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For my mother,

Adell J. Geagley






THANK YOU



I am opposed to the increasingly longer and ever more gushing forms of author “thank you” pages. Too often they sound like Oscar acceptance speeches and not like something that belongs in a book. However, I would be remiss not to mention four persons who were very important in the creation of this manuscript:


Judith Levin, Esq., my lawyer, agent, and lucky star.

Michael Korda, my esteemed editor, who kept pulling me from the edge by pounding into my head the following two phrases: “Mystery, Brad, not history,” and “More Sherlock, less Indiana Jones.”

Carol Bowie, Michael’s assistant; as Judy said, it takes a brave woman to accept a manuscript in a laundry room.

Frank Russo, who, along with Michael, read every word of Hyenas as it was being written. Real estate may be his profession, but words are his art.


Thank you, all.








INTRODUCTION



THOUGH Year of the Hyenas is a work of fiction, the mystery depicted in the book is based on history’s oldest known “court transcripts,” the so-called Judicial Papyrus of Turin, the Papyrus Rifaud, and the Papyrus Rollin.

The year is 1153 bce. The pyramids are already fifteen hundred years old, King Tut-ankh-amun has been dead for two hundred years, and Cleopatra’s reign will occur over a thousand years in the future. To the north, Achilles, Ajax, and Menelaus are battling the Trojans for the return of Helen.

Most of the characters in this book are modeled after those people who lived at the time and participated in the events. Ramses III, “the last great pharaoh,” ruled Egypt with the aid of Vizier Toh, while at the Place of Truth the tomb-makers Khepura, Aaphat, and Hunro lived in homes that can still be visited today. We even know that one day Paneb really did chase Neferhotep up the village’s main street.

Though I have simplified Egyptian spellings and names for the modern reader, I have chosen to call certain temples and cities with the names used by the Egyptians themselves. Medinet Habu thus becomes Djamet Temple, Deir el Medina becomes the Place of Truth, the Valley of the Kings becomes the Great Place, and so on. The exception to this is the city of Thebes, a name too magnificent in itself to change to the more correct Waset.


Brad Geagley
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THE GODS WILL NOT WAIT


HETEPHRAS LIMPED FROM HER PALLET TO THE door of her house like an old arthritic monkey. She pulled aside the linen curtain and squinted to the east. Scents of the unfurling day met her nostrils. Sour emmer wheat from the temple fields. The subtler aroma of newcut barley. Distant Nile water, brown-rich and brackish. And even at this early hour, someone fried onions for the Osiris Feast.

The old priestess’s eyes were almost entirely opaque now. Though a physician had offered to restore her sight with his needle treatment, Hetephras was content to view the world through the tawny clouds with which the gods had afflicted her; in exchange they had endowed her other senses with greater clarity. Out of timeworn habit she raised her head again to the east, and for a moment imagined that she saw the beacon fires burning in Amun’s Great Temple far across the river. But the curtains fell across her sight again, as they always did, and the flames burnt themselves out.

She pitied herself for a moment, because as priestess in the Place of Truth she could no longer clearly view the treasures wrought in her village—decorations for the tombs of pharaohs, queens, and nobles that were the sole industry of her village of artists; pieces that lived for a smattering of days in the light of the sun, then were borne to the Great Place, brought into the tomb, and sealed beneath the sand and rock in darkness forever.

Hetephras unbent her thin, bony spine, firmly banishing self-pity. She was priestess and had to perform the inauguration rites for the Feast of Osiris that morning. At Osiris Time, the hour for speaking with the gods was at the very moment when the sun rose, for it was then that the membrane separating this life and the next was at its most fragile, when the dead left their vaults to gaze upon the distant living city of Thebes, girded for festival.

Though she had been a priestess for over twenty years, Hetephras had never seen any shape or spirit among the dead, as others said they had. She was an unsubtle woman who took her joy from the simple verities of ritual, tradition, and work. She believed with all her heart the stories of the gods, and put it down to a fault in herself that never once had they revealed themselves to her. Her husband, Djutmose, had been the spiritual one in the family, having been the tomb-makers’ priest when he married her. When he died in the eleventh year of Pharaoh’s reign, the villagers chose Hetephras to continue his duties; they had seen no reason to search elsewhere.

Hetephras sighed. That was many years ago. Soon her own Day of Pain would come, as it must to all living things, and she would be taken to lie beside Djutmose and their son in their own small tomb. Perhaps it was only the morning breezes that made her shiver.

She limped to a large chest in her sleeping room. On its lid, flowers of ivory and glass paste entwined, while voles and crows of pear wood worried the curling grapevines of turquoise and agate. It had been made by her husband. In addition to his priestly duties, Djutmose had been a maker of cupboards, caskets, and boxes for Pharaoh, and he had fashioned these simple images knowing they would please his simple wife. She cherished this casket now above all else she owned; it would be buried with her.

From this chest Hetephras plucked her priestess garb: a sheath of linen, white; pectoral of woven wire, gilded; and a bright blue wig of raffia fibers in the shape of vulture wings. Then she carefully packed the oil and sweetmeats the gods so loved into an alabaster chalice. Thus attired and burdened, she waited at her stoop for Rami, the son of the chief scribe. It was Rami who had been appointed to guide her to the shrines on these feast days.

But there was no sign of the boy. Hetephras stood waiting patiently for him, skin prickling against the cool air of morning. Her thick wig made a comfortable pillow as she leaned against the doorframe. Her eyes closed, just for a moment… and the old lady was carried away into nodding forgetfulness by the quiet and the breezes. She was brought awake again by the subtle warming of her skin.

She looked around, startled, sniffing the air. Irritation and panic made her heart beat faster. It was fast becoming full dawn! She would miss the appointed time for the offering! The gods would blame her, and in turn would become churlish with their blessings.

Damn Rami! Where was he? Sleeping with the shroud-weaver Mentu’s little slut, no doubt. She had heard them together before, her ears keen to catch their shared laughter and, later, their moans. The youngsters of the village often used the empty stable next to Hetephras’s house as a trysting place—as did some of the adults. The old priestess murmured dismally to herself that a generation of sluggards and whores was poised to inherit Egypt.

Hetephras decided to go alone to the Osiris shrine. It was the most distant of all the shrines and chapels she tended, and when she thought of the effort it would cost her, half-blind as she was, her heart thumped with fresh anger toward Rami.

Damn him! She would give him a tongue-lashing in front of his parents, that’s what she would do—in front of the whole village!

This satisfying thought propelled the old woman up the narrow avenue as if she were young again. So what if Rami were not with her! Didn’t she know the Great Place better than anyone? She had traveled between the shrine and her home every Osiris Day for almost a quarter of a century; she would find her way. But as she passed through the northern gate, Khepura’s voice called out to her.

“Hetephras—you’re not thinking of going up to the Osiris shrine by yourself, are you? You, who can’t see a cubit in front of your face.”

“The rite must be performed, Khepura, and I’ve no time to wait.” The smell of onions was stronger, and the squinting Hetephras could almost see the dark form of her neighbor bending low over an outside griddle. “Rami never came to fetch me this morning, wicked boy.”

“Then I’ll go with you.” Khepura’s voice was insistent, as always. Wife to the goldsmith Sani, she had been chosen head woman of the tomb-makers’ village in the last election. To everyone’s regret, she had become quickly used to the habit of command. “I’ve gotten enough of the feast organized here for the servants to take over. I’ll just get my shawl. It’s brisk this morning.” She turned to go back into the village.

“No time, Khepura, no time—the gods will not wait! And you’re so fat, you’ll only slow me down!” The old priestess hurried on impatiently, leaving Khepura to sputter ineffective protests.

The path up the Gate of Heaven was narrow, bounded on either side by limestone chips. The bright shards, remnants from carved-out tombs, served to prevent the unwary traveler from straying too far to the edge, where a sheer drop of some twenty cubits waited. By keeping to the center of the path, Hetephras was able to ascend quickly. Near the crest of the pathway, however, a cascade of stones suddenly blocked her way.

“These were never here before,” Hetephras thought in wonder, curious not to have heard the stones tumble in the night. All the tomb-makers were keenly alert to the sounds of shifting rock. Landslides had been known to bury the village—along with many of the villagers—in distant eras.

Hetephras edged forward and gingerly felt her way across the unfamiliar heap of stones. She looked up toward the sky, fearing that the time for the ritual was long past. But she felt no light on her face; it was as dark as ever on this side of the mountain.

She thought again of Rami, how he should be helping her, and muttered aloud, “I wish my husband could see how this pathway has been neglected, and how children no longer heed their elders.” She pulled herself forward across the heap of rubble. The irregular limestone rocks shifted beneath her feet. Hetephras steadied herself, then took a step forward. Another few cubits and she would attain the smooth, narrow path once again. She placed a sandaled toe tentatively upon a rock and took a tiny leap—

The unsteady rocks gave way. The alabaster chalice flew from her hand, smashing to pieces on the valley floor below, spilling its lode of oil and sweetmeats. Hetephras pitched forward, a scream caught in her mouth. The wig saved her from dashing her brains out on the sharp rocks as she rolled swiftly downward. The landslide that had caused her accident now served as a kind of steep, sloping causeway to the floor of the valley. Her shoulder twinged as she tumbled, and she tasted blood. A rib cracked, and the sharp rocks stabbed her thin shanks. She landed with a soft thud on the valley floor.

Hetephras lay gasping. Aside from her shoulder and rib, she felt no other injury. She laughed weakly, weeping too. “I am not dead!” she said in giddy relief. “I’m not dead!” She moaned as she sat up. She would be horribly bruised, crippled even, but indeed, she was still alive.

A rustling from behind silenced her. Dark shapes began to emerge from the earth itself. Dark, animal shapes—beasts with ears and snouts. She gasped. Hyenas and jackals, even the occasional lion, were known to prowl the Great Place at times. All around her the animals sprang up, and fear cleared the clouds from her eyes. She opened her mouth to scream—

Yet before she could utter a sound, the first true rays of the sun reached their length into the valley and she saw—she saw!—no pack of slavering beasts but the golden faces of the gods themselves! Anubis the jackal god, Thoth, Set… Horus the hawk! And everywhere, everywhere the flash of gold emanated from them as the sun’s rays caught their unblinking eyes.

The old priestess was seized with a holy rapture, which drove away all her pain. Here, today, after so many years, she was graced at last to meet the gods of Egypt in their incorruptible flesh of gold!

“Ay-aa!” she cried out in reverence.

“It’s Hetephras!” one of the gods said. He seemed to be in as much wonder as the old woman.

“Yes! Yes! I see you, August One! I know who you are!” Hetephras burbled. “My eyes see everything now!” But somewhere at the rim of her consciousness another thought nagged. Curious that the god—she believed it to be ibis-headed Thoth—curious that he reminded her of someone she knew, someone against whom she held a recent grudge…

“What will we do?” Thoth faced the other gods, his youthful voice querulous. For gods they seemed extremely perplexed. But Hetephras had not much time to wonder.

It was the god Horus who walked decisively to where Hetephras lay. She raised her face to him with a smile so completely believing, her cloudy eyes turned so joyously upward, that for the briefest moment the god hesitated. And then he reached into his belt. He held something high. Hetephras could vaguely see the flash of cold blue metal in the sun’s rays before it came down.

The axe bit deep into her neck, tearing across her throat and spilling blood down the front of her linen sheath. Her blue wig was knocked from her head, and it tumbled down the rest of the sloping valley like a weed in a windstorm. The bald old woman raised her hands in feeble supplication. The axe raised high again, and once more descended.

Hetephras, without further sound, entered the Gates of Darkness.

 

IT WAS THE LAST NIGHT of the Osiris Festival, and bonfires lit every street corner in Thebes. The avenues overflowed with riotous Egyptians. Foreigners were there, too, invited by Pharaoh from tributary nations to attend the Osiris festivities. They were easily distinguished from the Egyptians—their dress was barbarously colored, the men were bearded, and their women did not even shave their heads. The fastidious Egyptians averted their noses at the outsiders’ oily reek. The foreigners were barefaced, too, not intelligent enough to know that during the Osiris Festival one went about sensibly masked. It was the only time of year when Osiris allowed his dead subjects to revel with the living. Practical Thebans wore masks lest a resentful spirit, the enemy of some ancient ancestor, had come to the festival to harm them. Unconcerned, the foreigners instead gazed at the wonders of Thebes, barefaced and unprotected.

They pointed, amazed by the size of the glittering temples and by the long blue and crimson pennants that undulated in the night breezes, flying from high poles whose spires were tipped with crystal and gold. They were stunned by the vastness of the temples’ gates, sheathed in silver and bronze, encrusted with gems. They marveled at the height and girth of the temple pylons on which painted carvings depicted Pharaoh’s greatest triumphs—triumphs over their own peoples.

Down at the harbor, crowds of families carried tiny reed boats to the Nile, each containing a wax candle shaped like an enthroned Osiris. In each miniature barque, according to ancient custom, the families had placed a limestone chip or piece of papyrus bearing a written prayer asking Osiris to grant their most cherished wish. At the Nile’s edge, where the tall reeds grew, each family’s eldest child lit his or her candle and launched their little ship. The current took the fleet of offerings north, to Abydos, where Osiris’s body resided in a magnificent tomb. The entire breadth of the Nile was choked with thousands of the glittering miniature craft. Slowly the gentle Nile god gathered them up in his arms and bore them northward until their lights drifted out of sight at the bend in the river. At the river’s edge families gazed at the little ships with avid eyes, for surely the good god would grant them their wishes.

One family, that of the stonemason Kaf-re, had at last reached the river after a tiring walk from the masons’ quarter. Kaf-re’s wife, Wia, held their baby girl in her arms, while their son, four years old, gripped a tiny reed barque in both hands. The children’s eyes glowed from behind their palm-bark masks, entranced by the sights they had seen on the way here, and their bellies were full of the honeyed cake their father had bought them with a precious copper.

“Light the candle, sweetheart,” Wia urged her son. She pointed to the charcoal brazier placed there for the purpose.

“No,” the child said. Wia saw the stubborn line to his jaw harden beneath the palm bark. She knew that line; it was his father’s.

Her voice became a little sharper. “Go ahead, silly, or the god won’t grant our prayer!” The family had asked for a larger wheat ration from the temple guardians, for Wia was again pregnant.

“No.”

“But there’s nothing to it! Just hold the wick to an ember, and set the boat free by the reeds over there. The river will do the rest. Then we can go home. You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”

“No.”

“Light… the… candle,” his father said between clenched teeth.

The little boy screwed up his face. “Don’t want to! Not while she’s there!” He pointed to something in the dark water. “Scary. Ugly.” The child exploded in tears.

“A crocodile!” screamed Wia. Kaf-re lunged forward and caught his son in his arms so swiftly that the child’s mask was knocked from his face. Now the boy wailed in earnest.

Wia’s panicked screams attracted the attention of a guard at a nearby wharf. He ran to where the family stood, holding high a long spear as he made his way through the throng. At the water’s edge, peering into the dark reeds, he aimed the spear carefully. Then he looked closer, slowly lowering his arm.

“Why do you just stand there?” Wia shrieked. “Kill it! Kill it!”

The guard did not answer immediately. “It’s not a crocodile,” he answered almost apologetically. “And it’s already dead.”

He called for a torch, and someone brought one from a nearby stanchion. The crowd gathered round and stared. The guard held the torch close to the water…

The linen-clad body of Hetephras bobbed before them, face down, caught in a thicket of reeds. She still wore her gilded pectoral, but her skin was a ghastly, puckered white. In the wavering torchlight, the second gash made by the axe at the back of her skull was clearly visible. Blood and matter oozed from the wound, and a small cloud of tiny minnows darted in and out, feasting. One of her arms was outstretched, seeming to point accusingly toward the city itself. A chorus of gasps and screams filled the quay.

Though no one knew it at the time, the Year of the Hyenas had begun.
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FOLLOWER OF SET


A FEW STEPS AWAY FROM WHERE HETEPHRAS’S body floated, a man stumbled from a waterfront tavern, oblivious to the screams from the nearby quay. Slim and long-limbed, he roughly shoved aside those trying to make their way to the river’s edge to see why people were yelling. The hardness of his black eyes and the determined line of his mouth were enough warning to those in his way to step quickly aside. He seemed to tempt someone, anyone, to cross him.

“A follower of Set,” they whispered to one another as he passed, meaning that he looked as if he loved the chaos and recklessness of that god whose kingdom was the fierce alien desert.

Hot-eyed women in the crowd shot him glances from beneath their lowered lids. He refused to notice them, despite the provocative messages they sent him. As he staggered past, the women turned to stare.

The man was not handsome. Neither was he plain. His narrow face was arresting, the more so because beauty was not a part of it. It was the intensity of his black eyes that overcame the women. They were a luminous jet in which lights moved and swirled, where intelligence warred equally with passion. The swarthiness of his skin, the height of his cheekbones, and the drawn set of his full lips met in tense collision; the man’s emotions were as apparent as a bloody gash on his face.

Soon the dark-eyed man reached the boulevards of outer Thebes. Here no festive bonfires lit the streets, only the odd meager torch. He plunged fearlessly into the dark, however, heedless of the thieves who might be loitering in the shadows.

He strode past long stretches of whitewashed walls that encircled the estates of the nobles and gentry. Only when a group of private guards emerged from an alley, loud and boisterous, did he stop, withdrawing into a statue’s niche. When they had passed he set out again, the hilt of his gleaming knife a comforting weight in his hand.

When he reached the Boulevard of the Goddess Selket, he slowed his pace. Peering around a corner, his face a study in stealth and craftiness, he paused to stare at a bronze gate across the square. Fresh torches on either side of it streamed droplets of fire onto glazed tiles. No doorman guarded it—the servant had probably deserted his post to slip away to the festival.

The man’s movements suddenly became as balanced and predatory as a stalking leopard’s. He moved quickly to the gate. Looking furtively to the left and right, checking for any hidden guard, he took hold of the handle and pulled.

It did not move.

The man shook his head in muddled confusion, as if this eventuality had not occurred to him. He pulled harder. The gate scraped loudly at its hinges but did not budge. It was locked.

A distant pounding came to him through the dark, and he realized that his own hands were beating desperately on the bronze plates. Over and over again they smote the doors, and there was wailing, too. He seemed almost surprised to realize it was his own voice that he heard.

“Naia!” he screamed into the night. “Naia!” His grief-stricken yells merged with the clamor of his own frenzied fists on the door. “Naia! Come out to me!”

When there was no response, he backed into the middle of the street, standing on the hitching stones near the well, howling even more forlornly, “Naaaiiiaaaa!”

He beat again on the gate and shrieked the name for what span of time he did not know. Finally he heard the noise of wooden shutters opening in the house. A line of distant torches on the balcony came toward him amid a scuffle of feet and muffled shouts. Torches now shone in the forecourts of the other houses on the small square.

He heard the voices working their way from the house to the street, and he smiled joyously. Naia was coming to him! He would hold her in his arms again, feel his lips on hers again, the press of her body—

Servants wielding cudgels and whips burst from the gate, led by their foreman. They fell on him instantly. His curved knife slashed out. The servants began to fan out and encircle him. One of the younger men lunged at him with a club, and the man slashed the servant’s arm to the bone. Seeing their comrade’s blood flow so enraged the others that they fell on the black-eyed man in earnest.

Though he fought back, slashing a nose or cracking a skull with the dagger’s hilt, some part of him disengaged from the fight to observe the event from afar. Small details came to him as odd fragments of time amid the frenzy. He saw their hard, brown eyes like those of desert jackals circling him. He pondered their fists as they came nearer, and when they connected, there was an almost delicious taste of blood inside his cheek. A club caught him in the side of the head and he crumbled before the well. He fell to his knees, the dagger dropping from his hands. Seeing their advantage, the servants resorted to kicking him with their hard, hempen sandals.

He no longer felt their blows. He curled into a ball waiting for his death, smiling a little, calm overtaking him. He suddenly heard from far away the voice of a man yelling at the men to cease their punishments, to raise him to his feet and hold him.

The man who spoke was hastily throwing a linen wrap over himself. He was young, like the black-eyed man, but in his handsome face lurked the indefinable essence of nobility—or fortune.

“I’ve told you before, Semerket,” the man said in a clipped, toneless voice, “that if you disturbed my wife again, I’d thrash you.”

Semerket struggled in his captors’ hands. “My wife, Nakht! Mine!”

“Hold him!” commanded Nakht. “Strip off his tunic.”

The foreman moved to rip the cloth away from Semerket’s shoulders.

Seizing a whip held by another servant, Nakht spoke into Semerket’s face. “I’m going to beat you worse than I beat my horses—worse than even my servants. I’m going to show you that if you dare approach my wife again, the next time I won’t hesitate to slit your peasant throat.”

“Brave man, Nakht, when your men hold me.”

“Turn him around.”

A lash rang out. Even through his wine fumes, Semerket felt the whip strip away a ribbon of flesh from his back. Despite any resolution not to give the man satisfaction, he groaned aloud.

Another lash, and he felt the blood dripping down his back. Then another. He lost count after the sixth blow and fell to his knees. His ears rang from his pain. Dimly he heard a woman yelling at Nakht to stop. Stirring once more to life, he saw the swirl of white linen skirts before him, and smelled her familiar scent of citrus oil even before he saw her face.

“Stop it!” she screamed. “You’ll kill him, Nakht! Please, my lord— please! Do not beat him further!”

“He has made our house a place of lamentation long enough. Go back inside.”

“My lord, give me a chance with him. I will make him see reason.” She saw Nakht hesitate and pressed the advantage. “I promise that if he comes again after tonight, I won’t interfere. Please. Leave me with him.”

Nakht angrily beckoned to his men to withdraw, but loudly told the foreman, who was wiping away blood from a gash on his forehead, that he was to stay and watch over his mistress from the gate. “Don’t take your eyes off her!”

The servants retreated into the house. The foreman sent them to their rooms to have their wounds tended and stitches taken. He himself took up the post at the gate, as commanded, hiding in the shadows, ready if his lady needed him.

The woman sat cross-legged, leaning her back against the well. She turned the man over and he groaned as she cradled his head in her lap. She unfolded her linen headdress, crumpling it into a ball, and began to dab at the blood on his face. His eyes fluttered open and he smiled up at her.

“Your perfume… sweet.”

Her voice was tired. “I’m not wearing it for you.”

“Have your servants bring a torch, that I can see you again in the light.”

She sighed. “Oh, Ketty, why do you shame me like this?”

He spoke simply, surprised by the question. “I want you back.”

She pressed her lips together. “You must stop all this—shouting my name in the streets every night. It can’t go on. Look what has happened to you. I could prevent my husband from killing you this time—”

“I am your husband! Me!” His shout was so fierce that the foreman thrust his head from the gate, his hand clutching a spear. Naia caught the movement in the dark and shook her head. The gate closed a bit.

“No, Ketty. You are not my husband. Not anymore.”

“Always.”

“We’ve said the words of divorce. You returned my dowry.”

“I didn’t know what I was doing! I was drunk!”

“When were you not drunk at the end?”

He looked up at her beseechingly. “I’ll give up wine this night if that’s what you want. From now on, only water. Not even beer. By the gods, I swear!”

Her eyes filled with tears as she rocked his head gently in her lap. “Oh, my baby, my baby,” she crooned to him as to a child. “What am I going to do with you? You know why I left you. Our marriage was cursed.”

“It was the blessing of my life.”

She looked away and sighed raggedly. “I thought it mine, too. For a while.”

Eagerly he pounced on the thought. “It could be again!”

“No. The gods have willed it.”

“Gods,” he muttered darkly, spitting out the word as if it were poison. He reached behind himself, felt for something, then suddenly clasped the dagger that he had dropped in the street. He held it to her throat, the curve of its blade against her neck’s gentle arch. “If you won’t come back to me, then he can’t have you either. I’ll kill you here, now!” There was an abrupt grating noise as the foreman came bursting through to the street, spear raised.

She did not move her head, but her voice was steady. “No!” she firmly commanded the foreman. “Go back! He won’t do it.” The foreman paused, spear still held high.

Semerket laughed. “How do you know I won’t? Our blood will mingle together here in the street and the poets will sing of it for centuries.”

She didn’t speak for a moment, and her tears spilled upon his face. “Because… because, my love, you would kill another with me.”

It was a moment before he registered what she had said. Then he winced as if she’d struck him with a blunt object. She nodded.

“Nakht’s child is in me.”

Very gently she removed the dagger from her throat, handing it to the foreman. “Take it away now,” she told the man in a low voice. “Somewhere where he won’t find it.” Then, looking down at the man to whom she was once married, she took the hand that had held the blade and placed it on her belly.

The tiny movement beneath the linen pleats burned his hand hotter than any fire, cut deeper than any blade. The black eyes in his face became fathomless. Slowly he sat up, not even registering the pain of his beating.

Naia could not meet his gaze and looked down at her own hands instead, aimlessly clasping and unclasping her crumpled, bloodied head-dress. “Do you finally understand why you can’t come back, Ketty? There is no hope, ever, that I can be your wife again. In the surest way, the gods have decided.”

He slowly extricated himself from her lap and stood up. Blood ran from his wounds, and his breathing was shallow. He said nothing. He turned away, put a hand to his forehead, and then shook his head to clear his senses. His lips formed silent words, but none emerged. With a desperate final look at her, he stumbled into a nearby alley. He began to run.

“Ketty—!” Naia yelled after him, standing and calling to the retreating figure. “Ketty…” He stopped, but only to vomit against a wall. Without looking back, he began to run again into the dark.

“Mistress—” The foreman hovered nearby. “Do you want me to follow him?”

She shook her head. “No. Tell the others he won’t be coming back. They can relax their guard.” She pressed a fist into her mouth to stop the moan that threatened to escape her. She steadied her breathing, and followed the foreman into the house. With great care, he locked the gate behind her.

 

“HE WENT TO HER HOUSE AGAIN.” The woman’s harsh voice filled the small courtyard with indignation.

Sitting in his tiled bath, four rooms away, Nenry brought the razor to his skull and drew it across his scalp. The morning sun stabbed painfully into his eyes from the mirror held by his whimpering valet, reminding him he had drunk too much at the Osiris Festival.

Merytra, his wife, continued her tale from the courtyard. “Banging on the door, calling her name over and over again. Of course he was drunk.” When her husband did not respond, her voice became even shriller. “Are you listening to me?”

“How could I be listening to anything else?” Nenry muttered.

“What?”

He called out cheerily, “I’m listening, my love.”

His wife strode into the bathroom, bracelets jingling as merrily as donkey bells. Her expression was far from tinkling, however. Nenry noticed how his valet shrank from her. Merytra took this as her due and continued her harangue. “It’s a disgrace. And if you’re not careful, it’ll cost you your position!”

She watched him scrape his head ineffectively with the razor. “Here,” she said with impatient superiority, “let me do that.”

“I can manage.” In truth, Nenry did not want his wife anywhere near him with a razor.

“You’ll only hack yourself to pieces and bleed all over your linen again—and I’m not going to wash and pleat your robes twice in one week. I said, give it to me.” Her voice was firm, and the glint in her eye fixed.

Nenry wanly handed over the razor. Hastily he brought his hands down into the water to cup his soft genitals. She was done in five expert sweeps of the razor. Angry red welts rose burning to replace the stubble, but there was indeed no blood.

“Thank you, my love,” he said, moving to the farthest recesses of the tiled enclosure, rubbing the stinging welts with one hand, the other still clasped firmly to his midsection.

“Well?” She crossed her arms.

With great determination, he forced his features into something resembling casual indifference. “Well…?”

She looked with a sideways glance at his cringing valet and grabbed the cloth he held. “Leave us,” she ordered. “Bring water from the city well. Two jugs.” The man nodded dully and backed out of the bathroom, limping.

“And don’t linger!” she called out. She dried her husband briskly with the piece of tattered cloth, as she would a child or a dog. “This is the last time I let you pick a servant. What were you thinking when you chose this one? Better to buy a trained baboon from the temples. At least then we might be able to keep something in the larder for ourselves.”

“I don’t understand why you’re having trouble with him, my love. You’re always so clever with servants.” This was a lie. Two had run away, and another had hanged herself.

“He’s slow, lazy, and gluttonous. What’s more, he’s a sneak. Last night he left his station and went off to the festival. When the fool finally returned he was so drunk he peed into my lotus pond. All my little fish were belly-up this morning. I had to throw scalding water on his feet just to wake him for his caning.”

“So that’s why he’s limping…” Nenry moved past her and into his sleeping chamber. He dressed quickly, feeling less vulnerable when a sheath of linen was between himself and his wife.

Relentlessly she followed him into the room, still clutching the razor. “So what are you going to do about him?”

“Enroll him at the servant’s school, I suppose. What else can I do?”

“Not the servant. Your brother.”

“I thought you were speaking of—”

“I wasn’t. Pay attention. Ever since his divorce he’s behaved like a madman. Not that he was much of a prize to begin with—not that anyone in your family is.” Nenry sighed, knowing that she was off on another favorite tangent.

He had married Merytra because she was the grandniece of Lord Iroy, the high priest of Sekhmet. Glazed with ambition, Nenry had allowed himself to be adopted into Iroy’s family and married to his unlovely ward. Though his home life was sour, advancements had come rapidly; only recently Nenry had been promoted to chief scribe to the Eastern Mayor of Thebes.

But the price was terrible. Their first and only child, a son, had been snatched by Lord Iroy to be raised in his own house and named his principal heir. Merytra, torn between loyalty to a powerful uncle and hatred because he had stolen her child, was left embittered and frustrated. Nenry became her natural target.

Nenry hurriedly fastened a sash around his waist and thrust his feet into his sandals. When his wife turned her back, he quietly tiptoed from their sleeping chamber.

Escaping to the mayor’s home was the only way to avoid Merytra’s tongue on such days. Lately he had been leaving earlier and earlier. In the courtyard he looked unseeing upon the ground, wanting to weep from the unhappiness of his life.

“Ah me,” he sighed.

And now this trouble with his brother had compounded his woes. Semerket had always been a trial, his pitiless black eyes forever belittling Nenry’s desires for advancement and position. Where the older Nenry followed every stricture and rule in Egyptian society, the younger Semerket had been wild in his ways, intemperate in his habits. Early in his youth people had taken to calling him a follower of Set. He was never easy with words, and the few things Semerket found to say were mostly unpleasant—but always truthful. Truth was, in fact, Semerket’s chief mode of warfare against others.

Then, almost miraculously, Semerket had met and married Lady Naia. He was besotted by her, and under her influence Semerket had become almost pleasant in his society. The few words he spoke lost most of their rough sting. Naia had even prevailed on him to accept a post in the courts’ administration, for like Nenry he knew how to write.

Semerket had become the clerk of Investigations and Secrets, a position in which he was used to ferret out the truth in confusing criminal cases. He was even praised by the judges for whom he toiled, though grudgingly, for he was not above hurling a few truthful observations in their direction when he thought the need warranted.

For a while it seemed that such pleasant times might endure. But Semerket’s marriage was cursed; Naia failed to conceive. Physicians with their poultices and bitter brews; priests with their chants and prayers, incense and candles; even Nubian witches with their amulets and eerie rites of magic had failed to kindle Semerket’s seed in his wife’s womb.

More than anything Naia desired a child of her own body. In despair of ever becoming a mother, she had convinced Semerket that divorce was the only solution. Soon after, she married Lord Nakht, a nobleman who was responsible for the upkeep and provisioning of Pharaoh’s royal harem in Thebes.

Semerket’s reaction to his wife’s desertion had been characteristically simple. He had fallen apart. Never at peace with words, he found his tongue at last through drink. For weeks he had howled his grief and rage into the night, pounding on his ex-wife’s gate, pleading in vain with her to return to him. Many nights embarrassed Medjays awakened Nenry, whispering that his brother had been arrested again. Nenry paid the bribes to keep the policemen quiet, but Merytra was correct—such behavior could not go unnoticed much longer. In Egypt, when a family member committed a crime, all the family suffered the resulting loss of status—and status was the one craving shared by Nenry and his fearsome wife. Something indeed had to be done.

“Nenry!” He jumped when he heard Merytra’s voice in his ear. He’d been so wrapped in his own misery he had failed to hear her jangling approach.

“I was inspecting the lotus pond, my love. Yes, I can see how all your little fish have died. Why don’t I give you a few copper rings and you can buy some new ones… or anything you choose…?” He searched desperately about in his sash.

“I want something done about your brother.”

“But what can I do?”

“Use your influence, however small it might be. Get him a position somewhere.”

“How can I? People know him. They’d think I was trying to foist him off on them.”

“I don’t care what they think. I won’t have what little we’ve managed to seize for ourselves ruined by your brother’s sordid behavior….Are you listening to me?”

“It seems I do nothing but listen to you.” In his misery he had spoken the words aloud, without thinking. He had gone too far. Nenry saw her arm drawing back, her right hand forming a fist, the expression of rage on her face. He closed his eyes, waiting for the blow.

A burst of rapid knocking at the gate made them both jump. He and his wife stared at one another.

“Who could it be?” he whispered.

“The police, who else?” she hissed back. “Here about your brother again!”

Nenry slowly pulled open the gate. A Medjay was indeed standing there, black skin gleaming in the morning sun, dressed in the uniform of the Temple of Justice. His insignia proclaimed him to be a bodyguard of the high vizier. Nenry felt his knees swimming beneath him. The high vizier! How could his brother’s scandal have reached that high?

“Are you Nenry, scribe to Paser, the Eastern Mayor of Thebes?” The guard was terse, his manner cold and official.

“He is.” Merytra pushed herself forward. “What do you want?”

The man, surprised by the woman’s forcefulness, blinked. “An… an urgent summons for the Eastern Mayor. I was instructed to give it to his chief scribe.”

Trembling, Nenry broke the seal on the wax tablets, eyes becoming wide as he read. “Oh, my,” he said helplessly.

“What is it?” Merytra clutched his shoulder, looking from the tablet to peer anxiously into his eyes.

“A priestess has been found dead—possibly murdered. There’s to be an investigation. I have to fetch the mayor to the Temple of Ma’at. The high vizier himself commands it.”

“A priestess, dead! How horrible!” She paused, and in the interval he saw her face once again harden. “Just remember what I told you. You’ll either deal with your brother or you’ll deal with me.” She strode back into the house, the merry jangle of her bracelets filling every corner.

Nenry glanced at the Medjay, and was comforted to see a shred of pity in the man’s eye.

 

WITH HIS WIFE ’S WORDS still ringing in his head, Nenry hurried to the poor section of town where Paser, the Eastern Mayor of Thebes, lived. Glancing around at the refuse and rot of the area, the teeming crowds of beggars, he could not fathom why his master chose to reside in such an awful place. Nenry had spent his whole life trying to flee such poverty.

To create the imposing abode of a mayor in so poor an area, Paser had simply purchased all the little houses there and knocked holes through the walls to link them together. Nenry hurried through the compound’s many kitchens and storage rooms, past its harem, to finally pace anxiously outside the mayor’s distant sleeping chamber.

Nenry glanced past the flapping curtain at its doorway and saw that Paser was already awake and dressed, adjusting his wig. Nenry’s ears pricked when he heard other voices in the room. To his horror, he recognized one of the voices as belonging to Nakht, Naia’s husband. Nenry’s knees buckled, and he leaned against the mud brick wall to steady himself. He would be ruined, just as his wife had predicted.

The other person beside Nakht was someone unknown to him—a large, powerful man with a brutal profile, dusted in the grime of limestone chips and desert sand. Nenry momentarily pitied the man that he should appear before the mayor in such humble attire. Incredibly, as if to confirm Nenry’s thoughts, it seemed as if the man were indeed weeping.

Before he could hear what the men said, two slave girls wearing only leather thongs emerged from the mayor’s chamber. Seeing Nenry’s face, which had furrowed itself into a mask of tortured remonstration, they smirked.

“Is he almost finished?” Nenry asked them. “Will he be out soon? What’s he talking to Nakht about? And who’s the other man?”

“I thought I heard him say he was going back to bed,” the African girl said with a sideways look at the other girl.

“After last night, who could blame him?” the tall one chimed, with a pretty yawn. The two glanced lewdly at each other and burst into laughter.

“How now,” Paser said as he pushed his rotund bulk from behind the curtain. “What’s all this noise out here?” He casually glanced at his scribe. Beyond the curtains, Nenry noticed Nakht and the stranger departing through a rear door in Paser’s chambers.

“It’s Nenry, lord,” the tall girl answered Paser. “That’s why we laugh! When he scrunches his face like that, he’s so funny!”

“And I’m not?” The mayor’s booming voice filled the tiny room. “I was amusing enough last night, you fickle things!” He feinted at the girls and they fled, trailing behind them their piercing and highly satisfying shrieks. Paser smiled to see them run away, a reminiscent gleam of lust in his eye. Reluctantly, he turned to his scribe.

“What’s all this with the vizier, then, Nenry?”

“You know of the meeting, lord?” His surprised manner quickly became honeyed. “But then of course you’re so perceptive, so quick. What is there in Thebes you don’t know?”

“Nakht told me of it.”

“Has… has Lord Nakht spoken of anything else, lord?”

Paser didn’t answer him. With long strides he left the room and went to his front stoop. “Come on then, Nenry,” he called. “Don’t dawdle. Mustn’t keep the old dear waiting.” The mayor did not waddle as most fat men did, but strode like a wrestler. The mayor and his scribe resembled nothing so much as an enormous hippopotamus with its flapping tickbird.

“Apparently a priestess has been murdered.” Nenry was breathless, trying to keep up.

“Yes, poor nag. Nakht says it’s all over town. Nasty business. But we don’t know it’s murder yet, Nenry. Mustn’t jump to conclusions. More than likely it was an accident of some sort.”

The mayor stepped into his waiting sedan chair. “Up!” he shouted. With many a moan and curse, his bearers lifted the chair to their shoulders and then exited through the front gate.

“The Temple of Ma’at,” Nenry directed the lead bearer. Sweat already trickled down the man’s face, and he merely nodded. There were more strenuous careers in Egypt than being a bearer for the porcine Eastern Mayor—pyramid builder, perhaps; obelisk hauler.

Two mayors were appointed to rule over Thebes-of-the-Hundred-Gates: one for the part of the city on the east bank of the Nile, the other for the section west of the river. Paser ruled the living, while his cohort, Pawero, ruled the dead in their tombs in the west. And though they shared the capital of the world between them, the mayors were so unlike in temperament and philosophy that there could not be found two more dissimilar men in all the rest of it.

Paser was fat, prosperous, quick to laugh, in character exactly like the people over whom he ruled. His true parents had been lowly fishmongers, but the young Paser was so pleasant and engaging that a childless scribe had adopted him into his family years before and sent him to the House of Life to become a scribe himself. There Paser had learned the 770 sacred writing symbols in the shortest time ever recorded in the temple’s history—for the one thing that exceeded his girth, it was discovered, was his cleverness.

After graduation into the priesthood, Paser entered the city administration offices and had risen swiftly. At twenty-seven years of age, he now found himself appointed mayor of Eastern Thebes, reporting directly to the high vizier of Egypt. It was a satisfying position to have achieved at so young an age. Paser relished his office enormously and never so much as now, when the gates of his compound opened and the cries of the crowd greeted him.

Paser leaned from his chair to clasp their outstretched hands in his. “Nefer!” he called to an ancient crone. “Still the most beautiful woman in Egypt!” The woman blew him a kiss from withered lips. “Hori, you rascal!” He turned his attention to a legless beggar. “Watch your purses, citizens; he’s quicker than a gazelle!” The beggar laughed in glee, taking no offense at his words.

Then, sniffing the air, Paser swore that the fish frying on a nearby griddle was the best to be had in all of Thebes—and who should know better than he, the child of fishmongers? This was the cue for Nenry to toss small rings of copper into the crowd. The mayor challenged them all to taste for themselves and see if he was a liar. The grateful fish vendor sent over a slab of greasy river perch, spiced with cumin, and the mayor gobbled it down, delivering hymns of praise and delight between gulps. By the time his chair was borne to the main avenue along the riverfront, the crowd was chanting hymns to him as though he were Pharaoh himself.

Nenry trotted alongside the sedan chair, all the while trying to answer the sharp questions that Paser put to him.

“Is the Old Horror coming as well, Nenry?”

The “Old Horror” was the epithet by which Paser designated his colleague Pawero, the Western Mayor.

“Yes, lord, the summons included the Old—the mayor of the West.”

“What was its tone?”

“Pardon, lord?”

“Come on, come on, Nenry—what did it read like? Angry, threatening, cold, what?”

“No, my lord! It was full of the usual compliments.”

“Nothing indicating displeasure?”

“Nothing, lord.”

The mayor brooded. “I still don’t like it. Why ask the Old Horror to attend? A crime, after all, that occurred in my side of the city. What does it have to do with him?”

Paser fell to uncharacteristic moodiness and he and his scribe traveled the last few furlongs to the Temple of Ma’at in silence. As luck would have it, Pawero’s river barge pulled up to the stone wharf just as Paser and Nenry came to the broad stretch of ramp that led into the temple. Pawero sat motionless as a god’s statue beneath the barge’s wooden canopy as the boat bumped against the bales of straw cushioning the wharf. Once the tethers were secure he rose, majestic in his starched white robes.

Where Paser ruled the living part of Thebes, Pawero’s jurisdiction extended over the tombs and mortuary temples across the Nile in the west. This included the Place of Truth where Pharaoh’s tomb-makers lived, the Great Place where the Pharaohs rested, the Place of Beauty where their queens were buried, and the fortress temple of Djamet, the southern residence of Pharaoh.

Pawero was at forty-three a man given to pious readings and long-winded prayers. No wife or slave girl warmed his bed; Pawero was drawn to the lean, hard life of the most rigorous priesthood. He was a zealot, in fact, who secretly disapproved of the increasingly casual way Pharaoh performed his religious duties in his later years. Pawero longed for the day when a more god-fearing pharaoh might rule; perhaps— Amun willing—a pharaoh from his own family, whose lineage was far more ancient than Ramses’.

Such a miracle was a possibility, too, for Pawero’s sister Tiya was the second of Ramses’ great wives and had borne him four sons. One son in particular, his nephew Prince Pentwere, was commander of an elite cavalry unit and a great hero to the Thebans. He would make a splendid pharaoh. But to even imagine the death of a pharaoh was an act of treason, and Pawero sternly banished such thoughts from his mind.

As Pawero descended from his barge, head held high as the slaves and temple guardians bowed, he crossed in silence to the jetty. The effect would have been grand, indeed, had he not placed his sandaled foot in fresh horse dung left by a passing chariot. Stopping abruptly, gazing down, Pawero murmured a most unprayerful word.

Paser’s laugh bellied out across the quay. “That should teach you to raise your sights too high, Pawero. You’ll only land yourself in shit.”

The Western Mayor’s eyes went as flat and deadly as a cobra’s. “I must heed my revered colleague,” Pawero said as his valet rushed forward to clean his sandal. “For he comes from shit himself.”

In the uneasy silence Paser laughed loudly again, as if appreciating a fine jest. Only Nenry recognized the cold, subtle anger that lurked in it. “I’ve never made any secret about my lack of pedigree, Lord Mayor,” Paser said. “Everyone knows your glorious birthright, while I merely had my wits to get me by. But here we are, all the same, equals.”

“Equals?” Pawero mused. “Yes. As we all are before the gods, even Pharaoh himself.”

“Well, you must tell Pharaoh that, for I don’t have the nerve.” Paser bade his bearers to set his chair on the ground. After a few false starts he was able to wrench himself at last from the narrow seat and hurtle himself over to where Pawero stood. Their contrast was never more evident than at that moment. Lean and fat. Haughty and simple. Tall as a reed. Compact as a wrestler. Yet they were united in something greater than their differences: their pure and utter loathing for one another.

Paser held his arm for Pawero to lean on. Together, they ascended the long ramp that led into Ma’at’s Temple of Justice, each clutching his identical staff of office. To all who saw them from afar, it seemed the mayors were the most cordial of friends. But Nenry privately was reminded of the stilted and wary courtship dances performed by certain desert spiders, where death, not mating, was often the result of such delicate footwork.

The high vizier received the two mayors in the usual temple ante-room reserved for such meetings. Outside, a long line of petitioners and litigants waited. With shouts and pleas they tried hard to catch the vizier’s attention, for Toh was not often in Thebes these days, being instead at Pi-Remesse, the northern capital where Pharaoh resided. If the petitioners could not catch the high vizier’s ear, or failed to bribe him sufficiently, it might be weeks or months before Toh was again in the south.

The vizier was a wrinkled old man of some seventy years, older than even his friend, the Pharaoh. He tottered slowly to his chair, waving his hand in the direction of the litigants, and exchanged compliments with the mayors. Wanly, he directed a slave to take them a bowl of fried dates and other dainty tidbits. Beer mixed with palm wine—a most heady brew—was next brought, and the old man treated himself to a hefty draft to fortify his liver. He then directed all the litigants to wait outside and wiped his toothless mouth with his hand, ready for the business at hand.

When the room was empty but for the mayors and their retinues, Toh spoke. Gone was the feeble, tremulous voice, the doddering manner. “By Horus’s little brass balls,” he shouted, “I want to know what’s going on.” He slammed the goblet down on the arm of his throne and peered at the two mayors. “A priestess murdered. There’s not been such infamy in Thebes since the Hyksos left. I want answers and I want them speedily.”

“I beg to remind you, Great Lord,” Paser began with a broad smile, “that we’ve no way of knowing whether or not it even was a murder. And I beg to inquire why this incident should justify the presence of the two mayors of Thebes?”

Toh spat into a bowl at his feet. “Because the crime falls by a technicality into both your jurisdictions.”

From his position at the rear of the anteroom, Nenry strained to hear.

Toh picked up a set of wax tablets. “We’ve learned from this report of Captain Mentmose of the Medjays that the dead woman has been identified as coming from your own village of the tomb-makers, Pawero—the Place of Truth.” He handed the tablets over to a slave, who bore them to Paser. “But her body was found on Paser’s side of the city. You can see the dilemma.”

Paser made a tactical error then, scanning the report quickly. “Surely, Lord Toh, this is a regrettable but trifling matter. It says here that this Hetephras tended only small shrines in the desert hills.”

“Are my priestesses any less valuable than yours?” Pawero fumed. He was going to continue in the same vein, but a roar of outrage from Vizier Toh stopped him.

“You think this a minor incident, Paser? I tell you, the people will rise in their anger and demand justice when they hear of it, for the murder of a priestess calls forth the awful rage of the gods. You’re young. You’ve never seen the populace in its fury, or the city after a riot. I remember during the famine that cursed this region fifty years ago, the Thebans rose like a single animal and blamed us, their rulers, for the calamity. We had to flee to the hills for our lives. I’d not be too eager to dismiss this ‘minor crime’ so blithely if I were you. At such times it’s difficult for mayors to cling to their offices.” He paused, allowing his aged eyes to flash. “How do you think I was promoted?”

The old man spat into the bowl once more. “So what are you going to do about it, I ask you again, so that we can all sleep peacefully in our beds?”

Paser immediately spoke up, hoping to make good his error. “Since the body was found in the eastern part of the city, the crime—if it is one—is mine to solve.”

Seeing the vizier begin to favor Paser caused Pawero to speak up. “The case belongs to me. The priestess was a member of my flock, after all.”

“And so well tended she ends up slaughtered on your watch,” Paser murmured loud enough to be heard by the entire room.

“We don’t know that, yet,” the vizier remonstrated. “The crime could very easily have occurred at the Osiris Festival, on your watch.”

“But no tomb-maker is allowed on my side of the city,” Paser reminded him.

“Do you quote the law to me, Lord Mayor?” Toh narrowed his eyes.

With his advantage ebbing, Paser grew reckless. “But clearly the gods have spoken in their clearest voice, Great Lord.”

“How do you mean?” Toh was curious.

“I mean that if the gods had any faith in Lord Pawero’s abilities, the body of this Hetephras would surely have been found on his side of the city. Obviously, the August Ones want me to handle the case.”

“That’s preposterous,” Pawero gasped, “and heretical as well!”

“You accuse me of heresy?” It was the most serious charge in Egypt. “I can see where you’re going with this—don’t think I don’t. You have some darker purpose and hope to obscure it with these charges against me.”

“Darker purpose…!”

“That’s why you want this case—to hide the truth.”

The attendants and temple slaves gasped out loud at this accusation.

“Enough!” yelled the vizier. “This is unseemly, to make such charges as these. I know you have no love for one another, but if these accusations are true, what does that make me, who appointed you both?” Vizier Toh sucked his rubbery lips into his mouth. “We must have a solution to this problem and at once. Who is to discover the truth in this case? And how am I to know that what you will tell me is not some made-up tale to pacify me?”

At the back of the room, a wild thought seized Nenry, and he coughed slightly to be heard.

“Yes, what?” Vizier Toh’s filmy eyes raked the room. “What do you wish to say? Who are you?”

“I am Nenry, Great Lord, chief scribe to Lord Paser. If the mayors will forgive me, I think I may have a solution to this dilemma.”

“Well?” said the vizier.

“Someone with allegiance to neither mayor must be appointed to investigate this crime,” stated Nenry, “to assure that Lady Ma’at’s feather of truth is honored.”

“Yes, yes. But in all Thebes is there such a person? Surely a man must belong to one mayor or the other.”

“My brother, Semerket, is that person, Great Lord.”

The name was caught up in whispers, like the rustle of quail wings, and repeated throughout the room.

“And what makes this Semerket so right to investigate this crime?”

“He was once the clerk of Investigations and Secrets in this very place, Great Lord. He knows the laws of Egypt and is very clever—and is devoted to the truth.”

The Vizier was intrigued. “But surely because you are in Lord Paser’s employ, wouldn’t your brother favor him out of love for you?”

“Great Lord, my brother has no love for anyone. And since Lord Paser’s good friend is Lord Nakht, who married Semerket’s ex-wife, I don’t think he would be inclined to show favor to Lord Paser at all.”

“Nakht—the keeper of Pharaoh’s harem?”

“Yes, Great Lord.”

“Better and better,” Toh cackled gleefully. “But should he not then favor Pawero, to take revenge on Nakht?”

“Oh no, Great Lord. He’d never do that.”

“And why not?”

Nenry gulped. “Because… because he has told me he considers Lord Pawero to be a…” His voice trailed away.

“Well?” Toh was becoming impatient.

“Well—he calls him a pea-brained old pettifogger, Great Lord.”

Laughter erupted in the room. Seated on his stool, Pawero stiffened and color rose in his dark face.

“Silence!” Toh yelled roughly. “I will clear the room if there is another outburst.” He turned again to Nenry. “He sounds a very sour man, this brother of yours.”

“Oh, yes, Great Lord,” Nenry nodded vehemently. “He has respect for one thing only—Lady Ma’at’s feather of truth.”

Pawero rose indignant from his seat. “I protest. To retain such a man—a follower of Set, as I have heard his own brother describe him—it flies in the face of the gods. No good can come of this.”

But Toh ignored him and addressed Nenry. “Bring this man to me.” With a gesture he indicated that the audience was concluded.

The high vizier rose from his throne. Stumbling a little from the effect of his beer and palm wine, he went outdoors to relieve himself against the wall. Pawero, glaring at Nenry and Paser, exhaled loudly in disgust and took himself back to his river barge. Nenry and Paser stayed behind in the anteroom. Paser still said nothing.

“I hope you did not think me too forward, lord, proposing my brother as I did…” began Nenry.

“I should have you beaten,” the mayor stated matter-of-factly. “Don’t ever do anything like that again, Nenry, without discussing it with me first.”

“Yes, lord. It was wrong of me, lord. Never again, lord.”

The Mayor of the East chuckled and clamped his huge arm around his trembling scribe. “Don’t be too hasty, Nenry. You were wrong in not discussing it with me. But not wrong with the plan itself.”

“Lord—?”

Paser chuckled. “Did you see how angry the Old Horror was? Heehee-hee! It was worth it just for that.” But almost at once, a look of foreboding swept over him. “I still say it, though—there’s a reason Pawero wants to control this investigation. I don’t trust him. I never have. Your drunken brother is perhaps just what we need. And I intend to give him all the help I can.”

The mayor turned swiftly and strode out of the anteroom. Only after he was gone did Nenry realize, however dimly, that Mayor Paser had referred to Semerket as his “drunken brother.” How could the mayor know? Unless…

But before he could ruminate further, he was hailing a sedan chair to make his way into the center of the city to begin the search for Semerket. The gods alone knew what sordid places he would have to seek him in.

 

HE WAS IN THEIR sleeping room, just as he remembered it. Semerket laughed aloud to find himself at home, and he gazed around in delight. The walls were sensible mud brick, whitewashed, and a small window of thick transparent mica was set into a wall. He had purchased the mineral at great price from a passing caravan years ago so that Naia could gaze upon her courtyard planted in fig trees and papyrus. Sunshine poured into the room from the window, and Naia was bending down solicitously to tend him on his pallet. Semerket sighed luxuriously. He’d known, always, that Naia would return to him. They loved each other too much for it not to happen.

Then in the distant fields he saw the birds.

“Naia!” he cried happily, pointing from the roll of bedding. “Naia, look! The ibis chicks are in the furrows!” He knew how dear she found the little birds, probing the ruts with their long, black beaks. Semerket turned his gaze from the sun-besotted window. The corners of his mouth drew down. Someone else—not Naia—was bending down to peer at him.

When she saw his eyes open, she called his name. He heard her as though from very far away… and it was not Naia’s voice that he heard.

Semerket blinked, trying to force himself back into the sun-drenched room with the mica window. He had only to close his eyes, and he and his wife were again in the little mud-brick house, and hares were nipping at the wheat.

No, not hares. What were they?

“Ibis chicks,” he whispered aloud, and smiled.

The woman knelt on the floor where he lay and reached forward to feel his forehead. “Ibis chicks? Semerket, you’re scaring me. Please don’t say such things!”

He could barely register more than mild shock to see this strange woman again reaching down to stroke his cropped black hair. He shook off her hand. “You’re not Naia,” he said under his breath.

“Please get up, Semerket. Unless there’s another copper in your sash for more drink, they’ll make you go home. You should go home anyway.”

What was she talking about? He was home.

The curtain to the room was drawn back with a sudden rush of dank air. A Syrian eunuch brought another man to his pallet. The stranger was thin and bald, his face a festival of tics and twitches, and he held a kerchief to his nose, repelled by the smell of stale wine and vomit. “Yes,” the nervous man said, “yes. This is my brother.” Semerket heard the clink of copper exchanging hands.

“Nenry?” He wanted to ask why his brother was here, in his home, but a rising tide of panic drove all curiosity from him. He sat up. Where was Naia? And the window of mica? What had happened to his little house with the sensible mud-brick walls?

From somewhere far away he heard thin screaming. Semerket shook his head, forcing his mind to shut out the terrible sounds. But the shrieks penetrating his head were now so loud he tried to keep them out by clamping his hands over his ears.

The bald man continued to stare at him in horror. “How long has he been like this?” he asked the woman.

“Since early this morning. He couldn’t stop screaming, no matter what I did for him.”

Tears slid down her face. She brushed them away with irritation. “He’s so tortured, your brother,” she said. “I’ve never seen anyone sadder. I’d do anything for him if he’d ask. But he doesn’t see me at all. I’m just a tavern wench he sobs to about his wife sometimes.”

Semerket’s eyes fluttered open. The bald man was speaking to a physician, who was sitting next to him on the cot. The pretty woman was holding Semerket’s head in her lap.

“Will you undertake his cure?” his brother asked the physician.

The physician nodded. “Get me some date wine,” the man said to the tavern maid.

“More wine?” said Nenry. “Surely more will kill him!”

“He hasn’t had much else for some time. To deprive him of it suddenly would shock his body.” The physician quickly wrote a prayer on a strip of papyrus in red and black inks. The woman placed the bowl of wine before him. From his instrument box, the physician withdrew a stoppered bottle. When he opened it an acrid smell invaded the room.

“What is that?” Nenry asked suspiciously.

“Fermented pine resin,” he said as he poured. “And this,” he said, opening another bottle, “is opium from Hattush.”

“Will it cost much?”

“You want him to live?”

Nenry nodded.

Five tinctures of the serum were dropped into the palm wine, then a quail’s egg was broken into it and stirred. The physician dipped the prayer strip in the bowl and the ink of the spell’s glyphs dissolved into the liquid. The physician jammed an ivory plug between Semerket’s teeth, then spooned the wine down his throat.

The shrieks stopped almost immediately, and Semerket saw that the beautiful room with the mica window was serene once again. With the ivory in his mouth, Semerket could not speak. He would have filled the darkening room with questions, had he been able. He would have asked the physician if he knew why his beautiful Naia was not there and when she would return…

Suddenly, he knew the answers to his questions.

For the first time in many days he lay quietly, and his restless mind did not conjure visions of beautiful rooms and pleasant pastures, everywhere inhabited by the shade of his beautiful wife. And perhaps this was why, occasionally, tears oozed from beneath his bruised and flickering lids.

 

HE AWAKENED TO the slosh of water and the sound of a scrubbing. When he opened his eyes, sensible mud-brick walls rose before him, and he saw a pane of mica set into the wall.

For a moment he believed himself back in his dream, but the window glared red with late afternoon sun, bloodily picking out unpleasant bits of detail in the small room. He lifted his head and stared, wincing from the heavy, clanging weight of his skull. He lay on dirty, crumpled linen. Broken crockery littered the floor around him. Mouse droppings were everywhere, and above him the palm rafters of the roof glistened with spider webs.

A man with scaled and peeling feet was cleaning up the mess, list-lessly scrubbing the floor with a pig-bristle brush. Semerket swallowed, tested his voice, and was able to croak to the man, “Who are you?”

The man whirled around. He dropped the brush into the basin of water with a plop, calling out, “Master! Master! He’s awake!”

Nenry appeared at the doorway. “So he is,” he said with sardonic disapproval. “Don’t be afraid of him. He’s only my younger brother, of no account.”

Semerket regarded his elder sibling with wonder. “Nenry, what are you doing here?” Then memories of the last few days flooded his mind. The inside of his skull itched like fire, and his throat felt like sand. He turned a plaintive gaze on his brother. “Some wine? Beer?”

“Water is what you’ll get.” His brother poured some into a bowl and handed it to him.

The bowl went flying across the room. “Wine,” he rasped out again.

With a covert look at the servant, Nenry brought out a couple of copper rings from his sash. “Go to the tavern at the corner, and bring us a jug of wine. If I find the seal broken, you’ll be beaten with a stick.”

The man scuttled from the room like a dung beetle. Semerket noted that he limped, that his injuries were fresh. Instantly an image of Nenry’s terrifying wife took shape in Semerket’s mind. “Your servant?” he asked.

“My valet,” Nenry answered. “I had to bring in someone. This place of yours smelled worse than a nest of river ducks. You can’t expect someone of my position to wash down a house by myself.”

Semerket laid his head back down on the pillowed cradle. The mere mention of wine had done much to calm him. “What position?”

“Why, I’m the chief scribe to the Lord Mayor of the East! I sent you an announcement when the office was given to me. You didn’t receive it?” Nenry’s face revealed sad disappointment that his brother apparently knew nothing of his good fortune, for he believed in his heart that all men envied him. Nenry counted on it, in fact.

Semerket spoke with difficulty. “I thought you served at Sekhmet’s temple.”

“I’m happy to say that my diligence and skills were noted there.” A fatuous smile settled on Nenry’s lips. “Thanks to the gods, my wife and I are now among the first citizens of Thebes.”

“Ah, yes. Now I remember. And you had only to sell a son to do it.” Semerket inserted the phrase like a surgeon incises a wound, finished before the bleeding has begun.

Nenry winced. He rose to stand indignant and outraged above his brother. “How can you say that? My son is now a prince because of my selflessness. I gave him to my wife’s uncle because of what could be done for him. I did it for the boy, do you hear?”

Semerket became calmly reassuring. “You mistake me, Nenry. You’ve done well. ‘Chief scribe to the mayor’—that’s worth two sons, at least.”

Nenry looked at his brother, hands falling to his side. “Why do I keep helping you? You’re never grateful. You always sneer at me. Why? What have I ever done to you?”

Semerket now directed so level a gaze at his brother that Nenry was forced to drop his eyes. “You sold your son to become a scribe. A scribe, Nenry! If you knew how much Naia and I yearned for a child… Yet you gave yours away as casually as a woman loans a kerchief.”

Tics and twitches laid claim to Nenry’s mouth. “I should have let you die today. Everyone would have been better off if I had.”

“Yes.” Semerket’s voice was tired, dull. “Especially me.”

 

THE SERVANT RETURNED with the wine, and Nenry broke its seal. He poured a bowl and handed it to Semerket, who drank it down in a single draft. Silently he held out the bowl for more. This time he drank it more slowly, and sighed. Strength visibly returned to him. He turned his black eyes on his brother and the serving man. “Join me,” he said.

“You’re very free with the wine I paid for.” Nenry was still peevish, but he nevertheless poured the wine. The three men sipped in silence for a while.

Semerket raised his head from the bowl and looked about the small house. “I never expected to come back here,” he said, almost in wonder.

“Why not?”

“Wasn’t that obvious? I meant to die.”

Nenry remained unmoved. “You mean you’d tired of pounding on Naia’s gate at all hours, heaping shame on yourself and the family?” He expected his brother to fly into one of his dark rages, and waited apprehensively for the explosion.

But Semerket said simply, “No. I’ve done with that, now.”

Nenry grunted sarcastically. “To what miracle does Egypt owe this change?”

Semerket inhaled slowly, and the words came out in a long sigh. “She’s pregnant with Nakht’s child. Did you know?”

Nenry turned a shocked face on his brother. His hostility was forgotten, and he became instantly contrite. “Oh, Ketty!” He drew nearer to his brother, his face inches from Semerket’s. “How did you find out? Who told you?”

“She told me herself.”

“When?”

“I don’t remember. During the Osiris Festival, I think. She took my hand—I felt it stirring…”

“When is it due?”

“I don’t know. Three months? Four?”

“Ketty, I’m so sorry. Truly I am.”

Semerket turned his face to the wall. “Don’t pity me. Not you.”

“Receive it from one, then, who knows what it’s like to lose a son.”

It was as near a confession as Semerket had ever gotten from his brother. Semerket’s eyes began to smart with tears, and he blinked them away, harshly wiping his face with the back of his hand. “Why did you come today of all days?” he groaned. “Why couldn’t you just let me die?”

Nenry raised his head. “I came because I’ve found you work. We thought, my wife and I, that if you had something to occupy your time, you would forget all this.”

Semerket sighed dismally. “ ‘All this.’ ”

Nenry pressed on, his voice becoming excited. “In fact, I’ll wager that when you’ve heard what it is, you’ll give up this terrible idea of drinking yourself into an early tomb. And the best part—you’re the only man right for the job.”

The valet brought them a second jar of wine. Whether it was this second jar, or the fact that Semerket had reached the lowest point in his life and had nothing more to lose, he listened to his brother’s tale without complaint.

Nenry told Semerket of the murder of the priestess, of how the case by chance fell within the jurisdiction of the two mayors, and how the vizier himself had chosen Semerket above all others to lead the investigation—thanks to Nenry’s intervention, of course. What was best, Nenry assured him, was that Vizier Toh had chosen Semerket because of his contrariness and allegiance to none. He was the only one who could do it because he despised everyone.

When Nenry stopped speaking, Semerket was so still that Nenry had to stifle the fearful impulse that his brother had died while he spoke. But he saw his brother blink at last, and Semerket’s next words gave Nenry the answer he needed.

“And you say the priestess was found on the city side of the river…?”

 

“NO!” MERYTRA SHOUTED at her head man. “The whole effect is in the balance of the reeds with the lotus. Are you too stupid to see that?”

The head man stood up to his waist in the lotus pool, clutching a dripping bunch of papyrus. During the past few days the pool had been painstakingly cleaned of urine and refilled. Merytra had spent a great deal of copper in the bazaars, buying plants imported from the Nile Delta, and new fish. Inching forward with the reeds in his hand, the man hesitated and looked at her for confirmation.

“Yes—there! Exactly so. Plant it.”

Two nights had passed since her husband had last been home. He had told her only that his mission had something to do with his drunken brother, Semerket. There had been no word from him since then. That suited her: she was indifferent to where her husband was, or when he would return.

Her maid, Keeya, stood with her in the courtyard. She was a plain girl (Merytra would tolerate no pretty ones) who sighed and yawned sleepily, holding the pot of expensive, gem-colored river fish far out in front of her. Because she hailed from a town that proscribed the eating of fish for religious reasons, she was in truth appalled by the gulping, gasping creatures.

Merytra noticed that despite the early hour the girl had managed to rouge her cheeks, outline her eyes with kohl, and attach long shimmering earrings of blue faience beads to her ears. Though Keeya knew herself to be plain, she did her best to brighten her appearance with careful attention to her make-up and jewels, cheap as they were.

But the glimmer of Keeya’s beads in the dancing light was a constant, irritating distraction. Gritting her teeth, Merytra forced herself to ignore the blue flashes at the corner of her vision. The head man bent down to plant another bunch of green shoots. Unfortunately his backside caught the lip of the pool’s stone edge, and he plunged forward. The resulting wave of water completely engulfed Keeya.

The girl dropped the jar on the stone floor of the courtyard, where it shattered. The fish slid across the tiles, writhing and flopping, quickly expiring right at the feet of Nenry’s wife. It was the second time that week her fish had been massacred by her servants. “I am surrounded by imbeciles,” Merytra said between clenched teeth.

Her observation was interrupted by a shrill scream from Keeya. “Look at my dress!” she shrieked. “It’s ruined!”

“Your dress?” Merytra fumed. “What about my fish, you little slut? You’ve killed them all!”

“It wasn’t my fault. You saw what he did.”

“I swear you’ll pay for them. I’ll take their cost out of your wages.”

“You can’t blame me.”

Merytra strode quickly over to the girl and slapped her hard across the face. The girl wailed even louder.

“I won’t pay for them! I won’t!” Keeya obstinately shouted between slaps, shaking her head adamantly, blue beads shimmering like beetles’ wings in the sun.

She meant to pull only the girl’s hair, truly, but when Merytra reached out, she felt something cold and metallic between her fingers. Then she heard the satisfying crunch of torn flesh.

Keeya abruptly stopped screaming, looking dully at her mistress’s hand, now clutching the crumpled blue beads. Hesitantly she touched her earlobe and found her hand bathed in blood. Her dress was saturated in red as well.

The neighborhood was ripped apart by Keeya’s shrieks. People stopped their labors to listen. Neighbors climbed to their flat roofs to stare down into the courtyard. They clucked their tongues to witness their neighbor Merytra torturing yet another servant.

It was then that the gate was pushed open by Nenry’s dull-witted valet. Keeya fell abruptly silent and she and Merytra turned to stare. Nenry stood beside a large litter.

Nenry blinked, trying to take in the scene. Blood on the tiles, the serving girl weeping, fish flopping all about… What could have happened?

Merytra strode to the gate and bowed her arms low in exaggerated homage. “Blessed be the day that brings my lord back to his house!”

Nenry, leery of his wife’s sarcastic tone, attempted to speak. “My love—” he began.

But he was interrupted by the invective now pouring from her lips. “So you’re safe. What a fool I was to worry that you were dead or wounded by hoodlums! Why couldn’t you send your man with a message for me?”

“I needed him to help me. My brother was, is, very ill—as you can see.”

At this he turned and indicated the man in the litter. The woolen shawl that covered Semerket barely moved with his breathing.

“In a chair with four bearers, I see—better than any I’ve ever sat in. How much did it cost you?”

“Thirty copper—”

“Thirty? God of thieves and wayfarers, hear him! What—does the chair fly?” She hurled an accusing look at the hired bearers. The men instinctively stepped back into the alley.

“It was the only chair I could find, my love. I told you, he is ill. Veryill.”

His wife snatched the coverlet from Semerket. “Hungover, you mean!”

There was a slight stirring from the chair. Semerket’s bruised lids were fluttering. Slowly he opened his eyes and the lights of jet in them glittered to see the unfamiliar scene before him. He registered the overly decorated courtyard, his brother’s cringing expression, the bleeding serving woman—and knew precisely where he was. With a slight moan he closed his eyes again, only half-listening to Merytra’s continued diatribe.

“…good money thrown away!”

“My love, please, he is our guest—he’ll hear you.”

“Guest?!”

“I thought it right to bring him here, to tend him more easily.”

“Without asking me?”

“What was I to do? He’s my brother.”

“I am your wife.”

“You said to do something about him!”

“Did I say to bring him here, then, to our home? No doubt he’ll just get drunk again and shame us all. Yelling like a rabid baboon into the night for that whore of a wife he was married to, for everyone to hear.”

Her torrent of reproach ended in an abrupt yelp. Semerket’s hand had reached out from the litter to seize her wrist. She gasped at the pain, tears spouting from her eyes.

Semerket forced Merytra slowly down to her knees so that her face was directly across from his. His voice was low and implacable. “Do you feel this hand,” Semerket asked, “its strength?”

“Let go of me,” she whispered, eyes wide.

“Another word against Naia and I’ll snap your neck like a reed.”

She stared into his black eyes and knew him to be a man of Set, generating chaos and disarray—and violence—wherever he went. She could not rule him by her temper or her quicksilver moods as she could her frightened, malleable husband.

“Say what you want about me,” Semerket continued in the same level tone. “But nothing about Naia, understand?”

She nodded.

He let go of her wrist so suddenly that she fell to the pavement in an ungraceful heap. She looked from her husband’s face, embarrassed and silent, to her servants. Keeya had forgotten her torn ear and gaped at her mistress, sprawled on the courtyard tiles. The head man in the pool stared from behind the grassy reeds. Suddenly, from all the houses that surrounded them, a great cheering erupted. Serving women shrilly ululated and men hooted their approval.

Merytra rose to her feet. Refusing to meet anyone’s eyes, she began to walk swiftly into the house. As she reached the doorway, she broke into a run. From the courtyard, they heard her muffled wails.

Nenry, after a moment, turned to his brother. “You really shouldn’t have done that, Ketty. She isn’t such a bad woman.”

Semerket merely closed his eyes and lay back down in the chair, and so did not see the tiny smile that played briefly on Nenry’s lips.

 

IT TOOK SEVERAL DAYS before the wine leached from Semerket’s body sufficiently so he could stand without dizziness. During that time he slept on a pallet in a storeroom off his brother’s courtyard. Merytra kept to her room, declaring that she wouldn’t come out “until that madman is gone from my house.” All in all it was a happy arrangement for everyone, and the servants whispered among themselves how they wished their lord’s brother would visit more often.

But Nenry’s wife was forced to break her vow when Lord Mayor Paser came calling, wanting to pay his respects to the new Clerk of Investigations and Secrets. It was in the morning and Paser arrived with his usual army of admiring citizenry. Nenry met him at the gate, bowing low before him, arms outstretched. Merytra remained in the background, tight-lipped with fury that Paser had not sent word that he was coming.

“No, no,” Paser protested, “I only came to see your brother, and will be gone in a trice. But if there should happen to be a haunch of beef about…? Some river fowl might be tasty as well. Fried dates if you’re going to the trouble, for I am feeling peckish this morning. Nothing fancy, mind you—please don’t go out of your way.”

With that Paser strode into the reception hall, while Nenry’s wife and servants flew about preparing the light meal for their honored guest. He seated himself on the biggest chair in the room, and Merytra bit her lip to see its thin ebony legs creak in protest beneath the mayor’s bulk. Semerket, hastily clad in Nenry’s best kilt and collar, soon joined the mayor.

“Well, well, so the man of the hour is here at last, the one whom we all await. Semerket, isn’t it?”

Semerket bent at the waist, holding out his hands at knee level.

The rotund Paser smiled. “Nenry here has bragged of your talents to everyone. We’re expecting great things from you in this sad business.”

Semerket peered at his brother, a doubtful look on his face.

Paser caught the look and laughed. “It’s true. You wouldn’t be here today but for your brother’s having had the courage to speak for you. And let me tell you, when the Old Horror’s anywhere about, even I have difficulty speaking up!” He gave a fond look toward his scribe, who stood diffidently at the rear of the room.

“The Old Horror?” Semerket asked.

“Just my private name for my colleague on the west bank. Pawero.”

“Oh, yes.”

“I’m told you apparently share my opinion of him. What was it Nenry said you called him? A ‘pea-brained old pettifogger,’ wasn’t it? Wonderful!”

Semerket was appalled. “My brother shouldn’t have said it.”

“And why not? It’s only what everyone thinks. In fact, your words were what convinced me the vizier was correct to give you the case.” He lowered his voice conspiratorially, leaning in close to Semerket. “Between you and me, I suspect that Pawero knows more about this business than he lets on. Ah, here’s the food!” Keeya, her ear bandaged, brought in a platter of meat and bread, while Nenry’s valet poured wine into silver bowls. Though Paser’s face was always smiling, his eyes never left Semerket. “Please,” he said, offering a bowl of wine to him, “have some. I insist.”

In the shadows Nenry’s face twisted into a mask of alarm.

Semerket disregarded his brother’s expression and accepted a bowl of fragrant Mareotic white from the mayor’s hands. Nenry was offered none; he could only watch helplessly as Semerket drank, thinking it might undo all his brother’s healing.

“Why does the Lord Mayor suspect his colleague?” Semerket asked.

Paser brought a beef rib to his mouth and thoughtfully gnawed on it before answering. Seeing that Semerket’s bowl was now empty, he poured again. “It’s just my old distrust of the nobility. They’re not like us, Semerket, you and me. We’ve had to play by the rules all our lives while they’ve had a free ride.”

At the back of the room, Nenry coughed. The mayor was mistaken to think that Semerket had ever played by any rules other than his own. Still, Nenry did not rush to correct him and neither, he noticed, did his brother.

“These southern families are the worst,” Paser went on. “They’re just arrogance and privilege! Can you pass the duck? Excellent. And I’ll tell you something else—now that the empire’s almost gone, these families have had to endure shortages for the first time in generations. All the wealth’s in the north now, not here in Thebes. And they don’t like it. I suspect them, Semerket—Pawero most of all.”

“Of what?” Semerket accepted a third bowl of wine from Paser.

“Of everything… of nothing. It’s just an instinct I have, that’s all. Nothing more but nothing less, either. And I’m absolutely convinced that Pawero is hiding something sinister. Now”—here Paser’s gleaming face became sly and importuning, as he sucked the marrow from the rib bone—“if you were to find anything, anything at all that might justify my suspicions, I could be in a position to… well, we don’t have to say it, do we?” He let the promise dangle in the air, unspoken.

Semerket’s face remained a mask. “I understand,” he said, ensuring that his words slurred a little.

Paser, absently wiping his fingers on the ebony chair’s cushion, untied a leather bag from his belt and tossed it to Semerket. The bag was full of silver. “I knew you were a perceptive man,” said Paser.

With that the Eastern Mayor rose, bringing the interview to a close with a loud belch. “Count on me, Semerket,” he said. “I am your friend in all things.”

“I will remember, Lord Mayor.”

Semerket did not accompany his brother and sister-in-law to the gate to bid farewell to Paser. Instead Nenry found him a few minutes later at the privy, vomiting out the wine he had imbibed.

 

THE NEXT DAY Nenry made arrangements to present his brother to the vizier. But shortly before dawn a sandstorm began to blow across the desert and into Thebes. Sand drove itself into the wrinkles of old people and dried on the cheeks of crying children. It swirled in eddies and surged into the huts of the poor, into temples and palaces, and ran in streaming rivulets from unsealed cracks in mud-brick walls.

Shrouded in fine-mesh tunics kept for such days, Semerket and Nenry linked arms and made their way through the deserted avenues to the Temple of Ma’at. They did not speak, the better to keep the grit from their mouths. Though it was mid-morning, it was almost as dark as night in the southern capital. When they reached the temple, they were admitted at once into the vizier’s presence.

“I’ve asked around about you,” Vizier Toh said to Semerket, gazing at him from his small, raised throne. “You are well remembered here.”

Semerket inclined his head.

“But not with fondness.”

Semerket, arms crossed at his chest, merely continued to stare at the vizier from his own low backless chair, placed below the old man’s dais.

It was Nenry who spoke instead. “Great Lord,” he said, his face wreathed in tics, “I informed you that my brother was a plainspoken man, not given to flattery or sweet words.”

“Plainspoken?” the vizier interrupted. “They told me he was rude. Insubordinate to his superiors. Bad-mannered and bad-tempered. Some even call him vulgar.”

Nenry tried another tack. “My brother has one virtue, however, Great Lord—he speaks the truth.”

Toh leaned back in his throne, sighing. “That, too, I have heard.” He groaned—all his joints ached when a sandstorm raged. He peered irritably from beneath his wig in the general direction of Semerket. “I have heard your brother tells the truth like a woodcutter wields an axe.”

Toh called for beer sweetened with honey. His scribe, sitting on the floor next to him, put down his pens and poured from a jar beside him.

“So,” the vizier said, “let me have a sample of this truth-telling of yours. Tell me something that none dare say to my face.”

Nenry was instantly alarmed. “Great Lord!” he began, sputtering. He feared the outcome of such a request.

In the dim light, Toh held up his hand to quiet him. “Go on.” He continued to level his piercing gaze on Semerket. “Amaze me.”

Semerket seemed to be considering what words he would use. “The Great Lord’s bones are a misery to him today.”

“Aye,” Toh agreed with a suspicious sigh, “my bones are indeed an agony to me. I am old, old.”

Semerket’s voice was clear. “Why do you not retire, then, and leave the rule of Egypt to a younger, more vigorous man?”

The expression on the vizier’s face at that moment caused Nenry to fling himself from his chair to the floor, trembling.

“What?” Toh rumbled in a low, dangerous growl.

Semerket continued, “You’ve made the mistake of believing what every long-lived despot does—that what is good for you is good for the country.”

Toh’s lips quivered. “Insolence. I should have you beaten!”

Semerket shrugged. “How can you know the truth about a priest-ess’s murder, then, when you want only to silence it with beatings?”

“By the gods—!” Toh began to rage, then stopped. The mention of the priestess had quieted him. He sat back on his throne, breathing hard, and his fingers drummed the filigree of its inlay. “They spoke correctly about you. Your manners should have gotten you killed long ago.”

Quietly, Semerket said, “I will never lie to you, Great Lord, no matter how unpleasant the truth. Nor will I again make sport in truth’s name.”

So the man had been joking, Toh thought. This realization soothed his wounded pride—somewhat. “How long will it take you to solve this crime, then?” he asked.

“There is no guarantee that I can solve it, Great Lord. I don’t know how long it will take. Weeks, months perhaps.”

“I suppose you will soak me in expenses.”

“My keep; the usual bribes…”

“You will take this badge proclaiming you to be my envoy.” Toh gave him a necklace of jasper beads from which hung the vizier’s insignia. “You may draw from my treasury all that you need. Travel will be unrestricted. All access will be granted. Spare nothing and no one in finding the truth. I expect reports, but only when you’ve something to tell me.” The vizier snapped his fingers and his scribe handed him a leather sack. He threw it to Semerket. “This should get you started.”

Inside were rings of gold and silver, and bits of snipped copper. Semerket felt the bag’s weight. “It’s enough.”

“If you need anything else while I am in the north, you will see Kenamun here. He is my eyes in the south.” At this he indicated the scribe who sat cross-legged on the floor next to the throne. The man rose politely and bowed to both Semerket and Nenry. He had an intelligent, kindly face.

A sudden scent of musky perfume made them cease their conversation, and Toh sniffed irritably in its direction. At the doorway to his chambers stood five ladies, each covered from head to toe in gauzy vestments, protection against the storm. The lady at their center was the only one of them to pull away her net covering.

The woman who emerged into the dim light was older in years, but her dark-skinned beauty was very pronounced. She was dressed simply, almost to the point of severity. Only the asp in her wig caused Semerket to instantly stretch his hands out at knee level; none but members of the royal family were allowed the insignia of the sacred cobra. Nenry also dropped face down on the floor.

The vizier had a sour look on his face. He moved stiffly to genuflect. “My lady,” he said.

“Forgive me for disturbing you, Vizier Toh.”

Her voice, thought Semerket, was one of the most beautiful sounds he had ever heard, light but resonant with warmth and maternal concern.

“Queen Tiya’s presence is like the sun after a storm,” said the vizier stiffly.

Strange that the vizier’s words of homage sounded so cold on his tongue. Semerket glanced surreptitiously at the renowned but rarely viewed queen.

“Please sit down, old gentleman,” she said, crossing to Toh and assisting him back to his small throne. “I will be only a moment. It’s Semerket I’ve come to see.”

Nenry hiccoughed in shock. How had Semerket come to the notice of so high a personage as Queen Tiya? From his vantage point he could see only her gilded sandals as she moved to his brother and touched his shoulder.

“Please,” she said in that magical voice, “I dislike ceremony. Come sit beside me, that we may talk together as people do.”

Semerket moved to do as the queen said. He hesitated before sitting, and she smiled and patted the seat of the bench beside her. He sat, though only on the edge, his back rigid.

The queen held out a hand and one of the shrouded figures came forward to place a metal object in her palm. The queen turned to Semerket, seized his own hand, and placed the object into it, closing his fingers around it.

“I came here today to give you this. It will protect you, and also assist you in this terrible… this awful crime that has claimed the life of that lovely old lady.”
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