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A solitary man walked through a sea of mountains. The sun rested its rays on the dark peaks, rising majestically above the snow-white landscape. The wind blew hard and cold along the steep mountainside, tugging at his clothes and whipping up snow crystals from the ground. 

He had wrapped his face in a thick, gray woolen scarf, leaving only his dark brown eyes visible. Leather and wool covered him from head to toe, yet the cold still crept through the layers. Each step took effort as the snow was loose, and his feet sank deep with every stride. Behind him he dragged a sled of wood and goatskin, tied to his waist with a rope. 

Clouds gathered, swallowing the last blue patches of sky. When he reached a flat plateau near one of the many peaks, he stopped to rest before the descent. Here, he found shelter from the worst of the wind and could finally remove his head covering.

Black, curly hair fell freely, damp with sweat from the long journey. He was thin, emaciated—a body that had been forced to endure more than it should. His light brown skin clung tightly to hollow cheekbones, to ribs that jutted out beneath his clothes.

He glanced at the sled. It was light—far too light. He loosened the rope around his waist, pulled back the goatskin, and stared down at the meager food supply. A single crust of bread and a few dry pieces of meat were all that remained. 

These mountains gave nothing to anyone. All they did was take—and they never failed to demand their price for letting someone pass. The man knew this. He had to get away before the mountains claimed more than he had to give. Death waited for those who stayed too long.

As far back as he could remember, all he needed was to get down from here. Straight down, and sooner or later he would find a trade road. Perhaps he would meet people who could help him onward—perhaps even a warm place to rest. 

He ran his fingers through his mustache, felt how rough and long it had grown. It hung over his lips, itching and irritating. A nuisance, especially when he ate. He tried to brush it aside, away from his mouth.

The bread crust would have to wait. The last bits of meat would give him what he needed to go on. He brought a piece to his mouth and chewed slowly. It was tough, cold, and dry. Still, it tasted like a dream. He knew what that meant. Hunger had taken hold. The meat slid down slowly, almost painfully. He had nothing to wash it down with. No wine, no ale—not even water. He would have to make do with snow. His thoughts drifted home to Egypt. To the thick, dark beer, brewed with care. Its smell, its taste. He could almost feel it on his tongue.

The wind tore at his clothes, stronger now. The clouds above had thickened, heavy and menacing. The weather could turn at any moment. He wrapped the woolen scarf tightly around his head again, pulled it over his face, and tied the sled’s rope around his waist. Then he began to walk. 

After only a few steps, the rope jerked tight, and the sled jolted. The man nearly lost his balance as the load refused to follow. He turned and pulled harder, but it was stuck. Something was poking up through the snow—a pointed stone of some kind.

He dropped to his knees to examine it more closely. The surface was strange. Wavy patterns twisted across the stone, almost as if shaped by human hands. Someone must have lost it up here.

Then he suddenly remembered why he had chosen this route. A voice—soft and alluring—had whispered in the wind. “Dig on the mountain’s peak. There you will find great riches.” No. Not the wind. A memory of a voice.

With thin, frozen fingers, he tried to pull the stone free, but it wouldn’t budge. It was anchored to something. He brushed the snow aside in swift motions, and more was revealed. An old, brown animal hide. Perhaps an abandoned sled? He touched the hide and felt how worn it was—but perhaps it concealed something of value. He had no time to lose. With snow-covered hands, he began to dig.

Then he stopped abruptly. Something protruded from the snow. Something strange. He stared, heart pounding in his chest. Fingers. He recoiled instinctively. This was no sled. This was a human being.

He threw a quick glance up at the dark clouds. Then he took a deep breath and continued digging. If this person carried gold or silver, he couldn’t turn back now.

Out of the snow came long, dark hair. The man grabbed hold of it and pulled, but the body beneath was heavy, frozen stiff. His thin arms struggled to move the corpse, but he didn’t give up. 

After more digging, he finally got the body loose and rolled it over. He stared straight into a pale face with closed eyes. A man, with a mid-length beard tied in a knot—like the ceremonial beards worn by the kings of Egypt. Snow still clung to his face, and around his mouth was a faint red tinge. Blood? Or perhaps the remnants of one last sip of wine before death took him?

The face appeared strangely untouched by the cold, which meant he couldn’t have been lying there long. The rest of the body, however, was frozen solid—like a statue of ice—making it nearly impossible to search for anything of value. If he had carried something precious, it was likely buried within the ice-cold layers of clothing.

The man stood there, thinking. Could this be Osiris him-self, risen from the realm of the dead? The god was often depicted with different skin tones. Had his wife, Isis, sent him here to be rescued from the mountain? No. He shook his head and settled on the more likely explanation. This was just one of the northern nomads who had frozen to death. Even though the dead man bore certain similarities to depictions of Osiris, he strongly doubted the great god would be found buried beyond the borders of Egypt. Besides, he would hardly be dressed like this.

The dead man was well clothed, which made it all the stranger that he had perished up here. Perhaps he had gotten lost—or been caught in a storm. The man weighed his options. It wouldn’t be impossible to push the body down the mountainside and thaw it out farther down in the forest. The sled was empty anyway, so he might as well toss the body onto it. 

That proved easier said than done. The stiff, lifeless body was heavier than he had imagined—at least twice the weight of his own emaciated frame. It took both strength and endurance to lift the corpse into the sled, but at last he managed. The exertion, at least, kept him warm. 

He dragged the sled to the edge of the slope and pushed it over. It slid downward in long, gliding motions, and he followed behind, wading slowly through the deep snow.

The clouds had now swallowed the last hint of blue from the sky. Night was approaching, and he had to get the frozen body down to the forest before darkness fell. 

Once below, he finally managed to make a fire. The forest was dense, and there was little snow on the ground here. Shadows stretched long around him, and the darkness embraced him. It hadn’t been easy, but he had done it—both the sled and the dead man were with him. 

Night settled heavily over the thin spruce trees, but the fire cast flickering light on the trunks around him. Nearby, a small stream trickled, running down from the mountains rising steeply behind the forest. The corpse lay close to the fire, and the frozen body had already begun to thaw.

The man crouched over the dead body and began rummaging through the stiff hide garments. His fingers soon found a finely crafted stone dagger, tied to the dead man’s hip. That must have been what snagged the sled earlier. He held it up to the firelight. The blade was far finer than the dull copper knife he carried himself. With a casual toss, he threw it into the sled and chuckled in satisfaction before continuing to loosen the hide.

Around the man’s neck he found a necklace made of what looked like small ribs, strung on a leather cord. It wasn’t exactly the great treasure he had hoped for, but perhaps it still held some value. He laughed quietly to himself as he kept searching.

A voice from the past still whispered in the back of his mind. A voice that spoke of great treasures atop the mountain. He could no longer remember where he had heard it, but the feeling lingered—a restlessness, a certainty that this corpse was hiding something important.

His chuckling filled the grove, but then everything went still. His face froze in a grimace—much like the one the dead man had worn moments earlier. For deep blue eyes suddenly opened—and stared straight at him.

The man lost his breath, and for a moment it felt as though time stood still. Then, with violent force, he was kicked through the air. He slammed into a tree trunk fifteen paces away, hitting it with such force that the breath was knocked from his lungs. He crumpled to the ground, unconscious.

When he finally came to, he was slumped against the uneven tree trunk. His back ached like fire. He squeezed his eyes shut, rubbed his forehead, and lifted his gaze toward the fire. The dead man was still there—but now he was moving. A cracking sound filled the air as the frozen body slowly rose to its feet. It sounded like the ice of a lake breaking under the spring sun. Every joint that moved made a shrill sound, the stiffness splitting apart.  

The man shuddered. Could this truly be Osiris, risen from the land of the dead? Or was it Set—the most wicked of all the gods? He didn’t want to find out. He tried to stand, but the pain in his back was too much. His legs buckled, and he collapsed back down with a groan. 

The sound of snapping joints faded as the figure moved away from the fire and down toward the stream. There it collapsed by the water’s edge and began to drink—large, greedy gulps.

Osiris had risen from the dead before—that much the man knew. And yet, he still wasn’t sure. No... the gods must have cast an enchantment over this corpse. This was no god.

This had to be one of the walking dead he’d heard horror stories about.

He still couldn’t believe what he was seeing. With trembling breath, he tried to crawl away, but every movement was slow and painful. Pine needles and twigs pierced his clothes as he dragged himself forward, each pull of his body unleashing a new wave of pain. At last he reached the sled and collapsed beside it.

His hands shook as he fumbled for the stone dagger he had thrown in earlier. His fingers closed around the hilt—tight—as if the grip alone could protect him. At least now he had something to defend himself with, though deep down he hoped he’d never have to use it. 

Slowly but surely, he began crawling down toward the stream. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the corpse limping toward the campfire. It sat down, its movements stiff, jerky, and began rummaging around in the camp. After a while it pulled the last crust of bread from the sled. The man held his breath as he watched. 

The dead man held the crust close to his nose and sniffed suspiciously. For a moment he could have laughed. A corpse that was picky about food? But the laugh caught in his throat. Suddenly the figure threw the crust into its mouth and swallowed it almost without chewing. That was more how he’d imagined such a creature would behave.

He lay there observing for a while. The pain in his back had subsided, but now his head throbbed. His vision blurred, his gaze refused to focus, and the world around him grew increasingly vague. He tried to crawl farther, but with one final reach, everything went black.

The warmth of the fire woke him. His face burned, and for a moment he feared his mustache had caught fire. With long, thin fingers he tugged on it to make sure. 

He was lying on his side, eyes fixed on a severed hare’s head lying right in front of him. He flinched and sat up abruptly. The pain in his head and back was still there, but not as bad as before. He looked around quickly, searching for the grotesque creature—but it was nowhere in sight. 

Above the fire hung small, but many, pieces of meat, skewered on thin sticks supported by a little pile of stones. He stared at them, unsure what to think.

Suddenly he heard footsteps behind him. From between the trees stepped a tall, scrawny man. He had long, dark hair and a mid-length beard. His skin was pale as death. Well—he had, in fact, been dead just a short while ago.

The man jumped to his feet, fear moving his body before his mind could react. The pain was forgotten for a moment.

The figure stood still, hands raised—as if to show he meant no harm. He said a few words the man didn’t under-stand, then held out a stick with meat on it. A kind of peace offering, it seemed. The man hesitated, his gaze flicking between the figure and the stick. Then he carefully accepted it and sat down again. The pain had already returned, and he knew he wouldn’t be standing for long anyway. He noticed that the corpse—the man—had removed his pelts on his upper body. “When you’ve been deep-frozen, it must feel good to thaw,” he thought.

The corpse sat down on the ground with slow, cautious movements and tried to make eye contact. 

“Thoke,” he said, pointing to his hairy, nearly snow-white chest. The voice was low—more a whisper than a word. Who could say how long it had been since those vocal cords were last used?

“Thoke. Not Osiris,” the man thought with relief. He wasn’t sure whether to answer, but he realized his chances of survival were better if he did.

"Intef," he said in his light voice, pointing to himself.

Thoke nodded and grabbed a stick from the fire. He began to eat with ferocious appetite. Intef stared at him with wide eyes. Despite his eerie appearance, he now seemed more like a starving man than a creature from the land of the dead. Thoke ate the hare down to the bone. Meat, fat, sinew, and cartilage—nothing was left.

"How did you find me?" Thoke asked, wiping his mouth with his forearm.

Intef didn’t understand a word. Thoke frowned, thought for a moment, and tried another language. Intef shook his head. Thoke continued, switching between several tongues, and eventually, some of the words began to sound familiar. The rhythm, certain phrases reminded Intef of a language he had picked up on his travels.

"You were lying up in the mountain, frozen like a block of ice," Intef replied hesitantly. 

Thoke’s face lit up. At last, they could understand each other. The language felt rusty on his tongue, but he managed to form a few sentences.

"Thank you. Where... where are we?" he asked. His voice loosened a little, though he still spoke softly, the sound rough and dry. He scooted closer to Intef, as if trying to spare his vocal cords.

"We’re at the foot of the Caucasus Mountains, not far from Aremvi," Intef answered, pointing into the darkness. "If you go over the mountain to the right, you can see the Black Sea." His own voice was weak as well, but for a different reason. Fatigue and pain had taken their toll, and every word cost him effort.

"Caucasus? Aremvi? What is this?" Thoke asked, confused.

"The Caucasus Mountains are a great mountain range, and Aremvi is a village," Intef explained patiently. He wasn’t exactly impressed with Thoke’s lack of knowledge about the area. But to Thoke, the names meant nothing. He had never heard of any of these places.

"I need to go home," he said quietly, his gaze dropping to the ground. 

Intef was beginning to understand that this man—or whatever he was—wasn’t an evil monster. Still, there was something inexplicable about him, something that knotted in his gut.

"How long were you up there?" he asked cautiously.

"I don’t know. A long time." Thoke stood up abruptly, his shoulders heavy, and took a hunched step toward the mountain.

Intef flinched as he began to move. The fear was still deep in his body. This was his chance to get away. Monster or not, he had no intention of staying near Thoke any longer.

He waited until the figure disappeared among the trees, then turned and set off. He sped down the valley, between the grayish, slender spruce trees. Branches tore at his wool clothes, cut small gashes in his shoulders, but he didn’t care. All that mattered now was getting away.

He didn’t stop until he reached a narrow cart road. There he leaned forward, hands on knees, gasping for breath. Blood trickled from the shallow cuts, and he pressed his fingers against his clothes to wipe it away. Small wounds, insignificant—but his outfit looked even more tattered than before.  

He straightened and looked around. The road was nearly overgrown and full of potholes. Not the most traveled route, but still—it seemed familiar. He had been here before.

After catching his breath, he started walking toward Aremvi. He cast nervous glances over his shoulder, but the walking dead was nowhere in sight. Intef quickened his pace. Who could say what this Thoke might be capable of?
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Intef could see the village just a few hundred paces down the road. Relief flooded his chest, and his legs carried him almost of their own accord. He had never been so glad to see a cluster of simple houses before. Then a twig snapped somewhere in the woods behind him. He flinched, spun around, and stared into the trees. 

"Who’s there!?" he shouted, heart pounding in his chest. No answer. Sweat trickled down his forehead, and the first light of dawn cast long shadows across the valley slope. He didn’t hesitate any longer. With quick steps he set off toward the village, dust rising behind him on the dry road.

It didn’t take him long to reach it. The landscape had changed since last he passed through. Small patches of farmland spread out before him, divided by narrow dirt paths stretching in several directions. Some fields gleamed in warm yellow tones, others in deeper green. But he had no time to study what was growing. 

A dozen goats wandered behind a wooden fence as he passed. The fencing was in poor condition, and several goats had already found their way out.

One of them strolled lazily across the road, heading into the village. Behind it came a man running at full speed, just as scruffy and short as Intef himself, clearly frustrated that the goat had slipped through the hole-riddled enclosure.

The village consisted of small, square houses made of dried mud, scattered seemingly at random. Most were clustered close to a cliff face, then spread farther outward toward the fields. 

A dozen or so people emerged from their homes, ready to start the day’s work. Nearly everyone in the village was a farmer, and the work was waiting. 

Along the road outside the village, a row of small stalls lined the dusty path, each built from simple, dark poles driven into the ground. They were crude but functional, with roofs of rough, weathered leather or woven straw stretched over supporting sticks. The shelter was minimal—just enough to block out the scorching sun and the rare, but sudden, rain showers.

Each stall had a low table where goods were laid out for sale. The scent of fresh bread, spices, and warm meat mingled with the sharp smell of tanned leather and the metallic tang of weapons laid out for display. 

Some stalls overflowed with baskets of fruit and vegetables—juicy figs picked from the trees, and crisp green leaves from the fields. Others sold spears, swords, and shields made of bronze, copper, and wood, the metal gleaming in the strong sunlight.

In certain stalls, rows of garments hung—tunics and cloaks woven from coarse linen and wool, alongside more refined pieces dyed in precious pigments of deep red and blue. 

Aremvi was more than a farming community. The village was also an important trade post for travelers crossing the mountains. Strategically placed at the mouth of the valley, it was the last chance to secure vital food and supplies before the perilous journey ahead.

Intef approached the stalls with cautious steps, his gaze flitting between the traders. But he froze when he spotted Khamet—an old acquaintance. Intef had tried to stay away from him for years. It wasn’t exactly surprising to see him here, but he had hoped Khamet had long since given up the chase and returned to Egypt.

With a swift motion, he pulled the woolen scarf tighter around his face and turned away. His eyes drifted toward the mountains. A thought began to form. The abomination was probably still up there. If he could lure Khamet to it, maybe the problem would solve itself.

“Khamet! Just the man I was looking for!” Intef called out loudly and walked with firm steps toward a stall filled with spears and daggers. The weapons had bronze and copper tips, with carved wooden shafts—decorative, yet sturdy. His voice sounded confident, but his gait betrayed something else. 

Khamet leaned heavily on the table, which barely held the weight of the massive man. He was well-dressed, clad in a robe of purple and yellow silk that wrapped around his ample frame. It must have taken a great deal of silk to make such a garment—a clear sign of the man’s wealth, and his need to flaunt it. He looked up and fixed his eyes on Intef, a glint of recognition flashing in them. 

“Well, look what’s come crawling back,” Khamet said with a wide grin. “I heard rumors you were heading this way, but I was beginning to think you’d died in the mountains. Luckily, I’m a patient man—but only up to a point. So, do you finally have what you owe me?” He didn’t even bother pulling his stomach away from the table, but slammed a heavy fist down on it. The wood groaned ominously under the weight.

“Yes, about that,” Intef began, scratching nervously at his neck. “I’ve got something lined up, I promise! Everything I owe you, I swear. The goods are just a little way up into the mountains here. There’s simply so much of it, I’m struggling to bring it down on my own. Come, I’ll show you the way up.” He trembled with fear, constantly wiping sweat from his face. Four men came over and surrounded him.

“You’ve had more than enough time,” Khamet barked, scratching at his half-bald head. “If you don’t have something of value for me right now, you’ll pay with your life. And I can probably find the goods myself.”

Intef made a desperate attempt to run, but one of the men grabbed him and slammed him brutally to the ground. The four men stood around him and began to kick him without mercy. Khamet walked calmly over to the weapons stall and picked up a long, curved bronze knife. 

“Now, you foolish little man—it’s time you paid,” he growled. “This is for my sister.”

The men held Intef down as Khamet approached with the knife in hand. Intef thrashed desperately to break free, but their grip was too strong. Khamet bent down and let the sharp bronze blade slide slowly between his fingers, a predator’s smile spreading across his face. 

Just as he raised the knife to plunge it into Intef’s chest, his eyes met Thoke’s—and stopped. Thoke was standing just a few steps away, silent and unmoving. Khamet stared at him with a puzzled look. Thoke’s old clothes had been ruined by the frost, and now he wore only a simple piece of hide around his loins. A heavy stillness settled over them. It was as if the whole village suddenly knew to hold its tongue.

"What are you? Get out of here, you naked beggar! Be gone!" Khamet shouted, waving the knife threateningly.

Thoke understood little of what the man had just said, but he realized he wasn’t welcome. His gaze fell on Intef, who was fighting for his life. After Intef had dragged him down from the mountain, Thoke felt he owed him a favor.

"I said get out, or I’ll cut you to pieces!" Khamet shouted again. Three of the men let go of Intef and looked uncertainly toward Thoke.

"It’s him... Osiris!" one of the men cried out and fell to his knees. "He’s come to punish us!"

"Shut up—it’s just a northerner!" Khamet barked, irritated. "Get him!"

The tallest of the men approached Thoke cautiously and grabbed his arm with a weak, hesitant grip. Though the man was the tallest among them, Thoke still towered over him. He stared calmly at the man, who suddenly slapped him with a nervous twitch. 

The man seemed startled by his own action and flinched as the blow landed, but Thoke barely reacted. Instead, he answered with a crushing right hook to the man’s chest. The man flew backward and crashed into the two others, knocking them to the ground.

"Come on! Take him!" Khamet screamed, desperate. 

Intef looked up at Thoke with wide eyes as the others charged him. Thoke knocked them aside with ease, and with a few quick, precise blows to their heads, they went down one by one. Each movement seemed to loosen his frozen joints even further. 

Khamet, driven by desperation, raised his knife against Thoke. With a single movement, Thoke grabbed his arm and twisted it into a painful angle. Khamet dropped to his knees, screaming in agony, then rolled over and lay on his stomach. He shrieked as Thoke twisted his arm further, until the bone was on the verge of snapping. One more pull, and it would break.

Intef had managed to get to his feet, bruised and bloodied. He brushed sand off himself and limped over to the two of them. 

"Break it," he said, a cruel glint in both voice and eyes. 

Thoke looked at him—and abruptly let go of Khamet. This had already gone too far. Around them, the other men lay groaning, writhing in pain. Several villagers had gathered at a safe distance, their eyes filled with fear and uncertainty.

"No," Thoke said, his gaze drifting across the frightened faces around him. "Get away. I’ll make sure they don’t follow." The words came haltingly, but the message was clear.

Intef nodded calmly, as if in agreement—but suddenly rushed forward and kicked Khamet with all his might. Khamet didn’t even flinch at the feeble kick, though his belly did jiggle a little.

Thoke shook his head and began to walk back toward the mountains.

“Wait!” Intef called. “Where are you going?”

“Home,” Thoke replied without stopping.

“You can come with me—to Thebes!” Intef ran after him, hope bright in his voice.

“Thebes?” Thoke stopped and turned toward him with a questioning look.

“You don’t even know what Thebes is?” Intef’s eyes widened. “It’s the grandest city in all of Egypt!” He threw his arms wide and grinned.

“City? Egypt?” Thoke frowned. The words meant nothing to him.

“A city is like a big village—like this one,” Intef explained eagerly. “Only with thousands of people.”

Thoke could hardly believe what he was hearing. The largest village he had ever set foot in had maybe a couple hundred people. He had heard stories of grander places during his travels, but thousands? That sounded like too much.

“Where is this?” Thoke asked, still unsure.

“South,” Intef answered excitedly. “That’s where I’m from. They have buildings there like nothing you’ve ever seen!” He bounced on his toes, doing his best to seem as enthusiastic as possible. Thoke merely shrugged and kept walking.

“Women and wine in endless supply!” Intef shouted after him, determined to keep the conversation alive.

Thoke continued walking, and Intef was running out of ideas. His gaze darted around, desperately searching for something that might catch Thoke’s interest. Then, in the back of his mind, a voice whispered: Tell him about the kings—about their divine blood. Intef didn’t know where the thought came from, but he grabbed hold of it. 

“The king of Egypt is a god!” he cried out.

Thoke stopped abruptly. That caught his attention. Memories from the past surged up. The reason he had ended up on that mountaintop. The secrets of the gods that had always been beyond his reach. He didn’t know how long he’d been lying up there, but he knew it had been a long time. Far too long. Was there even anything left to return to? His old tribe was likely long dead. In truth, there was nothing left to go back to. 

Thoke reached for his beard and found the knot that had once held it together had come undone during the fight. This king Intef spoke of was probably no god. He’d heard such claims before. But maybe—just maybe—he knew something that could help him find his old family.   

If the king at least possessed divine knowledge, there was still hope. Maybe he could find his brother, and with luck, his mother, father, and sister too. Or maybe even Uncle Helok and the mighty Grym.

“Who is this king, and how do you know he’s a god?” Thoke asked. It couldn’t hurt to find out more.

“The king is the ruler of Egypt,” Intef replied, without much enthusiasm. Even the steppe people on the other side of the mountains knew that.

“Like a chieftain?” Thoke asked.

“Yes, just like a chieftain,” Intef said with a smile. At last, it seemed this pale, skinny man had something going on in his head after all. “The king who rules Egypt now is called Amenhotep. They say he doesn’t even look like a human.”

“Really?” Thoke thought so hard about it that it showed plainly on his face. It couldn’t hurt to check, he finally decided, and shrugged. “Fine. I’ll come.”

“Fantastic! We just need to find you some clothes.” Intef looked around but found no immediate solution.

Thoke looked at the men still sprawled on the ground and tore the clothes off one of them. He put them on without hesitation. What had been loose garments on the man became a tight, form-fitting outfit on Thoke. 

The outfit came in two parts—one above the waist, and one below. Even though Thoke was all skin and bone, the fabric stretched to its limits. The sleeves ended far up on his forearms, and the wavy, skirt-like trousers only reached his calves. Intef had to fight to hold back his laughter, but figured it would do. Without another word, the two companions set off out of the village.

Thoke cast one last glance back and saw a hundred people standing there, staring at him. A smile spread across his face as it dawned on him that they had been standing like that for a while—without him noticing.

By evening, they had lit a fire in a small grove. The night was starry and cool. Thoke had already found food—hare, like before. They sat around the campfire as Thoke began skinning the animal.

“How far to Thebes?” he asked, ripping the hide from the hare with a sharp tug.

“It’s far,” Intef answered with a sigh. “It’ll take many, many days.” He couldn’t quite take his eyes off this strange man who called himself Thoke.

“Hm. All right. When we get there, you show me the king.” Thoke sliced open the belly of the animal and pulled out the entrails. He swallowed the heart in a single motion, blood running down from his lips and onto his chin. Intef shuddered at the sight.

“Oh—sorry,” Thoke said when he noticed Intef’s expression. “Did you want it?”

“Uh, no, I’m good,” Intef replied quickly, his stomach turning at the thought. “But... maybe you could help me first? Before you meet the king, I mean. That fat man in the village—he took my house in Thebes as some kind of collateral.”

“Collateral? Who were those men anyway?” Thoke gave him a questioning look, holding up the liver. Intef quickly shook his head, and Thoke merely shrugged and tossed that into his mouth as well.

“Khamet’s a weapons dealer,” Intef continued, swallowing hard to keep his stomach in check. “He sells weapons everywhere, and he’s one of the most powerful men in the city. I borrowed some coins from him over a bet a while back... and lost badly.”

“Betting is bad,” Thoke said thoughtfully. “I once lost a fur that way.”

“Right.” Intef raised his eyebrows, not very impressed by Thoke’s simplicity. “I worked for Khamet, you know. I’m a blacksmith. Or... I was. I made the weapons he sold. Ironically, when I couldn’t pay him back—because he paid so poorly—I had to flee.” He let out a heavy sigh before continuing. “I hoped to get over the mountain and start fresh, but life outside the cities wasn’t for me. Khamet could find me in any town, so the mountains were my only option. After more than eleven years on the run, I decided to go home anyway—maybe find a way to end my problems. But then I found you.” Intef gave Thoke a careful glance and went on. “That dagger you had—the one you’ve found again I see—is such fine craftsmanship that I was sure you had something valuable. I was desperate, and I thought this was my lucky day. Maybe I could finally pay Khamet back. But then you woke up.” He shook his head and gave a small laugh. “When I got away, I figured I’d send Khamet after you. I was sure you’d knock him down a peg. Which brings me to a question.” Intef leaned forward slightly. “What, or who, are you really? You remind me a lot of the great god Osiris.” 

Intef spoke faster than anyone Thoke had ever heard. He needed time to find the right words. Questions like that were never easy to answer. At last, he broke the silence.

“I am... very strong and fast,” he said simply. “I don’t know Osiris, but that’s not me. That’s all.”

Intef nodded cautiously. He didn’t dare ask more, though curiosity burned in him. He had hoped the question might slide in unnoticed at the end of a long story, but that would have to wait. Instead, he worked up the courage to ask something else.

“Maybe you could help me?” he began hesitantly. “I mean—help me take back my house in Thebes? You could scare off all of Khamet’s men. With you living there, they’d never dare mess with me again.”

Thoke didn’t answer. He just skewered a piece of meat on a stick and held it over the fire. After a lifetime of violence, he had little interest in more fighting.

“I can get you in to see the king,” Intef said, leaning forward with eager eyes.

Thoke held the flint dagger in his hand and let his fingers glide over the sharp edge. He and Neera had made it together. One each, near the end, before she died. Her dagger lay buried with her, beneath the great boulder he had placed in her memory.

“I worked in the palace,” Intef added again, more convincingly this time. “I know everyone who works there. I can get you in, no problem.”

Thoke let the words settle for a moment—then finally nodded.

“Deal,” he said simply, and tied the dagger around his waist with a strip he tore from his clothes. This one, he would make sure not to lose.
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Thoke and Intef walked long and far. Thoke had lost count after about fifty days, and it felt like an eternity ago. The landscape changed almost daily, from sand and dry grass to lush streambeds. Thoke had never seen anything like it before, and he constantly let his gaze drift from one thing to another. There was always something new and captivating to notice.

They were now crossing pale, dry earth, surrounded by countless knee-high bushes that scratched viciously when brushed against. For Thoke, it wasn’t too bad, but Intef seemed to struggle more. Both had wrapped themselves in thin, light woolen garments, covering their entire bodies. Only their eyes were visible between the layers of cloth.

Thoke studied his new bone necklace as they walked. He had made it from a simple cord and five rib bones from a hare they had eaten earlier. The necklace hung heavily across his chest. Suddenly he stopped and pulled off the cloth wrapped around his head.

“Why are we walking out here?” he asked, scowling. “Wouldn’t it be better to follow the coast? And how far did you say we had left?” 

“We’re almost halfway,” mumbled Intef through the wool scarf, and sighed. “You shouldn’t take off your head covering. The sun will roast your skin red!”

“Almost halfway?” Thoke threw up his arms. “You said that over thirty days ago too.” He ran ahead of Intef and stopped him with a firm look. Thoke had far more spring in his step now, and nothing about him suggested he had once been pale as snow and skeletal not long ago. “Why aren’t we just following those roads you always talk about?”

“Relax,” Intef said soothingly. “As soon as we cross Egypt’s borders, we will.”

“All we do every day is walk and practice words.” Thoke sighed. “I’m getting good at both. Where’s the nearest big city?” 

“That would be Aleppo.”

“I want to see it. Then that’s where we’ll go, and follow the road from there. Unless you want to tell me why we’re avoiding every city?” Thoke eyed Intef suspiciously, and it was clear he’d managed to keep this particular secret longer than expected.

“We can’t,” Intef began, hesitating. “I’ve been trying to stay out of Hittite territory. King Suppiluliuma might be a little angry with me. I might be wanted there.”

“How bad can this King Suppilump be?” Thoke groaned.

“Suppiluliuma,” Intef corrected with a pained expression. “And trust me—he’s bad.”

“Well, what’s the nearest city not tied to the Hittite kingdom?” 

“That would be somewhere in Assyria, but... we can’t go there either.” Intef pulled the cloth tighter around his face, as if it could hide more than just his features. 

Thoke groaned and rubbed the corners of his eyes with thumb and forefinger. 

“Let me guess. You’re wanted there too?”

“King Ashur-uballit is a scoundrel, and he never should’ve put me in charge of the treasury! He should’ve known better!” Intef began to walk again, but Thoke held him back with a firm grip.

“Show the way to Aleppo, Intef. I’ll keep you safe.”

Thoke threw a powerful arm around Intef’s head and pulled him into his armpit with a broad grin. Intef, who had no other choice, pointed toward the city. If he was going to get caught, having Thoke as a protector wasn’t the worst fate imaginable.

On the road to Aleppo, the two wanderers stopped at an inn. Night had fallen, and here they could finally find some warmth. Wax candles cast a dim glow outside the lonely little building, made of dark, dried mud with timber jutting out at seemingly random angles.

The murmur of voices had reached Thoke long before they arrived. He had already begun to understand some words of the Egyptian language Intef had taught him during their journey, and now he could pick out bits of speech drifting through the air. As he stepped through the creaking door, he had to duck to avoid the low lintel.

The inn was so crowded there was barely room for them. Travelers on their way to Aleppo often stopped here before the final day’s march to the city. The chatter fell silent as the guests caught sight of Thoke. He struggled to make him-self as small as possible to fit in the room, but it did little good. He stood a head taller than everyone else, his shoulders broader than any man’s. His muscles had grown back, and though he tried to hunch down, it was impossible to hide his size. An uneasy silence settled over the room.

Intef glanced around frantically, clearly on edge. Unlike Thoke, he slipped easily through the crowd and quickly found his way to a table. Thoke followed, pushing his way through, and angry stares followed from those being shoved aside. 

A man at the corner of one table abruptly stood and offered his chair to Thoke, as if he couldn’t get away fast enough. His eyes were filled with panic as he stared at the enormous man. Thoke sat down heavily, and the man beside him immediately leapt from his seat. Intef seized the opportunity and took his place. 

Even though Intef did his best to keep his face hidden, no one paid him any attention. All eyes were on the pale-skinned giant with the wild hair and beard. He looked like an unstable savage.

“Relax, Intef. What are the chances someone here actually recognizes you?” Thoke asked calmly as he loosened some of the cloth layers around his neck. The air inside the inn was warm and damp.

“The king has spies everywhere, and they know every-thing. Khamet could have men here too. We have to be careful.” Intef sat nervously on his stool, constantly casting glances around the room.

Thoke looked around calmly. No one was staring at him anymore, and the low hum of conversation had slowly returned. The smell of sweat dominated the air, but it was also thick with other scents—roasted meat, spices, and sweet wine. Thoke had to focus not to let the flood of sensations overwhelm him, but one scent stood out. It was sweet—a blend of fruit and something else, maybe a berry? He couldn’t quite place it. 

At the counter, where the innkeepers served drinks of various kinds, sat a hooded figure. The face was hidden in shadow, but Thoke was certain the scent was coming from there. He gave a discreet signal to Intef, who also glanced over. A vague memory rose to the surface in Intef’s mind.

“I think I’ve seen that person before,” he whispered, his eyebrows drawn together in concentration. “If I could only remember where...”

“We could go ask,” Thoke suggested.

“No! It might be one of the king’s spies. And keep your voice down!” Intef hissed sharply, his tone more forceful this time.

“All right, but think—where have you seen this person before?” Thoke said quietly. He looked again toward the mysterious figure, but the hooded one still kept their face hidden. “Describe the person,” Thoke continued patiently. “Maybe we’ve seen him on our travels.” 

“He whispered something...” Intef squinted in frustration. “All I remember is the gray hood in the dark. I’d had too much of all sorts that night. If I could just get a proper look.” He leaned sideways, holding a hand in front of his face and peeking between his fingers. 

“You sure it’s not just some random hooded person?” Thoke wondered.

“No, I’m sure. I’ve definitely seen that hood before.” Intef nodded firmly. “See that red thread along the edge? He had one just like it. I refuse to believe that’s a coincidence.” 

Intef rose slowly to get a better look, still keeping one hand partially over his face. Just as Thoke decided to do the same, the figure slipped out the back door at high speed. They exchanged a quick glance before giving chase.

Thoke had to push his way through the crowd, while Intef slipped easily between them. They reached the door, but by the time they stepped into the cool night, the person was already gone. Thoke stopped and listened carefully, but he couldn’t isolate the sound of running. Whoever that unknown figure was, they clearly knew how to move with-out a sound.

“We can’t go into Aleppo,” Intef said, panting. “If that was one of the king’s spies, I’m finished.” He rushed to the far side of the inn, back in the direction they’d come from. Thoke agreed. Intef might be overly jumpy, but there was no reason to take unnecessary chances. They’d best stick to the outskirts after all. 

“You must’ve done something terrible,” Thoke said as they walked into the night. The stars shone above them, lighting their way through the darkness.

“Well, for King Suppiluliuma, I suppose I did,” Intef replied with a weary sigh.

“Tell me,” said Thoke. “Looks like we’ve got a long way to go yet.”

Intef sighed heavily, and Thoke saw how his companion searched for the right words.

“All right then,” he began. “It all started when Khamet drove me out of Thebes. I sought refuge in the surrounding villages, but Khamet always found me in the end. So I went to the Hittite kingdom and found work as a blacksmith in the capital, Hattusa. My craft caught the attention of the king, and eventually I was tasked with forging his personal weapons and armor. After a while, we got to talking and became good friends. So good, in fact, that he promised me his youngest sister in marriage. On the day of the wedding, I overheard him talking with his top commanders about a planned invasion of Egypt. My friend Jontes in Thebes ran a large network of spies and thieves in the cities there. I sent him a letter warning him to alert Egypt’s king. And then... I ran off before the wedding.” He kicked at some pebbles on the path and exhaled deeply. “The king was furious when he learned I had fled, and even more so when one of his men intercepted my letter. Even though I was still running from Khamet, I couldn’t let my homeland be invaded without doing something. I knew Suppiluliuma would find out eventually, so I had no choice but to flee.”

Thoke walked quietly beside him for a moment before nodding.

“You did the right thing, Intef.” Thoke gave him a friendly pat on the shoulder. “What happened then?”

“Well, then I had to run again,” Intef sighed. “I went to Assyria and found work there. One day, a rich man from one of the northern kingdoms stopped by the forge. He recognized me from Hattusa, and suddenly I found myself in front of King Ashur-uballit, accused of being a spy. When I explained the situation, the king laughed and praised my loyalty to Egypt. He wanted to invade the Hittites himself and let me live in exchange for information. I had plenty to share.” Intef smiled faintly. “It didn’t take long before I got a job as the king’s blacksmith. One night, riots broke out in the city. Due to a series of... unfortunate circumstances, I ended up alone outside the treasury. Since I was the only one there who couldn’t fight, they put me in charge of guarding the wealth.” Intef shook his head and gave a crooked smile. “I filled a whole cart with gold and other shiny things. I could’ve repaid Khamet and lived in luxury! But of course... the cart was overturned by some rioters. All the gold spilled out into the street. I got away in the chaos, but plenty of people probably went home rich and happy that morning. The king, however, was furious when he found out what had happened.” Intef shrugged. “I barely escaped the city alive, but I couldn’t go south—Khamet was waiting. I couldn’t go west—Suppiluliuma was waiting. And I couldn’t go east without risking a long journey through Assyria. So I went north, toward the mountains. There was no other way.” Intef went quiet for a moment before continuing. “Eventually I settled in Aremvi. After more than ten years on the run, I thought I was finally free. But it didn’t take long before Khamet showed up in the village. Again, I barely escaped.”

“You’re a strange little man, Intef.” Thoke shook his head and chuckled softly.

They walked on in silence for a long while. Thoke let his thoughts wander. What kind of man was Intef, really? He shook the thoughts off. It didn’t really matter. As long as he got to meet the Egyptian king, the rest didn’t concern him. Once that was done, he’d move on and find his first tribe.

One day, Thoke and Intef were caught in a fierce sand-storm. Tiny grains of sand whipped against them, and they had to cover themselves to avoid what felt like a thousand needle stings. Thoke thought back to the snowstorms he had feared at home. Now, he would gladly have walked through a hundred snowstorms just to escape this.

Intef suddenly stopped, and Thoke saw his lips moving, but the sound was swallowed by the storm’s furious roar. He had to concentrate with all his might to block out the noise, but he couldn’t hear a single word of what Intef was saying. Suddenly, they changed direction—or at least Thoke thought they did—and he quickly realized where Intef was leading him.

In front of them rose a towering cliff face, so massive that Thoke couldn’t make out the top through the sand-filled gloom. Before he knew it, they had entered a narrow opening and now found themselves inside the mountain, shielded from the wrath of the storm.

“I knew it!” Intef exclaimed excitedly. “It had to be close!”

“What is this place?” Thoke asked, breathing heavily and brushing sand off his shoulders. They stood in a large, dusty chamber. Sand had blown in through cracks in the ceiling and the entryway, forming small piles scattered across the floor.

“This is an ancient village that was abandoned a long time ago,” Intef explained.

“A village? In here?” Thoke looked around, clearly doubtful.

Inside the chamber were five small doorways leading to different parts of the cave. Three of them were almost completely filled with sand, and the two others gaped dark and ominous.

Intef led Thoke through one of the openings. They came to another room, also filled with sand, though not as much as the first. This room had three doorways. They chose the one that led to a staircase carved directly into the rock.

Intef took the lead up the stairs, which curved gently before leading them into a room above the one they had just left. Here there was almost no sand, and the room seemed much better preserved. Two doorways led deeper into the dark, and scattered across the floor were pottery shards of various sizes, some still bearing faded patterns.

In the middle of the room stood what looked like a table and three chairs, carved from the rock with a precision that spoke of skilled hands. Intef sat down on one of the chairs, and after a moment’s hesitation, Thoke did the same.

“Long ago, hundreds of people lived here in this network of tunnels and chambers,” Intef said, his gaze sweeping across the room. “Now it’s only used by people like us—wanderers, and those caught in sandstorms. And the occasional bandit, of course.”

“Bandits use it as a hideout?” Thoke raised an eyebrow.

“Yes.” Intef gave a short nod.

“Is that why no one lives here anymore?” Thoke looked around again, appraisingly. It seemed like an ideal place to seek shelter, but if bandits often found their way here, it might not be an easy place to defend.

“Well, there could be many reasons,” Intef began, letting his gaze drift around the room. “Maybe the people found other places to live, maybe the local water source dried up, or it became too hard to find food. Maybe they all died. Who knows?” He shook his head and placed a leather water pouch on the table. “Speaking of water and death...” He tapped the pouch lightly. “This one’s almost empty. How are you doing?”

Thoke checked his own water pouch and immediately felt how light it was. Just a few drops left. Water was something he had never needed to worry about before, but here it was vital. Every single day they had to find more.

Suddenly, a quick, skittering sound caught his attention. He froze and focused on the approaching noise. From one of the dark doorways, a yellowish, strange little creature scurried into the room.

It had many legs and resembled a spider, but a curved tail rose into the air in a way that looked threatening. Thoke thought he had seen such a creature before, but never this close.

“What is that?” he asked curiously.

Intef leapt up from his chair in a panic and scrambled onto the table as soon as he caught sight of the creature.

“We need to stay far away from that one! That’s a scorpion!” he shouted, his voice full of alarm.

“Scorpion,” Thoke said with a smile. “I like the name.” He leaned in for a closer look, completely unfazed by the danger in front of him.

“Be careful now, just wait for it to go away. Those things are deadly! No, wait, what are you doing?” Intef’s voice rose to a shrill scream.

Thoke ignored the warning and reached out toward the scorpion. The creature froze, its tail snapping back before striking forward with several lightning-fast jabs. 

Thoke grabbed it and squeezed. He hadn’t meant to use that much force, but he still felt the scorpion’s shell crack beneath the pressure of his grip. The tail struck a few last, desperate times before falling limp.

“Aggressive little fellow,” Thoke said calmly. He looked up at Intef, who stood gaping on the table, his eyes wide with shock. Thoke shrugged. “Wonder what they taste like!”

Before Intef could protest, Thoke had already taken a bite and chewed the creature. It crunched beneath his teeth but did not go down easily.

“Ugh,” he said, wrinkling his nose. “It was nice to chew, but didn’t taste good. Next time, we’ll leave it alone.”

Intef was still standing on the table, his jaw dropped so low it nearly touched his chest. He held his hands out in front of him, struggling to find words.

“Why... how did... what are you doing?” he finally managed to stammer. 

Thoke sighed and lay down on a large stone slab that resembled a bed.

“I was hungry... and now I feel a bit nauseous,” he mumbled as he closed his eyes.

“Nauseous? That thing was extremely poisonous! You’ll probably be dead before the storm even passes!” Intef jumped down from the table and grabbed Thoke’s hand to inspect it. To his surprise, none of the scorpion’s stings had pierced the skin.

“It’s fine, Intef,” Thoke said calmly. “I once ate a little green spider. Got sick then too, but it passed quickly.”

Intef stood speechless. He opened his mouth as if to say something, but left it. Now he felt sick too. He found himself another stone bed and lay down with a deep sigh. They lay in silence for a while, and it didn’t take long before both of them fell asleep.
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CHAPTER 4
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Intef jolted awake as something tapped his shoulder. His heart skipped a beat as he opened his eyes and saw the bearded giant standing uncomfortably close to his face.

“Intef?” Thoke whispered. “You need to wake up.”

“By the gods, Thoke!” Intef hissed, gently pushing him away. “You nearly gave me a heart attack!”

“Shh!” Thoke placed a large finger over Intef’s lips. “There’s someone in the room below us.”

Intef sat up quickly and listened, but he heard nothing except the heavy silence that hung in the cave. He looked questioningly at Thoke, who stood by the stairs with his eyes closed.

“They just went deeper into the cave,” Thoke whispered.

“Wanderers or bandits?” Intef whispered back, a nervous tremor in his voice.

“I don’t know,” Thoke replied. “Shh... I can hear them now.”

They both sat perfectly still. Below, Thoke could faintly hear voices moving through the cave’s corridors.

“Why do we always have to stash the goods here?” complained a man with a deep voice. “Weren’t we supposed to find the Egyptian?”

“Yeah,” replied a higher voice. “But there are thousands of men looking for him, and since we’re already searching this area, we might as well check if the goods have been delivered.”

“I hope we’re not the ones who find him,” said the deep voice uneasily.

“What do you mean?” 

“Haven’t you heard? The Egyptian is supposedly traveling with a giant from beyond the Caucasus Mountains.”

“Nonsense. Giants don’t exist. Not really.”

The voices drifted deeper into the cave, and after a moment, Thoke shook his head.

“Come on, let’s sneak out,” he suggested, beginning to move silently toward the exit.

“Can’t you just... you know, beat them up a bit?” Intef asked.

“No, I don’t want to fight them,” Thoke whispered firmly. “Besides, they’re looking for us. If they see us, they’ll call for more. And no, killing them isn’t an option either.”

He took a few cautious steps down the stairs, ears sharpened for any sound from the depths of the cave. Intef stood behind him, hesitant. 

Suddenly Thoke heard the voices again, closer this time. Instinctively, he turned to retreat, but Intef stood in the way. Without hesitation, Thoke picked him up like a child and slung him over his shoulder. With impressive agility, he ran soundlessly up the stairs and into the next room.

“Is there something to fetch upstairs?” he heard the higher voice ask from below.

Thoke carefully set Intef down, and without wasting a moment, they hurried on. They ran through a long corridor, into a new room, through another door, up yet another staircase, and into another chamber. 

When they entered, Thoke’s eyes widened. The walls were densely covered in intricate symbols and images—some in brilliant colors, others etched into the rock in a pale, light-brown hue. It was as if the walls told an ancient story, silent and forgotten.

“What is this?” Thoke asked, his voice filled with wonder.

Intef ran his hand along one of the colorful carvings and smiled faintly.

“This is a prayer room,” he explained. “People came here to pray to the gods in silence.”

There were no other openings in the room, except for a small hole in the wall. Thoke leaned forward and looked out. The desert stretched endlessly beyond, a sea of sand beneath the glowing sky. He turned his gaze back to the walls, fascinated by the detailed carvings.

“Tell me about your gods,” he said curiously.

“There are gods from many places here, but look over there.” He pointed to the center of one of the walls. “These are some of the Egyptian gods. See, that one is Osiris.”
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