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      In the fifth year of the reign of Amenhotep IV, when the Pharaoh declared himself the son of the newly created solar deity Aten, changed his name to Akhenaten, and decreed that henceforth no other gods but he and his father the sun would be worshipped throughout Egypt, Chenzira the Scribe was dispatched to the Temple of Karnak to stop the Festival of Opet.

      Held in the second month of the Nile flood, when the silt-laden waters reached their height, the Festival brought tens of thousands — many tens of thousands — to Thebes to beseech the god Amun Re for a bountiful harvest, that they might not starve to death in the coming year.

      For this reason, Grand Vizier Ramose urged the Pharaoh not to drive Amun Re and his priests from Karnak until the Festival had been completed and the hordes had returned to their villages. Otherwise, he intimated, some catastrophe ranging from bloody chaos to open and stubborn revolt would surely ensue.

      Nefertiti, however, the unsurpassingly beautiful and equally unsurpassingly willful queen, demanded that the Festival be cancelled at once, and the priests forced to worship the new god. At the point of a sword, if necessary. As it surely would be.

      And so it was decreed.

      Before leaving for Thebes, Chenzira, whose name meant “Born On A Journey”, was transformed by royal decree into Second Prophet of the Temple of Karnak, the traditional title for the priest who carried on the actual administration of temple affairs, the High Priest attending to religious observances. The appointment was a great, indeed an unprecedented honor for one of common birth.

      Nevertheless, Chenzira failed to rejoice. For he was in fact the second man named to the post of Second Prophet. And the first, sent to cancel the Festival before him, had suffered a grisly death.

      Messengers from Thebes reported that the killer was none other than the goddess Hathor herself.
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      The crowds poured out to surround the column before they arrived in sight of Thebes.

      First came clouds of dust roiling above the desert, which General Nazim announced signaled the approach of thousands. He called for the soldiers marching along the road to spread out in defensive formation.

      Chenzira countermanded the order. “Take the statues from the carts,” he directed instead.

      General Nizam looked at him dubiously. The Second Prophet squatted and with a snicking sound called his leashed baboon Panya, who clambered up into his arms and bared her formidable teeth. Responding to the invitation, Chenzira stroked her gums.

      “The statues,” he repeated.

      General Nizam gave the order.

      They’d debated this in camp the night before. Or not debated, exactly. Instead General Nizam and his officers had pointed out that as pious followers of the god Aten for all several months of the new divinity’s existence, they would hardly be fulfilling the spirit of the Pharaoh’s directive if they marched into Thebes displaying statues of Amun Re, not to mention his wife Mut and son Khonsu, along with Isis, Hathor, Osiris, Horus, and even the dwarf god Bes, cat goddess Bastet, and pregnant hippopotamus goddess Taweret, all looted from smaller temples passed along the way.

      “If you prefer,” Chenzira replied, “we can approach the city behind the Dazzling Sun Disc of Aten, that the divine Pharaoh in all his bounty has given us to install in the Temple of Karnak.”

      “The choice is yours, Second Prophet,” General Nizam said quickly, his senior officers nodding solemnly while a scribe noted the transaction on his wax writing tablet. “We merely wish to point out our great love for Aten.”

      “Very commendable. But we march behind Amun Re.”

      Chenzira had previously sent messengers ahead to inform the priests at the Temple of Karnak that despite all ill founded rumors, the Festival of Opet would not be cancelled. At which General Nizam, in one of his rare outbreaks of sincerity, intimated that Chenzira the Scribe would die with Nefertiti’s voice ringing in his ears.

      “Do you remember Inherka, who so displeased the queen when she found a spider in the reed mat he brought her?” the General had said.

      “I have been trying not to,” replied Chenzira.

      “How many days did that go on? And every single one of them Nefertiti came and—”

      “Enough, General.”

      “And it was but a small spider, utterly harmless.”

      “I said enough.”

      Sensing her master’s unease, Panya, whose name means “Mouse”, flashed her eyes at General Nizam in a way that might strike one almost as flirtatious, did one not know the ways of baboons.

      Now the mob from Thebes, vast beyond counting and armed with staves and stones, axes and adzes, knives and rock hammers, swarmed shouting and gesticulating around the marching soldiers, until the dust was so thick a man could hardly see more than his own length before him. The soldiers kept on, eyes ahead and spears shouldered, every twentieth man or so carrying small statues, figurines, or stone disc carvings of some god other than the hated usurper Aten.

      Upon beholding the familiar gods the mob slowly quieted. Sullen, ominously hulking, the crowd, vast enough to chop, pound, and trample the soldiers into sticky red mud, parted along the roadway, and flanked the column all the way to Thebes. The smell of sun-heated dust, half dried sweat, and half dissipated rage dogged the soldiers’ every step.

      Chenzira, leading the column before a statue of Amun Re so large it took six soldiers to bear it on a litter, thought that the smallest spark would set off a massacre. Trying to keep the stiffness from his fingers he stroked Panya, still cradled in his arms despite her fifty-pound weight.

      No attack was made, no stones thrown. But all the way the mob kept chanting:

      “Hathor. Hathor. Hathor.”
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      Over the centuries the Temple of Karnak had become a sizeable city of its own, surrounded by high stone block walls over which the column could see as it approached the tops of still taller obelisks and colonnades, their stone faces heavily carved and brightly colored with hieroglyphs and depictions of gods.

      Passing by the Sacred Lake and the temple of Mut at the southern entrance, the Second Prophet’s column was admitted through massive wooden gates. Beyond the walls Chenzira could still hear the chant: “Hathor. Hathor. Hathor.”

      The High Priest and Karnak’s own Second Prophet awaited them in a courtyard of dirt packed brick-hard by a millennia of use, at the head of ranks of bare-chested priests in white linen kilts wearing broad pectorals of gold, jade, and amethyst worked into figures of the multitudinous gods. Chenzira halted before the High Priest and bowed.

      “Do you march under Aten’s protection, or Amun Re’s?” demanded the High Priest. The soldiers bearing the statues and figurines rather sheepishly began placing them back upon the ox driven wagons of the supply train.

      Chenzira deposited Panya on the ground. “We are sent by the Pharaoh, with great love for all his devoted subjects.”

      “And now having cowered from the people all the way to our Temple,” the High Priest went on, “do you seek to announce that despite your promises there shall be no Festival of Opet after all?”

      “The Festival shall take place, as I have said.”

      The High Priest, a wizened old man with surprisingly good teeth and an ostrich feather headdress set off by the sun disc of Re, quite entirely different from the sun disc of Aten, at least to the Pharaoh, harrumphed.

      “For all this professed love, the Pharaoh Amenhotep IV, as he was content to call himself these past five years before most miraculously discovering that he alone of all men now or ever alive in the kingdom grasps the true nature of the gods, chooses to send soldiers and scribes to this holy place rather than priests. But you shall need a great many more soldiers than these if you deny the people their blessing for a bountiful harvest.”

      “I shall deny them nothing.”

      The High Priest gave him a sour and most dubious stare. “Come then, Blasphemer. You and these soldiers you trail behind you, signs of the Pharaoh’s love. Amun Re’s true Second Prophet will see to your needs.”

      With that he turned his back and hobbled off toward the complex of closely carved colonnades, starting to turn from gray to red gold as the sun began to set, that framed the dark vastness of the main temple of Amun Re, by the pavilion of Queen Hatshepsut. Some of the priests came forward, joined by an array of servants suddenly appearing from doors and alleys, to lead the oxen to pens along the outer wall that could be smelled but not seen past rows of storage sheds, kitchens, manufactories, and barracks.

      Karnak’s Second Prophet stepped forward and bowed. “You honor us, Prophet. I am Penmaat.”

      He was a tall man, narrow-featured, with shrewd eyes that retained a hint of humor despite his recent reversal. His pectoral featured gold and lapis segments shaped into the vulture wings of the goddess Nekhbet, in the center of which a golden scarab pushed a great red jewel representing Re through his nightly journey through Duat, the underworld.

      Chenzira bowed in turn. “Greetings, Prophet. We have much to discuss. But first, if we may leave the matter of lodging to others, I would like to see the place where the Pharaoh’s previous Second Prophet met his death. By the hand of Hathor, if I heard aright.”

      “Rather by her horns,” Penmaat corrected. “The goddess appears to have been in a most vengeful mood.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The dead man’s name had been Neferenphet. His blood did not show well on the ebony frame of the bed in which he’d been found. There had however been quite a lot of it, according to General Kamose, leader of the first expedition sent to cancel the Festival of Opet. Noting several dark splotches on the porous stonework of the chamber floor, Chenzira did not doubt his account.

      “Here is what killed him,” said Second Prophet Penmaat, picking a large golden object up from atop an ebony-and-ivory chest and handing it to Chenzira. “The helmet of Hathor.”

      Hoisting the artifact, Chenzira guessed its weight at seven or eight pounds. It consisted of a golden cow’s head surmounted by a pair of golden horns curving around a solar disc, also of gold, bearing the image of a cobra.

      The goddess Hathor took on a number of forms, ranging from a falcon when she was worshipped as goddess of love, dance, and music, to cobra or flying lioness when she took her form as protector of Amun-Re.

      But as goddess of fertility she most frequently appeared as a cow. And such was the golden bust Chenzira now held. Upon her brow, however, there still appeared the cobra, or uraeus, signifying her role as Eye of Amun-Re, able to spit fire at the god’s enemies.

      From the base of the neck to the tip of the curved horns the artifact stretched over two feet, more than half of which was in the horns. Flecks of dried blood coated them. Unlike both the solar disc nestled between them and the head itself, which were of solid gold, the horns looked to be covered with a plating of gold leaf.

      Chenzira turned the helmet back and forth. “Why would a goddess resort to such a tool as this, when she could slaughter a mortal in countless ways?”

      “Perhaps to leave her mark,” suggested Penmaat, “that her purpose not be mistaken.”

      “Perhaps.”

      “The helmet was not here in this chamber before the Second Prophet, that is, Neferenphet,” said General Kamose, recalling there were now two other, live, Second Prophets in the room, “retired for the evening.”

      “You stake your life on this?” Chenzira asked significantly.

      “I do, Prophet. I myself, along with two other officers, four reliable soldiers, and the scorpion charmer searched the chamber most thoroughly. We feared for the ... for Neferenphet’s safety, given the hostility of both mob and priests. Naturally we were most concerned for asps and scorpions. Yet besides the bedding, the chests, and the chamber pots, we also searched most diligently for any concealed cubbyhole that might hide an assassin, and tapped and pried along the joints of the entire chamber looking for secret passages. And at all times a watch was set in the corridor.”

      Chenzira looked toward the ceiling. The chamber lay on the upper floor of a building three stories high, and like most such rooms in this stifling land, included two roof vents to help circulate air. The vents were too narrow to admit most men, but a slender man, or a woman or child, might manage it.

      “Roof?”

      Kamose looked uneasy. “We set a guard upon it, of course. A heavy one. Twelve men, under two officers. However—”

      “Yes?”

      “A party of four Hour Priests carried out their duties during the night.”

      Chenzira stared hard at the General, so hard that Panya, walking about unleashed in a vain search for insects along the close set stones of the floor, sat and flashed her eyes.

      “You feared the priests, yet you let a party of them on the roof above the Second Prophet’s head?”

      Penmaat stepped forward. “He did so at my special request, Prophet. Given the height of the colonnades inside the Temple, this roof gives the best vantage for the Hour Priests to study the stars for what auguries the gods in their grace provide.”

      “Four men and an officer stayed close by the priests all night,” Kamose added hurriedly. “Two more by the roof vents above this room. The rest patrolled the length of the roof. I also stationed men around the building throughout the night.”

      “Consider yourself fortunate,” said Chenzira, “that you report to me rather than the Queen, may we all be blessed by her divine beauty and infinite mercy. And after Neferenphet retired, who saw him then?”

      Both Penmaat and General Kamose lowered their eyes.

      “Well?”

      Penmaat spoke first. “A dancer, Prophet, and her accompaniment.”

      “A dancer. And her accompaniment.” Sighing, Chenzira looked sadly at Kamose. “Perhaps you will be fortunate. Perhaps Pharaoh, most glorious son of Aten, will decree a quick death. Beheading is too much to hope for, but being pulled apart by horses might still be within—”

      “My lord, please.”  The General shrank in on himself until having been an inch taller than Chenzira, he now stood two inches shorter. “It could not have been the girls. They could not possibly have hidden such an object. I examined — that is, I considered them myself, because of our concerns about weapons. They wore nothing but, well, waist belts. Along with bracelets and earrings, but nothing else.”

      “What, all of them?”

      “All five, Prophet.”

      Chenzira turned toward Penmaat. “Is this the sort of entertainment usually featured in the Temple of Karnak?”

      The man winced, embarrassed. “The Second Prophet, as he was, requested some such entertainment to be included during dinner. At that time the four musicians wore simple white robes, and the dancer herself a short kilt. Apparently when the Second Prophet asked them to, ah, play for him later in his chamber, he himself specified the garb they should bring.”

      “What of their instruments?”

      “Two flutes and a lyre,” said General Kamose. “One girl shaking a rattle to keep time. The soldiers in the hall heard music all the time the girls were inside the room. Then the four girls of the orchestra left, taking their instruments with them. The dancer stayed behind. Neferenphet came to the door to order wine.”

      “He was actually seen by the guard?”

      “Yes. Then, and a little later when the wine was brought.”

      “Brought by who?”

      “The officer of the watch. At that time Neferenphet ordered that he not be disturbed for the rest of the night. After a little more than two turns of the water clock, the dancer left. Still wearing no more than her waist belt. Following the orders they’d been given, the soldiers did not then disturb the, ah, Neferenphet. When his servant came in the morning, he found his master dead. Bearing numerous wounds caused by those.”

      He pointed at Hathor’s horns.

      “This dancer,” asked Chenzira. “What is her name?”

      “Imiu, Prophet.”

      “She killed him. She must have. Else the Hour Priests. Or both together. There is no one else.”

      “But how, my lord? How did that” — Kamose pointed once more to the head of Hathor — “get into the room?”

      “You are quite sure the Hour Priests did not pass it to her through the roof vents? And do not tell me you will stake your life on it, because you already have.”

      “Impossible, Prophet. As I said, I had men detailed to do nothing but watch the Hour Priests. And two more men watching the roof vents all the night.”

      “Ah General,” sighed Chenzira, shaking his head sadly. “I do not envy you when you make such an explanation to the Pharaoh, with Queen Nefertiti, Aten’s Fair Daughter, at his side.”

      “But—”

      “Hour Priests are clever, General. They must needs be to carry out their calculations. Clever and most observant. Soldiers, on the other hand ... but why concern ourselves with such matters now? It is between you and the Pharaoh.”

      “Second Prophet, please—”

      Chenzira turned to his fellow Second Prophet. “Where are these girls now?”

      “I have been holding them, Prophet,” said Penmaat. “Understand, however, that following whatever happened in this room, they left the Temple complex. When we discovered the Second Prophet dead, even though Hathor’s rage seemed clear, I at once sent men into Thebes seeking the dancer and her company. However, my men failed to find them. Instead the girls themselves came to a side entrance that afternoon, asking if they would be granted an opportunity to perform for the, ah, sadly deceased Second Prophet again. Is this the act of murderers?”

      “Another thing, Prophet, if I may beg your indulgence,” added a most contrite General Kamose. “The amount of blood on the bed and the floor around it was copious indeed. And the wounds gaping. Even had the dancer somehow obtained the head of Hathor from the Hour Priests — unthinkable, I assure you — if she did kill Neferenphet, she would surely have been covered with blood. Yet the officer of the watch, who would have looked her over most carefully — as you might imagine, Prophet, given her costume — reported no such marks.”

      Chenzira rubbed the sides of his temples, careful not to dislodge the wig that he, like most Egyptians above the peasant class, wore because lice were more easily managed with short hair, and the elaborate weaves favored by the wealthy or those aspiring to be were better achieved in a wig than keeping long hair ruly in the searing heat.

      “Do not stand so near, General,” he told Kamose. “Having lost the man you were sent to protect, the stench of ill fortune clings to you most unpleasantly. When did you first search the room?”
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