
        
            
                
            
        

    

[image: ]




[image: Daughter of Egypt by Marie Benedict]



 

Begin Reading

Table of Contents

About the Author

Copyright Page

 

Thank you for buying this

St. Martin’s Publishing Group ebook.

 

To receive special offers, bonus content,

and info on new releases and other great reads,

sign up for our newsletters.

 

[image: signup][image: signup]

Or visit us online at

us.macmillan.com/newslettersignup

 

For email updates on the author, click here.



The author and publisher have provided this e-book to you for your personal use only. You may not make this e-book publicly available in any way. Copyright infringement is against the law. If you believe the copy of this e-book you are reading infringes on the author’s copyright, please notify the publisher at: us.macmillan.com/piracy.




For my boys






New Kingdom 
Eighteenth Dynasty Pharaohs

Ahmose I 
1550–1525 BC

Amenhotep 
1525–1504 BC

Thutmose I 
1504–1483 BC

Thutmose II 
1483–1479 BC

Thutmose III 
1479–1425 BC

Hatshepsut 
1479–1472 BC as Regent; 1472–1458 BC as co–Pharaoh with Thutmose III

Amenhotep II 
1425–1400 BC

Thutmose IV 
1400–1390 BC

Amenhotep III 
1390–1353 BC

Amenhotep IV/Ankenaten 
1353–1336 BC

Smenkhare 
1335–1334 BC, possible overlap with Amenhotep IV and Tutankhamun

Neferneferuaten 
1334–1332 BC, possible overlap with Amenhotep IV and Tutankhamun

Tutankamun 
1336–1327 BC

Ay 
1327–1323 BC

Horemheb 
1323–1295 BC








Introduction


You are about to step into the worlds of England and Egypt in the early 1920s. Not just any facet of England and Egypt, but the rarefied realm of Highclere Castle and the exotic luxury of Shepheard’s Hotel in Cairo and the Winter Palace hotel in Luxor. The devastating Great War has just come to an end. Colonial Egypt, overseen by Great Britain, is on the brink of great change. Archaeology is about to return to the Valley of the Kings, after a long absence due to the war. These worlds meet head-on—even clash—as our story unfolds.

What was the maelstrom sweeping across Egypt in this transformative period, and how did it build? Well, it started a long, long time before the events at the heart of Daughter of Egypt. Once a pharaonic powerhouse, Egypt became part of the Ottoman Empire, a Turkish sovereignty that ruled parts of southeast Europe, northern Africa, and western Asia, in the 1500s. The Ottoman Empire governed for centuries, in name at least, through a viceroy and an army, despite several challenges to its power. Rivalry brewed between France and England for influence over Egypt, particularly after the construction of the Suez Canal. By the late 1800s, however, the British occupied the country and the Ottoman Empire was largely marginalized. In 1914, Egypt became an official protectorate of England, when England and the Ottoman Empire found themselves on opposite sides of the Great War.

While the Egyptian citizens bristled under foreign rule over the centuries, their disquiet increased during the Great War—of which Egypt was not officially part—when the people and the land were put to use by the British military. Seeds of Egyptian nationalism started to grow, and by the time the Great War ended in 1918, attorney Saad Zaghloul formed the Egyptian nationalist Wafd Party, an organization that demanded autonomy for Egypt. The English government refused to allow Zaghloul to lead a delegation to state the case for independence. When he was exiled for his nationalist efforts, Egypt broke out in revolution in 1919. Revolts, protest, and demonstrations—sometimes led by Saad Zaghloul’s wife, Safiya, particularly during her husband’s exile—erupted in the years that followed. Unrest took hold of Egypt until England issued a declaration of Egyptian independence in 1922, although this was not the end of the strife.

This is the powder keg into which our characters, Lady Evelyn Herbert, Lord Carnarvon, and archaeologist Howard Carter, enter when Daughter of Egypt opens and, amidst the whirl of the debutante season, they begin to plan their excavation in Egypt. And this is the stage that is set for you to turn the page.
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Eve







Chapter One


JULY 19, 1919

HAMPSHIRE, ENGLAND

The Saloon glows in the flicker of the candelabras and the low light of ornate wall sconces. Colorful heraldic shields dotting the base of the peaked gallery above enliven the honey-colored limestone walls and columns. The crimson, sapphire, and emerald of the shields are echoed in the ladies’ gowns and the jewels on their necks, ears, and wrists. If I allow it to work its magic, the Highclere Castle ball casts a glorious spell on me, banishing the pall of the Great War that lingers in this otherwise jubilant space, and that is precisely what has happened to the other revelers. But I would never allow that alchemy to blind me to the all-important past. History has always been my chosen companion.

The orchestra strikes up a Chopin waltz, and I permit the next gentleman on my dance card to sweep me up in its three-quarter-time rhythm. The hem of the fussy tulle ultramarine gown Mama insisted upon because, she claimed, it brought out the blue in my eyes, twirls as I spin around the dance floor under the expert hands of Lord Stockton. Surrendering to his lead, I swoop across the floor like the high-flying stone-curlew birds that nest on the estate. Lord Stockton may be in his fifties, but he’s still nimble and energetic, and there aren’t many young men here tonight in any event. Most of the boys I’d dreamed about as a girl didn’t come home from the war, and I won’t forget about those men and their sacrifice tonight—even if everyone else seems determined to do so.

The heels of my blue silk T-strap shoes skim across a floor upon which generations of my family have danced. The first Earl of Carnarvon in 1793, whose investiture was made by King George III himself. The third earl, who worked hand in hand with Sir Charles Barry and Capability Brown in the mid-1800s to fashion the current castle and gardens out of its earlier iterations. The fourth earl, who helped create the Dominion of Canada in 1867 within the castle walls, by drafting countless letters about constitutional provisions as part of his presentation of the British North America Act to Parliament. Oh yes, this was all widely known, but what about the women? The ladies Carnarvon, their daughters, and their guests—not to mention the governesses, maids, and cooks? Growing up amidst the unspoken legacy of all these women—past and present—I’ve wondered about them since childhood. But theirs aren’t the stories that my family usually tells. It’s as if the women never walked these corridors or inhabited the rooms, or as if they’ve simply been erased. Like so many others.

Did my companion say something? It might be the first or the hundredth time he’s spoken for all I’ve paid attention to him. But for my momentary surrender to the orchestra and the rhythm of the waltz, my thoughts have been elsewhere.

“Lady Evelyn?”

This time I know I can’t ignore conversation in the face of such a plaintive query. Not to mention the politesse of the ball requires these small exchanges. The world may have been upended by the war and the ink has barely dried on the Treaty of Versailles, but the society doyennes are doing their darnedest to return to the rituals and rites that used to govern our days. It seems a pointless, even disrespectful, folly to me.

“Pardon me, Lord Stockton,” I reply. “My head seems to be in the clouds.”

“No surprise—this is a heady affair.” He smiles at his little quip, but when I don’t return the grin, he clears his throat and repeats himself: “I said only that Highclere is in fine fettle.”

“The staff has outdone themselves putting Highclere back in order,” I answer politely.

“No Humpty-Dumptys there; Highclere is together again. One would never know it had served as a hospital until just recently,” he says, his untrained eye unable to see the residual traces of the hospital beds and screen stands and nursing stations that are obvious to me. Time can only be turned back so far, even here, where history abounds.

He leads me counterclockwise back across the Saloon dance floor, and when I don’t banter back, he adds, “It does lift one’s spirits to see a great house restored and wiped clean of the suffering that took place here. Especially when so many estates will not outlast the war.”

I almost stop dancing. Why should we erase the past? The collective forgetting of the war is being foisted upon us all, and I, for one, do not wish to participate in the forced joyful abandon I see around me. Too many boys are gone for that. History should not be relegated to a dusty corner. We should pick it up, examine it, and allow it to inform our current days.

Glancing up, I see my mother staring down from the gallery on the Saloon’s second floor, where she has a bird’s-eye view of the dancing and me. She is small in stature but fierce in temperament, and the intensity of her dark-eyed gaze gives me a start. I can almost hear her think, Concentrate, Eve, this ball is for you, the capstone of your successful debutante year. Lady Almina Herbert, Countess of Carnarvon, is the last person who should want to delete the past few years from our memory; her nursing work and creation of hospitals for wounded soldiers is the stuff of legend, after all. Yet she was first in line to reinstate the trappings of the Season and the presentation of debutantes to King George, even though the Treaty of Versailles hadn’t been negotiated when she began. Mama explains it away by saying that I came of age just as the Great War ended, and so needs must.

But must I?

With Mama’s eyes upon me, I return to the waltz. I chat as expected and perform the requisite dance steps. I smile and play the part assigned to me. But no matter how tightly Mama tries to wrap me in duty, my mind drifts, as do my eyes, over Lord Stockton’s shoulders and around the room.

Suddenly, I see Streatfield, our ever-proper house steward, appear on the periphery. His presence is a silent signal to me, as he needn’t be here otherwise. The muttonchopped, white-tie-wearing steward is here to deliver a message of which he doesn’t approve. But as my reluctant champion since childhood, Streatfield will do as I’ve asked and share the news. The man for whom I’ve been waiting all night has finally arrived.






Chapter Two


JULY 19, 1919

HAMPSHIRE, ENGLAND

As soon as the final chord of the waltz sounds, I take my leave of Lord Stockton. The summer evening is warm, even though a pleasant breeze drifts in from the estate grounds through open windows. Pulling out my fan, I feign being overheated and retreat to the periphery of the Saloon.

Passing behind the dozens of guests consulting their dance cards and seeking out their next partners, I do my best to avoid Mama’s line of vision as I head toward Streatfield. As I duck and weave behind our taller guests, I hope that, for once, my diminutive height is a boon.

Gathering up the hem of my skirts for easier movement, I dodge the guests pouring out of the adjoining rooms where they have gathered to enjoy the lavish buffet, cigars, glasses of bubbly Pol Roger, and subtle rounds of flirting, and emerging now for another round of dancing. If I hadn’t, I’d be stopped by any number of people, including my tipsy older brother, Porchey, home from the war and ready to carouse.

Once clear, I traverse the remainder of the Saloon until I reach Streatfield. In a wonderfully strategic decision, he stands directly under Mama’s position on the second floor. This renders me effectively invisible to her, as this is the one place in the Saloon where she cannot see me.

In one deft, seamless movement, he moves in front of me. Thus blocked from sight, I reach for the handle to the towering wood door situated within a wall covered in embossed leather and gilt wallpaper commissioned in Spain in the 1600s. This is one of very few doors closed to tonight’s revelers, and for good reason. No one wants tipsy revelers in proximity to its treasures, least of all Papa.

I turn the handle and pause on the threshold as the Library materializes before me. Never does this room fail to delight and soothe, even amidst the cacophony and expectations of the Highclere Ball. But, for the first time, I also find it perplexing. Because, when I glance around the room, I am alone. Had I not been clear with Streatfield that I was to be brought here only when he got to Highclere Castle? Mama will be on the hunt for me if I’m out of her sight for too long.

“Lady Evelyn,” Streatfield gently prompts me along. I cannot be found near this room on tonight of all nights.

Passing into the Library, I hear the click of the door closing behind me. I glance around the vast space again. With its gilded bookcases and ceiling, thousands of leather-bound volumes, sumptuous cerise velvet sofas, and a roaring fire within a chocolate brown marble hearth regardless of the warm night, the Library has always felt like the inside of a book to me. It is an exquisite invitation to curl up and be ferried to other times and places. But it is not a place to be during my very own ball.

Just then, a muffled sound emanates from the adjoining room, the Small Library that faces north. Is it the sound of a throat clearing? Is it the person I’ve been waiting for? Dare I investigate? Or should I scurry back to the ball and hope my absence wasn’t noticed? Praying that it is not my father—how furious he’d be to find me here, I think—I tiptoe past the columns into the second library chamber, the one housing my father’s desk. One of the great treasures of Highclere, the desk came from Napoleon’s suite at the Château de Fontainebleau. How many times have I seen Papa proudly peek at the letter C under the arm of the chair, a sign that Napoleon himself owned it when he was consul and not yet emperor.

There, with an open book in one hand and an object in the other, stands the brilliant Mr. Howard Carter. I race toward him. “Mr. Carter! I thought you’d never get here!”

As I draw as close as I dare to the formidable man, I see a pleased half smile peeking out from under his thick mustache and a gleam in his dark, hooded eyes. I consider this reaction from the usually stoical Mr. Carter to be quite the victory, and I beam back at him.

Even though a smile is fixed in place on his lips, he grumbles, “Well, it was no easy matter to extricate myself from the British Museum.”

“Even for me?” I give him a coy glance.

“Especially for you.” He half snorts in laughter. “You might be my most discerning colleague. The list of questions you wanted me to ask Mr. Wallis Budge was positively daunting.”

I thrill to the name “colleague.” The fact that the esteemed archaeologist Mr. Howard Carter would even consider me “discerning” is compliment enough. He’s been quietly tutoring me in the history and archaeology of ancient Egypt every summer since I was a child—save for a stint during the war—and it’s exhilarating that he thinks of me as more than a student. Even if he’s only indulging me, he never says anything without at least a kernel of truth.

“So, what did Mr. Budge have to say about the artifact?” I ask about the British Museum Keeper of Egyptian and Assyrian Antiquities, pointing to the object in Mr. Carter’s hand. “Is it what we think it is?” My heart is racing with the possibility.

“Mr. Budge thinks we may have hit the mark. He’s notoriously cagey and noncommittal, though.”

I have to restrain a squeal. “Can you tell me what he said? I’ve been waiting and waiting for your return from London to hear.”

“I’ve got all night. It’s not as if I plan on attending your ball,” he says, only half in jest. Of course, Mr. Carter has been invited to the Highclere ball; he’s our guest for the entire summer, as he has been for many summers before. My father, whose full, rather long, and unwieldy title is George Edward Stanhope Molyneux Herbert, the fifth Earl of Carnarvon, has been Mr. Carter’s archaeological patron for thirteen years. Every winter Papa decamps with Mr. Carter to Luxor, where he spends his days in the Egyptian desert, overseeing excavations with Mr. Carter, a small army of locals, and occasionally my mother. Never me or Porchey, much to my chagrin.

We all know better than to insist Mr. Carter attend the ball, and it has nothing to do with the fact that he was raised in a distinctly middle-class home with an artist father. The real truth is that he loathes hobnobbing almost as much as I do. The primary difference between us is that he has the option to refuse attendance, while I do not. The merry-go-round of dinners and dances and house parties with the constant change of dresses isn’t the life I want. It isn’t the life of purpose I seek.

Mr. Carter places the tiny object in my white-gloved palm with a mix of reverence and care. Bringing the one-inch, blue-glazed scarab close, I study the soapstone figurine of a beetle, its surface still amazingly shiny after three thousand years. He and my father unearthed it just before the war during an excavation at my father’s archaeological concession at the Valley of the Kings in Luxor, before all digs were suspended. This object, like many of the smaller artifacts discovered during that time, sat in storage while Highclere became a hospital during the war. It only resurfaced when Papa and I sorted through the boxes and placed his favorite objects in his specially constructed cases in the Music Room, built explicitly to show off his Egyptian treasures. This little beetle did not make the cut—gold necklaces and bracelets, bronze and electrum statues, a rare gaming board, and larger alabaster beauties outshone it—but it certainly caught my attention.

This summer, Mr. Carter and I are scrutinizing the ignored and rejected objects from those boxes, the ones deemed unworthy of Papa’s shelves. To us, the finely etched blue images on the scarab’s surface seem a clue to a crucial mystery, one we’ve contemplated, together and apart, for years. Consulting the British Museum Keeper of Egyptian and Assyrian Antiquities was necessary to ensure we aren’t on a fool’s errand.

“Well, Mr. Budge agrees with your theory that the scarab may have belonged to Hatshepsut,” Mr. Carter announces.

The news is as I’ve hoped. While I am overjoyed that this object is connected with one of the most successful rulers of ancient Egypt and one of the only female pharaohs, it still seems unbelievable. I almost pinch myself.

“Hatshepsut? Really?” I whisper, staring down at the scarab. My hand shakes at the thought it actually belonged to her.

“Yes, Hatshepsut. And, Mr. Budge said—” Mr. Carter says and then suddenly stops. His face has shut down completely, and I know only one person or thing that can cause that reaction.

I turn around to see a face icy with fury: Mama.






Chapter Three


JULY 21, 1919

HAMPSHIRE, ENGLAND

Everyone remarks on the unexpected perfection of the day. The clear blue skies with nary a threatening cloud on the horizon. The cooling shade of the cedar tree, grown from a seedling given to the first Earl of Carnarvon, under which the group sits on thick cotton blankets. We look out at the stunning beauty of the nearby Highclere Park folly, the Temple of Diana, and the vista of Dunsmere Lake itself beyond.

Everyone seems content but me. Because I would very much like to be somewhere else.

“You know, the parklands were designed by the famous eighteenth-century landscape gardener Capability Brown,” Mama announces to the guests, her chest puffing with pride as it does when she bestows a particularly exultant nugget. She cares for the history of Highclere primarily as it provides excellent fodder for conversation and the occasional comeuppance.

“Was it now?” Lady Milgrove asks, reaching for another lobster tail from the china tray proffered by Matthew, one of the few original servants of Highclere Castle who returned to us after the war. Her tone suggests that she’s dutifully impressed, the price exacted for my parents’ generosity this weekend. But I can see plainly that she’s more interested in pouring butter sauce on the lobster.

Mama glances over at my brother, Porchey, a nickname based on his title, Lord Porchester, to see if he’ll pick up the reins of this conversation. It is the future Lord Carnarvon’s duty, I can almost hear her think. But my brother is home on leave from his regiment, the 7th Queen’s Own Hussars, awaiting his next assignment to India or Mesopotamia, and is agog at the other young ladies here this weekend. As one of the few young men, he has his pick.

“Oh yes,” Mama answers with enthusiasm, when Porchey fails to chime in. Does Lady Milgrove’s lack of real interest not register? Perhaps it does, but Mama doesn’t care. Because she continues: “As I’m certain is evident, Capability Brown delighted in fostering the natural beauty of the landscape. And this folly, of course, helps punctuate that.”

In near comic unison, the three dozen or so guests turn to examine the round structure, encircled by columns, topped with an imposing dome, and perched high on the hill overlooking Dunsmere Lake. Although it appears ancient, it is an eighteenth-century confection that was reconstructed a hundred years later. Not that its manufactured quality has ever stopped me from visiting on my own and pretending I was in ancient Greece—anything to tether me to generations gone by. Is it because I feel so unbound to the present?

As the guests return to their champagne and the circulating trays of capons, ham, fruits, and cakes—an abundance not often seen, as rationing continues apace—they babble about “Highclere’s striking loveliness” and “the fetching view.” Securing this praise is, of course, Mama’s precise purpose. If pressed, she would maintain that, in celebrating Highclere, she’s celebrating me by drawing attention to my glorious heritage, thereby making me more attractive in the marriage market. But in these moments, I see a glimpse of Almina Wombwell, the insecure girl she must have been upon her marriage to Papa. Although Mama’s central place in English society is now firm, she’d been a wealthy heiress without a title or a station—the bastard daughter of the fabulously rich bachelor Alfred de Rothschild and his French mistress. When Mama walked down the aisle of St. Margaret’s, I am certain whispers trailed in her wake.

“I say, I thought Sir Charles Barry, architect of the Houses of Parliament, was responsible for Highclere?” Lord Stockton, one of my dance partners from the ball, calls out.

I study Mama as she searches for the right response. Watching her once again become the social creature she’d been before the war has been unsettling—nearly as peculiar as it had been to observe her metamorphosis into a nurse and creator of hospitals for injured soldiers. How I wish she’d never transformed back, I think. If she’d remained the diligent nurse and healer, I might be left to my own devices, instead of pressed into the Season and the hunt for a husband.

Her still-lovely features brighten and her petite frame straightens as the right answer comes to her. “You are not wrong, Lord Stockton. At least not in full.” She bestows on the graying gentleman her famously disarming smile. It nearly makes it impossible to envision her as the Fury she’d been at the ball when she discovered me with Mr. Carter instead of with my next dance partner in the Saloon.

“How is that, Lady Carnarvon?” Lord Stockton asks, his eyes narrowing unpleasantly and his voice snapping with barely suppressed ire. This is a man who does not like to be wrong, a man who loathes being corrected, especially by a woman.

“Sir Barry designed the castle, not the grounds,” Mama says, her voice quieter than before.

“Ah,” he says, “so I was right in large part.”

My mother flinches, but she maintains her poise. “Yes, indeed, Lord Stockton,” she says, and I consider this unpleasant exchange a victory. Even Mama would not send me packing into the marital arms of a man such as this, had that been one of her original designs. And marrying me off is indeed her primary purpose and, as she never tires of telling me, my duty. But that “duty” would make it nearly impossible for me to pursue my own passion.

“What sheer delight it must have been to grow up in such magnificent surroundings,” Lady Milgrove exclaims. This remark is intended for me.

While I wouldn’t normally welcome this sort of banal exchange, I’m relieved to turn the conversation away from Lord Stockton. “A childhood spent exploring acres of parkland trails, follies, and the castle’s history around every corner in the castle was magical,” I say, presenting my youth at Highclere Castle in the most favorable light I know.

I dare not speak the more painful truths. The lonely months Porchey and I spent rattling around the castle, while my parents were in London or Egypt or the Continent, with only Nanny Moss and the servants for company. The long, dark afternoons and evenings we languished in the Nursery, listening to the clink of silver and crystal and my parents’ laughter as they entertained in the Dining Room, where we were forbidden to enter. The endless hours my mother dedicated to nursing anonymous soldiers back to health, leaving me alone to reread Porchey’s letters in a constant state of worry. Amazing how maternal she became with the soldiers, a quality that eluded her in parenthood.

My mother shoots me a rare grateful look and then directs the discussion toward the latest gossip. As the guests chuckle at the bountiful contretemps in this first Season after the Great War, I am left to my own thoughts. They automatically drift to the object in the pocket of my green silk calf-length dress.

I glance around the assortment of aristocrats, wealthy merchants, and society scions—young and old—to make certain their focus is elsewhere. I slide the scarab out of my pocket and into the light and marvel at its intricate design. Could this minute object really be the key to unlocking the mystery of Hatshepsut?

I’ve been a student of Hatshepsut since the day Mr. Carter entered my world. The narrative of her existence is one I’ve been constructing as long as I can remember. The nature of her life and the manner in which her successors were positively determined to erase her from history is a puzzle I’m determined to solve myself.






Chapter Four


JULY 21, 1919

HAMPSHIRE, ENGLAND

The guests make a merry noise as we step out of the vehicles Papa sent to fetch us from our outdoor luncheon, his way of participating from afar in an activity he dislikes. The gravel crunches as we close the doors to the Rolls-Royces, Fords, and Renaults and cross the courtyard. Once inside the cool entrance hall, we wish our guests a tranquil respite before the evening’s activities, and Mama’s eyes fix on me as the hall empties. What offense have I committed now? I think.

“You did yourself no favors at the luncheon, Eve.” She scolds me in a low voice. “Much depends on you making a prosperous match, and I find it disrespectful for you to ignore that responsibility.”

I’ve learned to brace myself for critiques after social occasions, and thus this particular comment comes as no surprise. But I must feign bewilderment, or risk being accused of intentionally thwarting her plans. “Whatever do you mean?”

“Don’t give me those doe eyes of yours. I’ve used that insincere expression far too often myself to be moved by it,” she snaps. “What I mean should be abundantly clear. By keeping to yourself—instead of maneuvering to sit next to the only two young men in the party besides your brother—you undermined the very purpose of the ball and this weekend: to find you a suitable husband.”

I want to rail against the future she’s orchestrating for me, but I know a row will ensue and I’ll be thwarted in my afternoon plans. She neither cares nor understands that the war has changed me, making plain the fleeting nature of life. I’m determined not to waste mine on a future without meaning, one that’s easily erased like that of my female Carnarvon ancestors.

I let the mask of civility descend upon me, and say, “I’ll do better this evening.”

“You best. Now upstairs with you.”

“I think I’ll relax in the Library with a book.”

Raising her eyebrows, Mama tilts her head in judgment. “I think you’d be better served taking your rest in your bedroom, Eve. The banquet tonight will be long, and I expect you to be in your best form. Especially after the luncheon.”

While I’m no stranger to defying Mama’s orders, I typically do so quietly. But today, I have no choice other than to stand my ground. “I’ll return there soon enough. An hour with a book in the much cooler Library will do me more good than my stifling bedroom.”

Without waiting for her reply, I enter the Library and settle onto a sofa before an empty hearth. Feeling her eyes still on me, I pick up the volume sitting on the side table and pretend to be reading. It isn’t until I hear the clip of her heels marching up the entrance hall stairs that I place the book back down and scamper toward the secret door to the Music Room.

Pulling out the book that operates as a handle for the private door, I enter the Music Room, then quickly close the door behind me. The space is so bright I nearly shield my eyes. Sunlight pours into the windows offering a view of the Heaven’s Gate folly, and reflects off the gilt molding, the sixteenth-century Italian embroideries from the Malatesta Palace that cover the walls, and the glass cabinets holding my father’s renowned collection of Egyptian antiquities.

But the room’s sole occupant seems unaffected by all this honeyed illumination. In fact, he does not even seem to notice my entrance.

“Mr. Carter,” I say, keeping my voice just above a whisper. Never mind her ostensible trip upstairs to her bedroom, Mama has been known to lurk.

“Ah, Lady Evelyn.” He glances up from a table. He sits with a sheaf of paper and several small artifacts set before him, a magnifying glass in one hand and a fountain pen in the other.

“I was wondering when you’d turn up,” he says, his eyes back down on the object he’s studying.

“It’s no small feat to escape the clutches of the weekend guests and my mother,” I answer with a grimace.

Mr. Carter knows well my mother’s expectations for me, and the ball only reinforced that understanding. But he would never speak ill of her. She and my father are his patrons, after all. And even if he primarily deals with Papa, it is Mama’s Rothschild money that keeps the excavations afloat.

“Well, I am delighted that you plotted your getaway. We have much to discuss.”

“Yes.” I settle in the chair across from him. “I’ve been desperate to hear more about what Mr. Budge said.”

With care, he places the cartouches and pottery fragments down on the desk, then says, “As I mentioned last night, he believes that the scarab may have been made for Hatshepsut, but interestingly—”

“Yes?” I interrupt him. I’m so eager to hear Mr. Budge’s insights about the purpose and time period of this particular scarab that I can’t help myself. Scarabs were usually worn or carried by common folks as protective amulets. But they could also be used by the elite and administrators as an official seal. Could this be one of those rarer sorts?

Anything to shed light on the life of the enigmatic Pharaoh Hatshepsut. She successfully ruled in the late 1400s BC and helped build a country that was unusually peaceful and economically prosperous. Since I was a lonely little girl with a penchant for the past, I’ve been entranced by stories about the singular reign of one of the only female pharaohs ever to rule over the land of the pyramids, especially the manner in which she climbed from princess to queen to regent, then finally becoming pharaoh herself. When Mr. Carter described to me all the various places Hatshepsut’s name has literally been scratched out—on monuments, stelae, temple walls, and statues—I became fixated on solving the conundrum of why attempts were made to eliminate her from the historical record.

“When Mr. Budge and I compared it to the other scarabs in the British Museum collection that are linked to Hatshepsut, they have a similar look and the hieroglyphs do indeed name her. But the name on this scarab isn’t the exact one we typically associate with her as queen or pharaoh, which may be how we missed it at first. As you know, the Egyptians tended to shift titles and names as an individual’s role changed. The name inscribed on the scarab is that of Hatshepsut as a young woman, when she was the daughter of Pharaoh Thutmose the First. Most of her power at that time came from her role as a priest called the God’s Wife of Amun. The scarab is a rare find.”

At this pronouncement, I fall back onto the hard, hand-embroidered, gilt-legged chair. Not only is this scarab—previously ignored by my father and Mr. Carter—associated with Princess Hatshepsut, but it’s a relic of her early years, when she was also the most powerful female priest, the hemet-netjer.

“I’m stunned that Mr. Budge agrees with my theory. It was just a guess—” I stammer.

Mr. Carter interrupts me. “Your theory was no mere guess. You know the history, the hieroglyphics, and the way these objects were used. It was an educated proposal.”

I can scarcely move. Mr. Carter is a man of few words and fewer compliments. To be called a “colleague” and have my pet theory described as an “educated proposal” by one of the foremost Egyptologists—a man who served as Inspector of Monuments for Upper Egypt in the Egyptian Antiquities Service—has left me momentarily immobile and speechless. As has the nature of this discovery.

“Now, someone other than Hatshepsut could have owned this scarab,” he posits. “They were sometimes carried as lucky charms, as you know. But it’s not very likely that someone other than Hatshepsut would posses a scarab with this particular name. This title precedes her time as queen or pharaoh, so wouldn’t have been a popular choice as a good-luck talisman.”

“Could it have been in her tomb?” I suggest, thinking about how the pharaohs’ burials included a vast array of objects deemed necessary for the afterlife, including sentimental ones.

“Possibly. It would explain why we found such a unique item in the burial area at the Valley of the Kings as opposed to her temple complex,” he says, referring to the sprawling mortuary temple she constructed for herself near the valley. Mortuary temples were not usually places where pharaohs were buried but rather where they were commemorated.

For nearly seven years, Papa and Mr. Carter had been assigned excavation sites at Hatshepsut’s temple, a huge, resplendent, terraced structure built into the hills on the west side of the Nile opposite the sacred, ancient city of Thebes, modern-day Luxor. Mr. Carter was, in fact, an expert in Hatshepsut’s temple, having helped reassemble it in the 1890s when it was still a pile of rubble and he was just a young man. But as the Valley of the Kings—a dry, rocky gorge just west of Hatshepsut’s temple—was the place where pharaohs and royals of the New Kingdom built rock-cut tombs, Papa and Mr. Carter lobbied for the concession there. They finally received it in 1914 when the American businessman Theodore Davis gave it up.

“Yes, you’d expect to discover Hatshepsut’s scarabs in her tomb.”

We give each other a long glance; we both know that Hatshepsut’s tomb has never been found. To my mind, Mr. Carter’s look contains an invitation. But will he extend it? One never knows with the reserved archaeologist.

I wait, and finally he says, “I think we need to reevaluate all the artifacts related to this scarab in storage here at Highclere. I suspect we might discover that others are tied to Hatshepsut. Would you be willing to examine them with me?”

“Of course,” I answer immediately. Never mind that it will require significant maneuvering to sidestep Mama and her summer schemes for me. For all the years that Mr. Carter has surreptitiously shared his expertise in ancient Egypt and archaeology with me, he’s never invited me to work on a project with him. I’d never believed I could be so fortunate.

“We have much to do if we’re going to pursue this path.” He pauses, then asks, “Do you know where following this trail of artifacts might lead us?”

I take a deep breath and speak aloud the words I never believed I’d be fortunate enough to say: “To the tomb of Hatshepsut.”
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The Princess







Chapter Five


1486 BC

THEBES, EGYPT

I feel my maid’s hand on my shoulder before I’m even fully awake. Her gentle shaking becomes part of my dream at first, the rhythmic rocking of my barge on the river Nile. But the rocking becomes stronger and quicker, more urgent, and I awaken, realizing that it is not a dream at all. I am being summoned for my duties to the gods.

My lids flutter open, but all I can see is blackness. My eyes might as well be closed. Only when Nedjem brings the lamp closer does the flicker of its flame begin to illuminate my quarters in the Theban palace. And slowly, as its undulating light reflects off the gilded patterns on the walls, the room takes shape and the walls come alive.

Riotous color—crimson, lapis lazuli, obsidian, green, and ocher—emerges, including a favorite image of the goddess Hathor wearing her headdress of cow horns and a sun disk. A pantheon of gods decorates my walls, interspersed with vivid patterns of lilies and lotus flowers. Only the decoration of my parents’ chambers and the chambers of the first high priest of Amun rival my own. But then, those are the only stations in the land that are higher than mine. For I am the Princess Hatshepsut and the God’s Wife of Amun, chief among all the gods.

“The ablution awaits, Your Majesty Princess Hatshepsut, I mean, Hemet-netjer,” Nedjem pleads, her voice sounding impossibly young, as she apologizes for not using my priestly name. How old is she? I wonder. I suppose she could have twenty years or fifty. The maid has been with me since I left the royal nursery and moved into my own quarters in the palace, but I’ve never guessed at her age—or anything about her, for that matter. Strange, I think, that these questions should come to me now, unbidden.

I shuffle toward Nedjem, yawning as I approach her. Lamp held high, she leads me down a warren of palace corridors, pitch-black except for the torches intermittently hanging on the walls. Passing by columns and through gateways and doors, the sound of drums and rattles grows louder the closer we get to the Temple of Ipet-Sut, a key structure within the palace compound.

When we finally reach the sacred places of the gods, I follow Nedjem into the chamber containing the sacred pool. Servants in linen shifts and girdles line the walls, but only temple women hand-picked by the priests to ready me for my most important daily ritual step forward.

They slide off my finely woven sleeping shift, and I step into the cool waters of the pool. The familiar scent of rose and frankincense washes over me as I submerge myself deeper and deeper, until my hair and face and body becomes one with the waters. Weightless and momentarily free of my burdens, I am no longer the God’s Wife; I am only Hatshepsut.

When I surface, the women’s eyes are wide with concern. Was I under the water too long? Were they worried about my safety or the time? The latter, I guess, as much depends on the timeliness of the daily ritual. Either way, all they could do is watch and fret, since only the God’s Wife can enter the purifying waters of the sacred pool.

Do I imagine that they rush to dry me with the linen cloth and then lead me to the robing chamber? One does not hurry along the God’s Wife, so perhaps my thoughts and observations are still heavy with sleep. The immersion in the pool has awakened me somewhat, but—no matter how many years I’ve undertaken this daily ritual—my body still struggles with the hours before dawn.

A temple servant slathers my skin with rare oil selected from one of the alabaster jars on the marble dressing table, and then dresses me in a pure white linen gown stitched with countless pleats, cinching it high around my waist. Another maid rings my brown eyes in kohl and places a ceremonial wig, heavy with elaborate braids not to mention an ornate gold diadem, over my very short dark hair. After Nedjem slides bracelets on my wrists, rings on most of my fingers, and a gold and carnelian usekh collar around my neck, I leave the chamber and begin my procession toward the sanctuary where Amun can be found.

In the outer chamber of the sanctuary, temple laborers and priests bow to me as I enter, then hurriedly return to their tasks. Servants finalize the platters of meats, fruits, breads, and drinks to be used as offerings to Amun, while priests and priestesses continue their chanting. Drums beat and tambourines shake, growing louder and quicker in tempo. The mood becomes expectant, almost frantic, and the servants and priests alike sway as the rhythm crescendos. My heart thrums in time with the instruments as I pause on the threshold of the inner sanctum alongside the high priest. We alone are permitted to see Amun.

“Are you ready, Hemet-netjer?” he turns to me and asks.

“If you are ready, Hem-netjer-tepi,” I answer with nod.

Together, we step inside the sanctuary of Amun. The sound recedes as we go farther inside to light the torches lining the walls with our own. A surprisingly compact, windowless room painted with gleaming symbols of life and death as well as day and night, the sanctuary contains only one object, an enormous statue of Amun. Although the statue is veiled, glimmers of gold and hints of turquoise peek out from under the gossamer fabric covering it.

Together, the high priest and I recite the sacred prayers, beseeching Amun to be reborn. Only through his daily rebirth, we chant, will the sun rise. Otherwise, the citizens of the world will perish. When we finish, the high priest walks backward out of the sanctuary, erasing his footprints with a specially made brush, leaving me alone in the presence of Amun. Only I, the God’s Wife, can undertake the final rites.

I approach the statue, feeling the power of the god grow with each step I take toward him. As I slide off the veil, I face Amun in all his golden glory. Staring into the god’s vivid blue eyes, I feel the air between us vibrate with an urgency that is at once familiar and singular. I pray that, once again, I am worthy to rouse the god to rise and give life to us all by causing the sun to rise and the Nile to flood. Because the fate of my people, of all people really, rests on me.






Chapter Six


1486 BC

THEBES, EGYPT

“Enough!” my father bellows, and the crowded audience hall reverberates with the sound of his voice.

The courtiers and palace officials and servants are stunned into silence. As Lord of the Two Lands of Egypt who has conquered the Levant and Nubia in his military campaigns, my father, Pharaoh Thutmose, wields unfathomable might, and this power does not even account for his authority as representative of the gods of earth. His orders are sacred commands that must be obeyed instantaneously and with exactitude.

The two tax officials who have been debating differences in the charges levied on the Upper and Lower regions of Egypt have been rendered immobile by my father’s edict. Every single person in this vast chamber is motionless and must await permission to reanimate, even me, the pharaoh’s eldest daughter by his esteemed Great Wife. This call for stillness is one of my father’s favorite tactics and one at which I excel. Since I can remember, I’ve practiced the statue-like regality of the gods; it is expected of me. I can almost hear Mother encouraging me during the long periods of rehearsing regnal immobility, whispering, “Your father would shine with pride at your stillness.”

But the people here today have not had my years of training. They believe they have heeded the instruction of Thutmose, but I can see them flinch and twitch. The embroidered fabric of their robes quivers as they desperately try to calm their bodies. And my father sees it too.

Father rises from his throne, appearing impossibly tall with the double crown upon his head. He steps down from the dais and paces in front of the supplicants, pausing as he nears visibly quaking administrators and stopping to face the two tax collectors. Both are dressed in the finest robes, and yet how paltry their garb seems in comparison to the resplendence of Thutmose.

“Do I not stand before you wearing the double crown?” he bellows to the tax collectors.

“Yes, my lord,” the two men reply in unison, their voices shaking.

Neither man raises his eyes to my father, and for that, I am thankful. Others have forgotten that my father is not a man but a god and taken the natural, but very forbidden in this formal setting, step of meeting his gaze. I do not want to witness the aftermath of such disrespect ever again.

“What does it signify?” he roars. For a moment, I can envision him as he was before he became pharaoh of all Egypt: a feared and triumphant military commander under the previous pharaoh, Amenhotep. Unlike most divine rulers, Father wasn’t born to the role, and he has confided in me that he’s the stronger for it. Holding a secret this momentous—it is heresy to suggest kingship should originate outside a royal bloodline—makes me feel closer to my father.

Hands on hips, he towers over the men, perfectly balancing the heavy gold crown on his head. The outer portion, inlaid with carnelian, fits tightly over his head and ears, but even with that sturdy base, it can be difficult to stabilize the tall, conical centerpiece decorated with mother-of-pearl out of which a curled spire projects. One evening, Papa made me hold the double crown, wanting me to understand the weight of leadership.

One of the men chokes out, “The red deshret-crown symbolizes Lower Egypt, while the white hedjet-crown embodies Upper Egypt, my lord.”

“And together, what do they mean?”

“Together, they are the sekhemti”—the other man speaks—“the united Egypt over which you rule, my lord.”

“Yes.” My father claps. Maintaining the strong unification of Upper and Lower Egypt is one of the most important tasks of a pharaoh. Not long ago, Egypt had been fractured and the crucial maat destroyed along with it. But my father has solidified the hard-won unification wrought by Pharaoh Ahmose I, fifty years ago.

The tax collectors’ shoulders slump, and their faces appear relieved. They think they’ve pleased Thutmose, an unreachable goal according to reports. But they don’t know him.

He takes two steps closer to the men, whose heads remain bowed. I imagine that they are staring at his sandals, made with the softest leather edged in gold. Are they envisioning a word of praise? A gift from the living god? Poor souls.

My father hisses. “Then if, as my crown makes plain, we are all one Egypt, why would I want to listen to your squabbling about whether Lower or Upper Egypt should pay more in taxes? Why would the gods care for that bickering?” He gestures to the panoply of gods depicted on the walls.

Even though the men haven’t been given leave to withdraw from the presence of Thutmose, they both recoil the tiniest bit at the vehemence in his words. The royal guards march closer to the men at this infraction. They are the only people in the audience hall who have had the audacity to move. Even I don’t soften my stance or my gaze.

I can do nothing to mar my worthiness to sit on this dais alongside my father. Too much resistance already exists. When Father began inviting me to join him for these public forums, my mother balked at the impropriety of a girl being present on the dais. In his most imperious tone, he reminded her that I’m no mere girl, but a pharaoh’s daughter and powerful in my own right as the God’s Wife. Her overt objections ceased at that, but I still saw the judgment in her gaze every time my servants readied me for the audience hall. I cannot harbor resentment against her, though, for I saw the grief in her eyes alongside the judgment; my eldest brother, Wadjmose, did not survive a recent plague that took many from Thebes village and the palace alike. I am sitting in his stead.

My father’s voice returns me to the moment. “How should we resolve this issue of just tax payment, as you called it?”

The soldiers now flank the tax collectors. The men do not dare raise their eyes, but I see them glance at each other in fear and desperation. They seem to reach an accord, because, in unison, they reply, using my father’s most formal name, “Son of Ra, Upper and Lower Egypt will bear the costs equally.”

“Ah, excellent,” my father says, and I can almost feel the entire room exhale in relief. “You were inspired to a just resolution.”

“Your divinity inspires all,” the older of the tax collectors says, a refrain every Egyptian knows from childhood.

With that, my father proceeds out of the hall, nodding at me slightly as he does. This is my signal to rise and follow him into the royal antechamber. I enter behind him, and our servants scurry to our sides, relieving each of us of the weighty crowns and heavy gold girdles we wear in our royal roles. As the servants work, my father says, “I hope you learned lessons about ruling today. You must use a firm and even hand, and bring your subjects around to the just conclusion by the means at your disposal.”

My father refers specifically to the thorny issue of this afternoon—the tricky apportionment of taxes between Lower Egypt with its lush delta and the vaster Upper Egypt with its hot desert swaths relieved only by the fertile Nile valley. But I know he means for his words to have broader implications.

“Maat,” I say, referring to the concept for truth and justice that permeates the gods’ teachings and is the goal of kingly rule, “requires that the two halves of our land share the financial burden equally, because we are indeed one country under your rule. You brought the administrators to see the importance of that tradition—by referencing our sacred symbols and teaching and your might.”

I think, but do not say, how my father keeps with traditional perspectives only when they match his own. For example, even though every Egyptian ruler, who preceded him for a thousand years, built public, pyramidal tombs, he is constructing a highly secret tomb within a mountain in western Thebes. It is a bold effort to thwart the tomb thieves.

“Exactly. As the God’s Wife of Amun, you have your own lands, estates, palaces, treasury, and your own subjects. You are the highest-ranking woman in the land, and you must know how to command and make decisions. There will come a time when I’m not here to guide and advise you.”

“No,” I insist with a vehement shake of my head.

Rather than becoming irritated with my contrariness, he offers me a sad smile. “It is the gods’ will that all of us should leave this life and journey to the underworld.”

Nedjem pauses, her eyebrows lifted in a silent question as to whether she should remove my bracelets, necklaces, and rings amidst this moving exchange between me and my father. I nod. I long to feel light and free after so many hours of formal duties and this somber conversation.

As our servants finish and back out of the chamber one by one, my father calls to me. I rush to his side, staring up at his dark, powerful features. How different he looks without the gleam of the double crown. Standing before me in a simple pleated kilt, without his gem-encrusted girdle affixed with a bull’s tail and his crook and flail, he is no longer the Son of Ra, he is only Father.

He stretches out his arms, and I curl into his embrace. Although many times a day I receive the cautious ministrations of servants, I am so rarely touched with human affection that I nearly cry.

“You carried yourself with a god’s grace today, Hatshepsut,” he says, and I relish being called by my given name—which means “foremost of noble ladies”—rather than a title. For a brief moment, I am no longer the pharaoh’s child or the God’s Wife, I am only a daughter.






Chapter Seven


1486 BC

THEBES, EGYPT

How will I make it through this afternoon? The line of supplicants stretches the length of my audience chamber and into the courtyard. Each priest or land manager or steward brings his own request or problem, one he believes is unique although I know is supremely inconsequential in the eyes of the gods. All I see is the pettiness before me, and I am horribly frustrated by it.

I know I should not be. I tell myself to be grateful to wield the power I have—most women have none—and to address these people’s complaints with the magnanimity of Amun, creator of all, most powerful of the gods. I pray to the gods to lift this restlessness from me, to instill in me the right mindset to hear these pleas. But then sunlight reflects off the gilt pattern decorating the archway to the garden, and I long to be outside in the glorious growing season of peret. It is so much more pleasant than the inundation season of akhet or the harvest season of shemu. And it’s fleeting.

Nedjem senses my mood, and motions for the servants to wave their ostrich fans more vigorously. She assumes I’m drowsy from the warm afternoon, and she would be correct on most days. After all, every morning, I rise while the world still sleeps to rouse the god Amun to deliver us the dawn. But today, my disquiet has more to do with the futility and tedium of the applications before me than the heat or my exhaustion.

A furor erupts in the courtyard outside. I turn toward the sound, even though I know it goes against decorum for the God’s Wife to shift in my inlaid chair in this setting. Has a fight broken out among stewards over production of wine or honey or grain? Certain disputes can impact the people in my charge, of course, and I care about those rarer arguments. But most of the petitions before me seem to focus upon the profits particular stewards or priests believe they should receive.

One of my mother’s handmaidens arrives at the entrance to the audience hall and signals to Nedjem. I try to concentrate on the presentation before me, but the girl’s arrival is most unorthodox. I can see Nedjem’s expression turn from concern to horror, and I raise my hand to cease the incessant nattering of a temple priest.

At the unexpected silence, Nedjem races across the hall, kneels before me, and whispers in my ear, “There is news about your brother, Prince Amenmose.”

“What news?” My voice is tremulous. My full-blood brother Prince Amenmose is the next oldest and presumptive heir to my father’s throne after the death of Wadjmose.

“News that only your mother, Queen Ahmes, can share.”

Only the most terrible news could not be heard first by my trusted servant Nedjem. An unfamiliar dread courses through me, and I jump up from my chair. My sandals clatter as I run through the audience hall, leaving shocked supplicants and priests in my wake. My handmaidens race to keep my stride, but only Nedjem can keep pace.

Dashing through the labyrinthine passageways that connect my quarters to my mother’s, I arrive in her audience chamber panting. I expect an upbraiding for such incivility—Would the goddess Isis allow herself to be seen in such a state, she might say—but I receive no such rebuke. No one even turns in my direction. Courtiers, servants, and maidens encircle my mother’s empty throne.

What is happening? Where is she?

I slow down and approach the people clustered around the throne. Then I see it. There, on the floor before the throne, is a heap of diaphanous linen. Under which lies my mother.

Pushing the onlookers aside, I kneel before her. “Mother.” I dare to call her by an intimate name, rather than Queen Ahmes, even though we are in the presence of others. When she does not move, I lay my hands on her back and say, “Mother, it’s Hatshepsut. What’s happened? What can I do to help?”

My mother does not answer me. She does not even acknowledge me. Instead, she pushes herself to her knees and begins swaying. A high-pitched keening emits from her mouth, and soon all the women join her on the floor, wailing along with her.

Her grievous ululations answer my questions. Words aren’t necessary. The news about my brother is now plain. My older brother, son of Pharaoh Thutmose and his Highest Queen Ahmes, heir to the throne of Egypt, is dead.

I fall to my knees and join the women. Images of Amenmose come to me. The black-haired princeling seated alongside other royal boys at the House of Life, wax tablets in hand learning script and sums from tutors, a sight that made me burn with jealousy as I always received my instruction alone. Amenmose on the brink of adulthood, tall as my father but as scrawny as a child, walking in a procession at Fayum before the royal hunt. A full-grown, sinewy prince on a barge traveling home to Thebes, triumphant from a successful military campaign in the Sudan as the Great General of the Army.

Glimpses all, no full memories of conversations or playtime, no recollections of familial rituals or friendly banter. This distance had been intentional, of course, a carefully cultivated tradition in the royal family so that we could do what was necessary. The royal bloodlines must be kept pure, I’d always been told, and so a princess could only marry a prince. It simply wouldn’t do to feel too fraternal toward Amenhose, because he was more than my brother. He was my betrothed.

I keen for the brother I never really knew. I wail for the pain my mother and father surely must feel at the loss of this prized son, one of very few born of my father to survive into adulthood. I cry for the loss of the destiny in which I’d believed—a mistake surely, as planning tempts the gods. I sob for the uncertain future that we all now face.

A figure enters our circle. The women continue swaying and keening, but the men stiffen and then bow. I feel the weight of a hand on my shoulder, and when I look up, I see the inexorably sad face of Thutmose staring down at me.

I leap up from my kneeling position, and my father places a steadying hand on my arm when I falter. “You must take heed, Hatshepsut. Much depends on you. Now more than ever.”

As I follow him to his throne room, the magnitude of his words unfolds before me. Before today, I held an important place in my father’s kingdom, but now I am more than the most powerful female in his realm. I am the sole remaining child of Pharaoh Thutmose and his Highest Queen, Ahmes, and as such, the highest-born royal child in the land. Only through me can their bloodline prevail.






Chapter Eight


1486 BC

THEBES, EGYPT

“A decision must be made, Thutmose. Before it is too late.”

I hear these words echo down the long corridor to the family quarters at the Theban palace on the west bank of the Nile, in a voice that sounds very much like my mother’s. But surely I have misheard. My mother would not speak to my father in such a way, using a forceful tone and a phrase suggestive of one thing only.

“I need more time, Ahmes,” my father replies to my mother in his unmistakable voice, and I realize I’d heard correctly.

Slowing my pace, I gesture for Nedjem to do so as well. I have never been privy to a frank exchange between my parents. The palace and temples and village streets have been rumbling with rumors in the months since Amenmose’s death over who Thutmose will choose as his successor, and I assume my parents are discussing the same conundrum on everyone’s mind. The solution to this puzzle will dictate the course of my own life, and I want to know my father’s mind before he announces it to the people.

“Only the gods can give us that,” my mother replies, in one of her usual phrases. Her tone, however, is mournful and a bit angry, and I imagine she’s thinking about how little time the gods granted poor Amenmose. Then, in a stronger voice, she adds, “More time for what? It isn’t as if a better candidate will emerge from the royal nursery.”

Although my mother is the pharaoh’s Great Wife, she is hardly his only consort. Thutmose’s harem contains lesser wives, concubines, and ornaments, whose sole occupation is the production of male heirs. While Queen Ahmes’s offspring have prominence in the royal lineage, my father’s other wives and the harem nursery are supposed to provide possibilities when tragedy strikes, such as with Amenmose. No rule exists requiring that my father select the eldest among the sons in his nursery to succeed him, although it has been tradition. So rumors abound over his decision, and the jockeying for position is well underway.

“You misunderstand. I do not need the time to make my choice from the nursery. I need more time to prepare Hatshepsut.”

I halt my progress altogether. Prepare me for what? Why does my father need time to prepare me? Why am I even part of this conversation? It is hardly as if I will become pharaoh.

My mother shares my thoughts. “What does Hatshepsut have to do with this? Other than to marry whomever you select so the throne will be secured?”

My father does not answer at once. Instead, I hear the sound of his sandaled footsteps pace the cool stone floor as he works out his reply. “I should think that was obvious, Ahmes,” he says.

“Obvious to one of your scribes, perhaps. But not to me,” my usually demure mother retorts, and I am, once again, surprised by this bold side.

“All of my other children are much younger, less prepared and savvy than Hatshepsut. Whoever I select, she will be older, more educated, wiser in the ways of the court and government, as well as a natural leader—” he says, and I swell with pride at his stream of compliments.

Until Mother interrupts, her voice defensive as if my father had just spewed forth insults about me instead of praise. “Only because you’ve had her tutored like a boy. Brought her along to audiences and conclaves and festivals like a boy. Allowed her into the sacred rituals as if she were a priest.”

“And you should be thanking the gods that I have,” he thunders, finally tiring of her challenges. “Because whether I select Mutnofret’s son, Thutmose, or one of the other boys in the nursery, we will end up with a child pharaoh should I die soon. This land will need strong leaders to guide him—you as regent until that child comes of age and Hatshepsut as his wife.”

My mother tuts at the mention of Thutmose’s mother, Mutnofret, my father’s second-highest-ranking wife. She is at constant, competitive odds with my mother, even though, as the first wife, my mother has a higher rank and her children a greater claim to the throne.

“Me as regent? Ruling alongside Hatshepsut as queen?” she asks slowly rather than accusatorially, the significance of his words finally becoming clear to her. And to me.

“Who else?” he answers with a question. As if this had been his plan all along. Amenmose and Wadjmose notwithstanding.

“Who else,” she echoes him quietly.

“Hatshepsut will be magnificent,” Papa says. “And you will help her when the time comes.”

I glance over at Nedjem, needing to know that one other person heard the same words I just did—magnificent. Otherwise, I would always worry that I’d imagined them. Her lovely, dark face brightens with a smile, and I return it.

“Hatshepsut!” Thutmose’s voice booms, and Nedjem and I jump. “You may enter the quarters. There is no need for you to skulk in the hallways outside the quarters like an assassin.”

With Nedjem like a shadow behind me, I creep inside the comfortable space, lined with upholstered chairs and soft pillows unlike most of the palace in which every surface is hard, imposing and awe-inspiring. But Mama and Papa aren’t reclining before a platter of fruits as they occasionally do in this informal room. They are standing, waiting for me.

My father’s hand reaches for mine. As I intertwine my fingers with his, he says, “Come, Hatshepsut. We have much to do.”
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Chapter Nine


AUGUST 14, 1919

HAMPSHIRE, ENGLAND

The Music Room becomes our laboratory. Each time I step into the jewel box of a space, it feels wrong to be using it as a sort of archaeological triage station. But Mama is unlikely to enter either the Music Room or the adjacent Library—the Morning Room and the Drawing Room are her usual domains—so the Music Room it must be for me and Mr. Carter, if we are to find the final resting place of Hatshepsut. I’ve been crafting a history of Hatshepsut using the few mentions of her in scholarly texts, Mr. Carter’s knowledge, and the artifacts we have at Highclere. But imagine, I think, what insights we might gain if we could locate her tomb.

Using a sturdy kitchen table supplied by Streatfield, our reluctant partner in subterfuge, I’ve been studying fragments of quartzite that Papa and Mr. Carter unearthed in their last Valley of the Kings dig before the war. Today’s work has been made easier than usual because I raced here in my riding clothes. The ease of movement of my riding skirt as compared to working in my usual dresses is shocking, and I decide to stop more regularly in the Music Room after my morning ride with Porchey, who is home on leave for the summer.

Using my tiniest implement, I brush the stones again to ensure every detail is visible. Closely examining the grains of the quartzite and the etchings on the surfaces, I believe that these parts might just make a whole. When I stand up and step back from the pieces I’ve assembled in a rough rectangle, I see a cartouche, the outline of a long oval with several interior hieroglyphs that make up the name of an important figure. I’ve been sketching the emerging image on a piece of paper nearby, alongside a series of Hatshepsut’s known cartouches.

I feel rather than see someone behind me, and smell Mr. Carter’s distinctive tobacco. But I don’t glance back at him; my attention is fixed on the shape before me.

“Is that a cartouche?” he asks, awe in his voice.

Discovering a cartouche on a dig can have monumental significance. Not only were cartouches important to the ancient Egyptians—they believed the symbol protected them from evil in life and death—but they are crucial for archaeologists. They can help date a site and assist in deciphering to whom the site belongs.

“So it seems,” I reply, my voice barely above a whisper. I don’t trust myself to speak any louder.

“How did we miss it?” he asks, mostly to himself.

“I doubt you’d had the time to study these shards,” I answer, my volume returning. “You found them just before the war broke out, remember? They’ve been sitting in storage ever since.”

“True enough,” he admits, “but still.” I’ve never heard self-doubt in the tone of the reserved, yet supremely self-confident, archaeologist. “And who on earth does this cartouche belong to?”

We step closer to the table on which the shards are spread. I’ve been formulating a notion about the name, but do I dare share it with him yet? Will he accuse me of being colored by Mr. Budge’s confirmation about the scarab? I could wait until I’ve had more time to study the hieroglyphs, but I’m too excited.

“I’ve been studying the symbols and comparing the cartouche with others we know. I’ve formulated a theory,” I venture.

“You have?” He averts his eyes from the stone fragments to glance at me and then back to the sketch. I cannot read his expression.

I say it all at once: “I think it belongs to Hatshepsut.”

“Hatshepsut?” He sounds skeptical. He knows all too well my longing to unearth a monumental piece of her history. “But most of the formal cartouches associated with her look like those,” Mr. Carter says, pointing to the last of the series of Hatshepsut cartouches I’ve sketched. The cartouche assembled on my table, however, is distinct.

“Yes, it is different than other cartouches of Hatshepsut we have seen,” I acknowledge. “But with other pharaohs, we’ve seen cartouches change as the royal figure’s role and formal name changes, haven’t we? And we see it over and over in Egyptian art when the royal figures’ outfits and crowns change along with their titles. The scarab is proof of that. It refers to Hatshepsut when she was an unmarried princess and priest, right?”

“True,” he admits. Then he stops peering at the fragments and instead stares at me.

“Couldn’t she have had at least one distinct cartouche when she married and became a queen?” I ask. One of the fascinating facts about Hatshepsut is her varying titles over time and the way she used them to scale to the top. Most Egyptian women, even royal ones, assumed whatever role was assigned them and kept it for life, allowing their futures to be dictated by men and the strictures of society. I wonder if that’s true for modern Egyptian women; it’s certainly the case for English ones.

“I suppose she could have.” He pauses and studies the reassembled fragments. “And this was found in the same vicinity as the scarab?”

“It came from the same storage box.”

Mr. Carter begins pacing the room. Finally, he stops at his worktable and slides out a map from the bottom of the pile of papers. “Let’s see exactly where these items were excavated. Shall we orient ourselves?”

I move my chair closer to his table, as he spreads out the map of the west bank of the Nile near Luxor, called Thebes in ancient times, that contains Hatshepsut’s temple and the Valley of the Kings. The familiar, monochromatic map in various shades of tan shows Birabi and Asasif—the pathways from the cultivated land near the Nile to the temple—the temple itself, and various tombs designated by blue and red dots in the valley beyond. Mr. Carter created it himself, starting in the late 1800s, when he labored at the temple as an artist and an overseer restoring it from the heaps of blocks, rubble, and fragments. Papa and Mr. Carter have exhaustively excavated this entire region and discovered many treasures, but are still on the hunt for an undisturbed tomb.

I’d like that tomb to be Hatshepsut’s. It’s still out there.

“Here”—he jabs his finger at a point on the map, at a stretch in the Valley of the Kings that includes a neighboring hillside—“is where the scarab and this cartouche were found. Assuming they belong to her and were buried in her tomb—”

I interject. “We would expect to find the objects in one of four places conjectured to hold her mummy. First, in the empty, unfinished chamber in the temple itself. Second, in the simple cliffside tomb where Hatshepsut’s original, youthful burial place is located. Third, in the tomb numbered KV20,” I say, using the “KV,” or Kings’ Valley, numbering system first created by John Gardiner Wilkinson in the early 1800s, “which is the Valley of the Kings tomb designed for Hatshepsut and her father, Thutmose the First, but which seems not to have been used since its two quartzite sarcophagi never held any bodies—”

Now it’s Mr. Carter’s turn to interrupt, “Or, fourth, near KV60, which contains a largely undecorated burial site for Hatshepsut’s wet nurse, Sitre. Those are the tombs with known ties to Hatshepsut.” Although this tomb was modest by royal standards, it was lavish for a wet nurse, who tended to have a lifelong relationship with her aristocratic charge.

“What does it mean that the scarab and cartouche weren’t found in any of these sites?”

“That’s the right question, Lady Evelyn. What does it mean that the objects were found elsewhere in the Valley of the Kings instead?”

Is he quizzing me or asking me? Either way, I cannot believe I’m about to say aloud the words about which I’ve dreamed. “That maybe Hatshepsut’s tomb is in the vicinity of the scarab and cartouche, instead of any of the other tomb sites traditionally associated with her.”

“My thoughts exactly,” he says, his tone uncharacteristically excited.

Suddenly, I feel a hand on my shoulder, and I jump. Turning, I see Papa, his grin filling out the usual gauntness of his cheeks. “You’re back, Papa!” I call out, surprised to see him home a day early from the holiday he and Mama had taken in France.

“Eve, my darling,” he says, arms outstretched. I allow myself to be enveloped in his embrace, enjoying being his beloved daughter for a moment. Until he pulls away.

Removing his straw cap, his graying hair becomes comically disheveled, and I almost giggle. Then he calls out to Mr. Carter over my shoulder, “Don’t let me stop this flow of genius, Howard. Have my two favorite archaeologists discovered the location of the last, great ancient Egyptian tomb?”
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HAMPSHIRE, ENGLAND

The gentle hum of conversation washes over me, as the little scarab gazes up at me from my worktable. The low rumble of Papa’s voice mixed with the even deeper murmurs of Mr. Carter’s as they study maps and artifacts is like a childhood lullaby. I haven’t experienced this peace since Great Britain entered the war, eleven days before I turned thirteen, and the regular happy rhythm of seasonal archaeological planning came to an end.

Every sweltering afternoon of that last innocent summer, I would situate myself in a corner seat in Papa’s empty study with a book in hand, as I had many summers before. Willing myself to become one with the chair—invisible as a piece of furniture—I would wait for them to enter the room after luncheon. By staying quiet and listening intently, over the years I learned about the techniques of excavation, the nature of the artifacts, and the promise of certain sites in Luxor, and Papa came to accept my interest and my presence in his realm.

When Papa left for one or another of his social engagements—a shooting party or the racetrack to watch one of his horses compete—I would implore Mr. Carter to answer my questions about the day’s discussion. He gave me a primer on the ancient dynasties that unified Egypt and ruled over it—and sometimes nearby countries—from about 3,000 to 300 BC, the scope of their accomplishments, and their unique belief system that necessitated elaborate burials. He also explained how Europeans first became enamored with ancient Egypt when, in 1798, Napoleon marched into the country, then controlled by the Ottoman Empire, with an army of scientists and scholars whose studies of the monuments and artifacts formed the foundation of Egyptology. It’s one of the reasons that French archaeologists are heavily involved in Egypt to this day.

Once my queries were addressed, I’d gently beseech Mr. Carter to recount the story of Hatshepsut, one he’d been sharing in bits and pieces since I was a girl and he began spending summers at Highclere. I never had to beg too hard. He adored the history of one of the only woman pharaohs as much as I did.

“Lady Evelyn, do you remember that Hatshepsut was born to the third New Kingdom pharaoh, Thutmose the First?” I recall his answering me by teasing me with an obvious question. I knew the timelines of all three kingdoms—Old, Middle, and New—and the events within each.

“Of course!” I remember snapping back playfully. “Thutmose the First had been a general, not a royal son, which was pretty unusual. And Hatshepsut’s mother had been Thutmose’s primary wife.”

“Precisely. What did Hatshepsut become when her other full siblings died?”

“Is that a trick question? She was already the God’s Wife of Amun.” I recollect looking at him askance. Early on, Hatshepsut’s most important role was that of God’s Wife, a high-ranking ceremonial priestly post in which she “woke” the predominant Egyptian god Amun with a daily ritual imploring the sun to rise. It was the most powerful position a woman could hold outside of queen in ancient Egypt. “She didn’t become a queen until later, after her father died and she married her half brother, Thutmose the Second.” The ancient Egyptian custom of royals only marrying their royal siblings always fascinated and repulsed me.

“True enough.” He slapped his leg in mock surprise at my correct answer. “Although she did become the royal child with the strongest bloodline after her father’s death. Let’s talk about the events leading up to her marriage and queenship and then her eventual ascension to the throne.”

My reflection is interrupted by the sound of my name being called. I cannot play the whole memory through to the end, when Mr. Carter and I would follow along with Hatshepsut as she became queen; then regent to her stepson Thutmose III when her husband, Thutmose II, died; and finally when she assumed the title of pharaoh. Archaeologists had been largely unaware of Hatshepsut’s existence until hieroglyphics were decoded in the mid-1800s and remnants of destroyed statues and tablets were discovered in a ditch near her temple. Mr. Carter informed me that, when Hatshepsut’s title and reign became known, archaeologists labeled her as a deviant and usurper who stole the throne from its rightful owner, her stepson-nephew, Thutmose III. How else could a woman become a pharaoh? And, the theory goes, why else would someone have gone around and chiseled out every mention of her in statuary and monuments, other than as a form of retribution against power-hungry evildoer Hatshepsut? But Mr. Carter never believed that, and neither did I. I think it’s more likely that she became a pharaoh to serve her people, not unlike our Queen Victoria. Invariably, we’d end by discussing the way Hatshepsut’s name had been systematically eliminated from structures and objects. Could it be, we’d theorized, that the people of her time could not tolerate a woman with power? Not that the ancient Egyptians loathed her personally?

I hear my name again. Startled out of my memories, I glance over at Mr. Carter’s worktable. “Eve, would you come over here?” Papa asks.

I walk the few steps across the Music Room to two unrolled maps over which they are peering. Each contains a different view of the Valley of the Kings. Tacks of various colors have been stuck into different areas. Are those artifact locations? I’d been engaged in a similar task myself regarding Hatshepsut objects, and it would have been efficient to combine efforts.

“What do you think?” my father asks. “Does one of these tacks speak to you?”

“I’m not sure what I am looking at. Other than these are obviously maps of the Valley of the Kings.”

“These are potential sites for our dig this season.” He rubs his hands together in anticipation as he gazes down at the maps. “I am ready to get out there again.”

Papa hasn’t been back to Egypt since the war began. He returned to England immediately upon the outbreak and offered his services to the War Department, advising on aerial photography. He is something of a self-taught expert in the field. Mr. Carter remained in Egypt, working for British Intelligence and keeping an eye on the Valley of the Kings, which had been left largely unguarded when Egyptian men were called up to assist in a war of which they weren’t officially a part.

I glance at Papa and then at Mr. Carter, waiting for one or both of them to grin. Surely this is a joke. Neither man would defer such a momentous decision to me.

But no one smiles.

“I thought the process for selecting a site was a bit more logical than magical tacks,” I say in jest. Both men chuckle, but I can see they are in earnest. Strange, I think, that after all their digs and all their discoveries, they still rely on intuition to help make their site choice.

Papa squeezes my hand, and says, “Eve, you could be our lucky charm this season, proving Davis wrong. Pick us a winner.”

My stomach clenches. Theodore Davis relinquished his Valley of the Kings concession—a renewable annual permit—to my father after a public proclamation that he believed he’d exhausted the valley of significant finds. How can I possibly bear the weight of choosing a fruitful location in such an area? This is not what drew me to the pursuit of the past, but I suppose I should not be surprised. My father has always been a gambling man—automobile races, horses at the track, and archaeology.

“Why don’t I show you the map I’ve been working on?” I suggest. If we can simply return to a scientific assessment, I think, perhaps we can make an educated decision together. And put aside this notion of “lucky charms,” the sort of magical talk Papa uses at Newbury Racecourse or on pheasant shoots.

Without waiting for them to answer, I lead them over to my work area. Gesturing to my own much smaller map, I say, “I’ve been charting spots in the valley where objects related to Hatshepsut have been found, focusing on the ones you dug up and then put in storage. As you can see, they were all found in this area just north of KV 20 and KV60. Might we not dig in this region? Hatshepsut’s tomb could be found there.”

Mr. Carter draws closer to the map, nodding as he studies it. Papa doesn’t even look at it. Instead, he stands frozen, his eyes searing into mine.

“Why would we bother looking for Hatshepsut?” he asks, his eyes narrowing quizzically.

I don’t know what reaction I expected, but it wasn’t this. A patronizing chuckle perhaps. A soft dismissal at the amateur state of my survey maybe. But outright dismissal of Hatshepsut, arguably the most successful pharaoh of the New Kingdom? Never.

“Well, Papa, you’ve always said there’s at least one more important tomb in the valley. Why wouldn’t it be hers?”

A small, almost sad, smile appears on his lips, as he pats my shoulder. “My sweet Eve, I don’t think a woman pharaoh would generate a splashy burial, do you? Especially not one whose ambition fomented such hatred in her citizens that they went around with picks and chipped out all reference to her. Do you truly think that she’d be buried in a gold sarcophagus or that the usual pharaonic funerary trappings would be lavished upon her? I doubt it.”

I do not reply. I can’t. Why would Papa think Hatshepsut any less worthy of the extravagant final send-offs afforded to all pharaohs? Especially since the general consensus is that the destruction of her name occurred sometime after her death.

He continues. “And anyway, it’s more than likely that if KV60 or KV20 were her tombs, they were plundered in antiquity.”

Mr. Carter, who stands behind Papa, shifts his gaze from my map to me. His brows furrow, uncommon for his usually implacable face. “I would disagree, sir. I share Lady Evelyn’s opinion that Hatshepsut’s tomb is still out there.”

Papa pivots to stare at Mr. Carter, holding fast to his opinion. “Regardless of your beliefs, Howard, I am financing this excavation, and I will dictate its course. We have combed the records, and there are very few royal tombs left, undiscovered or plundered. And we will be searching for the most likely candidate—Tutankhamun.”

Before he gave up the Valley of the Kings concession, Davis found some peculiar objects near the tomb of Ramses III, including embalming strips with Tutankhamun’s cartouche. But I cannot believe Papa would put all our efforts on the boy king—a pharaoh late in the New Kingdom’s Eighteenth Dynasty—based upon such flimsy evidence.

“Tutankhamun?” I blurt out. “Why would we focus on him? I doubt his tomb would be more lavish than Hatshepsut’s. He was barely even a pharaoh. He only ruled for perhaps eight years, and it doesn’t seem like he accomplished much in his reign. After all, he was barely more than a child when he died.”

Papa’s eyebrow rises, stunned that his sweet, docile daughter should talk back to him. After watching years of altercations and loud yelling and the occasional spanking between Papa and Porchey because my brother wasn’t pliable, I’d carefully cultivated a gentle demeanor. I doubt Papa has ever seen the persistent Eve that hides beneath.

Still, I can see that, while he’s not pleased I’ve contradicted him, he’s impressed with my knowledge. This latter reaction wins out, and he says, “He did reinstate polytheism after his father, Akhenaten, died. I would hardly describe that as nothing, Eve. This season, we will be hunting for Tutankhamun’s tomb, and that decision is final.” He stares at each of us in turn, and I think his lecture is over. But I am wrong.

“And by we, I mean Howard and myself. I know you are desirious of coming to Egypt as well, Eve, but your place is here. Your mother absolutely insists you participate in the Season, and the political situation in Egypt is hardly settled. Although things do seem a far sight better now that General Allenby has been named High Commissioner of Egypt.”

“We will proceed as you wish, Lord Carnarvon,” Mr. Carter says, uncharacteristically using Papa’s full name. He typically calls him Lord C.

As Papa pivots and marches out of the room, I think how wrong I’d been in my earlier reflections that he’s accepted me in his archaeological work. He may encourage my interest—may even ask me to take a peek at his plans—but he’s only humoring me. My place remains in the shadows.
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“Don’t you worry, Lady Evelyn. All is not lost,” Mr. Carter says, after my father storms out of the room.

“Oh, I think one is quite lost, Mr. Carter. Utterly adrift, in fact. Certainly in terms of my presence in Egypt and surely as far as Hatshepsut’s tomb goes.” I try to keep my voice steady, but I am quite miffed by Papa’s treatment. I thought I’d been brought into the fold, but it’s clear my father simply doesn’t see me that way. To him, I’m still that girl, sitting in the corner with a book in her hand, an observer in her own life. Waiting for a marriage to animate me and provide me with purpose. One that I do not want.

Mr. Carter pats my arm and says, “I am going to share something private with you, something that may make you feel better, if that’s quite all right?”

The thought of being taken into Mr. Carter’s confidence astonishes me so much that it softens the blow of Papa’s dismissal. “Of course,” I rush to say.

“I am beholden to your father for being my patron these past years, and my goal is always the same—to secure for him the very best archaeological artifacts and historical discoveries. We have had great success, but we have also had great battles, far worse than you’ve seen today. Occasionally, as part of my effort to achieve his goals and further archaeology in general, I do what I must, even if it’s not what he wishes. Not that he ever needs know this.”

Mr. Carter gives me a pointed stare, which I take as a question. Can I keep this private? And if so, can he trust me with more?

“He will not hear of this from me,” I assure him.

“Excellent,” he says, then hesitates. “It isn’t that I want you to keep secrets from your father. But sometimes, in order to be certain that he doesn’t get in his own way, we must advance his interests obliquely, quietly, differently than he might envision. Sometimes it’s the only way of fulfilling his goals and a larger mission. Let me give you an example of what I mean and how determined I can be.”

We settle in the chairs across from his table. “During the war, while you were helping your mother with Highclere hospital and your father was assisting the British military, I was still in Egypt, as you know. When the formal excavations halted as the governmental manpower and resources were redirected to the war effort, I helped out at the British foreign office. This work left me with time on my hands, until the digs slowly began again.”

I nod. All this I learned from Mr. Carter’s letters during the war and dinner table conversation.

“What you may not know is that the war left archaeological sites unguarded. Plundering by locals and professional tomb robbers alike was rampant. I tapped into my network to ensure that I kept abreast of the thieves’ findings and that our concession in the Valley of the Kings was protected. One afternoon in 1916, I got a tip that a vicious fight had broken out over a tomb in the Wadi Sikkat Taqat Zayid to the west of the Valley of the Kings.”

“Isn’t that the remote area where some of the New Kingdom queens are buried? In cliffside tombs?”

“Precisely,” he answers with a pleased nod. “Even though it was the middle of the night, I raced out to the scene. I discovered a rope dangling down the sheer face of a cliff, and somewhere below me I could hear the tense voices of men who were digging.”

“You could hear them in a tomb cut into the side of a cliff?” I ask, trying to get a sense of the scene.

“Yes, the voices really carry in that sort of setting,” he answers.

“What did you do?” I am rapt.

“I cut the robbers’ rope, so they had no means of escape. Then, I secured a long, long rope of my own, knotted it around myself, and lowered myself down the side of the cliff, while my men stood by at the top, holding tight. When I was about two hundred and fifty feet above the valley floor, I reached the tomb. The original builders had used a water-worn cleft in the side of the cliff and tunneled in from there.”

“Was the opening evident immediately?”

“Yes, but when I peered inside, I could see that debris filled the interior as the tunnel went deeper,” he explains.

“Debris? From the robbers digging?”

“No, it looked like detritus that had accumulated in the tomb naturally over the centuries. The robbers had dug a hole through the solid pile of rubble, only big enough to wriggle through on your stomach. I called to them, and one by one, they crawled through the tunnel and reentered the cave, armed and ready to fight for their tomb. Once I explained that I’d cut their line and the only way out was on my rope—which would be pulled back up by my men if I didn’t signal to them in five minutes—they relented and left the tomb via my rope.”

“My goodness, that was risky,” I say, a little breathless at the thought of Mr. Carter’s endeavor. “You could have been killed.”

“Yes, but they would have been stranded and died themselves.”

“True enough. What happened next?”

“My men and I set to work. Over the next three weeks, working day and night, we cleared the tomb, installing a wooden structure inside to support the interior as we dug. It was then that we found it,” he says, his eyes shining at the memory.

“What? What did you find?” I ask, leaning as far forward as possible in my chair. I thought I knew all his stories, but I’d been wrong.

“We found Hatshepsut’s earliest tomb. Her original resting place, the one designed for her when she was a very young queen, the Great Royal Wife of Thutmose II, her brother. It might have even been started when she was still a princess.”

“What all did you find?”

“We discovered a stunning crystalline sarcophagus, likely abandoned as Hatshepsut’s position changed and she became more than a royal wife and queen. The rectangular sarcophagus is in pristine condition, elegantly carved, but empty. It is rather simple in decoration. Aside from an image of the sky goddess Nut and a hieroglyphic udjat eye, the sides and top contain only text and a cartouche. But that’s befitting for Hatshepsut’s station at that time.”

Of course I know the artifact he’s describing. The Egyptian government currently has possession of the sarcophagus, but I’ve seen detailed images. Mr. Carter and I have even discussed it several times, as we sought to understand Hatshepsut’s history and locate her resting place.

“I cannot believe that’s how you found the sarcophagus?!” I exclaim.

“Indeed,” he says with that wry smile of his. “But I tell you this story not to boast or brag, Lady Evelyn. I share this tale so you can understand how far I am willing to go in my pursuit of my goals, and that includes finding the tomb of Hatshepsut. She has been with me the entirety of my career—since I was a young English lad hired to sketch her temple—and I have no intention of abandoning the search for her tomb and her mummy. Especially when she is so close, as your own chart”—he points to my worktable—“is showing us.”

“Even if my father has ordered you to look for Tutankhamun?” I ask, smoothing the scarab in my hand, quite without thinking. Then I blurt out, “The most interesting thing about him is that he’s related to Hatshepsut.” The bloodlines of the ancient Egyptian royals are unbelievably complicated—largely because they typically married family members and so many records are lost—but it seems fairly clear that Tutankhamun, who became pharaoh seven reigns after Hatshepsut, shares a familial heritage with her.

“I would never disobey your father’s explicit commands. We will do what your father ordered and search for Tutankhamun. But as we do, we will also hunt for Hatshepsut.”
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This is the Christmas I wished for as a child.

The house smells of pine and mulling spices and ginger. The evergreen branches of the twenty-five-foot Christmas tree sparkle with decorations that practically touch the balcony of the Saloon’s second story, and I pause to inhale their fragrance. It’s been a long time since such a tree has graced Highclere’s halls. The war saw to that.

Slowly, relishing every moment of this day, I descend the oak staircase from the second-floor balcony into the Saloon proper, careful not to run my hand along the banister as I usually do. The railing is wrapped round with bunches of variegated and plain holly mixed with winterberries and silk ribbon, and Mama would be furious if I disturbed it before the guests arrive tomorrow for Christmas Day and the shooting party after Christmas. But I do take in the glory of the garland.

I pause at the base of the stairs, gazing at the twinkling magnificence of the Saloon. From the soaring Christmas tree to the abundance of colorful glass ornaments on its branches to the plenty of fir wreaths, some lying flat and glowing with candles, to the sprigs of mistletoe hanging on red silk ribbons on scattershot ceilings, it glimmers. To my surprise, tinsel shimmers between the ornaments, and I wonder where Mama came by it; production of the metallic decoration had halted during the war due to a military demand for copper. Time seems to have rolled back to the days before all the loss and injuries and shortages and fear—or perhaps it’s rolled forward.

Tonight is Christmas Eve, and for the first time ever at Highclere Castle, it will be just us four. Me, Mama, Papa, and Porchey. When we were youths at Highclere—and for me, that includes up to my thirteenth year—Porchey and I spent the entirety of the holiday upstairs in the Nursery on the top floor with Nanny Moss and either nursemaids, in our younger years, or governesses, in the latter ones. The prevailing belief was the children should not be seen or heard, even on Christmas. We would have a simple version of the Christmas Eve feast being served downstairs to my parents and their guests, then Nanny would fill our nursery stockings with the gifts Mama and Papa had selected. On Christmas morning, Porchey and I would spring out of bed early to unwrap them, a delight even though the presents were never what we’d requested. Shortly thereafter, we would dress in our formal Christmas attire, because we never knew when Mama and Papa might make the annual progress up to the third floor to wish us Happy Christmas, before scampering back downstairs for their meal and their guests. Then we would wait for their arrival. Sometimes nearly all day.

Is it any wonder I became fascinated with the very subject that fascinated my father? Although I do indeed adore history and archaeology, it certainly didn’t hurt that it gave Papa and me a unifying passion. This would give him reason to seek me out when he returned to Highclere from his months in Egypt and his shorter jaunts to the Continent with Mama. Sometimes I wonder if my heartfelt obsession with ancient Egypt is the differentiating factor in the kind of relationship I have with him. After all, he and Porchey, who loathes all things dusty and archaic, only seem to share strife and dislike.

The silver beading on my evening gown makes a slithery sound as I leave the Saloon and walk toward the Dining Room. Once inside its yellow silk walls, and under the stern gaze of Anthony van Dyck’s portrait of King Charles I, I greet my parents and Porchey, “Happy Christmas Eve!”

Elegant in their evening wear, Papa and Porchey each return my felicitations and take turns leaning in for a kiss on the cheek, but Mama holds back. What have I done now? Might we not find some common ground on Christmas, of all days? A small part of me longs to ask the blunt question, but I’ve spent years watching Porchey’s relationship with her deteriorate bit by bit as he took that confrontational tactic—so I hold back.

“We’ve been waiting, Eve.” She chastises me for being one minute late.

“Apologies, Mama.” I say what I do not feel. “I was organizing my gowns and attire for the next few days of entertaining.”

I offered an excuse of the sort she normally finds palatable, making certain I’ll be presentable for the parade of guests and activities we will have over the next week. But tonight, it seems the holiday spirit of forgiveness eludes her. “I certainly hope this tardiness won’t be in evidence over the next few days.”

“Of course not, Mama. I would never let you down—or Papa’s family or our guests, for that matter,” I assuage her, my eyes downcast in the docile expression she prefers.

I hear Porchey snicker, and I shoot him a look. He knows my obeisance is a charade, but there is no need for him to share that with Mama. It’s a demeanor I had to especially cultivate during the war years, when he was away serving with the Hussars. He has decided to remain in the army for the time being, but that does not seem much of an active commitment, as he’s mostly underfoot. I only hope he hasn’t had too much to drink already, or he may just let my cat out of the bag.

We settle in our seats, and the first course of oyster soup is served. Sipping champagne and the rich, creamy soup in turn, the table is quiet except for compliments about the food. My parents then slip into a discussion about the details of the shooting party, when they’ll set out, what drives they’ll cover, who will be the guns, what is expected in terms of birds and rabbits shot, and what will be served for the shooting lunch picnic.

The conversation continues in this vein as the next course is served, the turbot Dugléré, named after Adolphe Dugléré, who had been chef to the Rothschild family. And it doesn’t stop even when the third course of roast turkey with sage and chestnut stuffing—my personal holiday favorite—is brought to the table.

While our parents debate the perfect time for the shooting luncheon, Porchey knocks back a full glass of champagne and then whispers to me, “You look positively ecstatic about the shoot.”

“My favorite. A whole afternoon of chatter about guns and dead pheasants, and an additional outfit change as well. I can think of nothing better,” I reply.

While I do enjoy tromping about the altered winter landscape, I do not enjoy the shoot itself. Barraging buckshot on innocent pheasants and partridges seems untoward after the war.

“Maybe Papa will allow you to shoot?”

I practically snort out my champagne. “Can you imagine? As if that would make it more palatable for me.”

“What are you two whispering about?” Mama glares at us, her eyes narrowing in suspicion.

I rush to answer; I don’t want the tipsy Porchey to tell her the truth. “We were talking about the success of our Christmas Drive today at the church. I think we gave blankets and Christmas meals to over a hundred people, don’t you, Porchey?”

“Sounds about right.”

Mama nods then turns back to Papa, as I knew she would. She’d been uninterested in our efforts to resuscitate the old Highclere Christmas Eve tradition of distributing goods to the needy when I first suggested it several weeks ago. Strange for a woman who found her calling nursing severely wounded soldiers and running hospitals. Mama’s focus has returned to society.

But it appears as though Papa is finished with the topic of the shoot scheduled for the day after Christmas. He rubs his hands together expectantly as the plates are cleared. I assume he’s readying himself for the dessert course. Even though he’s not gluttonous in general, he is insatiable when it comes to patisserie. In fact, he employs an Austrian pastry chef to create rich, decadent confections for tea and dessert. No traditional plum pudding or trifle for us.

Strangely, he keeps glancing at the Christmas tree in the corner of the dining room. It’s a lovely ten-foot fir, festooned with Father Christmas–shaped ornaments and lit candles and topped off with an exquisite porcelain Christmas fairy. If our Saloon Christmas tree were not so enormous and breathtaking, this tree would be considered the pièce de résistance.

“I say,” he calls out, “are those presents under the tree?”

I hear a note of false surprise in his voice, and I wonder what he’s playing at. We never have presents under the Dining Room tree, only the Saloon tree.

“Ah.” He reaches down for a parcel and then lifts up a box wrapped in silvery tissue paper and a red silk ribbon. “This one even has a name on it—Eve. Looks as though Father Christmas came early this year,” he adds with a wide, self-satisfied grin.

Rising, I walk over to Papa. He hands me the present, winks, and says, “I wonder what’s inside?”

What on earth is happening? Curiosity piqued, Porchey leans forward in his seat, and even Mama scoots toward us. She doesn’t seem to be in on whatever game Papa is playing.

Without returning to my seat, I untie the ribbon and the tissue paper slips off the box. There are no store names emblazoned on the top, no distinctive symbols. What is in here? Why the dramatic presentation? I glance at Papa, who shrugs, and Mama, who looks confused and annoyed.

Placing the box down on the table, I lift the lid off. There, on a bed of tissue, sits a ticket. To Egypt.






Chapter Thirteen


JANUARY 28, 1920

THE MEDITERRANEAN

The waves crest white against the blue-black depths of the Mediterranean Sea. The ship seesaws in time with the motion of the water, yet the constant roll doesn’t bother me. How could anything bother me? I am on my way to Egypt.

“My God, the smell.” Mama stands next to me, clutching the railing, inhaling deeply.

“Isn’t it glorious?” I say, closing my eyes and breathing in the salty air. My hand, stuffed deep into my warm pocket, plays with the scarab I’ve brought with me from England. Brought back, more like.

“How on earth can you say that, Eve? The stench coming out of the crews’ quarters nearly made me gag. This lack of hygiene would have never happened under my watch.” She holds a scented linen handkerchief to her nose.

Ah, I think, more complaints about the ship. More than once, I’d watched my mother tend a gangrenous stump of an arm—the smell of which is lodged forever in my nostrils—and it’s hard to believe that nurse is the same woman standing before me. It’s as if there are two very different Almina Herberts—that caring, self-sacrificing nurse and my mother, the Countess of Carnarvon. Since the war ended, only the latter is in evidence, but I much prefer the former.

“I hadn’t noticed, Mama,” I lie, sliding my hand out of my pockets and placing it on the railing alongside Mama’s. Of course, the smell had registered, but what good would it do to complain? It isn’t as if we could disembark mid-sea. And I would endure anything to finally reach the land of legend.

Papa joins us at the railing, declaring, “Nothing like the brace of ocean air, is there?”

Mama shoots him a scathing look, but he is unmoved. Finding no purchase for her grievances, she walks off in a huff, mumbling something about “unnecessary journey.”

Papa glances over at me, one eyebrow raised. “Was it something I said?”

I smile, benignly adding, “Rather I think it was something neither of us said about the state of the ship.”

He chuckles, understanding well that my mother’s misery enjoys company. But Papa feels the same excitement as I do about this long-awaited journey and cannot offer it to her. Not to mention, the destination will bestow upon him the added gift of the dry air so necessary for the health of his lungs, the condition that first prompted his travels to Egypt years ago. He never complains, but I see how easily he tires and how prone he is to fits of coughing.

Not that Mama is wrong in her criticism. The travel to the ship was arduous in itself: ferrying from England to Boulogne, taking the train from there to Paris, where we briefly visited Papa’s half brother Aubrey, then boarding another train from Paris to Marseille, where we finally got on this ship to Alexandria, via Tunisia. But the Great War devastation we witnessed along the way—to buildings, bridges, countryside, people—quashed any objections I may have had to this hastily converted warship, which had, only months ago, been utilized to transport injured soldiers. Even if, as Mama suspects, it had not been cleaned properly before the ship admitted regular travelers, causing infections in several of our fellow passengers.

I try not to think about the poor men, bleeding and sick on the very deck where I now stand. Unlike most girls I know, I saw bloodshed, wounds, and illness aplenty during wartime, in the halls of Highclere and our London home, which Mama also used for the injured and dying. And I’m longing to experience a very different sort of history now, one that predates the war by millennia.

Papa’s gloved hand covers mine. “Are you excited, Eve?”

I turn toward my father, the daylight making apparent the lines on his face and the gray hairs on his head. His gaze is kind and expectant, and I am grateful that he acquiesced to my repeated requests to accompany him to Egypt. He even fought off Mama’s objections that I should be completing the London Season instead of taking off for the Middle East, that the ongoing protests for independence, the striking, and the general disruption make Egypt inappropriate for a young woman such as myself. How soft he can be with me, I think. What a very different father he is to Porchey, hard and unyielding.

“It’s been my dream for as long as I can remember, Papa. And you made it come alive,” I say, speaking the first full truth of the day. “It’s the best present I could have ever received.”

Squeezing my hand in a burst of affection, he says, “Oh, Evie, wait until we arrive. The ancient history is alive everywhere in Egypt, not just in the most famous landmarks like the pyramids. You’ll see the history in the faces of the people, the wares offered in the souks, the music played on the streets, and—”

I interrupt him gently. “And in the excavations most of all, I imagine.”

“Most of all. Nothing like the Egyptian sun beating down on you, and getting your hands sandy as you dig out an object once owned by a pharaoh,” Papa says with a shake of his head, although I very much doubt that his hands ever get dirty. He and Mr. Carter employ teams of Egyptians to do the hard work of excavating. “Nothing like the thrill of the chase either,” he adds, his eyes bright in the same way I’ve seen time and again at the racetrack.

“I cannot wait to get my hands sandy,” I say, then ask a question that’s been niggling at me since Paris. “Do you think Uncle Aubrey’s concerns about the safety of Egypt are valid?”

We’d stopped in Paris for a night to visit Papa’s half brother, his sibling by his father’s second wife. Uncle Aubrey is a gifted linguist who works in foreign policy with the Arab Bureau. Dinner conversation focused on the revolution last year in Egypt, during which former governmental official Saad Zaghloul created the Wafd Party to advocate for independence from Great Britain, with some success. How did this happen? Well, our country had had a de facto protectorate over Egypt since the 1880s—even though Egypt was ostensibly still a province of the Ottoman Empire during that time—but became an official protectorate in 1914 when the Ottoman Empire sided with Great Britain’s enemies in the Great War. During the war, British forces used Egypt as a staging ground for battle—conscripting Egyptian men into the military in the process, even though Egypt wasn’t actually in the war. When the war finally ended, the Egyptians wanted to have a say in the peace talks. Demonstrations and riots ensued when British authorities refused to allow Mr. Zaghloul to participate in the Peace Conference on behalf of the Egyptian people, and Mr. Zaghloul was exiled to Malta. Despite these measures, Uncle Aubrey maintains that the uprising is not over: “Even the women and peasants are marching against the British because they believe we put our interests above theirs, which—to be fair—is true. It’s not over.”

“Ah, Aubrey has always been overly worrisome about rising Arab nationalism,” Papa replies, casting aside his half brother’s concerns. “Spent too much time with his chum T. E. Lawrence over the years, I think. I know several of the men involved in the uprising last year—including that Zaghloul—and they aren’t bad fellows. I can even see their point about wanting to govern themselves, as long as our assets in the Suez Canal and in the Valley of the Kings are protected. But I think High Commissioner Allenby has any danger well in hand.” Papa puts significant faith in the British representative in charge of Egypt, former Field Marshal Viscount Allenby, who, together with his wife, are close family friends of my parents.

“Good, I don’t want anything to stand in the way of the dig,” I say.

“The only thing that may impede your sandy hands is your mother. Do I understand that you two struck a deal about this trip? She put up quite the fight.”

“Yes, I am to spend equal time at the Valley of the Kings site as in Cairo at social events,” I answer, not bothering to hide my dread. The battle to spend equal time at the dig had been unpleasant and hard-won. “That’s the promise.”

How will I manage to feign interest in dances and teas and gossip and dresses when Papa’s archaeological dig is right around the corner? I’ve learned to playact the part my mother wants for me, but this particular role will be challenging. Perhaps impossible.

“Good girl,” Papa says, even though I don’t think he means it. I know he’s beholden to Mama as well. He has the title and the castle and the connections, but she has the fortune that makes his life possible—including his excavations. “But perhaps we should strike a deal of our own?”

I glance over at him, game for anything at the moment. “I’d like that.” Reaching my hand back in my pocket, I run my fingers along the scarab like an ancient good-luck charm, the sort I dislike Papa having. As I smooth its surface and trace the hieroglyphics with my fingernail, I think that I might have become as superstitious as Papa.

“If you keep your end of the bargain with Mama, I’ll keep my end of the bargain with you. I’ll do my level best to deliver the most astonishing excavation of ancient Egypt the world has ever seen.”






Chapter Fourteen


FEBRUARY 12, 1920

CAIRO, EGYPT

I am warm down to my bones. For the first time since we left bitterly cold England, really. The thick rays of the sun bake me from within, and a frozen part of me feels suddenly alive. A heat that deepens when I consider that this is the same sun that warmed Hatshepsut.

“Eve,” Mama scolds, gesturing to the hovering porters and dragomen. “Stop dawdling. The men are ready to bring our trunks into the hotel.”

We stand on the wrought-iron veranda of Shepheard’s Hotel in the Ezbekiyya neighborhood, one of the European and British quarters in the city, and I cannot tear my eyes away from the sight unfurling before me. Between the leaves of the ferns and palms planted around the hotel veranda, I can see the bustle of Egyptian life. Dark-haired men in gallibaya and women wearing a variety of headscarves and face coverings mill about. They brush up against people in European clothes on the sidewalk and street, which is crowded with horse-drawn carriages and convertible automobiles alike. The sound of Arabic and the smell of turmeric and cumin waft in the air. It is delightfully new.

How have I spent so much time studying and writing about ancient Egypt but given so little time to thinking about the modern-day country and its citizens? They are the inheritors of the legacy I’ve been studying from afar, after all. And while ancient Egypt might be dead, modern Egypt is alive and well and pulsating all around me.

“Could we visit the souk before we check into our rooms?” I ask, longing to explore the famous open-air bazaars where vendors hawk all sorts of wares.

“Certainly not,” Mama snaps. “That would be entirely unsuitable.”

I follow my parents inside, delighted at the interior of the famous Shepheard’s Hotel. With its European furniture, Persian carpets, and stained-glass windows, the luxurious lobby feels familiar in some ways, until I examine the details more closely. The thresholds are marked with distinctly Arabic peaked ceilings, and the marble pillars delineating spaces closely resemble the colonnades of ancient Egyptian temples. I am not in Europe anymore.

After an interminable period installing ourselves in our suites and overseeing the unpacking of our clothes for Egypt, we are finally set free. I am itching to explore, but the leash only extends as far as Shepheard’s long bar, so named not because of the length of the bar but because of the typically long wait for a drink. I’ve heard about the long bar since I was a child—it features prominently in many of Papa’s Egyptian tales—so I’m surprised to find it largely empty.

“What do you think of Egypt so far?” Papa asks.

“Well, I like the inside of Shepheard’s and what I saw of the streets from the automobile and the hotel terrace,” I answer, quietly humming along to a song called “Roses of Picardy” being performed by a trio in the corner of the bar.

“It is remarkably civilized, isn’t it?” Mama remarks, sipping at her Dubonnet and gin. She is dressed for dinner, and the heavily beaded blue gown seems too dark and weighty for this climate.

Why wouldn’t Egypt be eminently civilized? I think. Mama’s comment belies a condescending attitude about a sophisticated culture that thrived when our own illiterate ancestors were likely living in huts. Comments and perspectives that might not have caught my attention at home seem inappropriate here.

Papa downs his Tom Collins, kicking back in his seat a little to take in the room. “When I first started coming to Shepheard’s years ago, I had to elbow my way to the bar. It teemed with tourists, government officials, collectors, explorers, artists, businessmen, you name it. Everyone had been lured here by the promise of riches or history—oftentimes one and the same. Those were heady times.” As he gestures to the waiter for another drink, he mutters, “Where the hell is everyone these days?”

I had been about to remind him that Egypt, like the rest of the world, is still digging itself out of the wreckage of the war. Prior to the start of the war, the Ottoman Empire had been the official ruler of the country, but the British wielded the actual power. When war broke out, this meant that a million Egyptian men were drafted as soldiers and the country became a staging ground and camp for the military, because it behooved the British. This led, in part, to the revolt over the British occupation that Uncle Aubrey warned us about. But I don’t get the chance to remind Papa of Egypt’s more recent history.

“Motor Carnarvon!” A deep voice bellows across the long bar. “Is that really you?”

Papa swivels in his chair. Bounding toward us is a behemoth of a man, burly and barrel-chested even though he has a full head of white hair and must be in his fifties, like my father. When Papa stands, the man sweeps him up in a bear hug.

Who is this man? Uncle Aubrey once told Porchey and me that “Motor Carnarvon” caught on as Papa’s nickname when he was young. Papa had been one of the first people in England to drive and own cars, and his passion for automobiles and racing them around the countryside is well-known. But I have never heard anyone actually use the moniker. I’d always assumed it faded away when Papa suffered the terrible car crash in Germany nearly twenty years ago that almost killed him. The accident lingers even now, in his lungs, in his limp, in his energy, even though he pretends otherwise.

“My God, Miller, is that really you?” Papa says with a deep, resonant laugh. “It’s been nearly a decade since I’ve seen you! Since before the war.”

The men briefly catch up on the war years, until my mother pointedly clears her throat. Papa introduces him as “Mr. Miller, an old friend from my early days excavating. A man who’s helped me put my hands on some fine antiquities for my collection.”

My father’s description of Mr. Miller is straightforward, but I wonder. Mr. Carter has told me a bit about how museums, institutions, and even individuals come to own Egyptian antiquities. In the past, licensed archaeologists have been permitted by law to keep half of the artifacts they excavate, with the other half going to the Egyptian government. Those archaeologists can keep those items—for display or study—or sell them legally to collectors or institutions. But unlicensed diggers, so-called grave robbers, have been unearthing Egyptian treasures since time immemorial, and those illicit objects also find their way into the marketplace. This sometimes happens through antiquities fences, men who look the part of upstanding dealers but actually operate as middlemen between the grave robbers and the collectors or through shops. Given that all excavations are meant to be licensed by the Egyptian government, this illicit unearthing and subsequent sale of objects is distinctly criminal, and yet seems to be an embedded part of the antiquities business. It is anyone’s guess whether such practices will be tolerated if the Egyptian people take back control, as Uncle Aubrey intimated.

How exactly has Mr. Miller helped Papa “put his hands” on Egyptian artifacts? Something about the way Papa describes him and the demeanor of the man himself gives me pause, especially since I assumed most, if not all, of Papa’s well-regarded collection came from his own excavations or through Mr. Carter. Could Mr. Miller be a fence? As soon as I ask the question, I answer it with a resounding no. Papa’s collection is world-renowned and surely doesn’t have the taint of criminality.

“What do you ladies have planned while you are in Cairo?” Mr. Miller asks collegially.

Papa answers, before either Mama or I can. “We are heading to Luxor straightaway.”

“Please don’t tell me you have come to Cairo but only plan on letting your daughter see the inside of Shepheard’s?” he asks my parents.

Mama’s cheeks flame, and I do believe this gentleman—if, indeed, he is a gentleman—has opened a door for me to visit the souk. “Of course not, Mr. Miller,” she answers.

I turn to meet Mama’s eyes; I want to lock her in. “So we do indeed have a visit to the souk on the schedule?”

“Yes, but—”

Mr. Miller interjects, “No time like the present. We’ve got just enough time for a spin before dinner.” He claps Papa on the back. “I have a new vendor I’d like you to meet.”

With the men in the lead, we stroll out of Shepheard’s into the still-bright early evening. Hailing one of the carriages for hire lining the street in front of the hotel, we drive toward the Khan el-Khalili, the best-known souk. I notice that Cairo seems even livelier than it had this afternoon. A certain energy and purpose fills the air and the people we pass, Egyptian and European alike. This continues even in the street approaching the bazaar, which I’d assumed would be winding down for the night. Strange, how an English shop that seems straight from Oxford Street sits right next to a storefront with Arabic lettering that could easily be set in the Middle Ages. We seem to be hovering between times, in this intersection of old and new Cairo.

Stepping under the soaring archway to the souk and onto the market’s interior cobblestoned road, I feel as though I’ve entered an entirely different realm, one punctuated with sounds and smells and sights I’ve never seen before. We duck under wooden balconies jutting out from limestone walls decorated with patterned tiles. We pass stalls overflowing with striking yellow, gold, and red powders spilling out of canisters overseen by purveyors grinding spices with a mortar and pestle.

The market bustles with buyers and sellers alike. A woman at a handloom making silk and cotton offers a sample to me as we weave through the fabric stalls until the road dead-ends. There, we turn right into an alleyway. It is so narrow that the balconies soaring above us on either side practically touch. I hear Mama mutter, “Of all the foolish things,” and just as I think she’s about to demand we return to Shepheards’s, we enter a cramped store, barely a narrow aisle wide.

As Mr. Miller introduces Papa to the store’s owner, Mamouk, I gaze in wonder at the overflowing shelves lining the walls behind racks of souvenir photographs, sheet music of popular songs like “Moonlight on the Nile,” and gleaming miniature obelisks and hieroglyphic-imprinted vases. As I peruse the shelves, I spot a few pottery shards and fragments of cartouches that, somehow, I know aren’t replicas for tourists. They are real.

Where did these artifacts come from? Were they sold to the store’s owner by licensed excavators who had no need for them? Given how important even the smallest of pottery shards can be to understanding ancient Egypt, I find it difficult to believe that a serious archaeologist would surrender them, but I suppose it’s possible. Could Mamouk have purchased them from one of the grave robbers that Mr. Carter has told me about? If so, are these items being illegally offered for resale? These questions unmoor me momentarily, until I remind myself that I needn’t worry about the untoward activities of others. I’m in Egypt with Papa and Mr. Carter, who have been fully authorized by the Egyptian government to excavate in the Valley of the Kings.

How I long to study the treasures in this store, and ask the proprietor whether an object with one of Hatshepsut’s marks upon it has ever passed through his hands. “I almost wish we weren’t leaving Cairo tomorrow,” I whisper to myself.

“You are in luck, Eve.” I hear Mama’s voice behind me, and it isn’t entirely kind. “You aren’t leaving Cairo tomorrow. At the British High Commission Residency tomorrow evening, there will be a reception in your honor.”






Chapter Fifteen


FEBRUARY 23, 1920

CAIRO, EGYPT

I hum along to the instrumental version of “Swanee,” the popular Al Jolson tune, singing the lyrics in my head. This song about longing could be an anthem for the British people in Cairo. Although the British have been ruling this country in all but name for decades, they live, work, and entertain in neighborhoods and clubs and parks and golf courses meant to simulate home, entirely separate and apart from the Egyptian citizens. While I knew this in theory, it’s been a shock to see the longing for England in practice.

I press my back into the cool marble column in the vast ballroom at the Residency, the lavish mansion that serves as the headquarters of British High Commissioner Allenby. Even though this is the Egyptian winter, the heat of the ballroom, purportedly the largest in Cairo, is overwhelming. I pretend that I’ve lost my dance card so that I might sit out this one dance, and find some air near the open terrace doors.

This is the second event at the Residency I’ve attended in the past ten days. The first reception at the Residency in the district of Adbeen welcomed me into “Egyptian” society and yielded a host of other invitations. We spent the intervening days at lawn tennis parties at the exclusive Gezira Sporting Club and lectures with tea at the insular Turf Club—and the nights at a multicourse dinner party in Heliopolis; the casino in Shepheard’s; and dances at the Mena House overlooking the pyramids; the Savoy; the Semiramis Hotel; and, of course, Shepheard’s. Only the sight of the pyramids brought me any real pleasure. And now, we have returned to the Residency, for a ball that Mama has promised will be the last. For now.

A group of older Englishwomen pass within hearing distance of my perch. “You would think that, after all these years of British presence, the Egyptian women would adopt some of our practices,” one heavily jeweled women in her forties says to another.

Her equally gilded friend chimes in. “We’ve shown the Egyptian women how to step out of purdah, leave behind the insular world of women, and interact in society, haven’t we? Yet they remain in their homes, behind closed doors.”

I’ve heard Mama speak of purdah, the practice of certain groups of women in Egyptian society of keeping themselves separate from men who aren’t family members. I understand it can take a physical form or manifest in the women’s attire. But I don’t recall Mama ever speaking of it disparagingly, as are these women.

“Or behind their veils,” a third woman echoes her sentiment. “I never can get straight the different types—the burqa, the yashmak, or something else entirely. Who can keep track?”

“I think their class dictates what sort of head covering they wear”—the second woman pauses—“or perhaps their religion?”

“Either way, they’re stuck at home, or covered up when they venture out. Even poor Queen Nazli is a prisoner in her palace. All bejeweled and dressed up in her finest, but nowhere to go,” the first woman adds.

“The only woman who seems to be going anywhere is that wife of Zaghloul. Stirring up trouble and organizing demonstrations,” the second woman says with a sniff. “If only she channeled that energy and joined society.”

So provincial and ignorant, I think. Not to mention these women don’t see the irony in chastising the Egyptian women for following their traditions and staying within the confines of their worlds, when these women effectively do the same thing.

Incredulous, I stare out at the sea of couples doing the one-step to Jolson’s ragtime ditty. Unlike in England, men outnumber women here three to one, providing dance partners aplenty. Not only do our British troops remain in Egypt, waiting to be recalled home after the war, but an abundance of civil servants, businessmen, and governmental officials reside here on a more permanent basis. Despite the fact that there are many men from which to choose, I’m not drawn to any. They are too like those at home.

A slight breeze stirs, and I close my eyes for a moment, hoping to dry the beads of sweat on my forehead. If Mama saw the perspiration, she wouldn’t be pleased. Yet it’s hardly avoidable in this country, even in its so-called winter.

“Not a fan of the one-step?” a deep, amiable-sounding voice asks. I open my eyes, and turn toward the sound. Standing on the other side of the marble column is an impossibly tall, mustachioed officer. Well, impossibly tall by my standards; at five feet and barely one inch, I find anyone over six feet tall to be gigantic. And this gentleman certainly qualifies.

“I feel as though I’ve one-stepped my way across Cairo over the past week,” I answer. The one-step craze had overtaken London nearly a year ago, but it had taken some time for the simple dance to hit Cairo. And now it’s all anyone wants to do on a Egyptian ballroom floor.

“Ah,” he says with a wide grin, “let me guess. You’ve just arrived from England.”

“You guessed right.”

“How are you finding Egypt?” he asks. Unlike the many other times this polite query has been asked of me, his question seems in earnest. I decide to return it with an earnest answer.

“Am I in Egypt? I feel like I could be in London or back home in the Hampshire countryside for that matter from the looks of things.”

His eyes widen in surprise at my unflinchingly honest remark, and then he chuckles. “It’s uncanny, isn’t it? The way that damp, green England has been re-created here along the Nile and in the Egyptian desert. Have you been to Gezira Island yet?”

I take a step closer to him. This is the first time anyone has addressed the two, very distinct Cairos head-on. The preindustrial, labyrinthine Egyptian Cairo butts up against the gaslit, manicured English Cairo, and yet never the twain shall meet.

“When I stepped onto Gezira Island, I could hardly believe my eyes. The tree-lined, paved residential streets with their garden gates and rose gardens? The club with tennis courts, golf courses, and even a racecourse? I could have been in Wimbledon,” I practically exclaim.

“I know; it’s almost eerie.”

“How did this second England form in Egypt?” I ask, with a shake of my head. I don’t really expect him to respond; I know it’s not exactly typical ballroom banter.

A thoughtful expression overtakes his face, as he pauses before answering. “Well, we are told that British officials and their families need a place apart—so their children can be educated properly and so that hygienic distance can be kept from the Egyptians. There seems to be an almost rabid fear of illness, which people blame on the Egyptian way of life. Plus, the general understanding seems to be that the Egyptian women are meant to be kept away from anyone who isn’t family, especially men.”

I’m impressed with his reply, particularly since he seems to have a degree of skepticism for the explanations put forth by the powers that be for the “necessity” of this strange separate existence. Since he seems willing to engage in the topic, I press a bit further. “That doesn’t seem quite logical, does it? Don’t English military men, civil servants, and businessmen have to interact with Egyptians at work? Don’t English people have Egyptian staff working in their homes? Even Egyptian women, in some cases?”

“That’s very true,” he says, his brows furrowing as he considers my questions. Am I asking him to reflect on a subject he hasn’t contemplated before? One he’s accepted at face value? “We do engage with Egyptians in our offices, and we do have them working in our homes. But we are told to keep a ‘healthy distance’—which does seem incongruous.”

“Could it be that the artificial barrier between the two cultures serves a different sort of purpose than hygiene?” I ask this surprising chap. I haven’t found a single other person here in Cairo with whom I could have this sort of conversation. Could I push him even further? I decide to try. “No wonder they’d like us to leave.”

I expect him to pontificate on the importance of English presence to maintain Egyptian order and modernity, the usual justification for protecting our economic and military interests here, and the need to preserve our interest in the Suez Canal. Instead, he says, “I know. I mean, we won’t even interact with the French here.”

I stare at the unexpected reference to the way—true to form—the English in Cairo hold themselves apart even from the French. Then I burst into laughter at this spot-on irreverence. “Unless it’s for a match at the Fencing Club,” I add.

Our eyes meet, and merriment overtakes us both. He’s the first person I’ve encountered who sees the layers of hypocrisy and contradictions here about which I’m just learning—and can still find some lightness. It’s refreshing.

“So what brings you to Egypt, then?” he asks, genuine curiosity in his eyes.

“The history. And a pipe dream about finding a pharaoh.” I am about to explain when “Swanee” ends, and a crush of dancers exits the ballroom floor toward the terrace doors where we stand. I lose sight of the man at the same time I hear Mama call to me. By the time the crowd clears, he is gone.






Chapter Sixteen


FEBRUARY 24, 1920

LUXOR, EGYPT

I cannot tear myself away from the window. The private train car taking us from Cairo to Luxor is as sumptuous as those we’ve used at home, but the view is nothing like the rolling green pastures in England or the blighted countryside in France. As we follow along the Nile, the landscape is verdant and agricultural, dotted with swaying date palms, but just beyond is the ocher desert. This wide, dry expanse calls to me, and I can’t help but think that this alluring land is like the ubiquitous palm trees—its roots south in Aswan, its foliage north at the branching Nile delta, and its date fruit represented by Fayum.

On the crimson velvet banquette across from me, Mama has drifted off. I can see her closed eyes below the celadon wide-brimmed picture hat she’s wearing. The ball at the Residency last evening went quite late and our train departure was very early, so I’m not surprised she succumbed to the unladylike habit of sleeping in public. Not that this train compartment is open to anyone except her, me, and the occasional porter delivering our drinks and meals for this twelve-hour journey. Papa, tired of the Cairo social obligations, left a few days ago.

I’ve kept my end of the bargain over the past few days. I danced with officers and civil servants. I made polite conversation with any number of society matrons and high government officials. I submitted to lectures on gardening and flower arranging with exotic plants. The only bright lights were that conversation with the officer last night and the trip to the pyramids. The sight of the great monuments materializing before me, almost shimmering in the haze, took my breath away and reminded me of my purpose in this ancient land.

Now it’s time for Mama to keep her end of the bargain—and Papa as well.

But I have not placed my trust solely in my parents. They disappointed me too often and too mightily over the years. I do, however, have faith in Mr. Carter and the plan we cobbled together in the days before his late-November departure.

The sun has set, and the horizon is unsettlingly dark by the time our train pulls into the Luxor station. This is ancient Thebes, I keep thinking, as the porter loads us and our mountain of trunks into the waiting Renault. After years of longing to visit Egypt, I can hardly believe I am in the religious capital of the New Kingdom, the epicenter of ancient Egypt, the place where Hatshepsut herself lived, prayed, and ruled. I have envisioned her unorthodox rise in power over and over and even committed my musings to paper, but now I see that the world I imagined for Hatshepsut was but a shadow of the real Egypt.

After a brief drive through gaslit streets, the vehicle pulls into the circular drive of the hotel. There, awaiting us with two wide curved staircases that resemble open arms, is the Winter Palace. The grand structure sits on the bank of the Nile, presiding over it like the jewel it proclaims itself to be. Both the Nile and the nearby ancient temples aren’t really visible in the dark, but it is enough that they are so close.

Papa often claims that this hotel is his favorite place in the world outside of Highclere Castle. Certainly, he had been the hotel’s most regular guest before the war. Only in the past few months has it reopened to tourists and regular guests. During the war, it served as a place for injured and recuperating soldiers, much like Highclere.

Mama and I step inside the soaring two-story lobby, and the small, fastidious hotel manager greets us. “Welcome, Lady Carnarvon. It is an honor to welcome you back to the Winter Palace. We have missed you.” His accent is thick and French.

“And I have missed this hotel,” she says, gazing around the elegantly appointed space, with its intricate wrought-iron bannisters, a crystal chandelier rivaling Highclere’s own, and the ubiquitous palm trees. I can almost hear her assessing whether the hotel is entirely up to snuff, or whether the toll of war is still evident.

“Lord Carnarvon and Mr. Carter are awaiting your arrival in the Royal Bar, ma’am.”

“We may want to freshen up before meeting them,” my mother says, mostly to me.

The manager bows. “As you wish—”

Before he can finish, I interrupt. I see an opportunity. “I am actually quite parched, Mama. Why don’t you stop in the room, and I’ll meet Papa on my own?”

That skeptical eyebrow of hers rises. “Is that quite appropriate?”

The manager reassures Mama. “I will escort her myself, Lady Carnarvon.”

She pauses before nodding, always stingy with her acquiescence. “Before you go, Mr.— What did you say your name was?”

“Monsieur Gavreau, ma’am.”

“Monsieur Gavreau, can you make sure my mail is brought up to the suite immediately? I am expecting quite a few invitations, and I was curious—what night of the week do you hold your dances?”

I cannot believe Mama is asking about the Winter Palace’s weekly balls. The finer hotels customarily hold a ball one night of the week; they did before the war, anyway. This practice has returned in full force in Cairo, as I know from my own rounds, but I’d been hoping Luxor hasn’t quite caught up.

I stop short. Why is she asking this question? I have already kept my social end of the bargain. This is meant to be my time to work with Papa and Mr. Carter. I shouldn’t have to attend the Winter Palace balls, even if the hotel is holding them.

“Lady Carnarvon, I regret to say that our ballroom is still under construction. It had been used as a hospital and surgical theater during the war, and the conversion back is not yet complete.”

I heave a huge sigh of relief. I hadn’t intended it to be audible, but from the glare I receive from Mama, it must have been. I need this exchange to end. “I’ll see you shortly, Mama.”

Monsieur Gavreau takes my cue and leads the way. We cross the lobby, bustling with well-dressed guests speaking French, Italian, and Arabic along with English, and step into a red-paneled room with book-lined shelves, upholstered chairs, and a dark wood bar. No wonder Papa likes the Royal Bar; it is evocative of Highclere’s Library.

“Ah.” Papa springs up from his chair to embrace me. “Eve. You’ve finally arrived!”

Mr. Carter rises as well, but bows in greeting instead. “Lady Evelyn, we have been anxiously awaiting you.”

Papa orders me a bee’s knees cocktail, and we settle around a small table. The men are grinning, but strangely, not saying anything. They look like two naughty schoolboys with a secret.

“You two look like the cat that swallowed the canary. What’s going on?”

They give each other a sly glance. Papa nods at Mr. Carter, his signal to say, “We are on the brink of making an interesting discovery in the Valley of the Kings.”

“At the site chosen near the entrance to Pharaoh Merneptah’s tomb?” I ask.

“That’s the one,” Mr. Carter answers with a reassuring smile. This is the spot we selected with possible ties to Tutankhamun and Hatshepsut, not that we shared that with Papa. “And we’ve waited for your arrival to excavate the final layer.”

Papa interjects. “Didn’t I promise you an exciting excavation? Welcome to Luxor, Eve—or for our purposes, Thebes.”






Chapter Seventeen


FEBRUARY 25, 1920

VALLEY OF THE KINGS, EGYPT

The vast tawny desert surrounds us. Its gentle hills slope down until they meet, creating the valley through which we ride our donkeys and camels. The tombs of ancient Egypt’s New Kingdom pharaohs are all around us. For me, they had only been dots on a map before, denoted with a KV. But now I feel the sacredness of the rulers’ Valley of the Kings resting place.

How surreal this arid place seems, especially when I think that only an hour before we breakfasted in the luxurious garden of the Winter Palace. Sunlight had filtered through banana, orange, and lime trees as we sipped tea and ate buttered toast. The scent of the fuchsia bougainvillea wafted through the air, as water from the elegant fountain softly gurgled. The fertile strip of land bordering the Nile creates a lush setting for the hotel, and it seems a world away from here.

We pass a caravan of camels laden with spices marching along a nearby desert route, as well as enormous, thirty-foot-high piles of rock that I know to be from past excavations. Scores of ancient grave robbers, modern-day archaeologists, and now Papa have scoured this valley, hunting down the remains of pharaohs, and any one of them could have left these heaps of rubble behind. Mr. Carter, in fact, has been responsible for some of it, as he had to use railway tracks and hand-powered trucks to clear hundreds of square feet of the valley years ago. I hope to leave behind a similar mark of my own as we dig out Hatshepsut.

Bumping along on camelback, I adjust my khaki cotton skirt and white linen shirt. I hadn’t understood the need to order an entirely different wardrobe of colonial-weight campaign clothing from Henry Poole & Co. tailors before we left London. But now I do. How would I survive the heat and sun and camel riding in my usual constricting, delicate, multilayer attire?

In the distance, I see a figure waving to us. As we get closer, I realize that it’s a man in a three-piece suit and wide-brimmed hat. It’s Mr. Carter, who arrived before us. He stays at his house, which Papa has affectionally dubbed Castle Carter, as it’s closer to the site. I’ve heard that his sprawling, traditional Egyptian mud-brick house has a dome in the center to keep the space cool and a wonderful view of Thoth Hill. When Mr. Carter announced his intention to build a home near the Valley of the Kings—“to better serve Lord C.’s needs”—Papa sent special bricks from England to build the foundation.

The guides corral the animals and help us dismount. Mr. Carter rushes to assist, stretching out a hand to Mama first and then me. “Welcome, ladies! We are most delighted to have you here on what we hope is an auspicious day.”

He leads us toward a pit, around which nearly three dozen workers have gathered. These members of the peasant class have worked for Papa and Mr. Carter for years, decades in some cases. Papa introduces me to the three reis, or foremen, in charge of the men. I must get to know them, he says, because I “will be working hand in hand with them overseeing the dig.” Papa has told me that, unlike many digs in which fear tactics and abuse rule the day, Mr. Carter knows his workers well and ensures fair treatment for each and every one.

The foremen look at me curiously. Although Mama has accompanied Papa on his excavations for years, and thus the men are accustomed to seeing her, I suppose they’ve never had a woman involved in the actual dig before. Mr. Carter pats the three men on the back, and utters a few words in Egyptian Arabic. Is he allaying their concerns about my presence here? I guess I hadn’t fully thought through the issue of my gender—other than usual strangeness of a woman being interested in archaeology.

As Mama and Papa settle underneath the tent already assembled for them, Mr. Carter and I stand at the pit’s side. “Am I finally going to learn what you’ve found here?” I ask with a half smile. He and Papa had been cagey last night.

“You see before you the area we chose for the dig.” He gestures dramatically to the wide, shallow pit below us, not too far from KV8, the tomb of Pharaoh Merneptah, who ruled around 1200 BC. It sits just north of the tomb of Hatshepsut’s father Thutmose I and the burial place of her wet nurse. Conveniently, a few artifacts found in the vicinity bear Tutankhamun’s symbols.

“I do see. Although I confess it looks quite different on a map than it does in person.”

“Translating from one to the other is a skill you’ll have to learn if you want to pursue this sort of work,” he says. “The men dug down in the hopes of hitting a threshold or stairs, but before we reached that level, I began to see outlines of several large objects. So we halted our labors.”

“Why?”

“Your father wanted you to be present and participate in any discovery we might make.”

I am simultaneously touched by Papa’s indulgence and irritated that he perceives me as a young girl deserving of a special treat, something akin to a new gown. There is something I need to make clear to Mr. Carter, even if I cannot broach the topic with my father.

“I don’t want to be spoon-fed an excavation, Mr. Carter. I hope you of all people understand that,” I say.

“I do, Lady Evelyn,” he answers in a serious voice. “And I have every intention of involving you each step of the way. This may be your first dig, but in your own way, you’ve been excavating the past as long as I’ve known you. Not to mention I’d put your knowledge of ancient Egypt up against that of most museum curators any day of the week. But I do have to appease my patron from time to time.”

I nod in understanding. We both have our roles to play.

Kneeling down, I allow my fingers to sift through a handful of rocky, sandy soil. Then, I stand and announce, “Let’s get to work.”






Chapter Eighteen


MARCH 4, 1920

VALLEY OF THE KINGS, EGYPT

The sleeves of my white linen shirt are rolled up as high as they’ll go. I’ve pulled the brim of my hat down nearly to my brow to provide the most shade possible over my eyes. I can have no distractions as I run my trowel along the outline of the vase before we finally lift it from the earth that has been its home for more than three thousand years.

Darkness suddenly overtakes the sandy pit where the first of what may be a dozen vases is still partially buried. I glance up from the pit’s base, where I’m kneeling. My father has moved from the side of the pit, where he and Mama have set up chairs under a tent, to the very edge, and is peering down at us.

“Papa, please move,” I ask. “You are blocking the sunlight.”

Papa chuckles. “Yes, madame archaeologist.”

He has found the seriousness with which I’ve approached this excavation alternatively humorous and a source of pride. I haven’t held back my knowledge about New Kingdom ancient Egypt, excavation techniques, or hieroglyphics. While he’s heard snippets of my expertise and interest at Highclere over the years, I’ve never divulged the extent of my familiarity, and he seems astonished. Occasionally, I’ve caught him staring at me in wonder, and then shooting Mr. Carter a glance. As if he’s to blame—or perhaps to thank—for this new creature who has taken the place of his daughter.

My father shifts to the side, and the sunlight appears again. When a shadow passes over the site again, I know who’s responsible without even looking up. “Mama!”

“Sorry, dear!” I’m so startled by her apology I nearly jump. My mother never offers regrets. Not to me or Porchey, anyway.

Mr. Carter calls up to them from my side, where he stands. “Lord and Lady Carnarvon, I know this moment of discovery is terribly exciting, but our excavator needs every bit of light to lift the vase out whole. If that’s even possible.”

My parents murmur their assent, and Mr. Carter drops to his knees next to me. The light woolen fabric of his pants and my tan cotton skirt are full of the debris I’ve moved away from the vase’s edges. It has taken nearly three weeks of painstaking clearing of the dirt and sand over this layer of vases to arrive at this moment.

From my pocket, I take out my brush and clean the surface of the vase. Very clear hieroglyphics emerge, encircled by an elongated oval, as we’d suspected they might be. Hoped, really. It is a cartouche.

Mr. Carter and I lock eyes and smile. “Should we stop and study the cartouche? Just in case the vase shatters when we lift it?” I ask.

“Let’s do a quick pencil rubbing.” He reaches for a charcoal pencil and thin paper from his nearby pack. “Then we’ll have a record. But”—he pauses, and runs his fingers along the largely exposed surface—“I am fairly certain this vase is made of aragonite, which is somewhat durable. And I don’t feel any cracks.”

The moments he spends rubbing the hieroglyphic images onto the paper feel interminable, and I hear my mother ask my father what’s happening. Finally, Mr. Carter places the image and his tools back into his rucksack, and kneels down again. I shimmy the trowel along the vase a final time, until the object is firmly dislodged from its sandy grave. Then, sliding on my work gloves, I gently lift it out—fully intact.

As I brush away the soil, the elegantly shaped vase, fifteen inches high and perhaps ten inches wide, glows in the sunlight. “It looks like a pearl,” I exclaim.

“That’s the aragonite,” Mr. Carter says. “It’s made from similar chemical compounds as pearls, and has a similar luster.”

Graceful handles stem from the sides. I hadn’t dared use them as I removed the vase from the sand. They could be fragile. As I study them now, I see that they are carved in the shape of a horned animal. I squeal in delight, and Mr. Carter yells to Papa, “The handles are sculpted into ibex heads!”

Papa claps excitedly. “Excellent work! Carter, I saw you recording the surface. Is there a cartouche on front? Or is it just a pattern?”

“It’s a cartouche, Papa!” I yell up, beaming at him and Mama.

“My God—” Papa blurts out at this momentous development, then asks, “Whose?”

I look over at Mr. Carter, who is staring down at it.

“Can you tell? Please tell me it says Hatshepsut.”

“Your father would prefer his precious Tutankhamun,” he whispers back. He shoots me a pitying look, and then calls up to my father, “It appears to be the cartouche of Pharaoh Merneptah, sir.”

“Merneptah?” Papa asks in disbelief. “The fellow buried in KV8?”

Papa’s reference to Pharaoh Merneptah is dismissive, unfairly in my opinion. Ascending the throne at the ripe old age of sixty, or so we think, he might not have been the most influential leader, but he did leave behind the stela which contains the very first mention of Israel.

“Yes, sir, the tomb just to the north of us,” Mr. Carter answers. “The one I excavated back in 1903.”

“Damn. Merneptah is no slouch, but he’s no Tutankhamun. You already discovered his tomb, and all you found was an empty sarcophagus. All the rest was plundered in antiquity.” Papa starts pacing and puffing away on his pipe.

“This is still a significant find,” Mr. Carter says, gesturing to the outlines of perhaps a dozen vases that still lie beneath the surface.

“And it’s my first,” I say, standing and brushing off my skirt. I want to change the mood, because I don’t want Papa to despair of this site before we rule out any possibility that Hatshepsut’s tomb is around here. Papa can be mercurial, and Mr. Carter and I had worked long and hard to convince him that this site was the right one for the season.

I add, to cajole him into a smile, “Isn’t that cause for celebration?”

Papa stops pacing, and stares down at me. “I suppose you are right, Eve. Let’s head back to the Winter Palace and toast this accomplishment.”

“I’ll leave you to it then,” Mr. Carter says, placing the vase in a wooden box with protective wrapping and instructing the men to cover the site for the day.

“No, no, you can’t return to Castle Carter,” Papa protests.

“I’ve got to be at the site very early tomorrow, and Castle Carter is closer.”

“No, Howard, you must stay with us and celebrate at the Winter Palace,” Mama insists, and people rarely refuse her.

“After all, Mr. Carter,” I say, with a wide smile, “this is just the beginning.”






Chapter Nineteen


MARCH 4, 1920

LUXOR, EGYPT

By the time I step off the ferry that took us across the Nile from the Valley of the Kings to the hotel, I am dirty and starving. Between the dig itself and the dusty donkey ride from the site to the dock, I’m longing for a soak in the hotel tub before our celebratory toast on the Nile Terrace. But before our group reaches the White Palace entrance, a man practically launches himself at us, nearly sending Papa—whose limp makes him unsteady on his feet—sprawling.

Mama screeches, and Mr. Carter grabs the man by his shoulder, pulling him away and keeping him at arm’s length. “Here, here, what’s this all about?” he demands.

The man seems innocuous enough in his well-cut, European-style suit, but he has a certain fervor around the eyes. I understand Mr. Carter’s reaction. Where are the security guards? Even though we are not in the hotel proper, the White Palace is known for its excellent safety precautions, even on the grounds. It shouldn’t be left to Mr. Carter to defend us.

Papa pushes himself to standing and steps forward. “I appreciate the show of chivalry, Carter, but I know this man. Peacock, apologies for the less-than-hearty welcome. But in Carter’s defense, you gave us quite a start.”

“My apologies, Lord Carnarvon. I think the urgency of my message got the better of my manners.”

“All is forgiven, old chap,” Papa says, and pats the man on the shoulder. “Do tell us what this is all about?” he asks, starting toward the hotel again.

Mama and I start strolling again as well, but the man doesn’t move. I notice that Mr. Carter lingers too.

“You don’t understand the gravity of what I’m about to tell you, Lord Carnarvon,” the man says, his voice very serious. Papa hasn’t bothered to introduce him.

I pause and watch as Papa turns back. “Whatever it is, surely you can share it over a Pimm’s on the terrace. We’ve had a long day excavating.”

“I don’t know if it will be safe for the ladies to have a Pimm’s on the terrace,” Mr. Peacock remarks.

“I don’t even like Pimm’s,” Mama adds, as if we were taking her drinks order. Sometimes she can be shockingly self-focused.

But the man now has Papa’s full attention. “Spit it out, man. What do you mean?”

“Zaghloul’s followers have staged another uprising.” Mr. Peacock’s voice is small, almost apologetic. As if he’s to blame that the Egyptian nationalist has fomented civil unrest.

“Here? In Luxor? Or in Cairo?” Mama asks, suddenly interested in this conversation beyond what we’d be drinking.

“It’s beginning in Cairo, but could well spread to Luxor, Lady Carnarvon,” Mr. Peacock answers.

“I thought Zaghloul had been exiled to Malta,” Mama remarks, confused. “How can he be stirring up the people from there?”

“Our friend Allenby has released him from exile. No idea where Zaghloul is now, or whether he’s been allowed back into Egypt. His followers don’t seem to need his prompting to riot,” Papa explains, then adds, “Well, this is unfortunate.”

“Yes, Lord Carnarvon. It is indeed.” Mr. Peacock concurs with Papa’s magnificent understatement.

We all stand stock-still, staring at one another. Me and Mr. Carter, dusty and rumpled in our work clothes; my parents, their bespoke, khaki archaeologist attire still pristine and looking more like a costume than work gear; Mr. Peacock, his pin-striped worsted wool suit as perfectly pressed as if he sat in a Lombard Street office.

“Bloody good of you to come and inform me.” Papa breaks the momentary silence and shock, and claps Mr. Peacock on the back again.

“I’ll never forget how you helped me get settled in Luxor when I first arrived. When I heard about the trouble, I raced to the Winter Palace to tell you.”

“Has the word got out about the looming unrest?”

“No, not yet. In fact, I think I was one of the first in Luxor to hear of it. And I was hoping we could use that advantage to help get Lady Carnarvon and your daughter on a ship, before they fill up—”

Mr. Carter interrupts him, “Or before the mobs stop them from leaving the ports.”

“Exactly,” Mr. Peacock concurs.

Surely they can’t be serious. They cannot mean that we will leave Egypt. Between the travel and the obligatory time in Cairo, it has taken me longer to get to the Valley of the Kings than I’ve spent at the site. And I am not optimistic that Mama will permit me ever to come to Egypt again.

“No, Papa,” I say.

“No what? I don’t even have a plan yet,” he barks, irritated at my preemptory defiance.

Mr. Peacock pipes in. “I have taken the liberty of researching the routes, and there is a ship leaving from Port Said tomorrow in the late morning. If you get on the overnight train and make the necessary connections, you might just be able to make it.” He pauses, seemingly uncertain about pushing further. “There are four tickets left on that ship.”

Uncharacteristically, Mr. Carter makes a decision on behalf of Mama and me. “Then, we’ve got to get Lady Carnarvon and Lady Evelyn two of those tickets.”

Papa nods. “Yes, yes. Almina, you and Eve must race upstairs and pack the essentials. Just enough to get you through the journey home. We don’t have time for you to fill the trunks if you are to catch the overnight train.”

“You make it sound as though Eve and I are going on alone.” Mama’s voice is leery.

“You are. I shall stay on,” Papa says.

“You can’t mean that.” Mama’s tone borders on hysteria.

“Almina.” Papa reaches for her hand, an unusual gesture. I rarely see my parents touch. “What is safe for you and what is safe for me are two very different things. I would be wildly remiss in my duties as a husband and father if I allowed you and Eve to remain in Egypt during an uprising.”

“But what about you? Please don’t put yourself at risk,” Mama begs.

“Almina, I’m going to reach out to Allenby to see if I can help negotiate away this situation, and I will hardly be at risk in his company. I know both King Fuad and Zaghloul—he and I have spent some jolly times at the track. Perhaps I can help informally bridge the different factions.”

“Porchey,” Mama pleads. Only when she is desperate does she call Papa by his nickname, the same as my brother’s. Papa was once Lord Porchester as well. “Please don’t put yourself in harm’s way for the Egyptians.”

“It isn’t only for the Egyptians, Almina. It’s for us as well. We can hardly excavate in the middle of a civil war.”

My head is spinning. How can this be happening on the eve of my first find?

“If it’s safe with High Commissioner Allenby, then why can’t we stay? We would be with you,” I implore him. “Papa, I’ve only just got here.”

He gazes over at me. His eyes are sad, but his tone is firm. “Eve, I am sorry, my dear. We’ve got to get you on that ship. But I promise you’ll be back.”
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Chapter Twenty


1483 BC

THEBES, EGYPT

The drums beat low and slow, reverberating deep within me. I walk in time with the rhythm until it matches the thumping of my heart. I feel at one with the musicians and the priests and the royals and the viziers and the dignitaries and the thousands of citizens marching in this funeral procession since dawn—to bury my father, Pharaoh Thutmose.

How could he be dead? The vibrant ruler of Upper and Lower Egypt who raised our land to new heights in trade, military expansion, building projects, even artwork? The father who made me his pupil in the three seasons before his death? It seems impossible that he should be gone, leaving me—and a nation—bereft.

I’ve had seventy long days as my father’s body was being readied for the afterlife to grow accustomed to the reality of his passing. Yet, I still expect him to glance over at me from his golden sedan chair—carried aloft on the strong shoulders of his men—and bestow upon me a small, wry, unexpected smile. I cannot envision him lying deep within the gold and lapis lazuli sarcophagus, his canopic jars arranged around him like a flower, on the oxen-pulled sledge at the head of the procession.

The cries of the Kites of Nephthys interrupt my musings. Walking alongside the sledge, these women, dressed from head to toe in the blue-gray color of mourning with matching powder on their faces, are skilled in the art of mourning and appease the gods with their shrieking and beating of their breasts. None of us royals are to weep and so they do it for us. And anyway, we are meant to believe there is no need for sorrow, as my father has simply begun an entirely new journey to the afterlife.

But I mourn.

The procession reaches the east bank of the Nile, and there await several mortuary barges. My mother and I step onto the lead barge and stand at the prow on either side of the sarcophagus. We are joined by two women who symbolize the goddesses Isis and Nephthys, here to assist with my father’s journey to the afterlife. Sailing from the east side of the Nile, which symbolizes life, we cross its wide blue waters to the west bank, which represents the land of the dead.

Having accompanied my father on this most crucial part of his journey, once we reach the riverbank, we release him to the head priest of Amun, who will now escort the sarcophagus to the secret location of my father’s burial chamber deep in the mountains above Thebes. There, he will be entombed in a larger stone sarcophagus, with ushabti, models, and tekenu nearby or in a neighboring chamber. All of these objects will animate in the afterworld and restore his life to its former glory—after the priest performs the Opening of the Mouth ceremony so my father’s senses will be restored in the next realm.

The priest gives us a moment to say our final farewells. My mother lets out a low keen and caresses the sarcophagus as if it is my father’s cheek. Then, with a halting step, she walks toward the tent hosting the funeral feast for Thutmose, leaving me alone with my father.

I place my hand over the painted image of his hands on the sarcophagus lid, and pretend our fingers are linked. “I thank you for the gift of these past three seasons in which you passed your knowledge and wisdom to me.” Wanting him to have the safest passage into the afterlife, I add, “Papa, I pray to the gods that I make you proud from your new home in the Aaru, and I wish you well in your journey there.”

“Hatshepsut.”

I hear my name, and for a fleeting second, I think it’s my father. But then I realize the sound comes from behind me—not from within the sarcophagus—and I whip around so quickly my crown nearly falls from my head.

A boy, tall in stature but slight, almost sickly, in build, stands there, the pockmarked skin of many illnesses evident in the sunlight despite the overlay of powder. With his gold atef crown and girdle, he tries at aristocratic command, but he pales in comparison to the memory of the man lying in the sarcophagus. This paltry likeness of my father is the last person I’d like to see at this moment, and yet, I suppose he has nearly as much the right to be here as me. He is to be Thutmose II, my father’s son by Mutnofret and his chosen successor.

“May his journey be swift and easy.” He says the expected phrase.

I answer with the ritualistic reply, “And may his way be bright.”

“I hope I haven’t rushed you, Princess Hatshepsut.” His voice is apologetic. And young, so young.

“No, I have had time enough to wish him well.” I give him a respectful bow, and then begin to speed away. I am eager to flee this moment and him. Soon enough, I will be unable to do so.

He reaches for my hand and I feel his fingers around mine. “I don’t think we have ever been alone together, Princess.”

I slide my hand out of his grip. “We aren’t alone now. We are with our father,” I say with a nod to the sarcophagus, then hasten away to the tent.

I have no wish to engage with the throngs of royals and government officials crowding the tent, but I race toward it anyway rather than spend time with Thutmose II. A gusty wind kicks up, sending the tent’s linen fabric flapping and dust from the pathway flying into the air. By the time I step under the shady coolness of the tent, I must look a fright, because my mother and Nedjem race to my side to wipe away the dust from my cheeks and straighten my wig and crown.

Servants circulate throughout the tent’s interior, offering wine, fruit, beer, and bread and honey to the guests. The mood is merry, and while I understand this is meant to be a celebration of the life and accomplishments of the great Pharaoh Thutmose, I find the laughter and the indulging and the banal chatter to be inappropriate and strange.

When I notice the musicians begin to assemble on the periphery of the tent, I am tempted to withdraw into a corner and curl into my memories and my mourning. But I know my mother must put my father’s designs in motion this very hour. And I must be on hand to help fulfill those plans.

I stand at my mother’s side, waiting for Thutmose II to finish with my father and enter the tent. The moment he does, Mother signals the steward to call the guests to the tables for the meal. As they take their designated seats, she gestures to the single open chair to her left and calls out to Thutmose II, “Will you join us?”

His face breaks into a boyish grin, and he strides over to the seat, leaving his mother, Mutnofret, alone. My father’s second wife’s expression falls, and I almost feel bad for her. How she and my mother loathe one another, and this triumph for my mother must sting.

As soon as Thutmose II sits, a bell is rung and my mother speaks. “Today, the falcon has flown to heaven and his successor has arisen in his place,” she says, lifting her wineglass in the direction of Thutmose II and inviting our guests to drink in his honor.

The pharaoh-to-be beams at my mother, pleased with being given his just deference after enduring many months of rumor and slander over his fitness for the throne. “Our new falcon, however, is still but an eyas,” she says, using the word for an unfledged falcon who’s taken early from its nest for training.

Thutmose II is no longer smiling. He’s uncertain how to read this change in the toast. How naive and untrained he is for the wiles of court life, I think. Why did Mutnofret not prepare him better? Did she believe she still had time to do so?

“Pharaoh Thutmose, in his wisdom and sagacity and with the help of the gods, prepared for such an occasion as this.” She hands her steward a papyrus, then continues. “Until our eyas grows to his full size and he has the wingspan of the falcon god, Horus, I will serve as regent, helping guide him in his mother’s stead. And then his wife will take on the role, because it was Pharaoh Thutmose’s last wish that Thutmose II should marry his beloved daughter, Hatshepsut.”






Chapter Twenty-One


1481 BC

THEBES, EGYPT

I scream, and it is not the first time.

How could a day for which I’ve longed and prayed for six seasons cause such agony? A day for which I’ve suffered countless nights of indignity with my mother, priests, Nedjem, and a dozen handmaidens as witnesses to my union with Thutmose II? More than anything in the world, I wish this pain undone by whatever means.

Like the tide, it recedes, only to return multifold. In the space between the waves of anguish, I pant and swear and pray. I call for my mother, then push her away. I receive the ministrations of the high priest, then beg for him to leave. I pace and squat and sweat and bleed.

Most of all, I curse Thutmose II.

How could that pale, lackluster, bowlegged boy be the source of such monumental pain? Even worse, how could he be king? He’d just managed to endure the coronation rituals, which took place a few days after my father’s funerary procession. He was hardly impressive in the feats of endurance and strength or chanting of long, sacred, memorized texts. Thutmose II had never received the years of training that my brothers, Amenmose and Wadjmose, had undertaken, and the lack had been apparent to all.

But he did indeed complete the rituals and had just enough energy remaining to enter into the marital contract my father requested. To my shame and the embarrassment of the women assembled for the occasion, however, he did not have enough vigor to perform on the day of our union. That particular act took him nearly a full season, nightly sacrifices to the gods, and several consultations with the high priest of the Goddess Taweret, the protector of mothers and children during pregnancy and childbirth.

The pain surges, and a howl echoes throughout the birthing pavilion, an open-air gazebo with a roof made of matting and whitewashed plaster walls painted with hopeful images of mothers and children and the gods who guard them. The sound is so guttural, almost animalistic, I think it could not possibly have come from me. But all eyes are upon me and all hands support me, so I must be the source.

The sound of gentle lapping water ebbs away at the anguish, and I push myself to standing, much to the dismay of my mother and the handmaidens and priestess. Protective amulets sliding off my huge belly, I stagger to the edge of the birthing pavilion which was built at the edge of a pool. How refreshing the water appears, I think as I dip my toes in. The coolness invigorates me, and when I turn back toward the women, I feel ready.

“Get the birthing bricks aligned,” I order Nedjem, the only one I trust to do it properly.

Leaning on Mother and the handmaidens, I squat upon the bricks. The pain and pressure haven’t returned but they will momentarily, and I want to be prepared. I want this waiting and agony to be over, and my father’s true heir to arrive.

The women begin their chant, “Come, come,” to urge the baby into this world.

The high priest waves incense and murmurs prayers to Taweret to fend off the demons that could take my life and that of the child. His assistants make entreaties to other gods and goddesses—Isis, Nephthys, Hathor, Bes, and Tefnut—to keep me and the baby safe today and in the precarious days to come. Others encircle me in objects of great power, figurines, statues, wands, and amulets.

Much, much depends on a safe birth and my survival.

I think about how easily my father’s legacy might have come unraveled during the past six seasons of Thutmose II’s ostensible rule, without my guidance and that of my mother. While queen regent Ahmes met with advisers and stewards, building administrators and priests, viziers and farmers—occasionally with Thutmose II at her side—I advised my husband. Daily, I gave him secret instructions on the structure of the government, the factions that were trustworthy and those to be avoided, the vagaries of familial connections, the machinations of the economy, the private status of the military, and the nature of diplomacy and intercountry dynamics—all the knowledge my father entrusted to me. The extent of Thutmose II’s lack of knowledge could never be revealed. If it was, the Thutmoside dynasty could be lost in one coup and, quite possibly, all the progress that my ancestors have made along with it.

I will never let that happen.

I push with all my might, as if the world could be riven in two by my effort. Instead, I feel my body cleave. A warm liquid pools between my legs, and I see myself as if from above. I observe the women press in closer to my naked body. I watch as they rub the huge mountain of my belly and my sweaty brow. I see my mother’s panic when she realizes that I am no longer on her side of the River Nile, and I stare as the glistening crimson sea underneath my body turns into an ocean.

Then I hear a cry. The mewling of a babe. My babe. And I feel myself being sucked back into my body and on to the side of life.

I gasp for air and sit up. Mother squeals with joy and wraps her arms around my drenched and bloody body. “I thought you’d already made your journey to Aaru,” she cries.

“The baby. I heard the baby,” I croak.

She turns toward the red, angry creature being pulled from me. I reach for it, but the high priest, who is incanting a blessing over the child, shakes his head. “Not yet.”

“Yes, now,” I insist. A primal urge has taken hold of me to see this new life for myself, to clutch it in my own arms and protect it from everyone and everything.

“But it isn’t protocol—” My mother sides with the high priest. But I am familiar with the elaborate rituals about to be performed upon my child, and I will not allow them to stand in the way of me holding it this very instant.

“I am the queen, and I make the protocol,” I roar back, and the others recoil at my vehemence, including my mother. She is ostensibly regent, but more and more, her power wanes and I step into the breach. “Bring the baby to me.”

Only loyal Nedjem has the courage to step toward the high priest with her hands outstretched for the baby. As she cradles it in her arms, Mother stands and looks over her shoulder at the bundle. “It’s a girl, Hatshepsut,” she whispers, as if to brace me before I can see the gender for myself.

The others cluck in sympathy, but I will have none of it. After all, our sex has not stopped my mother and me from wielding our own share of power.

I reach for my daughter, with a command to all. “You will cease that noise. We shall only have celebration for my daughter. She will be called Neferure, because she has all the beauty of Re.”






Chapter Twenty-Two


1480 BC

THEBES, EGYPT

“The situation requires attention, Your Majesty.”

The general addresses my husband, but his posture is directed toward me. He never meets my gaze, of course: that would be a most egregious offense. But from the square of his shoulders to the tilt of his head, I can see that he speaks only to me about the escalating situation in Kush. How well-known is the scope and scale of my influence? I wonder. Either way, I will be the one to fix this threat.

My husband sits at the center of the throne room, with Mother and me flanking him on smaller thrones. Given their acrimonious past dealings, Thutmose II’s mother Mutnofret hadn’t acquiesced readily to my mother’s role as regent, never mind the explicit wishes that my father had left behind. She’d pled with her son to install her instead of my mother, but Thutmose refused, and here we sit.

From Thutmose’s position on the dais and his imperious, immobile stature, he appears to embody the role of pharaoh. But beneath the impossibly heavy atef and under the layers of kohl rimming his eyes, he is bored and half-asleep, waiting for this formal session to end so he can hunt. Any spare moment amidst his religious or political or ceremonial obligations is devoted to his favorite sport. That and visiting his other wives and his harem, when his health allows.

“I am wondering if Your Majesty would like to hear more from the general.” I prompt Thutmose II to ask the sort of question that the leader of Egypt should.

I want to be irritated with his patent lack of care about our realm and his focus on selfish pleasures, although as king that is his prerogative. But then I think about an evening not long before Neferure was born, a moonless night when he’d elected to visit me in my chambers simply because he wanted my company. He’d become somewhat emotional when he felt the baby kick through the sheer fabric of my tunic, a tear welling up in his eye at the notion of becoming a father. He said that, unlike me, he hadn’t been given the time to know our father very well. How can I be angry at him for not rising to the role of king when Father never prepared him for it? Never really paid him any attention at all? My husband had been raised for the easy existence of bureaucratic work and daily luxury afforded to all royal family members, not a challenging existence with demanding religious rituals, onerous political meetings and decisions, and arduous travel and festivals. As I was.

“Yes, yes,” Thutmose II says, as if he’d been about to pose that very question. “Give us a full status report on this Kush situation.”

“Your Majesty, one of the regions in the province of Kush is rebelling. We have heard rumors that they are secretly amassing forces to rise up against our military stationed there.”

“I see,” my husband says, although he doesn’t see anything. I wonder if he even understands precisely how recent our rule is in this bordering land.

“This is the region that Thutmose the First conquered only ten years ago. Is that correct, General?” I already know the answer, but I continue. “I recall that there was much rejoicing in Thebes because Kush contains a wealth of gold, ivory, and ebony.”

“Yes, Your Majesty, but that rejoicing was one-sided. Factions of the Kush people are resisting Egyptian rule, and the remnants of its army are planning to attack our soldiers,” the general says, by way of educating my husband.

“What course do you recommend?” my husband asks, not bothering to mask his impatience.

The general’s eyes widen. My father would never have requested the advice of his military men. The pharaoh of Upper and Lower Egypt is a god on earth, and, as such, needs only consult himself and the other gods. Thutmose has made a grave error.

My mother does not turn in my direction, but in the corner of my vision, I see her eyes shift toward me. She’s taught me well the art of remaining motionless while communicating privately. Her alarm registers with me, and I know I must act.

Before news of this misstep spreads throughout the court, I say, “Thutmose the Second will, of course, confer with his fellow gods as to the wisest path.”

I think, but do not say, that I will do everything in my power to ensure that my father’s legacy stays intact. Thutmose I extended the borders of Egypt farther than any king who’d ever come before him, and I have no intention of sacrificing a single cubit.

“And only that sacred dialogue shall dictate whether he is lenient with the people of Kush, or if he will order the slaughter of those involved in this plot.” I lay out the options for my husband. As the queen—even as the God’s Wife of Amun—I cannot express my own mind, but I can find other ways to effectuate my goals.

I hear the rustle of Thutmose II’s tunic and the gentle clanging of his gold girdle and breastplate as he shifts in his seat. Have I made him uncomfortable about his lassitude? Have I made him think? I hope so.

The hall is perfectly silent and still for a long moment—until Thutmose speaks. His voice sounds unusually authoritative. “Egypt will respond to Kush’s insolence as it would under the reign of my father. The rebellious citizens will be executed.”

The general’s expression is unchanged, but he does dare to ask, “Your Majesty, you would prefer that the insurgents be executed instead of brought to Thebes and enslaved? I just want to follow your orders precisely.”

Public enslavement is the normal course—a visible reminder to all our people that the might of the pharaoh prevails. But it is always the prerogative of the pharaoh as god on earth, and my father often chose a merciless message. I can recall, in vivid detail, the time Father ordered that the chief of a recalcitrant tribe be killed and his body displayed on the prow of the royal barge. He ordered that the barge travel the length of the Egyptian Nile—back and forth—to display the body until it stunk so badly our people could smell the barge’s arrival long before they saw it.

If Thutmose II issues this edict, he will be taking the punishment further than I envisioned. But my husband has been accused of weakness so often that I must be satisfied with this show of power, however excessive, or risk an uprising much, much closer to home.

I think of Neferure, my sweet, strong baby girl, and steel myself for her. With the rare exception of the God’s Wife of Amun, a woman’s power can only come through a man. If my daughter is to secure a safe place in Egyptian society, then her father must be strong. And I can see that ensuring the infallibility of Thutmose II will fall to me.

“General, are you daring to challenge the order of your pharaoh, Aakheperenre Thutmose the Second?” I ask.

For the first time since he stepped into this chamber, I see something like fear in the general’s eyes. “Of course not, Queen Hatshepsut.”

“Excellent. Then I am certain you will follow his orders—as they are also the will of the gods.”






Chapter Twenty-Three


1480 BC

THEBES, EGYPT

“Your Majesty, we offer this artwork to you today for your approval,” Djau states, his typically steady, booming voice a little quieter and less forceful than usual.

Djau is the head of the largest and most prestigious artistic studio in the Egyptian kingdom—one that had been passed down from father to son for more generations than anyone could count—and I’ve always found him to be comfortable and steadfast in our dealings. The heavily bearded, ornately robed man in his third decade of life had managed the sculpture and painting for my father’s vast building enterprise, and his father had overseen the artwork for the pharaoh who preceded my father, and so he is well-trained in dealing with royalty and the demands of tradition. Yet today, Djau’s demeanor appears somewhat different. It seems my project has presented a fresh challenge.

“I could have seen the object once you have installed it. You needn’t have gone to the trouble of bringing it here,” I say. This particular monument will decorate the edifice of a mortuary structure that’s been under construction since the day Thutmose II ascended the throne. But, in truth, the idea for this commission is mine alone. It is no coincidence that I scheduled this appointment while my husband is on a hunting excursion.

“Well, Your Majesty.” He takes a deep breath. “As we began carving the design into the stone, certain less-than-common elements of the composition became clear,” he says, signaling his men assembled at the back of the audience chamber.

Ah, I think, how artful this man is in his speech as well as his chisel. Sculpture, painting, and carving are all created according to very specific precepts to best capture the magic, or heka, of the subject, and have been for thousands of years. Plants, flowers, animals, humans, kings, even gods are depicted with similar motifs, order, and outlines, in themes that are instantly recognizable to viewers as scenes from the afterlife, images of the pharaoh fulfilling his duties to the people and the gods, or daily Egyptian life. Even the pigments selected to color the carvings have specific meaning: black is affiliated with both life and death; green symbolizes the afterlife; yellow means the sun; blue translates to birth and renewal; and red indicates destruction or fire. Deviation from tradition simply is not done.

Djau’s servants begin walking down the long aisle approaching the throne, carrying an enormous rectangular stone slab. Although the men do not hesitate in their step, their arms tremble, and they are sweating at the exertion required to move this mass. Once they reach the dais, they stand the enormously heavy object upright so that it faces me and Mother, who sits at my side.

At nearly twice Thutmose II’s height, a vividly painted and sculpted limestone slab looms over us. My mother and I stand up from our thrones and draw closer to read the story from top to bottom and left to right or right to left, depending on the direction in which the subjects are facing. Intricate, expert carvings, organized into bands, emerge from the surface of the limestone to show Thutmose II offering his devotion to the god Amun, with me at his side.

“It is beautifully rendered.” I speak the truth. Although I know Djau’s vast staff is responsible for the initial carvings and ink outlines, the masterful painterly details and fine sculpture work are all done by his hand. And no one has more skill.

“Thank you, Your Majesty,” he says with a low bow.

“Yes indeed.” My mother echoes my compliment. We are both sidestepping the unspoken question that brought Djau here.

“My deepest gratitude for your kind words, Queen Ahmes,” he says, but his mouth has not yet closed. He is weighing his next words with great care. “I simply want to make certain that the composition meets your expectations.”

I study the central carving. On the left, Thutmose II and I stand side by side making offerings to the gods. The more typical presentation would have me as smaller or lower than Thutmose II; hierarchical scale—where the size of figures denotes their power and importance—is key in art. But I want the stela to reflect my power, and so I made this unusual request. But I also need to establish that Thutmose II’s legacy is beyond dispute, not only from his own direct tie to Thutmose I but also mine. We must always be prepared for threat by relatives of my father’s predecessor Amenhotep I.

My mother squints as she stares at it, and I cannot tell if she’s trying to examine it more closely or if she’s disapproving. The expression is the same. I open my mouth, about to issue an edict about the propriety of this image, when a voice sounds from behind Djau’s men who are holding up the stela. Presumably it is the next supplicant in line.

“If I may approach the dais, Your Majesties, I believe that I can draw your artist’s attention to precedent for the composition, so that no one will ever dare question the queen’s wishes.” The deep, resonant voice echoes throughout the chamber.

I am surprised by this interjection. Very few of my citizens would have the audacity to upend the order of my audience chamber. But I am also intrigued by this man who would risk punishment to protect me and my desires—even though a queen hardly needs her citizens’ protection.

Not to mention I would like to hear about his precedent. Certainly I have seen renderings where a queen is depicted as the same size and on the same level as her king—and in a few cases the gods—but the more examples I have at my disposal the better. It would allow me to refute any objections—by Thutmose II, by his family, by court members desirous of sowing division, by priests, or even by citizens—that this stela presents a queen on the same level—literally and figuratively—as her pharaoh.

I nod at Nedjem, who calls out, “Queen Hatshepsut grants you permission to approach.”

Keeping his eyes on the limestone floor, the man walks down the aisle toward the thrones. Djau steps to the side to allow the barrel-chested, unusually tall man in simple robes to stand before us. He drops to his knees, and says, “My name is Senenmut, son of your loyal subjects Ramose and Hatnofer, and I am an official from the town of Armant. I came to the open audience today to put before Your Majesty an issue related to the raising of funds for Thutmose the Second’s mortuary project, but then I overheard your discussion.”

“So it seems, and you deemed it proper to interrupt,” my mother comments, her tone dry and impatient. “Are you going to share these wondrous insights about ‘precedent’ with us?”

“Of course, Your Majesty, it would be my honor.” He rushes to answer. “As part of my work, I travel widely, and not only throughout my own region. I have the occasion to visit many temples in addition to our own Temple of Montu-Re and so have become familiar with the carvings elsewhere—”

“We are well acquainted with our country’s temples,” my mother snaps.

Senenmut doesn’t flinch at this outburst. I am impressed. There aren’t many citizens who could maintain their composure in the face of my mother’s disdain. I find myself asking, “What have you discovered in these carvings that would be beneficial to me?”

“For my own purposes, I have catalogued the most impressive stelae and monuments, and there are several examples of queens being depicted as the same size as the pharaoh.”

This news heartens me. “This is most interesting,” I announce. “And helpful.”

His forehead now touches the floor in a position of abject loyalty and deference. “Your Majesty, it has been my life’s honor to serve you in this way.”

“Djau, I would like this man to take you to see these carvings he has catalogued, and if they are as he represents, then you may proceed with its installation.

“I am the queen, and I know that I do not need anyone’s approval for the composition I’ve ordered. Certainly not from Djau and certainly not from one of my citizens. But having this precedent at my disposal can only help with my plans.”

“Yes, Your Majesty.”

I face the other man. “What is your name again?”

“Senenmut, Your Majesty.”

“Senenmut.” I pause. How apt is his name, I think, as it means “mother’s brother” and suggests loyalty, which he has clearly demonstrated today. I could put this loyalty to good use in my court.

Turning to this man, I say, “After you finish taking Djau to the temples, please return to Thebes with your belongings. The gods have need of you here.”






Chapter Twenty-Four


1479 BC

THE NILE RIVER, EGYPT

I stare out over the bow of my barge. The Nile is unusually placid today, reflecting the lapis lazuli sky like the polished disk of bronze on my dressing table. The still waters, while lovely, echo the equally still air and slow our progress, as we’d counted on the typical autumn breeze to put loft in our vast sail. Our prayers to Ra hadn’t borne fruit, and now, we must be pulled by the boats that progress alongside us.

Sailors hitch the barge to the thirty boats bobbing beside my one-hundred-cubit-long vessel, and soon they’ll begin to row us along. Their boats look tiny in comparison to the mass of my newly built barge. I’d ordered its construction so that obelisks and large stone statues for Thutmose II’s memorial—and perhaps mine, one day—might be transported with greater ease. This is its inaugural voyage, and despite my advisers’ wishes to the contrary, I have insisted on joining.

Rising from the small gilt throne affixed to the cedar floor of my second-level deckhouse, I watch as mud-brick houses and the riverbanks begin to pass by with increasing speed. I feel the syncopated chant of the men oaring in unison: “Hela hop, hela hop, hela hop.”

Despite the shade from the striped canopy overhead, the day is sweltering. Nedjem orders the servants to fan me, but it provides no relief. Restless and uncomfortable, I begin to pace, until I hear my daughter’s voice.

Waving my servants off, I descend the wooden staircase to the special, enclosed area created especially for Neferure and outfitted for her comfort with a carved railing along the edge so she can safely stand and study the country she’ll one day help rule. She doesn’t notice me at first, and I delight in watching her work on her tablet at the desk she uses for her studies. Brush in hand, she dips it in a stone jar containing ink, and very carefully makes a mark upon the surface.

My presence finally registers, and Neferure’s tutor leaps to his feet. “Your Majesty,” he exclaims and bows deeply.

“No need for formality, Senenmut,” I say with a broad smile, which he returns along with my gaze. We had eschewed convention some time ago, in private anyway. “It is just us three.”

How fortuitous that Senenmut had visited the royal palace to discuss an arcane tax issue that day, I think. Since then, the brilliant but humbly born man has provided necessary support and guidance that I didn’t even know I needed. He’s given me the precedent for entirely new artwork and building projects, and he serves as high steward in charge of the estates that supply the palace and royal residences. But perhaps most importantly—to me—he has become my daughter’s tutor. After a period of being instructed by her original tutor Senimen, Senenmut teaches and guides her in practical skills like reading and writing as well as the spiritual and historical nature of her position. The role of mena nesut to the princess is an important one, not only to me but to the kingdom. Senenmut is certainly more of a father and caretaker than Thutmose II. Not that I can blame him. My husband had never known anything different.

“Mother!” Neferure squeals.

The deep brown eyes of my beautiful girl glance in my direction, and she leaps up. Racing to my side, she wraps her delicate arms around my waist. This intimacy is unusual among the royals; like all Egyptian families, our infants and children develop illness and pass to the afterlife young, and so we tend to keep a distance until they’ve reached young adulthood. After Neferure, I was told I’d never have another child—not that I’ve divulged this to my husband, of course. Thus my daughter is particularly precious to me, and I allow nothing to come between us.

I lean down to inhale the familiar, flowery scent of her hair. “Are you and Senenmut working on something special?” I ask.

“Oh yes!” she practically yells. “Let me show it to you.”

Neferure races over to the table where she and Senenmut were working, and brings the tablet to me. On its surface are two pictures of a boat, one with a full sail and one without a mast. I am impressed with her brushwork, and I wonder how much she understands of the symbols.

“These are lovely,” I say with a squeeze of her hand. “Tell me about them.”

“Well,” she announces, “this boat without the mast is the symbol for north, and the one with the sail is the symbol for south.”

“That’s correct. Do you know the reason behind this?”

She beams at the praise. “The Nile runs north, so when a boat heads north, it doesn’t need a mast, just the current. But when a boat needs to go south, it’s got to use a sail at least. Sometimes more, like the boats we are using today. And the symbols match this.”

“Excellent, Neferure,” I encourage my sweet daughter. What an astute assessment for a young girl, I think. Then I turn to her tutor, and say, “And excellent work, Senenmut.”

“Thank you, Your Majesty,” he replies with a bow, even though I’ve informed him that decorum isn’t necessary. “The princess is a bright and receptive student.”

“With a bright and intuitive teacher,” I add, studying Senenmut. He is not handsome, not in the usually accepted sense. His nose is distinctively hooked, and his hair has already started to gray at the temples. But his almond-shaped eyes, framed by perfectly arched brows, are kindly, and his wisdom immense. Not part of the usual courtiers and aristocratic families who are in a constant battle for power, Senenmut’s only allegiance is to me. This unusual man that I summoned to my side from the lower societal ranks has become crucial to me.

A large splash sounds from the side of the boat, and my daughter drifts to the deck rail to see what caused the noise. “Mother, Senenmut, there is a boat approaching very fast.” She sounds alarmed.

We join Neferure at the railing and stare as a royal boat, painted in the standard crimson and gold, slows next to one of the tugboats. The royal sailor leans toward a man on the tugboat, and in a flash, that newly arrived sailor boards the tugboat and then my barge.

My guards swarm the man once he reaches the deck, but fall back when he begins to speak. I cannot hear his words, but I can guess at the momentousness of his news by their reaction.

I brace myself as the man approaches, my guards in tow. He kneels before me and says, “Your Majesty, Queen Hatshepsut, I come bearing terrible news. The pharaoh of all Egypt has been summoned by the gods to return home to Aaru. Thutmose the Second has died.”
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Chapter Twenty-Five


JUNE 4, 1920

HAMPSHIRE, ENGLAND

My maid swings the shutters open wide to bring in the morning light, but all I see is a gray sky to match my mood. Nothing seems to restore to me the vividness of color and the exuberance of spirit I experienced in Egypt.

Certainly my re-entrance into the Season doesn’t brighten my spirits. Stepping back into the rounds of dinner parties and balls and house parties and teas and lawn tennis outings and picnics, I feel as though I’ve never left. As if the same banal conversations have been going on since I left with the same banal people, and I’ve simply rejoined them.

Not even Mr. Carter and Papa’s return home to Highclere in the late spring enlivens me. I help Mr. Carter study artifacts and select next year’s site—my little scarab back in England and on my worktable—and I assist Papa in moving the highlights of his Egyptian collection onto new shelves. But nothing can compare to the joy I felt with my hands deep in the earth, slowly freeing that three-thousand-year-old vase. I yearn for the searing sun of the Valley of the Kings, and lament the time I lost in the valley.

The conversation last night about Egypt only exacerbated my longing and my frustration. What did I expect? Dinner with Uncle Aubrey and his dear friend T. E. Lawrence would necessarily involve talk of Egypt, nationalism, and the ongoing insurrection. After all, Uncle Aubrey served in the intelligence unit of the Arab Bureau along with Mr. Lawrence, and the latter also gained notoriety for immersing himself with the Bedouin tribes to help the Arab revolt against the Ottoman Empire. Although, to look at Mr. Lawrence, he appeared so ordinary, one couldn’t imagine him in full Bedouin garb.

“You do realize that what’s happening in Egypt is just one move in an international game of chess, dear brother?” Uncle Aubrey had asked, as he held his crystal wineglass for Streatfield to refill. My uncle’s rumpled evening suit and uncombed hair belied the sharp mind relied upon by many world leaders.

“How so?” Papa asked.

Uncle Aubrey and Mr. Lawrence gave each other a glance, and my uncle answered. “Well, the red pawns are obviously the Egyptian people, and the white pieces are the English. But the game we are playing with the Egyptians is one small match on the larger board, in which nationalism and colonialism are at stake. In some ways, it’s not that different from what’s happening in Ireland, with certain of its citizens clamoring for independence.”

“I’m hoping some discussions I arranged in the spring will help move along this chess game you’re going on about,” Papa said, leaning toward Streatfield to light his pipe. He found Uncle Aubrey’s high-minded conversations annoying sometimes.

Ignoring Papa’s obvious irritation, Uncle Aubrey leaned forward in his chair. “What discussions?”

“You know there was a bit of a scuffle in the spring in Egypt, so I put some leaders together to see if they couldn’t work things out. Especially when Milner came to town.” Papa shrugged.

“You mean Lord Milner, British Colonial Secretary?” Uncle Aubrey asked, eyes widening.

“That’s the one,” Papa said, in between puffs of his pipe.

Uncle Aubrey tilted his head quizzically as he asked, “Who exactly did you put together with Milner?”

Ticking them off with his free hand like items on a shopping list, Papa said, “Allenby, Fuad, and Zaghloul. Known them all for years.”

Mr. Lawrence practically leaped up from his seat. “You managed to get all three of those men in one room?”

“Five if you count me and Milner.” Papa puffed on his pipe. “Yes, at the Winter Palace. They didn’t resolve their differences, but it did lead to Zaghloul’s agreement to come to England to meet with Lord Milner to talk about the relationship between the two countries. Zaghloul’s here now, in fact. Perhaps Milner will agree to the dissolution of the protectorate, maybe even a treaty for an independent Egypt with ties to England. But who knows?”

I hadn’t realized that the meetings Papa organized in Egypt had yielded these promising negotiations. From the way they stared, Uncle Aubrey and Mr. Lawrence were astonished as well. “How do you know all this?”

“Zaghloul and his men are coming to stay at Highclere when the negotiations are over.”

“My God, Porchey,” Uncle Aubrey said with a shake of his head and a chuckle. “Zaghloul—here at Highclere?”

Mr. Lawrence added, “You could end up as a catalyst for peace in Egypt. I never knew you to be so invested in political affairs, Lord Carnarvon.”

“I am when they affect me personally. I can’t excavate if riots overtake the country,” Papa said, then added, “and how many times do I have to ask you to call me Porchey? You’ve been to Highclere half a dozen times, Lawrence, and you’re Aubrey’s mate, for goodness’ sake.”

“Ah, so this is about your excavations?” Uncle Aubrey asked.

“Not entirely. I do have sympathy for the Egyptian people and understand their desire for self-governance. And, of course, I understand the English position as well. But Howard and I can hardly dig in the Valley of the Kings if the country is in turmoil,” Papa replied. “Can we, Howard?”

Howard shook his head, but otherwise didn’t speak. He was usually quiet during these dinners with Uncle Aubrey.

“How did the past season go?” Uncle Aubrey asked.

Papa described the thirteen vases we unearthed in the spring, and his half brother followed up: “Will you sell them or display them?”

“I haven’t yet decided. They won’t fit in my smoking room cases, but I am not quite ready to part with them. Even though they hardly pointed us in the direction of an undisturbed pharaonic tomb.”

“I am advocating selling the vases, Aubrey,” Mama declared. “We already have more artifacts than we know what to do with. And those vases really don’t complement the rest of the decor.”

Leave it to my mother to complain that the cache of ancient Egyptian vases clashes with her silk walls and her upholstery. But I stayed quiet, listening and waiting for my moment. I was honing in on opportunities to plead my case to return, especially now that Egypt may reclaim a modicum of peace. Although Papa had promised, Mama often overruled him, and she seemed quite dedicated to my full attendance in this year’s Season.

“Discovering pharaonic tombs isn’t the only measure of success, Porchey,” Mr. Lawrence remarked. “I would guess the location and design of those vases might tell us quite a bit about Merneptah’s reign and changing mortuary practices. They could have intrinsic historic evidence.”

“I agree, and I think our”—Papa gestured to Mr. Carter—“reputation for methodical excavation and preserving the historical context speaks to that. But can you blame me for wanting to unearth one of the final pharaonic tombs in the Valley of the Kings?”

“Assuming such tombs even exist,” Uncle Aubrey commented wryly.

“Assuming they exist.” Papa accepted the caveat, not bothering to mask his irritation with his little brother’s naysaying.

“They must exist,” I interjected, unable to sit quietly any longer. “Three dynasties of ancient Egyptian pharaohs were in the Valley of the Kings, and it defies logic to think that Nefertiti or Ramses the Eighth or Tutankhamun or Alexander the Great did not have tombs,” I said, with a conviction and proficiency that raised eyebrows and prompted a surprised silence. While our dinner guests were certainly aware of my interest in ancient Egypt and excavations, I was sure even Uncle Aubrey perceived it as a passing fancy. A way to pass the time until I found a husband. “It’s just a matter of finding them.”

“That’s a fair point, Lady Evelyn. It seems logical that those tombs are out there,” Mr. Lawrence said. “And of course, it’s the archaeologist’s dream to find such a tomb. But the reality is most were plundered in antiquity, and there remains tremendous value in artifacts left behind. We should not discount those finds. Those that aren’t scattered to the winds, that is.”

“No one is debating that, Lawrence,” Uncle Aubrey said, his tone impatient. He was clearly desirous of steering the conversation in another direction. “Isn’t the more important question: Who should own the artifacts discovered? And who should oversee the excavations of the tombs?”

Papa sputtered, a reaction which prompted a half smile from Uncle Aubrey. He loved to get a reaction from his big brother.

The ghost of a smile disappeared quickly, as Uncle Aubrey said, “I know you don’t like to discuss these questions, Porchey, but they are inevitable. With independence looming, the new Egyptian government will naturally want to oversee their own history and their own artifacts. The primacy of ancient Egypt may play a role in their new nationalistic pride. They may not want to engage in the traditional system of partage. Why on earth would the new government want to split ownership of archaeological discoveries in half, as the government under the protectorate has always agreed to do? You should consider this if you proceed with your concession in the Valley of the Kings.”

Papa shook his head at Uncle Aubrey’s proclamation. “I don’t think most Egyptians care about archaeology beyond the extent to which it provides income for the country. Whether in licenses or sales, which they already undertake.”

I glanced over at Mr. Carter to see his reaction. His craggy face bore a pained expression, and I wondered if Uncle Aubrey was causing his discomfort or it stemmed from his gallbladder operation earlier this summer. I began to get worried that Uncle Aubrey’s statements were true. That, if Egypt successfully achieved independence, archaeology, as I’d come to understand it, would become difficult, perhaps even impossible. A heaviness settled upon my chest at the thought of my dream slipping away.

“What do you think, Mr. Carter?” I asked, as the other men engaged in a spirited debate about whether Zaghloul would really show up at Highclere Castle. “Are the winds of change about to blow across the Valley of the Kings?”

Mr. Carter and I had never discussed the role Egyptian nationalism could play in his work and archaeology generally, other than its impact on safety. I knew that he cared about the Egyptian people: when he served as an antiquities official before he met Papa, he protected his Egyptian workers against abuse wreaked upon them by French tourists at Saqqara at the expense of his position. And I’d seen his rapport with the men on his excavations. But if Egyptian independence affected his archaeology, would any sympathy and support he harbored disappear?

“Lady Evelyn, the change has already happened,” he answered softly, almost sadly.

I found his answer curious; after all, independence hovered but was not a given. “Whatever do you mean, Mr. Carter?”

“Whether or not the Egyptian government achieves autonomy, and whether or not nationalist fervor affects archaeology, excavation as we know it is almost over. For the past several years, so-called experts from museums and universities have gobbled up all the available sites, leaving nothing for patrons like your father. Lord Carnarvon’s concession in the Valley of the Kings is our last chance.”






Chapter Twenty-Six


JULY 3, 1920

HAMPSHIRE, ENGLAND

Mama and I stand on the gravel approach in front of Highclere Castle’s tall black walnut doors, each displaying a wolf’s head holding the foot of a deer. The staff stands behind us, ready to assist our esteemed guests with their bags and guide them to their rooms. Papa, who had arranged for a private train to shuttle the guests from London to the nearby station, had greeted them with a fleet of his finest vehicles, which he personally led to our estate in his chauffeur-driven Bugatti. This particular gathering is unlike any other we’ve hosted—because Saad Zaghloul is indeed coming to Highclere Castle.

The automobiles arrive precisely at noon. The servants race to the doors of several Rolls-Royces, and I watch the Egyptian contingent emerge from the first two vehicles. A phalanx of Egyptian leaders and their guards walk toward us, including Mohamed Mahmoud, Adly Yeken, and Ahmed Lufti el-Sayed. They are followed by the great man himself, Mr. Zaghloul, wearing his ubiquitous red fez.

We were flabbergasted when Mr. Zaghloul accepted the invitation that Papa extended before he left Egypt. The two men had indeed been friendly over the years, bonding over their shared love of horse racing and smoking, but whether he came to Highclere depended on his negotiations with Lord Milner. The estate was no stranger to hosting luminaries. King George V—when he was still the Prince of Wales, mind—had been a weekend guest when my parents first married. But it had been overwhelming to think that Mr. Zaghloul would stop here while in England to confer about Egypt’s independence.

As the Egyptians approach, Mama and I straighten the dark-hued, modest silk dresses we’d chosen out of respect for the occasion. The first man, Ahmed Lutfi el-Sayed, who’s the director of the National Library in Cairo, seems surprised when we greet him in French, the language of the Egyptian upper class. But of course, Mama and I are both fluent in the native tongue of her mother.

Mama also welcomes Mr. Zaghloul in French. “My daughter, Lady Evelyn Herbert, and I are pleased to receive you in our home, Mr. Zaghloul.” Papa made us practice the pronunciation of Mr. Zaghloul’s name last evening, along with those of the rest of the Egyptian party members.

The black tassel of Mr. Zaghloul’s fez bobs as he gives us a courteous bow. “Your hospitality is legendary, Lady Carnarvon, and I am most honored to be the recipient of it this weekend.”

We receive the remainder of the guests, a select group of English military men, governmental officials, and a few of their wives, including Sir William Garstin; General Sir John Maxwell; Alfred Duff Cooper and his wife, Lady Diana Cooper; Sir Alexander Mountbatten, Marquess of Carisbrooke, and his wife, Lady Irene; Lords Massereene and Ferrard; as well as the Honorable Harry Lygon. Mr. Carter brings up the rear with Papa, but there’s no need to specially greet him. He spends so much time at Highclere Castle he’s almost like family.

Ushering the guests into the Great Hall, we announce that luncheon will be served in an hour, and leave them to be led to their rooms. Mama and I assume we will have that time alone to ensure the meal preparations are well underway. It had been no easy feat to arrange the seating. Many Egyptian men are unaccustomed to dining with women who aren’t family members, or so we understand. And so we had to create a special plan.

But before we remove to the Dining Room, we hear a voice. “Lady Carnarvon, Lady Evelyn? Might I trouble you for a moment?”

We turn to see Mr. Lufti, a graying gentleman with a dark mustache; soulful, close-set, eyes; and small round glasses on the tip of his nose. Papa had warned us that, while Mr. Lufti’s role as director of the national library might suggest that he’s a passive intellectual, he is actually one of the most formidable foes of colonialism and a major organizer of nationalism in all of Egypt. Looking at this kindly older man, it seems positively incongruous.

“Yes, sir. How might we be of assistance?” Mama asks in that solicitous voice she used to great effect in her nursing days.

“I hope it wouldn’t be too much of an imposition, but I have heard tales of Lord Carnarvon’s Library. Might you indulge a librarian and show him the collection? We have an ambitious schedule of dining and touring the Highclere Stud and Newbury racetrack while we are here, and I don’t think there will be another opportunity.”

“We would be honored,” Mama replies.

He claps in delight. “How marvelous! Never mind the political roles I’ve played over the years, my first love is literature. In fact, I’m currently translating Aristotle into Egyptian Arabic from the French versions.”

“Did I hear there was going to be a trip through the Library?” I hear the voice before I see its owner. Only when I see the red fez do I realize that Mr. Zaghloul himself has asked to join the tour.

Mama and I are momentarily frozen. Of all the eventualities we prepared for, this had not been on the list. In fact, we’d assumed that the Egyptian contingent would avoid us, as the custom of certain of their countrymen calls for separation of men and women, particularly foreign women. Perhaps those rules only apply in Egypt.

I recover first, and answer, “It would be our honor to show you the Highclere Library, Mr. Zaghloul and Mr. Lufti.”

With Mama at my side, I lead the two men into the Library. Gesturing for them to enter, I watch as they wander through the Small Library, past the pillars, and into the Library proper. The men offer compliments on the sumptuous beauty of the two rooms, and Mr. Lufti adds, “I have a library in my home in Cairo, but it is nothing next to this.”

They pause to examine the spines of several leather-bound volumes, and Mr. Zaghloul asks, “Do you have a favorite, Lady Carnarvon?”

I know which book Mama is going to choose. The volume isn’t preferred by her. In fact, I doubt she’s even read it. But it is the most prestigious book in the entire collection, and prominence is always most critical to her. “I would have to pick the oldest book here. A copy of Comedia Cassaria by Italian poet Ludovico Ariosto, which bears the date of 1538. It is a masterful work of poetry. In fact, it served as inspiration for Shakespeare’s The Taming of the Shrew,” she proclaims.

“Ah, my wife adores poetry, although I do not think she would be familiar with this Ariosto. Her taste tends toward our Egyptian poet Ahmed Shawqi, who recently returned to Egypt after a long period of forced exile in Spain,” Zaghloul says. His voice is calm and even—almost matter-of-fact—but I can see an invitation in his words. Do we dare discuss his own exile in Malta? Can we talk about the topics about which Ahmed Shawqi writes—freedom for Egypt?

By design or out of ignorance, Mama does not accept either invitation. Instead, she says, “I do not believe I have had the pleasure of meeting your wife, Mr. Zaghloul. She sounds like a delightful person.”

“That she is, Lady Carnarvon, and a strong one. She led the Wafd call for independence during my exile. It was an unprecedented act for an Egyptian woman.”

Even though I’ve heard rumors about Mr. Zaghloul’s wife, I’m shocked to hear him call her a leader of the revolution. How should I reply? Papa had warned us to not step into this international minefield, and to avoid discussion of politics and archaeology if at all possible. The question of who should own Egypt’s past has started to become a rallying cry for the nationalists, as Uncle Aubrey had predicted. So neither of us speak.

“What about you, Lady Evelyn?” Mr. Zaghloul asks, when none of us engage. “Do you have a favorite work in this great Library?”

“Without question, the section on ancient Egyptian history,” I answer without thinking, and then worry about my answer. Still, I cannot withdraw it now, so I guide the men to the shelves in question. “My father, of course, has a great love for your country’s past, and consequently acquired these volumes. I have spent many happy hours here in the company of your forebears, leaving me with a great respect for your history and accomplishments.”

Mr. Lufti nods, and bestows a pleasant smile upon me, as one might a child. Or a dilettante. “How lovely.”

I mean to show them I’m in earnest, by referencing my favorite historical figure. “I am particularly drawn to the New Kingdom. The reign of Pharaoh Hatshepsut presents so many intriguing mysteries and timely questions, don’t you think?”

The smile fades from Mr. Lufti’s face, and suddenly he and Mr. Zaghloul are staring at me. As if they are seeing me anew.

“You know about Hatshepsut?” Mr. Lufti queries, almost in disbelief. “She is not one of our better-known pharaohs. In fact, her reign had almost been lost, until hieroglyphics were decoded and the remaining references to her translated.”

“I am a student of the great Hatshepsut,” I answer. “The mystery of the attempts to erase her from the historical record preoccupies me—here and in Egypt. I hope to find answers one day.”

The men nod at me appreciatively, and Mr. Zaghloul compliments me by saying, “Perhaps Hatshepsut has been waiting all these thousands of years for you to come along and help solve her riddle, which she holds close like a very real sphinx. But if that is indeed the case, please remember that each society forms its own version of the past. And Hatshepsut’s past belongs to Egypt. Hers is our story to tell.”






Chapter Twenty-Seven


NOVEMBER 11, 1920

LONDON, ENGLAND

The Armistice Day service has rendered the Red Room in the exclusive Seamore Place mansion absolutely quiet. The entire house used to reverberate with music and witty, cultured conversation when it still belonged to the man we called Godfather, because the official relationship of Alfred de Rothschild and my mother was that of godfather and goddaughter. When Godfather died two years ago, all this became Mama’s, and Papa immediately sold off our London town house. Now, when we are in London, we stay in this ornate monument to antique French furniture and art, which we only occasionally visited during my childhood and then only in our finest clothes and on our best behavior.

Not even Mama’s delicate sipping of tea from a Sèvres porcelain cup or Porchey’s guzzle of whiskey from a crystal tumbler seem to make a sound in this lavish space on this somber day. After the thunder of hundreds of soldiers marching in unison and the clop of countless horses’ hooves, the silence carries its own deafening roar.

The morning had been long and cold and sad. On this second Armistice Day, the Cenotaph was unveiled by King George V, as the carriage carrying the coffin of the unknown soldier proceeded through the crowd-lined streets of London. The coffin was then borne aloft by pallbearers into Westminster Abbey, where my family and a thousand other mourners observed from the pews, sang psalms, and prayed. The unknown soldier was then laid to rest in the west end of the nave under a slab of black Belgian marble, in a service that will be emblazoned in my mind forever.

Who will be the first to speak? I wonder as I stare around this mournful room. Even though the gilt- and mural-covered ceilings of the Red Room soar to nearly twenty feet and the room could easily hold two Highclere dining rooms, the crimson-hued formal parlor feels crowded. Between our immediate family, Papa’s stepmother, who Porchey and I call Grandmama Elsie; and his half brothers, Aubrey and Mervyn; and their families, every seat is taken. In our mourning attire, we look like blackened smudges of soot against the bloodred silk walls and sofas. It is fitting.

With his cane, Papa pushes himself to standing and begins to pace the room. After a minute or two, he settles at an ornate eighteenth-century French desk. A clicking noise breaks the silence, and Mama swivels around to stare at Papa. He is opening and closing the tiny door of the gold chinoiserie nécessaire on top of Godfather’s desk, an ornate item decorated with sprays of ruby and diamond flowers, emerald foliage, and diamond pagodas. During my infrequent youthful visits here, I’d always been fascinated by the gem-encrusted case, which held various miniature gold implements such as an inkwell, a perfume bottle, and a powder box.

“Will you stop fiddling with that, Porchey? It was made over a hundred years ago and is quite delicate,” Mama scolds.

My brother looks up at Mama. “But I’m not doing anything.” His voice is petulant, and for a moment, I’m brought back to the unfortunate childhood quarrels between them in the nursery. Nanny Moss always tried to prevent them before they erupted, but Mama and Porchey’s characters were too volatile and too similar. I learned from their bickering, and in my parents’ company, I stay small and quiet. Until I can no longer.

“I’m not talking to you,” Mama snaps. “I’m speaking to your father.”

Papa glances over at my mother. “I’m only looking inside, Almina. My God, there are a load of gemstones on this thing. Wonder what it’s worth?”

Everyone stares at Papa. No one ever talks about money.

“That’s shockingly crass, Porchey.” Mama says what we are all thinking. “Especially on such a day as this.”

My father rises from the desk, and says, “Anyone fancy a spot of billiards before luncheon?”

“Do I ever.” My brother is the first to answer, and my uncles leap to join them.

Their wives wander off to watch, until it is just us three: Mama, me, and Grandmama Elsie. Even though Papa’s relationship with his stepmother has been rocky from time to time, I adore the spunky woman, who speaks her mind but only for the good. During the war, she moved to Egypt and helped organize hospitals and tend injured soldiers on rest there, earning commendations all around.

“Will you keep it all?” Grandmama Elsie gestures around the room, which has porcelain on nearly every antique surface and paintings hung from each inch of the hand-painted red silk wall coverings. In this room alone, paintings by Gainsborough, Boucher, Greuze, Lancret, Reynolds, van Dyke, Rubens, and Watteau hang on the walls.

Mama always remarked that Godfather’s house was so opulent because he and his cousin Ferdinand were in constant competition. But I wonder if he wasn’t motivated to create a lavish barricade to the anti-Semitism he must have encountered in the rarefied company he kept. Not that we ever speak of that.

“I don’t know why not. It reminds me of my father,” Mama says offhandedly. “He loved beautiful women and all things French. He never did understand Porchey’s love of ancient Egypt.”

“Speaking of Egypt, will you return this year?” Grandmama Elsie asks my mother, but her eyes are on me. She knows my desires. “You had quite the scare last season. I cannot imagine being in Egypt when the riots erupted.”

“We were lucky to get out when we did. I understand the situation has calmed down considerably. Zaghloul and Milner’s negotiations are ongoing, so the Egyptian citizens are calm. So calm, in fact, that the Jockey Club opened its doors again and races are back on. Porchey is thrilled about that, of course.”

“What about you, Eve?” Grandmama Elsie turns to me. “Will you be going back to Egypt?”

The topic of my return has been avoided for nearly a month, ever since Mr. Carter left to get the site organized in advance of my father’s arrival. Each time I attempt to raise it, Mama leaves the room or launches into another, seemingly urgent subject.

“I am hoping—” I begin to say.

Mama interrupts. “Eve will be staying here. She needs to participate in the full Season. The social scene in Cairo was hardly on par with London, and neither were the young men.”

Not exactly true, I think. There was that one young soldier who spoke to me in Shepheard’s our last night in Cairo. But I haven’t laid eyes on him again. And I don’t even know his name.

But that is neither here nor there in this discussion. I must forestall forming an attachment to any gentleman. Because romantic relationships and archaeology do not mix.

“Mama, I will remind you of your promise that I could return for this year’s digging season.” I force my voice to stay strong and even.

Her expression hardens, as does her tone. Strange how someone so petite and lovely can transform. “And I will remind you that was your father’s promise, not mine. My guidance trumps in this realm, and you will stay in London.”

The years of carefully arranging my words and behavior to please her melt away. The anger that has been simmering beneath the surface for as long as I can recall rises up, becoming fury.

“How can you not understand that ancient Egypt and excavations are my passion? Have you not seen that in evidence since I was young?” Raising my voice, I say, “You of all people, who found your own calling during the war in building hospitals and caring for the injured soldiers. I would think you’d understand.”

Grandmama Elsie gives me a small smile of encouragement. I know she comprehends. But the battle I must win is with my mother.

“That was different, Eve. That was for the greater good.” She dismisses my plea. Her face takes on a pinched quality, as if she’s swallowed something unexpectedly sour. “Excavating three-thousand-year-old tombs is folly. Your passion, as you call it, must be to find a husband.”

I stand up and take three steps toward her on the sofa. “Hasn’t today taught you anything? Enormous sacrifices have been made to change our world, and yet you want me to return to the stifling roles of the past, roles which you yourself have rejected. Why don’t you want for me the same life of purpose you once claimed for yourself?”






Chapter Twenty-Eight


FEBRUARY 2, 1921

CAIRO, EGYPT

I step out of the Shepheard’s lobby and into the Egyptian sunshine, following in my parents’ wake. No long sojourn in Cairo to sample their social season is required of me this time; Mama didn’t even suggest it. Instead we will be heading directly to Luxor. Papa is thrilled with this itinerary, but Mama is barely speaking to me. In fact, she’s only spoken to me when absolutely necessary since our argument on Armistice Day. I won the battle to come to Egypt, but at what cost?

As Papa tussles with the manager over our bill and Mama confers with the porter about our trunks, I take a last look at Cairo. In between the wicker tables and chairs on the terrace of Shepheard’s, I can see the bustle of cars and buggies as well as the jostle of crowds along Ibrahim Pasha Street. Amidst the throngs, I spot a young European-looking girl with braids and a pinafore skipping along with an Egyptian girl wearing a sebleh but not a headscarf.

What a curious pair, I think. To see the girls more clearly, I step around one of Shepheard’s ubiquitous enormous ferns—and bash directly into a khaki-uniformed officer coming the other direction.

“Pardon me. So sorry, sir,” I say without looking up.

“Please don’t apologize, and please don’t call me sir. I’m not so old just yet.” The soldier chuckles.

I glance at his face. It’s the officer from the Residency ball. And I see a glimmer of recognition in his dark eyes.

Our gaze meets, and at the same time, we exclaim, “You!”

“If it isn’t the girl who one-stepped her way across Cairo.” He beams at me, and his grin is so wide and infectious, I can’t help but grin back.

“I hardly think this particular maneuver was as graceful as the one-step,” I joke.

He chuckles again and asks, “Might I have the honor of actually doing the one-step with you at the Residency ball later this week?”

My cheeks warm at the invitation. “I would be happy for the dance, but I’m afraid we’re leaving Cairo for Luxor this morning.”

“How is it that I am always losing you? First at the ball last year—seemingly to parts unknown for an entire year. And now again—to Luxor.” He sounds plaintive.

“I might have stayed longer last time, but things did get rather dangerous in Egypt. Maybe this time, I won’t have to race off on the next ship, and I’ll be able to return to Cairo,” I say. Then, feeling suddenly shy, glance down as I ask, “Assuming you’ll still be here?”

“Well, that’s the thing. I’m finally being sent back—”

He can’t finish because my parents sidle up to us. Of all the unfortunate timing, I think.

“Eve, would you care to introduce us?” Papa asks.

“Ah, of course, this is—” I stop, realizing that I haven’t yet got his name. My cheeks feel hot.

The gentleman stretches out his hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, sir. I am Second Lieutenant Brograve Beauchamp.”

“Beauchamp you say?”

“Yes, sir.”

“You wouldn’t be related to Beauchamp, the politician and chairman of Lloyd’s, would you?”

“I am indeed, sir. He’s my father.”

“Good chap, your father. We’ve run in the same circles over the years—clubs and all that. I’m George Herbert.” Papa stretches out his hand, and the men shake.

“Lord Carnarvon?”

“Yes.” Papa looks a little sheepish. Having introduced himself as George Herbert, he’s been caught out with his formal name.

“Even if I hadn’t heard of you from my father, I would certainly be familiar with you from your work here in Egypt, sir. You and Howard Carter have made some magnificent discoveries.”

Papa claps Lieutenant Beauchamp on the back. “Kind of you to say. Hope to make some even more magnificent finds soon.” He pauses, then adds in a low voice, “I was very sorry to hear about your brother.”

Lieutenant Beauchamp’s face is no longer open and affable. His expression closes, and a deep sadness overtakes his eyes. I don’t need anyone to explain to me what happened. Lieutenant Beauchamp lost his brother in the war.

“Thank you for your condolences.”

“How did you and our Eve become acquainted?” Mama asks, her voice bright but her eyes wary. She’s undoubtedly pleased to see me chatting with an eminently suitable young man, but given that she didn’t orchestrate the introduction, she’s withholding judgment.

“We met at the Residency ball last year, Mama.” I rush to answer. I know she’ll find that an acceptable mode of meeting young men.

“And you’ve been here ever since, Lieutenant Beauchamp?” Mama presses.

“Yes, Lady Carnarvon. With the exceptions of a few trips elsewhere in the Middle East.”

“It’s a wonder you two recognized each other after all this time,” Mama says with a sniff.

“I could never forget your daughter, ma’am,” Lieutenant Beauchamp says, his eyes on mine. I feel my cheeks burn again, and I can only imagine they are flaming red. I’ve been complimented and flattered by men—young and old—since participating in the Season, but never before by one I actually fancied.

Whether he senses a frisson between me and Lieutenant Beauchamp and wants to foster it, or simply enjoys sharing his passion with another Englishman, Papa says, “You would be very welcome to come and see the dig, Lieutenant Beauchamp.”

The lieutenant shifts his gaze from me to Papa and replies, “What a lovely invitation, Lord Carnarvon. I would very much like to see the inner workings of an archaeological dig and visit with you all again. Unfortunately, my troop of Life Guards leaves Cairo shortly. We are finally going home.”






Chapter Twenty-Nine


MARCH 18, 1921

VALLEY OF THE KINGS, EGYPT

“Good morning,” I greet Mansur Mohammed el Hashash, the longtime head reis of Papa and Mr. Carter’s excavation.

He gives me a brief bow, which I deem an improvement over the past few weeks when he seemed uncomfortable acknowledging me. Even though I’d been present on last year’s dig, he’d never gotten accustomed to a woman working side by side with the men, especially not a lord’s daughter. And while he still isn’t quite used to me, he’s resigned himself to my presence.

Groups of men—about a hundred in number—have gathered around the periphery of the pit we’ve been working on these past five weeks, and I spot the littlest worker. The eight-year-old Ali, his galabia already dusty, smiles at me.

Bending down so we are at eye level, I say, “Good morning, Ali. How are you today?”

“Good morning, Lady Evelyn. I am well, how are you?” he says in heavily accented English.

Ali’s grin and twinkling dark brown eyes are so engaging that I must squelch the pang I always feel watching him work at the site. I’d protested to Mr. Carter when I saw the child bringing water to the laborers and fetching their lunches, but he’d told me that this employment was far easier and more profitable than working in the fields, which he would otherwise be doing. And, anyway, his father and uncles had worked for Mr. Carter for years.

“Ready for a new day,” I answer, giving him the parcel of fruit and croissant I’d brought for him from the hotel.

I descend into the pit the men had so painstakingly dug at our instruction. The movement of tons of sand, soil, and rock hasn’t yielded anything yet, other than a few unmarked shards, jar fragments, and several amulets that date from approximately six hundred BC, far later than the time period we want. But I’m not disheartened.

I reach for a handful of sandy soil, and as the grains pass through my fingers, I tip my head back and allow the sun to warm my face. Imagine, I remind myself for the millionth time, this is the ground upon which Hatshepsut tread, the sand that touched her skin, and the sun that graced her cheeks. I envision her as an unmarried princess, then a queen married to her half brother, and finally the ruler of all Egypt—staring out at the same valley as I am.

It is heady stuff. And artifacts or not, tomb or no, it is enough. For the moment.

“Lady Evelyn.” Mr. Carter interrupts my reverie when he climbs down into the pit. “You’ve beat me to the site again today.”

“I’m up before the sun, ready to make the crossing before anyone else has risen from their beds. I can’t help it,” I say, thinking of all the mornings I spend alone at breakfast because my parents cannot rouse themselves. How they can stand to waste a minute in the Valley of the Kings, I really don’t know. “And, Howard, I thought we’d dispensed with the formal names. Please call me Eve.”

“I’ll do my best. But old habits are hard to break, especially since we must resume them in the company of your parents,” he says, walking around the pit’s perimeter to join me. “What do we see today, Eve?”

I brush my hair out of my eyes with a sandy forearm. Grainy particles stick to my sweaty forehead, but it’s as if they are irritating someone else, somewhere else. Because my mind is now entirely focused on the grid spread out before me, the framework of string we’ve laid over the pit.

Although quite methodical in his excavating and recording, Mr. Carter—Howard, I must remind myself—had been open to my suggestion. I didn’t tell him that I learned about the systematic practice that helps record the location of objects found in an excavation from a lecture by Augustus Pitt Rivers I heard in London. I know how he and my father feel about the academic archaeologists who’ve “invaded” Egypt, and while Pitt Rivers is an aristocratic archaeologist, I worry that his scientific approach and slow, slow progress might make his theories off-putting to Howard and Papa. But I thought it might be useful to try this new method.

When Howard and I mapped out possible dig sites over the summer, we decided to avoid the area near Pharaoh Merneptah’s tomb, since last year’s excavation there hadn’t turned out exactly as hoped. The vases were a solid discovery, but they divulged nothing about Hatshepsut and none of the riches Papa sought. It had been challenging to settle on a new site. The Valley of the Kings has neither been systematically excavated nor its findings recorded, and so we’ve had to cobble together information from collectors, archaeologists, local farmers, thieves, a few published papers, catalogues for exhibits and auction houses, even ancient legal records prosecuting citizens for tomb robbing. Even then, it was often guesswork as to where excavations—successes and failures alike—took place, what was found there, and when. It didn’t help that every excavation left its own towering pile of rock and dirt.

But finally, Howard and I agreed upon one triangular corner of the area between the tombs of Ramses II and VI and Merneptah. A few artifacts related to both Tutankhamun and Hatshepsut had been found there. To my surprise, Papa had readily agreed. I’d expected him to bristle, and to push for a site near the Ramses VI tomb where Theodore Davis had once found an artifact referring to Tutankhamun. But Papa had been preoccupied over the summer with more than the usual number of arguments with Mama over certain paintings and furniture Papa wanted to sell. This gave us an easy victory.

Howard and I are quiet as we study the grid. I only hope that our efforts bear fruit. I’ve sensed a mounting agitation in Papa these past weeks, and nothing good ever comes of his restlessness.

Our silence is interrupted by angry voices floating down from the top of the pit. For a moment, I think it might be my parents continuing last evening’s disagreement, but then I remember Papa was busy today and Mama had begged off from the excavation. In any event, as the voices grow louder and more distinct, I realize they are Egyptian.

“Will you excuse me for a moment, Eve?” Howard asks.

“Of course,” I say, curious about what fight the reis cannot handle by himself.

But I’m more curious about where we should start digging. I study the grid, noticing a faint indentation to the left. It almost looks like a straight line drawn in the sand, perhaps from the outline of a stone or a step. From what I’ve read in academic journals and what Howard has told me, such markings could indicate a step or the opening to a tomb.

He clambers back down into the pit, and as we survey the expanse of sand again, I ask, “Everything all right, Mr.—” I pause. I’m having a hard time shifting over to first names after so many years of formal ones. “Howard?”

“Just a small skirmish between two of the men. They mistakenly believed one was getting paid more than the other. Nothing a little reassurance couldn’t smooth out,” he says with a brisk nod. Back to work, I can almost hear him think. “So what do you think, Eve? Is there one section calling out to you?”

Pointing to the left, I am about to call his attention to that slight fissure when I hear my name. “Eve! Carter! Where in the devil are you?” an unmistakable voice calls out.

It is Papa. I’m surprised to hear his voice. I’d thought business would keep him in Luxor all day.

“Down here!” I call up.

All at once, a muster of British soldiers appears on the edge of the pit, with Papa at the center. He stares down at us. “Ah, just the two I was looking for. These fine gents are increasing their patrols in Luxor and in the Valley of the Kings because they’ve heard rumors of another insurgency. They’d like to get a peek at what we are doing out here. Lay of the land and all that.”

Once I get over my agitation that another uprising might be on the horizon, I scan the row of soldiers, unconsciously searching for Lieutenant Beauchamp. It’s silly, I know, to be hoping for his unexpected arrival here in Luxor. He waited a long time to return home to England, and from the three letters I received since his departure, it sounds as though he’s settled back into English life. He’s even considering a run as the National Liberal candidate for the Lowestoft division of Suffolk, where his father recently served as MP. He couldn’t possibly be among these men.

What was it about Lieutenant Beauchamp that I found so compelling anyway? We have only ever met twice, and in many respects, he is just like every other officer I’ve met in England and Egypt. Yet, in our two brief conversations, I sensed a kindred spirit of sorts and an openness I hadn’t otherwise encountered.

I asked myself this question over and over when I caught myself daydreaming about him during the long days at the site. Archaeology requires extensive periods of patient waiting, easily filled by replaying those short encounters. I hadn’t found an answer to this question, and yet I found myself thinking about his bright eyes; warm, engaging smile; and his insightful comments.

“Carter,” Papa calls down, “would you mind giving these men a tour of the site? The captain and I have a few important items to discuss.”

What must Papa review with the captain? My heart sinks at the thought of military matters cropping up again. We’ve heard that Mr. Zaghloul will be returning to Egypt soon, but without a finalized treaty with England. Will there be another wave of demonstrations? Is that what the army is preparing for? While I am sympathetic to the Egyptian people’s desire for independence, I hope it doesn’t precipitate another urgent departure. We’ve only just begun here.

“Certainly, Lord C.,” he yells up. Then he turns to me with an apologetic gaze and says, “I’m sorry, Eve. The decision about where to dig may have to wait until tomorrow.”

“Understood, Howard.” I give him a smile of understanding. “We both answer to the same taskmaster.”

As I climb toward the surface, I realize that, for the first time since we arrived in Luxor, I will have the day to myself. Suddenly, I know what I will do. It is the one thing Papa wouldn’t like.






Chapter Thirty


MARCH 18, 1921

LUXOR, EGYPT

I wait until I’ve passed through the Valley of the Kings. Once I’m certain Papa and Howard are out of sight, I instruct the man leading my donkey. “Don’t go directly to the dock. Please turn toward the temple.”

He turns back toward me. “Are you sure, mademoiselle?”

“Quite. We will be making a stop before we take the Nile barge back to the Winter Palace.”

Our donkeys approach Hatshepsut’s temple. Although I see the astounding structure every day as we travel from the Nile to the Valley of the Kings—and I’ve toured it before—it never fails to inspire awe.

“Can we pause for a moment?” I call up to my guide.

He glances back at me again strangely, but does as I ask. For a long moment, I observe the enormous elevated, colonnaded terraces cut into the cliff so that they make one uniform, monochromatic compound. Might Hatshepsut have stopped in this same place and gazed upon her creation?

At my signal, we resume our progress. As we draw closer to the temple proper, I see groups of workers near colossal statues that must be ten feet high. The statues are in varying states of disrepair—some almost completely reconstructed from disparate stone chunks and some still a heap of rubble. One fully reassembled figure had already been put in its original place at one corner of the lower terrace. How magnificent the temple appears with its adornments restored.

Several of the workmen stare at me, and I notice they have many more children at the site than we do at ours. Like the reis and workers at our site, I suppose they may find it odd to see a woman at an excavation site, and an English one at that. My mother and I are the only two I’ve ever seen in the Valley of the Kings, apart from the tourists. But, though they may gawk, not one of the men stops working.

I begin to wonder about the wisdom of this impromptu visit when a dapper gentleman in European garb carrying armfuls of photographic equipment approaches. “May I help you?”

“I hope I haven’t disturbed your work. I’m Lady Evelyn Herbert and I’ve come from”—I point behind the temple—“the Valley of the Kings where I’ve been working with my father, Lord Carnarvon, and Mr. Howard Carter.”

“Ah, right, I believe we met last year when you visited with your father,” the man says, “and Mr. Carter, of course. I enjoyed hearing about the early years of excavation here at the temple he undertook. We are indebted to the work he did here starting the reassembly of the structure—and his fine drawings. I am Harry Burton, the Metropolitan Museum photographer.”

The face of the esteemed photographer is suddenly familiar from that tour. Mr. Burton had accompanied us along with Mr. Winlock, the Metropolitan Museum of Art director of this site. I’d been struck by the atmospheric beauty of the images he shared with us afterward.

“My apologies, Mr. Burton, for not recognizing you straightaway. Your photographs are so memorable. The way you capture not only the clarity of objects and interiors but the sensation of timelessness and wonder. One could almost imagine being back in Hatshepsut’s day when studying your images.”

“You flatter me, Lady Evelyn.” His cheeks seem redder, but perhaps it is simply the heat of the day. “Where are my manners? How can I be of assistance? And can I get you some tea? I know the route from the Valley of the Kings to the temple can be dusty and dry.”

“That is very kind of you, but I am fine. I was returning to the Winter Palace earlier than planned today, and I thought I might stop and take a brief look at the work being done at the temple. But I certainly don’t want to be a nuisance.”

“You could never be a nuisance,” he exclaims. “I only apologize that Mr. Winlock isn’t here to show you around personally—”

“Please don’t apologize,” I interject. “I should have made arrangements. I’m certain he’s busy with the undisturbed room he discovered in the tomb of Meketre last season. I understand it was filled with wooden models that tell the story of daily life at his estate.”

I know quite a bit about the tomb of Meketre, who had served as vizier under Pharaoh Mentuhotep II. Papa had railed on and on about Mr. Winlock’s find, the hundreds of miniature mortuary figures, some rowing in boats, others guiding oxen. It had been salt in the wound of our failure to unearth any other objects after the cache of vases last season.

“You are very well-informed,” Mr. Burton replies.

“Well, since I don’t have access to the formal education more and more Egyptologists seem to be getting these days, I must learn other ways. I use independent study, observation in the field, and conversations with experts like you.”

“And Mr. Carter, of course.”

“Especially Mr. Carter,” I add, wanting to leave the conversational niceties behind and move on to the reason I came—to tour the site again. “It must be wonderful to work with an expert like Mr. Winlock.”

“It is. But he’s not at the tomb of Meketre. That’s been cleared and studied. He’s in the hills examining the tomb of a royal servant called Meseh. Supposedly an intact papyrus has been found inside.”

“How exciting,” I remark. Such a find would indeed be noteworthy, as papyri rarely survive the millennia.

“Yes, we hope it proves meaningful. In the meantime, perhaps I could escort you around the temple complex so you can get a sense of the reconstruction efforts.”

“I would be very grateful.”

“It would be my pleasure,” Mr. Burton answers politely, as he leads me toward the first terrace. We pass groups of workers who are engrossed in the task of reassembling the statuary. Mr. Burton and I linger at each one, hazarding guesses about the identity of the figures. When I speculate that one partially reconstructed statue appears to have the head of a lion—and therefore may well be the powerful female goddess Sekhmet—Mr. Burton nods in surprised agreement.

When we reach the first terrace, I wander off by myself for a moment. Standing between two of the soaring columns, I stare out at the immense courtyard and ramp leading to the terrace, imagining what it would have been like to be Hatshepsut gazing upon her people. Did she ever find the burden of leadership daunting? Or was she so confident in her gods-given power to rule that she stood on this terrace with unwavering assurance?

How perfectly the temple is incorporated into the cliffside, I think as I take in the setting. The temple’s situation is emblematic of the way Hatshepsut herself was meant to be a sacred manifestation of her land. Even though this is a mortuary complex, and thus would have been fully unveiled only at the time of her death, it would have also served as a reminder of her divine authority during her lifetime.

I know the reliefs that have been reconstructed on the temple walls very well. Howard had made detailed sketches of them when he worked here and I’ve studied them. They tell Hatshepsut’s story, the one she needed to craft to support her pharaonic role, anyway. I pass a carving of her divine conception as a daughter of Amun, a justification for her claim to the throne. An image of Hatshepsut with her father, Thutmose I, demonstrates her royal lineage and the righteousness of her title. A wall relief detailing the success of her trade mission to Punt follows, which she displayed to show her prowess as pharaoh. Taken together, these exquisite images inform viewers that Hatshepsut’s reign was divinely and royally inspired—and a success. Certainly they exemplify the honorific bestowed upon Hatshepsut that runs underneath these reliefs: “In all her splendor.”

I linger at the more private images scattered around the temple, some on walls and some on pieces of stelae and statues yet to be reassembled. An exquisite wall etching of Hatshepsut and Thutmose II’s daughter, Neferure, resplendent in elaborate crown, topped with soaring bird. A relief of Senenmut—Hatshepsut’s “Great treasurer, architect, and chief steward to her daughter, Neferure”—adoring her, in an unusual example of a nonaristocratic person appearing in temple artwork. Amidst these images, I envision Hatshepsut as she might have been, surrounded by those she loved and loved her in return, and I suddenly feel her presence alive all around me.

“What an appropriately magnificent monument to a pharaoh with such a prosperous reign,” I say to Mr. Burton when he joins me, shaking my head in wonder. “I mean, she restored trade with Asia, ensured work and food and services for her people, created one of the most ambitious building plans of any pharaoh, and did it all without constant war.”

“You know quite a lot about Hatshepsut.” Mr. Burton nods approvingly.

“As I said, I don’t have access to formal training, so I cobble together bits and pieces wherever I can. Besides”—I pause and smile at this kind man—“Hatshepsut is a particular favorite.”

“I admire her as well”—he leans toward me, as if imparting a secret—“although I’m in the minority. The prevailing view around here is that she must have been an ambitious and ruthless woman to have climbed so high. Since women weren’t typically allowed power, she must have seized it through illicit means when her husband, Thutmose the Second, died and her stepson Thutmose the Third assumed the throne. That sort of thing. Why else would someone have wanted to scratch out every mention of her? She must have been unnatural, according to some. Or, at best, manipulated by her courtiers into assuming the throne.”

“Does Winlock think her co-regency with Thutmose the Third was somehow unlawful as well? Co-regencies with young pharaohs were very common in ancient Egypt,” I point out. “From there, assuming the mantle of the pharaoh wasn’t much of a leap.”

“Let’s just say that Winlock has trouble imagining a woman co-regent—or the idea that Hatshepsut could jump from co-regent to pharaoh without avarice and misdeeds,” he says with an apologetic tilt of his head. “I disagree.”

I’m not surprised by Mr. Winlock’s opinion, simply disappointed. I’d hoped that a scholar like him might see beyond the commonly held, narrow-minded views about woman rulers. I’d been optimistic that he might embrace an understanding of Hatshepsut as a civic-minded, upstanding female leader with the blessing of her people.

We amble past more workers as we progress toward the second terrace. I hesitate when I see six of them gathered around several large granite pieces of statue, chatting excitedly. They stand before a stone elbow. The corner of a symbol of an ankh. A lone finger. The drape of clothing over a collarbone. A full half of a face framed by the very distinctive striped linen nemes.

Suddenly, I can see how all the pieces fit together. And who is represented here.

“That’s Hatshepsut,” I exclaim. “It’s an image of her just as she transitioned from queen to pharaoh.”

Mr. Burton races to my side. “Are you sure? How do you know?”

I point to the granite half face. “Here, lying over the head, is the nemes, which only a pharaoh can wear. And yet”—I point to the stone fragment of clothing—“here you see that the figure is wearing female clothes. You can even see the swell of a breast. This kind of nod to her femininity disappears later in her reign when she embodies the full male pharaoh image.”

“My God, you’re right,” Mr. Burton says.

“There is imagery all over Egypt of Hatshepsut in her changing roles. She is depicted one way as a young princess, another as a queen, still another as a regent, and then finally as a pharaoh. Different clothes, different symbols of power, different physical features even, as she transitions.”

Mr. Burton is staring at me. “My goodness, Lady Evelyn, you should be working here instead of some of the so-called archaeologists we have on staff. You certainly know more.”

I smile at the kindly photographer. How I wish I could work here, among the many faces of Hatshepsut, I think. What insights I might be able to bring to the understanding of the great ruler. But these academics would never accept me. My only entrée into the world of ancient Egypt and Hatshepsut is through Papa—for however long that lasts before society claims me.

Two mustachioed men approach us, each in their stiff, European clothes. Mr. Burton calls out to them, “Mr. Lansing, Mr. Hauser, I am pleased to present Lady Evelyn Herbert to you. She’s come from the Valley of the Kings concession, the one excavated by her father, Lord Carnarvon, and Howard Carter.”

The men and I exchange introductions, as we’d not met on my previous visit to Hatshepsut’s temple. Then Mr. Burton blurts out, “You’ll never believe what Lady Evelyn just discovered.” I can see that he’s eager to describe my discovery of Hatshepsut in one of the statues that their team is reassembling.

The bespectacled Mr. Hauser asks, “Have you found some artifacts you’d like to offer? Mr. Carter brought by a lovely early Eighteenth Dynasty toiletry set to us the other day. It had the usual bronze mirror, razor, and tweezers, but it also contained a most ingenious kohl tube and applicator with a wire loop and bolt to hold the lid.”

I am perplexed by his query. Why would Howard be selling anything to anyone?

“What do you mean?” I ask.

At the same time Mr. Burton barks out, “What sort of question is that to ask Lady Evelyn?”

Mr. Hauser stares at me and Mr. Burton quizzically. “I just assumed that Lady Evelyn had ‘discovered’ some object we might be interested in. Why wouldn’t she be engaged in the same business as her family—antiquities dealing?”






Chapter Thirty-One


MARCH 18, 1921

LUXOR, EGYPT

I return to the Winter Palace with far more than I bargained for. My trip to Hatshepsut’s temple had indeed yielded the tour I’d sought. But I also came away with a sense of unease and confusion, which is far less welcome.

What on earth had Mr. Hauser meant by the family business of antiquities dealing? This question haunted me during the barge trip across the Nile, and it continues to haunt me now over dinner with my parents and Howard.

I know that Papa has acquired a wealth of ancient Egyptian artifacts over the years. In fact, I’ve heard it described as the best private collection in the world. Elegant necklaces and bracelets from Queen Tiye’s tomb. A striking electrum statue. A faience chalice and accompanying pieces. A four-thousand-year-old bronze mirror. Alabaster vases and stone animals. A gold statue of the god Amun.

Growing up, I’d always assumed that the bulk of his objects originated from his own excavations. Certainly the items from Queen Tiye’s tomb had, as had the alabaster vases with the ibex handles from last year’s dig. But as I’d helped my father catalogue his artifacts this past year—with a greater understanding of the breadth and nature of his past excavations—I realized not every object came from one of his digs and I began to wonder. Had Howard procured those other artifacts for him? Where had he gotten them? Was he allowed to do so?

Even if Howard had legitimately arranged for some of Papa’s prizes, why would he be sourcing antiquities for anyone other than his patron? And why would the Metropolitan Museum archaeologists think my father was engaged in such activities? Is it because they assume Howard wouldn’t act without Papa’s say-so? I think back to Mr. Carter’s comments over the years about the market for ancient Egyptian objects, and my head spins. My thoughts are in a muddle, and I realize how little I know.

“Cat got your tongue, Eve?” Papa asks with a gleam in his eye. He’s been in high spirits ever since his meeting with the soldiers today, and I wonder what’s happened to change his mood. Since we arrived in Egypt, he’s been irascible, and even the thrill of the chase for a Valley of the Kings tomb hasn’t alleviated that mood. Until now.

“Oh, Porchey, you know how I hate when you use slang,” Mama says, sipping her drink.

“No, Papa, just thinking about the site,” I answer, ignoring Mama. This is true. The site is part and parcel of my musings. I’ve been thoughtful since returning from the temple, smoothing my scarab on my lap. As if it could grant me insights.

“I promise we’ll get to digging tomorrow, Lady Evelyn,” Howard adds, using my formal name in the presence of my parents.

“I would like that. There was a ridge that looks promising,” I say.

Howard’s usually impassive expression grows a bit more animated. “I noticed it as well. Could be a step or a threshold.”

“That’s exactly what I was thinking,” I blurt out, delighted that my intuition was the same as his.

Nodding, he answers me, but I cannot hear what he’s saying. The band is playing a tune, and a swell of violins and horns fills the soaring two-story space. The singer belts out lyrics from “Avalon”:


And as the night is falling

I find that I’m recalling

That blissful all-enthralling day …



The singer is no Al Jolson—no one could croon “Avalon” as well—but he sings with feeling. Without thinking, I begin to tap my foot out of habit. Not because the music moves me, but because my mind still churns with the words of Mr. Hauser. My mother perceives it otherwise.

“Howard, why don’t you and Eve take a turn around the dance floor?” Mama orders rather than asks.

“Oh. I couldn’t, ma’am.” Howard begs off.

Mama retorts. “Couldn’t or wouldn’t?”

Howard can hardly refuse now, and neither can I. Awkward in a dress suit, he stands, adjusts his jacket, and finally offers his hand to me. We step out onto the ballroom floor, sparsely populated with couples doing the one-step, which naturally makes me think of Lieutenant Beauchamp. Will I ever get the chance to one-step with him?

“So will we start digging at that ridge tomorrow?” I ask.

“Seems the right spot. Good instinct there, Eve,” he answers, but I can tell his focus is on the dance steps. I wonder when was the last time he ventured onto a dance floor. As far as I know, he’s never been cajoled onto Highclere’s.

I’m curious what Howard thinks about Hatshepsut’s rise, which we’ve discussed in general over the years. Does he share any part of Mr. Winlock’s view? I’ve been musing on it since I left the temple complex—among other questions.

“How do you think Hatshepsut came to power?”

“I’ve thought about that a lot. Especially in those years when I worked at her temple, and I saw all that destruction of her name.” He slows his dance steps as he speaks. Howard is even more rusty in the art of conducting conversation while traversing the dance floor. “I think she was a brilliant woman who used the opportunities presented to her—not unlike you—to try and do some good for her people.”

Had Howard just compared me to Hatshepsut? Knowing him as I do, this is a tremendous compliment. “Thank you, Howard.”

“Welcome,” he grumbles, uncomfortable at being thanked for his kindness. “In any event, I’m hoping we’ll find answers in Hatshepsut’s tomb.”

This moment seems opportune for the other question rattling around my mind. Do I dare ask it? I’m not entirely positive I want to know the answer.

I push past my reluctance. “What happens if we find something?” I ask.

“If that ridge is the entryway to an undisturbed tomb, you mean?”

That wasn’t my exact question, but the answer will bring me to the same place, I think. “Yes. What if we find treasures beyond our imagining? Who does all the bounty belong to?”

He pulls back a little to study my face—as if my inquiry is a strange one. “To us, primarily. Your father, I mean. He has paid for the dig, after all. It wouldn’t have happened without him.”

“The Egyptian government won’t try to claim anything? Don’t they have the rights to something? I’ve heard you all speak about partage.”

“Well, artifacts can be removed from Egypt if the Antiquities Department had issued a commission to dig. You know that. And usually partage takes place before those artifacts leave the country—so the government will select some items.”

“So we are permitted to divvy up the spoils? Between us and Egypt?”

He chuckles. “Do you suppose your father would invest so much money and time in these digs—year after year—if he didn’t have the right to take some of the Egyptian artifacts home?”

I chuckle as well, although I don’t feel particularly merry. “I suppose not,” I say, then allow the smile to fade. My voice grows serious. “Does the license allow one to sell artifacts one hasn’t excavated oneself?”

Our bodies move in time with the song, but his face has grown still. “Why do you ask that?”

Have I gone too far? I don’t want to accuse Howard of anything, and I remind myself how patient and kind he’s been all these long years he’s instructed me. I will my voice to stay even and light.

“Just curious. Always a lot of objects around in the markets. I guess I wonder where they all come from.”

“Ah, putting aside the many fakes that have flooded the market, you mean? Because there is an abundance of those out there.”

I nod.

“Well, an archaeologist can sell artifacts obtained through the partage process, if he doesn’t want to keep them. Anything else you see for sale in the markets is usually dug up by locals without a license, and so is illegally sold. But the practice is so widespread the authorities generally turn a blind eye to it.”

I smile at Howard, as if his explanation satisfied my curiosity. But, in reality, I am more concerned than ever. Where on earth would he have gotten the early Eighteenth Dynasty toiletry set he tried to sell to the Metropolitan Museum of Art archaeologists? He certainly hadn’t dug that up on our site; it was no partage. Had he procured it from a local grave robber? If so, was he reselling wrongfully procured artifacts, like the souk shops that offer illicit goods or fence antiquities? Perhaps another archaeologist of Mr. Carter’s acquaintance asked him to sell his properly obtained items on his behalf?

Keeping the innocent smile fixed to my lips, I ask, “Or illegally resold on the local’s behalf?”

“That’s right. It’s really not considered illegal, though. It’s very commonplace,” he says with a brisk nod, oblivious to my misgivings. He then leads me around the floor one last time before the song ends. With an unexpected, wide grin, he adds, “Now, let’s hope tomorrow gets us one step closer to finding that treasure you’re so worried about keeping.”

“Hatshepsut’s treasure?”

“Hatshepsut’s treasure.”






Chapter Thirty-Two


MARCH 30, 1921

LUXOR, EGYPT

My parents have set up camp at the site. Underneath their open-sided tent with its walls of netting, they perch on the edge of the pit. Eager and ready to see what Howard and I unearth.

I’d been right about the ridge in the sand, that subtle line in the earth. It is a threshold—one that opens to a set of hewn stone stairs. As we oversaw the men’s efforts to shovel out each of the six steps, our shared excitement grew, becoming compounded when a fragment of a travertine jar was found in the dirt around the stairs. When I brushed the soil from the jar’s surface, we saw half of a name underneath: Queen Ahmose-Nefertari. I almost shouted with excitement, and, I swear, Howard did as well. A great queen in her own right and the very first God’s Wife of Amun, Ahmose-Nefertari was a relative of Thutmose I, Hatshepsut’s father. To us, it seemed logical that Hatshepsut might include an object honoring Ahmose-Nefertari in her tomb, making us optimistic that we might be near Hatshepsut’s burial place.

When the workers finally hit a vertical stone slab at the bottom of the sixth and final step, Howard and I spontaneously squeezed each other’s hands. A find such as this is every Egyptologist’s dream, and is certainly mine, even though I’m not a formal archaeologist.

Now we stand at the base of those six stairs, ready to descend and see what’s behind that slab, the ancient Egyptian equivalent of a door. The workers have just finished chiseling around its edges and are ready to lever it open. Silently, I clasp my hands together and pray that Hatshepsut lies inside.

“Would you care to be first?” Howard asks me.

“Me?” I am shocked. The honor almost always goes to the lead archaeologist or the dig’s patron.

“Yes, you,” he says with one of his rare, wide grins. “I asked your father, of course, but he suggested you might like to have the honors. You’ve earned it with all your labors on this site, he believes, and I quite agree.”

My hand flies to my heart, quite without planning. “Only if you’re sure,” I say.

“Completely,” he reassures me, and hands me an electric torch. “You’ll need this once you step inside.”

I take the torch from him and wedge it into my tool belt. I lift the hem on either side of my skirt and tuck it into my belt as well. I want nothing to trip me up, nothing to stand in my way.

“Eve, what on earth are you doing with your skirt?” Mama calls down. Only my mother would be worried about propriety at a time like this. She’s lost the war to keep me from archaeology, so she engages in skirmishes over small matters whenever the opportunity arises.

Ignoring her, I remove my hat, and put it on the ground next to the threshold. Then I descend the uneven steps, taking one at a time.

Four men crowd around the eight-foot-high stone rectangle that Howard and I have been calling a door, but is really more like a multi-ton barricade. They ready their levers and crowbars, but I put up a hand for them to pause. I want to study the door up close.

To the naked eye, the stone surface has no markings. But I want to be absolutely certain before they wrench it open, which could cause it to break or splinter. Running my hands along every inch of it, I feel nothing but the grooves and indentations of the stonemason’s tools from millennia ago.

“It’s clean!” I call up to Howard.

“You can go ahead then!” he calls back.

Stepping back a bit, I nod for them to proceed. The men insert their tools in the crevices around the door and try with all their might to pry it open. Sweat forms on their foreheads, and yet the stone does not budge.

The men pause, and one of them yells out in Arabic. In less than a minute, Ali scurries down the steps with a larger lever in his hand. We exchange smiles as he passes me, and I ruffle his hair.

The workers push their levers harder. Sweat pours down their faces with the effort and darkens their tunics. Finally I see movement in the stone. They give it one enormous, concerted effort, and the door clatters to the side, intact.

“It’s open!” I practically scream.

“What do you see?” Howard shouts back.

The men move to the sides to allow me to proceed toward the opening. I step toward the darkness of what can only be a chamber. Shining my torch into the interior, I see nothing but undecorated walls and ceilings and a pile of rubble in one corner. No objects.

“It seems empty!” I yell.

“Empty?” My father’s voice drifts down from the surface.

“Hold steady, Eve. I’m coming,” Howard calls to me.

I know I should wait. I know Howard will be at my side within a minute or so. But I cannot stop myself. I rub the scarab in my pocket for luck—I’ve become as superstitious as my father—and step into the chamber.

The blackness envelops me once I enter. It is as if the blinding Egyptian sun exists on an entirely separate plane than this space. Even the light from my torch illuminates only the tiniest of circles; the rest of its beam seems to be sucked away by the very air.

I feel rather than see Howard next to me. We are silent, allowing our torches to explore every inch of the walls. Once I scour the floor for signs of a single artifact—to no avail—I hunt for another entrance, perhaps to another, more plentifully filled chamber. I assume Howard is searching for the same.

“Looks like it was plundered in antiquity,” he mutters. “Or abandoned for a more impressive tomb before anything of significance could be entombed here.”

“How can you tell?” I ask.

He points to markings on the floor. “There you can see the indentations from furniture. The feet of chairs and tables. And if you follow them, you can see the marks where they were dragged toward the entrance.”

I am deflated. Beyond deflated. The entire season dedicated to this chamber—for nothing.

“No Hatshepsut here,” I whisper, mostly to myself.

“No Hatshepsut here,” Howard echoes me, his voice sounding every bit as dejected as I feel.

“Wait, one moment,” he says, following the beam of his torch. It has landed on a seam in the wall opposite the opening.

We walk toward it, shining both our torches on the crack. I get down on my haunches, and Howard follows suit. My finger traces the seam; I desperately want it to be a secret entrance and not a natural crack in the wall. I ask, “Is it too sinuous to be another door?”

“I’m afraid—”

Before he can finish, a crash sounds behind us. We turn, and our torches light upon an enormous pile of rock blocking the entryway. Racing toward it, we can just make out a glint of sunlight at the very top of the mass of rubble.

“The ceiling has collapsed,” I cry out. Panic rises within me, and I struggle to control my voice and my breathing.

I’ve heard the stories of collapsed tunnels and tombs. Of archaeologists and workers who never made it out alive. I’d never imagined that could be me.

As my thoughts spin around wildly, Howard places a finger on his lips. “Stay still and talk quietly. Loud noise or sudden movement could cause further instability.”

Placing his hand on my arm, he then turns to me, looks into my eye, and whispers, “Breathe.” Together, we take several deep inhales, until I feel myself calm. Somewhat.

We hear the voices of the workers on the other side of the heap of rocks, just outside the entrance. I cannot make out what they are saying, but Howard approaches the rubble and speaks to them softly in Arabic.

“What’s happening?”

“They are gathering equipment to dig us out,” he murmurs, trying to reassure me.

More stones cascade from the ceiling, forming another mound near the entrance. I feel frantic again, nearly desperate to claw my way out. I begin to remove the stones, one by one, but Howard stops me. “Let my men work on it from the outside. Eve, it will be all right.”

I’ve always trusted Howard, ever since I was a girl. His soothing tone and words calm me, and my heartbeat slows. I feel the fright begin to subside.

But then I hear Papa’s voice, louder than I would have expected. He must have climbed down into the pit. “Eve, Howard! Are you quite all right?” he calls to us, his tone as panicked as I’ve ever heard it.

Very gingerly, Howard steps toward the rock pile. In a hushed voice, he says, “We are fine. We will just wait to be dug out.”

“Papa, be careful. The pit is very rocky,” I say. The last thing I want is for my father to suffer an injury trying to prevent our injuries.

“Don’t you worry about me, Eve,” Papa says. Then he adds more quietly, “Howard, you keep her safe.”

“I promise, Lord C.,” Howard replies.

With his torch, Howard gestures toward the wall farthest from the rubble. “We should sit away from the debris. I don’t want any more to rain down on us. And it could be some time before the men dig a hole through the rubble.”

We settle side by side against the ancient wall, and I allow the stone to cool my skin. The chamber has become increasingly hot, and I worry what temperature it might reach by the time the workers get to us. “Will we really be fine?” I whisper, wiping my brow of the sweat that already streams down my face in the close air and mounting heat.

“Yes,” he whispers back. “I’ve been dug out of worse pits than this.”

The sudden sound of hammering begins to echo throughout the chamber, making me jump. “What on earth are they doing out there?”

“Simply what I instructed,” he says, his voice unerringly calm. “Building a simple scaffold around the chamber entrance to support it as they clear the rubble.”

“How long do you think it will take for them to reach us?”

Instead of answering, he says, “The time will pass very slowly if we are focused on it. Let’s try to keep our attention on something else.”

“Like?” I glance at him, observing sweat starting to drip down his face now.

“Like, where we will dig next? I feel certain that your father will be so delighted to see your face emerging from this chamber that he’ll grant you any wish. Do you have another site in mind?”

Howard knows how to distract me. “Well, you and I had considered that expanse on the periphery of the Valley of the Kings, closest to Hatshepsut’s temple.”

In hushed tones, we debate the merits of one site over another. As the heat mounts, however, even this topic cannot divert my focus from the crisis at hand. When the smell of sulfur begins to waft through the stagnant air from some ancient source recently disturbed, Howard tries to dismiss my mounting concerns. But I can see that even the stalwart Howard Carter is worried.

Has an hour gone by? Perhaps two? Longer? The passage of time has become hazy in the chamber. Too anxious to sit any longer, I push myself to standing and pace around the small rectangular space. “I only wish we’d found something in here to make it worth the risk. And worth dedicating an entire season to it.”

“Never lament your efforts, Eve. It is only by failing that we will ultimately succeed. We will uncover Hatshepsut. She is waiting to be found.”

“I’d been so hopeful that this chamber would contain the tomb made for her once she became regent—or even pharaoh.”

“Me too. But we are close. She is somewhere nearby in the valley; I can feel it.”

The metallic clank of stone on stone sounds out. At first, we think more debris has fallen from the ceiling, and we crouch down, our hands held protectively over our heads. But then, we hear a whoosh, and a pile of rocks dislodges from the corner of the rubble pile and tumbles in our direction. A hint of daylight streams through the hole formed in the detritus blocking the entrance, and the top of a white turban peeks through.

It is Ahmed Gerigar, one of Howard’s foremen, come to save us.






Chapter Thirty-Three


APRIL 8, 1921

PORT SAID, EGYPT

The surge of women presses against our vehicle from all sides. We have come to a complete stop at this intersection of city streets, and Mama’s terror is mounting. I’d thought we’d reached our lowest point last week when our season’s excavation efforts came up empty-handed and Howard and I were trapped in an empty, ancient chamber for the better part of a day. How wrong I’d been.

“Porchey,” Mama screeches, “tell the driver to take another route.”

“There is no other route, Almina,” Papa insists, in an alarmed tone himself. “We cannot move. Can’t you see that?”

Even Howard, usually the essence of calm, sounds concerned. “Every other way to the port is blocked, Lady Carnarvon.”

“This way is blocked.” Mama is now shouting. “We will never make it to the ship on time if we stay here. And if we don’t board the Saturnia, who knows when another ship will be allowed to leave the Port Said harbor?”

The country has again erupted in riots and strikes, because England has not agreed to the sought-after terms for independence, but insists on continuing the protectorate. The protests have been organized by none other than Mr. Zaghloul’s wife, Safiya. This former daughter of a prime minister had indeed followed the traditional path of purdah until her husband’s exile, when everything changed and she assumed his mantle and organized the efforts of the Wafd. Her special talent is mobilizing all the Egyptian women—Copts and Muslims, pasha and worker class, well educated and illiterate—behind the cause of freedom, an unprecedented event in Egyptian society. Even with Mr. Zaghloul back in Egypt again, she continues to lead protests.

Today, we are captive to the women she’s marshaled on the Port Said streets. Thousands of her followers—from all walks of Egyptians life—march at her urging, including women who, until recently, were in purdah. If I was not so terrified, I would be impressed by her efforts.

“There’s only one way out of this if we are going to make the ship,” I proclaim.

“What’s that?” Papa asks.

“We’ve got to walk the rest of the way to the dock,” I say, ignoring my mother’s immediate protests and trying not to think of my father’s limp. “It’s less than a mile.”

“Have you lost your mind, Eve? We won’t survive that mile,” Mama insists. “We’ll be attacked by this mob that so desperately hates the English.”

“Mama, as I’m certain you’ve noticed, this isn’t a violent mob. And, even if it did turn angry, that ire won’t be directed at us if we blend in,” I force myself to sound more confident than I actually feel amidst this crush of people, and reach into my hand luggage to pull out two shawls. “Here, put this over your head and wrap it around your mouth. The four of us will walk in a line, with you at the back and me at the front. We will shield Papa and Mr. Carter.”

“I will do no such thing,” Papa snaps at me. “How could you think I’d ever submit to the ungentlemanly act of allowing my wife and daughter to protect me in a riot?”

“Would you prefer to remain here, Papa? If I recall correctly from the newspaper reports, there were people stuck in their vehicles and carriages for a day and a half during the last strike. You’ll certainly miss the Saturnia in that case.” I meet his gaze, daring him to challenge the validity of my plan.

Howard intercedes. “Lord C., I hate this unchivalrous scheme as much as you do, but I think Lady Evelyn is right. It’s the only way out of the mob and onto the ship.”

“You’d think hosting Zaghloul at Highclere would give us some kind of immunity here,” Papa grumbles, but I see that he’s packing up his small bag and slinging it on his shoulder. He has agreed, even though he’ll never say so aloud.

“What about our trunks?” Mama asks, always one to worry about the frivolous and unnecessary. Even in a crisis. “We can’t leave them behind.”

“How many gowns will you need if you are stuck in this automobile forever?” I ask her. For once, I’d like her to see the shallowness of her concerns.

“Lady Carnarvon, please bring your hand luggage, and I’ll give the driver and Ahmed instructions on how to forward our trunks,” Howard reassures Mama, and then whispers something to Ahmed Gerigar, our rescuer when we were trapped in the Valley of the Kings chamber. Howard’s now-favorite foreman had insisted on accompanying us to Port Said from Luxor to ensure we made it safely on board the Saturnia, even though Howard assured him that it was outside the purview of his role. I’ll never forget the relief and gratitude that coursed through me at the sight of Ahmed’s face that fateful day.

“Are we quite ready?” I ask through the scarf I’ve wound tightly around my head and mouth.

“Ready,” Papa answers as Howard and Mama nod.

The knuckles clutching onto his cane are white, and I wonder if he really can walk the distance to the ship with his limp. But what are our options?

“Stay close.” I turn back to remind them, before stepping out of the car into the yelling, marching throngs.

I wait until Papa, Howard, and then Mama line up behind me to start walking. I notice that Ahmed has followed along, seamlessly blending in with the crowd even though it consists primarily of women. Glancing at the throngs, I decide to fall in behind a matronly looking woman with heavy gold bracelets and a dress of emerald green brocade who must hail from the upper class. She appears harmless enough, and we progress behind her until we reach the street bordering the dock.

We’re getting closer, I think with satisfaction. The ruse has worked! Turning back, I risk a nod and smile underneath my scarf. Papa grins back in evident relief.

Just then, the stately woman I’ve been following moves to my right and glances in my direction. Her eyes widen in shock, and I realize that she sees through my ploy.

“Alshaeb al’iinjiliziu!” she cries out in Arabic. I don’t know what she’s said, but what she calls out next in French, I certainly understand. “Les Anglais!”

What will this mob of women do when they discover English in their midst? We cannot risk finding out.

My parents have frozen, but immobility could be a death sentence here.

“Run!” I scream at them, knowing full well Papa can do no such thing with his limp. But if he can only stride quickly, we might just make it.

The moment we begin darting through the crowd, those around us take heed of the shrieking woman’s words. Dozens of women close in on us, encircling us and herding us together like cattle. We can no longer proceed, and the four of us glance at one another with the wild eyes of the caged.

The noise becomes deafening as the women screech at us, and I lament my assurances to Mama that this crowd would not turn aggressive. Had my guarantees cursed us? Will these women do more than scream at us?

Suddenly, a familiar face appears among the women. There is Ahmed, his expression determined yet placid. And he is not alone. He links arms with a dozen or so men. Where did they come from? Had Ahmed arranged for them in advance, or somehow managed to recruit them in the last few minutes? Together, they hold the women back just long enough to provide us with leeway to dodge past the mob and weave through the masses toward the dock.

Pushing my parents ahead of me, I take up the rear with Howard at my side. I doubt Mama has ever run in her life, and Papa usually lacks strength due to his lung damage to do more than a brisk walk. Yet, they race with surprising speed through the horde of women, across the road jammed with vehicles, and behind the wall of soldiers guarding the dock.

We dash toward the Saturnia. As we get closer, I hear its horn blast in warning, and I see the sailors begin to roll back the gangway connecting the ship to the dock. We have a minute to board, at best.

“Come on!” I call to my parents and Howard. Just as the gangplank is about to pull away, we leap on and away from pulsating streets.

The Saturnia’s horn lets out a final, mournful bellow, signaling our departure from Port Said. As my parents and Howard drop into chairs in the first-class lounge, panting from the exertion, and signal the waiter for drinks, I race to the railing. My eyes scan the dock, skimming past the sailors and laborers and Egyptian families waving farewell to loved ones. Only then do I see him.

Ahmed. He has saved me. Not once but twice now. This man has put himself in harm’s way to extricate me, but what have I bothered to learn about him? Does he have a family—a daughter, even—that he protects as well as he does us? How does he feel about the English on Egyptian soil? What does he think about the pressing movement for Egyptian independence? Is he a follower of Zaghloul, and so supports us despite his beliefs? Out of loyalty or simply his humanity?

He sees me staring from the deck of the Saturnia. As our gazes meet, I clasp my hands together and bow toward him. And I say a silent prayer that the expanse between us—English and Egyptian, man and woman, Christian and Muslim, aristocrat and fellaheen—disappears and that Ahmed perceives my gratitude, as well as my atonement.
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The Regent and the Lover







Chapter Thirty-Four


1479 BC

THEBES, EGYPT

Deep voices echo throughout the chamber, increasing in volume as shadows move across the room marking the passage of time. The priests and royal family members and government ministers talk over one another, each vying for the final, definitive word on who will rule Egypt next. I must restrain myself from leaping out of this throne and screaming at them to stop. The posturing of these men is an utter waste of the country’s focus at a most critical juncture. How seamlessly I could manage this transition, I think, if only I am permitted to do what comes naturally to me.

Instead, I sit here—regal and immobile—as I wait to learn the future of our country. Wait for ritual. Wait for tradition. Wait for the consensus of these leaders standing before me. Wait, as women have always been fated to do.

Or must I? Must I cower in fear with Neferure at my side, worrying about our future as these men decide for me and for her?

I glance over at Senenmut, who stands to the right of my throne. Any onlooker would only see the docile posture of an adviser, eyes lowered in the appropriate deference to his queen. They would not see what I do. A brilliant, self-taught expert in the ways of our land—political and spiritual, if such things can indeed be separated—Senenmut sees our realm with fresh eyes. In his quiet, strong way, he has taught me that rules need not be broken when they no longer serve the good, only invisibly or carefully bent. As he has done in his own unusual rise from the lower classes.

Words he said last evening reverberate in my mind now. He’d whispered a single, startling sentence after hours of poring through papyri on the laws dictating to whom the throne should pass on the death of a pharaoh when the ruler hasn’t selected his successor. When we learned the answer isn’t clear, Senenmut had said, “Maat is the purview of the gods’ representative here on earth, Your Majesty. Only that person can presume to know what is best for Egypt, whether answering the question of who should rule or how our country should be ruled. As daughter of Thutmose the First and wife of Thutmose the Second, you are close to the divine, but”—here he paused, as if summoning his courage—“as the God’s Wife of Amun, you are one with the maat, one with the divine. Who better than you to steer the course of Egypt’s future?”

Who better than me to steer the course of Egypt’s future? Those words surge through me now, as I stare out at this sea of sycophants, so-called scholars, smug priests, and entitled wealthy. Certainly they don’t understand how to run a kingdom better than I. Certainly the male infant from my husband’s harem they’d select to sit on the throne would not be a worthier choice than the daughter of the great Thutmose I. Or my daughter.

I stand. For a long moment, only my mother seems to notice. Not that she moves, of course; I only see her gaze shift out of the corner of my eye. But I don’t dare glance directly at her, as my next steps exceed even her reach and ambition.

The men continue to debate without a single pause. They spew out their positions over and over, using only paltry explanations to attempt to hide their obvious lunges at power.

“Thutmose the Third is the rightful next pharaoh. He’s the eldest son of Thutmose the Second, the most eligible in the Thutmoside line and thus closest to the gods,” one particularly insufferable priest says for the hundredth time. “How can we entertain any other option?”

“There is no law—divine or human—which says that the eldest son of the pharaoh must be the next one. And it’s nonsensical when that son is an infant and when his mother is anything but royal,” a lavishly dressed royal says with a sniff. “I think we can all agree that the maternal bloodline is crucial, although admittedly not as crucial as the father’s. Can we really allow a baby to sit on the throne, particularly when his mother is not even an ornament of the pharaoh? When she’s in the harem?”

“Are you advocating for a pharaoh from an entirely different bloodline? Perhaps someone from Thutmose the First’s predecessor, Amenhotep?” the general says, seething, then adds, “Which, if I’m not mistaken, is the bloodline you are from?”

At this veiled threat, the guards lining the chamber stand at attention. I cannot allow this dispute to proceed, and I think again about Senenmut’s question: Who better than you to steer the course of Egypt’s future?

“Silence,” I yell, and the fighting ceases immediately. Their faces display shock, and, abashed, the men fall to their knees in obeisance.

I pace the length of the royal dais, letting them stay on their knees for a long, long moment. I want them to remember who is their current ruler before I speak. My next words must be well received.

“I speak to you now not as the Great Queen of Thutmose the Second or the daughter of Thutmose the First, but as the God’s Wife of Amun.” I use my most commanding voice, and a complete hush overtakes the room. “As such, I have been gifted with a vision.”

I motion for the men to stand. I want them to see my face as I describe this miracle. “While I was in Thebes to serve in the Great Festival, the statue of Amun made its procession toward its biayt. As the priests carried the veiled statue out of its sanctuary and throughout Thebes in search of the festival miracle, Amun directed them to take it this way and that, until it reached the western gates of the royal palace. I sensed the god’s presence and ran from my chambers, through the gates, and toward the statue. The crowds parted as I threw myself on the ground in front of the veiled god. I asked him, ‘What is it that you desire? I will do everything that you command.’”

A subtle murmur spreads throughout the men, and I know they are sharing the rumors they’ve heard about that day, which transpired two seasons ago. The kingdom had been abuzz with speculation about what important message Amun sent me that day. I’d purposely kept quiet on the matter, suspecting that a day like today might come—when I might have need of a divine pronouncement. I stare at the men until silence reigns again.

“I lifted the veil”—I pause as I say this, reminding all of them that I alone may lift the veil of the sacred statue of Amun—“and the god spoke to me when I entered the sacred trance. His divine revelation was thus: ‘Hatshepsut, you alone are closest to me, and you alone can ensure maat for the Egyptian people in the times of tumult ahead. Soon, your country will need you, and you must rise up and help lead a unified Egypt, not as a Thutmoside wife and daughter but as my queen and daughter.’”

The men are immobile at this most unorthodox pronouncement. Are they motionless with shocked fury or awe? Does it even matter? Because no one can question the words of Amun delivered to the one permitted to speak to him.

“I did not understand the meaning of Amun’s words until now. I stand before you as the new regent queen, the one who will stand beside whomever is selected as our new pharaoh to guide and support him as Amun has ordered. I will be the one to help bestow maat on behalf of Amun and the pantheon of gods. Until our new pharaoh is ready.”






Chapter Thirty-Five


1475 BC

THEBES, EGYPT

“Your Majesty?” the plainly dressed, gray-haired woman asks hesitantly. I hear my name, but the heat is thick and viscous and my exhaustion impenetrable. I don’t even know which Hatshepsut I should summon. In any given day, I embody so many roles.

Each day, I start as Amun’s divine wife, rising before the sun to greet him. I then transform into Neferure’s mother, breaking my fast with her before she begins her daily studies. The demands of regent for Thutmose III then overtake me; and alongside viziers and officials, I make countless decisions regarding the finances, governance, and rule of our land. Ensuring the proper instruction of Thutmose III comes into play periodically throughout the day, and I assume my role of his stepmother as I check on his language, writing, history, religion, charioteering, and battle-training lessons. And now, at day’s end, I must open my throne room to the people, both elite and peasant, to become their queen, answering their questions and giving them the opportunity to see the divine on earth.

By the time the sun begins to set each day, I am weary. Will there ever come a time when I can lay down my duties and simply be Hatshepsut? Do I even know who she is anymore? I banish these questions from my mind. I know they are ill-befitting my station. It doesn’t matter what I want and need, what matters is the gods’ will for Egypt and my efforts to manifest their will.

Senenmut clears his throat, and I answer the supplicant. She simply wants to make an offering on behalf of her village. I invite the older woman to come close to the throne with her basket of goods. I am buoyed by her energy and goodwill, her stories of her grandchildren and family farm along the Nile. The wealthy petitioners in line tsk at this familiarity, but I ignore them. If I am not working toward a better Egypt for all my people, then what purpose do I serve?

This pleasant moment is interrupted by a phalanx of generals marching into the throne room as if it belongs to them. I stiffen at this presumptuousness, but say nothing. My beloved father was once a general, I remind myself, and if the rumors are true, he was every bit as bold and brash as the military men standing before me. In his memory, I stay quiet.

They kneel.

Without rising or lifting his eyes from the floor, the general says, “Your Majesty, deepest apologies for interrupting your general audience. If the situation in Kush was not urgent, I would not have presumed.”

At least he’s acknowledging his breach of protocol, I think, because sometimes these male military leaders don’t feel the need for the formalities with me, even though I’m the queen regent. “What is this Kush situation?” I ask, immediately worried. Ever since my father conquered their lands, the Kush people have bristled at our rule.

“Another uprising, Your Majesty. Shall we use the same approach the pharaoh chose with the last uprising?”

I flinch at the reference to this action, which Thutmose II suggested but I authorized. I vowed to myself that such violence would not happen again. I know I must keep this land that my father fought so hard to fold into Egypt, especially because it is rich in precious minerals. But surely, there is another way.

I need to think. Without the eyes of these men upon me. Without the pressure of the needs of thousands of unseen Egyptian citizens upon me. Without the specter of Kush looming over me.

Abruptly, I stand, causing my scepter to clatter to the stone floor of the dais. “Return at first light and you shall have my answer.”

I retreat to my personal rooms through a private panel connecting to the audience chamber. A flutter of servants follow me at Nedjem’s command, but I wave them away. I close the heavy wooden door behind me, and pull off my ceremonial wig, revealing my short hair. The layers of braids inlaid with faience beads and topped with an intricate gold crown make me hot and itchy. The fresh air from the courtyard feels impossibly good on my scalp, and I lie back on my crimson, emerald, and gold wooden chaise piled high with pillows.

A knock at the door surprises me. I’d told the servants and guards that I want to be alone, which generally means they’d bar anyone and everyone from approaching my chambers. Nedjem would see to that. Only one person would be permitted to pass.

“Come in, Senenmut,” I call out, not bothering to rise or scramble for my wig. He alone, of all my administrators and officials, sees me without all the trappings of my many roles. More than anyone else, he has seen me.

“Your Majesty.” He enters and gives me a little bow.

“Senenmut, there is no need for formality. It’s only you and me here.” I gesture for him to sit next to me on the chaise. This man is not only the chief administrator under my command and tutor to my daughter, he is my confidante and adviser in all things, loyal to me over all.

He lowers himself next to me, but his body does not relax. No matter how often I invite him to sit at my side, he’s never entirely comfortable so near to me. We do not talk for a long moment.

“Are you well?” he finally asks with concern.

“Not exactly. This riddle of how to handle the Kush uprising weighs upon me. I do not want to react the same way as we did last time.”

“I understand.”

“I’ve been asking myself what the Kush people want, besides the independence we obviously cannot give them. What is prompting them to rise up again? Might we approach this rebellion through some other means than the military force to which the generals always default?”

“They feel as though we are exploiting their resources as if they were Egyptians but not offering the benefits we provide our citizens in return,” he answers.

An elegant, simple solution presents itself to me. But it is one that would require a different tack. The military may not like it, but it might work.

“What if we treated the Kush gold and spices and precious goods as resources for which we trade rather than plunder? And bestow upon the Kush people some of the rights we give our people? While still keeping Kush as part of Egypt, of course.”

His thick eyebrows knit as he muses on my proposal. I study his face and torso, so familiar in some ways and so mysterious in others. His gently hooked nose, his dark golden skin, the dip of his hairline on his forehead, the muscular outline of his chest and arms under his linen robe. He is not handsome in the traditional sense, but his manner and intellect make him far more appealing than any other man in my circle.

“Why don’t you take a wife?” It’s an abrupt change of subject, but I ask the question I hear the servants mutter to each other, the question I’ve turned round and round in my own head. Egyptian men generally take wives as soon as they’re able economically and physically, even if their natural attraction tends toward other men. Lineage is legacy, and a man without heirs is a man who may not have an afterlife. “I could easily find you a beautiful, rich one,” I jest.

He doesn’t speak for a long moment. When he finally answers, he does not meet my gaze, which would be normal for anyone but him. “I have all that I could ever want serving at your side.”

“You needn’t say that, Senenmut. I thought we’d agreed some time ago that we would eschew formality and talk freely. How else would we accomplish anything for Egypt? We’d spend our hours in tiresome pleasantries,” I gently admonish him and then smile.

“I meant every word,” he answers, finally lifting his eyes to meet mine. In those deep brown depths, I see more than the esteem for a queen. I see the affection for a woman.

Does he mean what I think he means? My marital life until now has been at the whim of politics, and my sexual life has been ritualized and witnessed. For the first time, I wonder what my romantic future could hold. While I can never marry again—it is forbidden—I have the ability to choose a partner or a lover. Might it be Senenmut?






Chapter Thirty-Six


1475 BC

THEBES, EGYPT

I step into the antechamber to Amun’s space. I try to calm the spinning wheel of my thoughts, but the pressing needs of Upper and Lower Egypt plague my mind. Even though I’ve performed these rituals every morning for thousands of days, as my responsibilities increase daily, the intense focus the rites demand becomes difficult.

Only when my eyes adjust to the dim light do I realize that I am not alone in the antechamber. Frantic, I glance around for an object to grab, to strike out at the intruder into this sacred space. Before my fingers clasp around the base of a heavy torch, the face before me takes shape, and I relax. It is Senenmut.

“What in the name of Amun are you doing in here? You could be killed by the guards simply for stepping foot in the gods’ hallowed area,” I whisper. This alcove leads to Amun’s statue, where I undertake the ceremony to start a new day. No one is allowed in here except me, and in certain circumstances, the high priest.

“It is a risk I had to take, Hatshepsut,” he whispers back. “I need to get you out of here.”

“Before the morning ritual? How will the day begin without it?” I ask, shocked by his request. From time immemorial, every single day in Egypt has been prompted by the rites I’m about to perform. How can I dare to anger the gods—and prompt the withholding of the light of Ra—by not completing it? What will befall my people?

His brows knit in confusion and astonishment. He opens his mouth, then closes it again as if he thought better of the words he planned to say. “I feel certain the gods will understand this one time, and Ra will shine down on the Egyptian people today regardless. If I don’t get you out now, I worry that you won’t be able to perform the ceremony anyway. Ever again.”

“What do you mean?” I am immobile with bewilderment and, now, fear, but I don’t acquiesce.

He takes the unprecedented step of placing a hand on my arm. I do not think he’s ever touched me before. That is the province of my personal servants; family; and if he still lived, my husband.

“I’ve heard rumors of a plot against you,” he says.

“A plot? Here?” I am incredulous. Who would stage such a plot here, in our most sacred place, with its attendant, terrible risks?

“Here,” he hisses, his voice impatient and urgent. “We must away.”

My body slackens, and I allow him to lead me away without another word. I am no stranger to the specter of threats, mortal or otherwise. It comes with power. But who would dare this?

We wind through the warren of interior corridors connecting the rooms of the temple, until we are back in the palace. We step into a dimly lit room I’ve never entered before, and Senenmut closes the door behind us. It has the whitewashed walls of the rest of the palace, but instead of being decorated with a riot of color and imagery as is the case everywhere else, the room is completely plain, save for a bed, a desk, and rolls of papyri everywhere. The window to the courtyard has been covered with a wash of white linen.

“Is this your room?” I ask.

He nods, then gestures me to sit on the bed, so even my silhouette will not be visible through the shrouded window. I motion for him to join me, and as he moves toward the bed, he hesitates, visibly uncomfortable with this arrangement. The situation demands it.

In the quietest voice I can muster, I ask, “What did you hear?”

“One of my trusted informants overheard that an attempt on your life would be made during the morning ablutions,” he says, his voice unnaturally calm.

“Informants?”

“Yes, Your Majesty,” he murmurs. “I maintain a web of loyal soldiers and servants who listen very carefully and communicate concerns back to me in code.”

“Do you know who is responsible for this connivance?”

“No, Your Majesty. The plans were overheard but not the instigator.” He pauses, and I can see that he’s not certain he should say the rest.

“Senenmut?” I prompt him.

With a deep sigh, he says, “I do have a suspicion, Your Majesty.”

“Is it people who don’t want me to be co-regent?” I say aloud my secret worry. Mother and I discussed this very real possibility before I even stepped in at Thutmose III’s side, but we’d seen no evidence of an uprising by factions holding that view.

“No, my little spies have heard nothing of that sort.”

“Who then?”

Maintaining a low tone, he forces the words out. “I suspect that the plot originated with another group of royals, those from one of a few family lines with tenuous claims to the throne. Lines that stretch back to the pharaoh who preceded your venerable father. Or even beyond.”

“Could it be the royal branch of the family stemming from my father’s predecessor, Amenhotep?” I seethe. “Amenhotep died without an heir; that is, of course, how my father became pharaoh. But Amenhotep does have living relatives, I suppose. Or perhaps the threat originated from relatives of Pharaohs Kamose or Taa the Second who preceded Pharaoh Ahmose, Amenhotep’s father.”

“Or a relation of Ahmose?” Senenmut suggests.

I immediately think of Mutnofret, Thutmose II’s mother, whose father was Ahmose. She and my mother had a fraught relationship as wives of Thutmose I, and neither my mother nor I were kind to her when Thutmose II ascended the throne. I regret that, for many reasons. But why would she plot against a reign that involved Thutmose III, her grandson? That would put him at great risk.

When I do not reply, he continues, “I wish I knew the source of this danger. And it pains me to even mention it, Your Majesty, but I’ve had my suspicions for some time; and every time one of these relatives pledges their loyalty in your chamber, it sickens me.” The pain on his face is very real, but his words raise a question.

“Damn hypocrites,” I say. Then I ask, “Why have you said nothing until now?” I hate having to ask this question. But with a threat of this magnitude, everyone and everything must be viewed through a skeptical lens.

“Because, until now, it was only a suspicion. But now, with this threat and the timing, I am certain.”

“What timing?”

“Certain of these branches of royal families have sons coming of age this year and—” He hesitates.

“And?” I give him license to say that which he’d rather not.

“And a kingdom ruled by a six-year-old pharaoh and a female regent is perceived as weak. This would be the time for them to kill you and wrest control of the throne from the vulnerable child pharaoh. Then their own representative would be the ruler of Upper and Lower Egypt.” He cannot meet my eyes.

I sit with this information for a moment in silence. It rings true, and I suppose I should have anticipated this specific threat. But the past few years have been inundated with challenges. I can’t allow this, not only for myself but for my own daughter, who will undoubtedly marry Thutmose III one day.

I open my mouth—about to seek Senenmut’s counsel—when the stomp of feet running in unison echoes in his chamber. Is it my soldiers or theirs? We glance at each other, this unspoken question passing between us.

I glance around the small space. Where on earth would we hide in this room from the soldiers? He grasps my hand, and pulls me into a simple wooden wardrobe that abuts the bed. Closing the doors tight behind us, he shields my body with his as another layer of protection. And then we wait.

His skin is warm on mine. My breath, heavy with fear at first, begins to slow, and soon matches his own. In the pitch blackness of that close space, with Senenmut’s body up against me, I feel something stir within me, something that I’m not certain has ever been awake.

The sound of marching feet slowly disappears. But neither one of us makes the first movement to leave the wardrobe. Is it fear that’s holding us here? Or is it the attraction building between us?

Senenmut speaks first, in a whisper so low I can barely hear him. “I will make certain you are safe, Your Majesty.”

“I am grateful for your loyalty,” I whisper back. Then I add, “I would like you to call me by my given name, Hatshepsut, when it’s just us two.”

He pauses for a long moment. Have I asked too much? No one ever calls the king or queen by their given name except close family. I now understand he may see this request as both an honor and a source of discomfort.

Finally, he speaks. “I owe everything to you, Hatshepsut. You saw a potential in me no one had before. But my loyalty does not stem merely from the opportunities you’ve given me far above my station.”

“No?”

“I am loyal to you because I believe in you as a pharaoh and a woman.”

Now I am silent. I know what it must have cost him to say those words. It is another taboo to refer to me as a woman instead of in my divine role. Without thinking, I reach up in the dark until my fingers reach his cheek. I trace the line of his cheekbones and nose and lips with my fingertip. He holds his breath, and so do I.

I think we are going to kiss, but then a shout reverberates throughout Senenmut’s room, and we pull apart. As it reaches us, the sound becomes clear: it is my queenly name. If these were my enemy’s soldiers, they would not be announcing their presence in my palace. They’d be continuing in stealth, searching for me. Or plunging a sword into the wardrobe.

We can leave this space safely, but Senenmut’s words cling to me, taking new shape and meaning the longer they stay with me. I feel my cheeks warm at the thought of his thinking of me as a woman—but I am also struck by his thinking of me as a pharaoh.

Suddenly, I see a solution to this puzzle in this word. The necessary future unfolds before me like the white, black-tipped wings of the sacred ibis.

“Senenmut, I know what I must do, to protect Thutmose the Third and my daughter and our family line.”

“What is that, Y-”—he almost says “Your Majesty,” but then corrects himself—“Hatshepsut?”

“Slowly, almost without the people realizing, I must become a pharaoh.”






Chapter Thirty-Seven


1474 BC

THEBES, EGYPT

It begins with a crown. Not just any crown. Not one of the many ceremonial headdresses I wear, each designated for specific rituals or any number of the repeating events on the rotating wheel of the year. For the very first time to this most important occasion—the Opet festival in which the pharaoh initiates the annual rebirth of Amun, which, in turn, ensures the fertile harvest of the Nile valley and Amun’s blessings—I wear the very special atef.

I fit the heavy gold diadem on my head to ensure that it will not slip off when I turn my head this way or that. The tall golden shapes comprising the crown—the double plumes and the ram’s horns—make it heavier than any I’ve ever worn before. When the crown lists to one side, I reposition it over the new short wig I’ve commissioned. If I’m going to wear the atef, then I must wear the wig to match, I told Senenmut. This crown with this hair will send my first message. No one wears the atef except the pharaoh.

This is the initial step Senenmut and I mapped out. When we stepped out of his room at the palace into the waiting arms of my army—circumventing the immediate plot against me—we went directly to the library. There, among the papyri, we began the hunt for precedent, some earlier historical guide that would justify all the actions to come, and would make the people of Egypt welcome me as pharaoh.

To the surprise of neither of us, we didn’t find anything in the official archives. But then, one afternoon, I received a message from Nedjem during my daily audience. As soon as I heard the words whispered in my ear, I raced to the library, leaving behind a line of supplicants. There, Senenmut greeted me, with two papyri in his hands and the widest grin I’d ever seen on his usually serious face.

“I found two women pharaohs,” he exclaimed, handing me the papyri.

“There are two?” I asked, incredulous.

“Two.” He beamed. Too impatient for me to read the words myself, he continued: “The first was fifteen hundred years ago, and her name was Merneith. There are not a lot of details, but she started off as a regent to her young son who’d been named pharaoh. Over time, she came to assume the kingship for herself. And then, only three hundred years ago, Sobkneferu, daughter of Amenemhat the Third, became pharaoh.”

My heart raced. I couldn’t believe it. Studying our lineage is part of every royal child’s education and, of course, I knew of Amenemhat III. But I’d never heard of or even seen the name Sobkneferu on a temple wall. Unrolling one of the papyri, Senenmut pointed to an image underneath the name Sobkneferu. There stood the outline of a woman, wearing the atef.

But that wasn’t all. “Look closely, Hatshepsut,” Senenmut urged.

Bringing the scroll close to the lantern, I realized that the atef crown was only one unusual feature of Sobkneferu’s attire. Although Sobkneferu wore the traditional linen gown of a queen, on top of that garb, she had layered a shendyt, the shorter kilt-like skirt worn only by men. The atef worn with a shendyt was practically a formal proclamation that the wearer is pharaoh.

I reached for his free hand, clasping it tight. “She’s dressed as only a pharaoh can dress.”

“Yes,” he answered with a smile.

“Yet, in this document, she’s not proclaiming herself to be a pharaoh—even though she’s wearing the kingly crown and garment,” I said, confused at this dichotomy.

“Indeed,” Senenmut said, pleased rather than perplexed by this curiosity. “It seems she is preparing her people for her eventual kingship.”

The genius of Sobkneferu’s approach dawned upon me. “Ah, she began by preparing the populace for her kingship with her appearance. Nothing so bold as a proclamation, just the atef and a shendyt and the people’s inferences. A visual statement.”

“Exactly. By the time she became known as Pharaoh Sobkneferu—a name she took because of its allusion to the crocodile god, Sobek, symbol of pharaonic power—the people had gotten used to the idea of her as pharaoh. Bit by bit.”

“You have found the way,” I said, reaching for his free hand.

He squeezed my hand back, and his eyes lingered on mine. My cheeks burned hot, thinking back to that moment in the wardrobe, as he said, “No, Hatshepsut. We have.”

Smiling at the memory—the sheer glory I felt at that discovery—I banish the flutter of nerves that begins to mount as I prepare to step out into the celebration. As the gods-chosen representative, I shouldn’t be anxious to open the Opet festival. But today, I will doing much more than commencing the annual multiday celebration of the tie between Egypt’s leader and Amun, one that starts with Amun’s sacred statue being transported on a special barque to another temple and culminates in the ceremony of rebirth, not just of Amun but also of the pharaoh. The ritual is meant to reestablish divine rule. Today, I will perform all these crucial rites—as pharaoh.

How will the citizens react to my proclamation, one I’ll be making with my crown and clothes rather than my words? How will those royal families who already pose a threat respond? Will this maneuver serve as the message of unwavering power that Senenmut and I have planned?

Balancing the crown as best I can, I straighten my wig and the shendyt I wear over my gown. Then I leave the dark sanctuary of the Temple of Ipet-Sut where I have bathed Amun’s statue with blessed water and dressed him in linens and jewels for the journey to the Temple of Ipet-Resyt, which I’ve been building up. This is also on the east side of the Nile, where the final stage in this renewal ceremony will take place. Stepping out into the blinding light of the midday sun, I have to resist the urge to cover my eyes and then ears when I hear the cacophony of the thousands who’ve assembled to watch this procession of the god and pharaoh. Except, today, the only pharaoh they’ll see is me.

The beating of drums and the shaking of sistrums reverberates throughout the vast temple square, drowning out any reaction the people might have to my appearance. I take my place in front of the ceremonial barque made of Lebanese cedar and covered in gold leaf, with rams’ heads on the prow and stern, upon which the priests have placed Amun’s statue. Holding a bowl of fragrant incense in my hands—meant to sweeten Amun’s journey—I begin to walk.

The citizens of Thebes part as our procession passes down the Path of the Gods, the long avenue connecting the Temple of Ipet-Sut and the Luxor temple. As we advance past enormous sphinxes, we stop at the stations assembled for this ceremony—six of which I erected myself—each designed to placate and honor Amun. At the temporary shrine set up for the fourth station, I help facilitate the ritual to symbolically cool Amun’s oars, and then I lead the participants onward, wafting incense into the air.

We are a long and sinuous line of priests, musicians, and servants carrying the barque, but the crowds match our movement. They are freed from their daily labors in the fields by the beginning of the Nile’s flood season, and so the Opet festival is a cornerstone in their lives and cause for excitement. They bob alongside us at the distance maintained by my guards, and yet they are close enough for me to hear them speak to one another.

“Why is the hemet neswt wearing the crown and skirt of the neswt?” I overhear one woman ask another. She refers to me as hemet neswt because our language has no distinct word for queen, only wife, or hemet, of the pharaoh, or neswt. I am not surprised that a woman rather than a man noticed the singularity of my attire today.

But I hear no outrage, no accusations of blasphemy. No calls for my banishment, or worse. Not yet. Is it possible they don’t realize the magnitude of my message? Does the woman I overheard think I’ve made a mistake in my dress today? After all, the average woman has rights in our society—to run businesses, inherit, own land, choose their partners, bring and defend a lawsuit, work as a farmer, sell products and produce—but there is no allowance for her to serve as a public leader.

These questions roil my mind throughout the many hours of our progress to the Temple of Ipet-Resyt. By the time we pass through the hall and arrive at the vast stone doors to the temple, the daylight has begun to wane, and I have reached a decision. I wish I had the opportunity to discuss it with Senenmut, but there is no time. I must act now.

I climb the platform built to the right of the temple doors and call out to the people. “In a moment, I will enter this temple, the place of the First Occasion, and perform the ceremony in which Amun is reborn each year and bestows his ka under your leaders and the Nile valley.”

The crowd erupts in cheers, and I think how fortuitous my role as God’s Wife of Amun has been. Not only has it provided me with access to my own source of power and priestly allies, but it created the perfect argument these past few years that I alone should lead and perform the ceremonies at the Opet festival, because they are akin to the rituals I undertake daily for Amun. This position allows me to stand here today by myself.

I lift my hand to signal the bevy of servants assembled to one side of the throngs. Lifting an enormous stone tablet, they march toward my platform and stand it up, so that all can see. “I dedicate this relief to the Great God Amun and to all of you,” I say, staring over at the royal families seated in a separate section of the square.

Carved into the surface of the limestone block is an image of me. Wearing the atef crown and the shendyt, I kneel before the image of Amun, wearing his characteristic two tall plumes and holding the ankh in one hand. The god’s other hand is raised over me in unmistakable blessing. Gesturing to the sculpture, I announce, “I stand here before you in the atef and the shendyt precisely as Amun himself instructed me—and with his blessings.”






Chapter Thirty-Eight
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With great effort, I slow my pace as I descend from the platform and step into the cool, dark interior of the temple. I want to race down the hallowed corridors and whoop with delight and relief. Today, I’ve taken the first public step toward becoming pharaoh.

But I do not leap and run or squeal. I maintain the deportment of the Amun-consecrated figure I’ve just announced myself to be. Suppressing my restless elation, I stand stock-still while Nedjem takes the atef from my head and reverentially places it on its stand. I move nary a muscle as the other servants unbuckle the shendyt and slide the wig from my head. Until I am left standing bareheaded, naked of jewels and adornments except for my fine linen shift.

A knock sounds at the door, and for a moment, the servants don’t move. I am meant to be preparing for the great ceremony in which Amun will renew his vows to his people and his earth. It is a sacred space and moment, and the rites require that no one interrupt it.

But I suspect it might be the very person I most want to see.

I nod to Nedjem, who lifts her eyebrows in surprise. As she opens the thick stone door a sliver, I see Senenmut’s distinctive profile. My heart pounds more quickly, and I issue the command. “He may enter.”

The door swings wide, allowing him into this cocoon of a space. “Your Majesty.” He bows toward me with a small smile.

Waving toward the servants, who are flummoxed by this disruption in the routine, I say, “You may leave.”

Only Nedjem hesitates, torn between my order and the directives of tradition. But my instructions win out, and she follows the others. Until Senenmut and I are very much alone.

We face each other, and our gaze meets. I notice how his deep brown eyes shimmer in the low flickering light of the torches, and I wonder if mine do the same. I am about to take a step toward him, when, breaking from his usual practice, he speaks first. “You were magnificent today.”

“Really?” I ask, needing to hear his praise again. Not because I’m unsure how the common folks or the aristocrats perceived me, but because I want to hear how he regards me. And not as a subject or an adviser.

“Really,” he answers, unwavering in his expression. Then the corners of his eyes crinkle as another small smile appears on his face. “Although, I thought we were going to let the people interpret the relief for themselves. You directly shared its meaning with them—something about Amun blessing the atef and the shendyt.” His words are scolding, but his tone is admiring.

“I couldn’t help myself,” I say with a matching smile. “I didn’t think my meaning was coming across.”

He laughs. “You did it beautifully, even though you deviated from our plan.”

“No one rioted at my pronouncement,” I venture.

“Not a single soul even raised an eyebrow at the thought that Amun ordered you to dress like a pharaoh,” he says, his smile bright and even.

I finally take that step closer to him. “You are the magnificent one,” I whisper.

He looks away from me. He doesn’t speak, even as I draw nearer to him. Finally, when we are almost chest to chest, he says, “Hatshepsut, you are already the true pharaoh. I am simply helping your people realize the truth.”

I glance up into his dark eyes, placing my hand upon his muscled arm. “One by one, you are helping me strip away the barriers to assuming power. I feel freer and mightier than ever before. But it seems that one barrier remains, one I must remove by myself. And that’s the one standing between you and me.”

I do not wait for permission. I wrap my arms around him, and then standing on my bare toes, I lift my face toward his. For a long, charged moment, we stare into each other’s eyes, breathing hard. And then I kiss him.






Chapter Thirty-Nine
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The Nile shimmers before us. The verdant, palm-lined riverbank on which we sit affords us a breathtaking view of the countryside, dotted here and there with sandstone structures. As I lie back on the blanket and pillows and reach for a date, I glance over at my beautiful Neferure and my beloved Senenmut. We are alone here, save the guards standing at a distance. I allow myself to imagine that we are an ordinary family enjoying a simple afternoon meal.

“Look,” Neferure cries out at the sight of two ibises landing in the reeds on the riverbank. “Their feathers are beautiful.”

“Ibises are a good omen, Neferure,” Senenmut says, gently pushing aside a strand of hair that has blown in front of her eyes. He no longer refers to her as “princess,” just as he no longer refers to me as “queen,” “regent,” or even “pharaoh”—in private anyway. It would be strange if he did, as we have become a family of our own. In many ways, Senenmut is the only father Neferure has ever known.

I hear Neferure’s name being called in the distance, and I know my fleeting dream of a normal life must end. No longer today will it be just us three. Tutors and a vizier and advisers and servants and generals and family members and royal courtiers will inundate the remaining hours, and we must shift and change our roles to accommodate their perception of us. Even Neferure.

Her name grows louder, until Senimen materializes underneath our open-sided tent. “Apologies, Your Majesty,” he says with a low bow, “but it is time for the princess’s lessons.”

“Must I, Mother?” Neferure pleads. These occasions when it’s just us three are so rare, and I know that, like me, she doesn’t want this luncheon to end. Yet duty always prevails.

“You must, my love.”

With a groan, Neferure rouses herself from the comfort of our meal, pushes herself to standing, and follows Senimen back into the palace. Senenmut watches as she grows smaller in the distance, until she disappears out of sight. “Sometimes I wish we didn’t have to bring Senimen back on as Neferure’s tutor. I miss tutoring her myself,” he says quietly.

I wrap myself around him, and whisper, “I know you do. And she misses your sage lessons and your many kindnesses.”

“Senimen will not teach her the order of the night sky or its stories. How will she ever learn about the stars without me?” His voice contains such sadness that I tighten my arms around his chest. His passion for sky watching and sky mapping runs deep, and he longs to share it with Neferure.

“You will divulge the secrets of the stars to her after the evening meal, starting tonight. From the terrace in my private quarters,” I say, and this notion makes him smile a little.

But I want him to understand that he has helped me—and therefore Neferure—in ways far more meaningful than simple tutoring. Senenmut has become much more than my lover and, in all but name, father to Neferure. He has become my closest adviser in all things. Together, we have forged a reign of unprecedented stability and prosperity; organizing the forty-two provinces comprising Upper and Lower Egypt; expanding our trade route farther than ever before; naming a solid leader to help manage Kush; and installing a talented and loyal cadre of governors, judiciary, priests, and military leaders.

“Your brilliance is necessary for running Egypt, and we have accomplished much together that benefits the people, Senenmut,” I remind him when his expression turns melancholy. “And much to perpetuate the Thutmoside reign in our construction projects, which will benefit Neferure—who is Thutmoside herself and will marry Thutmose the Third when they come of age and hopefully bear the next pharaoh. Just think how paltry my own construction plan was when you started overseeing the building projects. I mean, I started with a simple remote tomb in a little-known small wadi and now you’ve planned the most stunning mortuary temple the world has ever seen.” Senenmut’s astonishing design for my temple is unlike any structure I’ve ever encountered. Carved into the cliffside across the river from Thebes, it will consist of three massive, colonnaded terraces with a sanctuary for Amun at its center. Its striking composition is nothing short of a masterpiece.

“Hmmm,” he says offhandedly and reclines back on the pillows. I see that he’s still lamenting the fact that he cannot tutor Neferure anymore. I know her progress is slower than it was under him, and that failing riles him. Never mind all he’s done to memorialize the Thutmoside line, which will benefit her in numerous, immeasurable ways in the future, he stews over his perceived shortcomings with Neferure.

“And don’t forget that you are overseeing the education of Thutmose the Third. I would trust no one but you to ensure that he has proper academic instruction as well as military training, when the time is right.”

He doesn’t speak, and I can see he’s weighing and balancing all these accomplishments against the sacrifice of his time with Neferure. His expression is inscrutable, and I know I must raise the one topic I’ve long avoided.

I lie back next to him, and say, “Senenmut, have you thought that perhaps it’s time to take a wife? And perhaps have a child of your own?”

He turns to me with an expression of such dismay and disdain, that I blather on. “Neferure will always be like your own daughter, of course, it’s just—”

“How can you even suggest such a thing, Hatshepsut?” He interrupts me. “Do you doubt my love for you? My love for Neferure?”

“Never!” I exclaim, clasping his hands in mine. “It’s just that you know I can never marry again. And, even if I could, I cannot have any more children. It isn’t fair of me to deprive you of a legacy that will preserve your memory for all eternity, especially when Neferure will soon have even less time with us as a family. She’ll begin her training to become the God’s Wife of Amun sometime in the next year or two, and a year or two after that, she’ll wed Thutmose the Third,” I say, feeling a wave of melancholy myself at the thought of Neferure waking long before dawn every morning and performing the laborious rituals necessary to start the day. The decision to have her become the next God’s Wife of Amun was not easy, but I know it is the only way she’ll have her own source of power outside marriage.

Senenmut sits up, and pulls me up alongside him. Placing his wide, strong hands on my cheeks, he says, “For all intents and purposes, you are my wife, and Neferure is my daughter. You are the only family I will ever want or need.”
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Chapter Forty


JUNE 8, 1921

LONDON, ENGLAND

“The suspense is overwhelming, Lady Evelyn,” Lieutenant Beauchamp exclaims, his eyes wide and his smile encouraging. “How did you escape from the dangerous chamber?”

I suddenly hesitate. I’d been detailing the thrill of discovering an ancient underground room and juxtaposing that elation with the terrifying moment of the chamber’s collapse, but now I waver. Does it denigrate Ahmed’s courage to dramatize the moment of our rescue in my retelling to Lieutenant Beauchamp? No, I think. Ahmed played a heroic role in the story, and it deserves to be emphasized. Too often, I’ve noticed, Papa and Howard and I write out the crucial roles our Egyptian counterparts play.

Anyway, how can I resist Lieutenant Beauchamp’s expression? I can’t help but be tickled at his genuinely alarmed reaction. Obviously, I emerged from the chamber unharmed. I’m here, after all. And he and I have connected at five events since my return—six, if you count today’s outing to the Burlington Fine Arts Club where Papa has lent several pieces for its ancient Egyptian art exhibit. Despite this, Lieutenant Beauchamp’s concern is real, and it pleases and touches me.

“I’m not certain Mr. Carter and I would have made it out of the chamber unscathed without Ahmed Gerigar, one of the foremen. He tunneled through that dangerous barricade of unstable rock and dug a large enough hole for me and Mr. Carter to crawl through. We were unspeakably hot while we waited, of course, but that was the extent of our injuries,” I announce, “thanks to Ahmed.”

“How fortunate for us all,” he says, with a lingering glance. “I am indebted to Ahmed.”

I want Lieutenant Beauchamp to know that wasn’t the end of Ahmed’s selfless bravery. “That wasn’t the only time he saved us. We faced another, very real danger when we tried to get out of Egypt before the nationalists stormed again.” I share the harrowing escape from Port Said.

“I cannot believe that I’ve seen you”—he pauses, counting on his fingers—“a total of six times since you’ve been home, and you’ve never disclosed these perils. A whole day stuck in a blazing hot underground desert room and nearly being attacked by a mob!” he exclaims, incredulous.

“It isn’t exactly the usual dinner party conversation.”

“It’s the sort of thing I hope you feel comfortable discussing with me. I am so very glad you are safe and back in England. Perhaps one day I’ll get the chance to thank this Ahmed,” he says, with eyes so warm and kind, I feel a pang, of what, I’m not quite sure. Has anyone ever looked at me this way?

“That would be wonderful—assuming we can get back into Egypt safely. I feel like the protestors are always nipping at my heels. If only I could get through one archaeological season without—” I stop, suddenly realizing how selfish and petty my words sound.

Why should the quest for independence take any sort of heed to our dig? My wants regarding ancient Egypt—even those of Papa and Howard—are minute compared to the larger needs of the modern-day Egyptian people. Lieutenant Beauchamp seems one of the few people in my circle with any sort of real interest in or sympathy for their cause—save Uncle Aubrey—and I don’t want him to think ill of me. I like him far too much for that.

“Not that I blame the nationalists, mind you,” I add. “Their cause is just, and I understand why they want to represent themselves. Even if that view isn’t very popular among our set.”

“I confess, Lady Evelyn, it’s you that opened my eyes to the Egyptian people and their cause. I hadn’t that same perspective when I served in Egypt and—”

Before Lieutenant Beauchamp can finish, Papa waves us over. We weave through the clusters of people in the gallery, all studying the artifacts. This exhibit of ancient Egyptian art is wildly popular, far exceeding everyone’s expectations, and has attracted a strange blend of collectors, archaeologists, and curiosity seekers.

“The guests seem to be appreciating the pieces.” Lieutenant Beauchamp bends down and whispers to me as we make our way across the room. At six feet and two inches, he towers over me by more than a foot, yet he never makes me feel small.

“That’s a relief.” I turn toward him and whisper back, “Not five years ago, people found ancient Egyptian art primitive. But that’s because they didn’t understand the artistic style and its meaning. They thought that the Egyptian artists’ use of strong, simple lines meant they were incapable of more complex work, which simply isn’t true. Their work is highly stylized for a reason—it’s meant to impart a very specific narrative that people of their time would have comprehended.”

“Do people understand Egyptian art now?”

“I doubt it,” I answer. “But it’s become fashionable, so most people pretend. Just like the spectators here today,” I say with a giggle and a glance around the room, and Lieutenant Beauchamp laughs along.

We join Papa, Mama, and Howard, who are staring at the remains of an obsidian statue mounted on a silk board. It appears to depict a pharaoh—the headdress and uraeus signify that status—but the only part left is the head.

Papa turns and asks us, “What do you make of this?” Our group had a good long chat in the lobby when Lieutenant Beauchamp arrived, so Papa feels free to skip the pleasantries and bark out his question.

“Oh, I wouldn’t venture an uneducated opinion in this company.” Lieutenant Beauchamp smiles and takes a step back.

“It’s lovely in its way, I suppose,” I answer, drawing a bit closer to the plaque. “It says here that this is Amenemhat the Third. Wasn’t he that Middle Kingdom ruler who inherited a prosperous throne from his father, Senusret III?”

Papa claps his hands and exclaims, “Exactly, Eve. He was an unaccomplished pharaoh, so why in the world are people flocking around this scrap of a statue and praising it so excessively? It’s on the cover page of the exhibit catalogue for goodness’ sake.

“I heard someone say, ‘It’s the finest expression of Egyptian statuary art in the world.’ My own red quartzite statue of his father—a far more important pharaoh”—he points to the case housing his treasure—“is more artistic, in any event.”

“As I was just telling Lieutenant Beauchamp, most people have no real understanding of Egypt’s art or its history. So, Papa”—I reach out and squeeze his hand—“I wouldn’t let their fascination with this obsidian statue frustrate you.”

He squeezes back, and says, “You always know what to say, my Evie.” Then his expression darkens again, and he says, “Still, it is irksome that MacGregor is getting so many accolades for this damn obsidian relic when he doesn’t do any of the digging himself.”

Papa’s comment about Reverend William MacGregor, a collector who lent many of the objects here, stops me cold. Has Papa unearthed every object he lent to the Burlington Fine Arts Club? I know he hasn’t. In fact, I recently learned that the red statue of Senusret III Papa just referred to came from the shop owned by Nicholas Tano, an antiquities dealer whose store is opposite Shepheard’s.

Before I can formulate my remark, Mama pulls Papa away to speak with one of their friends, a conversation into which Howard is swept, leaving Lieutenant Beauchamp and me free to wander the room. As we pass by display cases, I point out the painted bowls; stone chalices; gold, turquoise, and carnelian jewelry; faience animals and cartouches; toiletry sets; ushabti; an intact gaming board; and bronze and gold statues that Papa loaned. When Lieutenant Beauchamp asks about how archaeologists have managed to retrieve so many decorative objects, I explain, “We have so many because the ancient Egyptians believed that, in order to have their belongings in the afterlife, they needed to be buried with them or their facsimiles.”

Lieutenant Beauchamp halts. “So all of these items came from tombs?”

“For the most part,” I answer slowly. Had he not realized that before this moment? “Does that sound horribly macabre to you? I suppose I’m used to it.”

“No,” he says, with a shake of his head. “It just puts all this in context, I suppose.”

I realize that we have stopped next to a pedestal with a very familiar vase on top. “Oh my!” I exclaim in surprise, my hand flying to my mouth for speaking so loudly in this hushed space.

“What is it?” Lieutenant Beauchamp asks.

“I excavated this vase myself. I dug it out of the Egyptian soil with my own hands.”

“This very vase?” His eyes are wide with astonishment.

“Yes, last season. It was part of a set of thirteen. I had no idea that Papa thought it worthy of lending for this exhibit. He must have wanted to surprise me.” I am irrationally proud, as if I’ve carved this vase myself. For all his dithering about how unsuccessful our last two excavation seasons have been, we did indeed uncover some prizes last year. “It has elegant proportions, but these handles—unique to the Pharaoh Merneptah—make it quite distinctive and artistically important.”

“What are those animals on the handles?”

“They are ibexes, a type of goat that climbs among the rocky hills and the Egyptians associated them with renewal,” I say, then point out the markings on the vase surface. “And this is Merneptah’s cartouche. It would have originally been painted blue—most of the objects in the room, in fact, would have been. We would have been standing amidst a riot of color.”

Lieutenant Beauchamp’s gaze is now on me rather than the vase. “You are a wonder, Lady Evelyn. Even though I spent significant time in Egypt, I feel as though I’ve never been there at all. It all looks so different through your eyes.”

I feel my cheeks warm at the compliment. The intensity of his gaze unsettles me, and I avert my eyes, back to the vase. “I am delighted that you find my commentary interesting. A lot of people might find it horribly dull.”

“Interesting? That’s too small a word. I find it revelatory.”

“You are are too kind, Lieutenant Beauchamp.” I circle the vase, keeping my eyes fixed on it.

“Not in the slightest. Do you know what this means?”

His remark piques my curiosity, and without thinking, I look up at him. “No.”

“We must go to Egypt together.”






Chapter Forty-One


JULY 2, 1921

NEWBURY, ENGLAND

The mad clap of hooves rushes by us at breakneck speed. The roar is nearly blotted out by the screams of our fellow racegoers, each one rooting for a different horse. Even Papa leaps to his feet, shouting for his stallion to cross the finish line first.

Then, as suddenly as it began, the yelling stops. Two horses, it seems, have galloped across the finish line simultaneously, and the officials have been called over to assess the results. But since neither one of the horses belongs to Papa, our party gathers back together, sipping drinks and chatting about the race.

This gathering may be one of my favorites of those hosted by my parents over the summer. Before the war, my parents always invited a slew of guests for a weekend that culminated at the Newbury Racecourse, for which Papa is a steward. The schedule included a tour of the Highclere Stud, which Papa founded to breed Thoroughbred racehorses. He situated the facilities on three hundred acres of rolling grassland in a lovely valley near Highclere Castle, and it has produced some winning racehorses and created excellent Thoroughbred bloodlines. Last summer was the first time the tradition resumed since the war.

This year, I have a special guest of my own: Lieutenant Beauchamp. It is his first visit to Highclere Castle, and I’ve been delighted with his interest in our historic home and Papa’s Egyptian collection.

We wander across the carpeted, tented area Papa has constructed next to the track, so our guests can sip and nibble in luxury while getting as close to the action as is safe. Every one of my parents’ friends is dressed in the latest fashions, the women in silk dresses—myself among them in a peach silk number with embroidered roses and a matching hat—and the men in lightweight, pale-colored suits. We make an elegant display, and one could almost forget that, until recently, Newbury Racecourse had been requisitioned by the War Office and once served as an internment camp for prisoners of war.

I try to banish the thought of the barracks erected on the track and the stables used to billet enemies, and smile up at Lieutenant Beauchamp. One of the servants hired specially for today pauses before us, and we reach for a flute of champagne and a small plate of perfectly ripe strawberries from Highclere’s gardens.

“Will your father be in a fury because his horse didn’t win?” he asks me, glancing over at Papa.

I know Lieutenant Beauchamp is more than a little intimidated by my father and terrified of making a misstep in front of my mother, which I find endearing as I assume he’s anxious to impress them on my behalf. We joke about it between ourselves, and I do my level best to assuage his fears. Not that my parents have helped by softening their manner. It’s astonishing, I think, that Mama, who so desperately wants me to find a suitor I actually like, cannot muster her best behavior for the one gentleman to whom I’m drawn. It’s impossible to know where one stands with her. Is she simply harboring a grudge because I’ve managed to convince Papa that I should participate in the archaeological season in Egypt?

“No,” I assure him. I don’t want him avoiding my father. “Papa has entered six different horses from Highclere Stud in today’s races, and Robert le Diable and Mauvezin Valens are predicted to win upcoming races.”

“Robert and Mauzevin?” His brows are furrowed, and he looks utterly confused.

I can’t help but smile. “Those are the names of Papa’s two best racehorses.”

We place our empty plates and glasses on a passing silver tray, then glance at the program, and I point out Papa’s upcoming horse. “If you ever want to engage my father in conversation, I strongly suggest two topics—racehorses and Egypt.”

He laughs, and says, “Consider it noted.”

But then, a horror creeps through me. Was that too forward? By offering Lieutenant Beauchamp subjects to ease his discussions with my father, does it seem as though I am being presumptuous about his feelings?

“Is that my little sister, Eve?!” A voice calls to me across the tent.

I turn to see my older brother, arms outstretched. “Porchey!” I shout back and dash across the room.

He sweeps me into his arms and swings me around, as he did when we were children. How I’ve missed my ally in this family. The only one who adores me unconditionally. Even though he does tease me terribly.

“How handsome you look!” I exclaim. “The new Hussars uniform suits you well. Not to mention you have a healthy color about you!” After the war, Porchey had stayed on with the 7th Queen’s Own Hussars, and he’s most recently been stationed in Constantinople, where Uncle Aubrey is posted as well.

“Living on the Sea of Marmara will have that effect,” he says with a smile, and his teeth look especially white against the bronze of his skin.

“Eve, there is someone I want you to meet.” Porchey reaches behind him and brings to his side a lovely young woman with bobbed, dark-blond hair and a winning smile. “This is Miss Catherine Wendell of New York City. She and her mother have been staying with family in London and Hertfordshire, but we actually met in Paris.”

“Lovely to meet you, Miss Wendell,” I greet her, and gesture for Lieutenant Beauchamp to join us. “And I’d like you to meet someone as well. This is Lieutenant Beauchamp of the Life Guards.”

As the men exchange their military backgrounds and the officers they have in common, I welcome Miss Wendell, trying not to gawk at the fact that she and my brother continue to hold hands. Porchey has had many flirtations and paramours over the years, but to my knowledge, he has never brought anyone home to Highclere Castle. This must be serious.

After another glass of champagne, Miss Wendell and Lieutenant Beauchamp realize that they share American acquaintances. Lieutenant Beauchamp’s mother is American, and although she hails from Columbus, Ohio, she has family and friends in New York with whom Miss Wendell is familiar.

“Best not highlight to Mama that our friends are from America or have strong American ties,” I whisper to Porchey with a mischievous smile, as our companions chat. “You know how she shudders at interacting with Americans.”

I mean to make him laugh, but his face only grows more serious. “That’s what I’m worried about. The Wendells are esteemed—”

“For Americans,” I interject in Mama’s voice, hoping to prompt a smile.

Porchey only gives me a weak half grin, before continuing: “But Catherine has little in the way of a financial settlement.”

“Surely money doesn’t matter,” I say. “I’d imagine that the American heritage would be more the concern. Assuming you are serious about Miss Wendell, that is?” I give my brother a long, meaningful glance.

He ignores my question altogether, and instead stares at me with one eyebrow raised. “Of course, money matters. You’ve spent the better part of the past two years in our parents’ company—at home and in Egypt. How can you not know that money matters? That’s all Papa talked about with me in Paris last month—his lack of money.” Porchey references the rare weekend alone he spent with Papa.

I am flabbergasted. I’m not blind. I know taxes have been on the increase at the same time Highclere Castle’s agriculture income has been falling and, of course, the expeditions to Egypt are very costly. But I also know that Mama’s father left her his entire fortune when he died three years ago. Surely that should suffice for familial needs and that of Highclere Castle, at a minimum.

Before I can ask exactly when he means, he whispers with a vehemence, “Promise me that you’ll back my relationship with Catherine—with Papa and Mama.”

My mind is distracted and my stomach in knots, but my loyalty will always lie with Porchey. “Of course. I promise.”






Chapter Forty-Two


JULY 2, 1921

HAMPSHIRE, ENGLAND

Heat swells in the dining room. Silver tongs clatter on silver trays. Constant conversation buzzes like a bee in my ear. The scents of ladies’ perfumes compete. Knees crowd around the fully extended dining room table. My senses are overwhelmed, and I feel I could scream. The statement Porchey made about the family finances has taken hold of me, body and mind, and I am reeling.

Seemingly unconnected developments from the past few years rise up and knit together. The auction of Highclere artwork through Sotheby’s nearly three years ago. The quick off-loading of our London town house when Mama inherited Godfather’s house at Seamore Place. Uncharacteristic haggling over hotel bills. Strange remarks about the worth of certain objects, such as Godfather’s collectables. Furtive battles between my parents. Even the subtle downsizing of staff, such that we have too many guests and too little help tonight.

What sort of archaeologist could I possibly be if I couldn’t even weave together the obvious clues about my own family’s fortunes to recognize that we are on the financial brink?

A knot forms in my stomach, and I cannot eat another bite of the turbot or pheasant. Even the sight of the expensive Bordeaux and oysters makes my gut roil. How much is this house party costing? Is every sip of wine and every taste of lobster taking away much-needed financial support for Highclere Castle or the excavations?

How will I find Hatshepsut now?

“I say, Eve, can you tell our guests the story of our narrow escape from Egypt?” Papa asks.

Even though this wouldn’t be considered the usual dinnertime topic in many families, Papa loves to trot me out on these occasions. Now that I’ve been working with him in Egypt, it tickles Papa to have his guests react to stories by his proper, diminutive daughter about dangerous, unexpected situations. But I’m not certain I’m in the frame of mind to entertain. So much seems to be at stake, and despair has crept into my spirit. What purpose will my life have if I am robbed of archaeology? Will I be forced to focus on monotonous teas and luncheons and dinners and balls and the constant, attendant dress changes while I hunt for a husband? If I am fortunate enough to even afford such things, that is. Having tasted vibrant, enticing life, how can I go back?

One by one, the eyes of our guests turn to me. The rheumy blue of aging lords, the wary green of social-climbing ladies, the judgmental hazel of Mama, the soft turquoise of Papa and Porchey, and the adoring brown of Lieutenant Beauchamp.

What choice do I have but to perform? Scarab tucked in the palm of my hand, I summon my facade, the one that’s served me in good stead throughout my twenty years. With it firmly in place, I draw our guests into the tale of our Egyptian excavation, the discovery of the chamber, the long hours trapped behind a wall of rubble, and our narrow escape from the impending riots. I do mention Ahmed, but unlike my discussion with Lieutenant Beauchamp, his role in the story goes unremarked upon by our dinner guests.

The gasps and chuckles are exactly the reaction Papa sought. By the time I’m finished, the guests are congratulating me not only on our flight but on my retelling. Yet I’m left feeling hollow. Is it our guests’ failure to acknowledge Ahmed that has me reacting this way? Or is it the pervasive sense of impending ruin that I now feel?

Dinner concludes, with men and women alike querying whether it will be safe to return to Egypt this year. Papa assures them that the political situation will be stable enough for us to go back. And I hope he’s right; rumors about martial law and another exile for Mr. Zaghloul have abounded.

The men and women separate. As I walk through the Saloon toward the drawing room where the ladies congregate, I hear Lieutenant Beauchamp’s voice in my ear.

“I say, Lady Evelyn, are you quite all right?” he asks in a low voice. “You had the table rapt with your story, but I can see you’re not quite yourself now.”

I want to embrace this lovely man. No one else sees—or even bothers to look—behind the thin veneer of my demure presence and obedient manner. But, of course, I don’t wrap my arms around him. Now is not the moment to reveal my feelings and worries. Too many guests float about, not to mention my parents. Not to mention that we’ve never touched in any way.

But a small rebellion does occur to me. Not enough to raise our guests’ eyebrows but plenty satisfying to make up for the performance into which I’d just been pressed. “Care to see the Egyptian treasures up close? The objects have just come back from the Burlington Fine Arts Club exhibit, and they haven’t been returned to their cases.”

His eyes shine bright in the low light of the chandelier. “Would I?” Then he pauses, and asks, “Would it upset your father if I don’t join the men in the smoking room? I don’t want to be on his bad side.”

It gives me a little thrill to think of why Lieutenant Beauchamp cares about offending my father. His attentions over the past months have revealed his feelings for me. Even though similar emotions are building within me, I can’t surrender to them just yet. For so long I’ve dissuaded any and all suitors—knowing that an engagement and then marriage would mean the end of my excavations—that it’s hard for me to seriously consider someone. Unless, I think for the first time, Lieutenant Beauchamp might be a very different sort of partner. One that might actually contemplate a wife with an interest in archaeology.

“No, not at all,” I reply, forcing myself away from these musings. They’re premature, in any event. “He’ll be so wrapped up with his other guests, he might not even notice. And even if he does, he’ll assume Mama pulled you aside.”

“Only if you are sure?”

I don’t answer. Instead of following the ladies into the Drawing Room, we turn left and pass through the open door to the Library. There, I walk directly toward a set of bookshelves, and run my hand along a particular shelf. I pull at what looks like a leather-bound volume, and the entire bookshelf swings open, revealing itself to be a secret door. Lieutenant Beauchamp gasps.

Turning back toward him, I smile and lead him into the Music Room. We step into the gilt-laden room, which seems to flicker like a gold flame in the dim illumination from the wall sconces. Wooden trunks and specially designed crates litter the floor, but I know precisely what I’m looking for. There, on top of the case holding the bronze and gold statues, sits a large, shallow, rectangular box.

I motion with my index finger for Lieutenant Beauchamp to come close. Unlatching the box, I step back so he can better observe the magnificent object within the red velvet interior. “My God,” he says in a low voice. Then he asks, “Can I put it on you?”

I nod, feeling very daring indeed. I have never been so bold as to put the ancient Egyptian jewelry on before.

He then reaches into the box; lifts the necklace of garnet, gold, silver, carnelian, and turquoise; and fastens it around my neck. Lieutenant Beauchamp has never touched me before, and I shiver at the sensation of his fingers on my skin. The stones feel cool and somehow right around me, as do his fingers.

“How does it look?” I glance up at him and ask quietly. I don’t want anyone to find us here.

“Beautiful,” he whispers. “And I don’t mean the necklace, although it is striking.”

My cheeks feel uncomfortably warm, and I am suddenly glad the room is dark. He adds, “You are quite the loveliest girl I’ve ever seen, with or without ancient Egyptian jewelry around your neck.”

He bends down toward me, and gently places his arms around me. Then he brushes his lips on mine. A shiver passes through me as I return his kiss. His arms wrap around me more tightly, bringing me close. I am about to relax into his embrace and his kisses, when a loud voice outside the room interrupts us.

We spring apart without a word, and Lieutenant Beauchamp quickly unfastens the necklace, replaces it in the box, and latches it shut. He interlaces his fingers with mine, and leads me back toward the secret door between the Music Room and the Library, which remains partially open.

The voices, which had been silent while we made this crossing, suddenly grow louder. I realize with horror that they are coming from the Library. We freeze.

“Miss Wendell is not a suitable candidate for marriage,” Papa roars.

“She is if I say she is,” Porchey yells back. “I’m in love with her.”

Papa shouts, “Do you think love alone will keep Highclere running? Do you think—”

Gently, I shut the secret door, so as not to make a single sound. I am mortified at the exchange Lieutenant Beauchamp overheard, and would understand completely if he wanted nothing more to do with me. With us.

“Lieutenant Beauchamp, I am s-sorry—” I stammer, knowing I need to say something but uncertain which of the horrible overheard words I should apologize for first. For the ungentlemanly anger between father and son? For the terrible judgment exacted upon poor Miss Wendell? For the forbidden word spoken aloud—money—and the suggestion that we are running low?

He takes my hands in his, and draws me close. Even in the low light of the Music Room, I can see he’s staring into my eyes. In a voice just above a whisper, he says, “There is nothing to apologize for. And don’t you think it’s time to start calling me Brograve? At least when it’s just us two, which I hope will be often.”






Chapter Forty-Three


SEPTEMBER 30, 1921

HAMPSHIRE, ENGLAND

Porchey wins out. For perhaps the first time in his life, he digs in his heels with Papa. No amount of yelling or name-calling or threats to his income alter my brother’s determination to marry Miss Catherine Wendell. In fact, Papa’s bullying and berating only makes Porchey more intractable, and I do wonder if Papa would have cut him off from inheriting the earldom if such a thing was possible. But then Mama intervenes.

For reasons best known to herself, she suddenly decides to take Miss Wendell under her wing. Mama prompts her friends to host garden parties in her honor, dinners, and even a dance trying to ingratiate Miss Wendell—Catherine, as she insists I call her—into society. She makes appointments for her with the finest dressmakers in London, always insisting that I attend along with Catherine’s mother. Does Mama feel a certain kinship for the outsider she knows Catherine to be? Does she recognize the same vulnerability she once had when she was marrying into this family? Perhaps she’s harboring fears of alienation from Porchey if she doesn’t support this union? Whatever Mama’s motive, Catherine is a sweet girl out of her depth with both Porchey and Mama, and I only hope she isn’t hurt unintentionally.

With Mama preoccupied, I fall into a glorious period of invisibility. As Mama flurries about Highclere Castle and Seamore Place with Catherine on her arm, planning the engagement party and wedding, which she’s set for next summer, I am largely left to my own devices. No nagging to accept every invitation that lands on the breakfast table. No admonitions to get my nose out of a book or my eyes off an artifact. No innuendos about my interactions with the available men at every event I attend. No interrogation over Lieutenant Beaugrave. Brograve to me, I think with a blush.

For the first time since I was presented in society, I am free to follow my own interests. And it is marvelous. How do I spend these idyllic hours, second only to my days in Egypt?

Each morning, my maid throws open the windows to my bedroom, jolting me awake. After sipping a steaming cup of tea, I get into my riding clothes. Before the house fully awakens, rain or shine, I ride out on my favorite horse. Upon my return from the stables, I stride directly into the Music Room, where Howard awaits.

We settle down to work immediately, nibbling intermittently on the tea and toast the servants have laid out for us since we can’t chance being waylaid over breakfast. Papa is strangely busy with private projects that have me worried, so Howard and I labor alone. The comparison of the copies of ancient Egyptian records of court cases involving tomb robberies has given us a road map of the plundered tombs in the Valley of the Kings and so we know what to avoid. But we need more information about where to head. Mapping every object related to Hatshepsut and Tutankhamun, plotting every inch of the Valley of the Kings, poring over records—extensive and scanty alike—of the archaeologists that have gone before us, we search for the trail of the pharaohs, hunting for those pristine tombs.

“How goes the sleuthing?” A familiar voice startles me back into the present day.

Looking up from my pile of notes, maps, and grids, I see a grinning Brograve in the doorway. Disoriented for a moment, I shift from the far, far past to the present. Although I’m pleased to see him, for the life of me, I cannot recall why he is here.

“You’ve forgotten that I was coming,” he guesses with a chuckle. “How I love to see you lost in the past.”

How I love hearing him say that, I think. I never thought I’d meet a man who actually relished my fascination with history. Outside of Papa and Howard, of course, and that’s different.

“No, not at all,” I protest. “I just lost track of time, that’s all. Howard—I mean, Mr. Carter—and I have been pursuing a few leads on sites for next season.”

I suddenly remember that I’d asked him up early for the Highclere Castle hunt weekend. Even though I’ve been declining social invitations left and right, I could hardly refuse to attend a party in my own home. So I’d thought it might be the perfect time to be with Brograve while my parents are absorbed with entertaining. I’m doing my level best to stretch out the time until my parents or Brograve ask me to make some sort of commitment. Even though Brograve and I have never had an explicit conversation about our feelings or the future, in our circle, it’s not unheard of for couples to become betrothed on flimsier foundations than he and I share.

“Sometimes I think of you two as the detectives in one of those mystery novels. Instead of solving a murder, though, you’re solving an ancient puzzle,” he remarks.

“That’s not too far off the mark, Lieutenant Beauchamp,” Howard chimes in cordially. Usually he doesn’t bother interacting with the society folks who amble about Highclere Castle at my parents’ invitation, but Howard genuinely seems to like Brograve. It would be hard to dislike the affable lieutenant. His nature has proven to be uniformly even and pleasant, a rare and welcome treat after a lifetime of mercurial parents.

“Have you stumbled on the hidden tomb?” he asks, sitting on one of the fussier upholstered chairs facing us.

“Not exactly,” I answer. “Although we’ve been considering a promising triangular-shaped area outside the tomb of Ramses. About fifteen years ago, Theodore Davis—”

“The retired American archaeologist,” Brograve interjects.

“Yes.” Howard nods approvingly. I can see that he’s pleased with Brograve’s interest and growing knowledge. “Although Davis is a businessman foremost, and an archaeologist only as a hobby.”

For a time, Howard worked for Davis, supervising his excavations in the Valley of the Kings. Whenever Davis’s name is mentioned, he’s wont to explain the limitations of Davis’s expertise—his bank account. The excavation in question occurred long after Carter finished working for Davis.

I return to the subject at hand. “Anyway, Davis uncovered a pit with a strange assortment of objects—everything from broken pottery to animal bones to papyri to remains of flowers. And, they found the kind of linen bandages used to wrap mummies, one of which had the name Tutankhamun on it. Nearby, Davis stumbled across an empty chamber and assumed it was Tutankhamun’s tomb, plundered in antiquity.”

“You two think otherwise?” Brograve ventures.

“Perhaps,” Howard answers, his smile gone and his face closed off.

“But is there evidence of Hatshepsut near the site? I know that her tomb is your main objective.” Brograve handily surmises the problem with this potential site.

I am impressed. Not only that Brograve is parsing all this unfamiliar history and our arcane methodologies but also doing it for me. I don’t doubt that he has some genuine interest, but I know the spark is fanned by his feelings for me.

Before I can answer, Howard barks, “The location of Hatshepsut’s tomb has no bearing on where we choose to dig.”

Brograve recoils a bit at the harsh words, and then pushes himself to standing. “Apologies if my understanding of archaeology is limited, Mr. Carter.” His smile returns when he faces me. “In any event, I should chase down my man and direct him in the unpacking. From your clothes, it looks as though we may ride before luncheon?”

I glance down at my forgotten riding clothes. Smiling up at him, as if my attire had been selected for just such an occasion, I say, “What gave it away?”

He moves to leave the Music Room, and I nod. “I’ll be right behind you.”

The moment he clears the Music Room doorway, I hiss at Howard, “Why did you speak to him so sharply? He’s just making conversation.”

“You told him about Hatshepsut,” Howard growls back in an angry tone he’s never used with me before. “How could you? You know how furious your father would be if he knew we’d had her in our sights all along.”

“Brograve is loyal to me.” I stand firm against Howard’s tirade. “He knows better than to mention it to my father.”

“No one is completely trustworthy. What might he say after a few too many ports in the smoking room after dinner? And you’ve got to be aware that our excavations are hanging by a thread.”

Is he talking about Papa’s financial troubles? My stomach lurches. Howard and I have never discussed the pecuniary plight of my father and the impact it could have on our dig. I haven’t even discussed it with Papa, and I hadn’t been certain Howard knew. But now it sits uncomfortably between us.

“I hope you have faith in me,” I say, pivoting away from him and out of the room.

I catch up with Brograve in the corridor, just as he’s about to enter the Great Hall. Tugging gently on his arm, I say, “I’m sorry about Howard. He can be crotchety and difficult. His reaction had nothing to do with you.”

“How many times do I have to ask you never to apologize? About your father. About Howard. About your work.”

“I know I can be a little obsessive.”

“Eve, I meant what I said before.” He reaches for my hand. “Your fascination with ancient Egypt is wonderful, and I’m proud of the work you do there. I’ll miss you come January, but while I’m tromping around rainy Suffolk, drumming up votes for my election, it will give me great pleasure to think of you digging away in the warm Egyptian sun. Who knows? Maybe one day I’ll dig alongside you.”






Chapter Forty-Four


MARCH 1, 1922

LUXOR, EGYPT

How could this season be more unsuccessful than the last? This is the question Papa, Howard, and I are each thinking, but not saying. Sipping my bee’s knees cocktail, I stare around the Royal Bar so as to avoid meeting their eyes. Objectively, the Winter Palace is every bit as elegant as the day we first arrived, but its luster dims in the midst of our own failings.

The only blessing is that Mama isn’t here. Egypt kept her attention for only four weeks. Then the design houses of Paris beckoned, and she summoned Catherine to meet her to stock up on the bride-to-be’s trousseau. Thank God. I couldn’t have tolerated the weight of Mama’s disappointment. It’s hard enough to gloss over it in my regular letters to Brograve.

A jazz trio plays, but the upbeat music throws our sour mood in bold relief. And I, for one, feel worse listening to it.

“Hundreds of tons of soil dug up from the Valley of the Kings floor and not a single object to show for it,” Papa fumes. “Not a glass bead. Not a broken piece of pottery. Nothing that would help fund this tomfoolery.”

Neither Howard nor I reply. What can we say? We’d chosen the site, practically without a word from my father, so the blame falls to us. Over the summer, Papa had been entirely engaged—as I now know—in selling off another property he’d inherited from his father and auctioning off paintings, automobiles, and furniture. Even the sale of a few of his precious Egyptian artifacts hadn’t been enough to cover the costs of Highclere’s expenses and its tax bill, according to Porchey.

How did it come to this? Didn’t Papa marry a fortune? Porchey told me Godfather paid off all of Papa’s substantial debts when he and Mama married, and settled five hundred thousand pounds upon him. Not to mention Mama has her own fortune from Godfather which, I understand, pays for the excavations. How much longer will she be willing to subsidize these adventures? How much longer can she afford to do so if we don’t turn up some treasures? After all, according to Porchey, Papa is hemorrhaging money. Not that my brother will change his mind and marry an heiress instead of a penniless American.

Even though no one has spoken the words aloud, I can see that the clock is ticking. On these digs. For Howard. And for me.

Even if my parents could fund them indefinitely, is there room in the field for aristocratic archaeologists anymore? And teams like those of the academics have gobbled up most of the Egyptian concessions. And what place could there possibly be for an untrained, aristocratic woman archaeologist?

“I have some, some”—Howard hesitates, searching for a word—“valuable items I could sell. It would help, until we unearth something worthwhile in the dig.”

Howard and I haven’t talked about the family financial straits directly, but I’m fairly certain he knows. And now, he seems to be offering to help Papa pay for the dig. It is a very generous gesture, but his means of doing so is strange—by finding buyers for the antiquities he’s procured from locals, possibly through objectionable means. This oblique admission that he’s been acquiring these tainted artifacts doesn’t astonish me—not after the comments by the Metropolitan Museum of Art archaeologists—but I am surprised that he’s mentioning it to Papa. Does Papa know about Howard’s side business? I’ve speculated about this from time to time, and now his reply will help answer that nagging question.

“I don’t think it’s come to that.” Papa bristles, not at Howard intimating that he’s been brokering artifacts but at the suggestion that he needs Howard’s money.

In this, I have my answer. He knows, to some extent anyway. I am not certain whether that makes Papa complicit in a practice that was considered acceptable if not fully legal until recently, though. Anyway, perhaps we are only talking about Howard selling a few items.

Howard stiffens at Papa’s brusque words, and my father realizes his misstep. In lieu of an apology, he says, “Very kind of you to offer, though, old chap.”

Even though my thoughts are awhirl with questions about the antiquities trade, an idea strikes me. But I’ve got to go after it carefully, to preserve Papa’s dignity and his mood, both of which are fragile at the moment. He could pull up shop at any minute.

“Perhaps a break from Luxor is what’s needed,” I venture. “A long weekend in Cairo? I hear that celebrations are forthcoming—even in English circles—because the protectorate was abolished yesterday and an independent Egypt established. English and Egyptians alike seem to be relieved that an agreement has been reached, and that peace might be restored.”

“I don’t know that Zaghloul’s Wafd Party is well-pleased with the announcement, since Britain plans on keeping control of Egypt’s military, foreign relations, and communications, not to mention the Sudan,” Papa mutters. “Anyway, I thought you had an aversion to Cairo society, Eve. The only company you like to keep outside an excavation seems to be that of Brograve Beauchamp.”

My cheeks grow warm at Papa’s reference to Brograve, but he’s right. I do have an antipathy for the exclusionary nature of the Cairo social circuit. It borders on loathing. But my idea requires that we decamp to Cairo for a few days.

“It might be good to clear our minds with a change of scenery, Papa, even if we don’t exactly celebrate. Don’t you think?” I say, with a small, hopeful smile. “And anyway, the Allenbys have sent an invitation for dinner later this week. With all the changes, who knows if the High Commission Residency will continue with its usual round of events?”

Papa sips his Tom Collins, a favorite. Cocktails are the one American development of which he’s fond. “True. I would like to get Allenby’s take on the news. I know he pled the case for the Egyptian people—to create an Egyptian constitution, and make Egypt into an independent state, for real this time.”

“I’m glad to hear it. As anyone who’s visited Egypt can see, the status quo wasn’t tenable.” I speak aloud the opinion I’ve largely kept quiet. The Highclere Castle visit from Mr. Zaghloul and the impact on archaeology notwithstanding, Papa has been riding the fence on his beliefs about Egypt’s political future. But if Allenby adopted this position, I know it’s safe to echo it. Papa highly respects him.

“Might be nice to catch up with Allenby,” Papa admits. “Take a peek into his crystal ball.”

I give Papa a full grin. “You know, if we hurry, we might even be able to catch the overnight train.”

Papa consults his pocket watch, and nods. “I’ll let the hotel manager know to hold our rooms, and instruct the staff to start packing a trunk for us. I assume you’ll come along, Howard?”

Howard has been silent during this exchange. But he cannot hold on to that quietude in the face of a direct question from his patron. “No, I think I’ll stay back. Work on the site. Consult with Ahmed about our plans for next week. See if I can’t get it to yield some artifacts.”

Bollocks. I need Howard in Cairo as well. He dislikes the society set even more than I do, but he doesn’t yet know my plan.

“Nonsense,” I say. “You must come. We all need a break from that endless expanse of sand and the Winter Palace menu.”

Howard’s mouth opens in protest, but Papa interjects. “I’ll organize a bag for you as well, since there isn’t time for you to return to Castle Carter for your own belongings.”

Papa anchors his cane on the marble tile—a technique he’s been needing more and more lately—and pushes himself to standing. As he limps across the lobby toward the ornate staircase, I whisper to Howard, “Have you had any contact with the antiquities middlemen lately?”

“What do you mean?”

“I’m not a child, Howard. I’m talking about the men who sell the less up-and-up artifacts. Have you had any contact with them lately? Or the Cairo antiquities dealers, especially those operating on the margins? Asked them about any artifacts that have passed through their hands displaying any reference to Hatshepsut?”

“No. Not recently.”

“Then you and I have work to do in Cairo.”






Chapter Forty-Five


MARCH 2, 1922

CAIRO, EGYPT

I peer around the massive potted palm tree on Shepheard’s terrace down Ibrahim Pasha Street. “He’s finally gone,” I say to Howard.

Papa had lingered and lingered over breakfast, putting off his morning meeting with Allenby. Reminiscing over his first stay at Shepheard’s and his happy times at the Turf and Gezirah Sporting Clubs, my father shared story after story with us. Almost as if he was saying goodbye to Egypt. I don’t allow myself to think about that. Howard and I have too much to do today to be waylaid by emotion.

“Are you ready?” I ask him.

He pats the leather satchel at his side. “I’ve got the items ready.”

I, on the other hand, purposely left my scarab in the hotel room. I don’t want some merchant accusing me of taking it from his shop, if it’s seen in my possession. And anyway, it isn’t as though it’s brought me much luck lately.

I take a final sip of tea, and then we grab one of the carriages waiting outside Shepheard’s. We pass by Ezbekiyya Gardens, weaving down the thoroughfare through the busy morning foot traffic along the sidewalk toward the souk, Khan el-Khalili. Thinking back on one of those first overheard conversations at the High Commission Residency, I wonder about the names for the face coverings on the Egyptian women we pass. Are the women wearing habara or burqa or a niqab? I should know. I’ve spent too much time in Egypt of the past and not enough immersing myself in Egypt of the present: to really understand and honor one, I need to better understand and honor the other. In some ways, I’ve been as narrow in my focus as those Englishwomen at that Residency ball.

We pass through a stone archway connecting two traditionally Arabic buildings and cross from new Cairo into the Old. Following Howard’s expert lead, I hop out of the carriage and zigzag through the narrow alleyways bustling with stalls and shops until we reach a dead end that’s familiar from my very first day in Cairo. What would Brograve make of this excursion? If he’s the man I hope he is, he’d be meandering through this souk right alongside Howard and me, in this last-ditch effort to find out any scrap of information about Hatshepsut.

I assume we’re going to enter the same nameless store we did on that day three seasons ago, but Howard stops before we reach it. When I glance at him, he answers my unspoken question. “I want Mamouk to hear about our presence before we enter his establishment. It will build anticipation and, perhaps, his willingness to show us items he might not otherwise.”

We stop at two stalls and three proper stores—if a windowless nook carved into the first floor of a tilting stone building can be called a store—hawking an array of so-called artifacts. Most of the items on offer are obvious reproductions, although I do spot two or three genuine antiquities for sale in each place. None has any association with Hatshepsut, of course.

Each proprietor greets Howard by name and with enthusiasm. Inevitably, they ask if he has anything to show them. Silently, I watch him pull small vases and faience figures out of his bag, those same items he offered to sell to help fund the dig. As he talks quietly with the men, I think about our awkward exchange in which I described my plan to extract any details about Hatshepsut that these dealers might have, as a desperate attempt to make our excavation bear fruit. When I explained that it would require him sharing his own items with the storeowners as a way to foster frank discussions—to prompt them to share details about the more illicit objects that might have passed through their hands—he had hesitated. He didn’t disclose why, but he didn’t need to. I knew he didn’t want me to see that he’d been assembling artifacts that did not come from any of our excavations. When he finally agreed, I realized that Howard had lifted the veil on an otherwise secret part of his existence. He disclosed this to me only for the sake of our ongoing quest for Hatshepsut—and to preserve the future of our excavation. I try to remember this as I study his row of ancient artifacts lined up on the shopkeepers’ counters, just as I remind myself that, until quite recently, these sorts of sales were common and accepted. In fact, the practice is so widespread that the Egyptian Museum in Cairo, an elegant, enormous structure opened in 1902 in Tahrir Square, has a shop that sells antiquities, some of questionable provenance.

By the time we step into the cool darkness of Mamouk’s store, the shopkeeper is waiting for us. “Mr. Carter, why didn’t you come to me first? You know I always have the best items on offer. And the best prices for your own objects,” he says in accented but very understandable English, and I see that Howard had indeed been wise to start elsewhere.

Howard flinches at this remark. I suppose it’s uncomfortable for him to have the scope of his work selling ancient objects revealed to me, and, in truth, I’d hoped that his antiquities dealing had been limited to a few items here and there—for Papa and institutions. Instead, I push this thought from my mind, and introduce myself to Mamouk.

As the two men undergo an elaborate ritual of greeting, I wander around the store. Mamouk carries more authentic objets and fewer imitations than the other purveyors. I hope this foray works and that we find some hitherto unknown artifact that leads us to Hatshepsut. And I hope it will be worth the risk Howard took in sharing this part of his life with me. I’m certain this hasn’t been an easy decision for him.

When I hear the click of the latch on Howard’s leather bag, I know it’s my cue to rejoin him. I stand by his side as he reveals his items to Mamouk, one by one. The bright-eyed shopkeeper is interested, anyone can see that, but downplays his eagerness. I assume it’s all part of the haggling game.

Then, as we’d rehearsed, Howard replaces the final item in his bag and fastens it shut. I watch Mamouk’s mouth open in protest, and this is my cue to ask him in French, “Do you have anything else to show us?”

This query in French, by a woman no less, unsettles Mamouk, as Howard anticipated. “All that I have is displayed,” he answers in French, gesturing around the store.

I give him a small smile, then press him. “An important shopkeeper like yourself doesn’t have a back room with objects for the more discerning buyer? I understand that all the best stores do.”

Mamouk’s eyes narrow. He studies me and then Howard. After a long pause, Mamouk gestures for us to follow him through a heavily brocaded red curtain behind his counter. The scent of cooking and spices permeates the dim space, and I wonder if Mamouk’s living space is back here somewhere. If not here, perhaps upstairs or in an adjoining room?

Mamouk lights two oil lanterns, handing one each to me and Howard. The back room doesn’t exactly flood with light, but we can better see the objects sitting on the makeshift shelves lining the walls. We study each item in turn, bringing our lamps as close as we dare, and I imagine many an Egypt-mad aristocrat would revel in these artifacts. But not us. Nothing has a discernible hieroglyphic or stylistic mark that would be indicative of Hatshepsut’s reign or even one of the Thutmoside line, her ancestor and descendants.

“Anything?” I whisper to Howard.

“No,” he answers in a low voice. “Plenty of late-era New Kingdom pottery and statue shards, but nothing tied to our pharaoh.”

“Can I ask directly?”

“There’s nothing to lose at this point,” Howard says. He hadn’t wanted to lead with our actual quest, as it might have prompted Mamouk to hold out in the hopes that dragging the process out might yield a higher price for him.

“Anything related to Hatshepsut?” I ask Mamouk.

He tilts his head quizzically, and then chuckles. Why is he laughing? Is the request for something from a female pharaoh that outrageous?

“Hatshepsut? Those Metropolitan Museum diggers at the temple may have found artifacts beyond what they are reconstructing at the site, but they keep everything for themselves.”

“Not even rumors of discoveries? Even an account of what the Metropolitan Museum’s men have discovered would be helpful,” I ask, feeling a desperation rise within me.

“Those museum men will ruin archaeology for us all.” Mamouk shakes his head, and his deep brown eyes are doleful. “If you want to discover an object belonging to Hatshepsut, you’ll have to dig it up yourselves.”






Chapter Forty-Six


MARCH 2, 1922

CAIRO, EGYPT

Even a long soak in a scented tub in my hotel room cannot clean away the despair of the day. The grime from traversing the souk alleys, yes. The smell of spice from my skin, of course. But as for the despondency over the dearth of leads to Hatshepsut’s tomb, nothing can scrub it away. Only a sign from Hatshepsut herself as to the whereabouts of her final resting place might wash away this gloom. How I long for a comforting embrace from Brograve, I think, and the intensity of my yearning surprises me.

Still, I have a role to play with Papa, especially if there’s any hope for us to finish this excavation season. The slightest hint of hesitation on my part, and he might withdraw from the Valley of the Kings altogether. Cut his losses, financial and otherwise. I’ve got to exude optimism, even though I feel anything but. And that includes participating in the Cairo social scene.

On Papa’s arm, I climb the steps to the colonnaded entrance of the grand High Commission Residency. This evening’s event is not a ball, thank goodness, but a large dinner party. I still have to wear one of the few gowns that I brought, but luckily, Mama finally relented and allowed me to get one of the Fortuny Delphos dresses I’ve long admired. The hundreds of silk taffeta pleats comprising the body of the garment and the adjustable drawstring neckline and waist make the gown uniquely comfortable—not to mention that the style is modeled upon the ancient Greek sculpture of the Charioteer of Delphi, so I feel steeped in history instead of constricted by society.

The Allenbys stand in the soaring entryway, greeting their guests upon arrival and answering the inevitable questions about the declaration that Egypt is an independent country. While Papa and Howard pause to chat with our host, Mama’s dear friend Lady Allenby descends upon me. “Darling Eve,” she cries out, “how fetching you look in that shade of coral red!”

She bombards me with a slew of questions about Porchey’s upcoming wedding. I proffer detail upon detail about the summer festivities, which I am dreading because I worry that the issue of my own engagement will be front and center. Not that Brograve and I have done more than tiptoe around our feelings and wade into the water of the future, but I sense it coming in the natural course of things. And so will every other society matron.

Just as Lady Allenby begins to inquire about Brograve—informed, no doubt, by Mama—another guest approaches, distracting her. Howard steps forward and asks if I’d like to join him in the parlor, flooding me with relief.

Glasses of champagne in hand, Howard and I retreat to a corner of the parlor, a high-ceilinged, paneled room of a type that could be found in any English estate, save for the Egyptian-tiled floor. I gaze around the room, taking in the clusters of women decked in their finest, and I’m reminded of how petty I found the guests at past Residency parties.

Neither Howard nor I feel like mingling, and in each other’s company, neither of us has to pretend at merriment or even polite conversation. The events of the day have depleted us, and I’m happy to hide in the shadows with him.

But then Papa summons Howard to talk archaeology and politics with other guests, and I’m approached by a gray-haired woman wearing a dress that isn’t exactly an evening gown. Her serviceable navy garb is full-length, but its design is utilitarian and the patterned shawl around her shoulders does nothing to make it more formal.

“I hope I’m not overbold in introducing myself,” the woman says in a distinctly American accent, “but I believe I saw you at the Winter Palace a few days ago.”

I don’t recall this stately woman, but then, the hotel bursts with seasonal tourists. Postwar visitors have returned in droves, even though the Egyptian political status isn’t exactly stable.

“Yes, we’ve just come from there,” I answer. “And we return again in a few days’ time.”

“That’s a rather short stint in Cairo. You’ll hardly have time to see the pyramids,” she announces in a booming voice, fixing her bright blue eyes on me.

“Oh, we come out every year for the entire excavation season, so I’ve spent quite a lot of time in Egypt. No need to worry that I won’t catch the sights,” I reassure this forthright American.

“Where are my manners?” she utters. “I am Mrs. Ernest Thomas Seton.”

She stretches out a gloved hand, and then quickly withdraws it. English women don’t typically shake hands in greeting, although I understand that it’s quite common for American women to do so.

“I am Lady Evelyn Herbert,” I say. “Pleased to meet you, Mrs. Seton.”

We exchange nods, and Mrs. Seton settles into an awkward silence. Perhaps she’s recognized the missteps in her manners—announcing herself instead of engaging a mutual acquaintance to do the job and attempting to shake hands—and has retreated into herself.

But then she blurts out a question, and I realize my mistake. She’s simply been formulating her next line of inquiry. “Did you say you are here for an ‘excavation season’?”

“Yes, I am here to assist my father, Lord Carnarvon; and Mr. Howard Carter in their archaeological concession in the Valley of the Kings.”

She stares at me with that direct gaze of hers. “You are an archaeologist?”

My cheeks warm, and I hope they don’t match the flaming hue of my gown. I do not intend to mislead. “Not a formally trained one. Although I’ve been tutored by the preeminent Egyptologist Howard Carter. But I do work on the digs. Since childhood, I’ve been intrigued by ancient history and the legacy of its people.”

“How fascinating!” she practically shouts. “I don’t think I’ve ever encountered a woman archaeologist. And I’ve spent a considerable amount of time talking to women from all walks of life, in Egypt and elsewhere. Would you ever be willing to be interviewed for my book?”

“Your book?”

“Here I go again, leaping in the fray without even properly introducing myself. My sister would be horrified.” She gestures to a similarly attired woman across the room. “My husband is English born and Canadian raised, and he’s founded an organization called the Boy Scouts to teach wilderness skills to young men. During my travels with him, I write companion books encouraging women to explore the world and have adventures of their own.”

“How marvelous!” I exclaim. For once, a stale society gathering contains a breath of fresh air. “What parts of the world have you written about?”

“I started out publishing books about women in the American West. But when the war came along, I put aside the writing to direct a women’s motor aid unit in France. Now I’ve started up again with Egypt. China, Egypt, Hawaii, India, Indochina, Japan, and South America are next on the list”—she chortles—“in no particular order.”

“Have you had much luck finding Egyptian women willing to talk with you? By all accounts, they keep to themselves.”

Mrs. Seton hesitates. “May I speak freely? I don’t want to offend”—she chuckles—“although you might not have guessed that from my brusque manner.”

“Of course,” I say.

“It’s less that the Egyptian women don’t want to talk to European women, and more that European women never approach their Egyptian counterparts.”

“Ah, I see.” And I do. Most English cling to every scrap of control they have over Egypt, and yet never immerse themselves with its people. “It’s a failing I’ve encountered myself—and one I’m guilty of as well.”

“We all are to some extent.” She reassures me with a pat on my arm. “But I’ve found that Egyptian women from all walks of life are eager to share their stories with me. All I have to do is ask.”

“You’ve found women from different sort of backgrounds amenable?”

“Indeed,” she answers with a proud nod. “In fact, tomorrow I’ve been granted an audience with Madame Zaghloul.”

“Saad Zaghloul’s wife? The Mother of the Egyptians?” I use the name that the newspapers have taken to calling her as her influence continues to mount.

“The very one. In fact, I’ve just overheard a story about Madame Zaghloul involving our host. Apparently when her husband was arrested and exiled in Malta for two years, she had a startling conversation with High Commissioner Allenby. She told him that it didn’t matter if he exiled her husband because ‘You can banish the body but you cannot banish the spirit of Zaghloul. He is here as long as I am here.’”

“How very courageous of her. I’m shocked she’ll talk to you. Especially since I’ve heard the Wafd Party isn’t exactly in support of the announcement. Didn’t they reject the declaration of independence as a ruse?”

“Well,” she smiles, “I’m not English, am I?”

“Touché,” I reply with a smile. I don’t think I’ve ever met anyone like this blunt, forward-thinking woman, and I quite like her.

“Would you like to come with me tomorrow, Lady Evelyn?”

“I doubt very much that Madame Zaghloul would welcome me into her home.” I practically snort at the suggestion. “Isn’t her house referred to as Beit El-Umma? The House of the Nation? I hardly think she’d like to host an aristocratic English lady there, and she may well react very negatively.”

“I cannot think she’d object to me bringing along my very quiet assistant.”

What a notion, I think, to actually meet the Mother of the Egyptians. And using subterfuge, no less. Somehow it seems more monumental to meet Madame Zaghloul than her husband, with whom I’d spent a long weekend at Highclere Castle.

“You’d do this for me? Risk your time with Madame Zaghloul by bringing me? Through deceptive means? You don’t even know me,” I ask, wondering at the magnanimity of this stranger.

“I’d be doing it for all women who seek understanding and connection—and who step outside societal expectations to do so. Women like you, a woman archaeologist. Women like Madame Zaghloul. Women like me.”






Chapter Forty-Seven


MARCH 3, 1922

CAIRO, EGYPT

I lie to Papa. The next morning, I tell him that I’m off to the shops to choose a special wedding gift for Catherine and Porchey. Instead, after breakfast, I leave Shepheard’s by the side entrance, and slide into the automobile where Mrs. Seton waits.

As we progress toward Qasr-El-Aini Street where the Zaghloul residence is located, I cannot quite believe my actions. Here am I, in an automobile with an American woman I’ve just met, about to interview the Mother of the Egyptians. What would Mama say? I wonder. Would she be horrified or impressed at this rare access? Am I foolish to take time away from our hunt for Hatshepsut’s tomb? More important, what would Brograve think? I imagine that he’d cheer me on, and I smile to myself at the thought.

The vehicle slows as we approach an elegant French-style mansion, surrounded by a wall with a wrought-iron gate. Armed military guards stand on both sides of the gate; and when Mrs. Seton gives her name, we are admitted. We pass through a small manicured garden with bougainvillea, pepper trees, and rubber plants. Guards patrol the perimeter and flank the front door, reminding me that this is not really a residence any longer. It is the headquarters for the nationalist movement, and I cannot quite believe I’ll be granted admittance.

The imposing black front door opens, and a lovely young woman with chocolate-brown eyes peering out from under a headscarf says, in a mixture of French and Arabic, “Welcome. The Umm El-Masriyeen will see you now, Mrs. Seton and…” She trails off, having not been introduced to me.

“This is my assistant,” Mrs. Seton answers, careful not to use my name.

My stomach flutters at this bold deception—especially given the timing—but I proceed. Mrs. Seton and I follow the young woman into a salon decorated with multicolored Turkish carpets, framed photographs on the walls and tables, and Louis XV furniture covered in gold brocade not unlike the sort we have at Highclere. There, the similarities end.

At the center of the room sits a slender, middle-aged woman in a European-cut blue-and-tan silk dress with stylishly waved gray hair peeking out from a black silk headscarf. Around her, like the petals of a flower, sit more than a dozen women, several of whose clear, fair skin, dark eyes and hair, and beautifully symmetrical features are visible. Their attire, however, varies wildly, and some head coverings obscure their wearers’ faces, aside from their eyes. The styles range from an elegantly made-up woman wearing the latest Chanel dress and matching hat with a chin-covering of tulle to a woman in a long black shift wearing a garment I’ve heard called a yashmak, a coarse piece of black cotton cloth held in place by brass chains and a nose ring. It occurs to me that these women represent the disparate classes and belief systems of Egyptian society—pasha, Copt, fellaheen, Muslim, and everything in between. And yet, here they sit side by side, at one with Madame Zaghloul. And I wonder where Ahmed’s mother and sister and wives and daughters would fit into this assembly of women, or even if they’d support Madame Zaghloul’s cause.

Mrs. Seton and I bow in greeting. En route to Qasr-El-Aini Street, we realized that we were uncertain of the protocol, and determined this would be the safest approach. In response, Madame Zaghloul’s delicate, fair oval face lights with the smile of a kindly aunt and she says, in French, “Ladies, there is no need for such formalities among us women. Please join us.”

We take the two empty seats closest to Madame Zaghloul, and accept a cup of tea poured by the same young lady who opened the front door. Mrs. Seton and Madame Zaghloul exchange pleasantries about the weather and loveliness of Cairo, and then the interview begins. Mrs. Seton is a deft questioner, quickly eliciting Madame Zaghloul’s background as a prime minister’s daughter, her youthful marriage to her older husband, and her years in purdah as her husband climbed the governmental ranks. I take copious notes of their exchange, playing the part of Mrs. Seton’s assistant.

“I had no intention of ever leaving the safety of my home and my community of women friends and family before. It had been enough for me.” She describes her existence until 1919.

“What changed?” Mrs. Seton asks. “Because when you stepped out of purdah, you stepped right into a powerful movement of women, arguing for freedom for Egypt.”

“We”—she gestures to the women encircling her—“have always known that Egyptians would govern our land best, even though we’ve been under the yoke of the French, the Ottoman Empire, or the English for centuries. When the English began promising us self-governance, we thought freedom was imminent, and my husband began to unite and energize the people by forming the Wafd. But when he was exiled for his efforts, I knew I had to resist following my husband to Malta, which was my heart’s desire. My destiny was to rise up and serve as my husband’s second self in his absence.”

“Was this difficult for you? Did you find it hard to rally people around you, because you are a woman?” Mrs. Seton asks gently.

“The women gravitated to me and the work of the Wafd cause immediately. True, they felt uncomfortable at first, when we began passing our pamphlets in public and educating the people about the cause. By the time I initiated the boycotts of English goods, the women had grown more at ease staging protests and marching. When they began to see the impact of their efforts—the boycotts alone caused great harm to the English businesses—they left their discomfort behind and claimed their roles proudly.” Madame Zaghloul’s voice is soft but firm, and I see why women from all strata are comfortable yet motivated in her presence.

“How did the English and Egyptian men respond to your women?”

“At first, they paid us no heed, except for the occasional Egyptian man who told us our place was in the home, never mind that we always wore face coverings out of doors. And why should they pay any attention to us? For so long, the Egyptian women had been out of sight and inconsequential. But when our actions began to have economic repercussions, we were called agitators by some, blasphemers by others, and inspired patriots by our allies.” An expression of pride appears on Madame Zaghloul’s face as she utters these last words.

Mrs. Seton nods along. “Your story is so inspiring, Madame Zaghloul, particularly the way you’ve banded together women from all walks of life to become the emblem of independence. I cannot wait to share it with my readers.”

Madame Zaghloul dips her head modestly and says, “Any power I wield comes from my husband and from God. I am only the conduit. As women, we do whatever is necessary and use whatever means at our disposal for the larger good of our families and our country. No matter how uncomfortable, no matter if it violates the rules of our societies, no matter if it puts us in harm’s way. In my land, this is how it has always been done. And we will continue to do so in the face of this deception that the English will actually allow Egypt to become an independent country.”

How like a modern-day Hatshepsut she is, I think, doing what her country and people need by whatever means available to her and justifying it similarly.

“So brave,” I half-whisper, quite without thinking. Mrs. Seton and I had decided I should stay silent if possible, and avoid introductions if we can. It seemed the best way to mask my identity.

“Pardon me? What did you say, Miss—?”

“Herbert, ma’am.” I answer simply and soften my accent. I can’t quite imitate Mrs. Seton’s American way of speaking, but I try not to make my own plain. I hardly want to draw attention to my aristocratic English background in this company, at this time. Even though my father has supported the cause for independence in a general sense and is actually friendly with her husband, I don’t imagine my presence and my deception would be very welcome.

I have no intention of saying more, but Madame Zaghloul waits expectantly for me to continue. So I say, “I am very moved by you, Madame Zaghloul. Your story reminds me of another Egyptian woman, a historic one.”

Mrs. Seton shoots me a less-than-pleased glance. This exchange extends far outside what we decided was safe.

“Who might that be, Miss Herbert?”

“The Pharaoh Hatshepsut, ma’am.”

“Ah, the woman who dared to lead,” Madame Zaghloul replies, and at first, I wonder if I’ve mentioned something unseemly. “She created a better land for her people, and even though she colonized other lands, she gave them rights and better treatment.”

Mrs. Seton rushes in, attempting to explain away my remark. “My assistant has a long-standing fascination with the history of your country.”

“You are English?” Madame Zaghloul asks me. She must have heard the accent, despite my efforts.

“Yes, ma’am.”

“You are unlike any other English lady I have encountered.”

“Is that so?” I’m uncertain how to react. Is this a compliment or an insult? Either way, I keep my tone amiable.

“Yes, most English women make no attempt to know us. Neither historic Egyptian women nor modern ones. They will not mix with us; and on those rare occasions when our paths cross, they ask insulting questions, like how many wives our husbands have or whether we have indoor bathrooms. They make assumptions based on preconceived notions, without any knowledge of our past, our present, or our future.”

“I hope to be different,” I answer honestly. And then, inspired by Madame Zaghloul, I venture, “I hope to be as brave as you—and Hatshepsut—one day.”

She beams at me, and I sense that her reaction to the mention of Hatshepsut had been one of surprise rather than discomfort. “That is a worthy goal, Miss Herbert. To reach it, you must understand that our ancient history isn’t in the past. It reverberates within and without, in our blood and in the world around us, and galvanizes us when necessary. Women, Egyptian women in particular, are like the desert sand. We are walked upon every day by people who are oblivious to our fine, yet strong, grains and who take our presence for granted. But then, one day, we will sweep up into a mighty storm and transform the land.”






Chapter Forty-Eight


MARCH 6, 1922

LUXOR, EGYPT

I’d woken with a start the morning after I’d met Madame Zaghloul, propelled by an idea. Something she’d said nagged at my consciousness that evening over dinner and inhabited my dreams: “Any power I wield comes from my husband and from God,” she’d said to legitimize her role as Mother of the Egyptians. Hatshepsut had similarly spent her years as a pharaoh rationalizing her claims to power by pointing to the authority invested in her by her father, Thutmose I, and the gods, even commissioning reliefs demonstrating this. Might Hatshepsut have emphasized this by making her final resting place literally emanate from the tomb containing the remains of her father and an altar to the gods? Given that, in excavating KV20 years ago, Howard found sarcophagi of both Thutmose I and Hatshepsut as queen—not pharaoh—in the burial chamber as well as representations of the gods, could there be an undiscovered antechamber for Hatshepsut as pharaoh extending from it?

Howard thought it was a concept worth pursuing, and he arranged for a team to reopen this old site. Now, back in Luxor, we stand at the entrance to KV20, and begin our descent on steps cut into the cliff face. The corridor we enter is dark, and even our torches do not provide much illumination. Fortunately, Howard knows the way.

I follow him into the earth, with Ahmed in our wake. He insisted on coming with us; perhaps he didn’t trust us to be safe without him. We pass the pit where he dug out the foundation deposits bearing Hatshepsut’s name, when he first “discovered” KV20 nearly twenty years ago, a misnomer because Hatshepsut herself constructed the tomb and Napoleon’s men stumbled upon it again in 1799.

Chambers branch off from the corridor as we go deeper into the cliff. We don’t stop. Each of these has been fully excavated, and none will contain the evidence we seek.

The air grows closer and hotter, and I begin to wonder about the wisdom of this decision. The hallway becomes narrower, and then suddenly bends back upon itself. Howard had warned me about this doubling back, but the effect is dizzying. I pause, placing my hand on the rock wall—too soft for the decoration usually found in royal tombs—and Howard calls back, “Are you quite all right, Eve?”

I cannot show weakness. This brief deviation from the season’s plan is all my idea. “Fine, just steadying my feet.”

I push myself ahead, and we enter a corridor with a different architectural design than those we’ve passed. Its pillars are evocative of Hatshepsut’s temple, and I know we are about to reach the burial chamber where Howard had found the sarcophagi all those years ago. This area had been added to her father’s original tomb by Hatshepsut herself, and since it contains coffins for Thutmose I and Queen Hatshepsut but no mummies, its purpose remains a mystery. But is it possible that the Pharaoh Hatshepsut had planned to be buried here in a separate chamber hidden near this one?

I know this is a reach. I realize that it’s an extrapolation of an idea planted by Madame Zaghloul in an entirely different context. But we have little else to go on.

We step into the burial chamber proper. Howard and Ahmed light the oil lanterns at the corners of the room, and the space comes alive. I squint as my eyes adjust after nearly an hour in relative darkness. Since the shale walls cannot support decoration, the room is lined with blocks etched in black and red paint that show the pantheon of the gods and scenes from the Book of the Dead. Otherwise, it is now devoid of objects. The sarcophagi Howard found were dispersed to museums.

Three known rooms jut off this chamber. The only way out appears to be the way we came; this is the standard understanding, anyway. But Howard and I are here to test this belief, to see if there is any validity to the idea that jolted me awake after meeting Madame Zaghloul: Could another undiscovered antechamber exist?

The beads of sweat that had formed during our progress coalesce and form rivulets that drip down my face. Wiping them away from my eyes with my sleeve, I crouch down to inspect the base of the walls, and Howard does the same. Running our fingers along the surface, we read it like braille.

Fifteen minutes pass. Then thirty. When my pocket watch shows an hour has gone by and Howard, Ahmed, and I have covered the entire room, I ask, “Anything?”

“No,” Ahmed calls over to me.

“Nothing,” Howard answers, sounding dejected. I hadn’t realized he is so invested in this plan. In part, I thought he’d been humoring me. But I suppose we’ve both grown desperate.

“Should we go over it one more time? Perhaps higher up the walls?” I ask. Howard has explained the process of how these tombs are built many times over, and I’m aware that, if there’s a secret antechamber, Hatshepsut’s workers would have gone to great lengths to hide the opening. But if we are very lucky, the hint of a seam might show somewhere along the length of the wall. Or perhaps a rough patch of plaster.

“That was my next suggestion.” Howard chuckles, then says, “The student becomes the teacher.”

We start at opposite ends of the room and spend another hour in this manner. Once we meet back at the center point, Ahmed asks, “Any joints or breaks in the wall?”

“No,” I answer and allow myself to collapse to the floor and lean against the ancient wall. “This is it. My last idea. Our last chance. Sorry I dragged you both down here.”

“Never apologize, Lady Evelyn,” Ahmed says, then retreats to the farthest corner for one last investigation.

Howard sits next to me and reaches for my hand. “There’s always another chance.”

“You know as well as I do that we needed to find something—find her—this season. Who knows if there will be another?”

I don’t need to list for Howard all the many variables that could prevent us from coming back. Papa’s finances. My relationship status. The encroachment of “professional” archaeologists in the concessions. The Egyptian political situation. The changing perspective on who should own ancient Egyptian artifacts. We both know our window is nearly closed.

My fingers smooth the ground beneath me, almost as a means of soothing myself. When my nail catches on a rough corner, I assume it’s a stone, and abstractedly, I begin to pick it out of the soil. But it’s too large and irregularly shaped to be a stone, and when I bring my lantern close and root it out, I realize it’s a portion of a figurine.

Howard looks over my shoulder, and I hand him the object. “It looks like a mummy,” I observe.

“It’s part of a ushabti,” he says, referring to the grave statues intended to be used as servants in the afterlife. Royal tombs contain them in multitudes. “And look here—there’s part of a cartouche that could belong to Hatshepsut. I don’t think a ushabti has ever been found with ties to her.”

“Not exactly the antechamber we were looking for, is it?”

“Eve, it’s something. Perhaps there is a tomb here somewhere.”

“Or perhaps there was. Perhaps all the funerary objects have been taken to her actual tomb, which is still hidden.”

He returns the ushabti to me, and I place it in my pocket. The oil lanterns are growing dimmer, and I realize that we cannot linger. As Howard, Ahmed, and I retrace our steps through the ancient corridors, I wonder what will happen next.

Because I know it’s not enough. A single ushabti will not buy me a career; it won’t even buy me another season searching for the most powerful woman in history. By not finding Hatshepsut and revealing her for all the world to see—in all her splendor—I’ve let everyone down. My family. Myself. Madame Zaghloul. Women everywhere.
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The Pharaoh







Chapter Forty-Nine


1472 BC

THEBES, EGYPT

I do not ask anyone’s permission but my own. Why should I? If I am indeed the ruler I proclaim myself to be, then only the gods can dictate my course. As far as I am concerned, Amun, lord of all the gods, has given me every indication that I am meant to be formally declared pharaoh of Upper and Lower Egypt. All signs and portents point to today as perfect for the first public event of my coronation year.

“Are you ready, my beloved?” Senenmut whispers to me in the temple dressing chamber once the servants have been shooed away. From the shadowy corner of the room, he’s been watching me get ready for the occasion, as the girls fluttered like tiger butterflies around me with kohl to line my eyes and red ocher for my cheeks and lips.

I stare at myself in the polished bronze mirror, hardly recognizing the person who stares back. The kohl-rimmed eyes and the flushed cheeks seem familiar, and even the masculine short wig has grown somewhat usual for me. But the false beard fashioned from gold and the striped nemes upon which the crown will be set during the coronation ceremony appears as though it belongs to someone else. A pharaoh.

Am I not meant to be the pharaoh? Why do I feel this sudden wave of apprehension? It seems as though believing the gods blessed my rule and their actually participating in the public coronation are two very different matters.

Turning away from the mirror and toward Senenmut, I answer, “Could any woman really be ready for a day such as this?”

He strides to my side, kneels before me, and as he kisses my hand, says, “My love and my pharaoh, you alone are ready for this day.”

“Am I?” I ask him, my voice quivering as I say aloud for the first time that which I’ve kept locked away in my heart and mind. Usually Senenmut’s words comfort and embolden me, but this step seems a leap vast and wide. More immense and monumental than any we’ve endeavored so far.

He kisses my hand again. “Completely.”

“I’m not certain that the initiation rites readied me,” I confess, thinking back on those long days and nights of preparation spent within the temple walls, fasting and praying and ingesting sacred herbs and staying through the morning ritual until the sun crested over the temple gates. I’d experienced glimpses of Amun and heard snatches of his encouraging words, but when I finished the initiation and returned to my palace rooms to prepare for today, doubt set in. “I’m not even sure that all those years at my father’s side and serving as regent to Thutmose the Third could prepare me.”

Senenmut places a finger on my lips. “You’ve been the pharaoh in all but name for these past seven years since Thutmose the Second died. This is a formality only. Please remind yourself of that as you undergo the coronation rites today and convey certainty to your people—and your supporters.”

I nod, and breathe deeply, trying to inhale his confidence in me. “I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

He draws me as close as all my finery will allow. “You will never need to know.”

With Senenmut in my wake, I trail through the warren of corridors and courtyards to Amun’s sanctuary for a final blessing by the priests. I then pass through a phalanx of guards and the heavy temple doors to the wide terrace outside. There, facing the crowds below, the high priests, royal dignitaries, and elite families are assembled on either side of two identical thrones. Crafted of Lebanese cedar layered with pure gold leaf and inlaid with designs of silver, lapis lazuli, garnet, turquoise, and faience, the thrones are exactly as I’d envisioned.

Only one of the thrones is empty, however, waiting for me. The other is filled by Thutmose III. The eight-year-old pharaoh is dressed in royal garb matching my own, and his feet dangle over the edge of the throne, swinging in time to the beat of the army’s drums.

As I take my place in front of the empty throne, the clean-shaven, white-linen-clad high priests of Amun begin to chant. These men have been powerful allies as I built allegiances for my kingship. Our shared dedication to Amun, his temples, and their priesthood has ensured that loyalty. Hapuseneb, the First High Priest of Amun, comes forward, wearing the distinctive leopard skin draped over his shoulder, and kneels before me. As he rises, he signals to two priests holding pillows upon which two gleaming objects sit.

With shaking hands, they bring forth the two parts of the pschent, the double crown of the pharaoh of Egypt. Reaching for the red deshret, the crown of Lower Egypt—a wide, open copper circlet with a wire curl extending from the tip, a representation of the bee’s proboscis—the high priest calls out, “The Great God Amun has come to us in a vision. He has proclaimed that his loyal and blessed servant Hatshepsut should serve as pharaoh alongside her nephew Thutmose the Third. She has completed the initiation rights and entered into a state of divine communion with Amun in preparation.”

The crowd hushes at this announcement. The state of oneness with the god is achieved by very few, and only then as the greatest blessing. I had indeed felt an intimacy with Amun that I’d never before achieved in my daily ritual, but I’m not certain my experience is akin to the sacred communion.

Placing the red deshret on my head over the nemes, he proclaims, “It is the will of Amun that Hatshepsut shall be the pharaoh of Lower Egypt!”

He then picks up the tapered, bulb-shaped white hedjet. As he inserts the white papyrus crown into the circlet of the red deshret—forming the striking double crown—he continues. “It is the will of Amun that Hatshepsut shall be the pharaoh of Upper Egypt!

“What have you chosen as your name as pharaoh?” he bellows.

I had spent many a night discussing this with Senenmut. Whatever name I chose, it would inscribed on temple walls and obelisks and mortuary chambers for time immemorial. In the end, I selected Maatkare as my throne name, meaning Maat is the life force of Re, to connect my reign to both Maat and Re. Then I added united with Amun to remind the Egyptian people, once again, that my position is the doing of the great god, and I used a grammatically female form of the word, so that it is clear, no matter what clothes I wear and what image is inscribed in stone, I am indeed a woman.

“Maatkare Khenemet-Amun Hatshepsut,” I yell out for all to hear.

The high priest summons another of his underlings, who hands him two more objects. “On behalf of the Great God Amun and your father, the most revered Thutmose the First—who are both here in spirit—I crown you Pharaoh Maatkare Khenemet-Amun Hatshepsut!” he announces, handing me a golden crook and a silver flail, hallmarks of the pharaoh and symbols of divine leadership and fertility of the Nile valley, respectively.

The roar of thousands overtakes the temple complex; and the sound echoes and amplifies throughout the sandstone, limestone, and red granite structures. I wait for the excitement to subside, and then begin the speech of my investiture.

Lifting the crook and flail, I call out, “I stand before you not only as Pharaoh Maatkare Khenemet-Amun Hatshepsut but as the eternal ruler anointed by Amun himself and crowned by my father, Thutmose the First. As such, I am the beneficent king, the lawgiver who judges deeds. I am the wild horned bull coming from heaven. I am the falcon who glides over the lands, defending and dividing his borders. I am the jackal who swiftly circles the land in an instant. I am excellent of heart, one who glorifies her father, attentive of deeds to render justice to him, and one who rests with maat and bestows it.”

Silence pervades the multitudes. My words linger in the air, until one person calls out, “Hail, Pharaoh Maatkare Khenemet-Amun Hatshepsut,” and cheers erupt. Only then do I lower myself onto my new throne, meeting the gaze of Pharaoh Thutmose III for the first time since I stepped onto the temple terrace.

His boyish eyes are shimmering behind the kohl. “You won’t fly away like a falcon and leave me here to do this myself?”

I remember he’s just a child, reach for his hand. Intertwining his fingers in mine, I say, “Never. We will do this together.”






Chapter Fifty


1470 BC

THEBES, EGYPT

“Your Majesty, the kingdom has already spent far too much money on these far-flung expeditions to Punt and colonial rule. We need the treasury funds for more pressing matters here in Thebes,” says a man wearing an intricately pleated ocher-colored linen shift—the latest in noble fashion—with intricate leather sandals. His tone is petulant, even entitled, and he dares to interrupt an urgent side conversation I’m having with Senenmut about the construction of my mortuary temple. This man believes his issue is paramount and requires that he not only interrupt the pharaoh but leap to the front of the weekly audience queue to do so.

How dare he criticize my crusade to Punt? I think. When I assumed the throne, I decided to embark on a momentous endeavor that would serve as the hallmark of my reign, much as my father’s campaigns to Kush did for him. If I could assemble a team capable of establishing favorable trade relations with the legendarily rich kingdom of Punt, then wouldn’t my reign become as storied as my father’s? If I could create an efficient trade route with Punt via sea—so we wouldn’t be reliant on other countries to acquire the items we sought from Punt via overland routes—wouldn’t my kingship be irrefutably ordained by the gods? Wouldn’t a new trade route benefit my people? So I’d assembled a team two years ago—led by a resourceful court official, Nehsi—and tasked them with establishing trade with it. But I’ve had to fight off objections to the Punt mission ever since. Like the one today.

I stare down at the man from the dais, where my throne sits high above everyone in the room. I’ve worked hard in the two years since my coronation to ensure unwavering loyalty. It is no easy matter to keep power centralized and regularly appease my forty-two provinces and Kush. Throughout my kingdom, I’ve erected granite monoliths taller than any structure to document the gods-given nature of my role—using every bit of symbology at my disposal—for all the citizens to see. Whenever I enter the public sphere, I wear the ceremonial dress of the pharaoh to proclaim the extent of my power. Together with Senenmut, I’ve identified those elites and administrators steadfast in their allegiance to me and rewarded them handsomely. And occasionally, to eliminate naysayers eager to sow seeds of dissension, I must do what I’m about to do today.

How else will I keep this rule intact for Thutmose III and his bride-to-be Neferure when they assume the thrones?

“Who are you to tell the pharaoh what to do?” I bellow, pausing to let the magnitude of my words echo throughout the cavernous chamber and within every subject’s ears. “Who are you to order the one who’s been chosen by the gods?”

My tone alerts the guards. They come to attention, ready their shields and spears, and prepare to strike. The odious man drops to his knees, then lies prostrate on the floor. “Your M-Majesty, my deepest apologies. I hadn’t meant to offend, I’d only—”

“Escort this man from my sight,” I instruct the guards, and four of the soldiers carry the man out of my chamber and into the bowels of the palace. I will decide later what fate will befall him, but I could not allow him to challenge my decisions before a chamber full of people. This man might be one, once I’ve ascertained his willingness to commit to Pharaoh Maatkare Khenemet-Amun Hatshepsut.

Turning from the guards to Senenmut, I see that my action pleases him. Although my natural inclination doesn’t always tend toward such public penalties, I know he’s right to advise me to take bold steps when necessary. During his own work overseeing the religious communities throughout the land, the granaries, the treasury, all building projects, and importation and exportation over our vastly expanded trade routes, he’s learned that retribution must be meted out from time to time.

I turn back toward the supplicants who have become immobile and silent at my disciplinary action. With a nod, I signal the next in line to move forward. But the organized queue has become jumbled, and no one steps up. They are too terrified.

Is this the reaction I seek? Do I want to rule by fear rather than inspiration?

Just then, the heavy chamber door swings open wide, slamming against the walls behind them. This is a serious breach of decorum, warranted only by the most necessary and urgent development, and could even be considered a threat. The guards immediately assemble around me, prepared for whatever and whoever forced their way into my throne chamber.

A broad-shouldered, muscled man, deeply touched by the rays of the sun, stands before me. His posture does not bear any hint of the submissiveness I usually receive in this chamber, the scene earlier today notwithstanding. As he gazes around the room like a lion who unexpectedly found himself inside, he meets my eyes—heresy, unto itself—until he recognizes his misstep and drops to his knees.

“Your Majesty,” he says, his tone contrite, “It is I, Nehsi, returned from the land of Punt.”

My heart begins hammering in my chest. Could it really be Nehsi? The leader of the troops? Why, I’d sent him out on the expedition with hundreds of men, a mix of soldiers, sailors, and oarsmen, nearly two years ago. The men had carried five deconstructed, seventy-foot-long ships across the desert of Wadi Hammamat to the Red Sea harbor of Saww, where they rebuilt the ships and set out onto the Red Sea—to make inroads into Punt, the land whispered to be overflowing with gold, ebony, and incense.

We haven’t heard from them since. And day by day, month by month, year by year, the doubts about their mission grew, as has the restlessness among the people of Egypt. About my choices. About whether the gods had indeed blessed my reign.

Rising from my throne, I walk across the dais and down the stairs to where he stands. The people gasp as I pass. But this occasion demands it.

I stop only when I am close to the kneeling Nehsi. “You may stand,” I instruct him. As he assumes his full height, shoulders square but eyes cast down as is seemly, I see how much he’s changed. The official who’d inhabited the palace, issuing orders from a distance, had immersed himself in danger and rigor out in the world, and been transformed.

“You have been in Punt all this time?” I ask, marveling at his return.

“Yes, Pharaoh Maatkare Khenemet-Amun Hatshepsut,” he answers, his voice proud and the hint of a smile on his lips. I wonder how he knows my pharaonic name. Did some court official pull him aside before he entered my throne room?

“You achieved your goal?” I ask, still incredulous that the crusade succeeded and my grand undertaking along with it.

“I did indeed, Your Majesty. Punt is beyond our wildest imaginings,” he says, the smile broadening. “May I share with you the wonders and riches we have brought back for you? Items that you will now be able to access with ready ease through the new route?”

I clasp my hands excitedly and nod. Nehsi gestures to a grubby-looking soldier standing in the back of my chamber. A line of soldiers marches back inside, carrying wonders the likes of which I’ve never seen.

“Incense, Your Majesty,” Nehsi calls out when several of his men enter carrying jars of the rare, fragrant substance necessary for our rituals.

Six men follow, carrying small trees with intricately curving branches and a multitude of tiny tear-shaped leaves. “Incense trees, Pharaoh Maatkare Khenemet-Amun Hatshepsut, so that we might grow incense here ourselves and not rely on trade,” he proclaims, his pride evident. And Nehsi should be proud. To not rely on trade for a substance we need in great amounts is a tremendously wise plan.

Another group of soldiers enters, each carrying a stack of animal hides in a dizzying array of colors and patterns. “The hides of leopards, panthers, lions, gazelles, and zebra, Your Majesty.”

The procession of gifts continues with ebony, gold, plants, and rare wood until my head is spinning with the bounty. At its conclusion, three unusually dressed men step into my chamber. They are clearly not soldiers; nothing about their flowing, multicolored robes or the ropes of gems around their necks speaks of battle. “May I present three senior dignitaries from the court at Punt, my pharaoh?” Nehsi asks, with a low bow. “Punt was well pleased with our visit, and these men hope to establish equitable trade routes with Egypt through conversations with you and your advisers.”

The three men kneel before me, and as I give them leave to stand, I say to Nedjem, “Please show these esteemed gentlemen to the guest chambers and arrange a meal for them. We will assemble a council for talks once they’ve rested.”

The instructions are explained by Nehsi’s interpreter, and the men leave the chamber, along with the rest of the soldiers. The supplicants here for my regular audience session have witnessed this dramatic occasion, and I allow them to stay now. I want word of the success of the Punt expedition to spread through the kingdom.

“Nehsi, please rise,” I say, “you shall have a hero’s welcome! I will orchestrate a festival in your honor. All Egypt must celebrate this message from the gods about the righteousness of my reign.”






Chapter Fifty-One


1467 BC

THEBES, EGYPT

How can I focus on my duties with the rumor overheard by Nedjem overtaking my thoughts? I try to concentrate on the importance of the Thoth festival unfolding all around me, the blessing it can bestow upon the citizens, and of course the stability of my reign. I’ve attempted to keep my thoughts directed on the countless rites I undertook before I even settled onto my throne in this festival—during Neferure’s instruction in the morning ritual to waken Amun, my weekly audience with the citizens, and the long hours of painstaking ablutions to become the living god, Pharaoh Maatkare Khenemet-Amun Hatshepsut, who now sits upon this throne wearing a wig and heavy crown, a stiff girdle of silver, and a face encased in kohl and paint.

But how can I stay immobile and in a holy mindset when I know my nephew, stepson, and fellow pharaoh Thutmose III harbors resentment against me and my reign? This is the secret Nedjem learned from one of Thutmose III’s own servants.

“All bow to the Pharaohs Maatkare Khenemet-Amun Hatshepsut and Thutmose the Third,” the head priest of Amun cries out to the crowds assembled along the sacred boulevard leading from the temple within the palace complex out toward the Nile. A cheer goes up, and then the assembly of men, women, and children genuflect before us.

I glance to my right, at the figure on a matching throne also being carried aloft on a litter—Thutmose III. The years of military training have honed him into a chiseled warrior. But I can see that which is invisible to the people. Beneath the crown, wig, and heavy cosmetics—the exact same I wear—the young boy remains. But, I remind myself, he is on the cusp of manhood, and restless.

Our litters are now raised high by a bevy of servants. We stay as immobile as the statues bearing our likenesses as we pass through the throngs. Only by appearing otherworldly can we inspire the confidence and loyalty we need from our citizens. Only then will they perceive us as having the divine nature capable of maintaining maat.

Once we cross into the open countryside, we have the leeway to relax our expressions and posture a bit. At least until we reach the festival site by the river and the people catch up with us. But I stay erect and alert.

“How fare you, my nephew?” I turn to Thutmose. I work hard to keep my tone welcoming and collegial.

“The training goes well, Aunt. As do my studies,” he answers, his tone bearing a note of hardness unusual for him.

“That is what your tutors report,” I answer. “And I am well pleased.”

His mouth turns down and his eyes narrow, as if an unpleasant smell has wafted past him. “I wish I could share your sentiment, Aunt. In fact, I find myself in a state of extreme dissatisfaction.”

My body stiffens. Here it is, I think, the threat of which Nedjem warned me. I glance at my guards, whose eyes are fixed on my person and hands gripping their weapons. As always.

I could almost write the words I know he’ll utter next, but I must elicit them from him—and then defuse them. So I ask, “Whatever is troubling you, Nephew? I will do everything in my power to alleviate your suffering.”

“It is your power that is the problem, Aunt,” he says, and I am suddenly on high alert.

I wonder, who has been prompting this along? The seeds have always been there, for all to see, but he’s never raised this concern until now. Someone must have nudged him. But who? I’d handpicked his tutors and military trainers myself. His mother, perhaps?

“My power?” I ask as if I’m confused. As if I hadn’t anticipated this confrontation. “Do you mean our power? We are equal pharaohs, after all.”

“Not in the eyes of the people.” He crosses his arms, like the petulant boy he still is in some ways.

Ah, I think, he’s diving right into the heart of it now. I reply, “The vision of the people is blurred if they don’t observe you fully in the breadth of your sovereignty.”

“They see the same thing I do when I hold up a mirror, Aunt. A born pharaoh who’s sharing his throne, but has no responsibilities or power,” he answers, his voice firm.

“Thutmose, the only reason the yoke of duty hasn’t fallen hard upon your shoulders is your age. We wanted you to be fully trained and ready to assume the burdens of kingship. Do you remember those conversations?” I console him softly, but then I allow my voice to grow louder and fuller as I continue. “That is the reason I assumed a kingly role as well. To protect your throne from those that would steal it from you by any means—until you came of age.”

“Aunt, I am of age,” he pronounces. “The time has come for me to rule alongside you. Not behind you.”

This is the moment, I think, the one for which I’ve braced myself and Senenmut prepared me, as recently as today after Nedjem shared her news about Thutmose. How I handle this—how I disarm this oblique attack—will determine whether we can rule together, which I believe will best protect the throne for him and my daughter when they marry. Or whether I have to resort to other, unpleasant measures.

I clap, as if I’m delighted by his words. “Oh, Nephew, I have been waiting for these precise words for months now! How I’ve longed for you to assume the full role alongside me.”

Thutmose looks relieved. Had he expected a fight? Had the person pushing this agenda told him I’d wrestle him for every scrap of power? Of that, I have no intention. There are plenty of kingly duties for us both, and I have a vested interest in keeping Thutmose on the throne. He is to be married to Neferure, after all.

“You have?”

“Of course!” I answer, as if I’m a touch offended at his suggestion. “In fact, I have a plan for you, but—” I hesitate, wanting him to engage.

“But what?” he asks.

“But I didn’t want to foist it upon you. And, of course, I wanted you to be of age before we even discussed it—and I’d hoped to surprise you with it. I can see now that wasn’t the right approach.”

His eyes are bright underneath the kohl, and he says, “I’m of age now. What is this plan?”

“Well, then”—I smile—“I think you should lead our military forces.”






Chapter Fifty-Two


1465 BC

THEBES, EGYPT

My daughter, her beautiful coppery skin gleaming in the candlelight and her eyes twinkling like dark topaz, stands at the altar. Although she leans over the gold-and-gem-encrusted table typically used for sacrifices, she holds in her hand not a knife but a reed pen. Slowly, surely, she inscribes her name to the contract. Thutmose III, my nephew and Neferure’s half brother, does the same. Their union is now official.

The temple erupts in jubilation. Dignitaries and servants alike call out congratulations on the meni or grg pr or iret hemet of Thutmose and Neferure. These words mean “to moor a boat” or “to find a house” or “to make a wife,” respectively. I join them in these blessings, and then signal for the music to begin. Tradition requires I preside over the festivities above the crowd, otherwise I signal that I am not a divine being. So, even though I long to feast and dance alongside my daughter and the rest of our guests, I must retire to my throne and watch the merriment from afar.

My only consolation is that Senenmut will be at my side throughout the banquet. As I lower myself onto my throne, we give each other a small smile. I know he feels as bittersweet as I do about this marriage. While we knew the union was inevitable—her only possible groom was Thutmose, after all—it still feels like our daughter is slipping away. Even when she fully assumed the role of God’s Wife and began inhabiting her own house attended by her own servants and courtiers, she was still our child, first and foremost. Now her primary role will be queen.

In fact, Senenmut may be taking this harder than I. Last evening, we ate together just us three, a repast of Neferure’s favorite perch and duck with vegetables, followed by figs and honey. I gave Neferure a gold diadem decorated with ornamental gazelle heads and rosettes of carnelian and turquoise, reminding her that she’s always been my “little gazelle” and always will be, as well as a pair of gold sandals inlaid with turquoise, perfectly molded to the shape of her feet. But these presents seemed paltry in comparison to Senenmut’s gesture. He presented her with a masterful diorite sculpture of himself seated with a young Neferure in his lap, his arms enveloping her protectively. “So that I’ll always be with you,” he said as she embraced him in thanks, a tear trickling down his cheek.

“Do you think he’ll make her happy?” I whisper as I watch the new bride and groom link hands for a dance. They look handsome together, perfectly in sync with the lyrical music of the harp, lute, and drum.

“As happy as possible with an arranged, familial marriage, I suppose,” he answers, trying to hide the note of doubt in his voice. “As happy as you were with Thutmose the Second.”

I nod, suddenly reminded of my mother who’d arranged just such a marriage for me. How my mother would have adored this spectacle, evidence of the lineage she’d fostered into existence, and I wish illness hadn’t taken her only five months before. She’d be delighted, but I wonder if she’d see the terribleness of it too. The awfulness of its necessity, instead of the ready embracing of competent female heirs. Will Neferure resent me one day for not shattering the rule requiring her to marry for the betterment of the kingdom rather than love? Will she need to become more than a queen one day—as I have had to do?

I study the couple as they perform the steps of an intricate dance. For a brief moment, they seem almost like strangers instead of kin. Neferure, at fourteen, has fine features; a lithe, graceful figure; and the bearing of the queen. Thutmose is nothing like his frail, delicate father. Instead, he has the height and strength of his mother’s people, who’d been farmers. Although the lack of royal maternal heritage is a mark against Thutmose III’s claim to the throne—and a weakness about which we must always be vigilant—I hope that his apparent virility will help bring forth a multitude of heirs. And bring stability to their futures.

After all, since he’s come of age, Thutmose has proven to be an excellent pharaoh. With guidance, he has forged successful relationships with the ambassadors from the lands with which we trade, among them, Babylon; Persia; Kush; Anatolia; Crete; Syria; and now, to my delight, Punt. He leads a formidable army but is aligned with my view that war isn’t always necessary to achieve our goals. We have clearly delineated our areas of control, and he doesn’t bristle that he must share the throne with a woman. It bodes well not only for Egypt but for our royal line and Neferure’s future.

“Time for the presentation of gifts,” the head priest announces.

Thutmose and Neferure return to the altar to make their offerings to the gods. When they finish, the priest signals to the guests, and they leap to their feet in a mad effort to have their servants present their gifts. Each is vying to deliver the most memorable present to the pharaoh and his new queen in the hopes that it will bring them favor. But they must wait for me.

I stand, and the room silences. The frantic gestures cease, and the guests bow. Only Neferure and Thutmose do not shift their posture. “I would like to bestow something special on Pharaoh Thutmose the Third and his High Queen Neferure in honor of their union,” I announce, my gaze fixed on my daughter.

A half smile appears on her lovely lips, and I cannot help but smile back, even though it isn’t exactly royal. “I am bequeathing to you an entirely new palace of your own within the complex here at Thebes, one whose construction was completed only last month.”

Neferure must be overjoyed—I can see it on her face—but I have trained my daughter well. She composes herself with the finesse of my mother, and says, “My greatest thanks, Your Majesty.”

I note that she doesn’t sound surprised, and I wonder if she’s overheard my conversations with Senenmut about the building. But Thutmose’s reaction is entirely different. His mouth is agape, and he stammers, “D-do you mean the sandstone structure on the west side of the palace complex? The one with all the pillars?”

“That’s the one,” I say. It’s the only building that’s recently been completed, so an easy guess.

“I—I thought that was going to be a mortuary building,” Thutmose says, his face and tone still resonating with astonishment.

“That was the ruse,” I answer, quite pleased with myself.

Shaking his head with surprise and gratitude, he says, “My heartiest of thanks, Hatshepsut.” He is the only person in the kingdom who can call me by my given name in public; not even my daughter can do so.

From the vantage point of my dais, I gaze down at Thutmose and Neferure. The distance between my daughter and me seems much wider than the space between my throne and the altar. Today, of all days, I don’t want to be pharaoh. I simply want to be her mother.






Chapter Fifty-Three


1464 BC

THEBES, EGYPT

All the pageantry, all the intricately carved obelisks, all the feast days are not enough to stave off the whispers about the strangeness of Egypt’s two equal pharaohs, especially since I am a woman. Senenmut collects murmurs from elites, foreign dignitaries, administrators, and common folk alike, sorting them into categories ranging from innocent, if unpleasant, gossipmongering to potential threats. And then we formulate plans to eviscerate them all.

What choice did we have? How else could we protect our daughter? If I was felled, so might she be, no matter the support of Thutmose III. I will do whatever it takes to protect her and the Thutmoside legacy.

My maids ready me for the final day of the Sed festival. I had announced that we are celebrating it this year in commemoration of my father Thutmose I’s ascension to the throne. This grand jubilee has been a thirty-day spectacle, and I intend it to remind our citizens of the length and legacy of the Thutmoside reign. We hosted daylong feasts. I underwent multiple garment changes as we presided over private rituals and public festivals in Thebes and across the region. I even participated in the sacred races along the Nile, carrying symbolic objects like oars and birds. At least Senenmut was nearly always present, as he was the ceremonial stand-in for the god Horus.

Today, at precisely midday, I will oversee the final and most important moment of the festival. It will be the culminating juncture not only of this commemoration but of the message about the legitimacy of my role. And I hope it will silence all my detractors once and for all.

“Is it too tight, Your Majesty?” a maid asks. The task of wrapping the linen cloths more tightly around my chest is an uncomfortable one for her, but she must continue. Otherwise, I will not be altered, and my meaning will not be plain for all to see.

“No, please continue.” I lift my arms higher so she can wind the linen bands around the entire length of my torso. “Tighter even still,” I insist.

When she finishes, I lower my arms, and the other maids wrap the fabric around my waist, the girdle on top of that, and then the wig, beard, and crown. “Would you like to see yourself, Your Majesty?”

“Yes, please hold it from afar so I can see the length of me.”

Another girl tiptoes toward me with a mirror. She tilts it, and the magnitude of my appearance today sets in. Over the years, I’ve grown accustomed to wearing the masculine headdress and wig, the ornamental gold beard, even the girdle of a pharaoh, and I believe the people have too. But I’ve always worn the linen robe of a queen underneath it all, never fully surrendering that acknowledgement of my gender. But today, I’ve eschewed all vestiges of femininity. The maids have bound my breasts flat, so that I will appear in the full guise of a male pharaoh. Seeing it does take me back a little, but it must be done; the way I present myself to the world is a sort of iconography, in and of itself. No more will Thutmose III have to suffer through insults and the weakening of his authority because he stands side by side—equal in all respects—with a female pharaoh.

And this is just the beginning.

I nod to the maids, who’ve been understandably uncomfortable with these preparations. Was this heresy, I could almost see them ask themselves, to erase the gods-given gender of a pharaoh? When I finally give my approval, their relief is palpable.

A phalanx of guards to each side, I step out onto the central court of the temple of Amun, where thousands of people are assembled for the Sed festival’s final ceremony. I situate myself between two obelisks constructed specifically for this event and the new temple I commissioned at the court’s center, made almost entirely out of red quartzite such that it seems to glow from within. The sun is nearly in the perfect position for me to commence.

The crowd erupts at the sight of this changed Pharaoh Maatkare Khenemet-Amun Hatshepsut. I allow their rumblings to continue and I can guess at their queries. What is the meaning of my appearance? What did I plan to do next? Why am I waiting to speak? I feed on this anxious anticipation until the time is nigh.

The rays of the sun—Re’s rays—hit the electrum covering the top of the two obelisks. Blinding light reflects off the metallic tips, spilling down onto me. As if by the gods’ own hand, I am illuminated.

The people drop to their knees, as if they were in the presence not of their pharaoh but of a living god. As I’d hoped.

“I speak to you now about the Thutmoside rule, celebrated the past thirty days through the Sed festival,” I say. “That legacy began with my father, Thutmose; passed then to me and my brother Thutmose the Second; and continued on with me and Thutmose the Third. For over forty years, we have ruled as one—under the blessing and direction of the gods—over a unified Egypt. It began, of course, with the ascension of my father, Thutmose the First, to the throne, the pharaoh who began reclaiming Egypt’s bright destiny with his expansion of our borders. But you may not know that my fate as ruler was predestined from the moment of my conception. The god Amun appeared to my mother, Queen Ahmes, nine months before the day of my birth and impregnated her as well, and then informed my father that his daughter would be both human and divine and rule alongside him. I learned at my father’s side, so that when the gods called upon me to serve with both Thutmose the Second and Thutmose the Third, I was ready. And I became the pharaoh foretold by Amun.”

I pause, taking in the reverent mood of the people, and then say, “Rise. This legacy can be seen on the temple I’ve constructed for today’s celebration.” I gesture to the two-roomed red temple behind me. “On its doors, exterior facade, and inside walls, these events and this history are memorialized, as you will witness yourself in the temple’s vestibule and sanctuary. In these images, I appear as the pharaoh that Amun presaged.” By this, I mean that I’m shown in my masculine kingly form, as I will now do anytime I am in public.

I do not mention that images of Neferure also appear throughout the interior of the Red Chapel. On the walls, Neferure is proclaimed as the God’s Wife of Amun, a lofty title. The entire temple is meant to be narrative support for my kingship, but I could not resist adding my daughter; I only wish I could have added my love, Senenmut. I cleave to those few private relationships I’m allowed—or that I hide.

“I invite you to enter this chapel,” I say, and at this, the people gasp. So many of our places of worship are open only to the priestly class and shielded in mystery. “Gaze at its engraving, soak in its message, and celebrate more than forty years of the gods-blessed Thutmoside dynasty with us. But remember: To rise up against one of us is to rise up against all—and we are your future.”

I hope this inspires rather than terrifies. But often I must take the course that will best serve and deliver maat, not the one I’d design.
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Chapter Fifty-Four


AUGUST 30, 1922

HAMPSHIRE, ENGLAND

A period of quiet descends upon Highclere Castle. The staff returns to their routines, and my parents settle into a stretch of relative contentment as they replay the events of Porchey’s July wedding over afternoon tea and evening meals. I relax into a routine of morning rides, daytime hours in the Music Room with Howard, and regular evenings with Brograve. But a restlessness courses through and around me today while I work in the Music Room, and I wonder at its source.

Could my unease relate to Brograve? I think back on his most recent visit, only last week. The Sunday afternoon had been sticky and hot; and after church, a small party of us had fled to the shade of the trees near the Temple of Diana. My neighbor Lucy Milgrove had wanted to investigate the folly more closely and enlisted her brother Stephen to join her, leaving Brograve and me on the picnic blanket alone, save for our servant Roger, who stood at a respectful distance. We picked at the ham, cheese, and fruit that Cook had prepared, but the heat had robbed us of our appetites. Smoothing out the skirt of my lightweight, pale blue dress, I leaned back on a pillow. My eyelids grew heavy, and sleep threatened to take hold—until Brograve commented, “It seems you are more susceptible to the heat than I.”

Forcing my eyes back open, I turned toward him. A playful light danced in his eyes, and I teased back. “Heat? You don’t know the meaning of heat until you’ve spent a season digging in the desert. Anyway, it’s not the heat making me tired but our late night playing whist.”

“I’d like to experience the heat of an archaeological dig,” he said, and his voice no longer sounded lighthearted. I studied his face, and realized he was in earnest.

Sitting up, I said, “I’d like that too, Brograve.” But then I averted my eyes, suddenly feeling shy. What exactly was he suggesting?

He scooted a little closer to me, and said softly, “I spent months and months in Egypt with the military, but I never truly saw it until I met you. I want to go back with you at my side and experience the people and the landscape and the food and an excavation through your eyes.”

My heart raced at the promise of this hopeful future with Brograve, and I whispered back, “I want that as well.”

He reached for my hand, and we were silent for a long moment, breathing in the magnitude of our words. Had we just made a pledge to each other? I looked up into his eyes, and they glimmered with an excitement I shared.

But then a sinking feeling overtook me. What did it mean for this digging season? Does Brograve want to wait until it’s over for an actual commitment, around which he seems to be dancing, and a stint on the dig? Or might he even consider working alongside me in Egypt this season? After all, I couldn’t be entirely certain how many more years Papa’s excavations would continue.

I opened my mouth to pose some of these questions, but before I could speak, Brograve said, “Eve, the last thing I want to do is pressure you or intrude. I know how important these excavations are to you. But what would you think about me joining you and your father for part of this year’s dig?”

“Really?” I asked, relieved and thrilled all at once.

“Really,” he said, pulling me a little closer.

“I would like nothing more,” I assured him.

Brograve glanced over his shoulder at Roger, who had busied himself packing up the remainder of the picnic lunch. Then he leaned in to kiss me, and I could think of nothing but him.

No, I think. Brograve is not the source of the restlessness. If anything, our discussion has given me a certain peace and lightness about my future with him, amorphous though it may remain. I smile at the thought of his accompanying us to Egypt, which I plan on raising with Papa in the days to come.

Howard clears his throat, bringing my awareness back to the Music Room. I glance around the room, watching as Papa moves between Howard’s worktable and mine as we review excavation sites. Our positions are familiar and the tasks we undertake routine, and yet there is a heaviness in the air. Unspoken words drift among us.

Howard’s well-worn Valley of the Kings map, covered with his scribbled notes and colored dots, is fully unrolled on his table. He and Papa have been looming over it for the past hour, and I’ve been feigning work while listening to their discussion.

“We cannot seem to settle on a spot,” Papa announces, after much debate.

Howard turns back to the map. “We’ll come to an agreement. We always do, don’t we?”

“I’m not certain we will this year, Howard,” Papa replies, and drops onto one of the silk embroidered chairs. His face, never the picture of health, looks sallow and sunken.

“What do you mean?” Howard looks up from the map at my father.

“I cannot afford another fruitless year.”

“We are hovering around a big discovery, I know it. For example, the ushabti Lady Evelyn found in KV twenty could very well lead to a secret chamber.”

“I don’t think you understand, Howard. It’s not that I can’t afford the blow to my reputation if we come up empty again. I quite literally cannot afford another dig. Financially.” Papa’s face grows more distressed with each word, and I see how making this announcement pains him.

I stand at my worktable, dropping the ruse. “What do you mean, Papa?”

He turns toward me, his eyes wide with momentary surprise, as if he’d quite forgotten my presence. For a moment, I am transported back to my childhood days when I was a silent, ignored witness to Papa and Howard’s archaeological conversations. And I feel quite as powerless as I did then.

My father doesn’t answer. If his features appeared wan and hollowed out before, he looks positively ashen now. And terribly old. He clearly doesn’t want to explain—particularly not to me. But I need to know what he meant, and I’ve had enough playacting at normalcy.

He lets out a long, troubled breath. “I think we’ve had our last season.”

I freeze. Even though I’ve been anticipating this decision for some time, it hits me like a physical blow, and I fall into the chair next to Papa.

“If Porchey had married a girl with money, it might have been different. Or if we’d hit gold on one of our excavations, that would have helped immensely,” Papa continues, staring at the floor. He cannot meet our eyes. “But without either of those windfalls, I’m not sure we can even make ends meet on Highclere and the London house. I’ve sold off three of the four properties I inherited from my father, and I’ve been auctioning off artwork, furniture, and books for years now. But the taxes keep climbing and the tenants contribute less and less each year. I simply don’t have the spare funds to finance Egypt anymore.”

“What about Mama’s wealth?” The words feel awkward in my mouth, as I’m certain all this talk of finances is in Papa’s. Money is not a polite topic, and should be avoided to the extent possible. I suppose we’ve reached the limit of that prohibition today.

“I’m afraid even she’s reaching the end of her tether.”

I want to ask what that means. Does that mean her situation is less robust than I believed? Perhaps Godfather hadn’t left her the generous bequest I’d believed. Or does it mean that she’s no longer interested in paying for excavations that yield very little in the way of remuneration? But I cannot ask her. That is Papa’s appeal to make.

I take a seat next to Papa, and Howard sits down in an adjacent chair. None of us speaks. Only the competing tick of the two clocks breaks the silence.

“What if,” Howard finally says, “I paid for the next year’s dig?”

“You?” Papa spits out, seemingly affronted by Howard’s proposal to help financially once again. I cannot tell if he’s simply shocked that Howard has offered a second time or if he’s affronted the last vestige of Papa’s honor. Either way, his tone is brusque, bordering on offensive when he should be grateful.

Howard’s posture straightens as he answers. “Yes, me. I’ve made a handsome profit over the years when I’ve sold the antiquities to museums or collectors or even the dealers in the souk. I wouldn’t exactly call it a fortune, but I think I might be able to manage the costs of next season.”

“I couldn’t possibly let you do that, Howard,” Papa says in a low voice. “Although I’m bloody appreciative that you’ve offered.”

“Why not, Lord C.? I’ve been the beneficiary of your munificence for more than a decade now. It’s my turn to help.” Howard is in earnest.

“You’ve helped in more ways than I can count, Howard. Organizing the best damn digs Egypt has ever seen. Helping me assemble the most impressive collection of ancient Egyptian art in private hands. Most of all, being a loyal friend and compatriot for all these years.” Papa’s eyes glisten, and I feel like an intruder in this private moment.

“I feel the same way, Lord C.,” Howard says, his voice soft. But then his tone hardens, and I can see he hasn’t given up quite yet. “There’s an area near the tomb of Rameses the Sixth. There are remains of ancient workers’ huts there, and some pottery fragments and mummification bandaging with the name Tutankhamun. It seems promising, but we’ve avoided it in other years because it’s right next to the tourist area and there’d constantly be gawkers underfoot. What if I went out early—before the tourists arrive—and did some exploratory excavating? We might find our undisturbed tomb there.”

Even though I know Howard is playing to Papa’s drive for Tutankhamun, anger rises in me. The site to which Howard refers is one we’ve avoided because it has no clear tie to Hatshepsut. I cannot believe that he’s offering it now, given that we are very likely facing our last dig.

“I’m afraid the answer is no, Howard,” Papa replies. His eyes are sorrowful, but his tone is firm. “No matter where we dig, the answer is no.”

It is down to me. I am the last hope if Hatshepsut’s tomb is ever to be unearthed and her legacy along with it. The pis aller, as my French grandmother might have called it. I owe it to the generations of women before and after me to which Madame Zaghloul referred to try. None of us deserves to be erased.

I turn to Papa. Tears well up in the corners of my eyes, unbidden but not unexpected. “Papa, please allow us a final year in the Valley of the Kings. I will follow whatever path you and Mama have set out for me afterward, but please grant me this wish.”

My father sighs, a deep and mournful sound. I don’t know whether he’s melancholy because he’s about to deny my request or because he’s going to grant it at an enormous cost to himself. I allow the tears to stream, as I wait. And wait.

Finally, Papa speaks. “Only for you, Eve. One last year.”






Chapter Fifty-Five


NOVEMBER 5, 1922

HAMPSHIRE, ENGLAND

“There’s a telegram from Mr. Carter, Lady Evelyn,” Streatfield announces to the otherwise empty Library.

I have retreated to the peace of the roaring fire and F. H. Brooksbank’s recent book, Legends of Ancient Egypt, away from Mama’s complaints about a tooth ailment and Papa’s anger that his horse Franklin just lost at the Newbury Racecourse. I’ve been nursing my parents’ spirits for the better part of the afternoon, and I’d counted on a quiet, restorative hour so I could face them with equanimity over dinner. I need to muster my strength to fend off Mama’s questions about Brograve and what it means that he’s going to join us for part of the dig. Everyone assumes that an engagement is pending—even me, at some point in the future—but I wish I didn’t have to deal with her relentless inquiries about when. In fact, given her recent near-obsession with Porchey and Catherine, I thought she’d given me up as lost to Papa, but I now see that’s not true.

Worse than dealing with Mama right now, however, is addressing Howard. He left Highclere Castle nearly three weeks ago for Egypt on less-than-pleasant terms with me. We’d had several arguments about the site he’d identified in that crucial conversation with Papa about our future in the Valley of the Kings. Papa had latched on to the idea of this undisturbed area around Ramses’s tomb and its tie to Tutankhamun. Howard knew as well as I did that the site offered no connection to Hatshepsut, and I was furious with him that he’d waste our final excavation on the pursuit of Tutankhamun rather than Hatshepsut—even though I knew I was being unreasonable. Please understand, he’d implored me, we need results, and if we can get them from Tutankhamun’s site, then we’ll have the wherewithal to pursue Hatshepsut next season. But I worry that there may be no “wherewithal.”

“Is the telegram specifically for me?” I ask Streatfield. Papa would not be pleased if I opened up a telegram from Mr. Carter addressed only to him. He’d be every bit as furious as if I opened his mail.

“Either for you or your father, Lady Evelyn,” he answers.

This is unusual. Typically, Howard’s telegrams are for one or the other of us. Placing down the Legends of Ancient Egypt, which tells the story of Hatshepsut in a glossy, sugarcoated sort of way, I leap up from my chair. I extend my hand. Streatfield places an envelope stamped with the Imperial Wireless logo upon it.

“Thank you, Streatfield,” I say.

“May I turn on some additional lighting in the room, Your Ladyship? The Library seems awfully dark for the intense reading that you do. I wouldn’t like you to strain your eyes,” he says.

Streatfield cannot help but look out for me. “You are too kind, Streatfield. But I am fine. Don’t fret about me.”

“Only if you insist, Lady Evelyn.”

“I do,” I reply with a smile that he returns, in the subtle uplifting of one side of his mouth. I do appreciate him, but I’d rather read Howard’s telegram without his fussing. No matter how well-intentioned.

What could Howard possibly be telegraphing at this early juncture in his excavating? I muse on this as I walk over to Papa’s Napoleonic desk in the small library. Howard only arrived in Luxor on October 28, and much of his time since would have been spent meeting with the reis, hiring the men, mapping out the area they’ll be digging, and securing supplies. I doubt that anything significant could have transpired in those few days.

Lifting the heavy brass letter opener from its surface, I slice the envelope open and slide out the telegram. Spreading it on the desk to better read the thin, almost transparent paper, I read:

“At last have made wonderful discovery in Valley a magnificent tomb with seals intact recovered same for your arrival congratulations.”

I shake my head as if I’ve been dreaming, and I need to awaken. Did Howard’s telegram say what I think it said? Surely, I’d gotten it wrong. I reread it and realize I’d gotten it right. The words indeed say “a magnificent tomb with seals intact.”

Practically shrieking in delight, I wonder whose tomb he has discovered. The telegram doesn’t say. Does he not yet know? If the seal is intact, then Howard hasn’t yet been inside. Perhaps the identity of the tomb’s inhabitant is still unknown.

Most likely the tomb belongs to Tutankhamun, but what if it’s Hatshepsut’s? I could have been wrong about the site and its potential link to her. I suddenly feel terrible about all the disagreements we had before he left. Howard had only been trying to secure success for us—this season or next—and I’d fought his efforts for reasons of my own.

Flinging open the Library door, I race down the hallway into the two-story Saloon. Here, sound resonates throughout the rest of the house. Then, in my loudest voice, I yell, “Papa! I have news!”






Chapter Fifty-Six


NOVEMBER 24, 1922

VALLEY OF THE KINGS, EGYPT

How long the trip to Egypt had seemed. The usual whirligig of ships and trains and automobiles and camels dragged on and on, so keen were Papa and I to reach the Valley of the Kings. By the time we step off the overnight train from Cairo to Luxor and I spot Howard on the platform, I race into his arms in a blend of excitement and relief. He seems flabbergasted by this outburst of physical affection, the sort that usually doesn’t pass between us. But these are not ordinary times.

“What can you tell us?” Papa asks before Howard can even inquire about our journey. Before we can even gather our bags. “Have you gone inside the tomb?”

The follow-up telegrams hadn’t elucidated Howard’s find. Other than labeling the tomb stairs and entrance as undistinguished, he has not shared any details. Certainly no description of the tomb’s owner has been forthcoming, and I speculated with Brograve—one of the few people who’s been told about this astonishing development—about the contents. Papa and I had surmised that Howard doesn’t yet know; but now that we’re here, we can wait no longer.

“Yes, Howard.” I clap excitedly. “Have you been in the interior yet?”

Howard motions for us to keep our voices down, and I whisper, “What’s wrong?”

He draws close to us, and answers quietly: “The locals have got wind that a big discovery has happened in the valley. I think one of the men told his family, despite our strict instructions. I’m trying to keep the news quiet so we don’t get a crowd at the site. Or worse, thieves.”

This warning silences us. I don’t trust myself not to ask probing questions, so I stay quiet as our trunks are loaded in the waiting vehicles and we drive to Castle Carter. Papa and I decided that we should stay with Howard, as his house is closer to the Valley of the Kings. The fact that Mama’s toothache prevented her from coming with us made that decision easier. She would never stay anywhere but the Winter Palace. Brograve will likely come later with Mama; and perhaps when they arrive, we’ll move to the hotel.

When we pull up to Howard’s domed, traditional mud-brick house at the foot of the road leading to the valley, I notice that several donkeys are corralled out front, tied to the trunks of palm trees. Howard follows my gaze and says with a smile, “Knowing you as I do, Lady Evelyn, I assumed you’d want to head directly to the site. Once you had a cup of tea and changed, of course. You haven’t lost all civility, even though you’re an archaeologist.”

I beam at him; I adore being called an archaeologist. “You know me well, Mr. Carter.”

“There better be a saddled donkey waiting for me, Howard. I cannot wait another hour to see this tomb,” Papa says, and we burst into laughter.

Thus fortified with tea and biscuits and changed into our khaki cotton work clothes, we mount the donkeys and ride to the valley not even an hour later. Several others ride along with us, including one of the reis and Arthur Callender, a trustworthy friend of Howard’s who is an engineer with the Egyptian State Railways and whom we know from past digs. My scarab is in my pocket. Maybe this trip back to Egypt will bring the luck I keep hoping to glean from it.

As we approach the cleft in the beige cliffside that must be the tomb entrance, I see that the other two workers are assembled around the opening, waiting for us. I’m relieved to see no one else at the site—no onlookers, tourists, press, or Egyptian officials.

I turn to Papa and exclaim, “Can you believe it, Papa?”

“We wouldn’t be here right now if it wasn’t for you, darling Eve!” he calls back. “I would have given up before we reached this point.”

After dismounting from our donkeys, Papa and I march over the rocky terrain to the tomb, where Howard stands, talking with a reis. Little Ali rushes to my side, and I ruffle the boy’s hair. “Lady Evelyn,” he whispers to me in French, “I was with the men when they found the tomb.”

Ali and I grin at each other, until Howard calls us to attention for an announcement. “For your arrival, the men have cleared away the remaining debris that was blocking the tomb door. We left it there until today to keep the tomb shielded from sight.” He gestures to a pile of stone and soil to the right of the opening. “The men tell me that what looks like rubble actually contains an astonishing array of artifacts.”

Papa and I walk over to what I’d assumed was a pile of rocks and stones. Upon closer examination, however, I see shards of vessels—some colored and some alabaster—fragments of seals, and bits and pieces of jars.

“My God,” Papa says, as he studies the heap. “We could spend weeks sifting through this alone.”

“We don’t have weeks, Lord C.” Howard’s voice is deadly serious. “Since word has already begun to leak, we need to investigate and secure the tomb before news spreads like wildfire. We can circle back to those objects afterward. I’ll have the men guard them or transport them.” It occurs to me that the note of deference I typically hear in his voice is muted, or altogether gone. He and Papa’s roles have shifted, even switched.

Howard leads us back to the tomb entrance. Carved into the rocky hill is a set of rough steps, progressing downward. At the base of the stairs is a stone doorway, more of a slab than what I imagined a tomb entrance might look like. Before we proceed down the stairs to inspect it, Papa sets up his photographic equipment and tripod and records the site.

Howard and I then descend the sixteen stairs to the doorway. The stone slab is covered in a thick layer of soil left over from the debris, which we begin to brush away. I know that the men could have cleared this off before we arrived, but I am grateful they didn’t. This could be the moment when we discover the owner of the tomb.

As I’d hoped, the oblong outlines of a cartouche begin to emerge under the dirt. My breathing grows shallow with excitement as the hieroglyphics begin to grow more distinct under my brush. Suddenly, I know whose name is spelled out here.

I murmur to myself. “It’s not Hatshepsut. It’s Tutankhamun.”

I feel Howard’s hand on my shoulder, and I realize he’s trying to comfort me. My disappointment is deep, even though it shouldn’t be. I knew the tomb was unlikely to belong to Hatshepsut. Tears threaten, but I remind myself of what this discovery means for Papa and Howard—and what it could mean for me in terms of future excavations—and I force myself to bury my feelings of defeat.

“I’m so sorry, Eve. I know how desperately you wanted this tomb to be hers.”

I muster a smile for Howard that I do not feel. I want to scream and wail for the waiting Hatshepsut, perhaps even underfoot.

“It’s all right. We will find her next time.”

But even as I say the words, I wonder. Will we?






Chapter Fifty-Seven


NOVEMBER 25, 1922

VALLEY OF THE KINGS, EGYPT

Jackals howl in the distance. As the sky grows pink with the approaching dusk, the nocturnal creatures grow louder, but I’m not afraid.

Now that I’ve surrendered to the moment and put Hatshepsut behind me for now, I can think of nothing but the vision before me. My eye is pressed to a tiny hole in the top left corner of the doorway made by Howard and Mr. Callender. Beneath me is another perforation, through which I’ve placed the flame of a candle to help illuminate the black interior space. I strain to make sense of what I’m seeing.

At first, it’s just a blur. Then, section by section, shapes materialize. As my eyes grow accustomed to the dim light, I apprehend fantastical animals, enormous chariots, life-size statues, and imposing thrones—all gleaming with an otherworldly brilliance. How can these artifacts shine so brightly in this low candlelight? I wonder. I then realize that every object is crafted from gold.

“My God.” I can barely speak. “You are right, Howard. The tomb is filled with wonderful things.”

Howard, Papa, and I turn to one another and spontaneously embrace. Had the men still been present, I’m certain their mouths would have been uniformly agape to witness this exuberant display of emotion from the usually stoic English. But they’d been sent home at the usual time. Only the trusted reis remain, Ahmed foremost among them, of course. We need as few witnesses as possible to this evening’s activities.

We clasp each other so tightly it takes my breath away. But I have no desire to protest. This moment has been long in coming, especially for Howard and Papa.

Howard breaks away first, and asks, “Are we in agreement?”

Papa says, “Absolutely. If we don’t take a look now, we may never get a chance. The authorities will swoop in, and we will never know all that we’ve found. Items will start to disappear before our very eyes.”

I nod, but disquiet settles within me. We are planning to make a surreptitious opening in the tomb and enter it in the dead of night. This is in clear contravention of the Egyptian law requiring that authorities be physically present when opening a new tomb. I know what Madame Zaghloul would think about this decision. After all, her husband has publicly decried foreign excavations and the custom of partage as unacceptable vestiges of colonialism, and with all the recent changes, I cannot imagine it will hold. Shouldn’t the Egyptian government have a say in the way we are disturbing the remains of their own people? Even though part of me wants to follow along with Papa’s strategy, I’m torn. My time with the Zaghlouls has changed me.

“But we will do nothing to disturb the treasure that we find, correct?” I ask. “We will not move any artifacts or take any objects from the tomb? Only record and catalogue what’s inside for our own purposes?”

Papa and Howard are quick to agree. I think they’d say anything to secure my acquiescence, but I choose to believe them. And what harm could we do if we leave the tomb exactly as we entered? We can still undertake the formal opening of the tomb in the presence of the government, and follow the spirit, if not the letter, of the law. And the artifacts will remain precisely as they have for millennia.

Howard gives the signal to the trustworthy men who remain, including Ahmed. Using chisels and picks, they make a small opening at the base of the tomb, one they’ll be able to reseal for the authorities’ visit in the coming days. Papa and I gather the lanterns we’ll need to illuminate the interior once we enter.

The three of us assess the aperture in the stone slab. “Is it big enough for us to crawl through?” Papa asks. “It looks frighteningly small.”

“We made the cuts along preexisting crevices in the stone. It’s the only way we’ll be able to unobtrusively close the opening, so the gap is as large as we can afford,” Howard explains.

One by one, we drop to our knees, a movement that makes Papa groan. With Howard in the lead and Papa behind me, we squeeze through it and wriggle along into the blackness. Once we reach the murky interior, we each reach a hand outside and a reis gives us electric torches. Almost as one, we stand, holding our torches alight and staring around this sacred space. The heat crests over us like a wave.

Hundreds of objects line the room in stacks. Gilt chairs. Wondrous painted creatures. Boxes and vases inlaid with precious stones. A golden bed borne aloft by horned cow goddesses. And, in the center of the chamber, a throne, covered in gold leaf, encrusted in patterns of turquoise, lapis lazuli, and carnelian, with lion-head arms and an image of Tutankhamun and his queen, Ankhesenamun, on its back.

A few items are scattered around the floor. Some broken, others shattered. It appears as though someone had been here after Tutankhamun’s burial and attempted to carry out some smaller items, but was interrupted. Tomb robbers, most likely. But they did not abscond with larger treasures, thank the Lord. And the fact that thieves had broken into the tomb millennia ago strangely makes our excavation easier, as the Egyptian authorities have far greater control over fully intact tombs.

I reach for Papa’s hand and squeeze it tight. “Oh, Papa, can you believe your eyes?”

“No, my darling Eve. I feel as though I’ve stepped into a dream.”

Otherwise speechless, we wander the enclosed space, which, at first, appears to be the only chamber. I try to keep a running list of the artifacts. I observe piles of ornamental caskets, small black shrines, bronze instruments, alabaster vases, strange egg-shaped boxes, elegantly carved chairs, and a variety of stools. Still, the glinting objects are many and the light is dim. After a time, a realization dawns upon me.

“There’s no sarcophagus in here. There is everything a pharaoh would need for the afterlife, but no coffin,” I announce. “There must be another chamber.”

“You’re right,” Howard mutters. “How did I miss that?”

“I think you were blinded by gold,” Papa says. “I know I was.”

“Where is it?” I ask, mostly to myself.

Shining the light around the walls, I see cracks or maybe the outlines of a door. I squat down and shine my torch along the floor. Underneath the bed, I see a rectangular opening, roughly the size of Papa’s Napoleonic desktop. “There.” I point.

Lying on my belly, I slide underneath the elaborate, patterned bed. “Be careful, Eve,” Papa warns. But I ignore him and crawl until I reach the aperture and stick my torch inside it.

“Can you see anything?” Howard calls over to me.

“Yes, there’s furniture, wooden crates, some alabaster statues and vessels. Similar items as in the main chamber but even more disorganized. As if someone ransacked the place and left things dispersed around the room.”

“More tomb robbers there as well,” Howard remarks. “Is there a sarcophagus?”

“Not that I can see,” I answer, as I slide out from under the bed. “And I think I’d see an enormous pharaonic sarcophagus if there was one in there.”

Placing my torch down, I brush off my clothes and face. I then push myself to standing. “There must be another chamber,” I announce.

“But where?” Papa asks. “There aren’t any other openings. Unless they are midwall and behind one of these stacks. But we cannot move the items right now. It would draw the attention of the authorities.”

My eyes are drawn to two life-size black-and-gold statues along the wall. These figures, wearing the nemes of the pharaoh and brandishing sticks, serve as vessels into which Tutankhamun’s ka—or life force—could pour in the afterlife. Never mind the pharaonic accoutrements, the imposing statutes, standing alone on the wall away from the piles, look like guardians to me. I begin to wonder, what are they guarding?

Slowly, I approach the statues. Shining my torch along the wall at their back, I peer behind them. There, I notice a series of seals. When I follow along the length of seals to the tomb floor, I see a heap of baskets behind which is a pile of loose plaster at the juncture of the wall and floor. I kneel in front of it, and remove a few pieces. Another opening emerges.

“I think the statues are guarding Tutankhamun’s tomb,” I tell Howard and Papa.

They crowd around me, studying the wall and floor as I’d just done. I begin to clear away the plaster pieces until the outline of another rectangular hole appears. “I knew this plaster was hiding an opening,” I exclaim.

“Excellent work, Eve,” Papa says. “But this hole is even tinier than the other.”

“I think I’m small enough to crawl inside.”

“That’s not safe, Eve. The ceiling or walls could be unstable and you could get trapped or injured,” Howard declares.

At the same time, Papa lets out an emphatic, “No. Not like last time.”

I pretend I haven’t heard them, and lie flat on the ground again. Using my elbows as leverage to pull me along, I slither into the breach. When half of my body is wedged into the hole, I feel a hand on my ankle. “Lady Evelyn, stop. Debris is beginning to trickle out of the ceiling above the hole,” Howard warns me.

Retreat is not an option. I’ve come too far, and we’ve broken too many rules. Soon, word will get out, and this site will be inundated with workers and tourists and archaeologists and governmental officials. The chance to make the actual discovery—to be the first—will never come again. And the fragile hope that this discovery may one day lead to the discovery of Hatshepsut will slip away.

I pull the rest of my body through the opening into the chamber. Then I switch on my torch. At first, I see the outline of an enormous dark statue of the god Anubis in the far corner. But then, as I shine my torch around the space, I am illuminated by golden light, reflecting from my torch off a golden object. It is a gilded shrine, which I’m hoping holds the sarcophagus of Tutankhamun.






Chapter Fifty-Eight


FEBRUARY 16, 1923

LUXOR, EGYPT

The following days fly by in a blur. A formal opening of the tomb with the Allenbys, the governor, Egyptian ministers, and other archaeologists, where we pretend surprise at the contents of the antechamber. The installation of the local police for the crowds that begin to form on the periphery of the site. The flood of reporters at the Winter Palace and in the Valley of the Kings, angling for stories, which Papa has tried to control by arranging an exclusive with the Times for which he gets paid. The selection of guards to patrol the tomb exterior day and night. A trip to London for supplies and experts’ advice about artifact preservation, during which Papa and I are hounded by journalists. An hour-long audience with King George V and Queen Mary in the Yellow Drawing Room at Buckingham Palace. A festive holiday at Highclere with an intimate exchange of gifts with Brograve along with the finalization of plans for Luxor, much changed now that we’ve found Tutankhamun. A heroes’ welcome on our return to Egypt.

Only the excavation itself grounds me. The hours inside the narrow, fragile antechamber—as Howard and I call it between ourselves, as no one else knows about the other chambers yet—bring me back to my passion and my purpose. I lose myself as we undertake the methodical mapping and scale drawing of the chamber, catalogue and remove the contents, and assist Harry Burton—who we borrow from the Metropolitan Museum team at the temple—in photographing the items. Occasionally, I must suppress the nagging thought that all this attention should be bestowed upon an important figure like Hatshepsut and not a largely insignificant boy pharaoh like Tutankhamun. I focus instead on the gifts this discovery can bestow, funding for another excavation and a place for me at the site.

There will be time enough, I tell myself over and over, to find Hatshepsut afterward. Do I really believe this, or am I trying to convince myself?

I say the words again as I step through the crowd gathered outside the Winter Palace, the unofficial headquarters for the Tutankhamun fanatics of both the journalistic and voyeur type. Thousands of tourists and newspapermen have descended upon Luxor. All the hotels are full, and some have even set up courtyard tents to house the overflow. The demand for communication has increased multifold such that three additional telegraph lines have been run to the city, and a local hospital has been converted into a telegraph office.

Even those who cannot afford the luxurious accommodations of the Winter Palace find ways to camp out in the lobby, sometimes in the form of endless cups of tea or a slow-sipped aperitif. So many onlookers crowd the hotel, pestering the staff for information about the excavation, that the manager has installed a board in the lobby where he posts regular updates about the site. And at night, revelers flood the hotel’s Tutmania dance parties, where Tut-themed cocktails are served.

The faces of Papa and Howard have become known to the masses, particularly to the members of the press. But I am still largely unknown, and since Papa is busy with some officials this afternoon, I manage to slip inside the lobby without turning a single head. No one would suspect that a tiny, twenty-one-year-old woman had anything significant to do with the excavation, in any event. If any of the reporters other than the Times journalists to whom Papa had sold exclusive rights to cover Tutankhamun’s discovery understood who I am, I’d be swarmed by press desperate for any scrap of a story. The Egyptian newsmen who’ve been cut out of the biggest front page news in their country for millennia are particularly tenacious. But their plight, I understand. Neither Howard nor I is pleased with Papa’s decision, and the Egyptian authorities are furious.

Crossing the lobby toward the stairs, I dream about a long soak while reviewing my notes on the artifacts we catalogued today: two intricately carved chairs covered in gold leaf and inlaid with lapis lazuli. As I reach for the wrought-iron handrail, I see a familiar face on the bottom step with a wide, welcoming grin.

“Brograve! What a wonderful surprise! I didn’t expect you for weeks!” I cry out, delighted to see him. He looks handsome in the wide-brimmed straw hat and the colonial-weight campaign jacket from Poole’s I’d given him for Christmas. We’d spent an exciting holiday mapping out his trip here, and I think we both assumed we’d make firm plans for the future after the excavation season ended.

I want to run into his waiting arms. And, tossing propriety to the wind, I very nearly do. But then his expression changes, and I follow his gaze.

I see his parents smiling expectantly across the lobby. The stodgily dressed couple in heavy gray traveling suits are perfectly fine people, if a little stiff. When I wave at them, they approach, and I say what I do not feel, “What a delight to see you both—Lady Beauchamp, Lord Beauchamp.”

I now realize this visit from Brograve will be entirely different from the one we’d envisioned. It will consist of a multiday tour through the Valley of the Kings, with me acting as guide, instead of introducing Brograve to the life of an archaeologist, the next step in assessing what our future together might hold.

We stand in a small circle, and Brograve explains their unexpected appearance. “As you know, I had planned on traveling to Egypt in two weeks’ time, but when my parents expressed interest in coming, the only tickets available for three people necessitated immediate departure. I wrote you a letter to explain, but I expect you haven’t received it yet,” he says, his eyes apologetic. I can see he’d rather have come alone as well.

“It’s positively thrilling, Lady Evelyn,” Brograve’s mother gushes, her eyes shining. “To think that your father discovered the last remaining tomb of a pharaoh in the Valley of the Kings.”

Astonishing, I think, how people who didn’t even know what a pharaoh was three months ago are traveling halfway around the world to catch a glimpse of his last remains. The fervor sweeping the globe is not born out of a legitimate interest in ancient history or fascination with Egypt, but hunger for the latest headlines and descriptions of the golden treasure within the tomb. Very few care about the historical mysteries that Tutankhamun’s tomb might answer, even though I know I shouldn’t necessarily attribute those views to Brograve’s parents. It rankles, and I wonder how it must make the Egyptians feel to have this glut of Europeans descend like locusts to ravage their history.

And then it occurs to me. Do the Egyptian people perceive me as a locust, come to devour their heritage? Certainly the nationalists must think the magnificent partage Papa expects to receive as part of the excavation would be tantamount to grave robbery itself. I can almost hear Mr. Zaghloul argue that Tutankhamun’s tomb belongs to Egypt and is crucial for the country’s pride and identity. The newly powerful nationalists have been uniform in arguing that Tutankhamun serves as the symbol of the government’s ancient power and claim the boy pharaoh as their own. A pit forms in my stomach at this thought.

But I say none of this. How can I? I haven’t even properly thought through all these views myself. I’ve been as swept up as the most ignorant tourist.

“It is sensational, Lady Beauchamp,” I reply. “Although, you do know I work on the site alongside Papa and Mr. Carter. We opened the tomb together, and I was right alongside them as we entered the chamber.”

Lady Beauchamp gasps. “You went inside that three-thousand-year-old tomb?”

What does she think I do here? I give her a smile that I hope is magnanimous. “I did indeed. Hasn’t your son mentioned that I’m actively involved in all of Papa’s excavations in the Valley of the Kings? I have been for years.”

Lady Beauchamp opens her mouth to answer, but Brograve interjects, “Of course I’ve told her all about your archaeological work, Lady Evelyn. I sing your praises to anyone who will listen—I’m so very proud.”

Lady Beauchamp sniffs, and adds, “I suppose it’s one thing to hear about it, and quite another to see you in your khaki excavation clothes.”

I’m not certain how to take her remark, and I decide to ignore it.

“Your father’s gamble finally paid off,” Lord Beauchamp chimes in with a chuckle. “He’s always been a gambling man with horses and cars, but who would have thought his biggest win would be with ancient Egypt?”

I force myself to smile at this jocular comment. If only Lord Beauchamp knew what an onerous journey this has been for Papa, I don’t think he’d liken archaeology to the Newbury Racecourse.

A strong urge to retreat to my suite overtakes me. Are the Beauchamps irritating me because they breezed into Luxor unexpectedly—upending my plans with Brograve? Or are they annoying simply because they are emblematic of the onslaught of family, friends, distant acquaintances, and tourists here for all the wrong reasons? Either way, I need to bathe, change, and collect myself before dealing with them any further.

Before I can excuse myself to do so, Lady Beauchamp leans toward me. In her most conspiratorial voice, she says, “The best part of our hasty travel is that we’re here just in time.”

“Just in time for what?” I ask.

“For the ceremony, of course”—Lady Beauchamp’s brow furrows in confusion—“when select guests will be allowed to enter the inner sanctum of Tutankhamun’s tomb.”






Chapter Fifty-Nine


FEBRUARY 18, 1923

VALLEY OF THE KINGS, EGYPT

Chairs are arranged in a semicircle before Tutankhamun’s chamber as if it’s a stage. The rows face the only remaining objects in the antechamber—the two black-and-gold guardian statues. The nearly six-foot-high figures stand as wardens against the ancient wall we will be tearing into today. They’ve been guarding against the intrusion of the present into the past for millennia, and today we will be relieving them of their charge.

Howard and Papa pace the area in front of the statues, their nerves obviously on edge. In order to enter the tomb, everyone here today has to pass by the press, who, along with the tourists, arrived in feluccas, donkeys, sand carts, and horse-drawn cabs and are camped outside the tomb on the hills. The journalists’ ire over being squeezed out of the story has increased as today’s ceremony approached, especially that of the Egyptian reporters, and they’ve made no secret of it. They hurled epithets at Papa and Howard, and barraged guests progressing toward the tomb with questions. Egypt has perpetuated itself through the ages, I think to myself, shouldn’t this new generation—including its reporters—have the opportunity to rest on the laurels of the old? I feel torn between my allegiance to Papa and Howard, with their promise of ongoing archaeological work, and my sympathy for this Egyptian position.

When the seats fill and the guests—archaeologists like Mr. Winlock; government officials; the Times representative; Uncle Aubrey; and the unanticipated Beauchamps, of course—settle down, Papa clears his throat and offers his welcome, and then Howard gives his speech. Taken together, their words express appreciation for all the support they’ve received and endeavor to anchor this discovery in the annals of history. Most guests aren’t familiar with Tutankhamun, and Howard attempts to share a bit about his New Kingdom reign and his most important legacy, the restoration of the polytheistic ancient Egyptian religion after his father, Akhenaten, attempted a shift toward a monotheism with the sun god Aten.

Howard then holds out his pick and begins to chip away at the mortar. Because we’ve already undertaken this exercise in the dead of night nearly three months ago, I know that the audience will receive a glimpse of the interior soon. Before my watch shows that a half hour has passed, I hear a gasp from Lady Beauchamp. Quite to my surprise, the normally reserved woman stands and cries out, “I see gold!”

The rest of the guests rise, craning for a look. At Papa’s signal, Howard allows a single-file line of onlookers to peer through the opening he’s just created. When it’s my turn, I see what I expect—a corner of the ornate gilded box. Howard and I exchange a brief smile, and then the audience members are quickly shepherded back to their seats. The removal of a portion of the wall large enough for people to enter will take some time.

How I wish this excitement had landed on the worthier Hatshepsut, I can’t help but think. It’s hard to see all this fuss for a pharaoh who only ruled for nine years, when a magnificent, impactful ruler lies uncelebrated somewhere nearby in the Valley of the Kings.

Howard returns to his labors; and ladies, some in impractical silk dresses, pull fans from their purses. Even though the tomb entrance is open to the elements, the air is close, still, and very warm. If these hothouse flowers knew what it’s like to actually excavate they might not be even temporarily enamored of Egyptology, I think. I glance over at Brograve, who appears every bit as enthralled as the other guests but not the least deterred by the heat. It bodes well. He catches my eye, and we smile at each other.

The minutes tick by, and then an hour. A few of the guests leave the tomb for some fresh air, but quickly return. The bombardment by reporters is too intense. Finally, finally, at the two-hour mark, the opening is large enough for even our biggest guests to squeeze in, and Howard motions for me and Papa to come over.

Stepping through the hole and three feet down into the tabernacle, as Papa has taken to calling it, we enter Tutankhamun’s inner sanctum. Torches leading the way, we walk the narrow perimeter of the room, gazing in wonder at the glorious scenes of Tutankhamun in the underworld decorating the walls, the colors as vivid as the day they were painted three thousand years ago. Papa reaches for my hand as we turn to admire the enormous pink quartzite sarcophagus etched with images of goddesses protecting Tutankhamun with outstretched wings. The gold box I’d briefly glimpsed and assumed was his coffin is actually a sumptuous gilded canopic shrine surrounded by statues of Isis, Nephthys, Neith, and Sereket.

Amidst all this splendor, the objects that move me aren’t the lavish gilt ones. They are the hopeful, human ones. “Howard, look,” I call to him, pointing out the wooden items leaning against the corner of the chamber, “it’s the seven oars that Tutankhamun believed necessary to ferry him to the afterlife.” In this moment, I feel less like a discoverer and more like an invader into Tutankhamun’s very private past.

Speechless, overwhelmed, and awestruck, we pause while Egypt’s director of antiquities, Pierre Lacau, takes a turn through the burial chamber. For fifteen long minutes, he strings electric cables and lights, and we then summon the rest of the guests. One by one, they tread into this sacred space.

Papa, Howard, and I wait near the antechamber entrance to say farewell to the guests as they exit the tomb. Standing in this hot, dusty three-thousand-year-old room, I feel like I’m part of the world’s strangest receiving line. I keep my eyes on the Beauchamps, who I’d instructed to enter the tomb last so they could head directly to Castle Carter with Papa and me after we closed up the tomb. We’d planned a dinner party at Howard’s house for this evening. The months since discovering Tutankhamun have been exhilarating, but filled with pressure and turmoil, and everyone could use a night of mindless celebration without a journalist in sight.

As Brograve and I leave the stuffy darkness of the tomb behind and head outside into the blinding sun, whispering excitedly about the treasures, I see that the reporters are ready to pounce. They’ve assembled into groups, and are inundating everyone exiting the tomb with a litany of inquiries. Two of the workmen are doing their best to defuse the situation, and I’m about to guide the Beauchamps, with Ahmed’s help, into a vehicle headed to Castle Carter, when I hear Papa and Howard yelling at each other.

Depositing the Beauchamps in the automobile and excusing myself, I head back into the tomb. There, Papa and Howard stand face-to-face, red-faced and screaming.

“This is not a goddamn play in the West End,” Howard shouts. “This is the biggest archaeological discovery of all time. If we continue to shut down our work to let your friends in for private tours, who knows what damage will occur to the artifacts? And we will be unlikely to finish cataloguing and storing the artifacts before the season is over. Not to mention we leave ourselves wide open for the tomb robbers.”

“Carter,” Papa yells back. He only ever uses Howard’s last name when he’s angry. “I’m not asking you to halt your progress indefinitely—just for a few weeks, for a few key people. I can hardly refuse a tour to the Queen of the Belgians or the dowager sultana!”

“That’s exactly the sort of thinking that has turned this excavation into a bloody circus!”

“Be careful what you say, Carter. You seem to be forgetting that I’m paying for this circus,” Papa seethes.

“With money you got from the Times for its damned exclusive coverage!” he parries. “How bloody stupid could you be? Cutting out the Egyptian press from the biggest story ever to come out of their own country? How could you not realize that you’ve handed a match to the nationalists—maybe even to Zaghloul himself—to light the flame of their new government? A government that will want to keep Tutankhamun for itself!”

“How dare you—” Papa shoves Howard, who responds in kind. But we both know that Howard is right. The nationalists have seized upon Tutankhamun as a symbol of Egyptian prowess and independence.

I’ve had enough of this behavior.

Inserting myself between the two men, I place a hand each on Papa’s and Howard’s shoulders. Then I shout back. “Enough! What’s done is done. We have to find a way to manage this extraordinary situation, one we are lucky to find ourselves in. And given that you two seem unable to play together nicely at the moment, I am going to separate you for a bit until you cool down.”

Papa sputters, and Howard stares. I don’t think either one of them has ever seen me in the fullness of my personality. I drop the pleasing facade and take charge.

“Howard, you will announce a temporary closure of the tomb, to ensure its stability. Make up whatever excuse you need in order to do so. You can continue to work on it behind the scenes, however. I do know the time left in the season is short. But there will be no more tours for the time being. The Queen of the Belgians will have to wait.”

I turn to my father, who looks depleted and diminished, even ill, after all this strife. “Papa, you and I are going to take a break from Luxor for several days. No tomb, no Winter Palace, no interactions with the press, no tense meetings with the government. Howard will send you regular updates, but you will otherwise rest on board a dahabiya as we sail south to Aswan, which I will organize with the Winter Palace manager.”

I glare at each of them in turn. Neither man can meet my eyes, but they stare sheepishly at the ground. “When we come back together, we will have a firm plan—for the press, for the government, and for this tomb. The past deserves a respectful present.”






Chapter Sixty


FEBRUARY 17, 1923

LUXOR, EGYPT

Palm trees sway against the backdrop of the ocher hills of the Valley of the Kings at the Luxor station. Steam rises from the gleaming train heading to Cairo, as well-wishers say farewell to loved ones about to board. To an outside observer the scene might appear idyllic. Yet Brograve and I know it is anything but.

There had been no celebratory dinner at Castle Carter last night. There had been no celebration at all, in fact, never mind that we’d just revealed the biggest archaeological discovery of all time. Instead, I’d spent the evening at the Winter Palace, darting between Brograve and his flustered parents in the hotel dining room and the concierge desk making dahabiya arrangements for me and Papa, while he sulked in his suite. Nothing about Brograve’s visit or the unveiling of Tutankhamun’s inner sanctum has gone as planned. Now, with the situation in Luxor tense and unwelcoming, Brograve has been pressed into service escorting his parents to Cairo and the pyramids and then back home to England. His parents had received the experience for which they’d come, after all: the ability to boast to their friends in England that they’d been among the first to peer inside the ancient, now famous tomb of Tutankhamun. Upset at this turn of events, I feel as though I stand on shifting sand and can get no purchase.

“This is not the Egyptian trip you’d been promised,” I say, looking up at Brograve. Even though his face is in shadow—shielded from the relentless sun by the wide brim of his hat—his eyes shine and his smile is visible.

“No,” he replies, his tone as genial as always, “but that doesn’t matter. I got to see you in your element.”

“But this was meant to be your chance to experience the world of archaeology. To get your hands dirty in the work of the past,” I add, sidestepping my real concern about our failed plans. That, without the experience of excavating Tutankhamun’s tomb alongside me and Howard, he might not want to make these digs part of our future. “I’m sorry it turned out the way it did. With Papa and Mr. Carter fighting and the excavation on temporary hold and Papa and I heading out of town, it’s been awful.”

“Eve, please don’t apologize. I don’t need to shovel a pharaoh’s sarcophagus out of an ancient chamber to know that I want to be at your side if that’s what you are doing,” he says, his smile unwavering. It’s as if he heard my unspoken worries. “If you want to spend the winters excavating in Egypt, then that’s where I will be. Shovel in hand, up to my elbows in dirt, and blissfully happy because I’ll be with you, discovering the world through your eyes.”

I can hardly believe what I’m hearing. The failure of Brograve’s trip to Luxor doesn’t matter. His unconditional support was never dependent on the outcome of one excavation. “Really?” I ask, incredulous at this display of unequivocal encouragement. I’ve never experienced its like before.

“Really,” he insists. He reaches for me, and just as he’s about to wrap me in his arms, he freezes. I follow his gaze, and I see Lord and Lady Beauchamp staring out of the train window at us.

For the first time, his smile fades. “Propriety be damned,” he says and takes me by the hand.

He leads me off the train platform, past men on donkeys, travelers, a stationmaster, and vendors hawking their wares at stalls, toward the station proper. There, in an empty corner under the shade of an awning, he kisses me. For a moment, Egypt and Tutankhamun and the Zaghlouls and Papa and Howard are forgotten, and all I can think and feel is Brograve.

“I’ve been wanting to do that since I saw you in the lobby of the Winter Palace,” he whispers into my ear, when we finally break for a breath.

“Me too,” I whisper back.

“I love you, Eve. I’d hoped for a romantic pronouncement in the Valley of the Kings, but that was not meant to be.” He gestures around the noisy, hot, crowded train station. “This will have to do.”

“This is perfect,” I assure him. And it is. “I love you too.”

Brograve whoops and then swings me around in delight. When he gently places me back down on the packed dirt ground, he says, “No time like the present. I’d planned on asking your father for permission and then creating an elaborate gesture, but for now, it will just have to be for us two.” He takes a deep breath. “Evelyn Herbert, will you do me the great honor of marrying me?”

“Brograve Beauchamp, of course I will marry you.” I almost cannot get the words out before he swoops me up again, this time for another kiss.

“You’ve made me the happiest man in the world, Eve,” he says, as the train whistle signals the final boardings for Cairo. “Perhaps the next time we are in Egypt together it will be for our honeymoon.”

My heart flutters as my hopes soar with his words. It seems that the answer to the question that has been bedeviling me—can I really have both marriage and archaeology?—is yes.






Chapter Sixty-One


MARCH 4, 1923

LUXOR, EGYPT

Our planned several days on board the dahabiya extend past a week. Sailing along the Nile on the two-masted boat with its shaded sundeck and luxurious living area belowdecks is precisely what Papa needs. By the end of a week, his color returns and his mood softens. The apologetic note from Howard helps this transformation along, as does Papa’s own contrite reply, and he is calm enough to talk through a reasonable strategy for dealing with Tutankhamun’s tomb. But then, just as we are about to return to Luxor, a mosquito bite on his cheek becomes infected, and I decide more days are necessary for Papa’s recuperation. After all, I have no need to rush back to Luxor for Brograve, my fiancé, I think with a smile. Only the complicated, confusing lure of the past continues to tug at me.

But now, when we finally leave the boat and approach the Winter Palace again, I feel as though we’ve entered a different Luxor from the one we left. The number of tourists seems to have quadrupled and the quantity of journalists along with them. Advertisements for hotel rooms and promotions for restaurants with “Tutankhamun Rag” dances are posted all over town, and Europeans dressed in “ancient Egyptian” costumes crowd the streets. The downpour has escalated to a deluge, and I worry how Papa will fare in this storm—and what impact it will have on the excavation.

Monsieur Gavreau guides us in through the hotel’s side door, so we don’t have to face the hordes in the lobby. He directs us into the private dining room where Howard awaits and we plan to share a meal in peace. As if they’d never had a harsh word, the men shake hands, and Howard and I embrace. It feels like eons have passed since we chipped away at the stone slabs guarding Tutankhamun’s secret, so much has transpired. How the public gaze has transformed our private joy.

Waiters bring in the first of an elegant five-course French meal that Monsieur Gavreau had specially prepared, and we settle into our seats. We discuss the artifacts that continue to pour out of the tomb, and study the photographs that Mr. Burton has made, marveling at the exquisite objects, which include a few artifacts that are of a completely new type. I long to see these items with my own eyes. We then review the Herculean efforts to preserve and box up the treasures that have been removed from the tomb as well as to secure the site, reburying it after the installation of a steel gate on the entrance and hiring round-the-clock security detail. Soon the weather will become so hot that excavation and preservation in the field will not be tenable. Even so, Howard plans to remain at Castle Carter for most of the summer to continue working on the artifacts, never mind the heat.

“Did you have access to the newspapers while you were on the dahabiya?” Howard asks. If I didn’t know better, I might think he’s just making conversation. But Howard never engages in polite chatter.

Why is he asking about the news? I feel a knot returning to my stomach.

“No, for the most part, and it was a bloody relief,” Papa says with a sigh. He doesn’t seem to have picked up on the incongruity of Howard making seemingly innocuous conversation. “I’d gotten pretty tired of being lambasted in the press.”

Howard takes a long sip of wine, and says, “Well, then I suppose I’ll have to be the bearer of bad news.”

Papa puts down his silver fork with its bite of sole, and stares at Howard. “What’s happened?”

“You know, of course, that the British government ended the protectorate. Although England and Egypt have been haggling over what that means, since the British still control the Suez Canal and the British still populate the military and the government. To that end, a new constitution is about to go into effect, one that will purportedly promulgate democracy.” Howard pauses for another sip of wine.

Papa remarks, a little caustically, “I don’t need a newspaper to tell me all that. That’s old news.”

Ignoring Papa’s tone, Howard continues. “What you may not know is that the new constitution calls for an election to choose a leader. Zaghloul is slated to run for prime minister. His platform calls for Egyptian autonomy, civil rights, dominion over the canal, and full control over Tutankhamun’s tomb and the fate of its contents.”

“No!” Papa exclaims.

“Yes,” Howard says, his eyes downcast.

“I wish I’d never invited that bloody fellow to Highclere. I never thought he’d take such a firm stance against excavations.” Papa seethes.

Mr. Zaghloul’s platform doesn’t surprise me. His views are ones he’s espoused for some time, and he and his wife intimated as much to me directly. But I suppose Papa’s focus has been on restoring order to Egypt so he could go about his business as usual, which Mr. Zaghloul could help deliver. Anyway, he and Mama are notorious for only hearing what they want to hear.

I feel two contradictory things at once. Papa has invested much of his time and resources into finding a pharaonic tomb, and he does care about both the history of ancient Egypt and the artistry of its antiquities; my sympathies lie with him. Yet, the Egyptian people have been under the yoke of different colonialists for centuries and deserve to own their history; the Zaghlouls’ view seems morally righteous.

I must be honest with myself. Would I even have an affinity for the Egyptian perspective at all if the tomb had been Hatshepsut’s? Wouldn’t I want to unearth her past with my own hands? Or would I really glory in the fact that the Egyptians have her heroic legacy to lead them forward, instead of Tutankhamun’s?

“I’m certain it rankles. But I think the discovery of Tutankhamun has changed everything,” Howard commiserates.

Papa nods, then adds, “Let’s just hope Zaghloul doesn’t win the prime minister spot. Let’s hope that someone more sympathetic gets the vote.”

Although Howard nods in agreement, I can see from his expression that he has more to say. Even though he’d probably rather not, he continues. “Unfortunately, Lord C., I have it on good authority that Zaghloul is predicted to win by a landslide. According to my sources, one of his first orders of business will be to end partage, come to the site and oversee my excavation, and ensure that not a single artifact from Tutankhamun’s tomb leaves Egypt.”

“What?” Papa’s face turns an unhealthy crimson, and he sounds apoplectic. If Europeans and Americans hadn’t come into Egypt and unearthed its artifacts, the objects would have just been neglected, slowly wasting away. Except for the items stolen by grave robbers in the dead of the night.”

“Well, the Egyptians care now. Tutankhamun has become the symbol of Egypt reborn, and that rallying cry is on every nationalist’s lips. The pharaoh and all his treasure are a source of national pride, one that binds the disparate Egyptian people, and Zaghloul has seized upon Tutankhamun and claimed him for the nation.”

“My God,” Papa exclaims, anger in his tone. “They just want to put Tutankhamun to political use; they don’t care about his place in history. If only we’d discovered Tutankhamun’s tomb earlier! Even last year would have yielded an entirely different result. We would have been allowed to continue with the dig—which I pay for, not the Egyptians, mind—and arrived at some reasonable division of our findings. We might even have some of Tutankhamun’s objects at Highclere Castle. Now, look where we are.” Papa shakes his head in disgust, then asks, “What do you think will happen?”

I feel Howard’s eyes on me, but I refuse to meet his gaze. I already feel guilty enough. I know why he held off on digging at the site of Tutankhamun’s tomb until this year: my desire to find Hatshepsut.

“I don’t think we will receive a share of the antiquities for our efforts, as had been guaranteed in the past,” Howard admits, and I can see this is difficult for him to admit.

“As I’d been promised when I sunk considerable wealth into digging in the Valley of the Kings,” Papa insists, his voice even more furious now. “The Egyptians have breached the damn contract—broken their word and the terms of the commission.”

“Yes,” Howard replies, his tone sad and guarded rather than angry. There’s more bad news to come, I’m guessing. “In fact, the governmental authorities will have a presence at the tomb beginning tomorrow. To ensure that nothing goes missing, I suppose.”

Papa grows very quiet. Puffing on his cigar for a long moment, he then says, “I think we have to walk away from this excavation.”

“What do you mean?” I blurt out. Why on earth would Papa give up on the biggest archaeological find ever? I understand his frustration over the political morass in which we find ourselves, but is that reason enough to abandon his dreams?

“Without the proceeds of at least a few of the artifacts, I cannot continue to pay for the excavation, Eve. Not to mention, the more we find, the more it costs to preserve and store the objects. If I cannot sell at least a few items, I can’t afford to go on,” he explains.

“What about the payment from the Times?” I ask. I know Howard is thinking the same thing but won’t ask about the Times, given their row. What was the point of selling those exclusive coverage rights—and all the controversy that ensued—if it didn’t fund this dig?

“That money is almost gone.” Papa’s eyes look impossibly sad. “Terrible to have gotten this far after all this time, only to miss out by a year. Damn Egyptian politics.”

I sink back into my chair. The disappointment I’d felt in uncovering Tutankhamun’s tomb instead of Hatshepsut’s had only been abated by the belief that it might fund future excavations. The history we might glean from Tutankhamun’s artifacts is, of course, tantalizing as well, but it had mostly been a means to an end in my eyes. Is that aftereffect now gone? How will I ever continue to work as an archaeologist if we abandon the excavation—on Tutankhamun’s tomb or anyone else’s? And less personally, does this impact change how I feel about the nationalists’ position on ownership and control of Tutankhamun’s tomb? It’s all well and good to be righteous if it doesn’t affect me.

An idea occurs to me, and I sit upright. “What about Mama? What if I went to her and asked for the money to finish the dig?”

Papa glances over at me with an almost pitying expression. “Eve, do you think I haven’t already tried? Even when the elimination of partage was just a threat and not a reality, she was very firm that she won’t”—he pauses and then winces as if reviewing an unpleasant memory—“throw good money after bad.”

“You don’t think I might be able to sway her?” I implore.

Papa doesn’t even answer the question that I should know better than to ask. He just slowly shakes his head.

Desperation claws at me. “What about other family members? Or friends? Could they help financially?”

Papa reaches for my hand, and gently strokes it. “My dear girl, no one would sink money into an excavation when they have no chance at recouping some of their funds with a portion of the proceeds—the treasure.”

I close my eyes, and allow disappointment to wash over me. I imagine my life without the calling of archaeology, and despair begins to set in.

Howard clears his throat rather loudly, and I open my eyes to glance over at him. “Lord C., I may have a solution. A temporary one at least.”

“What’s that, Howard?” Papa’s voice is weak. Does he have so little confidence in Howard’s fixes these days? Or does he believe the political barricade is insurmountable?

Howard doesn’t answer in words. He gestures to a stack of pouches on the private dining room sideboard. Leaning hard on his cane, Papa pushes himself to standing and wanders over to the pile, studying the labels. “These are packages to be sent by diplomatic mail back to England.”

What does that have to do with Tutankhamun or my current predicament? Papa doesn’t sound mad, only tired and confused. Or perhaps defeated.

“It isn’t the packages themselves but what’s inside them that may help with the dilemma,” Howard says enigmatically.

This explanation does nothing to enlighten Papa or me. Then, slowly, Papa begins to nod, and he gives Howard a broad smile. “I see. This may help on many levels.”

I am still perplexed. But then it suddenly dawns on me. Howard is sending back artifacts from Tutankhamun’s tomb via diplomatic pouch. He’s been explicitly forbidden by the Egyptian government to remove any antiquities from the country, but the authorities cannot check diplomatic pouches.

“How could you, Howard?” I utter, not hiding the shock and disdain in my voice.

“How could I not,” he replies, surprised at my reaction.

I am stunned. This goes beyond Howard’s past actions, squirreling away a few artifacts looted by locals and then selling them to dealers. Or even bartering for illicit items to add to Papa’s collection.

I turn to Papa, seeking support. Even if he was aware of Howard’s earlier dealings, he must be as appalled as I am by this transgression. This does not fall into any sort of gray area of ignored trading in illicit antiquities; it is an affront not only to the laws but the people of Egypt. “Papa? Surely you don’t condone this?”

“Eve,” Papa says, his voice soft and pleading, “if we don’t do this, we won’t get a single item from the tomb. How can we go on with the dig without the funds these objects might provide?”

Papa gives me a small smile, fully expecting dutiful Eve to emerge and accept this rationale. But she is gone. My astonishment has banished the vestiges of that trusting girl.

“They aren’t ours to take,” I exclaim, fury raging within me. My convictions have clarified and sharpened against the backdrop of Howard’s actions. While I may not like the way that the new Egyptian government’s laws affect us and I do sympathize with Papa’s situation, I understand that the rights to excavate the tomb and remove its artifacts were never ours to take. They were the Egyptians’ to give—and they have reclaimed them.

Papa’s tone hardens, as does his gaze. “I don’t like this path, but what other course do we have? We are the ones who found the tomb—after an enormous amount of money and effort, I might add. Why shouldn’t we be entitled to some of the spoils? I’m not looking for anywhere close to the half we’d been promised—by contract, no less—just enough to keep going with the dig.”

“How can you say that?” I ask, my voice growing louder. “You yourself have expressed sympathy for the Egyptian desire for self-governance. We are talking about Egypt’s history—not England’s—and the Egyptian citizens have the right to dictate the fate of their historical remains.”

“My sympathy does not extend to Egyptian interference with our dig. Not after all we’ve sacrificed for it,” he replies, his posture erect and voice firm. “In the past, the Egyptians have proven themselves uninterested—or unskilled—in proper excavation of ancient remains. Without us, Tutankhamun’s tomb would never have been found, certainly not intact. We deserve something for our efforts—and this is a pittance compared to what was agreed on.”

“You cannot be serious, Papa. Agreeing to send those packages”—I point to the pile, stare at my father, and say, in a tone every bit as unyielding as his—“crosses a line that cannot be uncrossed.”

He doesn’t speak, but the expression on his face is one I know well from witnessing countless arguments between him and Porchey. Words will not sway him now, and I am thus left with only one recourse. I lunge for the pouches stacked on the sideboard. Howard quickly dodges in front of me, blocking them from me. Papa isn’t far behind. We stand facing one another, fixed in place and staring.

So, it’s come to this, I think. Papa and Howard have drawn a line I will not cross, even if it means walking away from any chance of uncovering Hatshepsut. Not that the Egyptians have left us with much choice. They’ve decided to take back that which was always theirs.

Will I ever learn what happened to Hatshepsut? Do I deserve to try? Perhaps that quest does not belong to me anymore. Maybe it never did. As Mr. Zaghloul himself once told me, Egypt’s past belongs to its people, and they alone can tell its story. I’d thought that my efforts with archaeology would end when Papa could no longer operate his Valley of the Kings concession—since it’s the only way, as an uneducated, aristocratic woman, I could excavate—but I see now that I must make the decision based on my own principles.

And this is the end.

Suddenly, Papa stumbles forward, away from the sideboard. He practically falls into my arms. His cheeks flame red, and his eyes look glassy. I reach out to feel his forehead.

“Papa, you’re burning up,” I cry out. No matter how furious I am with him, he is still my father. And no matter how conflicting our views, I love him.

“No, no, just feeling a bit seedy,” he says, waving me away with his free hand. “I’ll be right as rain with a breath of fresh air.” His voice trails off.

Then, suddenly, he collapses. And, in a flash, I know nothing will ever be the same again.
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The Mystery







Chapter Sixty-Two


1458 BC

THEBES, EGYPT

Senenmut and I chance being seen and hold hands. My guards are about, of course, but knowledge about my relationship with Senenmut is no secret to them, and they are sworn to keep private all the doings of my life and kingship. It is the citizens of nearby Thebes and the workers at my temple complex who cannot bear witness to my love for my trusted adviser. A pharaoh who was once the widowed queen is not someone who can ever marry again—or even be seen in a romantic relationship.

Standing on a hill on the west bank of the Nile across from Thebes, high above the mortuary temple being chiseled into the cliffs, Senenmut and I have a bird’s-eye view of the structure and the undulating, monochromatic tan landscape in which it is set. Terraces, each bordered by rows of pillars, stare out at the river like unblinking eyes, behind which sits my temple and tomb. I believe I can say without bias that it is the most magnificent building ever constructed in Egypt, and it is not even complete.

Pride courses through me as I think about this building project. A structure of this magnitude became a unifying project from which people could derive confidence and will contribute to the country’s maat. Never are a pharaoh’s monuments really for that pharaoh’s glory or afterlife.

“You have outdone yourself, my love,” I say to Senenmut with a grateful squeeze of his hand. I cannot avert my eyes from his masterpiece. It contains all the imposing elements of Mentuhotep II’s temple nearby and yet is entirely original in its design. It is larger, more elegant, and covered in the engravings and sculptures telling the story of my reign, solidifying the dynasty emanating from this female pharaoh.

With those thoughts of my dynasty, a worry tugs at me. Thutmose III and Neferure have only one child. All of Neferure’s other pregnancies failed to reach fruition. Fortunately that child is boy of six years of age, my delightful grandson, Amenemhat. As Thutmose’s eldest son, he stands to become the pharaoh when we are both gone, but I have concerns. So few children reach adulthood, and I’d feel more confident about the stability of my “dynasty” if Neferure had borne others.

“It pales in comparison to your own splendor,” Senenemut replies to my compliment.

Banishing the bothersome thoughts about Neferure, I mock slap his shoulder. “Such flattery! We aren’t at court, you know. It isn’t necessary.”

I feel his eyes upon me, and I face him. How I adore the way those crinkles at the corners of his eyes have turned into creases and lines, the constant reminder of the laughter and joy he brings into my life. Even though he is advancing in years—Senenemut is well into his forties now—he is still beautiful to me.

“I mean every word,” he says, and I know it’s true. I feel his love and devotion every minute of my existence, and sometimes, it seems the only true part of my life, the only part where I can be fully myself.

I study the lovely and peaceful structure. Its every aspect is constructed with perfect balance, the very essence of maat. Although we are too far away to see the carved details on the walls, I know that every surface is covered with the story of my life—from my divine creation when my mother was visited by the god Amun in the guise of Thutmose I to the glory of my expedition to Punt to scenes of my interactions with the gods, surrounded by my immediate family including Thutmose III and Senenmut.

“Now tell me where we are really going to be buried.”

“There.” He points to two adjacent spots in the hill above the valley. “That is where you and I will rest near each other forever.”

We smile at each other, delighted that we’ve been able to keep our secret. I will not be interred in the cliff tomb constructed for me when I was a princess, or the tomb of my father that had been reconstructed for me as a queen, or near this mortuary temple made for me as a pharaoh. Formal tombs are often subject to looting, because of the many goods with which we are buried, and we do not want our afterlife together to be disrupted. Hence, these private burial places.

It delights us both to know this life is not the end for us. Together, we will rejoin in the hereafter, and the trappings of our tombs will ease the journey. Our sarcophagi are nearly identical, save the engravings; both are pink Aswan granite and the same shape and size. The hidden cliffside tombs Senenmut has designed for us are very close and angled toward one another, so that we may always be in each other’s view. And he has devised the most exquisite night sky—complete with an accurate rendering of the stars—for the ceiling of both our tombs, so that we may forever stare at the heavens together.

I turn away from the cliffs to kiss my love. His lips are soft, and his arms strong as they encircle me. I am about to lose myself in my passion for this wondrous man, when I hear the sound of a throat clearing.

Breaking away, I stare at the soldier making that noise, not masking my fury. My moments alone with Senenmut outside my palace chambers are so rare that I resent the interruption.

“My deepest apologies, Your Majesty. But one of Pharaoh Thutmose the Third’s couriers has journeyed up the hills to deliver a message.”

I pull away from Senenmut. In all the years of our shared rule, I do not recall Thutmose ever going to such lengths to reach me. “What did he say?”

“Pharaoh Thutmose the Third awaits you in the palace at Thebes, and requests that you join him at once. The matter is urgent.”






Chapter Sixty-Three


1458 BC

THEBES, EGYPT

What could possibly be so crucial? Our world rests on a series of carefully planned rituals, meetings, festivals, and rites. Disruption and urgency do not tend to play a part, as such behavior is not gods-like. Never before has Thutmose thought it necessary to break from that orchestrated order and summon me.

Senenmut and I race down the cliffside back toward the Nile. Once we cross the river and alight from the royal barge, we rush into the private chamber off the throne room. There Thutmose awaits.

He is not exactly waiting, but pacing. I have never seen my strong, self-possessed co-ruler so flustered and anxious. Even while heading off on a military campaign, navigating the tricky elite families in Memphis, ensuring the safety of our borders, or leading his own sacred ceremonies in Iunu, he is calm and measured in his bearing. Kingly, even.

“What on earth is happening?” I ask, breathless from dashing through the warren of palace corridors.

Thutmose turns toward me, his eyes bloodshot and his cheeks wet with tears. Even though his arms are heavily muscled from hours of charioteering, archery, hunting, and rowing, he looks so youthful without his kingly wig and crown. I am reminded that he is a young man, one with other wives who also gallivants at the harem palace.

Sprinting to him, I grab his shoulders and shake them a bit. “What is wrong? Tell me.”

“It’s Neferure,” he answers in a whisper.

I cannot speak. I cannot ask the necessary next question because I am terrified what Thutmose might tell me. My body begins to shake in fear.

I feel Senenmut at my side, his hand on mine. He takes the reins, asking, “Is Neferure all right?”

“She has been t-taken,” he stammers, barely able to say the word.

This, I hadn’t expected. Death by any number of illnesses, yes. That is the fate of many of our people, and royal blood offers no protection. But a kidnapping?

“What do you mean—taken?” Senenmut asks. To a stranger’s ear, his voice sounds even, but I can hear the panic rising. Neferure is precious to him.

“She is being held by representatives of my grandmother Mutnofret’s people.” Thutmose is barely audible.

“As a prisoner?” I find my voice.

“Yes.”

“What do they want in order to set her free? I’ll pay any price to keep her safe,” I say.

“They”—Thutmose chokes a little, as if the words are stuck in his throat—“they want me to kill you.”

Of course, I think, it comes to this. This rivalry has been a specter throughout my life.The competition between my father Thutmose I’s wives—my mother Ahmes and Thutmose II’s mother Mutnofret—lives on, and while Mutnofret wants to see her grandson on the throne, she doesn’t want to see Ahmes’s daughter there as well. Or her descendants. So Mutnofret and her relatives—who have their own ties to power as Mutnofret’s father was Ahmose I, a pharaoh that preceded my father but not related to us—undoubtedly want to bolster their family claims to the throne should anything happen to Thutmose III. By eliminating me and marginalizing my daughter and grandson, I suppose they hope to set up a pharaonic dynasty stemming from Thutmose III’s other wives and children, whose only allegiance is to them.

Senenmut’s hand tightens around mine, and he pulls me behind him. “Kill Hatshepsut? Did you summon the pharaoh—your aunt and stepmother—so that you could put a blade through her?” His voice is a wave of fury about to crest over and around Thutmose.

“If I had planned to kill Hatshepsut, I would have done so already.” Thutmose’s voice no longer trembles with trepidation but with anger at Senenmut’s accusation. “I called for Hatshepsut so I could inform her of this plot. And find a way to bring Neferure safely home—one that does not involve killing Hatshepsut.”

“Do you have proof that she is safe? And is your son secure?” I ask.

“Yes.” Thutmose nods. “Mutnofret’s relatives sent Neferure’s maid to me with an account of her current well-being. And I have kept Amenemhat at my side ever since I received word.”

I feel a modicum of relief at this news. “This old fight between your grandmother and my mother, Queen Ahmes, continues on, it seems. I’m guessing that they want to weaken the claim to the throne by any of my descendants by getting rid of me, including Neferure or Amenemhat. And strengthen their own. But—” I pause, parsing through this argument and seeing the logical flaw, “if that’s the case, won’t Neferure and Amenemhat still be at risk even if I’m dead?”

“No, because the issue with your kingship—your very life, in fact—has little to do with any lineage issues or old disputes. It seems they simply cannot bear to see a woman on the throne, and they want to prevent it from ever happening again. They are concerned that you will perpetuate this practice by elevating Neferure and positioning her to take your place as co-ruler alongside me or our son.”

Now I understand. Slowly, I say, “And if I am gone, there is no one to elevate Nerferure. Or to demonstrate that it can be done. They see me as some kind of living precedent that they never want repeated.”

Thutmose nods, his eyes sad.

In truth, the notion of readying Neferure to take my role had indeed occurred to me, an idea that I’d only ever discussed with Senenmut. I’d naively believed that perhaps Egypt was ready to regularly receive women in positions of power. It seems as though the stability and success that I’d delivered to Egypt—alongside the coffers full of gold, gems, turquoise, ebony, electrum, ivory, and hides; the silos of grain; the abundance of jobs; the health of our fields—is not enough. It seems the measure of my worth is my gender.

I want to rail against this prejudice and take a stance against them. But I will not sacrifice my daughter and grandson on the altar of a principle.

Retreating to the corner of the room, I slump into a chair. After a long period of silence, a strange calm descends, and a solution comes to me. A terrible, necessary solution.

I rise and walk back toward Thutmose, who continues his pacing in front of the thrones near where Senenmut stands. How complicated is our relationship, I think. I am his co-ruler, his mother-in-law, his stepmother, and his aunt. He could have gotten caught up in the sticky web of our familial controversy, and our exchanges could have easily been fraught and threaded through with acrimony. Instead, this intelligent and forward-thinking young pharaoh chose to see the possibilities in our partnership and work alongside me.

“There’s only one path forward,” I say, reaching for the hands of the two men. “It will be difficult for you, but it is the only way.”

“What is it?” Senenemut asks, his voice shaking. The calm, brilliant man—my love—sounds terrified and desperate.

“The world must believe that I have indeed died.”

“What?” Thutmose cries out in unison with Senenmut.

“What good will that do?” Thutmose asks.

“If Neferure’s captors believe I’ve died—particularly by your hand, Thutmose—then they’ll believe the threat of female leadership is over. They’ll think not only that I am gone and my threatening example with me, but that you support their position. And you and Neferure and Amenemhat will be safe.”

“No!” Senenmut yells. “There must be another way.”

“I do not see one, my love. And I know you want to protect our daughter and grandson as much as I do.” I squeeze his hand tightly and stare into his eyes. “You must make the announcement and find a body for the mortuary preparations. Then, you must hold the funeral.”

He yells, “Why should we let these threats prevail? Why should your reign be cut short, if not your actual life?”

“Because there will be no end to the threats otherwise, now that they have begun. Because Neferure and Amenemhat’s lives won’t be worth the sand upon which they walk. Because it is the only way to preserve the legacy I began.”

Tears stream down Thutmose’s face. “Is there no other way?”

Shaking my head, I glance over at Senenmut, who is doing his best not to join Thutmose in tears. Raising my eyebrow, I ask him, “Can you withstand this path?”

“Will I be able to see you again?” Senenmut’s voice is tremulous.

“I will have to go into hiding, and I don’t know if it will be possible for you to join me in exile, but perhaps Thutmose”—I glance at my fellow pharaoh—“can somehow arrange for periodic meetings?”

Thutmose nods, and then Senenmut replies, “Then I can bear it.”

His is the most mournful acquiescence I’ve ever heard, and I clasp Senenmut to me. Tears now stream down both of our faces, and I whisper, “I promise I’ll try to find a way for us to spend the remainder of this life together. But never forget we will be together in the next. We will always have our hillside tombs with their view of each other and our beloved Nile.”

I pull away from Senenmut, wiping my eyes on the sleeve of my linen tunic. There is no need for formality any longer. Turning to Thutmose, I summon my power and deliver a final order with the regality of all my roles—past and present—as princess, God’s Wife of Amun, queen, regent, and pharaoh. “Thutmose, once the period of mourning has ended, you must obliterate my name from my obelisks and temples and palaces. You must erase me from history.”
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Eve







Chapter Sixty-Four


MARCH 4, 1923

LUXOR, EGYPT

Papa does not rise. The newspapers report that a curse has felled my father, not a lowly mosquito, as I’d explained to the hounding reporters. The headlines conjecture that the ancients denounced him for disturbing their tombs. It doesn’t help that the same journalists who’d been excluded from covering Tutankhamun’s excavation are the ones reporting this way on Papa’s illness. But what does it matter when the truth is molded into whatever form best suits the story or the agenda? Just as history is shaped—or erased—to fit the narrative its tellers want or need to share.

I stare down at my father, tucked into a cot with his eyes closed against the light of the breaking morning. We await boarding onto the private dahabiya that will take us to Cairo and medical treatment. He wouldn’t be able to tolerate the train journey. There, Mama will join us, nursing hat on no doubt, and Brograve as well. Once again, he and I will not have the Egyptian trip we’d promised each other, but it might be the last one we ever have. I will not return again unless Egypt—healed from the wounds we have inflicted upon her, modern and ancient—invites me. When and if that time comes, I have comfort that Brograve will be at my side, supporting whatever choices I make about the past, present, and future.

“Are you ready, Lady Evelyn?” Monsieur Gavreau asks, his men at the ready.

I glance down at my father. “I am if you are, Papa.”

“It’s time we leave, my dearest Eve,” he croaks, barely able to speak as he’s become weak from the infection.

We say our farewells to Howard, who cannot yet meet my eyes. I do not condemn him for the decisions he’s made; they were born of this strange time and place in history. But I cannot be a part of them.

As the men lift Papa’s cot and carry it down the dock, I remain alone on the riverbank for a moment. I stare across the deep blue of the Nile, past the verdant green of its life-giving shore, to the arid desert beyond, now glowing pink in the dawn. The outlines of Hatshepsut’s temple and the Valley of the Kings materialize.

How I have relished my time in those sandy arms, I think. The desert is often described as spare and lonely, but I don’t find it desolate. Nestled within the rocky hills of the Valley of the Kings and the arid majesty of Hatshepsut’s temple, I feel the presence of the many lives that have passed through those sacred places and the ones that remain deep in the earth. It has been the fulfillment of my childhood dreams and my honor to spend these past seasons in their company.

Still, even though I shouldn’t, I wonder. Is Hatshepsut’s tomb among those hills or in that soil, looking out at me? Have I walked upon the sand beneath which she rested or stared up at her tomb? Somehow, some way, I feel her eyes upon me. Unpuzzling Hatshepsut—the location of her tomb, the nature of her rise, the mystery of her eradication—is what lured me to Egypt, but I’ve learned that it’s not my conundrum to solve. Whether she was a malevolent usurper or a benevolent ruler of a people who weren’t ready for a woman leader, I’ll never know, no matter how I speculate on the narrative of her life I’ve been writing. Not now. Not ever, really—until she’s ready or Egypt is. I’ve seen how the greed for Egypt’s golden history corrupts those to whom it doesn’t belong, and I won’t be part of that deception.

But Madame Zaghloul’s words return to me as well, reminding me that the time for all women—including Hatshepsut’s reemergence—may be forthcoming: “like the desert sand … one day, women will sweep up into a mighty storm and transform the land.” I hope that day comes and the woman pharaoh I’ve long admired leads the charge. But it won’t be me that brings the sandstorm forth.

A horn on the dahabiya sounds, signaling its readiness to depart. There is just one last act I must take before I board and head to Cairo, and then hopefully, home with Papa to Highclere Castle, where the history of its women is as obscure as Hatshepsut’s. I wonder: Could that be a narrative that I could change? Certainly it would be my story to tell, unlike Hatshepsut’s.

Reaching into my pocket, I pull out Hatshepsut’s faience scarab that has been with me throughout. I walk to the edge of the Nile, where the river meets the land, and I dig into the soil, feeling Egypt’s sand between my fingers one last time. And I return to Egypt that which was never mine.

As I stride toward the dahabiya and put the Egyptian shore at my back, I have a final wish. Whenever, wherever, however the sandstorm unleashes, I hope it transforms the world into a place where no woman is ever erased.






Afterword


You leave this novel in a moment every bit as tumultuous as the one you entered it. The Egyptian nationalist movement has secured significant ground, and the English government has begun to relinquish control, but it will be decades before the Egyptian authority stabilizes and foreign rule fully dissolves. The discovery of Tutankhamun’s tomb, in some ways, fans the flame of this revolution over Egypt’s national identity—not to mention the questions around who should rule Egypt’s citizens and who should tell its history. At the very least, the tomb becomes its symbol.

What happens next? you might wonder. The wondrous discoveries of Tutankhamun’s tomb have just begun their next journey in many ways, and Howard Carter will spend the better part of a decade unearthing gold-encrusted antiquities, preserving the gem-laden artifacts, and chronicling their stories. These years will be riddled with strife with the nascent Egyptian government; and in fact, Carter is banned from the tomb for a period. But the years also turn the reserved Howard Carter into a reluctant celebrity at the vanguard of the worldwide craze for all things ancient Egyptian.

Unfortunately, Lord Carnarvon does not get to share this limelight, as he does not live to see this new era. The mosquito bite that fells him in the final pages of our tale ultimately leads to his untimely death and gives birth to the myth of Tutankhamun’s curse; in fact, his weak immune system simply could not fight off the infection in an age without antibiotics. Eve accompanies her father’s body home to England, never to return to Egypt, as is intimated in the pages of Daughter of Egypt. Instead, she resides in England, marries Brograve, leads a very different sort of life than the one imagined by the young Eve, and does not get to finalize the quest for Hatshepsut’s tomb I attributed to her. She does stay close with Carter for the rest of his life, and in fact, she will be one of only nine people to attend the funeral of Howard Carter in 1939. But that is hardly the end of the Carnarvon family’s involvement in Tutankhamun’s tomb. Lady Carnarvon agrees to fund the ongoing excavation after Lord Carnarvon’s death. The compensation she receives for this financial investment in the world’s most famous archaeological discovery, however, isn’t the cache of artifacts that Lord Carnarvon initially imagined he’d get from partage. Instead, she settles for £36,000 reimbursement for the cost of the excavation, and she then sells the bulk of the Egyptian collection Lord Carnarvon had built up for decades to the Metropolitan Museum of Art.

So, what happens to the priceless objects from Tutankhamun’s tomb? Egypt wins the victory to keep the artifacts—for the most part. They become the centerpiece of the neoclassical Egyptian Museum in Cairo’s Tahrir Square for decades, touring the world periodically. Some of you might remember the King Tut sensation when the objects first came to the United States in the 1970s. And now, the entire collection will be housed in the newly built, state-of-the-art Grand Egyptian Museum in Cairo by the Giza pyramids, the largest archaeological museum in the world. As part of this undertaking, the Egyptian workers who actually conducted the excavating will be rewritten into the narrative, including that of the foremen, Ahmed Gerigar, Gad Hassan, Hussein Abu Awad, and Hussein Ahmed Said.

Still, somehow, certain objects from Tutankhamun’s tomb seem to have evaded the grasp of the Egyptian government. In recent years, artifacts in several museums’ collections have been confirmed to originate from Tutankhamun’s tomb despite the fact that these items were meant to have stayed in Egypt. It seems possible that Carter gave a few of these objects to friends and family and some were part of his estate when he died and ended up in museums. As for others, we can only guess as to how they made their way into the antiquities marketplace. What’s beyond speculation is the enormous amount of time and resources that Carter and Lord Carnarvon and Eve, in my telling, put into the discovery of Tutankhamun’s tomb and the way in which it changed Egypt and archaeology forever.

But what about Hatshepsut? Monumental insights about Hatshepsut and the historical figures from her life may still be possible. After all, in 2025, a royal tomb belonging to none other than Hatshepsut’s brother and husband, Thutmose II, was discovered. Perhaps the many questions my fictional Lady Evelyn Herbert posed about Hatshepsut—her life, her legacy, and the terrible manner in which she was erased from history—may yet be answered.






Author’s Note


Hatshepsut has been haunting me for decades. Unearthing the secrets of the Pharaoh Hatshepsut’s astonishing life and legacy and sharing them with readers has been inhabiting my mind for years and years.

But my passion for ancient Egypt does predate my interest in Hatshepsut. It all began with the 1970s media coverage of the famous American “Treasures of Tutankhamun” tour, which displayed the stunning artifacts that our characters uncovered in Daughter of Egypt. Although I wasn’t fortunate enough to attend that tour in person, the images plastered on television and in the newspapers captivated me.

As I went off to college and law school, and then traveled with family and friends, I continued to dip into the realm of ancient Egypt, probably more often than I should have given my career demands. I visited and revisited collections of ancient Egyptian artifacts at the Carnegie Museum of Art in Pittsburgh, the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston, the Smithsonian Museum in Washington, D.C., the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York City, the British Museum in London, the National Archaeological Museum in Athens, the University of Pennsylvania Museum of Archaeology in Philadelphia, the Louvre in Paris, the Brooklyn Museum in New York City, and the Institute for the Study of Ancient Cultures in Chicago, among them. And I began to amass research materials—hefty tomes that I would pore over in my not-so-copious free time during my years as a lawyer.

There, in a rabbit hole of history, I came across the singular Hatshepsut. Already astonishing because she was one of a very few female pharaohs, she became even more fascinating to me when I learned that, after her successful reign, she had been systematically erased. Someone, for some reason, had ordered her name to be chiseled off the sides of monuments and temples, obliterated from the historical records, and destroyed on any statue, even if that meant shattering the sculpture entirely.

Why? I needed to know.

My research materials grew as I delved into the mystery of Hatshepsut’s extraordinary rise and her even more confounding obliteration. (In fact, I recently rediscovered the magazine and newspaper clippings I’d collected in 2006 on the incredible Metropolitan Museum of Art exhibit on Hatshepsut.) I began to contemplate ways to tell her story, but couldn’t quite find the right approach.

Until I learned about Lady Evelyn Herbert, that is.

At first, all I could do was marvel at the fact that I’d never heard that a woman had participated in the famous excavation that unearthed Tutankamun’s treasures. With all my interest in this time period, how had I not read that Lady Evelyn Herbert had actually been the first person in modern times to enter the treasure-laden burial chamber of the most famous Egyptian tomb ever?

With this, a seed of an idea was born. This seed began to grow when I learned that Lady Evelyn Herbert’s unofficial instructor in archaeology had been Howard Carter, the very same person who’d meticulously studied and sketched Hatshepsut’s mortuary temple at Deir el-Bahari and discovered her unfinished cliff tomb to the west of the Valley of the Kings. What if, I hypothesized, Lady Evelyn Herbert and Howard Carter shared my passion for discovering Hatshepsut’s secrets? And what if, as they set out to discover the tomb of Tutankamun, they were also hunting for the tomb of Hatshepsut?

And thus, Daughter of Egypt finally sprang into life.

I am often asked about the line between fact and fiction in my novels, and I anticipate that question again with Daughter of Egypt. Even though I do comprehensive research, sifting through primary and often conflicting documents and other sources to do justice to Hatshepsut’s story is no simple task. So much is unknown about ancient Egypt, or disputed, even among scholars, particularly the day-to-day life, feelings, and relationships of the singular Hatshepsut. Here, I had the great fortune of the expert guidance of the wonderful Egyptologist Dr. J. J. Shirley, a professor, the director of the TT110 Field School & Objects Project in Luxor, Egypt, and managing editor of the Journal of Egyptian History. Her insights were invaluable.

That said, I do write fiction, and utilize what I hope is a logical extrapolation from the facts to fill in the more shadowy corners of history as I create my stories. So I did make some creative decisions regarding the murkier areas of the past to help illuminate my themes.

Regarding ancient Egypt, for instance, reign dates of pharaohs are much debated, even among experts, and I selected a conservative timeline that worked best for the arc of the novel. We don’t know for certain whether Nerferure and Thutmose III actually married, or if the mother of Thutmose III’s son mentioned in Daughter of Egypt was Nerferure, but it made logical sense and served the story. For dramatic effect I moved up in time the destruction of all references to Hatshepsut to a period immediately following her “death,” rather than around two decades later which is believed to be the case. And, while several of Hatshepsut’s early tombs have been discovered over the years and various mummies attributed to her more recently, it is far from settled that any are definitely Hatshepsut’s final resting place or her actual mummy. Thus, I tend to believe that the search for Hatshepsut undertaken by Lady Evelyn Herbert is still alive—as is the mystery around her erasure from history.

I took some liberties with the 1920s storyline as well. Certainly Lady Evelyn Herbert was known to be fascinated with archaeology and ancient Egypt and she studied with Howard Carter, although the obsession with finding Hatshepsut’s tomb that I attribute to them is a creation all my own. Or perhaps I attributed my obsession to them! That said, Lady Evelyn was indeed present at some of the excavations organized by her father and Howard Carter—and she did enter the burial chamber of Tutankamun before anyone else. My depiction of Lady Evelyn’s initial meetings and courtship with Brograve as well as her feelings about the excavations, colonial Egypt, the discovery of Tutankamun’s tomb, Egypt’s quest for independence, Hatshepsut herself, and ultimately, leaving archaeology behind for a life with Brograve are my own creation. She is fiction, as are all the characters really.

Issues around the ownership of ancient artifacts are complicated—not to mention very much in flux today—and while Lord Carnarvon’s collection may have been appropriately obtained for the time, issues around Howard Carter’s acquisition of certain items (particularly from Tutankamun’s tomb) arose and I fictionalized those challenges to highlight this controversial subject.

Much of the characters’ time in 1920s Egypt is intersected by the country’s fraught political situation and quest for independence, and while I endeavored to hew to those facts, I did adjust some of the dates and the progression of events for the purposes of the story. All this, I hope, serves the narrative of these incredible women.

There are many, many wonderful resources that helped me bring to life Lady Evelyn’s and Pharaoh Hatshepsut’s stories. In addition to visiting the locations I’ve mentioned in Daughter of Egypt, I can suggest the following materials, among many: Lord Carnarvon and Howard Carter’s Five Years Exploration at Thebes, A Record of Work Done 1907–1911; Howard Carter and A. C. Mace, The Discovery of the Tomb of Tutankhamen; Nicholas Reeves and John Taylor’s Howard Carter Before Tutankamun; The Monuments of Egypt, the Napoleonic Edition; the Metropolitan Museum of Art’s Hatshepsut From Queen To Pharaoh; Kara Cooney’s The Woman Who Would be King; Joyce Tyldesley’s Hatshepsut; Grace Thompson Seton’s A Woman Tenderfoot in Egypt; the Memoirs of the Earl of Carnarvon, No Regrets; the Countess of Carnarvon’s many wonderful publications, including Egypt at Highclere, Lady Almina and the Real Downton Abbey, The Earl and the Pharaoh: From the Real Downton Abbey to the Discovery of Tutankhamun.

Excavating Daughter of Egypt from the recesses of history changed me in some ways. In bringing Hatshepsut into the light of modern day—and offering my fictional solution to the puzzle of her life and legacy—the way her past reverberates into the present through many women became clear. Hatshepsut, Nerferure, Lady Evelyn Herbert, Madame Zaghloul, and even Mrs. Grace Seton seem a hidden, yet powerful and unbroken chain. And I wonder if it’s the same for us all. Who else is in our chain, and what legacies are we perpetuating, both past and future? Put a slightly different way, using the analogy of Madame Zaghloul, are we all grains in one vast, underestimated desert on the verge of gathering up together into a mighty force of transformation? I hope so.
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