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        I will make you as a light for the nations,

        that my salvation may reach to the ends of the earth.

      

        

      
        Isaiah 49:6b (ESV)

      

        

      
        But I have raised you (Pharaoh) up for this very purpose, that I might show you my power and that my name might be proclaimed in all the earth.

      

        

      
        Exodus 9:16 (NIV)
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            LIST OF CHARACTER AND PLACE NAMES

          

        

      

    

    
      Fictional Characters

      Kheti - an Egyptian living in the Nile delta region. Second son of a farmer, Hepu (senior), who farms papyrus and crops.

      Pentu - Kheti’s older brother. Married to Iset and father of young Hepu (an infant son). He concentrates on the crop side of the family business.

      Avraham - a Hebrew slave. Husband to Sara, and father of Yosef, Havvah, and Noach.

      Tia - younger sister of Kheti.

      Nanny - an old woman who helped raise Mosheh and Pharaoh.

      Nophret - a neighbor. Intef is her younger brother.

      

      Biblical Characters

      I have chosen to use more Hebraic-anglicised versions of the familiar names. This helps us approach the story with different eyes and hopefully makes the biblical parts, feel less familiar.

      Mosheh - (more familiar in English as Moses). Raised in Pharaoh’s palace for forty years and then fled to the wilderness for forty years. Married to Zipporah.

      Pharaoh - the king of Egypt. It is unknown precisely which Pharaoh he was. Three possibilities are:

      a) Thutmose II (c. 1493-1479 B.C.E.), a pharaoh with a brief reign and no legitimate son to succeed him. In addition, his mummy showed evidence of scars and cysts from possible disease.

      b) Rameses II is a more popular candidate (reigned c. 1279-1213 B.C.E.).

      c)  Merneptah, the pharaoh who succeeded Rameses (reigned c. 1213-1203 B.C.E.).

      Aharon - Mosheh’s older brother.

      Miryam - Mosheh’s older sister.
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        Goshen, Nile Delta, Ancient Egypt

      

      

      “Grab it!” Kheti squeaked in excitement, ankle deep in the squishy mud on the edge of the Nile River.

      Just as he was about to capture it, the frog gave a mighty leap out of his encircling hands.

      Kheti stood up and swung his head around. His older brother, Pentu, was nowhere to be seen. As usual.

      Kheti scanned the riverbank. There was his slippery target, trying to hide behind a clump of papyrus. Kheti splashed through the refreshing water.

      “I’ll help,” said a nearby voice.

      Kheti turned as another little boy came running over.

      Kheti focused back on the frog and crept forward. Mud squished through his toes. He beckoned to the other boy to approach the grass clump from the other side.

      “Slowly,” he commanded in a whisper. Together they should be able to trap the frog.

      The wet frog was motionless, gleaming like a dark green jewel.

      Kheti squatted and the other boy copied him, moving cautiously at half speed. Kheti grinned. It was good to have a friend. Pentu said he didn’t have time to play with Kheti.

      Slowly, slowly they both reached toward the frog.

      “Come away from there,” a sharp voice said. “Mother wouldn’t want you playing with a slave.”

      The frog gave a mighty leap and disappeared under the water with a splash.

      Slave? Kheti looked over at the boy. The boy plunged his hands into the river, not seeming to notice Pentu. With a shout of glee, he raised hands cupped around what must have been the frog they had pursued.

      As if sensing Kheti’s desire to continue his game, Pentu grabbed him by the shoulder, fingers digging in.

      “If you ever come near my brother again,” he snarled at the boy, “I’ll get my father to have you and your father whipped.”

      Kheti had never seen his Papa whip anyone, boy or beast.

      The delight that had recently been on the boy’s face was replaced by fear. Trembling, the boy bent and released the frog from the cage of his hands. It used its powerful legs to escape into the reeds.

      A woman scurried down the slope toward them. “I need your help, Yosef,” she said, voice thin and not looking at Pentu. She gently tugged the boy’s arm.

      Kheti watched sorrowfully as Yosef was led away, his heart pounding as if Pentu had threatened him too. Pentu gave him a sharp prod to direct him toward the house, forcing him to turn his back on Yosef, who walked hand in hand with his mother up over the rise of the riverbank. Why shouldn’t they play together? It wasn’t as if Yosef was dirty or diseased. Kheti’s mother never let him talk with the Hebrew slaves, but Yosef had seemed like an ordinary boy before Pentu said he was a slave. Well, Mother and Pentu must know best. Kheti turned his eyes to the river, blinking at the brightness of the reflections off the water.

      “The river is life, Kheti,” Papa had often told him as he dug two hands into the soft wet earth and offered Kheti the rich black soil to consider. “See the river’s gift. See how our great gods make us rich.” Kheti saw mud, not riches, but there was much he did not know about the world, so much he had yet to learn about the river, its frogs and gods, and why some boys were slaves and others were not.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Several days later

        Near Kheti’s home

      

      

      Kheti had been left to play on his own because Pentu was off helping their father. Kheti sighed as he thought of the boy he’d played with down at the river. If only Yosef had been allowed to stay. There was no one else of similar age around. He leaned against a stone wall, his mother and grandmother with their backs towards him, were seated on the wall above his head and hadn’t noticed him.

      “They breed like sandflies,” his mother said.

      Who did? Kheti slid down the wall. He risked a stinging pinch to the ear if his mother caught him eavesdropping, but Papa always said he needed to pay attention to learn about the world.

      “Pharaoh had the right idea—kill the lot of them,” his grandmother said.

      Kheti blinked at the spite in her voice. He’d gladly see annoying sandflies exterminated, but he didn’t think his mother and grandmother were talking about sandflies.

      “Didn’t work,” his mother said, matching his grandmother’s tone. “Those Hebrews are a plague in our lands, even after Pharaoh commanded that all boys be killed at birth.”

      Kheti’s heart pounded so loudly in his own ears that he was afraid they could hear it too. Kill the boys? He was a boy. He sucked in a mouthful of hot air.

      “The midwives were ordered to kill all the boys. Any babies found hidden, the soldiers threw in the river,” added his grandmother with an air of satisfaction. “But they’re like those wretched flies. There’s always more.”

      Vomit rose in Kheti’s throat. His mother had always warned him not to swim in the river because it was full of crocodiles as big as horses that loved to feast on the unwary. There were angry hippos too, although they were easier to see and avoid. He trembled.

      Why did his mother and grandmother and Pharaoh hate the Hebrews? There didn’t seem to be anything particularly nasty about them. There was a family of them living over the river. Kheti had never been allowed near their hut, but he’d seen the children playing together at a distance, heard their laughter, and wished Pentu would play and laugh with him.

      “And to think it was one of our own pharaohs who invited them here. Let them settle on our land. Let them farm our delta. The best land in Egypt!” Grandmother slapped her leg. “Our land. Our water. Our crops. Our fruit.”

      “Why didn’t they put them out in the desert?”

      “That would have kept their numbers down.” His grandmother cracked her knuckles. “Only the sandflies can breed out there.”

      In stories, the desert was described as an empty expanse that couldn’t have been more different from the lush green of the delta, planted with wheat and barley, beans and peas, spices, and watermelons. Kheti’s mouth watered at the thought of sinking his teeth into a slice of sweet, juicy melon.

      “They don’t belong here anyway,” Grandmother continued. “They should have gone back to Canaan after the famine, not stayed here and stolen the best of our lands. Fat and happy, taking what was ours for generation after generation.”

      Silence fell between the two women. Kheti held his breath so they wouldn’t notice his presence.

      His mother spoke again. “How long have they been a curse on our lands?”

      “For a long, long time. They were around even when my grandmother was a child.”

      Kheti tried to imagine how long ago his grandmother’s grandmother had lived and gave up. His grandmother was one of the oldest people he knew. Old and wrinkled and with a tongue that cut like a knife.

      “Well, why haven’t they gone back?” his mother asked.

      “They’re wanderers. I’m not sure they even have their own land.”

      “Well, this is not their land, and their welcome expired long ago,” his mother said in a tone that brooked no argument.

      “Once guests, now pests,” his grandmother added in a singsong voice.

      His mother chuckled. “Yes. And what a mistake it was to treat them well when they are vermin.”

      “Mmm,” his grandmother said. “But still we must feed them.”

      “Just enough to keep them fit for work.” His mother sniggered.

      “But not enough for them to have energy to plot mischief.”

      It made Kheti sad to see how little food their house slaves were given. He’d been sneaking extra to them since he’d first been unable to resist their hungry eyes as they watched him eat. He’d seen Papa do the same when his mother wasn’t looking.

      His grandmother shifted her seat. “We’d be fools to feed them too much. That would risk their raising an army to overrun us.”

      Kheti widened his eyes.

      “I doubt they have the wit to work together,” his mother said.

      There was a pause, and Kheti held his breath again.

      “They breed like flies, but they work like ants,” his grandmother muttered. “That’s why Pharaoh made them slaves in the first place. Didn’t want them supporting our enemies to get rid of us.”

      His mother gave a little whimper. “Don’t scare me.”

      “Don’t you worry, honey. We have the wit and the whip. They have empty heads and empty bellies. Like ants, they can’t stop working, or they won’t get fed.”

      Kheti shivered. The slaves might be ants, but he’d seen ants lift a dead beetle many times their weight.

      “Although there might be trouble if that fellow Mosheh comes back,” his grandmother said.

      Mosheh? Kheti pricked up his ears. A name he didn’t know.

      “Raised in the palace. Given airs unfitting for a slave. The previous Pharaoh was a fool to let his daughter keep a Hebrew child, and a greater fool to let Mosheh escape.”

      “But they tried to find him, didn’t they?” his mother said, her voice tight. “Surely he died somewhere out in the desert.”

      “They didn’t look hard enough, I say. You don’t risk leaving a fellow like that alive. Not if you know what’s good for you.”

      What had the man done, and why did Grandmother’s voice shake?

      “But nothing has been heard of him during my lifetime.”

      “Maybe not, but as I said to your aunt when he fled, ‘That one will cause trouble, you’ll see.’” Grandmother would be wagging her finger.

      “Come on,” Kheti’s mother said, her knees creaking as they always did when she stood. “That’s enough of a rest for now. Can you make it home?”

      Kheti made himself as small and silent as a mouse hiding from a falcon hoping they wouldn’t glance over to his side of the wall.

      The shuffle of their footsteps and the murmur of their voices faded. He waited to make sure they were well away before scuttling off on the shortcut home. Who was Mosheh? How could he find out more about the man? Even his name sounded mysterious, but a Hebrew raised in the palace sounded even more intriguing. Why had Pharaoh’s daughter kept him if everyone hated the Hebrews so much? Why had Mosheh fled? Was he still alive? And if he was alive, where was he now? Would Yosef and his family know? Thinking of Yosef’s smile when he’d caught their frog, Kheti was hit with a sudden flood of sadness. It was no use thinking about Yosef. He’d never be allowed to talk to him again.
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        10 years later

        Goshen, Egypt

      

      

      Kheti pushed the papyrus boat out into the flooded River Nile. All along the edges of the river, the water eddied in languorous currents. The river would recede after the next moon, leaving behind the silt that made the delta so fertile. Kheti almost licked his lips thinking of all the fruit and vegetables to come. Before the planting, he and his father and brother would make another offering to Hapi, the river god, to thank him for the fertility the inundation brought and to plead that the river would stay within its boundaries until after the harvest. Most years, the gods answered their prayers.

      The prow of his boat nudged its way between the purple flowering water lilies and toward the next clump of papyrus. Papyrus was the source of their family’s wealth. They made paper or boats with the best of it and wove sandals and baskets with the offcuts.

      Reaching a clump that grew well above his head, Kheti pulled the first stalk up by its roots. With a swift cut of his knife, he severed the root clump and let it drop back into the river. After laying the main part of the reed at an angle across his papyrus-reed boat, he reached for the next stalk.

      A pair of otters frolicked in the water ahead. The white of their throats caught the sun as their lithe bodies twisted and glided through the water.

      Kheti’s mother thought this job was beneath him. She told him to send the Hebrew slaves to do the harvesting, but he loved to come and soak in the serenity. Overhead, the sky was awash with streaks of orange and palest pink. The intoxicating smell of the sacred blue water lilies, a symbol of the sun god, Ra, and a sign of rebirth, filled his nostrils. He sniffed and scared a frog off the papyrus. It plopped into the water and swam away with vigorous kicks of its back legs. On mornings like this, Kheti could imagine the world was perfect.

      Out here he could escape his mother’s endless nagging. His workday was never finished in her eyes, and she had a new refrain. “Pentu was married at your age, Kheti. Will I die before I see your sons?” Out here he could forget the extra busyness of harvest season. His workers had been sick yesterday, and they hadn’t managed to get more papyrus ready for soaking. They’d have to catch up this afternoon.

      Kheti cut the final stalk in the first clump of papyrus and paddled the boat toward the next. Each stalk came up with a squelch and a few air bubbles. He kept up the rhythm. Pull, slice, place. Pull, slice, place.

      At each clump of papyrus, he only harvested the larger stalks, leaving the smaller to continue to grow. Ra, praise him, had once again conquered Apep, the serpent of darkness, and now sailed his boat across the sky, warming Kheti’s back. He’d fill up the boat and head back to the soaking vats. Behind him, he could hear the calls of the other gatherers. They tended to keep together. Unlike his mother, he permitted the slaves to talk as long as it didn’t impede their efficiency. Not that his mother actually got her hands dirty with any part of the process. She loved being able to live as a woman of leisure. Kheti’s father preferred to supervise the making of papyrus reed boats, a task performed later in the year after the reeds had fully dried.

      Kheti continued to move from clump to clump until his boat was full. He dug his paddle into the water and used the water flow to swing the boat around, ready to return home.

      Midway through the turn, he heard a scream, then another. A crocodile? He completed his turn and froze, fear prickling his skin. What in the name of Ra was wrong with the water? The river between him and the other boats glowed red. He glanced at the sky. No, it wasn’t a reflection from the sun, for the sunrise was long gone. He looked back at the water, recoiling to see the redness spreading toward his boat. A vague salty-sweet smell filled his nose. He’d never seen anything like this. What was this phenomenon? The slaves were paddling for shore, shouting to each other in their barbarous language, not caring that some of the harvested stalks were falling back into the water.

      Kheti clicked his tongue in annoyance and yelled after them, but they took no notice. Red now crept around the edge of his paddle. Reaching forward, he lifted some of the dripping stalks abandoned by the slaves onto his boat. The stained water was warm and unnaturally viscous. He sniffed at it cautiously. Where had he smelled that smell before?

      On the riverbank, the men had pulled the boats out of the water, dragging them from the front rather than walking into the shallows and carefully beaching them. He yelled again, telling them not to damage the underside of the boats, but they ignored him and then gathered in a nervous huddle well away from the water. Maybe his mother was right. Maybe Kheti had been too soft with them.

      Kheti kept paddling, picking up each one of the abandoned stalks. The smell had increased, and now his stomach threatened to disgorge his breakfast. He recalled the first time he’d been to a temple and seen the animals slaughtered for sacrifice. Blood? He bent to examine the river more closely, and stretched out his hand to place one finger in the red water. It felt warm. He brought his finger close to his nose and sniffed. He stuck out his tongue and touched it to his finger. Ugh. He spat into the river and then spat again.

      Blood. How could the water be blood? Even as he looked, the surface of the river seemed to boil as fish floated to the surface, lying belly-up, mouths gasping in the air.

      Dread struck Kheti’s belly. Plunging his paddle into the river, he bolted for the riverbank. What devilish trick was this? What had Egypt done to come under Hapi’s curse?

      As he approached the riverbank, he again caught sight of the slaves huddled in fear. He swallowed, took a deep breath, slowed his paddling, and sat more erect. He must not let the slaves see the panic dancing through his limbs. A master must always be in control of himself.

      The prow of the boat crunched against the bank. “Come! Help!” he called.

      No one jumped at his command. Finally, after a whispered consultation, two men approached, assisting him to drag the papyrus off the boat but not putting their feet anywhere near the water. 

      Once the boat was emptied, Kheti schooled his face to calm and then stepped into the water. It swirled warm around his calves. He wanted to dash, screaming, out of its sticky embrace, but for the sake of his pride, he held his head high and strode toward the shore. He gestured to two of the men, who half-dragged and half-carried the boat to a safer spot on the riverbank. Blood clung to the boat in a sticky tideline.

      He clamped down his terror and pointed at the slaves. “Come! Carry the papyrus back to the soaking vats.”

      They muttered amongst themselves but after a brief delay, hoisted the reeds onto their shoulders, ready for the short walk home. Kheti looked back at the river. As far as he could see, the river was red and the stench was heavy in the air. He turned to follow the others. Away from the dying fish. Away from the horror. Away from the river of life that had turned to death.

      The men whispered among themselves in their own tongue as if the river had turned into a monster they now feared to awaken.

      Kheti took surreptitious deep breaths. The air was full of the smell of metal. Looking down at his feet, he shuddered. The blood had dried, and his feet were sticky. Little tufts of dried grass and sand now rubbed at his soles.

      He stopped and waved his arm. “We’ll go via the lake so we can wash.”

      The slaves looked up and nodded, gratefulness evident in their haunted eyes. It wasn’t far out of their way. Kheti often used the lake for quiet swims after a long day in the papyrus sheds. The lake was filled by a spring and free of any dangerous creatures.

      They marched in silence. As they approached the lake, birds flew over in a huge flock, the air full of the beating of their wings. Not their familiar graceful flight, but frantic flapping, as if they were panicked. Kheti squinted as he watched.

      Kheti’s throat tightened. Not waiting for the slaves, he rushed to the top of the small hill ahead, heart pounding, and looked down at the lake. From shore to shore, the waters were red like the Nile, and the air pungent with the smell of death.

      Hapi, why are you angry? The only answer was the beat of the birds’ wings as they fled.

      The river and the lake. How far had this curse spread? The men lined up on either side of Kheti, silent and still, then each spun around to head back to the farm.

      Kheti reached down to brush the sticky sand and grass strands off his feet. There was plenty of water at home, and he’d make sure they could all wash. But he wished he could have washed before his mother saw him covered in blood.

      The papyrus sheds were still some distance away when a shout went up.

      “He’s back.” His father and brother came striding toward him. “What’s going on?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “All the vats are full of blood,” Pentu said. “What’s happening?”

      The slaves wailed.

      “Shut up,” Kheti yelled, failing to keep his voice measured. They looked startled. He seldom yelled at them.

      “Go over there.” He pointed. “Put the papyrus on the ground, and don’t go near the vats.”

      He turned to his father and brother. “The river and the lake are the same. Everything has turned to blood.” Seeing their faces awash in disbelief and incomprehension, Kheti indicated the drying blood painting his legs.

      “Everything? What about the water jars at the house?” his brother asked.

      “You’d better go and check,” Papa said, voice shaking.

      Pentu set off at a run, while Kheti turned to his father. “Can you show me the vats?”

      Papa motioned for the slaves to sit, then he and Kheti went toward the sheds where they soaked the papyrus. A hole in the roof above the main shed let light into the cool darkness. The smell of blood was overwhelming. Kheti leaned over the edge of one vat, and the light bounced off the red surface of the water.

      “Praise the gods, the workers were unable to prepare most of the papyrus yesterday. We should only lose one vatful,” Papa said.

      One vat was loss enough, given each vat was the size of four oxen. “What do you think we should do?”

      Papa stood rigid, still staring into the blood-filled vat. “I don’t know. No one has ever heard of this kind of curse.”

      Pounding steps came from outside the shed, and Pentu burst back in. He rushed over to them, panting. “Every water jar and every pot is full of blood. Mama is screaming and accusing the house slaves of some sort of sorcery.”

      Maybe she had a point. If this wasn’t a curse sent by the gods, sorcery was another possible explanation. But who had the kind of power to turn all water to blood? He’d heard that Pharaoh’s magicians were powerful, but why would they want to harm Egypt? Without water, everyone would suffer, even sorcerers.

      “Father, should we drain the vats?” Kheti asked.

      “If we don’t, we might never be able to clean them.”

      “But if we drain them, the blood will dry and pollute the mud,” Pentu said.

      “Son, I don’t know what to do. I’m more worried that the blood will set. Blood thickens and coagulates.” Papa walked over to a storage area and took out a heavy hammer. “Pentu, knock the stoppers back into the vats and let the liquid out. I must go and see if we can save the papyrus.”

      Kheti shook his head. He doubted papyrus soaked in blood could ever be useful.

      Pentu took the huge hammer from Papa and found the plug of the first vat. He swung the hammer, and it thudded against the wooden plug. It took five hits before the plug released the liquid to gush into the channels dug in the earthen floor. Leaving the first vat, he moved to the second, empty of papyrus but still full of blood.

      “Kheti, come with me to check the papyrus,” Papa said.

      They went over to the furthest vat. Papa took the long pole leaning against the wall and plunged it into the crimson waters. With a grunt, he lifted the pole and held it steady, allowing the excess liquid to stream off the strands of papyrus.

      “They’re definitely pink,” Kheti said. “If we had clean water to wash them off, we might save them.”

      “But if we just dump them, there is no possibility of using them. We must try.”

      “I’ll call the workers.” Kheti went outside and beckoned the foreman of the group. “We are going to prepare the papyrus as usual.”

      The foreman turned and spoke to those behind him in his own language. There was much shaking of heads and muttering.

      “What are they saying?” Kheti asked.

      “They don’t want to touch the papyrus.” The slaves must be petrified of blood to risk disobeying.

      “Beat the lot of them,” Pentu said before Kheti could open his mouth.

      “Now, now.” Papa hurried toward the group. “Beating won’t help the situation. Let’s think of a compromise.”

      Papa always compromised if possible. Maybe it was the secret of his success. He certainly had a lot less trouble with his workers than any of the other slave masters in the area.

      “Avraham, if we got the papyrus out of the vats, would your men be willing to lay them out on the racks?”

      Avraham consulted with the others. With much nodding, they agreed.

      “Kheti, could you please go and ask your younger sister to join us? The four of us will have to lay out the papyrus.”

      Kheti nodded and set off to summon Tia.
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      Kheti licked his dry lips. With no water to drink they’d been taking sips of beer, and Papa had passed around goat milk at midday. How long would there be no water? No water for drinking, no water for washing, no water for the papyrus. If this continued, the livestock would die like the fish had, along with all the papyrus in the river. Kheti’s mother had been making offerings all day, but they still didn’t know whether a god was responsible for the catastrophe, or something else.

      “Master, come and look,” Avraham said to Kheti’s father.

      Kheti looked up from where he was weaving the strips of papyrus to form the outline of paper. Half the strips were horizontal and half vertical.

      “What is it, Avraham?” Papa said. “We have no time to waste if this is to be done by nightfall.”

      “There seems to be some clearer water in one of the channels.”

      “What do you mean?” Kheti asked, seizing the chance to stretch his back.

      “There was a blockage in that channel.” Avraham pointed towards the shed. “And where the liquid filtered through the earth, it’s much clearer.”

      “Show us,” Papa said, putting down the sodden strip of papyrus that his not-so-nimble fingers had been trying to weave into a sheet of paper.

      They went into the shed. Sure enough, the water below the blockage was running much clearer. Papa stood for a long moment, rubbing his ear. “Avraham, can you think of a way we could filter the water through sand and earth to get cleaner water?”

      Avraham looked around him.

      “Abba.” Avraham’s son tugged his arm. “What about if we dig holes near the river and carry the water back?”

      Avraham slapped him on the back. “Clever boy.” He looked at Kheti’s father. “Can we go and try?”

      “Yes, and I’ll come with you. If we could rinse the papyrus, its value won’t be lost.” He looked across at Kheti and Tia. “Could you finish weaving a few more sheets of the stained papyrus? I want to see what happens when it dries.”

      Kheti nodded. One of the reasons Papa’s business kept growing was that he was always learning. Kheti had noticed the speculative gleam in his eye when Avraham’s son had come up with the idea. If one idea had come out of that young boy’s head, there might be more ideas. Profitable ideas.
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        * * *

      

      “Where’s your father?” Kheti’s mother asked, coming around the corner of the shed. The contents of the vats still gushed out of the shed, spreading out in bloody pools. Mama held her nose and stepped cautiously over towards Kheti.

      “There’s no water in the house, and I’m thirsty.”

      Mother was thirsty? What about everyone else? She’d probably been sitting with a slave fanning her while the rest of the family labored. The sun was now high in the sky.

      “Father’s working on it,” Kheti said.

      “Where is he?”

      “Down there.” Tia pointed to the riverbank.

      “What’s he doing down there? We need him here.”

      Kheti took a breath. His mother wore him out with her constant demands.

      “I’m certainly not going down there in all that muck. Priests’ daughters must remain clean.”

      Priest’s daughter indeed. There hadn’t been a priest in the family for generations, and Mother refused to talk about whatever had happened to break the priestly line. Yet she kept claiming a priestly birthright as a convenient excuse to keep her from doing anything she didn’t want to do.

      “I’ll go, Mama,” Tia said, tucking the edges in to complete her sheet of paper. She rubbed her hands on a cloth and set off down the hill toward where Avraham and the men were digging their series of holes.

      Water must already be seeping into the holes. Hopefully cleaner water, because otherwise Papa would have to bury the whole vat of papyrus.

      “Mama, I doubt the water is going to be drinkable, but there’s plenty of wine,” Kheti said. “I’ll get some beer for the workers.”

      “That’s our beer,” she snapped.

      “We have to give them something, or they won’t be able to keep working.” That was an argument she should accept.

      “Humph. You’d better water it down. We don’t want them drunk.”

      Kheti laughed. If they had water, they wouldn’t need beer. “We’ll have to wait and see whether the water they find is drinkable. There’s no point making anyone sick.”

      “I can’t stand around here all day,” Mama said, turning away. “I’ve got things to do back at the house.”

      The stench was definitely worse now that the full force of the sun was blazing down. The wind blew toward Kheti, thick with the smell of dead fish. Could blood ever become water again? A few more days of this, and the stench would be unbearable. And livestock would start dying. Then his mother would have something to complain about.

      Tia crested the hill, her forehead glistening with sweat. “They’ve got cleaner water, and they’ll start bringing it up to put in the smaller vat so you can rinse the papyrus.”

      He blew out a gusty breath. Praise the gods. They were saved. He put the plug in the vat, then went to find his brother to yoke up a pair of oxen.
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        * * *

      

      “Much better.” Kheti’s father withdrew the first of the rinsed papyrus. “It will still be pale pink, but hopefully the color will fade as it dries.” He looked outside for Avraham and called him over. “Would you take two men with you to bring the water? And have the others prepare the paper with us?”

      Avraham was back almost immediately. “My son and the others will make the paper.”

      “Good,” Papa said. “Kheti, please keep an eye on things. I’m going back to the house for a while.”

      Kheti nodded and assigned two of the workers to get the papyrus out of the vat. They draped each piece over long poles next to the weavers. He and Tia and some of the more nimble-fingered, worked to lay the paper out on sheets of felt.

      He completed weaving the piece of papyrus and put another layer of felt on top. They built a stack, alternating papyrus and felt. Each stack would dry for seven days before a final drying in the sun.
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        * * *

      

      At the first sound of birdsong in the morning, Kheti turned over and stretched. He took a deep breath out of habit, and gagged. The blood. The stench was far worse this morning, and it brought back the calamity that was yesterday. The disgust, the fear, their powerlessness to do anything about the blood, and the looming threat of financial ruin.

      He stumbled out of bed and went to find Papa, who was already outside peering toward the river. Kheti hawked and spat into the bushes.

      “Papa, what are we going to do?”

      Papa turned toward him with a grim smile.

      “I talked to some of the neighbors last night. Everyone is going to work together to gather the rotting fish and dig them into the soil.” Rotting fish would enrich the soil.

      “And?” Kheti was certain Papa had more than one plan.

      “And we will go to the capital as usual and deliver paper.”

      “I doubt the priests will accept pink papyrus.”

      “Remember, I always keep some back from each batch.”

      Kheti did remember. He’d protested when Papa had made them store it.

      “I’ll have to admit, I was wrong about that.”

      Papa chuckled. “A real man is always willing to admit his mistakes. Remember the story I used to tell you about the hippo?”

      It was Kheti’s turn to chuckle. When he’d first started trailing along after Papa as a young child, his father had taken the time to teach him skills and tell him the ancient stories. Kheti had lapped up the wisdom, but then there’d been a long stretch of time when he’d copied Pentu’s contempt of what he called “superstitious myths.”

      Kheti had seen the hurt in Papa’s eyes, but at that stage Kheti had wanted Pentu’s admiration more than Papa’s. He’d been a fool. It had taken a few years before he worked out that Pentu was only interested in one person—himself.

      “Let’s check how much papyrus we still have.” Papa led the way.

      The storehouse was well away from the vats and any source of moisture. Unlocking the door, they went into the cool, dry, darkness inside. The papyrus was laid on racks so that air could circulate underneath.

      “Yes, there’s more than enough,” Papa said.

      Kheti laid a hand on Papa’s shoulder. “How did you know we’d need this one day?”

      “I didn’t, son, but a wise man never presumes that the gods will always smile with favor. We live in a land of floods and hail and locusts. Something can always go wrong.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Kheti and Papa left for the capital before dawn to deliver the papyrus.

      “Look, Father.” Kheti pointed toward the river. All along its banks were long shapes.

      Papa shaded his eyes. “I had no idea there were so many crocodiles in the river, but they can’t survive there at the moment.”

      “And they’ll eat all the fish that Pentu wanted to improve the soil.”

      Papa chuckled. “I’m sure your brother will work out a way to frighten them off and get his share. Although, it might be harder to shift those.” Further along the bank, a group of hippos greeted the sun with huge yawns.

      Kheti had wondered if the blood was a local problem, but every pond and water storage area along the way to the capital was red and reeking.

      Two roads met ahead of them, and there were crowds of people sitting motionless. As Kheti and Papa passed, most sat listlessly. One or two of the more energetic ones held out their hands and called, “Water, for pity’s sake, water.”

      Papa didn’t stop until he was well past them. “Go back and give a single scoop of beer to those most in need. Then run back here before they mob you. Do you understand?”

      Kheti shuddered. May the gods see our good deeds and protect us.

      He offered the first scoop of beer to a woman clutching a nursing child. She only slurped a few mouthfuls before a man grabbed the scoop and spilled precious liquid on the ground.

      “Look what you’ve done,” a woman screamed.

      In the end, Kheti was only able to give three or four people a drink before he had to run to avoid being mobbed.

      When would this curse end? If it was not soon, some of those people would be dead by the time Ra next rose in the sky.

      As they got closer to the capital, the river was lined with crowds of people digging, digging, digging, trying to filter any water they could. The rest of the roads were quiet, as people tried to conserve what energy they had.

      As usual, Kheti and Papa visited a temple outside the city before heading for the palace stables. The chanting of the priests and the smell of incense always made Kheti shiver with awe. Father liked to pray for the success of their journey in a bigger temple. Presumably prayers offered in temples nearer to Pharaoh himself were more effective.

      At the stables, Papa unhitched the oxen and gave them to the slaves. Within minutes, a group of slaves arrived to take the papyrus to the magicians’ and priests’ storage area.

      “Stay here, Son. I’ll go and get the payment and try to find out what I can.”

      Papa had all sorts of contacts among the priests and magicians. If they weren’t the source of the problem, they’d be working on a solution.

      “I’ll talk to the stable hands and then sit over there.” Kheti indicated a small courtyard nearby.

      The stable hands only confirmed what Kheti already knew. They too had had to dig down beside the Nile for fresh water, and they were worried about the animals in their care.

      Kheti took a handful of dried raisins and figs over to the courtyard. It was deserted except for a wizened old woman sitting in the shade of a doorway. Even on tiptoe, she’d only reach his chest, but by the look of the hump on her back, straightening would be impossible.

      “What are you looking at, boy?” the old woman said.

      He drew himself up tall. “I’m no boy. I’ve lived through seventeen inundations and been considered a man for some time now.”

      “Time will tell. Time will tell.” She cackled. “There’s some boys that become men, but many boys never grow up.”

      She obviously didn’t have a high opinion of men. This lady might look ancient, but her tongue hadn’t slowed down like the rest of her.

      “Times are going to get interesting. Take Pharaoh.” She gestured back toward the entrance. “I have my doubts that he’ll prove to be a man.”

      “Shh,” Kheti whispered, finger on his lips. “You’ll get us killed.”

      “They won’t kill me. Looked after him as a baby, I did, and let me tell you there was nothing godlike about him. Pooed and screamed like any other child.”

      Who was this? She couldn’t possibly be Pharaoh’s mother, not wearing a simple linen dress and sitting out here on her own. 

      “In fact, royal children are harder to look after than the non-royals. They’re told from babyhood that they’re something special.” She rocked back in laughter. “Bet I’m the only one alive to have ever spanked a pharaoh.”

      “You didn’t!” His voice rose.

      She giggled. “I did. He’d slapped Mosheh and called him a stinking slave.”

      Mosheh? The name sounded familiar. Kheti turned to go. There didn’t seem much point in wasting time with a woman who told such tall tales.

      He walked across the courtyard. Wait a moment. Mosheh? Wasn’t that the man he’d overheard his mother and grandmother—may the gods carry her soul to peace—talking about long ago? What was it they’d said about him? Something about him being raised in the palace and running away.

      Kheti turned and walked back to the woman.

      She was still mumbling to herself as though he hadn’t left. “Now Mosheh, he’s someone to be watched. He might prove to be a man. A leader worth following.”

      He squatted down near her. “Were you Mosheh’s nanny as well?”

      “Of course.” She nodded emphatically. “Running through the palace corridors after him and those other young monsters from sunup to sundown.”

      Papa hadn’t yet returned. He must still be in the depths of the palace, getting the best price for the last of their best quality papyrus.

      The woman’s birdlike eyes darted here and there, and she probably had nothing better to do than listen to the gossip. She might know a lot more than the stable hands.

      “Do you know why the water’s turned to blood?” Kheti asked.

      “Know?” She looked at him scornfully. “Of course I know. It was Mosheh.”

      Mosheh? Was he some sort of magician then?

      “He met Pharaoh on the bank of the Nile as he went down for his morning bathe. And bold as you please, he said, ‘The Lord, the God of the Hebrews, has sent me to say to you: “Let my people go, so that they may worship me in the wilderness. But until now you have not listened.”' Of course Pharaoh hadn’t listened. Never listened as a boy. Stubborn as a hippopotamus.” She sniggered to herself. “So what does Mosheh tell him next? ‘This is what the Lord says: “By this you will know that I am the Lord: With the staff that is in my hand, I will strike the water of the Nile, and it will be changed into blood. The fish in the Nile will die, and the river will stink; the Egyptians will not be able to drink its water.”’ I’m not familiar with his god, but sure enough the river has turned to blood.”

      It was as though a cold wind blew through the courtyard. Who was this Mosheh and who was this god of the Hebrews? Kheti shook his head. No, the woman was just telling tall tales of spanking Pharaoh. But maybe she did know something, for the way she spoke the words of Mosheh’s so-called god sounded like the truth. And the river had turned to blood, and the fish had died. Even now, the fish were lying along both sides of the river.

      Kheti turned to look at the woman. “But it wasn’t just the river.”

      “No. They didn’t just strike the water of the river. Apparently Mosheh’s god told him, ‘Take your staff and stretch out your arm over the waters of Egypt—over the streams and canals, over the ponds and all the reservoirs—and they will all turn to blood.’”

      And so even Kheti’s bathing lake had been polluted.

      “He said the blood would be everywhere in Egypt, even in vessels of wood and stone,” the old woman continued.

      And the blood was everywhere, just as Mosheh had said.

      “And what about Pharaoh’s magicians?” Kheti asked. “What did they do?”

      The woman snorted. “The magicians? Useless bunch of boys that they are, they managed to produce blood as well. Blood, blood, and more blood.”

      “Doesn’t that show that they’re as powerful as Mosheh?”

      She turned to Kheti, and tapped him on his head. “Hello, anyone home?”

      Anger coursed through him. How dare she? He wasn’t going to stay and be insulted. He stood to move away from her.

      “Not so fast, boy,” she said. “What use was it for the magicians to produce more blood? It’s water that we need, not more blood.”

      She was right, though Kheti hated to admit it. “And couldn’t the magicians get rid of the blood?”

      “Nope.” She rubbed her snowy white eyebrows. “They tried, of course, but when they failed, they went back into their quarters, and Pharaoh followed their lead. I haven’t seen him since.”

      There was still no sign of Papa. Perhaps he’d talked to the palace diviners and determined the real source of the blood, rather than listen to some old woman’s ramblings. But was there some truth in her tales? Or were her tales merely the mumblings of a failing mind? In her old age, Kheti’s grandmother had muddled up her past and present but remembered the stories of her youth as though they’d happened yesterday. “Where did this Mosheh come from?”

      The woman raised an eyebrow. “It’s a long story, laddie. Have you got enough time to hear it?”

      He sat down again. “I’ll be here until my father returns.” And that could be a long time.

      She wriggled on her seat. “I do like the company.”

      He shifted his position. “Mosheh?”

      “It’s a story of terrible times. Pharaoh’s father was scared of the Hebrews multiplying too fast, so he decided to deal with the situation.”

      The conversation that Kheti had eavesdropped on so long ago was coming back to him. “Didn’t he try to kill all the boys?”

      She fixed him with her gaze. “You going to let me tell the story?”

      “Please go on,” he muttered.

      “Killing the baby boys was one of his sillier ideas. First, he instructed the Hebrew midwives to kill any boy at birth, but they wouldn’t kill their own. If Pharaoh had wanted the job done, he should have sent soldiers.”

      The old woman had a point.

      “So the midwives came up with the excuse that Hebrew women were so quick in birthing that the babies were born well before they arrived.” She chuckled. “Trust women to outsmart mere men. Then Pharaoh sent soldiers to toss all the boys into the river, but that didn’t always work either because the parents hid their children.”

      “And Mosheh was one of the hidden ones?”

      “Mosheh’s parents—” She wrinkled her brow. “I hate forgetting names, but foreign names are so hard to remember. Amram, that’s right. Amram and Jochebed. They hid Mosheh for a while, but when he was three moons old, he couldn’t be hidden any longer. They wove a papyrus basket and covered it with pitch and hid it among the reeds on the edge of the river.”

      “Sounds like quite a risk,” Kheti said, thinking of all the crocodiles he’d seen on the river’s edge that morning.

      “Yes and no. They had Mosheh’s sister watch the baby.”

      Mosheh had obviously survived.

      “Pharaoh’s daughter went down to bathe at the river and saw the basket hidden among the reeds. When they opened it, there was Mosheh, crying like his heart would break.”

      “And what did Pharaoh’s daughter do?” Kheti asked.

      “She couldn’t resist such a handsome, healthy child with cute dimples. Mosheh’s sister came and asked if Pharaoh’s daughter would like her to find a wet-nurse, and she brought Mosheh’s own mother.”

      Kheti whistled. “Brilliant.”

      “A woman after my own heart. Not only did Pharaoh’s daughter let Jochebed nurse the baby, she paid her to do it. When Mosheh was weaned, he came to live in the palace, and I looked after him in the royal nursery. Pharaoh’s daughter never had any other children, so Mosheh got the best. Training in reading, writing, and the arts of war.”

      Could this old woman have truly been a palace nurse? But what of her story of Mosheh and his god, the river and the curse? Kheti glanced toward the palace, willing his father to return with more news to clarify her tale, but also wanting him delayed so he could find out more.

      “But Mosheh has been away somewhere, hasn’t he? Do you know where he’s been?”

      She snorted. “Of course. I was there. Mosheh’s mother weaned him late. He heard her sing the stories and songs of his people.” She shook her head. “We always thought of Mosheh as Egyptian. He spoke our language, ate our food, and wore our clothes, but he wasn’t blind. He saw the sufferings of his people, and he knew he was one of them. One day, Mosheh saw an Egyptian beating a Hebrew, so he killed the Egyptian and buried him in the sand.”

      Kheti leaned forward. “And someone saw?”

      “Someone saw. The next day, Mosheh intervened as two Hebrews quarreled, and one of the men demanded, ‘Who made you ruler and judge over us? Are you thinking of killing me as you killed the Egyptian?’ When Pharaoh heard about the Egyptian’s death, he wanted Mosheh dead, so Mosheh fled into the desert.”

      Footsteps emanated from the doorway beside him, and Papa appeared, squinting in the blaze of light. Kheti stood. “Sorry, I must go. Thank you for speaking to me.”

      “Come again anytime,” the woman said.

      She sounded lonely, but it was unlikely they’d meet again, so Kheti wasn’t making any promises.
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