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Chapter One





Youve no need to inspect my vessel, Lieutenant. The short, stout ships captain scratched the thick black hair on his chest in a show of indifference. You know how careful I am with what I take on board.


Lieutenant Bak, officer in charge of the Medjay police at the fortress of Buhen, laid an arm across the mans sweatdamp shoulders. His voice was a bit too genial, as was his smile. Its not you I worry about, Amonemhet. Its the traders you bring south and the goods they bring with them.


I provide nothing but transportation, the captain said, trying with meager success to conceal his worry beneath a veneer of self-righteousness. Im not responsible for the kind of products my passengers choose to export from Kemet, or for the quality of their merchandise.


Then youve no reason to object to an inspection.


Bak glanced at his Medjay sergeant, Imsiba, who stood a few paces away with a half-dozen Medjay policemen and the elderly scribe who would document their findings. The swells from a passing ship lapped at the long stone quay beneath their feet and rocked the squat, broad-beamed cargo vessel moored alongside.


Captain Amonemhet slipped out of Baks embrace as if unable to tolerate such an intimate display of friendship. His manner turned hostile. If you wish to waste your time, Lieutenant, feel free to do so. When my passengers complain of damaged goods, Ill refer them to your commandant.


Grinning to show how unconcerned he was, Bak stretched out his arm, his open hand inviting the captain to precede him and the Medjays up the gangplank. The ship had been moored less than an hour earlier beside the central of three quays that formed the harbor of Buhen. The vessel was unpainted, its deck darkened by time and dirt and spilled oils. It smelled of stagnant water, probably seepage through the hull. The sail, furled against the lower yard in a slipshod manner, was yellowed with age and dappled with lighter patches. Mounds of cargo were lashed down the length of the deck, allowing barely enough space for the ragtag crew to use the oars and work the sail.


Bak fell back to talk with Imsiba, who had allowed their men to go on ahead. Where the officer was slightly above medium height, broad in chest and shoulders, the sergeant was tall and muscular, a sleek dark leopard in human form. Both had short-cropped dark hair. Both wore thigh-length white kilts damp from perspiration and a minimum of jewelry, a single bronze chain around each mans neck from which hung a half-dozen colorful stone amulets. Both looked at the world with sharp, intelligent eyes.


Amonemhet takes care to keep his fingers clean, my friend, as you well know. He fears losing his ship by confiscation. Imsiba gave Bak a sharp look. What are you really after?


Bak laughed at the Medjays acumen. The trader Nenwaf.


Nenwaf? The wisp of a man standing in front of the deckhouse?


Each time he passes through Buhen, I feel hes laughing at us. As if hes gotten away with something. Lets find out this time what it is.





Bak stood on the prow of the ship, watching his men move slowly down the deck from one traders merchandise to the next, inspecting the mounds of goods destined for the land of Kush. Sweat poured from his body; his thirst was unquenchable. He wished he had planned a shorter, quicker inspection.


The day was hot, the air still. The sky was colorless, bleached by a sun that offered no mercy. The river was a leaden sheet, reflecting birds of passage and the golden orb of Re. A smell of decaying fish wafted up from a muddy backwater. Sails hung limp on a scattered fleet of fishing boats. The words of an age-old river song drifted across the water from an approaching traveling ship, sung by oarsmen forced to take up their long paddles when the prevailing northerly breeze failed. Blue and white banners drooping from masthead and yards were those of the garrison commandant, who was returning from Maam, where he had responded to a summons from the viceroy. Bak wondered fleetingly how the journey had gone.


The Medjays had begun at the stern and worked their way forward to the deckhouse. Thus far their inspection had revealed few transgressions and no surprises. A large basket of trade quality beads brought south from Mennufer had been found to contain four military issue bronze daggers, special gifts for special friends, the portly trader had said, never mind that trade in army equipment was forbidden. Over a hundred brilliant blue faience amulets pilfered from the workshop of the mansion of the lord Ptah near Mennufer had been found among several rolls of heavy export linen. A randomly chosen wine vat had revealed that a bearded trader from the land of Retenu had brought mediocre wine from his homeland at the eastern end of the Great Green Sea and labeled it as a prime vintage from a northern vineyard in Kemet.


Imsiba and his men rounded the deckhouse. Nenwaf greeted them effusively and invited them with open arms to inspect his merchandise. Bak sauntered back to join them, getting a broad smile and the same smug look that had initially attracted his notice a year or more ago. The trader had something to hide, he was convinced.


In less than a half hour the Medjays had examined all Nenwaf possessed. They had found every object listed on his travel passand nothing more. Absolutely nothing. The traders smile grew more expansive, his demeanor much like a cat licking the taste of sparrow from its whiskers. Baks conviction strengthened. The man was smuggling. But what? And how?


Standing beside Imsiba, gently tapping his baton of office against his leg, Bak studied the objects spread out on the deck before them: rolls of linen; jars of wine, beer, honey, and oil; baskets of beads and cheap jewelry; coarse pottery ware; crudely made faience cosmetic pots; and toilet articles such as combs, mirrors, tweezers, and razors. Much the same merchandise as the other traders were taking to Kush.


No, he erred. There was a difference.


Few traders dealt in beer or honey, and none aboard this vessel but Nenwaf. Beer was as easy to make in the land of Kush as in Kemet, and the large pottery jars in which it was stored were ungainly to handle and easily broken during transit. Bees were raised in far greater numbers in Kemet than Kush, but honey could sometimes kill, the reason unknown. Since an unfortunate incident a few months earlier where several small children had died, many traders feared deadly retribution in a remote and alien land.


Kneeling beside a basket filled with reddish jars of honey, he lifted two from among the rest. Each was ovoid in shape, fairly wide-mouthed, and as tall as his hand was long. Each was plugged with dried mud and carried the seal ofHe did not recognize the seal but guessed it had been impressed by the beekeeper. He glanced at Nenwaf, saw an odd closed expression on his face.


Why do you take beer to Kush? he asked. Is that not like taking horses to the land of Hatti? All the world knew that the strongest and finest horses came from the distant northerly kingdom.


The beer I trade is lighter and finer than most, with fewer solids in the bottom of the vat. Nenwaf came forward, hovered. I trade with a minor king who demands the best.


Raising a skeptical eyebrow, Bak replaced the two jars and picked up two others. Nenwafs hasty smile, no longer so smug, told him the man was worried, but whatever was amiss evaded him. Is the honey unusual as well?


The bees drink the nectar of fine clover and thyme. The kingthe one who enjoys a good brewprefers their bounty over that of other bees.


Bak examined the two jars, found the same plugs and seals as before, put them back in the basket. Youve no fear the honey will make him and his loved ones ail and die? he asked, reaching for two more jars.


Receiving no answer, he glanced at Nenwaf. Noticing Baks probing look, the trader formed another smile a shade too unconcerned, shrugged. If he wants the best, he must take the risk.


An argument as thin and wispy as the man who had mouthed it. Doubly alert, Bak studied the pair of jars. Both were plugged and sealed like those he had seen before. One, unlike the rest, had a rough drawing around its neck of a necklace with a pendant bee. A sketch on a jar was not unknown, neither was it common.


He looked closer at the image. His eye was drawn to a flattened streak of mud down the side of the container. Mud deposited by chance when the jar was plugged and partially wiped away? he wondered. Or mud deliberately plastered on the jar to cover a crack? A device to gain full value when full value might not be warranted. He slipped his dagger from its sheath and scratched the streak. Dried mud flaked away, revealing a long and very fine irregular crack.


Nenwafs face looked skeletal, his smile stretched tight.


Bak tamped down his elation and, with a grave look at Imsiba, stood up. Wed best keep this jar, Sergeant, and examine the rest more thoroughly. Honey, beer, the lot. Only the lord Amon knows what Nenwaf thinks to pass off to his customers.


One of the Medjays, a hulking young man named Kasaya, stepped forward to loom over Nenwaf. His countenance was dark and threatening. Perhaps the evil demon that carries death has entered the honey through that crack.


Nenwaf took a quick step back, bumping against the deckhouse. The jar is mine, Lieutenant. One I mean to keep for my own use. You cant take it from me.


Oh?


Ill give you its value and more.


More? Bak asked, curious as to exactly how valuable the jar was to the trader.


Five times more. Enough to share with all these Medjays.


Bak exchanged an enigmatic look with Imsiba, a look that could have meant anything.


The trader noticed. All right. Ten times more. Twenty!


Kasaya looked startled. Another Medjay whistled.


Bak eyed Nenwaf, his expression speculative. Kasaya, go forward to the crews hearth and bring back a bowl. I wish to see for myself honey of such immense value.


Nenwaf leaped forward, reaching for the jar. Bak jerked it away. Imsiba grabbed the trader by the upper arm and flung him at two Medjays, who caught him between them and held him tight. As Kasaya walked away, the trader pleaded for release, swore his offer had been misunderstood. The more he babbled, the more convinced Bak was that whatever the jar contained would be well worth the long, painstaking inspection.


Kasaya returned, silencing Nenwaf. The Medjays and scribe came close so they, too, could see what was worth so large a bribe.


Bak broke away the plug, drawing a moan from deep within the traders breast, and tipped the jar over the grayish bowl Kasaya held out to him. Imsiba and the men stood silent, rapt. A large glob of thick golden honey dropped from the jars mouth. For a long moment the viscous liquid ceased to flow. Then the honey again burst free and a solid object dripping with liquid gold dropped into the puddle at the bottom of the bowl. Immediately another fell and another and another, solid drops of gold and color falling with the slowly pouring liquid. After the sixth object dropped from the jar, the flow continued unabated, revealing nothing further entombed within.


Bak held out the bowl so all could get a better look. Soft murmurs of awe and wonder burst forth. Two bracelets and four rings lay in the small golden pool. Jewelry of an elaborate design made of gold, lapis lazuli, carnelian, and turquoise. He drew his dagger, fished a bracelet from the thick, sticky substance, and held it, dripping, above the bowl. A circlet of gold and precious stones hung from the pointed tip of the blade.


Nenwaf whimpered. And no wonder.


Bak, the sole man among them who could read, pointed to an oval symbol of protection, which traditionally surrounded the names of the kings of Kemet, on back of the pieces. Nebhepetre Montuhotep, he read aloud.


I didnt know what the jar held! Nenwaf sobbed. I was told only that it was valuable. That Id lose my life if I didnt deliver it unopened and intact.


His words were lost among the indignant and angry growls of the group. Nebhepetre Montuhotep had ruled the land of Kemet many generations ago, long before Buhen was built. He was one of the first rulers to come from Waset, one of the first to be buried there. The jewelry was that of a woman. The name within the oval indicated that she had been close to the king. A royal consort or a princess.


The jewelry had to have been taken from an ancient tomb. The tomb of a woman of royal blood rifled and desecrated.





Youre to be commended, my friend. Imsiba clapped Bak hard on the back. If you hadnt recognized Nenwaf for what he is, hed have carried on his smuggling for many years to come.


The infantry sergeant in Waset who stole the weapons we found in the beer jars has much to account for. As for the jewelry Bak glanced at the bowl he carried. Weve snared Nenwaf, but hes a mere tool. I fear the one who robbed the tomb will seek a new way of exchanging its riches for a wealth he can use without raising the suspicion of others.


Did you believe Nenwaf when he said he didnt know what was in the jar? That a man he barely knew asked him to pass it on to another man in Kerma?


Bak looked up the quay at the prisoner, shackled between two Medjays who were hustling him into the deeply shadowed passage through the massive twin-towered gate of the fortress. Stark white towered walls framed the centrally located portal and a similar opening to the north, while a grand pylon gate rose to the south behind which stood the mansion of the lord Horus of Buhen, the local manifestation of the falcon god. From these gates the three quays reached into the river. At the base of the fortified wall, two terraces formed broad steps along the waters edge. Other than a sentry standing in a sliver of shade near each gate, not a creature stirred. Even the various ships crews had sought shelter from the heat. As had the sentry atop the wall, Bak suspected, for he could see no pacing figure on the battlements, as he should have.


He certainly knew the jar contained something of value.


Imsiba shook his head regretfully. I fear we must apply the stick.


Weve no choice. Bak had slight faith in any truth gained by a beating, but for a deed so vile, not merely an affront to the lady Maat, goddess of right and order, but the desecration of an ancient tomb, the cudgel must be used. The commandant, the viceroy of Wawat, and the vizier himself would all demand firm questioning.


Lieutenant Bak! Hori, the chubby young police scribe, burst through the gate and raced down the quay. A large, floppy-eared white dog sped after him, nipping playfully at his heels and yapping.


What now, I wonder? Imsiba murmured.


Bak bestowed upon his friend a disgruntled frown. Well have no swim this afternoon, Ill wager.


Sir! Skidding to a halt, the youth wiped the sweat from brow and upper lip. Commandant Thuty wishes to see you, sir. Right away. In his private reception room. You and Imsiba.


Both of us? To request the sergeants presence was highly unusual. Do you know what he wants?


No, sir. Hori grabbed the dog, an animal he had adopted as a puppy, by the scruff of the neck to quiet it. It must be important, though. He stopped by the guardhouse soon after his ship came in from Maam. Before he went on to the residence.


The commandants residence was the heart of the garrison, serving both as military headquarters and as a dwelling for Thuty and his family.


Hori gave the bowl Bak held a brief, distracted glance. Youre to stop by the garrison for Troop Captain Nebwa. He wants to see all three of you at once.


Bak and Imsiba exchanged worried looks. Whatever the commandant had to say, it must be serious indeed.





Bak, Imsiba, and Nebwa found Commandant Thuty seated in his armchair in his private reception room, reading a scroll Bak recognized as the garrison daybook for the current week. Thuty raised his eyes from the document and beckoned them inside. Taking care where they walked lest they step on a toy or a discarded scroll or one of twenty or more arrows littering the floor, they crossed the room to stand before him. He had to have noticed the bowl in Baks hand, but he made no comment. Instead, he turned around and snapped out an order to a boy of five or so years who was trying to stuff arrows into a quiver. If any of the missiles survived the childs rough treatment, the gods would surely have performed a miracle.


Watching the boy scurry away, Thuty shook his head in dismay. Why did the lord Amon bless me with so many children?


The question, oft-repeated, required no answer.


The commandant laid the scroll on a low table beside his chair and wove his fingers together across his stomach. Clean the playthings off those stools and sit down. He nodded toward several low seats scattered around the room, providing transitory surfaces for dolls, pull toys, balls, and a childs board game. Ive a most important item to discuss.


Bak sat between Nebwa and the big Medjay. Feeling somewhat ridiculous with a bowl on his lap, he placed the honey and its precious cargo on the floor by his feet. The room was hot; a slight breeze drifting through the courtyard door had not the power to dry the thin film of sweat coating his face and body. A strong scent of braised catfish and onions wafted through the air, reminding him that he and Imsiba had missed their midday meal.


Thuty stared at the bowl, obviously curious, but before Bak could explain, his eyes darted away, his thoughts leaping to the purpose of his summons. Ive been asked to take command of the garrison at Mennufer. I like Buhen better than any other place Ive been, but I feel I must move on to the more prestigious post. Ive accepted the task.


Bak was stunned, the news too difficult to grasp. Imsiba gaped, unable to believe. Nebwa, the commandants second-in-command, muttered an oath beneath his breath, his usual response to so startling a pronouncement.


When will you leave, sir? Bak managed.


Thutys eyes settled on Nebwa, as if he had asked the question. Ill remain in Buhen until my replacement arrives. The officer selected, Commander Neferperet from the garrison at Waset, should report here in about a month.


The troop captain, an untidy, coarse-featured man in his early thirties, looked stricken. A man new to this land of Wawat?


Baks heart leaped out to the officer, one of his closest friends. All who dwelt in Buhen knew of Nebwas long posting in the garrison and his high level of competence. Few had doubted he would be given command should Thuty leave.


Thuty looked exceedingly uncomfortable. I know you hoped to replace me as commandant of Buhen, but Viceroy Inebny thought to make you commander of Semna instead. Later, he said, youll have the additional experience needed to occupy my chair.


I understand, sir. Skipping a rank was unusual and they all knew it, but Nebwas disappointment was plain. He was as well-schooled in the commandants many duties as Thuty himself.


I countered with a suggestion I believe far more advantageousto you and me both. Thuty leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms over his chest. His brows were heavy, his chin firm, and the normally hard set of his mouth was relieved by what looked suspiciously like self-satisfaction. The same look he displayed when proclaiming a positive outcome to an impossible assignment not yet begun. I wish you to go north with me, Troop Captain, north to Mennufer.


Bak sucked in his breath, startled by the idea, dismayed at the thought of losing so close a friend.


Sir? Nebwa asked, as if not sure he had heard right.


Mennufer is a large and important training garrison directly under the eye of Menkheperre Thutmose. Thuty spoke of their sovereigns nephew and stepson, co-ruler in name only, a youth who had taken upon himself the task of rebuilding an army that had languished from years of neglect. If Im to do my task welland Im determined to do soI must have as my right hand a man I can trust, one of unusual competence and ability, one uninvolved in political intrigue. I see you as that man.


Nebwa looked doubtful. The son of a common soldier, born and reared in Wawat, he had always been posted on the southern frontier. Of equal importance, his wife was a local woman. A move to Kemet would not be easy for either of them. Is that an order, sir?


Id make you my second-in-command, Nebwa, as you are here, and head of all training. I believe the rank of troop captain too low for such a responsible task.


Ill be leaving everything I know, sir. Nebwa glanced at Bak and Imsiba. Including men I hold closer in my heart than I would a brother.


Thuty waved off the objection. I suggested to Inebny that Lieutenant Bak also accompany me to Mennufer.


Bak felt as if he had been hit hard in the stomach: a bit sick and his breath torn away. What of my men, sir? How can I leave them? Immediately after the words were spoken, shame washed through him. Imsiba, his logical successor, was as competent a leader of men as he was. Maybe more so. To leave behind a friend so close would be abominable, but if the big Medjay gained by the loss, the breach should be easier to accept.


The Medjays in Mennufer are civil police. Thutys eyes drifted toward the bowl on the floor. He paused as if losing his thought, then looked back at the man to whom he was speaking. I need a dependable force to maintain order in the garrison, a force part of and yet separate from the army, as you and your men are here. And so I told Inebny. Hes agreed that you may go with me as a unit, should you desire. If so, hell request a fresh company of Medjays to replace the men.


Am I to go with them, sir? Imsiba asked. The very fact that he had been summoned with Bak portended change.


I recognize how invaluable you are to Baks company, but I hesitated to recommend that you move north with us. Youre fully capable of standing at the head of the new unit of Medjays, and youre worthy of promotion to an officers rank. In addition, I know your wifes cargo ship sails out of Buhen and her business thrives.


Yes, sir.


Youve a choice to make, Sergeant. To step into Baks sandals and move up in rank, or to go with your friends to Mennufer. He looked back at Nebwa, who clung to his doubtful expression as if it were molded of gold, and added, If they decide to go.


Bak thought of how fond he had become of this desolate fortress to which he had initially been exiled. Buhen was his home, a place he loved above all others. How could he leave? How could any of them leave? Can you give us a few days to think on the matter, sir?


A day or two at most. Should you choose to go, Inebny will need time to summon replacements. A scowl flitted across Thutys face, an afterthought that must be aired. One thing more you must know, Lieutenant, Sergeant. If you choose to go with me, I can promise no increase in rank. Youd both have to prove yourselves once againnot to me, but to the many men in lofty positions whove nothing better to do than sit on their plump backsides and criticize their betters.


Yes, sir, they said as one.


Nebwa joined in the chorus, as aware as Bak and Imsiba that he also would have to impress the bureaucrats who dwelt and toiled in the northern capital.


Thutys glance dropped to the bowl at Baks feet. Now what have you brought, Lieutenant?





I can just about understand a man, one whose family is starving, breaking into a tomb in a time of need. Thuty dropped heavily onto his chair, rubbed his eyes. But today? No. We live in a time of prosperity, where every man has a task and none face want.


Bak let the bracelet fall from the tip of his dagger and sink back into its viscous gold bath. Greed is seldom related to need, sir.


Ignoring the banality, Thuty motioned him to sit. As soon as Bak had told his tale, Imsiba and Nebwa had hurried away, both to talk to their wives about the prospect of leaving Buhen for a new and different life in the faraway city of Mennufer. Bak was grateful he had no one close to tell, no one to whom he must break such startling news. Except Hori. And the Medjays. Men he must speak with right away, before they heard from some other source.


Other than getting the truth from Nenwaf and seeing that hes punished, the theft isnt our problem, Thuty said. We must send these objects to Waset, where men closer to the burial places can seek out the vile criminal whos robbing the dead.


After we learn all Nenwaf knowsif anythingIll prepare a report and send it north by courier. Another thought struck. Your wife could take it, sir, along with the jewelry. Does she not have family in Waset? Will she not pack your household goods and go on ahead of you, stopping there to see them on her way to Mennufer?


She will, but


To lessen the chance of discovery, a man must dispose of a few objects at a time over a long period. I doubt a speedy delivery is necessary.


Thuty hesitated a moment, reached a decision. You must take them, Lieutenant. He glanced quickly at Bak and, with a smile that may or may not have been sheepish, amended the order. If you decide to move with me to Mennufer, youll want to stop in Waset to visit your father. You could leave Buhen right away and deliver the jewelry. That would give you a month or two with your parent before I reach the capital. You could sail from there to Mennufer with me.


Bak smiled at the so-called error. He knew Thuty well, knew he was already assuming the men he wished to take with him would ultimately decide to go. If I choose to remain in Buhen, Ill send my report by courier. To whom shall it go, sir? The mayor of western Waset? He was referring to the small city across the river from the capital, an urban area whose residents supported the growing number of cemeteries, memorial temples, and small mansions of the gods that overlooked the vast cultivable plain along the river.


Smiling at the not-so-subtle reminder that he might not get his way, the commandant rose from his chair and strode across the room to open the door leading to a long stairwell that rose from ground level to the battlements. Cooler air escaped from the dark, enclosed passage. We dont know the mayor. We do know Amonked. We know we can trust him to do what has to be done. The report should go to him and so should the jewelry.


Bak nodded agreement. The decision was a good one. Amonked was cousin to their sovereign, Maatkare Hatshepsut. They had come to know him several months earlier when he had journeyed south up the river, inspecting the fortresses that guarded the southern frontier. He had made many difficult-to-keep promises and had successfully followed through on them all.





So Ill be free of you at last. Nofery leaned back in her chair, one of the few in Buhen and an object she valued highly, and smiled. The lord Amon never ceases to bestow abundance on those who praise him.


In the wavering light of the torch mounted beside the courtyard door, Bak studied the obese old woman, searching for any sign of regret. He could find none. He knew how adept she was at hiding her feelings, but he was hurt nonetheless. I spoke with Hori and my Medjays for over an hour. Buhen is our home, its people our family, but in the end we had no choice. How could we refuse such an unlikely offer, where all of us will remain together?


Even the three whove taken local women as wives? Her attention was focused on the open doorway leading to the large room at the front of the building, where her customers reveled. Her voice was cool, indifferent. Troublesome to one who thought of her as a friend.


Ive given them leave to stay, should they desire.


Noferys eyes slid toward Nebwa. Well? What have you decided? She stared hard at him, offering no more warmth or regret than she had given Bak.


He queried Bak with a glance, the questions plain on his face: Could the woman care so little about them? Could she have been feigning friendship throughout the years they had known her? Faced with a choice of imminent promotion to commander in an important garrison like Mennufer or spending several years in a like position in a backwater like Semna, what would you do?


What of your wife? Will she not object?


Nebwa laughed ruefully. She wants to go. Can you believe it? A woman whos never been farther away from Buhen than a days walk, and she wants to see the world.


Voices rose in the next room, men wagering. Knucklebones clattered across the floor, followed by a triumphant laugh and the exaggerated moans of loss. A scantily clad young woman came through the door, leading a soldier who offered a halfhearted salute to the two officers and the proprietress of the house of pleasure. A low growl drew the mans eyes to a half-grown lion lying on a mat in the corner, sending him rushing through a rear door. Flashing a dazzling smile at Nebwa and Bak, the girl followed.


What of Imsiba and Sitamon? Nofery demanded. Will they, at least, remain behind to keep an old woman company?


Bak noted a faint tremor in her lips. She was upset about their leaving. He spread his hands wide, shrugged. Weve heard no word.


Could we not go, too? A sleek youth of a dozen or so years stepped out of the shadows of an adjoining room. His dark, oiled skin glowed in the uncertain light. He knelt beside the lion and rubbed its head, making it purr. Hori has told me of the wonders of Kemet, and Id like to see them for myself.


Nofery scowled at the boy who, along with the lion, had been given to her by a Kushite king. How would we live, Amonaya? My place of business is here.


After Hori leaves, Ill have no one to teach me to read and write.


How many times have you told me you hate those lessons he gives you? How many times have you vanished when you know hes coming?


He stared down at the lion, his face sullen. Its a game we play, thats all.


A game. Ha!


Bak leaned forward and patted a plump knee hidden beneath the long white sheath Nofery wore. There are many houses of pleasure in Kemet, old woman. You could trade this one off to a man of Buhen and get another in Mennufer.


Start over again? A woman old and alone, as I am? Blinking hard, she turned her face away.


Bak had an idea she was crying. He sorrowed for her, but was at the same time pleased that her indifference had been a sham. Youd not be alone. Youd have me and my men, Nebwa and his wife, and if the gods smile upon us, Imsiba and Sitamon as well. He glanced at Nebwa, a silent plea for help, but the troop captain, who could never cope with tears, looked more at a loss than Bak as to how to convince her. Anyway, I cant let you walk free and clear, with no further obligation. Ill still need your services as my spy.


Rather than pacify her, as he had hoped, the gentle teasing further upset her. Sobs burst forth, her shoulders shook with misery. Spy! How could I be your spy in a city as large as Mennufer? Where Id lose my way at every turn of a lane? Where Id know no one? Where Id hear no secrets to pass on?


Youll learn, as I will, and Nebwa, and Imsibaif he chooses to come with us.


Imsiba has so chosen. A small, delicate woman with shoulder length dark hair, stepped through the door, brightening the courtyard with a radiant smile.


The big Medjay, following close behind, slipped an arm around his wifes shoulders. Sitamon is not as fond of Buhen as we are. After dancing around the truth, unwilling to hurt my feelings, she admitted as much. He gave her a fond smile. As for her business, she hopes to trade her ship in Abu for a bigger, newer vessel to ply the waters of Kemet.


Bak let out a secret sigh of relief, but had second thoughts. I for one would miss you greatly if we had to part, he admitted, but are you sure this is what you want?


Nebwa looked as doubtful as Bak felt. Youd give up the chance to reach a higher rank and become a leader of men?


Commandant Thuty will see that we get our duesooner or later. Imsiba grinned suddenly at the two officers. Your friendship, the needs of the woman I love, and the men who look to us for leadership are more important to me by far than standing at the head of a group of strangers.


Bak caught his friend by the shoulders and he swallowed hard to clear the emotion from his throat. If youre sure this is what you want, Ill bend a knee before the lord Amon for months to come. I feared Id bid you good-bye and never see you again.


As he stepped back, making way for Nebwa, sobs shook Noferys heavy body.


Sitamon, quick to understand, knelt before the old woman and clasped her hands. You must come with us, Nofery. You must trade away your place of business and move to Mennufer, as I intend to do.


Ive the boy, the lion, the women who toil for me. Ive furniture, dishes, jars of wine Id hate to leave behind. This chair. So many objects, so many people to move. How can I?


Lest you havent noticed, Nofery, my ship has a large deck. Plenty of room for all of us and all we hold dear.


Nofery leaned forward and encircled the younger woman with her arms. Her tears continued to flow, trickling around a tremulous but broad smile that told them how much she had come to love them, how touched she was that they cared for her.












Chapter Two





Youve heard nothing from Amonked? Hori asked.


Laughing, Bak ran his fingers under his belt, wet through with sweat although the day was young. While dwelling in Buhen, he had imagined Kemet to be cooler, and he supposed it was. But he had found his homeland during this, the hottest time of the year, to be no less uncomfortable than the southern frontier. I didnt send off my message until late yesterday, after we moored at the harbor in Waset.


The young scribe hoisted himself onto the mudbrick wall that surrounded the paddock where Baks chariot horses were kept. The animals, two fine black steeds named Defender and Victory, were grazing at the edge of an irrigation ditch. Bits of greenery peeked up through dry and brittle grass and weeds badly in need of the floodwaters soon to swell over the thirsty land. Brown geese waded in a muddy puddle beside the mudbrick watering trough, while several ducks nibbled grain strewn before the door of a shed at the far end of the paddock. Outside the wall, several goats and two donkeys nibbled a mound of hay on the floor of a lean-to. Beyond, a small herd of cattle, sheep, and goats grazed on the dry stubble of a neighbors field. The young girl who watched the animals was playing with her dog, making it bark.


What did your mother and father think when you ran off so early this morning? Bak asked.


Hori shrugged. I told them I was to meet Kasaya here, which was the truth.


Youre both free to go your own way until we travel north to Mennufer. How many times have I told you so? Bak gave the youth a stern look. Youve been gone for many months. Your parents surely want to spend time with you.


Unable or unwilling to meet Baks eyes, the youth stared at his right foot, which he was bouncing against the wall. Ive reached my sixteenth year, yet they treat me as a child. You dont.


Recalling his first time home from the army and the way he had been treated by his fathers housekeeper, the only mother he had ever known, Bak could not help but sympathize. How would she behave now, he wondered, if she were here? After so long an absence, would she revert to the past and baby him as she had before, or would she recognize his maturity? He must wait to find out. She had traveled to Ipu to tend to her daughter during childbirth.


Whats Kasayas reason for escape? he asked. Or have you lured him from his home so youll have a partner in truancy?


Hes worse off than I amif thats possible. His mother started in on him the instant he set foot in their house. A sudden laugh burst from Horis lips. Shes found a suitable young woman, and she insists he take her as his wife.


Bak could not help but laugh with him. Kasaya was a good-natured individual of fine appearance, but was not overly endowed with intelligence. Women of all ages adored him, and he responded to their needs until theyor their parentsmistook his friendship for more serious intent. He had barely evaded permanent entanglement more than once while they had dwelt in Buhen.


A new thought silenced Baks laughter. He would be the man Kasaya turned to if he needed a voice of authority to escape the fate his mother had planned for him. Shuddering at the very idea, he crossed a patch of drying grass to the horses he had, against all sound reason, refused to part with when exiled to Buhen.


He did not know if the animals recognized him or not. After all, he had been away more than two years. But, when first he had gone to them the previous evening, both had accepted him without hesitation. When he had come out to groom them at daybreak, they had seemed to glory in the touch of his hand as he caressed their muzzles, brushed their sleek coats, combed their long manes and tails. He had not hitched them to the chariothe had first to make sure time had not damaged its various partsbut he doubted they would accept the lightweight two-wheeled vehicle as quickly as they had him. His father, Ptahhotep, a physician, had no use for a chariot, preferring to walk, so the animals had rarely left the paddock in which they spent their days or the shed where they were kept at night.


Do you think Amonked will ask you to seek out the man who stole the jewelry from the old tomb? Hori asked.


Bak eyed the youth across the horses backs. He had thought Hori had outgrown the urge to play an active role in tracking down men who offended the lady Maat. Apparently not, thus this early morning visit. Hes the Storekeeper of Amon, Hori, not a police officer.


He could go to the man whos responsible and suggest you investigate.


If moved to do so, I suppose he could.


Would you accept?


Bak grinnedat himself as much as the boy. What do you think?


Why dont you ask him? Horis wide-eyed eagerness left no doubt as to how he felt. Youd need my help, wouldnt you? Mine and Kasayas?


Bak! Ptahhotep called.


The physician came around the modest white house that stood twenty or so paces from the paddock. He had gone off on an early morning call and was returning by way of a raised path between fields. Close on his heels walked a slight young man a year or two younger than Hori wearing a calf-length kilt down which ink had been spilled. An apprentice scribe, Bak guessed.


The pair crossed an open plot of scrubby grass in front of the portico that ran the length of the house, which was shaded by date palms and a tall sycamore. Bak had been given the house and the small section of land as a reward for solving a crime when first he had gone to Buhen. He looked upon the property with mixed emotions. It was a reward he had earned but not the gold of valor he longed for.


Praying the scribe had brought a message from Amonked, doubting a summons would come so early, Bak crossed to the wall to greet them.


This is Huy, Ptahhotep said. Hes come to take you to Amonked. Anyone who saw the physician and Bak together could not help but know they were father and son. The older man was slimmer, to be sure, his hair faded to white, his forehead and the corners of his eyes and mouth wrinkled. But in spite of the toll the passing years had taken, the resemblance was there for the world to see.


Bak offered a silent prayer of thanks to the lord Amon. Deep down inside, he had feared Amonked might ignore his message, thinking he had come to the capital in search of patronage. He vaulted over the wall, paused, exchanged a quick glance with Hori, a promise of sorts. Like the youth, he had no desire to spend a quiet month in Waset.




Amonked clasped Bak by the shoulders like an old and valued friend. Welcome to Waset, Lieutenant. I felt sure youd stop to see your father on the way to Mennuferand I dared hope youd come to see me.


You knew of our new posting? Released by the older man, Bak stepped back, laughing. Of course you did. You mayve left behind the land of Wawat, never to return again, but if Ive learned nothing else about you, Ive learned that your interest, once attracted, never wanes.


Smiling his pleasure at what he rightly took as a compliment, Amonked laid an arm across Baks shoulders and ushered him into the shade of a portico built across the front of a storehouse of the lord Amon. Its true. I never fail to read the abbreviated daybooks Thuty sends north to Waset.


Huy followed at a respectful distance, awaiting fresh orders. The building, which consisted of ten long, vaulted magazines, stood near a quay that allowed cargo to be offloaded from ships moored reasonably close to the many warehouses of the god. Eight of the structures doors were closed and sealed, while two stood open, releasing the odors of grain and cooking oils. Five scribes sat on reed mats at the far end of the portico, scribbling on papyrus scrolls.


Basking in the warmth of Amonkeds welcome, Bak dropped onto a low stool and studied the man he had come to see. He was rather plump and of medium height, and sat on a chair befitting his status as Storekeeper of Amon, with plenty of colorful pillows for comfort. He wore the simple calf-length kilt of a scribe and a minimum of colorful beaded jewelry. Unashamed of his thinning hair, he wore no wig. He had not changed, Bak was glad to see, since washing away the sand and sweat of Wawat to return to this easier, more comfortable life.


First things first, Amonked said, and ordered Huy to bring close a low table on which sat two stemmed bowls, a jar of wine, and bowls of fruit. Tell me of Buhen and all thats happened since last I saw it.


Sipping a rich, flower-scented wine, Bak first thanked him on behalf of Commandant Thuty and himself for the promises he had kept. He went on to speak of the many individuals Amonked had come to know during his long journey south. The Storekeeper of Amon, in turn, invited Bak to his home to renew acquaintance with those who had accompanied him to Wawat. A gentle breeze and the soft cooing of doves blessed their reunion.


When finally they had caught up with the news, Amonked set his drinking bowl on the table and his face grew serious. You wish to report an offense against the lady Maat, so said your message. A vile deed that must be resolved here in Waset.


Bak pulled loose from his belt the square of linen in which he had carried the ancient jewelry. Untying the knot, he spread wide the fabric and held out the open package. He had a brief moment of regret that the bracelets and rings no longer lay in the honey. The presentation would have been more dramatic, a jest he felt sure Amonked would have appreciated.


I found these while inspecting southbound trade goods passing through Buhen, he said.


Amonked took the package and lifted out a golden bracelet encrusted with turquoise and carnelian. After reading the royal oval and the symbols inside, he studied the other five objects.


Grave of face, he said, The jewelry of a royal consort or princess, without doubt. A woman close to Nebhepetre Montuhotep, the first of a long line of kings to make Waset their seat of power. He laid the square of cloth and its precious contents on the table by his side. Tell me how you found the jewelry and who had it.


Bak explained in detail and spoke of the subsequent interrogation. He summed up the result in one brief sentence: Im convinced Nenwaf knows no more than he told us.


Eyeing the jewelry, Amonkeds expression grew dark and unhappy. This isnt the first time such items have been found on board a ship bound for some distant land. Of the eighteen objects the inspectors at the harbor have retrieved, some, like these, were taken from a royal tomb, while others came from the burial places of individuals whose names we dont know. Theyre all quite beautiful and valuable, objects once worn by the long-dead nobility.


Bak whistled. The jewelry discovered would be a small fraction of the total amount stolen. The situation was more serious than he had imagined. Were all the pieces taken from the same burial ground?


That we dont know. The four smugglers apprehended knew no more than your Nenwaf did. Amonked picked up his drinking bowl. Even if the jewelry taken from a non-royal tomb contained the owners name, we probably wouldnt know its location. Some objects are of a style common to the reign of Nebhepetre Montuhotep and his immediate successors; the rest are of a less refined workmanship, somewhat later in origin, possibly made at a provincial capital.


Bak understood the problem. Records so old were hard to findif they existed at all. A portion of the intervening time had been plagued by famine and war, turning the land of Kemet upside down and the archives into places of chaos. Nebhepetre Montuhoteps memorial temple and tomb are in western Waset. Would not the women close within his heart be buried nearby?


Other mens thoughts have followed the same path, Lieutenant. Amonked plucked a cluster of grapes from a bowl on the table and plopped one into his mouth. Lieutenant Menna, the officer who stands at the head of the men who guard the cemeteries of western Waset, has been given the task of laying hands on the thief. Thus far hes had no luck. Oh, he finds an open tomb now and then, small and poor, certainly not one in which jewelry of this quality would be found. He spat a seed into his hand. If anyone can resolve the problem, he can. Hes held his position for more than three years, and he knows the area well. Beckoning Huy, he added, Ill summon him. You must get to know him.


While he issued orders to the apprentice, the beat of drums and the rhythmic song of oarsmen announced the departure of a cargo ship. As it pulled away from the quay, another similar vessel approached the dock to moor in its place. The quay seldom stood empty at this time of year, Bak knew. The harvest was over and the time had come to share a portion of the years bounty with the royal house and the lord Amon. The men who toiled day after day, carrying the offering from the laden ships to the gods storehouses, sat on the ground beneath a cluster of palms, awaiting the next cargo. One man was whistling, a few played a game of chance, the rest were chatting and laughing, men who saw each other daily but never ran out of words.


Amonkeds extensive knowledge of the thefts roused Baks curiosity. After the youth hurried away, he said, You arent the man responsible for the investigation, are you?


Not at all. My task, one given to me recently by Maatkare Hatshepsut, is to watch over the construction of Djeser Djeseru, her memorial temple. Amonked eyed the grapes again, but refused to be tempted. My sole interest in the robberies is that they could be taking place right under the noses of the men who are building the temple.


Im to remain in Waset a month or more, until Commandant Thuty comes north from Buhen. Not wanting to appear
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