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“A plot as sinuous as the River Nile, with characters lying like crocodiles in the shallows, all seeking to divert or assist young Ramses the Great. This book makes ancient Egypt as relevant and 3-D as today’s news.”
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AUTHOR’S NOTE





Ramses, the greatest of conquerors, the Sun King, guardian of Truth.” In those terms Jean-François Champollion, who deciphered the Rosetta Stone and thus unlocked the secrets of Egypt, described his idol, the Pharaoh Ramses II.



Ramses’ fame has endured for centuries. His name is synonymous with the power and glory of Ancient Egypt, the spiritual mother of Western civilization. For sixty-seven years, from 1279 to 1212 B.C., Ramses, the “Son of Light,” guided the country to its peak of political power and cultural influence.


Travelers to Egypt still encounter Ramses at every turn. He left his imprint on the countless monuments he built, as well as those enlarged or restored during his reign. There are the two temples at Abu Simbel, where Ramses is enshrined forever as a god with his beloved consort, Nefertari; the vast colonnade at Karnak; the giant statue, seated and smiling, at the temple of Luxor.

Ramses would not fit into one book. His life is an epic journey, from his initiation into pharaonic law under the guidance of his father, Seti (as impressive a ruler as his son), to the final days of his long and eventful reign. That is why I have chosen to write a series of five novels, reflecting the breadth of his extraordinary destiny, which included unforgettable figures like Seti, his wife, Tuya, the sublime Nefertari, Iset the Fair, the poet Homer, the snake charmer Setau, Moses the Hebrew, and a host of others.

Ramses’ mummy is preserved in the Cairo Museum, his aged face still regal. Many visitors say he looks as if he might awaken at any moment. But what death has stolen from him, the magic of the novel can restore. Thanks to fiction and Egyptology, it is possible to share his hopes and fears, experience his failures and successes, meet the women he loved, suffer his betrayals and value his true friends. We can be at his side as he fights the forces of evil and seeks the light from which everything originates and to which everything returns.

Ramses the Great—what a traveling companion for a writer! From his initial showdown with a wild bull to the soothing shade of the western acacia, he was a legendary leader in a fabled country. The gods smiled on Egypt, a land of water and sunlight, where the words integrity, justice, and beauty had meaning and permeated everyday life. A land where the Great Beyond connected with the here and now, where life could overcome death, where the invisible had a palpable presence, where the love of life and the eternal filled the hearts of humankind and made them joyous.

In truth, the Egypt of Ramses.
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ONE





The wild bull froze, staring at young Ramses.


The animal was huge and dark, with legs thick as pillars, drooping ears, and a stiff, pointed beard. It had just sensed the young man’s presence.

Ramses was fascinated by its horns, broad and almost joined at the base, then flaring out and upward in a helmet shape, tipped with two lethal points.

In all his fourteen years, Ramses had never seen such an enormous bull.

Even the ablest hunters steered clear of this particular breed. Calm in his own surroundings, protective of the sick and wounded, a watchful parent, the dominant male transformed into a terrifying warrior as soon as his territory was invaded. The slightest provocation could send him charging furiously and with amazing speed, retreating only when his opponent was trampled.

Ramses took a step backward.

The bull’s tail whipped the air as he kept a fierce eye on this intruder into his marshy domain. By the tall reeds, a cow was calving, her sisters in a ring around her. In this solitary backwater of the Nile, the huge male reigned over his herd and permitted no challenge to his authority.

The young man had hoped the thick grass would hide him, but the bull’s brown eyes, deep in their sockets, were trained on him. Ramses knew there would be no escape.

Ashen, he turned slowly toward his father.

Seti, Pharaoh of Egypt, stood a few feet behind his son. “Victorious Bull,” they called him: his mere presence was said to paralyze his enemies. His mind, sharp as a falcon’s beak, perceived all; there was nothing he did not know. Slender, stern-faced, with a high forehead, hooked nose, jutting cheekbones, Seti was authority incarnate. Worshiped and feared, the monarch had restored Egypt to her former glory.

Ramses had just met his father for the first time.

Until now, he had been in the care of royal guardians, who taught him all a king’s son must know in preparation for a high government position. But this morning Seti had pulled the boy away from his hieroglyph class and driven him deep into the country. Not a word had yet passed between them.

When the vegetation grew too dense, the two had abandoned their two-horse chariot and waded into the tall grass. Once clear, they had entered the realm of the bull.

Which was more frightening, the wild beast or Pharaoh? Ramses felt unequal to the power that emanated from each of them. In legend, the bull was a celestial animal, burning with the fire of the other world, and Pharaoh walked among the gods. Though Ramses was taller than most grown men and naturally courageous, still he felt trapped between two almost conspiring forces.

“He spotted me,” the boy said, trying to sound assured.

“Good.”


The first word his father spoke to him rang like a death sentence.

“He’s so big, he . . .”

“And you, who are you?”

The question threw Ramses off guard. The bull pawed the ground with his left front hoof, faster and faster; egrets and herons flew off, as if clearing the battlefield.

“Are you a coward or a king’s son?” Seti’s gaze pierced his soul.

“I like to fight, but . . .”

“A courageous man goes to the limit of his strength. A king goes beyond it. If that is not in you, you are not meant to rule and we will never see each other again. No test should daunt you. Leave, if you wish; otherwise, capture the bull.”

Ramses dared to raise his eyes and hold his father’s gaze.

“You’re sending me to my death.”

“My own father told me, ‘Take for yourself the power of a bull, forever young, with a stout heart and sharp horns, stronger than any enemy.’ Ramses, you came out of your mother’s womb like a bull calf. You must become the light of your people, shining like the sun. You were hidden in my hand like a star; today I am setting you free. To shine—or to vanish.”

The bull snorted, irritated by the sound of their voices. All around them, a hush fell over the countryside; from burrower to bird in flight, every creature sensed conflict brewing.

Ramses turned toward the bull.

In hand-to-hand combat, he had already beaten opponents bigger and stronger than himself, thanks to holds learned from his trainer. But what strategy would work against a monster this size?


Seti handed his son a long rope with a slipknot. “His strength is in his head. Catch him by the horns and you will have him.”

The young man saw a glimmer of hope. In nautical practice on the palace lake, he had done a great deal of roping.

“Once the bull hears the lasso, he’ll charge,” warned the Pharaoh. “Don’t miss, for you won’t get a second chance.”

Ramses rehearsed in his mind, silently working up courage. Tall for his age, he had the muscular build of an all-around athlete. He chafed at wearing his ginger red hair in the ritual style of childhood, pulled to one side and anchored in place above his ear. As soon as he was appointed to a court position, he would be allowed to change it—if fate let him live to see that day.

Young and full of himself, he had been longing for the chance to prove his worth. Yet never had he imagined that Pharaoh himself would translate his dreams into such brutal reality.

Riled by the human scent, the bull grew impatient. Ramses gripped the lasso; once the bull was roped, holding him would take the strength of a giant, a strength he did not have. So he would have to surpass himself, even if his heart burst.

No, he would not disappoint Pharaoh.

Ramses twirled the lasso; the bull ran at him, horns lowered.

Surprised by the animal’s speed, the young man stepped quickly aside, snapped his arm, and tossed the rope. It snaked through the air, landing on the bull’s back. Recoiling, Ramses stumbled on the damp soil and fell just as the bull’s horns were about to gore him. Even as they grazed his chest, he kept his eyes open. He wanted to look death in the face.


The angry bull raced to the edge of the reeds, then spun around and charged again; Ramses, back on his feet, looked him straight in the eye. He would stand up to the beast until the very end. He would show Seti that a king’s son knew how to die.

Then the bull’s mad dash was stopped outright; Pharaoh had roped him tight around the horns. Tossing his head until he nearly strangled, the raging beast struggled to break free. Seti grappled wildly and flipped the animal.

“Cut off the tail!” he ordered his son.

Ramses ran over and grabbed the smooth, tasseled tail, like the one Seti wore in the waistband of his kilt as proof that he had mastered the bull’s power.

Beaten, the beast relaxed into panting and groaning. The king released the animal after signaling Ramses to get behind him.

“The male of this breed can’t be broken,” he told the boy. “It will run through fire and water, even launch a surprise attack from behind a tree.”

The bull stole a sidelong glance at his opponent. Knowing he was powerless against the Pharaoh, he lumbered off toward his herd.

“You beat him!” said Ramses.

“No, we reached an agreement.” Then Seti unsheathed his dagger and with a single quick stroke severed the side-lock in his son’s hair.

“Father . . .”

“Your childhood is over. Tomorrow your life begins, Ramses.”

“I didn’t beat the bull.”

“You conquered your fear, the first enemy on the path to wisdom.”

“Are there many others?”


“More than there are grains of sand in the desert.”

The question burned on the young prince’s lips. “Am I to understand . . . that you’ve chosen me to succeed you?”

“Do you think courage is all it takes to govern men?”
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TWO





Sary, Ramses’ guardian and teacher, scoured the palace for his pupil. It was not the first time the young man had skipped his mathematics lesson and headed for the stables or an impromptu swimming race with his pack of idle, unruly friends.


Paunchy, affable, detesting exercise, Sary constantly cursed his disciple but fretted over the boy’s slightest escapade. His marriage to Ramses’ older sister had won him the coveted post of royal guardian.

Coveted . . . by those who had never dealt with Seti’s strong-willed son. Sary was blessed with patience and was stubbornly determined to open the boy’s mind, or he would have given up long ago on the insolent, overconfident prince. In keeping with tradition, the Pharaoh was not involved in his children’s upbringing. He waited until they were on the brink of adulthood to meet and test them, to see whether they might be fit to rule. In the present case, the decision had been made some time ago: Shaanar, Ramses’ older brother, would mount the throne. Still, the younger son’s high spirits must be channeled. At best, he could be molded into a good general; at worst, a court fixture.

Well into his thirties, Sary would gladly have spent his time lounging by the pond in back of his mansion, his bride of twenty at his side. But that might grow boring. Thanks to Ramses, no two days were alike. With his insatiable craving for life, his boundless imagination, he had run through several guardians before settling on Sary. Despite their frequent clashes, he was achieving his goal as a teacher: to educate the young man as a scribe, with all a scribe’s knowledge and technique. Secretly, Sary took real pleasure in molding his pupil’s acute intelligence, his sometimes exceptional insight.

Now Ramses was changing. The boy who could not sit still for a minute had started to pore over the old sage Ptahhotep’s Maxims. Sary had even seen him dreamily watching the swallows dart through the early morning sky. The maturation process had begun; many young men never completed it. The teacher wondered what manner of man Ramses would be if his youthful fires could be banked, burning steadier but still as strong.

Such gifts did not come without a price, of course. At the royal court, as at every level of society, mediocrity was the rule, and mediocre people, hating to be shown up, instinctively shun stronger personalities. Although Seti’s succession was established and Ramses need not fear plots and intrigues, his future might be less sunny than his birth would dictate. Some, including his own brother, were already making plans to exclude him. How would he do, exiled in some dusty provincial capital? Would he adapt to a simple country life, in tune with the seasons?

Sary had not confided these worries to his wife; she kept nothing to herself. As for approaching Seti, that was impossible. Immersed in managing affairs of state in his flourishing kingdom, he was far too busy to burden with a royal guardian’s vague concerns. It was good that the father and son had no contact. A character as strong as Seti’s would leave Ramses only two options: rebel or be crushed. Appointing guardians was definitely a sensible tradition; fathers did not always know best.

Ramses’ mother, Tuya, the Great Royal Wife, was another matter entirely. Sary was among the few who were privy to her strong attachment to her younger son. Cultured, refined, Tuya gauged the strengths and weaknesses of each royal courtier. She reigned supreme over the royal household, demanding strict adherence to etiquette and commanding the respect of nobles and commoners alike. But Sary was in awe of Tuya; troubling her with his little worries might discredit him. The queen disliked loose talk; in her eyes, an unfounded accusation was as serious as an intentional lie. No, it was better to keep quiet than to be a bearer of bad tidings.

Reluctantly, Sary headed for the stables. He was terrified of bucking horses, hated being around the grooms or, even worse, the royal horsemen bragging of their ludicrous exploits. Ignoring the jokes they made at his expense, the guardian continued his investigation. No one had seen Ramses for two days, which was most unusual.

Sary searched on for hours, forgetting his lunch. Exhausted, grimy, he straggled back to the palace as night fell. Soon, he would have to report his pupil’s disappearance and prove he had played no part in it. And how could he face his wife?


He was too glum to return the greetings of his fellow teachers leaving the royal academy. In the morning, he would question Ramses’ closest friends. If this proved fruitless, he would have to acknowledge the awful truth.

What had he done to bring the wrath of the gods down on his head? His career would be unjustly shattered, he would be banished from court, his wife would renounce him, he would end up as a washerman by the Nile. Horrified at the prospect of his own decline, Sary found his usual spot and sank into the classic crossed-leg position of a scribe.

Ramses was supposed to be seated across from him, sometimes attentive, sometimes in the clouds, but always ready with an unexpected answer. At the age of eight, he could already draw beautiful hieroglyphs and calculate a pyramid’s slope to the nearest degree—but only because he enjoyed it.

The royal guardian closed his eyes, picturing the happier moments of his rise through the ranks.

“Feeling all right, Sary?”

That voice—already so deep and commanding!

“Is it really you?”

“Take a look, if it won’t disturb your nap.”

Sary opened his eyes and saw Ramses, who, though disheveled, looked exuberant.

“We both need a wash, teacher. Where did you get so dirty?”

“In the stables, among other unsavory places.”

“Searching for me?”

Dumbfounded, Sary rose and inspected Ramses.

“What have you done to your hair?”

“My father cut the side-lock off himself.”

“That can’t be! The correct ritual—”


“Do you doubt my word?”

“Forgive me.”

“Sit down, guardian, and listen.”

The prince’s tone was no longer that of a child. Sary did as he was told.

“My father tested me: the wild bull.”

“What in the world—?”

“I didn’t beat it, but I faced it. And I think . . . I believe that my father has chosen me to rule.”

“No, my prince. Your brother has already been named successor.”

“But has Pharaoh tested him?”

“Your father simply wanted to see you react to danger. He knows your reputation.”

“Why would he waste his time on that? No, I’m sure it was a summons.”

“Don’t get carried away, Ramses. This is madness!”

“Why?”

“The court is full of influential people with no use for you.”

“What have I done to them?”

“It’s nothing you’ve done; it’s who you are.”

“Are you telling me I should blend in with the crowd?”

“Listen to reason.”

“A bull makes a stronger argument.”

“Ramses, you have no idea how vicious power politics can be. It will take more than a bullfight to come out on top.”

“Then you can help me.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“You know how the court works. Tell me who my friends are, and my enemies; be my secret adviser.”

“Don’t ask too much of me. I’m only your guardian.”


“Are you forgetting that my childhood is officially over? Now you become my tutor, or we go our separate ways.”

“You’re asking me to take uncalculated risks when you’re not even first in line for the throne. Your older brother has been groomed for it. Go against him, Ramses, and he’ll destroy you.”
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THREE





The big night was finally here.


With only a new moon, it was deliciously dark out. Ramses had dared his classmates from the royal academy to sneak out and meet him in town. There they could discuss what really mattered, the question foremost in their minds, until now unspoken.

Ramses lowered himself out of his second-story window and let go. The loose soil of the garden below softened the impact, and the young man crept along the wall. The palace guards posed no problem; some were sleeping, others played dice. If he happened on one who was actually alert, Ramses planned either to talk his way around him or knock him out.

In his excitement, he hadn’t reckoned with one conscientious sentinel: a golden-haired dog, medium-sized, sturdy and muscular, with long ears and a curlicue tail. He made no sound, but stood resolutely in Ramses’ path.

Instinctively, the prince made eye contact. The animal sat, his tail wagging rhythmically. Ramses went up and petted him; they were instant friends. The red leather collar was inscribed “Watcher.”

“Want to come, boy?”

With a jerk of his short black muzzle, Watcher led his new master toward the gate of the royal academy.

Late as it was, people still strolled the streets of Memphis, the country’s ancient capital. The southern city of Thebes might be wealthy, but Memphis remained the home of the great universities, the place where royal offspring and others earmarked for high government posts received a thorough and rigorous education. Admission to the Kap, “the closed, protected, nourishing place,” was a highly sought prize, but Ramses, like others who had spent their whole life within its walls, longed only to escape.

A short-sleeved tunic of ordinary weave helped him blend into the crowd. It was an easy walk to the famous tavern near the medical school, where healers in training liked to unwind after long hours of study. With Watcher still trailing him, the prince went inside. Academy rules stated that students must never set foot here. But Ramses was no longer a child and was finally out of his gilded cage.

The main room of the tavern was whitewashed, with mats and stools where loud groups of patrons crowded to enjoy strong beer, wine, and palm liquor. The owner freely displayed amphorae from the Delta, the oasis regions, or Greece, vaunting their contents. Ramses found a quiet spot and watched the door.

“What will it be?” asked a server.

“Nothing right now.”


“Strangers pay in advance.”

The prince handed over a carnelian bracelet.

“Will this cover it?”

“I suppose. Wine or beer?”

“Your best beer.”

“How many?”

“I’m not sure yet.”

“I’ll bring the jar. When you’re ready, you’ll get the cups.”

Ramses realized he had no idea what things cost; he was probably being robbed. It was high time for him to leave school. He had been too sheltered from the outside world.

With Watcher curled at his feet, he looked for new arrivals. Would any of his classmates make it? He weighed his bets, eliminating the overcautious and the career-minded, until his list was whittled down to three names. He knew the danger would not deter them.

He smiled when Setau crossed the threshold. Muscular and virile, with dark hair and skin, Setau was the son of a sailor and his Nubian wife. His unflagging energy, as well as his gifts for chemistry and plant lore, had singled him out in his village school; he had done just as well at the Kap.

Setau, not a big talker, sat down silently next to Ramses. They had barely exchanged greetings when they were joined by Ahmeni.

Ahmeni, slight and a bit sickly, was not cut out for sports or heavy lifting, but he was a tireless worker, sleeping only three or four hours a night. He was at the top of his class in hieroglyphs; he already knew more about literature than his teachers. The son of a plasterer, he was his family’s pride and joy.

“I bribed a guard with my dinner,” he announced proudly.

He was on Ramses’ short list. He had counted on Setau to use force, if necessary, and Ahmeni to rely on his wits.


The next arrival took him by surprise. He never would have expected pampered young Ahsha to take such a risk. The only son of wealthy nobles, he felt the Kap was just an obligatory rung on the ladder to a high government post. Slim and elegant, he had a long face with a thin mustache and often wore a haughty expression, yet won people over with his smooth voice and sparkling, intelligent eyes.

He sat across from the trio of friends.

“Surprised, Ramses?

“I have to admit I am.”

“Slumming with you sounded rather fun. Life has been dull lately.”

“It won’t be much fun if we’re caught.”

“That adds a bit of spice to the evening. Is the gang all here?”

“Not yet.”

“Your best friend wouldn’t let you down, would he, old fellow?”

“He’ll be here.”

“Of course.”

Ahsha called for the beer, but Ramses, his throat tight with anxiety and disappointment, could not touch a drop. Could he have been so badly mistaken?

“Here he is!” cried Ahmeni.

Tall, broad-shouldered, with long, thick hair and a beard outlining his jaw, Moses looked much older than his fifteen years. The descendant of several generations of Hebrew laborers, as strong as Ramses physically, Moses had such remarkable intellectual gifts that he was singled out for the Kap as a very young child. The two had initially clashed, then had come to terms and joined forces against their teachers.

“A guard tried to stop me. He was too old to hit, so I had to reason with him.”


They drank a congratulatory round, enjoying the inimitable flavor of forbidden fruit.

At length Ramses spoke. “Let’s tackle the only important question,” he said bluntly. “How do you find true power?”

“Reading and writing hieroglyphs,” Ahmeni said instantly. “The language of the gods, the tool our sages used to hand down their precepts. ‘Do as your ancestors did,’ it is written, ‘for they knew life before you. Knowledge is power, and only writing immortalizes.’”

“A writer’s drivel,” objected Setau.

Ahmeni colored. “Are you denying that a scribe holds the key to power? Good conduct, manners, fairness, trust, honesty, self-control, freedom from envy—those are the things I want. And enough silence to surround the writing. Writing comes first.”

“I disagree,” said Ahsha. “Diplomacy is the route to power. That’s why I plan to go abroad, study the languages of ally and foe alike, understand how international trade works, and learn the true intentions of other leaders, so that they can be manipulated.”

“I can tell you were born and raised in the city,” moaned Setau. “You’ve completely lost contact with nature. The city is our greatest danger.”

“Then where are you going to find power?” asked Ahsha pointedly.

“There’s only one way to find a combination of life and death, beauty and horror, poison and antidote: follow the snake.”

“You must be joking.”

“Where are snakes found? In the desert, in the fields, in swamps, by the Nile and the canals, on threshing floors, in shepherds’ huts, cattle pens, even the cool dark recesses of houses! Snakes are everywhere, and in them lies the secret of creation. I plan to devote my life to learning it.”

No one attempted to argue. Setau had obviously made up his mind.

“What about you, Moses?”

The young giant hesitated. “I envy you, my friends, because I have no answer. Strange thoughts trouble me, my mind drifts, but my destiny remains unclear. I think I’m going to be offered an important post in a great harem,* and I plan to take it, until something more exciting comes along.”

All four young men directed questioning looks at Ramses.

“Only one true power exists,” the prince declared. “That of Pharaoh.”
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FOUR





Just what we thought you’d say,” complained Ahsha.


“My father tested me against the wild bull,” Ramses revealed. “Why would he do that unless he wants me to be Pharaoh?”


His four classmates were stunned. Ahsha was the first to regain his composure.

“Didn’t Seti already name your brother to succeed him?”

“Then why wasn’t he put to the test?”

Ahmeni was radiant. “That’s wonderful, Ramses. I never expected to be friends with a future pharaoh!”

“Don’t get carried away,” Moses advised. “Maybe Seti is still deciding.”

“Are you with me or against me?” Ramses asked.

“With you, for life!” answered Ahmeni.

Moses nodded his agreement.

“There are two sides to everything,” Ahsha opined. “If I see you gaining the upper hand, I’ll gradually lose confidence in your brother. But if it’s the other way around, I won’t go with the loser.”

Ahmeni clenched his fists. “You really deserve a—”

“Perhaps I’m simply the most truthful of us all,” the future diplomat ventured.

“That would amaze me,” said Setau. “I think my outlook is more realistic.”

“Pray tell.”

“I’m not interested in pretty speeches. Only actions count. A future king must be able to deal with reptiles. The night of the next full moon, when the snakes come out to hunt, I’ll take Ramses out with me. Then we’ll see how he measures up.”

“Don’t go!” begged Ahmeni.

“You’re on,” said Ramses.

[image: art]

The scandal shook the Kap to its ancient foundations. Never had the top of the graduating class so flagrantly broken school rules. Sary was given the unwelcome task of calling in the culprits and reading them their penalties. A few days before summer recess, the task seemed even more daunting in that all five young men had just been given government appointments in recognition of their gifts and academic accomplishments. For them, the gates of the Kap should be opening on a promising career.

He found Ramses playing with the dog, who had quickly adapted to sharing his master’s diet. Sary soon had enough of watching the dog lunge and chase after a rag ball, but the prince insisted on working with his pet, to make up for the former owner’s supposed neglect.

Exhausted, panting, his tongue lolling, Watcher lapped water from an earthenware bowl.

“You’re in trouble, Ramses,” Sary began.

“What for?”

“That sordid escapade at the tavern.”

“Come on, Sary; we weren’t even drunk.”

“No, but you were stupid, especially considering the appointments you all would have had.”

Ramses grabbed his guardian by the shoulders.

“Do you have news? Tell me!”

“Your punishment . . .”

“That can wait. What about Moses?”

“Assistant director of operations at Merur, the great harem in Faiyum.* Quite a responsibility for one so young.”

“He’ll shake things up. It will be good for them. And Ahmeni?”

“A palace scribe.”

“Perfect! Tell me about Setau?”


“Certified as a healer and snake hunter. He’ll harvest venom to serve as an antidote. But—”

“Ahsha? You forgot Ahsha.”

“Advanced courses in Libyan, Syrian, and Hittite. Then he’ll serve as an interpreter in Byblos. But I’ve been trying to tell you that all of your appointments have been put on hold.”

“But how?”

“By vote of the dean and the faculty, including me. Your behavior was quite unacceptable.”

Ramses thought for a moment. If he and his friends protested and the situation soured, news would be sure to reach the vizier, then Seti. Pharaoh would be furious!

“I seem to remember, Sary, that the Kap’s teaching is always to seek the just course.”

“Correct.”

“Then only the guilty party should be punished—and that’s me.”

“But—”

“I organized the whole thing, I set the time and the place, and I talked my friends into meeting me. If it had been anyone else, they’d never have tried it.”

“Probably, but—”

“Give them the good news about their appointments and let me serve their punishment. And now that everything is settled, let me get back to this poor dog.”
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Sary thanked the gods; Ramses’ plan gave him a graceful way out of a delicate situation. The prince, no favorite with the faculty, would stay on in house suspension, receiving extra tutoring in mathematics and literature during the New Year festivities, which marked the midsummer return of the Nile’s annual flooding. When Pharaoh presided at the festivities, Shaanar would appear at his side. Ramses’ absence would attest to his insignificance.

Before serving his sentence, the prince was allowed to say goodbye to his classmates.

Ahmeni was warm and encouraging. With his job nearby at the palace, he would think of Ramses each day and find some means of communication. As soon as they let Ramses out, Ahmeni promised, their real future would begin.

Moses embraced him. Leaving Memphis would be a difficult adjustment. He was plagued by dreams, but he could wait to discuss them until Ramses was free.

Ahsha was cold and distant. He thanked the prince for doing him such a favor and promised to pay it back if ever he had a chance, which was doubtful, since their paths were unlikely to cross in the future.

Setau reminded Ramses about their date and told him a promise was a promise. While Ramses was under house arrest, Setau would be scouting locales for their snake hunt. He was clearly delighted to be leaving the city and looking forward to daily contact with his true source of power.

To Sary’s surprise, Ramses bore his confinement stoically. While others his age dipped in all the pleasures of the season, the prince studied theorems and classical authors, breaking only to walk his dog in the campus gardens. Their tutorials ranged over the most serious subjects. Ramses showed astonishing powers of concentration, reinforced by an exceptional memory. In the space of a few weeks, the boy had become a man. Soon his former guardian would have little left to teach.

Ramses treated his suspension like a hard-fought wrestling match where the opponent was none other than himself. Since his encounter with the wild bull, he had been struggling with another monster: a self-important adolescent, overconfident, impatient, and disorderly. It was no less difficult a fight.

His father was never far from his mind.

Perhaps they would not meet again and he would have to make do with his memories and the image of a peerless pharaoh. After Seti had released the bull, he let his son take charge of the chariot, then after a few seconds yanked the reins away without a word. Ramses had not dared question him. Spending time with Seti, no matter how briefly, was a privilege.

Becoming pharaoh? The question seemed pointless now. He had let his imagination run away with him, as usual.

Still, Seti had made him face the bull, an ancient rite of passage now fallen into disuse. And Seti did not take such things lightly.

Instead of giving in to idle conjecture, Ramses had decided to fill the gaps in his knowledge and try to emulate Ahmeni. No matter what work he did in the future, it would require more than courage and spirit. Each pharaoh, including Seti, had first been trained as a scribe.

Pharaoh! He could not get the thought out of his mind, no matter how he tried.

Sary informed him that his name was hardly mentioned in court circles, even negatively. He was beneath notice now that rumor had him headed for a plush exile in some provincial capital.

Ramses made no comment. He steered the subject back toward the sacred triangle used for temple walls or the correct proportions for a building based on the law of Ma’at, the frail and marvelous goddess of harmony and truth.


The boy who loved to ride, swim, and fight forgot about the world outside as a delighted Sary molded him into a scholar. In a few more years this former truant would make a learned professor! Ramses’ crime and his punishment had finally set him straight.

On the final evening of his house arrest, the prince and Sary dined on the schoolhouse roof. Seated on reed mats, they drank cool beer, ate dried fish and spicy beans.

“Ramses, congratulations. You’ve made remarkable progress.”

“Yes, but do I have a job?”

The tutor shifted uneasily.

“Well . . . you’ve worked like a demon. You need to give your mind a rest.”

“Are you trying to tell me something?”

“How can I put it? You have your position as a member of the royal family.”

“Can’t I also have a post with the government?”

Sary avoided the prince’s eyes.

“For the moment, no.”

“Who says so this time?”

“Your father, King Seti.”
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FIVE





A promise is a promise,” said Setau.


“Is it really you?”

Setau looked different. Unshaven, without a wig, dressed in an antelope-skin tunic covered with pockets, he bore little resemblance to a top university graduate. He had almost been turned away from the palace before one of the guards finally recognized him.

“What’s happened to you?”

“I’m doing my job and I’m keeping my word.”

“Where are you taking me?”

“You’ll see . . . unless you’re too scared. You can always back out of your promise, you know.”

Ramses’ eyes blazed. “Let’s go.”

Perched on donkeys, they made their way through the city, rode south along a canal, then branched out into the desert, headed toward an old burial ground. It was Ramses’ first trip outside the lush valley and into this disturbing world where the laws of man held no sway.

“Tonight’s the full moon!” said Setau, his eyes dancing eagerly. “All the snakes will come out.”

The donkeys were following a path the prince would never have been able to pick out. At a steady, surefooted pace, they headed deep into the deserted cemetery.


They had left behind the blue Nile, the green fields; here, as far as the eye could see, stretched sand, silence, and wind. Ramses felt in his bones why in the temple priests called the desert “Set’s red land.” Set, the god of thunder and cosmic fire, had burnt this desolate soil, but had also cleansed the human race of time and corruption. He had inspired the eternal dwelling places where mummies never decomposed.

Ramses took a breath of the bracing air. Pharaoh was the master of this red land just as he ruled the rich black earth that gave Egypt so much food. He must know the desert’s secrets, use its strength, channel its power.

“We can still turn back, if you want to,” Setau told him.

“Let’s hope that night comes soon,” said Ramses.
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A snake with a reddish back and yellow belly darted past Ramses and slithered between two rocks.

“Harmless,” Setau said. “Hundreds of them live around deserted tombs. In the daytime, they sleep inside. Follow me.”

The young friends went down a steep slope with a ruined monument at the bottom. Ramses hung back.

“No mummies in here; it’s cool and dry inside, you’ll see. Nothing to be afraid of.” Setau lit an oil lamp.

Ramses found himself in a sort of grotto with rough-hewn walls and ceiling; perhaps the tomb had never been occupied. The snake charmer had brought in several low tables where he had arranged a whetstone, bronze razor, wooden comb, gourd, writing boards, scribe’s kit, and pot after pot of creams and unguents. Jars held ingredients used in remedies: asphalt, brass filings, lead oxide, red ocher, alum, clay, and a variety of dried plants, including bryony, white sweet clover, castor oil, valerian.

In the gathering dusk, the sun turned orange. The desert was a sea of gold rippling with veils of sand that skipped from dune to dune.

“Take off your clothes,” Setau demanded. When the prince had stripped, his friend coated him with a thick puree of onions and water. “Snakes can’t stand the smell,” he explained. “By the way, did you mention where you’re going to be working?”

“Nowhere.”

“A prince without a job? Must be another favor from Sary.”

“No, an order from my father.”

“So he wasn’t impressed with the way you handled that bull.”

Ramses had tried to deny the obvious, although it would explain why he was being shunted aside.

“Forget the court. It’s all political deals and back-stabbing. Come out here and work with me. Snakes can be dangerous, but at least they never lie.”

Ramses was shaken. Why hadn’t his father told him the truth? It had all been a sham, leaving him without another chance to prove himself.

“Now for the real test, Ramses. To be immune to snakebite, you have to drink an antidote made from nettle tubers. It’s dangerous—slows the circulation, sometimes even shuts it down. If you vomit, you’re dead. I wouldn’t try this on Ahmeni, but you should be strong enough to handle it. Then most snakes’ venom won’t do a thing to you.”

“Most? You mean not all?”

“The biggest species require a daily injection of a small amount of cobra blood. If you turn professional, you’ll have to try it. Here, drink this.”


The taste was horrible. His blood ran cold and he wanted to gag.

“Hold on now.”

He had to get rid of the pain in his stomach, get rid of it, lie down and sleep . . . Setau was gripping his wrist. “Don’t give in, open your eyes!”

Ramses fought the feeling. Setau had never bested him in a wrestling match. His stomach calmed, the cold sensation abated.

“You’re strong all right, but you’ll never be a king.”

“Why not?”

“Because you trusted me. I could have poisoned you.”

“You’re my friend.”

“How do you know?”

“I just do.”

“I only trust snakes. They never betray their nature. With men, it’s different. They spend their lives cheating and trying to get away with it.”

“And you?”

“I chose the desert.”

“If I’d really been in danger, you would have saved me.”

“Put on your tunic and let’s get going. You’re not as stupid as you seem.”

Night in the desert was a feast, so full of wonders that not even the sinister laughter of hyenas, the howling of jackals, or the thousand and one eerie sounds could trouble Ramses. Set’s red land was full of ghostly voices. The valley had its own enchantments, but here he sensed the power of the other world.

True power . . . maybe it did lie deep in the haunted solitude of Setau’s desert home.

Around them, soft hissing. Setau was in the lead, striking the ground with a long staff. He walked toward a heap of stones the bright moonlight transformed into a spirit fortress. Following his guide, Ramses had no sense of danger; besides, he had the little pouches of first-aid remedies that Setau had strung on his belt.

He stopped at the foot of the stone heap.

“My master lives here,” Setau revealed. “He may not come out; he’s afraid of strangers. Let’s wait awhile and pray.”

The young men sat cross-legged. The prince felt light, almost airborne, inhaling the sweet desert darkness. The star-studded night was his classroom now.

A lithe and elegant outline appeared in the center of the stone heap. A gleaming black cobra, almost as long as a man, came out of its lair and reared majestically, wreathed in a silvery aura of moonlight. Its head shook rhythmically, ready to strike.

Setau stepped forward. The black cobra hissed. The snake charmer motioned Ramses to move closer.

Intrigued, the reptile swayed from side to side. Which intruder to strike first?

Taking two steps forward, Setau was only a few feet from the cobra. Ramses followed.

“You are the master of the night. You make the earth bear fruit,” Setau intoned slowly, enunciating each syllable. He repeated the chant at least ten times, urging Ramses to do the same. The melodic words seemed to calm the snake. Twice it reared up to strike but stopped short of Setau’s face. When he put his hand on the snake’s head, it froze. Ramses thought he could see the eyes glint red.

“Your turn, Prince.”

He reached out. The cobra struck.

Ramses felt the touch of the fangs. Repelled by the onion mixture, the snake did not bite down.


“Put your hand on his head.”

He held it there without flinching. The cobra seemed to back down. His outstretched fingers touched the black snake’s hood. For a few moments, the master of the night submitted to the king’s son.

Setau pulled Ramses backward. The cobra’s strike faded in the distance.

“You should have ended it sooner, friend. Don’t forget that the forces of darkness are never vanquished. You’ve seen the uraeus on Pharaoh’s crown, the sign of the cobra protecting Egypt. If the snake had struck again, then where would we be?”

Ramses let out a long breath and gazed at the stars.

“You may be careless, but at least you’re lucky,” Setau told him. “There’s no antidote for a cobra bite.”
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SIX





Ramses scrambled up on the fragile raft of lashed papyrus sheaves. It would never last the whole slate of ten swimming races he had organized. His name had attracted a small battalion of challengers, all the more eager to beat him since a bevy of Memphis beauties cheered from the canal banks. For luck, the contestants wore amulets around their necks: a frog, an ox leg, a magic eye. Ramses, naked, wore no talisman, yet he outswam them all.


Most of the swimmers showed off for one woman or another. Seti’s younger son competed only for himself, to prove he could still reach beyond the limit of his strength and be first to tag the opposite bank.

Ramses finished five lengths in front of his nearest competitor and wasn’t even out of breath. Smoldering, the other swimmers murmured congratulations. They watched their step around the prince. Life was not easy for a second son, soon to be packed off to a token post in the south.

A pretty brunette, around his own age and already voluptuous, approached to offer him a strip of cloth.

“The wind is cool. Use this to dry yourself.”

“I don’t need to.”

Inviting green eyes lit her oval face, with a small, straight nose and curving lips. Graceful, lively, and poised, she wore an expression of mischief along with a filmy linen dress of the finest quality. In her headband, a lotus flower.

“You ought to. No matter how strong you are, it’s easy to catch cold.”

“I’ve never been sick a day in my life.”

“My name is Iset,” she continued. “I’m having a few friends over tonight. Would you care to join us?”

“Certainly not.”

“Well, if you change your mind, the invitation’s open.” Smiling, she walked away without a backward glance.

[image: art]


Sary dozed beneath the tall sycamore shading his garden. Ramses paced in front of his sister, Dolora, who was stretched out on a lounge chair. She was a plain woman interested only in her own comfort and well-being. Her husband’s prospects would guarantee her a life of ease, free from everyday concerns. Tall and ungainly, perpetually exhausted, endlessly pampering her bad complexion, Ramses’ sister prided herself on knowing all there was to know about life at court.

“You really should stop by more often, my dear.”

“I’ve been busy.”

“Oh? That’s not what I heard.”

“Ask your husband.”

“I’m sure you haven’t come here just for the pleasure of seeing me . . .”

“No. I need some advice.”

Dolora was delighted, knowing how Ramses hated to ask for help.

“Ask away. I’ll answer if it’s within my power.”

“Do you know a girl named Iset?”

“Describe her.”

Ramses complied.

“Iset the Fair!” His sister frowned. “Quite the temptress. Only fifteen, and already beating admirers away from her door. The most beautiful woman in Memphis, some people claim.”

“Her parents?”

“Rich and socially prominent, with palace connections that go back generations. So you’re Iset’s latest catch?”

“She’s asked me to a party.”

“Join the crowd. Every night is a party for Iset. Are you going?”


“She has some nerve.”

“Because she took the initiative? Don’t be so old-fashioned, little brother. Iset the Fair finds you to her liking, it’s as simple as that.”

“A young unmarried woman shouldn’t—”

“Why not? We’re in Egypt; we don’t have to live like backward barbarians. I wouldn’t recommend Iset as a wife, but—”

“Be quiet, Dolora.”

“Don’t you want to hear more about her?”

“Thank you, dear sister. I’ve had quite enough of your expert advice.”

“Just one more thing. It’s time you got out of Memphis.”

“Why the warning?”

“You no longer count here. Stay much longer and you’ll wither on the vine. In the provinces, though, they’ll respect you. But don’t plan on taking Iset the Fair along for company; she doesn’t like underdogs. I’ve been told that our brother, the future pharaoh, finds her quite attractive. Get away from her as fast as you can, and stay away, unless you plan to die young.”
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It was no ordinary gathering. Several well-bred young ladies were giving a dance recital. Their wealthy parents had underwritten years of professional lessons. Ramses had come late, not wanting to dine, and now, without wishing it, he found himself in the front row of the sizable audience.

The twelve dancers had chosen a vast lotus pond as their torchlit backdrop. Wearing pearl-studded netting beneath short tunics, triple-braided wigs, strands of beads and lapis lazuli bracelets, the young women swayed suggestively. Supple and moving in unison to a delectably languid beat, they bent to embrace invisible partners. No one in the audience moved a muscle.

Suddenly, the dancers discarded their wigs, tunics, and netting. Hair in a strict chignon, bare-breasted, clad in a wisp of kilt, they each tapped their right foot, then executed a breathtaking back flip, perfectly timed. Arching and bowing gracefully, they performed more acrobatic feats, all equally spectacular.

Four young women came forward, as the others sang and clapped to the beat. To the timeless melody, the soloists depicted the four winds. Iset the Fair was the north wind, bringing sweet relief to torrid summer nights. She outshone her partners, obviously satisfied to be the center of attention.

Ramses could not take his eyes off her. Yes, she was magnificent, the most beautiful woman there. She played her body like an instrument, moving with a sort of detachment, as if watching herself, unashamedly. For the first time, Ramses wanted to take a woman in his arms.

As soon as the recital was over, he made his way through the crowd to the back of the garden and sat near the donkey pen.

Iset the Fair was toying with him, intending all along to marry his brother. She was only tempting him with what he would never have. For all his dreams of grandeur, he was sinking lower and lower. He must stop the downward spiral, sweep his demons out of the way. The provinces? Fine. He would find some way, any way, to prove his worth. If he failed, he could always work with Setau, handling the most dangerous snakes.

“Is something troubling you?” Iset the Fair had approached without a sound and now stood smiling at him.

“Just thinking.”

“You must think deep thoughts. All the guests have left; my parents and the servants have retired for the night.”

Ramses had lost track of time. Flustered, he rose. “Please forgive me. I’ll leave at once.”

“No need,” said Iset. “You add something to the garden.”

Her hair loose, her breasts still exposed, her green eyes filling him with a disturbing warmth, she blocked his exit.

“Aren’t you engaged to my brother?”

“Do princes believe everything they hear? I plan to choose for myself, and it won’t be your brother. It’s you I want, here and now.”

“I’m not sure I qualify as a prince.”

“Make love to me.”

Together, they unfastened their flimsy garments.

“I worship beauty, Ramses, and you are beauty itself.”

His hands caressed her all over, taking command. He wanted to give, to take nothing, to warm this young woman with the fire that consumed him. Iset was more than willing. Instinctively, with a sureness that amazed him, Ramses found every hiding place of her pleasure, lingering tenderly despite his growing urgency.

She was a virgin. So was he. They gave themselves to each other like a gift, their wild desire rekindling all through the balmy night.
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SEVEN





Watcher was hungry. He licked his sleeping master’s face insistently: rise and shine!


Ramses sat bolt upright, still in a dream where he lay with a woman, a passionate woman with breasts like delicious apples, lips like reed candy, legs wrapped around him like climbing vines.

But it was no dream! There was a such a woman—her name was Iset the Fair. They had lain together and learned the meaning of pleasure.

The dog couldn’t wait for the prince’s head to clear. He yipped and whimpered until Ramses finally got the message and walked him to the palace kitchens. After Watcher cleaned his dish, they went out for a walk.

The royal stables were kept immaculately clean. The magnificent horses housed there were cared for and trained expertly. Watcher didn’t trust these oversized, unpredictable quadrupeds; he trotted warily at his master’s heels.

They met a gang of grooms harassing a stable boy who struggled under a basketload of manure. One of them tripped the scapegoat, sending the boy, the basket, and its contents tumbling.

“Clean it up,” ordered the perpetrator, a thick-faced fellow of fifty.


The wretched boy turned around and Ramses gasped, “Ahmeni!”

The prince jumped forward, shoved the groom aside, and helped his quivering friend to his feet.

“What are you doing here?”

Shaken, his former classmate could only stammer incomprehensibly. A rough hand grasped Ramses’ shoulder.

“Hey! What makes you think you can mess with us?”

Elbowing the man’s chest, Ramses sent him sprawling. Furious at losing face, grimacing, the groom rallied his gang.

“Let’s teach these insolent boys some manners!”

The yellow dog growled and bared his teeth.

“Run,” Ramses ordered his friend. Ahmeni sat frozen.

Six against one: Ramses knew the odds were against him, but as long as the grooms thought he didn’t have a chance, there was a very slight possibility he could fight his way out of this predicament. The biggest one rushed him. Ramses ducked his punch, and before the groom knew what was happening, he was flat on his back. Two more of the assailants also went down with a thud.

Ramses was glad he had worked so hard with the palace trainers. These men were completely lacking in tactics, relying on brute strength to give them a quick win. Watcher fought alongside his master, nipping at the fourth groom’s ankles, then darting out of his way. Ahmeni’s eyes were closed, tears streaming down his face.

The grooms regrouped, less confident. Only a nobleman would know such professional moves.

“Who are you?” the leader demanded sullenly.

“Why, are you scared, with six against one?” the prince countered.

The groom flashed a knife at him, snickering.


“An accident could spoil that pretty face.”

Ramses had never fought an armed opponent.

“An accident with witnesses . . . even your little buddy would back us up, to save his hide.”

The prince kept his eyes glued to the short-bladed knife as the groom traced threatening circles, toying with his victim. Ramses stood still, letting the man dance around him. The dog danced, too.

“Down, boy.”

“You love that disgusting beast? A dog that ugly doesn’t deserve to live.”

“Pick on someone your own size.”

“Meaning you? You’re dreaming.”

The blade brushed Ramses’ cheek. He tried to kick the knife out of the groom’s hand, but only managed to swipe his wrist.

“So, you’re tough. But you’re all alone.” The other grooms pulled out their knives.

Ramses felt no fear. These bullies had stirred an untapped strength in him, a rage against injustice and cowardice.

Before the grooms had time to orchestrate their attack, he knocked two of them down, narrowly missing the avenging blades.

“Stop, men!” cried one of the pack.

A sedan chair had just come into sight beneath the stable porch. Such a splendid vehicle could be carrying only an important personage, and indeed, snug against the tall backrest, feet on a footrest, forearms on armrests, head in the shade of a parasol, sat a man of twenty, pressing a scented cloth to his forehead. He had a round, almost moon-shaped face, pudgy cheeks, small brown eyes, and thick greedy lips. Overfed, out of shape, the young lord made a heavy burden for his twelve highly paid professional bearers.

The grooms scattered. Ramses turned toward the sedan chair, while his dog licked Ahmeni’s leg comfortingly.

“Ramses! In the stables again . . . but then animals are the best company for you.”

“And what brings you here, Shaanar, if you find it so distasteful?”

“Inspecting the premises, at Pharaoh’s request. A future ruler needs detailed knowledge of his domain.”

“Thank heaven you came.”

“Really?”

“There’s a matter that needs your attention.”

“Yes?”

“Ahmeni, one of the palace scribes, was dragged out here and bullied by six grooms.”

Shaanar smiled. “Poor Ramses, you never know what’s happening! Hasn’t your friend explained that he works here now?”

Dumbstruck, the prince turned toward Ahmeni.

“As an entry-level scribe, he found a mistake in a superior’s text, then went over his head to correct it. When the senior scribe brought a complaint, I decided that an apprenticeship in the stables might be just the thing for this little snip. Hauling manure and fodder will shape him up in no time.”

“He doesn’t have the strength for it.”

Shaanar ordered his chair lowered to the ground. His sandal-bearer, the chief body servant, instantly produced a stepladder, slipped sandals on his master’s feet, and helped him down.

“Let’s take a walk. I need to speak to you in private.” Ramses left his watchdog with Ahmeni.


The two brothers paced the roofed walkway of a paved inner courtyard. Shaanar hated exposing his fair complexion to the sun.

How could two men be less alike? Shaanar was short, squat, fleshy, already resembling a dignitary who had spent a little too long on the banquet circuit. Ramses was tall, lithe, and muscular, glowing with youthful energy. The older brother’s voice trilled and gushed, while the younger’s was low and clear. They had nothing in common except for being Pharaoh’s sons.

“Reinstate Ahmeni,” Ramses demanded.

“Forget your little friend. We have more urgent matters to discuss. As I understand it, you were supposed to leave town.”

“No one told me that.”

“Consider yourself told.”

“Since when do you give me orders?”

“You must be forgetting who’s next in line to the throne.”

“Thanks for the reminder.”

“Don’t get smart with me, Ramses. Save your energy for wrestling. One day my father and I may find you an active command in the army; defending your country’s interests is a worthy cause. But Memphis is no place for someone like you.”

“I was just beginning to like it.”

“If I have to go to our father, I will. You’re only making it harder on yourself. Why not go quietly? I can have everything ready in two or three weeks.”

“Where does that leave Ahmeni?”

“I told you to forget the little snitch. Don’t make me say it again! Oh yes—one last thing: leave Iset the Fair alone. She won’t settle for second best.”


 

 



[image: art]


EIGHT





Queen Tuya’s day had been trying. With her husband off on an inspection tour of the northeastern border’s defenses, she had granted audiences to the vizier, the exchequer, two provincial leaders, and a scribe from the royal archives. So many pressing problems to attend to, and each deserved her attention.


Seti was increasingly concerned about disturbances the Hittites were stirring up in some of his Asian and Syro-Palestinian territories. Usually the local rulers simply needed to air their grievances, and a state visit from Pharaoh was enough to smooth ruffled feathers.

Tuya, the daughter of a charioteer, had neither royal lineage nor noble ancestry, yet her qualities were such that she quickly won the devotion of court and country. Naturally elegant, she had a lofty bearing that enhanced a slender figure, a face with huge almond eyes, intent and piercing, and a thin, straight nose. Like her spouse, she commanded respect and did not tolerate overfamiliarity. Her mission was to maintain and increase the influence of the Egyptian court. Carrying out her duties was crucial to the country’s stature and the people’s welfare.

At the thought of her next interview, the queen’s fatigue vanished. Ramses, her favorite son, was coming to lunch with her. Although she had chosen the palace pleasure garden as their setting, she still wore her long, gold-hemmed linen robes, a short pleated cape, a necklace with six strands of amethysts, a wig with neatly spaced twists of hair. How she loved to stroll beneath the acacias, willows, and pomegranate trees, along the borders of cornflowers, daisies, and larkspur! There was no more heavenly creation than a garden, where every plant, in every season, sang glory to God. Morning and evening, before she turned to her royal duties, Tuya allowed herself a few minutes in this earthly paradise.

When Ramses arrived at her side, the queen was astonished. In just a few months, he had grown strikingly handsome. He gave an impression of power. A hint of the adolescent remained, of course, but the carefree child was gone.

Ramses bowed to his mother.

“Is a kiss against protocol?”

He clasped her briefly, amazed at how fragile she seemed.

“Remember the sycamore you planted when you were three? Come see how it’s flourished.”

Within moments Tuya realized that the muted anger she felt in her son would not be easily soothed. He was a stranger to this garden, where he had spent countless hours tending the trees.

“The last few months have been hard for you,” she said.

“Do you mean my house arrest, or have you heard how I didn’t rope the bull? But none of that matters, really. What bothers me is losing the fight for justice.”

“You have an official complaint to make, then?”

“My friend Ahmeni has been falsely accused of insubordination. My brother had him fired as a palace scribe and sentenced to menial labor in the stables. He’s not strong enough for the work. It’s going to kill him.”


“That’s a serious accusation. You know I won’t deal with unsubstantiated rumors.”

“Ahmeni wouldn’t lie to me. There’s no one more truthful. Does he have to die because he’s my friend and Shaanar couldn’t make him grovel?”

“Do you hate your brother?”

“I don’t even know him.”

“Do you know he’s afraid of you?”

“Then how did he have the gall to tell me I have to leave Memphis?”

“He must not be happy to hear you and Iset are lovers.”

Ramses stammered, “You already heard?”

“It’s my job to keep track of you.”

“Don’t I get any privacy?”

“In the first place, you’re Pharaoh’s son. And then, Iset may be fair, but she’s not discreet.”

“Why would she brag about choosing not to be queen?”

“Probably because she believes in you.”

“It’s just an affair. My brother can never have her first now.”

“Is it that simple, Ramses, or do you love the girl?”

The young man hesitated. “Physically, yes. I want to keep seeing her, but . . .”

“Are you thinking of marriage?”

“Marriage!”

“It’s only natural, my son.”

“Not yet.”

“Iset the Fair is a very determined young woman. Now that she’s chosen you, she won’t let go easily.”

“Wouldn’t Shaanar make a better match for her?”

“You don’t seem to think so.”

“Maybe she plans to compare us.”

“You must think women are ruthless.”


“After what happened to Ahmeni, how can I trust anyone?”

“Not even me?”

Ramses took his mother’s right hand. “I know you will never betray me.”

“As for your friend, I can think of one solution.”

“What’s that?”

“Become a royal scribe. Then you can appoint your own secretary.”
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Ramses could not help but admire Ahmeni’s obstinate refusal to crumble under the physical strain of his punishment. The grooms knew who Ramses was now, and fearing further reprisals they left Ahmeni in peace. One of them even stopped heaping his baskets so full and lent him a hand now and then. Still, Ahmeni grew weaker by the day.

Royal scribes were chosen by means of a competitive examination, and Ramses had not had time to prepare for it. The test was administered in a courtyard outside the vizier’s offices. Carpenters had been called in to erect wooden posts and drape them with cloth as sunshades.

Ramses was given no special consideration. Requesting it would be in violation of the law of Ma’at. Ahmeni should have been the one to take the exam. Ahmeni would be better qualified for the job. Still, the prince had to fight for his friend in the only way he knew how.

An old scribe, leaning on a staff, harangued the fifty young men assembled to compete for the two vacant posts in the kingdom.


“Gentlemen,” he rumbled, “you’ve had years of school. You want government office. You crave the power attached to it. But has anyone told you what that office entails? You must wear clean linen and spotless sandals. Keep your eyes on your papyrus and your nose to the grindstone. You must steady your hand and curb your tongue. When your head aches from studying, study some more! Obey your superiors and strive to improve in all ways. If you wish to serve mankind, do not shrink from discipline. A monkey can follow commands, a lion can learn to do tricks, but a lazy young scribe is hopeless. The only cure is the rod!” he said with a flourish. “Have at it, gentlemen!”

Each candidate was given a sycamore palette, thinly coated with plaster. A cavity in the center held the sharpened reeds serving as their pens. They moistened the two cakes of ink, one black, one red. Then every man invoked the great sage Imhotep, patron of scribes, spilling a few drops of ink in his memory.

For several hours, they had to copy inscriptions, answer grammar and vocabulary questions, solve mathematics and geometry problems, compose a sample letter, and copy out the classics. Several gave up altogether, others lost their concentration. Then came the ultimate test, in the form of riddles.

The fourth and final one had Ramses stumped. “How does the scribe transform death into life?” That was beyond the wisest scholar! His mind was blank. Missing this one, on top of potential lost points for minor errors, would eliminate him. He thought and thought, but saw no solution.

He might not become a royal scribe, but he would not stop trying to save Ahmeni. They could go deep in the desert with Setau and his snakes. The constant threat of death was preferable to a life without freedom.

Out in the courtyard, a baboon scurried down a palm tree and under the awnings, leaping onto Ramses’ shoulders before the proctors had time to intervene. The prince sat quietly as the baboon seemed to whisper a few words in his ear, then disappeared the same way it had come.

For a few brief seconds, the prince and the sacred animal of the god Thoth, creator of hieroglyphs, had merged into a single being. The human hand was guided by the animal spirit.

Ramses read the answer he had been given. “The scribe uses his scraper to remove the plaster covered with writing from the palette. A new coat is then applied. Thus, he brings the dead palette back to life, ready to be used again, like new.”
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Ahmeni was so exhausted he could no longer lift a basket. His bones felt ready to break, his neck and shoulders stiffer than a plank. They could beat him if they liked, but he wouldn’t move. It was such a waste. He dimly remembered the prospect of a wonderful future: reading, writing, copying hieroglyphs, following the teachings of the sages, preserving time-honored texts . . . One last time, he tried to hoist his load.

A strong hand lifted the burden from him.

“Ramses!”

“I’d like your opinion of this writing kit.”

The prince showed his friend a gilded palette carved like a column. Its capital was a lily, the cone-shaped top to be used for buffing inscriptions.


“Magnificent!”

“It’s yours, if you can read me the text.”

“‘May Thoth’s baboon protect the royal scribe, ’” he rattled off. “That’s for beginners!”

“Then I, Ramses, in my official capacity as royal scribe, hereby engage you, Ahmeni, as my private secretary.”

 

 



[image: art]


NINE





The reed hut at the far edge of a wheat field, deserted at night, was a perfect hideaway for Iset the Fair and Ramses, with Watcher to stand guard.


Their young bodies were perfectly in tune. Playful, passionate, tireless, they found hour after hour of pleasure without exchanging a word.

Tonight, blissfully drowsy, Iset the Fair was humming, head on her lover’s chest.

“I don’t know why you’re still with me,” Ramses said.

“Because you’re a royal scribe now.”

“You could do better.”

“Better than my prince?” she laughed.


“You could have the crown prince.”

Iset made a face.

“Yes, I’ve considered it . . . but he doesn’t appeal to me. Too fat, too dull, too underhanded. I couldn’t bear to let him touch me. So I decided to love you.”

“Decided?”

“Some souls are made to give love, some to take it. I’ll never belong to a man. Not even a king can own me. I’ve chosen you, Ramses, and you will choose me. We’re two of a kind.”
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Senses still reeling from his sleepless night with Iset the Fair, Ramses was taking the back way to his scribe’s residence when Ahmeni bustled out of an office and over the iris beds to intercept him.

“We need to talk.”

“I’m tired, Ahmeni, can’t it wait?”

“No, it’s too important.”

“Then at least get me something to drink.”

“Milk, freshly baked bread, dates, and honey—the royal breakfast is served. But first you should know that the royal scribe, along with his personal assistant, is kindly requested to attend a reception at the palace tonight.”

“You mean . . . at my father’s?”

“The one and only.”

“An invitation from Pharaoh! Or is this another one of your pranks, Ahmeni?”

“Relaying important news is one of your assistant’s duties.”

“A royal reception . . .”

Ramses longed to meet his father again; as a royal scribe, he would not be allotted much time. What would he say? Should he protest, demand explanations, question the Pharaoh’s treatment, ask what was expected of the younger son, what plans Seti might have for him? Each word would have to be weighed.

“One more thing,” Ahmeni said, frowning.

“Go ahead.”

“A shipment of ink cakes came in yesterday, and I found two that were unacceptable, even though they had the seal of quality. I always feel I should check all our new supplies. Now I know I should. It’s inexcusable. I’m calling for an investigation in your name.”

“Aren’t you blowing this out of proportion?”

“A royal scribe sets the national standard.”

“As you see fit, Ahmeni. Now can I get some sleep?”
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Sary was paying a courtesy call on his former pupil. Granted, Ramses had no further need of a tutor. Admittedly, Sary had played no part in coaching the prince to first place in the highly competitive royal scribe examination. Nevertheless, the prince’s coup reflected favorably on his teacher. As the newly appointed director of the Kap, he was set for life.

“I must admit you amazed me, Ramses, but don’t let it go to your head. You righted a wrong and rescued Ahmeni; isn’t that enough?”

“I’m not sure I understand.”

“You asked me once to advise you behind the scenes, help you tell your friends from your enemies. The only true friend I see is Ahmeni. Others resent your success, but that won’t hurt you, provided you get out of Memphis and settle in the south.”

“You sound like my brother.”

Sary was momentarily nonplussed. “Don’t read too much into things, Ramses. But stay away from the palace. This reception is not for you.”

“I am a royal scribe, am I not?”

“Believe me, your presence there will be neither welcome nor wise.”

“And if I choose to attend?”

“You’ll still be a royal scribe . . . but without a posting. Don’t cross Shaanar. If you do, you’re your own worst enemy.”
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Sixteen hundred sacks of wheat and as many of other grains had been brought to the royal palace. Thousands of fancy cakes and rolls would be baked; sweet beer and oasis-grown wine would flow. Thanks to the Pharaoh’s efficient stewards, by the time the first star appeared in the night sky, the guests at the reception would enjoy the best the palace had to offer.

Ramses was among the first to arrive at the monumental gates to the palace complex, flanked night and day by the Pharaoh’s private guard. The sentries knew Seti’s younger son by sight, yet still checked his credentials before allowing him entry to the vast, almost forested, garden. An artificial lake reflected the ancient acacias. Here and there were tables laden with baskets of bread and sweets, stands with floral arrangements. Cup-bearers poured wine and beer into alabaster goblets.

The prince fixated on the central building, where he knew royal audiences always took place. The rooms were covered with shiny ceramics; visitors marveled at the play of colors. Before he was sent to the royal academy, Ramses had played in the private suites and even ventured as far as the steps to the throne room, though not without a sound scolding from his nursemaid, the one who had suckled him until he was three years old. He still remembered his glimpse of Pharaoh’s throne, its base carved with scenes showing Ma’at, the essence of truth and harmony.

Ramses had hoped that the royal scribes would be allowed inside the palace, but it was obviously not to be. Seti would simply have the guests gather in a vast courtyard, then appear in a window and give a short speech reiterating the scope and importance of their duties and responsibilities.

How could he manage to speak to his father privately? The king had been known to mingle briefly with his subjects and greet a few of the most notable. He, Ramses, had achieved a perfect score on the scribe’s examination; he alone solved the final riddle. He would not be amiss in approaching Seti to ask why the king ignored him. If he was really meant to leave Memphis for some obscure post in the provinces, he wanted to hear it directly from Pharaoh.

All around him the royal scribes, their families, and a host of courtiers who never missed important parties were drinking, eating, and making small talk. Ramses tried the heady oasis-grown wine, then the strong beer. Draining his goblet, he noticed a couple seated on a stone bench tucked under an archway.

A couple consisting of his brother, Shaanar, and Iset the Fair.

Ramses strode their way.

“You told me you’d made up your mind, my sweet. Is this how you show it?”


Iset was stunned, but Shaanar remained cool.

“You forget your manners, dear brother; have I no right to converse with a lady?”

“If that’s what you call her.”

“Don’t be crude.”

Cheeks aflame, Iset the Fair fled the brothers, leaving them face-to-face.

“I can’t put up with much more, Ramses. You are no longer needed in Memphis.”

“I am a royal scribe.”

“Brag all you want, but there will never be a post for you without my approval.”

“Your friend Sary warned me.”

“Sary is only trying to keep you out of trouble.”

“Just stay away from Iset.”

“How dare you try to intimidate me!”

“If I’m nothing, then I have nothing to lose.”

Shaanar backed down. “Brother, you’re right,” he said in his silkiest voice. “No one should have to share a woman’s affections. But let’s leave the choice up to her now, shall we?”

“Agreed.”

“Then go enjoy the party.”

“When will the king be addressing us?” Ramses asked.

“Oh, hadn’t you heard? Pharaoh has left on a military inspection tour of the northern borders. He asked me to host this reception. And since you scored the highest on the latest exam, I’ve arranged a special reward for you: a hunt in the desert.”

Shaanar walked off.

Vexed, Ramses downed another goblet of wine. So he was not to see his father after all. Shaanar had lured him here only to put him in his place. Drinking more than was sensible, Ramses kept to himself. Snatches of the other guests’ chatter only served to annoy him. In a daze, he collided with an elegant-looking scribe.

“Ramses! Delighted to see you again.”

“Ahsha! Still here in Memphis?”

“I leave for the north tomorrow. The latest reports say the Trojan War is all but ended. The Greek barbarians wore down Priam’s defenses, and rumor has it that Achilles has killed Hector. My first diplomatic mission will be to determine whether our intelligence is accurate. And you, old friend—a major post in the offing?”

“Not that I know of.”

“Everyone talks about the scribe competition. Some less than kindly, I may say.”

“I’ll learn to live with that.”

“Wouldn’t you like to go abroad? Oh, forgive me; I forgot that you’re getting married. Soon, isn’t it? Sorry I’ll be away, but I do wish you all the best.”

Then an ambassador commandeered Ahsha; the fledgling diplomat’s mission was already under way.

Ramses was suddenly aware of his creeping intoxication; he was like a broken rudder, a house with a shaky foundation. Livid, he flung the goblet away, swearing to never again indulge in such unfit behavior.
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TEN





The hunting party left at dawn for the western desert. Ramses had left his dog in the care of Ahmeni, who was still intent on tracing the second-rate ink cakes.
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