
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


The Pharaoh’s Cat

A Novel

__________

––––––––

Maria Luisa Lang


This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

––––––––

Copyright © 2015 by Maria Luisa Lang

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means without written permission from the author.

Author photo courtesy of Priscilla Brewster

ISBN 978-0-9963352-0-1


For my family



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1  
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Water is filling my ears.  

“Useless beast. I should cut . . . tail. Drowning’s too good . . . you . . .”  

Egyptians revere cats, but there are exceptions.  

A week ago the brute snatched me from the streets, put me in a sack, and brought me on board to protect the load of grain he's taking down the Nile to Waset. 

Cats hunt rats, but there are exceptions. 

Which the brute realized this morning. He picked me up by the scruff of my neck and threw me over the side. 

If I never see a boat again it will be too soon . . .

I swim toward the river bank. Exhausted, I lie on the shore and let my fur dry in the warmth of the sun. Now that I’m free, I intend to resume roaming from village to village, seeing new things, meeting new cats, tasting new foods. But first I’ll eat the perch I caught during my swim.

I’m licking the smell of fish off my paws and face when I spot a pyramid in the far distance. I’ve heard a lot about them, but I’ve never seen one before.

I can’t take my eyes off it. It seems to be beckoning me. 

It's my destiny to go there!

Tail on high and a heart full of expectation, I begin walking.

Hours later, tail dragging behind me and a heart full of despair, I’m in a deep desolate valley staring up at a pyramid-shaped mountaintop.  

All around me are high stone cliffs, rocky slopes—and, set into the cliff bottoms, portals with double wooden doors. The handles are tightly roped together, and the knot is covered with wax and clay seals.  

Of course! 

The pyramid-shaped mountaintop is the Sacred Peak! This valley is Ta sekhet Maat! It's a cemetery for pharaohs.

Each portal is an entrance to a tomb with corridors leading to a chamber where the pharaoh's mummy is buried with his treasure.

I learned about Ta-sekhet-aat at the temple where the priests had taken me in. Like the brute, they mistakenly assumed all cats were ratters. 

I was put in the House of Life, where the sacred papyri are kept and the neophytes are taught about Egypt’s history and religion. I enjoyed eavesdropping on the lectures when I wasn’t sleeping or exploring the temple kitchens.  

Inevitably, it was discovered that the rat population in the House of Life was not only thriving, but feeding on the precious papyri. 

Such foul language, and from priests yet!  

I made a hasty retreat before the House of life became the house of death.  

Not that I would have stayed much longer in a place infested with rats . . .

If only I could get inside one of the tombs. 

A pharaoh's burial chamber has food and water to sustain him in the afterlife, and his soul recites prayers to replenish it.

I'd be saved if it weren't for those damned doors!

I curse the Sacred Peak for leading me into this valley, but, imagining my slow agonizing death from lack of food and water, I switch to praying and entreat Bastet, the cat goddess, to help me find some.

It's comforting to lick my private parts when faced with adversity. I find myself a shady spot, and I've just gotten a hind leg behind my head and applied the first lick when I hear a voice—a man’s angry voice. 

Another brute?!

I prick up my ears and make out one word clearly.

“Imbeciles!” 

I crawl over to a boulder, hide behind it, then carefully take a peek. 

Coming down a path is an angry-looking man carrying a baton and a shield, and leading three other men armed with batons and short fork sticks.  

Cemetery police?!

The men stop in front of a portal, where the leader inspects the seals on the doors. Satisfied they're unbroken, he turns to his men.

“How many times must I repeat it?! No one is to report that a tomb was robbed last night. Don't you remember? Whenever a hidden tomb is robbed, the patrol who reports it is immediately suspected of having told the thieves its location. We would be questioned for hours, maybe even beaten!” 

I didn't know there were also hidden tombs in Ta sekhet Maat!  I must have been asleep or in one of the kitchens during that part of the lecture.

“But, captain,” one of the men asks, “won’t another patrol discover the robbery?”  

The captain spits on the ground, barely missing the man’s feet. 

“Imbecile! It will never be discovered. As you saw yourself, the thieves replaced the rocks and shale they had removed from the entrance. If they hadn't dropped the amulets in their haste to escape before we arrived this morning, we wouldn't have know the tomb had been robbed. But we've picked all the amulets up.” 

Grinning with satisfaction, he pats the swollen pouch hanging from his neck. 

“So now there is no sign of the robbery.”

He spits on the ground again.

“Do you, do all of you understand? Bunch of imbeciles!”  

“Yes, captain,” the men answer in unison.

The captain moves on and his men follow him. When he looks over his shoulder and sees they’re moving slowly, he shakes his head and utters one word. I can’t make it out, but can guess what it is.  

Bastet may have answered my prayer! 

It shouldn't be hard to find the entrance to the robbed tomb. The rocks and shale will smell of the robbers’ sweat. If I’m lucky, they just didn't drop amulets in their haste to escape, but also did a poor job of sealing the opening they had made to crawl through.

As soon as the patrol is out of sight, I make my way up the path it had come down and soon detect the odor of human sweat.  

Rock and shale are piled against the cliff wall completely hiding the tomb entrance, just as the captain said. But, being so close to the ground, I see at the bottom of the pile a small portion of shale that isn't covered with sand.

When I claw at the shale, I realize it's loose and the pieces are small. Hopeful, I start to dig. I soon lose all track of time as I keep on burrowing. Whenever I'm tempted to give up, I think of the food and water I'll find in the pharaoh's burial chamber.

Finally, I claw away the last bits of shale, crawl through the small opening, and find myself in a large chamber. 

I follow the trial of burning oil lamps the tomb-robbers placed on the ground to light their way to the burial chamber. I cross the chamber to a descending stairway when, suddenly, there's a loud crash behind me.

I turn to see that the pile of rock and shale filling the tomb entrance has collapsed, leaving it exposed, daylight now flooding in.

Quickly, I descend the stairs to a sloping corridor. It ends at a shorter stairway leading to a second corridor with hieroglyphs and paintings of gods on the walls and ceiling.

Above me are the protectors of Egypt—the sacred vulture, her wings spanning the width of the ceiling—and the sacred cobra, her hood flaring, poised to strike. 

Protectors or not, I don’t like vultures, and cobras even less. To make it worse, they reappear down the length of the corridor.

As I walk on, the gods and goddesses on the walls seem to be following me with their eyes. Beside each one are hieroglyphs. If I could read, they would identify the deity for me. But I recognize the ibis-headed man as the great magician god Thoth, the inventor of hieroglyphs.

Someone is moving beside me! 

My fur stands on end and my heart skips a beat! 

For the love of Bastet, it’s only my shadow.

I quicken my pace, then step into nothingness—

I manage to hook my front claws on a solid surface. I hold on for dear life and promise the cow-goddess spread across the ceiling over the shaft, her belly full of stars, that if she gives me the strength to save myself I’ll never steal food from a man again—at least not while he’s alive . . .

I manage to pull myself up. The solid surface I dug my claws into turns out to be a narrow plank of wood the tomb-robbers  placed over the shaft as a bridge. 

I walk over it into another chamber. 

The walls, the ceiling, and the two enormous pillars are covered with more gods and hieroglyphics.

On the far wall is a man with a falcon head, crowned by the sun disk. It’s Ra, the sun god.  

I climb over the debris in front of the large opening the tomb-robbers made in the wall. I walk through it and find a steep descending stairway. 

As I go down the stairs, I step on something soft, a small bundle wrapped with strips of linen. It smells sweet and spicy.  Food?  

My claws quickly unravel the linen strips, and I examine my prize—

For the love of Bastet, mummified intestines!  

As I go further down the stairs, I come across three more bundles and give them a wide berth.  

The pharaoh's mummified head is lying on the last few steps.  The rest of his mummy is scattered on the floor near the sarcophagus. 

Not content with taking the jewelry that adorned the mummy, the tomb-robbers hacked it up to get to the amulets placed in the linen wraps.  

Most of the bandages around the head have become undone, revealing a sunken mouth and two rows of brown teeth, and, worse, two glass eyes. 

One is still in the eye socket where the embalmer put it, and the other, caught between the linen wraps, is resting on the mummy’s cheek and staring at me.  

I be-piss myself!

The stream of urine hits a stone, and the ricochet almost puts out an oil lamp. I watch the trickle run past the bottom half of the mummy to a gilded wooden chest with the lid torn off.  

Even though they’re badly damaged, I recognize the four carved female figures each hugging a corner of the chest—the goddesses Eset, Neb-hut, Neit, and Selket. The Protectors of the Dead.  

Protectors of the Dead, my rump! They couldn’t even protect their own effigies.

I explore further and prick my paw. I give it a soothing lick and look at what I’ve stepped on—a gold cat amulet!

I pick it up with my teeth and put it in my mouth. What if I were to take the amulet to the temple of Bastet in Bast?

I close my eyes and imagine my journey through the desert where I’m faced with all sorts of dangers. I imagine arriving at the temple gate, exhausted, perhaps close to death, and letting the amulet drop from my tired mouth to the feet of the priests.  

“Look at the poor creature,” I can almost hear them say. “The gods only know what he has been through to bring us this gift.” I can almost taste the delicacies that the temple cooks, under orders from the priests, will prepare for me. I can almost feel the softness of the feather pillows put under my rump by a pretty maiden, to sooth my aching body—

My daydreams of pleasure are ended by a hard kick in the ass.  I’m sent flying, and I land inside the sarcophagus, my head between my hind legs.  

The Protectors of the Dead are finally on the job? 

But there’s nothing remotely divine or feminine about the angry bald man who's looking down at me and shaking a staff.

I spit the cat amulet at him, hitting him on the forehead.  

“You accursed cat!” he shouts. “I’ll have your life!”

He bends over the sarcophagus, grabs me by the scruff of the neck, and pulls me out. 

He's wearing a long white skirt that reaches to his underarms and is held up by two thin shoulder straps.  

So much exposed skin. I unsheathe my claws and try to scratch him. 

He's so preoccupied with keeping me at arm's length he doesn't see another man approaching.

He's also bald and dressed in white. His semitransparent robe covers a skirt falling from his waist to his knees. 

He wears a thick necklace made of strings of colored beads. Hanging from it is a gold medallion bearing the sacred insignia worn by the High Priest of Amun-Ra.

He's frowning, but the look in his eyes is benevolent.  

“Caca-Mut,” the High Priest says as he reaches his side.

Caca-Mut is so startled he drops me. 

“Damn beast,” he hisses.

I take cover behind the sarcophagus, sticking my head out to keep track of his movements.  

I find him staring at me.

“Caca-Mut!” 

Reluctantly, Caca-Mut turns his head to the High Priest, watching me out of the corner of his eye. 

“I saw you leaving us,” the High Priest says. “You looked upset, so I followed you.”

“While you and the Pharaoh were busy discussing the progress being made on his tomb,” Caca-Mut explains, “one of the cemetery guards informed me that his patrol had discovered this tomb was broken into. His captain had told him not to report it.”

So one of the imbeciles ratted after all! I shiver to think what Caca-Mut will do to the captain.

“I came in to investigate, and that’s when—” 

He starts coughing, like someone choking on his own saliva.

The High Priest gives him a slap in the back—unfortunately, it works.

“That’s when that creature assaulted me! For this affront against me, the Vizier,” he says, shaking his fist in the air, “I want it killed!”  

I’m not an “it.” I’m a “he,” and if prudence didn’t dictate that I stay put behind the sarcophagus, I’d show him the proof.  

“Caca-Mut,” the High Priest interjects. “Perhaps it was an accident. Let us give the poor beast the benefit of the doubt . . .” 

To my astonishment, I find myself suddenly getting up on my hind legs and walking erect out into the open. 

I go over to the Vizier and hear myself say, “You kicked me! You threatened me with your staff! I fought back!”  

“You walk and talk like a human being!” he says, incredulous. “I am speechless!” 

“Speechless? I know how you feel. Till a moment ago I couldn’t talk.”  

“You insolent freak! Quiet!” 

“I thought you were speechless.” 

A burst of laughter resonates in the chamber. A tall young man descends the stairs. He's bare-chested, his short skirt held to his waist by a golden sash. He wears a headdress of striped cloth encircled by a gold band with a gold vulture head and a flaring gold cobra jutting from the front.

He’s still laughing as he approaches the sarcophagus. 

“For the love of all the gods,” exclaims the High Priest, “you, you are laughing! You have not laughed since . . .” 

“Well, my dear Gato-Hamen, I have never encountered a cat like him before,” says the newcomer, who now stands in front of me.

I’m about to ask him his name when the Vizier yells, “Insolent cat! Kneel in the presence of Pharaoh Maat-Ba.”

“Kneel?! For the first time in my life, I’m upright, and you want me to go back down on the ground?!”

“Kneel!” he commands again. When he sees I’m not moving, he steps behind me. Using his long staff, he pushes my head down into the ground, and my eyes meet the Pharaoh’s feet.  

“What big feet you have, Pharaoh,” I say, just before the staff strikes my head.  
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I wake up with a throbbing headache, run my paw over my head, and find a large bump.  

Talking is dangerous. It could get you killed!  

Daylight is coming through the clerestory windows. On the ceiling is a painting of birds in mid-flight. I’ve never seen such vivid colors, and there are colors I never knew existed.  

The wall facing me is decorated with exotic trees and animals.  The colors are just as startling. So many, all so brilliant. 

Where am I? And since when do I sleep on my back?  

I roll to one side and see a mural with pretty girls carrying gold plates of food and richly decorated wine jars to the tables of well-dressed men and women. Some of the guests are already dining.  

The last thing I ate was the perch I caught when that brute threw me in the Nile.  

When my stomach stops rumbling, I hear another sound.  

No, it’s not me breaking wind. Done that already. This is different.  

Thump, thump, thump.  

It’s the beating of a heart. I roll over to my other side—

For the love of Bastet! It’s the Pharaoh!  

With his shaved head uncovered, he looks even younger, and the morning light bathes his face in gold, making him more godlike than any painting or statue of a god I’ve ever seen.  

And his smell is pleasing—like the odor of the sacred blue lotus.  

My stomach sends another appeal. On the Pharaoh’s side of the bed is a small table with a pyramid of fruit on a gold tray. It's as high as my tail when fully erect. 

Pomegranates form its base, figs, dates, and grapes the middle, and red berries the top.  

I swore to myself I would never again eat fruit. I’d been starving for days when I came across a piece and forced myself to take a bite. I became as sick as a dog.    

A dog! The shame of it.

But now I want to taste all the fruit in the pyramid.

Next to the pyramid are an ivory spoon and a lotus-shaped alabaster goblet.  

I have a vague memory of the Pharaoh holding my head up while spooning water from the goblet into my parched mouth.  

Beside the alabaster goblet is another goblet, similar in design, but smaller and made of gold. It’s half filled with wine. 

I’ve always found the smell of wine repulsive, but now it’s enticing.  

I crawl to the edge of the bed and jump down, land on my hind paws and walk upright.  

Almost forgot I could. 

I stick my tongue in the wine goblet and lap up a few drops.  

Unbelievably delicious! 

After a few more laps, I turn to the fruit pyramid, pull out a date, and devour it.  

Just as delicious!

I spit the pit across the room and reach for one of the red berries that form the top of the pyramid. To my horror, all the berries roll down the sides, bounce off the gold tray, and fall to the floor. 

With the berries gone—and the devastation takes only a few seconds—a lowly mastaba sits where a lofty pyramid once stood. 

Is this going to get me another whack on the head?  

The berries are rolling on the floor, spreading like fire over the multicolored geometric pattern.  

Mercifully, the Pharaoh has slept through it all. My appetite gone, I slip back into bed—again I smell blue lotus—hide under the covers curled up beside his right arm, and fall into a troubled sleep.

I’m awakened by the Pharaoh’s thrashing about. I raise my head and see his two big feet sticking out from under the linen sheet, begging to be tickled.  

I crawl down the bed, and as my tail flicks across his soles, I look up at his face. He’s smiling in his sleep.  

My tail persists, and he wakes up laughing, showing his pearly white teeth. 

Tears begin to roll down his face.  

“Stop! Stop! You are killing me!”

The curtain to the bedchamber is suddenly drawn, and the Vizier, his staff held high, rushes into the room with a group of guards.

What? They were right outside, waiting for me to do something untoward?

“The cat is killing our Pharaoh,” the Vizier yells.

The Pharaoh sits up, and I scrunch down, my tail swishing violently.

The Vizier and the guards run towards the bed, slip on the berries, and land on their asses. They struggle to get up, falling every which way on the slippery floor. By the time they’re upright, they’re covered in berry juice from head to toe.  

The Vizier’s face is red, but not from the berries. 

“I will arrest this beast that has dared to assault our Pharaoh,” he growls, moving towards me. 

I unsheathe my claws.

The Pharaoh raises his right hand.  

“Beware. This cat is under my royal protection. Whoever harms him will have harmed me.”

I retract my claws.

The Vizier has turned a deeper shade of red.  

“You have never spoken to me that way before,” he whispers, so quietly only I hear him.

“Forgive my intrusion,” he says to the Pharaoh, then to the guards, “Let us be gone.”  

Bowing and walking backwards, they can’t see the berries, land back on their asses, and again struggle to  get up. 

When they finally stand, the date pit I spat earlier is stuck on the Vizier’s forehead—right where I hit him with the amulet I spat at him in the tomb.

Now is as good a time as any to exercise my ability to talk.  

“What’s happened to my cat amulet?” 

The Vizier stares at me murderously.  

He wouldn’t dare defy the Pharaoh, but as a precaution I move closer to my protector before saying, “Cat got your tongue?”

He raises his staff slightly, and it begins to quiver.  

“You said you were leaving, Caca-Mut,” the Pharaoh reminds him.

He and the guards again bow and walk backwards toward the curtain, this time without incident. When the curtain is closed, the Pharaoh bursts out laughing.  

I join in.

Later in the morning, after the Pharaoh has performed his sacred rituals and attended to affairs of state, we meet in the palace garden. I’ve been exploring it on all fours, but now I stand on my hind legs and walk with him around the lotus pool. The flowers have opened in the late morning sun.  

The Pharaoh wears the menes—the head cloth with blue and yellow stripes—he had on yesterday in the tomb. The bright sunlight catches the flaring gold cobra and the jutting gold vulture head set above his brow.  

He points to a spot under a sycamore tree.  

“This is my favorite place.” 

The Pharaoh and I have the same taste—I’ve peed against this tree. 

He sits down on one of the pillows at the base of the tree. My rump sinks happily into a pillow beside his, and I rest my head against the tree trunk, content.

Little birds are playing hide-and-seek among the leaves of the tree. I could catch one and share it with the Pharaoh, but humans don’t eat raw meat. And gods in human form are probably even fussier.  

I can’t stuff my face while the Pharaoh sits there with nothing to eat. Oh, if only he would close his eyes for a moment . . . 

“Pharaoh,” I ask him, “what does the Vizier do when he’s not kicking cats or intruding on your privacy?” 

“He presides over the collection of taxes,” he says, smiling and gently pulling on my ear, “the high court, my personal bodyguards. He is also Mayor of Waset.  After me, he is the most powerful man in Upper Egypt . . . There is another Vizier in Lower Egypt.”

“There are two Viziers?!” 

“You have nothing to fear from anyone. I will always be with you . . . But no more about Caca-Mut. I have something to tell you.”

He lets out a big sigh. 

“I was ten years old when both my parents died in a ship wreck. The Vizier is my uncle—he was appointed by my father, his brother—and it was he who raised me.”

The poor Pharaoh!  

A double tragedy—losing his parents and having the Vizier as his uncle and guardian.

“I loved my father but saw little of him,” he continues, sighing again. “When  he was not taken up with religious duties or affairs, he spent his time studying ancient papyri . . . My mother I loved with all my heart,” he continues, smiling now. “She always made time to play with me, and we would play my favorite game in this very garden—hide and seek. She would scream with joy when she found me in my hiding place and tell me how she had worried she might not find me. I would throw my arms around her, and she would kiss me on my brow again and again.”

His smile has vanished, and I rub my head against his arm.

“I remember her last embrace,” he says, his eyes tearful. “As she was leaving to travel with my father, she knelt down, took me in her arms—I felt her breath lovingly caress my face—and told me how much she would miss me, and to be a good little Pharaoh till her return . . .”

He's biting his lips, his hands are clasped together so tightly they're turning pale.  

Moments pass. His silence tells me part of him died with her.

“I'm so sorry,” I say and lick his hands.  

He unclasps them and puts one on my shoulder. It feels cold and heavy, but I don't mind.

“That was seven years ago. Only yesterday, when I met you, was I able to experience the joy of laughter again. You are a gift, a treasure given to me by the gods. You even look like a treasure.  Your coat shines like silver in the sun, and your eyes are the color of the precious lapis. Tell me your name. I will have it immortalized in stone.”

I'm blushing under my fur.

Two days ago I was a stray, yesterday I was given the power to talk and walk upright, and today I've become the Pharaoh's friend.  

Truly the gods work in mysterious ways.

I'm about to say so when a bird dropping lands on my head.

The Pharaoh turns away, his shoulders shaking. I could swear he's laughing.

“Wrappa-Hamen,” I tell him. “My name is Wrappa-Hamen.”
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Whenever the Pharaoh is busy, I take a stroll around the city.  I’ve been here only a week, so there’s much I haven’t seen. 

Today I'm on the roof of a building in the center of the marketplace,  grooming myself and enjoying the view. 

The sun has begun its descent, turning the whitewashed houses pink, then red as it becomes a blazing ball—the Nile a bed of fiery embers, the sails of the boats tongues of white flame.

As boats arriving from the north approach the dock, their sails are taken down.  

I wonder what they’re carrying. 

Across the Nile is West Waset, where lie Ta-sekhet-aat and the Sacred Peak. But from here, I can see only distant cliffs and the mortuary temples of the pharaohs buried in the valley.  

I look down into the streets. The bartering has ended, and the merchants are preparing to go home. Their donkeys now carry goods received in exchange for those they carried here this morning. Their braying mixes with the merchants' chatter . . .

“I’d give anything, Hapu,” one merchant says to another, “to see Wrappa-Hamen walk upright and hear him talk.”

He probably never will. I like to snoop around and eavesdrop without being detected. I display my wondrous abilities only when I’m at court, or with the Pharaoh or the High Priest.  

“That cat must be worth a fortune, Ahia.”

“They say the Pharaoh is happy now. That in itself is a fortune.”

“Yes, that’s true. And his people are happy for him . . . The only one who probably isn’t happy is his uncle. They say the Pharaoh is more confident now and has been standing up to him. The Vizier has always controlled him.”

I didn’t think it was possible for me to dislike the old rat-face even more.

“How right you are, how right you are! But tell me, Hapu, did you sell much today?” 

“The gods were good to me. Yesterday I bought precious stones that had come by ship from the south, and today I sold most of them to the royal jewelers.” 

“May you always have such good days.”

“And you, Ahia. Did you sell many carpets?”

“Not as many as I would have liked. But I received a fair exchange for the few I did sell. These magnificent sandals, for example,” he says, taking the pair from his sack. “May the gods bring me even more good fortune tomorrow.”

“They will. Good night, Ahia. May the gods see you home safely. ”

“Good night, Hapu. May the gods see you home safely too.”  

The two merchants leave the market place with their donkeys in tow . . .

Two women are walking together, leisurely, both carrying full baskets. One has a rug tucked under her arm.

“You should have been there, Medina. The carpet dealer, Ahia, has a crush on me. While we were bartering, I smiled at him and he gave me this beautiful little rug as a present.”

“Merisu, you can count on your looks. But not me. I have to haggle for everything I buy.” 

“I’d better rush to my mother-in-law’s home,” says Merisu, quickening her pace. “She’s watching the children. She gets very upset if I delay. She thinks I take advantage of her as it is.”

“Oh, Merisu, you’re lucky to have a mother-in-law. I wish I had one.”

“How could you, Medina? You’re not married.”

“That’s exactly my point.” 

“This is where I turn,” says Merisu. “Good night, Medina.  Cheer up. You’ll find your man. You have a nice personality.”

Medina stands there, pondering Merisu’s words. People rush past her, trying to get home before darkness engulfs the city . . .

Talking in human language has made aware of its ambiguities. I know what Merisu is thinking. Was Medina being kind to me, or hurtful?  

Every day once quiet has set in, I ask myself my own question. Why have I been given the ability to walk and talk like a human?  

Gato-Hamen and the Pharaoh assure me that it does no good asking—that when the gods are ready I will know why. But I can’t help it.  

Darkness is falling, and the first torches are being lit. The wind has shifted, and I smell burning incense from the surrounding temples.  

The odor is soothing. I become drowsy, fall asleep, and dream . . .  

I see the courtyard of a temple. All around are statues of cats, some made of gold, some of stone. Clouds of burning incense are drifting from the temple’s inner sanctum. Lying in the shade of a palm tree, a large silver-gray tom cat is falling victim to its soporific effect.  

He is nearly asleep when a man approaches him from behind and kicks him in the ass. Quickly, his tail coils around the offending foot, bringing the man down.  

The man drags himself up and points at the cat.

“Accursed cat!” he yells. “I will have that tail chopped off and fed to the crocodiles. I will make you watch them devour it so you shall know exactly what is going to happen to the rest of your insolent carcass.”

A crocodile sleeping by the sacred lake wakes up and opens its jaws in anticipation. 

A priest, hearing the commotion, runs from the temple’s inner sanctum into the courtyard. 

“What is this noise?” he asks. “Who dares to disturb the peace of the Temple of Bastet?”  

“I am the High Judge. This malevolent beast deliberately tripped me. I will have its life!” 

The cat has been nursing his sore rump, his tongue smoothing the dented fur.  

“Surely there must be a mistake,” the priest says. “This is Wrappa-Hamen, the senior mouser at the temple. He is a good cat.”  

“I do not care what the beast is called. It tripped me and will die for its crime.”

The priest is desperate. 

“Oh Mighty Bastet,” he prays, “bestow the power of speech upon your humble servant Wrappa-Hamen so he can stand before his accuser and defend himself.”
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