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CRITICS SALUTE RAMSES


“HE DIED THREE THOUSAND YEARS AGO. BUT HE IS STILL THE LITERARY STAR OF THE YEAR. THE RAMSES II SAGA . . . IS A MUST-READ BESTSELLER”

—Paris Match


“Officially, Christian Jacq was born in Paris in 1947. In fact, his real birth took place in the time of the pharaohs, along the banks of the Nile, where the river carries eternal messages. . . . Who could ever tell that Christian Jacq, Ramses’ official scribe, was not writing from memory?”


—Magazine Littéraire

“With hundreds of thousands of readers, and millions of copies in print, Christian Jacq’s success has become unheard of in the world of books. This man is the pharaoh of publishing!”

—Figaro Magazine


“In 1235 B.C., Ramses II might have said: ‘My life is as amazing as fiction!’ It seems Christian Jacq heard him. . . . Christian Jacq draws a pleasure from writing that is contagious. His penmanship turns history into a great show, high-quality entertainment.”


—VSD

“It’s Dallas or Dynasty in Egypt, with a hero (Ramses), beautiful women, plenty of villains, new developments every two pages, brothers fighting for power, magic, enchantments, and historical glamour.”

—Liberation

“He’s a pyramid-surfer. The pharaoh of publishing. His saga about Ramses II is a bookselling phenomenon.”

—Le Parisien
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ONE





Ramses was alone, awaiting a sign from the Invisible.


Alone, facing the vast scorched stretches of desert. Alone, facing the destiny still just beyond his grasp.

At twenty-three, Prince Ramses was tall and athletic, with well-defined, powerful muscles and a magnificent head of red-gold hair. A broad, high forehead, thick brows arching over small, bright eyes, a long, slightly hooked nose, rounded, delicate rimmed ears, full lips, and a strong chin added up to a commanding, attractive countenance.

He had already been through so much—younger son of Pharaoh Seti, royal scribe, army officer, finally named co-regent by his father and initiated into the mysteries of Abydos.

Seti had been a great ruler, an irreplaceable sovereign whose reign had brought peace and prosperity. But now Seti was dead after fifteen remarkable years on the throne, fifteen all-too-brief years that had flown like an ibis in the summer twilight.

At first, Ramses had not even been aware that his distant, demanding, awe-inspiring father was gradually grooming him for kingship. Seti had put him through various tests, beginning with a face-to-face encounter with a wild bull, the symbol of pharaonic power. At fourteen, Ramses had the courage to confront the beast, but not the strength to overcome it. He would have been gored to death if Seti hadn’t roped the charging bull, leaving Ramses indelibly impressed with the understanding of a pharaoh’s first duty: protecting the weak.

The king alone held the key to true power. Through the magic of experience, he communicated it to Ramses, stage by stage, without revealing his master plan. Over the years, father and son had grown closer, united in faith and purpose. Reserved, unbending, Seti was a man of few words, yet with Ramses he indulged in long conversations, attempting to spell out what was required of the Lord of the Two Lands, upper and lower Egypt.

Those golden hours, those blessed moments had now vanished into the silence of death.

Pharaoh’s words had poured like consecrated water into Ramses’ heart, where they would be stored as precious treasure, infusing his thoughts and actions. But Seti had departed, gone to commune with his fellow gods, and Ramses was alone, bereft of his father’s guiding presence.

He felt defenseless, unable to bear the weight thrust upon his young shoulders. To govern Egypt . . . at thirteen, it had been his dream, a childish longing for a prize that could never be his. Convinced that his older brother, Shaanar, was his father’s chosen successor, he had finally surrendered the foolish notion.

But Pharaoh Seti and Tuya, the Great Royal Wife, had decided otherwise. After observing their two sons in action, their choice had fallen on Ramses. Why hadn’t they found someone stronger and abler, someone as great as Seti! Ramses felt prepared to meet any challenger face-to-face, but not to steer the ship of state through the uncertain waters of the future. He had proven himself in combat, campaigning with Seti in Nubia; his boundless energy would see him through a war in defense of his country, if the need arose; but he had no idea how to command an army of bureaucrats, dignitaries, and priests, all of whom could outmaneuver him.

The founder of their dynasty, the first Ramses, had been an elderly vizier, unwillingly appointed Pharaoh. When Seti inherited the throne, he was mature and experienced. He, Ramses, was only twenty-three and had been content to live in his father’s shadow, following his directives and responding to the least of his demands. It had been so wonderful to have a trusted guide! To work under Seti’s orders, to serve Egypt by obeying the Pharaoh, to have him available with the answer to every question . . . that paradise was lost.

Now fate had unfairly dictated that Ramses, a spirited, even rash young man, should take Seti’s place. It might be better if he fled, laughing, so far into the desert that no one would ever find him.

Of course, he could count on his supporters: his mother, Tuya, an exacting and faithful ally; Nefertari, his beautiful, calm young wife; and his four boyhood friends. Moses, the Hebrew, now supervised royal construction projects, Ahsha was in the diplomatic corps, Setau was a snake charmer, and Ahmeni had devoted his life to Ramses as his private secretary and sandal-bearer.

However, he could count far more enemies. His brother, Shaanar, had still not given up on claiming the throne for himself. It was anyone’s guess what plots he was currently hatching. If Shaanar appeared before him this very instant, Ramses would offer no resistance. His brother might as well wear the double crown if he coveted it so desperately.


But did Ramses have the right to betray his father and abdicate the responsibility with which he had been entrusted? It would be so simple to conclude that Seti had been mistaken, that in the end he might have changed his mind. But Ramses would not lie to himself. His fate depended on the answer he received from the Invisible.

It was here, in the desert, the heart of this “red land” charged with a dangerous energy, that the answer would come to him.

Sitting cross-legged in the classic scribe’s pose, Ramses waited. The vast and solitary desert was the place for a pharaoh. The rocks and sand harbored a fire that would either strengthen his soul or break him. Let the fire pass judgment!

The sun approached its zenith, the wind died down. A gazelle leaped from dune to dune. Danger was near.

It came out of nowhere: an enormous lion, twice as big as normal. The blazing mane made it look like a triumphant warrior, the sleek dark brown body rippled with muscles.

At the sight of Ramses, it loosed a fearful roar that echoed far into the distance. Teeth flashing, claws bared, the big cat studied its prey.

Seti’s son had no way to escape him.

The lion came closer, then stopped a few yards from Ramses, who noticed his golden eyes. For a few seconds, they stared each other down.

Flicking his tail at a fly, the lion loped forward, suddenly tense.

Ramses rose to his feet, still staring hard.

“It’s you, Fighter, whom I saved from certain death. What do you have in mind for me?”

Forgetting the danger, Ramses remembered plucking the baby lion from the brush as his army left Nubia. Fighter’s remarkable constitution had allowed him to survive a cobra bite. Cured by Setau’s remedies, the cub grew to colossal proportions as Ramses’ pet.

For the first time, Fighter had escaped from the pen where he was kept in his master’s absence. Reverting to the wild, he was ready to pounce on the man who had raised him.

“It’s up to you, boy. Kill me now, or fight at my side for life.”

The lion reared on his hind legs and set his paws on Ramses’ shoulders, nearly knocking him over. The prince held steady. Fighter’s claws retracted. He sniffed Ramses’ face. There was friendship, trust, and respect between them.

“You’ve sealed my fate, boy.”

There was no longer any choice for the young man Seti had named Son of Light.

He would have to fight like a lion.
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TWO





In Memphis, the palace was deep in mourning. Men stopped shaving, women wore their hair down. The mummification process took seventy days, and during that time the country was in limbo. The throne remained vacant until Seti’s successor was officially proclaimed, which could happen only after the Pharaoh was entombed and his mummy united with the heavenly light.


The frontier posts were on alert, troops ready to check any attempted invasion, at the order of the prince regent and the Great Royal Wife. The principal threat was from the Hittites, to the north in Asia Minor. While there appeared to be no imminent danger, a surprise attack was always possible. For centuries, the rich agricultural provinces of Egypt’s Delta had been tempting prey for Bedouin raiders roaming the Sinai desert, as well as for Asian princes who occasionally managed to form coalitions and storm the northeastern border.

Seti’s departure for the Land of the West was cause for alarm. Whenever a pharaoh passed away, the forces of chaos might prey on Egypt, destroying a civilization that had lasted through eighteen dynasties. Would young Ramses be able to keep the Two Lands safe from danger? Some of the notables were less than sure he could and wished he would step aside in favor of Shaanar, his more prudent and craftier brother.

The Great Royal Wife, Tuya, had not changed her habits since Seti’s death. Forty-two years old, slender and regal, with a fine, straight nose, piercing almond eyes, and a nearly square jaw, her moral authority was unquestionable. She had always been Seti’s full partner; when he was forced to leave the country on state business, it was she who ruled Egypt, and ruled it firmly.

At daybreak, Tuya liked to stroll briefly in her garden, among the tamarisk and sycamore trees, organizing her workday as she walked. Her time was divided between secular and religious duties.


With Seti gone, all her activity seemed devoid of meaning. Tuya’s sole desire was to join her husband in a world without conflict, far from the vanity of men; yet she was resigned to serving out her time on earth. Great happiness had been hers. She must repay her country by serving until she drew her last breath.

Nefertari’s elegant silhouette emerged from the morning mist. “More beautiful than the palace beauties,” as the common folk said, Ramses’ wife had shining black hair and sublime blue-green eyes. An accomplished musician who played at the goddess Hathor’s temple in Memphis, a gifted weaver, educated in classical literature (including her husband’s favorite, the sage Ptah-hotep), Nefertari was not of noble birth; but Ramses had found her beauty, intelligence, and unusual maturity for her age an irresistible combination. Nefertari never called attention to herself, yet attracted everyone. Within moments of meeting her, Tuya had recruited the girl to oversee her household, a position Nefertari continued to fill even after her marriage to the prince regent. The two women were very close, almost reading each other’s thoughts.

“The dew is thick this morning, Majesty. A blessing on our fair land.”

“You’re up early, Nefertari.”

“Not as early as you, and you’re the one who needs rest.”

“I can’t sleep anymore.”

“What can we do to ease your pain, Majesty?”

A sad smile fluttered on Tuya’s lips. “Seti is irreplaceable. The rest of my life will be bearable only if Ramses prospers in his reign. The thought of it is all that keeps me going.”

“I’m worried, Majesty.”

“Tell me what you fear.”

“That Seti’s wishes will not be respected.”


“Who would dare go against them?”

Nefertari remained silent.

“You’re thinking of Shaanar, I know. He’s vain and ambitious, but he would never be so foolish as to defy his father’s will.” The soft gold of dawn began to light the queen’s garden. “Do you think I’m naive, Nefertari? You don’t seem to share my opinion.”

“Majesty . . .”

“Has something happened to . . . ?”

“No, it’s only a feeling.”

“Daughter, you’re intuitive and quick as lightning. I know you never speak ill of others. But at this point nothing can stop Ramses from being crowned, short of his death.”

“That’s exactly what I fear, Majesty.”

Tuya stroked the branch of a tamarisk. “Would Shaanar resort to murder as his stepping-stone to power?”

“I hate the idea as much as you do, but I can’t get it out of my mind. You may think I’m a fool and tell me it’s all in my imagination. Even so, I had to say something.”

“What security measures has Ramses taken?”

“His lion and watchdog guard are always on duty, along with Serramanna, the head of his royal bodyguard. Since he came back safe from the desert, I’ve finally convinced him of the need for constant protection.”

“We’re only ten days into the mourning period. In two months, Seti’s body will be placed in his tomb, preserved for eternity. Then Ramses will be crowned and you will become Queen of Egypt.”
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Ramses bowed to his mother, then pressed her tenderly to him. Seemingly so fragile, she was a lesson in dignity and nobility.

“Why has God put us to such a cruel test?” he asked.

“Seti’s spirit lives on in you, my son. His time is over, yours is beginning. He will never die if you continue his work.”

“His shadow dwarfs me.”

“You, the Son of Light? You must part the darkness, overcome the chaos that looms around us.”

The young man pulled away from his mother.

“My lion was loose in the desert. He approached me as a friend.”

“The sign you were hoping for, wasn’t it?”

“Definitely, but may I ask you a favor? Whenever my father went abroad, you filled in for him.”

“Yes, according to tradition.”

“You have experience. You have everyone’s respect and admiration. What keeps you from replacing him now?”

“You know that was not Seti’s wish. He represented the law we must all try to follow. You are the one he chose, my son, and you must succeed him. I’ll help all I can and advise when you ask.”

Ramses did not press her. His mother was the only person who could alter his destiny and lift this burden from him, but she would never swerve from the course her late husband had set. Despite his misgivings, Ramses would have to make his own way.
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Serramanna, Ramses’ Sardinian bodyguard, stuck close to the king-to-be, never leaving his wing of the royal palace. Naming the former pirate to this prestigious position had been a controversial move. Some were convinced that sooner or later the mustachioed giant would turn on Seti’s son.

For the time being, he checked all visitors to the palace himself. The Great Royal Wife had urged him to screen them carefully and to feel free to use his sword if threatened.

Hearing distant shouts, Serramanna hurried toward the entryway.

“What’s going on here?”

“This one was trying to force his way in,” replied a guard, gesturing toward a tall, broad-shouldered man with flowing hair.

“Who are you?” challenged Serramanna.

“Moses the Hebrew, royal construction supervisor and friend of the prince.”

“What do you want?”

“Ramses will see me.”

“Not unless I say so.”

“Is he in seclusion?”

“Security measures. State the reason for your visit.”

“None of your business.”

“Then you’d better leave and steer clear of here, or I’ll have you thrown in jail.”

It took no fewer than four guards to restrain Moses.

“Tell Ramses I’m here, or he’ll have your hide!”

“You don’t scare me, mister.”

“Listen, you big lug! My friend is expecting me. Go ask Ramses.”

Years as a pirate captain and scores of fierce battles had honed Serramanna’s ability to read situations. Despite this Hebrew’s muscle and swagger, he seemed to be on the level.
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Ramses greeted his boyhood friend with a hug.

“Is this a palace or a fortress?” Moses asked.

“My mother and my wife, Ahmeni and Serramanna all fear the worst.”

“What is that supposed to mean?”

“An attempt on my life.”

The regent’s audience chamber looked out on the gardens. In the doorway, his huge pet lion dozed, with Watcher, the yellow dog, curled between his front paws.

“With them to guard you, you ought to feel safe enough.”

“Nefertari is convinced that Shaanar still thinks he should be king.”

“A coup before your father’s laid to rest? Hardly his style. He likes to set things in motion and watch from the background.”

“He’s running out of time.”

“You’re right. But he won’t risk a confrontation.”

“God willing. It could only bring harm to Egypt. What do you hear at Karnak?”

“Opinion is running against you.”

Moses had been running Seti’s vast construction site at Karnak, where the royal architects had been instructed to add a huge hall of columns to the temple. The Pharaoh’s death had brought the work to a halt.

“Whose opinion?”


“The priesthood of Amon, some nobles, the vizier of the south . . . Your sister, Dolora, and her husband, Sary, have stirred them up. They didn’t take kindly to being exiled from Memphis.”

“Sary tried to have me killed and nearly did have Ahmeni eliminated. Fine behavior from our old teacher! He and my sister could have faced much stiffer consequences than being sent to Thebes.”

“The southern sun did nothing to dry up their poison. You should have banished them from Egypt once and for all.”

“Dolora is my sister. Sary practically raised me.”

“Should a king have different standards for his relatives?”

Ramses was hurt to the quick. “I’m not king yet, Moses.”

“I still think you should have taken them to court.”

“If the two of them pull any more tricks, I’ll show no mercy.”

“I wish I believed you. You don’t realize how ruthless your enemies can be.”

“Right now I’m grieving for my father.”

“And forgetting your duty to your country. If Seti is looking down from heaven, do you think he approves of your passivity?”

If Moses weren’t his best friend, Ramses would have hit him.

“You want me to be hard and impersonal?”

“You’ve suffered a great loss, but keep your eyes open. Shaanar approached me, even knowing how close to you I am. He tried to turn me against you. Does that give you some sense of the danger you’re in?”

Ramses was speechless.


“You’re facing a tough opponent,” Moses continued. “Wake up, friend.”
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THREE





Memphis, where the Nile Valley began branching out into the Delta, was the country’s economic capital. Now it slumbered. In the harbor, called “Safe Journey,” merchant ships stayed in their moorings. For the seventy-day mourning period, trade was suspended, and the nobles refrained from entertaining.


Seti’s death had sent the town into a state of shock. His reign had brought increased prosperity, but the most prominent businessmen feared a weaker pharaoh would reverse the trend. A pharaoh less firm in defending Egypt’s interests—and who could be as strong as Seti? Shaanar, his elder son, would run the country capably, but in his waning days Seti had designated the young and fiery Ramses, who seemed more like a dashing playboy than a head of state. The most clear-sighted of leaders can make mistakes, and Memphis quietly agreed with Thebes that Seti might have chosen the wrong son to succeed him.

Shaanar restlessly paced Meba’s parlor. A fit-looking man of sixty with broad, appealing features, Meba was Seti’s longtime secretary of state. He had secretly worked against Ramses, supporting Shaanar, whose political and economic views more closely resembled his own. Opening the Mediterranean and Asian markets, strengthening commercial ties, was the wave of the future, even if it meant forgetting a few traditional principles. After all, he felt, the arms trade was preferable to armed conflict.

“Is he going to show up?” asked Shaanar.

“He’s in our camp, rest assured.”

“That could change any moment. You can’t trust a bully.”

Seti’s older son was short and heavyset, with a round face and plump cheeks. His thick, sensual lips betrayed his love of good food, and his dark, beady eyes were perpetually agitated. He avoided the sun and all forms of exertion. A cultivated voice failed to mask his uneven temper.

Shaanar was a pacifist for financial reasons. Egypt’s economic isolationism was folly, in his opinion. Treason was a term for moralizers without a nose for profit. Ramses was too old-fashioned to understand business. No matter how you looked at it, he didn’t deserve to be king. It was easy for Shaanar to rationalize the coup he would soon be orchestrating: Egypt would thank him for it.

First, though, he still needed his most important ally.

“A drink,” Shaanar demanded.

Meba served his illustrious guest a cup of cool beer.

“We never should have included him,” said the prince.

“I’m sure he’s still with us. Don’t forget how eager he is to get home.”

Finally, the secretary of state’s doorman announced the long-awaited caller.

Blond, sharp-eyed Menelaus, son of Atreus and King of Sparta, was lucky in war. He wore the breastplate, back armor, and wide belt with golden buckles that had served him well in Greece’s victory over Troy. With his fleet in tatters, he had sought refuge in Egypt. Now his wife, Helen, refused to leave the land of the pharaohs, fearing bitter treatment from her husband once they reached home. Since Queen Tuya had taken Helen under her wing, Menelaus was unable to strong-arm his wife. Fortunately for him, Shaanar had stepped in to enlist his cooperation in overthrowing Ramses, promising to hand over Helen in return.

The moment Shaanar became Pharaoh, Menelaus would take Helen back to Greece.

For several months, his troops had settled in, the officers joining the Egyptian army, the soldiers and sailors finding ways to make a living, all seemingly content with their good fortune. In reality, they anxiously awaited their commander’s order to spring into action, like a new and improved Trojan Horse.

The Greek eyed Meba suspiciously. “Tell him to leave,” he ordered Shaanar. “You and I talk, no one else.”

“The secretary of state is one of us.”

“Don’t make me repeat myself.”

Shaanar waved the older man out of the room.

“Where do we stand?” asked Menelaus.

“It’s time.”

“Are you sure? This infernal mummification takes so long I’m beginning to wonder about you people.”

“We need to act before my father’s mummy is laid in his tomb.”

“My men are ready.”

“I don’t want any unnecessary violence or . . .”

“Out with it, man! You Egyptians are afraid of a good fight. We Greeks kept after the Trojans for years until we destroyed them. If you want Ramses dead, say so. My sword will do the rest.”

“Ramses is my brother, and sometimes deceit is more effective than brute force.”

“They go hand in hand. And who are you to be lecturing me on strategy?”

“You need to win Helen back.”

“Helen!” he spat. “The woman makes me sick, but I can’t go home without her.”

“Then let’s try my plan.”

“Fill me in.”

Shaanar smiled. Luck was with him this time. With the Greek’s help, it would work. “Only two things stand in our way: the lion and Serramanna. Two solutions: poison and a sneak attack from inside. Your men kidnap Ramses and we hide him until you’re ready to take him off to Greece.”

“Why not just kill him?”

“I don’t want blood on my hands when I take the throne. The official story will be that Ramses renounced his claim and decided to see the world. Unfortunately, a tragic accident will occur during his travels.”

“What about Helen?”

“Once I’m crowned, my mother will have to obey my orders and release her. If Tuya resists, she’ll be placed under house arrest in a temple.”

Menelaus nodded. “Not bad, for an Egyptian. Do you have the poison on hand?”

“Of course.”

“Our man in Ramses’ guard troops is one of my best officers. He’ll have no trouble slitting Serramanna’s throat while he sleeps. Name the day, Prince.”

“It won’t be long. I have business in Thebes. As soon as I’m back, we’ll strike.”
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To Helen, freedom was an unexpected bonus, and she enjoyed every moment of it. In a light, nectar-scented dress, with a veil on her head to protect her from the sun, her life in Tuya’s household was a waking dream. She had somehow slipped out from under her bullying lowlife of a husband. “Evil bitch,” he told his men to call her.

Tuya and her daughter-in-law, Nefertari, had given Helen friendship and employment. It was a pleasure to live in a country where women were not forced to live as prisoners in their homes, even if that home was a palace.

Was Helen truly to blame for thousands of Greek and Trojan casualties? She had never wanted the long years of frenzied killing, yet somehow she had been tried and convicted without ever having the chance to defend herself. Here in Memphis no one condemned her. She wove, she listened to music and played it, she swam in the palace pools and strolled in the endlessly delightful gardens. The clash of weapons grew distant, yielding to birdsong.

Several times a day, fair-skinned Helen prayed for her dream to continue. Her only wish was to leave her past, her country, and her husband behind.

On a sandy path lined by persea trees, she spotted a dead crane. Walking closer, she saw that the bird’s handsome body had been torn open. Helen knelt and examined the entrails; her gift for prophecy had been acknowledged by both the Greeks and the Trojans.

It was a long while before she struggled to her feet. What she read in the crane’s shattered body appalled her.
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FOUR





Thebes, the southern capital, was home to the cult of Amon, the god credited with helping to drive out the Hyksos, a cruel, barbarian Asiatic people who had occupied the country several centuries earlier. Since Egypt’s liberation, every pharaoh for generations had paid tribute to Amon and further embellished his temple at Karnak until it had become the largest and richest of cult centers, a sort of state within the state. The high priest of Amon acted more the powerful government leader than clergyman.


Upon his arrival in Thebes, Shaanar immediately requested an audience with the high priest. The two men talked in the shade of an arbor dripping with wisteria and honeysuckle. A cooling breeze blew from the sacred lake nearby.

“You came without an entourage?” the high priest asked in wonder.

“Very few people are aware I’m here.”

“I see . . . we need to keep it quiet.”

“Are you still opposed to Ramses?”

“More firmly than ever. He’s too young and hotheaded to be Pharaoh. He’ll go overboard. Seti made a mistake designating him.”

“Will you go along with me?”

“Where would you rank the temple of Amon, if you wore the crown?”

“At the top of the list, naturally.”

“Your father had other ideas. He favored Heliopolis and Memphis. Karnak must no longer be second best; that’s all I ask.”

“Then don’t ask Ramses.”

“What do you have in mind, Shaanar?”

“We need to act, and act quickly.”

“In other words, before Seti’s funeral rites.”

“Yes. It’s our last chance.”

What Shaanar did not know was that the high priest of Amon was seriously ill. His doctor told him he had only months, perhaps weeks, to live. A speedy resolution would be a final blessing from the gods. Before he died, he would see Ramses deposed and Karnak saved.

“I cannot condone violence,” the high priest decreed. “Amon gave us peace; which must be preserved.”

“I agree completely. Unfit as he may be to rule, Ramses is my brother, and I hold him dear. I have never for one second intended him any harm.”

“What are your plans for him?”

“He’s an energetic young person, in love with adventure and the open road. An extended trip abroad will be a welcome prospect once he’s freed from his crushing responsibilities. When he returns, his firsthand observations will be extremely valuable.”

“I would also like to see your mother remain as your close adviser.”

“That goes without saying.”


“Be faithful to Amon, my son, and your future will be assured.”

Shaanar bowed deferentially. This gullible old prelate was a godsend.
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Dolora, Ramses’ older sister, rubbed soothing unguents into her oily skin. Plain, gangly, bored since birth, she hated Thebes, hated the south. A princess belonged in Memphis, in the thick of court gossip.

Thebes was tiresome. High society had welcomed her with open arms, of course, and showered her with invitations; she was, after all, a member of the royal family. But Memphis set the fashion, and besides, her husband was sinking into a deep depression. Affable, paunchy Sary had been Ramses’ tutor, then head of the Kap, the royal academy where Egypt’s top students were sent. His talents were wasted here, and it was all her brother’s fault.

Yes, Sary had come up with a less than successful scheme to have Ramses killed. And yes, she, Dolora, had thrown her lot in with Shaanar. Yes, they had both made mistakes. Even so, shouldn’t Ramses grant them his pardon, now that Seti had died?

Revenge was the only possible response to his cruelty. Ramses’ luck would turn eventually, and when it did, she and Sary would be ready. Meanwhile, she kept up her skin-care regime while her husband read or dozed.

Shaanar’s unannounced arrival was like a blast of cold water.

“My dear brother!” exclaimed Dolora, kissing him. “Bearing glad tidings, I hope!”

“Possibly.”

“Don’t keep us in suspense!” Sary demanded.


“I’m going to be king.”

“Our day is coming soon, then?”

“Come back to Memphis with me. I’ll find a place for you until we dispose of Ramses.”

Dolora blanched. “Dispose of him, you say?”

“Don’t worry, little sister. I’m only sending him on a grand tour.”

“Will you have a job for me?” asked Sary. “Something important?”

“You’ve made it just a bit awkward,” replied Shaanar, “but I can use a man of your intelligence. Be loyal to me and the sky’s the limit.”

“You have my word, Shaanar.”
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Iset the Fair was biding her time. Before she gave birth to their son, Ramses had sent her to Thebes; now she was raising her beloved Kha in the royal palace. A striking young woman with green eyes, a small, straight nose, and finely drawn lips, she was energetic, vivacious, Ramses’ first lover and now his lesser wife.

Lesser wife . . . hard to accept the title, harder still the status. Yet Iset found it impossible to be jealous of Nefertari, so lovely, gentle, and serious, who, even with the title of queen, still seemed devoid of worldly ambition.

It would have been easier if she were consumed with hate, if she could lash out at the two of them, but she still loved the man who had given her so much happiness and pleasure, the man to whom she had given his firstborn son.

Iset cared nothing for power and prestige. She loved Ramses for himself, his intensity and verve. The pain of living apart from him was sometimes unbearable. Why didn’t he realize how much it hurt her?

Soon Ramses would be king and come to see her only rarely, briefly. Each time, she knew, she would give in to her love for him. If only she could meet someone else—but other men paled in comparison to Ramses.

When her majordomo announced Shaanar, Iset was amazed. What was Seti’s older son doing in Thebes before the funeral?

He was shown into a room with narrow slits of windows high in the walls, letting in fresh air but little direct sunlight.

“You look magnificent, Iset.”

“What do you want?”

“I know you don’t care for me, but I also know you’re intelligent enough to look out for your own best interests. I think you have the makings of a Great Royal Wife.”

“Too bad Ramses doesn’t share your opinion.”

“What if it weren’t up to him?”

“What do you mean?”

“My brother isn’t a complete fool. He finally sees that he’s not fit to govern Egypt.”

“Meaning . . .”

“Meaning that I’ll take over and you can be Lady of the Two Lands.”

“Ramses would never step down. You’re lying.”

“It’s the truth, dear lady. He’s planning to leave the country with Menelaus. When he’s done traveling, he’ll be treated with all the respect due a member of the royal family.”

“Has he said anything about me?”

“I’m afraid he’s forgotten you and his little son. All he can think of is seeing the world.”

“Is he taking Nefertari?”


“No, no . . . too many fish in the sea.” Shaanar laughed. “You know his appetites.”

Iset seemed distraught. Shaanar would have liked to take her hand, but it was too soon. He mustn’t frighten her away. First he needed to offer comfort, then slowly begin to woo her.

“Kha will have the finest education,” he promised. “You won’t have to worry. After Seti is laid to rest, we’ll go back to Memphis together.”

“Will Ramses be gone by then?”

“Of course.”

“He’s not attending the funeral rites?”

“It’s a shame, but there’s no help for it. Menelaus refuses to wait any longer. Forget Ramses, Iset. Concentrate on becoming queen.”
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FIVE





Iset spent a sleepless night.


Shaanar was lying. It wasn’t like Ramses to leave Egypt at a time like this. Not for the world would he miss Seti’s funeral.

Ramses had treated her badly, true, but she would never betray him to his brother. Iset had no desire to be queen, no matter what Shaanar thought. The moon-faced, smooth-talking, ambitious, conceited fool! She hated him.

She knew what she had to do: warn Ramses that his brother was plotting a coup.

On fresh papyrus, she composed a long letter relating her conversation with Shaanar. Then she summoned the local head of the royal courier service.

“This needs to reach Memphis as soon as possible.”

“I’ll see to it personally,” he assured her.
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River traffic at Thebes had slowed considerably, as in Memphis, while the country was in mourning. Guards dozed at the river landing where boats for the north customarily docked. Iset’s messenger hailed a sailor.

“Raise anchor, we’re leaving for Memphis.”

“Sorry, can’t leave port.”

“Why?”

“The high priest of Amon at Karnak has the boat reserved.”

“Without going through my office?”

“Just got the order.”

“Well, I’m telling you to ignore it.”

A man appeared on the bridge of the boat in question.

“Orders are orders, my good man. Don’t contradict him.”

“Keep your nose out of this, whoever you are.”

“I’m Shaanar, Seti’s older son.”

The official bowed. “Forgive my insolence, Your Highness.”


“All right, if you give me the message Iset the Fair wants delivered.”

“But . . .”

“It goes to the royal palace in Memphis, correct?”

“Yes, to your brother, Ramses.”

“That’s where I’m heading tonight. Or don’t I meet your standards as a courier?”

The official handed the letter to Shaanar.

As soon as the boat pulled away from Thebes, Shaanar tore Iset’s letter to shreds and scattered them in the wind.
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The night was warm and fragrant, belying the fact that Egypt had lost a king as great as the Old Kingdom pharaohs. As the country mourned, the usual lively nightlife was nowhere to be found. In village squares and city streets, no dancing, singing, or storytelling; no tales of animals turning human and teaching humans a lesson or two, no games and laughter.

Watcher, Ramses’ yellow dog, slept with his head against Fighter, the huge lion that patrolled the regent’s private garden. After the gardeners finished the evening watering, the two pets liked to stretch out on the cool grass.

Among the gardeners was a Greek, one of Menelaus’s men. Before leaving for the night, he tucked poisoned chunks of meat into one of the lily beds, where the greedy beasts would surely find them. Even if the lion took hours to die, no treatment could save him.

Watcher picked up the scent first. Yawning, he stretched, sniffed the air, and trotted over to the lilies. His snout quickly led him to the meat; he nosed and pawed it thoroughly, then backtracked. This was too good a find not to share with his friend.

The three soldiers perching on the garden wall smiled as the lion sleepily trailed the yellow dog back to the flower bed. Just a little longer and the coast would be clear. They could slip into Ramses’ bedchamber and hustle him away to Menelaus’s waiting ship.

The lion and dog lay with their heads in the foliage. Before long they seemed to go limp. Ten minutes later one of the Greeks jumped down from the wall. Given how deadly the poison was and how much had been put in the meat, the big cat must already be paralyzed.

The scout motioned to his companions, who followed him down the path toward the regent’s suite. They were about to go inside when a growling sound made them wheel around.

Fighter and Watcher stood staring at them. Among the trampled lilies lay the tainted meat, which the lion had shredded after confirming his friend’s suspicions.

The three Greek soldiers huddled together, daggers raised.

Fighter sprang at them, teeth and claws bared.
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The Greek officer who had infiltrated Ramses’ royal bodyguard crept through the prince regent’s wing of the silent palace. Since he was assigned to patrol the hallways, none of the other soldiers on duty would think a thing of it.

He headed toward the granite threshold where Serramanna slept. The Sard always boasted that anyone coming after Ramses would have to deal with him first. Once the regent lost his mainstay, Shaanar could easily take command of the guard troops.

The Greek stopped and listened. Not a sound, except for the steady breathing of deep sleep. Even a giant had to rest sometime. But he might have a cat’s reflexes on suddenly waking to danger. The Greek must move swiftly and surely, allowing the Sard no time to react.

Cautiously, he listened a while longer, until there could be no doubt. Then he unsheathed his dagger and held his breath, striking furiously at the sleeping figure’s throat.

“Nice try, for a sneaking coward,” a deep voice snarled from behind him. He whirled around.

“You just killed a dummy,” said Serramanna. “My breathing was real, though. I had a hunch that something was up tonight.”

Menelaus’s man gripped the handle of his dagger.

“Drop it.”

“I’m still going to slit your throat.”

“Want to bet?” The Sard loomed over him. The Greek’s dagger connected with air. For his size, Serramanna was surprisingly quick on his feet.

“You don’t even know how to fight,” he taunted.

The Greek tried a feint, stepping aside, then rushing forward, blade pointing at his opponent’s stomach.

The Sard’s right hand chopped at his wrist, breaking it, as his left hand slammed into the Greek’s temple. Tongue dangling, eyes glazed, he collapsed and was dead before he even hit the floor.

“One fewer coward to deal with,” muttered Serramanna.
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Wide awake, Ramses considered the two-pronged attack. Fighter had taken care of the soldiers in the garden. On his doorstep lay another dead Greek, a member of his personal bodyguard.

“They were after you,” Serramanna said flatly.

“Did the one you killed say anything?”

“I didn’t have time to ask questions. No great loss; he wasn’t much of a soldier.”

“Menelaus has to be behind this.”

“Just let me at that bully! I’ll send him off to meet all the heroes he’s always lamenting.”

“For the moment, just double the watch.”

“Defense is fine, but we’ll never be secure unless we strike back.”

“First we need to know who the enemy is.”

“You just told me it’s Menelaus! Never trust a Greek. Send them all packing before they try again!”

Ramses laid a hand on Serramanna’s right shoulder.

“With you on my side, I don’t have to worry.”

Ramses spent the rest of the night in the garden with his pets. Fighter was fast asleep; Watcher dozed fitfully. The prince contemplated human folly. The struggle for power had begun even before Seti’s mummy could be laid in his tomb.

Moses was right. Lenience toward his enemies had only made them more likely to keep up their attacks, convinced he would not retaliate.

With the dawn, the prince’s spirits rose. No one could take Seti’s place, but it was time for Ramses to start acting like a pharaoh.
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SIX





In Seti’s Egypt, temples were responsible for redistributing excess donations, as well as the food produced on their extensive domains. As long as there had been pharaohs, the law of Ma’at, the fragile goddess of truth and justice, maintained that this land of plenty should be free from want. What god could bless a feast day if even the humblest soul went hungry?


As head of state, a pharaoh was both the rudder that steered a steady course and the captain who held his crew together. He must inspire the cooperation essential to any lasting society.

A key government department maintained strict control over the redistribution of goods. However, the temples were allowed to commission a few independent merchants to travel the length of the country, trading freely.

One such trader was Raia, a Syrian living in Egypt for over ten years. With his cargo ship and herd of donkeys, he was constantly on the move, selling wine, preserved meat, and vases imported from Asia. He was of average height and build, sporting a trim goatee and a striped tunic. Polite, discreet, and honest, he attracted a faithful clientele with quality merchandise at reasonable prices. His work permit was renewed year after year in recognition of his service to his adopted country. Like many other immigrants, the Syrian had become practically indistinguishable from the natives.

No one knew that Raia moonlighted as a secret agent for the Hittites.

The information he fed the warlike Anatolians would help them decide when to attack Pharaoh’s foreign dominions, seize those lands, then invade Egypt itself. Raia had cultivated contacts in the military, the customs department, and the police. Tidbits from their dinner conversation ended up in Hattusa, the Hittite capital, by way of coded messages inserted into the alabaster vases Raia exported to southern Syria, Egypt’s official ally. Customs had searched his shipments more than once, finding only what appeared to be routine business letters and invoices. The importer made a profit selling the vases and a bonus for delivering the messages to an agent in Hittite-controlled northern Syria, who relayed them directly to Hattusa.

It was a simple way for the Near East’s greatest military power to receive monthly briefings on Egyptian politics from a primary source.

Seti’s death and the subsequent mourning period would be the perfect time to attack Egypt, but Raia had argued forcefully against it, telling the Hittite generals it would be madness. If they thought the Egyptian army had been demobilized, they were sadly mistaken. Fearing a possible invasion before the ascension of Seti’s successor, the border patrols had been reinforced.

Furthermore, Seti’s loose-lipped daughter had made it plain that Shaanar, her elder brother, was not resigned to his fate. Seti had passed him over, but Shaanar planned to correct this obvious error before Ramses’ coronation.

Raia had made a thorough study of the disgruntled prince. Ambitious, clever, devious—and ruthless when his personal interest was at stake—he was altogether different from his father and brother. Seeing him become Pharaoh was devoutly to be wished, for he seemed more inclined to believe the current Hittite propaganda that closer diplomatic and trade relations would bring an end to the old hostilities. Even Seti had failed to take the key fortress of Kadesh when he had the chance, suing for peace instead. The King of the Hittites had proclaimed his intention to check his expansionist tendencies. He hoped the new pharaoh would believe him and let down the country’s defenses.

Raia next began to ferret out Shaanar’s co-conspirators and determine how he planned to proceed. His unerring instincts led him to the Greeks who had recently settled in Memphis. Menelaus was no more than a cruel mercenary who boasted of razing Troy. Rumor had it that the bloodthirsty Greek was restless, eager to sail home as a conquering hero with his wife, Helen, in tow. Shaanar, he surmised, would pay the Greek contingent handsomely to eliminate Ramses and help him reclaim his rightful place as Seti’s successor.

Raia was convinced that Ramses would mean trouble for the Hittites. Unafraid to fight, he had inherited his father’s determination. He was young, hot-blooded, unpredictable. Shaanar, on the other hand, was a known quantity, reasonable, open-minded: clearly the better choice.

Unfortunately, a palace servant in Raia’s employ had just brought the information that several Greek mercenaries had been killed while attempting to enter Ramses’ bedchamber. The attempted coup had apparently failed.


The next few hours would be telling. If Shaanar managed to avoid being implicated, he still had a future. If not, he’d have to be crossed off the list.
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Menelaus stomped on the shield that had warded off so many blows on the battlefield. He broke one of the spears that had dispatched many a Trojan. Then he grabbed a vase and threw it against the wall of his antechamber.

Still fuming, he turned to face Shaanar.

“A complete failure! How can it be? We always win. It took us ten years to beat the Trojans, but we did it.”

“I sympathize, but the fact is that Ramses’ lion got your three soldiers and Serramanna killed the guardsman.”

“Someone gave away our plans.”

“No, your men were simply outmaneuvered. Ramses suspects you now. He’ll probably order you out of the country.”

“Without Helen.”

“Yes. You let me down, Menelaus.”

“Your plan was stupid.”

“You seemed to think it would work.”

“Get out!”

“You’d better be prepared to leave soon.”

“I know what I have to do.”
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Ahmeni was Ramses’ sandal-bearer and private secretary, but first and foremost his lifelong friend. His allegiance was complete and unconditional. Short and slight, with thinning hair, his frail physique did not prevent him from being a tireless worker and peerless scribe, forever studying official documents and briefing Ramses on their contents. Devoid of personal ambition, Ahmeni was nevertheless a strict taskmaster, holding his administrative staff of twenty to the highest standards, prizing accuracy and discipline above all else.

Although he had little use for a brute like Serramanna, Ahmeni admitted that the bodyguard had dealt effectively with the Greek assassin. Ramses’ reaction to the attack was surprising. The future pharaoh simply asked his secretary for a thorough description of the main branches of government, how they worked, how they related to one another.

When Serramanna came in to announce Shaanar, Ahmeni was irritated. He did not want to be interrupted as he pored over documents concerning the reform of outdated laws regulating public ferries.

“Don’t let him in,” Ahmeni urged Ramses.

“Shaanar is my brother.”

“He’s a self-centered schemer.”

“I think I should hear what he has to say for himself.” Ramses had his brother shown into the garden, where Fighter lazed in the shade of a sycamore tree and Watcher gnawed on a bone.

“Your security is much tighter than Seti’s!” exclaimed Shaanar. “You certainly screen your visitors.”

“Haven’t you heard that some Greeks broke in here last night? They were after me.”

“I heard. I’ve come to tell you who’s responsible.”

“How would you know that?”

“Menelaus approached me.”

“What was his proposition?”


“To put me on the throne.”

“And you’re going to tell me you turned him down?”

“I do love power, Ramses, but I know my limitations. No one but you can be the next pharaoh. Our father’s wishes were clear; they must be respected.”

“Why would Menelaus risk his neck?”

“He’s dying to sail home as a conquering hero, but to do that he needs to bring Helen. He’s convinced that you’re holding her against her will. In exchange for making me king, he wanted me to banish you to the desert, hand over Helen, and clear him for departure.”

“Helen is free to leave whenever she chooses. I have no say in her decision.”

“No Greek would believe you. Menelaus assumes a man is telling her what to do.”

“He’s a dolt.”

“Perhaps, but he’s used to bullying his way through life. You’d better be careful.”

“What would you advise?”

“He’s violated our hospitality. It’s time that he left for good.”
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SEVEN





The poet Homer lived in a fine new residence not far from the palace. Ramses had provided a cook, maid, and gardener to look after him. The cellar was stocked with Delta wine that Homer spiced with anise and coriander, and there was a liberal supply of the fragrant olive oil he liked to rub on his skin. The old poet was so comfortable that he rarely left his garden, seeking inspiration in the shade of his beloved lemon tree.


He would smoke crushed sage leaves in a pipe fashioned from a giant snail shell and a hollow reed. Hector, his black and white cat, purred in his lap as he dictated verse after verse of his Iliad to Ahmeni or one of the scribe’s assistants.

Ramses’ visit was an added pleasure. The cook brought a Cretan wine jug with a very thin spout, pouring just a trickle of cool spiced wine. The garden pavilion—four acacia columns with a palm-frond roof—gave some relief from the summer heat.

“This nice hot weather helps my aching bones,” said Homer, stroking the flowing white beard that was such a contrast to his lined and craggy face. “Do you have storms like we do in Greece?”

“Tremendous ones,” answered Ramses. “When our god Set unleashes his fury, dark clouds fill the sky, lightning flashes, thunder rumbles, and bolts crash to the ground. The rain floods dry riverbeds, sweeping rocks through the canyons. You’ll understand why Set is called ‘The Destroyer.’”

“Wasn’t your father named for him?”

“For a long time I couldn’t imagine why a pharaoh would place himself under the protection of the god who murdered Osiris, his own brother. Then I realized that Seti wanted to harness the powers of darkness and use them to do good.”

“Strange, strange country! And it seems you’ve been having your own stormy weather, son.”

“I didn’t know you could see from your garden to mine.”

“My eyesight is failing, but my hearing is excellent.”

“So you heard that your countrymen tried to eliminate me.”

“The other day I wrote these lines: ‘I greatly fear that you will be caught tight in the enemy’s net, that you will all become their prey and spoils of war. They will sack your cities. Think on it night and day, fight on, if you wish to hold your heads high.’”

“Are you a seer?”

“I can guess why a future pharaoh would take time from his official duties to seek the opinion of an obscure old poet—not that I don’t appreciate your visits.”

Ramses smiled. He liked the way Homer spoke his mind.

“All right. Do you think the soldiers who came after me were acting alone or on orders from Menelaus?”

“Beware of Greeks, my friend! Hatching plots is their favorite pastime. If Menelaus wants Helen, and you’re standing in his way, it’s goodbye Ramses.”

“But I’m still here.”

“Menelaus is as single-minded as he is unprincipled. He’ll keep trying, attack you in your own backyard, without a thought for the consequences.”

“What do you recommend?”

“Pack him off to Greece with Helen.”

“She won’t go.”

“Through no fault of her own, that woman sows death and destruction in her wake. If you think you can alter the course of her destiny, you’re sadly mistaken.”

“She’s free to choose where she lives.”

“Don’t say I didn’t warn you. By the way, I could use some new papyrus and more of that wonderful olive oil.”

Some might have said the white-bearded poet should be less brusque with his royal patron. Ramses, however, valued the old man’s frankness. There were yes-men to spare in the royal court.
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The moment Ramses walked through the gate to his wing of the palace, Ahmeni came running, in a most uncharacteristic state of agitation.

“What’s happening?”

“Menelaus,” Ahmeni panted.

“What now?”

“He’s taken hostages down at the harbor—dockworkers, women and children. Says he’ll kill them unless you deliver Helen to him today.”

“Where is he?”


“On his ship, with the hostages. His whole fleet is ready to sail. Not one of his mercenaries is left in town.”

“And where were our naval police when all this happened?”

“Don’t be too hard on them. Menelaus took the guards on duty by surprise.”

“Has anyone told my mother?”

“She’s waiting for you, with Nefertari and Helen.”
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Seti’s widow, Ramses’ wife, and Menelaus’s reluctant spouse were all looking anxious. Tuya sat on a low gilded chair, Nefertari on a folding stool. Helen stood, her back against a light green column with a lotus capital.

The Queen Mother’s audience chamber was cool and restful, with subtle, pleasing scents in the air. On Pharaoh’s throne, a bouquet of flowers marked the temporary absence of a monarch.

Ramses bowed to his mother, kissed his wife gently, greeted Helen.

“How much do you know?” asked Tuya.

“Only that it’s serious. How many hostages?”

“Around fifty.”

“Even one life is more than I’m willing to sacrifice.”

Ramses turned to Helen. “If we attack, will Menelaus really kill the hostages?”

“He’ll slit their throats with his own dagger.”

“How could he live with innocent blood on his hands?”

“He wants me back. If he can’t have me, he’ll kill before he gets killed.”

“It’s barbaric.”


“Menelaus is a warrior. To him, everyone is either friend or foe.”

“And his own men . . . doesn’t he realize none of them will survive if the hostages are executed?”

“They’ll die as heroes, with their honor intact.”

“Heroes or murderers of defenseless bystanders?”

“Menelaus knows only one law: kill or be killed.”

“There must be a special hell reserved for Greek heroes.”

“Frightening as it may be, their need to fight is more intense than the simple desire to survive.”

Nefertari drew closer to Ramses. “What will you do?”

“I’ll board Menelaus’s ship alone and unarmed and try to reason with him.”

“You must be joking,” Helen said with a bitter laugh.

“The least I can do is try.”

“He’ll take you hostage, too!” Nefertari interjected.

“You have no right to put yourself in such danger,” Tuya told him. “Won’t you just be falling into his trap?”

“He’ll take you away to Greece,” Nefertari prophesied, “and someone else will be Pharaoh—someone who’ll use Helen as a pawn in trade negotiations.”

Ramses shot a questioning look at his mother. She seemed to agree with Nefertari.

“If persuasion won’t work with Menelaus, we’ll have to resort to violence.”

Helen approached the prince regent.

“No,” he said, “we won’t let you go to him. Protecting a guest is a sacred duty.”

“Ramses is right,” the Queen Mother seconded. “Giving in to your husband’s blackmail would be in violation of the law of Ma’at. It could only bring unhappiness to Egypt.”


“But I’m the one who caused all this to happen and it’s—”

“Don’t, Helen. Since you’ve chosen to live among us, we’re bound to help you stay free.”

“I’ll think of something,” Seti’s son concluded.
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Trembling and sweating, Meba, the late pharaoh’s secretary of state, stood on the pier shouting back and forth with Menelaus and fearing that a Greek archer’s arrow would pierce him at any moment. However, he did win one concession from the King of Sparta: Ramses would be allowed one night to host a farewell banquet in Helen’s honor.

Menelaus stipulated that the hostages would be given no food whatsoever until Helen boarded the ship. He would release them once he sailed clear and was sure no Egyptian warships were trailing his fleet.

Unharmed, Meba walked briskly away from the flagship, not minding the Greek soldiers’ taunts. Ramses’ praise for his able negotiations was some consolation.

The prince now had a few precious hours to formulate a plan to free the hostages.
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EIGHT





Average in height, strong as an ox, with dark hair and skin, the snake charmer Setau was making love to his lissome Nubian wife, Lotus, whose slender curves were a constant call to pleasure. Their large home on the edge of the desert, far from the center of Memphis, also served as their laboratory and workshop. Several rooms were filled with flasks and vials of various sizes and the strange contraptions they used to produce pharmaceuticals from snake venom.


Lotus was a marvelously limber and willing participant in her husband’s seemingly endless variations on a theme. Besides her talents in bed, her thorough and insightful knowledge of reptile behavior never ceased to impress him. Their mutual passion for snakes led to important discoveries and, after a great deal of experimentation, the creation of new remedies.

As Setau caressed his wife’s breasts, tender as flower buds, their pet cobra suddenly rose to attention in the doorway.

“Someone’s approaching,” said Setau.


Lotus glanced at the splendid reptile. Its swaying told her whether their visitor was a friend or a stranger. Tonight it did not seem alarmed.

Setau slid off the cozy bed and grabbed a club. While he trusted the cobra’s judgment, at this time of night it was best to be careful.

A galloping horse pulled up in front of the house. The rider jumped off.

“Ramses! What are you doing here in the middle of the night?”

“Hope I’m not disturbing you . . .”

“As a matter of fact, Lotus and I were just—”

“Sorry, but I need your help.”

The two had attended the royal academy together, but Setau had shunned the traditional administrative career path to devote himself to the study of snakes, unlocking their secrets of life and death. When they were still in their teens, he had dared Ramses to face the master of the desert, a lethal species of cobra. Setau was immune to the cobra’s bite, but the prince was not. Their friendship survived the challenge, and Setau belonged to the limited circle of Ramses’ closest confidants.

“Is the kingdom in danger?”

“Menelaus has taken hostages and threatens to kill them unless we hand over Helen.”

“A fine mess. But why not let her go? The woman did cause the destruction of an entire city.”

“Violating the laws of hospitality would make us no better than the Greeks.”

“Let the barbarians work it out for themselves.”

“Helen is a queen. She wants to stay in Egypt. It’s my duty to keep her out of Menelaus’s clutches.


“You really sound like a pharaoh. It must be your destiny. But then it’s not a job any sane man would ask for.”

“I need to storm Menelaus’s ship without harming the hostages.”

“You’ve always liked beating impossible odds.”

“The commanding officers of the regiments stationed in Memphis haven’t come up with one worthwhile idea. Every plan they suggest would end in massacre.”

“Does that surprise you?”

“No. That’s why I thought of you.”

“You think I’m going to storm Greek warships?”

“Not you—your snakes.”

“Let’s hear it.”

“Before dawn, we’ll send swimmers to climb up the sides of the ship, carrying bags with snakes in them. Then they dump the snakes near the soldiers guarding the hostages. A few of the guards will be bitten, and in the confusion, our men can free the hostages.”

“Original, but awfully risky. What makes you think the cobras will go for the Greeks?”

“I’m fully aware of the enormous risk we’ll be taking.”

“We?”

“You and I will be leading the raid, of course.”

“You expect me to risk my life for some Greek woman I’ve never met?”

“No, for Egyptian hostages you’ve never met.”

“What will happen to my wife and my snakes if I die in the process?”

“They’ll be taken care of.”

“No, it’s too risky. And how many snakes would you expect me to commit to fighting these bloodthirsty foreigners?”


“You’ll be paid triple the going bounty, plus I’ll designate your laboratory as an official research center.”

Setau looked back toward Lotus, so appealing in the warm summer darkness.

“Enough talk. We’d better start bagging the snakes.”
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Menelaus paced the bridge of his flagship. The lookouts had noted no unusual activity on the riverbanks. Just as he supposed, the Egyptians were too afraid of bloodshed to make a move, the cowards. Taking hostages wasn’t pretty, but it had worked. There was no other way to pry Helen loose from Tuya and Nefertari.

The hostages had stopped their crying and moaning. Hands tied behind their backs, they huddled on the poop deck, guarded by ten soldiers who were relieved every two hours.

Menelaus’s aide-de-camp came up to the bridge.

“Do you think they’ll attack?” he asked.

“It would be counterproductive. We’d have to slaughter the hostages.”

“In that case, we’d have no buffer.”

“We’d kill a lot of Egyptians before we were back at sea . . . but don’t worry, they won’t endanger the lives of innocent victims. I’ll get Helen back at dawn and we’ll sail home.”

“I’ll miss this place.”

“Have you lost your mind?”

“Didn’t you think life was good in Memphis? Peace at last.”

“We were born to fight, not laze around palaces.”


“How safe will you be when you do get home? By now there must be plenty of pretenders to your throne.”

“I can still handle a sword. When they see Helen under my thumb, they’ll realize who’s in charge.”
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Ramses had selected thirty of his best soldiers, all strong swimmers. Setau showed them how to avoid being bitten when they released their snakes. The volunteers’ faces were tense. The regent made a rousing speech. His strength of conviction, along with Setau’s obvious competence, convinced the commandos they would win the day.

Ramses hated keeping secrets from his wife and mother, but neither of them would have wanted him to take part in the raid, thinking it put him in too much danger. He assumed full responsibility for the surprise attack. If he was truly meant to be Pharaoh, fate would see him through.

Setau talked to the snakes inside their sacks and chanted spells to calm them. Lotus had taught him the sounds that had a magical effect on reptiles.

Once the secret weapons were ready, the raiders marched quietly down to the far end of the harbor, out of the Greek lookouts’ sight.

Setau touched Ramses’ wrist.

“Wait . . . Am I seeing things, or is Menelaus casting off?”

Ramses confirmed his suspicions. “Stay here,” he said, dropping the sack that contained a sand viper and running toward the Greek flagship. In the silvery moonlight, he saw the warrior king standing on the prow, holding Helen in front of him.


“Menelaus!” Ramses shouted.

The Greek, wearing a double breastplate and a harness with golden clasps, recognized the prince’s voice immediately.

“Ramses! You came to see me off. It will be a second honeymoon for me and Helen. She’ll be glad she decided to come. Believe me, she’ll get the royal treatment back home!” Menelaus snorted with laughter.

“Free the hostages!”

“Never fear, you’ll get them back alive.”

Ramses trailed behind the Greek fleet in a small boat with two sails. When the sun rose, Menelaus’s soldiers raised a racket, beating on their shields with swords and spears.

Under orders from the regent and the Great Royal Wife, the Egyptian navy made no move, giving the Greeks free passage to the Mediterranean. Menelaus could start his northward crossing.

For a second, Ramses thought he had been fooled, that the King of Sparta was about to slit his prisoners’ throats. But then a boat was lowered and the hostages climbed down a rope ladder to board it. The able-bodied men among them took the oars and rowed away from their floating prison as fast as they could.

On the prow of her husband’s ship, white-armed Helen, wearing a purple cloak, a white veil, and a collar of gold, gazed at the coast of Egypt, the country where she had known a few months of happiness, where she had hoped in vain to be free of Menelaus.

Once the hostages were beyond the Greek archers’ range, Helen twisted the amethyst on her right hand and drank the contents of the minuscule vial it concealed: poison stolen from a Memphis laboratory. She had sworn never again to become her husband’s slave; she refused to end her days beaten and humiliated in the palace gynaeceum. Returning with nothing but her corpse, the black-hearted conqueror of Troy would be a laughingstock.

She gloried in the touch of the summer sun, wishing her fair skin could turn a warm Egyptian copper, that she could be like her newfound friends, free to love whomever she chose, satisfied body and soul.

Helen quietly slumped, head rolling onto her shoulder, eyes wide open and fixed on the bright blue sky.
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NINE





By the time Ahsha returned from a brief State Department information-gathering mission in southern Syria, Memphis had already been in mourning for forty days. The next day, Tuya, Ramses, Nefertari, and key government figures were set to depart for Thebes, where Seti’s mummy would be laid to rest and the new king and queen would be crowned.


The only son of a wealthy family, well bred, elegant, with a long, fine-featured face, a pencil-thin mustache, lively, intelligent eyes, and a compelling, sometimes haughty manner of speaking, Ahsha had also been a classmate of Ramses’. Though Ahsha was distant and dispassionate, Ramses considered him both friend and critic. Ahsha knew several languages and from an early age had loved to travel and study other cultures. A diplomatic career had been a natural choice for him, and he was considered a boy wonder because of his accuracy in reading several crisis situations. At twenty-three, he was one of the top Asia experts in the Foreign Service. He was brilliant in the field and a gifted analyst as well, qualities rarely combined in one man. Some of his colleagues even called him a visionary. Be that as it may, Egypt’s security hinged on correctly assessing the Hittite empire’s intentions.

When he reported to Meba, Ahsha found the cabinet officer on the defensive, offering little comment and recommending only that he try to see Ramses as soon as possible, since the Pharaoh-to-Be was asking to meet with all high-level diplomats.

Ahsha was admitted by Ahmeni, the regent’s private secretary. The two old school friends greeted each other warmly.

“Still thin as a reed,” Ahsha noted.

“And you’re wearing the latest fashion, as usual.”

“We’re all grown up now, so I have my choice of vices! It’s good to see that your talents are appreciated, Ahmeni.”

“I pledged my loyalty to Ramses and I’ve given my all.”

“Wise choice. It won’t be long before Ramses is crowned, if the gods are willing.”

“They are. Did you hear he’s already survived one assassination attempt? Our Greek visitor, Menelaus, sent his henchmen after Ramses.”

“Menelaus is a minor king and a scoundrel.”

“To put it mildly. He took hostages and threatened to kill them unless we handed over Helen.”


“What did Ramses do?”

“He refused to violate the laws of hospitality and planned a counterattack.”

“Risky.”

“What alternative did he have?”

“Negotiate, then negotiate some more. Though I admit it would be almost impossible to get through to a ruffian like Menelaus. His plan worked, then?”

“No, Helen gave herself up without his knowledge. She felt responsible for the hostages. As soon as they were free and Menelaus’s ship headed out to sea, she took her life.”

“A grand gesture, but rather final.”

“Ironic as ever, I see.”

“I find that making fun of everything, including yourself, helps keep things in perspective.”

“Helen’s death doesn’t seem to affect you.”

“I say good riddance to Menelaus and his crew. If Egypt is looking for allies in Greece, we can do better.”

“Homer stayed behind, though.”

“Ramses’ old poet,” Ahsha said with a smile. “Still writing his account of the Trojan War?”

“I’ve had the honor of taking it down for him. His verse is tragic, but not lacking in nobility.”

“Literature will be your downfall, Ahmeni! Do you know what plans Ramses has for you once he’s Pharaoh?”

“No. I like what I’m doing now.”

“You deserve better.”

“What about you? Do you have your eye on something?”

“My first concern is to meet with Ramses.”

“Urgent business?”

“Do you mind if I save it for him?”

Ahmeni blushed. “Sorry. You’ll find him in the stables. No matter what he’s doing, he’ll want to see you.”
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Ramses seemed strikingly different. The prince was regal and sure of himself, driving his chariot with consummate skill, leading his horses through incredibly complex maneuvers that left the old stable hands gaping.

The tall adolescent had become a powerfully built athlete with the incontestable authority of a monarch. Still, Ahsha noted a rashness and drive that could lead to errors in judgment. But what use would it be recommending moderation to someone burning with so much energy?

As soon as he caught sight of Ahsha, the prince steered his way. The horses pulled up short only a length or two from the young diplomat, splattering his spotless tunic.

“Sorry, Ahsha! These young war horses can be a bit hard to handle.”

Ramses jumped down, called two grooms to look after the horses, and took Ahsha by the shoulders.

“More trouble brewing in Asia?”

“I’m afraid so, Majesty.”

“Majesty—I’m not Pharaoh yet!”

“A good diplomat always looks toward the future. As it happens, your future is fairly easy to predict.”

“You’re the only one who thinks so.”

“Does that bother you?”

“Asia, my friend—I asked you about Asia.”

“Outwardly, all is calm. Our protectorates are ready to welcome you as Pharaoh, and the Hittites are making no move to expand their territory.”

“Outwardly, you say.”

“That’s what the official reports will tell you.”

“But you don’t see it that way.”


“There’s always a calm before the storm—but how long before?”

“Come have a drink with me.”

Ramses checked on his horses, then sat down with Ahsha under a sloping roof with a view of the desert. A servant instantly appeared with cool beer and scented towels.
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