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CAST OF CHARACTERS









	
Lieutenant Bak

	
Officer in charge of the Medjay police





	
Sergeant Imsiba

	
Baks second-in-command, a Medjay





	
Hori

	
The youthful police scribe





	
Commandant Thuty

	
Officer in charge of the garrison of Buhen; exercises a benign but firm control over local villages and farms





	
Troop Captain Nebwa

	
Thutys second-in-command





	
Tiya

	
Thutys wife





	
Nofery

	
Proprietress of a house of pleasure in Buhen, serves as Baks spy





	
Psuro and Pashenuro

	
Medjay policemen





	
Amonmose and Heribsen

	
Members of a six-man desert patrol





	
Penhet

	
Owner of a good-sized farm in the oasis across the river from Buhen





	
Rennefer

	
Penhets hard-working wife





	
Netermose

	
Owner of an adjacent farm





	
Captain Ramose

	
Master of a trading ship, a most helpful man





	
Tjanuny

	
An oarsman on Ramoses ship, a man of the south seeking a better life in the north





	Captain Mahu

	
Master of a great cargo ship, a man of exceptional integrity





	
Sitamon

	
Captain Mahus lovely sister, a recent widow with a small son





	
Userhet

	
Overseer of warehouses, popular with the ladies but not with Imsiba





	
Hapuseneb

	
The most successful trader south of Kemet, a man of wealth





	
Nebamon

	
Another trader, one not so successful





	
Lieutenant Kay

	
An infantry officer newly arrived from upriver, formerly assigned to the fortress of Semna on the southern border of Wawat





	
Captain Roy

	
Master of a trading ship wrecked in a storm





	
Pahuro

	
Headman of the village nearest the shipwreck





	
Intef

	
A man who hunts wild game in the desert





	
Nehi

	
Intefs long-suffering wife





	
Mery

	
Oldest of several boys who play in the ancient cemeteries in and around Buhen





	
Kefia

	
A farmer in the Belly of Stones, too prosperous by far





	
Ahmose

	
Kefias neighbor, one who misses little and saves his knowledge until the best time to speak up





	
Wensu

	
A wild man of the desert, master of a small, sleek trading ship





	Amonemopet

	
Web priest from far to the south, deceased








Plus various and sundry soldiers and sailors, scribes, towns-people, and villagers
Those who walk the corridors of power of Kemet







	
Maatkare Hatshepsut

	
Queen of Kemet





	
Menkheperre Tuthmose

	
The queens nephew; ostensibly shares the throne with her





	
_____

	
Vizier of the southern lands





	
_____

	
Viceroy of Wawat and Kush







The Gods and Goddesses







	
Amon

	
The primary god during much of Egyptian history, especially the early 18th Dynasty, the time of this story; takes the form of a human being





	
Horus of Buhen

	
A local version of the falcon god Horus





	
Maat

	
Goddess of truth and order; represented by a feather





	
Hapi

	
The river god





	
Hathor

	
A goddess with many attributes, such as motherhood, happiness, dancing and music, war; often depicted as a cow





	
Re

	
The sun god





	
Khepre

	
The rising sun





















Chapter One





Lieutenant Bak! The scribe Hori plunged through the portal atop the tall, twin-towered gate and raced along the walkway, oblivious to the heat, the heaviness of the air, the sentry whose duty it was to patrol that sector of the battlements. His attention was focused on his superior officer, a man in his mid-twenties, taller than average with broad shoulders and black hair, cropped short. Sir! A mans been hurt! Stabbed!


Bak, head of the Medjay police at the fortress of Buhen, swung away from the crenel through which he had been watching the men working below. Soldiers, sailors, traders, fishermen going about their business in and around the ships moored along the three sandstone quays that reached into the river. Who? Dont tell me the archer May went back to Dedus village!


The chubby youth wiped rivulets of sweat from his face. No, sir. A night in the guardhouse cooled his temper, and his ardor as well. He had many long hours to think about Dedus threat to unman him. He swears hell avoid the old mans granddaughter as if she were of royal blood. He drew in air, then blurted, Its the farmer Penhet. His wife found him in a field, bleeding, a dagger laying in the dust beside him.


Penhet. Baks smile at Mays plight turned to a frown, and he searched his memory for a face. When the answer came, he glanced across the river toward the long strip of green on the east bank. The oasis, like Buhen, was a bastion of life in the midst of a golden desert barren of all but the most hardy creatures. Yes, owner of a good-sized farm near the northern end of the oasis, the one whose wife has always worked the fields by his side.


Horis eyes were wide with boyish excitement. She saw the man who stabbed him, sir. Another farmer, the neighbor Netermose. He was kneeling beside her husband when she came upon them, and he was smeared with Penhets blood.


Netermose? Baks frown deepened. I know him from the market. Hes often here when his crops are prime, trading dates, melons, vegetables. He seemed a gentle man. Not one to show violence to a neighbor, Id have thought.


Hori shrugged, his good humor wavered. I only know what the servant told me, the one mistress Rennefer sent to summon you.


Bak gave the scribe a sharp look. She wishes me to come? Im amazed! The local people always want their own headman to balance the scales of justice.


I asked the servant, but he could give me no reason.


Never mind. Ill find out soon enough. Bak laid a hand on the boys shoulder and they walked together toward the tower. What does Penhet say? Surely he knows who thrust the blade.


The attack came from behind, I was told. He saw nothing.


Bak glanced at the lord Re, a golden orb veiled by dust. Tendrils of light filtered through the yellow haze, the gods last ineffectual attempt to stave off the brewing storm. He set aside the questions crowding his thoughts. Go find Imsiba. He should speak first to the servant, then meet me at the quay.


Horis eyes darted toward the sky. You mustnt be on the river when the wind rises, sir.


The crime appeared straightforward and of small significance, yet Bak could not set aside the summons. Normally he was the last to hear of an offense in the nearby oasesunless a man from the garrison was involved. Even then his help was accepted grudgingly, for he was looked upon as an outsider interfering in local affairs.


Each hour that passes makes the truth harder to search out, Hori, and in this case I must be doubly sure of the truth. If I think Netermose guilty, Ill have no choice but to take him before the commandant, charged with attempted murder. How will the villagers react should I err?





Bak, armed with his baton of office and a sheathed dagger at his belt, hurried through the towered gate, staying well clear of the ant-like line of men, backs bent low beneath heavy sacks of grain, who were unloading a squat cargo vessel and hauling its contents to a storage magazine inside the fortress. Their dissonant voices rose and fell to the words of an age-old workmens song. The stench of their sweat and the earthy smell of grain tickled Baks nose, making him sneeze.


He turned right onto the stone terrace that paralleled the river and hastened along the base of the fortress wall, white-plastered mudbrick, strengthened at regular intervals by projecting towers. Heat waves rising from plaster and stone had driven away the children who usually played along the waters edge. Near the northern quay, he found his Medjay sergeant Imsiba waiting beside their skiff, beached on the stone revetment that defended the riverbank from erosion. Bak vaulted the wall and dropped onto a lower terrace, jumped a second wall, and landed on the revetment.


You spoke to Penhets servant? he asked, tossing his baton into the shallow-keeled boat. It struck Imsibas black cowhide shield with a thunk and rolled off the edge to lay between the lowered mast and the Medjays long, bronze-pointed spear.


Barring infection, he thinks his master will heal. Other than that he told me nothing. Imsibas eyes flashed contempt. Hes a cowardly creature, afraid of his own reflection in a pool, Id guess, so he pleaded ignorance. The sergeant was half a hand taller than Bak and a few years older, a dark, heavy-muscled man with a firm jaw and a leonine grace of movement.


Bak leaned against the prow and together they put their weight behind the push. Did you threaten him with the cudgel?


Even that wouldnt loosen his tongue.


Bak was neither surprised nor disappointed. He mistrusted the use of force as a means of learning the facts. Too often the man who was beaten voiced whatever the man with the stave wished to hear.


The skiff slid into the river, making barely a splash, and they clambered aboard. Bak scrambled aft to the rudder and Imsiba took up the oars to row out past the vessels moored at the quay. A sailor fishing from the high prow of a sleek, brightly painted traveling ship shouted a warning when they ventured too close to his lines.


What do you know of Penhet, Imsiba?


Ive never met him, but Ive heard talk. I sometimes stop for beer in a house of pleasure near his farm.


Beyond the quay, the current caught the skiff and swept it downstream. Bak adjusted the rudder, setting a course that would carry them across to the oasis. The river was high, its life-giving waters not long returned to its banks. Its surface was mirror-smooth, a glistening reflection of the sun and the torrid golden sky. Now and again a fish broke the calm, leaping high and falling with a splash. A flotilla of six fishing vessels raced downstream along the far shore, making for home before the storm struck.


Using an oar, Imsiba pushed away a floating branch torn from an acacia tree. All who live within a days march know of his wifes devotion, and most know of the trouble hes caused among his neighbors.


Trouble? Could something as simple as a neighborhood squabble be the reason for Rennefers summons? Bak wondered. Perhaps she thought only a man indifferent to local quarrels would see justice done.



A breath of air touched his cheek, a hint of a breeze so hot it dried the sweat it sucked from his flesh. He prayed the storm would hold off until after they saw the field where the attack had taken place.


The Medjay, spurred to action by the wakening breeze, set to work with the oars. His muscles bulged; sweat beaded on his torso. His powerful strokes, aided by the current, sent the vessel scudding across the water. Though Penhet was to blame, none held him at fault.


Bak eyed a dozen or so vultures circling above the northern end of the oasis. Could the injured man have succumbed to his wounds? You contradict yourselfand confuse me.


Hes a likable man, cheerful, congenial, and generous, but a man seldom inspired to diligent effort. Imsiba must have noticed the birds, too, for he dug the oars deeper. They say his land thrives only because its previous owner tended it with love and understandingand because mistress Rennefer works the fields by his side and keeps a firm hand on the servants who toil with them.


You mentioned trouble with his neighbors, Bak prompted, his eyes on a dark smudge off to the left, a mud-bank lurking just below the waters surface, awaiting a careless sailor.


Last year, close to the end of the growing season, when the days were hot and the land burned dry, he ordered his servants to dam the main irrigation channel that passes his farm and to open the ditches to his own fields. The crops on the farms farther along the channel went dry, while his crops thrived. Within a day the dam was found and dug away, but not before several neighboring fields were ruined and others were harmed, giving half-measure when they were harvested.


Bak whistled. No wonder hes been attacked!


When he saw the damage hed done, he was filled with shame. Imsibas voice was as dry as the dust-filled air. He offered to make good the losses, but his own crops in no way covered the total. His neighbors, excusing him for a congenial fool, took what little he was able to repay and went on to other matters. The Medjay gave Bak a wry smile. A few wondered if mistress Rennefer had whispered in her husbands ear, advising him to redirect the water, but most are convinced shes too honest and innocent for so unsavory an act.


Baks thoughts leaped to the obvious. Netermose, I assume, was one whose farm suffered?


He was among those few who wanted Penhet punished, but with the rest so quick to accept less than they lost, what could he do?


What indeed? Bak wondered. The incident had happened half a year ago, the crops long since harvested and new crops even now being planted in their place. A long time to harbor a grudgeunless Penhet had tried the same foul trick again.





You gave your husband root of mandrake. Bak, dropping onto a low three-legged stool in the open court of Penhets house, kept his voice flat, his irritation contained. He saw no reason to add to Rennefers unhappiness, but the urge was strong.


I wanted him to rest. To be free of pain. Her eyes darted toward Baks, challenged him to contest her right to protect what was hers.


She sat on the hard-packed earthen floor, her legs drawn up beneath her, her hand on the sleeping man lying on the makeshift litter on which he had been carried to the house. She was tall and thin, sinewy. Her face was plain, uncared for rather than unattractive, and her hands were rough, the knuckles swollen. The portly body of her husband lay on its stomach, face turned to the right, swathed from neck to waist in bandages. Blood stained one side, a rich red seepage drying to a brownish crust.


The courtyard was a whitewashed rectangle roofed at one end with palm fronds spread over a spindly wooden frame. A faint rustling marked the passage of a mouse. A loom and a grindstone lay in the patch of shade with three round-bottomed porous water jars standing against the wall. Shoved up next to the jars to make room for the wounded man was a sheaf of long, tough river grass and a half-woven mat. Seven large reddish pots containing herbs and vegetables were scattered around the sunny, unroofed area. An orange cat lay sleeping on the cool, damp earth in which a rosemary plant thrived.


Youd have done better to use a more moderate dose, he said, giving me the chance to speak to him.


Why? You know who tried to slay him! That wretched Netermose! Her voice grew louder, more strident with each word.


He forced himself to be patient. Mistress Rennefer, you say you summoned me to look into this matter with a clear and unbiased eye. If such is truly your desire, youll place no obstacles in my path. He paused, waited for her nod of agreement, resentful though it was. Now wheres the dagger you found?


Out there. Her eyes darted toward the door and the general direction of the field Bak had yet to see. I couldnt stand the sight of it, so I threw it away. Its in the weeds somewhere close to where he fell.


Tamping down the urge to shake her, he studied the woman, who was close to forty, as was her husband. Where the corners of Penhets eyes had wrinkles of laughter, her brow was lined with a lifetime of anxiety. Where his plump body spoke of an enjoyment of the good things in life, her spare figure told of toil and sacrifice. Her spine was stiff, her mouth thin and tight, the flesh below her eyes smudged by worry. Bak pitied her, but he did not like her.


He must not allow his antipathy to influence his search for the truth, he cautioned himself. Did you actually see Netermose thrust the dagger into Penhets back?


I saw him on his knees, bent over my husband, looking at what hed done. She swallowed hard, as if to dam a flood. When he heard me behind him, he scrambled to his feet to run. I saw the blood on himso much blood!and I screamed, drawing my servants from the house and the fields. They caught him and bound his hands and threw him in the hut where still he sits.


A short, squat woman waddled through a rear door. She saw Bak with her mistress, gave a startled little squeal, and scurried away. She should have been with Imsiba in the servants quarters, he thought, not wandering around the house.


Why would he wish to take Penhets life?


Rennefer tossed her head in defiance. How can I know what festered in his heart and drove him to such madness? I didnt ask him. I couldnt bear to look at him.


She was, he saw, a woman who wished always to hold the offensive. Dont you see an obvious reason for anger when one man takes the water entitled to another?


My husband made a mistake. She swallowed again, blinked. Hehe isnt much of a farmer. And he sometimes acts without thinking, but never with malice.


In what other way has he harmed Netermose?


Do you seek to blacken his name? she demanded.


A trickle of sweat ran down his back, driving him to his feet. Must I hear it from your neighbors, mistress?


Her mouth tightened, her eyes glinted resentment. She knew as well as he did that there was no such thing as a secret in any community along the river. Whoever he asked would give the answerand add Baks questions to the tale when next it was told. Once Netermose accused my husband of moving boundary stones, and another time he said our cows crossed a ditch and trod on a field of new onions.


Were the charges true?


Her eyes fluttered to his face and away, but her spine remained as stiff as the trunk of a dom palm. I fear the cattle did some damage, she admitted. As for the boundary stones, well know when next our fields are surveyed.


Bak eyed her long and hard. You seem an intelligent woman, mistress, and all the world knows you toil each day by your husbands side. You cant have been blind to his wrongdoing.


He has many admirable qualities, Lieutenant. Hes kind and generous and loving. His heart is filled with laughter. She caressed her husbands cheek with the back of her fingers and a smile touched her face, a tenderness that vanished in an instant. I take him for what he is and close my eyes to his faults. Thats what makes a marriage, and ours is a good one.


Her voice caught on the last words and a low, eerie moan rose from deep within her throat. She bowed her head, a single tear swelled to a flood, and sobs rocked her body.





Bak found Imsiba outside, exploring the animal lean-to and a paddock enclosed by a low mudbrick wall. A dun-colored cow, big-bellied and soon to give birth, shared the shelter with a sow and her sleeping piglets. Four donkeys stood in the sun, munching straw, swishing flies with their tails. One brayed for no apparent reason; another answered from a distant farm. Geese and ducks scratched in the wet earth where water had spilled from a red pottery bowl in which five downy yellow ducklings swam in erratic circles. Sparrows fluttered around sheaves of grass drying on the lean-to roof, chirping, searching for seeds and insects. Two male servants hurried across a freshly cultivated garden plot that smelled of manure, heading toward a mixed herd of cattle, sheep, and goats competing with a flock of pigeons for the gleanings of a field soon to be plowed and planted.


The oasis spread out to the south, a long expanse of fresh-turned brown fields; plots of new, tender green crops; and yellowish stubble mottled with weeds. The open land was broken at intervals by the dusty green of palm groves or lower, leafier acacias and tamarisks lining the banks of irrigation channels. Dust-laden leaves clung to the branches of bushes; dry grasses rose in brittle clumps above thick mats of fresh young grass. An unseen dog barked, rousing his brethren, setting off a chorus. An arc of tawny sandhills enclosed the oasis to the east, their sharp edges dulled by haze.


Penhet may not have been much of a farmer, Imsiba said, looking around, but someone knew how to get the most from this land.


Mistress Rennefer would be my guess. Bak glanced at a lesser building behind the house. What did the servants say?


Imsiba laughed. They admire her greatly. They think highly of her husband. Theyve always been treated well and have never wanted for food or shelter. They consider themselves the most fortunate of men and women.


Sounds like the Field of Reeds, Bak grinned, referring to the paradise aspired to by all who would one day enter the netherworld, not an ordinary farm in this land of Wawat. He paused, letting a donkey have its say. When the braying stopped, he asked, Do they speak from fear or do they wish to protect their mistress?


They saw Penhet covered in blood and too weak to speak. They fear for his life. Imsiba frowned, accenting the compassion in his voice. To lose a master is always unsettling. Especially when his widow will be forced to farm aloneor to rid herself of the land and animals and most of the help as well.


The two men, Bak saw, were driving the herd back toward the farm compound, bringing them to shelter before the wind rose. The orb of Re, he noted, had lost its clarity, its glow blurred by the thickening haze. Weve not much time. Lets draw Netermose from his prison and take him to the spot where Penhet was assaulted. We must have his side of the tale in addition to that of the aggrieved wife.


Imsibas head snapped around, his eyes wide with surprise. You think shes lying?


Bak shrugged. She summoned me, I know, and Ive found no reason to suspect her of trying to slay him. But I learned long ago that theres no more fertile field for murder than the home.





I didnt do it! I swear! Netermoses voice shook with fear. He was lying on the ground when I found him, the dagger by his side, blood flowing from a dozen open wounds. He moaned. I can see him even now, his eyes wide open, surprised. He wanted to tell me who stabbed him. I know he did! But he hadnt the strength.



The farmer, a husky, gruff-looking man in his mid-forties, wiped his eyes as if to erase the memory. He was on his knees in the position Rennefer had described, bending over a scuffed spot of earth near the edge of a sizable palm grove. A few brownish traces of dried blood were all that had survived the careless feet of the servants who had carried their master away. To make matters worse, the stubble was crushed and broken all around the area, the cracked and curling earth trod to dust, leaving no chance of sorting out the various footprints.


If you didnt use this dagger, Imsiba said, displaying the weapon he had found, how did you get so much blood on you?


Netermose looked down at himself, at muscular arms and legs and a torso edging toward fat. Much of the blood Rennefer had seen had caked and fallen away, but red-brown smears colored the front of his kilt and dark flakes lodged in sweaty wrinkles. I thought to carry him home, but He paused, cleared his throat. but Rennefer came as I took him into my arms.


The farmers hands were shaking. Whether guilty or innocent, the stabbing had jolted him. So Bak drew him to his feet and led him into the dappled shade of the trees, releasing him from the reenactment of his actions. Penhet was far from an ideal neighbor, I know, and you had occasion to quarrel more than once. What did he do this time to bring you onto his land?


Nothing. Netermoses eyes darted back to the spot where Penhet had lain. I came on a matter of business. A simple trade.


A breeze gusted through the palm grove and across the field, rattling the fronds, teasing the hems of their kilts, sweeping the dust from the land to fill eyes and ears and noses with grit. The pigeons rose from the stubble, wings whirring, and circled back to their mudbrick shelter near the house. The wind died away and the heat resettled, close and dirty, stifling.


Bak glanced at Imsiba and they shared a thought: they too must soon seek refuge. Tell us what happened, Netermose, from the beginning. He would need details of the agreement, but that could come laterwhen time was not so pressing.


The farmer looked up at the sky, studied its color and texture. He knew better than they the vagaries of a storm along this stretch of the river. He spoke in hurried clumps of words, verifying their concern. Penhet sent a servant bearing a message. Our agreement was ready, I was told, and he held it in his hands. If Id come this morning, we could walk together to the village, where the scribe would meet us with witnesses. I came across my fields, waded the canal, and walked along the path through the date grove. He paused, took a ragged breath. When I came out into the sunlight, there he was.


Did you hear or see anything out of the ordinary? Imsiba asked.


Netermose gave the Medjay a puzzled look, not sure what he was getting at, then his brow cleared and he nodded. The birds. As I neared the trees the air was filled with song, but suddenly they grew silent.


Bak and Imsiba exchanged another glance. The sudden cry of a frightened man could have startled the birdsor a man accused of attempted murder could be lying.


You saw him andWhat then? Bak asked.


It was as I told you. I knelt beside him, thinking to help, to carry him home. As I took him in my arms, a woman screamed. Rennefer. Coming up behind me. She screamed on and on as if driven to madness. Her servants came running. She pointed a finger at me, insisting I stabbed her husband. They made me their prisoner and the rest you know.


Another gust of wind, this stronger than the last, swept across the land, carrying dirt, chaff, and dead leaves, shaking the palms, bending low the bushes and grasses. The men turned their backs, hunched their shoulders, closed their eyes and mouths. After its force abated, Bak glanced toward the sun, a vague spot of yellow in a murky sky. Beyond the river, coming out of the west behind Buhen, he saw a dense, dark cloud advancing across the desert, cutting a swath so broad it filled the horizon. The wall of swirling dust and sand towered high into the air, dwarfing the massive fortress, enveloping everything in its path. Bak sucked in his breath. He had expected strong winds, but so violent a storm was rare this late in the year.


Netermose followed his glance. My early crops, he groaned, forgetting his own plight. None will survive this day.


Lets go! Imsiba yelled, already on the move.


Bak took a final, quick look at the place where Penhet had fallen and the lay of the land around the spot. What had truly happened here? The answer lay close at hand, he was sure, but how could he grasp it?





The narrow windows high in the wall were covered with tightly woven mats and the doorway was protected in a like manner, yet it was impossible to escape the grit. The wind, its roar fearsome, searched out cracks and crevices, driving the sand inside, depositing dust on every surface. Oil lamps flickered in the thick and restless air, making vague shadows dance and writhe in the dusk. Grit coated sweaty flesh and worked its way beneath clothing. Mouths and noses were dry, eyes stung. Bak knew the world outside the house was far less bearable, but the urge to flee hovered at the edge of his thoughts.


The room was sparsely furnished, yet crowded. Three large woven-reed storage chests and a small chest made of a dark wood were scattered around the walls. The loom had been dragged inside and shoved into a corner. Rennefer occupied the only chair, while Bak sat on a three-legged stool. Netermose sat on the floor, his back to the wall, his legs stretched out in front of him. Near the door stood the folding stool Imsiba had spurned in favor of a step on the mudbrick stairway leading to the roof. Like the door and windows, the opening at the top was secured by a mat. Penhet lay on the white-plastered mudbrick sleeping platform, his eyes closed, his voice silenced by the drug. If not for a soft moan now and again, Bak might have thought him no longer among the living.


How could you bring that man into my home? Rennefer demanded.


What would you have us do? Bak glared. Throw him out into the storm?


You took him from the hut. Put him back.


Mistress Rennefer! Bak stood up, wiped his face with a hand, leaving tracks of damp dirt across his cheek. His shadow loomed over the woman. You accuse him of stabbing your husband and he swears hes innocent. What reason do I have to believe you rather than him?


Rennefers chin jutted out. Would I have asked you to come if I held guilt in my heart?


Netermose stared at his large, work-scarred hands, clasped between his knees. From the moment they had entered the house, the farmer had not once looked at Rennefer in a forth-right manner. He would sometimes give her a furtive glance, but that was as far as he would go. He would not, maybe could not, meet her eyes. That his conscience troubled him was apparent.


I didnt attack Penhet. I swear it! Netermoses voice turned bitter. Shes taken what she saw and added to it, convincing herself I stabbed him.


Bak let out a long, frustrated breath, dropped onto the stool he had so recently vacated, and scooted back against the wall, well away from the thin wisps of smoke spiraling above a sputtering wick. Three yellowish puppies, curling together in a nest of straw, watched him, an intruder, with mistrust. The contented cheeps of ducklings could be heard beneath the wings of their mother, settled in a basket nearby. Bak closed his eyes to shut out the world and wished for a drink, a mouthful of water to wash the grit from his tongue. He longed for the storm to end, for the air to be clean, for a solution to the puzzle he faced.


He forced himself to back up, to reconsider the tales the pair had told. He could find no fault with Rennefers account. She had spoken the truth, he was sure, up to a point. But the crucial time was earlier, before she came upon Netermose and Penhet, perhaps before the farmer came upon the wounded man.


Netermose had spoken of Rennefer coming up behind him, out of the palm grove. If his tale were true, she might well have stabbed her husband and hidden among the trees and bushes when she heard the farmers approaching footsteps. But why, as she herself had pointed out, would she then summon a police officer from Buhen, a man experienced in righting the wrongs most offensive to the lady Maat, the goddess of right and order?


The wind moaned, rustled the doormat, blew sand through its thinnest gaps, nudged the mudbricks holding the bottom edge against the floor. Imsiba shifted to a lower step, out of the way of sand trickling through the mat above him.


Why was Penhet stabbed? Bak wondered. Why today? Why not yesterday or tomorrow? His eyes popped open, focused on a gray-green pottery jar standing in a prayer niche beside a statue of the squat, ugly household god Bes. Several papyrus rolls protruded from the mouth of the jar. What matter of business did you come for, Netermose?


I needed more land and The farmer sneaked a glance at Rennefer. Penhet had agreed to sell me a field.


She opened her mouth, but Bak silenced her with a hard stare. What were the terms of your agreement?


The usual. Netermoses eyes were locked on his hands, but his shoulders were hunched as if to ward off Rennefers tight-lipped stare. I was to give him some livestock and various items from my land and my household. In return, he would give me the field next to the palm grove, where the main irrigation channel turns back toward the river.


No! Rennefer lurched toward the edge of her chair. Thats our best field. It holds the water longer than all the others, and the crops grow taller. Her eyes darted toward Penhet, her voice grew harsh. My husband would never sell it. Never!


Bak could have sworn he saw Penhets eyelids flutter. He stared at the injured man, willing him to awaken. A soft moan was his only reward. He turned again to Netermose. Who first suggested this transaction?


The farmer drew his knees up to his chin and hugged them close. Penhet. He knew I wanted more land and I hadWell, several things he wanted. He looked like a man who expected to be pelted by rotten melonsor in this case by the shrieks and claws of an infuriated woman.


Wheres the agreement now? Imsiba asked.


I saw no scroll. Netermose looked surprised and then perplexed. He didnt have it with him, yet we were to go His voice tailed off, lost as the document seemed to be.


Could Penhet have had second thoughts about the agreement, Bak wondered, and decided to leave it behind? He walked to the prayer niche and removed the jar. Returning to his stool, he tipped it upside down. A half-dozen scrolls cascaded from its mouth to fall with a dry rustle onto the earthen floor. He sorted through them. Every document was tied and sealed, a fact that meant nothing. It would be easy enough for a man or woman to place a daub of mud over a knot and impress anothers seal in the soft mud.


Picking a scroll at random, he broke the seal with his thumbnail, and unrolled the document across his lap. As he began to read, he glanced toward Rennefer. He caught a quick impression of surprise and consternation before she wiped her features clear. She had not expected him to be an educated man. Can you read and write, mistress Rennefer?


What do you take me for? she scoffed. A spoiled and whimsical daughter of the nobility?


Netermose?


I can count, the farmer said, and Ive learned to add and subtract. I have no need for further learning.


Bak glanced through the document, a year-old agreement to sell two cows to a farmer who lived on the opposite end of the oasis. He dropped it into the jar. Did the scribe in the village prepare your agreement? Or does Penhet write?



Penhet was to compose the document. Netermose glanced uneasily at Rennefer. To be certain all was right and proper, we meant to ask the scribe to look it over.


Youll never set a plow to that land, Rennefer sneered.


As if in response to her pronouncement, the wind rattled the mats covering door, roof opening, and windows. Dust and grit filtered inside, thickening the haze. The lamp nearest the door blew out, expelling a ribbon of acrid smoke that mingled with the dirt. Bak glanced at Imsiba, whose barely perceptible nod told him that he, too, had seen the triumph on her face, heard the exultation in her voice.


Bak picked up another scroll and broke the seal. As he spread the document across his thighs, he glanced toward the man on the sleeping platform. He could not be sure in the flickering light, but he thought Penhets eyes snapped shut. Keeping his face expressionless, he began to read. After a few moments, he looked again at the injured man. This time he was sure: Penhet was peeking out through narrowed eyes. A man unwilling to face the truthor one afraid the truth would kill him.


Feigning an interest in the document, Bak sorted through the facts and explored the possibilities, narrowing the field to the most likely theoryone not entirely to his liking, one that left an open question. Could a single parcel of land raise the emotions to such a high pitch? Or had something else, a small but significant detail, prompted the attack? Abruptly, he stuffed the scrolls into the jar and stood up. I must know more of your agreement, Netermose. Can you give me the specifics?


Like many men who had never learned to read, the farmer had an exceptional memory. He related every particular of the long and complicated bartering process the scroll had documented: each and every object, where it originally came from, and how great or little its value. For the parcel of land, which he described in detail, he had agreed to give foodstuffs, lengths of linen, a few bronze vessels and tools, items of female clothing, and some frivolous objects such as bits of jewelry, an ivory comb, and a bronze mirror. The more costly items the farmer reserved until the end: cattle, goats, and a household servant named Meret, a female fourteen years of age.


Bak sat quite still, certain he had the key at last. Meret, he said, glancing at Rennefer.


She tensed, her chin shot upward.


Who is this servant Meret? he asked Netermose.


She helps my wife with the household tasks. Her father was a farmer who gave her to me in payment of a debt long before we came to the land of Wawat.


Is she pretty?


Netermose shrugged. Some say she is.


Imsiba was quick to see the path Bak was following. Taking care not to look at Rennefer, he said, Ive heard of a household servant called Meret. A succulent bird, they say. One ripe for the plucking.


Did Penhet want her as a servant or a concubine? Bak made the question as bald as he could, as jarring to Rennefer as possible.


The injured man groaned.


He longs for an heir, he told me, and he thinks her beautiful. Netermose stared at the floor, refusing to look at Rennefer. The girl is young and healthy, one who could fill a mans house with children and his later years with happiness and comfort.


You talk nonsense, Rennefer snapped. Hes told me many times that my failure to conceive is a gift of the gods, drawing us closer, not tearing us apart. Hed never sacrifice so much as a square cubit of this land for a simple-minded calf to share his bed.


Bak eyed the spare and hard-working woman, one neither warm nor likable, who had given her youth and whatever beauty she may have possessed to make the farm thrive. Somehowmaybe Penhet himself had told hershe had learned he meant to trade away a portion of that land for a young and pretty woman. Who could blame her for fearing she too might become disposable?


The moaning of the wind ceased. The flames of the lamps burned tall and untroubled. The reed mats covering doors and windows hung straight and quiet. Sand trickled through a hole in the mat atop the stairs, the whisper of its fall audible in the silence. The storm had passed.


Bak crossed the room to stand before the woman. I must take you to Buhen, Mistress Rennefer, and there youll stand before the commandant. Your husband was not as steadfast and devoted as your years together warranted, but you had no right to try to take his life.


She stood up to face him, her eyes flashing defiance. Do you think me so foolish Id stab him in broad daylight? If I wished him dead, Id slip poison in his stew and all the world would think he died a natural death.


The injured man moaned again, louder than before, a cry from deep within. His eyes were open, Bak saw, and he was staring at his wife with the same horrified look he would give a rearing, hissing cobra.


I understand your sense of betrayal, but you went too far. You tried to destroy Netermose as well as Penhet to punish him for his unwitting part in your husbands treachery. Baks voice turned hard, angry. And you summoned me from Buhen, thinking me gullible, easily tricked, too much a man of the army to see into the heart of a farm woman.


I love my husband, Lieutenant.


His laugh held little humor. A man who would sell the land youve nurtured so he might lie in the arms of another.


She glanced toward Penhet and saw for the first time that he was awake. She saw the way he was looking at her, the fear in his eyes, the horror. Her defiance melted; her expression became a warped version of his, reflecting an equal horror and a dawning fear. She buried her face in her hands and began to sob.


Bak suddenly realized, just as Penhet must have, that she had never intended him to awaken from his drug-induced sleep. Surprised by the knowledge yet not surprised, he backed off, giving her her moment of realization. Imsiba, always distressed by tears, dropped off the stairway and busied himself brushing the dust from his spear and shield. Netermose looked shaken by guilt, as if he shared the responsibility for all that had occurredand in a way he did.


Bak walked to the doorway. He kicked the mudbricks off the mat and swept it aside. A cool and gentle breeze greeted him, a soothing gift after so harsh a storm. Dust still hung in the air, but soon it would settle, leaving the evening as soft and delightful as a winters day back home in Kemet. He stared across the fields toward the river, looking forward to a cooling, cleansing swim.





Lieutenant Bak! A tall, wiry sentry trotted up the quay, his bronze spearpoint reflecting the last red-gold rays of the setting sun. Commandant Thuty wants to see you, Lieutenant. Right away.


Bak scrambled onto the quay, pulled the skiff in close, and snugged the vessel to the mooring post. Whats happened?


I dont know, sir. A courier came from the north, and not long after we were told to intercept you. The sentry tried not to stare at Rennefer, seated in the skiff, her hands in her lap, wrists tied together. Troop Captain Nebwa is with him now.


A courier from the north, Bak thought. Probably a message from the viceroy. And Nebwa summoned as well. Another storm was brewing, he sensed, this one created by man rather than the gods.












Chapter Two





If Penhet had told her about Meret, in time she mightve come to accept her, Bak said. But she learned by chance. From one of Netermoses field hands.


I dislike making judgments against women. Especially in cases like this where the only right and true punishment is death. Commandant Thuty leaned back against the waist-high breastwork overlooking the buildings within the citadel. He grimaced at the task the gods had dropped into his lap. Why couldnt Rennefer accept the girl like the sensible woman all who knew her thought she was?


Thuty was a short, broad man, with powerful muscles accented by the strong evening light. The officers hair and brows were thick and heavy, the set of his mouth firm. Like Bak, who had taken a quick but cleansing dip in the river and a detour to his quarters to change clothes, he wore a thigh-length white kilt, a broad multicolored bead collar with matching bracelets, and woven reed sandals. He wielded his baton of office like an extension of his arm, pointing, patting his leg, prodding an odd-looking lump in a corner.


Bak could offer no consolation. I suspect her wits were so addled by sudden anger that she stabbed him without thought.


Time and time again? Troop Captain Nebwa snorted. He was lucky the neighbor came along when he did. And she was lucky Netermose didnt stumble on her, dagger in hand, slashing away like the garrison butcher.



The coarse-featured officer, Thutys second-in-command, was half a hand taller than Bak, and heavier. His unruly hair needed cutting, the hem of his kilt was hiked up on one side. A blue faience amulet of the eye of Horus hung from a bronze chain around his thick neck. As usual, he had neglected to carry his baton of office, preferring to keep both hands free to use as he liked.


Bak was familiar enough with his friends colorful manner of speech to ignore it. The stabbing was spontaneous, I feel sure, but the root of mandrake was another tale altogether. She meant to slay him. Either to punish him, to silence him, or to hold the farm for herself. Or for all those reasons and more. But she measured out a smaller quantity than needed, one too meager to slay a man.


Penhet is beholden to the gods. Nebwa grinned. She has no aptitude for murder.


Hes flat on his belly and helplessand will be for a week or more. Shed have succeeded sooner or later. Bak had had enough of Rennefer. Thanks to the lord Amon, he had not fallen into her web of deceit, but he had come uncomfortably close. Whether or not this poor adventure would gain him respect among the local people remained an open question.


He leaned against the parapet and stared down at the city, a series of rectangles, gray-white in the fading light, outlined by streets and lanes buried in shadow. Thuty had ushered him and Nebwa to the top of the fortress wall, the most private place in Buhen, for a reason. Would he never get to it?


In the corner below lay the commandants residence, from which a long open stairway rose up the wall to the massive corner tower beside which they stood. Granaries and warehouses were easily recognized by their vast size. The walled temple, mansion of the lord Horus of Buhen, towered above the more commonplace buildings on a high manmade mound. Beside it stood the old guardhouse Bak and his Medjays used as a prison and operations center. Barracks blocks and a sector of interconnected villas housing officers and scribes and their families occupied the far side of the nearly square citadel.


Pinpoints of light scattered across the rooftops reflected the brightening stars in a sky turning dark. Each dot represented a baked clay brazier and a family sharing their evening meal. Smoke mingled with the odors of cooking oil, onions, braised fish and fowl, and the ever-present smell of manure wafting into the citadel from the animal paddocks in the outer city. A pack of dogs raced down a street, snarling at a creature too small to see, a rat most likely. Donkeys brayed, a courting tomcat yowled. Bak thought of his first days in Buhen, when he had disliked the fortress and resented the task he had been given. Now Buhen was home, a place of comfort and friendship, and he was proud to stand at the head of the Medjay police.


Dismissing Rennefer with a shake of his head, Thuty broke the long silence. I guess you know a courier arrived from the viceroy before the storm broke? He paused, waiting for their nods, then went on, The vizier, so the message said, believes trade items from far upriver are reaching the hands of northern kingsrulers of Mitanni, Amurru, Keftiu, even far-off Hattiwithout first passing through the treasury in Waset.


Bak raised an eyebrow. Surely this was not why he and Nebwa had been summoned. Weve heard that rumor before, and its never proven true. At least not in a quantity large enough to cause worry.


Were speaking of more this time than a few small items that crossed the frontier on the back of a donkey, hidden among bundles of skins and baskets of ostrich eggs. Were speaking of ivory. Whole, uncut tusks. Only the lord Amon knows what else has slipped past us.


A tusk can stand as tall or taller than I do, and it can weigh almost as much. Bak tried not to sound as skeptical as he felt. Thats not an easy thing to smuggle.


Nebwa snorted. Impossible, if you ask me.


I dont want to believe it any more than you do, Thuty said, scowling at the pair before him, but its a fact. Our envoy to the king of Tyre saw a tusk in the palace there. It held pride of place, a new and treasured possession. He took offense, thinking our sovereign, Maatkare Hatshepsut, had delegated another man to present the gift without his knowledge. That very day he sent a courier to Waset, to the vizier. The tusk was not a gift from the royal house. Nor had it passed through the treasury, as it should have. Thuty looked first at Bak and then Nebwa, his mouth set, his eyes flinty. Weve been ordered to search all vessels sailing this sector of the river and all caravans coming across the desert. The garrisons farther south along the Belly of Stones will have a like responsibility.


Well not find an uncut tusk on a caravan, Nebwa said. We might discover a few good-sized chunks. We sometimes do. But nothing that size.


What of the lands east of Tyre? Bak asked, as slow to be convinced as Nebwa was. They say elephants are found beyond the two mighty rivers that flow south instead of north. Could the tusk have come from there?


Thuty raised his baton to acknowledge an approaching sentry, a lanky young man wearing a short kilt, carrying a white cowhide shield and a long spear. The chancellor of Tyre, the kings right hand, assured our envoy it came from far to the south of Kemet. And it was no gift from one royal house to another. It was bought from a merchant in exchange for gold.


Before Bak or Nebwa could utter a word, he cut them short. Further discussion is futile. The vizier has issued a command, and we must obey. He waited for the sentry to pass by, walk into the tower, and climb the ladder to the roof. Weve been ordered to keep the smuggled tusk our secret, saying nothing to anyone. The vizier wants no rumors spreading across the frontier that the land of Kemet no longer wields the power it did when our sovereigns father, Akheperkare Tuthmose, sat on the throne.


Every captain we delay will squawk like a snared goose, grumbled Nebwa, who had little interest in politics. Every trader, caravan master, fisherman. Every man bringing a load of vegetables across the river.


Send them to me. Ill silence them soon enough.


Bak saw the task was unavoidable, but felt he must point out a truth. As soon as word spreads that were looking for contrabandand the news will fly faster than dust in a galenot so much as a sandstone chip will cross the frontier without proper clearance and a careful accounting, with the toll already laid out for collection. Wed have more success with random inspections.


You know rumor will make the smugglers cautious, Thuty said, and I know it, and the viceroy knows it. But try sending word to the capital. To the vizier. Do you think hell listen to the men in the garrisons, those who know from experience?


Bak had no answer, nor did Thuty expect one. The complaint was chronic, one common to all frontier commanders who longed to be heard by the men who walked the corridors of power, but whose messages were more often than not lost in bureaucratic indifference.


Thuty crossed the walkway to the battlements that looked down on the outer city, a huge rectangular area surrounding the three desert-facing sides of the citadel, and enclosed by walls as high and as strong. Bak and Nebwa followed, sneaking a glance at each other, a shared thought: How long would this exercise in futility continue?


Below, the lanes were crooked, the blocks irregular in shape, the buildings thrown together in random fashion. Within these cramped structures were workshops and homes of craftsmen and traders. Farther out lay the animal enclosures, encampments for transient soldiers, and an ancient cemetery.


I thought at first to make this solely a military operation, but now I believe the police, not the army, should be responsible for the task here in Buhen. Thuty saw the surprise on Baks face and raised his baton, staving off objections. I know. The Medjay force is too small to shoulder this effort and perform its normal duties as well. So well use a mixed teampolice and militarywith you, Lieutenant, in command.


Nebwa heaved an unmistakable sigh of relief. I cant think of anyone more suited to the job, he said magnanimously. Let me know how many men youll need and Ill be glad to oblige.


Bak resisted the urge to elbow his friend hard in the ribcage. He knew Nebwa preferred rough-and-tumble soldiering over the more mundane duties of manning a frontier garrison, and he sympathized much of the time. But now, with so onerous a task ahead, it was difficult to feel compassion.


Lest you fear Im neglecting you, Troop Captain, Thuty said with a wry smile, Kor will be your responsibility. Your men will search every bag and basket on every donkey traveling north through the desert, just as Baks men will investigate the vessels sailing these waters.


Bak stifled a laugh. The old fortress of Kor, subsidiary to Buhen, stood at the lower end of the Belly of Stones, a long stretch of rapids not navigable through most of the year. The fort served as a place where northbound trade goods were shifted from donkey caravans to trading vessels, or the reverse. It was a dry, dusty post, far less appealing than the harbor of Buhen.




How was I to know he needed a pass? Ramose, the florid-faced captain of the trading ship moored alongside the quay on which he stood, planted his legs wide apart, his fists on his hips, and glared at the officer standing before him. He told me he came from the north, not the south. You cant hold me responsible for another mans lies!


Bak let the seamans belligerence pass over him with an indifference born of practice. Most of a day had passed since the commandant had ordered the all-out search for contraband, and every boatman on the quay had vented his anger and resentment in one way or anotherthe smaller the boat, the louder and
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