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

—Paris Match

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

—Magazine Littéraire

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

—Figaro Magazine


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


—VSD

“It’s Dallas or Dynasty in Egypt, with a hero (Ramses), beautiful women, plenty of villains, new developments every two pages, brothers fighting for power, magic, enchantments, and historical glamour.”
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“He’s a pyramid-surfer. The pharaoh of publishing. His saga about Ramses II is a bookselling phenomenon.”

—Le Parisien
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ONE





Danio’s horse galloped down the overheated track leading to the Abode of the Lion, a settlement in southern Syria founded by the illustrious Pharaoh Seti. Egyptian on his father’s side and Syrian on his mother’s, Danio had chosen the honorable profession of postman, eventually specializing in priority dispatches. The government furnished the horse, along with food and clothing; Danio also qualified for housing in Sile, an outpost on the northeastern frontier, as well as free lodging in post houses. In short, a good life; constant travel and romances with Syrian girls who were ready and willing, if sometimes too interested in settling down. The moment things started getting serious, the postman was gone.


It was in his stars. Shortly after his birth, Danio’s parents had the village astrologer cast his horoscope, which showed he would be a wanderer. He hated feeling tied down, even by an enticing mistress. He lived for the open road.

Reliable and efficient, he received excellent performance reviews, never having misplaced a single piece of mail and often making an extra effort to expedite an urgent message. The postal service was truly his calling.


When Ramses assumed the throne after Seti’s death, Danio had misgivings. Like many of his countrymen, he feared the young Pharaoh had the makings of a warlord and might try to reassert Egypt’s regional dominance. Ramses had spent the first four years of his reign on an ambitious round of projects—enlarging the temple of Luxor, completing the gigantic colonnade at Karnak, breaking ground for his Eternal Temple, and building a new capital, Pi-Ramses, in the Delta. Yet he had not veered from his father’s foreign policy, the centerpiece of which was a mutual nonaggression pact with Egypt’s archenemy, the Hittites. This warlike people from the windswept plateaus of Anatolia seemed less intent than usual on conquering Egypt and challenging their claim to Syria.

The future was looking rosy until Danio noted a dramatic increase in the military correspondence between Pi-Ramses and the fortresses along the Way of Horus. He had asked his supervisors about it and quizzed the officers he met; no one knew anything, but there was talk of unrest in northern Syria and even the Egyptian-controlled province of Amurru.*

Evidently the messages Danio delivered were intended to alert frontier post commanders along the Way of Horus.

Thanks to Seti’s military ability, Canaan,† Amurru, and Syria now formed a vast buffer zone between the warring empires. Of course, the local overlords bore careful watching and required the occasional reminder. Nubian gold was the remedy of choice when loyalties shifted with the winds of change. The presence of Egyptian troops and their military parades on state occasions was another effective means of preserving the fragile peace.


In times past, the forts along the Way of Horus had more than once barred their doors and sealed off the northeastern border. The Hittites had never ventured this far south, and by now the fear of hard fighting had dissipated.

So Danio remained hopeful; the Hittites had respect for the Egyptian army, and the Egyptians feared their enemy’s violence and cruelty. Neither party would emerge unscathed from direct confrontation. It was therefore in the best interest of both to maintain the status quo and confine themselves to a war of words. Ramses, absorbed in his grandiose building program, had no intention of provoking a fight.

Danio thundered past the marker that showed he was entering the Abode of the Lion’s dependent farmland. Suddenly he pulled up short and retraced his path: something looked wrong.

The postman dismounted next to the marker.

He noted indignantly that the point of the stone slab had been damaged and several hieroglyphs defaced. The magical inscription, no longer legible, had lost the power to protect the site. The vandals would be severely punished; tampering with a royal stela was punishable by death.

The postman realized that he was the first to stumble upon the desecration. He would lose no time reporting it to the regional commander, who would bring it to the Pharaoh’s immediate attention.

A brick wall surrounded the complex, with two sphinxes guarding the main entrance. The postman froze in his tracks: the ramparts lay in ruins, the sphinxes lay on their sides, mutilated.

The Abode of the Lion had been attacked.

No sound issued from the settlement, usually so animated with infantry drills, horse training, discussions around the fountain in the center of town, noisy children, braying donkeys . . . the eerie silence caught at Danio’s throat. He uncorked his drinking gourd and took a cooling swig.

Curiosity won out over fear. He should have turned back and alerted the nearest garrison, but he had to see for himself. Danio knew almost everyone in town, from the commander to the innkeeper. He had friends here.

Danio’s horse whinnied and bucked; stroking his neck, the postman soothed him. Still, the beast refused to take one step forward.

Danio made his way toward the silent town on foot.

Grain bins slashed, jars shattered. Nothing was left of the stores of food and drink.

The small two-story houses lay in ruins; not a single one had escaped the attackers’ fury, not even the governor’s residence.

Not one wall of the town’s small temple stood intact. The divine likeness had been hacked at and beheaded.

And still the thick, oppressive silence.

Dead donkeys floated in the well; by the fountain, the remains of a bonfire where furniture and documents had been piled and burned.

The smell.

A clinging, sickening stench sent him in the direction of the meat market, on the north side of the complex, beneath a broad, shaded portico, where animals were butchered, carcasses cooked in a huge cauldron, fowl roasted on spits. A busy place where the postman liked to eat lunch once his messages were delivered.

When he saw them, Danio stopped breathing.

They were all there: soldiers, tradesmen, craftsmen, old people, women, children, babies. Heaped on top of each other, their throats slit. The governor had been impaled, the three officers hung from the crossbeams.

On a wooden pillar, Hittite script proclaimed: Victory to the army of Muwattali, powerful sovereign of Hatti. Thus shall all of his enemies perish.

Hittite commandos—a typical bloodthirsty raid, leaving no survivors. But this time they had pushed past their sphere of influence and struck close to the border of Egypt’s northeastern provinces.

A sick panic swept over him. What if the Hittite strike force was still on the prowl?

Danio backed away, still staring dumbly at the horrid spectacle. Such cruelty—taking human life without a thought for a decent burial—was beyond comprehension.

The postman staggered toward the main gate and the toppled sphinxes. His horse had disappeared.

He anxiously scanned the horizon for any sign of the Hittite raiders.

Chariots . . . chariots heading in his direction!

Wild with terror, Danio ran as fast as his feet would carry him.
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TWO





Pi-Ramses, the Pharaoh’s new capital deep in the Delta, already had a population of more than one hundred thousand. The Nile looped around it in two branches, the Ra and the Avaris, keeping the climate pleasant even in summer. A network of canals facilitated transport, an artificial lake was delightful for boating, and ponds teemed with prize catches.


The lush countryside provided ample food for the “Turquoise City,” as Pi-Ramses was dubbed because of the shiny tiles that graced its buildings.

The town was a strange blend of pleasure dome and military base, with an army division headquartered in each quadrant and a weapons depot close to the palace. For months now, workers had been there day and night to manufacture chariots, armor, swords, spears, shields, and arrowheads. The central foundry boasted a specialized section for bronze work.

A war chariot, sturdy but light, was just rolling out of the factory. It stood at the top of the ramp leading to the courtyard where such vehicles were stored under a portico. As a woodworker checked the fittings, the overseer tapped him on the shoulder.


“Look, at the bottom of the ramp, there he is!”

“Who?”

The woodworker squinted and saw for himself: the Pharaoh, Lord of upper and lower Egypt, the Son of Light, Ramses.

At twenty-six, Seti’s successor enjoyed the love and admiration of his people. Tall and athletic, a magnificent head of red-gold hair topped his square-jawed countenance with its broad, high forehead; thick brows arching over deep, sparkling eyes; long, slightly hooked nose; rounded, delicately rimmed ears; and full lips. Ramses radiated strength which some were apt to call supernatural.

His father had trained him in the art of kingship by testing his mettle. Over a span of years, Ramses had earned the right to his glorious predecessor’s mantle of authority. Even without his ritual garments, his mere presence inspired respect.

The king climbed the ramp and inspected the chariot. The awestruck overseer and joiner braced themselves for his opinion. A surprise visit to the factory showed Pharaoh’s personal interest in the quality of their product.

Ramses did far more than glance at it casually. He inspected each piece of wood, prodded the shaft, tapped the wheels to make sure they were solid.

“Nice work,” he said, “but how do we know it will hold up in battle?”

“We have a plan, Your Majesty,” the overseer ventured. “Spare parts will be sent along for on-the-spot repairs.”

“Have there been many incidents?”

“No, Your Majesty. We log all problems so that design flaws can be corrected.”

“Keep up the good work.”

“Majesty . . . may I ask a question?”

“Go ahead.”


“How soon will it be?”

“Afraid of war, are you?”

“We’re gearing up for it, but yes, we’re frightened. How many Egyptian men will die, how many women will be widowed, how many children left fatherless? May the gods spare us from such a conflict!”

“May they hear your prayer! But what would our duty be if Egypt were under threat?”

The overseer hung his head.

“Egypt is our mother, our past and our future,” Ramses reminded him. “She gives unstintingly, a constant bounty . . . Are we to respond with ingratitude, selfishness, and cowardice?”

“We want to live, Majesty.”

“If need be, Pharaoh will give his life for Egypt. Work in peace, my good man.”
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What a thriving place his capital was! Pi-Ramses was a dream come true, where the sun seemed always to shine. The former site of Avaris, despised stronghold of earlier Asian invaders, had been transformed into a charming and elegant city, where rich and poor alike could bask in the shade of the sycamore and the acacia.

The king liked to walk in the countryside with its luxuriant vegetation, flower-lined paths, and canals perfect for swimming. He stopped to taste a sweet apple, then a plump onion, crossed the vast olive groves that produced an unending flow of oil, and savored the fragrance of garden flowers. His outing would end at the dockyards, which grew busier by the day, crammed with storehouses where the city’s wealth of precious metal, rare woods, and grain was kept.

For the past few weeks, however, Ramses had had little time to stroll country lanes or the streets of his Turquoise City. Most of his time was spent on base, with commanding officers, charioteers, and infantrymen, all quite content with their fine new installations.

The members of the standing army, which included a number of mercenaries, were delighted with their wages and excellent rations, but grumbled about the constant drilling. They were sorry they had joined during peacetime when they were convinced it would last. Even the most hardened veterans blanched at the prospect of passing from training, however intensive, to a full-blown war with the Hittites. The Anatolians had a reputation for cruelty and were undefeated in recent memory.

Ramses had sensed the fear gradually infiltrating his troops and tried to quell it by visiting each of the four bases, leading the various units through their drills. He must appear serene and keep the men’s confidence high, although his soul was in torment.

How could he feel at ease in the city he had built with the help of Moses, his boyhood friend, when Moses was gone? Wanted for the murder of Sary, the king’s disgraced brother-in-law, Moses had fled soon after his teams of Hebrew brickmakers finished the Turquoise City. Yet Ramses still found the accusation hard to believe, since Sary, his onetime tutor, had been an inveterate plotter who badly mistreated the brickmakers. The murder must simply have been an argument gone terribly wrong.

When his long-lost friend was not on his mind, the king spent long hours with his older brother and secretary of state, Shaanar, and Ahsha, head of the Secret Service. Shaanar had done everything in his power to keep Ramses off the throne, but now he seemed to have learned his lesson and took his new role quite seriously. As for Ahsha, the rising star of the Foreign Service, he was a brilliant schoolmate of Ramses and Moses whom the king trusted implicitly.

Each day the three men reviewed the intelligence from Syria and tried to assess the situation. At what point would Egypt be forced to check the Hittite advance?

Ramses was obsessed with the huge map of the Near East and Asia on view in his office. To the north was the kingdom of Hatti. The capital, Hattusa, was in the heart of the Anatolian plateau. Farther south lay Syria, a vast stretch bordering the Mediterranean. He traced the Orontes River, which flowed through it. The country’s main stronghold was Kadesh, under Hittite control. South of that was the province of Amurru and the ports of Byblos, Tyre, and Sidon, controlled by Egypt. Next was Canaan, also faithful to the Pharaoh.

Pi-Ramses was a world away from Hattusa, home of King Muwattali. A mountain ridge ran from the northeastern border of Egypt through central Syria, protecting the Two Lands from any attempted invasion.

But the Hittites were growing restless, and Seti was no longer alive. Pushing beyond their territory, the fierce Anatolians had moved as far south as Damascus, the Syrian capital.

Or so claimed Ahsha, based on reports from his intelligence network. Ramses had to be sure before he marched out at the head of his army to drive the enemy back into the north. Neither Shaanar nor Ahsha could advise him to do so; Pharaoh, and Pharaoh alone, could weigh the decision and take action.

Ramses’ impulse had been to counterattack the moment he learned of the Hittite ploy, but readying his troops after their transfer from Memphis to Pi-Ramses would take several more weeks, if not months. The wait might have been for the best, though it tried the king’s patience: for the past ten days, no further alarming news had come out of central Syria.

Ramses headed for the aviary where hummingbirds, jays, titmice, hoopoes, lapwings, and a multitude of other birds led a charmed existence amid the shady sycamores and lotus-studded ponds.

He was sure he would find her there, plucking the notes of an ancient air on her lute.

Nefertari, his queen and consort, the love of his life. While not of noble descent, she was the loveliest woman in the land. Her sweet voice never uttered a wasted word.

As a girl, Nefertari had aspired to a cloistered life as a temple musician in some remote spot. Then Prince Ramses had fallen madly in love with her. Neither of them had foreseen that he would become Pharaoh and she his Great Royal Wife, together holding Egypt’s fate in their hands.

With her glossy black hair, blue-green eyes, and her love of silence and meditation, Nefertari had won the hearts of the nobility. Deft and discreet, she worked at her husband’s side, miraculously blending the roles of queen and helpmate.

Their daughter, Meritamon, resembled her. Nefertari could bear the king no more children, but this sorrow seemed to sit no more heavily on her than a spring breeze. The love she and Ramses had built through nine years of marriage seemed to her a source of happiness for the people of Egypt.

Ramses watched her in secret as she conversed with a hoopoe. It fluttered, sang a few bright notes, and landed on her wrist.

“Come out, wherever you are,” Nefertari called. As usual, she had sensed his presence and read his thoughts. He came forward.

“The birds are restless today,” she remarked. “A storm is brewing.”


“What’s the palace gossip?”

“Loose tongues make jokes at the expense of the Hittites and brag about the size of our army. Then there’s the usual matchmaking and favor seeking.”

“What are they saying about the king?”

“That he’s more like his father every day and will keep the country from harm.”

“If only their opinion could be proven true . . .”

Ramses took Nefertari in his arms. She laid her head on his shoulder.

“Bad news?”

“No, all quiet to the north.”

“The Hittites have stopped advancing?”

“Ahsha hasn’t heard anything dire.”

“Are we ready to fight?”

“No soldier is eager to march into battle against this particular enemy. The more experienced men see no hope of victory.”

“Is that what you think?”

“Leading a war on this scale is beyond my experience. Even my father decided not to wage all-out war against the Hittites.”

“The fact that they’ve changed their tactics must mean they think they can win,” commented Nefertari. “The queens of Egypt have always fought to maintain their country’s independence. Much as I despise the thought of violence, I’ll be at your side if war is the only solution.”

A sudden commotion stirred the aviary. Nefertari’s hoopoe flew to the top of a sycamore. Birds whirled in all directions.

Ramses and Nefertari glanced up to see a homing pigeon straggle in, searching uncertainly for its destination. The king reached out in welcome, and the pigeon landed in front of him.


Tied to its right leg was a miniature scroll. The message was in tiny but legible hieroglyphs, signed by an army scribe.

Scanning it, Ramses felt a sword was running through him.

“You were right, Nefertari. A storm was brewing . . . and just broke.”
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THREE





The great audience chamber at Pi-Ramses was one of the wonders of Egypt. It was at the top of a monumental stairway, lined with scenes of slain enemies, a representation of the ever present forces of evil that only Pharaoh could subjugate. They must be brought in line with Ma’at, the principle of harmony and justice with the queen as its living face.


Around the entryway, the monarch’s coronation names were painted in blue on a white background, enclosed in an oval symbolizing the cosmos over which Pharaoh ruled as the creator’s son and earthly representative.

Its serene beauty stunned all who crossed the threshold of Ramses’ domain. The glazed floor tiles danced with painted scenes of fountains and gardens. A duck floated on a blue-green pond; a bolti fish darted through lotus blossoms. On the walls, pale green, dark red, light blue, golden yellow, and off-white animated the plumage of frolicking waterfowl; water lilies, poppies, daisies, and cornflowers were painted on captivating friezes.

The room was a hymn to nature in the hands of men, yet for many its most memorable scene was the face of a young woman meditating by a hedge of hollyhocks. The resemblance to Nefertari was so striking that the king had clearly intended it as a tribute to his wife.

Climbing the steps to his golden throne, Ramses did not pause to look at the lion carved in its base, closing its jaws around a threatening demon. Instead, he glanced at the hollyhocks, an import from Syria. Now Syria was the threat.

Every member of the court was present, yet the silence was total.

Cabinet officials and their assistants, ritualists, royal scribes, magicians and scholars versed in ancient lore, priests in charge of daily offerings, keepers of secrets, grand ladies with a role in the royal household, and everyone else admitted by Romay, the jovial yet vigilant chief steward.

It was rare for Ramses to call such a large assembly, which would quickly broadcast the content of his speech to the nation. The crowd held its breath, fearing some dreadful announcement.

The king wore the twin crown of red and white, representing the crucial union of upper and lower Egypt. He held the sekhem, the sacred scepter, to his breast; it symbolized Pharaoh’s dominance over the elements, over life itself.

“A Hittite war party has destroyed the Abode of the Lion, an outpost in lower Syria established by my father. The barbarians massacred every living soul, women and children included.”

An indignant murmur rose. No soldier, no army had the right to act that way.

“A postman happened upon the outrage,” the king continued. “Frightened out of his wits, he was found wandering by one of our patrols, which relayed the news to me. In addition to the slaughter, the Hittites destroyed the settlement’s temple and defaced the stela Seti had placed on the outskirts.”

A fine-looking old man, visibly upset, came forward and bowed to the Pharaoh. Ramses recognized the Keeper of Secrets, in charge of the palace archives.

“Your Majesty, do we have proof that this crime was perpetrated by the Hittites?”

“They left their signature: ‘Victory to the army of Muwattali, powerful sovereign of Hatti. Thus shall all of his enemies perish.’ And there’s more: the princes of Amurru and Palestine have now sworn allegiance to the Hittites. Egyptian residents have been slaughtered, according to the survivors who fled to our fortresses.”

“But Your Majesty, that means . . .”

“War.”
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Ramses’ office was huge and sunlit. Windows framed in blue and white ceramic tile allowed the king to watch the changing seasons and smell the scents of his garden. Bouquets of massed lilies sat on gilded stands; a long acacia table served for studying papyrus scrolls. In one corner of the room was a diorite statue of Seti seated on his throne, eyes raised toward the great beyond.

Ramses had convened his closest advisers: Ahmeni, his friend and private secretary, plus Shaanar and Ahsha.

Slight, pale, and balding at twenty-four, with long, slender hands, Ahmeni had devoted his life to serving Ramses. He was hopeless at sports and suffered from back problems, yet he was famed as a workhorse who practically lived in his office, rarely slept, and accomplished more in an hour than his staff of highly competent scribes managed to do in a week. Ahmeni could have named his own job in the government, but he preferred to remain in the background, with the title of sandal-bearer to the pharaoh.

“The magicians have been doing their part,” he reported. “They’ve made waxen images of Hittites and other Asiatics and burned them, scratched the enemy’s names into earthenware vessels and smashed them. I’ll have them keep at it until the army leaves for battle.”

Shaanar shrugged his shoulders. Ramses’ older brother, short and pudgy, had a moon face (close-shaven except when he had been in mourning for their father), thick lips, small, dark eyes, and a reedy voice.

“We can’t depend on magic,” he advised. “As secretary of state, I propose that we recall our ambassadors to Syria, Amurru, and Palestine. They’re simpletons who couldn’t spot the inroads the Hittites were making in our protectorates.”

“I’ve taken care of that,” said Ahmeni.

“You could have consulted with me,” said Shaanar in a hurt tone.

“The point is that it’s been done.”

Unconcerned with their verbal jousting, Ramses pointed to a spot on the map spread in front of them on the acacia table.

“Have the garrisons on the northwest border been put on alert?”

“Yes, Majesty,” replied Ahsha. “No Libyan will be allowed entry.”

The only son of a wealthy noble family, Ahsha had the bearing of a thoroughbred. Beautifully groomed and smartly dressed, he had a fine-boned face, sparkling eyes, and a slightly haughty air. He spoke several languages and had shown a passion for the Foreign Service for as long as anyone could remember.

“Our patrols are monitoring the Libyan coastal zone and the desert along the Delta. Our forts are on high alert and could easily contain an attack, in the unlikely event one was attempted. At the moment, there seems to be no leader capable of rallying the desert tribes under a single banner.”

“Is that conjecture, or for certain?”

“Certain.”

“Finally, some positive news!”

“That’s all there is, unfortunately. My operatives have just forwarded appeals from the mayors of Megiddo, at the end of the caravan route, as well as Damascus and the Phoenician ports where so much shipping activity takes place. The Hittite raids and the destabilization of the region are already interfering with trade. If we don’t act quickly, the Hittites will isolate us from our trading partners and then wipe them out. The world Seti and his predecessors built up will be destroyed.”

“Do you think for a moment I’m not aware of that, Ahsha?”

“We can never be too aware of a mortal danger, Majesty.”

“Has every diplomatic avenue really been exhausted?” queried Ahmeni.

“An entire settlement has just been wiped out,” admonished Ramses. “No negotiation is possible in the face of such slaughter.”

“Thousands will die if we go to war.”

“Is your secretary recommending capitulation?” asked Shaanar with a sneer.

Ahmeni clenched his fists. “Take that back, Shaanar.”

“Finally ready to fight, Ahmeni?”

“Enough,” proclaimed Ramses. “Save your energy for defending Egypt. Shaanar, are you in favor of direct and immediate retaliation?”

“I wonder . . . wouldn’t it be better to wait and strengthen our defenses?”

“The Supply Corps needs ample warning,” protested Ahmeni. “Marching off unprepared could only lead to disaster.”

“The longer we stall, though,” offered Ahsha, “the farther revolt will spread through the provinces. We need to stop it short in Canaan and restore the buffer zone between the Hittites and us. Otherwise, they’ll have a convenient base for launching their offensive.”

“Pharaoh shouldn’t risk his life without due consideration,” Ahmeni said testily.

“Are you questioning my judgment?” snapped Ahsha.

“You don’t know the state our troops are in! They’re still underequipped, even though the foundries have stepped up production.”

“In spite of the obstacles, we have to bring the protectorates back in line without delay. Egypt’s survival depends on it.”

Shaanar tactfully refrained from entering the two old friends’ debate. Ramses, valuing their opinion equally, had listened attentively.

“Leave me,” he commanded.

When he was alone again, the king regarded the sun, the source of light from which he had sprung. As the Son of Light, he was able to stare into it with impunity.

“Bring out the best in each person around you. Use it to help you,” his father had counseled. “But each decision will be yours alone. Love Egypt more than your life, and the way will be clear.”

Ramses considered each of the three men’s positions. Shaanar was uncertain, eager not to displease; Ahmeni wanted to keep the country as a sanctuary, turning his back on what was happening outside; Ahsha had a broad perspective on the situation and did not try to deny how serious it was.

Other worries nagged at him: had Moses been caught in the upheaval? Ahsha had searched high and low for him, to no avail. His agents had nothing to offer. If his Hebrew friend had found his way out of Egypt, he would have headed either for Libya, the lands of Edom and Moab, or else for Canaan or Syria. In calmer times, he would have been spotted by now. As it was, if Moses was still alive, discovering his whereabouts would be a stroke of luck.

Ramses left the palace and went to call on his generals. His only concern must be getting his army ready to leave as soon as possible.
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FOUR





Shaanar pulled the two wooden bolts locking the door to his State Department office, then checked the windows to make sure no one was outside in the courtyard. He had cautiously ordered the guard in the outer office to the far end of the hallway.


“No one can hear us,” he told Ahsha.


“Still, we could have met somewhere a bit more private.”

“It has to look as if we’re working night and day for national security. Ramses has made unexcused absences grounds for immediate firing. We’re at war, my dear Ahsha!”

“Not yet.”

“It’s obvious the king has already made up his mind. You’ve convinced him!”

“I hope so, but let’s be cautious. You know how unpredictable Ramses is.”

“Our little game was perfect. My brother thought I was unsure and didn’t dare commit myself for fear of displeasing him. You, on the other hand, were firm and decisive, making me look even more spineless. How could Ramses suspect that we’re in league?”

Satisfied, Shaanar filled two cups with a white wine from the town of Imau, famous for its vineyards.

The secretary of state’s decor formed a marked contrast to the stark simplicity of the Pharaoh’s office. It was full of chairs with lotus-blossom fabric, brocaded cushions, bronze-footed plant stands, murals of waterfowl-hunting scenes, and, most notably, vases from all over the world—Libya, Syria, Babylon, Crete, Rhodes, Greece, and Asia. Shaanar loved vases and had paid dearly for most of the unique pieces in his office. His passion only continued to grow, and his collection was overflowing his villas at Thebes, Memphis, and Pi-Ramses.

At first the new capital had seemed like another unbearable triumph for Ramses, but it had turned out to be a godsend, bringing Shaanar closer geographically to his Hittite backers, as well as to the lands where his prized vases were crafted. Seeing, touching his treasures, recalling their exact provenance, was a source of inexpressible pleasure.

“Ahmeni worries me,” confessed Ahsha. “He’s sharp . . .”


“Ahmeni is an imbecile, a weakling who clings to Ramses’ tunic. He sees and hears only what serves his purpose.”

“He did speak out against me, though.”

“The miserable little scribe thinks that Egypt is the only country in the world, that we can hide behind our fortresses, close our borders, and keep out every possible enemy. He’s dead set against the military, convinced that the only chance of peace is in isolationism. A clash between the two of you was inevitable, but it can only help us.”

“Ahmeni is Ramses’ closest adviser,” objected Ahsha.

“In peacetime, yes; but the Hittites have declared war, and your reasoning was forceful. And don’t forget Tuya and Nefertari!”

“Are they in favor of war?”

“They hate the idea, but the queens of Egypt have always been staunch fighters for their country; some have gone to remarkable lengths to safeguard the Two Lands. Remember how the noblewomen of Thebes reorganized the army and sent it to clear the Hyksos invaders out of the Delta? My revered mother and the enchanting Nefertari will be no exception to the rule. They’ll urge Ramses to go on the offensive.”

“Let’s hope you’re right.” Ahsha sipped at the fruity, full-bodied wine; Shaanar guzzled his.

The prince, no matter how expensively dressed, never seemed as well turned out as the diplomat.

“I know I’m right!” he said heartily. “Look, you’re the head of our spy network, one of Ramses’ oldest friends, the only man he trusts on foreign policy. He’s bound to listen to you!”

Ahsha nodded.

“We’re nearing our goal,” Shaanar continued, with growing excitement. “Ramses will be killed in battle or else come home defeated and be forced to step down. In either case, I’ll look like the only one who can negotiate with the Hittites and save Egypt from disaster.”

“Peace will have a price,” Ahsha cautioned.

“I haven’t forgotten our plan. I’ll shower the princes of Canaan and Amurru with gold, give fabulous presents to the Hittite emperor, and make even more fabulous pledges! The treasury may be depleted for a time, but I’ll be king. And Ramses will soon be forgotten. The people are like sheep. Whom they love today, they hate tomorrow. Their stupidity will be my secret weapon.”

“Have you given up on the idea of an immense empire stretching from the heart of Africa to the Anatolian plateau?”

A faraway look came over Shaanar’s face.

“A dream of mine, true, but only in trade terms . . . once we’re at peace again, we’ll open new ports, develop the caravan routes, and form economic ties with the Hittites. Then Egypt will be too small for me.”

“And if your empire were also . . . political?”

“I don’t follow.”

“Muwattali governs the Hittites with an iron hand, but even he can be challenged. Court gossip in Hattusa mentions two possible successors—the emperor’s son, Uri-Teshoop, and his brother, Hattusili. The son makes no secret of his ambitions; Hattusili has stayed in the background, a priest of the goddess Ishtar. If Muwattali died in battle, one of them would take over. Now, the two men hate each other, and their supporters are primed for a fight.”

Shaanar rubbed his chin. “More than simple palace feuds, you think?”

“Much more. The Hittite empire could fall to pieces.”

“And if someone were there to pick them up . . . and add them on to Egypt . . . what an empire that would be, Ahsha! Babylonia, Assyria, Cyprus, Rhodes, Greece, and the northern lands, all under my banner!”

The young diplomat smiled.

“The pharaohs have lacked ambition because they were only concerned with their people’s welfare and Egypt’s prosperity. You, Shaanar, have a broader outlook. That’s why Ramses must be eliminated, one way or another.”

Shaanar felt no guilt about betraying his brother. If Seti’s mind hadn’t been weakened by illness, he, Shaanar, the elder son, would have been the successor. He had been treated unfairly; he would fight to regain what was his by right.

He eyed Ahsha inquisitively. “Of course, you haven’t told Ramses everything.”

“Of course not, but he has access to any message I receive from my operatives. They’re logged and filed here. Not a single one could be spirited away or destroyed without attracting attention and exposing me to charges of wrongdoing.”

“Has Ramses ever called for an accounting?”

“Up to this point, no, but now that we’re on the brink of war, I’d better take care not to arouse suspicion and have him come looking more closely.”

“You have a plan, then?”

“As I’ve said, every report from the field is open and aboveboard, nothing has been cut.”

“If that’s the case, Ramses knows all there is to know!”

Ahsha’s finger traced a slow circle around the rim of the alabaster goblet.

“There’s a certain art to espionage, Shaanar. The facts are important, but the interpretation even more so. My job is to summarize the facts and provide a basis for the king’s future actions. In the present situation, he can’t say that I’ve refused to take a position. You heard me urging him to launch a counteroffensive.”


“Whose side are you on?”

“Ramses will respond in kind to the Hittite aggression,” Ahsha said coolly. “Who can blame him? But look beyond the facts for a moment.”

“What do you mean?”

“Moving the main military base from Memphis to Pi-Ramses has involved countless logistical problems that remain unsolved. The more we pressure Ramses into action, the more the army suffers; that’s the first point in our favor. They’re underequipped and poorly supplied, putting the troops at a distinct disadvantage.”

“What else is there in our favor?”

“The terrain itself and the extent of the defection in the provinces. While I haven’t hidden that from Ramses, I haven’t stressed the scope of the conflagration. The savagery of the Hittite raids and the massacre at the Abode of the Lion have terrorized the princes of Canaan and Amurru and the governors of the port cities. Seti respected the ability of the Hittite warriors—that’s not the case with Ramses. Most of the local chieftains would rather be Muwattali’s vassals than face his wrath.”

“They don’t think Ramses will come to their rescue, so they’ve decided to have first crack at Egypt, to please their new master . . . am I right?”

“That’s one possible interpretation.”

“Well, what’s yours?”

“It’s a bit more complicated. The fact that there’s been no word from certain of our fortresses may mean that they’re in the enemy’s possession. If so, the resistance Ramses encounters may be much stiffer than expected. What’s more, the Hittites have probably been busy shipping arms to the insurgents.”

Shaanar licked his lips. “Some nice surprises in store for the Egyptian battalions! Ramses may be defeated the first time he faces them, even before he meets the Hittites!”

“We mustn’t rule out the possibility,” Ahsha agreed.
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FIVE





At the end of a trying day, the Queen Mother Tuya was relaxing in the palace gardens. She had celebrated the rites of dawn at a shrine to the goddess Hathor, the feminine face of the sun. She had ironed out protocol problems, granted an audience to disgruntled courtiers, and been briefed by the secretary of agriculture, at Ramses’ request. Finally, she had spent time talking with Nefertari, the Great Royal Wife.


Tuya was slender. She had huge, almond-shaped eyes that were harsh and piercing, a thin, straight nose, and a firm chin. Her moral authority was uncontested. The twisted plaits of her wig flowed over her ears and down her back. She wore a long, knife-pleated linen gown, a collar with six strands of amethysts around her neck, and golden bracelets on her wrists. No matter what the hour, Tuya was flawlessly groomed.

She missed Seti more each day. Time made her husband’s absence even harder to bear, and she longed for the release that would allow her to join him for eternity.

Still, she took great pleasure in the new generation. Ramses had the makings of a great ruler, Nefertari a great queen. They loved their country passionately, as she and Seti had. They were willing to die for Egypt.

The moment she saw Ramses approaching, Tuya realized her son had arrived at a serious decision. The king gave his mother his arm; they strolled down a sandy path between two rows of flowering tamarisks. The air was heavy and fragrant.

“It will be a hot summer,” she said. “Luckily, your secretary of agriculture serves you well. The dikes will be kept in good repair and the irrigation reservoirs dug wider. If the inundation is as good as last year’s, the harvest will be plentiful.”

“My reign may be a long and happy one.”

“Is there any reason it won’t be? The gods have blessed you and nature smiled upon you.”

“We’re heading for war.”

“I know, son. It’s the right decision.”

“I needed your approval.”

“No, Ramses. You and Nefertari act as one.”

“My father signed a pact with the Hittites.”

“Because they stopped attacking Egypt. If they’d broken their word, Seti would have responded without delay.”

“Our troops aren’t prepared.”

“Are you telling me they’re afraid?”

“Who can blame them?”

“You.”

“The combat veterans are telling horror stories about the Hittites.”

“Bad enough to frighten Pharaoh?”

“If I only knew what I was facing . . .”

“You’ll face it on the battlefield, when your courage will save the Two Lands.”
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Meba, the former secretary of state, detested Ramses. Convinced that the king had unjustly dismissed him, his only thought was of revenge. Like several members of the court, he was waiting for the young Pharaoh to falter after four years of success.

Rich and sophisticated, with a broad face and proud bearing, Meba was exchanging local gossip with his ten dinner guests, the cream of Pi-Ramses society. The food was first-rate, the ladies charming. He lived for the day Shaanar pulled off his coup, but in the meantime, why not enjoy himself?

A servant murmured a few words in Meba’s ear. The diplomat immediately rose to his feet.

“My friends, the king is about to honor us with his presence.”

Meba’s hands shook. Ramses was not in the custom of appearing at private gatherings.

The entire party rose and bowed as one.

“Your Majesty, we hardly . . . Would you like to sit down?”

“No need. I’ve come to announce war.”

“War!”

“Have you been too busy feasting to hear that Egypt’s enemies are at the gate?”

“We’ve all been concerned, of course,” said Meba reassuringly.

“Our soldiers have been worried that conflict was inevitable,” said a veteran scribe. “They know they’ll have to march in the sun, heavily laden, down difficult roads. Impossible to quench their thirst, since water will be rationed. Even if their legs give out, they’ll have to keep going, forget their aching backs and growling stomachs. A rest in camp? Their hopes will be dashed—too many chores to be done before they can hit their bedrolls. In case of an alarm, they’ll stagger to their feet, half awake. Food? Don’t ask. Medical attention? Minimal. But plenty of danger to go around—enemy arrows and spears in the air and death always on the prowl.”

“Nice rendition,” proclaimed Ramses. “I was a scribe, so I also know that old text by heart. But today, we’re not talking about literature.”

“We have confidence in our valiant soldiers, Majesty,” Meba proclaimed, “and we know our forces will be victorious, no matter what hardships they must endure.”

“I appreciate the sentiment, but it doesn’t go far enough. I know what patriots you and your noble guests are, and I therefore welcome you all as volunteers.”

“Your Majesty . . . perhaps professionals could better handle—”

“The army needs men of quality to supervise new recruits. Shouldn’t the rich and noble set an example? You’re all expected at headquarters first thing in the morning.”
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The Turquoise City was frantic with activity. Transformed into a military base, cavalry and infantry command post, and naval launching site, it rang with maneuvers and drills from dawn to dusk. Ramses spent his days at the foundry or on base, delegating the day-to-day business of government to Nefertari, Tuya, and Ahmeni.

The monarch’s presence reassured and encouraged the men. He checked the quality of spears, swords, and shields, inspected the new recruits, talked with officers as well as enlisted men, and held out the prospect of generous rewards for valor in battle. The mercenaries would receive fat bonuses if they led Egypt to victory.


The king paid great attention to the care of the horses. The outcome of any battle greatly depended on keeping them in top physical condition. In the center of each stable yard, paved with cobblestones and crisscrossed with gutters, stood a holding tank used both to water the horses and for cleaning purposes. Each day Ramses inspected a different set of stalls, examined the horses, and dealt severely with signs of neglect.

Ramses’ joint forces were beginning to work like a large body, its governing head constantly on call. The king always responded swiftly, spelling out his requirements and settling disputes on the spot. Confidence solidified. Each soldier felt that orders were given advisedly and that the Egyptian military had coalesced into a real war machine.

Being able to see the Pharaoh up close, even talk to him on occasion, was an amazing privilege for the men and their officers. Many a courtier would have envied their access to the king. His attitude gave the troops an unaccustomed energy, a new strength. Even so, Ramses the man remained aloof. He was Pharaoh, unique on earth, driven by a force beyond himself.

The sovereign was attending to business in the stables when he saw Ahmeni approaching, much to his surprise. Years earlier, Prince Ramses had rescued his friend from forced labor in just such a setting; ever since, Ahmeni had studiously avoided horses.

“Reporting for duty?”

“Our friend the poet has arrived in Pi-Ramses. He’s asking to see you.”

“As soon as he’s settled.”

“He won’t have any trouble. His villa here is a copy of his house in Memphis.”
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Seated beneath a lemon tree, his favorite, Homer was drinking wine spiced with anise and coriander, and smoking dried sage leaves tamped in the thick snail shell he used as a pipe. His skin glistening with olive oil, the old poet greeted the king with his customary gruffness.

“Don’t get up, Homer.”

“I can still manage a bow to the Lord of the Two Lands.”

Ramses sat down on a stool beside Homer. The bard’s black and white cat, Hector, hopped in the king’s lap and began to purr as he petted it.

“Does my wine suit Your Majesty?”

“A bit rough, but the nose is delicious. How have you been doing?”

“My bones ache, my sight keeps dimming, but the climate does wonders for me.”

“Satisfied with your house here?”

“It’s perfect. The cook, housekeeper, and gardener came up from Memphis. Good people; they know how to pamper me without getting in the way. They were as eager as I was to discover this new capital of yours.”

“Wouldn’t your life be quieter in Memphis?”

“Nothing’s happening in Memphis anymore! This is where the fate of the world is decided. And no one’s better qualified than a poet to tell about it. Remember this passage? ‘From the peaks of Olympus, Apollo descends, furious, carrying the bow on his shoulder and the quiver well closed: he is full of rage, and on his back, when he leaps, the arrows rattle. Like dark night he approaches, shooting men . . . innumerable pyres must light to burn the corpses.’”

“The first book of your Iliad?”

“Yes, but it’s more than merely the story of Troy. This Turquoise City, a lovely maze of gardens and canals, is turning into a military camp!”

“I have no choice, Homer.”


“War is the scourge of humanity, the proof that we’re a degenerate species, manipulated by unseen forces. Every verse of the Iliad is an exorcism. My hope is to purge the heart of man of violence—though sometimes I doubt my magic.”

“Still, you have to keep on writing. And I have to rule my country, even if it becomes a battlefield.”

“This will be your first great war, won’t it? The great war, perhaps.”

“The thought frightens me as much as it does you, but I have neither the time nor the right to be afraid.”

“There’s no way out?”

“None.”

“Then I pray that Apollo may guide your sword arm, Ramses. May death be your ally.”
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SIX





Over the years, Raia had become the richest Syrian merchant in Egypt. He fit in well, with his average build, lively dark eyes, and trim, pointed goatee. From his chain of shops in Thebes, Memphis, and Pi-Ramses he sold choice preserved meats and collectible vases imported from Syria and other Near Eastern lands. His wealthy and cultured clientele gladly paid top prices for the work of master craftsmen from abroad, which they showed off at social gatherings.


Courteous and discreet, Raia enjoyed an excellent reputation. Thanks to the rapid expansion of his business, he had acquired a dozen-odd boats and three hundred donkeys, enabling him to ship his foodstuffs and objets d’art all over Egypt with admirable dispatch. He was a purveyor to the court and the nobility, with connections in the government, the army, and the police.

No one suspected that the mild-mannered Syrian was also a secret agent for the Hittites, receiving coded messages inside specially marked vases, and funneling information through an informant in southern Syria. Pharaoh’s major enemy was thus kept closely informed of political developments and public opinion in Egypt, as well as the nation’s economic situation and military capabilities.

When Raia appeared on the doorstep of Shaanar’s plush villa, the steward seemed flustered.

“My master is in conference. He can’t be disturbed.”

“We have an appointment,” Raia pointed out.

“I’m sorry.”

“Can’t you at least tell him I’m here and that I’ve brought an exceptional vase, the masterpiece of a potter who’s now retired?”

The steward hesitated. Knowing how passionate Shaanar was about his collection, he decided to risk ignoring his master’s orders.

A quarter of an hour later, Raia observed the exit of a young female, heavily made up, with tousled hair and a tattoo on her exposed left shoulder. She could only be one of the foreign beauties imported to work at the new capital’s most elaborate tavern.

“My master will see you now,” announced the steward.


Raia crossed the magnificent garden, its vast central pond shaded by date palms.

Shaanar, looking exhausted, sat back on a chaise longue.

“The young are so demanding,” he sighed. “Beer, Raia?”

“Please.”

“All the women at court are after me, but I have no inclination to marry. When I become king, I can settle down with someone suitable. Meanwhile variety is the spice of life, don’t you agree? Or has some woman got you under her thumb?”

“The gods forbid, Sir Prince! At any rate, my business never leaves me much free time.”

“You’ve saved a splendid find for me, my steward says?”

From a canvas sack stuffed with wadded cloth, the merchant carefully extracted a minuscule porphyry vase, the handle formed into the body of a doe. The sides of the vase were covered with hunting scenes.

Shaanar caressed the piece, scrutinizing each detail. He got up and studied it from every angle, fascinated.

“What a marvel . . . and one of a kind!”

“Reasonable, too.”

“Have my steward settle with you.” He lowered his voice. “And there’s no telling what the message from my Hittite friends is worth.”

“Ah, Sir Prince! They’re more firmly behind you than ever. They already consider you Ramses’ successor.”

On the one hand, Shaanar was using Ahsha to mislead Ramses; on the other, he was making plans for his future thanks to Raia, the Hittite go-between. Ahsha was unaware of Raia’s role, just as Raia was of Ahsha’s. Shaanar was the grand master, moving the game pieces and sealing his secret allies off from each other.

The only unknown was a daunting one: the Hittites.

Piecing together Ahsha’s intelligence reports and the information Raia would provide, Shaanar would eventually form a clear picture without taking undue risks.

“How far-reaching is the offensive, Raia?”

“Hittite commandos have led deadly raids in central Syria, southern Syria, the Phoenician coast, and the province of Amurru, to terrorize the natives. The boldest stroke so far was wiping out the Abode of the Lion and destroying Seti’s marker, which resulted in unhoped-for reversals of allegiance among local princelings.”

“Are Phoenicia and Palestine under Hittite control now?”

“Even better, they’re up in arms against Ramses! The local leaders have occupied the fortresses and forced Egyptian troops out. Pharaoh has no idea he’s about to run into a wave of resistance that will sap his strength on the way north. As soon as Ramses’ losses are serious enough, the Hittite army will swoop down and destroy him. That will be your chance, Shaanar; you’ll take over and forge a lasting alliance with the victors.”

Raia’s predictions were markedly different from Ahsha’s. In either scenario, Shaanar became Pharaoh, replacing the dead or defeated Ramses. Yet Raia saw him ending up as the Hittites’ vassal, whereas in Ahsha’s version he took control of their empire. Everything would depend on the magnitude of Ramses’ defeat and the damage he inflicted upon the Hittite army. It would be a close call, but still, it might work, and his primary goal remained the throne of Egypt. From that base, further conquests could be planned in time.

“How have the trade centers reacted?”

“As usual, they’re siding with whoever looks stronger at the moment. Aleppo, Damascus, Palmyra, and the Phoenician ports have already gone over to Muwattali.”

“Bad news for our economy,” Shaanar said with a frown.

“Not at all! The Hittites are the world’s greatest warriors, but not as strong on trade. They’re counting on you to help them develop the international market . . . and share in the profits. Don’t forget I’m a merchant. I mean to stay in Egypt and keep on prospering. The Hittites will bring us the stability we need.”

“You’ll head my Treasury Department, Raia.”

“We’ll both make our fortune, God willing. The war will last only a time. The trick is to stay on the sidelines and gather the windfalls.”

The beer was delicious, the garden shade refreshing.

“My brother’s activities worry me,” confided Shaanar.

The merchant grew somber. “What is he up to?”

“Constantly prowling the bases, pumping up his soldiers. Before long he’ll have them believing they’re invincible!”

“What else?”

“The foundries are turning out weapons day and night.”

Raia tugged at his goatee. “Not to worry. He’s so far behind the Hittites that he’ll never catch up. And morale will plummet the moment the troops see battle. The Hittites will send them packing, mark my word.”

“You may be underestimating our army.”

“If you’ve ever watched a Hittite attack, you understand why brave men tremble at the very thought.”

“I can name one who won’t.”

“Ramses?”

“No, the captain of his bodyguard, a hulking Sard named Serramanna. A pirate, no less, who’s won the Pharaoh’s trust.”

“I know him by reputation. Why single him out?”

“Because Ramses has put him in charge of an elite regiment, in large part mercenaries. He may turn them all into swashbucklers! I shudder to think what they might do in battle.”

“A pirate and a mercenary . . . surely he can be bought?”


“That’s just the trouble. He’s grown devoted to Ramses and guards him like a faithful old watchdog. A dog’s love is one thing no riches can buy.”

“Then he can be eliminated.”

“I’ve considered it, my dear fellow, but it’s preferable not to try anything too sudden or violent. Serramanna is ruthless and extremely wary. He’s fought off other attempts on his life, and even if we succeeded, Ramses would be hot on our trail.”

“Do you see another option?”

“Yes. We need to find some way to sideline Serramanna without implicating ourselves.”

“I know how to stay out of trouble, Sir Prince. One possibility does occur to me . . .”

“It has to be foolproof. The Sard has a nose for danger.”

“I’ll make sure that he’s out of the way.”

“It will be a blow to Ramses. There’s a bonus in it for you, Raia.”

The merchant rubbed his hands together. “I have more good news, Sir Prince. Do you know how Egyptian troops stationed across the border communicate with Pi-Ramses?”

“Relay riders, signals, and carrier pigeons.”

“But when trouble is brewing, only the birds can be used. And the army’s main supplier is no incorruptible like Serramanna; I got him to name his price. It will be easy for me to destroy outgoing messages and intercept or switch the incoming ones. Without their knowing it, the army’s communications system will be in complete disarray.”

“Excellent initiative, Raia. But don’t forget to keep finding me vases like this one.”
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SEVEN





Serramanna took a dim view of the war. He had left the pirate’s life behind to head Ramses’ personal guard detachment, and by now was accustomed to Egypt, his splendid residence, and the local beauties that brightened his leisure hours. Lilia, his current flame, was the best to date. Their last bout of lovemaking had left him exhausted—unthinkable for a Sard!


He cursed the circumstances that would take him away from what he considered a charmed life, even though keeping the Pharaoh safe was no easy job. The young monarch consistently ignored his pleas for caution. But Ramses was a great king, and Serramanna admired him. If keeping him on the throne meant spilling some Hittite blood, then spill it he would. He even hoped his own sword might slit the throat of Muwattali, whose soldiers called him the “Great Chief.” The Sard snorted: a “great chief” leading a pack of bloodthirsty savages! Once his mission was accomplished, Serramanna would wax his mustache and return to his amorous conquests.

When Ramses had put him in charge of an elite detachment, entrusted with dangerous missions, Serramanna had felt a reinvigorating surge of pride. Since the Lord of the Two Lands demonstrated such confidence in him, the Sard would make sure it was well placed. His training program had already weeded out the underqualified and overfed; he would keep only the toughest soldiers, who could fight one against ten and suffer multiple wounds without complaint.

No one knew exactly when the army was marching out, but Serramanna’s instincts told him it would be soon. The atmosphere in the barracks was tense. At the palace, the high command met more and more frequently. Ramses was often closeted with Ahsha, his intelligence chief.

Rumors swirled though the capital: the revolt was spreading like wildfire, prominent Egyptian loyalists had been executed in Phoenicia and Palestine. Yet the messages arriving by carrier pigeon maintained that the fortresses were holding strong and thwarting enemy attacks.

Pacifying Canaan should present no problem. Ramses would probably decide to continue northward, toward the province of Amurru and on to Syria, where the inevitable confrontation with the Hittite army would come. According to army intelligence, the commando troops had now withdrawn from southern Syria.

Serramanna was not afraid of the Hittites. In spite of their deadly reputation, he was itching for a fight with the barbarians. He’d mow down as many as he could before they ran off with their tails between their legs.

There was one item he must take care of before he left for the fields of glory, however. It was a short walk from the palace to the craftsmen’s workshops close by the storehouses. The maze of streets buzzed with activity as cabinetmakers, garment workers, sandal makers plied their trade. A bit farther on, toward the docks, stood the Hebrew brickmakers’ humble dwellings.


The giant’s arrival caused a stir among the workers and their families. In Moses, the Hebrews had lost an outstanding leader, who had defended them against all forms of authoritarianism and restored their pride. The sudden appearance of a well-known figure like the Sard did not augur well.

Serramanna nabbed a fleeing boy by the kilt.

“Stop wiggling and tell me where Abner the brickmaker lives.”

“I don’t know.”

“If you know what’s good for you . . .”

The boy registered the threat and started talking. He even agreed to show Serramanna the way to Abner’s house, where they found the brickmaker huddled beneath some covers in one corner of the main room.

“Come along with me,” ordered the security chief.

“You can’t make me.”

“What are you afraid of, man?”

“I’ve done nothing wrong.”

“Then you have nothing to fear.”

“Please leave me be.”

“The king is asking to see you.”

Abner clung to his covers until the Sard was forced to lift him with one hand and set him on the back of a donkey that calmly made its way back to the royal palace.
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Abner was terrified.

Prostrated before the Pharaoh, he dared not meet his gaze.

“I’m not satisfied with the inquest into Sary’s death,” said the king. “I want to know what really happened, and I think you can tell me, Abner.”


“Your Majesty, I’m only a humble brickmaker . . .”

“Moses is charged with killing my sister’s husband. If he admits to the crime, he should face the punishment. But why on earth would he do it?”

Abner had hoped that no one would question his own role in the affair too closely. He should have known that Ramses would refuse to believe the worst of his old friend Moses.

“He must have gone mad, Your Majesty.”

“And you must take me for a fool, Abner.”

“Majesty!” he gasped.

“There was no love lost between you and Sary.”

“That’s hearsay.”

“No, I have sworn statements. Get up, Abner.”

Trembling, the Hebrew rose hesitantly. He hung his head, unable to meet Ramses’ gaze.

“Are you a coward, Abner?”

“A simple brickmaker who wants to live in peace, Your Majesty—that’s what I am.”

“Wise men don’t believe in chance. What was your role in this tragedy?”

Abner knew he should stick to his story, but the Pharaoh’s deep voice broke through his defenses. “Moses was a hero to the Hebrews. We all respected him. Sary was our overseer, and he resented the challenge to his authority.”

“Did Sary mistreat you?”

Abner muttered a few incomprehensible words.

“Speak up,” the king demanded.

“Sary”—he cleared his throat—“Sary was not a good man, Your Majesty.”

“Yes, I’m aware that he’d become abusive and dishonest.”

Abner was reassured enough to continue. “Sary threatened me and demanded a kickback.”


“Extortion. So that was his game! Why did you give in to him?”

“I was afraid, Your Majesty. So afraid! Sary would have beaten me, taken everything.”

“Why didn’t you file a grievance?”

“Sary had connections with the police. No one dared cross him.”

“No one but Moses.”

“Just look where it got him!”

“With your help, Abner.”

The brickmaker wished he could burrow underground, away from this powerful man who seemed to tap directly into his thoughts.

“You confided in Moses, didn’t you?”

“Moses was a good man, a brave man.”

“Out with it!”

“Yes, Your Majesty, I told him about my trouble with Sary.”

“And what did he say?”

“He agreed to help me.”

“How?”

“Ordering Sary to leave me alone, I suppose. He never told me exactly.”

“Stick to the facts.”

“I was at home after work when Sary showed up that night, mad as a hornet. ‘Miserable Hebrew cur!’ he was shouting. ‘I told you to keep your mouth shut!’ He struck me. I put my hands over my face and tried to stay clear of him. Then Moses came running in. They struggled, and Sary went down. If Moses hadn’t been there, I would have been the one who ended up dead.”

“In other words, it was self-defense. Thanks to your testimony, Abner, Moses could be cleared of the charges against him and regain his place in Egyptian society.”

“I had no idea . . .”


“Why didn’t you come forward, Abner?”

“I was afraid.”

“Of what? Sary is dead. Was there anyone else who threatened you?”

“Uh, no . . .”

“What has you so worried, then?”

“The courts, the police . . .”

“Lying under oath is a grave offense, Abner. But perhaps you don’t believe that Osiris will weigh our souls in the next world.”

The Hebrew bit his lips.

“You didn’t speak up,” continued Ramses, “because you were afraid of calling attention to yourself. You didn’t care about helping Moses, the man who saved your life.”

“Your Majesty!”

“The truth is, Abner, that you wanted to keep a low profile because you’ve been demanding kickbacks, too. Serramanna had a little talk with some of the brickmakers junior to you. The way you exploit them is shameful.”

The Hebrew knelt before the king.

“I find them work, Your Majesty. It’s only a sort of commission.”

“You’re only a petty crook, Abner, but you’re worth a great deal to me, because you could clear Moses’ name.”

“You mean you’re letting me go?”

“Serramanna will have a scribe take your sworn statement. Make sure you include every detail. And let this be the last I hear of you, Abner.”
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EIGHT





The Bald One, a dignitary of the House of Life at Heliopolis, inspected every bit of food the local suppliers brought him. He painstakingly examined each piece of fruit, each vegetable, each fish. The farmers and fishermen feared yet respected him, for he paid them fairly; still, they realized they would never attain the comfortable position of official purveyor, since he refused to play favorites, relying instead on his high standards. Every item he selected to be blessed and placed on the altars, then redistributed to the community, must be perfect.


Once his selections were made, the Bald One routed them toward the House of Life’s kitchens, called the “pure place,” reflecting the strict cleanliness in which it was maintained. The priest relied on frequent unannounced inspections, sometimes followed by a wave of demotions.

Now it was time for a routine check of the dried and salted fish. Only he and the steward in charge of the storeroom knew how to work the wooden latch.

The latch had been tampered with.

Stunned, he pushed open the door. Inside it was silent and dark as ever.


He entered the room uneasily, but sensed no one else around. Somewhat relieved, he stopped to inspect each earthenware vessel, fingering the tags that spelled out the contents. Then, near the door, he found an empty spot.

A vessel had been stolen.
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Every noblewoman’s dream was to become a member of the queen’s household. Yet when Nefertari chose her attendants, she was more concerned with ability and maturity than fortune and rank. A number of her appointments had been unconventional, like Ramses’ choices when forming his government.

Thus the enviable position of wardrobe mistress had gone to a pretty brunette from a rather ordinary Memphis family. Her role was caring for Nefertari’s favorite garments; though her wardrobe was extensive, the queen was particularly fond of soft old dresses and a worn shawl she liked to drape around her shoulders at nightfall. While it protected her from the chill night air, it also reminded her of the day she first met Ramses, how she had worn it that evening gazing at the stars and thinking of the brash yet gentle young prince, how she had kept him at arm’s length for months, unable to admit even to herself that the attraction was mutual.

Like the other ladies-in-waiting, the wardrobe mistress virtually worshiped her sovereign. Nefertari managed her household smoothly, gave orders with a smile. She considered even the humblest task worth doing well, demanded that all be done promptly and thoroughly. When a problem arose, she preferred to discuss it directly with the parties involved, giving their explanations serious consideration. Like Tuya before her, she won the admiration of all around her. It was little wonder that she had grown so close to Tuya.

The wardrobe mistress was airing garments, sprinkling them with flower essences, and carefully repacking them in the wooden chests and cupboards. As dusk gathered, she went to fetch the queen’s old shawl for her to wear as she performed her nightly devotions.

The young woman’s face drained of color. The shawl was gone.

“Impossible,” she thought. “I must be looking in the wrong place.” She tried another chest, then another, then the cupboards.

Still nothing.

The wardrobe mistress questioned the other ladies-in-waiting, the queen’s hairdresser, the laundry maids . . . None of them had the slightest idea.

Nefertari’s favorite shawl had been stolen.
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The war council met in the audience chamber of the royal palace. The generals heading the four army divisions had answered the summons of their supreme commander. Ahmeni took notes for the report he would later compile.

The generals were middle-aged scribes, well educated, masters of great estates, excellent managers. Two of them had seen combat with the Hittites under Seti, but the engagement had been brief and limited. In reality, none of the commanding officers had experienced full-scale war with an outcome in question. The closer real war came to breaking out, the more apprehensive they became.

“The state of our arsenals?”


“Good, Your Majesty.”

“Arms production?”

“Still at full capacity. According to your directives, the foundry workers and fletchers are being paid double for overtime. But there’s still a shortage of swords and daggers for close combat.”

“Chariots?”

“We’re within weeks of being on target.”

“Horses?”

“They’ll depart in peak condition.”

“Morale?”

“That’s the sore spot, Your Majesty,” offered the youngest general. “Your presence has done wonders, but there’s been no end of wild tales about the Hittites. Despite our repeated denials and prohibitions, this sort of rubbish can still have an influence.”

“Even on some of my generals?”

“No, of course not, Your Majesty . . . though there are some questions we haven’t been able to answer.”

“Such as?”

“Well, will we be outnumbered?”

“First we’ll settle matters in Canaan. That ought to give us an idea.”

“Are the Hittites already entrenched there?”

“No, their army hasn’t ventured that far from their bases. A few commandos struck out, then headed north again. They’ve bribed the local overlords in the hope that we’ll tire ourselves out in the effort to win them back. We won’t give them the satisfaction. We’ll put down the rebellions as we go, giving our soldiers the confidence to march north and win a decisive victory.”

“Some of the men are concerned about our fortresses.”

“They needn’t be. Yesterday and the day before, a dozen carrier pigeons arrived at the palace with positive messages. Not one fortress has fallen into enemy hands. They have all the supplies and weapons they need to resist any possible attacks until we arrive. We haven’t another moment to waste, though.”

Ramses’ wishes were the generals’ commands. They bowed and hurried back to their barracks, firmly resolved to speed preparations along.

“They’re useless,” grumbled Ahmeni, setting down the chiseled reed he used for writing.

“You’re hard on them,” Ramses replied.

“Just look at them: too rich, too settled, too scared! They’ve spent more time in the shade of their gardens than in the heat of battle. And war is the Hittites’ national sport, you know it! Your generals are as good as dead—provided they don’t desert at the first hint of fighting.”

“So you think I should replace them?”

“Too late, and what good would it do? Your officers are all cut from the same cloth.”

“Are you suggesting that we shouldn’t go to war?”

“That would be a deadly mistake. You have to take action, of course, but one thing is clear. Our ability to win depends on you, Ramses. On you alone.”
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Ahsha came to see Ramses late at night. The king and the head of his intelligence network were both working almost nonstop; the atmosphere in the capital grew tenser by the day.

At one of the windows of the Pharaoh’s office, side by side, the two men gazed at the night sky, its soul made of thousands of stars.


“Do you have news for me, Ahsha?”

“The situation is stalled: the rebels on one side, our line of fortresses on the other. Our supporters are depending on your help.”

“I’m eager to get under way, but I have no right to risk my soldiers’ lives. The lack of preparedness, the arms shortages . . . we’ve been living in a dreamworld for far too long, Ahsha. This comes as a rude awakening, and we needed it.”

“May the gods be with us.”

“Do you doubt that they’ll help us?”

“No, but are we ready to help ourselves?”

“The men who fight under me will be risking their lives to defend Egypt. If the Hittites have their way, dark days are ahead, my friend.”

“Have you considered that you may be risking your own life?”

“Nefertari will be named my regent, to rule in my stead.”

“Such a lovely night . . . why are men so intent on killing one another?”

“I hoped for a peaceful reign. Since it’s not to be, I won’t shirk my destiny.”

“Your destiny may not be favorable, Ramses.”

“Are you losing faith in me?”

“Maybe I’m afraid. It’s in the air.”

“Have you found any trace of Moses?”

“It seems he’s vanished into thin air.”

“No, he hasn’t.”

“How can you be so sure?”

“Because I know you haven’t started looking.”

Ahsha was cool as ever.

“You refused to have your agents track Moses down,” Ramses continued, “because you don’t want him brought back to Egypt and sentenced to death.”


“Is that what you want? I thought Moses was our friend.”

“He won’t be convicted of murdering Sary.”

“What? You may be Pharaoh, but even you can’t put friendship above the law.”

“I won’t have to. Moses may be tried, but he’ll be acquitted.”

“But he did kill Sary, didn’t he?”

“In self-defense, according to a sworn witness.”

“That’s the best news I’ve heard in quite a while.”

“Send your men after Moses. Track him down for me.”

“It won’t be easy. With all that’s been going on in the border states, he may have ended up somewhere we can’t follow.”

“Find him, Ahsha.”
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NINE





Glowering, Serramanna strode among the brickmakers’ dwellings. Four young Hebrews, new arrivals from middle Egypt, had willingly cooperated in accusing Abner. Yes, he’d helped them get work, but at what a price!


The police inquest had been a slipshod affair. Sary, while still influential, had become a dubious character, and Moses had never been easy to deal with; the police seemed to think his disappearance and Sary’s death were all for the best. There was no telling how many important clues they missed.

The Sard had been gathering information in the neighborhood before he once again appeared on Abner’s doorstep.

The brickmaker was studying a wooden tablet covered with figures as he munched on bread rubbed with garlic. As soon as he caught sight of Serramanna, he slid the tablet beneath his haunches.

“Doing your accounts, Abner?”

“I swear I’m innocent!”

“The next time you try to shake someone down, you’ll answer to me.”

“I’m under the king’s protection.”

“That’s a laugh.”

The Sard reached for a sweet onion and took a bite. “Anything to drink around this dump?”

“Yes, in the chest . . .”

Serramanna lifted the lid. “By Bes, the god of wine, you’ve got enough for a crowd here! And plenty of beer . . . you earn a good living, Abner.”

“They were, well, gifts.”

“It’s nice to be popular.”

“What do you want from me? I gave my statement.”

“I can’t help it. I just enjoy your company.”

“I’ve told you all I know.”

“I don’t believe it. When I was a pirate, I questioned all my captives. A lot of them couldn’t recall where they’d hidden their treasure. With a little persuasion, they finally remembered.”

“I’m not hiding any treasure!”

“Your little bundle doesn’t interest me.”

Abner seemed relieved. As the Sard opened up another amphora of beer, the Hebrew slipped his tablet under a reed mat.


“What were you writing on that piece of wood, Abner?”

“Nothing, nothing . . .”

“The sums you’ve squeezed out of your fellow Hebrews, I’ll bet. A sturdy bit of evidence, if it went to court.”
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