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Who's Who and What's What 

in Scarab - Smenkhkare

 

In any novel about ancient cultures and races, some of the hardest things to get used to are the names of people and places. Often these names are unfamiliar in spelling and pronunciation. It does not help that for reasons dealt with below, the spelling, and hence the pronunciation is sometimes arbitrary. To help readers keep track of the characters in this book I have included some notes on names in the ancient Egyptian language. I hope they will be useful.

In Ancient Egypt a person's name was much more than just an identifying label. A name meant something, it was descriptive, and a part of a person's being. For instance, Amenhotep means 'Amen is at peace', and Nefertiti means 'the beautiful one has come'. Knowledge of the true name of something gave one power over it, and in primitive societies a person's real name is not revealed to any save the chief or immediate family. A myth tells of the creator god Atum speaking the name of a thing and it would spring fully formed into existence. Another myth says the god Re had a secret name and went to extraordinary lengths to keep it secret.

The Egyptian language, like written Arabic and Hebrew, was without vowels. This produces some confusion when ancient Egyptian words are transliterated. The god of Thebes in Egyptian reads mn, but in English this can be represented as Amen, Amon, Ammon or Amun. The form one chooses for proper names is largely arbitrary, but I have tried to keep to accepted forms where possible. King Akhenaten's birth name was Amenhotep, though this name can have various spellings depending on the author's choice. It is also sometimes seen as Amenhotpe, Amenophis, Amunhotep and Amonhotep. I have used the first of these spellings (Amenhotep) in the Scarab books, and every name that includes that of the same god is spelled Amen- or -amen. The god himself I have chosen to call Amun, largely because the word Amen can have an alternate meaning in Western religious thought. The god of the sun's disc I have called Aten, though Aton is an alternative spelling. The City of Aten I have called Akhet-Aten (the Horizon of the Aten), rather than Akhetaten as it is normally written, to distinguish it easily for readers from the similar name of its king, Akhenaten.

The names of the kings themselves have been simplified. Egyptian pharaohs had five names, known as the Heru name, the Nebti name, the Golden Falcon name, the Prenomen and the Nomen. Only the Nomen was given at birth, the other names being coronation names. The Heru name dates from pre-dynastic times and was given to a king upon his coronation. All kings had a Heru name, but by the eighteenth dynasty it was seldom used. The Nebti name dates from the time of the unification of Egypt and shows the special relationship the king had to the vulture-goddess Nekhbet of Upper Egypt and the cobra-goddess Wadjet of Lower Egypt. The Golden Falcon name conveys the idea of eternity, as gold neither rusts nor tarnishes, and dates from the Old Kingdom. It perhaps symbolizes the reconciliation of Heru and Seth, rather than the victory of Heru over Seth as the titles are usually non-aggressive in nature.

By the time of the eighteenth dynasty, the prenomen had become the most important coronation name, replacing the Heru name in many inscriptions. Since the eleventh dynasty, the prenomen has always contained the name of Re.

The nomen was the birth name, and this is the name by which the kings in this book are commonly known. The birth names most common in the eighteenth dynasty were Tuthmosis and Amenhotep. Successive kings with the same birth name did not use the method we use to distinguish between them--namely numbers (Amenhotep III and Amenhotep IV). In fact, the birth name ceased to be used once they became king except by family members, and the coronation prenomen distinguished them. Amenhotep (III) became Nebmaetre, and Amenhotep (IV) became Waenre.

Another simplification has occurred with place names and titles. In the fourteenth century B.C., Egypt as a name for the country did not exist. The land around the Nile Valley and Delta was called Kemet or The Black Land by its inhabitants. Much later, Greeks called it Aigyptos from which we get Egypt. Other common terms for the country were The Two Lands (Upper and Lower Kemet), and the Land of Nine Bows (the nine traditional enemies).

Similarly, the king of Egypt or Kemet was later known as pharaoh, but this term derives from the phrase Per-Aa which originally meant the Great House or royal palace. Over the years the meaning changed to encompass the idea of the central government, and later the person of the king himself. The Greeks changed Per-Aa to Pharaoh.

During the eighteenth dynasty, the kings ruled from a city known variously as Apet, No-Amun or Waset in the Fourth province or sepat of Upper Kemet, which itself was also called Waset. This capital city the Greeks called Thebes. The worship of Amun was centered here and the city was sometimes referred to as the City of Amun. I have retained the ancient name of Waset.

The gods of Kemet are largely known to modern readers by their Greek names; for instance, Osiris, Thoth and Horus. I have decided to keep the names as they were originally known to the inhabitants of Kemet--Asar, Djehuti and Heru. The Greek names for some unfamiliar gods can be found in the section Gods of the Scarab books.
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Prologue

Syria 1960

 

Dr Dani Hanser climbed down from the truck and stood on the dusty road looking up at the cave. The sides of the stream valley rose in a gentle but steepening curve from the trickle of water gurgling over the rocks in the stream bed up to a narrow ledge in front of the cave entrance. A narrow path zigzagged its uneven way toward the cave and Dani's heart sank when she saw the flicker of movement in the shadows beneath the rocky overhang.

"They've let goats into the cave, Marc," she complained. "The owners of the land assured me they wouldn't."

A tall, young man with a full beard of chestnut hair jumped down from the bed of the truck. "So what are a few goats? We'll clear them out before the others get here." He stretched and yawned, looking around. 

The truck was parked at the end of the dirt road that led back to the Hims-Tudmur highway. Several tents of varying sizes had been set up over the past few days by the Syrian crew of the British archaeological expedition. Small two-person tents would house the members of the expedition and larger ones would contain stores, a kitchen cum dining room and the equipment necessary to run the archaeological dig over the next four months. The tents of the Syrian crew occupied a level area fifty metres upstream. Despite the reasonably cordial relations that existed between the Syrian government and the Midlands University running the dig, the predominantly Moslem crew was under orders not to fraternize with the foreigners. They worked around Dani and Marc, nodding politely if they caught a glance but otherwise ignoring them.

"At least we have better weather this season," Marc commented. "That bloody rain we got last year drove me bonkers."

Dani smiled. "It will be pleasant without the mud," she agreed. She gestured toward the cave. "Coming up to have a look at the dig site?"

"Sure, though I think I have a wee bit more interest in our chamber." Marc glanced around to make sure they were not overheard. "Any news on that, by the way? I'm guessing not as we've been allowed back."

Dani led the way up the rough track to the cave. "Well," she said over her shoulder. "The minister was a bit curious as to why we would be interested in continuing a dig that yielded so few results last season, but I spun him a yarn about how a negative result would be just as important scientifically as a definite presence. I said that if we found nothing at such a good site, it was a reasonable conclusion that the Neanderthal migration did not follow the Orontes Valley."

"And he bought it?"

"Yes, though I had more trouble from the university authorities back home, especially as I couldn't tell them exactly why I wanted to return. However, in the end they trusted my judgment and funded us for another year."

"Excellent."

Dani grunted. "Except that the minister here will be ordering more random inspections, spot checks really, at intervals. I think he's suspicious about something."

Marc muttered an imprecation under his breath. "That's going to make it harder to work on the chamber."

"I've had a few thoughts about that. Let's see what the inside of the cave is like first."

A goat ran past them when they walked under the overhang, bleating as it bolted out into the bright sunlight. The interior of the cave was dry, with a thick layer of earth and dried mud extending over the entire floor. The earth was patterned with hoof prints and small mounds of dry dung. Apart from a slight farmyard smell, the goats appeared not to have done any damage. A hard-packed track disappeared into the gloomy recesses where last year's dig had taken place.

"Damn, I forgot to bring a torch."

Marc shrugged. "Never mind, we only really came up here to check on the chamber." He walked along the track for about twenty paces before turning and facing a sheer wall of rock. He grunted, but nodded with satisfaction. "Doesn't seem to have been disturbed."

Dani came and stood beside him, staring at the rock face. "Only because nobody who saw it had any curiosity. That mortar we used really stands out."

"What do you expect? Modern cement over ancient brickwork. We were lucky."

Dani's hand went to the pocket of her jeans and she drew out a heavy object that glinted despite the dim light. "Lucky?" she whispered. "I don't think so."

Marc glanced at her and saw the gold in her hand. "Jeez, Dani. You brought it back? I would have thought it would be in a museum back home. Can I have a look?"

Dani hesitated then passed the object across.

Marc examined the object in his hand. It was a large gold scarab beetle, its legs and head tucked under a carapace which was carved and lined in a way as to make the artifact extremely lifelike. He turned it over to reveal a symbol carved into the belly of the beetle, nestled between its legs. The symbol looked like a circle with lines extending from it, each one ending in a tiny hand. Marc recognized the symbol as that of the ancient Egyptian god Aten, which for some reason had been carved into the belly of the sacred scarab beetle, symbol of the god Khepri. The carving was fine and delicate, the whole a work of art.

"This belongs in a museum, Dani. It's an incredible piece of work."

Dani took back the scarab, clutching it tightly in her hand. "It's not going to a museum. It...it has always been in my family, Marc. Don't ask me to explain. Not yet."

"How can it have been in your family? We only found it here last year. In fact it was in the mud beside where we found the chamber." Marc turned and looked at Dani, his forehead furrowed in puzzlement. After a moment he nodded. "All right. You tell me when you're ready."

Dani slipped the scarab back into her pocket and pointed at the wall. "As soon as anybody with a bit of technical know-how sees that they will know that's artificial. My idea was to put up one of the larger tents in here, ostensibly so we don't have to cart everything down to the camp. We can have trestle tables in it and set out a few artifacts so anyone popping in--the minister, for example--will only see what we want him to see."

Marc grinned, his teeth white in his gleaming chestnut beard. "Not bad. We can rig the back flap of the tent so we can draw it up to allow us access to the chamber."

The other members of the expedition arrived the next morning. Another truck with the logo of the National History Ministry pulled up and four men and two women clambered down from the back. While the support staff emptied the truck and took the baggage and personal belongings to the tents, Dani led them all to one of the larger tents that would serve as a conference room. She sat them down on the camp chairs and officially greeted them, after which she smiled warmly, hugging the women and shaking hands with the men.

"Welcome to all of you," she said softly. "I'm hoping you had successful university years and you're all raring to go on the dig this summer."

A small, dapper man with a shock of wavy black hair leaned back on his chair and put his feet up on another. He started rolling himself a cigarette. "Thank you for that delightful welcome, Dr Hanser," he said in a lilting Welsh voice. "But I think I speak for everyone here in saying we'd like to know what's happening about that other matter."

"I'm sure you would, Daffyd," Dani said. "I'm sure you all would." She looked around the tent then went to the entrance and looked out at the camp before returning to her chair. "We are all going to have to be very careful what we say, especially around camp." She told them about the proposed visits by the minister and the idea she had about erecting a tent within the cave, backing on to the chamber wall.

"We're all really excited about this," smiled a tall blond girl. She looked like she would be more at home on a catwalk than grubbing in the dirt after stone and bone. "We talked it over in the truck on the way up and Doris and I," she put her hand on the shoulder of a smaller, less overtly demonstrative woman with short mousey-brown hair. "Well, Doris and I just want to assure you of our support, no matter what."

"Come off it, Angela," drawled one of the men. "We all agreed on that last season. Majority rules and we all voted on it."

"Al's right," added one of the other men. "We're in this together."

"Hey, guys," Marc interrupted. "It's okay. We all made our promises and I'm sure we've all kept them. Not a word to anyone until we know what we've found. That's right, isn't it?" He looked around the little group. "Daffyd, Angela, Doris? Al, Will, Bob?"

The others nodded or murmured agreements. "Er, well, not quite," Bob muttered.

Dani stared at the man. "What do you mean?" she asked quietly.

"I...I told my brother. I'm sorry guys." Bob looked around the group apologetically. "I just had to tell somebody, but he didn't believe me, so it's okay."

"No, it's bloody well not," Will said, "If we find anything and decide to go public, he could put two and two together and everyone will know we sat on this for a year."

"I agree," Marc added. "It puts us in an untenable position."

Daffyd shrugged. "I agree it's not the best news I've heard, boyo, but there's not much we can do about it, now is there? Let us just hope your brother can keep quiet, Bob."

"Perhaps Bob should return and make sure his brother keeps quiet."

Dani shook her head. "No. Bob's part of this expedition, Will, just like the rest of us. We're going to find that second chamber and we'll all be there to see what it contains."

They erected the tent in the cave the next day, and while Al and Will set about the demolition of the filled-in wall hiding the first chamber, Dani led the others deeper into the cave to the site of the Neanderthal excavations of the previous season. Though the site was deep within the cave system a shaft of sunlight from a section of collapsed ceiling lit the dirt floor.

"We have to have this site active and being worked on in case of any surprise inspections. How would it look if the minister found nobody doing any work on the dig that is our sole reason for being here?"

Dani supervised the setting up of the pegs and guidelines for future excavations, then helped clear the rubbish and debris from the trenches. When all was clean and professional looking again, she nodded in satisfaction.

"I'm going to roster people for days on the dig, then on the chamber." Dani held a hand up as a chorus of protests rose. "We have to show progress on this site and for all we know, there may not be another chamber." Her hand crept to her jeans pocket and her fingers touched the gold scarab. "Nobody will miss out on a thing. If we find another chamber, everyone will get a chance to see it. Now, Daffyd, you're in charge here. I'd like you to organize Doris, Angela and Bob on preliminary work on the north trench."

Daffyd nodded. "And you, Dr Hanser?" He took out his tin of tobacco and papers and started to construct another cigarette.

"I'm going to take Marc and see how the others are doing. I'll check back here in a couple of hours." Dani turned and walked back through the cave with Marc.

"You could have problems with your authority this season," Marc said quietly once they were out of site of the excavations. "Everyone wants to work on the chambers. It wouldn't be so bad if we were actually getting something from the dig, but that seems to be a wash out. You'll have people grumbling because they're rostered on a useless dig instead of working on the exciting Kemetu tomb."

"I know, but we have to show progress on the dig site. Hopefully we'll find the next chamber soon so everyone can share in what we find."

When they arrived back at the tent they found that Al and Will had not wasted any time. The back of the tent was rolled up out of the way and a hole had been punched through the mortar and mud brick wall behind. The blocks were stacked neatly to one side of the gaping hole and light glimmered from the interior of the chamber. Al poked his head through as they entered the tent.

"Oh, hello Dani. We're all set to turn the lights on. We just need to start up the generator, if you'd be so kind, Marc." He pointed to a small generator in one corner of the tent, the exhaust outlet pushed under the tent side.

Marc primed the generator and wound the cord. He pulled it sharply and the engine spluttered into life, coughing and kicking for a few moments before settling down into a throaty purr. Lights flickered on in the chamber, brightening and shining out to illuminate the tent.

"I think we're going to need some sort of solid screen over the hole," Dani said. "If we get any surprise visitors, they're going to wonder why there's a bright light coming out of the cliff face." She ducked and stepped through the hole into the dazzlingly bright chamber, Marc following close behind. Dani pivoted slowly on her heel, taking in the view. It was exactly as she remembered it from the previous year.

Three of the four walls of the large chamber were covered in tiny hieroglyphs, the picture writing minute and cramped, sandwiched between paintings of Egyptian scenes, the figures of men and animals lovingly depicted, realistic rather than stylized. One of the scenes showed a young woman, not much more than a girl, still with the side hair lock of youth, looking at a large scarab beetle as it rolled a ball of dung across the sand. The face of the girl showed a marked resemblance to that of Dani. The back wall was a gigantic mural depicting a semi-circle of gods facing a young woman on her knees before them, back turned to the chamber. The ceiling of the chamber depicted a huge golden Aten sun disc, gleaming richly in the bright lights. Rays from the disc extended down the walls, all around the chamber, each ray ending in a small hand clutching the ankh, the symbol of life. One of these hands touched the head of the kneeling woman in the mural in an act of blessing and protection.

"Bloody hell," Marc muttered. "I'd forgotten how beautiful it was."

"Please, Marc," Dani whispered. "Have some reverence for the place."

Al grinned as he looked around the covered walls. "So where's the next chamber, do you think?"

"I don't know, but I'll bet there is one."

Marc looked at Dani curiously. "Are you going to do your finding trick again?"

Will frowned and looked at Marc, then at Dani. "What trick?"

"Remember last year when we first found the scarab? Dani led us right to the entrance to this chamber." Marc smiled apologetically, realizing he had put Dani on the spot. "I reckon she's psychic or something."

Al laughed. "Maybe it's because Dani looks like this Beketaten lassie in the paintings. Maybe the gods of Egypt are leading her."

"The goddess Nut ruled the heavens and was the deity of direction," Dani said. "If you want to find something, ask Nut."

"Or ask a nut, anyway," Al chortled. "Well, we found the first doorway by looking for straight line irregularities in the plaster, so I suppose we can do the same here." He turned down the rheostat, dimming the lights in the chamber. As the shadows swept in he flicked on a flashlight and, holding it close to the wall, squinted along it, looking for the tiny straight ridge that might imply the presence of a door.

Marc and Will followed suit, taking a wall each, moving slowly along, then back at a different level. Dani stood in the middle of the chamber with the golden scarab in her hand. She bowed her head and muttered beneath her breath. She waited, the only sound in the chamber being the intermittent scrape and whisper of clothing as the men moved, and the muted hum of the generator from the cave.

"It's behind there," Dani said at last. She pointed at the mural on the back wall. "The woman is on the panel and the sides are delineated by those two sun rays that extend to the floor."

Al stared at her quizzically for a minute before crossing to the mural and shining his torch parallel to the wall, squinting along the beam. "Shit. She's done it again. Just what are you Dani? Some kind of miracle worker?"

Marc stared at the mural and shook his head, a horrified expression on his face. "Please be wrong. Not behind the mural. We can't destroy that, not for anything."

Al fetched the rest of the team from the dig and they stood or sat in the once more brightly lit chamber and stared at the mural.

"We can't destroy that picture," Angela said. "It's a work of art. It would be like...like vandalizing the Mona Lisa."

"I agree with you," Doris said firmly.

Daffyd puffed on his cigarette. "Time to call in the big boys I think. We turn this over to the experts. They'll figure out a way to get past it."

"Shit." Al slammed his hand against the plaster wall. "I was all for doing that last year, but now...well, I've got to know what's behind there."

"What's that painting on?" Marc asked. "I mean, I know it's on plaster, but is it plaster over brick or over solid stone? And what's likely to be on the other side? Empty space or a passage filled with rubble? Dani? What would an Egyptian tomb be like?"

Dani thought. "Rubble-filled passageways are more likely at a tomb entrance. At a guess I'd say the wall is dressed stone..."

"Why not mud brick?" Al interrupted.

"A professional tomb builder would use stone. Remember the lower courses of the wall we came through are stone, the later ones being brick. They'd use stone deeper in the tomb...always providing this is a tomb."

"So you think it is empty space on the other side of dressed stone blocks?"

"I think so, yes. Why?"

"Let me bounce an idea off you all, then." Marc approached the wall and felt the faint irregularities with his fingertips. "Let's say we cut a narrow groove vertically down both sides of the doorway, keeping damage to a minimum. Once we know where the levels of each course of stone are, we cut horizontally along the mortar. Couldn't we lift out each block without destroying the artwork?"

"Hey, that might work."

"I think it might depend on how fine a cut you could make, the strength of the plaster and probably half a dozen other factors," Daffyd commented. "More likely it would shatter as you lifted it out."

"What about if we just lifted the bottom two feet out? We could wriggle through the gap."

"Without causing much damage," Angela added.

"Of course, two feet might not be enough for you, Angela." Al grinned and winked, laughing as the buxom girl flushed.

"Okay, keep it seemly," Dani said. "That might be the best we can hope for." She made a rough measurement on the wall with her hands. "Two feet comes to about here. We'd only be taking off a small part of her feet and most of the rock slab she's kneeling on."

"So we'll try that?" Marc asked. He looked around at the group, smiling as he received nods and grunts of affirmation. "I'll get the cutter and an extension cord to run it off the generator."

"There is one other vitally important thing to do before we start destroying art," Daffyd commented, pulling out his tobacco to roll another cigarette. "It's something we should have done last year and I kicked myself for not doing it."  He looked round at the blank expressions. "Take some holiday snaps. We need a complete photographic record of this whole chamber. If you remember, we took photos of the outside of the chamber before we broke down the wall, but the excitement of the inscription rather drove everything else from our minds."

While Marc found the stone cutter and extension cords, Dani went back down to the camp to find her camera and a box of flash bulbs. She then spent the next hour and several rolls of film carefully photographing the whole chamber, paying special attention to the mural on the back wall. At last she nodded and stepped back, tossing the last spent bulb back into the empty box.

"Your turn, Marc."

The stone cutter ripped through the soft sandstone easily. Marc worked his way down each side of the hidden doorway from waist height to the floor, then awkwardly held the cutter parallel to the floor and cut through the base. Several flakes of painted plaster fell away and he slowed his cutting rate. He switched off the electric saw and it cycled down rapidly, the scream of metal on rock only slowly fading in their battered ears.

Al picked at the cut edges of the rock and found the position of the tiers of dressed stone blocks. He indicated a position nearly three feet up the wall.

"The blocks look to be nearly thirty centimeters high--that's twelve inches for you non-scientific chappies." He smiled. "We'd find it a tight squeeze getting under just one or two tiers--he winked at Angela who grinned back--so I suggest we cut through the mortar here, allowing ourselves nearly three feet."

Marc went to work again, slowly cutting through the mortar between the tiers of stone in a more or less straight line across the doorway. He switched off again.

"That should do it. I'm definitely into open space behind the blocks. I can tell by the feel of the saw blade."

Al picked up a hand drill with a masonry bit and laboriously scraped out two deep holes about a foot from the floor and a foot in from the sides. He screwed in two eye-hooks and attached ropes to each one.

"Time to show us what you're made of, guys. Let's pull this sucker out of here."

Grabbing the ropes, they braced themselves and heaved backward. The slab of stone scraped forward a fraction then stopped. They tried again with a similar result.

"We need a lubricant," Bob panted. "Squirt some oil under the stone or something."

Al shook his head. "We don't need oil, just an even pull." He pointed at the slab of painted stone. "See how it has pulled out about a centimeter on this side but less than half that on the other? The block is moving at an angle and is catching on the sides. Sorry girls, but you need to be in different teams. We need equal muscle on both ropes."

Under Al's direction, he and Will pushed the slab straight again before reorganizing the teams on the ropes. This time the stone, after an initial reluctance, slid free of the wall with a grinding noise. They altered the angle of the pull and coaxed the block to one side, revealing a dark cavern beyond the painted wall. Stale air oozed out into the lighted chamber, mingling with the sharp smells of burnt rock and excitement.

"Over to you, Dr Hanser," Daffyd murmured. "I believe the honour is yours."

Dani nodded and flicked on a flashlight, playing the beam into what looked like a passageway. She ducked down and, bending double, edged under the hanging wall. The beam from the flashlight surged ahead of her, lighting floor and bare walls of a short passageway cut through the sandstone and into a second chamber.

"What can you see?" Doris called.

"There's another chamber," Dani's voice echoed back. "It's much larger than the first, but it's covered in writing again. Come through, and bring lights."

The others entered, tentatively, waving flashlights ahead of them as they crowded through. Daffyd plugged in another long extension cord and brought an electric light in with him. The harsh light threw the shadows back, revealing a long chamber that on first sight looked a lot less interesting than the first one. The whitewashed plaster walls were again covered with minute hieroglyphs but there seemed to be very few paintings. There was no gleaming Aten disc on the rough rock ceiling and their overall impression of the chamber was that it was utilitarian rather than artistic--until they saw the back wall.

"My word," Daffyd said, holding the light high.

"Damn."

"It's glorious," Angela breathed. "Who are they?"

Two men faced each other on the wall. Both were young, one no more than a youth and they both wore the blue war-crown of Kemet. Wearing nothing more than the crowns and short military kilts, the artist had captured the young kings--for that was what they must be--in the act of battle. The older man strode forward as if eager to get to grips with his enemy, a set expression on his face, curved bronze sword held aloft. His opponent, though in a similar pose, one leg extended toward battle, looked more hesitant. He clutched a spear in both hands, the point held at stomach level. Behind the fighting kings stood other figures, smaller to denote lesser importance in the traditional artistic mode. A woman stood behind the older king, reddish glints in her hair and sword held ready. The younger king was supported by an old man, dressed in the long white robe and leopard skin cloak of a priest of Amun, the crook and flail of kingly authority in his hands. Cartouches above the heads of the figures held hieroglyph symbols which Dani translated.

"The woman is our old friend Beketaten again, and the old man is Ay, her uncle." She whistled as she turned her attention to the kings. "The older one is Smenkhkare and the younger Tutankhamen."

"That can't be right," Angela protested. "I did some reading on the eighteenth dynasty and Smenkhkare died almost immediately after Akhenaten. Tutankhamen succeeded him but he was only a boy of about nine. They couldn't possibly have fought."

"It's a bit of a conundrum, isn't it?" Daffyd agreed with a smile.

"Perhaps it's only supposed to be representational," Marc said. "I mean, Tut took the worship of Kemet back to Amun from the worship of Aten under old Smenk, so maybe that is what this means. The two are battling for their respective gods."

"That would work," Bob agreed. "After all, that scene in the first chamber must be representational." He grinned. "Unless you think our little Scarab really did meet the gods of Kemet?"

The others laughed, except Dani. "Legends say she did," she said.

"What legends would they be?" Daffyd asked.

"I told you my mother was Kemetu? Well, her grandmother used to tell me stories about a great hero called Scarab, her ancestor, a woman who lived thousands of years ago. One of the legends says she met the gods." Dani laughed into the silence that greeted her words. "Well, we didn't read anything about that in the hieroglyphs, did we? So perhaps the pictures really are just allegorical."

"And what about this lot?" Doris gestured around the chamber. "Are you going to read it to us? Tell us what happened?"

"Pictures first," Daffyd interrupted. "Take pictures of everything here before we start."

"I don't think I have enough film. Does anyone have 35 mm film? And flash bulbs?"

Doris shook her head. "I've only got a box brownie."

"I do," Al said. "I've got half a dozen rolls. I think I have some bulbs too. Hang on a sec and I'll get them." He ducked out of the chamber, to return some ten minutes later, breathing hard. Handing over the rolls of film and flash bulbs to Dani he went and sat with the others as she proceeded to litter the floor with spent bulbs.

"Okay, that should do it," she said after about half an hour. "I'll send these off for developing as quickly as possible, so I'll know whether I need to take any more."

"Are you going to start translating now?" Doris asked, the tremor in her voice betraying her excitement.

"Yeah," Al added, "Time to find out what happens to Scarab, Dani."

"All of this?" Dani asked, waving her arms to encompass the packed hieroglyphs on the walls. "You know it's going to take weeks."

"Better get started then," Marc grinned.

"Well, okay, but I'm not going to try reading it all at once. We'll do some tonight, some more tomorrow, and so on."

"Just like chapters in a book," Doris said happily. "I love a good book."

"I've got to find out where all this starts, first," Dani said with a smile.

"Already done, Dr Hanser." Daffyd pointed to the wall just to the right of the entrance way. "While you were taking photos I was looking for the beginning."

"Well then, I suppose I'd better start." Dani stretched and looked around at the eager faces of her graduate students. She giggled. "You all look like a bunch of kindergarten kids at story time." Crossing to the wall she examined the script, running her fingers down the columns of hieroglyphs before scanning portions on either side of the door and at a couple of other places on the wall. "Yes, you're right, Daffyd. I'd say this is where it starts." Turning back to the group, she smiled. "Are you all sitting comfortably? Then I'll begin." Dani examined the wall again and took a deep breath.
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"I am glad to be back in Waset," she read. "It is a city that is full of history and of the gods of our ancient land. The city of Akhet-Aten is new and clean but it is empty, being dedicated to a god that speaks only to the king and offers little to anyone else. Here in Waset, the disc of the sun seems less remote and people can worship it through the old familiar forms of Re and Khepri. 

The three years that elapsed between the accession of my brother Smenkhkare and the end of Akhenaten's reign were probably the most peaceful years for Kemet since the death of my father Nebmaetre and for twenty years to come. The people loved Smenkhkare and he achieved a good working relationship with the priests of Amun at Waset, despite the worship of all gods other than the Aten still being proscribed. Akhenaten stayed in his capital city and left the running of the country to Smenkhkare and Ay, the co-regent and the Tjaty. This arrangement was not always amicable as the two men of Waset were strong-willed..."

 


 

 

 

Chapter 1

 

The young man brushed past the guards and walked into the upstairs antechamber of the king's apartments, tossing the double crown representing the two kingdoms that made up the land of Kemet, onto a great gilded ebony chair. He stretched and yawned, pushing his shoulders back with a grimace before pouring a cup of wine from the chilled pitcher on an inlaid ebony table and carrying it over to the great window overlooking the royal gardens. Clad in a fine white linen kilt and sandals, he leaned casually on the marble-lined balustrade, only the muscles in his broad back betraying his tension. 

An older man followed him into the room, moving quietly. The man, likewise clad in white kilt and sandals, also displayed several items of jewelry and badges of office. A broad heavy gold chain hung about his neck and armbands of gold revealed his power and wealth. Short and stocky, the older man's skin was creased and displayed the signs of incipient old age, hanging in wrinkles as his body lost its muscle tone. A shock of white hair topped his head, and his hands which hung by his sides, trembled slightly, matching an intermittent tremor below his left eye.

"The temple of the Aten in Hazor has been burned to the ground and the priests slaughtered."

"Why am I just hearing this now, Ay?" The young man did not look round but sipped at his wine, looking out at the heat-rippled air above the city. The heavy odors of dust and the effluvia of crowded humanity wafted up from streets and alleys.

"I only received the news yesterday."

"Then why did you not raise this issue at the morning audience?" 

The young man, King Ankhkheperure Djeserkheperu Smenkhkare, co-regent and Lord of the Two Lands excepting only the City of Aten turned from the window of his apartments in the old Waset Palace to stare at his Tjaty and great-uncle, Ay. Although only of middling height, perhaps three cubits and two palms tall, the young king stamped his presence on any room. Still young, rising nineteen years, Smenkhkare had all but ruled Kemet these last three years after coming to the throne at the behest of his half-brother Akhenaten, called by many the Heretic King. Smenkhkare was unaware that Ay had engineered his co-regency, in the hopes of maintaining his failing grip on the power of the king.

Akhenaten had himself inherited the Two Kingdoms seventeen years before from his father Nebmaetre Amenhotep, when the old king fell victim to a stroke from the gods which rendered him a dribbling cripple, unable to walk or talk, incapable of ruling Kemet. His queen, Tiye, with advice from her brother Ay, had ruled for six months before giving in and enthroning her son Waenre Amenhotep as co-regent. The young king took over the reins of Kemet at the height of its power, with a full treasury and an experienced army. With resolute ministers and experienced generals even a young, untried king could do little damage to Kemet's strength and reputation; but the young Waenre Amenhotep was also a religious fanatic.

Raised in Zarw in the Delta region, Waenre Amenhotep's early life was spent among his mother's people, the Khabiru. His mother Tiye was the daughter of Yuya, a prophet of the Khabiru who had arrived in Kemet in the time of the old king's father Tuthmosis. Prophesying of famine and harvests, and interpreting dreams, Yuya became powerful in the king's court, eventually being appointed Tjaty. He had three children, Tiye, Ay and Aanen. The Khabiru, a tribe of wanderers from the north, worshipped a strange god, one who had no form, yet whose face shone with the brilliance of the sun. This god had no name but in the Khabiru tongue was addressed as 'El' which meant 'god' and as 'Adon' which meant 'Lord'. By a twist of fate the word 'Adon' is pronounced 'Aten' in Kemetu, and two generations of Kemetu kings had gradually raised the Kemetu god Aten, a minor aspect of the sun god Re, to the status of a major deity. The young Waenre Amenhotep went further. First he changed his name to Akhenaten or 'servant of the Aten' to honour his god, then he moved his capital city from Waset, the City of the god Amun, to a new city dedicated to the sun god, Akhet-Aten or 'the Horizon of the Aten'. Not content with raising his god to this level, Akhenaten decreed heresy. He ruled that all other gods were false and that their temples were to close, their worship to cease. Amun especially was singled out, his treasury confiscated, his lands sold and the very name of the god was chiseled off monuments and expunged from the records, even where it occurred in his dead father's name. For this sacrilege he earned the undying enmity of the priests of Amun, of which his own uncle Aanen was Second Prophet.

Wrapped up in his religious fervor, Akhenaten channeled gold from the temples and the state treasury into building rich new temples dedicated to Aten. Not understanding the delicate balance, or Ma'at, that governed Kemet, he pardoned all criminals, releasing hordes of murderers and thieves; and stripped the army of its strength, fostering rebellion and warfare amongst Kemet's vassal states and enemies.

Then plague struck the Two Lands. Three of Akhenaten's daughters by his beautiful young wife, Queen Nefertiti died, and the king was suddenly brought face to face with his own mortality and the extinction of his family line. He had no sons to become king after him, so in desperation he followed the example of his father.

Nebmaetre Amenhotep had married his own daughters Sitamen and Iset, fathering sons on them: Smenkhkare and Tutankhaten. Akhenaten decided to do the same in the hope of similarly fathering sons. First he married his eldest daughter Meryetaten. This act estranged Nefertiti, leading her into an act of rebellion which was quickly put down by Paatenemheb, General of all the Armies. Nefertiti was banished but the other rebel, Ay, Nefertiti's own father, managed to clear himself of the charges, and keep his position as Tjaty. Meryetaten became wife and queen but the hope of sons died quickly. She gave birth to a baby daughter and Akhenaten, husband and father, put her away and married his next oldest daughter Ankhesenpaaten. She too, produced a daughter and was eventually put aside.

The deposed daughter-queen Meryetaten proved an embarrassment at court, refusing to accept her new status and Akhenaten sent her up-river to Waset to marry his co-ruler Smenkhkare. Neither party desired this union but they accepted it for the sake of Kemet's peace. The marriage was never consummated and the king and queen maintained separate apartments within the palace.

Ay, though technically Tjaty to king Akhenaten, rapidly saw that the real power in Kemet was to be found in the court at Waset. He moved south using the pretext of guiding the new co-regent Smenkhkare, whereas his real reason was to rule Kemet through the young inexperienced man. Here, Ay made one of his rare errors of judgment. Smenkhkare may have been young and inexperienced but he was highly intelligent, possessed a will of hardened bronze and had firm views about how Kemet should be ruled. He allowed himself to be guided by his great-uncle Ay but always questioned his advice, never allowing him the freedom he desired. Increasingly, Ay became discontented with his situation and started to look for ways to work around the king.

Ay shrugged at his nephew's question, though he knew the easy familiarity encouraged by Akhenaten was frowned on by Smenkhkare. "I regarded the matter of little importance."

Smenkhkare stood silently, staring at his Tjaty, waiting. After a few moments, Ay reluctantly added the honorific, "Your majesty."

"Remember who is king here, Ay. I will not have my commands questioned or my wishes ignored by anyone. Even you."

Ay hid a scowl by bowing. "Of course, your majesty. Forgive me."

"So tell me about this act of violence in Hazor."

"There is not much to add, my lord. I received a letter from the governor of Hazor telling me that a mob torched the Aten temple and killed the priests. He acted immediately, of course, and hanged the ringleaders."

"A mob from within Hazor? Not a foreign army?"

"Apparently not. The ringleaders were put to the question but could reveal only that gold was paid, by persons unknown."

Smenkhkare raised the cup to his lips and sipped the strong wine, looking at the older man over the rim. He swallowed and lowered the cup. "And why did you think this news was not important, Ay?"

The Tjaty shrugged again, ignoring the muscles that clenched on the king's jaw in response to his renewed disrespect. "It was only a temple to the Aten. It is time that heresy was put to rest."

The king frowned. "You were an ardent supporter of the Aten not so long ago. A priest in fact. Have your beliefs undergone such a radical change? I would question your motivation."

"I was father to the queen and uncle to Waenre Akhenaten. I could not do otherwise." Ay pursed his lips before continuing. "When you have more experience of Kemet and its people you will realize the necessity of expedience."

"I will not lie--not about my beliefs, or about my actions."

"Then let me act, my lord, for I have your good at heart."

"Act how? By trampling on the beliefs of my subjects?"

Ay allowed himself a slight smile and bowed, thus missing the ripple of anger that played over the young king's features. "The worship of the Aten is heresy and those who still cling to that religion are heretics, misguided at best."

"The only heresy was worshipping the Aten to the exclusion of all the other gods. Aten is a Kemetu god and the destruction of his temple is an affront to the majesty of our Two Lands."

"Atenism is still the official religion and Akhenaten is still the king. Must his delusions continue to rip our country apart?"

"Waenre Akhenaten is king but so am I," Smenkhkare said softly, his dark eyes boring into Ay's. "I am working to soften the effect of more than a decade of monotheism, but I will not act precipitately."

"I would strongly advise you..."

"I do not want your advice, Ay."

Ay shrugged once more, making his king's jaw muscles jump again. "That is my function. I am Tjaty and King's Adviser. It is my duty to guide the king using my experience and wisdom."

"You are not my Tjaty, nor my Adviser, even though you are my uncle. I did not appoint you. If you desire that function, then return to Akhet-Aten so my brother Akhenaten may make use of you."

"Akhenaten rules only his City of the Sun. He has no use for a Tjaty, whereas you..."

"I have my own advisers, uncle. And ones I can trust."

Ay stared at his young king. His hands clenched into fists beside him and his breath came faster, his nostrils dilating. "You do not trust me?"

"I did not say that. I said only that I have advisers I can trust and that I do not need Akhenaten's Adviser to help me in my task."

"And what of my services these past three years?" Ay stepped forward, his eyes flashing. "Have I not guided you, supported you and advised you through a time that would surely have overwhelmed a boy unused to power and court intrigue?"

"I am no longer a boy."

Ay opened his mouth to further his attack, before catching sight of the young man's expression. He swallowed his words and kept a tight hold on his anger. "You are right, your majesty. You are no longer a boy but surely my experience and wisdom are still useful currency in guiding our country?"

"You want my thanks, uncle? You have it. You want honours? You already have them, all that a man could want. How can you rise higher in Kemet? You are but one step below the kings. You want rewards for your services to three kings? You shall have them in abundance. I am going to give you vast estates in the Delta, uncle. Rich farmlands with many servants and huge herds of cattle. Return to Zarw, to your people the Khabiru, to your ailing daughter Mutnodjme, and enjoy your well-earned retirement."

"You would not dare..." Ay bit his lip, stifling his anger. After a moment he resumed in a calmer voice. "You do not mean it, your majesty. You cannot. My function is to advise you..."

"I have other advisers."

"Who? Who could possibly advise you as well as me? Do you mean that pack of misfits you call a council?"

Smenkhkare's eyes narrowed for a moment before he relaxed. He turned and walked back to the window, perching himself on the sill and sipping his wine. "Go on, Ay. Tell me of my misfits."

Ay hesitated then tossed his head defiantly, his wavy white hair gleaming in the bright noon light that poured in from the wide windows. "Very well then, I will advise my king one more time." He crossed to the table and poured himself a cup of wine without bothering to ask the king's permission. He used the time and the simple actions to gather his thoughts.

"Your council--if it can be called that--consists of a physician, a priest, a scribe, a merchant, a couple of dirty commoners and a girl. There is only one legitimate member, Treasurer Sutau. Physician Nebhotep is competent enough in his field, I suppose, but hardly a man to decide the fate of Kemet. He is more at home among his pills and his knives."

"I thought you liked Nebhotep. Did he not save the royal household from the worst ravages of the plague?" A shadow crossed Smenkhkare's eyes as he remembered the death of his own grandmother Tiye from the plague.

The same shadow darkened the old man's face for a moment. He recalled his granddaughters lost to the disease that swept through Kemet, killing nearly one in ten. "What has liking a man got to do with it? I look for ability in the men I use, not their charm. He is a fine physician--as physicians go, but not a man to advise a king. As for the priest--well, he is my brother Aanen and I am quite fond of him for all he is a rabid follower of Amun."

"I seem to remember you were a priest of Amun before you turned to Aten," Smenkhkare murmured.

Ay flushed. "Yes, I was. But my outlook was never narrow; I was always open to alternative ideas."

"You bend with the wind, you mean." Smenkhkare flicked his hand nonchalantly. "My apologies, Ay, I have interrupted your diatribe against my council. Please continue."

Ay inclined his head toward his king, his expression tight-lipped. "The priest is only interested in one thing," he continued. "The return of his wealth and power."

"Not just that, but yes, he seeks the reinstatement of Amun as first god of Kemet. I see nothing wrong in that. Amun is the god of our royal house."

"Then there is the scribe Khensthoth. A pedantic old fool who is better employed as a teacher of foolish boys than as a statesman."

Smenkhkare smiled, though not at Ay's cynical remarks. "I was one of those foolish boys once. You should take the time to get to know the old man. He is a repository of wisdom."

Ay waved a hand dismissively. "At least those members of your council are educated men and can talk intelligently. What of your four commoners--the grain merchant, the toymaker, the farm boy and the pimp? What possessed you to give power to such as these?"

"They are good men. Well, Kenamun the toymaker is anyway. The merchant Meres seeks profits; he wants the economy running smoothly again. The farm lad Khu stuck by my sister in a time of great danger. I value loyalty. Mahuhy is a businessman and knows how the city works. I have seen them all as they went about their work and I can recognise their abilities."

"But they are common. Their families are nothing. How can you raise them so far above their station?"

"My family was common once," Smenkhkare said softly. "Before the god Amun raised them to become Per-Aa, the Great House, they were mere soldiers. And what of yourself, Ay? Your father was a common shepherd of the Khabiru before my grandfather raised him to the nobility. Do not be quick to judge others on the circumstances of their birth."

Ay bowed once more, hiding the fury in his eyes. "I stand corrected, your majesty," he murmured.

"And what of the last member of my Council?"

Ay turned away from his king and stared out through the wide window at the city. "Yes, your sister Beketaten." He remained silent for a long time, his fingers slowly twirling the wine cup by its long golden stem. "A beautiful child," he said at last. "But willful."

Smenkhkare held his voice carefully neutral. "Would you care to explain that?"

"Come, your majesty," Ay chided. "Everyone knows of Beketaten's part in my daughter Nefertiti's supposed rebellion. She overheard me talking to my daughter when she was angered and not thinking straight and the girl leapt to false conclusions. Instead of going to Akhenaten with her accusations she fled the city to protect what she thought was a danger to her own life. It was only when she was discovered that she concocted this fantastic tale of my own treason." Ay turned and looked hard at Smenkhkare. "Akhenaten himself heard my case and ruled me innocent."

"But not your daughter."

Ay shook his head and brushed the back of his hand theatrically against his dry eyes. "Alas, no. Still overcome with her anger, she admitted her guilt."

"Yet you did not plead for her?"

"Your majesty, I am a loyal servant of the king Akhenaten. I would not defend my daughter's admitted guilt. I do, of course, grieve my loss, but for the sake of Kemet, I would give up everything."

"You have given up much for Kemet, uncle, and served the Two Lands faithfully for a lifetime already longer than most men's. I think it is time you enjoyed what time you have left in the peace of your own household, with the reward of your king to sustain you."

Ay stared at Smenkhkare, his mind seeking a way out of this disaster. "I do not wish to retire. I can still be of service to Kemet."

"But I wish you to retire, Tjaty Ay, and I am king. Would you disobey me?" Smenkhkare held up a hand as his uncle opened his mouth. "Think before you speak again. I am not a king like my brother Akhenaten that you may bend to your own will. I am my own man and know my own mind. Take this retirement with the blessing of your king or go serve my brother in Akhet-Aten. You have until the end of the month to get your affairs in order."

 


 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

Waset, the city of Amun, sat sweltering in the summer heat, the burning disc of the sun blazing down from a cloudless sky the colour of lapis lazuli. The dust of the land rose up to meet the sun in the rippling atmosphere, tainting the air with an acrid smell, a mixture of ground rock, sweat, incense and ordure. Men worked in the heat, having no choice. If they did not work to support their families, no-one else would put bread on their tables for them. It was a feast day of the goddess Tefnut, yet the business of the city went on. Every day was the feast day of one or more of the gods, but who had the leisure to observe them all? The priests chanted their rituals, made the offerings, and perhaps carried a statue of the god through the crowded streets, but the average citizen paused only to salute the passing deity before hurrying off about his business.

In the wake of a small gaggle of white-robed priests bearing a gilded statue of Tefnut, two people, a young man and a younger woman, walked slowly down the Street of Potters. To an observer, it might have seemed that the young couple was part of the procession, but when the priests turned into the Street of Weavers, the man and woman kept straight on without a glance, their heads bent in conversation.

"They are daily growing bolder, my lady," the young man murmured. "They forget the old religion is still prohibited."

"Enough of the 'my lady', Khu. It is time you grew bolder and called me Scarab. You did once before, in the desert."

The young man sketched a brief bow and grinned. "As my lady wishes. Seriously though...Scarab, the old gods are still banned, yet everywhere you look you see gods and their priests."

"That is because my brother Smenkhkare is bringing back the old ways, as well you know. The people have lived without the solace of the gods for too long. Only the prohibition of Akhenaten prevents the temples being opened and freedom of worship flourishing once more in the Two Lands." The young woman shook her head, making the carefully braided wig on her head swing. She smiled at Khu, revealing strong white teeth in a coppery complexion. Dark eyes twinkled beneath full lashes and her breasts quivered beneath the fine linen of her garments. "It is too lovely a day to be serious Khu. Let us enjoy our beautiful city and the new peace and prosperity my brother brings to Kemet."

For a space they walked in silence, taking in the familiar, yet ever-new sights, sounds and smells of the city. Crowds of men and women thronged the streets, dressed for the most part in plain linen kilts or shifts, the poorer men often naked, contrasting with the occasional flash of colour and gold as a rich man passed, a slave holding a wide sun-shade above his shaved head; or a lady, her maids dancing attendance around her as her jewels flashed in the sunlight. Children swarmed, running and darting between the legs of the adults, their shrill cries piercing the deeper muted roar of a thousand voices in conversation. Dogs snapped and snarled in the alleys, fighting over scraps of food, disturbing the clouds of flies that dipped and hovered over food and waste alike. From the edges of the street came the cries of the shop-keepers, of merchants and of whores, each extolling the virtue of their particular commodity. Soldiers, gripping tall spears and with curved bronze swords hanging from leather belts, patrolled the streets in small groups, their eyes roving. Medjay too, the local police, stood at the street corners, their short cudgels in hand, looking for any disturbance, ready to crack a few skulls to restore order. They looked faintly resentful that the citizens were careful not to give any cause for their interference.

Although not much past mid-morning, the heat of the sun beat back from the packed and hardened clay of the streets, reflected off the mud brick and stone walls of the buildings, and rippled the dusty air. The odor of a thousand years of life, baked into the brick and earth, rose as a familiar miasma, noticed only by strangers to the city. Women had been thronging the streets since early morning, seeking out the daily necessities for their households, bargaining and arguing with shopkeepers and merchants, beating down the price of bread, onions, beer, or a handful of dates. Now they took their leave of the merchants, hurrying home to escape the midday heat and prepare the noon meal for their families. The men remained, backs bent and heads bowed, carrying produce or waste, bearing loads or repairing walls, carving wood or fashioning metal, carrying out the myriad tasks that brought in the pittance they needed to keep their families fed.

Yet people smiled, or at least went about their business with an air of contentment. Their muscles might ache and their skin burn under the fierce heat of the sun, the sweat drying to leave a dust of salt on their tanned skin, but they were doing what their fathers had done before them, and their fathers, back through the generations. They helped maintain Ma'at, the crucial balance of god and man, everyone in his place and doing what he was born to do. From the exalted gods, through their representative-on-earth, the king; the nobles, priests and scribes down to the poorest peasant who worked the land or emptied the latrines, all worked to keep Kemet stable and prosperous.

The heretic king had changed everything, overthrowing the gods and setting up his own god Aten in their place, creating a new capital city and disturbing the balance of the world. The gods had struck back, bringing plague and famine, war and poverty, until the land of Kemet tottered on the brink of anarchy and chaos. Then Smenkhkare became king over Waset, and the land staggered away from the precipice. Despite the continued presence of the heretic in his city, the new king had fought to bring prosperity to his people and the gods back to their worshippers. 

Scarab and Khu paused where the Street of Potters debouched into the great Avenue of Rams, the broad thoroughfare that led to the huge expanse of the temple of Amun. Although not yet open to the people, Smenkhkare had been working with the priests to refurbish the temple and make it a fit place for the god once more. The ceremonial lake of purification had been dredged and refilled, the walls white-washed and the temple itself, open only to the elements and the wild creatures, thoroughly cleansed as it became once more the abode of ever-living Amun.

"I know Amun must be returned to his pre-eminence," Scarab murmured. "But it worries me that Kemet will return so completely to the old days."

Khu frowned, his young face beneath its unruly thatch of black hair, screwing up in concern. "What do you mean? I thought you wanted a return to the old ways?"

"I do, but think, Khu. We have had but one god these last six or seven years and where has it got us? Kemet has been brought to the edge of disaster. Now we return to the old ways but we have that." Scarab gestured toward the great white-washed walls of the Amun temple, reflecting back the glare of the sun in coruscations of blinding light. "We put ourselves under the dominance of one god again."

"But the other gods are allowed, at least unofficially. We just saw Tefnut in the streets."

"I know, but why can we not get back to where all our gods are important in our lives? Why does one god have to be dominant?"

"He is the god of your family," Khu reproved gently. "Your ancestors made him great, and he in turn brought greatness to them. Look at your father, the great Nebmaetre. Was he not one of the greatest kings who ever lived?"

Scarab smiled. "True. And my brother Smenkhkare will surpass him." She shrugged and set out across the wide Avenue, heading for the Street of Glass. "If I had my way though, I would make all gods of equal importance, give them all a proper respect."

"Perhaps that is just a problem of the cities, my la...Scarab." Khu hurried to keep up. "Back on the farm we had an awareness of every god. My father Pa-it greets the sun every day, not just as the Aten, but also as Khepri, Re, Heru and Atum. A farmer is always in debt to Geb of the growing things, Su of the wholesome air, Tefnut of the night dew that freshens the crops, Hapi who brings us the blessed inundation every year..."

"I understand, Khu," Scarab interrupted. She placed a slim hand on the young man's bronzed arm. "I understand. You are closer to the land, to the very essence of Kemet, to our Two Lands. You can see the importance of the gods. That is why we must make everyone aware of the great debt we owe to all our gods, not just one or two or fifty."

"So we need to get back to our old worship and remove the taint of Atenism."

"Aten is a god too, an aspect of the greatest of them." Scarab gestured up at the sun, now close to the zenith. "We must find a way to let all gods be a part of our lives." She looked around at the street they now found themselves in. "Enough of this talk for now, dear Khu; we must remember what we came here for. There is Ahhotep's workshop."

They stood on the Street of Glass, outside a great walled enclosure, peering in through a wide opening. Two heavy wooden doors lay flat back against the crumbling mud brick walls, as if holding them up. Within the courtyard a large tamarind tree shed dappled shade over the bare, dusty earth of the interior. Leading the way into the courtyard, Scarab made her way toward the figure of an old man seated on a wooden stool and leaning up against the gnarled bark of the tree. As she entered the shade, she felt the temperature drop and she smelled the sharp acid-sweet tang of fallen tamarind pods. Her mind leapt back years to almost-forgotten memories of the palace gardens and her naming-day.

She studied the old man on the stool for a few moments. Head bent forward on his bare chest that was pocked and scarred with innumerable small blemishes, the man snored softly, one hand on his lap, the other hanging beside him, close to an overturned pot of beer.

Clapping her hands together softly, she called out. "Ahhotep!" After a moment she repeated her call, a trifle louder. The old man's soft snores broke off abruptly and his head half-lifted, his eyes blinking and squinting.

"What? What is it? Nakht, is there a problem?" He came fully awake and looked up without recognition at the young woman standing in front of him, backlit by the glare of the noonday sun. Then he rubbed his eyes and leaned forward peering at her. "My lady Beketaten, is that you?" He fumbled for the stick that lay propped against the trunk of the tree, forcing himself upright on shaky legs.

Scarab moved forward quickly and put a hand on Ahhotep's shoulder, gently pushing him back down. "Sit, Ahhotep. We will not stand on ceremony today."

Ahhotep struggled for a moment before giving up. "It is not right, my lady, that I should sit while you stand." He coughed, his breath hard and rasping within his chest and he hawked to spit before thinking better of it and swallowing convulsively. "Let...let me call for a chair for you."

"Khu will get one; you sit quietly and catch your breath." Waiting until her young man trotted off toward the buildings, Scarab knelt in the dust and picked up the fallen pot, smelling sour barley beer. Fluid slopped within the earthenware container and she handed it to the old man. "Here, you look as if you need it." 

Ahhotep took the pot with a trembling hand and drank, beer dribbling over his chin and onto his chest. "Thank you, my lady," he whispered, stifling a belch. "The days are long for an old man with little left to do."

"Not so old, Ahhotep." Scarab looked searchingly at his lined face and white hair. She hesitated and subtracted ten years from her guess. "Why, you can be no more than fifty. A fine age but by no means decrepit."

"Sixty-five, my lady, and not much longer for this world." Ahhotep sighed and ran a hand through his long hair, sweeping it back from his face. "I am ready. My wife died three years back and I have a fine tomb waiting for me in the hills. If it were not that Nakht needs me still I would go now."

As if called, Khu trotted back across the courtyard with a stool, a short but robust young man in a leather apron hard on his heels. Setting the stool in the shade by the old man, Khu withdrew a few paces but remained attentive.

Ahhotep gestured toward the young man. "You remember Nakht? Boy, pay attention. This is the lady Beketaten, sister to both kings. You pay her proper respect now."

Nakht smiled and bobbed his head. "I remember, father." Turning to Scarab, he bowed his head. "Greetings, most beautiful lady. You are indeed welcome in my father's humble workshop."

"I thank you for your kind words of welcome, Nakht, son of Ahhotep." Scarab inclined her head slightly, a gentle smile on her face.

"May I offer you water?" Nakht drew a small pitcher from behind his back, the earthenware sides beaded with condensation. He carefully extracted a delicate blue cup from a small leather bag at his side and poured a cool stream of clear water into it, then held it out. The dappled sunlight glinted on the cup, throwing out gleams of deep blue like the early evening sky.

Scarab took the cup delicately and gave a small cry of delight. "Glass? But it is so blue, so delicate. How did you make it?"

Nakht blushed and looked away. "It...er, my father..."

"Nonsense, boy. Take credit for it." Ahhotep smiled indulgently and leaned closer to Scarab, dropping his voice as if vouchsafing a secret despite being heard by everyone. "He made it himself, but how I don't know. He won't even tell me...me who taught him everything he knows."

"Then I will not ask him for the secret," Scarab said. "It is truly beautiful, Nakht." She sipped and smiled again. "It even makes the water taste better."

"Thank you, my lady." Nakht bowed again before turning and hurrying away across the courtyard.

Ahhotep watched him go, a tear glistening in one eye. "I have never regretted the day I adopted him," he murmured. "Never, for one instant." He shook his head and brushed at his eyes with the back of a gnarled hand. "To business, I think. You are too busy to waste your time on the maundering of an old man."

"I'll always have time for you, Ahhotep. You were good to me when I was a little girl."

The old man turned to where Khu stood by the trunk of the tamarind tree. "You see what she is like? Royalty, sister to the king, no less...two kings, yet she still has time for a commoner."

"What did you want to see us about?" Khu asked. "It was rather surprising you asked us to come out here, rather than presenting a petition with everyone else at the Hall of Justice."

"Yes. Yes, I am sorry for that, but I had my reasons. I did not truly think you would come yourself, my lady. I thought perhaps you might send a trusted servant." Ahhotep's eyes twinkled. "Someone like this young man here."

"I am on the King's Council, old man. I am not a servant."

Ahhotep stared up at Khu blandly. "Are you not the king's servant, lad? And this lady's too? I seem to remember it was not so long ago you were a gawking farm lad."

Khu flushed. "That was in the past. I am a trusted member of the council now and..."

"Enough, Khu," Scarab broke in gently. "Nobody here thinks less of you for your origins. You are what you are, my friend if nothing else." She turned back to the old man. "What were your reasons for not wanting to come to the Hall of Justice?"

Ahhotep sat in silence for a moment then spoke in a low voice, as if afraid of being overheard. "You know how I make glass, my lady? Not the details, you understand, just that I need various salts, minerals, even metals to mix in when the glass is molten. Well, these things I have to bring in, often from far away. I get alum from the Dekla oasis, certain ores I get from Nubia and Mitanni, and others can be mined here in the Two Lands."

"Yes, I know these things."

"Recently, I have been buying minerals from a certain merchant called Ptahwery, a man who owns a caravan that plies a route south to the second cataract. Down near the old king's gold mines. There is a rock there that yields an additive that gives the glass a unique yellow-green tinge, so bright it almost seems to glow." Ahhotep shrugged. "It is not a popular colour, but that is beside the point."

"I was wondering when you might get to the point," Khu growled.

Scarab raised a hand in warning. "Go on, Ahhotep."

"Robbers are a problem sometimes. The caravans are safe enough close to the mines where the presence of soldiers is enough to protect them, but further away, closer to Waset, it is another story."

Scarab frowned. "Robbers I can understand. Since my brother Akhenaten emptied the prisons there has been lawlessness in the land..."

"As well we know," Khu grunted.

"...but this is a matter for the authorities. Why does your friend Ptahwery not just bring this to the attention of the Medjay or the local garrison commander? Even bringing a petition at the morning audience would probably yield results."

"Because of who leads the robbers, my lady."

Scarab regarded the old man in silence for long seconds. "Who?" she asked softly.

"Mentopher, steward of Tjaty Ay."

"Your friend must be mistaken," Khu laughed. "Can you imagine a man with that sort of position and wealth stooping to rob a few camels in the desert?"

"Do you know the man?" Ahhotep asked.

"No, but the idea is preposterous. A man that well-known would have been recognized long since."

"Exactly what I said to Ptahwery."

"But there is more, isn't there, Ahhotep?"

"Yes, my lady. Other merchants have reported the same thing. The robber leader is always cloaked, even if it is very hot, and he wears a veil across his face."

"Oh, well in that case Mentopher is obviously guilty. Hand him over to the Medjay and be done with it." Khu turned to Scarab. "We have surely heard enough of this rumor and innuendo."

"Shh, Khu. Go on."

"A month ago, Ptahwery's caravan was robbed again, by the same band. The leader was cloaked as usual but this time the neckband slipped and Ptahwery caught a glimpse of a scar on the man's chest, just below his left armpit." Ahhotep demonstrated the position.

"Lots of men have scars," Scarab said gently. "Even you, old man."

"True, but few have the sign of Heru branded on their side." Ahhotep glanced up at Khu. "You know that Tjaty Ay availed himself of many of the released criminals when Waenre Akhenaten emptied the prisons? He branded his slaves with the sign of Heru. Well, Mentopher has risen in his master's service but he still retains the Heru brand. It is interesting that this robber also bears it."

Khu frowned. "Ay has many slaves. No doubt some have escaped."

"Surely that is more likely, Ahhotep? It is a great leap from seeing some brigand with a Heru brand to accusing the steward of Tjaty Ay."

Ahhotep snorted. "Do you think I would trouble you if that was all?" he sighed and leaned back against the trunk of the tamarind. "Forgive me, my lady, but of course that would not be enough. Last week I was at Ay's estates across the river. He has a glass foundry there and Ikhnapu, the manager, is an old friend of mine. Over a pot of beer he told of this beautiful glowing yellow glass vessel the steward had brought back from Nubia on his recent trip there. He went and got it, to show me that it really existed."

Scarab waited as Ahhotep closed his eyes, his head against the rough bark of the tree. "And? Did it exist?"

"Oh, yes. I knew even before he brought it out to me. It was mine. I made it myself, here in my own foundry."

"You are sure?" Khu broke in. "I know you turn out good pieces, but could not someone else have made it?"

"It had my mark on it. I put five small lines overlain to form a star on the bottom of my best pieces. It is so others can tell who made it. I made two of these vessels and sent one as a gift to the governor of Qerert, from whose territories the colouring ore came. Ptahwery carried it for me, until he was robbed by the man with the Heru scar."

"And he brought it back to the house of his master." Khu nodded grimly. "How do we handle this, Scarab? Confront Ay or just go to the Medjay with it?"

Scarab shook her head. "Neither. We do not know how high the rot has spread. If it is just Mentopher seeking to augment his wealth, then if we report it, Ay will cast his steward loose to face justice. If Ay himself is involved, then we must carefully consider our actions. One cannot impugn the highest in the land without strong evidence of complicity."

"So what do we do?"

"I will take it to my brother Smenkhkare." Scarab turned back to Ahhotep, who was watching her with interest. "Who else knows of this?"

"Only Ptahwery. He came to me as a friend and I have told only you."

"Not even Nakht?"

"Especially not Nakht. He is young and his craft is starting to bring him to the notice of the rich and powerful. If he suspected Ay of wrongdoing, his face would shout it out though his tongue was silent."

Scarab nodded. "Good. Keep it so. I will talk to my brother and he will decide where we go from here." She rose to her feet and smoothed down her linen dress. "We will take our leave of you, dear Ahhotep. Come up to the palace soon. I would like to commission a glass goblet from you as a gift, and we will need to discuss it."

Ahhotep forced himself up onto tottery legs. "I would be honoured, my lady." He bowed, then stooped to pick up the blue glass cup with a little bit of water still pooled in the bottom. He tipped it out onto the dry ground and handed it to Scarab.

"Please accept this small gift from the workshop of Ahhotep and Son."

Scarab smiled and lovingly cradled the glass in her hands, holding it in a sun-dapple so shards of blue light flashed and spun. "It is beautiful, Ahhotep, but I cannot accept it. It was made by Nakht, by a process that he holds dear. I could not take it."

"It belongs in a king's palace. It would please me...and Nakht, if you would house it in a fitting place."

"Very well. I shall send it to Akhet-Aten, to the young prince Tutankhaten. He will be nine shortly and already he appreciates beautiful things. It will do them good to see that the best things still come from Waset."

Ahhotep beamed, his broad grin of pleasure showing up many gaps in his discoloured teeth. He handed Khu a piece of cloth and the young man carefully wrapped the cup. They bade the old glass-maker farewell and left him underneath the tamarind tree.

"Where to now, Scarab? Back to the palace? We need to get this somewhere safe." Khu hefted the cloth-covered glass.

"Soon. I want to talk to Shenfer, the wine merchant, first. I hear he has a new vintage and I am eager to try it."

"The quickest way would be through the docks if you don't mind a few smells."

"When have I ever minded a few smells, Khu?" Scarab grinned. "Come on, we can cut through here." She led the way down an alley that snaked out of the main business area into the seamier side of the city.

The alley broadened out into a street as it wound its way west toward the river. The streets in this area were potholed and dirty, littered with the refuse of a crowded populace. The people were still plentiful, buying and selling, arguing and conversing, but there was an edge to their voices, their faces harder and eyes more watchful. Children swarmed as they did everywhere but many appeared undernourished and covered in sores. Dogs still fought for scraps but as they neared the river, rats joined them in their search for food and over everything was the roar of flies, darkening the air and adding to the growing stench.

"I'm not sure we should have come this way, Khu. The stink is greater than I thought. Why don't people clean these streets?" Scarab brushed at the flies buzzing around her.

Khu shrugged, kicking at a stray dog that wandered too close. "Where are they going to dump the refuse? At least in the richer areas the merchants hire men to cart it away. Here nobody has the wealth to waste on good works."

"The city fathers should pay...look, Khu." Scarab pointed. "A rat just bit that child." A minor commotion erupted on the far side of the street as the screaming child was snatched up by its mother, the older children stamping and hitting at the rats with yells of laughter. Scarab hurried on, dragging Khu with her.

"Up here." Khu directed them out of the narrow street into one that if not much wider, was at least a little cleaner. Fewer people walked the street and these mostly men. Scarab's clean white linen dress and finely coiffed wig attracted a few looks, as did Khu's brightly coloured kilt, leather sandals and armbands, very evidently of gold.

Scarab looked around her at the buildings, noting the lack of shops and the wide, low windows with women sitting within them. "I know where we are. These houses are brothels and this is the Street of Whores."

Khu looked at her with an expression of curiosity mingled with wariness. "Do you know what a whore is, my lady?"

"Don't start with the 'my lady' again, Khu. Yes, I know what a whore is and I've been here before." Scarab laughed. "If you could see yourself, Khu. I came here when I was a child. Smenkhkare brought me into the city on one of his expeditions and we got lost."

A woman had been staring at the young man and woman talking on the street and as Scarab laughed, she pushed away from the darkened entrance to one of the brothels and stood in front of them, holding the folds of her dirty diaphanous gown closed.

"You is the young lady from the palace, isn't you? They says you listens to common folk."

Khu, after a moment's hesitation, stepped forward and shouldered the woman aside. "Out of here, woman. We have no time for you."

The woman ducked under the man's arm and confronted Scarab again. "Wills you listens to me, then?"

Khu grabbed the woman's shoulder, his face reddening with rage. "I told you to..."

The woman turned on him, cutting his outburst off. "Be quiet boy. I don't know whats you is doing in this street, but I doubts you know what to do with it except pee." She swung back to Scarab who was gaping at Khu's discomfiture. "Please, miss. You is me only hope."

Scarab held out a hand to restrain Khu, and nodded at the woman. "All right, I'll listen. What did you want to say?" Looking at the woman intently, Scarab saw that she was not the young woman she first thought. Heavy makeup, rouged cheeked, stained lips and eyes sticky with kohl imperfectly masked the wrinkles and lines in her face. The hand stretched out imploringly was cracked and worn, trembling slightly, and beneath the dirty and faded gown her body sagged, revealing the ravages of time and ill-use. "What is your name?"

"Tio, miss. I was once a maid to...to Lady Sebtitis, but I fells on hard times."

"You want alms, Tio? I have nothing with me, but if you go to the temple of Amun at sunrise or sunset they will feed you."

"I has been there, miss, and priests or no, theys wants something in return for the god's bounty. No, I don't wants alms, miss, I wants to stop whats I doing."

"So stop," Khu growled. "Seems simple to me, woman. If you don't like whoring, then stop and find yourself honest work." He flushed and bobbed his head apologetically. "Sorry Scarab, I got carried away there, but really, her fate is in her own hands."

"What woulds you fornicating well know about it, boy?" The woman burst into tears and pushed roughly at the young man. "Yous men are all the same. You use us 'til we's worn out thens you casts us aside."

"So what do you want, Tio?" Scarab asked gently. "You want to stop your...your line of work?"

Tio spat at Khu and turned back to face Scarab, the kohl around her eyes streaking her face so that it looked like some harsh caricature of an old woman. She blew her nose with the fingers of one hand and wiped them on her dress. "Yes. Yes, miss, I do. Will you helps me?"

Scarab pursed her lips, a tiny frown creasing her forehead. "What would you have me do?"

"I needs a job, miss. I is willing to do anything." Her face brightened into a gap-toothed smile. "I used to be a lady's maid, p'raps I coulds be one again?"

One side of Scarab's mouth twitched. "I think we won't reach quite so high to start with, Tio. Would you be willing to work in a kitchen?"

"Yes, miss, anywheres. You finds me a job, I works real hard."

"Come up to the palace...you know where the palace is, don't you? Then come to the rear entrance, by the shrine of Nut by the servant's quarters. Ask for the overseer of the kitchens, Horshir." Scarab looked carefully at Tio's face. "Can you remember that? Rear entrance by the servant's quarters, overseer Horshir."

Tio nodded, hope brightening her eyes. "I'll go there right now, miss."

"Not now, Tio. Tomorrow. I must speak to Horshir first, so he knows you are coming. Go at noon tomorrow and do not wear makeup. Wear your cleanest dress."

"Thanks you, miss." Tio sketched a crude curtsey, grinning broadly. She turned to go before stopping and looking back over her shoulder. "Does...does this job pay much, miss?"

"No, Tio. You will get food and a place to sleep. Maybe a little copper if you work hard and do everything Horshir tells you, but it is a start. At least you will not be living here." Scarab waved her hand vaguely at the buildings.

Tio's face fell and tears started trickling down her cheeks again. "I needs to earn gold, miss."

Khu, who had been pacing the street, glaring at anyone who looked in their direction, whipped round and gave a harsh laugh. "Gods, you overprice yourself, woman. You'd be lucky to earn two copper pieces spreading your legs. And you want gold for washing pots and pans?"

Tio spat at him again before dropping her voice so only Scarab could hear. "I owes my...my pimp, miss. I owes him a deben of gold at least. He won't let me go unlesses I pays him."

"How did you come to owe so much, Tio?"

The woman shook her head. "I don't know. He makes me buy me dresses and pots of makeup out of me earnings." She sobbed again. "No matter how hards I works, I always owes him more."

Scarab put a hand on Tio's arm. "Maybe he'll let you pay him off slowly."

"No, miss. He'd kills me first." Tio stared up at Scarab. "Maybes you could talks to him, miss? Make him leaves me alone?"

Khu snorted loudly. "I can see it now, my lady. A princess, sister of the king talking to a common pimp. Why not just pay the man yourself and be done with it?" He strode forward and interposed himself between the two women. "You've talked long enough to this...this person." He rounded on Tio, pushing her back. "What makes you think you can talk to a high-born lady like that? She is sister to the king and a member of his Council. I am a Councilor too, for that matter. And you dare to ask us to talk to your sniveling pimp?"

"He be a Councilor too," Tio yelled.

"What?" Scarab restrained Khu with one hand. "What did you say? Who is your pimp?"

"Mahuhy."

"Councilor Mahuhy?" Khu goggled, his mouth dropping open.

Scarab's mouth curled in distaste. "I knew Mahuhy had unsavory dealings, right from when I first met him, but I did not think he was still a brothel keeper."

"Not just brothels, miss." Tio glanced around at several passers-by who were looking curiously at them, attracted by the raised voices. She lowered her voice. "He has at least three brothels with over twenty girls and...and many other things. He..." Tio shook her head and fell silent.

Scarab regarded her for several minutes before nodding decisively. "I will talk to him, Tio. Come up to the palace tomorrow as we agreed. We will find you a job and work something out with Mahuhy."

"Bless you, miss," Tio murmured and walked slowly back to the brothel as Scarab and Khu walked off down the street. She did not see the two young men leaning against a wall, who immediately started after them.

Khu and Scarab walked in silence, each keeping their own counsel, along several streets, working their way down through the city toward the docks. The air grew moist, a rank stink of mud and effluent and the mingled scents of fish and spices drifted from the wharves, overlain by the sharper smell of pitch. The population changed around them by degrees, fewer women and children venturing onto the streets, their places taken by almost-naked laborers and sailors. Their palace garb drew more looks and Khu started to look around with a touch of unease.

"I don't think we should have come this way," he muttered.

"Nobody should be enslaved like that woman," Scarab replied, ignoring his remark. "It angers me that in a land that is free and just like our Kemet, a woman can be so used by immoral men."

"Eh? Oh, the whore. Well, she chose her life in the first place, Scarab. Women do it all the time."

"If it was solely a matter of her choice, Khu, I would not mind so much," Scarab snapped, a touch of asperity in her voice. "But how much choice does she have? You heard she is in debt. A deben of gold is an enormous sum to a woman who earns no more than a few copper pieces in a day."

"She was born to it. You should not worry about injustice so much, the gods know if a wrong is being done."

Scarab stopped dead in the street and glared at Khu. "You are saying a woman cannot be in charge of her own life, cannot better herself?"

Khu frowned. "We all have a position in life that comes from the gods. It is given to us to change a little, but what would happen if everyone decided to become what they are not? A laborer becoming a noble, a soldier becoming a scribe, or..." he laughed. "Even a fisherman becoming king."

"Or a farm boy becoming a King's Councilor?" Scarab asked quietly. "Do not forget that even Per-Aa, the Great House, my own family, were mere soldiers once. A person is not what they are, Khu, but what they can make of themselves."

"I suppose you are right, my lady." Khu grunted and looked away. "I still think it is dangerous to seek to change too much."

"How much is too much? Is it too much to change a whore into a kitchen servant? She was once a lady's maid."

"So she claims." Khu raised a hand defensively. "All right, I will allow that some people can change...or be changed, but there are limits. Where would our dear land be if those in power changed?" He grinned suddenly. "Are you thinking of changing, Scarab? Do you have a sudden desire to be a soldier? Or a scribe?"

"Could I not be? At least I have the position and influence to change my station in life if I chose."

Khu snorted. "You could not. You would not be allowed to. You will marry your brother and raise sons to rule Kemet. That is your lot in life."

"If I choose it to be. My brother Smenkhkare will not hold me against my will. I may yet decide to...to, I don't know, marry a soldier or a farmer."

Khu stared at her solemnly. "If you marry your Paramessu, I will dance at your wedding, Scarab, but you know it will never happen. Your brother loves you but you are too important to Kemet. Any man who marries you will have a claim on the throne." He shook his head. "You will marry a king, almost certainly your brother Smenkhkare."

Scarab opened her mouth to defend her soldier love Paramessu, feeling a hot flush of embarrassment stain her cheeks. A man brushed against Khu and he stumbled forward, almost knocking Scarab over. "Careful, Khu," she cried. "What's the matter?"

Khu half-supported himself on Scarab's arm, staring in disbelief at a smear of blood on one hand. "I...I've been cut." He stared at the back of the retreating man, then back at Scarab as another man moved swiftly forward, a dull gleam of copper in his hand. Launching himself forward in a leap that stumbled and faltered, he screamed out a warning, dropping the cloth-covered glass as he did so.

Scarab turned as the man stabbed, the blade ripping through her linen dress. She hit out at the man ineffectually and danced back against the wall of the building on the edge of the street. "Help," she cried out to passers-by. "Help us, good people." With hardly more than a glance in their direction, the street emptied, leaving Khu and Scarab backed up against a wall and three armed men facing them.

"What do you want?" Khu gasped, holding his side where bright blood trickled slowly through his fingers, staining his kilt. "All we have are these armbands. You are welcome to them."

One of the men grinned, revealing yellowed and rotting teeth. "Toss them over here then and be quick about it."

"Enough," growled one of his companions, a tall, thickset man in a voluminous cloak. "We are not here for the gold." He glanced up and down the almost-deserted street. "Finish them before someone alerts the medjay."

Rotten Teeth and the other man moved forward, copper knives held at the ready, their faces relaxed, expecting a swift killing of an unarmed man and a girl.

Khu did not wait, throwing himself forward to grapple with Rotten Teeth, one hand gripping the man's wrist, the other seeking for a grip. They swayed in the street, the blood pouring out of Khu's side and spattering the ground.

Scarab moved away, her eyes watching the other man's, her sandaled feet stepping back carefully. "Who are you?" she asked. "Why do you do this?" The man came on in silence. "Do you know who I am? I can reward you if you turn and leave." 

The man grinned. "I know, but I have gold enough, lady." His knife arm thrust forward, the blow low and straight. Scarab gasped and swayed to one side, the blade cutting into linen again. Her dress fell open, revealing her sole item of underclothing, a short kilt. "Pretty young thing, aren't you?" the man said calmly, as if discussing the weather. "Too bad I have to kill you."

"Finish it," the thickset man yelled. "I can hear the Medjay coming."

The man in front of Scarab nodded and stabbed, grabbing at her at the same time. She eluded the blade but his grasping hand grabbed her ripped dress and hauled her close as his other hand drew back the knife again.

Scarab gave a cry and wriggled free of her dress, feeling the fabric rip. She glanced quickly over to where Khu lay on the ground, still fighting with the other man, then back to her own opponent. As the man grinned at her nakedness she stepped forward and planted her sandaled foot squarely in the man's testicles. He fell forward with a strangled cry of pain, dropping the knife and clutching his groin. Another pace forward and Scarab's knee rose with a satisfying crack under the man's jaw. The man's head snapped back and he dropped and lay still. Scarab scooped the knife up from the ground and, sparing a glance for the suddenly indecisive leader, dropped on her knees beside Rotten Teeth as he pried Khu's grip from his knife-holding hand.

"I think not." Scarab slipped the copper knife between Rotten Teeth's ribs and the man juddered, his surprised eyes opening wide. His own knife fell, narrowly missing a blood-covered Khu, before he collapsed sideways to the dusty street.

The thickset man stepped forward, drawing a short sword from beneath his cloak, and then looked round toward the sound of shouting and drumming feet. He hesitated a moment before taking to his heels as a troop of Medjay, short kilts flying, raced down the street toward them. The men ran past, shouting to the thickset man to stop but he disappeared around the corner and out of sight.

The Medjay officer stopped, his eyes widening at the sight of a disheveled young woman, her bare breasts heaving from her exertions, standing beside two still forms and a young blood-covered man.

Scarab smiled and nodded toward Khu. "Send for a physician at once, officer. And take that man..." she pointed at her opponent. "... into custody. The other one is dead." Reaching up, she adjusted the wig on her head as it threatened to slip off.

The Medjay officer gaped then snapped off a series of orders to his men. One ran off at high speed while others set about staunching Khu's wound and examining the other men.

"I want that man questioned, officer. They meant to kill us and knew who we were."

"And who are you?"

"Princess Beketaten, officer, and that man your men are roughly attending to is Councilor Khu. If he dies because of his treatment, you will follow him over the river."

The man flushed and bowed. "My pardon, lady, I did not recognise you...ah, dressed as you are." He turned and yelled at his men and their ministrations at once became gentler. Picking up her shredded linen dress he offered it to Scarab who held it to her, quickly seeing it was pointless trying to cover herself with it. She threw it to one side. One of the Medjay troopers slipped his kilt off and, standing unselfconsciously naked, draped it around her shoulders. 

The physician arrived, together with a litter and quickly had Khu transferred to it and hurried off to the palace. Scarab indicated the fallen assassins. "What about them? I want to know who planned this."

"Thems both dead, miss," commented the naked trooper. "Thisun with a knife in his heart, thatun with a broken neck."

"Have their bodies brought up to the palace," Scarab told the officer. "And the one who ran off if your men catch him. I mean to get to the bottom of this." She looked around at the gathering crowd before picking up the fallen glass, finding it still intact. Turning, she mustered as much dignity as she could and walked after the physician and his patient. The officer, after a few moments hesitation, sent a squad of his men after her, detailing others to clear the bodies from the street.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 3

 

"I send you and two others to take out a raw youth and a girl and you cannot even manage that. Can you think of any good reason why I should not have you thrown to the crocodiles?"

The thickset man, now without his cloak, dropped to his knees on the marble floor of the great chamber and held out his arms imploringly, revealing a whitened brand in the form of a hawk on the side of his chest. "Master, the Medjay arrived before we could do anything."

"But not before the girl killed your two men. How is that possible?"

"It happened so fast, master. Mende took on the youth and almost had him, but Nupher toyed with the girl. I was as surprised as he when she kicked him. It was a lucky kick." The man hesitated, his eyes flicking to the two guards standing by the walls of the chamber, then back to the old man standing in front of him. "Then she killed Mende with Nupher's dagger."

"And what were you doing while all this happened?

The man licked his lips before answering. "I...I was keeping watch."

"Really? Watching for whom? The Medjay did not arrive for several minutes and the streets were deserted."

"I was sure they could handle them," the man whined.

"Mentopher, you have failed me. You know the penalty for failure." The old man noted the guards tensing with anticipation, and concealed a smile.

"Please, master, I beg you, have mercy."

The old man turned and walked over to a balcony that overlooked a small garden. He looked out at the flowering shrubs and ornamental pond and at the gardeners hard at work raking leaves, on hands and knees trimming the grass, and weeding the beds of flowers. Stretching, he raised his arms above his head and relaxed, feeling the serenity of the garden flow over him.

"Mentopher, report to the drill sergeant. You are to have twenty lashes for your failure. Tell him blood is to flow."

"Y...yes, master." A pause... "Thank you for your mercy, master." Mentopher arose and stumbled from the chamber, closing the door behind him.

The old man closed his eyes and breathed deeply, the warm scented air from the gardens filling his lungs. Without turning he snapped out orders to his guards. "Bring wine, and send for my guests." He breathed deep again and leaned on the balustrade, watching the gardeners. A smile played across his lips as he noticed their sudden fear and redoubled efforts.

Wine arrived with a muffled knock on the cedar wood doors of the chamber and a muttered apology from a servant as a pitcher of river-cooled wine, another of river water and a tray of faience goblets were set on the wide ebony table inlaid with gold and ivory. The old man did not turn from the window, ignoring the servants and their mission until he was sure they had left. Then he turned and walked over to the table. He picked up one of the cups and examined it, turning it to follow the pattern. His finger picked at a tiny flaw in the rim and he put it back on the tray, frowning. Selecting another cup he repeated the performance and, satisfied with the beauty and perfection of this one, filled it with dark, sweet wine from the pitcher. He raised it to his nose and inhaled the strong aroma, a mixture of scents--fruit, ripe and succulent; the good, rich earth of his vineyards far to the north in the delta lands near Zarw; the sharp tang of the oaken wine-press and even a trace of the mellow wax that sealed the wine-jars. He sipped, and closed his eyes, savoring the taste, remembering days long past when he was more concerned with the management of his estates than the running of a kingdom.

The cedar doors creaked and the old man's eyes snapped open as he swiveled to face the men who trooped into the room. Dismissing the guards, he ushered his guests toward the table and the wine, then toward several couches and chairs at one end of the balcony.

"Be seated, gentlemen. I believe you all know each other, though this may well be the first time you have gathered together." The old man put his wine cup down on the balustrade and turned to face the five men seated facing him. "Bear with me a few moments while I enumerate your strengths and attributes so you may each take comfort from the very special skills and abilities each of you brings to the task in hand.

"Bakt, third prophet of Amun, whose strong hand guides the priests of Amun and whose wisdom is god-given. Save for the present Hem-netjer and my brother, the most powerful man in the realm of the divine.
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