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Historical Note


Drinker of Blood continues the story of Lord Meren’s investigation of the murder of Queen Nefertiti, the wife of the heretic pharaoh Akhenaten.

In the previous book, Eater of Souls, Meren discovered several suspects for the killing, but was distracted by the advent of a serial killer.




The events of these two novels are based in part on data from Egyptology that cover the reigns of several pharaohs—Amunhotep

III (the Magnificent), Amunhotep IV/Akhenaten, Smenkhare (briefly), and Tutankhamun. However, these data are often open to

different interpretations; even dates of reigns may vary from reference to reference, scholar to scholar. When opinions vary,

I have had to choose an interpretation and stick with it, regardless of any new information that may come to light afterward.




The historical context of Drinker of Blood and the other Lord Meren novels begins with the family of Amunhotep III and Queen Tiye, early in the fourteenth century B.C.

Amunhotep ruled peacefully for almost forty years, resting on the foundation of his conquering ancestors, who left him a far-flung

and rich empire. His reign is known for its prosperity and great artistic achievements in building and sculpture. His chief

wife, a nonroyal lady named Tiye, had at least six children. The oldest, Thutmose, died before he could inherit, leaving the

second son, Amunhotep (Akhenaten), as the heir to the Egyptian throne.




This second son may have joined his father on the throne in a joint reign of some years, and it is this interpretation that

holds in the Lord Meren series. Amunhotep IV changed his name early in his reign to Akhenaten, signaling a shift in religious

emphasis, the nature of which is still being debated today. What is certain is that within a relatively short time, Akhenaten

withdrew royal support from Egypt’s king of the gods, Amun, in favor of a minor deity called the Aten, the sun disk through

which life-giving light entered the world.




Around the same time changes in artistic style appear in Egypt—a so-called revolution that is hard for the modern reader to

understand. In Egypt, as in the rest of the ancient world, art, religion, politics, and economics merged. There were no separate

categories such as those we use for convenience today. Thus, when Akhenaten ascended the throne, and possibly before, he favored

a new freedom and realism in artistic style that contrasted significantly with the old formal precepts of previous reigns.

Many believe that this new style was a deliberate departure, perhaps Akhenaten’s way of distinguishing himself and his god

from all that came before.




As his reign progressed, Akhenaten seemed to grow more and more fanatical in his opposition to Amun. The king of the gods

had benefited from royal patronage since—under the god’s banner—Akhenaten’s ancestors overthrew foreign rule and established

the New Kingdom. The temple of Amun was rich beyond imagination, even owning foreign cities and slaves by the tens of thousands.

Such a rich temple had to have been a rival to pharaoh’s power. When Amun’s position was threatened by a new god, perhaps

the priests who benefited from that power fought back.




Whatever the reason, Akhenaten decided to uproot the royal court and government from the ancient capital of Memphis. He moved

it away from the old gods, to a barren site between Thebes and Memphis, and built a new city—Horizon of the Aten. And there

he remained, growing more and more adamant in his persecution of Amun, until he died.




Akhenaten’s chief queen was the fabulously beautiful Nefertiti. This young woman played as prominent a role in the reliefs

of her husband’s reign as did her predecessor, Tiye. In fact, Nefertiti may have wielded a great deal of actual power. However,

we do not know this for certain. She bore the king six daughters, and it is the affectionate scenes of the royal couple with

their children that are among the most poignant in Egyptian art.




After the twelfth year of Akhenaten’s reign, Queen Nefertiti’s figure mysteriously vanishes from royal monuments. The reason

for her disappearance is not certain. It could be that she died, but her status may have changed in some other way. Whatever

the case she was buried in the eastern desert in the royal tomb at Horizon of the Aten.




Akhenaten followed his beautiful queen to the land of the dead a few years later. The pharaoh Smenkhare, who was the son of

either Amunhotep III or Akhenaten, may have ruled briefly, but history knows the reign of the next king far better—that of

the boy king Tutankhamun. Again it is uncertain whether Tutankhamun (first known as Tutankhaten) was Akhenaten’s younger brother or his son. The boy succeeded to the throne of Egypt when he was between the ages of nine

and sixteen and soon began a complete reversal of Akhenaten’s policies. Under Tutankhamun the royal court and government moved

back to Memphis, and Amun was restored. Tragically, Tutankhamun died young, between the ages of nineteen and twenty-six after

a reign of ten years, leaving his successors to carry out the changes he began.




The bare recital of historical facts given above only hints at the real mysteries facing Egyptologists to this day. Who were

Tutankhamun’s parents? Why did Akhenaten become such a revolutionary? What really happened to Nefertiti? With so many questions,

so many enigmas, a novelist has a wealth of material with which to create a historical mystery. Drinker of Blood weaves the story of Lord Meren’s investigation of Queen Nefertiti’s death with the story of her life. I suspect, however,

that what I have created may not be as strange and exotic as the truth—whatever that might be.






Prologue
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Thebes, the reign of the pharaoh Amunhotep the Magnificent


If the guards caught her, she would be dragged back to the palace and whipped.


The palm-fiber rope bit into her hands as she shinnied down its length. Her bare feet plopped against the mud-brick wall before

she dropped to the ground behind a sycamore. In the night’s shadows the guards wouldn’t see her rope dangling behind the tree

trunk.




Pebbles clicked together under the weight of a heavy tread. She crouched low at the base of the sycamore. Her chest tightened

with apprehension. It was Mahu, one of the royal guards. Mahu disliked children and wouldn’t keep silent the discovery of

a small intruder. If Mahu found her, he’d drag her to Queen Tiye and delight in telling the whole palace that the daughter

of the queen’s brother had been trying to escape the grounds like a baseborn criminal.




Demons take the man. Mahu was headed straight for her palm.


The girl pressed her linen-clad body to the tree trunk and prayed to Amun. She heard a tap. Mahu leaned his spear against

the tree where she crouched. The guard fumbled with his kilt. An arc of liquid shot out, and a pungent odor signaled the reason

for this stop on Mahu’s rounds. She squeezed her eyes shut and held her breath until Mahu finished relieving himself and trudged

by on his way past a reflection pool.




Rubbing her palms on her skirt to rid them of sweat, the girl melted from her hiding place into the cool perfection of pharaoh’s

private garden. She must be across the causeway and on the riverbank soon or Webkhet would leave. She paused beside an incense

tree and scanned the path to the palace. Bordered by rows of imported shrubs, it was deserted. She sprang away from the incense

tree with the grace and agility that were part of the reason she was in so much trouble. Anxiety and grief clawed at her as

she let herself in through the door of a robing chamber.




Tomorrow Webkhet would be gone, leaving her alone to face the destiny others had planned for her. That thought urged her on

through chambers shrouded in darkness, through the informal audience chamber with its paintings of bound captives and its

throne of ebony and sheet gold, through the outer hall that bristled with columns, to the courtyard, and out a concealed door

in the wall that rose twelve cubits high. Soon she was running down the causeway, her lungs heaving and her legs numb from

the pounding of bare feet on packed earth.




Before she reached the bank, the girl turned aside. She scrambled along a track beside the river and away from the collection

of royal barges moored at the quay. She trotted past the yachts of pharaoh’s chief ministers, confident that the sailors on

duty would take her for a peasant. It was her experience that without her jewels, slaves, and tutors, most people could not

tell Nefertiti, daughter of Lord Ay and niece of the great royal wife Tiye, from any other twelve-year-old girl.




“Psst.”


Nefertiti ducked behind a stack of clay jars and peeked in the direction of the sound. A low whistle floated across to her

from the direction of a moored fishing boat. There, beached on the riverbank, lay a reed skiff. Beside it near the curved

prow stood Webkhet.




“Nefertiti.” Webkhet’s voice floated in the breeze. “Over here.”


Before her friend finished speaking, Nefertiti was at the prow.


Webkhet grinned at her. “I thought you weren’t coming. It’s so late.”


“Aunt came to visit, so I couldn’t get away.” Nefertiti shivered even though the night was warm.


Webkhet nodded in sympathy. The daughter of a royal guard, she was familiar with the crowded and circumscribed living arrangements

of pharaoh’s family. Both girls climbed into the vacant fishing boat and sat down. They’d been friends for years, ever since

Nefertiti had discovered how to escape her elderly nurse unnoticed and come upon Webkhet in the palace kitchen. They’d played,

fought, laughed, and plagued the royal servants. With Webkhet, Nefertiti could yell and steal melons, run hard and quarrel,

without fear of a reprimand from anyone. With Webkhet she was free of the fearful dignity required of even so minor a member

of the royal family as she.




Once settled in the boat, the girls gazed across the river at the dark fields and the lights of the houses that perched between

them and the desert. Nefertiti cupped her chin in her hand and sighed, giving way to misery.




“Aunt was hinting again. She asked if I liked Akhenaten, if I liked spending time with him. I think they’ve decided.”


Webkhet patted her hand. “Who?”


“Pharaoh and Aunt. I think they’ve decided I should marry Akhenaten.”


“How awful!” Webkhet squeezed Nefertiti’s shoulders. “Do you dare tell them you don’t want to marry him?”


Nefertiti sighed. It was questions like this that showed her how different her life was from Webkhet’s.


“Would you deny pharaoh?”


Nefertiti received another squeeze of sympathy. No one she knew wanted to marry Akhenaten, prince and heir to the throne of

Egypt though he was.




Akhenaten was so strange. He didn’t like the gods. No one else in all of Egypt disliked the gods, but Akhenaten did. Nefertiti

didn’t understand why Amun, king of the gods, hadn’t struck him blind—or worse—for his heresy. She’d listened to him complain

about Osiris, god of death and rebirth, only this morning. Akhenaten was always mad at the gods, all except one, the Aten,

whom he claimed for his own.




All girls married. It was the way of things. How else could men survive and have children who would care for them in old age?

She had always known she would marry someone, but not her odd cousin.




Akhenaten’s behavior was as strange as his appearance. Always sympathetic of heart, Nefertiti had never laughed at her cousin

behind his back as many at court did. The young noblemen scoffed at Akhenaten’s scrawny shoulders, sagging belly, and equine

face. The ladies of the royal household were no kinder. Nefertiti despised those callous creatures who cared not that Akhenaten

might perceive their contempt. There had been many times when she tried to distract his attention so that he wouldn’t see

a smirk or hear a derisive comment. Akhenaten might be odd, but he did have feelings.




Now Nefertiti could see that her pity and her attention had been what caught Tiye’s attention and inspired the queen to consider

her for her son. Aunt and pharaoh thought their plans a secret. They made the mistake of thinking their significant looks

and prodding questions beyond the perception of a mere girl. Even Father thought her ignorant. With everyone bent on secrecy,

Nefertiti had turned to her friend for comfort.




“If I have to marry him and be queen, I won’t be able to see you anymore,” Nefertiti said to Webkhet. “I won’t be able to

do anything interesting or fun. I’ll be trained by Aunt to be queen, and she’ll make me study forever.”




“No more running off to sail on the river,” Webkhet said with a pitying shake of her head.


They clambered out of the fishing boat, unhappy and apprehensive. Returning to the skiff, Nefertiti helped Webkhet push it

into the water. Each must return home before someone missed her. Nefertiti watched her friend shove away from the bank with

her paddle, seeing freedom about to sail away.




“What’s that?” Webkhet pointed at something over Nefertiti’s shoulder.


Specks of yellow light bobbed and danced across the causeway. Nefertiti caught her breath and counted. Ten, sixteen. She stopped

counting. She jumped clear of the skiff and gave it a shove, sending the small craft into deeper water.




“Go,” she said. Webkhet gawked at her. Nefertiti raised her voice in fear. “Go! They’re looking for me. If they find you—”

She had no need to finish. Webkhet knew the danger.




Nefertiti’s friend held out her hand. “Come with me. We’ll run away together.”


Nefertiti shook her head. She sloshed toward shore and turned back to the other girl.


“I must lead them away before they see you.” With grim courage she steadied her voice to conceal the wreck of her hopes. “The

gods protect you, Webkhet, my friend.” She lifted her hand in salute before racing toward the line of guards that spilled

onto the riverbank.




Webkhet’s voice sailed after her. “May the gods protect you.”


Lord Ay walked in the royal pleasure garden in pharaoh’s palace. Beside him strode his indomitable sister Tiye, great royal

wife, queen of Egypt. Ay had been summoned for an audience with the living god, only to find himself waylaid by the queen

and taken to the gardens for a private talk.




Tiye had dismissed all her attendants. A slight woman with deep-set eyes that reflected a world of experience, Tiye walked

with the swift, nervous gait of a much younger woman. When the last slave had vanished, Tiye took refuge from the sun beneath

an aged tamarisk tree but walked back and forth in its shadows.




“Brother, you understand pharaoh’s difficulty.”


“Of course.”


“You know that his many years of good living sit ill upon him. Although his wits are as sharp as ever, the king’s health isn’t

as it should be.”




Ay nodded. Pharaoh’s teeth had rotted, and he suffered from his weight. Although no longer the embodiment of a great warrior

and son of the king of the gods, Amun, pharaoh suffered far more from knowing that his heir, Akhenaten, was a strange and

unpredictable young man whose wisdom was as questionable as his religion. Pharaoh had recently decided to cure his heir’s

strangeness and lack of training. As some heirs had done before him, Akhenaten was to share the throne with his father in

a joint reign, and he was to be married.




“If your oldest had lived …” Ay’s voice trailed off.


Tiye threw up her hands. “Regret is useless. Akhenaten is heir. Akhenaten! He won’t even use his real name, no doubt because

it’s also his father’s.” Tiye sighed and turned to regard her brother with the solemn confidence he’d come to recognize.




“Pharaoh and I have decided upon a wife for Akhenaten.”


Bracing himself, Ay heard the voice of his heart in his ears. He’d dreaded this decision, prayed to the gods to guide pharaoh’s

choice in a different direction.




“We’ve chosen Nefertiti.”


“You know I don’t want my daughter given to Akhenaten.”


Tiye rolled her eyes. “Of course I know, brother. Haven’t you shouted it at me for months? But Nefertiti is the only girl

who possesses all the qualities needed in a great queen. She has composure, a clever heart, and that amazing beauty.” Tiye

put her hand on his arm. “And above all, she has a strong will. Egypt is going to need her, Ay. There is no one so well suited

to guide Akhenaten without allowing him to suspect he’s being guided.”




“Has pharaoh said this himself?”


Tiye nodded and slipped her arm through his. She began to describe her plans for Nefertiti’s training as they walked in the

shade. Miserable, certain that pharaoh’s decision was final, Ay hardly listened.




There had been another heir, an older boy who had been killed in a hunting accident. Ay had liked Prince Thutmose. Full of

humor, clever like his mother, Queen Tiye, he had been a fitting choice to fulfill pharaoh’s role as the warrior king of Egypt’s

far-flung empire. Nefertiti would have been suitable for Thutmose.




No one had ever paid much attention to Thutmose’s weakling younger brother. Since birth, the boy named Amunhotep—who now insisted

upon being called Akhenaten—had been afflicted with infirmity. It seemed that father and son conceived a mutual dislike from

birth, perhaps stemming from the strength of one and the feebleness of the other.




Certainly the pharaoh Amunhotep never hid his distaste for Akhenaten’s almost effeminate appearance. The lad had an oblong

skull from which his fleshy lips and tilted, slanting eyes protruded. Ay pitied him, for every body part that should be large

was small, and what should have been small was large. His ears were too big, as was his projecting jaw. His hollow shoulders

were eclipsed in size by his protruding stomach, wide hips, and bulging thighs, all of which were balanced precariously on

top of sticklike legs.




Alternately ignored and scorned by his father, Akhenaten had taken refuge behind his mother. Tiye, with a mother’s great heart,

had sheltered him from pharaoh’s intolerance. The lad had also taken refuge in learning and religion, devoting himself to

study and avoiding the arts of hunting and warfare so prized by his father. Ay suspected that it was during his years of sheltered

study that Akhenaten conceived the bizarre notion that the sun disk, called the Aten, was the sole god. The Aten was the vehicle

through which light entered the world, and that light, Akhenaten believed, was the true creator, the source of all life, the

one god.




He’d listened once to the young man’s beliefs, for Akhenaten thought about matters usually left to learned priests. According

to the priests of Amun, the source of all creation was a mysterious and unknowable force, which they called the Hidden One,

Amun. Akhenaten scoffed at this mystery.




“The sun’s rays are the source,” he said. “It’s obvious. The sun causes crops to grow and cattle to multiply so that people

may live. How absurd to overlook so plain an explanation for existence. The answer is the Aten—the source of heat and light.”




Lately court rumor whispered that the young man denied the existence of all the other ancient gods of Egypt—Amun, king of

the gods; Osiris, who rose from the dead to give hope of rebirth in the afterlife to all Egyptians; Isis, his sister, who

had been responsible for bringing Osiris back to life. For century after century the towns of Egypt had worshiped their own

gods, including Set, Montu, Hapi, the great Ra who was the sun. Aten had always been the god of the physical heat of the sun’s

rays, not a very special god at all. What was so unique about the Aten to pharaoh’s strange son?




No matter. The problem pharaoh faced—that Ay and Tiye faced—was how best to train Akhenaten to rule Egypt well. He was a young

man, set in his ideas, unschooled in diplomacy or governance of any kind. Tiye had suggested, and pharaoh had agreed, that

making Akhenaten coregent was the best solution. So now father and son were to share the throne of Egypt and rule jointly.

And his daughter was to be queen.




“Do you understand, brother? I’ll be at her side, teaching, counseling, guiding. She will be safe.”


Ay looked away from Tiye, over the high walls and gently swaying branches of the trees that sheltered the palace from the

dangerous heat of the sun. “If she is married to Akhenaten, Nefertiti will never be entirely safe.”




“Come,” Tiye said. “Pharaoh is with the physicians and priests. He suffers from an ache in a tooth today.”


They went into the palace, to the enormous golden doors that guarded pharaoh’s apartments. The portals swung open under the

strong hands of the king’s Nubian guards. Taking shallow breaths, Ay walked with his sister toward the group of physicians

and priests kneeling on the raised platform that held the royal bed.




The nauseating sweetness of incense combined with medicines burning in a closed room threatened to make Ay empty his stomach.

He began to breathe through his mouth. The room was dark and patched with light from alabaster lamps. The dark blue of a water

scene painted on the floor absorbed the light. A physician priest muttered charms and burned incense. Two more holy ones huddled

over a yellowed papyrus with health amulets clutched in their hands.




Tiye went to her husband. He was sitting in bed, holding a damp cloth to his cheek. Ay knelt beside him, touched his forehead

to the floor, and uttered homage.




Amunhotep’s plump cheek was slightly swollen from his bad tooth, his body thickened from culinary indulgence, but his eyes

glinted in the lamplight, and he’d been reading tax reports. Papyri were spread about the bed and littered the floor around

it. A flick of pharaoh’s hand caused all the physicians and attendants to vanish.




“So, old friend, we’ve made a mess of things. I by losing my oldest son, and you by not counseling me to kill Akhenaten years

ago.”




“Husband!” Tiye cried.


Amunhotep patted her hand. “You’ve lost your appreciation of my humor, little wife.”


“This is not the time for jests,” Tiye snapped, “and there’s never a time for joking about our son’s life.”


Ay’s head felt light with fear. There was no reply one could make when the golden one spoke of murdering his heir. It was

a wonder the gods didn’t burn him alive for hearing such words. Ay studied the leg of the bed. It was gold and shaped like

the paw of a lion. He waited while Tiye and her husband squabbled with the ease of practice.




“So, Tiye told you of my decision, Ay. Nefertiti will guide my son and temper his strangeness with her wisdom.”


“She is but a child, majesty.”


Tiye waved her hand. “Nonsense. Girls are far wiser than boys at her age.”


“Besides,” pharaoh said as he refolded the damp cloth, “Akhenaten has seen your daughter again, for the first time in months,

and is enamored.”




Startled at the distaste he felt, Ay bowed low to conceal his expression. “I understand, divine one.”


“Be done with your subservience, Ay. We’ve known each other too long, and I haven’t the strength to suffer through it.”


Ay bowed and managed a smile. They had always understood each other, pharaoh and he. From the beginning Amunhotep recognized

Ay’s gift for statecraft and lack of personal ambition. Ay was well aware that a pharaoh less perceptive, less secure in his

own power, would have had him killed long ago.




“We take another gamble, my pharaoh, and this time with a twelve-year-old girl who has lived in obscurity, even if it has

been in the royal household. You say the heir is fond of Nefertiti, but that doesn’t mean he’ll accept her guidance.”




“By the time I’ve schooled her, he will,” Tiye said as she began gathering the tax documents on the bed.


“They already deal well with each other,” Amunhotep said through his compress. “Akhenaten is quite protective of her in his

strange way.” Amunhotep sat up straighter and leaned toward Ay. “Mark me. I’ll undo the damage I’ve wrought upon the Two Lands

by producing such a son. I’ll do it through Nefertiti. Now silence your doubts. The physicians want to give me a potion, and

I want to see the girl before I have to swallow that foul mess.”




Tiye clapped her hands. The golden doors opened, revealing a slim girl standing alone. Light from the robing room beyond framed

her in gold. Ay smiled at his daughter. She had her mother’s loveliness as well as his athletic frame. Her delicate head sat

upon a long, graceful neck like a heavy bloom upon a stem. Soon her face would lose the last of her child’s plumpness and

become startling in its refined and angular beauty. From her birth he had loved her for her unconquerable spirit and her entrancing

smile. Now she had an air of sad dignity that caught at Ay’s heart.




Although her expression was carefully blank, he could read her face like the hieroglyphs on a boundary stone. She had already

been told. He would have liked to be the one to do that.




Ay watched with great pride and even greater fear as the guards pulled the doors shut, trapping his daughter inside pharaoh’s

bedchamber. She stood quite still, holding herself erect, arms at her sides, chin high. Ay experienced a thrill of approval.

Her upbringing at court served her well; few approached pharaoh with their fear so well hidden. But Ay was her father, and

he could see the little vein in her neck throb, saw her dread in the way she clenched her teeth to prevent her jaw from quivering.




Nefertiti walked forward and sank to her knees with the controlled movements of a born princess. Great, dark eyes touched

the figure on the bed. For a moment the facade slipped, and Ay found himself looking at a frightened child. Young muscles

tensed. Hands flexed in a barely visible movement. Then, at pharaoh’s beckoning, Nefertiti came to kneel at his elbow. Ay

squelched the urge to offer some word of reassurance to his daughter.




“You know what is required of you, child?”


Nefertiti glanced at him, and Ay nodded encouragement.


“Yes, majesty.”


Pharaoh grunted. “I’m going to die one day, you know.”


“Yes, majesty.”


Amunhotep smiled at her. “Thank the gods. No sniveling, and no protests that I’m divine and will live forever. Come closer.

Are you frightened?”




“No, majesty.”


“Don’t lie. You’re scared. You don’t know what’s going to happen to you.”


Pharaoh called for a hot cloth. Tiye brought one, and the king put it to his swollen cheek. All the while, Nefertiti remained

kneeling beside the bed with an easy familiarity that gave Ay some comfort.




Amunhotep moved the hot cloth so that he could speak unhindered. “Nefertiti, you’re not a fool, so I know you’re frightened.

You should be. Akhenaten is intolerant and arrogant in his beliefs. I’m not saying his ideas about creation aren’t sensible,

but he goes too far. He’ll cause much havoc if his excesses aren’t controlled. I lay the task of managing him upon you. Tiye

and your father will guide you.”




It was a test of his will, but Ay held his tongue even though his daughter looked as if her ka—her soul—had flown from her

body. The color drained from her face, making the lines of paint on her eyes stand out like the colors on a relief.




The girl wet her lips. “I know nothing of governance, majesty.”


“Quiet, girl. I haven’t the patience to argue, with this tooth plaguing me. You’ll obey the commands I give you and prepare

yourself to become queen of Egypt.”




Nefertiti inclined her head, then lifted her gaze to stare straight into pharaoh’s eyes. “I will be queen of Egypt.”


There it was! Ay nearly smiled when he heard that defiant tone, a tone that grasped pharaoh’s scepters—the crook and the flail—and

pulled them from his hands. She had always been part goddess, part night fiend, his little Nefertiti. Pharaoh was going to

be surprised that his chosen tool was far from the docile innocent he assumed her to be.






Chapter 1
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Memphis, year five of the reign of the pharaoh Tutankhamun


His wife had always hated the night, for demons and lost spirits of the dead roamed in the darkness, but Bakht had always

liked it. Night was the time of coolness, when Ra’s solar bark vanished into the underworld. Besides, he’d never met a demon

or disgruntled dead one while on guard duty in his many years as a royal soldier.




Bakht hefted his spear on his shoulder and paced slowly beside the perimeter wall of the royal menagerie. Beyond that wall

and behind several others, far higher, lay the royal palace. Inside, surrounded by his most trusted bodyguards, the young

king slept. He would need his rest, for the feast of Opet approached, a time of ceremony and celebration that would take pharaoh

to Thebes. Bakht was looking forward to the days of feasting and merriment. His special place as a favored guard of pharaoh

allowed him to be one of those to escort the king to the great city.




His bare feet slid over the packed earth, kicking aside pebbles. Bakht sniffed a pungent vegetable odor and stepped aside

to avoid a dung pile. He glanced across the menagerie, a vast area filled with cages, biers, pens, and stalls and sheltered

by palms, sycamores, and acacias. Accompanied by the rhythmic snarls of a male lion, Bakht walked by a giraffe pen. Far away

from the peaceful animals lay the heavily reinforced domain of the predators—not just the lions but cheetahs, leopards, and

Syrian bears.




Bakht heard his name called and turned to see the new guard, Khawi, approach. Khawi was young and in awe of his new responsibilities,

and even more confounded by Bakht’s position as the oldest regularly serving soldier at the palace. Ever since he’d learned

that pharaoh often sent for Bakht to hear stories of expeditions to Nubia, raids against Libyan bandits, and other tales,

Khawi had treated Bakht with the reverence due a great one.




Bakht tried not to grin as Khawi marched toward him with meticulous correctness. “Amun’s blessings upon you, young one.”


“And upon you, Guard Bakht.” Khawi dipped his head and saluted at the same time.


“Admit it, young one. You thought this old man would forget to relieve you.”


Khawi’s eyes widened, and he shook his head vigorously. “Oh, no, Guard Bakht. Never would I think such a disrespectful thing.”


Bakht took pity on the boy, who was no more than sixteen and far too naive for his own welfare. “Walk with me awhile, young

Khawi. Someone’s got to rid you of this habit of puppylike trust. It’s a bad trait for a soldier, especially a royal guard.”

As Khawi fell in step with him, Bakht swept his arm around to indicate the menagerie, the pleasure gardens, the palace itself.

“If you want to be like me and serve under many pharaohs—may they live forever—then you listen to me.”




“They say you have served since the time of the father of Amunhotep the Magnificent,” Khawi said with awe.


Bakht snorted, disturbing the rest of a red junglefowl. “Donkey-witted, that’s what you are. I wasn’t born until year nine

of the Magnificent. But those were days of glorious happenings. I traveled into Nubia to serve the viceroy, and we crushed

a mighty gathering of rebel tribes.”




“Nubia,” Khawi breathed. “Is it truly a savage and dangerous land?”


“Some of it.”


Whipping around to face Bakht, Khawi gripped his spear in a stranglehold and danced from one foot to the other. “Tell me about

the golden ones, Bakht. Tell me about the kings.”




They had reached the ostrich pens. Pretending reluctance, Bakht rested his spear against a fence and spread his arms wide,

stretching muscles that had grown slack with age.




“Please,” Khawi said.


“I suppose I can spare a few moments,” Bakht said as he leaned against the fence. “Of course, the Magnificent was the greatest

of all. He built the mighty halls and gates of the Theban temples, and statues.” Bakht pointed at the sky. “Great figures

of himself as high as that star. Cunning as a crocodile, was the Magnificent. Chose the most brilliant ministers, the wisest

and most beautiful of wives.”




“The great royal wife Tiye.”


“Ah, she was clever, was Queen Tiye. Played those cursed foreign kings against each other, kept them distrusting one another.”


“Why?”


“So they didn’t make trouble for Egypt, boy.”


“But they did make trouble,” Khawi insisted with the stubborn lack of tact of the young. “My father said that Pharaoh Akhenaten—”


“Shhhhh!” Bakht hissed and clapped the young soldier on the side of his head. “I was right. You have the wits of a donkey

and the flapping tongue of a green monkey. Be off with you, and try to cultivate a clever heart before you get yourself into

trouble.”




Babbling apologies, Khawi scurried away. Bakht heard the main gate open and shut behind the boy as he resumed his rounds.

His many years and his experience allowed him to take a familiar view of the family of living gods whom he served, but such

an attitude was improper in a youth.




Muttering to himself of the carelessness of young ones today, Bakht trudged by the thick mud-brick walls of the rhinoceros

enclosure without making his usual stop to admire the beasts. He would not allow the flapping tongue of Khawi to disturb his

tranquillity. After all, he had survived three pharaohs—the Magnificent, the heretic Akhenaten, and poor Smenkhare, who had

barely ruled before dying and leaving the throne to his brother Tutankhamun, may he have life, health, and prosperity.




Yes, he had survived, and prospered too, through serving the living gods of Egypt. And of those he’d served, the Magnificent

had been the most interesting. He’d been the embodiment of the grandeur of Egypt. The Magnificent had been the first to advance

Bakht, rewarding him for saving the life of a royal relative on that Nubian expedition. The Magnificent’s eldest son, Thutmose,

had been as gracious as his father. A pity he’d died. And of all his royal masters, Tutankhamun—life, health, prosperity—was

the most charming. The golden one was full of curiosity about foreign lands and loved to send for Bakht and listen to tales

of Kush, Libya, and cities like Byblos and Ugarit.




Now that he thought about it, of all the sons of the Magnificent, Thutmose had been the most tragic, and Akhenaten the most

irritating and dangerous. Bakht could never reflect upon his service in the heretic’s city without relief that he had lived

to look back upon it. Had he not earned a stipend and a prosperous farm from his work in Horizon of the Aten, he would have

left royal service. Even guarding the great royal wives hadn’t made up for enduring the great heresy. Sometimes Bakht thought

of Akhenaten’s reign as an evil dream—the time when pharaoh cast out all the ancient gods of Egypt and forced the worship

of the Aten, the disk of the sun. Certainly at the last he must have been possessed by a netherworld demon to have done what

he did then.




Bakht rounded the corner of a pen containing hartebeests and rumbled to himself, “He’s dead. Forget about him. Even his city

is almost deserted.”




Yes, the heretic was gone, and he could look back with pride at his many honors. Not the least of them was having served the

most fascinating and clever of women, the royal wives. Of these, he had felt sorry for the foreigners, the Mitannian and Babylonian

princesses sent to Egypt to seal alliances with pharaoh’s fellow monarchs. They arrived full of their own consequence, proud

of their blood and heritage, only to be met with Egyptian ignorance and sublime lack of interest in the greatness of other

peoples. He had seen the great cities and temples of Babylonia and Assyria and thus could understand why these women felt

equal to any Egyptian.




The foreign women were taken into pharaoh’s household and given Egyptian names, households, and possessions, and after a while

they seemed to forget their homes. Perhaps it was the greater freedom they found in Egypt that seduced them at last. Bakht

often wondered at the lives of such exotic creatures as Babylonian princesses. Such beings were as far from him as the lives

of the creatures in the menagerie.




Thinking about such mysteries relieved the boredom of standing guard over things no one with any sense would steal. What would

a thief do with a giraffe in Memphis? It wasn’t as if he could hide the animal. However, he would be entertained tonight,

for tonight he was meeting an old friend near the baboon pit.




Bakht disliked the hairy, barking creatures with the doglike snouts and always hurried past their enclosure. Ugly animals.

They had hands like the hands of a man, and eyes that seemed to look into his heart and understand his nature. With reluctance,

Bakht directed his steps toward the baboons.




The creatures lived in an area bounded by a steep wall. They had more room than most people, as the menagerie overseer had

found that crowding them resulted in nasty fights. Arriving at the foot of the steps that led to the top of the enclosure

wall, Bakht looked around for his friend to no avail. Sighing, he used his spear as a walking stick, trudged to the top of

the stairs, and sat down on the small landing. He could see groups of dark, huddled shapes, dozens of sleeping baboons.




Most of them were females and babies, brown with naked red faces and bottoms. Drab little things, they were, and the males

were worse. The males had silvery gray capes of fur around their shoulders that made them look larger than they were. Nevertheless,

the males possessed vicious canine teeth capable of tearing a man apart. Bakht didn’t believe the overseer, who maintained

that even the most aggressive baboon wouldn’t attack a man unless there was no other choice.




What did it matter if baboons announced Ra with their cries and dances when he was born again in the eastern sky? Bakht had

looked at them closely. They had low foreheads, tiny mad eyes, and dog snouts that made them look as though they wanted to

rip his throat with their fangs. Glancing uneasily at the baboons, Bakht noticed that several big males had awakened and were

moving toward him in the moonlight. He was glad the wall was steep, for they were excellent climbers.




Still, he regretted his impulse to sit here in full view of them. Baboons might be sacred to the god Toth, lord of the moon

and inventor of writing, but Bakht preferred to keep clear of them. He peered into the darkness and spotted a male crouched

nearby. The animal was looking at him. Suddenly the baboon started, gave a strangely human cry, and pulled back his lips to

bare yellow teeth the size of Bakht’s finger. Alarmed, Bakht stood, but the male wasn’t looking at him anymore. Bakht turned

and sighed as he recognized his friend coming up the staircase.




“Greetings. I was beginning to think you’d forgotten the meeting place.”


His friend lifted a hand in response, and Bakht stood back on the landing to allow room for the other man to join him. As

he came closer, Bakht noticed the hand that had lifted in greeting hadn’t been lowered. There was something in it.




Frowning, he said, “What are you—”


He got no further, for his friend reached the landing, and the hand struck. The blow jolted the air from his body. He dropped

his spear and grabbed his stomach when the pain hit—searing floods of agony, as though the baboon had sunk his fangs into

Bakht’s flesh. Hot liquid poured forth between Bakht’s hands. Feeling foolish, he looked down at the blood flowing over his

fingers, then up at his friend in time to see the dagger this time. It hurtled at him, sinking into his chest. Bakht’s feeble

attempt to ward off the blow cost him his precarious balance. When he stumbled to one knee, a blow to the side of his head

sent him over the enclosure wall to land at the feet of the silver-caped baboon.




Stunned, Bakht barely heard the screams of the creature. He sucked in air and tried to stand, only to fall on his face. With

one hand gripping his belly, Bakht pushed himself up to rest on one elbow. He opened his mouth to scream back at the baboon.

The noise that came from his throat was a feeble whisper compared to the chorus of shrieks that assaulted him. More and more

males joined the silver-caped one, and behind them came the females.




In terror, growing weak and dizzy, Bakht thrashed about on the ground, trying to get away. As he moved, he grabbed pebbles,

sticks, anything he could use as a weapon, to hurl at his attackers. At last his back hit the enclosure wall. Bakht threw

a rock at a furious mass of fur as it scampered at him. It screeched and retreated.




Summoning the last of his strength, Bakht cried out, knowing all the time that he would never be heard over the mindless screams

of the baboons. His body was growing heavy. With one hand still pressed to the hole in his belly, his free hand scraped the

packed earth, scooping up dirt. As blackness overcame him, he hurled the dirt in the snarling dog-face of the baboon that

rushed at him.






Chapter 2
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Memphis, reign of Tutankhamun


Lord Meren, hereditary prince and Friend of the King, sailed over the shoulder of his opponent to land flat on his back in

the dirt. He sucked in air while trying to focus his vision on the sky, which looked the color of old linen in the first feeble

light of dawn. A fine spray of dust coated his sweat-drenched body, and he cursed his own arrogance. The new charioteer might

have only nineteen years, but he had the muscles of a rhinoceros and the stamina of a water buffalo. Now he was in the midst

of a wrestling match in front of his charioteers and his son—Kysen—and he might lose. Ignoring the cheers of support from

Kysen, his aide Abu, and others, Meren blinked to clear his vision.




He rolled to his feet as Irzanen approached. Emboldened by his success, the young man made his first and last mistake of the

match. With a yell that proclaimed his impending triumph, he charged at Meren, leading with his right shoulder. Although he

was breathing painfully hard, Meren smiled, braced himself as though he were going to take the charge, and let Irzanen come

at him. The charioteer’s bare feet slapped the ground, and at the last moment he lowered his head.




It was the move for which Meren had been waiting. He straightened from his crouch and whipped to the side as Irzanen pounded

up to him. His foot lashed out, hooked the charioteer’s ankle, and pulled. Irzanen crashed to the ground like a falling obelisk,

and Meren jumped on his back. Grabbing Irzanen’s arms, he bent them up and pressed them against his back. The younger man

cried out and thrashed about with his legs, but Meren simply slipped a knee between them and nudged. Irzanen went still at

once.




Shaking his head while their audience cheered, Meren moved his knee. “If you want to survive, Lord Irzanen, you must learn

when to give way as well as when to fight.” He released his opponent’s arms and hauled him to his feet. “A wise heart is as

valuable as strength.”




Irzanen’s chest was heaving. Rivulets of perspiration flooded his face. “I was too quick, was I not?”


“Swift of body, but not of wits.” Meren wiped his forehead with the back of his arm and noted Irzanen’s downcast expression.

“And you almost bested me, but if you repeat that to the others, I will deny it.”
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