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Egypt circa 1166 BCE

Uli was scrubbing the stairway when she tapped him on the shoulder.

It was Hestahk, the old cook with missing teeth, a long nose, and drooping eyelids.

“It came for you last night,” she said, “a messenger from Thebes arrived by chariot. Master accepted it and asked me to give it to you.” She winked and handed him a small scroll of papyrus closed with a black wax stamp. She scratched her head under a tattered wig, tilting it askew. “Go on, open it.”

Uli had never received anything like this before. A message? From Thebes? Who would contact him? He studied the seal, a crude imprint of the falcon head. Possibly the messenger’s symbol? He fidgeted with it, turning it and examining its feather-light weight in his hand.

“This is so unexpected,” Uli said, looking into her tired eyes. Hestahk had raised him from birth. When he was brought to the priests to be trained in the arts, she was tasked with his care. She looked after him like a mother. Her hands were always busy. Cutting coal for the ovens, preparing wheat, and cooking stew for the priests and scribes of the small temple. She made sure Uli attended lessons and prayers and was always well-fed and rested. 

“What is all the waiting? I want to see, open it. What does it say?” 

Uli pulled the wax, and it crumbled like sandstone, dry and brittle. The papyrus was a fine weave, flat, yellow, and smooth. Uli liked the way it felt between his fingers. It opened like a flower, revealing its beautiful center. Uli read the black-inked hieratic script of uniform characters in curvy strokes. It was an invitation of some sort. 

“Go on, what?” she pried. “You are so slow; I can’t wait all day. What is it?

Uli read it three times, puzzled by the contents. 

“It is for me. This is my name, here.” He pointed to his name. “Uli of Temple Kom Ombo. It is...an invitation. Yes. I am called to Thebes to the contest of Forty-one Judges. It asks me to be judged by the Royal House of Architects to become a master carver. This is not possible,” he murmured. “I don’t see how I could be ready for this. I am still just a boy.”

“A boy today, but not for long. I know how much you have changed lately; I see you every day,” she said, grinning with pride. “I promised to care for you, knowing you were being prepared for a place in the royal class of artists. You were chosen for this life; that is why you are here. The gods chose you. Trust the gods.” She touched his forehead gently as a sign of blessing and kissed her fingers. “Praise Amun, you are called to serve the gods.”

“But who recommended me for this? And it is a contest. I have to compete for the position and win. I have never even been to Thebes, and I don’t want to go. I can’t leave here. This is my home,” Uli protested. His head was bursting with discouraging thoughts and fear. Trust the gods? 

“Find the master and ask him to tell you more. I will pray for your success.” She reached for him like a cat after a mouse and pinched him behind his knees. It was her affectionate tickle that always made Uli laugh. 

“Stop, I can’t. I can’t,” he giggled, pushing her grabbing fingers away. “Thank you, Hestahk. Praise be, and still, I am not ready for this,” he said again with a sheepish grin. 

“Now go. Be off to work.”

Uli put the brush and wood bucket in the kitchen and carried the towels to the washtub. I like it here; this is my home. He smelled the familiar smells of cedarwood and jasmine blooms, remembering the mornings spent watching Hestahk scrubbing clothes and pots. He made her mud cakes decorated with flowers. But could I, he asked himself, could I be ready to do real work in the temple for the Pharaoh?

Still holding the scroll, he ran through the open courtyard, past piles of stone in various stages of being carved. A new piece, one he had never seen before, caught his eye. A dark granite block, very large. When was that delivered, he wondered. 

He jumped the two brick stairs to the master’s rooms. Tools, dusty scrolls, and jars of pigments in disarray were the familiar sights here. Master Toh was in his tiny bedroom off to the side. The curtain was open, and he was getting dressed, oiling his bare skin and painting his eyes. 

Forgetting his manners, Uli stormed in, shouting for him. “Master Toh, look here,” he cried, “I’ve been called to Thebes, for a contest. I am assigned to carve at the Royal House of Architecture for the Judges—Forty-one Judges. Do you know of this?” 

Toh glared at him disapprovingly. “And pardon the interruption,” he said in a mocking low voice.

Uli straightened up, crossed his arms over his chest, and kneeled to his teacher. 

“That’s more like it,” said Toh. “Now, just a moment.” He placed his large copper armbands on his wrists and reached for his silver ring on the small shrine near his bed. He mumbled prayers, holding the ring to the sun rising in the east, and finally kissed it before twisting it over his finger.

“Blessed be; you may rise,” he said, patting Uli on the head. “A message? From Thebes, you say?” 

Old Toh was a master carver and scribe who made carvings for the Pharaoh and other noble patrons. He had taught Uli to read and write, and little by little, he passed on his knowledge of carving. Uli was trained to make exact copies of everything Toh made. In this way, Egyptian statues of the gods were made with the same lines, proportions, and features. It was important to know each god and replicate their image, following the strict rules for their form. Toh’s face was serious, with gray hair, large eyes, and deep grooves across a wide forehead. Uli was fortunate to have such an accomplished artist as a teacher. Toh rubbed his brow, stretching his face.

“Remember that when the earth was born, there was nothing, nothing but empty order. The gods breathed and made chaos. This is our work, to make order from this chaos,” he said. “Can you do this?”

“What do you mean? Why am I called to Thebes, so far away? For what?”

“Listen, child. You have a purpose, a job to serve the gods. As a child, you were brought here, and your life was given order. You are trained to serve the Pharaoh and carve our story in the monuments built for the gods. This is what you are meant to do.”

“But I am a boy. I am still practicing. I have much to learn, and I don’t want to leave here. Never.” Uli spoke indignantly with a force that the master disapproved of. 

Toh shook his head. “As you grow up, you become the chaos of the world, the breath of the gods. I grant you permission; you are ready to give generously to the gods. Give your heart and be rewarded as one who brings balance. These are my orders. Now, go find the High Priest and tell him the news. You have much to prepare for.”

Uli was aghast. Was this really happening? Was he being pushed out of the nest, his place of order and protection? Egypt was a crowded, cruel place with strict rules and harsh demands. He shuddered to think he was prepared for this. 

“Now go,” the master said again.

Beside the living compound was the temple of Kom Ombo, dedicated to Horus. It was a magnificent structure built a hundred years ago along the Nile in Southern Egypt. The priests maintained a sacred boat raised on a pedestal and received offerings for prayers of healing. Horus was a god of medicine, and worshippers came to the temple asking for remedies. 

Uli removed his reed sandals and dipped his fingers in a pot of sacred river water. He whispered the words of entrance, Praise Horus, may he live forever, and entered the holy space. He could see the edge of the Nile through a maze of decorated pink columns. The green water reflected the morning sun with silver darts of dancing light. Uli could hear the priests bathing the statues and preparing for a day of receiving offerings. 

Uli kneeled at the altar, bowing his head and crossing his arms over his heart.

The High Priest lay a large feather on his shoulder and murmured a prayer. “It is unusual to see you here in the morning, child. Are you with news?” he asked as if he was expecting him. Uli sat up and faced the bald-headed, virtuous man. His teeth and fingernails, stained red, made him look menacing and demon-like. Uli felt small and weak in his presence. 

“Sir,” he said loudly, his voice echoing on the stone chamber walls. “I—I received word today that I am called to Thebes for the contest of Forty-one Judges. I have been selected for this honor, and I will need your permission to attend. Master knows already.” He bowed his head, studying the bits of gravel swept in neat piles on the floor. 

“Do you accept this honor?” the High Priest asked.

“I know. I should, I will, I mean, I can. I—I am…honored. Yes, honored to be called by the gods and I—I do, I do wish to serve them.” The words stumbled out like the chaos Master told him about.  He paused, collecting his thoughts. “I have to be good enough. I have to prove that I am a master of the craft. I will. I will make it my honor,” he said, trying to persuade himself to accept this. Uli’s face burned, and his throat tightened. He waited in agony for the priest to respond.

“It is your privilege to serve the gods and earn a place in their favor. Your heart is true, and your eyes and hands will serve Pharaoh, god on earth. Praise be, Rameses. Listen to the words of the gods, who guide you in your path of truth. To be judged by the gods is an honor. Listen to the gods; this is the way of truth. Go, prepare for your journey,” he said, nodding his approval. 

Uli realized that he was not a little boy anymore. Everyone he loved was sending him away. Hestahk, the old cook, ordered him to obey and be brave. Master, who taught him to read, write, draw, and carve, told him to give his heart, be generous, and serve the gods. And the High Priest, who made him love and fear the gods, ordered him to listen and live the path of truth. These expectations were the legacy of his birth, a destiny chosen for him by the gods. Uli was raised here in this temple to become an artist for the Pharaoh. That was always clear. Today was chosen for him, and all his days forward were to honor the Pharaoh. A royal artist was a rare position in Egypt. Obey, serve, listen, he told himself. 

 




Chapter 2 — North by Nile
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Leaving Kom Ombo was hard, like cutting stone. Uli got the impression that he was being made an orphan all over again. When it was time to leave, he didn’t have anything to take with him except the clothes he was wearing. This was unsettling, but his caretakers did not let him leave empty-handed. They sent him off prepared for a new life, very far away.

Master Toh made sure he was ready for the contest. Uli chose to make a seated figure of Sekhmet, the lion goddess of war and protector of pharaohs. Toh reviewed the proportions and details of this iconic statue. Uli practiced drawing the form from every angle. He made several clay models and then practiced sculpting her in miniature. Uli began to see the competition as a test—a test of his skills and the belief that he had the talent to be accepted into the Royal House of Arts. 

The biggest surprise came when Master Toh gave him the new granite block the priests had blessed. This block was hard black granite that could be polished to mirror smoothness. Toh promised it had a lion’s spirit, and Uli just had to coax it into Sekmet’s fierce shape. The stone block was packaged and transported and would be waiting for Uli when he arrived in Thebes. Uli had his master’s approval that he was ready for the task. The young boy stood a little taller when he said goodbye.

The High Priests gave Uli a formal blessing and a crate filled with everything he would need to begin a life in Thebes. It was heavy and large, and Uli sensed he was being sent away forever. What if I don’t get accepted? What if I need to return here? Uli’s expression changed from hopeful to stressed. He was being forced away from the people who had saved him. Would he be able to make them proud?

“You have already made this temple very proud,” said Hestahk, answering his thoughts with tears in her eyes. “You are a young man destined to serve the gods.”

“I never thought I would be leaving here, ever.” He hugged her and pressed his wet face into her soft, fleshy belly. 

“I will pray for you.” She kissed the top of his head and held his arms, looking intently at his dark eyes, curly black hair, square face, and big cheeks. She sensed his fear and winked, her special sign, sending good wishes and approval. “You were born for this honor,” she said sweetly. “Praise be.”

 

Uli traveled by barge, floating along with the gentle current of the summer season. The Silver Beetle had a tall, red sail that caught the breeze and zig-zagged northward. As a passenger, Uli watched the scenery drift by like a dream. Moving images came into view and then suddenly disappeared. They passed through rocky ledge areas, wet grasslands inhabited by waterfowl, and small basins of farmland, green and yellow. He saw a large crocodile sunning itself on a muddy bank. Sobek, the crocodile, god of strength and courage and controller of the water, is a good omen, he thought. Occasionally, they passed a temple proudly perched with a tall facade and colorful flags. Uli could just make out steps leading into the gathering spaces and carvings of figures and hieroglyphs on the walls and columns. Egypt is a blessed land, he thought, such beauty, and the Nile is as green as the land it feeds. Water lapped the side of the boat with a sound like threshing wheat. Uli watched the shores drift by for as long as he could, but the movement of the boat made him sleepy. His mind calmed, and all the emotions of leaving made his eyes close for a much-needed rest. Uli slept like a prince aboard the Silver Beetle. 

Closer to Thebes, the wind disappeared, and the sailors began rowing the large vessel with rhythmic strokes, pulling long wooden oars. The Beetle sped along, and the river opened up, wider and deeper. Uli basked in the warmth shaded by a multi-colored tasseled canopy. He stayed to himself, taking bowls of wheat porridge and fruit for the midday meal and sleeping as if the river had a spell on him. He was exhausted, and sleep came easily. 

 

“All sailors, be on the prow!” ordered the sternman steering the craft. 

Uli heard the rally command and sat up. Thebes. He saw hundreds of flat-roofed white plaster houses huddled together. Smoke billowed, and stone-paved roads snaked along the shore. Crude steps carved right into the mud led down to the flats where small sailing dhows lined up. Fishing boats and transport barges, sleek and long, parked tightly in the mud. And people, so many amazing people, moving everywhere, hauling goods up and down the bank. It was a wonderfully industrious sight. The streets above teemed with commerce. Market stalls, wagons, tents and shops, and piles of goods for trade nestled together like a patchwork of abundance. 

Uli held his breath as the Beetle pushed its high-drafted prow to the crowded shore. Yelling and jostling announced their grand arrival. “All to the haul,” announced the driver, and the crew moved quickly, sending out the gangplanks and tying off the rigging. Porters climbed aboard and began hauling off large bags of heavy flax and barley. 

A tall boy with short-cropped, coarse brown hair like a sheep looked curiously from the riverbank. His eyes roved back and forth until he caught Uli in his gaze. “Em hotep, over here,” he called, waving his hands. “For the Royal House? You? I am here to receive you, Master.” 

No one had ever called him master. Uli waved and nodded, acknowledging his invitation. 

“Right this way. I have orders to bring you to the contest of Forty-one Judges, and I do not want anything to happen to you on the way. Stay right next to me. This town bustles with thieves and fraudsters. I am Goleb, son of Dexter, the Priest Magician in the Royal House, at your service,” he shouted, bowing to Uli. “Come on now, touch the holy land, Thebes—City of Pharaoh. The architects are waiting for your arrival.”

Uli pushed between the men unloading goods and stepped off the high prow onto the wobbly bridge made by long planks of old wood scabbed together. His legs shook beneath him until he was on the mudflat. Smells of human sweat mingled with earthy scents of smoke and silt.

“This way, follow me. Your crate will be brought by the porters.” And two muscular porters holding the wood crate on bamboo poles magically appeared behind him, carrying the crate, grunting. 

“It sure is crowded here,” Uli remarked as he skipped to stay close to Goleb’s fast strides. 

“Beware the imposter who leads you astray. This city will swindle you for the shoes on your feet. Don’t talk to anyone who appears friendly—they just want to rob you,” he warned, making Uli feel more uncomfortable and vulnerable. 

“And you are taking me to the House of Architecture? For the contest?” Uli asked.

“Yes, sir, the contest began yesterday, so you can get started right away. I was waiting for you to arrive several days ago. When I got word the Silver Beetle arrived today, I thought, what good fortune for you; you can still compete for the job.”

“What? I am late? They started yesterday?” Uli was stunned. How could he compete when the others had started before him? His heart pounded with dread, knowing he was not ready, he was too young, he did not belong in this busy place full of hustlers competing for a job in the Royal House of Artists. He was too small, too plain, too shy; all his instincts told him to turn around, find a barge south, go back home. But thrust among the throngs of moving people in the streets, Uli could only stick close to Goleb, fearing he might get lost. 

“Here we are,” directed Goleb with a nod. He pushed a narrow door and led them into an earth-floor courtyard. “The Royal House and the contest are this way. Forty-one Judges at the gate to the afterlife, but here, in this contest, the only judge is Master Sobest, Royal Architect for the Temple at Karnak. He needs the best artist for the job. You must be well-trained to be invited to meet him. Get your tools.”

The porters dropped the crate, cut the lashings, and opened it. 

“Your tools?” Goleb repeated.

Uli didn’t own tools, or so he thought. But when he looked in the crate, there was a sturdy woven basket filled with chisels, hammers, and awls in various sizes. His eyes darted over the crate’s contents: new clothes, dried fish, a small copper pot, and papyrus baskets for carrying water. The priests provided all this? He was stunned. Obey, serve, listen, he told himself. 

He grabbed the basket of tools and put the new white tunic over his head. He looked good, worthy, and acceptable. Now, I must shape the likeness of the goddess in stone. He pictured Master Toh’s serious face, Hestahk’s calloused hands, and priest’s stained teeth, knowing they were expecting his success. Today begins my life, far from home, to please the gods.

 




Chapter 3 — The Royal House of Arts
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Goleb and Uli walked past a large water barrel and washtub, to the carving house under its thatched roof. It was a walled-in area, dusty with stone tailings and chips of brick and stone. The sun beat down, and Uli wished he had a headcloth, but the sounds of pounding hammers and chisels scraping stone reminded him of his purpose. 

Goleb announced their entrance with arms crossed and head ducked. “Master Uli, from Kom Ombo. You are expecting him.” 

“Right this way,” said an attendant. “Master Sobest will be here tonight for the judging. Your stone is ready for you, sir.” 

He led Uli between the other carvers to a pedestal where the block of granite awaited him. There was a bucket of water and a sharpening stone set up as well. The block of stone is here, just like Master promised, Uli thought. My purpose, my chance to serve the gods. Uli prayed and studied the granite block before him. 

Using chalk, he marked the areas to remove first, bringing his figure out from underneath. He drew and cut for several hours until the sun reached its zenith, and the artists took a break. Uli washed his hands and oiled them copiously. Goleb joined him in a tent, bringing a large basket of delicious foods—bread with honey, fish, fruit, nut cakes, and tepid barley beer. It was a feast for a king. Uli let the food nourish his aching arms. 

“You are a master, and the stone you work with is remarkable,” Goleb said encouragingly. “You are making the lion goddess, right?”

“Yes, Sekhmet, feared and loved, a warrior and protector of pharaohs. And the others, what are the others doing?” Uli asked. He had no time to look around at the other competitors, knowing he had to do as much as he could that day.

“We have an older carver, from Thebes, a famous artist of the noble class. He makes a seated figure of Osiris. It is not large and not special. It looks like what you would expect—you have made many like it, I imagine. Also, we have the brothers from the Royal House. They work on hard gray stone, not as good quality as the piece you have. They grew up learning from Master Sobest and will likely get the job; he is their teacher. One makes Isis, and the other makes Horus. And the final one, he is no good. He is a young man like you but from the School of Scribes. I think he wishes to become a stone carver, not a painter. No good at all, he makes the form of Hathor, with the cow horns very lopsided. He will drop out soon if I could guess. You are good, though, a fast worker. I pray for you,” said Goleb. 

Uli smiled, thinking he would befriend Goleb, the first person he met in Thebes. He finished the meal and stretched his aching hands and forearms. He pictured the Goddess Sekhmet, staring with unblinking eyes, fierce jowls, ears perked, and claws erect. He would carve her details and draw out her warrior spirit. Uli could think of nothing else. 

He returned, making brief eye contact with the brothers. One sneered like a jackal, and the other spoke unkindly behind his back. Uli let it go. They had the added pressure of pleasing their teacher. Uli trusted he had the genuine support of kind Master Toh, albeit far away. He reached into his tool basket, shuffling through his choices, when he felt a sharp sting on the back of his hand. “Ouch,” he hollered, yanking his hand out quickly. It burned. “Oh, shhh, my oww,” he whined, scratching at the red blister forming near the base of his thumb. The wound was hot and itchy. 

In the basket, sure as the sun is hot, a tiny scorpion perched itself with its tail aimed to strike and claws erect. “Blast you, bugger,” he winced, holding off the burning pain in his hand as he scooped the venomous devil out with a spoon before he squished it under a brick. Now I have to finish working, Uli worried, his right hand tingling and burning. He looked at the brothers snickering with each other. Were they behind this?

Uli scowled, focusing back on the stone, pretending he was not hurt. He could feel the poison spreading through his bloodstream, numbing his whole hand. The tools felt awkward when he angled them to make cuts. He looked at the brothers again, sending hateful glances. They avoided his eyes, talking to each other as if he wasn’t there. Uli saw that the sculpture of Isis had grave errors in her proportions. Her face was also rigid, not kind. Uli smirked, trying to ignore the throbbing in his hand. 

In the late afternoon, Master Sobest arrived. He spoke with sharp words as if a clap of thunder animated his voice. Uli shrank back when he stood behind him. Creating this statue was his chance to demonstrate his talent as an artist. Long poles of bamboo with strings measured the proportions for the iconic figure of Sekhmet, the lion-faced goddess of war. The fierce goddess, a protector of pharaohs and destroyer of enemies, was revered as queen of the sun who breathed life in the desert. 

Uli studied the stone, looking for the subtle linear grains of white quartz that embellished the shapes and contours of the figure. This statue had the same composition as those made by other apprentices. His piece would capture the warrior spirit and royal standing of beloved Sekhmet. Uli wiped the sweat from his face and whispered prayers of adoration to the gods who were always present. Sobest loomed over him, watching like a hawk. Uli could hear him breathing through his nose. 

Uli cut a rough texture of cross-hatched lines into Sekhmet’s cobra-adorned crown and polished the sun disc above her head to a smooth, glossy surface. Her dress draped and gathered around her in long, graceful curves. Her face was black, with bulging eyes looking down across her long nose. The whiskers, carved with exact symmetry, drew attention to her broad snout. 

“A fine example, boy,” Master Sobest remarked, “unusual choice for the expression. I do not fear this totem. Instead, I am drawn to her sovereignty. Yes, indeed, the gods will be pleased.” He clicked his tongue, waving a flail over his shoulder to sweep off any insects.

Uli’s heart leaped from his chest. To be spoken to by a master before a piece was finished was encouragement, hinting towards acceptance. Uli bowed to his supervisor, crossing his arms over his chest, humbly receiving his praise. As he stood up, his vision blurred. Feeling dizzy and faint, he dropped his tools and reached to hold the scaffolding near him, afraid he was going to fall. His head throbbed, and a wave of nausea consumed him as if the mighty goddess herself was possessing him.

“Dear Master, I must, I must please sit down. I am weak and unsteady. I need water. Please, sir, grant me permission to rest?”

“No, child,” the master replied curtly, “be at your task and summon your strength. It is the sun god Ra. In his name, we praise this day. Your talent as an artist is not measured only by skill; it is determined by duty and strength of purpose.” The master waved the switch stick, slashing the air like a sword. 

Uli lifted his shoulders, gathering the stamina needed to prove himself in his craft. He heard a flock of pigeons ride the thermal heat wave above. Their shadow brushed over him like a stern glance from the gods, warning him to obey. He turned back to his work, feeling the weight of the hammer and chisel as he worked them into the solid granite.

By nightfall, Uli’s legs were sore, his feet ached, and his arms were both numb and burning. He had to stop. He looked over at the others, chipping and polishing details to give their statues spirit. His piece was solid, thick and heavy, but it had a magnetism that was fierce yet beautiful. It was exactly as he intended. He breathed onto the polished surface as if to breathe life into the effigy. Sekhmet growled silently to Uli in approval. Master Toh would be proud, he thought. 

Just then, the brothers and the others left. Gathering their baskets and buckets, they disappeared out the gate. Where were they going? What was he supposed to do now? Uli heard Master Sobest’s footsteps approaching. He heard his loud breath and startled at his sharp voice.

“You are, as they say, a natural with an eye for balance and beauty. You have the skills to become a dignified historian commissioned by nobles, High Priests, even Kings.” 

Uli hid his swollen hand and fought back the tears stinging his eyes. He could tell the master would accept him. He knew he had a special gift. 

Sobest nodded with approval and put his hands on Uli’s shoulders. “Loyalty to the Pharaoh, King Rameses III, great one made from Amon-Ra, the creator god, is most important under the law. Do you wish to serve him?”

Uli’s ears rang as if a demon was inhabiting him. He swayed and caught himself, holding onto the pedestal. He looked at Sobest, taking in his stern yellow eyes and down-turned mouth. His voice cracked and wavered, but Uli was ready to answer. His heart was pure, and his devotion to the gods constant. Every day before had led him here. 

He raised his voice, answering his new master. “I believe in the laws of Ma’at, the goddess of balance and power. Her ostrich feather is the symbol of truth, and I believe in truth. The ways of Ma’at give all the people of Egypt a place and purpose in the land of the living. It is an honor to serve the great one made from Amon-Ra, King Rameses III, God on earth.” Uli recited these words in prayer every day in Kom Ombo. The phrases fell from his lips like water poured from a jar. 

“Praise be,” Sobest replied, twisting his silver beard into a point. “Be here at dawn. You will finish this statue. Work begins soon at the new Barque Temple at Karnak.” 

Uli collapsed, laughing, crying, holding his weary body as though it would melt from exhaustion. The scorpion sting had faded, and the swelling was gone. He was filthy, covered in stone dust, gray as granite.
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