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ONE





Fighter, Ramses’ pet lion, let out a roar that froze both the Egyptians and the rebel foe in their tracks. The huge beast wore a fine gold collar, his award for valor in battle against the Hittites at Kadesh. He was twelve feet long and weighed more than six hundred pounds; a thick mane flared around his head, neck, shoulders, and upper chest. His tawny coat was sleek.


For leagues in every direction, Fighter’s fury resounded. Clearly, his fury echoed that of Ramses, the young pharaoh whose victory at Kadesh had made him Ramses the Great.

Yet had he earned true greatness, when with all of his stature the Hittites continued to defy him?

The Egyptian army had proved disappointing in combat. The generals, cowardly or incompetent, had abandoned Ramses, leaving him to face the enemy single-handed, one man against a host of thousands, certain that victory was theirs. But the god Amon, concealed in the light, had heard the pharaoh’s prayer and endowed his son with supernatural strength.

After five tumultuous years as Pharaoh, Ramses had believed the defeat at Kadesh would humble the Hittites for years to come and that the entire region would enter into an era of relative peace.


He had been sadly mistaken—he, the Mighty Bull, beloved of Ma’at, Lord of the Two Lands, Son of Light! Did he deserve his coronation names when sedition continued to brew in Canaan and southern Syria, Egypt’s traditional protectorates? Now the Hittites not only refused to submit, but furthermore had launched a vast offensive. Their latest allies were the Bedouins, a people of pillaging murderers who cast a covetous eye on the rich Nile Delta.

The commander of Ramses’ Ra division approached him.

“Your Majesty, the situation is more critical than expected. This is no ordinary rebellion. According to our scouts, all of Canaan is up in arms against us. Once we get over the first hurdle, another one will turn up, and then another . . .”

“And you’re afraid we can’t go the distance?”

“Our losses may be heavy, Your Majesty, and the men have no wish to die needlessly.”

“Egypt’s survival should be a good enough reason.”

“I didn’t mean to imply . . .”

“That’s what you’re thinking, though. You generals learned nothing from Kadesh. Why must I always be stuck with cowards who lose their lives in the process of trying to save them?”

“My obedience to you is beyond question, Your Majesty, like that of my fellow commanders. We were only trying to alert you.”

“Has our intelligence network found information on Ahsha?”

“No, I’m sorry to say, Your Majesty.”

Ahsha, the king’s boyhood friend and newly appointed secretary of state, had been waylaid by the Prince of Amurru.* Had Ahsha been tortured? Was he still alive? Would his captors use the diplomat as a valuable pawn?

As soon as he learned the news in a coded message from Ahsha, Ramses had mobilized his troops, still reeling from Kadesh. To rescue Ahsha, they would have to travel through territory once again hostile to Egypt. The local rulers had flouted their oaths of allegiance and sold themselves to the Hittites in exchange for precious metal and hollow promises. Who wouldn’t dream of invading the land of the pharaohs and exploiting its reputedly inexhaustible riches?

Ramses the Great had ambitious projects to oversee in Egypt—the Ramesseum (his mortuary Temple of Millions of Years at Thebes); additions to the temples at Karnak, Luxor, and Abydos; his final resting place in the Valley of the Kings; and now Abu Simbel, the poem in stone he planned as a gift to his beloved wife, Nefertari. Yet here he stood on a hilltop overlooking the first fortress within the borders of Canaan, observing the enemy position.

“Your Majesty, if I may say . . .”

“Out with it, General.”

“Your show of force is most impressive. I’m convinced that Emperor Muwattali has already gotten the message and will free Ahsha any day.”

Muwattali, the Hittite emperor, was a ruthless and cunning ruler, well aware that sheer force was the basis of his power. Kadesh had shattered the unprecedented Near Eastern coalition he had put together, but Muwattali would never stop trying to conquer Egypt, even if it meant resorting to deals with the Bedouins and third-party rebels.

Only Muwattali’s death—or Ramses’—would put an end to the conflict, and the future of the entire region hinged on it. If Egypt fell, a Hittite military dictatorship would clamp down on the Two Lands—the Twin Kingdoms of upper and lower Egypt—destroying a civilization that had lasted more than a thousand years, since the days of the first pharaoh, Menes.

Ramses’ thoughts strayed to Moses, another close friend from his school days. Wanted for murder, the Hebrew had fled the country. Could he be hiding somewhere in this desert? While serving as chief builder of Pi-Ramses, the new capital Ramses founded in the Delta, Moses had become a leader to his people. Some claimed he’d formed a rebel faction, but Ramses refused to believe that Moses could ever become his enemy.

“Your Majesty, are you listening?”

He looked the general in the eye. A typical officer, well fed, battle-shy, and intent on preserving his rank. The man reminded him of the person he hated most in the world: Shaanar, his older brother. The traitor had allied himself with the Hittites in the hope of seizing the throne of Egypt. While being transferred from the main Memphis prison to a desert penal colony, Shaanar had escaped in a blinding sandstorm. Ramses believed that his brother was still alive and up to no good.

“Prepare your troops for combat, General.”

The commander sheepishly took his leave.

Ramses wished he could be spending the day in a garden with Nefertari, his son, and their daughter. He much preferred the simple pleasures, far from the clash of arms. Yet only he could save his country from the thundering, bloodthirsty hordes poised to pull down the temples and destroy law and order. The stakes were higher than his personal fate. He had no right to consider his own comfort, to think of his family. He must keep Egypt safe from harm, even if it cost him his life.

Ramses studied the fort blocking the route that led into the heart of Canaan. The tall walls sloped on both sides, protecting a sizable garrison. In the battlements, archers waited. The ditches were filled with pottery shards to cut the feet of soldiers advancing to erect the ladders.

A sea breeze cooled the Egyptian troops, who were huddled between two sun-drenched hills. The pace of their march had been grueling, with brief rest stops in makeshift camps. Only the well-paid mercenaries were ready and willing to do battle. The young recruits, already exhausted and homesick, were afraid of losing their lives in gruesome combat. Everyone hoped that Pharaoh would settle for shoring up the northeastern border rather than heading into a full-fledged campaign that might prove disastrous.

Not long before, the governor of Gaza (the capital of Canaan) had hosted a splendid banquet for the Egyptian high command, swearing never again to side with the cruel and barbaric Hittites. At the time, his obvious hypocrisy had turned Ramses’ stomach. Today, his betrayal hardly surprised the pharaoh; at twenty-eight, Ramses knew all too well what lurked in the hearts of men.

The lion again began to roar, growing restless.

Fighter had changed since the day Ramses had found him as a cub in the Nubian grasslands, hovering near death from a cobra bite. A bond had been forged between them on the spot. Luckily Setau had been along on that journey. Another friend of Ramses’ since their school days, Setau had gone on to become a snake charmer and a healer. His remedies and the lion cub’s remarkable constitution had allowed Fighter to survive and grow into a magnificent specimen, a bodyguard any king would envy.

Ramses stroked Fighter’s mane. The beast remained edgy.

Now Setau came heading up the hill, dressed in his working costume of antelope skins. The tunic’s multiple pockets were stuffed with powders, pills, and vials. The man was of average height, stocky and square-jawed, dark and stubbly. His passion for snakes and scorpions had only increased in adulthood. The venom he harvested became strong medicine. With his stunning Nubian wife, Lotus, he now directed the palace laboratories.

Ramses had once more asked the pair to head the army’s medical service. They had taken part in all the king’s military campaigns, not out of any love for war, but to help the wounded and collect a few snakes in the bargain. The soldiers were delighted to have the lovely Lotus along, and Setau wanted to be close at hand in case anything happened to his friend Ramses.

“Morale isn’t what it should be,” Setau reported.

“The generals want to turn back,” admitted Ramses.

“Considering how your commanders behaved at Kadesh, is that any wonder? The decision will be yours alone, as usual.”

“I’m not alone, Setau. I have the sun and the wind to counsel me, the spirit of my lion and the voice of the earth. They never lie. The trick is to understand what they’re telling me.”

“There’s no better war council.”

“Have you consulted your snakes?”

“Of course I have. They know all the secrets. This time they were straightforward: don’t turn back. What’s making Fighter so nervous?”


“That oak grove over there to the left, about halfway to the fort.”

Chewing on a reed stem, Setau looked where the king was pointing.

“I don’t like the look of it, either. An ambush, like Kadesh?”

“That one worked so well that the Hittites may have decided to try it again. When we attack, we’ll be brought up short, while the archers mow us down from the battlements.”

Menna, Ramses’ chariot driver and shield bearer, bowed to the king.

“Your chariot is ready, Your Majesty.”

The king stopped to pat his two horses, Victory in Thebes and the Goddess Mut Is Satisfied. Besides Fighter, they were the only ones who stayed by his side at Kadesh when the battle seemed all but lost.

Ramses took the reins, to the incredulous stares of his driver, the generals, and the crack chariot regiment.

“Your Majesty,” stammered Menna, “you’re not going to . . .”

“Let’s swing to the left of the fort,” ordered the king, “and bear down on that oak grove.”

“Wait, Your Majesty! You’re forgetting your coat of mail!”

Waving a corselet covered with small metal disks, the driver ran helplessly behind the chariot. Ramses was heading straight for the enemy, alone.
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TWO





Tall in his speeding chariot, Ramses the Great looked more like a god than a man. On his broad, high forehead he wore a tight-fitting blue crown. Beneath full, arched brows, his eyes darted like a falcon’s. His nose was long and hooked, his ears round and delicate, his chin strong, lips full. Ramses was the image of power and strength.


At his approach, the Bedouins emerged from their hiding place in the oak grove, some drawing bows, others brandishing spears.

In a flashback to Kadesh, the king was a whirlwind, covering long distances faster than a jackal. Like a sharp-horned bull on a rampage, he felled the first line of attackers, piercing the rebels with arrow after arrow.

The head of the Bedouin commando somehow made it through the monarch’s furious charge. On one knee, he was poised to toss a long dagger straight at Ramses’ back.

Horror-stricken, the few remaining Bedouins saw Fighter spring into the air. Despite his size, he seemed to fly like a bird. Claws bared, he pounced on the chief, crunching the man’s skull between his fangs.

The sight was so horrifying that many of the enemy warriors threw down their arms and ran for their lives. Fighter was already mangling two other Bedouins who had come to their commander’s rescue.

The Egyptian charioteers, followed by foot soldiers in the hundreds, were close behind Ramses. They quickly dispatched the last pockets of resistance.

Fighter sat calmly by, licking his bloody paws and gazing fondly at his master. Detecting the gratitude in Ramses’ eyes, he purred contentedly and settled near the right wheel of the chariot, still on alert.

“A resounding victory, Your Majesty!” declared the Ra division general.

“We’ve just averted a disaster. Why didn’t any of our scouts realize that an enemy squadron was lying in ambush?”

“We didn’t have them check the oak grove. It looked too small to be of any consequence.”

“Take a lesson from my lion, General.”

“Shall I convene the war council to discuss the attack on the fort?”

“We’ll attack at once.”

The Pharaoh’s tone of voice told Fighter that his rest was over. Ramses stroked the hindquarters of his two horses, who looked at each other for the strength to go on.

“Your Majesty, here you are, please!”

Winded, the driver Menna caught up with them, waving the shiny breastplate. Ramses donned the coat of mail without too much damage to his long-sleeved linen gown. On each wrist he wore a gold and lapis lazuli bracelet with the heads of a pair of wild ducks entwined in the center, symbolizing the royal couple. Like migrating birds, they would fly toward the great beyond. Would he see Nefertari again before the great journey began?

Victory in Thebes and the Goddess Mut Is Satisfied pranced impatiently in their headdresses of blue-tipped red plumes and matching caparisons, eager to ride into battle.

The foot soldiers tried to revive their courage with a chant composed on the triumphant march home from Kadesh: “Ramses’ arm is strong, his heart is valiant. He is a peerless archer, a wall protecting his soldiers, a flame burning his enemies.”

A jittery Menna filled the king’s twin quivers with arrows.

“Have you checked those?” asked Ramses.

“Yes, Majesty. They’re light and sturdy. The enemy archers won’t have a chance against you.”

“You know that flattery is a deadly sin, don’t you, Menna?”

“Yes, but I’m so afraid! Without you, these barbarians would have exterminated us.”

“Make sure my horses’ feed is ready. They’ll be hungry when we get back.”

As soon as the Egyptian chariots approached the fort, the Canaanite archers and their Bedouin allies fired off several volleys. The arrows fell short of the horses. Some of them whinnied, a few of them reared, but the king’s calm advance kept his handpicked unit from giving way to panic.

“Bend your longbows,” he commanded, “and wait for my signal.”

The arms factory in Pi-Ramses had produced a number of acacia-wood bows with bowstrings of beef sinew. The carefully calculated curve allowed the arrows to fire in a long, high arc, overreaching any battlements.

“Fire!” shouted Ramses resoundingly, his voice releasing the men’s pent-up energy.

Most of the arrows hit the mark. With a shaft through the head, eye, or neck, the enemy archers fell like flies, dead or seriously wounded. Their replacements fared no better.

Assured that his foot soldiers were not about to perish under enemy fire, Ramses signaled the order to storm the fort’s wooden gates. Soon the men were hacking them down with their battle-axes. The Egyptian chariots drew closer and Pharaoh’s archers fired with ever more deadly accuracy, eliminating any potential for resistance. The jagged shards in the ditches had no deterrent effect, since, contrary to his usual practice, Ramses would use no ladders on this occasion.

The Canaanites resisted with all their might, but before long the gates gave way. The ensuing melee was appallingly violent. Pharaoh’s infantry clambered over enemy corpses and swept like a tidal wave through the fort’s interior.

The rebels gradually lost ground. They fell in heaps, their long scarves and tasseled robes spattered with blood.

Egyptian swords cut through headgear, shattered bone, slashed flanks and shoulders, hacked tendons, dug into entrails.

Soon silence hung heavy on the vanquished fort. Women begged their assailants to spare the survivors huddled in the courtyard.

Ramses’ chariot made its entry into the recaptured citadel.

“Who’s in charge here?” inquired the king.

A man of about fifty, his left arm missing, emerged from the sorry huddle of defeated troops.

“I’m the senior soldier . . . all my superiors are dead. I beg Pharaoh’s indulgence.”

“What forgiveness can be granted to those who break their word?”

“At least kill us quickly, Lord of the Two Lands.”

“Here’s what I’ve decided, Canaanite wretch. Your province’s trees will be cut down, and the wood shipped to Egypt. All prisoners—men, women, and children—will be sent in convoys to the Delta to serve in public works projects. Canaan’s livestock and horses will become our property. Any remaining troops will be drafted into my army and fight henceforth under my command.”

The losers groveled before him, happy to escape with their lives.
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Setau was relatively pleased. The number of seriously wounded was on the low side, and he had on hand enough fresh meat and honey poultices to stop their bleeding. With her quick, sure touch, Lotus approximated the edges of the wounds with cross-shaped adhesive strips. Her smile was an effective analgesic. Stretcher bearers were bringing casualties in to the field hospital, where they were treated with unguents, pomades, and potions before being shipped home to Egypt.

Ramses addressed these men who had suffered bodily harm in defense of their country. Then he convened the high command, revealing his intention to continue north through Canaan, recapturing each and every fort under joint Hittite-Bedouin control.

The pharaoh’s enthusiasm was contagious. The climate of fear lifted, and there was rejoicing over the day and night of rest accorded the men. Ramses himself was dining with Setau and Lotus.

“How far north do you expect to go?” asked the healer.

“All the way through Syria, at least.”

“To Kadesh?”


“We’ll see.”

“If the expedition lasts too long,” Lotus remarked, “we’ll run out of medical supplies.”

“The Hittites reacted swiftly; we have to be even more decisive.”

“Will this war ever come to an end?”

“Yes, Lotus, the day we totally defeat the enemy.”

“This is no time for politics,” grumbled Setau. “Come, darling. Let’s spend some time in bed before we go hunting snakes tonight. I have a feeling they’re waiting for us out there.”
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Ramses celebrated the rites of dawn in the little chapel erected in the center of the camp, near his tent. A modest shrine compared to the temples of Pi-Ramses, yet the Son of Light’s fervor was unabated. His father Amon would never reveal his true nature to mere mortals. Never would he take on a concrete form. Still, the invisible was ever present and felt by all.

When the sovereign emerged from the chapel, he noticed a soldier leading a balky oryx. Strange-looking soldier, he mused, with his long hair, striped tunic, goatee, and shifty eyes. And what was this wild beast doing in camp, so close to the royal tent?

He had no time for further speculation. The Bedouin released the oryx to charge at Ramses, its sharp horns pointed at the unarmed sovereign’s midsection.

Appearing from nowhere, Fighter lit into the oryx’s side, sinking his claws into the beast’s neck. It collapsed beneath the lion, killed instantly.


Rooted to the spot, the Bedouin pulled a knife from his tunic, but never managed to use it. He felt a sharp pain in his back, followed immediately by an icy fog that blinded him and sent his weapon clattering. He fell forward, a lance protruding from between his shoulder blades.

Calm and smiling, Lotus had displayed surprising skill in handling the lance. The lovely Nubian seemed quite unruffled by the experience.

“Thank you, Lotus.”

Setau emerged from his tent. So did a number of soldiers, watching the lion devour its prey and inspecting the Bedouin’s body. Horrified, Ramses’ shield bearer, Menna, threw himself at the Pharaoh’s feet.

“I’m so sorry, Your Majesty! I promise to find the sentries who let this criminal into our camp and punish them severely.”

“Call the trumpeters, Menna. Have them sound the call for departure.”
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THREE





More and more irritated, mostly with himself, Ahsha spent his days looking out at the sea from the second-story window of the Amurru palace where he was being held prisoner. How could he, the head of Egyptian espionage, have fallen into this pathetic trap?


The only son of a rich and noble family, a brilliant alumnus of the Royal Academy in Memphis, Ahsha was refined and elegant. He loved women; the attraction was mutual. Always immaculately turned out, he had a long, thin face, slender limbs, lively, intelligent eyes, and a spellbinding voice. But behind the trappings of society lay a man of action and a seasoned diplomat, an expert linguist with an intimate knowledge of Egypt’s protectorates and the Hittite empire.

Ahsha’s daring espionage mission during the recent hostilities had played a pivotal role in Ramses’ victory at Kadesh. In recompense, Ramses had appointed his friend as the new secretary of state.

Although the unexpected defeat seemed to have checked Hittite expansion for the present, Ahsha had decided to head straight back to Amurru, where the Lebanese coast hugged the Mediterranean, east of Mount Hermon and the trade center of Damascus. His intent was to use the province as a base of military operations, training local troops as elite commandos. Their presence would check any potential Hittite advance toward Palestine and the Delta borderlands.

When he entered the port of Beirut in a ship laden with gifts for Amurru’s corrupt ruler, Prince Benteshina, little did Ahsha suspect that the welcoming committee would include Hattusili, the brother of the Hittite emperor—for Hatti had already bought back the Prince of Amurru.

Ahsha had made a thorough study of Hattusili. Small and unimposing, but intelligent and devious, the man was a tough opponent. He had forced his prisoner to write an official dispatch to Ramses, hoping to lure the Pharaoh into a trap. Fortunately, Ahsha had managed to insert a coded warning.

How would Ramses react? The national interest dictated that he should abandon all thought of his friend and hurry north to counter the Hittite threat. Knowing the Pharaoh, Ahsha was convinced he would respond in kind to enemy aggression, no matter the risk. Still, the head of Egyptian diplomacy would represent an excellent bargaining chip, and to Benteshina, Ahsha figured, he was worth his weight in gold. It was a slim hope, but he clung to it.

Captivity grated on his nerves. Ever since adolescence, Ahsha had been a mover and a shaker. This forced passivity was unbearable. One way or another, he had to act. Perhaps Ramses believed that his friend was dead. Perhaps he was outfitting his troops with new arms before launching a full-scale offensive.

The more Ahsha pondered, the more clearly he saw that his only chance was to make a break for it.

A servant brought him the usual copious breakfast. He could hardly complain about palace hospitality. Ahsha was enjoying a steak when he heard his host’s heavy tread approaching.

“And how is our distinguished Egyptian guest?” Benteshina asked jovially. A portly fifty, the prince still sported a luxuriant black mustache.

“Honored by your visit,” replied Ahsha.

“I’ve been meaning to drink a toast to your new appointment.”

“Why isn’t Hattusili with you?”

“Our distinguished Hittite visitor has business elsewhere.”

“Amurru is certainly a popular spot. When will I see Hattusili again?”


“I have no idea.”

“So your country is back in the Hittite fold?”

“Times change, my dear Ahsha.”

“You don’t fear the wrath of Ramses?”

“Pharaoh can’t possibly penetrate my domain.”

“Does that mean the Hittites bought Canaan, too?”

“Don’t ask for specifics . . . I’m sure you’re aware that I need to barter your precious existence for all it’s worth. I hope that nothing untoward happens to you in the process, but . . .”

With a malicious smile, Benteshina informed Ahsha that he would have to be eliminated if there were any suggestion he might report what he’d seen and heard in Amurru.

“Are you sure you’re siding with the winner, Benteshina?”

“But of course, my dear Ahsha! Though to tell the truth, the Hittites didn’t leave us much choice. Then there’s been talk of all the problems Ramses is facing. I hear that a possible coup, a military defeat, or a combination of the two may result in his death and his replacement with a more, shall we say, compliant ruler.”

“You don’t understand Egypt, Benteshina, and you’re certainly underestimating Ramses.”

“I stand by my judgment. Kadesh was only a temporary setback. Muwattali will win in the end.”

“A risky bet.”

“Fond as I am of wine, women, and gold, I’m no gambler. The Hittites have war in their blood. You Egyptians don’t.”

Benteshina slowly rubbed his hands together. “If you’d like to avoid any unpleasantness when we exchange you, my dear Ahsha, I strongly suggest you reconsider your allegiance. Suppose you fed false information to Ramses . . . you’d be well rewarded, once he’s out of the way.”


“You’re asking me, the head of Egyptian diplomacy, to betray my country?”

“Doesn’t everything depend on circumstances? I’d sworn allegiance to your pharaoh too . . .”

“I find it hard to think when I’m so lonely.”

“Are you saying you need a woman?”

“A refined and cultured woman, very understanding . . .”

Benteshina emptied his goblet and wiped his moist lips with the back of his right hand.

“To help you reflect on your situation, I’m prepared to make any sacrifice.”
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Night had fallen. Two oil lamps cast their dim light over Ahsha’s chamber as he lay on his bed, dressed only in a short kilt.

The thought wouldn’t let him alone: Hattusili had left Amurru. Yet his departure did not coincide with any southward expansion into the protectorates of Palestine and Phoenicia. If the Hittite initiative was as far-reaching as Benteshina hinted, why would Hattusili abandon his Lebanese command post? Muwattali’s brother would hardly dare venture farther south on his own. Therefore, he had probably returned to his own country, but why?

“My lord . . .”

A hesitant voice interrupted Ahsha’s musings. He sat up and saw, in the semi-darkness, a young woman dressed in a short tunic, barefoot, with flyaway hair.

“Prince Benteshina sent me. He told me to . . . he wants . . .”

“Come sit beside me.”


The woman reluctantly obeyed. She looked about twenty and was blond and shapely, very appealing. Ahsha put an arm around her shoulder.

“Are you married?”

“Yes, My Lord, but the prince promised my husband would never hear of this.”

“What does he do for a living?”

“He’s a customs inspector.”

“Do you work, too?”

“I sort dispatches at the central post office.”

Ahsha slipped the blonde’s dress off one shoulder, nuzzled her neck, and pushed her down on the bed.

“Do you see dispatches from Canaan?”

“Yes, but I’m not supposed to discuss them.”

“Are there a lot of Hittite soldiers here in the capital?”

“I can’t talk about that, either.”

“Do you love your husband?”

“Oh, yes, My Lord.”

“Does the thought of making love with me disgust you?”

She turned away.

“Answer my questions and I won’t even touch you.”

The blonde gazed hopefully at the Egyptian captive. “Do I have your word?”

“By all the gods of Amurru.”

“All right,” she said. “There aren’t too many Hittites around yet; a few dozen trainers are working with our soldiers.”

“Has Hattusili left Amurru?”

“Yes, My Lord.”

“Where did he go?”

“I don’t know.”

“What’s the situation in Canaan?”

“Uncertain.”


“Isn’t the province under Hittite control?”

“There are different rumors. Some claim that Pharaoh has taken back Gaza, the capital of Canaan, and the governor was killed in battle.”

The news instantly breathed new life into Ahsha. Not only had Ramses found the red flag, he had acted on Ahsha’s coded message. His counterattack would stop the Hittites in time. That was why Hattusili had headed north—to warn the emperor.

“Sorry, sweetheart,” the diplomat said, reaching for the girl.

“You’re going to keep your promise, aren’t you?”

“Yes, but I have to take certain precautions.”

Ahsha bound and gagged his companion. He needed a few hours’ head start. Spying the cloak she had dropped in his doorway, he hit on a plan to get out of the palace. He donned the garment, pulled up the hood, and crept down the stairs.

On the main floor, a banquet was in progress.

Some of the guests lay passed out on the floor. Others were feverishly entwined. Ahsha stepped over naked bodies.

“Where do you think you’re going?” a voice said thickly.

Ahsha had nowhere to run. Several armed guards were posted at the palace gates.

“Already done with that Egyptian? Come here, my lovely.”

A few paces ahead of him lay freedom.

Benteshina’s sticky hand pulled back the hood of his cloak. “Nice try, Ahsha,” said the prince.
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FOUR





Pi-Ramses, the Pharaoh’s new capital in the Delta, was dubbed “the Turquoise City” for the shiny blue tiles that adorned the fronts of its buildings. In the streets of Pi-Ramses, sightseers goggled at the temples, the royal palace, the artificial lakes, the harbor. They admired the orchards, canals full of fish, noble villas with flower gardens and shady pathways. They sampled apples, pomegranates, olives, and figs, sipped fine wines, and learned the local anthem: “What joy to be in Pi-Ramses, where the poor man lives like a king, in the shade of acacias and sycamores, in the glint of turquoise and gold, where the cool breeze wafts and the birds love to sport in the marshlands.”


But Ahmeni, the king’s private secretary, old school friend, and unfailing servant, didn’t feel like singing. Like many in Pi-Ramses, he felt that something was missing when Ramses was gone.

Gone, and in danger.

Refusing to heed any reasonable counsel, brushing aside any urge to temporize, Ramses had marched north to reclaim Canaan and Syria, staking his troops and his life on an uncertain outcome.

Ahmeni’s official title was sandal-bearer to the Pharaoh. He was short, slight, pale and balding, small-boned and frail, with long, slender hands that drew exquisite hieroglyphs. His origins were humble, yet an invisible bond connected him to Ramses. In keeping with the ancient expression, he was “The King’s Eyes and Ears,” remaining in the background, his staff of twenty handling the daily business of government. He was a tireless worker, sleeping little and staying thin as a rail no matter how much he ate. Ahmeni rarely left his office. The centerpiece of his desk was the gilded scribe’s kit that Ramses had given him long ago. Whenever he felt his energy flagging, he had only to touch the lotus-shaped box to find the impetus to plow through another pile of documents that would have daunted any other scribe. He allowed no one else to clean his office, where papyrus scrolls were carefully arranged in earthenware stands and leather pigeonholes.

“A military courier to see you,” announced one of his assistants.

“Show him in.”

The exhausted-looking soldier was covered with dust.

“I bring a message from Pharaoh.”

“Show it to me.”

Ahmeni identified Ramses’ seal. Despite his weak lungs, he took off for the palace at a run.
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Queen Nefertari had been conferring with the vizier, the chief steward, the scribe in charge of the royal accounts, a priestly delegate, the Keeper of Secrets, the superior of the House of Life, a chief judge, the head of the Treasury, the director of the granaries, and various other high officials in search of precise directives. None of them wished to make a move without the approval of the Great Royal Wife, who was governing in her husband’s absence. Fortunately, Ahmeni was there to guide her, and Tuya, her mother-in-law, was always available with sound advice.

Indescribably beautiful, with lustrous black hair, blue-green eyes, and the luminous face of a goddess, Nefertari shouldered the lonely burden of power. As a girl, she had trained as a temple musician and was fond of studying the ancient texts. A cloistered life had been all she aspired to—until Ramses’ love transformed her from a shy maiden into a queen, unswerving in her devotion to duty.

Simply running her own household demanded a great deal of work. The queen’s household was a thousand-year-old institution encompassing a boarding school for outstanding young women, both native and foreign-born. Girls were also trained in the arts and crafts. There were skilled weavers, as well as workshops that turned out jewelry, mirrors, vases, fans, sandals, and religious objects. Nefertari’s staff included priestesses, scribes, stewards of the queen’s estates, workers and peasants. She made an effort to become acquainted with the key people from each sector. Her aim in life was to avoid error and injustice.

These were difficult days, with Ramses risking his life to keep Egypt safe from a Hittite invasion. She knew she must try harder than ever to hold the country on course, no matter how great an effort it required.

“Ahmeni!” she greeted the panting secretary. “Is there news?”

“Yes, Your Majesty. A messenger just brought this scroll from the front.”

The queen had not moved into Ramses’ office, which remained empty, waiting for his return. Her headquarters was a vast room adorned with light blue tiling. It looked out on the garden where Watcher, the king’s old dog, slept at the foot of an acacia tree.

Nefertari broke the seal on the dispatch and read the cursive text, signed by Ramses himself.

No smile lit the queen’s grave face.

“He’s trying to reassure me,” she said flatly.

“Has nothing been accomplished?”

“Oh, yes. Canaan is back in our hands. The turncoat governor was killed.”

“I’d call that a victory!” said Ahmeni with enthusiasm.

“The king is continuing north.”

“Why are you so sad?”

“Because he’ll go back to Kadesh, no matter how great the risk. First he’ll try to free Ahsha, putting his life on the line for his friend. What if his luck runs out?”

“His magic never will.”

“How would Egypt survive without him?”

“First of all, Your Majesty, you are the Great Royal Wife, and you know perfectly well how to run the country. Besides, Ramses will come back. I’m sure of it.”

In the hallway, the sound of hurrying footsteps drew nearer. When the knock came at the door, Ahmeni answered.

A midwife burst in, all aflutter. “Your Majesty . . . the Lady Iset is in labor. She’s asking for you.”
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Iset the Fair had saucy green eyes, a small nose and delicate mouth—an inordinately attractive face, under normal circumstances. Even in pain, her charm was undiminished, and it was possible to see why she had been the love of Ramses’ youth. Iset often dreamed of a rustic hut at the edge of a wheat field outside of Memphis and the long-ago nights of that first summer she had shared with her handsome prince.

Then Ramses met Nefertari, and Nefertari became the queen of his heart. Iset, being neither jealous nor ambitious by nature, had stepped aside. It was plain that neither she nor anyone else could rival Nefertari; Iset the Fair accepted the role of secondary wife. Though his power frightened her, nothing could change the love that Iset felt for Ramses.

In a long-ago moment of weakness, she had almost let Shaanar talk her into backing one of his plots, but in the end her loyal heart won out. Her true claim to glory had been bearing Ramses’ firstborn son, the exceptionally gifted Kha.

Nefertari, meanwhile, had lost her first daughter, then nearly died giving birth to her second, Meritamon. Knowing she could have no more children, she had insisted that Ramses let his secondary wife give him another son, many more if possible. At first he agreed, reuniting with a joyful Iset, but soon he came up with the idea of selecting “royal children” from all levels of society, bringing a hundred-odd talented boys and girls to the palace for their education. Their number would symbolize the royal pair’s fertility and eliminate any question of succession should Ramses outlive the children of his body.

Still, the reunion with Iset had produced the desired effect, and she was thrilled. She had done the traditional test, mixing her urine with wheat and barley. The barley had sprouted; she would have a boy.

Now Nefertari found her friend squatting, supported by four midwives, known as “The Gentle Ones” or “The Firm-Fingered Women.” The ritual words had been chanted to banish evil spirits from the birth chamber. Incense and potions helped ease the pain of childbirth.

Iset felt the small life inside her preparing to leave the peaceful waters where it had been growing for the past nine months.

The tender touch of a hand and the scent of lilies and jasmine made Iset the Fair feel she had entered a heavenly garden where all pain would cease. Turning her head to one side, she saw that Nefertari was standing in for one of the midwives. She held a damp cloth to Iset’s forehead.

“Your Majesty . . . I was afraid you wouldn’t have time for me.”

“You called me, so here I am.”

“Have you had news of the king?”

“Good news, Iset. Ramses has taken Canaan and will soon have the other provinces back in hand. The Hittites are going to be sorry.”

“When is he coming home?”

“I’m sure he’ll be eager to see his child.”

“Our child . . . will you welcome it?”

“I’ll love this child as much as my own daughter, or your son Kha.”

“I was so afraid you might . . .”

“We’re in this together, Iset. Now on with the battle.”

Suddenly the pain grew more intense, and as Iset cried out, the lead midwife sprang into action.

Laboring, Iset wished she could escape from the fire tearing through her belly. She wished she could fall into the deepest sleep, stop struggling, and dream of Ramses . . . but Nefertari was right. She must fight her way through this great mystery that had claimed her body.

Nefertari caught the baby, cradling it as a midwife cut the cord. For a moment, Iset swooned.


“Is it a boy?” she asked at last.

“Yes, it is. A fine, big boy, Iset.”
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FIVE





Kha, the son of Ramses and Iset the Fair, was copying the maxims of Ptah-hotep onto blank papyrus. Centuries earlier, the sage had distilled the wisdom of his hundred and ten years into these writings. Though Kha himself was only ten, he rarely indulged in child’s play and spent his time studying, despite gentle reprimands from Nedjem, the agriculture secretary who supervised his education. Nedjem would have liked him to be more well-rounded, yet the boy’s intellectual capacities were astounding. Kha learned quickly, retained everything, and already wrote like an experienced scribe.


Nearby, pretty little Meritamon, the daughter of Ramses and Nefertari, was playing the harp. At the age of six, she displayed a remarkable gift for music as well as a genuine sense of style. As he wrote his hieroglyphs, Kha like to hear his sister pluck melodies and sing old ballads. She was the breathtaking image of her mother. Watcher, the king’s old dog, sighed happily, resting his head on her feet.


When the queen came into the garden, Kha dropped his brush and Meritamon stopped playing. The two excited youngsters ran to greet her.

Nefertari kissed them.

“Everything went well, and Iset has a baby boy.”

“You and my father have probably picked out a name for him.”

“So you think we think of everything?”

“Yes, because you’re the king and queen.”

“Your little brother will be called Merenptah, ‘Beloved of the Ptah,’ the god of the creative urge and patron of architects.”
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Dolora, Ramses’ sister, was a tall and perpetually weary brunette, always doctoring her oily complexion with unguents. After an idle youth, she had found inspiration in Ofir, the Libyan sorcerer. He had converted her to the heretic king Akhenaton’s radical belief in a single god. Admittedly, Ofir had been forced to commit murder in order to safeguard his freedom. Still, Dolora supported him and had vowed to help his cause, no matter what it cost her.

On the advice of the sorcerer, who had remained in Egypt but had gone underground, Dolora had returned to the palace and lied her way back into Ramses’ good graces. The sorcerer had kidnapped her, she claimed. He had used her to cover his own escape from the country. Dolora loudly proclaimed her relief at escaping the worst and being back with her family.

Had Ramses believed her story? On his orders, Dolora was required to remain at court in Pi-Ramses—exactly as she had hoped. Before long she would be funneling information to Ofir. Unfortunately, with Ramses gone to wage war in the northern protectorates, she had not been able to make further headway with the king.

Dolora spared no effort to win over Nefertari, knowing how much influence she had with her husband. As soon as the queen left the council chamber where she had been meeting with canal superintendents, Dolora approached her, bowing low.

“Your Majesty, may I help you see to Iset?”

“What exactly do you have in mind, Dolora?”

“Supervising her staff, purifying her room each day, using soap made from the bark and fruit of the desert date to wash the mother and infant, cleansing every object in her household with a mixture of ashes and soda . . . and I’ve put together a cosmetic kit for Iset with pots of rouge, flasks of flower essences, kohl and applicators. She needs to stay beautiful, doesn’t she?”

“She’ll appreciate you thoughtfulness.”

“If she lets me, I’ll do her makeup myself.”

Nefertari and Dolora walked a short way down a corridor with murals of lilies, cornflowers, and mandrake.

“I hear the baby is splendid.”

“Merenptah will be a strong and healthy man.”

“Yesterday I wanted to spend time with Kha and Meritamon, but I wasn’t allowed to. It pained me deeply, Your Majesty.”

“Those are Ramses’ orders, and mine as well, Dolora.”

“How much longer will everyone mistrust me?”

“Is it any wonder? Your escapade with that sorcerer, your ties to Shaanar . . .”

“Haven’t I had my share of unhappiness, Your Majesty? My husband was killed by Moses, that cursed Ofir tried to brainwash me, Shaanar always treated me with the utmost contempt. And everyone blames me! A quiet life is all I aspire to now. It would mean so much to me if only my family were closer. I admit that I’ve made mistakes, serious mistakes, but will I always be branded a criminal?”

“You plotted against Pharaoh, didn’t you, Dolora?”

The gangly woman knelt before the queen. “I was the slave of evil men,” she pleaded, “and I was prone to their influence. That’s all over now. I wish to live on my own, at the palace, as Ramses has ordained. I want to forget the past. Will I ever be pardoned?”

Nefertari was shaken. “Go care for Iset, Dolora. Make her beautiful again.”
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Meba, the chief assistant to the secretary of state, arrived to see Ahmeni. A career diplomat, scion of a rich diplomatic family, Meba was by nature haughty and condescending. He was proud of belonging to a superior class of people, people with wealth and power. He disdained lesser mortals. It had come as a shock when Shaanar, the king’s older brother, had summarily replaced him as secretary of state some years earlier. Shunted aside, he began to believe he would never regain center stage, until the day a Hittite agent recruited him.

Treason? Everything happened so quickly that Meba never thought of it that way. He plunged into double-dealing, making the most of his connections. Before long he was back at the State Department, apparently delighted to be working in a lesser capacity. Ahsha’s former boss now posed as his faithful second in command. Sharp as he was, even the new young secretary of state had been fooled by Meba’s act. He was flattered to have an experienced assistant who had once been Shaanar’s right-hand man.

Since Ofir, the head of the Hittite intelligence network in Egypt, had gone underground, Meba had been waiting for orders that never came. He welcomed the silence, using the interval to consolidate his contacts at the department and in high society. He also took care to spread his message: he’d been the victim of grave injustice; Ahsha was brilliant, but perhaps too intellectual to make a good director. Meba was so occupied that he began to forget he’d sold out to the Hittites.

Munching on a dried fig, Ahmeni was composing a letter of remonstrance to the granary superintendents and reading an appeal from a provincial chief concerning a shortage of firewood.

“What’s going on, Meba?”

The diplomat detested the crude little scribe. “Perhaps you’re too busy to meet with me?” he inquired urbanely.

“I can spare a moment, if you keep it brief.”

“While Ramses is gone, I presume you’re the one in charge?”

“If you have any cause for unhappiness, request an audience with the queen. Her Majesty personally reviews all my decisions.”

“Let’s not play games. The queen will only send me back to you.”

“What seems to be the matter?”

“The lack of clear directives. My secretary has been detained abroad, the king is away at war, and my department is racked by doubt and uncertainty.”

“Wait until Ramses and Ahsha come back.”

“And what if . . .”


“If they don’t come back?”

“A dreadful prospect, but mustn’t it be faced?”

“I don’t believe so.”

“You’re sure of yourself.”

“I am.”

“I’ll wait, then.”

“It’s your best course of action, Meba.”
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Serramanna had led a remarkable life. Born in Sardinia, he grew to be a giant and was a notorious pirate captain when his path crossed Ramses’. The prince spared his life, and the pirate became the head of the royal bodyguard. Just prior to the battle of Kadesh, Ahmeni had suspected the Sard of treason and threw him in jail. Soon realizing his error, the scribe worked hard to clear Serramanna’s name and make amends.

The Sard would rather be battling beside the king, bashing and hacking away at Hittites. But Pharaoh had ordered him to remain behind and provide security for the royal family. Serramanna threw himself into the role with all the gusto he had once displayed commandeering rich merchant vessels in the Mediterranean.

In the giant’s eyes, Ramses was the most formidable warlord he’d ever met, and Nefertari the most beautiful, most inaccessible woman. The royal couple was such a daily source of wonder that serving them had become his life. Well-compensated, enjoying the pleasures of the table as well as the splendid examples of womanhood Egypt had to offer, he was perfectly willing to sacrifice his life for the good of this magical realm.


There was one cloud on the horizon, however. His hunter’s instinct wouldn’t let him rest. Something told him that Dolora’s reappearance at court posed a threat to Ramses and Nefertari. He saw the king’s sister as unstable and dishonest. Although he couldn’t prove it, Serramanna sensed that she was still in league with her mysterious sorcerer.

The Sard had been investigating the identity of the blond woman whose body had been found in the abandoned villa where he had finally tracked the sorcerer—a villa belonging to Ramses’ treacherous brother, Shaanar.

Now Shaanar had gone missing in the desert and Dolora had only the flimsiest of explanations to offer regarding the murdered woman. He was ready to concede that the blonde had merely been the sorcerer’s medium, but Dolora’s claim that she knew nothing more about the woman was preposterous. She was hiding something, playing the victim to cover up important facts. But since Dolora had wormed her way back into Nefertari’s good graces, Serramanna needed more than premonitions to build a case against her.

A successful pirate is a stubborn man. The sea will be empty for days on end before any prey appears. Presuming, of course, that he’d picked the right area to sweep. That was why he’d put out feelers in Memphis as well as Pi-Ramses, sending his sleuths through the city with an accurate sketch of the blond victim.

Someone, somewhere, was bound to talk.
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SIX





Halfway between Memphis and Thebes stood the ruins of the City of the Horizon of Aton, once the proud capital of the heretic pharaoh Akhenaton. Now, some hundred years later, the palaces, mansions, workshops, and craftsmen’s dwellings all lay empty. The temples were silent, the streets deserted. Markets and alleyways bustled with life no longer. Akhenaton and Nefertiti’s ghostly chariot rolled down a sand-swept avenue.


On this desolate site in the vast Nile floodplain, nestled against a backdrop of cliffs, Akhenaton had raised a city to the solar orb he worshiped as the One True God.

Not a soul ever visited the place. After the discredited pharaoh’s death, the population had returned to Thebes, taking everything of worth, emptying the temples and archives. Here and there were pieces of pottery, or a half-finished bust of Nefertiti in some sculptor’s workshop.

Over the years, the buildings had begun to deteriorate. Whitewash chipped off, plaster crumbled. The hastily constructed capital did not fare well in torrential rains and sandstorms. The stone slabs Akhenaton had erected to mark the borders of his god’s sacred territory were now barely legible. Time would erase the hieroglyphs, reducing the royal mystic’s mad undertaking to nothing.


Tombs for the regime’s high officials had been dug in the cliffs, but no mummy lay in rest there. The burial chambers had been cleaned out along with the rest of the city. No one dared set foot in the defiled tombs, for it was said that spirits roamed them, waiting to pounce on curious visitors.

No one, that is, except Ramses’ brother, Shaanar, and the sorcerer Ofir, who had set up housekeeping in the tomb of the high priest of Aton. The antechamber, with its rows of columns, was comfortable enough. The images of temples and palaces on the walls testified to the heretic capital’s lost glory. The stone carver had immortalized Akhenaton and Nefertiti worshiping the solar orb. Its long rays ended in hands that gave life to the royal couple.

Shaanar’s beady dark eyes often strayed to the carvings that depicted Akhenaton as the sun king. The fugitive prince was thirty-five, moon-faced, with a short, heavy frame, and allergic to the sun. The carvings reminded him of his nemesis, Ramses, the Son of Light.

Ramses, the tyrant he had tried to overthrow with the help of the Hittites. Ramses, who had exiled him to a desert penal colony. Ramses, who had planned to drag him through the courts and see him condemned to death.

As Shaanar was being transferred from the main Memphis jail to the desert outpost, a sudden sandstorm had allowed him to escape. The hatred he felt toward his brother and his thirst for revenge had given him the strength to survive in the desert. He had instinctively headed for the one place he knew would be safe—the heretic king’s abandoned city.

His partner in crime, Ofir, the onetime head of Hittite espionage in Egypt, was there to meet him. The Libyan sorcerer had an imposing appearance with his hawklike face, prominent cheekbones, thin lips, strong chin. This was the man who would make Shaanar his brother’s successor.

Fuming, the prince picked up a stone and hurled it at a carving of Akhenaton, smashing the pharaoh’s crown.

“Damn him! Damn all the pharaohs and their godforsaken country!”

For Shaanar’s dream had been shattered. Not long ago he had pictured himself at the head of a vast empire stretching from Anatolia to Nubia; now he was an outcast in his own country. Ramses should never have survived Kadesh. Shaanar would have seized the throne, collaborated with the Hittite victors, then thrown off their yoke to become the sole master of the whole Near East. Ramses should have been the ruin of Egypt, Shaanar its savior. Should have been . . .

Shaanar turned to face Ofir, seated in the depths of the tomb.

“Where did we go wrong?” he asked.

“Our luck will change.”

“But when, Ofir?”

“Magic may be an exact science, yet it can never exclude the unpredictable.”

“The unpredictable turned out to be Ramses himself!”

“Your brother is endowed with rare and fascinating powers.”

“Fascinating? He’s nothing but a despot. Could you be falling under his spell, Ofir?”

“I need to learn all I can about him if we’re to win in the end. After all, this is a man who summoned the power of Amon to help turn the tide at Kadesh.”

“Do you really believe that ridiculous story?”

“There’s more to this world than meets the eye, Shaanar. Secret forces are at work, secret forces that lay the warp of reality.”


Shaanar slammed his fist into the wall where Aton’s orb figured.

“Look where your fine speeches have gotten us! Shut up in a tomb, alone and powerless! We’ll die here like wretches!”

“That’s not entirely accurate, since the followers of Aton are feeding and protecting us.”

“Your little flock is a bunch of deluded idiots!”

“I quite agree, but they’re certainly useful.”

“Do you think you can whip them into an army?”

Ofir made no reply, but traced strange geometric figures in the dust.

“Ramses defeated the Hittites,” Shaanar pressed on. “Your intelligence network is in shambles. I haven’t one supporter left in Egypt. What are our alternatives besides living here like outlaws?”

“Magic will provide us with alternatives.”

Shaanar winced. “Your magic couldn’t kill Nefertari. You didn’t come close to disabling Ramses.”

“You’re being unfair,” the sorcerer said evenly. “Thanks to me, the queen’s health will never be the same.”

“Iset the Fair will produce another son for Ramses. I hear he plans to adopt a herd of children. Our attempts on his family have hardly troubled him.”

“They’ll wear him down eventually.”

“Didn’t you ever learn that a pharaoh’s powers are renewed after the thirtieth year of his reign?”

“We’re not at that point yet, Shaanar. The Hittites haven’t given up the battle.”

“I thought the coalition they formed fell apart at Kadesh.”

“Emperor Muwattali is a master strategist. He’s wily enough to know when to take a step backward. The new alliance he’s put together will come as a nasty shock to Ramses.”

“I’m tired of pipe dreams, Ofir.”

From a distance came the sound of pounding hooves. Shaanar grabbed hold of a sword.

“This isn’t when your followers usually bring our food,” he said as he hurried toward the entrance to the tomb, overlooking the plain and the ghost town.

“Two horsemen.”

“Headed this way?”

“They’re at the edge of town now, and yes, coming toward the cliffs! We’d better get out of here and find another hiding place.”

“Let’s not rush; there are only two of them.” Ofir stood up. “This may be the sign I’ve been waiting for, Shaanar. Take a good look.”

Shaanar recognized the lay deacon of Ofir’s congregation. When it dawned on him who the other man was, he could barely speak.

“Meba? What’s Meba doing here?”

“You know he’s my second in command.”

Shaanar lay down his sword.

“No one in the king’s entourage suspects him,” continued the sorcerer. “It’s time you two put aside your differences.”

Shaanar made no reply. He felt nothing but contempt for Meba, whose only ambition was to protect his personal fortune and his position in society. When the old diplomat had revealed his identity as a Hittite agent, Shaanar had doubted the sincerity of his commitment.

The two men dismounted where the path forked toward the high priest of Aton’s tomb. The deacon stayed back with the horses, while his distinguished visitor advanced toward the hideout.


A shudder went through Shaanar. What if Meba, reinstated in the government, had betrayed them? What if the police were on his heels? Still, no one else appeared on the horizon.

On edge, the diplomat dispensed with the usual greeting.

“I’ve taken a great risk in coming here. What on earth could have made you request such a meeting?”

Ofir’s reply was stinging. “You answer to me, Meba. You’ll go wherever I tell you. Now report.”

Shaanar was taken aback. Here, underground, the sorcerer was still directing his network.

“The news isn’t good, I’m afraid. The emperor’s latest initiative fell short of the mark. Ramses launched a vigorous counteroffensive; he’s already recaptured Canaan.”

“Is he pressing on to Kadesh?”

“I haven’t been able to find that out.”

“You ought to, Meba. Work on improving your sources. Have the Bedouins kept up their end of the bargain?”

“The rebellion seems quite widespread. But you realize that I can’t ask too many questions without arousing Ahmeni’s suspicions.”

“You do work at the State Department, don’t you?”

“Caution dictates . . .”

“Do you ever chance upon Ramses’ son?”

“Little Kha? Occasionally, but why would . . .”

“I need to lay my hands on an object he’s especially fond of, Meba, and I need it right away.”
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SEVEN





Moses, along with his wife and son, had left the land of Midian, south of Edom and east of the Gulf of Aqaba, where he had taken refuge some time ago. Now he had decided to return to Egypt, against his father-in-law’s advice. Since Moses was wanted for murder, the old man argued, it would be folly to turn himself in to Pharaoh’s police. He’d surely be imprisoned and sentenced to death.


But no amount of reasoning could change Moses’ mind. God had spoken to him on the mountain. God had ordered him to lead his Hebrew brethren out of Egypt. They must be free to practice their faith in a land that belonged to them. The odds were overwhelmingly against them, but the new prophet had no doubt that he would succeed.

His wife, Zipporah, had also tried to dissuade him, to no avail.

So the small family group set out on their way to the Delta. Moses kept a slow and steady pace with the aid of a knobby walking stick. Zipporah soon found that he always knew which way to turn.

When a cloud of sand announced the approach of horsemen, Zipporah gathered her son in her arms and huddled close to Moses. Tall, bearded, broad-shouldered, he had the build of an athlete.


“We need to hide,” she begged.

“It wouldn’t do any good.”

“If it’s Bedouins, they’ll kill us. If it’s Egyptians, they’ll arrest you.”

“Don’t fret so.”

Moses waited, unflinching. And as he waited he thought of his days at the royal academy in Memphis, where he had been indoctrinated in the ageless wisdom of the Egyptians and also formed a close friendship with Prince Ramses, the future pharaoh. After graduation, an administrative post at the harem at Merur had given him considerable responsibility for a man of his age. Eventually, after serving as superintendent of various building projects, he had overseen the construction of Pi-Ramses, the pharaoh’s new capital in the Delta. The appointment was an honor, making Moses one of the most influential men in Egypt.

Yet his was a tortured soul. Ever since he could remember, a fire had consumed him. Only after the miracle of the burning bush did the pain disappear. At last, Moses had discovered his mission in life.

The horsemen, when they arrived, did prove to be Bedouins. In the lead rode Amos, bald and bearded, and the tall, thin Keni—the two tribal chiefs who had lured Ramses into an ambush at Kadesh. Their men formed a ring around Moses.

“Who are you?” barked Amos.

“My name is Moses. This is my wife and son.”

“Moses . . . could you be the famous friend of Ramses? The one who was wanted for murder and fled to the desert?”

“I am he.”

Amos jumped down from his horse and slapped the Hebrew on the back.


“Then we’re in the same camp! We want to overthrow Ramses, too.”

“I still consider the King of Egypt my brother,” Moses said evenly.

“You can’t be serious, when he’s put a price on your head! We Bedouins and you Hebrews should band together with other desert nomads. We’ll join forces with the Hittites to vanquish Ramses once and for all. The Pharaoh’s strength has become a legend, my friend. Come ride with us. We’ll raid the Egyptian battalions pushing their way into Syria.”

“Sorry. I’m going south.”

“South?” Keni said warily. “What’s in that direction?”

“Egypt. I’m heading to Pi-Ramses.”

The two Bedouins exchanged an astonished glance.

“Are you putting us on?” questioned Amos.

“I’m stating facts.”

“But you’ll be arrested and put to death!”

“Yahweh will protect me. I need to lead my people out of Egypt.”

“Have you lost your mind, man?”

“That’s the mission Yahweh has given me.”

Now Keni slipped off of his horse. “Stay where you are, Moses.”

The tribal chieftains moved out of earshot, where they could talk.

“He’s a madman,” Keni insisted. “The desert has that effect sometimes.”

“I think you’re wrong.”

“Just look at his eyes.”

“I did, Keni. The man is sane. What’s more, he’s clever and determined.”

“Wandering in the desert with a wife and small child—you call that clever?”


“Yes, Keni. A brilliant disguise. Who’d pay him the least attention? But Moses still has followers in Egypt, and he’s planning to lead a Hebrew rebellion.”

“It will never work. Pharaoh’s police will be all over him.”

“Yes, but if we help him, he could be of use to us.”

“What do you mean, Amos?”

“We can help him across the border and later supply the Hebrews with arms. They’ll probably be exterminated, but they’ll stir things up in Pi-Ramses.”
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Moses inhaled the Delta air deeply. This land still enchanted him, though by rights he should hate it. How could he feel any enmity toward the lush green fields, the graceful palm groves? He felt like a young man again, the Pharaoh of Egypt’s close friend and associate, who had dreamed of spending his whole life at Ramses’ side, serving him, helping him transmit the ideal of truth and justice that had nurtured the dynasties through the ages.

Now that ideal was a thing of a past. Henceforth Yahweh alone would guide Moses’ footsteps.

Thanks to Keni and Amos, the Hebrew crossed into Egypt in darkness, along with his wife and son, evading the border patrol as it roamed between two outposts. Zipporah, while terrified, offered no objection and voiced no criticism. Moses was her husband. She had vowed to obey him and would follow wherever he led.

With the sunrise and the resurrection of nature, Moses felt his hopes revive. Here he would fight the good fight, no matter what forces aligned against him. Ramses must be made to understand that the Hebrews demanded their liberty with the desire to form a nation, according to divine will.

The family stopped in villages where they were welcomed with the customary hospitality offered to strangers. Moses’ speech showed clearly that he was of Egyptian stock, which didn’t hurt matters. Slowly but surely, the Hebrew, his wife, and his son reached the outskirts of the capital.

“I built a good part of this city,” Moses revealed to Zipporah.

“It’s so big, so beautiful! Are we going to live here?”

“For a while.”

“Where will we stay?”

“Yahweh will provide.”

They made their way through the bustling maze of craftsmen’s shops. Zipporah, accustomed to the seclusion of her desert oasis, felt confused. On every side there were shouts and cries. Carpenters, tailors, and sandal makers were hard at work. Donkeys threaded slowly through the narrow streets, laden with earthenware vessels containing meat, dried fish, or cheese.

Straight ahead lay the homes of the Hebrew brickmakers.

Nothing had changed. Moses recognized every house, heard familiar chants, and experienced a surge of memory in which rebellion mingled with youthful enthusiasm. As he lingered in a little square with a central well, an old brickmaker hobbled up to take a good look at him.

“I’ve seen you before, haven’t I? But wait, it can’t be! Don’t tell me you’re Moses, the famous Moses?”

“I am, old man.”

“You’re supposed to be dead!”

“Oh? They forgot to tell me,” Moses said with a smile.


“When you were around, they treated us brickmakers better. Now anyone who falls behind has to go fetch his own straw. You’d never have stood for it. Imagine, having to haul your own straw! And we fight tooth and nail for the smallest pay raise.”

“Do you have a house, at least?”

“I’d like bigger lodgings, but my request is tied up in paperwork. Back then, you would have helped me.”

“I’ll help you now.”

The brickmaker’s eyes narrowed. “Aren’t you still wanted for murder?”

“Yes.”

“You killed Ramses’ sister’s husband, or so they say.”

“He was a blackmailer and a bully,” Moses objected. “I never intended to hurt him. We had an argument and it got out of control.”

“So you did kill him. But I understand, I do!”

“Would you take me and my family in for the night, old man?”

“Follow me,” he replied.
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As soon as Moses, his wife, and child were asleep, the old brickmaker left his bed and crept through the darkened room toward the door to the street, opening it ever so carefully. It gave a loud creak, and the brickmaker froze. Once he was certain that Moses had not awakened, he slipped across the doorstep.

The price on his guest’s head was a big one. He’d go straight to the police. But he had barely set foot outside when a powerful hand flattened his back against a wall.


“Where do you think you’re going, scum?”

“I needed a breath of air, that’s all.”

“You’re planning to turn Moses in, am I right?”

“No, no, of course not!”

“I ought to strangle you.”

“Let him go,” ordered Moses, appearing in the doorway. “He’s a Hebrew, the same as you and me. And who are you, coming to my aid in the night?”

“My name is Aaron.”

The man was no longer young, but vigorous, with a rich, deep voice.

“How did you find out that I was staying here?”

“Don’t you know that we were all watching you? Everyone knows you in these parts. The council of elders would like to meet with you, Moses.”
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EIGHT





Benteshina, the Prince of Amurru, was having a wonderful dream. A young noblewoman, Egyptian-born and naked as the day she was born, smelling of myrrh, was working her way up his legs like a clinging vine.



Suddenly she paused and began to rock like a sinking boat. Benteshina gripped her neck for dear life.

“Your Highness, wake up! Wake up!”

Opening his eyes, the prince discovered he was in the act of strangling his majordomo. The first light of dawn filtered into the bedroom.

“Why are you disturbing me so early?”

“Get up, I beg of you, and look out the window.”

Reluctantly, Benteshina followed his servant’s suggestion. His flabby bulk meant he moved slowly.

Not a hint of mist on the sea: the day would turn out to be beautiful.

“What is there to see?”

“Look at the entrance to the harbor, Your Highness.”

Benteshina rubbed his eyes. Three Egyptian warships stood there, forming a blockade.

“The overland routes?”

“They’re closed off, too. A huge Egyptian army has us surrounded! The city is under siege, My Lord.”

“What shape is Ahsha in?” asked Benteshina.

The majordomo hung his head. “On your orders, they threw him in the dungeon.”

“Bring him to me.”
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Ramses always fed his horses himself. Victory in Thebes and the Goddess Mut Is Satisfied, as the two superb mounts were called, were inseparable in peacetime as well as in battle. Both the mare and the stallion welcomed the king’s caresses and would whinny proudly whenever he praised their courage. They were not in the least afraid of Fighter, the Nubian lion, their stalwart companion in facing down thousands of Hittite soldiers.

The Ra division general bowed to the king.

“Your Majesty, our troops have been deployed as you ordered. Not one inhabitant can escape from Beirut. We’re ready to attack.”

“Intercept all the caravans that were heading into the city.”

“Shall we plan on a siege?”

“Possibly. If Ahsha is still alive, we’ll free him.”

“That is our hope, Your Majesty, but can the life of just one man be worth it?”

“The life of just one man is sometimes very precious, General.”

Ramses spent the remainder of the morning with the horses and his lion. Their calmness seemed like a favorable omen, and indeed, before the sun had reached its highest point, the aide-de-camp arrived with the message the king had been expecting.

“The Prince of Amurru requests an audience, Your Majesty.”
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Dressed in an ample robe of multicolored silk that concealed his paunch, wearing his favorite scent, attar of roses, Benteshina appeared relaxed and smiling.

“Hail, Son of Light! Hail . . .”

“I have no use for a traitor’s flattery.”

The Prince of Amurru remained unruffled. “Our meeting is intended to be constructive, Your Majesty.”

“Selling out to the Hittites was a bad choice, Benteshina.”


“There’s still one point in my favor: I have Ahsha.”

“Do you think the fact that he’s in one of your dungeons will keep me from razing this city?”

“I’m certain of it. Aren’t you known the world over for your sense of friendship? Besides, a pharaoh’s disloyalty would offend your gods . . .”

“Is Ahsha still alive?”

“He is.”

“I’ll require proof.”

“Your erstwhile secretary of state will make an appearance on top of the main palace tower, Your Majesty. Ahsha may be a bit worse for the wear after his stint in the dungeon, I admit. He hasn’t been there long, though, only since an escape attempt.”

“What are you asking in exchange for his freedom?”

“I want your pardon. When I release your friend to you, you’ll forgive this slight transgression on my part. You’ll issue a decree stipulating that your trust in me is unwavering. It’s a great deal to ask, I know, but I need to maintain my position and my modest fortune. And of course, if you give in to the misguided notion of holding me prisoner, your friend will be executed.”

There was a long silence before Ramses replied. “I need to think,” he said calmly.

Benteshina had only one fear: that Ramses would put statecraft ahead of friendship. The Pharaoh’s hesitation made him tremble.

“I need time to convince my generals,” explained the king. “Do you think it’s easy to give up a victory and pardon a criminal?”

Benteshina felt better. “Isn’t ‘criminal’ an overstatement, Your Majesty? Regional alliances are a political balancing act. Since I’m trying to make amends, can’t we forget the past? Egypt represents my future, and I promise to prove my loyalty. If I may, Your Majesty . . .”

“What now?”

“The people of Beirut would prefer to avoid a blockade. My subjects and I are used to a certain standard of living, which depends on the regular delivery of food and trade goods. You wouldn’t want your friend Ahsha to starve, now would you?”

Ramses rose. The meeting had come to an end.

“Your Majesty, if I may . . . How long do you think you might need to decide?”

“A few days.”

“I’m sure we’ll be able to reach an agreement that will be to our mutual advantage.”
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Ramses sat meditating by the sea, his lion curled at his feet. Waves broke in front of him as dolphins leaped playfully in the distance. The wind blew hard from the south.

Setau sat down at the king’s right hand.

“I’ve never cared for the sea,” he remarked. “Not enough snakes in it. You can’t even see to the other side.”

“Benteshina is blackmailing me, Setau.”

“And you can’t decide between Ahsha and Egypt.”

“Can you blame me?”

“I’d only blame you if your choice was easy. But I know which way you have to go, and I can’t say I like it.”

“Do you have a plan?”

“Why else would I interrupt the Lord of the Two Lands when he’s deep in thought?”

“Make sure it’s not dangerous for Ahsha.”


“That’s more than I can promise.”

“Is there any chance that your plan will work?”

“A slight one.”
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Benteshina’s majordomo did his best to satisfy his master’s incessant requests. The Prince of Amurru drank heavily and demanded the finest of vintages. The palace wine cellars were regularly restocked, but it was hard to keep up with the ruler’s constant entertaining. Thus the majordomo kept an eye out for his shipments.

When the Egyptian troops surrounded Beirut, he had been expecting a caravan with a hundred amphorae of Delta Red. The prince would settle for nothing less.

To the majordomo’s delight, he saw a procession of wagons laden with wine jars pull into the palace courtyard. The blockade had been lifted at last! Benteshina must have struck a bargain with Ramses!

The majordomo rushed in front of the lead wagon and shouted his instructions to the driver: part of the shipment should go to the main cellars, part to a storeroom adjacent to the kitchens, the rest to a storage area near the banquet room.

The unloading began, to the sound of singing and laughter.

“Shall we have a sample?” the majordomo asked the lead driver. “Just for quality’s sake, of course.”

“Good idea.”

The two men ducked into the wine cellar. The majordomo bent over a jar, already tasting its delicious contents. As he was caressing the rounded vessel, a violent blow to the back of the head knocked him cold.


The lead driver, an officer in Ramses’ army, freed Setau and the other members of the commando from the jars. Armed with light, hollow-backed hatchets with solid lacing around three grips on the handle, they dispatched the Lebanese guards, who were unprepared for an inside attack.

As a few members of the strike force opened the main gate to the city, letting the Ra division infantry storm through, Setau headed straight for Benteshina’s private quarters in the palace. When two guards attempted to bar the snake charmer’s entry, he pulled a pair of squirming and angry vipers from a sack.

At the sight of the reptiles Setau was brandishing, Benteshina began to tremble.

“Let Ahsha go, or you’re a dead man.”

Benteshina didn’t wait to be asked twice. Heaving like a winded ox, he led the way to the room where Ahsha was held prisoner.

At the sight of his friend, alive and well, Setau momentarily forgot himself. One hand fell open. The viper struck Benteshina like lightning.
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NINE





Heading gracefully toward fifty, slender, with a fine, straight nose, almond eyes that were huge and sharp, and a determined chin, Queen Mother Tuya remained the guardian of tradition and the conscience of the Kingdom of Egypt. Supervising a sizable staff, she advised without giving orders, yet insisted on respect for the values that had made Egypt’s monarchy great and lasting, forging a link between the visible world and the invisible one.
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