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      I hold it true, whate'er befall;

      I feel it, when I sorrow most;

      Tis better to have loved and lost

      Than never to have loved at all.

      Alfred, Lord Tennyson, In Memoriam A. H. H.
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        * * *

      

      Then spoke his majesty R’a:

      Seteh shall not stay in Kemet,

      as he has been ordered not to do so.

      You rule the desert, O evil one! But he shall not be in Kemet.

      Behold, Kemet belongs to Heru eternally,

      Kemet is in his hand forever

      according to the order which I once issued.

      The Rite of Overthrowing Seteh and His Confederates

      The Ritual Books of Pawerem
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      To fall in love is to create a religion that has a fallible god.

      Jorge Luis Borges

      Other Inquisitions 1937–1952 (1964) ‘The Meeting in a Dream’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            MACINTYRE INVESTIGATES A CRIME SCENE

          

        

      

    

    
      Paperwork. Hutyt-er-Semetyu Cheryl MacIntyre hated it. She’d been hating it for two solid days. So she rejoiced when her boss tapped her for a murder. Even late in the day, a new body always got the blood moving.

      The blood, in this case, was all over the kitchen floor and walls in large spatters. MacIntyre concentrated on the body first. The crime scene photographers had finished and the forensics people had started their search for micro-clues. She examined the scene from outside the criminalists’ perimeter.

      Middle-aged, distinguished-looking man. Well-to-do, if this was his enormous mansion on the Tjesut, the prominent Menmenet ridge that favored palaces, mansions, and northern views of the bay and its islands.

      No sign of bruising, rigor just setting in, a nearly severed head from a knife cut across the throat, no other wounds she could see. The cut looked deep enough to have partially or fully severed the spine. The man died fast. There were big swatches of blood from the arterial spray, the direction showing he’d twisted as he collapsed. The spatters moved along the wall right up to the kitchen counter. The w’abu from the Temple of Sekhmet-Hut-her would tell them more, and time of death, which wasn’t that long ago—rigor not advanced, blood tacky, body still warm. Body sprawled every which way on the floor. No clues there. The killer got him standing up from the height of the spatter.

      “Look at this, MacIntyre.” Her boss, Idnu-er-Semetyu Djehutymes, held an evidence bag with a knife in it, a large one. Kind of unusual: wooden handle, oldish, well-used, dull gray rather than shiny metal, 25cm of blade, looked damn sharp.

      “Where did you find it, Mes?”

      He pointed at a spot on the floor marked with tape. Did the murderer toss the knife to the floor after the act? She looked again: lots of blood on the knife and handle.

      “Blood?”

      “It lay in the pool. There’s blood on only one side of the knife. He tossed it next to the body after the killing.”

      “Murder of passion? Just one cut, solid and deep, through the neck, then threw the knife down? Passion usually means a couple dozen stabs to the body,” she said. “Vengeful hate, anger, that’s a cut throat. Intent, full intent, but maybe not premeditated.”

      Her boss eyed her with disfavor, knowing where she was going. “Keep an open mind, MacIntyre. No conclusions. There’s one witness to interview.”

      The Wife. It was always the Wife. She hated interviewing the Wife.

      Her boss read her mind. “It’s the wife. I’ll take this one.” Praise be to all the gods of Kemet, she wouldn’t have to put herself through another wife interview. He continued, looking at his notebook, “Name of Neferaset. She found the body. Her husband, name of Nekhen. That’s what I know so far.”

      The pair walked into the great room of the mansion. MacIntyre took in the vast picture window looking out onto the bay, a wide vista. She could see the brown mountains across the bay to the west. She could see all the islands in the middle of the bay. The view stretched all the way to Dju-Keta, the hill in the northeast corner of Menmenet. Her attention moved to the Wife, sitting in a chair, dejected. She was one of the most exquisite women MacIntyre had ever seen. MacIntyre’s stunning-woman antennae went up, but this was work, so she crushed her feelings and tried for objectivity. This woman was special, though: she looked like that ancient queen, Nefertiti, that became a pera’a. What a scene that must have been, the male nobles bowing to a woman.

      “Lady Nekhen, may we speak with you for a few minutes? I’m Idnu Djehutymes.” Djehutymes, formal in address, the model of caring officialdom doing its job, showed her his credentials. Was he ever pulled toward the women he interviewed? If so, he disguised it well. Learn from your superior, Cheryl. Mes has been a medja for more years than you’ve been alive, or so she liked to think.

      “Neferaset, please, Idnu. I appreciate your help. I can’t…” The woman passed a hand across that delicate brow, and Cheryl MacIntyre knew she was looking at a murderer. Unless she was an actress.

      “This is the investigating officer, Hutyt Cheryl MacIntyre.”

      The woman nodded to MacIntyre, saying nothing. There was nothing to say. Her bottomless black eyes, her flawless hair, her classic square chin….

      Definitely a murderer.

      “Can you tell us about your husband, Neferaset? Name, occupation?”

      This question surprised Neferaset. “Nekhen’s a chef, the chef de cuisine of the Per’ankh restaurant in Menmenet, a French restaurant. That’s where I met him, I was hostess there for a year before we married. He’s quite famous, Idnu…?”

      “Djehutymes, ma’am. The knife we found—do you recognize it?”

      “Yes, that’s his chef’s knife, he takes it everywhere. It’s from his knife kit—it’s on the kitchen counter, lying open.” MacIntyre had seen the cloth bundle unrolled. Now she knew what it was. Neferaset had her eyes closed. “I couldn’t touch it, pick it up, I just couldn’t.”

      “That’s fine, ma’am, you shouldn’t touch anything at all. When did you find your husband, Neferaset?” Djehutymes settled back on the sofa.

      “I…came home an hour ago. From lunch. A late lunch.” She gulped and shook her head. “It was…awful. Blood everywhere. I called 111.”

      “Yes, and they came a few minutes later. Did you see anyone about the house before you entered?”

      “No, no one on the street. I would have noticed. We don’t have many people on foot up here, you know?” She gazed at the bay. “No one. I don’t know why he was here. He was off to the restaurant early, as usual. He never comes back until late.” MacIntyre made a note to check phone records on both their phones.

      Djehutymes continued in his sympathetic voice, “Do you have any idea who might have wanted your husband dead?”

      “No, I can’t imagine who did this. Everyone loves Nekhen.” Lying, see her eyes, they’re practically spinning with the effort to avoid us. “It must have been a burglar.”

      MacIntyre stopped listening, she’d read the report later. The lady wasn’t…she was cooperating, but she wasn’t engaged, and she wasn’t telling the truth. Lovely low-pitched, well-modulated voice; you could sense the vibrations warming you up. At least she did; Mes never felt stuff like that. MacIntyre considered whether grief might take up too much of the Wife’s bandwidth. The eyes too alert for a grieving widow, no tears either.

      MacIntyre looked around. Modern furniture, decor as you’d expect on the Tjesut, books here and there, art objects arranged with exquisite care, thick carpets from the old country. Normal wealthy household, nothing special. MacIntyre got caught up in the view again. She had this thing for vistas.

      “Hutyt?”

      Her brain snapped to attention: Djehutymes. What had he said? “Questions, Hutyt MacIntyre?”

      “Are you an actress, Neferaset?” Why not ask?

      The exquisite woman smiled. “No. I’m an artist, and I do a little modeling to keep busy. Why do you ask?”

      Was she stupid or just naïve? No; she was smart enough to parry. “We’ll be asking quite a few questions to understand what happened, ma’am.”

      “I don’t think…I’m not up to questions right now. Please?” Her lovely voice shook. No, not stupid and not that naïve, either. A damn good murderer and actress. She admired the classic features again. She liked views, and this woman was easy to look at.

      “We’ll question you later, Neferaset. Tomorrow. Unless…?” Idnu Djehutymes looked at MacIntyre with raised eyebrows.

      “No, nothing for me, Idnu. For now.”

      Nefer-whatsit was guilty. A deep family thing. Couldn’t have kids (no toys around, no kid’s books). Blamed him, hated him, he hit her (check, no bruises, OK, not hit). He shouted, they shouted at each other, she took the knife and zap, then cleaned herself up and called 111. Late lunch, hmm. Have to ask the criminalists about arm strength. Could they make the Wife cut a pig’s throat or something? A resounding “no” to that one. Wouldn’t prove anything, anyway. “No assumptions, MacIntyre.” Djehutymes’s favorite phrase. Gonna be a slog, this one, to prove it. Ma’at wanted proof.

      MacIntyre fingered her ostrich feather pin that showed her status as a w’abet of Ma’at. As an American, she’d grown up with a truth about facts and times and simple emotions. She changed her thinking about emotions after years in her adopted country, but not about facts. Facts were facts, and the fact was most murdered husbands died at the hands of their wives. It was even more true when hate, alcohol, or violence filled the marriage. Even with her brief career in homicide, she’d found an amazing burden of hate in marriages. At least it simplified things in her job; you didn’t have to search very far for the hate.

      Let’s get on with it, Mes.

      “Thank you, Neferaset, we appreciate your help in sorting out this heinous crime,” he said.

      “So sorry for your loss,” added MacIntyre. She didn’t mean it.
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        * * *

      

      “Fuck’s sake, Mes, sure she did it.”

      Djehutymes glanced at MacIntyre, both of his hands firm on the wheel of the big medja cruiser heading back to the Temple of Ma’at. He’d refused to let her turn on the radio to a music station, said he’d wanted to talk about the case. What was there to talk about?

      “Assumptions, MacIntyre, assumptions.” He kept his eyes on the street.

      She rolled her eyes and was silent.

      “I expect objectivity on this, MacIntyre.”

      “Sure thing, Mes.” Not a problem. She was always objective. Objectivity was easy when you knew who did it. Simple facts were always the best.

      “I’ll get right on her alibi. I’m sure that will be the first thing to break.”

      “Assumptions.”

      “Right.”

      Djehutymes asked, “Did you catch her evasion when I asked her about who might have killed him?”

      “Sure did. She knows because she did it. I know, I know—assumptions.”

      “You need to look into the lady’s movements, find out who she sees regularly. We’ll get details of her day tomorrow and you can check them. Check her alibi. But people—got to be somebody she’s got in mind. That’s why she evaded answering my question. Right?”

      “Right. Watch that bicyclist.”

      “I’m driving.”

      “Right.” She gave the annoyed cyclist an apologetic wave as they passed by. Community relations. “Why didn’t we question her right away? Got to get to it right away on a murder case.”

      “MacIntyre. Don’t things work the same way in America? Where were we?”

      MacIntyre considered before answering. The view stuck in her mind.

      “Well?”

      “The Tjesut?”

      “And what is the key, defining feature of the Tjesut?”

      “The Palace of the Republic?”

      “Aside from the palace.”

      “A lot of rich people’s mansions?”

      “Closer.”

      “Are you saying we need to treat that murderer with kid gloves because she’s rich?”

      He smiled and slowed for a little old lady crossing the street with a walker. MacIntyre waved at her, too.

      “No, I’m saying that we need to treat respectable citizens who are friendly with other respectable citizens as citizens, not as murderers.”

      “Even if they are murderers?”

      “Assumptions, MacIntyre.” He flipped the siren on in a brief burst to clear a delivery truck out of the way. It didn’t move. He flipped it again, longer, and the driver gave him a two-finger salute before moving on. She didn’t wave at the driver, but she didn’t give him a return salute either. Road rage can have terrible consequences.

      “MacIntyre, you’re a good semetyt. The best one we have. That’s why you’re here, with me, investigating this case. You see things the other semetyu don’t. But after that screwup with the w’abu at the Temple of Peteh—”

      “Not my fault.”

      He cleared his throat of whatever expletive he was about to utter and repeated, “After that screwup, you’re lucky to have a job. I’m giving you a second chance here, MacIntyre. If you don’t want it, just say so and I’ll sign the papers.”

      MacIntyre wasn’t stupid, and she liked her boss, and she loved her job, so she said, “I’ll do my best, Mes, I will. No screwups on this one. She’s not guilty until proven innocent. That’s the American way.” She grinned at him, but he didn’t get it. Oh well.

      “This isn’t America, MacIntyre. I’ll take her through it tomorrow. Besides, we have plenty of questions to ask that don’t involve Lady Nekhen.”

      And I’m the woman to do it, she inferred. Well, she was.

      “Where should I start?” Put the burden on his judgment.

      “When’s the last time you ate out at a fancy restaurant?”

      She grinned. Now we’re talking: a free dinner at the most expensive French restaurant in Menmenet. She could eat in the kitchen while the cooks lined up to serve up answers along with the foie gras.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            SHESMU GETS A MIDNIGHT CALL

          

        

      

    

    
      I’d done two cooking demos in Niut Shepesu earlier in the day, then spent time in the bar with the other chefs who had performed—there’s no other word for it—at the event. Superb wine, good camaraderie, hilarious stories. Back in my room, I wasn’t drunk, just relaxed and feeling no pain, drifting off in a very comfortable hotel bed.

      My phone buzzed on the nightstand. Grunting, I rubbed my face and reached. Aset. At this time of night? She must miss me.

      “Hi there, gorgeous.”

      “Shes….”

      I sat up. Something in her voice…wasn’t right.

      “What’s wrong, princess?”

      “Shes…Nekhen is….”

      My stomach dropped. Had Nekhen found out? Was he there, listening, forcing her to—

      “He’s dead, Shes. Murdered.”

      “What?”

      “He’s dead, Shes. Somebody cut his throat.”

      I was in no shape to handle this. I sat up in bed, mouth open, speechless, the phone at my ear, my heart frozen.

      “I found him late this afternoon. The medjau have left now.”

      I clutched the phone tighter. “You found him? Are you OK?”

      “I…no, I’m not OK. OK. What does OK mean? Why would I be OK?”

      I could hear the grieving anger coming through the ether. I should be there, holding her, loving her.

      “Aset, I’m in Niut Shepesu, I want to hold you and be with you but I can’t.”

      “I know, Shes, you told me you were going a few days ago, the last time we…saw each other.”

      Made love, she meant. My emotions spilled over. “Aset…”

      “Shes, I called, I don’t—the medjau…. I called to tell you, we shouldn’t see each other, OK?”

      “But, Aset, I love you, I want to comfort you, help you through this. We love each other.”

      “Shes, it’s, I can’t, it’s too painful. I think—” She breathed, I waited for it. “I think we need to stop seeing each other, it’s not only the medjau, what they think, I can’t…I don’t want to see you anymore. I don’t love you anymore. I can’t. It’s not right.”

      “I’ll come back to Menmenet tomorrow, Aset, and we’ll talk.”

      “No, Shes. No! It’s hard enough.” She disconnected. I redialed her number, but it went to voicemail. I left a message asking her to please call me when she recovered and that I’d call her tomorrow when I got back to Menmenet.

      I lay awake for an hour, aching for Aset, and for Nekhen. Dead? I’d apprenticed with him at the Per’ankh. He’d given me everything—his friendship, my career, and money for my restaurant. I owed him a lot. My return to him was making love to his wife behind his back. Now he was dead. I had to find a way. Aset.

      I got up and made a reservation for the short-hop flight to Menmenet leaving early the next morning. I had to get up there.

      Aset didn’t love me anymore?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            MACINTYRE EATS FRENCH

          

        

      

    

    
      MacIntyre, never having eaten foie gras, looked at her plate in dismay. Liver. It was glistening, soft, a disgusting brown-red color, quivering like brown jello under the grill marks. They expected her to consume raw liver. Almost-raw liver. And people paid a tonne of money for this stuff?

      She looked up at Qenna, now chef de cuisine of the Per’ankh. “Can I have this well done or something?”

      “Certainly, Hutyt. We can also mash your peas if you like.” Qenna smiled with his mouth.

      She took his meaning and wasn’t sure whether to shrivel up in shame or arrest him for trying to poison her. She carefully wielded her knife and fork to extract a small—a tiny—piece of the goose liver. She inserted it into her mouth, shutting her eyes and hoping that not seeing what she was doing would make it OK with the rest of her body.

      If this were a romance novel, her taste buds would awake to the many sensory possibilities of the world at tasting this small bit of heaven. As it was, it was definitely good liver. Superb liver. Even raw. Almost raw.

      “Can we get on with it, hutyt?” Qenna was a smallish man, immaculate in his chef’s uniform, thin-faced with short, grizzled beard and hair. His lips were thin and very disapproving.

      She rolled her tongue around her mouth and swallowed, marveling at the buttery smoothness passing through. “Sure, Qenna, sure.” She took a larger piece. “Wow, I could get used to—”

      “Hutyt…I have customers, I have cooks, I have waiters, they are puppets on strings waiting for me to make them dance. You are holding up the strings.”

      “Sorry, sorry. Qenna, we’re grateful. I won’t take up too much of your time. When did you see Nekhen last?” Another forkful of foie gras. Pay attention, MacIntyre.

      “Chef was here this morning, seeing to deliveries and working on the menu for this evening.”

      “Menu? Don’t you just cook the same stuff every night?”

      Qenna closed his eyes. “No. No, we do not cook the same stuff every night, Hutyt. Chef decides what creations we will cook, based on what we find at the markets, what we have on hand, what inspires him.”

      MacIntyre was rarely out of her depth. but the level of creativity around necessary provender here plunged her into the deep end. She understood creativity. MacIntyre prided herself at her innovative thinking when finding murderers. But this? She reset her expectations for understanding the milieu of the victim and concentrated on physical movements.

      “When did he leave?”

      “Just after lunch.”

      “So around 1:30?”

      “We serve lunch until 2, Hutyt. Sorry, I meant he left after the restaurant finished serving lunch, not after his lunch. We do not eat on your, erm, your civilian schedule.”

      “Right, got it. Why did he leave?”

      For the first time, Qenna sounded out of his depth. “I do not know.”

      She gave him an eagle eye. “Why don’t you know?”

      “It is simply a fact, I do not know why chef left. He almost never leaves until after dinner service is complete.” Qenna closed his eyes. “Did not leave.”

      “Don’t worry, everyone has trouble in the first few days. Just tell me.”

      “Tell you what, Hutyt?”

      “Tell me why Nekhen left.” She gave him two eagle eyes. He was—well, maybe not lying, just not telling the complete truth.

      Qenna’s shoulders moved in a shrug. “Very well. The word in the kitchen is that he went home to check on his wife.”

      “His wife?”

      “Neferaset.”

      “I know who is wife is, what do you mean by ‘check on his wife?’”

      Qenna rolled his neck and looked away, then back at her. “Must I fill in the blanks for you, Hutyt?”

      “You mean he thought his wife was doing something he wouldn’t want her to be doing.”

      “Yes.”

      “Such as?”

      Neck roll, eyes to the ceiling, and he even started wiping his hands on the towel folded neatly across the apron string tying up his white-white apron. He said nothing.

      “Qenna. I will get it, if not from you, then from your cooks, or even better, the busboys and dishwashers. They know everything.” She had no idea whether that was true, but the logic of a business like this dictated its truth.

      “She.”

      “Yes?”

      “She’s having an affair.”

      “Which you know about.”

      “Yes.”

      “With whom? You?”

      He gave her a look of horror. “Ka of Sekhmet, no! I’m…my husband works in finance, in a bank.”

      “I see.” And she did. “But you’ve heard something from someone…”

      “It is hard to keep any secret in a kitchen like this, connected to the powerful of Menmenet. Everyone here knows anything of importance within minutes. Anything.”

      MacIntyre noted this remarkable fact for future use. A fast, accurate grapevine could prove useful to a working semetyt.

      “Who’s the lucky man, Qenna?”

      “I don’t want to get him into trouble, he’s a good man. A friend.”

      “The only trouble he’ll be in is the trouble he brings with him, Qenna.”

      “He’s a chef. A man named Shesmu. He used to be sous chef here, left to set up his own restaurant. Chef was his angel.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Sorry, our jargon. Nekhen helped finance Shesmu’s first restaurant, the Neferti. It’s down by the bay, near Dju-Keta. Shesmu was Nekhen’s apprentice, then became his sous chef. When he left to start up the Neferti, I became sous chef here; now I am temporary chef de cuisine.”

      “I see. Neferaset said she worked here?”

      “Yes, as hostess, several years ago.”

      “And she met this Shesmu here?”

      “Yes.”

      “And I suppose now she’s the owner?”

      “Yes. She made me chef de cuisine. This afternoon.”

      “How long has this affair been going on?”

      “People tell me a few months. I’d heard about the affair, I was watching for signs. I thought this would kill him.” Qenna grimaced. “I mean, hurt him, not kill him literally.”

      “Looks like it might have done both.”

      During this entire conversation, French delicacies were coming and going in front of MacIntyre. Concentrating on the questions and answers as she forked the remarkable fare into her mouth was hard. OK, Shesmu. Top of the list of possibles. Next to the Wife; she had more to lose. And gain. The Per’ankh. The Neferti. She’d passed by it along the waterfront street that led up to Dju-Keta, handsome place, large, terrific views of the bay. Another superb dinner in store. Shesmu. Have to run his priors.

      She thought about what Qenna had said, then asked, “So, Qenna, are you going to be chef, erm, chef de cuisine from now on?” She garbled the French term, but Qenna understood what she meant.

      “Yes,” he hissed. “But I did not kill him to become chef. Nekhen is one of the greatest chefs that ever lived. A living god. I will pray to him once Inpu entombs his mummy and justifies his ka in the Duat. Chefs do not kill to rise in their profession, they cook. They cook well. His ka will guide me forever, ‘ankhu djet.” So, Qenna was religious, as only a Remetj can be religious. “And I was right here, supervising the kitchen, all afternoon and evening.”

      MacIntyre wiped her lips with her napkin. “I can attest to the good-cooking part, Qenna. OK, thank you for your help and for your food. Never had anything like it.”

      “I can only imagine. Please, Hutyt, if you have any more questions, I will be happy to have someone else answer them.”

      “And here I thought we were getting along so well.”

      Shrug, neck roll. “Where do I send the bill?”

      Damn. Wasn’t Mes going to be happy. She wasn’t about to insist on a free meal and start a huge argument on medjau corruption with this punctilious and peeved chef.

      “Idnu Djehutymes, Temple of Ma’at. I’ll talk to your cooks soon, but I won’t take up any more of your time tonight.”

      “À vote service, Hutyt. Just not at dinner time. Please.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 4

          

          
            SHESMU RETURNS HOME

          

        

      

    

    
      The rideshare dropped me at the front door of the Neferti at the time I would ordinarily arrive there, right after sunrise. I walked down the little driveway to the back loading dock entrance. Two cooks were unloading produce and supplies in the back.

      “Chef!”

      “Hi, back early. Good to see the hard work!”

      They grinned and kept the boxes moving.

      Duaneferet, my sous chef, hadn’t shown up for work yet for some unknown reason. I called her and left a voicemail, then I worked through the morning prepping for lunch and dinner. My banter level must have been low, I was getting concerned looks from the line cooks by the time Henutsenu showed up mid-morning. I called Aset fifteen times during that period and got nothing but voicemail, but I didn’t leave a message. I’d have to go to her house, but I was sure neither of us was ready for that yet.

      Henutsenu was the hostess at the Neferti. A gorgeous, dusky-skinned Remetjet, she was perfect for the role, and—no question—my best hire so far in my limited career as a restaurant owner. Today she dressed in a gold-thread sheath dress shimmering with white and red notes. She had braided her black hair with gold beads. Her full lips smiled when she saw me working away in the kitchen.

      I set down my knife and went out to the front, wiping my hands on my towel. I noticed Duaneferet—Dua—coming in the back door as I walked out to talk with Henutsenu.

      “Henutsenu,” I greeted her.

      “Chef, I wasn’t expecting you back so soon!”

      “Yeah. Things happened.”

      Her face got serious. “Nekhen.”

      “Yeah.”

      She hesitated, then grabbed my arm and pulled me into the bar. Nobody was there yet.

      “Did she call you?”

      “Who?”

      She raised her eyes skyward. “Who do you think?”

      “Why would she call me?”

      “Because you’re fucking her. And because she’s fucked up in so many ways I can’t count them.”

      “Henut—”

      “Shes, please. Everybody knows you’re sleeping with her.”

      Great. Everybody. Nekhen?

      Could I ask? No.

      “Did she call you?” repeated my hostess. My friend.

      “Yes, she called me! OK?” My voice echoed in the empty bar. It sounded angry, and I modulated. “Yes, she did. She did.”

      “And you came right back.”

      “I did.”

      “Like a puppet—”

      “Don’t go there, Henutsenu.”

      She compressed her lips and looked me in the eye. “Shes, you’re being exceptionally stupid right now. We care about you, I care—”

      The front door of the restaurant opened. We both looked over.

      “We’re closed, ma’am,” said Henutsenu. “Lunch is—”

      “Medjau, Hutyt-er-Semetyu MacIntyre.” She held up credentials. “I have a few questions.”

      Fine. Just fine. Just…fine.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 5

          

          
            MACINTYRE EATS REMETJY

          

        

      

    

    
      The pair of them stood in the bar. The woman was gorgeous, more so than the gorgeous Wife. MacIntyre ran her eyes up and down, her body tightening with lust. Oh my god. What a….

      She collected her thoughts. “I’m here about the murder of a chef, Nekhen. He is part owner of this restaurant?”

      The gorgeous Remetjet said, “Yes. What do you need, Hutyt?”

      The man stepped forward to check her credentials. She saw his name stitched in black glyphs on his uniform. Ah. Shesmu.

      He had on a chef’s uniform like Qenna’s except for a dark red spot on the towel hanging from his waist. Tomato? Not likely to be blood, though you never knew. Handsome enough. Brilliant eyes. Lovely mouth. Nearly a perfect couple, if it weren’t for their sour expressions on seeing her credentials.

      She bowed and said, “Lord Shesmu, very pleased. Alive, sound, and healthy.” Lay it on, why not? Get him in a pleasant mood, then drill down and expose the filth underneath. Being handsome was not a disqualifier for being a vicious murderer.

      His eyes turned furious. “Cut the crap, Hutyt. We both know why you’re here.” The woman grabbed his arm and shook it.

      “And you are?” she asked the woman.

      “Henutsenu. Hostess here.” The Remetjet’s eyes moved over MacIntyre, taking measurements and making judgments in a way MacIntyre hadn’t seen since she stopped going to lesbian bars. After R’aia. Let’s not go there, Cheryl.

      “OK. Lord Shesmu—”

      “Just Shes.” He softened as he took in her attributes. Typical male response, typical Remetj response to blonde hair and blue eyes. Was her superpower her American looks or the fact that they concealed her true nature, that of a smart semetyt who hated murder?

      “Shes. Can we talk for a few minutes? I have questions.”

      “I’ll bet. Sure. Henutsenu, we’ll use the chef’s table.” He looked at her. “Lunch?”

      “Only if it’s free. No bribe, I just blew my expense budget at the Per’ankh.”

      He smiled. “Qenna. Only Qenna would bill the medjau.”

      She smiled. “Yep.”

      “Yeah, I’ll comp you. No obligation, Hutyt.” Sure. The American expression about no free lunches darted into her mind. Draw the lines.

      “Thanks. Let’s eat first, so if I have to arrest you, I can do it on a full stomach.”

      His wonderful lips quirked. “As bad as that?”

      “You tell me.”

      Henutsenu squeezed the chef’s arm and said, “You two have a lot to discuss.” She gave Shesmu a direct look, which he acknowledged with a nod. A lot of nonverbal communication going on between those two.

      Henutsenu was even more enticing from the back than the front as she led them through the empty restaurant. Unbelievable. Where do they hide? All the bars, all the “social” events. Nobody like this. Except R’aia. What the hell, Shesmu wasn’t that bad himself. She was enjoying this investigation. It sure was better than her last case: figuring out which gay, bald w’ab priest of Peteh had it in for the other one.

      Before going into the kitchen, she turned to Henutsenu and took her arm as she was turning away. She kept her touch light on the smooth, dusky skin.

      “I’d like to speak with you later, if that’s all right.”

      “Of course, Hutyt. I’m here until midnight.”

      “And after that?”

      Henutsenu smiled. “Home. Alone.”

      MacIntyre smiled back. “Call me Cheryl?”

      “Why not? Later, then?”

      “Later.”

      She put aside her lust and turned to the target of her investigation, standing at the little table in the kitchen.

      “Now then, Shes….”
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        * * *

      

      “What is this stuff?” queried MacIntyre, looking at the plate.

      “Crab tomalley.”

      “I’m none the wiser. Is it like foie gras?”

      He grinned. “You had quite a dinner at the Per’ankh.”

      “Yeah. Way beyond my usual.”

      “Crab is the local delicacy. Tomalley is the liver of the crab. So, yes: seafood foie gras.”

      She took a big forkful and put it in her mouth. Not foie gras. No. Not. Could she spit? No. Swallow, Cheryl, swallow.

      “Don’t swallow. Let it percolate over your tongue and settle, the flavors will grow.”

      They did. Disgusting flavors. She was not a crab tomalley kind of girl.

      Shesmu, sensitive to body language, asked the server to remove the tomalley salad and bring the lamb confit.

      “Spiced lamb confit, the classic dish from Tjenu.”

      “Where is that?”

      “Next country over from Kemet. They like deep, mysterious spicing.”

      Very nice. Went down warm and inviting. She savored the aftertaste, then returned her focus to the chef.

      “Shesmu.”

      “Call me Shes.”

      They sat at what Shesmu called the “chef’s table,” a table in the kitchen reserved for the special guests of the chef interested in watching a master at work. It was Remetjy style, sitting cross-legged on cushions. He was working, sure, but only at not answering her questions. He wanted the food to distract her.

      “I’ll call you Shes if you’ll answer all my questions without reservation.”

      He looked at his plate, then back at her. “All right, deal.”

      “Call me Cheryl. Why are you sleeping with Neferaset?”

      He gritted his teeth and was silent, then said, “Because I enjoy sleeping with her.”

      “And?”

      “Because she enjoys sleeping with me?”

      “Romantic. And?”

      “There is no and.”

      “What about Nekhen?”

      “What about him?”

      “Did you kill him?”

      “No.”

      “Is he your private god?”

      Shesmu smiled. “You’ve been talking to Qenna.”

      “Is he?”

      “No. A friend.”

      “Do friends sleep with friend’s wives?”

      “No.”

      “Then why?”

      A lengthy pause. “Because I loved her, love her, more than him.”

      “Because you couldn’t keep your dick in your shendyt.” MacIntyre had heard the “L” word too many times in similar circumstances to be under any illusions.

      “You’ve got a way with words, Hutyt.”

      “Cheryl, please, if we’re going to be friends. Shes.” She said this as warmly as she could, just to mislead him. It didn’t. “You don’t want to talk about her, do you?”

      “No.”

      “You’ll have to.”

      “No, I will not. We broke up. She broke up.” Shesmu’s eyes told her she’d hit a nerve.

      The Wife broke up. “When?” she asked.

      “Last night.”

      The server brought the next course, mysterious poultry with a deep brown sauce.

      “Duck Mennefer,” he said. “You’ll love it.”

      She did, and she lost track of her incisive and deep questioning of the man. Jeez. She didn’t get out enough, and her salary wasn’t enough to enjoy the authentic food of Menmenet. Get to the point, MacIntyre.

      “Did you kill him? You’re sleeping with his wife, you owed him money, he could destroy you in a minute. You have every motive in the world. She broke up with you last night. Before or after you slept with her? Did he catch you at it?” She took a mouthful of duck. She felt the familiar thrill in her gut of confronting a murderer. That moment, the one where their eyes filled with knowing that they were at the end of the line. Where she told truth and they had to listen. She looked into Shesmu’s eyes and saw nothing but humor. And the duck was calming the thrill in her stomach as well.

      “I wasn’t here.”

      “Where were you?”

      “Niut Shepesu.”

      The old capital. How many miles? 120, give or take a few. “Anybody see you there?”

      “50 people in my cooking demonstration.”

      “Names?”

      “Here’s my publicist, she’s got the names.” He wrote the name and phone number on his linen napkin and passed it to her.

      “And you’re here now?”

      “Early morning plane.” He wrote the flight number on the napkin. A challenging man overall. But alibis need checking. Professionalism obliged her to investigate this man even though she knew the Wife had murdered her husband. Shesmu could be an accessory, you never knew. Niut Shepesu….

      The server took her plate and put a tomato, onion, and avocado salad in front of her. A forkful explained to her the contrast between expectation and reality as the subtle spicing kicked in and her mouth acquired a layer of fire and ice.

      “Your food—more challenging than the Per’ankh.”

      He smiled with pleasure. “Yes, well, more Remetjy than the Per’ankh. You’re American?”

      “Yes, 10 years here.”

      “But not into food.”

      She grinned. “Sorry.”

      Shesmu had such nice lips. He gazed into her eyes. But he didn’t mean it. What interesting eyes. Fierce one moment, smiling the next, then searching deep. She’d need her mirror sunglasses if she spent much time questioning him. She smiled. Lots more nice food in this homicide investigation. No more canned ravioli for a while, then. This man was the key to the case; break him wide open and Neferaset would be in jail for the rest of her life, and maybe he would be too. Snap decision time.

      She said, “I’ll have to arrest you for obstruction of a medjat in the course of her duties.”

      “Why?”

      “No dessert.” She pushed her empty plate away with finality.
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        * * *

      

      Shesmu refused to allow staff questioning during lunch, and for now MacIntyre went along with that. She hung around until lunch service was over to talk with Shesmu’s sous chef, Duaneferet.

      “I wouldn’t have a restaurant to run if I let a crazy medjat take my sous chef out of the kitchen right at the service peak.” He led her out to the bar. “Have a drink. On the house,” he said to the bartender. “I’ll send Duaneferet out soon. I have to get back to work now. I won’t say it was a pleasure, Cheryl, but it was interesting.” He bowed and vanished to his kitchen.

      MacIntyre caught sight of Henutsenu coming back from showing a customer to a table, and she beckoned her over. The Remetjet just smiled and shook her head, waving a hand at the line of people waiting.

      The bar was long and made of an elegant wood. Barstools lined its length. There were small American-style tables and chairs scattered around, with the big windows looking out onto the bay. MacIntyre looked over the bar selection against the wall and noted just about every brand of alcohol she’d ever heard of and many she hadn’t. Like most medjau, she’d put in her time in the dive bars of Menmenet, and the lesbian bars and the pickup bars and the hotel bars….

      “What’ll it be, Cheryl?” asked the bartender in English. She noted the quick uptake: a single mention of her name by the boss, and he was up with her.

      She cocked her head and scanned the bottles. One wouldn’t hurt. “What would he give me if he were trying to impress me? A lot?”

      The bartender smiled a crooked smile and produced a bottle of red wine from under the counter. He placed it in front of her. “A 1986 Cabernet Sauvignon from a small winery in the Caymus tribal region up north. Best vintage in many years.”

      “A First Peoples wine?”

      “Yep. The Caymus turned out to be great winemakers. This vintage has been drinking well for the last couple of years. Chef has a private deal with the winery.”

      “OK, pour me a glass. Only one, though, I wouldn’t want ‘chef’ taking advantage of me.”

      He smiled the professional smile of a man who would never talk trash about his boss. She spent the next hour socializing with one or two interesting but very rich people spending too much money in the bar. That was always a sign of criminal intent of the worst sort. She nursed the wine, which was nowhere near as smooth as she expected; more edgy and complex, though she was not that familiar with the ins and outs of fine wines. She was more of a cocktail person. She thought overall it suited the man she’d interrogated: complicated with hidden depths and many revelations if you knew what to look for. The wine grew on her.

      A woman in a white chef’s uniform appeared in the bar's doorway, looked around, and came over to her. “You’re the medjat?” Her tone was contemptuous, which made MacIntyre bristle, but you never bristled at a witness until you’d dragged everything out of them. She smiled.

      “Duaneferet?”

      “Yes.”

      “Hutyt-er-Semetyu Cheryl MacIntyre.” She showed her credentials. She looked around and saw a few vacant tables over in a corner. “Shall we sit over there and talk?”

      “I’m busy. In the kitchen.”

      “I won’t keep you long.”

      The woman rolled her eyes and stomped over to a table. MacIntyre followed. No antennae raised on this woman: a square face, squat body, thick legs, muscular arms with tattoos, and no neck. The woman looked like a brick with feet.

      MacIntyre asked the basic questions and wrote the woman’s name, phone, and position in her notebook, then contemplated her for a minute in silence. This was one of her favorite interrogation techniques. Amazing how people couldn’t tolerate a brief silence. It always made them come up with something interesting to say.

      “This is about that Nekhen thing, right? Chef wouldn’t say what you wanted. Why don’t you just leave him alone?” So she was on her boss’s side in this battle. And she knew it was all about him, didn’t she?

      “Should I?”

      The sous chef leaned across the table, fierce eyes looking right into MacIntyre’s, heavy black eyebrows and sour mouth conveying her displeasure. “Damn right you should. He’s got enough problems without stupid medjau coming in—”

      “I’ll try not to be too stupid, but I need to check on him.” MacIntyre interrupted the flow, as she was sure it wouldn’t stop on its own.

      “Because he’s seeing that whore, right?”

      “Right.”

      “Who he fucks is his business.”

      Duaneferet had a raucous voice. Great for a kitchen, doubtless; the few remaining patrons in the bar looked worried. Nothing she could do about that. Duaneferet was below their pay grade.

      “Well, Duaneferet, it’s my business if he murdered someone because of it.”

      “That’s ridiculous. Chef wouldn’t hurt a fly.”

      “Where was he yesterday at, say, 3 p.m.?”

      “Niut Shepesu. A cooking demo. Two days. I’ve been in charge of the kitchen.”

      “And you’ve met Neferaset, Nekhen’s wife?”

      “Seen her, the bitch, never talked to her. Here. With chef.”

      “I sense dislike for the lady.”

      “That thin-nosed cow has chef twisted around her so tight that the poor bastard doesn’t know the which from the other.”

      “Were you acquainted with Nekhen?”

      “Met him. Once.”

      “What was he like?”

      “A big deal, thought he was a pera’a in his own kitchen. He deserved that bitch, but she didn’t deserve him or that fancy mansion. Or chef.”

      “But you haven’t met her.”

      “Heard enough.” The sous chef’s thin lips clamped in disapproval.

      “Anything about her hating her husband enough to cut his throat?”

      “She doesn’t have the balls, or the brains.” Duaneferet placed both palms on the table to emphasize her judgment. “Twisted the pera’a around her finger, took his money, then took chef too. You could see it was breaking him.”

      “Nekhen?”

      “No, you dumb—” Duaneferet stopped before the ultimate insult. “Chef, not Nekhen. Chef thought it was a secret, it was eating him up from inside.”

      “What did Nekhen think about his wife sleeping with his friend?”

      The sous chef smiled a grim smile. “Too wrapped up in himself to see it, the idiot. Nobody wanted to tell him, they just let him be, like the fool he was. That Qenna, he couldn’t tell his god—too gay, too stupid. Are we done here, or are you just gossiping for the pure fun of it?”

      Customers in the bar averted their looks away from MacIntyre’s table. The bartender sent murderous signals in her direction with his eyes. Maybe she’d better get his alibi for yesterday too, along with another glass of this wonderful wine. She regarded the sour sous chef. The woman looked of all things worried. Something about the energy of the woman, more than just disapproving. Anxious. What did she have to be anxious about? Have to see. What a mess—a bunch of complicated, messy, screwed-up people.

      The afternoon was passing. She had better things to do than to fill her brain with contradictions from this misanthropic brick. “Yeah, we’re done. I might have more ques—” She was talking to the back of the sous chef, who stomped out of the bar without another word. MacIntyre held up her glass and gave it the brief wave, and the server hurried over and took it to the bar for a refill. Surely the lovely Henutsenu would have a few spare minutes soon.
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        * * *

      

      MacIntyre was on her third glass of wine. She wondered whether the stuff was staining her teeth red. To fill in the time, she got on her phone. Shesmu’s publicist confirmed the cooking demo in Niut Shepesu and gave her names and phone numbers. She called those and got five gushing reviews of Shesmu’s cooking demonstrations yesterday. Alibi checked.

      The bar emptied as the afternoon wore away, and she moved from her table back to the bar. The bartender was cheerful enough but wasn’t interested in talking about anything related to her case. So, they discussed the state of American horse racing, about which MacIntyre knew so little it was embarrassing.

      Henutsenu walked into the bar. MacIntyre, whose inhibitions, such as they were, had disappeared along with her second glass of wine, got up and hugged her. She got a nice, smooth, lingering hug back. The bartender turned away and started polishing things, as bartenders do when they don’t want to intrude.

      Henutsenu steered MacIntyre to a table by the front window overlooking the bay. “Let’s sit and talk, Cheryl.”

      MacIntyre bubbled, “This place reeks of romance and style.”

      “Yes, Shesmu has great taste.”

      “You don’t call him ‘chef’ like the other denizens of this place?”

      “Not to you, at least.” The Remetjet smiled. “You’ve created quite a stir among the staff. The endless questions.”

      “They’ve seen nothing yet,” said MacIntyre. “In a murder investigation, the questions are forever until we get the evidence we need to convict. If you have even the slightest connection, you’ll get raked over the coals.”

      “So, I’m here to get raked?”

      “I wouldn’t do that to you, but I might as well do my job a little. Before.”

      “Before what?” Henutsenu regarded her.

      “Before, well, before whatever develops,” said MacIntyre, suddenly shy.

      “Whatever,” repeated Henutsenu, folding her hands on the table. “Goodness, that sounds exciting.”

      MacIntyre shook her head in frustration. “You know,” she said.

      “I do, Cheryl.” She reached out with long fingers and stroked MacIntyre’s hand. MacIntyre noticed a small, black onyx cat dangled from her bracelet: Bastet. A Bastet worshipper. “Let’s see what happens. What are your questions?”

      “Um. OK.” MacIntyre took a fortifying sip of wine. She said, “The affair between…” She lingered on the pause, unwilling to disturb the air with the names.

      “Shesmu and Neferaset? Hot and heavy.” Henutsenu’s lips formed a disdainful expression, exciting MacIntyre’s lust even more.

      “You don’t approve?”

      “No, but it’s not my affair. Oh—I suppose I should say, not my business.” She smiled a gentle smile.

      MacIntyre’s medjat demon was kicking her in the butt, telling her to ask the same questions she’d asked Duaneferet, but her mouth refused to form the words. They were inappropriate, looking at this woman. But she needed to ask. She’d just ask nicely this time.

      “What is Duaneferet’s problem?”

      Henutsenu raised an eyebrow. “You had a problem with her?”

      “Ask the bartender, she could have cleared out the bar.”

      “Hmm. Well, she’s been a little down this week. And…”

      “Yes?”

      “We had a contretemps in the kitchen yesterday. Just a people problem involving Dua. She’s worried about that. Nothing relevant to your problem.”

      “Where was Shesmu yesterday?” Might as well get confirmation.

      “Niut Shepesu, doing his wonderful cooking demonstrations with recipes from the Neferti.”

      MacIntyre smiled with one corner of her mouth. “Nice marketing, huh?”

      Henutsenu nodded, smiling.

      “Have you heard anything about Nekhen being upset, or about Shesmu or Neferaset threatening anyone?”

      “I don’t talk about things I ‘hear,’ Cheryl. Only about things I’m sure of.” The low, smooth voice admonished her, and MacIntyre got mad. How could she do her job if people wouldn’t gossip?

      “Very loyal, I’m sure. Look, Henutsenu, you can trust me. I need everything about this. Whether Shesmu is a weak, pussy-whipped fool or a strong, clever murderer. Whether Neferaset has knife skills. I need to know—”

      “Your need to know is not my problem.” The Remetjet’s voice was firm and pleasant, her eyes less forgiving.

      MacIntyre, finishing her wine, abandoned caution and said, “What has this guy Shesmu got that has you all in thrall? He’s sure a smooth talker. If he did nothing, he has nothing to worry about. Jeez, if this keeps up I’ll run him in to the temple and put him through it.”

      Henutsenu put her hands in her lap and regarded MacIntyre with a stony expression. “I think you’re on the wrong track, Cheryl. At any rate, I see little thrill or profit in continuing our delightful conversation. Maybe another time?” She got up and walked out of the bar.

      So much for a night of ecstasy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 6

          

          
            SHESMU WORKS THE ROOM

          

        

      

    

    
      When I got back to the kitchen after dropping my new “friend” MacIntyre at the bar, I sensed it right away: something was off. Working in restaurants is like being part of a close family, you can sense when somebody is hiding something.

      I sniffed the air; no scorching. I cocked an ear; the chatter was subdued. I looked around, and nobody would look me in the eye. I found Duaneferet and pulled her aside.

      “Dua, what’s going on? What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing, chef. Everything’s fine.” She wasn’t looking me in the eye either.

      “Dua, don’t lie to me.”

      “We’re fine, chef. Let’s get on with lunch. I need to get that order out.”

      I shook my head in frustration, but the lunch orders were pressing, and everybody was working.

      “OK. When you get a break, go out to the bar and see this blonde American woman there, she’s a medjat, Hutyt MacIntyre. She wants to ask you questions.”

      “About what, chef?”

      “Just answer them.”

      “OK, chef. When I get a break.” She sounded down enough to make me think she would never get a break, but I’d push her out the door at some point. Maybe MacIntyre would get tired and leave. A good-looking woman, but not my type. Aset was my type. Aset. Who had just broken up with me and wouldn’t return my calls.

      I let Dua go and got to work myself to get my mind off Aset. I checked the stations to make sure the equipment was working and the taste and texture of the cooking were exceptional. All the things that create a world-class cover.

      After the third cook told me everything was fine and wouldn’t look me in the eye, I took measures; it was ridiculous. I grabbed Khay and took him back to the prep room for a talk. His little round face, pop eyes, and full lips pursed into a frown as he followed me out of the main kitchen.

      “What’s up, Khay?” Khay was the lead cook, the one with the most experience and the best judgment. I thought we’d developed a good working relationship over the last year at the Neferti.

      He blinked up at me, looked down, and looked up again.

      “Pabaky.”

      “What about him?”

      “He was here. Last night.”

      “A visit to Dua?” Pabaky was Dua’s unfortunate choice of boyfriend.

      “She…Nothing happened real bad, chef.”

      “What is this, professional courtesy? Bullshit. Tell me.”

      “She put him on the line.”

      “What!”

      “I know, I know. I tried to tell her but she wouldn’t listen.”

      “Damn it, I’ve told her to keep that little bastard the hell out of my kitchen!”

      “I know, I know, chef. I know.”

      “I go away for two days and she goes crazy. What’s wrong with the woman?”

      “She loves him, chef, she…can’t help herself.”

      “What happened?” Anything was possible with that little prick Pabaky.

      “A few quail, chef, a little overdone.”

      “How little?”

      “Threw them away.” He looked at the floor, then at the meat bins where we put scraps for disposal.

      “The organics?”

      He looked at the floor and didn’t answer. Organic wild quail were a specialty item. They were a separate line item in the food budget. You do not throw them away, and you do not overcook them. Ever. Not in my kitchen.

      “Right.” I needed to be decisive here. “Did he start any fights?” I’d seen Pabaky in action.

      “No, not after last time, we all knew to keep quiet.”

      “Stupid….” I looked at the kitchen door.

      “Dua’s good, chef, she’s just not all in control of herself.”

      I shook my head. “OK, get out of here.” I waved a hand at the door in disgust. Khay moved fast.

      I walked to the door to scout for Dua. Nowhere in sight. She must have taken her break. I hoped the Hutyt would rake her over the coals, then eat her for lunch. I’d have a talk with Dua when she got back, yes I would.
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        * * *

      

      Dua returned from talking with the American medjat very pissed off, which didn’t help with what I had to do. I made it quick and emphatic. I sent her off to the dinner work after getting her assurance that Pabaky would never enter my kitchen again.

      To shake this off, I worked at a few things myself, switching over to tasting and rearranging at the plating station as business picked up into the early evening. Half way through the dinner service, I did my evening’s chef’s walk. That’s where the “celebrity chef” (me) walks around talking to any VIPs in the house. VIPs were a challenging part of my job. I grew up poor with a healthy disrespect for power and money. I had to unlearn that fast when I got into the business of feeding it.

      At night, the enormous windows in the dining room that faced the bay were black to the outside and reflected the warm interior colors. I’d had the walls plastered and painted with modern renditions of ancient hunting and fishing scenes from the River in Kemet to create a heady Remetjy atmosphere. The artist said it made a change from painting tombs. Despite his limitations, he got the right measure of life and action into the murals. The low, Remetjy-style tables with cushions enhanced the Remetjy feel.

      My most important VIP that night was the Honorable 'Aapehty, the idnuhaty'a of Menmenet, who never gave me much trouble. His priorities were first, last, and always keeping his boss the haty’a happy and in office, as that’s how he kept himself in office. When he came to the Neferti, it was with somebody he wanted to impress with his connections. His boss could afford Nekhen’s Per'ankh; ‘Aapehty could afford me, so we encountered each other often. He cultivated me as much as I cultivated him.

      ‘Aapehty’s guest looked like an American business executive in town on business from America. Not Boston or New York, somewhere near the border along the Mississippi. He had the smooth look of the very wealthy, who have suits pressed and waiting for them in the cities they visit often. But the dress wasn’t the high fashion of the East Coast. He looked out-of-place sitting with his legs crossed under the low table, Remetjy style. His light blue eyes looked up at me, teeth gleaming in a smile through his short, brown beard.

      I smiled and said hello. 'Aapehty introduced him as Raphael D. Blackmore (”Call me Rafe”), from Saint Louis. We chatted, and I answered their questions about the food.

      Call Me Rafe used impeccable manners to eat his Quail Iunu. These small birds hopped around everywhere in the Ta'an-Imenty. Our suppliers raised them organically, free range, to get the best combination of flavors and qualities. Young birds butterflied and grilled with a dusting of spices like cumin and coriander from the old Remetjy delta city of Iunu made a delicate and unforgettable summer dish.

      The eating of the small birds was a challenge best faced by small children who didn’t care or by people well trained in the upper echelons of society. Call Me Rafe was one of the latter—he could afford to eat the most expensive item on my menu, and he could do it without messing up his tie.

      After finishing his taste of the small bird, Call Me Rafe said, “Wonderful food. Where do you get your inspiration?”

      A common question, but there was no proper answer. I answered with my usual brief approximation. “The greatest French chef in Menmenet, Nekhen, took me on as an apprentice. Take that training, add Remetjy flavors and local ingredients, and there you have it.” Nekhen was still in my mind from yesterday.

      Call Me Rafe smiled and nodded. His icy, dark-blue eyes reminded me of a shark’s, frigid and blank. I smiled and turned away to go to the next table, but Call Me Rafe scrambled up from his cushion and touched my arm.

      “Er, Shesmu—may I have a word? Two minutes in private?” I looked at ‘Aapehty, who made encouraging motions with his hands.

      “Sure, Rafe. Let’s go to my office.” I showed him the way with a hand and we walked back and through to the tiny office where I took care of the bills.

      Call Me Rafe was a tall man, lanky but with very smooth movements. Rafe oozed confidence from his expensive haircut to his shiny black shoes.

      He said, “I won’t take too much of your time, you’re a busy man.”

      “Thanks, I appreciate that. Your Renkemet is very good.”

      “I learned it from my governess back in St. Louis. She’d immigrated from Waset back before I was born.”

      “That explains the lovely southern accent. What can I do for you, Rafe?”

      “Shes, how much do you know about Remetjy antiquities?”

      “Just what I learned in history: the old buildings, the Empire, the gold, the tombs of the pera’au.”

      “What would you say if I told you there was an opportunity to make a tidy sum for you in the antiquities business?”

      “What is this, Rafe, a scam?” I smiled to take the edge off, but I was serious. Americans.

      Call Me Rafe laughed, white teeth showing. “No, no, an honest-to-God, legitimate trading opportunity.”

      “What’s your role in the arrangement?”

      “I’m a trader. I’m based in St. Louis and have offices in New York and all over the world. I trade in collectibles—art, carpets, furniture, coins, stamps, anything. I’m out here because of this trading opportunity.”

      “And where do I come in? All I know about antiquities I learned in school. I’m a chef.”

      “You know more than you think.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I asked around and wound up in the idnuhaty'a’s office, and he told me you were the person I needed to meet.”

      “'Aapehty is an old customer and a friend. I’m sorry if he misled you.”

      “He didn’t. What I needed was a close friend of Nekhen, the chef with whom you apprenticed.”

      I kept the shock off my face. I hadn’t expected Nekhen to be part of this conversation.

      I asked, “Why do you need a friend of Nekhen’s?”

      “I can’t tell you that just yet. I need to know that you’re interested, then I need to know you’re committed to the project before I fill you in on the details. We need to keep it quiet.”

      I tried a deprecating smile. “You haven’t given me enough information to interest me yet, Rafe.”

      He considered that, looking at me, then nodded. “True. OK, I’ll tell you this much. I think you have knowledge and friendships we can use to get a precious object from a very long time ago. I’m providing the capital and organization, but I need somebody local who knows the people and places. If you can see your way to spending a week or two helping me, I can guarantee you an up-front fee within a month. And after we sell the item, I can guarantee a share of the profit.”

      “Does this have to do with Nekhen’s murder?”

      “Only coincidentally. I stumbled on Nekhen’s name a month ago in my researches in Kemet and only learned about the murder when I got out here to follow up with him. Local murders here don’t make the St. Louis Post Dispatch, I’m afraid. But I was very disappointed.”

      I wasn’t sure how I wanted to respond. More information wouldn’t hurt. I probed, “Have you spoken with Nekhen’s wife, Neferaset?”

      “No. That’s one big reason we want you. Your, uh, relationship with—”

      I raised a
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