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Introduction



DAY OF THE FALSE KING continues the story of Semerket, Egypt’s clerk of Investigations and Secrets. The time is approximately 1150 BCE, and the conspirators who plotted the overthrow of Pharaoh Ramses III have been tried and executed. But the old pharaoh has succumbed to the wounds inflicted by his Theban wife, Queen Tiya; it is his first-born son who now rules Egypt as his chosen successor, Ramses IV.

Day of the False King takes place mainly in the city of Babylon (ancient Iraq). Geographically placed at the center of the Old World, where East literally meets West, Babylon was the crossroads for conquering armies and adventuresome merchants, and the prize of dynasts. From cruel tyrants to far-seeing visionaries, an ever-changing set of rulers have claimed Babylon’s throne as their own. But they were not god-kings as in Egypt; in fact, there was no term for “king” in any of the Babylonian languages. Instead, they were called simply “strong man” or “big man.” Then as now only martial strength determined who ruled. Strangely, or perhaps inevitably, the rights of the individual were first codified and set down as laws here.

Around the time that Day of the False King occurs, the Middle East is undergoing—just as it is today—a tortuous, protracted transformation. The old regimes have vanished, setting the stage for the aggressive emergence of the new nations of Phoenicia, Israel, and the Philistines; it is the fourth of these new peoples, the Assyrians, who will achieve dominance in the years ahead.

Babylonia in particular has suffered a series of cataclysms. The old Kassite Dynasty, themselves invaders from the north, has been toppled. The nation of Elam (soon to be known as Persia) has launched a massive war to conquer Babylonia from the southeast. Native tribes in the country also see this moment as their own chance to evict the foreigners and re-establish a dynasty of their own.

Into this roiling alchemy Semerket’s adored ex-wife, Naia, is thrust. She and Rami, the tomb-maker’s son, have been banished to Babylon as indentured servants—punishment for their accidental roles in the Harem Conspiracy against Ramses III.

As in the first novel, most of the events in Day of the False King actually happened, and many of the characters actually existed. The Elamite invader King Kutir and the native-born Marduk truly vied for the throne of Babylonia. There really was a festival called Day of the False King, where the entire world turned upside down for a day, when slaves ruled as masters—when the most foolish man in Babylon was chosen to become king.

Brad Geagley








Alas my city! Alas my house!

Bitter are the wails of Ur

She has been ravaged

Her people scattered.

—The Lament for Ur,

Traditional Sumerian poem







Book One
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WAKING WITH A SHARP CRY, HE FELT HIS heart thump madly before he realized that he was on his pallet in his brother’s house. Once again, he had dreamed of his wife, Naia, slaughtered before the eyes of his wandering night’s spirit. He sat up in the dark, rubbing his forehead. Every time he had the dream, his old wound stung.

Throwing his mantle over his shoulders, he slipped from the courtyard gate. He had taken to walking the Theban streets late at night when he could not sleep, which was most nights now. Turning from the Avenue Khnum, where the bonfires of Amun’s Great Temple blazed, he slipped into a dank and twisting alley behind a riverfront warehouse. Picking his way through the rot and refuse, he came at last to a tavern. The sign hanging above its door depicted a hippopotamus besieged by hunters.

It was very late and many of the patrons were snoring over their cups. The Wounded Hippo was a venerable dockside haunt, centuries old, and its brick walls were crumbling to pieces. Unfortunately, the current owner’s apparent devotion to the antique did not extend to the vintage he served.

He trod silently to his usual corner and signaled the tavern’s owner.

“Wine,” he said. “Red.”

At the hearth, the innkeeper poured some wine into a terracotta bowl and gave it to his serving wench. “See that man over there?” he asked, keeping his gruff voice low. The woman was recently hired, and unfamiliar with the tastes of the tavern’s regular patrons.

She turned her head discreetly, whispering in the same guarded tone, “A gentleman!” Her posture perceptibly straightened so that her breasts might be displayed to better advantage beneath her tight linen sheath. “What’s he doing here, I wonder?”

The innkeeper ignored the unintentional slur to his establishment. “Every night he comes in and wants the same thing.”

“Well, that’s hardly strange—not much to choose from, is there?” The wench laughed, which she often did these days, proud of her new teeth made of elephant ivory and wired into her mouth with copper bands. “I mean, it’s either white or red, now, isn’t it?”

“That’s not the point.” The man’s voice fell to a whisper. “He never drinks it.”

The woman caught herself in midchortle. The idea of a man coming into a tavern and not drinking struck her as odd, somehow, almost obscene. “You’re joking,” she said.

“May my Day of Pain come tomorrow if I am,” the innkeeper said. “Just stares at the bowl all night, and never once brings it to his lips.”

The woman peered suspiciously at the man. “He’s not a ghost, is he? They say ghosts can’t eat or drink, but still they pine for it terrible.” She shivered. “I won’t serve ghosts.”

“He’s alive all right—though Egypt would’ve been better off if he wasn’t. A ‘follower of Set,’ he is. He’s the one accused all them at the conspiracy trials last year.”

“That’s Semerket?”

The innkeeper nodded. They stared.

Semerket’s aggravated voice abruptly cut through the room. “Must I wait for the grapes to be harvested?”

The innkeeper looked down at the bowl still clutched in the wench’s hands. “Better take it to him. Don’t want my name on any list of his.”

The wench swept her mass of braids away from her face and crossed the room to where Semerket sat, her generous hips swaying as she walked. She placed the bowl at his side.

“Your wine, my lord.”

At her unfamiliar voice, his head snapped up. She was struck by the sudden tense collision of emotions on his slim face. His eyes, glittering dangerously in the firelight, were the blackest she had ever seen. He was not handsome, but far from ugly. She dropped her eyes before his powerful stare, and the woman was surprised to feel something unexpectedly warm flush through her loins.

“You’re new,” Semerket said, handing her a copper snippet. It was not a question.

The wench bobbed her head, and the wax beads woven into the ends of her braids clicked together softly.

Semerket looked away, his black eyes going opaque. Still the woman lingered a bit, collecting the empty bowls strewn around the rug. He did not appear to notice her.

“My lord?” she whispered at last.

He looked up, surprised to find her still there. “What?”

“I don’t mean to pry, but—but my master over there says—well, he tells me that every night you order wine, but that you…”

“But that I never drink it.” Annoyance flickered behind the obsidian depths as Semerket glanced in the direction of the innkeeper. “I wasn’t aware he found me so fascinating.”

Though his voice was cold, the woman persisted. “I thought you was a poor spirit, maybe, some sort of ghost, now, didn’t I? But up close, I see you’re a fine, strong man. Very alive, indeed. So why do you not drink?” She smiled at him encouragingly.

“My wife doesn’t want me to,” he said dully. “And I promised her…something…”

“Well, if you don’t mind me saying it, what you need is a more forgiving woman.”

He grabbed her wrist, and her words ended in a tiny yelp. She gasped at the strength in his grip as he pulled her down so that her eyes were level with his. In the firelight his face was haggard and drawn, his expression tormented.

“I need the wine because I know if I can’t deal with my life any longer, one little sip and the gods grant me a merciful release. Do you understand now? It’s a way out.”

She nodded, her eyes wide, the ivory nervously glinting. “Yes, my lord. Yes. It does a body good to get out now and then. I understand. Truly.”

The odd lights in Semerket’s eyes suddenly extinguished, and he let go of the woman’s arm. She comprehended nothing.

Rubbing her wrist, she retreated again to the hearth, never to come near him again that night. Semerket hardly noticed. He gazed instead into the shadows, as if looking for something. It was very close now, he knew, the thing that sought him. He felt like some helpless rabbit, spellbound by the cobra’s approach.

For a year, he had sensed it coming. Lately the feeling had become worse. Rarely did he sleep through an entire evening without seeing his banished wife, Naia, slain by a spear’s thrust. The dreams were a warning, he believed, some intuitive communication he had received from her. Perhaps she was in some kind of danger in Babylon; perhaps she needed him. It might be that she was—

He clenched his eyes tightly, rubbing at his brow, refusing to consider that obscene possibility.

At long last, through the doorway, he saw that the night was turning from black to gray. He rose, another evening gone. Outside, shrill birdsong poured from the reeds and grasses at the Nile’s edge, and from the Temple of Thoth came the distant barks of the sacred baboons heralding Ra’s approaching solar barque. He stood at the river’s edge and closed his eyes, inhaling deeply.

The air was clear on the river. The Nile had only recently receded, leaving its yearly gift of silt upon the land. The odor of rich black earth rose in his nostrils. Tassels of sprouting emmer wheat and flax fringed the distant fields with a delicate green. It would be a good harvest this year, he thought, if the gods did not afflict the crops with locusts or snails.

The food vendors soon appeared from the dark alleys to set up their stalls on the concourse. When the smells of frying onions and spiced fish began to scent the boulevard, he turned and walked back to his brother’s house. Nenry was the mayor of Eastern Thebes and occupied an estate near the Temple of Ma’at. Semerket’s fretful mind was a void, for once, and he was unprepared for the sight that met him at his brother’s gate.

A cohort of Shardana guards waited in the alley. They were Pharaoh’s elite northern guard, composed of Egypt’s former enemies, the Sea Peoples. An empty sedan chair waited with them. It was no modest equipage, for eight liveried attendants wearing Pharaoh’s colors carried it.

Semerket saw that Nenry and his wife, Keeya, stood at the gate. From their anxious expressions, he sensed that the news was not good. Keeya clutched Huni to her chest, the child Naia had left behind in Egypt for Semerket to raise. Even the infant’s dark eyes were full of fright.

“Here is my brother at last,” Nenry said, his face wreathed in nervous tics.

The Shardana chief turned as Semerket approached. “Lord Semerket?” he asked.

Semerket nodded mutely.

“Pharaoh requests your presence at Djamet Temple.”

Semerket swallowed, trying to find his tongue. “May I…may I know why?”

“There is a message for you, I’m told—from Babylon. Pharaoh wants you to come immediately.”

He would have fallen if the guards had not leapt to catch him. As they eased him into the carrying chair, he cast a stricken glance at Nenry and Keeya. He felt Nenry’s hand squeeze his shoulder as the chair was lifted high by the bearers.

As she held Huni for him to kiss, Keeya whispered into his ear, “The gods go with you, Semerket.”

It was too late for gods, he knew; the thing he feared had come. Resolutely, he turned his face to Djamet Temple.

 

SEMERKET STOOD at the grated window in Pharaoh’s private chambers, straining to make out the blurred and water-stained words written on a piece of brittle palm bark. The first ones he managed to pick out were ominous:

…attacked by Isins.

He had no idea what or who Isins were—or even who had written the letter. The next few glyphs, smudged beyond recognition, offered no help. He could make out only those that spelled these words:

…the house of Menef to…Prince of Elam…Naia…

His breath caught when he saw the name he cherished actually written down. The only glyph he could further distinguish, and that with difficulty, was the most chilling of all—slain.

Then, at last, the signature, smudged and barely legible. Rami.

He raised his head. Surrounded by his scribes and servants, the fourth Ramses sat on a thronelike chair at the end of the room. Beside him was another man, a foreigner. Though it was late winter and the temperature was climbing every day, Egypt’s king had wrapped himself in a heavy, embroidered cape of red wool. Charcoal braziers were placed everywhere about the room to warm it.

“Does Your Majesty know the contents of this letter?” Semerket asked.

Pharaoh nodded, and gestured to the foreigner, who also sat in a chair. “My cousin Elibar, here, brought it to me last night. We read it together—or as much of it as we could.”

Semerket, surprised, looked closer at the other man, and noticed that Pharaoh and the foreigner indeed shared a physical likeness he had not appreciated at first—the same slim, prominent nose; the pale eyes and skin. Indeed, though the stranger’s long hair and beard had turned to gray, their hue had once been the same russet that characterized all the Ramessid family. He must be related to the king’s Canaanite mother, Semerket thought.

Ramses drew a breath to speak again, but instead began to cough. A faint sheen of sweat erupted on his forehead and he pressed a kerchief to his lips. Semerket noted the instant concern that flared in Elibar’s eyes. With a wordless gesture, the hovering chamberlain directed a servant to remove the soiled kerchief and bring another. Though the room’s light was dim, Semerket thought he saw a faint tinge of pink froth staining the cloth before the slave hastily folded it. Elibar himself filled a goblet with wine and held it to Pharaoh’s lips.

When he had finished drinking, Ramses sat back on his gilded chair, weakly mopping his brow with a fresh kerchief. “Now,” Pharaoh’s voice was stronger, “you will no doubt want to ask my cousin about that letter you hold.”

Without pleasantries, Semerket nodded and began to speak. “How did you come by this letter, lord? And when?”

Elibar answered slowly, taking time to consider his words. “A caravan entered Canaan from Babylon a fortnight ago. This Rami of yours had given the letter to the caravan’s master to bring to Egypt, or to pass to another merchant who would.”

Though Elibar spoke an excellent Egyptian, his voice was so deep and oddly inflected that Semerket had to watch the man’s lips to determine the words he actually spoke.

“In my own land people know that I’m Pharaoh’s cousin—not always to my advantage, I might add—so the letter was brought to me. I recognized your name at once, for my aunt, Pharaoh’s mother, had written to me about how you rescued my cousin from the conspirators. I hurried here, knowing of his majesty’s regard for you.”

Semerket could not conceal his disappointment. “Then you weren’t the one to actually see the boy?”

Elibar shook his head.

“Is he still alive? Did the man indicate—?”

“He only said that he was very sick—that he suffered from some kind of head injury.”

“Did he mention where Rami might be found?”

“Well, there I can be of more help to you. He told me he met the boy on the outskirts of Babylon, at an oasis near a ruined estate. The man used a stick to draw an outline of Etemenanki in the dust, making a circle around it—”

Semerket canted his head, not sure that he had heard correctly, “Etemenanki, my lord?”

Elibar paused in his narrative. “The devil Bel-Marduk’s abode, yes—the ziggurat at Babylon’s center. The man took a stick and—”

The word caught Semerket by surprise, and before he could stop himself, he asked, “Devil?”

Bel-Marduk was the Babylonians’ name for the god that Egyptians called Amun-Ra. Never before had Semerket heard the father of the universe referred to as a devil, and he felt almost superstitiously affronted by Elibar’s casual blasphemy. Quickly he made the holy sign in the air.

Pharaoh spoke from his seat. “Elibar worships a nameless god of the desert, one so jealous it considers all other gods to be demons or devils or frauds. Pay no attention to my cousin, for his religion is simply another family sickness I must endure.”

Elibar smiled indulgently; it was obvious that theirs was an argument both cousins had waged amiably for many years. The Canaanite continued to speak.

“As I say, the man drew the outline of the ziggurat in the sand. Then he made a circle around it—this I took to be the walls of the city. Two wavy lines on either side of it were, of course, the Tigris and Euphrates. Then he took the stick and pointed to the upper left of Etemenanki, outside the circle but between the rivers. I assume he meant that your Rami could be found to the northwest of Babylon, on the river plain.”

“Did the caravan master tell you if…if there was a woman with him?”

“He said there were many women—many men, too—but unfortunately they had all been massacred by bandits.”

Semerket abruptly felt light-headed, as if his legs had somehow disconnected from his body. Black crowded the edges of his vision.

“Get him a chair!” Pharaoh ordered, and the servants scrambled to obey.

“No,” said Semerket. Sternly he forced himself to breathe regularly, to stand erect. After an imperceptible moment, he turned again to Elibar. “And these Isins,” he managed to ask, “who or what are they?”

It was not Elibar but Pharaoh who answered. “A native tribe in Babylonia. Egypt has very cordial relations with them, for my father felt they had a fair chance of becoming the next rulers. Of course, that was before the Elamites invaded.”

Semerket nodded. “And Menef—who is that? It’s an Egyptian name, isn’t it?”

Pharaoh nodded. “He is our ambassador, appointed by my father before he died.” He looked at Semerket with an odd expression. “I’ve already sent a special dispatch to him, directing that he help you find your friends when you arrive.”

It was a moment before Ramses’ words penetrated Semerket’s clouded and anxious mind. He raised his head, surprised.

Ramses nodded, confirming his previous words. “I have named you my special envoy to their new Elamite king, and have also prepared documents of manumission for your friends. Your wife and the boy may return to Egypt whenever they wish.”

To Semerket’s surprise, he saw that guilt laced Ramses’ expression—a quality rarely found in a Pharaoh.

“I should have freed them after my father died.” Ramses sighed. “It was the only reward you ever asked. But with the trials…my father’s burial…I thought the matter would keep. I was mistaken. My only hope is that they’re still alive to enjoy their freedom.”

Sensing Semerket’s discomfiture, Ramses continued to speak. “When Elibar returns to Canaan, you shall go north with him under his protection. It’s only a short journey to Babylon from where his family resides.”

“May I ask—” Semerket had to swallow before he could speak further. “May I ask when Lord Elibar will be leaving?”

“The day after tomorrow,” Elibar answered, “at dawn. A royal galley will take us to Pi-Ramesse, and from there we sail on the Big Green to Tyre, on one of my own ships.”

There was nothing more to say. Stretching forth his arms at knee level, Semerket began to back out of the room. There were a thousand preparations to make before he could depart. But Pharaoh held up his hand, preventing him from going. “Semerket and I must now speak privately,” he announced curtly.

Without asking the nature of this private business, Elibar raised his fingers to his lips and made the gesture of kissing the earth. “A hundred years,” he said, uttering the traditional blessing to Pharaoh as he backed from the room.

As the rest of the servants melted into the shadows, Ramses wrenched himself from his chair. “Follow me,” he told Semerket.

Ramses seized an oil lamp to light the windowless and winding halls of Djamet. Soon they came to a far door, which the guards pulled open. Within the room, an immense model of a new city was set upon trestles. The length and breadth of it took almost the entire chamber.

“Look at it, Semerket.” Pharaoh gazed lovingly on the model. “The new capital of Egypt. My engineers tell me it will be the greatest project since the pyramids—the legacy of Ramses the Fourth.”

Semerket knelt to inspect the model. Miniature temples, causeways, palaces, workshops—all were laid out in meticulous detail. He could even see the rounded ovens in the temple bakeries. Pharaoh’s architects had thought of everything, down to the new capital’s last alleyway and square.

“It will take generations to complete,” Semerket said, mentally calculating the city’s phenomenal size.

Ramses looked at him so piercingly that Semerket felt the color rising in his face. Pharaoh suddenly went to the door and peered into the hallway in both directions. He dismissed the guards that waited outside, telling them to post themselves further away. Satisfied that no one loitered in the corridor, he motioned for Semerket to come closer.

Pharaoh brought his lips close to Semerket’s ear, lowering his voice to barely a whisper. “My physicians tell me that I will live a hundred years or more,” he said, “but that only means they’re not sure how long I will live at all. The priests have cast my horoscope, but it’s so vague it might mean anything. I’ve sacrificed to every god and goddess in the land—I’ve given them new garments of rare silk, and gifts of gold and ivory to their priests. Yet still the gods do not help me.” Again he looked around, as if searching for spies. “And this is the other reason why you must go to Babylon, Semerket, a secret reason. There is something you must do for me, for Egypt, when you arrive there.” Once more, Pharaoh looked about the room, squinting into the shadows.

Semerket stared at Ramses, waiting.

“In Babylon, you will go to their new king Kutir. You will offer my greetings, and extend Egypt’s official recognition of his rule. You will tell him I stand ready to assist him with arms and gold to strengthen his dominion over the country.”

Semerket allowed his black eyes to glitter. “And the price for Egypt’s support?”

Pharaoh’s gaze took on a dreamy look. “Babylon’s god Bel-Marduk must make a state visit to Egypt. When he arrives, I will take the idol’s golden hand in mine and gaze into his eyes, for it’s said that doing so will drive out my every demon and pain.”

Suddenly Ramses began to cough again, and his glance filled with incipient terror. “Time, Semerket,” he pleaded when he could catch his breath. “Bring the idol back to me, that I can see this new city rise in the Delta, greater than any other. Death is in me, Semerket. I can feel it gnawing at my vitals like a rat at the grain.”

Semerket’s eyes grew wide.

Pharaoh’s hands gripped his shoulder. “My son is only six years old. If I die, the priests of Amun will appoint regents to rule for him. And who will they be?”

Semerket considered quickly. Tutors? The child’s mother? These had been the traditional choices in the past. But such persons, however close to the prince, would not be enough protection in these uncertain times. The priests would certainly favor the appointment of stronger, abler men from the royal family—

“Tiya’s sons,” Semerket said instantly.

Pharaoh nodded grimly. “Exactly. My half-brothers, sons of that murderess who killed my father. How long will my own son last, then, do you think? Such a small matter to arrange some ‘wasting disease’ for him. Like father, like son, they will say, dead of the same ailment.” Ramses’ fingers dug so hard into Semerket’s flesh that his nails left crescents. “And after my son, who next will they turn their eyes upon?”

Semerket knew the answer to that question, too—they would seek the one who had exposed the conspiracy hatched by their mother and brother, the one who had brought their own side of the royal family into so much disgrace.

“Me,” Semerket breathed.

“You—to begin with! And after you’re dead, none of your family will be safe. Do you understand why I chose you for this task? You have as much to lose as I.”

Semerket swallowed. He saw clearly that it was not only Pharaoh who needed the years the idol could bring; he needed them himself—at least enough time for Pharaoh’s son to become a man. Though he had little faith in the curative powers of foreign idols, he had no choice but to believe with his king in the magic of Bel-Marduk’s statue; it seemed their only chance.

“Yes,” Semerket said firmly. “I’ll bring this god back to you.”

 

WHEN HE HAD ARRIVED earlier at Djamet, the temple had not yet fully wakened. But as Semerket came through the door that connected the palace with the temple proper, he saw that the halls and sanctuaries now teemed with priests, singers, nobles, and guards. He cursed silently, knowing what was ahead. As he passed through the hall of soaring columns, he heard them whisper his name nervously as he passed, sounding to him like the flutter of quail wings. “Semerket…Semerket!” They probably imagined that he and Pharaoh conferred about plans to hunt down any remaining conspirators, many of whom still roamed these very halls.

Semerket felt his heart sinking, for in the group of people clustered at the doorway was Prince Mayatum. The youngest son of Queen Tiya, half-brother to Pharaoh, Mayatum would be one of the regents for Pharaoh’s son should the unthinkable occur. Though Mayatum wore a priest’s vestments, being the prelate who governed the city of On, he exuded the oleaginous superiority common to all of Tiya’s brood.

Semerket tried to hurry past the prince and out to the Great Pylons beyond, keeping to the walls. Whatever they had to say to one another could not be pleasant, for Semerket had presided over the execution of his older brother, Prince Pentwere. In fact, Semerket had been the one who had conveyed the white silken rope to the prince, with which he had then hanged himself. As for the princes’ witch of a mother, Queen Tiya, whose plotting had been responsible for the entire tragedy, she had disappeared from the royal palace, spirited away under cover to some unknown destination. Some said that she had become the victim of Ramses III’s final act of vengeance. Whatever had happened to her, her scheming had proved treacherous for everyone, and Semerket had no wish to confront the prince and reopen the wounds. But Mayatum, alerted by a servant, turned just as Semerket was passing and hailed him.

“Why, isn’t it Semerket?” he called out warmly. “How fares the great hero of Egypt, the man who saved my father…almost?”

Though the words the prince used were flattering, Semerket still sensed an insult in them. He kept his head lowered, staring at the black basalt tiles.

“I am well, Highness,” he said.

“I take it you’ve been meeting with my brother?”

“Yes, Highness.”

“And how is his health today?” The prince’s loud words seemed somehow too caring, too concerned. “Is his cough any better? Not spitting up more blood, is he?”

Semerket kept his voice low, answering obliquely. “Pharaoh’s health will improve, no doubt, upon seeing your highness again.”

Mayatum flicked his whisk of horsehair at an imaginary fly. “I’ve been out of the country, you know, meeting with our allies in the East. Very secret, you know. Very hush-hush. In fact, I’m on my way to make my report to Pharaoh now.”

Semerket felt his tongue withering in his head. What did the prince expect him to say? Semerket was nothing to him, beneath his notice. “I’m…I’m sure the king will be anxious to hear what you have to say,” he muttered.

“Oh, ho!” Mayatum smiled. “So you’re dismissing me, are you? You were always so direct, Semerket, so honest. Some said to a fault, but never I.”

The prince dismissed Semerket with a wave of his flywhisk, turning his back on him with seeming indifference.

Semerket left the temple quickly, almost running to where the ferrymen congregated at the docks. Ever since the trials, he had dreaded meeting any of Tiya’s remaining sons. It could have gone worse, he supposed. Perhaps the prince had concluded that it would be best to leave old hostilities behind and endure the shrifts a new reign had imposed on them both.

As Semerket crossed the Nile again to Eastern Thebes, he stood at the prow of his boat. The sky above the city was afloat with streamers that soared from a thousand crystal-topped spires. From Amun’s Great Temple, the distant voices of the temple chorus pricked his ears with familiar psalm.

Every part of him was electric with anticipation. Yes, the news he had received from Babylon was devastating, and the secret of Pharaoh’s declining health was worse. But the thing he had dreaded for so long had appeared to him at last. He knew the worst, its shape and size, and its power over him was gone. Now he could do something about it.

He knew in his heart that Naia was not dead; he was absolutely convinced that she waited for him just beyond the eastern horizon. Nothing could prevent him from bringing his wife and Rami back to Egypt. Semerket felt the warm winds on his face blowing from the east, and in them was the scent of Babylon.

 

THE CREW TOOK UP the ship’s anchor stone at the first reddening blush of sunrise. Shakily, Semerket thrust his head over the thatched gunwales. His stomach clenched. The only thing he could see in any direction was the vast heaving ocean that the sailors called the Big Green. No land. No birds. Only the endless swells.

Semerket pulled himself to his feet, swaying unsteadily with the motion of the ship. He was in time to see the sailors unlash the single huge sail, painted in bright red and yellow squares. As it billowed outward with a sudden, lethal snap, the ship lurched forward so quickly that Semerket, already off-balance, fell backward onto the deck.

“At least the ship’s moving again,” he thought sourly.

On the previous day, the crew had not been allowed to ply their oars, for it was the Sabbath of Elibar’s strange and only god. Even food was forbidden them. Not that Semerket could eat. For almost the entire three days of the voyage, he had been so sick he thought he was going to die. Strangely, he seemed to be the only one aboard affected by the malady. If he survived, he vowed to himself, he would never again sail abroad on this salt sea, no matter how much time it might save him.

The ship began its relentless pitching and tossing as it skimmed across the white-topped waves, assisted by the ten pairs of rowers. Semerket felt his guts twist again into painful knots. The captain must have seen his beleaguered expression, for he came aft and bent down to speak reassuringly to him.

“Now, now, sir,” the captain said, “no need for that face. Coastal waters soon and we’ll be moored in Tyre by nightfall.”

Semerket nodded, unable to speak, and attempted once more to stand. This time he was successful. He looked in the direction of the ship’s prow and saw that Elibar and his four sons had already gathered around the bronze cooking brazier.

Elibar saw him standing, and cheerfully hailed him from the fore-deck. “Can you manage something to eat today, Semerket?” he asked in Egyptian. “We’ve slaughtered a sheep to break the fast.”

Semerket shook his head weakly. In response, he heard the low snickers of Elibar’s sons, who had joined them in Egypt’s northern capital of Pi-Ramesse where they had been visiting their aunt Ese, Pharaoh’s mother. Though the youngest of them was still beardless, they were all strong, competent men, tall in stature and hard in appearance. Their eyes were the bright and piercing bronze of hawks, and their skin darkened from weeks spent herding their father’s immense flocks of sheep. They had been quick to tell Semerket that though their ancestors had settled in Canaan, they considered themselves members of the Habiru tribe—or tribes (Semerket gathered there were more than one). Their country was a new one called Israel, or perhaps it was Judea; they conversed so rapidly in their strangely accented Egyptian that Semerket was unsure. Whatever its name, it seemed to be a nation where there were no kings, but rather judges, ruling by the consent of their fierce desert god.

Seeing him awake, the young men gathered around Semerket to question and pester him. “Is it true you’re going to Babylon to bring back the devil’s idol for Cousin Ramses?” asked the youngest.

“I’m going there to find my wife,” Semerket said, choking back his stomach. He was shocked to learn that the lad knew of his quest for the idol of Bel-Marduk. Ramses must have confided the secret to Elibar.

“Egyptian women are harlots.” This from the eldest.

“My wife is no harlot,” Semerket said firmly, an edge to his voice.

“Yet our father tells us she is not really your wife at all,” said the tallest son. “He says she divorced you to marry another man, a traitor who raised his hand against our dead Uncle Ramses. Is that true?”

Semerket’s stomach churned dangerously. “She wanted a child,” he managed to gasp. “I couldn’t give her one. She didn’t know he was a traitor when she married him.”

“Is that why you Egyptians allow your women the freedom to bed whomever they choose? Must they search everywhere, then, for men who can give them sons?”

“That isn’t why we allow freedom to women—”

“Look what happened to Uncle Ramses—killed by his own wives. How shameful is that? In our land, you would never hear of such disgrace. Women should keep to their homes, raising their children and spinning the good wool.”

Semerket truly did not feel up to such debate, but attempted to answer the lad reasonably. “Men and women in Egypt take their example from the marriage of Isis and Osiris,” he explained. “Osiris could not be King of the Dead without the help of his wife.”

At this, Elibar’s sons burst into contemptuous laughter. “But they are false gods,” said the third oldest. “They don’t exist! How can you even mention them to us?”

This comment provoked the young men to lapse into their native tongue, all shouting together and gesticulating violently, turning their backs on Semerket. He took the opportunity to slip away unnoticed and join Elibar at the ship’s prow.

The ship rolled suddenly, and Semerket was surprised to find he suffered no accompanying urge to vomit. In fact, the mutton stew in the swaying cooking pot smelled almost tempting. Perhaps he had at last obtained his—what did the captain call them?—his “sea legs.”

In the prow, beneath an awning, Pharaoh’s cousin Elibar was praying, with his shawl drawn around his head. Semerket waited for the man’s muttering and keening to cease before he spoke.

“Your sons are very passionate,” Semerket said when Elibar opened his eyes.

Elibar canted his head to regard the four young men. “It’s a good thing for men to be passionate about their beliefs,” he said with his usual deliberateness. “Sometimes, only a deeper conviction gives us an advantage over our enemies. Sometimes, it’s all we have.”

“I would have thought it was your god who gave you the advantage.”

Elibar shrugged, indicating that the sentiment was understood.

“They certainly despise Egyptians, though,” Semerket said, looking back at the youths.

“Perhaps you didn’t know that the Habirus were once enslaved by the Egyptians,” explained Elibar, “or so our tradition tells us. But we prayed to our god, and he sent a hero to rescue us; his name was Moses.”

Semerket, who had never heard this story before, shook his head doubtfully. “But Moses is an Egyptian name, or at least half of one.”

“Moses was a Habiru who was drawn from the Nile and raised as a prince in Pharaoh’s Golden House. So, yes, you can say that he was an Egyptian—or at least half of one.”

“Why have I never heard of your ‘hero’?”

“Perhaps because he lived over three hundred years ago.”

“Elibar,” said Semerket with a trace of condescension, “in Egypt, that’s like saying ‘yesterday.’ ”

Elibar regarded him skeptically, smiling to himself, but saying nothing.

“Do you believe the story?” Semerket asked.

At that moment, a school of fish suddenly swarmed near the surface, breaking the water in a flurry of froth and furious spume. Their silver flanks sparkled in the rays of the rising sun. A few sailors took a moment to cast lines into the sea in the hope of snagging a meal.

Elibar answered Semerket in a low voice, so that his words would not carry on the winds to his sons. “I will tell you what my cousin Ramses believes, if you’re of a mind to listen, for he claims to have read the suppressed scrolls.”

Semerket shifted uncomfortably. All too often knowledge of the truth brought with it its own kind of penalty. Nevertheless, he nodded, indicating that Elibar should speak.

Elibar leaned in close. “Ramses says the Habirus first invaded Egypt alongside the Hyksos. One of them, Youssef, even rose to become high vizier under the Hyksos king. He was given the task of exterminating the native Egyptians in the Delta, and drove their survivors south into Thebes. Ramses insists the Habiru legend is actually wrong side up—that it was the Egyptians who were oppressed by the invaders.”

Semerket shrugged. Every Egyptian knew of the Hyksos. Their invasion was the national scar on the nation’s conscience, and their expulsion Egypt’s greatest victory.

“When the native southern kings at last prevailed,” Elibar continued, “they enslaved those Habirus who had stayed behind and slew their every male child.”

“The usual punishment dealt to Egypt’s invaders,” said Semerket reasonably. “It’s told about the Libyans, the Shardanas, Danites, the Sea Peoples—any of the tribes who invaded Egypt.”

“But only the Habirus produced a Deliverer.”

“Ah, yes,” said Semerket ironically, “the Slave King raised in a palace.”

Elibar regarded him patiently. “Will you hear more?”

“Go on.”

“Ramses believes Moses was one of his own ancestors, a Prince Thut-moses, a nephew of Queen Hatshepsut. My cousin says that Prince Thut-moses made common cause with the Habirus, planning to use them as warriors in his attempt to take the throne. But the coup failed. Only the intervention of Hatshepsut allowed him to escape Egypt, together with a handful of Habirus. It was then that he began to worship a single god of the desert, where he wandered like a crazed wizard for many years.”

Semerket was silent for a moment. “Why do you tell me these things?” he asked.

“To illustrate, perhaps, that all life is merely a point of view—that nothing is what it seems.”

“You tell that to me, clerk of Investigations and Secrets?” Semerket laughed shortly.

“I mean it as a warning, Semerket, to guide you perhaps to where you are going. You must remember that Mesopotamia is a different world from Egypt altogether. It’s disordered and chaotic. Often you cannot see what is right in front of you; often you will see what is not there.”

There was a sudden yelp of glee from one of the sailors. He had snagged a large fat fish, enough to feed them all that night. Others ran to help him scoop it from the sea.

Elibar pointed. “That’s how it will be for you, Semerket—like that fish there, ripped from the only world it ever knew into one it never imagined. Not even the air you breathe will be the same.”

“I’m not so complete a fool as you may think,” muttered Semerket. “I’ve been to Babylonia before, you know, though not as far as the capital; I can even read their language, though slowly.”

“Perhaps that will be enough,” Elibar said doubtfully.

They watched the big fish struggle on the deck, gasping and snapping futilely at its captors. Finally, the laughing sailors fell on it, clubbing it to death with their oars.

A tiny droplet of fear crept into Semerket’s soul. He would have liked to ruminate over Elibar’s words, to twist them around in his mind and dredge them of their hidden meaning—but suddenly, from the lookout’s nest above the sail, came the shout:

“Land!”

They had sighted the coast of Asia. Semerket uttered a quick prayer of thanks; at least now, if the ship foundered there would be a chance of making it to shore.

By noon, the ship had joined the long line of others that were crowding into Tyre’s newly built harbor. As the sailors prepared to moor the ship, Semerket returned to where he had stored his travel sack. Within it was the glittering badge of office that Pharaoh had given him, designating him Egypt’s special envoy. It was a thing of heavy and magisterial beauty, a falcon whose outstretched wings covered most of his chest. Semerket had not yet donned it; the first lands through which he would travel had once been colonies of Egypt and their inhabitants still harbored bitter resentments toward their one-time masters. Sometimes they killed the occasional Egyptian wayfarer to settle old scores. “Evil has an Egyptian mother,” was the saying in these Asian lands.

Also within the leather pouch, beside the letters that manumitted Rami and Naia, were five clay tablets that Pharaoh had given him. Inscribed with the strange, wedge-shaped characters of Babylonia, they entitled him to draw monies from temple counting houses throughout Mesopotamia. Each of the five tablets bore Semerket’s thumbprint, for the Babylonians believed that the swirls and loops etched into every person’s thumb were unique. The temple priests believed they could tell if the bearer was truly the person to whom the monies were entitled. Semerket found this to be an absurd notion, but if all it took was his thumbprint to freely access Pharaoh’s bullion, who was he to dispute the custom?

In the pouch with the clay tablets were the only other items he had brought along with him. The first was the brittle piece of palm bark from Rami. The second was another letter, Naia’s only message to him from Babylon, inscribed on a piece of papyrus she had filched from the ambassador’s waste pits. Perhaps for the hundredth time, Semerket unfolded the brittle paper to read:


My Love,

I have arrived in Babylon, and the Egyptian ambassador has placed me in his house as a maid. I am well and Rami is with me. We are content here, though everyone talks of the coming war with Elam. A merchant who leads a caravan to Thebes promises he will deliver this letter to you. Kisses to you and Huni, a thousand times. You are not to worry.

Naia.



Semerket’s heart began to beat with excitement when he heard the splash of the anchor stone. He realized that only a couple of hundred leagues separated him from his beloved.

“I’m here, Naia,” he whispered. “Do you feel it? Look up, and you will see me.”

[image: space]

SHAUL, THE ELDEST SON of Elibar, together with a few of his father’s more burly shepherds, escorted Semerket to the Babylonian border. Though the land differed in no way from the rolling hills in which they had been traveling for at least a week, Semerket knew the land to be Babylonian by the tall, slim boundary stone that marked it. He stepped from Shaul’s four-wheeled chariot to the ground. Dutifully, he knelt and kissed the earth, thanking the gods for his safe arrival.

The boundary stone stood flat and gray at the junction of two roads, carved with the names and images of the Babylonian gods, invoking their curses should anyone violate the hospitality of the people living behind it. Fierce gryphons with slashing claws stood sentry on either side of the stone, promising swift punishment to those who disregarded its warnings.

Semerket watched as Shaul and his companions turned their chariots, returning to the west. He waited until they disappeared over the rise; then, fighting an almost panicky feeling of abandonment, he began to walk down the road that led south.

It took him the entire afternoon to reach the next city. In all that time, he saw no one on the road. To his relief, just as the sun began to fall behind the western hills, he caught site of the ancient walls of Mari. A haze of black smoke hovered above the city, thicker than the usual smut of cooking fires. As he came nearer, he saw that the walls bore witness to siege engines recently used against them. Holes gaped in their brown brick flanks, and scars of soot and smoke zigzagged crazily across their ramparts.

In all the other cities of Mesopotamia through which he had passed with Shaul and his companions, the noise of human traffic and habitation had risen loudly to greet them. At Mari, he heard only the occasional screeches of the carrion vultures wheeling in high circles above. As he came nearer the walls, he saw bodies heaped haphazardly in the fields on either side of the road. The temperature had risen precipitously as he ventured further south, and the bloating corpses seemed to melt together like fat left in the sun. His nostrils curled at the sinister smell of rotting meat, overlaid as it was with the pervasively acrid scent of human waste.

From behind the damaged city wall, he unexpectedly heard male voices yelling in excitement. A gang of Elamite soldiers suddenly burst through the ruined city gate, kicking a leather ball, passing it to one another between their feet.

The squad of soldiers stopped abruptly when they saw Semerket standing in the road. The ball came bounding over to where Semerket stood, and he set off to catch it for them. When he bent down, however, he saw that the leather wrapping covered a perfectly distinct human head. Semerket recoiled, allowing the head to roll into the field of corpses, losing it in the long shadows.

“Who are you?” one of the men asked in poor Babylonian.

Semerket spoke haltingly. “I’m Semerket, from Egypt. I’ve come to meet with your king Kutir and bring him Pharaoh’s blessing.” Now that he had left the former colonies of Egypt, he felt it safe to call himself by his own name.

When the lieutenant had translated his words, the Elamites smiled cordially and nodded. “Welcome to the kingdom of Babylon, Egyptian, or what’s left of it,” the soldier said in his queerly accented Babylonian.

Semerket’s gaze wandered to the ruins behind the gate. “What happened to this town, Lieutenant?” he asked.

“Its people gave—how do you say it? Hiding? Protection…?”

“Shelter?”

“Yes! Just so! They gave shelter to Isin traitors. Our brigade was sent here to…” The lieutenant paused to once again search for the correct word. “…to demand that they turn the Isins over to us, or be destroyed.”

Semerket looked about. The citizens of Mari evidently had not yielded to the Elamites’ request.

“Is everyone dead, then?”

“Eh.” The lieutenant shrugged philosophically. “Most fled to swamps. Very disappointing. Mari is poor city. No gold for soldiers, you know. No loot.”

Stepping over fallen bricks and charred lumber, Semerket turned to the lieutenant. “I don’t suppose there’s an inn where I could take rooms? I’ve walked most of the day, and would be glad of a bed.”

“Priests of Bel-Marduk keep a hostel for travelers—but they, too, flee to marshes.”

“What about food?”

The lieutenant shook his head, but then his eyes brightened with joy. “You eat with us! With officers! We share our rations with you and you tell us stories from Egypt. Come…come.”

Just as the last rays of the sun deserted them, they reached the Elamite headquarters. From a half-burned-out building at the far end of the walkway, he heard a cacophony of voices spilling into the courtyard, all speaking a gregarious Elamite.

“This way,” said the lieutenant, pointing. “We take our meals in the cooking shed, yonder.”

As Semerket entered the ruined shed, the soldiers gathered there turned to stare at him—twelve of them, Semerket counted. Old instincts in him made him note all the doors and exits. When he was sure of their location, he turned his attention again to the men. They sat on the floor on a carpet, in the center of which was a large steaming kettle.

The lieutenant spoke rapidly to them in his own tongue. Semerket could not follow most of it, but thought he recognized per-ah, the Elamite word for “Pharaoh.” Ramses came out “Rah-may-seeyu”—at least, that is what Semerket assumed the word meant.

The commander was a short, thick plug of a man with sinewy arms lavishly scarred from battle. Without rising, he hailed Semerket from the carpet.

“Egyptian!” he called in his gravelly voice, speaking a more unintelligible Babylonian than even the lieutenant. “Here! Come!” He indicated a seat of honor beside him.

Semerket walked carefully around the perimeter of men and took his place beside the commander. A slave lingering near the hearths, a man of Semerket’s age, staggered forward, gripping a ewer and a basin. Chains, Semerket noticed, bound the man’s legs together.

The slave placed the basin on Semerket’s lap. In perfect Egyptian he said, “I am going to wash your hands now, sir.”

Semerket’s head shot up. His expression must have been one of shock, for instantly the Elamite officers roared out in protest, jumping to their feet and reaching for their swords. They lunged at the slave as if they would hack him to pieces on the spot.

“No!” said Semerket quickly. “No, I was just surprised to hear him speak Egyptian. He only wanted to wash my hands!”

As if debating whether Semerket spoke the truth, the commander hesitated, then gave a shake of his head. The officers sat back down on the rug, but kept their hands on the hilts of their swords and menace in their expressions.

“Slave is nothing,” said the commander. “Only Dark Head we capture in battle. We kill later.” He drew his finger across his throat, and laughed.

The slave hurriedly dried Semerket’s hands with a towel. With his back to the Elamites, he whispered so that only Semerket could hear, again in Egyptian. “Help me, lord,” he said. “I’m a dead man if you don’t prevent it.”

Semerket’s expression did not change. The soldier next to him passed him the basket of bread. Semerket took a piece and dipped it into the pot of tasty stew. The meat was surprisingly flavorful, though he was unfamiliar with the animal from which it came. He only hoped it was not the flesh of some Dark Head slave.

“So, Egyptian!” the commander said between mouthfuls. “You are ambassador and friend of Great Rah-may-seeyu. You are rich.”

“I’m his servant, not his friend.” Semerket scooped some more stew into his bread. All the soldiers’ eyes were hard upon him.

“Is long way to Babylon,” the commander said, smiling. “Many Isin traitors hide behind rocks. I send men with you tomorrow. Protection for you. In Babylon you must go to my friend, General Kidin. Head of all Elamite forces. Much help to you!”

“Kidin,” Semerket murmured, noting the name.

The commander then said something to his soldiers, smirking. His men laughed with him, and turned to regard Semerket with enigmatic expressions. The slave went around the circle of soldiers, wiping their hands on a cloth. When he reached Semerket he whispered, “Beware, sir. He tells his men that you are not destined to reach Babylon.”

Semerket felt a rush of paralyzing fear surge through his body. These barbarians planned to murder him for the gold they imagined he carried, no doubt to make up for their lack of swag in Mari! He cast about feverishly in his mind for a plan. He did not know the countryside, or even the layout of the city. Semerket’s eyes instinctively found those of the Dark Head slave at the far end of the shed; when their eyes met, there was understanding between them.

Semerket thrust his legs forward, stretching luxuriantly. Solemnly he thanked the soldiers for sharing their food with him. Then he yawned, feigning great fatigue, saying that he would find accommodations at the ziggurat of Bel-Marduk, even though it might be deserted. Would the escort promised by the commander be ready to leave at an early hour?

The Elamites nodded vigorously. Yes, they were quite sure they could be ready by then. Semerket noticed the surreptitious glances the men exchanged.

Semerket rose to his feet, inclining his head in thanks. As he started to the doorway, he turned, as though seized by an incidental afterthought. “You know,” he said, “I was thinking that I’ll need an interpreter. My Babylonian, as you can tell, is very poor. Will you sell me this slave of yours?” He pointed to the fettered man at the hearth. “I’ll give you three—no, five—gold pieces for him. Egyptian gold.” By this, he meant the gold was worth more to them than the debased pieces found in Babylon since their invasion. He fished out the five glinting rings from his belt and saw the sudden hunger in the soldiers’ eyes. “Do this, and I’ll be sure to praise you to your king Kutir.”

The commander spoke again in Elamite to his men, who readily enough agreed to part with the slave. The slave was no further use to them, and, in any case, they were eager to rejoin the bulk of their army in retreat—

“I mean ‘in retrenchment,’ ” the commander said quickly.

Semerket nodded graciously.

They brought the slave forward and struck the chains from his ankles. Semerket made cheerful farewells to the Elamite soldiers, promising to see them again at first light. The two men left the kitchens rapidly and went into the dark of Mari’s streets.

When they were out of earshot, Semerket murmured to the slave in Egyptian, “Do you know the city? Can you get us out of here now without being seen?”

The slave nodded. “The walls to the east have been destroyed. We’ll slip out there, and continue on to the river. They won’t think to look for us if we go in that direction. When they find us missing, they’ll go down the southern route first.”

It was a good plan, and Semerket willingly agreed to it. “What are you called?” he asked.

“Marduk.”

“Like the god?”

The slave nodded.

Semerket considered the name a lucky omen.

 

MANY HOURS LATER, just as the sky became light, Semerket and Marduk reached a small town of reed-dwellers, perched on a wide estuary of the Euphrates. The villagers greeted Marduk lustily, and he hurried forward to speak with them in a dialect with which Semerket was unfamiliar. After much animated conversation, Marduk returned to where Semerket waited.

“Give me a gold piece,” he said peremptorily.

“Why?” asked Semerket, surprised.

“I’ve bought us a boat so we can take the river down into Babylon. It’s safer than the roads, and faster.”

Semerket dutifully handed over the gold piece, again admitting to himself that Marduk’s plan was a good one.

“It was a fortunate day when we met,” Semerket said aloud. “When I think what might have happened to us if you hadn’t been able to speak Elamite…” He shuddered.

Marduk’s brow lifted in surprise. “What are you talking about? I don’t speak Elamite,” he said.

Semerket looked at him without comprehension. “But, in the kitchen last night—how could you know that the soldiers meant to kill me today?”

“I never said that.”

“You did!”

“No, lord. I told you that the commander said you were not destined to reach Babylon. However, upon reflection, he may have said something entirely different.”

Semerket could only sputter, but Marduk held up his hand in an imperious gesture, silencing his protests.

“I said nothing other than what I had to,” the slave said easily. “The rest you told yourself. But let us forget this misunderstanding and bless the Golden One whose name I bear, for now I have a new master and all is well.”

Semerket glared at Marduk with narrowed eyes. “I could have had an armed escort all the way into Babylon.”

“But now you have me. Moreover, I’m certainly far cleverer than they are. You won’t regret it, lord. You’ll see. I’ll keep you safer than any Elamite.”

As Marduk moved off to confer once again with the villagers, Semerket told himself that here indeed was a trickster race. Never again would he trust anyone in the land of Babylon—particularly those slaves who made such fools of their masters.
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