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Knowing that pharaoh’s army would not dare cross into 

the Red Land at night, Nandor and Khara drove the horses to 
the place universally abhorred and feared by Egyptians. There, 

anyone not fortunate enough to die from heat or thirst faced a 

worse death at the hands of the ruthless Bedouins. 

They chose a secluded valley, open at each end and lined 

with jagged limestone cliffs. Nandor slowed the horses, guiding 

them away from the sly ravines. After Khara stepped from the 

chariot, he handed her the blanket and two water skins; he kept 

the third. 

Nandor unfastened the horses’ bindings and poured water 

into his cupped hand. While the animals drank, he whispered 

in their ears. When they were finished, he rubbed the sides of 

their necks. Though it was dark, Khara was sure she saw them 

nodding their heads. He said gently, “Go now, my friends.” 

Khara watched, unable to believe he would so easily discard 

their transportation. He sent them off without so much as a 

slap, or stamp, or even a shout. 
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Stunned, she asked, “What now?” 

Nandor pointed to the top of the high cliffs. “We go where 

her cavalry cannot.” 

It was obvious that Nandor knew this place. He pushed the 

chariot over the edge of a deep ravine; the sound of splintering 

wood lowered Khara’s spirits even further. They climbed, 

their pace slowed by darkness and loose rock. Pretending to 

be exhausted so he would stop and rest, Khara took tiny sips 

of water while making sure Nandor drank heartily. She also 

checked his wounds, moving the sash to a place where the linen 

was still fresh. 

Two-thirds of the way up, they chose a wide ledge that 

would offer protection and, more importantly, an excellent 

view. He spread the blanket for her to sit. There was only the 

haunting sound of the wind blowing sand across the desert 

floor. 

“Even Menefra will not convince the guards to follow us 

here at night.” 

Nandor’s face tightened. “Superstitious fools.” 

She had never heard him say such a thing. He shook his 

head and followed the ledge as it curved with the mountain’s 

face. Soon his steps faded, leaving her alone. 

     Khara spent the night under the star-filled sky. It was the 

first time she had ever felt completely alone. There was not 

even the comfort of a fire; her only consolation was the 

stillness. She did not wail, or pull at her hair, or scratch herself 

as she had seen many a mourner do—as Menefra would 

surely be doing at father’s side. Instead, she watched the 

shadows of the hills while her tears fell and then, spent, she 

leaned back on the hard dirt. Tucking her knees in front of her, 

she drifted in and out of sleep. 

The long, mournful howling of an animal, one whose cry 

she could not place yet seemed strangely familiar, woke her. 

Nandor soon returned and sat close by, the light of the moon 
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revealing a single tear curving around the dusty scar on his 

cheek. 

“Does Piri speak the truth,” Khara began, watchful of his 

expression, “when she says you have served the House of 

Pharaoh for longer than anyone can remember?” 

“You are too old to be listening to the stories of that blind 

old gossip—even if she was your nursemaid.” 

“Her tone is always gentle when she speaks of you.” 

“These things no longer matter.” He heaved a sigh and 

looked away. “Your father must safely pass the twelve hours of 

this night if he is to enter the Underworld. And he is alone,” he 

added dejectedly. 

After thinking for a moment, Khara said, “Father’s spirit 

was always stronger than his body. The gods will grant him 

peace. He said that the memory of a good man lives forever.” 

“So he did.” 

“What was he like when he was my age?” 

“You were always the curious one,” Nandor remarked, 

his smile weak. After a moment, he seemed to have made a 

decision; his shoulders relaxed. “I knew your father from the 

minute he was born because it was your grandfather who took 

me from my burning village.” 

“But how can that be? That would make you—” 

“A dozen soldiers poked me with the butts of their spears, 

waving their flimsy knives. A hoard of them surrounding a 

child. Still, I was not afraid and could have easily taken two 

or three of them down before they finished me off. It only 

made matters worse when pharaoh declared I was worth ten 

of them.” 

“What happened to your family?” 

“What always happens; they were killed trying to defend 

the village.” 

“Piri never told me anything of this.” 

“She wasn’t even a hope in her mother’s heart when this 
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happened. The journey from our burning homes was a cruel 

one. We walked all day; by night the guards tormented us—

especially the women. As an added insult, I was made to walk 

behind the camels and cows, the whole time wishing for 

nothing more than to be swallowed by the burning sand. 

“One night, after the drunken guards had finally tired of us, 

an asp slithered through our camp and straight into pharaoh’s 

tent.” 

     “What happened?” Khara gasped, knowing that the bite of an 

asp meant certain and painful death. 

“The women screamed. There was so much screaming I 

couldn’t bear it anymore! The screaming of my mother, my 

little brother who was just learning to walk, the cries of a whole 

village filled my ears, and I lost my mind. I broke the shackles, 

found the snake at the foot of pharaoh’s cot, and bit off its 

head.” 

“You didn’t!” 

Nandor’s voice reminded her of happier times. “To this day, 

I can still taste its bitter blood and feel the wiggling head sliding 

down my throat.” 

“Weren’t you poisoned?” 

“I did the biting that night. The High Priest checked me 

over, measuring my legs and teeth as if I were a horse. In his 

pomposity, he proclaimed that I had been chosen to become the 

guardian of the House of Pharaoh.” 

“I never knew. Nor did Menefra, and she lives for gossip.” 

He shrugged. “It was long ago. In time, I became pharaoh’s 

protector—first for your grandfather, then for your father when 

he was only six. In all those years, he was the only one to offer 

me friendship. I should be at his side tonight.” Nandor hung 

his head. 

She patted his hand. 

“You and your sister have been the only innocence, the joy 

and happiness of my life.” Pointing to the bloody bandages, 
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he confessed, “This pain is nothing compared to the wound to 

my heart. Because of my failure, the Great House of Egypt lies 

in ruin. There was a time,” he admitted in a low voice, “when I 

would have rejoiced to see Egypt fall. But that,” he murmured, 

“was another lifetime. 

“When your mother died in childbirth, the High Council 

determined that you girls should be placed with good families. 

Your father would marry again and sire sons. A lesser man 

would have followed their advice, but your father? He loved 

you both from the moment Piri wiped the blood from your 

faces.” 

The anguish in Nandor’s heart was as indisputable as her 

own. Perhaps, she thought, squeezing away tears, it is worse. 

     “I never sensed any of it.” Khara searched the black night 

as though some answer could be found there. “A single image, 

some hint of her intentions, would have been enough.” 

“Go to sleep. You will need all your strength tomorrow.” 

She lay down on the blanket, curling into a fetal position. 

“Will you stay close by?” 

“Until my last breath.” 

Several times that night she awoke wondering if it had all 

been a terrible dream. She and Nandor were hunting in the 

desert as they often did. But she was not dressed for hunting, 

and wore the bracelets father had given her before prayers… 

Finally, darkness lightened into blue-grey. Khara opened 

her eyes. As she stood to stretch, Nandor’s leopard skin slipped 

from her shoulders. She caught it and pulled it close around 

her, grateful for its warmth. 

Stepping to the lip of the ledge where she had spent the 

night, she looked out. An endless sky rested above the ocher 

hills and cliffs. Even Horus would envy this view, she thought. 

Khara pictured him—half-man half-falcon, his right eye the 

glorious sun, his left, the serene moon. If only he would spread 

his great wings over her, they would be saved. Horus would 
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take them away through this perfect cloudless sky. Everything 
would be as it was… 

From the horizon, the morning sun stretched its first violet 
rays across the sky. “Welcome, noble sunrise,” she recited, 
speaking the words of her father, “constant in your abundance 
since the beginning of time.” This was the ritual prayer, said 
only by pharaoh to welcome each new day. Who would say 

it now? Her heart was stricken with indescribable pain. 
She blamed herself for not seeing the illness in Menefra’s 

heart. Was it possible that her sister, whom she had loved and 
shared everything with, had been her secret enemy? For how 
long? These thoughts cut so deeply they prompted Khara to 
look for Nandor. 

His steps were slow and heavy when he returned, and one 
foot dragged in the sand. The bandage she had tied around his 
wounds hung loose and bloody. 

He motioned upwards, tiredly commanding, “Climb.” He 
removed the last full hide of water from his neck and placed it 
around hers. 

Khara’s voice trembled. “Where are you going?” 
“Away from you.” Before she could protest, he explained, 

“They will find me easily enough. By then, you will be well 
hidden, and I will say that I killed you just as I did your father.” 
The last words caused him to wince. “Once they are satisfied 
and have gone, you must join the travelers who use this route 
for trade.” 

“No, no!” It was too much to bear. 
He motioned her to him. Khara resisted, furious, and began 

to cry. He stood there like a stone while her tears fell harder. 
“I cannot,” she sobbed. “I will not leave without you.” 
“Come to me.” She wanted to refuse him, but her pride was 

lost to the gentleness in his voice. She went, leaning against 
his giant frame. At last, he put an arm around her. They stood 
together watching orange and violet burst across the sky. Khara 

had no words left. 
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Nandor  moved  away  first.  He  laid  his  hands  on  her 
shoulders and stared for a very long time, his face filled with 
pride and assurance. 

“You must live. Soon, merchants will come this way. You 
remember your teachings?” 

She did. The Bedouins were the wild nomadic people who 
traveled the desert for trade. She knew their customs, even their 
tongue, almost as well as her own. The Assyrians were safer, 
their fruitful kingdom thriving outside of Egypt. The Nubians 
could not be trusted. They had been conquered too many times 
to look favorably on any daughter of Egypt, least of all the 
daughter of pharaoh. 

“With luck, they will be Assyrians.” Nandor pointed to a 
smooth road that broke the rocky surface below. “That is where 
they will come,” he told her, pointing to the narrow entrance 
they had used the night before. “From where we stand, you will 
know who they are.” 

“And if your plan fails?” 
Nandor struggled to remove the heavy gold cuff from 

around his ankle. Closing it around the top of her arm, it 
slipped and would have fallen into the dirt had she not spread 
her fingers wide. He also removed the blood-stained leather 
pouch and hung it around her neck. 

“I have not much to give. This is all there is to help you. 
Some  oil—sometimes  your  father  needed  it  to  anoint  a 
deserving soul. What is left of the blinding powder. And this,” 
he said, referring to the cuff. “Made from the purest gold in 
the world. Wear it and any language is yours.” Disapproval 
flashed in his eyes. “And take all this off!” he exclaimed, waving 
at her layers of necklaces and bracelets, their gems catching the 
morning light. “Keep one or two hidden to trade. Leave the 
rest.” 

She turned her back to fasten the cuff around her thigh. 

When she finished, Nandor was staring out at the road he was 

sure would be her salvation. 
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“Ah, one last thing,” he said, rubbing his hands in the dirt. 
He wiped away her tears with his fingers, leaving her face 
streaked and dirty. “Better. Now you look like a traveler.” 

Nandor smiled then, something he rarely did. Khara forgot 
her misery to appreciate his priceless gift. It was as though she 
was seeing his face for the first time. His eyes were a lighter, a 
warmer shade of brown than she remembered, and he had no 
brows or lashes. His black skin accentuated a large, brilliant 
smile. 

He took her small hand in his, saying, “Your father is gone,” 
he stated flatly, and his voice wavered for a moment, “so there 
is no one left to tell you this but me. He raised you to be a great 
queen, Khara. The education of your tutors will serve you 
someday, but not now.” He shook her hands, regaining his 
fierce expression. “Haven’t I taught you to fight and hunt the 
same as if you had been pharaoh’s son? Better than a son!” he 
encouraged, smiling. “As if you had been my own…” He lifted 
her chin. “Do not be afraid. It is your destiny to bring change. 
Your father believed this; your sister’s conspirators believe this. 
I also know this to be true. 

“You will return as Egypt’s rightful ruler,” he announced, 
his finger wagging, “but only when you are ready.” 

Khara didn’t believe him, it showed in her eyes. “Ah, you 
think not?” He reached over and wiped away the last of her 
tears. Strands of her waxed hair were now coated with dirt and 
fell across her face. “There is no more time, child. Hide yourself. 
When it is safe, find your way home. Though it will be difficult, 
and you might find yourself in places unknown to Egyptians, 
do not lose hope. When the days of mourning for your father 
are over, you must succeed him.” 

“We both know that Menefra has plenty of conspirators. 
How will I—” 

“You will always have me,” he promised, covering his heart 
with his hand, “to guide you to your rightful place, to keep you 

safe. Has it not always been so?” 
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Khara motioned him to lean down so she could kiss his 
cheek. She undid the simple clasp and handed the leopard skin 
back to its owner. 

“My spirit longs to return home,” he whispered, leaning 
down until his face was close. “Wait until it is safe. 
Now go!” 

Khara nodded and turned, crisscrossing her way up the 
steep slope. Nandor would be watching, and she must not 
disappoint him. The plateau was nearing when she heard a 
thundering noise that rattled the mountainside, causing her to 
stumble. Sliding backward on the crumbling shale, she grabbed 
for a sturdy outcropping of rocks, steadied her nerves, and 
looked over her shoulder. 

He could not have gone far in such a short time, yet Nandor 
was gone. And something else troubled her. Although she 
was certain she had just heard thunder, Khara gazed into the 
cloudless sky, shivering at the unsettled feeling sweeping 
through her. In that eerie moment of stillness, she heard the 
faint sounds of pounding hooves and whips snapping. Chariots 
swarmed into the valley’s narrow opening, churning the earth 
into a red cloud of fury. In front, hair streaming in the wind, 
Menefra rode in the gilded procession chariot. 

How dare you! Khara thought, outraged. 
Standing at her driver’s side, Menefra held the chariot’s 

frame  with  one  hand,  her  free  arm  wrapped  around  the 
soldier’s waist. Her disgraceful exhibition made Khara’s cheeks 
burn, and her hands clenched into fists at the sight of her 
father’s prized transport used in this way. 

“Faster, faster!” Menefra screamed. 
Covering her ears, she raged against her sister. I pray that the 

patience of the gods’ wrath will be made up for a thousand times by its 
cruelty. You will pay for this, Menefra. 

But she had given her word. Khara resumed her climb when 
something dark in front of the riders caught her eye. “It cannot 

be…” she whispered. 
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Before she knew it, her feet were flying down the hillside, all 
promises forgotten. She leapt onto the even ground of the ledge 
where they had spent the night. You must survive resonated in 
her head, and her steps slowed. 

Standing in the middle of the path, Nandor moved his bow 
into position. “Murderers! Sheep!” he taunted. 

Judging the distance, the impossibility of intercepting the 
troop in time to save his life became clear. Helpless, she could 
only watch. 

Nandor took aim and let loose the bowstring; Menefra’s 
driver fell backward into the dust. Undaunted, she grabbed the 
reins, wrapping them around her waist. Though the chariots 
swerved frantically, the young guard’s body was trampled 
badly  and  left  in  the  dust.  Reducing  her  speed,  Menefra 
seemed keenly aware that Nandor’s bow had them at a deadly 
disadvantage. She could easily be next. The chariots fanned out, 
moving forward cautiously. 

Part of Khara wanted her sister, her twin, to die—she who 
was the other half of her soul. 

Menefra’s sights fixed on Nandor, and she drew down on 
him with her bow. Khara sensed a slight correction in her aim. 

Less than three cubits from where she stood, an arrow 
thudded against the rock, bounced, and skimmed downwards. 
Guards yelled, horses reared, and chariots halted as all attention 
turned on Khara. Nandor dropped his bow. “Run!” he shouted, 
rushing in her direction. 

Her face twisted with hate, Menefra launched another 
arrow. This one hit closer—only a small distance to the right of 
Khara’s feet. The guards looked at one other. Confusion kept 
them from reacting as Menefra placed y e t  another arrow in 

the bow. Only Khara could sense the wicked smile that crossed 

her sister’s face, the words she spoke softly. “I erase you from 

the Line of Kings.” 

Khara  stepped  forward,  throwing  her  arms  wide,  and 

shouted. “I am not afraid!” 
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Nandor hurled something small and round high into the air 
which shattered a small distance from where Khara stood. 

Menefra screeched, “Kill him!” 
Resigned that her sister’s last arrow would not miss and she 

would soon be dead, a soothing numbness spread through her. 
Khara watched the guards take aim at Nandor as though she 
were standing outside her body, as though she were floating 
away. 

She heard a light, musical chiming unlike any sound she 
had ever heard—the same noise she had earlier thought was 
thunder, but weaker now. Gradually, the sound gathered 
strength, deepening until the entire mountainside rumbled 
again. The earth reached for her. She was being gathered up, 
taken away from the madness below. Her body and spirit 
seemed to separate, and then crash back together again. The 
view below grew fainter, as though a heavy veil had fallen over 
it. Was she dying, or merely fading away? There was no pain. 

Her last vision was of Nandor. A mass of arrows protruding 
from his chest and arms, he dropped to his knees. Struggling 
to stay upright, his eyes sought hers. His lips moved, silently 
saying, “Do not fail me…” He fell face-down into the red dirt, 
the leopard skin covering him. 

“Nandor!” she screamed, her voice echoing peculiarly. 
Khara tried running to him but the strange feeling held her 
firmly. She could no longer feel the ground beneath her. A 
frightening sensation of being wrenched outside her body 
came over her again, but this time if felt as though her essence 
was pulled out and shattered into tiny pieces. She was aware 
of being carried away amid flashes of colors and unworldly, 
terrifying sounds. 

As suddenly as the chaos began, it was over. Like dust being 
swept into a corner, she felt her body and spirit gently reunite. 
When at last she felt brave enough to open her eyes, she was 
astonished to find herself in one piece. Instinctively, she ran her 

hands lightly over her body while inspecting her surroundings. 
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She had expected to find herself in the Hall of Judgment. 

There she hoped to answer “No,” with honesty, to the forty- 

two questions that would determine if her heart was righteous. 

Khara imagined that the hall would be a place of solemn beauty 

and harbored hope that she might find her father there. But 

there was no great hall and, for the second time in as many 

days, deception twisted Khara’s heart. 

The desolation of this place could only mean one thing; 

she had passed into the netherworld of the dreaded Red 

Land, a wasteland of rocky sand and unspeakable heat. Plants 

resembling spears or knives jutted from the dry soil. All was 

still. Her vengeance and rage toward Menefra had revoked her 

right to eternal life in the paradise of the east; she had been cast 

out to suffer perpetually in the Underworld. 

She saw something shining in the dirt near her feet. It 

was Nandor’s cuff. Retrieving it, she hugged it to her chest, 

comforted that some part of him had made the journey with 

her. She placed it inside the pouch he had given her and hid it 

inside her dress. 

For a long time she wandered, coming at last to a boulder 

where she rested. Except for a puny, dried-up scorpion near her 

outstretched foot, nothing moved; even the sun seemed trapped 

in a web of grey haze. In her worst nightmare, Khara could not 

have imagined a more inhospitable place. She cried for her 

father and for Nandor, for herself, and even for Menefra, whose 

love had somehow been stolen from her. Soon the scorpion 

abandoned her as footsteps approached. 

“¿Qué haces aquí??” A startled expression animated the 

man’s creased, sunburned face as he stared at her bloody legs, 

torn dress, and tear-stained face. “Este no es un lugar seguro,” 

he said, shaking his head and offering her a drink from a firm, 

round vessel. “Ven conmigo.” 
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She noticed his odd, colorful clothes—and something else, 

which frightened her into silence. Khara had never heard his 

language before, and yet she understood. “What are you doing 

here? This is not a safe place,” he’d told her. “Come with me.” 

In the Underworld, anything is possible. She followed him. 



 

 

 



 

 

 


