I had to
find out where I really stood. Was Abar my friend, or was she using me? Time to
confront her. “If your father died tomorrow and I named you ruler and you could
join with any man in Nekhen, would you pick Nykara?” I pressed. “Have you been
planning all along to use me to become ruler and then take Nykara away from
me?”


Abar looked as if she’d expected my question. “If I end up
joined to Nykara it’ll be because I couldn’t prevent it, not because I wanted
it,” she said softly. “Frankly, when Grandfather first threatened to join me to
Nykara I thought my world had ended. I despised Nykara back then. Joined to him
I’d never become ruler, never be able to pursue Grandfather’s quest. But I
didn’t know Nykara, his capabilities, his qualities. I do now. My opinion of
him has radically changed.”


“Do you love Nykara, Abar?” Would she confirm what I already
knew? Did she have the courage to admit it?


She didn’t even hesitate. “Yes, Amenia, I do.”


I was surprised by her brutal honesty. Was that because she
knew if she wanted Nykara all she’d have to do was snap her fingers? “So why
are we doing this, pretending to be friends, pretending you believe I should be
with Nykara?” I asked plaintively.


“I’m not pretending anything, Amenia,” Abar insisted. “I
never intended to fall in love with Nykara. From when I was first promised to
Rawer I surrendered to that future. After I learned the extent of Rawer’s
unfaithfulness – well, I promised myself I’d never fall in love with any
man, never let one hurt me like that again. I assumed all men behaved like
Rawer. But then I got to know Nykara. He wasn’t like the rest. Still, I never
considered him anything more than a partner in my quest to realize
Grandfather’s dream. Then, while Nykara was on his first trip to Maadi, I
realized I’d fallen in love with him. I hadn’t planned it. I couldn’t resist
it. Love for him overwhelmed me. The night he returned I went to him on his
boat. We were alone. I confessed my love. I even kissed him.”


I gasped. Nykara knew Abar loved him. Had he been deceiving
me about his intentions for us all along? Had he been using me the way Abar
had?


“But he drew back, Amenia,” Abar said earnestly. “Nykara
showed me the amulet he’d brought back for you. What I heard in his voice when
he talked about you I’d never heard when he spoke to me. He barely knew you,
but he was already alive with your possibility. So I gave him up. I told him to
find happiness with you.”


“You didn’t try to change his mind?”


“Of course I did. But he saw clearly that night what I
couldn’t, blinded as I was by love. I could have him, but someday, when another
woman ascended the dais at our ruler’s side, I’d resent him for it.”


“Unless you ascended as ruler, with him at your side,” I
rejoined.


“That wasn’t a conversation I could have with Nykara, because
he doesn’t know my true ambition. Besides, Amenia, if I take Nykara away you’ll
never confirm me as ruler. How could you possibly overlook such a betrayal of
our friendship? I had to make a choice that night, and I did. Rule – or,
rather, the potential to rule – over Nykara.”


Her confession brought no comfort. “I appreciate your
honesty, Abar. But if Dedi orders you to join with Nykara you’ll have to.”


Abar’s eyes met mine. “That’s undeniably true. I’m property,
just like you, to be used for men to gain advantage for themselves. We both
know men never take a woman’s wishes into consideration when it comes to
joinings. But Grandfather loves Nykara, Amenia,” she said earnestly. “He knows
Nykara loves you, not me. Grandfather won’t force the issue. You’re not some
common little girl – you represent the falcon god. You’re important. You’re
worthy of Nykara. Grandfather won’t deny Nykara what he wants, not after
already giving him what he himself loves most, his fleet. No, the only obstacle
standing between you and Nykara is your uncle – not Grandfather and especially
not me.”


“What a mess!” I exclaimed. “Both of us in love with the
same man.”


“Yes. But Nykara’s only in love with you. Never forget that,
Amenia.”


But was Nykara’s love for me enough? Dedi had promised Abar
to Nykara. Pipi had promised Wenher to Nykara. Uncle would never give me to
Nykara – he’d always want Nykara to be just a little wealthier, have a little
more status. He’d keep me dangling just out of reach until he found a way to
use me to negotiate a better deal for himself. I didn’t doubt that for an
instant. Yes, Nykara and I loved each other. But I couldn’t help feeling we
were living on borrowed time. Dream or no, I couldn’t shake the feeling we’d
never be together.
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Nothing displayed more visibly the wealth and power and
status of Nekhen’s past rulers than the cemetery atop the south terrace looming
over the upper and lower settlements. Its location and structures, even those
so old they’d fallen into ruin, advertised our rulers’ deaths, made clear
they’d been more important than the rest of us – even the elites – and somehow,
it seemed to me, gave them a presence among those of us who still lived in the
valley below. In a very real sense, the dead rulers’ graves kept them alive in
our minds, kept them part of our community, made them practically immortal.


Aboo’s tomb complex was currently rising on the heights.
Although he was in good health and in no danger of dying anytime soon – he was
still a couple of years shy of forty – he was following a tradition adhered to
by many of his predecessors. Depy, for example, had erected his complex half a
decade prior to his death. Burial pits and funerary structures and grave goods
were so important no ruler had entrusted them to his successor for at least the
past century. In Aboo’s case, since Rawer was officially in line to succeed him
– something regularly confirmed by Aboo but not fully accepted by the elites,
who were still seeking to position themselves to join with one of Aboo’s
daughters and be named his heir instead – no one had been shocked when Aboo
announced he was going to begin construction of his eternal home. Most of us
assumed otherwise Rawer would dump Aboo’s body into a hastily–dug unmarked hole
in the ground where he’d soon be forgotten. Surprisingly, Aboo had put Rawer in
charge of the project. Rawer had practically begged him for the chance,
according to Abar. He was obviously trying to make Aboo his ally in a quest to
reclaim Dedi’s fleet from me. For once, Rawer had delivered, at least on the
preliminary phase of the project. If a task had something to do with ruling or
its trappings he was actually motivated to work hard.


Because the entire valley was currently covered by the
inundation, a great number of idled farmers had been available to labor on
Aboo’s complex for the past three months. Even the majority of Nekhen’s
specialized craftsmen had been involved, loaned by Dedi. Along with me. I
suspected Dedi had sent me mostly to keep an eye on Rawer. A week ago I’d come
up with a solution to a tricky problem he hadn’t been able to figure out
himself. In a few minutes my solution would be put to the test.


I was standing beside the mud–plastered reed fence edging
the cemetery, waiting for the procession headed our way from the lower
settlement. Today Aboo was going to perform what he called a foundation
ceremony for his tomb complex – in effect, consecrate it – and almost everyone
from the nearby valley would participate. There’d never been such a ceremony before.
It was Rawer’s idea, Abar reported, an opportunity to display Aboo’s might and
power, to illustrate he was the most important man in our region and everyone
owed their prosperity to him. No complex in this cemetery would be as
magnificent as Aboo’s and Rawer wanted to show it off – or more likely, to
publicly take credit for designing it.


I turned and quickly scanned the terrace. Two dozen men were
milling about to one side, restlessly waiting to play their upcoming roles.
Beyond them was the weathered reed and wood building standing next to Depy’s
grave. The remains of a couple more small buildings, all ancient and collapsed
upon themselves, were randomly scattered amidst perhaps thirty low mounds or
graves so ancient the ground had sunk and formed pits. This cemetery was
obviously old, but from now on it would be grand. And much changed from how it
had looked just a few months ago. Rawer had leveled three of the more recent
funerary halls standing beside dead rulers’ graves to make space for Aboo’s multi–building
complex. He’d disassembled two and burned down a third, the hall that had
belonged to Pipi’s ancestor. The posts supporting its roof had been carved from
limestone, not wood; they lay now in a scorched pile to one side. Pipi was not
going to be pleased when he discovered what Rawer had done.


I turned. The entire valley was visible from my vantage
point. Just beyond the fence the wadi’s side plunged abruptly to the path
winding through its heart. The island across from the boatyard was a narrow sliver,
all but its crest submerged by the river. The river stretched all the way
across the valley now, many times wider than normal, from the very edge of
Nekhen to the base of the plateau in the east – muddy, turbulent, running fast,
more than twenty feet higher than normal. I focused on the temporary location
of the boatyard along the edge of the rise east of the oval court. Any other
day men would be crawling like ants over a number of reed boats either being
constructed or repaired on that dry section of land. It was, with high water
running swiftly, a dangerous time for navigation, so boatmen were engaged in
tasks that didn’t require traveling the river. Today, of course, they were
taking part in Aboo’s ceremony.


The procession came into view, strung out along the wadi
path, slowly climbing towards the cemetery, those in the rear walking through
the rolling dust raised by those in front of them. Aboo was leading the way
with Amenia at his side, the long white plumes affixed to his brow bobbing with
every step. Rawer and Abar and her three younger sisters – ranging in age from
five to three – were a step behind. The youngest, Nubemshant, was clutching the
hand of her wetnurse. Those eight were following three servants carrying
slender ribbon– and feather–bedecked poles topped with images of Bat and the
falcon god and the elephant that was Aboo’s personal symbol. Several donkeys
were dragging a wood sled behind Abar and Rawer and the children; upon it lay a
mysterious shape draped in linen. I was one of the few who knew it was a
life–size statue of Aboo created by the stone carvers in Padiu’s workshop.
Nothing as large had ever been carved from stone before anywhere in the valley;
setting it in place was why I was involved in today’s ceremony. Behind the sled
came Nekhen’s and the valley’s most prominent men, flanked by servants holding
tall standards topped by images of the gods worshiped in the various hamlets
and by the elite families, then a long line of servants bearing containers full
of offerings, resting them on heads or shoulders. A host of farmers and
craftsmen and laborers and their women and children were trailing them,
interspersed with swirling dancers and women beating small drums and shaking
rattles and wielding ivory clappers and singing. Today was a festive occasion
for everyone who acknowledged Aboo as their ruler.


This ceremony was an opportunity for all of us to inspect
the first phase of Aboo’s tomb complex. When finished years from now it would
be the focal point of the cemetery. No ruler had ever raised multiple funerary
halls, a wood superstructure over his tomb, an offering chapel, and a fence –
until now. Workmen had spent the last several months digging shallow trenches
where the walls of the mud–plastered wood and reed structures would stand, and
postholes at each structure’s four corners for the wood columns that would
support its roof. The last stand of tall sycamore trees in Nekhen’s area, the
only ones remaining after construction of the oval court, would soon be
harvested to make those columns. The tomb portion of the complex would consist
of an offering chapel and a burial pit; the latter, already fully excavated,
would be topped by a large wood and reed building. Both would be surrounded by
a red–painted rectangular wall, its long sides on the north and south, the
north pierced by an entry gate. North of that walled compound would be a small
pillared hall; east of it, aligned with the east side of the tomb compound,
would be another, larger pillared hall. Behind it, even farther east, would be
a very large pillared hall, with a final pillared hall, nearly as large,
running the length of the tomb compound’s south side. Each building would be
plastered and brightly painted on the outside. All of them would serve some
facet of what Aboo was calling his funerary cult, for he intended, unlike his
predecessors, that offerings would be regularly made to him and to the gods in
his name after he was dead. That was another of Rawer’s ideas. Both Aboo and
Rawer were counting on Amenia, as the falcon god’s priestess, to see those
ongoing offerings were made, and her descendants after her.


I signaled and the cemetery workers moved into position for
the ceremony. I took mine beside the future offering chapel where four mounds
of ritually clean white sand lay beside its four excavated postholes. One of my
tasks today would be to follow Aboo and Amenia and cover with sand each
foundation deposit after Amenia blessed it and Aboo dropped it into a hole. The
music grew louder. The standard bearers exited the wadi path and entered the
cemetery through its gate. Then Aboo and Amenia appeared. A leopard skin was
draped over Aboo’s shoulders, his kilt was immaculately white, and he wore a
necklace of gold and garnet beads. A bull’s tail dangled at the back of his
belt, the sign of his authority over the natural world. In his hands he held
his crook and flail, symbols of his office. Amenia was dressed simply, in a
white linen skirt, with the talisman dangling around her neck and her long hair
pulled forward over her right shoulder. Her arms and legs were painted with
images of the falcon god in malachite. I noted a thin circlet of gold around
her brow, bearing the images of three falcons. I’d never seen it before.


Amenia was still adjusting to her new role. It had been a
year since Ipu’s death and she was in the unenviable position of following in
the legendary footsteps of a woman everyone in the valley had revered and
respected. Her relatives were jealous of her new–found status and basically
ignored her; the friends she’d grown up with and the potters in her uncles’
works were still sorting out whether to treat her familiarly or formally or
somewhere in between. Because she was so young, and a woman, and so
inexperienced, most people were still trying to figure out how to interact with
her. As she was with them. She was sought constantly now by those who had need
of healing in both the upper and lower settlements and surrounding valley.
She’d assisted Ipu most of her life, and so she knew all the herbs and potions
and how to apply them. But it was she, now, who dipped the talisman into a
potion before giving it to the patient to drink, or lay it on whatever part of
the body ailed, imparting its magic and healing power, or recited the ancient
healing chants. She was summoned to assist at births – to call upon the gods to
protect the mother from harm, to bless the newborn child as it emerged into the
world – and at funerals, to help the dead pass successfully into the next life.
She also celebrated beside Aboo at Nekhen’s festivals. She’d trembled
noticeably the first time she’d taken the chair to his left atop the dais in
the oval court. She told me later she’d been intimidated by the thousands of
people staring at her. It was me, standing a few paces away, a friendly face
smiling at her encouragingly, that had given her the strength to get through
the ceremony. Her celebratory role had gotten progressively easier for her each
time since. The best part of being a priestess, she said, was she no longer had
to do any chores around Hemaka’s establishment. Her days were occupied now with
making her special pottery for Dedi’s trade expeditions and acting as the god’s
representative and Nekhen’s healer.


Amenia continued to go about Nekhen with me. I was
desperately in love with her. The more I was with her the more I wanted to be
with her. She returned my love in equal measure. Some days I was filled with
hope, believing my smithy and work as Dedi’s overseer would soon make me
wealthy enough Hemaka would let me join with Amenia. Other days I despaired,
certain Rawer would find a way to push me aside when Dedi died, in which case
Hemaka would give Amenia to a true elite instead. At any rate, the boatmen’s
daughters left me alone now, especially on those evenings when Amenia came to
sit with me beside Dedi’s fire. That wasn’t true of the elite daughters,
however. The fleet and my smithy and the near legendary status I’d achieved as
a result of my trip to Maadi – my boatmen loved to tell stories about that
journey, and my exploits were becoming more and more fantastical as the months
went by – had made me highly desirable. The elite women had become quite a
nuisance. Amenia usually became withdrawn in their presence, despite my
assurance no other woman posed a threat to her, especially not Wenher, who’d
firmly and vocally staked her claim to me despite my protestations. She’d
gotten it into her head I was dallying with Amenia simply as a smokescreen to
keep anyone from believing I’d agreed to participate in a deal with Pipi and Aboo
in exchange for her. Amenia had told me how Wenher had revealed details of that
deal to a group of girls one day, and how quick thinking by Abar and her had
kept it from being spread any farther. Wenher had ordered more than one woman
to stay away from me. She went out of her way to be rude to Amenia. She
couldn’t conceive I’d actually want to be joined to a woman she considered a
commoner and who was, by her reckoning, not even slightly pretty.


Servants trailed Aboo and Amenia, carrying reed sunshades to
keep them cool. More came directly behind Abar and Rawer and her sisters.


Abar was, as always, a vision, stunningly beautiful, her
skirt elegant and sheer, her body adorned with gold necklaces and bracelets and
anklets, with a girdle around her waist and a gold circlet around her brow.
Aside from our regular weekly meetings, the only time we were in each other’s
presence was when she came to sit at Dedi’s fire, ostensibly to listen to his
stories. We were playing too high–stakes a game now to risk Rawer or anyone
else guessing we were plotting against him by being seen alone together. In
fact, today I was going to have to concentrate on acting matter–of–factly with
Abar when required to be near her by the ceremony, to avoid planting suspicions
in Rawer’s mind.


I’d had more contact with Rawer these past months than I’d
had in years. He’d been unexpectedly civil; in fact, he’d sought me out to
solve the problem of how to set Aboo’s statue in place. Perhaps the fact he
sensed this project would make or break him with Aboo had something to do with
his attitude towards me, or perhaps he’d finally grown up. But I suspected he
had a different motive, one that would benefit him alone. He was probably
setting me up to take the blame if anything went wrong with the statue, to
divert the failure from himself. Amenia had filled me in on his not–so–subtle
attempt to bribe her on the night of Ipu’s burial and so, while giving no sign
I was suspicious of Rawer, I didn’t let down my guard around him for even a
moment. He’d given Aboo a private tour of the complex yesterday; Aboo had been
mightily impressed. Today Rawer was still basking in the glow of it.


The donkeys pulling the sled with the statue entered the
cemetery. Next came Dedi and Pipi and Teti and Itisen and Harkhebi and Hori and
Merenhor and Seni and the rest of the elite men from Nekhen and the other
settlements in the valley, and then industry leaders and overseers – Hemaka and
Sanakht and Aspelta and their peers, including Heth. I was purposefully
watching Pipi; the instant he noticed his ancestor’s funerary hall had been
leveled his face flamed red with anger. Standard bearers pressed in behind the
leading men. The elite women and children followed. A bevy of female musicians
pranced into the cemetery, flowers in their hair, garlands around their necks,
beating drums and shaking rattles and striking together ivory clappers and
singing. After them came young dancing girls in sheer white skirts or mere
girdles, and a host of offering bearers, some carrying single items, some
containers. The last to pass through the entrance were common Nekhenians and
farmers and hamlet–dwellers. All the elites were dressed in their finest
clothing, with jewelry of gold and precious stones, the men with fish–tailed
knives tucked in their belts. Their finery and unique symbols emphasized their
difference from ordinary laborers and their families, whose clothing was
rightfully considered little better than rags by the elites.


Aboo and Amenia reached a shallow rectangular trench
representing the location of the outer wall that would someday surround the
entire tomb compound. It was obvious, dug half a foot deep and half a foot wide
into the reddish soil. They entered the compound at the point where a gate
would someday be located, led by the servants with the elephant and Bat and
falcon god standards. The rest of the standard bearers arranged themselves in a
long line along the length of the trench and just outside it. The dancers and
singers gathered to the left of the gate; the elites entered the compound and
clustered in small groups around the trench delimiting the foundation of the
future offering chapel. Everyone else spread out behind the standard bearers
and dancers outside the compound; the crowd was far too large for everyone to fit
inside. Those in back craned their necks to see over those in front.


Directly in the center of what would someday be the offering
chapel was a temporary rectangular platform about ten feet long and five feet
high and four feet wide, its walls made of hardened mud, the space between them
packed with sand. Buried beneath the sand in the center of the platform, hidden
from everyone’s sight, was a stone pedestal where Aboo’s statue would stand.
Angling steeply from the ground to the top of the platform was a long ramp of
hardened mud. I’d designed and constructed the ramp and platform. We were going
to use them to set the statue in place. Assuming my plan worked.


Aboo and Amenia took their places. The donkeys pulled the sled
through the gate to the very base of the ramp. Their keepers unhitched them.
Some of Nekhen’s brawniest workers took the beasts’ places in front of the
sled, as did I. Rawer came forward. He bowed to Aboo. Then, with a flourish, he
removed the linen sheet covering the prone statue. Exclamations burst from the
crowd, then loud conversation. No one had ever seen anything like it before – a
life–sized representation of a ruler.


Amenia stepped next to Rawer. In a loud clear voice she
invoked the blessing of the falcon god on the statue, that it might stand for
all time so Aboo would be remembered long after his death, and that he himself
would live through it forever. Then she removed the talisman from around her
neck and touched the statue with it. She smiled at me as she stepped back to
Aboo’s side.


One of the workers tied a thick braided rope around the
upper part of the statue. Now a host of us took hold of the rope and stepped
onto the ramp. Being the largest and strongest man in Nekhen I positioned myself
closest to the statue’s head.


“Pull!” barked Rawer.


We strained as one against the rope. Slowly, the statue slid
off the sled and onto the ramp and began to inch forward and upward. The statue
was heavy and my muscles bulged and before long sweat began trickling into my
eyes. Several young girls stationed along the sides of the ramp poured water
from jars onto its surface just ahead of the statue, turning the dirt to slick
mud so the statue would slide more easily. Inexorably, we dragged it up the ramp,
finally stopping when its base was positioned exactly in the center of the
raised flat section of the platform, atop the core of packed sand.


All of us jumped from the platform to the ground beside it,
gasping for breath, wiping sweat from our eyes, rubbing sore arms and
shoulders. As we rested for a moment and drank water from jars, a worker
attached several more ropes so we’d be able to pull the statue from all four
directions at once, to control it. I noticed Rawer standing next to Amenia,
whispering. She laughed. I’d have to find out later what they’d been talking
about. Then Rawer came forward and barked an order and everyone moved to their
assigned rope. I picked up a copper adz and stepped to the base of the west
side of the platform. Another worker took his position across from me on the
east. At my nod we both began hacking at the very base of the platform. My mud
wall disintegrated quite easily. In only a moment I broke through to the sand,
which began to seep through the small hole onto the ground at my feet.


“Ready!” Rawer shouted.


I swung my adz hard several more times, widening my hole.
With a rush, sand cascaded in a torrent from inside the platform, fanning onto
my feet and the nearby ground. I stepped back. As the level of the sand in the
center of the platform fell the base of the statue lost its support and the
statue began to slowly tip towards the vertical. At that point men began
pulling on the ropes, some to tilt the statue more upright, others to keep it
from tipping to either side. In only ten minutes the sand had completely
drained from inside the platform and Aboo’s statue rested upright on its stone
pedestal. I breathed a sigh of relief. My idea had worked. I looked towards
Abar and she smiled. I’d shown her my design a week ago, explained what was
supposed to happen. She’d been as nervous today as me. Only the gods knew what
Rawer would have done to me if my idea had failed. Aboo clapped Rawer on the
shoulders, congratulated him. No doubt Rawer had taken credit for my ramp and
platform.


Tomorrow we’d remove them both and wash the mud off the
statue. But now it was time for the actual foundation ceremony to begin. Aboo
handed Rawer his crook and flail and moved to the first posthole of the chapel.
Rawer cradled the two symbols of authority possessively. A servant gave Aboo an
ostrich egg and he held it high with both hands so everyone could see. Oohs and
aahs rose from the crowd outside the compound; few had been privileged before
to look upon such an object. Dedi and I had brought it back from an expedition
to Abu several years ago, for such eggs were quite rare north of the cataract.
One of Dedi’s craftsmen had subsequently incised the egg with a hunting scene.
Amenia slipped beside Aboo and touched the egg with the talisman. Aboo knelt
and bent and gently placed the egg in the bottom of the posthole. When he rose
I moved to his side. I shoveled a layer of clean sand atop the egg.


Then Aboo and Amenia moved to the next three postholes in
turn and repeated the offering. I shoveled in sand afterwards. If this first
structure was any indication, Aboo was not going to stint on the riches
included in his burial place.


Next the elites followed Aboo west to his actual tomb. The
outline of the base of the structure that would stand over it was clearly
visible and everyone gathered around the large rectangle. Steps led down into
the burial pit, which had already been completely excavated. I’d dug a hole in
each corner of the pit yesterday. Amenia and I followed Aboo down the steps.
The three of us moved to the first corner and Amenia handed Aboo two pottery
jars small enough to fit in his palm, one red, one black – one representing
life, the other death.


“You made these?” Aboo asked Amenia.


“Yes, My Lord.”


Aboo bent and placed the two jars in the first hole and I
covered them with sand. We circled the burial pit, repeating the ceremony at
each corner. When the last jars had been placed all three of us ascended the
steps.


Aboo and Amenia and I moved in order to the four corners of
the structure that would stand over the tomb and one by one blessed and
deposited and covered a massive variety of objects handed to Aboo by a host of
servants – ivory wands, one with hippopotami, another with ibex, a third with
elephants in procession across their tops – then various animal figurines
carved from steatite and flint and ivory – hippos, rams, elephants, falcons,
crocodiles. Aboo also placed shells from the Eastern Sea, cow horns, bundles of
linen wrapped around malachite and other minerals, small arrowheads, imitation
fish–tailed knives carved from soapstone.


The tomb compound appropriately dedicated, Aboo led the
elites to the foundation of the first of the four pillared halls that would be
erected in the precinct, this one directly north of the compound’s wall. Now as
many of the common people as could swarmed around it. With great fanfare, Aboo
made the first deposit.


“These are the halls where Aboo expects me to make offerings
in his name after he’s dead?” Amenia asked in a whisper.


“Yes.”


“They’re like the pavilions in the workers’ cemetery. Only
far bigger.”


“And they’ll be dedicated to only one person, not to
generations of the same family, like in that cemetery. The walls will be made
of closely–spaced posts covered with reeds and mud plaster – the woodcutters
are going to be very busy. They’ll all be painted on the outside – red, green,
yellow, blue and white. And their reed roofs will be supported from inside by a
virtual forest of wood columns. This first hall will be only fifteen feet long
by ten feet wide. But the next…” – I pointed to an area aligned with the
eastern end of the tomb complex – “will be three times that size, with
twenty–four columns inside. The remaining two structures will be about the same
scale.”


“They sound remarkable,” Amenia said.


“They’ll be visible from all over the valley to anyone who
looks to the heights.”


“Did you know having so many halls was Rawer’s idea?” Amenia
asked. “He boasted about them to me earlier. He said the people need to be
constantly reminded of a ruler’s power – even the dead ones. Because the halls
will loom over the valley, as you say, no one will ever forget Aboo is watching
us constantly, even in death. At least, that’s what Rawer believes.”


That was in line with what Rawer had said the day he and
Abar debated Nekhen’s future. Rawer didn’t care about Nekhen; he just wanted
personal power and he was obviously going to use whatever means were at hand to
visibly display it. The more powerful he could make the position of ruler
appear while Aboo still lived, the more power he’d be able to claim for himself
when he took his uncle’s place. I could only imagine the magnificence of the
tomb complex Rawer was going to erect for himself – unless, of course, Abar
kept him from succeeding her father.


“Does Rawer confide in you often?” I asked Amenia.


“We talk at celebrations, mostly,” she replied. “He’s always
been very pleasant and friendly.” She grazed my hand with hers. “Don’t worry –
I don’t trust him.”


“You and half the women in Nekhen.” I gazed at Amenia, had a
sudden realization. “Rawer gave you the circlet, didn’t he.”


She colored, as if she’d been caught doing something wrong.
“Don’t be angry, Nykara. I couldn’t refuse him. He said he commissioned it for
the ceremony, to make it even more special. Aboo said I should wear it at every
festival from now on, and whenever I make offerings at this complex after he’s
dead.” Her eyes searched mine. “I won’t, after today, if you don’t want me to.”


“Of course not,” I assured her. “It’s beautiful. You deserve
nice things.” I bent close, lowered my voice. “It’s a sign Rawer understands
how important you are to him succeeding Aboo. He’s campaigning to gain your
support. It won’t be the last gift he offers you.”


“Don’t worry,” Amenia replied. “I’m on to his game. I’ll be careful.
Besides, I’ll never forgive him for how he’s treated and threatened you.”


It took hours for us to visit each of the halls and make the
deposits. After Aboo dropped the last flint figurine into the last posthole, he
rose to his feet and addressed the crowd in stentorian voice. “From these
heights, after I am dead, I will continue to watch over and protect you, even
as I have in life. I will protect you, as Depy has, as Gehes has, as have all
others who have held my post before me.” He raised both arms, swept them over
the graves on the terrace. “We who have served as your ruler are the Souls of
Nekhen. When I became your ruler I discarded my birth name, Huya, and adopted
the name of the elephant. When Dedi ruled us he was known as Aby, the Panther.
His brother called himself Crocodile, and his father Gazelle. The four of us
took power from the animals whose names we adopted, and through them we
controlled this valley. The four of us are joined together, as one, forever, as
were our forebears, as will be our successors. Thus shall you and your
descendants be protected from chaos forever.” Aboo lowered his arms. “And now,
I will make offerings at Depy’s and Gehes’ graves. Join me.”


Amenia kept pace with Aboo, for she’d help conduct the
additional ceremonies, as did Rawer, for he still held the crook and flail.
They passed out of Aboo’s complex and into the much smaller adjoining one of
his predecessor, Depy, Dedi’s brother. Depy’s grave lay beneath a low mound of
sand beside his single funerary hall. The mound had once been higher, but the
winds on the heights had blown much of it away since his death nearly a
quarter–century ago. My participation was done for the day. I casually headed
in Abar’s direction. She’d seated herself on the ground in the shade of the
platform where Aboo’s statue now stood. Her half–sisters, Hunur and Nefertkau
and Nubemshant, were dashing up and down the muddy ramp behind her, laughing
and screaming in their high–pitched children’s voices. They’d had enough of the
ceremony.


So had four of the elites. They were clustered around Abar –
Wehemka, son of the brewer Pipi; Weni, son of the potter Teti; Khui, son of the
herdsman Salitis; and Mitri, whose father Merenhor oversaw the men who hunted
game for Nekhenians. The same thing happened every time Abar went out in
public, especially during celebrations like today’s – she always found herself
circled by admirers. She both despised and welcomed them – the latter because
it was enabling her to create chaos for her father in his negotiations with
their fathers for her hand. As usual, the elites were jockeying for position;
by Abar’s easy smiles and carefree banter and lilting laugh I could tell she
was flirting with all of them equally.


I sat down in their midst. My arrival was not greeted with
enthusiasm.


“Is it true you’ve been digging trenches and postholes here
in the cemetery these past weeks, Nykara, like a common workman?” Wehemka asked
disparagingly.


The others laughed nervously. None ever had the courage to
challenge me by himself; in a pack the elite sons behaved differently.


“I have,” I said cheerfully. They all thought they were
better than me. I didn’t care what they thought. I wasn’t going to get into an
argument with any of them. Besides, there was nothing wrong with honest labor.


“Why will Father have so many buildings when my great–uncle
Depy has only one?” Abar asked me. She pointed to the crowd in the act of
circling it. She obviously wanted to change the subject.


“Depy’s hall is like the pavilion in the workers’ cemetery,
where people can come to remember him and leave small tokens whenever they have
a mind to. Rawer intends your father’s buildings to be regularly used for a
variety of ceremonies, to make offerings to him and the gods, overseen by
Amenia and her successors forever, so his memory will never be forgotten.”


“Unlike the rulers whose mounds have collapsed or blown
away?” Abar asked.


I nodded. “No one remembers their names anymore.”


“Not true,” Weni objected. “My ancestors ruled Nekhen once
upon a time. I know their names from family stories.”


“I stand corrected. I should have said no one knows which
grave goes with which ruler anymore.”


Weni had no retort for that.


“Dedi told me about Depy’s funeral once,” I continued. “He’s
buried underground in a long rectangular pit, just like your father’s. There
are more than one hundred jars full of grave goods in the pit along with his
body.” I swept my hand around Depy’s complex. “Those other low mounds arranged
around his funerary building cover the graves of his woman and his servants.
They were buried here to serve him in the Afterlife. One was a dwarf.”


“I’ve heard of them, but I’ve never seen one,” Abar said.


“He was buried closest to Depy – so he must have been a
prized companion,” I said.


“What about Gehes, or the leading men before him? Are their
retainers buried with them?” Weni asked.


“I don’t know for sure. Gehes’ grave is clearly much simpler
and smaller than Depy’s. It’s barely visible anymore – it’s beneath that pile
of reeds and logs over there. I don’t see any grave mounds around it.”


Aboo began making his first offering.


I pointed to a line of mounds near Depy’s tomb. “Those
graves contain animals. Part hold domestic – more than a dozen cattle, large
goats, sheep, and two dozen dogs to herd them in death. Sacrificing so many
demonstrated Depy’s husbandry skills and wealth. The rest hold wild animals,
demonstrating Depy’s power over the chaos of nature – a hippo, a hartebeest, a
crocodile, baboons, an aurochs.”


“Will animals be buried with Father?” Abar asked.


“That’s the intention,” I replied. “Most of your father’s
menagerie will be sacrificed when he dies.”


“What a waste,” Khui said practically.


“During Depy’s long reign ritual killing by our ruler became
a tried and true method of controlling chaos during times of immense change,” I
replied. “The transition to our next ruler will likely bring great chaos.”


“Especially if it’s Rawer,” Weni said.


“Just look at him over there, holding Aboo’s crook and
flail, strutting about like they’re already his,” Mitri snapped.


“Well, he finally did something correctly,” Khui said. He
put his hand on the wall of mud brick next to him. “His ramp was ingenious.”


“The ramp was Nykara’s idea,” Abar informed him.


“That won’t stop Rawer from claiming it was his, since it worked,”
Weni snorted.


“Last week he told Wenher he can run the boatyard better
than you, Nykara,” Wehemka said.


I shrugged. “Doesn’t matter whether he can or can’t. It’ll
be his again soon enough. He’s Dedi’s blood. I’m not.”


“So, you’re conceding Abar to us?” Wehemka asked brightly.
“Dedi won’t be joining the two of you after all?”


“Did you actually believe that nonsense?” I asked.


“Wenher certainly didn’t,” Mitri said. “She’s got her heart
set on being joined to you.”


“Instead of Khui,” Wehemka laughed.


Khui’s father Salitis had been negotiating with Pipi for
years, trying to arrange a union between Wenher and his son. Obviously, Pipi
wasn’t going to agree to anything of the kind as long as there was a chance his
arrangement with Aboo might come to fruition, which meant keeping Wenher free
for me. Pipi was under the illusion I cared deeply for his daughter, an
illusion I’d taken care to perpetuate on Abar’s behalf.


“We’ll see about that,” Khui said darkly.


“She’s not interested in you, my friend,” Wehemka said.


“Well, you’re going to be mine, Abar, not Nykara’s, even if
he gets Dedi’s fleet,” Weni said. “My father will make Aboo an offer for you he
won’t be able to refuse.”


I was shocked Weni was speaking so openly about dealings the
elite men were trying to keep under wraps. And treating Abar as if she was a
trade good to be bartered. Although, for all practical purposes, she was.


Wehemka stiffened. “Doesn’t matter what he offers. I have
Aboo’s blood. You don’t.”


“I could end up joined to any one of you,” Abar interjected
sweetly. “I just hope, when the time comes, Father will let me have a say in
who it is.”


“You’ll pick me, won’t you?” Weni practically begged. “We
potters are a rising force in the valley.”


“Compared to the brewers?” Wehemka sniffed. “Hardly.”


“Enough of this!” Abar said firmly. “I get it. You all want
me. Now, run along like good little boys. I need to speak with Nykara alone.”


Reluctantly they drifted away, grumbling all the while.


“That was fascinating,” I said when they were out of earshot.


“Pretty much goes like that every time I’m with more than
one elite son.”


I laughed. I looked around to make sure we wouldn’t be
overheard by anyone. “Did you notice the circlet Amenia’s wearing?”


“Yes.”


“Rawer gave it to her. He’s definitely trying to buy her
influence, since she has the power to confirm him as ruler.”


“About that… there’s something you should know, Nykara.”


Her tone was ominous. “Oh?”


“You and Grandfather are leaving for Maadi next week,
right?”


“He’s had his heart set on visiting the North his entire
life. He won’t be denied any longer. I have to go with him, given no wood boat
has ever completed such a long journey and I’m the only steersman who knows the
river beyond Tjeni. I assume you’ll be looking after Dedi’s enterprise while we’re
gone?”


“No. Rawer will.”


“What!” I exclaimed.


“I convinced Grandfather to put Rawer in charge this
morning, after breakfast. I reminded him he promised Rawer the chance to regain
the fleet if he proved he was capable of operating it. I told him Rawer’s been
boasting to the boatmen’s daughters he’s ready. This is the perfect opportunity
for him to prove it.”


Abar had betrayed me. She’d apparently reconciled with
Rawer, forgiven him for carrying on with every attractive woman who crossed his
path, accepted she’d be joined to him someday. That would make her a ruler’s
woman – her ambition – but didn’t she realize restoring the fleet to Rawer
would cost me Amenia? Didn’t she realize our mutual quest to make Nekhen the
most powerful settlement in the southern valley would be dead, with Rawer
having oversight of the fleet? Had she abandoned Dedi’s quest? Or had I done
something to offend her to make her act so rashly? Was this a long–delayed
payback for rejecting her in favor of Amenia?


“As you can imagine, Rawer fell all over himself embracing
the idea,” Abar continued. “He pointed out he’s going to rule Nekhen. He
pointed out he’s more qualified than you to operate the fleet. He demanded once
Grandfather returns from Maadi he be given your place. He demanded you be
demoted to oarsman.”


“Did Dedi agree?” I asked dully, trying to come to grips
with what Abar was telling me she’d set in motion with, apparently, no regard
for the consequences.


“He did. He told Rawer he was going to let him prove his
boast. He said Rawer was going to be responsible for making sure daily
deliveries to nearby hamlets are made on schedule, that boats currently under
repair are completed on time, that construction of his two new boats is
completed, that his craftsmen have enough raw materials at hand each morning to
keep them busy all day, that the families of his workmen get fed. He told Rawer
he has his doubts about what will happen. He said he could leave you behind to
run things and not lose a minute of sleep.”


That was an empty compliment, given its context. I started
to rise. I really didn’t want to be with Abar right now. I might say something
I’d regret later. I had some thinking to do. And I needed to tell Amenia what
had happened before she found out some other way. She’d be crushed. We’d spoken
many times of her fear we’d never be joined. She’d been right to fear. I’d just
never considered Abar would be the one to drive us apart. “I hope everything
works out for you the way you’ve planned.”


“Oh, it will,” Abar said almost gleefully, her dark eyes
flashing, putting a hand on my arm to keep me seated. “Rawer just made the rope
he’s going to hang himself with!”


I was confused. “I don’t understand.”


“He’s going to fail miserably while you’re gone, Nykara! You
know he will! The fleet will stop functioning. Everyone in Nekhen will see how
utterly useless Rawer is – not just Father and Grandfather, but all the elite
men. He’s going to alienate everyone who matters. Don’t you see – he’s
going to destroy once and for all any chance he has to be Nekhen’s next ruler.”


By that reasoning, I wasn’t going to lose my position as
overseer after all. I realized Abar hadn’t been trying to take anything away
from me – she’d simply taken advantage of an opportunity to strike at Rawer,
using me to do it, knowing Rawer would be too blinded by his hatred for me to
figure out her motive in advocating for him. She was going to let him take
himself out of the running as Nekhen’s next ruler, completely and irrevocably.
“If Rawer loses the fleet permanently, and the elites make it clear to Aboo
they won’t accept Rawer as his heir, your father won’t make you join with him
either. He’ll save you for whoever he can make the best deal with.”


“Exactly.”


“So Rawer’s finally going to pay for how he’s treated you.
You laid a trap and he jumped into it.”


“With both eyes wide open,” Abar said with satisfaction.
“Payment for me and you both.”


I marveled at her ingenuity. “So, with Rawer out of the
picture, have you decided which of the elite sons you’re going to steer your
father towards picking?” I asked. “Who’s least likely to contest your use of
the fleet, do you think?”


Abar’s eyes met mine. She looked deadly serious. “I’ve
trusted you with many things since you became my friend,” she said. “You
haven’t betrayed my confidences. Can I trust you with one more – the most
important of all?”


“Of course,” I assured her solemnly.


“I’m not doing this lightly,” Abar said. “I promised myself
I’d never tell any man what I’m about to tell you. I don’t know any man
in Nekhen who believes a woman can do anything more complicated than make
babies. I believe you’ve come to see me as capable of far more than that.”


“I think you can do anything you set your mind to,” I said
loyally.


“Do you recall the ambition I expressed years ago at Pipi’s
brewery?”


“The one you told me I misunderstood? That, in effect, you
intended to rule equally with Rawer?”


She laughed. “The very one. The one you knew I was lying
about.”


I laughed in turn. “Yes. I suppose you intend to rule
equally with whoever you convince your father to name as his heir after all?”


Abar shook her head no. “I don’t intend to share rule
with any man, Nykara. I intend to succeed Father and rule on my own.”


I simply stared at Abar. The very idea was preposterous and
outrageous. No man in Nekhen would allow it. Pledge fealty to a woman?


“I’ve been working towards that end for years,” Abar
continued. “Flirting with the elites and launching a bidding war for my hand
was a delaying tactic, to keep Father from joining me to someone who’d use my
blood connection to become heir and push me aside afterwards. Letting Rawer
operate the fleet while you and Grandfather are in Maadi, and him failing, will
eliminate him as a contender for ruler. With Rawer neutralized I’ll become the
only viable candidate to succeed Father. No one else has both his and
Grandfather’s blood. More importantly, I’m Father’s only direct descendant.
Except for my sisters, and they’re too young.”


“That won’t matter to the elites,” I argued. “You’re a
woman. They won’t consider you eligible.”


“Amenia does,” Abar said.


“How do you know?” I asked suspiciously.


“Because right after Grandfather made you his overseer and threatened
to join me to you I asked Ipu what that meant for the succession. She said I
was father’s most direct heir – not Rawer. Amenia was there.”


“Has Amenia told you she’s going to pick you?”


“No.”


“Is that why you’ve become her friend? To try to sway her,
like Rawer’s been trying to do?”


“She asked me the very same question right after Ipu died.”


“Really?”


“Look, Nykara. I want to rule Nekhen. Amenia’s going to
choose Father’s successor. Those are facts. The day I met with Amenia and Ipu,
Amenia knew absolutely nothing about Nekhen or this region or the elites or
Rawer or me or anyone else. How was she going to decide? By guessing? By
listening to honeyed words? Do you think it would serve Nekhen if Amenia made
an uneducated choice?”


“Of course not.”


“Ipu suggested I teach Amenia what she needs to know. So
I’ve been instructing her for several years. Our friendship just happened, and
it’s real. I’ve been above–board with Amenia all along. She knows I want to
rule. But I’ve never once asked her who she’s going to pick or pressured her in
any way to choose me.”


“Why are you telling me this? Do you want me to plead your
case to Amenia?”


“Absolutely not!” Abar exclaimed. “I don’t know any woman
who wants her man extolling the virtues of another woman to her.”


I laughed. “I suppose you’re right.”


“Especially not you,” Abar said. She blushed. “Amenia
guessed I love you, Nykara. She confronted me about us. I told her about that
night on your boat. The kiss, my confession, everything. I stressed how you
rejected me because you wanted to be with her.”


I felt my face grow hot. Amenia had known about Abar and me
for half a year and hadn’t said anything? I thought we were as close as we’d
ever been. Did that mean she’d believed Abar? Should I have told her myself?
Had I made a serious mistake, withholding that information? Or did she consider
my silence proof I’d moved on from Abar?


“I’ll never put you in a position of advocating for me,
Nykara. You mean too much to me. So does Amenia. I don’t want to damage in any
way what you two have, or Amenia and me for that matter.”


“I appreciate that.”


“So, setting Amenia aside – as you say, the elites will
rebel if she chooses me. So I need to convince the elites to change their
mindset. Key to that will be explaining why I convinced Grandfather to set up
the trading posts, and how they’ll make the elite families even wealthier and
more influential than they are today. How what we’ve set in motion will
eventually make Nekhen the dominant power in the valley, assuring their descendents’
futures.”


“You know you’ll have to join with a powerful elite to gain
the support of the rest, don’t you?”


“I’ve resigned myself to it.” Abar sighed. “After all, I’ll
need an heir. That will require a man’s participation.”


“I’m so sorry you’re going to have to join with a man
because of duty, not love,” I commiserated.


“Once you turned me down that became my fate,” Abar said
somewhat bitterly.


If Abar had confessed her love before I met Amenia I’d have
surrendered to her that night on the deck of my boat. Who knew how that might
have changed both our lives. But I didn’t regret my decision. I cared deeply
for Abar, but I belonged with Amenia.


“I’m sorry, Nykara – that wasn’t fair of me.” Abar shook her
head sadly. “I was never destined to join for love. Father and Grandfather
assured that when they promised me to Rawer. At least I’ll escape his
clutches now. The best I can hope for is to join with a man who’s good and
decent and intelligent – one my son will be able to emulate – someone as unlike
Rawer as possible.”


“I truly hope you find him, Abar. Maybe one of the elites
will surprise you. You deserve to be as happy as I am. Anyway, back to the
matter at hand. I appreciate you’ve taken me into your confidence. Whatever you
ask of me to help you become Nekhen’s ruler, I’ll do,” I pledged.


A weight seemed to lift from her shoulders. “Thank you,
Nykara.”


As soon as the rest of the ceremony concluded we went our
separate ways, Abar to feast with Rawer and her father and half–sisters, me
with Amenia.


 


 


***


 


 


The gangplank was barely in place upon Dedi’s and my return
from Maadi when Abar dashed up and clattered to a stop on the deck of my boat.


She spotted me. “Where’s Grandfather?” she asked,
breathless. She’d been running.


“In the pavilion, getting his things together,” I replied.


“Come with me. Hurry!”


Abar took my hand, dodged around the boatmen who were
shipping oars or already beginning to unload containers from the crowded deck,
ducked into the pavilion near the stern. Reed mats were lowered on three of the
four sides to keep the sun off; it was early afternoon and extremely hot. Dedi
was stowing in a leather pouch the last of what he’d brought with him,
preparing to disembark. He saw Abar. A smile creased his face.


“Grandfather!” Abar exclaimed. “I’m so happy to see you!”


Dedi threw his arms wide. They embraced.


“How was your trip?” she asked, stepping back.


“Everything I dreamed it would be,” Dedi replied with
satisfaction. “Seeing the places named in our family stories, being in Maadi,
meeting our trading partners face to face, traveling for weeks in this
marvelous boat – even making a short visit to the delta. I’ll never forget any
of it as long as I live. I have so much to tell you.”


“I’m so glad.”


“I’ve brought gifts for you,” Dedi added.


“I can’t wait to see them,” Abar said.


Dedi looked Abar up and down. “You didn’t hurry aboard just
because you missed me,” he surmised.


“I did miss you. Very much. But, no,” Abar admitted. “I
wanted to get to you before Rawer filled your ears with his lies.”


Dedi sighed heavily. “Sit down and tell me everything,
Granddaughter.”


“You should stay, Nykara,” Abar said.


They arranged themselves on the mats covering the deck
inside the pavilion. I remained standing.


“Rawer was absolutely incompetent,” Abar began. “Even with
Senebi helping him. You should have seen the lines of incensed men outside
Rawer’s hut every day – farmers who hadn’t received their daily beer and milk
and blood, craftsmen who’d run out of raw materials, fishermen whose boats
weren’t being repaired timely. I had reason to complain too – every single
morning my men led strings of laden donkeys to the river only to find Rawer’s
boats had departed half–full hours earlier.”


“Why didn’t the captains wait for your beasts?” I interrupted.
“They all know better.” I addressed Dedi. “I know this reflects badly on me. I
chose and trained all the captains myself. I’m sorry. I’ll make it right.”


“It’s not your fault, Nykara, nor your men’s,” Abar assured
me. “Rawer took away their discretion. If he’d stepped aside and simply let
them do their jobs everything would have been fine. But my cousin pontificates
the most when he knows the least. And he knows hardly anything about your
enterprise, Grandfather, even after all these years. He called the men together
almost daily – not just the captains, but all the boatmen. He harangued them,
threatened them, gave them confusing and contradictory orders. I witnessed him
doing it myself. They complained to me constantly about him. They didn’t know
where else to turn. Rawer quickly lost what little loyalty or respect he once
had.”


“What did you do about it?” Dedi asked quietly.


Both of us knew Abar wouldn’t let Dedi’s enterprise fall
apart without a fight.


“I stepped in and took control of deliveries after two weeks
of Rawer’s nonsense. That’s all working fine now. I left everything else to
Rawer. Sad to say, it’s a mess. Craftsmen have been idle. Practically the only
items in your storage hut for your next trade expedition are Amenia’s jars and
bowls and such. Repairs to boats are way behind schedule.”


“What about my workers’ families?” Dedi asked grimly.


“Heth made sure they were taken care of after the first
couple of days. Rawer objected, but Father backed Heth. So they’re fine.”


Abar had been right – she’d given Rawer a rope and he’d hung
himself.


Dedi rose. “Can’t say I didn’t expect it. But I did hold out
hope for my grandson. Anyway, arrange for the elites to come see me, today,” he
ordered Abar. “I want to hear for myself how they were impacted.” He sighed.
“I’m going to go take a look around the boatyard and assess the damage. And
then have a long talk with Rawer.”


“I’ll see to the unloading and then join you,” I told him.


After Dedi departed I escorted Abar to the head of the
gangplank. She started to disembark, then paused.


“I took Father on a stroll past the boatyard whenever I knew
someone would be shouting at Rawer,” she said in a low voice. “He witnessed
Rawer’s incompetence firsthand. The enterprise of each and every elite was
negatively impacted by Rawer’s actions. His failure emboldened them – two weeks
ago they came unannounced to the audience hall en masse and flat out told
Father that under no circumstance would they recognize Rawer as their ruler.”


“What did your father say?”


“His exact words? ‘Since I’ve identified no one better yet,
Rawer’s still my heir.’”


“What does that mean?”


“As soon as Father does find someone better Rawer’s
done. Father was signaling to the elites he’ll continue to accept offers and
counteroffers from them. Eventually he’ll pick one, join me to a son, then name
that son his heir. The elites all understood exactly what he was saying.”


“And Rawer?”


“Clueless. He was excluded from the meeting. I told him what
Father said later. He believed Father was confirming his selection as heir. I
didn’t dispute him. He still believes I’m going to be joined to him. Father’s
continuing to treat him as if that’s the case, so he won’t suspect he’s done.”


“So everything’s worked out exactly like you planned when
you had Rawer run Dedi’s enterprise.”


“Close enough,” Abar smiled.


 


 


***


 


 


I crouched just inside the entrance of the wood and reed
building sheltering Aboo’s burial pit later that same night, keeping watch. A
slim crescent of moon hovered slightly above the rim of the plateau a few dozen
yards to the west. A warm breeze caressed my face. This particular structure
was complete, except for being plastered inside and out and painted. That was
scheduled for the next inundation. The rest of the partially–constructed buildings
of Aboo’s complex appeared ghostly in the dim light of the river of stars
flowing high overhead, featureless, indistinct shapes. I heard a scuffing step.
A dark figure was approaching, someone clearly trying not to make a sound.


“Amenia?” I called in a low voice.


“Nykara?”


She closed the space between us.


“Were you followed?” I asked.


“I don’t think so. I could still hear Uncle snoring halfway
through the upper settlement.” She shivered, looked over her shoulder. “Why did
you want to meet in the cemetery, at this time of night?”


“I didn’t want to risk us being discovered. Come inside.
I’ll explain. Abar’s here, too.”


She was huddled next to a small bowl of oil with a flaming
linen wick at the bottom of Aboo’s burial pit. It provided little light; it was
as much as I dared risk. The last thing I needed was a bright light in the
rulers’ cemetery to attract anyone’s attention.


Amenia sat down cross–legged next to Abar. Abar greeted her
and smiled, her face barely illuminated by the lamp. She glanced from Amenia to
me. “You know, this is the first time the three of us have ever been alone
together.”


“I’d say it’s about time,” I replied.


Amenia nodded. “So, Nykara, why now?”


“Dedi made me his heir a few hours ago,” I said.


Amenia gasped. She looked first at Abar, then me. “But that
means…”


“It has implications for all of us,” I interrupted. “But so
do several things that subsequently happened. I wanted to tell you both at the
same time so we can make a plan to deal with it.”


The two women looked at each other uncertainly.


“I’ll start at the beginning,” I said. “A few hours after
Dedi and I returned from Maadi he met with the elites in his hut. Abar and I
were there too.”


“It was raucous,” Abar interjected. “The elites criticized
Rawer for over an hour. They didn’t hold back.” She smiled. “Neither did I.”


“After the elites and you left, Abar, Dedi summoned Rawer,”
I continued. “He denounced Rawer scathingly and at great length for his
assorted failures. He announced under no circumstance would Rawer ever have
anything to do with his enterprise – fleet, craftsmen, trade, his workers. Then
Dedi told me I was now his heir.”


I saw resignation on Amenia’s face. Her greatest fear,
realized.


“I suppose Rawer threatened to go to Father to get him to
overrule Grandfather,” Abar said.


“Surprisingly, he didn’t. The opposite, in fact. Rawer said
the last month had humbled him. He said he’d thought he could manage Dedi’s
enterprise, but he hadn’t grasped the complexities. The years he’d wasted in
frivolity, he said, had finally come home to roost. He was grateful you, Abar,
stepped in when you did to keep deliveries on track. He was grateful Heth had
looked after Dedi’s workers. He congratulated me. He asked if I’d let him work
in the boatyard as a common laborer, to in effect let him start over. He said
when he becomes ruler he won’t stand in the way of you and me, Abar, using the
fleet and herd to pursue Dedi’s quest.”


“Did you believe him?” Abar asked.


“Not a word,” I replied. “Rawer must have expected Dedi
would name me heir after the mess he made of things. He’s not stupid – he knows
elites are angling to push him aside. He obviously realizes without the fleet
under his control he has no leverage against an elite alliance. All he has
going for him now, Amenia, is you.”


“Because I’ll name the next ruler, not the elites,” Amenia
said.


“Rawer’s still officially Aboo’s heir, and you, Abar, are
still officially pledged to him. He’s counting on the double–blood connection
being enough to win your support, Amenia. As you said, you nullify elite
alliances. So, keeping me happy – and by extension you – is the only way for
Rawer to become ruler now. Once he is, though, he’ll revert.”


“In the meantime, Amenia, he’ll no doubt shower you with
gifts and flattery to stay on your good side,” Abar said. “Without you he’s
done – he’s not even a player in the game.”


Amenia’s eyes rose to mine. “So, now that you’re heir… is
Dedi going to join you to Abar?”


“He didn’t mention it,” I said.


“He probably assumed he didn’t need to, since he publicly
promised her to you,” Amenia replied, hurt in her voice. “Something everyone
seems to know about.”


“Let’s set that aside for a moment. There’s more to tell,” I
said.


Amenia pressed her lips firmly together. Her eyes were glistening.


“Within hours news of the change had spread widely. After
sunset Pipi called on me at the boatyard. He was upbeat, exuberant, practically
bursting with plans.”


“You promised him the first time you came back from Maadi
you’d join his alliance if Grandfather ever named you his heir,” Abar noted.


“I never thought it would actually happen. I promised Pipi
because it was the only way to get out of being joined to Wenher that very
night.” I glanced at Amenia. No reaction. “But since I’m now Dedi’s heir, I
couldn’t go back on my word. Pipi and I talked for over an hour. He left with
my support assured and his negotiating position with Aboo considerably stronger
than any other elite’s can possibly be. He’s convinced he and Aboo will be able
to work out the exact deal he first described to me beside the outcrop along
the wadi path.”


“Wehemka to be named Father’s heir, me to become Wehemka’s
woman, you joined to Wenher,” Abar said bitterly.


“All to be triggered by Dedi’s death, when his enterprise
officially passes to me,” I confirmed. “The combination of Pipi’s beer and
Aboo’s herd and Dedi’s fleet and my smithy will be the most powerful entity in
the valley. Pipi plans to approach Aboo and present his new proposal within a
few weeks.”


Amenia couldn’t hide her distress. Now, instead of losing me
to Abar, she was going to lose me to Wenher.


Abar looked unhappy too. I knew she abhorred the prospect of
being joined to her cousin Wehemka, almost as much as she abhorred the prospect
of being joined to Rawer. “So that’s it? Pipi wins? We lose?” she asked
despairingly.


“Aboo won’t get a better offer from any other elite,” I
said.


“What if you stopped flirting with all the elites and
settled on one?” Amenia asked, her voice tinged with desperation. “Would the
rest rally around him to keep Pipi at bay?”


“I’m afraid I’ve sown too much dissension already,” Abar
replied. “Too many elite sons believe I care for them. No elite father will
yield to another if there’s any possibility his son might be joined to me. And
I haven’t flirted with Wehemka at all because I didn’t want to strengthen
Pipi’s hand. I now see that was a mistake. Because I’ve ignored him, none of
the elites even knows Pipi’s competing against them. No, every elite will
continue to negotiate with Father separately, each thinking they’re trying to
outbid individual elites. Their offers will fall far short of Pipi’s.”


We sat deep in thought, watching the flame gutter in the
bowl. Despair hung thick inside Aboo’s tomb. The oppressive and spooky
surroundings weighed on all of us.


Amenia finally stirred. “I’m our only weapon,” she said
grimly. “I’m going to confirm Nekhen’s next ruler. I’m the only one who can
upset whatever alliance Aboo makes.”


“Especially if you pick Abar,” I noted. “That will cut out the
elites entirely.”


“You’re aware that’s her ambition?” Amenia asked me sharply.


“Yes. And that Ipu considered her Aboo’s only direct heir.
And that you agree.”


“How long have you known?” Amenia queried. “Until tonight,
every time we’ve talked about the succession you’ve told me Abar wants to join
with a malleable elite she can rule through. Have you been lying to me?”


“I didn’t tell Nykara I wanted to rule in my own right until
the foundation ceremony for Father’s complex, right before he and Grandfather
left for Maadi,” Abar said. “He believed exactly what he told you, Amenia – I
wanted to be a ruler’s woman and oversee Nekhen through whichever man I was
unfortunate enough to be joined to. I didn’t tell him the truth because you’re
my friend and I didn’t want my ambition to come between the two of you. I
didn’t want this particularly awkward situation we find ourselves in right now
to arise – me needing both you and Nykara, you and Nykara in love with each
other.”


I sensed it was time for me to throw my support to Abar, to
make clear where I stood. Maybe that would make Amenia’s choice easier, relieve
some of the pressure she was feeling. Or, perhaps, it would do the opposite. It
might destroy our relationship. I’d never be able to live with myself if that
happened. But the stakes for Abar and Nekhen were growing higher with each
passing day, especially in light of my new commitment to Pipi. “Abar would be
the best choice to rule Nekhen,” I averred.


 A darkness seemed to pass across Amenia’s eyes. “If I
pick someone besides Abar to succeed Aboo, will you leave me for her, Nykara?
Especially since Dedi’s made it possible for the two of you to be joined to
keep his beloved transportation network whole? Especially since I know Abar
loves you?” There was hurt in her voice.


“From the moment we met at your uncles’ I’ve wanted to be
with you, Amenia, not Abar or anyone else,” I said. “I had no idea then you’d
ever be anything more than a potter or I’d be more than a boatman. For me, that
was enough. I never thought you’d become involved in naming rulers and Nekhen’s
fate and the rest. I never thought I would either. I love you for your passion,
for your compassion and creativity.” I took her hand in mine and raised it and
kissed her fingers. “I want to spend the rest of my life with you.”


Amenia’s eyes searched mine for a long time. “I believe
you,” she finally said. She relaxed.


“The problem with picking Abar, of course, is the elites
won’t pledge fealty to her,” I said.


Amenia touched the object dangling around her neck with her
fingers. “You heard me tell the story of the talisman the day Great–grandmother
died, Nykara. The falcon god cast this down from heaven in a fireball and led
my ancestress, Aya, to it. Years later, Aya became the patriarch of her band
and led her people for several generations.”


“I remember Ipu telling me men can willingly follow a
woman,” Abar said, looking at me meaningfully. “Nothing’s impossible.”


“Yet we shouldn’t underestimate how difficult it will be to
rally support for you,” I countered.


“Have you dreamed about Father’s successor yet, Amenia?”
Abar asked. “Announcing the god has spoken to you would stop Pipi and the rest
of the elites in their tracks – unless they’re prepared to challenge the god’s
will. I’m not asking who you might have dreamed of, just if you have. If
I’m out of line, tell me. I’m not trying to pressure you.”


“I know how badly you want to know, Abar. I don’t fault you
for being curious. I’d be in your place too. I appreciate you’ve never asked me
before. I can’t imagine how hard it’s been not to. Because of what you’ve
taught me – and you too, Nykara – I understand so much more about Nekhen and
its future now than I ever thought possible. I understand how important our
next ruler is going to be, that my choice can’t be frivolous. To answer your
question, the falcon god hasn’t sent me a dream about a ruler so far.”


“That means if Father dies tonight you’ll have to
choose,” Abar said.


“To tell you both the truth, that scares me to death,”
Amenia said softly. “What if I choose badly? What if everyone in Nekhen suffers
because of me? I feel the weight of what I’ve been called to do every minute of
every day. It’s exhausting. You have no idea how many times I’ve asked myself
‘why me.’”


Amenia had never shared her internal struggle with me
before. I’d never even considered she might be carrying such a heavy burden.
How could I have been so blind to what she was going through, and failed to
help her? “The falcon god chose you,” I said as reassuringly as possible. “He
sent Ipu a dream about you. That’s what she said. That’s ‘why you.’ He must
want you to either convey his decision or make it yourself.”


Abar leaned close to Amenia. “Rawer wants to rule Nekhen
simply so he can grab and wield ever more power and become wealthy and live in
luxury and lord it over everyone and put them in their place. Same with Pipi
and Wehemka. Same with all the elites. But if I was ruler I’d look outward –
I’d set the stage for Nekhen and Tjeni and Nubt to unite behind one ruler, to
become the mightiest power in the southern valley, to spread our lifestyle, our
culture, our gods everywhere – especially the falcon god.”


“Making Dedi’s dream live is a lofty aim,” Amenia said
thoughtfully. “I’m aware you’re the only one who’s embraced it – aside from
Nykara, of course.”


“Following in the footsteps of your own ancestress, Tiaa,
who convinced the nearby hamlets to accept Nekhen’s ruler as their own. She
created this unified region we now live in,” I said.


“And she chose a man outside the line of succession to lead
it,” Abar interjected.


“Tiaa didn’t just randomly confirm a man who wasn’t in the
line of succession on the day the old ruler died,” Amenia said. “As I
understand it, she identified the right man years in advance and built support
for him so when she selected him everyone agreed.”


Abar nodded. “If you decided I was the right person to
succeed Father I’d have to do the same thing, Amenia. I’d have to persuade the
elites to follow a woman. I’d have to persuade them I could do a better job
than anyone else to protect their interests and increase their wealth.”


“I can’t stand the thought of losing you to Wenher, Nykara!”
Amenia exclaimed, taking hold of my hand. “But this seems so hopeless.”


Abar nodded. “You truly are all that stands between Pipi and
disaster, Amenia. But I realize you can’t name me or anyone else as Nekhen’s
future ruler before you have a dream simply to stop him or any other elite.
What if you named me and the falcon god sent you a dream about Rawer later?
You’d have to confirm Rawer. Because you’d changed your mind, everyone would
think you’d either been bribed by Rawer or had made a new choice based on
self–interest. Your credibility would be destroyed. Pipi would ignore your pick
and go to war against any alliance standing in his way. Chaos. None of the
three of us can be part of unleashing that on Nekhen, no matter what sitting
idly by might cost us personally.”


“I could pull out of Pipi’s alliance,” I said.
“Unfortunately, that would destroy my credibility too. And it would merely weaken
Pipi, not destroy him. No, it’s probably better for me to remain his partner
for now – as an insider I’ll know what he’s planning and when so we can
counteract him better.”


“Maybe we should do what you suggested, Amenia. Maybe I
should pick an elite to join with, then convince the rest to enter into an
alliance with him. That way, at least, Pipi’s alliance would crumble. I
wouldn’t have to be joined to Wehemka, and Nykara wouldn’t have to be joined to
Wenher. Then, when Father dies, you could name me ruler instead of my man.”


“A weak option with too many drawbacks,” Amenia said. “I
think it’s time we put our faith in the falcon god. He’s protected Nekhen all
these years. We should pray to him for guidance, and to protect us.”


“And hope he sends you a dream very soon,” I said.


“Very soon,” Abar echoed fervently.


“And lets Dedi live many more years,” I added. “Pipi’s
alliance can’t come into being until the fleet’s actually in my hands. So, we
have an unknown but likely limited amount of time to stop it.”


 


 


***


 


 


“It struck me, when Aboo was dedicating his tomb complex,
that it was time I see to my own,” Dedi told Abar and Amenia and me a few weeks
after our return from Maadi. “Frankly, I wouldn’t put it past Rawer to simply throw
my body in the river, after what’s happened. That’s why I asked Nykara to
oversee the preparations.”


We were standing on the lip of a rectangular pit, nineteen
feet long, six feet wide, five feet deep, the four sides lined below ground
level with mud–brick. That was my own innovation, so the sides would remain
perfectly vertical. No other tomb at Nekhen had ever been constructed that way.
The pit was bordered on the east by cultivated fields and on the west by the
lower settlement, its long side parallel to the river. A half–wall of mud–brick
extended perpendicularly from where we stood, reaching nearly from one side of
the tomb to the other, dividing it in two. The opening in that wall would serve
as a passage between the two halves, one of which would contain grave goods and
the other Dedi’s body.


“Why here, Grandfather?” Abar asked. “Why not up on the
terrace with Father and all of Nekhen’s other rulers?”


“I want to lie close to the river and the boatyard, so I can
keep an eye on things,” Dedi said.


I unrolled a long length of leather. I’d sketched a plan
using a piece of charcoal. “As you can see, there’ll be a superstructure above
the tomb, much like the one over Aboo’s. Wood posts, latticed walls plastered
over and painted. A wood roof. After your death, Dedi – a very long time from
now, we all hope – we’ll be able to come here to pray and honor you and
remember.” I set the drawing on the ground.


“I’ll want some of your decorated pots and jars buried with
me,” Dedi told Amenia.


“You’ll have my very best, as many as your grave will hold,”
Amenia assured him.


“Your pottery is exceptional,” Abar complimented her. “So
many of your objects tell stories. Maybe you could make some that tell the
story of Grandfather’s life.”


“That would take dozens,” I observed.


“It would,” Amenia agreed. “Especially since individual pots
and jars are too small to convey much information. And, spread out across many,
Dedi’s story would be very disjointed.” She gazed towards the plateau looming
to the west. “Have all of you seen the flat rock faces scattered around the
fringes of Nekhen etched with ancient drawings?”


“Across the river too,” Dedi interjected. “Vultures by the
hundreds there, mostly.”


“Those etchings tell stories,” Amenia continued. “They’re
also disjointed, to be sure – it’s clear some of the original etchings on those
surfaces have been gradually added to over the course of hundreds of years.”
She indicated the hole in the ground. “But the mud–brick walls in your tomb
have given me an idea, Dedi. They’re no different than those rock walls. What
if we plastered one of them and made it perfectly smooth? We could paint images
on it, use the wall like the ancients used the rock faces, tell the story of
your life. Because the wall will be buried, no one will come along and change
it for the rest of time.”


“A most excellent idea!” Dedi exclaimed. “A painted tomb.
There’ll be none like it in all the land.”


Amenia fell to her knees, turned the strip of leather over.
“Do you have a piece of charcoal, Nykara?”


I hurriedly procured one and handed it to her.


“What are the major events of your life, Dedi?” Amenia
asked, looking up at him.


“I’ve constructed six large boats.”


Amenia quickly sketched six vessels with upswinging bows and
sterns over the surface of the leather, all similarly sized, all pointing
north, down the river. Five she outlined; one she filled in completely. “The
one you traveled in to Maadi, Dedi,” she explained.


“Add pavilions,” I suggested. “One on those, two on the
rest. Don’t forget to put palm fronds in the bows to help the boats sail
against the celestial wind.”


On the largest boat Amenia sketched a figure sitting atop
the pavilion, and another in the stern. “That’s you, Dedi,” she said, pointing
to the pavilion. “You’re the steersman, Nykara.”


“I’ll steer you all the way to the stars,” I promised Dedi.


“More events,” Amenia demanded.


“I remember the story of how you captured two lions the week
after you became Nekhen’s ruler, Grandfather,” Abar said.


Amenia sketched the figure of a man with a lion on each
side, the lions standing on their hind legs.


“Don’t forget the expedition to the oasis, when you avenged
Shery’s death,” I said.


“And your father’s. I brought three barbarians back to
Nekhen and smote them with my mace in what is now the oval court, as you can
all attest,” Dedi said.


Amenia hurriedly sketched a man with an upraised mace,
holding a rope attached to three bound, kneeling prisoners. She was working
intently, unconsciously biting the tip of her tongue through her slightly
parted lips. I wanted to kiss those lips in the worst way.


“Why is my figure so much larger than the prisoners?” Dedi
asked.


“To portray your dominance. Greater size means greater
importance. Everyone who sees the composition will understand. I’m showing the
prisoners bound because you aren’t struggling with your enemies – you’ve
already conquered them.” 


“The story told by the wall should be about more than mere
events,” Abar interjected. “Grandfather, you once ruled Nekhen. You controlled
chaos and assured order and kept us safe and made us prosperous. The wall
should speak to anyone who sees it of a ruler’s power, why he’s important, why
he has status.”


“Not just the man. The office,” I said.


“Add the animals I’ve hunted and trapped and slain, then,”
Dedi suggested. “Nothing demonstrates more effectively controlling the world
around us. Show bows and arrows, lassoes, hunting dogs. Show individual
animals, herds. Show them in the desert, and on the plateau.”


“And don’t forget to show Grandfather with a crook and a was
scepter,” Abar said. “They’re symbols with a dual message – controlling chaos,
and exercising a ruler’s power.”


“I’ll show figures celebrating your success in the hunt, and
gods watching over you and us,” Amenia added. She was sketching quickly,
surely, filling the leather with rough images, her fingers, now black with
charcoal, flying. After ten minutes she sat back. I counted twenty groups of
figures scattered amidst and around the six boats, as well as numerous animals.
“This is a good starting point,” she said. “I’ll use it to sketch a more
detailed plan for the wall. Perhaps you can help me, Abar and Nykara. Once it’s
to your liking, Dedi, you can have someone paint it in the tomb.”


“As long as that someone is you,” Dedi told her.


“I’m honored,” Amenia said humbly.


“And favored by the falcon god,” Dedi rejoined. “If you do
it, perhaps he’ll give the images his protection for eternity. Maybe even make
them live.”


Amenia looked at me, then addressed Dedi. “I shouldn’t be
the only painter. I’ll paint the boats and some of the animals. But Abar should
paint some, and Nykara. They should have the chance to honor you too.”


“I don’t know how,” I protested.


“Me either,” Abar said.


“I’ll show you,” Amenia said. “You’ll have the master
drawing to follow. It won’t matter if the styles are different, if some images
are polished and some are rough. They’ll be a sign of how much each of us
cares. Surely that will please our god.”


“As always, an excellent idea. I agree,” Dedi said. He wiped
his brow with his fingers. “And now, I’m hot and tired. I’m going to go rest
along the riverbank. You three should go someplace quiet and get to work.”


 


 


***


 


 


I obtained a clean strip of leather and several pieces of
fresh charcoal and we moved to an isolated grove of palms along the riverbank a
little north of the boatyard. The shade beneath them was cool after the
brilliant hot sunshine. The wind clacked the palm fronds above our heads and
the river flowed past powerfully and noisily. We had a clear view of all the
approaches; no one would overhear us. This was the first opportunity for the
three of us to talk since our secret meeting in the rulers’ cemetery.


“I don’t suppose you’ve had a dream about our next ruler
yet?” Abar asked Amenia once we settled in.


“Sorry.”


Abar sighed. “The elites have been busy,” she reported.
“Nearly every one has been sneaking about, talking to Father. The other night I
saw Pipi skulking in the shadows when I was visiting Grandfather by his fire,
obviously waiting to see you, Nykara. Is there anything we should know?”


“Quite a bit, actually,” I replied. “Things aren’t going the
way Pipi hoped at all. We have Wenher to thank.”


“Wenher?”


“She pressed Pipi about the status of his deal when she
learned I’d been named Dedi’s heir. He admitted he’d spoken to Aboo. She swept
into the boatyard that very evening, threw herself into my arms beside the
fire, boasted to several boatmen’s daughters we’re going to be joined. She
announced you, Abar, are going to be joined to her brother. She told me she was
trying to convince Pipi to give her to me right away, not wait until Dedi dies
and the fleet is actually mine. As I later learned, she and I were the main
topic of gossip when the boatmen’s girls went to the river to bathe that night
along with all the others. By the next morning every elite man had figured out
the components of Pipi’s alliance. By that afternoon three elites had forged an
alliance, hoping to stop him.”


“Who?” Abar asked.


“Teti, Seni and Salitis.”


“Beer, gold and cattle. Formidable,” Abar said. “Still not
as powerful as Pipi and you and Father.”


“Except Aboo’s already agreed he’ll join your half–sisters
to their sons, once the girls come of age, according to Pipi. Your father’s
hedging his bets, Abar. In seven years Weni, Teti’s son, will be able to claim
descent from your father through your sister Hunur.”


“He’s fifteen years older than her!” Abar exclaimed.
“Disgusting!”


“What’s Pipi going to do? Give up?” Amenia asked hopefully.


I didn’t blame her for wishing. If he did my joining to Wenher
would be off. One less obstacle to keep us from being together. “Afraid not,” I
replied. “Pipi’s going to try to break Teti’s alliance by luring either Seni or
Salitis or both into his.”


“Really? Do you think he’ll succeed?” Abar asked.


“I’d say it’s quite likely – not immediately, but
eventually.”


“Will Pipi do what Wenher asked – join her to you
immediately?” Amenia asked with trepidation.


“She should have kept her mouth shut,” I replied cheerfully.
“By revealing Pipi’s alliance she made it necessary for her father to expand
it. Who better for him to use for that purpose than her?”


“I don’t understand.”


“Salitis’ son Khui has lusted after Wenher for years. I
encouraged Pipi to bring Salitis into his alliance by proposing to join the two
of them. I told Pipi I wouldn’t stand in his way, that I’d willingly sacrifice
being with Wenher for the good of his deal. I reminded him it could be years
before I actually had Dedi’s fleet, that he’d be wasting Wenher on me when he
could use her to strengthen our alliance immediately.”


“What did he say?” Amenia asked.


“He’s seriously considering it, especially since I also
proposed he bring Hemaka into the alliance as a minor member – with the caveat
Hemaka lets you and I join.”


“Truly?” There was wonder in Amenia’s voice.


“The chance to have the falcon god’s priestess in his
alliance? That’s more than Pipi ever imagined – overwhelming economic power,
and the woman who’ll name the next ruler.”


“Once Teti figures out what’s going on, won’t he try to pull
Hemaka into his alliance to counteract Pipi?” Abar asked. “Teti’s not
stupid. He knows your importance, Amenia, as do all the elites. They can’t have
missed Rawer buzzing about you like a bee in clover since he lost the fleet to
Nykara. Rawer’s only chance to be ruler now is for you to confirm him.”


“Rawer’s truly desperate, though he tries to hide it from
me,” Amenia replied. “The more he accosts me, the more I see why you don’t want
to be joined to him. He’s absolutely two–faced. He lies about everyone and
twists everything that happens in Nekhen to his advantage. He’s relentless.
He’s constantly trying to get me to promise I’ll confirm him. It takes every
ounce of energy I have to be pleasant to him so he won’t guess I can’t stand
him.”


“He’d never approach you if you weren’t the falcon god’s
priestess,” Abar said with assurance. “Frankly, you’re not the kind of woman
Rawer usually dallies with.”


“I know. Not pretty enough,” Amenia said self–deprecatingly.


She’d been told that her whole life. I could see how much it
hurt, though she wouldn’t admit it.


“It’s not that at all,” Abar insisted, shaking her head.
“You’re not submissive enough, Amenia. Or fawning enough. Or stupid enough.”
Abar reached out and touched Amenia’s talisman with her fingertips. “As you
said, because Rawer’s lost the fleet you’re his only chance to be Nekhen’s next
ruler. He’ll do anything he has to so you’ll select him. Pressure, bribery… the
circlet, for example.”


“You’re aware he gave it to me?” Amenia asked.


“Nykara told me. On the surface, it was an appropriate gift
for the tomb complex dedication. Have no doubt Rawer was using it to impress
you with his generosity and wealth, to make it seem like he’s your friend.”


“The circlet’s the only thing I’ve ever accepted from him,”
Amenia said.


“Expect Teti to shower you with gifts too, Amenia,” I said.
“As well as the elites who aren’t in Pipi’s or Teti’s alliances. Those who’ve
been left out will see you as their path to rule. I’m guessing they’ll be
pretty aggressive trying to get you to choose them. Bribes and such.”


“And offers to join with them,” Amenia admitted. “It’s
already happening. Has been for a while, actually. Weni and Khui and Mitri so
far. Along with Itisen and Salitis. Though they’re far too old.”


“Elites, not just sons,” Abar noted. “The same ones who’ve
been after me.”


“Aren’t we lucky,” Amenia said facetiously. She looked out
over the river. “There’s one thing I’m afraid of if what you say is true,
Nykara. Uncle.”


“Why?” Abar asked. “With both Pipi and Teti approaching him,
won’t he jump at the chance to increase his status?”


“He’ll grab it with both hands,” Amenia said. “The thing is,
Uncle may be greedy, but he’s also shrewd. The first offer will fill him with
visions of wealth and being able to break free of Uncle Sanakht. The second
will make him realize he’s in a bidding war. Once he does he won’t accept being
a minor partner – he’ll want a major role in whichever alliance he joins.”


“He’ll end up in Pipi’s alliance, and he will have a minor
role,” I assured her.


“How can you be certain?” Amenia asked.


“Because if you’re part of Teti’s alliance Nykara won’t
trade your pottery anymore, and Teti can’t possibly make up for Hemaka’s lost
wealth,” Abar said. “Pure self interest.”


“I hope you’re right,” Amenia sighed.


“Hemaka’s greed will actually be good for us,” I said.
“Negotiations between him and Pipi and Teti will slow the process. Until either
Pipi or Teti has a solid alliance in place, neither will be able to make a
final proposal to Aboo. And, no action will actually be triggered until Dedi
dies. Until then the fleet won’t be mine. Officially, Rawer will remain Aboo’s
heir, and you, Abar, will still be promised to him. Publicly at least.”


“The real battle will come when Father dies,” Abar reflected.
“That’s when you’ll come into play, Amenia, and make the choice that settles
everything.”


“If you select Abar,” I said, “and the three of us are part
of Pipi’s alliance, then you’ll simply have to convince Pipi to accept her as
ruler. He’ll have the might to force the rest of the elites to fall in line
behind her. But if you somehow end up in Teti’s alliance, and still pick Abar,
Pipi will never accept it and Pipi and Teti will fight it out for control.”


“Or if you pick any elite who’s not in Pipi’s alliance,”
Abar said.


“I think the key to it all is whether the falcon god sends
you a dream,” I said. “Both Pipi and Teti will be more likely to accept your
choice if it’s the god’s. They’ll be less likely if you choose yourself.”


Amenia closed her eyes for a moment, took a deep breath.
“Enough speculation. I have a lot to consider. And now, I suppose we should get
to work.”


For the next several hours the three of us labored over the
drawings – or rather, Abar and I made numerous and sometimes conflicting suggestions
and Amenia patiently altered and re–altered her initial drawings to accommodate
us. That phase done, she propped the rough drawing against the trunk of a palm
tree and laid flat the clean leather and started sketching.


“You’ve never told me how you invented the buff–colored
pottery that brings so much value in trade at Nubt,” Abar said as she watched
Amenia work.


“That was a happy accident,” Amenia admitted. “I was
planning to make some of the polished–red ware I paint with white images. I’d
been busy with chores the prior week and hadn’t been able to walk all the way
to the riverbank where I usually obtain my material, so I’d dug up clay I’d
stumbled on up on the plateau and used it. When I fired my pottery a few days
later it turned out buff–colored. I started experimenting, painting images in
various colors. Reddish–brown stood out best.”


“Purposeful or not, it was a remarkable achievement,” I said
appreciatively.


“The real innovator was my ancestress, Tiaa,” Amenia said.
“More than five hundred years ago she invented the black–topped pottery, also
by accident. She was just a girl at the time. The family story says she
accidentally dropped a fired pot rim down into a bed of coals, creating the
black top. She eventually mastered the technique.”


“I remember your Great–grandmother talking about her the
first time we met, in Grandfather’s hut,” Abar said. “She figures in some of
the stories he tells, though she disappeared from them soon after she and
Ankhmare convinced the patriarchs in this region to pledge fealty to the man
they chose to rule Nekhen.”


“That’s not surprising,” Amenia said. “They lived separate
lives. You see, Tiaa fell in love with a man named Qen when she lived at
Badari. He roamed the eastern wadis between the valley and the sea with his
band. Neither his nor her patriarch would let them join. Qen was very special.
He etched images of prey on the rock walls in the eastern wadis to ensure his
band’s success in the hunt. After Tiaa settled at Nekhen she purposefully
invented the polished–red ware. She painted on it the same images Qen had
etched on the rock walls.”


“And when Ankhmare traded the pottery to the north Qen saw
it and traced it to Nekhen and found her?” Abar guessed.


Amenia nodded. She started sketching the third boat.


“How romantic,” Abar sighed. She studied Amenia for a
moment. “Tiaa must have borne the talisman too.”


“Yes. Would you like to hold it?” Amenia put down the
charcoal, wiped her hands on her skirt, leaving black smudges, removed the
talisman from around her neck, handed it to Abar.


Abar took it, felt it. “It’s heavy. I’ve never encountered a
substance like this.” She looked it over back and front, returned it.


Amenia slipped it over her head again. “Ankhmare brought Tiaa
to his home in the valley from hers in the South. He encountered her when he
was on a trade expedition on the savannah. Why she came with him the story does
not say.”


“Neither does ours,” Abar said.


“Ankhmare grew up in Badari,” Amenia said.


“A shell now of what it once was,” I reminded them.


“Together they traded the length of the valley, from the
Wadjet Wer in the North to Nekhen in the South,” Amenia continued. “There’s
probably never been a woman who saw more of our world than her. Maybe it’s why
I feel drawn to travel.” She took up a new piece of charcoal, sketched the
first sweeping line of the next boat. “Someday, I hope to see even more than
she did.”


“If everything works out for us, Amenia, you will,” I
promised.
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I awakened early this morning, hurried outside, baked bread,
fed the animals. Nykara was coming soon after breakfast to pick up a load of
pottery to take on his next trade expedition. Even though he’d completely taken
over Dedi’s enterprise it was a task he refused to delegate to any of his
workmen, for he got to see me. Today was going to be even more special than
usual; I was going to accompany Nykara back to the lower settlement to place an
order for Uncle Hemaka with the stone carvers. I carried my reed basket piled
high with loaves of hot bread through the entrance into Uncle’s house.


It was as fine as any of those belonging to the elites in
the lower settlement, though much smaller. It consisted of mud–plastered reed
walls and a roof of the same material supported by acacia posts set deep into
postholes in the hard–packed dirt floor. There was a main room and three
smaller opening off it – one where Auntie and Uncle slept, one for me and my
cousins, one for food storage. A window at the end of the main room opposite
the entrance allowed a cooling breeze to pass through. A few finely–woven reed
mats hung on the walls as decorations, and more, much sturdier, were scattered
about on the floor. Wood chests lined a side wall in my room, one for each of
my cousins and me to store our clothing and jewelry and other belongings. Uncle
was already seated cross–legged on the floor in the center of the main room
where we always gathered to eat. A few bowls of fruit and jars of beer were
laid out there. Uncle was pouring himself a cup. I continued to the far end of
the room where Auntie and two of my cousins were on their knees, busily
preparing the rest of our breakfast beside a stone–lined hearth. The wealthy
families in Nekhen had household servants to cook and clean and weave and such,
but Uncle saw no need for such an extravagance when he had two daughters and a
woman and a niece to perform chores. My cousin Kapes was, at seventeen, four
years younger than me; Nebet had just turned fifteen. That both were still not
joined to anyone, to their frustration, was due to me; until my situation with
Nykara was resolved Uncle wasn’t about to waste either of them on a man of
little or no influence. He was clearly in no hurry to give me away, especially
now that I was caught up in the bidding war between Pipi and Teti. But my
cousins were anxious to start having babies and both blamed me they couldn’t.


Dung cakes and small sticks of wood were stacked beside the
hearth. To one side was a large ovoid grinding stone and many straw–tempered
storage jars and mixing bowls and cooking pots. The latter were made of my
shale–tempered cream–colored pottery; their hard wet–smoothed exteriors were
less porous and more resistant to high temperatures than the rough
straw–tempered variety. There were repair marks on many of our finer old
polished–red ware vessels. They were too valuable to ever discard. On a
mud–brick bench along a wall lay a variety of pottery jar stoppers and caps, as
well as baskets made of woven reeds and rushes. I set my basket of bread on the
end of the bench.


I returned to my room to get ready for Nykara. I selected a
fairly new pale yellow linen skirt from my storage chest and put it on. Then I
knelt before a small wood table covered with containers of creams and
sweetly–scented oils and minerals. I picked up my bone comb topped with two
birds and combed my hair until it shone. Then I rubbed my face with
sweetly–scented ointment smelling of flowers to soften it, then my neck, then
my shoulders, then my hands. After that I put a small chunk of malachite on an
oval shale palette and ground it with a pebble until it was completely
powdered. I mixed it with a little water and grease, then applied the malachite
around my eyes with the chewed end of a reed, by feel. As always, now, the
talisman dangled around my neck. It was the only piece of jewelry I ever wore,
except for the gold falcon circlet I donned for celebrations, so that nothing
would detract from it.


I hurried back into the main room for breakfast. Auntie was
seated beside Uncle now. They and my cousins were arranged around a cluster of
bowls and jars of black–topped or polished–red ware filled with chunks of melon
and nebk and desert dates and tiger nuts and onions and emmer porridge, and a
platter filled with cones of my bread, and jars of beer. Uncle was picking
fruit from the nearest bowl with his fingers. My cousins were similarly
occupied; they hadn’t waited for me.


Some mornings as we ate Uncle Hemaka told Auntie about the
various difficulties and issues and alliances and ongoing feuds between the
potters and brewers and carpenters and hunters and herdsmen and fishermen and
other groups in the upper and lower settlements, or made predictions about the
inundation or harvest, or complained about something Aboo or one of the other
elite men had or hadn’t done. I always listened attentively, for now that I was
involved in a conspiracy with Abar and Nykara any bit of information might turn
out to be important and worth passing on. Occasionally Uncle mentioned the
return of one of Dedi’s expeditions from a settlement elsewhere in the valley.
So far in the past year there had been two more to Maadi, led of course by
Nykara in his wood boat, and each time Uncle had spoken of the increasing
amount of wine my pottery had brought him, as if sending my wares had been
something he’d initially encouraged. But Uncle had nothing out of the ordinary
to say today, just the usual assignment of daily tasks to the other girls.


I was almost done eating when Nekauba poked his head in the
entrance. He spotted Uncle. “That boy’s come for pottery again,” he said
disdainfully.


Nekauba refused to refer to Nykara by his name or title, as
if that would somehow diminish him in my sight, or Uncle’s.


“Tell Nykara I’ll be right there,” Uncle said. He stood,
looked at me meaningfully. “Amenia! Beer and honeyed cakes for Nykara.
Quickly!”


As usual, anger suffused Nekauba’s face. He hated it any
time I was with Nykara. I immediately rose and headed towards the storage area
at the back of the house to get the victuals. When I returned Kapes was holding
a basin of water and Uncle was washing his hands. Nebet was standing beside him
with a length of linen to dry his fingers. I approached Nekauba, hovering next
to the entrance, waiting for me.


“Good morning, Amenia.”


“Morning,” I said politely.


He looked me up and down with his normal wolfish gaze. “See
you later in the preparation area?”


“Afraid not. I’m going to the lower settlement on an errand
for Uncle today,” I said brusquely. “I won’t be back until nightfall.” I exited
the house. I couldn’t stand being anywhere near Nekauba and, thanks to Uncle’s
machinations, I rarely had to.


On a normal day, immediately after breakfast, Auntie and
Nebet and Kapes would take up flax we’d processed earlier and spindle whorls I’d
made of fired clay and turn the flax into thread we’d later weave into linen,
from which we’d make skirts and kilts and other clothing. We could have traded
for those items with Dedi’s craftswomen who made clothing beside the oval
court, but Uncle believed in keeping his own women fully occupied. They’d
replenish the firewood and dung cakes we used for cooking in the house from the
great piles around the pottery kilns, then refill our water jars from large
earthenware vats in the yard, then carry large empty jars to the local brewery
and fill them, resting them on their shoulders as they hurried back and forth.
They each normally made six trips to acquire the amount of beer we used on a
daily basis for ourselves and our workmen. Occasionally I helped with some of
the chores, when I wasn’t busy making my pottery or visiting someone who’d
taken ill or was giving birth. Today I was excused from even doing that, for
Nykara was waiting outside.


He downed the beer and munched on the honeyed cakes gratefully.
He’d set out from the boatyard before dawn to obtain donkeys from Abar’s herd
and lead them to Uncle’s so early in the morning. I chatted with him casually,
about business, as we did any time we were in Uncle’s yard and knew Nekauba was
listening. Once Nekauba had loaded the donkeys, with many a muttered curse, I
told Nykara to wait for a moment. I returned to my room and grabbed the leather
pouch containing my healer’s supplies, hastily filled another with some of the
food remaining in the breakfast bowls, then went back outside.


“I’m coming with you today,” I chirped happily. I handed
Nykara my pouches and he slung both over his broad shoulder. “I have an errand
to run for Uncle at the workshops beside the oval court. After that I need to
look in on a farmer not far from the boatyard. His woman is sick.” I gazed at
him coyly. “You don’t mind?”


“I’m thrilled! And as it turns out, I need to look in on the
workshops too,” he replied. “I’m glad we’ll get to spend time together.”


We set off towards the wadi path. I glanced at Uncle, who
was standing under the verandah. He nodded pleasantly to both of us. He was
doing everything he could to stay on Nykara’s good side these days. He knew his
future aspirations depended on it. Nekauba was watching from under the
preparation shelter where he’d gone to pout. I smiled at him. He picked up a
lump of clay and slammed it as hard as he could to the ground. He was such a
child.


Nykara and I made our way north along the lanes of the upper
settlement, past the meat processing facility, past a small brewery, then down
the slope towards the path at the center of the wadi, our feet kicking up dust
on the dry path with every step, my skirt swirling about my legs. Directly
across from us, on the far side of the wadi, rose the partially–completed wood
structures of Aboo’s tomb complex, their roofs visible over the mud–plastered
reed fence decorated with painted images of boats and animals and dancers and
various shapes surrounding the cemetery.


“How’s the complex coming along?” I asked.


“A few more inundations and it’ll be complete,” Nykara
replied. “It’s magnificent. I have to admit Rawer’s done a decent job
overseeing it. Luckily for me, I haven’t been involved since the erection of
Aboo’s statue. But, personally, I think Dedi’s tomb makes just as powerful a
statement as Aboo’s entire complex. Your wall painting is spectacular. It’s a
mix of the traditional images we’re used to seeing portrayed on pottery and
rock walls, plus brand–new arrangements and themes. Every time I pass by
someone is down in the burial pit, looking at it. Every elite man in Nekhen
wants one like it.”


I blushed at Nykara’s praise. Once I’d completed my drawing
to everyone’s satisfaction, especially Dedi’s, Nykara and I had experimented
with various mixtures until we’d created a plaster that would both adhere to
the mud–brick walls of the burial pit and be smooth enough to paint. We’d
applied the plaster a quarter–inch thick, then covered it with a yellow wash.
Nykara and Abar and I had subsequently devoted a couple of days to painting
images onto the wall, using the strip of leather we’d spent one momentous
afternoon creating as a pattern. I’d painted the boats first, at roughly eye
level, all scaled and sized and placed in careful relationship to the others.
The others had then added animals and hunters and people randomly over the
surface, colored red and black and white. As expected, the images I’d painted
had been the most polished and sure in execution; Nykara’s and Abar’s had been
more hesitant, yet I liked them all the more because of it.


Dedi had watched us every day, and Aboo once. Many of the
elite men and their sons had dropped by too. At those times I was glad for
Nykara’s presence, for he’d shielded me from their unwanted advances. Abar wasn’t
so lucky; when she was around she didn’t have a moment’s peace from the same
set of men and boys. After I’d finished painting the wall Nykara had overseen
erection of the superstructure that protected it. We’d then held a ceremony
similar to Aboo’s to dedicate the tomb to the falcon god, though with far fewer
participants – boatmen and craftsmen and their families, mostly. I’d led the
ceremony. 


On the high ground just before the final descent to the path
we paused for a moment to rest. It was among my favorite spots. I surveyed the
valley, looking east. The wind was already blowing hot and strong and columns
of dust were whirling across the uninhabited portion of the slope between the
upper and lower settlements. The only signs of life were long strings of
donkeys. Loads of branches and lengths of wood were piled high on the backs of
one group being led towards the heights from the lower settlement, swaying as
they walked, dust rolling behind them. Woodcutters had clearly been busy among
the tangled swamps along the river. More donkeys were moving from the river
towards the upper settlement bearing leather waterskins. The entire valley was
spread out below Nykara and me in the clear morning light – the upper
settlement to our right, the wadi cutting sharply through the heart of the
slope directly ahead with the hard–packed path winding down its center, the
outcrop of rock rising like a sentinel beside it, the sprawling lower
settlement with countless columns of smoke curling from its industrial areas,
red banners waving over the oval court and the sun glinting off the copper
falcon atop its pole at one end – Heth had covered the wooden figure with a
thin sheet of metal half a year ago and now it cast reflected sunlight for
miles up and down the valley – the stubble–covered cultivated strip – the
harvest had been recently concluded – the silver and blue river, the island
across from the boatyard. Several boats were tied up on the riverbank, more,
heavily loaded, were drifting north or being rowed south, delivering beer and
blood and milk. One was just passing by my cousin’s farm, a mile north of the
settlement. I raised my eyes and gazed at Nekheb on the river’s far side, the
brown cultivated strip, then the sharp drab line of desert and the hills to its
east. The valley disappeared in a haze of dust in both directions. The scene
was incredibly beautiful.


We resumed our walk towards the lower settlement, moving
easily, for the path descended sharply towards the river this high up. We
reached the outcrop of rock and the cluster of boulders at its base. I glanced
at Nykara, so tall, his skin sun–browned, eyes piercing and missing nothing.
Suddenly he stepped into a patch of shade, took me in his arms, told me he
loved me beyond all else. I nearly melted from the longing in his eyes. He bent
his head and kissed me for a very long time. I kissed him back, equally eager
and passionate, my hands splayed over his broad back, pulling him close. I felt
so safe, so wanted. I’d never dreamed I’d ever be this happy. I just wished
Nykara already belonged to me, that I didn’t have to wait any longer to be with
him in every way that mattered. I wished I could dispel the haunting fear
something would happen to keep us apart – that he might be joined to Abar or
Wenher against his will, that I might be joined to Nekauba or an elite. I
wanted to tell him about my dream, that I’d seen us together with a child of
our own, that the falcon god wanted us to be together. But I didn’t dare say
anything and jinx my dream, or risk it being sabotaged. Besides, how could I
tell Nykara I’d dreamed about us the very night of Great–grandmother’s death
when I’d been lying to him and Abar about even having a dream for many months?
True, I’d been careful to say I hadn’t dreamed about Nekhen’s next ruler, which
I hadn’t, but the fact I’d dreamed about something else was important. It meant
I was going to choose Nekhen’s next ruler. Despite Abar’s assurances she had no
designs on Nykara, deep down I wasn’t sure I believed her. She was powerful, he
was amazing – they were truly meant for each other. She’d do anything, I was
certain, to become ruler, including taking Nykara away from me. What would
happen if I named her – which by rights I should – and the elites asked if the
choice had been mine or the falcon god’s? I couldn’t lie. Would they accept her
then? Probably not. I was a potter. What qualified me to make a decision that
affected everyone in Nekhen? If the elites resisted, would Abar convince Nykara
to join with her so they could use their combined transportation network to
force the elites to fall in line? I knew how important keeping Dedi’s quest
alive was to both of them. If their joining was the only way to do it, would
both sacrifice their respective love and friendship with me? I drew back from
Nykara, feeling guilty. We’d probably be approaching the problem of Pipi and
Teti and the rest differently if Abar and Nykara knew what I knew.


We moved back onto the path, walking hand in hand towards
the lower settlement, trailed by the donkeys. The path itself in the mile or so
between the two settlements was hard–packed and deeply worn by the passage of
countless people and donkeys over the generations. The land to either side
beyond the outcrop was unmarked by hut or farm, the ground mostly sand or dirt,
colored by tall clumps of wild grasses swaying in the wind, dotted with a few
groves of small acacia trees, cut by gullies and the long narrow arms of the
wadi, streaked with yellow clay washed off the plateaus and desert. 


We passed the mouth of a small side wadi.


“Want to see some of the etchings that have inspired the
decorations on my pottery?” I asked.


Nykara secured the donkeys to some low shrubs, then followed
me into what soon narrowed to little more than a ravine. At the base of a
prominent rocky hill I pointed to a great boulder, higher than I was tall,
split in two.


“I think it rolled from the heights and broke apart,” I
said, stepping between the halves. I pointed. “See, here are three
sickle–shaped boats with elaborate animal–headed prows. This animal etched
above them is clearly a wild bull. And here’s a giraffe.”


“Do you think they were all carved at the same time?” Nykara
asked.


I shrugged. “Who can tell? The styles are similar. They’re
quite different from the etchings over there.” I led Nykara to a nearby cleft.
Several boats were visible on the rock face, almost as if they were in a
procession, also decorated with animals. But, unlike the first images, they’d
been pecked into the rock. “Maybe these are older,” I theorized. “At any rate, I
think it’s safe to say people have lived on these slopes for thousands of
years.”


“Look at this elephant,” Nykara said, pointing to an image
barely visible in the slanting light. “What are these patterns decorating its
body and floppy ears, do you think?”


“Chevrons,” I said. “Many animals on some of the earliest
pottery were decorated that way too.”


“Did you see this person carrying a yoke?” Nykara asked. “I
wonder if this dates to before there were donkeys at Nekhen. Wouldn’t that have
been a dreadful job – hauling water from the river to the upper settlement by
hand?”


I pointed. “Way up there are a series of smaller boulders,
all decorated. Ibexes, hartebeest, even an aurochs.”


“I wish we had time to see them all today,” Nykara said.
“But we both have work to do.”


“Someday we’ll wander the heights and I’ll show you every
decorated rock,” I promised. “You’ll be amazed at how many there are.”


We returned to the donkeys and continued down the path. As
we neared the lower settlement we saw, off to the right, the fenced–in wadi arm
where Salitis kept a portion of his cattle and sheep and goats and pigs. The
last of the women who’d come to the wadi to fill their earthenware jars with
milk were heading down the path some distance in front of us. We hurried on. A little
beyond that wadi were the pens where Aboo kept his donkeys; it was nearly
empty, for the beasts were at this time of day engaged in transporting goods
between potters and brewers and woodcutters and water carriers and farmers and
herdsmen and everyone else who labored in Nekhen. Quite a few were currently
off somewhere in the western desert, on Aboo’s annual overland trading
expedition to a distant oasis. Nykara expected them to return laden with exotic
animal pelts and ostrich feathers and eggs and other rarities.


A little closer to the river, in another arm of the wadi, to
my left, I spied the menagerie where Aboo kept the wild animals he’d captured.


“Let’s have a look,” Nykara suggested. “Rawer was bragging
the other day he went hunting with Aboo and they slew a hippo and captured its
baby. Maybe we can see it.”


“Rawer hunts with our ruler?” I asked in surprise. I hadn’t
known.


“Since he was old enough to draw a bow,” Nykara said.
“Rawer’s the third best hunter in Nekhen.”


“You’re second best, I suppose?”


“Only Aboo is better,” Nykara said. “It’s another reason
Rawer hates me.”


“How can you hunt? You’re not elite.”


“Only elites can capture animals alive,” Nykara corrected.
“As a practice, only the elites go after prey – excepting the hunters who
supply Nekhen with game. I hunt only when I’m on an expedition – my crew has to
eat, after all.”


We tethered the donkeys to a tree trunk, then moved to the
high acacia–wood fence blocking the wide end of the wadi. The fence posts were
set close together, each embedded deeply in a trench. The fence stretched some
fifty yards, each end anchored against one of the wadi’s sheer rock walls.
Nykara held me up so I could see over it. I enjoyed that immensely; I loved
feeling his arms around me. He was so strong he lifted me as easily as if I was
a feather.


Aboo truly was a mighty hunter and he’d filled the wadi with
a host of dangerous animals. Killing had never been the purpose of his hunting;
it was capturing and mastering wild animals that proved Aboo could master
nature and its chaos. As such, wild animals were symbols, and there was no more
visible proof of his power over our world than this menagerie. It’s why I’d
painted so many in Dedi’s tomb, for he too had been a great hunter in his youth.
I assumed Rawer was allowed to assist Aboo because Aboo intended for Rawer to
succeed him as ruler. I wondered if Abar had considered that in her plan. Was
she going to learn how to hunt, so she too could control chaos?


“Aboo’s been busy,” Nykara said, surveying the wadi’s arm.
“There’s dozens more animals than the last time I looked.”


“The festival to mark the start of inundation is only two
months away,” I reminded him.


“I assume you’re going on the elite hunt next week?” Nykara
asked hopefully.


“The third year in a row. You’re transporting everyone on
your boat?”


“I am.”


“I can’t wait to be alone with you every evening.”


“Me either.”


“Is it true Aboo established this hunt?” I asked.


“In the first year of his rule, as a visible sign of his
power. It’s the one time all year the elites participate in something as a
group. Brings them closer together and quite unsubtly proclaims throughout our
region they’re better than the rest of us.”


“Why hunt at this particular time? Because of the festival?”
I asked.


“Herds of game animals have drawn close to the valley these
past months due to the summer heat,” Nykara explained. “It’s dried out the
grasses on the plains. So, animals are more plentiful on the nearby plateaus
than usual. It’s easier to catch the giant perch that hide in the deepest part
of the river, too, because the water’s at its lowest level now.”


“I’ll be conducting the rituals the night before the hunt,”
I said, “and taking care of anyone who gets hurt the next day. Several elite
daughters are going along to participate in the dance. Including Abar.”


“The hunt will be about fifteen miles downstream this year.
This will be the first time any of the elites have traveled on a wood boat.”


I turned my attention to the pen. “I suppose Aboo will
sacrifice most of these during the festival.”


“He always does,” Nykara agreed. “Aboo isn’t stingy with his
wealth. Can’t say the same for Rawer.”


The variety of animals was amazing. The wadi contained a
number of fenced areas and pens to keep each species separate. The pens were
lined with wood troughs overflowing with food and water. A handful of trees
provided a small amount of shade. Herdsmen strode everywhere, accompanied by a
multitude of dogs. Most of them were running back and forth, barking and
nipping at the heels of animals, moving them about. Massive amounts of emmer
and river plants and fruits and other feed were piled just outside the fence.
Flies buzzed everywhere. Some of the herdsmen were busily filling baskets from
the pile; others were carrying feed to the pens. Closest to us was a troop of
baboons, all newly captured. Some had been injured then, or perhaps as they
struggled against their restraints afterwards; linen bandages were wrapped
around nearly every one’s forearms. Nykara spotted the hippo and pointed it out
to me; it was attached to the trunk of a small tree by a rope affixed to a hind
leg. It was nosing a pile of fresh green river plants. In the far reaches of
the wadi were several crocodiles, a leopard, a host of ostriches, several aurochs
and, most magnificent of all, a bull elephant. It was old and terrifyingly
large; its capture by Aboo had convinced the leading men of Nekhen to drop
whatever objections they’d had to him becoming our ruler in Dedi’s place. In
fact, Aboo had taken its name and attributes, the elephant’s spirit merging
with his. That was one animal he wouldn’t kill during the next or any festival.


“Aboo’s trying to breed some of the animals to ensure a
constant supply and show his command over nature,” Nykara told me.


“That’s got to be easier and safer than hunting.” I’d
patched up enough of Merenhor’s huntsmen to know how dangerous that occupation
could be.


We reluctantly turned away from the menagerie and gathered
up the donkeys and walked the rest of the way to the lower settlement, to the
walled oval court now so familiar to me atop the low ridge just west of the
cultivated strip. Once again we tied up the donkeys, this time near the
entrance to the court. Red linen banners were blowing nearly horizontal in the
strong wind atop the four towering sycamore columns flanking its entrance. The
sun reflected from the copper falcon atop its even higher pole, so brightly I
couldn’t look at it directly. To the right of the entrance, sweating errand
boys were dragging heavy containers out of several mud–plastered reed huts
where the materials used by Dedi’s craftsmen were stored. Those materials were
now replenished monthly by boats plying the river between Nekhen and the
trading posts Dedi had established based on Abar’s suggestion. Nykara had
explained why he’d set them up at some length. They were, according to him, a
rousing success, in some measure because of the value my decorated pottery
brought in trade. Half a dozen of the traders who worked in the posts had
already joined with local women in the far–flung settlements. A couple of those
women were pregnant.


We headed towards the craftsmen’s workshops standing in a
row to the left.


“Why are these workshops located beside the court?” I asked.


“Craftsmen spend much of their time making objects for
people to donate to the gods during festivals and rituals – protective amulets,
fertility figurines and such,” Nykara replied. “This is a convenient location
for everyone in the lower settlement. The carpenters and brewers are over in the
industrial area, of course, and my metalsmiths are near the boatyard – they
require too much space to be here.”


Most of the workshops were shaded by palm fronds layered
atop large rectangular wood frames. A few were open to the sky. Columns of
smoke spiraled lazily from fires in many of them. All of the craftsmen were
employed by Dedi and overseen by Nykara. Apparently, according to Nykara,
Dedi’s father Gehes had obtained control over all the craftsmen when he ruled
Nekhen, much as his father Teta had gained control over all boats. For decades
the craftsmen had made what Dedi wanted, when he wanted, in the quantity he
desired, and in a style he approved – just as I did. Some of the items were
exchanged with other hamlets and settlements throughout the valley, some served
as payment to the elites who supplied raw materials. When Dedi yielded rule to
Aboo, he’d promised to give a portion of what his craftsmen produced directly
to Aboo so he could grant them to the elites and make them further beholden to
him. Dedi continued to honor that pledge.


I loved visiting the workshops and seeing the amazing items
produced there. I went every time I could. It was my very favorite section of
Nekhen. The shops were colorful, noisy, alive, always crowded with men and women
seeking specific items, the women burdened with containers of produce or
handicrafts to exchange for whatever it was they needed. Today, for the first
time, Nykara and I had come together. It was an illuminating experience.
Everyone knew Nykara, of course; among his responsibilities as Dedi’s heir was
keeping these craftsmen supplied with raw materials, approving the objects they
created, and feeding them and their families. The affection with which they
greeted him was genuine. I basked in the glow of that reflected affection, and
in the respect due me as the bearer of the talisman. We walked through the
workshops slowly, taking our time, dodging other visitors, chatting with ones
we knew, pausing to see what each craftsman was making.


In the first shop men were bent over pieces of ivory and
bone, intently fashioning combs and hairpins and pendants and amulets and hand
clappers, shaping and smoothing them, etching images using copper tools. The
ivory objects were all destined for either trade or the elites – no commoner
could possess one by Aboo’s edict. Nearly every item featured one or more
animals – ostriches, hippos, giraffes, antelope, various birds. I picked up one
wondrous comb with five decorated rows above the tines, each row containing
multiple animals; the detail work was amazing. Then another craftsman’s work
caught my eye. Atop a slender wand of ivory marched four hippos. Three had been
fully formed; the craftsman was working on the last one. Clearly, the wand was
designed for use in some kind of ritual, for it was too delicate to actually be
used for anything practical. I expected I’d see it some day in the oval court.


Nykara pointed to one craftsman, whispered. “He’s a master.
Everything he makes is exquisite.”


I moved closer. Statuettes of men and women ranging in size
from six to sixteen inches were carefully arranged to one side. The master was
applying blue inlay to the eyes of a man adorned with a girdle and penis
sheath. The eyes of every male statue were similarly inlaid. By contrast, the
eyes of the females were all modeled in the ivory. All the females were nude,
legs together, one arm down a side and the other supporting the breasts, hair
arranged either in tripartite fashion or a single mass in back. I’d never seen
figures so spectacular.


We moved to the next workshop. Men were carving stone,
tapping copper chisels of various sizes with wood mallets to shape it. Each
type of stone gave off a different tone and the rhythmic tapping was quite
musical. In one corner I recognized Khamudi, the younger brother of Dagi, who
now served as Nekhen’s permanent trader at Tjeni. Both were sons of Padiu, the
craftsman in charge of Nekhen’s stone carvers. Khamudi was one of Nykara’s
friends, perhaps a year younger, quite handsome. I was well–acquainted with
him, for Uncle Hemaka had sent me on errands to his father’s workshop many
times. Khamudi had made a few attempts to court me soon after I began to wear
the talisman. He’d given up once he’d learned I was with Nykara.


“I need to speak with Khamudi,” Nykara said. “Do you mind?”


“Of course not.”


We quietly slipped to his side.


Khamudi looked up as my shadow fell across the bit of stone
he was working on. “Amenia!” he said with a glad cry.


“No greeting for me?” Nykara asked, feigning hurt.


“You’ll get over it.”


“How’s Dagi?” Khamudi asked Nykara.


“I stopped at Tjeni on the way back from Maadi. He was
fine,” Nykara replied. “He’s doing an excellent job with the trading post.
Tamerit was very pregnant. You’ve probably got a new niece or nephew by now.”


“Let me know when you find out.”


“Certainly.” Nykara placed his hand on Khamudi’s shoulder.
“Is it done?” he asked cryptically.


Khamudi nodded. He fumbled in a leather pouch fastened to
his waist, removed a small rolled up strip of leather, handed it to Nykara.


Nykara tucked it into his waistband.


“What are you working on, Khamudi?” I asked, squatting
beside him.


“A cow’s head of flint. An offering for the upcoming
festival,” he replied. “Aboo’s commissioned a large number.” Khamudi held up
the white stone, about half the size of his hand. One of the incurving horns
was complete; he was still chipping the other.


“It’s beautiful.” I glanced around. “What else are your
father’s craftsmen making?”


“Let me show you.”


Khamudi and Nykara and I began to circle the workshop.


“These men are creating arrowheads out of flint,” Khamudi
said. “We mine it from the base of the plateau due north of your upper
settlement.”


“Beneath the boats etched in the rock?” I asked.


“Yes,” Khamudi said. “Father believes such a ready source of
fine flint is one reason some of the first farmers settled at Nekhen. Back then
there were no specialists, you know. Even farmers had to make their own
arrowheads and knives and stone weapons.” He lowered his voice. “There are
countless flint chips around our quarry. I’ve found half–formed arrowheads that
look nothing like the style we make. Their quality is exceptional. Frankly,
compared to ours, they’re extraordinarily beautiful. I’ll bet people have been
using our quarry for thousands of years. Perhaps we inherited our fixation on
quality from them.”


“Just as we potters have, from our ancestors,” I said. I
picked up one of the arrowheads, much larger than those I’d seen hunters use,
with a hollowed–out base. “Why so large?” I asked.


“It’s for a ritual, not actual hunting,” Khamudi explained.
“At the next festival Aboo will offer many to the gods as weapons to
symbolically control chaos.” Khamudi eyed me speculatively. “Which means you’ll
be offering them too.”


“What are all these types of stone?” I asked. The different
piles, I assumed, had been brought back to Nekhen by Nykara on his various
expeditions, or by Seni from his quarries in the eastern desert by caravan. It
was highly likely some of this stone had been obtained in exchange for my
pottery.


“Diorite, basalt, alabaster, marble. They come from the
Eastern Sea Hills. And over there – garnet, olivine, malachite and fluorospar.
That craftsman is making scorpions from limestone. They’ve been commissioned by
commoners as festival offerings.”


Another craftsman was knapping a wonderful and delicate
hippo from a piece of flint. Next to him was of ring of boys, all industriously
trying to duplicate in stone the image of a falcon set up in their midst. The
master was standing behind one boy, bent over, giving him directions. He
grasped a long slender stick in his hand. The backs of a few boys were striped
from his blows. No doubt that’s how the master kept their attention.


“Apprentices,” Khamudi whispered.


None of their work came close to matching that of the
master. More figures lay on the ground beside his feet – ibex, giraffe, dog. I
supposed the apprentices would be required to become proficient at reproducing
them all.


We came to the section of the workshop where men were making
fish–tailed knives, some of blackish flint, some of murky brown. They were
beautiful – the regular sequences of pressure flakes on the blades created a
wonderful undulating pattern. The cutting edges were fine and evenly serrated.


“Only the most highly–skilled craftsmen create these knives,
and Aboo determines each and every person who receives one,” Khamudi said.


“Both my uncles crave one,” I informed him.


“The knives are status symbols. Those who own them are set
apart from the rest of us,” Khamudi said. “Did you notice many of the images
and arrowheads we saw earlier had small mistakes? Their flaking was rough and
irregular? Not these knives. The men who make them have spent years attaining
perfection. Making fish–tailed knives is what I want to do someday.”


“I’m sure you will, with your talent,” I said.


Khamudi picked up a blade, its long handle decorated with a
row of ibex. “Aboo will use this knife to slaughter his animals during the
upcoming inundation festival. The order depicted on the knife will allow him to
symbolically control the chaos of the natural world.”


We moved to the next group of craftsmen. They were knapping
fine slender chips off of flint blocks. Others were fashioning the chips into
inch–long microdrills. Apprentices were affixing the drills into holes in the
ends of long slender wood shafts.


“These drills are sturdy enough to bore holes in carnelian,
amethyst, rock crystal, and garnet,” Khamudi said. “Dedi’s craftsmen use them
in his workshops here at Nekhen.”


“They’re also one of the most important products we export
throughout the valley,” Nykara interrupted. “Dedi and I trade them on every
expedition. Craftsmen in every settlement I’ve visited rely on us for these
tools. It’s a reason Nekhen has become so powerful.”


“Over here we’re making objects out of other types of
stone,” Khamudi said.


A man was using a drill to hollow out the center of a chunk
of white amethyst with pink veins running through it.


“It’ll be an ointment jar, and when he’s finished the jar
will be so thin it’ll be virtually transparent. And see this pink limestone?
It’ll become a hippo–shaped amulet. We also make vessels out of alabaster and
diorite and granite and breccia and porphyry and serpentine and siltstone and
steatite.”


“It must take much training to become skilled in so many
different materials,” I noted. 


“Not just materials. Styles.” Khamudi pointed to the last
craftsman. “He’s making cylinder seals. Nykara brought a few back from Maadi on
his first trip. We’ve been making them ever since, following the Maadi
patterns. They’ve become status symbols too, that Aboo hands out only to the
elites. Heth sketched out for us some of the designs he remembered from when he
lived in the North.”


“What’s over there?” I asked, pointing to an area hidden
from view by a reed screen.


“That’s where Father carved the statue of Aboo that stands
in the ruler’s cemetery. No one ever made such a thing before. Aboo used to
come by late at night to look at it.”


“I helped bring the block of stone back from Abu,” Nykara
told us. “It was a chore, getting it onto the boat.”


“Statues,” I said. “New ways of carving stone. New designs.
Wood boats. The new style of pottery I’ve invented. Metal–working. Aboo’s
funerary complex. Doesn’t it feel like there’s a wave of change sweeping over
our valley, and that we’re caught up in it?”


“It does indeed,” Nykara replied.


Someone shouted Khamudi’s name.


“Time to get back to work,” he said ruefully. “Guess I’ve
been missed. See you both at the inundation festival – together, I trust.”


“Count on it,” I said.


We bade Khamudi goodbye, then Nykara and I continued on to
an adjoining workshop also belonging to Padiu. A passerby jostled me and I
nearly stumbled into a group of men seated on the ground making beads and I
cried out and Nykara grabbed me around the waist to keep me from falling.


“I’m so sorry,” I apologized to the craftsmen.


“No harm,” said one.


Containers next to the craftsmen were filled with
already–shaped carnelian and amethyst and rock crystal and garnet beads, half
of them awaiting final processing, half of them finished. “Carnelian is my
favorite stone,” I said.


“Seni mines it in the eastern desert,” one of the men
explained. He set an already–shaped carnelian bead into an indentation hollowed
in a thick piece of wood. “I’m going to drill a hole through this bead now so
it can be strung. The indentation in the wood will hold the bead steady while I
work on it.” He placed the length of wood between his feet and held it down
firmly, then centered his drill – a long wood shaft with a microdrill inserted
into its end – against the bead. He started twirling the shaft between his
calloused palms and a hole began almost magically to appear in the bead. He
stopped after a moment, sprinkled a fine white powder into the hole.
“Abrasive,” he explained. “It makes the drill more effective. Carnelian is hard
and drilling takes a long time. Beads made from ostrich shell are the easiest.
Other types of stone lie between.”


Uncle Hemaka had sent me today to commission a carnelian
necklace for himself, offering in return a jar of his precious wine. Nykara
took me to see Padiu. I described the necklace to him and sketched it on a
sherd of broken pottery. He promised to have it ready in two weeks.


In turn, Nykara and I visited the workshops of a jewelry
maker, who showed us many wondrous objects made of gold and precious stones,
and a vase carver, and a man who was drawing an image on a large potsherd – a
woman with her arms bound behind her, the rope being held by an elephant. “It
speaks to the might of Aboo, who has taken on the power of the elephant. It
portrays his command over all our lives.” The craftsman turned the sherd over,
revealing an image of Bat. “Here Aboo symbolically gives the woman to our
goddess, to ensure the land’s fertility. This sherd is an offering for the next
festival. Aboo’s commissioned dozens.”


I noted many inscribed potsherds stacked in the workshop.
Aboo was indeed generous with more than just his live animals.


Next door was a workshop where women were making linen,
crouched around two ground looms made of wood poles, their ends resting on
foot–tall stones. They were singing as they worked. The linen appeared much too
fine for daily use. The overseer confirmed it was for rituals and burials. In
one area women were coloring linen with a variety of minerals. One woman was
painting a boat procession on a very long strip. “Commissioned by Aboo,” she
explained.


“She’s from Inerty,” Nykara told me as we moved on. “I
brought her back after one of my trade expeditions. No one in the valley
illustrates on linen better than her.”


Nykara and I left the last workshop and retrieved the
donkeys. He untied them and we headed towards the western edge of the
cultivated strip just outside the lower settlement. I was sad, for Nykara had
to deliver the donkeys to the men who’d unload my jars and put them in Dedi’s
storage hut near the boatyard. After that, Nykara had to attend to his overseer
duties. And I had a sick woman to call on.


We paused at the head of the path where we’d go our separate
ways. We stepped to one side to let others pass. The path was a busy place.


“I commissioned a gift for you, Amenia,” Nykara said. “Since
you gave away my first one.”


The boat amulet I’d placed around Great–grandmother’s neck
before we buried her.


Nykara pulled the rolled up length of leather Khamudi had
given him from his kilt, handed it to me. He was the only person who’d ever
given me anything. A second gift was completely unexpected. I carefully untied
and then unrolled the bit of leather. Inside was an anklet made of nine
alabaster falcons linked together.


“To wear when you honor the gods,” Nykara said.


“It’s wonderful!” I cried. I turned it over and over in my
hand. My eyes met Nykara’s. I started to tear up. “I’ll treasure it always.”


He knelt, took it from me. I lifted the bottom of my skirt
and he fastened it around my left ankle.


“Beautiful,” he said.


“Me, or the anklet?” I asked jokingly.


He rose, kissed me. “Do you have to ask?”


I still didn’t know why Nykara considered me pretty when no
one else did. But I wasn’t going to question my good fortune.


Laughingly, Nykara bid me goodbye, smiled, slapped his lead
donkey on the rear and headed in the direction of Dedi’s storage hut. And I
headed towards the farms lining the river, singing out loud for joy.
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I stepped from the gangplank down onto the deck of Nykara’s
wood boat. The sun had been up for only an hour, so the day was not yet hot.
The valley was drenched with golden light. Stubble showed on the plains,
harvested a couple of months ago. Birds trilled in the reed patches lining the
river, their songs ringing in the clear morning air, for dust had not yet begun
rising from the desert plateaus to dull the sky. Vultures rode the updrafts
directly across the river from us, over Nekheb. Smoke spiraled into the sky
from Nekhen’s upper and lower settlements, and from the farms lining the river
in both directions. The river was low and rather sluggish just now; the
inundation wouldn’t reach Nekhen and raise its level for another eight weeks,
if my calculations were correct, and so far the stars had never misled me.


About half the elites and their sons who were going to
participate in Aboo’s annual hunt, as well as many elite daughters, were
already on board, all of them dressed in their finery, all excited. None had
ever been on either a wood boat or a vessel so large before. Weni and Wehemka
and Mitri and Khui and Satnem were closely trailing Abar, who was giving them a
tour. She’d gone out of her way to look beautiful today, glittering with her
finest jewels, wearing her sheerest skirt, a gold circlet on her brow, lips
colored with henna. She was laughing and smiling and clearly flirting with
those who were attending her. This hunt was Abar’s opportunity to make them
desire her even more than they already did, a chance for her to generate chaos
and confusion enough to impact her father’s deal–making with the elites and
thereby delay one from being finalized as long as possible. She clearly wasn’t
wasting the opportunity.


Aboo had been the first to board. He was seated on a
leather–bottomed chair in the pavilion amidships now, in the shade, two young
girls waving ostrich feather fans behind him, two more bearing jars of wine and
platters of delicacies at his elbow. Pipi and Teti were seated with him,
glaring at each other. According to Nykara, they were the only elites still
actively bidding for Abar’s hand. Aboo had promised his youngest daughters to
Teti, Seni and Salitis; Abar believed he’d done it explicitly hoping the three
would create a second elite alliance to bid against Pipi and drive up the price
for her hand. They had in fact done so, with Teti as their leader. Both Teti
and Pipi were now trying to gain an edge by adding Hemaka to their alliance and
thereby garnering my influence as the falcon god’s priestess. Unknown to Teti,
Pipi was quietly trying to convince Seni to leave Teti’s alliance and join his;
while wavering, Seni hadn’t yet made a commitment. Nykara strongly suspected
Seni, with the clout of his gold mines behind him, might go rogue at the last
minute and make Aboo an offer of his own, seeking to have his son Satnem named
heir. I’d spotted Uncle whispering with Seni a couple of times; if Seni decided
to abandon Teti he obviously intended to strengthen his bid by adding me.


As for Rawer, he was seated atop a container close to the
bow, apparently oblivious to the deal–making going on just a few feet away,
watching Abar closely, his eyes narrowed, brow furrowed. Her flirting was
getting under his skin. That made me very happy.


The boat was filling rapidly. Several serving girls were
trudging up the gangplank, their arms full of containers. They’d see to our
needs today. I spotted Herneith and Neith and Artakama huddled together in the
bow, heads close together, whispering and laughing, nervously eyeing a couple
of extremely muscular rowers who were seeing to their oars close by. The men
were quite aware of the girls’ scrutiny. I expected they’d all sneak off
together to a secluded spot along the river after the ritual concluded tonight.
Elite girls always seemed to abandon their disdain for commoners during this
hunt. Porters were dodging passengers, carrying aboard and arranging containers
of provisions and wine jars enough to keep everyone well–supplied with food and
drink on our three–hour journey. The strip of land next to the boat at the edge
of the river was a similar beehive of activity, a mix of milling passengers
waiting to join us and boatmen and porters and servants. Nykara was in their
midst, directing everyone. Dedi was standing beside him, observing. He was the
only elite who wasn’t going on the hunt. He’d oversee Nekhen in Aboo’s absence.


Two reed vessels had departed the landing half an hour earlier.
The first held the servants who’d cut wood and haul water and maintain our
camp, and the women and girls who’d cook and clean and wait on us. They’d have
camp set up by the time we arrived downriver. The boat’s deck had been neatly
stacked with containers and jars full of the provisions we’d need the next
three days. The second boat held a number of Salitis’ herdsmen and Merenhor’s
hunters who’d take part in the hunt, and a dozen of their dogs. That boat would
transport back to Nekhen any animals the elites captured. Its deck had been
crowded with piles of fodder and troughs for food and water, and plenty of
coils of thick rope to secure the beasts, as well as the elites’ hunting
weapons.


We were bound for Aboo’s favorite hunting ground, fifteen
miles north of Nekhen. According to Nykara, a low section in the face of the
eastern plateau there made it easy for hunters to climb to the desert and
wrestle down whatever animals they captured. Drifting with the current, we’d
likely arrive shortly after midday. While we women settled into camp, the
elites and Merenhor’s men would scout the nearby desert to locate suitable
game. After dinner this evening I’d lead a ritual to assure a successful hunt.
Tomorrow, at dawn, the men would scale the plateau and spend the day pursuing
and hopefully capturing a variety of beasts. I’d accompany them to care for the
inevitable injuries. If past hunts were any indication, I’d be very busy. The
day after we’d return to Nekhen with their prizes. Aboo and the elites went hunting
together like this every year a month or two before the inundation arrived;
this would be my third time, though the first at this particular location. The
hunt had become a highlight of my year. Not only did I get to ride in Nykara’s
boat, and be extremely well fed while in camp, but I got to be alone with him
for two entire evenings. We usually spent most of each night beside the river,
talking, nestled in each other’s arms. I was as excited today to be going on
this hunt as I’d been the first time.


Nykara was the last to board. He wound his way across the
deck to the stern, where I was perched on the boat’s top strake next to the
steering oar. He gave me a quick kiss, then settled in. I spotted Wenher
standing halfway across the boat, staring at me hatefully. She was still
convinced she was going to be joined to Nykara. I resisted the urge to smile.
Several men pulled the gangplank aboard with a clatter. Other boatmen, not part
of our expedition, untied the mooring ropes and waded into the water and pushed
the bow into the current. Nykara set a course that would take us north, into
the channel between the western shore and the long island that paralleled
Nekhen, then into the very heart of the river. The oarsmen poled us into deep
water. Once clear of the riverbank they seated themselves on wood slats and
slipped their oars through leather loops attached to the top strakes and began
to row in unison. We moved crisply into the channel, silver droplets flying as
the oars rose and dipped rhythmically. Once we cleared the north end of the
island the men shipped their oars and we began to drift. Nykara hadn’t issued a
single command; his men had known exactly what to do. The elites appeared
impressed by the order and lack of chaos accompanying our departure.


Nykara had sent the supply vessels ahead because his wood
boat was sleeker and much faster than any craft in the valley, despite its
greater size. Otherwise, camp wouldn’t have been ready upon our arrival.


“The next few days are going to be exhausting,” Abar said
cheerfully, joining Nykara and me and taking a seat on the opposite side of the
stern. “I already need a break from my admirers.”


They were all watching her, as was Rawer.


“You’ve never looked more beautiful, Abar – or flirted so
shamelessly,” I observed. “Don’t you agree, Nykara?”


“I have absolutely no opinion,” he replied, stonily staring
at the river ahead.


Both Abar and I laughed. Nykara was a smart man.


“They lit the fire – I’m just fanning the flames,” Abar
said.


“Your father and Pipi and Teti seem to be having a pretty
intense discussion,” I said, indicating the pavilion.


“I overheard Pipi say ‘we’re tired of being put off’ and
Father reply ‘be patient until Dedi’s dead. He’ll rally support against
whichever of you I choose if we’re too hasty.’”


“So your father intends to keep them guessing as long as
Dedi lives,” Nykara said. “That gives us time, as we expected.”


“Any idea which of those two he’s leaning towards?” I asked
Abar.


“I’d guess Pipi. He’s joined to Father’s cousin, Khentkaus.
He’s the largest brewer, and the brewers are fairly powerful. No one’s
forgotten his family ruled before Grandfather’s – he reminds everyone
constantly. Plus, his son Wehemka is my second cousin. Wehemka and Father and
Rawer and I share a common ancestor. Taking Grandfather out of the equation,
Wehemka’s blood claim is as compelling as Rawer’s. And then there’s the deal
Pipi arranged with you, Nykara – your fleet and smithy in return for Wenher.”


Wenher was still staring at me. I regarded her coolly.
Inside, I was panicking.


“Pipi’s proposed giving Wenher to Satnem to pry Seni away
from Teti’s alliance,” Nykara said. “Wenher hasn’t found out yet.”


“She won’t be happy when she does,” I said.


“Wenher’s happiness isn’t my concern,” Nykara said. “Yours
is.” He moved to the opposite side of the steering oar. “Seni hasn’t decided
yet if he’ll abandon Teti and join Pipi.”


“Uncle’s still trying to play Pipi and Teti against each
other,” I said. “I nearly stumbled over Uncle and Teti talking in the dark near
the wadi path last week when I was coming back from my kiln after sunset.”


“Let’s hope he keeps playing them,” Nykara said. “Thanks to
both Hemaka and Seni, Pipi and Teti’s alliances are both up in the air. Their
negotiations with Aboo could drag out for months.”


“If Father aligns with Pipi I’ll be forced to join with
Wehemka,” Abar said disgustedly. “He’ll relegate me to caring for his hut, just
like Rawer. Grandfather’s quest will die.”


“So the best case for all of us is for Teti to outbid Pipi,”
Nykara said.


“Teti’s the chief potter, and as he rightly points out
pottery is the most valuable item we trade these days – thanks to you, Amenia,”
Abar said.


“Even though Nykara doesn’t trade his second–rate
garbage?” I asked.


“He conveniently ignores that fact. Still, to a large
extent, the wealth of all the elites now has pottery at its base.”


“Would Teti’s son Weni be any better for you than Wehemka,
Abar?” I asked.


“Marginally. It’s almost pathetic the way he follows me
around. I have no doubt he’ll do anything I say if I have to join with him. If
I can’t rule on my own, I can come close through him.”


“But the very best solution for you, Abar, would be if I
named you Aboo’s successor,” I said.


“And best for Nekhen as well, I believe,” she said.


“Have the lesser elites – the ones not aligned with Teti –
given up?” I asked.


“Harkhebi leads the woodcutters, Hori the water–carriers,
Itisen the fishermen, Merenhor the hunters, Raemka the flax processors. If they
stood together they could form a very strong alliance, for they could in one
fell swoop cut off the other elites from everything their workers need to live.
But they won’t, because there are too many of them and they all see the world
differently and each one believes he’s the one the others should rally behind.
Individually, what their workers do can be done by anyone in Nekhen – not as
conveniently, perhaps, but it can be done. So, as long as they remain separate,
none of them has clout, and thus no power.”


“Do you think Rawer could pull them together to fend off
Pipi or Teti?” I asked.


“That’s an awful lot of moving parts, hard to assemble,
perhaps harder to keep in place. Especially by Rawer. Because he’s irritated so
many of them,” Nykara said.


“With his dalliances?” Abar asked.


Nykara merely nodded.


“On the other hand, Rawer’s been running around with many of
those elites’ younger sons for years – the ones who won’t inherit enterprises
from their fathers. I wouldn’t put it past Rawer to promise them if they
convince their fathers to back him they’ll be rewarded once he’s the ruler,”
Abar said.


“Probably by taking their fathers’ enterprises away and
giving them to the younger sons,” Nykara said cynically.


I assumed he was absolutely correct.


“Enough of this!” Abar suddenly exclaimed. She tilted her
face to the sun, threw her arms wide. “All these speculations are hurting my
head. We’re on an adventure! Let’s have some fun!”


 


 


***


 


 


An hour after nightfall the last of the elites straggled
into camp, each one reporting fresh signs of game. By then the rest of us were
already eating. Abar and I were sitting together on Aboo’s right, cross–legged
on the ground, in front of a roaring fire. The rest of the elites and their
sons and daughters filled out the circle. Everyone was talking to a neighbor or
shouting to someone on the far side of the fire, their conversations a rising
and falling roar. Nykara was down by the river, barely in my sight, beside a
second fire with the boatmen and herdsmen and hunters and servants. Despite
most of the elites relying on his copper tools to operate their enterprises,
and the fact he was Dedi’s heir, he wasn’t officially an elite, and so hadn’t
been invited to sit with us.


Girls were circulating among us, keeping cups filled with
wine. More had practically covered the ground with clusters of bowls and jars
and platters of every type of food imaginable. My mouth had been watering all
afternoon, thanks to the delicious odors wafting from the spits where beef and
waterfowl had been roasting. The food alone was reason enough for me to look
forward to this annual hunt; sometimes it seemed Uncle Hemaka was purposefully
trying to starve me and my cousins, as well as his workers and their families.
The only times I truly ate well were during festivals and when I visited Nykara
at mealtimes.


“How many beasts are in your menagerie right now, Aboo?”
Harkhebi asked as he picked at a date.


“Just short of one hundred,” Aboo replied. “I expect us to
capture at least twenty more during this hunt.”


“Why not forty?” Rawer interrupted. He addressed the elites.
“Uncle and I captured seven baboons by ourselves two weeks ago. But, then,
we’re Nekhen’s best hunters. I’ve personally accounted for at least a third of
Uncle’s menagerie. Between the two of us, I guarantee we’ll round up the most
beasts tomorrow.”


“Guarantee indeed!” Teti scoffed.


“Divide yourselves however you like. Uncle and I will defeat
all comers,” Rawer challenged.


“What’ll you wager?” Pipi snapped. He was still seething
over Rawer’s destruction of his ancestor’s funerary hall to accommodate Aboo’s
complex in the ruler’s cemetery.


Rawer removed his carnelian necklace, casually tossed it on
the ground in front of me, smirked. “The falcon god’s priestess to oversee the
stakes.”


Aboo smiled, removed a necklace of gold, tossed it on top of
Rawer’s. Pipi did the same, glaring at Rawer as he did.


“Must I remind you we’re not going to shoot anything?”
Salitis asked. “Unlike the rest of you I’ve spent my life herding animals. I
know how to round up and control them. My group will have the advantage.” He
dropped a necklace on the growing pile.


“You have to find them before you can catch them,” Merenhor
reflected. “I’ve spent my life hunting and tracking. The rest of you will
stumble around and make noise and spook your prey before you get within a
quarter of a mile.” He added a necklace of crystal beads and a fish–tailed
knife.


Before long almost everyone had wagered and arranged
themselves in groups, sons along with fathers. Harkhebi and Raemka and Hori
alone remained, none of them chosen by the other elites. Even combined they had
no hope of winning. They whispered together for a moment.


“We claim Nykara,” Hori announced. He looked right at Rawer.
“He’s a better tracker and hunter than you. Everyone knows it.”


“He’s not elite,” Rawer said smugly. “He’s not allowed to
hunt.”


“Animals don’t know the difference between an elite arrow
and a commoner’s arrow,” Hori said practically.


“Let him hunt,” several men clamored in unison.


Clearly, many of them looked up to Nykara despite his
uncertain status. I was glad. He’d worked hard to earn their respect.


“No! I won’t let him!” Rawer insisted.


“Why not?” Pipi asked pointedly. “Because he took Dedi’s
enterprise from you? Or because you’re afraid of him?”


Rawer gave the older man a look of sheer hatred and started
to rise. I half–expected him to draw his knife and lunge at Pipi. Pipi looked
like he’d welcome the opportunity to fight. He too began to rise. At a hissed
command from Aboo, Rawer settled back. “Fine,” he snapped. “Include him. It
won’t help you any.”


I’d seen the look Rawer then gave Pipi before. Rawer was
going to make Pipi pay for practically calling him a coward in front of the
elites. I wouldn’t be surprised if Pipi had a fatal “accident” of some kind
during the hunt tomorrow. I couldn’t help thinking if Pipi did it would
simplify things for Nykara and Abar and me.


“Enough. Time to prepare for the ritual,” Aboo announced,
his usual way of dealing with conflict –  by avoiding it.


The men and boys immediately headed off to don their hunting
regalia and collect their weapons. The serving girls began clearing away what
was left of the food and drink from around the fire. We girls assembled some
distance away beside a smaller fire, where cosmetic jars and palettes and
chunks of malachite and containers of henna awaited. All the girls except me
paired off and started painting images of the various animals we expected the
men to capture the next day on each other’s arms and legs and backs and chests
and cheeks, covering nearly every bit of exposed skin. As always, I decorated
my body with images of the falcon god, for my role in the ritual would be
different than the rest of the girls.


We reassembled beside the main campfire an hour later. At
Aboo’s command, the men and boys formed a large circle around and facing the
fire. Nykara was among them. They all carried weapons – bows, arrows, lances,
knives, nets, ropes. All were adorned with some item expected to transfer the
power of or power over their prey to them – dog tails and oryx tails and
aurochs tails attached to belts, ostrich feathers tied into hair, pieces of
horn or bone made into necklaces, strips of exotic pelts made into sashes, even
kilts adorned with images of various animals. Most of the men had also drawn images
of their prey on their bodies.


The women formed a smaller circle, tightly ringing the fire
within the circle of men and facing them. They carried small drums or ivory
clappers or strings of beads to shake. I stepped into the space between the two
circles, also facing the men. I’d changed into a skirt short enough to expose
the image of the falcon god tattooed on my upper thigh. I touched the talisman
with my fingertips, then began to chant softly, an ancient chant from a time
when our ancestors lived by hunting and gathering on the vast savannahs edging
the river valley, long before they’d begun to farm and herd. After a moment,
Abar took it up. Then, one by one, the other women joined in. Soon after they
began to lightly strike or softly shake their instruments.


I stopped chanting though the rest continued. I moved
directly in front of Aboo. I removed my talisman, touched it in turn to each of
Aboo’s weapons. “Aboo, I grant the god’s blessing to your arrow, that it flies
true, to your knife, that it cuts cleanly, to your lance, that it thrusts deep,
to your net, that it tangles the legs of your prey so it may not escape you.” I
touched it to the elephant he’d drawn on his chest with malachite. “I grant you
the strength of the elephant, that you may trample your foe underfoot.” I
touched it to his forehead. “Receive the falcon god’s blessing, that you remain
free from harm during the hunt tomorrow, and return to camp victorious.”


Aboo recited the ritual words of acknowledgement, then he
began to slowly sway from side to side, marching in place, barely lifting his
feet. I moved to his right, blessed Rawer and his weapons, then Hori, then
Pipi, then all the rest in turn. All the while the women continued to chant and
keep the beat, the men to slowly move. Last I stood in front of Nykara.


“Receive the falcon god’s blessing, that you remain free
from harm during the hunt tomorrow, and return to camp victorious.” I leaned
close, whispered. “Tomorrow and always, My Love.”


Nykara began to march as the others already were. I replaced
the talisman around my neck, moved back into the middle of the space between
the men and women. Aboo uttered a wild cry, raised his hands and weapons in the
air. The rest of the men followed suit. The sudden noise startled the hunting dogs
tied up down by the river. They began barking furiously. The women broke into
full–throated song, pounded drums and clappers harder, shook beads faster. They
began circling the fire. I fell in line behind Abar, joined the dance, clapped
my hands in time in lieu of an instrument. The men circled in the opposite
direction, added their voices to the song. They spun and dipped and rose,
slashed the air with their knives, thrust with their lances, released skyward
the drawstrings of arrowless bows, slew imaginary prey. The dance grew ever
faster, the men’s gestures increasingly violent, the women’s ever wilder. Dust
rose from my feet, drops of sweat flicked from my fingertips, soaking–wet hair
clung to my brows and shoulders and chest. The talisman swung on its chain as I
spun, gasping for breath, chest heaving, caught up in the intensity of the
ritual. Sweat–drenched bodies glistened all around me. Serving girls and women
and hunters and herdsmen and boatmen and others gathered to watch, clapped
along, raised their voices in song, uttered wild cries, ringed us ever more
closely. The fire crackled, sending sparks towards the heavens. We danced
without stopping for an hour, relentless, mesmerized. Then, exhausted, I
finally called a halt. I pantingly invoked the blessing of the god on the hunt
in general, ending the ritual.


Serving girls hurried to us bearing jars of wine and beer
and water. Everyone downed their chosen beverage greedily. Many poured jars of
water over their head.


My thirst slaked, I trudged wearily towards the river along
with Herneith and Artakama and Wenher and Neith and Semat to bathe. My legs
were aching and my heart was pounding and sweat was flowing and I was still
trying to catch my breath. I had no idea where Abar had gotten off to. The moon
was full and so bright it nearly washed the stars from the sky and illuminated
the flats along the riverbank almost as clearly as at midday. The palms lining
the bank cast deep shadows, swaying slightly in the light breeze, fronds softly
clacking. The river shimmered silver in the moonlight. The night was alive with
the sounds of insects and nightbirds and animals rustling about in the patches
of reeds, scented with water and mud and flowers. I stripped off my skirt and
stepped into the river and waded to where it was waist deep and then dove.
Coolness washed over me. Instantly, I was refreshed and invigorated. I emerged
from below the surface, stood with my feet sinking into the cool mud, tilted my
head back. Water tinkled musically from my long hair as it streamed into the
river. Shouting and laughing, the rest of the women joined me. Soon we were
splashing and chasing each other and scrubbing the animal images from our
bodies and having a generally good time. In the midst of it I closed my eyes
and pictured Nykara with me in the river instead of the girls. I felt alive,
and hopeful, and insanely happy.


And then the near trance–like exuberance of the ritual dance
wore off. Instantly, I was very tired. I sloshed to shore, slipped back into my
skirt, sat down in the shadows, wearily rested my back against the trunk of a
palm tree. Before long the other girls clustered around me, equally exhausted,
a couple lying flat on their backs and looking up at the moon through the palm
fronds, all of us soaking wet, our hair tangled, skirts plastered to our legs
and slowly drying in the night’s heat.


“There you are!” Inetkawes called. She emerged from the
shadows into a patch of moonlight.


Her brother Wehemka was with her.


“I wanted to make sure she got to the river safely,” he
announced. Without asking anyone’s leave he sat down in the midst of the women,
facing me. In the moon–dappled shadows I could clearly make out his features.
“Is it true Abar is going to be joined to Nykara, now that he’s Dedi’s heir?”
he asked abruptly. “Because Aboo either can’t or won’t give anyone a straight
answer.”


“But Amenia’s in love with Nykara,” Inetkawes protested. She
sat down next to me, put her arm around my shoulder, hugged me close.


“I don’t know any more than you do,” I told Wehemka. “I’ve
heard Aboo’s promised Abar to Rawer, and that Dedi’s threatened to give her to
Nykara. Why would I know what either of them are actually planning? They don’t
consult with me.” Indecision about her status played into Abar’s and Nykara’s
strategy to keep the elites off guard, to make them all believe they still
might have a chance to join with her. I was glad for the chance to reinforce
the uncertainty.


“That would be awful, if Abar and Nykara ended up together
instead of you and Nykara,” Inetkawes told me loyally. “Even if she’s my
cousin.”


“Maybe not so awful, Sister,” Wehemka said. “If Rawer
doesn’t join with Abar his claim to succeed Aboo will be no better than mine.
We’re both related to Aboo. But Rawer’s lost the fleet, and someday I’ll have the
brewery and the wealth and status that goes with it. Wouldn’t you like that,
Inetkawes – to be the sister of Nekhen’s ruler, to live in exceptional luxury,
to be able to order everyone about?”


“No!” Inetkawes exclaimed. “Amenia and Nykara are my friends.
They’ve both saved my life. They should be together.”


“You’re dreaming, Wehemka.”


We all turned at the sound. Rawer stepped from the shadows,
where he’d apparently been eavesdropping, into a patch of moonlight. “Trying to
sway Amenia, are you?”


“Same as you!” Wehemka snapped. “I’ve seen you hanging all
over her at the festivals. I’ve seen the gifts you’ve given her – or at least
tried to. The gold circlet. The necklaces and bracelets and girdles. I’ve seen
her turn most of them down, too. You should take the hint.”


“You’re jealous because you don’t have anything to offer
Amenia that’s as fine as what I can give her,” Rawer retorted. “I have
craftsmen at my disposal and you don’t. Besides, why should I bribe her? I’m
Dedi’s grandson and Aboo’s nephew. He’s already declared me his heir,” Rawer
said superciliously.


“Which our fathers accepted when you were heir to Dedi’s
enterprise and Abar was promised to you. Neither of which is true anymore.”


That was Weni. He moved next to Rawer. I wondered if every
man on the expedition was going to appear to argue his case to succeed Aboo
tonight. I could scarcely believe how frank everyone was being. I took that as
a sign Rawer’s position was indeed as weak as Abar and Nykara and I believed.


“Without Abar you’re nothing, Rawer,” Weni continued. “You
lose the second link to Dedi. And without the fleet to use as leverage, how do
you think you’re going to get any of the elites to support you?” He turned to
Wehemka. “As for you, your family makes beer. Beer! My father could stop
supplying your father with jars and supply a different brewer and then where
would you be? Brewing might have been important in Nekhen once, but now pottery
is our most important commodity. Isn’t that right, Amenia? We all know you’re
generating considerable wealth with your special pottery.”


“Which benefits my uncle, not me,” I informed him.


“Exactly,” Weni concurred. “If I was trying to bribe
you, which I’m not,” he hastily but unconvincingly assured me, “I’d ask you how
you’d like to reap the benefits of your pottery for yourself. We all know your
uncle has promised you to Nykara. Well, if Nykara joins with Abar you’ll be
free. You’ll be able to join with anyone you choose.”


“You, for example?” I asked innocently.


“Why not? Think of it! Joined to me you could fully utilize
your talents in my father’s pottery works instead of your uncle’s. You could
share in the wealth you generate. You’d never have to lift a finger again to do
anything except create at your kiln. Servants would do everything else for you.
Wouldn’t you like to live that way?”


Precluded, of course, on me naming him Nekhen’s next ruler.


“You should take Weni up on his offer, Amenia,” Wenher said
harshly. “You’ll never belong to Nykara. He’s mine. And when he combines his
fleet with my father’s brewery and Aboo’s herd and Abar is joined to Wehemka –
well, my brother will be Nekhen’s ruler. Grab what scraps you can while you
still may.”


“Exactly right!” Wehemka exclaimed.


“Don’t listen to them, Amenia,” Rawer insisted. “You’re
better off with me than anyone else. Just think of it! Nekhen’s ruler and god’s
priestess joined – what power we could wield together! Everyone would bow
before us! And our first–born son – all the power of the falcon god and man
combined in one person. Think what that could mean for him.”


Rawer needed to be brought down a notch. “Would you be more
faithful to me than you’ve been to Abar?” I asked.


“Certainly,” he said without hesitation.


I doubted he believed that any more than I did.


“What about the promises you made to me?” Herneith objected.


“What promises?” Weni snapped.


“He said I’d rule by his side!”


“You were a pleasant dalliance,” Rawer said nonchalantly.


“One of many, from what I’ve heard,” I said.


“I ought to break you in two!” Weni cried, stepping so close
to Rawer their chests were touching.


“Go ahead and try,” Rawer said belligerently.


“Serves you right, that you could lose Abar to Nykara!” Weni
practically shouted. “Everyone knows he’s a better man than you!”


“Nykara will pay if he takes Abar away from me,” Rawer
retorted. “At a time of my choosing.” He took a step back, poked Weni in the
chest with a finger.


Weni slapped Rawer’s hand away.


“You’re so desperate to be ruler I’ll bet you’d agree to
join with Hunur,” Rawer snorted. “What is she, five years old? Only seven more
years to wait. By then it’ll be too late for you.” Rawer laughed.


“Go ahead and laugh. The elites will never accept you as
ruler,” Weni retorted. “My sister’s not the only elite daughter you’ve
sullied.”


“That’s true,” Artakama piped up.


“Yes it is,” added Semat.


I wondered if I was the only woman in Nekhen Rawer hadn’t
been with. Guess that was one advantage of not being beautiful.


“Daughters are pieces in a game,” Rawer said. “Their
so–called honor doesn’t matter to their fathers – only the influence and power
I can give them.”


“Nykara’s more powerful than you now, Rawer,” Weni said. “He
has the fleet and his smithy. He’ll never let Amenia slip from his grasp, no
matter what Dedi says. As for me, Amenia, I’ll fight to make sure Nykara’s
joined to you. Then Abar will be free. I’ll take her to be mine. I’ll deny her
to you, Rawer. I’ll be Aboo’s successor.”


Moments ago Weni had offered to join with me. He’d already
moved on to Abar. Was there any man who wasn’t an opportunist? Would they all
do whatever was expedient to become Nekhen’s ruler?


“If I can’t get what I want, none of you will get what you
want either,” Rawer said darkly. “I promise you that.”


“What can you do against our combined might?” Weni snorted.
“There are more of us than you, and together we elites have more power than you
can muster alone.”


Rawer stared at Weni. “If someone ever raises a conspiracy
against me, you and your father better not be involved, Weni. I’ll make you
both pay.” His eyes swept over us. “That goes for all of you.” Then he spun on
his heel and disappeared into the darkness.


He was barely out of sight before I too rose and headed back
to camp by a different route, leaving everyone behind. I didn’t want to spend a
single moment longer with this bunch.


 


 


***


 


 


I found Nykara sitting by the commoners’ fire in the midst
of relaxing hunters and herdsmen and boatmen and serving women and girls. Every
woman had paired off; most were hanging all over their partner, or vice versa.
It wasn’t just elite daughters who took advantage of excursions like this to
break out of the boredom of their daily lives. Everyone seemed to be having a
good time, with the exception of the unattached males. More men had come to
support the expedition than women, and a few girls were still tending to the
elites at their nearby fire. Nykara greeted me with a smile. I sat next to him.


“Are you hungry, Amenia?” a hunter asked solicitously. He
pointed to half–empty bowls and platters of meat and fruit and bread. “Help
yourself.”


“Or thirsty?” queried another. He indicated a tall
earthenware jar at his feet. “We appropriated some of Aboo’s wine,” he said
confidentially.


Based on jovial shouts from around the elites’ fire and the
figures staggering drunkenly in its light the wine wouldn’t be missed. 


“No, thank you,” I replied. I leaned over, my lips near
Nykara’s ear. “Go find Abar. Bring her to your boat,” I whispered urgently.
“The three of us need to talk. Make sure no one follows you. There are spies
skulking about. We can’t trust anyone except Inetkawes.”


Nykara nodded.


“I’m off to bed,” I announced loudly a few moments later. I
stood and scanned the men. “I need to be well rested for tomorrow. I expect
I’ll spend most of the day tending to your injuries.”


Their good–natured protests followed me into the darkness.


I was sitting in shadow inside the pavilion on the deck of
the boat, facing the riverbank, when Abar and Nykara climbed aboard.


“Where were you earlier?” I asked Abar as she seated herself
beside me. “You missed a messy confrontation between Rawer and Weni and
Wehemka.” I noticed then her cheeks were wet with tears.


“I was with Father in his tent, having a confrontation of my
own. I’m surprised you didn’t hear us. We were screaming at each other.”


“You’ve been crying?”


“Yes.”


“What happened?” Nykara asked.


“He’s decided to join me to Weni,” Abar practically spat.
“He’s taken Teti’s deal. He’s going to announce our joining at next year’s
hunt.”


“Aboo’s really chosen Teti over Pipi?” I was incredulous.


“Yes.”


“Why wait a year to announce it?” Nykara queried.


“Father’s demanded gold and beer and cattle from Teti and
Seni and Salitis as a sign of good faith. It’ll take them that long to
accumulate the amount they’ve agreed to.”


I was flabbergasted. “I thought he’d drag the bidding war
out much longer.”


“So did I. But Father’s become obsessed with having a
grandson, and soon, to assure his line’s survival. Assuming my son by Weni is
of age when Father dies, Father believes the elites will accept his right to
rule.”


“Straightforward direct descent from our current ruler. I’d
have to confirm him,” I said.


“That’s Father’s expectation.”


“Has he told Pipi?” Nykara asked.


Abar snorted. “Father’s going to pretend he hasn’t decided
yet and keep stringing him along.”


“How?”


“He’ll continue to proclaim publicly that Rawer’s his heir
and I’m to be joined to him. He’ll keep negotiating with Pipi behind the
scenes.”


“Weni will be pleased,” I said. “He vowed to join with you
earlier tonight, Abar. A few minutes after he vowed to join with me.”


“Maybe he should have us both,” Abar said darkly. “I could
hold him down while you stab him.”


Not a half–bad idea. “I’m shocked your father picked Teti,”
I said. “Aboo surely knows about Pipi’s arrangement with Nykara for the fleet.”


“He does,” Nykara interjected.


“Isn’t your father afraid of Pipi using Nykara’s fleet and
smithy to strike at his alliance with Teti?” I asked.


“Father doesn’t believe his deal with Teti will affect the
transportation network. I’m afraid you’re to blame, Nykara,” Abar said.


“Me?”


“Father respects you. He’s convinced you’ll operate the
fleet in Nekhen’s best interests. Which means using it in concert with Father’s
herd even if I’m joined to Weni. The good news for you, Amenia, is Father also
sees many advantages from Nykara being joined to you. He’ll order your uncle to
make that happen right after he names Weni his heir, mostly so you and Nykara
will both be in his debt.”


“Aboo’s using Teti to create his own grand alliance – ruler,
Teti, priestess, fleet operator – all loosely tied together,” Nykara said.


My dream realized. Abar’s destroyed.


“I could tell Pipi how he’s being played and the whole deal
would blow up in Aboo’s face,” Nykara said thoughtfully. “I could do it at a
time of our choosing, too, to maximize the damage.”


“That aside, the bidding war for you is truly over, Abar?” I
asked.


“It seems so.”


“Your quest to rule?”


“Dead, if my son with Weni is old enough to succeed Father
when he dies. If he’s too young you could confirm him anyway and name me his
regent. That would be the same as ruling, at least until he’s of age.”


“What if you haven’t given birth to a son by the time Aboo
dies?” I asked.


“Same as now – you’ll have to choose between Rawer and Weni
and the other elites and me.”


I’d been thinking about Nekhen’s future constantly since the
day Abar met with Great–grandmother and me in the audience hall. Nekhen’s next
ruler had to be someone who could react to a rapidly changing present and
envision a startlingly different future and take full advantage of new
possibilities. Rawer would try to ignore change, try to stand against the wave
of progress sweeping the valley and hold it back. So would Weni and Wehemka and
every other elite man. Abar, on the other hand, would ride the wave as far as
she could take it. I’d known since the night of Great–grandmother’s death, when
the falcon god sent me my dream, that I was going to confirm Abar. I hadn’t told
her yet because I feared she’d steal Nykara away from me if I did. She loved
him. But Abar was truly my friend. I had to trust she wouldn’t do anything to
hurt me. After what I’d witnessed on the riverbank tonight, I realized there
would be a tremendous fight when I confirmed Abar. Because she was a woman
Nekhen’s elite men were not going to willingly submit to her when Aboo died –
unless they were committed to do so far in advance. Being Aboo’s most direct
descendent was not going to be enough in her case – Abar would need an alliance
of her own to actually rule, no matter what I said. She’d need time to build
that alliance. Keeping my decision secret to protect my own interests was not
serving Nekhen, for by so doing I was denying Abar time. I’d denied her far too
much already. And so, walking from the river to the campfire, with the night’s
events fresh in my mind, I’d finally decided to tell Abar what she’d waited so
long to hear.


“You should have been with me earlier, Abar,” I said. “Rawer
had it out with Weni and Wehemka, no holds barred. All three of them were
awful. They fought over Nekhen. They fought over me and you, as if neither of
us should have a say in our future. They proved to me they don’t care who they
hurt, that they care only about themselves and their status. Not one of them
uttered a single word about Nekhen or its future or the welfare of its people.
It was just ‘I’ll take so–and–so from you,’ or ‘I’ll keep so–and–so from him.’
All three want to put everyone else in their place so they can have ultimate
power. Weni and Wehemka outright tried to bribe me so I’d choose them as
ruler.”


“And so?” There was cautious hope in Abar’s voice.


“The day Aboo tries to force you to join with Weni I’ll tell
him I’m going to confirm you.”


Abar couldn’t hide her relief. That I’d decided in her favor
clearly released a great deal of tension. She leaned towards me, earnest. Her
eyes searched mine, as if she didn’t believe she’d finally heard the words
she’d waited so long for me to utter. “Are you sure? Did you have a dream about
me?”


“I had a dream. But it wasn’t about you. So the decision’s
mine.” No sense telling her or Nykara how long ago I’d dreamed. I simply wasn’t
brave enough.


“You don’t have any doubts about me?”


“I have doubts about me! Look at who I am, Abar! A potter. A
healer. Who am I to hold Nekhen’s fate in my hands? Since the day I began to
wear the talisman I’ve been almost paralyzed, knowing I was responsible for
choosing. But tonight I got a terrifying glimpse of what would happen if I
didn’t, if I let Rawer and the elites fight it out and then confirmed whoever
was left standing. The falcon god made me Great–grandmother’s heir for a
reason. I haven’t taken that responsibility lightly. I’ve watched Rawer and you
and the elites closely these past years. Rawer is a truly awful man. He has no
redeeming qualities. Nor do any of the elites. I feel the same way Tiaa must
have – she had to step in and do what was best for Nekhen by choosing
someone better. In this case, you.”


“I appreciate your faith in me,” Abar said sincerely. “But
you can’t tell Father, no matter what.”


Nykara looked as surprised as I must have.


“Why not?” I asked. “Isn’t that what you want, for everyone
to know you’re going to be the next ruler?”


“I do. But knowing your choice now would give Weni years to
marshal a force against me, so that when Father dies he’ll be able to seize
power without your blessing, even if we have a son. The elites will fall
in line behind him if they know the alternative is a woman. And don’t count
Rawer out. He won’t meekly accept Father’s designation of Weni as his heir.
Rawer will build an alliance to combat Weni – and he’ll try to negate you,
discredit you in some horrible way, so he can entirely control the outcome.
It’s best if you don’t even hint at your selection to anyone until the very
moment you announce it in the oval court. If my joining with Weni and
submitting to him in the short term is the price I have to pay for defeating
him and the rest of the elites in the end, I’ll pay it.”


“That’s an extraordinarily high price,” I said. “Submitting
to a man you don’t care for? Are you sure?”


“That was always going to be my fate. But even if it wasn’t,
how could I do less, for Nekhen?” Abar asked.


I took Abar in my arms and hugged her. In that moment I
loved her, for herself, and for the sacrifice she was prepared to make. She
loved Nykara. I still saw it in her eyes every time she looked at him. By
joining with Weni she’d be giving up the chance to be with Nykara forever. She
truly was prepared to do whatever she had to for our settlement. What more
confirmation did I need that I’d chosen wisely?
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The boatyard was strangely deserted. I was approaching from
the north with a load of foodstuffs from farms where I’d spent the morning and
afternoon making my daily deliveries. The rest of Dedi’s boats were already
tied to the mooring posts, their sterns swaying back and forth with the rhythm
of the current. But no boatmen were around the landing place. Something was
amiss.


I nosed the boat into its berth, jumped into the water and
scrambled onto land even before one of my men secured the vessel. The faint
sound of keening women came to me. It had to be Dedi.


I raced up the slope towards where the boatmen lived,
rounded the northernmost structure. The entire area outside Dedi’s distant hut
where the two of us lived was packed with boatmen and craftsmen and their
families. Women were crying, bending and grabbing handfuls of dust, throwing it
on their heads. Nekhen’s elite men were gathered in a knot, solemn, talking
amongst themselves. That they were outside instead of inside was curious and
ominous. I sprinted the remaining distance to the hut. Everyone milling in the
yard parted to let me pass. Senebi was blocking the entrance, arms folded over
his chest.


“You’re not welcome here,” Senebi sneered, looking up at me.


I shoved him so hard in the chest with both hands he
staggered, fell, landed on his back inside the hut. He cried out in anger and
pain. I stepped over him.


Dedi was stretched out on his pallet on the far side of the
small room. His body had already been prepared for burial, except for being
entirely wrapped with strips of linen. Unlike women, he wouldn’t have
resin–soaked pads placed around his head and hands. Abar was sitting on the
ground next to him, her hand atop his. She looked up at me, tears streaming
down her cheeks. Amenia was on her knees beside Abar, an arm draped around
Abar’s shoulders. Her cheeks were also wet. Aboo was standing at the foot of
the pallet. He turned at my entrance. Rawer was next to him. Rawer glared at
Senebi, then glanced at me resignedly. I was certain he’d ordered Senebi to
keep me out.


Grave goods had already been assembled along one wall – mats,
linen, wood boxes, lapis lazuli, precious stones, pottery jars full of fat and
wine and beer, cosmetic palettes, pigments, fine stone vases, ivory pins and
combs, copper objects, harpoon heads, fish hooks and flint knives, necklaces,
pendants, ivory figurines, a vast selection of Amenia’s decorated pottery. In
effect, everything Dedi had used in life. I intended to make sure every last
object made it into Dedi’s grave – not Rawer’s hut.


“Grandfather took sick this morning and was dead by midday,”
Rawer announced matter–of–factly.


Amenia wiped her eyes with the back of her hand, gazed up at
me. Malachite was smeared on her cheeks, giving her a particularly mournful
appearance. “I did everything I could for him.”


I nodded. “I’m sure you did. Thank you.”


“Now that you’ve seen him,” Rawer said, “get out. You don’t
have any right to be here.”


“I’m Dedi’s heir,” I said coldly. “I have every right.”


“Actually, you’re not.” Rawer addressed Aboo. “Uncle,
Grandfather gave me specific instructions before he died. Senebi was here with
me – he heard everything.”


Senebi, on his feet again, rubbing a shoulder, nodded his
head vigorously, then smirked at me. He kept his distance.


“Grandfather said his approaching death had brought him
clarity. He said he’d wronged me – not by making Nykara his overseer in my
place – even I know he was justified at the time, for, frankly, I was young and
foolish back then. Grandfather said I’d grown up these past years, that my
supervision of your tomb complex had proved that, that he should have
reinstated me as his heir a year ago. ‘Blood,’ he said, ‘matters more than
anything, and Nykara is not of our blood.’ Grandfather was insistent from now
on I personally operate the boatyard and the fleet and oversee his craftsmen.”


I willed my face to remain impassive. I’d always known this
day would come. I wasn’t particularly surprised Rawer hadn’t even waited for
Dedi to be buried before pushing me aside. But I wasn’t about to go down
without a fight. “Did Dedi actually say that, Amenia?”


“I wasn’t here when he died,” she replied softly.


“You said you tried to heal him.”


“When it was clear I couldn’t Rawer told me to leave. He
said I wasn’t needed anymore. I went to fetch Abar and Aboo. By the time we got
back Dedi was dead.”


That was convenient.


“Did Dedi actually say these things?” Aboo asked Senebi
sharply.


He didn’t hesitate for an instant. “Every word, exactly as
Rawer reported.”


I had a pretty good idea how Rawer was going to reward
Senebi for supporting his lie.


“So, again, Nykara – get out,” Rawer snapped. “I’ve already
had your things removed from this hut. I don’t want to see you in my
boatyard again – ever.” There was triumph in his eyes.


I met his gaze, unflinching. I didn’t care he’d kicked me
aside. My only ambition in life had been to be a boatman, and through that
means to pursue Dedi’s dream for Nekhen. Rawer believed he’d just taken my
livelihood away from me. But he couldn’t stop me from building and operating a
boat of my own. Luckily, I had my smithy to finance its construction and
support its crew. With my own boat I’d have the freedom to concentrate on trade
to benefit myself – and as far as goods to trade, I wouldn’t need Dedi’s –
Rawer’s – craftsmen to make any. The copper objects I supplied to the elites
and nearby hamlets brought plenty of useful items in return for me to exchange
elsewhere. It was going to take time, but I believed I’d come out alright in
the end. So if Rawer expected me to plead or complain or appeal to Aboo to
intervene on my behalf he was sadly mistaken. Rawer was the first to drop his
eyes.


“Rawer’s lying. You know that, don’t you Father?” Abar
asked.


Aboo looked like he wanted to be anywhere else. Because of
Rawer’s claim, he suddenly had a major problem to deal with. For years he’d
been publicly proclaiming Rawer and Abar would be joined and Rawer would
succeed him. In private, assuming Rawer would never regain Dedi’s enterprise,
he’d finalized an alliance with Teti and Seni and Salitis to name Weni his heir
and join Abar to him, at the same time continuing to negotiate with Pipi. With
the fleet back in Rawer’s hands, Aboo’s deal with Teti was dead. But Teti
wasn’t the kind of man to accept being outmaneuvered by Rawer and betrayed by
Aboo. He’d reveal the existence of their deal, meaning Pipi and Rawer would
learn about it. Pipi would be incensed when he discovered Aboo had been
negotiating with him in bad faith. Rawer would be furious when he learned Aboo
had abandoned him and thrown his lot in with Teti. I thought it entirely
possible Teti and Pipi might set aside their differences and band together and
rally the rest of the elites to force Aboo to step aside as ruler, making it
irrelevant whether he named Rawer his heir or not. Aboo wasn’t quick–witted
enough to figure a way out of his dilemma on the fly. So he surrendered. “Rawer
has a witness,” Aboo told Abar helplessly. He shrugged, looked at me. “I’m
sorry, Nykara. It appears Rawer has been restored to his place, as Dedi
wished.”


I bowed my head in acknowledgement. Then I looked up, gazed
at Amenia, saw utter panic in her eyes. Hemaka had only promised her to me
because I was Dedi’s heir and destined to someday be an elite. That wasn’t
going to happen now, at least not as operator of Dedi’s enterprise. The moment
Hemaka found out about my change in status he’d shift his attention from me to
the existing elites. He’d have no trouble joining Amenia to one of their sons,
given she was a valuable commodity now, able to wield the power of the falcon
god. There’d be plenty of competition for Amenia with me out of the picture.
The gods knew there’d been enough even with me in the picture, with Pipi and
Teti and Seni negotiating with him, as well as other elites. That should have
worried me, but it didn’t. I expected competition to work to my advantage. It would
take Hemaka time to sort through all the offers he’d receive and negotiate the
arrangement most favorable to him. I knew I could come up with one he wouldn’t
be able to refuse. I only wished I could say something to comfort Amenia, so
she wouldn’t worry. But this wasn’t the time or place.


“From today,” Rawer announced, “Senebi will oversee my
fleet, as his father did for Dedi for so many years.”


The elites would be mortified when they found out.
Everything would spiral out of control, much as it had when Dedi and I were in
Maadi and Rawer and Senebi were in charge. Neither had ever paid attention to
what Dedi had tried to teach them either before or after that period, nor what
I’d tried to impart after I became Dedi’s heir. And so what Dedi had built would
eventually fall apart, and the elites and everyone else in Nekhen would pay the
price. But someday Aboo would die, and Amenia would confirm Abar as Nekhen’s
next ruler, and I’d construct a fleet and unite my boats with her donkeys and
rebuild the transportation network and put everything to rights. How much
damage Rawer did would depend on how much longer Aboo lived.


“Get out, Nykara!” Rawer insisted a third time.


“I’ll leave when I carry Dedi’s body to his grave,” I said
calmly, crossing my arms over my chest.


“Suit yourself,” Rawer said after a long pause. He faced
Aboo. “Another issue. Grandfather insisted Abar and I be joined as soon as
possible. ‘Death comes suddenly,’ he said. ‘There will be chaos if Abar isn’t
joined to me before Aboo is dead.’”


Abar’s face was instantly grim, her lips set in a tight
line. She gave Rawer a scathing look. “Father, every elite man in Nekhen has
agreed your successor will be the man who’s joined to me. So the true power to
succeed you lies with me. I’ll pick my own man.” She turned to her cousin. “And
it isn’t going to be you, Rawer.”


Rawer’s face flamed red with fury. “Uncle, every man in
Nekhen controls who his daughter joins with. Are you so weak you can’t control
yours?”


It had to be as clear to Aboo as it was to me that to negate
the threat posed by a potential alliance between Teti and Pipi Aboo absolutely
had to retain control of the entire transportation network, for with it he
could control the elites. But Aboo could only control it if he forced Abar to
join with Rawer immediately, before his secret dealings were revealed. But how?
Abar was resisting. Unless Aboo was willing to bodily carry Abar to Rawer’s hut
he’d be proving the very weakness Rawer had just accused him of. Rawer would
certainly have Senebi spread news of Abar’s refusal and Aboo’s inaction
throughout Nekhen. Who knew the ramifications of that?


“Give Abar to me right now or I’ll pull every one of my
boats onto land immediately,” Rawer threatened. “There won’t be any deliveries
by water in the valley, either from Nekhen or to Nekhen. Nekhen’s workers will
starve without foodstuffs. There will be utter chaos. And it will be your
fault.”


“Donkeys can transport food from farms,” Abar pointed out.


“You don’t have enough donkeys,” Rawer snapped. “You keep
telling me you’re concerned about Nekhen’s welfare, Abar. If that’s true you’ll
submit to me.”


Abar stiffened. “That’s the crux of the problem, Rawer –
you’ve always wanted me to submit,” she said icily. “If you’d just once told me
you valued me and my opinions and the help I could give you we wouldn’t be in
this position. But you didn’t. So I’ll never join with you.”


“Then I’ll join with one of the elite women – Herneith or
Neith, maybe even Semat. Maybe I’ll join with several, just to form a more
extensive alliance. Then you’ll never be a ruler’s woman, Abar. That’s what you
claim you were born to be, remember?”


Abar aspired to far more than that.


“Or I could join with Wenher,” Rawer continued. “She’s of
our blood, Uncle. Or even Hunur. It’d be symbolic until she becomes a woman.
Abar’s blood is no better than either of theirs.”


“If you can join with Wenher, I can join with Wehemka,” Abar
countered. “Their blood is equal.”


“You see!” Rawer cried, turning to Aboo. “Abar wants power!
That’s why she flirts with the elites, so they’ll think they have a chance to
be with her. She’s the one who’s created chaos in Nekhen. She’s done it
deliberately.” He stared at Abar. “Give her to me, Uncle. I’ll get her under
control.” The last he said menacingly.


“You threaten every man and woman and child in the valley
and I’m the one who needs to be controlled?” Abar asked disgustedly. “You dally
with every woman who crosses your path and I’m the one who needs to be
controlled?” Abar shook her head. “Father, my son, your grandson, will be an
uncontestable heir. Let me pick a man and join with him and bear a child. By
the time you’re in your grave he’ll be old enough to rule. Together we can
sidestep Rawer.”


“Unless he’s not born in time,” Rawer rejoined.


“Are you threatening to kill Aboo?” I asked pointedly.


Rawer shrugged. “That’s your interpretation.”


Was there any other?


Rawer turned back to Aboo. “I could easily have Senebi
spread the story Dedi’s last words were he’d made a mistake yielding to you,
that Abar’s intransigence and your inability to control her are proof, that he
wanted me, his direct descendant, to take over as ruler immediately.”


“You’d lie?” Aboo said, appalled. “The elites would never
believe you.”


“You’ve already accepted his lies today, Father,” Abar said
quietly.


“You see how it is,” Rawer told Aboo haughtily. “I can set
the vultures to circling in no time. I can make sure there won’t be a peaceful
transition to your successor – either after you’re dead, or before. There’s
only one way to get yourself out of this. Join me to Abar – now. As you said,
the sooner she gives you a grandson, the sooner you have a direct male
descendant, the better. No one could challenge your grandson’s right to rule.
Eventually. As soon as I’ve had my turn.”


Aboo bowed his head, stared at the ground for a long time,
clearly lost, unsure. He was as afraid of Abar as he was of Rawer. Not to
mention Teti and Pipi. Sweat beaded on his brow. “What do you say?” he
suddenly asked Amenia, with the tone of a drowning man who’d just grabbed onto
a rope. “It’s your job to confirm my successor. Who has the god told you to
select?”


Aboo had just shifted the responsibility for dealing with
Rawer from himself to Amenia. What a coward! Without knowing it, he’d
also boxed Amenia into an utterly hopeless position as far as Abar’s future was
concerned. Amenia couldn’t say she was going to confirm Rawer simply to throw
him off track today – Rawer would force Amenia to formally announce him as the
god’s choice and Amenia wouldn’t be able to take it back later. She couldn’t
say she was going to confirm Abar because that would give Rawer time to rally
the elites against her. Amenia couldn’t name one of the other elites, for none
of them were any better than Rawer. She couldn’t say she hadn’t dreamed, for
that would open the floodgates and create chaos; Teti and Pipi would definitely
seize the opportunity to push Aboo aside. Aboo had neatly trapped Amenia. What
could she possibly say to extricate herself and retain the ability to choose
Abar after her father died? I recognized this as the defining moment in Abar’s
and Nekhen’s future. Amenia’s reply would determine if the plan Abar had worked
on for so many years, to become Nekhen’s ruler, to pursue Dedi’s quest, would
ultimately succeed or fail.


Abar gave Amenia’s hand a long squeeze.


Abar rose. She held her head high. She’d never looked more
regal – or dangerous. “I’ll join with you, Rawer,” she said without emotion.


Both Rawer and Aboo appeared shocked she’d capitulated.


Willingly submitting to Rawer without further argument was
the only thing Abar could have done to free Amenia from Aboo’s trap and keep
Rawer from becoming suspicious about her real choice. By forestalling Amenia’s
answer to Aboo’s question, Abar had preserved Amenia’s ability to choose her as
Nekhen’s ruler later. Amenia and Abar had agreed during the hunting expedition
on this specific course of action if they ever faced this situation, though at
the time they’d expected Abar would have to join with Weni, not Rawer. I’d been
skeptical they’d follow through, but they had. Abar had just sacrificed her
present to ensure the future she wanted could still be possible. It was grossly
unfair she’d had to, but she couldn’t have done anything else.


Abar had also assured Aboo would continue to rule Nekhen by
forestalling Teti and Pipi and their potential alliance. I knew she was smart
enough to have figured that out, too.


“That’s settled, then,” Aboo said almost cheerfully, relief
in his voice. “As soon as we’ve buried Dedi, Abar, you’ll go with Rawer to his
hut.”


 


 


***


 


 


I walked up the wadi path to the upper terrace, an hour or
so before sunset, bound for Hemaka’s and Sanakht’s pottery establishment. A
week had passed since Rawer kicked me out of the boatyard. I shared Heth’s hut
now in the cluster inhabited by my copper workers. Abar had indeed been joined
to Rawer immediately after Dedi’s burial, and ever since I’d avoided visiting
any section of Nekhen where I might encounter either of them, separately or
together. I couldn’t stand the thought of looking Abar in the eyes, knowing I’d
failed to keep her safe from Rawer. And I feared if I ran into Rawer I wouldn’t
be able to contain my fury and I’d do or say something I’d regret later. He’d
won a battle but not a war. I could hardly wait for the day Amenia would
confirm Abar as Nekhen’s ruler instead of him. Then Abar would have the power
to push Rawer aside and live the rest of her life on her own terms. I wished
she wasn’t going to have to spend the years between now and Aboo’s death
subjugated to Rawer. I didn’t want her to suffer at his hands.


Joining was the reason I was headed to see Hemaka, or,
rather, to stop a joining. Two days ago Nekauba had drunkenly boasted his
father was going to force Hemaka to honor the agreement to unite him with
Amenia, and his claim had quickly spread throughout Nekhen. According to the
rumors, Sanakht had offered half his share of the pottery works to Hemaka as an
incentive. The elites were busily proposing counteroffers to Sanakht’s; Wenher
had informed me her father was now negotiating for Amenia to be joined to her
brother Wehemka. That would clear the way for Wenher and I to be joined, or so
she hoped. But I had no intention of letting Amenia slip through my fingers. I
was prepared to do whatever was necessary to keep that from happening.


Hemaka was seated on a leather stool in the shade under his
verandah, leaning back against the side of his house, overseeing his workers from
a distance. He looked up at my approach, stiffened. “I’m surprised you’d show
your face here after what’s happened.”


I hadn’t expected to be embraced with open arms. I stood my
ground. “We need to talk about Amenia.”


“There’s nothing to talk about,” Hemaka said dismissively.
“I allowed you to be with my niece because you were Dedi’s heir. You were going
to become an elite. Now you don’t even work in the boatyard. Believe me, there
are plenty of men from elite families who are quite willing and anxious to join
with Amenia, now that she’s a priestess. Joining her to any one of them will
link my family to theirs and increase my status.”


Hemaka hadn’t asked me to sit. That was fine with me;
standing, I towered over him. I looked down at him. “Just what do you expect to
gain by this increased status?” I scoffed. “Tell me, Hemaka – which of the
elites is going to increase your wealth? Are you counting on Pipi or
Teti or Seni to step up?”


He looked startled.


“That’s right – I know you were negotiating with them for
months before Rawer upset their plans. For that matter, do you expect them or
any other elite to make up for the wealth you’re about to lose?”


“Lose?”


“Why, the wine and lapis lazuli and other exotic products
from the North you’ve been receiving in exchange for Amenia’s pottery, of
course,” I replied. “Haven’t you heard? As soon as he took over the fleet Rawer
announced he’s not going to send trade expeditions to Maadi anymore. He doesn’t
have any captains capable of going all that way. He’s afraid to lead one
himself. So he’s beached Dedi’s largest cargo boat and dismissed its crew. He
won’t be calling on you for Amenia’s black–topped pottery ever again.”


Hemaka’s reaction told me he’d been unaware. His narrowed
eyes told me he was calculating his loss and didn’t like the result. “He’ll
need her decorated pottery to trade at Tjeni and Nubt,” he spluttered.


“Rawer’s already sent a couple of his friends to replace the
men who currently run the trading posts Dedi set up. They don’t have any
experience as traders. I predict there’ll be a sudden and significant reduction
in the amount of goods exchanged between Nekhen and all settlements and hamlets
in the southern valley. Rawer will need far less decorated pottery than in the
past.”


“Why are you here?” Hemaka snapped. “To gloat?”


“On the contrary. I want to give you a chance to partner
with me and become even wealthier than before.”


Hemaka snorted. “Impossible. Only the elites have wealth.
And you’ll never be one of them now.”


“Are you so sure about that?”


“You’ve been kicked out of the boatyard.”


“That’s not the basis of my wealth.”


“Copper?” Hemaka sneered. “As soon as you run out of ingots
your smithy will close.”


“I have no intention of running out of ingots.”


Hemaka eyed me speculatively. “Explain yourself.”


“Send for Amenia. She should hear this too.”


Hemaka reflected for a moment, squinted at me. “Amenia!” he
shouted.


Every worker in the yard turned to stare at us. Nekauba was
standing next to the kilns, eyeing me triumphantly. He clearly assumed I was no
longer his rival, that his father’s offer of a greater share of the pottery
works would sway Hemaka. Nekauba wouldn’t mind if that happened; the entire
works would be his when Sanakht and Hemaka died anyway.


Amenia emerged from the house. She saw me and stopped dead
in her tracks.


“You may as well sit,” Hemaka said. “Both of you.”


There were no stools. Amenia sat cross–legged on the ground,
facing her uncle, casting wondering glances my way. I remained standing.


“Tell me,” Hemaka said.


“I’m going to trade in the North on my own,” I said.


“How?” he sneered. “You don’t have a boat.”


“I’ve already started building one. Within two months I’m
going to set out for Maadi. In less than four I’ll return with a load of goods,
like before. Including copper ingots.”


“Have you come to beg for a load of Amenia’s pottery? Is
that what you want – for me to finance your trip?” Hemaka laughed.


“I will indeed need Amenia’s pottery – as much as she can
make before I depart. I’ll fill her jars with items I’ve received in trade for
the copper tools and weapons I’ve produced in my metal works.” I shook my head.
“Hemaka, there’s not an elite man who isn’t dependent on my copper – especially
Rawer, though that hasn’t occurred to him yet because he has no clue about how
his boatyard functions.” I smiled. “It’s copper that’s going to make me an
elite. Being Dedi’s heir never was. I’m surprised you didn’t realize that long
ago. Frankly, Hemaka, I’m calling on you first, giving you the opportunity to
become my partner, because of my relationship with Amenia. Do you doubt I could
make a deal with any of the elites – the woodcutters, or fishermen, or hunters,
or stone workers? Every one of them relies on my copper tools and weapons – you
think they wouldn’t partner with me without a second thought? Why, Pipi and I
agreed to be partners once. Which you well know.”


I had Hemaka then, for everything I’d said was true. Plus, I
could cut off the flow of copper to any individual elite I chose – such as
Rawer – and his boatmen and craftsmen would have to go back to using stone
tools and he’d have to add more men to do the same amount of work they did now.
Of course, as Hemaka had observed, if I couldn’t get to Maadi and obtain a
supply of copper ingots Heth would soon run out of material and the leverage I
currently had would disappear. So I had to move quickly, while I still had a
reserve of copper to work. I needed Hemaka right now as much as he needed me.


“What are you proposing?” Hemaka asked.


“Amenia’s pottery, in the same styles and quantities as
before.”


“You just said Rawer’s men in Tjeni and Nubt are
incompetent. What if they can’t trade the pottery?”


“I’m going to set up competing posts of my own – run by Dagi
and Pabasa and their assistants. They’re the ones with relationships in the
settlements. Everything will continue to function as it has.”


Hemaka squinted at me. “What will I get in return for
Amenia’s pottery?”


“Double the previous amount of wine and other goods, of your
choosing.”


It was an overly generous offer, one Hemaka couldn’t
possibly refuse.


“I want your pledge you won’t join Amenia to anyone else
before I have a reasonable chance to become an elite,” I said. “I want your
pledge the day I do she’ll be mine.”


Hemaka laughed lasciviously. “You must want her badly, to
give so much for her.”


“Do we have a deal?” I asked brusquely. I glanced at Amenia,
saw hope and love in her eyes.


“We do,” Hemaka said. He pointed his finger at me. “But I’m
not a patient man, Nykara. We’ll reassess this deal after your trip to Maadi –
four months from now, I believe you’ve committed to. If I discover you’ve
exaggerated what you’ve promised to deliver our deal will be off. Or if it
becomes clear to me you’ll never become an elite. Understood?”


“Completely.”


I returned to my smithy a happy man, the image of Amenia’s
joyous relieved smile before my eyes. My only regret was I hadn’t gotten to
witness Hemaka’s announcement of our new arrangement to Sanakht and Nekauba.


 


 


***


 


 


At dawn, two months to the day later, I launched my new wood
boat on its shakedown cruise. It was a third smaller than the cargo boat I’d
built for Dedi, of necessity. I lacked the time and resources to make a larger
one. I’d designed it to be crewed by only nine men – me to steer and eight
oarsmen. They’d continuously rotate; only six would row at a given time to keep
everyone relatively fresh.


On board were copper tools destined for several hamlets
south of Nekhen. Delivering them was a good excuse to shake out the kinks in
the boat before launching my first expedition to Maadi two days from now. I’d
brought the last load of Amenia’s pottery down from the upper terrace
yesterday; even now the jars and pots were being crammed full of the trade
items I’d accumulated this past year. Tomorrow, if all went well today, my crew
would load everything on the boat.


I shouted a command. One of my men untied the bow from the
mooring post along the riverbank. I’d selected a spot half a mile downstream
from Dedi’s boatyard for what passed for mine, at the northern boundary of Nekhen.
Two more men waded into the water and rotated the bow into the channel, then
scrambled aboard, dripping wet. Six oarsmen poled the boat away from the bank,
then took their seats and began to row. I steered us towards the center of the
channel, setting a course that would skirt the southern end of the island and
take us to the middle of the river.


Amenia was standing next to me in the stern. She loved to
travel by boat. She’d gone with me many times the past few years, always to nearby
destinations. I’d even taught her to steer, at her insistence. She was smiling
joyfully, her eyes shining. Her skin was golden in the early morning light, her
long hair and skirt whipping about in the strong wind out of the north blowing
against the mass of palm fronds I’d erected in the bow, helping us make
progress against the current. Within an hour the wind would heat and speed up –
for fifty straight days at this time of year it swept hard and hot across the
entire land, enveloping the valley in a dusty haze. I planned to be back at
Nekhen in time to avoid the worst of it. Amenia was wearing the talisman and
the falcon anklet and she’d painted falcons on her arms and legs – she’d
blessed the boat before we boarded, putting it under the protection of the
falcon god. She was going to bless it again the morning I set out for Maadi; my
entire future – and Amenia’s – was riding on that expedition and I wanted all
the divine help I could get. I’d even painted an image of the falcon god on
each side of the bow. No one had ever decorated a boat that way before.


The men rowed hard. Drops of water sparkled in the air as
their oars rhythmically rose and dipped. These particular oarsmen had once been
Dedi’s best; they’d abandoned Rawer and come to work for me the instant I’d
asked. All were as eager as I to set out for Maadi. I’d never known a true
boatman yet who didn’t love an adventure. All of the men had gone there with me
before.


Amenia put her hand on the steering oar. “I love to feel the
river’s power,” she said enviously.


I laughed. “Don’t worry. You’ll get to steer on the way
back.”


“I’ll hold you to it.”


It was a glorious day. The sky overhead was deep blue,
already growing hazy over the desert plateaus to east and west. The riverbanks
were green, lush with patches of reed and papyrus, lined with palms and acacia
and willows. We passed the last of the farms that directly supplied Nekhen,
encountered swampy tangled brush on the uncleared plain. A mile or so later we
passed the first hamlet, a cluster of small huts housing no more than half a
dozen families, with its own small collection of farms. Every hamlet was
similar throughout the entire region under Nekhen’s sway, both north and south.


Once we’d made our southernmost deliveries we began drifting
north with the current, towards home. Everyone but Amenia and me lounged on the
deck; there was no need to row, only steer. She manned the oar; I sat next to
her and mostly watched her as she intently scanned the river ahead and
maneuvered the craft. I never tired of looking at her. At times like this, when
she was doing something she loved, she seemed to be lit by an inner glow. I
found her then to be extraordinarily compelling. We landed at midday at Nekheb,
directly across the river from Nekhen, our final stop.


I jumped into knee–deep water, then lifted Amenia from the
boat and carried her a couple of steps to dry land so she wouldn’t get wet. I
set her down. One of the crewmen tossed me a heavy leather pouch full of copper
tools. It made a muffled metallic clank as I caught it. I slung it over my
shoulder, then led Amenia up a well–trod path away from the river. Behind us my
men disembarked and went to rest and eat in the shade of a grove of palms.


Nekheb was an ancient settlement, largest in the area besides
Nekhen, though only a fraction of its size. Its huts topped a sandbank perhaps
a hundred yards from the river at the mouth of a wadi leading into the eastern
desert and Seni’s gold mine and quarries. Its standard stood in the center of
its huts, a tall pole topped with a vulture, Nekheb’s god. Stone chips crunched
under our feet as we walked towards the hamlet.


“They must have worked stone at Nekheb for thousands of
years, for there to be so much debris,” I noted.


We made our delivery, ate a leisurely meal in the shade with
Nekheb’s patriarch.


“You bear the talisman,” he noted, gazing at Amenia.


“It is my fate.”


“Nekheb’s ancient stories tell of your ancestress, Tiaa. She
united this entire region behind Nekhen’s ruler at a time when all the hamlets
were independent, ruled by their own patriarchs,” he said. “The stories claim
she selected a man who wasn’t in the line of succession in order to rally the
valley to your settlement.”


“That’s what my family’s stories say too,” Amenia replied.


“My ancestor was the first patriarch from outside Nekhen to
support her choice.”


“I didn’t know that.”


“A point of pride for us. Perhaps that will happen again –
an unexpected selection,” the patriarch said. “Rawer is certainly no Aboo – or
Dedi.”


“Perhaps. If the falcon god wills it,” Amenia said
noncommittally.


“Are you like your ancestor, a man of reason?” I asked the
patriarch.


“I am when Nekhbet, our vulture goddess, prompts me.”


That set me to thinking. In the old stories, it had indeed
been men from outside Nekhen who’d supported the man chosen by Tiaa and ensured
he’d be allowed to rule. Seated beside me was a patriarch from outside our
settlement who was clearly unimpressed with Rawer and the thought of pledging
fealty to him someday. I made a mental note to speak to Abar about him – we’d
never discussed building a base of supporters for her from the surrounding
valley. That was a way to get around Nekhen’s elites, assuming at least some of
them would align themselves with Rawer now that Abar was joined to him. Or, rather,
have Amenia speak to Abar. Now that I’d been removed from the boatyard I wasn’t
able to converse with Abar anymore. Even Amenia only got a hurried whisper or
two with her during festivals; apparently, Rawer was keeping Abar incommunicado
in her father’s house, which he’d settled into.


“Would you like to explore some of the rock etchings on this
side of the river?” I asked Amenia after we’d taken our leave of the patriarch.


“I would.”


We headed into one of the wadis slicing into the desert from
the eastern end of Nekheb. After a long hot walk we came to a sheer rock face
on its north side. On it was etched a boat with a high curved bow and a low
stern with a thick clubbed end. Amidships were two pavilions, the front one
with a domed roof and the rear one more or less rectangular in shape.


“See how the boat is superimposed over these two stylized
giraffes?” I asked.


“They reused the rock face,” Amenia said. “I wonder how many
years passed between the etching and re–etching?” She studied the animals
closely. “They’re exactly like ones I’ve seen on the heights overlooking
Nekhen. I suppose the same people may have made both of them. Great–grandmother
thought giraffes like this are symbolically carrying the sun across the sky. I
wonder if whoever etched this image intended to imply the boat was carrying the
sun too.”


“If they etched boats, no doubt they had the means to cross
the river.”


We moved farther up the wadi. We encountered two more
sickle–shaped boats, both with two pavilions. Two bulls were superimposed over
them. Above the second, smaller boat was an unfinished third. Around the
largest boat were several more animals.


“I wonder why they reused the rock faces, when there are so
many untouched ones available?” Amenia asked.


“Maybe they were etched to honor the gods in some way, and
beliefs changed over time,” I speculated. “There are, after all, dozens of
vultures scratched on rocks all over this area. The vulture represents Nekheb’s
god now.”


“Do you suppose a Barbary sheep represented Nekheb’s
original god?” Amenia queried. She pointed. “That rock over there contains
quite a few, even one being chased by two dogs. And a couple of bows. And some
abstract arrangements of dots and elaborate notched rows – I count close to two
dozen separate elements.”


“Perhaps the drawings were used in hunting rituals,” I
suggested. “As you well know hunters paint the animals they’re going to hunt on
themselves, or carry some part of the animal with them, to give them its
power.”


“I guess we’ll never be sure,” Amenia sighed. “But I’m going
to start using some of the images I’ve seen today on my decorated pottery. I
remember one of Great–grandmother’s tales about Tiaa doing that very thing,
tailoring her decorated pottery to reflect the beliefs of the settlements where
it was traded. Maybe it’ll be more valuable to people at Nekheb if it’s painted
with images of their god.”


“That’s an excellent idea.”


We climbed to the heights on the north side of the wadi,
then stopped to rest. The river ran straight as an arrow far below us, silver,
powerful, lined with green strips on both sides, then desert plateaus. I swept
my gaze across Nekheb, then the long island near the western shore, then
Nekhen’s lower settlement, then the wadi path climbing towards the upper
terrace. Amenia had never seen our settlement from this perspective; she was
clearly taken with the view. I focused on Dedi’s – Rawer’s – boatyard, the
columns of smoke rising from my own smithy, the oval court. My eyes were drawn
to Aboo’s fine home. Even now, I supposed, Abar was inside with Rawer, both of
them probably presiding with Aboo in the attached audience hall. Now that they
were joined, according to what I’d heard, most of the elites had grudgingly
accepted Rawer would someday rule them. I’d also heard rumors a few holdouts
were more determined than ever to keep that from happening, Pipi and Teti in
particular. Now that they had no chance of joining their sons to Abar and
gaining rule through her they were prepared to argue succession did not pass
through her or her sisters. It was only a matter of time, I suspected, before
they’d increase their efforts to bribe Amenia to select them when the time
came, the only possible way around Rawer now. We’d discussed that a few times.


“Do you miss your old life, operating the fleet?” Amenia
asked.


“Surprisingly, no,” I replied. “The boatyard isn’t the same
with Dedi gone. Besides, what I love is being on the river, steering my boat,
exchanging goods, as we’re doing today. All the rest – the fleet, the
scheduling, overseeing craftsmen and boatmen – I did because Dedi asked me. I
can be quite content the rest of my life building my own boats, traveling the
river, trading, pursuing Dedi’s quest. As long as I’m with you.”


Amenia blushed. “Thank you for speaking to Uncle Hemaka and
keeping him from joining me to an elite,” she said. “I know you gave up a lot
of your wealth to do it.”


“What do I care for wealth, without you to share it?” I
asked. “With luck, I’ll be able to stall Hemaka until you name Abar ruler.
After that she’ll protect you from him.”


“I feel so bad for Abar,” Amenia said softly. “Rawer makes
her miserable. She told me at the last festival.”


“I try not to think about the two of them together,” I
admitted. “It’s got to be hard for her, living under Rawer’s thumb, biding her
time.”


“I hate Rawer, for what he did to the two of you,” Amenia
said angrily. “He lied about Dedi. He lied about Abar. Why did Aboo believe
him?”


“He didn’t. But he wanted an easy way out of what was a
chaotic and contentious situation, and Rawer gave him one. So he took it and
pushed the decision onto you. He’s not a particularly strong ruler. Or man.” I
gazed at Amenia. “But thanks to Abar’s sacrifice, you’re still in position to
upset Rawer’s carefully laid plans.”


“Believe me, I will, as long as I still have the power to
when the time comes,” Amenia vowed, clutching her talisman.
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“It’s a boy, Abar! You have a son!” I exclaimed.


I held him up, bloody, wonderful, showed him to her. He
started squalling. I cradled him in the crook of my arm, touched the talisman
to his chest, kissed the top of his head, whispered a prayer of thanks to the
falcon god.


Several very pretty young serving girls, apparently recent
additions to Rawer’s household – I’d never seen any of them before – eased Abar
off the birthing bricks and helped her to lie down on a thick clean pallet
covered with a linen sheet. She was naked and drenched with sweat and bloody
from her ordeal. I leaned over and placed the infant in her arms.


She stroked him softly, looked up at me with joyful tear–wet
eyes. “His name is Shery, after Father’s brother.”


Shery began greedily sucking.


Abar’s half–sisters crowded around her and their new cousin,
chattering, laughing, cautiously touching his pink skin. Servants bustled
about, some hauling into the bower jars of river water in which acacia seeds
had been steeped to bathe Abar, some arranging lengths of linen to dry her off
afterwards, some removing bloodied linen and the birthing bricks and the bandages
that had held dates mixed with emmer and herbs in place under Abar’s stomach –
that concoction had helped free Shery from her womb during the delivery – some
preparing food and drink.


I gathered up my container of behen oil and another of
saffron powder I’d mixed with beer – I’d massaged both into Abar’s belly to
ease her pain during delivery – and a curved wand of hippo ivory carved with
images of Bat I’d used to draw protective circles around her. I slipped away to
a corner of the birth bower, out of the way, sat down, relieved and exuberant.
That’s how I always felt after a birth when both mother and child survived. Far
too often that wasn’t the case. I’d prayed to the falcon god to keep Abar safe
the whole time I was racing from the upper settlement down to the riverbank
after a breathless Hunur appeared at Uncle’s to tell me it was Abar’s time. I
loved Abar and hadn’t wanted anything to happen to her. I’d worried needlessly.
Shery’s birth had been one of the quickest and easiest I’d ever attended. I touched
the talisman to my lips and whispered a prayer of thanks.


A large crowd was milling about outside the bower. I heard
much laughter, the rising and falling of excited voices. Men and women had been
gathering ever since Abar headed towards the river a few hours earlier,
including Aboo and Rawer and many elites. The elites were surely hoping Abar
had given birth to a girl, for that would strengthen their hands against Rawer.
Aboo and Rawer, of course, would be hoping for the opposite. A son would
solidify Rawer’s claim to succeed Aboo and ensure his line continued to rule
after he himself died.


I moved to a water jar and washed the blood from my hands
and arms and legs. I’d change into a clean skirt later. The gentle breeze off
the river blowing through the palm frond–covered sides of the bower cooled my
sweat–drenched body. I’d set the bower up a week ago in a grove of palm trees
atop the bank six feet from the river, blessed it, arranged charms to protect
mother and child – most particularly the goddesses Bat and Nekhbet – festooned
it with greenery and flowers. As I washed I glimpsed the ivory crocodile
figurine I’d broken in two, the hippo I’d smashed. That had negated their power
and kept Abar and Shery safe. I drew a deep satisfied sigh. The scent of the
flowers was refreshing.


After I dried myself I crossed the bower and knelt beside
Abar. Shery had finished nursing. Abar’s eyes were fixed on him. She’d never
looked so happy and contented.


“I should show Shery to the crowd,” I said softly.


“I know.” Abar kissed the top of his head. “Don’t let Rawer
give her to a wetnurse and take her away. I want Shery to myself as long as
possible.”


“I promise. Now, get some rest, Abar.”


“Thank you, Amenia. For being here.” She wearily closed her
eyes.


I lifted Shery, gave him to his cousins. They washed and
dried him while the servants saw to Abar. After, I swaddled him in a length of
linen. Cradling him in my arms, I crossed the bower and stepped through its
entrance into the shade of the palms. Hundreds of men and women were waiting
expectantly, arranged in a large semicircle facing me.


I strode directly to Aboo, ignoring Rawer. “This is your
grandson, Shery,” I told him.


Aboo stared at the babe for a long time, stroked his cheek.
Then he turned and faced the crowd. “I have a grandson!” he cried exuberantly.
“His name is Shery!”


The crowd erupted in cheers. I held the baby up for all to
see. Men and women surged forward to get a closer look, surrounding Aboo and
the baby and me. I turned slowly, in a circle, giving everyone a glimpse.


“If you live as long as Ipu, someday you’ll confirm Shery as
Nekhen’s ruler,” Aboo said excitedly. He was smiling, overcome with joy. He’d
waited a long time for a grandson.


And if everything works out as it should Shery will
follow Abar, not Rawer. With that comforting thought I smiled at Rawer.
He’d forced his way through the crowd to my side. “He’s a fine, strong boy,” I
told him.


“I can see that.” Rawer smirked. “Makes my succession solid,
wouldn’t you agree?”


Always thinking about himself. “Don’t you want to know how
Abar is?” I asked, ignoring his question.


“I assume you’d be with her if there was a problem,” he
replied.


He wouldn’t have minded if Abar had died in childbirth, now
that she’d given him a son and heir. He probably wouldn’t have wasted any time
joining with a more submissive woman, either. He was a pitiful and pitiless
man.


“I’d like to know,” Aboo said, giving Rawer an irritated
glance.


“She’s resting. There were no problems at all. The falcon
god took good care of her.”


“Thank you, Amenia,” Aboo said sincerely.


Rawer indicated a young girl who’d meekly slipped to his
side, her eyes downcast. Sadly, I recognized her. Tentopet. I’d attended her
three days earlier as I’d just attended Abar. The birth had been difficult. Her
infant had lived only an hour. She was barely sixteen, Dagi’s sister, daughter
of the chief flint knapper in Rawer’s workshops. 


“This girl will be Shery’s wetnurse,” Rawer announced. “Hand
him over.”


Rawer apparently didn’t even know Tentopet’s name, just that
she had milk to give. Tentopet was in no shape to care for a baby; she wasn’t
close to recovering from her own difficult ordeal. “Go inside the birth bower,
Tentopet,” I said. “Abar will be happy for your help. I’ll be in shortly.”


Tentopet looked at Rawer uncertainly.


His face was turning red. He was angry I’d contradicted his
order.


“It’s just for a week, until the afterbirth rituals are
concluded,” I said innocently. “I’m sure you understand.”


Rawer stared at me for a moment, started to say something.
Then he thought better of it. He dared not oppose or refuse me, for obvious
reasons. He looked at Tentopet and scowled and tilted his head towards the
bower.


She quickly pushed through the crowd and disappeared inside.


Someone brought two leather stools and Aboo and I seated
ourselves in the shade, Rawer standing at my side. Then everyone formed a
rather disjointed ragged line and passed by to get a closer look at Shery and
offer congratulations to Aboo and Rawer. Aboo responded proudly; Rawer remained
silent, fuming. The viewing took nearly an hour. Shery slept through it.


When the last person passed by I stood.


“Take care of him, Amenia,” Aboo said. He stooped and kissed
his grandson.


Without a glance at Rawer I turned and carried Shery back
into the birth bower.


 


 


***


 


 


Abar finally awakened in the middle of the night. The wind
was sighing through the palm fronds overhead, fragrant with the scents of the
river. Her half–sisters and servants had long since stretched out on pallets
around a campfire that had died to coals just outside the bower. Tentopet was
asleep on a pallet inside a few paces from Abar. She’d require more of my time
as a healer the next few days than Abar would.


“You’re still here.” Abar’s face was a vague shape in the
dim light.


I was sitting beside her, holding Shery, rocking him gently.
“Of course. Do you want him?”


“Yes.”


I placed Shery in her arms. “How are you feeling?”


“Better than I expected,” she replied, nestling him against
her.


I tilted her head, put a cup of water to her lips. She drank
it gratefully.


“You came through childbirth well, thank the gods,” I said.
“Both of you. Shery’s going to be a fine strong boy.”


She caressed him with her fingertips. “Someday he’ll run
Father’s herds. If there’s anything left to run.”


“You’re not involved anymore?” I asked, surprised.


“Father turned management of his donkeys over to Rawer right
after we were joined. I have no idea what he and Senebi have done with them. Rawer’s
locked me away in Father’s house. He doesn’t trust me to go outside without
him. He’s cut me off from news of what’s happening in Nekhen, too. His new
serving girls watch me constantly to make sure.” She indicated the sleeping
forms by the fire. “But I’m fairly sure spying on me isn’t their primary role.”
She took a deep breath. What she’d kept bottled up inside began spilling out.
“Father doesn’t even try to restrain Rawer. After what happened the day
Grandfather died, Rawer has him cowed. Father’s deathly afraid Rawer will
spread some vicious lie and remove him from power. So he goes along with Rawer,
tries to ignore what’s happening. They hunt together all the time now. That
binds them together. Father doesn’t stand up for me at all. Rawer’s even banned
me from the audience hall – unless there’s some reason he needs me to be his
personal ornament. I’m completely wasting my talents and skills.” She ran her
finger down Shery’s leg. “At least I have him now to make my life worthwhile.”


“Rawer got extremely angry when I insisted Shery stay with
you in the birth bower,” I told her. “But he didn’t dare try to stop me.”


“Good!”


I pointed to the sleeping form next to her. “That’s
Tentopet. She’s going to be Shery’s wetnurse. She’s Dagi’s sister.”


“I remember her, vaguely. We met when Nykara and I were
picking out traders for our posts.”


“She lost her baby a few days ago. She’s still very weak.
It’ll be awhile before she can help you.”


“I’m sorry to hear that.” Abar lay her hand on Shery’s back.
“I prefer to nurse him myself for now, anyway.”


“I envy you, Abar. I can’t wait to give Nykara a child.”


“You will,” she said comfortingly.


“I know.” I paused. “Remember when I told you the falcon god
sent me a dream but it wasn’t about Aboo’s successor?”


“Yes.”


“I saw myself sitting beside Nykara with our newborn child
in his arms, watching the sun set.”


“Ipu said the falcon god’s dreams always come true.
Everything’s going to work out for you, Amenia. I’m so glad,” Abar said.


“It’s so hard being patient.”


“With luck, you won’t have to wait much longer.” Abar
shifted Shery to the middle of her chest. He promptly fell asleep. “Tell me
what’s been happening in Nekhen, Amenia, all of it. Rawer struts around
Father’s house like he’s already our ruler. I’m afraid of what he might have
already done.”


“The news isn’t good,” I said solemnly. “You’re right to be
worried about the herd – deliveries are usually late. Nykara’s former boatmen
tell him Rawer and Senebi have no clue about how to create or follow a
schedule. The overseer Rawer put in charge of your father’s donkeys is no
better. Fishermen’s punts aren’t being repaired timely. No new boats have been
constructed in months. But no one dares complain about Rawer to Aboo. Rawer has
a group of thugs at his disposal now, assembled and overseen by Senebi. They
silence anyone who objects to anything Rawer does.” I glanced at the sleeping
form a few paces away. “Tentopet’s joined to one of the worst of Senebi’s men,
Hatiay.”


“So, another spy for Rawer,” Abar said resignedly, gazing in
Tentopet’s direction.


“I don’t think so. I think she was simply convenient, a girl
with milk to give. I know for a fact she was forced to join with Hatiay against
her wishes. He didn’t even look in on her when he learned her child had died. A
girl.”


“That’s awful.”


“Hopefully Shery will fill the void in her heart.”


Abar nodded. “What’s happening outside Nekhen?”


“Rawer replaced Dagi and Pabasa and their men in the trading
posts with some of the younger elite sons he’s been running around with these
last years. They’re all incompetent. Supply boats return from Tjeni and Nubt
less than half–full now. Rawer keeps getting rid of Dedi’s craftsmen because he
doesn’t have enough raw materials to keep them busy. Those who remain create
luxury items for Rawer and the elites and nothing for anyone else.”


“Chaos,” Abar said, distressed. “What’s happened to the
craftsmen and traders and boatmen Rawer cut loose? How are they feeding their
families?”


“Nykara’s snatched up every single craftsman so far. He’s
built workshops for them near his smithy. They make objects for the other
hamlets in our region and for the common people to offer the gods at festivals,
and for long–distance trade.”


“He’s trading with Nubt and Tjeni on his own?” Abar asked,
surprised.


I nodded. “Maadi, too. He’s built a wood boat. He’s set up
his own trading posts in Tjeni and Nubt, in opposition to Rawer’s. Pabasa and
Dagi operate them, along with their same assistants, like before. Rawer is
either unaware or doesn’t care. My decorated pottery is still coveted at Nubt,
and my black–topped at Maadi, so Nykara’s making out quite well. Between my
pottery and Heth’s copper items and the objects Nykara receives in exchange
from the nearby hamlets, he has plenty of goods to trade. He’s made two trips
to Maadi in the past nine months, both very successful. He’ll make his third
next month, a few days after the inundation festival, so he can get downriver
before the water’s too high and swift.”


“So if Dagi and Pabasa are still in place…”


“Your plan to expand Nekhen’s influence still lives,” I
assured her. “Pabasa and Rennefer just had their third child, Dagi and Tamerit
their second. Those children are being raised to worship our gods and live as
we in Nekhen do.”


Abar smiled. “That’s a tremendous relief.”


Shery began to squawk and Abar helped him find her breast.
“Nykara’s copper works?”


“Thriving. Between copper and his trading Nykara should
already be wealthy enough to be an elite. But he has to give so much of what he
brings back to Uncle Hemaka to keep him from joining me to an elite son that
Nykara’s wealth is growing much too slowly. They’re partners now – that was the
price for Uncle not joining me to someone else.”


“It sounds like Nykara is doing everything right,” Abar
said. “But I’m afraid even if he becomes the wealthiest man in Nekhen Rawer
will never let Father raise him from the ranks of commoners. And we both know
Rawer himself never will.”


A sobering thought, one I’d had myself far too many times.
No doubt why, in my dream, I’d seen Nykara and me together in the delta. We’d
never prosper in Nekhen.


“Don’t worry, Amenia,” Abar said. “It’s the first thing I’ll
do once you confirm me as ruler.”


“Speaking of that…” I said in a low voice so the serving
girls wouldn’t overhear. “Some of the elites are definitely conspiring against
Rawer. Most looked pretty sullen this afternoon when they found out you’d given
birth to a boy. Particularly Pipi and Teti.”


“Can they really offer a challenge to Rawer anymore?” Abar
asked. “Father officially proclaimed descent through me the day Ibetina died.
Now Rawer has the fleet to go along with me. Shery certainly strengthens his
hand, being Father’s grandson. He ties the two sides of our family together,
since he’s Grandfather’s great–grandson.”


“Soon after you were joined to Rawer the elites began
disputing your Father’s proclamation about descent. Pipi’s been the most vocal.
He’s extremely angry at your father for leading him on the way he did. Nykara
told him about Aboo’s agreement with Teti, just to stir him up. Pipi’s
constantly approaching me, trying to bribe me so I’ll support Wehemka as your
father’s successor. Pipi’s argument is descent through Aboo should be the most
important factor in determining the next ruler, not through Dedi. Pipi and his
supporters – he has at least some – say Wehemka has a better blood claim than
Rawer because his mother is your father’s cousin. They disregard you, of
course, because you’re a woman. You don’t count as a descendant in their eyes.
So the elites are coalescing – most are behind Rawer, some are behind Pipi. And
some are still out for themselves. Teti, in particular. He’s extremely bitter
Rawer got you after Aboo promised you to Weni. Ultimately, though, the failure
to unite behind a single elite will be the downfall of Rawer’s opponents –
Rawer has gained the support of the minor elite families whose younger sons
he’s been associating with. The rest of the elites are splintered and thus
outnumbered.”


“None of which matters, in the long run, because you’ll
decide who rules.”


“I fear there’s a really strong chance they’ll try to
overturn my selection of you. So Nykara’s still trying to quietly build support
for you in the surrounding valley.”


Abar glanced in the direction of her sleeping sisters. “I
feel awful for them. Rawer’s pressing Father to promise them to the elite
families who back him to strengthen his hand – symbolically, until
they’re old enough to be actually joined. Even though Father already promised
them to different families when he made his deal with Teti.”


“Can you believe it, Abar?” I asked. “Even Uncle Hemaka
thinks he has a chance to become ruler.”


“A commoner who operates a small pottery works?”


“A surprisingly wealthy commoner now, thanks to his
partnership with Nykara,” I said. “One who’s greedy for even more, and
influence to match. Pipi and Teti and Seni played on Uncle’s vanity when they
were trying to drag him into their alliances. I overheard Uncle and Pipi
talking once. Pipi actually offered to join me to Wehemka. He said he and Uncle
could then force me to choose Wehemka as the next ruler. Uncle said he was
tempted. Pipi pointed out I could benefit Uncle greatly if I was a ruler’s
woman. But Pipi’s offer has come back to haunt him. His constant attention, as
well as Teti’s, has given Uncle an inflated sense of importance. Uncle’s
decided he should be the next ruler. I heard him tell Uncle Sanakht so. Uncle’s
plan is this – when your father dies he’ll join me to Nykara in return for me
confirming Uncle as ruler. If I refuse he’ll join me to Nekauba instead. That’s
his leverage over me. Uncle expects the elites will dispute his selection – if
that happens he’ll demand Nykara cut off the production of copper tools to get
them in line.”


“Your uncle’s as big an opportunist as Rawer,” Abar
observed.


“Separately, Pipi’s been trying to convince Nykara to back
him like before,” I added. “Pipi also realizes Nykara’s copper makes him both
indispensable and powerful. He recognizes Nykara has been wronged by Rawer. He
assumes Nykara will leap at the chance to get revenge on Rawer by becoming his
ally.”


“But Nykara is still behind me?” Abar asked nervously.


“He’ll never abandon you,” I said. “Nor me. Multiple elites
have offered their daughters to Nykara. He’s turned them all down.”


“So, the succession is in flux,” Abar concluded.


“All the elite daughters are still unjoined, because of
resistance to Rawer’s succession,” I said.


“So their fathers can bargain.”


I nodded. “How does Shery affect your plan to rule?” I
asked.


“He strengthens it. I have a male heir now. I’ll be more
palatable when you pick me. The division among the elites will work in our
favor. I think the elites will accept me as a compromise to stop Rawer because
they hate him, especially if Nykara backs me. As you’ve said, he operates an
enterprise they can’t live without. Plus, because he has his own boat and
craftsmen and trading posts now, he negates Rawer to a large extent. Nykara has
already duplicated everything Rawer is doing and is doing it better, just on a
smaller scale. So, when the time comes, pick me, Amenia, just like we planned.”


I nodded.


“Enough about me. How are you, Amenia? That’s what hurts
most about being shut away by Rawer – I never see you anymore.”


“I’m making pottery pretty much full–time, when I’m not
calling on the sick and celebrating alongside your father. My cousins are still
jealous because Great–grandmother selected me as her heir, but they’re
tolerating me. I just wish I could live anywhere except my uncles’ pottery
works. Nekauba constantly harasses me; he won’t accept he’ll never have me.
Uncle Hemaka and Uncle Sanakht are constantly at each other’s throats; Uncle
Hemaka is getting wealthy because of his partnership with Nykara and Uncle
Sanakht has only a portion of the pottery works, and Uncle Hemaka isn’t sharing
any of his wealth. That’s payback for how Uncle Sanakht treated him his whole
life.”


“And Nykara? How are things between the two of you?” Abar
asked.


“I want to be with him so badly,” I said fervently. I gazed
at Abar. “I’m afraid until your father dies and things play out Uncle will keep
us apart. It’s so hard waiting.”


“I promise you, Amenia, the day I’m confirmed Nykara will be
yours.” She reached out, grasped my hand. “You’re the best friend I’ve ever
had. Nothing will ever change that.”


 


 


***


 


 


I walked with my family and everyone else from the upper
settlement down the wadi path to the lower settlement. A few days ago the river
had begun to rise at Nekhen, as I’d predicted weeks earlier by reading the
stars as Great–grandmother had taught me, signaling the start of the annual
inundation that would cover the valley from desert plateau to desert plateau.
When it subsided three months from now the land would be renewed, covered with
a rich layer of mud for farmers to cultivate. The inundation brought life to
our valley, but it also brought chaos, for during the inundation we were at
nature’s mercy. And so we in Nekhen celebrated an inundation festival each year
at its beginning, during which Aboo conducted rituals to exert his control over
chaos to keep us safe. I, as usual, was to assist.


Numerous reed boats of various shapes and sizes were tied up
in a row along the river near Rawer’s boatyard, and large groups of visitors
were walking from them on the path across the stubble–covered strip towards the
lower settlement. Some were following men carrying emblems atop slender poles;
those emblems represented the gods of individual families and the settlements
and hamlets north and south along the river that had sworn allegiance to Aboo.
The festival was attracting men and women and children from all over the
valley.


We were, all of us, dressed in our finest, our hair
elaborately styled, decorated with flowers and pins of bone or ivory, or tied
with colorful bits of linen. Like my cousins, I was wearing a gauzy white linen
skirt I’d made myself, my falcon talisman, my gold circlet, and my falcon
anklet. I’d colored my eyes with malachite and I’d pulled my hair forward over
my right shoulder. It tumbled loosely halfway to my waist. I’d painted falcons
with malachite from my shoulders to my wrists and from my hips to my ankles. I
carried resting on my shoulder a reed basket containing red bottles and
egg–shaped black jars I’d made as festival offerings, symbols of death and
rebirth, much like the inundation itself. Everyone else treading the path with
me also carried some item or other. It wasn’t by choice; Aboo had established
an offering quota for each person for each festival and there was no shirking
that mandate.


We were all excited. We looked forward to this, the year’s
largest festival, particularly the feast. Many of us commoners were far too
hungry far too often. We’d go to sleep tonight with full bellies. The women and
girls were laughing and singing and chattering, the younger children dashing
back and forth and shouting. Even the men were less reserved than usual. I was
particularly happy; I’d get to spend the day with Nykara as soon as the
ceremony was over.


After a long walk we approached the entrance to the oval
court in the heart of the lower settlement. My older cousin and her family were
waiting to one side, in the shade of one of the reed–walled storehouses holding
raw materials for what had once been Dedi’s and were now Rawer’s craftsmen. I
broke from our group and rushed ahead to greet them. Peseshet threw her arms
open wide and I hugged her tight. I hardly ever got to see her; I spent so much
time producing pottery and calling on the sick I rarely had the opportunity to
visit her farm along the river north of the settlement. I hugged my nephew Ibi and
my niece Aat in turn. At age twelve, Ibi was nearly as tall as me. Aat, a year
younger than her brother, was already showing signs of someday being a
beautiful woman, far prettier than me. Yuny, Peseshet’s man, ignored me as
always. I was a woman and he had no particular use for me.


Soon the rest of my family caught up. Auntie and my cousins
greeted Peseshet’s family heartily; Yuny stonily ignored both my uncles. He’d
thought to someday inherit a share of the pottery works due to his joining with
Peseshet; it was clear he never would. I handed my basket of offerings to Ibi.
Then, led by Uncle Hemaka and Uncle Sanakht, my relatives merged with the
multitude pressing through the shaded portico into the oval court, the true
heart of Nekhen, a sacred space. I stood beneath the portico and waited for
Aboo to arrive. I scanned the court’s already packed interior. Everything
important that happened in our settlement happened here. Banners of red linen
fluttered atop the four towering spruce columns marking the entrance. To my
right, high overhead, the copper–clad falcon, Nekhen’s god and symbol,
glittered in the sun atop its ribbon– and feather–decorated pole. A very deep
trench abutted the wall opposite me, into which the remains of today’s
sacrificed animals would be dragged. It was already filled with a plethora of
weathered white bones from past festivals – gazelles, aurochs, hippos, hares,
turtles, crocodiles, even catfish and perch.


Thanks to my prominence, my relatives were situated at the front
of the crowd, near the elevated three–step stone platform shaded by a sunscreen
and topped with four leather–bottomed chairs from which Aboo and Abar and Rawer
and I would preside. Between my family and the foot of the dais was an
unoccupied space where offerings would be made and allegiance pledged.
Nekhenians and hamlet–dwellers continued straggling past me; the court was
nearly filled with people, except for a narrow path winding from its entrance
to the elevated platform. Each person bowed to me respectfully as they passed;
I still wasn’t used to that. I estimated there were more than three thousand
people from all walks of life crammed tightly together inside. A couple
thousand more, arriving late, would have to remain outside; there’d be no room for
them within the walls. They’d have to be content with gorging themselves at the
feast afterwards. Everyone was anxious for the festivities to begin, for the
rituals performed this day were sacred and designed to bring us together and
protect us from chaos.


A man entered the court carrying an image of our goddess,
our ancient protector, Bat, atop a slender pole – she of the spirit, portrayed
as a cow with a human face, her horns incurving sharply. Next came a man
carrying a wood falcon atop a slender pole, the god of Nekhen who watched over
us from the sky. Next came a scorpion, a minor god, then a vulture, the goddess
Nekhbet from Nekheb across the river, its mother–protector. As the largest
settlement beholden to Aboo, its goddess and symbol took precedence over those
from the valley’s hamlets. The four standard carriers moved to the end of the
oval court behind Aboo’s platform and set their poles in holes in the arc’s
center.


Music drew my attention to the procession waiting to enter
the court. At its head were two dozen women wearing opaque white skirts, their
hair colorful with flowers. They were playing drums and shaking rattles and
striking together ivory clappers and singing. Aboo stood behind them holding a
crook and flail in his hands. A leopard skin was draped over his shoulders and
a bull’s tail was affixed to the back of his belt and tall white plumes were
bound to his brow. Abar was behind him, as she’d been at every celebration
since her stepmother’s death. She was as always beautiful, regal, her skirt
white and sheer, carnelian and gold glittering at throat and waist and wrists
and ankles, eyes dark with malachite and lips red with henna. I hadn’t seen her
since the end of the week–long afterbirth ritual a month or so ago. She caught
sight of me and smiled.


Tentopet cradled Shery in her arms directly behind Abar, the
two of them shaded by a reed sunscreen held aloft by a serving girl. Tentopet
had fully recovered her health in the week she’d spent resting in the birth
bower; luckily, she and Abar had immediately hit it off. I was glad there was
someone in Aboo’s house for Abar to converse with. Hunur, the oldest of Abar’s
three sisters, was beside Tentopet, shepherding the two younger.


Rawer waited next to Abar. He was carrying Aboo’s limestone mace,
a singular honor. He was, as always since his joining to Abar, puffed up with
self–importance, looking down on everyone around him, acting as if Aboo’s
position was already his and all of Nekhen owed him obedience. I couldn’t stand
to look at him. He’d caused so much sorrow for Abar and Nykara and me. He was
no more competent as fleet overseer now than he’d been when Dedi was alive.
He’d recently given up all pretense of operating the fleet himself; he’d
delegated that to the equally–incompetent Senebi and spent most of his time
hunting with Aboo. I wasn’t about to confirm him as ruler when the time came.


Behind Rawer and Abar a man bore the image of an elephant
atop a pole, Aboo’s personal emblem. Behind the elephant–bearer were more men
with the emblems of the hamlets and Nekhen’s leading families who bore
allegiance to Aboo – I stopped counting at fifty – there were lions and bulls
and hippos and gazelles and ostriches and various birds. Behind the last of
them were lined up Nekhen’s elites and the leading men of the surrounding
valley, the brewer Pipi and the woodcutter Harkhebi and the potter Teti and the
herdsman Salitis in the front rank.


The procession started forward and passed through the gate.
I stepped into line at Aboo’s right. He smiled and greeted me. We snaked
through the narrow lane between the two halves of the crowd all the way to the
base of the elevated platform at the oval’s end. As always, I raised the
talisman high and blessed everyone who called my name. Then Aboo and Rawer and Abar
and I ascended the three steps and took seats in the shade – me at Aboo’s
right, with Abar on my right; Rawer at Aboo’s left. Young girls moved behind us
and started waving fans of long white ostrich feathers back and forth to cool
us. I was grateful for that. The people sweating in the hot sun before me
looked miserable. Not so long ago I’d been among them. The leading men filed
into place to the left of the platform, on my right. Abar’s half–sisters and
Tentopet took seats there as well. The standard–carriers stuck their poles in
the holes flanking the scorpion and Nekhbet and the falcon god and Bat in the
arc of the court behind the dais.


At a motion from Aboo, those in the crowd closest to us came
forward to deposit their festival offerings on the right side of the dais. Once
everyone’s were piled there Aboo and I would present them to the falcon god and
the god of the inundation. As the first group returned to their places more
people surged forward. Peseshet and Yuny and Ibi and Aat presented baskets
filled with fruit from their farm; Auntie and my cousins lengths of fine linen
they’d woven. They all gazed at me proudly as they made their offerings,
basking in the reflection of my status. They treated me quite differently in
public than they did at home, when jealousy was their usual emotion. As Ibi
deposited my jars on the growing pile I noted Nykara half–hidden in the crowd
behind him. He was bent over, trying not to draw attention to himself;
otherwise, he would have towered over everyone. He was carrying a model boat of
wood, nearly three feet long; not only did the boat have a pavilion, but four
oarsmen were seated on each side, pulling at red–painted oars, with a steersman
at the stern and a captain watching over everything. By its workmanship I was
certain Nykara had created the model himself. He approached the platform
quickly, set down his boat, melted back into the crowd. He hadn’t glanced at
anyone on the dais; he still avoided so much as catching sight of Abar. He felt
extremely guilty for what had happened to her and his inability to prevent it.
I assumed he’d take the first opportunity to slip out of the oval court
altogether. He didn’t trust himself to be around Rawer either. We’d rendezvous
later.


It took hours for everyone to deposit their offerings.
Meanwhile the sun climbed the sky and it got very hot. Servants filled and
refilled cups of wine for we four on the dais and the elites; everyone else
suffered in silence. After the last of the commoners made their offerings Aboo
and I rose. We descended the platform and stepped to the curve in the oval
court where the poles topped with the images of Bat and the falcon god stood. I
solemnly chanted the words of the ritual, presenting everything next to the
platform to the valley’s deities and the god of the inundation, blessing
everything with the talisman. That concluded the first part of the ceremony.


We returned to the open space before the platform. A servant
removed the leopard skin from Aboo’s shoulders and the plumes from his head.
Rawer handed Aboo a long flint knife with a finely carved ivory handle.


A herdsman led a large cow into the oval court by a tether
and walked it through the crowd to Aboo and me. Two more herdsmen tied its
front and hind legs together with strips of leather, then pushed the bawling
beast onto its side. Aboo raised the knife high.


“From the bounty of my menagerie I offer my animals to
sustain you, my people!” he cried.


A young girl brought me a large decorated earthenware bowl,
one I’d made especially for this ceremony. The herdsman and two others held the
cow somewhat steady. I dropped to my knees and jammed the bowl tight against
the cow’s neck. This was the part of every festival I hated with a passion.
With a quick movement, Aboo slit the cow’s throat. Blood spurted onto my arms
and legs and chest and face. I’d learned the hard way the first time I’d
assisted Great–grandmother to keep my eyes closed when Aboo wielded the knife,
and to keep my lips pressed firmly together to keep blood out of my mouth. I
caught the bulk of it in my bowl. By the time it was full the cow was dead.
Several men dragged the carcass through the center of the crowd and through the
oval court’s entrance to an area where smoke from cookfires was already rising
into the sky. Blood streaked the dust in the cow’s wake. I wiped blood from my
face as best I could.


The first cow was followed by a second, and a third, and
then by numerous sheep and goats and pigs. I continued to collect the blood.
Aboo was wealthy and he never held anything back during a festival, especially
not one as important as this. The pending feast promised to be massive. When
he’d slaughtered all his domestic animals a herdsman led a gazelle into the
courtyard, one of those captured by the elites during the recent hunt. The most
important part of the festival was about to begin.


Aboo was as drenched in blood now as I was, and sweating
profusely, as were the men assisting him. He raised his knife high once again.
“I am master over the wild animals of this valley. I capture them, as proof I
control them and the chaos they bring. As I slay them, so do I slay chaos.”


He killed the gazelle, and then hares and turtles and
crocodiles and a young hippopotamus and several baboons and even a giant
catfish that was still flopping as it was carried into the court, as well as
the largest perch I’d ever seen. After each wild animal was slain, however, men
dragged its carcass to the deep trench lining the longest side of the court and
pushed it in. After the ceremony the beasts would be covered with clean sand
and beneath it they would rot. Their meat was for the gods, not us.


After Aboo killed the last of the wild animals, many women
carrying large jars of water appeared. They poured them one at a time over
Aboo’s head and mine, rinsing off a great deal but far from all of the blood
that covered us. Several women dried our faces with long pieces of linen. Aboo
and I resumed our seats on the dais, his kilt and my skirt and long hair
dripping, water and blood puddling redly under our chairs. A sudden loud cry
from the entrance of the oval court caused everyone in the crowd to turn in
that direction, expectantly.


There was a special component to this year’s festival. The
crowd stirred as a man was led into the court, his arms tightly bound behind
him with leather thongs. Just a week ago, in a fit of lust and rage, he’d
killed the daughter of a flint knapper who lived not far from Uncle Hemaka’s
house. Today he was to be executed for his crime.


He’d struck her from behind so violently the left side of
her skull was missing when her badly–hidden body was found amidst some rocks at
the edge of the plateau where he’d dragged her. Because of my skill I’d been
called to help prepare her body for burial. I’d done the best I could, cutting
off the bulk of her bloodied hair, arranging what was left to disguise the
gaping wound so her injury wouldn’t be obvious to the mourners who laid her in
her grave. Her body had been wrapped as usual with various swaths of linen, but
in addition her arms and legs and torso had been anointed with resin and
covered with strips of orange bark from a rare and fragrant tree. Where her
family had found it they wouldn’t tell me. I suspected Nykara had supplied it.
He had a very tender heart. In a departure from the usual practice, the pottery
buried with her had also been killed, broken and scattered to either side of
her body.


The murderer had also taken the life of one of Merenhor’s
hunters who’d been assigned to track him down. I’d helped prepare his body too.
The fatal blow had embedded fragments of his skull deep in his brain. That
wasn’t his only head wound. He’d been struck behind his ear some years before.
I distinctly remembered helping Great–grandmother tend to him then. He’d also
broken several ribs and both wrists sometime in the past. His torso was heavily
scarred. Some said he’d received his wounds in fights, others while hunting
wild beasts.


Two guards half–dragged the murderer, struggling futilely
against his bonds, to the base of the platform and forced him to his knees. He
was a herdsman who watched over Salitis’ cattle. Rawer stood up. He held in his
hands Aboo’s mace – a pear–shaped chunk of limestone attached to a length of
wood, inscribed with an image of Aboo capturing an elephant. Rawer handed it to
Aboo. Aboo descended the steps of the dais to the murderer’s side. He raised
the mace high in the air with his right hand and addressed the crowd.


“This man has killed two of my people. He has brought chaos
among us. For this, he must die.”


Aboo seized the man’s long hair with his left hand, twisted
it in his fingers to hold the head steady. The murderer was shaking violently,
too terrified to beg for mercy. Suddenly Aboo swung the mace with all his might
against the side of the murderer’s head, crushing his skull with a dull thunk.
Aboo released his hold and the murderer toppled sideways onto the earth.


Everyone in the oval court cheered.


Aboo placed his bloody mace on the ground. Then, like Dedi
had done when he executed the barbarians he’d captured in the western desert,
Aboo scalped and decapitated and cut the arms and legs from the murderer’s
body. While gory, the punishment was deserved. Unlike the barbarians, who’d
been burned, the murderer was going to be buried in the same cemetery where
Great–grandmother lay. In his grave his head and arms and legs would be
replaced by pots and sticks and baskets. That way he wouldn’t be able to feed
himself in the next life and so would be truly dead and unable to harm those of
us who still lived. It was a horrible fate, and one not lightly meted out, but
in the end one designed to protect us.


Aboo, blood–drenched once more, gazed upon the dismembered
body, then addressed the crowd. “Today I have asserted my control over chaos.
And so the inundation now swelling the river will renew our valley and sustain
our lives. Let us feast in thanksgiving!”


Rawer took the bloody knife from Aboo. More women rinsed our
ruler with water a second time. Then Aboo led us from the courtyard to an open
area in front of the workshops where food waited.


 


 


***


 


 


The feast surpassed any I remembered in quantity and
variety. The elite women and I shared a large sunscreen, waited on by a host of
young girls. My skirt was still wet and darkly stained with blood and my arms and
legs were streaked with malachite; the images of the falcons had run when the
women dumped water on me. Inetkawes and I sat a little apart, at one end, where
we could talk without being interrupted. We were served every kind of meat
imaginable, and fruit and vegetables, and bread with honey. I ate my fill; we
rarely had meat at Uncle Hemaka’s, for he kept only a small number of animals
in his pen and was loath to ever slay one. The elite men were nearby under a
separate sunscreen, gathered around Aboo, also waited on by many servants,
cooled by young girls swishing fans. Rawer had seated himself in the place of
honor next to our ruler. The elites had subtly arranged themselves in groups –
those supporting Rawer, those adhering to Pipi or Teti, those still unaligned.
Nykara was some distance away from the elite sunscreen along with Heth and his
copper workers and craftsmen, feasting in the shade of several acacia trees.
Both of my uncles were with men of similar status, and Yuny was with a group of
farmers. My uncles constantly cast covetous glances at the elites.


A girl circulated among us, filling cups from a jar of wine.
I suspected it was among the last remaining Nykara had brought Aboo from Maadi
before Rawer cut off long distance trade expeditions. Soon, only Uncle Hemaka
would have a supply of wine. He actually had a storage hut full, the proceeds
of Nykara’s first two expeditions. He’d likely barter it for other goods or
favors in the future. And more wine would soon be on the way. In two days Nykara
was going to embark on his third trip to Maadi this year. Tomorrow I’d finish
firing one last load of pottery for him, and the day after he’d bring donkeys
to my kiln to retrieve it; there was no sense in shuttling it to Uncle’s works
just to move it again the following day. Aside from the wine Nykara had brought
back for Uncle, and some ivory and ostrich feathers and stone vases, the bulk
of his cargo each trip had consisted of copper ingots. With them, Heth had been
able to keep his smithy operating at full capacity. As Nykara had predicted,
the elites were completely dependent on him. I’d heard whispers Rawer was
infuriated Nykara was wealthier and more influential now than he’d been when he
operated Dedi’s enterprise. Rawer’s pettiness had not paid off – for him,
anyway.


Partway through the meal Abar approached Inetkawes and me. I
won the fight to be the first to hold baby Shery.


“He’s grown so much already,” I said admiringly as Inetkawes
stroked the fuzz atop his head.


“He should. It’s a good thing I have Tentopet to help me.
He’s always hungry.”


“How are you?” I asked Abar.


“Well. But lonely.”


I lowered my voice. “I’m so sorry for what you’re going
through, Abar.”


She smiled wryly. “At least I have Shery now. And Rawer
pretty much leaves me alone – he’s got women up and down the valley and his
serving girls he can go to for… that. I wouldn’t be surprised if he has more
children stashed away somewhere.”


Her casual acceptance of Rawer’s infidelity was shocking.
Though I supposed she was used to it by now, since he’d been unfaithful to her
long before their joining. I leaned close. “We’ll make him pay someday,” I
promised.


Our sunscreen was on the eastern edge of a long flat stretch
of the slope between the upper and lower settlements. That area was starting to
fill with men and boys, both commoners and elites, for that’s where the
athletic events that were part of every festival were about to be contested.
Women were already lining the edge of the field to either side of us to cheer
on their favorites. Rawer and Wehemka and Heth and even Nekauba were in the
milling group of participants awaiting the first event, a competition to see
who could throw a spear the farthest. Someone was scratching a line in the dirt
to mark the starting point.


Suddenly Nykara slipped next to me and sat down. I greeted
him with a glad cry.


He peered over my shoulder at the child in my arms. “A
beautiful baby,” he told Abar, placing his fingertip in Shery’s palm.


Shery made a fist, grasped it.


“How does it go in the valley?” Abar asked nonchalantly,
gazing at the men who were arranging themselves in a loose line for the first
event, avoiding looking at Nykara.


I knew for a fact the last time Abar and Nykara had been in
each other’s company was the day Dedi died almost a year ago. Anyone who
overheard her question would surely consider it innocent. Much lay beneath it,
however. Abar was actually inquiring about his efforts to build a base of
support for her among the leading men of the hamlets to north and south to
counteract the one Rawer was building in Nekhen.


“You have friends in the hamlets, though you could use many
more. Because Rawer’s failing to supply them with necessities I’m finding it
easy to recruit supporters.”


“Thank them for me,” Abar said.


“I will.” Nykara bowed his head, lowered his voice. “I’m so
sorry, Abar.”


“It wasn’t your fault – any of it.”


“This is for you, Amenia!”


The four of us turned our attention to the field at the
sound of my name. Nekauba, a spear in his hand, his chest puffed out, was
staring at me. Heads turned in my direction. Women and girls were pointing,
others whispering, some laughing. Nekauba boasted constantly to anyone who’d
listen he’d someday join with me. Most girls loved to gossip and were only too
happy to believe him and pass his claim on. They’d also infer, because I was
sitting with Nykara, that I made a habit of playing around with multiple men at
the same time. I hated Nekauba in that instant, for drawing unwanted attention
to me.


Nekauba turned towards the field, threw his shoulders back,
raised his spear with his right hand, ran towards the line. Just as he was
about to release his spear he tripped over his own feet and fell face down on
the ground. The spear fluttered and landed some five yards away. Abar and
Inetkawes and I joined in the general laughter as Nekauba picked himself up.
His chin and knees were bleeding and covered with dirt. He tried to dust
himself off, then gave up and slunk away.


“Serves you right,” I whispered.


“Wasn’t your uncle going to make you join with him?” Inetkawes
asked.


“Fortunately, not any more.”


“I’m so glad you’re with Nykara,” Inetkawes said loyally,
glancing at each of us in turn. “The two of you deserve each other.” She put
her hand on my forearm.


“I’m glad too. More glad than I can say.”


Close to seventy more men threw spears with varying degrees
of success, all taking a long run from well behind the line and letting fly.
Now only Rawer remained. He was Nekhen’s greatest hunter except Aboo, or so he
constantly proclaimed, although he and Aboo had finished second to Nykara’s
group in the impromptu competition during the elite hunt, still a source of
embarrassment for him. There was little doubt Rawer was going to win today. He
took up a spear, inspected it, tossed it aside, picked up another. He raised it
in his right hand, took a deep breath, charged towards the line. He was much
quicker on his approach than any of the other competitors had been. He loosed
his spear in a high arc and it sailed a good ten feet past the previous best
competitor. Rawer was mobbed by well–wishers who surged from the side of the
field to surround him. Djefatsen and Herneith were among them. He’d become very
popular since his joining to Abar and the implied change in his future status.
That he was joined to her didn’t seem to matter to many of the elite women.


Then the crowd parted and Rawer strode through the opening
towards us, a spear in his hand. He halted before Nykara, a pace or two in
front of the sunscreen.


“Your turn,” he said mincingly.


“You won, Rawer. Be content,” Nykara said calmly.


A semicircle of men and women had formed behind Rawer,
facing us.


“Coward,” Rawer intoned. He smiled at Nykara smugly.


There was laughter mixed with nervous twitters from the
nearby crowd and the elite women who were sharing the sunscreen with me.


Nykara sighed, shrugged his shoulders, looked at me, rolled
his eyes, stood, stepped from under the sunscreen, moved to where Rawer waited,
took the spear in his left hand. The crowd parted so he could make his way to
the throwing line. Instead, Nykara remained where he was. He stared at Rawer
for a moment, then reared back and flicked his wrist and launched the spear on
a beautiful high arc. I heard oohs and aahs as it seemed to sail endlessly, on
and on. It landed a couple of feet past Rawer’s. A contingent of girls and
women began cheering wildly, Wenher chief among them. Despite Nykara’s obvious
attachment to me and his dismissal by Rawer the elite women were continuing to
chase after him, particularly Wenher, even though he ignored all their
advances. Rawer, his face suddenly a deep red, pushed angrily through the crowd
and back towards the field.


“You warned him, Nykara,” Abar observed. She seemed
particularly happy.


“I suppose I won’t be able to get out of wrestling now,”
Nykara told us. “See you later.”


“Wait,” I said. I passed Shery to Inetkawes, stood, moved to
Nykara’s side. I raised up on tiptoes, kissed him. “Beat them all!” I whispered
in his ear.


I followed Nykara to the field where several matches were
about to be contested simultaneously. I joined my cousins who were already
standing close by Nekauba. They’d cheer him on; I wouldn’t. As luck would have
it, he was to wrestle Nykara in the first round. Utter hatred colored Nekauba’s
face when the pairing was announced; he’d wanted to fight Nykara for years. The
match began. Nekauba, still bleeding from his earlier fall, began circling
Nykara. Nykara simply turned slowly and watched Nekauba with the slightest hint
of a smile. Suddenly Nekauba lunged at Nykara and Nykara sidestepped him and
pushed his back as he passed and sent Nekauba sprawling on his face. Nekauba
sprang to his feet, outraged, cursing, even more blood oozing from chin and
elbows and knees, mixed with dirt and sand. He immediately charged Nykara, who
stepped aside and pushed him to the ground again. Nekauba jumped up once more
and began to circle, crouching low, arms extended. Nykara was toying with him.
It was apparent to me Nykara was doing it to publicly humiliate Nekauba, to pay
him back for years of slights and insults and condescension and ill–treatment
of me. I began to enjoy myself. Before long the rest of the initial matches
were over, so everyone turned their attention to Nykara and Nekauba. Women and
girls hooted and howled as Nykara pushed Nekauba to the ground over and over.
Nekauba got up more slowly each time, a bloody muddy mess. He circled still,
obviously tiring, his hands low, gasping for breath. Then Nykara moved close
and said something to Nekauba and Nekauba snapped his head around and looked
directly at me. With a loud cry, he lunged at Nykara. Almost too quick to
follow, Nykara shoved him and twirled behind him and picked him up by the waist
to nearly shoulder height and then slammed him to the ground and fell on him,
pinning him. Nykara sprang to his feet and raised his arms in triumph. Nekauba
lay in the dirt, too hurt and exhausted to move.


I was elated.


The next round began soon after, followed by another, and
still another. Finally, inevitably, only Nykara and Rawer remained, each having
defeated all their opponents. Both were, by this time, drenched with sweat and
covered with dirt and mud and sand, scraped, scratched, bleeding. As the two
faced each other I didn’t doubt Nykara would win.


They took their positions, crouched, eyed each other. Rawer
began snarling, hurling insults. Nykara half–smiled and ignored them. The ring
of spectators moved closer and shouted and called their names and cheered –
Senebi and his thugs and a handful of women supporting Rawer, almost everyone
else Nykara. He was far more popular. The match began. This time, however,
Nykara was in no mood to play around. He and Rawer grappled, shoved, arms
entwined. Suddenly Nykara ducked and lunged with his powerful legs and jammed
his shoulder into Rawer’s midsection while seizing Rawer behind his knees with
both hands. Nykara raised up and his shoulder slid to Rawer’s chest and he
lifted Rawer a few inches off the ground and drove forward and Rawer thudded
backwards onto the field. Nykara landed on Rawer, pinned him. Only seconds had
passed. The suddenness of Nykara’s victory was even more humiliating for Rawer
than the marathon Nekauba had endured. While Rawer’s erstwhile friends picked
him up off the ground, the majority in the crowd gathered around Nykara to
congratulate him.


I pressed through the crowd. Even though Nykara was a sweaty
bloody muddy mess I hugged him tight. He was the finest man in Nekhen and he
was mine. I released him, handed him a jar of water passed to me by Peseshet.
Nykara downed the liquid greedily. He emptied a second jar over his head to
cool off. Rawer was limping off in Abar’s direction, angry, his face a
thundercloud, one hand grabbing a shoulder. No doubt Abar was as pleased by
Nykara’s victory as I was, though, holding her baby beneath the sunscreen, she
kept her face expressionless. This was not the time to irritate her man by
applauding his rival. Senebi tried to brush some of the sand off Rawer’s back
and Rawer angrily slapped his hand away.


Nykara was breathing hard and sweating copiously and was
filthy and to me he looked magnificent. He also had some very deep scratches
and scrapes and abrasions welling blood, and bruises. “Time to put my skill as
a healer to use,” I announced.


I picked up the leather pouch with my medical supplies I carried
everywhere – Auntie had brought it from home and kept it safe during today’s
ceremony. Nykara and I made the long walk to the river, hand in hand, mostly in
silence. He never gloated after defeating a rival, and he was fairly exhausted
from his efforts. We reached the line of boats tied up at the mooring place.
“Into the water,” I ordered. “I need to clean your wounds before I apply my
potions.”


Wordlessly, Nykara removed his torn bloody kilt, waded a few
steps, dove, came up where the river was waist–deep. Water streamed from his
long hair down his broad back. He began washing the sweat and grime from his
face and arms. I discarded my bloodied ruined skirt and waded in after him. I
too dove under the water, came up dripping beside him. I scrubbed the remaining
blood and malachite from my body. Then I washed Nykara’s back, slowly,
carefully, gently cleaned sand and grit from scrapes and long deep scratches
with my fingertips. When I finished he turned around. I attended to his
shoulders, then his chest. I looked up. Our eyes met. His longing matched my
own. Suddenly he enveloped me in his strong arms, bent his head, pressed his
mouth hard against mine, pulled me close. I responded eagerly. For the first
time in my life I felt the warmth of skin against skin, the ache and joy of
desire, then the wonder and glory and fulfillment of love.


Much much later we let the sun dry us as we lay on the
riverbank, our legs entwined, my head and left arm resting on Nykara’s chest,
his hand sliding from my shoulder to my hip, over and over, lightly caressing
me. The slow beating of his heart matched mine. I’d never been happier or more
content. “I wish it could be like this for us forever,” I said dreamily.


“I’m tired of wishing,” he replied. “It’s time for us to
take matters into our own hands, Amenia.”


Nykara’s tone was ominous. “What does that mean?” I asked,
instantly alarmed.


“Hemaka’s never going to let us join. He’s stalled for five
years already, even though I have enough wealth and influence to be an elite.
We both know Rawer’s keeping Aboo from naming me one. That technicality has
been and always will be Hemaka’s pretext to keep us apart.”


I shifted so I could see Nykara’s face better, ran my
fingertips across his cheek. “You don’t think Uncle ever intended to honor his
promise?”


“Do you? But that doesn’t matter anymore, Amenia. I’m done
waiting to be with you. It’s taken me much longer than I planned, but I’ve
finally maneuvered Hemaka right where I want him.”


“Maneuvered?”


“I’ve made Hemaka dependent on me for wine and lapis lazuli
and other status items the rest of the elites can’t obtain – not to mention his
excessive share of my cargoes. He’s become rich because of me – and, of course,
you. So, two mornings from now, when I come to get the final load of your pottery
for my next expedition to Maadi, I’m going to claim you.”


I propped myself on an elbow, looked down at him, concerned.
“What if Uncle says no?”


“I’ll tell him our partnership is over.”


“You wouldn’t!” My heart was suddenly pounding. The very thing
I’d feared for so long. Losing Nykara. Uncle would give me to someone else if
Nykara cut off his luxuries.


“Why should I make Hemaka any wealthier if I can’t have
you?”


“You’d really give me up?” I fought against the wave of
panic engulfing me. “After what we just did?”


“Of course not. Which is more likely, Amenia – Hemaka
walking away from the wealth I bring him, or him letting us join so he can
continue to add to that wealth?”


The answer was obvious. Nykara understood Uncle perfectly.
So did I. I took a deep breath, relaxed. I leaned down, kissed Nykara. “What
then? After you claim me?”


“Why, I’ll take you with me to Maadi. I haven’t waited this
many years to be with you only to disappear for a couple of months.”


Maadi! With Nykara! Finally together! Everything I’d ever
desired.


Hours later, after I’d finally gotten around to applying my
poultices and herbs to Nykara’s wounds, we returned to the feast, walking hand
in hand, blissful, in our own little world. We spent the rest of that day
together, relaxing in the shade along with my family – Uncle Hemaka was quite
pleased to be able to bask in Nykara’s reflected glory. I couldn’t help smile
as I watched Uncle – he had no idea what was in store for him two days from
now. Well–wishers stopped by to congratulate Nykara all afternoon and evening,
including many of the elites. We feasted again at sunset, parted reluctantly
late that night. It was as perfect a day as I could remember. I couldn’t wait
to fully share with Nykara so many more, for the rest of our lives.


 


 


***


 


 


The entire moonlight–drenched valley was laid out before me.
It was the evening after the inundation festival and I was sitting at the base
of the western plateau where it intersected the wadi path descending from that
point all the way to the river. I’d been working at my kiln since dawn firing
the last of the pottery Nykara was going to take to Maadi. It was arranged now
in neat rows in my gully, ready for him to pick up in the morning. I was
exhausted, my skirt filthy, my body sweaty, and I was starving. But I wanted to
savor the coolness of the evening for a moment or two before heading to Uncle
Hemaka’s for a well–deserved meal.


The nearly full moon shone brilliantly. Every tree and
undulation on plain and plateau cast a dark shadow. The wadi path was like a
white ribbon, winding towards the river, itself a dancing ribbon of silver.
Above me, to my left, loomed the cemetery where Nekhen’s rulers lay. Somewhat
below me, to my right, were the huts of the upper settlement from which rose
columns of smoke. Countless points of yellow and orange marked the houses of
the lower settlement and the farms along the river, the vast majority of those
on Nekhen’s side, far fewer on Nekheb’s. A few fires twinkled in that hamlet. I
picked out the smithy, where Nykara was no doubt eating with Heth. Tomorrow, at
this time, Nykara and I would be camped many miles downstream on our way to
Maadi, sitting together beside our own campfire, later sharing our own pallet
for the first time. Everything was finally going to turn out the way we’d
planned. Years of waiting and unrequited longing were almost over. I could
hardly stand the anticipation. My fingers strayed to the talisman around my
neck. “Thank you,” I told the falcon god.


“This is far enough. No one comes here at night. We won’t be
overheard.”


Startled, I recognized Uncle Hemaka’s voice. He was with
someone. Two dark shapes were standing in the shadows. Quietly, holding my
breath, I rocked forward onto my hands and knees, crawled into the deeper
shadow at the base of the plateau. I sensed it was best I not be discovered
eavesdropping.


“You’re absolutely sure?”


Rawer. I’d never seen him with Uncle before. That they were
meeting like this was clearly not a good thing.


“Why have you summoned me here?” Uncle asked, clearly
irritated.


“I’m owed a debt that needs paying.”


“I don’t owe you anything,” Uncle averred.


“I didn’t say you did, did I? Tell me, Hemaka, are
you really planning to join your niece to Nykara?”


What was Rawer up to? He already knew the answer. I’d told
him myself more than once, when he’d questioned me during Nekhen’s various
festivals. He and Weni and Wehemka had discussed Nykara and me at length not
two months ago, the night before the elite hunt. Something was up, and it
directly concerned me.


“I’ve held out that possibility, assuming Nykara earns a
place among the elites.”


Held out that possibility? Nykara had been right yesterday.
Uncle had been leading us on all this time. Had he been planning to join me to
someone else all along?


“Does he love her?” Rawer probed.


“Why are you asking me, and what does it matter?”


“Just answer my question.”


“If they had their way they would’ve been joined years ago.
I wouldn’t put it past them that they’ve… already taken certain matters into their
own hands.”


My face was suddenly burning. I recalled yesterday and the
hours I’d spent in Nykara’s arms both in and beside the river.


“But I haven’t given my approval,” Uncle Hemaka assured him.


“Why not?” Rawer asked.


“I’ll only give Amenia to an elite. Nykara is on track, but
he isn’t one – yet.” I could almost see Uncle’s smirk. “You put an obstacle in
his path, Rawer, when you dismissed him from the boatyard. But he overcame that
nicely – perhaps too nicely.”


“What does that mean?”


“Amenia’s a valuable commodity, Rawer. Her pottery brings me
much wealth. The day she joins with someone I’ll lose control of her, and it.
So I’m in no hurry to join her to anyone. And because she bears the
falcon god’s talisman I can barter her to improve my position any time I want.
I’ve had better offers than Nykara’s. They’re all still in play.”


Uncle had indeed lied to both Nykara and me. Uncle Sanakht
might be savage and brutal, but Uncle Hemaka was a snake.


“Weren’t you going to join Amenia to your nephew at one time?”
Rawer asked.


“Before Nykara came on the scene.”


“Do it,” Rawer ordered.


I gasped out loud. Luckily, neither he nor Uncle heard me.
Why did Rawer want me joined to Nekauba? Why was he interfering in my life?


“Join her to your nephew or an elite,” Rawer continued. “I
don’t care which. Just do it immediately.”


“Why?” Uncle queried.


Rawer raised his voice. “Nykara stole my inheritance! I
barely got it back. Removing him from the boatyard should have ruined him. But
it didn’t. He’s wealthier than ever, more influential. He’s made a
laughingstock of me. So, since he loves your niece, what better way to get my
revenge than to deny him what he wants most, to make him feel the same pain I
felt?”


“It has nothing to do with how he showed you up in the
contests yesterday, I suppose,” Uncle said mockingly.


“It has to do with a lot of things,” Rawer said, his voice
clipped.


Apparently, yesterday’s humiliations had pushed Rawer over
the edge. Now I wished Nykara had let him win. Then I recalled I’d ordered
Nykara to beat everyone.


“I stand to lose a significant amount of wealth if I do what
you ask,” Uncle said. “I receive a substantial share of every cargo Nykara
brings back from the North. What will I get in return if I do what you ask?”


Uncle was bargaining. That meant my fate was sealed. I began
to tremble.


“I’m going to be Nekhen’s next ruler. When I succeed Aboo
you’ll be my chief advisor. You’ll have tremendous influence up and down the
valley.”


Uncle snorted. “Influence! What will that buy me? Nykara
trades Amenia’s pottery and brings me riches from Maadi and Nubt and Tjeni. I’m
wealthy in my own right. Why should I give that up?”


“I’ll make sure you’re Nekhen’s leading potter,” Rawer
promised. “I’ll name you an elite. You’ll have all the wealth you desire from
pottery alone. You won’t have to share any of it with Nykara.”


“When? Be specific.”


“Tomorrow, if you join Amenia to someone tonight,” Rawer
replied.


“How?” There was skepticism in Uncle’s voice.


“Not your concern,” Rawer said. “You’ll have to trust me.”
Rawer stepped closer to Uncle. “Believe me, you don’t want to make an enemy of
me.”


Uncle didn’t debate with himself for long. “I agree. Amenia
will be joined within the hour.”


“This must remain our secret,” Rawer said. “She can’t find out
I was involved. No one can.”


“Of course.”


Their business concluded, the men turned and disappeared
down the wadi path.


I remained where I was, too stunned to move. A few short
hours from now I was supposed to leave for Maadi along with Nykara. But Uncle
had just given me to Nekauba. It couldn’t be anyone else – he didn’t have time
to negotiate with the elites if he was going to join me to someone before
morning. I hated Rawer in that instant, more than I ever had. Because of his
vendetta against Nykara he’d just ruined my life. The same way he’d ruined
Abar’s. I wished Aboo would die tonight so I could confirm Abar in his place
tomorrow morning. She’d stop Uncle from being Rawer’s tool.


But Aboo wasn’t going to die tonight. He wasn’t going to die
for many years. In the meantime I was going to belong to Nekauba. I shuddered.
I’d hated being promised to him as a child. I’d told him I didn’t want to be
with him for years. Now, because I’d chosen Nykara over him, he’d take that
rejection out on me, over and over, for the rest of my life. He was a hard man,
as hard and callous as his father. Nekauba terrified me. I couldn’t meekly
accept what Uncle was about to do to me. I had to escape. I had to run to
Nykara, make him take me away from Nekhen tonight. That would destroy Abar’s
plan to someday rule Nekhen and expand our settlement’s influence in the
valley. I wouldn’t be around to confirm her when her father died. But even if I
did, it was doubtful the elites would ever accept her. Whoever had the most
power or the best alliance would probably seize Aboo’s place by force. Time for
me to be selfish and choose my life over hers. Time for me to finally be with
Nykara. The falcon god had sent me a dream – me sitting with Nykara and our
child, watching the sun set over the delta. That was clearly my destiny and
always had been – to flee with Nykara tonight, to escape Uncle and Nekauba, to
leave Nekhen forever, to start a family in the North. The falcon god’s dreams
always came true.


I stood. I moved from the shadows, started to half–run down
the wadi path towards the boatyard.


I hadn’t taken more than a couple of steps when I was seized
from behind and lifted from my feet. I tried to scream but a hand clamped hard
over my mouth and another squeezed my waist.


“Going somewhere, Amenia?”


Nekauba. I tried to wrench free. He grasped me tighter.


“I’ll let you loose if you promise not to scream,” he
hissed.


What choice did I have? Who’d hear me anyway? I nodded. He
let go, blocked the path between me and the river.


My heart was in my throat. “What are you doing?” I snapped
angrily.


“I followed Uncle Hemaka and Rawer here,” he said. “I heard
every word they said. So did you.”


Time to bluff. I had to make him believe I hadn’t. “Why
would Uncle Hemaka be talking to Rawer up here? I’ve been working at my kiln
all day. I just finished. I’m on my way to the river to bathe.”


“Liar!”


Nekauba slapped me so hard I staggered. I tasted warm blood
at the corner of my mouth.


“I’m taking you to Uncle right now. You’re going to be my
woman this very night.” He laughed wickedly. “I can’t wait to see that boy’s
face when he comes to pick up your pottery in the morning and I tell him you
spent the night in my hut.”


This couldn’t be happening. I was supposed to spend my life
with Nykara, not this beast. Instinctively, desperately, I shoved Nekauba.
Taken by surprise he lost his balance, cursed. I spun and dashed down the wadi
path, ignoring his cries for me to stop. I ran like I’d never run before,
terrified, in a panic, knowing my life depended on reaching Nykara. He’d save
me. I could barely see the path in the moonlight. I tripped on a large rock,
nearly fell, recovered, struck another, stumbled, ran on. Much too soon I heard
Nekauba coming, pounding down the path. Suddenly he tackled me from behind. He
drove me face–first into the hard–packed gritty path, landed on me with all his
weight. I slid, scraped my forearms and shoulders and chest and belly and
thighs. He sprawled atop me, pinned me down. I tried to squirm free but I could
hardly move. Nekauba weighed too much. I tried to gulp air. I could scarcely
breathe. I felt blood welling from a multitude of scrapes. After a moment
Nekauba slid backwards onto my hips and sat up. He reached around and ripped a
strip of linen from my skirt. He seized my hands in turn and pulled them behind
my waist, bound my wrists together with the linen. He stood up, yanked me
viciously to my feet.


“You’ll pay for that,” he panted, his lips close to my ear.
Then he shoved me in the back and started me down the path towards the upper
settlement, one hand clamped on my right arm. I didn’t go easily despite being
restrained. I kicked him. I screamed. I tried to rip my arm from his grasp,
over and over, frantic, half out of my mind. Every painful step I took was one
farther away from the man I loved and one closer to a life with a man I
abhorred. I lost count of how many times I fell, how many times Nekauba grabbed
my hair and jerked me upright, how many times he struck me. When we finally
reached the upper settlement he gave up trying to make me walk and practically
dragged me its entire length. No one responded to my cries for help. Either
they were too shocked by what they saw happening or they were used to looking
the other way when a man dealt with his woman.


Uncle Hemaka and Uncle Sanakht were standing under the
verandah with Auntie and my cousins when Nekauba hauled me into the yard. They
were peering anxiously in our direction. They’d obviously heard us coming from
a long way off. We were trailed by dozens of people who’d followed to see what
was happening. I was by that time overcome with fear and despair, crying so
hard I could barely breathe, my chest heaving, my cheeks streaked with tears,
my body covered with dust and oozing bloody scrapes, what was left of my skirt
filthy and torn to ribbons. Uncle Hemaka quickly closed the space between him
and Nekauba and me.


“What’s the meaning of this?” he screamed at Nekauba.


“I heard you talking with Rawer,” Nekauba admitted, his
voice raised to drown me out. “By accident,” he hastened to assure Uncle.


That was a lie. One I was in no position to dispute.


“Amenia overheard too. I was afraid she’d run away. I think
she was already on her way to Nykara when I spotted her.”


Uncle Hemaka grabbed my hair with his right hand, yanked my
head backwards so he could stare into my eyes.


I cried out in agony.


“Is this true?” he demanded.


“Ye.. yes!” I was sobbing so hard I could barely talk.
“Overheard… accident... swear! Firing pottery. Please, Uncle... Don’t... Love
Nykara... You promised.”


Uncle Hemaka raised his left hand. “I ought to beat Nykara
out of you, right here and now.”


I let out a strangled hopeless sob, braced myself for what
was coming.


“But that’s for your man to do.” Uncle Hemaka lowered his
hand and released me.


Nekauba chuckled gleefully.


“Go with Sanakht to his house. Now,” Uncle Hemaka said.
“I’ll send your things tomorrow.”


Through tear–filled eyes I saw Uncle Sanakht smiling
broadly. “Don’t understand…”


Uncle Sanakht roughly seized my right arm above the elbow. I
cried out again.


“But she’s mine!” Nekauba protested, stepping towards the
two men and me. “You promised Amenia to me!”


Uncle Hemaka shoved him aside.


“Things have changed, Boy,” Uncle Sanakht growled. “She’s
too valuable as a potter to give to you.” He eyed me greedily. I shrank from
his stare. He was twice my age and was a cruel and heartless man. How ironic –
the passion Nykara had arranged for me to pursue – my pottery – had ultimately
been my downfall.


“Kapes!” Uncle Hemaka cried. “Go with Nekauba to his house.
You’re his woman now.”


“What?” There was distress in my cousin’s voice.


“You heard me. Go with him. Don’t make me drag you.”


With that Uncle Sanakht propelled me towards his house, my
wrists still bound. Kapes was a few steps behind me, sobbing. Auntie was
questioning Uncle Hemaka, Nekauba cursing. He’d thought I’d be his woman
tonight, not his stepmother. He was furious. My uncles’ workmen and their
families edged the yard, drawn by the shouting. Everything at the pottery works
would be different from this day forward, for all of us. No doubt Uncle Hemaka
had traded me for the controlling interest. Kapes’ and my joining would cement
the ties between my uncles; not only would they continue to operate their kilns
jointly, but whoever died last would inherit them from the other. And be an
elite. Or so Rawer had promised.


Agonizing hours later, after Uncle Sanakht finally fell into
a satisfied exhausted sleep, an arm and a thick leg draped heavily over me, I
lay wide awake, staring at the roof, unmoving, not daring to disturb him,
aching in body and mind and spirit, tears streaming down my cheeks, crying
noiselessly – for myself, for Nykara, for our child who’d never be born. I’d
been so close to a life of love and tenderness and sheer happiness. What lay
ahead of me now was brutality. I recalled the dream the falcon god had sent me
– Nykara and me together, in the delta, with our child. A fairy tale.


And I was to blame. I cursed myself for my stupidity. I’d
worried Abar would sabotage my dream if I told her about it, but I’d sabotaged
it myself. Had I informed Abar I was going to confirm her she would have had
years before Dedi died in which to forge an alliance of elites. Backed by that
alliance, she could have refused to join with Rawer. But because I’d remained
silent she now belonged to him. She was suffering, and so was Nekhen, and so,
now, was I. I’d turned away from the falcon god for my own selfish reasons. As
punishment, tonight, he’d turned away from me. I’d never felt so lost and alone
and helpless.


The next morning Uncle Hemaka informed Uncle Sanakht that
Teti’s pottery works had mysteriously burned to the ground during the night.
All the business that had once been his now belonged to them. Uncle Hemaka was
an elite.
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Rawer appeared at my smithy a little after dawn. He was
carrying a bow and a long lance with a wicked–looking flint blade on its end. A
quiver full of arrows was slung on his back. A fish–tailed knife and a throw
stick were tucked into a thick length of leather wrapped around his waist. I
regarded him icily. He had some nerve showing up at my works. I hadn’t spoken
to him since Dedi’s death two years ago, except at the fateful inundation
festival. When he’d taken Dedi’s fleet from me he’d expected me to slink away
and become a manual laborer. When I instead became successful working copper
and trading in the North with my own boat and establishing new workshops for
the craftsmen he’d cut loose he’d been livid. So he’d lashed out at me again
and bribed Hemaka to join Amenia to Sanakht. I knew Rawer was responsible for
their joining because Nekauba, also cheated of her, had drunkenly relayed how
Rawer and Hemaka had arranged it, and the tale had gradually spread throughout
Nekhen and gotten back to me. Losing Amenia had nearly killed me. The fleet had
meant comparatively little but she’d meant everything. The morning I’d gone to
Hemaka’s to claim Amenia as my own and she’d emerged from Sanakht’s house,
bruised and bloodied, with Sanakht grinning broadly beside her, his arm draped
possessively around her shoulders, had been the worst moment of my life. I
still wasn’t over it. That picture of them together still haunted my dreams.
I’d been miserable and lonely and depressed for the entire year and a half
since. I was adrift, without purpose, forcing myself to rise each dawn simply
because I had responsibilities to meet, dragging myself through each day,
tossing restlessly half the night wrestling with regret and longing and guilt.


Hemaka operated Nekhen’s largest pottery works now. Teti,
the former elite potter, labored for him in a rebuilt, smaller version of his
original works in the lower settlement. Hemaka’s operation on the upper terrace
was nearly four times its previous size. He was still loosely associated with
Sanakht, who was growing rich thanks to me. I’d made essentially the same
arrangement with Sanakht for Amenia’s pottery I’d had with Hemaka. Sanakht had
set a premium price on Amenia’s objects, practically robbery, which I hadn’t
even tried to negotiate lower – in truth, my only reason for the arrangement
was to enable Amenia to continue pursuing her passion. It was the only thing I
could do for her now. I’d sent Heth to arrange the deal. One of my workers
picked up the pottery and delivered the payments. I simply couldn’t face that
man, knowing Amenia was his. Neither could I face her, knowing I’d failed her.
I should have worked harder to become an elite. I shouldn’t have waited so long
to claim her from Hemaka. I’d been told Sanakht routinely strolled the upper
and lower settlements in Amenia’s company so the respect and reverence shown
her might accrue to him as well. In fact, he never let her go anywhere alone.


“Get out!” I ordered. Rawer might own the boatyard, but he
didn’t own my smithy.


Rawer pointed to a small grove of palms near the river.
“You’ll want to hear what Abar and I have to say.”


She was waiting in the shade, unattended. I hadn’t seen or
spoken to her since her joining to Rawer, except at that same inundation
festival. Whether she’d abandoned her quest to rule Nekhen I couldn’t say. For
all I knew Abar had accepted that Rawer had won, that she’d never be more than
a ruler’s woman, that her plan was dead, that Amenia would confirm Rawer as
ruler when the time came. I followed Rawer to Abar, my steps leaden, halted
facing her. Our eyes met for the briefest instant. The life that had once shone
there had dimmed. I hated Rawer even more, for diminishing her.


“You’ve heard of the lioness terrorizing farmers north of
Nekhen?” Rawer asked without preliminary.


The beast had been ranging up and down the valley for three
months, killing livestock on farms, even carrying off some of Aboo’s domestic
stock from the wadi pens. No one in the settlement went out between sunset and
dawn unarmed or alone anymore for fear of being attacked. Farmers worked their
fields only during daylight, always with weapons close at hand.


“Who hasn’t? Why should I care?”


“Aboo wants you and me to kill her.”


“You’re a mighty hunter,” I said sarcastically. “Kill her
yourself. Or hunt her with Aboo.”


“He can’t spare the time. You’re the best hunter after the
two of us.”


“Better. I recall winning your necklace at the elite hunt.”
I couldn’t resist rubbing it in.


Rawer reddened. “The lioness is miles to the south. You need
to take me to her on one of your boats. You might as well hunt.” Rawer looked
over his shoulder, towards the lower settlement. He appeared nervous. “It’s
Aboo’s direct order. You don’t have any choice.”


“Do you think I’m going to lie for you?” Abar interjected
angrily. She addressed me. “Father’s on his deathbed, Nykara. This hunt is
Rawer’s doing, not his.”


Aboo’s dying? That’s supposed to trigger Abar’s plan to
make her ruler. Is it still alive? Or is it long since dead and buried and
forgotten? Is Nekhen on the brink of chaos, or a smooth transition of power to
Rawer? “I’m so sorry, Abar,” I said.


She didn’t acknowledge my condolences. I’d heard her
relationship with Aboo had been strained these past years, ever since he’d
forced her to join with her cousin. “He’s been sick for three months,” she said
matter–of–factly. “Every healer in the valley’s tried to help him. Especially
Amenia. I don’t know what I would have done without Amenia. She attended Father
along with me, night after night for nearly three months, while everyone else
was sleeping.”


I gave no sign I understood her message so Rawer wouldn’t
suspect anything. Abar had just plainly signaled she and Amenia had been alone
together for an extended period. They’d obviously had time to weigh their
options and decide what to do when Aboo died. Now Abar’s presence here on the
riverbank made sense – she wasn’t here to support Rawer. She wanted to fill me
in.


“The same three months the lioness has been on the rampage,”
Rawer interjected. “Aboo’s illness has unleashed chaos in the valley. It’s the
ruler’s duty to control it. I intend to kill the lioness and prove to the
elites I can control chaos. That’ll ensure I’ll be named Nekhen’s ruler
when Aboo’s dead.”


“Wasn’t that the point of you forcing Aboo to give you
Abar?” I asked.


“He has rivals,” Abar said cheerfully.


Rawer glared at her.


“Our second cousin Wehemka is supported by many elites,”
Abar reported. “Rawer’s made it easy for Wehemka to rally them. The friends
Rawer sent to run the trading posts in Tjeni and Nubt are incompetent. They
send Nekhen’s craftsmen half as many raw materials as when you oversaw Dedi’s
operation. That means fewer luxury objects for the elites. Plus, the materials
supplied by the elites for trade obtain far less in return than they should.
The elites can tolerate many things. Reducing their wealth isn’t one of them.
They’re going to challenge Rawer’s selection.”


“You’re just guessing,” Rawer charged.


“You think because you keep me locked away in Father’s house
I don’t know what’s going on? Please.” Abar laughed.


“Everything Abar said is true, Rawer,” I interjected. “I’ve
heard exactly the same.”


“Doesn’t matter,” Rawer said stubbornly. “Amenia will name
the next ruler. She has the authority of the falcon god behind her. She’ll
confirm me.”


“If you were sure of that,” Abar pointed out, “you wouldn’t
be trying to force Nykara to help you slay a lioness.”


“You know Amenia, Nykara,” Rawer said. “Will she follow her
god’s command, or can Wehemka or someone else buy her support?” He was
obviously very worried.


“Before Hemaka forced Amenia to join with Sanakht she was
decent and honorable,” I said. “But since she knows you ruined her life – well,
if I were you, I’d be afraid she’ll seize this opportunity to get her revenge.”


“I have no idea what you mean,” Rawer lied, feigning
innocence. “I was as surprised as anyone when Hemaka joined her to his older
brother.” I didn’t miss the sweat suddenly standing out on his brow.


“Are you the only person in Nekhen who doesn’t know Nekauba’s
told everyone who’d listen about the bargain you made with Hemaka? He and
Amenia were both hiding in the shadows that night. They heard every word.”


“He’s a liar! He’s making it up!” Rawer exclaimed.


What was the point of disputing his lie when we both knew
the truth? “You forced Amenia to be joined to her uncle just to hurt me, Rawer.
I wouldn’t be surprised if she takes a bribe from Wehemka simply to deny you
what you crave – what better way to pay you back?”


“You desperately need Nykara’s help today,” Abar concluded.


“Will you hunt with me?” Rawer demanded.


“What’s my help worth?” I asked calmly.


“We’ll figure that out later,” Rawer said pompously.


“We’ll agree now. Or you’ll go after the lioness on your
own.”


“You’re blackmailing me?” Rawer was incensed.


“You’d do the same if you were Nykara. Or worse,” Abar
interjected.


Rawer glared at me for a moment. “Fine. What do you want?”


“Everything you’ve taken from me. But that’s impossible,
isn’t it. You made sure I can’t ever have Amenia.”


“What’s done is done,” he said flippantly.


“I know you lied about Dedi, too. He never gave you his
enterprise on his deathbed. So that’s what I want in return for my help today –
what Dedi originally gave me – control of the fleet and boatyard and craftsmen
and trading posts. And the freedom to operate them as I see fit. Without any
interference from you. Ever.”


Rawer blanched.


“You’ll be Nekhen’s ruler,” I said. “You’ll need
transportation to work flawlessly, for trade to function, for Nekhen to
maintain its influence throughout the valley. If I’m in charge you won’t have
to worry about anything. I’ll prevent chaos. Your friend Senebi, on the other
hand…”


Rawer really had no choice. “Fine. Once we slay the lioness
it’s all yours again.”


And once Amenia makes Abar our ruler, and she throws you
out, you’ll have absolutely nothing. I’ll use the trading posts and fleet to
spread Abar’s and Nekhen’s influence throughout the southern valley. If I can’t
have Amenia, at least I can help Abar achieve Dedi’s dream.


I indicated Rawer’s weapons. “You’re ready to go right now?”


“Obviously.”


I pointed a dozen yards downstream. “Get aboard the small
reed boat at the south end. I’ll fetch my weapons and my six best oarsmen and
join you.”


Rawer headed towards the boat, leaving me momentarily alone
with Abar.


“Is the plot still on?” I asked in a low voice.


“Amenia’s prepared to confirm me,” Abar said, her eyes
following Rawer to ensure he didn’t catch us talking if he turned around.
“Rawer’s tried to bribe her over and over. So has Wehemka. And his father Pipi.
And several other elites. She’s turned them down every time. In the oval court,
when the time comes during the confirmation ceremony, she’ll tell me to
join her on the dais. It’ll be impossible for Rawer to stop us then.” Abar’s
eyes bored into mine. “You have to kill the lioness, Nykara,” she said. “Keep
Rawer from claiming he’s the one who controls chaos.” Her hand sought mine,
squeezed it for an instant, released it. “Make Rawer pay for what he’s done to
me and you and Amenia.”


“Count on it,” I said grimly. My eyes met hers. I couldn’t
help asking, even though I probably didn’t want to know the answer. “Abar,
you’ve been with Amenia. How is she?”


“Truthfully? Miserable,” Abar replied. “We talked about you
a lot when we were looking after Father. She misses you terribly. She still
loves you, Nykara. She always will. She’s eternally grateful you made an
arrangement with Sanakht so she could keep making her pottery. Without that to
look forward to each day…”


“There’s a hole inside of me where Amenia used to be,” I
admitted. “I don’t think it’ll ever be filled.”


“I’m so sorry, for both of you,” Abar said sincerely. “I
understand how you feel.”


Her life had been taken from her too. “I’m sorry you do.”


Abar glanced towards the river. “I should go before Rawer
gets suspicious. One more thing you should know. Amenia gave birth a month ago.
A beautiful little girl named Keminub.” With that, Abar hurried off in the
direction of the lower settlement.


The child that should have been Amenia’s and mine, not hers
and Sanakht’s. My hatred for Rawer grew.


Five minutes later my six oarsmen and I joined Rawer on my
boat. I dropped my weapons and a coil of rope and a small fishing net at my
feet. Lions were dangerous prey – who knew what might come in handy? One of my
men shoved us into the current.


I took up the steering oar. “Where do we start?” I asked.


“She attacked a farm about two miles downriver early this
morning,” Rawer said. “I’ll tell you where to put in to shore.”


I steered into the channel, pointed us north. We covered the
distance quickly, the current aided by my oarsmen, landed at the spot Rawer
indicated. He and I disembarked. This hunt had to be limited to two men; we couldn’t
risk the noise a larger group would make. After telling my men to be alert for
my signal, we made our way to a small hut some hundred yards from the
riverbank. The terrified farmer emerged and filled us in on what had happened
during the latest attack while his woman and children peered at us from inside
the structure.


We investigated behind the hut and found a great deal of
blood and torn up ground where the lioness had killed a goat. We followed the
blood trail to a trampled patch of emmer where the lioness had dragged the
carcass and eaten the majority of her kill. Flies were buzzing around what
little was left. Smaller tracks were pressed into the dirt as well. “Cubs,”
Rawer said, straightening. “At least two.”


“Must be a nomad,” I observed. “If she belonged to a pride
she’d be hunting with many lionesses.”


“She’s probably sleeping nearby,” Rawer noted. “Aboo taught
me that’s what lions do most of the time, especially in the heat of day.”


After a bit of searching we found tracks where the trio had
emerged from the field and entered the desert. From that point we proceeded
quickly yet carefully, for the tracks were clearly visible in the dust and
dirt. Rawer and I had hunted together many times when we were younger, mostly
on river journeys to supply the crew with fresh meat. Only the elites were
allowed to hunt for pleasure; hunting for need was a different situation,
though it too was tightly controlled. I’d learned the hand gestures Rawer used
to communicate with in order to maintain silence. He did excel as a hunter; he
was instinctive, with a sense for how his quarry would act and where it would
hide. He’d personally captured many of the beasts in Aboo’s menagerie in recent
years. He’d find the lioness. And even if he didn’t I would, because I was a
better tracker than him. After that, we’d need luck as much as skill to slay
it. A lioness at bay was extremely dangerous.


We finally spotted her during the hottest part of the day,
sleeping in a patch of shade created by a large shelf of rock jutting half a
dozen feet outward from the base of the desert plateau. The shelf was perhaps
eight feet over her head. I noted two cubs, fairly young, nestled beside her.


“You attack from on high. I’ll go low,” Rawer whispered.


He and I slowly moved to the right and approached the shelf,
downwind and out of the lioness’ sight. Then we separated. While Rawer inched
towards the area in front of where the three beasts were sleeping, I partially
scaled the plateau’s face and then slipped down onto the shelf directly above
them, lance and net in hand. Rawer signaled he was ready. In slow motion, he
pulled an arrow from his quiver, fitted it to his bow, drew back the bowstring,
took a deep breath, let the arrow fly. The lioness screamed and erupted from
beneath the overhang in a cloud of dust, a snarling demon with an arrow
embedded in her left flank just above her shoulder. Somehow, Rawer had missed
the kill shot on a stationary target. I flung my net onto her from above just
as she emerged from the shelter. It missed most of her body, but her hind legs
got tangled in it. Rawer dashed forward and began stabbing her with his lance.
She roared, clawed at him, broke free of the net just as I dropped from atop
the shelf and landed beside her, in the same motion driving my lance into her
spine with so much force its flint tip came out her belly and the shaft itself
shattered. Carried by my momentum I tumbled head over heels twice, smashed
sideways into the trunk of a stunted tree. I scrambled to my feet and to
Rawer’s side. We both crouched before the lioness for a moment, Rawer with his
lance at the ready, me with a knife, just in case she was still alive. She
wasn’t. Blood began pooling around her body. Certain she was dead, we turned
our attention to the cubs and easily captured them, with only a few scratches
to show for it. We secured them with the net. I limped to where I could be seen
from the river, clutching my side – I’d twisted my ankle and bloodied my knees
and elbows and bruised my right shoulder and ribs in my leap and landing. My
boat was tied perhaps a quarter of a mile downstream, my men resting on its
deck. I signaled. Less than half an hour later they joined us.


Rawer stuck his lance through the two ends of the net and we
carried the cubs suspended between us back to the boat. My men followed
carrying the lioness’s body suspended from a long tree branch by her bound
front and back paws. Once at the riverbank we loaded the carcass and cubs onto
the boat. After I cleaned my bloody muddy wounds in the water and gingerly
climbed aboard, we embarked. My men rowed us in the direction of Nekhen, not
pausing a moment to rest.


“Let them try to deny me now,” Rawer crowed triumphantly as
we moved upriver. He paced the short length of the boat restlessly, back and
forth, over and over, exultant.


Rawer wasn’t going to admit to the elites I was the one
who’d actually killed the lioness. So I’d bide my time. No doubt when Aboo was
dead and Amenia was confirming Abar as his successor, Rawer would argue he’d
been the one to control chaos and thus deserved to rule. That’s when I’d reveal
the truth. That, and the fact the fleet and boatyard and craftsmen were now
mine, would be my revenge, little as it was.


Well after dark Rawer and I reached Aboo’s house after a
long walk from the river landing. The house was completely surrounded by
Nekhenians, the area in front lit by servants holding aloft torches, the women
keening and crying and tossing dirt on their heads in mourning. That surely
meant Aboo had died in our absence. Men were clustered together, talking in low
voices, no doubt discussing who would be chosen next to rule. They fell silent
when they spotted Rawer, quickly scooted out of the way when they saw the lion
cubs I was attempting to control with two hastily–improvised stout leather
leashes and leather collars. A sharp pain stabbed my ribs every time they
jerked; I suspected a couple were broken. My side had already turned deep
purple. We pushed through the men and entered the house. The audience hall was
as I remembered from my visits in Dedi’s company; large, the dais at the far
end, colorful mats decorating the plastered walls, flickering bowls of oil on
wood tables, the roof supported by a forest of tall sycamore posts, young
female servants standing silent and waiting to be summoned. I assumed every
influential man from Nekhen and the nearby valley was inside the house
somewhere, but those in the audience hall were undoubtedly the least important
of them. I spotted Amenia’s man, Sanakht. He glared at me momentarily, then suddenly
hopped backwards and pressed himself against a post, knocking into the men
closest to him, for I was struggling to control the two mewling lion cubs and
they’d both lunged at him. Or at least appeared to be struggling. I was
enjoying using the cubs to put fear into those in the room who considered
themselves better than me. Even Heth looked frightened.


Rawer swept ahead of me through the entrance into the living
quarters. I followed. We passed a food preparation area and storerooms and a
large workroom, the last crowded with tearful serving girls and solemn boys,
then a number of rooms on either side of a long corridor obviously used as
sleeping quarters by Aboo’s family and servants. Aboo’s room was at the very
end of the corridor. We entered. All the elites were gathered there. Aboo was
laid out on his bed, his body already prepared for burial, on his side, knees
flexed, hands over his face, mace and crook and flail next to him. Abar was
sitting beside him on a low stool, dry–eyed in the midst of her three crying
half–sisters. Shery was nowhere to be seen; I assumed his wetnurse was looking
after him in the nursery.


Amenia was standing behind Abar, her hand on Abar’s
shoulder. Misery overwhelmed me. I hadn’t seen her since her joining to
Sanakht. She looked thinner than ever, and ineffably sad. As hard as it had
been to have her ripped away without warning a single day before she’d have
been mine forever, this was almost worse – to be standing a few feet away,
knowing she belonged to someone else, unable to comfort her, to kiss her, to
envelop her in my arms, to see her smile, to hear her laugh, to tell her how
much I loved her. Even after what had happened I desired her with every fiber
of my being. Amenia kept her eyes averted. I didn’t feel much like meeting hers
either. I should have kept her from her fate, but I’d failed. If I’d only used
my smithy as leverage to force Aboo to name me an elite… No doubt she’d never
forgive me.


Pipi and Hori and Salitis and Hemaka and the rest of
Nekhen’s elites, along with a few prominent men from hamlets along the river,
were standing on the other side of the bed. Wehemka was seated there, directly
opposite Abar. He was the male with the best claim next to Rawer’s to succeed
Aboo. Abar regarded the cubs calmly. I nodded in response to her unasked
question. The rest of the elites spotted the lion cubs and pushed backwards
just as Sanakht had done. Any other day I would have smiled. But not today.


A clay bowl with a wide flaring rim rested on a table next
to Aboo’s bed. Five clay elephants marched around its rim, their figures
reflected in the water filling the bowl. Dedi had commissioned it and presented
it to Aboo when he was confirmed as Nekhen’s ruler. Beside it were a large
trapezoidal palette made of diorite, five rubbing pebbles, and three hollow
hippopotamus tusks containing ochre and malachite. Abar and her half–sisters
had probably used them when they prepared Aboo’s body for burial. Also on the
table was a small wood box containing Aboo’s ivory combs, one with a delicately
carved donkey on its top, ten more decorated with hippos. Standing behind the
bowl was an ivory figure, a man with large ears and aquiline nose and
almond–shaped eyes and a small beard, quite tall, carved from a large hippo
tusk, his skin painted red. I remembered bringing the tusk back from my first
visit to Maadi. One of Dedi’s craftsmen had carved it. A second statue, nearly
identical, graced the audience hall.


Rawer moved in front of the table. He turned and faced the
elites.


“This valley has been in chaos ever since Uncle Aboo took
sick,” he cried, loud enough those in the adjoining rooms could hear. “But no
more. Today I have personally brought order to our valley.” He held up the
lioness’ tail, the severed end caked with blood. He’d cut it from the carcass
on the return trip.


There were exclamations all around.


“I have slain the lioness who was killing our livestock and
threatening our people. I have captured the lioness’ two cubs, whom I intend to
raise. They are the start of my own menagerie.”


I let the cubs lunge at several nearby serving girls,
drawing screams. Rawer appreciated the dramatic touch. And Abar. It was an
opportunity to ensure Rawer didn’t guess I was plotting against him and I took
advantage of it. The excruciating stab of pain accompanying the lunge
momentarily left me breathless.


“By this act I have proven I can control the most
destructive forces known to our world.” Rawer’s eyes swept the leading men.
“Can any of you claim the same?”


Silence answered him.


“These lions are a sign that I, Rawer, joined to Abar, am
the rightful ruler of Nekhen, that I should succeed Aboo. Does anyone here
dispute me?”


The elites looked first at Wehemka, then Pipi, then at each
other, but no one spoke. They were all stunned by this sudden turn of events,
completely at a loss about what to do. Certainly, none of them wanted to be
subservient to Rawer. Some had clearly aligned themselves with Pipi. The rest
had no doubt expected a long and protracted debate amongst themselves,
arrangements, alliances, joinings of daughters and sons, payments to ensure the
next ruler’s support, whether it was Wehemka or Rawer or another of them.
Instead, Rawer had taken the decision out of their hands. He’d seized what they
desired by startlingly quick and decisive and unexpected action. He’d acted
totally out of character, overwhelmed them. Looking at the uncertain faces in
the flickering light, it was clear none of the elites had the will to set aside
their own self–interest and unite behind one of their own against Rawer.


“Hail Rawer, ruler of Nekhen!” Abar suddenly cried. She rose
from her seat beside her father’s body, moved next to him. She was smart enough
to seize the initiative and take advantage of everyone’s indecision before they
could rally behind Wehemka or anyone else. Our plan was to defeat Rawer; before
we defeated him we had to nullify his rivals. “Hail, Rawer!” she cried again.


“Hail, Rawer!” the servants in the room began to shout,
dropping to their knees. “Hail, Rawer!”


The cry was taken up in the outer rooms, then among those
waiting outside Aboo’s house. Finally, even the elites in Aboo’s bedroom joined
in, unenthusiastically to be sure.


Rawer swept his eyes around the room, smiled. He addressed
Amenia. “We’ll make it official in a day or so.”


Amenia nodded her head. “Yes, My Lord.”


“You’re finally going to be what you’ve always wanted to be
– a ruler’s woman,” Rawer told Abar.


“Yes. What I’ve always wanted,” Abar said. The flicker in her
eyes spoke volumes to me – what we’d done today – Abar and I – had lulled Rawer
into complacency. He had no idea we were conspiring against him. He had no idea
what was about to happen to him.


But Amenia and Abar and I knew. Abar was going to rule Nekhen
and Rawer was going to be subservient to her. I had no idea if Abar would cast
him aside once she was confirmed. All I knew for certain was Dedi’s fleet was
mine again. I’d defeated Rawer at long last. But, gazing at Amenia, my revenge
was hollow. I’d never regain the most important thing Rawer had taken from me.


 


 


***


 


 


We buried Aboo the next day.


At dawn six elite men carried his body from his house on a
long plank of wood, the mace and crook and flail he’d used in life, symbols of
his authority, lying next to him. He was on his side, hands before his face,
knees tucked towards his waist. Since the previous night his body had been
completely wrapped with lengths of fine linen. At the head of the procession
walked three men carrying emblems atop slender poles – the goddess Bat, the
falcon god, and Aboo’s elephant. Next came Amenia, dressed in a simple white
skirt, adorned only with her talisman and falcons painted on arms and legs in
malachite. She would preside over today’s ceremony. Behind her walked Abar and
Rawer and Abar’s half–sisters. Rawer was dressed, presumptuously, in a white
kilt, with the lioness’ tail fastened to the back of his belt. I strode
directly behind him, firmly grasping two leashes, maintaining a semblance of
control over the lion cubs. My midsection was tightly wrapped with lengths of
linen to minimize the pain in my ribs. My shoulder had purpled overnight as
well and it was throbbing. The cubs dashed every which way and kicked up dust
and those lining the route to the cemetery scooted out of the way as I
approached. The lioness’ tail and the lion cubs were visible signs clearly
informing everyone watching the procession Rawer already considered himself to
be their ruler. Behind me walked Inetkawes and Wenher and Wehemka and their
father Pipi and his woman Khentkaus, Aboo’s cousin. Wehemka and Pipi were
visibly seething over being outflanked by Rawer. Wenher’s eyes were fixed on
me; her tears today weren’t for Aboo. The deal between Pipi and me that would
have joined her to me was irrevocably dead. Next came Aboo’s household
servants, most of them young girls, each bearing funerary offerings of food or
drink. All the women, Abar and her half–sisters and Inetkawes and Wenher and
Khentkaus included, were wailing and constantly bending to grab handfuls of
dust and rub it into their hair. Behind this first extensive group came those
of Nekhen’s elite men who weren’t carrying Aboo’s body, and their families. 


The elites were followed by the rest of Nekhen’s most
prominent residents, and then the leading men from the hamlets up and down the
river who’d been loyal to Aboo, each group led by a man bearing that hamlet’s
standard. Behind them, under the control of numerous handlers, came a swarm of
domestic and wild animals from Aboo’s menagerie, all of which would join their
master in death this day. At their end lumbered the magnificent old elephant
Aboo had captured upon being named Nekhen’s ruler and whose name and power he
had taken. Aboo’s wealth had been almost unimaginable, and he would take every
bit of it to his grave for use in the next life, except for cattle and sheep
and goats and pigs slain a few hours ago, already being roasted nearby in the
meat–processing facility on the upper terrace for the upcoming funeral feast.


The entire path up the wadi from the lower settlement to the
cemetery was lined on both sides with men and women and children, the women
keening and throwing dust on their heads, the men watching silently for the
most part. As the tail of the procession passed all fell in line behind it.


The head of the procession passed through the gate in the
wall surrounding the tomb precinct. People were already massed there, standing
several rows deep around and between the funerary structures comprising Aboo’s
magnificent complex. Farmers had finally completed it during the last
inundation after years of effort. More buildings were clustered here than in
some of the hamlets that owed Nekhen’s ruler their fealty, most of them larger
than any structure in the lower settlement except Aboo’s house, all of them
plastered with mud and brightly painted red and white and yellow and green.
There was no single site as spectacular anywhere in the valley. Two low mounds
next to Aboo’s tomb marked the graves of Iaret and Ibetina, his children’s
mothers. More freshly–dug unfilled graves were scattered near them amidst the
structures, soon to contain the beasts that would accompany Aboo into the next
life. Reed mats and small black–topped jars and red–polished bowls and
straw–tempered bottles and cooking pots were piled in the vicinity of the open
graves. Even the animals would be buried with goods.


The elites carried Aboo’s body into the pillared hall next
to his grave. The hall was wondrous, each column in the rows supporting the
roof brightly painted with images of plants and animals, the reed walls
plastered inside and out and also freshly painted. Aboo’s statue I’d helped set
in place glimmered whitely through the open entrance of the small chapel beyond
the end of the hall. The elites set the plank with Aboo’s body down on the
ground in the center of the hall. An attendant handed Rawer a coarse clay mask
with a pointed chin and ears attached high on either side of the head, with
holes cut for eyes and mouth, its hair, eyebrows and chin all painted red.
Rawer secured it over his face with a leather thong. The rest of the elite men
donned similar masks. Those masks would supposedly help them channel the power
of whatever lay beyond this world and make it present for this ceremony.


“In this life,” Amenia cried, loud enough those gathered
outside the hall could hear, “Aboo exerted his power over animals and their
spirits. He will continue to in his next life.”


At her signal, pairs of elite men positioned themselves
around the hall. She signaled again. Rawer, at the doorway, knelt and, using a
wide copper blade, scooped a deep hole in the sand beside one of the doorposts.
Pipi handed him a quantity of flint figurines from a leather sack one at a time
– donkey, gazelle, hippo, ibex, elephant, falcon, scorpion. Rawer placed each
carefully in the hole, then filled it with clean sand. In turn, the elite pairs
at each of the hall’s four corners repeated the ceremony, burying figurines of
their own. This part of the ritual was reminiscent of the foundation ceremony
that had made the complex sacred in the first place.


The elites lifted the plank with Aboo’s body and carried it
from the pillared hall and into the wood structure sheltering the burial pit
through an opening we’d left in the narrow end. Some of us who were in the
pillared hall followed; the tomb structure was considerably smaller than the
hall and could accommodate only immediate family and elite men. The carriers
set the plank down at the edge of the grave and the rest of us ringed it. I was
given plenty of room, because of the cubs.


Amenia knelt beside Aboo, slipped the talisman over her
head, grasped it in her hand. She touched it to Aboo’s wrapped head and
performed the ritual she’d invented for Ipu. “I open your eyes so you can see.
I open your nose so you can breathe. I open your ears so you can hear. I open
your mouth so you can eat.” She touched his swaddled hands. “I awake your hands
so you can feed yourself.” Amenia replaced the talisman around her neck, stood.


All day yesterday and through the night men had been
carrying the grave goods Aboo had accumulated during his life up the wadi path
to the cemetery. The grave was crammed with jars and baskets and containers,
except for a rectangle in the center. I recognized objects from Aboo’s room –
the elephant jar, the palettes and what remained of the cosmetics used to
prepare his dead body, the ivory combs used on his hair – in fact, almost every
one of his personal belongings. There were dozens of items I’d brought back
from Maadi and Tjeni and Nubt and Abu, as well as a rich selection of Amenia’s
pottery. Aboo would not want for anything in his next life.


Half the men who’d been carrying Aboo’s body descended the
steps into the grave, moving to its center, avoiding the goods already placed
there. The rest of the men handed the plank to them once they were situated.
Gently, they moved Aboo’s body from the plank and onto sturdy mats lining the
bottom of the rectangle, arranging Aboo on his side. Rawer placed a plethora of
delicate reed mats over Aboo’s body. Amenia had likely woven them last night.


All the men but Rawer climbed out of the grave. One by one
Aboo’s household servants came forward bearing a jar filled with food or drink
or figurines or beads or minerals and, after Amenia blessed it, gave it to
Rawer. He set each item down beside the body. The finest object, a jar, was
very large, black, in the shape of an elephant’s head, with incurving tusks and
two depressions for the eyes. Abar passed Rawer the final item, a greywacke
grinding palette in the shape of an elephant’s head, one Aboo had used in life.
After he placed it, Rawer arranged Aboo’s mace and crook and flail at his side,
along with the white plumes he had worn on his brow. Then he climbed out of the
grave. While we watched, workmen shoved the sand mounded to one side into the
grave with the shoulder blades of aurochs, covering Aboo forever.


Two objects remained to be buried. Abar used a copper trowel
to dig a hole at the head of Aboo’s grave. A servant brought her the two tall
ivory statues that had graced Aboo’s bedroom and the audience hall. Abar placed
them face down in the hole, then covered them. Amenia helped her rise. Then
everyone exited the tomb structure. Rawer removed his mask and hung it on a
copper hook beside the entrance. The rest of the elites did likewise. Those
masks would remain there forever, silent witnesses to the gods’ everlasting
presence.


The sun was high in the sky now. Servants appeared with reed
screens to shade the elites. Several workmen heaved a door made of thick woven
reeds into place over the opening in the tomb structure. They applied a thick
coating of wet mud over all four edges of the opening. Seni handed Amenia a
cylindrical seal carved from limestone. Amenia rolled it over the wet mud,
symbolically sealing the tomb with an image of Aboo leading his elephant on a
leash, as a sign he would continue to control nature from beyond the grave.
When that task was done everyone moved through the gate and into the cemetery
beyond it.


Amenia led the way to an open area where Aboo’s animals were
temporarily penned – cattle and goats and sheep and baboons and a leopard and a
few gazelles and Aboo’s elephant and more. A host of herdsmen and dogs were
keeping the domestic and wild animals separate. A few beasts were placidly
munching last meals of river plants or acacia twigs or emmer.


An attendant handed Rawer a long flint knife, its ivory
handle decorated with an orderly row of animals. He raised it high.


“In life,” Amenia cried, “our valley prospered under Aboo.
He was generous with his livestock, feeding us in time of need, and during
festivals. Today, all of his wealth shall accompany him to his next life.”


A keeper led a goat to Rawer. Another bound the animal’s
legs together, flipped it onto its side. Rawer slit its throat with the knife.
The men dragged it, spurting blood, to the lip of one of the empty graves and
left it there. The beast would be wrapped in linen and buried later after the
ceremony concluded. The elite men lined up. A keeper brought forward a ram.
Pipi slew it, then gave way to Hemaka, who killed a second, followed by
Harkhebi, who finished off a third. Soon the kilts and arms and legs and chests
of the elite men were bright red with hot blood. A cloud of flies descended on
the growing number of carcasses edging the graves. To conclude the domestic
animal phase of the ceremony, the elites sacrificed twenty cattle, all under
three years of age and thus prime food, next to a long deep trench. I could
tell everyone in the crowd was impressed, not only by Aboo’s wealth, but by the
fact none of it had been held back. Rawer would have a mighty task rebuilding a
similarly–sized menagerie of wild and domestic animals from scratch. He’d have
to do so quickly, in time to feed Nekhenians at the next festival. Or so, I
assumed, he presumed. In actuality, if all went well I’d be helping Abar create
the next ruler’s menagerie.


In the midst of the slaughter Abar slipped to my side, one
eye warily observing the lion cubs. She was wearing a sheer white linen skirt,
filthy from the dust she’d tossed on herself, a red linen girdle, and a
necklace and bracelets of garnet and carnelian and quartzite and gold beads.
Her eyes were darkly lined with malachite, and her lips and cheeks were
reddened with henna. Her hair was thick with dust and mud streaked her cheeks
where dust had mixed with tears. In the end she had mourned her father.


“You slew the lioness?” she asked.


“I did.”


“Since you made Rawer give you the fleet before you went hunting
he’ll have nothing after tomorrow.”


“I can’t wait to see his face,” I said.


She moved away.


The cattle were now all dead. A herdsman led several dogs
forward on leashes.


“As these dogs herded Aboo’s livestock in life, so shall
they herd his animals in death,” Amenia proclaimed.


The elites killed them. Their bodies were placed beside
graves interspersed among those of the domestic animals.


Amenia moved to where the wild animals were corralled. She
faced the crowd. “As Aboo controlled the chaos of the world in life, so will he
control it in death. Those wild animals he captured to bring order to our
valley will die with him.”


“As well as those I captured on his behalf,” Rawer
proclaimed.


Murmurs of amazement rolled through the crowd. Slaying
Aboo’s animals was one thing; slaying Rawer’s own was beyond anyone’s
expectation of him.


One after another, keepers brought wild animals to Rawer –
hartebeest, aurochs, baboons, gazelles, a hippo. He slew them all himself, at
his insistence. None of the elites objected. Among the beasts were four
crocodiles. Their graves were situated at the four corners of Aboo’s complex.
They’d be buried with their heads facing outward, to guard the entire complex
from enemies.


The final animal led forward to be killed was the bull
elephant, the pride of Aboo’s exotic herd, the animal whose attributes Aboo had
taken on in life and whose capture had cemented him in the position of ruler a
decade ago. A particularly large grave had been excavated for it, the most
massive I’d ever seen. A quantity of grave goods was stacked on its far side –
red ocher, malachite, a diorite macehead, an alabaster jar, amethyst beads, an
ivory bracelet, fine black–topped beakers, a bowl decorated with images of
plants in white, a wine jar from Maadi. Close by was a great stack of reed mats
and a huge pile of linen to swaddle the beast once it was dead. Keepers led the
elephant to the side of the grave, its trunk swaying back and forth. It began
munching from a pile of river plants placed there to divert its attention.
Several keepers quickly slipped long wooden stakes through the ends of ropes
that had earlier been tied to each of the elephant’s legs and pounded them into
the ground. The crowd moved far back as the elites edged warily into position,
closely ringing the beast, bows and lances at the ready. Rawer signaled, then
with a great cry plunged a lance deep into the elephant’s heart. It raised its
trunk and trumpeted, eyes wild with fright and pain. It tried to rear up but
couldn’t, its legs immobilized. It trumpeted again. Several of the elites
loosed a volley of arrows into its thick hide from point–blank range. Others
stabbed with their lances. Many in the crowd scrambled even farther backwards,
trying to get as far as possible from the elephant in case it broke free. For a
moment it stood, blood flowing copiously down its flanks from countless wounds,
then swayed, then toppled to the ground, raising a cloud of dust. A couple of
elites barely avoided being crushed.


The crowd moved closer again, to get a good look at the
magnificent beast.


“As Aboo was served in life, so too shall he be served in
death!” Rawer suddenly cried.


Amenia looked at him quizzically.


“This part of the ceremony does not concern you,” he
snarled. “Step aside.”


Amenia started to object, but stopped when Abar caught her
eye. Amenia slipped to Abar’s side. I was close enough to overhear their
conversation.


“You don’t want to be associated with what Rawer’s about to
do,” Abar said in a low voice. “I didn’t think he’d really go through with it.
I thought I’d talked him out of it. He’s going to reveal his true colors to the
people of Nekhen today. This will make what we’re going to do tomorrow easier.”


Rawer strolled to a section of the wall between two of the
pillared halls where Aboo’s household servants were huddled, ringed by Senebi
and his guards. The guards were all armed with lances and knives. I noticed
empty wine jars scattered at the servants’ feet. Senebi had apparently been
forcing the servants to drink the whole time the animals were being
slaughtered. Now, mercifully, most were quite drunk. Mercifully, because
Rawer’s intention was crystal clear to every spectator.


Seni handed Rawer the same knife Aboo had used to decapitate
the criminal during the inundation festival. Rawer strode to the front of one
of the pillared halls, where the servants could not see him. A young girl – I’d
noticed her fanning Aboo in the audience hall – was led, stumbling, to Rawer by
Senebi. Senebi turned her so she was facing the crowd with Rawer directly
behind her. The girl was only eight or nine and had no idea what was about to
happen. Buzzing rose from those behind me, whether of sympathy or something
else I did not know. I felt sick. Killing a criminal was one thing. Killing a
child to serve a dead ruler in the next life was quite another. Such a thing
had never been done before. If there was any question Rawer intended to claim
absolute power for himself once he became Nekhen’s ruler it was about to be
answered. Rawer clamped his hand over the girl’s mouth and pulled her head
against his chest and quickly and deeply slashed the knife across her throat.
Her eyes registered surprise, then pain. Blood gushed. Her hands rose to her
throat as if she could keep her life from slipping away. After a moment Rawer
released her. Her mouth opened but no sound came out. Then she toppled to her
knees, then fell face forward onto the ground. She thrashed about for a moment,
then was still. Amenia turned away and vomited. She wasn’t the only one. Two of
Senebi’s men picked up the girl’s body and placed it near the entrance of the
largest pillared hall, leaving behind a blood–drenched patch of dirt. Now the
reason for so many still–empty graves and reed mats and piles of bowls and jars
was clear. They were for the servants, though it appeared several would have to
share each grave. Mats would cover their bodies and the goods would be
distributed among them.


Senebi brought the next girl to Rawer, a sweet–voiced singer
who’d entertained Aboo every evening. She was older than the first girl and
wasn’t quite drunk enough. When she spotted her friend’s body and the bloody
ground and the dripping knife in Rawer’s hand she started kicking and screaming
and trying to jerk free of Senebi. Some in the crowd turned away. I couldn’t,
drawn to the scene despite its horror. Senebi pinned her arms behind her back
and forced her to kneel. He seemed to be enjoying himself. Rawer executed her.
Guards dragged her body away and placed it next to the first girl. And so it
went for nearly an hour, a few of the victims crying and screaming and
struggling, guards manhandling them, most of the victims standing drunkenly and
docilely, Rawer slaying them with brutal efficiency. The vast majority of those
sacrificed were girls and young women, with a bare handful of young boys.
Occasionally the mother of a victim screamed in agony from the midst of the
crowd. More than one father or brother had to be restrained.


Never had Dedi, in all the stories he’d told me, mentioned a
ritual like this anywhere in the valley. It was clearly Rawer’s invention, his
unmistakable way of demonstrating to anyone with the temerity to challenge his
right to be Nekhen’s ruler he was willing to do whatever was necessary to gain
and keep that position. His ruthlessness this day would make anyone who might
attempt to challenge him in the future think twice before doing so. Wehemka’s
and Pipi’s faces indicated the message had been received and taken to heart.
They’d fall in line to serve Rawer.


But at least one person wouldn’t. Abar stood beside Amenia
throughout the slaughter, occasionally grasping her hand. She was grim, her
face determined. As was Amenia. They, at least, were prepared now more than
ever to keep Rawer from exercising this type of control over our settlement.


When Rawer finally finished executing the servants it was
late afternoon and the sun was beginning to descend in the west. Rawer faced
the crowd. His hair was soaking wet and plastered to his head. His arms and
chest and legs and clothing were absolutely drenched with blood. He was a
fearsome sight.


“A feast awaits you beside the oval court,” he cried
grandly. “All of Aboo’s livestock that did not accompany him to the grave has
been slain and awaits you there.”


There were scattered cries of appreciation.


The procession reformed. After a brief and heated discussion
with Rawer, Amenia angrily pushed past him and strode to where the children
he’d executed lay in a long bloody row. She fell to her knees beside the
youngest girl, removed the talisman from around her neck, blessed her, moved to
the next body and repeated the ritual, tears streaming down her cheeks. Rawer
turned his back on her and moved to the front of the procession next to an
ashen Abar and led us down the wadi path to the field beside the court. There
we feasted until late at night. At least, those who had the stomach to eat did.
I was not among them.


 


 


***


 


 


The next morning Nekhenians and visitors gathered in the oval
court for what Rawer and everyone else expected would be his confirmation as
ruler. I’d spent a sleepless night at the boatyard, knowing it wouldn’t be, not
wasting any time reasserting my control over what Rawer had yielded to me.


Everyone who could was packed inside the oval court when
Rawer entered, attended by the elite men and servants carrying emblems atop
poles. He was flanked by Senebi’s guards. That was unexpected and troubling;
Aboo had never felt the need for protectors inside this sacred space, and their
presence would make Amenia denying Rawer the position he claimed was his more
dangerous. It was also an additional sign Rawer, if confirmed, would exercise
the position of ruler differently than his predecessors had.


I was in the procession too, right behind Rawer, again
holding the leashes of the lion cubs. Abar walked at Rawer’s side. If she was
nervous it didn’t show. Both were dressed in their finest clothing and jewelry.
Rawer wore the lioness’ tail attached to the back of his belt. They approached
the dais where Amenia waited, standing on the top step. The two of them halted
in front of it, facing her. The elites moved to one side of the platform and I
moved to the opposite with the cubs. The servants carrying emblems set them
into the holes in the curve behind the platform.


Amenia addressed the crowd in a loud clear voice. “Five
hundred years ago my ancestress, Tiaa, was called to Nekhen by the falcon god.
She was charged with selecting and confirming a man to rule our settlement.
Ever since then, the person who has borne the talisman given to my family by
the falcon god himself in a time beyond reckoning has confirmed Nekhen’s ruler.
I bear the talisman, the one hundred–twelfth to do so. Today I shall confirm
our next ruler. My confirmation cannot be contested or denied, for it
represents the will of our god.”


Amenia had set the stage. Abar tensed, as did I. This was
the moment she’d worked towards for nearly seven years, the moment we’d pay
Rawer back for all the evil he’d done, set Nekhen on course towards a bright
future, make what he’d done yesterday no more than a one–time horrible memory.
There’d be an immediate uproar, I was certain. Elites would rise to protest
that a woman had been picked. Those would be countered by several dozen of the
leading men from the surrounding hamlets, and a few elites from Nekhen itself.
They’d all pledged me their support for Abar months ago. Or, maybe there
wouldn’t be a protest at all. After what Rawer had done yesterday, who’d
willingly submit to him if there was a reasonable alternative? Or even an
unreasonable one?


“Rawer, ascend the steps,” Amenia said calmly.


Had I heard correctly? Amenia was supposed to call Abar
forward. What was happening?


Rawer climbed the steps and stood facing Amenia.


We’d failed. Amenia was going to confirm Rawer. She’d
switched sides! She’d betrayed Abar and me. Abar had mentioned an offer of a
bribe – Rawer had apparently bought Amenia. I’d thought Amenia stronger than
that. I guess I hadn’t really known her. Or, maybe being joined to Sanakht had
changed her and she wasn’t the woman I’d loved anymore. Had she revealed our
plot to Rawer and extracted something for herself in return? Was his first act
as ruler going to be to execute me and Abar for plotting against him?


Abar was trying hard to keep from showing her emotions. She
had to be thinking the same things I was. If she was going to die, no doubt
she’d do it with strength and dignity. Rawer couldn’t take those away from her,
at least.


Seni ascended the platform, carrying a pear–shaped mace he’d
personally carved from limestone and decorated. Was it going to be the
instrument of my death?


“Take this mace,” Amenia said. “With it, defend your people
from Nekhen’s enemies.”


Salitis took Seni’s place.


“The crook and flail are ancient symbols,” Amenia intoned,
“carried by the first patriarchs who herded cattle on the vast savannahs
flanking this valley. As those patriarchs cared for their beasts, so too shall
you, Rawer, care for your people.”


A string of elites climbed the steps to Rawer, presenting
him with fish–tailed knives, bows and arrows, lances, tools, jars and bowls,
even a greywacke amulet of a cow’s head with horns. He received necklaces made
of carnelian and quartz and amethyst and gold and ostrich egg beads, and amulets
made of copper and various types of stone, and containers of ointments and
minerals, and fine linen. Abar presented the final gift, a lion–shaped
greywacke grinding palette, in honor of the lioness he had supposedly slain.


When everything had been given to Rawer, Amenia spoke one
last time. “Rawer, as the priestess of the falcon god, I confirm you as
Nekhen’s ruler.”


She bound tall white plumes to his brow, then descended to
the foot of the dais and stepped into the midst of the elites, leaving him alone
to face the assembled crowd. Cheers echoed against the far plateaus. Those
cheers were far more muted than the ones always given to Aboo, though I doubted
Rawer noticed.


After some time Rawer raised his arms to command silence.
“You all know me,” he cried. “I grew up among you. At the very hour of Aboo’s
death I was in the desert, eliminating the chaos that had stalked our valley
since he became ill.” He pointed to the lion cubs I was controlling. “As I
eliminated that chaos, so will I control it in the future. I will keep these
cubs captive, and raise them, and I will replenish the wild herd I slew
yesterday to accompany Aboo to the next life.”


The crowd stirred as one of Senebi’s men carried the hide of
the lioness I’d killed two days ago into the oval court. There was no reason to
mention that now; it wouldn’t change what Amenia had done and would only
provoke Rawer’s wrath. That was something I’d need to avoid from now on,
provoking him, on the unlikely chance I survived this day. The beast had been hurriedly
skinned after our return in time for this ceremony. The guard stopped at the
foot of the platform, bowed, ascended, moved behind Rawer. Rawer removed his
plumes. The guard draped the hide over Rawer’s shoulders, arranged the lioness’
paws so they dangled down his chest, rested its head atop Rawer’s.


Rawer moved from under the canopy. The crowd’s stirring
became a loud roar, for Rawer was an impressive sight. After some time he
raised his arms for silence again.


“Just as Aboo took the name and power of the elephant he
captured at the start of his rule,” he cried, “so today I take the name and
power of this lioness I slew to keep you all from harm. From this day my name
shall be Ma–ee – Lion – and by that name I shall rule Nekhen.”


“Ma–ee! Ma–ee!” everyone began to chant.


Ma–ee raised his arms in acknowledgment.


One of Senebi’s thugs entered the oval court, bearing a
slender pole topped with the image of a lion, newly carved from acacia. He
walked through the center of the crowd, to the foot of the platform, bowed to
Ma–ee. Then he set the pole into the hole that had been occupied by Aboo’s
elephant standard for so many years.


The crowd began to chant once more. Ma–ee nodded. Tentopet
carried his infant son, Shery, to Abar. Abar took him in her arms. She ascended
the dais and stood next to Ma–ee, facing the crowd, expressionless. Everyone
cheered even louder. I couldn’t help pity Abar – Amenia should have confirmed her.
Even now, Rawer should be slinking away in disgrace. But Abar’s plan had fallen
apart. Now she’d never be more than the woman of a ruler who’d never ask for
her advice and ignore it if given. A ruler who’d waste her life and talents. A
ruler who’d diminish Nekhen.


When everyone finally quieted Ma–ee continued.


“My woman has given me a son, Shery, the grandson of Aboo.
Someday – many years from now – he shall succeed me as Nekhen’s ruler.”


That remark was aimed directly at Wehemka. Should something
happen to Ma–ee, he’d have no standing to take his place.


Servants brought two leather chairs. Ma–ee and Abar sat,
Shery still in her arms. One by one the elite men of Nekhen and the leading men
of the hamlets who were now beholden to Ma–ee knelt atop the bottom step of the
dais and pledged fealty to him – Wehemka and Pipi and others who’d harbored
dreams of ruling our settlement in clipped voices, the rest more heartily.
Ma–ee acknowledged each of his new vassals with a smile and comment. When it
was my turn I repeated the words of obeisance as had everyone else. But Ma–ee’s
smile was forced and there was an undercurrent of uneasiness between him and
me. I’d gained my new elite status through a bargain I’d forced upon him, and I
was part of a secret that could undermine his credibility – that he
hadn’t slain the lioness. I’d never be able to trust him, ever. He was a
vindictive man, and recent events, and those of earlier years, were wounds that
would fester in him and put us at odds, whether soon or years from now I did
not know. But today I didn’t much care about that. It appeared Ma–ee wasn’t
going to execute me or Abar – Amenia hadn’t given us up, apparently – and the
fleet was now mine.


After the last of us made our pledges, Ma–ee established for
the leaders of each enterprise the amount of raw materials and finished goods
and foodstuffs he would require from now on to support his household and his
workshops. The amount was considerably higher than Aboo had set for the same
purpose, for Aboo hadn’t had the plethora of guards to take care of that Ma–ee
did, and Ma–ee’s dependents were all apparently going to live in luxury. After
dealing with the elites, Ma–ee detailed the donations he required from farmers
and others to offer to the gods, and the amount and types of foodstuffs to
guard against famine.


“And now, I will select from among the youth gathered in
this court those who will serve me in my house,” Ma–ee announced.


The crowd fell silent, remembering how Ma–ee had brutally
executed Aboo’s servants the day before. It might be an honor to be selected to
serve our ruler, but it was clearly going to be a death sentence too. Commoners
were used to subjugation and deprivation, but everyone Ma–ee picked today would
be condemned to a life of fear as well. Although, given Ma–ee’s age, the
servants he selected today would probably be replaced long before his death.
Ma–ee wouldn’t surround himself with wrinkled age when he could have a constant
supply of fresh beauty. The successors of today’s servants would be slaughtered
to attend him in the Afterlife, not these.


There were a few cries from parents as names were called,
some of fear, some of pride. In each case the boy or girl wound their way to
the empty space before the platform, a few briskly, most uncertainly. None
would ever return home again; their new lives would start immediately after
this ceremony. Ma–ee selected thirty servants, twenty–three of them girls, all
between ages nine and eighteen. Nebet, Hemaka’s youngest daughter and Amenia’s
cousin, just turned eighteen, was among them. After the first few selections a
pattern emerged – Ma–ee was choosing a child from each of Nekhen’s elite
families and the most important of the leading families who resided in the
larger hamlets in the valley. Grimly, I realized those children were more than
servants; they were hostages in case their fathers ever tried to depose Ma–ee.
It was a master stroke by Ma–ee to eliminate opposition, one that vastly
increased his power. By seizing control over the children of the valley’s
leaders he was positioning himself to dictate what everyone in our region did.
He was even more ruthless and cunning than I’d supposed.


And then the ceremony was done. I turned the lion cubs over
to their permanent keepers and returned to the boatyard. I had no desire to
attend Rawer’s – Ma–ee’s – confirmation feast. A day that had started with hope
and promise, one I’d looked forward to for years as the fulfillment of a dream,
had ended in disaster. I could only guess what Abar was feeling after devoting
so much of her life to pursuit of the position Ma–ee now held and sacrificing
her happiness in the attempt. As for Amenia, her betrayal was beyond
comprehension. How could I have been so wrong about her?


The next morning, very early, I got to work in the boatyard
putting to rights what Ma–ee and Senebi had undone. 
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To my surprise, I spotted my cousin Nebet anxiously pacing
outside the entrance to Ma–ee’s audience hall. Two of Senebi’s guards had
unceremoniously marched me there down the wadi path all the way from Sanakht’s
house in the upper settlement. “Ma–ee’s orders” had been their sole
explanation. They hadn’t cared I was less than a month from giving birth to my
second child; they’d practically prodded me along with their lances. I was
breathing hard and dripping sweat. Nebet was nineteen now, one of the hostages
Ma–ee had taken the day I confirmed him as ruler a year ago. Neither she nor
any other hostage had been allowed to visit with family members since being
forced into Aboo’s service. Nebet dashed to me, embraced me.


“Thank the gods you’ve come, Amenia!” she said fervently.


I glanced at the guards who flanked me. “I didn’t have any
choice. Why am I here?”


“It’s Abar. She’s in trouble. I convinced Ma–ee to send for
you.”


I stiffened. “You shouldn’t have, Nebet. Abar doesn’t want
anything to do with me.”


She’d once been my friend and co–conspirator. No longer. We
hadn’t spoken since the day I’d betrayed her by choosing Ma–ee as our next
ruler. She hadn’t even acknowledged my presence during subsequent ceremonies in
the oval court when I’d shared the dais with her and Ma–ee. I didn’t blame her.
I should have confirmed her. Ma–ee was an even more horrible ruler than I’d
imagined in my wildest dreams. Abar had set a plan in motion to succeed her
father, followed it step by step for years, had rule within her grasp – and
then I’d snatched it from her. Every line of her body when we were near each
other screamed her utter hatred for me.


A long hoarse cry came from deep within Ma–ee’s complex.


“Abar’s been in labor for two days,” Nebet said in a scared
voice. “Her room’s full of women from all over the valley Ma–ee’s called in to
help. They haven’t. No one knows what to do. She’s getting weaker by the hour.
She’s going to die, Amenia. You’re her only hope.” Nebet reached out, touched
my swollen belly. “How much longer?”


“A month. Maybe less.”


“What if it was you? Wouldn’t you want her to help you if
she was a healer?”


I squared my shoulders. The falcon god had given me the gift
of healing. It wasn’t something to be exercised only when convenient for me. So
I’d offer to help. If Abar rejected me, that was her right and I’d respect it.
“Take me to her.”


I followed Nebet into the audience hall. I recalled the
first time I’d been here, assisting Great–grandmother, discussing with Abar who
should be confirmed as Aboo’s successor. And there, standing next to the
entrance into the private quarters, was the least qualified of the candidates
we’d talked about that day – Ma–ee. I cringed, just seeing him. I couldn’t
stand being in his presence. In the oval court this past year we’d exchanged
only the words required of us by ritual. Otherwise, an icy silence. I’d never
forgive him for what he’d done to force me to confirm him as ruler. It had been
unconscionable. I believed he feared some day everyone would find out and
condemn him. Because of that fear I was a threat to him. I knew he wanted to
remove me from public view. His conundrum was I’d have to do something truly
awful in order for him to take action against me, since I was the falcon god’s
priestess. Even he didn’t have the courage to act arbitrarily when a god was
involved. Too many people in the valley wouldn’t stand for that. Short of Ma–ee
murdering me some dark night, there was nothing he could do to keep me from
being a thorn in his side for the rest of my life. As feeble as that was, it
was all the revenge I’d ever get for the things he’d done to me.


Another cry, louder now since it was not muffled by as great
a distance. Abar was suffering greatly.


“I’ve come to help Abar, as you ordered,” I said.


“She’s not your priority,” Ma–ee said. He seized my arm
roughly. “Don’t you dare let my child die!”


Abar’s life meant nothing to him. Likely he’d be glad if she
died so he’d be free to join with one of Nekhen’s elite women and thereby
strengthen his position as ruler. “Or what?” I jerked my arm free, rested my
hand on my belly. “You’ll kill my child?”


“Why not?” he asked cavalierly.


Ma–ee had ruined my life. He’d deprived me of Nykara. He was
responsible for me being Sanakht’s woman. He’d turned Nekhen into a place of
fear. He was threatening my unborn child. But Abar wasn’t to blame for his
actions. I didn’t hold her responsible for his reprehensible behavior. I pushed
past him out of the audience hall and into the private quarters.


Nebet quickly led me past a food preparation area and
through a large space crowded with women who should have been working on
household crafts but weren’t and down a long corridor lined on both sides with
rooms where the residents of the house obviously slept. Several of Senebi’s
thugs were standing guard before a room at the end of the corridor, no doubt
Ma–ee’s. But for the most part everything was a blur. Too many extraneous
details for me to sort out.


“That’s the nursery,” Nebet said, pointing to a room on the
left just before Ma–ee’s. “That’s where we’ve set up the birth bower.”


Another agonized dragged–out cry. I hurried into the room.


More than a dozen women were crowded into the relatively
small space, most old and, presumably, experienced assisting at births. The
room was lit with a few guttering bowls of oil. Only the hint of a breeze blew
through the single window. Protective charms were scattered everywhere. Two
girls about Nebet’s age, fellow hostage–servants, were holding Abar up on the
birthing bricks, their necks under her armpits, their hands supporting the
undersides of her thighs. Abar was naked, drenched in sweat, her hair tangled
and matted, head hanging, so spent she couldn’t squat without assistance.
Abar’s two oldest sisters, Hunur and Nefertkau, aged ten and nine respectively,
were vigorously cooling her with ostrich feather fans. Both looked helpless and
scared. The women were milling about, arguing loudly amongst themselves about
what to try next. No one seemed to be in charge. Pandemonium reigned.


I elbowed my way through them to Abar. I was recognized.
They fell silent.


Abar looked up, saw who it was. “Leave,” she commanded
weakly. “Don’t want your help.”


“Ma–ee insists,” I replied. I addressed my cousin. “Nebet,
get these women out of here. All but Abar’s sisters and Tentopet. Now!” I
turned to the girls supporting Abar. “Lay her down on the pallet. I need to
examine her.”


They did, carefully and awkwardly, as the room emptied. The
silence was blessed. I could think more clearly now. Abar closed her eyes. She
was breathing hard. I gently but firmly felt her abdomen. I realized the baby
was facing the wrong direction. That was a deadly serious problem. I’d have to
turn it so it could be born. I’d seen Great–grandmother perform the procedure
once, a decade ago. The baby had lived. The woman hadn’t.


I removed my curved wand of hippo ivory, carved with images
of Bat, from my leather pouch. I drew a protective circle around Abar, calling
on the goddess to help her. I opened a container of behen oil and gently rubbed
it on her belly. I set the container aside.


“I need all of you to hold Abar down now,” I told Nebet and
Tentopet and the girls firmly. “Get a grip on her and don’t let go no matter
what.”


They moved into position as I directed, at her shoulders and
legs. I leaned forward, touched the talisman to Abar’s belly. “Please…” I
prayed to the falcon god.


I’d never forget her cries of agony as long as I lived, nor
the blood, nor the tears streaming down the cheeks of my shocked and
overwhelmed assistants. To their credit, not one abandoned her post. When it
was done I helped them get Abar back onto the birthing bricks. Ten minutes
later I caught her child as he emerged, my arms bloodied to the elbows, and
guided him into the world.


His first squalls brought Ma–ee running.


“You have another son,” I announced.


Ma–ee beamed with pride. “His name is Shepseska,” he said.


Tentopet took the baby from me and carried him to Nubemshant
and Nefertkau, who were waiting to wash him and swaddle him in linen.


“You can go now,” Ma–ee told me abruptly.


I studied Abar closely. Hunur and Nebet had eased her onto a
pallet. She was exhausted, soaked, bloody, her breathing ragged and labored,
eyes closed, cheeks drawn, pale. She was in extremely bad shape. None of the
women I’d sent to wait in the audience hall had the skills necessary to help
her recover from this difficult birth. I didn’t know if I did. Abar was going
to have to draw on whatever reserves of strength were left to her and fight
hard if she wanted to survive. I didn’t know if she had the will anymore,
subjugated as she was to Rawer. But I couldn’t abandon her and leave her to her
fate, especially after I’d betrayed her and put her in the position she was in.
“Abar needs my help or she’ll die.”


Ma–ee looked at Abar almost disdainfully, waved his hand.
“Stay or go. It’s no concern of mine.” He spun on his heel and left the room.


Almost immediately a number of serving girls entered, all
hostage–daughters of elites. They washed the blood off Abar, dried her,
transferred her to a new pallet, covered her with a fine linen sheet, cleaned
the room, filled it with flowers, scattered more protective charms. I ordered
Tentopet to put an image of Bat at the head of the pallet and an image of
Nekhbet at the foot. Abar needed all the help she could get. I seated myself at
her side and remained there during the endlessly long hours that followed,
administering every herb and potion in my pouch and chanting every prayer
Great–grandmother had ever taught me to keep her alive. Abar slept for two days
straight. A few times her breathing became so shallow and labored I feared she
was about to die, but each time she rallied. Nebet remained with me, and Abar’s
half–sisters, taking turns placing a linen cloth dipped in cool water I’d
blessed with the talisman on her brow, grabbing snatches of sleep whenever they
could. As for me, I had none.


Abar’s eyes fluttered open early in the afternoon on the
second day. She moaned, licked her dry lips.


Nebet gently lifted Abar’s head and gave her a sip of water.
Then she lay her down again.


“You have a son,” I told Abar wearily. I motioned to
Tentopet.


She was a few steps away. She carried Shepseska to Abar and
placed him in her arms.


Abar gazed at him tenderly, kissed the top of his head, stroked
his cheek and arm and leg. Then she focused on me. She stiffened. The love that
had shone for her son fled from her eyes, replaced by hatred and bitterness.
“If you expect my thanks you’ll get none,” she said in a voice barely more than
a whisper. “Not after what you did. Leave. Now.” She looked at her son again,
dismissed me from her mind.


“I will,” I said. “But please let me explain first. I’m
begging you.”


She gestured and Nebet gave her another sip of water.
“Explain what?” Abar asked, her voice stronger now. “You betrayed me. Everyone
in Nekhen is paying the price.”


“I know. Please,” I pleaded. “You’ll never have to see me
again after this. I promise.”


Abar gazed at me coldly. “Everyone out,” she ordered.


Tentopet and Nebet and half a dozen serving girls exited the
room.


“Well?” Abar asked imperiously when we were alone.


“Ma–ee kidnapped my daughter, Keminub, the night before the
confirmation ceremony,” I said, my eyes locked on hers. “He said he’d kill her
if I didn’t confirm him. He’d just executed Aboo’s servants – I knew he’d do
it.” I took a deep breath. Tears began streaming down my cheeks, even though
I’d promised myself I wouldn’t cry. “So I put my needs above yours and
Nekhen’s,” I confessed bitterly. “Ma–ee had already taken Nykara from me. I
couldn’t let him take the only piece of Nykara I’d ever have too.”


Abar stared at me for a long time. “Keminub is Nykara’s
child?”


I nodded. I didn’t trust myself to speak.


“Does he know?”


“No. And he never can.” I covered my face with my hands for
a moment, composed myself. “I can’t imagine what it would do to him. Promise me
you’ll never tell.”


“I won’t,” Abar said. “He should hear it from you.”


I returned to the matter at hand. I roughly brushed the
tears from my cheeks, rested my hands on my belly. “I’ll never ask you to
forgive me for what I did to you, Abar,” I said. “I know you can’t. I betrayed
you and it was inexcusable. I only hope some day you’ll come to understand why
I did what I did, and not hate me anymore.” I started to rise, to leave as I’d
promised.


Abar weakly grasped my hand with one of hers, stopped me.
“Do you think I’d have done differently if it had been one of my children?”
Tears began streaming down her cheeks too. “There’s nothing to forgive,
Amenia,” she sniffed. She stroked Shepseska with her free hand. “Damn Ma–ee! He
did this, not you.” She squeezed my hand tight. “You were my only and dearest
friend, Amenia. Along with everything else, he stole our friendship, our love
for each other. But we can get them back, at least. Please, Amenia, will you
stay with me?”


I sobbed, smiled, my eyes blurred with tears. “Yes. As long
as you need me.” I bent, kissed her brow. “I’ve missed you so much, Abar.”


 


 


***


 


 


We sat beside the river a week later in the cool shade of
palm trees – me, Abar and Shepseska. Abar had always been a strong woman; she’d
recovered more rapidly than I’d thought possible from her ordeal. The baby too
was thriving. The afternoon sunlight glinted silver on the water and birds
flitted in the tops of the palms and in the patch of reeds to our left, filling
the air with their trilling. In the distance three columns of smoke marked
Heth’s smithy; the boatyard close to it hummed with activity. Several boats
were waiting to land, having made their daily deliveries to hamlets north and
south. Strings of donkeys were waiting to transport inland whatever the crewmen
had collected. A few fishermen were busy as well, in the middle of the channel
between Nekhen and the island, dragging a net between their boats. As usual, a considerable
number of people were passing in and out of the workshops of Nykara’s craftsmen
close by the smithy, no doubt arranging items to donate in upcoming festivals.
Those workshops had replaced the oval court as the liveliest and noisiest
section of Nekhen.


I finished braiding Abar’s hair. Then I poured beer from a
jar into a cup and offered it to her.


She drained it without pausing for breath, handed it to me.


“The purification ritual is now complete,” I announced.


Abar sighed deeply. “So this is my last day of freedom.
Tomorrow I’ll be locked away in Ma–ee’s house again. Thank the gods for the
audience hall or I’d go crazy.”


“He lets you attend now?” I asked in surprise.


“Ever since Shery was born. My son gave me the leverage I
lacked before. I wait until the elites or petitioners half–fill the room before
I march in. Rawer doesn’t dare try to kick me out in front of them –
appearances are everything to him. He likes to portray himself as all powerful
– that illusion would evaporate in an instant if anyone thought he couldn’t
control his own woman. Senebi tried to stop me once before I got to the
entrance – he and his goons. But he didn’t dare lay his hands on me and I
brushed right past him. I even threatened to hire goons of my own if he tried
to block me again.” Abar laughed.


“My uncle Hemaka expected to have Senebi’s position,” I told
Abar. “It was part of the agreement he and Ma–ee made when they gave me to
Sanakht. Uncle Hemaka is extremely bitter about Ma–ee’s broken promise. You
should hear what he says about Ma–ee when he and Sanakht are talking.”


“Just one of a host of Ma–ee’s enemies,” Abar said. “So,
Hemaka’s not content with being Nekhen’s leading potter now, and being an
elite?”


“He enjoys the wealth. He doesn’t enjoy how the elites treat
him like an outsider. They inherited their positions. He feels he earned his.
He thinks he’s as good as any of them. They disagree.”


“A stroke of luck for Hemaka, wasn’t it, that Teti’s works
burned down,” Abar said facetiously.


“No luck involved. Ma–ee either set the fire or ordered
Senebi to set it to fulfill his agreement with Uncle Hemaka. I can’t prove it,
of course, but I don’t doubt it.”


Abar shook her head. “Trying to head off Ma–ee’s lunacy is
why I go to the audience hall, Amenia. I can’t count the times I’ve prevented
him from doing something either foolish or outrageous. I force him to listen to
both sides of an argument before he renders what passes for justice. I’ve never
seen a man so quick to make up his mind without waiting for most of the facts.
I shudder to think what messes he’s made this past week while I’ve been
undergoing the afterbirth rituals.”


“Speaking of messes, are the supplies of emmer and barley as
low as everyone believes?” I asked.


Abar nodded. “The god of the inundation did not smile on
Ma–ee this first year of his rule.”


“My cousin Peseshet said her man, Yuny, was only allocated
half his usual amount of land.”


“He wasn’t the only one. There was a near–rebellion among
the farmers when Ma–ee placed the boundary markers. If they’d rallied behind a
leader then they might have been able to force him to allocate fairly. But they
didn’t. So Senebi and his thugs were able to put everyone who complained in his
place separately.”


“You wouldn’t believe how many farmers I had to tend to in
the weeks after the inundation festival. Cuts, bruises, broken bones, even a
few stab wounds.”


“The only farmers who came out ahead were the ones who
bribed Ma–ee.”


“But he’s continued to provide foodstuffs generously at all
the festivals,” I observed.


“He’s trying to hide the truth from the people, so they’ll
think there’s no problem. His generosity has made the problem much worse, of
course – he’s nearly exhausted the grain reserves.” Abar leaned close. “Dagi
procured what little excess grain there was in the valley these past months,
mostly from the area around Abdju, Tjeni’s satellite. Nykara transported it
here. Tentopet, Dagi’s sister, told me. Somehow she manages to communicate with
Nykara at will even though Rawer and Senebi have drawn a wall of silence around
our house. I don’t think either of them realizes who her brother is, and that
he’s Nykara’s friend. Anyway, the plains are much wider at Abdju than here, so
they actually had grain to trade. Can you believe it – Nykara used his own
stock of trade goods to finance the exchanges?” She shook her head in disgust.
“Ma–ee wouldn’t have stood for using any of the luxuries he’s already set aside
for his burial, or the share of what Nykara’s workshops produce he claims for
himself. Anyway, without that grain we’d really be in dire straits.”


“That can’t continue indefinitely, can it?”


“No. There’s not any excess grain left anywhere now. But if
the next inundation is normal it won’t matter. Ma–ee will be able to fully
replenish the granaries and no one will ever know how close we came to
starvation.”


“I overheard Sanakht tell Uncle Hemaka Nykara’s put the
fleet to rights. He’s built several new boats, trained new crews, added new
craftsmen, shut down Ma–ee’s trading posts in favor of the ones operated by Dagi
and Pabasa.”


“All of their assistants have joined with local women now,”
Abar told me. “Thanks to Nykara, Nekhen’s presence is going to expand in the
southern valley, just like we planned. Hopefully, my son and his sons after him
will be able to build on that after Ma–ee’s dead.” She put her hand on mine.
“Would you like Tentopet to pass a message to Nykara for you? I’m sure she can
find a way.”


I shook my head sadly. “We’ve made a clean break, Abar. It’s
best to let it be. I haven’t spoken to Nykara since the day before Uncle Hemaka
gave me to Sanakht.” The day Keminub was conceived. “I still make
pottery for Nykara – it’s making Sanakht rich – but his men make the pick–ups
and deliveries to the upper terrace. It’s better we leave things the way they
are, that he forgets me, that I try to forget him.” There was a catch in my
throat. Saying the words out loud was painful. “I can’t imagine he’d care for
me anymore anyway, not after Sanakht has… spoiled me.”


“You’re wrong,” Abar assured me. “He’d be with you in a
heartbeat if he could. I never saw two people who loved each other more than
you and Nykara. I always envied you so much. Love like that doesn’t go away.”
She put her hand atop my belly, on my unborn child. “How old is Sanakht?” she
asked. “Forty?”


“About that, yes.”


“How much longer can he possibly live?”


“Are you suggesting Nykara will wait for me?” I scoffed.
“With my luck Sanakht will live as long as Dedi – another twenty years or
more.”


“Ten years, twenty, a hundred – Nykara will never give up on
you,” Abar averred.


I recalled the dream the falcon god had sent me, Nykara and
me sitting together, our child in his arms, watching the sun set over the
delta. He had indeed promised Nykara to me. But I’d kept my dream secret from
Abar, denied her precious time in which she could have built an alliance to
defeat Rawer. I’d confirmed Rawer as Nekhen’s ruler in the falcon god’s name,
knowing I shouldn’t. I’d put myself and my needs before his will. I’d
dishonored my god, turned away from him. Because of that my dream would never
come true. Nykara was lost to me forever. So was the god’s favor.


I shook my head. “On second thought, Tentopet can
pass along a message for me.” I had to pay the price for what I’d done, set
Nykara free, give him up forever. He shouldn’t be miserable just because I was.
He wasn’t to blame for what I’d done. “Tell Nykara not to wait for me. Tell him
to get on with his life. Tell him to find a woman he can love and spend the
rest of his life with.”


Abar bowed her head. “Oh, Amenia…”


“Our lives should be so different!” I exclaimed, frustrated,
furious. “You should be ruling Nekhen, Abar. You should be joined to a man you
love. I should be with Nykara.”


“And Ma–ee’s to blame for everything,” she said. “I’ll hate
him for eternity.”
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I was in the harbor district, running an errand for Papa. A
caravan full of wine was due to arrive at Farkha in the delta in a few days and
he’d tasked me with arranging a boat to carry it from there to the traders’
storage area in Maadi. The harbor was crowded, the flats along the river piled
high with goods carried from or being loaded onto nearly two dozen moored
vessels from all over the North. The cries of overseers and boat captains
drowned out the grunts and curses of harried sweating porters and oarsmen. The
dusty lane that paralleled the river was swarming with more porters bearing
containers through the entrance in Maadi’s new settlement wall and on to either
the northern or southern storage areas, and strings of donkeys piled high with
goods, and water carriers, and vendors offering bread and beer, and a host of
women exchanging foodstuffs with the boats’ crewmen for a share of their exotic
goods, and even a few girls with dripping water jars on their shoulders. A couple
of cats slunk along the bases of the wall and the storage huts, keeping to
narrow strips of shade.


“Bakist!”


I spun around to see who along the quay had shouted my name,
spotted him among the bustle. “Nykara?” I cried in disbelief. My heart
instantly beat faster. His arrival was an unexpected and very welcome surprise.


Nykara hopped from the deck of his laden wood boat onto
shore, grasping a leather pouch in one hand. We quickly closed the gap between
us, both of us dodging others, briefly embraced. Nykara was as imposing as
ever, hair long, skin sun–browned, muscles hard. He was obviously weary from
his long journey, yet seemed reinvigorated by his arrival at Maadi. I hoped, as
always, that had something to do with seeing me. I’d missed him the months he’d
been at his home in Nekhen.


I’d been twelve years old the first time he’d visited Maadi,
a tall gangly slip of a girl. I’d never met anyone as good–looking and
self–assured and charismatic. Naturally, even though he was six years older
than me, I’d been instantly attracted to him. What heart on the brink of
womanhood didn’t succumb to dreams of forbidden romance, especially with an
exotic and imposing stranger? Because I was bolder than either of my older
sisters, I’d been brave enough to approach and serve him and even engage him in
conversation when he came to meet with traders in Papa’s house. I’d also been
self–confident enough in my abilities to offer to help him negotiate his
trades. To my surprise, he’d actually taken me up on my offer, and I’d come
through for him. He’d called on me to help him negotiate on every one of his
subsequent trips. The first seemed so long ago now – eight years had passed.
I’d long since become a woman, the tallest in Maadi, grown into my height in
every way. Nykara had watched me grow up, though in a very disjointed fashion –
we’d been together for a week or so, then apart for as long as six months, over
and over, all those years. On some of his visits I’d felt like I was exactly
the same person who’d greeted him on his preceding visit, on others I’d felt
like a different person entirely.


“Looks like another fine assortment of trade goods,” I said,
professionally surveying the crammed deck of his vessel. There was barely space
for his crew to move around.


“The best from my smithy and the workshops of my craftsmen.”
Nykara shook his head. “Can you believe Ma–ee was so short–sighted the years he
was running the enterprise he wouldn’t let me trade what his craftsmen produced
here at Maadi?”


“An utterly stupid man.”


Nykara laughed.


Several of his men eyed me lasciviously from the deck. Every
boat’s crew did. I ignored them.


“Have you been waiting in the harbor for me to return?”
Nykara teased. “Do you come every day hoping to see me?”


“You wish,” I said lightly. But I wished he did wish. “I was
running an errand for Papa.” I took hold of his arm. “You’ll stay with us, of
course.”


“I hoped you’d ask.”


He’d known I’d ask. Nykara had stayed with us every trip
since his first. He and Papa were not only trading partners but fast friends. I
glanced at his pouch. I couldn’t wait to see what treasures he’d carried with
him from Nekhen. He always brought us gifts – for Papa and Mama and each of my
sisters. But my gift was always the best.


“The wall’s been finished since my last visit,” Nykara
observed, scanning the wood structure.


“Finally circles the entire settlement,” I told him. “We’ve
become a target for desert raiders, ever since Nekhen started trading with us.
Your elites’ desire for our luxury goods has brought us prosperity. Our storage
areas are a tempting prize. Our population’s more than doubled since you first
voyaged here from the South.”


“There were only three boats in the harbor when I arrived
that time, as I recall. But today…” – he swept his arm across the docks –
“barely a berth for me.”


“We’re lucky enough to be at the very junction between North
and South,” I said. “All trade goods flow through us.”


“Speaking of which, as I arrived I glimpsed the top of a
long pavilion inside the wall where the southern storage huts are located,”
Nykara said. “That’s new too.”


 “More than just a pavilion. The whole area’s been
redone – the northern too. I’ll show you before we go to Papa’s.”


I led Nykara along the harbor lane towards the brand–new
entrance gate into the settlement. I hadn’t let go of his arm. He didn’t seem
to mind.


We hadn’t wound very far through the crowd when my attention
was attracted to an altercation near one of the boats. The reed vessel rode low
in the water and showed evidence of many unskilled repairs. Women and children
crowded its deck, fearfully watching the confrontation just beyond. Two men
were arguing loudly, chest to chest. One was Setau, the overseer in charge of
the docks. He’d pressured Papa for years to join me to him, but had finally
given up. I’d leveraged his desire for me to negotiate a reduced share of goods
on Nykara’s behalf on his very first visit, which he’d had to honor on every
subsequent one. Even so, Setau had made out quite nicely over the years thanks
to the volume of Nykara’s trade. Setau was arguing with a farmer. A dozen or
more travel–stained immigrants stood in a semicircle behind him. Setau was
backed by five guards with copper knives tucked in leather sheaths at their
waists and lances in their hands. Such greeting parties were a recent
development in Nekhen. Much had changed since Nykara’s last visit seven months
ago.


“Let’s watch,” Nykara whispered. “Never seen anything like
this before.”


We slipped to one side of the farmers.


“I tell you, there’s no place for filthy immigrants like you
at Maadi,” Setau barked. “You think you can come here with nothing and we’ll
feed you?”


“We’re willing to work hard. We know how to farm. We’ve
brought seed and supplies with us.”


“Go find some land and sow your seed then. There’s plenty
two days’ travel north of Maadi.”


“We will. But once we plant, our emmer won’t be ready to
harvest for another five months. We just need work enough for some of us in
your settlement until then so we can feed our families in the meantime.”


“We have no extra food to spare,” Setau snapped. “What we
have supports our workers. There’s no place for you here. Get back on your
boats and be gone.”


“But we’ve traveled for weeks. The inundation’s been
horrible at home. We can’t farm there anymore. Where are we supposed to go?”


“Not my problem.” Setau gestured and his guards took several
menacing steps forward.


The leader turned and looked at the rest of his comrades.
There was confusion and panic and hopelessness in their eyes. He shrugged,
shoulders hunched, defeated. They all turned away and moved towards their
cluster of boats, trailed closely by the guards.


“Things have sure changed at Maadi, and not for the better,”
Nykara observed. “Setau used to be very welcoming.”


“Before you started trading with us the local farmers always
had enough excess grain that we could support everyone in Nekhen easily. But
with our population explosion, and the poor inundation a year ago that wiped
out our reserves, there isn’t any grain to spare. I don’t envy Setau his job
these days.”


I led Nykara through the gate into Maadi. We followed a
group of burdened porters along a wide dusty lane to the settlement’s northern
edge. We stopped before a long open–sided rectangular structure consisting of a
wood frame thickly topped with palm fronds, erected five months earlier. Inside
the structure, buried up to their necks in the ground, were massive clay
storage jars arranged in a long row. The whole area swarmed with people. Some
porters were placing objects from the containers they’d carried from the
traders’ boats into the storage jars. Others were filling containers with items
from the jars to carry back to the harbor. A few men, obviously traders, stood
in small groups, making deals.


“No more storage huts,” Nykara observed. “This is
impressive.”


“We don’t have to worry anymore about raiders setting the
huts on fire and destroying our trade goods,” I said. “Once the tops are on the
jars the contents are safe.”


Nykara knelt, closely inspected the nearest jar, looked up
at me. “The jars hold the same items as the huts did?”


I nodded. “Mostly foodstuffs in this area, though the grain
jars are empty – we’ve set our emmer and barley aside to feed ourselves, not to
trade to the lands along the seacoast. As for the rest – cooked mutton,
shellfish, fish bones, flints, rough pots, spindle whorls, clay jar stoppers.”


Nykara rose and I took hold of his arm again. I led him
south through Maadi, using a path on the crest of the ridge. The storage jars
on the southern edge of the settlement were covered by a pavilion similar to
the other. This area was also alive with porters and overseers and traders.
Quite a few traders greeted Nykara by name. He was well–known after so many
expeditions.


“As you can see,” I said, “the jars here are inside cellars
sunk five feet into the earth. Each cellar is ten feet long, and each is linked
to its neighbor. The walls of the cellars are lined with stone and the massive
jars buried inside them are covered with stone lids.”


Most of the lids were currently propped open so the jars’
contents could be viewed. I ran through the litany of goods inside – “ceramics,
tools, carnelian beads, figurines carved from hippo ivory, lapis lazuli,
obsidian.” As before, fragrant cedar logs were stacked beside one end of the
pavilion, close to rows of jars containing olive oil and resin and wine.


“I suppose your father had a hand in setting up the two
storage areas,” Nykara said. “Which, of course, means you did.”


I smiled and nodded. Then I delivered him to Papa’s house.


“Do you realize you’ve been coming to Maadi for nearly a
decade, Nykara?” Papa asked that night as we ate.


Firelight flickered on the walls inside our house. Shadows
danced as those of us clustered around numerous bowls and platters reached for
fruit and bread and fish. The food was disappearing fast; Mama and Papa had
added a new daughter to the family every year since Nykara’s first visit.
Several of the older ones were missing from the circle tonight; they’d started
families of their own. The youngest of my sisters in the room was barely three
months old; I was by far the oldest.


“It’s your seventeenth trip,” I informed Nykara, refilling
with wine the cup he held in his outstretched hand. 


“You’ve been counting?” he asked, bemused.


I placed my jar carefully on the floor, sat down
cross–legged across from him between Mama and Papa. “Are you surprised I know
my numbers, Nykara?” I asked facetiously. I extracted the ivory comb holding my
red hair up and away from my neck. I shook my head and long loose curls tumbled
over my shoulders all the way to my waist. That drove most men crazy. He didn’t
react.


“A trader’s daughter?” Nykara replied. “Not at all. I don’t
know how Nabaru would stay in business without you.”


Though he spoke jokingly he wasn’t exaggerating. To this day
Papa had no clue how much I used my charms on the men he traded with, so they’d
make trades to benefit him.


 “We’ll never find out if Nabaru can function without
her,” Mama sighed wearily. “Bakist has driven off every man her father has ever
tried to join her to. I’ve lost count there have been so many.”


“Mama!” I bristled. This was not a subject fit for
discussion in front of Nykara.


“She’s too opinionated,” Papa told Nykara despairingly. “She
thinks she knows everything. She insists on taking charge. She scares men.
Who’d dare try to tame her?”


“Why would a man want to?” Nykara asked, eyeing me
speculatively. “I’d rather try to match a spirited woman’s passion than destroy
it.”


“Exactly!” I exclaimed. “Find me a man like Nykara, Papa.
Then see what happens.”


“Bakist!” Mama cried. She turned red. “She blurts out
whatever comes to mind, too,” she complained to Nykara. “She doesn’t think.”


“Well, he’s the man I measure the rest against.” I stared at
Mama defiantly.


She threw up her hands in surrender.


Nykara was looking at me with amusement. In his eyes I was
still that twelve year–old girl he’d first met. But I wished he could see me
for the woman I’d become. The attraction I’d felt for him on his first visit
had evolved long ago. I was madly in love with him and had been for years. But
he was oblivious. And why not? I was sure he loved some woman in Nekhen, though
we’d never discussed it – that would have been an awkward conversation. Me he
only saw a few times a year. How could I compete with a woman he saw daily? I
knew he wasn’t joined to anyone yet, but I didn’t know why. He’d surely had
plenty of offers. That he hadn’t taken one so far was the kernel of hope I
clung to, that some day he’d be drawn to me, not some woman in his far–off
home.


“How long has it been since you regained Dedi’s fleet? Two
years?” Papa asked. He was trying to change the subject.


“About that. Yes.”


“Is Ma–ee any better as a ruler than he was as overseer of
the fleet?”


Nykara snorted. “He’s a monster and he gets worse all the
time. He’s grinding the people who are beholden to him under his heel. You
remember me telling you how he executed our previous ruler’s servants when he
took over?”


“Hard to forget that,” Papa replied.


“Exactly. None of the elites dares challenge him for fear
they or their woman or son or daughter will be killed. Ma–ee’s taken a hostage
from every elite family – uses them as household servants. Ma–ee’s flunky
Senebi seems to have more thugs working for him every month. They patrol Nekhen
and the surrounding valley and enforce Ma–ee’s will. Ma–ee constantly demands
ever more food and clothing and other resources from the elites so he can take
care of them. In my case, he takes at least a quarter of what my craftsmen and
smiths produce.”


“What does this ruler of yours actually do?” I asked.


“Ma–ee renders so–called justice – he favors those who pay
him off. He reassigns fields after the inundation – the best, of course, to
those who bribe him the most. He rewards his friends by taking from his
enemies. He oversees the storage and acquisition and distribution of grain for
festivals and to guard against bad harvests. He lives in luxury – he
commandeers the finest items I return with from Maadi as his share, siphons off
much of what Nekhen’s master craftsmen make. He spends most of his time hunting
with Senebi and his closest friends – his menagerie grows larger by the month.
I operate what were once his boatyard and workshops and fleet – he’s the first
of Nekhen’s rulers who didn’t continue to have a hand in his family’s
enterprise after he was confirmed. Dedi would be appalled.”


“The people just take it?” I asked.


“They grumble. That’s all. They’re afraid of him.”


“I’d stand up to him,” I declared.


“And you’d lose that pretty head of yours in short order,”
Papa said. He sighed. “It’s so much easier here at Maadi. No one’s in charge.
We traders work in concert. Everyone is equal.”


“What about your smithy?” I asked.


“The elites have been dependent on me for years,” Nykara
said. “Frankly, I’m wealthier than any of them now, though I don’t flaunt it
and so I don’t think they realize it. I’ve made sure Heth – the metalsmith I
took to Nekhen from Maadi – shares in my good fortune. My workers too.”


“I’m surprised you can travel to Maadi as often as you do
when you’re responsible for so much in Nekhen,” Papa said.


“Heth takes care of the smithy and guides the overseers I’ve
appointed for the boatyard and the fleet and the craftsmen. Everything runs
smoothly enough. Though it was easier scheduling deliveries when Abar was in
charge of her family’s donkeys. Now I have to work with an overseer Ma–ee
appointed. He’s unexpectedly turned out to be fairly competent.”


“Your ruler’s woman owns donkeys?” I interrupted. “I oversee
Papa’s herd – the one in Maadi. My brother Itu manages the one we keep in
Farkha. We each have nearly fifty beasts.”


“Abar’s family has owned all of Nekhen’s donkeys for
generations, more than ten times as many as you have,” Nykara replied. “Long
ago her family gained control of transportation on land. Ma–ee’s family gained
control of transportation on water. That’s why Abar’s and Ma–ee’s joining was
arranged in the first place – to keep Nekhen’s transportation network a
consolidated whole.”


“Speaking of running smoothly, we’ll need to conclude your
trades by sunset tomorrow,” Papa said.


“Papa and I are going to Farkha the day after,” I announced.
“A caravan’s due from the North. Wine, olive oil, almonds. Itu is expecting
us.”


“Whose boat did you arrange for me to use to transport the
goods from Farkha to Maadi?” Papa asked me.


I had a sudden sinking feeling. I colored. “No one’s. I ran
into Nykara and brought him here. I forgot.”


“What am I supposed to do now?” Papa asked angrily. “What if
I can’t find a boat tomorrow?”


“Use mine, Nabaru,” Nykara offered. “I’m in no hurry to
return to Nekhen. I’ve always wanted to travel to the delta and see Farkha and
that ivory workshop you’ve told me about. This is as good a time as any.”


Papa looked as relieved as I was. “I’m grateful, Nykara.” He
turned to me. “And, by the way, Bakist, you’re not going.”


I stared at him, incredulous. “Why? You always take me.”


“I need you to stay here and look after things for me.
Assuming you don’t forget…”


“Nykara gets to go and I don’t? That’s not fair!” I
complained.


“You wouldn’t have to stay if you’d settled for any one of
the last dozen men your father found for you,” Mama snapped.


“I don’t settle.” I crossed my arms, tilted my chin
defiantly. “And just try to make me stay home,” I muttered under my breath.
Nykara had come all this way and I was not about to be separated from him while
he was in the North. I got to spend too little time with him as it was.


“You will stay,” Papa insisted.


I’d muttered louder than I’d thought.


“I’ll have Setau station his guards outside our door if I
have to.”


I had enough presence of mind to keep my curse to myself. No
sense making a bad situation worse. I got up in a huff and flounced to the
section of the room where my sisters and I slept. I didn’t tell anyone in the
circle goodnight.


“See what I mean?” Papa said to Nykara. “What man wants to
deal with that?”


 


 


***


 


 


I waited the next morning amidst the porters and traders and
oarsmen lining the harbor path until Nykara’s crewmen pushed his boat away from
the dock. Then I hiked my skirt to my knees and sprinted a dozen steps and
leaped over the growing watery gap between the dock and the boat and landed on
its deck. Nykara spotted me out of the corner of his eye just before I went
airborne and lunged into my path from his place in the stern beside the
steering oar. He barely snagged my waist with his left forearm as I touched
down. Otherwise I would have tumbled over the far side of his vessel into the
river. My momentum swung us both around and carried me into Nykara’s arms. He
held me for too brief an instant, looked down into my face, laughed, steadied
me, set me on my feet.


“That was overly dramatic,” he said.


“Just try to send me back,” I snapped, my chest heaving,
heart pounding, hands locked on his biceps. I looked up at him; the top of my
head was even with his nose.


“I’m not the one who said you couldn’t come,” Nykara
observed.


Papa, a few steps away, sighed, shrugged his shoulders.
“What am I to do?” He seated himself in the shade of the pavilion in the center
of the boat, turned his back to us.


Nykara resumed his position at the steering oar and
maneuvered the boat into the middle of the river. I joined him in the stern,
uninvited, perched on the side of the boat. His men were relaxing on deck;
since the current was strong and taking us in the direction we wanted to go
there was no need for them to row. A few baskets and containers were neatly
arranged in the center of the boat, holding a portion of Nykara’s trade goods
to barter with at Farkha – pottery, stone maceheads, necklaces of semiprecious
stones and gold, flint knives and such. He’d left the majority of his wares at
Maadi to exchange with its traders once he returned from this side trip.


“I don’t know anyone who could have made that jump, except
for me,” Nykara said admiringly.


“I’m light on my feet. And I was motivated.” Not just to go
to Farkha, but to go with Nykara – an opportunity not to be missed.


My hair had come unfastened during my leap and landing. It,
and my white linen skirt, swirled in the strong breeze. A necklace – three rows
of gold beads – graced my throat, and multiple bracelets of the same material
both wrists. All had been gifts from Nykara over the years. I leaned back,
closed my eyes, tilted my face to the sun, threw my arms wide. “It’s such a
glorious day!” I exclaimed. Now that I’d gotten my way I was quite happy. I
turned my head, squinted at Nykara. “I’ve never been on a wood boat before. You
really figured out how to build it on your first trip home from Maadi?”


“You paid attention when I told Nabaru about it on my second
trip.”


“I always pay attention to you.”


He ignored my too–obvious flirting. “When I saw Heth’s
copper tools I knew exactly what to do,” Nykara replied. “Since then I’ve constructed
four large cargo vessels to use in trade and to deliver supplies in the Nekhen
area, plus a smattering of smaller boats.”


“Have you given up reed boats entirely?”


“We still build them in the boatyard for fishermen and such.
They take much less effort. They’re quite suitable for what they’re used for.”


The stretch of river we were traveling was familiar to me,
since Papa and I traveled to Farkha four or five times every year. The
character of the valley was already changing from that in Maadi’s vicinity, the
plateaus receding and diminishing in height to east and west, the plains
subsequently growing wider. The patches of reeds and papyrus and groves of palm
trees lining the banks reflected darkly in the water. A few crocodiles sunned
themselves on open sections of riverbank. Birds flitted back and forth
endlessly, their songs ringing across the water. I spotted a few fishermen on
punts among the reeds, perch flapping silver on their decks. The sky above was
deep blue, with a smattering of clouds.


“How far to Farkha?” Nykara asked.


“Two days’ travel there, three back against the current,” I
replied. “Remember the time you brought Dedi with you to Maadi, and I went with
you on that reed punt as your guide so he could see the delta?”


“We drifted to where the river splits.”


“That’s the foot of Ta–mehu. We’ll take the second branch
from the right, and when that branch splits many miles to the north we’ll take
the rightmost. I know the perfect spot for us to camp tonight – a long low
turtleback close by the river, with plenty of wood for a fire and good fishing
and reed patches to snare a duck or two.”


In less than half an hour we reached Ta–mehu, an endless sea
of waving green grass in every direction. The plateaus had entirely
disappeared.


“This is only the second time in my life I’ve seen an
uninterrupted horizon,” Nykara marveled. “Atop the desert plateaus it’s
similar, but there are rolling hills in the distance and usually a haze of dust
kicked up by the wind.”


Reeds and rushes and papyrus rippled and swayed in the
breeze, all taller than a man, all alive with birds. Off in the distance I
heard the roar of a hippo, and an answer. Turtlebacks dotted the delta in every
direction, low ridges five or ten feet higher than the surrounding land. A few
thin plumes of smoke were curling from one miles to the south, no doubt the
location of a small isolated hamlet.


“The turtlebacks generally stay dry during the inundation,”
I said. “All the delta’s hamlets lie atop them. Three abut each other at
Farkha, in fact.”


We reached the second branch of the river a couple of hours
later. Nykara steered into it as I had directed.


“You truly enjoy the life of a trader, don’t you Bakist?” he
asked.


“Especially when I can travel the river like this, without a
single care to weigh me down,” I replied. “Bartering with the other traders is
stimulating, but it’s nerve–wracking too. This is relaxing.”


“You always seem cool and in control to me,” Nykara said.
“Never stressed.”


“I know a trick or two.”


“You mean, that every trader in Maadi would bend over
backwards to please you?”


I laughed. “Flirting is a powerful tool, but it only gets me
so far, Nykara. Some men are actually immune to my charms.”


“That’s hard to believe.”


You are. “I’ve figured out a few strategies so I
always have the upper hand.”


“Such as? Surely after all these years you can tell me one
or two of your secrets.”


I laughed again. “I suppose so. One, at least. Here it is.
I’ve picked up a number of languages over the years – those of desert tribes
and various Northerners. I don’t let my adversaries know I speak their tongue –
it’s quite an advantage when we’re trying to make a deal and they talk amongst
themselves.” I gazed over the river, grew serious. “But sometimes I feel
stifled, you know? There’s more to the world than Maadi and the delta. The
North. The South. The deserts. I want to see everything.”


“Is that the real reason you’re not joined to anyone yet?”
Nykara probed. “So you don’t get stuck in Maadi forever?”


“Partly. Plus, I haven’t met a man yet who didn’t expect me
to give up helping Papa with the trade so I could stay home and make babies for
him,” I said with disgust. “I aspire to far more than that.”


“You should,” Nykara said earnestly. “You’re intelligent and
resourceful and one of the shrewdest traders I’ve encountered in all the
valley, Bakist.” He laughed. “You’ve more than held your own negotiating trades
with me on your father’s behalf. No one in Tjeni or Nubt or Abu can claim the
same.”


“It seems to me we’ve become very attuned to each other
these past years,” I said.


“You mean because each of us can tell what the other is
thinking when we’re dealing with other traders without exchanging a single
word?”


I nodded. “I sincerely appreciate you don’t hold my being a
woman against me,” I said. “I know I have a temper sometimes, and I’m stubborn,
and I don’t suffer fools easily…”


“I’m glad I’ve only had to witness your tongue lashings, not
receive them,” Nykara said. “Anyway, men who underestimate women do it at their
own peril. I know two extremely strong and capable women at Nekhen, either of
whom would do a far better job of ruling our settlement than Ma–ee does. You’re
very much like them.”


I blushed at his compliment. “Is one of them Abar? The
donkey woman?” I guessed.


“Yes. Ma–ee’s woman, the daughter of our previous ruler.”


“Who’s the other?”


“Amenia.”


“The woman who makes the pottery?” I was surprised by that.


“She’s far more than a potter.”


Something in Nykara’s voice kept me from asking more.


We stopped for the night at the landing place I’d mentioned
to Nykara at the start of our journey. It was indeed perfect for our needs. We
ate freshly–caught fish beside a roaring fire, the sky above awash with stars,
the wind sighing through the tall grass surrounding us.


“Setau was turning away immigrants in the harbor the day I
arrived,” Nykara told Papa after we finished eating and were taking our ease.
“I’ve never seen that happen before. Have conditions at Maadi changed so
drastically since my last visit?”


“None of us in Maadi can support any more craftsmen or
laborers than we already have,” Papa replied.


“Why? Seven months ago Khaba told me he needed more men to
make vases.”


“There’s been considerable immigration to Maadi since,
especially after the poor inundation last year,” Papa replied. “Workers have
poured into our workshops. Our farms can’t support any more residents in
Maadi.”


“Then Maadi will never grow any larger and no one’s workshop
will ever generate products beyond what they now create,” Nykara concluded.


“Unfortunately, that’s true.”


“Maadi is doomed to die, then,” Nykara said. “Some other
settlement with more land or more fertile land or better positioned will take
its place.”


Papa shrugged. “If that happens I’ll return to Farkha, or
the North.”


“Why not solve Maadi’s problem instead, yourself?”


“How?” Papa asked.


“You say Maadi’s farmers grow only enough to support your
settlement as is. That may be true. But look at where we’re sitting, Nabaru.
We’re in the midst of a paradise. Ta–mehu is within hours of Maadi, with
limitless rich land just waiting to be farmed and grazed. Surely that land can
generate excess food beyond what those who might farm it would need. That
excess could feed many more vase makers and metalsmiths and other craftsmen and
workers and allow Maadi to continue to grow – without fear of famine.”


“Possibly,” Papa said cautiously.


“Definitely!” Nykara exclaimed. He stood and began to pace
back and forth. “Farm Ta–mehu, Nabaru! Generate all the food you need to feed
your current population and more. Grow rich!”


“I’m no farmer,” Papa protested. “I have no desire to be
one. I’m a merchant.”


“If everyone at Nekhen thought that way we’d still be a
hamlet,” Nykara retorted. “You need to seriously consider it.”


Later, after everyone else had fallen asleep and the fire
had died to coals, I slipped from my sleeping pallet and took a short walk to
the northern tip of the turtleback where Nykara was sitting. He’d left the
campfire an hour earlier. The moon was new; the stars shone bright enough I
could clearly make out the endless sea of grass waving gently in every
direction. The night was alive with sound – humming insects, chittering birds,
the wind sweeping through the grass, the gurgling river, the distant roars of
omnipresent hippos.


I sat down, boldly leaned against Nykara for support, our
arms and legs touching. He didn’t move away. “Your idea was a good one, Nykara,
for a farm hereabouts. I’ll work on Papa. He’ll come around eventually.”


“If anyone can convince him, you can,” Nykara replied. “Don’t
you think this particular turtleback would make an excellent estate? Less than
a day by boat from Maadi, plenty of water and wood and reeds, clay for a
pottery works, high ground for a smithy and brewery, wildlife and fish for
food, wide plains to plant with emmer and barley and for cattle to graze, a
deep channel to dock boats, space for a boatyard.” He chuckled. “If you can’t
talk your father into it, maybe you can find a good man and operate an estate
with him yourself. You can save Maadi if Nabaru won’t.”


“Maybe I will,” I replied. As long as that man is you.


We reached the vicinity of Farkha at mid–afternoon the next
day. A narrow channel twice the width of Nykara’s boat, fringed with reeds,
split from the river there and wound more or less easterly. He steered into it.
His men seated themselves along the sides of the boat and took up their oars
and started rowing. The current was no longer propelling us.


“Follow the channel for about a mile,” I directed. “It
sweeps around the northern edge of Farkha’s three turtlebacks.”


The waterway was shallow, but more than deep enough for
Nykara’s vessel to navigate. The surrounding floodplain had been planted with
emmer and barley a month or so ago and the grain was already knee–high. We
passed a small camp along the southern bank comprised of a half–dozen rude
huts. Women were bending over cookfires before them; children were dashing back
and forth, playing. Herds of cattle and sheep were not far distant, watched
over by ragged–looking men and older boys.


“Nomads from the western desert,” I informed Nykara. I
pointed in the direction from which we’d come. “They drive their flocks across
the delta. Then they swim their animals across this branch of the river right
over there and graze them on these plains all summer. They return to their
oasis after the rainy season when there’s enough grass on the trail.”


“Nabaru trades with them?”


I nodded. “My brother Itu, actually, since he lives here.
He’s one of Farkha’s most influential men. Wine, ostrich feathers, animal pelts
for the most part. But the donkey caravan Papa is expecting is coming from the
East. That trailhead is at the other end of Farkha.”


A great tangled marsh interspersed with winding streams and
pools of water appeared north of the channel, alive with countless birds.


“The country’s like that all the way to the sea, wet and
broken – it’s perhaps nine miles from here to the coast,” I said. “It’s
impassable on foot, difficult by boat. Do you want to visit the Wadjet Wer while
you’re here?”


“Not this time. But definitely some day.”


“It’s easy. You simply backtrack to the river, then drift to
the sea.”


We passed Farkha’s three turtlebacks and landed at the base
of the easternmost, tied the boat to a mooring post. The turtlebacks together
made up a kind of very long island in the midst of the swamp and water.


“Most people live on this easternmost hill,” I said as
Nykara helped me over the side onto dry land. His men remained aboard his boat;
they’d sleep on its deck and guard his trade goods. Papa disembarked without
assistance. “It’s where they bury their dead, too. The workshops where they
make their products are on the central hill. There are more houses – those of
the leading men – and a place to worship their gods on the westernmost. Beyond
that are more fields of emmer and barley.”


“What gods do these people worship?” Nykara asked.


“Their symbols are the ostrich and gazelle,” I replied.
“They must date to an ancient time. Neither of those animals lives in the delta
anymore.”


“Father! Bakist!”


I spotted my half–brother Itu hurrying down the slope from
the settlement to greet us. He was six years my senior and a few inches
shorter. His mother, Papa’s first woman, like him from the North, had died a
year after he was born. His hair was red, like mine. We embraced, then he and
Papa.


“I expected you’d arrive today,” he said.


“This is Nykara,” I told him.


“The trader from Nekhen?” Itu asked in amazement. “The one
who’s so greatly increased our family’s wealth?”


I nodded. “Nykara, this is Itu.”


“Bakist has told me much about you,” Nykara said.


“I’m sure she has. The girl loves to talk.” Itu put his arm
around my shoulders and pulled me close, affectionately. “Is this your boat?”
he asked, scanning Nykara’s vessel.


“One of them.”


Itu sighed. “One. What I wouldn’t give to have a boat of my
own. I oversee the donkeys we use to caravan to and from Farkha. Bakist
oversees the ones that travel the desert into and out of Maadi. But it’s easier
to transfer our goods between Farkha and Maadi by water, so we always borrow a
boat. We’re at the mercy of whatever share of our goods the boat’s owner
demands.”


“Nykara’s not demanding a share,” I said.


“Used your charms to talk him out of it, did you?” Itu
teased me.


“No!”


“Just a gesture between good friends,” Nykara interjected.


Papa led us up the hill towards the settlement. I pointed
out a line of clay storage pits near the crest of the turtleback. “For grain,”
I told Nykara. We passed closely–spaced houses made of wattle–and–daub,
rectangular in shape. Small attached pens mostly held pigs.


“All of Farkha’s buildings are in rows, and aligned in the
same direction,” Nykara noted. “But lanes wind every which way in Nekhen.”


“Farkha was planned this way from the beginning,” Papa said.


Itu pointed. “See that mud–brick fence to the west? That’s
the end of the residential section and the beginning of the workshop section.
We in Farkha keep our living areas and business areas separate. At least, we
have until now.”


“The building’s coming along?” Papa asked Itu.


“Foundation’s laid. I’ll show you tomorrow.”


“What building?” I asked.


“It’s a surprise,” Itu responded. “You’re going to have to
be patient.”


Moments later we stopped in front of a small hut,
indistinguishable from those nearby. “Welcome to my home,” Itu said.


I rolled up the reed mat covering the entrance and fastened
it to the lintel so there’d be some light and air. We went inside. The roof was
supported by a number of posts on each side and in the middle of the structure.
There was an opening in the roof in the rear to let smoke from the cookfire
escape. The floor was entirely covered with worn reed mats. There was a very
small nook where Papa and I slept when we visited, an area for preparing food,
and the main room where Papa and Itu and I negotiated with and entertained
traders. Scattered on a number of low benches made of dried mud were wine jars
decorated with ropes of clay winding around their sides, and ledge–handled jars
full of olive oil, and lemon–shaped and globular jars containing a variety of
items. There were a few copper fishhooks and axes atop a container. I surveyed
the interior. It needed a good cleaning. The hut had always been quite orderly
before Itu’s woman died two years ago. Not so much since.


I quickly lit linen wicks floating in a number of small
bowls of oil, then placed them around the room to provide additional light. The
bowls were all decorated with zigzag patterns.


Nykara picked up a black–topped jar. “This doesn’t look like
one of Amenia’s. It’s not black inside.” 


“Some of the locals have been trying to imitate her wares,”
Papa replied. “Don’t worry – Amenia’s will always command a premium. Hers are
clearly better.”


Nykara settled back with Papa and Itu as I lit a fire and
began preparing a meal at the rear of the house.


“Bet you’re glad I came now, Papa,” I called over my
shoulder.


He said something I couldn’t distinguish. It was probably
fortunate I couldn’t.


I cut up dried fish and bread and fruit with knives made of
pale flint and copper. We ate our simple meal hungrily, drank our fill of wine.


“Farmers cultivate emmer and barley here,” Itu told Nykara
as we dipped into the bowls I’d prepared. “They raise cattle and goats and
sheep, breed them, occasionally trade their excess. Most people in the settlement
keep a few pigs. We hunt the animals that roam the delta – we go after hippos
mostly because they can destroy a field of our grain in just a few hours. There
are rhinos, aurochs, antelope, hares, wild boars, jackals, even giraffes. But
fish are our most important food.”


“What drew settlers here in the first place?” Nykara asked.


“The trade routes following the coast of the Wadjet Wer
terminate at Farkha,” Papa said. “So do trails from the western desert.”


“Farkha’s as important as Maadi – maybe even more important.
It’s actually more central to the this region, more of a crossroads,” I said.


“You said you caravan goods by donkey?” Nykara asked Itu.


He nodded. “A well–marked trail hugs the coast between the
delta and the North, seventy or eighty miles long. There’s a series of watering
holes along the route, and good grazing. I send loads of fish bones for use as
arrowheads, objects carved from ivory, cosmetic palettes, freshwater mussel
shells coated with mother of pearl, and a small amount of beer north. My men
return with wine and olive oil and almonds, sheep’s wool, goat’s milk and
cheese, and flint native to those lands.”


“What about the cedar logs?”


“They come by boat. The trees grow on the mountains near
Byblos, a port settlement several months travel by land from here.”


“Are there many large settlements in the North?”


“Ugarit, a port north of Byblos. Jericho and Megiddo are
somewhat inland, in valleys between mountain ranges. Jericho is a very old
settlement – it’s actually encircled by a stone wall.”


“I noticed many types of pottery unfamiliar to me as we
walked here from the boat, and here in your hut,” Nykara said.


“We save the jars products are shipped in from the North and
reuse them,” Papa said. “Everyone we trade with has a different style.”


“Do you ever travel with your caravans, Itu?” Nykara asked.


“On occasion. And one time four of us rowed a small boat to
Byblos. Took twenty days. Had two hundred pounds of goods on board. Donkeys are
more efficient.”


“You can see why I keep a foot in both Maadi and Farkha,”
Papa said. “Both are equally important.” He helped himself to a chunk of bread.
“We’ll tour the settlement tomorrow and visit the workshops.”


 


 


***


 


 


The four of us awakened early the next morning. After a
quick meal we went exploring. We weren’t the only ones up and about; the
streets of the settlement were already busy. I walked close beside Nykara.
Almost everyone we passed called out a greeting to me. I was as well known as
Papa and Itu in Farkha. A couple of men who endlessly importuned Papa to join
me to them eyed Nykara jealously. I wished they had reason.


Nykara pointed out several women wearing necklaces of gold
beads. “I know there’s no gold in the North. Those must be necklaces I originally
traded in Maadi.”


“It’s fair to say a great deal of what you’ve exchanged in
Maadi is now scattered throughout the delta and the North,” I said. “It’s a
reason Maadi is booming.”


“If Maadi stops expanding, perhaps Farkha will surpass it
someday,” Nykara said. He was obviously still thinking about a delta estate.


“Until it does, I’ll stay in Maadi,” I said. “I’d get bored
here very quickly. Not enough trading going on. I need bustle and excitement. I
can’t sit around doing nothing.”


We passed through an opening in the waist–high mud–brick
wall marking Farkha’s economic zone on the central turtleback. Smoke rose from
a number of fires, marking the locations of workshops. There were far fewer of
them than in Maadi. Still, some of the items made in them were unique and
important in the region’s trade.


Almost immediately we encountered a brewery and stepped into
the compound so Nykara could have a look. Men were pouring water into six vats
ringed by a low mud–brick wall. Others were arranging fuel at the vats’ bases.
Each vat was at the center of a circular space; all six circles were touching.


“The vats are arranged differently than in Nekhen,” Nykara
informed me. “Ours are in parallel rows, with the vats in each row directly
across from each other. These rows are parallel too, except that the vats from
the second row are aligned with the gaps in the first row. Aside from that,
everything looks exactly the same, right down to the heavy bars used to keep
the vats from tipping over and the types of grain being used and the fruit
being added to start the fermentation process. I wonder if someone from Nekhen
carried knowledge of how to brew north sometime in the past?”


“Or if someone from Farkha carried it south,” I replied.


Nykara smiled. “In any event, the lines of gossiping women
waiting to fill their jars seems universal.”


The ringing of stone on stone drew our attention. “The stone
carvers are over there,” I said.


After a short walk we entered the workshop, wound through
piles of hammer stones and others used for grinding and sharpening and
polishing.


“We make far more items at Nekhen,” Nykara observed,
scanning the collections of finished objects.


“Stone is precious in the delta. We have to import it from
around Maadi or one of the deserts,” Itu said. “So mostly, in this workshop,
they’re reworking worn or damaged tools. They’re too valuable to ever discard.”


“What are those small objects being exchanged with the
craftsmen?” Nykara asked.


“Tokens. We use them to keep track of trades.”


“We use rounded stones at Nekhen.”


We moved a ways down the lane to the next workshop. Men were
sitting cross–legged beneath a large reed–roofed pavilion, bending forward,
staring intently, carefully carving hippo ivory with sharp–edged copper tools.
Itu introduced Nykara to Minmose, the master craftsman.


“Hippos are Farkha’s curse and blessing,” Minmose said,
shaking his head. “They’re a terrible nuisance. They go after our farmers’
crops almost from the moment they’re planted. Hunters guard our fields
throughout the growing season and bring me vast quantities of bone from their
kills. Hippo tusk is the most prized portion.” He indicated a very large
earthenware jar filled to the rim with water. Dozens of tusks were submerged in
it. “We have to soften the ivory before we carve it,” he said. “Otherwise it
cracks.”


We walked around the shop, peering over the backs of the
craftsmen. Some were true masters, producing beautiful objects, some much less
talented. The latter were working on carvings of wildlife – lions, dogs,
scorpions, falcons, geese, fish, even model boats. The masters were creating
human figurines – naked women, men, a considerable number of dwarfs.


“What are these holes in the dwarves for?” Nykara asked.


“We suspend them with twine.”


“Never seen that before,” Nykara said. He stopped beside a
man carving a figure with a bird’s head, lion’s body, wings, and human hands.


“That’s a griffin,” Minmose explained. “It’s a god
worshipped in the North. Destined for trade. And over here.” He picked up a finished
figure, a snake with a woman’s face. “It’s a god worshipped in the northwest
section of the delta perhaps a day’s travel from here, two neighboring hamlets
named Pe and Dep. Many boats from northern lands dock there instead of coming
all the way inland to Farkha or Maadi. We trade with Pe and Dep extensively.”


One craftsman was working on cylinder seals, like the ones
Nykara had traded for at Maadi ever since his first expedition. The craftsman
was decorating one with an ostrich; one with a gazelle was lying to one side.


“The local gods you told me about?” Nykara inquired.


I nodded.


“Nekhen’s craftsmen carve ivory too, as you know from me
bringing them to trade,” Nykara said. “These Farkha figures are at most four
inches tall. The ones Ma–ee awards to our elites back home are up to sixteen
inches in height. They don’t stand on bases, like yours, and none of our female
figurines are portrayed wearing dresses.”


“I guess our two settlements have different iconographic
rules,” I said.


Before we left the workshop Nykara exchanged a few pieces of
lapis lazuli for a cylinder seal decorated with a boat and papyrus and reeds.
He gave it to me. “Maybe it’ll bring you luck, help you find a man who likes to
travel.”


I’ve already found him. I took hold of his arm.
“Thank you,” I said.


“Ready for the surprise?” Itu asked me.


He led us through the rest of the settlement to the very end
of the western turtleback. Half a dozen men were working on the foundation of a
very large building. It was already outlined with several layers of mud–brick.
In some sections the wall was nearly waist high.


“This belongs to us,” Papa announced. “Our family’s
prospered, thanks to our trading with you, Nykara. We’ve been building new
storage huts and adding workers all over Farkha these past years. But we’re
going to centralize them all, make our operation more efficient.” He pointed.
“See how the interior of the building is divided into rooms? Most are to store
our goods or food supplies. The rest are where Itu and our workers’ families will
live and work.”


“What are all these round holes for?” I asked.


“They’re bases for the tall thick posts that will support
the roof,” Itu replied. “And those pits – hearths. Everything we need will be
here, in one place.”


“Once the building is complete we’ll erect a mud–brick wall
around it, for security,” Papa added.


“No one seeing this will doubt who Farkha’s leading trader
is,” Nykara said. “I’ll bet anyone new coming from the North with something to
trade will call on you first.”


“That’s the idea,” Itu acknowledged.


“Why didn’t you tell me you were building this?” I pouted.


“Because you talk too much,” Papa said. “You can’t keep a
secret, Bakist. I didn’t want anyone in Maadi to know about it before it was
done. Didn’t want them to get the same idea.”


You have no idea how well I keep secrets. I glanced at
Nykara. Especially when they’re important.


At the end of the day the four of us strolled back to Itu’s.
Nykara seemed to be barely aware of his surroundings, mulling something over.


“What are you thinking about?” I asked him as we approached
the hut, linking my arm in his. He might have women he cared about in Nekhen,
but they were half a world away and as long as he was here I might as well
fantasize he was mine. He was so distracted he didn’t even notice.


“Ever since I first visited the North I’ve believed the way
to eventually unify this valley is to tie Nekhen to Maadi,” Nykara said. “But
you, Bakist, and Nabaru and Itu, really opened my eyes today. Maadi’s not the
only important settlement in the North. It’s obvious to me now that Farkha also
controls a considerable amount of trade with the lands along the seacoast, and
the deserts.”


“We consider the delta and the deserts and the seacoast and
Maadi to be integrated parts of the same vast region,” Nabaru interjected.


“Setau told me the same thing the first time I visited
Maadi,” I replied. “I didn’t understand it then. But I do now. I’ve always
pictured the valley like an arrow reaching straight from the cataract all the
way to the Wadjet Wer. I realize now I should have pictured a flower instead –
the valley the stem, your region the petals. Whoever unifies the valley must
control Maadi, because Maadi’s positioned to control the trade that passes
between North and South. But the unifier must also have a relationship with
Farkha, because Farkha is the intersection through which all the products of
the delta and the North and the deserts must pass. Maadi is control; Farkha is
wealth. Unification requires both.”


“Not something we worry about at Maadi,” Papa said. “We
don’t have dreams of grandeur. Anyway, tomorrow my caravan should arrive from
the North. While you and Bakist trade the goods you brought with you, Itu and I
will get everything transferred from the donkeys onto your boat. We should be
ready to leave for Maadi the morning after.”


“How about it, Bakist? Up for some trading?” Nykara asked
me.


“As always,” I replied. Another whole day to spend with you.
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Takhat, my third daughter, died barely a month after her birth
in the fourth year after I became Uncle Sanakht’s woman. He didn’t even try to
comfort me; he was disgusted I’d failed to give him a son once again. Nekauba,
on the other hand, was delighted; his son Neby wouldn’t have a rival when it
came time to inherit Sanakht’s pottery works.


I laid Takhat on my pallet and wrapped her tiny body in a
length of my finest linen. Keminub, four years old now, placed an amulet around
her sister’s neck – a pregnant pink limestone hippo. Perhaps it would protect
her in the Afterlife, though it hadn’t in this world. Keminub didn’t really
understand what was going on. Peksater, at two, had no idea at all. Takhat was
too young to merit a grave in the cemetery where our family was buried so, as
was custom, I pulled aside the reed mat atop the dirt in one corner of my house
and began digging one. I used a sharpened pottery sherd; it cut through the
packed earth surprisingly easily. About a foot below floor level I encountered
a bit of leather. Puzzled, I set aside the sherd and dug the dirt and sand away
with my fingers. In only a moment I’d cleared enough to uncover a leather
pouch. The ground had been easy to dig because it had been excavated before and
then refilled. I seized one end of the pouch and pulled it out. It was heavy,
lumpy, full of hard objects. I lay the pouch on the ground next to the hole and
untied the strip binding it closed. Carefully, I turned the pouch over and
dozens of items cascaded from it – necklaces of carnelian and rock crystal and
gold, bits of copper, flint figurines, loose beads, copper awls and fishhooks,
arrowheads.


And then I noticed it twisted among the other amulets – a
copper boat on a piece of twine. The amulet Nykara had given me so many years
ago, the one I’d placed around Great–grandmother’s neck the day of her burial
in place of the talisman I now wore. I sat back, sickened. My beast of a man
was a grave robber.


I sifted through the items again, laid them out
methodically. I was certain the copper necklace was the one Nykara had given
Sanakht to lay on Great–grandmother’s neck during her burial. I recognized
items from other funerals I’d attended in the cemetery where the elites and
more prosperous Nekhenians were buried. The thefts clearly spanned a
considerable length of time. When I was a very young girl I’d heard an old man
tell my father about a grave robbery. Every grave in the workers’ and elites’
cemeteries, he said, was laid out the same way, with body and goods in the same
position, making it a straightforward task for a thief to dig straight down to
a dead person’s neck and cut through the linen wrappings and steal the necklace
resting there, leaving the rest of the grave undisturbed. Now, two decades
later, evidence of many robberies lay before me.


Hastily, before Sanakht could discover me, I stuffed
everything back in the pouch and tied it with trembling fingers and reburied it
and tamped down the ground and covered it with the reed mat. Then I dug a grave
in the opposite corner of the hut. I purposely waited until Sanakht returned
from the kiln that evening and then buried Takhat while he watched, though
without any emotion on his part. I hoped that would keep him from suspecting
I’d found him out.


I could hardly look at Sanakht for weeks afterwards. That
he’d stolen from Great–grandmother gnawed at me. It was abhorrent, what he’d
done. Had his theft affected her in the next life? Had she been wandering the
night restlessly ever since she’d been disturbed? Had her spirit disappeared
from among the stars? And what about the rest of the people he’d stolen from?
What Sanakht had done was beyond wrong and I vowed I wouldn’t let him get away
with it.


For the next several months I watched Sanakht closely,
hoping to catch him in the act, confront him, convince him to stop. I attended
every funeral I was aware of – I was usually called anyway, to represent the
falcon god and give a final blessing. For weeks after each burial I regularly
checked the grave to see if it had been disturbed. Any time Sanakht left our
hut at night I followed him at a distance, careful not to be seen. The very
first night I crept after him I discovered the reason he robbed. Sanakht’s
destination turned out to be a hut in the lower settlement where several
attractive unjoined young sisters lived with an older brother. I wasn’t the
only woman who’d been curious for years about their seemingly endless supply of
new jewelry and finery. They’d explained the luxury items away as family
heirlooms. That night I figured out the truth. I was aware one of Sanakht’s
distant cousins worked as a herdsman for Ma–ee and traveled regularly to the
western oases on trade expeditions. I surmised he’d been trading stolen goods
provided by Sanakht at the oases so Sanakht could give the sisters objects in
exchange for their services that wouldn’t be recognized as stolen. I was
disgusted and appalled by the revelation. Sanakht visited the lower settlement
as many as three times each week.


As far as robbery, my vigilance finally paid off on the
first moonless night after a particularly rich burial. I caught Sanakht
slipping out of our hut when he thought I was asleep. I rose and followed him
all the way to the elite cemetery, where the woman of a prominent elite son had
recently been buried. Sanakht met someone there – it was too dark for me to
tell who. I got close enough to hear whispers, followed by quiet digging. That
my man had an accomplice complicated matters – I could have had a discussion
with Sanakht, but who knew what the second man might do if I suddenly appeared
out of the darkness? Reluctantly, I slipped away from them and hurried home. A
few days later, when Sanakht went down to the lower settlement on some kind of
business, I dug up the leather pouch under my floor and found a new necklace I
recognized as the woman’s. I noted other objects were missing; not
surprisingly, one of Ma–ee’s expeditions had departed for the desert less than
two weeks earlier. Now I had proof Sanakht was a grave robber and what he did
with the stolen items, but no idea what to do about it. But I had to do
something.


 


 


***


 


 


For weeks I mulled over and rejected plan after plan. I was
just a woman. How was I supposed to capture two men in the act of robbing a
grave and deliver them to Ma–ee for justice? I had to catch them – I couldn’t
simply accuse them of their crime. Sanakht could claim someone else had buried
the pouch in my house. Plus, I didn’t know who Sanakht’s accomplice was. He
might be a neighbor; he might be a stranger. I had no idea if there were others
in the upper settlement also involved in robbery. Surely there were more
thieves than just my man; such theft would be an easy way to get rich.
Revealing what I knew to the wrong person could put me in danger, and then what
would happen to my daughters? Sanakht didn’t love them. But I couldn’t let him
get away with thievery. I owed Great–grandmother that much. Finally, one day,
in desperation, I turned to the only man in Nekhen I could trust. Under cover
of making mats beside the river I headed for the boatyard with both my
daughters in tow. I asked after Nykara and a boatman directed me to him. He was
on the riverbank, alone, inspecting a newly–constructed wood boat tied
bow–first to the trunk of a dom palm.


I stood in the shade of a tree not far away and watched him
for the longest time, my heart in my throat, tears welling in my eyes. I hadn’t
seen him in the four years since Ma–ee’s confirmation. I hadn’t spoken to him
since I’d become Sanakht’s woman a year before that.


Sometimes, late at night, I still pictured what my life
would have been like with Nykara – turning a reed hut on the heights
overlooking the valley into a home, making pottery every day at my kiln,
raising our children – he wouldn’t care I produced only daughters – even
traveling on expeditions with him up and down the valley. I’d heard of his
appointment to run the fleet after Ma–ee became ruler. No doubt he’d designed
and built the boat he was inspecting, the largest and most graceful I’d ever
seen. That he was once again able to pursue his heart’s desire made me happy,
and sad I couldn’t share it with him.


I wondered if he’d taken a woman. Probably, now that he was
an elite and had a thriving enterprise to pass on someday. He’d never lacked
admirers. I didn’t begrudge him. One of us should at least be satisfied in that
way. As for me, I was mostly miserable. Only raising my daughters and making
the pottery Sanakht supplied Nykara with gave me any joy. Sanakht watched me
closely, and Nekauba too. He still desired me, despite his joining with Kapes.
I made certain never to let him catch me alone, for fear of what he’d do. It
was obvious to everyone except Sanakht how he felt; Kapes blamed me, as if I
encouraged Nekauba’s attention. My cousin and I rarely spoke anymore because of
him, even though we shared the same house.


Despite all that had happened to Nykara and me, and the
years that had separated us, I was still in love with him. I never saw a boat
drift past on the river without thinking about him. How I wish I’d been able to
run to him the day of my joining to Sanakht, to escape with him to the delta.
My life would have been so different. But it was what it was. I wondered if he
still remembered me, or ever thought about me. I moved from under the tree,
stopped a few paces behind him. “Nykara,” I called in a low voice.


He turned. His eyes instantly lit up. That told me all I
needed to know. Nykara still cared for me. I didn’t know if that was going to
make my mission easier or harder.


“Amenia!” he exclaimed. His eyes took in my girls. “And your
family.”


“Nykara, I don’t know where else to turn,” I blurted.


He clearly heard the desperation in my voice. “Let’s talk in
private,” he said. He lifted both my daughters onto the deck of the boat. I
climbed aboard unaided. He followed after me. He indicated the shade of the
open–sided pavilion amidships and we sat down cross–legged on the deck, facing
each other. My girls scrambled towards the stern, chattering excitedly,
exploring. They’d never seen a boat up close before, much less been on one.


“They’re beautiful,” Nykara told me. “They look exactly like
you.”


“Keminub and Peksater.” And Keminub is ours! I wanted
to shout. You’re her father. She ties us together for eternity. She’s just
like you – warm, outgoing, caring. Can’t you see her eyes are exactly the same as
yours? I’d tell you, except I’m stuck with Sanakht, and that would make this
more difficult for you. But I will tell you some day, when she’s older, so you
can help her escape his clutches. “I had another daughter, Takhat. She died
a month after she was born, half a year ago.”


“I’m so sorry, Amenia.” His sympathy was genuine.


My words poured out in a rush. “That’s why I’m here, Nykara.
I was burying Takhat inside my house when I found a leather pouch under the
floor crammed with grave goods. Sanakht stole them. I caught him stealing from
another grave a week ago, but there was someone with him and I couldn’t do
anything about it. I want to catch him in the act again and convince him to
stop.”


“Men rob graves,” Nykara said gently. “They always have. A
necklace here, a bit of copper there… it’s hard to prove and no one cares.”


“I care!” I said vehemently. “Sanakht stole from
Great–grandmother – the boat amulet you gave me, Nykara! Who knows what’s
happened to her in the next life?”


“I see.” He nodded his head. He was less enthusiastic than
I’d hoped. “Why have you come to me?”


“Sanakht is a powerful man in the upper settlement now,
mostly because of me, second only to Uncle Hemaka. No one will go against him.
I know at least one person steals with him, though I don’t know his name and
haven’t seen his face. There may be more. So I can’t report Sanakht to anyone.
Who’d believe me? I’m afraid what would happen to my daughters if I made an
accusation and the authorities did something to me. But you can act. You’re
Ma–ee’s friend…”


Nykara shook his head. “I’m not, Amenia.”


“But you run the fleet again. He gave it to you.”


“I forced him to, because he needed my help to become ruler.
He resents me now, that he had to turn to me. I keep my distance from him.”


“But if someone was proven to be a grave robber, to be
bringing chaos to the land, Ma–ee would want him dealt with?”


“I suppose he would,” Nykara admitted.


“Won’t you help me?”


“What exactly do you want me to do?”


“Help me catch Sanakht in the act. Talk to him. Convince him
to stop.”


“And if he won’t?”


I met his gaze directly. “Take him to Ma–ee. I simply can’t
tolerate Sanakht jeopardizing the Afterlife for anyone else. Though I don’t
know how I’ll support my girls if Ma–ee executes him. I assume that’s how he’ll
deal with him, as bloodthirsty as he is.”


“I think you’re right about that. Do you have a plan?”


Briefly, I outlined for Nykara what I’d discovered to be
Sanakht’s pattern when he robbed a grave, how I thought we should deal with
him. Nykara listened thoughtfully, non–committally.


“So, will you help me?” I asked at the end.


“Before I agree I have to know something,” Nykara said.
“Tentopet passed a message from Abar to me about why you confirmed Ma–ee
instead of her.” He gazed at Keminub. “Did Ma–ee really kidnap your daughter
and threaten to kill her?”


“Yes.”


“Why didn’t you come to me for help?”


“I couldn’t,” I said plaintively. “From the moment Ma–ee
threatened me until the ceremony started Senebi kept me locked me away in
Ma–ee’s house. He stood guard over me with half a dozen of his thugs. I
couldn’t escape them and get to you. Believe me, I wanted to so desperately.
But since I couldn’t I chose my daughter over you and Abar and everyone else.
I’m sorry.”


Nykara gazed at Keminub again, playing happily with her
sister among several coils of rope. I shuddered to think how long it would take
one of Nykara’s boatmen to untangle them. “Don’t be,” he said softly. “I would
have made the same choice.”


“Ma–ee’s turned out just like we expected – greedy and
utterly ruthless,” I said bitterly. “Executing those poor helpless children was
just the first step on his quest for ever more power. I still deeply regret I
didn’t confirm Abar. I would have suffered for it, but my loss would have
spared the people of Nekhen and the surrounding valley from Ma–ee’s excesses.”


“This isn’t on you,” Nykara said. “Many others could have
stopped him over the years and didn’t. Including me.”


“So, will you help me?” I asked.


“Yes. Of course.”


“Thank you,” I said gratefully. “I should be going before
Sanakht comes looking for me.” I started to rise.


Nykara put his hand on my arm. I thrilled to his touch. “Not
just yet. Please. It’s been so long. How are you, Amenia?”


“Well enough.” There was no sense telling him the truth. It
wouldn’t do either of us any good.


“I’m glad you’re still making pottery.”


“Thank you for arranging it. I know you did it for me.
Sanakht’s constantly bragging about how he’s taking advantage of you, with the
percentage of your cargo he receives in return.”


“Your happiness is more important to me than profit.” Nykara
gazed once again at my daughters, now sitting in the bow, heads close together,
laughing. “Your girls are beautiful.”


“They make my life worth living,” I said fervently. “I love
them with all my heart. But they’re a horrible disappointment to their father.
He wants sons. If he had it to do again he’d join me to Nekauba and take Kapes
for himself.”


“Sanakht doesn’t make you happy?”


“He doesn’t even try, or care to,” I said. I didn’t attempt
to keep the misery from my voice. Who else could I be myself with, if not
Nykara? “I’m of no concern to him. As long as I keep his household running he
mostly leaves me alone.” Except at night, but there was no point telling Nykara
that. I was sure he’d figure that out on his own. Nor was their any point in
telling him about the sisters Sanakht visited on the nights he took a break
from me. “How about you?” I asked.


“It took more than a year to straighten out the mess Ma–ee
made of the fleet when he was still Rawer,” he said. “Now it operates as well
as it did in Dedi’s time. True to his word, Ma–ee’s stayed out of my way since
I took over – so far. I’ve designed and built five new boats these last years,
and I’ve been on half a dozen expeditions.”


“You got what you wanted, then,” I said.


Nykara grasped my hand. “Not the most important thing. And
I’d give it all up to have you right now, Amenia.”


“How can you say that? After Sanakht’s spoiled me for you?”
I tried to keep the despair from my voice, but couldn’t.


“I love you, Amenia. Nothing will ever change that. Not
Sanakht, not anyone else.”


It would have been kinder if he’d said he’d stopped loving
me. Then, perhaps, in time, I could give him up too. “You haven’t taken a
woman?”


“No.”


“You should, Nykara,” I said, as much as it hurt me to say
the words. “You have the right to be loved. You shouldn’t be alone for the rest
of your life because of me. I’m trapped by Sanakht. I won’t let you be trapped
by me, by what we might have had. We can’t have it, ever. You have my
permission to move on, if that’s what’s holding you back.”


“Amenia…”


Just then my girls came running and threw themselves into my
arms with loud cries. “I really should be going,” I said. “I need to weave some
mats before I return home. Otherwise Sanakht will get suspicious.”


Nykara helped all three of us from the boat. I looked back
once as I headed towards my usual patch of reeds. He was still watching us. I
was saddened by our parting, but comforted knowing we’d see each other again
soon, and when we did we’d put a stop to Sanakht’s thievery. I almost hoped
he’d refuse to quit. Nykara and I would be obliged to take him to Ma–ee then.
Ma–ee would execute him. I’d be free and Nykara and I could be together at
last. Perhaps Sanakht’s greed would actually turn out to be a blessing.


 


 


***


 


 


Months passed without incident. I almost despaired of ever
catching Sanakht desecrating graves again. But finally, on the first moonless
night after a burial in the elite cemetery accompanied by more grave goods than
usual, Sanakht crept from our pallet, doing his best not to disturb me. He
stood over me for a long time. I assumed he was waiting to make sure I hadn’t
awakened. I kept my breathing regular, feigned sleep. He finally slipped from
the house. I quietly rose, hurriedly donned a skirt, followed him outside and
through the upper settlement to the wadi path, keeping in the deep shadow
beside the houses. He turned left, up the path towards the base of the plateau.
I was certain he was rendezvousing there with his accomplice. I hurried in the
opposite direction, towards the river, to the outcrop beside the path. All
signs had pointed to this being a night Sanakht would steal, so as we had
prearranged Nykara was waiting for me there.


The stars were so bright it nearly hurt to look at them. I
hoped Great–grandmother’s spirit hadn’t fallen from them when Sanakht stole her
amulet and copper necklace and disturbed her body. The starlight softly lit the
entire valley. Nykara was sitting in a shadowed cleft halfway up the outcrop.
The cleft was actually two halves of a boulder, twice as tall as a man, split
apart in antiquity. Long ago we’d discovered sickle–shaped boats and animals
etched on each half, though it was too dark to see them tonight. The cleft had
been our favorite spot to meet after everyone else in Nekhen was asleep in the
years before I’d been joined to Sanakht. I recalled our kisses, our embraces.
How I missed them! Maybe again, soon… I climbed to Nykara. “It’s happening,” I whispered.
“Sanakht’s meeting his partner right now. They’re getting their tools from
where they hide them at the base of the plateau.”


A long lance was propped against the rock next to Nykara. He
pulled a flint knife from his belt and showed it to me. Its serrated edge
looked sharp and wicked. A shiver ran down my spine. An hour from now we’d
either convince Sanakht and his accomplice to stop robbing graves or we’d march
them before us to the lower settlement to face Ma–ee. In the latter case they’d
likely be executed. That didn’t bother me. Sanakht had brought his fate on
himself. That I might benefit from it seemed like justice for everything I’d
suffered at his hands.


Nykara put his fingers on my arm to caution me. He was
staring up the wadi path. A moment later two figures passed by the base of the
outcrop, barely distinguishable. I heard the clink of copper tools muffled by a
leather sack, no doubt to dig with. We let them get far ahead and then we
silently descended the outcrop and followed, careful not to give ourselves
away.


They were already digging when we reached the elite
cemetery. Sanakht was on his knees, rapidly stabbing and scraping the ground
with some instrument, grunting with the effort. The other man was standing
watch, turning in a slow circle, occasionally bending over to check Sanakht’s
progress. We crept as close as we dared, keeping a small funerary pavilion
between us and them to mask our approach as long as possible. The grave they
were robbing was a few steps beyond the pavilion on its far side. My heart was
pounding so loudly I was afraid they’d hear it. Sweat began trickling down my
back. We moved just behind the corner of the pavilion. Nykara drew his knife
with his left hand, then peered around the corner. He nodded to me, then
stepped into the open and raised the lance in his right hand.


“Don’t move!” Nykara commanded. “We want to talk.”


Both men instantly bolted in opposite directions. With a cry
Nykara hurled his lance after the lookout, but it missed. He wasn’t our primary
target anyway. Nykara turned and sprinted after Sanakht. I followed, running as
fast as I could, chasing the shadowy figures. Nykara was rapidly gaining ground
on my man. He was half a foot taller, his legs were much longer, and he was
more than a decade younger. Then I tripped over a grave mound and tumbled to
the ground, bashing my toes on a rock, scraping my knees and elbows and the
palms of my hands on the rough sand and dirt, ripping my skirt. I cried out. I
scrambled to my feet just as Nykara tackled Sanakht from behind. By the time I
limped close enough to make them out in the starlight they were rolling over
and over in the dust, grappling, grunting, both with a knife in hand. Then
Sanakht got on top of Nykara and stabbed downward with his knife. One of them
cried out – I couldn’t tell who. Sanakht rolled off Nykara and onto his back.
The two lay side by side, both gasping for breath. I dropped to my knees
between them. Nykara was holding both hands over his stomach. Dark blood was
seeping from beneath his fingers. I was instantly sick with terror.


“Nykara!” I cried. If Sanakht had killed him…


“You!” Sanakht exclaimed weakly.


He’d recognized my voice. I turned my attention to him.
Blood was trickling from a corner of his mouth. He had both hands around the
hilt of a knife embedded in his gut. He groaned piteously.


“You stole from Great–grandmother!” I accused, bending
close. “We came here to talk you into stopping your thievery. You shouldn’t
have run. We didn’t come here to kill you!”


“Your lover did!” Sanakht spat through clenched teeth. Those
were the last words he ever spoke to me.


I turned away from Sanakht in disgust, peered closely at
Nykara. Blood was flowing copiously from a slash across his chest and another
across his stomach. “How badly are you hurt?” I asked, beginning to tremble. I
had to be strong for Nykara, but I was scared.


“Just cut. Not too deeply.”


I helped him sit up. He grimaced. He was hurt far more than
he was letting on. Likely he was trying to spare me.


“We need to get out of here in case anyone heard the fight,”
he gasped.


“Not just yet.” I tore strips from the bottom of my skirt,
made pads, pressed them against his wounds to stop the bleeding, tore more
strips and wrapped them around his belly and chest to hold the pads in place,
telling him all the while of the herbs he needed to make into a poultice once
he reached the boatyard and how to apply it. I thanked the falcon god under my
breath he’d made me a healer, given me the knowledge to save Nykara. As I
worked on him the dream the falcon god had sent me rose before my eyes – Nykara
and me, sitting with our child, watching the sun set over the delta. With
Sanakht dead we were free to make that dream real now. We could leave Nekhen,
start over, leave Ma–ee and Hemaka and pain and suffering and unhappiness far
behind. The thought cheered me. By the time I finished bandaging Nykara there
wasn’t much left of my skirt.


“What should we do about Sanakht?” I asked.


He lay on his back a few paces away with the knife
protruding.


“Leave him,” Nykara said harshly. “No one will care how
Sanakht met his end. They’ll only care he was robbing a grave and got justice
for it.”


“Are you sure?”


“Look, Amenia. Ma–ee knows I love you.”


I thrilled at the words.


“He knows I know how Sanakht came to be your man – that
Ma–ee was responsible for arranging it. If I admit to killing Sanakht, Ma–ee
will claim I murdered him for revenge. He’ll execute me. The truth of what
happened won’t matter. Ma–ee will take advantage of the chance to rid himself of
me and everything I hold over him.”


What do you hold over Ma–ee? There was no time to
ask. I glanced again at Sanakht’s body. If only he hadn’t run. If
only he’d let us talk some sense into him. But, deep down, I’d known he
wouldn’t give up grave robbing voluntarily. Nykara and I would have been forced
to take him to Ma–ee to stop him for good. Ma–ee would have executed him. And
then I’d have been free to be with Nykara, as I always should have been. But by
running Sanakht had put both Nykara and me in a compromising position. Even in
death he was keeping us apart. “I wish you hadn’t killed Sanakht,” I told
Nykara fervently. Maybe then everything would have turned out differently.


I helped Nykara to his feet. He reeled dizzily for a moment,
put an arm around my shoulders, steadied himself. He’d lost a considerable
amount of blood. I wanted to wrap my arms around him, lay my head against his
chest, wash away the blood with my tears, not just for tonight and almost
losing him, but for all the days and nights we’d been separated. But he moved
away from me. It was almost as if a wall had suddenly been raised between us.


“I’m truly sorry for how things worked out, Amenia,” Nykara
said. His eyes were avoiding mine for some reason. “Go home, and not by the
wadi path. Make sure you’re not seen. I’m going back to the boatyard. I won’t
be bothering you anymore after this.” He bent, pulled the knife from Sanakht’s
body, wiped the blood off on Sanakht’s kilt, then abruptly turned and
disappeared into the darkness.


And then I knew. I’d asked Nykara to help me catch Sanakht.
Because of me he’d been forced to kill this night. He hadn’t come to the
cemetery to be an executioner – only to capture Sanakht and talk to him.
Because of me, Nykara was now something he’d never intended to be. Because of
me, if what had happened tonight ever became known, his life would be dependent
on Ma–ee’s mercy, and Ma–ee was not a merciful man. I’d ruined everything for
Nykara. I should have considered that before asking for his help. But I’d been
too selfish, too wrapped up in getting justice for Great–grandmother. Now
Nykara hated me. I’d lost Sanakht this night, which I didn’t mind. I had no
idea what the future held for me and my girls, which was unsettling. But it was
knowing I’d lost Nykara again, Keminub’s father, this time for good, that made
me weep when I finally reached home and threw myself upon my pallet.


 


 


***


 


 


A dozen of Ma–ee’s guards, led by Senebi, all heavily armed,
burst into my house at midday. Both of my daughters screamed and ran to me at
the hearth, where I was on my knees preparing our meal. I rose. They clung to
my skirt. I gathered them to me protectively, addressed Senebi. “What’s the
meaning of this?” Though I knew full well.


“Your man, Sanakht, is dead,” Senebi informed me.


He took my vacant stare as shock, I suppose, for I could
summon no tears for my uncle. I’d shed all I had during the night for Nykara.


“Dead?” I whispered, as if completely surprised.


“He was robbing graves. Someone killed him.”


“Killed? Robbing? Where? I don’t understand.”


“The elite cemetery. I’ve come to find evidence.” He eyed my
palms and elbows, newly scabbed over from my fall last night. “What happened to
you?” he asked, obviously suspicious.


“I was carrying pottery home from my kiln just after sunset.
I tripped.” It was as reasonable a lie as any.


Senebi pointed towards his men. “You two – take hold of
Amenia. You two – get those squalling brats out of here. The rest of you get
busy.”


A couple of thugs grabbed my arms and roughly pinned my
hands behind my back. Two brutes ripped my children from me. They both screamed
in terror. Restrained, I couldn’t help them. The guards lifted my girls and
carried them outside. Through the open entrance of the house I glimpsed pottery
workers gathering in the yard, attracted by the commotion. I struggled
fruitlessly against the thugs as the bulk of Senebi’s men began dumping the
contents of every container and storage jar and wood chest in my house onto the
floor. They ripped mats off walls, even smashed sealed jars of beer and our few
pieces of furniture. I looked with despair at the growing pile of linen sheets
and emmer and vegetables and clothing and pottery and splintered wood, some of
it now soaked with beer and filthy with dirt turned to mud. I was going to have
to replace every single item belonging to me and my girls. How would I do that?


Uncle Hemaka entered, took one look at the mess. “What are
you doing, Senebi?” he cried.


“Your brother was killed robbing a grave last night,” Senebi
said smugly. “We’ve come to find any goods he’s stolen in the past and hidden
away.”


“That’s outrageous!” Uncle roared. “Do you have proof he was
a thief? Did you catch him in the act?”


“We found his body, stabbed in the gut, bled out. There were
signs of a struggle. Not far away was an open grave and a bunch of tools he’d
been digging with. He and an accomplice.”


“Who killed him?” Uncle Hemaka demanded.


“If I had to guess, I’d say he and his accomplice argued about
something they found in the grave. They fought. Sanakht lost.”


A thug smashed a jar of beer so near the liquid splashed on
Uncle Hemaka.


“Just wait until I tell Ma–ee what you’re doing! I’ll have
your place then, Senebi, like he promised me. I’ll be his counselor, not you.”


Always trying to turn a situation to your advantage,
Uncle.


Senebi laughed. “Ma–ee sent me. I’m following his orders.
Besides, you don’t have what it takes to do what I do for our ruler. You’ve
risen as high as you’re going to, Potter, much higher than you deserve. Best be
content with what Ma–ee’s already given you. Never forget – he can take it away
in an instant.” Senebi snapped his fingers. “Fires have a way of getting out of
control when you’re making pottery. Or so I’ve heard.”


Uncle was furious, but impotent. He angrily righted a stool
one of the men had kicked over, sat on it next to one of the walls.


“Nothing,” one of the thugs reported when everything had
been overturned or emptied or destroyed.


“Dig up the floor,” Senebi ordered.


“Not that corner,” I pleaded. “That’s my daughter’s grave.”


“Start there,” Senebi commanded smilingly.


My tears started flowing then.


Five minutes later one of the thugs pulled a small linen
bundle from the ground, ripped it open.


“It’s what she said,” he reported, then casually tossed
Takhat’s body back into the hole.


I wanted to die.


“Start at the corners and work towards the center,” Senebi
ordered.


It was only a matter of time now. The men split up and started
digging. Before long the man nearest the hearth cried out triumphantly. He
carried a dusty leather pouch to Senebi. Senebi opened it, spilled its contents
onto the floor. All the fine items I was by now so familiar with cascaded out.


“You knew about this!” Senebi charged, his face inches from
mine.


“No.”


“Yes. You helped Sanakht rob graves.”


“I didn’t!”


“You didn’t say anything because of all the fine things
Sanakht gave you.”


“What fine things? Look around! Have you ever seen me wear
any jewelry except my talisman?” I touched the copper boat amulet with my toe.
“That was mine. Nykara gave it to me. I placed it around Great–grandmother’s
neck when she died. Do you think I’d have buried it if I’d stolen it? You’re
being ridiculous and you know it.”


“We’ll see.” Senebi’s eyes grew hard. He addressed the men
who were restraining me. “Stretch her out on the ground. Hold onto her hands
and feet. You – bring me my stick.” He smiled wickedly. “You’ll confess the
truth soon enough, Amenia.”


They forced me face–down onto a puddle of beer. I began
shaking uncontrollably. Senebi was famed for the thoroughness and violence of
his beatings. I’d never be able to stand it. But what could I say to stop him?
I couldn’t tell him the truth about last night. He’d jump to the conclusion
Nykara had murdered Sanakht. I couldn’t tell him I’d discovered the cache and
followed Sanakht to the cemetery and killed him by myself either. Senebi would
never believe I’d acted alone and Ma–ee would figure out who’d helped me and
I’d already done enough to Nykara.


Suddenly, rescue from a most unexpected source. “Don’t you
dare beat Amenia!” Uncle Hemaka was standing chest to chest with Senebi. “She’s
the priestess of the falcon god! Do you want to be struck dead on the spot?” He
glanced at Senebi’s thugs. “How about the rest of you?”


Senebi and Uncle Hemaka stared at each other for a long
moment. My heart was pounding.


“Bring her to the oval court,” Senebi ordered his men
angrily, backing down. “You too, Hemaka,” he added. “Ma–ee’s going to deal with
your brother this afternoon. You’re required to be there.”


The thugs jerked me to my feet, then dragged me from
Sanakht’s house. I was so terrified I could hardly stand. What was Ma–ee going
to do to me? Everyone from the upper settlement had crowded into the yard. My
face was streaked with tears, my body and hair wet with beer–soaked mud from
being stretched out. If not for the thugs holding me up I would have collapsed.
I’d never been so humiliated in my life. My girls’ faces were buried against
Auntie’s skirt. She put her hands over their heads, pressed them close so they
wouldn’t have to see. I was grateful for that. Then began the long trek down
the wadi path. A guard supported me on each side, hurrying me along, following
in Senebi’s wake. I kept my eyes fixed on the ground. A crowd followed,
everyone gossiping and speculating. The stolen items clinked in the pouch
Senebi had thrown over his shoulder.


Ma–ee was already sitting on the dais in the oval court when
we arrived, dressed in all his regalia, his face grim, waiting for us. Abar was
seated next to him. She stared at me in horror. Her hand rose to her mouth.
Sanakht’s body lay at the foot of the dais, stiff and bloody, contorted in
death. Three–foot lengths of acacia were stacked a few paces away. All the
elites were gathered in the curve of the oval, and as many commoners as had
been able to press into the court with little notice. More, having just
discovered something was going on, were running through the entrance.


The thugs left me standing at the foot of the dais, facing
Ma–ee, Senebi at my side. Ma–ee beckoned and Senebi ascended the steps, handed
him the pouch, whispered something to him, glanced at me. Ma–ee opened the
pouch, looked inside, stood.


He held the pouch high in his right hand so all could see.
“The goods the grave robber Sanakht stole were found in his house. For this, I
condemn him to the eternal death.”


Ma–ee stared at me. I started shaking. Was that to be my
fate too?


“Senebi has questioned Amenia – though not as thoroughly as
I would have liked. He is fairly certain she was not involved in Sanakht’s
thievery. So I will let her live. But,” he looked directly at me, “one can
never be totally certain. So, from this day, Amenia, you will no longer
celebrate beside me as priestess when we honor our gods.”


I bowed my head. Even in death Sanakht was taking my life
from me.


“Now I will deal with the condemned man,” Ma–ee announced.


He descended the steps to where Sanakht lay. Senebi handed
Ma–ee a vicious looking flint knife. Ma–ee knelt, then cut off in turn
Sanakht’s head and arms and legs. Then he rose. Several of Senebi’s thugs
carried the parts of Sanakht’s body to the pile of wood and tossed them
carelessly on top. Then one of the thugs gave Ma–ee a lit torch.


“By burning Sanakht, I will destroy his essence forever,”
Ma–ee cried. “Even his spirit will disappear, so it will never disturb any of
us who dwell in Nekhen.”


That punishment was rarely used, a measure of the depravity
of Sanakht’s crime. In truth, I welcomed it.


Ma–ee touched the torch to the base of the wood. The pile
immediately burst into flame. Someone had obviously doused the wood with a
quantity of oil. Ma–ee returned to his seat on the dais. The rest of us moved
farther back, to avoid as much as possible the heat and rolling black smoke.


Never once throughout the day’s ordeal – the ransacking of
my home, the questioning, the public humiliation, the burning – did I mourn
Sanakht. My sorrow was reserved for Nykara alone. Thankfully, he wasn’t in the
oval court with the rest of the elites, though, as badly as he’d been hurt last
night that wasn’t surprising. I couldn’t have faced him. I prayed to the falcon
god Nykara wouldn’t blame himself for doing what I’d forced him to do. I hoped
someday he’d forgive me for putting him in that position. But I doubted he
would. I’d upended his life.


When the fire finally burned out Ma–ee stood. “Scatter the
ashes in the river, where they’ll be carried far from Nekhen,” he ordered
Senebi. He addressed Hemaka, pointed at me. “Get her out of here.”


Uncle seized me by the arm and wrenched me around. I
screamed from the pain. Unfeelingly, he yanked me, stumbling, through the crowd
and out of the oval court. People looked at me with distrust and pity and doubt
and anger and compassion. From now on no two people in Nekhen would regard me
the same way, I supposed. Most would never again believe anything I proclaimed
in the name of the falcon god. If I was even allowed to proclaim it.


Auntie was waiting outside the entrance with my girls and
cousins.


“You’re going to Yuny’s farm,” Uncle Hemaka told me angrily.
“You’re never to show your face in Nekhen again, do you understand me?”


“Yes, Uncle.”


“You’ve brought disgrace on this family.”


Not me. Your brother, I wanted to reply. But didn’t. And
you conveniently ignore the fact you joined me to him over my objections. If
you’d just joined me to Nykara years ago like you promised none of this would
have happened.


Not surprisingly, Yuny didn’t welcome me and my girls with
open arms, and I couldn’t really blame him. He had barely enough land to
support himself and Peseshet and his son Ibi and daughter Aat and Uncle’s
family and workers – he hadn’t provided foodstuffs for Sanakht’s side of the
family or his pottery workers for several years. Uncle Hemaka had cut Sanakht
off when he became Nykara’s partner in trade and started getting rich. The
addition of my two daughters and me was going to stretch Yuny’s resources to
the limit. At sixteen and fifteen respectively his children were old enough to
work the land and glean the riverbanks and wild places, but my daughters were
only four and two and a burden. There wasn’t room for us in Yuny’s hut, and he
showed no inclination to expand it, so late that first day I constructed a
small low palm–roofed reed structure against the hut’s side for the three of
us. It was so low we had to crawl inside to sleep.


The inundation had fully subsided a week earlier. The river
was flowing once more within its banks and the land had dried sufficiently to
work. Yuny’s long slender field was covered a half foot deep with rich dark
mud. The very morning after my arrival I was thrust into farm life. I walked
stiff and aching behind Yuny along with Peseshet as he dropped seed into the
mud, trampling it below the surface with my feet to keep it safe from birds. In
the weeks that followed I helped plant various other crops – lentils and onions
and such – side by side in long rows, almost as if the field was a very large
garden. Aat and Ibi ran around the field the entire time we worked, shooing
away the birds that inevitably landed to try to eat seed before we could cover
it. My girls did their best to mimic their older cousins.


“The emmer will ripen and be ready for harvest in five or
six months,” Yuny explained as we briefly rested after one long morning in the
hot sun. “We’ll reap the barley in ninety days, same for peas, lentils a week
or two later, beans in four months. If we had livestock we’d plant clover and
cut it twice and leave the last crop for seed, but we don’t. We’ll plant
watermelon seeds on the riverbank in a month and a half and they’ll produce in
ninety days.”


I settled quickly into my new life. Once plants began to
push above the soil I spent hours each day weeding the ground between them with
a wood hoe, and protecting them from birds. I got fairly deadly at throwing
stones. Of course, I had other tasks to perform when I wasn’t in the field –
cooking, cleaning, baking bread, making linen, weaving reed mats to trade for
necessities. Yuny didn’t have the resources to build or supply a kiln, so
making pottery was out of the question. Besides, whenever we needed any,
Peseshet simply went to Uncle’s works and got some. I carried water, cut and
fetched wood – with no surplus emmer Yuny couldn’t trade for that necessity –
gleaned wild fruits and grasses from uncultivated land. I learned to fish –
Yuny used the single copper fishhook he owned tied on the end of a long piece
of twine; I used a bident, a two–barbed spear with a line attached to the end
so I could retrieve it after I thrust it into the shallows along the riverbank.
I also trapped wild game in the marshes – birds and hares, mostly.


Harvest season was back–breaking. While Yuny and Ibi cut
emmer and barley with flint sickles, Peseshet and Aat and I trailed after,
bundling stems into sheaves, picking fallen ears from the tall stubble and
placing them in baskets strapped to our backs. Yuny and Ibi later transported
the grain to the threshing floor operated by Aspelta and used by all the
farmers in common in baskets slung between them on a pole. There, cattle were
driven over the spikes to separate kernels from husks. After Ma–ee took his
share, and Aspelta his, and Uncle his, Yuny brought the remainder back to the
farm for our use.


Peseshet and I picked beans and peas and other lentils by
hand. Yuny put me in charge of pollinating his small grove of date palms. When
the flowers budded on the trees I removed a powdery substance from each male
flower and placed it inside female flowers, ensuring all bore fruit. Yuny
admitted at the end of the first season the grove had yielded its largest crop
ever.


Somehow I survived that first year. My body hardened under
constant physical labor and my skin darkened from exposure to the sun. My girls
grew and thrived and were happy. I learned to coexist with Yuny, though warily.
By the second year I began to enjoy the rhythm of farm life, the moods of the
river, the seasons. There was variety, not the endless repetition of making my
uncles’ rough pottery or caring for Sanakht’s household. I got to be outside
most of the time, came to love the azure skies and emerald fields and dark blue
river and golden hills. I bathed in the river each night, glorying in the
crimson sunsets and fluorescent afterglows and the moon path dancing on the
water. The first few evenings after I arrived at Yuny’s farm, as I floated in
the water and gazed at the columns of smoke rising from Nykara’s distant
smithy, I let myself dream of what might have been for us, but that proved agonizing
and thereafter I made it a habit to look to the north instead when I bathed,
towards Maadi and the delta. Maybe someday I’d find my way there, I hoped,
leave the mess I’d made behind me and start over. Though that was just a
foolish dream. I couldn’t travel the river valley by myself. This farm was
where I’d live out my days, and once my daughters had grown and had themselves
died no one would remember I’d ever lived.


Not once did I leave the farm and go into Nekhen itself –
not to attend the harvest or planting or inundation festivals or any of the
other feasts celebrated in the settlement. Yuny didn’t even move his family to
the temporary huts used by the other farmers during the inundation located
close by the lower settlement anymore – instead, he erected a lean–to on high
ground near the base of the western plateau. Because of the shame brought on me
by Sanakht my days of representing the falcon god were truly over – as he’d
promised, not once did Ma–ee send word for me to celebrate alongside him. I
doubted he knew I was still living near Nekhen. Which was fine with me. He’d
ruined my life in so many ways, and I didn’t trust myself to be anywhere near
him for fear of what I might do. But I mostly avoided the settlement because I
didn’t want to encounter Nykara. It was quite evident he didn’t love me
anymore. If he did he could have easily taken me away from Nekhen after
Sanakht’s death, could have made me his woman, could have made the dream the
falcon god has sent me real, for we were both free. But he’d never tried to
contact me even once after that awful night in the cemetery. I stayed away from
Nekhen because if I ever ran into Nykara I wouldn’t be able to bear seeing the
hatred he surely bore me staring from his eyes. That rejection would be too
much. For I loved Nykara still, so badly it hurt.
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Two years after Nykara’s first visit to Farkha with Papa and
me the three of us returned, this time with four of my younger sisters, aged
ten to fifteen, in tow. As before, Nykara had happened to dock at Maadi a week
prior to the expected arrival of a caravan of wine at Farkha. Nykara had once
again volunteered the use of his boat. We reached Farkha a few days early. I
suggested instead of waiting around for the caravan we could visit the Wadjet
Wer. Nykara had wanted to see it for years; he readily agreed. The two of us
and my sisters set out at dawn in company with four of his men, who crewed our
small borrowed reed craft.


We set up camp a little after midday, not far from where the
river’s marsh–lined branch met the sea. Then the ten of us set out to explore.
I led the way over what was to me familiar terrain. In only moments we emerged
from a grove of palm trees onto the shaded fringe of a long wide beach. Fifty
yards in front of us curling lines of white–capped waves were breaking with a
roar, running up the sand, pausing, receding, over and over. My hair and skirt
whipped about in the fierce salty wind. I turned and called to Nykara. His face
had a look of utter delight. I recalled the first time I’d seen the sea at this
very spot. Like me, he’d remember this moment the rest of his life.


With a wild cry I turned and dashed from the shade across
the burning hot sand and splashed into the water until it was knee–deep, then
dove headfirst into an oncoming wave. I reappeared on its far side, spluttering
and laughing and much cooler. My sisters and the boatmen and Nykara joined me.
We played together in the salty water for hours, swimming, bobbing up and down
in the incoming waves, chasing each other across the sand, occasionally lying
on the beach to dry in the hot sun or rest in the shade of palms. We ate the
evening meal, completely famished, beside a blazing bonfire beneath the trees.
That night, after everyone else had fallen asleep, I walked from our camp to
the exact point on the beach the breaking waves reached, sat, buried my feet in
the cool wet sand, let the salt tang wash over me. The sound was mesmerizing,
the brilliant stars flowing like a river across the sky softly lighting the
sea, the palm fronds in the trees at my back clacking in the strong ceaseless
wind.


I was startled some time later when Nykara plunked down
beside me. I hadn’t heard him approaching on the soft sand and over the night’s
sounds.


“I couldn’t sleep,” he said. “Or, I should say, I didn’t
want to sleep.”


“So you like the sea?” I asked. I rested my chest against my
bent legs and wrapped my arms around them. “I love the Wadjet Wer. I never get
tired of it.”


“Very much. It’s better than I imagined.”


“I’ll bet you’re already figuring out how to build a boat
sturdy enough to travel all the way to Byblos, aren’t you,” I said. I wasn’t
asking a question.


Nykara laughed. “Guilty.”


After a very long stretch without any conversation – “Can I
ask you something, Nykara?”


“Anything.”


I’d longed to be alone with him like this for years. I loved
Nykara. I wanted to be with him. I didn’t want to spend the rest of my life in
Maadi while he spent his in Nekhen, seeing him for too brief a time on too few occasions.
But the pattern we’d fallen into would never change unless I took the
initiative and said something. He surely wouldn’t. He still saw me as a twelve
year–old girl, not as a woman, not as a partner for his life. Nothing was going
to alter that unless I tried. But trying was a risk. We’d developed a
comfortable relationship that could, if I said nothing, continue on forever.
What I was about to confess might make him very uncomfortable, might rend our
relationship beyond repair. But I had to take the chance. My future happiness
depended on it.


“Why are you so sad?” I asked.


“I’m not,” Nykara said defensively and, I thought,
instinctively.


“You are. I see it in your eyes. And in the way you act.
This past year you’ve been different than you used to be. Less carefree. Less
alive.”


He was silent for a long time, as if he was debating with
himself. Then he took a deep breath, let it out slowly. “You’re right, Bakist.
There’s an emptiness inside me I can’t shake. I am sad, and angry and
frustrated and lost and lonely. I’ve tried to bury myself in my work so I don’t
have to think about my situation. It hasn’t helped. I hoped coming to Maadi
again would ease my depression. But even traveling the river doesn’t bring me
peace the way it used to.”


“What’s her name?” I asked. What else could it be but a
woman?


“Amenia,” he said softly.


“The potter?”


Nykara nodded. “I was eighteen the day I went to her uncles’
works to get jars for my first trip to Maadi. Ten years ago, only a month or so
before I met you.” He shook his head. “I fell in love with her almost right
away. Her uncle Hemaka promised he’d join her to me as soon as I became an
elite. But he kept making excuses to put us off. This went on for five years.
Then, out of the blue, Rawer made an arrangement with Hemaka, just to hurt me.
Hemaka gave Amenia to his older brother, Sanakht. Rawer made Hemaka Nekhen’s
leading potter in return.”


So I’d been right all those years. Nykara had been in love.
“I’m so sorry,” I said sincerely. I knew what it was like to be denied the one
I loved.


“A few years later Amenia discovered Sanakht had been
robbing graves,” Nykara continued.


It was almost as if, now that he’d started talking, a dam
had burst and everything he’d kept bottled up inside was flooding out. I
supposed there wasn’t anyone at Nekhen he could talk to about Amenia. I was
glad he trusted me enough to unburden himself.


“I hadn’t seen Amenia since her joining, but she had nowhere
else to turn after she discovered what Sanakht was doing, so she sought me out.
The two of us followed him to the cemetery one night, caught him in the act.
We’d planned to confront him and convince him to stop. But things went horribly
wrong. Sanakht resisted.”


I leaned over, traced the long white scar angling across his
chest and stomach with my finger. “You killed him?”


“I had no choice. But Amenia just wanted me to stop Sanakht,
not kill him. With his dying breath he accused me of murdering him so I could
have her. She believed him. I could tell she loathed me then, for what I’d
done.”


“Did she actually tell you that?”


“She said she wished I hadn’t killed him. Her exact words.
And to make things worse, Ma–ee’s chief thug, Senebi, humiliated Amenia in
front of her family and friends the next day, trying to make her confess to
being Sanakht’s accomplice. I should have anticipated that. I should have gone
straight from the cemetery to Ma–ee and confessed what I’d done. Then Amenia
wouldn’t have had to suffer. That’s on me. Because of me Amenia has no man now.
Because of me her two daughters are fatherless. I have no idea how they’re
managing to survive. All three have disappeared. For all I know they’ve left
Nekhen for good.” He looked into my eyes. “The guilt haunts me. It always
will.”


“In a perfect world the two of you would have marched Sanakht
to Ma–ee and he would have executed Sanakht for his crime and you would have
been free to join with Amenia,” I said.


“Yes.” Nykara stared at the unfeeling sea. “I ruined
everything. My only chance for happiness – gone. I still love her, Bakist. I think
I always will, as foolish as that sounds. I just don’t know how to give her up
and move on. She even told me I should once, months before I killed Sanakht.
Gave me permission to.”


Another long silence, broken only by the crashing of the
surf.


“Was Amenia your only love?” I asked. I had to know
everything about him, figure out what I was up against.


He nodded. “She was the only woman I loved. But another
loved me. Abar.”


“Ma–ee’s woman?” I couldn’t hide my surprise.


“When I was a child I was with her at Dedi’s campfire
several evenings each week,” he said. “She absolutely hated me back then, for
reasons too ridiculous to go into. She treated me as if I didn’t exist. So I
avoided her. Later, fate made me Dedi’s overseer, and Abar and I were forced to
work together. We eventually set aside our animosities. Over time she began to
trust me, and we started to rely on each other. Eventually she confided in me,
drew me into a plot to take her father’s place when he died and become Nekhen’s
ruler so she could pursue her grandfather’s quest to make Nekhen the dominant
settlement in the valley.”


“Your obsession now.”


“Guilty.” Nykara sighed. “Abar was – is – a most magnificent
woman. I’ve never met anyone like her.” He took a deep breath, threw his
shoulders back. “She confessed one night she loved me. I’d just met Amenia. So
I rejected her. It was actually an easy choice. I knew I couldn’t be with Abar
because she was destined to rule Nekhen and I was a commoner.”


“Does she still love you?”


“Yes. But our feelings have evolved. We’re like brother and
sister now. After working together for so long, plotting against Ma–ee, setting
in motion Dedi’s vision for the valley, we’ll always have that bond.”


“Why do you stay at Nekhen, Nykara, if you’ve lost Amenia
and you’re miserable because of it? You have boats – you could bring them to
Maadi or even Farkha and trade from this region.”


“I promised Dedi I’d never let what he spent his life
building come to harm,” Nykara replied. “I can’t go back on my promise to him.
He made me what I am. And I can’t abandon Abar. I’m the only one who can
protect her from Ma–ee.”


Another long lull in the conversation. It was bad enough
Nykara loved one exceptional woman, but that he was involved with two? And that
he continued to love even when he knew it would always be unrequited? What
possible chance did I have?


“What about you, Bakist?” Nykara suddenly asked. “Your
mother said you’ve rejected every man your father has ever proposed. You must
get lonely. Don’t you want a man you can love?”


He’d answered my deeply personal questions honestly. I
supposed I shouldn’t be immune from exposing my inner thoughts to him, perhaps
even embarrassing myself. And I had to, if I was to get what I craved.


“I most certainly do,” I replied. I moved from Nykara’s side
and sat directly in front of him, my knees folded under me on the soft sand, my
palms resting on my thighs, our eyes level. I took a deep breath, let it out.
“I’ve been in love with you for years, Nykara.”


He didn’t appear surprised. But his eyes were shadowed, so
it was hard to tell.


“I’ve looked forward to you coming to Maadi to trade for as
long as I can remember. I had a crush on you from the very first. Don’t you
remember how I always used to plead with you every time you came to take me
back to Nekhen with you?”


“You were a child. You were joking.”


“I was a child. But I was serious, Nykara. You never
saw it; I know now you were under Amenia’s spell. I can’t blame you for that.
She’s the love of your life.” I took hold of both of his hands. “Just as you
are mine. The months I spend apart from you are empty and meaningless. The few
days you spend with me in Maadi are glorious. I treasure them.”


I could tell he didn’t want to hurt me. “I’ve always liked
you, Bakist, from the very first. I truly enjoy being with you. I do care for
you very much. You’re a fine and wonderful woman, one of the most imposing and
appealing and beautiful I’ve ever met.”


“I want to be your woman.”


“Even knowing about Amenia and Abar?”


I leaned towards him, earnest. “Yes. Especially knowing.
I’ll never ask you to stop loving them, either. I’ll never ask you to forget or
distance yourself from two women who are so important to you. You’ve had a life
without me and they’re part of it. They’ve helped make you who you are. But you
can’t ever be with either of them. You said so. All I ask is that you give me a
piece of your heart, Nykara, alongside the pieces you’ve given to Amenia and
Abar. You told me about your mother once – she loved your father and Dedi. She
loved Dedi while continuing to love your father. If she could love two men you
can love more than one woman. You don’t have to spend the rest of your life
alone, Nykara. You deserve a woman who loves you, one you can perhaps come to
love in time. Me.”


“What if I never fall in love with you, Bakist? Wouldn’t you
feel cheated?”


“Mama and Papa will force me to join with someone
eventually. We both know I won’t love him. We both know he won’t be half the
man you are. Even if you never fall in love with me, you’ll treat me with dignity
and respect and as a partner. No other man will. So I’m willing to take a
chance, Nykara. Take me with you to Nekhen. Let me be part of your life. Let me
help you the same way I’ve helped Papa. Let me try to make you happy. Let me
earn your love.”


Nykara gazed out over the sea.


I had no idea which way he was leaning. I needed to bolster
my argument. “Let’s set love aside, if that’s not enough,” I said. “In
practical terms, our joining will form a permanent bond between the traders of
Nekhen and Maadi and Farkha. Isn’t that what you and Father and Itu once talked
about being a good thing?”


“I’m afraid you’re letting your heart override your common
sense,” Nykara argued. “Think about what you’re volunteering to do, Bakist –
leave your family, your friends, your gods, your way of life, travel half a
world away to a place where you’ll be an outsider.”


“Our lives aren’t that different, Nykara. You’re a trader,
I’m a trader. We can overcome any differences. I can adapt. Look, Nykara, I
know I’m not the complex powerful woman Abar is, or the talented woman Amenia
is. I may be simple, but I love you with all my heart. I won’t demand anything
of you.”


“Except your own way,” he said, then smiled.


That’s when I knew I had him. My heart began to sing. I
laughed, overflowing with joy. “Except that.” I turned serious. “I’ll willingly
yield to a man as exceptional as you, Nykara.”


“I’ll never ask you to yield, Bakist.”


 


 


***


 


 


“Bring Bakist when you return to Maadi,” Mama called from
the dock as Nykara’s boat swung into the current.


He waved in acknowledgement.


“Mama couldn’t wait to get rid of me. I’m not even out of
sight and she already misses me,” I said wryly, standing next to Nykara as he steered
his boat into the channel, his men’s oars churning the water white.


Mama collapsed, sobbing, into Papa’s arms. He too was
suppressing tears. He was going to miss my help in his trading far more than
he’d let on, or even realized. Nykara’s and my announcement upon our return to
Farkha from the Wadjet Wer that we were together had shocked and delighted and
frightened him, all at the same time. He’d quickly seen the advantages of our
union, given us his blessing. The feast he’d thrown in Maadi a few days later
to celebrate our joining had been memorable.


I waved one last time to my younger sisters who were hugging
each other and crying and waving at me. Then Nykara and I turned as one and
faced south. The valley stretched before us, hemmed in by golden plateaus, the
river silver beneath the bright sun, the plains intensely green. I wrapped my
arms around Nykara possessively, raised to my toes, kissed him. I moved back.
He brushed my long hair away from my face tenderly. I looked up at him. I
supposed my eyes were shining with excitement. “I can’t wait to see Nekhen,” I
said. “My new home.”


“I can’t wait for you to see it,” he replied.


He meant it. The crushing loneliness that had been his
constant companion for years was starting to become a memory, still close to
the surface, but tempered now with a measure of contentment and happiness. He’d
told me so last night. The past weeks had changed both our lives for the
better. Nykara was even more wonderful than I’d expected, and I think I’d
surprised him too. I was glad now I’d taken a chance and confessed my love. He
already loved me, at least a little. It wasn’t a love born of a shared mission,
as he had for Abar, or one born of passion, as he had for Amenia, but who knew
what it might become given enough time. I was very much looking forward to
finding out.


 


 


***


 


 


“Is that one of your boats, Nykara?” I asked, squinting at a
distant shape drifting towards us with the current.


We were approaching Tjeni from the north, our men rowing
hard and sending sheets of silver water flashing skyward, and the other boat,
also made of wood, was approaching from the south. It was an hour or so before
sunset and shadows were already marching across the valley from the western
plateau. I was glad, for the day’s awful heat was finally starting to break.
The floodplain was narrower here than any place I’d seen in the valley on this
trip; the high looming cliffs rose up very close to the river itself. I
remembered Nykara telling me if the people of Tjeni ever took it in mind to
exert control over river traffic they’d be able to do it easily. That was one
reason he wanted the settlement to be under Nekhen’s control – so his boats
would be able to travel north without hindrance or tariff forever.


“It’s one of the two I use to resupply my trading posts,”
Nykara explained. “It travels once each month between Nekhen and Tjeni,
carrying Nekhen’s goods north and what my traders in Tjeni have obtained back
south. Another ferries goods between Nekhen and Nubt.” He angled our boat towards
the landing place.


“Are we stopping for the night?” I queried.


“A few days. The men have been rowing hard against the
current this past week. They need a break and we need to replenish our food and
beer. I plan to spend a few days here, check on my trader Dagi and his post,
drop off some of what we obtained at Maadi. I’ll send out a few hunters, too,
and let the men fish, so we’ll have some fresh meat.”


“That’ll be welcome.” Eating mostly dried fish and meat was
getting old.


We tied up, joined minutes later by Nykara’s other packed
boat. By the number of goods on board I could tell trade between Tjeni and
Nekhen was extensive and profitable. Ours were the only substantial vessels in
what passed for a harbor but was really just a long stretch of riverbank free
of patches of papyrus and reeds; a few small fishermen’s punts occupied the
rest of the shoreline. The crewmen of Nykara’s vessels called greetings to each
other and all hurriedly disembarked and set about establishing a combined camp.


“The other crew will carry the trade goods on their boat to
the trading post in Tjeni in the morning,” Nykara told me. “Once it’s empty,
they’ll load it with what Dagi has obtained in exchange this past month and has
stored in the post.”


Nykara dropped into the water with a splash, then reached up
and took me by the waist and swung me over the side of the boat onto dry land.
I loved it when he gently manhandled me that way. He stepped ashore. The
captain of the other vessel approached and greeted us. Nykara pointed out the goods
from our boat he wanted him to carry into Tjeni tomorrow. Then Nykara and I set
out for the settlement together, my arm linked in his.


Tjeni was much larger than Maadi. It sprawled north and
south for nearly a mile, its edge just west of the cultivated strip lining the
narrow floodplain. That strip, which should have been lush with waist–high
emmer and barley by now, for the harvest would begin in about a month, was
anything but. Scattered clumps poked through dry cracked earth, growing thickly
only in the dozen yards closest to the river. The inundation had reached less
than half its normal height this year. I assumed the Tjenians would have to
live off what they’d set aside in granaries the past two years in the coming
months. As would the inhabitants of Nekhen. Three years ago – Ma–ee’s first as
ruler, I recalled – the inundation had been equally poor. Four years as ruler
with two inadequate inundations – obviously not a positive development for a
people who expected their leader to control chaos and assure a level of
normalcy when it came to foodstuffs. We soon passed beyond the cultivation into
the settlement. Tjeni’s houses were arranged along narrow winding lanes and
constructed of wattle–and–daub. Small pens were attached to many, holding pigs and
geese and goats. Small gardens were interspersed among the houses, containing a
variety of vegetables. Thick columns of smoke rose from one district; I
supposed it to be where workshops were located, though I had no idea what
products Tjeni made. I had a lot to learn about this part of the valley. The
streets were fairly crowded, mostly with men heading towards their homes to eat
the evening meal, or women bearing dripping jars they’d just filled in the
river. The settlement seemed tame and domestic and the people all very similar
to each other in appearance and style of clothing. All at once I missed the
hustle and bustle of Maadi, the color, the excitement, the sweating porters,
the cursing overseers, the different styles of dress, the babble of strange tongues,
the dozens of boats from distant lands crammed with countless varieties of
exotic goods, the strings of dusty donkeys. I wondered if I was going to find
Nekhen to be as colorless and dull as Tjeni.


Nykara led me to the largest building in the settlement, a
short walk from the landing place. It was long and low and wide, its reed sides
thickly plastered with mud. We stepped inside. Linen wicks flickered in shallow
bowls of oil, lighting the interior against the coming darkness. Containers in
a variety of shapes and sizes were arranged in orderly rows on both sides of a
narrow aisle that split the building in two. The trading post was so crowded I
didn’t see how it could possibly hold any more goods. It was lucky Nykara’s
transport boat had arrived. We were spotted. A man hurried from the back of the
post to greet us.


“Nykara! This is a wonderful surprise!” he said gleefully.


Nykara embraced him, turned to me. “Bakist, this is Dagi,
one of my oldest and dearest friends from Nekhen. Dagi, this is Bakist.” A long
dramatic pause. “My woman.”


It still thrilled me to hear Nykara utter those words. I
hoped I’d never lose how warm and happy they made me feel. Dagi looked shocked.
I suddenly felt a bit strange. I’d known in the months and years to come I’d
encounter people who’d been aware of the relationship between Nykara and
Amenia, likely many who’d actually been their mutual friends. Knowing it and
experiencing it firsthand were two very different things. I supposed it was
better I jumped that hurdle here in Tjeni until waiting until I arrived at
Nekhen, where it would likely be far more uncomfortable. It crossed my mind
Nykara might have stopped here for that very reason. Was he too trying to
acclimate himself to a similar feeling?


“When did this happen?” Dagi asked, looking from Nykara to
me.


“A couple of weeks ago,” Nykara said. “It was very sudden.
Yet very long in coming. And, I think Bakist would say, very romantic. I’m
still as surprised as you look.”


Dagi laughed. “I remember the romance part, from when I was
joined.”


“I’m planning to stay here for a few days so my crew can
rest before we head for home. The supply boat pulled in the same time we did.
The men are down by the river making camp. They’ll start bringing trade goods
up from the landing at first light.”


“I’ll send word to my assistants. They’ve all gone home for
the day.”


“Each of my traders has three assistants from Nekhen or one
of the nearby hamlets,” Nykara told me.


“To help the trader, and join with local women to subtly convert
the natives to be more like Nekhenians,” I said. “I remember.”


“You’ll stay with us, of course,” Dagi said.


He led us from the trading post to a modest house next door,
constructed in similar fashion. As we stepped through the entrance two children
– the girl looked to be about seven years old, the boy five – launched
themselves at Dagi with wild cries. He scooped them both up in his arms. A
woman on her knees before a hearth at the back of the structure turned, rose,
smoothed her hair and then her skirt with both hands.


“This is my woman, Tamerit,” Dagi said as she joined us.
“Her father, Minkhaf, is Tjeni’s most influential trader. Tamerit, this is
Bakist – Nykara’s woman.”


Tamerit greeted me, looking pleasantly surprised but not
shocked. Since she was from Tjeni she probably wasn’t acquainted with Amenia.
She might never have heard of her.


“My father’s a trader too,” I told her. “He’s the most
influential in Maadi.”


“Welcome to my home, Bakist. Please. Sit. You must be tired
from your trip. I’ll pour some beer for all of you.”


I downed mine gratefully. The day had been hot and I’d spent
most of it in the stern beside Nykara, questioning him about the valley as we
passed through, even steering a little myself, for he’d been teaching me the
whole trip. I’d traveled widely in the delta and the lands along the coast; the
southern valley was a new experience for me and I wanted to learn as much as I
could about every aspect of it. I glanced around the house. It contained
furniture as fine as my father’s. Its walls were hung with beautifully–woven
mats, and a plethora of pottery storage jars I recognized as Amenia’s lined the
food preparation area. Many amulets and ivory figurines were scattered around
the room – the falcon god and a goddess Nykara had told me was called Bat
predominated. Dagi was clearly raising his children to worship Nekhen’s gods.


“My father is one of Nykara’s craftsmen,” Dagi told me. “I
grew up learning to knap flint in his workshop.”


“Did you make these figurines yourself?” I asked.


“I did.”


“Beautiful workmanship.”


“Thank you.”


“We’ve known each other since we were five years old,”
Nykara interjected.


“A few years ago Nykara showed up in Father’s workshop along
with Abar and asked me if I’d like to become a trader. Didn’t take much to
convince me.”


“Dagi’s younger sister, Tentopet, was the wetnurse for
Abar’s children,” Nykara said. “Even though they’re past that stage, she still
lives in Aboo’s house and helps Abar take care of them. She and Abar are very
close. Tentopet’s practically the only other woman Abar sees on a regular
basis. Ma–ee shuts her off from all other companions.”


“Tentopet’s given birth to three sons of her own, all
stillborn,” Dagi said. “The first was a few days before Abar’s son, Shery, was
born. That’s why Ma–ee – Rawer at the time – picked her as wetnurse. Plenty of
milk for a hungry boy.”


“I’m sorry. About Tentopet’s children,” I said.


“Tentopet has been passing messages back and forth between
Abar and me for years,” Nykara confided. “She’s done it right under Ma–ee’s and
Senebi’s noses. To this day I don’t think they realize she’s Dagi’s sister.
They don’t suspect her of disloyalty to Ma–ee because her man is one of
Senebi’s thugs. Their joining was arranged without her say. Without Tentopet,
Abar would have little idea what’s going on in Nekhen and the valley.”


We ate hungrily of the repast Tamerit laid out for us. From
the variety of victuals it was clear Dagi was a very successful trader.


“The crops look as poor here as they do at Nekhen,” Nykara
observed.


“Luckily, there are far fewer people to feed at Tjeni,” Dagi
said. “What’s stored in the granaries should last several years, just in case
there’s a second inadequate inundation in a row.”


“Do the Tjenians blame their ruler for the poor flood?” I
asked. “Nykara told me Nekhenians expect their ruler to deliver enough water to
grow their crops each year.”


“My father’s role is different than Ma–ee’s,” Tamerit said.


“He’s really just first among the leading men,” Dagi
explained. “No one believes he has the power to control nature, so he’s not
held responsible for things like that.”


“Is that why Tjeni doesn’t have a fleet to use for trade,
because the elites aren’t strong?”


“Great enterprises haven’t developed here yet,” Dagi
explained. “People do more for themselves and rely less on others than in
Nekhen. Plus, there aren’t dozens of hamlets in the area looking to Tjeni for
leadership, like at Nekhen. The only somewhat large hamlet is Abdju, half a day
or so from here. And Hiw, a small settlement, a day farther.”


“How has trade been lately?” Nykara asked Dagi as the last
of the fruit and bread and meat and vegetables disappeared from the platters
and bowls.


“Quite good. Several caravans have arrived in the past two months
from the oases in the west. The oases obviously aren’t affected by the poor
flood, so they still have excess foodstuffs to trade. My post is nearly
overflowing with what they’ve brought. I wish I still had Amenia’s pottery to
trade. Then I’d be able to outbid the locals and obtain even more of their
goods.” Dagi suddenly colored. His mention of Amenia had been automatic. Now he
probably assumed he’d spoken out of turn.


“Bakist knows all about Amenia,” Nykara assured him.


I nodded. “You don’t have to tread carefully, Dagi.”


“Have you figured out where Amenia is yet?” Dagi asked
Nykara, looking relieved.


Nykara shrugged. “For all I know she’s gone to one of the
western oases, or maybe even to the eastern sea. She hasn’t been seen in Nekhen
for a year, since the day Ma–ee burned Sanakht’s body in the oval court.”


“That’s too bad,” Dagi said. “Some of the local women have
tried to mimic all three of her styles, but we don’t have the same type of clay
as at Nekhen. And the decoration lacks the spirit Amenia’s had.”


“How does Tjeni fit into the unified region Abar and the
rest of you are pursuing?” I asked.


“It’s the key,” Nykara replied. “Tjeni controls trade with
the North and West.”


“This is where overland trade routes from south of the
cataract and the western oases converge on the river,” Dagi explained. “Tjeni
controls those oases’ products. Another caravan track cuts south from here
across the great bend in the river, directly to Nubt. That’s how Tjeni and Nubt
traded with each other before Nekhen started sending boats north.”


“Nubt controls access to the eastern desert’s gold mines
through a wadi reaching to the eastern sea,” Nykara continued. “That wadi’s the
only source of the mudstone I carry to Maadi whenever I come.”


“I mentioned Abdju. It’s much smaller than Tjeni, a hamlet
really,” Dagi said. “Traders from there come to my trading post to obtain what
they need. Interestingly, when Tjeni’s leading men die they’re buried at Abdju.
There’s a local belief the entrance to the Afterlife lies in the hills to
Abdju’s west.”


“They don’t believe spirits go to rest in the sky, like
Nekhenians do?” I asked.


“No.”


“So, to answer your question, Bakist, when Abar’s unified
southern region becomes a reality, trade expeditions to Maadi and the delta and
the coast of the Wadjet Wer will be launched from Tjeni. And when Nekhen’s
ruler decides to unify the entire valley from the cataract to the Wadjet Wer,
he’ll move north from Tjeni.”


Dagi indicated his children. “Not in my lifetime, or my
children’s, or even theirs. But my children, and my assistants’, and Pabasa’s
in Nubt, are surely the start.”


 


 


***


 


 


Just over a month after leaving Maadi, Nykara steered our
boat towards the landing place in Nekhen. His expedition to Maadi had been
successful in more ways than one, in my opinion. The boat carried enough copper
ingots to keep his smithy humming for many months, and raw materials for every
one of his craftsmen, and fine items to trade in Nekhen and the nearby hamlets.
It was nearly sunset and shadows had already crept across most of the valley,
except for the eastern bluffs, which were still golden in the fading light.
Nykara aimed for a mooring place in the midst of several vessels. I counted
half a dozen large boats and twice that many smaller, many of them made of
reeds, swaying with the current.


We were spotted. Glad shouts rose from men swarming towards
the landing place from the boatyard and smithy, along with women and children
from huts where I assumed Nykara’s dependents lived.


I was standing next to Nykara in the stern, my long red hair
swirling in the breeze and brushing his chest and shoulder. “I had no idea you
had so many boats.”


“I designed every one of them,” he said proudly. He pointed.
“See those piles of wood to the right? That’s where we’re assembling my newest.
It’ll be half again as large as this one. See all those reed boats pulled up on
the shore to their left? Those belong to fishermen. We’re repairing them. Those
columns of smoke are from my smithy. Those huts on the higher ground are where
my workers live – boatmen, craftsmen, metalsmiths. Those two large huts, even
farther up the slope, out of reach of the inundation, are where I store my
trade goods.”


“You must support more than a hundred people,” I said,
scanning the waiting crowd.


“About right. Now, let me tell you about your new home.” He
pointed. “The cultivated strip starts just past the boatyard. It stretches a
mile or so north and south of Nekhen along the river. The farmers who live on
it directly support the workers who live in Nekhen proper. Nekhen’s lower
settlement sprawls along the western edge of the fields. See the pole with the
copper falcon? That marks the oval court, our ceremonial grounds, where we
honor the gods. Ma–ee’s house and audience hall is nearby. The lower settlement
is actually a series of neighborhoods – potters live together, wood workers,
herdsmen, brewers. A wide path winds up the wadi slope to the upper settlement,
which lies on a terrace at the base of the plateau in the west. Mostly potters
and stone workers live up there, and the men who process meat and fish.”


“The wall and the buildings visible above it are the ruler’s
cemetery you told me about?”


“Yes.”


“I’ve never seen a settlement this large. I’ve never seen so
many people in one place at one time,” I said.


“Around five thousand or so. But wait until the next
festival, when everyone in the valley assembles. That’s probably four thousand
more.” He squeezed my hand. “I’ll give you a day or so to get settled in, and then
we’ll go exploring. There’s a lot to see, both here and in the nearby valley. I
can’t wait to show you.”


We touched shore and eager hands secured our vessel to the
mooring posts. Nykara’s crewmen set the gangplank in place and then rushed down
to embrace their women and children.


Nykara took his time and helped me down the gangplank after
everyone else had disembarked. He must have noticed I was trembling, but he
didn’t say anything. I’d never been so nervous my entire life. My heart was
pounding like a drum. Everyone in Nekhen had known of Nykara’s and Amenia’s
love. Now here I was, a complete stranger, bursting on the scene without any
warning as Nykara’s woman. Everyone was going to be curious about me. Would
they accept me, as Dagi had back in Tjeni? There were so many people for me to
worry about – not only the families of Nykara’s workmen, but the elites as
well. Nykara had spent a great deal of time telling me about each and every one
of them during our journey. They were part of his world too. Thank the gods I’d
spent most of my life dealing with traders, figuring out ways to make them like
me, turning strangers into friends, quickly earning trust. Those skills would
likely serve me in good stead in the months to come. I took a deep breath, willed
my heart to slow.


Nykara indicated three men waiting together not far from the
riverbank on the far side of the milling crewmen and their families. “My
overseers,” he said.


We passed through the crowd in their direction, our progress
slowed because almost everyone wanted to greet Nykara and get a look at me.
They had no idea what to make of me, or why I was with Nykara. The overseers
regarded me with curiosity too.


I recognized Heth, even though I hadn’t seen him in a
decade. He was no longer a boy, grown into his frame, very muscled from his
work with copper. He searched my face, recognizing me but unable to place me.


“You remember Bakist,” Nykara said. “She was only twelve
years old when you left Maadi and came to Nekhen with me.”


Heth snapped his fingers. “Of course! Nabaru’s daughter.
You’re a long way from home.”


“I am home,” I corrected.


Heth looked puzzled.


“Bakist is my woman now,” Nykara said. He laughed out loud
at Heth’s exclamation of surprise.


“You’re certainly no girl anymore,” Heth told me. He clapped
Nykara on the back. “Best thing you’ve ever brought back from Maadi.”


“Including you. And the load of copper ingots that needs to
be unloaded from my boat.”


Heth rubbed his hands gleefully. “I’ll see to it
straightaway. Welcome, Bakist,” he added. “I hope you come to like living here
at Nekhen as much as I have.”


I looked at Nykara and smiled. “I already do.”


“See to the unloading, won’t you?” Nykara asked the overseer
of his boatyard. “Put all the raw materials on the bank tonight and the
finished items in the storehouse. I’ll help you sort everything out tomorrow.
But right now I’m exhausted. I’m going home.”


His wattle–and–daub hut was close to the boatyard. A fire
was burning in the ring of stones just outside its entrance.


“A daughter of one of the boatmen looks after my hut,”
Nykara explained.


He led me inside. Linen wicks floating in half a dozen bowls
of oil cast warm flickering light on the walls. The girl had been busy inside
too. Nykara let down the reed mat tied to the lintel, diminishing slightly the
noise from the landing place where everyone was still gathered, looking over
what we’d brought back. “It’s not much,” he said apologetically. “Especially
not compared to your father’s fine house.”


Nykara clearly lived a simple life. There were worn reed
mats on the floor, a few on the walls for color, a few wood chests full of
clothing along each side of the hut. Foodstuffs and jars of beer and wine were
at the back, stored in a collection of fine decorated pottery, Amenia’s. A
simple bed –  a wood frame with a thick mattress of rushes laid over a
rope lattice – was along one wall, covered with linen sheets.


“I didn’t come to Nekhen hoping to live in a fine house,” I
said. “I came to be with you. Besides, what could be more wonderful than sitting
outside by the fire at night, watching the river flow past and the stars wheel
across the sky?”


“Nonetheless, I’ll take you to my storage hut tomorrow and
you can pick out whatever you want to decorate this place or make your life
easier,” Nykara said. “I’ll even get started building you a large house if you
want.”


“Someday,” I said. My face grew hot. “When there are more of
us.”


He took my meaning. His face flushed too.


“The pottery – Amenia made it?” I asked, indicating the
storage area. It was in all three styles, decorated mostly with boats and river
scenes.


“Yes. I commissioned it years ago.”


“It’s beautiful.” I moved to the side of the room, bent,
stroked the sheet atop the bed. I half–turned, gazed at Nykara. “This looks
like a fine sturdy bed.”


“It’s taken my weight well for many years,” he said. “It’s
never held two before… I assume it will.”


“Well, then. Perhaps we should make sure.”


 


 


***


 


 


Bowls and platters of fruit and meat and bread were waiting
beside the campfire when we arose at dawn. The boatman’s girl had been up
early. We ate leisurely, watched the river flow past, listened to the sounds
and observed the bustle as the boatyard and smithy and huts of Nykara’s workers
came to life around us.


“You look extraordinarily beautiful in this light,” Nykara
told me.


I leaned over and kissed him. My long red hair tumbled over
my shoulders. I’d darkly outlined my eyes with malachite. My skirt was of white
linen and I wore a girdle and necklace and anklets and bracelets of carnelian.
I wanted to make a good impression today.


“I’m going to call on my supervisors and take a look around,
see how everything’s fared in my absence,” Nykara said. “I’ll point you towards
the storage hut and you can take whatever you want for our hut and yourself
while I’m occupied. One of my workmen will carry everything back for you.”


“Nonsense. I’m going with you,” I replied. “I want to learn
everything there is to know about your operation.”


We proceeded to the boatyard. It presented a different
picture than the evening before. The shore beside the boat was piled high with
the goods we’d brought back from Maadi. The rest of the boats were being loaded
with the day’s deliveries. Strings of donkeys were tied close by the mooring
posts. Men were taking large sealed jars from the nets draped over their backs
and lugging them up gangplanks and arranging them on decks. The entire
shoreline looked like an anthill, with constant movement in every direction.
Much like Maadi’s harbor. Though far more organized.


“Most of the jars are full of beer,” Nykara said. “There’s a
brewery in the lower settlement half a mile or so away. The rest hold milk and
blood. Salitis keeps cattle penned in a side wadi perhaps a mile from here.
These boats make deliveries north and south, to hamlets and farms beholden to
Ma–ee. Donkeys make deliveries to the farms directly serving Nekhen. They’re
all close by.”


“You deliver this much every day?”


“Yes. These boats will return in a few hours loaded with
freshly harvested vegetables. The donkeys will reappear to haul the produce to
the upper and lower settlements. Quite a few different crops are ripening right
now. At harvest time we’ll fully utilize the fleet from sunup to sundown to
carry emmer and barley to Nekhen. None of us will get much sleep then.
Although, the quantity of grain this year will be significantly less than
usual, because of the poor inundation.”


The first boats drifted into the current and herdsmen began
driving the strings of unburdened donkeys back towards Nekhen. I walked with
Nykara to the northern end of the boatyard. Men were unloading four–foot long
acacia logs from more donkeys and neatly stacking them. A handful of men were
in the vicinity of the stack, using copper saws to cut planks from logs. Others
were using copper drills to make holes along the edges of cut planks for the
ropes that would bind them together. I knew that, because Nykara had told me in
detail about how he constructed his boats on our way to Nekhen. Hundreds of
already prepared pieces of wood, destined to be part of his next vessel, were
laid out in orderly rows nearby.


“Looks like my workmen cut and shaped about half the
components I’ll need while I was gone. Another couple of weeks and we’ll be
able to start assembly.”


“Already thinking about a sea–going craft?” I asked.


“Actually, yes. On my next trip to Maadi I’ll bring back a
few of those really long cedar logs from the North. I suspect a long spine will
stand up to the stresses of the sea better than a lot of smaller planks lashed
together.”


One of the workmen tossed a copper axe onto a pile of copper
tools with a metallic clink. Nykara led me to the pile.


“Ready for the smithy?” he asked the workman.


He nodded.


“I’ll take them.”


Nykara quickly stuffed a leather pouch with the tools and
hefted it onto his shoulder. I marveled at the ease and grace with which he
lifted the heavy burden.


“Acacia wears copper out very quickly,” he explained.
“Heth’s metal workers spend about half their time resmelting and resharpening
tools when I’m building a new boat.”


I could have made my way to the smithy with my eyes closed
thanks to the musical sound of metal pounding metal, familiar to me from
Haran’s workshop in Maadi. Heth spotted us and came to meet us. Even from a
distance I could feel the heat from his furnaces, where three columns of smoke
spiraled skyward. He was sweating profusely and wiped his forehead with his
forearm. “How do you like Nekhen so far?” he asked me.


“The boatyard’s fascinating. And you’ve set up your smithy
just like Haran’s.”


Heth nodded. “Furnaces together, copper ingots and charcoal
and acacia wood neatly piled, plenty of river water close by, a shaded pavilion
for the men to put the final touches on the tools once we’ve created them in
molds.”


“I see you’ve already moved the ingots from the boat,”
Nykara said.


“Worked most of the night. We’ll start melting them down
next week and begin making the tools the elites have ordered.”


“And the items I’ll need on my next trade expedition.”


“That goes without saying.”


“Where to next?” I asked as we left the smithy.


“The workshops near the oval court. After Dedi died and
Ma–ee – Rawer at the time – took over the enterprise he got rid of half of
Dedi’s craftsmen because the flow of raw materials from the North slowed to a
trickle and he couldn’t keep them occupied. That was thanks to his useless
trader friends in Tjeni and Nubt – and competition from Dagi and Pabasa, who
started working for me. So I set up workshops for those craftsmen here, near my
smithy. They made items tailored to the specific needs of Nubt and Tjeni and
Maadi and Hiw and Inerty, and those commissioned by the common people to offer
during festivals. I moved our workshops back to the oval court after I regained
Dedi’s enterprise, combined them once again with the old ones Ma–ee had been
using to keep himself and the elites supplied with luxuries.”


“Our workshops? Do you really think of them that way
already, Nykara?”


He kissed me. “I do. I want you involved with them, too,
Bakist. You know as well as I what the people we trade with find valuable.”


We spent half the day roaming our workshops. Nykara
introduced me to each of his craftsmen and women, from masters to apprentices,
and they showed me the items they were making. I was in my element after
helping Papa trade for more than half my life. Everyone patiently answered my
questions, and I had no end of them. Maadi was primarily a distribution
emporium that produced a handful of items; I was astounded at the scope and
variety of objects created in Nekhen and the sheer number of talented workers
Nykara had assembled. I’d worried unnecessarily about being bored.


 “This is the day of the week I usually coordinate
boats and donkeys with Ranefer, the overseer Ma–ee appointed when he locked
Abar away,” Nykara told me as we left the workshops. “They’re penned in a wadi
not far from here.”


“Itu and I did that for Papa. Oversaw his herds,” I said.


“I remember.”


After a short walk we approached the wadi. I smelled the
familiar scents associated with donkeys long before we reached them. A pavilion
stood just outside the wood fence stretching across the wadi’s mouth. Dust rose
from behind that fence. Milling beasts, no doubt. Two women were seated beneath
the pavilion. Two boys were playing at their feet.


“Abar and her sons and Tentopet, Dagi’s sister,” Nykara told
me in a surprised voice. “I had no idea Abar would be here today. Ma–ee never
lets her roam Nekhen. If you’d rather not meet her…”


“Don’t be silly,” I said. “It has to happen sometime. Now’s
as good a time as any.”


We stepped into the shade of the pavilion. The two boys
stopped playing and looked up; I guessed them to be about five and three.
Tentopet – it was easy to tell which woman was servant and which mistress –
rose and smiled and greeted Nykara warmly. She regarded me with curiosity. I
studied Abar. She was finely dressed and bejeweled, sitting on a
leather–bottomed chair. She looked like a ruler’s woman, though I’d never
actually seen a ruler’s woman, much less a ruler. She rose gracefully and
regally as Nykara bowed to her. She was surprisingly petite. Not the kind of
woman I’d associate with power. A woman men would underestimate based on
appearance alone. If Abar was surprised I was with Nykara she didn’t show it.


“Bakist, this is Abar,” Nykara said. “Abar, this is Bakist.
My woman.”


It had to feel strange for him to use that expression in
front of Abar to refer to someone other than Amenia.


“I know,” Abar said, scanning me from head to toe, though in
a friendly manner. “News travels fast in Nekhen. Welcome, Bakist.”


“Nykara has told me absolutely everything about you,” I said
meaningfully.


Nykara nodded. “Everything.”


“I look forward to getting to know you,” I said.


“I’d like that too,” Abar replied.


“This is Tentopet,” Nykara said.


She was in her mid–twenties, a very pretty woman. Her
clothes were quite fine, no doubt thanks to Abar.


“I met your brother Dagi and his family a few weeks ago,” I
told her. “We stopped in Tjeni on the way here.”


“They’re well?”


I nodded.


“What are you doing here, Abar?” Nykara asked. “It’s been
years since Ma–ee let you out of his house.”


“He had no choice,” Abar replied. “Ranefer died yesterday.”


“I’m sorry to hear that,” Nykara said sincerely. “He was a
good man. Still young.”


“Not a single one of Ma–ee’s minions is capable of
coordinating donkeys. He called on me to bail him out today. Senebi agreed.
They think this is temporary. I guarantee you it isn’t.”


The look in her eyes convinced me.


“I’m happy for you,” Nykara said. “Almost like the old
days.”


“As close as we’ll ever get,” Abar sighed.


The two boys were looking up at me shyly.


“Are these your sons?” I asked Abar.


“They are.”


I dropped to my knees, so I’d be at their level. “I’m
Bakist. Who are you?”


“Shery.”


“Shepseska.”


“Are you helping your mother today?”


Shery nodded. “We know all about the donkeys. They’ll be
ours someday.”


“I know about donkeys too,” I said. “My Papa has fifty and I
used to take care of them and send them on trips across the desert.”


“You did?” asked Shepseska, wide–eyed.


“Ever since I was a little older than you.”


“We use our donkeys to make deliveries in Nekhen and close
by, and to travel to the oases,” Shery told me grandly. “We have more than
fifty.” Uncertainty flashed across his face. “Don’t we, Mama?”


“Indeed we do,” Abar laughed. “Many more than fifty.”


“Nykara is teaching us about boats,” Shery said. “Our father
lets him.”


“Tentopet takes us to the river. Nykara gives us rides,”
Shepseska added.


“He lets me steer,” Shery announced. “Shepseska can’t. He’s
not strong enough to hold the oar.”


“That’s just because you’re older,” Shepseska sniffed. “I’ll
be strong enough soon.”


“Will you take me on a ride then?” I asked him.


“Yes!” he exclaimed brightly.


I rose. “They’re darling,” I told Abar.


“Never too soon to teach them the family business,” she
said.


“I started helping my father trade when I was about their
age. Someday, I hope I’m able to teach my own children in the same way.” My
eyes met Nykara’s and I smiled. “Until then, I’m going to help Nykara however I
can.”


“We’ve been inspecting my operation since sunup,” he said.
“Our operation,” he corrected himself.


“I have an awful lot to learn,” I admitted.


“Then we should get started. If I’m not back soon Ma–ee will
send Senebi’s thugs to fetch me.” Abar sounded almost as if she welcomed the
prospect. Clearly, she was a woman who wouldn’t back down from a fight. She
ordered a serving girl to bring refreshments. After that she and Nykara got
down to business. It didn’t take them long to arrange the schedule; they
explained nothing out of the ordinary was taking place in the next week. Still,
I was amazed at the size and complexity of the transportation network and the
interdependence of donkeys and boats. That Nykara and Abar arranged everything
so easily spoke to their mutual intelligence and abilities. After the schedule
was complete Abar gave us a tour of the donkey pen.


“Nykara told me you send your animals on expeditions into
the desert,” I said as we looked over her animals.


“Usually once or twice a year. Aside from that, the stone
carvers use my donkeys when they go into the eastern desert for stone, or to
haul back the gold they’ve mined. The rest of the time they’re used to make the
local deliveries you saw us schedule – water and wood and foodstuffs, mostly.”


“As I told your sons, Papa has a donkey herd – two,
actually. One in Maadi, that I managed, and one in Farkha my brother takes care
of. My brother carries wine and olive oil from the lands along the seacoast.
The trail skirts the coast. My donkeys hauled copper and stone from the desert.
Maybe someday you can tell me about the different routes your donkeys travel,
how you get them to their destination and back in good health, how you care for
them between times. It’s always good to compare methods, I think.”


“That’s a good idea,” Abar said. “Especially since Ma–ee’s
kept me away from the herd for a couple of years now. I’d appreciate you
looking the donkeys over with me to make sure they’re still in good shape later
this week.”


“Gladly.”


“Speaking of Ma–ee,” Nykara interjected, “did he do anything
particularly stupid while I was away?”


“No. The usual. He’s as greedy as ever. You must have had an
excellent trip to Maadi – his men were filling his storage hut with his so–called
share of your goods most of the morning.”


“A greater share with each trip,” Nykara said ruefully. He
lowered his voice, looked around to make sure no one was watching. “I’ve heard
rumors several of the elites have about had it with the way Ma–ee’s treating
them. Fewer fine objects than in Aboo’s day, Ma–ee’s adherents treated better
than the rest… Add to that two bad inundations in the past four years. But the
elites complain in private, and only to each other, because Ma–ee’s taken their
children hostage. No one’s sure who Ma–ee and Senebi have spying for them. The
only person who’s somewhat public in his complaints is Hemaka, Amenia’s uncle.
He’s claimed on a few occasions when he was drunk that Ma–ee promised him the
position Senebi holds when he… you know.”


“Gave Amenia to Sanakht?” I asked.


Abar didn’t hide her surprise.


“Bakist knows everything about me and Amenia too,” Nykara
said. “We have no secrets. I didn’t hold anything back.”


Abar nodded. “Keep your ears open,” she told Nykara. “Let me
know anything you hear. I don’t care if the elites rise up and do something to
Ma–ee. But I won’t have one of them push Shery aside.” She glanced at her son.
“I’m counting on him to carry on in our footsteps to link Nekhen and Tjeni and
Nubt.”


“Your grandfather’s quest is still embraced by Dagi and his
assistants,” I assured Abar. “He told me so directly.”


“And Pabasa,” Nykara said.


“Speaking of Amenia, Nykara told me she’s disappeared
without a trace,” I said.


“When Ma–ee dismembered and burned Sanakht in the oval court
he told her she was done representing the falcon god in Nekhen,” Abar said.
“She hasn’t been seen since. I have no idea if she’s nearby or if she’s gone
north or south or east or west. Amenia was my friend, Bakist. She saved my life
when Shepseska was born. Saved him too. I miss her every day.”


“I wish I’d known her,” I said, and I meant it. “She was
such an important part of Nykara’s life. And her pottery was exquisite.”


Nykara and I left for the boatyard soon after. I overheard
Abar whisper to Nykara a few steps behind me – “I really like Bakist, Nykara.
Bring her back to me often.”


“I will. I promise.”


Her acceptance meant everything to me.


We finished our tour among the huts where Nykara’s boatmen
and craftsmen and metal workers and their families lived. There were dozens of
structures of various shapes and sizes, all scattered along a couple of winding
lanes within sight of the boatyard. They were more primitive than at Maadi and
more disorganized than at Farkha. Pigs were penned beside some of them and cats
watched us with half–closed eyes from the shade. Smoke from cookfires curled
into the sky where women bustled, making preparations for the evening meal with
the help of their daughters. Others were grinding grain into flour or working
together on various crafts beneath sunscreens or returning from the river with
dripping water jars. Children noisily dashed everywhere, kicking up dust,
raising a ruckus.


We didn’t reach our own hut until well after dark, after
spending what remained of the day with Nykara’s dependents. I insisted on being
introduced to and speaking with every woman we encountered as we passed through
the workers’ neighborhood, as well as their children. I lost count of the
number of huts we entered. Every time I left I promised I’d return to visit
regularly, and announced if anyone had need of any kind they were to call on me
immediately. We ate dinner with a couple of related families whose members had
worked in the boatyard for more than a century, a loud boisterous affair full
of much conversation and laughter. At first everyone was hesitant; none of the
men and women knew what to expect from me. I assumed they were afraid I’d lord
it over them, try to make them feel inferior because of my position as Nykara’s
woman. That was how most of the elite women acted, according to Nykara. So I
went out of my way to put everyone at ease. As we ate I told the men and women
about Maadi and Farkha and my travels in the North and about Papa’s donkeys and
the traders I’d dealt with. In turn they related many ancient family stories.
Later, Nykara spent an hour or so talking with the men alone while I went with
the women to bathe in the river. Nykara’s ears must have been burning from the
stories they told me about him. Many of those women had known him since the day
of his birth.


“Put me in charge of your workmen’s welfare,” I told Nykara
as we walked home, my hand locked in his. “That’s where I can do you the most
good for now.”


“I only hope you make them half as happy as you’ve already
made me,” Nykara replied.











3438 BC


 







Abar


 


 


 


“Look, Mama! I’m steering all by
myself!” Shepseska shouted happily.


“Wonderful!” I called.


“Do you see, Auntie Bakist?”


“I do! Just like you promised!” Bakist cried encouragingly. “He
is so cute,” she said to me. “Shery too. You’re a lucky woman, Abar. Two fine
boys.”


Shepseska was standing next to Nykara in the stern, both
hands gripping the long steering oar Nykara was unobtrusively guiding with one
hand. Shery was flitting from one side of the boat to the other at Nykara’s
feet, impatiently awaiting his turn.


We were drifting north with the current. Six oarsmen were
resting on the deck of one of Nykara’s smaller wood boats. They’d rowed us to
one of the nearby hamlets that owed allegiance to Ma–ee to deliver leather
products from one of the workshops overseen by Nykara; their bodies still
glistened with sweat. Bakist and I were seated under the pavilion amidships, in
the shade. The sun was beating down from a cloudless blue sky; fortunately
there was a strong breeze to cool us a little. Farmers were busily at work in
the fields on both sides of the river, sowing emmer and barley. Women and
children trailed them, trampling the seed into the mud, waving their arms to
keep away the birds that were alighting in droves. Smoke curled from scattered
huts, rebuilt in the past month after the waters of the inundation receded.


“Nykara’s so good with children,” Bakist said. “My sisters
swarmed him constantly when we were in Maadi. I want to give him a child so
badly. Believe me, it’s not for lack of trying.”


I glanced at Nykara. He was still, at age 30, robust,
youthful looking, handsome, a head taller than anyone else in the settlement.
Authority emanated from him. Thanks to him, the fleet was well–ordered now, not
something Ma–ee or I ever had to worry about. What a ruler he would have
made, I thought for the thousandth time. He looked the part, more than
Ma–ee did with his fine clothes and jewels and accoutrements of power. Even the
scar that ran whitely from Nykara’s left shoulder and down his heavily–muscled
chest almost to his waist lent him an air of gravitas, not disfigurement, as it
would have any other man. An accident with a saw while cutting wood, he’d told
me. I still sorrowed for him, that Ma–ee had snatched Amenia away. And I
sorrowed for myself, because the love I had for Nykara had only grown stronger
over the years.


And I envied Nykara. Despite all he’d lost he was finally
happy. That was thanks to Bakist. Her arrival at Nekhen had been absolutely
shocking to everyone who knew Nykara. I’d never expected him to join with
anyone but Amenia, certainly not an outsider. But in a very short time she’d
become my closest friend, as close as Amenia had once been. She’d taken
Amenia’s place as the one person I could talk to about anything. She was frank,
without guile, trustworthy, and knew how to keep a secret. Bakist was neither
shy nor retiring; she’d quickly made her presence felt in our settlement.
Nykara had turned over the care of the families that worked for him to her and
they’d all come to love her. She never went about in the boatyard or smithy or
workshops without a bevy of children tagging along behind her, like ducklings
following their mother. She called on the women in her charge daily, knew every
one of them personally, attended them during childbirth and sickness, worked
beside them as they made linen or reed mats or ground grain.


This wasn’t the first time Bakist had shared that particular
frustration with me, about her lack of a child. I wished I knew where Amenia
was. She’d been a wonderful healer, channeling the power of the falcon god.
She’d have the right charm or incantation to help Bakist get pregnant. But,
then, maybe it was better she wasn’t around. Bakist would know after a single
glance Amenia’s oldest daughter, Keminub, was Nykara’s. Funny how women could
always see a resemblance in a child and men couldn’t. Nykara didn’t know he had
a daughter. But then, he’d only seen Keminub once, for less than an hour. Would
Bakist take it in stride, knowing? I thought she would. Bakist had a big heart.
She’d told me once she knew all about Amenia’s and Nykara’s relationship, that
Nykara still loved Amenia, and that she didn’t begrudge him. I believed her.
She’d also told me she knew I loved Nykara. Amazingly, that conversation hadn’t
been at all awkward. I still marveled, recalling.


“How was it, being back at your old home?” I asked Bakist.


“Mama was ecstatic. So were my sisters. And Papa. It took me
days to straighten out his affairs – I had to find a replacement for the man
he’d appointed as overseer of his donkeys. He was useless. The men I used to
trade with were glad to see me too – until Nykara and I started negotiating
with them. Frankly, we made out even better than all the years I was merely
helping Nykara. My intensity ratcheted up since I was making deals on my own
behalf.”


“Nykara used to tell me about a trader’s daughter who
assisted him at Maadi. He was always very complimentary about your abilities.”


The island in the channel appeared. We were nearly home. The
boys switched places and Nykara “let” Shery steer the boat into the channel
between the island and the riverbank, then into the mooring place. A waiting
boatman tied the boat to a sturdy post, then the six oarsmen disembarked.
Nykara joined Bakist and me under the pavilion. The boys began chasing each
other around the deck.


“We can talk freely now,” Nykara said, his eyes sweeping the
shore. “I trust those particular oarsmen, but I can never be certain if Ma–ee
or Senebi has turned one of my men into a spy. Especially the way they threaten
men’s families.”


“Heard about any more plots against Ma–ee?” I asked.


“Same ones, vague, but disconcerting,” Nykara replied.
“Though the whispers are getting louder after two substandard inundations in a
row.”


“Some of the potters’ women have told our craftsmen’s women
who’ve told me Hemaka’s getting more and more agitated,” Bakist reported. “They
say he hasn’t gotten over Senebi having the position as Ma–ee’s counselor he
believes he was promised. I’ve observed Hemaka and Senebi during festivals.
They hate each other.”


“I’ve stumbled on Pipi and Wehemka talking with Hemaka
several times. They were taking pains not to be observed,” Nykara added.


“If my cousin’s involved I’m willing to bet the conspirators
intend to do away with Ma–ee and install Wehemka as ruler,” I said, concerned.
“They’ll resurrect the argument succession should have come through Father, not
Grandfather, and that Wehemka has as good a blood claim as Ma–ee.”


“Not as good as Shery’s,” Nykara noted.


“True. But he’s too young to rule Nekhen,” I said. “Without
Amenia around to put the fear of the falcon god into the conspirators, Ma–ee
may have to fight to remain ruler.”


“Is Wehemka strong enough to challenge Ma–ee?” Bakist asked.
“Can he defeat Senebi and his thugs if it comes to that?”


“Wehemka would be a figurehead, easily controlled,” I
replied. “He’s not bloodthirsty and relentless like Ma–ee. Pipi is, though.
He’s wanted to rule Nekhen for a long time, as Nykara can attest. If he allies
himself with Merenhor, he’ll have a host of hunters at his disposal to take on
Senebi.”


“I see it that way too,” Nykara said.


“That puts me in the unenviable position of trying to stop
the conspiracy in order to keep Ma–ee in power,” I said grimly. “I never
pictured myself defending the monster I’m joined to. But as bad as Ma–ee is, if
he’s replaced Shery won’t rule after him. Every sacrifice I’ve made in my life
will have been in vain.”


“Right when we’re on the cusp of making your sacrifices
worthwhile,” Nykara said. “My joining to Bakist could well be the first link in
the chain that’ll lead to unification of the entire valley, not just the
southern section. The two of us tie Nekhen and Maadi and Farkha together.
Assuming you outlive Ma–ee, you’ll be able to help Shery add links to that
chain someday.”


“I definitely intend to outlive Ma–ee,” I said.


“It’s hardly for me to question the two of you and your
plans,” Bakist said hesitantly, her eyes darting between Nykara and me. “I
don’t pretend to fully understand them or your motives or everything you’ve
already gone through. Nykara’s told me about your plot to succeed your father,
Abar, and how it fell apart. I know about your dream of creating a single
entity in the southern valley. But this conspiracy of Wehemka’s or Hemaka’s or
whoever’s could create obstacles you might not be able to overcome.”


“Do you think we should give up what we’ve worked so long
and hard to achieve without a fight?” I asked. I was slightly offended Bakist
was questioning Nykara and me. She was, despite her attempts to fit in since
her arrival at Nekhen, an outsider.


“Give up? No. But I have a different perspective about what
you’re trying to do because of where I’m from. Have you considered that instead
of creating a great union in the South you could do it in the North?”


“I come from Nekhen’s ruling family,” I reminded her, my
voice somewhat more clipped than I’d intended. “I’m from the South.”


“I know,” Bakist said hastily. “I don’t mean to offend you,
Abar. But my vision isn’t clouded by emotion. I think yours is. Yours too,
Nykara, as much as it pains me to say it. I think you two haven’t fully come to
terms with what’s happened to you. You’re still trying to turn a failed plan
into a success. I think it’s beyond redemption, based on what you’ve told me.
You had an excellent plan to succeed your father, Abar. All the pieces were in
place. But it failed. You were perfectly positioned to be confirmed as Nekhen’s
ruler. Then Ma–ee outmaneuvered you at the last minute. He took Amenia’s
daughter hostage. He threatened to kill her. He’s ruthless. He’s short–sighted.
If he catches wind of this conspiracy he’ll spend the rest of his life hunting
down the conspirators and trampling Nekhen’s elites underfoot. He’ll concentrate
his attention on Nekhen and nowhere else. Why, if he had his way there wouldn’t
be any trade with Maadi. If not for Nykara, Nekhen would be totally isolated
from the North right now. I understand your hopes depend on Shery succeeding
Ma–ee and setting Nekhen to rights and then pursuing unification with Nubt and
Tjeni. But so much could happen in the years it’ll take for that to occur. One
of those settlements could rally behind an energetic man of their own and
establish trade with Maadi and possibly cut Nekhen out. Then Nekhen would
become isolated and eventually wither up and die. Shery and his descendants
would rule over nothing except this settlement. They certainly wouldn’t have
the influence to unify the entire valley.”


“Go on,” I said. There was truth in Bakist’s analysis of
what Ma–ee had done and might do and its impact on Nekhen. I was big enough to
face up to the truth. That Ma–ee couldn’t had always been, to my mind, one of
his biggest flaws.


“Maadi and Farkha are the two largest and most important
settlements in the North. They’re as loosely organized as Nekhen was hundreds
of years ago, according to what Nykara has told me. No one person rules either
place. Someone with ambition could put her stamp on one of those settlements,
unite it with the other, establish dominance in the North, build a fleet, take
control of trade throughout the region – including the lands along the Wadjet
Wer and the eastern and western deserts – then reach south all the way to Nubt
and Tjeni and ensnare them in her sphere of influence and block Nekhen and
Ma–ee entirely.”


I looked at Nykara, then Bakist. “Maadi and Farkha would
accept a woman like me as their ruler? Is that what you’re saying?”


Bakist shook her head. “Truthfully, Abar, no. Men in the
North don’t value a woman’s abilities any more than men in the South do.” She
smiled. “Nykara excepted. I had to work behind the scenes to help my father
with his trading without letting him know I was – he wouldn’t have accepted my
help outright. Nykara can attest to that.”


He nodded. “In my experience, a talented woman can only lead
subtly, and from behind.”


“There are men in those settlements you could ally yourself
with, Abar, nudge in the right direction to block Ma–ee while at the same time
setting the stage for Shery to be installed as the kind of ruler you have at
Nekhen. Not right away, but eventually. Papa is influential. So is my brother,
in Farkha. Win them over and you’ll win many.”


“You could even start a settlement of your own,” Nykara
added. “The delta’s full of suitable places that’ll support a large population.
Of course, you’d have to contend with Maadi and Farkha then.”


“Just think of it – New Nekhen, the dominant power in the
delta,” Bakist said grandly.


“Dedi originally saw trade as the tool to export Nekhen’s
customs and gods and way of living to Tjeni and Nubt,” Nykara said. “Then you
had the idea of establishing trading posts in those settlements to convert them
to our way of life from within, Abar, subtly and over time. Founding a
full–blown Southern colony in the North, inhabited by settlers from Nekhen,
would accomplish the same thing in an accelerated fashion. Bakist may be on to
something.”


I stared at her for a long time. Bakist was an intelligent
woman, one with vision, one who’d seen and experienced much. “You indeed have a
different perspective,” I said at last. “Let me give your idea some thought.
It’s a lot to take in all at once. We’ll talk about this some more after I do.”


“Whenever you want,” Bakist replied. “I just want to help.”


“And now I’d better get the boys home, before Ma–ee comes
looking for them,” I said.


 


 


***


 


 


Shery and Shepseska skipped ahead of me all the way. Ma–ee’s
house – ours – was twice as large as when it had belonged to my father, long,
low, wattle–and–daub, with half a dozen additions so far to accommodate the
ever–expanding number of Ma–ee’s dependents who lived with us. The two guards
standing before the entrance with lances were new, too, since Father’s time.
He’d never seen the need. But then, he’d never run roughshod over the people of
Nekhen either, and hadn’t any reason to fear them.


The three of us passed into the large audience hall. More
guards were stationed inside. As always, bowls of oil guttered atop small wood
stands to supplement the sunlight slanting through a single window. A few ivory
statuettes were scattered about on stands of their own. Reed mats covered the
packed clay floor. The dais topped with chairs from which Ma–ee presided
several times a week dominated the far end of the hall. The fifty posts
supporting the roof were all painted with images of plants and animals now. A
ten–foot long rectangle of fine white linen hung on the wall to the right of
the dais, the fabric painted with a procession of boats drifting on the river
and a man, obviously Ma–ee, slaying various animals and, in one corner,
executing a bound prisoner. Ma–ee had commissioned it from a craftswoman Nykara
had brought to Nekhen from Inerty. It was an obvious imitation of what Amenia
had painted on the wall of Grandfather’s tomb, designed to illustrate Ma–ee’s
power and intimidate supplicants who entered this room.


We exited the audience hall, entered the living quarters.
Immediately to the left was a large food preparation area, littered with
earthenware jars and bowls and platters and knives and spoons and reed
containers and crowded with serving girls noisily preparing the evening meal
for the dozens of people who resided with us. More girls were bustling in and
out of the enclosed yard just outside the house, where several hearths and a
large garden and a pen for geese were located and where almost everyone except
Ma–ee and his highest ranking friends ate. I glimpsed the distant river beyond
the cultivated strip through the exit between house and yard, beginning to
flame with sunset color. Directly opposite the cooking area, at my back, was a
storage room holding large earthenware jars of wine and beer and water and
containers of emmer and barley and fruits and vegetables and olive oil and the
other supplies we needed on a daily basis. A few boys were lugging beer jars
from that room into the yard, to be consumed at dinner. Just past the food
preparation area was a workroom, nearly as large as the audience hall. Most of
the day it was crowded to capacity. Just now, in one corner, several serving
women were spinning flax into thread and more were weaving linen on a floor
loom. All were singing as they worked. A dozen more girls were occupied nearby
working on other household crafts – mending garments, weaving mats, making baskets
and the like. We moved through the workroom and passed down a long corridor
bisecting the rear of the house. On both sides were the sleeping quarters of
our hostage–servants. All the boys slept in one room, the majority of the girls
in another. Those dormitories were mostly empty right now. Three small adjacent
rooms near the right end of the corridor had once belonged to my half–sisters;
Nubemshant still occupied hers, but Ma–ee had joined Nefertkau to a son of
Seni’s a year ago to tie his family to ours. She resided elsewhere in Nekhen
with her man. Ma–ee had joined Hunur to Senebi two years ago, at his request,
on her twelfth birthday; she resided in their room in our house. Senebi kept
her isolated, the only way he had to strike at me for my hatred of him.
Nubemshant had just turned twelve; I suspected Ma–ee would join her to one of
his friends within a few months and then she’d be gone too. My sisters’
formerly empty rooms were now occupied by two young pretty serving girls from
nearby hamlets; I was quite aware why they’d been given rooms so close to
Ma–ee’s. Just as soon as he tired of them they’d be replaced by girls even
younger and prettier.


A room housing Senebi’s most devoted thugs was located
across the corridor from Nubemshant’s. It bothered me to no end I had to share
my living quarters with those animals, but Ma–ee had given me no say. The
nursery was the last room on the left and mine was the last on the right,
opposite each other at the end of the corridor. The nursery was large, having been
recently expanded. In addition to housing my boys and Tentopet, the children of
Senebi’s men and our servant–hostages were being cared for there by a growing
number of wetnurses. Shery was, at age six, the oldest of the children. Most
were infants. I doubted Ma–ee had given any thought about what to do with the
children of his hangers–on once they were older.


The corridor ended at the entrance to Ma–ee’s bedroom. It
was the most richly appointed room in Nekhen, representing the best of what
craftsmen from Maadi and Abu and Nubt and Tjeni and Nekhen had to offer. Except
for the morning meal, which Ma–ee insisted on eating there with me and our
sons, I entered only when summoned which was, to my relief, hardly ever. Guards
flanked the entrance of that room at all times.


The boys dashed ahead of me into my room. It was richly
decorated, as befit my status. I had a fine wood bed frame and a rush mattress
covered with linen sheets, a long wood table littered with stone containers of
cosmetics and a grinding palette and wood jewelry boxes, and several
leather–bottomed chairs. Images of our gods carved from ivory and bone were
scattered about, as well as protective charms Amenia had given me long ago. My
clothing filled three large wood chests. Nykara had procured nearly every item
in the room for me; before my joining to Rawer he’d given me the pick of
whatever he’d brought back from the North after every expedition. After my
joining, and especially after he took Father’s place, Ma–ee had selected items
for me instead. He’d been stingy.


Tentopet was waiting for us and she snatched the boys up in
her arms and lugged them to a corner where several shallow basins of water
waited. She ignored their protests and forced them to scrub their filthy hands
and faces clean. I laughed out loud watching her wrangle them. I grieved for
Tentopet having lost three children in childbirth, but I was glad she had mine
to compensate. She was as much a mother to them as I was. They both loved her
very much.


Nubemshant entered and greeted me and sat on the floor
beside me. She was closely followed by serving girls laden with bowls and jars
and platters. They laid them out in a circle and departed. Tentopet and Shery
and Shepseska joined us. My boys plunged in immediately.


“How was the boat?” Tentopet asked, selecting a piece of
melon from a bowl.


“I got to steer!” Shepseska proclaimed proudly.


“I got to steer us to shore,” Shery boasted. “That’s
much harder.”


“Someday you’ll both captain your own boats,” Tentopet
assured them. “I’ll be very proud of you both then.” She looked at me and
smiled.


Tentopet was my friend and confidant. Ma–ee would be furious
if he ever discovered how she’d kept me informed about and connected to the
outside world the years he’d kept me locked away in his house, about the
messages she’d passed to others – her brother and Nykara, in particular – on my
behalf, before Ma–ee had given up his foolishness and let me wander Nekhen
freely once again. Tentopet had a way of being unobtrusive whenever Ma–ee was
around, demure, eyes downcast, never drawing attention to herself. I wasn’t
sure Ma–ee even knew her name, despite the six years she’d served us. Her man,
Hatiay, had died several years ago, a month or so before she’d given birth to
her last stillborn child; his body had been discovered badly decomposed in a
tangle of marshland a mile downstream from Nekhen. Ma–ee had proclaimed
Hatiay’s death the result of a hunting accident; I strongly suspected some
farmer he’d harassed on Ma–ee’s behalf had laid in wait and murdered him. An
unsolved, unpunished murder would have made Ma–ee look weak, thus Ma–ee’s
cover–up. I’d seen to it Tentopet remained unjoined thereafter, as she’d
desired.


Usually we three women chatted non–stop during the meal.
Tonight I was mostly silent. After listening to Nykara’s report about potential
conspiracies I was worried about the impetus the consecutive poor inundations
might be giving Ma–ee’s rivals, not for his sake, but for my boys’. I couldn’t
help ponder Bakist’s idea either – that it would be easier to unify a region in
the North than in the South. The idea was attractive, but the North was a
mystery to me. The South was my heritage. Abandoning Nekhen would be like
abandoning Grandfather’s dream, and Ankhmare’s, and mine. I wasn’t yet prepared
to do something so drastic. But I wasn’t ready to reject the idea out of hand,
either.


“My Lady. Pardon me. Please. You have to come.” The plea was
urgent.


I swung around towards the entrance of my room. Nebet was
just inside, Amenia’s cousin, one of Ma–ee’s hostage–servants who’d been so
helpful during Shepseska’s birth and after. She was extremely agitated,
breathing hard, eyes frightened. She turned, glanced fearfully over her
shoulder towards the front of the house.


“Slow down. Take a breath, Nebet. What’s happening?” I
asked.


“My father’s in the audience hall. He’s arguing with Ma–ee
and Senebi.”


“Hemaka?” A key individual in the rumored conspiracy against
Ma–ee? What was going on? Elites never appeared unannounced in my house. They
came only when summoned. “Tentopet, Nubemshant – keep the boys in my room.
Nebet – come with me.”


We dashed the length of the house towards the audience hall,
dodging girls who were moving in both directions along the corridor, Nebet
barely keeping up with me despite her much longer legs. The closer we got the
louder the voices became. The argument was heated. A dozen serving girls were
gathered on either side of the entrance to the hall, crouched down,
eavesdropping intently.


“Leave!” I hissed.


Startled, they scattered.


Nebet and I stationed ourselves to the right of the
entrance, me in front, her behind. Every word uttered in the hall was perfectly
clear. That was lucky, for I dared not peer through the entrance for fear I’d
be discovered. Discovery would likely terminate the discussion and I wanted to
know exactly what was going on.


“You have to honor your promise!”


“That’s definitely Father,” Nebet whispered.


“What promise? To make you an elite? I did,” Ma–ee insisted.


“No. To be your chief counselor. Instead of Senebi.”


“I don’t recall any such promise,” Ma–ee said lightly.


“You certainly can’t prove it.”


That was Senebi.


Hemaka laughed mirthlessly. “My nephew Nekauba overheard us,
Ma–ee. He was hiding in the shadows the night we made our bargain. He’s a
sneak. And he has a big mouth. He’ll back me if I accuse you publicly.”


“Even if it’s true, do you think the elites will care who
counsels Ma–ee?” Senebi asked. “Me, you, an elephant…”


“They’ll care when Nekauba tells them you burned down Teti’s
pottery works,” Hemaka charged.


Amenia’s suspicion had been correct.


“You’re the one who benefited,” Ma–ee reminded Hemaka. “The
elites will want to know why you didn’t help Teti rebuild instead of swooping
in to take his place if you were so concerned for his welfare.”


“I could just as easily claim you started the fire yourself,
Hemaka,” Senebi interjected. “Everyone would believe it – a second–rate potter
desperate to become an elite, destroying his rival.”


Hemaka was losing whatever argument he’d come here to make.
So far, Ma–ee and Senebi had countered every one of his charges. If Hemaka had
any sense at all he’d shut his mouth this instant and go away. Irritating Ma–ee
and Senebi, which was all he’d appeared to have done at this point, was one
thing – turning them into bitter enemies by keeping on would have consequences.
I sensed Hemaka was too stubborn to admit defeat. He was going to stay on the
attack. He was an idiot.


“Nekauba knows about the bargain you made that ruined
Amenia’s life, too,” Hemaka continued, desperation creeping into his voice. He
appeared to be shooting every bit of ammunition he had in hopes of hitting
something. “The people love her. They’ll take her part over yours.”


“Loved her. Not any more. She’s linked in their minds to
your criminal brother,” Ma–ee asserted.


“You’re dead wrong,” Hemaka insisted. “I have Amenia stashed
away, safe. I can use her against you any time I like.”


“The day Amenia steps foot in Nekhen again I’ll slay your
daughter,” Ma–ee threatened. “Her name is Nebet, I believe. She’s one of my
serving girls.”


Nebet gasped.


“Go ahead. I could care less,” Hemaka rejoined. “Daughters
are just game pieces. Sometimes you have to sacrifice one to advance.”


I turned around. Nebet was standing stock still, shocked.
Then she began shaking with silent sobs, a hand over her mouth, overcome by her
father’s callousness. I took her in my arms. She pressed her cheek against
mine. It was wet with tears. Men were such monsters! Hemaka was as cold–blooded
as Ma–ee, cavalier with his own daughter’s life. He’d broken her heart.


“Be content with what you have, Hemaka,” Senebi said
menacingly. “I’ve told you before – fires can burn out of control. You should
worry less about me and more about your pottery works.”


“You should worry about your reputation!” Hemaka said
scathingly. “If I hadn’t stopped you, you would have beaten the falcon god’s
priestess to force her to confess to a crime you knew she hadn’t committed. As
it was, you took great pleasure in humiliating her publicly. Is it any wonder
we’ve had two bad inundations since then? The god is punishing you for
what you did to Amenia and we’re suffering for it. And as for Amenia, no
matter what you claim she’s beloved. Do you have any idea how many people she’s
healed and comforted in this settlement?”


“They might have loved her once,” Senebi retorted. “But, as
Ma–ee said, not any more. Her man, your brother, was a grave–robber. You’re
associated with that despicable act and so is she. And, may I remind you, the
killer’s accomplice was never found. Easy enough to make the case it was you.”


“Enough of this!” Ma–ee ordered. He was not a patient man
and he’d reached his limit. “What do you want, Hemaka?”


“Much more wealth, for starters. When I was Nykara’s partner
I had the best of everything in massive quantities. You’ve skimped on what
you’ve given me from Nekhen’s workshops since you became ruler.”


“What else?”


“Name me first among the elites. Senebi can continue
overseeing his thugs. But let me oversee Senebi.”


“You’re out of your mind!” Senebi exclaimed. “Be happy
you’re an elite at all, Hemaka. You’re just a potter!”


“You’re just a bully!”


“And I’m Nekhen’s ruler!” Ma–ee practically roared. “The
elites who count support me completely! Threaten me and you won’t get away with
it, Hemaka.”


“Are you sure?” he queried.


“I’ve used one of Abar’s half–sisters to tie a prominent
elite family to me, and will soon a second. So, Hemaka, the answer to your
question is yes. A resounding yes. Now, get out of my sight!”


Hemaka cursed harshly.


That was the signal for both Nebet and me to scurry back to
the nursery as fast as we could. I’d heard enough. I didn’t want to risk being
discovered, for Ma–ee and Senebi to know I knew my man had a rival, and his
identity. That knowledge might prove useful someday. At the very least I’d
confirmed the rumors Nykara reported about Hemaka were true. If he’d been seen
with Pipi, then Pipi was no doubt aligned with him. Guessing Pipi’s motivation
for opposing Ma–ee wasn’t difficult, but now I knew for certain Hemaka’s. Ma–ee
and Senebi had, inevitably, silenced Hemaka this evening, sent him away
dissatisfied. The two of them were probably gloating right now, certain they’d
won a victory, but Hemaka was not going to go away quietly. Battle lines had
just been drawn. Hemaka wasn’t going to gracefully accept defeat and move on. I
had an uneasy feeling Nekhen was suddenly teetering on the brink of something
momentous. The question was – could I turn it to my advantage?
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Just as Ma–ee and Shery and Shepseska and I were finishing
the morning meal in Ma–ee’s room Senebi entered. The four of us usually broke
our fast together. I didn’t enjoy spending time with Ma–ee, but at least our
gathering enabled me to keep tabs on what Ma–ee told my boys so I could
counteract his foolishness before it took root in their impressionable minds.
Senebi bowed to Ma–ee, then to me as an afterthought. I didn’t acknowledge him.
I couldn’t stand the toad and he knew it.


“The men you sent for are waiting in the audience hall,”
Senebi announced.


“I’ll be there presently,” Ma–ee replied, then bit into a
chunk of meat.


Shepseska, five years old now, was sitting on my lap. I
kissed the crown of his head, at the base of his sidelock. “Take the boys to
the nursery,” I told Tentopet. She always came to Ma–ee’s room with me and
stood by unobtrusively until I called on her.


She scooped Shepseska into the crook of one arm and bent and
took hold of Shery’s hand. Increasingly independent, he yanked it away.


“Come along,” Tentopet clucked, herding him forcefully out
of Ma–ee’s room, past the clutch of serving girls lined up along the wall
beside the exit who were always standing by at his beck and call.


“That boy’s going to be hard to control when he’s older,”
Ma–ee said affectionately, shaking his head.


For you, maybe. Not for me. I’d been doing everything
in my power to make my sons in my image, not their father’s, ever since they
were born. To date I was succeeding. I spent most of my time with them; except
for meal time, Ma–ee hardly paid them any attention at all, or at least he
hadn’t until Shery had grown strong enough to draw a bow a few months ago. Now
he accompanied Ma–ee whenever he went hunting, though he hadn’t yet slain anything
himself.


“Who’s reporting?” I asked Senebi.


He glanced at Ma–ee, who sighed and nodded.


“Nykara,” Senebi said in a voice indicating he considered
the information none of my concern. He addressed Ma–ee. “He finished collecting
your share of grain and other foodstuffs from farms in the valley yesterday.
Aspelta is with him.”


They couldn’t possibly be bringing good news. There hadn’t
been a decent inundation for three consecutive years and the emmer stored in
the granaries near the oval court to feed Ma–ee’s dependents and fund his
public projects was nearly exhausted. I’d cajoled Aspelta, the overseer who
worked for Ma–ee and processed farmers’ grain and managed Ma–ee’s share, into
confessing weeks ago. If anything was going to provoke the elites into taking
action against Ma–ee it was the threat of starvation. Better to know how bad
the situation’s become than to guess at it. As usual, I’ll have to
figure out how to get us out of this crisis and protect Ma–ee from the elites’
wrath. All he’s good for is hunting and pontificating and throwing his weight
around. As much as I hated protecting him, I had to so Shery could succeed
him.


“The elites have also assembled, as you ordered,” Senebi
finished.


Something was going on if Ma–ee had called everyone
important to our residence. Whatever it was couldn’t be good.


I trailed Ma–ee and Senebi through the house and into the
audience hall. Neither wanted me there, but neither had the will to oppose me
and risk a scene that might be witnessed by the elites. Arguing with me would
make Ma–ee look weak. The hall was far more elaborately decorated now than when
Father had presided – Ma–ee was a slave to luxury. The painted linen rectangle
with the boat procession to the right of the dais was now matched with one to
the left showing Ma–ee hunting and capturing a variety of dangerous beasts. Two
wood chairs with soft cushions occupied the raised dais. A few wood stands with
lighted bowls of oil were scattered strategically. The hall was bare of other
furniture – anyone who appeared before Ma–ee was required to stand. An armed
guard stood at attention in each corner, and two flanked the entrance used by
those who sought audience. More were interspersed among the wood columns
supporting the roof. All of them – Senebi’s men – were richly compensated and
thus fiercely loyal to Ma–ee.


Ma–ee and I took our seats. Two young girls, daughters of
Pipi and Salitis respectively, moved behind us and began swishing
ostrich–feather fans to keep us cool. Seni’s youngest daughter offered each of
us a cup of wine brought back by Nykara on his latest visit to Maadi, a share
of the cargo Ma–ee had taken for himself. There was a child from every elite
family in the hall today, lined up along one wall. That was unusual. Both of
Ma–ee’s lions – cubs no longer – were stretched out to the right of the dais,
watched over by several keepers. That too was out of the ordinary.


Senebi positioned himself to Ma–ee’s right, on the step
below the top of the dais. Ma–ee picked up his crook and flail and lay each across
his lap, bound several tall white plumes to his brow, then nodded to Senebi.
Senebi signaled a guard, who rolled up the mat covering the entrance and
affixed it to the lintel. Nykara and Aspelta and several other men, granary
officials who worked for Aspelta, entered. Behind them came Nekhen’s elite –
the brewer Pipi, the herdsman Salitis, Hemaka, Hori, Harkhebi, Itisen, Raemka,
Merenhor. They moved as a group to the front of the room to the section where
supplicants stood and bowed respectfully to each of us, all the men halting a
few steps behind Nykara and Aspelta.


As usual, Nykara avoided looking at me and focused his
attention on Ma–ee. He always did that in public; only during our weekly
meetings to coordinate boats and donkeys, in private, did we converse as
friends. Ma–ee knew we met, but he’d decided not to make an issue of it. That
was how he usually dealt with anything he found particularly unpleasant.


“Your report, Nykara,” Ma–ee demanded.


Theirs was a fragile relationship. That Nykara had slain the
lioness the day of my father’s death was a secret Ma–ee feared Nykara would one
day reveal. More importantly, it rankled him Nykara had forced him to give up
control of Dedi’s enterprise. I’d figured out as a child the root of Ma–ee’s
dislike; Nykara was more competent than him in every way. The fleet ran
perfectly now, as opposed to when Ma–ee and Senebi had directly overseen it.
Ma–ee was simply eaten up by jealousy of a better man. The fact the wealth
generated by Nykara’s smithy inoculated him from any threat Ma–ee might make to
take away the fleet again was an additional irritant. Ma–ee still longed to put
Nykara in his place, but was impotent, if not afraid, to. Too many of the
elites greatly respected Nykara and would rally to him if he was attacked.
Ma–ee’s despicable attempt to make Nykara miserable by taking Amenia away had
failed; everyone in Nekhen could plainly see how happy Bakist made Nykara.


“The collection of emmer and barley and other foodstuffs has
been completed throughout the valley. The grain has all been delivered to
Aspelta’s processing grounds. Once it’s been threshed, he’ll store it in your
clay bins near the oval court,” Nykara replied matter–of–factly. “The bins will
then be about…”


“You took the census I ordered?” Ma–ee interrupted. He
obviously didn’t want the elites to know how poor the harvest was, that the
bins would be less than half–full. Aspelta had given me a heads up late last
night. Ma–ee was diverting attention.


“I have,” Nykara replied.


The census had been my suggestion. Such an accounting would
never have occurred to Ma–ee. To give me credit for the idea wouldn’t have
either.


Nykara pulled a few sherds of pottery inked with wavy lines
and swirls from a leather pouch dangling from his waist. “There are roughly two
hundred farms within fifty miles of Nekhen, a handful more to the north than to
the south. About sixteen hundred people live on those farms, give or take,
three times as many children as adults. There are four times that many
residents in Nekhen itself and the twenty hamlets beholden to you, as well as
Nekheb, of course.”


“Over eight thousand total,” I said. Ma–ee didn’t have the
ability to manipulate numbers.


“The largest concentration anywhere in the valley, from what
I’ve seen on my expeditions,” Nykara said.


“That will be all, Nykara,” Ma–ee said. “You can…”


“You have more to say,” I interrupted.


Nykara looked at me, eyes and face betraying no familiarity.
“Yes, My Lady. What the numbers mean.”


“Tell us,” I ordered.


Nykara consulted a sherd, addressed Ma–ee once again. “Each
farm produces enough to feed about 41 people – eight farmers and 33
non–farmers. With your share of the crops you directly support Senebi’s guards
and the servants in your household and your officials and their families. In
addition, you provide food for festivals and for the farmers who labor on your
public projects during the inundation. The rest of the crops are consumed by
farmers and their families, with their excess exchanged directly with brewers,
potters, metalsmiths, woodcutters, water bearers, herdsmen, donkey drivers,
boatmen and the rest for what they need to live.”


“Anything more?” Ma–ee asked, clearly bored, leaning back in
his chair.


“Only about a quarter of those beholden to you are adults,”
Nykara replied. “The rest are children.”


Ma–ee fiddled with his flail.


“Which is important because…” I prompted.


Any other man would have been irritated by Ma–ee’s lack of
interest in what he had to say and given up. But Nykara had spent most of his
life explaining things to Ma–ee and being ignored. He’d known that would happen
today in the audience hall. He wasn’t expecting Ma–ee to pay attention to what
he said. He expected I would. His report was a way for him to inform me how
serious the crisis threatening Nekhen had become so I could subtly manipulate
Ma–ee into taking action to solve it before it worsened.


“When your farmers’ sons come of age there won’t be enough
land near Nekhen for all of them to farm,” Nykara said patiently. “Their first
inclination will be to relocate a little farther north and south of where you
hold sway and undertake to clear and plant that land. That’ll be very hard work
and take several years, because the riverbanks are tangled with brush or are
swampy and barely cultivable. So they’ll listen to whispers about how easy it
is to farm near the foot of the delta, Ta–mehu, how land there is plentiful and
free for the taking.”


“Rumor? Or fact?” I asked.


“Fact. Well known, because so many boatmen have seen it for
themselves now. So a few farmers will emigrate, and send word back, and soon
your people will be leaving Nekhen’s region in droves. That means the amount of
food available to you and your people will be fixed at a certain level, the
same as it is now.”


“So?” Ma–ee asked impatiently.


“Nekhen’s inhabitants have children too. They’ll grow up and
start families and have children of their own and your farms will not be able
to feed all of them. And so, inevitably, they too will be forced to emigrate to
the North, to new hamlets and settlements. Soon only the old and infirm will be
left here, and in time Nekhen will decay and cease to exist.”


“You paint a bleak picture, Nykara,” I interjected. “Do you
have a solution? You are, after all, one of Nekhen’s elite men now, thanks to
Ma–ee.” It never hurt to stroke my man’s ego. “You have a stake in our
settlement’s survival.”


“I’d set farmers to figuring out how to make their farms
larger – how to better utilize the river’s water to expand them all the way to
the desert’s edge – to in effect create more cultivable land on existing farms,
perhaps even grow more than one crop each year. I’d set craftsmen to seeking
new sources of raw materials on the nearby desert plateaus – if there are to be
more craftsmen, they’ll need materials in ever increasing amounts. I’d start
sending trade expeditions more often to north and south to obtain materials,
and into the deserts. I’d start thinking about the new huts that must be
constructed for the increased population, and the new breweries and potteries
and the rest – will they be located up the slope towards the upper settlement,
or along the river? And what about wood, which every industry and household
needs, and which grows scarcer with each passing year? All of these must be
addressed together – farm, supply, people, housing – or there will be chaos in
this valley.”


“Yes, yes,” Ma–ee said, waving his hand dismissively. “I
will consider what you’ve told me, Nykara. Step back.”


You’ll ignore everything Nykara just told you. Ma–ee
disgusted me. Nykara joined the other men. You truly should have been ruler,
Nykara, My Love. You envision what Ma–ee is too blind to see. What I envision
as well.


“Now I’d like to discuss…” Ma–ee began.


“What’s the status of Ma–ee’s grain, Aspelta?” I
interrupted.


“He and I will go over that later,” Ma–ee snapped.


“I want to hear it now,” I insisted.


“And I said…”


I leaned close. “Do you really want the elites to see us
arguing?” I whispered.


Ma–ee didn’t. He glared at me for a moment. “Your report,
Aspelta,” he demanded.


Aspelta swallowed hard. “My Lord, once I thresh the grain
Nykara collected the granaries will be less than half–full,” he said
hesitantly. “Three poor inundations in a row have taken a toll.”


“I assume there will be enough foodstuffs to feed everyone I
support until the next harvest,” Ma–ee said.


Aspelta hesitated again.


I didn’t blame him. Bringing bad news to Ma–ee never turned
out well for the bearer.


“Only if none of the idled farmers works on your tomb
complex during the next inundation, so you don’t have to feed them or their
families. Even then, you may have to ration the amount of emmer and barley you
give to the men you directly support.”


Worried glances passed between the elites. If there wasn’t
enough emmer to fill Ma–ee’s granaries, would there be enough for farmers to
exchange with them for goods and services? Did they and their families and
workers also face the prospect of starvation?


“Unacceptable!” Ma–ee thundered, suddenly roused. As usual, he
was quick to react when one of the pet projects he used to illustrate his might
and authority was affected. He practically jumped from his chair. His crook and
flail clattered to the floor at his feet. “I will not delay my tomb, Aspelta!”
He bent and picked up his crook, pointed it at the elites. “Three poor
inundations in a row! Three poor harvests! Four in the course of six years!”


As if they were to blame, when in fact Ma–ee was
responsible. All of us in the valley were at the mercy of the river and the
annual flood it brought to replenish our fields; we counted on Ma–ee to control
it and so far he hadn’t. According to Tentopet, many in Nekhen were now openly
speaking of a connection between the beginning of the era of poor floods and
Ma–ee driving Amenia out of the settlement. They were questioning if she’d
really done anything worth being exiled for. They believed the falcon god had
abandoned Nekhen because Ma–ee had persecuted his priestess unfairly. Hemaka,
Tentopet had told me, had ordered his potters to initially spread and then keep
that charge alive.


Sweat was pouring down Aspelta’s face. He was still rooted
in place, several steps in front of the rest of the men. He looked like he
wanted to be anywhere else in the world but there.


Nykara moved to Aspelta’s side. “How can I help?” he asked
Ma–ee.


The others still stood like so many sheep, waiting for
orders. Not surprisingly. I’d been right about Ma–ee all along – he was no
leader and an unfit ruler. Since replacing Father he’d made every decision
concerning Nekhen himself, without consulting anyone – and taking anyone to
task if they volunteered information. Now, whatever advice the men in this room
might have for him they were unwilling to share – if they were even thinking
for themselves anymore. Except Nykara. He was always prepared to do whatever
needed to be done for Nekhen. He alone didn’t fear Ma–ee’s wrath.


“Perhaps you’d like me to take my boats to Abu and Tjeni and
Nubt and try to trade for emmer and barley,” he prompted.


As he’d done on his own after the first poor inundation of
Ma–ee’s rule. Which Ma–ee had never discovered.


“Do you think those settlements are better provisioned than
us?” Senebi scoffed. “Aren’t they at the mercy of the same river we are?”


“Perhaps Maadi, then?” Nykara asked evenly.


Senebi got angry whenever Nykara didn’t lose his temper at
his snide comments. Senebi’s face began turning red.


“The delta hasn’t suffered as much as us. There was excess
grain on my last visit,” Nykara said.


“So you claim. Where’s your proof?” Senebi snapped. “Going
to Maadi’s a fool’s errand. If you go all that way and return months from now
with nothing we’ll starve. We must take action now while there’s still time!”
He slammed his fist into his palm.


“Senebi and I have developed a better plan to deal with this
crisis,” Ma–ee announced. “We assumed you and Aspelta would bring us bad news
today. That’s why I ordered the elites to join us.” Ma–ee had just shifted
blame for lack of grain away from himself and onto Nykara. He swept his eyes
over the elites. “So, Nykara. I want you to have all of your boats ready to
embark at dawn. Raid every farm in the valley that is beholden to me and bring
back every bit of their excess foodstuffs.”


Everyone in the hall was shocked by Ma–ee’s order, including
me. We all understood the implications of that order. But none of the elites
had the courage to voice an objection to Ma–ee or confront Senebi. Except
Nykara.


“Every farmer has already given the portion owed you,” he
argued.


“Now they owe more!” Senebi said angrily. He looked down at
Nykara from his step, though just barely, for he was short and Nykara was tall.
“I’ve personally calculated the amount of grain due Ma–ee.”


That was a joke. Senebi had no more grasp of numbers than
Ma–ee did.


“Based on what you collected, it’s clear to me every farmer
has held back a portion of Ma–ee’s share. That’s the true reason for the
shortfall, not the height of the last flood.”


Nykara ignored Senebi. “Ma–ee, consider this move very
carefully,” he said as persuasively as he could. “Your people will not stand
for it. No ruler has ever done such a thing.”


“Ma–ee rules Nekhen!” Senebi cried. “Everyone must obey his
orders! What will the people do, Nykara? Rise up against him?” He locked his
eyes on Nykara, dark with hatred. “Will you rise up against Ma–ee?”


“Of course not,” Nykara said mildly.


Nykara knew I was counting on Shery succeeding Ma–ee and
setting Nekhen back on course. For that to happen, Ma–ee had to remain Nekhen’s
ruler. So, Nykara would never rebel against Ma–ee. I feared he was in the
minority. The rumors that behind closed doors some of Nekhen’s elite men –
including a couple gathered in this hall – were actively talking of challenging
Ma–ee and replacing him had been growing in frequency since the last miserable
harvest. I stared at Hemaka. He was the ringleader, not surprising after the
way Ma–ee and Senebi had treated him in this very hall less than a year ago.
Though removal of a ruler had never been attempted, to my knowledge, it had
been Ma–ee’s chief fear since the first day of his rule. He never went about
the settlement without a cadre of Senebi’s well–armed guards, who’d earned a
reputation for harshly dealing with dissenters. In response to the perceived
threats to his rule Ma–ee was emphasizing even more visible displays of his
power and wealth – his frequent hunts had already resulted in a menagerie of
exotic animals far greater than anyone could remember, he had increased the
number of festivals at which he was overly generous with the foodstuffs he’d acquired
from those beholden to him – one reason the granaries were nearly exhausted –
and he’d continued to employ the idle during the inundation to construct his
tomb complex in the cemetery atop the plateau, a complex far more extensive
than even Father’s – despite my pleas to delay it until he could truly afford
to work on it. Ma–ee went about everywhere with at least one of his lions on a
leash and two keepers to control it; both animals were frightening and
impressive creatures and awed everyone who crossed their paths.


“You will obey my command, Nykara!” Ma–ee said stridently.
He swept his eyes around the room. “All of you will!”


“I’m going to station several of my men on every one of your
boats, Nykara, to ensure Ma–ee’s order is carried out and to deal with any
farmer who resists it,” Senebi snarled.


Ma–ee regarded Nykara coolly. “Senebi will be personally
watching you from the deck of your boat. If you don’t comply fully with my
order – by word and deed – I’ll take the fleet from you – this time for good.
And I’ll take the smithy too. You’ll have nothing.” He leaned back in his seat,
a satisfied smile on his face.


I was appalled. Ma–ee had just abrogated the agreement with
Nykara that had resulted in him succeeding Father. From now on, the fleet and smithy
would remain Nykara’s only if he did what Ma–ee wanted. But aside from
rebelling and joining the not–so–secret conspiracy against Ma–ee and upsetting
my plans, what could Nykara do about it?


“How many boats do you have?” Senebi asked him.


“Fifteen.”


“So, each will visit a dozen farms,” Ma–ee said. “I want
every vessel underway at dawn. I want every farm raided before sunset tomorrow.
I will not have word of what we’re doing get out in advance so farmers have
time to hide foodstuffs from us.” His eyes swept the group again. “Is that
understood?”


Everyone nodded.


“Good. Hemaka, I want every empty pot and storage jar you
own stowed aboard Nykara’s boats at least an hour before dawn.”


“I don’t have enough for fifteen vessels,” Hemaka protested.


“Then round up empty reed baskets and leather containers and
anything else that will hold foodstuffs from the houses in the upper and lower
settlements!” Ma–ee shouted. “Must I think for you?”


Hemaka’s face reddened and he shrunk from Ma–ee. “As you
command,” he replied.


Ma–ee pointedly signaled Hemaka’s daughter Nebet to ascend
the dais and refill his cup with wine. She did, her hands shaking, then quickly
resumed her position against the wall. Ma–ee took a long satisfied drink, eyes
on Hemaka the whole time.


His point was clear. He knew which hostage–servant was
descended from which elite. If Hemaka failed to meet Ma–ee’s expectations he’d
kill Nebet. The reason for the presence of the other hostage–servants in the
hall today was now crystal clear. Any elite who opposed today’s directive was
risking his child’s life. I assumed they all loved their children. Except for
Hemaka, who’d told Ma–ee to his face he didn’t care what happened to Nebet.


For a half hour more arrangements were made and details
ironed out. Then Ma–ee summarily dismissed everyone he’d summoned. I couldn’t
shake the feeling Nekhen had just taken a giant step over a cliff and was
falling unchecked towards something truly awful. As soon as everyone was gone
Senebi personally let down the reed mat tied to the lintel over the entrance so
no one from outside could see in.


“Damn the god of the inundation for withholding the flood
again!” Ma–ee cried. He stood and threw his crook with all his might. It
splintered against a post halfway across the hall.


“Cursing the gods will not bring a normal flood,” I told him
calmly.


He looked daggers at me. He plopped heavily into his chair.


“My Lord, since this seems to be a day for frankness, what
Aspelta told you is well–known throughout Nekhen,” Senebi said. “Everyone is
aware of the true state of the granaries.”


“How?” Ma–ee demanded.


“The men who work for Aspelta and distribute emmer to women
each day talk to them while they’re waiting. News spreads fast. And, according
to my spies, people are complaining about you in ever increasing numbers.
They’ve started to rally behind Hemaka, as we feared. He’s openly blaming you
for the gods’ neglect of us.”


Ma–ee’s face flamed red with anger. “Why, that ungrateful…”


“Hemaka rails against you constantly from the safety of the
upper settlement,” Senebi said.


“He’s all talk,” Ma–ee sniffed. “What can a single potter
do?”


“Not much. But don’t forget – his niece Amenia was once
promised to Nykara. With Sanakht dead, Hemaka could give her to him at any
time.”


“And in return, if Hemaka asks, Nykara could choke off the
flow of goods to and from Nekhen and cause chaos and cripple me,” Ma–ee said
thoughtfully.


“Together Nykara and Hemaka would be a powerful force
against you.”


I laughed out loud. “Such overactive imaginations! Have you
forgotten Nykara has a woman, Bakist, who makes him quite happy? He’s not free
to join with Amenia. Besides, he’s never once mentioned her to me since she
disappeared from Nekhen. He’s never mentioned Hemaka either.”


“Doesn’t mean it couldn’t happen,” Senebi sniffed. “For all
we know, women from the North are used to sharing their men with other women.
Or, if Nykara still craves Amenia, why wouldn’t he simply set aside the
foreigner and take her? Who’d care?”


“That’s the most ridiculous thing you’ve ever said,” I
snapped at Senebi.


“Have you found out where Hemaka has stashed Amenia?” Ma–ee
asked Senebi, ignoring me.


“No. Maybe he lied. Maybe she fled to one of the settlements
downriver – Nubt or Tjeni, perhaps.”


“Or not. Maybe she’s hiding right under our noses, biding
her time, hatching some kind of plot along with her uncle. She certainly has
reason, Senebi. You shouldn’t have questioned her about Sanakht so…
enthusiastically. Have your men keep their eyes open,” Ma–ee ordered. “I want
her found.”


He nodded. “As you wish.”


I assumed Hemaka had lied about Amenia. I wouldn’t put it
past him. How could she have disappeared without a trace if she was still
anywhere in our region?


“Something about Sanakht’s death still bothers me,” Ma–ee
said pensively. “His body was found in the cemetery not far from a desecrated
grave, stabbed to death. There were signs of a fierce struggle. But no one has
come forward to take credit for stopping his heinous crime in the act. There’s
more to Sanakht’s death than a simple grave robbery gone wrong.”


“That men dare to rob graves at all is a sign of chaos and a
threat to your rule,” Senebi told Ma–ee.


“After what I did to Sanakht’s body – dismemberment, burning
– there haven’t been any robberies since,” Ma–ee said.


“And yet Hemaka speaks openly against you. Who knows what
conspiracies remain hidden from your sight, what is whispered in the darkness?
And by whom? There are far more intelligent men in Nekhen than Hemaka. Nykara,
for instance…”


“Prove Nykara is involved in a conspiracy, Senebi, or speak
of him no more,” I bristled. “I won’t have a dog like you dragging his name
through the mud.” The only conspiracy Nykara had ever been involved in was
mine.


“Perhaps Nykara is without guilt, as you say,” Senebi told
me soothingly. “But others aren’t. And I fear those who plot in the darkness
more than I do those who speak by light of day. They are more apt to try to
overthrow our ruler.”


“Such a thing has never been done!” Ma–ee exclaimed.


“A ruler’s never been accompanied everywhere by a phalanx of
personal guardsmen, or demanded so much of the valley’s surplus, or executed
servants without cause either,” I reminded him. “Are you really surprised you
have opposition?”


“What can we do about it?” Ma–ee asked Senebi.


“I’ll increase the number of my guards, to better protect
you and your family,” Senebi replied.


“That doesn’t address the problem driving this
dissension – lack of foodstuffs,” I pointed out.


“Then, Ma–ee, if the raids you just ordered acquire less
grain than we expect, send armed men into territory not beholden to you. Take
the grain grown there by force,” Senebi advised.


“Are you out of your mind?” I almost shouted at Senebi. I
addressed Ma–ee. “That’ll take many additional men. You’ll have to feed and
house and clothe them and supply them with weapons and other essentials we
don’t have. Whoever you take grain from will fight back. We’ll have to defend
Nekhen from them. More men. More food. More housing. More weapons. We may even
have to construct a wall around the settlement. Who’s going to do that? How are
you going to pay for it?”


“I could simply announce the gods have given me all the land
in the valley, that the people merely occupy it by the graciousness of my
heart,” Ma–ee replied. “Then I can tell farmers their crops are mine, and I’ll
apportion to them the little they need to live on and take the rest for myself.
It’ll be the opposite of what’s done now. Instead of me depending on the elites
and the common people, they’ll all depend on me.”


“No one in Nekhen will object,” Senebi said. “As Nykara
pointed out, they are the bulk of the population beholden to you.”


“You expect the people will believe the dozens of gods
worshiped in this section of the valley got together and yielded it to you? A
better claim would be the falcon god did. He’s the only universal god every
settlement and hamlet recognizes. But why would he? As you pointed out, his
priestess is nowhere to be found. Because you personally drove her away.”


Ma–ee stiffened.


“Why would the people believe the falcon god has spoken to
you instead of Amenia, anyway?” I shook my head. “They’d laugh at you.”


“If I might make a suggestion?” Senebi asked.


Ma–ee nodded.


“Hold off work on your tomb complex for just one year. Hunt
more often. Hold additional festivals. Use what grain’s left to supply food for
the people at them. Trust the god of the inundation will provide a good flood
next year. Turn this apparent time of despair into an opportunity to make
everyone in the valley even more dependent on your generosity.” Senebi’s eyes
narrowed. “And let me and my men distribute the daily rations of grain from now
on. I assure you, none of them will gossip about the quantity remaining in the
granaries. Or give out too much.”


Ma–ee nodded. “Make it so, Senebi. As you say, all we need
is a good inundation to turn everything around. Then everyone will forget about
our current situation. I will sacrifice generously to the god of the inundation
at the next festival a few months from now and trust in him to send us the flood
we need.” His eyes met Senebi’s. “But if the next inundation is a poor one I’ll
need someone to blame it on so the people won’t turn on me.”


“I’ll find you a scapegoat,” Senebi promised.
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I steered my boat close to shore two miles north of Nekhen.
A couple of oarsmen jumped overboard into the shallows and scampered to dry
land and tied both bow and stern to the trunks of palm trees. Two more lowered
a gangplank. Ten armed men descended, carrying empty earthenware jars and reed
baskets and leather pouches. Some headed towards farms a little north of our
landing place and others south. Senebi led those going north personally. He was
immensely enjoying these raids. So far we’d conducted five today. I settled in
the shade with my back against one of the palms to await the men’s return from
their missions.


We’d been at it since dawn. Our first stop had been farther
north on our assigned stretch of the river; we were working our way back
towards Nekhen now. The deck of my boat was half–full with foodstuffs we’d
already gathered. Senebi’s guards were both brutal and efficient – we’d left a
trail of bloodied farmers and crying women and children in our wake, deprived
of what little food they’d set aside for themselves to stave off starvation.
Senebi’s definition of “excess” food seemed to encompass every bit he
discovered. After the second farm I’d remained with my boat. I’d seen as much
of Ma–ee’s “rule” up close as I could stomach.


Angry shouts came from the nearest farm hut, followed by a
woman’s piercing scream. Not surprisingly, the farmer was not yielding his
excess willingly. I didn’t fault him for that. I pictured how the confrontation
between him and Senebi’s guards would escalate, what they’d do to him in front
of his children. With a sigh I rose. Maybe I could keep the farmer from getting
a beating, at least, help him preserve a bit of his dignity.


The farm was like every other in the valley, large enough to
support six or perhaps eight people and a couple dozen more employed by one of
the elites. Long and narrow, it stretched straight back from the river all the
way to the edge of Nekhen’s lower settlement. Based on the stubble and plant
waste, I suspected the farmer grew emmer and onions and lentils and a few other
vegetables. His thatched hut, small and half–falling down, stood some distance
from the river. I’d never seen one in such awful shape. On prosperous farms a
pig or two was kept in a pen; this farm had none. It looked poorer than most. I
passed the refuse pit near the hut. From the number of perch and catfish bones
piled there I assumed the farmer fished a great deal to supplement his family’s
diet.


There was a swirl of activity on the open ground in front of
the hut. One of Senebi’s guards had pinned the farmer’s arms behind him. A
second guard was at the farmer’s side, flint knife drawn. A third was holding
his hand to his own nose, trying to stem the flow of blood. An older woman, and
a young man and two women who appeared to be in their late teens or early
twenties, were watching the confrontation from just outside the hut, terrified.
One of the women held an infant protectively in her arms. Two younger girls,
one five or so, the other perhaps two years older, were clinging to their
mother’s skirt a little apart from the others, crying.


A guard emerged from inside the hut, raised a basket
triumphantly. “Found where he hid it!” he exclaimed. “There’s more inside.”


“What am I supposed to live on?” the farmer shouted, trying
to jerk free. “There’s barely enough for my family! And I have to support hers
too!” He spat in the direction of the woman and girls.


With a start I recognized her. “Amenia?”


“Nykara?”


The farmer stopped struggling. Everyone in his family eyed
me warily. The guards looked at me uncertainly. The one holding the farmer
didn’t release him.


I hadn’t seen Amenia since the night I’d taken Sanakht’s
life. I’d rushed away from her then, certain she must hate me for killing him
when we’d only come to talk him out of further thievery. Things had gone
terribly wrong and I’d had to kill him so he wouldn’t kill me. But that wasn’t
what Amenia believed had happened. The look in her eyes as she knelt beside
Sanakht’s body convinced me she thought I’d executed him so I could have her. I
still remembered his last words – “your lover killed me” – her horrified cry –
“I wish you hadn’t killed Sanakht.” What I’d done had opened a chasm between
us, immense, unbridgeable. I’d never intended to kill. I’d never intended to
cause her such distress and anguish, make her children fatherless, place the
burden of being their sole support on her. I’d decided on the spot never to see
her again, to sacrifice the love I bore her, to leave her in peace so she’d
never have to be reminded by my presence of what I’d done to her that night.
How could she look at me without the scar whitely slicing across my chest and
abdomen reminding her I’d murdered her man? And, anyway, if I’d tried to be
with Amenia, Ma–ee would surely have come to suspect me of being Sanakht’s
killer. Senebi would have either beaten a confession out of Amenia or killed
her. I didn’t want her to endure that.


I’d heard a rumor months after Ma–ee decapitated and burned
Sanakht that Amenia had gone to live on a farm; I’d never tried to find out
which one. For all I knew it was far from Nekhen. She knew where I lived and
worked; I assumed if she was ever ready to forgive me or simply wanted to
confront me about what I’d done she’d contact me. But she never had. For all I
knew she’d joined with another man – that was in fact likely. Most young women
in Nekhen who lost their man did. But in all these years I’d never stopped
thinking about her, even after I’d joined with Bakist. She’d been such a large
part of my life for so long. She still haunted my dreams. My heart went out to
her now. Her skirt was threadbare, skin darkened by constant exposure to the
sun, hands calloused by hard labor. Her hair seemed lighter too; so much time
outside had brought out more of the gold. Amenia was thinner than I remembered,
her body hardened. But an inner strength seemed to emanate from her, a
calmness, a sense of purpose even greater than she’d had before. And she was
still beautiful to me. How I missed that curly hair tumbling over her right
shoulder nearly to her waist, shining in the sun, those eyes dark and
mysterious and filled with pride and dignity. I still loved her, even though
I’d moved on from her. I closed the distance between us. “Do you live here?”


“It’s my cousin’s farm.”


“Peseshet? And Yuny?”


“You remember their names.” She looked at the basket of
grain the guard had in his hands. “If they take that we’ll starve. Please…”


I scanned the farm and hut again, noted its poor condition.
I beckoned the chief guard to me and we moved a little to one side. “Order your
man to put the emmer back. He didn’t find anything when he searched the hut.”


“But if Ma–ee learns…” the guard protested.


If Ma–ee learns he’ll take the fleet and my smithy from
me and Bakist and I will have nothing. He warned me. But I was willing to
accept the consequences for helping Amenia. “I’ll deal with Ma–ee. Your name
will never be mentioned. But he doesn’t have to know. Does he?”


The guard hesitated.


“Will Ma–ee really miss a few baskets of emmer?”


“I suppose not.” The guard turned to his companion. “Release
him. Put the basket down. On to the next farm.”


The guard released Yuny with a push. The one with the bloody
nose spat in his face. Then they all turned in a group, several grumbling, and
followed their leader along a well–worn path towards the next farm south.


“See the trouble you’ve caused me?” Yuny shouted angrily at
Amenia the moment they were gone. He looked like he wanted to strike her. He
took a look at me and picked up the basket instead, carried it into his house.
Peseshet and the others followed after, clearly cowed. Amenia’s girls remained
at her side, still crying. They’d grown considerably since I’d seen them last.
They looked even more like their mother than they had then.


Amenia broke from them, came to me hesitantly, eyes
downcast. “Thank you so much, Nykara. You’ve saved my daughters and cousins.”


I didn’t blame her for not looking at me. I’d killed her man
and deprived her children of a father and cost her a home in the upper
settlement. That she and her girls lived on this farm, in these conditions, so
far removed from what she’d grown up in, was my fault. Guilt washed over me.
“This has been your home these past years?” I asked, not knowing what else to
say. I wanted to fall to my knees, to beg her forgiveness for what I’d done to
her, but I’d waited too long. An apology now would be hollow and meaningless,
after how she’d clearly suffered.


“Uncle Hemaka sent me here.” Her voice was weary. “Yuny
objected. He still does. There’s not enough land to support us all, not with
these poor inundations. He hasn’t prospered.” She glanced at the hut. “He
blames me.”


“I’m sorry, Amenia.”


“I wish I’d never found those grave goods,” she said
plaintively. “If I’d just left well enough alone none of this would have
happened.”


She’d still be joined. Her children would have a father.
She’d still be leading celebrations and honoring the falcon god. She’d have a
good life among the leading men. I wished I hadn’t come to her farm today. I
was a murderer. I was responsible for her fall. My being here was awakening
memories she’d no doubt put behind her. I had to leave before I caused her any
more pain or distress.


“I’m afraid Ma–ee’s just getting started raiding the
valley’s farms,” I warned as I prepared to return to my boat. “I won’t be
around the next time they come here.” That I knew for sure – I wasn’t ever
going to return to Yuny’s farm. That much I could do for Amenia, so she
wouldn’t have to be around me and be reminded of what she’d lost. “Tell Yuny to
hide well whatever he doesn’t want to lose.”


“I will. I appreciate the warning.” She took another step
towards me. “Is it true, Nykara? You’ve joined with a woman? She’s pregnant?
Yuny told me.”


“Bakist,” I said. “She’s from Maadi, the daughter of a wine
merchant. I met her on my first trip. She was just a child then.” The very
month I met you. “We were joined two years ago.”


“Do you have other children?”


“This will be our first.”


Amenia’s eyes searched my face. “Does Bakist make you happy,
Nykara?”


“Extremely.” I’d never thought I could love anyone as much
as I’d loved Amenia. I’d been so wrong. My love for Bakist was different, of
course, probably even more complete. I’d always had to keep Amenia a little at
arms length, because of her uncle’s refusal to let us be joined. She’d kept
apart from me too, except for the one time she hadn’t, the night before she’d
been joined to Sanakht. That wasn’t the case at all with Bakist.


“I’m glad, Nykara,” Amenia said. She clearly meant it.


Just then a few of Senebi’s men appeared a little ways north
on the riverbank, arms loaded with overflowing baskets. More men straggled from
a grove of palms from the south, making a beeline for my boat.


“I have to go,” I said. “Goodbye, Amenia. I wish you well.
Tell Yuny to hide his food.” Then I turned and strode purposefully towards the
riverbank. I didn’t look back. I had to make an actual and symbolic break with
her. I promised myself I’d never see her again. And then I blinked tears from
my eyes.


 


 


***


 


 


I wearily disembarked from my boat at sunset. Bakist, five
months pregnant now, was waiting at the landing for me. Her face was etched
with concern. She linked her arm in mine, led me to a secluded spot along the
riverbank where we wouldn’t be overheard. We sat. I put an arm around her
shoulder and she lay her head against my chest. It had been a long awful day.


“I was with your workers’ families when the boatmen started
returning home this afternoon,” she said. “Are the stories they’re telling
true? Has Ma–ee really turned on the valley’s farmers?”


“Sadly, yes.” I hadn’t filled her in on what was going to
happen today. I hadn’t wanted her to worry.


“Everyone’s up in arms,” Bakist reported. “They’re angry,
bitter, disgusted. They all wonder if they’re going to be next. I promised the
families who work for you that you won’t let anything happen to them.”


“I’m glad you did. But I’m not sure I’ll be able to keep
your promise,” I said.


She sat up, looked at me.


“Why? What happened?”


“Something really bad. Yesterday Ma–ee warned me if I did
anything to interfere with Senebi’s raid he’d take the fleet and smithy from
me.”


“You interfered.” Bakist said it with certainty.


“Yes. At one farm Senebi’s guards were beating a farmer in
front of his family. They found grain in his hut and were taking it. The family
was destitute. So I made the guards release the farmer and made them leave the
grain. I’m certain the guard will tell Senebi, and he’ll tell Ma–ee. I’ve given
Ma–ee the excuse he’s been waiting for to take everything away from me. Us. I’m
so sorry, Bakist.”


“Why did you defend that particular farmer?” Bakist asked.


I steeled myself. I hoped she’d understand and not be
threatened by my reason. Though how could she not? “The farmer’s name is Yuny. He’s
joined to Amenia’s cousin Peseshet.” I took a deep breath. “Amenia lives on
that farm, Bakist. When I saw her two little girls clinging to her skirt and
crying I just reacted.”


Bakist leaned against me, wrapped her arm around my waist.
“I’m glad you did.”


“How can you be glad?” I asked. “I just cost us everything.”


“Maybe. But Ma–ee’s thugs haven’t shown up yet to throw us
out. Besides, I told you before we were joined I didn’t begrudge your love for
Amenia. She was part of your life. I said I didn’t want you to forget that, or
her.”


I kissed Bakist’s brow.


“How long has it been since you’ve seen her?” she asked.


“Three years. Since the night I killed Sanakht.”


“How was she?”


“I’ve never seen such squalor,” I admitted. “All the farmers
are suffering because of these bad inundations, but Yuny seems to have
compounded that by being a particularly bad farmer. His hut was shabby. I
assume Amenia and her daughters live in the lean–to attached to it. Yuny
probably resented Hemaka sending her family to live with him and did what he
could to make her suffer.”


“I’m so sorry.”


“If I’d sought her out after I killed Sanakht I could at
least have taken her somewhere else in the valley, where she’d have had a
chance for a fresh start,” I said. “But she didn’t want anything to do with me
so I abandoned her to her fate. Seeing her girls made me realize I’d made a
mistake. Whatever the issues were between Amenia and me, those children were
innocent victims. They shouldn’t have had to pay the price. I made them
fatherless. I should have looked out for them.” I placed my hand on Bakist’s
stomach. “And today, I should have looked out for you. I’m sorry, Bakist.
Sometimes I’m too impulsive for my own good.”


“What’s done is done,” she said practically. “Time to make a
plan. It’s not the end of the world for us, Nykara. We can return to Maadi.”


“I suppose we won’t be turned away like the other
immigrants,” I said. “Your father will take us in.”


“Or we could start fresh, on our own,” Bakist said.
“Remember that time in Farkha, when you and Papa and Itu and I talked about
Maadi’s future? How it would never grow any larger because it was turning
immigrants away?”


“Or course.”


“You told Papa he should start an estate in the delta and
supply his own foodstuffs and expand his workforce. He laughed it off, said he
wasn’t a farmer.”


“Shortsighted.”


“Especially when Setau was turning farmers away at the
harbor. Nykara, we could start an estate in the delta – on that turtleback
where we camped on the way to Farkha. Don’t you remember sitting with me under
the stars, picturing a farm and pottery and brewery and smithy and boatyard?”


“I do,” I said, beginning to catch her excitement.


“We could start an estate, supply Maadi, use your boats to
carry Papa’s goods between Farkha and Maadi, trade along the coast and south
into the river valley. Just like we talked about with Abar – we could recreate
Nekhen on a smaller scale in the delta. We could found a Southern
colony.” She put her hand atop the one of mine still on her stomach. “We could
create a legacy for our child. Can’t you picture our house at the very end of
the ridge, sitting in front of it every evening, watching the sun set over the
delta, our children playing at our feet? Let’s do it, Nykara!”


“Heth will go with us,” I said.


“He’d better – we’ll need someone to look after our estate
while the two of us are traveling the Wadjet Wer, trading.”


“We’ll likely be able to talk my best men and their families
into going too. We’ll have oarsmen enough to take all my boats – we’ll start
life in the North with an entire fleet at our disposal.” I stood up, began to
pace. “We’ll have to prepare in secret – tell no one so Ma–ee won’t try to stop
us from going. We’ll have to assemble supplies enough to tide us over until our
first harvest.”


“I can take care of that,” Bakist said. She looked up at me.
“What about Abar? I think we should ask her to go with us. She deserves to be
free of Ma–ee, especially after what he did today. He’ll only get worse. She
might finally buy in to becoming a presence in the North.”


“If she comes with us Ma–ee will chase us,” I said with
certainty.


“Any pursuit will be half–hearted,” Bakist scoffed. “Senebi
will have to use whichever of your boatmen we leave behind. They’ll have no
incentive to catch us. They might create delays just to spite him. Which of
your men doesn’t hate him?”


“You make a good point.”


“We should take Amenia and her daughters too,” Bakist said.


“Would that really be a good idea?” I asked.


“Could you live with yourself, knowingly abandoning her – them
– a second time? Papa will take Amenia in. He’ll set up a pottery works for
her. He’ll grow rich. She’ll be well taken care of.”


I took Bakist in my arms. “You never fail to amaze me.
You’re so spectacularly wonderful. You have the biggest heart I’ve ever seen.”


“Nearly as big as my belly,” she laughed. 


 


 


***
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I had no idea why Uncle Hemaka had summoned me this evening
to sit with him inside what Yuny laughably called a hut. The structure was
nothing more than a bunch of untrimmed branches laid across each other in a
rude rectangle and held in place by dried mud, roofed over with palm fronds,
and those with large gaps between them. Yuny had slapped it together a few days
after Nykara interfered with Senebi’s guards who’d been confiscating our
containers of emmer. Senebi had returned the next day with a squad of men,
looted everything inside Yuny’s hut and my attached lean–to, then burned them
both to the ground. I’d watched the destruction from a hiding place along the
riverbank along with my girls. The odor of the hut’s charred remains still
permeated the area. Yuny, of course, blamed me for what had happened. If I
hadn’t been on his farm, he said, Nykara wouldn’t have interfered and all he
would have lost was his grain. He’d conveniently forgotten he’d struck one of
the guards and they were about to make him pay for that when Nykara showed up
and rescued him from them.


Yuny had never invited me inside his living quarters before,
nor had my cousin Peseshet, out of fear of his reaction. They shared their
quarters with their children and grandchild. Their son Ibi was twenty now and
joined; his woman Nebtint mostly cared for their baby and wove linen and
cooked. Their daughter Aat was nineteen and desperately hoping to be joined to
a man soon so she could escape her father, though he was dragging his feet
because he didn’t want to lose her as a laborer in his field. Yuny was still
angry after all these years that Uncle Hemaka had stashed me away on his farm, despite
the vast amount of work I did daily. I avoided him as much as possible when I
wasn’t working under his direct supervision. I usually spent my evenings at a
secluded spot on the riverbank with my daughters, bathing and talking and
passing on the ancient family stories and singing and praying to the falcon god
and playing games before we retired to the lean–to where we slept. Even more
puzzling tonight was Uncle’s presence; he hadn’t visited the farm even once
since he’d delivered me here.


Peseshet and the rest of the family were missing. Hemaka had
ordered them to stay with Auntie in the upper settlement tonight. My girls were
already fast asleep in our lean–to. Uncle and Yuny and Nekauba were sitting
close to several bowls of oil with burning linen wicks providing a dim
flickering light. I was sitting in the corner, my back against the rough wall,
out of their way. Occasionally Uncle Hemaka rose and peered impatiently out of
the hut’s entrance. He was waiting for someone.


Nekauba eyed me salaciously. I was glad I was mostly in
shadow. I hated the way he always swept his eyes over my body. He’d never given
up his obsession with me – not after his joining to Kapes, not even while
Sanakht was alive. Those years I’d gone out of my way not to be caught alone
with him; the times I’d failed he’d taken liberties that had left me feeling
violated and dirty. That he’d craved me back then even more than he’d feared
his father’s reaction if he’d been caught with me had been sobering. He’d
visited Yuny’s farm often after Sanakht’s death, always to see me. He assured
me each time Uncle Hemaka would soon let him have me. Kapes, of course, was the
stumbling block. She was, after all, Uncle’s daughter, and Uncle wasn’t about
to cast her aside for no good reason. I was surprised she hadn’t already had a
deadly accident of some kind, freeing Nekauba to join with me. I wouldn’t put
anything past that snake. He was more vicious and ruthless now than he’d ever
been.


Teti stepped through the opening. He gazed momentarily at
the men huddled inside. Uncle rose and greeted him and invited him to sit.
Wordlessly, Teti did. Pointedly, he selected a spot as far away from Uncle as
he could get in the crowded space. There was no love lost between the two.


Teti still didn’t know Ma–ee had burned his pottery works to
the ground, clearing the way for Uncle to become Nekhen’s elite potter in his
place. Teti had paid a price simply because Ma–ee had wanted to hurt Nykara by
denying me to him. Or, possibly, Ma–ee had vindictively chosen to punish Teti
because of the confrontation he’d had with his son Weni over the succession the
night of the pre–hunt ritual. Or because he’d learned of the deal Teti had
negotiated with Aboo to make Weni Nekhen’s ruler. Teti had a small works now in
the lower settlement, a fraction of the size of what he’d once operated, a part
of Uncle Hemaka’s enterprise. Teti worked for him, and by all accounts he
didn’t like that one bit. He deeply resented Uncle. That he’d come tonight made
this meeting even more curious.


Then Pipi poked his head in. He entered at Uncle’s
invitation, followed by his son Wehemka. They squeezed into the remaining
portion of the circle.


“Go outside and stand watch,” Uncle ordered Yuny. “Warn us
if anyone comes.”


Yuny frowned, almost said something, then went outside,
letting down the reed mat tied to the lintel, covering the entrance behind him.
He was clearly irritated he wasn’t being included in whatever was happening.
But why should he be? Uncle had never had any use for Yuny, aside from the food
his farm provided for his pottery workers. Yuny’s hut was extremely small and
with so many gathered and the only opening closed it immediately became almost
unbearably hot and stifling. Sweat started running down my spine.


“Why have you summoned us here in such secrecy, to such
squalid surroundings?” Pipi asked, wiping moisture from his brow with the back
of his palm.


Yuny surely would have bristled at that description, though
it was true. Even before the burning, his hut had been one of the worst farm habitations
I’d ever seen. There’d barely been enough space for his family to sleep and
store their clothing and containers of food and jars of beer. I counted myself
lucky my girls and I lived in the lean–to, out of their way.


“Ma–ee is out of control,” Uncle averred. “His confiscation
of farmers’ foodstuffs after the recent harvest is the last straw. Ever since
he’s become ruler he’s taken more and more of what is ours. We elites used to
receive a fair share of the goods from Maadi and Tjeni and Abu and Nubt – no
longer. He takes the best for himself, rewards his closest friends, gives us
the crumbs. He’s constantly adding dependents – more servants in his house,
more guards for Senebi, more officials to carry out his orders. Every time he
adds someone he demands more food and supplies from us so he can take care of
them. The justice he renders goes to the highest bidder. The best farm fields
go to the highest bidder. He’s set Senebi and his goons on the people who
resist him time after time. You saw the burnt remains of Yuny’s hut just
outside – that was Senebi’s work, because Yuny resisted when Senebi’s thugs
stole his grain. Everyone is terrified of his men. Senebi has grown wealthy
with what he’s seized from the helpless on his own initiative. Who knows if
Ma–ee knows or cares about that? Who’d report him to Ma–ee anyway? We have to
do something.”


“What do you propose?” Teti asked.


Uncle Hemaka swept his eyes around the circle. “We need to
remove Ma–ee as Nekhen’s ruler.”


There was a moment of absolute silence. Everyone looked at
everyone else, judging reactions. I personally was appalled. Preventing Ma–ee
from becoming ruler, as Abar and Nykara and I had once tried, was one thing.
Removal was entirely different. Especially since I’d given Ma–ee the sanction
of the falcon god.


“How?” Pipi asked.


Uncle turned to me. “Amenia, come sit among us.”


Reluctantly, I moved forward from my corner – I don’t think
most of the newcomers had even realized I was present – and squeezed into a
tight space where Yuny had been sitting, right between Uncle and Nekauba.
Nekauba predictably took advantage of the opportunity to press his body against
mine. I tried to make myself as small as possible. His right hand slipped down
the middle of my back, rested on my hip. I elbowed him away. He disgusted me.
He put his hand right back.


“I’ll order Amenia to claim at Nekhen’s next celebration
that the falcon god sent her a dream, revealing he wants a new ruler put in
charge of Nekhen. I’ll order her to name one of us.”


You expect me to lie for you, after what you’ve done to
me and Nykara? You expect me to risk the wrath of the falcon god for your
personal gain? Not likely.


“Why isn’t Nykara here tonight?” Pipi interrupted. “He’s the
wealthiest man in Nekhen, and the most influential, except for Ma–ee. Or maybe
even more influential. If this conspiracy – which I assume we’re launching – is
to succeed, he’s essential. He controls water transportation and copper. Nekhen
can’t survive without him. He’s a powerful weapon to have in our arsenal.”


“Unless you’ve alienated him, Hemaka,” Wehemka said
pointedly.


“Everyone knows you promised Amenia to Nykara, then gave her
to your brother instead,” Teti added, resting his eyes on me.


“And he was once your partner, but isn’t anymore,” Pipi
added.


“Are you afraid of him?” Teti probed. “Is that why he’s not
here?”


“I fear no man,” Uncle blustered.


“Really? You betrayed Nykara when you gave Amenia to
Sanakht. Your brother turned out to be despicable, a grave robber,” Teti said.


“Nykara will forgive anything he holds against me if I give
Amenia to him now,” Uncle said flippantly. “She is, after all, free.”


Nekauba stiffened at my side. If Uncle was going to give me
to anyone, he wanted it to be him.


As for me, I wished I really could be with Nykara. I
couldn’t. He didn’t want me anymore. All because Uncle Hemaka had given me to
Uncle Sanakht. Nykara had killed Sanakht because of me. He hated me now for
turning him into a killer. He’d never sought me out since that night in the
cemetery, never made a single attempt to contact me. He’d stumbled on me here
at Yuny’s farm accidentally; he’d never returned afterwards. There was no more
damning proof he no longer loved me. Or maybe there was; he was joined to
another woman now, with a child on the way. If these men thought they could
draw Nykara into whatever devious plan they were developing it wouldn’t be
because he still wanted to be with me.


“Amenia may be free, but Nykara’s not,” Wehemka said. “He
has a woman – Bakist. Brought her back from Maadi a few years ago.”


“That’s right,” Pipi said.


“Broke my sister Wenher’s heart,” Wehemka said, squinting at
Uncle. “I’m surprised you don’t know.”


“I don’t keep track of Nykara’s personal life,” Uncle
spluttered. “Besides, as crazy as he was over Amenia, I’m sure he’ll send his
foreign woman back to Maadi in a heartbeat if I offer Amenia to him now.”


“You wouldn’t say that if you’d ever seen Bakist,” Teti
interjected. He practically smacked his lips. “Tallest woman in the settlement,
long red hair, willowy, curvaceous – at least she was before Nykara got her
pregnant. She’s just as gorgeous as Abar was at the same age – I wouldn’t mind
having a tumble with her myself.”


Nekauba leaned close, whispered in my ear. “Guess I’m all
you have left now. Just a matter of time before you’re mine.”


I held my chin high, did not acknowledge him. I’d never
surrender myself to Nekauba.


Hemaka straightened. “We need to keep our circle of
conspirators small for now,” he argued. “We shouldn’t draw Nykara in unless
we’re absolutely sure of him. He meets with Abar regularly, you know – he could
warn her what we’re planning, and she could tell Ma–ee, and then we’d all be
dead.”


It was a sound point.


Pipi stared at me. “The other problem with your plan,
Hemaka, is no one’s seen Amenia at a celebration for years. I doubt anyone
would pay attention to anything she has to say. Most people think she was
robbing graves along with Sanakht and got away with it.”


“That’s a lie!” I exclaimed, incensed.


Pipi shrugged. “Lie or no, it’s what people think, so it
might as well be true.”


I closed my eyes. Sanakht and his greed had cost me
everything – Nykara, my reputation, my position as the falcon god’s priestess.
The talisman still dangled around my neck, but it was nothing but a useless
trinket now, a relic from a different time. My fall was a fitting punishment
for turning away from the falcon god and putting my needs before Nekhen’s. I
expected I’d keep paying for my rejection of what surely was the god’s will for
the rest of my life.


“If we can’t use Amenia to depose Ma–ee we’ll have to kill
him,” Teti said. “Even if we could use Amenia he’ll never yield to us quietly.”


“Not just him. His two sons have to die,” Wehemka added.


Cold–blooded. I pictured Abar’s boys. I’d attended her
at their births. I’d brought them into the world. Shepseska was alive because
of me. He and Shery were the only good things in her life, her light and her
joy. I hadn’t seen them in years. I calculated – Shepseska and Shery must be
six and eight now. Because of them Wehemka now stood third in the line of
succession. He’d gladly wield the death knife himself if given half a chance to
get them out of his way. He’d never gotten over how Ma–ee had defeated him and
his own conspiracy the day Aboo died. That seemed like such a long time ago.
Wehemka still bore a grudge.


“We’ll have to kill Senebi too,” Hemaka said.


There were enthusiastic nods all around. Even from me.


“Who in Nekhen would miss him?” Wehemka asked cheerfully.


“Once Ma–ee’s dead, Abar will be in play again,” Pipi noted.
“I’ll want her joined to Wehemka. That’s how it should have been all along.”


“If we rehabilitate Amenia’s reputation beforehand she can
be in play too,” Uncle noted. “We’ll be able to use her influence to advance
our cause.”


Give me back my authority as the falcon god’s priestess,
put me in a position to name a new ruler, and I’ll scream Abar’s name from the
dais, I vowed. You’re all delusional if you think you’ll be able to
control me then.


“Just as long as we agree the descent Aboo and Dedi always
claimed passed through Abar no longer applies,” Teti said.


“If Wehemka and Abar are joined it won’t automatically make
him our new ruler either,” Uncle said.


“Who, then?” Pipi asked.


“Me,” Uncle said firmly.


Pipi snorted. “My son has Aboo’s blood. He has a better
right.”


“This isn’t about descent from a past ruler. We’re forging a
new line,” Uncle said. “I’m the wealthiest of us all. I claim the position.”


“But you don’t have a son. So, if you want my support,
you’ll name Wehemka your heir the very day of your confirmation.”


“What do I care who follows after me? Done.”


“If you want my support, Hemaka, your pottery works is my
price,” Teti said quietly.


Nekauba stared at Uncle, angry. He expected to inherit those
works from Uncle by virtue of his joining to Kapes, the very entanglement he so
desperately wanted to get out of so he could have me. I wasn’t surprised Teti
was demanding them. He had no chance of being selected ruler. He’d be quite
content to walk away with a lesser prize, one assuring his personal wealth. It
would be justice, too, since Uncle’s deal with Ma–ee had resulted in Teti
losing his own works.


“The day I’m confirmed my works will be yours,” Uncle Hemaka
promised Teti. “But as for the rest – Amenia, Abar, joinings, land, enterprises
– who can see yet what’s going to be required to pull this off? We’ll need
bargaining chips for the rest of the elites. We can’t afford to get any farther
ahead of ourselves tonight.” He scanned the group. “For now, are we all agreed
Ma–ee must go?”


Every man was.


I slunk back to my corner, doing what little I could to
physically disassociate myself from them. But like it or not I was now part of
this conspiracy. It couldn’t possibly succeed. No one in this hut was
influential or powerful enough to forge the extensive alliance it would take,
nor rule Nekhen if against all odds they actually removed Ma–ee.


“We’ll have to proceed one small step at a time from here
on,” Uncle said. “We’ll have to bring more elites into our conspiracy, align
them behind me, figure out how to use or not use Amenia and Abar and everything
else we’ve discussed tonight.”


“What next, then?” Pipi asked.


“We’ll meet again soon – but someplace different. We don’t
want to raise suspicions by being seen together in the same isolated spot over
and over. Senebi has spies everywhere, after all.”


Soon after, Teti and Pipi and Wehemka rose and left. Yuny
reentered the hut and sat with Nekauba and Uncle. I remained in my corner.


“You’d better not give the pottery works to Teti,” Nekauba
snapped the moment Teti departed. “I’ve earned them. I’ve had to tolerate that
whiny daughter of yours far too long.”


“If you and your father hadn’t gotten greedy and been caught
robbing graves you wouldn’t have to worry now,” Uncle replied. “Amenia would
still have influence in Nekhen and so would your father and what we’re trying
to do would be so much easier.”


Another shocking revelation. I clenched my hands into fists,
furious. Nekauba had been the accomplice who’d gotten away that night in the
cemetery. I’d guessed, but I’d never had proof. I wished Nykara’s spear had
found its mark that night, killed him too. Uncle Hemaka had known all along
what was going on? That made him equally guilty. Had Sanakht shared the
proceeds with him? Why had it been my fate to be born into such a horrible
family?


“My pottery works are an asset, and I’ll use them any way I
want to achieve my goals,” Uncle continued. “I’ll trade them away to become Nekhen’s
ruler without a second thought. You’re not an important player in this plot,
Nephew. Don’t make me regret including you.”


Nekauba spat, then rose and charged from the hut, cursing.


Uncle half–turned, faced me. He pointed his finger
menacingly. “Don’t you dare breathe a word of what you heard tonight to anyone,
Amenia,” he warned. “There’ll be consequences if you do.”


“Who would I tell?” I countered. “The elites don’t exactly
come to Yuny’s farm every day, do they?”


Uncle snorted, shook his finger again, departed.


I moved past Yuny and exited the hut and crawled into my
lean–to. I nestled between my girls. I leaned over, gave Peksater a kiss. At
least one good thing had come of my joining to Sanakht. I rolled onto my side,
stared in the direction of the unseen river. I reflected on everything I’d
heard this night, replayed the entire meeting over in my mind. These
bumbling men are going to go up against Ma–ee and Senebi? They’re all going to
get themselves killed. With that comforting thought I fell asleep.
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“What did you say?” Ma–ee shouted, so
loudly I could hear him from inside the storage room I was inspecting on the
other side of the wall from the audience hall.


His anger was palpable. I exited the storage area, motioned
the girls in the adjacent food preparation area who were standing motionless
listening to leave, slipped next to the opening, peered around its edge. I
seemed to be eavesdropping on Ma–ee all too regularly these days. He was
standing in front of his chair on the dais at the very edge of the top step,
his face red, holding his flail menacingly in his right hand. Senebi was next
to him, equally incensed. Nekauba, the stocky surly potter from the upper
settlement who’d caused Amenia so much trouble for years, was facing them, in
the space reserved for supplicants, nervously twisting his hands together, his
eyes downcast.


“My Lord, there’s a conspiracy to remove you as ruler,”
Nekauba repeated softly.


He was trembling, his voice nearly inaudible.


“I won’t tell you to speak up again!” Ma–ee cried.


“There’s a plot to kill you and your sons and replace you as
Nekhen’s ruler,” Nekauba said, clearly this time.


My hand rose to my mouth. I nearly cried out myself. That
there was a plot was old news to me. I didn’t care about Ma–ee, but my sons?
I’d always feared for their safety, but Nekauba’s admission made that fear
suddenly very real. I assumed the series of raids Ma–ee had launched after the
last harvest season that had robbed almost everyone of their private stores of
food had finally prompted his enemies to act. What did men have to lose if they
couldn’t feed their families? The only thing truly shocking about Nekauba’s
revelation was one of the plotters had come forward to sell out his companions.


Ma–ee stumbled backwards, sank into his chair, stunned.


“Who’s involved?” Senebi probed.


You’re an idiot, Senebi! Their leader is obviously the
man you and Ma–ee laughed out of this very hall a few months ago, the man Ma–ee
broke his promise to and you mocked. Did you fail to order your spies to watch
him? Are you so arrogant you thought Hemaka would go away quietly?


“Hemaka’s the ringleader.”


“Your uncle? That’s who you’re betraying?” Ma–ee
asked, incredulous.


You’re as stupid as Senebi.


“He betrayed me!” Nekauba spluttered. “He promised
the pottery works I’m supposed to inherit to Teti in return for his support.”


What possible support can a man like Teti offer? He’s
living off the crumbs Hemaka allowed him after Ma–ee burned down his pottery
works.


“So you’ve come to me out of self–interest,” Ma–ee said
knowingly. “Teti’s involved. Who else?”


“Pipi. Wehemka. Yuny. They’re still trying to round up more
elites.”


“My cousin and his father. Not surprising. They’ve never
reconciled themselves to me taking primacy over them,” Ma–ee said. “But who’s
Yuny?”


“A farmer. He’s joined to Hemaka’s oldest daughter. They
meet at his hut sometimes. It’s out of the way. Actually, he mostly stands
guard so the rest of them don’t get caught.”


“What’s their plan?” Senebi demanded.


“My uncle’s going to claim Amenia has received a dream from
the falcon god. She’s going to announce to the people at some upcoming festival
the falcon god wants my uncle to replace you.”


The same plan I’d had. Because of Ma–ee’s threat to kill Amenia’s
baby it hadn’t worked.


“So Amenia’s in on it too!” Ma–ee exclaimed. “That girl’s
caused me no end of trouble.”


Caused you trouble? I nearly laughed out loud. Exactly
the opposite. You’re the one who stole her from Nykara. You used her to get
revenge on him. You threatened her baby so she’d select you to rule. She never
did anything to you. You’ve twisted everything around in your mind.


“Uncle is forcing her,” Nekauba insisted. “After they depose
you Uncle’s going to give her to one of the elites who’s backing him, as a
prize. Probably Wehemka.”


“Where is Amenia? She disappeared after your father was
killed robbing graves,” Senebi pressed.


Nekauba flushed at the reminder. “Uncle stashed her at
Yuny’s farm years ago. He forbade her to ever go into Nekhen again.”


“Stashed her away so we’d forget about her, so he could use
her at need,” Senebi averred. “Just like he told us in this very room. Hemaka’s
been planning this for a long time, Ma–ee.”


“Where’s Yuny’s farm?” Ma–ee asked.


“I think I’ve been there,” Senebi replied before Nekauba
could answer. “Remember the raids after the harvest?”


“Of course.”


“That night one of my men reported Nykara had interfered at
one farm. Some woman had pleaded with Nykara for mercy and he made my guards
leave empty–handed. I personally went back the next day and took every single
bit of food the family had hidden away. Burned their hut to the ground for good
measure, too.”


Merciless pig! No wonder the people hate you, Ma–ee, when
such a heartless and cruel man does your bidding. Wasn’t stealing their food
enough?


 “Who could the woman have been but Amenia, for Nykara
to risk helping her?” Senebi continued. “I didn’t see her when I was there –
I’d recognize her, of course – but she could have been gleaning or fishing or
whatever it is women do on a farm, or even hiding from me. Anyway, since Nykara
knew Amenia was on that farm, and went out of his way to interfere on her
behalf…”


“He’s probably in on the plot,” Ma–ee finished. “Is he?” he
snapped at Nekauba.


“Uncle told me last night he’s gotten someone important to
join the conspiracy.”


A vague answer, which everyone in the hall could act on as
they saw fit. For Nekauba, who hated Nykara as much as Ma–ee did, it was a way
to use Ma–ee to get rid of Nykara, to finally and permanently remove him as a
rival for Amenia. For Ma–ee and Senebi, it was a convenient reason to eliminate
a man each considered to be his nemesis. Given what I knew of Nekauba, from
Nykara’s recounting of his past activities, he was probably lying about the “someone
important.” Who else would be foolish enough to get involved in this obviously
lightweight conspiracy?


“Why have you come to warn us?” Senebi queried, his eyes
narrowing.


Nekauba drew himself up. “What they’re planning to do is
wrong. To threaten you and your family, Ma–ee? I couldn’t stand by and do
nothing. I only went to the meetings because Uncle ordered me to, not because I
wanted to be part of their plot. So… I was thinking I could pretend to be one
of them and report back to you details – who else has joined the group, exactly
what they plan to do, when they plan to do it.”


“What do you want for being our spy?” Ma–ee asked. He turned
towards Senebi, away from Nekauba. I saw him roll his eyes.


“I want you to give Amenia to me when you round up the
conspirators. And I want my uncle’s pottery works.”


Ma–ee was right. Nekauba had come here out of self–interest.
Nekauba wasn’t warning Ma–ee because he cared for my family. He’d wanted Amenia
for years. Both Nykara and Hemaka had kept her away from him. Nekauba had
figured out a way to eliminate them both so he could have her. He was as
devious as Ma–ee and Senebi. Greedy, too. I supposed he had a right to be angry
if his uncle was going to give his inheritance to Teti. But that spoke volumes
about Hemaka’s lack of respect for Nekauba.


Ma–ee leaned back in his chair, rubbed his chin with his
forefinger. “What do you think, Senebi?”


“A small price to pay. What do we care about the woman, or a
pottery works?”


“You have your answer,” Ma–ee told Nekauba. “Provide us with
solid information about these conspirators and you’ll have all you desire, and
more.”


“Thank you, My Lord. Thank you,” Nekauba said gratefully.
Bowing repeatedly and profusely, he backed his way out of the audience hall.


As soon as Nekauba was gone Senebi signaled and the guards
on either side of the entrance moved to block it. One of them loosened the reed
mat tied to the lintel and lowered it, closing off the opening.


“That man – Nekauba? He’s an idiot,” Ma–ee said.


And a fool. And obsessed with Amenia. And a traitor to
his family.


“What now?” Senebi asked.


“This is the best thing that could have happened! The timing
couldn’t be better!” Ma–ee exclaimed gleefully. “The inundation festival begins
tomorrow. I’m going to deal with these conspirators during it, publicly, send a
message every important man in the valley will witness first–hand. I guarantee
no elite will ever challenge me again.”


“What do you need me to do?”


“Tomorrow, during the ceremony in the oval court, station
guards near Hemaka and Yuny and their families. Make sure they’re discreet. We
don’t want to scare anyone off. At my signal, have your guards drag them to the
foot of my dais. Men, women and children.”


“Amenia too?”


“We don’t dare risk her escaping justice. Go to Yuny’s farm
right now and seize her. Do it personally. I want her standing before me in
this very hall before sunset. Don’t return without her.”


“You can count on me,” Senebi assured him.


“Snatch Nekauba during the ceremony tomorrow too,” Ma–ee
added. “If he’ll betray his own family he’ll betray me.”


Senebi nodded. He smiled wickedly.


Ma–ee rose, began to pace back and forth on the dais. “This
conspiracy is a gift, Senebi! A gift! I’m going to be able to tie up so many loose
ends!” His delight was as palpable as his previous anger. “Hemaka knows I
burned down Teti’s brewery so he could become an elite. Now I can make sure he
never tells.”


“You’re going to kill him?”


“I’m going to kill all of them.”


I nearly gasped out loud. Hemaka and Nekauba and Yuny were
committing treason by plotting against Ma–ee. Executing them would be justice.
Killing innocent women and children just to be vindictive was outright murder.


“Amenia too?” Senebi asked.


“Especially her. I need a scapegoat for these poor
inundations,” Ma–ee replied. “Who better than the so–called priestess of the
falcon god?”


It was all I could do to keep from rushing from hiding and
confronting Ma–ee. I restrained myself. Amenia had nothing to do with the plot.
Hemaka was planning to use her for his own ends, against her will. Now Ma–ee
was going to do the same, direct the people’s anger over what he’d done to them
away from himself. But what was the point in confronting him? Once Ma–ee made
up his mind, no matter how flawed the information he based his decision on,
there was no changing it. So it was best neither he nor Senebi was aware of my
presence, or that I knew what was about to happen. At least I’d have a chance
to try to prevent the worst of it.


“What about Nykara?” Senebi asked.


Ma–ee sighed, sat in his chair again. “What to do indeed.
Nekauba implied he’s involved.”


“His interference at the farm proves it,” Senebi insisted.


“I ought to execute him too.”


My heart was suddenly in my throat. I stifled a cry. I loved
Nykara. Someday, when Ma–ee was dead and my son Shery ruled Nekhen, I was
counting on Nykara to help me put Nekhen to rights and then expand Shery’s
influence throughout the valley. I couldn’t let Ma–ee kill Nykara based on a
lie. I just couldn’t.


“Nykara’s lorded it over me my entire life,” Ma–ee snarled.
“He forced me to give him the fleet back. He killed that lioness I took credit
for when Aboo lay dying – he could spread that tale about at any time and make
me look weak. Killing Nykara would solve a lot of problems.”


“I’ll make sure we take him, then,” Senebi said.


“No,” Ma–ee said decisively. “Let him be. Death would be too
easy a fate. I made him suffer when I ordered Hemaka to give Amenia to someone
else. Think how much more he’ll suffer when he sees me execute her right in
front of him. Because you’re going to force him to watch from front and center,
Senebi. Bind him if necessary. I may even force him to help me dismember her
once she’s dead. That’ll haunt him the rest of his life. And he won’t dare try
to stop me, because she plotted against me, and killing her is my right.”


In that moment I hated Ma–ee beyond telling.


“Plus, he’s well–liked by the elites,” Senebi noted. “They depend
on him. Killing Nykara might make him into a martyr. Some of the more capable
elites might rise against you.”


“A risk not worth taking.”


“What about the others who are involved – Pipi, Teti,
Wehemka?” Senebi asked. “Should I round them up?”


“We can’t be sure we’ll get all the conspirators,” Ma–ee
replied. “Nekauba alluded to another important elite. Maybe it’s Nykara, maybe
it isn’t.” He pondered for a moment. “Isn’t Hemaka’s youngest daughter a
servant in my house?”


“A fan bearer. Nebet.”


“Grab her tomorrow too. If seeing Hemaka’s entire family
wiped from the face of the earth isn’t enough to keep the rest of the elites on
their best behavior, I’ll go ahead and slay every servant in my house and
demand new ones from every elite family.” Ma–ee smiled broadly. “I predict
after tomorrow no one will ever think about rising up against me again.”


As quickly as I could I slipped from my house through the
food preparation exit, passed through the yard, scrambled over the fence edging
it, ran towards the river. I wasn’t about to let Amenia pay the price for what
her uncle was doing. I’d come to love her as a friend in the years she’d been
part of my personal conspiracy. She’d comforted me at my father’s deathbed.
She’d attended me at the births of my sons. She’d saved my life. She’d saved
Shepseska’s life. No one in the world had been as close to me. I’d missed her
ever since her disappearance after Sanakht’s death. She was innocent of doing
anything wrong and I wasn’t about to let her die just because Ma–ee and Senebi
had spiraled out of control.


I headed straight for Yuny’s farm. Thank the gods I’d been
in charge of scheduling my father’s donkeys for so many years. Yuny supplied
Hemaka with foodstuffs. His farm was close enough to Nekhen that his crops and
supplies were moved back and forth by donkey, not boat. No doubt I’d even met
him once or twice when I’d accompanied Father after an inundation and he’d
marked field boundaries anew. If I had met Yuny, there was nothing memorable
about him.


I had a very slight head start over Senebi. He’d have to
round up some men, give them directions, then set out. It wasn’t much, but it
would have to do. Once beyond the lower settlement I began to run as fast as I
could. I knew I was at the right farm when I saw a small nondescript hut roofed
with palm fronds beside the charred remains of another hut. Yuny obviously
hadn’t bothered to rebuild properly after Senebi burned him out. Amenia’s life
must have been awful these past years, indentured to a man so lazy and lacking
in ambition. Sure enough, he was lying on his back in the shade of a palm tree
at the edge of his field, fast asleep. Three women were busily working on
something in the shade of the hut; none of them noticed me. Amenia was down by
the riverbank. I ran to her across the stubble–covered field, my steps raising
puffs of dust.


Amenia and two young girls were harvesting watermelons.
Perhaps two dozen were piled in a heap beside them. She heard me coming, looked
up, clearly surprised.


“Abar!” She beamed.


I took hold of her arm. “No time to talk,” I panted, my
chest heaving. Sweat was pouring into my eyes. Dust was turning to mud on my
feet and calves. “Nekauba just told Ma–ee your uncle is conspiring against him.
Your uncle wants to depose Ma–ee and become Nekhen’s ruler.”


“I know,” Amenia said. “Uncle and Nekauba and the rest have
spoken openly about it in front of me. I thought their conspiracy would wither
up and die. They’re a bunch of blundering fools.”


“No doubt. But Nekauba betrayed them moments ago because your
uncle promised his pottery works to Teti. Ma–ee just promised to give them to
Nekauba. Along with you.”


“Nekauba’s a snake,” Amenia hissed.


“Ma–ee’s going to round up your uncle and his family at the
festival. And Nekauba. Senebi’s on his way to capture you and your daughters.
You have to get out of here right now.”


Fear momentarily passed across Amenia’s eyes, then they
filled with determination. She crouched down to her daughters’ level. Keminub
was eight now, I calculated, Peksater six. “We have to leave the farm,” Amenia
said calmly, though her hands were trembling slightly. “Some bad men are
coming. Abar’s going to help us get away.”


Terror instantly colored their faces.


Amenia hugged them each in turn. “You have to be brave, no
matter what happens. Can you do that?”


“Yes,” they said in unison, earnestly. Both looked like they
were about to cry.


Amenia rose. She took Peksater’s hand and I grasped
Keminub’s. Hurriedly, I led them along the hard–packed dirt path edging the
river. It disappeared with every inundation, then was created anew every year
once the fields were reoccupied. The path was shaded by clusters of palm trees
its entire length; the trees would give us a little cover, more than crossing
open fields, at least.


Amenia called a halt in a thick grove of acacia trees on the
fourth farm south of Yuny’s. “The girls need a short rest,” she said.


They sat down with their backs against an acacia trunk,
breathing hard, holding on to each other.


“Where are we going, Abar?” Amenia asked.


There was only one man in Nekhen who could defy Ma–ee and
get away with it. “To Nykara. He’ll save you. He’ll put you and your girls on a
boat and take you somewhere.”


Amenia suddenly looked lost. “He won’t.” She said it firmly
and sadly and despairingly.


“Amenia! Nykara loves you!” I exclaimed. “Of course he’ll
help you.”


“He loved me once. Not anymore.” She looked down at her
feet.


“Because he’s joined to Bakist?” I asked.


She shook her head no. “Abar, I’m the one who discovered
Sanakht was robbing graves. I convinced Nykara to help me stop him. We thought
we could confront Sanakht and talk him into giving up his thievery. But Sanakht
pulled a knife. He and Nykara fought. Nykara killed Sanakht – he didn’t have a
choice.”


“His scar?” I asked. Now it made sense.


“Yes. You know what kind of man Nykara is – so fine and
upstanding. He didn’t go to the cemetery to kill. He went to talk. That he had
to kill was my fault. I turned him into a killer. He wouldn’t even look at me
afterwards. He hates me for what I did to him. He won’t help me now.”


I took Amenia in my arms. She lay her head against my
shoulder. Her body shook with racking sobs. How many years had she held that
pain inside? “You’re wrong, Amenia,” I insisted, hugging her tight, stroking
her hair. “Nykara could never stop loving you. He loved you too deeply and too
long. And even if his feelings have changed he won’t let Ma–ee kill you. Or
your girls.” I pulled back, stared into her eyes. “If you won’t go to him for
yourself, go for them. Go for Keminub.”


Amenia gazed over my shoulder at her children, one of them
Nykara’s daughter. Her chin was quivering. She wiped her tears away. She
nodded.


With that we took hold of the girls once again, continued
along the river. Every field we passed was deserted, completely harvested,
covered with stubble, awaiting the coming inundation to renew it.  The
river itself was sluggish, brown, lower than at any time of the year, dotted
with sandbars. Crocodiles were sunning on a number of them. The reeds in the
patches lining the shore drooped, enlivened only by flashes of color from a
multitude of birds. A couple of small boats were being rowed up the river,
standards propped in their bows; men from nearby hamlets had been arriving at
Nekhen since early this morning for tomorrow’s festival. Within fifteen minutes
I spied smoke curling from Heth’s smithy. We were nearly to the boatyard and, I
prayed, safety.


Senebi and half a dozen men stepped from behind a cluster of
palm trees a little ways ahead, blocking our path. All were armed with knives
and lances.


My heart started pounding. I took a deep breath, seeking
calm. “Follow my lead,” I hissed to Amenia.


We continued walking towards them, as if such an encounter
was perfectly normal. I willed my face to remain impassive. I was sweating.


“That’s far enough,” Senebi said as we reached him.


We stopped.


“Going somewhere?” he asked.


Thank the gods Senebi was unaware I’d been hiding outside
the audience hall. Though I was sure he suspected something wasn’t right. Otherwise,
why would I be with Amenia at this particular moment? It had to be too much of
a coincidence, even for someone as dull–witted as Senebi. He was going to take
Amenia and her girls away from me and to Ma–ee. That was a foregone conclusion.
If they were going to be rescued afterwards and saved from execution it was up
to me to pull it off. I was going to have to enlist Nykara’s aid, develop a
plan, get them away from Nekhen. But to do that I had to keep Senebi from
locking me away along with Amenia. Otherwise all would be lost. Time to bluff
as I never had my entire life. “Amenia and her girls and I are on our way to
make reed mats down by the river,” I said innocently. I pointed to the patch
the elites had used since I was a girl. “Over there. We do it all the time.”


“That’s right,” Amenia echoed. “You like to make mats, don’t
you girls?”


They both nodded, their eyes wide with fright.


“There won’t be any mat making today,” Senebi snapped.
“Ma–ee wants to see Amenia.”


“Why?” I asked.


“Not your concern.” Senebi took a long step forward and
seized Amenia by the bicep, so hard she yelped.


Immediately both Keminub and Peksater burst into tears.


“Unhand her!” I insisted.


Senebi stared at me, smug. “No.”


I moved so my face was inches from his. “You may be Ma–ee’s
favorite, but I’m his woman and the mother of his heir,” I said threateningly.
“Some day my son is going to rule Nekhen – and you. He’ll do what I tell him
to. I have a very long memory, Senebi. You don’t want to do something stupid
and get on my bad side today.”


Senebi released Amenia with a little shove. “She’d better
come along quietly. Make no mistake – she needs to come along.”


I leaned close to Amenia. “I’m sorry,” I whispered, low
enough that Senebi couldn’t hear. Tears sprang to my eyes.


“You tried. I couldn’t ask for a better friend,” she
whispered back.


“Enough of that! Move! Now!” Senebi barked.


I walked alongside Amenia, my left hand grasping hers, my
right Keminub’s. Senebi led the way, proud and full of himself. We were flanked
and followed by guards. There was no chance of us getting away. Everyone we
passed on the way from the river to the lower settlement and my house stopped
what they were doing and stared. Obviously, something major was afoot when the
ruler’s woman and the falcon god’s priestess, a woman who hadn’t been seen in
public for years, were being escorted by Senebi and armed men.


We stepped into the audience hall. It was empty.


“Wait here,” Senebi ordered. He continued on into the living
quarters, no doubt to report to Ma–ee. The guards stationed themselves beside
the two entrances.


Amenia bent over, pretended to pull something from the hem
of her dress. The guards watched disinterestedly. She stood, pressed the falcon
talisman into my hand without looking at me. I quickly secreted it inside my
girdle.


“Keep it safe,” she whispered. “If my daughters live, give
it to one of them. If not – bury it with me.”


Tears spilled down my cheeks. I wiped them away with my
fingertips. “I promise, Amenia.”


Senebi and Ma–ee appeared in the hall. Ma–ee took his seat
atop the dais. He looked down at me. “Leave.”


I gave Amenia’s hand a last squeeze, patted each of her
girls on the head, then proceeded into the living quarters. Once through, two
guards blocked the opening to the audience hall behind me. I continued down the
long corridor to my room, lay down on my pallet, and cried until I could cry no
more.
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The fifth inundation festival of Ma–ee’s reign came four
months after the confrontation at Yuny’s farm. The valley’s farmers were still
in an uproar over the raids. The ill–will and anger Ma–ee engendered had been
for naught. What Senebi’s men acquired had barely made a dent in the inventory
of Ma–ee’s foodstuffs. But the threat of starvation and chaos in the coming
year for everyone in the valley he’d stolen from was now very real.


A week ago Ma–ee had announced that after three consecutive
poor floods he’d spare no expense to ensure this year’s would be excellent.
He’d promised to slay every single animal in his domestic herd and his entire
menagerie of exotic wild animals – including his two lions – to propitiate the
god of the inundation and rid Nekhen and the surrounding valley of the chaos
that had descended upon it. If Ma–ee was prepared to kill his lions he must be
desperate and truly afraid of everyone who was speaking against his failures as
our ruler.


Yesterday dozens of boats from up and down the river had
tied up amidst those of my fleet in my boatyard, more than I recalled ever
seeing before. Now, at dawn, I was lined up with the rest of the elite men and
their standard bearers to the right of the entrance to the oval court. Ordinary
Nekhenians were filing by us to fill it, each carrying an appropriate offering.
A lion roared. I turned with everyone else. Ma–ee was approaching, following
the keepers who were holding his doomed pets’ leashes. He was carrying his
crook and flail. The lioness’ tail was affixed at the back of his belt and
plumes were bound to his brow. He was flanked as usual by Senebi and his armed
guards. Abar was immediately behind him, then Tentopet. Shery and Shepseska
were each grasping one of her hands. They were dressed in imitation of their
father. Abar was still the most beautiful woman in Nekhen and bystanders stared
at her and called her name. They despised Ma–ee but they loved her. Abar’s
half–sisters walked directly behind her along with their men, sons of elite
families. Except for Hunur, who walked alone. Her man, Senebi, was a few steps
ahead, overseeing Ma–ee’s omnipresent guards.


Ma–ee and his entourage reached the court’s entrance and
stepped into the shade of the portico to wait for the standard bearers to
precede them into the ritual area. Just then Shery broke loose from Tentopet
and dashed towards we elites. Tentopet followed, calling out for him to stop.
He ignored her. She stumbled just as she was passing me. I caught her, kept her
from falling, righted her. She pressed an object into my hand, whispered
“Ma–ee’s going to take away what used to be most important to you,” then
straightened and continued after Shery. She caught him and herded him back
towards the procession.


“Did I do it right?” Shery asked as he passed me.


“You did. Exactly right.”


The mad dash had been staged for my benefit? I
surreptitiously inspected the object Tentopet had given me. Amenia’s talisman?
I’d never seen her without it around her neck since the day her
great–grandmother had given it to her. Why had she discarded it? Why did
Tentopet have it? Why had she given it to me so mysteriously? What was going
on? My mind began racing with questions that had no obvious answers. I secured
the talisman inside my waistband. I certainly wasn’t about to put such a sacred
object around my neck or let anyone see I had it.


Ma–ee and Abar passed through the entrance into the oval
court. Ma–ee’s going to take away what used to be most important to you, I
repeated over and over. Bakist was most important to me now. Tentopet surely
knew that. So her warning had to be referring to my life before I’d joined with
Bakist. The fleet! Of course! Now I knew what was about to happen, and why.
Ma–ee was going to take advantage of this public setting to take the fleet away
from me again. Senebi’s guard must have talked after the raid on Yuny’s farm.
Ma–ee must have found out I’d helped Amenia during the raid. Ma–ee had warned
me beforehand, in front of Abar and Senebi and the elites, what would happen if
I didn’t follow his orders in those raids exactly. I hadn’t. I’d helped Amenia
knowing it might cost me the fleet, and now it was clear it was going to. Ma–ee
had waited this long to act simply so he could use me as an example for the
elites and gloat in front of everyone in the valley over my fall. The promises
Ma–ee had made me at the time of Aboo’s death had been empty and meaningless.
He was weak, and fearful. I’d repaired the damage he and Senebi had done to the
fleet and it had run as smoothly the last four years as it had when Dedi was in
charge. But Ma–ee was apparently willing to risk it falling apart once more and
bringing even more chaos to the valley at a time when many already blamed him
for their poor crops and lack of food, simply to have his revenge on me for
what he considered a lifetime of slights. Well, let him have his victory. I’d
already resigned myself to my fate. Bakist and I had been making preparations
to steal away from Nekhen and emigrate to Maadi for months. This would give us
the impetus to act. As far as the talisman, I assumed Senebi must have gone to
Yuny’s farm and taken it from Amenia to punish her for her part in my
transgression. Somehow Abar must have gotten it away from him and given it to
Tentopet to give to me. No doubt she was counting on me to return it to Amenia.


I walked into the oval court along with the elites from
Nekhen and the surrounding hamlets for what I now expected was the last time. Tomorrow
evening I’ll be miles downriver from Nekhen. Bakist and Heth and I and my best
men and their families will be on our way to the estate I’m going to establish
in the delta. It’ll be a fresh start for all of us, away from Ma–ee’s lunacy.
Maybe Abar and her boys will come with us. Maybe Amenia and her girls. I’ve got
many people to speak to and a lot to arrange tonight. I need to steal away from
Nekhen before Ma–ee guesses my intention and seizes my boats. Deep in
thought, I took my place to one side of Ma–ee’s dais and sat on my leather
chair. Heth accompanied Bakist into the court and assisted her to a place among
the elite women not far away, facing me. One of the boatmen’s girls stationed
herself behind Bakist, holding a sunshade to keep her as cool as possible. I
made a quick calculation. Assuming we left Nekhen tomorrow, Bakist would give
birth a week or so after we arrived in Maadi. The timing was horrible, but what
could I do?


Ma–ee and his sons descended to the foot of the dais and
festival attendees began streaming forward to present their offerings. I
studied Abar, sitting by herself atop the dais, watching them. She’d never
looked more regal or beautiful or alone. My heart went out to her. I’d known
her for a quarter of a century and I loved her like a sister and after today
I’d never see her again. I’ll pull her aside during the festivities tonight
and offer to take her north with me. She’ll refuse. She’d tell me she has to
stay in Nekhen so Shery can succeed Ma–ee and together they can undo whatever
damage Ma–ee does in the coming years and then continue to pursue Dedi’s quest.
Losing her was going to be awful. We’d gone through so much together, relied on
each other so much, come so close to making her Nekhen’s ruler. How different
the lives of everyone gathered in this court would be right now if we’d
succeeded. I was going to miss her very much – her smile, our conversations,
her friendship. I loved her and I always would. I prayed to the falcon god to
protect her from Ma–ee in the coming years. For no one else would.


Presentation of the people’s offerings took hours. After,
Ma–ee slew an unprecedented number of cattle and goats and sheep; the feast this
evening would be massive. People watched hungrily as the carcasses were dragged
outside the oval court to be roasted. Everyone had been on minimal rations for
far too long. The killing of Ma–ee’s wild animals followed, the slaughter
lasting until late in the afternoon because so many tasted the knife. Last to
die were Ma–ee’s lions. He slew them himself. I could see how much it pained
him to sacrifice them. I almost felt sorry for him. Almost.


Ma–ee stood over the body of the second lion, drenched in blood,
raised his flint knife with its decorated handle high. “My people, to ensure
the coming inundation is a good one I have sacrificed all of my wealth. I have
even slain the lions from which I draw my power, and whose name I have taken. I
have held nothing back – on your behalf. Surely the gods will notice, and
reward me and you.”


There were scattered nods of approval and a few supportive
shouts from the crowd. But I noted a definite lack of enthusiasm. Nekhenians
and the valley’s farmers were rightly skeptical about Ma–ee’s promises and his
ability to control our world. What he’d just done hadn’t convinced them
anything would change. Only a good flood would do that. Empty bellies
outweighed grandiose promises every time. Several of the leading men were
whispering to Hemaka, glancing sideways at Ma–ee as they did. It appeared a
faction opposed to Ma–ee had indeed formed under the leadership of Amenia’s
uncle. Were the conspirators about to make a move of some kind against Ma–ee? I
calculated the distance from me to Abar, how long it would take me to cover it.
If anything happened I was going to do everything in my power to keep her safe.


“Chaos has stalked this valley for too long,” Ma–ee
continued. “Two nights ago, as I slept, the reason for this chaos was revealed
to me in a dream.”


Murmurs swept through the court. Dreams were powerful, not
to be taken lightly. Ma–ee had piqued the crowd’s flagging interest.


“I summoned the magicians. They confirmed my understanding.”


What magicians?


Ma–ee gestured. Two guards dragged a woman from the portico
entrance towards the dais, grasping her under her armpits to hold her upright.
Her head was bowed and her long hair had fallen forward and covered her face.
Two more guards led the way, roughly shoving men and women aside to clear a
narrow path through the midst of the crowd, which immediately closed behind the
prisoner as she passed. She stumbled several times, clearly unable to walk
normally. Her wrists were bound behind her with a leather thong. She’d put up a
struggle at some point; her skirt was rent on the right side nearly to her
waist and was caked with dirt and blood. There was fresh blood too on her
elbows and forearms and knees. Her back and shoulders were purpled with the stripes
of a beating. The guards halted directly in front of Ma–ee, on the blood–soaked
ground between the corpses of the lions.


The gold in her hair proclaimed the woman was Amenia.


Immense rage and sorrow filled me in equal measure. I wanted
to rush at the smirking Ma–ee and make him pay for what he’d done to her. I
wanted to take Amenia in my arms and comfort her. I wanted to take her away
from this humiliation.


The murmurs in the crowd grew louder. People began pressing
closer to Ma–ee to get a better look at the captive.


He held up both hands for silence. “The chaos that has
resulted in three poor inundations and brought hunger to this valley was caused
by the death of Sanakht, the supposed grave robber,” Ma–ee announced. “So the
gods told me in my dream.”


The crowd began buzzing. Sanakht’s crime and manner of
death, and the desecration of his body afterwards by Ma–ee, were still spoken
of in Nekhen. In fact, since Sanakht’s mutilation no graves had been robbed in
the cemetery.


“Sanakht himself visited me in my dream, along with the
gods,” Ma–ee continued. “He told me his spirit has caused the chaos enveloping
us.” Ma–ee paused dramatically. “He cannot rest while those who murdered him
remain unpunished and walk among us!”


Pandemonium reigned. My face grew hot – I’d killed Sanakht.
I hadn’t been punished for it. After the beating she’d just taken Amenia had
surely told Ma–ee what I’d done. I didn’t blame her. I should have come forward
long ago. Then she would have been spared this. Suddenly the meaning of Tentopet’s
message was clear. It had nothing to do with the fleet. Ma–ee was going to
execute Amenia, the person who had once been the most precious thing in my
life. And then he was going to execute me. I almost admired Ma–ee for his
brazenness. How could Sanakht have appeared to Ma–ee in a dream if Ma–ee had
burned his body and erased his spirit for eternity, as we all believed? No one
in the oval court seemed to notice the discrepancy. Ma–ee raised his hands for
silence again.


“We all believed Sanakht was killed while robbing a grave.
But even at the time that made little sense to me. If someone had caught him
stealing and meted out justice, why wouldn’t he have come forward to
acknowledge the deed? I would have honored him for it.”


I hadn’t come forward because I’d been trying to protect
Amenia, to keep everyone – particularly Ma–ee – from suspecting her involvement
in her man’s death. And to keep Ma–ee from concluding I’d killed Sanakht so I
could have Amenia for myself. So I’d decided to leave his body in the cemetery.
I’d made a horrible mistake. I should have disposed of Sanakht’s corpse. I
could have put him on a punt, taken him far downriver, dumped him overboard. He
would never have been found. Everyone would have assumed he’d simply left
Nekhen for some reason of his own. The crowd was growing louder. Many
discussions were going on, accompanied by many affirmative nods. What Ma–ee was
saying made sense.


“What happened was this – according to what Sanakht told me
in my dream – he came upon the actual grave robbers and tried to stop them.
They killed him and ran away. They left his body behind, knowing he’d be
suspected of their crime. He’s dead now, but his murderers still live. As long
as they tread this valley, so will chaos.”


My heart started to pound. I glanced at Abar. She looked
grim. I’d guessed correctly. She knew. Ma–ee was going to execute both Amenia
and me for killing Sanakht. At one stroke he’d put chaos to rest, take back the
fleet, and get his long–sought revenge against me. It was, on his part, a
stroke of genius. He must have spent hours perfecting the details of his
so–called dream, rehearsing what he was going to say and how to say it. I
judged the distance to the oval court’s entrance. There were far too many
people between it and me to try to rescue Amenia and flee. I wouldn’t try to
escape by myself as long as Ma–ee held Amenia captive. Ma–ee would kill her and
Bakist too if I did. I resigned myself to my death. But somehow, I had to talk
Ma–ee into letting Amenia go free. She hadn’t done anything to Sanakht. I
sought the words that would convince Ma–ee to show Amenia mercy.


The crowd quieted enough for Ma–ee to be heard.


“I will put Sanakht’s spirit to rest!” Ma–ee announced. “I
will give him justice!”


The two guards stepped away from the woman. Ma–ee grabbed
her by the hair, turned her to face the crowd, forced her to look up.


“No!”


Kapes was restraining Amenia’s aunt near the front of the
crowd.


“You all know Amenia. She has confirmed what Sanakht told me
in my dream!” Ma–ee proclaimed. “Grave goods were found buried in her house
after Sanakht’s murder. Yesterday she confessed to putting them there herself!
She confessed to robbing graves! She confessed to murdering Sanakht when he
caught her in the act!”


The crowd was in an absolute uproar now. Amenia bowed her
head again. She’d suffered grievously. Tears filled my eyes. Ma–ee and Senebi
had beaten a false confession from her because of me, because of what I’d done.
She’d only confessed to robbery and Sanakht’s murder – if she actually had, and
I wouldn’t put it past Ma–ee to be lying about it – to protect me. I was the
one who’d deserved the beating, not her. My eyes rose to Abar’s. She was
crying. I had to act. I had to save Amenia. Otherwise, for eternity, her death
would be on my hands. What could possibly hurt me more? I stood. Time to
proclaim the truth of what had happened before all the people gathered here,
plead for mercy for Amenia, get public opinion behind me, get the people to
pressure Ma–ee to let her live. It didn’t matter what Ma–ee did to me
afterwards, just as long as she was safe. I began pushing past the other elites
towards him.


“Amenia’s crime was particularly heinous,” Ma–ee continued,
“because she was the priestess of the falcon god. Is it any surprise the falcon
god has turned away from Nekhen?”


People were shouting and shaking their fists at Amenia now.
Wenher heaved a hand–sized rock. It struck Amenia in the ribs. Amenia screamed.
A red gash appeared. Wenher shouted in triumph. More rocks pattered at Amenia’s
feet. Several more hit her.


Ma–ee raised his hands, waited for silence, spoke once more.
“Amenia has confessed that her uncle, Hemaka, was her accomplice! He helped her
rob graves! He helped her murder Sanakht, his own brother!”


I stopped dead in my tracks. Ma–ee had indeed made up
Amenia’s confession – every bit of it. Guards seized Hemaka, sitting a few
seats from me. He cried out in protest, vehemently denied killing his brother,
struggled furiously and fruitlessly to free himself from the guards’ grasp. I glanced
at the section of the crowd where the families of the elites were standing.
More guards had hold of Hemaka’s woman and daughters and Yuny and Nekauba and
their families. Nekauba was fighting the guards like a demon, his face red,
shouting something at Ma–ee I couldn’t hear over the roar of the crowd. In the
midst of Ma–ee’s household servants a guard had hold of Nebet, Hemaka’s
daughter. Ma–ee and Senebi had well–orchestrated this.


Ma–ee climbed to the top step of the dais. “These people are
the source of the chaos affecting us all!” he shouted. “Until they are brought
to justice, chaos will continue!” Ma–ee raised his bloody flint knife high.
“And so, tomorrow, at dawn, I will execute Amenia, and Hemaka, and his entire
family. I will decapitate them and burn their bodies and throw their ashes into
the river as an offering to the god of the inundation. And then the waters of
the inundation will flow as never before and fully renew our fields and bring
an abundance of life to our valley. Chaos will end! Order will prevail, forever
and ever!”


Ma–ee’s proclamation was greeted with a roar. Those closest
to the newly–named criminals began pushing them and taunting them and mocking them
and screaming at them and striking them and spitting at them. Senebi’s guards
watched, bemused, doing nothing to protect their prisoners.


I studied Ma–ee’s self–righteous face and then I understood.
What was happening here in the oval court had nothing to do with dreams or
fighting chaos or Sanakht’s death or grave robbing or justice. Hemaka was
Ma–ee’s most outspoken critic. I’d heard rumors for years he was conspiring
against Ma–ee, that he’d formed a group of followers to take action against our
ruler. Today’s events were a sign the rumors were true, that Ma–ee had somehow
learned about the conspiracy. He’d decided to snuff it out in the most
permanent way possible. My unfortunate discovery of Amenia at the farm had
enabled Ma–ee to resurrect the mystery surrounding Sanakht’s death and given
him a convenient pretext to eliminate a potential rival without publicly
acknowledging the conspiracy Hemaka was leading existed. The sentencing of
Hemaka’s family to death was a message from Ma–ee to each of the elites of what
would happen to their family – be they potter, brewer, metalsmith or craftsman
– if they challenged him or his rule in any way in the future. By their grim
faces, the elites weren’t missing Ma–ee’s message.


“Take them all away,” Ma–ee summarily commanded, and his
guards wrestled Amenia and the others through the crowd and out of the oval
court. Hemaka’s women were crying, their children terrified, the men
struggling, kicking up dust as they fought against their captors. As they
disappeared from the court it was obvious the crowd had turned completely
against them.


Ma–ee raised his hands for silence yet again. “Our troubles
began when the woman who represented the falcon god – or claimed to – abused
her power and turned away from him. Not only did I receive a dream from
Sanakht, but I received one from the falcon god as well.”


There were suitable murmurs from the crowd. For a god to
visit a man was impressive.


“The falcon god told me from now on he will speak directly
to me, and to the rulers who descend from me. No more will he be represented by
anyone but Nekhen’s ruler. No longer will he accept offerings unless given by
Nekhen’s ruler.”


Ma–ee was adding the power of the gods to that of the ruler.
He was carving out quite a niche for himself today, making his power
unassailable.


“Because Hemaka will have no remaining heirs after tomorrow,
the falcon god directed me to take his pottery works for myself.”


Greed triumphant. A warning of what would befall any elite
who challenged Ma–ee in the future. The faces around me were grim.


“Furthermore, the falcon god told me from now on every
enterprise in Nekhen and the surrounding hamlets belongs to him, as well as all
the land used by farmers.”


There was shocked silence in the oval court. Every face
registered utter disbelief.


“Only by the god owning everything can its purity be ensured
so he will accept our offerings and grant us his blessings,” Ma–ee said. “So,
from now on, since I’m the falcon god’s priest, every item produced and every
foodstuff grown will be delivered to me or one of my assistants. We will parcel
those items out to those who deserve them in the proper quantity.”


Everyone was stunned. But after what Ma–ee had just done to
Amenia’s family no one dared challenge him.


Then Ma–ee called forward several dozen men and assigned
them to oversee specific enterprises and large hamlets and sections of the
valley’s farmland. All of them were either his friends or Senebi’s thugs; none
were current elites. I was the first to be replaced – I lost my smithy and
craftsmen and Dedi’s entire operation to men without any qualifications. That
afternoon Ma–ee in effect created a brand–new elite in Nekhen, a cadre of men
completely beholden to him. He also called forth an additional batch of young
girls and boys to serve him, all members of his new elites’ families. Hostages
to keep them under control as he had the former elites.


“And now, we feast!” Ma–ee cried when all had been arranged.


A muted crowd followed him towards the feasting area outside
the oval court. Abar looked at me sympathetically and helplessly as she passed.
Her message to me delivered by Tentopet had been correct – Ma–ee had taken from
me what I’d once loved most. I didn’t care about losing the smithy or my boats
or my craftsmen – I’d already planned to duplicate them in the North. I sank to
the ground in the oval court, overcome with grief. Amenia was going to die. All
because Ma–ee was an incompetent who’d alienated the people and feared losing
his position and had the resources to be vindictive. Guilt washed over me. If I
hadn’t killed Sanakht, if I hadn’t drawn attention to Amenia at the farm, Ma–ee
wouldn’t have been able to dispose of all his rivals in one fell stroke. What
was happening to Amenia and her family was my fault. I was going to have to
live with it for the rest of my life.


I sat, dazed. The sounds of people celebrating outside the
oval court reached my ears. Inside its walls all was silent. The corpses of the
two lions still lay where they’d been slain a few feet away, oozing blood.
Flies buzzed around the other dead animals in the trench alongside the wall
where they’d been dragged. The ground from one end of the oval court to the
other was brightly stained with fresh blood; a narrow stream still ran from the
dark pools at the end where the killings had taken place. I placed my palm flat
on the ground. In the morning Amenia and everyone in her family would die,
right where I was sitting. I pictured their deaths in my mind – each of them
kneeling before Ma–ee, petrified, terrified, begging for mercy, him swinging
his mace with all his might, shattering their skulls, him sawing their heads
and limbs from their bodies with a flint knife, a river of blood reddening the
ground, a crackling bonfire. It was too horrible to contemplate.


Suddenly Bakist was kneeling at my side, her arm around my
shoulders. With everything that had happened I’d forgotten she’d been standing
in the crowd today along with Heth. She’d witnessed everything. She pulled me
close against her swollen belly. Three weeks more or so and I’d be a father.
Death tomorrow, followed by new life.


“Save her,” Bakist commanded me softly.


I could scarcely believe what she’d said. I looked deep into
her eyes. How could she have love enough in her heart to want me to save another
woman I’d once loved, and still did?


“Save Amenia, Nykara. You’re the only one who can.”


“I wish I could.” I rested my hand on Bakist’s stomach. “I
can’t. It’s one thing for us to proceed leisurely to Maadi, as we’ve planned.
To flee along with Amenia, with Ma–ee pursuing, and you so close to your time –
that’s madness. I won’t risk your life by making you run. I won’t slip off with
just Amenia and leave you behind either – Ma–ee will kill you. I choose you
over Amenia, Bakist. I have to.”


“It’s not your decision, whether to risk my life or not.
It’s mine. And I’ve made it. You’re going to rescue Amenia and her family – how
could we live with ourselves if we let Ma–ee kill those innocent women and
children? We’re going to take Abar and her boys with us, too. We’re going to
run far from this place, Nykara, all of us. I’m going with you. Don’t waste
your time arguing with me.”


She’d been stubborn since the day I met her. I wouldn’t win.


A shadow loomed. “I’ll help,” Heth said from behind me.
“Tell me what you need me to do.”


I didn’t know why the gods had blessed my life with both
Bakist and Heth. I was grateful they had.


I tilted my face to the hot sun. My eyes were drawn to the
copper–clad falcon atop the pole at the far end of the oval court, Nekhen’s god
and symbol, the god of Amenia’s family for one hundred twelve generations. It
glittered in the light of the descending sun, defiant, alive. I wished I was a
falcon. I wished Amenia was a falcon. I wished Bakist and Heth and Abar were
falcons. I wished we could all soar together over the valley, feel the wind
beneath our wings, fly away from Nekhen and death and never return. But I was
no falcon. Wearily, I got to my feet, helped Bakist to hers. I wrapped my arms
around her, felt the life growing inside her. The falcon drew my gaze again,
almost against my will. Strength seemed to flow from it towards me. I
straightened my shoulders. I’m no falcon, but I’m a boatman. I don’t have
wings, but I have a vessel. I can’t ride the updrafts, but I can ride the
river’s current. I suddenly realized I’d spent my whole life preparing for
this very moment. I was a boatman. I had the means and the ability and the
skill to save Amenia from death. And the will. I looked a final time at the
falcon. By it I vowed I was not going to let Ma–ee kill anyone in the morning.
I was going to rescue Amenia and her entire family. I was going to take them
away from Nekhen or die myself trying.


“Load a boat with as much of the food and supplies we’ve set
aside for the new estate as it will hold,” I told Heth. I made a quick
calculation. “There’ll be about seventeen or so passengers, a few more if I can
convince Abar to come, at best five men capable of rowing. We’ll have to use my
mid–sized vessel, not the big cargo boat. I’ll join you to help shortly, as
soon as I locate the prisoners.”


I walked with Bakist and Heth to the entrance of the oval
court. We parted. They headed towards the boatyard. I paused for a moment.
Ma–ee’s house was close by the oval court, on the side facing the river. A wattle–and–daub
storage hut was attached to it. There was no more convenient or secure place
for Ma–ee to hold Amenia’s family. But I needed to be sure the prisoners were
actually there. I exited the court, turned right, passed in front of the row of
workshops lining its outer wall, skirted the now–energized crowd noisily
feasting there, turned right again towards the river. I paused in the shadow of
a nearby hut and casually observed Ma–ee’s house from a distance. A reed mat
covered the storage hut’s entrance. Women were crying inside. Two guards were
standing before it, spears in hand. The captives were there.


I continued on to the boatyard to wait for full darkness. I
had much to do and little time in which to do it. Luckily, all the boatmen were
at the feast and I had the entire yard to myself, except for Heth and Bakist.
Heth was already carrying containers of foodstuffs Bakist was pointing out to
him and placing them aboard the boat I’d specified. I dashed into my main
storage hut, where I kept all my personal supplies. I made numerous trips back
and forth between it and my vessel, laden with coils of rope and copper hooks
with which to fish and bidents and lances and knives and nets. Taking a drink
of water after one trip, I noted the river was rising rapidly and running
swiftly, already creeping onto the lowest parts of the shore. My practiced eye
told me this inundation was going to be larger than usual, maybe even too
large. No doubt everyone would attribute it to Ma–ee’s sacrifices this day. Ironically,
even without sacrificing Hemaka’s family his rule would have been secure, at
least for another year. But such a massive flood couldn’t have come at a worse
time for me – drifting downriver with only Amenia’s extended family as crew
under these conditions was going to be extremely dangerous and challenging.


I hadn’t yet ordered my men to drag my big boats onto the
high ground on the west bank beyond the island channel to remove them from the
coming flood’s path. They were all still tied up along with those of the
festival visitors. Using a copper adze I chopped gaping holes in every hull. As
much as it pained me to destroy what I’d designed and built, it was more
important to delay Ma–ee’s pursuit. My men would have to repair whatever boat
Ma–ee chose to chase us in. I ensured that would take them many hours. Then I
chopped holes in the hulls of the smaller vessels and set them adrift so they’d
sink far out in the river. So much for Nekhen’s fleet and the visitors’ boats.


Night was falling, shadow creeping from the western plateau
towards the river and the eastern bluff. “I have to go,” I said. I took hold of
Bakist’s hands. “If I haven’t brought the captives to the boatyard before the
moon’s halfway up the sky it means I’ve been caught. Leave without me. Heth – I
charge you with getting Bakist safely to her father if I can’t.”


“I understand,” Heth said.


I took Bakist in my arms, kissed her for what I feared might
be the last time. “I love you so much,” I whispered.


“May the gods keep you safe,” she said. “Both yours and
mine.”


I rapidly crossed the fields of stubble and reached the edge
of the lower settlement. It was an hour after sunset. On the far side of the
oval court torches blazed. Almost everyone from Nekhen and the surrounding
hamlets was still there, no doubt gossiping about what had occurred during
today’s ceremony, how their lives had just radically changed, what would happen
at dawn. Drunken cries and loud laughter and music floated on the breeze. 


I took a roundabout way to Ma–ee’s house so I wouldn’t raise
anyone’s suspicion if they’d already left the celebration. The large yard at
its rear was surrounded by a fence of reeds tied together with twine and
plastered with mud. I carefully poked my head above its jagged top. The storage
hut was twenty yards straight ahead of me. I slipped a copper chisel out of my
waistband and began digging a hole under the fence, carefully, noiselessly. The
somewhat hardened top layer of packed dirt almost immediately gave way to loose
sand beneath. In less than five minutes I’d scooped an opening deep enough and
wide enough for me to slip under. I figured if I could make it so could
everyone else. They were all much smaller than me. So far so good.


A noise startled me. My worst fear realized. Discovery. Capture.
Execution along with the rest of the captives. I spun around, copper chisel
held low. I wasn’t going down without a fight.


“Nykara?” came the whisper.


Relief swept over me. “Abar?”


She took a few steps, crouched beside me in the shadow of
the fence. “I knew you’d save Amenia.”


“That’s why you gave me her talisman.”


“Yes.”


“How did you get it?”


“I overheard Nekauba spilling his guts to Ma–ee and Senebi
about Hemaka’s conspiracy yesterday in the audience hall. It had to be the
gods’ doing I was there. Ma–ee promised to give Nekauba Hemaka’s pottery works
and Amenia as his reward for turning on his uncle. As soon as Hemaka was gone
Ma–ee ordered Senebi to seize Amenia. I ran to Yuny’s farm to warn her. I was
bringing her to your boatyard. I knew you’d help her get away. But Senebi
caught us. Amenia slipped the talisman to me.”


“I’ll give it back to her – if my rescue plan works. Bakist
and Heth are preparing a boat right now.”


“You’re lucky you weren’t rounded up too and thrown into
that storage hut,” Abar said. “Senebi wanted to execute you. But Ma–ee refused.
He wants you to witness Amenia’s death. He wants to force you to cut off her
limbs so you’ll be haunted the rest of your life.”


“He’s the cruelest man I’ve ever known.” I searched Abar’s
face, barely distinguishable in the shadow. “You shouldn’t be subjected to him
any longer, Abar. Come with us – you and your sons. Your sisters too. I’m going
to establish an estate in the delta, create that Southern colony in the North
Bakist talked about. You and your sons and sisters can thrive there. We can
pursue Dedi’s quest together from the North instead of from the South.”


“I can’t,” Abar said sadly. “Believe me, Nykara, I want to.
But I’ve given up too much already honoring my pledge to Grandfather. I’m glad
you’ll be establishing a colony. I do recognize its benefits. Bakist’s idea is
a good one, and I’m glad you two will carry it out. But I believe true power
will come from the South in the end. I think the North will be drawn in too
many directions to focus its attention on the southern valley. So I have to
stay here.”


“I may have dealt a death–blow to your plans,” I said. “I
destroyed Ma–ee’s entire fleet an hour ago. That’ll have far–reaching
consequences Ma–ee will never recognize. He’ll focus entirely on Nekhen the
rest of his life, spend his time strengthening the unbridled power he’s just
seized. He’ll be happy he’s divested himself of the expense of a long–distance
fleet and crews. Without boats Ma–ee won’t be able to send trade expeditions to
north and south to obtain the raw materials Nekhenians need. He’ll wait for
Tjeni and Nubt to send expeditions to him, but they won’t. Exotic raw materials
will dry up, except those that come by caravan from the deserts. Craftsmen will
be thrown out of work. Farms will become ever smaller, divided up among too
many sons. Eventually, farmers needing more land simply to survive and laborers
who can’t feed their families will emigrate northward from Nekhen, seeking new
places to live. Then Nubt and Tjeni and Inerty and Hiw will start to grow,
maybe even the delta. In a few decades Nekhen will be an afterthought, cut off
from the rest of the valley, a shadow of what it is now.”


“Which is exactly why I have to stay,” Abar said decisively.
“I’ve got to make sure Shery succeeds Ma–ee. Through him I’ll be able to undo
whatever Ma–ee has done.”


“Unless Ma–ee blames you for helping Amenia escape and
executes you and joins with a more pliable woman and recreates Shery in his
image.”


“It’s a chance I have to take,” Abar said. “I can’t do
anything else.”


The tip of the moon appeared above the rim of the eastern
desert plateau.


“It’s going to be nearly full tonight,” I observed. “It’ll
light our way on the river. But it’ll make it easier for us to be discovered
during the rescue attempt.”


Abar glanced to the east. “You need a distraction to draw
the attention of Senebi’s guards and everyone celebrating on the festival
grounds away from the lower settlement,” she said practically.


“Yes. But what?”


“How about if I set Ma–ee’s tomb complex on fire?”


Farmers had finished a goodly portion of Ma–ee’s tomb
structures in the ruler’s cemetery during the last inundation. They’d worked on
them the prior three. The complex consisted of three pillared halls, the tomb building
itself, a chapel, and an offering pavilion, all surrounded by a reed fence, all
clearly visible from the lower settlement. All would burn like torches if set
afire.


“That’s an excellent idea,” I said. “But I can do it
myself.”


“Run there, set the fire, run back, help the captives
escape, all without  being detected? Too risky,” Abar scoffed.


“I can pull it off.”


“You probably can. The point is you don’t have to, Nykara.
Let me help you.”


“Are you sure?”


“You’ve spent your whole life helping me. It’s my turn.”


As much as I hated to admit it, Abar was right.
Concentrating on only freeing the captives made the probability of success much
higher. “You win,” I conceded. “Thank you.”


Abar put her hand on my arm. “We’ll never see each other
again, will we, Nykara?”


“Probably not.” My chest tightened. I’d known Abar for so
long. She was an important part of my life – a friend, a confidant, a
conspirator. A world without her in it was going to be different, diminished,
empty.


“I wish everything had turned out differently for us!” Abar
exclaimed. “Imagine what Nekhen would be like today if I was its ruler and you
were my man.”


“I’ll always love you, Abar. You were the first woman I ever
cared about.”


“What a life we could have had together!”


“You’re the most extraordinary woman I’ve ever known. And
I’ve been blessed to know extraordinary women.”


“Don’t forget me, Nykara,” Abar whispered. Her eyes were
brimming with tears.


“Impossible!”


Abar put her hands on my shoulders and pulled me to her and
softly kissed me. Then, with a choked cry, she rose and turned away and dashed
off in the direction of the ruler’s cemetery.


I whispered a prayer to the falcon god to keep her safe the
rest of her days.


I remained crouched beside the hole under the fence and
waited. Every once in a while I risked a peek over the top. Half an hour later
a yellow and orange glow suddenly lit the sky in the west. Flames leapt from
the structures atop the plateau, as if they were massive torches. Abar had done
it. The shouts of revelers carried to me. I saw them hurrying en masse from the
ceremonial grounds up the wadi path to see firsthand what was happening, many
among them carrying torches to light the way. The guards were talking excitedly
on the hut’s far side, speculating about the fire. Hopefully, it would continue
to draw their attention until I completed my rescue attempt. Hopefully, they’d
still be standing at their posts a few hours from now when they were ordered to
convey Hemaka and Amenia and the rest to the oval court to be executed.
Hopefully they wouldn’t check on the prisoners before that and spoil
everything.


I slid under the fence, gritty sand scraping my bare back,
crept through the garden that occupied much of the yard to the hut, began
chipping at a section of the wall. It practically melted away before my chisel.
I dug a fist–sized hole all the way through, pressed my mouth close to the
opening. “Stay quiet!” I hissed. “I’m getting you out.”


I listened for a moment to make sure the guards hadn’t
heard, then began widening the hole. I paused occasionally. From time to time
the guards conversed with each other, but neither suspected anything untoward
was happening. Before long the hole was big enough.


“Come out!” I whispered.


Hemaka was the first through. I wasn’t surprised he’d value
his hide above his own children’s or his woman’s.


“Nykara!”


“Shhh!” I pointed to the hole under the fence. It was easily
visible in the moonlight. “Crawl under, quietly. I’m taking you all away from
Nekhen.” In that moment all the hatred I’d felt for him these past years boiled
over. I grabbed hold of his long hair with one hand, pulled his ear close to my
lips. “Even you. Even after you broke your word and stole Amenia from me. I
ought to leave you behind so Ma–ee can kill you. Everything horrible that’s
happened since the day you two conspired against us is your fault. You deserve
to die.” I let go of his hair, shoved him hard.


He scrambled away.


The next head appeared. Nekauba. Also predictable. Also
valuing his life above his woman and child. He didn’t look happy to see me
either. Then Itet, Kapes, her four–year old son Neby, Nebet, Peseshet, Aat,
Ibi, Nebtint clutching her infant son, Yuny. Finally Amenia’s two young girls,
Keminub and Peksater. And then Amenia herself.


She looked at me for a moment, her eyes glistening. “You
came for me,” she said tremulously.


I handed her the talisman, too overcome with emotion to
speak. 


Amenia uttered a little cry, slipped the object over her head.
“Yesterday Abar showed up at Yuny’s farm to warn me Senebi was coming for me.
We’d almost made it to your boatyard when he caught us.”


“She told me.”


“I gave her the talisman so she could bury it with me.” A
sob escaped her lips.


“I’ll make sure you live a long life, so you can pass it on
to Keminub when she’s grown.” I pointed her to the fence, followed her. She
limped, stiff, careful. In the moonlight I saw blood crusted over her wounded
back and ribs. How I wished I could make Ma–ee pay for doing that to her… Once
under the fence I took a moment to push the sand back in the hole. It might
take the guards a few extra minutes to figure out the direction we’d taken.


The fugitives were gathered in a semi–circle outside the
fence. “My boat’s waiting. There’s no time to waste.” I swept up Keminub and
Peksater in my arms and hurried away from Ma–ee’s house. The glow in the sky
was beginning to diminish; the structures of Ma–ee’s tomb complex had probably
collapsed and burned mostly to coals by now. I could almost picture his fury
when he figured out I’d been responsible. We all half–ran down Nekhen’s dusty
lanes, occasionally stumbling, keeping to the shadows close beside houses,
moving always towards the river. We proceeded much slower than I wanted, but we
had to go slow enough for the women and children to keep up.


After a final mad dash across the cultivated strip we
reached the boatyard and gathered beside my vessel. Heth was at the foot of the
gangplank, on guard, armed with a knife and lance. Bakist was already on board,
peering down at us.


Hemaka scrambled up the gangplank. Nekauba followed. Heth
helped several panicked women and children ascend after them.


“Where are we going?” Yuny demanded when it was his turn,
blocking the way.


His woman and children were in line behind him. They tried
to push past, terror–stricken. He prevented them.


“Downriver, to where it’s safe,” I answered.


“The farther from Ma–ee the better,” Hemaka called from the
deck. “And the quicker. Move, Yuny!”


“Why should I run? I didn’t do anything!” Yuny crossed his
arms, refused to budge.


“Neither did any of these women and children. But Ma–ee
wants to kill you all anyway,” I said.


Yuny suddenly spun around. Amenia was standing a little
behind him. He lunged, grabbed her arm. She cringed, cried out in pain. Her arm
was horribly bruised and tender from her beating. “This is your fault!” he
screamed. “You brought this trouble on us!”


I pushed him hard with both hands. He staggered, lost his
grip on Amenia, almost fell. I stepped between him and Amenia, pressed the
point of my copper chisel firmly against his chest. “You idiot! What happened
in the oval court had nothing to do with Amenia! Ma–ee’s real target was
Hemaka. Sanakht’s supposed murder gave Ma–ee a way to eliminate Hemaka as his
rival and at the same time send a message to the other elite men not to oppose
him.”


“She’s a murderer! She confessed!” Yuny insisted. He pointed
to the deck of my boat. “Hemaka’s guilty too! Tie them up and leave them
behind! Then Ma–ee won’t chase us!”


“I killed Sanakht,” I said evenly. “Not Amenia.” I pointed
to the scar on my chest. “After he did this to me.”


“You murdered my father when he caught Amenia stealing?”
Nekauba cried from the boat.


I was fed up with that self–righteous potter. “Sanakht was
robbing graves – not Amenia and not Hemaka.”


“Not completely true,” Amenia interjected harshly. “Uncle
Hemaka knew all about Sanakht’s thievery. He was involved. And Nekauba was
Sanakht’s accomplice. He’s the one you missed with your lance that night, Nykara.
They both admitted it in front of me.”


I addressed the fugitives. “Ma–ee wants to execute all of
you because Nekauba warned him yesterday about the conspiracy Hemaka was
leading to replace him as Nekhen’s ruler. Abar told me. For turning on you,
Hemaka, Ma–ee promised to give Nekauba your pottery works – and Amenia.”


“You betrayed me!” Hemaka shouted at his nephew.


“You betrayed me first!”


Hemaka and Nekauba were suddenly throwing punches and
grappling with each other on the deck of my boat, stumbling over containers,
smashing some entirely and scattering their contents. I half–hoped they’d kill
each other. The women already on board huddled close together near the stern,
trying to protect their children from inadvertent harm. I was just about to
dash up the gangplank to restore order when Bakist seized a wooden oar and
swung it with all her might across Nekauba’s back, so hard it splintered in
two. He crumpled to the deck with a scream. Bakist lunged forward and viciously
jabbed an end of what remained of the oar into Hemaka’s stomach. He doubled
over with an agonized yelp, dropped to his knees, hands clutching his gut.
Everyone else froze.


“That’s enough!” Bakist cried, standing over the two men, a
piece of oar still in hand. “You two can settle your differences when we get
where we’re going. Until then, as long as you’re on this boat you’ll behave
yourselves. You’ll do what Nykara tells you, when he tells you, without
argument.” She swept her gaze across everyone. “That goes for all of you.
Nykara just risked his life to break you out of Ma–ee’s prison. He’s giving up
everything he has to get you away from Nekhen and save your lives. If you want
to stay here so Ma–ee can execute you in the morning you’re welcome to, and
good riddance! If not, get on board. Now!” She slammed the oar to the deck with
both hands, shook her head in disgust. “Children!”


She’d stunned everyone into compliance. Those still on land
rapidly clambered aboard, even the reluctant Yuny.


I was about to untie my boat when something occurred to me.
“I’ll be back!” I called to Bakist. I dashed through the boatyard to the nearby
huts of my boatmen. A few fires were burning there in hearths, mostly died to
coals. I hurriedly filled a large earthenware jar with as many glowing embers
as I could, wrapped it with a thick strip of leather to insulate my hands from
the worst of the heat, sprinted back to the river. Quickly, I moved from wood
boat to wood boat, dumping a few coals on the deck of each. The flames would
surely draw Ma–ee’s and Senebi’s attention, let them know we were fleeing, but
with luck the boats might burn past saving before Senebi’s thugs could put out
the fires.


I swiftly untied my boat from the mooring post, dashed up
the gangplank, helped Heth pull it aboard, moved to the steering oar. The boat
was small – less than thirty–five feet long and ten feet wide – with seats for
just four oarsmen on each side. We couldn’t have maneuvered a larger craft with
so few men. The deck was crowded with jars and baskets and containers full of
food and supplies and slippery now with the contents of those Hemaka and
Nekauba had smashed. With so many of us in such a cramped space the journey was
not going to be comfortable. Bakist was already marshalling the women and
children to refill the containers that were still usable.


Heth ordered Hemaka and Nekauba to take up oars and
stationed them on opposite sides of the boat. Yuny and Ibi also grabbed oars
and poled us away from the riverbank. When we were clear I told the men to sit
and row as I steered us towards the middle of the river. They did their best,
but none had ever handled an oar and their efforts would have been almost
comical if our lives hadn’t been at stake. Eventually we cleared the end of the
island and reached the center of the channel. I ordered the men to ship their
oars. The powerful rising current caught us and we began to speed north,
slicing through the silver moon path dancing on the surface of the river.


Just then one of my boats tied along the shore behind us burst
into flame, quickly followed by two others. With luck, the last two would catch
before Ma–ee could douse them with water. If so, his entire fleet would be
destroyed. He wouldn’t be able to pursue us. But before I could tell we drifted
around a slight bend and the lights of Nekhen and the sky glow from the dying
fire in the ruler’s cemetery disappeared.


I concentrated then on steering. Heth stationed himself in
the bow with a long pole to watch for obstructions and probe for sandbars. If
we hit one we’d either capsize or be stranded, but we had no choice but to risk
traveling through the night. It was the only advantage we had. Within an hour
we passed the last of Nekhen’s farms. The riverside plains thereafter were dark
tangles of brush and trees and marsh, each mile indistinguishable from the
last. I was never going to see the settlement of my birth again. I whispered a
goodbye to Dedi and an apology. I’d promised him I’d never let what he’d built
come to harm; tonight I’d destroyed his fleet and left the remnants of his
operation to Ma–ee, a man without a clue of how to run it. Although, since
Ma–ee had taken it away from me a few hours earlier, I really hadn’t betrayed
Dedi’s trust.


Tension and tears stalked the boat. Hemaka and Nekauba sat
on opposite sides, as far from each other as they could get. Yuny avoided them
both. Most of the women and children huddled together amidships beneath the
open–sided pavilion, surrounded by containers, crying, overwhelmed by their
brush with death, in shock, terrified by our race through the darkness. Bakist
moved among them, calming, comforting, encouraging. An hour or so into our
journey she began tending Amenia’s wounds, washing them, wrapping elbows and
knees with strips of linen, applying some kind of concoction to her back and
side. From the way Amenia moved I could tell she was hurting badly, though she
didn’t make a sound. Afterwards, she stretched out gingerly on her stomach
between her daughters atop a reed mat in a space cleared among reed baskets and
the three of them fell asleep, entwined.


No one attended to the purpling bruise across Nekauba’s back
or the contusion in Hemaka’s gut.


Eventually, Bakist wound her way to the stern and sat down
on the deck and leaned against my legs wearily. She grasped my calf with both
hands.


“You were magnificent tonight, Beloved,” I told her
admiringly. “Hemaka and Nekauba have never taken orders from a woman before. Or
been struck by one. It’ll do them both some good.”


“If I wasn’t pregnant I would have thrown them both overboard,”
she averred, looking up at me. “They’re going to be more trouble than they’re
worth.”


“I’m afraid you’re right.” I stroked her hair.


“I’m proud of you, Nykara, and proud to be your woman. What
you’re doing for these people is amazing. Even if they’re so petty they’re not
even grateful.”


“They’re still in shock. Maybe that’ll change once they’re
sure we’ve escaped.”


“Amenia and her girls, yes. The other women, maybe. Hemaka
and Nekauba and Yuny, never.”


I laughed. “You’re right. I suppose it was crazy for you and
me and Heth to give up everything for them.”


“Not exactly everything,” Bakist giggled. “While you were
off setting fires and breaking out the prisoners, Heth was loading every single
ingot of copper stored in the smithy onto this boat. I helped him carry aboard
all the containers full of copper tools and trinkets, too. We’ll be able to
start over wherever we end up. We left Ma–ee with a worthless smithy.”


“Serves him right.” It was the first good news I’d had all
day. “But I didn’t set the cemetery fire. It was Abar. She insisted.”


“She refused to come with us?”


“For the obvious reasons.”


“I wish I could have told her goodbye. She was a good
friend.” Bakist took my hand. “Do you realize, Nykara, that this afternoon, for
the first and only time, the three women you’ve loved were all in the same
place, along with you?”


Abar on the dais. Bakist in the crowd. Amenia sentenced to
die. “I hadn’t, in the confusion,” I replied. “But I’m glad I’ve escaped Nekhen
with the woman I love most.” I reached down and caressed Bakist’s cheek.
“You’re absolutely incredible. But now you have to get some sleep. We’re going
to have many rough days ahead. Promise me you’ll take it easy between here and
Maadi. The other women can do whatever needs to be done, and Amenia once she’s
recovered.”


“But…”


“You’ve done your part, Bakist. You have to think about your
health and our baby from now on. I don’t know what I’d do if I lost you.
Promise me.”


“I promise.”


She promptly curled up and within a minute was fast asleep.
I thanked the gods for the thousandth time Bakist was mine. She’d transformed
my life since that night we’d spent on the beach beside the Wadjet Wer. But as
for everyone else on the boat… It would have been so much simpler if I’d only
had to rescue Amenia and her girls. I couldn’t even stand to look at Hemaka –
he’d betrayed me, and that after dangling Amenia before me like a prize for
years. He’d never had any intention of letting her join with me. Her pottery
had been making him too wealthy to give her up. Served him right Nekauba had
betrayed him. I’d never had any use for Nekauba either. At least I didn’t have
to worry about Hemaka and Nekauba and Yuny aligning themselves against me
during the journey. Each was a faction unto himself now. Nor, unfortunately,
could I count on them to work in unison. The only people on board I could rely
on, besides Bakist, were Heth and Amenia and probably Nebet. Yes, Amenia might
find working with me distasteful, but I didn’t doubt she’d set those feelings
aside to ensure the safety of her daughters and cousins. My eyes were drawn to
where she lay sleeping. I still loved her. I didn’t think I’d ever stop. If I
just hadn’t killed Sanakht, everything would have been different. But Amenia
and I were the past now. Bakist and I were the present. I gazed at her,
sleeping at my feet. She was a remarkable woman, knowing how I felt about
Amenia yet insisting I rescue her and take her away from Nekhen. That was a
sign Bakist was absolutely sure of our love. I was too.


That night was the longest of my life. Even I, experienced
as I was, had never dared travel the river by moonlight, never under such
circumstances, never bearing such precious cargo. I held so many lives in my
hands, particularly that of the woman I loved and our unborn child. I knew
every mile of the river between Nekhen and Maadi, but the familiar landmarks
were lost in the darkness and rising water. My eyes strained to see by
moonlight what lay even a short distance ahead. Sometimes I closed them,
pictured the stretch of river in my mind, steered blindly based on memory. I
was completely drenched in sweat, but I tried my best to appear calm and under
control so the others wouldn’t panic. At least I didn’t have to worry about
pursuit yet. Even if a boat had survived the fire the hole in its hull would
have to be repaired to make it usable. I expected Ma–ee wouldn’t be able to set
out after us until midday.


 


 


***


 


 


“I’m taking charge of our fruit and vegetables and grain,”
Bakist announced as the sun appeared over the eastern plateau to bathe the
valley with golden light. “Stop your grumbling!” she snapped at Hemaka after he
complained about the scant amount she handed him to break his fast. “Blame
yourself. You and Nekauba ruined half our stores fighting with each other last
night. Half! Because of you two we don’t have enough food left to last our
whole journey.”


I trusted her analysis; Bakist had traveled the river with
me enough times to know how much a crew consumed between Nekhen and her old home.
There was no one aboard as qualified to manage our supplies. But that meant we
were going to have to stop at a settlement along the way to replace what Hemaka
and Nekauba had destroyed. That increased the chance we’d be discovered.


We traveled all day. Except for crocodiles and birds and
wild animals, the riverbanks and fields we passed were empty, the occasional
farms and hamlets abandoned, their occupants already relocated to higher ground
to wait out the rapidly–advancing flood. The tension aboard was awful. Hemaka
was livid his plan to depose Ma–ee had been thwarted by Nekauba and that he’d
lost his home and belongings and pottery works. More than once Bakist
intervened when he tried to take his fury out on his innocent woman and
children. Yuny was apoplectic he’d lost his farm and would have to start over
from nothing and continued to blame Amenia. She ignored his ranting. Nekauba
stared at me darkly when he wasn’t watching Hemaka out of fear his uncle would
attack him; it was simply a question of where and when he’d seek revenge on me
for his father’s death. His woman, Kapes, sniped at him constantly; finding out
he’d betrayed her father so Ma–ee would give Amenia to him had been the last
straw for her. She snarled at Amenia too, as if Amenia was responsible for
Nekauba’s lusts. The look in Nebet’s eyes when she glanced at her father was
pure hatred; Abar had told Bakist and me about the night Hemaka confronted
Ma–ee in the audience hall and Hemaka had practically dared Ma–ee to execute
Nebet. Ibi, Yuny’s son, surprisingly stepped up; he spelled Heth at the bow
whenever my metalsmith needed rest, and when he wasn’t there he was consoling
his mother Peseshet and his woman Nebtint. Luckily, his infant son was too
young to have a clue about what was happening. I couldn’t bring myself to blame
any of the fugitives for how they acted that day; they’d been uprooted from
their lives in an instant, abused by their so–called friends, spent hours
locked in a hut awaiting execution, were being pursued, and had no idea where
they were going or what would happen to them once they got there. The only
exceptions were Amenia and her girls. For them, this flight was an adventure.
Amenia appeared calm and even somewhat cheerful, despite her injuries. She
never once that entire day looked back in the direction from which we’d come,
but sat at the bow with Heth and her daughters hour after hour, resolutely
scanning the river and what lay ahead. Her mood seemed to match mine; I’d
already put my old life behind me and was looking ahead to a new one in the
North.


Bakist fought my attempts to make her rest. Getting the boat
ready and the tension of the flight last night had obviously worn her out, but
she resisted being treated as an invalid. I wished she wasn’t so stubborn; we
had a very long way to go before we reached safety and she’d need as much
strength as possible before it was over.


She went to the bow regularly during the day to tend
Amenia’s injuries. Each time they engaged in a long discussion. They’d never
met before our flight and apparently had much to say to each other. Amenia
avoided me. I kept my distance out of respect for her wishes. She’d likely
taken her position in the bow specifically to be as far from me as possible.
She undoubtedly hated me even more now than she had before I’d appeared at
Yuny’s farm, and with good reason. I’d failed to stand up for her in the oval
court when Ma–ee sentenced her to death. I’d let her take public blame for
killing Sanakht. How could she ever forget that, or forgive me? Rescuing her
didn’t make up for my latest betrayal. Rescue was simply an inadequate partial
payment of a huge debt I owed her. Every ache and pain she felt as she hobbled
about the boat had to be a reminder she’d been beaten because of me, forced to
confess to crimes she hadn’t committed because of me. And now she was on the
run, and her daughters were on the run, and it was all my fault.


At sunset I announced we were going to tie up along the west
bank of the river for the night. The inundation had already spread across the
plain almost fifty yards beyond that bank towards the desert plateau. Because
the riverbank was higher than the plain, which actually tilted towards the base
of the plateau, a strip of land on its crest about twenty yards wide was still
dry. The riverbank was, for all intents and purposes, a small island.


“We can’t afford to stop,” Hemaka told me forcefully. He’d
been anxiously watching the river behind us since sunup.


“It’s miraculous we didn’t have an accident last night. I’m
not willing to push our luck. There are too many obstructions in the river
because of the inundation – uprooted trees and such. And I haven’t slept in two
days. Are you volunteering to steer in the dark?”


“How close behind do you think Ma–ee is?” Yuny asked.


“Assuming one of my boats survived the fire, and his men
took at least half a day to repair it, we’re dozens of miles ahead,” I said.
“An experienced crew could row fast enough to catch us before morning. But my
boatmen will refuse to travel after dark tonight, like we did yesterday – it’s
too dangerous. And Ma–ee will be afraid of passing us by. So we don’t need to
worry about pursuers until late tomorrow. It’s fortunate for us the current’s
so strong, despite its danger. There are too few of us, and we’d never be able
to outdistance determined oarsmen otherwise.”


Even after we landed that first night almost everyone moved
about the boat in a daze, practically paralyzed by fear and uncertainty. The
shock of their ordeal was not close to wearing off. I was dead tired; keeping
the boat on course in the flood had been exhausting. Luckily, Heth and Ibi and
his sister Aat – at nineteen, she seemed to have quickly recovered from the
episode in the oval court and the hut afterwards – were able to collect enough
wood to build a small fire on the riverbank well above the waterline. Amenia’s
girls carried baskets of food from the boat, and Nebet fixed something for
everyone to eat, and then made sure they did. Afterwards, Nebet and Aat cleaned
up, then rejoined the women and children who had already returned to the boat
to sleep. Amenia and Bakist and Heth remained on shore with me, along with
Hemaka and Nekauba and Yuny. We gathered in a circle around the fire.


“Time to make plans,” I said. I got on my knees, smoothed
the dirt, traced a map of the river valley with a twig. I placed my finger at
the southernmost point. “Here’s Nekhen. We’ve drifted roughly to here so far.”
I pointed. “If we continue at our current speed we’ll reach Inerty around
sunset a couple of days from now. We’ll drift past after dark.”


“You said we weren’t going to travel at night anymore,”
Hemaka accused.


“Not the whole night. An hour or so. Then we’ll tie up
downstream. Inerty lies atop two large hills. From those heights we’d be easily
spotted in daylight. I’ve traded at Inerty for years. My boat would be
recognized. If we pass in the dark no one will see us and won’t be able to
report our progress to Ma–ee. The longer he remains in doubt about how far
ahead of him we are the better.”


“You’re sure he’ll assume we’ve gone north?” Yuny asked.


“Ma–ee’s a boatman, though a very bad one. Senebi too. It’ll
be obvious to them. No boat can make much headway against the inundation in the
direction of Abu. And Ma–ee knows we have no experienced oarsmen aboard. He’ll
head north.” I turned back to the map. “The river swings almost directly east
not far past Inerty. Eventually it swings west, then directly north once again
past Hiw. Here, and here, in the great paw of land between Inerty and Hiw, are
hamlets. The valley’s fairly wide, with high hills to the west.” I pointed to
the apex of the paw. “This is Nubt.” I drew a line from Nubt due east. “A wide
barren wadi runs across the desert all the way to the Eastern Sea. Caravans use
it to carry trade goods both directions, particularly gold.” I drew a line
across the desert between the southern and northern ends of the great paw.
“This caravan track links Nubt to Tjeni and continues on to the oases in the
western desert.” I pointed to the northwest end of the paw. “This is Hiw. I’ve
traded there too. It’s loosely aligned with Tjeni, though much smaller, and
ruled by elites, though only a few. Its people venerate beetles. From Hiw the
river runs mostly northerly all the way to the delta. Tjeni is about two days
past Hiw, half a day north of its satellite Abdju. It’s the last of the
valley’s three large settlements. There are no other and very few hamlets the
rest of the way to Maadi at the foot of the delta, except in the Badari
region.”


“How are we going to replenish the supplies Hemaka and
Nekauba ruined?” Bakist asked practically, glancing at the two men in turn.


“We’ll tie up near Tjeni. I’ll go into the settlement after
dark and arrange what we need. I have friends there who won’t give us away.”


“Dagi and his assistants,” Bakist said knowingly.


“Why not Nubt?” Hemaka pressed.


“We’ll pass it at night too,” I replied. “I want my trader
Pabasa and his men and everyone else in Nubt to be able to truthfully tell
Ma–ee they didn’t see us – if he makes it that far north.”


“If?” Hemaka asked.


“To catch us Ma–ee’s going to have to rely on boatmen who
are loyal to me,” I replied. “They’ll drag their feet repairing a boat and
they’ll use the inundation as an excuse to follow us exercising due caution –
meaning slowly. Ma–ee will storm about and threaten and curse and drive them on
for a few days, maybe even a week, blinded by fury. But at some point he’ll
realize he’s already gotten everything he wants. He’s taken everything I have
in the world, so he’s gotten his revenge on me. He’s eliminated you as a rival,
Hemaka, destroyed the conspiracy you led against him, created a new group of
elites completely beholden to him. And he’s rid Nekhen of Amenia, the falcon
god’s priestess, so he can exercise the powers of a god himself. Once he realizes
what he’s won he’ll turn around and go home.”


“How do you know Ma–ee didn’t stay in Nekhen and send Senebi
after us?” Hemaka probed. “Senebi always does his dirty work for him.”


“Your escape surely threw Nekhen into chaos,” I answered.
“Ma–ee failed to prevent it. I guarantee you he’s deathly afraid the elites
will use that chaos as an excuse to rise up against him. He’ll fear they’ll
perceive him as weak and vulnerable. As bloodthirsty as he is, he doesn’t have
the courage to face a mob and put down a large–scale rebellion himself. But
Senebi does. I guarantee you Ma–ee left Senebi behind to deal with the elites
and is leading the chase personally. At this moment he’s fixated on what he’s
going to do to us when he catches us. But he’ll tire eventually and return to
Nekhen and proclaim victory.”


“You’re wrong, Nykara. He’ll pursue us all the way to the
Wadjet Wer,” Nekauba charged. He pointed at Hemaka. “He sentenced you to death.
He’s going to make you pay for conspiring against him.”


“Which he wouldn’t have known about if you hadn’t betrayed
me!” Hemaka rejoined.


“Because you gave my inheritance to Teti!”


“Shut up! Both of you!” Bakist commanded, rising to her feet
and staring down at them. Her eyes flashed. “You’re both despicable grave
robbers! Hemaka, you conspired against our ruler and got caught. You deserve to
die. Nekauba acted in character when he turned against you. You shouldn’t have
included him in your hapless bumbling conspiracy if you expected your plot to
stay secret. And you, Nekauba – no one’s ever going to trust you again.” She
pointed her finger. “You were obsessed with power, Hemaka. You were obsessed
with Amenia, Nekauba. Those obsessions stop now, do you hear me?”


Hemaka muttered something unintelligible.


“Particularly yours, Nekauba,” Bakist continued. “Bother
Amenia even once the rest of this journey and I’ll break another oar across
your back. Or better still, I’ll tie you to a tree on the riverbank for Ma–ee
to find. Or a crocodile. I don’t care which.”


Amenia gave my woman an admiring glance.


“What kind of man lets his woman speak for him?” Hemaka
asked me scathingly.


“A very happy man,” I said, smiling at Bakist.


She gave me a knowing smile in return.


“If you really think Ma–ee’s going to give up chasing us,
why shouldn’t we settle at Nubt or Tjeni?” Hemaka asked insistently, pointing
to the rough map. “Why should we go any farther north?”


“Settle at Nubt or Tjeni if you want. Get off my boat here.
Frankly, I don’t care,” I said. I’d had enough of his whining, and everyone
else’s. “The only reason I dug you, and Nekauba and Yuny for that matter, out
of your prison was because I didn’t want your women and children to pay for
your crimes. I’d just as soon have left you three men behind for Ma–ee to deal with.
I only rescued you because Bakist asked me to. After how you’ve treated me, and
Amenia, and your own families for years you’re getting much better than you
deserve. So leave my boat wherever and whenever you want. I won’t stop you.
None of us will miss you.” I glanced around the circle. “As for Bakist and me,
we’re continuing north. We’re going to found a Southern colony in the delta a
day’s journey north of Maadi – one that will someday link up with Nekhen and
unify this entire valley.”


“Maadi’s enterprises are at capacity because the nearby
farms won’t support any more workers,” Bakist explained. “Nykara and I have
picked out a spot for our own farm in the delta. We’re going to supply
foodstuffs for my father in Maadi, so he can expand his operation. We’re going
to plant emmer and barley and other crops, set up a smithy and pottery works
and brewery and everything else we need to be self–sufficient. Nykara’s going
to operate a fleet, of course, for transport and trade.”


“Both in the delta and along the seacoast,” I added.


“You and Heth and Bakist are going to run a farm?” Yuny
scoffed. “The three of you?”


“Boatloads of farmers are being turned away from Maadi every
week,” Bakist said evenly. “It’ll take us less than a day to obtain an
experienced and willing workforce.” She addressed Amenia. “My father will set
up a pottery works for you in Maadi, if you’d like. Your black–topped pottery
is prized throughout the North. You and your girls will be taken care of.”


“We appreciate that,” Hemaka interjected. He turned to
Amenia. “I’ll operate the pottery works, just like at Nekhen. I’ll look out for
your interests.”


Amenia stiffened.


“You’ll have nothing to do with it, Hemaka!” Bakist
exclaimed, furious. “Amenia’s life is her own now. You gave her away to Sanakht.
You can’t have her back. You have no say over her anymore. You never had any
right to her. She can do whatever she wants with her life – not what I want her
to do, nor you, nor any other man.” She glanced meaningfully at Nekauba. “Don’t
you ever forget – she’s the falcon god’s priestess, no matter where she is in
the valley. Ma–ee didn’t have the authority to strip her of that title. She’s
everything and you’re nothing. Amenia, ignore this shameless opportunist.”


Amenia gazed at her uncle. “I will.”


“That goes for you, too, Nekauba,” Bakist added.


Hemaka jumped up angrily and stalked towards the boat in a
huff. Nekauba followed after, though gingerly. His back was stiff and deeply
bruised where Bakist had struck him with the oar.


I sat beside the fire long after everyone else returned to
the boat and watched it die to embers, pondering a future greatly changed from
the one I’d always envisioned. I’d devoted my life to pursuing Dedi’s quest to
make the rest of the valley beholden to Nekhen. I’d always expected to do it
from my home in the South, assisting Abar. We’d taken the first step together
on the path Dedi had pointed out. The trading posts we’d set up in Nubt and
Tjeni were well–established now, positioned to transform those settlements from
within to eventually be like Nekhen. Whether or not Nekhen took advantage of
that foothold was now in Abar’s hands. If she outlived Ma–ee and convinced
Shery and his sons to embrace her vision for the valley and pursue it all would
be well. If not… At any rate, that part of Dedi’s quest was now behind me. I’d
play no part in it any longer. Ahead of me was a new quest, to establish a
Southern colony in the North from which to transform the delta’s culture to be
like Nekhen’s. Then, someday, if all went as it should, South and North would
meet in the middle and join together and unite the entire valley. It was
entirely possible my leaving Nekhen and moving to the delta might actually
hasten unity. I surely wouldn’t live long enough to find out. But I could take
the first steps on that new path. How far that path would lead, and to where,
would be up to Bakist’s and my children, and their children, and theirs.


Dead tired, I rose and headed towards the river. I was a
dozen paces from the bank when Nekauba stepped into my path. He’d been waiting
for me.


“You murdered my father,” Nekauba hissed.


“Your father was a thief.” I eyed him. “Just like you.”


He bristled at that. “Go ahead. Spew your venom. As soon as
we reach Maadi… or maybe before… well, I wouldn’t sleep too easily if I were
you.”


“So… this is a warning?”


“You’d better believe it,” he said arrogantly.


Before he knew it I was behind him, his throat clamped tight
in the crook of my right elbow. He grabbed my forearm with both hands, gasped
for air, thrashed about fruitlessly trying to free himself.


“No more threats, Nekauba,” I snarled. “I’ve tolerated them
all these years for Amenia’s sake. I won’t anymore.”


I released him, shoved him. He fell, spun around, crouched
facing me.


“So… you still want Amenia,” he spat. “You’ll never have
her. I will.”


I laughed at him. “I already have a most excellent woman. So
do you. And from what I’ve observed Kapes isn’t pleased with your obsession for
her cousin. If I were you I wouldn’t sleep too easily at night either.”


“She wouldn’t dare try anything. And if I want a second
woman I’ll take one.”


“It won’t be Amenia.”


“Don’t be so sure. A woman alone in Maadi, with two helpless
children? Who’ll want her but me?” He chortled. “She’ll beg me to join with
her.”


“If you say so,” I said wearily. It was pointless to argue
with him.


“You’ll never have her,” he said sharply. “Steer clear of me
– and her – if you know what’s good for you.” Nekauba rose and stomped off.


I returned to the boat and lay down and nestled against
Bakist atop a reed mat unrolled in the stern. She murmured in her sleep, awoke,
turned on her side, draped an arm over me.


“Where were you?” she asked.


“I had it out with Nekauba. His usual bluster.”


She stroked my cheek tenderly. “To tell you the truth, I
can’t wait to unload him and Hemaka and Yuny at Maadi and move on and establish
our estate.”


“We’ll have to start small,” I said. “It’ll be hard work.
Heth will join us. Maybe Ibi and his woman – he’s nothing like his father Yuny,
and he’s an experienced farmer.”


“Aat too,” Bakist said. “Haven’t you noticed the shipboard
romance that’s developing between her and Heth? Whenever he goes to the bow to
watch for sandbars she’s at his side. Whenever he isn’t in the bow she’s with
him too.”


“I haven’t noticed,” I admitted. “I’ve been busy with other
things.” I leaned over and kissed Bakist. “And now, back to sleep, My Love. You
need your rest.”


I awakened several hours later, startled by the sound of
splashing in the river. The moon had gone down and the stars were fading and
the sky was beginning to lighten in the east. Had I misjudged Ma–ee? Had he and
his men caught up to us already? Was I hearing their oars in the distance? I
raised my head and scanned the deck. The passengers were all asleep, dark
shapes lying close together amidst our supplies. I felt for my knife and got on
all fours and held my breath and carefully peered over the stern. I relaxed.
Amenia was bathing in the shallows close by, washing dried blood from her skin.
I saw a white shape draped over a fallen tree trunk; it had to be her skirt. I
lay back down, set aside my knife, closed my eyes and got a few more precious
minutes of sleep.


 


 


***


 


 


We were underway half an hour after sunup. Before we
departed Bakist enlisted Aat and Nebet and the three of them cut armloads of
fresh rushes and gathered dozens of long thin acacia branches and tossed them
aboard. They spent the next few hours assembling sunscreens as we drifted
north, affixing rushes thickly to rectangular frames made from the branches. As
each sunscreen was completed they set it across the gap between containers of
supplies so the women and children could crawl into those narrow spaces to
avoid the harsh sun. By midday, from my position in the stern the boat’s deck
looked like one large undulating reed mat. Hemaka decided the shaded pavilion
amidships belonged to him and he seated himself there. He didn’t lift a finger
to help anyone at any time.


Beginning that day we settled into a routine. We took to the
water at sunrise, camped at sunset, occasionally stopped for an hour or two to
fish or hunt to supplement our meager supply of food. We were hungry far too
much of the time. Bakist made sure the children didn’t suffer, but she
allocated only limited portions of the grain and vegetables and fruit we’d
brought with us to the adults. I made her consume much of mine so she could
keep up her strength; my stomach growled most of the time. There simply hadn’t
been time to properly provision the boat for such a long voyage in our haste to
escape Nekhen. The inundation made everything we did difficult – navigating,
locating dry wood for our nightly campfire, hunting, finding a decent spot to
land each evening. At no point did any of the men stop complaining or
questioning my decisions, especially the one to continue on to Maadi, Heth
excluded. He couldn’t wait to see his old home again. Only Bakist made the trip
bearable for me. When she wasn’t keeping the women and children occupied to
take their minds off what was happening she sat with me, helping me navigate
the river, reminiscing about past trade expeditions, making plans for our
estate, sometimes just holding my hand. The highlight of my day was stretching
out beside her at night and holding her in my arms until we both fell asleep.
Sometimes I forced myself to stay awake just so I could watch her. She looked
so beautiful and serene in the moonlight. I couldn’t remember any more why I’d
thought I might never fall in love with her.


On the fourth day of the trip Keminub, Amenia’s eight
year–old daughter, joined Bakist and me in the stern. Keminub seemed
inordinately interested in Bakist’s belly. Occasionally I caught Amenia
watching her; she didn’t seem to mind her daughter was near me so I didn’t send
Keminub away. Keminub was as curious as her mother had always been about the
world and she pestered me with questions about boats and my travels and what we
were seeing as we drifted north. She also interrogated Bakist about Maadi and
what life was like there. Keminub was a cheerful girl, and her non–stop chatter
with Bakist and me made the hours pass quickly. Bakist assigned her to keep an
eye on the river behind us, to watch for any sign our pursuers were drawing
near, a task Keminub took very seriously. She often fanned Bakist during the
hottest part of the day to keep her cool.


We stopped a bit early one evening and ate a hurried meal.
The river had turned due east at midmorning and we’d been traveling that
direction all day. As the sun disappeared behind the western horizon we
re–embarked.


“We’ll reach Nubt in an hour,” I told Keminub. She was
sitting between me and Bakist in the stern.


As I’d planned, we were going to sneak by in the darkness to
try to avoid discovery.


“It’s one of the three largest settlements in the valley,
though nowhere near as large as Nekhen. It’s at the very eastern end of this
long paw of land we’ve been traveling alongside all day. Nubt’s wealthy. They
call it the ‘golden settlement’ because there are gold mines in the eastern
desert nearby. Caravans bring goods here from the Eastern Sea – there’s a track
through a wadi from the water all the way across the desert.”


“Have you seen the Eastern Sea?” Keminub asked.


“Not yet. But someday,” I told her.


“I’ve been to the Wadjet Wer many times,” Bakist informed
her.


“And I’ve been once.” I smiled at Bakist.


“I’d like to see that too,” Keminub said.


“Then perhaps you shall,” I replied. She seemed to have her
mother’s adventurous spirit. “Nubt’s leading men control trade. When they die they’re
buried in a fine cemetery with large tombs, though they’re underground and
don’t have halls and above–ground structures like at Nekhen.”


“Are the Nubtians like us?”


“Their pottery is similar, and their enterprises. They raise
emmer and the other crops we grow. Their god is different, of course.”


Keminub hesitated for a moment. “Does Nubt have an oval
court?”


Obviously, the memory of what had happened to her family in
Nekhen’s was still fresh, and terrifying. “Not like ours. It’s just a clear
patch of ground, like Nekhen’s used to be before you were born. Tjeni also has
one.”


She shivered. “Does Maadi?”


“No,” Bakist assured her, gently stroking Keminub’s hair.
“It doesn’t have a ruler like Ma–ee, either.”


Keminub sighed in relief.


We tied up a few miles downstream from Nubt for the night,
then resumed our journey at dawn. The river swung back due west just north of
our camping place and we traveled in that direction all day. We landed a few
hours before sunset, perhaps twenty–five miles or so beyond Nubt, then, after
darkness, reembarked and passed Hiw, setting up camp a little downstream. The
next morning, a few miles past the point where the river began to arrow due
north again, we encountered Abdju, a collection of separate hamlets located
close to each other that considered themselves part of the same entity, much as
Nekhen had in the time of the patriarchs. The valley was dominated there by
rugged dark striated cliffs rising abruptly some eight hundred feet above the
lush green fields of the western plain eight or nine miles back from the river,
forming a great bay four miles across. The cliffs were pierced in places by
arid valleys winding through the plateau of the high desert. The bottom third
of most of the cliffs was covered with slopes of talus and loose sand. The
hamlets themselves spread across the plain some six miles west of the river,
between the cultivation, which was far wider than at Nekhen, and the cliffs,
linked to the river by a narrow canal. We continued downriver past Abdju by daylight.
We were unavoidably going to cause a stir in nearby Tjeni, so there was no
sense trying to keep our presence secret anymore.


I moored my boat at Tjeni in late afternoon. I sent a
fisherman I encountered at the landing place to summon Dagi. While I waited,
Bakist and Amenia joined me a little back from the riverbank, in a grove of
acacia trees. The shade felt good after the hot sun.


Dagi arrived a few minutes later. He caught sight of me,
then everyone with me, then my boat packed with refugees. “What are you doing
here?”


“You remember Hemaka?” I asked.


“Of course. The potter who took over for Teti.”


“He conspired against Ma–ee and got caught. Ma–ee rounded
him and his whole family up and announced he was going to execute them. I
helped them escape. They’re on my boat. Ma–ee’s on our trail.”


“Abar?”


“She stayed in Nekhen. She’s going to try to outlast Ma–ee
and set everything to rights through Shery.”


Dagi pondered for a moment. “That could be decades from now.
What does this mean for everything we’ve been working towards?”


“No more trade between Tjeni and Nekhen while Ma–ee lives,
for starters,” I replied. “I destroyed his entire fleet before I left, to slow
pursuit. So no boats will be coming from there to here. Get word to Pabasa. The
two of you need to turn your attention towards each other and the eastern and
western deserts until Abar contacts you and tells you otherwise. The South no
longer exists as far as you’re concerned, as a trading partner. Keep working to
influence Tjeni from within, as we planned, so once Abar fixes Nekhen we can
move forward once again.”


“I understand.”


“I wish one of my supply boats was either here or at Nubt
right now,” I said. “Then you and Pabasa could commandeer it and use it to
exchange goods between your settlements. But it’s donkeys overland from now on,
I’m afraid. Once I firmly establish myself in the North I may be able to
restart trade between Tjeni and Maadi. But that could be many years from now,
if at all.”


“You’re settling there?” Dagi asked.


“Some of us in Maadi, some in the delta,” I replied. “We
have a long way to go, as you can attest. We’re almost out of food. I need you
to resupply my boat for the rest of the journey.”


“Consider it done,” Dagi replied.
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Early one morning, not long after our departure from Tjeni,
as I sat in the stern alone, steering, Keminub approached, her face solemn.


“Nekauba says you killed our father.”


I was surprised Nekauba had waited this long to paint me as
a villain. I’d taken responsibility for Sanakht’s death the night of the
rescue, though Keminub had likely been too frightened for my words to register.
Nekauba wasn’t man enough to carry out the threat he’d made the first night of
our trip, so he was turning a child against me to exact his revenge. He was
watching me from across the vessel. He was smirking.


“It’s true. I did,” I said gently.


“Why?” Her eyes were wide.


“What has your mother told you about your father?” I asked.
What Amenia had already explained had to guide my answer.


“Mama said he was a grave robber. She said he stole from her
Great–grandmother. Mama says he got caught while he was robbing a grave and got
killed.”


“That’s true,” I said. “I’m sorry to say I’m the one who
caught him. I just wanted to talk him out of doing it again…” – I wasn’t about
to mention Amenia’s involvement – “…but things got out of hand and we started
fighting and I killed him.” I pointed to my scar. “He did this to me. I’m very
sorry, Keminub. I wish I hadn’t done it.”


“I don’t remember him very well,” she said reflectively. “I
was only four when he died. Mama says he wanted sons. He ignored Peksater and
me.”


“Still, if I hadn’t… if I hadn’t done what I did you
wouldn’t have lost your home in the upper settlement,” I said. “I’m sorry for
that too.”


“I liked living on the farm much better,” Keminub confided.
“I loved to swim in the river and run around in the fields. Mama says she liked
that too. She was much happier there. And besides…” – she leaned close,
whispered – “Uncle Hemaka’s mean to all of us. And so is Nekauba. I don’t like
either of them at all.”


A few nights later, after everyone else had returned to the
boat to sleep and Amenia was cleaning up what remained of the meal we’d eaten
on the riverbank – she was steadily recovering from her injuries – I gingerly
approached her. I hadn’t sought her out and tried to talk to her alone since
we’d left Nekhen. I’d have left her alone now if I had another option to get us
out of an approaching predicament. But I didn’t.


“Amenia?”


“Yes.” She didn’t look up.


“I need your help.”


She continued gathering and cleaning dishes. “Go on.”


“In a few days we’ll reach a very dangerous twenty–mile long
stretch of river. There aren’t any banks there – just high sheer rock walls
rising from the very edge of the water on east and west. The channel is
constricted and choked with eddies and swirls. They’re always difficult to
navigate, but they’ll be worse because of the inundation. Too much water will
be trying to go through too narrow a channel. On top of that, the wind off the
desert will be accelerated by the rock walls and will race upriver. It’ll be in
our faces. The gusts will be strong enough to drive the boat into the cliffs.
The wind will be so relentless the current won’t help us make progress northward.
We won’t be able to drift. We’ll have to row.”


“You want me pulling at an oar? Is that it?” Amenia flexed
her back. “I’ll try. I don’t know how long I’ll last.”


She hadn’t come close to fully recovering from her beating.
The reminder made me feel awful. “No, Amenia. I’m the strongest and only
experienced oarsman on this boat. I’ll have to row. So will every other man.
The rest of the women too. But someone has to steer. You’re the only one
besides me and Bakist who knows how. And in her condition Bakist simply doesn’t
have the strength to do it.”


Amenia paused, a jar in one hand, glanced at me sideways for
an instant. “I haven’t steered a boat in years.”


“That’s why I’m asking now. You’ll have a few days to
practice and for me to prepare you for what’s ahead. If you don’t think you can
do it I’ll have to train someone else. Probably Aat or Nebet. No other woman on
the boat will even speak to me.”


Amenia stacked the last of her dishes. “I will, of course.”
She rose, picked up her dishes, then returned to the boat.


Amenia spent the next three days with me in the stern,
practicing. At first we were both formal, awkward, unsure how to act around
each other. Too much had happened for us to slip into what had once been an
accustomed familiarity. When our eyes met we both looked away quickly; when our
hands brushed against each other on the steering oar we jerked them back as if
they’d touched live coals. But gradually, as I focused on teaching and Amenia
on learning, we began to act more naturally towards each other. I taught Amenia
again what I’d taught her years before – to understand the current, to evaluate
what the surface revealed about what lay beneath, to take into account the
wind, to become one with the boat and sense its moods. As we traveled, and each
evening, I told her in detail about the stretch of river she’d have to
navigate, the places where it eddied, how to handle wind gusts, how to avoid
running into the rock walls. Bakist sat with the two of us on the boat and
around the campfire; she’d steered the passage multiple times with my
assistance, though never during an inundation, and thus was familiar with that
stretch of river. Once Amenia took over from me Bakist would sit in the bow,
alerting Amenia to potential danger, directing her around it. Amenia eventually
regained her former proficiency, as I’d expected. She’d always been smart, with
a knack for the task.


Keminub and Peksater hovered around us in the stern the
whole time Amenia was practicing. In truth, it was Keminub who dispelled most
of the awkwardness between Amenia and me. She cheerfully asked questions of us
both almost non–stop and seemed as interested in learning to navigate as her
mother. She wasn’t shy about seizing the steering oar whenever Amenia paused to
eat or rest, with my help, of course – the steering oar was far too heavy for
one as young as her to maneuver alone. Sometimes she and her sister played at
our feet. I couldn’t help thinking this was how my life was supposed to have
been – me and Amenia and our children, on a river together, happy, content. I’d
thrown away that opportunity by killing Sanakht. But I’d gained a different
one, with Bakist. Someday soon it would be her and me and our first child on
this very boat. I was eagerly looking forward to that.


Part of the day, while Amenia was steering and Bakist was
assisting, I taught the men and women to row properly – Peseshet, Aat, Kapes
and Nebet would have to spell the men occasionally. Nebtint, with an infant at
her breast, watched the young children then and would on the day we actually
navigated the canyon. We practiced during the heat of the day, to give
everyone’s muscles a taste of what was to come, to toughen their hands, to
prepare them. I too manned an oar – I alone would row the entire time once we
reached the danger point. We were a mismatched crew and it took some time for
me to arrange everyone so we weren’t working against each other. From beginning
to end the grumbling and complaining never ceased. I ignored it. I prayed to
the god of the inundation to be merciful, for despite my best efforts I simply
couldn’t get everyone to row in unison. We passed through the Badari region and
its plethora of small hamlets. Amenia pointed out ones she recognized from
Ipu’s ancient stories, as I originally had from Dedi’s – Hemamiah, Mostagedda,
Matmar, Badari, Sauty. Two days after leaving that region behind, an hour after
sunrise, the cliffs closed in on the river and we entered the canyon.


The wind was fierce and in our faces. Amenia took the
steering oar from me and Bakist moved to the bow and I grabbed hold of an oar
on the right side of the boat. The rest of the first shift of oarsmen took
their places. Nebtint took charge of Peksater and Neby and Keminub, keeping
them out of the way in the middle of the boat. I’d informed everyone days
before of the stakes – we had to get through this canyon before nightfall, for
there was no place to tie up between its start and end. If we didn’t make it
we’d be smashed on the rocks in the dark, and likely none of us would survive.


The river was running fast, surging hard and relentlessly
against the cliffs both east and west, sending white spray skyward. The
swirling wind carried it back onto us. In moments we were completely drenched,
as was everything on deck. The wind gusts were atrocious, sometimes stopping us
dead in the water despite our best efforts. Birds swooped at us from nests high
up in the rock walls, taunting us with their graceful movements and shrill
cries. Bakist continuously shouted directions to Amenia. Whenever she spotted a
particularly dangerous eddy or swirl she called to me for guidance and I
twisted around and scanned the river and told Amenia what to do. Whenever we
reached a stretch where the current was more powerful than the wind I called a
rest; the others were not used to such hard physical labor. I rotated oarsmen
often so no one person had to row an inordinate amount of time. Keminub brought
water non–stop to those of us who were rowing to slake our thirsts and dump
over our heads to cool us. The moment an oarsmen was released from duty he or
she sprawled on the deck, gasping for breath, sweating profusely.


That day was endless, the fear and exertion almost
unbearable. A few times we were caught in powerful eddies; once or twice we
were nearly dashed against the rocks. Somehow we always recovered just in time.
One of the falcons riding the updrafts over our heads must have been Amenia’s
god, protecting us, for there was no other explanation for our salvation. At
times Amenia gripped her falcon talisman in her hand, moving her lips in silent
prayer. On the infrequent stretches where we were able to simply drift for a
few minutes I took the steering oar and Amenia joined Bakist tending to
blistered palms and aching muscles. Throughout the ordeal Amenia carried on
bravely, though the strain was evident on her face. She was drenched with sweat
from wrestling the heavy steering oar and the responsibility she bore for so
many lives. No matter what we encountered, though, she kept her head and never
once panicked. I was proud of her for that. Bakist, too. More than once her
quick thinking helped Amenia navigate around a dangerous spot.


About midday, without any warning, we hit the largest eddy
I’d ever had the bad luck to encounter. The boat plunged into a short deep trough,
almost like it was headed down the slope of one of the plateaus lining the
river. Water swept over and across the forward section of the deck. Its force
knocked Aat and Kapes off their seats. Only a quick grab of Aat’s wrist by Heth
kept her from tumbling overboard. I saw some of our precious containers of food
swirling down the river, a critical loss. Then the boat bucked and creaked and
the bow rose and we were on a flat stretch again.


“Keminub!” Amenia screamed.


Her head was bobbing amidst the debris. She’d been carrying
a jar of water to the oarsmen; she’d been washed overboard. Instinctively, I
let go of my oar and dove over the side of the boat. I surfaced to more
screams. Keminub was so light the current was carrying her north more rapidly
than the boat was moving. I swam desperately towards her. Between the wind and
the eddies and the current I was having a hard time catching up. She went
under, came back up. Fortunately, she wasn’t panicking. She’d told me once how
much she’d liked to swim in the river when she lived at Yuny’s farm. That
experience was coming in handy now. Though I doubted she’d ever been in the
river during the inundation.


It seemed like a lifetime, but it couldn’t have been more
than a minute or two before I reached her. I grabbed hold, tread water.


“Climb onto my back, Little Fish. Link your hands together
around my neck. Don’t let go for anything,” I ordered. The current continued to
sweep us north. Keminub was so slight her weight wasn’t a problem for me. I
swiveled. The boat was behind us, in disarray. Everyone was crouched along one
side watching Keminub and me. Amenia was still in the stern, trying to steer
towards me, but every single oarsman except Heth had abandoned his or her post.
Out of control now, the boat had turned and was nearly perpendicular to the
current and the wind was angling it directly towards the western cliffs. Then
Bakist picked up a coil of rope and began storming about the deck. She
literally beat Hemaka and Nekauba back to their seats. She was screaming at the
others too, though the sound was drowned out by the roar of the river. Yuny and
Ibi took up oars, then Aat. They flailed at the water ineffectively. Bakist
screamed some more and wielded her rope and the oarsmen returned to a rough
semblance of unison. The boat began to straighten out, then move north again.


Meanwhile, Keminub and I were drifting ever farther ahead of
it. The river was pounding hard against cliffs looming much too near. We had to
keep our distance from them; if the current drove us too close we’d be caught
by eddies and dashed to bits against the rough rock.


“Hold on,” I called over my shoulder. I began to swim
directly towards the center of the channel with all my might, still carried
north by the current, but not as rapidly as before.


Bakist saw what I was trying to do and shouted at Amenia and
pointed and Amenia started steering a path that might allow us to intersect.
But the boat was still too far behind me. Bakist used her rope to drive the
oarsmen to greater speed. Ever so gradually the boat began to catch up to
Keminub and me, the gap closing achingly slowly. It finally drew close. Bakist
sent her rope flying towards me, holding on to one end. It uncoiled in the air,
splashed into the water. I grabbed for it, missed, lunged, got it. Heth
abandoned his oar and took the end of the rope Bakist was holding and began
drawing Keminub and me in hand over hand, a foot at a time. We soon touched the
side of the boat. I reached up and grabbed the top strake with both hands. Heth
let go of the rope and bent over the side and lifted Keminub off my back. He
handed her to Bakist. Then Heth extended his hand and I took it and he pulled
me aboard. I lay on the deck for a moment, panting, water streaming off of me.
But there was no time to rest. We weren’t even close to being out of danger.


I hurried to my seat, picked up my oar, shouted instructions
to the others, began to row. Heth took his. Bakist was in the stern, holding
Keminub in her arms while Amenia, grasping the steering oar next to her, sobbed
uncontrollably. It took a while, but we finally got the boat back into the
middle of the channel.


A little before sunset the wind suddenly died and the
current took over again and I gave the command to ship oars and relieved Amenia
in the stern and soon the cliffs began to recede from the riverbank and a great
plain opened up on the eastern shore, much of it covered by the waters of the
inundation and brilliant with color. I drew in to land just as the first stars
winked into the sky. Everyone had long since fallen to the deck beside their
rowing seats, too exhausted to move. Amenia was holding Keminub beneath the
pavilion like she’d never let her go. Peksater was leaning against Amenia’s
knees, her arms around her sister as well. That we’d made it through the canyon
was a miracle and I thanked the falcon god and the god of the inundation for
watching over us.


Heth jumped overboard and tied the bow to the trunk of a
date palm. I put the gangplank in place and everyone made their way off the
boat and wearily began to arrange camp.


“Nykara,” Amenia called quietly from beneath the pavilion
where she was still sitting along with Keminub and Peksater.


I went to her. Bakist was lying on her back next to Amenia.
Her eyes were closed and she looked exceptionally pale. I remembered how she’d
rushed about and flailed at everyone during Keminub’s rescue. She’d worn
herself out. Exactly what I’d feared. But if she hadn’t the day would have
turned out much differently. Not just Keminub, but all of us, might have died.


“Bakist should stay on board tonight,” Amenia cautioned.


Bakist suddenly grimaced, clutched her stomach, cried out.


“Your baby’s coming,” Keminub announced cheerfully.


Amenia placed her hands on Bakist’s belly. “She’s right,”
she said a moment later. She looked worried. “I wish I had the magic charms for
childbirth, to protect her.” Her fingers rose to the talisman. “This will have
to do.”


“Heth’s objects,” Bakist said to me weakly.


The container of copper items he and Bakist had salvaged
from the smithy. I scanned the deck. It hadn’t washed overboard. Quickly I went
to it, carried it back to Amenia. “Maybe there’s something in here you can use.
We always make some charms to trade.”


She fished around inside, pulled out a handful of objects.
“These will do. Now, Nykara, leave us. Send Peseshet and Kapes and Aat and
Nebtint to me. Tell them what’s happening. Take the girls with you.”


“I want to stay and help,” Keminub insisted.


Amenia looked at me, appealing. After her ordeal Keminub
clearly needed to rest.


“You and Peksater can help me with the meal,” I suggested.
“I’m not sure I know how to cook.” Not true, since I’d spent most of my life
feeding my crew on my expeditions. But a good excuse to get Keminub off the
boat.


“Send food to us when it’s ready,” Amenia said. “I think
this will be a long night for us.”


Heth already had a fire going when I reached the campsite.
With the girls’ assistance we put together a passable meal, if somewhat skimpy.
Tomorrow I’d have to take inventory and figure out exactly what we’d lost in
the canyon and what we had left to get us to Maadi. I assumed I wasn’t going to
like what I found.


Keminub crawled onto my lap after dinner. She hugged me,
looked up. “I knew you’d save me in the river,” she said with assurance. “I
wasn’t worried at all.”


“That makes one of us,” I laughed. “You were very brave.”


Bakist cried out on the boat. The sound tore me apart. I
couldn’t help her.


“She’s having her baby now,” Keminub said knowingly. “I’ve
helped Mama at births before. Your baby will be my sister or brother.”


“That’s right,” I agreed. “You and Peksater both. I couldn’t
ask for better sisters.”


“I suppose we’ll be stuck here during the after–birth
ritual,” Hemaka muttered darkly.


“That’ll give Ma–ee time to catch up to us,” Nekauba said.


“We should set out again first thing in the morning. Leave
Bakist here, along with Heth. Save the rest of us, like you promised, Nykara.
You can come back for those two later.”


I set Keminub beside me on the ground. I rose, grabbed
Hemaka, lifted him to his feet, hit him harder than I’d hit anyone my entire
life. He landed with a thud outside the ring of firelight. I stood over
Nekauba, my fists clenched. “How about you?” I asked sharply.


He raised his hands, palms outward. “He said it. Not me.”


Yuny and Ibi both seemed pleased. Heth winked approvingly.


I returned to the fire, made a pallet of rushes for the
girls nearby, put them to bed. Keminub instantly fell asleep.


I sat by the fire that entire night, occasionally
replenishing it when it burned almost to coals. The rest of the men slept.
Bakist’s cries continued for hours, gradually growing weaker, then tailing off
to silence. I’d waited with enough of my boatmen while their women gave birth
to know this one wasn’t going well. From time to time I paced the riverbank,
helpless, praying to every god I knew to give Bakist strength.


A little before dawn the women trooped off the boat with
sagging shoulders and I sprinted along the riverbank and up the gangplank.
Bakist was stretched out in the pavilion, a baby greedily sucking at her
breast. She was drenched with sweat, her long red hair tangled and matted and
soaked, her face drawn and very pale. There was blood everywhere. Amenia was
mopping her forehead with a piece of linen; Aat was trying to clean her legs.


Bakist saw me and smiled weakly. “We have a daughter,
Nykara.”


I dropped to my knees, reached out and touched my child. How
small. How dainty. How amazing. With red hair, just like her mother’s. I bent
and kissed Bakist. I’d never loved her more than in that moment.


“I’m so tired, Nykara,” she said. She closed her eyes.


“Sleep now,” I said. “I’ll be here when you wake up.”


Her eyes fluttered open. She looked at Amenia. “Tell him.”


Amenia’s eyes met mine. I saw sorrow and sympathy in them.
“Bakist was already weak from saving my… saving Keminub. She lost so much blood
tonight.” Tears spilled down Amenia’s cheeks. “She won’t recover, Nykara. I’m
so sorry.”


“No!” My world came crashing down around me.


Amenia and Aat left us so we could be alone.


Bakist took hold of my hand. “I don’t want to die,” she
insisted in a whisper. “I’ll fight as hard as I can to live.”


“I know you will, My Love.” I raised her hand to my lips,
kissed her fingers. “You’re a most formidable woman. You can defeat death. I
know it. I’m not ready to lose you.” My tears were splashing her now.


“Give our daughter my name, just in case, so you’ll never
forget me,” she said.


“How could I ever forget you, My Love? I’ve never loved
anyone more. I never will.”


Bakist closed her eyes. I stretched out beside her and held
her until she fell into an exhausted sleep. Shortly thereafter Nebtint appeared
and took Little Bakist away, to clean her and feed her and watch over her.


We remained camped that day. Amenia never left Bakist’s
side. Bakist slept most of the time. I went ashore at midday to eat. I choked
down a few bites and returned to the boat to relieve Amenia so she could eat.
Standing outside the pavilion – the reed mats were lowered to keep the sun off
Bakist – I caught the tail end of a conversation.


“Look after Nykara when I’m gone,” Bakist said softly. “I
can’t stand the thought of him being alone again, like he was for so long.
He’ll need help caring for my baby.”


“Don’t give up, Bakist,” Amenia replied firmly. “The falcon
god is watching over you. He’ll give you strength.”


“My people don’t know the falcon god,” Bakist said sadly.
“He doesn’t know me.”


“But he does. You’re one of Nykara’s people now. So is your
daughter,” Amenia argued. “Let yourself believe in him.”


“I’ll try. But promise me you’ll look after Nykara,” Bakist
repeated urgently. “Keminub deserves to be with her father.”


I was absolutely stunned. Keminub’s father? Me?


“You knew?” Amenia asked.


“The moment I saw her climb onto the boat,” Bakist replied
softly. “I’m glad, Amenia. I know how much you and Nykara loved each other. I’m
glad you had part of him all these years.”


I’d always hoped. Keminub had been born the right amount of
time after Amenia’s and my encounter at the river the afternoon of the
inundation festival. But she’d been joined with Sanakht the very next day and I
hadn’t been sure. Until now.


“I promise,” Amenia said solemnly.


“Thank you.”


I composed myself, took a deep breath, lifted one of the
reed mats and ducked into the pavilion. “There’s food waiting for you at the
campfire, Amenia.”


She nodded. She leaned over Bakist for a moment, then rose.
She gave no indication she thought I might have overheard the conversation. “I
don’t know how much longer she can last,” she whispered as she passed me.
“She’s fighting so hard.” Then she ducked under the mat and headed for shore.


I sat beside Bakist, leaned over, kissed her. Amenia’s
talisman was draped around her neck. By that I knew her condition was critical.


“You heard Amenia’s promise?” Bakist whispered, her eyes
searching my face.


I nodded.


Bakist took a deep breath and closed her eyes and almost
seemed to shrink before me, as if she’d fought her final battle and was now
content.


She died that day at sunset, with Amenia and Keminub and
Peksater and Aat and Nebtint gathered around her and Little Bakist resting on
her stomach. As the women and girls began to keen my heart broke. Bakist had
flashed across my life like a fireball – unexpected, magnificent, brilliantly
illuminating my world for far too brief a time. How was I going to survive the
newly–dark night that lay ahead of me without her?


We buried Bakist atop the plateau back from the river the
next day. I placed every single copper object I’d brought from Nekhen in her
grave. She wouldn’t go to the Afterlife deprived of anything. Amenia blessed
her with the falcon god’s talisman for good measure. I held Little Bakist in my
arms as the men shoveled sand into Bakist’s grave and covered my Beloved
forever.


“I’ll tell you all about your mother, every day, for the
rest of my life,” I promised my daughter. “You’ll grow up to be a fine loving
caring woman, just like her.”


An hour later we were on our way north again. I grieved as
my diminished boat moved into the channel. To not see Bakist moving about the
deck, cheering on the women and children or keeping me company, broke my heart.
I was leaving part of myself behind. I’d never be whole again. I swept my eyes
over the boat. The side of Hemaka’s face was swollen where I’d struck him; he
avoided so much as looking in my direction. None of the women tended to him or
even paid him attention. Amenia and her girls were under the pavilion taking a
well–earned rest. Nebtint was nursing my child, her own infant bundled beside
her knee. That was fortunate, that she had milk to give. The rest of the women
settled down beneath sunscreens to avoid the heat. That entire day everyone
left me alone. I plied the steering oar in the stern, weighed down by loss and
unimaginable sorrow.


 


 


***


 


 


“We’ll reach Maadi in a few hours, Keminub.”


We’d been underway for an hour and Keminub was seated beside
me, as usual. For the past day we’d been encountering small hamlets and
scattered farm huts on each side of the river, or, at least what remained after
most had dissolved into the still–rising waters of the inundation.


“I can’t wait!” she exclaimed excitedly. “Mama will be so
happy. She says life’s going to be better for us there than it has been.”


“I think she’s right.”


I saw Keminub differently now than I had before Bakist died
three weeks ago. How I wished I could embrace her and tell her I was her
father. But that was for Amenia to reveal, not me. Because of the issues
dividing us I doubted she ever would. I accepted that as penance for having
ruined Amenia’s life. Why should she want her daughter to know her real father
was a man who’d failed her and her mother repeatedly and so miserably?


Early that afternoon Maadi finally appeared, its reed and
thatch and mud huts clustered thickly along a low narrow ridge overlooking the
river, surrounded by its wood wall, safe on the heights above the water. For
the first time in the journey everyone was excited, even Hemaka and Nekauba. 


Heth was standing near me alongside Aat, pointing out the
communal storage area south of the settlement just inside the wall. “There’s
another on the northern edge.” I’d described them to him some time ago, since
they’d been erected long after he’d gone to Nekhen, as had the wall. “See those
columns of smoke? That’s the metalsmiths’ district, where I used to live.
Working copper is one of Maadi’s leading enterprises. The largest is vase
making. They use basalt quarried from nearby desert outcroppings, and other
hard stone brought here by caravan.” He pointed out Northerners moving about on
the flats along the river, men who had arrived by caravan or boat from the
lands flanking the Wadjet Wer. He indicated the dozens of donkeys being loaded
for a long trek across the desert. “See that string? They’re carrying the
pectoral bones of catfish for use in the North as arrowheads.”


Fifteen boats were currently tied up in the harbor, no doubt
the last that would arrive before the inundation completely stopped travel on
the river. I steered towards an unoccupied berth.


Hemaka stared at Maadi with disgust, turned to me. “It’s
ridiculously small. What have you gotten us into?”


“You got yourself into this,” I said evenly. “And the
instant we touch shore I’m done with you.”


Nekauba, standing near his uncle, glared at me, turned away,
spat in the water.


Amenia, at least, seemed pleased. At the moment she was on
her knees in the bow with a daughter on each side, pointing out the sights. I
wondered if she was happier she’d finally be free of Hemaka and Nekauba once we
landed, or free of me. I wasn’t going to hold her to the promise she’d made to
Bakist to look after me. How could she have refused a dying woman’s wish? But
too much had happened between Amenia and me for her to ever be comfortable in
my presence, to regard me with anything other than distaste and disgust. I
hoped she’d at least let me see Keminub from time to time, whenever I brought a
load of foodstuffs from my estate to Maadi. Nabaru would set Amenia up in her own
pottery workshop, as Bakist had promised. Amenia and her girls would be fine.


Keminub left Amenia and rejoined me in the stern as I
steered the last distance towards the quay, into the midst of the other boats,
most foreign, most made of reeds. Heth tied us to the mooring posts. I’d been
the first in the valley to build in wood; my vessel immediately drew attention.
Four of the reed vessels in my vicinity were extremely dilapidated and showed
the effects of having traveled a long distance. They were barely holding
together, filled with personal goods, clearly crewed by immigrants from the
South attracted by the promise of Maadi, unaware they were about to be sent on
their way by Setau. The boat next to mine was a sea–going vessel from one of
the lands beyond the river, its decks crammed with containers of goods for
exchange, its sailors bearded and dressed differently. It was also wooden, but
of a different type, its planks much longer than mine. I pointed it out to
Keminub. “See the ropes stretching side by side over the center of the deck
from bow to stern?” I asked. “Those are trusses. The captain twists a stick
between the ropes and they tighten and pull the bow and stern together to keep
the waves on the open sea from tearing the hull apart.”


“How do you know?”


“Whenever I traded here at Maadi I spent time with the
captains of other boats, learning about their vessels so I could make the next
one I built better.”


I secured the steering oar and moved to the pavilion, lifted
Little Bakist, cradled her in my arms. I carried her down the gangplank. Amenia
followed with her girls and Nebtint with her infant. Aat trailed us,
accompanied by Heth. Ibi and Peseshet and even Yuny fell in behind us. I
glanced one last time at Hemaka and Nekauba. They stared at me in disbelief.
They hadn’t taken me seriously when I said they’d be on their own in Maadi.
With luck, I’d never see them again.


The district along the shore was as crowded as usual,
swarming with traders and porters and oarsmen and women with their foodstuffs,
littered with stacks of trade goods. As on my last few visits, Setau was
turning away dejected immigrants, backed by several armed guards. He caught
sight of my group. “You too? You heard what I told this last lot – move along.”


I addressed him wearily. “Setau.”


He squinted, recognized me. His demeanor immediately
changed. “Nykara!” He scanned my group. “Where’s Bakist?”


“Dead.”


“By the gods! No!”


“This is our daughter. Is Nabaru at home?”


Setau was shaken. He’d loved Bakist years before I had. He
stroked my daughter’s arm gently with a finger, looked up at me, blinked,
quickly looked away. “I think he’s at the northern storage area today. I’ll
send for him.” Setau huskily barked a command to one of his men, who dashed off
through the gate into the settlement itself. “Go with them,” Setau ordered two
of his guards. “Clear the way for them. Quickly!”


Setau hurried towards another vessel gliding into the
harbor, brushing tears from his eyes.


We’d attracted a crowd by the time we reached Nabaru’s
house. I’d been recognized as we’d wound through the settlement’s streets. Heth
pulled back the reed mat covering the entrance and I carried Little Bakist down
the ramp and into the house. Thefy looked up in surprise, recognized me.


“Who are these people? Where’s Bakist?”


“I’m so sorry,” I said.


Nabaru burst in, breathing hard from running fast. 


“Bakist died in childbirth.” No sense explaining everything
that had happened. “This is your granddaughter. Her name is Bakist too.”


 


 


***


 


 


Nabaru came to sit with me beside the fire late that night.
He couldn’t sleep any more than I could. Everything about his hut reminded me
of Bakist. I was holding our child in my arms. She was fast asleep. Amenia and
her girls and Thefy and her daughters were stretched out on pallets along the
wall. Yuny’s family was aboard my boat.


“You and Little Bakist have a place here, with me, now
that…” He paused for a long time. “I could use your help in the trade, and your
boat too.”


“I appreciate that.”


“I’d be happy to set up a pottery workshop for Amenia.
Talent like hers shouldn’t go to waste.”


“Especially not when you can make a little profit from it.”


Nabaru shrugged sheepishly. He reached out, took hold of
Little Bakist’s hand. “What about the rest of the people who came with you?
What are they planning to do.”


“Bakist and I were going to create an estate in the delta,
on the turtleback where you always camp on your way to Farkha. I’m going to do
it on my own now. It’s what she would have wanted. There’s plenty of land for
crops, and a place for a smithy, and a boatyard. An excellent place from which
to trade both along the coast and into the valley. I’ll eventually be able to
supply Maadi with all the food it needs. I’ll be able to supply you, Nabaru.”


He was skeptical. “How? Besides yourself, the only men you
have to help you are Yuny and his son Ibi. I assume that’s why they’re still on
your boat. How are the three of you going to erect farm structures and plant
and harvest fields and transport crops to Maadi? You can’t possibly raise enough
to make a dent in our food supply.”


“Setau is turning away boatloads of farmers at Maadi’s
waterfront as we speak,” I said. “They have tools and seed on their boats, and
they have experience. All they need is a place to live. Bakist and I… I have a
ready–made workforce at my fingertips, just waiting to be used.”


“The inundation has just started,” Nabaru argued. “It’ll be
months before a crop is ready for harvest. How will your farmers live until
then?”


“You’ll have to provide for them, of course.”


“But…”


“It’s an investment, Nabaru. They can hunt and fish and
gather wild plants to supplement what you provide.”


Nabaru’s brow crinkled in thought.


“Agree to provide food and supplies for my farmers until the
first harvest. In exchange I’ll transport all products made or grown on my
estate to Maadi. They’ll go solely to support your dependents, Nabaru. Once
those products exceed your needs, the two of us will share the excess evenly.
You can trade your portion or use it to support even more dependents.”


“It might work…”


“You transport your wine from the North by caravan,” I
noted. “The caravanners surely take a share as payment. The same must be true
for Khaba when he sends his vases north.”


Nabaru nodded.


“I can eventually construct a large wood boat and carry your
goods by sea instead. We can charge Khaba to carry his. As my partner, you
won’t have to pay for transport. No more worries about moving your goods
between Farkha and Maadi either. And how much time do local farmers waste now,
carrying their products to Maadi on their small reed boats, or overland by
donkey? They must have to make many trips back and forth. And you’re at their
mercy – they deliver when they want to, not when you need them to. But with my
boat, and those of the farmers I’ll employ, I’ll have a fleet with which to
range up and down the river collecting produce, delivering trade goods. I’ll
share the proceeds with you.”


Nabaru was envisioning the possibilities.


“Most importantly, you’ll have solved the problem of Maadi’s
future, Nabaru, that we discussed years ago,” I added. “And perhaps you’ll even
make yourself its leader. For you’ll be in control of Maadi’s food supply and
its transportation.”


Nabaru tipped his head slightly. He was a particularly
ambitious and intelligent man. He looked at me for a moment. “Yes, Nykara. I
accept your proposal.”


 


 


***


 


 


At first light I went straight to the harbor. I spent the
rest of the day arranging for four boatloads of immigrant farmers to join me in
the delta. I wanted to leave Maadi as soon as possible. I couldn’t bring myself
to remain in a settlement where everything I saw reminded me of Bakist. A place
that, despite its extraordinary bustle, was absolutely empty without her.


Well after dark I strode along the harbor lane towards the
settlement’s gate on my way back to Nabaru’s house. A nearly full moon was
halfway up the sky in the east and the moon path was shining on the river. The
water was still rising, still flowing fast, still expanding across the valley.
Groves of palms shadowed the far shore, that riverbank now a rapidly–shrinking
island in the midst of the inundation. The hum of conversations carried from
the decks of boats tied up in both directions, crews and immigrants settling
down for the evening or preparing meals. Cookfires dotted sand pits on decks,
blazing yellow and orange and lighting the faces of those gathered around them.
More lights spilled from the windows of Maadi’s houses dotting the ridge inside
the wall. Off in the distance some women were singing. I paused, gazed up at
the stars, wondered which one now held Bakist’s spirit.


A figure stepped from the shadows.


“Nykara?”


“Amenia?”


“I’ve been waiting for you. Can we talk?”


“Of course.” I braced myself. With me leaving Maadi and her staying
to open a pottery workshop for Nabaru this was the last chance she’d ever have
to take me to task for everything I’d done to cause her pain and make her
suffer. I doubted she’d bring up the promise she’d made to Bakist to look after
me. She didn’t know I’d overheard, and I wasn’t going to hold her to it in any
case. “But before you say anything, I want to thank you for trying to save
Bakist. I’ll never forget how you cared for her.”


“Cared for her?” There was anguish in Amenia’s voice. “She’s
dead because of me. You must hate me, Nykara. If you’d let Ma–ee kill me she’d
still be alive.” Tears began streaming down her cheeks.


“I don’t blame you for her death, Amenia,” I said softly.
“Bakist ordered me to rescue you. She knew what she was risking. We both did.
Neither of us could have lived with ourselves if we’d let Ma–ee execute you and
your entire family. Once she’d made her mind up there was no talking her out of
it. She was the most stubborn woman I’ve ever known.”


“She really was special, Nykara. I didn’t know Bakist before
we fled Nekhen and I loved her by the end. So did my girls. I’m glad you had
her for the time you did. I wish I could have done more.”


“At least I have Little Bakist. I’ll always have a part of
her.”


Amenia nodded. “You can’t even begin to guess how much of a
comfort that will be for you.”


“As your daughters are for you?”


“Yes.” She took a deep breath. “Did you arrange for your
farmers today?” She sounded nervous.


“Four boatloads. One from Nubt, one from Tjeni, two from
smaller hamlets in the Badari region. Plus Yuny and his whole family. And
Hemaka’s and Nekauba’s, except for them. And Heth and Aat.”


“I’m glad.”


“Yuny’s agreed to obey my commands.”


“He must be desperate.” Amenia laughed.


“Tomorrow we’ll load the supplies Nabaru is providing. We’ll
leave for Ta–mehu at dawn the following day. One of the immigrant boats is in
horrible shape so that family will move to mine and crew it along with your
cousins.”


“Could my girls and I go with you?” Amenia asked hesitantly.


That was the last thing I’d expected from her. I was too
surprised to answer.


“I have experience farming,” Amenia said hurriedly,
obviously taking my silence for “no.” “My girls and I will do our share.”


Her request made no sense. “Why, Amenia? Why not stay here
at Maadi? You can make a future for yourself. Nabaru has promised to set up a
pottery workshop for you. That’ll be an easier life for you and your girls than
farming.” I searched her face in the moonlight, one once so familiar yet now so
distant, one I’d loved so much for so many years. “If you’re asking because you
promised Bakist to look after me, I release you from your promise.”


“You overheard us talking?”


“Accidentally.”


“Is that all you overheard? My promise?” Amenia probed.


A moment I’d both dreaded and longed for had arrived. “No.”


“You know about Keminub.”


“Yes.”


“I should have told you.”


“I understand why you didn’t,” I assured her. “You wanted to
spare me knowing my child was being raised by Sanakht. I wouldn’t have been
able to do anything about it. I would’ve gone crazy.” I took a deep breath.
“That day you brought Keminub and Peksater to my boat to talk about Sanakht,
when they were running around the deck, I did the calculations. I knew it was
possible she was mine. I hoped she was. I truly did.”


“Keminub feels a connection to you,” Amenia said. “She’s
never acted so at ease around anyone as she does with you. And I have you to
thank she’s alive. Without you she would’ve drowned in the river.”


“At least one tragedy averted,” I said.


“More than one. You saved all of us, Nykara. You rescued us
from Ma–ee. You saved me.” She took a step closer, stared into my eyes.
“Now I’m begging you to save me again. Take me with you to your estate.”


“How will that save you?”


“It’s Uncle, of course,” Amenia said disgustedly. “I
guarantee you he’s been plotting to become one of Maadi’s leading men since the
moment we left Nekhen. He has nothing now except what he carried from your
boat. He’s a nobody – he just got a job as a common porter in the harbor. His
first order of business will be to join me to someone like Khaba so he can
become part of a prominent family.” She gazed over the river. “And then there’s
Nekauba. He’ll never stop pursuing me.” She threw her shoulders back. Her eyes
glittered in the moonlight. “Nykara, the moment I stepped onto your boat at
Nekhen I was free for the first time in my life – absolutely free!” she said
fiercely. “Uncle and the rest were running away from their fates. I was
running to mine.” She straightened. “This taste of freedom I have now,
beholden to no one… I won’t give it up, Nykara, not for myself, and not for my
girls.”


“You’re absolutely sure that’s what you want?” I queried.


“Yes. More than anything.” She touched her talisman. “I
believe it’s time for the falcon god to reside in the North again, his original
home.”


“Then you’re welcome to settle on my estate.”


I could sense Amenia’s relief. “Thank you, Nykara. You won’t
regret it.”


Yet I thought I would. We wouldn’t be able to avoid each other
on the farm. We hadn’t dealt at all tonight with the things that truly
separated us, the things I’d done to make her life miserable. Being in close
proximity was going to make them more difficult to deal with as time passed.
Amenia was grateful now, but her gratitude would wear off. She’d begin again to
blame me for what had happened at Nekhen, for depriving her daughters of their
father, for the pain she’d suffered. That was simply human nature. I doubted
she’d tell Keminub the truth about me, because of all the questions it would
raise, so I’d have to keep my daughter at arm’s length. That was going to be
hard. But, for now, allowing Amenia to settle on my estate would be partial
amends for what I’d done. Likely someday one of the farmers who worked for me
would take her as his woman and they’d leave and start their own farm. Then
she’d finally be free of me too.


 


 


***


 


 


At dawn two days later I set out for Ta–mehu with a new crew
and Yuny’s and Amenia’s and Hemaka’s and Nekauba’s families and Heth and Aat
aboard my boat, food supplied by Nabaru piled high on its deck, three
additional reed boats packed with immigrant farmers and their families and
their farming supplies in my wake. My crew was made up of several of those
farmers’ sons and Yuny and Heth and Ibi. All the men in our caravan were
enthusiastic and their laughter and the singing of their women carried across
the water, the despair engendered by Setau that had robbed them of hope just
days ago replaced by the promise of better lives. They all looked upon me as
their savior and were prepared to follow me without question. Amenia and
Peksater and Nebtint and her baby were seated under the pavilion, looking after
Little Bakist. Keminub and Peksater already considered her their little sister.


Less than an hour’s travel north of Maadi, thanks to the
rapid inundation–fed current, where the river split into many branches, I led
my convoy into the second. It was bittersweet for me, remembering the day
Bakist had stood at my side and guided me into this very channel for the first
time. She should have been beside me today. We should be heading together to
our new home.


“Why this one?” Keminub asked. “They all look the same to
me.” As usual, she was in the stern, helping me steer.


“It flows unhindered all the way to the Wadjet Wer.”


“How do you know?”


“Bakist and I traveled there once. We visited a large hamlet
midway there a couple of times. Access to the sea is going to be important once
I start carrying Maadi’s products north along the coast.”


“Will you take me?” she asked.


“When you’re older, and if your mother says you can go.”


“She’ll want to go with us,” Keminub averred. “She wants to
see the whole world. She told me.”


“She told me too, once,” I said. But that had been a very
long time ago, and we’d been different people, young and naïve and full of
hope.


As we left the desert environs behind we were quickly
swallowed up by the delta. Just now, because of the inundation, it was practically
a lake as far as the eye could see in every direction, the water flashing
silver amid the tall grasses and reeds waving in the breeze above its surface.
Ta–mehu was unlike any place any of the others had ever seen and they crowded
the sides of their boats, pointing to each new discovery. I smiled at the cries
of wonder and delight coming from the families aboard my vessel. Ta–mehu was
mostly uninhabited – there were only a dozen or so hamlets between Maadi and
the Wadjet Wer, all on raised hillocks keeping them perpetually above the
inundation, all located along the river’s branches, most of them closer to the
sea than to Maadi. Ta–mehu was swampy, permanently covered with feathery
papyrus and reeds taller than a man, in places flat and lush with natural
grasses, teeming with birds and animals and fish. It was potentially a
paradise.


We reached the site of my future estate at sunset. We slept
that night on our boats; at dawn we set to work building rude shelters of
mud–covered reeds, as well as hearths and temporary structures to hold our
supplies.


I sat at the edge of the hillock that evening with Little
Bakist in my arms, watching the sun sinking towards the endless horizon at the
far end of the world, the very spot Bakist and I had once sat, talking about an
estate, the spot where we would have erected our house. I felt her presence. I
missed her so much. I bent and gently kissed my daughter’s head. Water lapped
at my feet; my future fields were well below its surface right now. Not far
away four anchored boats bobbed and swayed in the current – my fleet. A mere
hint of the one I’d had at Nekhen, but a start. The river and flooded delta
before me shimmered yellow and orange and red in the dying light of day. Behind
me on the flat ground on the crest of the hillock smoke rose from a dozen
cookfires. Laughter and conversation drifted on the breeze.


I heard rustling in the tall grass at my back and turned.
Amenia slipped to my side.


“Thank you again for allowing me and my girls to come here,
Nykara,” she said. “It’s so beautiful.” She sat down unbidden next to me,
gently touched Little Bakist’s arm.


“I hope you still feel that way a month from now,” I said.
“It’s going to take a lot of hard work to turn this into a farm.” I glanced at
her sideways. “You can always go back to Maadi if you want. Just say the word
and I’ll take you. Nabaru would love to have you.”


Amenia shook her head, gazed pensively towards the setting
sun. It bathed her face with warm golden light. “Never. I’m here for better or
worse, Nykara.” She lifted her hair with both hands to cool her neck, let it
down, pulled it forward over her shoulder, turned towards the encampment. “Just
picture this place a few years from now.” She pointed. “Over there, fields of
barley and emmer and lentils and onions and other vegetables. There flax.
Beside it a threshing yard, and granaries. Beyond them a kiln where I can make
pottery to store and haul foodstuffs, and for trade. Perhaps a brewery. A
bakery. Beehives. Racks to dry fish. Pens, and marshland to graze cattle and
pigs and goats and sheep. A slaughterhouse. A carpenter’s workshop. A shaded
pavilion with women spinning flax into thread, using looms to make linen. My
girls and Little Bakist down by the riverbank, weaving mats of reeds and
rushes. At the north end of the hillock a vineyard. A smithy for Heth so he can
forge your tools.”


Bakist’s vision. “Don’t forget about docks for my fleet,” I
said.


“And a boatyard, with many boats under construction,” Amenia
averred. “When Maadi’s leading men see the success of this farm they’ll start
their own. Your fleet will serve all of them. You’ll recreate Nekhen’s
transportation network. You’ll supply the other farms with supplies and tools.
You’ll carry the products of the farms to Maadi and other towns in the delta.
You’ll trade up and down the valley, and beyond, even up the coast of the
Wadjet Wer. Someday you, or your descendants, will rule this area.”


“Can you see the future?” I asked. I glanced at her
talisman. “Has your falcon god given you a dream?”


“He has, actually,” Amenia said lightly.


“Well, I’ll leave ruling to Abar,” I said, shaking my head.
“That was always her dream, not mine. As long as I can be a boatman the rest of
my days I’ll be happy. That’s all I ever wanted to be.” I glanced towards the
settlers gathered around their fires. “We’re quite a mix, aren’t we? Men and
women and children from Nekhen and Nubt and Tjeni and the middle valley,
founders of a Southern colony in the far North. We’re going to create right
here the union Dedi envisioned and I promised to pursue.” I kissed Little
Bakist’s head. “In my lifetime we’re going to infuse Maadi and Farkha and the
other settlements in the delta with Nekhen’s culture. Someday, one of my
daughter’s descendants will travel south to meet one of Abar’s coming north and
together they’ll unify this entire valley.”


“Now who’s dreaming?” Abar asked.


I laughed.


“Nykara, do you remember the house you once sketched for
me?” Amenia asked shyly.


The one that was to have been ours, but now never would be.
“Of course.”


She pointed to a small hillock rising a few yards beyond
this one, closer to the river. “Wouldn’t that be a perfect spot for it?”


“It would. I promise I’ll build it for you and your girls,
just as soon as we’ve got our settlement well underway. I’m going to erect a
hut for me and Little Bakist over by my boatyard, at the other end of the
farm.” I couldn’t build one on this spot now, with Bakist gone. It would be too
painful a reminder of what I’d lost. “That way I can stay out of your way as
much as possible.”


Amenia drew her knees to her chest, wrapped her arms around
them, tilted her head, looked sideways at me. “This can’t go on, Nykara!” she
said adamantly. “We need to come to an understanding. We can’t continue on as
we have been ever since we left Nekhen, keeping each other at arm’s length.
This farm is too small. We can’t avoid each other.”


So the issue that stood like a wall between us was finally
going to be aired out. About time. “You’re right, Amenia. We can’t. So I’ll
tell you now what I should have told you a long time ago. I’m sorry, more sorry
than you’ll ever know. I don’t expect you’ll ever forgive me. But maybe you can
stop hating me some day.”


“Hate you?” She sounded perplexed.


“I killed Sanakht, Amenia. I’ve never forgotten what you
said that night, that you wished I hadn’t. I took your girls’ father from them.
I cost you your home and way of life. I took pottery–making away from you.
Because of me you were sentenced to Yuny’s farm, trapped in a life of drudgery
and practically a slave. Then I didn’t stand up for you in the oval court and
confess to Ma–ee I was the one who’d murdered Sanakht.” I shook my head,
disgusted at myself. My sins sounded even more awful confessed out loud. “You
were beaten because of me. You were almost executed because of me.
You had to flee Nekhen because of me.”


Amenia put her hand on my shoulder. “I never blamed you for
any of that, Nykara,” she said.


For the first time in years her eyes fully met mine.
Startled, I saw truth in them, not hatred. And something else. Love.


“Ma–ee almost killed me because of Uncle, not you. He was
doing it to eliminate a rival who threatened his rule. As for Sanakht, he got
what he deserved. He chose to run and fight when we gave him the chance to
talk. He was a grave–robber – he was a horrible man. When I said I wished you
hadn’t killed him you misunderstood my meaning. I wished he’d lived so we could
have taken him to Ma–ee. Ma–ee would have executed him. Then we could have been
together.” Tears spilled down her cheeks. “Ever since that night in the
cemetery I thought you hated me, Nykara. You killed Sanakht because of me.
I put you in that position. I thought you blamed me for making you into
someone you didn’t want to be.”


“I didn’t lose a single night’s sleep over killing Sanakht,”
I assured her.


Amenia half–laughed. “Then the gods have kept us apart all
these years for no reason, Nykara. I thought you hated me. You thought I hated
you. Well, I’ve never stopped loving you – never!” She brushed tears from her
cheeks with her fingertips. They were flowing freely now. “I owe you my life,
Nykara, and my girls’ lives. When I close my eyes I still see Keminub drifting
down the river. And when we were imprisoned in that hut in Nekhen, I thought I
was dead. I thought my girls were dead. You risked your life for us. When I
heard your voice…”


“When you crawled through that hole, Amenia…” I put my free
arm around her shoulders, the one I wasn’t using to hold Little Bakist, pulled
her close. Tears were springing to my eyes too and I didn’t trust myself to say
more. She lay her head against my shoulder and began to sob. It was the first
time she’d broken down since we’d left Nekhen. The first time she hadn’t had to
be brave for everyone. I held her for a long time, until her tears stopped. I’d
wanted to hold her this way for years. I relished it, took comfort in it. After
everything I’d lost, I’d just regained something important. Amenia didn’t hate
me. The wall that had been raised between us had crumbled to dust and blown
away.


“Maybe it was the gods’ doing all along, to separate us and
forge us anew in sorrow and pain and then bring us back together again now,
stronger than before,” Amenia said pensively. “Otherwise, you wouldn’t have
loved Bakist and wouldn’t have Little Bakist to love. And I wouldn’t have
Peksater to go along with Keminub. Our lives would have been so much poorer,
even with each other.”


Little Bakist stirred, cried out in her sleep, settled back
down.


“Would you like to know what I dreamed the first night I
wore the talisman after Great–grandmother died?” Amenia asked.


“Of course.”


“I saw the two of us, sitting at this very spot, watching
the sun set, you with an infant cradled in your arms. I always thought the
child was ours.”


“And now she will be,” I whispered.


I knew I’d grieve for Bakist for a very long time. I’d never
get over her death. I’d always love her. And I knew when I was finally ready to
rejoin the world Amenia would be patiently waiting for me. Little Bakist would
indeed grow up with sisters, and perhaps even a few brothers. Keminub and
Peksater would have a father. I drew Amenia close again and kissed my
daughter’s head just as the sun dipped below the horizon. As it died, so did
the lives Amenia and I had known. When it was born again in the morning our new
lives would begin.
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